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				Running in the Dark
By Regan Summers

				Santiago, Chile

				After surviving a vampire turf war in Alaska, vampire courier Sydney Kildare is back behind the wheel and working under an assumed name in Chile. She doesn’t speak the language, doesn’t know the city and—worst of all—has to drive a crappy car.

				What she does have is Malcolm Kelly, her sort-of boyfriend and manager of the city’s vampire population. But with Malcolm preoccupied by bloodsucker business—and a gorgeous vampiress from his past—Sydney feels more alone than ever.

				But Sydney has more than her love life to worry about. She’s got vamps on her tail, mysterious deliveries that leave death in their wake, and old enemies targeting her to get to Malcolm. Turns out he’s got a history more deadly than she ever imagined, and she’ll have to use every skill in her arsenal to stay alive…

				60,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				I love October because it’s the perfect month for my favorite season: fall. I adore the sights, sounds, smells and feel of the fall season. Pumpkins and straw bales, colorful mums and burning woodsmoke. And the crisp, cool weather that’s perfect for sitting on the porch and reading a book while sipping hot apple cider.

				This month, we have an excellent variety of books perfectly suited to this very thing, starting with All He Ever Desired, Shannon Stacey’s latest Kowalski family contemporary romance. As always, Shannon delivers a captivating romance with just the right touch of light humor. Joining her in the contemporary romance category is HelenKay Dimon with Lean on Me, the second book in her trilogy. Make sure to check out her first Carina Press title, It’s Not Christmas Without You, and look for We’ll Be Home for Christmas, coming in December 2012.

				If you’re gearing up for Halloween and are in the paranormal mood, check out Regan Summers’s newest novel, Running in the Dark. Debut author Bryn Donovan offers a wonderful paranormal romance in Sole Possession, while Diana Copland’s male/male paranormal romance A Reason to Believe will haunt you long after you’ve read the last page. And joining Diana with a male/male release is L.B. Gregg and her rerelease Men of Smithfield: Seth and David.

				Fans of steampunk romance will be thrilled to see new releases from two of our favorite steampunk authors: Cindy Spencer Pape and Jenny Schwartz. Look for Moonlight & Mechanicals and Courting Trouble to release in mid-October. And as an aside, can I tell you how much I love Jenny’s series name of The Bustlepunk Chronicles? It’s a perfect fit for this series about a spunky young woman in steampunk Australia.

				I’m thrilled to welcome Val Roberts to Carina Press with her newest science-fiction romance novel, The Valmont Contingency. Val and I worked together in the past and I love her voice! And returning to us with another release in the fantasy romance genre is Karalynn Lee. If you’ve never had the pleasure of immersing yourself in one of Karalynn’s worlds, now’s the time to check out Heart of the Dragon’s Realm.

				My team is especially excited about this next book from Julie Rowe. As fans of Downton Abbey, they fell in love with the first book in her new historical romance series set during World War I, Saving the Rifleman.

				If you’re wondering where the romantic suspense is, not to worry, Kate Sherwood offers up a spine-tingling suspense, Shadow Valley. And mystery author Janis Patterson returns with her newest novel, Beaded to Death.

				To round out the month of October, we have two spicy erotic romances to tempt you. With No Reservations, Lilly Cain kicks off her new erotic series, Bad Girls Know. Last, but definitely not least, the book from Christine d’Abo’s Long Shots series I’ve been waiting for. Mouthwatering sex club owner Josh is finally going to get his own happily ever after and you don’t want to miss the mind-blowing chemistry Christine has written to get him there in Calling the Shots.

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress
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				Chapter One

				I was driving a clinking, clanging, rusted-out POS that hadn’t been new since I was in diapers. The driver’s seat boasted a rogue spring with bad intentions and the exhaust system had all the dignity of a very old, very drunk man working his way through the world’s most disgusting bucket list.

				I didn’t even care, because I was lost.

				With half my night’s deliveries still threatening the seams of my courier bag, I turned the Tercel onto yet another unmarked, unpaved road. And lurched to a stop in front of a locked metal gate.

				“Camino privado,” I muttered. The industrial area northwest of Santiago was a labyrinth of private roads. I flipped my map over and back, then rotated it sideways to align it to the actual direction the roads ran. The sign across the street was barely visible under the blinking yellow streetlight.

				I could have marked the map before I left, could have taken a red felt pen and drawn my route like a—gag—wandering tourist. But that would have made me a pretty poor excuse for a vampire courier.

				Vampires, for all their various talents, can’t use technology. Their altered energy, that strange current that keeps their undead bodies ambulatory and brains ticking, is murder on electronics. So they rely on us, human couriers who can drive all night—and during the day, when necessary—between their plush homes, swank offices and blood lounges without allowing ourselves to be tailed or corrupted. Or to get lost. I looked at my watch and felt the line between my eyebrows deepen.

				I fought the car into reverse, spun the nose toward the road and ground it into gear. I’d been in Santiago for a month, during which time I’d learned that Chilean water tastes like it was ladled out of a public pool and that I could live happily on empanadas for the rest of my life. I’d also discovered that a city ten times larger than my prior base of Anchorage, Alaska, was more than ten times harder to work in when everything was written in a language I didn’t understand. My Spanish consisted of common words and a few key phrases. Essentials such as “Where is the bathroom?” Lies to protect my real identity, like “My name is Aerin Crane.” And common business phrases: “Sign here, please” and “I’m not for biting.”

				I cruised between the darkened hulks of warehouses and faded shipping containers. The passing headlights ahead signaled a major cross street. If I reached that, I’d gone too far. My lips pressed tight together and I shook my head, willing my destination to appear.

				And, voilá, a shiver ran down my spine, one that had nothing to do with cold and everything to do with the jittery offbeat current of vampire energy. I braked, turned onto a pair of overgrown ruts with aspirations of roadness, and crept toward a long, one-story building with corrugated metal siding. What should have been a parking lot was overgrown with weeds, and the angular shapes looming in those weeds indicated trash—big metal trash. I parked forty feet from the building. Even though the car sucked, I’d rather keep my ten bucks than pay my employer to replace it. I stepped out of the car, settled my bag diagonally over my body and made sure my laminate ID and clipboard were visible. Those were the official tools of a courier.

				Unofficially, I carried a can of pepper spray the size and shape of a lighter, and a six-inch pocket knife, currently in my back pocket and the side pouch of my bag. Couriers are technically off-limits to poaching by vampires, but I’d learned my lesson on how well suckers follow rules.

				“Suba las manos, con las palmas boca arriba.” The voice, coming from the shadows stretching away from the high fence, was bored, male and dropping letters from the ends of words. I didn’t have to see him or have an academic knowledge of the Chilean dialect to know that he was lower class. My brain ran a quick translation with my limited vocabulary. Hands out, palms up. I raised my arms outward and pinched the clipboard between thumb and forefinger to comply with the order as well as I could.

				“Entrego un paquete. Es para Guillermo.” I’d given the speech close to a thousand times during the six years I ran packages in Anchorage. Saying I was making a delivery and giving up the name of the recipient was my invitation, my protection and my get-out-of-jail-free card all in one. Then one night, two vampire regimes jumped from feud to war, and I found myself stuck in the middle as they started duking it out for the territory. Laminates aren’t effective shields when suckers are on a rampage.

				I’d made serious bank as the preferred courier for Master Bronson, the head vampire in the Last Frontier. Almost enough to retire on. In the process I’d gained a reputation as the one runner in Alaska who couldn’t be corrupted. But when the bloody game of capture the flag took off, it turned out I was part of that flag. The insurgents went after the humans Bronson trusted to run his business, which included me since I delivered his messages and orders. I don’t like being a target. Thankfully, things were calmer in Santiago.

				It was, technically, another of Master Bronson’s territories. He ruled the undead here just like he did in Alaska. But while he’d been fighting off the attempted coup back home, the suckers eight thousand miles to the south thought it was a fine time to try to gobble up pieces of Bronson’s Patagonian empire.

				“Guillermo no está,” the sucker said, now right behind me. The hive leader wasn’t there. I’d heard that a lot in the last two weeks.

				Since there were no other vampires with a master’s strength in Santiago, power had splintered rather than shifting. Unaffiliated vampires—those who had been disowned or were set adrift when their makers died—formed hives together. If Bronson were here, his power would draw the orphans who sought protection and cow anybody else. But in defiance of the normal seasonal vampire migration, he’d stayed in Alaska, and the ambitious were making moves. The stronger suckers and their gangs skirmished over a few blocks here or a stake in a blood lounge there. Vampires were changing allegiances nightly.

				And Guillermo was no longer ruling this poor hive. I wouldn’t care, except I needed a signature. The package wasn’t designated His Hands Only, so Guillermo’s usurper or successor would do just fine.

				I asked for the new guy, or anyone with signature authority, then swiveled until I spotted the male I was talking to. He had two hands. Surely he was capable of signing. The vampire crept up, his energy buzzing against me like an electric razor.

				“Who is it from?” he asked through a thick accent. I tilted the clipboard and squinted at the “sender” line.

				“Goya Worldwide.” I frowned. Vampires tended to go by first name only unless there were several of them with the same name—which was surprisingly infrequent—or if they weren’t affiliated with a master. I rarely delivered anything corporate. He made a low sound, impatience or frustration, but didn’t come any closer.

				“What will you do if you cannot deliver it?”

				“Anyone can sign for—”

				“And if nobody does?”

				“Then I come back tomorrow night,” I said cheerfully, like I believed the customer was always right rather than exceedingly frustrating. “Can I put my arms down?”

				His curse was barely audible, but enough to alert me that something was off, way off. Suckers might get irritated by their deliveries the same way I get irritated by junk mail, but that doesn’t stop me from going to the post office. Power brushed against my right side and I turned on my heel as a new vampire joined us. Great, a welcoming committee instead of just one ill-mannered sucker.

				Suckers emit an almost static-electric feeling, constant rather than a shock. It’s uncomfortable, and cold, and most humans don’t feel it so much as sense there’s something not right about the person generating it.

				Thanks to dear old mom ingesting vampire blood while she was pregnant—a scientific no-no—I’m acutely sensitive to vampire power. Luckily, I can also resist them when they try to charm-slash-brainwash me.

				“You may lower them.” The female spoke English with a British accent, and as she walked into view, I lowered my head along with my arms to hide my smile.

				I dress up for a reason, baggy clothes to hide my true size, dyed hair—a phenomenal pine-green at the moment—to disguise the color, and theatrical makeup to alter my appearance. I changed it up nightly so that if I needed to bolt, I’d have a chance at getting away without being recognized. She, however, was distinctly dressed like the lovechild of Stevie Nicks and Little Red Riding Hood. There was a lot of floppy red velvet and feathered black hair going on and it didn’t appear to be a disguise.

				“Thank you, ma’am. Now, if I could just get a signature, I’ll be on my way. The delivery was scheduled for tonight, and the sender is one Goya Worldwide.”

				She smiled, but as she moved toward me I had to force myself to hold still. The male circled around, moving like a vampire should, quick and quiet. She, on the other hand, lurched, all hunched forward, arms twitchy inside her cape as if she was having trouble with her balance. The male murmured, and her eyes narrowed. She snapped at him, straightening slightly so that, in the beams of my headlights, I saw her belly, grotesquely distended. Like she was about to give birth to triplet ponies. I didn’t want to—couldn’t—imagine what she’d done to get that way, so I concentrated on the male instead.

				He was massive, barrel-chested in what looked like a threadbare gondolier’s shirt. And he had muttonchops for days. The truly impressive kind, black and really puffy. They argued, paying no attention to me, until the vampiress raised a hand and screeched a command. Despite the tattered display of power that accompanied her words, he lowered his head in submission. I almost felt bad for him, being yelled at in front of a human. She turned to me.

				“Give it to me,” she demanded, opening and closing her hand like a compulsive puppet. I offered her the clipboard, keeping my gaze above her belly but below her eyes.

				“Sign here, please.”

				She slapped the board with such force that something in my wrist popped from the effort of holding it. My right hand tripped around to my back pocket and I swallowed hard. Keep calm. Stay professional. She began panting, and heat emanated from her like she had a fever. Her eyes followed the kohl line down the center of my nose, the ribbons that arched over my brows and back down to my cheekbones.

				“Brujita, tú no sabes con quién te estás metiendo. Aquí mando yo. Dame el paquete.”

				I didn’t catch all of it, but the bravado spelled it out just fine. You don’t know who you’re messing with, you little witch. Give me the package. Blah, blah, blah.

				“All I need is a signature and you can have your…”

				She raised a hand, focused, and tried to will me to release the package. Blotches of cool power pressed against my forehead, and I stiffened in anticipation of it exploding behind my eyes. But…nothing. Her glamour—a vampire trick to temporarily alter a human’s reasoning—didn’t even make contact with my mind. She was talking the talk, all arrogant and snappy, but she clearly didn’t know what the hell she was doing.

				Not that I was going to tell her that. My top three rules of survival all used to involve not pissing off vampires, but the bastards didn’t seem to care how careful I was. Now, rule number one was that nobody could find out I couldn’t be influenced. Not vampires, not humans, not anybody.

				So here I was, running late on the night I’d promised myself I’d finally make it back to the shop on time. And then she pulled this shit. I couldn’t “obey” her glamour nor could I laugh off her feeble attempt to influence me.

				I swayed a bit to make it appear I was affected and—drama queen that she was—she raised her other hand. The cold force of her will crawled across my forehead and dipped toward my ears, dampening sound and making my teeth tingle like I’d bitten aluminum foil. According to the laws of vampire conveyance in Chile, she’d already assaulted me—the clipboard being a designated extension of the messenger. Plus she’d called me a little witch. Now she intended to crush my puny human mind like a peanut shell. My lip curled.

				I pulled the canister from my pocket, flicked the cap off and sprayed. I jogged backward, because that shit goes everywhere and my plans did not include spending the rest of the night a red-eyed mess with no control over my mucous membranes. The suckers skittered away into the dark, which would have been spooky except I could hear them coughing and gagging and scratching at their faces. I hadn’t even aimed it directly at them.

				“Last time,” I said in a tone I’d never have used with a vampire who had real power. “Somebody signs for this, or I mark it undeliverable as addressed and incinerate it.”

				Stevie Hood stomped back into the glow of the Tercel’s headlights, grabbed the board and scratched out a single name, Livia. The inside of my nose began to burn and I blinked hard as I extracted the padded envelope from my bag, double-checking the address. Livia took it, and I backed up a couple more steps as the pepper cloud wafted toward me.

				She stared at the package, turning it slowly in her hands. The blood-flush drained from her face. Maybe I’d used too much. Maybe in high enough concentrations, pepper spray was toxic to suckers, with their heightened senses.

				I’d be in so much trouble if I killed a vampire on the job.

				She looked at me and her fangs dropped. I stopped breathing. Then she turned her head, as if to call over her shoulder, and vomited a stream of blood. I leaped back with a startled yell. The other vamp darted away from the slat fence he’d been leaning on, and held Livia upright while maneuvering to avoid her line of fire. She heaved out a couple more pints, then wiped her mouth on her cape. Her shirt rode up and I nearly gagged at the sight of her belly, the veiny skin stretched so tight it was nearly translucent. Her giant gondolier picked her up and carried her to the low warehouse.

				The door slammed, then squealed as it swung back open a few inches. The blood on the ground steamed in the cool air. Creepy. I climbed into my car, set my bag on the passenger’s seat and aimed for the next address on the list. I’d expected a silent, scary entourage engaging in icy intimidation and sly attempts to deceive or seduce. I’d gotten a powerless glutton with bad fashion sense and no manners.

				They weren’t making vampires like they used to.

				* * *

				I pulled into the garage of Carla’s Mensajero y Correos at a quarter past five in the morning. Not only wasn’t I late, mine wasn’t even the last car in. I resisted the urge to squeal with joy and commando roll over the hood of the car. Yeah, my self-control is pretty stellar. Or maybe I just didn’t want to be fired for idiocy.

				Carla squinted through the window between the garage and office as she talked on the phone. Her eyes went from the car to my bag and back again, searching for a reason for me to have returned early. She was somewhere between a hard forty and mild fifty, and had converted the repair shop she’d inherited from an uncle into a low-security courier shop.

				During my interview, she alluded to having been a runner herself, but she was fairly calm and very feminine and, every once in awhile, talked down to us in a way that indicated she had no idea what happened on the streets after dark.

				She was a fair enough employer so far, though the rules in Chile were different from those in the States. Runners here worked the same number of hours—low—and earned an hourly wage, also low, with bonuses for completing express deliveries. Since I was the new girl, I got the milk run. For me, nothing was urgent, which meant nothing paid well.

				The building boasted a small, bright office and three car bays. The traps in the floor had been covered over, though the last bay—mine—still had a working lift for quick repairs that didn’t require a real garage. Which is where Mickey the wonder mechanic came in. Mickey, who was wandering toward me with worry in her big, brown eyes and a greasy rag in her small, strong hands.

				“What is wrong with the car, Aerin?” Mickey’s real name was Maricela, but only Carla called her that, and only when she was angry. She spoke excellent English, which I’d discovered when she’d handed me the keys to my car, then proceeded to describe the myriad defects. “It does not work?”

				“Running just fine.” I bit the inside of my lip to keep from grinning as I pulled the clipboard from my bag and headed for Carla. Behind me, the hood release popped.

				“Fine?” Mickey asked. “She is never fine. Why does the inside of the car smell like lemons?”

				“Olfactory camouflage,” I said. I’d slathered my clothes in oregano, aquarium water and furniture polish before coming to work. Even though Carla wasn’t big on her runners hiding their natural scents from the local vamps, I kept it up. She thought the odds of a vampire crossing a runner’s path outside of work were too low for it to be an issue. Vamps track blood best of all, but their senses are good enough that they can identify humans by scent. Evasive driving and disguises might keep humans from following me home, but suckers require a bit more effort, effort I was absolutely willing to make. Someday I might even find something that didn’t make me want to tear my clothes off and bathe in a public fountain by midnight.

				My grin slid away as Jacinta, Carla’s longest-tenured runner, glanced up at me from a battered love seat in front of bay one. “You forget something, novato?” Jace asked, swinging one long leg off the end of the couch. She had a good four inches on me, putting her somewhere around five foot ten, and was built solid. She wore her hair in a long, well-conditioned ponytail over shorn sides, and had a talent for skeletal black-and-white makeup. In a black leather bustier, she looked like a Halloween warrior princess with a pug nose.

				She also had something I wanted, the premium route. She got the best—meaning most lucrative—of Carla’s regular deliveries, as well as first choice on last-minute calls. I had a pile of scraps and no say. Of course, I was working under an assumed name and hadn’t presented any references when I applied, so I didn’t have a reputation. Yet. Tonight was step one in changing that.

				“Thought I’d knock off early and come see how the other half live.” I stepped over her leg when she wouldn’t move it. The door to bay two opened and Tilde’s white Peugeot rolled in behind me.

				Carla surged through the office door, her silky turquoise skirt swishing, her plump caramel arms pumping. “Aerin, you cannot return until you have finished the entire run. If you have trouble, you call and we figure it out. How many are left?”

				I slid the signature sheets off the clipboard and handed them over without taking my eyes off Jace, who sniffed dismissively. But not before I saw the concern in her eyes. Jace was top dog but this was a small shop, and while I hadn’t seen her drive, she seemed sloppy.

				Sloppy meant picking up a tail and leading fang-bangers or rival gangs to customers, or forgetting to switch your plates and getting jacked by punks seeking to intercept or ransom correspondence. Sloppy meant letting vampires know your weaknesses, which was the same as giving them a means to corrupt you. Sloppy meant dead, or good as.

				Jacinta was bright enough to sense her position might be at risk, so maybe she’d step up her game. Mickey wandered up, wiping at a smudge on her cheek with a rag. She peeked over Carla’s shoulder, then grinned at me.

				“Well done! Drinks are so very much on you tonight!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				“They call us witches, even though they know we’re nothing like those sangijuelas de mierda,” Jace slurred.

				“Motherfucking leeches,” Tilde translated pleasantly. Carla and the other runners defaulted to speaking English as a courtesy to me and Tilde, since she understood English far better than any of us spoke Swedish. But every once in awhile they dropped phrases that baffled my dictionary.

				I smiled my thanks and glanced around the bar. The people who quickly shifted away from my gaze weren’t a problem. Regular people didn’t tend to stare at messengers. Jace raised a finger and pointed at me

				“Are you listening?”

				“Oh, totally. This is fascinating.”

				“You know, my brother really is a witch.” She nodded to herself. “He could show them.”

				“He’s no brujo,” Carla said conspiratorially. “He was a computer hacker. Got caught by Interpol. Now he lives with his mother with a…” She set her foot on the seat of my chair and wrapped both hands around her lower leg.

				“Ankle bracelet?”

				“Sí, sí.” She clinked glasses with Jace and Tilde. They each downed a shot. Carla let out a little squeak. Jace shook her head rapidly, then tossed her head back and howled. I shifted, glancing around from beneath my lashes. Low profile, that was us. Tilde merely licked her lips. She was waifish, with a white-blond pixie cut, but she was matching Jace shot for shot. The tiny Swede could drink.

				“Why do they call us witches?” I asked around the mouth of my beer bottle. Carla rolled her eyes.

				“Not us. I am a businesswoman.” She waved her hand as though shooing off a bug. “It’s a name for messengers.”

				I narrowed my eyes. There was no way she’d ever handled a run in her life. Veterans of the job didn’t dismiss it, and those who’d tried and couldn’t cut it were either bitter or awed, never scornful.

				“The Spanish—the Catholics among them—back then believed that vampires were devils, and that any who consorted with them and lived must be enchanted. Really, it was because certain humans were in business with vampires and not giving the church a…a…”

				“A cut? A percentage?”

				“Sí. The name remained when humans began working as couriers. You were not called such things where you come from?” She asked the question lightly, but her entire body focused on me, shoulders arching forward, eyebrows rising in encouragement.

				“No.” I made a show of shaking my empty bottle, seeking a distraction. As if on cue, Mickey ejected out of the tight crowd. She landed at the table with another couple of beers and my change, which turned out to be the same bill I’d given her.

				“What, did you steal them?”

				“A man bought them for us.” She squinted toward the bar, then waved to someone. “He asked if he could speak to you. He is very polite. A gentleman.”

				I turned and caught sight of a tall, slender man with light, reddish hair. He was handsome, almost pretty, with blue eyes so bright I could see the color across the room. He sipped from a short glass of amber liquor, seemingly oblivious to the slosh of the late-night crowd. A chill ran through me and I grabbed the edge of the table to anchor myself. The population was higher in Santiago than in Anchorage, so there were more of them, but it was still a surprise every time I noticed a vampire. A lone vampire, anyway. They tended to avoid human establishments, and when they did go out, they usually went in groups. That always brought to mind images of animals on the hunt, but in reality the groupings probably had more to do with self-preservation. They might be faster and stronger, but humans outnumbered suckers thousands to one, and they weren’t exactly popular.

				This guy just looked like he was stopping off for a nightcap on his way home. He turned back to the bar and I glanced at Mickey, wondering if she had unwittingly been glamoured by the vampire. She shook her head and pointed farther to my right. A stout man with a mullet glowered imperiously back at us from over an abundance of chest hair. He winked. I choked back a laugh and jabbed the neck of my bottle into Mickey’s ribs. She whimpered dramatically and fell into Carla’s lap.

				“If he is a gentleman, then I am a fucking fairy princess.” I downed half my beer and glanced at my watch. Sunrise was just over an hour off. I hadn’t seen Malcolm in three nights, and while I had no guarantee he’d be home tonight, maybe I’d get lucky.

				I’d come to Chile with Malcolm Kelly even though I’d only known him for the equivalent of a few days. But those days had been intense, and he’d been watching over me before I even knew I was in trouble. He was resourceful, obscenely good-looking, and funny. He needed to be all those things to balance the fact that he was also a vampire—the one type of male that was off-limits to a runner.

				He also treated me better than any living man ever had.

				“Mierda.” Glass rattled when Jace slapped her hand on the table. She raised her phone and everyone leaned in to read the screen. Mickey sucked in a breath and angled her head toward me.

				“Text from her brother,” she whispered. “Two dead girls. Down in Lo Espejo. Covered in bites.”

				Around us, phones beeped and the laughter and drunken end-of-the-night banter dimmed. The fear of vampires, even though we lived alongside them, worked with them, lined up to get into their clubs, never truly went away. Stories of vampire violence were sharp reminders of this and spread fast, riding a tide of subliminal fear. The morning news would run a short segment—approved by the vampires’ PR machine—followed by the reminder that humans still killed humans far more frequently than vampires did. Elsewhere in the world, in places where suckers were not welcomed by the local government, the stories would be angry condemnations.

				Mickey raised her beer and whispered something that sounded like a prayer. Bottles and glasses rose and fell quickly. Carla exhaled sharply, shaking her head as she poured another round of shots. The volume around us rose again in hesitant steps, the voices tighter, and I could feel all eyes turning to our corner table. Brujas. Humans doing business with devils. As if the world wasn’t full of human devils as well.

				“All right, ladies.” I gathered my bag and dropped a couple bills on the table. “Have another round on me. I am off.”

				“You completed your first run with time to spare tonight,” Tilde said in her lilting accent. She stood and rounded the table, the top of her head just reaching my eyes. “That deserves a toast.”

				She raised a shot glass and smiled, pale skin crinkling around bloodshot eyes. The job was taking a toll on her. She’d only been in the country two months, but unlike me, she’d come with a recommendation from some top-shelf joint in Scandinavia. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had doctored their résumé, then been overwhelmed by the demands of the job. I raised my beer and smiled back. I had no problem going through her to get Jace’s position. I might even be doing her a service. Runners don’t just burn out. They crash, hard. Better for her to get bumped out of her spot alive and move on to a different profession, something she was capable of handling.

				“Cheers,” the ladies screeched before Jace stood on her chair and shouted for the waiter. I set my beer down and settled my bag across my body. Tilde grabbed my arm and I frowned at her until she let go.

				“You’ve driven before,” Tilde said.

				“Licensed since I was sixteen.”

				“I mean to say, this is not your first time running for vampires.” Her eyes darted, which had me looking around. The redheaded sucker was gone, the mullet man was gulping from a tankard, and a group of ten had just squeezed in through the front door. Tilde leaned closer. “It took me four weeks to finish that route before sunrise. You’re here less than two, and come in hours early. There are no shortcuts in this business. Where were you before? What happened to bring you here?”

				She sounded sympathetic, probably projecting on me whatever issues had caused her to move from Sweden to Chile, but I wasn’t about to spill. Despite being spread around the world in the cities closest to the poles, the courier community is small. It wouldn’t take much for someone with connections to form the educated—and correct—guess that I’d come from Alaska. And there was only one messenger unaccounted for up there.

				My old alias—Mary Pike—had, for all intents and purposes, died in the Last Frontier. Two people knew where I was and that I was still alive. Malcolm and Master Bronson. A nasty sucker named Richard Abel knew that I was alive, but I fervently hoped that he didn’t know where I was.

				Richard had been the violent left hand of the attempted vampire coup in Anchorage. I’d had a run-in with him while he was sliming around. I’m all for adventure, but the experience hadn’t been pleasant. To get away from him, I’d run, sacrificing my ties with the courier shop that had plucked me off the streets and turned me into a productive member of society. Innsbruck and Oester, In and Out to the runners, I&O to everybody else. I smiled every time I thought about them.

				Richard had a thing for explosives and persistence. Without Malcolm’s help and a whole lot of luck, I would have ended up a cautionary news story. Eventually Mal tracked me to Hawaii, bringing with him suspicion, news of bloodshed back home and, finally, an understanding between us. Unfortunately, Richard had followed him. We’d gotten away, far away, and I’d started working as Aerin Crane, hiding my real name—Sydney Kildare. But Richard Abel was still out there, somewhere.

				The thought of him, on top of the news of the dead girls, had my pulse jumping. But I wasn’t about to start telling sob stories, not even to a sister runner. Secrets, once spoken, can’t be bottled back up.

				“I’ve just always loved to drive,” I said lamely.

				“And how do you like the route?” Her expression was strangely intense. I smiled carefully. Admitting it was a shitty run was the same as admitting I could appreciate a better one.

				“I could do without the unmarked roads. Have a good night, Tilde.” I took two quick steps, caught a wave of drinkers headed toward a big table past the bar, and rolled out the back door. It thumped closed, shutting off the sound of revelry and replacing it with early-morning silence.

				I skirted a large trash bin, giving it a wide berth in case someone was lurking behind it, and scanned the street before stepping out of the alley. The door to the back thumped again and I resisted the urge to look over my shoulder. Tilde had been on edge, and paranoia begets paranoia. Just because someone left the bar right after me didn’t have to mean they were going to follow me.

				It didn’t have to, but in this instance it did. I jogged across the street, tilting my head toward the closed storefronts, as if window-shopping. A man stepped out of the alley, barely checking for traffic before crossing the street. He was medium height, narrow shouldered inside a trench coat, wearing an angular hat, pulled low. It was possible he wasn’t following me, but after two random turns I doubted it. I increased my pace, starting to breathe hard as I kept one eye on him, the other watching for a taxi. He kept up for a couple of minutes before he started lagging. There was an odd shuffling motion to his stride, and he soon gave up and turned onto a side street. Maybe he was hoping to snatch my purse. More likely he’d heard that couriers were wild and easy. I’d have liked to express to him my feelings on that particular urban legend. Too bad he was too slow—slow like a human.

				Those rumors about vampires…all of them are true. But not every vamp gets the same swag bag of talents. Enhanced senses, for the vast majority. Speed and strength are pretty much standard issue—something about the current of undead energy raises their physical control. After that it depends on the person they were in life, and the nature of the change. Malcolm had explained vaguely—vampires keep their specs close to their unbeating hearts—that talents generally follow lineage, the way appearances follow human genetics.

				I’d ridden with Mickey to the bar and it took a few blocks before I recognized a street name. A map of the area unrolled through my head. There was a metro station two blocks away, and a bus stop around the corner. Neither was running yet. I walked the edge of downtown, following the sleeping Micro bus route before peeling off onto a winding street packed with closed shops and cafes. They’d be opening soon, and the scent of fresh pastries baking behind one of the empty display windows tugged at my stomach. I was hungry, but there was something I wanted more than food.

				I circled the block until I caught a lull in wobbly couples and loud, merry groups heading home from after-hours clubs. I keyed my code into an unmarked black gate tucked into a recessed stone wall and walked down into a cozy parking garage, empty but for six cold cars. I unlocked a grimy white door near the elevator and stepped into a small room that had probably been a utility room in a previous life, but that Malcolm had procured and had renovated for me. It was probably the single most thoughtful present I’d ever received. The secret rest stop was close to the shop and I could sneak in, clean myself up and walk out without having to worry about people suspecting I worked with vampires and following me home. Of course, Mal had probably offered it to me because he didn’t like me coming home smelling like eau d’antivampire stink.

				Inside, the room was like something out of a James Bond movie, if Bond’s main concern was hygiene instead of armament. It was a narrow closet and bathroom combo paved in white subway tile, with four solid locks on the door. I hung my laminate and bag on a hook, doused them with air freshener, then stripped and dumped my clothes into a small, stacked washing machine. The water in the shower was tepid, and the room was chillier than that. Santiago was cold in June, a concept which just about made my brain explode.

				I washed quickly and dressed in a set of fresh clothes. I wouldn’t ever be fashionable like Malcolm, but he’d rubbed off a little bit. I now owned four shirts that weren’t T-shirts. One of them even had functioning buttons. I swiped away most of the makeup, leaving dark smudges around my eyes, and toweled off my hair. The face in the mirror was angular, sporting the last remains of the color I’d gotten in Hawaii, and smiling. The last was new.

				Through the peephole, the garage was a still life with fluorescent bulbs. A silver Volkswagen Bora sat in the middle of the lot. It was basically a Jetta, with a little get-up to the engine and just enough window tint that you’d have to get close to see inside. I tapped my key fob and the car beeped cheerfully in response. A giddy surge of anticipation filled me. Who knew the possibility of finding a vampire in your home could make you step a little lighter?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				A lot of vampires live in the suburbs. They keep their yards up, never block the street and tend to be good for property values. Our setup was a little different. We had two houses connected by an underground tunnel that allowed Malcolm to enter through a massive black Victorian on one side of the block, and me through a wood-shingled ranch on the other. This way nobody saw us together, not people who would crow about his being a vampire and make me a runner non grata, and not the people—vampire or human—who would use me to get at him.

				He had people in the Victorian, bodyguards and whatever staff was required to run Master Bronson’s South American empire, but I never saw them. Once I glimpsed a human woman dart back through the tunnel after cleaning the place. Since then I never left dirty clothes or dishes laying around.

				I pulled into the garage with ten minutes of night to spare, and knew he was there the second I stepped out of the car. I tossed my boots into the corner of the garage, trotted down the stairs to the basement and pushed open the heavy door. Long planes of dark hardwood ran the length of the floor beneath angular, ivory couches and red chairs with rounded backs. The walls were two different shades of brown, probably with names like Swooning Nutmeg and Pensive Mocha. It resembled a model home for elegant Europeans whose modus operandi was “understatement,” followed closely by “but still really fucking rich, yo.”

				Pillar candles burned on glass plates, the light reflecting off of opalescent stones. Another sign that Malcolm was in. I grinned, my stomach unclenching for the first time in hours, and dropped my bag. I was dying to talk to someone.

				His books lined almost an entire wall, and my Spanish-verbs dictionary sat on the coffee table, festooned with red flags. This wasn’t like any house I’d ever envisioned living in, but it felt like home when he was there. It also, my salivary glands noticed, smelled like takeout.

				“Don’t come in here,” Malcolm called from around the corner. Something clattered in the sink.

				“Are you not decent?” I slipped toward the kitchen, hoping he was really, really indecent. He met me in the arched doorway—clothed—holding out a giant glass containing a half inch of red wine. So much for trying to sneak up on a vampire.

				“Ooh, tell me you stomped the grapes yourself.”

				“I did, but I kept my shoes on, so you’ll have to drink around the gravel. Apologies.” The skin around his dark, deep-set eyes crinkled, and his lips pursed slightly as he tried not to smile. He’d toned down his appearance when I first met him, passing for a human. He still did it when it was just the two of us, moving a little slower, making himself appear a little worn around the edges. Blending with me.

				I swirled the glass, peering at him over the rim as I inhaled. Look at Syd, being all fancy. He lost his battle against the smile, and it was all I could do not to sigh and fan myself. Or tear both our clothes off.

				Malcolm felt different to me than other vampires. I caught bits of his moods, and absorbed his energy like heat. Sometimes barely there, other times almost scalding. I hoped this could be an “other time.” The candlelight lit the faint auburn shading in his rich, brown hair.

				My gaze drifted lower, to his throat revealed by the unbuttoned collar of a white dress shirt, the curve of broad shoulders stretching the soft fabric, the splattered orange stain across his flat stomach.

				I pointed. “What is that?”

				He swore, and proceeded to unbutton his shirt. “I must have spilled something. Are you hungry? There’s food.”

				“Mmm-hmm.” I was going to start throwing food on him all the time.

				I stepped forward and stroked his bare chest, letting my fingers drift until they caught on the waist of his pants. His arms wrapped around me, thick and hard and infinitely careful. And then his mouth met mine, a soft press that grew more insistent until I parted my lips for him.

				The warm, jittery sensation of his power lit off, coursing over my skin like fluid. I moaned softly and Malcolm drew back, one hand closing on mine to right the wine glass I’d nearly dropped. He smiled oddly at it.

				“I cooked for you.”

				I blinked a couple of times. “You did what now?”

				He pulled me toward the kitchen, a cavernous room with miles of granite. So far, I’d used it to make Pop-Tarts and coffee—both imported, since Pop-Tarts were foreign delicacies and Chilean coffee was instant and therefore wretched—and I couldn’t remember him ever doing anything in it. He picked me up and set me on the counter in an easy move that should have required at least a passing semblance of effort.

				Since we arrived in South America, Malcolm had been everything I’d hoped for. Attentive. Considerate. Respectful. Those last two were as foreign to me as the language. He was also uniquely helpful. We’d spent two full nights reviewing maps before he was required to work, and he’d shown me where I was likely to find vampires if they weren’t at home. Not all of their businesses were commonly known to humans, but they were all supposed to be registered with the local master. Malcolm being Bronson’s designated proxy manager was a serious bonus for me.

				“Hey, what happened in Lo Espejo tonight?” I asked. “Something about two women?” His face went blank and I blew out a breath. “You need to act surprised if you want me to think you don’t have a clue, not shut down like you’ve got something to hide.”

				His eyelids lowered into what looked like a sleepy expression, except he did it to hide the golden glow rising in the depths of his eyes. It was one of the strangest parts of undeath, the bright hues that lurked like marsh gases in a vampire’s eyes. I’d seen a human reduced to a sobbing mess from a glimpse at the drifting light, as if that was somehow more menacing than the fangs. The longer Malcolm hid it, the brighter he cast when his control slipped, and his control wasn’t great tonight. He rubbed his forehead.

				“A guy followed one of his feeders home and…lost it. Attacked her and her roommate.”

				“Was it bad?”

				He gazed at me from beneath his lashes, expression dark, energy rolling off of him. I grimaced. “And you had to do something about it?”

				“We’ll hold him in custody until Bronson receives word and orders his execution, which he will. It was…” He shook his head and started to turn away. I caught his shoulder. He could have escaped even if I’d grabbed him with both arms, but he permitted himself to be turned back.

				“If you want to talk…”

				“You don’t need to hear about it.” He shrugged, but the tension didn’t leave him. “The police thought it had to be multiple assailants, there were so many strike marks.”

				“You saw them?” Malcolm wasn’t hard like so many vampires. I’d seen him fight, seen him strike with the intent to kill, though only in self-defense. And to defend me. But he wasn’t unfeeling and I hated that he had to deal with such things.

				“Yeah.” He bit the word off. “Then I had to explain to the police and a senator that this was a single bad seed, convince them every hive in the country isn’t about to erupt in similar violence. And because humans found them…found the scene first, because it was public, we had to bring the maker in for discipline.”

				Vampire discipline. I shuddered and stroked his cheek, let my hand drop to rest on his neck. Mal owed service to Master Bronson, and Bronson chose to remain in Alaska, dug in through the summer as he oversaw the fortification of the richest of his holdings. He should have migrated down here with the change in seasons, demonstrating to the local vampires he was still in charge. Maybe if he’d been here, with his bone-rattling power, the rogue vampire’s maker would have acted sooner to corral his charge. Instead Bronson had summoned most of his troops to Alaska and decreed Malcolm his stand-in. All the responsibility, all the authority, but with far less power in an unstable place.

				“It’s not fair,” I murmured.

				“When is existence ever fair, Syd? You deal with things as they come, hope to find a few moments that make each night worthwhile.” The brilliance of his eyes faded. He wrapped his hand around mine, lifted the glass and took a long sip, then swallowed. His hand slid up my arm, over my shoulder and covered my eyes. I shivered when he kissed me again.

				“What do you taste?” he asked after a moment.

				“Not sure. Again, please.” Another sip. I kept my eyes closed, and jumped when his mouth met mine. He pulled back and I licked my lips.

				“Coffee. Pepper. A berry of some sort, almost overripe.” And Malcolm. He lowered his hand.

				“Blackberry.” He stroked the outside of my knee. “It’s an Almaviva, local.”

				“I like this game. Let’s play all day.” A leisurely dinner, followed by an opposite-of-leisurely morning in bed, sounded fantastic. He shook his head, his face darkening, and turned away to open the stove.

				“I can’t stay. How was your work?”

				I didn’t have to see any dead people, so better than his. The readout on the stovetop flashed an error message. “Are you sure you should be using appliances?” I asked, swinging my legs and sipping the wine. It didn’t taste quite as good without him involved. “Work was fine. I need to get Carla to do something about the car. Like retire it to pasture, or take it out back and shoot it.”

				“We could get you something better. What was that Mercedes you liked?”

				“The CL? That would be perfect if I was a CEO who bought small islands with my petty cash.” I tensed up. The Tercel was fine. It drove well enough and nobody paid attention to it unless the muffler was misbehaving. And besides… “How would I explain that? Showing up in a hundred-and-fifty-thousand-dollar car?”

				“Say a relative died and you inherited it.”

				“People who drive cars like that are probably buried in them.” I managed to keep the irritation out of my voice and took a long drink until I’d mastered my expression. He wanted me to have nice things and didn’t see any reason why I shouldn’t. That was very vampire of him. It was a simple existence. You saw something you wanted, you took it.

				I traced a striation in the granite and chewed my lip. He wasn’t trying to buy me—not that I was for sale. I’d supported myself since I left home at fifteen, and while there had been some desperate times, I wasn’t about to jump on the luxuries he offhandedly suggested. I could have made do with some scrubby studio apartment, but he’d wanted me here and, as far as I could tell, this conjoined-house business was his due as Master Bronson’s proxy. But I had to draw the line before he started plying me with gifts and thinking that was an acceptable alternative to spending time with me.

				“You really have to go?”

				“I’ve got a nest that just lost its maker. They’re being petitioned for takeover by another group, and they’re clueless. Complete recluses. They don’t walk human streets and have no idea how to take care of themselves.” He ran a hand through his hair, then rested it on the back of his neck. “This place is a mess. It was already frayed before Bronson left, and now it’s full of half-wits with…delusions.”

				“Of grandeur?”

				“Something like that.”

				He didn’t sound overly concerned, but he was staying the day less frequently, and when he did he worked, scowling through a steady flow of correspondence and reports. He was trying so hard to keep things running, to enforce the rules, because if he didn’t, the gang problems would erupt into a full-scale war. Bronson had always intimidated me, so I’d kept quiet around him and never had a problem. I’d even kind of respected him. Now, from thousands of miles away, he was starting to irritate me.

				“I tried to keep this warm but the stove died. A couple of times.” Malcolm set a skillet on the counter, then we both watched as he peeled his hand off the handle.

				“I’d call that pretty damn warm.” I scrunched my nose up as he flexed his hand, his mouth tight. “Not into oven mitts?”

				“They don’t go with these pants.” Pants which probably cost a thousand dollars, and clung to his hips and stretched across his thighs just so. His eyebrows rose when he caught me watching him. Busted. “It’s paella. You liked that, didn’t you?”

				“Hell, yes.”

				He turned back to the pan and I pressed my fingers against my mouth to keep from making a cutesy awwww sound. Vampires didn’t care about food, and they certainly didn’t cook for humans. Yet here he was, cooking and—he pulled a bowl down from a shelf—serving me dinner. I’d take that over a thousand Mercedeses, except for maybe a vintage 300 SL.

				He presented me with a bright pile of rice, shrimp and vegetables in a small, ovoid bowl. This wasn’t my first boyfriend, drinking canned beer at a kitchen table littered with pizza boxes, scales and baggies. It wasn’t me, just a year before, eating takeout while standing at my sink with my boots still on. No. I was sitting in the cozy bottom of an urban mansion while a shirtless, hot man fed me gourmet food he’d made himself. Any second the stainless-steel fridge was going to open up, revealing a choir of angels.

				Malcolm stepped between my knees and raised a fork, and I would have pinched myself, but I didn’t want to wake up.

				“Open.” He grinned, his one dimple flashing.

				I took a bite, then froze. Paella was savory. Complex. Edible. My tongue suggested that the faster I get rid of whatever was in my mouth, the better. I made a low, panicked noise as my gag reflex agreed with my tongue. Malcolm’s smile widened before disappearing abruptly.

				“Sydney?”

				I chewed twice. The rice crunched between my teeth, and my eyes watered as cayenne and black pepper filled my head with heat. Awful, unwelcome, somehow bitter heat. I choked it down, then spilled wine from the corners of my mouth as I drank as fast as I could.

				“Is it bad?” He looked back and forth between the pan and the bowl.

				“I think the stove committed suicide because it didn’t want to be party to that…that…abomination.” I pushed him back and hopped off the counter, heading straight for the decanter breathing on the far side of the kitchen. While I wanted to drink directly from it, I managed to pour a little wine before I downed that.

				“I thought you liked paella.”

				“I do. That wasn’t…that wasn’t food! Did you taste it?”

				He shrugged, staring at the bowl. “It seemed right.”

				“Seemed?” I started laughing as tears squirted from my eyes. “I’m just going to throw this out there.” I gestured back and forth between us, which Malcolm took as an invitation to move toward me. “We, our two kinds, might have slightly different palates.”

				I turned my head away, play-pushing at him as he leaned down. “No. Don’t kiss me. I wouldn’t wish this taste on my worst enemy.”

				His face lit with mischief. “I will kiss you, and you will like it.”

				He dipped his head until his lips met my neck, followed by his clever tongue. My hands shot into his hair and one leg wound around his, pulling him against me. I did like it and, judging by the prominence of his reaction, so did he. Maybe bad paella sex was the undiscovered successor to make-up sex. His hands clenched on my hips, but instead of pulling me closer, he pushed me slightly away.

				“I have to go,” he murmured in my ear. “This damn job. I wish I could stay.”

				“Sure,” I breathed, not releasing him.

				“You’ll be careful?”

				“When am I not careful?” I raked a hand down his chest and leaned my head back. I only meant to look at him, but the second my throat was exposed one large hand fisted in my short hair. The other pressed hard into my lower back and a cold jolt rushed up my spine.

				His fangs lengthened, sliding hard and wet against the skin of my neck. I breathed shallowly and started building a slow mental list of the defects of the Tercel, doing my very best to fade away and allow him to control himself. He made a low frustrated noise, then brushed one fang back and forth against my pulse point. The tip pressed against my skin, and I flinched.

				And then he was gone.

				I staggered back, bumping hard against the counter. At the rear of the house, a door slammed. I let out the breath I was holding, walked to the sink and rubbed my hands together under a stream of cold water. In the mirror, outlined with delicate ivy leaves in a stylized imitation of the window an aboveground kitchen would have, my reflection was pale. I turned my head and ran my fingers over the small, red mark on my neck. It wasn’t much, like I’d scratched at it or a mosquito had bitten me.

				My brain calmly reminded me that Malcolm didn’t bite me, and my heart—fluttering in a bad way—offered up a single rebuttal. Not yet. He’d been a little off when I arrived, and not because we hadn’t seen each other for a few days. I was late and he’d waited for me. He’d kept waiting when he probably should have been off feeding. Maybe I should tell him that I wouldn’t mind if he kept blood around the house. Of course, that meant I’d live in a house stocked with blood, and worse, that we’d have to talk about it.

				I filled my glass with wine and climbed into an oversized butter-soft chair. The walls made creaky little house sounds around me, but otherwise the place was silent. I had no lover. No dinner. Nobody to talk to. God, I was a lost dog away from being the main character in a country song.

				My fingers itched for my phone, safe in my car. I wanted to call Innsbruck and Oester, regardless of what time it was back in Anchorage. To argue routes with McHenry while he tried to calculate payroll. To gossip with Rogers and ask how many ice-parkour runs he’d managed during the winter. If he’d broken anything snowboarding. If he was pining for some new and inappropriate girl. To tell them what I’d been up to and see how they’d react to news of their grizzled vet shacking up with a vampire. Probably not well.

				Not that it mattered. Calling home was tantamount to shooting off a flare gun. Master Bronson still had a mole in his organization, and I&O worked alongside him, the sole courier in the small city. Calling home equaled suicide, and I’d always been a “die another day” kind of girl.

				I fetched my iPod from the car, settled back into the chair and cycled up my Spanish immersion podcast. An overly chipper woman with endless black hair stared at me expectantly. Might as well learn something useful while I had the time.

				“Buenos dias, Carmen.” I saluted her with the glass as she assured me we’d have a great time finding la biblioteca. I glanced sidelong into the darkened kitchen.

				Yeah, Malcolm was everything I’d hoped for.

				Everything but here.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				“You just got some luck,” Jace called out as she leaned on her hood with tented fingers and eased it closed. “La rubia got herself…” She yelled a question at Carla through the open door to the office. My mind cycled through things the blonde could have gotten herself. Killed. A speeding ticket. A pet dog.

				“Drunk,” Carla said, bustling into the garage in a red leather skirt and satiny gold blouse. “La niña is smaller than a…a piece of grass, tries to drink along with Jacinta. Es tonta, pero esto es una suerte para ti.” Yeah, Tilde’s state certainly was good luck for me.

				She tossed a rolled-up sheet of paper to me. I caught it with one hand and snapped the rubber band off.

				Some of the listed names I’d picked up in the shop or from talking with Malcolm. There were no small fish like Livia in sight, and the list fit on a single page. I fought back a grin. It was Tilde’s route, all same-night deliveries and a couple of handwritten add-ons.

				“Hells, yeah,” I muttered.

				“Aerin,” Jace said, dropping a heavy hand on my shoulder and grinning through her skull makeup. “Check it. Heard from a runner at Perralta’s shop that they’ve had two dead-enders this week. On their regular maps. You know what I am saying?”

				“Bodies?” I tried to sound casual, as if I stumbled upon dead people all the time, but my stomach soured at the thought. Malcolm was dealing with this too, no doubt. Rogue vamps chewing up their feeders, dead-enders and a headless nest of recluses, and he’d still tried to make me dinner. I fought down a small smile and refocused on Jace just in time to be patronized.

				“Sí. If you have any trouble, call for tia Jacinta. I’ll take care of the scary runs. Maybe I’ll even split the money with you.”

				I plucked her hand off my shoulder and dropped it. “The day I split my earnings with you is the day—”

				“Take it to the streets,” Carla said, handing Jace a stack of signature slips. The boss scowled at me and tilted her head toward the door. I followed her into her office.

				“I divided Tilde’s jobs for the night between you two. Prove to me I didn’t make a mistake.” She closed and locked the door to the garage, then opened a second door, heavy, metal, with two locks on the inside. An off-line desktop computer hummed away in the dusty closet.

				In the garage, Jace started her car and backed out. She winked through the open window. I blew her a kiss off the end of my middle finger. No doubt she’d gotten the more valuable of the jobs, but this was an opportunity. If there was one thing I’d learned in life, it was to grab opportunities and throttle the shit out of them before someone comes along and steals them.

				“I like you, Aerin,” Carla said. “I think you might be good at this job. But do not start a fight with Jace. You cannot win.”

				“I don’t know, Carla. Challenges bring out the best in me.”

				“Idiota. You have ten minutes to pull locations from the maps.”

				“I can only hope that someday I will be as good as Jace,” I said piously before shutting the door on Carla’s irritation. I matched the locations to the deliveries, plotted primary, secondary and oh-shit routes, and tried not to think about walking up to a new haunt only to find a body.

				Four dead humans in one week. I should have asked what condition the bodies were in, and why these latest hadn’t made the news. Unless the Perraltas were spreading rumors just to shake the rest of us up.

				Outside the closet the phone rang and Carla snapped out a greeting. I closed my eyes and ran the routes in my head, sliding my teeth together. There were a lot of gray spots, and I wasn’t certain the maps were current. Some of the roads around the city were in such disrepair, they were almost undriveable. Others… Carla’s voice wound tighter and louder until I opened my eyes and leaned toward door.

				The phone crashed into its cradle. Carla muttered a single curse before the office fell silent. Through the barrier of the door and the language, I couldn’t tell if she was talking to her significant other or a mail forwarder, but she sounded unhappy. Running a little shop in a city full of leering competitors had to suck. Which was why I’d never go into management. That, and because I’d probably have a mutiny by the third night.

				I powered down the computer and slipped out while Carla banged away at her keyboard. At least the higher-end vamps were considerate enough to live on roads with things like signs and multiple means of approach.

				Things were looking up.

				The first two deliveries were small, a handful of thin envelopes each. The vampires were cold and calm, barely acknowledging me, and my clipboard practically made a ka-ching noise as I drove away from them. The third was a challenge. Señor Vega was not at his upscale penthouse, with its view of the entire Santiago bowl, and his primary residence was in the foothills east of the city. I wound my way past large cookie-cutter houses to a series of compounds set back from the road. The car whined pitifully as the road grew steeper, setting me apart even farther from the smattering of luxury vehicles that rumbled past.

				I pulled into a circular drive and leaned over the wheel, squinting at the square structure—possibly a garage—with a larger building lurking behind. It was chilly in the hills, that humid kind of cold that seeps into your muscles and sets your nose dripping. I zipped my jacket and flipped my laminate out. My bag bumped reassuringly against my hip and I held the clipboard out as I walked toward the house. The lights on the outside of the garage building raised the wavering silhouette of a courier beside me.

				A black limousine purred idly in front of the house, a shadow of a driver visible through the dark tint. It had fat tires and a low, square profile and probably weighed fifteen hundred pounds more than a human model. The low vibration it gave off spoke of strength, and called to me on a primitive level. Vampires ruined normal vehicles, but they occasionally traveled in these enhanced cars, full of steel and some kind of insulation that kept them from disrupting the electronics. I wouldn’t mind getting behind the wheel of one of those babies someday, just to see what a V-12 feels like.

				A ten-foot-tall door swung open in front of me. The sucker who came through it was bald, mean looking and disconcertingly dressed in a short-sleeved, pastel argyle sweater.

				“Tengo un paquete para Señor Vega,” I said, hoping he would hear my wretched accent and speak slowly. His brown eyes narrowed on the eyeliner spiderweb veiling the top half of my face. His arm rose slowly; then his hand flicked out and I realized he was gesturing for me to enter. The door banged closed when he followed me in.

				Two young wine-palm trees flanked the door, and I stopped sharp at the sight of three more vampire guards just beyond them. Light rolled through their eyes like multicolored headlights through dense fog, and their energy ricocheted off the high walls. I swallowed and made a show of looking around. It wasn’t a building so much as a courtyard. The doors I’d come through, as well as the ornate metal set facing me, were large enough to drive a Hummer through. The ground was stone—blues, greens and reds set in a circular pattern that darkened toward the center. The guard behind me pointed over my shoulder, silently herding me to my right, past more trees and a merry fountain. It would have been a pleasant place if it hadn’t felt as if everyone inside of it was waiting for shit to go down. We stopped in front of a Dutch door, the top half ajar.

				I hoped that this Señor Vega didn’t have a temper. He wasn’t a master, but he must have been powerful to have such a sweet setup and multiple, capable-looking guards. Master Bronson had a temper. I’d never directly experienced it, but I’d seen his people when he was in a snit. They acted a lot like this, and on nights when they were keyed up, bad things happened. Blood lounges were turned inside out. Punishments were meted out to disappointing members of the community with that detached sadism that vampires were so good at. Nervous couriers wet themselves in elaborate courtyards. Okay, that had never happened, but we don’t have a lot of courtyards in Alaska.

				The half door swung the rest of the way open and a slender, greasy-haired vampire leaned out, his eyes dancing from person to person. Vamps come in all shapes and sizes and, more importantly, abilities. This one looked like he could smell anxiety, and that he liked it.

				He unlatched the bottom half of the door and strutted out, his pelvis somehow moving slightly ahead of the rest of his body. I didn’t roll my eyes. I didn’t snort. I didn’t do anything except repeat the delivery line. Because I am a goddamn professional.

				“I am Lalo,” he said, his eyes fixing on my chest. “And you are new.” I was endlessly glad I was wearing my coat. He flicked his hand and I held up my laminate. He shook his head and pointed higher, toward my zipper. Shit.

				“Take it off.” He smirked, the expression saturating his words. “Muestranos lo que tienes.”

				He wanted to search me. It was within their rights, and the new kid always gets a hard time. I’d been questioned to the point of interrogation, patted down, and made to wait for hours. Of course, that had been in Anchorage, where I was part of the only shop in town—and therefore treated with some instant respect—and where I’d spoken the language. Unlike Livia and Muttonchops, these boys knew security, which meant I might soon find myself in a bad position. I couldn’t give the right answer if I couldn’t understand the question.

				“Bueno,” I said with forced cheerfulness. I dragged the zipper slowly, pulled back one side of the coat and shrugged out of it, then transferred the clipboard to my other hand and repeated the gesture. My coat fell to the ground.

				The vamp behind Lalo stared at the back of the weasel’s greasy head with a flat expression on his face. It was that poker-face thing suckers do when they’re hiding their reactions, and whatever this guy felt for Lalo, it was strong, and it wasn’t positive. Interesting.

				“Turn,” Lalo said. I kept my mouth clamped shut and turned, but only got a hundred and eighty degrees before he said, “Stop.”

				I was face to burly shoulder with the stoic guard who’d brought me in. The dude was massive, but that I didn’t mind. What I did mind was shifty little Lalo behind me. He moved closer and the cold prickles of his energy made goose bumps rise along my arms. His breath heated the back of my neck.

				“These clothing…they is too large. Move your hands onto your head.” His hand brushed my side between my underarm and ribs, right at the level with my bra strap. One of the males murmured something, but fell silent when Lalo snapped back a response. So that’s how it was going to be. I bit the inside of my cheek and raised my arms, trying to go to my happy place. Of course, right then my happy place consisted of a room in which Lalo was encased in cement from the thighs down and every woman he’d ever encountered got to throw darts at him for all eternity. It wasn’t happy for everyone.

				Voices sounded from farther back in the house and the vampires stirred. Their energy rose, slithered over me like snakes. I shivered, and Lalo’s hand slid up my back, then bit down on my shoulder. At the other end of the courtyard, the double doors leading to the house flew open. A man backed out, hunched forward, his arms out and gesturing in a way that matched the pleading quality of his voice. The vampires around me zeroed in on him. Had they been dogs, they would have pointed as their hackles had risen. That, if I’d had to guess, was Señor Vega. And they did not like to see him bowing.

				A shadow crossed the space between the sets of doors and went outside. The fleeting afterimage in my eyes indicated a vampire, male and carrying a large box. God, but they could move fast when they weren’t trying to blend with humans.

				The vampires froze as a female stepped into the courtyard, stopping just outside the doorway as she scanned the place. Even across the twenty feet dividing us, I could see she was gorgeous. Tall and dark in loose black trousers and a fitted ivory turtleneck, her black hair was shaved close to her scalp. She had round cheeks, a red rosebud of a mouth and moved like a hunter who could bench-press a Buick.

				Her dark eyes fastened on me and an orange spark flickered in them. I must have flinched, because Lalo’s fingers dug in harder. Vega’s voice rose. His attention wasn’t on her, but rather back inside the house. The female’s eyes remained on me as she opened her mouth.

				And then Malcolm walked out. His expression was passive, his stride long and sure as if he were just walking down the street instead of past a supplicating vampire. He wasn’t strictly normal though. His hair was slicked back and he wore a floor-length black coat with some kind of feathery mantle that extended sharply upward. Like he’d decided he needed to go Goth and start wearing more raven. I tilted my head to the side, following the flapping lapels until my eyes reached his hand, wrapped around the head of a turquoise cane with a knobby chrome head. I inhaled sharply, every cell in my body going rigid.

				I hadn’t encountered Malcolm while he was working. He was Bronson’s sanctioned proxy—carrying the Master’s authority—and tonight his duties apparently included intimidating the local vampire gentry. It had always been a possibility that I would see him while working or that I’d deliver to him, and we’d agreed to ignore one another if that were to happen. I’d never anticipated that he’d be too freaking ridiculous to ignore. I bit my lip, making a short, choked sound as I swallowed laughter.

				And he, unexpectedly, forgot that he wasn’t supposed to know the green-haired courier in the process of being patted down. He stopped dead and glared at me over Vega. My heart began thumping and the big argyle vampire stepped closer, as if seeking to shield me. Vega, realizing he was no longer Mal’s focus, spun around, searching for the source of the distraction. Even after he stood, his body remained slightly twisted, the limbs too long and not quite straight, his stomach testing the strength of the buttons on the expensive suit. His reddish beetle face twisted up into a sneer.

				“Solo es un mensajero, don.” My mind tripped over the words, rearranging them until I realized he was pointing out to Malcolm how unimportant, how insignificant I was. Only a messenger. Thanks a lot, dick. He pointed at me, then the door. “Quiten el humano.”

				Ordering his guards to get me out of Malcolm’s sight, like I was the one making a spectacle of myself. I would have laughed then, but Lalo pinched the area between my neck and shoulder. I winced, and the other guard grabbed my elbow and pulled me toward the Dutch door.

				I glanced back, and nearly tripped over my own feet. The female, obviously with Malcolm, raised one elegant hand and touched his cheek, turning his face toward her. She leaned close, her mouth an inch from his, and spoke to him. Without another glimpse in my direction, he walked away.

				Lalo beelined for Vega the second the doors closed behind Malcolm and his…what? Bodyguard? Associate? Freaking beautiful and deadly companion?

				The guards frisked me quickly and herded me back into the courtyard, where Lalo signed for the deliveries. He riffled quickly through the envelopes, then his upper lip curled when he saw the padded envelope from Goya Worldwide. He peered at Vega, then tossed the package to an attendant. When I had a moment, I needed to hit up Google and check out that company.

				My argyle shadow ushered me out the door and I stomped down the driveway to my sun-faded car. The limo was gone. I had to give it to Mal. He had top-shelf taste. I dropped the clipboard when I tried to shove it back into my bag, bent and picked it up. It still took two tries to stow it, and I fumbled the key as I unlocked the car. A spasm of chill energy from the end of the drive caught my attention. I glanced peripherally into the darkness but didn’t see anything vampire shaped. Vega probably had sentries prowling the grounds, and I’d grown far too sensitive to sucker energy. Being in the courtyard with so many of them, with them so agitated, left my skin feeling raw and tender, like I’d been windburned. Seeing that female touch Malcolm had been a sharp lash on top of that.

				I set both hands flat on the damp, cold roof of the car and took a couple deep breaths. Mal was working, doing what he was ordered to do, what his oath to Bronson required him to do. He couldn’t say no, maybe couldn’t even choose his company.

				The courtyard door swung open and two vampires stepped out, heads swiveling. My sweatered buddy and another male who’d been lurking in the back. They ignored me, but they were clearly on alert. The energy I’d felt at the bottom of the drive fluttered and vanished, replaced by the steady beat of the guards as they stalked down the driveway, one per side. Whoever he was, the interloper I’d sensed wasn’t welcome.

				And that was my cue to leave—you couldn’t pay me to get between suckers.

				The Tercel was sluggish and had spontaneously developed a new rattle while parked. I leaned toward the center of the car twice on straight stretches, trying to deduce the origin of the noise, fixating because the irritation was a nice distraction.

				I noticed the tail two miles later, the persistent shape of the headlights finally catching my attention. I couldn’t say whether it had been there when I left Vega’s drive or latched on later. Sloppy of me. It was a light-colored car, midsized, and just too far back to make out the unique characteristics of the grill.

				A couple of easy turns eliminated the car as a casual late-night driver. It stuck to the Tercel, a block back as we entered the city proper. A light ahead turned green. I floored the pedal, cranked the sluggish shifter and watched my pursuer gain ground in the lane beside me. When it was less than four car lengths back, I slammed on the brakes. Tires squealed, and the car split, dodging down an alleyway and out of sight before I could get a good look. I rolled through the light, eyes darting, checking the mirrors in a quick rotation.

				If Vega was in trouble, it was likely others knew, and floundering vampires are easy pickings for their rivals. It was probably a hijacker, trying to cap a runner. Cut off their flow of deliveries—information, payments, what have you—and you can topple a vampire. It’s why couriers are third-party, human and protected by human law. Once upon a time, vampires had their own runners, but they got picked off regularly, sometimes with the intention of stalling a rival, sometimes out of spite. It used to be that only the most desperate people would run packages. Now it was the skilled, the crazy and the ambitious.

				I finished the last deliveries on autopilot, stumbling over my limited Spanish and missing a turn I’d mentally mapped earlier. The pale car didn’t appear again. The Tercel tried to check out, barely turning over as I left my last stop, and I just made it back to the shop before it died.

				“You found Señor Vega,” Carla said as she reviewed the signature sheets I handed her. “How did the drop go?”

				“Fine.” I rubbed my eyes. “Hey, do you have a contract with this Goya Worldwide outfit? I’m running a lot of packages from them.”

				Carla shook her head. “Las sangijuelas are ordering things from them. UPS drops off parcels a few times a week. You know how they are. One vampire starts flashing something new. Pretty soon they are all pouncing on the trend.”

				“It must be exhausting to keep up with trends when you’re immortal.”

				“The tranny isn’t doing so good,” Mickey said, coming into the office from the garage. The tip of her nose was smudged black, and a heavy wrench dragged down one side of her too-large coveralls. “And the starter is toasted. I’ll order some parts. She’ll run for you tomorrow, but do not shut her off. Bring her to my shop when you are finished. I need tools I don’t have here.”

				“You guarantee she’ll drive? I’d hate to have to bum a lift from a sucker.”

				Mickey smiled and rocked back on her heels. She looked about fourteen. “If she doesn’t run, breakfast will be on me.”

				I smiled against the lump that hadn’t left my throat since Vega’s, and headed out into the night. I made a few quick loops, pausing twice in recessed doorways to check my six, but the streets were dead. No limping men on my trail, no pale shadows trolling the streets. In a way it was a letdown. Tilde’s route had me in before three, which meant I was wide awake with nothing to do. I cleaned up in my utility room and drove home.

				The house was quiet and still. No noise, no scent of secretly terrible cooking, no warm energy stretching through the air to wrap around me. I went upstairs, to the floor that Malcolm didn’t visit out of respect for the electronics and large windows, and fired up my laptop. I didn’t have any intention of quitting Carla’s shop, but information was as valuable as cash and could potentially save my life. Now that I’d actually visited the homes and hives, seen the condition of the roads, I could devise better routes.

				I searched Goya Worldwide and my eyes glazed over a couple screens into the Web site. The American pharmaceutical company was all about couples in color-coordinated clothing, and smiling models in lab coats, pretending to be scientists. They were privately held, based in Phoenix and had a lot of digits in their financials. They were also cheerfully zealous in that way that makes even people with good skin paranoid about dermatological problems. I didn’t see anything vampire related. It wouldn’t be the first time a drug was used for something other than its intended purpose. Probably Carla was right and it was a passing trend that some vampires celebrated, while others loathed it. Like how the majority of people passionately hate the combination of socks and sandals, and the minority just kept freaking wearing them.

				I pushed away from the computer, grabbed a box of cereal and ate by the handful while staring out through a gap in the gauzy curtains. I should have been out there, learning the streets, the dead ends, the speed bumps, the places where the cops hung out and the areas they didn’t bother with. Instead my thoughts circled Malcolm and that female. Did they sit together or on opposite sides of the limo? Was she only with him for that job, or did she stay at his side all night? He was cleaning up after Bronson’s negligence, and dealing with the fallout of public killings. The last thing he needed was a human girlfriend nagging him about his coworkers.

				And the last thing I needed was to alienate the vampire who’d saved my life and was a major power in the city in which I was working. I let my forehead fall against the glass. It wasn’t like I was dating Master Bronson, some fearsome creature. He was just Mal, and while he was in that position, it wasn’t due to his ambition to rule or build an empire. He was stuck. And if I wanted to stay alive, hidden from Richard Abel, I should stay stuck with him. That thought did nothing for my mood.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				I felt him approaching, causing the air to shiver as he moved through the tunnel between the houses. I tossed my iPod onto the table and trotted downstairs, stopping in the bedroom to make some sense of my hair. All I had to do was ask a single question about who she was, and I could move on.

				The door at the end of the hall clicked closed. He appeared in the doorway and tossed his feathered mafia coat onto the chair in the corner.

				“Buenos tardes.”

				“What did they do to you?” he demanded. A flush rose fast and bright along his cheekbones. That was new. “Did they touch you?”

				I wanted to glance over my shoulder to see if there was someone behind me who’d had something done to her, but I couldn’t take my eyes off him. When he got upset, he went still and monotone. He didn’t flash chaotic energy, and he didn’t ask irrational questions. Maybe wearing really stupid clothes had been too much and he’d snapped.

				“Did who touch me?”

				He grabbed my shoulder and I flinched when his fingers bit in. With the other hand, he tilted my head back and to the side. My eyes widened when I realized what he was doing. I twisted my arm loose and stepped back.

				“What in the hell? Don’t even look at me like you think I’ve been bitten. We’ve fucking been through that!” I shoved at him when he reached for me again. I couldn’t fight him off unless he chose to stop, which sent anger coursing through me.

				“This is different.”

				“Because last time you were ordered, but now you choose to stand there and tell me I’m some fucking blood zombie? Not winning any points, Mal.” I really wanted to hit him. Instead I pressed my hands flat against my chest. “I am not some idiot object that your flunkies cracked and put back on the shelf while you were somewhere else. I was doing my job, which I am good at. Got it?” He paced to the chair and back, his heel shrieking against the floor when he turned.

				“I had to see—”

				“If you want to know something, fucking ask me.” I waved a hand beside my head. “Look into my eyes, not at my neck!” And here I’d thought I’d be starting this confrontation. His gaze fixed on the door and my jaw threatened to drop. Oh, hell no. I stepped in front of him and he actually jerked back before I touched him.

				“We are not through.” I stabbed a finger at him. “You thought you could come home, yell at me, then just walk away? Not happening.”

				“I don’t want you to hate me.”

				My eyebrows shot up. “Well, the way you’re acting is making that pretty damn difficult. I was doing my job, just like we goddamn talked about. What’s changed?” I took another step forward and he moved backward just as quickly. He went poker-faced in an instant, emotions disengaging and leaving a smooth, gorgeous mask behind. My anger elevated close to outright fury. How could he be so calm, when he’d pushed me to my boiling point?

				“Sydney.” His jaw clenched and his energy pulsed as it escaped his control. The lamp flickered. His eyes flashed on me for an instant before he raked a hand through his hair. I reached for him and he slipped away from my hand, backing up against the dresser. Intentionally moving away from me. And damn it all if that didn’t hurt. He’d let her touch him, but I wasn’t allowed?

				“You came here for a reason, Malcolm. Talk to me.”

				“If something happens to you now, it’ll be my fault. Mine. And if something happens to you…” His hands closed on the edge of the dresser, and the wood creaked under his hold. I glared back into the deep gold glow in his eyes, and as I watched him struggle, understanding dawned. He was such an idiot. I took a breath to yell at him again and a wave of memory crashed across my mind.

				I’d spent years watching my parents scream at each other. Sometimes they’d kept at it after they forgot what they were fighting about, and I’d sworn that if I ever ended up with someone, I would never act the way they did. Not with somebody I was supposed to care about. I raised my chin and spoke quietly, despite the angry tears prickling against my eyes.

				“That’s why you’re so mad? Not at me, but at the way you thought they were treating me?”

				His expression was too grim to be reassuring. “Yes.” His power was heating the room, and started having a similar effect on me. It sank into my skin, sizzling through my muscles. I was already amped and he filled me with so much energy, I nearly began vibrating. I got to see him so rarely. Now I had him in our bedroom and we were fighting. What a waste.

				“I’m fine,” I murmured. I moved closer, and this time he didn’t skip away, but his hands moved restlessly at his sides. He was solid, large enough that his body hid the light of the lamp from me, and he was so warm.

				His lips parted. Before he could say anything I drew his head down and rose up on my toes to meet his mouth with mine. His hand touched my cheek, stroking lightly. Not quite the reaction I was going for.

				I pressed myself forward while pulling him against me. His mouth became more insistent, and his hands slid down my sides. He picked me up, fingers digging into the backs of my thighs. Much better. My legs wrapped around his hips and we slammed into the dresser. Loose change skittered across the top and rained onto the floor. His hand snaked up the back of my shirt and unhooked my bra. He gripped my shoulder, grinding me against him as his other hand dragged the strap of my tank top down until the fabric slipped off my breast. I shivered in the churning air. And then his mouth was there, and I was moaning incoherent demands.

				And getting exactly nothing I asked for. He stopped, resting his weight on me so I had to support myself on my arms.

				“I could hurt you when I’m like this,” he said, his voice low.

				“You could.” I dug my heel into his backside until he pressed forward, arched until his mouth met my skin again. “But I bet you won’t.”

				He lifted me against his chest and I shimmied out of my jeans and underwear in a frantic maneuver that ended with me crashing to my knees on the dresser. His hand slid between my legs, fingers circling and sliding as I leaned forward to kiss him. My own fingers trembled on the buttons of his shirt, and I finally just tore the thing, shoving it back over his shoulders.

				He wrapped an arm around my waist, easing me forward. “Bed.”

				“Here is good,” I breathed, closing my eyes and trying really hard to forget everything in the world except his hand. Which he took from me. “Unfair,” I snarled. But I was done arguing. I gained my feet, kicked off and propelled him backward.

				He landed on his back and I fell hard on outstretched arms, one knee jamming into his shoulder. I slid it off of him, groaned when his mouth found my breast again, and crawled backward on loose limbs. He shifted beneath me and I smiled lazily at the sound of his belt coming undone.

				“I’ll have you know,” I said thickly, “that I am engaging in this act with you despite having seen you in your pimp clothes.”

				“Christ, if you want any act to take place, don’t mention those.”

				I lowered myself onto him, sliding slowly along his length. His head fell back and the last remnants of that awful mask disappeared. We surged together, and between my need, his touch and the liquid heat of his power running over me, I lost myself.

				At some point he pulled me down, wrapping a hard arm around me as I continued to move. I buried my face in the side of his neck, nipping until he turned away and bit into his own wrist. I heard it—the grind of teeth through flesh and sinew—and had the fleeting thought that he shouldn’t have to do that. And then my body dragged my mind over the edge.

				* * *

				“What’s with your wardrobe?” I asked. Malcolm let out an exaggerated sigh that ruffled my hair and made me smile.

				“Bronson’s last deputy, the one who handled affairs during the summer and when Bronson was elsewhere, was flamboyant. I was informed when I came here that it’s now the expected uniform for the job.”

				“To give the local dons a feeling of continuity?”

				“That’s possible. More likely, Bronson hopes this will be the indignity that finally breaks me.” He said it lightly, but I had the feeling that there was more to it. I covered his hand where it rested on my ribs.

				“Why does he hate you so much?”

				“He doesn’t hate me. I irritate him.”

				“Then why would he keep you around and assign you to something like this, running one of his territories? Why not just let you go?”

				“Because then everybody else who owes him service or favors or money would expect leniency too.” He shifted and his hand threaded through mine. “Besides, I’m effective. It’s amazing what people will tell the Master’s proxy when they know I don’t actually belong to him.”

				“So…you’re spying for him?”

				“Not for him.” He sounded so smug, I squinted at him over my shoulder. The lights had gone out at some point in reaction to his presence, and since the candles were behind him, I could barely make out his expression. Just the faintest glow in his eyes, the straight ridge of his nose, and the curve of his lips as he smiled.

				He kissed me, his hand flattening on my stomach to hold me close. I broke away after my neck threatened to cramp at that angle. When Malcolm spoke again, his voice was low.

				“I told you, and myself, that I could handle you working. I even believed it. But seeing you there, with them all around you…” I rolled onto my back.

				“We’re really going to have this conversation now,” I asked. “Again? Not that I mind what comes after the conversation—” He covered my mouth and I bit his finger. I was gentle, sort of.

				“There’s a reason for my concern. I was there to review abuses that Vega is responsible for. We’ve had complaints of mistreatment of feeders, suspicions of worse behavior. He isn’t good at following certain rules.”

				“The rules for conduct with humans?” He nodded and I sighed. “I actually can handle myself. And it wasn’t all of them that were…disrespectful. Most of them seemed decent, except that Lalo guy. He may have some perv genes.”

				I ran my fingers in little circles over his chest, then crossed the rasp of stubble on his jaw and traced his lower lip. He dipped his head and kissed my fingertips. His energy had subsided, running beneath the surface now. I rolled toward him, squirming to make myself more comfortable and to scout for the potential of a second round, even though I had dresser burn on one knee.

				“It wasn’t only you being there, with them. When a vampire loses control, when others see him do it, sometimes it has a ripple effect.”

				“Like, they turn into copycat killers?”

				“They,” he said quietly. The light leaped, then died in his eyes.

				“Fuck. Sorry.” How was it possible, lying right there, fully exposed to his impossible strength, that I could forget he wasn’t human? As if there were any men like him. “I didn’t mean—”

				“No.” He shook his head, and I wasn’t certain what he objected to. “With what’s been going on, I’d like you to be better able to handle yourself.” He almost sounded uncertain, but that would be like a politician sounding sorry. “Would you be interested in training to fight?”

				A vision of punching Lalo so hard his fangs broke through his lip flitted through my head. That was followed by a vision of Malcolm grappling with me, all heat, long limbs and hard muscle. Oh, yeah.

				“Where do I sign up?”

				He brushed an errant lock of hair away from my face. Something shifted in the periphery and I stiffened. Malcolm froze along with me, canting his head when I raised mine. In the absence of his power, I felt the hard, cold friction of another vampire. Had someone broken in under the cover of Malcolm’s ambient energy while we were arguing…and stuff? I raised my hand in front of my mouth and curled two fingers downward, then indicated toward the door with my head. He smirked at my sophisticated signal for “vampire in hallway.”

				“It’s all right. It’s just Soraya. She isn’t patient.” He extracted himself from the bed and started gathering his clothes and their buttons.

				I rolled out of bed and walked mechanically into the bathroom. I had no doubt who this Soraya was. I just hadn’t expected her to be standing outside our bedroom door. I flipped the light switch by habit, then groped along the counter until I found a lighter and candles. The walls were insulated and fortified, but Malcolm’s outburst had fried the electrical current. Hopefully it was only temporary.

				My candlelit reflection was somber, and I did a double take when I noticed smears of blood on my shoulder. It turned to ashy dust beneath my fingers. His blood, then. I washed it away. What else are you supposed to do with reminders that your lover isn’t exactly alive?

				I cleaned up quickly, avoiding my reflection until I lined my eyes and applied a couple of sharp wings to my cheekbones. There was a subtle art to it. The makeup was meant to distract. It was easy to remember shapes or blocks of color rather than more subtle attributes. And, applied well, the makeup created illusions of different shapes and angles of bone structure. I filled in the wings with muddy-colored shadow. The night wasn’t over, and if this Soraya was sticking around, I might just need to go out. The lights came on, recovering from Malcolm’s outburst, and I covered my eyes at the glare.

				“I’m off,” he said when I opened the bathroom door. “I have to meet with a congressional subcommittee, convince them that Bronson hasn’t let this place go all to hell.”

				In Alaska, the government was so beholden to vampires they rarely called them to answer for anything—or maybe they just did so in private. Keeping the symbiotic relationship smooth on the public surface. Washington, D.C., had liaisons and scientists, but since vampires hadn’t infiltrated en masse anywhere but the northern states—with their low populations and lower votes—the federal government didn’t put many resources into regulating them. Chile had suffered through harsh military rule in the seventies and an economic collapse thereafter. Master Bronson had been here then and had profited from Pinochet’s regime. When the government rebuilt and reformed itself, he and his kind were allowed to stay on the condition that they met with congress often, as if they were on some endless probationary period. There were other conditions as well.

				Bronson didn’t get majority ownership of the mines he discovered or expanded, and had to follow the human guidelines for punishments related to infractions involving humans. If the government found out about them. Malcolm was dealing with Vega, and most likely the vampires took care of things quietly unless the crimes became public, like the girls who’d been attacked. I’d seen just enough of the news to know that I didn’t want to hear about another attack like that.

				I pulled my clothes on, thinking back to Jace’s comment about more bodies. Maybe she hadn’t just been trying to scare me. “Has it? Gone all to hell?”

				“Nothing that can’t be fixed with proper effort,” he said through gritted teeth. I had a feeling those were words he’d been told.

				“Did you hear about the other dead feeders?” I asked, worming into my tank top. “Or, I guess they might not have been feeders, but they were found in a hive. That wasn’t part of the ripple, was it?” I surfaced from the shirt to find him staring at me, gold smoke rolling through his eyes. “One of the other shops said they’d walked in on a couple of dead people.”

				“It wasn’t the same, no. Have you had unusual deliveries to the hives recently? Very large packages, or not so large, but perishable?”

				I chewed on my lip, staring at the ceiling as I thought. If I had, I couldn’t come right out and tell him things I’d seen while on the job. But it was a nonissue anyway. “How do you define large? I haven’t seen anything bigger than a shoe box. And what’s perishable? Is somebody running a meals-on-wheels service for the undead?”

				“Don’t laugh,” he said, the light receding from his eyes. “That concept was tried once. Everything tasted like duck blood.”

				I threw a hand up. “You don’t know what duck blood tastes like.”

				He stared levelly back. “Hints of webbed foot.”

				“Agh!”

				Shallow lines crinkled around his eyes and I couldn’t help but move toward him. I wrapped my arms around his waist and leaned against him.

				“If you see something odd, will you tell me?” There was something to the way he asked, something off in the cadence or intonation, like he’d wanted to add a dose of influence to his request. He stroked my back, his fingers tripping down my spine.

				“What are you expecting?” I hedged. I didn’t want to snitch for anybody, not even him, and especially not him in that role.

				A familiar feeling streamed across the base of my brain. Fear. Fear that our relationship was too complicated, too difficult. It would be easy to cut and run now, before one of us screwed up majorly, or he forgot himself. My gaze rose to his mouth, the flash of teeth as he spoke. He fought—I’d felt the strain in his body—against his desire to bite me. And if he could do that, I could try to make things work. Odd how the person I felt easiest with right now was the most different from me.

				“It’s the strangest thing,” he said, squeezing my arms. “You’re right here. I can feel you, but it’s like you’ve checked out.”

				I shook my head. “Sorry. What were you saying?”

				“There’s a chemical component to these breakdowns, and it’s not produced locally. It’s being delivered.”

				“If the packages are large, maybe it’s being sent direct.” It took me a moment to get my brain back on track. “Not everybody uses couriers if they aren’t concerned with anonymity or safety. The parcel-delivery companies charge a shit-ton extra for it, but they do deliver to vampires. It wouldn’t even have to be a legit business or home. Runners don’t usually handle anything bigger than we can carry. In case, you know, we actually have to run with it. You’re sure it’s sizable amounts?”

				“We’ve seized a couple of decent stashes. It seems unlikely it’s coming in one vial at a time.” His fingers lingered on the ragged scar on my left arm. Maybe that was what the vampire with them at Vega’s, the one who’d scurried out with a large box, was doing. Confiscating. I opened my mouth to ask, and then froze at his next words. “Christ, I’m late. Come, you should meet Soraya. I invited her in.”

				Oh, yeah. Her. Technically this was his house, so he could invite anybody he wanted in. And she didn’t have access to me anywhere else. His invitation was specific to him and his spaces.

				I didn’t like the sound of that either.

				She stood in front of the door leading to the tunnel, hands clasped behind her back, her beautiful face utterly blank. Creepy as shit.

				“Syd, this is Soraya, my vassal. Sora, Sydney.”

				His vassal. Some vampires lost their makers by force, and if they didn’t want to follow the vampire who bested the head honcho, they could pledge to another. A vassal was a symbiote, bound to loyalty but also guaranteed protection. It was a mutual agreement, and a vampire almost never took another under his protection unless he got something in return. She walked toward us with smooth, sure strides, and terrible ideas of what she had to offer filled my mind.

				“It is my pleasure to meet you, mistress.” She had a strong, clipped accent, and the way she said “mistress” was more formal than I’d have been able to pull off if I’d put in a year at charm school. She barely touched my hand when she shook it, but there was something familiar in the rattle of her energy. It was like a scent triggering an old memory. I’d have bet dollars to doughnuts she’d been following me.

				“Oh, please,” I said, feigning the fuck out of friendliness, “Sydney is fine. And it’s really great to meet you too, Soraya.” She nodded, her eyes already focused over my head. On Malcolm. I was a duty discharged, and one she didn’t seem particularly pleased to have performed. Statuesque vampire warrior vassal in nice clothes disses little human in faded cotton. Awesome.

				Malcolm’s hand slid up the back of my neck and he kissed my temple. “She’ll be able to teach you. Start with the basics, Sora. Try not to let her get carried away.”

				“I don’t get carried away.” And I didn’t just sound like a spoiled child.

				“I’ll be in Valparaiso through tomorrow, back the following night. You know how to reach me.” The last was said to her, and Malcolm brushed past before I fully registered what was happening.

				The female remained beside me as Malcolm opened the door to the tunnel. This equation wasn’t right. Not only wasn’t I getting sweaty combat, I was being left in the care of someone who could very well be an enemy. I glanced sidelong at Soraya, who stood motionless against the wall.

				“Well, have a great trip,” I said, turning back to Malcolm as bitterness curdled my tongue. “Give my best to el presidente.”

				“Any special requests?”

				“Yeah, tell him he needs to take care of the pothole issues on the edge of Recoleta.”

				“I’ll see what I can do.” He smiled, his expression full of warmth. It flattened when his gaze moved to Soraya. She nodded, and then he was gone. I leaned back against the wall opposite the vampiress, doing my best to appear relaxed.

				“You’ve been following me.”

				Her eyes widened a fraction, then she shrugged and looked away. “He said you might notice.”

				“It’s not nice to stalk.” I headed for the kitchen. “I’m free next Tuesday, if you’d like to come back then.”

				Malcolm had a lot of wine in the house. I’d never taken the time to inventory, but I was in the mood to start counting with a glass abacus. Soraya snatched the corkscrew when I reached for it, then leaned down. Orange smoke rolled through her dark eyes. “I don’t know what game you are playing with him, human, but you are free right now.”

				I crossed my arms. “I’m getting the feeling you don’t like me, vampire.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				I was wrong. She didn’t dislike me. She hated me.

				“I haven’t done anything,” I pleaded, swallowing hard when my stomach suggested throwing up as a course of action. “Or if I have, I’ll stop. I swear. Just please…no more.”

				“He wants you to be able to protect yourself. I am simply giving you the skills to fulfill his wishes.”

				“What’s with you guys, anyway? Where did you meet, some Big Fangsters Big Sisters program?”

				“He has not told you about me?” She sounded disappointed, which I found ridiculously satisfying. “You will have to ask him. It is not my place.”

				I rolled onto my back. Soraya’s boot had left a tread print on my gray T-shirt. “I think you broke my bladder.”

				“You are not broken. Up. Again. This time, do not come straight forward. That was a front kick. It uses your own momentum against you. When you face only one opponent, keep circling. Away from the dominant hand or weapon.”

				“What if they have a gun?” I made it to one knee, paused to wipe sweat from every pore on my face. If I weren’t already charged up from being with Malcolm, I would have been in a coma. We’d discovered that the longer I was in contact with him—close, physical contact being preferable for several reasons—the better my body was able to utilize the energy he gave off. All humans were able to do it to some extent, which explained why live-in feeders’ life expectancies didn’t change much despite being literally drained on a regular basis. Vampires mutate during the undeath process, and the power that sustains them after they rise also keeps their bodies from decaying. I tried not to think about it too much, because the idea that I was absorbing the energy he shed and using it to regenerate dying or damaged tissue more quickly was freaky. It was also pretty fucking handy.

				Soraya crouched in front of me. I flinched when she raised her hand, then realized she only held a bottle of water.

				We were in a warehouse, on a small patch of concrete near the entrance. The rest of it was paved in steel, from the floors to the walls to the weirdly cell-like rooms filling the remainder of the space. She’d tried to explain what they were for, and it came out sounding like a cube farm for vampires. Apparently they didn’t outsource things like money counting, and most communication was written by hand. I only saw the rush deliveries and packages sent from outside, but there was casual correspondence within the city, and some kind of newsletter. An old school printing press lurked like a metal praying mantis in the back.

				“We do not use guns. Slashing weapons to open veins, blunt instruments to crush bones. These things we prefer.”

				“Awesome.” I gulped water and it ran down my front. Maybe it would wash away some of my sweat and failure. We’d been going at it for less than a half hour and I was seriously considering quitting. Except that would mean she’d won, and I wasn’t that desperate yet.

				I made it to my feet, pressed a hand to my stomach and grimaced as I set the bottle on top of a crate. Soraya lifted my shirt and I tried to slap her hand off but missed. I couldn’t tell if she was that quick, or if I was that tapped.

				“I’d rather you undressed me with your eyes, if that’s cool.”

				“You’re bruised,” she said, retreating a good ten feet in the blink of an eye. Quick, then.

				“You just kicked my ass—and several of my more tender organs—all over this warehouse. Of course I’m bruised.” I turned my left shoulder toward her, bringing my hands up and balancing my weight. Her lessons, when they weren’t punctuated by soft-tissue damage, were actually pretty good. “So, what’s next? Lemme have it.”

				She shook her head, and the lines between her eyes smoothed as her expression flattened. “He said you could heal.”

				I blinked, wondering exactly how much Malcolm had told her about me. Wondering what else they talked about. He was playful, for a vampire. She was about as fun as a two-by-four full of rusty nails.

				“Sure. But it takes time, maybe a couple of days.” And I had to open up and accept the vampire’s energy, which I wasn’t about to do with her. For all I knew, she had some secret vampire ninja technique for inserting poison into her energy. “Now, come on. It’s almost morning, and I’m sure you need to turn back into a bat or something.”

				“Maybe you should not think of fighting vampires.”

				“Believe me, I have never once thought it would be a good idea to fight a vampire. Now, come along…” Why the sudden reversal? She didn’t seem like it bothered her to toss me around, but I couldn’t get a good read on her. She’d gone from businesslike to hesitant in a heartbeat. Well, my heartbeat anyway.

				“You are too slow, too weak. I cannot help you.” And now she sounded almost fearful, which made no sense, because it wasn’t like I was getting stronger or faster.

				“You say the sweetest things, Soraya. But seriously. What’s next?”

				She paced back and forth on a small, precise circuit. “Very well, if you wish to continue. But you cannot fight to win. If you can distract or disable, do that. And then run.” She crouched and her fangs half dropped, visibly denting her lip. The hairs rose on the back of my neck. “You know how to run, don’t you? I will give you a minute’s head start.”

				I ran.

				I wouldn’t ever break any land-speed records, but I could move. And better yet, I could run in urban environments, like those that butted up against the warehouse. I sprinted past my sedan and up the road Soraya had pointed out on a map before meeting me, then took a left onto a side street I’d glimpsed on the way in. It was a tight residential area—the kind you find in old, poor communities where nobody cares about following ordinances or fire codes. There were lean-tos attached to houses, stairs chained off and scrap-metal walls thrown up between buildings to create shabby new living spaces. Some blocks had fifty houses on them. Others were vacant except for rusted heaps of refuse.

				I cruised down a narrow, rutted alley, then dodged through a grease-smelling shed that seemed to be shared by two small single-story homes. A chain rattled to my right, and a dog growled as I passed. Down ten stone steps and a right that had me vaulting over a retaining wall. I brushed gravel from my hands, leaped over sprawled and disemboweled lawn furniture and took another left toward a row of junked cars. Soraya’s chill presence brushed against my back, and adrenaline heated my veins. I smiled, deked around a puttering Moped and took a right.

				Three blocks away lights coursed evenly along a busier street. Streets meant witnesses, cabs and possibly unlocked doors. Doors meant vampire-proof barriers. I skimmed the long cinder-block wall of an apartment complex cracked by quake damage and nearly collided with a woman as she backed onto the street.

				I twisted, lost my footing and fell. Rolled, popped up and made it to the other side of the road before looking back. The woman squeezed against the wall and her hands rose defensively as a man stepped out of the alley she’d come from. He was big, solid, and she was terrified. My steps faltered, the sounds of traffic in the distance and my heavy breathing fading as he yelled at her. He jerked, one of those fake-out threats to hit, and she flinched, her arms covering her face. He laughed.

				I turned on my heel, but didn’t complete my first step before Soraya landed on me. She was just there, left arm wrapped snug around my throat, right hand catching my wrist as I tried to swing at her.

				“Uncle,” I croaked. It took all the control I’d cultivated to suppress my primal need to get loose. Fight or flight, it’s all about being free, and the vampire would let me go when she decided to let me go.

				She spun me to face her and I almost slumped in relief. Across the street, the predawn bully was shaking his lady by the shoulders.

				“Your initial route was good. Trying to lose your scent in those chemicals, among other breathing humans. But you need to get to where others can protect you. A crowd. Officials of some sort. Or lock yourself away.”

				I rolled my eyes. “That’s where I was going, but—”

				“No but. When you train, you must move as if this is real. You must know what you are capable of so that you can do what you must to survive.” She pulled both my fists up, pressed the bases of my palms until they opened. “You did not even pick up a weapon.”

				“I have a knife,” I said. “Now if you will excuse me.” I peered around her just as the man hauled off and hit the woman. Soraya’s head snapped around as the woman slid to the ground, curling up behind her knees. I stepped forward but the vampiress shoved me back with a hard hand to the center of my chest. Her eyes flashed with red-tinged orange light. It dimmed when she closed her eyes to mere slits.

				She marched across the street, silent but with predatory focus. The bully must have sensed something because he turned. Soraya didn’t register as a problem, probably because she was a woman and he couldn’t see past that to the muscle and the ferocity and the fangs. He smiled, the dumb bastard. And she calmly reached out, grabbed his arm and broke it over her knee.

				I jumped.

				He staggered back, howling. The woman scrambled up and away, making a high-pitched keening sound as she ran. Soraya looked both ways and crossed the street again.

				“Holy shit,” I whispered.

				“That is why you stopped?” She pointed at the man, now slumped where the woman had been. “You thought you would take on that bigger man?”

				“Not so big where it counts, if I had to guess.” I shrugged, trying to shake off my unease. “I couldn’t walk off and let him treat her like that, you know?” Men like him were typically cowards, but that didn’t mean that he wouldn’t have knocked me out cold if I’d tried to intervene. Someday I really needed to work on my impulse control. That, or always hang out with Soraya.

				“I see.” Her tone did not convey understanding.

				The sky was starting to lighten, moving from gray toward pale yellow, as we started back toward the warehouse. The only sound was my footsteps and the rattling of dog chains every now and again.

				“Malcolm told you to be careful,” she said in a way that sounded like a command rather than a question. I nodded. “Even with vampires you think you know, you must be on guard.”

				“Yeah, I get it. Because of the one that lost control.”

				“More than one,” she said. If they could have, my ears would have pricked up. “They’ve turned on feeders, hivemates in a couple of cases.”

				My head snapped toward her and her mouth twitched downward. I’d bet she hadn’t meant to spill that. “I don’t remember seeing this on the news.”

				“It is one of the concerns he will discuss with your human government. It’s not always our kind that chooses to conceal.” She raised her hand as if she was going to voice a strong opinion, then closed it into a loose fist. “In any case, the change is not immediate. The substance they are using corrupts the body before the mind. Veins crumble, cease to deliver blood throughout the body. The remaining veins burst. They bleed out through their skin. You will be able to see if something is wrong.”

				“Do they swell up?”

				“Perhaps. It’s possible the blood pools before finding its escape.”

				“That’s got to be uncomfortable.”

				Soraya stopped and her lips peeled back from her teeth. Then she shuddered, and started walking again. “I do not know. I would not want to know.”

				“Because of the puking?”

				She tilted her head to the side. “What is ‘the puking’?”

				“You know. Vomiting. Throwing up.” I mimicked the action, quietly, since we were walking through someone’s backyard. Soraya started to laugh, then abruptly schooled her expression.

				“If we overindulge, our bodies burn off the excess more quickly, turning it immediately into power. We do not…puke.” We walked on, Soraya facing forward, even though I could feel her attention on me. Livia was swollen as a pregnant cow, and I hadn’t imagined her throwing up. But she hadn’t been spewing extra energy. I’d barely felt any power from her, even when she tried to glamour me.

				“A vampire who glutted himself to the point of overflowing,” Soraya said slowly, “would be…ill. It would not be natural, but it would be something different than this. You will tell me if you have seen such a thing.” Her words slid, a jagged cage of ice squeezing my eyes, and I made a show of staggering under the slight influence.

				“I haven’t,” I said dreamily. “I was just wondering.” It was my turn to face forward and appear oblivious. So Malcolm hadn’t told her I couldn’t be influenced. Good to know he kept something from her.

				Maybe Livia wasn’t a newbie with an overeating problem, but what I’d seen had been in the course of the job. While I wasn’t ruled by a strict client-messenger confidentiality clause, registered couriers don’t talk about what they see on the job unless it breaks human law. Making an ass of oneself on one’s own property is a universal right, and Soraya didn’t think it was related to the cracked-out vampire problem. I didn’t want to turn Livia in for being a little different, even if Soraya thought it was unnatural, but if it was serious, I’d figure out a way to tell Malcolm.

				“Again tomorrow,” Soraya said. “Daybreak at your home. He will not be back until that night. We’ll spend the day working there on close-quarters techniques.”

				“A couple hours after dawn.” I yawned. “I have to have my car worked on. I take it you’ll be following me tomorrow night.” She nodded curtly. “Hey, try not to be so obvious. When you stayed behind to spy on me at Vega’s, they were totally on to you. If I become known for having a vampire shadow, my rep will be in the gutter before it has a chance to take off.”

				She craned her head around, eyes flaming. If I let Mal’s vassal intimidate me now, she would never respect me. I stared levelly back, my pulse pounding in my temples. The orange fire faded slowly from her eyes.

				“I will do my best, mistress.” Her voice sounded strained and her pace picked up. I grinned at her discomfiture, not because I was totally relieved she’d blinked first. Maybe she was like the family that Mal said didn’t walk human streets. A recluse with no idea of what to do with a human.

				“Cool. And, for the love of God, please stop calling me that. It makes me feel like we’re in some really awful BDSM movie.”

				“What is BDSM?”

				Uh… “You’ll have to ask Mal. It’s not my place.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Sore as I was when I woke, Soraya hadn’t actually broken anything. That was the good news. The bad news was that Tilde had recovered from her attempt to eradicate all the vodka in Chile in a single go and was back on the job.

				“Chica, that is the last time we take you to a bar.” Jacinta slapped Tilde on the back and laughed her way to her car. “You can run, but you cannot handle drink.”

				Tilde looked like crap, the lavender half-moons under her eyes visible through gold-tone makeup, her natural blush washed out by the harsh fluorescent lights of the garage. Her cherry-red lips were garish and dry. She gave Jace’s back the finger as she drained a liter bottle of water without pausing.

				“Good to see you back,” I said, heading toward the office. Carla wore a wrapped turquoise blouse, chunky orange beads, and had company. I waited outside, watching the pair of vampires. One filled out delivery slips for a pile of thick, off-white envelopes. The other faced the window, scanning the street. His eyes never stopped moving, back and forth, high and low, and his head canted at irregular angles. Listening. But I didn’t see any tension in his body. If Soraya was already following me, she was being more discreet about it. That, or she was out playing vigilante, righting the wrongs done to women with swift, bone-crunching justice.

				The vampires left. One moment they were there, the next they were simply gone. The bell on the front door jingled merrily as it swung shut on nothing. Carla glanced at me as she gathered the new deliveries. Her full lips were pressed tightly together.

				She locked the front door and pulled the chain on the neon light to show Closed, meaning that she wasn’t taking any more deliveries for the night. I wasn’t used to that. At I&O, we were always open. Runners tripped over each other, in the process of breaking laws and possibly transmissions, for last minute calls. The price tag went up the closer we got to dawn, and so did the couriers’ percentage. I missed my eighty percent—cut nights.

				“Tilde,” Carla said as she clicked into the garage on high, square heels. “So nice to see you. Tonight, we have some changes.” She handed out assignment sheets. Mine had returned to three pages, which meant I’d been shuffled back down to the low-rent run. I affixed the list to my clipboard, resigning myself to a pile of houses on Mediterranean, while Tilde got the reds and yellows and Jace smirked from the penthouse of her hotel on Boardwalk.

				“We will no longer be servicing the Vega account,” Carla said. I bit my lip to keep my mouth shut. “Vega has changed his house management, and the new male has other loyalties. He’s moved their contract to Perralta. Hijo de puta de mierda.”

				I didn’t know exactly what that meant, but Carla hated Perralta and his bigger, flashier shop, so I assume it was bad. Jace laughed and I relaxed a bit.

				“Did Lalo…retire?” Tilde asked. A line burrowed between her eyebrows, and sweat glistened on her upper lip. My stomach flopped at the idea of what Lalo might have attempted with me had he not been interrupted. Maybe Tilde was tired and drinking heavily for a reason. Lalo had been her customer for weeks.

				“No.” Carla organized the papers in her hand as if she were sorting playing cards. “He is no longer there.”

				I stared down at my clipboard, pretty damn sure that Malcolm not only knew where Lalo had gone, but had something to do with it. He’d been so angry at the way that weasel had treated me. I didn’t feel bad exactly. Lalo was a menace. Still, the idea that I could mention something in passing and that he’d act on it—without even talking to me—didn’t sit well. What if I slipped and told him Jace irritated me, or that Soraya had manhandled me?

				Actually, I didn’t think he’d do anything to Soraya. He was too familiar with her, and she didn’t seem like the kind of person who made that easy.

				“This opens some space in our schedule, which is good.” Carla raised a handful of slips and smiled, dollar signs rising behind her eyes. “Because we have loads of last-minute packages tonight. Tilde will handle most of them. Jace, you have the four on the east side. Remember girls, keep your eyes on the road and your mirrors, and make sure you are in before dawn.” She turned back toward the office.

				Wait, what?

				Jace gave a war cry and started collecting her deliveries. I marched into the office on Carla’s heels, closing the door behind me. She dropped into her chair and slipped on her half glasses.

				“What is it?” she asked in a voice that said she didn’t have time for anything I might say. Too bad.

				“Loads of bonus runs and I get none of them? I finished early two nights ago, ran Tilde’s entire route without a single incident on my first go.”

				Carla pulled out her keyboard tray and jogged the mouse. “I made my decision.”

				Dismissed. I hate being dismissed. Almost as much as I hate being underestimated. I slid a basket of potpourri out of the way—some eucalyptus-heavy concoction to tangle the vampires’ noses—and leaned on the desk.

				“Why don’t I get any of these calls?”

				“Ten paciencia, Aerin.” She leaned back in her chair and steepled her hands before her. “I need people who do not prove themselves in single runs or in a matter of nights. I need runners who can simply work. Who are…” Her brow furrowed.

				“Reliable,” I ground out.

				“Gracias.” She nodded. “Reliable. I would like to grow this shop, to compete with the Perraltas and the corporate shops.”

				I pressed my hand against my chest. “So give me more. I can handle it.”

				“It doesn’t matter—”

				“Like hell it doesn’t matter. Tilde’s limping out there. She was barely finishing her run on nights when she was a hundred percent, and now you’re running her into the ground.”

				Carla shot up out of her chair. “Enough. You don’t know what it’s like—”

				“Maybe you just don’t like me, Carla. Fine. But don’t burn out one of your employees while ignoring me. Or is this about Jace?”

				She snorted. “What about Jace?”

				“You told me not to challenge her, and now you refuse to even give me a chance to!”

				“That’s not—”

				“Then what is it? You want me to spend all night guessing?”

				“Stop,” she yelled. “Just stop.” She took a deep breath, and I crossed my arms.

				“I know what you can do. I see it. It is the others I need to test, to see how high they can rise if I need them to. For now, I have only the three of you, and soon I will need you to do the work of four, then maybe five. I cannot be obvious, can’t put more cars on the road before I’ve secured more work. If I do, the big boys will smack me down. They don’t know you, which makes you the…the ace up my sleeve.” She tilted her head and smiled, showing the beauty she must once have been, but her eyes were cold with calculation.

				“I see.” One of the bay doors opened behind me, and I was glad Carla turned her attention to it so she wouldn’t see me trying to mask a sudden flare of pride.

				“If you need extra money—”

				“No,” I said, too quickly. “No, it’s…I just need to know where I stand. I don’t like being sidelined when there’s work available.” And maybe I was missing the position I’d held in Anchorage, where my opinion had mattered because I’d proven myself for years longer than anybody else. I turned away and Carla tsked at me.

				“Stupid girl. You’ll get nowhere if you turn down money. Now, go. And be careful out there.”

				I closed the door behind me and gathered up my deliveries. When was the last time I’d turned down money? Never, that’s when. Money kept the lights on, made the car shiny and fast, and went into a retirement-slash-escape fund. Except now I used candles, drove a car I hadn’t bought and my account sat idle. I’d never before chosen to rely on someone else. But then I’d never had a vampire interested in killing me. Malcolm wasn’t pushy, but depending on him still rankled me.

				Tilde sidled up beside me.

				“How are you?” I asked, trying to smile warmly to make up for the band of red stretching from the outside corner of one eye to the other and the black liner marking a thick line from my lower lip to the bottom of my chin.

				“I’m well.” She nodded, too fast and too hard. “I was hoping we could meet up sometime. Maybe get to know one another.” She set her bag on the small table and slid envelopes in. If I hadn’t been paying attention, I might not have noticed the way she was avoiding eye contact, and my stomach slipped. The other night, before she’d drunk herself useless, she’d been trying to talk to me. She was alone here, I reminded myself, and probably more lonely than I was.

				“Sure.” I arranged my packages in delivery order. Malcolm was still gone, and Soraya would be pissed if I stood her up, which made the prospect almost irresistible. “I’ve got to drop the POS off at Mickey’s garage after this shift. Do you want to meet me there, grab breakfast after?”

				She nodded, smiling down at the table. I closed the flap of my bag, and she launched herself at me, wrapping her skinny little arms around me in a fierce hug. I froze, shoulders jumping up, cringing at the contact and wondering why she smelled so clean.

				“Thank you so much.” She sounded close to tears. “Thank you.”

				She trotted off to her car while I searched for something to muddle the odor she’d undoubtedly left on me. Someday, when Carla trusted me more, I’d talk to her about making sure her runners weren’t leaving their natural scents behind like bread crumbs in the homes of her vampire clients.

				I snagged a half-empty bottle of Bilz soda Jace had left beside her couch, poured it on my hands, then rubbed those over the front of my coat and sleeves, hoping the red dye wouldn’t stain. Tilde closed her door and smiled with a face like fatigued sunshine before backing her Peugeot out. God, she was so sweet I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stomach breakfast with her.

				* * *

				I pushed tentatively on a rusted gate that had been dragged out of somewhere—the weeds, judging by the limp fronds hanging off of the links—and propped against cinder blocks at the end of Livia’s driveway. A dark van was backed in near the front of the shanty at just the right angle that I couldn’t see the door. Fabulous. I smoothed my laminate and walked around the gate with one backward glance at the Tercel. I’d left it running, as instructed, and it was crowded into the narrow space between the gate and the road.

				My boots crunched, the sound nerve-rackingly loud in the quiet industrial area, and an uneasy feeling spread outward from my chest. I glanced back twice, catching nothing behind me but my shadow, twisted and lengthened by the large exterior light of the building. I circled the van slowly. The windows weren’t tinted and a sticker low on the windshield showed the name of a local rental company. I stopped, perplexed because the vehicle wasn’t vamp proofed.

				“Señorita Crane.”

				I started at the sound of the voice, and rotated until I located Muttonchops. He was on the other side of the van, and the door of the building squealed as it swung closed ten feet behind him. Why hadn’t it made a noise when he came out, or had he been watching me the entire time and shoved the door for theatrics?

				I stuttered through my spiel, then glanced at my watch to document the time and give myself another second to pull myself together. “La hora es tres y veinti ocho.” The clipboard was in my left hand, the pepper spray hung halfway out of my right pocket, and I had an eye out for a vengeful, bulimic lady sucker. Muttonchops rounded the van, moving deliberately slow, probably because I was jumpy—or because he remembered how quick I was on the trigger—and signed with slow rolls of the pen.

				Maybe whoever had driven the van had a purpose for being here, like fixing a burst pipe or spraying for bugs. Except service contractors rarely worked at night, and the humans who regularly interacted with vampires met them in public, at much nicer places than this. Santiago was full of blood lounges. There was no reason for anyone, vampire or human, to slum out here. Unless Livia wasn’t receiving a service, but providing one. Maybe she had something premium the lounges didn’t provide. That was difficult to imagine, since her guy was wearing another threadbare sweater. At least this one was plain maroon wool instead of gondolier stripes.

				I checked the signature. “Tungsten?”

				He snorted. “Thurston. They don’t teach you to read in the United States?”

				“Of course. It’s just that penmanship is a dying art.” I handed him an envelope and a small package, brown paper wrapped in lighter twine. Rain began to fall, splattering the back of my hand. “I hope Livia’s feeling better.”

				He paused, his arm outstretched, fingers just brushing the paper. Then he snatched the deliveries away so quickly my eyes registered it before my hand discovered it was empty.

				“My mistress is perfectly well.”

				Ah. The old song and dance. Never admit weakness, even to people who’ve witnessed it. “Glad to hear it.” I pulled my hat lower and backed toward my car. Thurston took a step toward me, and we stopped at the same time. My hand twitched toward my pocket.

				“You did not tell anyone. About what you saw.” His voice was low but not soft, and these weren’t questions. The rain fell harder, drops catching in his curly black hair and sideburns. It would have been comical, if his expression weren’t so grave. I thought of what Soraya had said, about Livia in such a state being unnatural. One night of gluttony and bad manners hadn’t seemed like that big of a deal.

				I cleared my throat. “Well, we’ve all been there, right? Not with blood maybe, but…” I glanced awkwardly away, then frowned at a paper shoved low on the dashboard of the van. The curled white logo on the dark blue square was unfamiliar, but the name below it wasn’t. Goya Worldwide.

				“Your discretion is appreciated.” Thurston inclined his head in one of those strangely formal moves that vampires pull out of their bags of long-lived tricks. I nodded stiffly back as I jammed the clipboard into my bag.

				“You have company tonight?” I asked before I could stop myself. At least I hadn’t asked what Goya was delivering, since the paper I’d seen looked a lot like a purchase order. Big delivery. Oddly behaving vampires. Freaking pharmaceutical company. All we were missing was a neon sign that said “Get your madness on here, suckers.”

				“Friends of my lady’s.” Thurston glanced at the van, then stepped toward me, a move guaranteed to make me step back. He gestured down the driveway and I nodded, watching him peripherally as I started walking away. He fell into step beside me, matching my speed. As if we were pedestrians who happened to be going in the same direction.

				The door to the warehouse creaked open and I turned to see two men—humans—wearing matching blue pullovers. Thurston’s chin jutted as he clenched his teeth. Either he didn’t like me seeing them, or he didn’t like them. Judging from his response to the Goya delivery from the other night, it was the latter. Livia had no problem putting him in his place, despite what appeared to be genuine concern on his end. Odds were, she was using the drug Malcolm was chasing. She just wasn’t having a textbook reaction to it. I almost felt bad for Thurston, but maybe that was because I had on water-resistant gear and his crappy sweater was sopping.

				The outer edge of laughter drifted toward me. The men jostled—more laughter—then leaned back against the back door of the van, hands cupped near their faces as they lit up. Maybe I could follow them, ask why a dermatology company was doing so much trade with vampires. Unfortunately my idea appeared to be written across my forehead, because Thurston shepherded me along at an increased pace.

				“Take care,” he said as he reached out and lifted the massive gate off the blocks. “There will be water on the roads tonight.”

				“Sure. And, uh, I hope the rest of your night goes better.”

				He stiffened. Fuck, I should have said “good,” not intimated that it seemed like he was having a shitty night. But he wasn’t paying attention to me. He peered at the overgrown lot adjacent to his. I glanced in the same direction, not surprised when I didn’t see anything in the darkness. Then a wave of jittery cold rolled against me. I shivered.

				“Buenas noches, Señorita Crane,” Thurston said tightly. I couldn’t blame him for his tension. The lot felt as though a whole crop of vampires had just sprung up from the ground.

				“Hasta luego, Thurston.” I dropped into the car, slipping the pepper spray into my bag and tossing it onto the seat beside me. The car whined as I backed up, and grumbled as I wrestled the shifter into first gear.

				I turned left two blocks away and stopped, unable to see much between the poor, unevenly spaced streetlights and fat raindrops. The van didn’t leave. I didn’t hear any signs of an altercation with the new kids. Maybe Thurston just didn’t like visitors. Thunder roared through the low clouds, and the atmosphere charged as the storm drew closer. My watch kept ticking, and after twenty minutes I let the clutch up and eased forward. The job was more important than my curiosity, but this would be topic number one with Mal tomorrow.

				The windshield wipers worked, which was a minor miracle as the sky opened up on my way back to Carla’s. The run had actually been pleasant. I hadn’t gotten lost, had explored a couple of alternate routes, and a few of the vampires had spoken to me as though I hadn’t just washed up out of the filthy Mapocho River. Plus nobody had vomited hot blood near me. I’d count that a win.

				I left the Tercel idling out front, not wanting to drive it into the garage since I couldn’t turn it off, and handed my slips over to Carla. The other bays were still empty, Jace with her loaded schedule and Tilde struggling.

				“How’s McHenry these days?” Carla asked. My old boss’s youthful moon face swam up from the depths of my memory and I fought down a smile.

				“What’s that, an Irish pub?” I forced myself to appear interested—curious but not intrigued.

				Carla studied me for a moment before slowly smiling. “He owns a shop up in Alaska. I didn’t think you were from there, showing up with that tan.”

				“Okaaaaay.” I raised my eyebrows as if wondering where she was going with this. I didn’t like this sudden interest in my origin. After my test run, she hadn’t asked me a single direct question about where I was from or how I knew the rules of the game. She threw her arms up in exasperation.

				“I’m curious. The girls are curious. It didn’t take long to realize you’ve done this before. But not in the States, and not in Scandinavia. I voted New Zealand. Unless you were running for the Russians. You weren’t, were you?”

				Running from the Russians, more like. I smiled sweetly and she winced. Ah, yes, the makeup. Coupled with the rain, I probably looked more sinister than sweet. “Now, Carla. A girl doesn’t drive and tell.”

				“Very well. Keep your secrets.” Her eyes gleamed, and I wasn’t sure I liked that any more than her prying. “I had good news tonight on a new contract, a big one. I will need you for this, if you can handle it.” Her tone couldn’t have been more condescending, which irked me. She didn’t need to butter me up, but she could at least acknowledge my competence.

				“I would love to make you a ton of money, but right now I have to take this piece of shit car across town to be gutted and rehabilitated.”

				“It’s not so bad.”

				“It’s all that bad.” I backed toward the door, winking before I left. And then all levity fell away.

				My world was too small, and it was as if I could feel the walls closing in. I wasn’t going to be able to hide forever. The engine raced for a few seconds before I put the car in gear. I was fine for the moment. She could speculate away. Malcolm had said that he would find and kill Richard Abel. Then I could go wherever I wanted, and actually use the reputation I’d built. It would be a relief not to have to hide so much. Except, Malcolm was awful busy in Santiago.

				I shifted in my seat, coiling tighter with tension as the city flashed by. I could barely see the lane markers as the standing water deepened. Santiago was dark and sullen as a ghost, everyone hiding from the downpour, or hidden by it. The defroster, on high, just barely kept the middle of the windshield clear.

				In Alaska, I’d been Master Bronson’s pet, the one courier he could trust not to be influenced. Was that the sort of asset Malcolm wanted, too, as he ran his little empire at the bottom of the world? Bronson seemed to rule this place in name only. The sun circled the sky up there constantly now, but still he chose to remain in Alaska. Dug in. There was more opportunity up there. New reserves of oil and metals, in a favorable environment. The Chilean mines were rumored to be heading toward their end, and the human government was less…hospitable. Maybe Bronson would never return, forcing Malcolm to work here forever. Or until his term of service expired in a few years. However, I wasn’t sure I wanted to stay that long.

				I sailed around a bend and gasped. A man stood in the center of my lane, his back to me, not thirty feet away. My feet jumped on the pedals, hands clenched worn leather, and I swerved. Bumped up onto the opposite curb and back down. I cranked the wheel to get back into my lane.

				And the car went sideways. Hydroplaning. Headlights flashed in the side window, followed by the rising panic of a truck horn closing fast. I held my breath, feet massaging the clutch and brake as I waited for the feel of traction. The drift ended abruptly, tires meeting pavement with a squeal and a lurch. I threw myself to the right, and wrenched the wheel to the left to straighten the car.

				I regained my lane and the truck sailed by, punctuated by a sheet of water and two angry pulls on the horn. The car rolled to a stop, and my heart released itself from my shoulders and dropped gingerly back into my chest. I straightened the rearview mirror and saw nothing. The seat belt caught when I tried to turn, then the cold shear of a vampire’s presence raked my spine.

				Holy fucking hell, a trap.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				I shoved the car into gear and stomped on the gas. A hand slapped against my window as the car jumped forward and I bit off a rising scream. My bag had fallen off the passenger seat during the spin, and the silver canister of pepper spray was halfway out of its pocket. I changed gears acutely, horribly, aware of the sucker running beside my car. I passed thirty miles per hour. Thirty-five. Forty.

				My hands twitched, waiting for him to make his move. He lunged, and I swerved a split second later. Not away, though. Toward him. The car rocked. He catapulted backward, long dark coat and stiff limbs pinwheeling through the rain before crashing into a gray brick wall. I slowed as I approached a corner, mapping my exit strategy. I needed to let Carla know that somebody was after her runners. My phone had slipped loose and lay at the base of the other seat. I leaned toward it.

				The passenger window exploded toward me and I jerked away, my foot coming off the accelerator just slightly. Just enough. A hand closed on my right arm, nearly pulling it from the socket. The seat belt dug into my neck.

				“Stop,” the vampire ordered. A second one, wearing a blue pullover.

				My foot quivered over the brake pedal. I considered the strength of the hold on my arm and eased off, reaching over with my left hand to downshift. I rolled to a stop, soaked with sweat and adrenaline.

				The vampire released me only for a second when he yanked the door open and climbed in. He was big, his bulk overflowing the seat, rainwater streaming from his blond hair. And he was pissed. His naked fangs dug pale burrows into the skin beneath his lower lip. He opened his mouth, tilted his head back and made a sound like a grave exhaling thousand-year-old air.

				His fangs retracted, mostly. His eyes glowed deep red beneath thick brows. He had a long, narrow nose and a wide, merciless mouth, and I wondered what he’d do if I tried to run. His hand clamped down on my shoulder and I jumped. He grinned, like we were having a great old time.

				“What do you want?” I asked, anger riding fear and making me too loud, too confrontational. I stared at his Adam’s apple because it was safer than looking at his eyes, but I could still see those damn teeth. My gaze dropped to his hand. The elastic sleeve of his jacket pinched the skin in the middle of his meaty forearm.

				“Someone wants to see you,” he said. My throat clicked when I swallowed. Richard Abel. Sending vamps this time instead of my own kind, and coming just ahead of daybreak. “Drive.”

				I had to work to pull my right hand off the wheel, and first gear eluded me for a moment. I couldn’t blame it for hiding. My bag, containing my only weapons, was out of reach beneath his feet.

				I didn’t feel any other vampires, which meant that his buddy was still embedded in the wall. It also meant that Soraya wasn’t just hiding, she wasn’t fucking there. Or if she was, she was allowing me to be taken. My stomach fell, and I had to fight to keep from sagging along with it.

				That was fine. I didn’t need a cavalry. My tools were a shitty car that my companion’s presence would likely kill within a matter of miles, and my wits. The windshield wipers flubbed frantically. A pickup passed, lights streaked by the rain. The car, my wits, and what little information I’d gained about these streets.

				“Where are we going?” I managed to modulate my tone, letting fear seep into it, which wasn’t difficult.

				He grabbed my chin and yanked my head toward him. I kept the wheel straight. Damn vampires didn’t know you had to see to be able to drive.

				“My name, little one, is Bren. Drive me to the Autopista Central and go north. Take the fastest route. No tricks. No attempt to gain attention. And no more questions.” Cold willpower sprayed through my eyes and into my head.

				Bren let go and the glamour washed through me, strengthened by the addition of his name. I blinked and waved a hand over my face as the command burrowed in. I was too freaked to deflect it properly. Malcolm had gotten me once before, when I was hurt. I bit the inside of my lip. I wasn’t hurt, not yet, and I wasn’t about to obey as someone tried to make me drive myself to my death.

				The glamour drifted away and my eyes cleared. I shifted mechanically, staring straight ahead, attempting to appear dull and submissive. His accent was foreign, clipped and precise, not quite German, almost Australian. He certainly wasn’t from here, and it occurred to me he might not be Richard’s flunky. The hatchet man knew I wasn’t susceptible to influence, which Bren clearly didn’t.

				He settled in, peering around as I drove, like he was enjoying himself. He probably didn’t get to ride up front in cars a lot. He was bizarrely laid-back, fiddling with the dials and actually chuckling when the radio came on. No way he belonged to Richard Abel. That sucker was old-school. A lot of weasely theatrics, earnest intimidation and bone-deep sadism.

				The city was too big, the networks too disjointed for me to even speculate on who could have sent vampires—and not baby ones either—after me. It didn’t matter, though. All that mattered was that I get away from them. From him. I took a left, let the car drift over the speed limit. The street was empty and the rain was letting up some. It still coated the road several inches deep. The Autopista Central was the north-south highway on the west side of Santiago. Livia was my only delivery close to the highway, and I didn’t think she’d stand up to another vampire if I ran to her for help. Thurston might, if she let him. He seemed like a decent guy. Mickey’s garage was on the way, sort of. If I could stick to slower streets, I might be able to weave my way toward her.

				I ran the blocks in my mind, branched outward, trying to recall an obstruction or location that might hold people at this time of the morning. The produce and meat mercados would be open, a few distribution centers. But there was no way he’d let me drive to a place like that. I needed a quick and dirty option, and there was exactly one thing I could reach in the next minute that fit that bill.

				Another turn. I shook my head and made a whispered moaning sound. Bren examined me and a block slipped past. Another. I smacked the heel of my hand against the steering wheel, trying to appear to be fighting him, keeping his attention off the roads. His energy filled the tight space as he tried to tighten his control. The lights dimmed, the dials on the dash alternately spiking and crashing as he corrupted the machine. I silently willed the car forward. Another turn. Bren pressed a hand to the window, his neck craning as he looked around, probably searching for landmarks.

				“This isn’t the way—”

				“I’m the runner,” I slurred, hoping that was how enthralled humans talk. “I know the roads. This is the fastest route.” The engine began to rattle, and my speed fell slightly. I wanted to cry. If this didn’t work…

				“No. This isn’t the way. Turn around.”

				He punctuated the command with a surge of power. It felt like ice shattering against the backs of my eyes. I stomped on the gas and the car actually responded. One final burst. We skidded around a corner. Bren grabbed for the armrest, and it came away in his hand. I took a deep breath and veered across the road.

				He saw it, even in the dark—a lane-wide pothole from the pocked road I’d complained about to Malcolm. It was so deep, a truck had broken an axle in it a week prior. And the rain had probably weakened it further. Bren hit the door with hammer fists until the latch broke.

				The front end of the Tercel dropped like I’d driven off the end of the world. The rear flew up. Gravity shifted and got all kinds of powerful. And then the car crashed down.

				I gasped in a breath, staring at the spider-veined windshield, astounded we hadn’t flipped over. Mickey was going to kill me.

				She’d have to get in line.

				Pain lanced my chest as I reached for the seat belt. I moved my jacket and shirt away from my neck, expecting to see a bullet hole. A dull red bruise stared back. Broken collarbone from the seat belt, maybe. Could have been worse. I dropped my head against the rest and breathed for a moment, quelling nausea and panic, and tried to think.

				I opened my eyes, turned my head and wished I hadn’t. Bren’s legs were stiff and straight. It looked as though his heels had dug into the floor of the car. The rest of his body was crammed into the twisted, V-shaped space between the car frame and the open door. He’d panicked, and now he was…

				I shoved my way out of the crumpled door and stumbled a few steps, left arm tucked against my stomach. The car steamed, one rear wheel spinning from where it dangled. Cold, gritty brick met my forehead as I leaned against the building, fighting the urge to vomit. Or cry. Or scream. Something warm ran down my neck before dissipating. Blood wasn’t good. I needed to take care of it before someone with fangs came along.

				My brain came back online, running the scenario, the setup. Who knew I’d be on that road at that time? Who would have sent suckers after me? Where the fuck was Soraya?

				I probed at my clavicle and winced. I needed my bag, a good place to hide and medical attention. In that order. I walked back to the car, facing upward as I crouched. The rain fell in cold sheets of temporary blindness. Blinking, I wormed my way in through the gaping passenger’s side, grinding my teeth as the ends of the bone in my chest ground.

				Blood dripped from the door and I breathed through my mouth to get enough air in. I felt around until I found the strap of my bag and a cold, slim canister. Bren’s leg twitched and I snatched my bag back and raised the pepper spray. As if that was going to make his body behave.

				I leaned in one more time—having to press against his legs to make room—swallowing a whimper until my fingers closed around my phone. I jerked back to my feet, and my gaze snagged on his crumpled torso. The back of his rucked-up jacket was marked with a white symbol. It was round and styled to appear as if it had been painted on with a fat brush. Maybe the homicidal sucker was sponsored.

				I tentatively reached out, knees ready to launch me backward, and pulled the side of his jacket to stretch the image flat. It was an eye and eyebrow with two brushstrokes dragged through it and downward to form a stylized G. The image was familiar, the Egyptian Eye of Ra or whatever. The G tickled my memory, though I’d seen it much smaller. I stretched the fabric a little farther. Goya Worldwide ran below the symbol in small, blocky letters. The jacket smelled slightly smoky. The two men at Livia’s had been dark haired and human. They’d also been smaller, which might explain why the jacket was three sizes too small. Why the hell was a vampire wearing it?

				And why was I standing around like a Muppet? I fumbled with the canister before I got the pepper spray to work, then ran it around the car, cringing when I did the passenger’s side. Bren would recover, so long as he got loose prior to dawn, but I felt bad for adding insult to catastrophic injury. The rain would eliminate the worst of the effects of the spray, but it should hide my scent. Whoever was after me might know me by sight, but they shouldn’t be able to pick up my trail. Not right away at least.

				I swore without heat. I hadn’t caught even a hint of a tail coming from Carla’s, and I’d driven into an ambush, not been caught from behind. I hadn’t been followed, which meant someone had tipped Bren and his buddy off. Someone had betrayed me, either a fellow runner or the vampire vassal who’d been instructed to keep me safe.

				My cell phone was dead. Bren’s presence had taken care of that. I started walking, rigging my arm inside my coat to hold it mostly steady. Each step still felt like a hammer blow. I was chilled within three blocks, shaking by six, but nothing pursued me no matter how many times I glanced back.

				Cars splashed me as they drove by and I almost climbed into each home I passed where lights were on. Even the smell of stale beer and discreet vomit outside a bar were welcome signs of human life. But nothing was quite as nice as shoving through the door of Mickey’s garage into the warmth and comforting smell of grease. A small black pickup sat engineless in the first bay. Mickey, keeping to her nocturnal hours, was waist deep in the engine of an experienced blue sedan. I slogged toward her, dripping on the stained concrete and leaving behind a sizable trail.

				“Hey, M-M-Mickey.” I was shaking so hard I could hear the bones grinding together in my chest. She popped up, and beamed at me before taking in my condition.

				“Aerin,” she chided, wiping her hands on a rag. “I meant for you to drive the car here. I cannot work on it if you don’t bring it to me.”

				“It’s gone to the great beyond. Where’s your bathroom?”

				She pointed to the back wall, concern darkening her wide eyes. Her long hair was tied up in some elaborate formation with a black bandana, and her pea-green coveralls were about five sizes too big.

				“Lock this place down,” I said as I struggled with the greasy brass doorknob. The fluorescent lights flickered when I turned them on. “And call Carla. Let her know I got jumped after leaving the shop. Have her check on the others. Please.”

				“Que mal rollo,” she muttered. Tools clanged on the floor when she bumped a rolling tray on her way to a wall phone. “Who was it?”

				“Don’t know. They were foreign and had fangs. One took out a brick wall. The other’s still, uh, with the car, I guess.”

				“Dry yourself. I will let the others know. The towels are clean.”

				I unzipped my coat and hung it on a peg on the wall, then sat down on the closed toilet. I pulled one leg up across the other and stared at the laces of my boots. The dregs of adrenaline and the continued slow burn of fear made me jittery, and I was abruptly, painfully, homesick. Mickey chattered away and I heard what sounded like metal bars scraping against the cement floor. One boot fell to the floor and I changed legs.

				“Everyone else is okay,” Mickey yelled through the door. “They all made it in. They’re going to wait there until morning. Dawn should be breaking soon.”

				They could have recruited humans to help them, whoever Bren worked for. But I doubted these guys would try anything else tonight, human or not. Not with one injured and one…broken. They’d need to think, try to figure out what went wrong on a simple grab job. At least, I hoped they would. I rubbed my eyes.

				“We’ll move when it gets light,” Mickey said. The door squeaked when she pushed it open, and she hissed when she saw how I was holding my arm. “You need a doctor.”

				“No.” I opened my eyes, tore at my other laces. She crouched, untying them with deft, stained fingers. “I think it’s a clean fracture. The bone’s in position.”

				She scrunched her nose, stood up and reached around the tile wall to start a shower, then trotted out of the room. I perked up. Warm water sounded like heaven. The room, despite the mildew in the corners and industrial-solvent-strength soap, wasn’t that different from the garage bathroom Malcolm had arranged for me. That thought sent a pang of longing straight through my center, and I felt a little guilty because I wasn’t thinking about him so much as what he could give me. A couple days of lying around with him would be enough for my body to use his ambient energy to seal the fracture in my collarbone. Healing without him would take weeks.

				I managed to get my pants off, and one soggy sock, when Mickey reappeared with a wicked pair of scissors. She’d taken her hair down and it twisted around her face like spastic snakes.

				“Here,” she said, “this will make it easier.” She reached for the left sleeve of my shirt, and I shoved her with my good arm.

				“This is from Shinzu Cormera’s ’97 Japan tour. I would rather chew my own arm off than cut it. It’s a classic.”

				Mickey pointed at it and grimaced. “It’s already ripped on the shoulder. And the lettering is all peeled off. I always wondered where you came from. Now I know it’s the place that says ‘classic’ when they mean ‘garbage.’”

				“You just don’t know quality when you see it.” My condescending tone lost its strength when I couldn’t get my head all the way out of the shirt and started worming around frantically. Claustrophobia, I has it. Mickey pulled the shirt gently over my head and slid it off my bad arm.

				“Is there someone you need to call?” she asked.

				“Yes,” I mumbled, then immediately snapped, “No.”

				She looked at me, puzzled, while I smiled, a pathetic attempt to reassure her I was okay while I was shivering and mostly naked. “Are you sure?”

				Malcolm needed to know what had happened but I couldn’t call him, because he wasn’t human. And I couldn’t order delivery of a message, because I would either have to ask Carla to send someone or walk in to another shop. While the odds were low that anybody else would recognize me as the new runner in town, once my name was linked to Malcolm, I’d be compromised. There was no law against having a relationship with a vampire. Couriers just didn’t do it…not unless they were compelled to.

				I sighed and rubbed at my eyes. Maybe the situation wasn’t so bad. Maybe this was a fluke, some Chilean version of hazing, but with less beer and more broken bones.

				“You tell me if you change your mind,” Mickey said gently. “Sometimes we think people do not care about us when they still do. Then, sometimes we think people care about us when all they really want is to know what’s for dinner and when we play Argentina. Hijos de puta.”

				She raised the scissors in her fist and I leaned back. “Yikes. Thinking about any particular son of a bitch, Mick?”

				A car rattled outside, slowing in front of the shop. We both froze. It sputtered, picked up and drove on. Mickey put her hands on my hips and pulled my panties down my legs.

				“Whoa!”

				“I don’t want to be caught in here by fangers.” She unhooked my bra and pushed me toward the shower. “Be quick. Two Brujas Found Naked and Dead in Kinky Vampire-Courier Sex Crime. My mother will kill me if she sees that headline.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Mickey slid a heavy red platter onto the table and pushed it toward me as she nodded at whatever Jace told her over the phone.

				“They are bored,” she said, shoveling food onto my plate until I raised a hand to defend it. “And Tilde is very angry to be kept. Carla will not pay them for the hours.”

				I rolled my eyes. With so much competition, Carla wasn’t raking in the dough, but damn if she wasn’t tight with her margins. I was glad not to be trapped in the garage with the two runners and the boss. Mickey’s apartment, while small, was quiet and comfortable.

				“And…” Mickey’s voice rose half an octave. Her eyebrows knit together as she listened, still nodding as though Jace could see it. She turned toward me. “There’s been another body. A dead-ender in a mansion in the hills.” Her nose scrunched up and she pressed the cell phone against her chest and whispered, “His fangs were still out.”

				I almost dropped my fork. “A dead sucker?” She nodded and we stared at each other.

				“Wait, if there’s a body—if he hasn’t burned—then how can anybody tell if he’s actually, truly dead? Maybe he’s just resting.” Malcolm didn’t breathe when he slept. He needed to in order to talk, but I think he did it out of habit. A conscious habit. He moved sometimes in his sleep, smooth, undulating motions that made me wonder what vampires dreamed of. Probably not chasing rabbits.

				Mickey raised the phone again and relayed my question. I leaned back, grunting as I landed too hard against the chair back. I breathed out a curse when Mickey made a sharp, horrified sound.

				“The other vampires were scared,” she said, one hand fluttering over her mouth. “It was…inflated. Red all over. Skin, eyes, everything. Like it had—”

				“Overfilled with blood.” I stared at my plate, my gaze moving slowly from one grain of rice to the next as my mind tried to make sense of what I was hearing. Livia, flushed and bloated. The van. The men in blue. Did Thurston know what was happening to her, that the drug she was taking—I had no doubt it was Goya’s product—was killing her? Really killing her.

				“Can Jace ask the other shop if it delivered anything from a corporate sender to the dead…” Mickey glanced down at her phone and frowned.

				“She’s gone. Her phone was dying when I called. Eat.” She dropped into the chair across from me and smiled, any disturbance over the conversation gone. Of course, she didn’t know that this true death was connected to the dead humans, and that it probably wouldn’t be the last. Or she just wasn’t easily disturbed. Her place was cheerful—bright yellow and orange walls, tinkling beaded curtains, and a selection of brand-spanking-new electronics that looked suspiciously like they’d fallen off the back of a truck.

				“Just ask her when she gets home if the other runners delivered anything from Goya Worldwide.”

				“Bueno.” Mickey mounded rice and fish together on a tortilla. “Now, since you will not let me take you to a doctor, at least eat. Otherwise I might think you are a robot.”

				“I’m not a robot.” I grinned.

				“So you say. You drive too fast. You learn too quick. You don’t eat.” She raised her eyebrows. I took a bite.

				I spent the day alternately dozing, staring suspiciously out the window at Mickey’s innocent neighbors and being stuffed with endless leftovers. She had a thing for American pop music, the New York Yankees and delicious, delicious food.

				She also slept with a stuffed B. A. Baracas doll in her arms and the hilt of a knife sticking out from under her pillow. My kind of gal. Jace didn’t call back and night fell too soon. I tiptoed to the front door and pulled on a stiff blue ball cap. The clothes I was wearing—hers—were tighter than I was used to. My boots and coat were still damp and I didn’t have the tools for a proper makeup job, but it was time to move. Malcolm was due back at nightfall, and I had all kinds of things to tell him.

				He’d given me the address of the blood lounge that served as his headquarters in the city. Vampires liked to conduct business socially, probably because they were sneaky bastards and everybody wanted to see what the other guy was doing. Mal had said that if anything happened, I was to go there. Something had sure as shit happened. Soraya might have been there during the day, but since I got jumped while she was supposed to have been watching my back, I was leery of running to her for help. He trusted her, and maybe he had a reason to. I didn’t. I slid the last of Mickey’s four locks free and poked my head into an empty hallway painted just as brightly as her place.

				I locked the knob—she would be pissed about the rudimentary security when she woke—and headed out. Protocol dictated that I go to Carla, who would report my attack to her senator. Except the senator was only human, and I wasn’t sure about Carla. Not about her being human, but about her allegiances.

				I’d spent the day replaying the night in my mind. If I’d been marked due to my position in Santiago rather than who I was, that had something to do with my employment with her. Her other runners were safe. I was the only one who had been attacked, on the same night that she’d been surprised by a big deal and suddenly become interested in where I’d come from. That didn’t sound like a coincidence.

				Carla dressed well. She drove a pearlescent blue Porsche Cayenne, and she’d had enough work done that she looked a well-preserved forty instead of what I suspected was closer to fifty. I had no doubt her house was as new as her eyelids and as slick as her ride. She liked expensive things, and three runners on the low end of the spectrum weren’t enough to finance a high-end life. There was at least one person who would pay big money to know my whereabouts.

				Alternatively, I was alone when I was jumped. After Malcolm had made it clear to his vassal, who should have followed his orders at least as well as he followed Bronson’s, that she was to watch over me.

				I hopped a bus to downtown and sat near the door. Twilight rolled over the mountains and rendered the city a spray of twinkling lights in a bowl of darkness. It had stopped raining, at least. I wasn’t looking forward to walking into El Arquero. The place was a blood lounge. I’d entered them a few times, pushing through the waiting lines of humans to make deliveries, but I’d never been inside one. The idea was creepy even if Malcolm was there, and if he wasn’t… I shifted in my seat, my stomach churning, my chest and shoulder throbbing despite the eight Tylenol I’d taken.

				Around me, people climbed on and off the bus. Going home to families, to daylight lives where they didn’t have to use other names or wear disguises. I scrubbed at my face, feeling silly and strange without makeup. I smelled like Mickey’s floral detergent, which was pleasant rather than revolting, and wore only a couple passes of navy eyeliner.

				I got off the bus as a group of young men clambered on in a cloud of boisterous singing, musky cologne and flashy threads. My breath plumed the air as I fast-walked, head down, through the business-casual crowd and jogged down the stairs into the metro.

				I switched trains twice, then cabbed it a half mile, getting out three blocks from the club. It was on the edge of a renovated industrial strip in between retail commercial and high-end lofts. The old, flat-roofed stone buildings had been cleaned up and given larger, modern windows, which were full of small locally manufactured goods—clothing, rugs, a stoneware company capitalizing off of Pomaire-style pottery.

				In the middle of these enterprises stood El Arquero. I’d driven by a couple of times while figuring out routes and surroundings. The building was tall and spare, separated from its neighbors by the dark twin slashes of alleys. An orange patina covered the heavy tile facade, intersected by strips of smoked black glass that were thicker at the bottom and narrowed toward the top of the third story. Bronson’s lounges in Anchorage, if they still stood after his war, featured a lot of neon and winking chrome. Flashy, bright and colorful against the grayscape of winter. El Arquero was designed to look like the freaking front doors of hell. All it needed was smoke and brimstone.

				I paused around the corner and pulled Mickey’s hat lower on my forehead, grimacing when my clavicle grated. It was one thing to walk into a nest while working, with my clipboard and a purpose. The laminate meant I was more than just a human, a courier rather than a woman, and I rarely had to venture any deeper than the entryway to get a signature.

				Blood lounges weren’t just for socializing and holding meetings and being seen. They were also sanctioned feeding grounds. Approved and regulated by human authorities, at least on paper, they were still buildings in which humans cut themselves open and bled for money. If that was all they did.

				My mom had been a feeder. Scars ran the length of her arms, precise and parallel, except for those that weren’t. When I was very young, I’d run my fingers over them as she rocked me out of whatever nightmare had woken me or happened while I was awake. She hadn’t been pretty enough to work in a lounge but her blood was desirable enough for house calls. Or the backseat of a car at the edge of a darkened parking lot. Or a vacant building.

				I’d wait outside, shrinking back against whatever solid surface I could find, wondering if that would be the time she didn’t come back. The vampires would parade out, flushed and satiated. At least the vamps in the lounges followed the rules. And Malcolm was in there, probably lording over them, all decked out in his pimp rags.

				I blew out a breath and kicked the toe of my boot against the sidewalk. I knew what Malcolm was before I hooked up with him. In theoretical, Wikipedia terms, I understood how he survived. But I wasn’t sure I’d see him the same after I witnessed him behaving as a vampire. Then again, I had a strong desire to live, so it wasn’t like I had a choice. Maybe they’d be between meals.

				Three heavy vehicles hulked in front of the club, exhaust fogging the air. The crowd that would gather later in the night, hoping to be allowed inside for a peek at the vampires, was absent. The club appeared closed, but energy crackled around the building. I jogged across the street, peering both ways and into all the shadows big enough to hide a person. The doors opened as I reached for them, swinging inward, which would be odd for a human business, but a lot of vampire places worked like that. It added to their freaky factor. As if they needed it.

				The doors shushed closed behind me, the cool air cut off and replaced with the cloying scent of lilies. I ignored the rise of claustrophobia and aimed for the warm, flickering light and polished glass visible through a doorway. A body stepped out, so large that it eclipsed the light. I slowed but didn’t stop. This wasn’t my first rodeo.

				“¿Que quiere?”

				I almost laughed. The list of things I wanted was nearing infinite, but seeing Malcolm had a long lead on all the others. The vampire sounded local, from what I could make out through the baritone rumble. Hell of a welcoming committee.

				“Tengo que ver Malcom Kelly. é les�“

				“Imposible.”

				The vampire, who had to be six foot four, stepped back when I kept moving, pivoted away when I raised a hand. He stood beside a lectern, but the brawn of his shoulders and biceps beneath a dark suit coat indicated he was more security guard than concierge. Coarse black hair jutted away from his head over thick brows and a square jaw. Square head, more like it. He must have had a terrible time finding hats.

				A large mirror hung on the wall opposite me in a wrought-iron frame. I looked frumpy and coltish. He didn’t have a reflection, which was ten kinds of disorienting. Behind me, glass clinked and people talked in low murmurs, typical restaurant sounds minus cutlery and chewing. I ignored that. Malcolm would be working, not hanging out.

				I glanced past the guard, down a short hallway that opened up to the business side of the lounge, a room that resembled nothing so much as a library. A dozen small square tables topped with candles, identical pads of paper, and fountain pens stood obediently in even rows. Booths lined the room, discreetly closed away behind sliding glass doors that were no doubt soundproof. Several of them had thick privacy curtains drawn. I cleared my throat.

				“Me está esperando,” I said slowly, conjugating in my head and hoping I was telling him I was expected. “So solo le dijiese—”

				“Solo te repito una vez mas, jovencita, no es posible.” It wasn’t possible to see Malcolm, and the meathead didn’t want to repeat himself. That made two of us. He shifted, not moving toward me but somehow inflating himself. Turning up the intimidation factor. I dropped one hand to my hip and pointed at him.

				Frustration jumped on top of eighteen hours of fear and pain, and I struggled with the words. This was supposed to be my safe house in times of trouble, and yet all I’d gotten was more trouble. “Me está esperando�I don’t think you understand who I am. My name—”

				This time he did step forward. I stiffened, refusing to retreat when he leaned down and bared his teeth. At least it was only his regular teeth.

				“You are not listening,” he said, thankfully also switching to English. “This is El Arquero. It does not matter what your name is, girl. You are not welcome here. Walk away. Find yourself a hive that enjoys the taste of desperation.”

				The guard straightened, his eyes gleaming with malicious amusement. He was calling me a fang-banger, thinking that I’d come for the bite. Because I wasn’t beautiful. Because I wasn’t well kept. Not the kind of girl who was worth Malcolm’s time. I took a deep breath, so angry that I actually needed more oxygen to function.

				Vampire energy assailed me, riding in on my drawn breath, but not in a directed way. The guard wasn’t trying to influence me, because to him I wasn’t worth it. So Malcolm hadn’t told the doorman to expect me. Fine. That was smart. Couldn’t have these people—Bronson’s people—knowing I was alive and running. There were other ways to play this. I rubbed my eyes, sorting through the ambient power, searching for the familiar heat that meant him.

				I didn’t get a fix on him like I would if we were alone together, when I knew exactly where to find him, but he was definitely close. I focused.

				Behind me.

				I turned, felt the guard step forward until he nearly brushed my back. The other room was lit by hundreds of candles and decorated in burgundy and gold. Shards of glass decorated the walls and formed a fragmented mosaic behind the bar. It was broken into conversation areas, and dividing walls jutted out at strange angles, creating small private areas in the open, larger room.

				The club was barely open, but there were still fifty or more people there, evenly divided between smooth vampires and excited humans. Most of the humans, flushed and bright-eyed—hopefully from the alcohol—were focused on an area near the back corner. I spied a familiar set of shoulders and tension fled me as if I’d unzipped it and stepped free. He was here, wearing another ridiculous suit—blue with chrome trim—but he was here. I took a step forward and a heavy hand descended on my shoulder.

				“He’s right there,” I snapped. “I’m just going to talk to him.” The hand clamped down, contorting the bones in my chest, and I gasped.

				Malcolm’s head snapped to the side. He glanced sidelong at me through that room full of fangs and eager strangers. I wanted to throw the guard’s hand off and run to him, to keep running out of that place, to somewhere quiet and alone and safe. Relief and something much stronger bubbled up inside my chest and I blinked rapidly.

				“You will leave,” the guard growled in my ear, “or I will throw you out.”

				“Get your fucking hand off of me.”

				Malcolm turned away, playing the politician, making an excuse so that he could meet with me. He bent down and picked up a metal goblet. Tilted his head. The male in front of him laughed.

				My eyes dried out and narrowed.

				The male in front of him was Lalo, the weasel who’d tried to feel me up at Vega’s. He wasn’t just alive, he was getting the VIP treatment. After Malcolm had been so angry, after he’d shown up and yelled at me, he was entertaining the rat while I was left to dangle. I’d missed an appointment with Soraya and been—for all he knew—missing for the day.

				Malcolm didn’t signal to the guard, didn’t send one of the roving servers to retrieve me. He just kept chatting away with the greasy sucker. I stifled the urge to tap my foot, or kick something.

				I had to check in with Carla, and if I was going to leave Chile—which I had a strong urge to do—I needed to do it immediately. Another five seconds ticked slowly by, and still Malcolm didn’t look at me. I chilled abruptly. It wasn’t that he didn’t look at me. It was that he wouldn’t.

				I backed up, bumping into the guard as I recoiled. “I’m going,” I heard myself mumble, my body floating, my mind locking down bit by bit. “I’m going.”

				The dark corridor seemed to close in on me as I drifted through it. I slid between the doors before they’d fully opened, jamming my shoulder, but I could barely feel it. I crossed the street on autopilot, stumbled as I stepped onto the curb. My stomach wrapped itself into an intricate, impossibly tight knot. I’d walked into his club, hurt, after I’d been attacked. And he wouldn’t even acknowledge me.

				The guard had called me desperate. Maybe I was. Not for the bite, but I’d given myself up fast enough. All those years of training, of working to protect myself from influence…all he had to do was smile at me and I fell apart. I rounded the corner, tugging at the brim of my cap as I passed a group leaving an office late.

				My breathed hitched and I stopped, my eyes widening. I’d been duped. Malcolm liked to play, and since I couldn’t be influenced, I’d intrigued him. He probably liked the challenge. Anger began to beat between my temples, replacing the sickening numbness. He was such an asshole. And I was such a fool.

				I started walking again, head down, picking up speed. “The fucker can’t even cook.”

				“Perdon, señorita,” a man lisped behind me. The hair on the back of my neck rose. Cold jittery energy and fang-impaired speech?

				I ran.

				And made it exactly ten steps before an arm snaked around my middle. My legs flew up into the air on the remains of my momentum. I clawed at the vampire’s wrist, trying to get free so I could get a hand into my bag. Then he stopped moving, with me tangled up and flailing in his long arms.

				“Aerin Crane?”

				I jerked my head around, breathing hard, still trying to get my hands free. “Thurston? What the fuck? Put me down.”

				“This isn’t right.” His iron hold relaxed and my feet found pavement. I turned until I could see him. One of his eyes was black, so swollen there were no creases in the lid. His throat was nearly as dark.

				“Jesus, Thurston! Are you okay? Where’s Livia?” Had she done that to him? Soraya had said drugged-out vampires had attacked their hivemates.

				His good eye widened and his fangs retracted. “She’s—”

				Tires screeched behind me and the vampire gazed past me, his beaten face going blank. Christ, I could not catch a break. I kicked, the heel of my boot catching the inside of one knee. He stumbled, then twisted me around, manhandling me like a toddler with a doll. He pulled both my arms behind me and the broken parts of my collarbone scraped apart. I screamed.

				“I am sorry,” he whispered against my ear.

				My vision fuzzed out. Dimly I felt myself lifted, then dropped onto my side. I breathed through the pain and pressure, unable to hold in a series of sad little whimpers. It subsided eventually, enough that I could see again, enough that I could almost think.

				I lay on a quilted leather seat, and I was moving. On the road, in a vehicle wide enough that I could lay nearly flat and heavy enough that I could feel the power required to make it move. I could feel, also, the cold aggravation of vampire. I took one final deep breath, wondering whether I’d be allowed to spend the rest of the night facing the back of the limo seat. What the fuck was Thurston doing, outside his territory, without Livia? And who in the hell had done that to him?

				“Is she okay?” a woman asked in a small, lilting voice. “You said she wouldn’t be hurt.”

				“She was already injured.” A man, with the same accent as Bren, but stronger. Realization clicked. South African. “Weren’t you, Aerin?”

				My stomach dropped. At least he didn’t know my real name. I levered myself onto my knees, then collapsed onto my butt. I hunched forward, cradling my left arm. Across from me, in the back of the limousine, sat two people.

				The male was pale, blue eyed, a strawberry blond with darker eyebrows and lashes. He seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place him—tall and slender in a slick gray suit with a wide blue tie—in my memory. He was almost pretty, with a long, thin nose and curved pink lips. Well, pretty for a vampire who’d kidnapped me. I couldn’t imagine Thurston was working for two suckers. More likely, Livia’s scheme hadn’t gone down the way she’d hoped. This guy seemed a little high rent to be skirmishing over ghetto property, but maybe he was more interested in what they’d had inside the warehouse.

				I suppressed a sigh as I turned toward the other figure. Tilde, curled up beside the vampire, wore a short-sleeved V-neck sweater that matched the sucker’s tie. Her hair hung limp, and blue veins showed across her exposed upper chest and stick-thin legs, very little of which were covered by a loose, satiny white skirt. I couldn’t see any bite marks, but she was clearly unwell. What were the odds she’d been the driver of the pale car that followed me? The Peugeot was white, and she was an agile driver. Plus she’d known I was going to Mickey’s.

				A sucker pitting runner against runner. Sweat broke out across my back as I dragged my gaze to the window. Through the tinted glass, I watched us fly farther and farther from Malcolm. Not that he would have helped.

				I was on my own.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				I couldn’t tell if the air in the car was freezing, or if that was just how I felt. I’d never been in such a small space with a vampire other than Malcolm, and he restrained himself even during sleep. Don’t think about him. This vampire radiated power, and the longer I was near him, the more certain I became that I knew him. A customer maybe, but not a recent one. My head swam, adrenaline competing with the numbing energy and soothing sway of the car. The sucker waited for me to speak. Rude on top of being the mastermind of a situation borne straight out of my nightmares. Fantastic.

				Tilde pulled at his sleeve, ran her hand up and down his thigh until he plucked it up and returned it to her. He also tightened his hold on his energy, pulling it close so it wouldn’t be so irresistible to her. He might as well have said “Stay,” she went so still beside him. I froze as well because I’d never felt a vampire, other than Malcolm, pull that trick. Shock, coupled with the fact that I needed to do something to keep from losing my shit, forced my mouth open.

				“I suppose you know we are registered couriers. So what do you want with us?” My voice came out mostly level, but I stopped speaking when his eyes traveled the length of my body before returning to my face. He smirked, eyes half closing, and to my horror I blushed.

				“You don’t appear to be on the clock. You do not wear your war paint, and I see no visible badge. How was I to know you were anything but a civilian?”

				“There are rules about that too.” Funny that he’d only be concerned with the extension of the law that protected couriers, but it explained why his guys had waited until I returned my roster last night. He didn’t mind paying the fines for damaging a human, but didn’t want to shell out the additional fee to our employer. Tilde was already broken, but he was keeping her around, so biting her hadn’t been an accidental, spur-of-the-fangy-moment thing. He was doing a job, and she’d gotten in his way. So too, apparently, had I. Whatever the hell the job was.

				“If you’re trying to disrupt Carla’s operation,” I said, feeling him out, “you should know that we don’t know anything about the business side. And if you think you can run her out of business by picking off her runners, you should have put some research into the job market around here. All she has to do is call a temp agency and she’ll be fully operational. So you can tell your employer that this strategy isn’t working.”

				He moved so quickly that I only got the sense of motion before he was inches in front of me, his arms planted on either side of my head. He moved one hand, slowing when I flinched, and tilted my chin up. Power coursed from him, scrabbling over my skin before it sank, throbbing, into my chest. I ground my teeth to keep from making a sound as the chilled river of power ran over and through me.

				He turned my head to the right, then the left, his touch as gentle as his energy was disturbing. Not physically disturbing, disturbing because it felt…good. He smiled, all brilliant white teeth and amused blue eyes, and recognition snapped into place. He’d been at the bar the night we celebrated me completing my run. The sucker I’d mistaken for a gentleman.

				He slid onto the seat beside me as if he’d been invited and crossed his long legs. Tilde whined wordlessly. Like a damn dog.

				“I could not care less about your Carla,” he said. Pleasantly. As if we were in the middle of a long-running conversation. “My name is Hendrik Vorster. And you are Aerin Crane.”

				He offered his hand and I reached for him despite the discomfort that turning caused. He held it more than shook it, and the intensity of his energy current increased. I struggled to get enough air and had to work to keep my eyes away from his. Whatever he was doing, it was intentional, an insidious seduction technique. I’d have bet he didn’t even have to speak and women fell all over him. And I’d have bet good money that’s the way he liked it.

				Vorster smiled, sliding his fingers along my palm as he released me. I wrapped my right arm around the left, digging my fingers into my elbow in the hope they’d stay there and off of him. I’d never enjoyed the feel of a vampire before Malcolm, had barely been able to tolerate being in the same room as them, but this…his power running over my body, sinking into it, was fucking intimate.

				“I came to this country searching for someone, but I haven’t been able to see him. And then I heard the most fantastical rumor, that he’d taken up with a courier. I thought it was her.” He gestured toward Tilde, who blushed and self-consciously ran her fingers over her neck. “She fits his tastes, my old business partner. He always liked the pretty ones. Not too smart, easily played. Willing to let him get away with anything.”

				I swallowed hard, my mind jumping to accept the idea that was forming. It wasn’t Richard Abel who was after me. Not some rival outfit after Carla’s contracts.

				Tilde rose on her knees, reaching for Vorster. Her skirt was rucked up, exposing an angry rash on the inside of her thigh. My nose wrinkled. Not a rash. Broken skin and capillaries from his feeding. Vorster crossed to her, not so quickly this time but enough to make my brain do a double take.

				“And what do you let Malcolm get away with, Aerin?” His eyes narrowed as his tone hardened. I wanted to throw up, or laugh hysterically, so I didn’t say anything. I glared at the window, making sure I could take my eyes off him, and trying to figure out how to get free. Walking away from one vampire only to fall victim to another. Unacceptable.

				The car slowed. A crowd of teens crossed the street behind us. My eyes followed them as far as they could, picking out the corner of a building, giant sconces lighting up the green exterior. I knew the building. It was used for—

				Vorster raised his hand and snapped his fingers to get my attention. At the same time he ratcheted up his energy output. A regular human wouldn’t have understood her compulsion to stare at him, the way her drew her. I knew what he was doing, and still had to curl my hands tight to keep from crawling to him. My collarbone started itching so badly that I wanted to tear my skin off so I could scratch at the bone. It wasn’t comfortable, his forcing his power on me. It was like frozen metal on bare skin—a cold burn.

				“Are you having trouble focusing, Aerin?” He leaned forward, dumping Tilde onto the floor from where she’d climbed into his lap. “That’s his influence. You probably let him get away with all sorts of things. It’s hard not to. He’s so damn charming. Isn’t he?”

				Oddly, a taste of his will accompanied the question, as if he wanted me to agree with something that clearly aggravated him. I nodded. Not because he forced me to, but because it was true. My stomach clenched. Malcolm was so charming that I was desperate to get to him.

				“Where did he say he was going last night?” Vorster asked, smiling when I flinched. His eyes softened, making him seem more accessible, more appealing. And he felt so familiar. “Or do you not ask anymore? Where he goes, what he does.”

				“That’s a cheap trick,” I muttered, blinking rapidly. It was a ploy, only a ploy. Malcolm went to the capital. That’s where he was when I was attacked. He hadn’t blown me off. Except he had…

				“Perhaps.” He spoke to me even as he looked down his nose at Tilde, examining her before he sniffed dismissively. For some reason, that made me angrier than his grabbing me.

				“Maybe if you didn’t snatch people off the street, they’d like you better.”

				He bared his teeth, and the air grew noticeably colder. “I doubt that.” He laid his hand on Tilde’s head and she swiveled, pressing her cheek into his palm. “You see how she regards me? I stole her from her life and still she adores me. She cannot help herself.” He sounded vaguely disgusted, and I felt about a minute away from vomiting.

				“Why don’t you just send him an invitation?” I shivered. I was tired of the car, and sick of the falsely civil tone of the conversation.

				“It doesn’t work like that.” We bumped along for a moment in silence, the limo crawling through a maze of people. Each jolt and turn felt like someone tapping a sharpened mace against my chest, and the drone of Vorster’s power made me painfully sensitive. It was like getting my entire body tattooed, all at the same time.

				“I have something to trade,” he said. I looked up from where my gaze had rested, on the safety of the dull, gray floor. “Something of much higher value than his treasure. Have you seen it? The Millennium Falcon?”

				I tried to appear as though I was giving his question earnest thought, as if it were normal to ask a person if she’d seen a fictional Star Wars spacecraft…in real life. Jesus, he was crazy. Just pure, bat-shit crazy. His gaze roamed my body again and something stirred in me, something utterly unwelcome.

				“You’re something special too, aren’t you?” Vorster asked. “Or he wouldn’t be keeping you, wouldn’t be trying to keep you hidden.” He licked his lower lip and ran his tongue around the point of one slightly-elongated fang. I swallowed a dry lump. The car braked hard and we all swayed. Vorster’s eyes darkened, and it was a struggle to shift my gaze from his.

				“He doesn’t keep me. Now, what the hell are you going to do with us?” The itching in my chest rose to psychotic levels and I felt my own sanity slipping under the pain and panic. I needed to get out of the car and away from goddamn vampires.

				“It’s a shame you believe that. He keeps all sorts of things that he shouldn’t. Things that don’t belong to him, that he doesn’t deserve. Things you’re going to help me get back.” Outside, someone drummed a beat on the trunk of the car. Hendrik turned, and I shot for the door.

				I had one foot out when he grabbed the back of my jacket and we began moving again. I growled against the pain, Vorster cursed and Tilde went fucking crazy. She sprang onto his back, screaming his name and a flood of demands in broken English. She was jealous, I registered distantly as I twisted, and kicked with my left leg. My boot crunched into something solid. Vorster lost his grip, and momentum pulled me from the moving car.

				It felt just as bad as I’d thought it would. I bounced, rolled, and squeezed my eyes shut at the sound of a car horn bearing down on me. Nobody ran me over and I fetched up hard against the curb. Thank everything that was holy that we’d barely been moving.

				I cracked an eyelid and stared up into a half dozen concerned faces. They chattered at me as I spent five seconds relearning how to breathe. I unwrapped my arms from my middle and pushed up as they pulled.

				“Gracias,” I muttered through clenched teeth, pushing the hands away. “Gracias.”

				The limo picked up speed, moving away. The crowd—the building I’d glimpsed was a concert hall—was too big. Retrieving me would be too public. They’d park somewhere and Hendrik Vorster and fucking Thurston the betrayer would come and find me. They’d probably take their time, thinking I was too banged up to get away.

				I shuffled off, dodging concerned faces and hands that meant to be helpful. My right shoulder was raw, ground up by the road, and I couldn’t identify a single square inch of me that didn’t hurt. But I didn’t like being cornered, not by something bigger and meaner than me.

				I dropped into the metro tunnel and shimmied through the train door as it was closing. My head pounded and my legs trembled. At least the itching had subsided, which was a fucking relief. Because I only felt like that when I was going through vampire-accelerated healing. And I only experienced that when I was with Malcolm.

				If at any point I’d thought Vorster was bluffing about knowing Malcolm, I didn’t anymore. They were close at an integral point in their lives or, more likely, their undeath. Because Vorster felt almost exactly like Malcolm. My body responded to him as though I’d consciously invited him in. And that thought was terrifying.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				I was freezing, and some god of old had risen and taken a hammer to the whole world. I rolled over, groaning at the effort and the explosion of pain that came with it. The fluorescent lights flickered on at my movement, confirming that I was lying under a pile of towels in my garage bathroom. A spilled bottle of ibuprofen lay near me, and I still held an empty water bottle. The banging stopped, which was a small mercy.

				A torn and bloody pant leg hung out of the sink. I checked my watch to verify what my exhaustion was telling me. It was still night. Swell.

				Bolstered by a string of vile curses and the knowledge that I couldn’t stay in the bathroom forever, I maneuvered myself up. I’d just made it to my feet, standing in a sea of bloody towels, when the banging started again. This time, each sound was accompanied by a sharp inward dent in the door. Not good. I didn’t have a second exit.

				“Occupado,” I rasped through a dry husk of a throat.

				“Sydney, you have one second to open this door or I will break it down.” Soraya. Pissed.

				I shuffled toward the door. As if anyone could do anything in one second. I worked the locks, pausing on the last dead bolt.

				“How do I know it’s safe?”

				“Break. It. Down.”

				I had no doubt she’d be able to do that. It probably wouldn’t take her much longer than a second, either. I flipped the lock and backed up as fast as I could. My right knee wasn’t working quite right, maybe because it was swollen and purple.

				The door swung open and a blast of cold air came with it. Soraya looked me up and down. I was shivering, bruised, wearing panties, socks, and a bra with one broken strap. She clapped a hand over her eyes and squeezed her temples while muttering something, curses or a prayer, maybe both. Orange light trickled from beneath her fingers and illuminated the floor.

				“Invite me in,” she ground out, hands dropping to her hips. She wore black cargo pants and a black tank top. Underdressed for the weather, but much better than I was doing. I pulled a shirt out of the dryer and struggled to get into it, finally leaving my left arm tucked up inside.

				“Where were you last night?” I asked slowly. She twitched, her full lips souring, her eyes narrowing.

				“Everywhere. A few of these gangs…gang leaders…chose last night to act out.” Her nostrils flared and she put her hands behind her as if she’d come to military parade rest.

				“So you dealt with a couple of unruly gangsters instead of tailing me. After he’d ordered you to.” I pulled a pair of pants from the dryer.

				“I make my own decisions,” she said quickly before her voice flattened, “and I always have my mind on his best interests. Regardless of whether Malcolm feels otherwise. That includes preventing Master Bronson from flaying him for failing to manage this city. Now, invite me in.”

				“Or what? You’ll tear the building apart so that the threshold no longer exists?”

				Her eyes widened before flaring so brightly I had to look away. “So that I may tend to you before you make your damage worse, idiot.”

				“Still with those fabulous people skills.”

				I weighed my options, which took no time at all because I didn’t have any. Even if I didn’t invite her in, eventually I needed to leave. The longer I stood around bleeding in the open air, the sooner Vorster and his goons would find me. Blood spore, Malcolm had called it once, like I was some kind of meat mushroom.

				Soraya was his vassal, and she didn’t seem all that fond of me. If Mal wanted me out of his existence, she would gladly throw on her ass-kicking clothes, march over and kick down my door. Which she had just tried to do. My heartbeat sped up, but my body abruptly felt heavy, like no amount of energy would lift my limbs. If he no longer wanted me, hers could very well be the last face I’d see.

				If he no longer wanted me…

				I spoke softly. “Please come in, Soraya.”

				The door slammed and she was instantly beside me. I reflexively shoved her, managing only to push myself backward. She caught me, one hand on either side of my waist and eased me down onto the closed toilet seat. Her lips twisted when she pulled the neck of my shirt away and examined my collarbone and shoulder.

				“How long has it been like this?”

				I glanced at my watch. “Almost twenty-four hours. It was just a fracture at first. The break didn’t slide apart until earlier tonight.” I frowned as I ran my fingers lightly over the bone. It wasn’t separated anymore. Bathing in a limo full of Vorster’s frantic energy might have been worth that.

				Soraya rooted through the shallow closet, pulling out my first-aid supplies. She poured peroxide onto a sheet of gauze and I bit my lip as she dabbed it over the patch of road rash that used to be my right thigh. She was surprisingly gentle, but I still gasped, cursed and pounded my fist on the counter. She probed my knee with her fingertips and I hissed.

				“Why does your ‘help’ feel more like torture?’

				“You need to open up to me.” She touched my cheek, startling me into looking directly at her. The glow was gone from her eyes, but residual swirls passed through her irises.

				“Oh, uh, thanks but…I don’t really swing that way.”

				“He said you can control it. Open up so that you may access my energy. You need help, and it will cost me little to lend it.”

				My body shut down so fast, I was surprised I didn’t pop out of existence. I’d opened to Hendrik Vorster, not exactly against my will, but without wanting it. If lowering my defenses for Malcolm meant any sucker could infiltrate me, it wasn’t something I was going to be practicing.

				“Sorry.” I wrapped gauze around my leg and took the piece of tape Soraya offered. “No can do.” Surprisingly she didn’t argue, just helped me into my pants in a slow, awkward series of tugs that neither of us would be telling anyone about.

				She popped two pills out of a foil sleeve and handed them to me, along with another bottle of water.

				“Is this the proper recommended dosage?” I asked, tossing them back. I used to enjoy pills, and not occasionally, which meant that I now stayed away from anything I couldn’t get over the counter. Jace had given these to me when I complained of a headache, and since her concern had seemed about as genuine as my desire to split my earnings with her, I hadn’t taken them. The writing on the box was in Spanish, so I wasn’t sure of the dose. The vampiress frowned at the pills, then shrugged and stuck the box into my bag.

				“Tell me what happened.” She shoved the mess of medical supplies and clothes into a trash bag, emptied the pockets of my coat and threw out what remained of it. I’d really liked that coat.

				“Oh, the usual. Thugs. Car crash. Slumber party with my coworker. More thugs. Limo. Really clever escape. Nap. You threatening to break the door down while actually breaking the door down.”

				A vein stood out on her forehead, another on her forearm. One on her freaking biceps, which I didn’t even know was possible for a woman. She turned her head toward me, but her eyes were closed.

				“I am sorry I did not get to you before you left Arquero.”

				I jumped off the toilet. Oh my God, she was going to kill me. Patch me up, put my pants on and kill me. She glanced at me before continuing to tidy up. Not so much with the killing then. I raised a hand.

				“I think I’m missing something. How did you even know I was there?”

				“He sent for me, to secure you off of the main floor. I thought you’d come because you merely wanted attention. I…tarried.” She fiddled with the gauze box, opening and closing the lid a few times before setting it aside. “You do not react like most humans. You are calm when you should be scared, still when others would run. And you carry your pain quietly.” She gestured toward me, then lowered her head. “I beg your pardon.”

				Malcolm had sent for her. My heart skipped a beat and my brain fuzzed up, preventing coherent thoughts. He hadn’t ignored me, but neither had he come to get me before I was back on the street. “That’s okay,” I said airily. “You couldn’t have known.”

				She winced, I was pretty sure, before rolling her shoulders back and picking up the trash bag full of my things. “We must go.”

				I followed her out. The sky was just starting to lighten outside. She pointed toward an idling town car near the entrance of the parking garage. The front door opened and a man got out. A man wearing a fedora pulled low and walking with a slight limp. He was familiar, and not in a good way. I turned to ask Soraya about him, but she was busy setting my hazmat on fire in a metal drum.

				I didn’t even have to drag my feet to make sure she would catch up with me. She had me within three strides, then unceremoniously picked me up. I stared flatly at her, my booted feet dangling and bouncing against her arm. “Seriously?”

				“He will already hate me when he sees you like this,” she said, and I forced down a fluttering smile. “I’d rather not take any more time than necessary returning you to him.” The driver opened the door. I pointed to him, my arm slow to lift.

				“I know that guy. He followed me out of a bar the other night.”

				“Petr,” Soraya said. “He has watched over you on occasion.”

				He tipped his hat and his smile was surprisingly genuine. I smiled back hesitantly, then melted against the soft seat when Soraya set me in the car. She climbed in the other side, and we roared onto the street. The windows were tinted nearly opaque and a solid wall separated us from the driver, muffling the noise considerably. Not a bad way to ride.

				“What’s with you two?” I asked. The vampiress glanced at the wall. I shook my head, shifted to make my shoulder more comfortable. The seats were really, really soft. “Not Petr. You and Malcolm.”

				“He saved me from an endless night of torture and solitude. I’ve pledged loyalty to him until I meet my true death.”

				And…there was no way I could ever compete with that. “Oh.”

				“My husband changed me, on our wedding night. He was a severe, jealous man. Those traits were amplified as the years passed. He locked me up. A small box in the ground.”

				I wasn’t going to say it. I wasn’t going to say it… “Like a coffin?” And there went the last vestiges of whatever mental filter I’d had.

				Her eyes sparked. “Yes.”

				“Eesh.” My mouth stretched into a loose grimace. I opened and closed it, wondering at the sudden slack plasticity of my entire body. Chile didn’t mess around with its painkillers.

				“He was killed in an uprising.” We glided around a corner, and Soraya’s eyes unfocused. Her hands flexed and tightened in her lap. “I remained there, the world growing and building above, the earth itself shifting around me. I thought I would be there forever, aware of the passage of all time but unable to move.”

				I pulled my shirt away from my neck, breathing hard as claustrophobia threatened. “That’s awful,” I whispered. She nodded, then shrugged, but her shoulders stayed up a long time before she released them.

				“Malcolm Kelly dug me out. When he realized I was a person, he chose to treat me as such.” She glanced at me. I could just make out her eyes and teeth in the dim interior. “Most people, vampire or human, would have walked away. I was a stranger, weak, and Bronson had offered him a lot of money for me. Someone in that position does not have many friends.”

				My eyes widened. “You’re the thing.” Her gaze narrowed on me. “You’re what—who—he stole for Bronson. And wouldn’t hand over.”

				“Master Bronson.” She said his name like it was steeped in venom. “Yes. I am the thing he wanted.”

				“Mal told me that Bronson was going to kill him over some botched robbery. I thought he’d tried to steal from the Master and got caught. But he, what, was contracted to find you?” I was babbling, but Soraya merely nodded instead of telling me to shut up. “And Bronson agreed to let you go free in exchange for Malcolm swearing an oath of service.”

				“It’s not so simple as this. Malcolm refused to fulfill his initial bargain. A threat of death was the beginning of the renegotiation. He had to produce something Bronson wanted more than my services, and he…did not take the negotiation seriously.”

				“What did he offer?” The car swayed around a corner and my head swung with it.

				“To introduce him to a better tailor.” Her mouth twisted, first up, then down. “For his impertinence, he was beaten. I did not see him for some days.”

				“Bronson had him beaten for days?” My head dropped back against the seat. I couldn’t imagine it because I didn’t want to visualize Malcolm being hurt like that. Intentionally. Systematically. That pretty much made it torture, didn’t it? Over a lame joke. He’d said Bronson wanted to break him but I hadn’t thought he was serious.

				“It was no longer about me. Malcolm dared to insult him, in public. After that, Bronson would accept nothing less than his service. Him, in essence. Sometimes he seems to forget about Malcolm’s slight. But not often.”

				“And you stuck with Mal because he stood up for you?”

				“Because he cared for me.”

				“Well, I can see why he would,” I slurred. “You’re super tough. You can totally pull off short hair, and you’re gorgeous. What man wouldn’t fall for that combination?”

				“He did not fall for me. It is more like…” She watched me as I slumped farther in the seat. “Sydney?”

				“What did you give me?” Her face swam in my vision, becoming more Elephant Man than hot. The mouth part of her moved, and sound filtered in as if from deep underwater. Like a whale song. I raised a hand and pointed at her, and she shut off.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				I burrowed closer to the source of warmth and rubbed my feet together, doing my best to stay asleep. It didn’t work. Maybe because I was soaked with sweat and itching, fiercely and almost everywhere.

				Maybe because I wasn’t alone.

				A vampire leaned over me in the dark. I woke fully beneath closed eyelids, felt along the soft sheets beneath me, hoping to find something hard or sharp to defend myself with. Lips pressed lightly against my collarbone and I drew in a sharp breath before relaxing. I might confuse his energy with Vorster’s, but I knew how Malcolm felt against my body.

				“How long have I been out?” And why did I sound like I’d deep-throated a batch of smoked corn cobs?

				“Nearly twelve hours.” His lips moved against my skin before he drew back. “How do you feel?”

				I stretched cautiously, rewarded by nothing worse than moderate pain and sore muscles. Malcolm’s power wrapped around me, a light sheet enveloping my entire body. “That is the last time I use Soraya as a pharmacist.”

				“She has several things to atone for.”

				A match struck and I squinted as Malcolm lit four candles nestled in a large, carved piece of yellow stone. He sat beside me on a queen-size bed in a plain room the color of dead roses. Beyond him a door opened to a study, with bookcases against the wall and papers and maps strewn over a round table. On the other side of the bed, a bathroom beckoned.

				I smoothed the furrows on Malcolm’s forehead with my fingertips, traced a dark eyebrow and the sharp angle of his jaw. “Hi.”

				“Hi.” He smiled, but the expression was strained. Memories rose from the marsh the painkillers had made of my mind. I lowered my hand and sat up. He shifted away.

				“Why in the hell did you let your doorman kick me to the curb? You told me to come here if I had a problem, and I had a problem. Was there a secret handshake you forgot to mention?”

				“He didn’t know you because I haven’t told anybody but Soraya about you.” He raised both hands, palms out. “I’m sorry. You recall how Bronson still has a spy in his organization?” That would have made me feel better if he hadn’t been using a tone meant to convey that he was reasonable and I was out of line.

				“Yes, and I also recall how that spy is in goddamn Alaska. Is there someone fresh off the boat from Anchorage running around asking about me?” My voice rose and Malcolm stood, clasping his hands behind his back. The feel of his power retreated, leaving me chilled.

				“The allegiances within Bronson’s organization are complicated. You can’t blame Eladio. Human women inundate the club nightly, seeking…”

				If I could have generated heat with my glare, he would have burst into flames.

				“I don’t blame Eladio, Mal. You knew I was here and you didn’t acknowledge me. You knew something was wrong, for me to be here, but you ignored me. You let him think that about me, let him treat me like trash.” My voice broke on the last word.

				“Sydney…”

				He didn’t say anything beyond my name, so I swung off the bed and walked toward the bathroom. My legs trembled, and I tried to make up for it by stomping. I glared over my shoulder when I reached the door, lowering my voice so that, even though he could, I wouldn’t have to hear how unsteady it was.

				“Someone named Hendrik Vorster is looking for you. He’s what was waiting for me when you turned your back and let your guy throw me out of your club. I don’t know how well you’re acquainted with him, but in my experience, he isn’t very nice.”

				Candlelight dappled him in warm light, but his face was hard and set. Golden fox fire moved in his eyes, and he looked like a stranger, like an exotic sculpture, beautiful but empty of emotion. Just moments earlier, under the security of darkness, he had kissed me. I wasn’t in agony. The pain in my chest and shoulder had reduced to a feeling like a deep muscle bruise, which meant that he’d been with me a significant portion of the time I slept. That implied he cared, but he still didn’t say anything.

				I closed the door with a loud, precise click, and tried to ignore how very thin I felt inside. I had a healthy ego. Sure, it had endured a lot of hacking and chopping over the years. Parents more interested in drinking than providing a real home. Boyfriends who considered girls nothing more than possessions, and even then I’d been less important than the new gun or the old car. Strangers who hooked up with couriers for kicks, but weren’t interested enough to call the next day. But to have someone treat me like I mattered, not my body, not my connections, but me…and then to have him take that away… It was like falling from a great height. Painful and numbing and accompanied by some bitter version of resignation. I didn’t even have the energy to curse.

				The lights worked, though the counter was covered in thick half-melted candles. I glanced at the mirror and let out a shaky breath. My collarbone was a swath of black and purple, but the bone no longer protruded from beneath my skin. My knee had improved, the swelling having gone down considerably, and my road rash was cheerfully scabbed over. Not bad for a pathetic human. Being able to walk would make leaving a lot easier. Being clean would make me less conspicuous. And if Malcolm wanted me to obey his rules but wasn’t reliable, it was time to go.

				Clean breaks were always best.

				I brushed my teeth and stepped into the glass and tile shower enclosure. The soap and shampoo smelled like Malcolm and I tried to ignore that, focusing instead on the side jets. My skin was too tender to take advantage of them and—as soon as I packed my shit and got to the airport—I’d be done with decadence like that.

				“Goodbye, pointless luxuries,” I muttered, turning my back to the water to rinse. “It’s been nice knowing you.” The lights flickered and went out. I glared blindly upward as water dripped into my eyes. “Awesome.”

				I’d just managed to grope my way to the towel rack and cover myself, when the door opened. Malcolm moved along the counter, lighting candles one by one until I could no longer differentiate the real flames from the mirror images. He stopped at the end, shoulders tense beneath the black fabric of his shirt. His lack of reflection made him seem massive, the only solid thing in a room full of wavering light.

				I took a deep breath and steeled myself. “Mal—”

				He crossed the space between us in an instant. I jerked when his hands wrapped around my arms. He leaned his forehead against mine and I shivered as his molten agitation swept over me.

				“I’m sorry this happened, Sydney. I’m sorry that I didn’t come and get you myself, that I didn’t explain what you are.”

				“And what am I?” I whispered.

				“You had every reason to doubt me, but I’m sorry you did.” He sounded earnest, and worse, he sounded hurt, which confused me.

				“Do you know what I see, Syd?” He raised his head and the intensity of his eyes had nothing to do with the smoke circling there. My heart tripped into my throat. “You’re this slick little thing, almost impossible to catch hold of. You’re moving forward while the rest of the world is static. Not because you’re being pushed, or under orders, but because there’s something burning inside you. It’s impossible not to want to feel you turn that passion on me. And when you do…Jesus.

				“I know that you don’t need me.” He shook his head when I opened my mouth to protest. “You care for me, but you don’t need me. I have trouble handling that. Sometimes a lot of trouble. But you shouldn’t doubt the way I feel about you. I—”

				I held a hand up. “Stop, stop, stop.” He was going to say something or ask a question that was more than I could answer. I wrapped my hands tight in the fabric of his shirt, to steady them or hold him close. Since when was I the kind of girl a man said things like this to?

				Since I met him, I guess.

				“Will you stay?”

				Giddy thrills sprang through my mind, and heat coiled lower in response to the feel of him against me, but inside I was swimming. It was too much to process. “I didn’t say I was leaving.”

				“You were saying goodbye to the fixtures. I took it as a sign of imminent departure.” His eyes searched mine. “I don’t want you to go.”

				I wanted out of danger, wanted to know what the hell was going on, but I didn’t want to leave him. Not if, despite all his restrictions, he was trying to make us work. His fingers stroked the backs of my arms, and when he leaned down to kiss me, his eyes never left mine. I rose to meet him. He tugged the towel free and ran hot hands over my hotter skin. I groaned, wanting to melt against him. But I needed answers, and I needed to stay focused to make sure he was answering the questions I was actually asking. And while he might think I was direct, that I didn’t play games, I wanted him to think about what he’d done. Because it had fucking hurt. I sidestepped away from the tricky vampire with his skilled hands.

				“Clothes?” I avoided the brilliance of his eyes and headed for a sliding panel when he gestured into the bedroom. The closet was full of pimp clothes, like his wardrobe had been tailored and bedazzled by Morticia Addams. At the end were a few normal black suits.

				“So who is Hendrik Vorster?” I pulled a black dress shirt from a hanger. It was the softest damn cotton I’d ever felt. I dropped it over my head, grimacing at the pressure in my upper chest. He caught the hem of the shirt and smoothed it down over my waist and hips. His energy snapped against my skin as his lips trailed softly down the back of my neck. “Malcolm? Use your mouth for talking.”

				He sighed, a plume of heat against my skin, and I wished I was fully dressed. This seemed like it was going to be the kind of conversation that warranted pants. And maybe a bulletproof vest.

				“We used to work together, before we were changed.”

				“What did you do?”

				“We were thieves, and we were good. After the change, we were undeniable.”

				“Like street urchins picking pockets for porridge money?” He grabbed me by the waist and set me on the high bed.

				“Like art. Backroom treaties signed in secret. Diamonds in excess of thirty carats, but only if unusual hues.” His eyes crinkled as he smiled. I could see him enjoying a heist far more than middle management. “We specialized in stealing from people who had stolen from others, and recovering things thought lost.”

				“You know, Robin Hood plus Indiana Jones equals sexy as hell.” I slid my leg up the inside of his thigh. “Is that why you did it, ’cause you always wanted to play with whips and get the girls?”

				“Why did you become a runner?” He ran a hand through his hair, backed up, but then didn’t go anywhere. “I did it for the money, for the power that came with money, for the way people treated me when I had a little of both. Jesus, I did it because it was fun. Because I was good at it. We were good at it. He did it because he liked to take. He’d go back after a job, despite the risk, just to see their faces when they discovered their loss.”

				His expression went blank, but his eyes were smoky darkness. They’d been close, Mal and Hendrik Vorster, and probably for a long time.

				“They’re sick. Ill.” He stared at the candles, unseeing. “They don’t quite believe it. They just stand there, waiting for whatever it is to turn up and restore their world. That’s how he looked when I backed out of our last deal. And that…” He started pacing, power flowing around him. A picture frame vibrated on the wall as he passed, and I pressed a hand to my chest to steady my breathing.

				“So that’s his deal? He wants something back?”

				“It’s beyond that now. He contacted me shortly after we got here. A letter asking me to meet. The hundredth such letter he’s sent. I’ve never responded. He’s never come to Chile before, but after Bronson pulled out so many of his people, it was probably easy to slip in. He’s been doing this for years, alternately asking to meet and baiting me. Several years ago he hired mercenaries, sent them to take…” He made a helpless motion with his hands. “They take people from around me. Shopgirls at stores I frequent. Neighbors. For no other reason than because they’re near me.”

				When I met him in Alaska, he’d lived miles from the nearest town, at a solitary house in the woods, when all of Bronson’s other people lived in the city. I hadn’t really thought about it at the time. “How long has this been going on?”

				“Seven years.”

				“God. But he…they…leave the people you care about alone?” His expression flattened and the idea that occurred to me was unpleasant. “Malcolm, how long has it been since you…dated?”

				“Also that long. I haven’t allowed myself…” His energy sank and became muddled, as though it was bruised. “He glamours them, toys with their minds until they start to crack. If that doesn’t come soon enough, he enthralls them, forces them to attack me, to hurt themselves.”

				“Malcolm.” I slid off the bed, padded across the room and wrapped my arms around him.

				“Our choices remain with us for a long time,” he said, and I took our to mean vampires. “Especially our mistakes. And his need for vengeance has grown stronger.”

				“He has a runner,” I murmured, “one of my couriers. He thought she was me…or he thought she was the one you were with. She’s…he bit her.”

				“Yes,” he said, and my heart sank. Because that was normal behavior for Hendrik Vorster. His snatching me off the street hinted that he wasn’t on the straight and narrow, but biting a courier—and then keeping her—meant he probably didn’t follow any rules.

				“I thought we wouldn’t have to worry about him here. He’s afraid of Bronson, and can’t influence you. I believed that would be enough, which was stupid. How did you get away from him? Did you stab him? Set him on fire?” His lips quirked up, a little of his regular good humor breaking through.

				“That was the old me. I’m all reformed and conservative these days.” I gave a Boy Scout salute. “I fe—jumped out of the car.”

				“Of course you did.” He leaned forward, cradled my face between his hands and kissed me hard. “I’ll find him and take care of this, I promise.”

				“I might be able to help.” I held up my fingers. “Two things. One, he had a local with him, but the guy wasn’t happy about working for him. Thurston.”

				“Guillermo’s man,” Malcolm said immediately.

				“Used to be. Guillermo’s gone, and Livia’s the top dog now.”

				“Livia?” His expression hardened. Maybe she hadn’t filed her taking-over-the-hive paperwork. “What’s the second thing?”

				“I saw two men deliver what might have been a vanload of stuff from Goya Worldwide to this Livia the other night. I was coming to tell you that when, well…I think they’re distributing. They had a whole flock of visitors. Maybe Vorster’s behind that, or was working with Livia?”

				“The substance started coming in months before I got here, and he doesn’t work well with others. Still…” He ran a hand over his face, and when he took it away, the warped edges of his energy straightened. Back to business, which was a relief. He looked me over in an appraising way. “Do you feel well enough to go for a ride?”

				I grinned. “Baby, I’m always good to drive.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				I wasn’t allowed to drive, and I couldn’t keep Malcolm’s pants on. Even rolled and belted, they kept slipping off my hips or unraveling and trying to trip me. The three vampires, Malcolm in front and the two flanking me, didn’t comment, too busy scanning the street for threats. The battered industrial area was usually empty at night. It was so run-down that I doubted it was all that happening during the day, but after the roadway ambush and subsequent kidnapping, I wasn’t complaining.

				We rounded the corner and I stopped sharp at the sight of Thurston’s red gate, now twisted and jutting a few feet into the roadway. An unwholesome brown cloud squatted over Livia’s land, and the smell of smoke was almost as bad as the jagged tendrils of vampire power leaking from the property. The whole place felt frayed.

				Malcolm turned and came to a stop directly in front of me. I took a step to the side so that I could see the entrance to Livia’s driveway. I didn’t dare to blink. How he could turn his back on the place, I couldn’t fathom.

				“There are dead things there,” he said conversationally. “And dying.” And he probably wanted me to wait in the car with Petr while he and his guys sorted them. Cool. “I’d like you to tell us if anything’s out of place, if you’re able.”

				His guys watched me. Anton was tall and bald, his neck tattoos barely darker than his skin, his face as blank as I’d ever seen. The beefier one, Terrance, had a shock of white-blond hair and a concerned expression. It was more pitying than surprised, which is how he’d looked when Malcolm dropped me into the car with them. The two males acted the way vampires were supposed to act, alternately holding themselves a little too still, then moving too fluidly. Their faces were unlined to the point they seemed polished, though they’d been changed in their thirties or early forties. The anticipation in their energy tap-danced against me in overlapping harmony. Malcolm, on the other hand, was passing, his power quiet inside of him.

				“Can you handle it?”

				I nodded, surprised that he’d ask me to go with him. Maybe the dying things there were really close to dying and weren’t dangerous. He wrapped a hand around my upper arm. His thumbed stroked once, reassuringly, and we were on our way, me clumping along and them practically gliding.

				“This was up,” I murmured, pointing to the gate and craning my head to see beyond the fence and the sapling trees growing in the neglected space around it. “They only used it that night, when the Goya people were here.”

				I hitched up my pants again as we entered the property. My escorts all wore long coats, disguising the freaking swords they were carrying. Anton and Terrance had pulled theirs out on the way over, examining them like some kind of shiny, metallic biggest-dick competition. It had been a really uncomfortable car ride.

				My knife was in my pocket. Malcolm had said they’d be all the protection that I needed. I trusted him, but there was nothing wrong with being ready. The warehouse light was out and I pulled a Maglite from my bag as we moved farther from the lit street. Malcolm stepped away and his guys disappeared along the perimeter. I shuffled along, the sound of my footsteps and the distant crackling sounds in the warehouse an ominous soundtrack.

				We skirted the high weeds full of metal trash, the narrow light of the beam creating strange shapes from the debris. I paused. I didn’t make a habit of paying attention to piles of crap, but it seemed to be sitting differently than it had before.

				“This stuff was higher, I think.” I jumped when Anton landed soundlessly on a large piece of rubbish ten feet in front of me. He lowered softly into a crouch and glanced at Malcolm. I pointed the flashlight down so I didn’t blind him, then shivered at the sight of his glowing eyes.

				“Two,” he murmured, before leaping away—insectlike—into the darkness. Malcolm’s lips pressed into a thin slash. Anton hadn’t been counting useful relics hidden in the overgrowth.

				I run around at night a lot, and my vision is good. But walking into an abandoned lot where at least two people—or vampires—had died was making me second-guess my peripheral vision, which was, in turn, filing my nerves raw. Plus there was all the ambient…residue, I guess. The vampire power I’d felt from half a block away drifted, untethered as the greasy smoke rising from the corner of the warehouse. Whatever had created it wasn’t here anymore.

				I focused on Malcolm’s guys the way I’d learned to focus on him, which gave me a vague idea of where they were. Malcolm had said that we needed to be discreet—as in pretend not to really know each other—while we were here. Screaming his name and leaping into his arms when one of his escorts popped out of the darkness would not have been in line with that plan.

				The van was still there, but it lay on its side. The tires were intact, the windshield whole. I couldn’t smell any antifreeze or oil or gas. It was like the vehicle had tipped over and died of old age. I stepped to the left to go around it and my flashlight beam passed over the front door of the warehouse. I froze with one foot in the air. The door hung outward, held on by the bottom hinge, and all around it were rust-colored splatters. My wrist twitched and the light bounced along the corrugated metal. Splatters turned to smears and then back again. And then the smell hit me. The sinister sweetness of death, the tang of blood and something more foul than sewage.

				You hear the term bloodbath a lot, but you never want to see one, and you sure as shit never want to smell one.

				“The door was on,” I murmured. “It squeaked. There wasn’t any blood.”

				Malcolm’s hand closed on the nape of my neck, and only when the pressure increased did I realize that I’d been backing away toward the fence. Wanting something solid behind me. He didn’t turn me around to spare me the sight, but held my shoulders and pressed me against him. The feel of him flooded over me, a static-electric buffer, brighter and cleaner than our surroundings. I took a stuttering breath and exhaled smoothly. His presence righted me, made me feel like maybe I could traverse this bloody rabbit hole instead of tumbling down ass over teakettle.

				“I want you to tell me what you feel in there,” he murmured against my hair. “We’re going to go in. You don’t have to. I’ll return you to the car, but I want you to tell me what you feel.” I glanced at him from beneath my lashes. His disguise had fallen away, that trick of the mind that made him seem human, and he was almost too beautiful to look at. Or maybe I was that freaked-out.

				“I don’t want to endanger these men any more than I have to,” he said. “And you’re…attuned to us. How many vampires are in there?”

				“Mal, I don’t think…” Terrance stepped into view and I snapped the flashlight toward him. The image of the bloody wall was burned into my eyes, but I saw him shake his head and raise both hands, showing seven fingers.

				That was nine dead they’d discovered—I didn’t even want to know what a sucker left behind after a day had passed—and now they were going to go inside this decrepit building painted in blood. My hand crept up and found Malcolm’s, and he squeezed gently. I didn’t want him to go in there. I wanted us both to go back to the car and drive away, then fly out of this country that had, overnight, lost its shit.

				But he couldn’t leave, and if I could somehow help him, I’d try. I focused on the building, trying to align. If there were a lot of them, I wouldn’t be able to feel anything but the press of the mass, the way I had when I’d first gone to Arquero. Of course, that would be telling in itself.

				Ragged friction strummed across my senses. Anton glided up nearby. I ignored him, angling my head as I counted in time to my heartbeat. Instead of the sharp beacons I expected, the power signatures were…soggy.

				“There are five vampires inside, I think.” I shivered. “There’s something seriously wrong with them.” Anton and Terrance glanced at Malcolm. I felt him move, either a nod or flick of his head. They slipped around the side of the building.

				“Let’s go back to the car,” Malcolm said, taking my arm.

				“Do you need—?” Creatures clashed inside the building and a singular vampire presence spasmed against my awareness. And then it moved toward us, fast. “Malcolm!” I jerked my arm out of his hold and dug for my knife. I don’t know what I thought I was going to do with it. The…thing that exploded out of the building—taking the door the rest of the way off the hinges—was nothing a pocketknife could have handled. It was huge, all bloated, exposed flesh and weeping blood.

				Malcolm spun me out of its path. Its breath fogged the air and I refused to raise the flashlight to get a better view of its body. It charged. Malcolm shoved me and I ricocheted off the hood of the van and fell into the weedy gravel. His long black coat parted and his blade flashed in the beam of the flashlight. Gravel flew, pelting me in the face, and liquid splattered against the metal siding. I made it to my feet, knife out, and backed toward the fence. The van rocked and metal shrieked as something flew into it. Malcolm’s power surged, setting pinpoints of light dancing behind my eyes and flooding me with heat. Power scrabbled against my side, twisted and erratic, and I froze as another distorted vampire crashed through the doorway.

				It wavered, its head swinging back and forth at a strange angle from its pale, bulging neck. Something screamed inside the warehouse. I flinched, and the head stopped its fleshy rotation and fixed on me. Son of a bitch.

				I vaulted a junked-out axle, shoved my knife into my bag and jerked a long, ridged rod out of the weeds. Tuning out the sound of the thing crashing along behind me, I ran in an arc, then swung, all my strength and momentum extending through the metal rod. It connected, somewhere in the creature’s torso, and blood exploded in a fine mist.

				“Aeeeeeeerin,” the thing gurgled. All the hair on the back of my neck shot up. I jerked at the rod. The thing grunted, but my weapon didn’t come free. Then it pulled. I dug my heels in and bent my knees, scraping along the ground. Toward it. Why the fuck was I allowing it to pull me closer?

				I let go, flailing backward before I found my balance. I scrambled for my knife, finally finding the hilt. I jerked my head up, and gasped. The thing was noticeably shorter.

				“Sydney,” Malcolm said calmly, walking around the creature as it collapsed in a squelching heap. His voice was soft, distorted around his fangs. “Go back to the gate. Petr will come for you. Wait in the car.” He flicked his sword and something landed in the weeds with a splat. He disappeared into the warehouse.

				Wait in the car. Wait in the car. Wait in the car. I ran, tripping and stumbling twice before I hit pavement. I spun, hands up, expecting one of those things to be right on my heels. There was nothing but the sound of screaming and crashing back at the warehouse. The smoking corner of the building collapsed, and flames and sparks sprang upward.

				The car rumbled up behind me, a solid vibration. Those things were vampires, but they weren’t smooth and beautiful, seducing you by taking your name onto their tongues. They were true monsters. And the second one…the one that came at me…had black hair, and the rags falling from its shoulders were red…

				She’d worn that cape to disguise what the drug was doing to her body.

				Livia.

				The sounds stopped all at once.

				“What’s happened?” Petr asked from beside me.

				“There were…monsters.” I shook my head, every sense focused on the narrow shadow moving through the darkness toward me, the gold of his eyes visible from twenty feet away.

				“Hmm,” Petr said. Hmm, like this was a normal occurrence. I gaped at him.

				Malcolm stopped, two steps in front of me, and leaned down to look me in the eye.

				I raised a hand and turned my face away. “Turn it down, Malcolm.”

				He took a harsh breath. The glow faded, but didn’t disappear. “You’re all right? You’re not hurt? You fell.”

				I tried to laugh, but all that came out was a kind of brittle wheeze. “I tripped. It’s what happens when humans try to sprint at night.” I stepped toward him. “Are they…”

				“It’s done.”

				“And you?” I chewed my lip, examining him, wanting to tear his clothes off and prove to myself that he was whole.

				“I’m fine.” Dark patches formed on either side of his boots, Rorschach blots sketched from the blood that dripped from his hands. I dragged my gaze up to his face. One cheek was bruised, and the side of his neck looked like a bear had been after him.

				Petr stepped between us, offering a massive chamois cloth to Malcolm. They turned toward the warehouse, talking in low murmurs. How many other sites had Malcolm come to since we’d landed in Chile, places like this, full of bloody beasts and death? How many had he or the government hidden?

				I rubbed at my face, my hand gritty, and climbed into the car. Rocking back and forth for about an hour sounded like a good idea. That, or putting a treadmill on high and running until I passed out. Or leaving. Except if Hendrik Vorster had never grabbed me, I might have driven up tonight, package in hand, and run straight into those…things. How long would I have lasted alone? Three seconds? Five?

				Malcolm opened the door and dropped heavily onto the seat, beside me but as far away as he could get within the confines of the car. Another door shut and Petr found first gear.

				“That was disgusting,” I said.

				“The creatures or the killing?”

				“The…” Those had been people—undead maybe, but still feeling and thinking—just days before. A month earlier they might have been productive members of society, even if they were a little parasitic. “All of it.”

				“Terrance and Anton are securing the area. A team will examine the remains and cleanse the area,” he said, then added, flatly, “Vorster was here.” I groaned. “There were a dozen empty tubes of the substance, but there should have been ten thousand doses, according to Goya’s packing slips. It’s called Radia.”

				“Because it’s supposed to give the user a sunny complexion?” I snorted. “What’s the rush? What do they…what did Livia expect it to do?” How phenomenal did the high have to be to ignore side effects like gruesome, violent mutation? And when was I going to stop shaking?

				“There is no rush.” Malcolm reached up as if to rub his eyes, then thought better of it and dropped his hand again. “Supposedly it counteracts the vampire animus. Subdues the hunger.”

				“A drug named after the sun’s rays being used to help vampires? That makes the name rather ironic. And…it works?” I wondered if anyone at Goya knew what it was being used for. There had to be someone on the inside, for uniformed delivery boys to have accompanied a shipment to a place that clearly wasn’t a licensed pharmacy. Malcolm glanced at me, his expression dark.

				“At first it can be effective, from what we’ve heard. The constant burn of thirst diminishes. The compulsive draw to humans quiets. Hunger no longer controls them, and they can be among people without fear of hurting them. For a while. And then… Jesus.” His voice roughened, and I thought of the night in the kitchen, when he held me in a grip I couldn’t have broken, and pressed his fangs against my neck.

				He could pass as a human, could spend hours or nights in their company, with them none the wiser. I hadn’t even sensed what he was at first. And throughout his entire undeath, and the whole time he’d been with me, he was battling a running urge to feed. Maybe the reason most suckers were so wooden when I was around wasn’t because they were all cold bastards. Maybe they were hiding their struggles.

				“You feel like that,” I asked. “Always?”

				His eyes flashed and heat sizzled against my skin. “When a human enters a room, all my senses are drawn to it. Unless I have just fed, I have to force myself to stay away. Imagine how wearying that becomes. Some vampires never achieve control over their cravings. Many cease to care about humans, and only the threat of punishment deters them from taking whatever they want.” He turned away and I blinked, seeing spots. When he spoke again, his voice was neutral. “We had a few weeks of anecdotes, whispers, and suddenly the streets were flooded with this stuff. I suspect the body adjusts to throw off the effects, then the user applies higher doses until…this. The promise of regaining control is so tempting, but the hunger always wins.”

				I stared at him. I’d heard, just for an instant, something other than anger.

				He sounded disappointed.

				“You despise it so much, the hunger?”

				“It’s not the craving itself. That can be…pleasant.” He grimaced and pressed a hand to his side, then leaned back against the seat. “It’s that it never fully goes away, that it can’t ever be satiated. It rises when we’re closest…” His blinked, shook his head sharply as if to clear it.

				“To your food,” I finished flatly. “Would you take something like that? If it didn’t have these side effects?”

				He looked at me for a long moment, then closed his eyes. “Anything that powerful would have a price. This, or worse.”

				“What’ll Vorster do with it? The Radia.” We took a corner hard and I bumped into the armrest on the door. When I pushed myself upright Malcolm had leaned forward, elbows on his knees. He didn’t appear to be warring with his hunger, but then he’d had a lot of time to practice his control.

				“What did he say to you, when he had you? What did he ask for?”

				“He was searching for you.” I thought back, sorting through the coherent parts of the conversation, until something snagged my brain. I almost blushed when I said, “He said that you hadn’t gone to Valparaiso the night before.”

				He stilled, and my own shoulders pulled tight. I’d thought Vorster was lying, baiting me. Fuck. “Was he telling the truth?”

				“I went there, met with the subcommittee.” His voice was flat, but not from exhaustion.

				“And?”

				“I finished early and returned to Santiago. A hive leader, one who has been trying to build a coalition to oppose Bronson’s tithing, asked for a meeting. To negotiate. The talks were less than successful.”

				“Because of the language barrier?” I prompted when he didn’t elaborate.

				“Because I wouldn’t accept the bribes he disguised as hospitality. Sydney, what else did Vorster say to you?”

				“What in the hell could he possibly bribe you with?” I laughed. Malcolm was rich, could buy anything he wanted, unless the gang leader also had the key to early release from Bronson.

				“Feeders, specially cultivated for their taste.”

				“Just for their taste?” I heard myself ask the question as if from a distance. He shook his head as though my question was childish.

				“They are professionals. Courtesans. You should know about them.”

				“Oh, should I?” I flushed and stared at the window. How often did he receive such offers? How often did his position require that he indulge in such hospitality?

				“It was nothing. Vorster was just trying to rattle you.” He grew impatient, while my mind was practically stalled. “What else? If he has these drugs, he could—”

				“I know,” I snapped. I rubbed my hands against my thighs, hoping the adrenaline rush and the extra edge his power had given me faded soon. A steel box in the back of a car wasn’t the best place to be restless. “He didn’t say anything. He didn’t seem aware that I knew Thurston or Livia. Didn’t mention the Radia or Goya. He wanted me to help him get to you…” He felt like you, only colder, certainly crueler. “And he kept talking about your ‘treasure.’ How you didn’t deserve it. Asking if I’d seen it. He called it—”

				“Soraya. He was talking about Soraya.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Soraya didn’t look like a treasure, standing at parade rest at the back door, wearing her angry face. Nor did she resemble the Millennium Falcon, which I guess was a good thing. Petr opened my door, and Malcolm was already talking to Soraya by the time I got out of the car. Unbelievably, her face hardened more as she surveyed him. She ignored me and went inside before I’d made my way around the car. I couldn’t imagine what Vorster planned to do with her.

				“Were you still working with Vorster when you got into this mess with Soraya?” I asked as Malcolm walked me up a cold, spare stairwell. I forced myself to sound reasonable. I’d trained for years to keep my cool around vampires. Don’t show fear or indecision. Don’t excite them. Don’t flip your lid just because the one you’re dating might be required, because of his oath, to accept beautiful, tasty, goddamn trained “hospitality.”

				“We worked the job together. I paid him for his share—what he would have made—but he couldn’t get jobs afterward, not at the same level. He thought Bronson had blacklisted him, and blamed me. In truth, he was too unstable. Nobody wanted to hire him on his own.” He kept sneaking glances, his attention hitting me in regular, warm gusts.

				“She would tear him apart.” We turned a corner, and Malcolm took my elbow to steer me when I went the wrong way. I tensed, and he released me immediately.

				“She would try. He’s stronger than he appears.” So long as we kept moving, so long as I didn’t have to stop and face him, we were fine. He opened a door and gestured for me to enter. I blinked. We were in his room. I glanced back as he closed the door, or rather sealed the wall, behind us.

				“Look at you with the supersecret spy moves!”

				He started to smile, but the expression caught and faltered. “I forget that you don’t know everything that goes on with us. You move so assuredly around our world, and adapt so quickly. Sydney, it’s customary to offer feeders to your guests, to anyone who outranks you. The same as you would offer a beverage. Maybe entertainment. It’s considered polite to accept. Sometimes, it’s necessary.”

				“So you regularly accept?” I leaned back against the wall to keep my pants from falling down. That was a little more embarrassment than I needed right then.

				“A drink? Yes. Nothing more. Not now.” He moved forward until his hands rested on either side of my head. The bruise on his cheek had faded and the marks on his neck had knitted together. “You’re more upset by the thought that I had been with another woman than with what you saw tonight?”

				“Could you sound any more pleased with yourself?” He cut me off with a kiss and, still riding the chemical drop of the fight, I nearly wrapped myself around him.

				“I could not be any more pleased with you,” he murmured.

				“I request a demonstration of this pleasure. With charts and graphs—” He pressed his teeth into my lower lip. Or that. I moaned…and he pulled back abruptly. He turned toward the adjoining office just as a knock sounded on the door, so quiet that I wouldn’t have noticed it if he hadn’t been distracted.

				“Hold that thought.”

				“Rather be holding something else,” I muttered. He grinned, and then he was in the other room, opening the door to the hall. A courier entered, thin as a whip, with a fantastic blue and silver mottling job on his face. It looked like he had an interstellar dinosaur egg for a face. Not bad at all.

				The courier raised the clipboard and my arms twitched in imitation of the motion. I wondered if he was one of Perralta’s—who else would deliver to the Master, or the vampire who stood in his place? I checked my watch and cursed. I needed to get a call in to Carla before she declared me AWOL. And then figure out how I could help with this Vorster-Radia thing.

				Malcolm closed the door and tore open the thick white envelope he’d received. The lights flickered. He swept into the room, tearing off his bloody clothes. The door to the adjoining room slammed behind him, pulled by his energy.

				“Mal?”

				He emerged from the closet, hangers falling in his wake, then disappeared into the darkened bathroom. The faucet turned on. “It’s another challenge, issued some hours ago. The runner has been waiting for me.” His energy twitched nervously. Maybe there was some penalty for not responding promptly.

				“What about Vorster?”

				“My people are dealing with that. We’ll find him.” Another hitch through his power. I blinked and he was across the room, in the doorway, one hand raised, the other clenching the brushed nickel knob.

				“Promise me you’ll stay here,” he said.

				I wouldn’t have minded sleeping off the next few hours—or twenty—after I discharged one last duty. And changed my own stupid clothes. I moved toward the closet. “Sure. I just need to find a phone and call Carla.”

				“Stay.” His tone hardened, and with it came a frigid burst of power against the back of my eyes. I swayed, reaching jerkily toward the wall for support. Inside I went numb, surprised to the core that he was trying to influence me. Surprised, and furious.

				I ground my teeth together. “Or. What?”

				“Just…wait.” He covered his eyes with his hand. “I will take care of everything. I can’t have you running around, or doing anything that might seem like a good idea to you.”

				“First of all, fuck off.” I righted myself with an effort, my legs like jelly and my head pulsing with pain. “I have responsibilities. It’s just a phone call.”

				“Sydney, please. I need to know you’re here. You must stay.”

				He’d been working on the power of his command since he arrived, or maybe Bronson had somehow lent him a master’s strength. His words hit me like a physical blow, full of anger and bursting with icy intent. They drilled into my mind, repeating, repeating… I dropped to my knees and one locked arm, fighting to keep my mind my own. Churning darkness filled my peripheral vision as I tried to stay conscious.

				It took everything I had to resist, and by the time I recovered my vision and got my heart rate down from a billion beats per minute, he was gone.

				I pushed myself off the floor. My shoulder throbbed and my limbs were shaky. I’d fallen, and he’d left me where he dropped me. The unbelievable bastard.

				I was two steps into the hallway before realizing I had no idea where I was. Suckers, it turned out, weren’t big on signage. There wasn’t so much as an exit placard in sight, just intricate, gliding shapes sketched high on a few doors. The secret door wasn’t connected to the hallway outside the regular door, so I couldn’t backtrack to where we’d come in. I followed the aggravated feel of Malcolm into a dimly lit stairwell and popped out on the next floor down. Caution slowed my steps. There were other vampires about, and my experience with the doorman indicated they weren’t all friendly.

				As I crept about, my brain switched track from composing a scathing speech to reflecting on Malcolm’s sneak attack. Why had he said please? That was an awfully ineffective way to will somebody who was impervious to influence. I paused, rubbing at my pounding temples, and another thought intruded through the pain. He wasn’t commanding me. He was begging.

				That was somehow more terrifying.

				He hadn’t intended to will me. If he had, then I’d be on the first plane out of Santiago. I’d head straight up north and keep adjusting against the vampire migration, never give him a chance to worm his way into my head again. But his words were more plea than order, the raw bones of his desire to keep me safe. At least I hoped that’s what was going on, because otherwise I was the biggest fucking sap on the planet.

				Sap or not, I needed to know what was going on. He was lying about the challenge, I was sure of it. Which probably meant that note was from Hendrik Vorster. Vorster was a threat and had targeted me because of Malcolm. Fine. There were actual monsters in Santiago. Swell. I was all for staying indoors and out of the line of fire if Malcolm wanted to duke it out. But only if I was certain he was on the winning side, and I wasn’t. He was by nature playful. Usually calm, and prone to fixating on things that amused him, not plotting violence.

				He fought because that was the sucker way. He exuded hostility and aggression because that’s what serving Bronson required—my feelings for that master vampire were really starting to curdle—not because it came naturally. And when it came to Vorster, with their past and the renewed threat, Malcolm might not be capable of thinking clearly. I picked up my pace.

				A door closed ahead of me and two males approached, one grumbling, the other murmuring agreeably. The language slipped past me, the muddled bruise of my brain snatching a smattering of words out of the air. Bruja, followed by bitter laughter. It was as effective as police lights filling up the rearview mirror.

				I took two quick steps back to a black door with an intricate silver glyph above the handle and pressed. The handle dropped smoothly and I slipped inside a darkened room. Maybe “not thinking clearly” was an exaggeration. Malcolm had gone fucking mental if he’d decided to put me under house arrest in a goddamn blood lounge.

				There wasn’t anywhere to hide, just a couple of low couches facing a large window. My lips parted. Not a window. A one-way mirror. Spotless, streakless, beveled in a lovely silver frame elegant as a sculpture. On the other side was a small, round stage on an elevated floor. Two sleek, high-backed chairs sat on it, along with a low table covered in solid-forged steel knives. I walked slowly around the couch and pressed my hand to the mirror. A glass bulb, something out of the laboratory of an alchemist in a low-budget movie, was placed on the other side of the mirror, a couple of feet from the floor. It was blown glass, clear, streaked with milky white, anchored in the wall between the rooms. I forced my eyes down, and all thoughts fled me as I stared at the flared lip of a spigot just beside my knee.

				I jerked my hand back, feeling filthy. A feeding room. I was in a blood lounge. I knew that. Of course there would be more than little work cubicles and the bar. The first floor was the stage. The iron and glass and rich colors, that’s what humans expected to see. This was the members-only section, the hospitality room. The knives, so precisely laid out, made me queasy.

				I opened the door and glanced around, hearing nothing but the grinding of my own teeth. I slipped out, continuing in the direction I’d been going. I’d rarely been more than a few steps into vampire offices, homes or clubs. I’d seen feeders who cut themselves, their scars reminiscent of my mother’s. I’d seen people—humans—staggering about after a bite. I’d never really thought about what went on in the back rooms of a blood lounge. I hadn’t wanted to, but I’d never had a personal stake in it before. Malcolm spent most of his nights here. How many had he spent in rooms like that? My need to yell at him subsided, replaced by a need for a moment of normalcy.

				Voices rose somewhere behind me, along with a swell of power. I didn’t take a full breath until I found an exterior door and shoved through it into the cold, wet air. I eased the door closed, grimacing at the tiny click. What were the odds that yelling was related to a certain missing bruja? I pressed my hand against the fire door, then jerked it back. If I hadn’t busted ass to follow Malcolm, what exactly would the men he’d sent have done to keep me inside? How far were they permitted to go?

				I fast-walked away from the lounge, keeping my head down as I left the alley for the street. I probably looked like a crazy person in a knit cap, expensive and oversized men’s suit, with my bag strapped across my body. But I didn’t have time to sneak about. One phone call, just like I told him, then I’d go back into the safety and discomfort of the lounge.

				The first pay phone I found didn’t work. The second one did, and had the added bonus of being right next to a takeout empanada place. I blissed out while dialing the shop. Carla’s syrupy-sweet voice curdled when I greeted her.

				“I wasn’t able to call in last night,” I said, eyeing the passing traffic. “Mickey told you what happened?”

				“That you were attacked on the street and then disappeared from her apartment? Yes. She told me. I had to hire two temporary workers to cover for you, and they didn’t finish half the deliveries. Plodding cows. And the police were here about the car. Mickey went down to a lot to identify it, said it was destroyed.”

				“That thing was totaled when I got it, but I’ll make it up to you.” Or Malcolm would, since it was his stalker who’d caused the wreck.

				“How are you feeling?” she asked carefully. “After an experience like that, you should go to hospital.”

				“I’m fine, but I can’t drive tonight.” I considered explaining what was going on, but wasn’t sure I could make it comprehensible without giving everything away. I live with a vampire. He has enemies. Best just to plead infirmity, even though I never called in sick. “I’ll be good by tomorrow.”

				“I’ll need you cleared—medically—before you drive again, Aerin.”

				I ground my teeth. Courier physicals were invasive, worse than standard DOT tests. Not only did a tech have to watch you take your piss test, they put you under a head-to-toe microscope to check for bites. Not fun, and the room where they did the test was always about nine hundred degrees.

				“Yeah, that’s fine. I’m sorry, Carla. I swear I’ll make it up to you. Do you have better coverage tonight?”

				“I am not working with temporaries again. It gives me a headache. Jace and Tilde will have to step up.”

				I turned to face the phone, gripping it as if my boss could feel it. “Tilde? Carla, she’s been compromised.” There was a pause and I heard her shift the phone.

				“Funny. She said the same about you. But she came back from her overindulgence with a medical clearance. I don’t know what kind of rivalry the two of you have going on, Aerin, but I need you back here and focused. No more catfighting.”

				“No,” I said, kicking the pole holding the phone. “It’s not…I’m not trying to start a rumor about her being bitten. She’s compromised. End of story.” How the hell was she even able to work? She’d been a mess when I saw her, and she hadn’t appeared to be on an upswing.

				“Aerin, this needs to stop—”

				“You don’t believe me? Tell her to take her pants off.”

				“What?”

				“I gotta go. Just…trust me. And try to get her pants off.” I hung up, retracing my steps toward the club. Fucking Tilde back at work and lying about my integrity. That put her on a shit list I hadn’t even known I had.

				She had to be there as bait, so I couldn’t just walk in and grab her. Vorster might be prowling around, and I didn’t want to face him, not without backup. Smart backup. And possibly a tank of some sort. Or maybe Malcolm’s crew had already located Vorster and he was no longer an issue. That would be ideal.

				I tried the back door, which was, of course, locked. I’d have to go in the front and deal with that shithead doorman while dressed like a Charlie Chaplin reject. I groaned and shook my fists skyward.

				I’d barely made it three steps when Soraya’s hand clamped down on my arm, and I had just enough presence of mind not to squeal or punch her.

				“I just needed to make my one phone call before incarceration,” I sputtered. Her eyes flashed and then, to my horror, she hugged me. Gently. While five burly vampires dribbled out the door and formed a tight perimeter around us. Anton looked angry, Terrance worried. The jughead who’d tried to throw me out before—Eladio—glared at me. I glared back.

				“I, uh, really missed you too, chica,” I said into Soraya’s shoulder. “Now, can we go inside? Please?”

				“He would have killed me if I’d lost you again,” she said, relief making her sound a little breathless. She stepped back and pulled me inside. Her lips were pressed tightly together and her normally bland expression was replaced by consternation. That was disturbing. I jerked my arm back.

				“What are you still doing here?” I asked. Her head tilted, brow furrowing in confusion. Oh, this was not good. “Where is he?”

				“Malcolm? Gone.”

				“Gone where?” She shook her head and I swore. The door closed, and the bulk of the assembled suited muscle forced us to start walking again.

				“If you’re here, who did he take to go after Vorster?” It took me a moment to realize they’d all stopped. I turned, sucking in a breath at the sight of a dozen bared fangs.

				“Hendrik Vorster?” she spat. “He is here, in Santiago?”

				Every muscle in my body tensed. Malcolm had gone, alone, to deal with a vampire who was stronger than he appeared. His “taking care of things” suddenly sounded a lot like a suicide mission.

				“And he called me rash,” I muttered, my chest constricting. The light from Soraya’s eyes warmed the hallway. I rubbed the heel of my palm against my forehead. “Yeah, Vorster’s here. That was his limo I jumped out of. He stole a stash of these drugs you guys have been hunting. And Mal just got a note from him.”

				Soraya was Malcolm’s right hand, accompanying him to the big meetings, assigned to watch me—and the remains of my headache gave me a pretty good idea of how much he wanted me kept safe. For him not to have told her, he wouldn’t have wanted her to face Vorster. There were a few plausible reasons for that, but the look on her face—queasy guilt—pointed toward one in particular.

				“He still wants the falcon of Medhane Alem,” Terrance said, placing his hand on Soraya’s shoulder. My brain tried to form the words into Millennium Falcon again, but this time heard the difference. Soraya shrugged the hand off and straightened. So Vorster wasn’t looking for a spaceship. He just couldn’t pronounce foreign words. Absurdly, that made me feel a little better.

				Soraya marched past the males. “You will need to show me exactly where Vorster picked you up, and the route you took. I can track him. I pray we have enough time.” The last was barely more than a whisper.

				“Wait, woman,” the doorman growled. Oh, I so did not like him.

				Soraya stopped, fists clenched on her hips. She didn’t seem very fond of him either. “What, Eladio?”

				He pointed at me. “Use her as bait. If Vorster wants her, he will find her more easily than we can find him.”

				Soraya stalked toward him, discreetly pushing me behind her, and said in a low voice, “She is not to be put in danger or used…not in any way. Besides, there is no point in trying to lure Hendrik Vorster out, not when Malcolm has gone to him.”

				Eladio’s square jaw tightened. One of the vamps behind him murmured something and Soraya’s power flared. Eladio pressed forward. Anton grabbed his arm and held on impressively while the sucker tried to shake him off. I pressed myself against the wall, buffeted by their aggression.

				“If the human is useless, then she should be removed from here,” Eladio growled. Still trying to throw me out. Soraya laughed tightly.

				“If you wish to dispose of his corazon, then be my guest.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me down the hall. I had enough sense not to glance back, even though I was pretty sure bafflement looked funnier with fangs.

				“Is Vorster stronger than Malcolm?” I whispered.

				“He won’t be alone. Malcolm will.”

				I shook her hand off and we both stopped. “Would he be stronger, if it was one-on-one?”

				“Once, yes. But he has not progressed much since Malcolm parted with him, whereas Malcolm has been tested and become more powerful.” She ran her tongue back and forth between her fangs. “Still, we must find him.”

				“Vorster enthralled a runner. Would this be easier if we had her?”

				Her eyes narrowed until she looked every bit the predator. I had a feeling the title “falcon” hadn’t been given to her because of an ability to fly.

				“Oh, yes.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				I yanked the e-brake, and the little Honda Soraya had procured from a bartender slid sideways, rocking to a stop inches from the door of bay two. If Tilde wanted to cut and run, she’d have to do it on foot. I gazed up as I got out of the car. Somewhere above or around me, the vampiress waited.

				Apparently she’d been a tracker for a nomadic tribe, so sensitive to the environment that she could intuit the location of her prey from great distances. That was probably a big deal in northern Africa, where a false trail could end in death by exposure or starvation. Before she silenced him, Terrance had explained that Soraya married some kind of desert prince who changed her, crowed about her talents and then went stark raving mad. After he buried her, her legend had grown and spread. Since vampires couldn’t use electronic surveillance and didn’t trust humans to perform that sort of work for them, the vampire equivalent of a sight hound would be valuable. Bronson had certainly thought so.

				The five sides of beef in suits were also Malcolm’s, picked up during his travels. I couldn’t tell if they were just friends or also vassals, and it didn’t seem like the sort of thing you asked befanged strangers. I wasn’t surprised to hear that Mal had a side game going in every city where he worked for Bronson, and that he’d actually won one of them in a gamble. They’d introduced themselves, one at a time. Anton hadn’t quite hidden his irritation at having been misled earlier about my relationship with Mal, and was now being excessively polite. Terrance seemed pleased. I could see hints of good humor in all but Eladio, who was a fairly red shade of poker face. Either he hated humans, or he had a secret crush on my guy. My absent, heroic, amazingly stupid guy.

				I buzzed the office and waited, wondering what Carla was saying about me on the other side of the wall. Probably lamenting what a bad investment I was. The door clicked and I pushed through, muttering an invitation to Soraya. She said it would work while I was inside, and we were just here for Tilde, but my stomach tightened anyway. I hated compromising the shop, but I had no idea what Tilde was doing, what she was capable of doing.

				The scent of the garage was comforting—oil and exhaust fumes. My boss faced me, arms crossed, with Tilde just behind her. The Swede didn’t look up when I entered, busy arranging her deliveries. Jace’s car was gone and Mickey was underneath the Peugeot, no doubt seeking the cause of some nonexistent problem Tilde had made up as a stall tactic. What would she have done if I hadn’t come straightaway? Put a knife to one of the women’s throats?

				“I thought you weren’t well enough to come out tonight.” Carla examined her nails, her voice carefully neutral.

				“And I thought I told you to take her pants off,” I snapped. Tilde’s hands stilled, but she kept her head down.

				Mickey slid out from under the car on a rolling tray and beamed from beneath her safety glasses. “Aerin!” Her nose scrunched up. “What are you wearing?” I’d had to borrow clothes from a human at the club. The shirt was a very tight magenta V-neck and the black pants had adhered themselves to my ass like denim tentacles.

				“Hey, Mick.” I kept my eyes on Tilde’s bright blond head.

				“I will not stand for trouble between you two,” Carla said, hands on ample hips. “Aerin, if you do not have a release—”

				“How long has he had you?” I asked. Tilde moved toward me, cramming envelopes into her bag. As if she were just headed out for the night. “Does it seem odd, Carla, that she’s still in the garage this late?” My boss glanced back and forth between us, her face puckering with doubt.

				“It has been my pleasure to serve my master these last four nights.” Tilde raised her head as she spoke, breathless, like she was in high school and ohmygodBradPitt just asked her to prom.

				She looked better than when I’d last seen her, but her eyes were fever bright and her lips were peeling. Hendrik Vorster had gotten to her before we went out for drinks to celebrate my success, or just after. My money was on before. He’d realized she wasn’t the one he needed and sent her back to troll me for information. I swallowed hard. Maybe she could have been saved if we’d intervened that night.

				“You have to come with me,” she said flatly, swaying as she stopped beside Carla. She glanced sidelong at my boss and my instincts sharpened. Vorster would have given her instructions. If I didn’t come willingly, she’d do something drastic. I didn’t want to deal with drastic. At my feet, Mickey sat up on the tray, resting her elbows on her knees.

				“If,” I said, raising a finger, “you leave Carla and Mickey alone, I will go with you. But only if you don’t hurt them.” And bonus points for not hurting me.

				“What’s going on here?” Carla asked, taking a few quick steps toward the office. I glanced at her, and froze when I looked back at Tilde. Her hands shook, causing the narrow barrel of the Luger she’d pointed at me to jump.

				I kicked Mickey’s tray, sending her spinning toward the office. She scrambled off and Carla slammed the door, locking them in the other room.

				“He didn’t want them anyway.” Tilde panted, her face flushed from exertion—or fake exertion—and exaltation.

				“Played by a broken Swede. I’ve reached a new low.” I was amazed I had enough saliva left in my mouth to speak.

				“Go. Out the front to your car. Tell them to open the door for us.”

				I turned, the muscles of my back so tight they ached. Mickey and Carla weren’t visible through the thick window. I licked my lips, moving as slow as I dared. Any time now, Soraya.

				“Why do you think he wants me?”

				“It doesn’t matter. I’ve done well for him. I’ve earned my reward.”

				“Yeah, the gift that keeps on giving. Did it ever occur to you that he wants me to replace you, Tilde?”

				“You do not know hi—” The word ended in a choked gurgle.

				I turned, blinking rapidly. Soraya held the gun in one hand. Her other arm was tight around Tilde’s throat. The girl’s toes scraped and scrabbled against the floor.

				“Put her down,” I mumbled, adrenaline coursing through me. “She’s not going to want to talk. How do you question a thrall?”

				“Like this.” Her fangs descended halfway. “Turn away.”

				“Why?”

				I jumped when Soraya dropped her head and bit the girl. Behind me, Carla’s scream burbled through the wall. Soraya released Tilde and I leaped forward to catch her as she crumpled, her eyes rolling back in her head.

				“What the fuck! That was not part of the deal.” I pressed my hand against Tilde’s neck. The punctures were clean and not very deep, but those fangs were fucking big. Mickey landed on her knees by my side and tore open a blue first-aid kit. She muttered to herself and kept her eyes on Soraya as she handed me antibacterial spray and gauze. The vampire leaned against Tilde’s car, crossed her arms and closed her eyes.

				I cleaned the wound, which was disturbingly easy because the girl was barely bleeding, smothered it in absorbent pads and wrapped her neck in gauze.

				“It’s like we just put her head back on,” Mickey muttered. She turned to me, her eyes wide. “Did you notice there is a vampire in the room, or is that just me?”

				“Not just you. Help me with her.” We carried Tilde to Jace’s love seat while Carla watched. My boss not only hadn’t come in, she’d actually locked the door after Mickey came back into the garage. That wouldn’t keep Soraya out, but if she had been a threat, Mickey and I would have been toast. Then again, I wasn’t sure the vampiress wasn’t a threat.

				I marched toward Soraya, hating the free-floating fear in my stomach. She hadn’t hesitated, had simply driven her teeth into Tilde. She could do the same to me before I had time to react. But, shit, some things just weren’t acceptable.

				“What in the ever-loving hell, Soraya?”

				She opened her eyes, splashing me with dull orange light, and shrugged. “I broke his hold. We need to move.”

				“Now you’ve enthralled her?”

				“God, no. But Vorster is no longer controlling her. Wake her and make her direct us to his nest.”

				“How do I do that?” Now I was breathless, frantic and disgusted. First the feeder exhibition room, then Malcolm running off alone, now this vicious bite. My mind was revving perilously close to its redline.

				“Think of something. You don’t have to be clever, just quick.” Soraya leaned forward over her folded arms, her fangs still visible. “If I have to do it, I will kill her, and I don’t think you want that.”

				“What I want,” I barely managed to keep from yelling, “is for you to calm the fuck down.” Soraya craned her head back, then nodded. Her eyes slid closed. I stomped back to the couch. Tilde stared at me with wide, wet eyes. She shook her head, tears flying as she sobbed. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t stop him. I tried—”

				“We can talk about all this later. I’m on a clock right now. Where’s Vorster?” More tears. I felt like shit, but I didn’t have time to take confession. Malcolm had been gone for over an hour. Alone. I pointed at Soraya. “She wants to kill you right now, so pull yourself together. You’re a professional. You knew the risks. I’m missing someone dear to me and I need to find him. Where is Vorster?”

				My voice cracked at the end and Mickey grabbed my hand. I swallowed a hard lump before twisting free. Tilde collected herself, fighting against what must have been overwhelming horror and shame. I let my eyes unfocus so I didn’t have to see her working through it, tried instead to conjure Malcolm’s face. He smiled at me out of my memory, all warmth and real humor.

				“He is on the w-west side. I don’t know the streets, but I can sh-show you.”

				I blinked and refocused. “Mickey, can you come with us? I need you to keep her conscious while I drive. Please.” The mechanic nodded, shedding her safety glasses and coveralls. I punched the button to open the bay door and turned to Soraya. “You can’t ride in the car. It’ll die.”

				“I will be able to follow,” she said, her lip curling. She could follow because of the taste she’d taken. I grimaced. “When you find the place, keep your distance. Do not go inside, and be prepared to retreat the moment we arrive.” Retreat? Not until I’d seen Malcolm whole, or at least still able to move.

				“You cannot go,” Carla said from the office doorway. “I need to report this. Report her. I need compensation for this mess.” She gestured with a can of pepper spray at Tilde while clenching the neck of her blouse with the other hand.

				I rubbed my eyes. “You can wait an hour to call the police and claim courier corruption.”

				“I need to report this,” she muttered.

				“I don’t think you heard me.” I closed the distance between us. “She’s the only one who can help me find my friend, and I don’t have a hell of a lot of time.” Mickey eased Tilde into the car, soothing her as the girl moaned. Anger rose within me as I watched the girl, gaunt and unsteady, because there but for the grace of God went I. And Carla was dicking us around over a damn formality.

				Maybe Tilde had shown weakness, but more likely Vorster had simply decided to take her and there hadn’t been a damn thing she could do about it. Malcolm had hit me with influence beyond what I’d felt from a master vampire, and it was almost beyond my ability to resist. Tilde ran with no protection but a series of laws written by humans. And they’d failed to protect her.

				She’d be put in a care facility somewhere around the middle of the world and spend the rest of her miserable life crying for another bite. And Carla would pocket the equivalent of fifty thousand dollars and go hire another girl, maybe to lose her the same way. She didn’t look like she much cared, so long as she got paid.

				“You made your profit on her a few nights ago. Didn’t even send someone to check on her when she didn’t show. You can wait a fucking hour to write her off in your books.” I turned away, almost stopped when she said, her voice rising, “You’ll never work in this city again. None of you. You’ll never work anywhere. Caught consorting. Despreciable!” She spit on the floor.

				“You ever call yourself a runner again,” I murmured, anger painting my vision red, “I will come back here and break that sweet face you financed with our efforts. Got it?” Soraya’s gaze followed me out of the garage. I started the car and adjusted the rearview mirror. Tilde, small and pale, leaned against Mickey’s shoulder. I turned the wheel and stomped on the accelerator. They had good therapists in those facilities, drugs for those who needed more. Arts and crafts, fresh air and all that wholesome shit.

				“I’m sure we can talk her out of putting you on the blacklist,” Mickey said.

				“Doubt it. Doesn’t matter, I don’t want to work for someone who sees us as dollar signs. Doing that to your own kind is worse than how the suckers see us.” God, I hadn’t known how good I had it in Alaska, in an outfit managed by former runners and then McHenry, who believed we could still be decent people despite our jobs.

				“Take the Costanera Norte,” Tilde murmured. I made two quick turns and hit the on-ramp at sixty. The TAG on the windshield chirruped as we passed beneath a reading frame. I’d have to remember to pay the bartender for the tolls, and commend him for taking excellent care of his car. The Civic handled like a dream. A tiny dream with an inline four that had delusions of grandeur.

				“So,” Mickey said. “I could not help but notice that a vampire was helping you. Unless this is one of those dreams where I think everything is real until I start flying and can understand bird songs, and then I am sad because I know I will lose that when I wake up. Except nobody ever gets bitten or enthralled in those. The man who is missing, is he…”

				“He is the kind of man who would do anything to keep me safe.” My voice grew rough.

				I could have found something else to do here. I didn’t have to work. I could have allowed myself to be pampered, shuttled between opulent homes by his people. Out of sight and safe. Vorster would never have found me. Or I could have gone anywhere else in the world, and done whatever I wanted. Anything other than running. I could have stayed out of trouble. I glanced in the rearview mirror. That might have kept others out of trouble.

				Neither option sounded good. I would have been bored to death in the one and ended up doing something stupid. I wouldn’t have had Malcolm in the other. If I had him now. He was so preoccupied with protecting me that I couldn’t be much more than a burden to him. He had responsibilities in a territory that was far more fucked-up that I’d realized, and what appeared to be a stable of misfit toys he already took care of. Maybe I was just another stray, picked up like an impulse buy at the grocery store.

				“That sounds like a good man,” Mickey said. I glanced at her in the mirror, then changed lanes in the thinning traffic.

				“Does it? I’m not an expert.”

				“Do not take this the wrong way, but you are old.”

				I snorted. “How could I possibly take that the wrong way?” Mickey smiled at me in the mirror and I found myself grinning back.

				“For a runner, I mean. You do not get that way by being stupid. And you are driven. You would not be walking away from your career over a man unless he was worth it.” She nodded, satisfied with her reasoning.

				“The next exit,” Tilde murmured. My mouth tightened into a hard line. Was that what I was doing, giving up my career? I wasn’t good at staying still and I suspected that the craving for speed and a daily dose of danger couldn’t be replaced by any combination of things that was good for me.

				Carla didn’t know my real name, but she had my photo. I wouldn’t be able to work anywhere new, not unless someone was desperate or careless, and I didn’t want to be associated with a shop that was either of those things. And it wasn’t like I could go home either, just pop up and say, “Do you have an opening? Oh, by the way, I’m not really dead.”

				I eased off the gas and downshifted as I exited onto a quiet street lined with crumbling buildings. I checked my mirrors and the shadows around us. Soraya was tracking us by blood, but I didn’t know how fast she could round up the boys and move. I hoped it was fast though as—on Tilde’s direction—I crept up on a hulking warehouse. The windows were broken out and boarded up. Gravel pinged beneath the tires, and my hands tightened on the wheel. I stopped outside the eight-foot fence, overgrown with dead grass and vines, and papered with trash.

				“This is it?” I asked. Tilde nodded, then groaned. Mickey held her, rubbing her hands up and down the girl’s arms.

				“She is not well.”

				“It’s the bite,” I said, killing the lights. “She’ll be sick without another. And he’s already drained her.”

				“You’re going in there?” Mickey asked in a hushed voice. Her face appeared beside mine and we stared up at three imposing stories of abandoned industry. Tilde began to weep quietly. I glanced back at her. She was slumped, horribly pale, and while her eyes were wet, she wasn’t producing tears. Wasn’t capable. Seconds ticked by.

				“Mickey, unwrap her neck and hand me the bandage.” I held my hand out. She went wide-eyed, then scrambled back to comply. “I doubt she’ll bleed much in her condition. Drive her to the hospital. I’ll wait here.”

				How long could a vampire cavalry possibly take?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				I stopped thirty feet from the building, straining to get a fix on Malcolm, or anyone. I caught him abruptly, the outward edge of his power like the warmth of fire from a distance. He wouldn’t let that out unless he was using it, or could no longer control it. My eyes roamed, trying to pick out a surge of vampire reinforcements. Nothing but the taillights of the Honda as, blocks away, it turned right.

				“Come on, Soraya,” I whispered, waving the bandage languidly through the air, hoping that the spoor left on it would be enough to attract her. Tilde couldn’t afford to wait any longer. Malcolm’s energy intensified, and still I didn’t feel any other vampires. Maybe he was just pissed because he’d arrived to find the place empty. I took a couple steps forward. Or maybe Vorster had been here, they’d clashed and Malcolm had been left behind. I imagined him, lying on the cold, dark floor…dying alone while I waited out front.

				I left the bandage in the center of a loading-bay ramp. Several of the ground-floor windows had been busted up, and I climbed between the jagged, broken boards. It was dark and chill inside, stinking of moldering cardboard and the remnants of transient humans. It was also dry, the air so chalky that I had to fight against the urge to cough.

				I crept through the room, feeling for debris with hands and feet, subliminally aware of the low ceiling and close walls. Some kind of office or storage room. The door had been removed, and I found the entrance to the warehouse thanks to a dull, flickering light somewhere beyond it. I peeked out, heard nothing, and felt nothing other than ambient vampire energy. More than just Malcolm now, but I couldn’t get a good fix and it wasn’t very strong. Machinery rumbled deeper inside the structure, vibrating the floor, and was accompanied by irregular clanking noises all around. I followed a hallway, trailing my hand down the dusty wall in order to move straight, then paused to rub against it, coating my clothes and hair and skin in the accumulated grime.

				Vermin skittered in the dark, water dripped and I really hoped my vaccinations were effective against whatever I was rolling in. I came to an opening and glanced out, starting at the sight of something directly in front of me. I bit my lip to keep quiet, breathed for a moment until my heart rate regulated, then peeked again. A stairwell, tarnished metal with faded yellow warning chevrons on each step. I was just out for a walk in the dark, through a vampire-infested warehouse. Nothing to get jumpy about.

				Dismantled machinery had been piled on the other side of the stairwell, high enough that it should cover me if I went up. From what I could see beyond the machinery, the main floor had been cleared by the expedient of shoving everything toward the walls, and was lit by hundreds of candles. Eerie.

				I squinted through the grated stairs at the mezzanine. More discarded industrial crap, but there seemed to be some room to maneuver. Snipers and lookouts, the guys who weren’t doing the hand-to-hand fighting, liked high perches. That sounded pretty good to me.

				I was practically crawling in an effort to stay low by the time I reached the top. And then I made the mistake of looking down. Wherever Malcolm was, he wasn’t alone. Vampires hid in darkened nooks among the machinery, support beams and dusty, battered crates. I counted nine and had the sinking suspicion that the shadows were similarly populated. Note to self: vampire radar sucks in large spaces full of metal. While I was pretty sure they were all on the ground floor, I couldn’t help peering up at the rafters. No batlike goons to be found. Some kind of sliding crane system hung listlessly a little ways from me, and I crept toward it. There’d be an opening near it, a loading place that would give me a better vantage point. Voices drifted toward me, along with their tinny echo, and I plastered my back against a large wooden crate.

				“It was rigged, top to bottom. I show up, with eight of the original fourteen, and there wasn’t a proper fence to be had.” Vorster, conversational and amused. “Swag of the century and nobody there recognized it. Could have used you then.”

				“Ayers never realized he’d lost his pieces?” Malcolm’s voice. My heart leaped into my throat. Vorster laughed. The sound echoed through the space before dying a lonely death. Silence followed for a moment, over the thrum of the machines.

				“Come on, Malcolm.” Vorster again, still going for companionable, but his voice was strained. How long had it been since he had to ask for anything? He took things in order to revel in the pain he caused, not because he enjoyed a hard day’s work or the challenge. “Don’t tell me you don’t miss it. The game you’re playing has no winners, not in the long run, and you’re stuck with a crap hand for the foreseeable future.”

				I swiveled, ever so slowly, and peered down through a narrow gap. They stood in profile about a foot apart—Vorster a few inches taller in his impeccable gray suit, Malcolm more muscular, thicker in the chest and legs. He wore a charcoal sweater over lighter pants. I hadn’t even noticed when he took off, but it made me smile. That’s how he’d dressed when I first met him, casual vampire about town. I hadn’t realized I’d missed that. The smile froze. Four suckers stood behind him in a semicircle, wearing long, loose coats, their attention squarely on him. They didn’t share any of Vorster’s friendliness.

				“And what do you have?” Mal asked. His hands were in his pockets but there was no way he was as calm as he seemed, not after the way he’d left.

				“I reinvested. Saving up for a rainy day.” Bitterness chipped away at the merriment in Vorster’s tone until that was all that remained, and suddenly they weren’t facing each other so much as sizing each other up. Reach advantage to Vorster, but Mal had him on raw strength. Too bad that wasn’t all that mattered when vampires fought.

				One of the vamps hidden below me stirred, and I felt Malcolm grow more alert. He had to know he’d walked into a trap. It was just the scope he didn’t know. Why had he come alone? And where the fuck was Soraya?

				“Give it back to me,” Vorster said conversationally.

				“She never belonged to you.” Malcolm. Just as affable. I shifted so that the crate wasn’t digging into my shoulder quite so hard, and settled in. This was the dullest fight I’d ever seen.

				“It’s the principal of the matter now, Mal.” Vorster laughed. “I’ll even pay for her. What’s this worth to you?” Vorster gestured, and Malcolm turned toward two cases on a stainless-steel table. They were the kind of cases that terrorists in action movies carried stolen automatic weapons in. White swirls marked the ends, and even at the bad angle I recognized the Goya symbol.

				“A peace offering,” Vorster went on. “This drug has been giving you trouble, no?” Mal touched one of the cases. He said something, too quiet for me to hear. Vorster snorted.

				“I know what they say it is. I’m not so naive that I believe it. How many have you lost to it? Dozens? Hundreds?”

				Malcolm’s hand dropped to his side and he turned to face Vorster.

				“Come on, Malcolm. It’ll be like old times. You can relieve yourself of this ridiculous burden. Volunteering for slavery. How can you bear it? Or have you made it worth it?” Vorster’s voice dropped and I had to lean forward to hear him. “Bronson’s been rampaging across the Americas for years. How much has he accumulated? What things might one take from a master like that? You always did favor the long con.”

				“And you preferred instant gratification, even when it wasn’t profitable.” The tension, even in the large space, increased. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you what his collections held.”

				“Try me.” Vorster’s hands hung at his sides. Malcolm merely watched him, his face blank. “I would hold no grudge. Lift your vow to her and come back with me. Bronson is nothing. One master going mad like all the others before him. We did not endure our undeath so we could manage a community.” He spat the words. “We did it so that we can go wherever we wish, do all that we want. Let me show you what you’ve been missing.”

				I held my breath as Malcolm’s eyes brightened. Vorster’s power expanded, scratching over my skin, a chilling counterpoint to Malcolm’s heat. He hated serving Bronson, hated the duties he had to perform because the powerful vampires couldn’t be bothered to rule his splintered territory. He’d vowed to do it, to save himself, to protect Soraya. But if he thought he could walk away from it all… My stomach shrank into a hard pit.

				“I’ll make it easy,” Vorster said, leaning his elbow on one of the cases. “I’ll bring some people in, help one of his rivals move against him. I’m surprised they haven’t done it already. He’ll be too busy trying to put his territories back together and buying off the human government to even bother with you. You’ve been chained to that master and that female. You’ve got years to make up for.”

				“Even if I wanted to give Soraya to you, you couldn’t have her. If I die or am lost to him, Bronson has claim to all of my possessions.”

				I shifted again and my foot slipped in the dust. I bumped against the crate, sucking in a breath as my collarbone twinged. Malcolm lowered his gaze to the floor.

				“And what about the other? This human you’ve latched on to? Would your new master have claim to her as well?” Vorster didn’t sound so cordial now.

				Malcolm bared his teeth in a cold, mocking version of a smile. “You should ask him yourself. You’d be surprised at his answer, if you could find the courage to speak in his presence.”

				Vorster pounded his fist on the case. His thugs moved all at once, drawing swords and clubs from their coats. For slashing veins and crushing bones, Soraya had said. I clapped a hand over my mouth, swallowing a warning cry. Malcolm didn’t so much as blink.

				“It doesn’t have to be like this, Hen.”

				“No, it doesn’t. But I’m done with your pointless game. This cat-and-mouse bullshit. Come back to me!” Spittle rained down around Vorster and a flush lit his narrow face. Malcolm’s fangs slid partway down, but still he did not move.

				“Your memory’s too short, Hendrik. I never belonged to you.”

				“I will chain her at the neck and drag her behind me for the rest of her days! And I’ll break your human pet, then feed her to your falcon.”

				“Will you now?” Malcolm murmured. I stared at him, unable to blink as the seconds ticked by.

				“Piece by tender piece.”

				Malcolm launched himself at Vorster, his hands catching the other vampire around the throat. Vorster fell back onto the table as his goons swarmed. Malcolm turned, cracking his elbow into one face, while kicking another in the gut. I knew for a fact that didn’t feel good. He grabbed the nearest sucker around the neck and jerked until the vampire’s head came half off. I winced, and the vampire below me snapped his head toward me. Malcolm grabbed the fallen sucker’s sword and stared at me, his face hard, his eyes glowing. I scrambled away from the edge of the mezzanine.

				They attacked in a flurry of motion, Malcolm parrying the blows with his sword. Power exploded, sending dust billowing into the air like a mushroom cloud. Vorster streaked forward and crashed into Mal’s side, driving them both through the far wall. Suckers flooded from their hiding places, aiming for Malcolm. There was no way he’d—

				The ceiling tore open. Metal shrieked and wood splintered, bits of it singing past me. Six dark figures blurred through the air and crashed onto the floor. Vorster’s goons paused for an instant before dividing, a few creeping toward the broken wall, the others turning to face the new threats.

				And that’s when shit got interesting.

				Most of the candles went out, and the temperature dropped about fifteen degrees. I edged along the wall toward the stairs. Reinforcements had arrived, and I was suddenly, acutely aware of what a liability I was. House arrest at the blood lounge was sounding pretty damn good.

				Something decidedly bodylike smashed into the crate in front of me. It shattered, chalky powder billowing out of it, and a heavy splinter grazed my cheek. I dodged, coughing as the dust invaded my eyes and throat. Vampires screamed down below, and the building reverberated with the impact of bodies and thrown items. A massive gearbox sailed onto the mezzanine and I rolled away from it, landing about where I’d started. I made it to my knees, aiming once again for the stairs.

				The feel of Malcolm raked through me. Had he gotten loose? I poked my head around the side of a metal stand with the crane controls. The crane swung, chains jingling merrily. The floor was a mess of motion. Swords glinted, broken objects were being used as clubs, and vampires blurred apart and back together. My eyes searched frantically through the seethe and the growing pools of blood on the floor. No sign of Malcolm, just puffs of dust, as though the shattered hole in the wall was exhaling.

				Soraya moved furiously, her back to me, swords singing in both hands. She filleted one sucker, then dipped, stabbing another low in the abdomen. She rose, both swords unzipping the male. She turned toward me and bared her teeth—her long, sharp, pointy teeth. Right, so me being inside the warehouse hadn’t been part of the deal, but she hadn’t mentioned her problem with punctuality. Or that she’d be eviscerating people. One day, very soon, these images were going to wake me screaming.

				On the ground floor a tray of candles flared, the flames shooting five or six feet into the air and leaving a notable void over the candles. Combustible particles. Nice. The benefit of hanging out with adrenaline junkies like runners? There’s a would-be arsonist in every crowd.

				Energy spilled through the warehouse, making me shiver. I felt Malcolm and Vorster first and foremost, the strongest, the most agitated. Other cold touches felt vaguely familiar, Malcolm’s people. There were fewer of the strange ones, but not few enough. It was still an uneven fight, for all Soraya’s skill, the males’ tenacity and Malcolm’s resolve. I swallowed panic and stood.

				A support beam below cracked, and the mezzanine groaned and listed. A box behind me tipped over, spilling small metal rings. They rolled past and dropped off the side. I grabbed the operator box and pushed myself away from the edge. Soraya yelled below, sounding more pleading than angry, which I didn’t like at all. I ran toward the stairs, and as I did, power licked at me.

				I pulled my knife from my pocket, flicked the blade out and turned just as a sucker fell on me. I got one knee up, keeping some of his weight off me, then froze. It was Bren. One of his eyes was milky blue, the bone around it crushed, and his torso stuck out at a crazy angle from his pelvis, but it was the same sucker who’d been in the car with me. And he was furious.

				He pinned my right arm with one hand, dropped his other forearm across my tucked chin and pressed down. Bloody drool ran from his chalky mouth and dripped onto my face.

				I tried to kick him off, grunting with the effort even though I barely moved him. Warmth spread across my belly. He was bleeding badly, judging by how quickly he was soaking my clothes.

				He stared at me, wet eyes in a chalked face. I couldn’t breathe. A vampire was on top of me, heavy and hungry, and I couldn’t fucking breathe. He licked his lips and I let out a choked cry as I struggled against his hold.

				And then he was gone, tossed back and tumbling down the stairs. Malcolm pulled me up and I crashed against his chest. I stared at his fangs, a deep gash in his biceps that oozed blood. My hand trembled around the knife.

				“Next time I will tie you up,” he snarled. “I need to get you out of here. How did you even manage—?”

				Vorster landed on the mezzanine in a crouch, eyes blazing blue, his light hair clotted with blood. Malcolm shoved me against the wall behind him, where I was promptly crushed when Vorster charged into him. I wormed to my right, then screamed when Vorster’s hand raked my face. Why the fuck would a man have nails that long?

				Malcolm shifted and I bounced between his broad back and the wall. Vorster reached for me again. I raised my knife and drove it into his hand. It went straight through the back of his palm, and Malcolm twitched when it stuck in his shoulder.

				“Oh shit, oh sorry, oh fu—”

				Vorster pulled and twisted, dragging Malcolm away from me. They tumbled over the edge, leaving me gasping and shaking. I shuffled toward the opening in the rail, my pulse pounding in my ears. The sound almost hid the mumbling growl coming from the stairs. I turned. Bren crouched, snarling, both hands pressed to his wounded stomach. I spun, desperate for another way down.

				An explosion from below pitched the floor another fifteen degrees. I crashed against the railing, scrambling for a hold, eyes darting. Farther around the mezzanine, fire climbed a roll of textiles. The second set of stairs was ten feet beyond that, but the flames jumped when they hit spilled chalk, cutting me off.

				The chains of the crane swung in front of me. It was a simple device, wheels on a track, and the track was clear. The electricity might be out, but enough momentum would get me over the pile of machine parts. I could climb down. Right into a pit of suckers, but at least I’d have a couple more options than I did now.

				Bren staggered toward me, spewing energy and dripping blood. I was out of time, and everybody else was busy. I dropped my hand into my bag and felt around until my fingers brushed the cool, sleek body of my Zippo.

				“Fuck the high ground.” I closed my eyes when I lit it, then opened one eye. I hadn’t exploded. I set it down, angling the top to protect the flame, and slid it toward my shuffling attacker. Covered in combustible dust, he went up fast.

				I darted back to the exterior wall while Bren flailed and screamed—a sound I never want to hear again. He ran toward the stairs and straight into the broken crate. It flared, and the resulting smell was horrific. Ignore it, ignore it, ignore it.

				I concentrated on the chains. The floor angled downward. The chains were moving, at least six feet from the mezzanine. The drop was closer to twenty. I didn’t know the math on that, but it didn’t seem easy. Bren dropped to the ground, rolling in a series of quick jerks, extinguishing flames with each movement and getting closer and closer.

				When in doubt, go fast.

				I ran. Another flash of vampire energy burst below just as I jumped. I held my breath, arms rising out in front of me in slow motion, and the crane fucking moved. It rolled, an essential few inches farther away. My hands scrabbled, fingers sliding along the chain as my body dropped, gravity trying to suck me back down to where I belonged. I screamed, caught my left wrist in a loop of chain, then screamed again when the loop jerked closed around it.

				The chain in my right hand slipped another couple of terrifying links before I caught hold. Smoke enveloped me, staining the tears running down my face and burning my eyes. I tried to pull myself up, crying out at the agony that brought on. I was so not winning.

				I pulled until I could slide my left arm farther through the loop. My elbow finally hooked over and I hung, panting. The debris pile was still a couple feet away. I might be able to make it if I could get swinging, but I’d have to jump—fall, really—to reach it. The floor…the floor was very far away.

				The blood drained out of my limbs as I hung there, just breathing. I felt Malcolm. His rage. His pain. His desperation. He was somewhere to my right, but all I could see was smoke, blood and…parts of people.

				I swallowed, coughed and slipped again. His energy slid into my skin, warm and chaotic, and I focused on it over the pain and panic. It soothed me, even as it filled me with energy. Energy he goddamn needed. I was a bird on a wire because I’d put myself there, and it very much felt like he was directing power toward me.

				“Let go.” Soraya’s voice, behind and below me. My arms trembled, and sweat and smoke stung my eyes. “Let go. I will catch you.”

				“Always telling me what to do,” I gasped. “Move faster. Circle. Let me in. Let go and fall two stories.”

				“You’re in shock. I will come and get you.”

				“No.” I caught a glimpse of Bren, smoking and no longer whole, lurching toward the opening in the rail. Looking to devour the human, now hung like an offering, who’d hurt him. Fuck.

				“Sydney, let go.” The slightest influence behind Soraya’s words.

				Bren groaned as he crouched, preparing to leap.

				I let go.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				I was too damn stupid to live. That was all I could think while I fell. No life flashing before my eyes, just that singular epiphany. I crashed into Soraya, my chin cracking against her shoulder. She tossed me behind her. I stumbled, righted myself, and promptly ran diaphragm-first into the handle of a rusted pallet jack.

				Bren fell on Soraya, and new flames sprouted up on his back. She rabbit-punched him and shoved him away. He rebounded off a solid piece of metal and she snatched up her remaining sword and swung. His head thumped onto the ground. It might have bounced. I couldn’t be sure, too busy fighting nausea and trying to regain my ability to breathe. His body wavered for a moment before crumpling.

				The vampiress turned toward me, her right arm curled in front of her. I lay there, making weird little noises as my body tried to get air. She took a sliding step, and another vamp streaked up behind her. I opened my mouth to warn her, but nothing came out.

				Soraya turned, but she was slow, too slow. A blade sprang out of her back and she stopped, completely motionless for thirty seconds while the sucker stared at her, his expression at first uncertain, then victorious. The idiot. Soraya screamed. She kicked him away, tossed her sword behind her and pulled the blade from her belly. The vamp scrambled to his feet as she dropped low, sidestepped, and plunged his own knife into him, slitting him from groin to neck. His legs kicked spastically as all kinds of horrible shit poured out of his body.

				Soraya staggered, slumping to her knees as she neared me. I reached for her, but her head cracked against the cement floor as she landed. She rolled halfway from her back to her side, then fell still. One curved sword lay beside her and…her right hand was missing. I glanced at the twisted blue and red mess of my left hand.

				She could heal almost anything given time. But we didn’t have time. I could heal, too, given enough energy. Eladio stepped out of the smoke, blood squishing out of his shoes as he walked, a gnarly serrated sword in one massive fist. He scanned us out of the one eye that remained open, then turned to face two vampires slinking in from the shadows.

				Guarding us. Putting his undeath on the line even though he despised me. Because he and Malcolm had a pact, and that arrangement extended to me. Finally able to breathe, I shoved myself onto my side, cradling my bad arm, reaching for Soraya’s sword with the other. I wanted to not be fucking useless. To be able to make a mistake or a bad call once in awhile and survive it without help.

				If I could just heal.

				Vorster’s energy skittered over me. I shivered, then fixated on the feel of it. Like Malcolm’s, but not. It was colored by Vorster’s feelings, his drives and his fears. But under that, it was just energy. I could take it. I could accept his power, and my body would use it the same as it did Malcolm’s. At least, it should. All I had to do was open to him. I gazed down at Soraya, utterly still, at Eladio grunting as he was hit. Protecting us. I wasn’t going anywhere without their help, and they weren’t going to be able to get me out if I kept falling apart.

				I had nothing to lose.

				The vampires attacked together. Eladio dodged some kind of mace, punched the other vampire just over his ear. He kept circling, and they kept moving just outside of his compromised field of vision. I focused on Vorster. Cut the strings and the minions will flail, that’s what the vampire scientists always said. I didn’t know if he’d made these vampires, but he was their master for all intents and purposes. They were acting on his wishes.

				I relaxed my defenses and opened to him. For a brief moment pressure built inside me, making my heart pound, my nerves twinge, threatening to overwhelm me. Then it was gone, like a release valve had popped. I tapped into his specific current, into a frigid pool of power. It actually stung as it slapped against me. I dropped my head and ground my teeth as it flooded me. In my peripheral vision, one of Vorster’s suckers fell.

				My wrist flopped, things moving beneath the surface of my skin as it began knitting itself back together. The pain was so immense that I scrambled back, boots squealing on the floor as I tried to get away from my own arm. My teeth chattered. The lingering ache in my breastbone and shoulder faded. The throb in my cheek from the wood splinter eased. My wrist went numb, and my fingers twitched like crazy.

				Eladio rose slowly from the last body, which he’d just…split. And then Vorster sped into the room, bloody and furiously happy. I stopped breathing. Where was Malcolm? Eladio charged him and the two swirled, too fast for me to track. Metal clanged, and the room shook from their efforts. Eladio’s sword broke, the end of the blade falling, the rest of it spinning away through the air. He fell back, rolled away from a slash, and grabbed up a length of pipe to replace his lost weapon.

				I clutched Soraya’s sword, and stared at Vorster’s back, focusing solely on him. The room fell away, the noise, the dust, the fire and chaos. I pulled, dragging great drafts of power into me. I pushed myself to my feet, swaying, but not because I was weak. I should have been, but instead I felt amazing. Full and light and effervescent. And Vorster…staggered. Eladio lumbered toward him.

				The South African recovered, too quickly, and stabbed Eladio twice in quick succession. The massive vampire fell and Vorster sank the blade in twice more before turning. I stepped over Soraya’s legs, putting myself between her and the sucker, and raised the sword.

				He ran a hand through his hair, smoothing the blood-clotted mess. Then he laughed, a jarring sound that carried no joy “Oh, this is precious. Malcolm’s trained his pet to protect his prize.” The feel of his power changed, smoothing from rolling rocks to silk. I shivered.

				“You don’t have to do this,” I said, my voice shaking even though my hands were steady. Surprisingly so. “You can still walk away, Hendrik. Just go…now.”

				He paused, blue eyes widening between streaks of blood. I gripped the hilt, then forced myself to relax my hold. Not that my technique was going to matter against something so quick, but I wasn’t going to let him break me like he’d broken Tilde.

				“You’re offering me a way out?” he murmured, before laughing. “Even if I’d thought to go before, I won’t now. I simply have to know what talents you’ve got locked up in that blood of yours. Because you, my dear, are priceless. The things I will do with you. The things you’ll beg me to do.” Influence saturated his words, spiking behind my eyes and drilling into my mind. The thought of Tilde, whimpering for his attention, broke loose from my memories, fueling a tide of anger.

				“No.” I took a deep breath and dragged more power from him.

				“What are you doing?” He frowned and rubbed his chest. He looked down at his hand, then turned it over, staring at the palm with confusion.

				Malcolm appeared behind him. He was a mess, his shirt hanging in shreds, his hands stained red. He picked up the end of Eladio’s sword and caught Vorster around the neck. His rigid arm tightened beneath Vorster’s chin, then they jerked in unison. Vorster twitched, opening and closing his mouth like a fish. A bubble rose out of it, pink at first and then darkening as it filled. It burst red and blood ran down his front. Malcolm released him and Vorster took a few short, stiff steps, then shuffled to face him.

				“What…did…you…do?”

				“Stabbed you in the back, Hen.” His voice was as flat and brittle as shale. He put his hand on Vorster’s shoulder, steadying him. “What you’ve been accusing me of for years.”

				Vorster’s hand flopped around behind him. The fat end of the bare blade stuck out of his back and dully reflected the remaining light. Vorster reeled back, then collapsed. Malcolm walked toward him, each step slow and steady.

				“Turn away, Syd.” There was no influence behind the words, hardly any tone at all. I closed my eyes, listening to the pound of my pulse in my ears as a blade snicked through the air and clanged against the cement.

				My eyes flew open. Malcolm moved toward me, his eyes hollow. He pushed my sword out of his way and pulled me tight against him. “You’re going to be the true death of me,” he muttered into my hair. I began to tremble. “Even though you may be the only person not actively trying to kill me.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				I knocked on Eladio’s door, bouncing on the soles of my feet until he opened it.

				“That suits you,” I said, pointing toward the black eye patch secured around his wide head. He lifted his lip in a silent snarl. I raised the tray I carried. “Delivery for you. Two packs of blood. Petr said it’s A, which apparently means you’ll like it.”

				He snatched the blood packs and the tube running from his IV bumped against the tray. He paused, and I sucked in a breath.

				“Hurts, don’t it?” I turned the tray and held it against my hip. “Is that positive or negative?”

				“What?” If his voice was any flatter, he’d have turned one-dimensional.

				“Positive or negative? Your special A.”

				Eladio smiled, and that was almost worse than the snarl. “It’s Anna,” he said, before slamming the door in my face. Oh. My nose crinkled up. Eww. I didn’t like my deliveries having names.

				I stopped two doors down and tapped lightly. A woman—human—opened it. Beyond her, the room was all rich purple walls and violet gossamer drapery, except for the sleek chrome IV stand. The candles barely cast enough light for me to see Soraya lying on a low, spare bed. Her right arm was swathed in bandages, and still slightly too short.

				“I told you we would send word when she wakes,” the girl whispered. I’d borrowed clothes from her. I thought her name might be Mirasol. The line between my eyes deepened. Six hours and the vampiress still wasn’t conscious. Mirasol put her hand on my arm and smiled warmly. “She will be all right. She’s been through worse. This is nothing.”

				My eyes widened. “Limb loss counts as nothing around here?” Still smiling, she closed the door in my face.

				Maybe I was being a little annoying. I couldn’t stop moving, couldn’t force myself to sit for more than a couple of minutes. Petr had forced food on me in the kitchen while he dispensed supplies to various parties. And then he’d tried to occupy me with delivering medical supplies and blood to the private quarters upstairs. Most of Malcolm’s people had come back, though none in the same shape they’d gone out in.

				Terrance hadn’t made it. He’d been brought back in one of the other limos that had somehow been waiting for us when we staggered out of the burning warehouse into the cold, clean air, and I only saw his body—what was left of it—when it was carried into the club.

				A crowd had gathered, vampires who either felt the turmoil or were given a heads-up by someone at the club in the chaos of our return. Humans had noted the traffic, and now a line of beating hearts stretched around the corner. Malcolm had cleaned up quickly, downed two quarts of blood—from a stainless-steel cup, I was happy to see—and gone down to hold court.

				It was important after a major event, he’d explained brusquely, to make himself seen. To show the other vampires that Bronson’s proxy was still powerful, still in control. Petr had quietly instructed a cleanup crew to go to the warehouse and sent other minions—vampire and human alike—on various errands. The courier shops would be busy tonight. I suspected the orders hadn’t explicitly come from Malcolm, though the vamps followed them without question, which made Petr an intriguing human.

				I jogged down the stairs and into the kitchen, dropping the tray onto the counter with a clatter. Petr raised an eyebrow.

				“Sorry,” I muttered, running my thumb over the back of my left wrist again. It was bruised and sore, but whole. And I was still brimming with the energy I’d siphoned off of Vorster.

				A porter dressed in a short, white jacket pushed through the swinging door and handed Petr a note. The door continued to swing, giving me quick flashes of the bar. Malcolm was around the corner, just out of sight.

				“Anything else I can do?” I asked brightly. I didn’t really want to stop and think about what had happened, the horrible things I’d seen—and done—or the fact that I was now all fired up from the power of a vampire other than the one I’d chosen to be involved with.

				If we were still involved after tonight.

				Malcolm had kept one hand on me as he directed the roundup of Vorster’s remaining people, of which there were a few, but his face had been blank. What do you say to someone after his people were hurt defending you, after one of them was killed? Really killed. His body was disintegrating before we’d gotten back to the club, and we were ahead of daylight. The newspaper advice column, not the regular one about ugly wedding presents and in-laws, but the one focused on human-vampire etiquette, didn’t touch on that. I guess there weren’t many humans who found themselves in this type of situation.

				“Take a look inside.” Petr gestured toward the round hole in the swinging door. I took a couple of hesitant steps toward it and glanced out.

				Thurston and two other vampires sat at a four-top, dwarfing the normal-size table. They were all beat to hell, and the crowd was gawking at them like prizes were about to jump out of them. There weren’t any humans in the lounge tonight other than employees, which made me wonder why they were allowed to line up outside. Probably to increase the intrigue.

				“Do you have any feelings about any of them?” Petr asked.

				“Feelings?”

				He held up the note and I swallowed hard. Was Malcolm asking what I wanted done with the vampires? Thurston’s elbows rested on his knees and he stared at the floor. Defeated. I raised a finger and tapped on the glass. A dozen heads swung toward me. Thurston raised his slowly. His eyes widened before he snapped his mask into place.

				Petr jerked me away from the window. “I didn’t mean for you to reveal yourself.” His gaze roamed over me and narrowed on my chalky hair before he turned back to the operations center he’d set up for himself. “Not that anybody will recognize you after you bathe. You are going to bathe, aren’t you?”

				“He…” I raised my hands and traced lines down my cheeks. “The one with the retro facial hair. He’s not such a bad guy. I think Vorster forced him to work for him. After the lady he was with…” The image of her swollen, distorted body invaded my mind.

				“Livia,” Petr supplied. I stared at the tile wall, white and clean and firm.

				“Yeah. Her. I don’t think he was with Vorster because he wanted to be. I don’t recognize the others.”

				Petr scribbled on a slip of paper, then handed it to the porter, who promptly whisked it away.

				“Petr, what happened to the rest of the Ra…the drug?”

				He smiled mildly. “I’m just a driver.”

				“You’re just a driver, my ass. Where is it?” I’d heard Malcolm specifically direct that the cases were to go to Petr when we returned.

				His gray eyes narrowed. So the mild-mannered human wasn’t used to being challenged. I crossed my arms. He turned and pulled a kettle off the stove. “It was removed from the hives we knew to possess it last night. What was recovered from the warehouse will be examined and then all of it destroyed.”

				“Not kept for evidence?”

				“The inquest won’t be quite like you see on television.” He handed me a steaming cup of tea. “Go try to sleep off whatever it is you’ve taken. This is chamomile. It will help you calm down.”

				“Thanks.” What I’d taken, indeed.

				I slipped through the quiet hallways. Malcolm would finish up his duties and maybe, if he wasn’t still pissed, he’d come and find me. I wandered toward his room, pausing in the study to take a sip of tea. It tasted like moss and wet dog, and I set the cup on a small stand beside the door with Mal’s travel mug. A dark ring remained at the bottom. It looked so innocuous, it could have been anything. The bedroom was empty and I couldn’t make myself take the few steps necessary to walk into it. I didn’t belong here, alone in a building full of vampires.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				Mickey was sitting on the stoop outside her apartment building when I walked up, a bottle of beer dangling by the neck between two fingers. Dawn had broken somewhere over the clouds, but the morning was cool and dismal. I’d washed my face and taken a taxi, too tired for a more evasive route. Even with Vorster dead, his men captured and the drugs seized, I’d been a paranoid mess the entire way. Now I was just tired. Mickey tipped the bottle back and surveyed me.

				“How did the rest of your night go?” she asked. I stared at her for moment, reacquainting myself with her pleasant, tired, human face. She scrunched her nose up. “That bad?” How could I explain to her that the fact she wasn’t covered in blood made her the most welcome sight I’d seen in hours? My faith in the universe began to knit itself back together.

				“Not good.” I dropped down next to her. She handed me a beer and I twisted the cap off and stuck it in my pocket before taking a long pull. “Is Tilde…?”

				“She is well taken care of. They won’t know for certain until she has more…fluids. It was quite exciting, like they had trained their entire lives for a vampire-feeding case that bad and finally got to work one.” She tossed the empty bottle toward a trash bin about three feet away, missing by another three feet. “Carla showed up, with the authorities. Tilde would not talk, said she wanted someone from her embassy. She is very…embarrassed. Very sorry.”

				“Is Carla pissed at you for helping me?” The beer was good, but it wasn’t warming me as quickly as I’d have liked. My jaw was tight, like I’d been trying to break rocks between my teeth. Maybe if I switched to a six-pack of vodka.

				“She wasn’t happy, but she’s never happy. She’s like a door on the metro train. You’re trying to get through, but the lady in front of you has ten bags and you can’t get in without smashing her stuff, so Carla the door threatens to crush you.” I stared at Mickey and she raised her eyebrows as she opened the last beer. “It doesn’t matter how hard you try, she has her own agenda and doesn’t care.”

				“That you can’t get around the bags any faster.” I finished the beer and turned the bottle in my hands. “I get it. She’ll calm down though, right? Where’s she going to get someone better than you?”

				“She can me.”

				I frowned. “She what?”

				Mickey cocked her head to the side and looked up, thinking. “She can’t me?”

				“She can’t you what? Oh.” I grabbed her arm. “She canned you? Like, fired you? You didn’t have anything to do with this!”

				“Not for that. Tonight I said some things. Mean things. True things.” She waved a hand in a rolling motion. “Things about her plastic surgery. It was not pretty.” Jesus, I hadn’t wanted Mickey to get fired. I thought, if anything, Carla would just call her Maricela for a week, then forget about her involvement. Of course, I hadn’t expected sweet little Mickey to mouth off.

				“Did you start drinking these before you got to the hospital?” I asked. She shook her head.

				“These don’t have alcohol.”

				I examined the bottle suspiciously. “Then why drink them?”

				“I like the bubbles and was out of soda. Are you going back to the States?”

				“Probably.” I coughed and my mouth filled with the taste of smoke. I ignored the raw, flickering film-reel images that accompanied it. “I won’t be able to work here anymore.” Even if I could get a job, which Carla would ensure I couldn’t, a bunch of vampires knew who I was, and had either caught my natural scent or—I shuddered—the scent of my blood.

				“And your boyfriend? He is okay?”

				“He’s okay.” I smiled faintly.

				“What is it like, being with a vampire?”

				I froze for a ridiculously long time, but my brain didn’t supply a way to deflect her question. Mickey blinked innocently, took a small sip. She knew I consorted with vampires. Hell, she’d seen me with one tonight. I sighed, unclenching one muscle at a time. What was the point in lying?

				“I can’t really talk about it.” I closed my eyes. If she wanted details or asked who he was, I was going to have to walk away, and her company was soothing.

				“He treats you well?”

				“Yes.”

				“Eh. You have free will and never complain about him. Sounds like he is better than many human boyfriends. Except you probably can’t watch movies together.”

				“I tried to tell him a movie once. Alien.” I grinned. “He got all fixated on Jonesy. Didn’t think there’d be a cat in space.” We yawned in unison. “What are you going to do now? Keep working at the garage?”

				She shook her head. “The owner is a friend of Carla’s. I worked with her first, then got this job. It will probably go away. They’re deep friends.” She gave me a meaningful look. “Maybe I will go to the States for awhile. I have some cousins in Arizona and Montana.”

				“God, Mick. I’m sorry this happened.”

				She yawned again. “It was a way to pass the time, earn some decent money, but it wasn’t forever. Do you know what that’s like?”

				I’d had similar feelings just a few months earlier. It felt like years had passed since I’d decided to give up being a runner, to be myself. And what was I doing? Getting fired from a courier job and still using fake names. Plus, now I was deeper inside the vampire world than ever. But…I was happier. Or I would be after I got some sleep and figured out a way to give myself one-night amnesia.

				“I want to meet someone,” Mickey went on, “ and have kids. Hard to do either of those things when I sleep all day and spend all night under the hood of a car.” She hopped off the steps and threw her bottles away.

				“Is your passport in order?” I asked, standing and settling my bag. Her eyes brightened. “I’ll give you a buzz in the next few days, let you know where I’m going. Maybe we can do an Arizona to Montana road trip.”

				“That would be great! A week on the open road, cactus and cowboys…”

				“A week? Pfffft. Maybe a day.”

				Mickey scrunched her nose up. “That sounds like a race, not a road trip.”

				“It’s efficient.” I backed away down the sidewalk. “I’ll give you a call. And thanks, Mickey. For everything.”

				She waved my gratitude off. “It’s nothing.” She went into her building and I began a long hunt for a cab.

				* * *

				Dust fluttered out of my hair when I shut the car door, and I sneezed. I needed a shower like a zombie needs brains. My filthy jacket and boots thunked onto the floor behind me as I walked through the house, undressing. The plastic flags in my verbs book fluttered and I strummed my fingers over them. Probably wouldn’t have much need for it in a few days. I stopped in the doorway to the bedroom.

				Malcolm sat on the bed, shirt unbuttoned halfway, legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, one hand holding a wet cloth over his eyes. Candlelight played up the red highlights in his hair, as well as the bruises on the outside of his hand. My eyes went from the bare skin of his chest to his thighs stretching his pants tight. I licked my lips, then felt like a jerk because he was hurt—hell, I’d even stabbed him a little—and here I was eyeing him like a piece of meat. A gorgeous, heroic piece of meat, whose energy wrapped softly around me, warm and fluid—

				“Do you want me to invite you in?” He didn’t sound happy, and my chest tightened. “You could have asked for a driver, you know. You didn’t have to sneak away.”

				“I needed some air and I had to check on something. Are you okay?”

				“I have a headache.”

				I tapped the side of my foot against the doorway. “What, like a vampire migraine?”

				“Like a Sydney Kildare special,” he snapped. I winced.

				“Do you want some aspirin?”

				He sighed and dropped the hand that held the cloth. He looked exhausted, thinner than he’d been even a few hours earlier, with blue veins showing beneath his eyes. He was still so gorgeous I could hardly breathe. I was sticky with nondairy creamer—I’d learned what the dust was on the ride back—and covered in blood and sweat.

				“I asked you to stay, Sydney. What were you thinking?”

				I picked at the doorframe. “Soraya said Vorster was a sneaky double-crossing prick, so I figured you shouldn’t be meeting him without backup. I mean…” I raised my gaze, struggling against my sucker-induced ADD.

				“You thought I went alone?” he asked, then dropped his head back and laughed. “I had a cadre of ten with me, all soldiers. It would have been suicide otherwise.”

				“Vorster had, like, thirty guys!”

				“I underestimated his clout by a bit.” He shrugged, as if being outnumbered three to one wasn’t a big deal. Although, maybe it hadn’t been. “My soldiers were hidden. Well hidden, if you didn’t sense them, and converged on me when the fight broke out.”

				Relief made my knees weak. “I thought, if you didn’t take Soraya, that it meant you’d gone alone.”

				“I took Bronson’s people because I didn’t want to lose any of my own.” His face blanked out again. “Why couldn’t you have stayed behind, just this once?”

				“First of all, I didn’t know you had soldiers with you, and secondly…he was your friend, Malcolm. Maybe he hadn’t been for a long time, but he was once. And you went to confront him anyway. That’s…rough.”

				He swung his legs off the bed and rested his elbows on his knees. “I didn’t go to confront him. I went to kill him.” That hung between us as his anger clouded the room. My mouth dried out, because for the first time since I’d met him he seemed dangerous. He’d frightened me before, when he’d hunted me down after I fled Anchorage. I’d seen him fight and I’d seen him kill, but I’d never seen him so cold.

				If Vorster hadn’t held such a grudge, they’d probably still have been friends, but Mal killed him anyway. Not because he’d been ordered to. Not in that hot, desperate moment of a fight, when he knew it was Vorster or him. He’d received an invitation telling him where Vorster was, and decided to go kill him. Malcolm’s eyes turned hard and gold, and I knew with a certainty that it hadn’t been the first time he’d done something like that.

				“I’m going to clean up.” I skirted the bed, then paused, shot nerves making me smile like a fool. “I’m sorry. For everything.”

				“You didn’t cause any of this.” He sounded perplexed. It was such a vampire response, ignoring all the details and steps in between his falling out with Vorster and last night’s fight.

				The bloody battle was Vorster’s fault, but if I had trusted Malcolm to take care of it, Soraya would be fine, and Terrance would still exist. Guilt burned in the pit of my stomach. “I’m still sorry.”

				I closed the door, peeled off my foul clothes, and cranked the water until it was almost unbearably hot. I lathered and scrubbed from head to toes. Twice.

				Death had to mean something different to vampires. After their change, they could suffer something like death—either through injury or starvation—and be revived. Sunlight caused true death, nullifying the connection of body and power, but there weren’t many other things that could really kill a vampire. So maybe they got desensitized to it. Maybe saying “I went to kill him” was like saying “I really laid into the cable company because they didn’t get here between two and five, and boy was I peeved.”

				Except that didn’t change what it meant to me. I reached for the shampoo, caught movement out of the corner of my eye and screamed. Malcolm smiled, his eyes crinkling as he closed the glass door behind him. “You said you like having a shower buddy.”

				“Not a sneaky shower buddy. I’m barely even decent.” I crossed an arm over my chest, belatedly modest. He snorted.

				“You’re naked. That’s as indecent as you can get. Without help, anyway. Turn around.” I turned mechanically and he worked shampoo into my hair. How could he be so tender with me when he was capable of doing what I’d seen last night?

				“I was glad you were there,” he said.

				I shook my head, flinging green-tinted suds against the dark slate wall. “No you weren’t.”

				“I’d rather you were wearing a helmet and chain mail. While in a shark cage. But you allowed me to stay focused. I should have taken him down years ago. I kept hoping he’d get over it, but he was getting worse. More desperate. More dangerous. He was going to give the Radia to the younger hives, the ones close to their change, who still have living family. Many of them…enough of them would have been tempted that the human population here would have been decimated.”

				At the thought of the streets overrun with mutated vampires, I shuddered.

				“You’re barely bruised,” he murmured, curiosity infusing his words. “And you haven’t stopped moving for hours. Why is that?”

				“Adrenaline,” I hedged. “Nervous energy.”

				“You should have crashed by now, if that’s all it was.” He massaged my scalp. I groaned and let my head fall back.

				“You lent me energy in the warehouse. And I sort of—” I put my hands up like I was holding an invisible basketball, “—took. From Vorster. You had the same maker, right?”

				He hands stopped, and suds ran down my back. Maybe that wasn’t the right thing to bring up after he’d killed his…well, I guess that would make Vorster his brother, in a sense.

				“We did,” he said slowly. He turned me around and I closed my eyes and leaned back into the spray. He followed, his body hard and hot against mine. “You could sense that, feel Hendrik, like you do me?”

				The parts of him I was feeling right then were nothing I’d had any intention of touching on Vorster. I shook my head. “The frequency of the current was the same, so it was like, I don’t know, hearing the same sequence of notes. But when it touched me, he was cold and bristly, and you always feel warm.” I placed my hand on his chest. “Anyway, my wrist was broken or something and I figured if I could heal with you, I could do the same with him. Except it hurt so fucking bad that I just…” My eyes shot open and my pulse sped up at the memory of the pain and panic. I’d almost been bitten, and taken, and possibly cut into little pieces.

				Malcolm wrapped his arms around me. “Breathe.” He stroked my back for a long, lovely couple of minutes. “I wondered why he slowed down. I thought I’d finally gotten lucky. But you were siphoning from him. That’s amazing.” He laughed, a lazy rumble that eased my nerves. “Just, please don’t—”

				“I know. I won’t tell anyone.”

				“Actually I was going to ask you not to do that to me.” He pushed me back to arm’s length. “It would be embarrassing.”

				“Fine, but no more trying to influence me. It makes my brain temporarily mushy.”

				He feigned a sympathetic look, but the amusement in his eyes mocked me. “Temporarily. Of course.”

				I should have been offended by his condescension. Instead I cupped his jaw and ran my thumb just below his lower lip. “You’re back.”

				“Did I go somewhere?” he asked lightly, but I thought he understood. He’d submerged in his duties days after we arrived, and when his people were around, he wasn’t himself. It wasn’t only the clothes. He was formal and closed off, which the position required and which was probably necessary, considering that his decisions affected people. His treating me differently, though, that was a pill I couldn’t quite swallow. I wanted to be with him, but when his humor dried up and he treated me like a stranger, then it was hard to see anything besides his vampire nature.

				“No,” I said finally. “But I like recognizing you when I see you.”

				“I haven’t changed.” He covered my hand with his, twined his fingers through mine. “I wish some of these things hadn’t happened, but everything you’ve seen me do, I’ve done by choice. And I’ve had good reasons.”

				“So you don’t just blow your fuse and run off to kill other vampires?” I handed him the conditioner. He frowned at it. “I don’t mean with that.”

				“Is that what you think?” He sounded surprised.

				“These last few nights have been bloody, and you haven’t exactly seemed like yourself. Not around me, at least.” I turned around while he worked the rinse in. He took a long time for how short my hair was.

				When he spoke again, his voice was low. “I wasn’t trying to influence you. I only wanted you to know how much I needed you to stay safe.”

				“I knew.”

				“And I do not kill because I enjoy it or because it doesn’t matter to me whether the other person continues to exist or not. That isn’t the norm in this world, and you’re very much inside this world now. You’ve been dealing with my kind for years, but you’ve never learned to fear them properly.”

				“You make a really ominous shower buddy.” I leaned back against him, relieved when he automatically wrapped his arms around me. For all that had happened, he was as gentle and responsive as ever. Something warm and light expanded inside of me. “I propose a new rule.”

				“You don’t like rules,” he insisted.

				“No, I love rules. Just not when I don’t know what’s going on. It’s a simple one. Say yes.”

				He laughed lightly. “I’m…not falling for that.”

				“And I’m not the con artist here.”

				He snorted. I grinned, starting to believe we might be okay, that we might be compatible despite gaping differences, and really liking that idea.

				“Safety first,” I said. “No more putting your well-being on the line to save me from myself. No more secrets if keeping them can hurt the other person. Deal?”

				“Safety first? That’s it?”

				“I thought it would be best, with you, to start with basics.”

				He nipped my shoulder. “Deal.” He held a hand up, awkward since his arms were still around me, and we shook. “I’m glad that’s settled, because I didn’t join you in here so that I could negotiate.”

				“Because you get enough of that at the day job? Do you hate it as much as Vorster seemed to think?”

				“Believe it or not, I like security. I didn’t appreciate it before, and lost everything. I enjoy having the means to keep the people I care about safe. This existence—” he kissed my temple, “—being with you, I treasure it more than anything he could have offered.”

				He waited, his hands motionless, for me to respond. I wanted to thank him and apologize and tell him what he did to me all at once. But the words wouldn’t form in my mouth. They were so final, and what we had—what I thought I was beginning to feel—was too tentative. Saying something meant I was committing to a future, and I wasn’t doing a stellar job of handling the present.

				I took a deep breath, choked on a bead of water, and then started really coughing.

				When I recovered, the moment had passed. I turned my head, expecting to see disappointment or anger or, worse, regret. Instead, his slick hands moved around my ribs and upward.

				That I could handle. I closed my eyes as he slid against me.

				“Are you hungry?” he murmured in my ear.

				“Famished.”

				“Tired?”

				“Exhausted,” I gasped, my legs weakening as his hands roamed.

				“I should feed you and put you to bed.” His voice grew thick. I turned in his arms, pressing against him until we bumped into the wall.

				“Later.”

				He picked me up and I wrapped my legs around his waist, slipping and sliding as he carried me to the bed. I reached for him as he laid me down.

				“Are you sure you’re well enough?” He leaned over me, dripping, his eyes bright.

				“So long as there’s no grappling—” my eyes moved down his body and I raised an eyebrow, “—or operating heavy equipment, I’ll be fine.”

				“We should probably wait, then.”

				I sat up, pushing him until he dropped onto the bed. “You say we need to wait, or tell me ‘later,’ and nobody here will be fine. I had a hard night, or three. I’ve earned this.”

				I followed him as he put his back to the headboard, then straddled his thighs and kissed him. A chime sounded and I froze.

				“Is that some kind of incoming sex alarm?” I whispered.

				“Yes.” He laughed at my expression. “It’s the doorbell, Syd. From the other house.”

				“Maybe it’s news about Soraya.”

				He tossed me off. I bounced, then rolled up in the covers while he yanked a thick blue robe out of the closet. He closed the door behind him. I stretched out beneath the soft sheets, parts of me insistently requesting attention. Yeah, this I could handle. And someday, when I spontaneously matured, we would talk. Malcolm returned a couple minutes later, closing the door behind him.

				“Is she awake?”

				“It wasn’t about her.” He sat, extracted me from the covers and set me on his lap. His face was blank.

				“What?” I breathed.

				“Bronson will be here tomorrow. He’s staying for the rest of the winter.”

				“About damn time.”

				“He’ll declare that he has taken down a foreign insurgent distributing a deadly substance to his people.”

				It took me a moment to realize what he was saying. “He didn’t have anything to do with that!” Bronson didn’t figure out the Goya connection, and he didn’t get his ass kicked taking care of it. Malcolm shrugged, jostling me.

				“It’s his prerogative. Anything accomplished in his name is his to claim, and it’s an excellent opportunity to shoot down those who oppose his rule. Since he’s keeping the streets safe for honest, loyal vampires.” He only sounded mildly sarcastic. I may have growled. Malcolm brushed a rogue lock of hair back from my forehead and ran his fingers over my cheek. “He also found Richard Abel. On the West Coast. As soon as I’ve briefed him on what’s gone on here, we leave. Unless you’d like to stay?”

				Richard Abel. My mind screeched to a halt, flashing images of a sneering face, blond hair, a woman hanging limp from his hand. The vampire’s blood on my hands when I surprised him with a concealed knife. It wasn’t much of an injury, but he’d taken it personally. Richard Abel wanted me dead.

				I pushed Malcolm back and tore at the belt of his robe.

				“You’re taking this well.”

				I climbed on top of him. “I might die at any second. I need to go out on a high note.”

				“He’s not here, and you will be nowhere near him when we take him down.” He held my hips, arched and slid against me. My eyelids quivered. He rolled us over and pressed me into the bed. “We’ll leave soon, in a few days. Are you ready for that? I could find somewhere for you to go, somewhere out of the way while we hunt.” He didn’t say he’d “send” me, this time. That was an improvement.

				“No. I can hang out with a girlfriend while you’re busy and…” I took a deep breath. “I’d rather be close to you.”

				He kissed me, slowly stretching my arms over my head and holding them there. “So long as you stay with me and, every once in a while, listen, you’ll be safe. I promise.”

				I wrenched one arm free, grabbed the back of his neck and pulled his mouth down to mine. “Right, like I said. Safety first.”

				* * * * *
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