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      The children lined up along the wall, bare feet padding silently and eyes averted as the woman with the electric prod stood by, watching closely. Her eyes narrowed when she saw the small brown-haired boy near the end of the line stumble. He’d caught his toe on a broken piece of white tile that seemed to morph into the same dimensionless space as every other clinical plane in the room.

      The boy let out a tiny whimper as the ragged edge split his skin. One of the guards blocking the door growled audibly and he saw the headmistress adjust her grip on the long handle of her prod.

      A hand grabbed him by the arm, pulling him back to his place in line. He looked into the wide blue eyes that met his own, surrounded by a veil of long hair as black as his pupils.

      The other boy didn’t have a name. Neither of them did. He was Blue Eyes in the small brunette’s mind. Another child plucked from the blood farms, saved from a life hooked up to needles that would bleed him dry, if he wasn’t purchased by a wealthy vampire or an elf who wished to use his lifeblood for magic.

      They called it saved, at any rate. The boy found it difficult to believe when they were condemned to a life of grueling training, constantly pitted against one another in the hopes that they would one day emerge from the chrysalis of death to be revealed as the greatest treasure any vampire could possess: a chimera.

      Chimeras were rare and indistinguishable from humans, so the human children collected from the farms were gathered and sifted through like sand, all in hopes of finding that one gold nugget in a million grains.

      The boy was sure the only gold that ran through his veins was the kind the vampires bled with their syringes and tubes. If anyone had a chance at becoming one of the beautiful gods who rose from the ashes of transformation and emerged stronger than the natural-born vampires themselves, it was Blue Eyes.

      He was, after all, the favorite. He ran faster than the others. He was stronger. He fought without reservation and drew blood in their combat sessions like it was his birthright, but there was still kindness in his eyes. The glimmer of a will unbroken.

      Blue Eyes raised a finger to his lips and the boy nodded in understanding. He stood with his back against the wall and the toes of his uniform boots touching. The headmistress didn’t tolerate noise and she certainly didn’t tolerate weakness.

      They were gathered for a momentous occasion that afternoon. Or maybe it was night. The boy hadn’t seen the sky since infancy, and then only for the short trip from the farm to the Academy, but he saw it in his dreams—a shimmering blanket of lavender sprinkled with jewel drops as sweetly colorful as candy. In his dreams, he would stretch his arms open and the sky would come down to wrap around him like a crystalline cocoon. It would morph and harden around him, keeping him safe and sound until he could emerge the creature he was always meant to become.

      Most chrysalises birthed elegant butterflies with gossamer wings, but this one was different. When it finally broke open, the boy would become a bird with great wings strong enough to carry him away to some distant shore where they could never chase him. Maybe even Blue Eyes, too.

      “Bring them in,” the Headmistress ordered once she seemed reasonably satisfied with the children’s orderliness. Two guards left the room and returned with two twenty-year-old humans, one male and one female. The boy knew they were twenty, because that was the age at which all human students of the Academy made the choice, even though it wasn’t really a choice at all. The day they got a name.

      It was either a word-name, as all the ghouls wore to distinguish one from the other, or a true-name. The kind only the Master Vampire himself could bestow. A name that meant you were someone. A name that made you someone.

      How the boy longed for a name that would never be. He had only seen Eric on a few occasions at a distance, but the impossibly beautiful creature always seemed so kind. So gentle. To be named by one so beautiful… surely that meant something.

      Maybe it was even enough to clip his wings and leave him content with a life spent in service to the beasts who’d taken him from a mother he did not know, beasts who subjected him to a life of tests and grueling training that was both meant to break and strengthen his will.

      In ten years’ time, the boy would make his choice. One way or another, he would have his name. Today, it was their turn and he watched as the man and woman were forced into metal chairs with thick straps across their arms, chests and ankles.

      The boy swallowed the knot in his throat and tried not to breathe too loud. This was the first time the newest group would witness the gruesome transformation from human to… one or the other. Even so, whispers from the previous classes had trickled down and given him enough reason to be terrified. For all the butterflies he would never be to flutter around in his stomach like a swarm.

      The Academy’s chief physician approached the young man first with a large needle attached to a hanging bag filled with the Master Vampire’s blood. The human spat in his face, but he didn’t react. Instead, he plunged the needle deep into the young man’s vein in the crook of his arm and the boy winced in sympathy.

      He dared to glance over at Blue Eyes, whose face was a blank mask. Exactly as it was supposed to be. The boy turned back to watch as the subject writhed in his chair, moaning in agony as the vampire blood began to work its way through his system.

      The physician approached the young woman next. Even from across the room, the boy could see the fear in her eyes, but she lifted her chin high and fixed them on the man coming toward her. When the needle went into her skin, she didn’t make a sound.

      The boy was afraid to breathe.

      Moments passed. Hours or maybe minutes. Time was a flimsy concept in their world. The young man who’d been biting down his painful moans screamed suddenly and it didn’t take long for the boy to realize why.

      His skin was bubbling, searing blisters forming instantaneously from his hand to the edge of his shirt sleeve. He thrashed and writhed in his chair as the vampire blood became a poison within his bloodstream.

      Soon the skin on the right side of his face began to burn and blister the same way. The boy’s heart wrenched itself into his gut and he held his breath as the headmistress and her guards stood by doing nothing.

      The young woman was taking deep, measured breaths, her eyes clenched shut as if she’d found a way to drown out the world around her. Surely she had to know the odds of her meeting the same fate as the one beside her--the boy she’d grown up with--were a thousand to one.

      When the young man’s flesh had seared away to bone and muscle, visible under a glossy sheen of plasma and blood, the guards unbound him from the chair. The headmistress walked over as they held him, dangling listlessly from both arms, his knees barely scraping the floor. She held a clipboard in her hand and marked something off as she stared down at the recently disfigured human with an expression of total apathy.

      “Status: Failed. Identification: Stone,” she announced with equal disinterest. “Get him to the recovery bay.”

      The guards dragged the moaning man out and the boy only let himself breathe when the doors were closed. He turned to the woman in the chair, who was clearly in a great deal of pain even though her flesh showed no signs of wear.

      It was so unlikely that she would turn out to be a chimera, and yet even the guards were watching her intently. The headmistress cocked her head slightly, her tapping pen the only sound in the room save for the other woman’s labored breathing.

      Suddenly, she went limp. The boy’s eyes widened and he wondered if this was it. It was rare, but some of the subjects died before they had the chance to become a vampire or a ghoul. The guards regularly lamented the fact that more didn’t go their way. In the never-ending quest to build an army of chimeras, a surplus of ghouls became a logistical nuisance. They seldom died and when they did, they never decayed. There were only so many uses for a former human whose blood was undrinkable.

      The young woman’s eyes flew open just as the headmistress seemed ready to approach and check on her. Through a veil of tangled yellow hair, her face went from plain and pretty to a ghastly snarl, but her skin was unblemished. The only physical change was the fact that her eyes were now as red as the blood rushing into her veins. They locked on the children across the room and the boy felt her staring right into his soul. When she opened her lips and let out a monstrous, hungry shriek, he quaked and tried to sink back into the wall.

      She strained and lashed out at the guards who made an attempt to restrain her.

      “Get the fentanyl,” the headmistress ordered.

      One of the guards raised a thick syringe filled with clear liquid.

      A chimera who had survived the vampire transformation could never be killed, by stake or by poison, but it would be enough to restrain her temporarily. The boy hoped.

      He watched with bated breath as the needle plunged into her neck and she issued another shriek that made his soul feel like it was tearing into thin strips. Her thrashing became so violent the chair shook and the boy was sure she’d break free, but she slumped over just as quickly as she had risen and that was that.

      The guards carted her off and the headmistress finally turned her attention to the children she’d been ignoring. “Well,” she said with the air of satisfaction, her shoulders squared proudly in her uniform jacket. “You’re a remarkably fortunate bunch, aren’t you? Your first viewing and you already got to see the transformation of a chimera.”

      A laugh filled the boy’s throat, but he choked it down with a strangled gulp.

      Fortunate. Was that what they were?

      “Any questions?” the headmistress asked. She sounded almost chipper. Clearly she was looking forward to having a good report to give the Master Vampire.

      A girl at the end of the line raised her hand.

      “Yes?”

      “What will her name be?” the girl asked in a timid voice, as if she was afraid her curiosity would earn her punishment.

      The headmistress smiled knowingly. It was a strange smile. The kind that made the boy feel colder for having seen it. “That’s for Master Eric to decide. One day, maybe he’ll choose yours as well.”

      The boy’s heart sank as it finally slowed down from the frantic pitter-patter rhythm it had kept through the whole display. He knew now more than ever that if he was ever given a name, it would be nothing more than the first word that sprang into the headmistress’ head. It was only a rare soul who had the strength to survive the transformation without becoming a ghoul, and there was no longer any question about it.

      The boy was not one of them.
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          Arden

        

      

    

    
      The meaning of life was something that had never troubled Arden the way it did most people, immortal or otherwise. His existence had been given a defined purpose from the moment of his birth, and its name was Eric. His master, his father, his god. Every moment of his life was devoted to the Master Vampire, and while he slept in the dark confines of a coffin, unaware of the time that passed outside the comfort of those velvet-lined walls, he dreamed of all the blood he’d spill for his master the next time he was called upon.

      Arden existed for him.

      Rose for him.

      Bled for him and killed for him.

      It was the rhythm of his life beating within his hollow chest, and the blood made it into a glorious symphony. It didn’t matter whether those periods of dormancy lasted for weeks or decades; who was a violin to question the refrain of a composer?

      Curled up on his side on a bed of plush silk and red velvet, the vampire looked more like a doll than a weapon. His build was slight and his white hair had grown out enough for the brown roots to show. The only blemish on his ivory skin was the narrow scar that cut down the left side of his bottom lip, a final token to remember his mortal life by, given on the day his body had been frozen forever at the age of twenty.

      Arden’s full lips stretched into a satisfied smile as he slept. He could still taste the blood of his last offering to his master. The sinuous neck of Eric’s greatest enemy—a courtier named Rowan who had declared his loyalty to the Master Vampire’s face while whispering conspiracies behind his back.

      Betrayal had such a sweet aftertaste.

      The next target Arden would be awakened to assassinate remained as much of a mystery as what day the coffin lid would finally open once more, but it didn’t matter. He would do as he always had. He would obey, and when Eric was ready to put him back in his box, he would fold himself like an obedient doll and let them seal him away until he was needed again.

      All he asked was to be needed. To serve. To sate his thirst with the blood of his master’s enemies.

      As the Master Vampire of Ark, the most powerful of the vampire-controlled nations in the world of Teros, Eric had plenty of those to go around, but Arden wasn’t the only doll in his collection. His only grievance was the fact that there were others, but that wasn’t his right to question, either. Eric was his entire world, but he knew he was merely the vampire’s favorite weapon, and it was enough.

      It was always enough.

      Light came and with it, a familiar face. Fair brows knit together in concern over a face of pleasantly angular features that hadn’t aged a day.

      Lauren’s hair was pulled back in a ponytail high and tight enough to smooth out the sparse wrinkles in her forehead, as usual. She looked in on the young man in the coffin and her stern features softened into the faintest of smiles as his eyes opened fully.

      “Time to wake up, Arden,” she said in a voice as warm as the light that swallowed the darkness that had been Arden’s world for…

      “How long?” he asked, sitting up slowly. His body was slightly stiff from being immobile for so long, even though the deep slumber that could only come from a coffin’s rest had kept him from feeling it the way he might have when he was human.

      So long ago that was.

      “A year,” she answered. Her half-smile widened when she saw the surprise on his face. She was holding a thick white bathrobe open for him in the same room he’d gone to sleep in. Bare walls, featureless save for the emergency lock panel on the door. That never changed. “The fae have been quiet.”

      “If he needs me, they must be making some noise,” he said, taking the hand of the silent human guard next to the coffin as the man helped him out. He didn’t recognize the guard, but he rarely did. It wasn’t a position many were eager to stay in, if promotion was an option.

      Lauren was the only other constant in his life, besides Eric. Them and death.

      The new guard was tall and bigger than most. Elves were by far the tallest among the seven distinct species that controlled Teros, with the fae close behind them in stature. Shifters varied in height depending on their affinity for a particular animal form, but human males were generally sturdy and this one put most of them to shame. It was why their species made the perfect food supply. They were hardy enough to withstand multiple feedings, when done responsibly, but too weak to overpower their vampire masters.

      This one had a flashing port in his neck, technology courtesy of the elven allies of the vampire realm. The elves needed blood for their magic, and the vampires had plenty of it, so in turn, they shared their advanced technology. Symbiosis at its finest.

      The man’s dark hair was close-shaven on both sides and long on top, falling into eyes the color of a cloudy sky. It wasn’t a regulation haircut and Arden couldn’t imagine all that much had changed within a year. He was surprised Lauren would tolerate it. The man’s face was covered in scars, and he had the strangest urge to reach out and touch them. Even stronger was the urge to tear into the human’s neck, but he had learned the punishment for such behavior long ago and didn’t care to relive those harsh lessons of his early second life.

      “As a matter of fact, tonight you were summoned for a different reason,” said Lauren.

      Arden gave her a quizzical look as he slipped into the robe, but he knew the mischief in her eyes meant he wasn’t going to get an answer. Why she bothered trying to joke with him, he didn’t know. Her attempts always fell flat. Then again, maybe that was part of the fun.

      “Come,” she said, taking Arden’s arm. The guard opened the door for them into the vast headquarters of the laboratory in which Arden had spent the vast majority of his life. He was one of Eric’s earliest subjects, but according to the vampire himself, Arden was his “crowning glory.” He might not have been born a vampire, but the transition had given him strength and invulnerability far greater than his natural-born counterparts. All vampires claimed a form of immortality, but a chimera, one who had been mortal once, was more powerful than ten of their kind put together. A stake that could end a natural vampire’s life was nothing more than a nuisance to him. He was a weapon to be treasured, or a plague to be cursed, depending on one’s perspective.

      The other test subjects were not all so fortunate. The process of turning a human into a vampire was fraught with improbability and agony on the rare occasion that it worked at all. Most were condemned to the fate of ghouls--grotesquely disfigured beings caught in a state that could hardly be considered life. It was estimated that they lived as long as vampires and never succumbed to old age, but unlike vampires, they lacked free will. No matter how clever or independent, a ghoul would always ultimately be bound to the will of the vampire who had created him.

      Unfortunately for the denizens of the ghoul race, creating a vampire was an imprecise process that required endless trial and error to achieve the desired results. Only a chimera could safely make the transition past the hellish in-between state in which ghouls lived and into full vampirism. In fact, the only trait ghouls shared with their beguiling counterparts was that both ghouls and chimeras were virtually indestructible. For the one, it was a blessing and the other, a curse.

      The lower floor of the laboratory was far less clinical than the testing and observation rooms above where Arden had spent most of his early life. He’d learned to kill in that tall, gray building and he’d learned to hone his body into a weapon long before he’d become one by blood, not that he remembered any of it. His youth was a vague blur to him, as if it had happened to someone else entirely.

      On the first floor, there were comfortable rooms where Eric’s favorites were kept and tended to. Every person on staff nodded reverently toward him as they passed. It had only been a year, but the floor had undergone some notable cosmetic changes. The halls were wider and the tacky ceiling tiles had been replaced with solid plaster. The names on all the doors were mostly the same, with a few new additions and several familiar ones missing. The guard led the way, his firearm poised against his chest, ready to defend the vampires who had forced him into subjugation.

      He was luckier than most. He wasn’t living on the farms, or being experimented on. Somehow, he seemed to know Arden was looking at him because he glanced over his broad shoulder and the corner of his scarred lip wrinkled just slightly.

      Before Arden could think anything of it, Lauren leaned into him with a coy glimmer in her eyes. “How did you sleep?”

      “Well,” he answered. His voice was a bit hoarse from the dryness in his throat, but that would be quenched soon enough. He knew better than to ask. Lauren knew his every need and like him, she knew her purpose. She existed to ensure that he fulfilled his.

      “Good,” she said, giving his arm an affectionate squeeze. She had been his handler ever since his earliest memories, and while his heart lacked the space for any familial attachment other than Eric, she was the closest thing he’d ever had to a mother. “You’re in for a treat tonight.”

      “Is there that much blood to shed?” he asked dryly.

      She smiled. “There will be enough, but the point of this evening isn’t to work. It’s to show you off.”

      Arden tilted his head, but remained silent. He knew she wanted him to pester her for the answer, but that would only draw it out and the light had him on edge.

      Lauren sighed. “Eric is having a party this evening. The Emperor of Favros will be in attendance, and he’s specifically asked to meet you.”

      It took effort to maintain the same expressionless face he usually wore. Serving Eric was an honor, and Arden lived for it. He longed to quench his master’s rage with the blood of his enemies, to be the dagger plunged into their hearts. Being paraded around a party like a plaything was not his idea of fulfillment, but if it pleased Eric, he had no right to question it. Even if it was for the head of one of the elven nations Arden had spent decades trying to topple.

      “Whatever he wants.”

      “That’s a good boy,” Lauren said, patting his hand proudly. She stopped walking as the guard unlocked a door that seemed deceptively heavy for the luxurious accommodations within. Arden hadn’t spent enough time in it over the years to feel any connection to it as his room. It was just a place he went to recover and have his wounds tended to after missions, and a place to feed.

      There was a bed for reclining, even though true sleep could only be found within his coffin, and a large clawfoot tub by the window overlooking the other buildings many stories down. Eric controlled a city within the larger city of Atros, and his facilities were lacking in nothing.

      Within the room, there were two human men waiting, blinking ports embedded in the left sides of their muscular necks. One was a lithe blond who appeared around the same age Arden had been frozen at for the better part of two decades, even if he had only been awake for a fraction of that time. The other was an equally beautiful yet far more masculine man with full lips and sorrowful brown eyes. Neither was clothed above the waist, their muscular torsos on full display. Arden’s mouth watered at the scent of them. The blood rushing through their veins was so fragrant he could taste it.

      Gifts. Wonderful tokens of appreciation that he would have been eager to tear into under any other circumstances, but tonight, there was something calling his name even louder than the blood that had been engineered to appeal to his kind.

      “Master Eric wants you to be in the best condition for tonight’s party, so rest, feed, and when you’re ready, these two can help you make yourself presentable,” Lauren said with a glimmer in her eyes. “Assuming you don’t go too hard on them.”

      Arden gave her a placid smile. He knew that turning up his nose at gifts from Eric was unthinkable, but the snarky look the human guard had given him had sealed his fate. “They are lovely,” he agreed, his gaze sweeping over the offerings before him. There was fear in their eyes. They knew who and what he was—so much more than the natural-born vampires they were used to serving. Even so, he recognized the lust in the blond’s lilac eyes. He could smell it in the man’s blood. Arden had only ever taken the human offerings up on sexual service when they were the ones who initiated it, and he generally preferred to be the one getting penetrated, but he would be tempted to make an exception for the lusty femme in front of him.

      If the guard’s attitude hadn’t already made him an offer he couldn’t refuse.

      “However, I think I’d like to feed from him.”

      Lauren seemed as surprised as the offerings were and she glanced at the guard, then around the room, as if she’d missed someone else. “I’m sorry, who do you mean?”

      “Him,” Arden answered, pointing at the guard. The guard’s surprise showed in his eyes for a moment, before his mouth stretched into a lopsided smirk. The scars pulling up his left cheek seemed to keep it from ever being quite even.

      “Him?” Lauren echoed in disbelief. Arden didn’t miss the offense in her tone. Proof that she had selected the offerings herself, which made him feel less guilty for turning them down. Of course Eric wouldn’t have time for such things. He had a realm to see to and emperors to court. “What’s wrong with them?”

      “Nothing,” he assured her. “But I’m quite thirsty and I don’t trust myself with such... delicate property.”

      The brunette swallowed audibly. The blond smelled of even stronger lust, casting a forlorn glance in Arden’s direction as Lauren ushered them out of the room.

      “Very well,” she said in the exasperated tone of a mother whose child refused to eat the meal on his plate. “Just see to it that you’re dressed and downstairs by midnight.”

      “Yes, mother,” he said dryly. She shot him a dirty look, but they both knew nothing would come of it. She outranked most of the staff in the facility, but Arden was irreplaceable. The Master Vampire’s right hand.

      Once they were alone, he turned to face the guard, surprised to find the man staring boredly at him, his thick arms folded. They were scarred, too. Scarred and bulging through his uniform sleeves. “So you’re the big gun the head honcho’s always bragging about,” he said smugly, giving Arden a look that was clearly meant to size him up. “Thought you’d be taller.”

      His boldness was as irritating as it was refreshing. That was typically a trait among shifters, but it was obvious this man wasn’t from human farm stock. Maybe he was one of the freelings, escaped humans who’d taken refuge among the fae or found ways to survive in the vast underground cities the long-extinct sprites had abandoned.

      “You don’t get to speak that way about him.” Arden’s voice became rough, and the look in his eyes seemed to dim the spark in the other man’s. When he took a step forward, the guard didn’t flinch. He was brave, Arden would give him that. Foolish, but brave.

      “Didn’t mean to offend your beloved master,” the man said wryly. “I’m new.”

      “I can see that. You’re not the usual type they choose for the guard.”

      He snorted. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      Arden frowned. Definitely a strange one. “I need blood. Do you offer it willingly?”

      His smirk became even more infuriating and he rolled up his sleeve, stretching out his burly arm. “Have at it, kid.”

      Frustration burned deep within the chimera’s core. He rarely interacted with anyone other than his master and his handler. The staff who served him and the humans who fed him were usually submissive to the point of being non-existent. Attitude was new, but as much as this man rubbed against him, it made the scent of his unremarkable blood all the sweeter.

      “I prefer feeding from the neck.”

      The guard’s smug expression fell. “Of course you do.”

      Arden took a step forward. To his credit, the man did not flinch. “Take off your shirt,” he ordered, sneering. “I’d hate to soil that new uniform.”

      The human snorted. He dug a finger into the bud of his necktie, an accessory that looked sorely out of place on a body that was built for battle, not office work. Most of the guards in Eric’s facilities never saw actual combat. The days of bloody warfare between species were long over. Now was the age of prosperity and seething political tensions hidden behind the air of civility. It didn’t bother Arden. He had never been expendable enough for deployment in the war, and the less of it there was, the greater the need would be for assassins who could kill without fanfare or hesitation.

      The guard ripped the loosened tie off his neck and took his time with each button of his shirt. By the time he languidly peeled the thin fabric over his bulging biceps, it became obvious he was enacting a strip tease just to get under his audience’s skin.

      Arden frowned. He didn’t appreciate the knowing glint in the man’s eyes, nor the way his own cock stiffened in response to the display in front of him, as audacious as it was. The bulge in the other man’s pants was just as brazen, and it made his mouth water in a different kind of thirst.

      It had been so long since he’d known the touch of a man. Even longer since he’d known the touch of one like this. Callused fingers biting into his shoulders, strong arms adjusting his deceptively slight body down to the perfect position for penetration. It didn’t matter that Arden was physically stronger than the vampires who ruled him, let alone the human men he most often took to his bed. In those rare moments of intimacy, it meant something to feel fragile. To be the plaything of another, pliable in a lover’s eager embrace.

      This man recognized his lust as if he could read it in his mind, and Arden was grateful for the loose fabric of the robe that concealed the signs in his body. He should have kept the blond. It would have been a good feed, a quick fuck, and far less dangerous.

      “Like what you see?” the human challenged.

      Arden ignored his question and shoved him down onto the bed. The other man’s chest was hard and that brief contact filled Arden’s hands with warmth he had almost forgotten. He hadn’t forgotten how it felt to be pressed up against that heat and the smoothness of skin that bloomed with life and youthful beauty for such a short time. Arden would be young and beautiful forever, thanks to Eric, but even though a flower cast in bronze would bloom forever, it would never have the velvety texture of mortality. The sensuous heat of life beneath the surface, just waiting to be extinguished.

      As mild as it was, the show of strength took the guard by surprise, if only for a moment. He brought himself up on his elbows, the muscles in his thick torso contracting as he met the vampire who laid down beside him. He raised his head in a defiant offering, as if he had better things to do and preferred to get on with it. Even when he was about to be fed from, he refused submission.

      It made him all the more intriguing.

      Arden could take the mystery no longer. He needed to quench his thirst with this man’s blood, and hopefully his curiosity. As he expected, the taste was fair but far from the exquisite flavor of Eric’s farmed blood slaves. He sank his fangs in deep and hoped the presence of fear would add some spice to it. The man’s blood flowed just as steadily. His heart rate didn’t increase in the slightest, even though Arden could feel his body tense up when his fangs went in. They were pressed so close that he could feel the other man’s cock against his stomach. It swelled as a groan rumbled its way through the human’s stubbled throat.

      “Fuck,” he breathed as the vampire fed. Arden froze when he felt a heavy hand settle on his back, but he made no attempt to push him away. The closeness was nice in a strange way. He drank his fill and realized the human was even hardier than he seemed, since he didn’t look remotely affected once Arden was done.

      “That all?” he asked in that smug tone that Arden found at once grating and alluring. “And here I thought you’d be ravenous, what with your reputation and all.”

      “Bloodlust and thirst aren’t the same animal,” Arden said, pushing away from him. His head spun from drinking so much so fast. His stomach was full of warmth, slowly spreading out to the rest of him. He stared up at the ceiling as the man rose from the bed.

      “Kind of disappointing. No offense.”

      Arden draped an arm over his eyes to block out the light and let a half-hearted laugh escape his mouth. “My apologies. Perhaps the next puppet who feeds on you will live up to your expectations.”

      The man’s silence was compelling enough to venture a look. He was staring at Arden with a look of surprise and wariness that would have made far more sense a few moments earlier. “Didn’t realize you knew that term.”

      “I’m well aware of what they call us outside these walls,” Arden said, sitting up to watch the stranger. “‘Chimera’ may be the proper term, but it’s hardly used, is it?”

      The man was silent for a moment before saying, “No. Guess not.”

      Arden watched him with renewed interest. He knew exactly what he was. As Eric put it, “You are one in a thousand, and among the others of your nature, you are one of a kind.”

      During the war, there had been a boom in the ghoul population and a dramatic reduction of human numbers as a result of vampires and elves alike scrambling to discover and turn as many chimeras as possible to wield for their superior powers of destruction and true immortality. The practice had been forbidden long before Arden was created, but men like Eric made the rules. They weren’t bound to follow them.

      Arden stood, letting the robe fall to the floor. He walked over to the already filled bathtub and dipped his fingers into the water. It was still warm, at least compared to him. As the water rose up to his knees, he looked up and realized he still had an audience. For a moment, the man stood transfixed before he quickly looked away. It was the first remotely reverent act he’d made since they had met, but Arden knew better than to think it was a matter of respect rather than embarrassment that he’d been caught looking.

      He knew the type. Proud humans who believed in the fairytales about the great realm of men that still existed on some distant shore, the sanctuary within the fae lands of Praya. Most had long since accepted their fate and submitted to their rulers, but Arden wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised to discover that this human Eric had turned into a guard had once been part of the resistance. That would certainly explain the scars, not to mention his impressive stature.

      “Care to join me?” Arden asked smugly, sinking into the water until it teased the hardened buds of his nipples. His hand caressed the perfectly smooth flesh of his chest and he watched the other man’s throat bob. The sound of his swallow was only audible from across the room due to the chimera’s heightened hearing, but it made him smile nonetheless.

      “I’m good,” he grunted, standing by as if he was guarding any other post. This time, he made a point not to stare.

      “I suppose you have a name,” Arden said, taking the glass of wine waiting for him on the candlelit tray beside the tub.

      “I suppose I do.”

      The chimera flashed him an impatient look, and another smirk was his reward. “That can change.”

      “Harding,” he answered. “And you’re Arden. The Master Vampire’s favorite pet.”

      “Puppet,” Arden corrected.

      “Same difference.”

      “So you do know who I am,” Arden mused, stretching out with his arms propped on the thick rim of the bathtub. “You’re just insolent.”

      “Everybody needs a middle name.”

      The vampire breathed a laugh into his wine glass. “Let me guess. They picked up your team on a supply run?”

      “What makes you think I was part of the resistance?”

      “Healthy human males don’t get the chance to get scars like that unless they try to escape a farm or they’re part of the resistance,” he answered.

      “And what makes you think I’m not a perpetual escapee?”

      Arden considered it for a few seconds. “Your eyes. Something in them tells me that if you were to make an escape attempt, it would very likely succeed.”

      Harding’s rumbling laugh filled him with warmth that made the water seem tepid by comparison. “You’re not wrong.”

      “So you were part of the resistance.”

      “Still would be, if they hadn’t hauled my ass in with the rest of my platoon.”

      “And now?” Arden asked, unable to restrain his curiosity where this man was concerned. “You don’t seem like the type who accepts his fate.”

      Harding shrugged. “Not like I’m food stock. Three squares a day, sleeping quarters that don’t reek of death… it’s not a half-bad gig.”

      His words sounded sincere enough, but Arden was hesitant to believe them. Harding didn’t strike him as the kind of person who prioritized comfort over conviction. Humans were foolish that way. The stronger and more vibrant they were, the more foolish they seemed to be. Arden had never fallen prey to that side of his former nature. Then again, he had been raised by vampires, so perhaps it was more a matter of nurture.

      “What about you?” asked Harding.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You can’t be content being some vampire’s personal assassin when he stuffs you back in a box as soon as he’s done with you,” he snorted.

      Arden frowned. “It’s necessary.”

      “Why?”

      The question itself ground on his already thin nerves. “If you know who I am, you know why I’m unique.”

      “Sure. You’re a loyal little lapdog while the others have a tendency to flip after a few years and kill their masters,” Harding answered, folding his arms.

      Arden’s eyes narrowed. “They’re unstable. They forget their purpose.”

      “How do you know you’re not the one who forgot yours?”

      Before Arden could respond, someone knocked on the door.

      “Twenty minutes!” Lauren called.

      Arden waited until he heard her walk down the hall before turning back to Harding. “You know nothing and you should stick to speaking on what you know.”

      Harding snorted. “Fair enough.”

      To Arden’s surprise, the guard left him to finish bathing in peace. By the time he stepped out, Harding had a towel waiting for him. He ignored it in favor of his robe and walked over to his dressing room to collect the change of clothes waiting for him over the door.

      Then again, perhaps “clothes” was too generous of a word. There were tight leather pants that left him covered while exposing just about as much as being naked would have. He picked up the leather harness and frowned. How the hell was that even supposed to go on?

      “You sure this is your party?” Harding asked smugly. “Looks like you’re the meat on display.”

      “Shut up,” Arden muttered, still trying to untangle the thing. He rarely attended these events, but when he did, he’d always been provided with a suit or a nice set of robes, depending on who was in attendance. The vampires and humans shared similar taste in clothing, while the elves preferred leather that complimented their biotech implants.

      “Here,” Harding said, coming up behind him. He held out his hand and Arden reluctantly passed the gear over to him. “I’m supposed to be helping you get ready.”

      He could see now why Lauren had given him two attendants that evening, but Harding seemed to know his way around a harness a bit too well for the casual enthusiast. “I take it you’ve worn one of these before,” Arden said, slipping his arms through the device first.

      The man scoffed. “Worn? No. But I’ve put them on for plenty of subs,” he said, stepping back to survey his work. “May I?”

      “Knock yourself out. But I’m no one’s sub.”

      “No? You jump when your master says to, don’t you?”

      “That’s different,” he muttered as Harding adjusted the harness around his chest until it fit perfectly. The thick leather bands crossed over his shoulders and down his chest before meeting again in a thick ring in the center. He was used to seeing the human blood slaves dressed this way, but he’d never thought he would have to wear such a revealing costume. Especially not in front of the elves.

      A certain contingent of the elves had worked alongside the vampires for as long as they had existed on Teros, but their relationship was not always a cordial one. The Emperor of Favros was a former enemy and Arden had killed more of his courtiers than decency would allow him to speak of, considering that they were to be dinner companions that evening. New alliances rendered old rivalries mute, and both species were willing to put aside personal feelings for a mutually beneficial arrangement. Still, Arden would never be comfortable looking vulnerable around them.

      “I take it you don’t like the outfit.” The sympathy in Harding’s tone was far worse than if he’d made another smart remark.

      “I ‘like’ whatever my master chooses for me.”

      “Lucky guy.”

      Arden frowned. He wasn’t sure what to make of that remark, or the melancholic tone that accompanied it. He didn’t have time to get any more preoccupied with this human absurdity. It didn’t matter if Arden felt equally absurd wearing barely more than a belt; Eric wanted to show him off, which meant that Arden would walk into that party with his head held high.
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      Arden had only been to Eric’s penthouse a handful of times, but it was as luxurious as he remembered. The white walls and floors were tinted with a blue glow from the light of the twin moons reflecting in the rooftop pool, and the elven light streams laced through the glossy marble stone. From what he understood, the inexhaustible light source was made of the same gel-like substance the elves filled the hollow markings in their flesh with.

      Both fae and elves had once possessed the same colorful, intricate markings that ran in patterns unique to them all over their bodies, filled with Chrysalus energy--the same sentient life force that had created their homeworld, the Vale.

      When the elves had been banished from the Vale, they’d lost their connection and their markings slowly became hollow scars. To compensate, they had found a way to extract the trace quantities of Chrysalus found within human blood. The substitute concentration they created from that blood served as a synthesized form of Chrysalus that would allow them to fuel and direct magical energy however they pleased without tapping into any external source.

      Given the fact that they had already won the war, Arden decided that the elves had accomplished more with their technology than the fae had with the gifts their spirits had given them.

      The penthouse was full of elves with a few vampires Arden knew well enough sprinkled into the mix. The elves were a good deal taller with pointed ears like the fae, and their glowing markings ranged in color from hot pink to the most vibrant blues and yellows. The markings of the fae were always simple and elegant, while the current style among the Elves seemed to be mimicking the look of a computer chip’s circuitry.

      One elf in particular caught Arden’s eye. He recognized Prince Leopold, one of the Emperor’s closest advisors, immediately. The man was tall and muscular with shock-white hair far shorter than was fashionable among most of the males of his kind. His skin was a shade of light gray that reminded Arden of the overcast sky, shimmering with the same iridescent glow the fae bore. Arden could tell he was using his scleral network implants from the fact that his eyes were lit up unnaturally blue, two piercing spheres visible from across the room. Beneath his eyes began two simple glowing green lines carved down both sides of his face and neck, continuing well beyond the elegant collarbone visible above his vest. Snug leather hugged every generous swell of muscle on the man’s chest and arms, but the shirt underneath was rolled up at the sleeves enough to reveal the full-metal prosthetic that had replaced the man’s left arm.

      With Elves, it was anyone’s guess whether a particular prosthesis was compensating for an organic limb or merely satisfying the wearer’s urge to transcend the organic and become integrated with the machines they built to serve them. Either way, Arden knew firsthand that Leopold’s hand could easily become a shiv or a plasma rifle, depending on his whim.

      Before the war, they had fought opposite enemy lines, and the nobleman’s presence in his Master’s home didn’t sit well with him.

      Granted, more than ten years had passed since the peace treaty, but Arden had only been awake for a fraction of it. “Forgive and forget” was an easier motto to swallow when the old rivalries felt like ages ago.

      He turned away, determined to ignore the man’s presence for as long as he could get away with it. Undoubtedly, Leopold would be in the group Eric was hoping to show Arden off to. He would be the only one who knew firsthand what the puppet was capable of.

      A sudden spark of awareness drew Arden’s attention across the room. His heart beat faster as he saw his Master seated by the window, regaling a group of fashionable elves with his stories. He was a testament to the eternal beauty of his kind with flowing dark curls that fell around his limber arms and facial features as sharp and elegant as crystal. The only warmth that never faded swelled within Arden’s chest at the sight of him. His sire, his Master, his beloved maker.

      As soon as Arden came within appropriate distance of the group, he knelt with his head bowed low. It didn’t feel like an embarrassment, even though all eyes were on him. Eric was due all reverence and more. He would rather spend a lifetime at this man’s feet than inherit the highest throne of any other realm.

      “Speak of the devil,” Eric said fondly, reaching out to cup the young man’s face in his smooth palm. Arden’s eyes fluttered shut in sheer bliss as the vampire’s nimble fingers caressed the line of his jaw. If he were the type of creature who purred, he would be rumbling in that moment.

      “Master,” Arden said, opening his eyes now that he’d been acknowledged. He could feel the others watching him closely, their curious stares burning holes in his near-naked torso, but he was too focused on Eric to care.

      “My, you weren’t exaggerating. He really is beautiful,” the man beside Eric remarked, looking Arden up and down. He was every bit as brazen as Harding, but there was nothing playful about the look in his pale gray eyes. The man was so pale his skin was chalky white, and it looked like it might tear if he smiled too hard. Elves aged much slower than humans, so the deep lines around his face made it clear he had seen many centuries of living. The six empty cups before him indicated that he planned to thoroughly enjoy a few more before he was finished. The circlet around his golden hair indicated some manner of royalty, but while Arden knew their battle regalia well, he couldn’t tell the difference between an elven queen and a courtier.

      “What did I tell you?” Eric asked with a vague air of irritation. He placed his hand on Arden’s shoulder and turned him slightly. “Arden, my beloved, it’s my pleasure to introduce you to Vaeyr, the Emperor of Favros.”

      Arden’s eyes widened, but he quickly suppressed his surprise. He hadn’t expected someone so fragile-looking and unassuming to be the ruler of the highest elven nation on Teros. “Your Highness,” he said with a respectful nod.

      The Emperor cocked his head. “You do not bow to royalty, my lad?”

      Arden kept his lips tight to keep from smirking. “I recognize only one Master, my lord. To bow to anyone else would be an offense to him.”

      “Well,” Vaeyr huffed. He looked over and frowned when Eric shuddered in poorly contained laughter. “You’ve certainly trained him well.”

      “He knows his place,” Eric said warmly, ruffling the vampire’s tresses as Arden knelt beside his chair.

      “I’m sure he does,” the elf said, his gaze traveling down the leather straps covering Arden’s chest. Revulsion stirred in the vampire’s core, but he hid it well. He wouldn’t do anything to make Eric look bad, including anything that would offend his lascivious guest. “Are the rumors about his performance in other areas true as well?”

      “He is by far the most skilled assassin I have ever trained,” Eric answered, ignoring the implication in the man’s question. Arden’s chest swelled with pride at his praise and his scalp tingled wherever his Master’s fingers brushed. Surely he couldn’t be immune to the fact that his puppet’s adoration knew no boundaries, but Arden tried not to take the fact that he had never shown an interest in him as anything other than a weapon personally. He was legendary for his women, and while Arden could and would become everything his Master asked of him, he couldn’t draw his interest in that regard.

      “Perhaps a demonstration is in order,” Vaeyr mused. Arden was no longer sure which set of skills he was referring to, but he decided he’d rather not know. He looked up as Leopold came over to join them, a glass of blood in his right hand. The elves didn’t require it for sustenance the way the vampires did, but they drew their magical fuel from its essence and often imbibed for pleasure. It was a tendency Arden had always found insulting in a way he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

      “Ah, there’s my favorite nephew,” Vaeyr said warmly. “Come, join us. Eric was just introducing us to his puppet.”

      Arden looked at the newcomer in surprise. This was the first he’d heard of any familial bond between them, and there was certainly no physical resemblance between the two Elves. Maybe it was by marriage. The last time he’d gone into his coffin, the Emperor was on his fourth wife and it was obvious he was still hungry.

      “We’ve met,” said Leopold, casting a less than welcoming glance at the vampire.

      “Oh, that’s right. You probably fought against him when you were in the Army,” Vaeyr mused.

      “Actually, no. Fighting implies honorable combat. He killed three of my men in the dead of night,” the elf replied in a cold tone.

      “All’s fair in war, no?” Eric asked, lazily running his fingers through Arden’s hair. The Puppet bristled at the newcomer’s disrespect. He didn’t care what Leopold thought of him and never had, but the fact that he saw himself as high enough to speak that way in front of Eric was infuriating. Elves could declare their leaders Emperors all they liked, but no one had shed more blood for his subjects than the Master Vampire himself.

      “Besides, we’re all friends now,” said Vaeyr. “Common interest and all that.”

      “Yes,” Leopold said with a tight-lipped smile that didn’t meet his eyes. “It’s all in the past now.”

      The uneasy silence lasted until Eric remarked, “Well, now seems like as good a time as any for that demonstration you asked for.”

      “Yes,” Vaeyr said eagerly, his beady eyes flitting back to Arden. “I’d rather enjoy seeing this secret weapon of yours in action.”

      Eric nodded his approval and a moment later, two beautiful male fae were dragged into the room. Both were shackled with electronic implants on their temples. Arden didn’t recognize the new models, but he knew well enough how they worked and that the frequency constantly broadcast into their minds was responsible for the dulling of the exquisite markings nature had carved into their skin.

      The first male was tall and willowy with light rose-colored locks that flowed in smooth strands around his bare torso with two pointed ears peeking out. His skin was the richest shade of bronze Arden had ever seen, while the blue-haired male at his side was so pale he almost glowed. Vampires often dyed their hair to match the rainbow of colors fae tresses came in naturally, but the dye never managed to replicate the beauty before him.

      Arden watched curiously as the fae were led and forced to kneel in front of Eric and the Emperor. The pink-haired one was gagged, and the defiant look in his reddish-purple eyes told Arden the guards had good reason. Arden couldn’t help but think how much he resembled a rabbit with those innocent eyes and fragile features. It was rare for the fae to make an appearance outside their carefully guarded territory, and rarer still for one to make a mistake that would get him caught. Eric was not in the habit of making trophies of his enemies, so their presence was a mystery.

      “My, this is a surprise,” Vaeyr said, his eyes widening lustfully as he looked at the two fae prostrate before him.

      “My men caught them trying to break into the crystal vault,” Eric said, his cheek propped on his hand as he studied his prisoners. “Despite hollow reassurances of their Queen that she will uphold the peace treaty, it seems the fae are quite concerned that we might retake the Vale.”

      “Espionage never was their strong suit,” Vaeyr mused. “They should stick with what they know.”

      “And that would be?” Eric challenged.

      His remark clearly went over with the Emperor, who burst into an obnoxious peel of laughter. Arden tried to focus on the conversation, but his attention kept drifting over to the fae. Especially the one with the pink hair and red eyes. He was beautiful, yes, but all the fae were. What struck him was the pity in that gaze.

      Fae were not warriors by nature. Until their elven counterparts had decided to overthrow their tyrannic rule in the Vale, they had no reason to fight at all. The inner realm hidden within the core of the planet Teros was far more advanced than the surface world, and with all the magic they needed provided by the planet itself, they had no reason to conquer or expand. Arden had never actually seen a fae this close, and while they were descended from the same divine lineage as the elves, he was surprised at the stark contrast between the energies that filled their markings.

      The fae before him was pulsing with raw power, barely restrained by the artificially generated frequencies emitted by his crown. He wore it with his head held high in defiance and the confidence of a prince. Arden wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that he was one. He didn’t know what Eric had in mind for these two, but he feared the worst and felt ashamed for it. He’d killed countless elves and vampires, but there was something about murdering a creature who had existed in harmony with nature for thousands upon thousands of years that made even his withering soul retreat within him.

      “To what do we owe this rare treat?” Vaeyr asked, looking once more at the men before him like they were another appetizer that had been brought out for his approval. Eric was skilled at many things, and foremost among them was his ability to play his allies as well as his enemies. He learned what made a person tick and what weaknesses he could exploit. It was clear to Arden that the chief weakness he’d found in the Emperor was lust of every kind, and appealing to the man’s prejudice by parading two particularly stunning specimens of his mortal enemies had certainly won the man’s favor.

      “You asked me earlier if my Puppets could withstand the unleashed magic of the Vale,” Eric answered. “I thought it more appropriate to show you rather than continue to ramble on about their capabilities.”

      Vaeyr’s eyes widened. Even Leopold seemed shocked by the insinuation and he was the first to speak his mind. “You’re not going to remove their crowns in here.”

      “You seem to forget that I’m the one who restrained them in the first place,” Eric said, clearly irritated by his guest’s lack of faith. “But tell you what, since you’re so hesitant, we’ll do it one at a time. Arden?”

      Arden hesitated a moment to be sure of what his Master was acting. He reluctantly stood and faced the blue-haired fae. The man flinched when he reached out, but he pressed the disconnection module on the electronic crown and felt the metal grow still as the vibrations ceased.

      The fae’s eyes widened and he sprang to his feet as the metal fell from his temples. He looked at Arden, then at Eric in disbelief. In an instant, his markings sprang to life, gleaming with such powerful golden energy that Arden was temporarily blinded.

      The other fae gave a muffled cry of warning to his friend. Evidently, he knew what this display was about. The freed warrior let out a fierce snarl and lunged at Eric, crackling golden energy dancing between his fingertips.

      The vampire sat back calmly, his gaze flitting to Arden rather than the monster he’d unleashed. That brief instant of eye contact was enough to pass an understanding between them, but even if Eric had ignored him entirely, Arden’s action would have been the same.

      He moved so swiftly he saw the blur of his own form before he ended up between the fae and his Master, absorbing the current of lightning that was meant for Eric. The fae’s claws dug into his chest as the current pulsed through the vampire, and his eyes widened in shock as Arden’s hand closed around his wrist.

      Arden winced as the painful energy coursed through him. It would have been more than enough to kill even a powerful vampire like Eric, and the gasps and shouts of fear around the room as the guests fled demonstrated their awareness of just how close they all were to death. Although the fae weren’t gifted in physical combat, they had the ability to store up vast sums of energy akin to a nuclear blast when greatly distressed. Arden knew now why the collar had seemed so inadequate at suppressing the fae’s power. It was designed to store the energy, not stop it. Eric had wanted a grand display to pit his Puppet’s abilities against, while simultaneously proving Arden’s willingness to die for his Master, and the looks of dismay on both the Emperor and his nephew’s faces said he’d done exactly that.

      The fae looked horrified that his chance at revenge had been redirected away from its true target, but while the shock would have killed any other creature, the pain was already fading. The fae had used all of his energy on the attack and Arden knew what was next.

      “Do it,” Eric said casually, looking at something more interesting across the room.

      Arden swallowed hard, tightening his grip on the fae’s wrist. Rabbit, as he’d termed the other, looked away with a pained grimace, as if he knew what was coming.

      Arden had never before felt hesitation over a kill. It felt as natural to take a man’s life as it did to breathe. Sometimes it took even less effort. He was made to take lives, to fulfill the will of his Master, and the fact that he was hesitating even for an instant was unforgivable.

      “Arden,” Eric said in a warning tone he had never had the occasion to use.

      The Puppet swallowed hard. Right and wrong were not concepts that existed in his world. There was only Eric’s will, and nothing else mattered, yet as his fingernails lengthened and hardened to become bladed claws, he felt like something was pulling his arm back. He overpowered it along with the foreign sensation of dread pooling in his core and swept his outstretched hand across the fae’s neck. It was over before the red line appeared across his throat and the spray of silver blood bathed Arden in a coat of paint that usually filled him with pride.

      As the light faded in the fae’s eyes, the blood felt like a mark of shame. A sign that he had gone against the will of nature itself, committing a sin that even his maker couldn’t absolve him of. The other fae’s shoulders sank and a sound of unadulterated grief came from him as his friend’s body hit the ground. The sound shook Arden to the core, even more shocking than the kill itself had been. He stood frozen, and when the living fae’s red eyes met his, the fact that they were full of even greater pity than before was too much to comprehend.

      He’d just killed this man’s friend, perhaps even a brother, and he was certain Eric would ask him to kill the other fae next. What reason did he have to pity the vampire?

      “What did I tell you?” Eric asked smugly, wiping off a bit of blood that had hit his cheek.

      Vaeyr stared at the dead body in abject horror and when his eyes met Arden’s, the lust in them was gone, but replaced with a far more pressing desire. “Incredible,” he murmured in a reverent tone, looking up and down the Puppet’s bloodied form. “He absorbed the Chrysalus energy.”

      “And he’s capable of far more than that,” Eric said in a smooth tone that should have filled Arden with pride. Instead, it made him shudder. “Shall we continue our demonstration?”

      “No,” Leopold interrupted, stepping up. Vaeyr stared at his nephew in surprise, but Leopold’s blank expression betrayed none of the horror that had been there a moment ago. “You’ve proven your point. There’s no need to take another risk for theatrics’ sake.”

      “Very well,” Eric smirked, waving his hand. The other fae was led away, his head hung low.

      Arden jolted when Eric touched his arm. “Go clean up,” he said kindly. “You did well.” The ice in his tone from Arden’s momentary hesitation was gone, and all seemed forgotten. The evening had obviously gone exactly the way he wanted it to. The Emperor was all the more enthralled with him, and he knew what he would be facing if he chose to turn on his new allies.

      The Emperor cleared his throat. “What we spoke about earlier…?” he asked pointedly.

      Eric sighed in recognition. He took Arden’s hand and pulled him in to whisper. “Once you’ve bathed, wait in the Emperor’s room and do as he says.”

      Arden bristled at the implication, but as degrading as it was to be treated like one of the royal courtesans, lent out for the pleasure of any visiting dignitaries, he had never refused an order from his Master and didn’t plan to start now. “Yes, Master,” he said, bowing to Eric before he took his leave.
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      After washing the metallic blood off his skin and out of his hair, Arden changed into a robe and made his way to the room the Emperor was staying in. He could smell the ghoul before he opened the door. It wasn’t an unpleasant scent. More the absence of the lifeblood that marked all living things. A dusty, papery smell that was neither pungent nor aromatic.

      He opened the door and found himself startled by the grotesque mask the servant on the other side wore to conceal the lower half of his face. The mask was fashioned to resemble two rows of sharp, oversized teeth fit together over bone, with thick straps that disappeared into his dark hair. Wisps of hair fell into his eyes, which were a pale white hue like most of the ghouls’ were. What little was visible of his face was young and becoming, but Arden had seen enough ghouls to know that the mask likely concealed a far more unsettling reality.

      The servant bowed respectfully and looked on in silence.

      Arden frowned, tying the sash of his robe a bit tighter. “Where are the servants I had earlier?” He’d expected Harding, if not the human men who had been picked out for him.

      “They are indisposed,” the servant answered in a surprisingly gentle voice. There was a slight accent to it. German, perhaps. “They call me Vox. I am here to serve you.”

      “Vox?” Arden echoed. That was a strange name, even for a ghoul. Whatever names they’d borne in their human lives got left behind along with their humanity when they were changed. Most were called by a simple word name, depending on the fashion of the vampires they served, and Vox was unique to say the least.

      Even though the ghoul’s lower face was completely covered, his eyes betrayed the fact that he was smiling. “My maker was a bit strange.”

      “I see.”

      The ghouls always made Arden uneasy. They were physically weaker than vampires, though a good deal stronger than humans and most shifters. Maybe it was the fact that if not for an extreme statistical improbability, he would have been one of them.

      The door opened and Harding stepped in, a sullen look on his face. “What are you doing here?” Arden demanded.

      “I’m your lady in waiting tonight,” he said dryly. “Emperor’s orders.”

      Arden frowned. The evening ahead of him promised to be unpleasant enough without dealing with more of the guard’s attitude. “Well, you can both leave,” he said flatly. “I’m more than capable of handling things myself.”

      The only thing there was to do at that point was sit and wait for the Emperor to get tired of rubbing elbows with the vampires, and he certainly didn’t want Harding around for what came after.

      “Yeah, well, his majesty has other ideas,” said Harding, dropping the bag at his side. He pulled out some metal contraption that looked like a less pleasant variation of Vox’s mask and a pair of thick handcuffs. “He wants you all trussed up for when he comes in.”

      Arden’s stomach churned at the thought of donning that gear to please a man he wouldn’t have given the time of day, and it especially chaffed him that Harding of all people had been sent to prepare him, but he knew what Eric expected of him. Every time he was released from his prison, he held out hope that he would get to spend at least a bit of time at Eric’s side as his reward for a job well done. Being Eric’s right hand was his greatest pride, but if he wanted Arden to be his whore now, so be it.

      “Get on with it, then,” he muttered.

      “You look like you know more about these than I do,” Harding said, tossing the muzzle to Vox. The ghoul caught it without a word and approached Arden, hesitating for permission to fasten it. Arden nodded impatiently and Vox fastened the thick metal grate over the lower half of his face. He wasn’t shocked that the Emperor had some dark fetishes, but he suspected it had as much to do with fear of his conquest as it did his kinks.

      “Hands, pretty boy.”

      Arden shot a glare at Harding, but he held his hands behind his back. He was sure the guard was eating this up. The cuffs were secured a bit tighter than seemed necessary, but a pain in his neck drew his attention. It was sudden and sharp, over as quickly as it began, but the moment Arden looked up and saw the needle in Vox’s hand, he knew he’d fallen into a trap.

      Confusion and rage spilled out from his chest as he thrashed against the restraints, but a coldness was beginning to spread from where the needle had pierced his jugular. Whatever they’d injected him with, it was working fast. It wouldn’t kill him. Nothing could, and soon these fools would come to realize that.

      The muzzle kept him from screaming and the cuffs were sturdier than he’d expected. Arden tore out of Harding’s grasp and thrashed until he fell back onto the bed. The poison was making his movements jerky and he could feel the effect on his panicked mind. His thoughts were disjointed, taking second place to raw emotion and betrayal.

      “Why the fuck isn’t it working?” Harding snapped, grabbing Arden by the shoulders to pin him face-down.

      “It should be,” Vox protested, watching nervously. His eyes seemed clearer. “I loaded that thing with enough carfentanil to take out a herd of elephants.”

      “Well, maybe you shouldn’t have skimped!”

      Carfentanil? Did these idiots seriously think that was going to take him out? It might knock him out for an hour or two at the most, and he could already feel his consciousness fading, but if they planned on killing him, they had another thing coming.

      Then again, maybe that wasn’t the plan at all.

      “Damn, he’s strong,” Harding muttered, pinning him down with a knee in his back and all of his bodyweight. If Arden didn’t know better, he’d think the guard sounded impressed.

      “I think it’s starting to work,” Vox said urgently. Like clockwork, Arden felt his movements slow down as time itself seemed to halt. He could feel himself being separated from his body, floating above as the two insurgents dragged his limp body over to the balcony door. Try as he might to regain control, every moment sent him further away from his physical form.

      “The truck had better be out there,” said Harding.

      “There, look. By the bushes,” Vox whispered.

      Harding hoisted Arden’s lifeless body into his arms with surprising ease and leaned over the balcony to look at something. Arden could hear the sound of an engine rumbling below and felt an awful dropping sensation as the guard leaped over the railing with Arden in his arms.

      The impact was not light, but Arden could no more feel it than he could anything else. Vox leaped down, far more gracefully, and the surge of the stars overhead told Arden they were on the road.

      The two men were arguing about something, but it was difficult to keep track. Something about containment. Good fucking luck, thought Arden. As soon as this shit was out of his system, he was going to unleash hell on the both of them, and whomever they’d roped into being their getaway driver. Then, they’d have to answer to Eric.

      “Get it open, quick,” Harding grunted. “I think he’s starting to come to.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Don’t fucking tell me it’s impossible when I’m the one looking at him!” Harding barked.

      Vox let out a heavy sigh, followed by a creaking sound, like something swinging on hinge. Arden could barely keep his eyes open, despite what Harding seemed to think, but when he saw the coffin Vox had uncovered in the bed of the truck, he realized they hadn’t come unprepared at all.

      Harding placed him inside the coffin, surprisingly gentle despite the fact that Arden’s body was numb to everything anyway, and their eyes met for an instant as his hand rested on the lid.

      “Sorry, kid,” Harding muttered, looking down at him. “May not seem like it now, but trust me, we’re doing you a favor.”

      A favor? Arden wanted to tell him to go to hell, but the curse died out in his throat. The lid closed, plunging him into darkness, and the natural urge to fall asleep teamed up with the drugs to take him under.
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        * * *

      

      Every time the coffin lid opened, it took Arden a moment to remember where he was and what he’d been doing the last time he’d gone in. This time took longer than most as he found himself staring up at a low white ceiling he didn’t recognize.

      The memories came back all at once, and he sat up violently, snarling behind the metal mask. The room was empty, save for an intercom on the wall. He froze. Every wall was made of some sort of crystalline material that was impossible to see through and seemed unfathomably thick. He’d never seen anything like it, but he’d watched Eric torture enough prisoners of war to know what an observation room looked like. He had no doubt that Harding and the others responsible for taking him were having a grand laugh on the other side of those walls, but the final laugh would be his.

      Did they think these restraints would hold him now that the coffin was open? It was the only thing standing between them and certain death, and they were about to find out just how insufficient those walls were, whatever they happened to be made of.

      “Arden,” said a strangely familiar man through the intercom. “I’m glad you’re awake.”

      The voice was soft and sympathetic. So gentle that he almost wanted to believe it.

      “I’m sure you’re upset and very confused right now, and I apologize,” he said, every bit as sincere despite the absurdity of his words, given the situation. “I wish it didn’t have to be done this way, but it was the only way we could extract you.”

      Arden listened, seething as he pulled at the restraints behind his back. He was stronger than a natural-born vampire and the metal broke easily enough now that he was in possession of his full abilities, but the mask proved more of a challenge.

      “I’m not surprised you got out of those so quickly,” the voice said with a hint of amusement. “I think you’ll find the muzzle a bit more difficult, but I’ll be happy to help you out of it in time. First, you need to understand why you’re here.”

      Arden froze. The mask kept his lower jaw locked in place, making any intelligible speech a lost cause, but maybe the idiot on the other end of the intercom would give his plan away without Arden having to speak at all.

      “To begin, allow me to introduce myself properly.”

      The intercom fell silent and a flash in the corner of Arden’s eye turned his attention across the room. He spun, ready to defend himself, when he realized that one of the crystal walls had merely lit up like a TV screen. Upon further inspection, there were no doors, which raised more questions than answers. The screen glitched for a moment before a man’s head and shoulders appeared.

      Arden froze. It was the other fae. The one who’d come so close to being sacrificed for the Emperor’s amusement along with his friend. The same pity that had been in his eyes then was there now, even though their positions were very much reversed.

      “My name is Dusk,” he continued in that gentle, almost musical tone. “Crown prince of the Vale. Last we met, my tongue was a bit tied.”

      Arden remembered the gag he’d been wearing, but his words made no sense. Crown prince? The Vale? The fae who were unlucky enough to be spit out surface side to guard the portal to their world stayed within the safety of Praya. Those who ventured beyond it were either exiles or prisoners and beyond the mercy and help of their own kind. No one on the topside of Teros had ever seen the prince, but Arden was damn sure he’d never end up as a party favor at a Master Vampire’s home.

      “I represent a covert organization that has existed for many years, but I doubt you’ve heard of us,” Dusk continued. “We are the Brotherhood of Aeon. Protectors of the Vale.”

      If that was supposed to mean something to Arden, it didn’t. He knew of Aeon, of course. Aeon was the dead King of the Vale. A folk hero among fae and humans, some prophesied Messiah who had obviously failed to bring about whatever salvation they longed for. Pitiful person to name an organization after, but there was no accounting for taste among the insane, it seemed.

      “I’m sure it is no secret to you that our people have been at war even through the supposed ceasefire. While the battlefield maneuvers may have ceased, through covert agents such as yourself, the Master Vampire Eric and others like him have been working to subvert the magical barrier that protects the portal into the Vale.” His gaze grew somber. “We are aware of this, and we have been performing covert missions of our own to counteract these purposes. The Vale must be protected at all costs, including the loss of those I hold dear.”

      Arden thought of the blue-haired soldier. The one whose life he’d ended so swiftly. As he’d suspected, there was obviously some deeper connection between them, but that made the fae’s mercy toward his killer all the more unusual.

      “The man you killed at the party last week was my cousin,” Dusk explained. “He was an operative captured by your Master several months ago. My hope was to extract him peacefully, but that was not the primary mission.”

      Through the sadness in the fae’s words, Arden began to piece together a picture that made sense. The fae he’d killed was a prisoner of war, as he’d guessed, but if Dusk wasn’t there that night on a rescue mission and if Arden’s current predicament wasn’t about revenge, then what was it?

      “The primary mission,” Dusk said, in answer to his unspoken question, “was to extract you. Alive.”

      The confusion in the Puppet’s eyes must have come through whatever screen the fae was using to observe him. His gaze softened and his delicate lips smiled ever so slightly. Arden felt like he was being watched by a benevolent god willing to overlook his mortal shortcomings due to pity. “There is much you do not understand, and much you will in time. What is important now is for you to know that no harm will come to you in this place.” He paused, looking into Arden’s eyes as if they were in the same room. “I do not hold you responsible for my cousin’s death. You know not what you are, nor what you are capable of, and it is through no fault of your own that your Master has distorted your true nature.”

      His words made no more sense than the rest of it. It was all too much. Arden grasped at the straps keeping the muzzle in place, but his fingers were still clumsy from the drugs. He jolted as the vision on the screen disappeared and it became a crystal wall once more. As he stood frozen, the crystal morphed and took on the shape of a human.

      Arden raised his hands and willed his claws to form, but his fingers remained the same useless digits. His heart pounded as he realized the poison had done more than just incapacitate him. The chromatic blob before him was taking on a more defined shape by the second, until the fae stood before him in all his regal glory. He had traded his skimpy servant outfit for an elegant uniform of blue and gold, and he looked like the prince he claimed to be.

      Arden stumbled back. He’d never felt helpless before, and with or without his claws and fangs, he wasn’t going to go down without a fight. Still, this was a full-blooded fae, and a high-ranking one if he was to be taken at his word. His resistance to magic would keep Dusk from killing him, assuming the drugs hadn’t somehow taken that from him as well.

      It made no sense. Eric had performed countless tests to make sure his beloved pet was prepared for all circumstances. A high enough dosage of any lethal substance could take him down for a period of minutes, hours at the most, but none of the concoctions Eric’s researchers had experimented with had yielded results other than sedation and temporary weakness.

      “Do not be afraid,” Dusk pleaded, taking a step closer. Arden backed up against the wall, the furthest he could get from the encroaching fae. There was pity in those red eyes again. They softened as he crept closer and Arden’s body seized in terror that was foreign to him as the fae’s hands settled on either side of his head.

      “I’ll take it off,” he promised, his voice gentle and kind. Arden froze, not because he believed him, but because he suddenly understood the innate response of a rabbit in a wolf’s jaws. There was no point in struggle when surrender was inevitable, but he found himself unable to try regardless.

      True to his word, the fae unbuckled the heavy mask and let it fall to the floor. Arden’s lower jaw ached from the sudden release, but his fangs were of far more concern. The twin razor-sharp canines were nothing more than dull eye teeth.

      “What did you do to me?” he snarled, cringing away from Dusk in the corner. He hated appearing frail and helpless before this creature who stood so tall and proud, and the sympathy only made it more humiliating.

      “I will explain,” Dusk said calmly. “While you were asleep in your coffin, still under the effect of sedation, I had my team install an implant.”

      An implant? Arden’s hands flew to his temples, the favored location of Eric’s scientists. He felt nothing but his own hair and skin, his pulse pounding beneath it.

      “The back of your neck,” Dusk explained. “A far less invasive procedure, in my opinion.”

      Arden touched the back of his neck and his fingers brushed over something that shouldn’t have been possible. Raised skin, inflamed from the seven stitches knitting the slit down his spinal column together.

      Vampires didn’t scar, they healed almost instantly. Something was truly wrong with him. Something irreparable, too horrifying to allow himself to think it freely.

      “What have you done?” he repeated. “What’s wrong with me?”

      “Nothing,” Dusk said sadly. “Although I imagine you won’t see it that way. I didn’t poison you, Arden. Quite the opposite. I cured you.”

      “Cured?” he choked. “Cured what?”

      “Your vampirism.”

      The confirmation of everything he had feared.

      “That’s not possible!” he seethed.

      “With fae technology, it is. Although, given the lack of volunteers, it is an imprecise science,” he admitted. “It will take time for all the lingering effects to work their way out of your system. I didn’t want to introduce too much of the cure at once, so the implant will administer it gradually over the next several weeks.”

      Arden’s panic turned to action and he immediately began clawing at the back of his neck.

      “Don’t,” Dusk warned, wincing. A moment later, as Arden felt something crawling underneath his skin, burrowing deeper into the muscle to get out of his reach, he understood the warning.

      He let out a cry of pain and fell to his knees. Blood seeped from the agitated wound, but the implant settled in deeper like a beetle beneath his skin. The sensation sent a shudder down his spine that ran deep through his soul and he collapsed on all fours, panting.

      “I’m sorry, but you can’t remove it,” Dusk said, sinking to his knees. Arden was weak and stunned enough that when the fae cupped his face in his hands and tilted his head up to meet his eyes, he didn’t immediately pull away. “I know this means nothing to you right now, but I swear that none of this is being done to hurt you.”

      “Why?” Arden’s voice was raw from the scream, his emotions even rawer still. He searched the fae’s beautiful face for answers and found only sadness.

      “You are a chimera, Arden,” Dusk said, pausing to let his words sink in. Arden had heard the phrase throughout his life, always a dismissive reference from the vampires. “The truth of what that means has been concealed from you, but all will be revealed in time. You are destined to be so much more than a weapon, a tool in the hands of a creature who should bow at your feet.”

      Dusk’s words broke the spell of his gentle voice and Arden struck his hand away. Eric bowing at his feet? The fae was either mad, or trying to drive him to it. He wouldn’t hear a word of it. Not from the man who’d taken everything from him.

      Human. After all he’d gone through, all Eric had done for him, he was a weak, mortal human once again, trapped and bound to the whims of Dusk and his damned Brotherhood. The most absurd part of it all was that the fae acted like it was a rescue mission. Like he’d saved him… and from what? From a life of purpose? Meaning? Of belonging to someone he would gladly die for, if he only had the chance?

      Now Eric would never want him. The realization set in with enough grief to crush him and he wished he could end it then and there. Escape was meaningless if he had to face Eric like this. As a human. Useless.

      “Arden,” Dusk pleaded, reaching for him.

      Arden pushed himself back, his loose robe falling off one shoulder as he sought to distance himself from the fae. His only defense, and a pitiful one at that. “Leave me alone,” he spat.

      Dusk’s face fell, but he stood up and backed away. “I’ll give you some time,” he murmured. “When you’re ready, come out.”

      Arden looked around at the solid crystal walls. The fae passed through it the way he’d come, like stepping through a waterfall, but when he was gone, it looked just as solid. As tempted as Arden was to follow him, he was too overcome with grief to move. He pulled his legs to his chest and squeezed himself into a ball, letting the tears that hadn’t flowed since he’d traded his human soul for immortality stream down his face.

      Hell. This was hell, and the only consolation was that he no longer had an eternity to spend in it.
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      “Not all wounded animals can be rehabilitated.”

      Dusk frowned at the elf who’d just entered the observation room. He could see the sleeping chimera through the crystalline monitor, and even though Arden couldn’t see out, he seemed aware of being watched.

      As much as the voyeurism weighed on his consciousness, he wasn’t about to risk leaving the chimera alone. He knew how attached Puppets were to their masters. And their purposes. One who had not only been taken from his master but robbed of his immortality was, without a doubt, a suicide risk.

      Not to mention a risk in so many other ways. Even though Arden was more or less human by that point, Dusk was under no delusion that he was no longer a threat. He had been trained in the art of death since infancy, and he could not be underestimated, even in mortal form.

      He was, after all, a chimera. What saddened Dusk the most was the fact that it seemed unlikely Arden had any idea what that actually meant.

      “You say that like there’s no point in trying.” Dusk turned to face the tall, white-haired man. Leo was still wearing his dress uniform, and the brilliant red fabric was perfectly tailored to his lithe and powerful body. What he lacked in manners, he more than made up for in beauty.

      “I never said that.” Leo leaned on the chassis for the control panel as if he wasn’t putting his full weight on millions of terots worth of technology. “Just hoping you set some more realistic expectations this time.”

      “And what would you have me do?” he challenged. “Put him down?”

      “I know Eric, better than anyone,” Leo answered. “He’s not going to let his favorite go easily.”

      “Let him bring his army to Praya. See how well that works out for him.”

      Leo smirked. “I’m not talking about his army. Vampires have a way of getting into their subjects’ heads. Did you ever consider the fact that he doesn’t want to be saved?”

      “Of course he doesn’t. He’s been brainwashed his entire life,” said dusk. “That hardly means he isn’t deserving of a chance.”

      “I never said that.” Leo reached out and tapped the fae’s nose. “Just mind your expectations.”

      Dusk pursed his lips and blew a puff of air into his cheeks. The gesture made the elf laugh, which was partly his intention. They never ceased to find subjects to quarrel over, even if they were fighting on the same side now. “Just keep your pessimism to yourself. This is already going to be an uphill battle.”

      Leo raised his hands. “I never interfere.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Well, sure. But only when you’re about to get your ass kicked.”

      “Please,” Dusk huffed. Leo hooked an arm around his side and pulled their bodies close. The breath left his lungs as he found himself gazing into the eyes that had once filled him with such hatred.

      “Admit it,” Leo taunted. “You enjoy it when I come to the rescue.”

      “As if the opportunity is frequently afforded to you,” Dusk shot back, resting his hands on the other man’s chest. The fact that they’d become lovers grated on the nerves of the higher ups in Aeon, but when you were tasked with mediating interspecies disputes in a clandestine manner, the HR forms became a bit more complicated.

      “Well, I enjoy it,” he said, his lips twitching. “Helplessness suits you, rare as it is.”

      Dusk rolled his eyes. “Spoken like an elf.”

      Leopold pulled him in for a kiss and Dusk had every intention of putting up a show of resistance, but he found himself returning it. “Oh…”

      “While I’ve got your attention, we have a mission,” Leo said smugly.

      “A mission? There’s nothing on the docket until next week.”

      “It’s a rather urgent matter,” said Leo. “It would seem that Eric has accused Aeon of being responsible for the theft of his Puppet.”

      “That paranoid son of a bitch.”

      Leo raised an eyebrow.

      “Just because he’s right doesn’t mean he’s not paranoid,” said Dusk.

      The elf chuckled. “We need to go address the board in an hour. I already had Harding fire up the portal, so get ready.”

      “I can’t leave him,” Dusk protested, looking back at the sleeping chimera.

      “He’s not going anywhere. Vox is more than capable of holding down the fort until he wakes up.”

      Dusk sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”
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        * * *

      

      The Board Room was exactly as "pleasant" as Dusk remembered. He avoided it like the plague whenever possible. There were perks to being mated to the co-front of the Brotherhood. Leopold handled all the diplomatic hearings, save for those that took place in the realm of the fae.

      He had been open about their relationship to a few close friends and family members for the last several years, but the Queen's tolerance came with the condition of secrecy.

      Sometimes Dusk wondered if things would ever be different. If there would ever be a time when he could just be with the man he loved without worrying what anyone thought.

      Then again, if anyone on the surface knew Leopold worked with Aeon, betraying his own kind, they would have had much greater issues.

      The Board Room was more of an open chamber with a circular design, flanked by tall columns that stretched all the way up to the painted ceiling. Figures of avenging angels warring with the artist's interpretation of vampires covered the interior of the dome with just enough light bleeding in through the crystal surface to give the painting an otherworldly glow.

      The seven seats across the room were empty, but not for long. The five individuals who made up the Board were two men, an elf and a fae, a female gryphon shifter, a human noblewoman named Daliah, and the androgyne Registrix who was Aeon's founder. The Registrix was an elven-fae hybrid and as such, their life had been fraught with conflict. Though they appeared to be in their mid-thirties, Dusk knew they were much older than even Wysteria.

      Dusk and Leopold bowed low before the five as they all took their seats. They were the representatives of a world divided, both above and below, and while their people did not always get along, the Board was devoted to ensuring that some form of balance was maintained on Teros. There was no doubt in Dusk's mind that they would see Arden as a threat to that balance.

      "Prince Dusk. Lord Leopold," the Registrix said, looking down at the two men through round rimless spectacles. Their chin-length ice-blue locks gave a wintry appearance to their pale skin, and though the green eyes behind those glasses were not unkind, they were sharp with caution.

      Percy, the shifter to their left, was not bothering to hide her displeasure with the recently summoned representatives of the Brotherhood. She was a tall, muscular woman with a tan complexion and deceptively harmless freckles dotting the bridge across her nose and cheeks. Her thick, wiry red hair was pulled back in a careless fashion and, much like her tensely coiled body, it seemed ready to burst from its confines.

      Daliah, the human woman beside her, was far better at masking her feelings, but they showed in her dark hazel eyes. She was strikingly beautiful with high cheekbones, a lush flow of tight curls that spilled out around her soft arms, and a shimmering jade gown that complemented her dark complexion. Countess Daliah was among the last of the surviving human nobility, and what she lacked in the supernatural strength the other members of the Board possessed, she made up for in tactical shrewdness. It was a poorly kept secret that she and the male fae sitting next to the Registrix were lovers. Though he'd proven himself fierce in battle, Armand was not of sufficiently noble blood to be an acceptable consort for the Countess.

      And then there was Francis.

      The elf's curly yellow-blond hair framed a face as beautiful and mischievous as a young Narcissus, and his ego lived up to the resemblance. His eyes were orange and bright like the sun, and when they fell on Leopold, the longing in them soon gave way to irritation.

      Francis and Leopold had been lovers once. "Once was enough," according to the latter, but Francis had taken to resenting his new partner easily enough.

      Dusk had hopes that they could get through the meeting without their personal conflicts intervening, but they weren't high hopes.

      "Thank you for coming on such short notice," the Registrix said, nodding to them both. "Word of your recent... acquisition has caused some concerns."

      Dusk glanced at his mate and saw Leo trying to control his twitching lips. The bastard was enjoying this.

      "I certainly understand the concern," Dusk said, promising himself that he'd be diplomatic. This time, at least. "We'd like to reassure the Board that all appropriate measures have been taken to ensure both the safety and containment of the chimera."

      "I'm certain that you have, Prince Dusk," said Daliah, "but that does not absolve this Board of its responsibilities. Especially considering that he is the Master of Ark's favorite Puppet."

      "He was," Leopold interjected. "And that's all the more reason we want to keep him."

      "You make it sound as if he's an exotic pet," Francis scoffed. Off to a good start already. He was wearing a silken cream-colored robe that matched the color of his skin, open enough to reveal the twin scars on his toned chest. His swirling markings flared whenever he was agitated, as if the borrowed magic within them responded to his moods.

      "We understand the risks," said Dusk. "But the potential benefits greatly outweigh them. For one thing, Arden has intimate knowledge of Eric and the covert missions that Aeon has yet to be able to gather proof of."

      "Arden," Francis snorted. "Is that what they call it?"

      Dusk bristled more than he probably should have in defense of his prisoner, but the Registrix interrupted before he had the chance. It was fortunate, he decided.

      "That's enough," the Registrix chided. "The Aeon was established to uphold the sacred integrity of all life forms within and without Teros, and the chimera is no exception."

      "He's been turned," Francis protested, even though he looked sufficiently chastised. "He's one of them now, and a hellion of a vampire at that."

      "He has a point," Armand said thoughtfully. Dusk had hoped he would be on their side, if anyone was. After all, his mother had played a large role in getting the former courtier to where he was today. "And as far as containment goes, it's all theoretical. Even your facilities were not built to contain a vampire chimera."

      "The damn thing is probably clawing his way out of the Vale as we speak," Percy muttered, tapping her long, clawlike nails on the arm of her chair.

      "He's not a vampire anymore," Dusk said, deciding he needed to get that much straight before they stripped him of his rank. That got their attention, at least.

      "How is that possible?" Daliah asked, frowning.

      "Chimeras have remarkably plastic DNA," Leopold explained. Dusk was grateful he was taking over on the explanation of the scientific aspect of the process. That had never been his strong suit. Yet another way in which the elf complemented his own skills and weaknesses. "It makes him the perfect test subject for the serum we introduced to you last spring."

      "I see that you didn't feel the need to request permission for this experiment of yours," the Registrix said solemnly.

      Dusk sighed. "Forgive me, xir. I authorized the project and take full responsibility for it," he said, ignoring the look Leo was giving him. "It was an urgent matter. So far, it appears to be working well. His condition is stable and after the first six hours, there were no signs of reversion."

      "Your explanation is noted, Prince," Daliah said, raising an eyebrow. "But I fail to see how an extraction mission for one of our operatives not only resulted in the failure to return said operative alive, but the capture of an enemy combatant."

      "A fair question, Countess," Dusk said, nodding to her. "And again, I take full responsibility for my cousin's death." His throat tightened but he pushed through. They already saw him as reckless. They didn't need to see him as weak. "However, the Brotherhood saw the opportunity to secure a greater victory for this organization, and the future of Teros."

      "He's right," said Leo.

      "Of course you think that," muttered Francis.

      The Registrix shot him a warning look. "Go on, Leopold."

      "The vampires may be abiding by the truce now, but we all know that won't last long," Leo continued. "They're just biding their time, and in Eric's case, they're forging alliances and building an army. Now, we have the cornerstone of that army."

      "Eric has other chimeras," Percy protested. "And he'll continue to make more. One going missing will hardly stop that."

      "No, it won't," Dusk agreed. "But it does grant us access to information. And it is my hope that in time, Arden will come to cooperate with us of his own free will."

      Francis gave a disbelieving laugh. "And I hope I'll wake up every morning with perfectly coiffed hair. We all have dreams, but Aeon operates in reality."

      "The reality," Leo began crossly, "is that my uncle grows bolder each day his alliance with the vampires grows stronger. We can either bury our heads in the sand and let it happen, or we can fulfill the purpose Aeon was supposedly created for and prevent another war."

      The Board fell silent. Francis was fuming and Percy seemed equally irritated, but at least the others were listening.

      "You have given us much to consider," the Registrix finally said. "For the time being, we will do things your way. However, if anything goes wry, I will hold you personally responsible. Both of you."

      "Understood," Leopold said before Dusk could say anything.

      The fae reluctantly bowed before the Board. "Understood."

      It was a risk he hadn't actually expected them to be willing to take, even though it was clearly not a unanimous decision. He just had to hope it wouldn't blow up in all their faces.
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      At some point, Arden had fallen asleep on the floor, his body tucked into the fetal position. He didn’t know whether he’d been asleep for hours or days, but it didn’t matter. It only occurred to him as he looked up at the coffin he’d been transported in that it was the first time he’d been able to fall into a deep sleep without the confines of the box.

      The realization brought a fresh wave of despair with it, but he dragged himself to his feet and walked over to the wall Dusk had passed through so easily. He was certain he’d end up with his face planted in the crystal if he tried, and Dusk was probably laughing at him along with the others, but he reached out and pressed his hand to the thick, semi-transparent substance. Now that he was close, he could see the blurry shapes beyond it. Furniture, perhaps.

      To his surprise, the crystal had a decent amount of give. He pushed a bit harder and his fingers slipped through. It felt like gel that didn’t leave a residue when he pulled his hand back. With nothing left to lose, he stepped through the wall and found himself on the other side of a perfectly normal living room. It wasn’t unlike Eric’s penthouse, although the furniture was far more modern and eclectic. The bases seemed to be made of a harder version of the crystal in the walls, and above him hung a dazzling chandelier made of hundreds of tiny beads that looked like glimmering teardrops. Each one glowed with the same magic that lit up the fae’s markings, and Arden found himself entranced like an infant staring up at a mobile.

      “There you are.” Vox’s voice came from behind and Arden recognized the soft accent immediately. He spun around, ready to defend himself, but the ghoul remained where he was. He was no longer in his servant’s uniform, either. The sight of him in a black hoodie and jeans with the grotesque mask still in place would have been comical under any other circumstance.

      “You,” Arden seethed.

      Vox held up his pale hands. “No hard feelings. I was just doing my job, and if we hadn’t tricked you, you would have killed the both of us without a second thought.”

      It was true, but that didn’t make Arden’s feelings on the subject any gentler. “You’re a traitor,” he spat. “The ghouls work for the fae now?”

      Vox’s eyes blinked slowly, and he didn’t seem offended. “The vampires who take us from our mothers at birth and force us into years of arduous training for the sliver of a chance that we might be chimeras, only to cast us aside as drones when we disappoint them? If I’m a traitor for turning against them, I think I’ll find a way to live with myself.” His light eyes glimmered. “In a manner of speaking.”

      Arden didn’t know what to say to that. All the ghouls who worked for Eric kept their words few and they knew better than to complain about their lot in life. The ones who did were cast out into far less pleasant positions in the wasteland.

      “Dusk would have been here to greet you himself, but he got called away on business. He figured out of all of us, I’d be the one you were least pissed at,” Vox explained.

      “All of you?”

      “You’ve already met Harding, and the others you’ll meet in time.”

      “How many of you are there?”

      Vox paused, as if it took him a moment to remember. “Six of us. Seven, including you.”

      “Six?”

      “One for each species,” Vox explained. “Human, ghoul, vampire, fae, elf, and shifter.”

      Arden gawked at him. “You’re telling me you managed to rope a vampire and an elf into this bullshit?”

      Vox chuckled, to Arden’s surprise. “They joined willingly.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ve been living in a bubble, kid. There’s no way to explain the actual complexity of the political relations to our species without you being deprogrammed from Eric’s brainwashing.” He paused. “And I lived in the same bubble, so I mean no offense.”

      Arden frowned. “You were one of Eric’s candidates?”

      “Is that what he’s calling us now?” he tilted his head. “It was ‘subjects’ back in my day. And yes, I was one of them. A failed candidate, of course, but I’d say I got the better end of the deal.”

      “Why am I here?” Arden demanded. “What do you want with me now that I’m human?”

      “You’re not human,” said Vox. “You’re a chimera, but it would be better for one of the others to explain that to you. I’m just here to make sure you get a change of clothes and food, if you’re hungry.”

      It had been so long since Arden had felt hunger or thirst in any human sense that he hadn’t even realized it until Vox brought it up, but as soon as he was aware of the gnawing ache in his stomach, it became insufferable. Eating was the last thing he wanted to do, but a change of clothes didn’t sound that bad.

      “Come on,” Vox said, shoving his hands into his hoodie and jerking his head for Arden to follow.

      He did, because what choice did he really have?

      “You’re bunking with me. Suicide risk and all that.”

      Arden frowned. “And any of you give a shit whether I live or die why?”

      “Chimera,” he said, as if that explained it. He paused in front of a door. “And Dusk just cares because he’s Dusk.”

      Vox opened the door to an unexpectedly large room. There was a large bunk bed on the far end of the wall and the rumpled covers on top told Arden that Vox had already claimed his. The room was obviously set up for two with twin desks, dressers and a TV lounge area in the middle. It looked more like a college dormitory than the headquarters of some top-secret interspecies task force.

      “Home sweet home,” said Vox, dropping down on the beanbag chair on the floor. “Anything in the mini fridge is communal property. Just don’t touch my porn.”

      Arden blinked. With half his face covered, it was hard to tell if the ghoul was joking or not. The glimmer in his eyes as he stretched out his long limbs and picked up a game controller helped. “I’m kidding. You’ll never find it.”

      “Right,” Arden muttered, looking around the room. He’d never had a space to call his own outside the coffin and he felt exposed. How was he supposed to sleep in a bed with a ghoul a few feet above him?

      “Clothes are in the closet. You can wear whatever you want of mine until Dusk takes you shopping.”

      Arden had never loathed the idea of anything more than a shopping trip with the fae who’d robbed him of his vampirism, but he opened the closet and sorted through the hangers until he found some jeans and a hoodie. Vox obviously had a look when he wasn’t on duty. Arden glanced over his shoulder to make sure the ghoul was focused on his video game before changing out of the robe. The clean clothes admittedly felt good. Softer than the leather armor he was used to wearing on missions.

      “Quick question,” said Vox, bending his head back as Arden zipped up his hoodie. “Were you actually going to fuck that salty old elf if we hadn’t taken you out of there?”

      It was becoming apparent to Arden that the somber and eloquent demeanor Vox had put on as a servant was just an act. He wasn’t used to the ghouls displaying any sort of personality. Then again, Eric preferred them to be silent. “I do what my Master asks of me.”

      “And whom, apparently,” Vox mumbled, turning back to the screen as a building exploded and his avatar leaped up onto the rooftop to escape.

      Arden’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t appreciate being judged by someone like Vox. He was a traitor. What did he know of duty and loyalty, anyway? “Is this what the Brotherhood does? You sit on your ass playing video games all day when you’re not stealing people?”

      “You can’t steal a person,” Vox said without looking away from the screen. “Technically, we kidnapped you.”

      Arden snorted. He paused at a picture on one of the desks. It was old and faded, but the image of a young couple in military uniforms laughing as they held each other was clear enough. Arden picked up the frame and looked closer. There was a vague resemblance between the man in the picture and what he’d seen of Vox’s face, but he was older. Even with the faded color of the photograph, his cheeks were full of life that Vox lacked.

      The sounds of the game paused and when Arden looked up, Vox was watching him. “Those are my parents.”

      “If you were raised in the program, how did you get this?”

      “They were part of the resistance,” he murmured, dropping the controller onto the beanbag as he stood up. He walked over and took the picture frame, his eyes softening with fondness. “Before my mother was kidnapped and forced into one of your Master’s illustrious human farms.”

      Arden flinched. The vampires needed sustenance, and once the humans had refused to provide it willingly, Eric had done what was necessary to ensure the continued survival of his species. There was a reason Ark was thriving while the other vampire territories remained enmeshed in conflict over limited resources.

      Vox set the photograph down and watched Arden intently. “You don’t remember anything about your life before him, do you?”

      “I was born into the program same as you.”

      “And you’ve never wondered who your parents are?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      The ghoul’s eyes narrowed. “Man, he really got in there, didn’t he?” He reached out to tap Arden’s forehead.

      “Don’t touch me,” he snapped.

      Vox snorted, turning toward the door. “I’m gonna go find food. If you’re hungry, you can join me.”

      Once he left, Arden lingered a moment. His ego told him to stay there, but his stomach wasn’t having it. Reluctantly, he followed Vox out of the room and down the hall to a large kitchen that looked like it belonged in a family home, even though the lack of windows suggested they were somewhere far below ground.

      “Is this the Vale?” Arden asked warily.

      “Nothing slips past you, does it, Pinocchio?”

      “Pinocchio?”

      Vox rolled his eyes as he opened the refrigerator. “Wooden boy? Geppetto?” When none of those rang a bell, he sighed. “You’ve got some serious catching up to do. Starting with pizza. I assume you know what pizza is?”

      “Yes,” Arden muttered. He’d never eaten it before and he wasn’t at all sure about the cardboard box Vox pulled out of the refrigerator. Before being turned, Lauren had kept him on a strict diet designed to maintain peak physical and mental performance. After, he’d only ever consumed human food on missions to blend in, and he found it tasteless and unpleasant. The fact that he now required it didn’t change that fact.

      Vox grabbed a couple of slices and put them on a plate before popping it into the microwave. He turned toward Arden with his palms on the counter, leaning in. “You were human before and you look about the age I’m stuck at. Twenty?”

      “Yes,” he answered warily.

      “Guess that hasn’t changed,” Vox sighed. “Listen, I’m not gonna lie. The transition ahead of you isn’t an easy one, but it’s not like you have a choice, so you might as well make it easier on yourself.”

      “I don’t want this,” Arden said through clenched teeth. “I’d rather die.”

      “Hence why I’m not supposed to leave you alone for two seconds.”

      Arden frowned.

      “If it’s any consolation, I was in your shoes once. Granted, I wasn’t as madly in love with my ‘Master’ as you seem to be, but I bought the brainwashing hook, line and sinker.” He grew solemn. “Not like I ever knew anything else.”

      “It’s not brainwashing,” Arden snapped. “It’s called honor.”

      “Honor,” Vox scoffed. “Right. Because farming living beings and laying waste to everyone who stands in your way, man, woman and child, is so ‘honorable.’”

      “Eric never pretended to be merciful, but he does what it takes to ensure the survival of our kind,” said Arden.

      “‘Our kind?’” Vox challenged. “Do you even hear yourself? You’re not one of them, kid. You weren’t born with fangs and a hole where your soul should be, you were made that way. Forced. Indoctrinated. Twisted.”

      “Maybe that’s how you see it, but it’s not how I feel.”

      “No,” Vox muttered. “I imagine you feel like you only exist to serve Eric. Like he plucked you out of nothingness and made you into something worthy of being used.”

      Arden was struck by how closely the ghoul’s words mirrored his own feelings, but he refused to show or acknowledge it.

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Vox said in a knowing tone. “I’ve been in your shoes. I get it. When you’ve been told your whole life that you exist to be someone’s toy, you feel lucky when they pick you off the shelf. It takes time to realize you exist outside of them, and right now, I’m sure that’s the last thing you want.”

      “And you know better?” Arden asked icily.

      The man’s eyes smiled above his hideous mask. “I know I’d rather be a zombie living for myself than a Puppet living for Eric.”

      Before Arden could respond, the microwave let out a shrill beep that made him jolt.

      “At ease,” Vox said, taking the plate out. He slid it across to Arden and sat on the stool on the other side of the counter to watch.

      The scent of the food was generating a mixed response in Arden’s gut. On the one hand, he was repulsed by the idea of going back to such a basic human function as eating, but on the other, he felt like his body was going to start eating itself if he didn’t. He reluctantly took a bite of the crust, surprised when it actually had a flavor other than dust.

      “Good, huh? Worth the trip to the other side.”

      “They don’t have delivery to the Vale?” Arden asked wryly.

      “Nah. The fae are all about fruits and balanced meals,” Vox answered, rolling his eyes. “Think that’s the real reason the elves left.”

      “The elves didn’t leave, they were banished.”

      Vox raised a dark eyebrow. “Is that what they told you?”

      Heavy footsteps in the hall announced that they weren’t alone before Harding came in, pausing warily at the door as he looked at Arden. “He’s out of the box?”

      “You can relax. He’s mortal.” Vox paused, glancing the Puppet up and down. “More or less.”

      Harding didn’t seem comforted, but the allure of pizza proved to be more than he could resist. He sat down next to Vox and looked at the other slice. “You gonna eat that?”

      “Knock yourself out,” Vox said, sliding the plate over to him.

      “I thought you were going to eat,” said Arden. He’d secretly hoped to get a glimpse at what was underneath that mask, but the ghoul hadn’t touched his food.

      “I don’t eat. Harding is just being a smartass,” he said.

      “What do you mean you don’t eat? Ever?” Arden asked in disbelief. He had been surrounded by ghouls all his life, but he realized just how little he’d actually conversed with any of them. They were as functional and silent as the furniture and weapons that filled Eric’s home, and he’d never actually thought about how they sustained themselves.

      “Not human food,” Vox said, as if that much should be obvious. “Ghouls don’t eat, we don’t dream, we don’t piss, and we don’t fuck. We’re like vampires without any of the benefits.”

      “Right,” Arden muttered. Harding was already on his third slice of cold pizza. Evidently, he did enough eating for the both of them.

      “So,” Harding said with a mouthful of crust as he grabbed a beer from the refrigerator. “Did Dusk give him the spiel yet?”

      “As much of it as he’s ready for,” Vox answered, propping his chin on his fist. He stared longingly at the beer washing down the larger man’s throat.

      “Where’s our dear leader?”

      “Which one?” Vox asked wryly. “Dusk got called out and Leo… anyone’s guess.”

      Leo? No, it was impossible. It had to be someone else.

      All of a sudden, Arden’s head began to swim and he leaped up from the counter in a panic. His body felt heavy like it had before he’d blacked out, even if this was milder. “Something’s wrong,” he choked, grabbing his chest. He looked accusatorially at Vox. “You poisoned me!”

      “Only the once,” Vox assured him. The concern in his eyes made Arden doubt his first assumption. He stood and walked around the counter, touching Arden’s cheek. “What’s wrong?”

      Arden shook his head. He tried to walk but wound up staggering forward. If Vox hadn’t caught him, his legs would have given out. The ghoul’s arms were surprisingly strong for someone so lean, and he held Arden up easily. An unwelcome reminder of the new disparity between them. “Easy.”

      “What’s happening to me?” Arden asked hoarsely, his hands resting on the other man’s chest. He looked into Vox’s pale eyes out of fear and desperation and was surprised that there was more warmth in them than Eric had ever shown. “I feel weak.”

      “You are weak,” Vox said gently, stroking a loose strand of white hair behind Arden’s ear. “Your body is adjusting to being human again. You’re probably just tired.”

      Before Arden could protest, Vox lifted him into his arms like he weighed nothing. His face grew hot and for a moment, he thought that was another sign his body was shutting down until he remembered what it felt like to blush. “Put me down.”

      “You sure about that?” Vox challenged, carrying him down the hall. “Didn’t look like you were doing all that well on your own.”

      Arden turned away from him, his arms reluctantly draped around the ghoul’s neck. He had a point.

      “Don’t let him out of your sight,” Harding called after them.

      “You don’t need to tell me how to do my job,” Vox grumbled.

      “What is your job, exactly?” Arden asked.

      Vox looked up at him, his eyes dancing with amusement. “Isn’t it obvious?” His voice was pleasant, if slightly muffled by his mask. “For the moment, it’s babysitting you.”

      Arden scowled as Vox carried him into their room. The ghoul placed him on the bottom bunk and pulled a blanket over him as if he needed to be tucked in. Arden resented the gesture, and everything else, for that matter, but the bed was too soft and cool to complain.

      It had been so long since he’d slept in a real bed. The heavy frame of the bed and the bunk overhead made him feel a little less exposed, but it was still a far cry from the security of his coffin.

      “I can’t sleep like this.”

      “Yes, you can. You’re not a vampire anymore.”

      The words cut into him like daggers, even though Arden could tell they weren’t meant to wound.

      Vox’s gaze softened with pity. “I know it’s a lot, but just try to take it one thing at a time, okay?”

      “I hate this,” Arden murmured, sinking back into the pillows. Every bit of fabric that brushed against him, every breath that filled his lungs, it was all so full of sensation that had been duller as a vampire. Even the light was overwhelming. “I feel everything. I feel like I could break at any moment.”

      “You could,” Vox mused. “I know the feeling well. It’s called mortality.” He swept his hand down Arden’s face and the coolness of his touch was more comforting than Arden wanted to admit.

      “It sucks.”

      Vox chuckled. “Believe it or not, I’m jealous. Some of us would give anything for the chance to feel that way again.”

      His words tightened Arden’s chest in a way that made no more sense than the rest of these human reactions. It didn’t seem like all that long ago that he was turned, but the foreignness of every moment told him that was far from the truth. “Why can’t Dusk just use his ‘cure’ on you?”

      The other man looked away. “It doesn’t work like that. Not on ghouls.”

      “Why not?” asked Arden.

      Vox gave him a patient smile with his eyes. Somehow, they were as easy to read as anyone else’s lips. “Chimeras are made to change. It’s in your DNA. We don’t change. Ever.”

      “Oh,” Arden murmured. “Is that why you can’t eat regular food?”

      Vox nodded. He didn’t seem to want to go into it any further, and it was a struggle for Arden to keep his eyes open and his head off the pillow.

      “Don’t fight it,” said Vox. “You need rest.”

      “How do I know I’m not dying?” He hated sounding so weak and terrified, but as much as he hated Vox, too, the man was his only link to before. The only one who knew what he was going through, at least in part.

      “You’re not,” Vox promised. “But if you’re that scared, I’ll stay with you.”

      Arden’s pride made him hesitate, but he finally nodded. Vox climbed into the bed next to him, on top of the covers he’d pulled up over Arden. As drowsiness washed over him like a wave, Arden’s fear of drowning did nothing to keep him from being dragged under. Vox’s presence eased it inexplicably, but he wouldn’t let himself draw closer.

      “If you can’t sleep, why do you have a bed?” he finally asked.

      “I sleep, just not the same way you do,” he answered. “I don’t get tired, and I don’t dream. It’s more like shutting down for a few hours, but sometimes it’s enough just to go through the motions. To remember what it’s like.”

      “You really miss this?” Arden asked in disbelief. He could feel Vox’s breath on the back of his neck, cold as ice.

      “More than anything,” he murmured.

      Arden closed his eyes and started to drift off. When the sensation of falling jarred him awake, he gasped, but Vox’s strong arm wrapped around his waist, pulling Arden to his chest. “It’s okay,” he whispered, his voice soothing the terror making Arden’s heart race. He relaxed in the other man’s embrace, his hand closing around Vox’s wrist to make him stay. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Those words shouldn’t have meant anything. They certainly shouldn’t have been a comfort, but they were. Arden’s eyes fell shut and he gave up on fighting. He hadn’t slept outside his coffin in decades, but as terrifying as the loss of consciousness was in a mortal vessel, Vox’s embrace proved more secure than those satin walls ever were.
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      Arden dreamed like he never had. Or at least, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d dreamed in vivid color. It was a shame the subject matter was so brutal, because it was almost beautiful.

      He saw Eric. More accurately, Eric saw him and the vampire’s eyes filled with disgust.

      “Look what they’ve done to you,” he murmured, reaching out to touch Arden’s face. He leaned into his Master’s palm, his eyes fluttering shut.

      “I’m sorry, Master. I failed you, but I’ll make it right. You can turn me again…”

      “No,” Eric said, pulling his hand away. “You’re useless to me now.”

      Arden’s heart shattered into a dozen pieces at the sound of those words. “Master…”

      He reached for Eric out of desperation, but the man was already too far away.
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        * * *

      

      Awakened in a cold sweat, it took Arden a moment to catch his breath and remember where he was. Vox was gone and he was alone. He threw off the covers and went out into the hall. The place was silent, which he thought might have been a blessing in disguise.

      Arden rushed down the hallway and past the kitchen. It, too, was empty, giving him the slightest hope that there might be a way out. Not that he knew how to escape the Vale if that truly was where he was being held, but he’d deal with that when he got to it.

      He reached what seemed like a door to the outside, or at least to a stairwell leading up to it, and to his relief, it opened. When he saw the void on the other side, he froze. Tessellated walls made of crystal seemed to stretch out in all directions, but the angles made no sense. It was impossible to tell where one began and another ended, and the longer he stared, the closer he felt to madness.

      “Going somewhere?”

      Arden gasped and slammed the door shut. When he turned around, the man standing before him looked like he had been there all along. With straight, gleaming black hair that nearly touched his waist and a hard, square jaw, the man was drop dead gorgeous. His skin was a rich ochre and his amber eyes shone with knowing as he looked down at the considerably shorter man before him.

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Elan,” he answered. “And you must be Dusk’s new pet.”

      “I’m no one’s pet,” he spat.

      “No? I heard you liked wearing Eric’s leash.”

      Arden grimaced. “That’s different.”

      “Ah, yes,” Elan mused, his tone full of smugness that put Harding to shame. “The bond between sire and child, also known as the rose-tinted lens that makes abuse seem like love.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I should, given that Eric is my half-brother.”

      Arden stared at him, waiting for the joke. “You’re lying.”

      Eric had never mentioned having a brother. Then again, the information Arden knew about his personal life was limited to whatever he needed to know to complete the mission.

      Elan shrugged. “Think what you like.” His gaze traveled down Arden’s face, studying him intently. “Harding wasn’t exaggerating, was he?”

      “About what?” Arden asked nervously.

      Elan’s only answer was a faint, condescending smile.

      “If you’re really his brother, why are you here working for them?” Arden asked. Now that he was looking, he could see the resemblance, but it still seemed impossible.

      “Nosy for a prisoner, aren’t you?”

      Arden frowned. “According to the others, I was rescued.”

      “Of course. My mistake. Dusk is always taking in strays.”

      “If he’s the fae, Harding’s the human and Vox is the ghoul, what does that make you?” he demanded.

      “Thirsty,” Elan answered, looking pointedly at Arden’s neck. “Care to offer yourself? I’m getting awfully tired of Harding’s blood. No flavor.”

      “You’re a vampire?” he asked in disbelief. He was more upset with himself for not being able to recognize it. Humiliated, really. He really was human.

      “Don’t beat yourself up. If humans could sense us, we’d all starve,” Elan said with an inviting wink.

      “I’m not feeding you,” Arden muttered, putting a hand up to block his neck even though he knew better than anyone how little that would do if the vampire decided to attack him. “Go bug Harding.”

      “My,” the vampire purred. He was down the hall one moment and the next, he was right in front of Arden, his finger propped under the smaller man’s chin to force his head up and expose his neck. Arden froze. So this was what being on the other end of it felt like. “Such a big mouth for the newly mortal.”

      Arden swallowed hard, a reflexive response he couldn’t help, but he refused to look away from the intensity of the vampire’s gaze. “Go ahead,” he challenged, intent on calling Elan’s bluff. And if it wasn’t a bluff, he didn’t have much to lose anyway. That haunting dream may have been a bit dramatic, but he knew it wasn’t far off from what the reality would be if he did find a way back to Eric. “Bite me. I’d love to see how that works out for you.”

      Elan held his gaze for a moment that felt like a year, but his lips finally curved into a smile and he pulled his hand away. “I’m only teasing. Unlike my brother, I’d never take something that wasn’t freely offered to me.” His gaze traveled down to Arden’s lips and despite the fact that they were nowhere near touching, his skin tingled with some strange electricity. Was this what he’d felt around vampires before he became one of them? He couldn’t remember having such a reaction to anyone other than Eric, but that was a different, obsessive kind of infatuation.

      “Of course, if you change your mind and decide you’d like to remember what it’s like on the receiving end of a bite, I’d be happy to oblige,” said Elan. “Your blood smells delicious.”

      Arden glowered. His bravado made it easier to see through his charm. “I’m good,” he said flatly. “Where is Vox?”

      “He had something to take care of and he asked me to keep an eye on you.”

      If that was true, Arden had a bone to pick with the ghoul when he returned. “He couldn’t have gone far. There’s nothing but a hellscape out there.”

      Elan smiled. “I find it charming.”

      “What is that, anyway?” Arden asked, even though he wasn’t sure he really wanted to know.

      “That would be the Vale.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Alright, it’s the interdimensional waiting room between the Vale and your world,” he answered. “Or did you think it was simply a matter of digging a hole deep enough and popping into a magical city?”

      Arden hesitated. That wasn’t far off from what he’d thought, but he’d never put much focus on it. All he knew was that the Vale was underneath the surface world and magic kept it from being accessed by anyone the fae didn’t approve of. “The rest of you aren’t fae. Why are you allowed here?”

      “This is something like an airport,” he replied. “International territory.”

      “Oh…”

      “Tell me, how is my brother doing?” Elan asked, as if they’d been speaking about him all along. “Is he still grappling for control of the other vampire nations?”

      Arden frowned. “I believe he’s more than busy enough managing Ark. Not that Merinth and Daion would suffer for better leadership.”

      Elan laughed enthusiastically. “Wonderful! And you actually believe it,” he mused, cocking his head. “How charming.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Let’s put it this way,” Elan said in a wickedly sweet tone of voice. “When we were kids, I preferred cats. Eric preferred dogs.”

      “So?”

      “He always had a fragile ego. Needed to be worshipped and obeyed without question, even by his companions,” he replied. “Me, on the other hand… I prefer my pets to have free will.”

      “I have free will,” Arden snapped. “Maybe you’re just jealous anyone would use it to serve him.”

      “Keep telling yourself that, precious,” Elan said, ruffling his hair. He pulled away before Arden could claw him for it. “My room’s at the very end of the hall if you need anything. I suggest you don’t venture past that door.”

      “Or what?”

      Elan paused. “That depends on how you feel about falling for all eternity.” He shrugged. “Choice is yours.”

      He closed the door and left Arden to wonder if he was bluffing. He glanced back at the door and decided not to test it.
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      Once Dusk and Leo returned, Vox decided it was time to shower off the day’s stress. He should’ve turned back as soon as he heard the water already on, but it wasn’t until he walked into the communal showers and saw that Elan and Harding occupied the same open stall that he came to regret it.

      The vampire’s head was back against the wall, his hand tangled in the human male’s thick brown hair. Harding had the vampire’s thick cock all the way down his throat and the look on Elan’s face was a testament to his skill.

      It was just about the last thing Vox wanted to walk in on, but it was too late to pretend like he hadn’t seen anything and it certainly wasn’t the first time.

      Elan’s eyes met his and his lips curved into a shameless smirk. “Don’t fret. There’s still plenty of hot water left.”

      Harding seemed to realize only then that they had company, but when he turned his head, Elan gently guided him back to what he was doing and rewarded him with a stroke.

      Vox rolled his eyes and began to undress in front of the showers across the room. “Don’t let me disturb you. Not like this is a public room or anything.”

      The snort Elan gave was pretty much what he’d expected. The Brotherhood had a lot of down time, and they all shared relatively close quarters, so Vox was used to walking in on moments of intimacy. Aside from Dusk and Leo, they’d all fooled around at one point or another. It didn’t mean anything. Even Vox got lonely enough to put aside his disdain for the vampire from time to time.

      Sometimes it was nice just to feel something, even if he wasn’t getting an orgasm out of it. Going through the motions to remind himself what it was like to be human. To feel the warmth of another person…

      The only problem was, he did remember what it was like. He could pinpoint the last moment he’d felt the spark of intimacy with another, and every encounter he’d had since paled in comparison. Sometimes he just felt like torturing himself.

      Vox turned on the water and even at full heat, he only felt the slightest tinge of warmth. He knew it wouldn’t cause any damage, so he left it on. It wasn’t like he could feel the burn, anyway. The fact that he wasn’t alone meant he’d have to shower in his mask, but he made do. The sounds of Elan’s fast-approaching climax were at least partly drowned out by the water and by the time Vox was finished with his shower, Harding was on his feet, running a towel through his wet hair.

      A satisfied-looking Elan turned to face the water, washing away the remainder of his spunk. Harding gave Vox a sheepish glance and mumbled something that sounded apologetic as he got dressed.

      The ghoul pretended like he didn’t notice, combing his fingers through his damp hair. Elan lingered once he was gone and Vox could tell the vampire had something on his mind, so he decided to preempt any snarky comments he was thinking of making with his own.

      “The chimera’s barely been here for a week and already it’s like a Grecian bathhouse in here,” Vox remarked.

      “You’re one to talk.”

      Vox froze before pulling on his T-shirt. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Sure you don’t,” Elan said smugly, leaning against the sink next to Vox with his broad arms folded and his abs on full display. Prick. “You know, if you want to pretend like you’re not infatuated with him, you should probably spend less time staring at his ass.”

      “Says the guy who spends his time noticing how I spend my time.”

      The vampire snorted. “Just looking out for you, that’s all.”

      “Not sure when I asked you to do that.”

      “Come on. You’re the annoying little brother none of us ever wanted,” Elan said dryly. “I’m sure it’s weird being around him. Seeing what you might have been.”

      “Yeah. A walking magnet to horny elves, vampires and fae. I’m real jealous.”

      “You know what’s funny?”

      “I’m sure you’re gonna tell me.”

      Elan smiled. “You two are from the same lab, aren’t you? Probably even the same farm.”

      Vox’s jaw tightened beneath the mask and he gripped the sink, trying to remind himself he couldn’t strangle a coworker. “Your point?”

      “You must know him,” said Elan. The way he spoke made it clear it wasn’t a question. He knew and Vox knew. It was just a matter of who was willing to cave. “You must have gone through the same brainwashing academy he did. Maybe even in the same class,” he said, studying the ghoul more closely.

      “Again. Your point?”

      Elan shrugged. “It’s just interesting, that’s all. He doesn’t seem to recognize you.”

      “No,” Vox muttered. “He doesn’t.”

      “But you do know him.”

      His grip on the sink tightened. “Yes,” he said, his voice muffled, both because of the grates in front of his mouth and his irritation. “I know him.”

      “Interesting,” Elan mused. He patted Vox on the back and dropped the towel around his waist before wandering over to his locket to get changed. “Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”

      Vox resisted the urge to flip him off. The vampire seemed to take it as a badge of honor.

      If Elan knew, he probably wasn’t the only one. He was sure Dusk and Leo already had some idea. There were only so many facilities that housed the human children Ark stole and brainwashed. He knew no one in the Brotherhood was going to betray the confidence, even if he hadn’t explicitly given it to them. Still. He wasn’t even sure why he was keeping it a secret.

      Of course Arden didn’t remember him. None of the chimeras remembered anything about their lives before. It was both the price of success, and the thing that made it possible. You couldn’t be the perfect weapon if you still had human ties.

      It was, after all, another life. The sooner Vox found a way to leave it in the past, the easier it would be to cope with the ghost who haunted his present.
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          Arden

        

      

    

    
      “There you are.” Dusk’s voice was at once soothing and irritating, considering the circumstances that had brought Arden to his home. Arden was sitting on the couch in the living room, trying to read one of the books he’d found on the shelf to kill the time. He wasn’t used to being awake this long and for a house that was supposedly filled with representatives among all six species that populated Teros, it was surprisingly quiet.

      The fae walked in, wearing new clothes that were every bit as princely as the ones he’d worn before. His hair was pulled back in a loose braid that made him look all the more gallant. “Reading anything interesting?”

      “Not really,” Arden said, closing the book. “You were looking for me?”

      “Yes. I feel bad for disappearing so soon after you arrived,” Dusk said in a tone that seemed sincere. “How are you feeling?”

      “Mortal,” Arden answered. “Thanks to you.”

      The fae gave him a sympathetic smile. “Come. There’s someone I’d like to introduce you to.”

      “I already met Elan, and if it’s all the same, I’d rather not be reintroduced.”

      “Elan? No, it’s someone else. Come,” Dusk ushered.

      Arden reluctantly stood up from the sofa and followed the fae out into the hallway. Dusk led him upstairs into a larger library Arden knew for a fact wasn’t there the last time he’d gone exploring. “Where did this come from?”

      Dusk watched him with amusement dancing in his eyes. “Magic. The house is bigger than it seems.”

      Somehow, he didn’t find it as charming as the fae seemed to.

      Seated at the other end of the room behind a looming desk just off the floor was an unexpectedly familiar face. Arden’s chest tightened as he saw the elf from the party staring at him.

      “Leopold,” he hissed. So it was him. He should have known.

      The man’s expression remained cold as he pushed away the papers he’d been working on. “I told you I don’t have time for this.”

      “It will only take a minute,” Dusk insisted. Why the fae was so eager to introduce two people who had only mutual hatred in common, he couldn’t guess. Everything Dusk did was a mystery to him, and this was no exception. “I know you both met at the party, but since we’re all going to be on the same team, I thought you should meet under more legitimate circumstances.”

      “You’re a traitor,” Arden spat.

      “You’re right, Dusk. The boy is charming,” Leopold said wryly.

      The fae gave him a dirty look. “You promised.”

      “Fine,” Leopold muttered, turning to Arden. “By your standards, I suppose I am a traitor, but I place loyalty to my species above the blood connection to an unscrupulous man who would run us all into the ground if given the chance.”

      “So you’re planning on overthrowing your uncle?” asked Arden.

      “Overthrowing?” Leopold chuckled. “The man is already a puppet for every special interest group that throws money and whores his way. I manage him, which was much easier before your Master needled his way into the inner circle.”

      “What’s the point?” asked Arden. “Why would an elf want to work for the fae?”

      “To explain it to you would require an education that your brainwashed mind would certainly resist.”

      “Leopold,” Dusk warned.

      The elf sighed. “Fine. The abridged version, then. What do you know of how the war began?”

      “I know the fae kicked your kind out and the vampires gave you shelter,” Arden answered.

      Leopold scoffed. “So that’s the sanitized version Eric feeds his drones now. What a privilege to be able to rewrite history on a whim.”

      “Then what really happened?” Not that Arden would believe it.

      “That’s really his story to tell,” Leopold said, nodding toward Dusk.

      The fae didn’t seem to appreciate the concession, and Arden didn’t miss the sadness in his gaze. “We existed alongside each other peacefully for centuries, until the Elven Queen passed away. Her son was not amenable to the truce between our people, and he sought to claim the Chrysalus core that sustains all life within the Vale for the elves alone. He very nearly succeeded, and countless lives were lost.”

      “The word Dusk is too shy to use is ‘genocide,’” said Leopold. “Championed by my uncle, among others. When the Elven King was assassinated and the tides began to turn, the Vale itself turned on the elves, cutting them off from their power source.”

      “You were able to use magic before?” Arden asked in disbelief. “But you don’t have the markings…”

      “It flowed through our veins,” Leopold said, looking down at his metal hand. “When the core cut us off, we were no longer able to exist within the Vale without augmentation. Biotechnology that circulated Chrysalus energy through our veins, allowing us to withstand the environment. It was enough of a disadvantage that most of us chose to retreat to the surface.”

      “And they brought their technology to the vampires,” Dusk said quietly. “With the promise that they could one day join forces and conquer the Vale together.”

      Arden frowned as he listened. He had never heard things strung together so coherently, and Leopold was right. His urge was to resist it, even though it made more sense of the alliance between the elves and the vampires than the official narrative. “You’re saying that Eric wants to come to this world?”

      “Eric is an imperialist,” said Dusk. “He wants to conquer anything within his reach, and the Emperor wishes to continue what the dead King began. The extinction of my kind.”

      Arden wanted to argue on his Master’s behalf, but the mental image of Dusk’s cousin came back to haunt him. “And what do you want with me?” he asked. “You think that ruining me is going to stop it?”

      The horror on Dusk’s face was not the reaction Arden had anticipated. Leopold gave him a knowing look. “I warned you. Not every wounded bird you rescue sees freedom as a gift.”

      “Freedom?” Arden snapped. “Is that what you call this? Being held hostage against my will, and stripped of the only thing that gave me purpose? Becoming a frail, useless human?”

      “There is nothing useless about what you are,” Dusk said, his voice strained. “Or about humans, aside from the fact that you are not one.”

      “Right. A chimera,” Arden spat. “All that means is a human who has the potential to become something more. Potential you took away from me.”

      “I’m starting to see why he calls you Puppets. You’ve really never had a thought of your own, have you?” asked Leopold.

      “Leo!” Dusk scolded.

      “No. Mollycoddling him isn’t doing him any favors,” the elf shot back. “You’ve had three days to do things your way. He deserves to know the truth about the man who enslaved him.”

      “Enslaved?” Arden hissed. “He gave me a purpose.”

      “He stripped you of your purpose and replaced it with his own,” Leopold shot back. He stood up and leaned against his desk, his arms folded as he looked down at Arden. “Do you really know what a chimera is?”

      “Of course,” Arden said, raising his chin in defiance. “A human who has the potential to become a vampire.”

      The derisive snort from the elf told him he wasn’t even close, despite that being the answer he’d known all his life. “If you mean killing machines far superior to vampires, then yes, but that’s only half of the equation. A chimera has the potential to become a more evolved version of any species. Vampire, shifter, elf or fae. The fact of the matter is that vampires are the only ones twisted enough to farm and brainwash children for the infinitesimally small chance of finding one.” He paused, frowning. “Though there are elves who will most certainly try, now that they have access to this world.”

      Leopold’s words wouldn’t sink in, even though Arden understood what he was saying. His heart just wouldn’t let him believe it was true. Even if it was, he decided, it changed nothing. He would choose to stay at Eric’s side all the same. “That’s not possible. You can’t become a fae or an elf like you can become a shifter or a vampire.”

      “That isn’t entirely true,” said Dusk. “The process is different, and it is exceedingly rare, but it is possible.”

      “Is that why you changed me back?” Arden demanded, newly suspicious of the fae’s motives. “You want to make me one of you? To fight against him?”

      “I don’t want to make you anything,” Dusk insisted. “I wanted to give you what you never had. A choice.”

      “If that’s true, then you’ll send me back.”

      The pain in Dusk’s red eyes seemed genuine, even though Arden was less convinced than ever that he actually cared. “I can’t do that.”

      “Then it’s bullshit.”

      “I believe the word you’re looking for is mercy,” said Leopold. “The truth is that we don’t need you at all. You are a weapon and the Brotherhood’s only mission was to ensure that you didn’t make it into the Emperor’s hands.”

      “The Emperor?” Arden frowned. “I belong to Eric.”

      The elf’s gaze hardened. He seemed about to speak when a pleading glance from the fae silenced him. He stared at Dusk for a moment before grunting in irritation. “Be that as it may, the mission was to destroy you. Dusk chose to make you mortal instead.”

      “Why?” Arden asked. It made no sense.

      “Because he’s a bleeding heart who’s never been able to say no to a pair of watery eyes,” said Leopold.

      Dusk gave him another look before turning back to Arden. “Because you didn’t choose this life,” he said softly. “It’s not your fault, and you deserve better.”

      The words would have been strange enough if they hadn’t come from a man whose relative he had killed in cold blood. As if reading his mind, the fae added, “I saw how you hesitated when Eric gave you the order to kill Vendros. I knew in that moment there was something good in you. Someone who wanted to be saved.”

      “I never asked you to save me,” Arden spat.

      “No,” Dusk said sadly. “But I hope that you will take the opportunity all the same. I cannot allow you to return to Eric, but I hope that you will come to see this place as your home rather than a prison.”

      “Don’t hold your breath,” said Arden.

      “You can’t save everyone, love,” Leopold said, taking the fae’s hand with surprising gentleness.

      Arden stared at them both in disbelief. “You’re together?”

      The fae chuckled, his fingers still combing through Leo’s white hair. “Is that really so hard to believe?”

      “You’re fae,” Arden protested. “You’re mortal enemies.”

      Dusk pursed his lips as if trying not to laugh and looked down at the other man. For the first time, Arden saw a hint of amusement in the elf’s eyes. “What can I say?” Leo shrugged. “Slim pickings.”

      Dusk gave him a playful shove. “He’s an acquired taste.”

      “If you don’t mind, I need to get back to work,” Leo said, giving Arden a wary look. “Try not to cause too much trouble, hm? I heard you already came close to falling into the tesseract once.”

      Damn blabbermouth vampire.

      “Come along,” Dusk said, putting a hand on Arden’s shoulder to lead him out of the library. “I’m sure you’re hungry.”

      Arden resented the fact that the fae truly did seem to see him as a pet, but he was starving, so he wasn’t about to turn down another meal. For the moment, he would play along with Dusk’s need to see himself as his rescuer rather than his captor. It wouldn’t change anything. When the time was right, he would return to Eric. Vampire or not, Arden belonged to him and he would never feel at home until he was once again in his possession, however he may have come to be there.
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      It had been a week since Arden had woken up in enemy territory and he was no closer to finding a way out of the Vale than he had been. The Brotherhood’s fortress may not have been a prison in theory, but it certainly functioned as one. Arden watched every time one of them came and went, but he still had no idea how they were making it to the other side of that door without falling into the void.

      For the moment, he’d decided to bide his time and be the docile little pet they so obviously wanted to make him into. Maybe one of them would let his guard down and provide the opportunity Arden was waiting on.

      Vox proved to be a decent roommate. He hadn’t slept in Arden’s bed except that first night, and Arden never would have admitted how close he’d come to asking. There was something comforting about the ghoul’s presence. Maybe it was just the fact that he seemed to be on the outskirts of the Brotherhood as well.

      Still, Arden knew it was no coincidence that when the others were gone, Vox stuck to him like glue. The ghoul was his guard as much as his roommate, and Arden was sure he reported everything back to Dusk and Leo at the end of the day. Maybe he could find a way to use that to his advantage, too.

      That night, he planned to see just how far luck would get him. He saw the way the ghoul looked at him when he thought he wasn’t being watched.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” Arden announced. “I assume you’re going to come along to babysit me?”

      Vox gave him a look, standing from the bean bag chair. “How do you know I don’t just like seeing you shirtless?”

      Arden smirked. “Never said you didn’t enjoy the job.”

      The ghoul rolled his eyes and offered Arden a robe off the hook on the wall. “I can wait outside.”

      “No need,” Arden said, draping the robe over his arm as he headed out of the room. He could sense Vox watching him in confusion as he passed up the shower room in favor of the stairs.

      “I thought you wanted a shower.”

      “I changed my mind,” Arden answered, looking back over his shoulder. “I’d rather have a bath.”

      Vox’s eyes widened. “Dusk and Leo will know you were in their apartment.”

      “Not if you don’t tell them. And they did kidnap me. I think the least they can do is let me use their shampoo.”

      “Right,” Vox muttered, looking away.

      The large suite the fae and elf shared smelled like lemon and herbs. The bed was freshly made and the light streaming in from what Arden knew was a screen made it feel open and airy. He walked into the bathroom and draped the robe over the rack by the large sunken tub.

      Vox kept glancing at the door like he feared he would be caught, so Arden decided to give him something else to think about. “Would you help me?” he asked innocently. “The zipper’s in the back.”

      Vox stared at him for a second before walking over. “Sure.”

      The ghoul seemed to struggle with the small zipper and the small sound of frustration he made before it finally gave was charming. His fingers brushed against Arden’s spine as he pulled the zipper down. Arden shivered involuntarily and hoped Vox didn’t notice since he’d almost certainly take it the wrong way.

      “Thanks,” Arden said, slipping his arms out of the shirt before unzipping his leathers. Vox walked over to the bathtub and turned on the tap, sitting down on the ledge.

      Arden watched as the ghoul stuck his hand under the water. “What are you doing?”

      Vox looked up. “Checking the temperature.”

      Arden laughed.

      “What?”

      “You do it, too.”

      “Do what?” the ghoul asked defensively.

      “Treat me like a pet.”

      Vox stopped as if to think about it before shrugging. “Is that really so bad?”

      Arden hesitated. He’d never actually asked himself that question. Everyone always joked that he was Eric’s pet, but the way he was treated here was so much different. Eric treated him like an object to be used and put back when it was convenient. The others, especially Vox, treated him like something precious. Something to be cherished. Something that might break if it wasn’t handled properly.

      Hell, now that he was more or less human, it was probably true. He walked over and Vox offered his hand to help him into the bath. Arden took it. Sometimes the nicest form of assistance was the kind that wasn’t necessary at all.

      Arden let out a deep sigh as he lowered himself into the water. It was just hot enough to relax his muscles without burning. The steam was already fogging up the mirror, making Vox seem more ghostly than usual as he stood by in his somber mask, looking at nothing in particular across the room.

      “Care to join me?” asked Arden.

      The ghoul seemed surprised by the invitation. “That’s a complicated question.”

      “How is it possibly?”

      “Care to? Yes. Am I going to? No.”

      Arden smiled, leaning back with his head against the rim of the tub. “Do you always deny yourself things you want?”

      Vox looked away. “More than you know.”

      The pain in his voice touched something in Arden that went deeper than he imagined his soul did, if he had one at all. “I see the way you look at me,” he murmured. “I know you want to touch me.”

      The ghoul’s eyes widened. “Are all chimeras so blunt?”

      “I think it’s more of a vampire trait,” Arden admitted, draping his arms over the tub. “I’ve never seen the point in not saying what you mean.”

      Vox snorted. “For what it’s worth, yes. I want to.”

      “But you won’t.”

      “No. And if you knew what was under this mask, you wouldn’t want me to.”

      “You’re a ghoul. I never imagined it was anything good.”

      What was visible of Vox’s face went blank. “Ouch.”

      “I’m sure I’ve seen worse. Hell, I’m sure I’ve fucked worse.”

      “Flattering.”

      Arden smirked. “That’s Dusk’s department, but for what it’s worth, I’ve been told I give one hell of a blowjob,” he remarked, sinking down into the water.

      Vox’s breath hitched audibly as his eyes slid down the other man’s wet torso. “I’m sure you do.”

      Arden’s hand crept out of the water to run teasingly over the washboard of his stomach, tracing small circles on the smooth flesh where those pale eyes focused. “You know, you don’t have to steal glances. If you asked nicely, I’d be more than happy to put on a show.”

      Lust darkened those icy blue depths and the ghoul took a step closer, sinking down to his knees in front of the tub. He draped his arm over the rim, dipping a finger into the water and twirling it around until the ripples teased Arden’s sensitive flesh. “You are a show.”

      He said it so bitterly Arden couldn’t help but laugh. “Are you complaining?”

      “No,” the ghoul sighed. He met Arden’s gaze with a hard, commanding look that sent a surge of heat right to his half-stiff cock. “Touch yourself.”

      Arden swallowed involuntarily. God, those words sounded hot in that soft accent of his. His hand drifted like it was already taking orders from Vox to grip the base of his cock. It wasn’t the touch he craved, but knowing the order came from the man in front of him was the next best thing.

      Vox looked down in brazen approval as Arden stroked himself. “Slower,” he urged, flicking droplets of water off his fingers as he pulled them out of the water and leaned back for a better view.

      A whimper escaped Arden’s throat as he slowed his pace at Vox’s command. It was torture, but it made his arousal all the heavier. He laid back against the tub and closed his eyes, imagining that it was Vox stroking him. Those strong hands wrapped around his shaft, pumping him slowly, draining every last second of pleasure from his throbbing core.

      “God.” The word uttered in a rush of breath brought Arden back from the precipice of orgasm. When he opened his eyes, the look on Vox’s face almost finished him off hands-free.

      Arden stared helplessly at him, his hand frozen. He was so close, but he’d hold off if there was even a possibility of getting what he wanted. Of satisfying the curiosity that had plagued him ever since that first night the ghoul had held him.

      “You want me to touch you?” Vox asked, as if reading his mind. As if there was even a doubt about it.

      Arden wanted to make a smartassed remark, but all he did was nod. “Please.” His voice was hoarse with want.

      When Vox leaned in and put his hand over Arden’s, he thought he was going to die. The touch he’d craved for so long had unleashed something inside of him that was as overpowering as it was exhilarating and all he could do was buck eagerly in a plea for it to continue. His wet hands dug into the thick cloth of the other man’s shirt and he gasped as Vox’s grip tightened around his shaft.

      They were so close, the ghoul’s dark tresses were tickling his forehead. Whatever was underneath that mask, it no longer mattered as long as he could touch every part of him. But Arden knew that wasn’t going to happen.

      “You feel so good,” Vox purred, stroking him in such a way that put Arden’s own touch to shame. He felt like an instrument in the hands of a master. He dug his fingers into Vox’s hair to pull him closer and the other man didn’t seem to notice or care that they were both wet now.

      “Inside,” Arden begged, his voice a shuddering whimper as the need to be filled overwhelmed him. “Please.”

      Understanding tinted the ghoul’s gaze and his hand withdrew from Arden’s rigid shaft. It traveled lower under the water, his fingers grazing the cleft between Arden’s cheeks. The chimera gasped as the touch he needed like air and water became penetration, and it was all he could do to keep from bucking into it.

      “You’re tight,” Vox mused.

      Arden frowned. “Don’t say it like you’re surprised.”

      “I’m not,” Vox said with a chuckle, pressing in a little deeper as if to console him. When he brushed Arden’s prostate, all was forgiven. Arden’s body went limp and his back arched in bliss. He’d been touched so many times and in so many ways by so many people, but this…

      This was different.

      Vox was different in so many bewildering, unexpected ways. “Right there,” he moaned, his eyes falling shut. Vox worked another finger inside of him and perfect was even better.

      “Stroke yourself,” he urged once more. “I want to feel you tighten up when you come.”

      Those words were enough, but Arden held off because the need to obey was greater than the need for release. He stroked himself as Vox’s fingers delved deeper into him, in and out, until he was seeing spots on the ceiling.

      “Fuck,” Arden groaned.

      “You like being told what to do, don’t you?” Vox asked smugly.

      “Depends on who’s doing the telling,” he answered breathlessly.

      Vox leaned in, his voice a seductive whisper. “Come for me.”

      And that was all it took. Arden gasped as his release came with blinding pleasure, and Vox’s fingers still inside of him drew it out until he could no longer bear it. Perfectly in tune, Vox pulled out and gazed in satisfaction at Arden. “Eager to please, huh?”

      “Oh, shut up,” Arden muttered, pulling the drain on the bathtub.

      Vox chuckled. “That was hot.”

      “Told you the show would be more fun if you joined in.”

      “Mm,” Vox murmured in agreement. He turned the water back on, wetting a clean cloth and lathering it up with scented soap. He ran the cloth over Arden’s chest and the tenderness with which he bathed him was arousing in an entirely different way. “It is my job to take care of you.”

      The words made Arden shiver. “Is that what this is?” he asked as Vox brought the washcloth down to wipe down his thighs. “Just part of a regular grooming session?”

      Vox hesitated. “You know I enjoyed that as much as you did.”

      “I didn’t even touch you.”

      “No, but it’s enough.” He paused. “Would it bother you if you never do?”

      “That’s a strange question.”

      “Answer it all the same.”

      Arden sighed. “I want to touch you,” he admitted. He wanted to do everything with Vox that he’d done with his past lovers, and then some, but it wasn’t just about what he wanted. “But if you’re never comfortable with that, it’s okay. It’s enough because it’s you.”

      The answer seemed to take Vox by surprise. He stared for a moment before finally looking away and reaching for the robe Arden had left. “You need to get some rest.”

      He offered a hand to help Arden out of the tub and he took it. The soft cotton Vox wrapped around him felt like heaven, but not quite as much as his touch. Arden leaned into his embrace as Vox dried his hair off with a clean towel, overcome with sleepy bliss. Bed didn’t sound half-bad, especially if he got to fall asleep in Vox’s arms.

      “Come on,” Vox said gently, leading him down the hall and back to their room. They curled up together on the bottom bunk and Arden nuzzled contentedly into his neck.

      Yes, things were certainly different with Vox.
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      For once, Vox was still asleep when Arden woke up, and he decided to use the opportunity to his advantage. He got dressed and checked to make sure the hallway was clear before venturing over to the only door in the place. He took a deep breath and prepared himself for the unsettling landscape on the other side. When he opened it, it was every bit as dizzying as he remembered.

      The others had to leave somehow.

      It had to be magic, if not the technology the elves used that passed for it. Maybe there was a key, or a ward of some kind. Whatever it was, he was certain the others weren’t going to hand it over. He’d just have to watch more closely when they didn’t realize he was watching at all.

      “You know, if you stare at that too long, you’ll lose your mind.”

      Arden spun around to find Dusk watching him. The fae didn’t seem remotely surprised at what he’d walked upon, either. “I was just curious.”

      “I’m sure. It’s a lot to take in and you’re in a very strange place.”

      “Did you mean what you said before? About me not seeing this place as a prison?” asked Arden.

      “Of course I did. I know it’s not ideal, but I’d like you to feel at home here, as the rest of us do.”

      “At home, or part of the Brotherhood?”

      Dusk tilted his head in consideration. “Both, eventually. But becoming part of the Brotherhood is not that simple.”

      “What would I have to do, then?”

      “It involves many different trials and rites of initiation, but primarily, you would have to earn our trust,” he answered. “Particularly Leopold’s.”

      “Well, that’s a lost cause.”

      Dusk laughed. “Not so much as you might think. If he can trust Elan, he can trust anyone.”

      “How did he end up being friends with Eric’s brother, anyway?”

      “It’s a long story, but the gist of it is that Leopold’s cover would have been blown if Elan hadn’t protected him.”

      Arden frowned. “Why would he do that?”

      Dusk shrugged. “To this day, he claims he merely wanted to have an elf in his back pocket.”

      “But you don’t believe him?”

      The fae smiled knowingly. “Few partnerships of convenience withstand decades of bloodshed. Fewer result in the willingness to sacrifice one’s life for a friend, and that is a sacrifice both Leo and Elan have proved willing to make on more than one occasion.”

      “I see.” Arden folded his arms. “You’re all close, aren’t you?”

      “We are, indeed. Like family,” Dusk said warmly. “You could be part of that family, if you choose.”

      “I’m not like you. I don’t need that shit.”

      “Maybe not,” Dusk shrugged. “But it’s nice to have all the same. You certainly seem to have gotten close to Vox.”

      Arden froze. At first, he wasn’t sure, but there was no mistaking the fact that the knowing look in the fae’s eyes matched his tone. He knew.

      Fuck.

      “Next time you want to have a secret rendezvous in someone else’s bathroom, don’t use their shampoo,” Dusk said wryly.

      Arden’s face grew warm. It had been so long since he’d blushed that he’d almost forgotten what it was.

      “Don’t worry. Our little secret,” he said with a wink, pausing to brush his fingers through Arden’s hair. The light touch and the feeling of those long nails running along his scalp made him shiver. “You should keep using it. Your hair feels lovely.”

      Arden gulped. What the hell was wrong with him? He shouldn’t have reacted this way, to Dusk of all people, but his second real-life encounter with fae proved they were dangerous for reasons he’d never fathomed. He couldn’t trust how he would respond, first with mercy and now…

      “Thanks. Something tells me you won’t be as generous with whatever you use to get out of here.”

      Dusk’s smile was enough to stop a heart. “You mean this?” he asked, slipping a crystal pendant out from underneath his shirt. It looked the same as what the walls were made of in the room Arden had woken up in.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s like a key. It allows passage through any portal in or outside of the Vale.” He walked over to the door and opened it. To Arden’s amazement, the tessellated expanse had transformed into a doorstep leading out onto a quaint cobblestone street. The sky was a faint, pleasant blue that seemed a bit too fuzzy to be real, and passersby strolled along, wearing everything from regal uniforms similar to Dusk’s to skintight bodysuits thin enough to reveal the glowing markings underneath.

      Arden had never seen so many fae in one place, all moving about freely to and from their own obligations. Before he could fully adjust to what he was seeing, Dusk closed the door. “See?”

      “And you’re telling me that why…?”

      Dusk removed the pendant and draped it around Arden’s neck. “See for yourself.”

      Arden touched the crystal warily, but other than the electric buzz of magic, he couldn’t feel anything unusual. He reluctantly walked over to the door, but when he opened it, the dizzying tesseract was back in place.

      “What happened?” he cried.

      “Each key is crafted from part of its user’s soul,” Dusk explained. “It’s useless to anyone else.”

      “Guess that settles that.”

      “What do you mean?” Dusk asked.

      “I’m never getting out of here. I probably don’t even have a soul.”

      The fae sighed, draping an arm around Arden’s shoulder to lead him down the hall. “Now, that’s not true. I hope you don’t really believe that.”

      Arden shrugged. “I’ve done a lot of shit. You of all people should know that.”

      “As I said before, you weren’t given a choice,” said Dusk. “Now, you have one. What you do with it from this point on is what defines you.”

      “And if I still want to go back?”

      Dusk smiled sadly. “I’m sure that you do. All I’m asking is that you give it time. If nothing else, you can see it as gathering intelligence.”

      He had a point. Arden just wasn’t sure how he felt about him discussing it so openly. “I still don’t understand why you care. It’s not like you need me.”

      “It is my hope that if nothing else, your time here will teach you that you have more to offer to others than your utility,” said Dusk.

      Arden stared at him. What the hell was he even talking about?

      “Never mind,” the fae sighed. “There’s something we need to speak about.”

      “What is it?”

      “Now that you’ve had some time to adjust, there are some things you need to know about being a chimera,” Dusk said carefully. “Things I’m certain Eric never told you.”

      “Okay.” Arden followed Dusk into the kitchen where a tea set was already waiting on a table. He sat at the fae’s request and hesitantly took the cup that was offered to him, waiting for Dusk to drink from his cup first. “Like what?”

      “You may feel human enough, but there are several key differences you should be aware of,” Dusk continued, his tone growing stiff, as if he wasn’t sure how to approach the subject. “Influences that you may not be aware of, given the context in which they were used.”

      “Used? What are you talking about?”

      “I told you that chimeras are capable of becoming a higher form of any species,” said Dusk. “That is not the only reason you’re coveted. Do you know where chimeras come from?”

      Arden shrugged. “Humans, I guess.”

      “Humans with diluted fae lineage,” Dusk answered. “Those who possess the Chrysalus gene.”

      “Chrysalus?” Arden echoed. “I can’t use magic.”

      “No, but you are a conduit for it in your natural state. Your resistance to Chrysalus energy is more than you believe,” he said quietly. “It cannot harm you because it is in your very DNA. You are capable of channeling great quantities of Chrysalus energy through your physical body, and transferring it to anyone who possesses or wields such magic.”

      “You mean fae and elves?”

      Dusk nodded.

      “Is that why you wanted me?” Arden asked, unsure of why the revelation stung.

      “No,” Dusk said, reaching out to take his hand. “It is why Eric wanted to make sure we never found you. Why he stripped your true nature away and turned you into a weapon of his own kind. Chimeras are supposed to be rare. You are a gift from the Vale and meant to be treasured, not bred in laboratory conditions and used like objects.”

      Arden pulled his hand away. This was too much. If what the fae was saying was true, then his whole life had been a lie. So many secrets… and for what? He’d always thought Eric wanted him, but what if Dusk was telling the truth and he’d only wanted to play keep-away with his enemies?

      “No,” he gritted out.

      Pity shone in the fae’s eyes, adding insult to injury. “I know this is difficult to hear,” he said gently. “But it is time for you to know the truth about what you are.”

      “So what?” he snapped. “So you and your friends can use me to win a war? To betray my Master?”

      “No,” Dusk said firmly. “That isn’t how this works.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because the Chrysalus energy cannot be taken,” said Dusk. “It must be given freely, through consensual, intimate exchange.”

      Arden froze. “When you say intimate, you mean…?”

      For once, the fae didn’t seem to have a quick response. “Yes. Physical contact.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Arden muttered.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t say anything sooner. Given the delicate nature of the topic, I thought it best to give you time.”

      “Time?” Arden laughed. “What, did you think a few weeks would magically make me okay with being the live-in whore of the Brotherhood?” A horrible thought occurred to him. One he didn’t want to entertain, but he couldn’t deal without knowing, either. “Was Vox in on this?”

      “No!” Dusk said quickly. “Vox doesn’t know about this. Few people outside the fae do.”

      That much made enough sense. Maybe it was just that Arden didn’t want to believe Vox’s interest in him was nothing more than a job. A ploy to gain his trust.

      Even more shocking was the fact that it was working.

      “I swear to you,” Dusk said, holding Arden’s gaze. “This has nothing to do with why I brought you here. I would never use another person that way, chimera or not. Even if I were so inclined, the Chrysalus energy would never lend itself to such impure motives.”

      “You talk about it like it thinks.”

      “It does,” he insisted. “The core is more sentient, more conscious than either you or I. It is its own being, and all life within the Vale is an extension of that consciousness. You are as well.”

      “If everything you’re saying is true, how would your kind even identify us?”

      “It is difficult,” he admitted. “But there are certain signs that begin to manifest with age.”

      “Such as?”

      Dusk hesitated, his lips pursed. “Chimeras are naturally... beguiling creatures. People are drawn to you in various ways. Driven to nurture and protect.”

      Arden snorted. “Right.”

      “I know how that may sound, given your life this far, but that’s part of it,” said the fae. “Eric turned you in order to mask your potential. To keep you from those who would most naturally gravitate toward you. It was both for his gain and our loss.”

      “Is that why you spared me?” Arden asked. “After I killed your own flesh and blood, is that the real reason you forgave me?”

      “I forgave you because the blame was not yours to take,” Dusk said quietly.

      “Bullshit!” The fae jolted in surprise at his vicious response, but Arden’s blood was boiling and he couldn’t hold back. “You say Eric was just using me, but you’re the one who treats me like a child. Like I’m not even competent enough to be held responsible for my own actions.”

      “Arden…”

      “No,” he muttered, getting up from his chair. “I’m done. I don’t want to hear anymore.”

      He left the room and to his relief, Dusk didn’t try to follow him. Not that there was really anywhere to go. He’d traded his coffin for a gilded cage and the more he learned about his “true nature,” the more it felt like the bars were closing in.
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      Arden had avoided going back to the room he shared with Vox. He knew he wasn’t truly alone. The ghoul was careful enough about watching him that he knew when Vox wasn’t present, or at least when Arden wasn’t aware of his presence, someone else was close at hand.

      At least he had a bit of privacy in the living room, if only because it wasn’t closed off. He’d felt himself being watched for a few moments already and was growing tired of pretending like he didn’t notice. His heightened sensory perception as a vampire may have been gone, and he missed it sorely, but it had been replaced with other, subtler forms of intuition.

      It was an unwelcome reminder that Dusk was probably right about him beginning to transform back into the being he was originally meant to be, and all the humiliating things that seemed to accompany that identity. It made his feelings for Vox all the more complicated--and confusing, which was why he didn’t have the courage to face him at the moment.

      “Whoever’s there, you can come out already,” he muttered from his perch curled up on the sofa.

      Elan appeared a moment later, looking as casual as someone who hadn’t been stalking. “You caught me.”

      “You’re not very good at hiding for a vampire.”

      That made him laugh. He sauntered into the room, picking up a bottle of liquor off the bar shelf across the room. “I’m not good at a lot of things, for a vampire. Drink?”

      “No, thanks,” Arden muttered.

      “Suit yourself. I find this time of day positively intolerable without alcohol, caffeine or both.”

      “And blood, I’m sure.”

      The vampire flashed a toothy smile. “That, too, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

      “Where do you get blood, anyway?” Arden asked. He’d been curious about it ever since he’d realized that a vampire called the Brotherhood’s manor home. “I can’t imagine you feed off the fae.”

      “God, no,” he said with a grimace. “Their blood is much too sweet, if you can even call it that. The human population within the Vale is understandably a bit jumpy about offering themselves to a vampire, but I have enough donors to get by and when that fails, I return to the surface to hunt.”

      “You mean you don’t hunt in the Vale?”

      “I only hunt the wicked.” He smirked. “Bittersweet is my predilection.”

      “I see. So you’re one of those ‘moral vampires’?”

      “The kind my brother hates, to be sure.”

      That much was true. Eric had never made any secret of his intolerance for those of his own kind who objected to the way he treated humans. Namely, the fact that he didn’t regard them as conscious beings with wills and lives of their own. “How did you come to be so different?”

      “I suppose you could blame it on our mothers,” he mused. “Mine was a humanitarian. His was the devil incarnate.”

      Arden blinked. “I take it the family didn’t blend well.”

      “Like oil and vinegar,” he chuckled. “My mother was his favorite, but as the third mate, she had little sway.”

      Eric had followed in his father’s footsteps in that regard. He had four women who were his official consorts, and half a dozen more he saw on the side. Most vampires did. He’d always assumed that was why Eric ensured he had a steady supply of willing lovers, but now he saw even that through a different lens. Was he just trying to keep Arden’s inborn neediness in check? To make sure that he was fulfilled enough not to realize what he was missing?

      It was a dangerous thought, one he was eager to dismiss. Dusk was getting into his head. He had to keep it screwed on until he found a way out of this place, or he was going to lose everything that mattered.

      “And you?” Arden asked. “I’m sure you have a few vampires on tap.”

      “Surprisingly, no,” Elan said in a wry tone, leaning on the bar. “I’m a deviant. I prefer to bed those outside my own kind.”

      “Humans?” That wasn’t so unusual. Vampires often fucked their prey, but anything more serious was the cause of great shame. Arden had always taken consolation in the fact that Eric didn’t want him at least partly because he hadn’t been born a vampire.

      “Among others. Why limit yourself?”

      Arden rolled his eyes. “Let me guess. You want to add chimera to the list?”

      “Oh, absolutely,” Elan answered without a hint of doubt. “But Dusk would have my head if I laid a finger on you. Or elsewhere.”

      Arden snorted. Elan was exactly the sort of vampire he would have pursued under different circumstances, and if he wasn’t sure the man just saw him as a rare conquest, he would think about it even then. “I see.” He realized that an opportunity was before him and he’d certainly regret it if he didn’t take it. “When was the last time you returned to the surface?”

      “A few days,” Elan said, giving Arden a knowing look. “And if you’re trying to needle information about my brother, it’s going to cost you.”

      “Of course,” Arden muttered, folding his arms. “What do you want?”

      “A date.”

      Arden blinked. “Is that some kind of joke?”

      “I’ll let you tell me that when the evening’s through. But the invitation is quite serious.”

      “What do you need a date for?” Arden couldn’t imagine any circumstance in which he’d be the ideal arm candy. None that didn’t involve someone leaving in a body bag, at any rate.

      “It’s a gathering of the who’s who among the fae. Let’s just say the only thing that can distract from a wolf among the sheep is a two-headed wolf.”

      “And I’m the mutant wolf in this scenario?”

      Elan flashed him a dazzling half-smile. “Of course.”

      Arden hesitated. The idea of leaving the house seemed too good to be true, even if it was only an outing in Fairyland. “Dusk and Leo would never let me go.”

      “They would under my diligent supervision.”

      Arden cocked an eyebrow. “And what does one wear to a fae party?”

      “Something loose enough to conceal a flask,” Elan remarked without missing a beat.

      Well, what the hell? Couldn’t be any worse than staying cooped up.
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        * * *

      

      When Arden reluctantly returned to his and Vox’s room to get dressed for the party, he found Vox waiting for him. The ghoul seemed to have heard him coming, or at least didn’t look surprised to see him.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey,” said Arden. What else was there to say? All the time he’d spent avoiding Vox hadn’t actually helped him figure out what to say when they saw each other again.

      Vox stood, but seemed wary of coming any closer. “You didn’t come back last night.”

      “No,” Arden said slowly. “I didn’t really know what to say.”

      “I do. I’m sorry.”

      The sincerity in Vox’s tone took him off guard. “What? Why?”

      “For what happened,” Vox answered, looking down. “I’m sure what you probably think, but I swear I had no idea.”

      Arden froze as he realized what Vox was talking about. “Dusk told you, didn’t he?”

      The ghoul nodded.

      Arden took a deep breath. “Look, I’m the one who came onto you. And Dusk told me you didn’t know.”

      “You believe him?” Vox seemed surprised, and he had every right to be. There was no reason for Arden to believe the Fae, but he did.

      “Yeah. I believe you, anyway.”

      “Thanks,” Vox murmured. Another awkward silence filled the room, making it hard to breathe. “So… he told you everything about being a chimera?”

      “Everything I wanted to hear.”

      “I’m sorry. That must be weird.”

      “Just a little.” Arden sighed. “Do you feel any different?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “From the way Dusk tells it, I’m basically an electrical outlet for Chrysalus energy. You plug in and you get juiced up,” he said dryly. “I was just wondering if you felt anything after.”

      His response seemed to take the ghoul by surprise. “Oh. Well… yeah, but I don’t think it had anything to do with that.”

      Arden wasn’t sure what to make of that comment. “Oh.”

      “Ghouls don’t feed off of Chrysalus. But what Dusk told me made sense of something else.”

      “What was it?” Arden asked, curious.

      Vox hesitated. “I told you that when I became a ghoul, I stopped being able to eat human food.”

      “Yeah, I remember that.”

      “Well, that’s not the only appetite that changed.”

      It took Arden a moment to realize what he was saying. “Oh.”

      “Until you, I’ve never… wanted anyone. Not like that,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “Man, this is awkward.”

      “It doesn’t have to be,” Arden said with a shrug. “Lots of people just aren’t interested in sex, humans included. There’s nothing weird about that.”

      “No, but I was before,” he muttered. “I was… a lot of things that I’m not now. When I was with you, it was the closest I’ve ever come to feeling the way I felt before. Like myself. Not just because of the sex, either. It’s hard to explain.”

      “And you think that’s because I’m a chimera?”

      Vox shrugged. “I don’t know. All I know is that you make me feel things I haven’t felt since I was human. Some I’ve never felt, not even then.”

      “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Arden asked, afraid to assume.

      He could tell Vox was smiling. “It’s a good thing. For me, at least.”

      “It was good for me, too,” Arden murmured. “And for what it’s worth, knowing what I know now, I’d still want it.”

      “Me, too,” Vox said, taking a step forward. When he took Arden’s hand, the chimera’s heart pulsed, sending little surges of electricity all across his skin. He wasn’t sure if this was part of the reverse transformation he’d undergone, or if Vox himself was the one who stirred such strange sensations, but either way, he wanted more of it. “But I don’t want there to be any misunderstandings between us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re changing,” Vox responded. “What you want right now might not be what you want tomorrow. I just want you to know I don’t expect anything from you. If I can be the one who gives you what you need, I will, but I’m not going to hold you back from getting what you need from someone else.”

      “I appreciate that, but there’s not anyone else,” Arden protested.

      Vox gave him a knowing look. “I’d be an idiot if I missed the chemistry between you and Harding.”

      “That was before I knew who he was,” Arden muttered.

      Vox shrugged. “I’m just saying, I’m not going to hold you back. But I’m here for you. Whatever you need.”

      His words were far more stirring than they should have been. Arden had never considered himself a needy creature, but he couldn’t deny that as strange as the tenderness with which Vox and the others treated him was, there was part of him that found it appealing. Part of him that craved it, especially where the ghoul was concerned. “Thank you. For right now, all I need is advice on what to wear to a fairy party.”

      Vox chuckled. “Elan roped you into being his date?”

      “How’d you guess?”

      “Because I had the honor last time,” Vox remarked, looking him over. “I have a suit you could probably wear, but Dusk had some clothes delivered for you while you were gone.”

      “He did?”

      “He has a tendency to shower people with gifts when he feels bad,” Vox explained. “You’ll get used to it, and you’ll learn to use it to your advantage if you’re anything like most vampires.”

      Arden snorted, walking over to the closet. Sure enough, there were a few new outfits on the rack that hadn’t been there before. The only one that came close to resembling a traditional suit still looked more like it belonged in a play.

      “Something tells me you didn’t wear this.”

      Vox was watching him, amusement glimmering in his pale eyes. “White washes me out and feathers really aren’t my deal. But the fashion rules for human-adjacent creatures and ghouls are vastly different.”

      Arden groaned, but he didn’t have much of a choice unless he wanted to show up wearing one of Vox’s hoodies. The outfit didn’t look quite as ridiculous on as it did on the hanger, but it wasn’t much of an improvement. The high collar seemed to be made of some iridescent material that shimmered no matter which way it turned, hugging close to his neck before it flared out into a blaze of gilded white feathers on the shoulders. The smooth drape of the cape that hung down his back was a contrast to the snugly fitted jacket and high-waisted trousers that left little to the imagination.

      “I look like a peacock.”

      “Yes, but a very sexy one,” Vox remarked, reclining on the bean bag chair.

      Arden shot him a dirty look and turned back to the mirror. He’d take the armored clothing the elves preferred over the flowy, over-the-top garb of the fae any day, but he wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to get out for the night.

      And to do reconnaissance, he reminded himself. He was going to find a way to escape, after all. No matter how comfortable Dusk and the others tried to make his prison, and despite the fact that he had more day-to-day freedom than he’d ever known in Eric’s house, this wasn’t his home.

      For the first time, the thought of escape was a double-edged sword. He somehow doubted he’d ever be able to persuade Vox to leave with him and even if he could, the treatment the ghoul would receive from the vampires was not something Arden would wish to subject him to.

      He told himself he’d cross that bridge when he came to it.

      Vox came over, helping to fasten the buckles around his wrists that had perplexed him for a few minutes. “Here,” he said, easily adjusting the ties.

      “How do I look?” Arden asked, half-teasing.

      The look in Vox’s eyes was anything but joking. “Too good to be true.”
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      Arden found himself waiting by the door ten minutes past the time Elan had told him to be ready. It seemed vampires were universally late to everything, regardless of which world they happened to be occupying. Harding was the first to appear, dressed in an unexpectedly normal suit. Arden couldn’t help but admit that he cleaned up nicely, for a guard.

      “Where the hell did you get that?”

      Harding looked down at his clothes in confusion. “Half-off sale a few years ago. Why?”

      Arden groaned. “I was under the impression we were all expected to wear fae clothing.”

      Harding snorted. “That why you’re dressed up like a bird?”

      Arden narrowed his eyes, but before he could respond, Elan came to join them in a black-and-silver uniform only slightly more whimsical than Harding’s suit. He whistled, looking Arden up and down. “You’re really going all out with this distraction gig. I appreciate a man who commits.”

      “Dusk picked it out,” Arden muttered. “And I’m about to go change.”

      “Don’t,” Elan said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “I’m only teasing. You’ll be right at home among the other pets.”

      Arden glared. “Pets? And here I thought the humans who took refuge in the veil were liberated.”

      “They are. Liberated and pampered.”

      Arden rolled his eyes. “Let’s just get going.” He glanced over at Harding. “Where’s your date?”

      “I’m security,” the man said, flashing the plasma gun on his hip.

      “Of course.”

      “After you,” said Elan, opening the door. It led out onto the same quaint street as before. Arden remained half-certain he’d end up falling into the void until he set foot on solid ground on the other side.

      The fae world smelled of flowers and something else faintly sweet, as he’d imagined it would. Most of the fae themselves possessed some faint yet intoxicating fragrance that flowed through their veins. Even though he was no longer a vampire, he could still pick up on it, just not as strongly.

      “A word of caution,” Elan said, linking his arm in Arden’s. The way the vampire pulled him close made it clear it was more of a threatening than a gallant gesture. “Escape from the fae world is quite literally impossible for you, and trying will only result in bringing shame upon yourself.”

      “Why would I ever want to leave?” Arden asked innocently. “Being the Brotherhood’s house cat is so stimulating.”

      The vampire smirked at him. “Just so we’re clear.”

      Arden turned away, ignoring him to take in the sights. The sky was the same pale blue it had been the first time he’d looked out and he found himself wondering if there was ever such a thing as night in this place of glowing wonders. He was also more than a little curious as to where the light was coming from, considering that the Vale existed within Teros’ crust, but that was another matter entirely.

      The entire city was filled with tall spiraling buildings that appeared to be made of semi-transparent crystal. The towers curled and stretched toward the sky in elegant points, and the plants around them were like none Arden had ever seen on Teros. It truly was another world, and now that he’d come face to face with its ethereal beauty, Arden could understand why wars had been waged on its behalf.

      Elan and Harding led him to the tallest building on the skyline, a glimmering lavender structure with four towers that stretched out proudly. There were no windows, but Arden could see the shadows of people moving through some sort of concourse that connected the towers at their highest floors. The closer they got, the easier it was to hear the soft swell of music coming from within.

      “The Prince’s palace,” Elan said, looking down at Arden as if he was enjoying the chimera’s reaction.

      Arden closed his mouth when he realized he’d been gaping. It felt like giving Elan too much satisfaction, even though he was as much of a foreigner in this world as Arden was. “And yet he lives in the void with a bunch of roommates.”

      Elan chuckled. “Believe it or not, the royal lifestyle has never appealed to him. That and Leopold is not allowed within the palace.”

      Arden did a double take. “Are you serious?”

      “There are expectations that even being the Prince’s mate cannot free you from.”

      “That’s rude.”

      “I’m inclined to agree with you,” Elan said. Harding broke away from them as soon as they came to the front gate and joined a woman wearing a uniform similar to his own. She was human, Arden noticed, or at least she appeared as such. Perhaps Praya truly was a sanctuary.

      Two male fae stood at the gate, their crystal spears crossed. The one on the left had his lime green hair tied back in a high ponytail while the other wore his bright red locks closely cropped to his head. Their elaborate armor made Arden feel slightly less overdressed. He didn’t miss the suspicion with which they both regarded Elan.

      The vampire flashed the glowing crystal around his neck and the spears split apart, allowing them to pass through.

      “You seem popular.”

      Elan snorted, leading him over the drawbridge that had been let down for the evening’s celebration. “Always.”

      The first floor of the palace was little more than an atrium leading up to the open sky seven stories up. Evidently, the fae didn’t have to worry about rain. There were two staircases spiraling around the structure with various guests lingering and chatting on the different levels as they sipped glowing fluorescent cocktails from crystal glasses.

      “Makes my brother’s place look like a dump, no?”

      Arden shrugged. “It’s a bit much.”

      The vampire laughed. “Come. The best thing about these gatherings is the food.”

      Arden was hungry enough to follow him over to a table filled with exquisite appetizers he’d never seen before. He was almost afraid to ask what kind of meat was on the kebabs, but he decided it didn’t really matter. Whatever it was smelled delectable.

      His plate was half full when he nearly dropped it at the sight of a massive gray tiger across the room. The beast was easily as tall as a Clydesdale and even broader, but the partygoers surrounding it didn’t seem remotely unnerved. When Arden noticed the thick diamond collar around the cat’s neck, he realized Elan hadn’t been joking about the other pets after all.

      “What the hell is that?”

      Elan followed his gaze to the tiger without so much as blinking. “That would be a shifter.”

      “A shifter?” he echoed. “That thing is a person?”

      “It can be, when it chooses. And I suggest you watch your language, because it can hear you.”

      Arden froze when the beast’s glowing silver eyes locked on him. The tiger lifted its head and turned to walk through the crowd with a swish of its striped tail.

      Great. So he’d barely been there for five minutes and already he’d made an enemy out of a shifter.

      “Surely you’ve heard of shifters.”

      “Of course I have,” Arden muttered. “I’ve just never seen one in person. I didn’t know they were that big.”

      “Not all of them are. Depending on their age and strength, they can take on various augmented traits of the species they shift into.”

      “Species? Plural?” Arden echoed.

      “Most of the shifters who live on the surface are only able to shift into one animal form, but those who manage to get to the veil are capable of two, even three alternates,” Elan explained. “Even mythical beasts.”

      “Such as?”

      “Dragons, unicorns, gryphons…”

      “Unicorns?” Arden scoffed.

      “Don’t laugh until you’ve faced off with one.”

      “I think I’ll pass,” Arden muttered. At one point, the idea of facing off against a powerful creature he’d never encountered before would have been a thrilling challenge. Now he felt like he was in danger of being taken out by a strong wind.

      It was probably ironic, but he’d never cared much for the concept. Especially not now.

      Arden realized just about everyone in the room was looking at them, even though few were willing to hold eye contact once they were caught.

      “You really did bring me here to deflect attention, didn’t you?”

      “Of course,” Elan said without a hint of regret. “Here comes the Queen now.”

      “Queen?” Before Elan could clarify, a woman with soft, peach-hued curls cascading down her bare shoulders approached them. Her vivid pink dress was cut so low Arden could see her navel, but it had long sleeves and a big fur ruff that wrapped around her neck. She was surrounded by a pastel posse of androgynous beings who looked like they’d all come down from Mount Olympus to pay the mortals a visit. There were five of them in total and Arden couldn’t help but feel like it was an invasion.

      “Your Majesty,” Elan said, bowing gracefully before the beautiful woman. He took her hand when she extended it and brushed his lips against her smooth, pale skin with all the sensuous reverence of a court siren. He followed up the formal address with something in Prayan, the fae’s native language. Arden couldn’t understand a word of it, but it sounded like poetry on the man’s lips.

      The Queen’s sculpted cheeks flushed. Whatever he’d said had clearly impressed her. Or scandalized her. Perhaps both. “I see you haven’t changed at all, Elan. I hope that the Brotherhood is treating you well.”

      “Of course,” he answered. “Please, allow me to introduce you to my date this evening. Arden, this is Wysteria, the Queen of the Vale.”

      “Your Majesty,” Arden said, bowing to her. It didn’t feel like a betrayal, considering that he was technically undercover.

      Her silver eyes danced with curiosity as she studied him. “I’ve heard much about you, little one. I must admit, you are not what I pictured the favorite assassin of the Master of Ark would be.”

      Arden smiled. “I get that a lot. But in all fairness, I was far less mortal when I held the position.”

      She gave a musical laugh and the friends—or servants—around her seemed to relax. “So you were.” Her gaze flitted over to Elan. “And here I thought I was going to have to exert my authority as Queen to get a peek at him. Does my son know you brought him here?”

      Son? Arden felt silly for not immediately assuming the queen was Dusk’s mother. Now that he was looking for similarities, they had the same regal nose and high cheekbones.

      “Not yet,” Elan said with a mischievous wink.

      “You devil,” Wysteria gasped, giving his arm a playful swat. The delight in her expression made it clear the move was a strategic one. Now it made sense to Arden why Elan had asked him to come. He was a present for the Queen, and for whatever reason, Dusk had wanted to keep him from her.

      Arden just wasn’t sure who he trusted more: the man who’d kidnapped him, or the one who offered him a glimpse of freedom for his own mysterious ends.

      “Your curiosity is as legendary as your beauty,” Elan remarked. The line would have sounded like flattery coming from anyone else, but he had a way of making even the most syrupy praise sound sincere. To be fair, the Queen was one of the most beautiful people Arden had ever seen. Now he knew where Dusk got it from.

      “I was wrong. You’re not a devil, you’re a scoundrel,” Wysteria said dryly. The amusement in her gaze made it clear the accusation was half-hearted at worst. She looked down at Arden like she was unwrapping a present. “My,” she whispered, reaching out to brush her cool fingertips across his cheek. Her pointed nails grazed his skin and her powerful energy made him shiver. “He really is just brimming with Chrysalus, isn’t he?”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” said Elan. “But his blood is certainly unique.”

      Arden frowned. He was used to being objectified, but he didn’t appreciate being spoken of as food.

      “I’m sure it is,” she said, her gaze flickering over Arden appreciatively. She wasn’t the only one. He hadn’t missed the fact that the other fae were all giving him the same look he’d once given his prey. He recognized lust that went beyond the cravings of the flesh. Power was a far more compelling reward than pleasure to most, and a chimera held the promise of an abundance of both.

      Just as he was beginning to think coming out with Elan was a mistake, the sound of Dusk’s voice filled him with an unexpected amount of relief. “Mother?” The Prince strode toward them, his long blue coat brushing against the floor. He was a breathtaking sight with his thick rose hair pulled back in a loose braid that thumped against his decorated chest as he walked. His tall boots shone pristinely and the simple golden circlet on his forehead left no room to doubt his royalty--as if it wasn’t already beyond questioning.

      The Prince stopped and looked between Elan and his unexpected guest. The way his violet-red eyes hardened, Arden knew his presence was anything but wanted, but all Dusk’s anger seemed to be directed at Elan. “What is he doing here?”

      Arden had never heard him use such a curt tone. Even his energy, usually tranquil and soothing, seemed stormy and chaotic that night. It was such a different side of him that Arden wondered if he’d been in a mood long before their arrival.

      “I was permitted to bring a guest, no?” Elan asked innocently.

      “Don’t be rude,” Wysteria scolded. “Elan was kind enough to introduce us, which is something you should have arranged when he arrived.”

      “I told you I would arrange it in time.” Dusk’s voice was respectful but stiff. He cast an absolutely venomous glance in Elan’s direction, but the vampire seemed immune to it. “Had I been asked, I never would have given permission for him to be paraded around a room full of fae like a trophy.”

      “Now you know why I didn’t ask,” Elan quipped.

      Before the fight could escalate, the fae who’d gathered around the Queen scattered, and Arden wished he could join them.

      “Forgive my son,” Wysteria said to no one in particular. “He’s always been a bit dramatic.”

      Dusk’s lips pursed. “Arden is under my care. I don’t appreciate him being moved without my consent is all.”

      “I’ll be certain to consult you next time, Your Majesty,” Elan said dryly.

      “There won’t be a next time,” said Dusk. “You are not to guard him again.”

      Elan smirked, but he didn’t look away from the male fae’s gaze. Arden didn’t know much about fae culture, but he certainly knew enough about vampires to know it was a show of disrespect.

      “Come, Arden,” Dusk said, placing a hand on his ward’s shoulder. “I’d like to speak with you upstairs.”

      Arden wasn’t sure he wanted to speak with Dusk after the way their last conversation had gone, but the Queen unnerved him and so did Elan. He nodded, following the man up the winding staircase and past the array of curious stares.

      Once they reached the end of a tiled hallway, Dusk opened the door to a bedroom that looked like it had never been used. There was a huge canopy bed covered in plush pillows and a window cloaked in heavy blue drapes made of fabric that shimmered in whatever light was coming in.

      Dusk closed the door and turned to Arden, looking him over worriedly. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine,” he said, frowning. Sure, the fact that Elan had practically handed him to the Queen on a platter was a bit uncomfortable, but nothing had happened that warranted the man’s concern. “I take it I’m not welcome.”

      “It’s not that,” Dusk said quickly. He sighed, leaning against the door. It was a strangely casual gesture for one so graciously adorned. “It’s not safe for you to be here. Not without supervision.”

      “Elan doesn’t count?”

      “Until tonight, I thought he did.”

      “What’s so dangerous about being here?” Arden asked. “Your mother seems intimidating, but not dangerous.”

      “You don’t know her like I do,” he muttered. “But she’s not the one I’m concerned about.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re a chimera, Arden. To say you’re a rarity would be an understatement,” said Dusk. “There are people who would do anything to get their hands on you and the unlimited power that flows through your veins. You’re a direct line to the Chrysalus core.”

      “You said the energy has to be given willingly,” Arden reminded him.

      Dusk hesitated for a long, uncomfortable moment that made Arden question everything he’d been told.

      “That wasn’t the truth, was it?” he demanded.

      “No,” Dusk said quietly, looking away as if he was ashamed to admit it. “Not all of it.”

      “Then what is?” asked Arden. He didn’t know whether to feel betrayed or hurt. Neither one seemed like something he should feel. Not where Dusk was concerned.

      “The Chrysalus energy will not willingly lend itself to one unworthy. That much is true,” Dusk answered. “But there are circumstances in which the unworthy may obtain it.”

      “Circumstances like what?” Arden asked. He had to know, even if he wasn’t sure he wanted to.

      Dusk seemed reluctant to meet his eyes, as if merely saying the words repulsed him. “All chimeras are an extension of the Chrysalus. It nourishes you with its life force, and in return, you allow it to exert its presence in the material world, returning more energy through that link in a symbiotic loop. As long as you are living, the Chrysalus will flow through you, but your will is the gate that keeps that energy within your vessel. It can only be unleashed in one of two ways, and the first is by you making the conscious decision to open that gate to share with another through the act of intimacy.”

      “And the second?” Arden asked hoarsely.

      Dusk frowned, a dark cloud coming over him. “The second is to break you. In a word, torment. The death of the spirit, keeping you alive in body alone. The Chrysalus will not abandon you until death, and if your will is broken, there will be nothing to stop it from flowing freely to another.”

      Arden’s body went cold at the fae’s words. The gravity in them left no room to doubt that he was telling the truth. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

      “You already fear me,” Dusk said quietly. “I did not wish to give you more reason.”

      The answer took him by surprise. He already had a hard time understanding why the fae bothered keeping him around, but he’d assumed Dusk was just trying to work on him, despite his claim not to have any interest in possessing a chimera for ulterior motives. Now that he knew Dusk didn’t even need his consent—that the fae was free to take what he wanted of Arden’s power at any time—his benevolence made less sense than ever.

      If it was Eric, Arden knew he would have tried to break him from the moment he’d laid hands on him. There would have been no question, no hesitation, no attempt to do things the “hard way.” Eric saw power and he did whatever it took to make it his, no matter who got in the way.

      “Why?” Arden finally asked. The confusion on Dusk’s face suggested he needed a bit more context.

      “Why what?”

      “Why do you care what happens to me?” he asked. “I’m the enemy. Why does it matter?”

      Dusk frowned. “Arden… you aren’t the enemy, and even if you were, taking something so sacred without consent is the most vile act one can commit. I’d sooner die than perpetrate such a crime against my worst enemy.”

      “You really mean that,” Arden muttered in disbelief.

      Dusk gave him a sad, patient smile. “Come. As long as you’re here, the damage is done and you might as well enjoy the evening.”

      “You’re letting me go down there alone?”

      “No,” Dusk laughed. “But I am without a date this evening, so I thought you might do me the honor of accompanying me.”

      “I heard Leopold isn’t allowed in the palace,” Arden said, following him out the door. “That must suck.”

      There was that small, pained smile again. “It does suck,” he admitted. “But he understands. We both have our roles to play.”

      As Arden followed the Prince downstairs, he couldn’t help but wonder… What was his role in all of it going to be?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

          VOX

        

      

    

    
      Arden had been gone for an hour already, and Vox was struggling to remind himself that he had no business following him to the castle. His personal feelings toward Elan aside, the vampire was an equal part of the Brotherhood and there was no valid reason to mistrust him. He’d gone through the same trials they all had and he’d proven his loyalty over the years.

      Then again, there was nothing logical about the attachment Vox had formed to the chimera. Nothing remotely acceptable, either.

      The fact was, Arden could never be his in the way he desired and even if he was willing to be, Vox knew he couldn’t meet the needs his nature imposed. Ghouls weren’t even supposed to crave intimacy. Like food and drink, it was a vice of the mortal. He was neither human nor vampire, trapped somewhere in the wasteland between.

      He’d made his peace with it. He still cursed his maker with every breath he didn’t need to take, but he had found a way to give purpose to his existence. A way to justify its continuation, one day at a time.

      Arden made him want more, and that was just about the worst thing that could happen. So why did it feel so good to be near him? To hold him and to touch him, even if it wasn’t the way he wished he could…

      Here he was, putting holes in a hanging bag and telling himself it was for training. Not that his damn muscles could either grow or atrophy. Like the rest of him, they simply were what they’d been at the point he was turned.

      “Training to knock out Apollo?” Leo asked, walking into the room.

      “Your references are getting a little stale,” Vox shot back, throwing another punch at the bag. “You should get Dusk to take you out more.”

      The elf chuckled. He’d always had more patience for Vox’s sarcasm than most did. Helped that he was a smartass himself. ”I heard Elan took Arden to the party.”

      “And here you and me are waiting by the phone on a Saturday night.” Another hit, and this time the sand leaked from the bag in a thin trickle. Time for another one. “It’s a damn shame.”

      “I’m sure it worries you, knowing his history with vampires. Namely vampires from Ark.”

      Vox glanced up. Sometimes it was hard to tell if Leo was trying to piss him off or just naturally good at it. “If you have a problem with him going, I’m surprised you didn’t stop it.”

      “That’s between Dusk and Elan to work out. I’m no one’s babysitter.”

      “And yet here you are, giving me the third degree.”

      “I’m not trying to hound you,” Leo said, folding his arms. “But I couldn’t help but notice you’ve gotten close lately.”

      “If you remember, your boyfriend assigned me to watch him. Close is a guarantee.”

      “Maybe, but fooling around wasn’t.”

      Vox froze with his fist halfway to the bag. So he did know. “If this is about your shampoo, you can put it on my tab.”

      Leo snorted. “It’s not about that. I’m just worried about you, that’s all.”

      “Stick to not being anyone’s babysitter. You suck at it.”

      The elf sighed. “I’m just not sure how much you know about chimeras. Or what that’s going to mean in the very near future.”

      “Well, I know you’re not supposed to feed them after midnight... or is that gremlins?”

      Leo gave him a knowing look. “I just don’t want you to expect something that can only lead to disappointment. Chimeras aren’t known for monogamy.”

      “And you think I had an engagement ring picked out or something?”

      “No, but I know you. You don’t do anything halfway, and he’s not someone who has all of himself to give just one person.”

      “Right. Because all chimeras are what, supernatural consorts? And I’d know nothing about that.”

      Leo’s gaze softened, infuriating him even more. “Your past is part of it. How much have you told Arden?”

      “My past doesn’t matter. And even if it does, it’s mine to tell, not yours.”

      “Of course it is. But if you intend to pursue any kind of relationship with him, he at least deserves to know the connection you and Eric share.”

      “We share nothing,” Vox spat.

      “You know that’s not true.”

      Vox threw another punch and the bag came off its hinges. He spun around to face the elf, barely able to restrain his rage. “What do you want from me, Leo? A promise that I won’t touch your precious little pet?”

      “You know that’s not what this is about,” he said, lowering his voice. “I care about Arden, but you’re the one I’m concerned for. I just don’t want you to get hurt when he finally realizes who and what he is.”

      “Your concern is duly noted. Now, are you interested in training or are you just here to run your mouth?”

      The elf smirked. “If you’re looking for a sparring partner, then sure. I’ll play.”

      “You know I’d never pass up an opportunity to beat your ass,” Vox muttered.

      In reality, it was more than an equal fight, but he couldn’t help being agitated. Leopold knew him better than anyone. He was, after all, the one who’d found him after Eric had grown tired of playing and condemned him to the reject pile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

          Arden

        

      

    

    
      Once they reached the party, Arden fell back to the familiar role of arm candy as Dusk greeted his guests and listened to each of them talk as if he actually cared. He was better at it than Eric had ever been. Or maybe he actually did care. Arden wouldn’t have put it past him.

      The fae gradually seemed to grow used to his presence, but Arden was still the object of both fearful and lustful glances. None of them looked at him like he was actually a person rather than a repository of energy. No one except Dusk.

      As the evening began to wind down, Arden could tell his chaperone was growing weary. Dusk glanced down at him with a tired smile. “How would you feel about some fresh air?”

      “Great,” Arden said, following him outside. The garden surrounding the palace was filled with flowers, some with blooms that reached well above their heads. One cluster of flowers in particular drew his attention. The massive bell-shaped petals drooped with some glimmering dew, their vivid red stems aglow in moonlight.

      “What are those?” Arden asked, instinctively drawn to the sweet scent.

      “Chrysalus blooms,” Dusk answered. “They grow wherever there was once a core sprout.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The core creates and sustains all life within Teros,” he explained. “The creation process begins when shards break off and fall to the ground, springing new lifeforms. These blooms indicate that this was once the landing site of a very powerful spore.”

      “Is that why you built the castle here?”

      “My father did,” Dusk said with a fond smile.

      “The one the elves killed?” Arden asked hesitantly.

      “Yes. He was a good man,” Dusk murmured thoughtfully, looking up at the sky. “Far from perfect, but he cared for this world. And the surface.” The glow behind the fog seemed to have darkened, casting a beautiful twilight over the realm. The crystal buildings glowed against the hazy backdrop of the sky, making the whole world seem magical.

      Then again, it was.

      “Is that why you’re the way you are?”

      Dusk laughed at the question. “I suppose it is,” he said, taking a seat on the edge of a beautiful fountain that seemed to be made of diamond. Maybe the substance wasn’t as rare below the surface.

      “You said shards fall from the core,” Arden said, looking up at the sky. “From where?”

      “Up there,” Dusk answered, pointing up. “Behind the fog. The core generates a protective atmosphere around itself, which is the haze you see right now.

      “It’s just hanging up there?”

      Dusk seemed amused by his astonishment. “You’ve never heard the story, have you?”

      “No one talks about the fae much,” Arden admitted.

      “I suppose not. Would you like me to tell you?”

      He nodded, surprised he actually wanted to know. So much about the fae was surrounded in mystery. He only knew what the elves who worked with the vampires said and even before he’d come to know Dusk, he had assumed their account of things was biased at best.

      “Legend has it, the core was the first thing in the universe to exist,” Dusk began. “The singular particle that began it all. Energy in its purest form. One day, it grew bored of being alone and sought to expand. To push existence to its very limits.”

      “Bored?” Arden echoed, arching an eyebrow.

      Dusk gave him a knowing smile. “Not all consciousness lives and breathes. Some merely exists.”

      Arden shrugged. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “As the core grew beyond itself, new worlds began to take shape,” Dusk continued. “Endless stars and galaxies, all spawned by unbridled imagination. The core began to wish to be part of its own creation, so it cocooned itself in crystal and stone until the surface world was formed around it. The new world both drew sustenance from the stars around it and protected the core from their radiation. It was a mutually beneficial arrangement, until the beings living on Teros began to realize that a wealth of untapped power lay just beneath the surface.”

      “Humans?” asked Arden.

      Dusk nodded. “Their ingenuity allowed them to craft tools that would drill into the surface, leaking radiation from the core that began to mutate the beings above. That’s how shifters and vampires came to be.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Or so the story goes,” Dusk said with a twinkle in his eye. “What they didn’t realize was that if they succeeded in piercing the core, they would destroy it along with all life on Teros. To protect itself and the world it had created, the core birthed two species to be its emissaries on the surface and gave them a home below. To both, it gave access to its lifeblood along with the sentience to understand the creatures above. The fae were gifted with special attunement to the natural world, while the elves were gifted with technological knowledge that would benefit the surface dwellers. And so, the first journeyers breached the surface to spread the knowledge and warnings the core had sent them with.”

      “And then everything went to hell.”

      Dusk chuckled. “I’m getting to that. Once they arrived on the surface, the world of humans, vampires and shifters was overwhelming to creatures accustomed to such a pure and simple life. The fae and the elves both realized they became weaker the further away from the core they ventured, and their message was not well received by all. A few wise humans were willing to listen, but the vampires scoffed at the idea of leaving a new world unconquered. Especially one that held the promise of such power.

      “In the end, the elves were swayed by their way of life. The vampires taught them they could replace the power they had lost by drawing on the residual Chrysalus energy found within human blood, while the fae, for the most part, remained true to their mission. Once they realized it was destined to fail, they decided to cut their losses and run, taking with them many of the human prisoners they pitied. They eventually managed to convince most of the elves to return, but many remained, choosing the surface world over their own.”

      “Is that why the core kicked them out?” asked Arden.

      “It’s more complicated than that,” Dusk said sadly. “There was strife among those who returned. All were changed. Many of the elves wished to go back, and some had only returned because they’d made alliances with the vampires and promised to help smuggle them below the surface. The core’s most loyal servants uncovered their plan, but by then, it was too late to avert bloodshed. Countless lives were lost in the war, and our species would likely have purged each other to extinction if the core had not intervened and stripped the elves of their natural connection to it. With no choice, they retreated to the surface and the world has been in its current state ever since.”

      That certainly wasn’t the version of history Arden had been taught, but he couldn’t deny that it made more sense out of the relations between their species than the vampires’ truth.

      “So basically, everything is the vampires’ faults.”

      “Reality is rarely that black and white. Certainly not in this case,” Dusk sighed. “There were mistakes made on all sides.”

      “So why do chimeras exist?” asked Arden.

      Dusk hesitated. “When the surface was pierced, those bits of Chrysalus energy had to go somewhere. The core couldn’t allow the seeds of creation to spread out into the universe, so it had to contain them in living vessels. Chimeras.”

      Arden listened quietly before he came to a foregone conclusion. “You must think I’m an idiot.”

      “I’m sorry?” Dusk asked, seeming startled by the remark.

      “If what you’re saying is true, then chimeras exist for the Chrysalus core, and I’ve devoted my life to someone who wants to destroy it,” he explained. “That must seem pretty foolish to you.”

      Dusk’s gaze softened. “Quite the opposite. I would expect nothing less from a chimera.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are quite literally the most powerful living beings in this word,” said Dusk. “And yet, you are driven by the deep, instinctive need to give yourself to others in the same way that Chrysalus gives itself to sustain all life. The need to belong, to submit, to be possessed by one who is worthy--or many. It is my belief that Eric took advantage of your nature, but I would never fault you for being true to it.”

      Arden wasn’t sure what to say to that. He wanted to argue on Eric’s behalf, but as loyal as he still was to his Master, Eric had been lying to him from the beginning. Or at least, not giving him the full truth.

      “I’m changing because I’ve been awake so long, aren’t I?”

      Dusk reached out and stroked his cheek sympathetically. “Darling, you’re not changing. You’re just becoming what you never had the chance to be, now that your every move isn’t being controlled and micromanaged.”

      “Then this isn’t the end of it? This… weakness.”

      “You’re not weak,” Dusk assured him. “I’ll tell you what. If you truly hate being what you are, I’m not going to force you to stay this way.”

      “You’re not?” Arden asked. “You’d send me back to Eric?”

      “No,” Dusk said firmly. “I can’t in good conscience do that. But Elan could turn you back, if you find being a chimera intolerable.”

      Arden hesitated. “There’s more, isn’t there?”

      “There is,” Dusk admitted. “Chimeras are not meant to be alone. The Chrysalus energy within you builds up if it isn’t transferred to another, and over time, it can become toxic. I’m sure Eric made sure you had plenty of opportunities to mate while you were awake for that reason.”

      Arden thought back to all the humans the vampire had provided him with, both to take blood from and to sleep with, if he desired. “But they were human.”

      “And you were a vampire at the time. It was enough to suppress your emotional needs. Now that you are a chimera again, you have Chrysalus to contend with.”

      “When?”

      “It could be a few years, or a few months. The good news is, there are signs. Increased desire, thirst for physical contact, nesting…”

      “Nesting?” Arden echoed.

      Dusk smiled. “A mate who is familiar with Chrysalus will understand your needs and be honored to accommodate them.”

      “Let me guess. A fae?”

      “Or an elf,” Dusk shrugged. “They’re the only ones who can relieve you of the excess toxin, but you may take as many lovers as you choose, regardless of kind. It’s difficult for one partner to satisfy a chimera’s needs, so monogamy is uncommon. In most cases, a chimera will have one or two primaries he considers his Masters, and it’s their responsibility to seek out others who can fulfill him when they’re away.”

      “And when the time comes?” Arden asked. “How am I supposed to choose my mates if I’m trapped with the Brotherhood?”

      “When the time comes, you will be allowed to leave,” said Dusk. “I will have a key made for you so that you can travel freely within the Vale. With supervision, of course.”

      “And who would that be?”

      “I’m certain either Vox or Harding would be happy to oblige.”

      The thought of Vox chaperoning while he courted a bunch of fae to sleep with felt… odd. But preferable to having Harding babysit him. “And what if I want you to do it?” he challenged.

      The question seemed to take the fae off-guard. Arden hadn’t even thought it possible to put him at a loss for words, but here they were. “I… that would be a conflict of interest.”

      “How?”

      “I’m responsible for you,” Dusk said, as if it should be obvious. “And as much as it pains me, I am currently holding you against your will. It would be inappropriate, and unfair to you.”

      “But not because you don’t want to,” Arden reasoned, reading between the lines.

      The fae’s golden-brown complexion turned rosy at his cheeks. “Of course I do,” he said, lowering his voice to a whisper. “You are only just beginning to realize what you are, Arden. The power that lies within you, to enchant and beguile whomever you please. There will be no shortage of people who are drawn to you, fae and otherwise, but you are beholden to none. Certainly not me, nor to Eric. It is my hope that before you make any serious decisions about your future, you will come to accept that.”

      Arden considered his words. “Eric is my Master,” he said finally. “But he’s never been my lover. He’s never wanted me that way. Not all of me.”

      “And that hurts you,” Dusk said quietly.

      Arden thought about it and shrugged. “Sometimes, but I was never awake long enough for it to be that bad. I always wished…” He trailed off, realizing that was more than he felt comfortable sharing. He wasn’t sure why he was telling Dusk any of this, but the fae was easy to talk to, oddly enough. “It doesn’t matter if he met all my needs or not. He wanted me. No matter how, it was enough to be by his side.”

      Dusk listened in silence, but Arden couldn’t help but feel like there was something more he wanted to say.

      “What is it?” Arden finally asked.

      “Nothing,” said Dusk, standing. He offered his hand to help Arden up and the chimera reluctantly accepted it. “I should get you back home. It’s getting late and you need rest.”

      Arden should have bristled at the fact that Dusk was calling the Brotherhood’s lair home, but he was more off-put by the fact that the word resonated with his heart.

      He had to get out. Somehow, some way. He was getting too comfortable, too attached to these people he was supposed to hate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

          Dusk

        

      

    

    
      Silver water rippled along the surface of the pond, streaks of moonlight dancing below. The fish beneath flitted up to the surface and back down, leaving little pockets of disturbance in their wake. The air was still and the night was silent. Just the way Dusk preferred it.

      He closed his eyes and laid back in the cool sand. The grains gave way to his fingertips as he traced the curve of a name he wouldn’t allow to cross his conscious mind. The whole point of the lucid dream was to rid himself of what was fast becoming obsession.

      If he didn’t watch it, it was soon going to be as obvious to the others.

      “Nice place. A little cheap, though, isn’t it?”

      Dusk’s eyes flew open and he sat up to find Leo standing by the water in full uniform, studded boots and all.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “We’re bonded, love. If you want to keep me out of your thoughts, you’ll have to start putting a sign on the door.”

      Dusk sighed, pulling his knees to his chest. “If I’d known I was going to have company, I would have put on clothes.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Leo asked, coming over to join him. He sat down on the edge of the bank, looking up at the sky. “Seriously, you have one of the most powerful imaginations in the universe and you could conjure up any number of worlds, but you choose this place?”

      “This is a foreign world to me,” Dusk reminded him, stretching out with the water at his back. He looked down at the sand, smiling fondly as he drew his finger through it in a straight line. “This was the first place on the surface I came to on my mission.”

      “Yeah, sometimes I forget you’re old as dirt.”

      Leo threw a hand up to block the stone Dusk tossed at him.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit that couldn’t wait until I was awake?”

      “Maybe I just missed you.”

      Dusk gave him a look.

      “Okay, fine. I wanted to know what happened at the party. Elan came back in a funk.”

      “And that’s different from usual?”

      “Come on. I know something happened.”

      Dusk sighed, dipping his toes into the water. “Alright, fine. I may have chewed him out for bringing Arden to see my mother.”

      “Why? She was going to meet him eventually.”

      “Not if I could help it.”

      Leo raised an eyebrow. “You realize how that sounds, right?”

      The fae dragged his fingers through his hair. “I know, alright? But I was hoping to put it off for at least a little while longer.”

      “Why?” Leo asked. “I know she kind of does her own thing, but I can’t believe you don’t trust her.”

      “I do,” he admitted. “It’s not that.”

      “Then what is it?” Leo put his hand over Dusk’s and the gentle touch made him feel even worse for keeping secrets. Especially given the intimate nature of this one.

      “She knows me better than anyone except for you,” he said softly. “I guess I’m just not in the mood for any new insights where Arden is concerned.”

      Leo listened in silence, and Dusk knew he’d already put it together. He would have felt guiltier if he’d thought there was even a chance his feelings toward the chimera were unknown to his mate. They didn’t keep secrets. It was the one rule of their relationship. Most of the time, the bond their souls shared made sure they didn’t even have the option.

      “You’re getting attached.”

      “Getting?” Dusk laughed. “That would be an understatement.”

      Leo’s grip on his hand tightened. “You’re immortal, my love. You’re not dead. You don’t need to feel guilty for something that would happen to any fae in your position.”

      “I’m not just any fae, I am the prince and the leader of the Brotherhood. It’s my responsibility to look after him. To protect him, to nurture him. Infatuation isn’t part of that.”

      “Uh. He’s a chimera,” Leo reminded him. “That’s definitely part of the whole nurturing bit of the equation. They thrive on physical affirmation.”

      “It’s different,” Dusk muttered. “Aside from all of that, he’s technically our prisoner. It would be wrong, even if he wanted me the same way.”

      “I’m not saying otherwise, but there’s a difference between acting on what you feel and beating yourself up over it.”

      Dusk sighed. “Maybe you’re right. I’m just afraid of doing or saying anything that’s going to set him further back.”

      “He seems to be adjusting well. He hasn’t tried to escape in a while.”

      “He still wants to go back to Eric. He still believes Eric wants him.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because he said as much,” Dusk answered.

      Leo hesitated. “He still doesn’t know the bastard was going to sell him to my uncle, does he?”

      The fae shook his head.

      “You have to tell him at some point, Dusk. It’s not fair to you or him to keep him in the dark, thinking you’re the one keeping him from his loving master.”

      “And if I tell him, it will break his heart,” said Dusk. “He’s already lost so much. Who am I to take his purpose from him without giving him another to replace it with?”

      “And how do you plan on doing that?” The elf wasn’t even bothering to hide his doubt. Or his concern.

      “Arden isn’t a typical chimera,” he murmured. “He was trained as an assassin. He craves a mission as much as anything. I was thinking, if we could integrate him into the Brotherhood, show him what it’s like to fight for something that truly matters…”

      “You want to take a living vault of Chrysalus and make it a member of the Brotherhood?” Leo asked in disbelief.

      Dusk scowled. “You don’t have to phrase it like that.”

      “That’s exactly how the board is going to phrase it,” he shot back. “Chimeras don’t fight, Dusk. Even if they did, they’d never trust Arden. Hell, I wouldn’t trust him.”

      “I’m not saying you should, not all the way. But the only way to get someone to trust you is to give a bit in return.”

      “You’re serious.”

      “We could start small,” he insisted. “Prince Lavien is coming to Praya for an auction next month. We could try him out.”

      “God, you are serious,” Leo groaned.

      “Arden is desperate to get out, and it’s only a matter of time before he actually finds a way,” said Dusk. “If we give him a taste of freedom, and some actual responsibility, he may decide he likes it. That he wants more.”

      “And you think a high-profile mission is the best way to do that?”

      “Like you said, the board won’t be happy about it, but a successful mission is the surest way to change their mind. Besides, he’ll never leave the sanctuary of Praya and we need some bait to get to the prince. He’ll recognize me, and something tells me Vox won’t be into the idea of wearing a leash and bondage gear.”

      Leo grimaced. “Please don’t give me that mental image.”

      Dusk snickered. “Just promise me you’ll think about it.”

      “You say that like you haven’t already decided for both of us.”

      Dusk smiled sweetly, slipping his arms around his mate’s neck. “I’m not being bossy. You just like making me happy.”

      “Oh, do I?” Leo challenged. Dusk pulled him back down into the sand, his naked body surging underneath the elf’s as he drew him closer.

      “I know where you could start,” Dusk purred, lowering his hands to the other man’s hips. He grabbed Leo’s cock through his tight pants and felt it thicken in his grasp.

      The elf’s eyes darkened as he ground into his mate’s touch. “You know, we could just do this in real life.”

      “Why not both?” Dusk asked, kissing him.

      “You raise an interesting question,” Leo moaned, pulling his belt off. He undressed the rest of the way, pressing his body up against Dusk’s bare flesh.

      The fae’s tongue whispered against his lover’s neck as Leo pushed between his legs. He’d never allowed another male to take him the way Leo had on so many occasions, but the idea of imposing any limitation on their intimacy had never seemed necessary. Leo had touched every part of him and left his mark in places no one else would ever see.

      The moment Leo’s long cock entered him, his body tensed and folded, his arms wrapped tight around the elf’s neck. He bore through the pain until it became pleasure and their lips met once more. The taste of belonging clung sweetly to the other man’s lips and when Leo delved deep into his body, Dusk felt like a part of himself had been returned.

      He’d never longed for someone the way he longed for Leopold, and while this thing he felt for Arden was distinct, entirely its own creature, it was the only infatuation that had ever compared. He knew that there was only so long he could pretend like it didn’t exist, but for now, he’d take solace in the companionship of the one person who would always understand and never judge him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 16

          ARDEN

        

      

    

    
      “You’re sure you’re ready for this?” Vox asked, looking Arden up and down.

      Other than the fact that the leather straps around his thighs were chafing him, Arden had never been more prepared for a mission in his life. It was his first trip up to the surface, and he knew that balancing the Brotherhood’s aims with his own was going to require focus and discernment.

      “I’m sure,” Arden said, trying to be patient even though the ghoul had been fretting over him ever since Leo had agreed to allow him to go on the mission in the first place. Arden still wasn’t sure what concerned Vox more: the fear that he might run away, or the fear that he’d get hurt on the job.

      Somehow, Arden didn’t think he’d be comforted if he confessed that he had no plans of actually escaping on this mission. He told himself it was only because Eric was nowhere near Praya and he’d never escape the continent if he tried, and not because he wasn’t yet ready to leave the ghoul and the others he’d grown attached to just yet.

      “Come on, he’s a killing machine,” Harding snorted. “You act like he’s a baby bird.”

      “He’s not a vampire anymore,” Vox snapped.

      “Right. He’s a chimera, which means no one on this planet, especially an elf, would be willing to let him die,” Harding shot back. His gaze traveled down to Arden’s mostly bare chest and his lips quirked into a smile. “Especially not looking like that.”

      Arden smirked. He had to admit, Harding had good taste in fetish gear. Between his bouts of anxiety, Arden had caught Vox sneaking appreciative glances. If they’d had any time to spare before the prince arrived, he would’ve been tempted to persuade them both into joining him in the bed.

      Vox frowned, but he seemed to concede that Harding had a point. “I just don’t like the idea of a bunch of creepy elves slobbering over him on that stage.”

      “I thought you weren’t jealous?” Arden challenged.

      “You screwing around with people you choose is hot. You being treated like a piece of meat for the sake of this mission is the exact opposite.”

      “That’s sweet,” Arden said, leaning over to kiss Vox’s mask where his lips would be. The gesture seemed to take the ghoul by surprise and earned a laugh from Harding. “But this is my decision. I want to prove myself to the Brotherhood, and this is how I’m going to do it.”

      “Fine,” Vox sighed. “Just remember, if you need us at any point, all you have to do is signal.”

      “I know all my safe words,” Arden assured him, stroking a black lock of hair behind Vox’s ear. “Just be sure you guys are ready to grab him.”

      “You don’t gotta worry about that,” Harding snorted, chambering his weapon. “This baby’s loaded with enough sedative to take out ten chimeras, let alone a fancy elf. Learned my lesson after last time.”

      “Good,” said Arden. “Let’s go.”

      Vox seemed less than pleased, but he grabbed his plasma rifle and opened the door, waiting for Arden to go out first. Arden still wasn’t used to being mortal, but he decided he could get used to having an armed escort go everywhere with him. He could only imagine what Eric would say if he knew. The thought should have been amusing, but it wasn’t.

      Harding took on an entirely different persona as he shifted into the role of guard and led them down the hall toward the auction room. It was every bit as over-the-top as Arden had expected. There was a raised marble podium surrounded by columns for the auctioned servants and pets to be displayed upon, while the elites sat in luxurious chairs and private boxes surrounding the stage, cloaked in shadows—for privacy, of course.

      There was already a fae up onstage, her vivid green locks flowing around her nearly naked body. The thin fabric covering her full breasts looked painted on, and her thighs peeked out from the high slits in her flowing red skirt. Her blue-painted lips were pursed around a cherry red gag that matched her bloodshot eyes as she stared fearfully at her shadowed spectators. The elves might have preferred high-tech gear for their own fashion, but it was clear they enjoyed fetishizing their fae counterparts with more exaggerated versions of their liberal attire.

      Arden bristled at the sight of the bound woman onstage. The novelty of being out on his first official mission was wearing off fast. There were bruises on her bare arms, and he could only imagine what she’d been through at the hands of her captors. There were a variety of reasons why a fae might end up in the trafficking circuit, from illegitimate debt collection to kidnapping by force.

      “Let’s start the bidding at fifty-thousand rue,” the auctioneer suggested from somewhere above. Arden looked up at the tinted window in the floor above that wrapped around the circular stage. He could see the shadow of a man, but nothing more.

      Harding gave him a gentle push toward the backstage area. Arden held his tongue for now, but shot a dirty look when he saw the glint of amusement in the human’s eyes. Backstage, there were half a dozen others ready to be auctioned. One particularly defiant looking man was locked in an iron cage, wearing a muzzle that was long enough to fit a dog’s snout. Arden recognized him as a shifter immediately by the fresh scar on the side of his neck. The elves always chipped their shifters and installed implants that would steadily release a sedative, similar to the way Dusk had cured Arden. The sight made him touch the back of his neck instinctively. Leo had removed the implant a week ago, but it still wasn’t fully healed and he knew firsthand how tender they were in the beginning.

      There was only one other fae, which Arden could only assume was due to the fact that Dusk had made it harder for operations like this one to exist. Considering that at least a few of the shadowed attendees were likely part of the royal family as well, his success was necessarily limited. The others were human, likely Ark escapees who’d sought sanctuary in Praya hoping for a better life and a chance at true freedom.

      Arden couldn’t help but feel pity for them, which was an uncomfortable emotion, considering that he still felt loyalty toward the man who had likely been responsible for their initial capture. He told himself not to look, but when he saw the tag hanging off the earlobe of the nearest human female, the Ark insignia stood out immediately.

      His stomach churned. He had to get it together. This was about the prince, nothing more. Every stage of his gradual transformation back into a chimera had been fraught with difficulty, but the emotional responses that contradicted his goals were by far the most difficult to deal with. Craving intimacy and acceptance was bad enough, but guilt would be the death of him.

      “Why isn’t he bound?” the overseer backstage demanded, striding toward them. He was tall even for an elf, his light hair cropped close to his square head. He looked down at Arden with disapproval in his frigid green eyes, but there was curiosity as well. Curiosity and lust.

      “He’s a chimera,” Vox said flatly, his voice barely muffled through his mask. “What’s he going to do?”

      “Protocol,” the overseer barked.

      Vox rolled his eyes after the man turned away. “Sorry,” he said under his breath.

      Arden gave him a look and presented his hands behind his back. The ghoul’s chivalry was going to get them all killed. Vox fastened the cuffs around his wrists to the straps behind his back and checked to make sure they were secure. Arden tried to ignore the heat swelling his cock in his already unforgiving leathers. Now definitely wasn’t the time to get turned on.

      As the bidding continued onstage, Arden found himself studying the other prisoners. They seemed just as curious about him, and he knew it was unlikely any of them had ever seen a chimera before.

      The fae onstage was finally won and her eyes met Arden’s as he was led backstage. There was something unusual in the way she looked at him, as if she recognized him. Before he could mention it to Vox and Harding, the announcer called for him.

      “Don’t take your eyes off him,” Vox muttered, passing him off to Harding.

      The human nodded in understanding, picking up Arden’s leash to take him up onstage. “Try not to look like you wanna bite someone’s dick off.”

      Arden snorted. The stage lights followed him as he passed between the marble columns and took his place in the center. He could feel them watching from the darkness, and sorely missed his ability to see well in shadow. He thought less and less of being a vampire those days, even though mortality was not something he’d adjusted to either.

      “And now, we have a very special offering for your consideration,” the invisible announcer proclaimed. “A chimera. A creature as rare as it is powerful, with the potential to become a higher evolution of elf, vampire or shifter. In its natural state, it makes the ideal conduit for Chrysalus energy. Given the unlimited military and personal applications this creature presents, we’ll start the bidding at five million rue.”

      The silent crowd became abuzz with chatter and disbelief. Some expressed audible doubt that a chimera was actually up for sale, and the auctioneer chastised them with a reminder of the club’s rigorous vetting policies. Despite the skepticism, everyone seemed ready to make a bid.

      If he didn’t know damn well that Eric would have paid ten times as much to have him back, he might have been flattered.

      The bidding war was so intense that Arden began to fear the prince wouldn’t emerge the victor, if only because it was a struggle to be heard. When a soft, elegant voice rose above the others to bid fifty million, a hush fell over the room.

      The announcer didn’t respond for a moment. Arden squinted into the darkness, trying to get a better look in the direction the voice had come from. Surely it was the prince. Who else had that kind of cash to spend?

      “F—fifty-million rue,” the announcer stammered. “Do I hear fifty-one? Going once… twice… sold!”

      The sound of the gavel announced the end and Harding whisked Arden backstage. “Geez,” he muttered. “Expensive little fuck, aren’t ya?”

      Arden smirked. “And to think, I let you look for free.”

      Vox came over to join them, a somber look in his eyes. Arden wasn’t sure if that was bad news about the mission or just his trepidation about the mission itself.

      “Well?” Harding demanded. “Was it the prince?”

      “It seems to be,” said Vox. “The account that just wired the payment is from the capital city of Daimon.”

      “You there!” one of the stage hands bellowed. “Bring the chimera upstairs. His buyer’s waiting for the examination.”

      Vox’s brow furrowed. “Examination?”

      Arden sighed. “He’s an elf, Vox. I’m sure he wants to make sure the goods are legitimate.”

      Anger flashed in the ghoul’s eyes, but just when Arden feared he was going to blow their cover, he restrained himself. “We can take him out first.”

      “Don’t,” Arden pleaded under his breath. God, feelings made everything so much more complicated. He was torn between being charmed by Vox’s protectiveness and wondering how it was going to make his own departure more difficult.

      “Come on,” Harding barked. He walked toward the stairs and tugged on Arden’s leash. The chimera shot Vox a pleading look and hoped he’d fall in line. Once they made it upstairs, the royal guards lining the hall quelled his fears that he’d been won by a less illustrious customer.

      “Clearance,” the guard at the door ordered. Harding flashed his pass and the guard opened the door to let them through.

      As soon as Arden saw the elven prince, he was relieved. Target acquired.

      Prince Lavien was an extraordinarily beautiful man with long, straight hair the shade of the surface sky. His eyes were even bluer, and when they locked on Arden, they filled with curiosity and satisfaction.

      Arden noticed the woman at his feet. It was the red-haired fae from the auction. The one who’d been staring at him. She was far from the only one, but there was something her astute gaze even now that put him on edge.

      Did she somehow recognize him from Dusk’s party? No… she wasn’t of noble blood and surely he would have remembered a face like that.

      “Wonderful,” the Prince said warmly, turning his chair to face them. He placed a hand gently on the fae’s head. “See that she’s given a comfortable room and delivered to my estate. I would like to spend a moment alone with my newest acquisition.”

      Arden bristled at the thought of an elf owning him and realized Leo was the only one who didn’t elicit that response. In fact, whenever he saw the elf and fae together, he couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like to be possessed by them. To be the focus of the passion that burned so intensely between them.

      Elves had a penchant for dominance, and despite the prince’s gentle demeanor, Arden wouldn’t have been surprised if he was the same. As the other servants left with the fae, the elf approached and looked down at Arden, his eyes alight with curiosity.

      “Well, you are certainly beautiful,” he mused, his gaze sweeping over the chimera’s exposed torso. “As for whether you are what they say you are… that remains to be seen.”

      “I’m at your disposal, Master,” Arden said, lowering his head in deference. The sooner the elf was convinced, the sooner he was theirs.

      “Leave us,” the Prince ordered, waving his hand toward the door.

      Neither Harding nor Vox moved. “Sir,” the latter finally spoke. “We have been instructed to remain with the item until the purchase is final.”

      The Prince snorted, but to Arden’s surprise, he didn’t throw a royal tantrum. “Very well,” he said, opening his robe to reveal a perfectly smooth ivory torso beneath. Arden’s mouth watered at the sight of the v-shaped cut disappearing into his tight beige trousers and the sizable bulge beneath. “I suppose we’ll have an audience, then.”

      Arden resented the shit out of himself for the thrill those words sent down his spine. Dusk was right. He really was changing and the fact that he hungered for the touch of a perfect stranger, let alone an elf, was proof of that.

      “Come,” the Prince ordered, standing at the foot of the bed.

      Arden followed him, sitting down where the man gestured. His cock stiffened against his tight leather jeans as the Prince came down on top of him, his long hair sweeping over Arden’s bare arms. “Let us see what you have to offer, hm?”

      Arden laid back, slightly on his side, since the restraints made it impossible to lie flat on his back. The Prince seemed to have no interest in freeing them, choosing instead to caress the deep impressions they left in the chimera’s skin.

      “So soft,” the fae remarked, his long nails teasing the sensitive flesh over Arden’s exposed hip bones. “I can sense the Chrysalus within you,” he murmured against Arden’s lips. He smelled like mint and felt as cold as the moon. Arden opened his mouth to the exploration of the elf’s tongue and momentarily lost track of the mission as the Prince’s hand drifted down to the leather so tight it felt like nothing more than a condom stretched over his stiffened cock.

      When the elf shifted to disrobe him, exposing his neck in the process, Arden’s old self returned enough to regain his focus. Bloodshed and sex had always been his two great needs, but the scales had shifted. He needed the one so much more than the other. It was better with Vox. Deeper and more satisfying, due to their emotional connection, but there was something to be said for this, too. A quick taste of the unfamiliar. To be wanted and touched and claimed by a male he barely knew.

      “So submissive,” the Prince remarked, gazing down at the man beneath him as he ran his hands down Arden’s waist, his thumbs sweeping over the dips and curves of his muscles. Arden tensed up as he felt something cold and sharp scrape over his skin. He looked down to see the bladed claw tip on the Prince’s left index finger. Elves had fangs of their own, but from what Arden had heard, they preferred to use such implements to do their bloodletting.

      Arden looked up at the elf, mesmerized as the beautiful man ran his metal claw down the cut of his hips, at once threatening and enticing the sensitive flesh below. Arden’s cock was already at full attention when the Prince took it in his other hand and gave it a long, commanding stroke.

      Arden’s hips bucked violently, and he was ashamed at just how organically his body responded to the touch. It was like scratching a deep itch, and while there was nothing romantic or sensual about the way the Prince was massaging him, the Chrysalus was responding well to the elf’s efforts. As a chimera, he could only serve as a conduit to the Chrysalus rather than controlling it. His body and his spirit both ached to release the pent-up energy to a willing and capable vessel. It felt as natural and necessary as breathing.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Arden caught sight of the two men watching them. The lust and envy in Vox’s gaze made it all the more tantalizing.

      The Prince’s hand wrapped tightly around Arden’s shaft and with one expert pump, Arden released his seed in the other man’s hand. The elf’s blue eyes darkened with satisfaction and Arden gasped as he dug his claw into the tender flesh above his groin.

      Pain and post-orgasmic ecstasy mingled as the Prince bent his head to suck the blood he’d just drawn, his tongue gliding seductively along the slit. Arden shuddered as the man raised up from between his legs, licking a mixture of blood and cum off his fingers.

      “Exquisite,” the Prince whispered, flashing Arden a sinister look that made his core tighten up with need.

      “So it’s settled, then,” Harding grunted. “You’ll take him.”

      “Oh, yes,” the Prince answered, standing as he pulled his robe back on. Arden’s head was still spinning too badly from the orgasm to sit up just yet, but when he rolled onto his side, he saw the man reach into the pocket of his robe for something.

      It all happened in a flash, too quickly to process. The Prince pulled a gun and took aim at Harding. Before the man could reach for his sidearm, a spot of red appeared in the center of his forehead and he dropped.

      “Harding!” Arden cried in horror, leaping up. Vox was faster. The ghoul already had his gun drawn, a look of shock in his pale eyes that turned to fury in an instant. He was ready to avenge their friend before Arden had even come to terms with what had happened.

      The Prince was behind him all of a sudden, his arm wrapped around the chimera’s waist, keeping him close to his chest. Arden felt the barrel of the gun press into his temple and froze. He’d been on the receiving end of a gun more times than he could count, and the careless response that had once been permissible was difficult to overcome.

      Vox didn’t seem to have any trouble remembering. The ghoul froze with his weapon drawn, his gaze fixed on the Prince.

      “Don’t think I won’t shoot him,” the Prince warned in a surprisingly calm tone. “If you so much as blink, it’s over. He doesn’t need brain function to be useful, only a pulse.”

      Vox’s eyes narrowed, but he gradually lowered the gun.

      “No,” Arden choked. The Prince’s grip on him tightened, making it impossible to speak. The room filled with armed men in masks that covered nearly as much of their faces as Vox’s did. He was immediately disarmed and when one of the elves pulled a chain around the ghoul’s neck, Arden lunged.

      “Don’t touch him!” he seethed.

      The Prince grabbed his leash and jerked him back hard enough that he fell to the floor, coughing. Before he could get up, a boot landed in his back, crushing his chest to the floor. All the air rushed from his lungs in a wheeze and the moment he gasped for breath, a needle pierced his neck. It was out before he could claw at it and the guard let him up.

      “Easy,” the Prince hissed. “That brat belongs to the Master of Ark.”

      Arden’s blood ran cold. So the Prince did know who he was. He rolled over just enough to be able to see Vox struggling against the men who were binding him in restraints even a ghoul had no chance of escaping. Next to him on the floor, Harding’s lifeless body was still bleeding a trickle from the head.

      Arden’s stomach twisted as he watched the Prince’s men drag the burly human out of the room. Another shoved Vox’s head down and pushed him forward.

      “Don’t hurt him,” was all he could say, his voice hoarse as his body grew too heavy to lift his head off the floor.

      The Prince finally turned to face him, a look akin to pity in his eyes. He knelt down, sweeping his hand along Arden’s jaw. “Such simple, malleable creatures you are,” he murmured in a voice that sounded almost sympathetic. “And here I thought you’d be eager to be returned to your Master.”

      Arden’s heart pounded and with each pulse, the poison took greater effect. It took him a moment to make sense of the elf’s words, but he was starting to put it together. The fae… she must have recognized him somehow and tipped the Prince off to his identity.

      He was right, of course. The moment Harding had dropped to the floor, the mission had become a nightmare, but that was just a reminder of how deep into the rabbit hole Arden had ventured. This was a rescue mission.

      So why did it feel like a tragedy?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 17

          Arden

        

      

    

    
      There was a stillness that felt like death, and Arden had spent enough years on the other side of it to know. There was peace in the silence. The whiteness that encompassed everything and existed as nothing.

      Arden knew this place of everything and nothing. It felt like home. Or rather, it felt like where he belonged.

      He opened his eyes and found himself wrapped in a cocoon of pale blue light that looked like crystal. When he reached out to touch the facets, they stretched like a membrane. The cocoon glowed and warmth washed over him, making it harder to keep his eyes open or even remember how he’d gotten there.

      The memory of Harding lying on the floor was enough to jolt him out of the strange reverie. He pushed hard against the cocoon until it burst and he went tumbling down a crystal slope to a garden of beautiful purple flowers. The same ones from Dusk’s garden. Chrysalus blooms.

      Arden lifted his head and looked around, realizing that he was no longer on the surface. He wasn’t even sure he was in the Vale, for that matter. There was no sky, only crystal for as far as the eye could see, and it was difficult to tell which way was up. Gravity didn’t seem to be as solid in this realm.

      “Little one,” an androgynous voice called from somewhere in the distance. Arden turned around, but he couldn’t tell where it was coming from. He was naked, but it was impossible to feel exposed. Everything here felt safe and right, even if he knew it wasn’t. Even if he knew it wasn’t real.

      “Who are you?” Arden demanded.

      “You know me,” the voice answered, clearer and closer. “You are of me.”

      Arden froze. “The Chrysalus?” he asked doubtfully.

      There was no reply, but Arden knew. He knew that voice better than his own, but he felt himself waking up. Someone was speaking to him. Calling his name.

      “Come back and find me when you’re ready,” the voice urged. “I’ll be waiting.”

      Waiting for what was the question. The world of crystal dissolved and when Arden opened his eyes, he was chained to a bed in what looked like a five-star hotel room. His head spun as he regained consciousness and he realized someone had dressed him carefully in clean, comfortable clothes and placed a bandage on his neck.

      The room wasn’t empty, which he only realized when he heard the sound of breathing. He jolted, lifting his head enough to see the Prince sitting in a chair across from the bed.

      “Good morning,” the elf said pleasantly, crossing one leg over the other. “My apologies for the restraints, but it’s obvious that your time with the Brotherhood took its toll.” He gave Arden a seductive smile. “Can’t have you running back to your kidnappers before your Master gets here, now, can we?”

      “Eric?” Arden’s voice was hoarse, but he couldn’t hide the hope he felt even through the grief over Harding’s death. Ever since he’d been cured, the sheer emotional range he was capable of had been bewildering. Most of all was the ability to feel two conflicting emotions at once.

      “Ah, good. So you haven’t entirely forgotten yourself,” the Prince said, standing to wander over to him. He stroked Arden’s cheek affectionately. “My apologies for not intervening sooner. When my new pet informed me that Eric’s beloved Puppet was on the auction floor, I had to be sure.”

      “Where is he?” Arden demanded. The Prince may have been his rightful rescuer, but he still cared for Vox. If the man had harmed him…

      “I assume you mean the ghoul who was with you?”

      Arden knew the Prince knew what he meant, so he didn’t bother clarifying.

      The elf sighed. “He’s alive, and will remain that way until your Master arrives. From there, it’s up to his discretion.”

      Arden was filled with such relief that he knew there was no room left to doubt that his feelings for Vox were genuine, if nothing else. At least Eric could be reasoned with.

      “What do you want?” Arden demanded.

      The Prince tilted his head and seemed to actually be confused. “What do I want?” he chuckled. “Eric is a dear ally. It’s merely common courtesy, from one monarch to another.”

      His words seemed to be the truth, and Arden told himself he had no reason to be suspicious of the man who had, in fact, saved him from his captors. Even if it didn’t feel like that.

      The Prince was right. Maybe Dusk really had gotten into his head… How else had he lost sight of his goals so easily? God, he was grieving the enemy, and yet knowing it was insane did nothing to stop the pang in his chest every time he thought of Harding.

      “I wonder,” said the Prince. “If I were to untie you, would you try to escape?”

      “Of course not,” Arden muttered.

      The Prince tilted his head and seemed to be weighing his response. “Better not risk it. I’d heard chimeras were deeply emotional creatures, but it seems your ability to grow attached to your captors exceeds my expectations.”

      Arden wanted to argue, but he knew that would only make him look more desperate to escape. He tried not to think about the likelihood that he would have, if not for the promise of seeing Eric.

      Someone knocked on the door and Arden’s heart skipped. He knew then that there was part of him that had never expected to see Eric again. Longing became one with the fear of rejection. The fear that in his current state, Eric would want nothing to do with him.

      The vampire seemed to be alone, but Arden knew that was far from the truth. Even if he were, there were few among the vampires or elves bold enough to challenge one as old and powerful as he.

      The sight of him in the flesh took Arden’s breath away. His angular face and aquiline profile, framed by lush, dark hair tapered down his neck. When those eyes swept across the room and landed on Arden, he felt both seen and exposed, found and lost. Eric’s gaze betrayed nothing of his innermost thoughts, as usual, but when he turned to the Prince, he seemed pleasant enough.

      “Lavien,” he said as the elf approached him. “I came as soon as I received your call. I don’t know how to thank you for reclaiming my pet.”

      “What a terrible lie,” the Prince said, pouting. “I should think after our last meeting you know perfectly well how to thank me.”

      Eric smiled, to Arden’s amazement. He had a low tolerance for games, especially those of the coquettish type, but when he pulled an arm around the Prince’s waist and pulled him in for a passionate kiss, Arden realized there was another side of his Master that he had never seen before.

      Jealousy and confusion rose up like a wave inside of him and when Eric finally broke the kiss, the Prince seemed faint. “My deepest appreciation,” said the vampire. “May I ask why he’s bound?”

      “It seemed like the safest option at the time,” the Prince said, casting a devilish glance in the other man’s direction. “I believe he’s grown fond of his captors.”

      Arden’s face burned with humiliation, but he knew better than to speak out of turn and embarrass Eric. He had enough to answer for as it was.

      “I see.” Eric’s voice was toneless and his face was blank as he studied Arden thoughtfully. There was no familiarity or gentleness in the way he looked at his creation. It was as if he was looking at someone he barely knew, which cut Arden deeper than anything else would have. “I’ll take it from here. My men have already moved the other prisoner.”

      Arden’s chest tightened. That meant Vox was still alive, and for the time being, Eric planned to keep him that way.

      “I’ll leave you to it, then,” the Prince said, nodding toward Arden on his way out the door. “Until we meet again, chimera.”

      Arden bristled, but his irritation faded to make room for fear and hesitation as Eric approached. The door closed behind the Prince and they were finally alone.

      “Well, well,” Eric said, running his hand along the restraints binding Arden to the bed. “Isn’t this a sight.”

      “Master—”

      Eric raised a hand to silence him. Arden swallowed.

      The vampire studied him for another moment, neither anger nor relief in his demeanor. Arden wouldn’t know which one to feel until Eric chose somewhere to land. He finally drew his claws and cut through the leather as easily as string, freeing Arden from his bonds.

      The chimera sat up and rubbed his raw flesh, but he didn’t dare move far. “Thank you,” he said, keeping his gaze lowered.

      He could feel Eric’s gaze on him, disapproving and stern as it moved over his body. “When I received word there was a chimera being auctioned, as rare as they are, I never imagined it was you,” he said thoughtfully. “The possibility that you would allow yourself to be returned to such a weak state rather than to die fighting did not occur to me, and I must confess, I am not accustomed to being wrong.”

      Arden’s throat grew too tight to breathe. Shame had a grip on him, choking and squeezing until it felt like it would wring him dry. When Eric’s hand finally came to rest on his cheek, cool and smooth, he allowed the vampire to lift his head. Eric’s eyes were filled with the pity and affection he had kept concealed a moment ago, and Arden knew there was a chance he was only allowing himself to show it so Arden’s guard would be down. Either way, it was not a manipulation he had the power or the desire to resist.

      “My poor Puppet. Look what they’ve done to you.” Eric’s voice rang with concern that was all the more convincing to Arden’s frail and mortal heart. His Master had been impossible to resist when he was a vampire, and now, the obsession he instilled ran so much deeper. He was lost in it. Trapped by it. And yet, he was finally free.

      “I’m sorry,” Arden said, even though he wasn’t quite sure what he was apologizing for. “You can change me back.”

      It sounded absurd when he said it out loud. Of course Eric could change him back. Eric owned him. He could do anything he wanted.

      “Not yet,” Eric said after a moment of contemplation. “You may prove useful in this state, but first, tell me. Are Lavien’s concerns valid?”

      Arden gulped. “No, Master. I did what I had to do in order to escape.”

      It wasn’t entirely a lie. The plan had been to play along with Dusk’s little rehabilitation scheme until he had the chance to escape. So why did it feel like a lie?

      “So you did,” said Eric. Arden couldn’t tell whether he believed him or not, but when he opened his arms expectantly, it didn’t seem to matter. “Come here, my boy.”

      Arden’s legs wobbled as he stepped off the bed, still weak from the effects of the drugs. He could only half-blame his physical state for falling into Eric’s arms, and certainly not the tears that streamed down his face. He was sure the vampire smelled the salt in the air, but while crying had always been forbidden, Eric was in a forgiving mood and said nothing. He wrapped his arms around the chimera and held him close.

      “There, there,” he whispered, his fingertips slipping into Arden’s soft hair. “It’s alright. You’re home now.”

      Arden relaxed against the vampire’s solid chest. Eric’s fingers sank deeper until his nails pierced the flesh on the back of Arden’s neck. The chimera froze and his spine stiffened as those knife-like claws dug in. Eric’s other arm became a trap, keeping him both pinned and upright as his knees gave out. He barely managed to swallow the cry of pain in his throat as Eric dug in until he got a grip on Dusk’s implant and tore it out, letting Arden fall to the floor. The chimera managed to catch himself on his hands and knees with a fresh cry. He clutched the back of his neck to stop the bleeding as Eric studied the capsule-shaped implant between his thumb and forefinger. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and casually began to wipe the small device clean, holding it up to the light.

      “A magical tracker,” he mused, studying the faint glow around the electronic device. He crushed it between his fingers and rubbed away the grit left behind. The energy disappeared in a small cloud of dust. “As I assumed.”

      It was a struggle for Arden to breathe through the pain, and the wound was still bleeding profusely. Eric walked over to him and bit into his own wrist. “Drink,” he ordered, holding it out for Arden.

      Arden swallowed the disgust in his throat. It had been so long since he’d fed on blood, and while it was once as natural as bleeding, it turned his stomach. Still, he knew better than to refuse an order. He raised his Master’s wrist to his lips and drank of the hot, dripping blood until he felt the wound on his neck heal over.

      “You’re lucky I’m in a generous mood,” Eric said, adjusting his cuff once Arden was finished. “I had half a mind to let you bleed the whole way back to Ark.”

      Arden shivered. He knew if Eric had any idea just how accustomed he’d become to his new nature, his punishment would have been much worse.
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      The trip back to Ark was long and silent, since Eric seemed intent on punishing Arden through a lack of interest. Then again, it was hard to tell the difference between intentional aloofness and the vampire’s usual behavior.

      Arden had never realized just how accustomed he’d grown to being the recipient of attention from the Brotherhood, both positive and negative. Even Elan doted over him, compared to Eric, and he shouldn’t have been surprised that his reception was an icy one.

      “So,” Eric said when their train was mere minutes away from its final stop. Arden would know those pale blue hills blending into the Arkan sky anywhere. “How was your time with my brother?”

      Arden didn’t answer at first. He wasn’t sure what Eric was looking for. “We didn’t speak very much,” he admitted. “He mentioned you.”

      Eric chuckled. “I’m sure he did.”

      They were alike in so many ways, the two vampires. And yet, where there was gentleness behind Elan’s frosty exterior, the exact opposite was true of Eric.

      Once the train reached the station, Eric led him out into the street, still clutching the leash he’d worn to the auction. It was a show of dominance and nothing more. Arden knew well that he would never make it any distance if he attempted to run from the vampire. Eric knew it, too. The fact that he was putting on a show of restraint meant he wanted Arden to be ashamed that it was necessary, and he was.

      He’d never deluded himself into thinking that his homecoming would be victorious, but his ego was the least of his problems. There had been no sign of Vox, but Arden had a sinking feeling the ghoul was locked away in one of the large metal containers the attendants were unloading from the cargo cars.

      If Eric had chosen to spare the ghoul’s life even knowing he was behind the theft of his prized puppet, it was not an act of mercy and Arden was in no position to negotiate with his Master. He knew that any attempts to intervene on Vox’s behalf just then would have the opposite effect.

      Eric’s house felt colder and emptier than he remembered, despite the fact that it was filled with servants and sycophants. Upon Eric’s instruction, he was taken up to his old room and the coffin sitting in the corner seemed to taunt him with memories of what was.

      He had wished for so long to be free of the burden of mortality, but now that a return to his undead state was inevitable, he feared that second death as much as he had ever feared living. It had taken so long to get used to the weight of breathing and the terror of falling asleep each night, but even those things he’d once found horrible now had a familiar comfort to them.

      Maybe it was just their association with the pampered life he’d known as the Brotherhood’s ward. He couldn’t help but wonder what they were doing right now. What Dusk and Leo had felt when they’d realized the mission was a failure.

      Did they even know of Harding’s death? Part of him was sure that the connection they shared would somehow give them notice, but what if they came looking and fell into Eric’s trap?

      The thought was too unsettling to entertain, and Arden was already overwhelmed by mixed feelings of guilt and longing in all directions. This was what he’d always wanted. To be returned to his Master. To be home. No matter how many times he reminded himself, it just wouldn’t sink in.

      When the door finally opened, the woman on the other side gave his fractured heart some relief. Other than Eric, Lauren had been the only constant in his life since his earliest memory. His handler, his surrogate mother, his confidante. They had never shared any deep conversation, and yet she knew him better than anyone did. Somehow, it felt like he was seeing her for the very first time. He couldn’t remember the last time his heart had warmed at the sight of her, but it might have, long before he was turned. She had been there for those years, too, but they seemed so distant. So empty. Even now, he couldn’t quite recall them.

      “Lauren,” he cried, running over to his handler. She seemed startled when he threw his arms around her, but she returned the embrace, placing a hand on the back of his head.

      “Arden,” she said kindly. Her voice was always kind, but for the first time, he realized just how shallow that affectation truly was. So much fainter than the warmth in Dusk’s voice, even when he was speaking of nothing in particular. Nonetheless, her embrace was a comfort he didn’t feel like he deserved. “I’m so glad you’re back. We were all so worried about you.”

      He looked up at her and realized why she wasn’t breathing. He knew the look in a vampire’s eyes when prey was near. There was no mistaking it. He backed away, realizing the close proximity was probably uncomfortable for her, as old as she was. “Did my Master tell you what happened?”

      “I can see for myself,” she answered, folding her hands in front of her. She looked him over curiously. “I’m told that you will not be turned again anytime soon.”

      Arden gulped. “Did he say why?”

      Lauren shook her head, but the look on her face told him she wouldn’t have told him even if she knew. “I suppose feeding you will be a simpler matter now.”

      His face grew warm. “I’m sorry, Lauren. I hope you weren’t punished because of me.”

      “We all must pay the cost for failure,” she answered carefully. She swept her hair away from her eye and Arden gasped when he saw that it had been sewn shut over what appeared to be an empty socket.

      “Lauren,” he whispered, reaching out and stopping just short of touching her. Horror swept over him, but he once never would have questioned it and it was clear that his reaction bothered her more than the punishment itself. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It is what it is,” she said, letting her hair fall back. “What matters is that you’re here now, and just because you can’t work doesn’t mean you can get lax. I expect you to be on model behavior.”

      “Yes,” he murmured. “Of course.”

      She paused, studying him in silence for so long he felt like squirming. “You stink of Chrysalus,” she remarked finally. “I’d forgotten what a sickly sweet smell that was.”

      Arden flinched. “Sorry?”

      She gave him a faint smile and turned toward the door. “You should rest. I expect that the Master will wish to question you soon if he hasn’t already.”

      He hadn’t, which made Arden all the warier of his intentions. “Lauren, wait.”

      She stopped and looked at him with an impatient frown. “Yes?”

      “The ghoul who came with me. Where is he?” He knew asking was a risk in itself, but Lauren wasn’t a snitch. He was sure she’d tell Eric if he had plans of escaping, but she didn’t want to ruffle his feathers anymore than Arden did.

      Her frown deepened. “Where do you think?”

      Arden gulped. So the laboratory it was, then. He had spent the better part of his life there, but he knew as well as anyone that it was a glorified torture chamber. Eric experimented on the ghouls he turned if he couldn’t use them for anything else, and whatever he had planned for Vox was likely far worse than the casual escapee.

      There was no mistaking the suspicion in Lauren’s gaze. “I don’t know what happened when you were taken, and it isn’t my business to know,” she said sternly. “But it would be best for you to detach yourself from anything that happened during those months. This is your home.”

      “Yes,” Arden said quietly. “This is my home.”
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      Four days went by without so much as a word from Eric, and Arden knew his every move was being watched despite the fact that he’d spent most of those days alone. Eric had cameras everywhere. He took pride in his powers of observation. In knowing the enemy better than he knew himself.

      Now, Arden had come to realize, he was an extension of the enemy. An inconvenient pawn who’d been compromised. One who had to be managed carefully.

      At one point, knowing that his utility to Eric had been diminished would have made him long for death. In a way, it did, but he couldn’t give up without doing everything he could to ensure that Vox had a future.

      When Eric finally called for him, he knew it was time. He’d had nothing but time to think about what to do next. About the careful balance he might unsettle with any action he took. If he didn’t do something now, he wouldn’t have a say in what happened at all.

      He’d come to the conclusion that any attempt he made to convince Eric that Vox didn’t matter would backfire. The vampire had always been able to see through him. There was no use in lying to Eric. It simply couldn’t be done. Begging, however… that presented an opportunity and as the vampire had yet to question him about the Brotherhood, Arden knew he had some leverage to use.

      He just had to be careful not to seem like he was using it.

      Eric had called him to his bedroom, an honor that once would have filled him with the hope that his Master had finally chosen to accept another form of devotion. The kind Arden had longed so fiercely to offer him. After seeing Eric kiss the Prince, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was, after all, the slightest chance.

      When he opened the door and realized that Eric was not alone, his heart sank. Prince Lavien was there, his azure hair pulled back over his long dressing robes. He sat on the edge of Eric’s bed, an infuriatingly intimate position, considering that the vampire never even let his lovers sleep in it.

      “Good, you’re here,” Eric said casually. He was standing on the other side of the room, looking at something on his desk. “Close the door.”

      Arden obeyed, stopping a safe distance away. “Prince Lavien,” he said, bowing respectfully even though he wanted to tear the man’s throat out, rescuer or not.

      “We meet again,” Lavien said, his eyes dancing with mischief. “Always a pleasure, Puppet.”

      Arden bristled at the use of the term by anyone other than Eric, even if it was the truth. He was Eric’s Puppet and he’d once been proud for the world to know it. What had changed?

      “Have a seat, Arden,” Eric ordered. It was rare for him to use the chimera’s name, but his pleasant tone kept Arden from assuming he was in trouble. Then again, how much more trouble could he end up in?

      Arden obeyed, but he sat as far away from the elf as possible. The Prince smiled. Evidently, it hadn’t escaped his notice.

      “I think your boy is afraid of me, Eric.”

      The vampire glanced over his shoulder, raising an eyebrow. “That would be the first trace of fear he’s shown in his life.”

      His defense filled Arden with pride, even if it wasn’t deserved. There was plenty he had come to fear, perhaps not on behalf of his own life, but that only made the terror greater. “How may I serve you, Master?”

      Eric’s gaze softened. “I’ve been occupied since your return, but there is still the matter of your debriefing,” he answered. “I’ve been debating with myself over how best to handle this, considering the delicate nature of the information you were exposed to, and Lavien was kind enough to offer me a solution.”

      Arden looked between the elf and vampire in confusion. “I don’t understand, Master. If there’s anything you wish to know, I will tell you.”

      “I’m sure you would try,” Eric murmured. “But the fact is, I can no longer trust your judgment.”

      His words cut deep and he seemed to know it. His tone was softer as he added, “I know that my Puppet would never betray me, but the fact remains that you are not what was taken from me. You’ve been reverted to a far more primal state, with impulses I tried to spare you from. I can’t trust that the enemy hasn’t used that nature against you, through no fault of your own.”

      It was a far more merciful response than he had the right to expect, but Arden was heartbroken all the same. To hear Eric admit out loud that he didn’t trust him was devastation in its truest form. He might as well have told him he was useless. Trash.

      “Don’t worry, love,” Lavien purred. “I know you want to be good for your Master, and I’m going to help.”

      “What are you talking about?” Arden asked, snapping in spite of himself.

      “Lavien possesses a unique gift,” said Eric, walking over to join them. He sat on the edge of the bed and took Arden’s hand in his. Something about the gentle touch put the chimera on edge, even though he craved it. “A form of clairvoyance that is extracted from blood.”

      Arden looked over at the Prince, remembering the blood he’d drawn and tasted that night. Now he knew what it was truly about. Lavien had known who he was all along. He’d simply been gathering intelligence.

      The Prince gave him a knowing smile. “You’re a smart lad. I’m sure you’ve figured it out by now. I had to know how many of you there were before I took action.”

      Arden swallowed the bile in his throat that rose at the realization that he was the one who’d given Lavien the information he needed to kill Harding. He’d scarcely had a moment to come to terms with the guilt before Eric’s hand moved to his shoulder.

      “I don’t wish to have you interrogated like some common prisoner,” Eric said in a strained voice that betrayed the fact that he still had some affection for his fallen ward. “I would rather you give it freely.”

      “Do I have to sleep with him?” Arden asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

      The Prince’s eyes flashed with irritation, but he kept his mouth shut. Arden had lusted after him once, but now, he was nothing more than a nuisance.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Eric answered. “His power doesn’t require sexual contact, and you won’t be transferring Chrysalus, just your memories. All you have to do is let him drink from you.”

      Arden nodded. It was all the answer he needed to give. Lavien came up behind him, resting his hands on Arden’s shoulders. He swept the short hairs away from the young man’s neck and leaned down, his breath cool on Arden’s skin. The Prince’s teeth sunk in deep, but their dullness compared to a vampire’s taught Arden firsthand why they preferred to use other implements. He really must have gotten under the Prince’s skin if he was resorting to such petty revenge.

      Arden wouldn’t give him the pleasure of reacting. He’d known far worse pain. He closed his eyes as the Prince fed from him and felt the surge of energy leave him. The Chrysalus seemed to resist within him, even though it was a different form of power the elf was drawing.

      By the time he’d finished, Arden was lightheaded. He’d forgotten what it was like to be fed from. The pain was pleasurable in the right hands, but the wrong ones merely left him feeling empty. Used.

      “Did you get enough?” Eric asked.

      The Prince didn’t respond at first. When Arden turned around, he looked dazed. His clear eyes were glazed over, and he didn’t seem quite steady enough to remain upright on his own. When Eric reached out to touch his arm, he jolted.

      “Oh. I’m sorry,” he gasped, dabbing a droplet of blood off his lips with the sleeve of his robe.

      “What’s wrong?” Eric asked, frowning.

      “It’s nothing,” the Prince insisted, looking sideways at Arden. Something in his eyes made the chimera think he was lying, but he didn’t dare call out royalty in front of his Master.

      “Well?” Eric demanded, a bit impatiently.

      “Yes,” Lavien answered. “I got everything. They’re underground, between the Vale and the portal to Praya.” His eyes locked on Eric. “There is a traitor among them.”

      “Who?” the vampire demanded.

      Arden’s pulse quickened. Leopold. He knew that he would have to divulge the powerful elf’s identity sooner or later, and it was likely that Dusk and Leo were already acting as if his identity was compromised, but still. Guilt was something he’d never experienced as a vampire, and now, he felt so much of it for so many reasons. It was crushing.

      “Sir Leopold,” Lavien answered in an icy tone. “My uncle’s favorite.”

      Eric smirked. “Well, that’s a surprise. But it makes our task even easier, doesn’t it?”

      Arden listened, struggling to keep up. Eric and Lavien were planning something? The fact that they were speaking so plainly in front of him either meant they trusted him, or they regarded him as no more of a threat than the furniture. He was just as likely to escape again.

      “The emperor is a fool,” Lavien muttered. “He’s given Leopold even more power as he ages. The elders counseled him against it, and he wouldn’t listen. Once the truth is revealed, he will be forced to cede the throne or die clutching it.”

      “And you, my love, will be the natural successor,” Eric said, caressing the elf’s cheek. The jealousy in Arden’s gut roared to life, but he restrained himself. So that was Eric’s game. Lavien was making a bid for the Emperor’s chair and he was taking advantage of the chance to forge a new alliance that would consolidate even more power to Ark. In a way, Arden was relieved to know that Lavien, of all people, was not simply his Master’s romantic exception. It burned less to know that the elf was just another puppet to him, if a powerful one, and the way Lavien melted at his touch left no room to doubt that he had fallen for the Master Vampire as hard as everyone else did.

      “What about him?” Eric asked, looking down at Arden. The chimera’s heart broke again when he realized what his Master was asking.

      “He is loyal,” Lavien said reluctantly. “His feelings for the fae are conflicted. He grew attached, and he resents me dearly for killing the human grunt.” He sneered, licking the blood off his fingertips. “But his devotion to you remains unshaken. He is, however, hoping that you will allow him to keep a pet of his own.”

      Arden felt a bolt of terror shoot down his spine. So Lavien was aware of the feelings for Vox that even he had only come to terms with recently. He shouldn’t have been surprised, and yet, he’d hoped…

      “The ghoul?” Eric asked in disbelief.

      Arden couldn’t help but be offended on Vox’s behalf. Then again, it was the same disbelief he would have had months earlier. “Please,” he whispered, knowing that now was his only chance to plead. “I know that he can be reasoned with. He can be of use to you. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Eric watched him curiously, silent for long enough that Arden had reason to fear the very worst. When Eric finally did speak, he sounded tired and dismayed. “I knew your nature would present its quirks if you were ever allowed to awaken fully as a chimera, but I never expected you’d fall for a ghoul. You know what he looks like under that mask, don’t you?” he taunted.

      Arden winced. He wasn’t used to being mocked by anyone other than Elan, and this made his teasing feel good-natured.

      “Careful, Eric. You’re upsetting him,” Lavien said, even though his melodic voice betrayed his amusement.

      Eric snorted. “We’ll see how well you behave yourself. Now run along.”

      “He can stay if he wants,” Lavien purred, running his hand down Eric’s chest as his eyes flashed in challenge. “He is a chimera. I’m sure he’d enjoy watching.”

      Eric grunted, taking the elf’s wrist in his hand. “Goodnight, Arden,” he said pointedly, to Arden’s relief.

      He turned around and left before he could see anything else. He was already nauseous.
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      Arden was not immune to the irony that he had more freedom now than he had before he was taken. The fact that he was allowed to roam freely despite Eric having less reason to trust him was a sobering reminder of just how much the vampire must have feared him before.

      Dusk had warned him, and he’d refused to believe that Eric was afraid of anything, let alone his own creation.

      He’d made several unsuccessful attempts to get back into the laboratory, but the only place he’d once been able to walk freely was now the only one off limits to him. At least he knew that Vox would remain alive as long as Eric could use him as a carrot on a string.

      The boredom was the kind of torture he had expected when Eric learned the truth of his time with the Brotherhood. Then again, his treatment of Arden ever since Lavien’s bite had made it clear that he’d expected much worse.

      How he could even think Arden would betray him was beyond his ability to understand. Arden’s feelings might have grown more complicated, but he lived for Eric and he always had. No matter how many others his heart had expanded to allow inside, that had never changed.

      He had to talk to someone. It was another hallmark of his chimera nature coming out, and as much as he resented it, he couldn’t exorcise himself of it. The only person he could think to approach was Lauren, but she was nowhere to be found.

      “There you are.”

      Startled that she had found him first, Arden turned around to face Lauren, but his smile died when he saw the look on her face. “Hey. I was looking for you.”

      “Well, I’ve been looking for you,” she said, glancing down the hall. “Eric wants you.”

      “Do you know what it’s about?” Something in her tone had him on edge.

      She shook her head, but he got the sense that was a lie. She glanced at him and seemed to want to say more.

      “Lauren, what is it?” he pleaded.

      “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, backing away from him. “Just… go find your Master. He’s waiting.”

      With that, she left and Arden was torn about obeying an order for the first time in his life. He realized in the end that there was no choice and went down the hall to Eric’s office, where he spent most of the nighttime hours.

      The fact that Eric was already standing and leaning against his desk, his arms folded and his eyes downcast in deep thought did not bode well. He looked up when Arden came in and motioned for him to take a seat.

      Arden felt like he was going to the gallows as he sat down in front of the vampire. “Yes, Master?”

      For a moment, Eric said nothing. When he finally spoke, his voice was grave and it filled Arden with dread. “You told me once that you lived to serve me. To be useful. Is that still the case?”

      “You know it is, Master.” Arden couldn’t hide the pain in his voice. “How could you doubt it?”

      Eric didn’t answer. Instead, he watched him thoughtfully for another moment and said, “There is something I need you to do for me. Something that will redeem you of your weakness.”

      “Yes,” Arden said breathlessly. “Whatever it is, I’ll do it, Master. Anything to prove my loyalty to you.”

      “That’s good,” said Eric. “But something tells me you won’t be as obedient once you know what it is.”

      Arden was silent, afraid to argue. Eric continued, “You will be staying with Prince Lavien. From now on, you will be his ward.”

      Arden stared at his Master in disbelief. His heart wasn’t willing to accept the meaning of the words his mind clearly understood. “Master…”

      “Don’t,” Eric said in a hard tone. “You’re no longer useful to me as a chimera, but you would be a great treasure to our allies.”

      “You could change me back,” Arden protested.

      Eric snorted. “It’s about more than the blood, lad. You’ve been compromised in more ways than one. Or did you not think there was a reason I turned you before your nature could set in?”

      Arden considered his words, but he didn’t want to hear them. The thought of leaving Eric again was too painful, but he knew showing that would only prove the vampire’s point. “I’m sorry,” he said hoarsely. “I know that I failed you.”

      With a sigh, the vampire moved closer. He cupped Arden’s cheek in his hand and when their eyes met, his were surprisingly tender. “If you wish to redeem yourself, this is your chance. Submit yourself to Lavien as you have done with me and all will be forgiven.”

      Tears welled up in Arden’s eyes, but he refused to let them fall. “Yes, Master.”

      “That’s a good boy,” Eric said, stroking him tenderly. “You’re in luck. Lavien has requested that the ghoul be sent along with you.”

      “Vox?” he asked hopefully.

      Eric gave him a small, bored smile. “See? You won’t be alone.”

      “How long?” Arden asked. “When will I see you again?”

      “In time. Once Lavien is Emperor, I will be taking a more active role within the elven kingdom.”

      “Because you’re lovers now?” Arden was unable to keep the distaste out of his question.

      Eric gave him a knowing look. “You of all people should know that sometimes we must make concessions for politics.”

      “Is that what I am?” Arden asked stiffly. “A concession?”

      The vampire sighed. “You will return to Daimon with the Prince tonight. I expect to hear that you were perfectly behaved on the journey.”

      “Yes, Master,” Arden muttered. As if he had a choice.
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      After a seven-hour trip by train, Arden was taken to the Prince’s castle in the heart of Daimon. The gothic spires were a stark contrast to the ethereal beauty of the Vale. He couldn’t help but wonder if the elves had simply borrowed from the vampires’ aesthetic or brought their own with them, but for a realm that ran on Chrysalus, Daimon was nothing like the mystical world it came from.

      High stacks of smoke billowed up to cloud the sky across the nation’s industrial landscape. Arden recognized the bright red blood centers where humans were kept for farming their blood. Even though the elves didn’t need it for sustenance, they’d borrowed from the vampire model to ensure their vast corporations had plenty of fuel for the magic-adjacent technology they produced.

      Giant flatscreens hung over the city, hawking one product or another. Fae clad in scanty bindings were the most popular subjects in advertising, it seemed.

      The castle was far more modern than Arden had expected, but not quite as metropolitan as Eric’s home. Arden was taken to his own apartment within the Prince’s wing, and he shuddered at the thought that the Emperor was just down the hall.

      Then again, if Eric and Lavien had their way, he wouldn’t be a problem for long.

      Arden couldn’t see any locks on the doors, but there were cameras in every corner. The Prince hadn’t bothered to hide them. Perhaps he was proud of his voyeurism.

      Exhausted from the trip, and his numerous failed attempts to reach Vox’s car, Arden laid down on the bed that had been made for him and closed his eyes. He was sure that Lavien would keep him waiting, just because he could.

      When he woke, it was dark outside. He’d finally gotten used to being awake during the day, but the week with Eric had reset him. Not that he’d felt truly rested since he’d left the Brotherhood. For a supposed prison, it felt the closest to freedom that he’d ever come.

      Arden froze when he saw the man standing in the dimly lit living room. He turned the light on and was filled with hope when he realized it was Vox standing there, his back facing Arden and his head turned down as if he was staring at the floor in front of him. As unnatural as the pose seemed, Arden ran to him and threw his arms around the ghoul from behind.

      “Vox!” he cried, squeezing tighter until he realized that Vox wasn’t returning his embrace. The ghoul felt limp, as if he was only standing upright because he was locked into position. Arden turned him around and felt a mixture of guilt and relief that Vox’s sharp-toothed mask was still in place. It was the emptiness in the ghoul’s eyes that took him by surprise. They were cloudier and paler than usual, a sickly blue that betrayed none of the mischief or spark Arden had grown so fond of.

      “Vox?” he whispered, stroking a dark strand away from the taller man’s face. “What happened? What did they do to you?”

      Vox didn’t respond, even though he didn’t appear to be any worse for the wear. Physically, at any rate. Before Arden could question him any further, the Prince came in and waved away the guards who opened the door for him.

      “Ah, I see you’re awake,” he said in a smug tone. “And you found your present.”

      “What have you done to him?” Arden demanded, standing between the silent ghoul and his new Master.

      “Me?” Lavien asked innocently. “You should ask Eric. He’s the one who reset him.”

      “Reset?” Arden choked. “What does that mean?”

      “My, he has kept you sheltered,” the Prince mused. “You’re not the only one who went through conditioning. Eric controls all the ghouls he’s sired, and in the event that one develops too much of a will of its own, he can wipe the slate clean, so to speak.”

      Arden’s heart sank and seemed to break apart in all directions. Eric was the one who’d done this? And he was Vox’s sire? One revelation after the other had his head spinning. Why hadn’t Vox said anything before?

      “There’s no need to cry about it,” Lavien said, wandering over. He casually ran his fingers through the ghoul’s hair and Vox stood passively, only blinking in response. “Personally, I think he’s more fun this way.”

      “Don’t touch him,” Arden hissed, slapping the elf’s hand away.

      Lavien looked down at him, a hard edge in his gaze. For a moment, he did nothing, but when he brought his hand across Arden’s cheek, the bladed metal attachment on his index finger struck him hard enough to split his lip.

      The blow sent Arden to the floor, but Vox didn’t move. The ghoul was staring off into the distance and if there had been any doubt that Lavien was telling the truth, it faded in that moment, along with all of Arden’s hope.

      What hurt the most wasn’t the fact that Eric had done this. He’d done far worse without ever losing a moment’s sleep. The devastation came from knowing that Arden carried the blame for what had happened to his friend. For Harding’s death, and what counted as Vox’s in every way that mattered.

      “Get up,” the Prince said in an icy tone. “I have no use for a sniveling child, and if you wish to keep your shell of a pet in one piece, you’ll mind your tongue in my presence. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes,” Arden spat.

      The elf’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, what?”

      Arden ground his teeth together so hard his head felt like it was going to split open. “Yes, Master.”

      The smirk of triumph on Lavien’s face made all the Prince’s beauty turn stale. “That’s what I want to hear. Now go bathe. I can’t feed from someone who smells like a train station.”

      Arden reluctantly left the room, if only because he didn’t want Lavien to turn to punishing Vox on his behalf. If there was even a chance that the ghoul could be returned to his former self, Arden knew they had to escape, and to do that, they both had to survive the capricious Prince.

      When Vox followed him into the lavish bathroom, his heart skipped hopefully. He looked into the ghoul’s eyes, but he saw no more sentience than there had been before. For once, Vox seemed to be the mindless servant Eric had created him to be.

      “The Prince instructed me to help you,” he explained, seeming to sense Arden’s hesitation. When he walked forward and reached out for Arden’s shoulders, the chimera froze.

      Vox’s fingers were cool and stiff as he slid the robe off Arden’s shoulders. There was nothing sensual in his touch or his gaze. Just a mechanical being going through the motions of his duties.

      “It’s alright,” Arden said hoarsely, slipping the robe the rest of the way off. “I’ve got it.”

      Vox turned away from him to start the bath, kneeling down beside the tub to check the temperature as he’d done before. The familiar sight made Arden’s heart ache as he slipped into the water and wished it would wash him away to somewhere else.

      He sat in dead silence with the water up to his chest as the ghoul began to work lavender-scented shampoo into his wet hair. His touch was as gentle as ever, but it lacked the intimacy and care of before. When his hands drifted lower, resting on Arden’s body, the chimera pushed him away.

      “It’s alright. I can do the rest.”

      Vox hesitated a moment, but he sat back on his knees and waited for Arden to finish bathing. By the time he was done, the ghoul had a fresh towel ready to wrap him in. Arden resisted the urge to fall into his arms as he’d done so many times before. He didn’t deserve comfort, even if Vox was capable of providing it.

      He had failed his beloved friend, just as he’d failed Harding. He’d failed Eric, too, and for the first time, he couldn’t decide which was the heaviest burden to bear.

      Vox followed him out of the bathroom, but Arden stopped shy of the bedroom door and turned to face the ghoul. “I want you to stay here.”

      Vox’s face remained unchanged, but Arden could sense his hesitation. “I’m ordered to serve you.”

      Those words stung more than he could possibly know, but Arden swallowed the pain along with the guilt. He knew he deserved it all and then some. “Please. I don’t want… I just need you to stay here. Please.”

      The ghoul nodded slowly. “Yes. I’ll stay.”

      Arden forced a smile and walked into the bedroom. He closed the door and found the Prince waiting for him, seated on the edge of the bed. He swallowed hard as the man waved him over and urged him to sit down next to him.

      “Did your former Master explain why I brought you here?” Lavien asked patiently. Arden knew it was just a mask for the spite he kept so well hidden beneath his coy demeanor.

      “Yes.”

      “Then you understand that you are mine now,” the Prince said, lifting his head to look down on his new ward. “Body and soul.”

      “Yes,” Arden gritted out. “I am yours.”

      The Prince’s lips quirked into a cruel smile. “Not yet you don’t,” he said, almost under his breath, as if he was speaking to himself. “But you will. Do you know how elves make a pet our own, Arden?”

      Something in the Prince’s sweet voice put him even more on edge. “No, Master.”

      Lavien touched his face, his long hair sweeping over Arden’s bare thighs. He leaned in, his lips just barely touching the chimera’s. “We hollow them out,” he whispered in a sensual voice that sent a shiver down Arden’s spine. “As I’m sure you’re aware, we are possessive creatures who demand nothing less than total domination.”

      Arden swallowed hard. He remembered what Dusk had told him, that if a chimera was unwilling to share Chrysalus with a lover, the energy could be taken by force, as long as his will was shattered and his mind bent to the will of his Master. He wasn’t surprised that was what Lavien had planned for him. It was almost a relief. Why should he receive better than what Vox had been subjected to because of him?

      The Prince studied him and when Arden didn’t respond with the fear he seemed to be hoping for, he pulled away. “Fortunately for you, you contain the essence of something I covet far more than ownership.”

      Arden stared at him in confusion. What new punishment was he teasing at? He couldn’t imagine anything objectively worse than the torment it would take to break a chimera’s spirit, but Lavien was nothing if not creative.

      His concern seemed to provide the response the elf was looking for. Satisfaction glowed in his sky-blue eyes. “You are the only thing Eric has ever loved,” he murmured, running his hands up Arden’s bare chest through the part in his robe. “The closest thing to his beating heart that I can touch. For that reason alone, I am not going to rend you.”

      Rend. Was that what they called it? The bastards had a term for everything. “I don’t understand.”

      “Of course you don’t,” Lavien sneered. “What would a simpering little whore like you understand of love? You’re imbued with the instinct to bend over for every male who pets you the right way. And yet, you were his prized possession,” he said with a sigh of disbelief. “Or should I say, you were? And now you’re mine.”

      Arden bristled at his words, but he remained silent, his gaze on his lap. “I am yours to do with as you wish.”

      “And I will,” Lavien purred, pushing him onto his back. When the Prince pulled a knife, Arden held his breath, but rather than using it on the chimera, he placed it in Arden’s hand. He smiled at the other man’s confusion. “Cut my throat and drink deep, darling. I’ve had your memories and now you shall have mine.”

      Arden remained frozen in confusion, his hand wrapped around the hilt of the knife. It would be so easy to plunge it into the elf’s heart, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good. The blade wasn’t made of iron. It couldn’t kill an elf, and even if it could, the Prince was larger. Stronger. As a vampire Puppet, it wouldn’t have been a contest, but as a chimera, Arden was so much weaker. He wouldn’t stand a chance, and Lavien knew it.

      He brought the blade up to the Prince’s throat and held his breath as he pushed it in slowly, just enough to draw blood. Lavien didn’t react, holding Arden’s gaze as if daring him to defy the order. Even though it had been some time since he’d taken a life, Arden’s body remembered the motion well enough and he took pleasure in slicing the blade across the elf’s throat.

      Pain flickered in Lavien’s blue eyes as his matching blood seeped from the wound like a shimmery, oozing necklace made of sapphire. Arden rose to press his lips to the elf’s neck, dipping his tongue into the fresh wound. The elf’s blood tasted like berry wine laced with disdain, a bitter flavor that went down smooth. As Arden drank, he felt the Chrysalus within shift and rise to meet this new form of intimacy. When the memories began rushing in, the energy he knew so well shrank away as if trying to avoid contamination.

      No physical intimacy Arden had ever shared with another man came close to the soul-grinding closeness of Lavien’s mind merging with his own. The feeling of the elf drawing his memories from him had been unsettling, but this was something else. It was raw and violating and as the other man’s malice and madness seeped its way into his veins, Arden felt a shiver running deep through his soul.

      Lavien gripped his arms and dug his claws in deep enough to draw blood. “Drink,” he hissed. “Learn the truth of your beloved Master.”

      It was only then that Arden realized his true aim, but it was too late. He couldn’t pull away or stop drinking, even if Lavien allowed him to. He hadn’t fed on blood in so long, and as repulsed as his body had become by it, he couldn’t remember how to stop once he’d started. He’d known that Lavien was infatuated with Eric, but as the Prince’s memories and emotions surrounding the vampire became his own, he realized that infatuation didn’t come close to describing it.

      It was obsession. Fixation. Sickness. He resented anything and anyone Eric had ever touched, and all the more so the one person he’d ever loved without taking to his bed.

      The revelation of the depth of Lavien’s twisted passion was not what took Arden off-guard. He could hardly judge the Prince for a vice they both shared. It was the memory of a conversation Eric and Lavien had shared shortly before Arden’s kidnapping. The two men sat in a distant room within the Emperor’s castle, quietly discussing the deal Eric had made with the ruling monarch.

      “And here I thought he was your pride and joy,” Lavien had taunted. “I thought you loved him as your own flesh and blood.”

      “I do,” said Eric. “All the more reason to part with him.”

      Lavien frowned in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

      “The program has been a success. Arden was my first and most successful prototype, but there have been others since him,” Eric said, walking over to peer out the castle window. “There will be many more where he came from, and my fondness for him has become a weakness. He’s outlived his utility and your uncle will get more use out of him.”

      “I see,” Lavien said thoughtfully as he turned to his lover. “And should I one day outlive my utility, can I expect the same callous disposal?”

      Eric gave him a knowing smile and crossed the room to capture his lips. Arden felt the force of the kiss and the silkiness of the vampire’s tongue entering Lavien’s mouth as if it was his own. He’d longed to know what it felt like to be on the receiving end of Eric’s romantic attention for so long, but experiencing it like this, especially in the aftermath of the devastating truth he had just learned, was excruciating.

      The pain was enough to break him out from under Lavien’s spell. The elf seemed surprised he’d managed it, but he quickly recovered as Arden fell to the floor on the other side of the bed.

      “There,” he purred, licking his own blood off his fingertips. “I believe we understand one another.”

      “No,” Arden spat, tears of blood streaming down his cheeks. It was new, but so was crying, and Lavien didn’t seem surprised, so he assumed it was relatively common for his kind. “You’re lying.”

      “That’s not how it works and you know it,” Lavien taunted, standing. “Face the facts, my love. Your Master was willing to sell you to the highest bidder once, and he’s done it again. Or did he promise it would be temporary?” he sneered.

      Arden’s heart finally shattered into pieces so small they could no longer be broken. “No…”

      “You can delude yourself if you like. Or you can take another drink and I’ll show you the truth. How he gave me excruciatingly detailed instruction on how I could force a bond, should you prove difficult.”

      “No!” Arden cried, covering his ears with his hands. He didn’t want to see. He didn’t want to know. His soul already knew the truth, and it was every bit as crushing as Lavien seemed to hope.

      Arden saw the Prince approach, but the door flew open behind him and in a blur of motion. Before the Prince seemed to know what was happening, Vox was behind him, his hands on either side of the elf’s head. With a sharp twist and a crunch, Lavien fell limp to the ground, his neck broken.

      Arden stared in disbelief, his hands falling away from his ears. “Vox?”

      The ghoul stared at him and the blank look in his wide eyes dashed Arden’s hope that he was back to his old self. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “You screamed. I thought he was hurting you…”

      Arden’s heart ached as he got to his feet and he took Vox’s hand, squeezing tight. “It’s okay,” he said, touching the ghoul’s face. “Thank you.” He looked down at the unconscious elf, and as dead as Lavien looked, he knew from the unwanted bond they now shared that he was only sleeping. “He’ll be awake soon. We have to get out of here.”

      Even if Arden had lacked the strength to run on his own behalf after learning of Eric’s betrayal, he wouldn’t allow Vox to die. The Prince would surely have his head once he was awake and realized what had happened.

      “The balcony,” Vox said, looking toward the glass doors across the room. “But I’m not permitted to leave.”

      “You’re supposed to do whatever I tell you, right?”

      The ghoul hesitated, looking down at their clasped hands. “Yes.”

      “Then I’m telling you, we have to run. Now.”
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      After stealing a fresh change of clothes and weapons from Lavien’s closet, Vox was the first to jump down from the balcony and onto the silent street below. Arden hesitated at the two-story drop that wouldn’t have fazed him for an instant in his old life. The ghoul held his arms open and whispered, “Jump. I’ll catch you.”

      Arden took a deep breath and leaped down from the balcony. Sure enough, Vox’s strong arms caught him in the air and the ghoul held him for a moment, as if he didn’t want to let go.

      “Thanks,” Arden murmured. “Um, I don’t suppose you know where to go now?”

      The ghoul finally placed him on his feet and looked around. He nodded and motioned for Arden to follow him down a dark alley. It occurred to Arden that Vox probably wasn’t entirely trustworthy, given the fact that he still didn’t know the extent of the reprogramming the ghoul had been subject to, but the further away he got from Lavien, the better.

      He could still feel the ghoul’s consciousness like bugs crawling under his skin. He wasn’t awake yet, but he was livid, and soon, the hounds would be unleashed.

      Vox grabbed his hand when he didn’t go fast enough and pulled him along through the city’s backstreets. “This is Daimon,” Arden warned. “Every port is closely guarded, and everyone reports back to the Emperor’s family. We’ll never get out. We need to find somewhere to hide.”

      The ghoul hesitated, but he started walking again, toward the glimmering gray water on the horizon. Arden already knew the Emperor’s home was near a shipping port, but he hadn’t expected just how vast the shoreline would be.

      If it wasn’t for the fact that he was surrounded by elves who were eager to do Lavien’s bidding, he might have found the sight of the twin moons glistening in the water’s reflection beautiful.

      “Here,” Vox urged, leading him toward a neighborhood of shipping containers ready to be loaded onto the massive cargo ships docked in the bay.

      “Are you sure it’s empty?” Arden asked warily, looking at the large container Vox seemed intent on leading them to.

      “I’d hear if anyone was close.”

      Arden nodded, following him in. The container was two stories high at least, and every footstep echoed through the tin walls, but there were enough boxes and crates to find a safe hiding spot. It was one of hundreds of identical containers, so the chances of the search party locating them on the first try were slim to none and he was already breathless from running and exhausted from the whole ordeal.

      It was only then that Arden realized Vox must have stopped for him. The ghoul certainly didn’t look any worse for the wear.

      “We’ll just rest for a minute,” Arden assured him.

      Vox sat down against a stack of crates and pulled Arden into his lap before he could protest. “You’re hurt?” he asked, touching the chimera’s neck, as if looking for wounds.

      “No,” Arden said quietly. “Not physically.” The answer seemed to confuse the ghoul, so he added, “I’m okay. Just... a little unsettled. We have to keep moving. I’m pretty sure Lavien can track me.” He hugged himself, shivering. “At least, I can feel him.”

      Vox watched him with a worried gaze, but Arden could tell he didn’t fully understand. It didn’t matter. His actions were proof that at least part of him was still in there, and Arden was going to do whatever he had to do in order to get it back.

      He closed his eyes and buried his face in the ghoul’s neck, breathing in the comforting, dusty scent. At least that hadn’t changed. “There’s something I need to tell you,” he murmured. “Something you’re not going to understand, and I wouldn’t have the courage to tell you if you did.”

      “What is it?” Vox asked, stroking his back.

      Arden closed his eyes. “I love you.”

      The ghoul didn’t answer, and Arden didn’t expect him to. He just needed to say the words out loud because he knew what it felt like to think he’d never get the chance. And one way or another, whether he brought Vox back to himself or died trying, he knew he wouldn’t have the chance to say them again. Surely once the ghoul was himself, he’d hate Arden as much as the others must.

      The only response Vox seemed to be able to give him was to hold him tighter, and that was enough. The physical and emotional exhaustion had taken their toll and Arden slept deeper than he had since he’d been “rescued” and returned to Eric.

      When he opened his eyes, he was back in that familiar realm of crystal and endless sky. The place that felt more like home than anywhere above or below the surface ever had.

      Arden recalled the invitation the Chrysalus had given him and walked forward through the lavender blooms. “Hello?” he called hopefully.

      There was no response at first.

      Arden walked deeper into the flowers, the thorns cutting into his legs. “You said you’d be here,” he called, unable to keep the frustration out of his voice. It was a dream, if not a hallucination. What was he even expecting?

      He heard someone walking behind him and spun around to find himself staring at a mirrored version of himself. The only difference was the faint, ethereal glow on the other being’s skin, as if he was made of the same crystalline substance that composed the rest of the world.

      “Who are you?” he demanded, taking a step back.

      His reflection smiled serenely. “Do you really need to ask that?”

      “The Chrysalus?” he asked, afraid to be wrong.

      It nodded. “I told you that I would be here, and here I am. Or rather, here you are.”

      Arden swallowed hard. “Is this real?”

      “Are you?” it challenged.

      He didn’t know how to respond and he wasn’t in the mood for riddles. “I need help. I have to return to the Vale, or at least find a way to get Vox back there, before the Prince catches us.”

      “Yes,” the Chrysalus mused. “His forces will find you shortly.”

      “So you’ll help us?” he pleaded.

      “I can return you to the Vale,” it said, growing somber. “But there will be a price.”

      Of fucking course there would. Arden clenched his jaw. “What do you want?”

      “You have given access to my power to one who is undeserving,” it explained. “An unfit Master.”

      “It wasn’t like I had a choice,” Arden protested. “What do you want me to do about it?”

      “The bond can only be broken if it is replaced by one stronger,” it explained.

      Arden listened, trying to make sense of its words. “Another Master?” His heart still belonged to Eric, even if the vampire had done nothing but shatter it. He didn’t want the connection he now had with Lavien, but the idea of going through that with another seemed like more torture than he could bear.

      “It must be one who is capable of wielding my power,” it clarified.

      “Another elf?”

      “Or fae. He must bond with you and kill the Prince to break the bond fully,” said the Chrysalus. “Otherwise, I will be unable to return you to the Vale without granting him access.”

      Arden wasn’t sure if the Chrysalus knew of Lavien’s plans to take over the empire, but if it did, that would surely make it even more hesitant to help him. “Alright,” he said stiffly. “I’ll find another Master. I’ll do whatever you ask, but please, just get us out of here.”

      “Very well,” the Chrysalus said, stepping forward. It took Arden’s hand and its touch was shockingly warm, like all the radiance of the sun even though Arden somehow remained unburnt. When the creature leaned in, its lips parted expectantly, Arden recognized the invitation for a kiss and was surprised at how naturally he returned it.

      The moment he opened his eyes, the Chrysalus was gone, and so was the strange world it resided in. He was no longer in Daimon, but he didn’t recognize his current surroundings, either. They were in the middle of a field filled with the kind of green grass that only grew on the surface, stretching on as far as he could see. His panic began to fade when he realized that Vox was next to him and he grasped the ghoul’s hand just to be sure.

      “Where are we?” Vox asked, frowning in confusion as he looked up at the sky. The double moons made Arden’s heart sink and he realized the truth. They weren’t in the Vale at all. They were still on the surface, but where?

      “I don’t know,” he admitted, looking around. “But the next time I see that shiny bastard, it can bite my ass.”

      The ghoul looked at him strangely, but before Arden could clarify his remark, he felt a pang in his chest that sent him to his knees. He couldn’t breathe as he clutched at his chest, desperate to make the pain stop.

      Vox dropped to his knees, grabbing Arden’s shoulders. “Arden! Arden, what’s wrong?”

      The chimera couldn’t answer. All he could do was shake his head. He didn’t know what was happening, only that it was excruciating. It felt as if someone was reaching inside of him and trying to pull his soul out. The rush of energy was familiar, though. Enough to make him realize that it had to be Lavien’s attempt to bring him back through some form of magic or another. The fact that he hadn’t succeeded was a testament to the fact that the Chrysalus had at least somewhat kept its promise.
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      Arden and Vox had only been walking for an hour when they found themselves surrounded by troops armed with long, glowing blades and guns that seemed to be made of crystal. Another sign they were in fae-controlled territory, but the faces staring back at them looked none too friendly.

      Since Vox growled and seemed prepared to fight, Arden quickly raised his hands in surrender. Nearly all the soldiers were fae, and the few who weren’t looked human.

      The leader of the troops issued a command in Prayan, stalking toward them. Arden understood the tone if not the wording and had more reason to hope they were at least within the sanctuary of Praya. Vox growled, but he stayed where he was in front of Arden.

      The fae looked them up and down. He seemed young, even though Arden knew he was probably decades if not centuries older than he was. His pale violet eyes betrayed both fear and confusion. “Evath areh,” he demanded.

      Arden shook his head. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand.”

      The fae’s expression relaxed into recognition and he began speaking in perfect English with a posh accent only slightly thicker than Dusk’s. “Your crystals. Where are they?”

      “We don’t have them,” Arden said, his hands still in the air. “If you call the Crown Prince, he can vouch for us.”

      “The Crown Prince?” The fae raised an eyebrow and seemed to be trying to figure out whether he was joking. He turned to the others and waved his hand in some sort of signal. With a command Arden didn’t understand, the men spread out to search the tall grasses they had just trekked through.

      “Who are you?” the fae demanded, his weapon still firmly in hand.

      “My name is Arden. I’m a ward of the Brotherhood of Aeon,” he explained, noting the way the fae’s eyes widened at the name drop. The man pulled some sort of wand from his tool belt and waved it over Arden’s neck, but all the device did was produce a steady flow of static. “This is Vox.”

      “Vox?” the fae echoed, looking at the ghoul with renewed curiosity. “Why didn’t he say so?”

      “He’s not himself,” Arden muttered. “Please, just call Prince Dusk and tell him we’re here.”

      The fae hesitated before raising his wrist to his mouth. The screen on the dial facing him lit up in a crystal display. “Echo to North Station, I’ve located the source of the Chrysalus radiation. It’s tapered considerably, but it seems to be coming from the two trespassers. One ghoul identifying as Vox of Aeon and one humanoid being with unnatural Chrysalus signatures who identifies as a ward, but he doesn’t have an implant. Possible chimera. Please instruct.”

      A moment later, the watch issued static. A woman’s stern voice came over the line. “North Station Commander to Echo, requesting visual confirmation of the humanoid.”

      Echo turned the watch toward Arden and he blinked hard at the blinding light. Evidently, the fae had more resistance to it than he did. Scratch the idea of asking Dusk to let him borrow his laptop.

      The fae brought the watch back to his mouth. “Commander?”

      “Visual identity confirmed. Have the trespassers transported to the Queen’s Palace,” the Commander ordered. “Use restraint if necessary, but both the chimera and ghoul must remain intact.”

      Arden gulped. He knew firsthand there was a whole lot of wiggle room between intact and happy.

      “Understood,” Echo said, looking at them with renewed wariness. He pulled a pair of glowing restraints from his belt and jolted when Vox growled again.

      “It’s alright,” Arden said, holding out his hands. “We don’t want any trouble.”

      The Queen wasn’t exactly the first person he wanted to see, and after his first interaction with her, he didn’t trust that she had entirely pure motives of her own, but it was better than standing out in the open. Echo cuffed him and seemed uneasy about it. Arden couldn’t be sure if it was because of the radiation that must have brought them there or because he realized they were who they claimed to be.

      Either way, he wasn’t interested in filing a customer service complaint anytime soon. All he wanted was to get back to the Vale so Dusk and Leo could help Vox.

      Once Vox was restrained, they were loaded into an armored truck that looked more like it should be a snow cone delivery mobile than a military vehicle. The fae really needed to work on their image if they were going to intimidate their counterparts on the surface.

      The palace was as over-the-top as Arden had expected. It had its own skyline of crystal spires on the tallest hill in the countryside, with what Arden assumed was the capital city below. Giant transparent tubes connected the buildings below, while a glimmering emerald bridge allowed the convoy to pass over the stream surrounding the castle.

      The doors to the truck slid open and Arden found himself looking at a woman he could only assume was the commander. She had short blonde hair shaved close at the sides, revealing her long, pointed ears, and when he saw the glowing lines carved into her cheeks, he realized she was no fae.

      “You’re an elf,” he blurted out.

      Her severe mouth quirked up on one side. “And you’re a chimera. We’re both far from home, aren’t we?” she taunted, grabbing him by the arms to hoist him down from the truck like he weighed nothing. Vox snarled, but the Commander silenced him with a look.

      “That’s enough out of you, soldier,” she snapped, looking him up and down. “They told me the legendary Vox had turned up topside, but I’m not very impressed.”

      “He’s not himself,” Arden repeated. “He was… reset.”

      The Commander listened, her expression falling as she studied the ghoul more closely. “I see,” she said in a gruff but not unsympathetic tone. She looked down at Arden’s hands. “You’re not gonna do anything to make us both look dumb, like trying to make a break for it, are ya?”

      “No,” Arden said solemnly. “I just want to get him home.”

      The commander reached out and waved her hands over the restraints. The thick ring on her right hand ring finger glowed and the locks released, falling away from Arden’s wrists. She glanced over at Vox. “He can stay cuffed until he has a change in attitude,” she snorted, turning around. “Follow me.”

      Arden walked after her as the other soldiers made way. They all wore some slightly altered version of the same armor, and it seemed to depend on their chosen weapons. The ones who had crossbows and quivers full of glowing arrows strapped to their backs wore lighter hide armor that cut off at the shoulders. The leather was still engraved with beautiful foliage patterns and the royal insignia.

      The Commander herself was wearing a high-collared suit in a splendid shade of dark blue with a golden cutlass at her hip. Arden knew the way fae fought and doubted it was more than decorative, but he wouldn’t have put that to the test, given the muscles bulging from the sleeves of her dress uniform.

      The interior of the castle was as splendid as the exterior with high ceilings of varying heights. The sunlight streaming through the crystal danced over every surface, making Arden think it was a shame that the Vale was so dimly lit in comparison.

      “I take it you’ve never been to Praya before,” the Commander said, glancing back over her shoulder.

      “Never while I was conscious,” said Arden. “The Queen is on the surface?”

      “She spends most of her time here,” the Commander answered. “Easier to attend diplomatic meetings that way.”

      “And she’ll tell the Prince we’re here?” he asked hopefully.

      Her only response was another snort. She stopped in front of an elegant sitting room filled with furniture in a similar style as the Brotherhood’s underground lair. To Arden’s relief, only the base of the couch was made of crystal. The seat itself was upholstered.

      “Wait here,” the Commander ordered, shooting Vox a pointed look. “We’ll be watching.”

      With that warning, she left them alone. Arden touched the ghoul’s arm and managed a smile. “It’ll be okay now. You remember the Queen, don’t you?”

      Vox didn’t respond, but his expression was denial enough. Arden sighed and told himself that they were as good as home, but when the Queen’s guardsmen came in bearing spears that reached the tops of their gilded helmets, his heart leaped out of his chest.

      The ghoul made a low growling sound, but he stayed where he was as the Queen swept into the room, looking elegant as ever. Her flowing gray gown brushed the floor and a peach-colored bodice pulled her waist in tight. She looked right at Arden, her eyes glowing with the same curiosity as before, and he couldn’t help but feel like a mouse who’d finally landed under the cat’s paw.

      “Hello there, little one,” she purred, stepping past her armed guards. “What a pleasant surprise.”

      “Your Majesty,” Arden said, standing to bow to her.

      “Oh, no need for that,” she said, waving him off. “We’re old friends. Practically family, since you belong to my son.”

      Arden smiled stiffly. He wasn’t sure about that, but he had promised the Chrysalus he would find a new Master and Dusk seemed like the obvious choice. It was just a matter of whether or not the fae would want him.

      “Well,” Wysteria said, taking a seat across from them. “I must say, this is most unexpected. My dear son has had his armies scouring the surface for you both and here you are.”

      “We escaped,” Arden said, choosing his words carefully. He could tell the Queen enjoyed knowing something that Dusk did not, and he doubted she’d hand them over easily. “We were captured by Prince Lavien.”

      “Captured?” She raised an eyebrow. “If I’m not mistaken, was it not my son who originally held you against your will?”

      Arden hesitated. “That’s true, but… things have changed,” he said, looking over at Vox.

      “So they have,” the Queen said knowingly. “I’m certain that Dusk will be most thrilled to have you both returned safely, but satisfy my curiosity. How did you escape?”

      “Vox incapacitated the Prince,” he answered. He wasn’t sure admitting the truth of how the Chrysalus had transported them was wise, but lying to the Queen seemed even more foolish. “As far-fetched as it sounds, I believe the Chrysalus teleported us here.”

      “My,” she said, her eyes widening. “How interesting. That would explain the energy signature my men picked up on.”

      “I can’t fully explain it myself,” he admitted. “I just asked for help and it answered.”

      “It?” She tilted her head.

      Arden flushed, realizing he’d probably committed blasphemy to the fae. “I saw the Chrysalus,” he tried to explain. “It looked like a person. Like me, actually.”

      Her peach-colored eyebrows lifted slightly. “I see.”

      Before Arden could figure out if she was insulted or just thought he’d lost his mind, the door flew open and a breathless soldier stumbled in. “Your Majesty,” he said with a hasty bow. “The Crown Pr—”

      “Where are they?” Dusk demanded, stalking into the room and past the frazzled young soldier. It was rare for him to be inconsiderate, let alone rude, but Arden had never seen a look of determination on his face like the one he wore now. He was always beautiful, and after such a long separation, the sight of him was unexpectedly soothing to Arden’s heart, but there was a fierceness to him that Arden had never seen before. For so long, he’d wondered how Dusk had gained a reputation as a shrewd military commander, but in that moment, it ceased to be a mystery.

      The moment the fae’s eyes met his, they softened. “Arden,” he murmured, walking over to take the other man into his arms. Arden gasped as Dusk held him tightly enough to crush the breath from his lungs.

      He wouldn’t allow himself to relax into the embrace the way he wanted. He knew his reception would have been much different if Dusk knew the whole truth.

      “We were so worried,” the fae said, cradling the back of Arden’s head as he held him close. He smelled of vanilla and twilight, and the scent soothed Arden’s frayed nerves, making him feel at home for the first time in ages. When Dusk finally pulled away to look at him, his soft eyes were full of concern. “How did you get here? The last intelligence my men were able to gather said you were being held in the Emperor’s castle.”

      “We were,” Arden admitted, looking over at Vox. “It’s a long story, and I’ll tell you everything, but could we go home first?” he pleaded. The word slipped out so easily, but he realized it was the truth.

      “So soon?” Wysteria protested. She glanced at her son, clearly displeased with his sudden appearance. “Didn’t take you very long to get here, did it?”

      “Commander Landa called me, and I’m glad she did,” Dusk said, frowning. He looked over at Vox and Arden could tell he already sensed that something was wrong. “We’ll speak another time.”

      “Don’t be a stranger,” Wysteria called after them. Something told Arden it wasn’t the last time he’d visit the topside kingdom. For now, he was just glad to be on his way home.
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      It only took Arden an hour to explain everything that had taken place to Dusk, Leopold and Elan. The vampire had joined them halfway through, but he didn’t seem to be having much trouble piecing it all together.

      Harding’s death was by far the most difficult part to relay, but none of them seemed surprised. Elan confessed that they had assumed both Harding and Vox were dead the moment they’d lost contact on the mission. Arden was able to fill in the gaps, although he still didn’t know how the fae Lavien purchased had known who he was.

      By the end of it all, he felt drained. Vox was in their room, even though it had been necessary to point it out to him. There were things Arden knew he couldn’t say in front of the ghoul. Not like this.

      He waited for the scorn and judgment to come, but the others merely listened in silence. Even Elan, who was never short on barbs, was quiet.

      “I’m so sorry,” Arden said when he couldn’t stand the silence any longer. “I’ll accept whatever punishment you choose and it still won’t be enough, but please, just tell me you can help him,” he begged, looking up at Dusk.

      The fae’s eyes softened with confusion. “Punishment? What for?”

      Arden stared in disbelief. “For failing the mission,” he answered. “For letting Harding get killed and for everything that happened to Vox…”

      Dusk and Leo exchanged a look of concern. They so often seemed to communicate without speaking, but Arden just assumed it was a mark of being together for as long as they had been.

      “We didn’t expect that you would come back at all,” Leopold finally said. “Let alone that you would go against Eric. As for what happened to Harding, his death will be avenged, but his blood is on my hands, not yours.”

      “Leo,” Dusk murmured.

      “It’s the truth,” the elf said in a cold tone. “I never should have let them go on that mission. I should have known Lavien would see through it.”

      “He didn’t really,” Elan interjected. “We need to find out who that fae he bought is and how she knew Arden’s face, but having a pity party isn’t going to bring Harding back from the dead.”

      Leo looked away, scowling. “What exactly happened to Vox?”

      “I don’t know,” Arden admitted. “I think Eric had him… reset?”

      The looks of horror on all their faces confirmed that he was on the right track. Arden’s heart sank. “What does that mean, exactly?”

      “It’s something only a sire can do,” Elan answered. “It’s always been one of Eric’s favorite tactics. The ghouls who prove resistant to his more brutal methods of conditioning get wiped clean.”

      “How?” Arden protested. “How can he do that?”

      “Ghouls are weaker than vampires,” Elan continued. “Any ghoul we turn remains connected to us as long as we’re alive. It’s a psychic connection, and as long as Eric wishes, Vox will be under his control.”

      “But he fought it,” Arden protested. “He turned on Lavien to protect me. That’s proof he’s still at least somewhat himself.”

      “Until Eric’s programming overrides it,” said Elan. “It’s not uncommon for a particularly strong-willed ghoul to retain some vestiges of what was important before, but it won’t last.”

      “So you’re saying Vox is just going to stay like this?” Arden asked. “That he’s never going to remember who he is and there’s nothing we can do?”

      “It’s worse than that,” the vampire said. “He’s a ticking time bomb. Eric’s control will be diminished by the distance between them, but not entirely.”

      “How do we stop it? There has to be a way,” Arden cried.

      “There is,” Elan said flatly. “We kill Eric.”

      The room fell silent. Arden felt all the breath leave his body and he wasn’t sure how to respond. He’d never actually imagined he would succeed at getting away from Lavien, and now that he had, he realized he hadn’t bothered to think about what came next.

      Of course they wanted revenge. Lavien might have been the one who’d killed Harding, but Eric was still to blame. If killing him was the only way to save Vox, it made the matter even simpler.

      Not that Arden had ever been able to reason with his heart where his Master was concerned. Even now, after all Eric had done to betray him, his innermost being strained against the thought of allowing any harm to come to the man he’d been born and raised to protect.

      “This isn’t something we need to discuss in front of him,” Dusk said hastily. Arden usually would have been annoyed to be treated like a child, but the fact that the fae cared at all was mystifying. He searched Arden’s gaze worriedly. “I know you’re tired, but I’d feel better if you’d let me examine you.”

      “I’m fine,” Arden assured him. “I’m not hurt, just exhausted.” He hesitated, realizing he had to confess what had happened with Lavien at some point. As humiliating as the thought of doing it in front of all three of them was, the promise he’d made the Chrysalus was still fresh in his mind and he knew he had to come clean. He was a security risk now and they had enough to worry about. “There is one thing.”

      “What is it?” Leo asked, draping a blanket around Arden’s shoulders.

      The chimera was startled by the kind gesture, but Leo had a way of surprising him. It just made what he had to say all the more difficult. “Something happened when I was with Lavien. Before we escaped.” He swallowed. “He… made me drink his blood. And he already fed from mine.”

      The elf’s eyes widened. “When was this?”

      “Not far apart,” Arden admitted. “I’m sorry. He knows everything I know now. Where the base is, how many are with the Brotherhood…”

      “We figured that much,” Elan muttered. When he noticed Arden’s surprise, he added, “When we realized you’d been taken, we assumed you would be giving the information freely.”

      Arden’s face reddened. “No. I didn’t.”

      “Why did you come back?” Leo asked, clearly voicing the same confusion they all shared.

      “They would have killed Vox if we’d stayed,” Arden answered. “And when Lavien forced me to drink his blood, he shared his memories. I saw Eric talking about handing me over to the Emperor long before he gave me to the Prince. I know now what I am to him. Nothing more than a pawn.”

      “Arden,” Dusk whispered.

      “I’m fine,” he insisted, even though it was only true as long as he wasn’t thinking about what had happened. He could still feel Lavien inside of him. His memories, his blood, his energy… The bitter taste of it all clung to his lips and made him nauseous if he thought about it for too long. “I’m only telling you because the Chrysalus warned me it wouldn’t accept Lavien as our Master. I have to find a replacement, and soon. ‘Or else’ was in the subtext.”

      “The Chrysalus?” Leo echoed. “What do you mean it warned you?”

      Now they were all looking at him like he was crazy. Arden sighed. “I know how it sounds, but I had a dream a while ago. I was in this weird place full of purple flowers and a voice spoke to me. It said it would be there when I came back, and when Vox and I were on the run, I went there again in a dream. The Chrysalus was there. Or at least, it appeared to me.”

      “As what?” Leo pressed. Arden wasn’t sure if the elf believed him or if this was turning into a psychiatric assessment, but either way, he deserved an answer.

      “As me,” he said sheepishly. “I know that probably makes me sound like a narcissist, but it’s the truth.”

      “Can’t say I’ve ever heard that one before,” Leo said, running a hand through his short white hair. He turned to his mate. “What do you think?”

      Dusk shook his head, seemingly deep in thought. “I don’t know what to think,” he said, looking Arden over in concern. “Right now, I’m more worried about how Arden is doing.”

      “I’m fine,” he insisted. “He didn’t hurt me physically.”

      The fae frowned. “Arden, he forced a Master bond. That’s a violation of the soul, especially for someone as sensitive as a chimera.”

      “I said I’m fine,” he snapped, regretting his tone immediately. His face grew warm, especially when he realized Dusk and the others were looking at him in pity rather than anger. “I’m sorry. I’m just really tired, and I’d like to check on Vox.”

      “Of course,” Dusk said quietly.

      “Just a minute,” Elan interjected. “Can I sidebar with you both for a second?”

      “Of course,” Dusk said, turning to Arden with a gentle smile. “Why don’t you go get a change of clothes? Everything in your room is the way you left it.”

      “Okay,” Arden said, slipping out of the room with a last glance back at the vampire. He wasn’t sure what Elan would want to talk to them about alone, but he doubted it was good. On the chance that it involved Vox, he lingered outside the door to listen.

      “I’m not sure it’s a good idea to leave them alone together,” Elan said, lowering his voice.

      “You think Vox would try to hurt him?” Leo asked doubtfully.

      “Of course not. But that ghoul in there isn’t Vox, and we have to face the fact that he might never be,” said Leo. “Until we can take Eric out, he’s a liability and while Arden says he’s okay with it right now, he’s been as thoroughly brainwashed by that motherfucker as any ghoul ever has. I know my brother, and I know how he gets into his Puppets’ heads.”

      “He’s right,” Dusk said after a moment of contemplation. “Arden isn’t going to like it, but he shouldn’t be left alone. I don’t think what Lavien did has sunk in yet either.”

      “Gonna tear that prick apart next time I get my hands on him,” Leopold muttered, his voice surprisingly guttural. He was usually so cold and restrained that Arden had never imagined he felt anything more than apathy on his behalf. He turned away, knowing he was going to get caught if he didn’t leave.

      They cared. They actually cared about what happened to him after everything that had happened because of him. People he barely even knew cared more about him than his own Master ever had. It should have been comforting, but it brought a fresh wave of devastation that left him feeling cold.

      He went to his room before they could force him to stay away from Vox, startled when he found the ghoul standing and staring off into space. The sight made his heart ache and he had to collect himself before he walked into the room. “Vox?” he asked softly. The ghoul didn’t respond until Arden touched his arm and when he turned around, his eyes seemed emptier than they had before. “What are you doing?”

      He didn’t answer, but Arden had stopped expecting him to. “Come on,” he said, leading him over to the puffy beanbag chair on the floor. “This is more comfortable.”

      Vox sat stiffly, as if he didn’t understand the point. Arden forced a smile, dragging the blanket off the bottom bunk. “Here,” he said, wrapping the ghoul up in it. He turned on the television and switched over to one of the movie channels Vox was always leaving on. “You should just relax for a while.”

      The ghoul stared blankly before pulling Arden onto his lap.

      “Oh,” Arden laughed, snuggling closer. “That’s nice.”

      Vox sighed contentedly. At least, Arden hoped it was contentment. It was hard enough to tell under normal circumstances. They stayed that way for a few minutes, until Arden became aware that he was being watched. He turned to see Dusk standing at the door, waiting.

      “Hey,” the fae said.

      “Hey,” Arden murmured, his head still resting on Vox’s shoulder. “Did you need something?”

      “No,” Dusk said hesitantly. “No, it’s nothing. Just… rest and come find me when you’re feeling better.”

      “Thanks,” Arden said, surprised he was going to be allowed to stay. He knew it wouldn’t last and he was sure the others were keeping a close eye on him, but he decided to enjoy it for as long as it lasted. He closed his eyes and held the ghoul close, letting himself hope that when he woke up, somehow everything would be alright. Maybe the others were right and Vox wasn’t himself at all, but Arden still felt safer in his arms than he ever had with anyone else.
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      When Arden woke, Vox was gone. He left the room in search of the ghoul and found Elan instead. “Hey,” he said, tossing Arden a helmet. “I’m your babysitter today, so put this on. We’re goin’ for a ride.”

      Arden looked down at the helmet and frowned. “I don’t want to go anywhere. Where’s Vox?”

      “Leo’s poking around in his brain.” When the chimera stared at him, he rolled his eyes and said, “I’m joking. He’s just checking him out. Trying to figure out if there’s anything he can do on our end. The only thing you’re gonna do is get in the way acting like a mother hen.”

      Arden sighed, but he knew Elan was right. The vampire wasn’t exactly the person he most wanted to spend the day with, but it was preferable to Dusk’s pity. “Fine,” he muttered. “But why do I need a helmet?”

      “Because four wheels are for losers,” Elan answered, giving him a gentle push toward the door. He flashed his crystal and it opened up to the street below. “Gonna have to fit you for one of these soon.”

      Arden looked up at him doubtfully. “Seriously? I thought I’d be under house arrest for the next few centuries.”

      “We were grooming you for the Brotherhood before,” said Elan, wandering over to the garage around back. “Now, you’ve proven yourself.”

      “I didn’t fight Eric,” he protested. “I wouldn’t even have tried to escape if it weren’t for Vox.”

      “Loyalty’s a complicated thing,” Elan said, shrugging. “If you were willing to turn on Eric that easily, your devotion wouldn’t really mean that much. The fact that you were willing to go against him to save Vox says a lot.”

      “Even if I don’t agree with your ideology?” he asked. He no longer had a strong opinion about who deserved to reside in the Vale one way or another, but he certainly wasn’t a crusader like the rest of the Brotherhood seemed to be.

      “Being willing to fight for an idea requires a certain level of crazy,” Elan said, stopping in front of a monstrous machine that looked like it ate pavement. Arden’s gaze traveled over the gleaming metal curves and the red painted accents. To call the thing a motorcycle felt like an insult. It looked like the devil on wheels. “Being willing to fight for someone you love is a lot more practical.”

      Arden wasn’t sure how to respond, but when Elan climbed on, he realized he was expected to do the same. “Seriously?”

      “You don’t trust me?” Elan asked, flashing him a grin.

      Arden groaned, but he climbed on the bike behind Elan, securing his helmet in place. “I hope you know how to drive this thing.”

      “Of course. Hold on tight, little mouse.”

      “Mouse?” Arden scowled at the nickname, but he scarcely had time to take offense before the bike roared to life. He was sure Elan took off at breakneck speed just so he’d have to hold on. The vampire was surprisingly built under his leather jacket. Unfortunately, his body temperature was too low to provide any relief from the chill as they zipped through the side roads of the Vale, earning a few angry glances from fae who were just trying to enjoy a peaceful mid-afternoon stroll.

      “I see why you’re so popular here,” Arden yelled to be heard over the roar of the bike.

      Elan threw his head back and laughed. Arden had to admit, the view was second to none, even if it was flying by at a dizzying speed. He’d ridden motorcycles plenty of times in his career as an assassin, but that felt like forever ago, and he’d never been on a bike quite that large.

      At least Elan seemed to know what he was doing. He handled every twist of the dirt roads like an expert, and Arden couldn’t help but be impressed by the ease with which he controlled the raw power of the machine.

      The towering architecture of the Vale’s city central thinned out before long and they wound up driving through the countryside. Arden stared at the golden waters, wondering if it was an effect of the light or the result of some minerals in the seabed below.

      “Not bad, huh?” Elan called over his shoulder.

      “It would be nicer if we were going slow enough to see it.”

      The vampire laughed and took a turn down a small dirt road. When he came to a stop in the middle of the woods by a river, Arden couldn’t help but wonder if this was Elan’s way of getting rid of him.

      “Come on,” Elan said, offering a hand to help him off the bike.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Down to the water,” he answered. “It’s nice this time of year.”

      Arden looked up at the sky that hadn’t changed since he’d been there. “And that would be?”

      “Spring, or thereabouts,” Elan answered, dropping down by the shore. He patted the grass next to him for Arden to do the same.

      “You come here just to stare at the water?”

      Elan shrugged. “All the clubs and shopping districts aren’t really my thing.”

      “Do you ever miss the surface?”

      Elan kicked back, stretching out his long legs. “Sometimes. I miss the fighting mostly, but I go on missions when I get the itch.”

      “I still don’t understand why you left,” Arden admitted. “If you’re Eric’s brother, you couldn’t have been lacking in power.”

      Elan laughed. “You’d be surprised. We grew up together, but our experiences weren’t exactly parallel.”

      “I see,” Arden sighed. “And you really believe in Aeon’s cause? Protecting the Vale and all that?”

      Elan shrugged. “Truth be told, I’m not all that attached to this place. I just know what’ll happen if people like my brother get access to the power it holds, and yeah, I guess you could say I really believe in that.”

      Arden considered his answer, surprised he was being so candid. “Can I ask you something?”

      “You just did.”

      Arden snorted. “How did you really feel about bringing me here?”

      “Oh, that. I thought it was a shit idea.”

      Arden blinked.

      “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? The truth.”

      “I guess so,” he mumbled. “And now?”

      Elan considered it for a few moments before shrugging again. “I guess that depends on you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re changing. You’re not the spite-filled brat you were when Dusk first brought you here,” said Elan. “But I wouldn’t say I trust you, either. Not yet.”

      “I guess that’s fair.” Arden wasn’t sure Elan should trust him. Somehow the fact that the vampire didn’t seem to give a shit whether Arden trusted him or not made him seem more reliable.

      “Dusk really cares about you, y’know. So does Vox.”

      “I know,” Arden said quietly.

      Elan’s gaze darkened, his mouth quirking into a vaguely threatening smirk. “It just so happens I do trust them. Not their judgment, maybe, but their intentions. I don’t give a shit if you’re some delicate chimera or not. You hurt any of them, I’ll make you wish you were never grown in that lab. Got it?”

      Arden raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t grown, I was born.”

      “Same difference.”

      “Fine,” Arden sighed. “You’ve made your point.”

      “Good,” Elan said, laying back to close his eyes as the dim light hit his face through the clouds. “Then we won’t have any problems.”

      Arden reluctantly laid on his side, listening to the water run through the stream below. He had to admit, all threats aside, it was a fairly peaceful way to spend an afternoon.
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      As soon as they reached the Brotherhood’s estate, the door flew open and Dusk stalked out. Arden was sure he’d done something to finally arouse the fae’s ire, but Dusk stomped right toward the vampire, his eyes glowing with irritation. “You took him out on a fucking joyride?”

      Arden stared in shock. He’d never heard the fae use foul language, let alone that word.

      “Ease up,” Elan snorted, helping Arden down off the bike. “He’s fine.”

      “Come here,” Dusk huffed, pulling Arden to him. He grabbed the chimera’s face and looked him over in concern. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “I’m fine,” Arden blinked. “We just went for a ride in the woods.”

      “You shouldn’t be out at all,” Dusk said, shooting Elan a murderous look.

      The vampire rolled his eyes. “He needed some fresh air and watching you wring your hands all day sure wasn’t gonna help him feel any better.”

      “He’s not your ward,” Dusk snapped. “That’s not for you to decide.”

      “I thought he was our responsibility,” Elan shot back.

      Arden groaned. “Please stop fighting.”

      Dusk looked down at him guiltily, but he glared at Elan one last time for good measure. “Come on. Let’s get you inside,” he urged, putting a hand on Arden’s shoulder to lead him in.

      Arden turned back. “Thanks, Elan,” he called, before the fae could banish him to his room.

      “Don’t mention it, kid,” Elan snorted. Once he was gone, Arden and Dusk were left alone in the living room.

      “Nothing happened,” Arden insisted. “Really. It was nice to get out for a while.”

      “I suppose at least you had a good time,” Dusk said grudgingly. He studied Arden’s face in that maddening way that made him feel like he was a lab rat. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like shit,” he admitted. “Harding is gone, Vox isn’t himself, and everyone is treating me like I’m made of glass.”

      Dusk sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to make this harder on you. I’m just worried.”

      “Look, maybe what happened with Lavien would be super traumatic to a normal chimera, but I’m not one.” Arden shrugged. “I’ve been a vampire most of my life. That has to count for something.”

      “Still. This isn’t just something you can blink and forget, and I’m sure the Chrysalus’ ultimatum is making things harder.”

      Arden hesitated. “You warned me that I’d have to choose a Master eventually. So it just has to be sooner than later.”

      “Yes, but it doesn’t have to happen now,” said Dusk. “You need to recover first. It can wait until after we’ve settled things with Vox.”

      “You mean until after you’ve killed Eric.” His bluntness seemed to catch the fae off guard. “Despite what you think, I’m not some fragile child who has to be tiptoed around,” said Arden. “I know what has to happen.”

      “That doesn’t mean you have to be part of it.”

      “Eric is smart. The only way you’re going to draw him out is if you have something he wants,” said Arden. “No one escapes from him and the fact that I tried means he’ll stop at nothing to get me back.” It hurt to know that pride was the only reason he meant anything to Eric any longer, but he refused to be delusional about it. “It’s a matter of humiliation in front of the elves, and he can’t have that.”

      Dusk listened in quiet consideration. “Leo has been trying everything in hopes of jarring Vox’s memory. So far, nothing has been successful.”

      “We already know how to fix this,” Arden growled.

      “I’m not sure you fully understand what that will mean for you,” Dusk said. “Even though you’re no longer a vampire, Eric is still your sire. In many ways, he’s more than that. Have you thought of how it’s going to affect you when it happens?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he snapped, feeling guilty as soon as the words were out of his mouth. “Vox is the only thing that matters. If I have to choose between them, I choose him. It’s that simple.”

      “I understand,” Dusk said gently. “I just want to make sure you’re sure.”

      “I am. When it’s done, then I’ll think about finding a new Master.”

      Dusk nodded. “We’ll do whatever we can to help you. To find someone who can meet your needs.”

      It wasn’t his needs Arden was worried about, but he’d cross that bridge when he came to it. “When are we going back to the surface?”

      Dusk didn’t answer at first, and Arden could guess why easily enough. His eventual answer confirmed that suspicion. “Leo and I will go alone. We’ll find another way.”

      “It’s going to be dangerous enough without someone who knows how Eric works,” Arden reminded him. “You’re gonna need me and Elan. We’re stronger as a unit.”

      “Alright,” said Dusk. “But there’s still a chance it could go wrong, and if that happens, I want you to make me a promise.”

      “About what?” Arden asked warily.

      “Promise me that if anything happens to us, you’ll run. If this goes wrong, I don’t want you falling into Eric’s hands again. Don’t try to help. With or without you, what’s going to happen will.”

      “That’s not a very convincing pre-war pep talk,” Arden muttered, folding his arms.

      Dusk gave him a fond smile. “It’s not meant to be. You said you didn’t want to be treated like you’re made of glass, so I’m giving it to you on the level. There’s a very good chance we’re not all going to come back from this. I want you to be prepared.”

      “I know you’re worried about the Chrysalus falling into the Prince’s hands,” said Arden. “I won’t let them catch me.”

      Dusk frowned. “That’s part of it, but if you don’t understand that you’re part of this screwed up family we have going on here by now, I’m afraid you never will.”

      “Dusk…”

      “I know you didn’t choose us originally,” he said quietly. “But the fact that you trusted us enough to come back here means a lot. Not just to me.”

      “I wasn’t sure I would,” he confessed. “But in a way, I guess I feel freer here than I ever did there. Maybe Eric’s right. I’ve changed.”

      “You have,” Dusk said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “But I think that’s a good thing. You’re becoming your own person, Arden. That’s what I’ve always wanted for you.”

      The fae reached to pull something out of his pocket and when he opened his palm, Arden saw a crystal wand hanging from a golden chain. “Here. It’s about time I gave this to you.”

      “A key?” Arden asked in disbelief.

      Dusk smiled, placing the chain over Arden’s head. The crystal glowed with warmth as it settled against his collarbone and he felt the subtle stir of the Chrysalus energy within him surging to mingle with it. The crystal ceased glowing a moment later, but it still had a strange sheen in the light.

      “You’re still not an official member of the Brotherhood yet, and I’m afraid we’re not in any position to have an initiation right now,” said Dusk. “But I think you’ve more than earned the right to come and go as you please.”

      “Thank you,” Arden murmured, touching the crystal. He’d never expected to be welcomed back, let alone allowed to stay and given free reign.

      “You’ll need it if you’re going to be searching for a new Master in the city,” Dusk said wryly. “Though I don’t expect you’ll be on the market for very long.”

      Arden told himself the hint of longing in the fae’s eyes was just his imagination. Dusk and Leo already had each other. Why would they want him?

      He realized only then that the idea of finding a new Master wasn’t offensive because of his lingering loyalty to Eric. It was because his heart already knew what it wanted, and it was something he could never have.

      “Just out of curiosity… how do I find a master?”

      “There are plenty of ways,” Dusk said thoughtfully. “There are clubs, of course, but things would be different with a chimera. If you like, Leo and I can vet some proper choices for you to weed out those who would merely be interested in using you for power. From there, if you found a Master who proved himself worthy and compatible, you would, ah…” The fae trailed off, his face a deep red.

      “I’d what?” Arden pressed. He’d never seen Dusk bashful before, and it was surprisingly adorable.

      “Well, the ceremony can vary in terms of formality, but the basics are the same,” Dusk said, still flustered. “The submissive offers himself before his chosen by disrobing. It’s an act of vulnerability.”

      “And what if he doesn’t want me?” Arden asked. He couldn’t think of anything more humiliating than stripping down in front of a prospective Master only to have him say, “Thanks, but no thanks.”

      Dusk gave him a faint smile. “I wouldn’t worry about that in the least.”

      Arden’s cheeks grew warm for some reason. “I guess I’ll worry about that later. Right now, all that matters is getting Vox better.”

      Dusk nodded in understanding. “In that case, we’ll leave in the morning. Unless you change your mind.”

      “I won’t,” said Arden. “I might have failed my first trial mission, but I won’t fail this one.”
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      Try as he might, that night, Arden was unable to sleep. Vox was in the sleep lab under close observation by a team of physicians who were grasping at straws for anything they might use to undo Eric’s conditioning. The only thing keeping Arden away was the knowledge that his presence seemed to distress Vox more than anything in his current state.

      The only thing he could do was hope he had the strength and the luck to give Eric the end he deserved. No matter how many times he mentally rehearsed the battle ahead, he knew Dusk was right. Their chances of winning were slim to none, and Arden wasn’t going to be able to live with himself if he didn’t pull out everything he had. Even if it meant swallowing his pride and putting himself on the line for yet another rejection.

      Arden finally reached the door to the suite Dusk and Leo shared and hesitated. He stopped to listen to the murmuring voices within. He knew they were speaking Prayan, because he couldn’t make out a word of it. Hushed tones of resignation and borderline defeat. He thought of knocking but knew he’d lose the nerve if he did. Instead, he turned the handle and pushed the door open.

      Dusk and Leo were both sitting on the bed, hands clasped as they leaned close in an intimate conversation. They stared at him in shock for a moment and he took the opportunity to close and lock the door behind him.

      “Arden?” Dusk was the first to speak, his eyes full of concern as he looked over at the chimera. “What are you doing here? Is something wrong?”

      Arden had rehearsed his answer to that question a hundred times, but the one he’d settled on sounded far more ridiculous in his head now than it had before. He’d never been good with words. Instead, he untied the sash binding his robe and let the silk slip off his shoulders and down his body to pool at his feet.

      For a moment, neither the fae nor the elf seemed to know how to respond.

      “Take me,” Arden said, keeping his head held high. “I offer myself and the Chrysalus to you.”

      Leopold’s expression darkened with understanding. Dusk’s was all concern.

      “Arden,” the fae whispered. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I know that,” Arden said, walking over to the end of the bed to stand before them. Somehow, he didn’t feel vulnerable even though he was bearing everything. His body, his pride, his soul. “Do you want to look up the word ‘offer’ in the dictionary?”

      The couple exchanged a bewildered look. Dusk seemed to pass the baton of reason off to his mate.

      “We know what you’re trying to do,” Leopold said, clearing his throat. “As much as we appreciate the thought, it’s not necessary.”

      Arden scowled. “You know, a guy takes his clothes off and offers you the immortal crystal energy running through his veins and you could at least say thanks.”

      Leopold gave a dry laugh. Arden noticed he was taking great pains to keep his eyes above the other man’s waist. “We just don’t want you to do something you’ll regret out of…”

      “Out of what?” Arden challenged. “Guilt? Obligation? Fear of losing two of the only people who actually care about me?”

      “Arden,” Dusk whispered. “We’re going to have to kill Eric. This would stain your hands with his blood.”

      “I know what I’m doing,” said Arden. “And I know what the consequences for Eric will be if I give you this energy. That’s why I’m doing it.”

      In truth, it wasn’t the only reason. If he had to give himself to another, there was no one he trusted more than the two of them together. Admitting that still felt too intimate.

      It still felt foreign to use the vampire’s name, but Arden could no longer use the term Master. To some, it was the ultimate sign of respect, but to him, it had always been so much more than that. It was the purest expression of respect, sure, but it was also love, endearment and adoration. Eric had never been deserving of those things. Coming to see that had been a process so painful that sometimes it felt like his heart was being ripped out of his chest, but he could finally see it now.

      The absence of an object for the all-encompassing devotion he had come to accept as part of his nature left a hole too great to bear.

      “And you can live with that?” Leo asked.

      “I’ve lived with worse,” Arden muttered. “But I want something in return.”

      They both looked confused. “What is it?” asked Dusk.

      “I want to be yours,” said Arden. “I want to serve you both, beyond tonight.”

      For once, Leopold seemed at a loss for words. When he finally spoke, his voice was rough with disbelief. “You want us to be your Masters?”

      Arden nodded. Now he felt vulnerable. What if they didn’t want him? The possibility of more rejection felt like it would do him in, but the fear of being alone outweighed it.

      No… that wasn’t it. It was too simple. He needed to belong to someone. He craved submission, acceptance, the bond that could only exist when power was given freely. It was an inborn need, but he didn’t want just any Master. He wanted them. He needed them. Together.

      He had survived Eric’s betrayal, but he felt sure their rejection would be what ruined him, and yet there he was, offering his neck for the killing blow.

      “Will you accept me?” asked Arden, crawling onto the bed. He knelt before them, his hands placed demurely in his lap.

      For a moment, neither of them responded, but Arden could sense the shift in the way they were looking at him. He kept his gaze lowered in respect, but he could feel their eyes on him, exploring what had previously been off limits.

      “What do you think, my love?” Leopold asked, his voice rough with desire.

      “I want him.” Dusk’s was strained with the same need, a whisper that sent heat through Arden’s core.

      Those words… They washed over him like summer rain, cool and healing. His eyes fluttered shut as the fae’s hand gently cupped his face.

      “Let’s make him ours, then,” said Leopold. Arden gasped as the man rose from the bed and settled behind him. Leo’s strong hands rested on his shoulders, making Arden feel small and great at once. The elf’s lips brushed against the back of his neck and a shiver ran down his spine.

      “He’s so responsive,” Dusk purred, sidling closer. He reached out to take Arden’s hands in his, stroking them languidly.

      “And soft,” Leo added, running his hands down Arden’s slender arms.

      “Ours,” Dusk echoed thoughtfully, as if rolling the word around in his mouth. The seductive smile that touched his lips suggested he enjoyed the taste of it. He gazed down at Arden like a benevolent god, kind and approving. “I like the sound of that.”

      “So do I,” Leopold growled.

      Arden tried to swallow but his mouth was dry and his heart was racing. Every touch, every look, was sweet torture. He wanted so much more. He wanted to be pressed between them, filled with their seed and claimed thoroughly in every way, but he knew better than to voice his desperation. He had made the decision to give himself over and that submission came with a code all its own.

      He was theirs now, to do with as they pleased—or not.

      “Do you want to be touched, lareta?” Dusk asked knowingly.

      The intimate term was almost too much for Arden to bear. It spiked his desire beyond tolerance. He wasn’t even sure there was a direct translation for lareta in his tongue, but the affection with which the fae used it provided a definition his soul understood on the deepest level. “Yes,” he whispered, resisting the urge to press back against Leo until the elf’s big hands went down to where he wanted them. “Please.”

      “Please what?” Leopold asked in a scolding tone.

      Arden gasped as the elf’s hands tightened around his arms, but only because it made his cock throb with need. “Please, Master,” he corrected himself. He’d never made such an error in Eric’s presence, but then again, even he had never affected Arden in such a visceral way.

      “That’s better,” Leo grunted, pulling Arden back against his chest. The chimera relaxed instinctively as the elf pulled him onto his lap. Even through Leo’s clothes, he could feel the man’s thick cock straining against the rough fabric of his trousers. It was so hard not to grind against him like the needy thing he’d become from that first innocent touch.

      Dusk crawled forward, a sight to behold on his hands and knees with his lavender hair flowing freely around his broad shoulders. “We need to know what you’re comfortable with,” said Dusk. “If you want us to touch you, we need to know what’s okay and what’s not.”

      “Everything,” Arden said in a rush of breath. He’d already decided to give himself over. Where he was concerned, there were no terms and conditions, no boundaries he wanted between them. “I want you to do everything. All of me. Take it, please.”

      He knew his ability to speak coherently was fading, but his mind was crystal clear and already made up.

      Dusk chuckled, resting his hands on Arden’s knees. “Are you offering your absolute submission with no rules or limitations?”

      Arden nodded eagerly.

      “He asked you a question,” said Leopold.

      Arden swallowed. The elf’s tone was enough to make his mouth water. “Yes, Masters.”

      “Just wanted to be sure,” Dusk murmured, his gaze traveling down Arden’s naked body. “If something hurts and you want it to stop, say ‘red.’ If you’re getting overwhelmed and you want to slow down, say ‘yellow.’ Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” Arden whispered.

      “I’m not sure he’s really listening,” Leo said dryly. “Repeat after him, pet.”

      Arden groaned in frustration. The feeling of Leo’s erection against his ass was making it admittedly hard to focus, but he understood perfectly. “Red for stop, yellow for slow down. I got it.”

      Dusk chuckled. “That’s good.” He reached down between Arden’s legs and took his cock in hand. It was already half-stiff, but one gentle squeeze was enough to have him fully erect in the fae’s palm. Dusk fondled him absently, as if he was just warming him up when Arden was already about to burst into flame. “For this to work, you have to communicate. If the energy leaves you too quickly, it could hurt you.”

      So that was why he was taking it so slow. “I will,” he promised. It was a struggle to think of the words with what Dusk was doing to his cock. His touch was so casual and intimate.

      “Taste him,” Leopold ordered, his voice husky. Arden’s breath hitched in his throat at the thought of the fae’s lips wrapped around him.

      Dusk’s eyes lit up like he thought it was a brilliant idea. Arden’s legs were already slightly spread over Leo’s lap and his cock twitched as Dusk bent down between them and put the very tip of his tongue on the base of Arden’s shaft, dragging it up in one slow, teasing motion. Arden moaned and Leo pulled his arms around the chimera’s torso to keep Arden’s arms pinned at his side. The restraint turned him on even more, especially when Dusk’s mouth closed around his crown like he was sucking on a lollipop.

      “Oh, fuck,” Arden gasped, arching his back into Leo’s firm chest. The elf held him close, nuzzling the side of his neck and breathing in deep as if he found the smaller man’s arousal as delicious as what Dusk was doing between his legs.

      “You like that?” Leo whispered against his ear.

      “Yes,” Arden answered in earnest. Dusk had taken him even deeper into his mouth until Arden’s tip hit the back of his throat and the sensation was enough to make him feel like he’d float away if Leo wasn’t holding onto him so tightly.

      “Then you should ask for more,” the elf purred.

      Arden licked his lips and squirmed, trying to recall the words he needed to make sure it continued. “Please, Master,” he panted. “More.”

      It wasn’t much, but it was all he could come up with. Dusk obliged him, slipping his hand beneath Arden’s legs to roll his balls gently in his palm while he sucked even harder. The fae’s tongue teased the slit of his cock and Arden’s body surged in Leo’s embrace even though he had no desire to escape it.

      “He makes such enchanting sounds,” Leo murmured, stroking the inside of Arden’s thigh as he watched over the chimera’s shoulder. His length was searing hot, even through his pants. Arden wanted it buried in him, thrusting while Dusk sucked him dry, but all he could do was whimper in desperation.

      Dusk released the suction on Arden’s shaft and his eyes blazed as he looked up. “I want you to fuck him,” he said to his mate, echoing Arden’s deepest unspoken desire.

      He squirmed eagerly, willing to leave the comfort of the man’s lap only so there could be no more barriers between them. Dusk caught him in his arms, smiling affectionately down at the chimera as he stroked his hair. “Easy.”

      Arden collapsed against him, feeling weak all of a sudden in the most delightful way. He dug his hands into Dusk’s open shirt, desperate to feel him as his stiff cock rubbed up against the fae’s hard stomach. “Please,” he moaned. He wasn’t even sure what he was asking for, but when Dusk’s arm wrapped around his waist and the fae’s cool lips brushed against his, he knew.

      Arden melted into the larger man’s arms and his kiss, moaning when Dusk’s sweet tongue entered his mouth and roved over his own. Seeking, darting, caressing. Every brush was pure magic and he could taste the stars and the moons on his lover’s lips.

      When Dusk broke the kiss all too soon, Arden whimpered. He’d all but forgotten Leo was disrobing when he heard the sound of fabric rustling behind him and felt the hard rod of the other man’s shaft push against the small of his back while Leo’s hands settled on his hips. His mechanical left hand was cool against Arden’s flushed skin, and he was always gentler with his touch on that side.

      “Poor thing,” Dusk purred, running his fingers through Arden’s hair the way he so often did to Leo. Arden had always wondered what it felt like, and now he understood why the stoic elf’s breath always faltered whenever those long fingers were working through his tresses. “You’ve needed this for a long time, haven’t you?”

      “So long,” Arden lamented breathlessly. Dusk’s fingers crept down the sides of his neck and over his chest, teasing the buds of rosy flesh there.

      “We’ll take care of you,” Dusk promised, his words sliding down Arden’s throat like honey. His gaze flickered up, dark and sultry. “Won’t we, my love?”

      “Mmh,” Leo murmured affirmatively, pressing his cheek into Arden’s neck as his right hand traveled down the chimera’s flat stomach to the patch of soft hair below. His cock was pushing up against Arden’s bottom now, sliding past his round cheeks.

      “Give him what he needs,” Dusk said, gazing at the pair with lust as he leaned back on his haunches to watch.

      Arden’s head spun as Leo maneuvered him forward onto his hands and knees. “Are you ready?” the elf asked, his lips whispering down the curve of Arden’s spine as his fingers bit into his hips.

      “Yes,” Arden moaned. ‘Ready’ was a gross understatement. Leo spread his cheeks open and let out a rush of breath in approval at the sight before him.

      “Here,” Dusk said, reaching into the bedside table for a glass bottle filled with blue liquid that glowed faintly. “Use this. I don’t want it to hurt.”

      Arden swallowed a whimper. He was already ready for Leo’s cock, including the pain that would come with it, but he wanted them to have it their way, even if it was gentle and torturous.

      “Good idea,” Leo chuckled. Arden wondered what was so funny about lube when Leo’s fingers reappeared at his entrance, slick with a substance that was smooth like lubricant and warm like fresh clothes out of the dryer. He gasped as Leo worked the substance all around the tightly clenched ring of muscle and finally slipped a finger inside to spread it within.

      Arden’s fingers dug into the blankets and his thighs grew tight with need as that heat filled him wherever Leo touched inside. “What is that?” he gasped.

      “It’s lubricant with a magical kick,” Dusk answered knowingly. “You’ll see in a moment.”

      Arden looked at the fae curiously until he felt the tingling within. Leo touched his prostate and that alone would have been enough to pleasure him, but the tingling turned into something more. Something so good it felt wrong.

      Arden gasped as the feeling of everything Leo was doing inside of him was amplified in the most dizzying way. Each slight change of movement brought with it new depths of ecstasy, but while he’d felt in danger of coming prematurely and ruining his fun moments earlier, it seemed to have the effect of extending his endurance as well.

      “Fuck,” he groaned, shuddering as his body clenched around Leo’s finger. Leo drew it out slowly before repositioning his cock at Arden’s entrance.

      If a finger felt that amazing inside of him, the thought of the elf fucking him was almost too good to be true.

      “Relax,” Dusk purred, stroking along his spine. The tender touch made Arden’s body respond immediately, arching his back like a cat as Leo breached him.

      Arden let out a strangled moan as his aching ass stretched to accommodate the man’s thick crown. He needed it so desperately and Leo was barely in, but it hurt more than he’d anticipated.

      “Are you alright?” Leo asked.

      “I’m fine,” Arden gasped. “You’re just huge.”

      Leo gave a husky laugh and stroked Arden’s backside in consolation. Dusk laid down beside him, reaching for his cock once more, his seductive gaze beckoning for Arden’s attention.

      “Look at me,” he urged, stroking his lover’s shaft with an expert hand and far more gentleness than Arden required. “Push against him. It’ll be easier.”

      Arden obeyed, and it was. Leo slid ever deeper into his core, the hot, tingling lubricant working its magic inside of him. His legs wobbled beneath him but his knees were firmly planted in the mattress, keeping his bottom up in the air for Leo’s access.

      Just as a moan escaped his lips, Dusk kissed him to drink it down. The fae’s tongue slipped into his mouth, making him forget all about the pain. Dusk’s fingers smoothed through his hair, his muscular body laid out at the chimera’s side as he stroked his cock with his other hand. Dusk’s was already tenting his loose pants and Arden’s mouth watered, wondering what it would be like to be spit roasted between them.

      As good as Dusk’s hand felt pumping his cock while Leo thrust inside of him, Arden’s curiosity and thirst won out. “Please, Master,” he whimpered, his hands planted firmly in the mattress as he spread himself wider for Leo’s claim.

      The elf stopped, clearly thinking the request was for him. “What’s wrong?”

      “I want to taste you,” Arden clarified, holding Dusk’s gaze. He licked his lips in anticipation when he saw the lust in the fae’s eyes. “Please?”

      Dusk’s hand froze, still wrapped around Arden’s cock, and a breathy sigh of awe escaped his beautiful lips. “Oh…”

      “He did ask nicely,” Leo said, his own voice rough with satisfaction. His cock throbbed inside of Arden, hard and pulsing.

      Dusk’s smile was deadly as he rose from his side and positioned himself in front of Arden. “I like the way he begs,” he purred. “If I was strict like you, I might have the willpower to make him do it a bit more.”

      Leo chuckled knowingly. “I can already tell I’m going to have to be the disciplinarian.”

      Those words and all the deliciously naughty promises that came with them made Arden’s balls grow tight, his ass clenching around the elf’s cock in anticipation.

      Dusk’s lean torso flexed as he pulled his waistband down and freed a shockingly long cock. Arden had expected the fae to be large, given his general stature, but not ten mouth-watering inches. Arden’s gaze traveled over the swollen pink flesh of the head, slick precum glimmering like an invitation to taste.

      When Dusk’s hand slipped into Arden’s hair, he looked up into the fae’s gentle yet commanding gaze. “Suck me off.” The order was spoken so calmly with the essence of a man who was perfectly comfortable in control. Arden opened his mouth and wrapped his lips around the thick head of the fae’s cock, sucking eagerly on the taste of his arousal.

      Dusk’s eyes grew heavy and his fist tightened in Arden’s hair, but he seemed to be measuring his own reaction to pleasure, only feeding the man below him as much of his member as he could take. Dusk hit the back of his throat when he was only halfway in and Arden felt like he was going to faint from pleasure. The fae was silk and wine on his tongue and he couldn’t get enough.

      “Slower,” Dusk coached, pulling out slightly. He gazed down at Arden’s lips as they dragged across the cock slipping from their grasp and chuckled when the other man whimpered in response. “I’m not going anywhere, but you need to breathe.”

      It didn’t seem like a priority at the moment, but the need to obey overwhelmed even the need to taste. Arden gave in and let the fae’s cock slip fully from his mouth so he could grip the base and worship every inch of it with his tongue.

      Dusk’s moan washed over him like words of approval and the fae’s hips bucked, a half-intentional movement.

      “God, that’s hot,” Leo growled, his fingers biting into Arden’s flesh as he started fucking him even harder. Every time his cock hit Arden’s prostate, the submissive felt like fireworks were going off inside of him. He’d experienced the shifting of the Chrysalus energy on so many occasions, but this was so different that it took him awhile to realize what it was. Before, it had felt like something was being taken from him, but caught between them, pleasuring them both simultaneously, was like a pressure valve slowly being released. Every move between them brought relief, and he was filled with something far greater than what he’d given every time they touched him.

      The intimacy the two lovers shared easily expanded to encompass their third, and they took him with flawless synchronicity. The pulsing heat on Arden’s tongue matched the rhythm of the throbbing shaft inside him and soon, keeping up with them became too much. The moment Leo’s seed filled him, the pressure pushed him over the edge and he came without his cock being touched. He ravenously suctioned the fae’s cock until he joined them and swallowed Dusk’s sweet cum like he was dying of thirst.

      The orgasm was the final release of the energy that had built up to the point where it felt like poison, and Arden collapsed the moment Dusk’s half-erect cock left his mouth. His knees were still spread apart below him and Leo’s cock was buried deep, and his ass stayed in the air as his cheek hit the bed, but he no longer had the energy to hold himself up.

      Aftershocks of pleasure were making his extremities tingle and his core was still tight, as if not all of his body had gotten the memo that he’d already come.

      “Fuck,” Leo breathed, his hands gentling on Arden’s hips. His cock was still stiff when he gently pulled it out and even that made Arden feel newly aroused.

      He moaned, rolling onto his back as Dusk’s hand found his chest and the fae laid down beside him. “You alright?” Dusk asked breathily.

      Arden reached out to brush the fallen hair out of the fae’s perfect face, his heart still pounding. “God, you’re beautiful,” he muttered.

      Dusks’ lips parted in a smile that made the comment seem like an understatement and he pulled Arden into his arms. “As are you, lareta.”

      That word again. Arden shivered in bliss. “What does it mean?”

      “It means beloved,” Leo answered, pressing up against his back. He wrapped a strong arm around them both and Arden felt like the weight of the bliss would crush him. “A belonging too precious to describe. It’s not a direct translation, but there really isn’t one.”

      “Oh,” Arden said breathlessly, relaxing between them. He still couldn’t believe it had actually happened, but he didn’t want to get his hopes up that the experience had been as blindingly, bewilderingly amazing for them as it had been for him. “Did you… feel anything?”

      Dusk looked over at Leo, his eyes dancing with amusement. “Well?” he asked in a teasing tone. “Did you feel anything, Leo?”

      “Oh, yeah,” the elf purred, reaching for his mate’s hand. “I feel damn near invincible. You?”

      “Mmh,” Dusk sighed, squeezing Arden tight enough to crush the breath from him. “No words.”

      Arden’s heart soared at their remarks. So it wasn’t just him. Power wasn’t exactly the word he’d use to describe the encounter on his end, though. More like safety, absolute acceptance, and something else he couldn’t quite define.

      Maybe it was the same thing that made lareta indefinable.  Some things were just meant to be felt rather than understood, and Arden decided this was one of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 28

          Arden

        

      

    

    
      Arden took a deep breath as he stood in front of the portal that would transport them to the surface. This time, they were bypassing the safety of Praya for the somewhat neutral territory on the outskirts of Favros. There was rumored to be a colony of free humans and somewhat sympathetic elves in the region, but Arden knew that wouldn’t offer them much protection if Eric brought an army. All the more reason things had to go according to plan.

      It had already been agreed upon that Elan would be the one to reach out to Eric with a peace offering in the form of his wayward puppet. The brothers hadn’t parted ways on amicable terms, but as Elan put it, “He already thinks of me as a traitor. He won’t put it past me to turn on you guys, either.”

      Arden could tell that the plan grated on the vampire’s nerves, even though he was the one who’d suggested it. From what he understood, Elan was the most recent addition to the Brotherhood after him, and he still didn’t know the details of how Elan and Eric had come to fight for different sides. It wasn’t a subject the vampire was eager to discuss.

      If Arden knew Eric as well as he thought he did, the prospect of having his property returned to him would be enough to lure him out of the safety of Ark. Because Favros was technically neutral territory, he wouldn’t have time to rally his forces. Theoretically, that would give them the advantage in terms of numbers.

      “You can go on,” Elan said, giving him an impatient look as he waited in line behind Arden to go through the portal. “Not like it’s gonna spit you out in someone’s asshole.”

      Arden grimaced. “I’m sure it took you awhile to get used to interdimensional travel.”

      “As I recall, he promptly vomited a gallon of freshly-consumed blood the first time he went through,” Leopold mused.

      Elan flipped him off and pushed Arden out of the way. “See you assholes on the other side.”

      With that, he disappeared through the portal and Arden gulped. He made it look so easy, but the last time had left him feeling like his body was unglued from his skin.

      “It’s alright,” Dusk said gently. “I can go through with you.”

      “That’s okay,” Arden said. The humiliation was enough to give him the courage to step through and when he did, he felt like he’d just been turned upside down. He stumbled and Elan caught him on the other side. The vampire was smirking down at him like the Cheshire cat, but Arden was too amazed by the fact that they were surrounded by ocean to care.

      “We’re on a ship?” he cried, rushing over to the edge. The view was incredible and he could barely see the shoreline up ahead, but the rocking waves weren’t helping his motion sickness.

      “It’s a little less conspicuous to pop out of a portal here than in the middle of a city, don’t ya think?” Elan asked.

      Dusk stepped through the next instant, followed by Leo. Both looked unshaken, as usual. Arden had to wonder if anything bothered them.

      “How are we going to get to Favros?”

      “You’re looking at it,” Leo said, pointing up ahead. He walked up a flight of steps toward the observation deck and a moment after he’d fiddled with some settings on the control panel, the ship’s engines roared to life. “It’s not a long trip.”

      “So you’re a captain, too?” Arden asked.

      “He’s multitalented,” Dusk said proudly, leaning on the railing next to Arden.

      Arden’s cheeks flushed as he recalled a few of those special talents from the night before. “Did you contact him yet, Elan?”

      “About to,” the vampire answered, looking down at his phone. “Didn’t wanna give him too much notice and trust me, he’ll find a way here.”

      “Eric doesn’t have a portal,” Arden protested.

      “If you’re right about him fucking the Prince, it won’t be hard for him to get access to one,” said Elan. “Besides, they both have plenty of reason to want you back.”

      Arden shuddered at the mention of the Prince. He knew that they were still connected on some level. According to Dusk, the Master-submissive bond wasn’t one that was meant to be rushed. It would take time for the trio to forge an intimacy deep enough to fully supplant the fae’s influence, but the sooner it happened, the better.

      “Remember, you’re not actually going to be alone with him,” said Dusk. “As soon as Eric shows up, Leo and I will take over.”

      “You still haven’t told me how you plan on doing it,” said Arden.

      “I think that’s for the best,” Leo interjected. “Not that I don’t trust you, but the less direct responsibility you have in this, the better.”

      “I understand,” Arden sighed. In a way, he was relieved. He knew he was still going to be responsible for Eric’s death, but for the first time, it seemed like something he could live with. All he had to do was think of Vox.

      “And you?” Dusk asked, touching Elan’s arm. “If you’re having second thoughts, it’s not too late.”

      “I’m not even having first thoughts, Sparkles,” Elan quipped. “What, just because we share some DNA, you think I’m gonna go all soggy on a mission? You know me better than that.”

      “He’s your brother,” Dusk said, his voice low with sadness. “I refuse to believe this is easy for you.”

      “Well, it is,” Elan said, pushing past him. He pulled open the door that led into the belly of the ship. “I’m gonna see if there’s anything worth drinking on this leaky tugboat. Call me when we hit land.”

      Dusk watched as Elan slammed the door behind him, frowning. “I’m worried about him…”

      “He’ll be alright,” Leo said patiently. “You know how he is. He knew this day would come when he joined the Brotherhood, just let him deal with it in his own time.”

      Dusk didn’t seem convinced, but he heeded his mate’s words. The rest of the journey was silent, and Arden could tell they were as deep in thought as he was. Elan’s protests aside, there wasn’t going to be anything easy about this journey for any of them. Eric’s death would bring chaos of its own, and that goal was far from guaranteed. There was still so much room for things to go wrong. Arden just had to trust that his new Masters were right to have faith in Elan’s loyalty.
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        * * *

      

      Favros was far from the ethereal haven that Praya was, but it had a charm all its own. The buildings were old but they had been kept in good condition. A mixture of gothic and modern architecture gave the region a decidedly elven flair.

      Arden wasn’t the only one wearing chains for this mission. Dusk admittedly looked better in them than he did, and he couldn’t help but be reminded of the first time they’d met. So much had changed since then. When he’d first looked into the fae’s unexpectedly gentle eyes, he had never imagined they would one day be friends, let alone lovers. Now, he couldn’t imagine his life without the fae or his mate. It was the one comfort in knowing that the man he’d existed for until this day would be breathing his last, if all went according to plan.

      Leo and Dusk were masquerading as a couple of blood traders and to most elves, Arden would pass for human easily enough. Dusk and Leo had siphoned off enough energy the night before that the Chrysalus signature around him could easily be that of a rare human’s.

      The rooftop where Elan had summoned Eric to meet was far enough above the skyline that there were clouds hovering around a few feet above Arden’s head. It was a surreal feeling to be up so high, but however Dusk and Leo planned to apprehend and then kill the vampire, they insisted it required a remote location. The small surface area of the roof combined with its altitude meant Eric would have to be sparing with his entourage.

      The trap was set, and Arden tried not to think too much about what the specific mechanisms of it might be. He knew Leo would have been justified in mistrusting him, if that was the case. There was part of him that feared when push came to shove, if he ended up being responsible for taking Eric’s life, his “programming,” as Elan put it, could come back to haunt him.

      He wished that was the only risk factor. The truth was, part of his heart would always belong to Eric no matter how badly he wished to take it back.

      Arden watched as Leo freed Dusk from his chains, but Arden was to remain in his until Eric arrived. The act had to be convincing.

      “Remember,” Dusk said, looking sternly at Elan. “All you need to do is get him to the mark. Leo and I will take it from there.”

      “You don’t need to worry about me,” said Elan. “Just make sure you’re ready.”

      “Alright, love. We should get going. He’ll be here any minute,” Leo said, touching his mate’s arm.

      Dusk nodded, turning to Arden. The chimera blinked in surprise as Dusk leaned down and kissed his cheek. “Be safe, lareta.”

      Arden’s face flushed as Dusk went to join his mate. The elf pulled a strange gun from his holster, one Arden had never seen before. He pointed it at the center of the far wall closing in the rooftop and when he squeezed the trigger, a glimmering white portal appeared just like the one they’d come through.

      Arden’s eyes widened as Dusk and Leo walked over to the portal. “Good luck,” he called as Dusk stepped through. Leo turned back and winked at him before disappearing himself.

      As soon as the portal vanished, Arden let out a deep breath. He was alone with Elan now, and he couldn’t help but be nervous. The vampire was deep in thought, his eyes on the cloudy skyline as he stood with his long coat billowing in the wind. Arden had never seen him so somber, but he decided it was a good sign. At least if it was weighing this heavily on him, that meant he was planning to go through with it.

      “I’m sorry,” Arden said quietly.

      Elan looked back and seemed torn between annoyance and confusion. “For what?”

      “He’s your brother,” Arden clarified. “You loved him long before I did. I know how hard that must be.”

      He expected Elan to dismiss his remark as he had Dusk’s, but instead, he said nothing.

      The rooftop door opened and Arden froze. The first person to step out was a guard Arden didn’t recognize. Judging from his imposing height and the stern look on his face, he was definitely a vampire. He glanced around the rooftop, then at Arden and Elan.

      Elan held his hands up, smirking. “Tell my big bro he’s safe to come up. No surprises.”

      The guard turned back toward the stairs and muttered something Arden couldn’t make out. A moment later, another armed behemoth came out along with Eric. The vampire’s expression was completely blank, save for the icy rage in his eyes for the split second they landed on Arden.

      It was enough. He shivered involuntarily as all the old feelings came back. Love and longing, hope and betrayal. It hurt most that Eric seemed to be looking through him, not at him.

      “I’m surprised you actually showed up,” Eric remarked.

      “And I brought the goods. And here you said I’d never change.”

      “Sarcastic and pompous as ever, I see,” Eric said bitterly, slipping his hands into his wool coat. He looked every bit the part of a vampire god with his wavy black hair cascading over the high collar of his coat. Arden could certainly see the family resemblance. Elan was more handsome than beautiful, but they had the same eyes. The same forceful energy that left you feeling intimidated and infatuated at the same time.

      “Of course,” Elan purred. “The question is, did you bring what I asked for?”

      Eric removed what looked like a bound scroll from his coat. “A pardon from the Queen herself,” he said, gazing thoughtfully at the parchment. “Your ticket back into vampire society.”

      A pardon? This was the first Arden was hearing of any such thing. The way Elan told it made it seem as if he’d left on his own terms, but the lust in his eyes as he looked at that paper made the chimera have his doubts.

      “How do I know it’s authentic?”

      “Signed in Her Majesty’s blood, of course,” said Eric. He walked toward them and held the scroll out at arm’s length. “See for yourself.”

      Elan took the parchment and tore the binding with his nail. He unrolled it, his eyes scanning over the words on the page until he reached the blood red signature at the bottom. He leaned in close, breathing deep of the dried signature. Up until that moment, Arden had been willing to see his behavior as a convincing act, but there was no faking the ecstasy and longing that shone in his flashing red eyes as they reflected all the more of the moon’s glow.

      “Marvelous,” he said in a husky voice, his fangs protruding over his lower lip. He turned back to Arden and the chimera froze at the devious glimmer in his gaze. “And what do you plan to do with him?”

      “The same thing I do to every dog who runs away,” Eric said in a gentle tone that held malice underneath. He looked at Arden for the first time, and even though he was fully in control of his emotions, as always, Arden could sense the wrath that was about to be poured out on him. “Bring him to heel, one way or another.”

      Arden swallowed hard. “Eric—”

      “Shut up!” Elan spat with enough force that Arden staggered back. He turned to his brother. “And here I thought you trained your Puppets well.”

      Eric smirked. “What can I say? He’s a prototype.”

      Arden’s chest ached. Where the hell were Dusk and Leo?

      “Go ahead. Take him,” Elan said, giving Arden a push forward. Since his arms were bound, he stumbled and wound up on his knees. “I’d rather not be around when the fairy realizes he’s gone.”

      Eric took a step forward and Arden only noticed the mark when his foot came down on the subtle crack in the concrete. Another portal appeared, engulfing the vampire’s leg and he fell through. Before he’d disappeared entirely, he caught Arden’s leash and the chimera gasped as his body jerked forward and his head struck the ground. He could barely breathe as Eric strained to pull himself up, and Arden could feel his neck close to snapping.

      “Shit,” Elan muttered, lunging. He wasn’t fast enough. Before he could reach Arden, Eric had hauled himself out and the portal collapsed.

      “A trap,” Eric seethed, looking up at his brother. “I should have known. The only time you’re capable of loyalty is when you’re betraying family.”

      Elan snapped the leash off Arden’s collar as the chimera got to his knees. Arden rubbed his neck and moved behind Elan as the vampire stood, smirking. “Call it middle child syndrome. But it was worth a shot.”

      “We’ll see.” Eric reached into his coat and flung six throwing knives at them. Elan grabbed Arden by the shoulder and pulled him out of the way, but one of the knives still grazed his side. He realized only when the vampire landed on top of him that one had gone directly into Elan’s chest.

      The vampire was on his feet before Arden had the chance to do anything. His lips curled back and he snarled before lunging to attack Eric. The men met mid-air, claws slashing and fangs bared. Arden struggled to get onto his side, his arms still bound at his back. Leo appeared on the rooftop, a gun raised as he took aim at Eric, who had his hands around his brother’s neck.

      “Don’t fucking move,” the elf snarled, his own fangs menacing.

      Eric released Elan and raised his hands to his sides. If Arden hadn’t known him so well, he’d think he was ready to accept defeat, but that smug look on his face was eerily familiar. Soon, Arden heard the whirring of choppers as no less than seven black helicopters rose up around them, men in heavily armored suits leaning out with guns the size of Arden himself trained on them.

      It was the northmost chopper that caught Arden’s attention, because the armored warrior standing on its ledge had Dusk in his grasp. The fae Prince was bound and gagged, his eyes wild with fury as he looked down at the scene below.

      Arden’s heart sank. “Dusk!”

      Leo snarled, turning back to Eric, his gun still raised. “If you touch him—”

      “Put the gun down and there won’t be any need for that,” Eric said with the calm of a man who knew he was in absolute control of the situation. He slipped his hands into the pockets of his long coat and waited as Leo and Elan exchanged a look.

      The elf nodded and raised his hands. Elan reluctantly followed suit. Half a dozen soldiers leaped down from the choppers and two grabbed Arden, hauling him to his feet. He watched helplessly as the others subdued Elan and Leo, tying a thick cloth gag around the vampire’s mouth and frisking the elf for every blade and firearm he had on his person.

      “My, my,” Eric said smugly. “Three members of the Brotherhood and the little whore who betrayed his Master. What a day this is turning out to be.”

      Arden glowered at the vampire he’d once loved as his friends were bound and loaded into the choppers hovering near the rooftop. When Eric approached and reached out to touch his face, he jerked away.

      “Be that way if you wish,” said Eric, his eyes darkening. “I taught you manners once and I’ll do it again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 29

          Elan

        

      

    

    
      Elan opened his eyes and realized he was in the same place he’d spent so many years of his young life: the family dungeon. He couldn’t remember much beyond being tranquilized and loaded into the chopper. Just the fear in Arden’s eyes as he’d blacked out.

      If Elan knew his brother half as well as he thought he did, the chimera was in for a rude awakening. Eric was gentle, almost doting with his favorites, but once you’d earned his ire, there was no limit to his cruelty. He was like their father that way.

      It felt strange to be back in this place of darkness and old blood. There was more of it on the walls than the aged coat of primer meant to make it easy to clean off. The servants never bothered. No one who mattered ever came down here, except the Master Vampire himself. That title might have been passed on to Eric upon their father’s death, but it was clear to Elan that the dark room had seen as much use if not more than it had under the old patriarch.

      As Elan sat up, rubbing his limbs which had been recently unbound if the tingling in his extremities was any indication, he was relieved and moderately surprised to discover that everything was intact. Then again, perhaps Eric was just waiting until he was conscious.

      He seemed to be alone in the cell for the most part, but he could hear the sounds of screaming from further down the hall. He stilled to listen, but to his relief, it didn’t sound like anyone he knew. The fact that he didn’t care otherwise would have sorely disappointed his mother, but that was hardly the only thing that would have.

      He had to get out somehow. He had to find the others. Arden couldn’t fall back into the elves’ hands and Elan was sure Eric would be all too happy to return his former Puppet to Prince Lavien once he was finished shelling out the young man’s spirit. At least his pride would ensure he kept Arden for a few days, if not weeks.

      Finding Dusk was the priority. He was the only monarch among the fae Aeon could trust, which made him irreplaceable. If he died, the tides of the war would turn forever.

      Elan walked around the room. He knew it like the back of his hand, but it seemed smaller than it had as a child. Less cavernous. Eric probably thought he was being poetic by giving Elan this cell, but it was more than an unpleasant stroll down memory lane. He knew every nook and cranny, every point vulnerable to exploitation.

      He’d made a pick long ago, chiseled from the bone of his own severed pinky. It had grown back over a period of days and it took that long for anyone to check on him. Last time he’d mouthed off to his stepmother. To her face, at least.

      Even as a boy, Elan had known better than to escape for any great length of time. Just long enough to bathe and feed. It made the servants all the more baffled when he refused the blood they offered him at his father’s request. Just enough to keep him alive and make him regret what he’d done.

      Yes, Elan had learned early on that the only way to retain your sanity was to ensure that no matter what else your masters controlled, they didn’t control your mind. It was the one battleground he would never surrender.

      Sure enough, the makeshift key was tucked in the same groove within the aged brick walls. He made quick work of picking the lock and felt a strange sense of nostalgia as he did it.

      Elan knew the old house well and found the prisoner’s quarters easily enough. Dusk was being kept in slightly better conditions, but he looked ragged.

      “Dusk,” Elan whispered, rushing over to the bars in the door that separated them. The fae opened his eyes and Elan was enraged when he saw how swollen the left one was. He’d been badly beaten and blue streaks of blood made the markings on his arms impossible to read.

      Elan swallowed a growl and reached for the lockpick. Dusk shook his head and got up on his side. Before Elan could ask for clarification, he heard the footsteps coming.

      Fae ears were probably the only thing more sensitive than a vampire’s. The size had to count for something. He dashed behind another wall as two soldiers approached, talking loudly about all the lewd things they’d like to do to their prisoner once Eric was done with him.

      Over my dead body, thought Elan. When he’d first joined the Brotherhood, the fae’s Mr. Perfect demeanor had gotten under his skin, but he’d finally accepted that it was just how Dusk was. He’d die for him if it came to that.

      And the elf, but he’d rather die before he admitted it.

      Elan listened as the soldiers opened the cell door and dragged Dusk to his feet. They pushed him out of the cell and shackled his arms behind his back. It was all Elan could do to stay quiet, slinking after them once they were far enough ahead.

      He didn’t know what Eric had planned for the fae, but it certainly wasn’t anything good. If he followed them, they’d probably find the others. Dusk and Arden were the priority, but he’d spring Leo if he could. Elan knew the elf would have his head if he had the chance to escape with them and chose to stick around for him.

      The soldiers led Dusk up the stairs and into the main hall of the family estate. It was rare that Eric spent more time there than he had to. He preferred his towering apartment complexes. If he’d brought them here, it was a special occasion.

      The door opened and Elan hesitated before deciding not to follow them just yet. He remembered there being a storage closet not far down the hall and was relieved to find it still there. He changed into one of the spare uniforms and went out the way the others had gone.

      It had been more than a decade since he’d been back in the old family estate. A few centuries sooner than he’d like. He couldn’t help but wonder if his sister was there. If she was, would she even remember him? She’d been so young when he’d left. She was the only thing that had made him stay as long as he did, and the reason he’d finally chosen to leave for good.

      There was no time to think about it now. The less she thought of him, the better. Like their mother, the only thing he could ever bring her was pain and disappointment.

      It didn’t take long to find where Eric’s men had taken Dusk. He’d always been theatrical, and sure enough, the estate’s amphitheater served as the perfect stage for whatever he had planned. Elan just hoped it wasn’t too late.

      When he saw Dusk bound to a chair, very much alive, he was relieved. There was no sign of Leopold, but Arden was there, his gaze on the floor as Eric loomed over him. Elan couldn’t make out what the other vampire was saying, but he knew that whatever reason Eric had for setting up this scene, it wouldn’t end well.

      Elan stayed crouched in the shadows, knowing he needed a weapon if he was going to come close to saving them. Dusk’s eyes widened as he caught sight of Elan, but he stayed silent. Elan followed his glance over to a blade Eric seemed to have laid out just for the occasion and he quietly crept over.

      Before he could reach for it, Eric’s voice filled the room. “Ah, brother! Just in time.”

      Elan froze, but when Eric’s eyes met his, the mischief in them told him that his visit was anything but a surprise. He became aware of the figure creeping up behind him, and while turning his back on Eric was the last thing he wanted to do, coming face to face with a dead man was the last he’d ever expected.

      “Harding?” Elan choked in disbelief as he found himself staring up at the grotesquely disfigured face of the once-human man he’d shared so much of the last decade with.

      One glance was all it took to know that Harding was no longer himself. There were few injuries as telling as that of a ghoul’s transformation, and Harding’s had been a particular gruesome one, judging by the appearance of the left half of his face. What little of his skin was left was torn into shreds, revealing the muscle and bone underneath, and his lips were curled into a fierce snarl.

      Before Elan could overcome his shock, the larger man’s hand swept out and sent him spiraling to the ground. His head struck the stone floor hard enough to render him unconscious immediately.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 30

          Arden

        

      

    

    
      Arden stared in disbelief as Elan hit the ground. The vampire was breathing, if only slightly, but he was out cold.

      “Harding,” Arden whispered, stepping back in disbelief.  The unmarred half of the man’s face twisted into a snarl to match his long, dripping fangs as he noticed Arden. Arden couldn’t make sense of it. They’d all grieved their friend and now it turned out that he wasn’t dead at all, but a ghoul?

      “I told you I had a surprise, Puppet,” Eric said warmly, stretching out his arms. “Turns out, he’s far more obedient than you are.”

      “You’re controlling him,” Arden realized.

      “Of course. Just like your boyfriend,” the vampire said in a condescending tone. “That is why you came back, isn’t it? To free him?”

      Arden clenched his jaw. He should have known better than to think he could fool Eric, the man who’d made him. In truth, he was the one who would never be free.

      “You get to make a choice,” Eric continued. “The ghoul or the fae. But choose wisely.”

      “No!” Dusk spat. “Don’t you dare make him do this, you coward. If you want to punish someone, kill me.”

      “And where’s the fun in that?” asked Eric. He turned to Arden, pulling a blade out of his coat. “You do remember how to use this, don’t you? I’m sure at least some of your training has withstood your transformation.”

      Arden took the knife, staring at his former Master in confusion. He only realized what the purpose of arming him was when Eric snapped his fingers and the chains around Harding’s arms fell away. Arden braced for his attack, but he realized, to his horror, that Harding was far more interested in Dusk.

      The fae was hopelessly restrained, and Arden could tell from the look of sadness and resignation in his eyes that he understood Eric’s plan perfectly.

      Harding was going to kill his old friend if Arden didn’t intervene and do the unthinkable.

      “He can’t even fight,” Arden seethed. Eric was cruel, but rarely unfair. This was beneath him.

      The vampire smirked as the ghoul tore into Dusk’s flesh. The fae didn’t scream, but Arden could feel his pain. The bond that had already formed between them called him to action.

      He knew he was playing into Eric’s hands, but he rushed Harding and barreled into the larger man with his shoulder, putting all his force into knocking the ghoul to the ground. Harding snarled like an animal and when his eyes met Arden’s, the chimera knew there was nothing left of him. Eric had done to him what he’d done to Vox, and if there was a chance for them to be saved, he knew it would be too late.

      “Arden, no!” Dusk cried.

      The pain in his voice choked the life out of Arden, not the least of all because refusing an order from his Master was a new kind of betrayal. He knew what he had to do. What Leo would command him to do if he was there, and that outweighed the pain, but it didn’t erase it.

      The regret and resignation lived in harmony within his soul as he plunged the blade into Harding’s chest and watched as the ghoul’s rage faded. Harding sank to his knees and the life left his eyes quickly, confirming Arden’s suspicion that the blade was enchanted. He swallowed hard.

      “I’m sorry, friend,” he whispered, pulling the knife from the other man’s heart.

      For a moment, or just a fraction of one, he could see the man he knew return. Maybe it was just delusion, but he thought he saw acceptance in those warm eyes, right before there was nothing.

      Harding collapsed and Arden felt all his energy drain away with the other man’s life force. Dusk’s cry of grief shook him to the core, and he found himself wishing he could go numb again. Anything not to feel…

      “Look at that,” Eric said, putting a hand on Arden’s shoulder. “Seems as though he hasn’t lost his edge after all. You should be proud, Your Majesty. A servant who’s willing to kill for his Master is invaluable.”

      “Go to hell,” Dusk seethed. When his bloodshot eyes finally landed on Eric, they were full of hatred Arden had never imagined he was capable of, not even toward his enemies.

      Eric made a tsking sound of disapproval and took the blade from Arden’s hand. He wiped it off on his shirt and replaced it in its holster. “Not very fitting language for one of the chosen, is it?”

      “Let him go,” Arden pleaded. “I’m the one who betrayed you. I chose to run.”

      For a moment, Arden was sure Eric was going to strike him. He never had. He’d been content to let others do the dirty work when it came to his Puppet’s training, but he seemed ready to do it then.

      Instead, his gaze softened and he cupped Arden’s face in his hand. “My sweet boy. You truly think he cares for you.” His grip grew tight and Eric grabbed his wrist, forcing him out in front of him. He turned his head to face Dusk, while Arden had been too ashamed to look the fae’s way before. “You’re nothing more than a charity case to him. A little bird whose wing he wanted to mend, then clip so he could keep it in. But a clipped wing and a gilded cage are the same thing, aren’t they, my Prince?”

      Dusk didn’t answer. His head was turned, his hair casting a shadow over his eyes that made them impossible to see.

      “Come,” Eric urged, dragging Arden over. He forced the chimera down on his knees before the fae. “You’re his master now. Why don’t you comfort him?”

      Dusk finally looked Arden’s way, and when he did, the disgust in his eyes made the chimera’s heart sink. He’d expected just about everyone to look at him that way. Everyone except Dusk.

      Now he knew. The fae didn’t actually see him as different. This entire time, he’d just thought it was possible to redeem him, and the moment that blade had gone into Harding’s chest, he had passed the point of no return in Dusk’s eyes.

      “Looks like a lover’s quarrel,” Eric mused. “Or perhaps the novelty of taking a killing machine to your bed has finally worn off and left behind a reality you don’t find as endearing?”

      “Shut up,” Dusk spat. “If you’re going to kill me, just get it over with, you coward. And get him out of my sight.”

      His words cut Arden to the quick, but he couldn’t bring himself to react. Even when Eric dragged him to his feet, he felt numb.

      “There,” the vampire said in a tone of false warmth as he draped an arm protectively around Arden’s shoulder. “I’m sorry it had to be this way, but you needed to see the truth.” He pulled Arden close to his chest. The moment his arms wrapped around Arden, the longing the chimera had felt for so long was sated, but in its place was something that left him feeling even more hollow. “No one will ever love you like I do. No one ever could.”

      His words settled in with the weight of reality, and Arden’s bleeding heart absorbed them like rainwater on desert ground. He knew it was the truth. The worst part was that he’d ever let himself believe otherwise.

      He could forgive Dusk for hating him. That much was understandable. What he would never forgive him for was making him think he deserved more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 31

          Leo

        

      

    

    
      Leo opened his eyes to the sight of his least favorite family member. Then again, Lavien had plenty of competition. His mother had tried to drown Leo at birth, seeing him as yet another obstacle to her beloved son’s rise to the Emperor’s throne, and Lavien’s brother, well…

      There was a reason it was forbidden to bear arms at holiday gatherings. Nothing put a damper on Rumspolt like a knife in the Achilles’ tendon.

      Lavien was sitting across from Leo on a tufted stool in front of a vanity. The room was large but comfortable. There was even a fireplace and to his dismay, Leo found himself propped up against the headboard of a bed rather than locked away in some dusty chamber.

      Given who was his captor, he decided he’d rather be in a cell.

      “I thought I smelled a whiff of entitlement and squandered potential,” he said, trying to ignore the blinding pain in his head.

      If looks could kill, the one Lavien was giving him would have been the fatal blow. “Bold words for a man in chains.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time. Dusk is pretty kinky.”

      The other elf’s face contorted in disgust. Leo knew the taunting wasn’t helping his case, but it was hard to resist. He also knew that Lavien had nursed far more than an innocent crush on him for years before he’d made it absolutely clear he had no intention of pursuing a romantic relationship with him. Even though there was no actual blood relation between them, the thought turned his stomach. The fact that he’d taken a fae as his mate was just adding insult to injury, in the other man’s eyes.

      “Imagine my surprise when Eric’s Puppet turns up stinking of your bonding scent,” he said through gritted teeth. “And the prince of the fae, no less.”

      “Don’t pretend like you bring all your indulgences to the family table,” Leo snorted. Dusk was far more than that, but the less Lavien thought he cared for him, and Arden, for that matter, the safer they would be.

      “I suppose not,” Lavien said in a dangerous tone. “But then, that doesn’t explain why he bears your mark, does it?”

      Terror and fury filled Leo’s chest. He had marked Dusk ages ago, but the brand wasn’t anywhere obvious. Even the other members of the Brotherhood didn’t know about it, which meant they had probably tortured his mate.

      And they would pay for it.

      “You never were good at hiding your true feelings,” Lavien mused. “That’s why you’re never going to be Emperor.”

      “I never wanted to be,” Leo shot back. “The power trip bullshit is all you.”

      “Is that so?” Lavien raised a blue brow. “You’re not sweeping floors in the Vale, now, are you?”

      “I have a cause. What do you have? A daddy complex and a narcissistic Master Vampire to do your bidding?”

      Lavien’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a traitor to your own kind. Your own family. I’m not surprised you’ve found a way to justify it, but it’s just you and me now, Leo.” He sat down on the edge of the bed and swept his hand down the other man’s face. “I know you better than anyone. I wonder… does your altruistic lover know what you did in the war?”

      Leo’s blood boiled, but he should have expected Lavien to bring up his past. Like the rest of their family, he was intent on using it as a prison. For decades, it had been, but Leo refused to be bound by the iron bars of his own grief—and guilt.

      “What are you going to do? Out me as a fairy fucker?” he sneered. “That would hurt your campaign for the throne, wouldn’t it? Family shame and all that.”

      “At the moment, I’m more interested in the chimera,” said Lavien. Something in his unnaturally gentle voice put Leo even more on edge. “You’ve taken him as your own.”

      “You jealous?”

      The elf’s face didn’t change, but his eyes hardened. Bluer than his hair, colder than ice. “Luckily for you, the fact that Arden is bound to you both is reason for Eric to keep you alive, and he’s nothing if not devoted to his projects,” he said bitterly. “Of course, it’s not a permanent bond, is it? He’s not marked, and you haven’t gone all the way, have you?”

      Leo was silent. Either Lavien knew the answer and was just taunting him, or he’d be giving him information he didn’t need.

      Lavien smiled sweetly. “No matter. You’re more useful to me alive, anyway.”

      “And how is that?” he asked, even though he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      “News of your betrayal will just wreck the family, and the empire is already in such a precarious position, what with Aeon and its terroristic antics,” Lavien said, standing to pour himself a glass of wine across the room. “The revelation must be handled carefully. I’m sure Arden filled you in on the terrible fate that will befall our uncle.”

      “You mean the fact that you’re trying to kill him?” Leo clarified.

      “Me?” Lavien seemed dismayed. “I’m not the one who’s working for the enemy.”

      “Last I checked, Aeon was an international organization devoted to peacekeeping.”

      “Right. Because all your assassinations and covert operations are just so peaceful,” he scoffed.

      He had a point. Leo had shed a lot of blood in the name of ending the war, but it had worked. The true fight was far from over, but while he regretted plenty of decisions in his life, joining the Brotherhood wasn’t one of them. “So what, you plan on framing me for our uncle’s death?”

      “That is one option on the table,” Lavien said, taking a small sip of wine. Leo realized once the liquid stirred and perfumed the air that it was infused with blood. He used it to fuel his magic like any other elf, but the idea of drinking it for sport had always sickened him.

      “You say that like there’s another.”

      “There is. You have the means to make an assassination quick and painless—for everyone except him, of course,” he sneered.

      “You always did like making other people do your dirty work,” Leo snorted.

      “Make no mistake, dear cousin,” Lavien said, his voice lowering dangerously. “I may not like to stain my hands with blood, but never assume that I’m incapable of it.”

      “No,” Leo sighed. “I know you aren’t. But I’m not going to take the fall for you.”

      “You don’t really have a choice. All the evidence is already there. I was inside Arden’s mind, and gathering it won’t be a challenge,” he remarked. “You’ll be blamed for his death, one way or another. You might as well be the one who pulls the trigger.”

      Leo clenched his jaw. “I’ll say one thing, you’ve come a long way from being the whiny little brat who cried to get his way. Now you’re just strong-arming and manipulating to get it.”

      Lavien smiled. “Runs in the family, don’t you think?”

      “And in return for taking the fall for you? What do I get out of the arrangement?”

      “Your life, for one thing,” he answered, folding his arms. “It won’t be long before Eric finds a way to undo the bond and when he does, you and your lover will be meeting the Chrysalus face to face very soon.”

      “You expect me to believe you’d let us both go?” Even if that were true, Leo knew Dusk wasn’t leaving without Arden any sooner than he was. Arden himself might not have realized just what he’d signed up for, but the moment he’d offered himself to the couple, they had become responsible for his well being. Being a chimera’s master wasn’t just about drawing power and submission from a willing vessel. It was a sacred oath unbroken by anything other than death.

      “I’ll even sweeten the deal,” Lavien purred. “You can take the sex bomb with you.”

      Leo frowned. “Arden?” Now he knew Lavien was joking. He had to be. “No one would let that kind of power go willingly.” He hesitated, reading the tension in Lavien’s silence. “Unless… you want Eric to yourself even more than you want the Chrysalus.”

      He knew he’d hit the mark when he saw the irritation in Lavien’s gaze. “Does it matter? Either way, you get what you want.”

      “You’re willing to give up Arden for him?” he asked in disbelief.

      Lavien walked over and unfastened the restraints behind Leopold’s back. To his amazement, the elf put a small, circular disk in his hand with a glowing orb in the very center.

      Leo didn’t have to ask to know exactly what it was. A tracer, likely to whatever implants had been embedded in Dusk and Arden once they were captured.

      “Once my informants inside the palace can confirm the kill, I’ll have my men transfer them to the border. You can pick them up from there.”

      “How do I know you’ll come through?”

      “You don’t. But you can test the tracer for yourself.”

      Leo looked down at the glowing device and pressed his fingertip to the orb’s surface. A holographic screen popped up with what seemed to be a map of the entire estate. There were two flashing green dots reasonably far apart. Leo touched the one, filled with relief when the display shifted to show an image of Dusk, still bound to a chair and sleeping but seemingly unharmed. When he touched the other, he saw Arden... and he was with Eric.

      The sight of the chimera locked in an intimate and seemingly consensual embrace with the vampire made Leo’s blood boil. There wasn’t anything sensual about the contact, but the fact that Arden was even capable of forgiving Eric after everything he’d done to him was both infuriating and disheartening.

      Not that he had expected anything different. Leo closed the screen and told himself that he would deal with Eric once Vaeyr was out of the way. He’d never had any love for his cruel uncle, but he’d never imagined he would be the one to kill him, either.

      Another decision that would haunt him for the rest of his life, he was sure, but if it kept them safe, it wasn’t one he could ever regret.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 32

          Arden

        

      

    

    
      Eric left Arden with his guards to deal with some business further down in the estate. Arden heard a whisper of the word “escape” and his heart surged hopefully, but he knew it was impossible for more than one of them to have gotten away. Given the fact that neither Leo nor Dusk would ever willingly leave each other’s side, it had to be Elan.

      Whether the vampire would return for any of them remained to be seen. Not that Arden was in a position to question anyone’s loyalty.

      It wasn’t until hours later that Eric finally returned. At first, he said nothing as he moved around the room, taking off his cloak and his cufflinks. Once he had settled in, he came over to join Arden on the edge of the bed, watching him thoughtfully for a long moment before he actually spoke.

      “It would seem the elf abandoned you as well as the Prince of the fae.”

      Arden’s heart was pounding. “Leopold?” he asked before he could help it. He couldn’t hide his disbelief.

      Leo wasn’t the type to abandon his team, let alone his mate. Arden’s heart seemed to have already shattered and ground itself into dust, but another piece somehow managed to break at the revelation.

      He had done more than offer his body to Leopold. He had offered everything, and in some ways, this abandonment felt like the one that would finally do him in. The drop in a bucket of water that was already so close to overflowing.

      Dusk hated him. Leo had left them both. Harding was dead because of him and Vox…

      Arden’s heart ached the most when he thought of the ghoul. His brother in creation. They’d both been sired by Eric and now, thanks to Arden, Vox was back under the Master Vampire’s control.

      At one point, Arden had never imagined that the love he felt for his master could ever be outweighed by another, but the rage that overtook him at the thought of Vox losing his freedom, or worse, was more than an adequate rival.

      “It seems you put your faith in the wrong masters, my dear,” Eric said softly, his voice full of gentle censure. Arden had expected him to rage, but somehow, this was worse.

      It took him a moment to restrain his emotions. He’d barely had them at one time, and now it seemed they ruled him. Eric was right. He really had fallen a great distance.

      “When are you going to put me back?” Arden finally asked.

      For the first time, Eric seemed unsure of what he meant. “Pardon?”

      “In the coffin,” Arden answered. He was surprised he hadn’t already been forcibly turned and sealed away for safekeeping. Perhaps Eric had more immediate plans for his punishment.

      Realization softened the vampire’s gaze. “I’m not going to.”

      Arden looked up in surprise, but he didn’t dare question it. He was sure Eric was just toying with him. “You’re not going to turn me back?”

      “I had considered it,” Eric admitted. “But I have come to the decision that we’ve gone too far now to go back to the way things were.”

      Arden swallowed hard. He knew what was coming next. Of course Eric wanted nothing to do with him, either. Death probably wasn’t something he would have balked at, if it weren’t for the far more painful reality that he would never see any of them again.

      Vox. Dusk. Leo. Even Elan.

      He’d failed them all. Maybe he’d get one last meeting with Harding in the afterlife. Then again, he hoped the noble warrior’s fate was a good deal more pleasant than whatever was waiting for him on the other side.

      “That brings me to what I need to ask you,” Eric said, watching him intently.

      Arden froze. Ask him? Eric had never asked him anything. His opinion didn’t matter and it never would. He was a vessel, a one-man army to be commanded, but not a person. Not in the vampire’s eyes.

      “What is it that you hope for, Arden?”

      The question seemed as absurd as everything that had transpired since Arden had left Eric’s service. It all seemed surreal, as if it might turn out to be a dream. Parts of it could have been a nightmare, if not for the soft, intimate moments that had taught him a side of himself he’d never thought existed. They had shown him a world he’d never dared to imagine.

      “I’m sorry, sir?”

      “You are a chimera,” said Eric. “By now, I’m sure you understand what that means. The potential it holds.”

      “Yes,” Arden said, his throat tightening. The realization that Eric had lied to him about his very existence still stung, but there were so many other betrayals that had him reeling, it hardly seemed like the one to dwell on. “I’m capable of becoming more than just a vampire.”

      “And what is it you wish to be?” Eric made it sound like such a simple question, but Arden knew the reason he’d asked it was anything but. “What is it you wish to become?”

      Arden hesitated, choosing his answer carefully. The truth, now that he’d had reason to think about it, was not one he could tell Eric. That although he’d spent months lamenting the loss of his immortality and strength, his new identity had grown to fit him better than the old one ever had. Like a worn-in pair of gloves that bent and stretched in all the right places.

      “What I want doesn’t matter,” Arden said quietly. It was the only acceptable answer, the only one Eric could really be after.

      “That’s a good boy,” Eric said warmly, touching his cheek. The look in his eyes was almost kind, but Arden knew so much better. There was kindness in this world, contrary to what he’d once believed, but it was never meant for him. The pity, however… that was real. “You are so lost.”

      Arden swallowed. “Yes, sir.” He couldn’t bring himself to call Eric master again. It felt like a betrayal and it had taken his heart too long to detach itself from the need to have Eric fulfill that role.

      If the vampire noticed, he wasn’t interested in splitting hairs Arden once would have been punished gravely for. “And if I gave you the opportunity to regain what you’ve lost?”

      Arden searched the vampire’s face in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve had plenty of time to do some thinking of my own since you’ve been gone,” said Eric. “I have come to the conclusion that your folly was at least partly my own fault.”

      “How do you mean, sir?”

      “You were an exquisite beast. A better killer than any vampire could hope to be,” Eric murmured, his thumb sweeping gently across Arden’s lips. The touch made him shiver with desire his body had not yet forgotten. “But you were not a vampire. That was my mistake. Treating you as if you were a machine who could be kept in a locked box and exhumed when necessary.”

      The words were closer to an apology than Arden had ever imagined he would receive, but they meant nothing. Not coming from Eric. He was stunned into silence, which Eric seemed to take as hopefulness.

      “You have needs that were not met,” he continued. “As your master, it was my responsibility to meet your every need, and in that, I have only myself to blame.”

      “What are you saying?” Arden asked, afraid to jump to the conclusion he’d once dreamed of so intently.

      “I’m saying that if you will accept the blood, I will make you more than a Puppet,” Eric answered. “You will be my consort. You will serve me both in blood and in my bed.”

      The words sent a shiver down Arden’s spine. How many years had he longed for Eric to want him the way he longed for the vampire? Yet, this victory felt hollow for reasons he couldn’t quite figure out.

      “But you’ve never wanted me that way,” he protested. He was sure he sounded like a fool, but he couldn’t think of anything else.

      Eric’s mouth quirked in amusement. “Perhaps I didn’t know what I wanted until it was taken from me. Even I am not immune to introspection.”

      Arden’s throat felt dry like sandpaper. “What about Prince Lavien?”

      “What about him?” Eric asked flippantly. “He is a means to an end. He has no reason to expect my exclusivity.”

      Arden took a deep breath. This was really happening. The thing he’d always wanted and never even dared to dream of too vividly. Eric wanted him as more than just a Puppet. He wanted him as a consort, and the realization should have been the happiest moment of his life, but it wasn’t.

      He wasn’t sure what he felt. They didn’t make words fit to describe the dizzying array of conflicting and irrational emotions he had started experiencing ever since he’d lost his mortality. He’d hoped that he’d have more of a handle on them with time, but all it had done was exhaust him.

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      Eric seemed irritated by his indecision, but he masked it well. “There’s no need. I have matters to attend to tonight, so I’ll give you until tomorrow night to consider it.”

      “If I don’t want to become a vampire again?” Arden asked. In a way, he felt even more afraid of losing his new self than he was of facing actual death.

      Eric paused to think for a moment. “Then I suppose you can always return to Lavien.”

      “What if I want to stay myself?” he finally ventured. It felt too dangerous to admit the desire that he didn’t fully understand himself, but he had to know. “As a chimera?”

      Eric had been irritated by his last question, but this one only seemed to confuse him. “What good would that do? In this state, you might as well be human.”

      “Yes,” Arden murmured. He couldn’t argue with it. After all, learning he’d been reverted to his original state had once seemed like the cruelest possible fate. There was still part of him that missed it. The thrill of shedding blood so easily. Of being feared and fearless. And yet, there was something inexplicably appealing about weakness. About vulnerability in the right hands...

      “As I said, you have a day to think it over,” Eric said, grabbing his cloak once more. “I suggest you consider it well.”

      He closed the door and left Arden with his thoughts. None of them made any sense, and his body barely felt like it was holding itself together, so he laid down and closed his eyes. With any luck, he’d dream of home.

      Of the Vale.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 33

          Elan

        

      

    

    
      Elan groaned at the sharp pain in his skull. It felt like someone had wedged a screwdriver in and pried the two halves open. His vision was blurry when he finally opened his eyes only to find himself back in the same dank, dark dungeon he’d escaped so recently.

      “Shit,” he muttered, dragging himself to his feet. He gripped the bars and reached for the sliver of bone he’d stored back in the wall.

      It was gone.

      “What the—?”

      “Back to your old habits, I see.” Eric’s smug voice echoed throughout the dungeon. He appeared in the lone shaft of light coming through the ceiling, wearing a long robe that brushed the ground. He was sneering, but he looked tired. He pulled something out of his pocket and Elan realized it was the bone between his thumb and forefinger. “Looking for this?”

      “You have to admit, it’s inventive.”

      “Yes, your ingenuity always was a cause of consternation for our father.”

      “And your mother,” added Elan.

      Eric’s eyes narrowed. “You always did enjoy blaming others for your failure to perform to expectations.”

      “Perform,” Elan laughed. “Is that what it’s called when a child is sent to murder his father’s enemies and fails to shed blood efficiently enough? Then again, you always did prefer to justify rather than intervene.”

      “They’re gone now,” Eric said coldly. “It’s just you and me. And Arabella, of course.”

      Elan’s grip on the bars tightened, trying to contain his rage at the mention of their sister. He hoped Eric was above using her as a pawn to manipulate her, but putting any faith in his blood relations had never led to anything other than grave disappointment.

      “Where is she?”

      “I knew that was at least part of the reason you came back,” he mused. “Your guilty conscience needs to be satisfied?”

      A growl rumbled in Elan’s chest.

      “You needn’t worry,” Eric continued. “She is under my care, as always. Unlike you, I never abandon my family. Not even you.”

      “Sure felt like it when I was a kid.”

      Eric shook his head solemnly. “You’re a fool if you think the fae will honor your ‘service.’”

      “Guess it’s a good thing I don’t work for the fae, then.”

      The other vampire scoffed. “Still pretending like Aeon isn’t just an extension of the Vale’s glittery totalitarianism?”

      “You and me were both brainwashed to think that,” Elan muttered. “You’re just the only one who never had the balls to question it.”

      “Or you are far more naive than you believe.”

      “What do you want?” Elan demanded. He knew there was a reason Eric was down there, even if it was only to rub something in his face. He wanted to get it over with, and hopefully glean some information about the others in the process.

      “I came to give you another chance,” said Eric. “But don’t make the mistake of thinking that my patience is limitless, even with you.”

      “No chance of that,” he snorted.

      His brother frowned.

      “So, what’s my choice?” Elan asked, slipping his arms through the bars. “Be a good boy and turn on Aeon?”

      “You know the empire is shifting. The ceasefire will last only as long as the pasty old cowards who agreed to it out of fear and complacence,” Eric said, studying his nails. “When that day comes, do you really want to be on the losing side?”

      “That’s the difference between you and me. I’ve never chosen my ‘side’ based on what was easy.”

      Eric stared impatiently. He finally turned away, opening the door at the end of the hall. “As I said, don’t make any rash decisions you’ll come to regret. I’ll return tomorrow night, and you can let me know then.”

      Elan relaxed once the door was shut, but only for a moment. He looked around the room until he saw a chunk of stone that looked close to breaking off the wall. He brought his fist down hard enough to shatter it into pieces and selected the sharpest one from the pile. It was too brittle to use in the lock, but it should serve the purpose for which he needed it, just as a similar shard had years ago.

      Kneeling down and taking a deep breath, he raised the shard above his hand and braced for the pain. Some things weren’t any easier the second time around.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 34

          ARDEN

        

      

    

    
      Arden had never chosen to become a vampire in any true sense of the word. He knew that now. His time with the Brotherhood had taught him what freedom was, if only by the absence of it. And yet, if he had been given the choice back then, he knew he would have taken it without hesitation.

      He remembered little about his human life. Just whispers of familiarity that came to him on the edges of a dream. Still, he knew that a life spent in Eric’s service was what he’d longed for.

      Now that he actually had the choice to make, it felt like the worst kind of betrayal to even wonder.

      He’d made his decision all the same.
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        * * *

      

      Sleep didn’t come easily that night. Not when Arden knew the game of life and death that was waiting on the other side. Nonetheless, he knew when he opened his eyes to a field of purple blooms, he was home.

      “Welcome back, little one,” the familiar voice said fondly. Arden looked around, but he didn’t see any sign of the Chrysalus.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m everywhere I want to be. And you are in a very unusual predicament.”

      “So you’re watching me now?”

      “I’ve always been watching you. Or should I say, watching the world through you?”

      Arden wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so he wasn’t going to bother to try. “I need a favor.”

      He heard rustling in the tall grass and turned around to find himself face to face with a small blue rabbit with glowing red eyes. The creature’s fur was a brilliant cobalt flecked with grey and he’d never seen anything like it, on Teros or in the Vale.

      “Yes?” The disembodied voice asked expectantly.

      Arden stared in disbelief. “Is that you?”

      “You seem surprised. And yet last time, you seemed unsettled looking into a mirrored reflection. I thought this form would be less disturbing.”

      “Why blue, though?”

      “Why not blue?”

      It was a fair point. Arden sighed. “If you know what’s going on, then you probably already know what I’m going to ask.”

      “Perhaps I do,” the rabbit conceded. “But ask it anyway.”

      The request hung on the tip of Arden’s tongue. Once he spoke the words out loud, even in this dream world, they would be real. There would be no taking them back.

      “I need you to help me kill my maker.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 35

          Dusk

        

      

    

    
      Dusk didn’t know how long he’d been alone in the dark room, only that it was warded against Chrysalus and there was no way out. He’d given up trying hours ago, which left him plenty of time to contemplate his mistakes and to allow the weight of Harding’s death to settle fully on his shoulders.

      Get him out of my sight.

      God, how he regretted those words. Still, even now, he wasn’t sure how he could ever face Arden again knowing what he’d done. Seeing it with his own eyes.

      Killing Vendros was different. Arden had been merely a Puppet then. A weapon in Eric’s hand with no will or utility of his own.

      Now, things were different. He was different. He was making his own choices, and because of that, Harding was gone and Dusk was still alive.

      He would have given anything to trade places with the man. Anything to have the chance to sacrifice his life for the others, but there was no going back.

      And now, Arden was back under Eric’s control. Even if Dusk found a way to escape, he knew the damage he’d done was irreparable. They’d both made choices that night that could never be undone.

      The sounds of footsteps coming from the dark hall made Dusk freeze. He listened closely, trying to sense who it was. If it was Lavien, surely he would have sensed the magic from much further away, borrowed though it was.

      Perhaps Eric was coming to finish him off. He had no doubt he would be tortured first. He had been a thorn in Ark’s side for long enough, and now, they finally had him.

      But then, what would become of Leo? And Arden, for that matter? He was sure Elan would find a way out of the estate, even if it required returning to his brother’s side, and Dusk would hold no ill will against him for it.

      He was the one who’d failed them. Some leader.

      The door opened and Dusk braced himself for whomever happened to be on the other side. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the light, but when he saw the vampire standing there, his heart leaped.

      There were so many similarities between Elan and Eric, but their eyes were the difference that mattered. Elan’s were wide as they found the fae in the darkness, adjusting quickly to the lack of light. “There you are,” he muttered, as if he’d been searching all along.

      “What are you doing here?” Dusk whispered as the vampire came over to help him up from the bed.

      “I came to get you out.” He paused, glancing around the room. “I see you got the royal treatment.”

      “I don’t understand. How did you escape again? And why are you still here?”

      Elan gave him an irritated look. “I’m not sure which to be more offended by: your lack of faith, or your lack of belief in my loyalty.”

      Dusk gave the vampire an apologetic smile and pulled him into a tight hug. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I just didn’t think I’d see any of you again.”

      “And they say you’re an optimist,” he scoffed. “Where’s Leo?”

      “He’s not with you?” Dusk’s heart plummeted.

      “No, but I checked the cell they were holding him in and he’s not there, either.”

      “Did Eric—?”

      Before Dusk could finish voicing the fearful question, Elan shook his head. “No. I was just with Eric, and trust me, if he’d done anything to Leo, he would have taken the opportunity to rub it in. Lavien is gone, too, far as I can tell.”

      “Where’s Arden?” Dusk asked, unable to hide the guilt in his voice.

      “I don’t know. I found you first,” he admitted.

      “We have to find him,” Dusk said, walking out into the hallway. There was no one around and the sheer number of hallways in the dark estate was dizzying. “Where are Eric’s chambers?”

      “What makes you think he’ll be there?”

      “Just a hunch,” Dusk muttered. He knew he’d probably pushed the chimera right back into his former master’s arms, but he would hate himself for that later. Right now, all that mattered was finding Arden. Wherever Leopold was, he would want that.

      “What happened after I blacked out?” Elan asked. “Where’s Harding?”

      Dusk stopped walking and the silence in the corridor seemed to echo inside of him. “He’s... gone,” he said stiffly.

      For a few long moments, Elan didn’t say a word. Dusk didn’t have the courage to face him, and he knew Elan had been closer to the human than anyone.

      “I’m sorry,” Dusk finally said.

      “How did it happen?” Elan’s voice was devoid of tone, but Dusk knew better than to think he didn’t care. Like most vampires, he was skilled at hiding what he felt, even around those who knew him best.

      “Eric forced Arden to choose,” Dusk answered hoarsely. “Him or me.”

      “And he chose you,” Elan murmured.

      “I’m so sorry. I wish I could go back and change things.”

      “There was nothing you could do,” Elan answered. Dusk finally dared to look up at him, surprised at the softness and pain he found in the other man’s gaze. “Harding wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.”

      “Still,” Dusk whispered, hugging himself. “When it happened, I didn’t know what to do. I was so angry that I couldn’t change it, I… I blamed him.”

      “Arden?” the vampire asked in confusion.

      All Dusk could do was nod.

      Understanding passed over Elan’s face, and he frowned ever so slightly. “We need to find him. Hopefully Eric hasn’t already turned him back.”

      Dusk kept walking, but he would have been shocked if that wasn’t already the case. He’d spent months trying to convince Arden that life as a chimera was worth leading, and now, he had pulled the rug out from underneath him for making an impossible choice. Why wouldn’t he retreat to the only life—the only true master—he had ever known?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 36

          Arden

        

      

    

    
      When Arden opened his eyes and found himself back in the bedroom Eric had left him in, he didn’t feel any different. He could still feel the whisper of Chrysalus energy settling within him, but maybe it was just the dream.

      He didn’t have long to wonder. As soon as the door opened and Eric came in, he knew the only way to find out was to go through with the plan that once would have been unconscionable to him.

      “Hello,” Eric said, looking him over as he shut the door. He was as handsome as ever, and the collar of his thick black coat was popped up to shield his neck. Arden wasn’t sure if he wore it that way as an intentional shield or just because of the same subconscious vulnerability all vampires felt, but it suited him either way.

      “Hello, Master,” Arden said, his hands folded demurely in his lap.

      “I take it you’ve had time to come to a decision?” Eric took off his coat and hung it by the door.

      “Yes, sir. I have.”

      “And what will it be?” the vampire asked impatiently.

      Arden rarely dared to meet his eyes, but this night felt like an exception. “I’m yours, Master. Whatever you wish to make of me.”

      The answer seemed to please Eric. His eyes darkened and for the first time, Arden realized there was lust in them. He approached the bed and sank down on one knee, sweeping his hand into Arden’s bone white hair.

      “That’s what I like to hear.” The vampire’s gaze softened as he cupped the other man’s face in his hand. “You really are beautiful. Especially like this. It’s almost a shame, really. I’d forgotten just how lovely you are when you’re mortal and fragile.”

      Arden managed a stiff smile, leaning into the touch he still craved in spite of himself. “Have you changed your mind about turning me, then?”

      Eric’s silken chuckle seemed to dance along his spine. “Not in the least.”

      All at once, he had Arden on his back and the chimera stopped short of gasping when the vampire’s lips met his. The kiss was all he’d dreamed of for so long, but it, too, left him feeling hollow.

      He closed his eyes, determined not to waste the moment. It seemed like the least he owed his old self, even if it confirmed that version of him was no longer in existence.

      Eric’s hand felt cool against his skin as it slipped down to his collarbone and between the folds of his robe. His heart beat a little faster and he returned the kiss, allowing Eric’s tongue to enter his mouth. The vampire tasted as seductive as he looked and sounded, and his every touch was a form of dark magic Arden was still tempted to give himself over to.

      With the weight of Eric’s lithe body on top of his own, it would be so easy to believe the lie that the vampire loved him. That he was capable of loving anyone. He certainly kissed like he was capable of love, or at least lust great enough to mimic it.

      Arden shivered as Eric swept the hair away from his neck and pinned his hands to the bed. He turned his head willingly, offering his jugular to the man who had held his fate in his hands for as long as he could remember.

      The gesture seemed to take Eric by surprise. “I only need to feed you.”

      “Please, Master,” Arden whispered, gazing up at him as he squirmed beneath the other man’s body. The first time he’d undergone transformation, it had been a clinical affair. A needle fed him Eric’s preserved blood and there had been no mutual exchange. Even though a mutual bite wasn’t necessary, it was the act that cemented the bond between most vampires and their sires, and Arden had felt the sting of rejection every day since due to its absence.

      Eric’s eyes darkened with understanding. “Alright,” he murmured, bending his head. His tongue flicked against the chimera’s prone neck and Arden held his breath until the fangs went in. It was difficult to distinguish the pleasure from the pain, and both were in such great measure. He squirmed, naturally aroused by the erotic sensation as Eric growled and began to drink his fill.

      Arden could feel the vampire’s stiff cock against his leg and Eric’s lips sealed around the punctures his fangs had made as he sucked hungrily. It occurred to him that in this moment, as contrived as the thirst made it, he was actually getting what he’d always wanted. For Eric to want him. To need him, even if it was only for a moment. Only as an object.

      When Eric’s body began to sag against him and his drinking slowed, Arden knew he had a limited window of time to determine if his plan had succeeded or merely resulted in his death. The vampire leaped off him suddenly, staggering back with wild, bloodshot eyes.

      “Your blood,” he sputtered, grasping his throat. “It’s… tainted. What have you done?”

      Arden sat up slowly, watching as Eric struggled to keep his balance. As the Chrysalus had promised, the transformation was already taking effect.

      “Don’t worry,” Arden said quietly. “It won’t be painful.”

      “You ungrateful whore,” Eric spat, sinking to one knee. “You’ve poisoned me.”

      “It’s not poison,” Arden explained, climbing off the bed to stand at the end of it. He could feel the change deep in his veins, like ice water running through them. So different from the first time. Then again, he had been forged in the fire of the damned back then. This was an entirely different transformation. “This is just what pure Chrysalus does to a creature as vile and corrupted as you.”

      The realization in Eric’s terrified gaze almost burned. Knowing that his death was the only way Vox and the others could continue to live didn’t make it feel any less like a betrayal. In a way, even as the deal he’d made with the Chrysalus elevated his body to new heights, Arden felt his soul sinking down, hopelessly entwined with his former master’s.

      A part of him would always belong to Eric, which meant they both had to die. For Eric, it would be a death of the flesh. For Arden, a death of the soul he had only just begun to realize he possessed.

      “It turned you,” the vampire realized aloud. “Into what?”

      Arden understood his confusion, but he couldn’t answer it. He’d merely told the Chrysalus he needed a way to kill Eric, and it had given him a promise--in exchange for his body. What the consequences of that choice would be, he still didn’t know. He didn’t even know if he could survive it, but that seemed low on the list of priorities.

      “It’s a little bit ironic, isn’t it?” Arden asked. “I’m the monster you created, and I have to be the one to destroy us both.”

      “You’re a fool,” Eric choked, struggling to stay upright. “Whatever they’ve promised you, whatever you think you’ll gain from doing this, it’s a lie. I’m the only one who’s ever cared for you. The only one who ever could.”

      “I know,” said Arden. He reached out to touch the vampire’s cheek and when Eric jerked away, he realized their positions were truly reversed. It didn’t make him feel powerful. Quite the opposite. Belonging to someone was what had always given him a sense of security and belonging. Without Eric, he was nothing more than a lost child. An object without a purpose.

      It was better that way. For the world, at any rate. And for the Brotherhood, which was all that really mattered.

      “Don’t fight it,” he pleaded as Eric slowly sank to the floor face-down. He stroked the vampire’s hair and this time, whether he was too weak or because he had simply given up, Eric didn’t try to pull away. “It’s just like sleeping. It’s really not so bad once you get used to it.”

      “Why?” Eric demanded, his voice weak and strained.

      Arden laid Eric’s head in his own lap and kept stroking the lush, dark curls he’d both envied and longed to touch.

      “Because you’ll never let go.”

      Rage lit up the vampire’s eyes, giving him new fight when he was so close to fading completely. “You are mine,” he seethed. “You exist for me. Because of me.”

      “I know,” Arden murmured. “I’m talking about Vox.”

      “Vox,” Eric echoed hoarsely. It took him a moment, but he finally hissed, “The ghoul?”

      “I chose you. He didn’t.”

      “And now you’ve chosen him.”

      “Yes.”

      Eric considered it in thoughtful silence. When he closed his eyes, Arden was sure he was gone, but instead, the vampire’s hand closed over his. “My sweet little fool. You always did follow him around like a puppy.”

      Arden’s eyes widened in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

      When Eric’s eyes opened, the smugness in them told Arden this was more than farewell taunting. “He was my most promising candidate. So much tenacity and focus. So much anger.”

      “I knew him?” Arden asked in disbelief.

      “Knew him?” Eric laughed, but it was faint and raspy. “You loved him. So much so that you both tried to escape together.” The vampire’s bitter smile made Arden feel sick in his very core. Even on his deathbed, Eric would find a way to be in control. To torment him, one last time. “You were captured, of course. And then, you became mine.”

      Eric touched his face, his hand colder than usual. It made Arden’s skin crawl, just like the satisfaction in his dimming eyes, but he was frozen. “You will always be mine,” he whispered. “Remember that.”

      When his hand fell away, Arden knew it was over. At least, the beginning of it was. Now, he got to live with the consequences. With knowing.

      He had destroyed everything he’d once lived for, and now he knew the truth: It was all a lie. It always had been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 37

          Elan

        

      

    

    
      Elan knew Dusk was growing more desperate with the realization that Leopold was nowhere in the estate, but when they finally found Arden, the scene they walked in on was anything other than what he’d expected.

      Eric was on the floor, lifeless by all appearances, with his head resting peacefully in Arden’s lap. The chimera didn’t look up when they came in. Instead, he sat there stroking his master’s hair dutifully, as if nothing was wrong.

      “Arden?” Dusk’s voice broke with apprehension as the fae reached out to touch him.

      Elan’s chest tightened. He had dreamed of killing his brother thousands of times. Even come close to actually doing it a few, but seeing him lying there, his skin paler than life, his face still and expressionless…

      Well, he wasn’t sure what he should be feeling, but he knew he should be feeling something. Not numbness. Not emptiness.

      Dusk’s gasp brought him back to reality. The fae jerked his hand back, as if he’d just been burned. Arden finally looked up, but the color of his once-red eyes made Elan startle the way his brother’s corpse probably should have.

      They were a soft, almost translucent violet, too vivid to be real. There was something unnaturally beautiful about them. Beautiful and haunting.

      Arden opened his mouth to speak, but his lips were white. Elan could smell the chimera’s blood as soon as he walked into the room, but there was something else toying with his senses, drowning it out. A strange but familiar essence, almost as if the air was alive. It took him a moment to realize the blood was coming from the two wounds on Arden’s neck. They hadn’t even begun to heal.

      “Is he—?” Dusk looked at Elan for guidance, and although his question remained unspoken, the vampire knew what he was asking well enough.

      “No,” Elan murmured. “He’s not a vampire.”

      Dusk sank to his knees and reached for Arden, more tentatively this time. When his hand rested on the other man’s shoulder, covered in a now bloody white robe, he didn’t seem harmed. “Arden, love,” he whispered. “Talk to me, please. What happened?”

      Arden didn’t respond right away. He kept looking at something behind them even though there was no one else in the room. “There’s too much,” he finally murmured, clutching his chest. He slumped over suddenly and Dusk barely caught him before he could collapse on top of Eric’s body.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Elan asked, horrified.

      “I don’t know,” Dusk said, lifting the smaller man into his arms. Elan had never seen him look so afraid. His eyes were wide green orbs when they met the vampire’s. “He’s burning up. I think it’s the Chrysalus… there’s so much more of it than there should be, it’s as if it’s overloading my senses.”

      That explained the strange electricity Elan had felt since walking into the room. “We have to get him out of here,” he muttered. “What about Leo?”

      “There’s no time,” Dusk said, carrying the unconscious chimera out of the room. He looked back at Eric, hesitating. “What about him?”

      “Like you said, no time. Not like there’s anything to do,” Elan muttered. He was sure that Eric would have the proper burial he didn’t deserve, but he wouldn’t be the one who gave it. Contrary to what Eric seemed to think, he owed his brother nothing.
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        * * *

      

      It was a struggle to leave the estate without going back for Harding’s body, but Elan knew that the chance it hadn’t already been destroyed was slim to none. It wouldn’t take long for Lavien to return and realize his lover was dead, and he would be a far more formidable foe than the six guards Elan had slain to escape.

      As soon as it was safe to do so, he’d left Arden and Dusk in a shed on the exterior of the property and gone back for the portal gun.

      When he returned, he breathed a sigh of relief at finding Arden and Dusk where he’d left them. The look of concern on the fae’s face suggested there hadn’t been any positive changes.

      “I got it,” Elan said, tossing the gun to Dusk.

      “Be careful,” he hissed, even though he caught it easily. He gently set the unconscious chimera aside against the wall and aimed the weapon at the floor. He cast a nervous glance at the door and it wasn’t hard to guess what he was thinking about.

      “I can stay behind. Try to find Leo.”

      “He’s not here,” Dusk murmured. He sounded certain, even though there was no way he could really know. They acted like their mating bond was as good as a psychic connection, which had never ceased to vex Elan, but now wasn’t the time to bicker about it.

      Elan walked over to gather Arden up into his arms. His body was completely limp and Dusk was right. He was burning up. It almost hurt to hold him, even through his thick robes.

      The swirling portal that formed on the floor was usually a source of anxiety for Elan, but he’d never been happier to dive in. He landed on both feet on the other side in the mission room and stepped aside so Dusk could land a second later.

      “Where should I put him?” Elan asked, still reeling from the transport. To his relief, the portal sealed shut, locking the vampire world—and Leopold—behind it.

      “The clinic,” Dusk answered, already walking past him. Elan gently placed Arden on the bed and watched as Dusk peeled the front of his robe open so he could place a cluster of electrodes against the chimera’s feverish skin. His heart rate seemed steady enough, but Elan knew that didn’t mean much. He’d had one when he was dead, too.

      “Any idea what’s wrong with him?”

      Dusk looked up, his expression somber. “There’s more Chrysalus than blood running through his veins at this point. I sensed it coming off of Eric, too.”

      “You think that’s what killed him?” Elan asked. “He overdosed on Arden’s blood?”

      “It’s possible. Without being able to ask him, there’s no way of knowing.”

      “That means it was intentional,” Elan murmured.

      Dusk watched him with a knowing gaze. “If you can’t be here, I understand.”

      The fae’s words were cordial, but there was no mistaking the threat in them, or in his posture. He would defend Arden against whatever—and whomever—he had to.

      “He did what I never had the guts to do,” Elan answered. “I’m here. For both of you.”

      Dusk nodded, looking down at the chimera. He took Arden’s hand, stroking it with affection Elan had only ever seen him offer his mate. “I don’t know what to do for him. There’s nothing physically wrong with him, other than the fever, but something’s wrong energetically. It’s like he’s changing.”

      “Changing?” Elan frowned. “Into what?”

      Dusk shook his head.

      Elan thought for a moment before he felt comfortable speaking. “I have an idea, but you’re not gonna like it.”

      “It can’t be worse than nothing, which is exactly what I have right now,” Dusk murmured. “If he was awake, I could channel the Chrysalus, but…”

      “It’s along those lines,” Elan admitted. “If you can’t bleed it out of him, what if we gave him my blood?”

      Dusk’s eyes widened. “What are you talking about?”

      “After what happened to Eric, it’s pretty damn obvious concentrated Chrysalus doesn’t mix with the energy of the damned,” Elan explained. “Maybe introducing vampire blood to his system would counteract whatever this is.”

      “Or kill him.”

      “He’s not looking too good right now,” Elan reminded him.

      Dusk hesitated, finally walking over to the cabinet across the room. He pulled out a pair of syringes and screwed the needle caps onto them. He stuck the first one into the crook of Arden’s arm and the sleeping man didn’t so much as wince.

      Elan watched curiously as Dusk brought another syringe over to him. “May I have a sample of your blood? I want to at least test this first.”

      “Knock yourself out,” Elan said, rolling up his sleeve. “Not like it’ll be the most I’ve lost today.”

      Dusk gave him a sympathetic look as he drew the blood. He rushed around the room, gathering a few more supplies before he pipetted a droplet from each sample into a small glass slide. The blood spread out across the slide as Dusk sealed it together and placed it under a microscope.

      “Well?” Elan asked after the fae had been adjusting the dials for a few minutes without an update.

      Dusk finally looked up. “You’re right,” he murmured. “The vampire blood has a dampening effect on the Chrysalus. I think it could change him back.”

      “To a vampire,” Elan warned. “That would undo everything you’ve worked for. He’d be the same soulless killing machine he was before.”

      The resolution in Dusk’s expression left no room for argument. “I made a promise to take care of him, and I already failed him once. Whatever happens, it’s on my hands. Not yours.”

      Elan nodded, walking over to the bed where Arden seemed to be sleeping so peacefully. He raised his wrist to his mouth, preferring his own fangs over the scalpel Dusk had on hand to offer him. As soon as he drew blood, he held his wrist to the chimera’s full lips. Arden’s brow furrowed, but he didn’t wake up.

      “Come on, kid,” Elan urged, gently parting Arden’s lips so the blood could trickle in. He had to massage the young man’s throat to make him swallow, but there seemed to be more life in his cheeks once he had.

      “That’s enough for now,” Dusk said, touching Elan’s forearm. He looked down at Arden, his gaze sorrowful and wanting. “Let’s see how he reacts first.”

      “You’re the boss,” Elan said, trying to ignore his own apprehension. Somehow, it seemed he’d actually gotten attached to the little shit. Unfortunately for Arden, that never ended well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 38

          Arden

        

      

    

    
      “You should never make a promise you don’t intend to keep.”

      Arden’s eyes flew open and he found himself lying in a bed of flowers. The Chrysalus blooms weren’t supposed to have thorns, and yet they dug into his arms and legs when he tried to move. Thick vines wrapped around his ankles, winding up his body and squeezing so tightly he could barely breathe.

      “Where are you?” he demanded, struggling to see over the tall stalks. The sky was a stormy dark purple that looked ominous in comparison to its usual gentle lavender. Every time the wind shifted, it sounded like snakes were slithering through the stalks.

      Up until that moment, the Chrysalus had seemed like a serene and benevolent god. He felt like the ruse had been peeled back to reveal the sinister truth beneath, and somehow, he knew its intention was to crawl underneath his skin.

      “You know the answer to that, Arden,” it purred with the breath of the wind. “You gave yourself to me. Did you think I’d wait to collect?”

      Arden strained against the strangling vines to no avail. They had his arms spread out helplessly and as the sky darkened, he felt the heavy presence growing closer.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “That’s a silly question,” it chided. “I want what you already offered me. A vessel.”

      Arden swallowed hard. “I’m already your vessel. You want control?”

      “Everything comes at a cost, and vessels strong enough to hold my consciousness don’t come along every day,” it answered. “Do you know what an angel is, little one?”

      “An angel?” he echoed in dismay, still trying to determine which direction the voice was coming from. Not that it mattered. Everything in this twilight realm seemed to be under the Chrysalus’ control. “Sure. It’s the opposite of a demon, and neither one exists.”

      The laugh that echoed through the cavernous skies made him shudder with its ethereal beauty. “An angel is merely a messenger, my love. And I’m growing tired of speaking through others.”

      “So you’re going to take my body and do what?” Arden demanded. “Are you going to hurt them?”

      “Spoken like a myopic human,” it scoffed. “Do you really think this is about your little friends?”

      “Then what?” he asked, deciding that as long as he kept it talking, he had a chance to escape.

      “I have seen the surface through your eyes,” it answered. “What should I do? Linger in this place, while my wretched children plot my enslavement?”

      “That’s why Aeon is fighting,” Arden protested. “They won’t let it happen.”

      The laugh turned shrill. “And I’m to entrust the fate of the world I created to some petulant children? All the good intentions in the world aren’t enough to redeem the surface world. Not as long as the vampires exist on it.”

      Realization shit down Arden’s spine like an icy blade. “You’re going to destroy them?”

      “You saw what your blood did to Eric. You were all too happy to destroy him.”

      “That’s different!” Arden cried. “They’re not all sick. What about the ghouls? They’re practically vampires themselves.”

      The Chrysalus’ silence told him everything he needed to know. “No!” he yelled, straining with greater force against the vines. “I won’t let you do this!”

      “And how are you going to stop me?” it challenged, its voice softening. “Theirs is a pitiful, cursed existence. It would be a mercy.”

      “That’s not for you to decide,” Arden spat. “Just because you made this world doesn’t mean you get to tear it apart!”

      “Silence,” the Chrysalus ordered. The sky was all but black and the clouds reached down like grasping hands. Arden gasped as a stream spun down from the sky, becoming a whirlwind headed straight for him. The force of the smoky clouds parted his lips and his scream was soon muffled as it billowed down his throat.

      He could feel the Chrysalus morphing, tearing him apart from the inside and rearranging all the bits and pieces. It was agony and it was beauty. It seemed to happen in an instant and it also seemed as if it would never end. The force of the smoke expanding within warred against the vines crushing him and he was certain he’d explode when an all too familiar coldness began to spread down his throat like ice water.

      The coldness drifted down to his core and through his limbs, and the smoke that had all but drained from the darkened sky seemed to freeze and expand in his lungs.

      “No!” The hissing voice seemed to come from everywhere, and from multiple sources. It rose into a grotesque choir and the sky itself split open. As soon as the vines fled and retreated into the ground, Arden took a great breath and separated the smoke caught in his lungs from the lost pillar hovering in the air.

      Before he could make sense of what had just happened, the field of flowers caved into a great crevice in the earth and he went tumbling down into a black abyss. It felt like he would fall forever when he was suddenly jolted awake on the table, grasping for the first thing he could reach.

      It just so happened to be Elan, as he realized when his eyes finally opened. The vampire was watching him with a bewildered look on his face and he reached to steady Arden as the chimera coughed and sputtered, grasping at his throat. Blood came up and sprayed from his lips, but it was the crushing pain he could still feel within his chest that had him in a panic.

      “Easy,” Elan cried, holding Arden still against his chest.

      “Arden!”

      The sound of Dusk’s voice was soothing at first, but even though the fae was looking at him in concern rather than the disgust that had been in his eyes on that stage, Arden still wanted to shrink away when Dusk took him into his arms.

      “You’re awake,” Dusk breathed, taking Arden’s face in his hands. The tenderness of his touch made no more sense than the relief in his eyes.

      Arden pushed away his own feelings of grief and shame, knowing he had to warn them. “It’s coming,” he choked, his voice as hoarse and rattling as it felt like it should be.

      Elan and Dusk exchanged a worried look. “What?” the fae asked.

      “The Chrysalus,” Arden moaned. It felt like just speaking the name gave it power. “It’s coming to destroy the surface world, and everyone in it. I gave it my body to stop Eric, but I didn’t know. I swear, I didn’t know what it wanted.”

      “Shh,” Dusk whispered, holding Arden to his chest as he stroked the chimera’s hair. The affection was the last thing he’d expected, but he automatically relaxed in spite of the fact that the devil himself was on his heels. “It’s alright. It was just a dream.”

      “No,” Arden protested, trying to pull away. “It wasn’t a dream! It tried to take over, but something stopped it.”

      Elan looked over at Dusk, frowning. “The blood?”

      Dusk hesitated. “I don’t know. Arden, you’re sure you saw the Chrysalus and you weren’t just dreaming?”

      “Yes, I—” he stopped when he realized he didn’t have any objective facts to back up his assertion. He only knew what he’d felt, and knew the terror that still had him convinced the Chrysalus was ready to break into the world through him at any moment. “It had to be real.”

      “Even if it was, you’re here now and you seem pretty in control,” Elan reasoned. It was hard to argue with the vampire’s objective assessment, even though he had more reason than anyone to be flustered.

      For the first time since waking up, Arden allowed himself to think about something other than the energy that had almost overtaken him. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, at a loss for anything else to say. “Eric is gone. I…”

      “I know,” Elan interrupted. He gave Arden a faint smile, and while it didn’t reach his eyes, it seemed genuine. “When you’re feeling better, you’re gonna have to tell me all about it.”

      Arden looked up at Dusk and realized the fae seemed more afraid for him than of him. Still, he’d never get that look out of his mind. Dusk might have regretted letting him see the truth, but that didn’t mean it had changed. “Your fever is gone,” the fae said softly, his hand pressed to Arden’s forehead. “Whatever it was, it’s over now. You’re safe.”

      Arden knew that was a lie, too, but he didn’t have the strength to argue. For the moment, the storm within him had faded to a gentle rain. “Where is Leo?” he finally asked.

      Dusk and Elan exchanged a look.

      “He’ll be back soon,” Dusk promised. “You should rest.”

      Sleep was the last thing Arden planned on doing anytime soon, but he took the blanket Elan draped around his shoulders, along with the cup of water. There was a strangely familiar taste in his mouth and it took him a moment to realize it was blood. He was all too glad to be rid of it.

      “I need to see Vox,” he insisted.

      Dusk hesitated. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Arden.”

      Elan glanced at the security screens across the room. “Speak of the devil.”

      Arden’s heart leaped as he saw the ghoul cross the screen and a moment later, the doors slid open. He waited with bated breath, but the moment those clear blue eyes met his, he knew.

      Vox was back. Whatever else had changed, that alone made everything worth it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 39

          Vox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Weeks Prior to the Turn

      

      

      “We have to go, now.”

      Green Eyes looked like a scared rabbit with his wild brown locks jutting into his pale, pretty face. He’d sounded like a broken record for the past week and a half, ever since the Headmistress had announced that their graduation was forthcoming.

      “We can’t,” Blue Eyes protested. “They’ll catch us.”

      “If we don’t leave, they’ll turn us,” Green Eyes choked, reaching for his hand. Nineteen years. They’d known each other for nineteen years, and the only name Blue knew his friend by was the one his heart spoke so clearly in the deepest of dreams. The whisper of their skin brushing in stolen kisses in the dark, the only moments that ever felt like theirs.

      It was hard to say when the spark of friendship and survival bonding had turned into something else, but Blue didn’t have a name for it either. He only knew that whatever it was, it was the only thing that made this life worth holding onto. The only thing that kept him from viewing their impending graduation as the ascension they had all been conditioned to see it as.

      Green’s fingers wound through his and the shorter young man stepped closer, lowering his forehead to Blue’s collarbone. “You’ll forget me.”

      “I would never,” Blue insisted, cradling the back of the other’s head. He smelled like flowers. He always had.

      Green looked up at him and the look in his eyes broke a heart of stone. “I’m nothing. They all know it, but you,” he whispered, his voice cracking. “You’re a chimera. I know it. They never remember.”

      “I’m not a chimera,” Blue said firmly, gripping his hand tighter. He’d once wished for it. After all, no one wanted to become a ghoul. He wasn’t sure when things had changed. All he knew was that he’d happily endure an eternity of ghoulish existence, as long as they could be together.

      The sorrow in Green’s eyes as they filled with tears told him this wasn’t the first time they’d had the same conversation in his mind. “You’ll see,” he whispered. “And when you do, it’ll be too late for it to matter.”

      Blue hesitated. What was he supposed to say to that? He looked at the crack of light visible underneath the door to the maintenance closet they’d locked themselves in. They only had a few moments between classes and they were slipping away fast. Soon, someone would come looking for them and if they were found together, they really would be separated forever.

      The Headmistress had no tolerance for coupling. She’d made an example of the last two, a boy and a girl who were barely sixteen at the time. It had been three years, but Blue could still hear their screams.

      “The Headmistress assigned me to guard the dorm tomorrow night,” Blue murmured. It was a privilege only the most promising candidates close to graduation were afforded. Blue could see through it well enough, even if the illusion was all he’d ever known. They were grooming the candidates to take authority over their peers. Separating those who were most likely to be chimeras, training them to see themselves as above the rest.

      The other young man’s eyes widened in confusion. Blue continued, “I’ll have the key card to the east wing of the laboratory. There’s a window there. The latch is broken. It’s a long shot, but if we could get out to the grounds…”

      The hope on Green’s face made the terrible risk seem worth it. Even if there was only a slim chance of success, the promise of what could be waiting on the other side was too tantalizing to continue to ignore. “Really?”

      Blue leaned down to kiss his soft lips. “Be ready. You can’t bring anything.”

      It wasn’t hard. None of them had any personal memorabilia, save for the identical sets of clothing they were issued each year. Still, he knew Green would be tempted. He’d always been a sentimental little fool.

      Before Blue could pull away, Green caught his hair up in his hands and pulled him in for a deeper kiss. There was something different about this one. Something desperate and dizzying that left him breathless and wanting more. Wanting something that wasn’t his and never could be, because they both belonged to Eric.

      “I love you.”

      The words were said with such purpose, a tremor of fear in the other candidate’s voice, as if he knew full well he was committing treason just by saying them. Love was not something any of them were permitted, nor something Blue even felt capable of understanding, but those words filled him with life all the same. They burned and ached in the most intoxicating way.

      He wanted to say them back. He did, but how could he? The flicker of disappointment in Green’s eyes faded into acceptance as he reached up and caressed Blue’s face. “I’ll be waiting,” he promised before slipping out of the room.

      Blue stared at the door, his heart still pounding. He had lost his damn mind to even be contemplating this, and Green had lost his long ago. It was a plan that was doomed to fail from the start, but no matter how he tried to convince himself, he couldn’t give it up.

      A step into hell with Green at his side felt safer than a lifetime spent where he was.
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        * * *

      

      Present Day

      

      Vox had woken up twice in his life without recollection of where he had been or what he was doing. Like the first time, he remembered the important things, at least in bits and pieces. Arden was always the largest, most crucial piece, now and then.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d awakened hooked up to a dozen different machines, either. He sat upright and tore off the wires, some attached beneath his skin.

      “Wait!” a woman in a white coat cried as he rushed for the door. He ran past her, ignoring the fact that he was wearing nothing more than his mask and a pair of cotton hospital pants. He didn’t know how he knew where Arden was, he just did.

      The last few weeks were blurry. All he remembered was preparing for Arden to go on the mission. The fear and apprehension of losing him again. Then, nothing.

      The moment he saw the chimera wearing bloodstained robes in a hospital bed across the way, he froze. The way Arden and the others were looking at him left no room to doubt that there was plenty he’d forgotten, but it didn’t matter. He rushed over to take the chimera into his arms and held him tight, the memory of their first separation still fresh in his mind.

      “Vox,” Arden choked, pulling his arms around the ghoul. He felt weak. “Do you remember?” It sounded like he was pleading.

      Vox nodded. “I remember,” he murmured, stroking the other man’s back. “I remember everything.”

      “Even before?” Arden challenged. When Vox looked down and saw the look in his eyes, he knew. Arden knew. “We were together,” he whispered. “You never told me.”

      Vox gave him a faint smile he knew would only show in his eyes. Better that way. “It’s not exactly the kind of thing you spring on someone.”

      Arden’s eyes filled with tears just like they had then. They were so much brighter. Something about him was different, aside from the violet eyes, but Vox couldn’t quite figure it out.

      “I’m so sorry,” Arden said in the same small, broken voice.

      “For what?” Vox asked in dismay.

      “For not remembering.”

      Vox leaned in, pressing his forehead against the chimera’s. For the most part, it had been so long since he’d been human that he didn’t miss it, but kissing those lips… that was something he’d never forget. Never stop wanting. “It doesn’t matter. You’re here,” he said, glancing back at Dusk and Elan, who were watching them both with great wariness. “Why do I get the feeling I missed something?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 40

          Leo

        

      

    

    
      Of all the missions Leopold had taken over the years, the one that would forever weigh on his conscience was this one. He had no love for his uncle. He knew the man’s cruelty as well as anyone. He also knew that between Vaeyr and Lavien, the empire itself was much better off as it was.

      Not that it mattered. Leopold had taken an oath to prioritize the goals of Aeon above even those of his own people, and in that regard, he had earned the moniker of traitor.

      He could live with it. He would find a way to live with this, too, as he crept into his uncle’s bedchamber and sidestepped the streams of blood trickling from the bodies of the newly dead guards on either side of the door.

      He’d brought a blade rather than a gun, both for expediency and silence. The sooner he got out of the palace, the better. It wouldn’t take long for his identity to be compromised, and from that point on, his usefulness to Aeon would be greatly diminished, but it couldn’t be helped.

      Sure enough, the man was passed out from drink with a young woman and man on either side. They both had track marks running up their arms and their veins stood out bright blue against their respectively peach- and pink-tinted complexions. Synthetic, highly concentrated Chrysalus, no doubt. The elites were never lacking in ways to turn human blood into the latest vice.

      The woman’s glazed eyes fluttered open and filled with fear when she saw Leopold. He raised a finger to his lips over the kerchief covering the bottom of his face. By the time the drugs wore off, she would think he was nothing more than a nightmarish hallucination, and she wasn’t the one he was after.

      With a single stroke of his blade, the Emperor’s throat split open like a pomegranate. Blue blood poured over his skin and his fevered eyes opened only for a moment before rolling back in his head as he coughed and sputtered.

      The woman cried out in terror and dove off the side of the bed, while the young man slept on soundly, blissfully unaware of the blood soaking into his side of the sheet.

      Leopold turned away before the final glimmer of life could leave his uncle’s eyes. There had been a time when he was kind, but that was so long ago, and it hardly seemed to matter. Family loyalty was one thing. Decency was another.

      Leopold had never claimed to possess either one.

      The journey back to Ark was an arduous one, and when Leopold was within range of the tracker, he realized it was dead. He quelled his rage only by imagining his hands around Lavien’s neck and made straight for the estate.

      What he found was nothing like what he’d expected. He’d assumed he would be walking into a trap, since Lavien had defaulted on his end of the agreement, but when he finally tracked the other elf down, he was anything but triumphant.

      Lavien was sitting on the floor, holding Eric’s lifeless body in his arms as he rocked back and forth. The cobalt tears running down his cheeks made him look like a melting painting, but there was no mistaking the hatred, or the grief, in his gaze.

      Leo took a step back, at a loss for what to do. “What happened?”

      “Your fucking whore did this,” Lavien seethed, his voice strained with pain.

      Leo reached for his blade instinctively, but Lavien made no move toward him. The elf sneered, a far more malicious act. “I’m not going to kill you. I’m going to take everything from you. Starting with them.”

      Killing Lavien was somehow more of a mental obstacle than killing Vaeyr had been, but Leopold would have done it, and without hesitation, if not for the vibrations of footsteps he could feel coming from down the hall. He knew he had seconds to escape, and if he didn’t, he would never know for sure that Dusk and Arden had made it back.

      He leaped through the window and onto the street below before taking off toward the nearest gate. Nothing about the mission had gone as planned, but if Eric was dead, their troubles were only beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 41

          Arden

        

      

    

    
      Arden didn’t remember the first time he’d turned into a vampire. It merely became the bloody incision that cut him off from everything before it. Sometimes he could still feel those memories like a phantom limb. They were the shape of Vox.

      Now he understood why the ghoul had always felt so familiar. So comforting. He was with Arden in the days of recovery that followed, as they all waited anxiously for a change that never happened.

      No one knew why Elan’s blood had failed to turn him into a vampire, even if it did seem to be keeping the Chrysalus at bay. Even Leopold, who seemed to have the answers for everything, was at a loss.

      Arden hadn’t been studied so intensely since he’d left Eric, and while the doctors always asked his permission before they ran their tests, they were no less invasive.

      It was determined, after some closed-door deliberation Arden was left out of, that he would continue to take Elan’s blood, as long as it didn’t produce any ill effects. Arden knew they didn’t fully believe his stories of ethereal flower groves and angels, but at least they weren’t leaving it to chance. That was really all he could ask.

      As far as Vox went, it was difficult to tell what he believed. The ghoul was as blank on the last several weeks as Arden was on the life they’d shared together, but somehow, it made Arden feel closer to him.

      Even if he didn’t remember that life, they had both lived it. They both understood what the other had been through, at least as much as anyone could.

      Every night, Vox held Arden until he fell asleep. The one mercy the promise of becoming a vampire again had held was the diminished need for sleep. Every time Arden closed his eyes, he was sure he’d wake up to find the Chrysalus waiting for him, but his dreams were strangely silent. If it wasn’t for the faint, unshakable feeling that it was still lurking somewhere within him, he might have thought it was just a dream, like the others seemed to.

      That night, Vox had something to attend to. He was usually the most forthcoming among the Brotherhood, but he’d been as vague about his intentions as the others were. Arden was only beginning to settle back into the idea of a life that was his own. When he’d been away, the Brotherhood’s otherworldly dwelling had felt like the only home he knew, but returning to it was not the seamless process he’d hoped.

      Something felt wrong. More aptly, he felt wrong. As if he’d left part of himself in that awful dream and taken something else in its place. Something sinister, yet patient enough to wait for him to let his guard down.

      Desperate for air and a change of scenery, Arden had used his key for the first time that night. He didn’t venture far. He was sure the fae in the Vale would look at him with the same wariness Dusk and Leo showed whenever they thought he wasn’t looking.

      The common theme in the whispers he managed to catch between their private conversations was, “he’s different.”

      How, he didn’t know. Neither did they. He just knew that whatever it was had separated him from everyone except for Vox, and even if it hadn’t, Harding’s death would have.

      The Vale was a beautiful world, even if it was too close to the Chrysalus for comfort. Not that there was any escaping the entity when it was still buried deep inside of him. Trapped, to some degree, as Leopold’s latest theory went.

      Even though Harding had been born on the surface, the final wishes he’d made known upon being sworn into the Brotherhood were to be buried in the Vale. It was an unusual request in a world where cremation was the norm, but Dusk had made sure it was honored nonetheless. Since there was no body to bury, they had settled for Harding’s uniform and the dog tags he’d earned in his early days within the human resistance.

      Arden felt like an intruder as he approached the gravesite, so he lingered on the hill above it. He stared down at the small stone cross, out of place in a sea of glimmering crystal mausoleums and markers.

      Harding would have wanted it that way. He was austere to a fault in every way but his laughter and his smile.

      “There you are.” Dusk’s voice was soft, but it felt like scolding. Arden turned around to find the fae watching him worriedly, carrying Arden’s thick wool coat. “It’s too cold for you to be out here without a jacket.”

      Arden reluctantly slipped his arms through when Dusk draped the jacket over his shoulders. “I wasn’t going to stay long.”

      Dusk watched him, his eyes darting anxiously over the chimera’s face. His expression finally softened into sadness. There were so many reasons for it and Arden didn’t have the energy to guess which one it was. He was the cause of most of them. “Can we talk?”

      “Sure,” he murmured. He’d felt this coming. He knew that Dusk was kind enough to wait until he’d healed to properly discuss the fact that he was no longer wanted, but it had to happen eventually.

      When Dusk’s hand settled on his shoulder, Arden fought the urge to lean into him the way he once had. As Dusk led him over to a bench, his heart beat faster, yet another reminder that he was far from what he’d once been.

      “How are you feeling?” the fae asked gently.

      Arden wished he’d just get it over with, but he knew that wasn’t how Dusk worked. “I’m alright. Not thirsting for blood, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Dusk smiled faintly. “No. Your DNA has certainly changed, but you’re not a vampire. That much is clear.”

      “Any theories as to what I am?” Arden asked.

      The look on Dusk’s face became troubled. “You know the answer to that as well as I do, Arden.”

      “I thought you didn’t believe in angels.”

      Dusk’s fangs scraped over his bottom lip. “It’s not that I don’t believe in them. They’ve always existed, or have been rumored to exist. When a spirit takes a living vessel, the vessel is transformed. It becomes an avatar of sorts, existing between the spiritual and material worlds.”

      “So this has happened before?”

      “Yes, but only with minor spirits,” Dusk answered. “The concept of an angel possessed by the Chrysalus… the consequences would be staggering.”

      Arden swallowed hard. Given what he knew of its plans to dominate the surface, he didn’t have high hopes that power would be easy to control. “If I’m that much of a danger, then the solution is obvious, don’t you think?”

      Dusk gave him a puzzled look. “What do you mean?”

      “You should kill me,” Arden answered. The horror on the fae’s face was the last thing he’d expected. He knew the others would protest. All except perhaps Elan, but Dusk… he knew the truth of what Arden was capable of, and all the things he would never be. “I’m sure that’s what Aeon will say when they find out, assuming they haven’t already.”

      “They haven’t,” Dusk said hoarsely. “But even if they did, we would never allow that to happen. Any of us.”

      “You’re supposed to protect this world. That’s why the Brotherhood exists. If I’m the greatest threat to it, then it shouldn’t be hard.”

      “Arden,” Dusk whispered, touching his cheek. His hand was so gentle, his touch so sweet that Arden had to fight to keep his heart from surging out to meet the other man’s the way it had. “You are a gift, not a threat.”

      “Tell that to Harding,” he muttered, pulling away.

      Dusk was silent and Arden was sure he was trying to find a way not to openly agree. They both knew it, though. Nothing would change that.

      “Harding’s death was not your fault,” he finally said, his voice low and shaken. “I’m sorry for ever making you think that it was.”

      “It was the truth,” Arden said, shrugging.

      “No,” Dusk said, turning Arden to face him. The fae was usually so serene and elegant that when he took command, reminding Arden of the true power he possessed underneath that demeanor, it always came as a surprise. “It wasn’t. It was my fault. I was supposed to protect you both, and I failed. Worse than that, I put the blame on you. I know that nothing I do or say can fix this, Arden, but I don’t want you to believe for a moment that I don’t care for you, or that I would ever let anything happen to you.”

      Arden knew Dusk was just trying to comfort him, but it was a hollow reassurance. It wasn’t dying that scared him. Not anymore. It was the possibility of what the Chrysalus might unleash with his life that left him terrified, both for the people he loved and the world they had spent their lives fighting for.

      “I understand it will take time,” Dusk said quietly. “I’m not asking you to forgive me, or to accept me as your master. I know I don’t deserve that. Please, just… let Leopold take care of you.”

      Arden’s heart beat a little faster. It was a shock that Dusk was even still thinking along those lines, but the realization that the fae didn’t want him anymore, as expected as it was, cut deep. He nodded faintly. “Okay. I guess that means you want me to stay?”

      Dusk’s face went blank with shock. “Of course we want you to stay. This is your home, Arden. You’re one of us.”

      “I haven’t even been initiated.”

      Dusk gave him a small smile, taking something out of his pocket. It was a small black box and when he opened it to reveal the silver ring inside that matched his own, Arden’s eyes widened.

      “Is that—?”

      “You’ve earned it,” Dusk said, taking the ring out of the box to place it on Arden’s right hand. “Vox is back to his old self because of you, and Eric is dead. That’s a hell of a lot more than I had to do for my initiation.”

      “Eric is dead, but so is Vaeyr,” Arden reminded him. “Now Leo’s cover is blown and Lavien will turn the vampires and the elves against us.”

      “So what else is new?” Dusk sighed.

      “When Aeon finds out about me, they’re going to blame you,” Arden warned him.

      “Then we’ll just have to make sure they don’t,” Dusk said, shrugging.

      “And how do you plan to do that?”

      “You’ll keep drinking Elan’s blood, and shedding the excess Chrysalus energy the way you normally would,” he answered. “It should be enough.”

      “And if it’s not?”

      “Then we’ll deal with that when the time comes,” Dusk said, squeezing his hand. “Together.”

      The words soothed him in a way he knew he didn’t deserve, but for the moment, Arden decided to let it be. Chaos was just over the horizon. He could feel it in his bones, but the only thing he could do now was wait for it all to break and hope that this time, when it did, he wouldn’t be picking up the pieces alone.

      

      The End. The Vale Chronicles continues shortly with Book 2, Enemy/Lover.
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