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CHAPTER ONE
Nikola


For over seven hundred years Nikola Kingston had walked the Earth, but in the whirlwind of the centuries, he had never encountered a vampire who saw with both the scarlet eyes of the Blood God and the silver gaze of the Moon Goddess.

Until now.

“Nikola,” Katsuki repeated, the ancient beholding Asher in bewilderment. “The Goddess. She spoke to you. What did she say?” Katsuki was over two millennia old, a native of Japan before the rest of the world had known the island as such. Yet it was evident that not even they had seen a vampire blessed by both Moon and Blood.

“She told me to save him,” Nikola said. She’d since left, her absence a cavity in the room. Even though she’d finally spoken to him for the first time in decades, he didn’t have room in his heart for disappointment over her abrupt departure. It was filled with relief that Asher was alive and breathing in his arms.

The young vampire’s heterochromatic eyes began to droop, his head nodding off. Bodies rejecting the Change weren’t unheard of, choosing death instead. Were the contrasting eye colors a symptom of such a rejection, a result of Nikola attempting the Changing ritual on someone already Changed? Had the Goddess led him astray, or had he misunderstood her, simply prolonging the inevitable?

Veronica placed a hand upon Nikola’s bicep. A cool kiss of calmness flowed from her touch, a Moon trick. Nikola didn’t bother fighting it. What good would his panic do here? “We can’t stay. They’ll be back, or she’ll wake up.” Her cheekbone highlighter sparkling in the light, Veronica nodded to Brie’s unconscious form on the floor.

Nikola hadn’t slain her after all. Relief fluttered in his chest. It took more than a bump on the head to kill a Blood Follower. “Take Asher back to our house,” Veronica continued. “The borders between Morrigan and Malkolm should protect you both for a little while.”

“Absolutely not,” Francis objected. At some point during Nikola’s efforts to save Asher, he’d ripped off the false facial hair and wiped off some of the airbrushed makeup, the stoic and threatening man peeking through the costume. “We are not sheltering one of Malkolm’s.”

Veronica met her husband’s glower with defiance. “To be frank, after tonight, I don’t think Malkolm will claim him.”

“And that is our problem?” Francis snapped.

Nikola wasn’t so sure about Veronica’s statement. Going off what orders Riccardo had echoed, Malkolm still considered Asher to be “his”—his to punish and torture and, quite likely, eventually execute. All the more reason for Nikola to guard Asher, as if he needed another. “I refuse to leave him. I’ll bring him before Morrigan and beg for refuge before I turn him over.”

“She’ll kill you both for so bold a move,” Francis said. “Even her mercy has its limit.” The word “mercy” lingered in the air, Francis’s metallic Moon eyes flickering. He closed them and cursed beneath his breath, losing the fight inside himself. “Fine, we will shelter Asher Black—until he recovers. After that, he’s on his own.”

Where he goes, I go. Nikola didn’t make the proclamation out loud. Jaw clenching, he gave a grateful nod and rose to his feet, lifting Asher’s unconscious form in his arms.

The Moon Children looked between one another and around at the fallout of the slaughter. The bodies began to disintegrate, skin turning to ash to reveal chalky skeletons. The bones followed, reduced down to inorganic dust. Vampiric bodies didn’t stay in the world for long—another means of protecting them from humanity’s deadly attention.

But the blood lingered, soaking into everything.

The ginger twins—no older than teenagers but born from Irish villages centuries gone—shuffled behind Katsuki, holding one another. The coven stared at the ashen, red-stained scar beneath the folds of Diesel’s clothes, a heart-wrenching mark in the pale fabric of the couch. Katsuki’s eyes slid closed. “Take Remy and Sam with you in my car, and I will come retrieve them later. I must clean up this… this mess.” They glanced over at Brie’s form with a grimace. “If I am here alone, Riccardo will not dare threaten my life, not unless he wishes for the High King’s wrath.”

Nikola refrained from making a face. He wondered just how long Katsuki’s and his own longevity would protect either of them from this reclusive King.

“I will stay and help,” Francis offered. Katsuki shook their head and gently pushed the mute twins toward Veronica. She wrapped an arm around each of their trembling shoulders.

“No, you were recognized. You must also go.” Katsuki frowned at Asher’s unmoving form. “It would be easy to blame Asher Black, but what happened here tonight was far more complicated than what we could imagine. I cannot predict what is to come, but if the Goddess wished Asher to live, then I suspect we will need him on our side.”

Ah, Katsuki had also guessed that the state of Grander was in peril. So great was Nikola’s respect for the ancient that he found comfort knowing that they at the very least saw Asher as a potential ally.

Francis snarled, turning away with a flair of rattling car keys. He did not look back as he barked, “Let’s go!”

Katsuki stopped Nikola as the others went out by way of the basement tattoo studio. Their expression was severe as they said, “A war rages inside of Asher. Protect him from himself, or else you may have to protect everyone else from him.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Nikola sat in the backseat of Veronica’s car with Asher’s head cradled in his lap. His eyes never left Asher’s troubled face as he brushed back his shaggy bangs. Asher’s lips twitched, and his eyebrows pinched. Pray tell, Nikola thought, what nightmares are haunting you? Could they be any worse than the nightmares that plagued him in the waking world?

Nikola’s former wife not only lived, but she still had the undead child. If not for the fact Asher was under his care, he’d already be at Morrigan’s doorstep, demanding answers. From Master Corvellious, as well. He’d use emotional manipulation against the superiors if he must, something he hadn’t dared to do before.

Nikola’s skull swam with cursed memories as he carried Asher into his suburban mansion. Memories of Marianna murdering John and selling her soul to the Blood God, severing the vows between her and Nikola for eternity. Memories of Corvellious saving Nikola from Marianna, preserving Nikola’s life a second time, and solidifying Nikola’s indebted loyalty.

Why had Morrigan spared the cursed woman and child?

Veronica said something to Nikola as he began up the stairs. He gave a noncommittal hum. He was dead on his feet, muscles as stiff as wood and his bones made of lead. The shock, the drinking, the bloodletting to save Asher’s life—the fatigue of it all came together in a crushing wave that made Nikola fully comprehend the meaning behind “undead.”

He laid Asher out on his bed. With a grimace, he tried to recall the last time he’d slept next to another body—quite possibly it was with Marianna and John. Twice in his life, he’d lost a coven. He’d die before he let it happen a third time. But he refused to flee while Asher was in his precarious condition.

Asher whimpered in his sleep, stirring, but he did not wake up. Nikola gazed down at the young man with trepidation in his heart. Had Nikola’s actions done nothing but bring Asher more pain? No. Nikola refused to believe that—Asher was here, breathing. Nikola sent up a prayer of gratitude to his Goddess, though he feared the dying night might be the last he'd ever hear from her.

Nikola, his vision blurring with the need for sleep, drifted toward the journals piled on his desk, as if his body were magnetized by the written accounts of his life. Many of the books were of standard compositions, but there were a few bound in leather, the pages yellowed and delicate with age. Nikola shuffled through the inked collection.

Once Asher awakened, he’d most assuredly have questions—and Nikola would answer every single one. There was no point in running from a past that had already found him. And if Marianna and Mary were the ones who had immortalized Asher Black, then his and Nikola’s fates were more intrinsically interwoven than the Moon Child would have ever believed.


CHAPTER TWO
Asher


For miles as far as the eye could see, silver water reflected the explosion of nebula and galaxies swirling overhead in the black-purple skies. Corporeal, violet creatures resembling jellyfish and deep-sea monsters drifted through the collisions of color and light, unseeing and silent. Octopi anchored their tentacles around moons and colorful planets. The heavens churned slowly, seconds behind real time.

The celestial salt flats, the in-between realm of life and death, the dominion of the gods.

Who was to say there was only the duality of the Blood God and the Moon Goddess? They ruled over vampire kind, so maybe they were the only deities who revealed themselves to vampires.

Asher Black was naked, but he didn’t feel cold or exposed. He really didn’t feel much of anything. He was just a part of the ethereal realm, an extension. He walked aimlessly through the shallow waters, though it did not ripple or splash around his ankles. Asher Black noticed without fully registering it that his body was semi-translucent, a spirit caught in a world of dreams.

As he walked, he stared into the red eyes of the reflection stretched out before him. It wasn’t his own image, but of the Blood God himself. Skin gleaming like mighty bronze, horns curling from his bare head, he grinned a mouthful of pointed teeth.

Asher remembered the first and only time he’d met the Blood God, how scared shitless he’d been. Now, there was only morbid fascination. So, this was the fucker that bled humanity out of someone until they thirsted for the blood to replace it.

The Blood God’s rabid smile faltered, flickering with unbridled rage. Asher felt it resonate inside his chest, causing him to stumble forward. He fell into the water, cold seeping in, making him aware of his skin. Only then did the fear finally settle in. Why am I back here? Did I die? Asher tried to conjure memories, but it was as if he’d never lived a life at all, slipping from his fingers like cobwebs in the wind.

“Asher Black.”

A new voice. A woman’s voice. It could only be one being. The Moon Goddess. That frightened him more than his ruthless God. His being here with Asher, that made sense. But why in the hell would the mother of Moon Children be reaching out to him?

“Asher Black, rise.”

He was compelled to obey, though she spoke the words like a gentle request, not a command. The salt water slipped over his ghostly skin, leaving it unchanged. Though he did not drip with water, he shivered all the same.

He lifted his gaze and beheld the Moon Goddess. With the figure of a sexless child’s doll, but retaining the feminine curves of a woman, her skin was as black as a stormy night sky. Her eyes shone like brilliant stars, her children’s silver discs pale in comparison. Her hair floated above her shoulders as if submerged, gleaming as white as the full moon. Asher’s breath left him. He finally understood why so many devoted themselves to pacifism in her name.

Like Nikola Kingston.

Nikki. Panic gripped Asher. He needed to get back to Nikola. Explain himself. Beg for forgiveness. And it didn’t matter if Nikola accepted it or not; Asher would still protect him from the horrors of Malkolm’s horde.

The Moon Goddess smiled softly. She was closer now, just within reach. Asher hadn’t seen her move, even though he hadn’t taken his eyes off her.

“The world needs balance, Asher Black,” the Moon Goddess said, brushing the back of her hand down the side of Asher’s face—the side unmarred by scar. Asher, known to gnash at most who dared tried to touch him, leaned into the sensation of starlight tingling across his skin. She let him nestle his cheek into the cusp of her palm. “Balance between all living things.”

Asher wasn’t sure what she was getting at. He was just happy to be in her presence, her touch a tether of reality. He couldn’t help but think of his own stay-at-home mother. The woman who’d beat him if he cried too often when they still lived in Alabama. The same woman who became cold and distant when she got some cafeteria gig upon moving to Grander. The sense of safety and comfort without the pressure of reciprocation… was this that motherly love shit he’d always heard about?

The sound of disturbed water splashed behind him, pulling him from the moment. The Goddess took her hand away, and Asher had to stop himself from reaching for it. You really shouldn’t grab at a deity, after all.

The rhythm of familiar drums throbbed in the air, rolling from the horizon, dropping into the unknown. But whereas the song of the Blood God normally livened Asher by sharpening his anger, this particular tune wasn’t born from his own ear canals. It was directed at him, and Asher trembled.

The Blood God was here.

The Moon Goddess rested a hand upon his shoulder, the wordless gesture as clear as the spiral galaxies above. It was time to face him. Asher felt a sickening sensation of guilt, as if he’d been unfaithful to his God. Asher’s breath stuttered and, feeling the Goddess’s encouragement, turned around.

“Asher Black,” the Blood God rumbled, his voice like the faraway thunder of an approaching storm, carried by green clouds promising destruction. He was no longer just a reflection in the pool, but standing tall, taller than any man, living or dead. The way Asher’s name sounded in the warlike God’s voice was like an omen.

Asher could no longer hold the scarlet gaze. He glanced back at the Moon Goddess, seeking her maternal glow, but saw she’d fallen back several feet—leaving Asher exactly in the middle of them.

Balance.

Asher swayed where he stood, threatening to tip that balance. Do they expect me to, like, make a choice like some fucked up custody battle in court? Why the hell would they be fighting over me, anyway?

“Gentle child, we have plans for you.” He wasn’t sure if it was his overactive imagination or not, but with every one of her syllables, the planets above pulsated with their own internal light.

“Plans?” Asher repeated, his voice hardly above a breath.

The Blood God growled, “The brash actions of a few of our followers nearly led to their extinction across many regions. A similar fate looms ahead, except there is nowhere else for our devoted to escape to.”

“Where there is human life,” the Goddess explained, “there is death. And where there is death, there is undead.”

Asher could barely keep up. The European vampire boom had led to mass slayings centuries ago, and survivors had escaped to the New World. Is that what the patrons referred to, happening again during a heavily weaponized, modernized era? Asher considered Grander, crawling with enough Blood Followers to cause it to be marked as one of the most dangerous cities in the country.

What does that have to do with me?

“My children need a Defender,” the Moon said.

“And mine Guidance,” the Blood added.

Together, they said, “You are to be such Balance.”

Before he could process the words, Asher tipped backwards, his mind fading to black before his back hit the water. He was falling through a void filled with battle drumbeats and affectionate caresses, landing in a body that was aching and alive.


CHAPTER THREE
Nikola


Nikola woke up moments before Asher, roused by his restless tossing and sawing breaths. Nikola had the hindsight to leave the lights on, so Asher needn’t awake confused in the dark, and was grateful for that now. Asher shot upward, chest heaving, forehead slick with sweat. Though he’d already seen it once, Nikola still flinched in surprise at Asher’s darting red-and-silver eyes.

“Nikola, what have you done?” He wished he’d had the answer for Katsuki, even if it was only to know that he hadn’t destroyed Asher.

“Where am I?” Asher breathed in a tone that indicated he was merely speaking his thoughts out loud. His searching gaze finally landed on Nikola. “Nikki,” he said, the relief as pure and rich as fresh maple syrup. Asher swallowed hard, Adam’s apple bobbing with a click. His impossible eyes widened as a blast of fear flashed through him, nearly catching Nikola sideways.

Asher sprang out of the bed, backing away so abruptly he crashed into the desk. He’s scared of me, Nikola realized.

Nikola raised his hands, careful not to make any sudden movements. “You’re safe,” Nikola said. “I brought you back to my home, a safe place for you to recover. Francis and Veronica know you’re here—you’re somewhere safe.”

Safe with me.

Asher’s fist curled as he brought it to his chest, a visible effort to steady his breathing. That unto itself was a victory. If Asher decided to flee, there was little Nikola could do to stop him. “Your home,” he echoed, voice jagged with sleep. “I’m on Morrigan’s territory. How is that safe?” Realization dawned across his features, memories from the night before falling into place. He let his face drop into his hands. “I wouldn’t be safe on Malkolm’s, either.”

Nikola had no way of knowing if Riccardo had caught up with Marianna and Mary, or if the two cursed Blood Followers were still out there in the streets. If Nikola knew his estranged wife at all, something as arbitrary as boundaries would do little to perturb her. Nikola hadn’t had much chance to process that both she and Mary still walked the Earth.

“I’m here,” Nikola said as he slowly got off the bed. Asher whimpered and dropped to his knees, shivering. As Nikola approached, his hands raised, he repeated in a soft voice, “I’m here.” He knew it looked like he was handling a wild animal from an outsider’s perspective, but he couldn’t risk Asher running away again. There was nowhere else to run to.

He sank down to join Asher on the floor. When Asher gave no move of protest, he took the young vampire into his arms.

Asher, surprising Nikola, pressed himself into his chest. “Why?” he croaked out.

“Why what, precious one?”

“I… brought Brie to the party. I told her to leave, and that’s why she fetched Riccardo. It’s my fault. Diesel, the others. It’s my fault.” The admission crumpled into sobs. Nikola clutched him closer. The remorse cascading from Asher was soul-deep, impossible to fake.

“Why did you bring Brie?” Nikola asked gently. There were answers he needed, if only for his coven members. Though he felt himself ready to forgive Asher for anything that’d happened whilst under the monstrous command of Lord Malkolm, that didn’t bode true for others integral to Nikola’s life. If his coven couldn’t forgive Asher, Nikola would be forced to choose between them.

Asher stiffened. Each word stuttered over the other. The guilt seeping from his pores was so thick, Nikola could taste the bitterness on his tongue. “Malkolm—he opened his borders to you so I could have access to you. If your orders were to spy on me, mine were to Convert you, recruiting you in the process. And to do that, I…”

If Nikola had met Asher on neutral grounds, seeking only love, he would feel slighted, betrayed even. But had he not performed a similar song and dance with Asher, per Morrigan’s wishes? Nikola was far more chilled by the prospect that Malkolm’s grazing eyes had been set on him. He wondered if the High King’s involvement had been fabricated. “And to do that, you…?” Nikola pressed.

“Veronica.” Nikola hadn’t expected her name in the conversation, his jaw clenching. Asher’s breath hitched. “I didn’t plan to hurt her. I just… I figured if Nikola Kingston was to finally kill, it would be to protect the ones he loved.”

Nikola closed his eyes. Took an even breath. Anger he hadn’t anticipated began to trickle in. Still, he didn’t let it bleed into his words. “You intended to… what? Have Brie attack Veronica?”

Asher gave an ironic laugh, one without humor. “God, no. Brie’s too fast. I couldn’t trust her to not actually hurt Veronica. Brie never knew my exact plans. She was just a spy. She handed over a Blood Follower to threaten Veronica, some brainless git I knew would be no match for you. But I just couldn’t… do it. She hugged me, for Christ’s sake. And you… you said—” He swallowed the rest of the sentence. Nikola guessed it easily. You said you cared about me. So true those words were that Nikola struggled to cling to his anger even now. Asher kept speaking. “When I left last night, I killed the Blood Follower and sent Brie off. That’s why she returned with Riccardo and… and those two.”

“You’ve gotten to know me very well,” Nikola spoke. “You’re correct. I would kill to protect those I love—if I had to.” If he couldn’t find the means to stop them otherwise, and he doubted a random Blood Follower would prove to be the first. But would that still be true if Asher and Brie had been there? “What did you plan to do, exactly?”

Asher’s stiffness gave way to defeat. “I don’t know. Can’t exactly orchestrate something like a Blood brawl. It’s not like I could command him—or even Brie, shit—to not hurt her once I threw her their way.” The picture Asher painted caused rage to boil in Nikola’s stomach. He let it simmer, rode it out, and released it with a steady exhale. “You needed to feel their bloodlust. I couldn’t promise myself that Veronica would get out of your Conversion alive. That’s why I couldn’t do it.”

“And you didn’t,” Nikola murmured. Asher pulled back, searching Nikola’s expression with those heterochromatic eyes. Does Asher know about his eyes? “We are our choices, Asher Black, and you chose to go against your lord for your own principles. In that regard, I envy your resolution.”

Asher grimaced. “The plan to use Veronica as bait, that was all me. Malkolm didn’t come up with it.”

“Yet if not for him, you wouldn’t have conjured it in the first place.”

Asher pursed his lips. “You’re an idiot to forgive me.”

Nikola couldn’t help but smile. He touched his forehead to Asher’s. “Perhaps that’s true. But there is almost certainly more going on behind the scenes than we realize.” Nikola peered into silver and red. “There’s something I must tell you, if you know not already.”

Asher’s eyelids fluttered, the corners of his mouth twitching into a confused frown. How should Nikola approach the matter? Asher was a prideful creature, oft to bathe in the spirit of Blood. Unpredictable, a structure as hard as steel but as brittle as glass. Nikola couldn’t guess how he’d react. But Asher needed to learn, to hear it from someone he could trust.

“Your eyes,” Nikola began, then backtracked. It would be easier if he could simply show Asher his reflection. “Asher, pray tell, were you perchance visited by the Moon Goddess?”

Asher recoiled, the answer evident in the emotions he wore upon his sleeves. His gaze flickered toward the body mirror hanging on the back of Nikola’s door. He shoved himself to his feet, past Nikola, and staggered toward it. Nikola let him go—who was he to restrain him?—but kept close behind him all the same.

They both stilled before the reflections staring back at them. Nikola heard the sigh of Asher’s breath leaving his body.

Nikola’s image was the same as it ever was, veering toward middle-aged more often than not—blond-white curls spilling over shoulders bearing invisible weights, lines of poor feeding habits accenting his English countryman features. But he was seeing himself through the semi-transparent reflection of Asher Black, as if the young vampire’s ghost was trapped within the mirror. Yet Asher himself was indisputably flesh and blood.

“I don’t understand,” Asher whispered. Nikola wished he could provide the comfort of answers. Asher reached up to touch his reflection’s face, tracing the curve of that identifiable scar. It occurred to Nikola that this might be the first time Asher could see it. But the young vampire’s attention quickly fixed upon the silver of the eye opposite to the angry tissue.

“Have you ever seen this before?” Asher inquired, his voice a flat tone. Guarded. It chilled Nikola, like the calm before a storm. His hand twitched to rest comfortingly upon the nape of Asher’s neck, but he held back.

“I have not,” Nikola reluctantly admitted.

Asher closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. He began to turn around, opening them, but as he did, fury flashed through him like a burst of fireworks set off too early. Scarlet iris searing with light, he swung a fist into the mirror. It spiderwebbed around the impact, splintering their reflections into dozens of facets. Blood oozed from Asher’s knuckles, dripping to the floor as he dropped his arm.

“What am I?” Asher bit out. He drew his arm back, striking the mirror again, splitting the fragments into finer pieces. They did not fall from the frame. “What am I?” Asher repeated, winding up to hit it a third time with his mangled fist. “What am I?”

Nikola caught Asher’s arm and drew him into an embrace, expecting resistance. Asher didn’t return the hug, but he let his weight fall into Nikola’s build, sobbing out the broken words, “What am I? What am I?”

Nikola’s heart, reflecting the broken mirror, crumbled into a hundred shards, barely holding itself together.

I did this to you.


CHAPTER FOUR
Asher


Achirp from a cell phone and a glance at a text took Nikola from Asher. “I want to stay here, but I fear it would prove more dangerous for us to ignore Morrigan’s summons,” Nikola had said before planting a kiss upon Asher’s forehead. “The house is free to wander, precious one.”

He’d left, and Asher hadn’t said a word, hadn’t even gotten up from the spot on the floor. He hadn’t begged to go with him to protect him from anyone’s wrath, and he hadn’t asked him to stay. Shame paralyzed Asher Black. Shame at his tears, shame at his weakness, shame at his own betrayal.

Most of all, he was ashamed of his fucked-up eyes. What grunt would answer to someone leering at them with a silver iris? It was only just beginning to settle in that Asher had made a choice he couldn’t take back. He’d chosen Nikola Kingston over Lord Malkolm.

Nikola’s coven was bound to reject him, Asher was sure of it, and for some good fucking reasons. He was still half Blood Follower, or whatever the hell was going on, and that was enough to taint any piece of him that might be Moon. Asher wouldn’t be surprised if their hatred of Blood vampires outweighed their love of their Goddess.

Asher’s confession burned in his throat, even though Nikola had forgiven him almost immediately. Was Malkolm even capable of forgiveness? Even if he were, even if Asher returned to the lord once Nikola saw the light and sided with his coven, Malkolm wouldn’t accept a hybrid freak. He hadn’t even wanted Nikola unless he Converted to Blood.

But Morrigan was a different story.

Unfortunately, there was no way in hell she’d give Master Asher Black sanctuary. There was no guarantee that she’d let Nikola live after the fallout last night—the thought made Asher’s guts twist with anxiety. He wished he’d asked what exactly Nikola planned on telling her, what he’d do if she attacked, but he’d instead just mutely watched him go like a braindead idiot.

Asher began to pull out his phone but stopped himself from flicking to Nikola’s texts. It’d be real stupid on his part to use what’s most likely being tracked by Malkolm or Riccardo. He closed his fists around the device, the splintering plastic and glass burrowing into his skin until red wept freely.

He dropped the crumpled pieces, picking the shards and bits out of the bleeding cuts with his teeth.

Asher flexed his fingers, sticky with blood, and extended his claws. Evidently, he still had at least some of his Blood attributes. Staying in his position on the floor beneath the webbed cracks, he swiveled around to face his reflection. Despite the jarring clash of red versus silver, his attention kept fixating on his scar. Sure, he hadn’t ever actually seen himself with fangs or glowing eyes, but the traumatized tissue was the star of the show. The evidence of Malkolm’s abuse, on full display for the rest of Asher’s immortality.

But he didn’t really have the right to condemn Malkolm, did he? How many goons and grunts had Asher beat the shit out of, sometimes for fun, other times as stress relief? Sure, Asher had never killed for the sake of killing, but that alone didn’t make him the goddamn superhero.

When the fuck did I care about being the good guy? It was Asher’s viciousness that made him strong. What the hell was he without the Blood God’s song? He sure as hell wasn’t fully the Moon’s son—because he sure as hell didn’t feel bad over killing all those rapists, murderers, and pedophiles. And he’d sure as hell do it all again.

Right?

If he was being honest with himself, he had killed those predators and monsters because it had been fun to do so. They deserved it, and that justification made the pickings easy. But whenever Asher killed them, he hadn’t paid mind to the victims or anyone he might’ve been protecting. He had always just been lost in the act itself. The act of beautiful, vengeful bloodlust.

The newborn doubt was the Moon Goddess getting inside his head. It had to be. His brow furrowed as he examined the silver iris, his curled nails tapping incessantly on the hardwood floor. He had half the mind to scratch the treacherous eyeball out, but he knew it went deeper than that. All he would achieve would be partially blinding himself. But maybe he could wear a patch to hide the fact?

What did having the Goddess inside Asher really achieve, besides gnawing guilt over the people he’d hurt, disgust at his own innate murderous drive? If he intended to protect Nikola, and even Nikola’s coven if it meant making up for the crashed Halloween party, he needed the brute force of the Blood God.

“Balance.”

This shit again.

His annoyance at the vague message did nothing to deter the messengers. The God and the Goddess spoke directly into his ear, their images hovering on either side of his reflection. Their faces were fragmented by the broken shards in the mirror.

“Act out of love,” the Moon Goddess murmured, a sigh against his cheek. Love? Asher sneered at the word, clasping his ears, and sprawling out on to his back. Whatever fucked up thing bound the Blood covens together, it sure wasn’t love. But, then again, he wasn’t involved with just Blood anymore, was he? “Protect your fellow man.”

“Defend vampirekind,” the Blood God rumbled, offering a beat of fierce protectiveness to accompany the Moon Goddess’s earthly attachment. The combination threatened to overwhelm Asher, choking him. He rolled over, curling into himself. “At all costs.”

“Protect, even if you must kill.”

“Kill, only to protect.”

“Defend.”

“Not conquer.”

“Defend those—”

“Against whom threaten both living and dead.”

The voices berated him from every direction, closing in on him. “Shut up,” he growled into the floor. Then louder, a scream. “SHUT UP!”

Silence.

Asher breathed a sigh of relief. He’d always been regarded as a loose cannon, and would lean into that reputation for kicks, but maybe he had finally gone certifiably insane. He gave a shaky laugh. Imagine the odds, the Moon Goddess of all things, pushing him over the edge.

He detected movement just outside the door. Instinct brought him to his feet, but in a house full of Moon Children, how likely was someone coming up to off him? Well, maybe Francis. Was Nikola back?

Asher approached the door and heard excitable chatter. Ah, those Irish teens, Changed just barely on the cusp of the age it was deemed acceptable. Asher put his hand on the doorknob, intending to spook them for snooping on him, but he didn’t even make it as far as throwing open the door. They heard him walk up and gasped, sprinting down the hall.

Asher registered their fear, their emotions punching him in the middle of his chest. He staggered backwards, breath hitching as he clutched his own heart, as if he could claw out the foreign emotions. It subsided slowly, like the fading throb of blunt impact.

He stood there, trembling. He evidently still had Blood traits, but now he had the Moon’s empathy, too.

A real goddamn hindrance, that one. How could he kill someone if he was feeling what they were feeling the entire time?


CHAPTER FIVE
Nikola


“Explain to me what in the fuck happened last night?” Gone was Morrigan’s ladylike composure. In its place was the brimming rage of an ancient war general. The three of them—the lady, Nikola, and Master Corvellious—gathered in Morrigan’s office, cluttered with ancient tomes and paintings of old. No one was sitting.

Nikola needed to tread very carefully. He was grateful Asher was at the house, safely out of Lady Morrigan’s immediate reach. Though it killed him to be away, Nikola knew he had a better chance at protecting Asher through damage control.

She cannot know he’s under my care on her land until I level her temper.

Nikola, thankful for centuries of mastering his poker face, kept his tone just as unreadable. “A party was ambushed by Malkolm’s ranks in an attempt to kill me. As you can see, they were unsuccessful.”

Corvellious was in front of him suddenly, backhanding Nikola across the face. Nikola withstood the impact, his teeth splitting the inside of his cheek. If Corvellious had wanted to actually hurt him, he would have. The strike was just a reminder to watch his tone. “Asher Black was reported seen at the party and hasn’t been accounted for since—but there are rumors of you leaving with him. Care to explain?”

The lie came smoothly. Nikola dared to meet Corvellious’s eyes. “As per my last orders, Morrigan considered Asher useful to us alive. So, I did assist in getting him to safety outside of Grander. Where exactly he is laying low, I am unsure.” A grain of truth made for a more convincing falsehood.

Corvellious snorted angrily, pacing about the space with fizzling energy. Nikola tracked his creator’s every move, bracing for any sudden attack. “You thought losing sight of the man you were meant to spy upon was the correct course of action?”

The next fiction twisted sickeningly within Nikola’s stomach. He never fancied himself a convincing actor, but it was Asher’s well-being on the line, not his own. He heard the villain within the words as he said them out loud. “Saving Asher Black granted us exactly what we’ve needed: his trust. His own lord has turned against him due to affiliations with me. The next natural step is joining Morrigan’s ranks if she were to have him.”

Corvellious stopped midstride, scrutinizing Nikola with a piercing scowl that revealed how the Converted Blood wished he could still read emotions. Morrigan watched the exchange silently, coldly. “And what if we deem him too unpredictable, a liability? If what you say is true about Lord Malkolm, Asher Black is already halfway out of the picture.”

Nikola’s right cheek, still stinging from the slap, twitched. The only tell of his anxiety. “Then I shall bring him before you and Lady Morrigan to do as you see fit.” Nikola would sooner receive Morrigan’s wrath himself than ever give Asher up, but he hated how seamlessly the statement rolled off his tongue.

The company you keep.

Corvellious snarled, accusation churning in his scarlet anger. He found Nikola’s answer a show of weakness, but that was alright with Nikola. While his eyes still glowed silver, Nikola’s loyalty to the Goddess was indisputable. Let Corvellious think him a coward if it meant distracting him from Asher’s whereabouts.

The brief break in the conversation gave Nikola the opportunity to redirect the topic. He addressed Morrigan directly at the risk of consequence. “My lady, I wish to report other sightings at the Halloween gathering. Marianna Kingston and the immortal child, Mary.” Corvellious, who’d been puffing up his chest and winding up to admonish Nikola for his disrespect, stalled. There wasn’t a single note of surprise coming from Corvellious. His creator had known?! “They still live,” Nikola went on carefully, tracking Corvellious’s expressionless face. “And they serve under Lord Malkolm.”

As he spoke the words, they twisted a rusted blade into Nikola’s chest.

Corvellious blinked once, Nikola’s brash insolence forgotten as he turned on Morrigan, awaiting her response. Nikola wanted to scream at him to stop being a coward.

Her eyes slid closed as she drew in a deep breath, her tense shoulders drooping as if her spirit had abandoned her. “Leave us be, Master Corvellious.” Her voice, too, had lost its vibrant rage, low and heavy with lifetimes of fatigue.

“Lady—”

“That was an order, Corvellious,” she snapped, her glare a slate of icy steel. Corvellious’s jaw pulsed, but he argued no more. He departed with a bow, catching Nikola’s eyes with a glance that declared, We are not done here. Nikola acknowledged him with a nod, and then he and Lady Morrigan were alone.

Morrigan made a sweeping gesture toward the oak chair in front of her disheveled desk. Nikola obliged. She sat down in her leather seat, folding her fingers in front of her perfectly shaped lips. Her eyes were fixed on Nikola, but they were hundreds of miles away. Nikola said, “If I may be so bold, it was quite a shock seeing my former wife and her adopted daughter when I believed them both to be dead.”

“Daughter,” Morrigan echoed, leaning back. Nikola had prepared for unrelenting rage, not the utter defeat deepening the subtle lines of age in her olive skin. “You wish to ask me why I did not execute her and Mary. I could remind you that I am not obligated to answer your questions, and you are not to pry at my decisions, but I must remind myself that you freely offer your loyalty to me through your loyalty to Corvellious.”

Nikola waited for her to go on without a word.

“I did not order Corvellious to kill them, Kingston, because I saw myself in both woman and child. I let them go under the condition they never return to Grander. It was a mercy, the same mercy that rules me out of the High King’s favor. Yet it appears Malkolm showed them similar lenity, or at the very least saw use in them and took them as captives.”

Mercy. Nikola concentrated on keeping his face impassive. Would Morrigan show similar mercy to Asher? Deep-rooted regret pulsed from Morrigan in choking waves, causing Nikola to hesitate. An idea began to take root—Nikola had the power to influence emotions, even decisions based off those emotions. He’d never thought to use that ability against his Blood superiors, for he did not care about power. But he could do that for Asher, instilling in them feelings of pity and empathy, as far as the Blood God permitted. But would that be enough?

“Nikola, you declared you would willingly hand over Asher to me,” she said. He stopped himself from wincing at the sound of Asher’s name on her lips. “If you can locate the former Master, do so, and keep true to your word.”

She swiveled in her chair, waving him off. Nikola’s heart was as cold and heavy as ice as he stood up. An aura of resolution throbbed around Morrigan. She won’t show him mercy because she doesn’t wish to make that mistake again.

Nikola left, deciding that it would be best if he and his loved ones fled the vampiric city once and for all.
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Nikola was barely through his front door before Francis intercepted him. Veronica and Katsuki’s twins were nowhere around. “I hope Morrigan doesn’t have her sight set on our home.”

Nikola understood Francis’s irritability, born from his anxiety, and could not find fault for it. Nikola spoke softly. “As far as Lady Morrigan is concerned, no one knows where Asher haunts. If I sense otherwise, he and I will leave immediately.”

Francis’s expression tightened. He glanced up the stairs in the direction of Nikola’s bedroom and shook his head. He clasped Nikola’s shoulders, the burning silver of their eyes ablaze as they met. “For my past and my sins, who am I to condemn you for falling for one of the Blood? But I must beg of you to care for yourself as well. I do not plan on abandoning you, but can we really trust any vampire that’s been tarnished by Blood?”

“He is my responsibility. If you and dear Veronica choose to leave, I would never wish ill upon you but to instead go in peace and health.”

Francis’s fingers in between Nikola’s joints dug deeper. “We are a coven, do not forget that. We are of one another.”

Nikola’s soul swelled with warmth, with the sense of comradery and family. But alongside that, he experienced bitter mourning—he’d lived through the loss of a blessed coven twice now. Who was to say he would not a third? This time, however, he understood that the unraveling would be by his own fingers.

Nikola knew in his heart that Asher Black needed to experience the blessing of love and belonging. Could Nikola, who’d always had such things torn from him, really provide that?

Francis watched and felt the battle within Nikola. He dropped his arms and stepped aside, his face a stoic mask and his emotions a blank slate. Whereas Katsuki could dissect a man’s inner voice, Francis had the uncanny ability to shield his own. “You are of the oldest generation in Grander, Nick. That alone is why I have faith in your judgment. But as my own man, I need to follow my instincts.”

Nikola bowed his head, his sorrow manifesting as a collection of pebbles inside his throat. He walked past Francis, wishing for a peaceful life outside of an unstable, congested city. What was truly binding him to Grander? Corvellious? Was it solely out of loyalty and unpaid debts? Or was Nikola clinging to nostalgia, one he refused to accept was irrevocably over? Nikola daydreamed of a cottage in the woods, built by his own labor, a small commune of his coven, perhaps others. Hand on the railing of the stairs, he stopped and looked back at Francis watching him from the ground floor.

“If we can ever know peace, maybe we will know the life of men in the forests,” Nikola murmured.

“A life I’ve never lived, but one I would not turn my nose to.” Francis paused, his features hardening. “But before we can discuss a life of refuge away from Malkolm and Morrigan, we need to figure out the problem upstairs.”

Problem? Nikola held his tongue and continued climbing the stairs. Though he’d found himself willing to leave Corvellious behind if it meant protecting his coven, he knew he could not abandon Asher. I have changed the course of his life far too greatly to leave him now.

With a pang, Nikola realized that he wanted to play an even greater role in Asher’s life. Protector, friend… lover. His breath stuttered as he approached the bedroom door. Nikola Kingston had fallen for Asher Black and had once again found his heart split in two. He could not abandon Asher, but how would Nikola cope if his own coven couldn’t accept the young vampire? Would Nikola ever know balance?

He entered his room and found Asher sitting in the middle of the bed, shivering, and hugging his shoulders. Asher’s two-toned eyes shone with relief as he leapt off the bed. “Christ, I thought she was gonna have your head for sure,” he said in a raw voice.

Asher threw himself at Nikola. For once, he didn’t need to second guess Asher’s intentions, and the two vampires embraced.

Nikola’s raging internal conflict came to a grinding halt.

He vowed to never leave Asher’s side. Not for his creator, not for his coven, not for anyone, so long as Asher would have him. If the young vampire found he did not want Nikola, so be it. Nikola would face that pain head-on, but not until then.

Asher whimpered and shoved himself away. Nikola wondered if the rejection was already happening. “It’s too much,” Asher hissed, clutching his temples between his hands. “Your emotions in my skull. How do I make it stop?”

Oh. Nikola met Asher’s frantic, pleading gaze, half of which glinted silver. Nikola hadn’t developed the Moon’s empathy until weeks after Changing, but, then again, Asher had been a fully realized vampire for years now.

Nikola didn’t have Francis’s honed skill of putting up a defensive wall, but he still had the strength to shield against a fledgling Moon Child. Asher exhaled as some of the pressure within him eased. Asher’s own emotions were already an extreme pendulum, Nikola fretted. How could he handle the noise of others on top of that?

“Y-you care about me,” Asher stammered. “You’re scared of me.”

It was easy to misinterpret another’s emotions. Even after living with the Moon’s gifts for centuries. Nikola gazed at Asher warmly, cupping his chin and drawing him closer. “It will get easier, tuning others out, precious one. Once upon a time, I was given the example of a crowded hall, everyone talking at once.” Corvellious’s gentle voice, centuries gone, echoed in Nikola’s ears. “Though you cannot entirely block everyone’s conversations out, you can focus on that of yours and your companions. Does that make sense?”

Asher grimaced. “Other people’s baggage ain’t something I want. How do I get it out?” Asher’s voice, his subtle drawl slipping free, strained with frustration. Nikola idly wondered why he so often tried to disguise his natural accent.

“Don’t fight it. The ability will come to you with time, trust me.”

Asher’s breath came out shaking. Nikola kissed his brow, resisting the urge to send a trickle of relief into Asher’s heart. He could have offered comfort and happiness to get him through the evening, but that would be akin to exploitation. He would only ever use the Goddess’s gift upon Asher if he requested it.

For now, Asher just needed someone. Someone who genuinely cared about his well-being.

Asher inhaled slowly. His voice quaked as he asked, “Morrigan, what did she want?”

Nikola felt compelled to lie, just for the time being, to not stress Asher out more. But that wouldn’t be fair. Though he felt tender toward the young man lost at sea, he still respected Asher as a formidable warrior. “She knows not that you’re here, but she’s… she’s not taking prisoners.” Nikola immediately cringed at the callous wording. Perhaps there had been a more sensitive way of putting it.

Asher, however, hardly reacted. Nikola sensed the ice forming around the cubicles of his heart, hardening it, numbing it. Asher locked himself behind defensive resignation. He wriggled himself away and closed his eyes, straightening his back. Upon opening them, they were flat and unfeeling. Was it the trick of the light, or was the red iris glowing brighter than the silver?

Asher faced Nikola as the soldier he was. In a gravelly rumble, he thought out loud, “As if I’d accept imprisonment anyway. Enemies on every side. How far would Malkolm chase me?” Asher paced a few strides before stopping and dissociating into the mirror. Would Malkolm spend arms hunting Nikola’s band of refugees if they all fled?

Lord Malkolm had Marianna under his command. And Marianna was known to stalk Nikola to the end of the planet.

As if on the same wavelength—indeed, it was possible that Asher sensed and deciphered Nikola’s muffled grief—the other vampire asked, “So, you know that woman and child. Marianna and Mary.”

Hearing the names spoken freely rattled Nikola, causing Asher to wince. Nikola buried it down, but the padlock he fastened to the door flaked with rust, worn down with time. “As do you,” Nikola instinctually deflected. “Your creators.”

Asher’s laugh was brittle. “Yeah, to be fair, Malkolm told me he killed ‘em. Shit, he hardly mentioned Marianna at all.”

What game were the monarchs playing? Nikola shook his head and said, “Morrigan and Corvellious did something similar thirty years ago.”

That was the final straw, Nikola realized. Out of every one of his vampiric father’s sinister crimes, it was this great lie that scarred Nikola’s loyalty. Quite self-centered indeed, but Nikola couldn’t pretend it did not exist. Asher faced Nikola then, his features coming alive with flushed colors. Grief and rage broiled within Nikola, and it was clear those were the emotions Asher could shoulder.

“You got me curious,” Asher said, the eyebrow above his Moon eye raising. “How the fuck did you end up marrying a Blood Follower, and why do you want her dead so badly?”


CHAPTER SIX
Asher


Asher reflected on the irony that the key to Converting Nikola to Blood had been existing under Malkolm’s claws the whole time. They were beyond that arc, sure, but Asher found some dark humor in it. This guy really has a type, doesn’t he?

The violence radiating off Nikola helped steady Asher’s scrambled thoughts. Er, at the very least, it was familiar enough to cling to as a distraction. All the same, Asher couldn’t help a flicker of fucked up jealousy. Would Nikola be passionate enough about Asher someday to ignite murderous rage? There was a good chance Asher would do something to warrant it.

Asher shook his head at himself. A therapist would have a hay day with him. The line between hate and love was frighteningly blurred.

Love. Bah. He hardly knew the guy. But this could be the chance to get to know Nikola more.

Nikola’s smile was a flicker, barely knowing life before it was gone. “The story of Marianna is a long one.”

Asher nodded toward the closed door. “Do y’all plan to ditch Grander tonight?”

Nikola shook his head. Asher strolled toward the bed and sat down. Yeah, shitty exes and psycho Blood Followers, that was a song Asher could sing along with, better than he could about gods and goddesses. “Alright, then. We’ve got the rest of the night.”
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Nikola proved himself to be an expert storyteller. Nikki, though his words were soft, spoke confidently, his voice and heart storming with emotions that threatened to overwhelm Asher. He kept his shit together per Nikola’s advice, even though it was as if Asher experienced the retellings through Nikola’s eyes. It was easy losing himself to Nikola’s beautiful features, sultry lips shaping tragedy.

Shit, either I’ve gotten it bad for the guy, or the Moon Goddess in my brains has turned me into a sap.

Nikola gave a brief prologue about his life in the English forests and of Master Corvellious as a tree hugging coven head. It kind of gave Asher cultish vibes, but Nikola glowed with nostalgia and fondness. Asher’s heart ached for him as he detailed the fiery daytime Purging that decimated his first coven and Converted Corvellious, leaving Nikola with a single surviving companion—John Elk.

“John and I knew not where to turn to. Compared to the others of our late coven, we were young, and our leader had just abandoned us to pursue a vengeance he’d never truly settle. It was my fourth summer as an immortal, and I had no living relatives who would claim me. John, however, he’d always clung to the human life he was forced to leave behind. You see, Corvellious happened upon him during a hunting accident with an arrow. As far as John knew, he still had living family, and we thought that perhaps we could pass as humans so long as we never stayed in one town for too long. With nowhere else to go, we sought them out.

“The Plague, you must understand, was far more grueling than many minds can wrap around. We walked for three nights to his home village and discovered he only had a surviving niece, widowed and seven months pregnant.

“Perhaps it was the stress of grief and loneliness, but she went into labor early, before we could even properly introduce ourselves. John and I found her unconscious outside of the farmstead’s shed, in a pool of blood and a cold fetus wrapped in her arms. There was only one realistic means of saving her: Change. Thus, that’s what John did.

“We carried her to the hills where we waited out her transformation. We took great care to bury her child, but we knew not what to leave for a marker without her input. When she awoke… a Moon’s transformation is a beautiful, magical thing. Freckles sprinkled her cheeks and nose, as chaotic and mystifying as the stars in the night sky. Her body curved in the shape of a healthy hourglass, stirring within me a lustful beast who is normally asleep.”

Asher grinded his teeth, dispelling aggressive envy. It was literally centuries ago, calm down.

“Like most Changings, there was ample confusion. When she finally noticed me, her silver eyes shined in the moonlight. When she smiled, I made it my existence’s goal to take her as my wife.

“But that wasn’t to be for quite some time. John had to break the news of her child. Marianna herself took to the idea of immortality quite well, but the death of her babe, that was another story entirely. She’d robotically went through the motions of learning how to feed, hide, and heal, and once it was all said and done, she decided to depart from us. Her own personal voyage to explore her newfound soul. I watched her chop off her gorgeous locks and wear baggy clothes to hide her figure, creating the disguise of a young man. ‘I will find you again,’ she promised us.

“She was away for three and a half centuries, wishing to explore the continents whereas John and I preferred the safety and comfort of our home country. John and I were both equal in our fervor for drink and schooling, often breaking into academies to study their texts, watching the stars wheel overhead as history carried on, our pens and papers documenting all that we saw. Of course, due to the Purgings, we had to keep to the shadows for fear that we would meet our end through fire and steel.

“And, if we were honest with ourselves, we didn’t want to stray too far from England, lest Marianna lost track of us entirely. She did find us, though not in England. It was actually while John and I decided to visit Paris for just a few weeks’ time. Sometimes I wonder if it was the Goddess’s hand.

“Within a decade, Marianna and I were wed, and for a decade, I knew happiness. The trio of us stowed away on a cargo ship headed toward the colonies, wishing to see the New World where we would later settle down. Marianna would shower me with her tales of Asia and India, the Mediterranean, and African countries, and I would incorporate them into my journaling, of which she loved to read.

“We were lodging in Boston the third night of arriving in the bay. Marianna was out exploring the town. It was that late hour John Elk made to me a personal confession: his attraction to other men. To me, this was not so shocking. I’d accepted that aspect of myself when we still lived in the forests with our previous coven, but John shook as if making a grave confession. This was a man who remained devoted to the Christian God as a Catholic, perceiving the Horned One and Moon Goddess as the equivalent to Saints.

“I’d hugged him and cited the nature of love and romance. In the whirl of his emotions, he’d, well, let’s say he misread the room. John Elk kissed me, and due to my surprise, I did not push him away as quickly as I should’ve. But I did not reciprocate it, either.

“Marianna walked in right at that moment.

“She was screaming. I’d never seen her so angry. I hovered in front of John protectively, the action only adding kindling to the fires.

“She snarled at us that we were perverts, accused us of committing sins against nature.

“Now, I’d had sexual encounters with human and vampiric men alike, but only in dark alleys. John knew this, of course. I don’t remember all that I said during my panic, but I can still hear Marianna shouting, ‘You’ve known men through the flesh?’

“The truth splayed across my face. Marianna, lost in her wrath, lunged for John. I caught her by the waist, but she was swiping madly and clawed me up, like a feral cat, scarcely missing my eye.”

Asher flinched in sympathy, stopping himself from reaching for the scar that had so nearly blinded him.

“Stillness followed. Marianna stared down at her bloodied nails and the wound on my face, her own face white with horror. With a fierce growl, she leaped from the second-floor window.

“I shouted for her into the nighttime, uncaring if anyone heard. The white curtains fluttered in the wind, but there was no sign of Marianna below or within the tree line.

“I remember John’s remorse vividly. He kept apologizing, but I could not respond. For the first time since my youth, I felt shame about my attraction to men. My creator and our coven’s unabashed support of love in all forms has carried me throughout many lifetimes in the face of persecutions and hatred, but it was my wife’s disgust that left a permanent crack in my pride. ‘I will go after her,’ John had said to me. He vowed to fix everything. I do not think I replied.

“The following night, I smelled copper on the wind and ran outside. There, on the steps, I discovered John’s corpse—his unmoving, soulless husk of a man.

“Pinned into his coat, a note. When I lifted it to read, John’s body crumpled to ash. It read: I will follow you forever.

“The message was written in Marianna’s handwriting.”

Nikola paused, his eyes sliding closed. Damn, bigoted vampires strike again. Still, Asher could almost empathize with her—but only almost. Like, the thought of Nikola with anyone else made Asher want to claw his own skin off, but would he actually kill in a jealous rage? He’d probably hear the guy out first at least.

The Moon Child kept talking. Asher wondered when he had last told his stories. “Marianna kept her promise by means of killing anyone I got close to and leaving them for me to find in the same manner as John Elk. It was because of her I couldn’t form another coven, or find a lover, or even a friend.

“I never saw her face, but it was as plain as day that she’d Converted. A part of me wondered, still wonders, if it was all karma for not chasing after Corvellious and dragging him out of the darkness. If a vampire could Convert once, why not a second time? But after two of the closest vampires in my life turned to the Horned One, I wallowed in my own loneliness. I got to know drink very well and kept away from anyone who looked at me for too long. I was thankful that the Goddess had given our bite the touch of amnesia. It mattered not where I went… death followed in the form of a vengeful wife.

“I heard rumors of Grander, thinking that, if there’s any hope at all, perhaps there’s hope in sheer numbers. All the same, for decades I existed on the fringes of society, never mingling, fearing I’d brought the Grim Reaper to the strange, vampiric capital. But loneliness, Asher Black… it kills anything that breathes, even the undead. I should’ve held out. I should’ve… after she killed my human lover, William, a few years after John, I knew what her play was. I knew. Every death after that is my own fault born from my own selfish desires.”

Asher resisted the urge to smack that self-flagellant shit right out of him. He was pretty sure the fault of the murders was the murderer herself and not the man who just wanted someone to talk to.

“It was nineteen ninety-three when Marianna struck again.

“I was watching a young woman dancing with her daughter in her flat, lively pop music pouring from her cassette player setup in the kitchen. She was still dressed in her retro blue diner uniform, the cuffed sleeves down to her elbows, the white skirt swirling around her knees. Her brunette curls were pulled back in a bun, I believe.

“We were always laughing, Lizzie and me. Even whilst she complained that she couldn’t keep up with her child. Her six-year-old daughter would be shrieking with joy at her mother’s feet, jumping around and avoiding her quick steps. Her red pigtails bounced with her movement. The tiny one was a miniature version of her mother, double the energy. It was… it was Mary.

“Mary would still be spinning and giggling even after I had silenced the music and her mother relaxed on her sofa. For some reason, I can recall always fumbling with the cassette player, struggling with the changing world just as I do today.

“Lizzie’s husband died in a car crash just two years prior. Little Mary didn’t remember him, her mother being just a few weeks pregnant when her father passed. Though I was no mate of Lizzie’s, I was the closest thing the little one had to a father.

“I had been watching the girl jump and sing on the living room couch. Lizzie scolded her for making so much noise, but I couldn’t help but smile, not caring about the neighbor’s complaints. Human children are fascinating. Growing, changing, experiencing so many firsts, and crafting their personalities, and in such a short span of time.

“I often envy them. I’ve forgotten much of my childhood, my mortal years murky.

“Mary fell back, humming to herself as she calmed down and drifted off to sleep. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone—human, vampire, child, or adult—who could pass out so suddenly. Especially after such hyperactive bouts of energy.

“I joined Lizzie at the table, joking, ‘I am undead, and I cannot even do that.’

“My human friend laughed and said to me, ‘Maybe she’s a day-walker. Rises with the sun as you fall to it.’

“It was not the first time we’d made such jokes, though we were careful to not make them to Mary’s waking ears. Someday, we thought, when she was old enough to keep secrets, we’d tell the girl of how Lizzie and I met, of how I defended a pregnant woman being heckled by drunk men and subsequently bonded with her.

“It was as if I existed to protect the girl and her mother from a world that wished to watch single women and their young ones fall. I hadn’t encountered Marianna in nearly a century at this point, so I had… hope. Foolish hope.

“‘Have you considered Changing her?’ Lizzie would ask of me often. ‘Once she’s older and can make that decision, of course.’

“Sweet Lizzie was like so many parents I’d met, never wishing to see their own child die or come to harm. What better blessing than that of immortality for her daughter? I, however, was uncertain. For me, after countless empty hours, immortality was a curse, but I’d found a ray of companionship in this little family. Lizzie herself did not desire immortality, so dearly missing her late husband and believing in an afterlife.

“Lizzie had said, ‘I know it’s impossible, but sometimes I have dreams of you watching over my family for generations. Our guardian angel.’

“Not impossible. But was it realistic? I’d waded through the world the past few centuries without a coven or friend. Lizzie was a tentative step forward. But watching over her grandchildren, great grandchildren? It was not something I ever considered. But who was to say I could trust an entire family with my secret? Who was to say the husbands and wives marrying in would accept me, a monster who fed on their loved ones?

“It was an interesting conversation, and I leaned forward to continue it, but we were interrupted by a heavy thud just outside the window. I remember Lizzie’s look of fear as I jumped to my feet.

“The smell of metal drifted through the air.

“I was moving, scooping up Mary in my right arm. She yelped in surprise, but I didn’t hesitate to explain. Lizzie exclaimed as I threw her over my shoulder. Adrenaline, encouraged by recent blood in my system, quickened my feet. I sprinted down the stairs, my footfalls silent.

“I didn’t know where I was running. I’d figure that out later. I just needed to get us away from the Blood Follower. I only prayed it wasn’t who I already knew it to be.

“We didn’t even make it outside.

“Marianna stood in the doorway entrance to the apartment. She’d cut her hair short, her dress a flapper’s style. Her eyes burned scarlet, matching her lipstick. I put Lizzie and Mary down, pulling them behind me.

“After a century of silence, I made the mistake of getting comfortable. She was my curse that’d finally caught up with me.

“‘Not them,’ I pleaded with her. ‘I’ll release them right now, and you can take me instead.’

“‘Who is she?’ Lizzie whispered to me.

“It was the wrong thing to say. Marianna bared her rows of fangs and pounced. I shoved my girls back and screamed at them to run. Marianna collided with me, slamming me into the staircase. Stars danced in my vision as my skull clipped off the edge of a stair.

“Red-hot agony reverberated from my leg, Marianna twisting it at an unholy angle. Mary screamed, and I miraculously managed to choke down my own howl, not wishing to upset the little girl or her mother more than they already were. Lizzie screamed my name, but the sound was interrupted by the gargle of blood.

“I attempted to climb to my feet and collapsed to the floor. My broken leg pounded through the fiber of my being, and I was helpless as I watched Marianna drop the massive chunk of Lizzie’s throat to the ground. With one hand latched around a thrashing Mary’s arm, she held up the corpse as she drank from the gaping, gushing cavity barely holding Lizzie’s head to her shoulders.

“Mary cried for her mother, throwing her little fists against Marianna’s hip as she twisted and screamed.

“Marianna smiled. Her face was stained with blood, her dress soaked with it. ‘This little one is feisty,’ she said to me. ‘I think I’ll keep her.’

“I yelled, ‘Do not kill her! She is but a child!’

“Marianna looked down at what was once Lizzie, her face void of emotions, saying to me, ‘No, I don’t think I will kill her. I suppose I shouldn’t leave you with this thing. Some of the vampire nobles in this city don’t like us being outed, and they’ll surely kill you if the humans discover a monster in a hospital bed. And where’s the fun in that?’

“Marianna, dragging Mary by her pigtails, walked up to me and slammed the bottom of her flats against my nose. The resulting unconsciousness was a temporary release from the agony of my leg and reality.

“When I came to be, I was atop a roof, the wind whipping around me. It was still nighttime, so I hadn’t been out for more than a couple hours. The bones in my leg had yet to mend, though it’d been reset into its proper position. I sat up, looking around. Of course, no Marianna in sight. She said she wouldn’t kill her, but I was not sure if I was relieved. What horrible things would my corrupted ex-wife do to a human child?

“It took a second for me to realize there was another vampire present, another Blood Follower. Master Corvellious. I’d been so shocked to see him, so lost of blood, I had passed out a second time, and when I awoke, it was upon the same bed he rests in at Morrigan’s headquarters. There, he told me about Marianna committing the fatal crime of Changing a child, and the alleged punishment of execution per Morrigan’s judgement. Corvellious had saved my life and freed me of my curse. And since then, I’ve served him.

“But it turned out to all be a lie. What have I committed myself to for the last three decades, sacrificing the Goddess’s grace in the process?”

Nikola’s face dropped into his palms, his shoulders racking with sobs.

Weeks ago, Asher would’ve been gleeful over the new information. It would’ve been disgustingly easy to manipulate it to his advantage. But now, everything said and done, Asher… pitied him. It was a no brainer as to why Nikola Kingston ran with the wolves—he was raised by them.

Asher wanted nothing more than to take his pain away. But how could he do that when all he knew was how to inflict pain?


CHAPTER SEVEN
Nikola


Asher’s kiss was fierce, aggressive, and demanding, just like the man himself. He kissed away Nikola’s tears, his arms locked tightly around his neck.

If it were anyone else, Nikola would’ve found the attempt at physical comfort too forceful. But for Asher his heart sang, his body aflame with aching need. Asher Black was intense, certainly, but Nikola was just as well in his own compartmentalized way. Asher was offering Nikola relief from the pain of his retellings in the best way he knew how, and Nikola Kingston wasn’t going to complain.

He dragged Asher into his lap, clutching his jawline and tipping his head back to deepen the kiss, lust taking the reins. The relief of Asher being there with him, safe and sound, hit him at that moment. They were both alive and had each other despite everything they’d been through. And they just so happened to be taking shelter in Nikola’s bedroom, not some dingy street corner or beneath a rotting roof. The realization sent a primal thrill through Nikola’s core.

Asher moaned into Nikola’s mouth, the sound obscene. Nikola’s flesh came alive with electricity as Asher’s unhindered arousal cascaded over him. Asher, green to the Moon’s gift, was experiencing the flow of sexually charged empathy. It was a live circuit feeding into itself, a winding river. Asher grinded and panted in response to Nikola’s bodily reactions, and Nikola in turn got high from Asher’s euphoria.

It was the dance of Moon lovers, unmatched by any other pairing. For that alone, Nikola was gleeful that the Goddess had blessed Asher. The younger vampire could finally experience paradise—and Nikola himself could remember it.

“Nikki,” Asher whimpered. Nikola kissed down his lover’s neck, relishing the racing heartbeat, damning himself and his misleadingly soft cock for not feeding prior to homestead. Asher, babbling nonsensically, either did not notice or did not care. “Nikki, please, Christ, please. Fuck.”

Nikola wished to pin Asher and see how far he could take that incoherency, but his anatomy proved useless. However, he still had a skilled mouth.

Nikola was about to whisper such dirty things into Asher’s lust-drunk ear when he sensed a presence appearing at the door.

Veronica’s crisp cherry blossom perfume hit Nikola before it did Asher, who was still pulling Nikola in closer by the hair. Nikola’s growl was rumbling out before he could stop it, frustrated over being interrupted.

There was a pause, then Asher freezing. So quietly only a vampire’s hearing could have picked it up, Veronica squeaked, “Uh, sorry, bad time. I can come back later.”

But Asher was already peeling himself off. Upon seeing Asher’s panic-stricken expression, Nikola’s annoyance dissipated, replaced with concern. Have I even spoken to Veronica since last night?

Before Nikola could decide upon an invitation or dismissal, Asher was already at the door, flinging it open. Veronica flinched backward, as most would when suddenly facing a manic Asher Black.

Asher faltered, his face darkening and his posture locking up, as if he expected Veronica to spring at him.

Nikola swooped in to intervene. He rested a hand upon the small of Asher’s back, his voice level-headed as he said, “Veronica, hello. What—?”

“It’s my fault,” Asher blurted out. “The Halloween party. Riccardo… it was all my fault. I was supposed to… Malkolm wanted to Convert Nikola. And I needed you to be bait. But I sent her away. Brie. I couldn’t do it.”

Nikola didn’t have the words to interject. He’d forgiven Asher for the mistakes he’d made—and had almost made—but that didn’t mean anyone else would. Nor could he fault either Veronica or Francis for condemning Asher, as bitter as that truth tasted on his tongue. After all, though Nikola had been the central figure, Veronica would’ve been the victim. Truth be told, Nikola had been dreading the conversation, for it would be the thing driving his coven to reject Asher Black.

But she, an angel upon the Earth, surprised Nikola. Veronica’s owlish eyes softened with sympathy, a slight smile upon her unpainted lips. It was a rare sight, Veronica’s face bare of makeup. A testimony of stressful times. “Would you care to go for a walk with me? It’s a nice night.”

Nikola felt a glimmer of anxiety. Not over Veronica being alone with Asher, but over them possibly being spotted by any of Morrigan’s outskirt patrols. She was almost assuredly searching for the missing Master. But the offer felt both too important and too delicate for Nikola to raise his concerns.

Asher hesitated. Mistrust cast a shadow over his brow, habits bred from living amongst Blood Followers who wouldn’t have flinched from staging an ambush. Nikola and Veronica met eyes. He hooked his hand on Asher’s hip, pulling him close enough to gently kiss the crown of his head. “Go with her,” Nikola encouraged softly.

Asher blanched at him. There was no misreading his shock: You trust me alone with her? That reaction was exactly why Nikola trusted him so. Asher had a plethora of strengths at his disposal but acting wasn’t one of them. The man wore his every emotion on his sleeve unless he was shutting down completely.

“Come along now!” Veronica chirped, turning tail, and skipping down the hall. Despite it all, Nikola was relieved that she still had a pep to her step. “The night won’t be young forever!”

Asher glanced at Nikola, who nodded at Veronica’s retreating form. He complied, following her out. The front door opening and closing reverberated through the house.

Nikola had a moment’s silence before he heard movement. He stepped out into the hall to greet Francis’s simmering glower. “You think that’s wise?” Francis hissed. He didn’t wait for Nikola’s response before marching down the hallway.

“Wait,” Nikola called. Francis stopped, peering back over his shoulders. “I won’t ask you to not be cautious but… keep your distance. Asher is in such a sensitive place. It wouldn’t take much to scare him off.”

Perhaps that’s exactly what Francis wants.

“Nikola. Brother. I need you to accept that I care not about Asher Black. Veronica requested I do not spy on them tonight, so I won’t. But I will not hesitate to put him down if he steps a toe out of line.” Nikola tried to not take the declaration personally, but he found himself growing wrathfully protective of the young vampire. Nikola had to ask himself what exactly he would do if Francis attacked Asher.

Whatever Francis saw on Nikola’s face, he ignored it. “You and Veronica think you understand Blood Followers better than the rest of Grander’s Moon Children, but between the three of us, you could not be more wrong.”

Francis departed, leaving Nikola alone with his own reckoning.


CHAPTER EIGHT
Asher


Veronica was right, it was a nice night out. The sparkles of moonbeams through the whispering tree limbs carried a cool breeze, but Asher preferred the cold. He hadn’t been conscious when he’d arrived at the coven’s home and could see now that they lived in one of Grander’s richer suburbs, where many retired residents holed up in McMansions. Nikola’s home was atop a hill, far from the neighbors. All the bougie houses were spaced apart.

At the current hour, no human, especially of this zip code, would be out and about, but Asher kept his senses on high alert. Encountering any Blood Follower on a barren, winding road regardless of coven business would mean trouble.

Asher closed and clenched his fists. Was he still as strong and fast as before, or had the Goddess taken that from him? Sure, he’d gotten a couple of Moon abilities, as useless as they were, but did they come at the price of Blood’s?

“We have a lot to talk about, you and I,” Veronica said as they strolled. “I overheard you talking to Nikola when you first woke up. About Halloween night.”

Asher swallowed hard. Though he’d rather ignore the Moon’s supernatural empathy, he found himself leaning into it, grinding his teeth as he braced for Veronica’s anger.

Instead, he was hit by a gentle river of sympathy and pity. Normally, that last one would piss him off, but all it did now was confuse him. Asher was instantly suspicious. Would she go so far as to mask and manipulate her emotions to make Asher lower his guard? That felt awfully nefarious for a Moon Child.

Asher, accepting he couldn’t brute force his way out of this one, used his words instead. “You—you trust me. Why?” Were Nikola and Veronica both braindead enough to forgive him so readily? He hadn’t even given himself the same grace. Because I don’t deserve it.

Veronica paused. “Well, I want to trust you, at least. And it’s obvious the Goddess feels similarly.” She reached up, as if to brush her fingertips along the brow above his treacherous eye, but he cringed away. She let her hand fall.

“Look,” he began. “I know you and Nikola have convinced yourselves that I was just Malkolm’s errand boy, but the decision to use you as a lure for Nikola’s Conversion was all me. Malkolm might’ve given me the idea, but I put it into motion.”

“Nikola might think that, but I don’t. I know better. You… almost made a terrible choice for Lord Malkolm. But then you acted according to your own heart.”

Asher grimaced, coming to a halt. He wanted to punch the oak tree beside him, but he figured he shouldn’t go spooking the Moon Child. Or, shit, maybe that ain’t a bad idea. Her spiel was too close to Nikola’s bullshit. Look at a Blood Follower wearing rose-colored glasses and you won’t notice the red eyes. “No, Veronica. You don’t know. Or else you’d hate me exactly as you all should. Y’all’s survival instincts busted or some shit?”

As he spoke, he tried his hand at emotional manipulation. He felt Veronica’s psyche brush against his, hers filled with calm resolution, and dug into his own bottomless well of anger and loathing. That’s how you did it, right? Take your own fucked up shit and shove it into their hyper-empathetic brains? If they’re too naïve to not hate me, I’ll make ‘em.

But Veronica just giggled as if she were being tickled. Asher felt his swell of determination deflate instantly. “Honey, I admire the ambition, but you’re technically a newborn under the Moon. You’re not controlling anyone’s heads just yet.”

If Veronica were under his rank, he would’ve been gnashing at her throat over the patronizing tone of voice. But she wasn’t, so all Asher could do was cringe in embarrassment. Whatever. Who needs Moon shit anyway? If it can’t be solved with claws or teeth, I ain’t bothering.

“Why the hell you claiming to know how Blood Followers work, anyway?” Asher sneered, feeling petty. “Because you stab ‘em with a tattoo gun some days of the week?”

Veronica didn’t even blink at the bait. “Because Francis and I used to live in Malkolm’s manor.”

Asher frowned, not computing. “What, as prisoners or some shit?” The hell had they done? Better question: How had they escaped to tell the tale?

Veronica’s laugh was bitter. Asher was hit with the force of her trauma like a punch to the gut and immediately felt sorry for prodding. “I was the one who was held captive, but not Francis. He was one of Malkolm’s subordinates.”

Asher gawked. “No shit? Was he like Malkolm’s Nikki?” Shit, how hadn’t he heard of that before?

“No, not at all,” Veronica said. “My husband used to be a Blood Follower.”

Asher hadn’t been expecting the words, but his surprise was fleeting. He’d met the guy—in a silly costume, sure—and there was a rueful coldness to Francis that not even Asher could’ve missed. If Asher had to wager, he’d assume that although Francis chose to not take lives anymore, he wouldn’t blink against slaughtering anyone who’d bring Veronica to harm.

“Can’t say I’ve ever heard of a Blood Follower Converting to Moon.” Just the other way around, and even then, he could only really name Marianna and Corvellious. It was, Asher reflected, easier to abstain from an act and later commit it than it was to repent and begin anew.

Veronica sat down against the oak tree and patted the mulched ground beside her. Asher lowered himself. “Nikola told you his piece, so now it’s my turn. If you want to hear it.”

Asher most definitely wanted to hear about Francis once being a Blood Follower. He was bursting at the seams with curiosity. How the hell had he never heard of Francis Blood-to-Moon before? Asher nodded at her to go on.

She launched into it, and Asher could tell she’d picked up Nikola’s storytelling skills. Or maybe they were both naturally good at it, something they bonded over. Hell, it could’ve been a Moon Child thing.

“It was nineteen ninety-three, and I was walking home from the corner gas station I was working at. It was real late, later than I normally worked. But it was storming something wicked, and I figured nothing would be out in it willingly. Silly me, right?

“There was a Blood Follower named Mason, one of the original vampires who helped dig out the catacombs of Grander. I guess his previous mate had been killed during one of Malkolm’s fucked-up parties, and he’d been stalking me for weeks. The apartment my roommate and I lived in was just around the block when he struck.” She paused, tilting her head to the side. “I don’t remember a lot about my own Changing. I remember the pain of the first bite, and then blacking out, and waking up in a bedroom that looked like it was designed for a medieval queen. But my dream, that I can recall vividly.

“The God and the Goddess stood at either side of me and asked me to make a choice. Do I want to live for love? Family? Life? Or did I want the power to destroy the creature who stole my life from me?” She shrugged nonchalantly. Asher held his breath. “At the time, I was honestly angry enough to kill my murderer, but the Blood God terrified me. He doesn’t like fear so much, especially fear of power. I went to the Moon Goddess instead and well.” She made a sweeping motion over the entirety of her Moon body.

“I wasn’t allowed to leave that lavish bedroom for an entire month, Mason my only company,” she spat the word, “until he forced me to go to a masquerade.”

Asher involuntarily winced. A Moon Child survived one of Malkolm’s balls?

“Yeah, you know how Malkolm’s parties go. Orgies of violence, more blood than there was wine, humans shackled and openly slaughtered like animals in a live market. Blood Followers killing other Blood Followers for a scrap of meat. Mason was there, sort of protecting me, trying to encourage me to join in the carnage. A part of me wondered if I should have embraced the Horned One, if only to defend myself. But I made it to the end of the night without killing anyone or getting myself killed.

“A night or two after that, Francis visited during one of Mason’s patrols, introducing himself through the door before I finally let him in. He explained that he was the cello player of Malkolm’s performance group. That made me relax just a little bit because, as far as I understood it, anyone who plays for Malkolm’s balls is not allowed to stop and feed.

“Francis was the one who explained the turf war, the history, the moralistic questions between the Moon Goddess and the Blood God. He expressed hatred of Malkolm’s masquerades as pointlessly cruel, that he personally tried to keep his kills as clean and quick as humanely possible. Likening it to human consumption of beef and pork. Surprisingly, he found it funny when I told him that didn’t really help his case considering I was raised as vegetarian.” She shook her head at the memory. “That’s kind of how it played out for a while. Every other night Mason was out patrolling, Francis would come visit me.

“He made me feel like there was something about immortality to look forward to. He told me so many stories about growing up as an up-and-coming jazz prodigy in Chicago. He was Changed against his will by the same vampire who killed his mother and brothers, so he waited it out until he was strong enough himself to get his revenge… then traveled across the country, existing on the fringes of civilization. Then he found Grander.

“When I fed for the first time, it didn’t go… smoothly.” Veronica’s laugh trembled under the weight of regret and self-hatred. The feelings caught Asher off guard; he had always taken Veronica as a bundle of optimism and ego. “Mason came back with an unconscious human, and he… he didn’t bother stopping me from going too far. Why would he, a vampire of the Horned One? I was starving. Mason deliberately starved me hoping I’d lose control. And I did. I didn’t realize the man was dead before it was too late.” There was a thread of anger not directed at herself but at the man responsible for it all. “I had taken a life, but the Goddess didn’t leave me. I guess that means she blamed Mason for it.”

Asher thought of the human Malkolm had devoured in front of him. It struck Asher that, possibly, his brand of twisted vigilantism was a means of avenging that helpless kid.

“Francis kicked in the door when he heard the commotion, would’ve killed Mason if I hadn’t stopped him. Goddess knows why. Gave him a good crack to the skull, though.” Asher smirked, mirroring Veronica’s toothy grin. “Francis took me to the only Moon Child he knew of. Katsuki.”

Veronica paused, reminiscing, making Asher believe that was the end of her story. He filled the silence. “So, Franny went against his own, causing him to Convert.”

She gave him a knowing half-smile. “Katsuki let him stay since it was so close to sunrise. Sometimes I wonder if Kat suspected how things were going to turn out. When we woke up, Francis opened silver eyes, but he didn’t act surprised. He never told anyone about the encounter he had with the Moon Goddess, just that the Horned One had been there to witness it.”

Just like that, huh. Asher wondered if he’d ever tell anyone about his… Conversion dream. It’d be like exposing your entire soul, bare ass.

Veronica’s mood shifted from somber to relaxed as she kept chattering. “Francis never left my side after that, and Katsuki helped us both navigate the world as Moon Children. We didn’t have a marriage ceremony until shortly after meeting Nikola. Did he ever tell you about how we met? Francis saw him throwing down a Malkolm intruder near the border and just casually struck up a conversation.” She rolled her eyes with a smile. “Nikola was, in fact, the one who ordained us, going back to his roots as the pagan in the woods.” Did he now? Asher planned to ask about it later. Shit, there was a later, huh? How much longer would that last?

“You ever run into your creator again?” Asher asked. “Mason, uh… what was his last name?”

“Borne. And no. After Francis and I went off on our own, we kept to Morrigan’s territory just in case. We figured Malkolm wouldn’t be too friendly toward an AWOL Blood-gone-Moon. I mean, we heard Mason’s name in the passing here and there, but eventually it was like he never existed. I sometimes wonder what happened to the guy.”

Mason Borne, eh? There was enough venom in Veronica’s words that Asher didn’t hesitate to say, “Oh, him. I took that rapist creep out years ago.”

Veronica froze. Asher would’ve been afraid he’d finally managed to chase her off—which would probably be for the best—if not for the relief blooming across her face. “Oh, Asher,” she whispered, tears pooling in her eyes. She threw herself at him, the abruptness almost causing him to launch her across the road. She collapsed into his chest, sobbing.

Awkwardly, he patted her on the back, wondering what the hell he’d just done to earn her overwhelming gratitude.


CHAPTER NINE
Nikola


Asher and Veronica returned late, just a couple hours shy of dawn. Once he’d received a text of reassurance from Veronica, Nikola slipped away to swiftly feed. He preferred to not take from nearby neighbors, lest they put the pieces together that were left behind from fragments of dreams. The rumors of spirits haunting the sleeping were what ultimately led hunters to Nikola’s original coven.

But he didn’t want to risk the city, almost certainly crawling with Blood of both the lord and lady combing the streets for Asher. Nor did Nikola want to risk being away so long that Asher would miss seeing him. All the same, he left a handwritten note upon the pillows: Out feeding. I’ll return soon—Nikola

He paused over his signature for longer than he cared to admit. “Yours, Nikola” had nearly spilled from the pen, but how would the modern vampire read into that?

It wasn’t as if he could sign it with, “Love, Nikola.” He shook it off and forced himself to stop overthinking the simple note. He left it as it was.

Despite how surprisingly easy it was tracking down a sleeping human with an unlocked back door, he still didn’t return before Asher. He found the younger vampire holding the note, standing over the bed. He glanced at Nikola without a greeting, balling the paper up in his fists.

Asher’s expression was difficult to read, a mask fixated over his heart and soul. It was not shocking to Nikola that Asher had so quickly figured out how to build walls. It was likely that Asher simply had a natural talent.

Nikola stalled, wanting to swoop in and kiss him, as he would have with any of his romantic partners. But… what were they? Nikola instead cleared his throat gracelessly and said, “Ah, how was it with Veronica?”

“Redemption,” Asher said in a soft voice, “is far more complicated than the downfall.”

So, Asher and Veronica had discussed Francis.

Asher laughed harshly, throwing the paper wad at Nikola. He caught it with ease and tossed it into the small bin next to his desk. Asher said, “It’s funny. If you’d begged me to not kill Mason, I wouldn’t have listened.”

“I do recall that I talked you out of killing Brie.”

Asher frowned. “Shit, you right. Would’ve saved us a lot of fucking grief if I had, though, huh?” Nikola did not comment. He was not one to entertain the world of “what-ifs.” The threads were far too infinite to pick apart every single one. Asher snorted in frustration and kept grumbling. “That didn’t turn me into no Moon kid, though. What’s the fucking difference, huh?” Asher winced and stared at an empty corner, eyes narrowed as if having an argument.

“Are you alright, Mast—uh, Asher?”

Asher visibly shook himself, glaring at Nikola. “Wha? Yeah. Whatever.” He turned away, glancing about as if searching for a hole to hide in. Perhaps Nikola should offer Asher the guest bedroom. In fact, why hadn’t he already? But there were other matters to attend to first.

Careful not to creep up on him, Nikola placed a hand on Asher’s shoulder. Tenderly, he stroked the slightest of lines hinting at the corner of his unscarred eye—signs of aging, a Moon’s trait. Nikola chose not to mention it quite yet. “You should feed.”

Asher rolled his eyes. “Your mom should feed.” Nikola blinked at him in confusion. Asher grimaced. “Ah, fuck. Your mom is literally dead. Sorry.” Asher pulled away before Nikola could comprehend the absurdity of the situation. Sobering, Asher said, “I ain’t no charity case. If I get thirsty, I—”

He stopped. Nikola patiently waited for the end of the sentence that’d never come. Therein lay the question. Asher Black could not scourge Grander of evil men safely whilst in hiding, but even if that were an option, when faced with the choice, would he kill? He held the spirits of both the Moon and Blood. Where was the line between the two? Nikola was struck by a lightning bolt of anxiety—if Asher had the opportunity, would he choose to revert fully back to Blood, if only to return to his coven? Nikola choked down the questions. They felt too invasive for him to ask.

And, honestly, he was afraid of the answers.

Nikola could not force Asher to feed from him. Perhaps a shower was in order. Before he could lose the nerve, he cupped Asher’s face. He felt the anomaly vampire grow still beneath the gentle stroke of the thumb along his cheekbone. “I’m going to wash off.” He wanted to add, “Be here when I return” or even offer an invitation to join him, but it all felt too much too soon. He planted a soft kiss upon Asher’s brow, hoping the lost vampire understood the unspoken words sighed upon his skin.

Nikola went to turn away, but Asher took him by the arm, the hints of his claws prickling into Nikola’s flesh. Nikola registered a flash of frustration, of need. Nikola caught Asher’s eyes, the red searing, the silver sparkling, and parted his lips to speak.

Asher shut him up by throwing himself into Nikola, desperate kiss meeting desperate kiss. Nikola enveloped Asher in his arms, trapping him as he plunged his tongue into his mouth. Nikola curled his fingers into Asher’s hair. Yanking his head back and growling into his ear, “Asher Black, feed.”

Ecstasy cascaded down Asher’s spine, pooling into the pit of Nikola’s stomach. It all became clear to Nikola. Asher Black preferred being dominated as a means of escapism. He lived a life overseeing other vampires, but here, he could relinquish that control. Nikola, by contrast, was more than happy to take command of something in his life, and he was quickly learning that he was quite good at making Asher pant and moan.

Nikola felt the tips of Asher’s fangs pierce his neck and braced for the liquid fire that was a Blood Follower’s bite. But the pain never came.

Nikola’s thoughts stalled, his head filled with only the sounds of Asher’s lust-addled groans. Reality soon caught up, drenched with pleasure and euphoria.

Asher had acquired the Moon’s draw. Nikola cradled Asher’s head, his body wracking with shivers as he lost himself. Images of starlight and Asher’s laughing face swam behind his eyelids, memories awash with happiness and joy, as scarce as they were with Asher Black. As he drank Nikola’s blood, the Moon Child knew in his heart that the two of them could weave a life together, a life worth living.

Asher withdrew himself, red painting the corners of his mouth. Nikola was so drunk off the feeding that he was disappointed Asher had pulled back and hardly registered the river of blood gushing from the punctured artery.

Asher’s panicked expression and stammering words reined Nikola back in. “You—I can’t heal—should I—?”

Maybe you can. Moving on autopilot, Nikola took Asher’s hand and bit open the edge of his palm, pressing it against the bite wound in his neck. Asher’s eyelashes fluttered as the holes stitched together, vampiric blood aiding vampiric anatomy.

Asher left his hand there, Nikola’s wrapped around it. Cooling blood grew sticky between them, the glue binding them together. Asher’s eyes flickered about, deep in frantic thought, but neither of them needed to say anything—Asher Black, part Blood Follower, had the ability to heal. Could it be he hadn’t lost either of the patron’s gifts and had instead acquired all of them?

Katsuki’s words from before drifted to the forefront.

“I didn’t hurt you,” Asher breathed in awe, mostly to himself. Nikola chuckled and, with fingers not stained with blood, tucked a loose strand of hair behind Asher’s ears. Asher winced, as if jarred awake.

“Not at all,” Nikola confirmed with a smile. “Tell me, why did you stop?”

Asher’s features darkened with lust, the corners of his lips twitching upwards. He cupped Nikola’s package, still half hard, and kneaded with meaning. Nikola rumbled, understanding immediately. Asher had left Nikola enough blood to function, beating his heart and stiffening his cock.

Nikola backed Asher up until he fell backwards upon the bed. Nikola, driven by impatience, slid off Asher’s trousers, the same pair from two nights ago. He’d have to offer cleaner clothes. Later.

Asher began to tug at his boxer’s waistline, then froze, apprehension flashing across his features. He was afraid of… something. Nikola would explore exactly what when they had the chance. For now, he did what he knew Asher needed. He took control.

Nikola tugged down Asher’s underwear, briefly squeezing the round shape of his ass along the way. Asher’s shirt came off next, leaving the hybrid vampire utterly bare atop the covers. Asher’s shaft jutted between them, inviting Nikola to stroke it, so stroke it he did.

Asher shivered beautifully, his sharp cheekbones flushed with a rosy color. Heavens above, Asher Black was a gorgeous creature. Greek sculptors would’ve fallen over themselves to chisel his image. And he was all Nikola’s for the taking.

Nikola directed Asher’s hand to his own length, intending for him to pleasure himself so Nikola could undress. But Asher froze, confusion playing in his expression. Nikola tutted and murmured, “Go on, precious one. I want to watch.”

There was a moment’s hesitation, suspicion sharpening Asher’s gaze, but it gave way to compliance. He held Nikola’s attention, trust warming his emotions. It occurred to Nikola that tonight was a far cry from the first time they’d properly had sex. In the catacombs, it’d been an explosive dance of repressed tension, a hurricane of rage translated into lust. But here, now, the dynamic had shifted. Nikola wasn’t going to simply fuck Asher; he was going to make love to him.

Asher panted as he jerked himself off, watching Nikola strip naked through half-lidded eyes. Resisting the urge to pin and ravage him immediately, Nikola took his time getting undressed. Asher whined needily with every discarded garment.

“Look at you.” Nikola fetched a barely used tube of lubricant from his bedside, glad he’d thought of buying it for the rare nights he felt compelled to address infrequent stirrings.

He crawled atop Asher, kissing up his front and flicking both nipples with the tip of his tongue. Asher gasped, back arching. “Ah, so pitiful.” Asher hissed in defiance. Nikola laughed lowly against his throat. “Hush now. It looks good on you.”

Asher sneered with fangs, but it was only half-hearted, the blush in his neck a tell of the flattery. “You’re all mine, Asher,” Nikola whispered as he kissed back down the other vampire’s front. He half-expected Asher to reject the possessive statement, but he instead gave a shaky sound of satisfaction, squirming under Nikola’s movement.

Licking the underside of Asher’s cock, he slicked up his first two fingers. He slipped them inside of Asher’s tight warmth as he swallowed Asher’s length, sucking and bobbing while he finger-fucked and prepped Asher’s hole. Asher bucked and cursed, his hands clawing at the sheets wildly before settling throughout Nikola’s loose locks.

Satisfied he’d tortured Asher long enough, Nikola remounted Asher, hovering between his legs. He lubed up his cock, achingly stiff, and lined the head up with the ring of waiting muscles. He paused with an impish smirk. “Are you quite sure, Asher?”

Asher snarled, grabbing the back of Nikola’s neck, and yanking him down into a clumsy kiss. So great was his fervor that their foreheads smacked together, causing Nikola to bark a surprised laugh. Asher didn’t seem to notice as he growled, “Be a man and put it in, dammit.”

Nikola buried his rod inside of Asher. All the playful, teasing patience left him, the focal point of the universe becoming the molten heat clenching around his girth. A crack formed in the dam of his restraint before bursting entirely.

He kissed Asher fiercely, the other vampire groaning into his mouth, as Nikola thrust into Asher’s withering body. Nikola’s teeth grazed Asher’s skin along his jugular without breaking through. The sound of the complaining bedframe and Asher’s nonsensical babbling overtook the room, possibly within earshot of his coven, but he could not give a single fuck. It was only Nikola and Asher who existed in their world.

Nikola’s orgasm gave a warning crackle, but he wasn’t quite ready to end this. He withdrew, earning a scowl from Asher. Nikola answered by rolling on to his back, dragging Asher on top of him. Asher’s eyes widened, as if utterly lost. Nikola grasped his bony hips and directed him to his cock.

“Ride me,” Nikola said, assuming Asher was merely awaiting a command. It was admittedly difficult to pay attention to anything but the picturesque view of a perfect body above him.

Asher sat back on Nikola’s tip, taking care to impale himself slowly. “God, yes,” Nikola encouraged, his head lolling back. Asher rolled his hips, a severe storm of fire burning in his eyes as he bounced up and down. Asher gave a whimper, his head tilting back. Nikola took his wrists, thrusting upwards. They found the right rhythm, their moans and pleas to any god that’d listen bleeding into one another’s.

They were a live circuit of pleasure, feeding into each other, giving and taking, then giving some more. Nikola felt Asher’s climax approaching rapidly, and it tipped his own past the point of no return.

The crescendo exploded at the base of his spine, stars dancing in his vision. His final thrusts were sloppy, seed spilling into Asher. He vaguely registered Asher crying Nikola’s name in a high-strung tone, felt the hot cum splattering across his chest.

They both heaved heavy breaths, muscles spasming with post-orgasmic aftershocks. Asher fell forward into Nikola, who wrapped his arms around him. Neither cared about the mess of semen between them.

Nikola huffed a laugh after a couple minutes of recovery. “So, about that shower.”

Asher gave a half-hearted hum. Nikola focused on him, realizing Asher’s gaze was not entirely with him. Thoughts skirting back to the disastrous aftermath in the catacombs, Nikola touched his chin and tipped his face up toward his. “Are you well, precious one?”

Asher blinked. “Oh, erm. Yeah. Duh. Why wouldn’t I be?” He screwed up his face, a hundred things unsaid.

Nikola gave an unconvinced, “Hm.” He wasn’t about to press Asher Black of all people, especially not during such a precarious moment. He lightly tapped the crest of Asher’s ass and announced, “Come. Let’s shower.” Asher, lacking his usual sarcastic retort, stood off him and headed toward the bathroom just as quietly. Nikola hurried after him.

In the bathroom, Asher took in his surroundings, his attention catching his ghostly reflection. Starting the running water, Nikola watched out the corner of his eye as Asher examined every scar lacerating his chest and back. With a pang of sympathy, and a flare of rage at the perpetrator, Nikola drifted up to Asher and murmured, “Do you wish to talk about it?”

“Nope!” Asher answered before Nikola had even finished the sentence. He hopped into the shower, almost as if he were running away from Nikola. But he wasn’t getting away that easily. Nikola joined him under the spray of hot water, closing the glass door shut.

Asher lathered the shampoo throughout his hair with such zeal it was as if he’d been given an assignment he had to pass or else. He froze up for a split-second at Nikola’s appearance but resumed washing when Nikola began massaging circles into Asher’s tense muscles.

Asher carried a great deal of stress in his upper back, tight knots throughout. Asher hummed and ah’d as Nikola worked along the edges of the discomforting tattoo. Nikola was bursting with dozens of questions, but Asher was softening the edges of his chaotic emotions in an ill-practiced attempt at boxing them up entirely.

Nikola took the sponge from Asher and helped wash his back. Asher let him, leaning his palms against the wall with his head down, soaked hair sticking to the sides of his profile, droplets trickling down his nose and jaw. The portrait of angst.

Nikola set aside the sponge and wrapped his arms around Asher from behind, planting a soft kiss upon the top of his shoulders. “If sex is too much for you, we can—”

Asher spat, whirling around, and shoving Nikola back against the wall. A hand clasped around Nikola’s throat, Asher smashing his lips against his, hard enough that Nikola tasted his own blood.

Asher cupped Nikola’s balls, so roughly it sent a bolt of pain through them, and Nikola’s shaft gave a treacherous twitch of excitement. As badly as Nikola wanted to take Asher under the steaming shower, he suspected that the hybrid wasn’t acting out of want—he was using sex to smooth over wounds he’d rather ignore.

Nikola caught Asher’s wrist. Defiance flashed in his heterochromatic eyes, the hurt of rejection a sharp pang. Nikola held steadfast, hanging on even when Asher attempted to twist free. “Precious one, are you okay? What is wrong?”

Asher blinked rapidly, growing still, struggling to process the question. Nikola’s being ached for him. He’s not used to anyone checking in on him. “I’m just not…” His voice cracked, slight accent slipping through. He cleared his throat, burying it. “I’m not used to this. To you. To having sex on equal footing—where I have a say in things—not some fucked up power game.”

Nikola frowned. He understood some Blood Followers used sex as a means of domination, but was Asher implying…? “Do you care to elaborate?”

Asher swallowed, avoiding Nikola’s eyes. “Malkolm. He—” A broken laugh. “He has a funny way of reminding his subordinates who is in charge.”

Anger churned in the deepest chamber of Nikola’s heart, a dark part of him better left untouched lest he truly became the company he so oft kept. “Asher, are you to say Lord Malkolm forced himself upon you?”

“Wha? Hell, no. He, uh, he gave me the choice.” His fingertips fluttered up to the edge of his facial scar. Nikola’s jaw pulsed, guessing how it would’ve played out if Asher had ever said, “No.” Lord Malkolm functioned under the illusion of choice.

Nikola embraced Asher, wishing fate had dealt the young man better cards, even if that would’ve meant Nikola never meeting him. But he was here with Asher now, and he’d scorch the planet of anyone who dared bring him to that sort of harm again. “You are my equal, precious one. When I make love to you, it is because I want you. Not your power, not your obedience.” He spat the word with venom. He caressed Asher’s face, willing him to sense the raw authenticity behind Nikola’s declarations. “I want you, as you are, who you might grow to be. And I will never let Malkolm hurt you again.”

Asher said nothing, his features and soul heavy with an indiscernible cloud. But they stood there until the water ran cold, holding each other, and that was enough for Nikola.


CHAPTER TEN
Asher


Asher didn’t leave Nikola’s room for two weeks. In some regards, he felt like a prisoner, but he himself was his own judge and warden. He could’ve left whenever, at the very least to explore the house. But something about what waited for him on the other side of that door kept him locked up.

Nikola made it bearable.

Nikola made it a lot more than just bearable.

He would feed Asher before exploring each other’s bodies, and they’d talk until one or the other nodded off to sleep. Most of it was Asher asking Nikola about his life as ye olden European, treating the guy like his own personal sexy history podcast. And it turned out, Nikola wasn’t just brawn, but brains, too. Which added up considering that he and his friend John had spent most of their time crammed away in dusty lecture halls and libraries. Asher couldn’t for the life of him picture himself passing the years doing the same, but it seemed an awful waste that Morrigan used the not-so-formally educated Nikola Kingston as just a glorified bodyguard.

Nikola would occasionally pry information out of Asher, too, though there was obviously a lot less to discuss from his end. Asher didn’t even really want to talk about what little there was to talk about. But he was already swapping cum and blood with the guy, so what the hell?

In sparse details, he described muggy Alabama, the fucked-up conservative roots his parents relocated into Grander, and how that same mentality cultivated from within his basketball team. From every angle of Asher’s short-lived human life, the world had been trying to snuff him out for his queerness, so he’d decided to do the world a favor and do it himself.

“Suicide?” Nikola breathed. “You walked the streets of Grander with no intention of getting home?”

Asher tutted. He avoided Nikola’s piercing stare, clouded with way too much concern and grief for something that didn’t happen. Well, didn’t exactly happen according to plan. “Chill out,” he said dismissively. “It’s not like I’m gonna try the same shit again.”

His attention began to drift toward the corner of the room, where he could’ve sworn that he saw a hulking silhouette with bullhorns. But it vanished if he focused on the imagery directly, like it had been doing over the last few nights.

But of course, the Horned One would show up now, oozing disapproval. The Blood God honored the drive for power above all else and attempting to kill yourself was a textbook example of giving up.

Nikola pursed his lips, obviously having something to say about the matter but keeping it to himself. For that, Asher was grateful. He liked people who knew when to keep their mouths shut. He had a feeling the topic would come up again later.

It was dangerous, Asher reflected, for him to be thinking in terms of “later on.” There was no guarantee that there would be a future with Nikola. This wasn’t a damn vacation, as much as it felt like one sometimes. He was hiding from the enemy like a fucking coward—from his enemies, plural? Was Malkolm an enemy, or was he just avoiding inevitable repercussions?

He’d have to face reality at some point.

But would Nikola be there beside him when that happened?

Nikola wasn’t often home. He was away most hours of the night playing Morrigan’s puppet to the best of his ability, so she wouldn’t suspect him of housing the elusive former Master.

Asher kept chanting that to himself whenever he was alone. Former Master Asher Black. He sure as hell wouldn’t be reclaiming that title anytime soon.

What the fuck was it that Riccardo had said before? Had it been something about waiting for him to do something to get himself killed, as if the Masked Vampire had seen it happen enough times already to know it’d happen again? Except Asher wasn’t dead, was he? Quite the opposite.

Despite Nikola’s absence, Asher didn’t get the peace and quiet to wallow in his own self-pity. The Goddess and God happened to be very chattery. He knew the God spoke in war songs to his Followers, and that the Goddess would whisper in the ears of her Children during times of need, but he was starting to wonder if he himself had just gone clinically insane. They were constantly hovering near his shoulders along the edges of his peripheral, urging him to “be the Balance” and “realign the trajectory” and “defend your love out of love.” It was all becoming an insufferable meddled mesh.

One night of such cacophony, Nikola not home to provide a distraction, Asher turned toward the mirror and screamed, “Please just shut the fuck up for ten goddamn minutes!”

He realized too late that Veronica was just on the other side of the door, her flowery scent seeping in. His face burned with mortification.

“I, er, can come back later?” she said with uncertainty. Asher swung the door opened a heartbeat later, suddenly fretting over scaring off one of the two people he kind of sort of trusted.

“Sorry, that wasn’t at you. It was at the voices in my head.” He almost laughed at the way her expression pinched. Fuck it, if he was already considered the unsalvageable looney, he might as well lean into it. Isn’t that what he’d already been doing the last decade?

Veronica recovered and said, “How are you doing?”

Asher stepped aside, wordlessly inviting her in, and she breezed in as if she owned the place. It was likely the house was under her name, so that might’ve been the case. She was younger, and it wasn’t unheard of that some Moon Children kept their human identity, hiding in plain sight. But you could only play pretend for so long. Humans were good at catching things like silver eyes, elongated fangs, an aversion to sunlight, and, eventually, a suspicious lack of aging. Asher assumed it was easier to vanish from people’s lives sooner rather than later.

She frowned at the broken mirror but didn’t pry. He huffed a dry laugh and said, “Yeah, that’s about how I’m doing. You up here to tell me you and Francis are giving me the boot?”

Rolling her eyes, she threw herself onto Nikola’s bed and started scrolling through her phone. “Absolutely not. Nikola is just doing some damage control, quote unquote, whatever the hell that means, and then we are. All. Leaving.” Asher’s mind reeled. Do what? Just like that? They thought he was a part of this coven now or some shit? Leaving Grander means accepting that I’ve lost everything. Asher bit down the surge of panic before it could overwhelm him. Had he really lost everything if he’d gained something in its place?

He felt Veronica peering at him. And bless her, she swiftly changed the subject. “Have you seen this stuff on the news lately? Probably not, if you’ve been spending time under Nikola’s rock.” He knew it was a dig at Nikola and not at him personally, but he scowled all the same. Veronica shoved her cellphone’s screen at him. There was an article and a paused video.

It summarized a popular vlogger who would record his friend’s reflection, a Moon Child boldly exposing the comings and goings of vampire kind. The latest upload—and consequently the last one—had been about how Blood Followers and Moon Children differed, that Moon Children weren’t the real monsters, those other freaks were.

The article itself was about how that same Moon Child had gone missing. Presumably dead given the fact his friend’s body was discovered drained and strung up in front of the local college’s flagpole. Some speculated that maybe the Moon Child had been the one who offed the kid, but to Asher, the message itself was as clear as day: Shut the fuck up about vampire kind or end up like these chumps.

“Pretty public way of telling others to keep to the shadows, don’tcha think?” Asher deadpanned.

He thought the joke was funny, but Veronica didn’t laugh. She thumbed through the article without really reading it. “This was in the UK, you know. There are some pockets of vampire populations that have recovered overseas, but not for long if kids who don’t know better keep these shenanigans up. Do you have the feeling we’re going to have to run from more than just Grander?”

Asher was at a loss for words. It occurred to him that out of everyone who was currently sleeping under this roof, only Nikola had lived long enough to witness any of the Purgings. He’d always loved daydreaming about living long enough to witness some faraway future, becoming the mysterious ancient who could remember, like, the Fallen American Empire or some shit, but that couldn’t happen if he was sniped by a human with a vendetta.

“Do you think that’s why Malkolm and Morrigan have been doubling down recently?” Veronica said.

Asher shrugged. He wasn’t ever really given the whys, just the orders. Harshly enough to leave a stinging wound, it struck Asher that between him and Riccardo, the Masked Vampire had most definitely been given intel Asher hadn’t been trusted with—or Malkolm hadn’t cared enough to give him. He’d always felt like a weapon to Lord Malkolm, and he was fine playing the role of a deadly dagger, but he was starting to view himself as a fucking puppet. Malkolm’s obedient little toy, a kid who was too stupid to be told real business.

“Truth be told,” Asher said in a low voice, more to himself than to Veronica, “I don’t really know shit about Malkolm’s motives or plans.” He sat on the edge of the bed, his words laced with bitterness. “The only thing he ever really told me was during some drunken ramble about making the country his new kingdom or whatever. The guy used to be a Roman general.”

Veronica shot upright, her phone slipping from her hands. It clattered to the floor, forgotten. She crawled toward Asher with urgent eyes, causing him to lean away. “What? What?”

“Er—” Asher cocked an eyebrow. “I assumed that was the end goal for both the lord and lady, y’know. Sack Grander and expand from there. You know, leader shit.” Hearing his own nonchalant tone, he figured that there was maybe a reason why Malkolm didn’t explain everything to Asher.

Veronica gaped at him. Snatching her phone, she raced off the bed without a word. Asher blinked after her, half-expecting the Blood God’s baritone voice seconds before hearing it. “Foolish leaders destroy their own country in the blazing warpath of burning others.”

“That so?” Asher chided dryly. “The fuck you expect me to do about that?”

For once, both the Horned One and the Goddess were quiet.
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The nightmares sucked. More times than Asher cared to admit, Nikola had to wake him up to stop him from thrashing wildly, clawing and kicking. A good chunk of the dreams were recollections of blunt fists—his father’s, those of his alleged high school friends, Malkolm’s, sometimes even Nikola’s. Overlaying the reels of Asher’s past were the disjointed voices of the vampiric patrons, the whispers incoherent as the words rolled into one another, a maddening blend of motherly tones and a commander’s barks.

Nikola once described Moon dreams as a curse, forced to relive memories against one’s will. Asher recalled the time the old man had begged the question, “What do Blood Followers dream of?” Christ, he could deal with other people’s annoying emotions, and the silver eye giving away the touch of the Goddess was a nuisance he’d need to address, but flashback dreams? Yeah, Asher could do without that shit. Hadn’t he gone through enough with Malkolm purposely triggering him as a form of punishment?

The day after Veronica’s visit, Asher jerked awake violently, teeth gnashing during a nightmare specifically about the time his father had thrown a beer bottle at Asher’s head. Father Dearest hadn’t appreciated the school counselor calling out of concern about the targeted bullying against a gay student—just like how his basketball team hadn’t appreciated him possibly being the reason why their best players, two of Asher’s most notorious abusers, were going to be pulled from the game.

He’d been through worse shit since those days. If someone chucked a glass bottle at his head now, he’d take one of the shards and plunge it into their esophagus. So why the hell was his heart screaming, his arms flying out to cover his face, as if he were some pathetic kid? There wasn’t anything the ghosts of his human life could do that Malkolm hadn’t done already threefold.

Nikola was there suddenly, his soothing voice rooting Asher into reality. Asher’s gasping breaths gradually settled as Nikola murmured, “It’s not real, precious one. I’m here with you, in the now. It’ll pass, it’ll pass. There now.”

Sometimes, Asher felt like a little brat whenever Nikola went into caretaker mode. If he was honest with himself, he’d say it was more like his neglected inner child raising his head toward the softness he should’ve gotten years ago. But it was too late for that now, and wasn’t he coarser for it? Being coddled like some sad tragic case was the fast track to weakness. Even if he wasn’t a Master anymore, that didn’t mean he couldn’t still fight like one.

Asher shoved Nikola off, his half-asleep grumbles not sounding remotely English. It wasn’t like he sought out Nikola’s comfort. The guy just happened to be there.

Asher, humiliated with himself, pretended to doze off. Nikola tutted, gently running his fingers through Asher’s hair, teasingly muttering, “I remember how oft I slept in during the first days of my Changing.”

It wasn’t the first time Nikola had made the comment, and like the instances before, Asher groggily snarled out, “I ain’t no fuckin’ newborn.”

Nikola and Asher played out similar interactions most dusks, and despite Asher’s aggressive stonewalling, Nikola never expressed impatience or discontent. It made it difficult to convince himself that Nikola was acting out of ulterior motives, especially since Asher had a front-row seat to the guy’s emotions. Nikola Kingston was acting out of care. Asher Black didn’t know how to react, so he opted for no reaction at all.

The next evening, however, was slightly different. Nikola would normally lay beside Asher for an hour or two, but he was already awake and dressed for the evening, rushing out of the bedroom. The Moon Child’s anxiety trickled into Asher’s system even after he softly closed the door behind him.

Asher sat up and listened to Nikola’s footfalls echoing down the stairs. He threw himself out of bed, hastily adjusting the secondhand shirt and gray sweats Nikola had lent him. Fortunately, he hadn’t fed for a couple of nights, so his heartbeat was barely a flutter, and he could hold his breath with ease. Asher had noticed he would no longer pale with the first signs of decay, but did he imagine the faint laughing lines? Maybe they’d always been there.

There was definitely something morally ambiguous about Asher spying on his lover and his roommates, but the conversation with Veronica had been a brutal reminder—Asher Black was, more often than not, kept in the dark, as if he were too fragile or unstable to handle the whole truth. Fuck that noise.

He knelt behind the corner at the top of the staircase and listened to the conversation in the living room.

“—the humans will react if Malkolm is handed the throne and starts looking to stretch his borders.” It was Veronica’s voice, biting with ire. “Like some vampiric Manifest Destiny.”

“So, we leave now,” Nikola spoke plainly, a steady voice of reason. Though he functioned as just another one of Morrigan’s goons, Asher could hear the princely authority as he addressed his coven members. “Since our near extinction has left most of the continent barren of our kind, Eastern Europe could be a safe haven in this century.”

For every leader, there was defiance. Francis shot back, “As if half our kind wouldn’t make that same pilgrimage and spread the next Purging across the globe.”

Veronica interjected before a dispute could ensue. “Katsuki would go to Japan. They’d help us get there, too.”

A pause of consideration. Overflowing with pointed scorn wielded like a blade, Francis said, “As if Katsuki's coven would have Asher after what he’s done.”

Though Asher didn’t disagree with the jaded vampire, he still flinched at it being spoken out loud. The kindness of Veronica and Nikola was making him lose sight of what he truly was: A monster Changed by a sin against creation. Straight out of a horror flick.

“Do elaborate,” came Nikola’s growl. Asher picked up the click of frantic heels and pictured Veronica putting herself between the two men.

“Need I do so?” Francis said, deceptively calm. Asher could feel the truth of his anger permeating every corner of the house. “I have not personally seen Asher in… how many days? Tell me, does he still look upon you with a red eye?”

“Francis—” Veronica began but stopped at the flutter of fabric and movement. Someone raising their hand, silencing her. Asher felt a flicker of indignation for her—let the woman speak, damn.

“Asher—he—he needs time,” Nikola faltered. Asher’s heart frosted over into a block of ice, dropping heavily into the pit of his stomach. He steadied himself against the wall. “He wasn’t just a random Blood Follower,” Nikola insisted with accusing undertones. “He was the Master of Lord Malkolm’s coven. After everything that’s been said and done over the entirety of a decade, Asher can’t let go of the Horned One in the matter of days.”

No.

No.

No.

Nikola had said he would have Asher as he was, hadn’t he?

Nikola Kingston was a liar.

Everyone was a fucking liar.

He expected Asher to change, to fully Convert. What if Asher couldn’t do that? What if Asher didn’t want to? Nikola would leave—leave him behind just like they always did, be it on the cold floor of a locker room, behind the iron bars of a dungeon cell, Changing alone on wet pavement…

Asher Black just barely stopped himself from screaming out his heartbreak. Instead, as quietly as he had crept forward, he made way back to Nikola’s bedroom. The shock of the cracks in his ill-deserved happiness reverted to hard numbness, solidifying into burning hatred for all things.

He ripped off the borrowed clothes and replaced them with the costume suit, folded and cleaned on the nightstand. Asher threw open the window, cursing the Goddess, the coven of Nikola Kingston, the Moon Child himself. But most of all, he cursed his own stupidity for falling for more lies.

The mistake might have cost him everything.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
Nikola


Nikola’s rage was blinding. He was simultaneously grateful and disappointed that Veronica had placed herself as a physical barrier between the two seething men. Why was he entertaining Francis’s misguided pretenses? He felt himself trembling along a very delicate line of self-control as he said, “Has it not occurred to you that the Goddess and the God share him for a reason?”

Francis snorted, disbelief plastered across his features. Nikola wanted to roar his frustration at the mother of the Moon Children, as if he could make her tell Francis herself to accept Asher into the coven.

“Veronica, fancy me this,” Francis said, his voice softening slightly as he addressed his wife, as if he hadn’t rudely cut her off a minute ago. “If I had killed Mason and retained the Blood God’s marks, would you have still gone with me?”

Veronica narrowed her eyes. She didn’t let herself get caught in the comparison, her words clipped as she said, “You didn’t kill Mason, but I didn’t know you were going to become a Moon Child before I went with you, did I? I hadn’t invite a Moon Child into Mason’s chamber every other night, had I?”

The questions were rhetorical, and Francis answered with a pulse of his jaw. He exhaled slowly and regarded his wife with such a tenderness that Nikola’s fury waned by a sliver. It was difficult to not see where Francis was coming from. Nikola was coming to know Asher as a wounded man who needed love and care from someone not intending to use him, that underneath the sarcasm and biting remarks was genuine humor. Asher Black had a love for life that came out in the form of spite. But the encounters between Asher and Francis were few and far between—Asher had given the other man the impression of a monster who might very well snap and kill his wife. Maybe all of them.

Francis hadn’t just loved Converted Blood Followers like Nikola, he’d been one. He’d once been capable of the things he feared from Asher Black.

All the same, Nikola couldn’t abandon Asher. It was far too late for that.

In a low tone, Nikola said, “I ask only that we all travel together, and once we’ve safely made land, we can go our separate ways.”

“Nikki,” Veronica whispered, blanching.

Francis stared hard at Nikola, his metallic eyes swimming. Although Nikola had reined in his own aggression, Francis continued to seethe. “Am I to be comfortable stowing away on a ship in the middle of the open sea with a Blood Follower?”

“Yeah, you are,” Veronica answered before Nikola had the chance. “Because I’m going with them no matter what!” Nikola smiled faintly, appreciating her, but he also knew that if she was faced with that decision, she’d choose her husband—as she should. But Francis, features tightening, wouldn’t force that upon his wife.

Nikola toyed with the idea of taking Asher and vanishing into the night with him, if only to free his friends of the divide he was creating between them. He hesitated with committing to the idea, however, because when it came to Moon Children navigating a world filled with murderous “cousins” and vampire hunters, there was safety in numbers. But Asher and Nikola were both forces to be reckoned with on their own. As a pair, they’d surely be untouchable. Nikola just wished he could extend those services to help protect Francis, Veronica, and Kat’s coven.

Nikola felt the fight leaving him.

He just wanted his family, Asher included, safe.

Francis, echoing Nikola’s thoughts, said, “My love, I just want to keep you out of harm’s way.”

Veronica rolled her eyes, but Nikola could tell the words snuffed out some of her flame. Arguments amongst Moon covens typically played out as a back-and-forth toss of emotions feeding into the others, but with the natural insight into the other person’s feelings over any given matter, understanding rang clear. But understanding one’s point doesn’t necessarily mean agreeing with it. “I don’t think I need protection from Asher. Out of every fucked-up vampire in this city, he’s the least of my worries. Hell, he’s as much of a victim as the rest of us.”

“He is Blood, my love.”

“Half-Blood,” Veronica corrected. She drifted over to stand in front of the fireplace, gazing up at Nikola’s painting of the Moon Goddess. “And let’s not play the game of speculating what you’ve done under Malkolm, hm? Because I don’t like thinking about it, either. But here’s the thing. Asher Black doesn’t just have a moral code; he enforced it. There’s something about him that caught the eye of the Moon Goddess.” She giggled at her own pun. “I’m… starting to wonder if maybe the God and Goddess didn’t decide to share Asher Black just for him to move across the pond. What if they want to help him save Grander? Think about it. We stop Malkolm from getting the throne and we stop him from sparking a war with the humans. A war vampires will lose.”

“We?” Francis repeated at the same time Nikola echoed, “Save Grander?” The two men shared a glance.

Veronica sighed, as if dealing with schoolyard children who were not quite grasping the lesson. “Nikola is one of Morrigan’s strongest men, and you have insight on Malkolm most people this side of the border don’t, and Asher Black has abilities of both Moon and Blood. And Nikki.” She turned her doe eyes on him. “Your wife is still alive as far as we know. She’s hunted you and your loved ones down for centuries, and if Malkolm has set her loose, she’ll come after you again. Running from her didn’t stop her before. And just because you survived the previous Purgings doesn’t mean you’ll survive the one just on the horizon. Someone needs to stop this problem at its roots, and those roots look an awful lot like the catacombs branching out beneath Grander.”

“Someone,” Francis reiterated, “doesn’t need to be you. Or me. Or any of us. Moon Children die when they meddle in the affairs of Blood.”

Veronica made a sweeping motion at Nikola. “He seems to be doing just fine.”

“I am one man,” Nikola said, reentering the conversation before it could devolve. What Veronica was propositioning chilled Nikola to his core. Every inch of him screamed at him to gather everyone and get the hell out of here as soon as possible. What was more chilling yet was that she was making sense. But that didn’t mean it had to be them. Or Asher. Asher deserved more than to be dragged back into the war between the lord and lady.

Yet Veronica had a point about the Goddess and God both choosing Asher. “Asher deserves better than to be a pawn,” Nikola said.

Veronica pursed her lips. Her gaze flitted up the stairs as she commented dryly, “You know, all this talk about Asher, maybe we should actually ask him what he wants.” She gave a pointed look at Francis. “And not decide what someone else should do or not do.”

She was right about that as well. Nikola grimaced, ashamed. That should’ve been Nikola’s first consideration. Why have a meeting with his coven without the person he intended to bring into said coven? Admittedly, he’d been wary of Asher and Francis speaking face-to-face. It would likely come to blows, and that painted a tragic picture of Nikola siding with the vampire he’d only recently met, and Veronica rightfully defending her mate. But… Asher deserved the chance to prove himself. To speak for himself.

“Right,” Nikola said, sheepishly glancing at Veronica. “I thought to let him sleep. I’ll fetch him, and we can all, erm, talk.”

“Like civil adults,” Veronica bit in.

Pretending not to notice his wife’s glare, Francis remarked, “That’s up for Malkolm’s pet to decide.”

Nikola refrained from a scathing retort, forcing himself up the stairs and to his bedroom. “Asher, are you well?” he began tentatively. He started toward his bed, stopping short when he discovered it empty, blankets in disarray. “Asher?” Nikola called. He stuck his head into the bathroom, but the lights were off. He staved off a wave of panic. “Asher!” he called out louder into the hallway. Perhaps the attic?

“What’s wrong?” Veronica answered, appearing before him. She faltered in Nikola’s doorway, her attention immediately snagged by the open window.

Nikola turned back into the room, scanning the space, realizing that Asher had discarded Nikola’s clothes to change into the outfit he’d been wearing the night of Halloween. He staggered toward the window, smelling the entwined scent of Moon and Blood upon the wooden frame—rose and copper creating a dry floral perfume like a freshly opened bottle of wine.

“Did anyone hear him leave?” Nikola demanded, wondering why he hadn’t himself. He had been too caught up in the argument with Francis—the argument about Asher. Sickness twisted in his stomach. If Asher had overheard the things that were said… he barely trusted anyone as it stood… no.

Veronica read the thoughts on Nikola’s face and offered an uncertain, “Maybe he went out to hunt?”

“Why not take the front door?”

“I mean, Asher seems to prefer windows,” Veronica said with a forced laugh, her attempts at calming Nikola falling short. Nikola tried his cellphone, forgetting the risks of doing so, but Asher’s number went straight to voicemail anyway. He tried to send a text: Message failed to send. Nikola’s grip tightened around the case, and he dropped the phone before he could crush it entirely.

Veronica made another call. She grimaced when she also received the generic voicemail prompt. “Hey, idiot, it’s not safe for you to be running around on your own. Call me back.” She didn’t look confident as she hung up.

Nikola brushed past her, storming down the stairs, and slammed open the front door. “Asher!” he called out into the night, desperation cracking his voice into pieces. He rounded the house, intending to follow a scent trail, but if there was an almighty Creator controlling the Universe, He was not on Nikola’s side.

A torrential downpour began to fall from the heavy clouds. Despite being soaked to the bones within seconds, Nikola still attempted to catch Asher’s aroma, an aroma he’d gotten to know so fucking well. But if there was one left behind at all, it was impossible to track now.

Nikola’s bare footfalls sank in mud. “ASHER!” he bellowed, interrupted by a crack of lightning, briefly illuminating the storming world. There’d been a warm front, but Nikola still questioned why it was storming so late in the year.

He prayed Asher was about to come by and laugh at him for freaking out over nothing, that he’d just been out for a stroll, call him old and dramatic or some other Asher-esque remark. But there was absolutely no sign of the Blood Follower hybrid.

“Nikola!” Veronica’s shout cut through the roar of the rain. She touched his shoulder, silver eyes gleaming in the dark. “You’re gonna attract attention screaming a fugitive’s name like that. Come back inside.”

Nikola had nowhere else to go.
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It took ten minutes of Veronica fretting over Nikola dripping all over the hardwood floors before he changed. Once dry, and his heartrate steadier, he searched every inch of their modest mansion, even the neglected basement that housed forgotten heirlooms and cobwebs. Nothing. The only room that contained traces of Asher was Nikola’s living space, leading out the window and into the rain-drenched outdoors.

Nikola slammed his fists down against the coffee table as he lowered himself on the couch. He glowered at the painting of the Goddess, as if to ask, “Why give him to me if you were only going to take him away again?” But he knew that was a childish reaction. The Goddess and the God didn’t have control over the workings of the universe. They could only guide their own creations. Guide him back to me, then.

Why would Asher run?

Nikola reflected on the conversation, easily pinpointing the exact words that would’ve pushed Asher away. If he’d heard the wrong part, about Nikola arguing against Asher’s Blood traits… ice encased Nikola’s heart. He wanted to blame it all on Francis, and part of him did, but he was man enough to admit he’d fucked up by saying such things.

If only Asher had stuck around long enough for Nikola to explain himself, speak for Francis.

“There is a chance he simply left for the sake of leaving,” Francis said. Nikola felt himself beginning to tremble. “Back to his lord.”

“Not,” Veronica said, “helping.”

“I will find him,” Nikola declared. “Even if I must drag him from the lord’s manor myself.” But that wouldn’t be the first place he’d look.

“Okay, let’s take it down a notch,” Veronica deadpanned. “There’s still a chance he might come back. And even if he doesn’t, that doesn’t mean he went running back to Malkolm. There’s a whole city out there. A whole country.”

Nikola did not find the idea of Asher leaving Grander without him all that reassuring, but he would take that over Asher throwing himself back into the snake pit. Nikola ground his teeth, hating which outcome was more likely than the other. Asher looked through the lens of black and white—if Asher felt he didn’t have Nikola, he’d run to the other side.

“You propose that we wait around even longer?” Francis asked. The question sounded genuine to Nikola’s ears, not necessarily sarcastic, but he still detected the thread of impatience. He, too, wished to pack up Veronica and get her to safety.

“You two can go,” Nikola resolved, standing up. “I will wait here, and if need be, I’ll infiltrate Malkolm’s manor and search for Asher there. I’m already a soldier in this war, and the strategy of using me as a double agent has already been discussed.”

“Christ, save the hero jargon,” Veronica chided.

He expected Francis to argue with her, agreeing to Nikola’s offer, but he said instead, “We may not see eye to eye when it comes to Asher Black, Brother, but we are not leaving you behind quite yet.” A pause, cushioned by softness. Something was shifting slightly in Francis, something he wasn’t about to admit to. “We will flee Grander before it burns to the ground, but we will not abandon you at the first sign of danger.”

Nikola identified the new seedling in Francis—pity. As if Nikola was a naïve child drunk off an infatuation, not several hundred years the man’s elder. Francis was hoping that Asher wouldn’t return, that Nikola would come to his senses, and then they could all agree to leave.

Before Nikola could blow up their coven at the seams, he grabbed a set of car keys as he stormed out.


CHAPTER TWELVE
Asher


Asher Black did not stop running until he’d breached the city, his footfalls hitting cracked pavement. His muscles complained, quivering with overexertion. It was an alien sensation, not at all like the dizzying numbness associated with the fatigue that came with being a decaying Blood Follower. Somehow, it was worse, maybe because it launched him back to memories of exercise drills on the high school basketball team.

He leaned against the brick wall of some old timey inspired café called DEBBIE’S DINER, a vinyl record displayed on the sign above the door. It seemed… eerily familiar. He circled around to peer through the glass windows up front, scanning the checkered tiles and pastel booths, the pinks and blues washed out by nighttime. Definitely the kind of place his mother would’ve liked when he was a kid—before she started working at similar restaurants and no longer had time for nights out.

Why the hell was he thinking about that shit right now? Nikola talked a bit about the incessant memories of Moon Children. Goddammit, Nikola. Asher pressed his forehead against the cool glass, resisting the temptation to smash through it. Nikola didn’t want him. He wanted a Moon Child—and I ain’t no fucking Moon kid.

As if mocking him, Asher’s reflection glared back. There were no mirrors at Malkolm’s. Would Malkolm even have him back? Asher’s chances of leaving the manor alive were close to null. As the adrenaline began to subside, survival instincts kicked in. He wasn’t about to just waltz in and kneel before Malkolm just so the lord could personally swing the axe.

What was waiting for him back at the manor? Even if Malkolm didn’t have his head, he sure as hell wouldn’t give him back the rank of second-in-command. Maybe Riccardo had filled the spot again, Acting Master. The guy tended to hold it until someone better came along.

The territorial rage hit Asher, making him blink away a murderous red film. If he could endure the punishments and prove himself loyal to Malkolm and the coven, then maybe, just maybe he could climb back up the ranks. It might take years. Shit, I’m a fucking immortal. All I’ve got is years.

There was just one major issue, and it was the speckle of pale light in his reflection. Asher had half-heartedly entertained the idea of cutting the Moon eye out, but Malkolm might straight up do it—slowly, maliciously, with no guarantee that he’d let Asher live to tell the tale.

What if Asher could show Malkolm that he could use his Moon abilities to his advantage? He hadn’t exactly gotten the hang of emotional manipulation yet, but he’d picked up a few tricks here and there. Although he couldn’t make someone stop dead in their tracks with an enunciated shout like Katsuki could, he could tap into another person’s head.

If Malkolm didn’t kill Asher before he could give a demonstration.

“You wouldn’t speak in my favor, eh, Big Guy?” Asher asked out loud to the Blood God. Of course, the patron didn’t reply. What the hell was up with these two? Maybe he’d finally cracked and was just hearing voices that hadn’t ever actually been there.

“Hey!” Ah, fuck. “You! What are you doing?”

Asher sighed heavily, pushing away from the glass. A Blood Follower, one of Morrigan’s, approached him from the left. She was a tall, slender woman in a black jumpsuit, her dark hair pulled high in a sportsy ponytail. She bared fangs at him. “It ain’t exactly safe for your kind to be parading around alone right now.”

My kind? Oh, right. Looking at his side profile, she could only see his silver eye. Asher chuckled lowly, identifying the thirst dusting her bones. Hey, I’m thirsty, too. He rolled back his shoulders and faced her squarely. He enjoyed the shock rippling across her sharp features as she took in his heterochromatic eyes. Maybe he could get used to this.

Then she noticed the identifiable scar, her mouth dropping open.

“Tell me,” he said. “How exactly would you classify my kind? I’m still figuring that one out.”

He took a step closer, and she took one back. The thrill of the hunt snared Asher, and he just barely stopped himself from giving chase. It’d be mighty stupid running down a rival coven vampire in her own territory, especially since he was supposed to be in hiding.

On that note, he ought to feed in case he was caught off guard again. He grinned, causing her to back up another foot. Shit, now might be a good time to test what Blood strength I have left.

Maybe he could leave her body behind as a message: Asher Black is still prowling these streets.

Asher felt her inclination to bolt. He clicked his tongue and said, “Oh, you don’t want to do that. You have orders to, what, take me in, take me down? Morrigan wouldn’t be too happy that you turned tail. From a half Moon Child, no less.”

Her pride surged, properly antagonized. Gotcha. Flashing her fangs, she lunged forward, her claws unsheathing.

She was signaling every move. Sheesh, who trained these guys? Asher sidestepped her slashing attack, sweeping her legs out from under her. Yup, still got it. She hit the ground hard enough to crack bone, hard enough that Asher almost felt bad. But not so bad that he was gonna let her get up and go for his throat like she was about to.

Moving on autopilot, he kicked her in the side of the head, feeling her cranium give beneath the sole of his boot. She lay upon the asphalt groaning, blood pooling from the crack in the back of her skull. She wasn’t getting up anytime soon. Still, Asher pushed his foot down against her chest, awaiting the Blood God’s drumbeats.

There was only the dissonant ambience of a city at night—faraway sirens, shuttering doors, a barking dog nearby—and the Blood Follower’s whimpers of pain.

“She’s not the one you need to end,” came the Horned One’s voice, distant enough Asher could’ve imagined it. He was lashed by a bolt of anger, turning about as he searched for the God in vain.

Asher yelled aimlessly, “Oh, now you talk? What the fuck you mean, huh? Malkolm? Riccardo? Brie? The whole damn brood? I ain’t your fucking martyr!”

“Your resistance is exactly why you need to discover the truth for yourself,” the Blood God snarled. Asher felt the deity’s impatience like hot stones in his lungs.

Asher clutched his head, staring at the downed Blood Follower. Why does he give a shit what I do with her? Blood for fucking Blood, that’s how it always went. Asher wanted to stomp down until her heart was mulch, a rebellious temper tantrum. But he was stopped by a passing thought: What if Nikola knew this chick? He seemed the type to get sentimental over any random passerby. I need to stop caring about what he feels.

“You are my warrior, Asher Black,” the Blood God said, sounding as if he were directly behind Asher. But when he spun around, the Horned One wasn’t there. “Now you must prove yourself to my sister.”

Asher snarled.

“And to yourself,” she joined in. Asher staggered away, shying from the urge to lean into the motherly tone. As if he were a baby still suckling on a tit. Her words drifted from above the fallen Follower. “You could heal her. Return her to Morrigan—she may yet provide shelter and allyship.”

Great, the patrons were finally offering advice, and it was a bunch of shit he couldn’t do. Morrigan, who Nikola directly served. Nikola, who wanted a Moon Child, not… whatever the hell Asher was turning out to be. Then there was Malkolm, who needed a Blood Follower that could do his fucking job.

“Push him one way, he’ll go the other,” the Blood God growled.

The Moon replied, “Leave him untethered, and he’ll float away.”

No. No. They were not going to start arguing with each other inside of his head. He screamed over them, an animalistic howl, and sprinted away from the Blood Follower bleeding out on the concrete.

Asher wondered what became of vampires who were abandoned by both Moon and Blood. He wondered if he was gonna be the one to find out.
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He hadn’t really been paying attention to the trajectory of his course. He ended up at the abandoned hospital construction zone. Where he and Nikola Kingston had officially met—right along the border.

What the fuck am I doing? He hadn’t even been able to kill one of Morrigan’s. Which meant she’d relay the message that Asher was still in town. Would it reach Nikola’s ears? Not if he and his coven were already stowing away on a cargo ship. The thought of Nikola leaving Asher behind lacerated him, but it was easier to think of Nikola already gone.

Right?

He swallowed down nausea with a grimace. The Moon Goddess had weakened him irrevocably. There was no way in hell Malkolm would give him another chance. To go into the manor now would be the equivalent of turning yourself in to the police hoping for a lighter sentence only to wind up on death row.

Would it…

Would it really be so bad… embracing the Moon Goddess fully?

He’d get to keep Nikki.

Was it too late to turn back?

“You’ve made it far too easy for me to locate you, Asher Black.”

Fuck.

Yeah. Too late.

Riccardo faltered as Asher raised his chin to meet his gaze. If not for the circumstances, the Masked Vampire’s bewilderment would’ve been so satisfying. “Oh, Asher,” Riccardo said with a sneer of disgust, pointedly not tacking on Asher’s defunct formality. “How you’ve fallen from grace.”

Frankly, he couldn’t give less of a fuck what Riccardo thought of him. Asher snorted. “Yeah, well. I can still kick your ass.”

Asher sensed the hearts of the other vampires pressing in before he saw them. Their anticipation, their excitement, and their hatred. Hey, at least there was plenty of fear sprinkled in there, too. The scent of wet pennies choked the air as red eyes flashed in the darkness, undead bodies leaping from the steel framework and emerging from behind concrete columns.

“It looks like you invited the whole coven,” Asher said. At the end of the day, he could always say he wasn’t a coward like Riccardo.

The Masked Vampire did not reply, simply stepping away, retreating into the crowd of vampires creeping closer. Asher knew he couldn’t take on all of them, no way in hell, even if he still had both of his red eyes. But he wasn’t about to go out without fucking trying.

Asher rushed forward, catching off guard those in the first wave who’d expected him to run. They went down swiftly. Asher clashed with a man brave enough to meet him in the middle. A flick of quick fingers had the man’s neck snapping. His form hadn’t yet reached the ground before Asher was on to the next one.

The horde swarmed around Asher, a few landing bites or hooking claws into his skin. But those were lucky blows. It was blatant that the majority were fresh recruits—and Asher hadn’t been out of commission long enough for anyone to forget his reputation. Their trepidation of him made them hesitate, made their ill-trained attacks even clumsier.

He flattened the initial assailants without needing to kill them—a cracked knee, a bludgeoned skull, a snapped spine. But Asher Black, despite the Moon Goddess’s imprint, was still an elite soldier, and he considered himself more Blood than not. He was fighting for his life, and his instincts drove his muscle memory. Those same muscles automatically went for killing strikes if all else failed.

He’d so far managed to tune out the mayhem of terror and bloodlust by focusing on his own rage, the cacophony blurring until it was nothing more than white noise. But as he tore out a vampire’s heart from between the ribcage, who’d gotten just a little too close to Asher’s throat—

Asher wasn’t prepared for the sudden blackout. Like hitting a brick wall, the line on the monitor going flat. There hadn’t been the Blood God’s drums nor the usual surge of power that came from victory. Just abrupt shock, a ringing in his ears.

It made him falter, and when you were outnumbered fifty to one, that split-second meant everything.

Searing pain shot through his shoulder, the cold organ of his kill slipping from his grasp. Asher flung an elbow back into the nose of the one sinking teeth into him. Molten blood soaked the overcoat he wore. Contagious frenzy spread through the dozen or so left standing. A closed fist dug into Asher’s left ribs, the agony of a broken bone white-hot. Another vampire lunged for Asher’s eyes, and he barely managed to swipe hers instead, blinding her and causing her to fall back shrieking.

Claws pierced him then, sinking into the pit of his stomach. He gave a feral howl, headbutting the vampire trying to fuckin’ autopsy him on the spot.

“We are to bring him back alive!” screamed Riccardo’s voice in the background. Through it all, Asher couldn’t help but reflect on how much better he was at crowd control than Riccardo. Still, the remaining vampires hesitated, the reminder of Malkolm’s order enough to stagger them.

If Asher Black was going down, it wasn’t gonna be under a bunch of newborns. Bleeding, his broken skeleton screaming in protest, he shot through the rest like a bullet, the last bullet in the chamber. He had to make it count. Flesh clung to his jaws; blood coated his stripped knuckles. Adrenaline powered his veins where blood should’ve been, but it was enough to raze through the untrained vampires.

Asher was left standing in the middle of a sea of crumpled bodies, beneath the shadow of a hospital that’d never save lives. He heaved wheezing breaths, the world hazy around the edges. Whatever blood he had left was fully spent now. He tried to set his feet but stumbled like a drunkard. But instead of too many drinks in him, there were too many holes.

Asher spat out a mouthful of liquid scarlet. Riccardo approached him, not a care in the world as he assessed the carnage. And that pissed Asher right off.

“Impressive,” Riccardo said casually, as if the Masked Vampire was reviewing a unit of new recruits. “But I'm afraid it won't be enough to save you."

He felt the cold blade penetrate his lower back, the tip protruding out from his abdomen. The edge sliced his insides like warm butter. Already toeing the line of unconsciousness, he hardly registered the pain.

“That’s for that Moon bitch you’re so chummy with,” hissed Brie’s voice in his ear.

Before the world went black, the beams of headlights flashed over them, the light at the end of the tunnel. Asher went under, hoping he wouldn’t have to wake up.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Nikola


Nikola, pulling up to the border next to the abandoned construction zone, briefly saw movement. The scent of Blood Follower permeated the cab of the car before he’d even parked alongside the curb. As he got out, the overwhelming copper smell was a clear indicator that there were a lot of them around. The stench of spilled blood interlaced throughout the miasma.

He paused at the invisible line. Last he’d heard, Malkolm’s coven members had orders to kill him. Was that really any different from before the High King’s intervention? Steeling himself, he stepped over and followed the thick scent trail.

What he happened upon was horrifying. Dead bodies, dozens of them. Wait—no, not dead. Many of them lay groaning, most at least breathing. Nikola knelt and grabbed one of the Blood Followers by her collar. She cried out in pain, tears causing the red of her eyes to glisten like ruby facets under light. Both of her legs were bent at unnatural angles.

“What happened here?” Nikola said, wondering if he had it in him to heal her. If he did, she would most certainly try killing him.

The woman blinked up at him. She didn’t seem to realize who or what was speaking to her. “He was unstoppable. I’m sorry.”

That sounded a lot like Asher Black.

“Who?” Nikola pressed. But the Blood Follower had devolved into pain-ridden sobs. He let her head fall back down. Another vampire was struggling to his feet, on his hands and knees. Blood poured from a slashing wound in his abdomen region, liquid red coating his lips. Nikola hauled him up fully, alarm flashing across the Blood Follower’s face. “What the fuck happened here?”

The man answered with a snarl, swiping extended claws. Nikola caught his wrist effortlessly, twisting it just before the breaking point. The Blood Follower howled, causing others around them to rustle. It wouldn’t be long before enough of them recovered to be a problem. “Answer my question and I’ll leave your arm intact.”

The Blood Follower spat in his face. “Fuck you.”

Nikola lost sense of himself and swung a fist into the Follower’s jaw, feeling it dislodge under his knuckles. He went down, cold.

Third time’s the charm? He crouched next to a grumbling Blood Follower, part of his skull dented in. His hair had frosted tips, his one earring halfway torn from the lobe. “You. Tell me, what happened here?”

“Hybrid,” the concussed Follower slurred. His rolling eyes found Nikola’s, brightening with terror, confusing Nikola for someone else. “Hybrid!”

Asher. He’d been through here. And by the looks of it, he’d gotten away. Had he really taken on all these Followers by himself? And without killing them? Nikola hesitated to think of the discovery as a good sign, considering the scale of Blood Followers that were clearly hunting Asher. And why the fuck was Asher on Malkolm’s territory?

Nikola grinded his teeth together, backing away from the abandoned construction site before he himself was swarmed. He was on his way back to his car when he heard, “No, you idiot, don’t go after him. He went over the border!” Snarling and hissing followed, a fight between coven members ensuing.

Had Asher Black gone back to his lord? Nikola threw himself into the driver’s seat, compulsively locking the doors as if that’d stop those of the Horned One if they really wanted to give pursuit. He tapped his fists against the steering wheel, talking himself out of marching into Malkolm’s manor. He didn’t know for sure if that’s where Asher went.

He needed to regain his sense of reason. He called up Veronica, and she answered after the first ring. “This better not be you telling me you’re bleeding out in the middle of the road somewhere.”

“Ah, no. Not yet. I, uh, found something. A lot of crippled young Blood Followers, some of them describing what sounds an awful lot like Asher.”

“Okay, so you have a lead. Where?”

“Er, just over the border.”

Veronica cursed beneath her breath. “Do not go after him.”

“If I lose this thread—”

“Not alone. Stay where you are. I’m coming with you.” She spoke the words quietly, causing Nikola to suspect that she didn’t want her husband to overhear. Nikola was about to tell her no, but he knew she wouldn’t listen, and then she’d be tracking Nikola on dangerous territory whilst he tracked Asher. “Send me your location.”

“Oh, right. Of course.” Nikola blanked. “Could you… walk me through how to do that again?”
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Veronica came dressed in all black, a leather jacket and leggings. She wore flats, forgoing her usual heels that clicked boldly across every surface. She carried herself with confidence as she walked away from her Uber and to Nikola’s vehicle parked at the border. As far as Nikola knew, Veronica hadn’t been back at Katsuki’s studio since Halloween night, per Francis’s request. There was no reliable way of knowing if Brie or Riccardo were after just Nikola and Asher or the entire coven.

Still, she seemed undeterred. As if she knew something Nikola didn’t. She slid into the passenger seat and said, “Alright, buddy. Any ideas where we should search first?”

Nikola’s gratitude toward Veronica was insurmountable. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if anything were to happen to her under his watch. But determination and concern rolled off Veronica in thick plumes. She wasn’t risking Malkolm’s territory just to help Nikola; she was doing it for Asher, too.

“There is one place he may be hiding.”

To Nikola, it made the most sense. Unless he had a death wish, Asher wouldn’t return to the manor, but that hadn’t been his only home on this side of the border. “But it is underground, a vacant section of the catacombs. Perhaps you could keep guard outside of the entrance—”

“Hell, no. We’ll be going down together.” Veronica sat back and made a circular motion toward the steering wheel. “Lead the way, Nikki.”

Francis is going to murder me. Nikola started the engine and drove them deeper into Malkolm’s territory. Neither of them said much, Veronica chewing her nails as she stared out of the tinted window. Nikola was glad to have taken the car. They were far less likely to be spotted and recognized from inside of it.

He parked it next to the telephone booth. Veronica frowned at it and said, “Those things are still around? Does it even work?”

Nikola smiled thinly. “Not everyone can be as tech savvy as the two of us.” Veronica snorted, her perplexed expression asking her question. He nodded toward the church and explained, “Asher has a personal hiding spot not far from the basement of that building. He showed it to me… once.” Now wasn’t the time to get lost in the memories of that night.

He clutched the steering wheel, his mind swimming with anxiety. Please let Asher be down there. Nikola wasn’t sure what he’d do once he found him. There was a high chance he would have to restrain the hybrid long enough to explain himself. He’d made a promise. Nikola Kingston did not break his promises.

If Asher was down there, that meant he was safe. Nikola just needed to know he was safe. If Asher no longer wanted Nikola, well, so it goes. As long as Asher was alive to make such decisions, that was all that mattered.

“Let’s go,” Nikola rumbled, exiting the car, and made a beeline toward the cellar door. The streets, he found, were eerily empty. Certainly a good thing for the two of them but alarming all the same. He felt Veronica glance about as she scanned the area for any sight, sound, or emotion of patrols.

“Is it always this empty?” she whispered.

Nikola shrugged. He knelt and splayed his fingers into the dirt. He felt Veronica’s awe before she said, “Shit, your empathy is strong enough to reach below ground?” He shushed her, sharper than he intended, but he needed to focus.

The network below their feet was just as barren as the streets. Nikola stood up and brushed the soil from his hands. He cast a sheepish look Veronica’s way, her features set in a scowl. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I’m on edge. It’s all clear.”

“I forgive you,” Veronica chirped as he piloted them into the dank basement. Her voice was a lighthearted beacon of hope in the dark. “I’ll just need to have a meeting with you and my husband both about how rude you are when you guys are in bad moods.”

Standing before the door separating them from the catacombs, he drew in a breath, filling his lungs with the smell of rotting wood. He placed a hand on Veronica’s lower back, keeping her close. He understood better than most how swiftly a Blood Follower could swoop in from the shadows and pick off prey. The pair could simply not get separated. She huffed in mock defiance and said, “Y’know, I’m not made of glass.”

“Nor am I, but we are both of the flesh.”

They descended into the tunnels without another word. Nikola’s jaw remained clenched, his muscles spring-loaded for any sudden movement. But the hollow silence of the catacombs resonated ever deeper. If there were no Blood Followers around, where the hell were they? Surely Asher wasn’t on some sort of rampage picking them all off, as easy as that was to imagine. The only sound was the buzz of the orange light bulbs and Veronica’s anxious breathing.

The grim silence and their nervous tension made the trek feel like miles, but they finally happened upon the trapdoor of Asher’s hideout. Nikola’s innards twisted when he picked up not a single thread of psychic energy from below. Still, perhaps there was some sort of clue Asher had been through here, even if just a scent trail. It felt like too much to wish for a note or signal of some kind.

Nikola pulled open the door. It was utterly dark. He fumbled with his phone, mumbling something about the “flash” setting. Veronica rolled her eyes and plucked the device from his hand, turning on the electronic torch for him.

He was halfway down the ladder when he realized something was terribly wrong. The hideout was in complete disarray, posters torn down and shredded books thrown about. Nikola cursed and dropped the rest of the way.

Veronica yelped and scrambled after him, and the two of them began to pick through the chaos. “Jeez, what happened here? A struggle?”

Nikola examined the frayed edges of the bed sheets, trying to not think of how he and Asher had been entangled in them so many weeks ago. He let the fabric fall from his fingers, shaking his head. “No, I don’t think so. This looks more deliberate.”

Asher Black had chased Nikola out, screaming. Had he destroyed his own hideout after that night? Going off the faded scents, no one had been through here in many nights.

A dead end.

Nikola snarled and threw a punch into the wall, aged wood cracking beneath his knuckles. It was a single drop of destruction in the ruined sea of the hideout. Veronica’s fingertips brushed his shoulder. “We’ll find him.”

“If he wishes to be found,” Nikola said, finally admitting it to himself. Asher chose to run away, that fact was undeniable.

Veronica drew back, having nothing left to comfort him with. “Come on, we should get going. There’s no point in hanging out here.”

Nikola climbed up the way first, pulling Veronica out. When they turned to leave, they saw at the same time a flash of red in the darkness just around the corner. Nikola shoved Veronica back, ignoring her sharp protest. The Blood Follower cocked his head with a frown. “You kids lost or something?” He had a Boston accent and was alone. “Ah, shit. Oh, well. My treat.”

But before he could take another step forward, a deafening pop barked off the walls of the tunnel, causing Nikola’s left ear to screech with a tinny ring. The Blood Follower’s body jerked back, brain matter and skull fragments exploding from the back of his head.

“Jesus Christ!” Nikola exclaimed, rubbing his ear as it slowly mended itself. The ringing remained and might for a few more hours. He turned toward Veronica gripping a black handgun in both hands. There was a slight tremble, but her gaze was fixed with frosty resilience. “You own a gun?!”

Veronica lowered the barrel and burrowed her eyebrows at Nikola. “Yeah. Duh! Why the hell do you old timey weirdos forget that we can also own firearms? I’m not going to peruse Grander without being strapped, man.”

“You’re Moon,” Nikola said, unsure why exactly he was arguing, just that he was utterly shocked.

Veronica scoffed and replaced the gun back into the holster beneath her jacket. The smell of gunpowder was heavy in the air. “And? Headshots don’t kill Blood. He’ll be on his feet in a night or two. The fact I’m Moon is a pretty good reason to carry a damn gun.”

“That’s not what I…” Nikola shook his head, laughing, letting the matter drop. Leave it to Veronica to somehow obtain a handgun illegally. He, however, didn’t trust himself to ever shoot one. He’d most assuredly misfire, either costing his own life or another’s. “We must hurry. That shot could have caught someone’s attention.”

“You think? We should stop by Katsuki’s. Maybe they’ve heard something.”

The two of them fled the catacombs without another encounter. Nikola was almost disappointed, playing with the idea of using Veronica’s gun to goad some answers out of some loose-lipped goon.

Where the hell are you, Asher?
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They circled around indiscriminately for several blocks, ensuring that they weren’t being tracked. It would not bode well if Blood Followers were led to Kat’s a second time. Veronica kept a close eye on the mirrors, but when she spotted Nikola’s thumbs anxiously tapping the steering wheel, she took one of his hands in hers. Neither said anything, Nikola’s mind running circuits. What was there to speak of? They’d uncovered no new information.

Asher Black had left of his own accord. Was it even within Nikola’s right to chase after him?

They pulled up to Katsuki’s apartment complex. Veronica dipped out of the car to search the perimeter, insisting that she was less likely to be recognized. When she returned, she rapped her knuckles on the window and mouthed, “All clear.”

They made haste to the basement door, heads down. When Veronica knocked, it was the woman with blue hair who answered. “Kate!” Veronica said. “Is Katsuki—”

“Neither of you have any right being here,” Kate spat, directing most of her venom at Nikola. “Not after you invited that freak to our party.”

Nikola cringed with guilt, but Veronica straightened her spine. Though he couldn’t literally read minds, Nikola translated her defense perfectly well: It was my party to invite who I wanted. But before she could bite out the words, Kate said, “Save it. Your bullshit won’t bring Diesel back to life.”

The statement curbed Veronica, her resolve wavering, her regret reflecting Nikola’s. Nikola did not allow his own to consume him. Though they’d opened the doors to Asher Black, none of them had wanted Halloween night to play out as it had. Diesel’s blood, and the blood of the other Moon Children, wasn’t on their hands, but on Riccardo’s and Lord Malkolm’s. And Nikola was here to stop Asher’s blood from being added to the mix.

“Katsuki,” he said in an iron tone he normally reserved for Blood Followers. “Where are they?”

“I told you—”

“Enough, Katrina.” Katsuki came up behind the blue-haired woman, a soft hand on her shoulder. “Go back in.” With a huff, she stomped away, her angered footfalls pounding up the stairs to the kitchen. Katsuki cast his two guests a frown and said, “My apologies. Losing a coven member doesn’t always leave one in a clear state of mind.”

Nikola winced in sympathy. If the roles were reversed, he was sure he’d respond far worse. He said to Kat, “If us being here is too much, we can leave.”

Katsuki waved a hand. “No. If you dared to venture into hostile territory just to see me, it must be important. Come inside. It’s not safe.”

The three of them gathered in the tattoo studio. No one else was around, and there was a slight staleness to the air, as if they’d had no customers recently. “Forgive the silence,” they said, observing Nikola’s expression of concern. “We’ve taken a hiatus of grief. We are considering moving.” They gestured for Veronica and Nikola to sit and they themself leaned against the edge of their work desk. “Is Asher home with Francis?” they asked, scrutiny in their tone. It was no secret that Francis did not think highly of the hybrid vampire.

Nikola grimaced, his next words feeling uncannily close to a child admitting to some wrongdoing, such as leaving the pen gate for the goats opened. It was Katsuki, a wizened ancient, who had commanded Nikola to take Asher in and protect him. And he’d failed in that regard. “That’s why we are here. He left with no clue as to where he might’ve gone. Out the window and so suddenly.”

Veronica’s hand returned in his. “We were hoping maybe you might’ve heard something. We found a bunch of unconscious newbie Blood Followers near the border earlier, and they talked about someone who could’ve only been our man.”

Our man. How endearing. If only Asher was there to hear her say it.

Katsuki’s troubled expression did not soothe Nikola. “Nikola, you’ve lived on this planet long enough to know that information by word-of-mouth takes time. What happened to cause Asher Black to flee?”

Nikola hesitated, ashamed of himself, and Veronica picked up the thread. “I’m afraid we had an argument about him coming with us if we decide to ditch Grander. Some of the things said weren’t exactly… welcoming.” She did not point a single finger of blame.

The ancient vampire stood up away from the desk, worrying their lip between their teeth. Nikola privately noted how young Katsuki really looked, especially for their true age, and pondered if they were little more than a child when they were Changed. With a sigh, they said, “I refuse to speculate on his current whereabouts for risk of brash decisions. I will keep an ear out for any rumors, and I’d advise you to discreetly inform Morrigan or Corvellious that Asher Black has been seen. It may open the door for gossip, or at the very least cause Morrigan to increase her surveillance. It is difficult with no leads in a city that wishes to kill you, but it is foolish to think someone of Asher’s notoriety would slip past without time giving something away.” Time. Time Asher may not have. “In that time, perhaps he might return…” Katsuki let the sentence trail off. Did anyone really believe that?

Finding out anything through Kat had been a slim chance, but that didn’t stave off Nikola’s disappointment. He offered a heavy nod, knowing he should at least thank the ancient for letting them so much as step foot on their property, but no words came.

If too much time passed, the news he may receive about Asher Black might end up being his dead body.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Asher


Asher Black blinked in and out of consciousness, in and out of reality. He was utterly detached from his own body. Sure, he peered through his own eyes, and it was his feet that shuffled him forward, but he was merely… watching himself. He did not react with the appropriate violence over Brie and Riccardo dragging him by his arms. He did not snarl back at the Blood Followers lined up around him.

He should’ve felt something about all these Blood, though, huh? The ballroom—fuck, that wasn’t good—was filled to the brim with red-eyed vampires, like one of Malkolm’s masquerades. Except not a soul was dressed up, and not a soul was dancing. They parted for Asher Black, but it wasn’t out of reverence like all the times before. They growled and snapped at him, barely leashed by some sort of order to not come at him. A pack of bloodthirsty hyenas.

“SILENCE.”

Lord Malkolm’s booming command exploded from the top of the staircase. The collection of his coven fell quiet, submissive. Even Asher was compelled to obey. Old habits die hard. As if he had any choice in the matter of death here.

Malkolm, adorning a crisp scarlet robe and an indiscernible scowl, haunted the apex of the world. Asher focused on him until the rest melted away. It was just him and his mentor. Though not his vampiric creator, he was still the sculptor of Asher’s identity. Asher saw an inkling of himself in the cold flames of loathing crackling behind Lord Malkolm’s gaze.

Asher, failing to register his own movement, twisted free from Riccardo and Brie. He sensed the crowd moving in, a force of murderous pressure, a wave of carnal impulses siphoning into Asher. Something hard—a fist, a baseball bat?—cracked against the back of his skull.

He went down. As he kissed the floor, tasting copper from a busted lip, he was strangely reminded of training sessions with Riccardo nine years gone. Incoherent howls rained upon him. He blinked through flashes of darkness, and moments later, Malkolm materialized within his field of vision, filling it until he was all there was.

The lord clasped his protégé by the throat and yanked him up to his feet. Malkolm carefully examined Asher’s irises, giving nothing away beyond the explosion of his pupils.

Lord Malkolm’s mental walls were constructed expertly, keeping the partial Moon Child out.

His next words were telling enough.

“I was going to kill you, Asher Black, in front of our audience here. But I think I’ll keep you a little longer. You will break. You will help me find Nikola Kingston.” The crowd started to whisper, discontented, but Malkolm shut them up with a raised hand. He leaned closer to Asher’s face, lips a hair away from lips. “And if you do not kill him, I shall execute you both side-by-side.”

A quick work of Malkolm’s hands snapped the bones in Asher’s neck, and it was lights out.
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Pitch blackness. Hard feat to achieve against vampire eyes—unless someone had blinded him. Asher could hardly register the fact he was lucid, if not for the full body ache making him all too aware of the claustrophobic dimensions. And he’d never considered himself a claustrophobic kind of guy.

Asher laid prone, the wooden surface beneath his skin cold and splintered—he’d been stripped naked. He hoped to hell it hadn’t been Riccardo. He’d bet money the guy would’ve compared dick sizes.

He barely had a lick of wiggle room. If he squirmed at all, he felt the walls around him brush his elbows and toes. Shit, even the ceiling of his box kissed the tip of his nose with every intake of breath.

They’d fucking buried him alive.

At least he could still breathe, right? Hell, he didn’t even need to breathe technically. So, there was no point in panicking. As far as he could tell, he still had his limbs, all ten toes and fingers, his tongue. Could be worse.

Yeah, could totally be worse—being an immortal who suffered from near-insatiable agonizing thirst trapped in a cozy grave.

Don’t. Panic. That was what Malkolm wanted.

Asher closed his eyes—unsure with himself why he bothered—and strained his ears, listening for any clue as to where the hell he was located. Shit, was he even still in Grander? He figured Malkolm would want him stowed away nearby, within arm’s reach. There was no real way of telling for sure. All he could make out was the indistinguishable shuffling of—what? Feet not too far above his head? Or a roadway miles away?

Don’t panic don’t panic don’t panic.

Malkolm had said he intended to use Asher to get to Nikola. As what, bait? A puppet? Sure as shit wasn’t all that useful six feet under. Nah, this was his sentence for running away. The rest would come later. How long it’d take to make the retribution count, who the hell knew. For the life of him, Asher couldn’t recall hearing “buried alive” as one of Malkolm’s methods. But Asher was a real special case, wasn’t he?

“Why not order the fucker to let us go?” Asher asked the Blood God. Boy howdy, he hated how close to his own ears his voice bounced around in this hole. He decided to shut his mouth, thinking at the Horned One instead. “Why not just tell the old guy to piss off?”

Nothin’. Why wasn’t Asher surprised? Maybe not even the gods could reach Asher in the depths of Hell in which he’d been tossed. Or they’d decided he was a lost cause and had ditched him. Maybe Asher Black was already dead, and he’d discovered vampiric purgatory.

A laugh cracked out of him, pricking at his eardrums. In his hole, he laughed at himself, at his own stupidity, at Fate itself—if such a thing existed.

I really fucked this one up, huh?
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Days. Weeks? It was impossible to gauge the passage of time. That was the worst part of total darkness, Asher came to learn. The void swallowed the manmade concept of minutes and hours whole. Sure, he could measure that a handful of suns had set based on his worsening thirst, but eventually the agonizing parchedness became a monotonous indistinguishable fog of misery, morphing with the blackness until it became an extension of it. Fugue coldness was a cocoon thickening around him.

It didn’t help that Asher quickly lost the sense of difference between waking and sleeping. His dreams were mostly incoherent montages of his childhood—a grandfather who would force him to chop wood until his blisters bled into the wood of the ax’s handle, teachers with rulers quick to rap against his fidgeting knuckles, a father who smelled so often of booze that Asher to this day associated the smell of Hennessy with the man’s cologne.

Asher couldn’t tell where the dream ended and where his own voluntary recollections began. The silence, too, was its own personal torture, doubly so for a creature used to heightened hearing, so sharp you could track prey by the heartbeat. His own heart fell silent, and the voices of his past trickled in, filling the space already cramped beyond tolerance. “No son of mine… let the pain baptize you… I care about you.”

Nope, don’t think about Nikki.

When all there was to do was to let your mind wander, it became impossible to leash it. Maybe if things had played out differently, the idea of Nikola would’ve been soothing. But it was just salt in the wound, an extra layer to the nightmare of a starving body buried alive. Everything about Asher ached, his heart worst of all.

His only beacon of hope was that the Moon Child should be out of Grander by now. If Malkolm got his claws in him, it wouldn’t be a swift death. Wasn’t the lord’s style. Asher could take it—though this here might be pushing his limit if he was honest with himself. But Nikola Kingston, for all his legendary grandeur, didn’t stand a chance. Besides, Nikola didn’t deserve Malkolm’s wrath.

Asher did.

Asher Black had been disloyal. And he knew he’d do it again. This was what happened to the disloyal.

Heh, Malkolm was real old. Maybe he’d lost track of time, too, and had forgotten Asher. But the lord didn’t forget shit, especially not something as serious as his wayward second-in-command.

When the scuffling of disturbed dirt came, Asher assumed he had started dreaming, or was still dreaming. All the same in this fucking hole. But it got closer, kept getting louder, sharpening the rest of Asher’s senses, the sudden change grounding him in his hellish reality.

Someone was digging him up.

Asher didn’t dare let himself feel relief. Whatever waited on the surface was definitely gonna be worse. However, it was a jarring reminder that he was alive, and as long as Asher Black was kicking, he still had fight in him.

A plan quickly formulated in his head. The mold in the dirt shifted, fungi releasing their spores, the fumes punctuating the smell of the pulsing blood of the digger. The concoction of scents seeped through the soil. Riccardo, no doubt. Asher would spring out of the coffin the second it opened, fangs in Riccardo’s throat. He’d kill the fucker, too, the Moon’s morals be damned.

He had no heartbeat, but the God’s drums picked up the slack inside his ear canals. Claws curled from Asher’s nailbeds, teeth on edge.

One moment, that’s all he—

The casket lid flew open. That precious window of opportunity came and went. After so many days in one stiff position, his muscles, dehydrated and aged, refused to cooperate. Nor had he anticipated the blinding flare of light, giving him no chance for his sensitive eyes to adjust. Apparently, it was the full moon.

Fuck, he’d been planted out in the open, probably just beyond Grander in the wooded suburbs—a precaution in case he’d managed to dig his way out, possibly into sunlight.

He could hardly manage a raspy hiss before the edge of the shovel’s head knocked the lights back out.
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Malkolm’s voice reached him before consciousness settled in. “I never met my creator. Frankly, I find our kind’s preoccupation with sires to be a waste of energy. Whoever created me might’ve simply abandoned me in the battlefield in which I awoke, or they might’ve fallen during that battle. Whichever the case, it did me a favor. I chose to stay with what I understood. Fighting a human’s war, defending my empire, only to watch it crumple around me despite my own victories… that is what truly reshaped me.

“My point being, young one: Stop focusing on who gave you your second life and focus more on those who can take it away from you.”

When Asher opened his eyes, something was off. He was strung up in the middle of an underground cell, feet shackled to the floor and his arms stretched taut by chains, as if being crucified. His head hung, too heavy to lift, his bangs greasy curtains in his eyes. That part was to be expected. But the fringes of his vision blurred nauseatingly, and every word Malkolm uttered carried an echo that came from every direction.

Asher failed to locate the lord until he stepped into view. Even then, unless Asher squinted, he saw three of him. All his senses were equally dull, including his awareness of his own body, rendering him completely helpless. At least it helped curb the pain.

He would’ve chuckled if he could remember how his windpipes worked. Helpless. What else was new at the hands of Lord Malkolm?

The lord kept talking, using his deceptively silky voice. He idly ran his index finger’s tip up and down the glistening edge of a dagger, its hilt black leather. Skin split, but no blood beaded free. “To kill you outright seems a waste. A hybrid? Unlikely the first of your kind, but the only I’ve ever encountered.”

If he hadn’t been halfway delirious, Asher would’ve thought twice about reaching into Malkolm’s psyche, but he watched himself doing it now, if only to search for… what? Not love, not compassion, that’s for damn sure, but maybe answers? Could you find answers when you weren’t even sure of the questions?

He encountered sympathy, pity, fascination. And… grief. Malkolm had lost something he’d claimed as his own, and the lord wanted that ownership back. That was the primary reason Asher Black was still alive.

Then, a flash of anger, as sharp as a whip’s lash.

Malkolm was across the cell. If Asher had blinked, he would’ve missed it.

The lord pressed the blade against Asher’s throat, the cold sensation and abrupt movement pulling him back into his own skull. “Poke around my head again, and I relinquish my mercy. Are we clear?”

Asher replied with a disoriented scowl through his eyelashes. Could this guy really feel when a Moon Child was in his head, or was Asher just that obvious about it?

Malkolm’s tone and cold glare remained impassive. “Though, it’s a valuable development, I can admit. A Blood Follower with the Moon Goddess’s gift. I don’t need it myself to guess your thoughts, young one—that you’d sooner succumb to your dying breath before using your abilities against your precious Nikola.” He sneered the name, the only tell of emotion from the icy man. “But that’s no matter. I have ways of controlling those of the Moon Goddess. I would’ve used it against Nikola, but he was of better use to me as a Blood Follower before you got your dick involved. But this—you—is far better. Nikola Kingston is more useful to me dead at this point. What greater pet than one as strong as Asher Black, drugged beyond his sense of free will?”

The words struck a chord of fear in Asher Black. The hell was he yapping about? Surely Asher misunderstood him amidst his concussion. Concussed, right? And starved? Not drugged? There weren’t any drugs he was aware of that could work against vampires, besides blood-infused alcohol.

He knew that was the case for Blood Followers.

Wasn’t so confident when it came to Moon Children and their different metabolisms.

Malkolm circled Asher until he was out of sight. Asher didn’t have the strength to swivel his head around. He could make out the sound of water dripping in a basin—the familiar sound of Malkolm dressing his blade in salt water.

The lord traced the tip along the edges of Asher Black’s Tower of Babel tattoo.

“It is due time we removed this unsightly monstrosity, hm?”
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Asher Black felt the searing agony of having layers of inked flesh filleted from his back. Malkolm’s gleeful cackles serenaded him. From the corners of his mind not washed away by torture, he questioned why Malkolm hadn’t taken the blade to him sooner.

The focal point of the universe was pain.

Only the Horned God had words to console him. The Goddess didn’t deal with the workings of such nightmares. But all the Horned One had to say was, “Let the pain guide you.” To where? Hell? This wasn’t a fucked-up training session, nor one of Malkolm’s acclimations. This was just punishment. And Asher was ready for it to be over.

Of course, just because the blade had dropped back into the saltwater bucket with a splash, that didn’t mean it was over. Malkolm was a master of cruelty, and if he could make things worse, he’d find a way.

Lord Malkolm forced blood stored in a crystal decanter upon Asher. He was so weak that he couldn’t even turn his head away whenever Malkolm grabbed him by the chin and tilted his mouth up toward the ceiling. The act wasn’t for nourishment. It was to bring Asher’s body back to life, heightening his senses so Asher could truly feel the magnitude of the visceral damage flayed across his back. And as fresh blood oozed from the opened wounds, that’s when he finally screamed.

Something wasn’t right about the blood, though. It didn’t give him strength. If anything, it took away from Asher, deadening his thoughts like cheap booze, blurring the edges of reality. He wanted to think it was because the blood was secondhand, that it was because of the damage across his entire body.

But he could taste the bitter truth.

The poison. The drug. Somehow, Malkolm had his claws on some sort of tonic that worked against Moon Children, and Asher Black was enough of a Moon Child for it to work. His suspicions were all but confirmed whenever the Goddess murmured in his ear, so quiet it was as if she was afraid Malkolm would overhear her, “Fight it for him, my son.”

Him.

Nikola.

Asher clung to the image of the man’s smiling face and gentle lips.

Malkolm’s cold voice sliced through the picture. His fingertips fluttered along the side of Asher’s neck, followed by the cold prick of a needle. Asher’s world flipped inside out, a thousand screams echoing in his ears, as if he’d absorbed the souls that had been depicted across his shoulder blades. “A subset of opiates combined with a hallucinogenic flower no longer found in the wild,” Malkolm explained in the distance, as if calling from the other side of a shallow cavern. “Once upon a time, there was a Roman soldier who understood that a human’s greatest downfall was their own emotion, so he worked with ancient medics of a common goal to create an elixir that made Moon Children… impressionable. Make a general fall in love with a Moon Child, have that Moon Child bring him to that Roman soldier’s feet. An easy kill, if only a last-ditch effort to save a failing empire.

“In the modern age, the drug of the Moon is far easier to purify.” The last thing Asher saw, his back weeping and his veins filling with toxins, was Malkolm’s sneering portrait. “It would’ve been better for you if you’d just obeyed me, young one. But now you’ll have no choice.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Nikola


Amonth.

If they’d been at Francis’s limit before, they’d indubitably surpassed it now. No signs, no rumors, no sightings. The streets themselves were eerily vacant of Malkolm’s Blood brood, the usual patrols just as lacking as the night Nikola and Veronica had gone searching for Asher. Morrigan, on the other hand, maintained a strict schedule, utilizing Nikola for traditional scouts much like before the Moon Child had been granted access to the lord’s territory. Morrigan regarded the stillness as the calm before the storm.

Nikola Kingston was a shell of a man. Four weeks were normally not something someone approaching a millennium would flinch at. But when those weeks were doused in anxiety and failure, it was just short of eternity.

When Francis had informed Nikola that they could no longer wait around for news about Asher Black, he found no fight left inside of him. “It’s wisest to flee now during the eye of the storm,” Francis explained.

Nikola wholeheartedly agreed. But he would not be going with them. There was no ill will between Francis and Nikola as far as Nikola was concerned. They were both two men trying to protect those they cared about, but the objects of their protection were on different sides of the same war.

Francis spoke of the impending separation in a low tone, Veronica upstairs tending to her plants. Nikola wagered Veronica did not know her husband’s decision for speedy flight.

He’d bring it up to her personally when he found the energy. Every waking moment was just white noise. He spent his free time skipping the border, scanning the shadows, watching the catacomb entrances, spying on the manor itself. But all it brought was crushing grief.

He simply could not leave Grander without uncovering the fate of Asher Black. Even if it meant sticking around for the outbreak of a war. War had a way of waking up ghosts and unearthing secrets otherwise left buried.

Nikola could not accept that Asher Black had perished despite his coven members’ use of the past tense whenever they discussed his whereabouts. And that was why he must stay, even if it meant losing yet another coven.
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The inevitable separation was precisely why Nikola ended up at Francis and Veronica’s show at the speakeasy. He owed them that much.

Carded at the door by a bald bouncer, who vaguely and painfully reminded him of Diesel, Nikola descended the stairs leading to the basement bar. Smooth jazz and buzzing conversation poured in around him as he entered the softly lit space, the wooden rafters low.

Vampires congregated all about, many dressed in flapper gowns and dapper pin-striped suits. Round tables, each decorated with a vase of roses, encircled the stage across from the fully stocked bar. His coven was already performing, Nikola fashionably late.

It was a moment frozen in time, punctuated by Veronica’s voice and Francis’s horn, the two of them weaving together songs of love lost to mortality and regained by immortality.

The two of them were beautiful and magnificent. Nikola deeply regretted having never made better efforts to watch them perform more often, always too wrapped up in Blood affairs. Could the same be said now? No, not quite. Things had shifted. It was no longer about his loyalty or debt to Master Corvellious. It had become about Asher. His vampiric sire just currently benefitted from the fact.

At the end of their set, as the applause settled down with Nikola amongst them, Francis took the mic. Going off the look of alarm on Veronica’s face, this was not a common occurrence. “I begrudgingly inform you that tonight will be our last performance.” The flash of rage coming from Veronica told Nikola that Francis still hadn’t communicated properly with her. Was it because he knew she wouldn’t so easily comply? “I am afraid that Grander will soon be under siege of human scrutiny. That is, if the Blood powers that be do not destroy the city from the inside out first.” Restlessness needled throughout the audience with a thread of murmurs. All onlookers were locked on Francis. “If I were you, I would take my loved ones and leave Grander. At least until the storm passes.” If that storm doesn’t flatten the settlement in its wake, rang the unspoken implication. “That is what I intend to do with my wife. It has been an honor performing here for so many years.” He capped the announcement with a deep bow, Veronica simmering with so much fury the air around her practically boiled.

The murmurs became excitable chatter as Francis moved from the stand to begin the process of packing up. “Leave? And go where?” That was the question Nikola kept hearing. He could sympathize, especially for the younger vampires not quite used to pilgrimage.

He wasn’t sure if he’d personally make it out of Grander at all, so he hadn’t asked himself the question of where else he would go.

Veronica approached Francis, but he took her by the arm and turned their backs to the crowd, heads bowed as they conversed. Veronica glanced back, seeking and finding Nikola in the crowd. The silver of her eyes sparkled with sadness. Francis’s declaration took root in Nikola’s stomach, forcing him to accept what was to come. His coven was leaving him. He was staying behind to—as Francis would put it—chase ghosts.

But Asher Black was alive—he had to be. Nikola had to believe that. He wouldn’t be letting his coven fend for themselves otherwise. But Francis and Veronica had far better chances out in the world than Asher would have if he was abandoned in Grander as an enemy of both the lord and lady.

Nikola had originally planned to see his coven out, but the evening became too much for his already weathered heart. As soon as Veronica’s attention skirted back to handling the gear on stage, Nikola slipped into the shadows and left the speakeasy.
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Nikola sat staring at the painting of the Moon Goddess when the pair came home. He was halfway through a bottle of Moscato. He’d channeled his heartache into plans of assisting his coven with the emotionally draining process of packing. Nikola did not own much to his name, for he knew the turmoil of being forced to leave sentimental pieces behind—a fact Francis had faced only once before, a fact someone as materialistic as Veronica would be forced to accept. Say, she’d have to discard half her wardrobe!

The private jests did little to improve his mood. He poured another glass.

“I’m not leaving!” Veronica stormed into the living room, clearly expecting Nikola to take her side in the argument. “You can’t just make decisions for us behind my back about shit like this. Train tickets. To Chicago? Are you kidding me? I know you grew up old-fashioned where the man is in charge, but this ain’t the twenties anymore. My vote matters, too!”

Francis, hovering in the entryway, spoke with an even tone. “My sweet, I promise you, this is not a matter of authority or gender. It is a charge of experience. I’ve been chased by both humans and Blood alike. You, and forgive me, are underestimating what is at stake. Nikola, who has witnessed more than either of us combined, agrees.”

Veronica shot him a wounded expression of betrayal. Nikola could only pray she didn’t hate him too much when it came time to officially part. “You’re both idiots. I was held captive by Blood. Created by Blood. I know how bad it can get. That’s why I’m not throwing Nikola to the wolves.”

“Nikola is choosing to approach the wolves,” Francis deadpanned. He was disguising his own hurt under a guise of disdain and was allowing Nikola to pull back the layers. Francis didn’t wish to flee without Nikola either, but he remained bitter at the eldest vampire’s stubborn resolve. It was as close to peace they would ever reach regarding the issue of Asher Black, Nikola suspected.

“Tell me, Vee,” Nikola said over the edge of his glass, pausing to down it before continuing. “What help would it be to me, you dying by a human’s bullet or by a Blood Follower’s teeth?”

Veronica parted her lips to viciously retort, but they were interrupted by the doorbell’s toll reverberating throughout the entire house. The trio glanced between each other, their collective bewilderment showing that none of them were expecting a visitor. They never had guests unless Veronica was hosting a Halloween party. Francis and Nikola met gazes of equal ferocity, silently agreeing to attack the arrival if they were Blood. But why would a Blood Follower ring the doorbell?

“Why the window?” the memory trickled in.

“Because it makes me laugh.”

Veronica’s hand dropped to her hip. Nikola guessed she was reaching for her handgun, but she instead pulled out a cellphone from her fannypack. Her shoulders sagged with an exhale of relief. “It’s just Katsuki.”

As she hurried off to fetch the door, Francis gave a grimace. “Uncertain times have put us all on edge.” Nikola grunted in agreement.

“My apologies for the intrusion,” Katsuki said as Veronica brought them to the living room. She quietly offered them a beverage, but they shook their head. They frowned in response to the tension before their attention landed on Nikola. Their urgency caused apprehension to itch beneath Nikola’s skin.

“I wanted to talk to you in person. Obviously, you cannot come to me safely.” They paused, worrying their lip. Nikola resisted the urge to shake the words out of them. “It’s… it’s about Asher. Just gossip, nothing more. Not enough to make brash decisions.”

Another pause. A ray of daylight breaching storm clouds threatening to roll back in over the sun. Nikola’s patience gave. “Speak it then!”

“A Blood Follower stopped by seeking a walk-in. Of course, we’ve closed booking to new clientele to finish our packing.” At least the two covens would have each other, possibly to become one. The pang of loneliness was drowned out by Nikola’s drive to act. Kat was here about Asher Black. Nothing else mattered. “But I’ve kept my shop open to wrap up the last of my appointments. I decided to give this man an exception on the slim chance he’d discuss Asher. And he did, freely, over the work of a rose, my only prompt being, ‘And what of news from Malkolm’s manor? The streets have been eerily quiet, the collectors seldom to come through.’ It was as if he’d been waiting for the opportunity.” Another damn pause.

Francis snorted, Kat pursing their lips. Nikola was no fool. He, too, could see how likely it was that they had been fed information to draw Nikola out.

And it would work.

“Go on,” Nikola urged.

Katsuki closed their eyes, slipping into their notorious storytelling, a person who had been born when stories could only be told by word-of-mouth. They pitched their voice low, imitating the Blood grunt. “‘We were told to keep our mouths shut. I guess it would make our lord look bad if word got out about his traitor Master. But people have already been talking shit. Wouldn’t it look better if everyone knew that we’d caught the bastard, delivered him right to Malkolm’s feet?’”

The wineglass shattered in Nikola’s grip suddenly tightening. Glass burrowed into Nikola’s skin devoid of blood and littered the hardwood floor, sharp edges twinkling their danger. Veronica flinched, and Kat’s eyes flew open, but no one moved to clean it. Nikola’s fixation did not leave Katsuki.

“And then?” Nikola told himself he’d apologize for his rudeness later.

Katsuki cleared their throat. “And then the Follower went to explain that Malkolm had decided to not publicly kill Asher—took him as a prisoner and wasn’t seen again. ‘Word is,’ the Follower told me, ‘Asher Black was spotted being dragged to Malkolm’s favorite torture chamber a couple of nights ago.’”

Asher was alive.

Nikola vaulted to his feet. Veronica rushed to stand in front of him, as if she’d been anticipating the reaction, her fists pressed into his chest. “At least wait until Kat has finished before careening to your suicide.”

Nikola admitted to himself that he had no plan, but he did not sit back down, absently pulling out bits of glass from his palm. Katsuki shuffled on their feet uneasily, like they believed they alone would be responsible if Nikola got himself killed trying to save Asher. “There is not much more to speak of regarding Asher. The Blood started gloating about how he reckoned Lord Malkolm was ‘finishing up’ with Asher before moving on to invade Lady Morrigan’s territory.”

Francis cursed beneath his breath. Nikola had the disciplined urge to immediately report back to Morrigan or Corvellious. Nikola clenched and unclenched his fists. Time was running out—if it hadn’t already. Nikola didn’t have the slightest semblance of where Asher might be kept. What if he had already been moved? Even if Nikola were handed a map with an exact location, how the hell could he infiltrate the tunnels, break Asher out, and defend against the Blood hordes?

If Nikola was willing to kill…

It still wouldn’t be enough.

Nikola began picking up shards of glass off the floor, piling them on the coffee table, turning over his options—or lack thereof—in his head, growing more hopeless by the second. He’d asked Veronica what help she’d be to Nikola dead. Was the same not true of Nikola to Asher?

“You’ll need your own army to retrieve Asher,” Francis said, beholding Nikola in misery, viewing him as a dead man walking.

Veronica piped up, “Nikola is part of an army, isn’t he? How soon could you set up a meeting between us,” she motioned between her and Francis, “and Lady Morrigan?”

Nikola frowned. “I, er, possibly tonight. Veronica, what—?” Francis spoke at the same time, “Veronica, we are not getting involved with—”

“Both of you shut up. You were once one of Malkolm’s. I lived in his manor, too. One meeting with Morrigan, that’s all we need to convince her to flood Malkolm’s manor. And that could be Nikola’s opening.”

Goddess bless Veronica.

It was far-fetched, but it was more than what Nikola could come up with. Veronica dipped her head, her tone and scowl softening as she said to her husband, “Let us do this last thing for Nikola and Asher, and then I’ll leave Grander with you. Meet me in the middle here.”

Francis paused, his jaw pulsating. Finally, he nodded once in compliance. Nikola felt stress he hadn’t realized he’d been holding in his shoulders ease. He did not deserve this coven which he’d been given—and perhaps that was why it was being taken away.

“I think I know what Veronica is planning,” Katsuki chimed in. “And I’d also like to attend this meeting with Lady Morrigan.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Asher


“The Horned One has gone silent. Do you believe he has forsaken me for my mercy on you? For not having yet sacked Grander?”

Asher floated in a semi-permanent state of dissociation and derealization. The walls of the catacomb’s cell melted around him, shifting like living sand, and the nerves of his limbs felt detached, hovering around his body like gnats. Malkolm was ever present as a constant prick in Asher’s neck or a gulp of bitter flavor between his lips, drifting through the cloud of Asher’s consciousness. The lord manipulated Asher’s will with a flourish of his hands, the tilt of his head, pulling and tugging, pushing.

Whenever the lord spoke, Asher had a hell of a time figuring out if it was real or another hallucination altogether. It didn’t help that the Blood God sometimes responded.

“He has lost my grace for regarding himself above me,” the Blood God spoke in Asher’s ear. His rumble was a crawl of molasses, suffocating Asher. “Malkolm would not stop at usurping the High King. He would spend the rest of his days seeking to dethrone me and become a god. I cannot reach those who have fallen out of my favor.”

“Think yourself clever?” Malkolm was suddenly there. Angry and very real. Shit, had Asher conveyed the Blood God’s message out loud? The lord’s claws burrowed into Asher’s cheeks as he gripped his chin, forcing more of the drugged blood down his throat. “Perhaps a higher dosage is in order.”

Asher was lifted beyond the catacombs. He found himself peering through murky waters, Asher fully submerged. From underneath the waters of the salt flats, he watched the kaleidoscope of the vampiric realm wheel overhead.

Maybe it was just another drug-induced hallucination, but Asher welcomed the escape from worldly pain and discomfort. He began to consider his place in the Universe. His patrons’ place. The Blood God had admitted to not being all powerful by confessing that he could not infiltrate Malkolm or directly control any other vampire. The same could be said of the Moon Goddess.

It was easy to think about gods, divinity, and the afterlife lost in this realm. The concepts flowed through his consciousness in a steady stream, as if hooked up to a direct feed. He pretended that there was an outside source. It was easier that way.

He found himself asking, once again, “What is a god?” An all-powerful being, an immortal creator? He considered the divide between monotheists and polytheists, such as the Greeks versus Christians. One would consider their gods to be creators, each with their own roles controlling the natural world but doing so imperfectly, while the other had a single omniscient creator, flawless beyond recognition. The beings they individually choose to worship, was it out of love, respect, fear? All of those things? What is a god?

If ants could grasp the idea, they might worship humans as God. Or at least godly. If humans, hypothetically, ever created artificially sentient life, such a creation may revere humans as God. Or… maybe even program that life to worship humans.

Asher stared at the distant stars and planets, weighing the odds of there being other worlds than his own. Of other forms of existence. Are we so egotistical that we can’t imagine the idea of beings existing without a physical body, at least in the way that we’re used to seeing?

The Blood God and the Moon Goddess, if he considered that maybe other divine beings existed, had chosen to show themselves to humankind. But where did they come from? Asher peered into space. Beings far more powerful than us, choosing to take forms in our images, having the ability to create life and influence the affairs of said life… well, that sure as hell sounded godlike to me.

Maybe Asher was going insane.

He experienced the weight of all of existence lifting from his diaphragm, and as he drew in a wild gasp, he expected to swallow salt water. He halfway fancied the concept of drowning. Instead, he woke up in Lord Malkolm’s dining hall.

If he could call it waking up.

It was like watching a film reel, his point of view the lens of the camera. He couldn’t feel the chair in which he sat, but he observed that he was unbound. That seemed important. He was free to move, but he simply couldn’t. It was as if he’d been paralyzed from the neck down. He could only bear witness to the scene before him.

That scene included Marianna and Mary seated at the opposite end of the banquet table, both bound by chains and gagged by rope.

Untethered questions swam around Asher’s head.

My creators. Nikola’s tormentors.

Oh, Nikola.

“Fight for him.” The voice of the Goddess, distant and muffled. Some sort of barrier had been placed between him and the patrons. Not like when he’d been buried alive. The Goddess wanted to reach him but was having a rough time getting through. Like she had poor reception.

Lord Malkolm stepped from the shadows. He did not sit, choosing to slowly pace instead. Any other time, that’d make Asher antsy. There wasn’t room for any sort of complicated feelings. There was only Malkolm. The bright spot in the room, the one who’d administer the drug that had given Asher blissful, religious release.

“The one who imprisoned you.” Asher could hear the insistent voice, but it did not reach him. Because Malkolm had started talking over it. Everything, Marianna and Mary’s whimpering and squirming included, was behind a blurred film. The only clarity was Lord Malkolm. The only indication that the other two Blood Followers were truly there and not a conjuration of Asher’s mind was the oversaturation of emotions in the enclosed space. Unbridled rage, primal terror. The elixir of a Blood Follower’s soul.

“Asher, are you listening?”

He hadn’t been. He expected to be struck, but Malkolm set a calm hand upon his shoulder. The touch was shocking, forcing Asher to recenter himself. He was here, in the now, at Malkolm’s mercy and disposal. He picked up the fizz of energy crackling beneath his pores, but it wasn’t his. He’d been set free from the chains and the cell, but he was still a prisoner in his own flesh.

“Oh, young one,” Malkolm cooed. “Did you know most Moon Children experience a sort of… honeymoon phase with their creators? It would not surprise me if your precious Nikola was once Corvellious’s lover.”

The statement was meant to bait Asher, but he was snagged by “precious.” Nikola’s soft whisper came to him. Precious one. A term of endearment, not intended to be condescending. Unlike Malkolm’s pet name of choice.

“The Moon drug,” Malkolm kept talking, “is meant to replicate that period of a Moon Child’s life in which they’d do anything for their creator.” Malkolm leaned in closer, his face next to Asher’s as he peered at the two captives. Marianna was screaming what may have been profanities, muffled by the cork of the rope. “Tell me,” he murmured in Asher’s ear, the hot breath against his neck smelling of blood. Asher found his own lack of thirst uncanny. “What do you feel towards your Blood creators?”

Hatred. Loathing. The same brand Asher usually kept reserved specifically for those beneath him who broke his rules regarding hunts and kills. Marianna here had done just that, if a few decades prior: Changing a girl hardly beyond her toddler years. Add in the extra dose that she was Nikola’s ex-wife. A gorgeous woman, yeah, Asher could see the appeal. But it wasn’t just kneejerk jealousy; she had also hurt Nikola real bad, adding a taste of something personal to Asher’s animosity.

As for the kid… he pitied her. She should’ve been, what, middle-aged by now? Instead, she was trapped in a child’s mind distorted by Blood instincts, little more than a wild animal. Asher couldn’t hate Mary herself. He just felt sorry for her. Although he could say with confidence that he hated her existence.

So, why the hell did Malkolm tolerate it?

It dawned on Asher what was going on here, far later than it should’ve. He blamed the drugs.

“I’m curious, young one,” Malkolm breathed. “Does a Blood Follower touched by the Moon still have it in him to kill?”

Asher could deny it all he wanted, but the fact remained that he’d love to kill Marianna. But Marianna wasn’t alone at the head of the table.

“Prove yourself to me, Asher Black.”

Had it been a couple months prior, Asher would’ve danced for Malkolm. Things weren’t quite so cut and dry like that anymore. But Malkolm evidently had been expecting the delay. He took a goblet of shimmering red and tipped it back into Asher’s mouth. Asher’s detached body wouldn’t cooperate, refusing to fight back.

“She abandoned you, Asher,” hissed Malkolm.

He fell into darkness speckled with ribbons of stars, a dark-toned gradient of colors. He could feel his heart slamming against his ribcage, every thump bringing a fresh wave of acidic rage and scorching thirst.

“Abandoned you. Just like all the others.”

“Just like Nikola would have, if you had waited around long enough.”

“But you left first. To return to me. Why? No, you don’t need to answer. It’s because you know I will always be here.”

“Kill her.”

The hallucinations fell away as he watched himself pounce across the length of the banquet table, knocking over glassware to the floor. The shatters echoed in his ear canals for far longer than they should’ve. That did nothing to cover Marianna’s feral, blood-curdling shrieks. Half rage, half terror. She’d created him, and he was ending her. He’d never have the chance to ask why she’d picked him—if it’d been anything more than random happenstance. Malkolm had released her out into the city to find a new experimental soldier, and Asher had been an easy target searching for death.

But now he was death, finding her instead.

The world, better without her in it. His thirst, in desperate need to be satiated. Killing her didn’t come with a second thought, though it wasn’t a clean kill. He ripped her binds and gag, wishing to quell the predator inside him that wanted to give chase. Except Marianna Kingston didn’t run. She kicked away and put up a fight. Attempted to, anyway.

Asher was all gnashing teeth and claws, like an untrained newborn. The wine laced with the Moon drug took its toll, if not on his strength or stamina, then definitely on his memory. He watched himself rip her to shreds between still snapshots, flashes of black in between. He’d developed the lighter appetite of a Moon Child. But at that moment, he gorged to the brink of bursting. The Blood God’s drums encouraged him all the while, though the beat sounded… slightly off.

At the end of it, he regained his sense of self, enough to examine the carnage from his position on his knees. He was soaked in the gore of the unrecognizable corpse that’d once been Marianna Kingston.

Shame fell over him like a dark curtain shuttering closed. The Goddess—she wouldn’t—why was he panicking over her approval? On that note, where was the presence of the Blood God—did he not approve? His drums had been cut short with unsettling abruption.

The lack of judgment came from Asher’s lack of choice. Malkolm had managed to manipulate Asher into killing with a simple nudge and a tilt of a glass. What the fuck would he make me do to Nikola?

Malkolm circled Asher and his mutilated prey, humming with content. He touched Asher’s face, examining the silver eye, before directing his attention to Mary.

No, no, no.

The girl was screeching through the cork of the rope, tears streaming down her cheeks permanently rounded with baby fat. She’d almost decapitated Asher, and it was her blood that’d Changed him, so he grasped that she was a cursed monster.

But she appeared as what she had been during her final hours of mortality. A scared little kid whose mother had just been brutalized right in front of her.

Asher Black did not kill children. Had that not been one reason why he’d been so easily goaded into killing Marianna? Malkolm rested his hands upon Asher’s shoulders. “Well?” the lord prompted.

Asher’s stillness was his answer. Malkolm clicked his tongue, as if merely disappointed in his young son for getting a low score on his report card. “Ah, you’ve just fed. It would not be so easy so soon. Noted. No matter. I need not for you to kill Nikola. Just to bring him to me.”

Never.

Another prick in his neck. “Sleep, young one,” Malkolm ordered, the softness of his tone not taking away from his authority. Asher landed on his side, as if paralyzed by spider’s venom, unconsciousness darkening the edges of his peripheral. He could only watch during futile seconds of resisting the drug’s suggestions as Malkolm sauntered to Mary, lazily, as if bored, as if completing yet another menial task.

Without her vampiric mother to keep her leashed, Mary posed no use to Lord Malkolm, so he was going to get rid of her.

Asher Black was still useful to Lord Malkolm, so he kept him. So long as the drug kept working.

And it seemed to Asher that it was working as Malkolm intended.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Nikola


It appeared that every single one of Nikola’s living allies was present in the conference room later that evening. And two of them would cast him aside if he no longer suited their needs.

Nikola hadn’t really “requested” a meeting, but more accurately gave Corvellious a warning that they were on their way. It was perhaps the boldest Nikola had ever approached his Blood sire, and it had immediately been met with resistance.

“Why bring an entire Moon caravan to relay intel?” Corvellious had sneered from the other line. “Why not just bring the intel yourself?”

Before Nikola could figure out a decent excuse, Lady Morrigan took the cellphone from Corvellious and said, “Bring them in.” Thus, Nikola’s request became the lady’s order.

And now they were all gathered in the headquarters. Katsuki began the meeting with their second telling of the Blood walk-in. As they finished, they tacked on the end, “Asher Black had not only been tasked with our dear friend’s demise, but he was connected to the attack on my home Halloween night. If he still walks, to what peril would that put the rest of Grander?”

Nikola despised the position that his Moon comrades had chosen upon, acting out of fear of Asher and vengeance against him. It was all too easy to picture Asher listening in on the lies, hiding around the corner. But it was the safest angle to approach from. They couldn’t risk the lady and her second-in-command figuring out that Nikola intended to free Asher.

Katsuki sat back down.

The space vibrated with the intricate threads of Moon manipulations, the woven fibers stroking emotions of flame, war, and urgency, greater so with each pluck. This is the final hour, Veronica and Katsuki twined through the air. Francis offered a shield around them, making the desired effects more subtle, for it was known that experienced few could pick up unnatural, sudden shifts in mood caused by Moon.

That was precisely why Nikola was not assisting with the emotional gameplay. Morrigan and Corvellious were too acquainted with him; they may suspect something afoot if they felt a swing in perspective regarding the Moon Child. And Nikola did not trust himself to not try and convince Corvellious to open his heart to him. Blood Followers could not love, surely. Francis fell for Veronica and Asher for Nikola, and it had resulted in the grace of the Goddess. Or was it because their decisions had been based on love?

Nikola shook his head, clearing it. That mattered not. He needed to be in the now.

Lady Morrigan turned her eye on Veronica. Nikola did not miss the way Francis stiffened over his wife being under a monster’s scrutiny. “I’ve heard of you—the Moon Child created by Blood. Are you here now to seek vengeance on those of Malkolm who have hurt you? Does the Moon Goddess overlook spilt blood s’long as you do not strike the final blow?”

Veronica flinched as the lady put the moral dilemma squirming in the back of each of their minds into words—the Moon Children would not be frontline soldiers, but what did that make them, convincing the warlords to send out arms to kill and be killed? Veronica skirted over the Goddess question entirely, treating it as rhetorical. “I’m here for Nikola’s sake. He insists on staying true to his creator, and if he’s going to stay in Grander, I’d rather know that the men seeking to kill him are… taken care of.” A half-truth, the strongest of all lies. Nikola registered a genuine beat of aggression pulsating throughout Veronica’s statement, born from a shadow lurking in Veronica’s soul.

Morrigan’s smirk curled toward a sardonic smile. “Ah, so you all plan to leave Grander.” Nikola and Francis side-eyed each other uneasily. If Morrigan, for whatever reason, decided the Moon Children were hers to bar in the city, there would be problems—and it’d be Nikola’s fault for bringing them here. But Morrigan just waved a hand. “Quite like your spineless kind, running away instead of defending what’s yours, even if it’s your life and coven. That is, except for you, Kingston. Must I remind you, Veronica, that Nikola will be amongst those who will face Malkolm’s horde?”

Veronica’s face darkened. If Morrigan’s intent was to throw her off a second time, she was sorely mistaken. Nikola felt it in his gut as she held Morrigan’s eye and said, “He’s made his decision. Best I can do is make sure I’m leaving him in good hands.”

Morrigan’s predatory grin grew as she took in Veronica. “You, my dear, would’ve been a fierce force to be reckoned with if you’d been of Blood. I can sense that you’re one push away from such. In fact, I can smell the gunpowder in your holster. You could protect your loved ones with the gift of the Horned One.”

It was spoken like an offer and directed with a brief glance at Nikola as well. “Yeah, that’s been brought to me before, and my decisions remain the same now as they were then,” Veronica said dryly.

Nikola wished he could answer that same question with such certainty. He’d have a far better chance of surviving Malkolm’s catacombs long enough to retrieve Asher with the Blood God’s blessings—but he would not resurface the same man. Could he even care for Asher the right way to want to save him if he Converted? The idea seemed impossible, but Nikola had already borne witness to the impossible.

Francis’s growl was a rumbling warning, snagging Morrigan’s attention. “Ah, yes. You,” she said. “I am not surprised a traitor to Malkolm’s throne acts to overthrow him.” His snarl cut short, metallic eyes widening. Morrigan chuckled, the sound cutting. “Please, don’t act as if you thought one of Malkolm’s could’ve moved in without my noticing. I let you survive because you fascinated me, and I wondered if, someday, you would prove useful to me. I can see that today’s that day.” Morrigan gave a swooping gesture. “The floor is yours, Francis Montgomery.”

Morrigan’s recent declaration against mercy rang inside Nikola’s ears, and Francis heard it, too. She would kill him if he did not give her something worth sparing him for.

Corvellious leaned in. He’d so far been uncharacteristically silent, a viper winding up to strike at the snap of his lady’s fingers. Did his creator know that Nikola would throw himself between them?

Francis drew in a breath and played his part. “On the winter solstice, there will be a grand masked masquerade. The most prestigious of the year. Attendance is mandatory. Those not accounted for are dragged into Malkolm’s dungeons. If the lord plans to invade your territory, it will be after his favorite party, I guarantee it.”

Morrigan’s fingernails tapped on the surface of the conference room table. “A week’s time then, at the least.” A week—a lot could happen to Asher in a week. What horrors had he already been subjected to? “If what you say is of any merit.”

“A week’s time to prepare.” Katsuki spoke up, purposely stealing the spotlight off Francis. They sat straighter, unflinchingly holding Morrigan’s stare. “Every single one of Malkolm’s in a single place, many of whom will be drunk. What better opportunity to attack? Francis, was there a feeding hour?”

“Hm, yes. Every ball and masquerade feasted upon human… guests… at the stroke of midnight.”

Katsuki gestured at Francis’s answer. Nikola detected the pull of manipulation in the movement, the ancient Moon Child poking the Blood Follower’s primal instinct to hunt. “Launch an attack at full scale and draw back. You’ll suffer casualties, but you’ll have the element of surprise, and Malkolm will be forced to act on your terms.” Enough emphasis was laid upon Morrigan’s desire for control that Nikola fretted that Kat was putting it on too thickly. “Not quite unlike the German blitzkrieg methods of the second World War.”

The shadow of an ironic grin flickered across Morrigan’s face at the mention of wide-scale human warfare. “Katsuki, I must say that I’ve always wanted to meet the oldest vampire living above ground. We have both presented as men at some point in our lives. History remembers me as such during my days of chasing glory until a vampire smelled the truth on me and stole me away from my fleets. But whereas I donned the male appearance to reign over other men, you did so to survive. Hiding and running, like your kind always does. Yet you sit before me giving me strategic advice.”

Katsuki didn’t so much as blink at the mocking challenge. “I’ve suffered wars and invasions just the same as you, and I know all too well—as do you, Morrigan of the Greeks—the peril of war that’s over-welcomed its stay. It was your kind who infested my ancient lands when Moon Children lived in peace in our forests. Japan has only ever known one Purging, the first was so successful. The sooner you or Malkolm settle your disputes, the better for us all.”

The ancient vampire leaned in, their voice dropping. They spoke so truly and honestly that they didn’t need to weave conviction into the room. The words alone were enough. “I am Moon, as modern Westerns so call me, but I am not neutral in this urban war. If Malkolm takes the throne, he will attempt to expand, and how do you anticipate the human population to react? Most of us here have lived through enough Purgings to recognize history repeating itself.”

Katsuki sat back, their point established. The only sound was the tapping of Morrigan’s nails as heavy silence descended on the gatherers. Morrigan narrowed her ruby eyes, speaking in a harsh whisper, “You acknowledge the necessity of ridding the world of those like Malkolm, yet you refuse to raise a hand yourself.”

A thrum of persuasion pulsed through the terse atmosphere. Nikola kept his features impassive, but his fists curled in his lap. The Moon Children could only do so much by influencing another’s headspace. They could plant a seed and water it, but they could not determine what type of tree would sprout. If Morrigan decided to invade Malkolm with the help of Moon gifts, she would absolutely hold everyone hostage.

Lady Morrigan heaved a heavy sigh, as if she’d been holding it for thousands of years. “I need time to think. All of you are dismissed.” Nikola would’ve slumped with relief, but new worry replaced the tension in his shoulders. Lady Morrigan had not yet made her decision. Would Nikola have to sneak into Malkolm’s winter masquerade alone?

He would do it, but not having the cover of warring Blood Followers was less than ideal. Morrigan swiveled around in her chair as the Moon Children and Corvellious began their leave. Nikola started to approach her—would the offer of his Blood Conversion on top of an additional drop of his own coercion be enough?—but Corvellious caught him by the arm. “Don’t leave with your coven. They’ll be escorted out. Walk with me.”

Nikola’s heart tripped. If any Blood Follower could pick up on emotional manipulation, it would be the one who was once Moon. Nikola cut a glance at Veronica, who mouthed, “I’ll text you when we’re home,” as they shuffled out. Nikola gave a grateful nod to her.

Master Corvellious led Nikola out to the roof of the headquarters for privacy.

The rooftop oversaw most of Grander, creating from it a position of authority. Whereas Malkolm’s estate was a sprawling display to showcase wealth and power, Morrigan’s headquarters was a tower. Grander glittered underfoot, the night frosty with winter, windows glowing as humans hid from both temperature and year-round threats.

There was no other place in the world quite like Grander.

Nikola couldn’t wait to stow Asher away from it.

“I knew immediately what you and your gaggle were up to when you called,” Corvellious said in an indiscernible tone.

Nikola veered, expecting an attack, but Corvellious wasn’t even looking at him. He gazed into Grander’s wintery stillness, his hands clasped behind his back.

Nikola mourned the days he wouldn’t have anticipated his own creator’s lunge.

Corvellious sighed and tilted his face up toward the sky as small flakes of snow started floating down. Snowfall came late this year, especially for upstate New York. Delicate crystals dusted his eyelashes, kissing a creature that’d maimed and killed more than Nikola wanted to consider. “Stand down, Nikola. I was on your side as soon as Watanabi said their piece, before you lot got inside our heads.”

Was there any point in denying it? Their last-minute plan had been a long shot from the moment of its birth. “I presume you will report to Morrigan.” Why had his creator not objected during the meeting?

Corvellious snorted. “No, I don’t think I will. Morrigan is… I mean no disrespect. But she is growing weary, her own ancient losses making her overtly cautious. She needed this push of yours.” Nikola ogled him, but Corvellious still did not look at him. “I agree with you all. I can say with confidence that I’ve had my own independent thoughts regarding the matter. If Morrigan and I intend to win Grander, we cannot wait any longer.”

Nikola found some relief that Corvellious hadn’t figured out their true intentions. Surely the Blood Follower wouldn’t be so agreeable if he discovered Nikola’s plans of rescuing the enemy. There was even the chance that, if Corvellious had already guessed it, he simply did not care and just wanted to grab the perfect opportunity to gain the upper hand.

“Why are you telling me this?” Nikola couldn’t help but ask.

“To warn you against getting too confident and overstepping. I’ll keep talking to Morrigan. Anticipate the fight of your life the night of the solstice.”

Nikola gave a cordial nod. Assuming they’d reached the end of the conversation, he made a bow to signal his leave. But as he rose, Corvellious said, “Wait.”

Corvellious was finally looking at him.

The Blood Follower exhaled, the breath a tiny cloud. His eyes were troubled, his mouth downturned. “If we invade Malkolm’s manor, it won’t be like a border skirmish. It will be… a proper battle. The likes of which Grander has yet to see.” Corvellious paused, murmuring, “But not unlike the final hour of the Cyprus township.”

That was not a location Nikola heard referenced often, but he was vaguely familiar with it. A human village in the middle of Europe once controlled by the High King, Morrigan and Malkolm being his personal enforcers, his knights in bloodstained armor. One of the first places during the Third Purging to burn, few surviving. Rumor had it the highest-ranking Blood Followers had successfully escaped—Corvellious, once a regular Blood Follower, promoted whilst on the ship with Morrigan. The story of Cyprus included border patrols and spiked fences intended to keep the humans corralled, the High King’s idea being that the humans would live life as all humans would, farming and raising livestock whilst being the livestock themselves, reproducing. Was it two or three generations Cyprus existed under the High King?

Rivalry had existed between the lord and lady back then, but Grander had grown so large that power had to be divided evenly and officially. The survivors vowed to not make the same mistakes that were made in Cyprus.

But recently Lord Malkolm acted as if he’d lost sight of the past.

When given power, Blood Followers became monsters that should only exist in the darkest stories of religious holy books.

“I would ask you to not get yourself killed, my son, but we are both too old to expect words to seal fate. I can only ask that you choose to save yourself if faced with an unprecedented decision.”

Nikola froze. He peered at his sire, trying to read him, trying to understand. But the hurricane of regret and grief in Corvellious’s scorching gaze brought more questions than answers. “You—you ask me not to lay down my life for you or our lady?”

Corvellious grimaced. “That’s, well, yes. I did not create you just for you to die for me or for anyone else. I created you to one day take my place.” His creator spoke haltingly, struggling to find the right things to say. Did Corvellious mean to say that he expected Nikola to willingly step up as second-in-command of Morrigan’s coven if he were to fall? “I created you to one day be at my side as my…”

The unspoken words echoed between them, carrying with them over seven centuries of history and lack thereof. Corvellious did not need to elaborate, and Nikola cared not to inquire, for it was too late for such things. What could’ve been between Nikola and Corvellious had burned alongside the rest of their treetop village.

Yet there was one question that remained relevant.

“Are Blood Followers capable of love?” Nikola murmured.

Corvellious hesitated. The stretch of silence was long enough to make Nikola think he wasn’t going to answer, but then he spoke. “I… yes. Perhaps not the love of the Moon, but it is a love of fire, of obsession, of unchecked protectiveness. I brought you before Morrigan not to use you, Nikola—at least not entirely. I was ordered to release the woman haunting you, and you were a foreigner in a city ran by Blood. Keeping you close by, training you how to properly utilize your strength, it was the only way I could think to keep you safe.”

Nikola was utterly speechless, but he couldn’t taste a single lie in the admission. An ironic smile flashed on Corvellious’s mouth. “Funny, how that decision led you right into the danger. If you were asking if I love you, well, I haven’t wished to create another vampire. Losing you was unbearable the first time around. I cannot bear to risk it with another creation. But I never blamed you for choosing the Goddess. Some dawns, I fall asleep asking myself if I should’ve done the same.”

The confessions were just short of rambling. Too much, too late? Or exactly what Nikola needed to hear after countless decades? “Corvellious—”

His creator held up a hand, cutting Nikola off. He swallowed the knot in his throat before it could choke him. “There is nothing that you could say that’ll help either of us tonight. I need not apologies or confessions, nor do we need this distracting us during the days to come.”

Corvellious clasped Nikola on the shoulder, the most physical affection his creator had given him in several hundred years. “Go home to your coven before they are gone from your life. There is little else more painful than losing a coven. And please preserve the life I’ve given you.”

Nikola, staving off tears, bowed, and this time Corvellious let him go.

Maybe I can save you, too.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Asher


He remained unchained—either as a test of the hold Malkolm had over him, or as a flex that Asher no longer had any control. As if he ever did. Whatever fucked up cocktail Malkolm was using to flood his system, it was tapping into the same corner of Asher’s subconscious that wanted to be here. He’d tried coming back stone cold sober, had he not?

Lord Malkolm’s manor had been his home for almost a decade—it was familiar. Lord Malkolm himself was familiar. But whenever he felt hands or roving touches or invading cock, Nikola was the one who shined through the fog of the drugs. Once upon a time, he’d hung onto the image of the Horned One during torture. Now, he grasped for the Moon Child.

Lord Malkolm once claimed that he gained nothing from rape. Had that changed, or did his definition not include intoxication? Shit, probably not, having been a Roman soldier and all throughout the empire’s rise and fall.

Malkolm did not take Asher out of the manor, although the invisible leash he had roped around his neck was as impenetrable as carbon steel. Wherever Malkolm went, Asher followed, like an obedient puppy. Coming forth with a beckon, dropping to his knees with the curl of fingers, jumping up with a flick of the wrist. Asher could barely grasp the concept of self, but he could observe. Though, to be fair, there wasn’t much he managed to absorb.

One thing he did notice was that some of Malkolm’s glee had faded from his entertained sneer. Maybe it’d been fun at first, Asher shuffling around as a drugged zombie, but the drama was losing its appeal. It wasn’t quite boredom. It was more like… dissatisfaction. Asher Black no longer freely gave Malkolm his loyalty, and Asher’s vows had meant more to Malkolm than the lord cared to admit.

A glimmer of weakness.

Asher didn’t have half the mind or enough episodes of independent thought to explore the revelation. Most of his days were spent between flashes of blackouts—one moment, he was tailing after Malkolm, the next he was laid out on the bed, another blink later and he was kneeling beside Malkolm before the altar of the Blood God.

And once, early on, he woke up to find himself standing in the ballroom, surrounded by drained bodies, both human and vampire. Coming off the peak of a high, he caught glimpses of Veronica and Nikola’s faces amongst the dead, but he squeezed his eyes shut with a whimper. When he opened them, the faces had reverted to those of strangers.

Then he collapsed.

It wasn’t the drug that made him repulsed by the killing. It was the Goddess. She hadn’t left him. As long as the drug kept working, that meant she hadn’t left him.

He couldn’t be sure if his trippy dreams in the vampiric realm were real visits or just conjurations of the mythical hallucinogen. But the visions were always the same. He’d be sitting in the saltwater in a circle with the God and the Goddess, neither of them speaking, both as still as statues, their expressions blank.

“The winter solstice is tomorrow,” Malkolm said one evening, hovering the shimmering wine glass in front of Asher. “Will you be a good little pet for me? Attendance is mandatory, as you know, and it shall be your first public appearance since you came home to me. We’ve got quite a show to put on, so it’ll benefit us all for you to be on your best behavior.”

Asher couldn’t speak. He hadn’t spoken a word out loud in… days? Weeks? It could’ve been hours for all he knew. Malkolm tipped back the spiked wine, and Asher, hating himself for it, accepted it graciously. Besides the one episode in the ballroom, it was the only kind of blood he was permitted to drink.

Shit, it had to have been a couple weeks since he’d last drained a body, and something about the quality of the drug made him needier. He was thirsty. Starving.

And that’s when Malkolm owned him the most.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
Nikola


Every Moon Child Nikola had ever trusted in Grander said goodbye to him the night prior to Malkolm’s grand masquerade. Corvellious had managed to get the green light from the lady in less than a day.

Katsuki’s coven was traveling with Veronica and Francis to Chicago. Kat stopped by to part with final words: “I have not lived this long by fighting for anything but myself, and I admire you for choosing otherwise. I hope you find us in Chicago where we can be proper friends without Blood politics in the way—we have centuries of history to discuss between us.”

After Kat left, Veronica clung to Nikola, weeping, her goodbyes hardly distinguishable. “We’ll wait for you for as long as we need to, Nikki. Please find us. And bring Asher. We’ll be waiting for both of you.” Francis gave no tell over the promise. It seemed that he and Veronica had discussed welcoming Asher into the coven in private. “God, please don’t die. You haven’t even been to Canada. We must experience Canada for the first time together!”

Unless they failed to hear from Nikola or received dire news from any friends remaining in Grander, the plan was to reunite with Nikola and Asher in Chicago and jump the border to Montreal. From there, they’d lay low, and if the nervous itch in Grander began to spread throughout the rest of the human population, they would dive deeper into Canadian wilderness, perhaps heading toward Alaska.

So much at stake, hanging off too many ifs.

Nikola refused to view this as a proper goodbye. He would see them all again—with Asher. The alternative was unthinkable. If Nikola lived and Asher did not, he would burn Malkolm’s manor down with himself inside it.

But that wasn’t about to happen.

He was getting Asher out.

He clutched Veronica close and kissed the crown of her head. At least this parting was not borne from bloodshed. He cupped Veronica’s beautiful face, tears dampening his palms. “We’ll find you. I promise.” And Nikola was a man of his word.

Sniffing and wiping her cheeks off the sleeves of her shoulders, she punched him in the arm and said, “You fucking better.” She stepped back so her husband could step forth.

Nikola hesitated, inwardly cringing at the awkwardness, and held out a hand. Francis scoffed, taking it only to use it to haul Nikola into a hug. Just like that, weeks of tensions melted away, brothers under the Moon united by their fear for one another.

“You love that man, and I am a hypocrite for undermining that,” Francis gruffed, pulling back with a severe expression. “I will pray that you both return to us safely.”

“Nor can I fault you. You have your own love to look out for.” Nikola looked pointedly at Veronica standing off to the side.

She stomped a boot and exclaimed, “Don’t bring me into this!”

The three of them laughed, possibly the final laugh they’d share—

No. Nikola brushed off the dark thought. They would be laughing together again in Illinois.

For now, though, they continued to exchange hugs and shed tears before the threat of dawn hurried them out. Nikola helped load their relatively light luggage—Veronica’s favorite outfits, their instruments and signed records, some mementos. More than Nikola had ever carried while on the run. Then again, he had always made an effort to preserve his works of art and journals—aging vampires became little more than a store of memories expressed through paint and word.

Veronica and Francis left. Nikola was alone in the empty house. He’d already begun to stop thinking of it as home. Home was a fleeting, foreign concept for men like him. All the same, he felt their absence like a cold needle along the back of his neck, a heavy stone in the pit of his stomach.

His hollow stomach.

Resisting the urge to drink himself stupid, he left his depressing house to go feed from a neighbor. No point in trying to be strictly inconspicuous with them anymore.

After all, he needed to be in peak condition for the winter solstice.
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The night was cold, punctuated by the wind-scattered snow sailing in on a Nor’easter blizzard. The monstrous snowstorms of the upper East Coast had been occurring later and later as of recent years. Perhaps those humans were on to something regarding a warming planet.

There was some poetic justice to be found in the first storm of the season happening on Malkolm’s solstice masquerade. The weather reports had even dubbed the storm “winter’s dramatic entrance.” Despite the frigid cold, it did not pierce Nikola’s flesh, and not just because of his undead tolerance. His adrenaline heated his replenished veins, a heartbeat as alive as any human’s roaring in his ears. Was this akin to the fabled Blood God’s drums? Perhaps he and his vampiric cousins weren’t so different after all.

Nikola, Master Corvellious, the lady herself, and her coven crept through the shadows surrounding Malkolm’s manor, a circle from every direction. The unity between them almost made it feel like a brotherhood. Even if the shared goal was slightly skewed on Nikola’s end of things.

No one was out on the lawns, not even the guards. The streets were, of course, void of Malkolm’s patrols on the way here. It all felt… too perfect. Malkolm’s infamous balls never lasted long, a couple of hours at most, ending with the midnight banquet. Unfortunately, that meant that every single member of Malkolm’s coven would be powered by fresh blood, all at the same time.

Morrigan’s coven had a small window to crash the party.

Nikola had an even smaller one to locate and free Asher. He was just beyond those walls, perhaps underground. Granted, everyone had logically assumed Asher to be imprisoned either in the manor or in the catacombs the second he went missing, but now it was confirmed. The manor glowed with lights and orchestral music like a siren’s song, impossible to tune out. I’m on my way, Asher.

“Easy now,” Corvellious rumbled, not daring to utter it louder than a sigh. Nikola must’ve been fidgeting or breathing heavily if his sire was able to pick up on his anxiety. He frowned between Corvellious and the manor walls muffling the sounds of ballroom dancing, unwittingly likening Malkolm’s knack for seasonal parties and Corvellious’s extinct love for seasonal bonfires. Not so different…

This was the first time Corvellious and Nikola had interacted since Corvellious’s confessions on the rooftop. As far as Nikola could tell, Corvellious had slotted back into his cold indifference, but the same couldn’t be said of Nikola. Could he and his vampiric father work out a middle ground, make an inkling of reparations, whatever that meant between Moon and Blood? The God and the Goddess regarded themselves equally as brother and sister as they did rivals.

For now, however, Nikola’s primary concern was saving his man. The rest of the world would have to wait.

The flurries of snow, falling at two inches per hour, had already reached their ankles. Good. It’d absorb any noise of their dark approach.

Morrigan flicked a hand, and those nearest crept up from behind. The signal would echo seamlessly to those throughout the rest of the perimeter. A simple movement, and the unified body of vampires stalked forward like a single Apex predator. Thus was the strength of a Blood coven.

Nikola could picture himself with such power, such comradery, but he couldn’t picture himself paying the price.

Lady Morrigan began her descent.


CHAPTER TWENTY
Asher


The music of Malkolm’s band swelled around him, a swirl of blood-tinged vapor that kissed his flesh, seeping into every pore. Time itself ebbed and flowed with every drop and crescendo in Asher’s mind, a malfunctioning montage of current happenings and memories of ballroom dances from before.

Before Nikola.

Before the Goddess.

Before the moon drug. Lunacy, trapped in a silver vial.

Malkolm directed him through the wave of spinning dancers. Only the lord bore no mask. Every other vampire in attendance wore one per the dress code. Asher’s eyesight blurred and warbled, creating the illusion of a sea of faceless mannequins. Asher was aware of the mask he wore, but it was an observation like an out-of-body experience—from the third person. The rhinestones from the Halloween party mask glittered, the lone feather fluttering.

Of course, most vampires wore masks that conveniently left their mouth uncovered.

Fanged grins sneered at him, but none dared to approach or openly defy him. Not with the lord’s hand possessively placed upon the nape of his neck.

The past blended with the present. Through the confusing murk, the ranks under Lord Malkolm did not snarl in hatred—they cowered in reverence. Asher was the one gnashing his teeth, reminding the world of his standing. There was a lucid part of him that understood that this wasn’t reality. The mood of the other guests—their disdain, their cannibalistic bloodlust—penetrated the hallucinations of the bygone.

His perception cleared long enough to watch Malkolm take his hands and draw him into a waltz. The crowd parted around them, forming a wide circle, curious whispers abundant. After all, the lord himself never usually joined the dance floor.

But tonight, he had an impressionable toy to show off.

A robed servant of slight stature drifted along the edge of the ring of onlookers. The only reason Asher registered them at all was because Malkolm’s eyes flicked toward them. The lord’s attention followed the servant as they came closer, the tray of wine glasses artfully steady. Being a host for Malkolm’s masquerades was tricky business. They were, after all, placing cups of blood and alcohol into the hands of hungry vampires. And sometimes, a vampire might size up the host themselves as the more appetizing option.

Malkolm glanced at Asher, as if sharing an inside joke. Maybe under different circumstances he would’ve picked up on it.

The lord struck out a hand, and Asher received the vivid imagery of a lurking shark lunging out of dark waters. She—Asher discerned her gender as her hood fell away, unveiling a woman of bobbed yellow hair—gasped but did not yet scream. Hell, she even kept hold of the gold platter, the glass rattling without spilling a drop. Only when Malkolm threw her at Asher did it all crash to the ground.

“Dance for me, pet!” Malkolm’s voice rang out over the music.

He was hit by a burst of memories from the before times. Asher didn’t take joy from killing servants, but during his fourth winter masquerade, he’d caught wind of one who used infants to garnish the drinks he planned to serve. The idiot vampire had bragged a little too loudly about how much easier it was handling such small “blood bags.” Asher had the audience to make an example out of him—and he’d used a shard of glass from the broken bottle Asher had knocked from his hold.

A flash, and Asher felt another shard of glass in his fingers, stained with blood—the blood of the servant woman prone in front of him, face down. The scarlet of the musical fog took on a deeper tinge, the hollers and jeering of the onlookers pouring into Asher’s lungs. The shame was sharp enough to prick him through the fugue of the Moon high.

The servant dead before him hadn’t been doing anything except her job. She wasn’t someone he would have targeted during his days as pure Blood.

But greater than the Moon-flavored guilt was an icy trickle of fear down his spine. At just a mere suggestion, and the trigger of a memory, Malkolm had perfectly pulled Asher’s strings. For no reason other than to show off to the rest of the coven that Lord Malkolm owned the hybrid puppet.

Anger.

Anger was a damn good sobering agent.

Somewhere above, a great clock tolled, signaling the turn of midnight. Winter had officially arrived. Malkolm had timed his little display with Asher to lead seamlessly into the closing feast. Doors slamming echoed throughout the manor, intercepted by the screaming and sobbing of humans bound by chains and dragged down the stairs by other robed servants. The individual faces of the humans were distorted, an indistinguishable film of despair and hysteria.

Asher’s attention was on Lord Malkolm, approaching him with a syringe glistening in his hold.

Asher tested his fingertips, gauging the control he had over his body. But just because the cloud had dissipated didn’t mean much, just that he could feel the frustration over the fact that he. Couldn’t. Move.

A twitch. That’s all he could muster. Not exactly much up against a goddamn vampire overlord.

Malkolm noticed the mounting clarity in Asher’s gaze. Asher should’ve played it off a little less obviously, bide his time, but he wasn’t exactly functioning at maximum capacity.

Did it really matter what he did? He was smack dab in the middle of the whole Blood coven. They’d swarm in a second.

If he let himself get killed, though, Malkolm couldn’t use him against Nikola.

He eyed the syringe. Like I get a choice.

Shattering glass pulled Malkolm’s attention away. Asher assumed some human caught someone off guard and managed to knock a wine bottle to the floor—but then followed a storm of shattering windows, serenaded by high-pitched screaming and feral howls.

Lord Malkolm’s party had gotten some crashers, and they were pouring in through the windows obscured by the tapestry they tore down on the way in. More stormed in through the front doors.

If Asher had a chance to escape, it would have to be now.

He barely—just barely—managed to raise an arm, intending to weaponize the glass a second time.

The chance came and went.

The movement cost him, reminding Malkolm that his secret weapon was teetering on the edge. Malkolm latched onto Asher’s wrists, pulling him away from the drop that’d grant Asher his freedom, and he plunged the syringe into the fluttering pulse of his jugular.

Asher fought it, he really did. He was pretty sure the stricken face of Nikola Kingston amongst the wave of Morrigan’s invaders was yet another cruel hallucination.

Asher’s world blackened around the edges, twisting what was and what wasn’t. And it was the Devil himself who wielded the key to the collar around his neck.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Nikola


One could imagine Nikola’s shock upon spotting Asher Black in the center of it all. Nikola had anticipated having to dive headfirst into uncharted catacombs, praying for a scent trail or something along those lines. But there he stood within reach.

Yielding a jagged shard dripping with blood. Standing in the pool of blood of a downed robed figure.

Oh, Asher.

Had he fully returned to Lord Malkolm? That, too, had been a possibility Nikola could not bear to consider. But Asher did not pay heed to all hell breaking loose around him. He turned his eye—his silver Moon blessed eye—on Lord Malkolm. And there Nikola saw the wrathful loathing and knew he hadn’t lost him yet.

But there was something… off. Something unstable in Asher Black’s gaze, unbalanced. Well, more than usual.

Malkolm flashed a glass needle in his grip. Nikola saw something that made him think of sparkling liquid mercury being plunged into Asher’s veins. Anger consumed him, shot through with confusion. What the fuck was the lord doing to him? Poisoning him?

Nikola watched the hatred dissipate in Asher’s eyes even as the young hybrid visibly struggled, his muscles slacking, his lips parting. Asher’s pupils unfocused, staring at Malkolm with a look of awe and admiration as if the lord was the most beautiful thing in the world.

Nikola hadn’t lost Asher Black.

Lord Malkolm had taken him from him.

He was going to get him back and drain whatever fucked up chemicals were being dumped into Asher’s system.

Nikola couldn’t risk calling Asher’s name, and he couldn’t stand around long enough to figure out his next move. War between monsters had begun to rage, and Nikola was an active soldier. He’d braced gangs before, had been outnumbered plenty, but this was an entire coven.

Chaos closed in, cutting Asher and Lord Malkolm off from his line of sight.

Yet Nikola was not alone. His, well, Morrigan’s, coven was here with him, clashing with Malkolm’s numbers with tooth and nail. It was clear from the get-go that Malkolm had more ranks than Morrigan, but most of the lord’s new recruits were just that: new. Amateurish. There was a chance Lord Malkolm hadn’t been delaying an attack on Lady Morrigan just for his precious solstice. It was obvious he hadn’t finished training his newborns.

Newborns in the presence of panicking humans and a flood of spilling blood. Nikola didn’t risk looking too closely, promising himself he’d handle his guilt later for not even attempting to help the mortals. Though Malkolm depended on strength and density, Morrigan kept her best units close, finetuning them over the decades. For some, centuries. Though the battlefield was Lord Malkolm’s manor, the battle itself was already in Lady Morrigan’s favor.

Nikola’s observations were interrupted. He was forced against a tidal wave of gnashing fangs and swiping claws, sloppy enough that Nikola could shove them off him before moving on. He was a wall of brute force, bulldozing anyone attempting to stay between him and Asher Black. Blood-splattered masks crunched beneath his feet, shrieks and snarls replacing the ballroom music abruptly cut off.

Only one thing remained in the world that could give Nikola pause.

And that was the strangled cry of his vampiric father. Nikola faltered, whipping around at the sound. As if the Almighty God had a cruel sense of humor, there split a crack in the mob of warring vampires, just enough to present Nikola with the image of Brie and Riccardo standing over Corvellious’s fallen form.

“A long time coming,” Nikola read on Brie’s lips, her mask long gone, her sneer that of vengeance.

Nikola began to move, as if he believed he could cross the ballroom in time. A strangled cry escaped him as Brie’s claws raked down, slicing flesh and sinew, detaching the head from the shoulders in a gush of dark blood.

Brie held up her prize by Corvellious’s pale hair. Her gaze skirted across the dance floor, finding Nikola. Her lips turned up into a mocking grin of triumph.

Was this more of the Universe’s cruel sense of humor, taking away Nikola’s father at the first sign of reconciliation?

Nikola felt blinded by rage. Corvellious had ordered Nikola against acting in his favor, but such a command seemed foolish now. Now, Nikola was out for blood. He could almost hear the Blood God’s legendary drumbeats, but perhaps that was just the roar of his splitting heart.

Nikola Kingston was officially the sole survivor of his English forest coven.

And he intended to make Brie pay.

If Nikola had turned to the Horned One already, would it have been enough to have defended his vampiric father?

An ear-splitting shriek pierced the air, causing the ballroom battle to pause for a heartbeat, Nikola included. From behind Brie and Riccardo rose Lady Morrigan, billowing with wrath and war. Her silver chest plate flashed in the light of the chandelier, the same metal as the pointed caps of serrated edges placed at the ends of her extended claws. Brie had only mere moments to relish in her vengeance before Morrigan sliced open her throat, Brie turning directly into the seamless attack.

Gagging on blood, Brie toppled, the head of her victim rolling away as she hit the floor. Morrigan stood tall and righteous like a Valkyrie myth. In her fiery eyes was genuine grief, channeled into murderous intent. Nikola witnessed the shape in which a Blood Follower’s love took.

Morrigan’s focus landed on Riccardo.

The lady moved with such speed that Nikola felt frozen in time. Rumors had it that a Blood Follower’s dexterity grew with age. Finally seeing one of Grander’s monarchs in action, he believed it—feared it. Already forgotten was the warrior’s previous victim, having moved on to the next.

Riccardo unleashed a bone-splitting howl, spittle threaded between his blood-tinged fangs. The sound was lost to the orchestra of warring vampires. The Masked Vampire, in an admirable blaze of courage and defiance, lunged at the lady of the city.

Nikola blinked, missing the swipes delivering the lethal blows against the Italian vampire. The creature who’d fought from Malkolm’s shadows for centuries, the man who’d once stood along Morrigan just the same, brought down by the woman herself.

Riccardo’s head toppled and rolled away, his mask falling free upon impacting the floor. The bodies of Brie and her impromptu mentor lay crumpled together, but Nikola was entranced by the scarred face of Riccardo. It was not the same scarring as Asher’s with its defined edges, but jagged, a twisted field of red skin. Were the horrific burns from his human life? Had Lord Malkolm been the one to have pulled him from the burning wreckage to resurrect him? Or had Malkolm been the one to burn him, dousing the flames with saltwater?

Was it Riccardo’s insistence on the mask a showcase of his shame, a sign of inept weakness to Lord Malkolm and why he kept him at a lower rank?

Nikola’s idle questions were a testimony of how little he felt for the man’s death. He was certainly no stranger to Blood-on-Blood murder, but he would normally at least grimace against the pang of loss for the heart and soul wasted, even those twisted by the Horned One. At times, if Nikola saw a Blood Follower die, he would picture his own sire falling—but now, his sire was truly dead. Nikola Kingston felt a sick sense of satisfaction for the death of the Masked Vampire, a man who’d caused him and his loved ones so much grief.

Nikola was pulled away by a guttural growl. He barely managed to dodge an attack on his own esophagus, meeting the flat, animalistic glare of Asher Black.

The younger vampire did not stop, did not make any chiding remark. It was as if Asher no longer recognized Nikola at all. As if Nikola was just another piece of prey Asher fully intended on killing. The glint of primal bloodlust sparking behind the lens of the Moon was uncanny. Tenfold since it was directed at Nikola, like he was the only other vampire present.

The two of them danced. If it were true choreography, Asher would be in the lead; every single action carried itself as a final blow, and Nikola was forced to defend and evade.

Asher Black was so fast.

Nikola stood a chance only because he had become familiar with Asher’s fighting style. But even with that, the energy between them had shifted. Before, Asher Black had never struck Nikola with the obvious, undeniable motive to take his life, even if there were times his attacks bordered on fatal.

Asher was acting on orders to kill, yet Nikola simply could not bring himself to strike back. Despite blood being drawn from torn skin, red blooming across ripped clothing. The copper smell caused Asher’s pupils to explode, encouraging the hybrid’s ferocity.

Nikola, through the white noise of violence and his own incredulity, noted that Asher did not once strike with fangs.

Nikola understood he needed to somehow restrain Asher and… what then? Talk sense into him? He’d have to figure out the next step once he got there. But he wouldn’t get far in the midst of battle.

Asher tracked Nikola’s every move. Every step Nikola took back, Asher took two forwards. Nikola needed to take charge of the dance. It was blatant Asher had been ordered to stick to Nikola like glue.

He’d have to lead Asher away from the ballroom. Would Lord Malkolm give chase as well? Nikola chanced a glance in the lord’s direction, the vampire haunting the dais, scarlet eyes locked on Nikola and Asher. The lord had plenty of sentinels around him to ward off any would-be attackers.

The second’s distraction nearly earned Nikola a gut full of claws, but he managed to fall back with a heartbeat to spare.

There was a chance Asher wouldn’t follow him all the way out, and that risked losing him to the crowd, Malkolm’s taut leash pulling him out of Nikola’s reach.

It was a risk Nikola was forced to take.

He turned tail and gave it a moment to bait Asher, teasing the half-Blood with the hunt. He felt the kiss of the tips of extended claws brush the back of his shirt, snagging thread before he bolted.

He weaved through the warring mass, careful to not outrun Asher, playing the role of a laser pointer constantly tempting a stir-crazy cat.

Nikola burst through the front doors, pausing between the posted gargoyles, as if waiting for them to come to life and join the fight on the side of their owner. The snow had reached over a foot, stained in blood, absorbing the cries of vampires who’d spilled out into the front lawn. Just a handful of pockets, mostly newborns, too preoccupied with each other to cast a glance at Nikola.

He felt a grip land on his shoulder. A knee-jerk reaction, and he was flipping Asher over his back, the mass of long limbs tumbling down the staircase into the plumes of snow.

Though the snowfall itself had ceased, the wind remained bitter and cutting, an icy blade that stirred up snowdrifts, giving the impression of a brutal blizzard.

Nikola rushed forward before Asher could recover, the young vampire struggling in the snow. The chill burrowed beneath Nikola’s clothes as he wrangled the thrashing vampire, a hand around Asher’s throat, his body weight boring down.

He hadn’t yet heard anyone else follow them outside, but he knew they didn’t have much time. He did the only thing he could think of doing. He yanked Asher’s head aside and struck the blue artery pulsating with fervor.

He poured every ounce of the Goddess’s touch into the entry points, a live circuit of lust and pleasure. Asher’s snarls devolved into muffled moans, his struggling growing heavy until he was pressing up into Nikola’s form. Nikola drank deeply, desperately, having missed him so much, determined to slow him down so he could bring him back home.

Home. Wherever that is. As long as Asher was there, that was home.

Drowning under the flow of Asher’s blood, he nearly missed the underlying flavor. Something… tainted. Foreign. Vaguely metallic, not quite the copper of blood, but louder. A numbness on his tongue. Danger signals zapped down the ridges of his spine—drugged, Asher’s been drugged. Nikola flung his head back, red trickles gushing from the opened wounds in rivets. The winter night swam with orbs of color and lights, humming with an unrecognizable melody.

“Nikola,” Asher breathed. Fingertips brushed Nikola’s cheekbone, anchoring him to reality. Air rushed into his lungs, tasting like snow and starlight. Tears brimmed in Asher’s eyes, reflecting the glitter of fresh snowfall, creating their own tragic sparkle. “Are you real?”

The question was so genuine. Nikola’s heart tripped. He caressed Asher’s face, as if to confirm he, too, was truly there. What had Lord Malkolm done to Asher Black? “Precious one, yes, I’m here. I have you.”

Asher choked on a sob. His hands fluttered toward the front of Nikola’s shirt, as if to pull him down into him. He froze, attention snapping above Nikola’s shoulder. “Malkolm—”

Nikola couldn’t hear the rest of the warning before weight cracked across the back of his cranium, light and sound ceasing to be.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Asher


Enough of the drug’s poison had been siphoned out of Asher for him to recognize the pair of red eyes hovering above Nikola’s back.

He didn’t get the warning out before Malkolm struck the back of Nikola’s skull with a closed fist. Silver eyes rolled back. Malkolm yanked up Nikola’s body before he could slump forward.

Nikola—

Asher had to save Nikola. He couldn’t know for sure if it was truly Nikola, or just another hallucination, but he at least felt lucid, and more importantly, he’d regained control of his autonomy. Just the possibility that Nikola had reappeared in his life was enough to push him into action.

Asher was still seeing doubles, every movement delayed and layered across the next, but he managed to catch a clear view of the syringe’s glint. Malkolm had a hold of Nikola, fangs threateningly close to his neck, his arm locked around his chest from behind.

With the howl of a Blood Follower, Asher lunged.

The atmosphere felt as if it were made of ice-cold liquid, reminding him of condensation blooming over a plastic cup of water. Shit, he was thinking of human food. Meant he was hungry, real hungry, like a drunk dehydrated from a hangover.

As Asher pounced, there came a flash of silver coated in slick red, reflecting wintery moonlight. Morrigan appeared behind Malkolm. With the lethal grace of a viper’s strike, she knocked the drug from Malkolm’s grasp.

Having regained a little more of his wits, Asher dove for the damned thing before it could land in the snow. The shocking chill of the glass was as if his neurons were warning him against the venomous contents within. Asher, mustering every ounce of strength, chucked it at a gargoyle’s head, shattering it against a stone horn.

A blanket of inky darkness surged around him. The snowy scenery blinked out, as if Asher had suddenly gone blind. Ice developed within the marrow of Asher’s bones, bursting out, cracking his skeleton from the inside out. He tried to draw in a breath, to scream out in pain and out of fear for Nikola. Instead, he inhaled the liquid nighttime. Choking. Drowning.

He tried to thrash, to keep fighting until the bitter end, but spiderwebs tangled his thoughts, pouring into a waking nightmare. He could no longer differentiate between reality and illusion, but he was lucid to experience every agonizing second.

It was as if rusting hooks pierced his flesh. He could not move, think, call out. And unlike the blurry delusions of the Moon drug, the worst part of the dark Hell was that he was utterly sober, starkly aware of the abrupt onslaught of torture. An unnatural night. Like buried alive, crushed by Earth, as if the soil itself was determined to make Asher regret ever being born.

The storm of Hades’ deepest pits rushed away. Light and reality and sensation returned all at once, overwhelming and disorientating. Asher would’ve screamed but all he managed to muster was a meek whimper. He fell to his knees in the blood-soaked snow and saw through tear-streaked eyes the lord and lady dropping, too. Nikola was prone and unmoving. Christ, maybe he’d been spared whatever the fuck had just happened.

A figure stood at the center of the confused vampires, cloaked in matte black, the fabric like a hole in space and time. “You’ve been summoned to present yourselves before the High King.” Asher couldn’t discern if the words were spoken with congratulations or malice, but the weight and power behind them was undeniable.

The words of the High King.

The figure before them was his mouthpiece.

Asher felt the darkness closing in, blinding the outer ring of his vision. He tried to brace against it, hold it back for as long as possible. He attempted to stand and fell forward instead. Giving up on his own two feet, he crawled toward Nikola. He stretched out a hand, mere inches away before the darkness won the battle.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Nikola


Nikola came to, disorientated, skull heavy and aching, as if he’d spent the night finishing off one too many meads with a human’s metabolism.

Torches flickered their orange glow along the walls of wooden paneling. The muffled silence and scent of ancient, compacted dirt informed Nikola he was underground. Deep underground. The catacombs? Malkolm’s dungeons? No, based on the stale air and bone crushing silence, they were far deeper than that.

How the hell was he still alive?

He was in a queen-sized bed overflowing with velvet sheets and plump comforters. A far cry from the chains he would’ve otherwise expected. He sat up slowly, scanning the homey but lackluster space. A three-tier dresser, red couch, coffee table, barren walls. No guards.

Nikola spotted him. Asher, sleeping in a second bed identical to his own, eyes closed, chest rising and falling, face pinched as if plagued by troubling dreams. Nikola swung one leg over the edge of the bed with the intention of flying to him but gave pause. If he roused Asher now, which patron would he encounter?

He recalled the last few seconds before he’d been knocked out, light and recognition swimming in Asher’s eyes, and decided the risks were well worth it. Though the original plan was to get both himself and Asher out of Grander, just being in the same space and breathing the same air was enough for the time being.

But he didn’t want to startle him. Still unsteady on his feet, he crept forward, offering a soft, “Asher?”

Heterochromatic eyes blew open with a sharp inhale. Asher sprang into an upright position, glancing about frantically before landing on Nikola. “Fuck,” the young vampire breathed. And then he catapulted his entire body off the bed.

Nikola managed to stop himself from swatting off the perceived threat. When directed at Asher, the instinct felt alien. The direct opposite of where they had been just a couple of months prior. He refused to allow Lord Malkolm to come between them, to reinstate the border that was once an insurmountable wedge between them. Lord Malkolm held too much power. Nikola refused to hand him even more.

He began to fold his arms around Asher, but the hybrid had other ideas beyond tenderness. Teeth slammed into teeth from the ferocity of the kiss Asher stole from Nikola. The first between them in weeks. Before Nikola’s fuck-up. Before Asher ran away. Before Malkolm’s intervention. Before. Before. Before.

“Christ, you’re really here,” Asher gasped, hands grabbing blindly, seeking flesh under fabric. “You came back.”

“Of course I did,” Nikola gruffed.

“I’m so sorry for bolting. I thought—I’m so—”

Nikola cupped Asher’s face and swallowed the apologies with an open mouth. Moans heavy with hot breath, tongues swirling, their fingers sought out buttons and belt loops. But wait, was it even safe to get up to this here?

“Where are we? Malkolm—”

“Is also cooped up somewhere. Doors locked. I tried. We are being accommodated by the High King himself.”

“The High King?” Though still jarring, the new information didn’t absorb far beyond hearing that they were locked in the room together away from Malkolm—alone, finally. Would they even have another chance to reunite?

Asher was evidently on the same wavelength. “I’ll fill you in later.” The last word was barely out before Nikola was shoving Asher down atop the other bed, throat vibrating with half-whimpers, half-snarls. Asher withered and arched under Nikola’s lips cascading down the skin of his neck, breathing stuttering. The scent of Asher, musk and rose and copper, that had haunted Nikola’s nightmares during their time apart was now a baptism.

There were a dozen things Nikola wished to say, that needed to be said eventually, but cock and touch would have to speak for him. Nikola coaxed down Asher’s trousers, caressing the perfect curvature of his ass along the way. Asher trembled, clumsily pulling off his overcoat and the plain shirt underneath. Once Asher was fully undressed beneath him, erect cock jutting, all thoughts of anything else ceased to be, lost to the haze of arousal.

Nikola took Asher in a fiery kiss, lips scorching, Asher’s skin ablaze and humming with a tantalizing pulse—he’s fed. “Accommodating.” That was the term Asher had chosen to use.

“How am I always the one bare assed before you even get your belt off, man?” Asher said, the corner of his mouth smiling against Nikola’s. His voice, rough around the edges, had tilted toward the subtle accent of his youth. Nikola wondered when exactly he’d lost his own from olden England.

Nikola laughed breathily, catching Asher’s chin to plant a peck. “Is this you requesting I get naked?”

“Christ, dumbass,” Asher snarled and began tugging at Nikola’s top, on the brink of tearing the fabric. If he were sure he had another change of clothes somewhere, he’d let it happen, but alas. He caught Asher’s wrists and pinned them above his head, establishing the dominance and control the aggressive vampire instigated on purpose.

Asher inhaled sharply, head falling back as Nikola grazed his fangs along the fluttering throb of his jugular. He wasn’t about to drink from Asher quite yet, not when the younger vampire might need the strength later.

Nikola settled between Asher’s knees, his spindly legs blooming open eagerly. Asher’s arms restrained, Nikola’s tongue pooling between Asher’s teeth, Nikola thrust the outline of his bulge against the length of Asher’s exposed cock. The friction and promise, the partial stimulation—it was all so agonizing. Asher squirmed and resisted Nikola’s grip, urging Nikola to tighten his fingers like a Boa constrictor suffocating its struggling prey.

“Please, Nikki.” There it was, the begging. Didn’t take much to push Asher into that territory. And it didn’t take much of it to make Nikola cave. Releasing Asher’s wrists, Nikola flicked open the button of his pants. He freed his own cock, the beltline falling just far enough. He took Asher’s shaft in his other hand, falling forward to give Asher a messy and bruising kiss as he stroked them both at matching tempos. Asher bucked, growls spilling into Nikola’s open mouth. “Fuck me,” Asher pleaded.

Lube was an issue there. Nikola doubted that was a part of the High King’s accommodations. Nikola, though it pained him, ignored the request, and jerked Asher off faster, stoking the flame between them. Asher’s snarl was guttural, rising from the spirit of the vicious patron.

He pushed himself up against Nikola, hooking his leg around Nikola’s. Bucking his hips, he effectively rolled Nikola beneath him. Nikola might’ve outmatched Asher in terms of weight and mass, but Asher moved with such proficient swiftness.

Nikola fell back with an exhale of air, Asher’s features dark with fierce determination. Nikola gave a lazy grin, letting his hands fall above his head, waiting to see where the spry vampire planned to take them.

Asher, straddling Nikola’s waist, turned himself around, as if to ride Nikola in reverse. He bent forward, adjusting himself until he was folded into the mold of Nikola’s shape, his naval to Nikola’s chest, knees landing on either side of Nikola’s head, granting Nikola’s mouth direct access to Asher’s entire package.

Sixty-nine. Nikola wasn’t exactly well-rounded or experienced despite his years, and he welcomed the first time. Asher took Nikola’s length down his throat hungrily, groaning with greed. Nikola hissed at the sudden bobbing suction of salivated heat and soft flesh.

He hadn’t realized how badly he’d been aching for the stimulation. He fumbled while taking down Asher’s shaft, unfamiliar with the angles and fraught with intrusive pleasure. But he must’ve figured something out, for Asher vibrated with choked moans.

They found a mutual rhythm, hands grasping thighs, breaking apart only to gasp for air. Give and take, ebb and flow, Nikola was privy to the same ecstasy in which he serviced Asher that Asher gave in return. Lips locked around his shaft, Nikola didn’t have the time to properly alert Asher to the onslaught of his orgasm beyond a startled grunt.

Asher’s form quaked and trembled as he gulped down the burst of Nikola’s seed, a strangled cry breaking free as he released Nikola’s cock. He cried out for God, gravity pulling his cum down Nikola’s throat. And Nikola took every drop gratefully.

“Still,” Nikola panted through the hazy aftershocks, “fully dressed.”

Asher cackled, the sound delightful after so many days of uncertainty and panic. He spun himself around until he was parallel with Nikola, curling under his arm. Nikola held him tightly, bones aching with the need to get as close as possible to the man he’d almost lost.

“I’m sorry for running,” Asher murmured.

Nikola hushed him gently. “I’m sorry for doing anything that made you feel as if you had to run from me.”

Asher grimaced. “I-I swear I didn’t go to him willingly. Shit, I mean, that’s the direction I took, but once I hit the border, it…”

Nikola had seen the fallout of Asher’s capture. He knew the young vampire hadn’t gone down without a fight. “I know, precious one.” Now a bit more satiated, and a hair more confident that Asher wasn’t about to vanish like a dream, he examined their strange surroundings. He guessed there weren’t very many fully furnished bedrooms beneath the catacombs. “Let’s start from the beginning. From whatever it was that Malkolm did to you to what happened after he knocked me out.”

Asher drew in a stuttering breath, gave a shaky laugh filled with defiance and spite, and told his teary account.

Nikola, a silent storm of rage and heartbreak, did not interrupt once. He waited until the end to pull Asher into a deep kiss, as if that alone could chase away Asher’s trauma. The horrific scarred mutilations across Asher’s back, the color bled away and skin keloid over, made Nikola want to hunt Malkolm down and make him regret his second life.

Nikola had promised Asher he’d never let Lord Malkolm touch him again.

And he’d broken that promise.
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Asher eventually redressed while Nikola investigated the room. “Already did that, mate,” Asher said in a mocking accent that was too cockney to be accurate.

Still, Nikola checked the door—locked, of course—and found no other room. When he pressed his ear to the cedar, he heard no movement from the other side. No guards? There was nothing in the drawers or under the beds. Just a room, one that could’ve been mistaken for a hotel.

“Coziest prison ever,” Asher quipped, sitting on the edge of the bed he’d woken up in. Nikola slapped his thighs in defeat and sat down beside him. Asher heaved a sigh and leaned his head against Nikola’s shoulder, prompting Nikola to wrap a tight arm around him, as if he expected Asher to float away if he let go.

Lips pressed against Asher’s scalp, his thoughts wandered. At least Veronica and the others weren’t down here. Going off Asher’s details, Lord Malkolm and Lady Morrigan should be around somewhere. Perhaps they were allowed to move freely based on their Blood statuses. Nikola wished to encounter Morrigan again, if only to inquire about that strange Moon drug.

Master Corvellious, Nikola’s vampiric father, was dead. There remained nothing tying Nikola to Morrigan. As soon as he could, he was getting him and Asher out of Grander and meeting up with the others.

He told Asher such a fact. Asher, detached and unreadable, didn’t respond for a few minutes before saying, “Well, shit, we gotta get out of here first, eh?” Nikola knew that wasn’t the end of that conversation—Asher sparked with insecurity—but maybe after the last time, the young hybrid was done running.

Out of here? Hmph. If the High King was literally prehistoric, there was a chance he’d legitimately forget about them or lose track of time. Hell, Nikola would do that on occasion in his meager seven centuries.

The door looked fragile enough. And Nikola wasn’t built fragile. Asher picked up on his brooding stillness and lifted his head to watch him eye the wooden structure. “Whatcha’ thinkin’?” Asher said in a sing-song voice that indicated he knew exactly what Nikola was scheming.

“Pray tell, would you rather us wait a bit to see if anyone is out to fetch us, or…?”

Asher gave his signature feral grin. “Baby, patience ain’t exactly my strong suit. Let’s jail break this bitch.”

Nikola rose to his feet and cracked his neck. Asher sprang up beside him and held up a hand as Nikola rolled his shoulders in preparation. “Before you go bulldozer, I got you.”

Asher sauntered up to the door and pointed at it, as if challenging it to a fight. Most likely point checking. He gave an unhinged grin and, shrieking with glee, snapped a kick along the edge beside the lock. There was an audible crack. He struck again, then a third. Wood splintered and gave, but the door, though compromised, was still firmly in place.

“Aight, luv,” he said with more mockery. He stepped aside with a flamboyant sweep of his arms and bowed. “Stage is yours.”

Nikola huffed a laugh. At a full sprint, he barreled into the door with the entirety of his force, leading with his shoulder. Properly loosened by Asher’s assault, the entire barrier gave, far easier than Nikola had been expecting. He fell with it as it came crashing down in a mess of splinters and debris.

Behind him, Asher gave a whoop of triumph. He ran forward to help Nikola stand. The Moon Child’s attention darted around the halls—corridors entirely draped in red velvet felt, torches flickering along the walls. It was uncanny. A fire hazard, at best.

There was no one else around. “If they didn’t hear me kicking, they totally heard your crash.” Nikola grunted in agreement as he brushed off his clothes. Asher looked left as Nikola peered right.

“Erm…” Nikola started. Asher shrugged and grabbed Nikola’s hand, bolting to the right seemingly at random.

“Typically, at least in the surface level of the catacombs, ‘right’ means ‘up.’ Maybe that’s true this deep, too.” That was certainly more than what Nikola had to go off on, so he let Asher lead the way.

They rounded a corner and staggered to a stop. Down the end of the hall was a short figure cloaked in shadows. Not unlike what Asher had described earlier. Only one? Nikola, by instinct, protectively stepped closer to Asher and felt his heart swell when Asher did the same.

Red pinpoints shined from beneath the hood of an otherwise concealed face. When they spoke, age and gender were indiscernible. “We were beginning to wonder how long it would take you two,” they said, sounding bored. “It would, however, be foolish to put up a fight now.”

More shadowed figures flickered into existence behind them, as if from thin air. Asher gave a high-pitched curse and whirled around, while Nikola kept his attention trained on the speaker, the two of them back-to-back. There was something disturbing about this vampire. They gave no scent and had an unearthly stillness to them. More of a phantom than a body. Nothing the likes of which Nikola had ever seen or heard of. It struck Nikola that, unlike the ever-present undertones of decay and blood of Malkolm’s, the air here was musty and stagnant—the air of an ancient, enclosed tomb.

“Nikki?” Asher growled, crackling with pent-up energy.

Nikola reached back and gently slid his fingers across the back of Asher’s hand. “To resist them would be to resist the High King. We know not if that’s a fight we can win.”

Asher growled but gave no argument. Nikola attempted to hold the speaker’s eyes, but they were little more than flat discs of hellish light. “After you, then.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Asher


Ahybrid of a goddess and a god of motherfucking vampires should’ve been desensitized to weird shit, but Asher hadn’t been prepared for this level of weird shit. But that was before he’d woken up in the bowels of Hell.

Shadow Freak cracked their head to the side, as if trying to break their own neck, and the other ones collapsed into pools of black. The darkness, waves that absorbed light as if hungering for it, surged at him and Nikola. Asher hissed and pressed back, a vain attempt to shield his guy from the hurricane rushing in from all directions.

Sounds and sight ceased, as if he’d been knocked out cold, and he had the dizzying sensation of floating. The only tether was Nikola’s hand in his, gripping with panic. It meant Asher hadn’t lost consciousness.

And like a tide before a tsunami, the monsoon of darkness pulled away. Asher gasped as his senses came rushing in. Nikola snarled lowly, taking Asher’s arm to steady their mutual stagger. It was as if they’d been walking. Had they been walking? Shit, how much time has passed? A glance at Nikola’s phone… an hour?!

He gulped. The two of them were totally in over their heads here.

Nikola glanced at the screen’s clock and lifted his eyes to meet Asher’s, sharing the bewilderment. The older vampire attempted a reassuring smile, but it came across as a grimace. Yeah, Asher thought. Same.

The Shadow Freak had brought them to an entirely different section of the unfamiliar catacombs. Sure, the corridors were identical, albeit mirrored, but there was a double door. It bore ornate golden handles, the wood carved to depict a craterous moon and a sun lined by triangular rays, the two crossing in a partial eclipse. The celestial bodies separated down the point of intersection as Shadow Freak opened the doors.

They stepped aside. As they spoke, Asher could hear the hint of an amused smile. “You shall wait here with another guest while we finish preparations for the meeting.”

The meeting? Nikola’s hand dropped to the small of Asher’s back as the pair were beckoned inside. The doors, seemingly of their own accord, swung shut behind them with a booming thud. With the clang of a lock from the outside, Asher and Nikola were trapped in a room all but identical to the one they’d woken up in, except for an extra door off to the corner.

Sitting on a bed much like the ones Asher and Nikola had woken up in was Lady Morrigan, her legs crossed in a meditative state. She inhaled pointedly, making a show of identifying her visitors. Though it appeared they were cozy roomie prisoners now.

“I had begun to wonder approximately when we would cross paths,” she remarked evenly. Nikola, compelled by habit, bowed at the waist as she opened her eyes. “Please, Kingston. We stand as equals here.” Her gaze skirted over to Asher, her red lips pressed. “Lord Malkolm’s traitorous Master rank, a hybrid of Moon and Blood, clinging to the Moon Child who fights alongside Blood. What a striking couple you two make.”

Nikola, straightening, launched into explanations, as if he still answered to her. Shit, weren’t they past that? “Asher and I had planned to escape Grander—I’d planned to help him escape Malkolm during the raid, in fact. But Malkolm had been administering this—this serum. A Moon drug? I’m unsure—”

Morrigan raised a hand, effectively shutting him up. Asher ground his teeth at every movement. It occurred to him that he’d never actually seen Lady Morrigan in person before now. She matched the descriptions given to him. Asher could feel the calm, calculating power surrounding her stoic demeanor.

This was his lord’s—his former lord’s—adversary. Yet, at least for the time being, they weren’t addressing each other as enemies. They were all stuck in the same hell hole. But Asher expected that to change when they breached the surface. He expected her to turn the sword of punishment on Nikola for having lied to her.

…If.

If they breached the surface.

He kept his guard up all the same. He could tell Nikola was just as tense, unsure what to expect from the fucked-up housing arrangements.

“Presently, no enemy stands before me. We are united in surviving the coming hours. The High King, it appears, has begun the process of appointing a successor. Is that not the entire reason the borders are laid out between us? You two are mated—your scents have intermingled.” Nikola and Asher shared a glance. That was news to them both. “I’d had my suspicions halfway confirmed via rumors. Oh, don’t give me that look, Nikola. I’m not a recluse. I didn’t depend solely on Corvellious for outside information.”

The name drop caused Morrigan to visibly flinch, Nikola wearing his own pained expression. The grief flashing between them—hers of wrath and Nikola’s of mourning—informed Asher that Master Corvellious had evidently fallen.

He was a little surprised that Morrigan felt anything regarding her second-in-command, but it wasn’t like he’d been a completely heartless bastard even as a full Blood. Morrigan, after all, had spent centuries with the guy.

Nikola’s reaction made sense, even if Asher couldn’t totally wrap his head around his attachment to Master Corvellious. Then again, his initial Change from human to vampire had been botched, so maybe he ain’t one to judge. Still, when everything was all said and done, he’d be there to help Nikola through the loss of his vampiric father to the best of his ability.

Christ, if they even made it that far.

They had to get the fuck out of here.

He pulled in a breath and squared his shoulders, standing taller. He was Asher fucking Black, former second-in-command of this woman’s rival. Second-in-command for a reason. Just because the Goddess lived in a part of him didn’t say a damn thing about his Blood ability to survive. And Morrigan knew this. That’s why she was talking about them working together. It was the best chance each of them had at getting out of here. And if Lady Morrigan was already scheming, that meant she knew better than them about what was going on.

He decided that the chit-chat was over.

Asher stepped forward, ignoring Nikola’s warning flare. Morrigan straightened up with a cool raise of an eyebrow. “So, what’s the move, eh?” Asher said, halfway a challenge. If she expected him to fall into step behind her, she’d best prove herself.

She pretended to relax an iota, but Asher could see that she was poised to strike. “You were brought to me for a reason. As it stands, the High King perceives us as allies, or potential allies, based on one observation or another. He wouldn’t have brought us here together otherwise, not if it risked us ripping each other’s throats out before he can see to us.”

Asher smirked without humor. “Seems awfully insightful for some guy who never leaves his bedroom.”

Morrigan’s sneer was equally coy. “You’ve witnessed his shadow folk at work. They’re ever present. Asher Black, your surveillance simply pales in comparison.” Asher snorted but otherwise didn’t rise to the bait.

“Those shadowy figures,” Nikola cut in. “What were they? They didn’t feel…” He cringed. “Natural.”

“No one truly knows besides the High King himself. Some believe them to be proto-vampires. Our ancient relatives, so to speak, the first failed experiment of the Blood God before the Moon Goddess created her children in response—more ghost than vampire, inferior forces that fall into line behind the strongest of our kind. But I personally do not believe that.

“The Moon’s ability to manipulate emotion and perception is paramount, overshadowing the Blood’s more subtle charm and hypnosis to the point it’s hardly in the conversation. Certainly, it adds up, all considered—we have speed and strength to our advantage. But the High King…”

She tapered off. When she spoke again, it was a soft whisper, as if she was wary of eavesdropping. Given all her talk about surveillance, Asher very much doubted the volume of their voices mattered all too much. “The King is so ancient, well, it’s difficult to describe. Time may dampen some attributes, but it sharpens others.”

She was dancing around the point. Asher’s patience thinned out. “Okay. And?”

Morrigan sighed, as if she was also losing patience. “Based on what I’ve witnessed over the centuries, I’m led to believe that the shadow figures are… extensions of the High King’s will.”

Asher felt his right cheek tick. Nikola frowned, not fully getting it, but he hadn’t been lucid during the psychological assault outside of Malkolm’s. “Shit, like illusions?” Asher deadpanned. “Hallucinations?”

“Hm. Precisely.” Asher failed to suppress a shudder. He was getting real sick of this kind of shit. Well, fuck, would that mean Malkolm would acquire that power over time if he earned the crown? The concept nearly tipped Asher into a panic. Morrigan added, “I suspect he doesn’t look through just the shadow’s eyes, but possibly through the eyes of anyone he so chooses.”

Christ. Real tired of this shit.

Nikola’s thumb skimmed the back of Asher’s neck, a gesture of comfort. That one little thing managed to keep Asher grounded. The Moon Child said, “How do we defend against a foe with this power?”

Morrigan’s smile was all teeth, no joy. “Oh, we don’t. We will be expected to face against each other.”

Asher wasn’t all too taken aback by the reveal, but Nikola recoiled from the words. She leered at him, her nose curling, as if disgusted by his reaction. “What say you?” the Moon growled.

“Some battle royale shit, eh?” Asher deduced, deftly disguising his own anxiety. Any other gaggle of fuckheads, he’d be giddy about the idea. But if it came down to a battle to the death between him and Nikki, well, apparently there were some fights he’d take the L.

Morrigan shrugged. She fucking shrugged. Asher tried to imagine Lord Malkolm processing their situation, coming up with the image of him pacing in blazing, calculating silence, a snarl fixed upon red lips. Where was that fucker, anyway? Morrigan’s passiveness lined up with everything Asher had heard about her. “Perhaps. Or he’ll force our hands to determine where our greatest loyalties lie—let your imagination run wild—and he’ll go from there. Tell me, gentlemen. What good would speculation do us? Guessing correctly what lies before us does not prevent it from happening.”

That placated Nikola, but annoyance flared behind Asher’s chest bone. Really, she wanted to be High Queen, and this was her approach?

“The hell?” he instigated. “You giving up that quickly? Tch. Makes me wonder how you’ve managed to defend against Malkolm for as long as you have.”

A flash, as sudden as a master swordsman drawing their blade. He scarcely had the chance to fully react before he found himself flat on his ass, metal nail tips at his Adam’s apple. Morrigan knelt above him, a knee stabbing into his chest. He let out a breath of subdued surprise. This was just a threat, nothing more, or else he’d have a hole in his throat already.

Her eyes churned volcanic rage, and he responded with a puff of laughter. He had told himself he wasn’t gonna underestimate her, but he ended up doing it anyway.

He liked her answer.

She parted her lips, most likely to demand to know what was so funny, but a hand landing on her shoulder made her stop. Nikola, interrupting. He glowered at her, but his move wasn’t an attack—it was a statement of defiance. Could Asher and Nikola together stand a chance against Lady Morrigan? He wasn’t sure, but the fact the old man was bold enough to risk it made Asher’s stomach flutter with admiration.

“What,” Morrigan clipped, “are you doing?”

Nikola heaved a deep sigh, as if exhausted with the world. Maybe he was. “Let’s conserve our strength, hm?”

Asher watched the way Morrigan’s gaze narrowed. The power dynamics had obviously shifted between them, much to the lady’s distaste. He half-expected her to strike, making him wonder if he should say, “Fuck it,” and attack during her split-second of distraction.

She backed off, removing her knee. She did not offer Asher help up. With another chuckle, he stood, brushing dust from the back of his pants.

“If you stand before me, you remain mine, Nikola Kingston. Master Corvellious needs a successor.”

Shit, was that a promotion? Nikola hardly reacted. A part of Asher, a part of him that still yearned for his own power and status, was afraid anyone would choose him over that kind of opportunity.

All this talk about them being owned by these chuckle fucks fell short these days. Nikola and Asher weren’t anyone’s but each other’s. Right? Nikola wouldn’t choose status over Asher, would he?

“To stay in Grander on vampiric society’s current trajectory would feel nothing short of suicide,” Nikola said solemnly. He drifted over to Asher, not hiding the way he kept between Asher and the lady. “If you were to be High Queen, how do you expect to handle human scrutiny? It very well may be that you inherit the city as it bears another era of Purging.”

Morrigan appeared cool and collected, but her temper simmered beneath the mask. “Malkolm may have half the mind to use that to his advantage. Imagine, a world vacant of most vampires—a world for the taking for the coven he could always rebuild.”

“You misunderstand me, my lady. I’m well aware that the lord would be a catastrophic inheritance. But I plan not to linger and die in Grander for either of you.”

Morrigan’s face darkened. “I suppose most of us who have survived have done so by the sheer will of a coward.”

Nickola chuckled with a half-shrug, taking the insult with far better stride than Asher would’ve. “It’s not a matter of cowardice for my own well-being. I stopped caring for my own life heaven knows when.” His gaze skipped over to Asher, the metallic hardness softening to moonlight. Asher would’ve patronized the guy for pulling his attention away from a potential threat, but he himself was snagged by Nikola’s adoring eyes.

There was only Nikola, protecting him, wanting him. Asher Black, of all people. “It’s a matter of being there for those I care for the most,” Nikola went on.

A shiver traveled up Asher’s spine, fireworks exploding in the atriums of his heart. Nikola was openly turning against the woman he’d served for decades for Asher. After always being the toy—used and abused, tossed aside—he’d started to reject the notion of being chosen. Accepted. But he batted away the impulse. Nikola Kingston didn’t give a fuck about the Grander power struggle. He just wanted to escape and be safe with Asher. And Asher was finally beginning to believe it. The guy had joined a raid against Lord Malkolm just to find him.

Forgetting Lady Morrigan, Asher felt himself moving, Nikola’s body the Northern end of a magnet to Asher’s South. He was overcome by a flush of emotions—gratitude, lust, the underlying fear it would all be ripped away from him—filling his lungs with warmth. Nikola, not expecting the abrupt movement, winced away for a millisecond. But as the two of them collided, Nikola swooped in with desperate lips, hands blindly grabbing.

Asher pushed them in the general direction of the other door, but he’d have Nikola right here in front of Morrigan for all the fucks he didn’t give. He vaguely registered her scoff something, but he didn’t care enough to hear it. He was already pawing at Nikola’s belt buckle. Nikola, evidently minding the third party, guided them to the separate room.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Nikola


It was a library of sorts, consisting of far more scrolls than of bounded text, though there were plenty of those, too. It wasn’t a large room, crammed with shelves overflowing with inked paper, smelling of lost history and dust untouched by sunlight.

Nikola would’ve rushed in to study the precious literature, but Asher was on him, the only thing that truly existed in that moment, chests pressed together as they both frantically fumbled with buttons and zippers. They needed not say a word, really. Asher’s rush of emotions hit Nikola like a truck.

The King had eyes from every shadow? Well, let the shadows of the King’s forgotten library bear witness.

Nikola pulled his full attention away from Asher only long enough to seek out some sort of seating or lounging, finding none.

Instead, as Asher pushed them deeper into the room, Nikola’s heel caught the corner of a shelf—carved from stone, he noted before they both toppled to the hard ground.

The fall did little to deter Asher. He rumbled with noises that were a cross between growling and moaning, tasting like desperation against Nikola’s lips. Layers of fabric were yanked off sloppily, neither of them escaping the sense of being rushed. Who knew when they’d be able to be like this again?

Asher’s aggressive snarls devolved into whimpers as Nikola’s lips cascaded down the arch of his quivering neck. The sounds were gasoline to the fire in the pit of Nikola’s stomach, making his flesh grow feverish.

Nikola clutched Asher’s grinding hips as he tasted salt and skin. Using the tips of his partially extended claws, Asher pulled loose the braid tying Nikola’s hair. Asher tangled his fingers throughout the base of the pale locks as they spilled over Nikola’s shoulders.

Nikola was dangerously tempted to feed from Asher, the need an ache in his throat, but he resisted. They should both conserve every iota of strength. But Nikola didn’t want to think about anyone else, about any of that. There was only Asher withering beneath him.

Nikola was going to lose the battle over whether to pierce Asher’s pounding artery if he didn’t stop ogling. Seeking the left flower of flesh hardened from chill and arousal, Asher’s moans pitched as Nikola’s tongue flicked. Nikola’s grip caught Asher’s jutting cock, the tip beading with precum.

Asher gasped, then cursed. Nikola drifted over to the other nipple, pumping Asher’s member as if the act alone was what he was created for. Perhaps he was. His sole purpose, giving Asher pleasure and joy.

Asher made an impatient noise and pushed against Nikola’s stomach. Nikola froze, about to ask what was wrong, but Asher’s hand wrapped around the throbbing length of Nikola’s mutual need. He rumbled as Asher stroked him, skin sliding across skin. Nikola leaned over him, hovering eye-to-eye with Asher.

Half-lidded, mouth parted as sensual noises escaped, cheeks flushed red—Asher was the perfect image of ecstasy.

Nikola felt pleasure spark down his spine a moment behind Asher’s broken cry, his orgasm hooking inside Nikola’s stomach. Nikola shuddered, Asher’s name stuttering off his tongue. Their molten seed mixed as it splashed across Asher’s heaving chest.

Nikola trapped Asher in a breathless kiss. Affection and warmth surged through his heart, overwhelming him. He fell back, pulling Asher with him, causing Asher to squawk comedically. Nikola wrapped the younger vampire in his arms, wishing the embrace was enough to protect him.

I love Asher Black more than anything in my centuries.

Should he tell him?

What if he never got the chance? What if he took that chance, and he ruined what may be their final hours together?

“Where the fuck are we?” Asher said, words groggy and sex drunk.

Nikola chuckled at the idea that Asher was just now asking himself that question. Nikola reached up and pulled down the first book spine his fingers found. Leather bound, no title across its cover cracked across with age, like hollow veins. Careful not to damage the yellowed, fragile paper, he discovered a text written in Latin, filled with depictions and models of the human body. Forgotten medieval text for medicine? Perhaps younger, but nothing Nikola could identify. It felt safe to assume it was the only existing copy of its kind.

Nikola pondered the state of mind of the High King, an ancient vampire who was rumored to have existed alongside the first humans. Nikola, at his seven hundred years, couldn’t fathom the concept. Even those of Corvellious and Morrigan’s calibers were known to flinch when faced with the King’s age. What does one do with the weight of hundreds of thousands of years of memories, eternally crushing them? Perhaps that was why he hid beneath the Earth—the modern world had become too loud, too bright. Perhaps he had experienced enough of humankind.

Nikola had danced the recluse’s dance and could picture himself falling asleep for decades at a time. But he could not understand how the High King still yearned for power—though Nikola supposed the end of his reign drew nigh.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Asher


Nikola and Morrigan talked of history long into the night, their hushed voices lulling Asher into a light sleep. Nikola and Asher laid next to each other, always an arm or leg touching. The two elder vampires discussed forgotten wars between nations whose borders have since been erased and redrawn, of the fate of ancient cities lost to time and of languages extinct. A good majority of the conversations involved Nikola asking Morrigan questions Asher wouldn’t have thought to ask, such as which country was the primary trader of a specific spice that led to disputes over the seas, which led into debates over which family better ruled over which province or nation.

Asher probably learned more in those hours than he had in any school class. He contributed only once, half-asleep, whenever Morrigan digressed into the subject of Athena being the patron of the Greek city of Athens.

“What if the gods were real?” he mumbled into his pillow. “But, like, from another world.”

Morrigan scoffed. “Absurd. Borderline blasphemous.”

Asher sleepily giggled. “I mean, I have a theory that the God and Goddess themselves might have crossed over from another universe. Still working out the details.”

Morrigan scoffed again. Nikola started to curiously inquire into Asher’s tired ramblings, but the words were lost to the abyss of sleep.

“Asher Black.”

The hissing breath cut through the chilled darkness. It pierced the fog of Asher’s half-dreams. Naturally, he initially assumed it to be Nikola rousing him, but as Asher fully woke up, Nikola was dead asleep. Unusual for him. The guy had as many enemies as Asher did.

Asher rolled to his side and shook Nikola’s shoulder. “Hey, did you hear something?”

Nikola didn’t stir. Panic gripped Asher, and he threw off the covers, jumping up to his knees and shaking Nikola with earnest. “Hey, fuck face. Wake up.”

Nada. Not even Morrigan reacted to Asher’s racket. They were both still breathing, hearts beating, but completely comatose. Asher pried open Nikola’s eye to find it flickering aimlessly. He tried slapping the Moon child around.

“Leave them,” the voice hissed, clearer now. It reminded Asher of a child demanding attention. “I only wish to speak with you.”

Because Asher was Asher, he didn’t think twice about shouting back at the ghostly dismembered voice in the dark. “If you expect me to ditch Nikola, you’re out of your goddamn—”

There was a flurry of movement and a dizzying tipping sensation, as if the walls had started spinning at Mach speed. Just as suddenly, they came to a standstill, Asher staggering—when the fuck had he stood up off the bed?—with wind-milling arms.

“—mind,” he finished breathily. Where the hell am I now? If Morrigan was onto something regarding the High King’s power, Asher hadn’t been teleported; it had to have been yet another hallucination, the King guiding him here down the passageways. Did the High King have the power to distort perception down to the passage of time? That level of control—it was sickening, leagues worse than the drug shit Malkolm had pulled off.

Steadying himself, Asher tried to make sense of everything he was looking at. For a second, he guessed that he’d landed in a mirror funhouse, but that wasn’t quite right. Mirrors dominated the walls, creating a faceted effect. Each one varied in size and shape, some diamonds, others oval, triangles, some small enough to fit into the palm of a hand, others an entire body mirror.

Although Asher was the only one standing in the room, glowing under a crystal chandelier, each surface flickered back and forth between his reflection and something else entirely, like windows into another world. Asher had had enough experience with mind tricks to recognize the illusion, but recognition alone wasn’t enough to make it go away.

Tentatively, Asher moved closer, trying to make out the shifting images. If they weren’t occasionally drifting back to showing his own image, he would’ve mistaken them for photographs—portraits filled with subtle movements. Such as a willow tree lazily dancing in the wind against a pink dawn, or the turquoise waves of a tropical island crashing against the shore, or prehistoric men dressed in leather racing through the brush with stone-tipped weapons in hand.

That last one gave Asher pause. Scrutinizing the mirrors more closely, he noticed a framing of shifting sands beneath the bronze feet of slaves dragging oversized blocks toward an unfinished Gaza pyramid. There was one of a fleet of ancient Mediterranean ships sailing toward enemy lands. Another mirror showed a Middle Ages town surrounded by cobblestone walls and sieging soldiers setting fire to the farmlands. The mirrors weren’t randomly dispersed—they were chronological snapshots of history.

He should’ve known better. Half his wits yelled at him, asking him what the fuck he was doing. But he couldn’t help himself, like a little kid poking a stick at a dead bird crawling with maggots. He lifted a hand to touch the glass of a savannah hissing in the breeze, the cooling dusk basking the rolling grass in a golden glow.

And he fell right through.

It was the sensation of plummeting from the sky as you drifted off to sleep. He thrashed, rolling into dust and tall grass. Insects exploded around him. The air was staggeringly crisp and fresh against the stale catacomb oxygen still residing in his lungs, the newborn nighttime chilling the air.

He heard it before he could gather himself—the feral screeches of hunting Blood Followers, a horde of them. Asher, resisting his disorientation, shoved up to his feet, the savannah grass shifting around his waist.

It was jarring, what Asher witnessed. Like an uncensored nature documentary about lions hunting gazelles. But he wasn’t looking at wild animals. It was a pack of red-eyed fiends chasing down humans, a flash of moonlight illuminating the choreography of predators hunting down prey. Except, unlike the push and pull of the brute strength of a lion versus the agility of a gazelle, there existed no true balance between vampire and man.

That fact was laid bare in the wilderness, not so easily ignored as it was in the artificial construction that was the modern city.

Asher watched the vampires decimate the tribal humans dressed in as little as loin, stone-headed spears falling into ancient dirt. Howls of victory rang into the night, mingling with the indistinguishable screams of pain from the humans. Funny, how that sound has remained consistent over hundreds of thousands of years.

Asher intrinsically understood he was watching the past unfold. He had a suspicion his innate understanding was only because the High King allowed it.

Humans had never stood any real chance against vampire kind, not on their own. Yet vampires of both Moon and Blood had existed alongside the species since the dawn of time. It was Homo sapiens on their own that made their subspecies go extinct. Humans, after all, numerically dominated all other forms of intelligent life despite the killing power of the vampire.

Asher winced as images of man striking down other human species rolled across his eyes like a film reel. Hominids, Neanderthals. Rock against brain, mates stolen from one another, territory overtaken. Why hadn’t the same happened between man and vampire?

The answer slashed him so abruptly, yet so clearly, that it gave him motion sickness. The God and the Goddess were not of this world, so they did not fall back on barbaric concepts such as natural selection.

The two patrons had protected humans from the get-go. Because they understood that vampires needed humanity to survive. A bad virus was one that killed its host too quickly. The God and Goddess could not have created something from nothing. They had to take from the components that already existed in this world.

Hence vampires.

Eternally taking from the natives of the planet’s surface.

Asher wanted to scream, but through the echoes of cosmos and time, he couldn’t find his voice. Despite the noise, the weight of memories, he had only one thought: Send me back to Nikki.

He didn’t care about vampiric origin or how their creators had come to their decisions. That shit was done and over with. He was far more concerned about the future, any possible future, with Nikola Kingston.

The onslaught stopped.

His vision settled upon an icy tundra. Asher Black had lived in upstate New York for the majority of his life. He was real cozy with heavy snowfall and brutal winters. At least, that’s what he would’ve bragged about before appearing upon a ledge overlooking a valley of unmarred white walls with more snow pouring down.

The world was nothing but unrelenting white and icy blue. No snowplows here, no splashes of colors from painted houses or cars sparkling with frost. Just unkempt, true prehistoric winter.

Where—

He heard it before he saw it. A thunderous roar, like an elephant’s, but deeper and louder, reverberating within Asher’s chest. A furry behemoth with great tusks rounded a blanketed cliff face—wooly mammoth.

Asher was way too used to going through the days feeling like the Apex predator. Nothin’ was quite as humbling as facing an animal so gargantuan it shook the Earth upon which its feet landed. Asher had seen elephants in zoos and shit, and he knew mammoths had been “bigger,” but he hadn’t imagined them this much bigger.

Shouts and cries rang across the valley, spooking the beast. The entire planet seemed to quake as it reared back and stampeded away, unhindered by dense snow.

Asher watched a group of six or seven human men jump into view, dressed heavily in animal furs. They tossed spears behind them with uncanny precision, but their pursuers, another coven of Blood, swatted the projectiles away like flies, cackling like hyenas. Their eyes were shining sprites of Death in the snowstorm. Bright red colored the landscape as they tore into their prey. The scene seemed to mirror the hunt of the savannah, just in a vastly different climate.

Through the carnage, a voice rang out. Of course, it was not a language, accent, or even tone Asher had ever heard before, but he was able to translate it all the same.

“Don’t slaughter their entire tribe tonight—we must let them travel across the ice and populate the great unknown in which they seek. One day our brethren shall join them. And feast.”

It came from above, their leader. Asher saw a dark figure of short stature, but before he could squint and make out the features, time and setting transitioned once again.

A temple now. The heat and humidity of the tropical jungles after the Ice Age was staggering. The sun had just escaped below the horizon. Asher found himself atop a pyramid, the stone steps leading to an open-air platform, overlooking an ancient sprawling city. It was constructed neatly, uniformed, rising from the banks of a snaking river.

The pyramid was the highest point—closest to the gods. One structure below caught Asher’s eye before any of the rest. A towering, winding display of rack after rack of human skulls.

Blood-curdling screams cut into the young night. It was the type of screech Asher knew all too well. Of agony drawn out, the terror of death looking you right in the eye. He turned around and encountered a scene bathed in blood. Men dressed in robes dyed in green restrained the arms of a naked captive forced to his knees.

There was another figure in elaborate attire. The fine threads wove into bright, intricate patterns, gold bands clinking together in time with his erratic movements. A feathered headdress shivered upon his skull. He wielded an obsidian blade, the hilt cut from jade, using it to saw open the victim’s abdomen. Normally so much excessive blood would stir Asher’s appetite, but even as it flooded the stone, he was too distracted from the intense violence to register the copper scent.

The wielder of the blade—a priest?—forced his hand into the grotesque wound, up to the elbow. As he emerged from the gushing orifice, his robes drenched, he held the still-beating heart of the doomed captive.

The priest held the organ up to the sky, chanting in a low tone—an offering.

This is a human sacrifice.

For the third time since the mirror room, the fatalistic howl of an ancient Blood greeted Asher. Except this one came alone.

The humans clearly recognized the call, the deadly omen. The guards dropped the gored corpse in an attempt to bolt. An attempt and nothing more. Asher couldn’t make out much except the Blood Follower’s searing eyes flashing through the darkness. Each body started to fall, throats torn open before the last had landed.

“Your precious gods thirst for blood? Then they shall receive blood,” the attacking shadow growled.

The priest, frozen in horror, still clutching the cool heart, was the last to be slain.

“You took him from me—plucked from the village he merely defended.”

The assailant, the same voice as the Ice Age vampire, did not drink. This was not a hunt. This was vengeance.

Asher heard the anguish in the scream as the vampire, his dark back to him, dropped to his knees beside the body. He threw his head back as he cried out, lifting the corpse to his chest. “I can’t change you now!” He gave a sob, nails extending and biting open the skin of the dead’s shoulders. “Why did you want to wait? Did you really think you could’ve saved them?”

The Blood Follower was beginning to stand, his dead lover in his arms, when the vision fragmented. Like someone had thrown a rock at a mirror, shattering it.

Asher hissed, snapping his eyes shut against the disorientation and tripping over his own feet. His back slammed against a hard floor. He blinked away the spins, finding himself in a mutely lit room. He was back in the catacombs.

The hall was a dramatic contrast to the monotony of the other corridors. The walls were plated with gold and silver, bronze laced throughout to form floral patterns. They arched up to the ceiling, creating a dome—and, holy fuck, the ceiling. The entire thing was a statue chiseled from marble, seemingly inspired by the Sistine Chapel.

Painted lifelike depictions of the God and Goddess floated overhead. The God swung an ax toward the Goddess, who had her hands clasped against her chest, moonbeams radiating around her, protecting her. Faceless vampires scattered around them, clawing at each other. Zombie hordes came to mind. A realistic moon was painted behind the statues between the divine twins, a chain for the low crystal chandelier hanging from its middle.

Man, how long did this thing take to make? No way in hell it was manufactured above ground and transported down here. That thing was carved into the ceiling itself.

“Fuck,” Asher groaned, head and body aching as if he’d tumbled down a rocky cliffside.

“It was my fault they killed him,” came a voice from the shadows. Fight or flight propelled Asher to his feet. Shit, he knew that voice. “I hunted from their great city, and they believed they needed an offering to the gods to make it stop. Oh, how the Horned One laughed at them.”

Wait, was this guy talking to Asher? Come to think of it, it was kind of stupid of Asher to assume he’d been alone during his trip throughout history.

The speaker stepped into view, and everything fell into place.

The High King of Grander. Obviously, it would’ve been him projecting those visions… those memories, Asher realized. He had just witnessed the High King’s personal memories. Between the lord and the lady, Asher thought he understood “ancient.” Like, it’s just living a shit ton of years, you see some shit, right? But this man had been there for the dawn of humanity. And vampirism. He wasn’t just ancient—he was prehistoric.

Not a man, Asher corrected himself. That’s a kid. The High King of Grander didn’t look a day over thirteen years old. He was wiry, cut naturally in his smartly dressed black vest and coat, the buttons scarlet and vaguely reminding Asher of a marching band, but the fatty roundness in his cheeks and shorter stature was unmistakably childlike.

Oddly enough, Asher saw the logic in it. People died young way back when, yeah? So, like, he would’ve been Changed early in his life.

Asher wanted to ask, Did the Blood God himself Change you? The question died on his tongue as both vampires locked eyes.

Two things made Asher’s thoughts come to an abrupt halt. There was the age behind the High King’s eyes, pits of weariness and despair fixed into the face of a boy, but that wasn’t what made Asher freeze up in shock.

One eye was silver, the other red, mirroring Asher’s heterochromia. The High King of Grander is a goddamn hybrid. Unless this was just another illusion.

“I hide my true nature from the rest of them,” the High King said in his strange accent, as if reading Asher’s thoughts. Asher ground his teeth at the idea, the very real possibility. He tried reassuring himself that the guy probably just had hypersensitive empathy and had lived long enough to translate body language. It wasn’t a very effective reassurance. “But you and I are the same.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Asher popped back, like he wasn’t speaking to the most powerful vampire on the planet. But the boyish king just smirked.

“It was after my lover’s vengeance,” the High King said, answering an unspoken question. Asher was admittedly curious. “I sought out his sisters and mother being held as royalty’s bed slaves and freed them—and then killed every hand that’d touched them. The Goddess, well, when the world was crueler, she had slightly different ideas of what entailed love. All the same, I had caught her attention.” He motioned around his eyes, every movement as fluid as gently running water. A snake slithering through morning dew clinging to grass.

Asher had a hard time imagining the Goddess or God evolving. To him, divinity was static. But what did he know in his twenty-eight years?

The High King had been half-Moon for that many fucking years. Shit, no wonder he had such wicked influence over someone else’s psyche. Asher watched the prehistoric creature watching him. Although he’d love to get out of here ASAP, even he could acknowledge the significance of their meeting. Not just from age or status alone. When would he ever have the chance to talk to another hybrid?

“You have questions,” the High King stated, an observation, not an inquiry. “Go on.”

Asher was sure playing it off wouldn’t get him out of here sooner. He heard himself asking, “Who… who Changed you?”

The High King smiled, as if he’d been waiting for that specifically. The expression made him seem more youthful, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Half of my nomadic tribe woke up from our night watch suffering an insatiable thirst and hearing the God’s charge. Devour. Multiply. Only when we gorged on those we’d regarded as brothers and sisters did we stop to accept what we’d done—what we had to do. Those who’d been spared, we let them escape. We did not pursue them per the God’s commands. Rumor has it those who fled were claimed by the Goddess.”

Fuck, the High King was of the first vampires. Any other questions Asher might’ve had fizzled out in the heat of his mounting anxiety. How in the actual hell could any of them stand up against a monster the likes of him? The guy was essentially one of the Blood God’s firstborn sons.

The High King kept talking, as if Asher had kept asking. “The First Blood Followers gradually fell one by one. First from the in-fighting, each challenging the other for leadership. Then, later, the First Purging around the time humans learned to settle and farm. Suddenly, they had homes, permanent homes, to defend. And I never propositioned as head of our coven. I knew I stood not a chance against those Changed later in life than I. So, I bided my time. And my notoriety as the last surviving First Blood was enough to make them bow. Power has a way of feeding into power. And I used that blessing to create entire villages of Blood. Sometimes they fell to daylight human raids. Other times, when the balance of power was threatened, I burned them myself.”

Asher froze, his eyes narrowing. The High King stared up at the Sistine Chapel copycat ceiling, lost in his ancient memories, unthreatened by Asher’s proximity. “The heavens wheeled overhead, humanity expanded, evolved, as all natives of this planet are driven to do. Even I acknowledged the need for divided power. Greater defenses. Once upon a time, I’d slash my own numbers if they grew too much for me alone to rule. But the world was changing, and to survive, I had to change with it. So, the positions of Lord and Lady were born.”

Asher scarcely paid attention, too hung up on the words, “I burned them myself.”

Grander was easily the largest vampiric city to ever exist, easily the only one that cohabitated right under human noses. Those same humans who were getting a little too uncomfortable ignoring the obvious vampire problem. Humans with a lot bigger guns than even the High King himself had seen.

With the lord and the lady catfighting for the King’s throne.

Christ.

“You’re going to let the next Purging happen to Grander,” Asher deduced. “And take shelter right beneath the genocide until the storm passes.”

“Quick to catch on,” The High King clipped, inclining his head at Asher with a leering smile. “That’s precisely why I’m telling you.”

“Well, I hate to disappoint, but that’s where you’ve lost me. What the hell does your quiet genocide gotta do with me and Nikola Kingston? I feel like it’d be dumb thinking you don’t know we’ve gone AWOL.”

The High King huffed a laugh, flicking a dismissive hand. Dismissing everything. “Amusing phrasing, but you’re being short-sighted.” He paced, the clip of his heeled boots announcing each step he made. Fascinating choice for a vampire. He clearly didn’t need the element of surprise on his side. He moved with such grace he appeared to float along the ground. Asher felt like a cornered mouse alone with a snake.

The intimidating impression simmering off the High King didn’t line up with the boyish face Asher was looking into. Like, he was staring at a kid—a really, really old kid. Asher wasn’t intimidated easily, Malkolm a special case, but right now he had to actively keep his knees from trembling. Was it the High King’s natural power bestowed upon him by the Blood God, or was it a subtle mind trick?

“You and I wield the strength of the God and the heart of the Goddess. We are the peak of vampirism. You and I, side by side, we would be unstoppable. The halves of two who create a divine whole. I would need not a lord or a lady.”

Oh, fuck. Malkolm and Morrigan had it wrong. All of them had had it wrong this entire time. That bullshit Malkolm had spouted about High King meetings, that’s all it was—bullshit. “Ruling together,” Asher echoed, the notion of escaping slipping through numbing fingers. “Ruling a city that you plan to let burn by human torches.”

Asher didn’t even blink. One second, the High King was a comfortable space away. A fraction of a breath later, he’d crossed it, nose-to-nose with Asher, as if he’d teleported. Asher hadn’t registered a single movement.

He tried to veer away, but his back hit the wall. The High King kept talking in the same tone, but his irises churned with unkempt intensity. He was close enough now that Asher could see flecks of red in the silver, silver in the red. The specks floated like snow updrifts in the winter wind.

“Grander has grown unstable and, therefore, must be culled. Asher Black, empires rise but must also fall. If a population of wolves grows beyond itself, they decimate the deer, leaving them nothing to eat. Are you following my logic?”

“Er, it’s pretty on the nose. But here’s the thing ‘bout nature. Those wolves will starve, and the deer will repopulate, and the wolves who survived the famine have plenty to eat again. More than enough. Shit’s got its way of balancing itself.”

The High King sneered a smile. “Ah, that’s where the analogy falls short, indeed. Nature will do as nature will. But immortals aren’t natural. Our kind is not of this realm of existence; we do not follow the same rules you cite. Left unchecked, vampires would destroy this world. And then ourselves.”

Like any invasive species, Asher thought. “Huh. So, you fancy yourself that balance, eh?”

The High King cocked his head to the side, eyes widening in thought. The inquisitive expression added to his youth, added to the dissonance of Asher’s bone-deep fear.

“Hm, no. I do not. Humans play that role themselves. Humans simply defend the home that’s truly theirs. Let us imagine a reality in which I mobilize and unite the vampire world and fight against humanity. Tell me, Asher. How would we win? Extermination? Even if we could survive modern military, it would be endless war.”

The High King shook his head and finally took a step back, linking his fingers together in front of his chest, as if in prayer. “Purgings must occur, Asher Black, or else vampires would dig our own graves. Settlements such as Grander must burn. But as does the phoenix, survival rises from the ashes.”

Asher clenched his fists at his side. The High King’s eyes flicked down at them for a split-second. Christ, the guy wasn’t wrong, but Asher didn’t want to play a part in his games. He wanted to get Nikki and evacuate before the King’s precious Purging. But it was becoming clearer and clearer that Asher wasn’t gonna have a choice.

When was the last time he ever actually had a choice?

Asher had chosen to run from Nikola in the first place, causing Nikola to get caught in the High King’s web. Asher was why the Moon Child was trapped here alongside the rest of them.

This is all my fault.

He had to right his wrong.

“I’ll go along with whatever your holiness is scheming,” Asher growled. “But… please. Let Nikola Kingston go. I’m the only reason he stayed behind while the rest of his coven left Grander. We need to let a Moon Child as old as him survive.”

Please forgive me, Nikki.

Another slimy smile. “Oh, Asher. We can’t let him go. We need him. In fact, my bringing him here was doing you a favor.” The High King gave a flourishing bow, as if Asher had thanked him.

“Need him,” Asher grinded out through his teeth. “What do you need a Moon Child for, eh?”

The High King tilted his head again, this time to the opposite side. “Asher, there is always the possibility that you and I become the sole survivors of the Purging if we were to shelter alone. And you and I are… well, we are incapable of creating other vampires. Did you know? For why, I theorize the God and Goddess wage too great of a war within us. We are, for lack of a better term, sterile.”

Waging war, eh? Pretty big tell of the King’s relationship with the divine. For the most part, the God and the Goddess were unified within Asher for the same distressingly vague goal: Save Grander. Christ, they couldn’t mean… did they expect him to stop the High King? “What do they say to you as a hybrid?” Asher said in as neutral of a tone he could muster, already anticipating the answer.

“Decades are known to pass by without a word from the divine. Their silence is their approval.”

Or they’ve given up on you, just like they have with Malkolm. Asher was beginning to see that the deities could give a blessing, but did they have the power to take it away? He was leaning towards no.

Asher switched gears before the High King could guess his thoughts. “As far as I know, Nikola hasn’t ever Changed anyone. What if he refuses?”

“Then he dies.”

Asher bit back a snarl at the nonchalant threat against Nikola. It confirmed what Asher had already guessed about his own standing. “And why isn’t Nikola here now?”

The High King waved a hand. The shadows came to life, taking shape and stepping forth. Red pinpoints glowed in the darkness. Right, that’s who the High King was. Someone who had only his own imaginary friends as company, every hour of every day. Kind of like an actual child. A sad, lonely child. Asher was surprised the guy wasn’t more insane.

“Nikola will be joining us shortly.”

Night rushed in, and Asher’s scream was lost to it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Nikola


The first thing Nikola noticed upon waking was the slight sting on his face. The next, and far more alarming thing, was Asher’s absence. The air was stale of his scent—it’d been a couple of hours. Dear Lord, how long had Nikola slept? Had the underground so quickly disrupted his circadian rhythm?

“Asher?” he called out. He staggered as he stood up, off balanced. Unusual. His legs felt wobbly as he made way to the miniature library. Perhaps Asher had gotten lost amidst written lines of text? He shoved open the door and yelled between the shelves, “Asher!”

The only response was the dust motes quietly floating in the air. Lady Morrigan replied behind him, “The boy’s not here. And he sure as hell didn’t wander off on his own.”

Nikola’s blood turned to ice. “The High King has him?”

“Almost certainly.”

Nikola choked down rising panic. “Why?”

“We are about to find out.”

The floor flipped from beneath his feet. He propelled backward down the endless, monotonous corridors of the High King’s labyrinth. Time rushed away from him, torn apart by the walls blurring past him. His cry of alarm was blocked by his heart leaping into his throat. Had the King always had this power to take Nikola by the neck and rip him through space and time?

He could not reach out to grab anything and halt the momentum. It was as if the atmosphere above was weighing down his limbs, immobilizing him, suffocating him, crushing, killing—

It stopped.

Nikola Kingston dropped into a cushioned wooden chair, gasping for breath as if he needed oxygen to survive. As if he’d been reduced to a mere mortal. His vision spun, making it difficult to make out the banquet table littered with human bones and goblets of cold, congealing blood.

“Yo, whatever you just saw, it didn’t actually happen. You walked through the door like any old,” the next word was said with a butchered English accent, “bloke.”

Asher. Nikola zeroed in on him seated directly across from him. The flicker of the overhead chandelier candles accented the hollows of his cheeks and the circles under his eyes. Asher Black was tired, and Nikola wanted nothing more than to store him away somewhere quiet so they could both rest.

Nothing seemed to be restraining them. Yet neither seemed to be able to move.

The man—no, a young man, hardly more than a boy—emerged from the shadows. Or, more accurately, the shadows fell away from him, billowing across the floor and spreading out. Pillars rose from the spilt ink, taking the forms of the phantom servants, standing at attention around the table. The setup vaguely reminded Nikola of Malkolm’s introductory banquet months ago—felt like years now—but that had been a pale comparison. A cheap imitation.

Malkolm himself fell short compared to the High King. Nikola didn’t need an introduction to know it was him. The power radiating from the sharply dressed wiry youth was indisputable. A visible film of black waves dripped from every unmarred inch of dark skin.

Red eyes flashed as his lips turned up into something like a smile, revealing fangs. The expression oozed insanity. Perhaps he’d been alone for so long that he’d forgotten how to properly emote.

He didn’t walk—he floated. He drifted behind Asher and inclined his head down at the hybrid. “Greetings, Nikola Kingston. You and my Prince Asher have had my attention for some time now. Tell me, has your stay been comfortable?”

What? Nikola blinked hard in an attempt to clear the fuzz in his skull. “Prince? Why did you call Asher your prince?”

“Straight to the point, the two of you.” The High King set his hands on Asher’s shoulders, as light as a feather. All the same, Asher visibly tensed, and it took everything within Nikola to not launch himself at the ancient being. “It would be better hearing it from your mouth, do you agree, Asher?”

An order disguised as a question.

Any other situation, Nikola would’ve anticipated a sarcastic retort from the younger vampire. But this was not a normal circumstance. Asher sounded as drained as he looked, threading the subtlest hint of scorn in his voice as he said, “He is gonna let humans hunt down vampires of Grander—to make Grander ground zero for the next Purging. And you and I have been chosen to hunker down here in his little vampire apocalypse bunker. Lucky us.”

Nikola wasn’t processing the information. “What? You… why? Why?”

The High King cocked his head to the side, his eyes widening. It created an owlish portrait. A juvenile one. “Be more specific.”

There was too much to ask. Why them? Why Grander? Why let a Purging happen if one had the power to stop it? When Nikola opened his mouth, hoping he’d pinpoint his exact question as it left him, Asher interrupted, “Nikki, what color are the High King’s eyes?”

Nikola glanced up, watching the High King’s reds churn with anger. “What? Red. Blood. What do you—”

He didn’t register the King moving, but Asher was suddenly yanked from his chair, his body arcing through the air. There was a sickening crack as his back collided with the wall, stone fracturing around his form. Asher gasped with pain as he dropped to his knees, crumpling on the floor as if bowing.

The High King now stood a couple of feet away from Asher’s chair. He let his outstretched arm drop slowly, glaring down his nose as Asher curled into himself, body wracked with agonized shudders. Nikola could hear the popping and snapping of bones and joints mending themselves.

The sequence had happened so quickly Nikola only had the time to leap to his feet, his own seat upturning backward. The King lifted his hand, palm out, and it was as if the motion itself sucked the air from Nikola’s lungs. His vision spun, nausea twisting his insides. The floor rushed at him, the world a swirl of colors.

The High King’s voice rang loud and clear, not allowing any room for misinterpretation. “If he is to know, he is to die.”

Who? Me? Know what? Nikola went to clutch his head but couldn’t find his hands. He had the vague impression that he was prone. Paralyzed. Helpless. From just the flick of a wrist?

“Now then. Let us await our other guests before we dive into the details, hm? Both of you, sit back down.”

Nikola lurched forward, pinprick hooks burrowing beneath his skin and dragging him back to his chair. As if he were merely a puppet and the High King the puppeteer. Nikola’s heart jackhammered in his chest as cold terror trickled into his veins. Veins the High King had control over.

He tried to fight back, but like an anaconda clenching its body around struggling prey, it only caused his tense muscles to give. It was only a few short steps, and the motions of lifting his chair were simple and every day, but when he sat down, his breaths heaved with exertion and his skin was coated in sweat, as if he’d run an entire league. As a mortal.

Heavens above, the High King didn’t have the power to take away immortality, too, did he?

Asher slumped in his chair, still shivering, shoulders hunched. Blinking through glazed eyes, Nikola watched him swipe a finger across his sweat-addled pores. He stared at it inquisitively before looking up and studying Nikola. The realization that Nikola didn’t fully understand dawned on Asher’s features.

“Nikki,” Asher breathed, shaking his head, trying to convey an entire explanation with just an expression. But there were too many pieces of the puzzle Nikola didn’t have, so the effort was both risky and lost.

Two doors opened—two doors that weren’t there before. Morrigan drifted into the room first, flanked by two shadow guards. She was otherwise unbound. She was coming in willingly, and the High King trusted that willingness. Her head was high, pride evident in her shoulders, but her gaze was shadowed by fatigue. Hopelessness radiated off her like a cloud of miasma. Her regal composure was not of confidence but of accepted defeat.

Nikola desperately tried to ward off the empathy before it could consume him, too. He couldn’t be sure how long it’d been since the raid of the manor, but the woman before him was not the same creature from that night. Nikola thought of the unified strength of the Blood coven, of her coven. Strength came from numbers, specifically loyal numbers, and Morrigan had always put her faith in her ranks. But they weren’t here now. She only had Nikola and Asher.

If she believes we are willing to band together, if she believes we have a chance then maybe, just maybe…

Feral, muffled howls and the creak of turning wheels broke off Nikola’s train of thought.

Malkolm was wheeled in by a shadow, the wheelchair rusted and angular, as if picked up from the closest abandoned insane asylum. The lord himself was muzzled, thrashing against the invisible restraints. His hair was a stringy mess in eyes rolling with obsessive hatred, all fixated on Asher Black. If Nikola could’ve moved, he would’ve stepped in the way of his line of sight.

The lord was wheeled to the table next to Asher, putting Nikola’s teeth on edge. Morrigan calmly sat herself next to Malkolm, peering at the lord like he was a bug smeared beneath the heel of her boot. “What do you gain from letting yourself go feral, Lord Malkolm?”

He didn’t even look at her. Nikola doubted he heard her at all. He was too locked on Asher, fighting harder than ever. The High King watched it with an unreadable expression, but Asher’s glare was a fierce challenge, the hybrid openly defiant with narrowed eyes and bared fangs.

If not for the High King’s restraint, the two vampires would already be ripping into each other.

That was his plan, wasn’t it?


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Asher


Asher Black had a chilling revelation while staring at the frayed, broken leftovers of his former lord. The Blood God had explained that Malkolm had lost divine favor because of his drive for power beyond his means. Asher was starting to think that it was actually because of Malkolm’s misplaced focus.

Lord Malkolm’s motivation for power had shifted toward a hyper fixation for one person. The Blood God valued power and strength above all else, and Malkolm had committed the crime of losing sight of that by becoming obsessed with another vampire.

Asher peered at the vampire who had once been a Roman soldier, overcome by the molten rage and obsession directed at Asher and Asher alone. In that moment, he understood what had become of his former lord.

Malkolm would raze cities and destroy his own empire to kill one vampire, and that was not a display of dominance, but of insanity. Instability. Weakness.

And that vampire happened to be Asher, who the Blood God had assigned a mission. And now that Asher was here and in the know, that mission was obvious—stop the High King.

Asher asked himself why the High King’s plans had made him lose the God’s favor when said plans were originally laid out by that same God.

The Horned One heard Asher’s questions and responded with a chuckle behind his ear, like a parent looking down on his simple-minded child. “You young ones, always failing to recognize the true constant of the universe—change. Even this self-proclaimed ‘King’ is a mortal compared to my kind.”

Asher blinked at the obvious quotations, the only sign he gave that he was listening to someone else talking. He just barely managed to stop himself from frowning at “my kind.” Shit, were there others besides the divine siblings? How many?

The Blood God kept going. “As he said before—yet fails to accept now—even gods and goddesses must evolve. Vampire kind must be contained, but the detached methods of the High King, the one of old, have gone obsolete. He has always been the one lighting the wick and walking away before it can reach the explosives. But the next explosion will decimate all vampires. This is an era of pulling strings, of behind-the-scenes politics. The kings and queens of the modern day are money and courtrooms, diplomatic leadership.”

Asher’s eyes skipped over to Morrigan.

Oh.

According to what the Blood God was saying, he and the Goddess wanted Morrigan in charge.

The fuck does that have to do with me?

The High King circled the table, a hawk hunting the four vampires glaring between each other, but he himself did not sit. He ignored the angry noises coming from Lord Malkolm and placed his opened palms upon the tabletop.

“Grander is on the path of destruction. And to choose a new King or Queen during such times would be nothing short of catastrophe. No, to ensure the survival of our divine kind, we must…” He motioned a circle in the air, narrowing down the correct phrasing. “Lay low.”

Morrigan’s eyes flashed, but she dared not interrupt. Asher felt like he was listening to a damned broken record. All he wanted to do was kill Malkolm and use the broken ends of the guy’s bones to slice open the King’s throat. But that shit was nothing short of fantasy. So, he just sat there, simmering, while Malkolm spitted with snarls, Morrigan moped dejectedly, and Nikola glanced about, wide-eyed and confused.

Actually, scratch that. What Asher truly wanted was to explain to Nikola everything. About the King being half-Moon, how the second red eye was only an illusion. The sweating, too, was obviously a mind trick. The haggard breathing and migraines were all designed to make them feel human. Because hopelessness was easier to control.

Asher was able to see through this shit not just because of the High King’s reveal—he’d had too much time drowning under Malkolm’s drugs to not recognize hallucinations and mind games.

If they all understood what was happening, they could fight it.

The High King kept yammering. “We have our Moon. We have our special little hybrid.” He sent a wink that sent oily shivers down Asher’s spine. “Now, all we need is our Blood—but we only need one.”

Morrigan drew in an intake of breath as it dawned on her that she’d only been half-right. Really, should any of them have been surprised? She quickly composed herself, lacing her fingers in front of her chin. She barely looked at Lord Malkolm as she declared, “Ah, so I am to fight Malkolm to the death. Very well, then.”

If it was anyone else but her, it would’ve struck Asher as odd that Morrigan had wordlessly accepted the giant sacrificial rite of Grander. Had she always been such a cold and callous leader during her human days, or had death and rebirth been the things that had ultimately altered her?

The High King smiled. Asher thought he couldn’t hate Malkolm’s sneer more than any facial expression, but he'd been proven wrong. “Good. Good. So, you and I are on the same page.”

A blink. The High King was suddenly on the other side of the table, his hand hovering over his opposite shoulder at the end of a slap.

Lord Malkolm was no longer snarling, his head jerked to the side. He spit out a chipped left fang, blood blistering under the High King’s handprint. Blood mingled with saliva trickled down Malkolm’s chin.

Asher caught himself regarding Malkolm with a term he never thought possible: pathetic. Lord Malkolm had lost his favorite plaything and was now throwing a fit. Maybe from an outsider’s perspective, they were all just the child King’s playthings, squabbling during one of his games of make-believe.

“Ah, I finally have your attention,” the King said, smoothing the slightest ruffle to his collar. “Would you like me to repeat myself?”

Malkolm spat a glob of scarlet spit and, his eyes averted downward, said, “No, Your Highness. I heard it all perfectly well.”

Asher absently noted that Morrigan held the King’s gaze while the lord kept his down, an inversion of the expectations from their own subordinates. The High King didn’t seem to notice or care. Most likely, the guy had gotten too old to give a shit about something as menial as ever-changing displays of respect. All he gave a fuck about were his subjects carrying out his orders.

And the order for Malkolm and Morrigan had been given.

The air between lord and lady became brittle. A nail dropping could’ve shattered it. The High King held up a hand wielding the invisible reins.

“Not here at the dinner table. How rude. And so close to our young guests? Doubly so. Let’s move this elsewhere.”

He made a flourish with his arms as graceful as a dancer, a dancer who was forced to perform on the same stage doing the same routine for centuries. Asher acted without thought, the only one to fling himself away from the table before it started moving. Nikola, watching Asher, reacted a fraction of a second later. Ultimately, it did not matter.

The shadowy guards melted to the ground and pooled beneath the table, congealing together, and rising in a black vortex. The vortex, howling with a hundred screams, consumed the table and all its contents. The air whipped around them, as cutting as a blade’s edge, as cold as negative wind chill.

Asher refused to let himself get locked into the blatant flex of power and sprinted around it. He threw himself into Nikola’s side, nearly knocking him over with the momentum. He clung to him, refusing to let go no matter what fucked up mind tricks the High King played on them.

“Asher,” Nikola breathed. The sound of his name on the Moon Child’s lips was the only light in the darkness of the fancy hole they were trapped in.

“Listen, Nikki. You can’t trust anything you see. It’s all fake. Like the drug. The High King—”

Asher couldn’t finish the sentence. Liquid darkness arced between them, separating them. Asher roared, lunging at it, blindly grabbing for Nikola. “Nikki!” He came out on the other side, catching Nikola’s arm, pulling him to him despite the shadows storming around them.

When it all settled, the room had been swept cleared. The guards were posted, having duplicated in numbers along the walls. The High King stood in front of Asher and Nikola, his back to them. He threw a cold red eye at Asher, a silent warning: Keep your mouth shut if you want either of you to live.

A semi-transparent barrier circled the room, dark but see-through like gray shears. At its center were Malkolm and Morrigan, standing where they had been sitting, facing each other with nothing between them. The veil kept Asher and Nikola out, but the lord and lady in.

An arena.

After the attack of shadows just seconds ago, the following stillness felt crushing, a physical weight on Asher’s shoulders.

Malkolm visibly trembled with rage while Morrigan maintained her grace. Asher wasn’t sure which display was more intimidating. He sure as hell wouldn’t be placing any bets on one or the other. However, he sure as hell knew who he wanted to win.

And as far as he could tell, so did the God and Goddess.

It wasn’t like he could throw himself into the ring with the shadow barrier in the way. So, then what? Cheerlead for Morrigan to put some pep in her step? The patrons were frustratingly silent. Shit, maybe they didn’t know either.

The High King tilted his head to the side, observing the quarreling vampires that had stood beside him for centuries. As if bored. As if this was just basic protocol. But one thing remained true. The High King wouldn’t be the one to do the killing—not directly.

“I’m waiting,” he said smoothly.

It was like a gun going off, starting the race.

The two ancient vampires rushed at each other. Malkolm was the first to move, if only by a fraction of a second, but Morrigan deftly stepped away from the slash of his claws. Asher saw the lack of silver tips upon Morrigan’s nails but doubted the former war general needed them.

Nikola clung to Asher, his body tense, and the sound of his gritting teeth audible. “Morrigan,” he hissed.

“She must win,” Asher agreed. He didn’t miss the way the High King arched an eyebrow at them. As far as Asher knew, the High King probably didn’t care who won. Right? Shit. Things might get dicey if he favored Malkolm, if Malkolm hadn’t been bullshitting this entire time about already having that favor.

Malkolm, however, was… off. He lunged for Morrigan’s throat wildly, like a fledgling working out the kinks of his instincts. Morrigan was able to avoid his lethal blows. But Malkolm was still a lord, still an ancient Roman soldier, and he was fast. Morrigan barely had the time to dodge, let alone counterstrike, before Malkolm came in with more teeth and claws.

Malkolm hadn’t completely lost it. He was trying to wear her out and make her underestimate him in the same swoop. Asher started to take a step forward, but Nikola latched onto his arm. Fuck, there wasn’t anything either of them could do. Right?

They were witnessing the fallout of a rivalry spanning centuries. Nikola and Asher had been involved for only a few decades at most collectively.

Asher privately felt like an announcer. And equally useless. Now he’s coming with a leg sweep. But, oh, she jumps up to avoid it, spinning into a kick. What’s this—Malkolm is bending backward, her heel scarcely missing the tip of his long nose!

Asher knew himself to prefer being in the fight, but he was no stranger to sitting back and spectating. Normally, that meant training newborns he couldn’t give less of a shit about. This battle, however, meant everything.

He couldn’t easily tell who was faster. Hell, he was missing half the action with every blink. So, he kept his eyes open for as long as possible. He didn’t dare look away, even as Nikola physically flinched and cursed beside him.

Yet despite that effort, he missed the exact moment Malkolm swiveled in close enough to gnash at Morrigan’s exposed throat.

Asher inhaled to exclaim a warning. She didn’t need it. She threw up her arm, catching the brunt of his teeth in her wrist. Malkolm, spitting in fury, tore away, taking flesh and sinew with him between his jaws.

Most anyone else would’ve faltered at the pain and image of their own gored arm. Most anyone else hadn’t survived since the dawn of Western civilization. Without missing a beat, Morrigan directed the spray of her spurting arteries into Malkolm’s eyes.

Momentarily blinded, Malkolm staggered away. Claws extended, red dripping down the tips of her right hand, Morrigan struck with the intention of gouging out his eyes. But just like her, Malkolm hadn’t endured millennia out of dumb luck—and Morrigan was underestimating him, thinking him feral.

Malkolm, hearing the trajectory of her movements and the splattering path of her blood upon the floor, crisply deflected her attack. He headbutted her nose. The cracking of the bridge and cartilage garnished her pained cry.

They fell apart. Malkolm blinked his vision clear. Morrigan pushed her nose back into place with a ballsy snap.

“You’re toying with me,” she growled. “It’s time to get serious, my lord.”

He chuckled with a flash of lucidity in the red. “Very well, then.”

No more games. They fought like choreographed performers, dancing for their precious King. Like a couple of court jesters. Every elaborate kick, perfectly timed strike, evenly matched block, every leap and spin and flash of fangs, it was all just a fucking veil. The energy between them crackled spectacularly yet was akin to a spat between wild alley cats.

He couldn’t be sure if it was just because of his recent exposure to prehistoric ancestors, but Asher saw right through the façade of glamor and clever little tricks. Underneath it all, they—Asher included himself—were just a bunch of invasive animals clawing at each other over a scrap of meat, for a taste of power. And he was tired of it. So fucking tired.

He wanted to close his eyes and turn away. Hear no evil, see no evil. But he knew he couldn’t do that. He knew he couldn’t reject his Blood side quite yet. He had to do something.

But what?

Asher looked more closely at the barrier the High King had erected—to keep them out or the rivals in? Probably both. Not something he’d witnessed a vampire doing before, unless it was a physical representation of a Blood’s authority—

No, he scolded himself. Dumbass.

Asher had to be careful, or he’d succumb to the High King’s illusionary influence. Knowing it was all fake would only take him so far. And that’s what the shield had to be—fake.

If he reached up to touch it, would his fingers pass through? The King had already proven to be able to manipulate all five senses.

If he tapped into it, could he tear it down?

Asher and the High King, after all, were both hybrids. Except the King had countless centuries on him. But Asher had the divine’s favor. Which advantage would surmount the other?

It would all be pointless if the High King caught Asher. Would he need to physically take the shield down, or could he reach out with his psyche from where he stood? Would the King be able to sense the assault?

Christ, the concept felt a little too ambitious for a vampire who could barely do basic Moon emotional manipulation.

So lost in his storming thoughts, Asher almost missed it as the fight within the barrier took a turn. For Morrigan, and by proxy the rest of them, that turn was for the worst.

Malkolm’s arm, opposite to Morrigan’s wound, gushed blood from a slit. Asher immediately recognized it as that from a razor-sharp claw, too clean and steady to be anything but… self-inflicted? Had the fucker really gone apeshit? The floors flooded with the fountain pouring from Malkolm.

Morrigan waivered, confused and disturbed. But there was no longer true madness in the lord’s eyes.

Dammit, Morrigan—it’s a distraction!

Malkolm glided through the pool of blood, the world’s darkest figure skater. Morrigan, snapping out of it, hissed and went to leap away—only for the sole of her foot to slip in the slick puddles of blood.

As she began to fall, Malkolm moved in. Asher reacted without time to second guess himself.

He launched himself at the wall of shadowed energy, imagining himself tripping through, imagining it as nothing more than weak fabric.

He got through, the veil falling away, fading from existence. He forced himself to ignore the enraged screams of the High King, hearing them for what they really were: the tantrums of a child.

Malkolm faltered, thrown off by Asher’s unexpected interruption. There was a ripple of fear on the lord’s face at the display of power by one he hated so much.

Asher latched on to those emotions of fear and anger. The most natural reactions for Blood, the oldest emotions on Earth. So easily malleable as a result.

He pushed into it, stoking the flames until he felt it churning in his own chest. Malkolm roared, blinded and crazed by the rage. It was enough to give Morrigan the chance to recover. Her form dripped with Malkolm’s blood as she rose.

Asher, as he set his stance to defend against Malkolm, heard the Horned One as he spoke to Morrigan. “Take your Throne, my Charge.”

Morrigan, blessed by her God, went in for the kill.

It happened faster than Asher would’ve expected between the ageless rivals. But he supposed it would be lethally foolish if she had hesitated.

Claws like blades and with strength channeled from a god of war and death, Morrigan swiped. Malkolm’s head fell from his neck. So much blood was lost already, there remained little else to trickle from the deflated vessels.

Asher watched as the decapitated body crumbled into its own pool of blood. Morrigan crushed the skull between her palms, eyes popping free from the sockets, facial bones pulverized beyond recognition. She dropped the mutilated remains next to its body.

Satisfaction and relief sighed through Asher’s complicated soul. The world was rid of the monster who’d brutally abused and destroyed Asher from the inside out. It was all the proof Asher needed that Blood still had a hold on his undead heart.

The triumphant moment lasted only that.

Scorching pain clasped around Asher’s throat, choking off his breathing and dumping molten lava into his veins. As if a metal hand burning with fire was strangling him. Blood soaked through the knees of his pants as he fell into a kneel. He grabbed at the hand around his throat that wasn’t actually there.

Just a trick. Just a fucking trick. More of the High King’s bullshit. Asher Black was a vampire. He didn’t need to fucking breathe. But, Christ, the agony…

It wasn’t real. If the King’s hands weren’t physically on Asher, he couldn’t physically hurt him. Asher Black was no stranger to pain or torture—and he’d gotten to know such things a little more every time he’d been under Malkolm’s blades. Real blades.

He couldn’t entirely bat off the hallucination, but he could damn well speak through it. Body shaking, vision spinning, he rose to a stand, earning the King’s enraged bewilderment released as a scream.

“The divine twins do not speak to you, but they speak to me. To Nikola. To Morrigan. What you’re planning on doing will get us all killed, child King.” Asher turned so he could look between the lady and Nikki. He couldn’t face Nikki’s pallor of terror. Asher might very well be getting them all killed, but they’d die anyway if he didn’t try something. “The High King hides his Moon eye from you. He’s a hybrid. And everything he does, the power he wields over your minds, it’s just a hallucination. You can fight it if you remind yourself that it’s all—”

The High King gave a terrible scream and raised an opened palm. Asher bared his teeth and braced for the onslaught. “Try your worst, bitch,” Asher spat.

The King said, “You have proven capable of someday outmatching me. You cannot live to see that day.”

Asher started to retort that the King could face him like a real man, but all words were lost as he felt a punch through his chest from behind.

A clawed grip protruded from between his ribs, clutching his still beating heart now completely severed from his body.

The leader of the shadow vampires.

Who hadn’t been a hallucination after all. Their body was very real, a vessel for the High King’s mind tricks.

Asher had overlooked them. Forgot about them.

The failure swallowed him before the eternal darkness did.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Nikola


It’s all fake. Nikola watched his lover’s heart tear from his chest. He prayed it was yet another illusion. It’s all fake, right? Just like what Asher had said.

A vampire without a heart cannot be healed.

Asher began to raise his hand, reaching for Nikola. He looked into Nikola’s eyes as the red dulled to the color of rust, as the silver paled to a tarnished gray. Life drained from Asher Black for a second time before Nikola.

The leader of the King’s guard pulled their arm from the opened chest cavity with a sickeningly wet squelching noise. Asher’s face slacked in death as his body weight fell forward, prone next to Malkolm’s decapitated corpse. The blood of both pooled together.

The shadow vampire raised the heart above their head, showing it off like a trophy. They brought the organ to their mouth, obscured by the hood, and took a bite with a cruel crunch.

Nikola’s shock melted, burned away by a flash of scorching rage hot enough to raze entire cities. It was a murderous rage Nikola couldn’t have imagined before.

Distant drums beat in Nikola’s ears, following the beats of his broken heart, screaming for vengeance.

The Moon Goddess, unlike the last time Asher had faced death, was treacherously silent. Nikola didn’t need her now. She would be no use here in the blood-drenched chamber of the High King’s catacombs.

Nikola’s next minutes occurred between flashes of blackouts.

Black.

The next thing he knew, he was standing in the middle of the sea of blood and shredded bodies. Nikola’s fingers were wrapped around the shadow vampire’s bony throat, their feet lifted off the ground. The hood had fallen back. It had hidden a bald creature, more skeleton than man, gray skin thin and taut over protruding bones. Decaying lips shriveled back to reveal yellowed fangs.

The Blood God’s song pounded its notes as Nikola Kingston twisted the wretched vampire’s head off its shoulders.

“A murder in love,” the High King dared to speak, unbothered by the brutality done to his oldest disciple. “A third hybrid.”

Nikola turned. He felt the claws sliding from his nailbeds, saw the scarlet narrowing the edges of his vision, the King the epicenter. Fear played on the face of the immortal boy, infantilizing him. Nikola shivered with satisfaction. He privately encouraged the ghostly others closing in to protect their frightened King.

“No, not hybrid,” the King whispered. “Blood.”

The lights went out, obscured by the shadows spilling out and stretching around the room. In the pitch blackness, a thousand eyes of varying sizes blinked at different intervals, tracking Nikola’s every breath.

Biblical angels came to mind. And just the same as the idea of a merciful Heavenly God, it was all fucking bullshit.

Asher’s last words were enough to save Nikola Kingston. The acknowledgement of the falsity of the illusions was enough to rip it all away, falling like shredded wallpaper. Behind the ripped curtains revealed a horrifying figure wearing the High King’s clothing.

Standing where the King had been before was the mummified remains of a king of old buried in a forgotten crypt. The skin was blackened and wrinkled, sunken red and silver eyes bulging from a rotting skull. There were no lips, only gnashing and chipped teeth, clicking together nonstop. The claws of the weathered and gnarled hands were permanently extended, calcified into place. Patches of bleached bone formed a patchwork of horror.

The High King’s true form, Nikola realized, without the haze of illusion.

Another blackout crossed over him upon his next step.

As it pulled away, Nikola found the High King, his decayed face collapsed and bleeding, pinned beneath him. Rotted skin had slipped in several places to expose oozing plasma and cracked bone. For all the King’s glory and history, he was not fast or strong enough against Nikola Kingston of the Horned One. The world had suspected what monster Nikola could be with the Blood’s grace—and the world hadn’t been wrong.

Nikola, Converted to Blood, was the most powerful vampire on the planet.

Malkolm’s body and that of the King’s guards had been reduced to ash. The slaughtered remains of the King’s doomed guard, a mess of detached limbs and crushed skulls, were currently flaking away, breaking down into dust. Asher, his body younger, lingered. But not for much longer.

Nikola intended to hold his love one final time.

Before joining him.

He couldn’t recall killing the guard, but he’d make this last kill quick.

“A heart,” Nikola said, “for a heart.”

The image of Asher’s death flicked across Nikola’s eyes, cementing his murderous hatred for everyone. Everything. Himself, most of all, for not being able to save him.

His clawed hand cracked through the High King’s chest as if the plate of bone was made of cardboard. Nikola twisted his closed fist around the racing, slippery heart, destroying it utterly. The hole in the chest acted as the final resting place for the King’s heart, a grave in the body.

The King, so incomprehensibly ancient, older than history, calcified before becoming dust. The transparent flesh hardened as if the King had gazed upon a Gorgon, becoming a statue. But as a statue he did not remain. For you are dust. And to dust you shall return. The High King’s body knew Death for mere seconds before reducing to which all other members of the original coven had become before him.

Nikola had not bothered drinking any of the blood of his kills. He hadn’t needed it, even during his blackouts. It flooded the floors, the entire hall an ocean of liquid ruby reflecting flickering torches.

Kings. Lords and ladies. Gods and goddesses. Nikola Kingston was none of those things. He was an Angel of Death.

Another flash of black.

Nikola blinked, finding Morrigan laid out beneath him, trembling and wide-eyed. Her hand was held up in a vain attempt to ward off Nikola. To her credit, she did not outwardly plead, but she stank of fear and weakness all the same. Nikola, standing over her, hated her for it. Both vampires were drenched to the bone in blood.

She was to be the next ultimate ruler of Grander? To prevent the extinction of vampire kind? Perhaps all vampires should perish. Perhaps Nikola would choose to live, only existing to ensure every last one of his kind was dead. Including Moon, each of them all too capable of Converting to cursed Blood.

“You did not move an inch to save him,” Nikola rumbled. “Yet you fear death for yourself now. The world needs us not, Morrigan.”

“What could I have done, Kingston? Shoved his heart back into his doomed body just in time to lose my own hand?” Morrigan spat. She knew she didn’t stand a chance against the creature who’d downed those who had else survived thousands of years, yet still she used her tongue in defiance. In that regard, she reminded Nikola of Asher.

Asher, dead.

Dead.

As they all soon would be.

Nikola huffed a humorless chuckle. He raised his clawed hand, slick with blood, lined by shredded flesh.

“Nikola Kingston.”

He froze.

The Goddess?

But…

“Oh, my sweet Nikola.”

Nikola, standing amongst the carnage of his own doing, refused to believe that the Moon had not yet abandoned him. No, this was a goodbye. He wouldn’t beg her to stay. He had let go of her for due reason. He didn’t need her anymore.

“The world has failed you since the very beginning,” she said to him, her voice fading more with every syllable. Nikola wished it was as simple as covering his own ears, but it wasn’t so easy tuning out a goddess. “It has failed you both.”

He could detect where exactly her voice was coming from. And he was too afraid to turn and face where she stood—over the unmoving corpse of Asher Black.

“He’s mine now, Sister.” The thundering rumble of the God’s voice was clearer than that of the Goddess. It reverberated within Nikola down to his core, shaking the very foundation of his being. The Warrior of all warriors.

The Horned One stepped into view, circling around Morrigan. His eyes, like the gates of Hell, were fixated on Nikola. The lady gasped, only seeing the God of the two twins present. She crawled backwards, out of sight, out of mind.

Nikola recognized the Blood God from paintings and odes, but seeing the mighty beast was another thing entirely. Yet somehow Nikola resisted the crushing instinct to bow. Here was the being that was the origin of Nikola’s greatest woes and unforgivable sins.

Tasting Nikola’s hatred, the God chuckled. He felt the vibrations in the marrow of his bones. “Ah, blame me not. I simply gave humanity a gift. What you’ve chosen to do to one another has been of your own will.”

“Nikola,” the Goddess interrupted.

Unable to bear the sight of the demonic god any longer, Nikola finally faced his worst nightmare—Asher, his Asher, lifeless, an unnatural sight. The Goddess, her glowing form transparent as she released Nikola from her binds, hovered above Asher to guide his spirit away. Away from Nikola.

Damn this planet. Let vampires destroy it as they destroyed each other. They didn’t need his help. Nikola Kingston was done with this life.

“Let me hold him one last time,” Nikola called to the Moon, daring a step forward.

Dizziness swam in his vision, the edges feathering with blackness. Wait… no, wait! His next step was a stumble.

Asher’s porcelain skin began to split at the seams, flaking. Turning to ash.

“No,” Nikola sobbed. He was untethered. He would follow Asher into the darkness. If only the world would stop spinning, his consciousness failing him. Maybe it’s all a terrible dream I will wake up from. “Not yet. Please.”

“Your Conversion is not yet complete, Nikola Kingston,” Goddess and God said in unison. Her voice was lightyears away on the other side of the universe. His, a howl between Nikola’s ears.

Nikola’s third step slipped from beneath him. The floors flooded in blood rushed toward him. He slammed down with a thick splash, and he found himself wishing it was enough to drown a vampire. When he inhaled, he did not taste copper, but instead salt. Bedrock scraped beneath his skin. As he pushed up to his knees, he found himself in the celestial salt flats.

But it was all wrong.

The oversized moon reflected a fierce scarlet light, painting the entire scene in splashes of blood red. He peered at the waters surrounding him for endless miles. He swirled his hands in the liquid, feeling its viscosity. When he cupped his hands, lifting a sample to examine it, he realized it wasn’t the moon that was casting a red light over the flats. The flats were flooded with bright blood that subtly glowed with its own light, smelling like seawater.

The surrealistic oceanic monsters were absent, the dark purple sky a vacant void. Though he recalled the beasts having been utterly silent, he could’ve sworn he heard their absence now. Unlike the last time he’d woken up here stark naked, he still wore his clothes, drenched and hanging from his body.

Had some balance in the cosmos gone awry? Perhaps it was sending Nikola a warning against him being here, some sort of cosmic alarm system tripped.

Despite everything that had happened in the last hour, Nikola found enough life in himself to feel curiosity. What exactly were the salt flats that the divine resided in? Another hallucination… the afterlife? Was this the plane in which vampires went simply during Changes and Conversions, or was it something more, where a vampire’s soul could exist outside of its body?

Nikola vaguely recalled some of Corvellious’s theories regarding the planes. At the time, Nikola had assumed Corvellious had been appealing to Nikola’s Catholic roots, easing his transition from his human stage of life to the next. His vampiric father had theorized that perhaps the salt planes were a fork in the road. No living creature knew what resided on the other side, and it had always been assumed only a god or a goddess would be privy to such knowledge.

The state of being Blood or Moon, evidently, depended on the path of one’s soul.

Asher had started to believe that the God and Goddess weren’t divine quite as humanity had always defined it but were of a different existence entirely. If they weren’t dealers in the afterlife, perhaps they did not even know. Puppet masters of souls but only while the souls were on the living plane.

What lay over the edge of the salt flats?

Was there an edge?

Nikola stood up straight. The God and Goddess appeared on either side of him, the Horned One crisp and lifelike and the Goddess hardly more than a ghost. He addressed them both equally, his apathy granting him the confidence and the strength to do so. “What is this place?”

He expected disdainful silence, but it was the Goddess who answered. Nikola had to strain his ears to hear the wisps of her voice. “It is home.”

He almost snarled at the riddle-like answer, but the God took up the thread, amusement laced throughout his words. “It is where all of you go during times of change, be it death, rebirth, or Conversion, as you call it. We cannot rework a soul outside of our own creation. And this is the plane we created to handle human souls.”

The Goddess whispered, “A vessel is required in which we can manage a soul, the body with a functioning heart and circulatory system. If that body fails, we must contain the soul here. It is that reason why the vampiric body fades away once we relinquish our hold.”

It was far more of an answer than Nikola could’ve hoped for. And from the answers came a flicker of determination. A fiery flare that couldn’t have survived in his shattered heart if it were still Moon. But he was Blood now. The essence of Blood was survival, the domination of death itself.

“And time, how does that work?” Nikola demanded, looking at the failing image of the Goddess. “Has Asher turned into dust?”

The Goddess said, “He lingers. It is as if you’ve been suspended in a dream.”

Hope. Nikola dared to hope. He pivoted on his heels, not wanting to speak his plans out loud or ask for direction out of fear of divine intervention. This was their private bubble in the universe, and they could very well stop him if they chose to. But where the fuck could he go? He saw no other vampires around. No one Nikola had ever spoken to had mentioned seeing anyone else but the God and Goddess during their transformations. But had any other vampire ever thought to look?

The Goddess’s voice was nearly indiscernible. “You need Asher Black.”

Yes.

And, right now, Asher Black needed Nikola Kingston.

“Where do I go?” Nikola snarled. “I’ll let you take me in his stead if I must. Just tell me.”

The Goddess was gone. The God circled Nikola like a bird of prey stalking a field mouse, his red eyes cruel and calculating. A smirk pulled at his lips. “Your hatred for life if the boy died would make you unstoppable… if it did not kill you. And…” The God stepped forward and towered over Nikola, grinning a mouth full of sharpened teeth. His next statement was a low growl as he bent toward Nikola’s ear. “I am still in need of you and Asher Black.”

Nikola held the God’s gaze. He felt the burn behind his retinas, but he did not look away.

“Turn. And run. You’ll find them there.”

A flicker, and the God was gone. Part of Nikola suspected the God was just toying with him, sending him on a wild goose chase so he could be laughed at from whatever fucked up cloud the vampiric gods resided upon.

Nikola turned and ran. His trajectory was seemingly aimless, but it was in the exact opposite direction of the creator of the Blood vampires. What other frame of reference did Nikola have in the empty landscape?

He couldn’t be sure if the remarkable speed at which he sprinted was the nature of the salt flats, or if it was the gift of being Blood. Whichever the case, he guessed he’d appear as less than a blur to the human eye. Perhaps even the vampiric eye. It was no wonder Nikola had been able to subdue the High King before he knew what was hitting him.

Nikola had once asked himself if Blood was capable of love, or if it was just an imitation of love in a brutal form. He finally had his answer. It truly was a different form, a vicious thing, fueled by possessiveness and fiery protectiveness. He needed the strength of the Horned One to save Asher Black, and he’d rip this entire plane apart to find him if he must. Twofold if it meant bringing him back to Earth.

He’d burn the planet with his rage if he couldn’t have Asher Black.

He’d destroy the divine in the wake of the destruction if he could figure out how.

In the distance, what could’ve been miles away, rose a new sight. A break in the barren flatness. It was the glow of a cold dawn, the rising sun breaching the horizon. The red flares arced into the sky, as if the aurora had started to bleed from its veins.

As Nikola came closer, the silhouettes of individual figures began to take shape.

Nikola’s heart leaped, nearly tripping him. Those were people. Other vampires. A line of translucent naked bodies with their heads bent, looking… what were they looking at?

There were rows of them. Nikola could vaguely recognize a few lining the front. No… wait, no. These were the dead souls of the recently deceased vampires. He knew because he spotted the mummified and shriveled forms of the High King and his guard. Not who he wanted to find, but a sign he’d gone in the right direction.

He needed to locate Asher.

He risked the King and his guard attacking him, surely. He would unflinchingly kill them yet again if they dared get in his way. But how could Nikola kill a soul already on its way out?

Nikola was spared a decision.

The first row consisting of the King, his guard, and those Nikola did not recognize took a step forward. Then fell out of sight. An edge! The souls of the dead vampires were jumping over the side of the realm, as flat as what young Nikola had once believed the Earth to be. Falling into only the Creator knew what. Heaven? Hell? An inconceivable other?

He had to get to Asher before he made that final leap.

Nikola hadn’t stopped running, finally reaching the back of the crowd. He briefly had an impulsive thought—what if he, of the living, jumped? But he didn’t have the time to entertain the thought experiment.

“Asher!” Nikola roared. His voice echoed off the facets of time and space, yet it still didn’t reach the ears of the deceased. Not a soul acknowledged Nikola.

With a snarl, Nikola fell back on the sense some of the greatest predators defaulted on—scent. And Nikola had Asher’s distinct hybrid perfume embedded into his DNA. The souls themselves, ghosts of colorful vapor, carried the fragrance of their living bodies, if not more so.

Asher was lost somewhere in the middle of the dead.

The vampires shuffled forward as the next row replaced the King’s.

“Asher!” Nikola screamed again, knowing it to be in vain, trying anyway. He elbowed through the vampires, half-expecting confrontation or protest. After all, how dare he of the living interrupt? But none registered him, too engrossed in the state of their own deaths.

The next row fell.

The one after that moved ahead.

Nikola went to push aside a soul. His breath caught as his arm passed through the spectral. The closer they got to the edge, the closer to death, the further they got away from the land of the living. Which meant, soon, there would be nothing Nikola could do to grab Asher.

The vampires up front jumped.

The crowd shifted to fill the spots.

Nikola found Asher mid-step, moments beyond the point of no return. “Asher!” Nikola cried, voice cracking along the fissures of his ruined heart.

Maybe it was a miracle. Maybe it was because Asher had known Nikola in life. Perhaps there was divine interference? Or could it be that Asher’s love and Nikola’s devotion transcended life and death? The last of the great borders of the world failing to separate them…? Regardless of how, Asher Black heard Nikola’s call and gave pause. The rest of the dead moved around him like fish swimming upstream, navigating around a stone.

Nikola grabbed Asher’s hand and pulled him away from the edge of the salt flats. Asher’s solid form slammed into Nikola, ghostly colors brightening, substance and matter returning to him.

“Nikki,” Asher breathed. Nikola choked back sobs.

“You’re not going over yet,” he snarled, yanking Asher into a messy and violent kiss. “Not without me.”

“Nikki, your eyes.”

Yeah, that. They’d need to talk about that. But not here. They were going home.

But how?

Lips as soft as gossamer and as subtle as the kiss of an evening breeze tickled Nikola’s brow. He smelled the white roses of the Moon. Though he could not see her, he felt her fingers cradling the back of Nikola’s head, as if he were a babe being laid to sleep in a crib.

“Awaken, Nikola Kingston.”

He opened his eyes, finding himself laying at Asher Black’s side, reaching out with his hand on the younger vampire’s chest, as if Nikola had crawled in his sleep toward him. Most likely he had done precisely that during his great sprint across the salt flats.

Nikola lifted his head. Asher’s chest was whole again. Nikola gave a cry and heard Morrigan’s startle in the background. He shoved himself up and threw his weight at Asher, grasping at his face. “Asher? My Asher?” He had the uncanny sense of déjà vu.

Silver and red eyes blinked up at him, pricking with tears. “Fuck,” Asher muttered weakly. “We’re making this shit a habit, eh?”

Nikola took Asher into a bruising kiss that was drowning in tears. Asher’s fingers curled into the loosened locks of Nikola’s hair, pulling him in as close as possible. Asher withdrew, keeping their foreheads pressed together and traced a finger along the corner of Nikola’s left eye. His gaze skimmed the floors with the twitch of his mouth, at the ash soaking up the cooling blood. “You really took all those fuckers out for me?”

Nikola swallowed hard. The inevitable shame, long delayed, settled heavily in his stomach, sickening him. “For you, Asher, anything. But if it’s too much—”

“Shush, idiot. I’m still half-Blood, y’know. Killing a bunch of crazed bitches to avenge me is probably the hottest thing you’ve ever done.” Nikola guffawed in surprise. Asher’s sly grin softened. “Plus, we’re twinsies now.”

“What do you—?”

“My apologies for interrupting such a touching moment,” Morrigan reminded them of her existence. “But the Earth trembles.”

Nikola would’ve interpreted that as a foreboding riddle if not for the next tremor rumbling overhead, the chiseled statues in the ceiling shivering and dust raining down. Nikola leaped to his feet, helping Asher up with his arms firmly wrapped around the hybrid’s shoulders. “An earthquake in Grander? Why, I’ve never…”

Morrigan’s jaw ticked. “You weren’t conscious during it. There’s an ancient theory that a window to the afterlife opens around the body of a dead vampire. Death seeking Death. I shall not ask what either of you encountered, at least not yet, but moments before awakening, there was a seismic blast of sorts. Perhaps it was the energy of Nikola dragging a soul across the planes or maybe it was the power of the divine breaking barriers. Whatever it was, it was strong enough to throw me against the wall. And the Earth since has been trembling.”

“Shit,” Asher hissed. “A cave-in.”

Nikola glared up at the carved ceiling as another quake wracked the room, greater than the previous. “We must hurry then.” No way in hell had he saved Asher from the land of the dead only for them to end up buried alive. He looked at Lady… no, at High Queen Morrigan. “You know which way’s up?”

She nodded once. “Don’t fall behind.”

Hand-in-hand, Asher and Nikola raced behind the Queen of Grander out of the crumbling grave of the late High King.

[image: image-placeholder]

It was just shy of midnight when they emerged from the tumultuous catacombs, each of them scraped and bruised from the dropping bedrock and tripping on the shaking ground. Chaos and destruction greeted them.

Grander, a city built upon an old network of unregulated and neglected tunnels, was falling in. The night shrieked with the groans and crashes of collapsing buildings, buckling pavements, and sirens. The screams and sobs of the injured and the panicking were an orchestra straight from Hell. Random bouts of fires stained the sky with an orange glow, smoke choking the heavens.

“Lord, forgive me,” Nikola breathed. “We did this.”

“Nikki,” Asher murmured. He was alive, breathing. Asher’s life was worth Grander’s fall and more. Was it Nikola’s Blood heart that dampened his regret? What was a city cursed by the undead compared to his beloved, after all?

“Is this due to my Conversion to Blood?” Nikola said.

Asher gaped at him. “Shit, you don’t know. Nikola, you’re—” He shook his head, abandoning explanations. He tugged Nikola toward the black window of a shop still standing.

Nikola’s reflection, partially transparent, stared back at him with silver and red. “Oh, Goddess.” He touched the corner of his left eye. “Whatever have we done?”

“We can save the self-righteous guilt for later,” Morrigan snapped. “My headquarters was built upon solid ground. We can take refuge there. Come.”

Nikola grimaced against the direct command. Morrigan still viewed herself as their authority. He and Asher paused and exchanged glances. Nikola had an inkling that once emergency excavations and human coverage began pouring in, the vampiric underbelly of Grander would be exposed. All the while the great and sudden tragedy would put the city in the headlines across the country. Nikola gave it at most forty-eight hours before the catacombs—or at least the remnants—were discovered.

Nikola and Asher had escaped with their lives. Nothing about their original plans had changed.

“I’m afraid, Queen Morrigan,” Nikola stated, catching Asher’s hand, and taking a pointed step backwards, “that we have a train to catch.”

The night continued to cry out around them. Nikola watched her weigh her chances of forcing their hand, but he wasn’t surprised when she dipped her head in compliance. After all, she was outnumbered, and she had just witnessed the crescendo of Nikola Kingston’s strength and the potential of a hybrid. “Run back to your coven, but don’t pretend you two are finished with Grander.”

She spoke with such conviction that it had Nikola wondering if she knew something he didn’t—if she’d heard words that he’d missed.

He’d fret over that later. All he cared about now was getting Asher to safety. The both of them to safety.

Finally.


CHAPTER THIRTY
Asher


Whenever Nikola had mentioned a train, Asher had assumed the guy was just being old-fashioned. But he meant a literal train.

Before catching it, they made a stop at the cold and empty mansion to fetch fresh clothes not caked in blood and some essentials, like Nikola’s fake ID and cash. To Asher’s amusement, Nikola grabbed a tube of lube. “Ah, yes. The essentials,” Asher quipped. Nikola flashed him a half-smile, the first expression Asher had seen on the man that wasn’t doom and gloom in God knows how long.

There was no running water, but it wasn’t like they had time to wash off. However, Nikola still had cellphone service and was able to make a brief call to Veronica—who audibly screamed when she picked up on the first ring.

He managed to warn her about the, erm, change in Nikola’s status as a Moon Child. After he reiterated the pressing state of Grander, she begrudgingly agreed to wait for details once they had met up.

A trickle of nerves fluttered in Asher’s stomach. Shit, would they really accept him? “I’ll be there in about two- or three-days’ time,” Nikola promised before hanging up. Lifting the single bag between them and pecking Asher on the lips, Nikola said, “Let’s go.”

Obviously, the stations of Grander were out of commission, so the pair ran on foot over a night and a half to the closest city. They took refuge in a retired farmer’s neglected barn just before dawn, where Nikola quietly fed from the sleeping wife. Before he went, Asher stayed behind amidst the rotting hay, explaining to Nikola, “It’s… it’s still weird. Not feeding to kill. Not killing to feed. I don’t, uh, I don’t think I’m ready.”

Nikola hesitated for a beat before saying, “That’s alright, my love. I’ll help you with that once we’re in a better spot. At least drink from me once I’m back. I shall not be long, I promise.”

Asher was impatient for him to return, afraid he’d be taken away from him again. But Nikola kept his promise.

They reached the Amtrack station just after dusk, quick to purchase a one-way ticket to Chicago, private cabin. On paper, the trip would take twenty-two hours, but Nikola was accounting for delays.

Once in their cabin, Nikola locked their door and exhaled slowly, beginning the much overdue process of decompressing. Neither of them had had much of the chance or energy to talk the last couple nights. Asher lightly commented, “You know, I ain’t ever been on a train before.”

Nikola, gazing into his reflection in the window, distractingly replied, “Hm, you were Changed young, and was immediately imprisoned in a world not of your choosing.”

Asher walked up behind him and touched the small of his back. They stood together, examining their reflections. “I wonder if we’re the only ones out there. Someone not as fucked as the King to show us the ropes.”

Nikola heaved a sigh and pulled the curtains closed, tying it secure to contain tomorrow’s sun. “Perhaps someday we may search the continents for others, but I fear the worst for our kind. We should lay low for… however long we need.”

Asher smiled softly. “I can think of worse things we could be doing.” The corners of his mouth tugged into a sultry grin. “Lots we can get up to with some down time.”

Like a pin being dropped, it settled in that they were not only as safe as can be given their situation, but they were getting away. Asher, for the first time in over a decade, was far away from Grander. And Malkolm wasn’t alive to go after him.

Mania shot through Asher’s nervous system. He yanked Nikola into a kiss full of boiling suggestions and filled his lungs with the blood-tinged rosy musk of a hybrid. A scent Asher was already getting used to, becoming addicted to. It suited the older vampire so well.

Nikola clasped Asher’s throat, a statement of possession. Danger and excitement sizzled up Asher’s spine, released as a wild gasp. Nikola shoved Asher back into the door of the compartment, causing it to rattle. Wait, Nikola had locked it, right? Ah, fuck it.

The kisses were fierce amidst the mutual impatience. Asher choked on a laugh as he caught Nikola’s hands, the claws subconsciously unsheathed, to stop him from shredding the clothes they’d just snagged.

The action triggered something in Nikola. He felt the scorch of it graze his own skin, a dart of need throbbing down his uncomfortably hard member. The older vampire was a whirl of motion, spinning Asher with him, until it abruptly stopped. Asher found himself pinned beneath Nikola in the seat, the hand around his neck again.

Asher’s breath left him. Nikola’s eyes were a storm of domination and demand, domineering and severe. Asher had seen similar looks before, in crueler forms. It was the lust of Blood. But Nikola wasn’t just sex and Blood, he was love and Moon. Asher trusted the man wholeheartedly.

Nikola Kingston would never hurt Asher Black.

Unless, of course, Asher consented to it.

With a wicked smile, Asher pulled Nikola down into him, handing him that permission wordlessly. Hands slid across hotly flushed skin, removing obstructive pieces of clothing. Open mouths clashed, moans and snarls mingling.

Asher was on fire with desire, but Nikola was half-feral. His teeth nicked Asher’s lips, and hooked claws split open shallow flesh. Nikola wasn’t used to the flair of Blood’s hunger—and Asher, lost to his own ecstatic delirium, planned to satiate Nikola’s monster.

Asher’s breath shuddered as Nikola nudged apart Asher’s knees, settling between them with a jutting cock. “Wait,” Asher breathed, earning a snarl of discontent. He didn’t entirely recognize the desperate beast in Nikola’s intense eyes, but, fuck, he loved it, was eager to get to know it. To push its buttons.

With a breathless giggle, Asher grunted, “Lube, idiot.” Nikola rumbled with mounting impatience as Asher reached over the edge of the seat to blindly fish out the tube from the duffel bag.

Nikola snatched it greedily, uncapping and slathering Asher’s crevice in one motion, losing half the contents in the feverous process. Nikola wasted no time drinking Asher in with a kiss, sheathing his cock into Asher’s pleading body.

Asher bit back a groan at the tight fullness, the abrupt stretch. Other passengers, he reminded himself. There were other passengers. He bit his lip to the point of bleeding, holding back cries as Nikola ravaged him animalistically.

Nikola snagged a fistful of hair, yanking Asher’s head back. He growled against Asher’s Adam’s apple, “Let me hear you.”

The resulting moan tumbling from Asher’s mouth was automatic, his cock and stomach electrified by Nikola’s assertion. Asher wrapped his legs around Nikola’s trunk, hanging onto the back of Nikola’s neck for dear life. “You’re gonna make me cum,” Asher gasped in warning.

That only made Nikola fuck him all the harder. The beast of the man was shaking, chasing his own climax, not holding back. Asher caught Nikola’s mouth, each feeling the other’s orgasm hooking them, muscles tensing, broken and muffled moans between them.

“I love you,” Nikola breathed.

Asher always swore off those words during sex. Hell, in recent years, he had sworn them off altogether. But this was different. Nikola was different. “I love you,” Asher said, meaning it. Fucking meaning it.

Nikola fell apart at once, molten warmth filling Asher to delicious brink. Nikola cursed between exclamations of Asher’s name. As he rode out the last of his climax, Asher followed in fireworks of ecstasy and euphoria, seed spilling across his chest.

Nikola collapsed onto Asher, uncaring about the mess. Asher stroked Nikola’s crown, kissing his brow as Nikola lazily planted lips across Asher’s collarbone.

“I love you,” Asher said, and before Nikola could say it back, he said it again. “I love you.” He kept saying it a few more times because he meant it. For the first time in his life, it felt safe to mean it.
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Asher Black had never been on a train before, and he sure as hell hadn’t ever been to any place of Chicago’s size. Shit, after moving from nowhere Alabama, he’d considered Grander “big.” Nikola kept one eye on the unfamiliar streets, scanning for threats, and another fixed on Asher, bemused by the way he stumbled as he ogled at the impossibly tall, reflective towers.

The bustle of humans worming around them despite the dark hours, illuminated by lamps so bright they were damn near painful, it was jarring. Nikola had said he had moved to Grander a handful of decades ago, so he also visibly flinched at the whirl of life and splendor. But he played it off by teasing Asher, “Not used to the metropolis, eh?”

Nikola scrutinized the faces of any who glanced their way. Asher would’ve been in survival mode himself but was too stupefied by the lights and sounds bouncing off the endless skyscrapers. Shit, he felt like a little kid, Nikki leading him by the hand. But Asher couldn’t even smell another vampire besides themselves, sure as hell none distinctly Blood or Moon. Just a bunch of humans awfully comfortable being out on foot after dark.

“Here,” Nikola said, stopping before the fancy hotel they’d agreed to meet up at. It was nestled between another sparkling hotel and some deep-dish pizzeria boasting its national fame.

Asher had a strange thought. Too bad I ain’t human so I could see what the big deal is about Chicago pie.

Asher frowned at the hotel’s revolving door shielded by the lit-up arched awning. He hadn’t ever really stayed in a proper hotel before. Leave it to Veronica to find one as outlandish as this one.

Come to think of it, there was a lot of shit he hadn’t done in his life—human or otherwise. But in theory, he had an eternity laid out before him. Could he really be free to experience life, if only under the cloak of nightfall? Shit, with Nikki, too. Did he even deserve this grab at happiness?

“Come,” Nikola murmured, smiling warmly. “Our friends await.”

Our friends. Shit, man. Tonight was already a night of firsts. Might as well keep moving forward. Asher looped his arm through Nikola’s and entered the lobby of the hotel.

Unlike the Super 8’s Asher often found himself led to during hunts, their hotel sported employees wearing suits, a glittering chandelier of probably fake diamonds, a fountain swimming with koi, and its own pristine bar. Asher’s blood felt muddy just standing there. Everything was just too clean and gold and white.

Veronica announced herself with a shriek of joy that startled a family of four checking in at the desk. She was dressed down in a hoodie and torn jeans, and a streak of gray in her braids gave away her thirst, but her energy was enduringly untethered. She vaulted over one of the leather couches, slamming into Nikola’s chest and sobbing. “You’re alive. Holy fuck, you made it.”

“Tch, don’t sound so surprised,” Nikola grumbled, embracing the weeping vampire. Meanwhile, Francis approached Asher and held out a hand. Asher just barely managed to keep himself from wincing.

Swallowing, Asher shook it firmly. “Welcome, brother.” Asher, to his immense relief, tasted the honesty in Francis’s greeting. Maybe… maybe this could work.

“Do you really think it’s over?” Francis pondered, releasing his grip and addressing Nikola.

Nikola huffed a weary chuckle. “Ah, the war between lord and lady, puppets being played by the High King puppeteer… oh, yes. That’s over. But—do not alarm yourself, I pray of you—Morrigan gave me a cryptic message I fear may be a translation from the God that Asher and I are not done with Grander.”

Francis frowned, calmly considering the words. Without the film of mutual dislike, Asher could admire the Moon Child’s stoic composure. Asher, on the other hand, wanted to kick that shiny coffee table over the idea of ever returning to that fucking city. “Hm, I would reckon none of us are finished with the consequences of Grander. This may very well be the next Purging.”

“I’ll be surprised if it is anything but. Yet the era of vampires beating a dead horse of archaic measures may have ended by… by my hands.” Nikola grimaced, his red eye flashing before moving on. Asher yearned to comfort him but didn’t want to interrupt. “I have faith in Morrigan. She is a champion of change and adaptability. Of diplomacy.”

“Curious how a vampire could debate political councils.”

“As am I.” Nikola glanced at him, absently tapping his forehead against Asher’s. Asher couldn’t shake the persistent feeling that they were missing something. That there was something they had misunderstood. “Grander may follow us. But we will be ready.”

“Both hybrids,” Veronica breathed. She stepped away from Nikola, giving her husband the chance to clasp his forearms and pull him into a tight hug.

Veronica cupped Asher’s cheeks, pecking his face with a flurry of tiny kisses. Asher scrunched his features, pretending to act annoyed. “So, those old bastards are really dead?” she said once she ceased her affectionate assault. “Christ. So, Morrigan. She’s High Queen?”

“Aye,” Nikola said. “But Kat is waiting in their coven’s room, yes? I’ll tell everyone at once. Together.” He squeezed Asher’s hand, his heart swelling to the point of bursting.

Veronica squealed with elation, hopping from foot-to-foot. “Let’s go! Let’s go! The first night of the rest of our lives!”

Asher let out a laugh, leaning a hand against Nikola’s shoulder, steadying himself against his dizziness.

Grander had never been his home. None of them were planning on settling here in Chicago, either. But Asher Black felt safe and secure with Nikola Kingston and his coven. Wherever they went together, maybe that would be home.

The vampiric war in Grander may be over, but the aftermath continues to haunt Asher and Nikola in Blood and Moon 2.5: Dawn of the Shadows. Summer 2024


About the author


Alex Vale is the pseudonym for a Midwestern-turned-Upstate New Yorker. He somehow managed to survive the Bible Belt growing up as an openly queer trans youth and continues to kick in gender barriers to this day. When not glued to a screen or a book, you can find him hovering in the dark corners of local DIY metal venues.

For more information, please visit alexvalewrites.com

Follow the author on Instagram:

Instagram.com/alexvalewrites

Or join my Facebook group!:

Facebook.com/alexvalecoven

cover.jpeg
ET 00 D A N D™ uom@ i
2 ART T W @

418
s

\41\

OF THE

NIG

ALEXV A L\








page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc289.jpg





