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    Chap­ter 1


    It was the whis­per­ing of the ghosts that woke me.


    I stretched the kinks out of my bones, then glanced at the old metal clock on the far wall to con­firm what I in­stinc­tively knew. It was barely six p.m., so night hadn’t fallen yet. The ghosts were well used to my seminoc­tur­nal pat­terns, so some­thing had to be wrong for them to wake me early.


    I swung my legs off the bed and sat up. The tiled floor chilled my feet and the air was cool, though slightly stale. Which prob­a­bly meant one of the three re­main­ing pu­ri­fiers had gone off­line again. It was a frus­trat­ing prob­lem that had started hap­pen­ing more of­ten of late, thanks to the fact that parts for the decades-old ma­chines just weren’t made any­more. And while there was one place where I prob­a­bly could scav­enge the bits I needed to re­pair them, it was also some­thing of a last re­sort. Chaos was not a place you en­tered will­ingly. Not if you val­ued life and limb.


    But if one of the pu­ri­fiers had gone down again, then I ei­ther had to risk go­ing there or close off yet an­other level. I might be able to sur­vive short-term on foul air, but I still needed to breathe.


    Gen­tle ten­drils of en­ergy trailed across my skin, a ca­ress filled with the need to fol­low. But it was a touch that held no fear. What­ever dis­turbed the ghosts was not aimed at our bunker deep un­der­ground.


    I slipped on my old com­bat clothes and boots, then grabbed my jacket and rose, shov­ing my arms into the sleeves as I walked across to the door at the far end of the bunk room. A red warn­ing light flashed as I neared it.


    “Name, rank,” a gruff metal­lic voice said. Over the years I’d named it Hank, sim­ply be­cause it re­minded me some­what of the cranky cus­to­dian who’d run the base ex­change. He still haunted the lower floors, al­though he tended to avoid both me and the chil­dren.


    “Tiger C5, déchet, lure rank.”


    I pressed my thumb against the blood-work slot. A small nee­dle shot out and took the re­quired sam­ple, but the door re­mained se­curely closed. Even though I’d ad­justed the power ra­tios and cut sev­eral lev­els out of the se­cu­rity net, it still took an in­ter­minably long time for the sys­tem down here to re­act. But then, with only one hy­dro­gen-fu­eled gen­er­a­tor and the banks of so­lar bat­ter­ies pow­er­ing the sys­tem dur­ing the day, ev­ery­thing was slow. And I couldn’t risk fir­ing up a sec­ond gen­er­a­tor when I needed at least two run­ning at night to cope with the main de­fense sys­tems. I had only three gen­er­a­tors in to­tal and—with parts so scarce in the world above—I had to be care­ful. That meant con­serv­ing the sys­tem where I could and do­ing con­tin­ual main­te­nance.


    The scan­ner fi­nally kicked into gear. Af­ter check­ing my irises, the door beeped and swung open. The cor­ri­dor be­yond was cold and dark, the metal walls drip­ping with con­den­sa­tion. Ghosts swirled, their lit­tle bod­ies wisps of fog that drifted along in black­ness.


    The sounds of my foot­falls echoed across the still­ness, hint­ing at the vast­ness of this un­der­ground mil­i­tary bunker. And yet this was the small­est of the three bases hu­mans had used dur­ing the race war—a war that might have lasted only five years but had for­ever al­tered the very fab­ric of our world.


    The shifters—with their greater strength, speed, and the ca­pac­ity to heal al­most any wound—should have wiped the stain of hu­man­ity from Earth. But hu­mans had not wasted the many years lead­ing up to the war, and the bio­engi­neer­ing labs, which had ini­tially pro­duced noth­ing more than body-part re­place­ments for the sick and dy­ing, had gone into full—and se­cret—pro­duc­tion. These labs had cre­ated not only an en­zyme that gave hu­mans the same ca­pac­ity to heal as the shifters, but also the de­signed hu­manoid. Or déchet, as we’d be­come known.


    It said a lot about hu­man­ity’s opin­ion of us that we were given a nick­name that meant “waste prod­uct.”


    Most of us hadn’t come from hu­man stock, but were rather a mix of shifter and vam­pire, which gave us most of their strengths and few of their weak­nesses. We’d been hu­man­ity’s su­per­sol­diers—de­signed to fight and to die with­out thought or feel­ing—and we’d al­most turned the tide of the war.


    Al­most.


    But not all of us had been trained strictly as sol­diers, just as not all of us were un­feel­ing. There were a few who’d been cre­ated with more spe­cific skills in mind—chameleons able to al­ter their flesh at will, and who’d been tasked with ei­ther se­duc­tion and in­tel­li­gence gath­er­ing or as­sas­si­na­tion.


    I was one such cre­ation.


    Of course, while hu­mans might have de­signed us to be front­line sol­diers in their bat­tle with the shifters, they’d never en­tirely trusted us not to turn against them—even if they’d made that all but im­pos­si­ble through a mix of chem­i­cal and med­i­cal in­ter­ven­tions. Which meant there’d been ar­eas in this base that, as a déchet, I’d been banned from en­ter­ing.


    But as the sole sur­vivor of the de­struc­tion that had hit this base at the war’s end 103 years ago, I’d made it my busi­ness to fully ex­plore ev­ery avail­able inch. The shifters had, in an ef­fort to en­sure the base could never be used again, blocked off all known ac­cess points into the base by pour­ing tons of con­crete into them. While this had taken out sub­levels one to three, it still left me with six oth­ers—and those six were huge. Which was hardly sur­pris­ing since this had once been the home to not only a thou­sand-strong com­ple­ment of déchet, but to all those who had been re­spon­si­ble for our cre­ation and train­ing.


    I passed through sev­eral more se­cu­rity points—points that, like the one at the bunkhouse, were fixed and un­al­ter­able—and even­tu­ally made my way into the tight, cir­cu­lar stair­well that led to the sur­face level. These stairs had been one of two routes de­signed as emer­gency es­capes for the hu­mans in charge of the var­i­ous sec­tions of the Hu­manoid De­vel­op­ment Project, so its pres­ence had been un­known to all but a few and it had been de­signed to with­stand any­thing the shifters could throw at the base. As it turned out, it had also with­stood the con­crete.


    It had taken me close to a year to find this tun­nel, and a cou­ple more to find the sec­ond one, but they gave me much-needed ac­cess points to the out­side world. It might be a world I ven­tured into only once or twice a month—gen­er­ally when food or equip­ment sup­plies were low or when the need for com­pany that was flesh-and-blood rather than ghostly be­came too strong to ig­nore—but that didn’t as­suage the need to know what was go­ing on above me on a reg­u­lar ba­sis. Be­ing able to ven­ture out, to watch from shad­ows and dis­tance, was all that had kept me sane in the long cen­tury since the war. That and the ghosts.


    I reached the sur­face level and pried open the hid­den es­cape panel. Sun­light poured in through the dome over the build­ing’s re­mains, shield­ing it from the el­e­ments and fur­ther de­cay. This level had once con­tained the day-to-day op­er­a­tional cen­ter of the HDP, and the bat­tered rem­nants had be­come part of a mu­seum ded­i­cated to the his­tory of a war no one wanted to see re­peated. Of course, it was also a mu­seum cre­ated by the shifters, so it em­pha­sized both the fool­ish­ness and waste of war and also the evils of gene ma­nip­u­la­tion and bio­engi­neer­ing. The body-part in­dus­try and all the ben­e­fits it had once pro­vided were now lit­tle more than by­lines in his­tory.


    And though fewer and fewer were vis­it­ing the mu­seum these days, one of the most pop­u­lar ex­hibits still seemed to be the old tower that held all the re­main­ing so­lar pan­els. They might be an an­ti­quated and cu­ri­ously in­ad­e­quate tech­nol­ogy to those alive to­day, yet the pan­els con­tin­ued to power not only the sys­tems that had been pre­served on this floor for demon­stra­tion pur­poses, but all of mine.


    The ghosts sur­rounded me as I walked across the foyer, their ethe­real bod­ies seem­ing to glow in the fad­ing streams of sun­light bathing the vast open area. As ever, it was lit­tle Cat who kept clos­est, while Bear surged for­ward, lead­ing the way.


    Both he and Cat had al­ways con­sid­ered me some­thing of a big sis­ter, even though we déchet shouldn’t have even un­der­stood the con­cept. Our close­ness was pri­mar­ily due to the amount of time I’d spent in the nurs­ery unit in the years lead­ing up to the war. Even dur­ing the war, those lures not out on as­sign­ment or in a re­cov­ery pe­riod were put to use in the nurs­eries; our task had been to teach and to pro­tect the next gen­er­a­tion of fight­ers.


    Be­cause de­spite what the shifters had be­lieved, there’d been only a fi­nite sup­ply of us. Our cre­ators had dis­cov­ered early on that while the use of ac­cel­er­ant in­creased the speed of phys­i­cal growth, it did not en­hance men­tal growth. Déchet might have been de­signed to be noth­ing more than su­per­hu­man sol­diers able to match the strength and speed of shifters, but send­ing your ri­fle fod­der out with the body of an adult and the mind of a child re­ally de­feated the pur­pose of their cre­ation. So while they’d halved our de­vel­op­ment time, they hadn’t been able to erase it com­pletely.


    I came to the tower and un­locked the thick metal doors that led to the rooftop stair­well, then un­latched the sil­ver mesh be­hind them. There was enough shifter in my blood that my skin tin­gled as I touched it, but it wasn’t as deadly to me as it would have been to a full-blood. I slipped through the mesh and ran up the old con­crete stairs, breath­ing air that was thick with dis­use and age. Vis­i­tors want­ing to see the an­cient so­lar tech­nol­ogy did so from the spe­cial ob­ser­va­tion plat­form that had been built to one side of the tower rather than ac­cess­ing the pan­els through the tower it­self, sim­ply be­cause the old tower was con­sid­ered too dan­ger­ous. For the last cou­ple of years there’d been talk of tear­ing it down be­fore it ac­tu­ally fell, but, so far, noth­ing had ac­tu­ally hap­pened. I hoped it never did. I wasn’t en­tirely sure what I would do if it was knocked down and I was left with only the de­cay­ing gen­er­a­tors to power my un­der­ground sys­tems.


    We reached the metal exit plate at the top of the stairs. It was also sil­ver, but it was so scarred with heat and blast dam­age that it no longer looked it. I drew back the bolts and pushed the plate open.


    The chil­dren flung them­selves into the glo­ri­ous sun­set, and that alone told me there was noth­ing dan­ger­ous nearby. But there was no shak­ing the years of train­ing, even though the need for such mea­sures had long since passed. I drew in a deep breath and sorted through the var­i­ous scents, look­ing for any­thing un­usual or out of place. There was noth­ing. As I climbed out of the stair­well, a slight breeze tugged at my short hair, and I looked up to see the dome’s pan­els had fis­sured yet again. It was an odd fact that this sec­tion of dome failed reg­u­larly. It was al­most as if the old tower wanted to feel the wind and the rain on its fad­ing bones. It just might get that wish tonight, be­cause the heav­i­ness of the clouds so tinted by the sun’s last dance of the day sug­gested it wasn’t go­ing to be a good night to be out on the streets.


    Not that there was ever a good night to be out on them.


    I zipped up my jacket and walked through the banks of so­lar pan­els to the old metal rail­ing that lined the rooftop. The walls of Cen­tral City rose be­fore me, and, be­yond them, a sea of glass and metal that shone brightly un­der the strength­en­ing glow of the UV light tow­ers perched on top of the mas­sive metal D-shaped cur­tain wall. There were also flood­lights on the rooftops of the many high-rises, all of them aimed at the streets in an ef­fort to erase any shad­ows cre­ated by ei­ther the build­ings or the wall it­self.


    Ly­ing be­tween Cen­tral and the bunker’s dome was the main rail line, which trans­ported work­ers in glow­ing, cater­pil­lar-like pods to the var­i­ous pro­duc­tion zones that pro­vided the city with the ne­ces­si­ties of life. But with dusk com­ing on, there was lit­tle move­ment in the yards, and the city’s draw­bridge had al­ready risen, se­cur­ing Cen­tral against the com­ing of night.


    The in­hab­i­tants of Chaos—which was the long-ac­cepted name given to the ram­shackle col­lec­tion of build­ings that clung to the curved sides of Cen­tral’s cur­tain wall—had no such pro­tec­tion. It was an in­ter­con­nected mess of metal stor­age units, old wood, and plas­tic that was ten sto­ries high and barely five wide. The up­per reaches bris­tled with an­ten­nas and wind tur­bines that glim­mered in the wash of light from Cen­tral’s UV tow­ers, but the lower reaches of Chaos al­ready lay en­cased in dark­ness. Lights gleamed in var­i­ous spots, but they did lit­tle to lift the gath­er­ing shad­ows.


    And it was in these shad­ows that the vam­pires reigned supreme.


    The shifters might have claimed vic­tory in the war, but in truth, the only real win­ners had been the vam­pires. While they’d never been a part of the war—or of so­ci­ety in gen­eral—their num­bers had cer­tainly grown on the back of the war’s high death toll. They were crea­tures un­touched by the ba­sic needs of the liv­ing. Wa­ter, power, san­i­ta­tion—the very things hu­man­ity con­sid­ered so vi­tal—had no im­pact on the way vam­pires lived their lives, be­cause their lives con­sisted of noth­ing more than hunt­ing their next meal. And though they pre­ferred to dine on the liv­ing, they were not averse to dig­ging up the dead.


    Be­fore the war, most cities had re­lied solely on the UV tow­ers to stop the vam­pires. But the cities of old had been built on a net­work of un­der­ground ser­vice tun­nels, which gave the vam­pires ac­cess and pro­tec­tion. With most of these cities ly­ing in ash and ruin af­ter the war, the shifters had taken the chance to re­build “vam­pire-proof” cities for both vic­tor and van­quished to live in. So not only were there mas­sive cur­tain walls and UV tow­ers around ev­ery ma­jor city, but ser­vices now ran above­ground, in spe­cial con­duits that had been “beau­ti­fied” to dis­guise what they were.


    Chaos, un­pro­tected by ei­ther lights or walls, and still sit­ting on many of the old ser­vice tun­nels, was reg­u­larly hit by the vam­pires—but nei­ther the in­hab­i­tants of Chaos nor those in charge of Cen­tral seemed to care.


    Of course, vam­pires were no longer the only evil to roam the night or the shad­ows. When the shifters had un­leashed the bombs that had fi­nally ended the war, they’d torn apart the very fab­ric of the world, cre­at­ing drift­ing door­ways be­tween this world and the next. These rifts were filled with a magic that not only twisted the essence of the land­scape, but also killed any­one un­for­tu­nate enough to be caught in their path. That in it­self would not have been so bad if the Oth­ers had not gained ac­cess into our world through many of these rifts. These hellish crea­tures—crea­tures the hu­mans and shifters had named demons, mon­sters, and death spir­its, al­though in truth no one re­ally knew if they were from hell or merely an­other time or di­men­sion—had all found a new and easy hunt­ing ground in the shad­ows of our world.


    But at least one good thing had come from their ar­rival—it had fi­nally forced shifters and hu­mans to set aside all dif­fer­ences and act as one against a greater foe.


    And yet hu­man­ity’s fear of vam­pires had not been usurped by this newer evil. Even I feared the vam­pires, and I had their blood run­ning through my veins. It didn’t make me safe from them. Noth­ing would.


    Ghostly fin­gers ran down my arm and tugged at my fin­ger­tips. I fol­lowed Cat as she drifted to­ward the left edge of the build­ing, my gaze scan­ning the old park op­po­site. The shad­ows grow­ing be­neath the trees were va­cant of life, and noth­ing moved. Noth­ing more than the wind-stirred leaves, any­way. I frowned, mov­ing my gaze fur­ther afield, study­ing the street and the bat­tered rem­nants of what once had been gov­ern­ment of­fices, try­ing to un­cover what was caus­ing the lit­tle ones so much con­ster­na­tion.


    Then I heard it.


    The faint cry­ing of a child.


    A young child, not an older one, if the tone of her voice was any­thing to go by.


    She was in the trees. At dusk, with the vam­pires about to come out. An easy meal if I wasn’t very quick.


    I spun and ran for the stairs. The ghosts gath­ered around me, their en­ergy skit­ter­ing across my skin, fu­el­ing the need to hurry. I paused long enough to slam down the hatch and shove the bolts home, then scram­bled down the steps three at a time, my pace threat­en­ing to send me tum­bling at any mo­ment.


    At the bot­tom I again stopped long enough to lock up be­hind me. I might have an in­stinc­tive need to save that child—a need no doubt born of my in­abil­ity to save the 105 déchet chil­dren who’d been in my care the day the shifters had gassed this base and killed ev­ery­one within it—but I wouldn’t risk ei­ther dis­cov­ery or the se­cu­rity of our home to do so.


    The ghosts swirled around me, urg­ing me to hurry, to run. I did, but down to the weapons stash I’d cre­ated in the es­cape tun­nel rather than to the front door. I fas­tened sev­eral au­to­mat­ics to the thigh clips on my pants, then strapped two of the slen­der ma­chine ri­fles—which I’d adapted to fire small sharp­ened stakes rather than bul­lets—across my back. Once I’d grabbed a bag of flares and threw sev­eral ammo loops over my shoul­ders, I was ready to go. But I knew even as I headed for the main doors that no amount of weaponry would be enough if the vam­pires caught the sound of ei­ther the child’s heart­beat or mine.


    The dome’s se­cu­rity sys­tem re­acted far faster than mine, the doors swish­ing open al­most in­stantly. The pass-codes might change daily, but I’d been around a long time and I knew the sys­tem in­side out. Not only had the mo­tion and heat sen­sors in­stalled through­out the mu­seum been pro­grammed to ig­nore my lower body tem­per­a­ture, but I’d in­stalled an over­ride code for the outer de­fenses that didn’t reg­is­ter on the daily ac­tiv­ity log. I might be flesh and blood most of the time, but as far as the sys­tems that pro­tected this place were con­cerned, I was as much a ghost as the chil­dren who sur­rounded me.


    Once the laser cur­tain pro­tect­ing the front of the dome had with­drawn, I headed for the trees. Cat and Bear came with me, their ethe­real forms lost to the gath­er­ing dark­ness. The oth­ers re­mained be­hind to guard the door. It would take a brave—and de­ter­mined—soul to get past them. The dead might not be the threat that the vam­pires were, but the as­tute didn’t mess with them, ei­ther. They might be en­ergy rather than flesh, but they could both in­ter­act with and ma­nip­u­late the world around them if they so de­sired.


    Of course, the smaller the ghost, the less strength they had. My lit­tle ones might be able to re­pel in­vaders, but they could not hold back a de­ter­mined at­tack for very long. I just had to hope that it didn’t come to that tonight.


    City Road was empty of any form of life and the air fresh and cool, un­tainted by the scent of hu­man­ity, vam­pire, or death. No one—liv­ing or dead—was near.


    So where was the child? And why in hell was she alone in a park?


    I ran into the trees, breath­ing deeply as I did so, try­ing to find the scent of the child I’d heard but gain­ing lit­tle in the way of di­rec­tion.


    Thank­fully, Cat seemed to have no such trou­ble. Her en­ergy pulled me deeper into the park as the stamp of night grew stronger. Ten­sion wound through my limbs. The vam­pires would be ris­ing. We had to hurry.


    Bear spun around me, his whis­per­ings full of alarm. Like most of us cre­ated in the long lead-up to the war, there was no hu­man DNA within his body. In fact, de­spite his name, he was more vam­pire than bear shifter and, in death, had be­come very at­tuned to them.


    They were ris­ing.


    Sound cracked the si­lence. A whim­per, noth­ing more.


    I switched di­rec­tion, leapt over a bed of old roses, then ran up a sharp in­cline. Like the cry­ing I’d heard ear­lier, the whim­per died on the breeze and wasn’t re­peated. If it hadn’t been for Cat lead­ing the way so surely, I might have been left run­ning around this huge park aim­lessly. While my tiger-shifter blood at least en­sured I had some ba­sic track­ing skills, ba­sic wouldn’t cut it right now. Cat, while not trained to track, was al­most pure tabby. Her hunt­ing skills were both in­stinc­tive and sharp.


    The ur­gency in her en­ergy got stronger, as did Bear’s whis­per­ings of trou­ble.


    The vam­pires had the scent. They were com­ing.


    I reached for more speed. My feet were fly­ing over the yel­lowed grass, and the gnarled, twisted tree trunks were lit­tle more than a blur. I crested the hill and ran down the other side, not check­ing my speed, my bal­ance tiger sure on the steep and slip­pery slope.


    I still couldn’t see any­thing or any­one in the shad­ows, but the des­per­a­tion in lit­tle Cat’s en­ergy as­sured me we were get­ting close.


    But so, too, were the vam­pires.


    Their scent be­gan to stain the breeze, a mix of de­cay and un­washed flesh that made me wish my ol­fac­tory senses weren’t so keen.


    Where was the damn child?


    I reached for a ri­fle, un­locked the safety, and held it loose by my side as I ran. Bear whisked around me again, whis­per­ing re­as­sur­ances, his en­ergy filled with ex­cite­ment as he raced off into the trees. Sec­onds later I heard his whim­per, strong at first but fad­ing as he ran away from us. If the vam­pires took the bait, it would give us time to find our quarry. If not, I would be neck deep in them and fight­ing for life.


    I broke through the trees and into a small clear­ing. Cat’s en­ergy slapped across my skin, a warn­ing that we were near our tar­get. I leapt high over the rem­nants of an­other gar­den bed, and saw her. Or rather, saw the bright strands of gold hair danc­ing to the tune of the breeze. She was hid­ing in the shat­tered re­mains of a fallen tree. Be­side that tree lay a man. I couldn’t im­me­di­ately tell if he lived. The scent of death didn’t ride his flesh, but he didn’t seem to be breath­ing, ei­ther. Though I could see no wounds, the rich tang of blood per­me­ated the air—and if I could smell it, the vam­pires surely would. Bear’s di­ver­sion prob­a­bly wouldn’t last much longer.


    I dropped be­side the stranger and rolled him over. Thick, ugly gashes tore up his chest and stom­ach, and his left arm was bent back un­nat­u­rally. I pressed two fin­gers against his neck. His pulse was there—light, er­ratic, but there.


    Yet it was the three uni­form scars that ran from his right tem­ple to just be­hind his ear that caught my at­ten­tion. They were the mark­ings of a ranger—a for­mi­da­ble class of shifter sol­dier who’d once been used to hunt down and de­stroy the déchet di­vi­sions, and who now formed the back­bone of the fight against the Oth­ers. While it was un­likely this ranger would know what I was by sight or scent—es­pe­cially given that lures had been ge­net­i­cally de­signed not to have any of the tell­tale déchet sig­na­tures—he still wasn’t the sort of man I wanted any­where near ei­ther me or my sanc­tu­ary.


    Es­pe­cially not when there were nearly three pla­toons—or, to be more pre­cise, ninety-three—of fully trained adult déchet haunt­ing the lower lev­els. The chil­dren might have few mem­o­ries of the hideous way the shifters had killed ev­ery­one at the base, but the same could not be said of the adults.


    I shifted my fo­cus to the log and the strands of golden hair blow­ing on the breeze.


    “Child, you need to come with me.” I said it as gen­tly as I could, but the only re­sponse was a tight­en­ing of fear in the air. But it was fear of me rather than the sit­u­a­tion or even the night.


    Cat spun around me, her en­ergy flow­ing through my body, briefly height­en­ing my sense of the night. The vam­pires would be here soon.


    The ur­gent need to be gone rose, but I pushed it down. Drag­ging the child from the log would only make her scream, and that in turn would make the sit­u­a­tion a whole lot worse. Noise was our en­emy right now. The vam­pires weren’t the only dan­gers night brought on—many of the Oth­ers tended to hunt by sight and sound.


    “The vam­pires are com­ing, lit­tle one,” I con­tin­ued, even though I was talk­ing to scarcely more than a strand of hair. “Nei­ther of us are safe here.”


    “Jonas will pro­tect me. He promised.” Though her words were stilted, there was noth­ing in the way of fear or un­cer­tainty in them. Which was odd.


    “Jonas is in­jured and can’t help any­one right now.” Not even him­self. I hes­i­tated, then added, “We need to get out of here be­fore the vam­pires ar­rive.”


    She didn’t re­spond for a mo­ment. Then a dirt-cov­ered cherub face popped up from the hol­low of the tree. She scanned me, then stated flatly, “I won’t leave with­out Jonas. I won’t.”


    “Jonas is un­con­scious, but I’m sure he’d want me to get you to safety rather than wor­ry­ing about him.”


    She con­tin­ued to study me, her blue eyes wide and oddly lu­mi­nous. I had a strange feel­ing that the child un­der­stood all too clearly just what I was say­ing—and her next words con­firmed that. “I won’t leave him here to die. I won’t let you leave him for the vam­pires. You have to save him.”


    “Child—”


    “No,” she said, her lip trem­bling. “He saved me. And he’ll save you. You can’t leave him here to die.”


    I frowned. He’d save me? A ranger? Even if he didn’t re­al­ize what I was, it was an un­likely sce­nario, given rangers had been no­to­ri­ous for for­sak­ing the wounded. And if he did re­al­ize . . . I thrust the thought away with a shud­der and sim­ply said, “His wounds are fairly se­ri­ous—”


    “Prom­ise me you’ll help him!”


    Cat spun around me, her whis­per­ings filled with ur­gency. If we didn’t get mov­ing soon, we’d be dead. Given I had no wish to die, I had to ei­ther snatch the child and race her—scream­ing—to our sanc­tu­ary, or do as she wished. The first would at­tract all man­ner of trou­ble other than the vam­pires, but to help a ranger . . .


    I took a deep breath and re­leased it slowly. I might have been trained to se­duce rather than de­stroy, but that didn’t al­ter the fact that shifters had erad­i­cated ev­ery­thing and ev­ery­one I knew or cared about. It went against ev­ery in­stinct I had to save this one.


    And yet the in­stinct—need—to save this child was stronger still.


    “Okay, I’ll help him.”


    She eyed me for a mo­ment, a lit­tle girl whose gaze seemed far too know­ing. “You prom­ise?”


    “Yes.”


    Cat whisked through me. The im­age of the vam­pires flow­ing through the trees rose like a deadly black wave. We had five min­utes, if that.


    “Who’s that?”


    The child’s blue gaze wasn’t on me, but rather on the en­ergy that was Cat as she hov­ered near my shoul­der. I raised an eye­brow. “You can see Cat?”


    “Cat? What sort of name is that?”


    “It’s short for Cather­ine,” I said. Which it wasn’t, but I had no idea where this child was from or how much she might have been taught about the war and déchet. Those who’d cre­ated us hadn’t af­forded us real names—couldn’t hu­man­ize the mil­i­tary fod­der in any way, af­ter all. So they used the breed of shifter we’d been de­signed from, and what­ever num­ber we were of that breed. Cat was num­ber 247 in pro­duc­tion terms. And while it was un­likely our names would be a give­away, I wasn’t about to take a chance. Not when there were still shifters alive to­day who’d sur­vived the war. “Mine’s Tig.”


    She didn’t ask me what it was short for. Her gaze went from Cat to me, then back to Cat. “She’s not real. You are.”


    “She might not have flesh, but she’s as real as you and me.”


    The lit­tle girl frowned and stood. She was wear­ing a smock that was grimy and blood-splat­tered, and there were half-healed slashes all over her arms and legs. Anger rose within me, then swirled away. I needed to make sure we were safe be­fore I could al­low any re­ac­tion to those cuts.


    Be­cause those cuts were too sharp, too straight, to have been caused by any­thing other than a blade.


    “How can she have no body and be real?”


    There was still no fear in her voice, and no ap­par­ent re­al­iza­tion just how close to dis­as­ter we truly were. I won­dered briefly if she was hu­man. She didn’t smell like it, but then, she didn’t ex­actly smell like a shifter, ei­ther.


    “Be­cause not ev­ery­thing that is real has hu­man flesh.”


    I clipped the ri­fle onto a loop on my belt and squat­ted be­side the ranger as Cat’s en­ergy hit again. Im­ages slashed through my mind—dark be­ings run­ning through the trees, their hunger surg­ing across the night. We needed to go. Now.


    I gripped the man un­der his shoul­der and heaved him over mine. “Do you have a name?”


    She hes­i­tated, and then said, al­most shyly, “Penny.”


    “We need to go, Penny.” I thrust up­ward, my legs shak­ing un­der the stranger’s sud­den weight. Hold­ing him steady with one hand, I un­clipped the ri­fle and rested my fin­ger against the trig­ger. “Run with Cat. She’ll take you into a safe place. Wait for me there.”


    The lit­tle girl’s lips trem­bled a lit­tle. “And Jonas?”


    “Jonas and I will be right be­hind you.”


    She nod­ded, then scram­bled over the tree trunk and ran af­ter the en­ergy that was Cat as she re­treated through the trees. I fol­lowed, Jonas’s body a dead weight that al­lowed no real speed or mo­bil­ity.


    Bear reap­peared, his whis­per­ings full of warn­ing. I ran up the hill as the night around me be­gan to move, to flow, with evil.


    They were close.


    So close.


    But there was some­thing else out there in the night. It was a power—an en­ergy—that felt dark. Watch­ful. At one with the vam­pires and yet sep­a­rate from them.


    And in­stinct sug­gested I needed to fear that dark­ness far more than the vam­pires who swept to­ward us.


    I cursed softly and pushed the thought away. One threat at a time. I needed to sur­vive the vam­pires be­fore I wor­ried about some other, neb­u­lous threat. “Bear, I need your help here.”


    His en­ergy im­me­di­ately flowed across mine, al­low­ing me to see ev­ery­thing he saw, ev­ery­thing he felt. While this level of con­nec­tion wasn’t as deep as some we could achieve, any bond be­tween the liv­ing and the dead could be deadly. All magic had a cost, an old witch had once warned me. While my abil­ity to link with the ghosts wasn’t so much magic as a mix of psy­chic abil­i­ties and my own close call with death, it still taxed both my strength and theirs. And it could cer­tainly drain me to the point of death if I kept the con­nec­tion too long.


    But for cer­tain sit­u­a­tions it was worth the risk—and this was cer­tainly one of those sit­u­a­tions.


    There was at least a score of vam­pires out there, which meant this wasn’t the usual hunt­ing party. If I’d been alone, if I hadn’t promised to keep Jonas safe, I would have shad­owed and run. The vam­pires might sense me in this form, but if I be­came one with the night—be­came lit­tle more than dark mat­ter, as they could—then it was harder for them to pick me out from their own. I knew that from my time in the war, when the vamps had over­run a vil­lage I’d been as­signed to.


    But I had promised, and that left me with lit­tle choice. Us­ing the im­ages Bear fed me as a guide, I raised the ri­fle and fired over my shoul­der, keep­ing the bursts short to con­serve am­mu­ni­tion. The nee­dle-sharp pro­jec­tiles bit through the night and bur­rowed into flesh. Three vam­pires went down and were quickly smoth­ered by dark­ness as other vam­pires fell on them and fed. The scent of blood flooded the night, min­gling with the screams of the dy­ing.


    I crashed through yet an­other gar­den bed, my feet sink­ing into the soft soil. A deeper patch of dark­ness leapt for my throat, and the pun­gent aroma of the dead hit. I flipped the ri­fle and bat­tered him out of the way with the butt, then switched it into my other hand and fired to the right, then the left. Two more vamps down.


    I leapt over a fallen branch. Jonas’s weight shifted, mak­ing the land­ing awk­ward and los­ing us pre­cious speed. Sweat broke out across my brow but I ig­nored it, grab­bing the ranger’s leg to steady him as I ran on.


    “Bear,” I said, my voice lit­tle more than a pant of air. “Light.”


    Ethe­real fin­gers tugged at the bag of flares by my side and lifted one. En­ergy surged across the night and light ex­ploded, a white ball of fire sur­rounded by a halo of red.


    It was bright enough to force them back, but they didn’t go far. They knew, as I did, that the flare would give me only a minute, at most.


    And they knew, like I did, that a lit­tle ghost prob­a­bly wouldn’t have the en­ergy to light a sec­ond flare so soon af­ter the first.


    I ran on as hard as I could. The dome’s lights beck­oned through the trees, for­lorn stars of bright­ness that still seemed too far away.


    The flare guard­ing our back be­gan to sput­ter, and the black mass surged closer. I fired left and right. The near­est vam­pires swarmed their fallen com­rades, while those at the back flowed over the top of them, hop­ing to be the ones to taste fresher, sweeter flesh.


    Thir­teen vam­pires left, if I was lucky. It might as well have been a hun­dred for all the hope I’d have if they dragged me down.


    Sweat stung my eyes and drib­bled down my spine, and my leg mus­cles were burn­ing. But the end of the park was now in sight. The old tower’s search­lights sud­denly came on, hang­ing free from both the tower and the dome, sup­ported by ghostly forms. Their sun­shine­like light swept City Road and pro­vided a haven of safety if I could get to it.


    Fifty yards to go.


    Just fifty yards.


    Then the flare went out and the vam­pires hit us.

  


  
    Chap­ter 2


    I fell into a tan­gle of tear­ing claws and rak­ing teeth. My ri­fle went fly­ing and, for a mo­ment, the sheer weight of their num­bers over­whelmed me, as did their des­per­a­tion to taste my flesh. It stung the air, fill­ing my lungs with its stench and blud­geon­ing my mind with the cer­tain knowl­edge that death would be my fate if I didn’t damn well move.


    I re­leased my hold on Jonas and surged to my feet, shak­ing the vam­pires from my back as I freed the weapons clipped to my thighs. Claws slashed at my shoul­ders, teeth tore into my flesh, and all I could see was a wall of stink­ing death on legs.


    I fired the weapons around in a cir­cle, first killing the ones rip­ping at my flesh, then aim­ing at the black mass sur­round­ing me. Sev­eral vam­pires went down, each one torn apart by the rav­en­ous crea­tures around them, but I shot for speed, not ac­cu­racy, and I missed as many as I got.


    The cham­bers on the au­to­mat­ics clicked over to empty, and I didn’t have time to reload. I reached for the re­main­ing ma­chine ri­fle and fired in one smooth mo­tion. The vam­pires shad­owed and the stakes went through their va­por, thud­ding harm­lessly into the trees be­yond them.


    Vam­pires might be in­sa­tiable mon­sters, but they aren’t stupid.


    En­ergy surged across the night—my lit­tle ghosts, com­ing to help. Ethe­real fin­gers tore at the pack and pulled out the flares while oth­ers reached for the stink­ing crea­tures clos­est to us, toss­ing them back into the night and form­ing a small but im­por­tant clear way.


    Then the en­ergy rid­ing the night sharp­ened and the flares came to life, lin­ing the clear way and lead­ing us to safety.


    I grabbed Jonas by one leg, pulled him out from un­der­neath the pile of pu­trid flesh, and then dragged him along be­hind me as I ran for the dome.


    Fifty yards had never seemed so far.


    The half dozen re­main­ing vam­pires surged for­ward with us, their des­per­a­tion thick and heavy in the air. One fool­ishly at­tempted to cross the line of flares, but his flesh was in­stantly set alight the mo­ment the sput­ter­ing bright­ness touched his skin. He went up in a whoosh of flame, pro­vid­ing even more light, more pro­tec­tion.


    Then the flares be­gan to die. I hit the ring of safety pro­vided by the search­lights, but didn’t slow. I dragged the un­con­scious ranger across the road, no doubt do­ing more dam­age to his back than had been al­ready done to his front. It didn’t mat­ter. Noth­ing mat­tered, ex­cept get­ting in­side the dome and switch­ing the se­cu­rity sys­tem to full.


    Be­cause the vam­pires were now toss­ing rocks at the hov­er­ing search­lights.


    One light went down and the shad­ows crowded closer. I reached the se­cu­rity panel and punched in the code. As I did, the sec­ond search­light went out and the vam­pires surged.


    The ghosts screamed a warn­ing.


    The doors be­gan to slide open. I dove in­side, saw that Penny was safe, then pulled the ranger in and punched the panic but­ton be­side the door. It slammed shut just as the black tide hit it, and the force of their weight caused the heavy metal to ring like a death knell.


    It would be our death knell if the sys­tem wasn’t kicked into full gear. I leapt over the ranger and ran for the main con­trol panel, my fin­gers fly­ing over the keys as I fired the sys­tem to full life.


    Glass shat­tered and Penny screamed.


    I swung around and raised the ri­fle. The vam­pires were break­ing into the dome via the fis­sured pan­els. I scanned the up­per pan­els, won­der­ing where the laser cur­tain was, then said, “Cat, get her down the stairs.”


    Cat’s en­ergy whipped away from me, spun around the lit­tle girl, and then leapt away to­ward the stairs. Penny fol­lowed un­bid­den, her fear taint­ing the air, as sharp as the smell of death now squeez­ing through the shat­tered pan­els.


    I pressed the trig­ger and fired con­tin­u­ally at the area that had been breached. It briefly forced a re­treat, but I knew they were prob­a­bly only wait­ing for my am­mu­ni­tion to run out. As a light atop the ri­fle cham­ber be­gan to flash a warn­ing that it was near­ing empty, I glanced at the con­trol panel. What in hell was tak­ing so long?


    The ri­fle clicked over to empty and the vam­pires surged again. I threw the weapon aside and drew my knives, the sheer blades glow­ing an un­nat­u­ral green in the shad­owed dark­ness. The vam­pires screamed, a harsh sound filled with an­tic­i­pa­tion and hunger. But as they fought one an­other to get through the breach first, the mesh of lasers fi­nally un­furled down the walls, ring­ing the room with their deadly light and slic­ing any and all flesh in their way.


    We were safe.


    And it was all I could do not to col­lapse in sheer and ut­ter ex­haus­tion. I sheathed the knives, then bent over, my palms pressed against my bloody knees to keep them locked in po­si­tion as I sucked in breath and bat­tled the tide of re­lief and fear that sud­denly threat­ened to over­whelm me.


    Death had been close this time. So, so close.


    The lit­tle ones crowded around me, their tingly lips kiss­ing my cheeks and their whis­per­ings a mix of ex­cite­ment and re­as­sur­ance. Amuse­ment ran through me. At least they’d en­joyed them­selves.


    I took a deep, shud­der­ing breath, then straight­ened. Blood drib­bled from my wounds and splat­tered across the floor, but I ig­nored it. The wounds weren’t deep, and I’d heal quickly enough. Our mak­ers had en­sured that when they’d made us—couldn’t have ei­ther the ri­fle or bed­room fod­der out of ac­tion for too long, af­ter all.


    The ranger lay where I left him, sprawled on his back near the door. Blood seeped from un­der­neath his shoul­ders—tes­ta­ment to the dam­age I’d done when I dragged him—but nei­ther guilt nor re­morse plucked at my con­science. Had the sit­u­a­tion been re­versed, I had no doubt he would have left me for the vam­pires while he made his es­cape.


    And if I hadn’t made that prom­ise to Penny, I’d have done ex­actly the same.


    “Bear,” I said softly. He whisked around to the front of me, his lit­tle form hum­ming with ex­pec­ta­tion. He liked help­ing; he al­ways had. “Could you ask Cat to take Penny to the labs via tun­nel D? Tell her we’ll meet them there.”


    Tun­nel D was the first of the main tun­nels not filled with con­crete. Tun­nels A to C were as im­pass­able to­day as they had been when they’d first pumped con­crete into this place.


    Bear made a happy lit­tle noise and sped off to com­plete his mis­sion. I walked across to the ranger and knelt be­side him. His pulse was still er­ratic, but it seemed stronger. Maybe his nat­u­ral heal­ing abil­i­ties were kick­ing in.


    Which meant I’d bet­ter get him down­stairs and re­strained. I’d been in more than a dozen shifter camps dur­ing my time in the war, and I’d wit­nessed the fate of cap­tured déchet. I had no de­sire to have such de­struc­tion wreaked on me.


    I dragged him up onto my shoul­ders again and headed for the stairs. A half dozen lit­tle forms drifted ahead of me, but most of them stayed be­hind to keep watch over both the se­cu­rity sys­tems and the few re­main­ing vam­pires who still prowled out­side.


    Which was odd. The vam­pires were smart enough to re­al­ize when their prey was be­yond reach, and they’d at­tempted to breach this build­ing of­ten enough in the past to know that once the com­plete sys­tem was run­ning, there was no get­ting through it.


    So what was it about this ranger and the child that made them des­per­ate enough to keep bat­ter­ing the walls and fling­ing them­selves at the lasers?


    Or did they, I won­dered, re­mem­ber­ing that odd dark­ness I’d sensed be­hind the vam­pires, have lit­tle other choice? Were they be­ing con­trolled by some­thing—or some­one—else?


    That was a ter­ri­fy­ing prospect if true. But how could it be? It wasn’t as if any­one—hu­man or shifter—could ac­tu­ally com­mu­ni­cate with them. I’m sure vam­pires did have some form of lan­guage, but it cer­tainly wasn’t one the rest of us could un­der­stand.


    Maybe Penny would know what was go­ing on—al­though to be hon­est, it didn’t mat­ter if she didn’t. My task now was to ful­fill my prom­ise to her, then get them both out of here—and as fast as pos­si­ble. What­ever they were in­volved in, what­ever trou­ble dogged their heels, we didn’t need it. The world had buried and for­got­ten us, and I very much wanted to keep it that way.


    I made my way down the stairs and into the rarely used dark­ness that was D tun­nel. My foot­steps echoed against the metal floor, a sharp tat­too of sound that my lit­tle flotilla of ghosts hap­pily danced to. As we neared the end of the tun­nel, the metal floor­ing gave way to un­du­lat­ing con­crete, ev­i­dence of how close this tun­nel had come to be­ing filled. I ducked through the half-col­lapsed door­way into the foyer of level four, the area that had housed the main med­i­cal fa­cil­i­ties for the bunker’s com­bat­ant déchet di­vi­sions. Sev­eral of the rooms clos­est to the tun­nel that led up to level three had been flooded by con­crete, but the rest of this level had sur­vived in­tact. The med­i­cal equip­ment—al­though un­doubt­edly out-of-date by to­day’s stan­dards—still worked. Why the shifters hadn’t de­stroyed these ma­chines along with all the equip­ment in both the cre­ation labs and the nurs­eries, I had no idea, but I’d thanked the god­dess Rhea many a time over the years for that one piece of luck. I might be able to heal my­self as well as any shifter, but there were still times that us­ing a ma­chine was in­fin­itely bet­ter. Like when I’d fallen from the damn mu­seum roof and bro­ken my leg. The ma­chines had turned a week of re­cov­ery into a day.


    Penny swung around as I en­tered the room, and her re­lief was pal­pa­ble.


    “You’re here.”


    I raised an eye­brow as I low­ered the ranger onto one of the medis­can beds. I stripped off the rem­nants of his torn and blood­ied shirt and tossed it in the nearby garbage chute, then laid him down. The soft foam en­veloped his body, and the bed in­stantly be­gan to emit a soft beep­ing sound—his heart­beat, am­pli­fied by the light panel above.


    “You were told I would be. Why would you ex­pect oth­er­wise?”


    “Be­cause peo­ple lie.”


    Yes, they did, but it was un­usual for some­one so young to say that with such surety. “And who has been ly­ing to you? Jonas?”


    The light panel shim­mered as I pressed sev­eral but­tons. Jonas’s bio­rhythms came up—his brain ac­tiv­ity was high. Ei­ther he was close to wak­ing, or he was hav­ing some pretty vivid dreams. I glanced down at his face. His eyes weren’t mov­ing un­der their closed lids, but that didn’t mean any­thing. I pressed an­other but­ton. Metal clamps slid over his an­kles and right arm. I might have been bred to be as strong and as fast as most shifters, but he was a ranger, lean and mus­cu­lar. It was bet­ter to be safe than sorry.


    I set the scan­ner in mo­tion, then glanced at Penny. She was study­ing me with solemn eyes. “Who lied to you, Penny?”


    “The man.”


    “What man?” I said pa­tiently.


    “The man who killed my fam­ily.”


    I glanced at the criss­crossed mass of scars that dec­o­rated her arms, and again anger washed through me. “Why did he kill your fam­ily?”


    She half shrugged. “He just did.”


    “Did Jonas or the po­lice catch him?”


    “No.” She hugged her arms across her chest, as if she was try­ing to com­fort her­self. Yet there were few tears in her eyes and no emo­tion in her voice as she asked, “Is Jonas go­ing to be okay?”


    I glanced at the scan re­sults. No ma­jor in­ter­nal dam­age, and aside from the bro­ken arm, no ma­jor limb dam­age. “I think so.”


    “He was poi­soned, you know.”


    I blinked and looked at her again. “Poi­soned?”


    She nod­ded. “He told me. He said we had to get back to Chaos quickly, be­cause only Nuri could heal him.”


    Chaos. The one place on Earth I re­ally didn’t want to go. And it wasn’t a re­luc­tance that stemmed from the fact that its in­hab­i­tants were a bro­ken mix of thieves, mur­der­ers, whores, and drug gangs, as well as Cen­tral’s un­wanted or for­got­ten, all of them try­ing to scrape by the best way they could. No, it was the sheer and ut­ter close­ness of it all. Ev­ery­thing and ev­ery­one lit­er­ally lived on top of one an­other; there was no space, no air, hardly any light, and cer­tainly lit­tle room to move. I’d been there only once, but I’d wanted to run scream­ing from it af­ter only a few min­utes.


    And that was where Penny was ex­pect­ing me to take her—my own pri­vate ver­sion of hell. I took a slow, steady­ing breath, then said, “Is that where you live?”


    “Nuri does. I live in Cen­tral.”


    So what in hell were she and the ranger do­ing in the park, at night? It made no sense. “Did Jonas say what he was poi­soned with? Or how?”


    “He was scratched.”


    Poi­son had of­ten been ad­min­is­tered that way dur­ing the war, but I wouldn’t have thought it to be prac­ti­cal these days. Not when the medis­can beds could de­tect—and treat—all known ail­ments and poi­sons. “By whom?”


    “The man.”


    Sus­pect­ing I’d only get a re­peat of her pre­vi­ous an­swer if I asked the next log­i­cal ques­tion, I sim­ply said, “Let’s see what the ma­chine says be­fore we start wor­ry­ing.”


    “He’ll die,” she said, in that same solemn lit­tle tone. “You promised you’d look af­ter him.”


    “I am, trust me.”


    She didn’t say any­thing, but it was ev­i­dent she didn’t ex­actly trust me, ei­ther. But I guess that was to be ex­pected, given ev­ery­thing she’d ob­vi­ously gone through.


    Noth­ing in the re­sults sug­gested the ranger had been poi­soned, so ei­ther Penny was mis­in­formed or what­ever had been used on Jonas had been cre­ated af­ter the war and there­fore was not in the sys­tem’s data­banks. I set the ma­chine to HEAL. Me­chan­i­cal arms reached down from the ceil­ing, care­fully re­align­ing the ranger’s arm be­fore the lasers kicked in to set it.


    I turned to fully face Penny. “Why don’t we go get some­thing to eat while Jonas is patched up?”


    Her nose screwed up. “I’m not hun­gry.”


    “Well, I am.” I gen­tly touched a hand to her back and pushed her re­luc­tant fig­ure to­ward the door. De­spite her cherub face, her skin was cool and her body skele­tal. She might not want food right now, but she des­per­ately needed it. I guided her down the hall and into the small dis­pens­ing kitchen that had once served as a break area for the staff on this level. There was only one ma­chine work­ing these days, and the cof­fee it pro­duced was pretty vile, but it was still bet­ter than noth­ing. I hit the but­ton for a strong black, then glanced down at her. “I know you’re re­ally not hun­gry, but surely you could man­age a small pro­tein meal?”


    She shook her head, study­ing me solemnly, the steadi­ness of her gaze oddly dis­turb­ing.


    “What about some­thing to drink? A soda? Milk?”


    “You have milk? Real milk?” Her voice was sur­prised more than in­ter­ested.


    I smiled wryly. “No, not real. It’s pow­der-based but drink­able.”


    Her nose screwed up again, and I can’t hon­estly say I blamed her. The pow­dered stuff was lit­tle more than a chem­i­cal stew, and it cer­tainly tasted like it. But real milk was rarer than gold, and it def­i­nitely wasn’t in the price range of the av­er­age Joe in Cen­tral—even if he had a de­cent job and wage. And it was damnably hard to steal some­thing that wasn’t avail­able in the sort of es­tab­lish­ments I could risk theft in.


    I silently handed her some wa­ter, then heated a pro­tein meal for my­self, col­lected my cof­fee, and walked across to one of the small, padded benches lin­ing the far wall. She didn’t fol­low, just watched me, the cup in one hand and the torn fin­gers on the other clench­ing and un­clench­ing.


    “I’m not go­ing to hurt you, Penny,” I said softly.


    “I know.”


    I stud­ied her for a mo­ment, won­der­ing if her un­nat­u­ral calm­ness was merely shock or some­thing more se­ri­ous. “Why don’t you tell me how your par­ents died?”


    “I told you, they were at­tacked—”


    “By the man who lied to you,” I fin­ished for her. “Do you know his name?”


    She shook her head, then raised the cup and took a sip. A shud­der ran through her thin frame. “That’s aw­ful.”


    “It’s re­cy­cled and does taste a lit­tle tart, but it won’t kill you.”


    “I can’t drink it.” She placed the cup on the floor be­side her feet, then clasped her hands in front of her stom­ach. “I re­ally need to see if Jonas is okay.”


    “That screen up there”—I pointed to the light screen flick­er­ing above the main door—“will let us know when the heal­ing cy­cle has fin­ished. Tell me how you know Jonas.”


    “He’s my un­cle.”


    “You’re a shifter?”


    I couldn’t help the edge of sur­prise in my voice. She re­ally didn’t smell like a shifter. Jonas did—at a guess I’d say he was pan­ther, not only be­cause most rangers tended to be cats of some kind, but be­cause of the mot­tled, night-dark color of his hair. It was the usual in­di­ca­tor of species. Mine was a mix of white and black, and my eyes were blue, be­cause my genes had come from the rarer white tiger.


    Penny nod­ded solemnly. “He’s my mom’s older brother.”


    “Was it just you and Jonas who sur­vived the at­tack?”


    She shook her head. “Jonas wasn’t there when Mum and Dad were killed. He found me later and res­cued me.”


    “From where?”


    “From where I was hid­ing from the man.”


    Some­thing flashed in her eyes. Some­thing dark and an­gry and very un­child­like. I frowned, once again oddly un­easy. There was some­thing amiss here, with her, but I just couldn’t put my fin­ger on it.


    Yet the ghosts were watch­ing her with fas­ci­na­tion and ab­so­lutely no sense of dis­quiet. They surely wouldn’t be so re­laxed if they’d sensed any­thing un­to­ward, es­pe­cially given that their sense of these things was usu­ally more finely tuned than mine.


    “Can you de­scribe the man for me?”


    She stud­ied me for a minute, then pointed at me and said, “He wore com­bat pants like yours, but though he walked through the shad­ows he wasn’t com­fort­able in them. Not like you.”


    Some­thing twisted in­side me. My com­bat pants had been made with a spe­cial gray ma­te­rial that took on the col­ors of its sur­round­ings and made us near in­vis­i­ble from a dis­tance. Like the shirt—also gray, but pat­terned with darker swirls—they were déchet spe­cific, de­signed not only to with­stand the rig­ors of war, but to carry the many weapons war­rior-trained déchet were pro­fi­cient with. There was a ton of both still in the base ex­change and, with the war long over, I’d taken to wear­ing them. The only peo­ple who’d look twice were shifters who’d sur­vived the war, and most of those gen­er­ally weren’t found in the ar­eas of Cen­tral I vis­ited.


    “So this man was a sol­dier?”


    She shrugged. “I sup­pose so. He fought Jonas, and al­most won.”


    The twist­ing ramped up a notch. Only a highly trained fighter could ever hope to beat a ranger, even in this day and age. I touched my cheek. “Did he have an inked bar code here?”


    Her gaze fol­lowed my fin­gers. “Bar code?”


    I hes­i­tated. “It would be black, and look like lots of lit­tle lines squashed to­gether.”


    She shook her head. “No. He was al­most see-through, and he didn’t re­ally have a face. Just big eyes and a squashed nose.”


    So not a déchet, but some­thing far, far worse. She’d de­scribed—al­most to the let­ter—the crea­tures com­monly called wraiths. They were one of the Oth­ers, but, un­like most, they seemed to have a dis­tinct plan and pur­pose be­yond mur­der and may­hem. The only trou­ble was, no one—as far as I was aware—had yet dis­cov­ered that pur­pose.


    But why would a wraith kill Penny’s par­ents and only slash her up? That wasn’t their usual mode of op­er­a­tion. Gen­er­ally, if a wraith crossed your path, you were dead. No ifs, buts, or sec­ond chances.


    The light screen above the door flick­ered to life, in­di­cat­ing the medis­can bed had fin­ished the heal­ing process. I tossed my half-eaten meal in the nearby re­cy­cle bin and rose.


    “Is Jonas bet­ter now?” Penny said, her ex­pres­sion solemn as she stud­ied the screen.


    “Let’s go see.” I waved a hand for her to pre­cede me, and sipped my cof­fee as I fol­lowed. The ghosts trailed along­side us, a flotilla of hum­ming hap­pi­ness. Which again made me ques­tion the drift­ing sense of un­ease within me.


    An am­ber light flashed on the con­trol mon­i­tor above Jonas’s bed. I frowned and pressed a cou­ple of but­tons. Though the ranger’s wounds had been healed, his vi­tal signs were be­com­ing un­sta­ble and there was no in­di­ca­tion as to why.


    “He’s been poi­soned,” Penny re­peated softly. “We have to get him to Nuri, oth­er­wise he’ll die. I don’t want him to die. He’s all I have left.”


    “He won’t die.” I flicked the screen across to view the blood work. There was noth­ing there—cer­tainly no sign of any ab­nor­mal­ity in his tox re­sults. And yet he wasn’t wak­ing up, and his con­di­tion was wors­en­ing.


    I looked at Penny. “Are you sure he didn’t say what he was poi­soned with?”


    She shook her head, and I bit back a growl of frus­tra­tion.


    “Please,” she said. “We have to get him to Nuri. He said it was his only chance.”


    I blew out a breath, glanced at the screen, then closed my eyes and said, “Okay, but we can’t go now. We have to wait un­til the morn­ing.”


    “But—”


    “Penny,” I said, gen­tly but firmly. “The night be­longs to the vam­pires, and we’ll all die if we go out there now. We’ll just have to hope he hangs on un­til to­mor­row.”


    Be­sides, there was no way I was go­ing into Chaos at night. In that place, vam­pires cer­tainly weren’t the big­gest threat to life.


    Her bot­tom lip quiv­ered, but no tears filled her eyes. Maybe she couldn’t cry. Maybe she was all out of tears.


    “Can I stay here with him?”


    “Yes.” I picked her up and sat her on the next bed. “Snug­gle down, lit­tle one. The bed will keep you warm, and the ghosts will keep you com­pany.”


    “Where are you go­ing?”


    “Just to check how the sys­tem is hold­ing up against the vam­pires. I’ll be back soon.”


    She nod­ded and lay down. Her eyes drifted closed and, within min­utes, she was asleep. I glanced up at the light screen. Her core tem­per­a­ture was low, but ev­ery­thing else seemed to be okay. I pressed a but­ton, set­ting the ma­chine to do a full scan, then turned and headed out. Bear and Cat came with me; the oth­ers stayed be­hind, hap­pily gos­sip­ing with one an­other. Af­ter so many years of just hav­ing me to talk to and about, I thought wryly, this had to be the most ex­cit­ing thing that had ever hap­pened to them.


    I didn’t im­me­di­ately go check the sys­tem, how­ever. I headed in­stead down to the ninth level—the level where, in the long years im­me­di­ately af­ter this place had been cleansed, I’d taken what lit­tle re­mained of ev­ery­one who’d died here. The ghosts of the adult déchet had fol­lowed their bones, but the hu­mans who’d died here had not, and I had no idea where they’d gone. I knew hu­mans be­lieved that while most souls moved on af­ter death, a per­son who’d been taken be­fore their time could not. Did that mean ev­ery­one other than Hank—who was the only hu­man ghost I’d seen over the years—had moved on? I didn’t know—and, to be hon­est, had no real de­sire to find out. I might owe hu­man­ity for my ex­is­tence, but I cer­tainly owed them noth­ing else.


    The far­ther down I went, the closer I got to them, the more their anger grew. They were well aware of just who I’d brought into our home.


    I took a deep breath and said, “I apol­o­gize for bring­ing our foe into your midst, but he will not be here long. He saved the young child’s life, and you can­not harm him in any way.”


    The only re­sponse was a sharp­en­ing of the anger. It crawled across my skin like fire, burn­ing where it touched. And while I could—through phys­i­cal con­tact with their en­ergy—see and talk to these déchet as I might the liv­ing, I wasn’t about to tempt fate that way. Of course, they might not give me an op­tion.


    “I know you’re un­happy, but I had no choice. And the war is long ended.”


    En­ergy surged across my skin, cre­at­ing a fleet­ing con­nec­tion that was in­tense and filled with hate.


    It will never be over for us, a deep voice said. We were sol­diers, cre­ated to kill, and death has not ended that di­rec­tive.


    “But you can­not kill with­out or­ders.” And even as I said it, I crossed men­tal fin­gers, be­cause I re­ally had no idea if that was true one hun­dred years down the track.


    And that, came the harsh re­ply, is the only rea­son the ranger still lives.


    Re­lief spun through me. At least that meant they were one less prob­lem I had to worry about.


    I would not, how­ever, the voice added, bring him down here. Di­rec­tives and con­di­tion­ing have been known to fail.


    And with that warn­ing ring­ing in my ears, the con­nec­tion died and the ghosts left. I re­treated.


    A check up­stairs re­vealed the re­main­ing vam­pires still prowled around the build­ing, look­ing for a way in. While that was not un­usual, there was an in­ten­sity to their move­ments that was trou­bling. It was al­most as if they were be­ing or­dered to do so—and yet, I’d never heard or seen any ev­i­dence that vam­pire so­ci­ety had any sort of hi­er­ar­chy.


    I cleaned up the mess I’d made in the mu­seum area, then pa­trolled the rest of the com­plex out of habit. Once I was sure ev­ery­thing was se­cure and the sys­tem was work­ing fine, I headed down to the bunk room, where I gave my­self a booster shot against what­ever viruses and in­fec­tions the vamps’ claws and teeth might have held. It was some­thing I re­ally didn’t need, but tak­ing it at least took the stress off my body’s self-heal­ing prop­er­ties. By the time I’d had a shower and changed my clothes, a cou­ple of hours had slipped past. Penny was still asleep, but the ranger stirred, his lean, mus­cu­lar body bathed in sweat as he un­con­sciously fought the re­straints hold­ing him in place. A glance at the light screen con­firmed his core tem­per­a­ture was ris­ing.


    I down­graded the bed’s temp set­ting, then in­tro­duced a strong seda­tive. He calmed al­most in­stantly, but his brain ac­tiv­ity re­mained high, and his core temp wasn’t go­ing down. That wasn’t good, es­pe­cially when the ma­chine wasn’t pick­ing up a rea­son. But then, these ma­chines were old. Who knew what sort of poi­sons the world had de­vel­oped since their cre­ation?


    Frown­ing, I turned around and stud­ied Penny’s re­sults. Even af­ter the full scan, there didn’t ap­pear to be any­thing un­usual other than a lower than nor­mal core temp. So why did I still have a gut feel­ing that all was not well?


    Maybe it was just the guilt. Maybe I would never be able to look at a child in trou­ble and not be cer­tain there had to be some­thing more I could do to help.


    Cat drifted into my vi­sion. Ghostly palms gen­tly cupped my face as her en­ergy ran through me, full of re­as­sur­ance. I smiled and kissed her fin­ger­tips, feel­ing the warmth in them and half wish­ing they could once again hold flesh. But that, too, was some­thing that was never go­ing to be.


    I blew out a breath, half-an­noyed at the sud­den wash of melan­choly, and walked across to the chairs near the door. Here I perched, keep­ing an eye on both of the mon­i­tors as the long night rolled slowly by.


    Penny even­tu­ally woke and al­most in­stantly said, “It’s dawn.”


    I raised an eye­brow. I knew it was nearly dawn be­cause my DNA was sen­si­tive to the com­ing and go­ing of the sun, but it was rare to find a shifter sim­i­larly at­tuned. Not when they were this deep un­der­ground, any­way.


    “Yes, it is.” I rose from my chair. “Would you like some break­fast?”


    She shook her head. “We need to take Jonas to Nuri.”


    My gaze flicked to the read­outs. He’d def­i­nitely gone down­hill over the last cou­ple of hours, but he wasn’t at death’s door just yet. “Penny,” I said, as gen­tly as I could. “You need to eat. You won’t be any help to Jonas if you make your­self sick.”


    “No!” Her voice was stri­dent, an­gry, and again that dark­ness flashed briefly in her eyes.


    I frowned, my gaze flick­ing to the ghosts. They didn’t seem alarmed. “Okay, we’ll go. But I need to get some sup­plies first, just to make sure we’re safe.”


    She nod­ded and al­most in­stantly calmed down. I spun on my heel, leav­ing her in the com­pany of the ghosts as I made my way to a sec­ondary gun cache two lev­els down. I grabbed sev­eral au­to­mat­ics and a cou­ple of clips, and hid them all un­der a long, hooded trench that I’d stolen from Cen­tral last win­ter. I thought briefly about al­ter­ing my ap­pear­ance, but de­cided against it. It took a lot of en­ergy to ini­ti­ate a shift, though once achieved it was easy enough to main­tain as long as I ate sen­si­bly and slept prop­erly. But right now, it was prob­a­bly more pru­dent to save my strength for what­ever might await in Chaos. Be­sides, if what I’d seen on the sur­face a month ago was any in­di­ca­tion, my black-and-white-striped hair would be deemed rather mild.


    I headed to med­i­cal sup­plies to col­lect an air­chair. Though there was no way known I could take it into Chaos—do­ing so would be noth­ing short of is­su­ing an in­vi­ta­tion to be at­tacked—I could at least use it un­til we reached the bunker’s South Sid­ing exit. The less dis­tance I had to carry the shifter, the bet­ter.


    Penny hadn’t moved when I got back. She sim­ply sat on the bed star­ing at Jonas. Maybe she was will­ing him to live or some­thing.


    I de­tached him from the bed’s sen­sors, then care­fully lifted him up and placed him on the chair. Once I’d strapped him in, I glanced at Penny. “Ready to go?”


    She nod­ded, her lit­tle face solemn as she jumped off the bed. The ghosts swirled around, ex­cited and happy that we were once again mov­ing. It wouldn’t last—not when they re­al­ized we were not only head­ing back up to the sur­face, but go­ing out.


    “Bear, lead the way.”


    He hummed con­tent­edly and did as bid­den, guid­ing us through the myr­iad tun­nels. As we neared the exit, the tun­nel be­came strewn with the rub­ble and de­bris that had drifted in over the years thanks to the over­flow from the nearby drains. The air was a pu­trid mix of hu­man­ity, rot­ting rub­bish, and the muddy scent of the trickle of wa­ter that was still known as the Barra River. Like many things in this world of ours, its course had been for­ever al­tered when the bombs had been un­leashed.


    The thick steel grate cov­er­ing the exit came into sight, and the green light flash­ing to one side in­di­cated the outer sys­tem was still in full se­cu­rity mode. Thank­fully, the laser net pro­tected only the dome it­self, and, with any luck, the mu­seum staff would blame the sys­tem go­ing briefly off­line on a com­puter glitch, as they had in the past.


    I pow­ered down the air­chair, then walked around to the con­trol box and quickly typed in the twelve-digit code. This tun­nel had been de­signed as a means of es­cape and, as such, didn’t have scan­ner fa­cil­i­ties. I’d never both­ered up­grad­ing the old gate­way sim­ply be­cause few peo­ple ven­tured down this part of the Barra—it was too close to one of the rifts.


    The grate slid nois­ily open. Penny lunged for­ward, but I grabbed her, hold­ing her back.


    “Hush,” I said, as she opened her mouth to protest. “Wait un­til we know it’s safe.”


    She pouted. I ig­nored her and lis­tened to the sounds of a city stir­ring to life, sort­ing through the lay­ers, try­ing to find any­thing that might in­di­cate some­one was close. There was noth­ing.


    “Okay,” I said and re­leased her.


    She ran out but stopped sev­eral feet away from the en­trance, suck­ing in the air as if des­per­ate to fill her lungs. I snorted softly. It didn’t smell that bad un­der­ground.


    I glanced back at the ghosts. “Keep this en­trance safe for me. I’ll be back by sun­set.”


    Hands pat­ted me good-bye—al­though both Cat and Bear were al­ready out­side, wait­ing. They’d al­ways been more ad­ven­tur­ous than the younger ones, pre­fer­ring to be with me when­ever pos­si­ble rather than stay in the home that was also their tomb. I wasn’t en­tirely sure whether it was due to our deeper con­nec­tion, or whether it was sim­ply a mat­ter of their be­ing older than the rest. Ei­ther way, I was al­ways happy to have their com­pany.


    I dragged Jonas off the chair, then walked out of our sanc­tu­ary. Once the grate had closed, I turned and looked around.


    Sun­rise tinted the sky with rose and laven­der, and the scent of rain was still in the air. It would be bril­liant if it did rain again, be­cause the in­hab­i­tants of Cen­tral and Chaos would be too busy scur­ry­ing for cover to worry about the three of us. It also meant there would be less chance of our be­ing seen re­turn­ing.


    Cen­tral’s metal draw­bridge was still raised against the night, and the nearby rail sid­ing was filled with pods that were shad­owed and silent. No one would be close to them un­til the sun had fully risen. Hu­man­ity had be­come very fear­ful of dark­ness—and with good rea­son.


    My gaze went to Chaos, and a shud­der went through me. Even in full sun­light it was a place of shad­ows; in the half-light of a dawn barely risen, it rose for­bid­dingly above me, a grimy, gritty mass that blighted the metal to which it clung.


    I glanced down at Penny. “Where does this Nuri live?”


    “In Chaos,” she an­swered.


    “Where in Chaos? It’s a big place.” And not some­place I wanted to wan­der about aim­lessly. Hu­mans and shifters might now live to­gether in rel­a­tive peace, even in habi­tats like Chaos, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t a dan­ger­ous place for strangers to ven­ture.


    She hes­i­tated. “Chang Puk dis­trict.”


    Which wasn’t overly help­ful given how lit­tle I knew about Chaos and its dis­tricts. “What level is that?”


    “Five.”


    So mi­dlevel. Which meant it was more than likely this Nuri had some stand­ing. In Chaos, the higher the level you lived on, the more power or wealth you had. It was the same in Cen­tral, ex­cept that it was the city’s heart—and the safety that came with be­ing as far away from the walls as was pos­si­ble—that drew the wealthy. “Where on five?”


    Rather un­help­fully, she shrugged.


    Ir­ri­ta­tion surged, but I forced it aside. She was only a child, even if she did some­times seem far older. “We can’t just wan­der around, Penny. That would be dan­ger­ous.”


    And make us a tar­get. If you didn’t move with pur­pose through the var­i­ous lev­els, you were invit­ing trou­ble from the gangs and thugs who ran a good por­tion of the place.


    Her gaze drifted to Jonas and her ex­pres­sion be­came dis­tant yet oddly in­tent. Af­ter a mo­ment, she said, “Nuri lives in Run Turk Al­ley.”


    Which was the mer­ce­nary dis­trict, as far as I knew. In some ways that was bet­ter than the up­per lev­els, where the whores, gang lead­ers, and drug king­pins lived. At least I had a chance of blend­ing in with the mer­ce­nar­ies. Even though I’d been bred to in­fil­trate and se­duce, I would never have passed as a whore. There was a coarse­ness—a ra­pac­ity—in the ladies who traded their wares within Chaos that I doubted I could achieve or fake.


    I shifted Jonas’s weight to a more com­fort­able po­si­tion, then re­signedly moved for­ward. There were only two en­trances into Chaos—this south one, and the other at the far north end. A sin­gle road­way that fol­lowed the sweep of the cur­tain wall con­nected the two, but there were a myr­iad of lanes and foot­paths branch­ing off this main artery, as well as a slew of stairs and lad­ders that con­nected the var­i­ous lev­els.


    Penny trailed be­hind me, as did the two ghosts. Their thoughts were a mix of ex­cite­ment and dread, and I had no doubt there would be lots of sto­ries shared and em­bel­lished with those who’d re­mained be­hind. Penny’s ex­pres­sion gave away lit­tle, which again struck me as odd. Given she’d never been to this place be­fore, I would have ex­pected at least a lit­tle fear. Chaos was not ex­actly the most wel­com­ing of places to look at.


    As we neared the lit­tle foot­bridge that crossed the two-feet-wide rem­nant of what once had been the main wa­ter source for Cen­tral’s founders, the air be­gan to shim­mer and spark. The en­ergy that ca­ressed my skin was dark and un­healthy in feel, and un­ease crawled through me. Though this rift hadn’t moved in years, that didn’t mean it couldn’t or wouldn’t ex­plode into ac­tion.


    Didn’t mean some­thing couldn’t or wouldn’t come through it, de­spite the grow­ing strength of day­light.


    I’d seen some of those things. I had no de­sire to fight them.


    I in­creased my pace, and Penny trot­ted along af­ter me, seem­ingly obliv­i­ous to the dan­ger that waited not very far away. But then, few hu­mans or shifters could ac­tu­ally see them. It seemed to be some­thing only those who were ei­ther psy­chi­cally or mag­i­cally gifted could do.


    The day was grow­ing brighter, cast­ing splashes of red and gold across the sil­ver cur­tain wall. Or, at least, along the flat front of it. There was lit­tle enough sil­ver vis­i­ble across the rest of it for dawn to paint, cov­ered as it was by Chaos.


    We strode up the hill to­ward the six-feet-wide gap that was the south en­trance. On ei­ther side were the gar­ishly dec­o­rated metal con­tain­ers that made up much of Chaos’s ground level, and which sup­ported the weight of ev­ery­thing above it. There were no win­dows or ven­ti­la­tion slots cut into any of these; they were ba­si­cally lit­tle more than metal boxes that were used as shops, fac­to­ries, and trad­ing posts, and they found life only once the sun was up. The in­hab­i­tants of Chaos might show lit­tle con­cern about the vam­pires, but they didn’t in­vite trou­ble, ei­ther. When dusk came, those who worked here re­treated to at least the next level, and all lad­ders and stairs were ei­ther drawn up or locked down. It didn’t of­ten help, but the il­lu­sion of safety was bet­ter than noth­ing, I sup­pose.


    My pace slowed as I neared the en­trance. “Are you sure Nuri’s in Run Turk Al­ley on the fifth level?”


    “Yes.”


    Her gaze was on the ranger rather than me, and with good rea­son. Given the way I was car­ry­ing him, I couldn’t ac­tu­ally see his fea­tures, but I could feel the heat in his skin, the sweat that stained his clothes, and the tremors that raked his body. What­ever he’d been given, it con­tin­ued to take a toll on his body, de­spite his nat­u­ral heal­ing abil­i­ties.


    I res­o­lutely strode into Chaos. The shad­ows closed in im­me­di­ately, and the fear of be­ing caged—of hav­ing no room and no air—swiftly fol­lowed. It was a fear that had been born in the stink­ing, bug-filled cesspit I’d once been thrown into af­ter the shifter gen­eral I’d been as­signed to had be­gun to sus­pect I might be a traitor. That pit would have been my tomb had it not been for Sal—a déchet as­sas­sin, and one of the few friends I’d had apart from the chil­dren. How he’d found me I have no idea, but he’d un­doubt­edly saved my life.


    Of course, it was a debt I’d never get the chance to re­pay. As far as I knew, no other déchet had sur­vived the shifters’ de­ter­mined de­struc­tion of ev­ery­one and ev­ery­thing re­lated to the HDP.


    I swal­lowed heav­ily and forced my feet on, my gaze on the grimy, wet, and lit­tered ground rather than the too-close graf­fiti-strewn metal walls and doors that lined the road­way. No cars or mo­tor­bikes ever came into Chaos—there sim­ply wasn’t the room, es­pe­cially when the traders all opened their doors and their op­er­a­tions spilled into the street it­self.


    Our foot­steps echoed in the thick si­lence, and above us, life stirred. I glanced up, even though there was noth­ing to see ex­cept the crusted metal ceil­ing that seemed far too close. But I knew what was up there—layer upon layer of crammed apart­ments that weren’t much larger than the ship­ping con­tain­ers they all rested on. I also knew that those who con­trolled this place would now be aware of our pres­ence. Who those peo­ple ac­tu­ally were, I had no idea. Nor did I wish to ever find out.


    We pressed on, splash­ing through wa­ter that was thick and oily while try­ing to avoid the muck that dripped steadily from the ceil­ing. Rub­bish lay in gath­er­ing drifts, emit­ting a stench that was a pu­trid mix of rot­ting fish and hu­man waste. While Cen­tral grudg­ingly pro­vided some ne­ces­si­ties—ba­sic wa­ter and san­i­ta­tion fa­cil­i­ties (though not garbage pickup, as ev­i­denced by the waste), some med­i­cal fa­cil­i­ties, and ir­reg­u­lar postal ser­vices—black-mar­ket trad­ing was com­mon, and what wasn’t stolen was ei­ther hunted for in the park near my bunker, or fished from the rerouted Barra, a good kilo­me­ter away from here.


    We found an un­locked stair­case and moved up. The en­trance to the next level was sealed, so I drew one of the guns and shot the lock off. The sharp sound echoed. If the pow­ers that be ac­tu­ally hadn’t been aware of our pres­ence, then they cer­tainly were now. But it wasn’t like I had much other choice. Jonas seemed to be get­ting heav­ier, and I wasn’t en­tirely sure how much longer I could keep car­ry­ing him.


    We moved swiftly through the next two lev­els, but by the time we’d reach the fourth, we were no longer alone. No one ap­proached us, but they watched, and they fol­lowed, and the air was thick with hos­til­ity.


    “We’re al­most there.” I was try­ing to re­as­sure Penny as much as my­self, but if her ex­pres­sion was any­thing to go by, she was once again obliv­i­ous to the dan­ger sur­round­ing us.


    We reached the fifth level. I paused at the top of the stairs, look­ing left and right, and—af­ter men­tally flip­ping a coin—headed left. If this Nuri was a healer of some dis­tinc­tion—and I sus­pected she might be—then she was likely housed to­ward the mid­dle of the com­plex, which would pro­vide more pro­tec­tion from vam­pire at­tacks than the outer reaches.


    I scanned the hap­haz­ard sig­nage as we passed each off­shoot lane or walk­way, and even­tu­ally found the one we wanted. It was lit­tle more than a three-feet-wide path that wove through a mess of houses—each one lit­tle more than a ten-feet-wide col­lec­tion of scav­enged wood, steel, and plas­tic—and whose own­ers lounged against the outer wall, smok­ing and drink­ing. Ev­ery one of them was armed. Run Turk Al­ley was, as I’d heard, mer­ce­nary cen­tral.


    I shifted my grip on Jonas, free­ing a hand with­out mak­ing it too ob­vi­ous I was ready to reach for a weapon. We headed down, weav­ing our way through a sea of rub­bish, stares, and out­stretched feet. No one stopped us or said any­thing, but they didn’t move out of our way, ei­ther. I stum­bled more than once, wrench­ing my al­ready scream­ing back and leg mus­cles as I strug­gled to re­main up­right.


    Even­tu­ally, I saw a small sign that sim­ply read NURI’S. While it was just an­other wood-and-metal build­ing coated with years of grime, graf­fiti, and ad­ver­tis­ing posters, it was three times the size of the oth­ers in this street. It also had sev­eral win­dows, all of which were barred—a ne­ces­sity in this area, no doubt.


    Penny squeezed past me and ran ahead to open the door. I fol­lowed her into the brightly lit con­fines and was al­most im­me­di­ately hit by the stink of al­co­hol. But a more sur­pris­ing—and dan­ger­ous—scent closely fol­lowed. There were shifters in this place.


    While it was highly un­likely any of them re­al­ized what I was, I couldn’t help the in­stinc­tive need to re­treat. I could fight—all déchet could, even those of us who had been trained in the art of se­duc­tion. But the war had been a long time ago, and fight­ing had never been my main skill set. There were far too many shifters in this bar for me to have a chance of sur­vival should they de­cide to at­tack.


    I stopped sev­eral feet in from the door and trans­ferred Jonas to a sturdy-look­ing ta­ble. Then I scanned the room. The woman stand­ing be­hind the bar was hu­man, and the shifters were all seated at one of the ta­bles crowd­ing the far end of the small room. There were a half dozen of them—four men and two women—and all looked to be in fight­ing con­di­tion. It was an im­pres­sion am­pli­fied by the many weapons strapped to their bod­ies.


    Re­lax, I told my­self silently. Breathe.


    But my heart still raced, and my fin­gers itched with the need to reach for a weapon. I re­sisted the urge and re­mained where I was, emot­ing a calm I cer­tainly didn’t feel. Cat and Bear crowded close, their en­ergy sting­ing my skin, mak­ing it twitch.


    “Je­sus H. Christ!” the woman at the bar said, her abrupt com­ment cut­ting through the thick si­lence and mak­ing me jump. “What the hell hap­pened to Jonas?”


    She strode out of the gloom, a tea towel that had seen bet­ter days slung over one shoul­der. She was short and fat, with rosy cheeks and wiry, steel gray hair that bal­looned around her head like a sea of slen­der, twist­ing snakes.


    She didn’t look the least bit men­ac­ing and, for that rea­son alone, I very much sus­pected she was the most dan­ger­ous per­son in the room. In fact, the force of her en­ergy elec­tri­fied the air, so that she ap­peared sur­rounded by a halo of flick­er­ing, fiery blue.


    “Ac­cord­ing to Penny, Jonas has been poi­soned,” I said, when it be­came ob­vi­ous Penny wasn’t go­ing to an­swer. “I was ad­vised to bring him here.”


    Her gaze pinned mine and, in the brown depths, I saw sharp in­tel­lect and great power. This was Nuri; of that I had no doubt.


    “And who the hell are you?” While her voice was still brusque, her touch was gen­tle as she gripped Jonas’s cheeks and stud­ied him in­tently.


    “No one im­por­tant.”


    “Well, no one im­por­tant,” she said, her gaze still on the ranger though I had no doubt she was very aware of my ev­ery move. “Would you like to tell us how you came to be in a po­si­tion to help these two? I sus­pect there’s a bit of a story be­hind it.”


    I shrugged, my gaze flick­ing to the watch­ing shifters. Their at­ten­tion hadn’t wa­vered, and their hands were rest­ing a lit­tle closer to their guns. My ten­sion ramped an­other notch, as did the ca­ress of power from my two ghostly guards.


    We needed to get out of here be­fore this sit­u­a­tion be­came nasty. These peo­ple were too alert, too ready for ac­tion. It was al­most as if they’d been ex­pect­ing us.


    “She res­cued us,” Penny piped up. “From the vam­pires.”


    The woman looked up at that. Her gaze swept down my length, then came up to rest on my face again. It felt like she was claw­ing away the lay­ers of skin and see­ing ex­actly what I was.


    “And just how many vam­pires are we talk­ing about?”


    “Not many,” I said, at the same time that Penny said, “At least a score.”


    “It might have seemed that way, but hon­estly, it wasn’t.” I forced a smile. “And now that these two are safe, I re­ally have to go.”


    The ghosts flung them­selves around me, urg­ing me to hurry, need­ing, want­ing to leave as much as I did. I took a step back. No one moved to stop me. The old woman con­tin­ued to study me, see­ing too much, sus­pect­ing too much.


    “At least tell us your name,” she said, “so that we may say a prayer for you over din­ner tonight.”


    “Her name is Tiger,” Penny said, and, with all the in­no­cence of a child, added, “She’s a déchet.”


    My gaze snapped to her. How the hell . . . ? But the rest of the thought was snatched away as en­ergy ex­ploded around me. It came from the woman, from the shifters, and, more dan­ger­ously, from my lit­tle guards.


    “No,” I said, and flung out a hand, snatch­ing back the power Cat had al­ready be­gun to dis­charge. Then some­thing pricked the side of my neck and the world went dark.

  


  
    Chap­ter 3


    Wak­ing was painful.


    My head felt like it was full of roaches try­ing to claw their way out, and my body was on fire. Sweat poured from my fore­head and down my spine, and the T-shirt I wore un­der my jacket was soaked.


    But none of that mat­tered. Un­der­stand­ing the sit­u­a­tion did. And that meant con­cen­trat­ing ev­ery bit of aware­ness on my sur­round­ings and what was go­ing on.


    I guess the most ob­vi­ous fact was that I still lived, which sur­prised me. Given ev­ery­one’s re­ac­tions, I’d ex­pected the op­po­site.


    I lay sprawled against cold metal, and the air was not only heated and still, but also ripe with the scent of urine and rub­bish. There was no one close—no one I could smell or hear, any­way. I was fully clothed, and—de­spite the ache in my head and the fire in my body—un­hurt. But the weight of my weapons was gone; no sur­prise there, es­pe­cially if they’d be­lieved Penny—and the ques­tion of how she’d known my true name let alone even sus­pect I was déchet was a point I could worry about once I’d es­caped. If I es­caped.


    I opened my eyes, only to be greeted by a light so harsh I blinked back tears. Vam­pire lights. They were us­ing vam­pire lights on me. I would have laughed had I not felt so shitty.


    While I couldn’t ac­tu­ally be­come light—as I could be­come shadow—I could cer­tainly make it ap­pear as if I had. It was a skill that had al­lowed me to get out of sit­u­a­tions like this in the past. If a cell ap­peared empty—if it ap­peared the pris­oner had al­ready es­caped—there was lit­tle rea­son to lock said cell back up.


    Of course, it wasn’t a skill that all déchet had, just those of us de­signed to be lures and as­sas­sins—and we’d been few enough in num­ber.


    Lit­tle fin­gers pat­ted my face. It was a re­as­sur­ing touch, but both Cat and Bear were con­fused and an­gry, and their emo­tions stung the air. I opened my hand and briefly wrapped my fin­gers around the en­ergy of theirs.


    “It’ll be okay,” I said softly. “We’ll be okay.”


    They hummed, happy that I was awake but not re­ally re­as­sured. I pushed up­right, but far too fast. Pain hit like a sledge­ham­mer, so sharp it felt like my head was about to split apart. I hissed and hugged my knees to my chest, breath­ing slowly and deeply un­til the sen­sa­tion faded. Once it did, I stud­ied my sur­round­ings. The room was lit­tle more than a ten-feet-square metal box—which was huge in a place where space was at a pre­mium—and had ob­vi­ously been, at one point in its life, a stor­age con­tainer, as there were no win­dows and the walls were pock­marked with welded-over drill holes that must have once held shelv­ing in place. Sil­ver mesh cov­ered all four walls and the ceil­ing. This was a room de­signed to hold shifters and vam­pires, mean­ing Nuri’s place was more than just a bar. And though this prison should have set off my fear of en­closed spa­ces, it didn’t. Maybe it was the light. Or maybe the fear of not know­ing what these peo­ple wanted or in­tended was drown­ing out ev­ery­thing else.


    I glanced at the door. It, too, was sil­ver-coated and made of thick­ened steel, with only a minute space be­tween the bot­tom of the door and the floor. Even so, I might be able to get out that way, but not un­til the weak­ness that as­sailed my body eased. Shad­ow­ing in light was ex­tremely hard and not al­ways suc­cess­ful; to have any hope of es­cap­ing that way, I needed full strength.


    I stud­ied the ceil­ing again, squint­ing against the harsh­ness of the lights. I couldn’t see any­thing to in­di­cate I was be­ing mon­i­tored, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t.


    Bear, I thought. Ex­plore.


    He hummed with plea­sure and whipped through me, con­nect­ing us on a level far deeper than what we’d achieved in the park, be­cause this time, the con­nec­tion lin­gered once he pulled free.


    I closed my eyes and saw through his.


    There was a dark lane lit­tle more than a foot and a half wide just be­yond my cell, and the air stirred slug­gishly, sug­gest­ing there was a vent of some sort nearby. Bear spun around, but there were no other build­ings be­hind my cell—noth­ing but a glimpse of stained sil­ver that was Cen­tral’s cur­tain wall. Un­bid­den, he turned again and moved down the lit­tle lane, check­ing the small rooms to the left and right, find­ing noth­ing but wet, musty dark­ness. But as he drifted to­ward a short flight of stairs, voices be­gan to edge across the si­lence—thick, an­gry voices. Bear fol­lowed the sound into a room slightly larger than mine. A half dozen chairs that had seen bet­ter days en­cir­cled a small elec­tric stove on which sev­eral black­ened pots sat. One held lit­tle more than wa­ter, and the other some sort of meat and veg­etable mix.


    The voices were com­ing from the next room. Bear whisked through the wooden door, then stopped. We were back in the bar. One of the shifters—a fe­male—leaned against the bar while Nuri stood in the mid­dle of the room, her hands on her hips as she glared at the sec­ond of the shifters. He was a thick­set man with a mass of golden hair and yel­low eyes. Lion, I thought, as Bear drifted closer.


    “Fuck it to hell, Branna,” Nuri all but ex­ploded. “Did you have to use the Iru­akandji on her?”


    Iru­akandji. No won­der it felt like I was knock­ing on death’s door. That par­tic­u­lar drug had been de­vel­oped in the lat­ter part of war by the HDP, but rarely used. While it did kill shifters with great alacrity, it had proven un­vi­able as a weapon not only be­cause it was ex­tremely costly to make, but be­cause it was just as deadly to déchet, no mat­ter how lit­tle shifter blood they had in them.


    What was even more in­ter­est­ing, though, was the fact this lot not only had ac­cess to it, but kept it close enough to use.


    “If there’s even the slight­est pos­si­bil­ity she’s a fuck­ing déchet,” Branna said, fling­ing his arms out wide to em­pha­size his point, “then what does it mat­ter? They’re sup­posed to be dead, and now she is.”


    “Most of us are sup­posed to be dead, Branna. Does that mean you’re go­ing to use the poi­son on Jonas? Or Ela?”


    “He’d bet­ter not try,” the brown-haired woman said with­out look­ing up, “or he’ll find his balls shoved in the back of his fuck­ing throat.”


    Branna gri­maced. “Look, that’s to­tally dif­fer­ent, and you know it.”


    “What I know,” Nuri said, “is that the déchet were de­signed to kill all shifters on sight. And yet this woman—if she was a déchet, and we have no real proof that she was—saved not only Penny, but a ranger. I wanted to know why.”


    “Well, it’s one of life’s lit­tle ques­tions that’s go­ing to have to re­main a mys­tery, isn’t it, be­cause I can’t fuck­ing undo what I did.”


    And he didn’t want to, if his ex­pres­sion was any­thing to go by. Al­though if they were ex­pect­ing me to be dead, then they were go­ing to be pretty dis­ap­pointed. When the HDP made those who were des­tined to be­come lures, they’d en­sured we were im­mune to all known tox­ins and poi­sons. They had to, be­cause that’s gen­er­ally how lures killed when tasked to do so. Which didn’t mean we suf­fered no ill ef­fects—we did. We just didn’t die from them—though I’d cer­tainly prayed to Rhea to swiftly take both the lit­tle ones and me when they’d filled our bunker with Drac­cid.


    But then, Drac­cid was a par­tic­u­larly in­sid­i­ous gas that en­tered the body through breath or via ex­posed flesh, and melted you from the in­side out. It was a hideous way to die—some­thing I knew be­cause I’d come very close to death my­self. In fact, the strong psy­chic con­nec­tion I had with Cat and Bear was un­doubt­edly due to the fact that they’d not only died in my arms, but that some of our DNA had min­gled on that dread­ful day.


    But be­ing im­mune didn’t make me im­mor­tal. Far from it. Any reg­u­lar weapon that would kill a vam­pire could kill me, with the ex­cep­tion of light.


    “I just wish you’d fuck­ing think be­fore you re­act for a change!” Nuri swung around and headed for the door. “I dreamed of her com­ing for a rea­son, Branna, and—”


    She stopped abruptly and stared at the empty space where Bear hov­ered. And given the slight nar­row­ing of her gaze, I had no doubt she was aware not only of him, but of my link with him.


    “Well, well, well,” she added. “Maybe all is not as lost as we thought. Branna, go see if Jonas is awake and aware, and get him to meet me down in the cell if he is.”


    He mut­tered some­thing un­der his breath, but turned on his heel and dis­ap­peared through an­other door­way.


    Nuri took a step in our di­rec­tion. “So, lit­tle ghost—”


    Bear turned and fled be­fore she could fin­ish, and I can’t say I blamed him. He wasn’t used to con­fronting some­one like her—hell, I wasn’t used to con­fronting some­one like her, but ob­vi­ously, I soon would be.


    Bear whisked into the cell, and I held out my hand. He came to rest on my palm, and I flooded our con­nec­tion with sooth­ing en­ergy. Af­ter a while, he calmed down enough to sever the link, then drift up­ward, hov­er­ing near the ceil­ing. Cat re­mained near my left shoul­der, her en­ergy danc­ing across my skin like tiny fire­flies.


    I took a deep breath and re­leased it slowly, but it didn’t do much to ease the ten­sion that ripped through my burn­ing limbs. Damn it, I needed to get out of here! I might of­ten hunger for com­pany that was solid rather than ghostly, but I’d rather spend an­other hun­dred years alone with my ghosts than en­dure five min­utes in the com­pany of peo­ple like these.


    The big ques­tion was, though, would I even last long enough to es­cape?


    Nuri might want to ques­tion me, but she’d made no men­tion of ac­tu­ally keep­ing me alive af­ter that.


    I flexed my fin­gers. I had to stop wor­ry­ing over things I could do noth­ing about. It was time to fo­cus on the things I could—like the storm of poi­son rip­ping through my body.


    I crossed my legs and closed my eyes, fo­cus­ing on my breath­ing, on ev­ery in­take of air as it washed through my nos­trils and down into my lungs, un­til a sense of calm be­gan to de­scend. It was in this state that my body had been de­signed to fast-track heal­ing, and, af­ter a few heart­beats, the fire in my flesh be­gan to ease, as did the ache in my head.


    The cell door re­tracted. I didn’t open my eyes, con­cen­trat­ing on the re­pair, des­per­ate to get as close to full work­ing or­der as was pos­si­ble. Even so, I knew the first per­son to step into the room was Nuri. In­ter­est­ingly, she didn’t have any par­tic­u­lar scent, al­though the smell of ale, soap, and wa­ter clung to her clothes. It wasn’t her, though.


    She didn’t say any­thing, didn’t do any­thing. She just stood there, study­ing me. Af­ter sev­eral mo­ments, I re­al­ized she was wait­ing for Jonas. He even­tu­ally ar­rived and filled the air with the scent of cat, wind, and evening rain—an odd but in­ter­est­ing com­bi­na­tion. But there was also a dark­ness to his scent that had the hairs along the back of my neck ris­ing. There was anger and barely con­trolled vi­o­lence in that dark­ness, and it re­minded me forcibly that what­ever else this man was, he be­longed to a breed of sol­dier that had sin­gle-mind­edly mu­ti­lated and killed my kind.


    Nuri fi­nally walked around me, her steps light de­spite her large frame. My skin twitched at her close­ness, crawled with the sense of her power.


    The ghosts crowded closer, their lit­tle bod­ies pressed against mine, their fear and anger claw­ing at my in­side. Calm, just stay calm, I whis­pered in­ter­nally, not en­tirely cer­tain who I was try­ing to re­as­sure—them or me.


    As Nuri’s fiery pres­ence re­treated to­ward the door­way, I fi­nally opened my eyes.


    Only to meet Jonas’s gaze.


    Some­thing within me tight­ened; it wasn’t fear, but some­thing far more base. I’d been specif­i­cally de­signed to be like honey to a bee when it came to shifters, but a side ef­fect was that I was in­or­di­nately at­tracted to them. And even though there was far more to me than the task for which I’d been bred, I couldn’t en­tirely deny my na­ture. Not even now, in a sit­u­a­tion as un­cer­tain as this.


    If he felt even an inkling of at­trac­tion, it cer­tainly wasn’t show­ing—not in his scent, and not in his ex­pres­sion or body lan­guage. In fact, not even the dark­ness I sensed within him showed in those vivid, cat-green depths. In­deed, given the ca­sual way he leaned a shoul­der against the door frame, it would have been easy to be­lieve he wasn’t par­tic­u­larly in­ter­ested in ei­ther me or what­ever was about to hap­pen.


    At least he ap­peared to be over what­ever it was that had as­sailed him—even if his sun-browned skin still seemed pale and his cheeks held a slight gaunt­ness that made his sharp nose look even more aris­to­cratic. Even with that nose—or maybe be­cause of it—he could def­i­nitely be called hand­some. But not clas­si­cally so—there was a rough­ness to his fea­tures that made them far more in­ter­est­ing than beau­ti­ful.


    “Why did you at­tack me?” My words came out stronger than I ex­pected, and for that I was grate­ful. If I was to have any hope of con­vinc­ing them I wasn’t déchet, then I couldn’t give any in­di­ca­tion that the drug they’d ad­min­is­tered had had any ef­fect.


    “Penny said you were déchet.” The back of Nuri’s skirts swished like some gi­gan­tic black cur­tain as she stopped near the door­way. “And she’s not a child in­clined to un­truths.”


    “Penny also said that she’d never met you,” I replied evenly. “And that is patently un­true.”


    “No, it isn’t, sim­ply be­cause we haven’t met in per­son. I know of her only through the dreams.”


    “Mean­ing what? That you’re some kind of witch?”


    “Some kind.” She crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. Ob­vi­ously I’d been right in guess­ing she was full hu­man, be­cause the sil­ver cur­tain had no ef­fect on the un­pro­tected ar­eas of her skin.


    “So you take the word of a child you’ve never ac­tu­ally met, and at­tack the stranger re­spon­si­ble for sav­ing both her and one of your own? Nice. Real nice.”


    “Per­haps not, but our re­ac­tion is un­der­stand­able if you are what Penny says you are.”


    “I’m not. You should be able to see that just by look­ing at me.”


    “Un­likely,” Jonas growled. His voice was deep, rich, and oddly melo­di­ous, de­spite the anger within it. I doubted he’d orig­i­nated from any­where around here, as those from both Cen­tral and Chaos seemed to have a more gut­tural edge. “There were many ru­mors dur­ing the war about déchet who bore nei­ther the marks nor the scent of their kind.”


    I raised an eye­brow. “And there were just as many ru­mors stat­ing they could fly and walk through walls. Nei­ther of those were true, from what I’ve read. Be­sides, didn’t your lot en­sure all re­main­ing déchet were oblit­er­ated af­ter the war?”


    “And yet you ap­par­ently live in the re­mains of one of their ma­jor bases,” Nuri noted. “And wear the mil­i­tary uni­form of the déchet.”


    “I live in a cou­ple of rooms, one of which is a store­room con­tain­ing—among other things—tons of uni­forms,” I cor­rected. “Last I heard, that wasn’t a crime.”


    “It is when you’re car­ry­ing weapons not seen since the war,” Jonas growled. “And you’re us­ing tun­nels that were sup­posed to be blocked.”


    “The main en­trances are blocked,” I replied, with a calm I cer­tainly wasn’t feel­ing. De­spite his non­cha­lance, it was ob­vi­ous he wanted to fight—wanted to at­tack—and the strength of that de­sire was so strong it rolled across my skin like a heated ca­ress. And there was a tiny, in­sane part of me that wished—longed—for that ca­ress to be real rather than mere emo­tion. “As I said, there are only a cou­ple of us­able ar­eas.”


    “Not ac­cord­ing to Penny,” he said.


    “Penny’s a child. I wouldn’t take ev­ery­thing she says as gospel.”


    “Penny’s not what—”


    “Jonas, enough,” Nuri cut in softly, mak­ing me won­der just what the shifter had been about to re­veal.


    I shifted my gaze to her. “I’m not a déchet, but whether you choose to be­lieve that is en­tirely up to you.”


    “Per­haps,” she said. “Wipe your cheek.”


    I raised an eye­brow. “You could have checked my cheek when I was un­con­scious.”


    “We tried.” Lev­ity briefly touched her voice. “But I’m afraid your ghosts were rather re­luc­tant to let us close to you.”


    Then how in hell had they got­ten me into the cell? Magic? I eyed Nuri for a mo­ment, sus­pect­ing that might well be pos­si­ble.


    Thank you for try­ing, lit­tle ones, I said, then scraped the end of my sleeve across my cheek as or­dered. There was no iden­ti­fy­ing bar code hid­den by face paint, noth­ing inked into my skin or un­der it. Our cre­ators had been well aware that their se­duc­ers and as­sas­sins needed to be to­tally uniden­ti­fi­able by nor­mal déchet means.


    Nuri frowned. “Noth­ing. And yet—”


    “Noth­ing ob­vi­ous,” the shifter cut in, “but that doesn’t prove any­thing. Penny isn’t of­ten wrong.”


    He un­crossed his arms and re­vealed a small sil­ver cylin­der. I couldn’t help a men­tal snort. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who had ac­cess to wartime tech­nol­ogy. That cylin­der pro­duced a spec­trum of light sim­i­lar to ul­tra­vi­o­let, and it was the only light that could re­veal the tat­too inked into the cheek­bones of sol­dier déchet.


    He flicked it on. The light hit my cheek, ca­ress­ing my skin with its cold heat. Had I pos­sessed any more vam­pire than I did, it would have burned.


    Some­thing flick­ered in the shifter’s eyes—dis­ap­point­ment mixed with frus­tra­tion, per­haps.


    “So,” Nuri said, snap­ping my at­ten­tion away from Jonas. “It would seem you aren’t a déchet.”


    “As I be­lieve I’ve al­ready said,” I replied. “But I’m guess­ing the rev­e­la­tion of that fact doesn’t mean you’ll ac­tu­ally let me go.”


    Amuse­ment briefly crin­kled the cor­ners of her eyes. “Well, not yet, but only be­cause I be­lieve you might be able to help us.”


    “I’ve helped you al­ready, and look where it’s got­ten me.” My gaze flicked back to Jonas. “I should have let the vam­pires tear you apart, shifter.”


    His ex­pres­sion hard­ened, and I hadn’t thought that was pos­si­ble. “So why didn’t you?”


    “Be­cause I promised Penny I wouldn’t.”


    “As you so aptly pointed out not so long ago, Penny’s a child. You could have eas­ily taken her and left me to die.”


    “No, I couldn’t—”


    “Be­cause of that prom­ise,” Nuri said softly, “and be­cause you could not bear to see an­other child die.”


    A chill went through me. I glanced sharply at her, but her gaze was un­fo­cused, dis­tant. Mind reader, I thought. Or, per­haps, a mind seeker. Un­like telepaths, seek­ers couldn’t di­rectly read thoughts. In­stead, they picked up a mix of emo­tion and men­tal im­ages, and made judg­ments from those. In some ways, I was a seeker my­self. Catch­ing the emo­tive out­put of our tar­gets was part of the rea­son why lures had been such suc­cess­ful spies. Ei­ther way, it meant I’d have to watch what I thought and imag­ined around her.


    “My rea­sons for res­cu­ing them are re­ally not im­por­tant.” I said it louder than nec­es­sary in an ef­fort to snap the other woman from her dream. “So why don’t we get back to dis­cussing what­ever it is you ac­tu­ally want from me?”


    Nuri blinked and her gaze re­fo­cused. But some­thing de­cid­edly dan­ger­ous glim­mered briefly in her eyes. It oddly re­minded me of the dark­ness I’d seen stir­ring in Penny’s, and it made me un­easy. Some­thing was go­ing on with these peo­ple. Some­thing more than just kid­nap­ping a stranger who’d res­cued two of their own.


    The ghosts stirred, and their en­ergy stung the air, a gen­tle re­minder of the hell they could re­lease if I gave the word.


    But I couldn’t do that yet. The sim­ple fact was, even if I could get past these two, there were still the woman and the lion shifter. And if I man­aged to over­power them, the rest of Chaos stood be­tween us and the safety of our bunker.


    If it be­came clear they in­tended to kill me, how­ever, then I’d un­leash hell and take my chances. I wouldn’t go down with­out a fight. Not ever again.


    Nuri said, “As I said, all we re­ally want is your help.”


    I laughed, and it was a bit­ter sound. “So in­stead of merely ask­ing, you at­tempt to poi­son me and then you lock me up. Great way to gain my trust, I must say.”


    “Why in hell would you ex­pect trust, given Penny’s dec­la­ra­tion?” Jonas re­torted. “You’re a trained killer—”


    “If I were a déchet, then yeah, your re­ac­tion might have been un­der­stand­able,” I snapped back. “But I’m not. The mere fact I’m sit­ting here talk­ing to you af­ter be­ing in­jected with Iru­akandji proves that.”


    “The Iru­akandji also proves you are not full shifter, or else you would be far sicker,” Nuri com­mented, with an­other warn­ing look at Jonas. “So what are you, pre­cisely?”


    “I’m the re­sult of a shifter-and-hu­man pair­ing.” The lie was au­to­matic, and the only real way I could ex­plain the fact I’d ba­si­cally es­caped the ma­jor ef­fects of the drug. Hu­mans were—for rea­sons I didn’t un­der­stand—im­mune to it. My gaze flicked to Jonas’s as I added, “And we all know what shifters feel about half-hu­man bas­tards, even in this day and age, don’t we?”


    He snorted. “There’s no hu­man in you. I would smell it if there were.”


    I raised an eye­brow. “So you’re say­ing my mother—may Rhea be gen­tle with her soul—was ly­ing?”


    “Ei­ther she was, or you are.”


    “Jonas, enough.” Nuri’s gaze was again in­tense, and her ex­pres­sion some­what dis­tracted. I kept still, both in body and thought. Af­ter a mo­ment, she grunted and added, “What we need from you is sim­ply your anonymity.”


    My eye­brows rose. “Mean­ing what?”


    “Mean­ing, we’ve done a quick record search, and there’s no one in Cen­tral’s sys­tem who matches your de­scrip­tion. That will be a bonus when it comes to in­ves­ti­gat­ing what has hap­pened to Penny.”


    “I never said I was from Cen­tral.” And if they could ac­cess Cen­tral’s records, they were far more than mere mer­ce­nar­ies. So what were they do­ing here in Chaos?


    “No, you did not.” Nuri hes­i­tated. “Ac­cord­ing to Penny, you had no trou­ble see­ing at night, and that might also be of ben­e­fit.”


    My con­fu­sion deep­ened. “Why?”


    “Be­cause even be­fore the war, all of us who live in the cities—both hu­man and shifter—had grown too used to the lights. As a re­sult, we are all but night blind.” Nuri stud­ied me for a mo­ment, then added, “As you would know if you grew up in this place. Or any other ma­jor city, in fact.”


    I ig­nored the in­tent be­hind that state­ment, my gaze roam­ing from her to Jonas and back again. “You live in Chaos, not Cen­tral. This place is noth­ing but shad­ows.”


    “Shad­ows are not night. There is a dif­fer­ence, trust me.”


    I con­tem­plated them. It cer­tainly ex­plained the light both in the bar and here. It also ex­plained why the up­per reaches of Chaos had a greater per­cent­age of light per dwelling than the lower. More money meant more ac­cess, and more ac­cess meant greater safety.


    And it meant that if I did get out of this room, I could very eas­ily get free. I was at home in the dark­ness; they were not.


    If they were telling the truth, that is.


    “So ev­ery child born to­day suf­fers this prob­lem?”


    “Not all, cer­tainly. There are al­ways a few ge­netic throw­backs born in ev­ery gen­er­a­tion. But Jonas is the only one in our unit who isn’t night blind.”


    A chill went through me. Unit was an al­to­gether too mil­i­tary-sound­ing word for my lik­ing. And yet there was noth­ing about Nuri her­self that spoke of mil­i­tary ex­pe­ri­ence.


    Her ex­pres­sion wasn’t giv­ing any­thing away, and I couldn’t feel any­thing along the emo­tive lines. “Why are you in­ves­ti­gat­ing what hap­pened to Penny and her par­ents? Why isn’t the corps do­ing so?” My gaze flick­ered to the ranger. “Or is this where you come into the story?”


    “I’m not corps.” It was bluntly said, but there was an edge to his voice that hinted at anger. I briefly won­dered if there was ever a time when he ac­tu­ally felt some­thing other than anger.


    “But you were.” My gaze went to the three slashes stretch­ing down from his right tem­ple. “Oth­er­wise you would not bear their mark­ings.”


    “I was,” he agreed. “But I now work with Nuri.”


    “As a mer­ce­nary?” It was, I be­lieved, what they wanted ev­ery­one to think, but some­thing about this whole sit­u­a­tion—and them—didn’t sit right.


    She nod­ded. “We are all mer­ce­nar­ies, of one sort or an­other.”


    I raised an eye­brow. “Mean­ing you sell your seeker skills to those who can af­ford you?”


    “In­ter­est­ing that you no­ticed my abil­ity in that area,” she drawled. “There are few enough these days who have even heard of seek­ers, let alone are able to tell if they’re be­ing read.”


    “There are few about these days who can see ghosts,” I replied evenly. “But you and I can.”


    “Sug­gest­ing you are also some­thing of a reader.”


    “Some­thing,” I agreed, in much the same man­ner as she had ear­lier.


    She smiled and tilted her head a lit­tle. “I like you.”


    I raised my eye­brows again. “Which doesn’t mean you won’t set your dogs on me if it suits your pur­pose.”


    She laughed, a star­tling, huge sound in the con­fined space of the cell. “It doesn’t in­deed. Al­though they’re mostly cats rather than dogs.” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “But to an­swer your ques­tion, yes, I do sell my skills, and there are plenty will­ing to pay. Cen­tral might hold it­self up as a great and wor­thy city, but for many it has lost its shine.”


    Mean­ing what, ex­actly? I had no idea, but I guessed that was no sur­prise given the only con­tact I had with Cen­tral was ei­ther raids for sup­plies or quests to ease more ba­sic needs.


    “So why aren’t the corps in­ves­ti­gat­ing the at­tack?” My gaze flicked to Jonas again. “And why were you two in the old park if Penny was at­tacked in Cen­tral?”


    “Be­cause Penny wasn’t in Cen­tral when I res­cued her,” Jonas replied.


    “And Cen­tral’s coun­cil­lors are in­ves­ti­gat­ing the at­tack,” Nuri added. “But they can’t use the corps. They can’t af­ford to.”


    I frowned. “Why not?”


    “Be­cause this at­tack is not the first, and they do not want the gen­eral pop­u­la­tion be­com­ing aware that in­cur­sions by the wraiths are in­creas­ing in fre­quency.”


    “How many are we talk­ing about?”


    “Four­teen over the past two years.”


    Four­teen. By Rhea . . . “All from Cen­tral?”


    “Ten from Cen­tral, four from Chaos. Ours were blamed on vam­pires, but the re­main­der were not.”


    “Then what is the coun­cil do­ing to stop them? And how are they even get­ting into the city?”


    “No one knows.” Nuri’s voice held a grim edge. “No rifts have ap­peared within Cen­tral, and the lights should have killed any wraith that breached the walls.”


    Then how in the hell could the wraiths be snatch­ing these chil­dren? They couldn’t. Some­one—or something—else had to be at the heart of all this.


    “So you two got in­volved when Penny’s fam­ily was at­tacked?” I paused, re­mem­ber­ing Nuri’s com­ment. “Or are you the nonof­fi­cial in­ves­ti­ga­tors?”


    If they were, I could not get mixed up in the sit­u­a­tion. Not even if there were other chil­dren in­volved. I might be able to fool Nuri and Jonas, but the gov­ern­ment had ac­cess to records and equip­ment these two would never have.


    “We were not in­volved un­til Penny went miss­ing.”


    Which didn’t mean they weren’t on the gov­ern­ment pay­roll now. “How long ago did the at­tack hap­pen?”


    “Four months ago. She was the four­teenth child taken.”


    Four­teenth child. I closed my eyes again, fight­ing back the fury. I couldn’t get in­volved. I re­ally couldn’t. But that didn’t stop my ask­ing, “Why would wraiths kill the par­ents and snatch the chil­dren? That’s not the way they usu­ally op­er­ate.”


    “If we knew what they were up to,” Jonas said, his voice dark, “we might ac­tu­ally have some chance of stop­ping them.”


    “Mean­ing the other miss­ing chil­dren weren’t with Penny?”


    “No. She some­how es­caped wher­ever she was be­ing held,” Nuri said heav­ily. “And con­tacted me via dreams only two days ago.”


    If Penny was also a seeker—and the fact she’d con­tacted Nuri via dreams sug­gested that was very much the case—then it cer­tainly ex­plained how she’d known my name and what I was. She’d sim­ply plucked the in­for­ma­tion from the emo­tive swirl of my thoughts. Or maybe even from the ghosts—af­ter all, as a seeker she could both see and com­mu­ni­cate with them, and the younger chil­dren might not have been aware of the dan­gers in telling her.


    “And she can’t tell you any­thing about where she was kept or what they were do­ing?”


    “Noth­ing. She has no mem­ory of that time, be­yond what she has al­ready told you.”


    “So what is it, ex­actly, you want me to do?”


    Nuri con­tem­plated me for a mo­ment, and un­ease swept through me. I didn’t like that look. Didn’t like the sharp­en­ing of anger ra­di­at­ing from the shifter.


    “There’s one thing Penny prob­a­bly didn’t tell you,” she said even­tu­ally. “Her par­ents weren’t killed at night, but rather the mid­dle of the day.”


    “Im­pos­si­ble,” I said im­me­di­ately. If there were two truths in this world, it was that nei­ther vam­pire nor Other could stand the touch of the sun.


    “So we’d all thought,” she agreed. “But the truth can­not be de­nied. We are deal­ing with a new breed of wraith. One that has gained full im­mu­nity to the sun.”

  


  
    Chap­ter 4


    “Impos­si­ble,” I re­peated. “If the Oth­ers have some­how gained such im­mu­nity, they would have swarmed the sur­face by now.”


    “True,” Nuri said. “Which sug­gests this im­mu­nity is not wide­spread. And we also think it is not a nat­u­ral de­vel­op­ment.”


    “Why would you think that?”


    “Be­cause Penny is not what she once was.”


    Mean­ing that un­easy sense of wrong­ness I’d been get­ting ev­ery time I’d stud­ied her hadn’t been so far off the mark. But if that were the case, why hadn’t the ghosts re­acted to her? If there had been some­thing deeply wrong with her, they should have, be­cause ghosts were in­nately sen­si­tive to the en­ergy out­put of oth­ers.


    “Again, I have to ask why you’d think that.”


    “There is a dark­ness in her spirit that was not there two years ago. And be­cause Penny’s fam­ily, like many oth­ers who now lie dead, signed up for a lu­cra­tive drug-test­ing pro­gram at that time.”


    My frowned deep­ened. “Why would any fam­ily risk their lives test­ing un­known drugs?”


    “Be­cause it gen­er­ally isn’t much of a risk. The drugs have usu­ally un­der­gone years of ex­haus­tive test­ing, and these types of roll­outs are usu­ally the last step be­fore re­lease.”


    “And be­cause it pays a lot of money,” Jonas added. “Many of the fam­i­lies in­volved were liv­ing on the edge of poverty.”


    “If they were liv­ing on the edge of poverty, they wouldn’t have been in Cen­tral.” They would have been in Chaos. From what I’d seen over the years, those in charge had lit­tle time or pa­tience for those who did not pay their way.


    “A state­ment that shows how lit­tle you know of life in Cen­tral,” Nuri mur­mured. “And Chaos is cer­tainly not filled with her refugees or out­casts. It is filled with the free.”


    I blinked. “You mean, peo­ple will­ingly live here? They choose this place over the safety of cities like Cen­tral?”


    “There are worse things in this world than the vam­pires and Oth­ers, and many of them hide un­der the veil of ci­vil­ity and lights.” She waved a hand. “But that is nei­ther here nor there, and does not al­ter the facts of what has hap­pened.”


    “So if these drug tri­als are the one con­nec­tion,” I said, “why hasn’t the com­pany in­volved been in­ves­ti­gated?”


    “Be­cause gov­ern­ments will al­ways ac­tively pro­tect their as­sets and their asses, no mat­ter what they might say oth­er­wise,” Jonas com­mented, his ex­pres­sion not al­ter­ing but sar­casm rich in his voice.


    Nuri pushed away from the wall, her skirts swish­ing as she walked around me. The power rolling from her took away my breath, and the ghosts stirred un­easily. That they didn’t like her wasn’t sur­pris­ing given the sit­u­a­tion, but while I hated the fact that she’d con­tained me, for some strange rea­son I could hold no real dis­like for her on a per­sonal level. In fact, I had a sus­pi­cion she was prob­a­bly the fairest—or, at least, the most non­judg­men­tal—hu­man I was ever likely to meet.


    “The com­pany has been in­ves­ti­gated—in­con­spic­u­ously, of course,” she said. “And it has been cleared of any con­nec­tion.”


    “So you’re at a dead end, so to speak?”


    “Yes.”


    “Then how is my anonymity go­ing to help you?” Though I tried to keep my voice even, I couldn’t help the edge in my tone. “I’m not an in­ves­ti­ga­tor, or even a mer­ce­nary. And why in hell would my night sight be con­sid­ered a bonus in a city that is noth­ing but light?”


    She paused be­hind me and my neck crawled. I very much sus­pected she could kill me with­out even touch­ing me.


    “What, ex­actly, you might be is a ques­tion still to be re­solved.”


    The chill run­ning through me grew stronger. I re­sisted the urge to rub my arms and re­mained still.


    “How­ever,” she con­tin­ued, “we would not need your help if it were merely a mat­ter of hunt­ing a sun­light-en­abled killer.” She moved again, reap­pear­ing to the side of me. “What we ap­pear to be deal­ing with is far more prob­lem­atic than that.”


    She might be one of the fairest hu­mans I was ever likely to meet, but she was also one of the wordi­est. And get­ting to the point quickly and pre­cisely was ap­par­ently one power she didn’t have.


    She stopped in front of me again and added, “Be­cause de­spite Win­ter Halo be­ing cleared, I still feel there is some con­nec­tion be­tween ei­ther the com­pany or the gov­ern­ment it­self, and the wraith at­tack on Penny’s fam­ily and her sub­se­quently be­ing taken by them.”


    Mean­ing, I gath­ered, that she’d seen it in her dreams. And no gov­ern­ment in their right mind would act against a com­pany in which they were in­vested based on the dreams of a witch. “Surely no one in the gov­ern­ment would want the wraiths to gain sun­light im­mu­nity. That makes no sense.”


    “Agreed,” Nuri said. “But I still be­lieve there is some sort of con­nec­tion be­tween that com­pany and the wraiths. We need you sim­ply be­cause we can­not in­fil­trate Win­ter Halo. We all have his­to­ries, and any se­cu­rity check done would flag those his­to­ries.”


    An­other chill went through me. A full se­cu­rity check might well flag more than mere his­tory for me. “And did it not oc­cur to you that I’m liv­ing where I am sim­ply be­cause I have no other choice?”


    “Yes. But when I dreamed of your ar­rival, I fore­saw that you have no his­tory in this place—and that, as I said, is a bonus.”


    “It’s also a prob­lem.” My voice re­mained even de­spite the chill and the ever-in­creas­ing churn­ing in my stom­ach. “I have no pa­pers, I’m not chipped, and I don’t even have a credit ac­count. Get­ting any sort of job is next to im­pos­si­ble.”


    Nuri waved a hand. “We can set up a ra­dio fre­quency ID eas­ily enough.”


    Per­haps, but it might take only a blood sam­ple or a deep iris scan to re­veal the truth about me. The de­struc­tion of ev­ery­thing re­lated to the déchet pro­gram might have been com­plete in my bunker, but there’d been two oth­ers in­volved in our pro­duc­tion, and who knew what files might have sur­vived in them. Even if noth­ing had, it sim­ply wasn’t worth the risk of ex­po­sure. No mat­ter how deep the urge was to res­cue those chil­dren.


    “If you can set up a new iden­tity for me, what’s stop­ping ei­ther of you from do­ing the same for your­selves?”


    “The fact that our faces are known. We may be able to move around Cen­tral with­out prob­lem, but pre­sent­ing with a dif­fer­ent ID will raise alarms in the wrong quar­ters.”


    And what were the wrong quar­ters? Mil­i­tary or gov­ern­ment? “Why would this com­pany even em­ploy some­one like me? It’s not like I have many skills.”


    “From what Penny said, you can fight,” Nuri com­mented. “And that is all they re­quire. That, and the fact you’re—at least in part—a cat shifter. Win­ter Halo is cur­rently hir­ing se­cu­rity guards.”


    I frowned. “And they’re specif­i­cally look­ing for cat shifters? Why?”


    “We don’t know.”


    There were en­tirely too many things they didn’t know, in my opin­ion. I switched my gaze to Jonas. “You didn’t an­swer my ques­tion be­fore—why were you and Penny in the park? Where did you ac­tu­ally find her?”


    He con­tem­plated me for a mo­ment, and then his gaze flicked to Nuri’s. I had an odd feel­ing the two were con­vers­ing, even though I could catch no hint of it in the emo­tive out­put com­ing from ei­ther of them. Did that mean they were both read­ers, or was this com­mu­ni­ca­tion abil­ity con­fined to the two of them? There’d been some ev­i­dence dur­ing the war that shifters could com­mu­ni­cate with se­lect mem­bers of their pack, al­though it wasn’t some­thing I’d ever wit­nessed.


    Af­ter a mo­ment, Jonas’s gaze re­turned to mine. “I found her in Car­leen.”


    Car­leen had been one of Cen­tral’s five satel­lite cities, and it had been the last city de­stroyed in the war. These days it was lit­tle more than a vast space of bro­ken, vine-cov­ered rem­nants that was filled with shad­ows, even on the sun­ni­est of days. But it was also a town filled with ghosts.


    Ghosts who just might have seen what had hap­pened to Penny.


    I frowned, but didn’t chase the thought or re­peat it out loud. “And is Car­leen the rea­son you thought my night sight might be of use?”


    “Yes,” Nuri said. “Dark­ness re­mains a stain on that city, and it is far too big for Jonah to search it alone.”


    Jonah looked none too pleased about that par­tic­u­lar state­ment, which made me sus­pect that what­ever rea­sons Nuri might have for want­ing my eye­sight, search­ing Car­leen wasn’t one of them.


    “That same dark­ness is one rea­son why the vam­pires haunt it,” I com­mented. “It’s not ex­actly a safe place for a cor­don of rangers. One ranger and a half-breed more skilled at run­ning than fight­ing won’t ex­actly last all that long.”


    “A cor­don of rangers will at­tract far more at­ten­tion than two versed in the art of walk­ing silently,” Nuri com­mented. “That is what is needed in a sit­u­a­tion such as this.”


    So I’d been wrong—Car­leen did play a part in her plans. Even so, I still very much doubted search­ing that en­tire place was what she had in mind.


    I rubbed a hand across my eyes. Guilt and the in­stinc­tive need to help chil­dren weighed against the de­sire to keep safe, to not do any­thing that might jeop­ar­dize my home and all the ghosts who lived within it. In the end, it wasn’t a con­test—I came down on the side of safety.


    “Look,” I said re­signedly, “I’d like to help, but I re­ally can’t. It’s too dan­ger­ous for me.”


    Nuri stud­ied me for a mo­ment, her gaze slightly nar­rowed and ex­pres­sion in­tent. Read­ing me again—or, at least, at­tempt­ing to.


    “I’m sure it is,” she mur­mured even­tu­ally. Then she blinked and half smiled. “Ah well, it was worth a shot. You may go.”


    Sur­prise rip­pled through me. “And just like that, you’re re­leas­ing me?”


    “Yes.” She folded her arms across her am­ple breasts. “There’d be no point in try­ing to re­strain or force you to help us, now, would there?”


    “No.” But that gen­er­ally didn’t stop any­one—and I had a feel­ing it nor­mally wouldn’t have stopped her.


    “Then go.” She hes­i­tated, and her half smile grew. “But be aware, though I re­lease you, fate may not.”


    I pushed to my feet, then met her gaze and frowned. “Mean­ing what?”


    “Mean­ing fate brought you into our sphere of ex­is­tence for a rea­son.” She shrugged. “You are haunted by guilt. I do not be­lieve you can or will walk away from the plight of those still caught in what­ever web Penny es­caped from.”


    “Then you’ve se­ri­ously mis­judged me.” I paused. “What about my weapons?”


    “The knives you can have.” Nuri pro­duced them from some­where within the folds of her skirt. I im­me­di­ately strapped them on and felt safer for it. “The guns we shall keep. They have some in­ter­est­ing al­ter­ations we might repli­cate in our own weapons.”


    Which was damn an­noy­ing, but I guessed I should be thank­ful they’d at least given my knives back. I stepped to­ward the door. The shifter pushed away from the frame but didn’t stand aside, forc­ing me to stop abruptly.


    Once again my gaze met his. The vivid green of his eyes re­minded me very much of a deep for­est; they were filled with shad­ows and dan­ger. Yet, as I stared into them, an odd sen­sa­tion of space and calm flowed over me.


    This ranger was not what he seemed.


    His nos­trils flared, ever so slightly, as he drew in my scent. Pheromones stung the air, his and mine, mix­ing en­tic­ingly. De­sire flared be­tween us, fierce and bright.


    “Jonas,” Nuri said softly. “Let her go.”


    His gaze left mine with an abrupt­ness that star­tled and, with a cool half smile, he stepped to one side and waved me on. Leav­ing me won­der­ing just who’d been se­duc­ing whom. And why.


    I frowned and walked out of the cell. Nei­ther of them moved to fol­low, but as I made my way down the small lane, Nuri said, her voice soft but car­ry­ing clearly, “I’ll see you soon, Tiger.”


    I shiv­ered but didn’t re­ply. I just got the hell out of Chaos.


    •   •   •


    Her words haunted me, pluck­ing at my sub­con­scious and mak­ing it im­pos­si­ble to sleep. Guilt, anger, sus­pi­cion, even de­sire—it all formed an emo­tive soup that burned through ev­ery fiber, tear­ing me apart, mak­ing me toss and turn and ques­tion my de­ci­sion as much as their mo­tives.


    In the end, I gave up, got dressed, and—once I’d grabbed a cof­fee and the last of the pro­tein bars I’d stolen from Cen­tral last month—headed up into the old tower to watch the stars and the re­main­der of the night roll by.


    Dawn came and went, but it found me no less rest­less. I leaned against the old metal rail­ing and glared across at the park, wish­ing I could see be­yond the trees and the lin­ger­ing shad­ows. Wish­ing I could see Car­leen and what­ever truths might lie there.


    But there was only one way I was ever go­ing to dis­cover those, and that was by go­ing there.


    I had no doubt that that was ex­actly what Nuri wanted me to do. Had no doubt she was hop­ing that one step would lead to two, then three . . . and in no time at all, I’d be in­car­cer­ated within the walls of Win­ter Halo, in­ves­ti­gat­ing the dis­ap­pear­ances for them.


    I wearily scrubbed a hand across my eyes. I needed to sleep, needed to rest and recharge af­ter the stress of the last twenty-four hours, but that was un­likely to hap­pen any time soon. There were many things in this world I could and did ig­nore—but a child in dan­ger? No mat­ter how much I might tell my­self oth­er­wise, I just wasn’t ca­pa­ble of walk­ing away from some­thing like that.


    And if Nuri was telling the truth, then there was more than one child in dan­ger here.


    I swore softly, then thrust away from the rail­ing and headed back down the stairs. The ghosts danced around me as I made my way to the weapons stash, their ex­cite­ment sting­ing the air. Not that any of them would ac­com­pany me—they were con­tent to ex­plore vi­car­i­ously through Bear and Cat.


    I snapped two small guns onto the thigh clips, then grabbed a cou­ple of sheer knives, strap­ping them onto my wrists as I headed down to the main kitchen to add a small wa­ter bot­tle and some of the old jerky bars that had been around for­ever to my day’s sup­plies. They were about as tasty as eat­ing card­board, but I could sur­vive well enough on them. Not that I ac­tu­ally wanted to very of­ten—not when Cen­tral was so close, and it was easy enough to steal more palat­able food.


    I headed for the South Sid­ing exit. It would have been quicker to exit through the dome, but Cen­tral’s draw­bridge was down, and there were peo­ple in the nearby rail yards, wait­ing to be shunted to work. I couldn’t risk any­one see­ing the mu­seum doors open­ing and com­ing to in­ves­ti­gate. They prob­a­bly wouldn’t see me, but they just might be tempted to run a more com­plete test on the sys­tem and dis­cover my over­ride codes.


    The closer we got to the exit, the cooler and sharper the air got. Goose bumps chased one an­other across my skin, and I half wished I’d stopped to grab my coat. Beams of sun­light fil­tered through the up­per lev­els of the thick grate pro­tect­ing the tun­nel en­trance, but the lower part was packed with the rub­bish that had washed from Cen­tral’s drains af­ter last night’s rain. I stopped, wrin­kling my nose against the soggy scent of refuse.


    “Bear, Cat, could you check that no one is close?”


    They hummed in ex­cite­ment and whisked through me, form­ing a light con­nec­tion be­fore head­ing out­side. As their ghostly forms dis­ap­peared into the bright sun­shine, im­ages be­gan to fil­ter into my mind. Chaos lay wrapped in shad­ows, and no one had yet stepped be­yond its ship­ping con­tainer bound­ary. There was no way be­yond ac­tu­ally go­ing into the place it­self to tell whether any­one on the up­per lev­els was look­ing this way—al­though it wasn’t as if any­one be­side Nuri and Jonas had a rea­son to. Cat and Bear con­tin­ued on to­ward Cen­tral. There were plenty of peo­ple on the draw­bridge, and more still on the rail plat­forms or crowd­ing into the cater­pil­lar pods. There were also about a dozen guards—stiff, green-clad fig­ures bristling with all sorts of weaponry—stand­ing in the var­i­ous guard­houses dot­ted be­tween the cur­tain wall and the mu­seum. Thank­fully, none of these posts had a di­rect line of sight down the re­mains of the river—a cu­ri­ous mis­take, given the close prox­im­ity of the rift. But maybe be­cause they’d clas­si­fied it as in­ac­tive, they’d de­cided it was of lit­tle threat—al­though given how lit­tle any­one re­ally knew about the rifts, I wouldn’t have been tak­ing that sort of chance.


    Still, their de­ci­sion made it a whole lot eas­ier for me. I’d have to wrap my­self in sun­shine to get past the rail yards, but at least they wouldn’t see me ex­it­ing our hide­away. Once Cat and Bear re­turned and broke our con­nec­tion, I kicked the rub­bish away from the grate, then stepped out into the sun­shine. Just for a mo­ment, I raised my face to the sky and let the sun­light ca­ress my skin. I might be ge­net­i­cally adapted to night and shad­ows, but there was still a part of me that loved—even needed—the sun. Which made sense, I guess, given it was that part that en­abled me to dis­ap­pear into light—which was what I now needed to do.


    I took a deep breath and drew in the heat and en­ergy of the day, let­ting it flow deep into my body, into ev­ery mus­cle, ev­ery fiber, un­til my en­tire be­ing burned. Then I imag­ined that force wrap­ping around me, form­ing a shield through which none could see. En­ergy stirred as motes of light be­gan to dance both through and around me, join­ing and grow­ing, un­til they’d formed the bar­rier I was imag­in­ing. To the out­side world, I no longer ex­isted. The sun­shine that played through me acted like a one-way mir­ror, re­flect­ing all that was around me but al­low­ing no one to see in. Thus pro­tected from ca­sual scru­tiny, I moved out, fol­low­ing the old riverbed to­ward the rail­way yards.


    My two lit­tle es­corts spun around me, their ex­cite­ment be­com­ing tinged with trep­i­da­tion as we drew closer to the rail yards. A pod slid silently into the sta­tion, its in­te­rior light­ing com­ing to life as it stopped and the doors slid open. The men and women crowded onto the plat­form pressed in­side and, in very lit­tle time, the pod doors closed and the train whisked its oc­cu­pants off to what­ever fac­tory or farm they’d been al­lo­cated for the day.


    I ran across the lines, jumped onto a plat­form, and made my way through the com­plex, mov­ing swiftly past stony-faced guards, then out onto the old road that ran be­tween the mu­seum’s dome and Cen­tral’s draw­bridge. There was lit­tle traf­fic here, aside from those mak­ing their way to the pods and the oc­ca­sional pri­vate ve­hi­cle tak­ing its oc­cu­pants to who knew where.


    Pain be­gan to crawl into my head. It was a warn­ing I dared not ig­nore. I ran on, deep into the shad­ows of the trees, stop­ping only when there was no pos­si­bil­ity of ei­ther the guards or any passersby on the street see­ing me.


    “Cat, Bear, keep an eye out,” I said, then re­leased the sun­shine. Motes of light danced around me, slowly at first, then faster and faster, as they seeped from my body with in­creas­ing speed. Then, with a sound that was al­most a sigh, they slipped away into the shad­ows. I fell to my knees with a grunt, my body aching and my head boom­ing.


    For sev­eral min­utes, I did noth­ing more than kneel on the hard soil, suck­ing in air and try­ing to ig­nore the pain. This was the price all lures paid for us­ing the sun­shine shield. Even shad­ow­ing had its cost, al­though it was far eas­ier to gather shad­ows and dis­ap­pear into them, sim­ply be­cause, like the vam­pires, I could phys­i­cally be­come smoke. It wasn’t a psy­chic skill, but rather part of my na­ture—a magic that came from my soul and the dark­ness within it. But it nev­er­the­less drew on our strength, and in the heart of a bat­tle, it could cer­tainly be deadly. I of­ten won­dered how many of my kin­dred had been de­stroyed dur­ing this brief pe­riod of help­less­ness—more than a few, I imag­ined.


    Once the stab­bing pain had eased to a dull ache, I pushed to my feet and looked around to check my bear­ings. Cen­tral lay off to my left, as did the clear­ing where we’d found Penny and Jonas. I had no idea where ex­actly they’d en­tered the park, but given that the vamps had come from a southerly di­rec­tion, that was prob­a­bly the way I should head. I spun on my heel and marched through the trees, keep­ing an eye out for move­ment—not that any­one in Cen­tral made use of this park. Not un­til the sun had reached its peak in the sky and the re­main­ing shad­ows had fled, any­way, and that was a few hours away yet.


    It took an hour to reach Car­leen’s south­ern bor­der. I stopped at the edge of the park, my gaze sweep­ing the rem­nants of the old cur­tain wall and the bro­ken build­ings be­yond it. Though the old city was lit­tle more than a vine-cov­ered mass of rust­ing metal and dis­in­te­grat­ing con­crete, it had once been home to over twenty thou­sand peo­ple, most of them fam­i­lies. In a way it still was home to many of those peo­ple, as the evac­u­a­tion or­der had come far too late. Over a third of Car­leen’s pop­u­la­tion had still been here when the last bombs of the war had hit it.


    Maybe it was the pres­ence of so many ghosts that caused the pall of dark­ness that seemed to hang over this place, no mat­ter what the time of day. Or maybe it was the ex­is­tence of over a dozen rifts, many of which were still ac­tive. I didn’t know, and I don’t be­lieve any­one in Cen­tral did, ei­ther. All I knew was that, even now, those in Cen­tral avoided this place like a plague, and it wasn’t just be­cause the vam­pires were more preva­lent here. There was some­thing very wrong about the feel of this place. Some­thing slightly off cen­ter, al­most oth­er­worldly.


    It was al­most as if the rifts that drifted through this ru­ined city had leaked far more than magic—had spewed forth far more than de­monic crea­tures.


    All of which made it even more odd that Penny had some­how ended up here.


    Hope­fully, the ghosts here could pro­vide an an­swer. Or, at the very least, point me in the di­rec­tion from which she’d ac­tu­ally come. If they were feel­ing com­mu­nica­tive, that was. I’d been here only a cou­ple of times—and then only in the first ten or so years af­ter the war, to scrounge through the wreck­age in a some­what use­less search for parts for my old ma­chines. While the ghosts had never been hos­tile to­ward me, they hadn’t ex­actly been wel­com­ing, ei­ther.


    I swept my gaze across the long, bro­ken wall one more time, though what I was search­ing for I couldn’t ac­tu­ally say, then moved for­ward. The sun­shine bathed me briefly, and I breathed deep, try­ing to cap­ture and keep the warmth for as long as pos­si­ble as the shad­ows crept to­ward me.


    I re­sisted the urge to flick a knife down into my hand and leapt up onto a low sec­tion of wall. I hes­i­tated, tak­ing in the rup­tured rem­nants of build­ings and—far­ther to my left—the re­mains of what once had been a main road through the city. It was lit­tered with build­ing rub­ble, weeds, and trees that had twisted into odd shapes thanks to the ed­dy­ing magic of the rifts. Plas­tic of var­i­ous shapes and sizes—rub­bish that had sur­vived the de­struc­tion far bet­ter than Car­leen it­self—added spots of bright color in many darker cor­ners, but oth­er­wise this place was still. Quiet.


    Yet not un­oc­cu­pied.


    Un­ease slith­ered through me. There was a watch­ful­ness here that went be­yond the dis­plea­sure of ghosts. It was al­most as if some­thing had crawled into this place and in­fested it with evil.


    I shiv­ered and shoved my imag­i­na­tion away. It wasn’t like déchet were even sup­posed to have imag­i­na­tions, let alone feel­ings. But while it was true that in those déchet de­signed purely to be sol­diers or as­sas­sins, the lim­bic sys­tem—or at least the parts of it that con­trolled emo­tions and sex­ual re­sponses—had been med­i­cally “cur­tailed” upon cre­ation, the same had not been done to those of us who were cre­ated as lures. We’d been de­signed as bait, and a be­ing with­out feel­ing, one who couldn’t re­spond to emo­tional cues and who felt no emo­tion—be it plea­sure or fear—wouldn’t have sur­vived long in any sort of cul­ture, let alone been sex­u­ally at­trac­tive to those we were sent to se­duce.


    Could I love? That was a ques­tion I’d of­ten pon­dered, and one I’d never found an an­swer to. I cer­tainly couldn’t breed; our cre­ators had en­sured that right out of the box. Or test tube, as was the case.


    I swept my gaze across the ru­ins again, then—ig­nor­ing my in­creas­ing re­luc­tance to en­ter this place—jumped down from the wall and headed for the rem­nants of the road. There was no im­me­di­ate re­sponse from the Car­leen ghosts, though a sud­den sharp­en­ing in the ten­sion that ran through the air sug­gested they were well aware of me.


    Cat and Bear pressed close as I picked my way through the rub­ble. It seemed they dis­liked the feel of this place just as much as I did. We fi­nally reached the road, though walk­ing here wasn’t re­ally any eas­ier, given what lit­tle re­mained of the as­phalt af­ter one hun­dred years of weather eat­ing at its sur­face was pit­ted with yel­lowed weeds and mu­tated trees. At least there weren’t any rifts in the im­me­di­ate area—though that didn’t mean there soon wouldn’t be. There didn’t seem to be any logic—or, in­deed, any com­pli­ance to the laws of grav­ity or na­ture it­self—in their move­ments. Nei­ther wind nor grav­i­ta­tional pull had any in­flu­ence on them, and they could just as eas­ily drift against a gale-force wind as they could leap up­ward to con­sume birds, shifters in winged form, or even whole air­craft. I had no idea what hap­pened to hu­mans or shifters caught in rifts, but I’d seen the magic within them man­gle the DNA of the flora and fauna they passed over, cre­at­ing mon­strosi­ties that were nei­ther and yet both. I very much doubted such a thing was sur­viv­able. Cer­tainly the poor beasts who’d be­come part stone or tree hadn’t lasted long.


    Cen­tral—and pre­sum­ably other cities in the prox­im­ity of the rifts—had made sev­eral at­tempts to de­stroy them, with­out suc­cess. These days they just at­tempted to track them, pro­vid­ing evac­u­a­tion warn­ings where nec­es­sary—though, given the er­ratic na­ture of the things, those warn­ings were of­ten use­less.


    A large tree loomed in the mid­dle of the road, its gnarled trunk cov­ered in a moss that glowed with an odd lu­mi­nes­cence. I edged around it, tak­ing care not to touch the moss, know­ing from past ex­pe­ri­ence that as pretty as the stuff looked, it leaked a sub­stance that acted like acid when it touched your skin. Un­pleas­ant and painful didn’t even be­gin to de­scribe the few hours that had fol­lowed that par­tic­u­lar ex­plo­ration.


    We walked on, mov­ing deeper into Car­leen. The watch­ful­ness grew, crawl­ing across my senses, itch­ing at my skin. But the Car­leen ghosts made no move to ap­proach me, and that was un­usual. It was al­most as if they were afraid . . . but what did the ghosts of this place have to be afraid of? It wasn’t as if there was much in this world that could threaten them, and while there were vam­pires who lived off en­ergy rather than flesh, they wouldn’t be ac­tive in the mid­dle of the day. And the rifts cer­tainly couldn’t af­fect them . . . could they?


    Given what I’d seen rifts do to plants and an­i­mals, it was cer­tainly pos­si­ble.


    The bro­ken road be­gan to slope up to­ward the cen­ter of Car­leen. If the ghosts were any­where, they’d be there, gath­ered in the vast re­mains of the shel­ters un­der city hall. It was the place where most of them had found their deaths.


    En­ergy of a dif­fer­ent kind crawled across my skin, its touch dark and some­what un­pleas­ant. It wasn’t the en­ergy of a rift, not ex­actly, and yet it felt some­what sim­i­lar. I paused and looked left, scan­ning the shat­tered build­ing rem­nants that rimmed a bomb crater. The sen­sa­tion seemed to be ebbing from the base of that crater. I walked across and stared down into it. It was so deep that all I could see was dark­ness—a dark­ness that seemed thick enough to carve. For no good rea­son, I shiv­ered and backed away from the rim. I had no idea what lay down there, and it wasn’t some­thing I wanted to dis­cover. Not un­less I ab­so­lutely had to, any­way. Even Cat and Bear seemed re­luc­tant to in­ves­ti­gate, and given their love of a chal­lenge and ex­plor­ing new things, it spoke vol­umes about the wrong­ness of that dark­ness.


    We con­tin­ued on up the hill. The build­ings around us fell into even more dis­re­pair, un­til there was very lit­tle left but a sea of con­crete and stone rub­ble in­ter­spersed by the oc­ca­sional rusted metal strut that had been twisted into weird and won­der­ful shapes ei­ther by the force of the bombs, or by the rifts them­selves. It was a some­what sur­real ex­pe­ri­ence—al­most as if I were walk­ing on an alien land­scape. Es­pe­cially since the lu­mi­nes­cent moss seemed to be more preva­lent up here. I paused at the base of a mon­u­ment to some for­got­ten gen­eral, and looked around. We were stand­ing in the mid­dle of what once had been a large city square. Gov­ern­ment build­ings and small eater­ies had lined this place, but all of them were lit­tle more than dust and mem­o­ries now. To my right lay an­other cav­ernous crater—this one caused by the three bombs that had wiped out not only the gov­ern­ment of­fi­cials who’d taken refuge within the thick walls of city hall, but also ev­ery­one who’d hid­den in the shel­ters un­der­neath it. The ghosts were there. Their en­ergy crawled across my senses, a touch that was as dark as it was dan­ger­ous.


    I frowned, but nev­er­the­less con­tin­ued on. The Car­leen ghosts stirred rest­lessly, but made no move to ei­ther at­tack or flee. They were wait­ing. Judg­ing.


    I stopped at the edge of the crater. This one, un­like the other, wasn’t wrapped in shad­ows, al­though the bot­tom of it was so deep I couldn’t pick out what lay there. But I could imag­ine, given the num­ber of peo­ple who had died here. Their bones, even af­ter a hun­dred years, would prob­a­bly be me­ters deep.


    “Peo­ple of Car­leen,” I said softly, “I need your help.”


    Their en­ergy stirred, tinged with dis­be­lief.


    “A lit­tle girl was found here sev­eral days ago,” I con­tin­ued. “A ranger was with her. I need to know how she got here.”


    Anger ex­ploded, fierce enough to knock me back sev­eral feet. Cat and Bear flung them­selves around me, but the at­tack didn’t hap­pen. The ghosts of Car­leen might be an­gry—mur­der­ously an­gry—but they weren’t an­gry with me.


    Not yet, any­way.


    But to know what was hap­pen­ing here, I needed to be able to gar­ner more than just emo­tion. I needed to see these peo­ple, talk to them prop­erly, and that meant join­ing forces with lit­tle Cat. I might have an in­nate abil­ity to hear the whis­per­ings of the dead, but it would take more than that to talk to those who’d once lived here. Car­leen had been a hu­man city, and that one fact placed these dead be­yond both my seeker and com­mu­ni­ca­tion skills. Lures might have es­caped most of the DNA in­ter­ven­tions and re­stric­tions that had been placed on our sol­dier brethren, but our cre­ators had cer­tainly made it im­pos­si­ble for us to read their thoughts. I had no idea if they’d also made it im­pos­si­ble for us to kill a hu­man, be­cause I’d never had to try. But in the five years our world had been at war, I’d never heard of a lure turn­ing on their cre­ators. Given that sol­dier déchet had been ren­dered in­ca­pable of harm­ing a hu­man, it was likely sim­i­lar re­stric­tions had been placed on us.


    But Cat had been cre­ated in the months be­fore the war had erupted, when the rush to cre­ate more ri­fle fod­der had led to greater use of growth ac­cel­er­ants and all sorts of other short­cuts. While she’d been des­tined to be­come a sol­dier, nei­ther she nor Bear—nor any of the other, lit­tler ones who’d been in my care that day, in fact—had had their lim­bic sys­tems al­tered in any way. Which meant, thanks to her tabby-cat her­itage, she was highly at­tuned to all things su­per­nat­u­ral. These ghosts might be lit­tle more than en­ergy and emo­tion to me, but for her, they were fully fleshed be­ings.


    “Cat, I need your help to com­mu­ni­cate.”


    A mix of ex­cite­ment and trep­i­da­tion spun around me. What we were about to do was dan­ger­ous—for me, more than her. To con­verse with the hu­man dead, I had to im­merse deep into Cat’s en­ergy, all but be­com­ing a ghost my­self—and if I stayed in that state too long, I would ac­tu­ally die.


    Still, the need for an­swers was far deeper than the fear of death. “Bear, keep watch.”


    I sat cross-legged on the stony ground, then closed my eyes and held out my hand. Cat’s en­ergy set­tled into my palm, then be­gan to seep into my skin, into my body, cre­at­ing a con­nec­tion so strong that it was hard to tell where my en­ergy ended and hers be­gan. At the same time, a chill touched my outer ex­trem­i­ties and be­gan to creep slowly in­ward. It was the chill of death; when it claimed my heart I would die. The clock had be­gun its count­down.


    I opened my eyes and saw what Cat saw. Thou­sands of peo­ple—men, women, and chil­dren—were gath­ered within the crater, some of them so solid they al­most looked flesh-and-blood real, oth­ers lit­tle more than in­sub­stan­tial scraps of frosted air. I scanned them un­til I saw a small group stand­ing slightly apart from the oth­ers. The of­fi­cials, I thought grimly. Lead­ers then, and lead­ers now, if the body lan­guage in the two groups were any­thing to go by.


    My gaze set­tled on the tallest of the sep­a­rated dozen. “I need your help, as I said.”


    “And why would you ex­pect any help from those who have been aban­doned and for­got­ten?”


    “You’ve not been—”


    “Then why has no one come to bury our bones? Why has no priest ven­tured here to bless our spir­its and help us move on?” His voice was low but oddly rich and def­i­nitely not un­pleas­ant. “You can­not ex­pect to re­ceive what you can­not give.”


    “There is noth­ing any of us alive to­day can do for you now,” I replied. “The time for en­abling you all to move on peace­fully to your next life has long gone—just as it has for my lit­tle ones.”


    His gaze flick­ered slightly—re­gret, sor­row, it was hard to say. “Your lit­tle ones didn’t have to die the way ours did. No child, then or now, should ever have to face such a fate.”


    “My lit­tle ones,” I said, un­able to help the edge of anger in my voice, “faced a death far worse than any­thing you could ever imag­ine. Trust me, the death that came with the bombs—how­ever hor­ri­ble—was noth­ing com­pared to what we faced.”


    “‘We’?” He raised an eye­brow. “You live. The two lit­tle ones are as we are.”


    “I live by a quirk of fate.” And the ge­net­ics that made me im­mune to all known poi­sons. “But I am not here to talk about our fate or yours. What can you tell me about the child who was here a few days ago?”


    The air tight­ened around me. The deep-voiced man scowled. “And why would you be in­ter­ested in that one?”


    I frowned. “Why are you so . . . scathing about such a young girl?”


    “It is not so much her—or any of the oth­ers who come through here, though there is much about them that speaks of the rifts that rav­age this place,” he replied, “but rather the one who ac­com­pa­nied her.”


    My frown grew. “The ranger?”


    “No, not the ranger,” he all but spat, “al­though one such as he has no right to en­ter Car­leen. Not when his peo­ple are the rea­son we are bound here.”


    Ve­he­mence stung the air, so sharp it snatched my breath and made breath­ing im­pos­si­ble for sev­eral sec­onds. “If you hate the ranger so much,” I said, “why did you al­low him en­try?”


    “Be­cause the ranger was track­ing it.”


    The creep­ing sen­sa­tion of ice had reached both knees and el­bows. I needed to hurry this along, and yet, that was the one thing I couldn’t do. It would of­fend the ghosts and pos­si­bly shut down the lines of com­mu­ni­ca­tion. “‘It’?”


    “The crea­ture who al­ways ac­com­pa­nies the chil­dren.”


    “Crea­ture?” A dead weight be­gan to form in my stom­ach. “What sort of crea­ture are we talk­ing about?”


    “The thing with few fea­tures.” The hate and re­vul­sion in his words were am­pli­fied a thou­sand times by the rest of the ghosts, cre­at­ing an emo­tive wave that just about blew my senses apart.


    I blinked back tears and tried to ig­nore both the pain in­duced by that wave and the strength­en­ing creep of death. “Was this crea­ture tall and thin in build, with a gray skin tone?”


    “Yes.”


    I closed my eyes and swore softly. Part of me had hoped that Penny and Nuri had been wrong—that it wasn’t the wraiths tak­ing the chil­dren. I guess I should have known that a child with a strong enough seeker skill to un­der­stand what I was would not be wrong about who her cap­tor was.


    I took a deep breath and re­leased it slowly. “Where did this crea­ture take Penny and the other chil­dren?”


    “Into the false rifts.”


    I frowned. “False rifts?”


    He nod­ded. “The rifts that do not drift. The ones that hide within the shad­ows.”


    The im­age of the crater, with its thick, threat­en­ing dark­ness, swam through my mind. I shiv­ered. I didn’t want to ven­ture into that dark­ness; I re­ally didn’t.


    “How many rifts are there like this?”


    “Six,” he replied. “But only two are used when they are ac­com­pa­nied by the chil­dren. The large one you in­spected, and one down the other side of this hill.”


    “Can you show me the one Penny came through, the day she was res­cued by the ranger?”


    Fear slith­ered around me. It seemed the Car­leen ghosts feared the rifts, though what dan­ger any rift pre­sented to ghosts I still had no idea.


    The deep-voiced man con­sid­ered me for a mo­ment and then nod­ded. “Fol­low me.”


    “I’ll have to break our com­mu­ni­ca­tion off. I can­not walk when linked to my lit­tle one.”


    “Un­less you wish to join us here in Car­leen, that is prob­a­bly wise,” he said, with a half smile. He would have been a good-look­ing man in life, be­cause that smile trans­formed his ghostly fea­tures. “I can see death’s claws gain­ing hold in your flesh.”


    And I could feel it. “Thank you very much for your hon­esty and your help. I re­ally ap­pre­ci­ate it.”


    He half bowed. “Per­haps, one day, you could re­turn the fa­vor.”


    “It would be my plea­sure.” I wasn’t sure there was any­thing I could do to help these ghosts, but I couldn’t see the harm in agree­ing to the re­quest, ei­ther.


    “Then go. The lit­tle ones can fol­low our lead.”


    “Cat,” I said as I closed my eyes. “It’s time to leave.”


    Warmth spun through me, a sen­sa­tion not un­like a feath­erlight kiss against skin, then her en­ergy be­gan to bleed from my body and con­densed once more into my palm. The hands of death sim­i­larly be­gan to re­treat, but they left me shak­ing, weak, and colder than I’d ever felt in my life.


    For sev­eral min­utes I did noth­ing more than rub my arms with numb fin­gers in an at­tempt to get both blood and heat rush­ing back through my mus­cles. My toes ached as life flushed back into them, the sen­sa­tion not un­like the pins and nee­dles that flowed when I tried to walk af­ter my foot had fallen to sleep.


    I cursed again, then pushed up­right. Car­leen did a some­what mad dance around me, and it took ev­ery ounce of con­cen­tra­tion not to fall right back down again. It had been too long since I’d pushed my­self like this; my strength—both phys­i­cal and men­tal—was not what it should be.


    I took an­other long, deep breath, and then said, “Okay, lead the way.”


    My two ghosts leapt off to the right. Thank­fully, we headed down the other side of the hill, away from the crater with the un­sa­vory dark­ness, not to­ward it. This sec­tion of Car­leen was even more ru­ined, though, and there was lit­tle here but drift­ing flur­ries of metal and con­crete dust. Lu­mi­nes­cent moss cov­ered the few oddly shaped mounds of build­ing rub­ble that did re­main. Its stench stained the air and lent the shad­ows a sickly green glow.


    The Car­leen ghosts led us down the steep hill and into a flat­ter sec­tion. In the dis­tance I could see the vine-en­twined rem­nants of the cur­tain wall and, be­yond it, more trees, these ones healthy, un­touched by the magic of the rifts. Did that mean the rifts within Car­leen were as re­stricted to this place as the ghosts? That seemed strange, but then, given how lit­tle any­one knew about the rifts and their move­ments, maybe it wasn’t. And there was lit­tle hope of get­ting the Oth­ers to tell us any­thing about the things. Be­yond the fact none of them ap­peared to have any form of rec­og­niz­able speech, all at­tempts to cap­ture one of them alive had so far failed.


    Bear’s en­ergy tugged at my left hand. I fol­lowed his lead off the path, pick­ing my way care­fully through the moss and the dirt. Dust puffed up with ev­ery step, fill­ing the air and mak­ing breath­ing dif­fi­cult.


    Dark en­ergy be­gan to crawl across my senses, and my steps slowed. Ahead was an­other crater, this one un­rimmed by any­thing more than dust. The Car­leen ghosts stopped, but I moved on un­til I was stand­ing on the edge of the crater. It wasn’t as deep as the other one I’d seen, but the dark­ness was just as thick and un­pleas­ant. I shiv­ered. I re­ally didn’t want to go into it—but if I wanted to find out what had hap­pened to Penny and the other chil­dren, then I re­ally had no choice.


    I swal­lowed heav­ily, then glanced back at the wait­ing en­ergy that was the Car­leen ghosts. Their re­luc­tance to come any closer stung the air. I couldn’t say I blamed them. “Thank you again for your as­sis­tance—and wish me luck.”


    Amuse­ment spun around me, but with it came the urge to be cau­tious. As if I needed that sort of warn­ing.


    I took an­other of those deep breaths that did lit­tle to curb the fear crawl­ing in­side my stom­ach, then res­o­lutely stepped into the crater and made my way down into the heart of that creep­ing dark­ness.

  


  
    Chap­ter 5


    The shad­ows thick­ened, be­came a real and solid pres­ence that pressed down upon me like a ton weight. Ev­ery step be­came an ef­fort; all too soon my leg mus­cles were quiv­er­ing and my breath was lit­tle more than short, sharp jabs for air. It was al­most as if I were climb­ing the sides of a very steep moun­tain rather than slid­ing into a crater.


    Fear swam around me, fear that was both mine and that of my two lit­tle ghosts. As slow as my progress was, they couldn’t keep up with me. This dark­ness, what­ever it was, was push­ing them back, re­fus­ing them en­try. No mat­ter how hard they tried, they were fall­ing far­ther and far­ther be­hind.


    I stopped and looked back, my breath lit­tle more than a wheeze as I sucked in the pu­trid air. The rim of the crater couldn’t have been all that far above me, but it was barely vis­i­ble through the ink that sur­rounded us. My two lit­tle ghosts were caught in an area be­tween the thicker shad­ows and the murky light of day—sparks of en­ergy that glowed brightly against the gloom of this place.


    “Cat, Bear¸ you’d bet­ter go home and wait for me there.”


    Their sparks moved in ag­i­ta­tion, and I smiled. “I know you want to help, but I don’t want to risk your safety, and we have no idea just what this stuff might do to you if you con­tinue to press against it.” Es­pe­cially given the Car­leen ghosts’ re­luc­tance to en­ter this place. Maybe there was a rea­son; maybe they’d tried—and died—in the process.


    No mat­ter what hu­mans might be­lieve, ghosts could die—the fact that en­ergy vam­pires could feed on their en­ergy and thereby de­stroy them was ev­i­dence enough of that. I had no idea whether the dark­ness that in­hab­ited these craters—or any­thing else, for that mat­ter—could kill them, but it sim­ply wasn’t a chance I was will­ing to take. Car­leen’s ghosts feared some­thing here, and if not this dark­ness, then what?


    Both Cat and Bear’s con­cern and re­luc­tance spun through my mind. “It’s okay,” I said, keep­ing my voice as calm and even as I could—a hard task given the weight of this place and my own grow­ing fear. “I’ll be okay. I’ll call you when I fig­ure out what this place ac­tu­ally is or where it goes. Go home, and pro­tect the lit­tle ones.” I paused, then, as in­tu­ition itched at the back of my mind, added, “Don’t let Penny into our home. I don’t care what you have to do, don’t let her—or any­one else—in­side.”


    Their en­ergy briefly danced about—they were happy to have some­thing to do, some­one to pro­tect—then they pulled them­selves free of the shad­ows and dis­ap­peared from my sight.


    It was the first time in ages I’d been with­out them, and it felt oddly lonely.


    I res­o­lutely turned and con­tin­ued push­ing my way into the crater. By the time I reached the base, I was cov­ered in sweat and trem­bling from head to toe. I paused again, suck­ing in the air, hat­ing the thick foul­ness of it. Hat­ing the taste of death that lay all around me.


    Al­though I couldn’t see them, there were ghosts here. Ghosts whose en­ergy felt as odi­ous as the dark­ness it­self; it was al­most as if this place had in­fected them, made them into what it was.


    Which made very lit­tle sense at all.


    I frowned and took an­other step for­ward. The heavy dark­ness slid around me, a sen­sa­tion not un­like the ca­ress of silk against bare skin, but some­how un­clean. Then, with lit­tle warn­ing, it gave way and lifted.


    I blinked and looked around. The crater’s base was strewn with rub­ble, bones, and refuse. And, in one cor­ner, spin­ning on its axis, was a small, dark globe of shim­mer­ing, sparkling en­ergy.


    The fear crawl­ing in my stom­ach ex­ploded through the rest of me. That globe was a rift. Sta­tion­ary, vis­i­ble, and out­putting a dif­fer­ent sort of en­ergy from the other rifts I’d come across, but a rift nev­er­the­less. Penny had come through here, through it, if the Car­leen ghosts were to be be­lieved—and I did. There was no other rea­son for her to be here. No other way for her to get to Car­leen with­out their hav­ing seen her.


    But a rift . . . I backed away but hit the thick wall of shad­ows and was forced to stop. I hissed and tried to re­main calm. Penny had come through this place. Where she had come, I could go.


    But Penny had been stained by dark­ness—pos­si­bly this dark­ness. I didn’t want that dark­ness in me. Didn’t want it to even touch me.


    I closed my eyes and weighed the ter­ror of ap­proach­ing—en­ter­ing—that rift against the need for an­swers. I could walk away now and no one would ever know—no one but the Car­leen ghosts. If they’d re­mained around to wit­ness my re­treat, that is.


    It was tempt­ing—very, very tempt­ing.


    But then I saw the dis­in­te­grat­ing fea­tures of my lit­tle ghosts, heard their screams as the Drac­cid gas that was fed into our air sys­tems ate at their lit­tle bod­ies. Could feel the weight of them in my arms as Cat, Bear, and I tried—and failed—to get them out of the nurs­ery and save as many as we could.


    We hadn’t known it was use­less, that there was no safety to be found any­where in the bunker. Not un­til the Drac­cid be­gan eat­ing at me, any­way, and Cat and Bear had crawled into my arms to die.


    But I’d sworn, in the long months of my re­cov­ery, to never, ever let an­other child suf­fer if I could at all help it, and that was a prom­ise I had no de­sire to break—not even now, faced as I was with what­ever ter­rors might wait on the other side of that rift. Be­sides, I might have been called many things dur­ing my years as a lure, but “cow­ard” had never been one of them. It wasn’t a ti­tle I wanted to earn now.


    I clenched my fists and forced re­luc­tant feet for­ward. The rift’s en­ergy slashed at my skin, its touch sharp enough to draw blood. I bit my lip and drew a gun, flick­ing off the safety as the whips of power wrapped around me, draw­ing me closer, has­ten­ing my steps into that spin­ning orb.


    I couldn’t have stopped now even if I’d wanted to.


    The orb be­gan to ro­tate faster and faster. Air spun around me, thick and foul and filled with dust, grow­ing stronger and stronger, un­til it felt like I was be­ing pulled into the heart of a gale. A dark gale, from which there was no light, no life, and pos­si­bly no es­cape.


    Only the fact that Penny had some­how es­caped not only from wher­ever she was be­ing held, but from the orb it­self, kept me from pan­ick­ing, from fight­ing to be free.


    The dark­ness of the orb en­cased me. En­ergy burned around me, through me, un­til it felt as if it were pulling me apart, atom by atom; it stud­ied me, moved me, then, piece by piece, put me back to­gether again.


    Then the en­ergy died, the whips hold­ing me dis­in­te­grated, and I was spat out into an en­tirely dif­fer­ent type of dark­ness. One that had a wooden floor, and where the air held the thick scent of per­fume and sex.


    Then pain over­whelmed ev­ery­thing else, and I shud­dered, gasp­ing for breath and kneel­ing on all fours, un­able to move, sweat and blood drip­ping from my face and stream­ing down my arms to pud­dle on the floor be­neath me.


    The wounds on my arms, I re­flected ab­sently, looked like knife cuts—just as the scars on Penny’s arms had.


    She hadn’t been at­tacked with a knife. Those scars had come from travers­ing the false rifts many, many times.


    What the hell was go­ing on?


    To un­der­stand that, I needed to move. To ex­plore where I’d been dumped. But mov­ing was go­ing to hurt; hell, even breath­ing hurt. It wasn’t like I had many other choices, though. Kneel­ing here, bleed­ing and sweat­ing, wasn’t go­ing to get me much in the way of an­swers.


    I grit­ted my teeth and pushed to my feet, my breath a hiss of air as the shad­owed room did sev­eral mad laps around me. For a few min­utes, I did noth­ing more than stand there, bat­tling to keep my knees locked and my body up­right.


    Then, as the pain eased, I looked around. The room was large and rec­tan­gu­lar, with no win­dows and only the one door at the far end. Even from here, I could see the heavy pad­lock. Oddly, the lock was on this side, not the other, mean­ing it was de­signed to keep ev­ery­one else out rather than some­thing in.


    There was lit­tle else in this room be­yond dust and cob­webs, and cer­tainly no in­di­ca­tion that any­one had come through here re­cently, much less a lit­tle girl.


    I frowned and looked over my shoul­der. The globe hov­ered above the floor, but it was less ob­vi­ous in the shad­ows of this room. Its en­ergy was muted, in­dis­tinct, as if all the fire had gone from it. A re­sult of my us­ing it, per­haps? Or was it nat­u­rally muted on this side—wher­ever the hell this side was? That was a ques­tion in ur­gent need of an an­swer, but first I needed to re­cover my strength.


    I sheathed my weapon, then stag­gered over to the wall and leaned against it. Af­ter clos­ing my eyes, I fo­cused on my breath­ing, on slow­ing ev­ery in­take of air as I reached the calm and peace of my heal­ing state.


    I have no idea how long I re­mained there. Heal­ing could take min­utes or it could take hours, and in this silent place of dust and cob­webs, it was rather hard to judge the pas­sage of time.


    When I fi­nally opened my eyes, I felt re­newed. The wounds on my arms—and no doubt those on my face—had healed, leav­ing no trace of the scars that had lit­tered Penny’s body. I still stank of sweat and blood, but there was lit­tle I could do about that. Not un­til I got back home, or at least stole some clothes from some­where.


    The aroma of per­fume spun around me again and on a floor above, a woman laughed. It was fol­lowed by the squeak of bed­springs, and a low sound of plea­sure—though this time the voice was male rather than fe­male.


    I frowned. Had I some­how landed in the base­ment of a house? And where was that house sit­u­ated, given I ob­vi­ously wasn’t any­where in Car­leen any­more? I couldn’t be. I had no idea if it was pos­si­ble for ghosts to have sex, but there was no way in hell they could do so in a place like this, sim­ply be­cause no such place ex­isted in Car­leen any­more.


    I pushed away from the wall and walked to the far end of the room, my steps lit­tle more than a whis­per on the dusty wooden floor­boards. The lock on the door was thick and old, the chain thicker still, but newer, shinier. It would have been easy to shoot ei­ther the lock open or the chain apart, but that would warn who­ever was hav­ing sex that some­one was down here.


    Un­for­tu­nately, lock pick­ing wasn’t one of my skills, so I looked at the door in­stead. The frame was metal, as was the door, so even with­out the chain in place, it was doubt­ful I could kick the thing open with­out alert­ing the build­ing’s oc­cu­pants.


    My gaze fell on the hinges. They were the old-fash­ioned type with hinge pins. If I could knock them out, the door would open. Of course, I wouldn’t be able to get them back in, not from the other side, any­way, but it was ei­ther that or go back through that sphere.


    And there was no way in Rhea I was about to do that.


    Be­fore I es­caped this place, how­ever, I needed to change my ap­pear­ance. I had no idea who or what waited out­side, or how well guarded this build­ing might be. The last thing I needed was my real im­age caught on some se­cu­rity cam­era. Bet­ter by far to con­ceal the truth and have them search­ing for a per­son who didn’t ex­ist.


    At least I’d taken the time to re­cover from the trip through the rift, be­cause I was go­ing to need my strength. Re­ar­rang­ing my fea­tures—be­com­ing some­one else, at least on the out­side—wasn’t easy, nor was it pleas­ant. From what I’d wit­nessed over my years in the shifter camps, a shifter want­ing to take on their an­i­mal form sim­ply had to reach into that place in­side where the beast roamed, and un­leash the shack­les that bound it. This type of shift­ing was more com­pli­cated. Not only did I have to fully imag­ine all the minute de­tails of the body I wanted, but I had to hold it firm in my thoughts as the magic swirled through and around me. Eas­ier said than done when the magic that changed me was any­thing but pleas­ant. Still, bet­ter that than some­one rec­og­niz­ing me at a later date.


    As I had with the heal­ing state, I took sev­eral deep breaths and slowly re­leased each in an ef­fort to calm the ten­sion run­ning through my limbs. Then I closed my eyes and pic­tured a face in my mind. A face that was sharp, al­most gaunt, with pale skin, green eyes, and a thin, un­happy mouth. She had a cleft in her chin, curly brown hair, and was slen­der. Flat-chested but strong. It was sim­i­lar enough to my own build—aside from the flat chest—that it hope­fully wouldn’t be quite as painful to change.


    Then, freez­ing that im­age in my mind, I reached for the magic. It ex­ploded around me, thick and fierce, as if it had been con­tained for far too long. It swept through me like a gale, mak­ing my mus­cles trem­ble and caus­ing the im­age I de­sired to wa­ver. I frowned and held fiercely on to the like­ness. The en­ergy pulsed as the change be­gan. My skin rip­pled, bones re­struc­tured, hair short­ened, curled, and changed color. It burned, hurt; I grit­ted my teeth against the scream that tore up my throat, my breath lit­tle more than sharp hisses as pin­pricks of sweat broke out over al­ter­ing flesh.


    When the magic fi­nally faded, I col­lapsed back against the wall, suck­ing in air and feel­ing very dif­fer­ent. I opened my eyes and looked down. My breasts were def­i­nitely smaller, mean­ing the rest of the im­age had prob­a­bly stuck as well.


    I wiped the re­main­ing beads of sweat from my fore­head, then, ig­nor­ing the trem­ble still run­ning through my mus­cles, slipped one of the knives from its wrist har­ness and knelt down. Af­ter slid­ing the edge of the knife un­der the hinge pin, I moved the blade along un­til the pin was jammed against the hilt, then hit the hilt with my hand. Un­for­tu­nately, I did lit­tle more than bruise my palm. I frowned, then sat down and dragged off a boot. A few de­cent thumps with the solid heel later, the pin came free. I re­peated the process with the top pin, then grabbed the door and pulled it side­ways, sep­a­rat­ing it first from the knuck­les, then from the main lock. All that was now hold­ing it in place were the chain, the old-fash­ioned pad­lock, and my grip on it.


    I care­fully peered out. The room was at the end of a long, some­what shad­owed hall­way, and there were sev­eral other rooms lead­ing off it. I couldn’t hear any­thing other than the cou­ple in the room above me, and the air was thick with dust and dis­use. What­ever this area was, it was all but aban­doned.


    I slipped through the gap, then ma­neu­vered the door back into place so that the main lock was hold­ing it up­right again. At least it would look closed from a dis­tance.


    I padded down the hall, check­ing each of the rooms as I passed them by, but, be­yond some an­cient-look­ing beds, found lit­tle more than dust and cob­webs. It didn’t make sense. Why would the wraiths use a rift to trans­port them­selves into a place like this? Why leave those above alive to go about their busi­ness when—up un­til now—all they’d ever done was de­stroy any­one and ev­ery­one who got in their way?


    I reached the stairs at the far end. The base­ment door—if that was in­deed what this place was—was locked, but this time by a fin­ger­print scan­ner. I cursed softly. There was no way I could get past that, not un­less the damn power went out. And even if it did, they prob­a­bly had a backup sys­tem . . . mean­ing there was only one thing I could do if I wanted to get out.


    I pressed my ear against the sturdy-look­ing door but couldn’t hear any­thing on the other side. I raised the knife and thrust it, as hard as I could, into the unit. The knife was made from a spe­cial­ized glass, and was harder than steel with­out the con­duc­tiv­ity, so it pre­sented lit­tle dan­ger to me. There was a short, sharp ex­plo­sion, and sparks flew as the sys­tem short-cir­cuited. A sec­ond later I was through the door and in an­other cor­ri­dor. This one was flooded with light, and the air was filled with warmth, per­fume, and the tangy scents of men, de­sire, and sex.


    I closed the base­ment door and quickly scanned the cor­ri­dor. There were eight doors lead­ing off the hall—most of them oc­cu­pied, if the noises within were any­thing to go by—and an exit down the far end. Thank­fully, none of the peo­ple in any of the rooms ap­peared to have heard the ex­plo­sion, but I couldn’t count on my luck last­ing.


    In­stead of mov­ing on, I glanced at the con­trol panel. Though I’d short-cir­cuited the sys­tem, the panel on this side looked in­tact. It might be bet­ter if who­ever owned this place be­lieved that some­one had been try­ing to get in, rather than out.


    I shoved my knife into its elec­tronic heart, mak­ing more ob­vi­ous the de­struc­tion I’d al­ready wrought, then padded quickly to­ward the exit. But as I ap­proached, so, too, did steps from the other side. I cursed, spun around, and ran for the near­est un­oc­cu­pied room. I’d barely en­tered when two peo­ple strode into the cor­ri­dor. With no time to close the door, I sim­ply pressed my body against the wall and hastily wrapped the bright light of the room around me. The foot­steps drew closer. I didn’t dare move be­cause I had no idea how se­cure my screen was, but I could hear and smell, and that was enough.


    It was, sur­pris­ingly, two hu­mans—one male, one fe­male. The woman was heav­ily scented and heav­ier on her feet; an older woman, I thought. The male’s move­ments were much lighter, and he smelled faintly woody. He also emit­ted a vibe that was watch­ful, tense. A guard of some sort, not a com­pan­ion. They stopped near the far end of the hall, near the door I’d shorted.


    “De­lib­er­ate de­struc­tion, from the look of it.” The voice was gruff, mas­cu­line.


    “So some­one wanted to get in?” The woman’s voice was pleas­ant with­out be­ing mem­o­rable.


    “I can’t see any other rea­son to de­stroy the sys­tem like they have,” the male said. “You want me to check if there’s any­one in there?”


    The woman hes­i­tated, and her un­cer­tainty and fear washed over me. “No,” she said even­tu­ally. “We’re be­ing paid to ig­nore the base­ment, so ig­nore it we will. I’ll just no­tify them that some­thing has hap­pened. If they want to check it, they can.”


    Them. They. Not he. Not she. There was more than one per­son in­volved in all this, what­ever “this” was. But were they also in­volved with the wraiths? Or did we have two sep­a­rate events hap­pen­ing here?


    The two strangers re­treated. I waited un­til they’d left the cor­ri­dor, then re­leased my light shield and looked around. The room held lit­tle more than a bed and a large wooden chest. Cu­ri­ous as to what the chest might con­tain—and whether it might of­fer any clue as to where I was—I walked across and opened the lid. In­side there was a va­ri­ety of not just clothes, but sex toys.


    I was, I re­al­ized sud­denly, in a brothel. Which was a great place to hide some­thing like the rift, be­cause it wasn’t like vis­i­tors were go­ing to be overly cu­ri­ous about what might lie be­yond the rooms in which they were en­ter­tained. But that still didn’t an­swer the ques­tion of who. Didn’t an­swer the ques­tion of why the rift was here in the first place. Surely the au­thor­i­ties had not be­come so blasé about them that they’d al­lowed a build­ing to be con­structed around it?


    I fished around in the chest and found a sil­very gray cape and a gauzy white shirt­dress. It was some­what see-through and would prob­a­bly re­veal more than it cov­ered—es­pe­cially given that I now wore the clear un­der-breast shape-tapes, which were not only more com­fort­able than the old-fash­ioned bras the HDP had made us use, but far more sup­port­ive with­out in any way re­strict­ing move­ment. But it wasn’t like I had a whole lot to worry about in this form, any­way. I quickly changed, then bun­dled my clothes and my weapons to­gether and shoved them into a bag I found near the bot­tom of the chest. Once I’d put the cape on, I headed out.


    In the hall­way be­yond, a buzzer sounded. The rooms around me sud­denly bus­tled with ac­tiv­ity, and, in short or­der, a small group of men and women were fil­ing out of the rooms and head­ing for the exit. I quickly joined them, keep­ing my head down, avoid­ing look­ing at any­one as the group made their way through the lobby be­yond the door, past a re­cep­tion area, and out onto the pave­ment. Pave­ment that was crisp and clean and filled with peo­ple go­ing about their busi­ness, not tak­ing any no­tice of those of us ex­it­ing the brothel. The sun was fierce and bright, and its po­si­tion in the sky sug­gested it was midafter­noon, at least. I’d lost a fair chunk of time travers­ing that rift. I jogged across the road, dodg­ing air scoot­ers and elec­tric cars, then turned and looked back.


    The build­ing was small and nar­row—lit­tle more than five sto­ries high and four win­dows wide. Its rooftop was washed with the light of the UVs that lined the slightly taller build­ings on ei­ther side of it, and it was nes­tled against a shiny metal wall that tow­ered far above any of the build­ings in this street. It was a cur­tain wall. And not, I sus­pected, any old cur­tain wall, but Cen­tral’s it­self.


    The wraiths had a di­rect line of trans­port into the city. No won­der so many chil­dren had gone miss­ing with­out the pop­u­lace ever re­al­iz­ing mon­sters prowled in their midst.


    I shiv­ered and scanned the build­ing again, look­ing for the brothel’s name. Even­tu­ally I spot­ted a small, dis­creet sign that sim­ply read DE­SEO. No doubt Nuri and her mot­ley crew would be able to run a check on the own­ers of this place, as well as keep an eye on the com­ings and go­ings . . . if I con­tacted them about it, that was. I wasn’t en­tirely sure that was a wise move—given they hadn’t ex­actly de­nied a link to the gov­ern­ment.


    I turned and headed down the street. I had no idea where I was, but if this was Cen­tral, then this road would in­ter­sect the main thor­ough­fare soon enough. Cen­tral’s in­ter­nal lay­out con­sisted of a dozen roads; the outer roads were semi­cir­cu­lar like the wall it­self, but the in­ner ones were full cir­cles. Vic­tory Street—the only street that ran straight through the heart of the city—in­ter­sected each of these roads, which also acted as de­lin­eation among the twelve dis­tricts within Cen­tral. Those near the wall were the poorer sec­tions; the closer you got to Cen­tral’s heart—where the main busi­ness dis­trict and gov­ern­ment cen­ters were sit­u­ated, as well as the only green space avail­able within the city—the more ex­clu­sive and richer the com­mu­nity.


    I found Vic­tory Street—a spa­cious av­enue that, de­spite the tall build­ings lin­ing ei­ther side of it, was still wide enough to al­low real sun­shine to bathe the street rather than just the UV lights—and headed north, to­ward the exit draw­bridge.


    The en­tire av­enue at ground level was a mix of re­tail premises. At this end of town, closer to the walls, the shops and cafés tended to be smaller, and their con­tents—be it clothes, food stalls, or ta­bles for the var­i­ous cafés—spilled out onto the wide pave­ment, fill­ing the air with a riot of scents and giv­ing the street a wild, al­most gre­gar­i­ous feel. It was these ar­eas that I gen­er­ally stuck to when I came here on ra­tion raids.


    The closer I moved into Cen­tral’s heart, the more ster­ile the street and air be­came. Even the peo­ple in this sec­tion of the city seemed to have un­der­gone some sort of pu­rity process, I thought, as my gaze roamed across the gen­tly mov­ing sea of peo­ple ahead of me. While they didn’t look any­thing alike phys­i­cally, there was a com­mon sense of seren­ity they all shared—an odd, al­most su­pe­rior air. And the fact that they were nearly all clad in white and gray out­fits didn’t help the feel­ing that in these streets, there was an en­tirely dif­fer­ent level of liv­ing. One I would never un­der­stand or be com­fort­able with. But at least in my stolen clothes, I didn’t stand out too much . . .


    The thought froze as my gaze came to a halt on the wide shoul­ders of a man. A man who tow­ered above the rest of the pop­u­lace by a good foot, and whose short hair was the color of blue steel. My heart be­gan to beat a whole lot faster and my foot­steps quick­ened. Blue steel was a very rare hair color, and it was one that was very hard to re­pro­duce in dye. I’d only ever seen that color five times in all the years I’d been alive, and all five in­stances had been dur­ing the war, on the head of a déchet. Not any old déchet, but rather, spe­cial­ist as­sas­sins.


    And that surely could mean only one thing.


    I wasn’t the only déchet to have sur­vived the war.

  


  
    Chap­ter 6


    No, I thought, it can’t be. Surely if other déchet had sur­vived, I would have come across them sooner rather than later. Granted, as­sas­sins—like lures—were bred with spe­cific skills and abil­i­ties built into their DNA, but that didn’t ex­plain the fact that in just over one hun­dred years of run­ning reg­u­lar sup­ply raids into Cen­tral, there’d never been the slight­est sug­ges­tion of an­other déchet liv­ing within her walls.


    I tried to hurry with­out be­ing ob­vi­ous about it, des­per­ate not to let the stranger get too far ahead of me.


    Could he be an as­sas­sin déchet? Was it pos­si­ble? Or was the god­dess just teas­ing me? Like us, they’d been an ex­tremely small group—far more lures and as­sas­sins had died in the tubes than reg­u­lar déchet and, of those who did sur­vive, more than eighty per­cent had not made it to pu­berty. When it came to the as­sas­sins, this high at­tri­tion rate was due in part to the fact that they’d used not only shifter and vam­pire DNA, but ac­tual an­i­mal DNA. And the death rate within the blue-steel pro­gram—or grays, as they’d be­come known, thanks to the fact that their sala­man­der blood had given their skin a silky smooth but slightly gray tone—had been ninety-eight per­cent. Only five had sur­vived past pu­berty, and I knew at least one of those had died dur­ing the war.


    Up ahead, the man with the blue-steel hair dis­ap­peared into one of the many walk­ways that made quick ac­cess from one street to var­i­ous oth­ers pos­si­ble. I broke into a run, des­per­ate not to lose him, weav­ing my way through the crowd with lit­tle of the deco­rum ex­pected in this part of Cen­tral.


    I turned into the walk­way. It was a three-me­ter-wide canyon be­tween two high-rise build­ings and was bathed in UV light. My steps slowed as I des­per­ately searched the crowd mov­ing be­tween Vic­tory and First Streets for any sign of the stranger. There was noth­ing.


    I cursed softly and ran to the end of the walk­way, stop­ping again when I reached First. Still no sign, but a scent teased the air. A scent that spoke of deep forests, dark satin, and some­thing else. Some­thing un­ex­pected and icy.


    But there was enough fa­mil­iar­ity within that mix of aro­mas to stir mem­o­ries of long nights of pas­sion spent in the arms of a man with blue-steel hair. A man I’d been as­signed to in­struct in the arts of se­duc­tion and sex once he’d hit adult­hood, and with whom I’d be­come closer than per­haps was ever wise.


    A man who’d saved my life when I’d all but given up hope.


    I fol­lowed the frag­ile, teas­ing scent through sev­eral more walk­ways and came into an area I wasn’t fa­mil­iar with. I paused, look­ing around, and caught sight of the stranger up ahead just be­fore he dis­ap­peared around Fourth Street’s gen­tle curve.


    But I’d barely reached the spot where I’d last seen him when some­one grabbed my arm and hauled me—rather un­cer­e­mo­ni­ously—through a door­way and into more muted light. Be­fore I could re­act in any way, a hand clamped over my mouth, then a vel­vety voice whis­pered, “If you do not wish to be caught by the ranger who fol­lows you, make no sound.”


    It was def­i­nitely his voice.


    Even af­ter all this time, it was as fa­mil­iar to me as the touch of the sun. I swal­lowed heav­ily, then nod­ded. Con­fu­sion, hope, and dis­be­lief churned through me, all fight­ing to come to the fore and dom­i­nate. None of which was sur­pris­ing, given I’d spent so long be­liev­ing I was the sole sur­vivor of my race.


    His grip slipped down my arm to my wrist, and his large hand clasped mine. His skin was like silk, cool to the touch, but his palm was cal­loused. It hadn’t been, when I’d known him.


    He tugged me for­ward, through the sem­ishad­ows, weav­ing in and out of var­i­ous rooms and up sev­eral sets of stairs. I couldn’t say any­thing. I could barely even think.


    “This way.” He flashed me a brief but all-too-fa­mil­iar smile that had my senses danc­ing and de­sire stir­ring. “We’re al­most there.”


    “Al­most where?” I some­how man­aged to say, part of me still un­will­ing to be­lieve that this was hap­pen­ing, that he was real.


    “To our trans­port, of course.” There was amuse­ment in his tone. “The ranger may be able to trace your scent through the streets, but he can­not fly.”


    He opened an­other door and we en­tered a small park­ing area that housed half a dozen short-hop ver­ti­cal take­off and land­ing ve­hi­cles—or VTOLs, as they were more com­monly known. He waved a hand to the small red one. “Your char­iot awaits, dear Tig.”


    So I wasn’t mis­taken. It was him. His sil­very gaze, when it met mine again, was as filled with won­der and dis­be­lief as mine had to be.


    “Sal?” I whis­pered, still fear­ing to be­lieve, de­spite ev­ery­thing my senses and my mem­ory were telling me.


    “Yes, and I have to tell you, I’m find­ing it just as dif­fi­cult to be­lieve it’s ac­tu­ally you. That dis­guise of yours is rather re­pel­lant.”


    I smiled. “So how did you know it was me?”


    “Be­cause I would know your scent any­where, even af­ter all these years.” He briefly touched my face, some­thing close to won­der in his. “It is so good to see you again.”


    “But how did you surv—”


    He placed a fin­ger against my lips, stop­ping my ques­tion. “I’ll ex­plain later. For now, get in, as we’re not safe from the ranger’s pur­suit just yet.”


    I climbed in­side the small two-seater. He jumped into the driver’s seat and, with lit­tle cer­e­mony, se­cured the canopy and started the VTOL’s en­gines. Dust whipped around us as the ve­hi­cle rose. Then Sal pressed the steer­ing stick for­ward and the craft shot out of the park­ing lot and into the bright light of day. I gripped the side of my seat some­what fiercely and re­sisted the urge to look down. It had been a long time since I’d been in a VTOL—and I’d never been overly keen on them in the first place. I’d al­ways been of the be­lief that if I’d been meant to fly, I would have been de­signed with wings.


    Thank­fully, short-hops were de­signed for just that. Sal steered the VTOL into an­other mid­build­ing park­ing lot, then stopped.


    “And that,” he said, open­ing the canopy, “should be the end of the ranger fol­low­ing you. How­ever, we’ll still head some­where he can­not go, just to be sure.” His gaze met mine. “Then, dear Tig, you can tell me why it’s taken you so long to ar­rive in Cen­tral.”


    Mean­ing he’d been here all the time? Surely not. Surely the god­dess would not have been so cruel as to put us so close to each other and yet never al­low our paths to cross.


    But I nod­ded and fol­lowed him back down to Vic­tory Street. He caught my hand again, guid­ing me across the road to the build­ing that was all glass and del­i­cate steel. Given its prox­im­ity to both Cen­tral Park and Gov­ern­ment House, even the bath­room in this place would come with a very high price tag. It cer­tainly wasn’t the sort of build­ing where the likes of me would be wel­come.


    “I’m not sure I’m ex­actly dressed—”


    “Ac­tu­ally, you’re prob­a­bly overdressed, given He­done is, at its core, a very high-end brothel.” Amuse­ment touched his lips as he opened the or­nate glass-and-metal door, and waved me through. “Please, in­side, so that our scent doesn’t linger.”


    “You work in a brothel?” I asked, though it wasn’t en­tirely sur­pris­ing. As­sas­sins, like lures, had been de­signed to be sex­u­ally at­trac­tive to shifters, even though se­duc­tion wasn’t of­ten on their agenda. If He­done catered to shifters, he’d be in high de­mand.


    “No,” he said, the amuse­ment sharper. “I own it.”


    My gaze shot to his. “You own it?”


    “Let’s just say I have made the most of my es­cape from near death.” He caught my hand again and led me through a foyer that was crisp and white. So­fas and com­fort­able chairs filled the huge ex­panse, most of them oc­cu­pied by men and women as crisp and white as their sur­round­ings. Some were sip­ping cham­pagne, some were eat­ing canapés, and oth­ers were flick­ing through elec­tronic cat­a­logues, no doubt try­ing to de­cide who might be the morn­ing’s en­ter­tain­ment.


    A pe­tite blond woman looked up from the large white desk that dom­i­nated one wall of the foyer, a smile touch­ing her per­fectly painted sil­ver lips as we ap­proached. “Mr. Casimir, I wasn’t ex­pect­ing to see you again this morn­ing. Is there a prob­lem?”


    “No,” he said evenly. “But I have a meet­ing at six, so could you give me a call at five thirty? We’ll be in my pri­vate suite.”


    “Not a prob­lem, sir.” The woman’s gaze flick­ered to me, her cu­rios­ity ev­i­dent. But she didn’t ques­tion my pres­ence, and Sal made no move to ex­plain it.


    We walked into a lift that was all glass. Sal pressed his thumb against the scan­ner, then said, “Tenth floor.”


    I raised my eye­brows. “Just how many floors do you own in this build­ing?”


    He caught my hands in his and stared at me for sev­eral sec­onds, as if he still couldn’t be­lieve his eyes. “Just ten,” he said even­tu­ally. “Al­though I am plan­ning to buy more in the next few years.”


    I laughed softly and shook my head. “Only ten? Good grief, Sal, real es­tate in this part of town is worth a for­tune. How on earth have you man­aged to buy ten floors?”


    “It’s not hard to do when you’re as good at se­duc­tion as I am.” It was im­mod­estly said and ac­tu­ally quite true. He’d cer­tainly prac­ticed his se­duc­tion tech­niques on me of­ten enough, both when I’d been as­signed to teach him such things, and later, in the few times we’d met out in the field. “And I’ve had a hun­dred years to gather a for­tune.”


    In a hun­dred years, I’d barely dared to ven­ture out­side my bunker. I stepped closer and gen­tly traced the out­line of his lus­cious lips with a fin­ger. “How did you sur­vive the cleans­ing?” I asked softly. “I thought I was the only one.”


    “So did I, for a very long time.” He pressed a kiss against my fin­ger­tip. De­sire surged be­tween us, fa­mil­iar and fiery. “You have no idea how glad I am to dis­cover that you sur­vived.”


    “And I you.” It came out husky. Lord, it had been far too long since I’d been in the arms of an­other, let alone felt the touch of some­one I ac­tu­ally cared about. To say my body was hum­ming with ea­ger an­tic­i­pa­tion was some­thing of an un­der­state­ment.


    The el­e­va­tor came to a halt and the doors slid open. The room be­yond was vast—it ran the en­tire breadth of the build­ing, in fact. Win­dows lined two sides, and sun­light burned in, so bright it was al­most eye-wa­ter­ing. The space was di­vided into var­i­ous zones by fur­ni­ture, and some­how man­aged to feel more in­ti­mate than the sheer size of the room should have al­lowed.


    Though the apart­ment’s walls were as white as any­thing else in this sec­tion of Cen­tral, the fur­nish­ings were a riot of color and bright­ness; reds, greens, pur­ples, golds, even the oc­ca­sional splash of black, filled the room and no doubt added to the feel­ing of in­ti­macy and home­y­ness.


    It was a vastly dif­fer­ent way of liv­ing from my old bunker.


    “Drink?” He re­leased my hand and moved across to a bar that dom­i­nated one cor­ner of the kitchen zone.


    “Yes.” I stopped in the mid­dle of the room and dropped my bag and cloak onto a nearby chair. And couldn’t help feel­ing very out of place and some­what awk­ward in all this op­u­lence.


    He poured two glasses, then walked back and of­fered me one.


    “To sur­vival against the odds.” He touched his glass against mine. “To the re­newal of a very old friend­ship.”


    “To friend­ships and re­newals,” I echoed, then took a sip. The bub­bles teased my nose, and the liq­uid burned my throat, tart but re­fresh­ing.


    For sev­eral min­utes, nei­ther of us moved. We sim­ply drank the cham­pagne and stared at each other. Then his gaze left mine and slid down my body, be­com­ing a sen­sual and yet ex­cru­ci­at­ingly slow ex­plo­ration that had pin­pricks of sweat break­ing out across my skin. It was all I could do not to pluck the glass from his hand and wrap my arms around his neck. To kiss him. Touch him. Make love to him.


    He smiled at that mo­ment, and I knew he’d sensed ex­actly what I was think­ing.


    “We have so much to catch up on,” he said softly.


    “We do,” I agreed.


    He placed a fin­ger­tip against the base of my neck, his touch light and cool. “So much to talk about.”


    “Def­i­nitely.” I took an­other drink. It didn’t do a whole lot to ease the fire grow­ing in­side me.


    His touch slid down and, one by one, he deftly un­did the but­tons of my dress. “And yet,” he mur­mured when the last but­ton came free, “talk­ing is the very last thing I want to do right now.”


    “I’m gath­er­ing that,” I said, un­able to keep the slight trace of amuse­ment from my voice.


    “What gave me away?” His touch slid back up and gen­tly cir­cled one nip­ple, then the other.


    A shud­der of de­light ran through me. “Call it an ed­u­cated guess.”


    “You al­ways were a very smart in­di­vid­ual.” He brushed his lips across the base of my neck. “You were my teacher, my lover, and my friend, and it has been such a long time since I have ex­pe­ri­enced any­thing close to what we once shared.”


    “I’ve never ex­pe­ri­enced it, Sal. Not in more than one hun­dred years.” I closed my eyes, draw­ing in the silky dark yet oddly cor­rupted scent of him, tast­ing in it enough fa­mil­iar­ity to chase away fear and warm my senses.


    “No other lovers?” he mur­mured, as his kisses trailed up my neck.


    “No lovers. Just sex.”


    “Me, too.”


    His lips fi­nally claimed mine. Our kiss was a long, slow ex­plo­ration that was both fa­mil­iar and new.


    “I need you, Tig.” His breath ca­ressed my mouth and his gaze burned deep, the force of his de­sire so strong it singed ev­ery part of my be­ing. “As you are, in this form, here and now.”


    “Then take me,” I said sim­ply.


    He plucked the glass from my hand and placed both on the nearby cof­fee ta­ble. “It will be my great plea­sure.”


    “And mine, I hope.”


    He chuck­led softly, then his lips claimed mine again, al­though the ur­gency I could feel in him was still leashed, still re­strained. He slid his hand around my waist, his fin­gers cool as they pressed against my spine and pulled me closer. His body was warm, hard, and so very fa­mil­iar. I wrapped my arms around his neck, draw­ing us closer still. Re­straint gave way to pas­sion, and the kiss be­came fiercely erotic.


    Af­ter what seemed like hours we fi­nally parted. My gaze met his, and in the bright sil­ver of his eyes both lust and mem­o­ries gleamed. The rapid pound­ing of my heart was a ca­dence that filled the si­lence, and de­sire—both his and mine—was so thick and fierce it burned my throat with ev­ery breath.


    I un­did the but­tons of his crisp white shirt, pushed it free from his shoul­ders, and ran my hands over the mus­cu­lar planes of his chest and stom­ach, re­fa­mil­iar­iz­ing my­self with his body. His mus­cles quiv­ered un­der my touch, but when I went to undo his pants, he slid his hand across mine and stopped me.


    “Not yet,” he mur­mured, “or this will be over in a sec­ond flat.”


    I laughed softly. “Has it been that long for you?”


    “No. I just never did have much in the way of con­trol when it came to you.”


    His fin­gers splayed against my rear end. Heat pooled wher­ever skin met skin, and flared across my flesh like fire. Lord, his touch was even more in­tense than I re­mem­bered.


    With lit­tle ef­fort, he lifted me, then car­ried me across to the din­ing ta­ble. My rump had barely touched the glass when he slid his hands up to my breasts, teas­ing and pinch­ing my en­gorged nip­ples. De­light spun through me, but I had no in­ten­tion of be­ing a pas­sive re­cip­i­ent of plea­sure. Ig­nor­ing his ear­lier warn­ing as much as his half­hearted at­tempt to stop me, I un­did his pants and pushed them down, then pro­ceeded to ca­ress and ex­plore him as thor­oughly as he did me. For a very long time, we did noth­ing more than re­new our mem­o­ries of each other, teas­ing and en­tic­ing fa­mil­iar re­sponses, un­til tiny beads of per­spi­ra­tion cov­ered our skin and all I could think about, all I wanted, was him. Un­til the two of us were trem­bling, hov­er­ing on the edge of cli­max and aching for re­lease.


    Fi­nally, his fin­gers slid through my slick­ness and en­tered me, even as he pressed his thumb against my clit. He be­gan to stroke, in­side and out, and I shud­dered, writhed, un­til it felt as if I were go­ing to tear apart in sheer plea­sure.


    Un­able to take any more, need­ing a whole lot more, I wrapped my legs around his waist and pulled him closer. A heart­beat later, he was in me, thrust­ing deep and hard, claim­ing me in the most ba­sic way pos­si­ble. Then he gripped my hips, his fin­gers bruis­ing as he held me still for too many sec­onds.


    But, oh, it was so glo­ri­ous, be­ing held mo­tion­less while my body throbbed with need, his body deep in­side mine, heavy and hot with the same sort of need. I loved the feel of him. Loved his size and his shape and how in­sanely good it felt when he was in me.


    Then he cursed softly and be­gan move. Not gen­tly, but fiercely, ur­gently, all con­trol gone and noth­ing left but need. I was right there with him, want­ing ev­ery­thing he could give. The deep ache blos­somed, spread­ing like wild­fire across my skin, be­com­ing a kalei­do­scope of sen­sa­tions that washed through ev­ery cor­ner of my mind. I gasped, grab­bing his shoul­ders for sup­port as his move­ments grew faster, more ur­gent, my body shud­der­ing with the fierce­ness of his move­ments. Then ev­ery­thing broke, and I was un­rav­el­ing, groan­ing with the in­ten­sity of my or­gasm. His move­ments be­came al­most sav­age, and, a heart­beat af­ter me, he came so very deep in­side.


    For sev­eral min­utes af­ter­ward, nei­ther of us moved. Then he rested his fore­head against mine, his breath warm and rapid against my skin.


    “Dear god,” he mur­mured. “That was a whole lot faster than I’d in­tended, but it was as ev­ery bit as good as I re­mem­bered.”


    “Dear god?” I re­peated, amuse­ment run­ning through me. It was ba­si­cally the hu­man equiv­a­lent of the shifter term “by Rhea.” “Since when did you start us­ing hu­man terms so freely?”


    He grinned. “Since I be­gan fuck­ing them for a liv­ing. Shifters may have won the war, but there are still plenty of wealthy hu­mans about more than will­ing to part with large amounts of cash in re­turn for a good time. And they are far eas­ier tar­gets than most shifters.”


    There was some­thing in his voice—an odd edge—that made me frown. “Call­ing them ‘tar­gets’ makes it seem like you were do­ing more than merely se­duc­ing them.”


    “Maybe I was, but who re­ally cares? We’re talk­ing about a race that stood by and did noth­ing while shifters erased our kind. We owe al­le­giance to no one but our­selves.”


    “Hu­mans lost the war, Sal. They couldn’t have done any­thing else but stand by and watch.” Be­sides, it wasn’t like hu­man­ity hadn’t suf­fered losses. Mil­lions had been killed; not just those who’d cre­ated us, but all those who’d fought be­hind déchet front lines, and all those who hadn’t evac­u­ated the cities in time.


    He snorted. “It’s their damn fault the war started in the first place. You can­not con­tin­u­ally squeeze an en­tire race of peo­ple into ever-de­creas­ing parcels of land and not ex­pect a back­lash.”


    “I’m not here to ar­gue the rights and wrongs of the war, Sal. I’m just say­ing we’re not the only race that suf­fered. Ev­ery­one lost in that war—even the shifters.”


    He raised an eye­brow, a touch of—not con­tempt, but some­thing close to it in his gaze. “You’re de­fend­ing them?”


    “No, I’m not. I’m just point­ing out fact.” Be­sides, I’d had a long time to think about the war. I couldn’t hate the hu­mans be­cause I owed them my ex­is­tence, and while I will never for­give the way shifters had de­stroyed us, I couldn’t re­ally hate them, ei­ther. Not when shifter blood ran through my veins and I’d spent so much time in many dif­fer­ent shifter camps. I un­der­stood them far bet­ter than I did hu­mans.


    I un­wrapped my legs from his waist, and he stepped back from the ta­ble.


    “An­other drink?” He turned and walked across the room. The af­ter­noon sun­light ca­ressed his skin, giv­ing it a lovely sil­very sheen.


    “No, but I wouldn’t mind some­thing to eat.”


    He glanced over his shoul­der. “Ba­con and eggs okay?”


    “Di­vine.” I couldn’t even re­mem­ber the last time I’d had them. He con­tin­ued on into the kitchen. I trailed af­ter him, gath­er­ing my clothes but not both­er­ing to put any of them on. “So how did you sur­vive the cleans­ing, Sal? And what have you been do­ing these last hun­dred years?”


    He se­lected our meals on the au­to­cook, pressed a but­ton, and then swung around to face me. His ex­pres­sion had lost much of its glow. But then, talk­ing about the cleans­ing was enough to wipe the smile off any­one’s face. Any­one who’d been there and sur­vived it, at any rate.


    “It was pure luck.” His voice was soft, but I could see the shad­ows in his eyes, feel the pain and the anger in the emo­tive swirl sur­round­ing him. “I was in Car­leen when they bombed it. They wrote me off as dead and dumped me in one of the craters, along with ev­ery­one else who hadn’t made it to the shel­ters.” He gri­maced. “By the time my body had re­paired it­self, the base had been all but razed, and all within mur­dered.”


    In­clud­ing the chil­dren, I thought, and tried to ig­nore the bloody im­ages that flit­ted through my mind. I swal­lowed hard, and won­dered why hu­mans seemed to be­lieve that time erased all wounds. It didn’t. It couldn’t.


    “What about you?” he asked.


    “Same re­ally. Just pure and ut­ter luck.”


    The lie slipped off my tongue eas­ily enough, though I wasn’t en­tirely sure why in­stinct was warn­ing me not to re­mind him about the ge­net­ics that made me im­mune to poi­sons. This was Sal: a déchet, just like me, and the man I’d once trusted with all that I was. But a hun­dred years had passed since I’d last seen him, a hun­dred years in which I’d done lit­tle more than pro­tect my lit­tle ghosts and our home. I wasn’t about to en­dan­ger them, even when it came to some­one like Sal. Not un­til I knew be­yond doubt that he was wor­thy of hold­ing such a se­cret. Peo­ple could change in a mat­ter of years. In one hun­dred, any­thing could have hap­pened.


    “How long have you been in Cen­tral?” he asked. The au­to­cook pinged and the door opened. He re­moved two plates, then walked across and handed me one. It smelled so good my mouth be­gan to wa­ter.


    “A few weeks.” I picked up a crisp bit of ba­con and munched on it. Damn, it was al­most as good as sex. Al­most. “But I’m of­fi­cially out of cred­its, and I’m look­ing for work.”


    The words were out be­fore I’d even thought about them. So much for not want­ing to get in­volved with Nuri’s in­ves­ti­ga­tions, I thought re­signedly. In­stinct, it seemed, had far more sway over my ac­tions than com­mon sense.


    He slid some cut­lery my way, then perched on the stool be­side me, his arm brush­ing mine as he tucked into his own meal. The brief mo­ments of con­tact sent warm aware­ness surg­ing through my body. I may have started out as the teacher when it came to all things sex­ual, but in sub­se­quent years, he’d cer­tainly taught me a thing or two. And even now, one hun­dred years later, that aware­ness and con­nec­tion still burned bright and fierce be­tween us.


    He paused, his ex­pres­sion amused as he looked at me. “As much as I would love to of­fer you a po­si­tion at He­done, I’m afraid I’d much rather keep you in my bed than have any­one else in yours.”


    “Nor would I wish to make money that way.” My smile faded. “These days, sex is some­thing I have be­cause I wish to. I have no de­sire for it to be­come a task again, in any way, shape, or form.”


    “An un­der­stand­able, if some­what an­ti­quated view.”


    I frowned. “What’s an­ti­quated about wish­ing to choose who I have in my bed rather than be­ing told?”


    “Per­haps ‘an­ti­quated’ was the wrong word to use.” He shrugged. “I merely meant that we were de­signed with spe­cific skill sets, and it’s a shame not to use them for our own gain.”


    “Which is what you’ve been do­ing for one hun­dred years—us­ing sex and as­sas­si­na­tion to feather your own nest?”


    He raised an eye­brow, amuse­ment lurk­ing around the cor­ners of his eyes. “It sounds rather tawdry put like that.”


    “It wasn’t meant—”


    He raised a hand, stop­ping me. “I know. And no, I haven’t spent the last one hun­dred years fuck­ing and killing my way to a for­tune. It’s only been in more re­cent years that I re­turned full-time to the task for which I was cre­ated.”


    My gaze rose to his rather in­di­vid­ual hair color. “And no one has ever said any­thing? Sus­pected you were far more than the front you present?”


    He reached out and tugged at my hair. “Your deep or­ange-and-black hair is rather unique, missy. Has any­one ever said any­thing to you? Or do you wear this rather dowdy dis­guise full-time?”


    Or­ange and black? Had he for­got­ten I was a white tiger rather than reg­u­lar? I opened my mouth to re­mind him, then stopped, that odd warn­ing to keep silent rais­ing its head again. So I sim­ply said, “Not full-time, but when­ever I’m in Cen­tral, then yeah.”


    “And yet it is not as if there aren’t plenty of shifters in Cen­tral. Your nat­u­ral color—and mine—is mild com­pared to some of theirs.”


    That was cer­tainly true. I guess I’d just been so caught up in the need for safety that I’d gone to­tally over the top. I mopped up the re­mains of the eggs with the last bit of ba­con, then placed my cut­lery on the plate and pushed it away with a sigh.


    “That was lovely. Thank you.”


    “You are most wel­come.” He paused. “I know plenty of in­flu­en­tial peo­ple, thanks to this place. It might be pos­si­ble for me to at least get you a job in­ter­view. What are your qual­i­fi­ca­tions these days?”


    “Be­yond theft?” I asked, amused. “Not a whole lot, to be hon­est.”


    He snorted softly. “There’s not many calls for thieves, I’m afraid.”


    “Hence the rea­son I’m still un­em­ployed.” I hes­i­tated. “I heard on the grapevine that some­place called Win­ter Halo was re­cruit­ing night watch­men, but I have no idea where or how to ap­ply.”


    “I be­lieve they are.” His eyes nar­rowed as he stud­ied me for a mo­ment. “Do you have ID?”


    “Of course.” Or would have, if Nuri came through with her prom­ise.


    “Good.” He pursed his lips for a mo­ment. “I know the man in charge of re­cruit­ment, and I’m afraid he’s very par­tic­u­lar about the type of guard he em­ploys.”


    “Par­tic­u­lar how?” I hes­i­tated. “He sleeps with them?”


    “As far as I’m aware, no. Even in Cen­tral, such ha­rass­ment is frowned upon.”


    “‘Even in Cen­tral’? What’s that sup­posed to mean?”


    “It’s noth­ing more than an ac­knowl­edg­ment that even with Cen­tral’s some­what lax em­ploy­ment laws, overt sex­ual ha­rass­ment is not al­lowed.”


    Mean­ing it was al­lowed—or at least ig­nored—if it was done covertly?


    “Any­way,” he con­tin­ued, “all of those cho­sen as guards are cur­va­ceous in build, with large breasts and or­ange hair. It would ap­pear the owner of Win­ter Halo has some­thing of a fetish for the color.”


    As fetishes go, that was def­i­nitely one of the mi­nor ones—and while my nat­u­ral hair color was white and black tiger stripes and I couldn’t ex­actly be de­scribed as cur­va­ceous, as a body shifter it wasn’t a hard form to at­tain. “Which isn’t ac­tu­ally a prob­lem, as you know.”


    “No.”


    I frowned, sens­ing an odd . . . not re­luc­tance, not re­ally. But there was def­i­nitely some sort of back­ground re­sis­tance to the idea of my ap­ply­ing for the job at Win­ter Halo, and I couldn’t fig­ure out why. “Do you think you have enough swing with the re­cruiter to get me an in­ter­view?”


    “Pos­si­bly. I should warn you, though, that the night watch has a very high turnover. Women do not seem to last very long in the po­si­tion.”


    And did the rea­son have some­thing to do with ha­rass­ment of some kind? Or was some­thing else go­ing on?


    My frown deep­ened. “Any idea why?”


    He shook his head. “But there are few here in Cen­tral who are com­fort­able at night. The fear of vam­pires is fierce, even with the UV lights and the wall keep­ing them at bay.”


    “Then why would they ap­ply for the job in the first place?”


    “You re­ally haven’t been in Cen­tral very long.” There was amuse­ment in his tone, but the shad­ows were deeper in his eyes. “It’s not all sun­shine and roses, be­lieve me.”


    “For you, it must be.” I waved a hand around his apart­ment. “You have all this, af­ter all.”


    “Yes, but I didn’t al­ways live and work on First Street. I started on Twelfth—and be­lieve me, it’s a very long, very steep road to get from there to here.”


    I guess it would have been. Cer­tainly De­seo was a far cry from He­done—and if I ever had to work in a brothel, it would be at one like He­done. I hadn’t seen much of the place, but the foyer alone sug­gested the rooms where the trans­ac­tions took place would con­tain far more than merely a bed and a box of toys.


    “Any­way,” he con­tin­ued, gath­er­ing the plates, then ris­ing and walk­ing them over to the dish­washer, “I’ll see what I can do. Of course, you do know it means you’ll have to see me again.”


    I raised my eye­brows. “You say that like you ex­pect me not to.”


    “Oh,” he said, his grin cheeky, but the shad­ows even stronger in his eyes. “I can smell ex­actly how much you want to. I was merely giv­ing you the op­tion to walk away if you so de­sired.”


    I smiled. “I haven’t seen an­other déchet for a hun­dred years. That, I be­lieve, is an­swer enough.”


    “Well, then how about din­ner? Some­where fancy to cel­e­brate our re­union?”


    “I don’t think I have the clothes to do fancy—”


    He held up his hand, stop­ping me again. “Then it will be my plea­sure to sup­ply you a dress. Shall we say six to­mor­row evening, in the lobby?”


    “Sure.” It would give me time to gather courage and head back into Chaos. Hope­fully, Nuri would be as good as her word when it came to get­ting me an ID.


    “In the mean­time,” he said, spin­ning my chair around so that I faced him. “I have forty-five min­utes be­fore I must leave for my ap­point­ment. Shall I fill you in on some of my miss­ing years, or shall I sim­ply fill you?”


    “My, my,” I mur­mured. “Haven’t we lost some fi­nesse over the years.”


    He smiled. “Fi­nesse, I have learned, doesn’t al­ways get what I want. And you didn’t an­swer the ques­tion on the ta­ble.”


    I placed my fin­ger on his chest and gen­tly fol­lowed the faint line of hair down his stom­ach. His cock leapt, as if ea­ger for my touch. I obliged.


    “You could do both,” I mur­mured, then leaned for­ward and ran my tongue across the tip of him, tast­ing sex and ea­ger­ness.


    “No,” he said, shud­der­ing, “I don’t be­lieve I can.”


    From there on in, there was no talk­ing, and I had ab­so­lutely no com­plaints. I might have spent many an hour long­ing for adult con­ver­sa­tion, but sex and si­lence with a man I was so fa­mil­iar with—and one of the few I’d trusted dur­ing the war—was far, far bet­ter.


    And it was cer­tainly far bet­ter than I re­mem­bered.


    •   •   •


    I left Sal’s place at six, well sa­ti­ated, well fed, freshly show­ered, and wear­ing my own clothes—which had been laun­dered and re­paired. If I’d had tabby rather than tiger in my DNA, I prob­a­bly would have been purring right now.


    Dusk was just be­gin­ning to set­tle across the skies, though the streets of Cen­tral were still as bright as day, thanks to the UVs kick­ing into full ac­tion as the night ap­proached. I hur­ried down Vic­tory Street, head­ing for the draw­bridge and hop­ing like hell it hadn’t al­ready been raised for the night. My lit­tle ghosts would worry if I wasn’t back by night­fall, and if I didn’t get out of this place be­fore the draw­bridge went up, I would be stuck here for the night.


    The huge gate­house came into view, and re­lief ran through me when I saw it was still down. But the guards were out of their houses, prowl­ing about like beasts con­tained, their anx­i­ety sting­ing the air. Ob­vi­ously, the last pod of the day was late, and they weren’t happy. And they would stop me from ex­it­ing if they saw me.


    I ducked into the near­est walk­way, waited im­pa­tiently for sev­eral peo­ple to pass, then, when the coast was clear, drew the light around me. It would dis­si­pate as quickly as the re­main­ing sun­light once I moved be­yond Cen­tral’s UVs, but that didn’t mat­ter. I doubted any­one would chase me even if they saw me at that point, as they gen­er­ally feared the dark far more than they feared los­ing one cit­i­zen to night and the vam­pires.


    I con­tin­ued on to the exit. The ends of the sil­ver cur­tain that Cen­tral used in place of the more con­ven­tional portcullis gleamed brightly thanks to the lights that lined the gate­house, but the sen­sors fit­ted into the thick metal walls didn’t re­act to my pres­ence, though they would have, had I been full vam­pire. It had taken ten years to com­pletely re­build Cen­tral, and, by that stage, all HDP bases had been well and truly de­stroyed, and the déchet pop­u­la­tion dec­i­mated. It never oc­curred to them that some might have sur­vived—hell, it hadn’t oc­curred to me, and I was one of the sur­vivors—so they never built that pos­si­bil­ity into their se­cu­rity sys­tems. For which I was ex­tremely grate­ful. Feed­ing my­self would have been far more prob­lem­atic had I not been able to make reg­u­lar raids into Cen­tral.


    I moved through the gate­house and out onto the draw­bridge. The last pod of the evening fi­nally pulled into the sta­tion, and peo­ple be­gan stream­ing to­ward the city, forc­ing me to duck and weave to pre­vent col­li­sions. While the sun­light shield pre­vented any­one see­ing me, I hadn’t phys­i­cally dis­ap­peared; they would feel me if I col­lided with them. Once I was over the bridge, I jumped down into the rail yards and quickly tra­versed them. The far­ther I moved away from the lights, the faster the shield un­rav­eled, un­til it had com­pletely dis­ap­peared and I was vis­i­ble to any­one look­ing my way. Pain flit­ted across my senses at the shield’s loss, but I kept run­ning un­til I fi­nally reached the Barra’s old wa­ter­course. Though the pos­si­bil­ity of be­ing seen by a too-alert guard was now un­likely, I didn’t re­lax. Night had all but set­tled in, and the vam­pires would be ris­ing. And while I was close to the South Sid­ing exit and there were, as far as I knew, no en­claves in this im­me­di­ate vicin­ity, that didn’t mean any­thing. There were who-knew-how-many old sew­er­age and trans­port tun­nels un­der Chaos, and Chaos it­self was within easy run­ning dis­tance. Just be­cause I’d never seen any vamps near here didn’t mean they couldn’t get here al­to­gether too fast if one or more of them hap­pened to be close enough to smell my scent or catch the sound of my heart­beat.


    Which meant I had bet­ter get a move on.


    But I’d barely taken three steps when Cat ap­peared. Her en­ergy whipped around me, filled with fear and panic and im­ages of dark­ness on the move.


    The vam­pires weren’t un­der Chaos.


    They were at­tack­ing the South Sid­ing exit, try­ing to get into our home.

  


  
    Chap­ter 7


    I re­acted in­stinc­tively and with­out thought. My knives were in my hands be­fore I knew it, and I was all but fly­ing over the rocky, bar­ren ground as I headed for the South Sid­ing exit.


    “Cat,” I said, “I need flares. And weapons.”


    She raced away, leav­ing me alone with the night and the shad­ows. I half thought about drag­ging a veil around my body and be­com­ing one with it, but I was head­ing for vam­pires, the one crea­ture on this planet that could see through such veils—mainly be­cause they were crea­tures of night and shad­ows them­selves.


    The closer I got to the exit, the more ev­i­dent the sounds of fight­ing be­came. It was mixed with the sen­sa­tion of fear and panic—my lit­tle ghosts were do­ing as I di­rected and pro­tect­ing our home, but they were nei­ther equipped for fight­ing nor very pro­fi­cient at it. And if the hisses and snarls fill­ing the air were any in­di­ca­tion, then there was at least a score of vamps try­ing to gain ac­cess.


    A score. And me armed with only knives and two small guns un­til Cat man­aged to get some more weapons . . . Move­ment, to my right. I swerved sharply but not fast enough. A body crashed into mine, sweep­ing me off my feet and down to the ground, where we rolled for sev­eral me­ters be­fore com­ing to a halt. I raised a knife, but my hand was caught and held firm in a grip that was fierce and strong.


    “Are you in­sane?”


    The words were hissed, but the voice was nev­er­the­less fa­mil­iar. Jonas.


    “What in hell do you think you’re do­ing?” I bucked as hard as I could, try­ing to get him off me.


    “Res­cu­ing you from stu­pid­ity, that’s what. Do you know how many vam­pires are down there?”


    “Yes, but—”


    “But noth­ing.” His legs tight­ened around me as I bucked again. “Don’t be a damn fool. It would be noth­ing short of sui­cide to go down there right now.”


    I snorted and twisted my arms, try­ing to break his grip on them. “What do you care? You want me dead any­way, don’t you?”


    “What I want is nei­ther here nor there. Nuri wants you alive, so alive you will re­main.”


    “Damn it, you don’t un­der­stand! The ghosts are down there!”


    “The ghosts are al­ready dead. The vam­pires can­not hurt them, but they can and will tear you apart.”


    “You’re the one who doesn’t un­der­stand!” The panic em­a­nat­ing from the exit was grow­ing, as was my des­per­a­tion to move, to get down there and help my lit­tle ones. “There are vam­pires who con­sume en­ergy or souls, not just blood.”


    “I still don’t see—”


    “What do you think ghosts are?” I cut in. “An ec­to­plas­mic force, that’s what. And it can be con­sumed by some vam­pires.”


    He glared down at me, his green eyes bright and fierce de­spite the night. “I think your two lit­tle ghosts are clever enough to avoid—”


    “That’s the whole prob­lem!” I spat back. “It’s not just two ghosts. It’s hun­dreds.”


    And with that, I lurched for­ward and smashed my fore­head against his. It was a move he wasn’t ex­pect­ing, and it knocked him side­ways. I pushed him the rest of the way off and, de­spite a spin­ning head and bloom­ing headache, scram­bled to my feet and ran on.


    He cursed and all too soon was run­ning af­ter me. But my fear was fierce, and it gave my feet greater speed even if he had longer legs. Cat and Bear reap­peared, car­ry­ing sev­eral larger guns and a cou­ple of flares be­tween them. Not much, and cer­tainly not enough, not by a long shot, but bet­ter than noth­ing. I sheathed my knives, caught the weapons, tossed a flare back to the shifter, then clipped the other one to my pants. I raced over the slight hill that ran down to our bunker. Be­low me, vam­pires milled around the exit, scram­bling over one an­other in their ef­forts to get through the ghosts who were valiantly at­tempt­ing to hold back the tide. The scent of burned flesh stung the air, sug­gest­ing that at least some flares had been lit be­fore I’d got­ten here, and vam­pires were still be­ing tossed left and right. But some were get­ting through . . . and it was at that point I re­al­ized that the exit was open.


    By Rhea, how had that hap­pened? Why were they even here, when in one hun­dred years they’d never come within sniff­ing dis­tance of this tun­nel?


    They wouldn’t come here. Not un­less they were be­ing forced. I couldn’t feel that dark, oddly mu­tated en­ergy that I’d felt the last time I’d en­coun­tered the vam­pires, but that didn’t mean that it wasn’t near.


    Not that it mat­tered. Not im­me­di­ately. First I had to se­cure and clean out our bunker be­fore I be­gan to worry about the hows and whys of the exit be­ing open.


    I raced down the hill, my weapons gripped tight. As sev­eral vam­pires turned to face me, I be­gan to fire, mow­ing some down, miss­ing oth­ers. Be­hind me, Jonas un­leashed his own weapons, the soft sound of ri­fle fire al­most lost in the hissed snarls of the vam­pires.


    “Bear, flare,” I said. His en­ergy spun around the flare, and an in­stant later it was lit. I snagged one gun onto a belt loop, then grabbed the flare and threw it into the mid­dle of the vam­pire pack. They fled, cre­at­ing a tem­po­rary clear­way in the mid­dle of the door­way.


    “Cat, light the other one.”


    Her en­ergy ran past me, and, a sec­ond later, light flared across my back. The shifter swung his flare back and forth threat­en­ingly, keep­ing the vam­pires mo­men­tar­ily at bay. But they ran along the edges of the light, ready to at­tack—des­per­ate to at­tack—the minute the flares died.


    I ran into the bunker, the shifter two steps be­hind. My flare be­gan to sput­ter and fade. As Jonas threw his on the ground just in front of the en­trance, I hit the EMER­GENCY CLOSE but­ton. The grate slammed home, but that didn’t mean we were safe; this gate wasn’t pro­tected by ei­ther sil­ver or a laser screen, and the vam­pires merely had to shadow to get through it. We needed to get to light, and that meant get­ting out of this tun­nel and into the bunker it­self—the one place I had no de­sire to take the ranger.


    But it was ei­ther that or die, be­cause we sim­ply didn’t have enough weapons and there were still far too many vam­pires.


    “This way,” I said, voice tight. The ghosts fled be­fore me, happy to see me, but their col­lec­tive en­ergy was so de­pleted and fear-filled it made me want to cry.


    We ran down the tun­nel, leap­ing over the bod­ies of the vamps who’d made it into the tun­nel, our steps echo­ing in the si­lence—or mine did. The ranger’s were whis­per quiet. Dark­ness fell be­hind us, and the ghosts screamed a warn­ing—the vam­pires were in the tun­nel and com­ing af­ter us.


    “Bear, Cat, get those lights on up ahead.”


    They surged past us. A sec­ond later, the lights came on, the sud­den bright­ness eye-wa­ter­ing. I blinked away tears and ran on, des­per­ate to reach that room be­fore the flood of dark­ness be­hind us hit. I ran into the light but didn’t stop un­til I was at the far end of what had once been a nurs­ery. Or one of them. This one hap­pened to be empty at the time of the cleans­ing; the other one hadn’t.


    Jonas stopped be­side me, ra­di­at­ing ten­sion and a readi­ness to fight. I gripped my weapons, wait­ing, as the flood of dark­ness drew closer. They were shad­owed, so they made lit­tle sound, but I could feel them. Feel their evil, hunger, and des­per­a­tion.


    I shiv­ered, even as I won­dered at that last emo­tion. There were plenty of eas­ier pick­ings in Chaos, so why come here, af­ter me?


    Or were they, per­haps, still af­ter Penny? They’d cer­tainly prowled around the mu­seum long enough last night, at­tempt­ing to find a way in. Was this just an ex­ten­sion of that search?


    Maybe. Maybe not. And it wasn’t like I could ask them.


    Shad­ows flick­ered across the edges of the light; then vam­pires re-formed. I raised my gun, as did Jonas, and to­gether we picked them off, one by one, un­til the door­way was packed with smol­der­ing bod­ies and we couldn’t see the vam­pires be­yond it.


    Which, again, was odd. Vam­pires usu­ally con­sumed their dead. “Waste not, want not” seemed to be their motto when it came to flesh and blood.


    I stopped fir­ing and low­ered my weapons. Jonas kept his at the ready, his ex­pres­sion grim as he stared at the dead block­ing the door.


    “So,” he said, voice hold­ing just a hint of anger. No sur­prise there, I guess, given anger seemed to be his go-to emo­tion. “You’re not the kind of shifter we’d pre­sumed.”


    “It’s not my fault you pre­sumed wrong.” I leaned against the wall and briefly closed my eyes. Now that we were rel­a­tively safe, re­ac­tion set in, and it was all I could do not to col­lapse on the floor in a trem­bling, cry­ing mess. Some of that re­ac­tion came from the ghosts milling around me, their col­lec­tive en­ergy so close and thick my skin tin­gled and jumped in re­ac­tion. I re­as­sured them the best I could, prais­ing them for the brav­ery and their skill in han­dling the vam­pires and pro­tect­ing our home. Af­ter a few min­utes, their fear be­gan to ease and a few even gath­ered enough courage to drift closer to the pile of vam­pires. But they didn’t step be­yond the light, and I can’t say I blamed them.


    “What were you do­ing in Cen­tral?” Jonas asked. He’d fi­nally low­ered his weapon but hadn’t slipped the safety back on. Can’t say I blamed him for that, ei­ther.


    “What were you do­ing fol­low­ing me?” I coun­tered. “And how did you even know it was me, given the body shift?”


    He half snorted. “I am—or was—a ranger. Fol­low­ing scents is some­thing we do.”


    And it was a gen­er­ally ac­cepted fact that a per­son’s scent never changed. Only it wasn’t ex­actly true—not for those of us cre­ated as lures. I could change scents if I so de­sired, but it took a lot of ef­fort, and it made re­tain­ing the al­tered form all that much harder. Which was why many of us were sim­ply re­lo­cated to a com­pletely dif­fer­ent area ev­ery new mis­sion; it was eas­ier than at­tempt­ing to hold full body and scent trans­for­ma­tions over weeks, or even months.


    Of course, not al­ter­ing my base scent was some­thing that had al­most killed me, af­ter I’d been placed in a shifter camp that con­tained refugees from a camp I’d pre­vi­ously in­fil­trated. In fact, that mis­sion go­ing so wrong had been the rea­son I’d been here with the lit­tle ones when they’d un­leashed the gas.


    I thrust the bloody mem­o­ries from my mind, then pushed away from the wall and stalked over to the smol­der­ing moun­tain of flesh block­ing the tun­nel exit.


    “Why were you fol­low­ing me in the first place? And how the hell did you even know I was go­ing to be in Cen­tral?” I paused, look­ing over my shoul­der, meet­ing his wary, an­gry gaze. “Nuri?”


    He nod­ded. “She said you’d ap­pear on the cor­ner of Vic­tory and Twelfth some­time af­ter noon. She’s rarely wrong.”


    Which made her far more than just a mind seeker. It meant she was a witch—a proper witch. One of the earth witches, who could not only read the fu­ture in the play of the world’s nat­u­ral forces and en­ergy, but con­trol the magic within it as well. And that made her, as I’d guessed, far more dan­ger­ous than any of the shifters she seemed to com­mand.


    “And why would she or­der me fol­lowed when I made it per­fectly clear I wanted noth­ing to do with ei­ther of you or your mis­sion?”


    I grabbed a body on top of the pile and dragged it down into the light, where it im­me­di­ately erupted into flame. As the smell of burn­ing flesh be­gan to stain the air, a shadow lashed out from the space cre­ated, form­ing claws that slashed at my face. I jerked back, watch­ing as the vamp’s arm ex­ploded into fire the minute the light touched it, the ash of his skin swirling as he snatched the dis­in­te­grat­ing limb back into the dark­ness. Grimly, I raised my weapons, aimed them through the small gap I’d cre­ated, and shot the hell out of the re­main­ing vam­pires—or, at least, those who were too stupid to im­me­di­ately run.


    When both weapons clicked over to empty, I turned to find Jonas watch­ing me, his usual an­gry ex­pres­sion touched by a hint of cu­rios­ity. It dis­ap­peared al­most im­me­di­ately, but it was, per­haps, a glimpse that there was more than anger to this man.


    “You didn’t an­swer my ques­tion, ranger.”


    I glanced up as Cat brought me fresh ammo unasked. I silently thanked her and reloaded the weapon be­fore clip­ping it back onto its loop and head­ing for the exit. Jonas was here now, and short of throw­ing his ass back out into the night, there wasn’t a whole lot I could do about it. Nor was it prac­ti­cal to pre­tend I only lived in this small sec­tion of the base. Penny would have no doubt men­tioned the med­i­cal cen­ter and kitchen fa­cil­i­ties. I might be able to get away with say­ing she’d been mis­taken when it came to a mu­seum en­trance—they could search all they wanted, but they’d never find the tun­nel I used; it was all but in­vis­i­ble when closed, and Penny had gone through it only when it was open—but there was no way they were go­ing to be­lieve ev­ery­thing she’d de­scribed had been lit­tle more than shock and imag­i­na­tion. Bet­ter to re­veal the safer truths, while keep­ing oth­ers se­cret.


    “She or­dered you fol­lowed sim­ply be­cause she didn’t be­lieve you’d let the mat­ter lie.” Though I heard no sound of move­ment, his close­ness pressed against my spine, an en­ergy that was both un­set­tling and en­tic­ing. “That be­cause of Penny, and be­cause there were other chil­dren in­volved, you couldn’t let the mat­ter lie.”


    Nuri had un­der­stood al­to­gether too much about me in the brief time I’d been in her pres­ence.


    The sen­sor light flashed as we ap­proached the door, but it took sev­eral sec­onds for it to ac­tu­ally re­spond. With night upon us, all three gen­er­a­tors would have now kicked in to fuel the main de­fense sys­tems, lights, and air, but the sec­ondary sys­tems, like these doors, had power di­verted to them only as re­quired.


    “How are you pow­er­ing this place?” Jonas asked, as the door fi­nally opened.


    I shrugged. “I man­aged to get the old gen­er­a­tors go­ing. Find­ing parts was the hard bit.”


    “Con­sid­er­ing how old the tech­nol­ogy here is, it must have taken quite a while.” There wasn’t sus­pi­cion in his voice, not ex­actly, but it was pretty ob­vi­ous he wasn’t buy­ing all that I was say­ing.


    I met his gaze, see­ing in the green depths the dis­trust I could feel. See­ing the aware­ness, how­ever much he might be at­tempt­ing to con­tain it. “It did.”


    “And the med­i­cal scan­ners Penny men­tioned? Did you get them up and run­ning also?”


    I smiled, though it con­tained very lit­tle in the way of hu­mor. “No need. Once I got the power go­ing, most of the re­main­ing sys­tems came on­line, al­though the kitchen and food fa­cil­i­ties were pretty foul. It took a hell of a lot of scrub­bing be­fore I could even con­tem­plate us­ing them.”


    His smile was an echo of my own, but, af­ter a mo­ment, he pulled his gaze from mine and looked around. A slight frown creased his weath­er­worn but hand­some fea­tures as he stud­ied the dusty old metal beds lin­ing ei­ther side of the long room. “What was this place? Some kind of bunkhouse?”


    An in­no­cent enough ques­tion but one that could prove my down­fall if I didn’t watch how I an­swered it. “Ac­cord­ing to the ghosts, this was the nurs­ery.”


    His gaze shot back to mine. “Nurs­ery?”


    I raised my eye­brows, sur­prised by his re­sponse. “Who did you think my lit­tle ones were? They’re all the ghosts of the chil­dren who were mur­dered in this place.”


    “No one was mur­dered,” he re­futed. “Least of all chil­dren.”


    “And you were here to wit­ness that, were you?” I snapped back. “Be­cause these ghosts were, and they tell a very dif­fer­ent story from the rewrit­ten his­tory cur­rently pre­sented as truth in to­day’s schools.”


    “My, my,” he said, voice mild but that dark anger of his sharper. “You’re aw­fully ve­he­ment about a sit­u­a­tion that sup­pos­edly hap­pened long be­fore you were born.”


    I flexed my fin­gers, try­ing to keep calm. He was try­ing to force a slip on my part, try­ing to un­cover the truth, no mat­ter what Nuri her­self might wish or or­der. I had to be care­ful. Had to watch what I said.


    And I couldn’t, sim­ply couldn’t, let emo­tion get the bet­ter of me.


    “You’d be pretty worked up if you could lis­ten to their story and could ex­pe­ri­ence the pain and the hor­ror they went through.” I tore my gaze away, my eyes sting­ing. “Their death wasn’t pretty and it wasn’t fast. No one who had been quar­tered in this place at the end of the war died eas­ily. Be­lieve that, if noth­ing else, ranger.”


    We walked through an­other door­way and I led the way left, into an­other of the main tun­nels that al­lowed ac­cess to the next two floors. I avoided the sixth floor—which con­tained not only my sleep­ing quar­ters, but the bunk rooms, main med­i­cal fa­cil­i­ties, and the crèche and train­ing ar­eas for young déchet—sim­ply be­cause they re­quired ID and blood work to ac­cess them. And do­ing that would only con­firm his sus­pi­cions. In­stead, we con­tin­ued on to the fourth floor, which was the area Penny had seen.


    “Chil­dren aren’t al­ways the most re­li­able of nar­ra­tors,” Jonas said softly. “And it has been a very long time since the war.”


    “I agree, chil­dren aren’t al­ways the most re­li­able of nar­ra­tors. And yet here you are, be­liev­ing ev­ery word that comes out of Penny’s mouth de­spite the fact Nuri her­self said the child had changed.”


    “Touché.” The hint of amuse­ment in his voice was both sur­pris­ing and oddly warm. Or maybe it just seemed that way sim­ply be­cause of the brief ab­sence of sus­pi­cion and anger. “But that still doesn’t negate the fact—”


    “There’s more than chil­dren haunt­ing this place,” I cut in. “There’s the ghosts of all the adult déchet who were here at the time, and their story matches those of the younger ghosts.”


    He blinked. “There’s déchet here?”


    I smiled, though again it held lit­tle hu­mor. “And ghosts of sci­en­tists, doc­tors, nurses, cler­i­cal staff, and prob­a­bly a whole lot more that I’ve never even talked to. When your peo­ple cleansed this place, they cleansed it of ev­ery­body in­volved, be they hu­man or déchet.”


    “Per­haps,” Jonas bit back, no doubt re­act­ing to the trace of anger that had ebbed into my voice de­spite my best ef­forts, “they fig­ured it was the only sure way to rid this world of the per­ver­sion that was the déchet.”


    Per­ver­sion. Trav­esty. A foul cor­rup­tion of na­ture. We’d been called all those things and more, both dur­ing the war and the years im­me­di­ately af­ter it, be­fore the shifters had be­gun al­ter­ing his­tory. It still had the power to sting, even now. Just be­cause my cre­ation had hap­pened in a tube rather than as a re­sult of in­ter­course be­tween two peo­ple didn’t make me any less of a be­ing. It didn’t make me a mon­ster.


    Granted, there were déchet who had been mon­sters, es­pe­cially in the ranks of those who had been first as­sault sol­diers and ei­ther de­signed or med­i­cated to feel noth­ing. But could the same not be said of hu­mans and shifters?


    Some­how, I kept my voice even as I noted, “There’s an aw­ful lot of hate in your voice for a race that dis­ap­peared over one hun­dred years ago, ranger.”


    “I lost a lot of fam­ily in that war.” The dark anger in his voice was even stronger. But I guessed that was no sur­prise, given a shifter’s life span was far longer than a hu­man’s. While Jonas him­self didn’t look old enough to have lived through the war, his par­ents surely would have. “It’s not some­thing time can erase, no mat­ter what some might have you be­lieve.”


    Given I’d echoed those sen­ti­ments not so long ago, I could hardly dis­agree.


    We fi­nally reached the fourth level, and I led the way to­ward the same small dis­pens­ing kitchen I’d taken Penny to. I was aware of Jonas look­ing around, silently tak­ing ev­ery­thing in, just as I was aware of his ev­ery move. His ev­ery in­take of breath.


    It was damn an­noy­ing, that aware­ness.


    “Cof­fee?” I said, in­creas­ing the length of my stride to pull away from him. “Or per­haps some­thing to eat?”


    “Cof­fee, one sugar if you have it.”


    Thank­fully, he stopped in the mid­dle of the room rather than fol­low­ing me over to the ma­chine, and looked around. “What was this place?”


    I shrugged as I or­dered two cof­fees. The ma­chine, like the doors, was ex­tremely slow to re­spond. “From what the ghosts have said, this floor con­tained sec­ondary med­i­cal fa­cil­i­ties, kitchens, and train­ing for pubescent déchet.”


    His gaze came to mine, green eyes giv­ing lit­tle away, but his en­ergy watch­ful. Full of dis­trust. “How many ar­eas can you ac­cess?”


    The first cof­fee ap­peared. There was a hint of sweet­ness en­twined through its bit­ter scent, so I handed it to Jonas. His fin­gers brushed mine as he took the cup, the brief ca­ress elec­tric.


    “There’s six floors that aren’t filled with con­crete,” I said, re­sist­ing the urge to clench my fin­gers and keep hold of that elec­tric­ity for a lit­tle bit longer. “But not all six are ac­ces­si­ble. Some ar­eas re­quire eye scans and blood-work tests to en­ter. I haven’t fig­ured a way around them yet.”


    “You seem aw­fully pro­fi­cient at work­ing with old ma­chines,” he com­mented.


    I shrugged and col­lected my cof­fee. “Mom was some­thing of an elec­tron­ics wiz­ard. She used to find and re­pair old ma­chines, and then sell them. That’s how we sur­vived.”


    Once again the lies slipped eas­ily from my tongue. But it wasn’t as if I could tell the truth—that with eter­nity stretch­ing be­fore me and lit­tle else to do, I’d read not only ev­ery scrap of ma­te­rial left be­hind in the bunker, but what­ever I could find and steal from Cen­tral.


    “So where did you live?”


    “Ev­ery­where. Nowhere. We moved around a lot, and most of it is a blur, to be hon­est.” I gave him a thin smile. “Thanks to me, we weren’t made that wel­come in most places.”


    His gaze slipped down my length, a brief, judg­men­tal ca­ress. “You do not have the scent of a hu­man, so even if you are what you say you are, that should not have been a prob­lem.”


    “‘Shouldn’t’ doesn’t equate to ‘didn’t,’ ranger.” I walked across to one of the padded benches lin­ing the wall and sat down.


    He con­sid­ered me for a mo­ment, then moved across to the bench along the wall op­po­site mine. Want­ing to keep not only an eye on me, but dis­tance also. It per­haps sug­gested he was well aware of the at­trac­tion flar­ing be­tween us, even if he seemed to be con­trol­ling his re­ac­tions far bet­ter than I.


    He took a sip of the bit­ter black liq­uid I called cof­fee and gri­maced at its taste. But he didn’t put it down, as Penny had with her wa­ter. “What were you do­ing in Cen­tral?”


    I raised my eye­brows. “Nuri didn’t tell you?”


    His smile held lit­tle hu­mor. “She can­not con­trol what she sees. In this case, she saw where you would be, not what you were in­ves­ti­gat­ing.”


    Which was some­thing, I guessed, and hope­fully meant she would not “see” through my veil of lies and un­cover what I was.


    I leaned back against the wall and took a sip of cof­fee. “I didn’t start off in Cen­tral. I ac­tu­ally started in Car­leen.”


    He frowned. “What were you do­ing in Car­leen?”


    “Talk­ing to the ghosts there.”


    “I didn’t even know there were ghosts there.”


    “There are ghosts ev­ery­where, ranger. You just have to be open to see­ing them.” I hes­i­tated but couldn’t help adding, “There’s sev­eral déchet sit­ting with you right now.”


    He reached for his weapon with one hand, cof­fee splash­ing across the other, the ac­tion in­stinc­tive, au­to­matic. Fast. As would be my death if he ever con­firmed his sus­pi­cions about what I was. Then his gaze met mine and re­al­iza­tion dawned. “That wasn’t nice.”


    I couldn’t help smil­ing. “No. But it was amus­ing all the same. Ghosts gen­er­ally won’t hurt you, ranger. Not un­less you do some­thing to hurt them, or some­one they trust or­ders them to.”


    “Some­one like you,” he said, voice flat.


    “Yes.” It couldn’t hurt to re­mind him I wasn’t alone in this place.


    He switched his cof­fee cup to his right hand and shook the re­main­ing droplets of cof­fee from his left. “So what did the Car­leen ghosts tell you?”


    “That they left you alone only be­cause you were track­ing the wraith.”


    “Nice of them.”


    “Trust me, it was. There is a lot of hate in that place for your kind. I wouldn’t ad­vise go­ing there with­out a damn good rea­son, be­cause next time they might not be so gen­er­ous.”


    “I will go where the in­ves­ti­ga­tion takes me, ghosts or not.”


    Then he was ei­ther very fool­ish, very brave, or had ab­so­lutely no ex­pe­ri­ence deal­ing with the wrath of ghosts. “They said the wraiths were us­ing what they called false rifts—rifts that are sta­tion­ary and cov­ered by that ill-feel­ing dark­ness that hov­ers over most of Car­leen.”


    Jonas frowned. “What did they mean by ‘false rifts’?”


    “I’m not re­ally sure, but their en­ergy felt dif­fer­ent from the en­ergy I feel when I’m near the other rifts. Darker, dirt­ier, if that makes sense.” I shrugged. “Any­way, I asked the ghosts to take me to the one the wraith and Penny last used.”


    Sur­prise flit­ted across his fea­tures. “That was a very coura­geous step, given there are few who sur­vive an en­counter with a rift.”


    “Penny did, and more than once if the slashes on her arms are any­thing to go by.” I frowned, sud­denly re­mem­ber­ing how quickly mine had healed. “Is Penny full shifter?”


    “Yes,” he said. “Why?”


    “Be­cause as I went through that rift, en­ergy lashed at me. It left me with cuts sim­i­lar to the scars Penny bears.”


    His gaze slid down. The small hairs on my arms rose, as if touched by elec­tric­ity. Ev­ery­thing about this man, even his damn gaze, seemed to cause a re­ac­tion in me. “You don’t have scars.”


    “No, be­cause I heal quickly thanks to my shifter half. Penny should have the same heal­ing abil­i­ties, and yet she bears scars.”


    He hes­i­tated. “We sus­pect the drug pro­gram she and her fam­ily un­der­went might have made changes to her phys­i­ol­ogy.”


    Per­haps, but there was more than that go­ing on with Penny. But I guessed I could un­der­stand his not want­ing to tell a stranger, even if that stranger was some­one he wanted to use. Or, at least, his boss wanted to use.


    “The rift is the rea­son I was in Cen­tral. It spat me out into the base­ment of a brothel called De­seo on Twelfth Street.”


    “A brothel?”


    “Yes. And you have to ad­mit it’s the per­fect place to hide some­thing you don’t want any­one to find. It’s not as if De­seo’s cus­tomers would be too in­ter­ested in ex­plor­ing the premises when they’re pay­ing good money for other ser­vices.”


    “Yes, but surely the own­ers—”


    “The own­ers,” I cut in, “were scared to death of go­ing into the base­ment. But they were be­ing paid to ig­nore it, any­how.”


    “And you know all this how?” He stud­ied me crit­i­cally. “Via your seeker skills?”


    I shook my head. “I had to smash the scan­ner to get out. The owner and a guard came to in­ves­ti­gate. Ap­par­ently sev­eral peo­ple are rent­ing the base­ment. You and Nuri need to un­cover who those peo­ple are.”


    “As a seeker, you might be bet­ter placed to—”


    “Sorry,” I cut in, “but my skills lie in fix­ing old elec­tron­ics and talk­ing to ghosts, and that’s as far as I’m will­ing to go.”


    For now, at least. What hap­pened if Sal man­aged the im­pos­si­ble and got me a job was an­other mat­ter en­tirely.


    “Even if,” Jonas said, “it might make the dif­fer­ence be­tween sav­ing those other kids or not?”


    “Even if,” I snapped back. “And that is a dirty card to play, ranger.”


    His smile held lit­tle in the way of mirth. “But it is nev­er­the­less the truth.”


    “You and Nuri have re­sources I can only guess at. You’re far bet­ter placed than a no­body liv­ing in an old mil­i­tary bunker to trace who De­seo’s own­ers might be in con­tact with, or to place elec­tronic sur­veil­lance on the brothel.”


    “Not elec­tronic,” he mur­mured, ex­pres­sion thought­ful as he drank some cof­fee. “Most busi­nesses in Cen­tral do reg­u­lar sweeps, even those on Twelfth. In­for­ma­tion is a valu­able com­mod­ity and can be bought and sold for vast sums.”


    And a brothel would be a per­fect place to gar­ner such in­for­ma­tion—es­pe­cially for some­one with seeker or reader skills. Was that how Sal had come to own a brothel on First? “Then how?”


    He raised an eye­brow. “By plac­ing some­one in­side, of course.”


    Of course. There was no bet­ter way than to gar­ner se­crets dur­ing the sex­ual act—it was what we lures had been de­signed for, af­ter all. “Would that be Ela? The brown-haired shifter in the bar?”


    He raised his eye­brows. “For some­one who was only in that bar a few min­utes, you seem to have done a very thor­ough sweep of its oc­cu­pants.”


    “I’m a seeker,” I said bluntly, “but in that par­tic­u­lar case, any­one with half a brain would have sensed the ten­sion in the air and taken note of who was where in case a fight broke out.”


    And now that I was ac­tu­ally think­ing about it, that ten­sion had been rather odd. If Nuri had been ex­pect­ing me, be­liev­ing I could help her, why had the shifters kept their hands close to their weapons—and even closer once I’d ar­rived?


    “Who were the other peo­ple in the bar that day?” I added, “Were they from Cen­tral?”


    “Yes.” He half shrugged. “They were po­ten­tial clients, but we got into some­thing of a dis­agree­ment just be­fore you ar­rived. It hap­pens.”


    I won­dered if the po­ten­tial clients had any­thing to do with Penny’s case. I sus­pected they might, if only be­cause ev­ery­thing seemed to be align­ing in an ef­fort to force these peo­ple and me to­gether on this in­ves­ti­ga­tion.


    “And they left af­ter I’d been darted?”


    “Yes.”


    “Mean­ing,” I mut­tered, “they’re prob­a­bly back in Cen­tral telling any­one who’ll lis­ten that there’s a real, live déchet run­ning around. Who cares if its the truth or not?”


    “I doubt it,” Jonas said. “Those par­tic­u­lar shifters have no de­sire to get in­volved with Cen­tral’s au­thor­i­ties. If they’re go­ing to do any­thing, it’ll be in­ves­ti­gat­ing the dis­ap­pear­ances them­selves. Be­sides, they won’t find you in Chaos, and given Penny never men­tioned this place in their pres­ence, it’s un­likely they’d find you even if they did search.”


    “I hope you’re right, ranger, be­cause the ghosts and I quite like our cur­rent sit­u­a­tion.”


    “It is cer­tainly more peace­ful here than in ei­ther Chaos or Cen­tral,” he agreed. “Who was that man you met there?”


    I raised my eye­brows. “What busi­ness is it of yours who I meet?”


    “Noth­ing, ex­cept for the fact that you led me on a merry dance al­most im­me­di­ately af­ter meet­ing him, and yet up un­til that point showed no aware­ness of even be­ing fol­lowed.”


    “Given I wasn’t aware of your pres­ence, it was hardly a de­lib­er­ate at­tempt to lose you,” I replied evenly. “We sim­ply used a VTOL.”


    “I gath­ered.” His ex­pres­sion was back to dis­be­lief and anger, but I sup­posed that wasn’t un­ex­pected given we’d de­lib­er­ately lost him and we both knew it.


    I fin­ished the last of my cof­fee, then tossed the cup in the nearby re­cy­cling slot and rose. “As lovely as this lit­tle chat has been, ranger, I need to sleep. You are wel­come to claim what­ever bench or bunk takes your fancy.”


    His eye­brows rose. “You trust me to roam around your sanc­tu­ary alone?”


    “You are never alone. Not in this place.” I gave him an­other hu­mor­less smile. “The ghosts will tell me if you at­tempt any­thing that en­dan­gers our home.”


    “Warn­ing heeded.” A slight trace of amuse­ment warmed his lips and his eyes. “En­joy your sleep.”


    “And you your in­ves­ti­ga­tions.” I hes­i­tated, re­mem­ber­ing my con­ver­sa­tion with the adult déchet ear­lier. “But I would avoid the ninth level if you value your life. That is where the bulk of déchet bones lie, and they will not al­low a shifter any­where near them.”


    With that, I walked out and headed for the sec­ondary med­i­cal cen­ter. The soft foam on the medis­can beds was com­fort­able, and there was no other bed­ding on this floor, as most of it had once been the train­ing and teach­ing grounds for pubescent déchet. Some of the ghosts came with me—mostly the younger ones, as well as Bear and Cat. The rest re­mained to keep an eye on—and gos­sip about—Jonas.


    Once in the med­i­cal cen­ter, I switched off all the mon­i­tors, then climbed into the bed the far­thest from the door and clos­est to the wall. In very lit­tle time, I was asleep . . . and, rather an­noy­ingly, dream­ing of a shifter with a body of a war­rior and fury for a heart rather than the lover I’d only just been re­united with.


    •   •   •


    Ghostly chat­ter­ing woke me many hours later. I didn’t im­me­di­ately move or open my eyes, but sim­ply let the small noises of the place en­velop me. Be­yond the ghosts’ ex­cited whis­pers about their ad­ven­tures fol­low­ing Jonas last night, there was the soft sound of breath­ing. The ranger, in a nearby bed. His crisp, sharp scent spun around me, re­mind­ing me of the evening storms that came af­ter a long, hot sum­mer day. It even had the same sense of dark­ness and vi­o­lence ly­ing un­der­neath it. Be­yond Jonas, lit­tle else seemed to have changed. Si­lence stretched through the bunker’s cor­ri­dors, though the air was touched by the stench of the vam­pire I’d burned last night. Out­side our bunker, dawn had stirred across the skies and, if the elec­tric­ity in the air was any­thing to go by, it was go­ing to be an un­pleas­ant day.


    I opened my eyes and met Jonas’s bright gaze. He’d been watch­ing me sleep, and the thought stirred through me en­tic­ingly. “En­joy your in­ves­ti­ga­tions last night, ranger?”


    “I did.” His voice was a pleas­ant rum­ble, the anger within it briefly ab­sent. “This place is vast.”


    “It was.” I swung my feet off the bed and rose. “But much of it is now ei­ther un­us­able, in­ac­ces­si­ble, or un­der con­crete.”


    “In­deed.” He sat up. “I didn’t find much in the way of bath­room fa­cil­i­ties in this place. Where do you shower?”


    In the main bunk rooms, that’s where. But given I couldn’t ad­mit I had ac­cess to that area, I sim­ply raised an eye­brow and said, “Why? Are in in­ter­ested in shar­ing one?”


    His gaze slipped down my body and a smile briefly teased his lips. “Not when you wear that form. Your true self is much more pleas­ant.”


    “Pleas­ant” was such a non­word when it came to com­pli­ments. “How do you know the form you saw was my real one, and not this?”


    “It’s some­thing of a tal­ent.” He shrugged. “What are your plans to­day?”


    “Why are you ask­ing?”


    His smile lost its hu­mor, and the warmth fled his bright eyes. “Be­cause if you plan to go back to Car­leen and in­ves­ti­gate those other rifts, I very much in­tend to go with you.”


    Rather than re­spond to that dec­la­ra­tion, I headed out of the room and walked back down the hall to the kitchen. Jonas fol­lowed, not will­ing to let me out of his sight, not even for a mo­ment, it seemed. Af­ter or­der­ing two cof­fees and sev­eral pro­tein bars, I turned and said, “And if I don’t?”


    He shrugged. “Then I will wait un­til you do.”


    “Again, I have to ask, why?”


    “Be­cause that is what I have been or­dered to do.”


    My eye­brows rose. “And do you al­ways do what you’re told?”


    “It de­pends on the or­der.” His gaze was heated, an­gry. De­ter­mined. “But in this case, my niece is in­volved. And I will do ev­ery­thing in my power to bring down those who are re­spon­si­ble for the change in her.”


    And heaven help any­one who got in his way, ob­vi­ously. “What about the in­for­ma­tion I gave you on the rift in De­seo’s base­ment?”


    “Nuri has been in­formed, and will act on the in­for­ma­tion to­day.”


    I raised an eye­brow. “How? Com­mu­ni­ca­tion de­vices don’t work down here.”


    “We don’t need them.”


    Mean­ing I was right—he and Nuri could share thoughts. The dis­pens­ing unit dinged a re­minder. I handed Jonas both a cof­fee and pro­tein bar, then picked up mine. “I guess we’d bet­ter get mov­ing, then.”


    Sur­prise briefly touched his oth­er­wise set ex­pres­sion. “This early?”


    “The ear­lier the bet­ter, as there’s not so many peo­ple about to catch me com­ing out of the bunker.” I headed for the tun­nel that would take us down to the sev­enth level and the South Sid­ing exit. “Be­sides, I have plans to meet a friend tonight.”


    I could feel his gaze on me—a quick­sil­ver ca­ress that sent goose bumps flit­ting across my skin. And they weren’t the re­sult of fear or cold. Far from it. “Do these plans in­volve the same man you met last night?”


    “That, ranger, is none of your busi­ness.” I glanced over my shoul­der. “And no, you can­not come with me, nor do I want you fol­low­ing me. In this case, three is most def­i­nitely a crowd.”


    One dark eye­brow rose. “Never fear, I’m not into voyeurism.”


    Maybe, I thought, and maybe not. Be­cause if he gained even the slight­est inkling that my meet­ing with Sal was any­thing other than plea­sure, then watch he would.


    “What about the vam­pires?” he added as we moved through the sixth-floor cross-link. “How do you in­tend to dis­pose of their bod­ies? Burn­ing them un­der lights will make this place rather odor­ous.”


    I shrugged. “I can’t risk drag­ging them out into the sun­light, as the smoke might at­tract un­wanted at­ten­tion. I’ll just have to hope the ven­ti­la­tion sys­tem will have taken the worst of their smell from the air by the time I get back.”


    By the time we’d reached the pile of vam­pires—which were still smol­der­ing thanks to the close­ness of their car­casses to the wash of light—I’d fin­ished my cof­fee. I placed the cup near the wall to re­cy­cle later, shoved the pro­tein bar in my pocket, then de­ter­minedly walked to the pile of dead and be­gan toss­ing them into the mid­dle of the room. Jonas joined me and, in a very short time, the vam­pires were lit­tle more than dis­in­te­grat­ing ash. But the smell of burned flesh was sharp and rank, and my stom­ach churned. Thank Rhea I was go­ing out for the day.


    I walked over to the room’s con­trol panel and set the lights to come on au­to­mat­i­cally with dusk. Then I or­dered the ghosts to stay within its pro­tec­tion and not to ap­proach the vam­pires should they at­tack again tonight. They were more than happy to com­ply.


    With Cat and Bear danc­ing in front of me, I headed down the tun­nel to the South Sid­ing exit.


    “Why do all the ghosts not come with you?” Jonas asked. “I would have thought they’d en­joy the break from the monotony of this place.”


    I shrugged. “Cat and Bear were clos­est . . .” I stopped abruptly. To me when they gassed this place and we all died, I’d al­most said. I re­ally did have to watch my­self.


    “Clos­est to what?” Jonas asked.


    Though he was be­hind me, I could feel the weight of his gaze. Feel the force of thoughts as he tried to read my mind and pry free my se­crets. But lures could not be read by any­one other than the strong­est seek­ers—and there were few enough of those around.


    “Clos­est to train­ing age, from what they said. I guess it’s nat­u­ral for them to be more ad­ven­tur­ous.”


    “But you said there are adult déchet in this place. Why would they be re­strained?”


    I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s not like they talk to me all too of­ten. It’s usu­ally just me and the chil­dren.”


    We reached the South Sid­ing exit. The day was, as I’d sensed, crisp and cool, and over­head thun­der rum­bled omi­nously.


    “Sounds like rain isn’t very far off.” His gaze swept the rub­bish and ash-strewn dirt be­yond the grate. “You might want to grab your­self a coat.”


    I might, but it in­volved go­ing back to the re­stricted floors, and that still wasn’t go­ing to hap­pen when he was near. “With the look of those skies, any coat I have will be next to use­less in­side of five min­utes.”


    I opened the grate, then re­set the lock code. I had no idea how the vam­pires got the grate open last night—or why they even needed to, given all they had to do was shadow to get in—but it wasn’t go­ing to hap­pen again if I could help it. Once Jonas was out, I hit the lock switch, en­sured the grate did come down, then guided the ranger around to the left, away from the rail yards.


    “Why are we tak­ing the long way around?” he asked as we walked up the hill to the back of the mu­seum build­ings.


    “Be­cause it’s a good way of avoid­ing the guards and any chance of be­ing ques­tioned.” I glanced at him. His skin was a warm, sun-kissed gold, even in the cool light of a storm-clad day. “I don’t know about you, but I gen­er­ally pre­fer to avoid the in­ter­est of of­fi­cial­dom.”


    “A point I to­tally agree with, so lead on.”


    We made good time around the mu­seum and across the park, and in lit­tle more than an hour were ap­proach­ing our goal. Rain splat­tered down, big fat drops that siz­zled as they hit the bro­ken road sur­face that di­vided this part of Car­leen from the park. The bat­tered cur­tain wall op­po­site us was cov­ered in moss and vines, and there was noth­ing un­usual to be seen—noth­ing other than the press­ing dark­ness that was now for­ever a part of this place. And yet . . . en­ergy crawled across my skin. An un­nat­u­ral en­ergy.


    “There’s a rift near here.” Jonas’s voice was heavy as he gazed thought­fully to the left. “It’s on the move.”


    I frowned. “How do you know that?”


    His gaze came to mine and, just for an in­stant, the dark­ness I’d seen glim­mer­ing in both Penny’s and Nuri’s eyes shone in his. “I’m sen­si­tive to them. It moves to­ward us, so if this false rift of yours is near here, we had bet­ter in­ves­ti­gate it quickly.”


    I hes­i­tated, my gaze scan­ning the wall again, won­der­ing if the en­ergy I felt was the ap­proach­ing rift, the false one, or some­thing else al­to­gether. I couldn’t tell, and that wor­ried me.


    At least I still had my guns and knives—not that they’d do much good against the force of ei­ther rift.


    “Tiger?” Jonas prompted. “We need to move. Now.”


    I forced re­luc­tant feet for­ward. The rain hit my body, slith­er­ing down my neck and plas­ter­ing the thin shirt to my body, but it wasn’t the cause of the chill that was grow­ing in the pit of my stom­ach. The closer I got to the false rift, the more that chill grew. My two lit­tle ghosts crowded close, their en­ergy bright sparks that shiv­ered and danced across my skin.


    I leapt onto the bro­ken wall and paused to get my bear­ings. We were far­ther north than where I’d en­tered yes­ter­day, but, af­ter a mo­ment, I saw the gnarled gi­ant tree cov­ered in moss and swept my gaze left. The hill wasn’t too far away . . . nei­ther was that crater, and its heavy dark­ness.


    I jumped down and led the way through the tan­gled mess of de­struc­tion and re­growth. But the far­ther we got up that hill, the more the dark­ness stung my skin, un­til it felt as if my whole body burned with its pres­ence. Some­thing was dif­fer­ent. Some­thing had hap­pened be­tween yes­ter­day and to­day. I looked around, sud­denly aware of the ghosts who watched, and stopped.


    “Is there a prob­lem?” Jonas asked im­me­di­ately, one hand on his weapon.


    “That’s what I’m about to find out. Keep an eye on that rift.” I found some­where safe to perch, then held out a hand, palm up. “Cat?”


    She set­tled on my hand, then seeped down into my body. The creep of death im­me­di­ately be­gan to as­sault my limbs, faster and sharper than be­fore. Do­ing this two days in a row was dan­ger­ous, but it wasn’t like I had many other choices. The tall ghost I’d spo­ken to yes­ter­day stepped for­ward.


    “The gray crea­ture was here last night,” he said. “He moved one of the rifts.”


    “The real ones, or the false ones?”


    “False. The one that was in the crater you went down yes­ter­day now stains our rest­ing place.”


    Why would he move a rift? Was it a re­sult of my us­ing it yes­ter­day, or the sub­se­quent de­struc­tion of the se­cu­rity panel? Ei­ther way, it just might mean they would be keep­ing a closer eye on their de­vices. “Is this the first time they’ve moved the rifts?”


    “Since they made them, yes.”


    “‘They’?” I frowned. “There’s more than one?”


    “There are three,” he replied, anger in his ex­pres­sion. “Two men, one woman. You must stop them. That rift can­not be al­lowed to re­main where it is. It stains our bones and ashes with its malev­o­lence.”


    “I’ll do what I can.” I paused. “Can you give me a de­scrip­tion? Were they all wraiths?”


    “Wraiths?” he said, frown­ing.


    “The gray be­ings with few fea­tures.”


    “Yes. Though two wore clothes of this world, and one wore pants sim­i­lar to what you have on.”


    While that last bit matched what Penny had al­ready said, it was odd for wraiths to be wear­ing clothes at all.


    “Thanks again for your help.”


    He bowed. “My name is Blaine.”


    “Thanks, Blaine.” Then I added silently, Cat, time to leave. Her en­ergy seeped from me and the world spun, thick and dark and cold. A hand gripped me, hold­ing me steady.


    I drew in a shud­der­ing breath; my hands and feet were heavy with the chill of death, and its frost lin­gered far too close to my lungs.


    “Thanks,” I said af­ter a mo­ment.


    “What in hell just hap­pened?” Jonas said. The warmth of his grip seeped into my body, flush­ing the chill from my skin.


    “I was talk­ing to the ghosts.”


    “Which ghosts?” His gaze briefly skated the im­me­di­ate area, then came back to mine. “Car­leen or yours?”


    “Car­leen.” I gen­tly pulled my arm free, though the heat of his touch lin­gered, con­tin­u­ing to warm me. “They said the wraiths were here last night, and that they moved the false rift I went through yes­ter­day.”


    He raised his eye­brows. “Mean­ing they’re likely aware some­one used it.”


    “Or—given I de­stroyed the se­cu­rity panel in the brothel’s base­ment—they’re sim­ply be­ing cau­tious.” My gaze swept the shad­ows that in­hab­ited this place. “The ghosts also said there were three of them.”


    “Three wraiths?”


    I nod­ded. “And all of them wear­ing clothes.”


    “Odd be­hav­ior for wraiths.” He frowned. “It’s not as if clothes would hide what they were.”


    “No.” I took a deep, steady­ing breath, then waved a hand. “This way.”


    We walked across to the crater that con­tained the sec­ond of the false rifts, but stopped on its rim. The black­ness within it crawled across my senses; it was a thick, gelati­nous evil that stole my breath and made me want to run. The very last thing I wanted to do was go into that dark­ness, but there was no other way to dis­cover where this rift might lead.


    “The false rift lies at the bot­tom of this crater, be­low the shad­ows.”


    “What shad­ows?”


    My gaze shot to Jonas. “What do you mean, ‘what shad­ows?’” I waved a hand to­ward the blan­ket of dark­ness that lay only inches away from my fin­ger­tips. “I mean that.”


    He glanced down at the crater, then his gaze came to mine again, his ex­pres­sion cu­ri­ous. “I see noth­ing. Noth­ing be­yond a weather-torn bomb crater and a sea of white bones.”


    “But . . .” I hes­i­tated, glanc­ing at the thick shad­ows, see­ing noth­ing be­yond it. Feel­ing noth­ing be­yond it. “You re­ally can’t see it?”


    “I can’t see what­ever it is you see, ob­vi­ously.” He con­sid­ered me for a mo­ment, then moved for­ward, down into the crater. Within three steps he’d dis­ap­peared. The ghosts stirred around me anx­iously.


    “What about now?” he said. “Can you see me, or is there noth­ing more than shadow?”


    The tim­bre of his voice hadn’t changed. There was noth­ing of the stress, or the sheer, de­pres­sive weight of the dark­ness that made ev­ery step a strug­gle, in his words.


    “Noth­ing but shadow.”


    “Odd. Wait there, and I’ll in­ves­ti­gate the base of this crater to see if there’s any­thing more than old bones.”


    “The own­ers of those bones are watch­ing, so be re­spect­ful.”


    “As much as I can be. Tell them I mean no dis­re­spect.”


    “You just did.”


    “Oh.” His voice was far­ther away. I waited, ten­sion gnaw­ing at my belly, won­der­ing what was go­ing on, why he couldn’t see the dark­ness, and why it wasn’t re­act­ing to him.


    “Okay,” he said a few min­utes later. “I’ve reached the bot­tom. There’s noth­ing here but the dead. There’s cer­tainly noth­ing that re­sem­bles a false rift.”


    “I’m com­ing down.” I hes­i­tated, glanc­ing at my ghosts. Wait here.


    Con­cern whipped around me, but when I stepped to­ward the inky soup, they didn’t fol­low. In three strides I was within it. It folded around me, thick and heavy, a weight so fierce ev­ery step was a bat­tle. Only de­ter­mi­na­tion kept me mov­ing for­ward.


    “Tiger?” Jonas said. His voice seemed to be com­ing from a long way away. “You still there?”


    I stopped and tried not to breathe too deeply or too fast. The last thing I wanted was to draw in any more of the thick air than nec­es­sary. “Yes. Why?”


    “You took three steps into the crater and dis­ap­peared. There’s some­thing very strange hap­pen­ing here.”


    “Ob­vi­ously. I’ll meet you back at the rim.”


    I re­treated. Leav­ing was a hell of a lot eas­ier. Cat and Bear zipped around me, happy to have me back so soon, then set­tled near my shoul­der, their en­ergy ca­ress­ing me as I sat on my haunches and waited for Jonas to re­turn.


    He ap­peared out of the gloom like a ghost be­com­ing solid. His gaze ran past me, his green eyes nar­row­ing as he stud­ied some point to the left. “The rift is but a few min­utes away. It has slowed but not yet stopped.”


    “Why is it you can sense the real rift and not the false one?”


    His gaze came back to mine, his ex­pres­sion thought­ful. “I do not know. But we need to de­cide what we’re go­ing to do soon if we do not want to be caught in the true rift’s mesh.”


    “There’s only one thing we can do.” I waved a hand at the inky blan­ket. “You can’t see what I see, and I’d wa­ger that means you won’t be able to use it, ei­ther.”


    “Why don’t we test that the­ory out?” He held out a hand.


    I hes­i­tated, then placed my hand in his. His warm fin­gers en­closed mine as he turned and tugged me for­ward. Only this time, there was no dark­ness, no weight, noth­ing but the eroded walls of the old crater and the bleached, white rem­nants of the dead at its base.


    “There is def­i­nitely magic of some kind at work here,” I mut­tered, “be­cause when I’m hold­ing your hand, I can’t see any­thing but what is phys­i­cally here.”


    “One more test, then.” He re­leased my hand. In­stantly, the dark­ness de­scended and the light dis­ap­peared. I swore softly, but a heart­beat later, Jonas caught my fin­gers and once again the shad­ows fled.


    “What­ever magic it is,” he said, ex­pres­sion grim as he tugged me back to­ward the rim, “it ap­pears you can both see it and re­act to it, but I can­not—even when we touch.”


    “Un­for­tu­nately, as I said ear­lier, that also means you’re un­likely to be able to use the false rift that un­doubt­edly lies at the base of this place.”


    “Yes.” Frus­tra­tion fairly siz­zled through that one short word. His gaze met mine. “What do you in­tend to do?”


    “Go down there, of course. We need to find where the other chil­dren are, and this might just take us—or me—to them.”


    His smile was grim. “I do not think it’ll be that easy.”


    Nei­ther did I, but that didn’t stop me hop­ing. “It might be worth get­ting Nuri down here. She may be able to un­ravel the threads of magic within this crater, or at least tell us where it might have orig­i­nated from—here, or from the other side of the rifts.”


    He nod­ded and cast an­other glance over his shoul­der. “We’re out of time. The rift will be here in two min­utes. I can­not stay. I will wait for you by the grate to­mor­row morn­ing.” He paused, his ex­pres­sion hint­ing at anger again. “It would be ad­vis­able to let me in if you do not wish me to cre­ate a ruckus and draw un­wanted at­ten­tion to your re­treat.”


    “Don’t be early,” I warned. “I’m meet­ing a friend tonight, re­mem­ber.”


    “I re­mem­ber.” He took a step away, then paused again, meet­ing my gaze as he added, “Be wary.”


    “I will.”


    He walked away. I watched him for sev­eral sec­onds, ad­mir­ing his lean out­line and pur­pose­ful strides, then said softly, “Bear, Cat, fol­low him. Let me know ev­ery­thing he does, but make sure you get home by dusk.” The other lit­tle ones would worry, oth­er­wise, es­pe­cially af­ter last night’s at­tack.


    Their ex­cite­ment kissed the air as they spun off af­ter Jonas. I took an­other of those deep breaths that did lit­tle to calm the fear deep in­side, then reached once more for the shift­ing magic. I had a bad feel­ing I’d need all the strength I could get; hold­ing a form that wasn’t mine was lit­tle more than a waste. At least un­til I knew what waited for me be­yond the dark­ness of this rift.


    The magic rose like a storm. I held my own im­age steady in my mind as my skin rip­pled, bones re­struc­tured, hair short­ened and changed color. It still hurt, still burned. It al­ways did, no mat­ter how of­ten I’d done it in the past. I grit­ted my teeth against the scream and did my best to ig­nore the sweat pour­ing down my al­ter­ing flesh.


    Then, fi­nally, when the magic faded and I was once more as I was made, I stepped into the dark­ness. It felt ten times worse than it had only mo­ments be­fore. It was al­most as if the magic sensed that this time, I in­tended to go all the way through it. It seemed heav­ier, more gelati­nous; its thick strands re­sisted ev­ery step for­ward be­fore they snapped, their frac­tured ends tear­ing at my flesh as they fell away. I have no idea how long it ac­tu­ally took to get through the bar­rier, but it seemed like for­ever. Even when I fi­nally came to the base of the crater and broke free from the dark­ness, my sense of time and day­light was still scram­bled. What­ever the magic was, it was play­ing merry havoc with that in­stinc­tive part of me.


    For sev­eral min­utes I did noth­ing more than stand there, suck­ing in air and wait­ing for the weak­ness in my limbs to re­treat. The dark en­ergy be­hind me crawled across my spine, but it was the en­ergy in front of me that was sharper, more dan­ger­ous.


    There was, as I’d sus­pected, an­other false rift here, and it was big­ger than the one I’d gone through the pre­vi­ous day. It spun slowly on its axis, shim­mer­ing in the shad­ows, its sur­face reg­u­larly criss­crossed with jagged spears of light­ning. The en­ergy of them slashed the air and lit­tered my skin with an­gry-look­ing welts. The cost of trav­el­ing through this rift was go­ing to be far higher than yes­ter­day’s, but if I wanted an­swers, then I had to go in.


    I drew my gun, flicked off the safety, and strode for­ward. The jagged light­ning peeled away from the sur­face of the slowly ro­tat­ing sphere and struck at me, draw­ing blood as it wrapped it­self around my arms and my legs, first cap­tur­ing me and then drag­ging me to­ward the sphere. Dust spun around me, thick and foul and filled with bone and jagged metal pieces—the rem­nants of the peo­ple and the build­ings that had once stood here, no doubt. As the sphere en­cased me, its en­ergy burned around me, touch­ing ev­ery part of me be­fore it slowly, care­fully, tore me apart, atom by atom. It was agony it­self, and if I could have screamed, I would have. There was no sense of move­ment this time, just black­ness in which there was no light, no sound, no sense of life. Just pain and the feel­ing that my par­ti­cles were be­ing stretched to the break­ing point. Then, piece by piece, the en­ergy put me back to­gether, the light­ning hold­ing me died, and I was ejected into dark­ness.


    I stum­bled for sev­eral steps, then, as my legs gave way, fell full-length onto a sur­face that was hard, gritty, and cold. And that’s where I stayed, pant­ing, groan­ing, my body on fire and the scent of blood thick in the icy air. I don’t know how long I re­mained there, des­per­ately try­ing to ease the in­ferno of pain sweep­ing through me, be­fore I heard it.


    A whis­per of sound.


    A foot­step.


    My breath caught in my throat and my fin­gers clenched around my gun. The thick dark­ness was again still, silent. But it was not with­out scent, and that scent was old and rank.


    And filled with vam­pires.

  


  
    Chap­ter 8


    If the rich­ness and depth of that scent was any­thing to go by, there weren’t just a few vam­pires here, but a whole lot—maybe even a nest full. Most weren’t close, but one, at least, must have caught the smell of my blood and had come to in­ves­ti­gate. He was off to my left, in the deeper shad­ows near the filth-cov­ered walls.


    So why wasn’t he at­tack­ing? If he’d been close enough to smell my blood, then he was close enough to have caught the beat of my heart and sense my hu­man­ity. Re­straint was not some­thing I’d ever as­so­ci­ated with vam­pires be­fore, and it filled me with fore­bod­ing.


    But it also gave me a fight­ing chance of sur­vival. Not that I in­tended to fight. If there were as many vam­pires here as the scent sting­ing the air sug­gested, then that would be noth­ing short of stu­pid­ity. I drew the dark­ness deep into my lungs and let it fil­ter through ev­ery fiber, un­til it felt as if my whole body was vi­brat­ing with the weight and power of it. The vam­pire within me rose swiftly to the sur­face, em­brac­ing that dark­ness, be­com­ing one with it, un­til it stained my whole be­ing and took over. It ripped away flesh, mus­cle, and bone, un­til I was noth­ing more than a clus­ter of mat­ter. Even my weapons and clothes be­came part of the night and the dark­ness. In this form, at least, I’d be harder to pin down and nigh on im­pos­si­ble to feed on—or so my mak­ers had said. It was a the­ory I’d never ac­tu­ally tested.


    And, as I’d said to Jonas, there were vam­pires who fed on en­ergy. I just had to hope there were none of those in this place.


    I pushed away from the hard, grimy floor and moved for­ward. Though I had good night sight in my nor­mal form, as mat­ter the night was as bright as day, though it was a day with­out color. Ev­ery­thing was black and white, and in­verse to what it nor­mally would have been.


    The room the false rift had spat me into was long and thin, re­mind­ing me some­what of a cor­ri­dor. I had no idea what lay be­yond the rift it­self, be­cause it gleamed with a fire that was al­most blind­ing. At the op­po­site end of the room lay the bent and bro­ken re­mains of a metal door. Be­tween it and me waited the vam­pire. In the in­verse light, he was lit­tle more than a clus­ter of softly gleam­ing par­ti­cles. He didn’t move, didn’t re­act, though I had no doubt he was as aware of my pres­ence as I was of his.


    It was a weird sit­u­a­tion—and one that could change for the worse at any mo­ment. For what­ever rea­son, this vam­pire was re­strain­ing his in­stinc­tive urge to at­tack, and I had to make use of it.


    I moved for­ward pur­posely, as if I had ev­ery right to be here. Any­thing else could be my down­fall.


    The vam­pire stirred. Mis­tress? His voice was scratchy, gut­tural, and some­thing I sensed through my par­ti­cles rather than ac­tu­ally heard—telepa­thy rather than spo­ken words. But the mere fact I was hear­ing him at all had shock re­bound­ing through me. Never once had my mak­ers—or any­one else, for that mat­ter—ever sug­gested that vamps were ca­pa­ble of any kind of leg­i­ble, in­tel­li­gent speech. You wish ac­com­pa­ni­ment?


    Why would he call me “mis­tress”? Who was he mis­tak­ing me for? Surely not an­other vam­pire? He’d been in this room when I’d shifted from flesh to shadow, and would be aware that I wasn’t a true vam­pire.


    Then I re­mem­bered the dark force I’d sensed when I’d res­cued Penny, and the feel­ing that the ac­tions of the vam­pires were be­ing con­trolled. This “mis­tress,” who­ever she was, might be the force I’d sensed.


    But the Car­leen ghosts had said wraiths used these rifts, not vam­pires, and that sug­gested that the two might be work­ing to­gether. It was a pos­si­bil­ity that had chills rac­ing through me. If it was true, Cen­tral was in deeper trou­ble than we’d ini­tially thought. Al­though, how in hell had the wraiths learned com­mon tongue—a lan­guage that these days was used in all but a few pro­vin­cial out­posts? I had no doubt wraiths were in­tel­li­gent, but why would they bother learn­ing our lan­guage when we were noth­ing but prey to them?


    And how were they even speak­ing when they had no mouths to form words?


    But then, ev­ery­one had be­lieved vam­pires in­ca­pable of speech, too, and that was very ob­vi­ously wrong.


    Maybe that was what they’d wanted the chil­dren for. Maybe they were some­how si­phon­ing lan­guage skills from them. But if that was the case, why choose chil­dren? Why not adults?


    The vam­pire’s mat­ter stirred, and I re­al­ized he was wait­ing for an an­swer. No. I kept my men­tal tones low and scratchy, and kept men­tal fin­gers crossed it was a close enough im­i­ta­tion of whomever he was mis­tak­ing me for. I wish alone­ness.


    So be it. He melted away into the white­ness.


    I didn’t re­lax. One vam­pire might have let me be, but there were many oth­ers out there in the in­verse night, and who knew what they might do?


    I con­tem­plated the bro­ken door for a mo­ment, then moved to­ward it. It was aeons old, thick with rust and slime. It also looked mil­i­tary grade—the same grade and de­sign that was ev­ery­where in my bunker.


    Only trou­ble was, there were no other bunkers near Cen­tral, so where the hell was I? And why had the wraiths brought the chil­dren through here? Surely they hadn’t been kept here—with the vam­pires present that would have been a lit­tle too like ty­ing down a lamb and ex­pect­ing the wolves not to at­tack.


    I flowed over the bro­ken door and moved into the white­ness be­yond. The room again re­sem­bled a cor­ri­dor, but this time there were var­i­ous doors lead­ing off it. Some were closed, some not. Most were empty, but from sev­eral came the thick sen­sa­tion of vam­pire. There was no sense of aware­ness com­ing from their di­rec­tion, which, I guess, was an­other point in my fa­vor. While it was darker than night down here, it was still day above. Vam­pires gen­er­ally slept when the sun was up. Given I could feel noth­ing other than vam­pires close by, I quickly moved on, anx­ious not to in­cite the in­ter­est of the vamps that slept here.


    The cor­ri­dor ended in a T in­ter­sec­tion. There was a sign on the wall, but the writ­ing had long given way to grime and was all but in­de­ci­pher­able. Only the tip of an ar­row point­ing to the left stood out. I fol­lowed its lead and headed that way, if only be­cause the bulk of vam­pire scent seemed to be com­ing from the right. The cor­ri­dor widened and the walls on ei­ther side gave way to thick win­dows. The wide rooms be­yond them were filled with the bro­ken rem­nants of uter­ine pods, tiny med­ibeds, and var­i­ous other ma­chines. My stom­ach—or what there was of it in this form—be­gan to knot. This was look­ing more and more like the lab­o­ra­to­ries in my bunker. The lab­o­ra­to­ries in which they’d taken sam­ples, test­ing and retest­ing the DNA of their lat­est batch of freshly birthed cre­ations to en­sure the health and vi­a­bil­ity of each be­fore all were sent on to post­na­tal care.


    This had to have been a déchet bunker—but which one? I knew of only three: Cen­tral had been the small­est, with the big­gest near the port town of Crow’s Point, and an­other deep in the Bro­ken Moun­tains. I couldn’t imag­ine vam­pires haunt­ing that place, as there wasn’t much in the way of hunt­ing up there—not when it came to easy pick­ings, any­way. There were shifter com­mu­ni­ties liv­ing there now, but they tended to be no­madic in na­ture, and there­fore had lit­tle need of the sew­er­age and ser­vice tun­nels that had made life so much eas­ier for the vam­pires in many hu­man com­mu­ni­ties, even in this day and age. There might be plenty of cities as pro­tected as Cen­tral, but not ev­ery­one lived in such places, and many of these smaller com­mu­ni­ties were as ill pre­pared as Chaos when it came to the vam­pires.


    I con­tin­ued on. Up ahead, the dark­ness be­gan to grow, which in this in­verse light­ing meant ac­tual light rather than dark­ness. Which was con­fus­ing, as any sort of light was dan­ger­ous to vam­pires.


    And if the wraiths were work­ing with the vam­pires, at least in some ca­pac­ity, why would they have any part of this place lit up so brightly? They hated it as much as the vam­pires.


    As I drew closer to the light, the dark­ness within me be­gan to un­ravel. Mus­cle and bone found struc­ture and re-formed, un­til I was once again fully fleshed. The scan­ner to the right of the heavy metal door beeped as I ap­proached, then slid open. What it re­vealed was a fully func­tion­ing lab­o­ra­tory.


    I stood out­side the door for a mo­ment, scan­ning the wide room, let­ting the feel of it wash over me. There were no ghosts in this place, no scents other than an­ti­sep­tic. Metal ex­am­i­na­tion ta­bles gleamed, and the med­ibeds that lined the far wall—six in all—made mine look like some­thing out of the Stone Age.


    I took a step, then froze as red light flared from ei­ther side of the door­way and scanned me. A heart­beat later an alarm went off, the sound sharp and stri­dent in the si­lence.


    I spun and raced back into the dark­ness, gath­er­ing it around me as quickly as I could. Ahead, in the cor­ri­dor be­yond the T in­ter­sec­tion, vam­pires be­gan to stir. I couldn’t risk stay­ing here. Couldn’t risk hav­ing them re­al­ize I was not one of them. There had to be at least two score of them here, if that stir­ring sense of evil was any­thing to go by. I’d barely sur­vived an at­tack by one score—and even then only with the help of my lit­tle ghosts. Two score was death, pure and sim­ple.


    I came to the T in­ter­sec­tion and surged to the right. The vam­pires in the long cor­ri­dor had come to life; their en­ergy milled, and their con­fu­sion and un­cer­tainty stained the air. I con­trolled my own fear and slowed my head­long pace. To get through, to sur­vive, I had to make them be­lieve I be­longed here—that I was who­ever that first vam­pire thought I was.


    Mis­tress? A dif­fer­ent tone, harsher and scratchier than the first. Prob­lem?


    Alarm fault, I growled back. I go get oth­ers.


    The en­ergy of them parted slightly, leav­ing me a slen­der path­way to the room with the false rift. I took a deep men­tal breath and moved through them, feel­ing their wrong­ness slither through ev­ery part of my be­ing.


    If I could feel them, they could un­doubt­edly feel me.


    Ten­sion ran through my par­ti­cles, and all I wanted to do was run—the one thing I couldn’t do when in the midst of them.


    I was mid­way through when the en­ergy around me be­gan to change. Their con­fu­sion deep­ened, hard­ened. Be­came dan­ger­ous. I didn’t al­ter my pace; any move, any sug­ges­tion of fear, would have them all over me. Yet fear stepped into my heart nev­er­the­less, and its stain ran through my mat­ter.


    Wrong, a voice at the back growled. Not mis­tress.


    Rhea save me, I thought, and bolted, with ev­ery ounce of speed I could muster, for the false rift. I tore through the en­ergy of sev­eral vam­pires, felt their mat­ter slash at me—through me—a sen­sa­tion not un­like sharp claws tear­ing at flesh. Par­ti­cles ripped and spun away, and I re­al­ized the true depth of the sit­u­a­tion I was in. They didn’t have to force me into flesh. They could ren­der me dead by sim­ply tear­ing me apart, piece by en­ergy piece.


    I bolted over the bro­ken door and streamed to­ward the false tear. There was no re­ac­tion as I drew close. The sphere showed no aware­ness of my pres­ence and no jagged bolts of en­ergy leapt out from the brightly lit sur­face to snag me.


    Flesh, I re­al­ized sud­denly. It was set to re­act to flesh, not mat­ter.


    I swore and be­gan un­rav­el­ing the shad­ows. Half­way down the room I hit the floor run­ning, even as the dark­ness con­tin­ued to bleed from my torso. The vam­pires screamed and claws lashed at me, bit­ing deep, draw­ing blood. One arm re-formed; I was still grip­ping my weapon, so I fired it. The wooden stakes tore through shad­ows to the left and the right and bounced harm­lessly off the walls. Hair re-formed; hands snagged at it and yanked me back­ward. I fired over my shoul­der, heard the squawk as the wood tore into flesh and the taint of blood stained the air. The scent seemed to in­cite greater fury in the vam­pires, but they didn’t tear their fallen com­rade apart. Didn’t eat his flesh and drink his blood. They sim­ply ran over the top of him and con­tin­ued to tear at me, their des­per­a­tion and fury so fierce I could barely even breathe.


    The sur­face of the false tear be­gan to ro­tate. The light­ning stirred, flick­ered, as I drew closer. One jagged bolt speared out, wrap­ping around my an­kles, cap­tur­ing me. I stum­bled, swore, then caught my bal­ance, try­ing to move faster than that burn­ing, bit­ing lash seemed to de­sire. More claws tore at me as an­other jagged piece of en­ergy snared my other leg. The vam­pires were close—far too close.


    With no other choice, I stopped run­ning, twisted around, and raised both weapons, fir­ing non­stop as I was drawn pur­pose­fully—but far too slowly—to­ward the rift. There were at least twenty vam­pires fight­ing to get at me, and more pour­ing through over the bro­ken door as I watched.


    I needed space. I needed time. Needed to get into the false rift and hope like hell I had the strength to sur­vive its agony. Be­cause no mat­ter what, I wasn’t about to stay here.


    Some vam­pires fell un­der the bar­rage of stakes, but oth­ers spun into dark­ness, re-form­ing once the bul­lets had torn past. Their screams filled the air, their fury and des­per­a­tion to stop me ev­i­dent in the bloody glow of their eyes.


    Dark en­ergy lashed my back. Whips snaked out and snared my up­per arms, its touch bit­ing deep. Blood stained my shirt, and the scent fu­eled the vamps into a greater frenzy. One gun clicked over to empty. I tried to snag it back onto my belt and reach for a knife, but the sphere’s en­ergy had pinned my up­per arm to my body and se­verely re­stricted my move­ment. I swore and kept fir­ing the sec­ond.


    The vam­pires lunged at me from all sides. I screamed and thrust back­ward—straight into the fierce en­ergy of the false rift. It sucked me in, then ripped me apart, and I hung in the dark­ness for I don’t know how long, silently scream­ing, un­able to do any­thing else. Then, with ag­o­niz­ing slow­ness, my par­ti­cles were re­assem­bled and, with lit­tle fi­nesse and a whole lot of force, I was ejected.


    I didn’t even stum­ble. I just fell flat on my face and, for who knows how long, I stayed there.


    Af­ter a while, I some­how found enough en­ergy to roll onto my back. All I could smell was my blood, and it felt as if ev­ery bit of me had been beaten and bruised. Even my soul ached.


    I took a deep, shud­der­ing breath that did lit­tle more than fling a dozen fresh ar­rows of pain across my torso. I ig­nored them, closed my eyes, and reached for the heal­ing. It took a while, but even­tu­ally, calm de­scended and my body be­gan to re­pair it­self. Un­for­tu­nately, the heal­ing state didn’t last any­where near long enough. While I could heal just about any wound short of limb, head, or heart re­moval, the depth of the re­pairs de­pended on my strength. I’d pushed my­self hard to­day, and all with lit­tle more than bit­ter cof­fee in my belly. It wasn’t enough.


    But at least blood no longer poured from the mul­ti­tude of slashes caused by both the vam­pires and the false rift. It was bet­ter than noth­ing, I sup­posed.


    I rolled onto my hands and knees, then slowly pushed up­right and stared at the wall of dark­ness that stood be­tween me and get­ting home. The thought of go­ing through it again churned my stom­ach, but there was no other op­tion. Not if I wanted to get out of this place—and I did. Des­per­ately.


    I forced my feet for­ward. The dark­ness soon en­veloped me, its thick strands re­sist­ing ev­ery step for­ward but not as fiercely as it had on the way down. Nor did it tear at my flesh as it snapped away—which was good, be­cause I doubted I had a whole lot of un­marred skin left.


    I came out of it so sud­denly I stum­bled and fell on my hands and knees. En­ergy whipped around me, filled with con­cern, and it took me a mo­ment to re­al­ize it was Bear and Cat. Then the lit­tle bit of strength I had left fled, and I fell into un­con­scious­ness.


    •   •   •


    I woke to shad­ows and noise. There was warmth around me and com­fort un­der­neath me rather than the chill of the weather and the cold bite of ground. The air smelled murky and was thick with so many scents it was hard to pick one from the other. Ob­vi­ously, I was no longer in Car­leen.


    I frowned and opened my eyes. The room in which I lay was small and neat, with lit­tle more than the bed, a side cab­i­net, a some­what grimy mir­ror, and a wash­basin be­side which rested two small but clean-smelling blue tow­els.


    Cat and Bear whisked in from wher­ever they’d been, the force of their ex­cite­ment mak­ing me smile even as their en­ergy seeped into my skin, al­low­ing me to share their ad­ven­tures and ex­plo­rations. Im­ages flowed through me, around me, in dizzy­ing suc­ces­sion, fill­ing me in on all that had hap­pened even if in a some­what con­fused man­ner. We were not only back in Chaos, but also at Nuri’s. Jonas, from what I could gather, had car­ried me here—over his shoul­der, like a blood­ied sack of pota­toes. He was in the room next to mine, strip­ping off clothes stiff with my blood—which sug­gested we had not been here very long at all.


    And Jonas? I asked them. What did he do while I was away?


    More im­ages flooded my mind. Jonas had re­treated as far as the park, but once the rift had passed, had come back to the rim of the crater to wait. Nuri had joined him a few hours later, and while she’d prowled around the edges of the crater, she hadn’t en­tered it. The Car­leen ghosts, Cat noted, had been wary of her.


    I frowned again. Why are ghosts afraid of her?


    Their un­cer­tainty filled me, then Bear’s en­ergy touched mine more deeply and he said, It is the dark­ness, as much as her power, that they fear.


    I guess I could un­der­stand their fear­ing her power, be­cause witches tra­di­tion­ally had con­trol over the dead and she could, if she so chose, ban­ish or de­stroy them.


    Be­fore I could ques­tion them fur­ther, the door opened and Nuri ducked into the room. “Ah, you’re awake,” she said, not sound­ing the least bit sur­prised. She held a large jug in one hand and clothes in the other. The room was al­most too small for some­one her size, though it wasn’t so much her weight but rather the sheer amount of power ra­di­at­ing from her. It over­whelmed this tiny space. Was it any won­der the Car­leen ghosts feared her? They surely wouldn’t have come across many like her, even when they’d been alive.


    “I’m afraid your clothes were a lit­tle be­yond re­pair,” Nuri con­tin­ued, “so you’ll have to make do with this tu­nic. Your weapons are in the shoul­der bag at the base of the bed. Once you’re washed and dressed, come down­stairs and join us. We’ve fresh bread and stew ready, if you’re up to eat­ing.”


    “How long have I been here?” I said as she poured the hot wa­ter into the small basin.


    She glanced at me, brown eyes shrewd. “Wor­ried about that date you have this evening, are you?”


    Jonas ob­vi­ously didn’t feel the need to be re­strained in any of the in­for­ma­tion he passed on. I raised an eye­brow. “And what busi­ness of yours is it if I was?”


    She smiled, though there was very lit­tle hu­mor in it. “No busi­ness of mine at all, though I can­not help but be cu­ri­ous as to what is so im­por­tant about that date you would rush off so soon af­ter near death.”


    Near death? I’d been de­pleted and bloody, for sure, but I doubted I’d been any­where near death—though, given what Cat and Bear had showed me, I’d cer­tainly looked it.


    “Per­haps I merely de­sire the com­pany of the man I’m in­tend­ing to meet.” I paused. “How long was I out?”


    “Not long enough by half.” She fin­ished pour­ing the wa­ter, then turned to face me. All sorts of spec­u­la­tion was ev­i­dent in her sharp gaze. “Come down­stairs and tell us what you found. You owe us that much, at least.”


    I owed them noth­ing, and we both knew it—es­pe­cially af­ter their ini­tial at­tack on me. But this mys­tery was al­ready far big­ger than I could han­dle. I needed help, and Nuri and her shifters were the log­i­cal choice—even if a dan­ger­ous one, given their un­de­nied gov­ern­ment links.


    “Fine,” I said. “I’ll be down in ten min­utes.”


    She nod­ded and left, clos­ing the door be­hind her. I lis­tened to her re­treat­ing steps, then flicked the blan­ket off and rose. Mus­cles twinged, but there was lit­tle in the way of true pain. Most of the lash marks had dis­ap­peared, but there was a cut on the in­side of my left wrist that was raised and an­gry-look­ing. It was, I sus­pected, where the vam­pire had slashed through my par­ti­cles, spin­ning some of them away. And maybe that meant it wouldn’t—couldn’t—heal any more than it al­ready had. Dried blood stained most of my body, as well as mat­ting my hair, if the itchy state of my scalp was any­thing to go by.


    Gri­mac­ing, I grabbed one of the tow­els and the flow­ery-smelling soap, and cleaned my­self up. Then I dunked my head into the bowl, scrub­bing my short hair, free­ing as much of the gunk as I could, even as I wished I was back at the bunker and in one of the hy­dro pods.


    The tu­nic Nuri had left for me was full-length, and made of a soft gray wool. It was V-necked and split to the thigh along one side to al­low eas­ier move­ment. I’d worn this type of gar­ment many times in the var­i­ous camps I’d been as­signed to dur­ing the war, and knew from ex­pe­ri­ence they were not only ex­tremely com­fort­able, but also sexy, as the flow­ing na­ture of them ac­cen­tu­ated rather than hid curves. It was the sort of gar­ment I could eas­ily wear to meet Sal tonight, and couldn’t help won­der­ing if I’d been given it for that very rea­son. There was a pair of leather san­dals with the dress, and they also fit per­fectly.


    I glanced at a mir­ror and frowned at my re­flec­tion. As much as I rather liked the star­tling con­trast of white and black stripes in my hair, I’d seen no tiger shifters in Cen­tral for a while, which meant I’d stand out a lit­tle too much in that place. And given I needed to be or­ange if I were to have any hope of get­ting the job at Win­ter Halo, maybe it would be bet­ter if I started wear­ing that form to get com­fort­able with it. I pic­tured what I wanted in my mind, then reached for the shifter magic. It swept through me, fierce and fast, and in very lit­tle time the stripes were re­placed by or­ange and my nat­u­rally lean form was a lit­tle more cur­va­ceous.


    Which meant it was time to go down­stairs and face Nuri and her crew. I slung the hes­sian bag hold­ing my weapons over my shoul­der, took a deep, steady­ing breath, then said, “Let’s go get this over with.”


    Bear whipped around me, ex­cited we were on the move again, and headed out. Cat, as usual, stayed close, though there was lit­tle in the way of con­cern in her en­ergy.


    Jonas waited in the cor­ri­dor be­yond our door. His mus­cu­lar arms were crossed and he leaned one shoul­der against the op­po­site wall, his stance ca­sual yet oddly guarded. His dark hair was damp, and he smelled fresh, clean, and wild. His gaze swept down my length, a leisurely ca­ress that sent de­light skit­ter­ing across my skin. De­sire stirred, its scent sting­ing the air, his and mine com­bined. But when his gaze fi­nally rose, there was lit­tle of that heat ev­i­dent in ei­ther his ex­pres­sion or his eyes. This man might want me, but he still didn’t trust me, and that, right now, held greater sway over his ac­tions. His re­straint should have pleased me—he was a ranger, af­ter all. The war had been a long time ago, but it seemed that—for him—it might well have been only yes­ter­day. I had no doubt sex with Jonas would be good, but it would also, given that hate, be dan­ger­ous. It would take only one tiny slip on my part, and that would be the end of me. And yet I also knew that none of it would have made any dif­fer­ence had he shown an in­cli­na­tion to act on de­sire.


    But then, I’d been bred to se­duce shapeshifters such as he—shifters who were not just war­riors, but lead­ers. Jonas might not be in con­trol of this lit­tle lot, but I had a sus­pi­cion he could have been. That once upon a time, he had been. Maybe not of this group, but an­other. There was just some­thing in the way he moved, some­thing in the way he re­acted, that re­minded me of the shifters who’d been my tar­gets so long ago.


    “This way,” he said, and pushed away from the wall.


    I fol­lowed his easy strides along the short cor­ri­dor, then down a set of stairs. The room we en­tered was the small one I’d seen when linked to Bear the first time I’d been in this place—the one with the small elec­tric stove and half a dozen mot­ley-look­ing chairs. Only one of those was cur­rently oc­cu­pied—un­for­tu­nately by Branna, the thick­set, golden-haired man who’d darted me with Iru­akandji. I flared my nos­trils as I neared him, draw­ing his scent. It was sharper—dryer—than Jonas’s, re­mind­ing me more of grass and sand rather than the wild­ness of storms.


    His golden gaze swept me, en­tic­ing lit­tle in the way of re­ac­tion, then lifted, lin­ger­ing long­est on my hair. He didn’t say any­thing; he sim­ply rose and walked to the other side of the room, as far away from me as was pos­si­ble with­out ac­tu­ally leav­ing. Where he could watch, and re­act if needed, I very much sus­pected.


    Bear, you want to keep an eye on him? He’d al­ready acted once with­out think­ing—I had no doubt he’d do it again if I so much as twitched the wrong way. It was a some­what com­mon oc­cur­rence among male lion shifters, who tended to be fiercely pro­tec­tive of friends and fam­ily. Bear whisked off to stalk the grim-faced Branna, but Cat stayed close.


    “Stew?” Nuri asked, hold­ing a metal spoon over the di­vine-smelling pot of meat and veg­eta­bles.


    “Def­i­nitely,” Jonas said. He grabbed the bowl she of­fered him and headed for the small ta­ble tucked be­hind the stove.


    “Tiger?” Nuri glanced at me and raised an eye­brow. I had no doubt she’d noted the change of color, but she made no men­tion of it. But then, Jonas had no doubt in­formed her I was a body shifter, so it wouldn’t have come as a sur­prise.


    “Yes, thanks.” I tried not to sound like I hadn’t eaten fresh meat for the best part of a year. Steal­ing fruit and veg was one thing, but meat was ex­pen­sive and not so eas­ily snatched. And wildlife was rare in the park these days, thanks to the vam­pires. Jerky—my main meat source—was def­i­nitely a poor sub­sti­tute.


    She handed me a large bowl, and I fol­lowed Jonas to the ta­ble. It had been set for four, and there was a large loaf of bread sit­ting in the cen­ter.


    I slung my bag over the back of the chair op­po­site Jonas and sat down. Nuri sat to my right. Branna stayed right where he was. Maybe he wasn’t hun­gry. Or maybe Nuri thought putting him in close quar­ters to me wasn’t such a good idea, and had or­dered him on watch.


    “So,” I said, fig­ur­ing I might as well get the con­ver­sa­tion hap­pen­ing, “what did you make of the magic that lies within that crater?”


    Nuri picked up her spoon and ate some stew, con­sid­er­ing me as she munched. “It is un­like any magic I have come across be­fore.”


    I scooped up some of the stew, and briefly closed my eyes in ut­ter en­joy­ment.


    Amuse­ment crin­kled the cor­ners of her eyes. “Good, huh?”


    “The best stew I’ve tasted in years.” Hell, it was the best stew I’d tasted since the war, but I couldn’t ex­actly say that. “So the magic is wraith in ori­gin?”


    Nuri slid the bread across to me. “No, it’s not, though there are parts of it that def­i­nitely have their feel.”


    I tore off a chunk of bread, then pushed the loaf over to Jonas. “Mean­ing what? That the wraiths have learned our magic?”


    “No, rather the other way around. Some­one here has learned theirs.”


    I frowned. “How is that even pos­si­ble? The wraiths don’t speak our lan­guage, nor do they hang about long enough to learn it. They just ap­pear, kill, and leave.”


    “That is the truth as far as any­one is aware,” Nuri said. “But that doesn’t mean things haven’t changed.”


    “Some­thing cer­tainly has,” Jonas com­mented. “The mere fact the wraiths are get­ting into Cen­tral to steal chil­dren is ev­i­dence enough of that.”


    “They could be com­ing through that rift I found in De­seo’s base­ment. It may not be a di­rect line from their world into ours, but there are plenty of rifts in Car­leen. At least some of them would have to be ac­tive en­try points for the wraiths.”


    “Even if they were us­ing the rift in the brothel,” Jonas said, be­tween mouth­fuls of stew, “it still doesn’t ex­plain how they’re get­ting from that base­ment and into the chil­dren’s homes with­out be­ing ei­ther seen or crisped by the UVs.”


    “Un­less, of course, they have help from some­one in Cen­tral,” Nuri com­mented. “And I’m afraid I be­lieve that to be the case.”


    I munched on some bread. It was still warm, and as de­li­cious as the stew. “But how would the wraiths even make a deal with some­one from Cen­tral? As I’ve al­ready said, they don’t speak our lan­guage, and it’s not like they can ad­ver­tise.”


    Nuri half smiled. “True. And I don’t think that’s what’s hap­pen­ing here, any­way. The magic is more a bas­tardiza­tion from both worlds, and there is some­thing very volatile about its feel. It’s al­most as if the two were fused to­gether by force rather than de­sire.”


    “Mean­ing what?” Jonas asked.


    She shrugged. “I don’t know yet. I need more time to study that bar­rier.”


    “And the false rift in De­seo?” I said. “What’s hap­pen­ing with that?”


    “Ela—the other shifter your lit­tle ghost saw in the bar—has just ac­quired a job there. She’ll keep an eye on who goes into—or comes out of—that base­ment.”


    “She can hardly be there twenty-four/seven. And Jonas said elec­tronic sur­veil­lance is im­prac­ti­cal.”


    “Which it is,” Nuri agreed. “And that is why Ela is not the only one go­ing in.”


    I raised my eye­brows. “How many peo­ple do you have work­ing for you?”


    “With me, not for me.” Amuse­ment touched her lips. “The core group is four, but we have half a dozen shifters we trust who we can call on in times of need.”


    “Are those shifters the same ones you were hav­ing the dis­agree­ment with when I first ar­rived with Penny?” I paused. “How is she, by the way?”


    “No. And Penny . . . she’s okay.” Nuri hes­i­tated. “We’re cur­rently keep­ing her iso­lated, as I can’t break past the dark­ness that clouds her thoughts, and I do not trust it.”


    “There was some­thing about her man­ner that dis­turbed me.” My gaze swept from Nuri to Jonas and back again. “But I fig­ured it was the same shadow that I some­times sense in both of you.”


    “Did you, now?” Nuri shared a brief glance with Jonas. “But you’re wrong. What­ever you sense in our auras, it is not the source of Penny’s cur­rent prob­lems.”


    Which didn’t tell me a whole lot. “Then what do you think is?”


    She hes­i­tated. “I’m not sure, but it has the same ba­sic feel as that bar­rier in the crater.”


    “Mean­ing Penny is linked to the bar­rier some­how?” Even as I asked the ques­tion, a very bad feel­ing be­gan to grow deep in­side me. That bar­rier had ul­ti­mately led to a rift that had taken me to a lab­o­ra­tory guarded by vam­pires—and if the dark­ness of that bar­rier had in­fused Penny’s aura, what were the chances that what­ever was hap­pen­ing to her also some­how linked her to the vam­pires?


    “Ei­ther that, or she’s linked to whomever cre­ated that bar­rier.” Nuri paused, and her power surged briefly, burn­ing across my skin, tast­ing, test­ing. “What is it?”


    I swal­lowed my mouth­ful of stew and met her gaze. “Is it pos­si­ble the dark­ness within that bar­rier also has the taint of vam­pire?”


    She frowned. “Vam­pires are not ca­pa­ble of magic.”


    “No, but they do share a col­lec­tive con­scious­ness.”


    “Yes, but I don’t see how that con­nects to the bar­rier and Penny.”


    “The false rift I went through to­day took me into some sort of old mil­i­tary bunker,” I said, “within which was a new and fully func­tional lab. It was pro­tected by lights, but the vam­pires were pro­tect­ing the lab it­self.”


    “Which ex­plains the mess you were in when you ap­peared back in Car­leen,” Jonas mur­mured. “It’s a won­der you man­aged to get out if you ap­peared in the mid­dle of a nest.”


    “It wasn’t a nest.” I met his some­what skep­ti­cal gaze evenly. “And they were ini­tially asleep.”


    “I’m still not see­ing why you think Penny and the vam­pires might be linked,” Nuri said, with an­other of those warn­ing looks to Jonas.


    I hes­i­tated. “Last night, when the vam­pires at­tacked my bunker, they also raised the grate that pro­tects it. Aside from the fact they didn’t need to, no one but my­self and my ghosts know the code for that gate. No one but Penny, who saw me key it in.”


    “That’s a bit of a stretch,” Jonas com­mented. “For a start, the tech­nol­ogy is so old it would prob­a­bly take some­one with an elec­tronic lock pick all of three sec­onds to crack.”


    “Did you see a pick on the vam­pires? I didn’t.” Not that a pick would have been easy to see given the sit­u­a­tion, but that was be­side the point. “And, as I said, why would they want the grate open when they could shadow and flow through it?”


    “They wouldn’t,” Nuri said. “Un­less, of course, they were check­ing the code for some­one else.”


    I nod­ded. “Hence my ask­ing whether that dark­ness con­tained any hint of vam­pire. It might be pos­si­ble that we face not only a coali­tion of wraiths and some­one in Cen­tral, but vam­pires as well.”


    “Not a pos­si­bil­ity I wish to con­tem­plate,” Nuri mur­mured.


    “We may not want to, but we can’t ig­nore the pos­si­bil­ity, ei­ther.”


    Nuri leaned back in her chair, her ex­pres­sion thought­ful. “Any idea where this vamp-in­fested lab might be?”


    “No.” I tore off some more bread and scraped the re­mains of the stew out of my bowl. “But, as I said, it was an old mil­i­tary bunker, and there were sev­eral dis­used labs that re­minded me an aw­ful lot of the labs within my bunker—though I was un­der the im­pres­sion the hu­mans of Old Cen­tral had only the one déchet base near here.”


    “They did. The oth­ers were in Crow’s Point and in the Bro­ken Moun­tains.” She pursed her lips. “There were sev­eral satel­lite mil­i­tary in­stal­la­tions, of course. It’s pos­si­ble we’re deal­ing with one of those.”


    “There were old uter­ine pods and neona­tal med­ibeds in the dis­used labs,” I said. “Not some­thing the reg­u­lar mil­i­tary would need, I’d imag­ine.”


    “No.” Her gaze met mine. “Are you sure it wasn’t some part of your own bunker, a sec­tion you haven’t un­cov­ered yet?”


    “I’m sure.” My re­ply was a lit­tle sharper than nec­es­sary. “Aside from the fact there didn’t ap­pear to be any ghosts in this in­stal­la­tion, my bunker isn’t in­fested with vam­pires.”


    “That you know of,” Jonas said. “It’s pos­si­ble the in­ac­ces­si­ble ar­eas could be.”


    “No, they’re not, be­cause the ghosts don’t have my re­stric­tions, and they’d tell me if the vam­pires were there.”


    He raised an eye­brow. Though there was lit­tle in the way of ex­pres­sion on his face, in the bright depths of his eyes cu­rios­ity, dis­trust, and de­sire all burned. It was a mix that was oddly com­pelling. “Yet you your­self said not all the ghosts talk to you.”


    “The adults don’t.” He was still bait­ing me, still try­ing to trip me up, even if the ques­tion was a log­i­cal one. “But the chil­dren have been there for over one hun­dred years, and they know that place in­side out. They’d tell me if vam­pires had sud­denly be­come a fea­ture.”


    “Which means it must be one of the other déchet fa­cil­i­ties.” Nuri tapped the ta­ble lightly, the sound echo­ing. “Al­though it seems odd that if the peo­ple be­hind this are based in Cen­tral, they would have their lab fa­cil­i­ties so far away.”


    “But it’s not that far away. Not when they’re us­ing the false rifts to trans­port there and back.”


    “Yes, but the rifts are hardly prac­ti­cal if they cause so much dam­age to the user.” Jonas crossed his legs un­der the ta­ble, but his calf brushed mine in the process and sent warmth spi­ral­ing through the rest of me.


    This at­trac­tion, I thought, as I edged my legs away from his, was get­ting ridicu­lous.


    “Just be­cause the false rifts harm me doesn’t mean they sim­i­larly af­fect those who cre­ated them. If they have the skill to make them, then they also have the skill to pro­gram their DNA into them. I doubt they would suf­fer the same sort of dif­fi­cul­ties I did when us­ing it.”


    “Penny suf­fered much the same type of wounds,” he said.


    “Yes, but why would they bother pro­gram­ming the DNA of the chil­dren into it? The num­ber of them alone would make it too hard.”


    “It would also take too much time and en­ergy, for lit­tle gain,” Nuri agreed, voice heavy. “From what I could glean from Penny, they’re us­ing these chil­dren as test sub­jects and don’t ex­actly care whether they live or die.”


    “And yet,” I said, “they’re not truly mis­treated. Penny is un­der­nour­ished, but she isn’t ill.”


    “That might only be due to the au­thor­i­ties fi­nally see­ing the pat­tern in the dis­ap­pear­ances. Best to take care of the test sub­jects you have if get­ting new ones is in­creas­ingly more dif­fi­cult.” Her sharp gaze came to mine, and again her power swept me, in­tense and oddly filled with ex­pec­ta­tion. “The ques­tion is, what’s your next step?”


    I leaned back in my chair and con­tem­plated, once again, the wis­dom of trust­ing these peo­ple. Cat stirred and her emo­tions washed through me, urg­ing me to trust, to help. To find the chil­dren and make them safe. And it was that, more than any­thing, that re­mained the con­trol­ling fac­tor here. If not for the fact there were chil­dren in­volved—chil­dren who might yet be saved—I def­i­nitely would have walked.


    I scrubbed a hand across my eyes, then said, “That de­pends.”


    “On what?” Nuri asked evenly.


    “On how fast you can get me work­ing ID for Cen­tral. The friend I’m meet­ing tonight said he might be able to ar­range an in­ter­view with the re­cruit­ment of­fi­cer at Win­ter Halo.” My gaze flicked to Jonas as I said it, though I’m not en­tirely sure why. It wasn’t like he was go­ing to show any re­ac­tion given we were strangers and he re­fused to even ac­knowl­edge the at­trac­tion be­tween us. “He’ll tell me tonight if he was suc­cess­ful or not.”


    “ID is not a prob­lem. In fact, we could do it now. Branna, get the scan­ner.” As Branna made a noise not un­like a growl be­fore he walked away, Nuri added, “Who is this friend of yours?”


    I raised an eye­brow. “Why?”


    She half shrugged. “I’m cu­ri­ous, be­cause the tim­ing seems . . . for­tu­nate.”


    “For­tu­nate how?”


    “When you first came here”—she ges­tured at the room with one hand—“you re­minded me some­what of a feral cat—fierce, skit­tish, and dis­trust­ful of both Chaos and us. You had the air of some­one who kept very much to her­self, and who so­cial­ized lit­tle. With the liv­ing, any­way.”


    As sum­ma­tions went, she’d pretty much nailed it. But then, she was a seeker, and no mat­ter how much I’d tried to con­trol my emo­tional out­put, she would nev­er­the­less have caught the odd un­guarded mo­ment. Es­pe­cially given she was also a witch of some power.


    “And now?”


    “The dis­trust re­mains, but there is more life in you. More . . . aware­ness and warmth, in a sense. It is as if a long-ig­nored part of you has come to life.”


    An­other good sum­ma­tion. Part of me had come to life, and the more time I spent with Sal, the harder it was go­ing to be­come to get that part of me un­der con­trol once this all ended.


    The thought made me frown. Sal lived in Cen­tral—had for some time—so why did it have to end? I re­ally didn’t know. In­tu­ition might be part and par­cel of be­ing a seeker, but weav­ing to­gether emo­tions and im­ages and com­ing up with judg­ments was some­thing so in­grained it be­came a sub­con­scious ac­tiv­ity rather than a con­scious one. And some­times, those judg­ments re­mained at a sub­con­scious level.


    So what had I picked up on Sal that made me think my as­so­ci­a­tion with him would not be long-term? Was it the change I sensed in him or merely cau­tion?


    I didn’t know, and that was wor­ry­ing.


    “I don’t see how all that re­lates back to my meet­ing.”


    “I’m not sure my­self,” she ad­mit­ted. “It’s just a feel­ing. You, us, the miss­ing chil­dren, the sud­den ap­pear­ance of an old friend in your life. I think they’re all linked, even if I can’t yet see or find the con­nect­ing threads.”


    “I never said his ap­pear­ance was sud­den.”


    She smiled. “There are some things in this world you don’t have to say. So, what is his full name? I think we should have him checked out, if for no other rea­son than to en­sure he is the man you re­mem­ber.”


    I hes­i­tated, but as much as I didn’t want to ad­mit it, she was right. Meet­ing Sal might be noth­ing more than a co­in­ci­dence, but when com­bined with that odd itch that Sal and I were not des­tined to be long-term, then yes, I needed to be care­ful.


    “It’s Sal Casimir. He runs the He­done brothel on First.”


    Jonas’s eye­brows rose. “You do have some high-fly­ing friends. Es­pe­cially for some­one who gen­er­ally lives like a her­mit.”


    “Pre­fer­ring the com­pany of my ghosts is more a mat­ter of cau­tion rather than reclu­sion. And with wel­comes like the one you gave me, can you blame me?” Though I tried to keep my voice mild, a touch of anger crept through re­gard­less. Maybe Jonas’s at­ti­tude was catch­ing. “And it cer­tainly doesn’t mean I can’t en­joy the oc­ca­sional dal­liance. Sal’s ap­pear­ance was cer­tainly for­tu­nate in more ways than one.”


    Amuse­ment fleet­ingly touched his lips, and it trans­formed his weath­er­worn but ruggedly hand­some fea­tures, lend­ing him a warmth and vi­brancy that was al­most breath­tak­ing. It was gone just as quickly as it ap­peared, but the mem­ory of it lin­gered deep in­side.


    Branna re­turned, thumped some sort of scan­ner onto the ta­ble, then stomped off.


    “Pleas­ant sort of chap, isn’t he?” I mur­mured, not sure whether to be amused or con­cerned about his con­tin­u­ing sus­pi­cion. It was deeper—an­grier—than the dis­be­lief I sensed in Jonas, and far more dan­ger­ous. And yet he seemed very much leashed. Nuri might have said she worked with these men, but when it came to Branna, she was at the con­trol­ling end of his chain.


    “It is not in his na­ture to trust. It never has been.” Jonas reached for the scan­ner and pressed a small but­ton. The scan­ner came to life, blue light gleam­ing softly from the de­vice’s small screen. “It was a year be­fore he be­gan to speak to me with any de­gree of ci­vil­ity.”


    “A year? I’m sur­prised you put up with that sort of at­ti­tude for more than even a few days.”


    He smiled, but it was filled more with sad­ness and mem­o­ries than warmth or hu­mor. “That’s not some­thing any of us re­ally had any con­trol over.”


    I frowned. “Mean­ing you were forced into each other’s com­pany? How?”


    “That,” Nuri said heav­ily, “is a story for an­other day. “We’ve al­ready set up an ID for you. All we have to do is scan in your im­age and phys­i­cal at­tributes, and it will be good to go.”


    I frowned. “What name did you give me?”


    Amuse­ment teased her lips. “Ti Zin­dela.”


    “In­ter­est­ing choice,” I mur­mured. Es­pe­cially given “zin­dela” meant “man’s de­fender.”


    “I thought it was ap­pro­pri­ate,” she said, voice mild.


    Leav­ing me won­der­ing yet again just how much her seeker skills had picked up on me. Ob­vi­ously not too much, oth­er­wise I doubted they’d be sit­ting near me so calmly.


    Jonas rose, the scan­ner in one hand. “Let’s get this done, then you can head off for your meet­ing with the lover. You want to stand over near the wall?”


    I rose and walked over there. Jonas fol­lowed me, a pres­ence that washed heat across my spine de­spite the fact he wasn’t close.


    “What ad­dress did you give me?” I asked as I turned around. “Here?”


    Nuri shook her head. “You’re not likely to get a job any­where in Cen­tral if you list Chaos as your ad­dress. They tend to ig­nore us at the best of times.”


    I frowned. “Then what did you put?”


    “Smile,” Jonas said. “Un­less, of course, you want a frown to be your ID com­par­i­son pic­ture.”


    I flashed a brief smile. “Bet­ter,” Jonas said, and hit a but­ton. Blue light scanned me, run­ning my length sev­eral times be­fore beeping.


    I glanced at Nuri, eye­brow raised.


    “There’s an inn called Old Stan’s on Twelfth run by friends of mine. We’ve used them for cover pur­poses be­fore. They’ll run in­ter­fer­ence on any queries you might get, or pass them on to us.”


    “Okay,” Jonas said. “It’s done. Give me your right wrist.”


    I held it out. He wrapped his fin­gers around my hand, his grip warm and strong as he pressed the unit against the un­der­side of my wrist. The ma­chine emit­ted an­other beep, then there was a short, sharp sting as the RFID chip was in­serted un­der my skin.


    “You’re now of­fi­cially one of them,” Jonas said, his grip lin­ger­ing per­haps a lit­tle longer than nec­es­sary.


    “Great,” I mut­tered, glanc­ing down at my wrist. The skin was slightly red where the chip had been in­serted, but other than that, there was lit­tle sign of its pres­ence.


    “You’ll need to learn these points off by heart.” Nuri slid a piece of pa­per across the ta­ble to­ward me. “It’s your birth date, where you were born, et cetera. They will ask you, even if they can get the info from the RFID.”


    Jonas stood to one side. I brushed past him, my skin tin­gling at the brief but lus­cious con­tact, and picked up the piece of pa­per. “New­port?” I glanced at Nuri, eye­brow raised. “It’s a back-of-nowhere town—why choose that as my birth­place?”


    “Be­cause fif­teen years ago a virus voided the town’s RFID sys­tem, ren­der­ing all birth and death records up to that point ir­re­triev­able.”


    “How for­tu­nate.” My voice was dry.


    “It was, rather. And no, we didn’t do it. We do, how­ever, make use of it. Cen­tral won’t check your records be­cause they can’t.”


    “Surely they’d have to be aware that such de­struc­tion would be open to abuse by . . .” I hes­i­tated, search­ing for the right word, not want­ing to give of­fense.


    “Less-than-sa­vory types?” Nuri prompted, with a smile. “And yes, they are. Which is why we’ve also given you a work his­tory that can be checked.”


    I frowned. “Your or­ga­ni­za­tion is sound­ing big­ger and big­ger.”


    “We’re mer­ce­nar­ies,” Jonas com­mented, mov­ing back around to his side of the ta­ble. “And there’s a large net­work of us who work on a quid pro quo ba­sis. We back their his­to­ries, they back ours, as nec­es­sary.”


    “And,” Nuri added, “the rel­e­vant peo­ple have al­ready been in­formed of your new ID.”


    Huh. These peo­ple didn’t muck around any. I folded the piece of pa­per and tucked it into my pocket. “There’s one other thing I need.”


    “That be­ing?” Nuri asked.


    “I want to talk to some of the women who worked the night se­cu­rity but quit.”


    “We al­ready have,” Jonas said. “They couldn’t tell us much.”


    “Maybe they couldn’t tell you any­thing,” I said, “but maybe they’d talk to me, as an­other ap­pli­cant.”


    “I’ll see what we can ar­range,” Nuri said. “But right now, you’d bet­ter leave if you want to get into Cen­tral be­fore they close the gates for the evening.”


    As I picked up my weapons bag, my gaze drifted to Jonas. “I’ll see you to­mor­row.”


    “You will.” There was so lit­tle in­flec­tion in his voice I wasn’t sure if it was a threat or a prom­ise.


    I hes­i­tated, then, with a nod to Nuri, turned and left. Cat and Bear shot ahead, ex­cited to be on the move again. We made our way down through the var­i­ous lev­els, the air thick with scents and sounds, filled with on­com­ing shad­ows and the press­ing weight of ev­ery­thing above us. My skin crawled and my stom­ach twisted, and it was all I could do to main­tain my pace, to not run like hell out of the too-close con­fines of the place.


    A feel­ing I oddly didn’t get when I was at Nuri’s.


    The late-af­ter­noon air was cool and sweet, and I sucked it in, cleans­ing my lungs of all that was Chaos. Then I pulled out the piece of pa­per, quickly mem­o­riz­ing it be­fore tear­ing it into tiny pieces and re­leas­ing it on the breeze. Bear chased sev­eral of the pieces, his laugh­ter run­ning across my senses and mak­ing me smile.


    We fol­lowed the old river’s course and, in very lit­tle time, reached the South Sid­ing exit—where a rush of ex­cited, wor­ried lit­tle ghosts met us.


    While we’d been away, some­one had tried yet again to get into our home.
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    It took me a good ten min­utes to calm them down enough to get any sort of clear im­agery. What had tried to get into our home was gray-skinned, flat-faced, with large eyes and lit­tle in the way of other fea­tures. A wraith. A fe­male wraith.


    In the mid­dle of the day.


    Ei­ther Nuri was right, and wraiths had gained the abil­ity to move around in day­light, or some­thing else was go­ing on.


    But what? Why would a wraith—or any­one else for that mat­ter—want to get into our bunker? As far as any­one else knew, aside from the mu­seum sec­tion, the place was filled with con­crete.


    Only Nuri, her crew, and Penny knew oth­er­wise.


    And if Penny was con­nected to ei­ther the wraiths or the vam­pires—or to who­ever or what­ever the force was be­hind the vam­pires—then why come here to­day? They’d have to know she wasn’t here, but rather in Chaos . . .


    No, I re­al­ized sud­denly, they wouldn’t. Nuri had men­tioned she was keep­ing Penny iso­lated. Maybe she didn’t mean phys­i­cally as much as men­tally. And that meant that while the wraiths hadn’t suc­ceeded get­ting in to­day, they might well in the fu­ture. It might have been only one hun­dred years since the end of the war, but tech­nol­ogy de­vel­op­ments had far out­stripped any­thing I had here in the bunker. While in some ways that might be a bless­ing, it could also be a curse. I had no real idea how easy it would be for some­one pos­sess­ing the right code-break­ing equip­ment to get past my cur­rent sys­tem.


    Which meant I’d have to risk fir­ing up an­other gen­er­a­tor for day­time use, and in­stalling full se­cu­rity on the South Sid­ing exit, at least un­til we’d sorted out what was go­ing on.


    I scrubbed a hand across my eyes, then punched in the se­cu­rity code and headed into our bunker. Dusk hadn’t yet fallen, so the lights weren’t on yet. Not that it re­ally mat­tered, as I didn’t need them. Af­ter all my years of liv­ing in this place, I could have walked around it blind­folded. I headed for the main gen­er­a­tor panel room and coded in new ex­cep­tions, bring­ing the South Sid­ing exit and its cor­ri­dor back into the se­cu­rity net. While the tun­nel had no weaponry of any sort, bring­ing it back into the sys­tem meant that if some­one broke in, we’d at least have time to re­act.


    A few min­utes later, with a rat­tle and a cough, the spare gen­er­a­tor kicked into gear. I kept my fin­gers crossed it held up—and that we sorted out what was go­ing on sooner rather than later.


    With that done, I headed for the hy­dro pods and quickly cleansed my­self. Once I’d re-dressed, I or­dered Cat and Bear to keep an eye on things and headed back out.


    The last cater­pil­lar pod for the evening pulled into the sta­tion just as I reached it. Peo­ple piled out and their sharp scents—hu­man, shifter, sweat, and per­haps a touch of fear at the on­com­ing of night—filled the air. Other than the sound of their hur­ried steps, there was lit­tle other noise. There were no con­ver­sa­tions, not even whis­pers. Ev­ery­one seemed in­tent on mov­ing for­ward as swiftly and as eco­nom­i­cally as pos­si­ble.


    I kept to the mid­dle of the crowd un­til we were through the gate­house, then eased to one side and made my way into First Street. Five min­utes later I was en­ter­ing He­done.


    The re­cep­tion­ist—an­other blonde—looked up as I en­tered and gave me a wide smile. “Wel­come to He­done,” she said, voice warm and pleas­ant. “How may we help you this fine evening?”


    “I’m here to see Mr. Casimir. He’s ex­pect­ing me.”


    “Of course. And your name is?”


    “Ti Zin­dela.”


    “Please, take a seat while I give Mr. Casimir a call.”


    “Thanks.” I moved across to one of the plush white leather arm­chairs and idly picked up one of the cat­a­logues. The screen in­stantly came to life and be­gan scrolling through a se­lec­tion of ath­letic men, mak­ing me won­der if gen­der pref­er­ence had been one of the de­tails in­putted into the RFID.


    “Ms. Zin­dela?” When I glanced at the re­cep­tion­ist, she added, “Mr. Casimir will be down in twenty min­utes. He apol­o­gizes for the de­lay, but has a busi­ness call he has to fi­nal­ize first.”


    “Thanks.”


    I spent the first ten min­utes scrolling through the cat­a­logue, amus­ing my­self by pick­ing var­i­ous men and try­ing to guess their fees. I didn’t get any right. To say the prices here were ex­or­bi­tant was putting it mildly.


    Af­ter that, I switched to read­ing the his­tory of He­done, not­ing with in­ter­est that while Sal had reg­is­tered the busi­ness five years ago, it made no men­tion of his pre­vi­ous ex­pe­ri­ence in the in­dus­try. No men­tion that He­done was merely the lat­est pur­chase in a long line of broth­els. No men­tion of the fact that he’d spent years grad­u­ally mov­ing his busi­ness through the var­i­ous dis­tricts, un­til He­done be­came a re­al­ity.


    But maybe that his­tory wasn’t a plus. Maybe here on First Street, you just didn’t ad­mit to a past that in­volved any­thing other than be­ing bred and born in this area. As peo­ple kept not­ing, I didn’t know much about Cen­tral, so it could have been a real pos­si­bil­ity.


    Sal strode into the wait­ing area just as I was plac­ing the cat­a­logue back on the ta­ble.


    “Find any­thing you like?” he said, smile wide and in­fec­tious.


    “One or two.” I rose. “The prices are lit­tle out of my range, how­ever.”


    “Not sur­pris­ing, given the prices here are out of the range of most of Cen­tral’s oc­cu­pants. Such ex­clu­siv­ity is very sought af­ter by those who can af­ford us, how­ever.” He caught my hand and tugged me into his em­brace. “You smell and look very pretty tonight.”


    He smelled like cold, dark silk, but there was some­thing else, some­thing I’d noted—and dis­missed—yes­ter­day. That odd note of cor­rup­tion was much stronger to­day, and it crawled un­pleas­antly across the back of my senses.


    Un­easy, and not know­ing why, I raised an eye­brow and said, “Sug­gest­ing I smelled less than pleas­ant yes­ter­day?”


    He laughed softly, then low­ered his lips to mine, the kiss firm and de­mand­ing but sur­pris­ingly brief. “We have a six thirty ap­point­ment with Nadel Keller.”


    “And he is?”


    “The re­cruit­ment of­fi­cer at Win­ter Halo. As promised, I con­tacted him to­day to see if he was still look­ing for se­cu­rity per­son­nel. He is.”


    “And he’s in­ter­view­ing at night? Isn’t that a lit­tle odd?”


    “He’s do­ing it as a fa­vor to me.” Sal stepped back and stud­ied me. “I think he’ll like what he sees.”


    “I thought you said he didn’t sleep with em­ploy­ees.”


    “He doesn’t. But he does have to cater to his boss’s tastes, even if it goes against his own.”


    Which didn’t ex­actly sound like Keller was above sex­ual ha­rass­ment; he just wasn’t at­tracted to the per­son­nel he was paid to em­ploy. “So you know him fairly well?”


    “He’s one of our bet­ter cus­tomers.” He half turned and of­fered me his arm. “Shall we go?”


    No, I wanted to say, def­i­nitely not. And yet I had no idea why I was so re­luc­tant. In­tu­ition was crawl­ing, but it wasn’t telling me why. I forced a smile and linked my arm through his. “I’m gath­er­ing, then, that the dress is suit­able.”


    “To­tally. But a sim­ple gray tu­nic would never be con­sid­ered in­ap­pro­pri­ate in this dis­trict.”


    A point that only made me won­der yet again just how much Nuri had sensed about me. Dusk had set­tled in by the time we stepped out­side, the dark­en­ing skies streaked with fad­ing rib­bons of red and gold. Not that you could tell night was ap­proach­ing, be­cause here in the streets of Cen­tral, it was as bright as day.


    “How do you stand it?” I said as Sal guided me to the left.


    He glanced at me, eye­brow raised. “Stand what?”


    I waved my free hand to­ward the UVs perched atop the near­est build­ing. “Twenty-four hours of day­light. Don’t you ever feel the need for dark­ness?”


    Af­ter all, it ran in our blood, even if it didn’t con­trol or re­strict us like it did the vam­pires.


    He shrugged. “Af­ter liv­ing in Cen­tral for so many years, I’m prob­a­bly more com­fort­able in the light than I am in the dark­ness.”


    Some­thing within me very much doubted that. “How long have you been here?”


    “Sev­enty years, give or take.”


    And we’d never met in all that time? Cen­tral was a large city, but if he’d spent most of those years work­ing his way up from the twelfth dis­trict, I should have at least scented him be­fore now. “How did you get around Cen­tral’s in­sis­tence that all its cit­i­zens have RFIDs?”


    His gaze met mine, and there was some­thing in them that chilled me to the core. As a déchet as­sas­sin, killing wasn’t just his job but part of his na­ture, and it was some­thing I’d ac­cepted with­out ques­tion. But the cold­ness I’d just glimpsed—it wasn’t the dis­pas­sion of a killer, it was some­thing else al­to­gether. Some­thing darker. Meaner.


    “When you can shape your form into any de­sired im­age,” he said, “ac­quir­ing RFIDs is not a prob­lem.”


    “Yeah, but get­ting rid of the body is.”


    “Not re­ally. It’s just a mat­ter of choos­ing the right time and lo­ca­tion for the kill. The vam­pires will take care of the rest.” A some­what dis­be­liev­ing smile teased his lips. “Don’t tell me you’ve never stolen an­other’s iden­tity?”


    “I can hon­estly say I haven’t.”


    “Then how the hell have you got­ten by? Most of the ma­jor pop­u­la­tion cen­ters have in­sisted on RFIDs since the war.”


    “I didn’t live in ma­jor cities.” I shrugged. “And did I men­tion I’m a very good thief?”


    We turned left, onto a side street, and moved to­ward Sec­ond. “But you do have an RFID now, haven’t you?”


    “I said I did.” I glanced around as we crossed Sec­ond Street and moved to­ward Third. “Where are we go­ing? I thought we were eat­ing in first?”


    “No. Nadel could only spare half an hour, so we’re meet­ing him at a place on Sixth, which isn’t far from where Win­ter Halo is sit­u­ated.”


    “Is he likely to ask me many ques­tions about the com­pany? Be­cause I don’t know a whole lot about it.”


    “Not re­ally. They’ll test for fit­ness and ap­ti­tude if he con­sid­ers you an ap­pro­pri­ate can­di­date, but you’re there to guard the place, noth­ing more.”


    “So what sort of re­search do they do there that needs such a spe­cific type of guard?”


    He shrugged. “As I said, the owner ap­pears to have a fetish for a cer­tain look, but I can’t re­ally tell you more than that.”


    Won’t, not can’t, in­stinct whis­pered. The un­ease deep in­side me was grow­ing, but short of ac­tu­ally com­ing out and ask­ing him why he was ly­ing, the only way I was go­ing to get any sort of truth was by un­leash­ing my full seeker skills on him. And I could re­ally only do that while we were hav­ing sex. He knew well enough what I was, and if he was hold­ing se­crets he had no de­sire for me to learn, he would be guarded against me. But he also had no idea how strong my seeker skills were dur­ing sex, be­cause I’d never used them on him.


    “Here we are.” He re­leased my arm and moved his hand to my back as he guided me through a door­way and into a small foyer. It was bright and white, but there were splashes of red and gold among the white of the fur­ni­ture, and a wall of rich brown wood to one side of the desk.


    A pe­tite woman with pale brown hair glanced up as we en­tered. “Wel­come to Rubens,” she said, with a smile. “How may I help you?”


    “We have a ta­ble booked un­der the name of Casimir,” Sal replied, his voice cool.


    She checked, then said, “For three?”


    “Yes.”


    “This way, please.” She picked up three menus, then moved to­ward the wall of wood. It split apart, re­veal­ing a din­ing room that was not only in­ti­mate, but also sur­pris­ingly shad­owed—or at least as shad­owed as any­thing in Cen­tral seemed to get. Ta­bles were well spaced, and the air rich with the scents of hu­mans and shifters. Un­der­neath all those ran the de­li­cious notes of roast­ing meat. I might have eaten just over an hour ago, but it seemed my stom­ach was more than happy to con­sume more, if the some­what noisy rum­ble was any­thing to go by.


    The woman guid­ing us moved eas­ily through the ta­bles, head­ing to­ward the rear of the room. As we fol­lowed her, an­other scent teased my nos­trils—a scent that was deep forests, dark satin, and, oddly cor­rupted. Sal’s scent. Ex­cept it was com­ing from up ahead, not be­hind.


    I stopped so abruptly Sal ran into me, and would have sent me fly­ing if he hadn’t im­me­di­ately grabbed me.


    “What’s wrong?” His grip on my arms was al­most too firm.


    “Noth­ing.” My gaze roamed the rear shad­ows, but the scent had faded al­most as quickly as it had ap­peared, and it was now im­pos­si­ble to pin down where it might have come from. Who it might have come from. Maybe I’d imag­ined it. Maybe the air-con­di­tion­ing had sim­ply caught Sal’s scent and made it ap­pear as if it had come from the front rather than from be­hind.


    “Then why did you stop?”


    I hes­i­tated as in­stinct warned me not to say any­thing. “Sorry.” I glanced back at him and smiled. “I just caught a whiff of roast. It’s been a while since I’ve eaten any­thing that smells that good.”


    “Your thiev­ing skills are se­verely lack­ing if the mere smell of roasted meat can stop you so abruptly.”


    Though there was amuse­ment in his voice, there was an odd gleam in his eyes that spoke of . . . not dis­trust, not even dis­be­lief. Just . . . un­cer­tainty. As if he wanted to trust me, but wasn’t en­tirely sure he could.


    That dis­trust was new. I’d had no sense of it yes­ter­day, so what had hap­pened be­tween then and now? Surely it couldn’t have been any­thing I’d said, be­cause I hadn’t re­ally said all that much.


    Had he been check­ing up on me? He wouldn’t have dis­cov­ered any­thing if he had. No one in Cen­tral knew me, and, un­less he had spies in Chaos, he wouldn’t have gath­ered much in­tel­li­gence there, ei­ther.


    “Have you ever tried to steal a haunch of beef?” I said, with an ease that be­lied the tur­moil in­side. “It’s not ex­actly some­thing that fits un­der your shirt.”


    “True.”


    The woman paused and glanced back at us, an eye­brow raised in query. I forced my feet for­ward again and added, “And hunt­ing isn’t ex­actly easy these days, not un­less you go deep into the moun­tains.”


    “Again, true.” He paused. “Have you ever been to the Bro­ken Moun­tains?”


    “No.” Not since the war, at any rate. “Why?”


    He shrugged. “I’ve heard the ru­ins of the old base have been in­fested by vam­pires.”


    It was an in­ter­est­ing state­ment given my re­cent dis­cov­ery of a vam­pire-in­fested base. But did that mean he was in­volved in what­ever was go­ing on? I wanted to be­lieve not, wanted to be­lieve his ques­tion was noth­ing more than co­in­ci­dence.


    But I just couldn’t.


    “Why would vam­pires in­fest the aban­doned ru­ins of an old mil­i­tary base?” I feigned con­fu­sion. “There’s noth­ing there for them to hunt.”


    His gaze searched mine for sev­eral sec­onds, and then he shrugged. “Just cu­ri­ous. I thought you might have had some ex­pe­ri­ence up there. You were sta­tioned up there once, were you not?”


    “I’d hardly call it ‘sta­tioned,’ given I was only there for a few days while I was wait­ing for re­as­sign­ment. But I doubt . . .” I paused as the scent teased my nos­trils, sharper than be­fore. I glanced left, my gaze roam­ing across the half shad­ows. There were sev­eral ta­bles nearby, all of them filled with cou­ples, but again, the scent dis­ap­peared be­fore I could pin it down.


    “Doubt what?” Sal prompted.


    “Doubt the shifters would al­low such an in­fes­ta­tion to sur­vive if they have made it up there.” I drew in a deeper breath, but once more there was noth­ing.


    But I wasn’t imag­in­ing it—and that was scary. Be­cause while it was an undis­puted truth that a per­son’s base scent didn’t change, it was sim­ply im­pos­si­ble for two peo­ple to have the ex­act same scent. There were al­ways dif­fer­ences, no mat­ter how slight. Even iden­ti­cal twins smelled dif­fer­ent—I knew that for a fact.


    Yet Sal’s nat­u­ral scent had changed, how­ever sub­tly, and now there was some­one here in this room who shared the same smell.


    What the hell was go­ing on? Was this re­ally Sal, or had some­one, some­where, taken over his iden­tity? But that didn’t make sense, ei­ther, if only be­cause he knew me, and knew about our past. Body shifters might be able to at­tain some­one else’s im­age, but they couldn’t take their mem­o­ries. Even I couldn’t do that, and I’d been bred to not only take over the iden­tity of fe­male shifters to in­fil­trate the var­i­ous camps but also—at least for a short pe­riod—their lives.


    Be­sides, an iden­tity snatch didn’t ex­plain why there was some­one else in this room who smelled ex­actly the same as Sal. Granted, some lures—like me—could change their scents to match their iden­ti­ties, but Sal wasn’t one of those. None of the grays had been given that skill, be­cause it wasn’t re­ally an abil­ity as­sas­sins needed. If they did their job well enough, they were in and out be­fore any­one could scent them, let alone see them.


    So, did we have yet an­other lure sur­vivor on our hands, or was some­thing else—some­thing weirder—go­ing on?


    I swept my gaze across the room again as the woman stopped at a ta­ble set for three. There was no one even re­motely re­sem­bling Sal here, so that cut out the pos­si­bil­ity of a clone. Though why Sal would want a clone given his Sala­man­der blood en­abled him to re­gen­er­ate to the point of limb re­growth was be­yond me.


    Sal pulled out my chair, seat­ing me, then moved around to the chair di­rectly op­po­site. The woman handed me a menu, but my smile of thanks was some­what ab­sent. My neck prick­led with aware­ness. I was be­ing watched, and it was all I could do to re­sist the temp­ta­tion to turn around and meet my watcher’s gaze.


    “Ah,” Sal said, the sharp sound of his voice mak­ing me jump slightly. “And here’s Nadel, right on time.”


    I glanced around as a tall man with re­ced­ing blond hair ap­proached the ta­ble. He shook Sal’s hand, his man­ner more for­mal than usual for friends, then glanced at me.


    “And you would be the young woman who is in­ter­ested in the se­cu­rity po­si­tion at Win­ter Halo?”


    His scent swirled around me, an in­ter­est­ing mix of old pa­per, vanilla, and some­thing furred. Not Sal’s scent. Not the scent of the un­seen man who watched from afar. I rose and of­fered my hand. “Ti Zin­dela, at your ser­vice, sir.”


    His grip was warm and soft. It wasn’t the grip of a man who’d ever worked hard for a liv­ing—and it cer­tainly wasn’t the grip of a sol­dier. Though why I’d thought it might be was a mys­tery.


    He looked me up and down, then said, “And have you had any ex­pe­ri­ence in the se­cu­rity in­dus­try?”


    “Yes, but mostly in smaller es­tab­lish­ments. I’ve never worked for any com­pany as large as Win­ter Halo.”


    “You’re chipped?”


    I raised an eye­brow. “Isn’t ev­ery­one?”


    “Not if they come from Chaos.” He paused. “You don’t, do you?”


    “No.” I waved a hand at the empty chair. “Please, sit.”


    He hes­i­tated. “I’m afraid I can’t. There’ve been prob­lems at the com­pany, and I have to get back.”


    “I hope it’s noth­ing ma­jor.” Though Sal’s tone bor­dered on dis­in­ter­ested, I had a sus­pi­cion that was any­thing but the truth.


    Nadel gave him a some­what wary look. “Noth­ing that I can speak about, I’m afraid.”


    “No, I imag­ine not,” Sal replied. And again, I sensed his in­ter­est even though all out­ward signs sug­gested oth­er­wise.


    The older man frowned and re­turned his gaze to mine. “I’ll scan your de­tails, if you don’t mind. If your ref­er­ences and his­tory check out, we’ll be in con­tact about the po­si­tion.”


    “Any idea how long that will take? I’m afraid I’m run­ning low on cred­its.”


    He shrugged and pulled a small scan­ner from his jacket pocket. “It should take only a day or so. Where are you cur­rently stay­ing?”


    I raised my hand, wrist side up. “A place called Old Stan’s on Twelfth.”


    He sniffed as he scanned the RFID. “Not one of the more fa­vor­able es­tab­lish­ments in Cen­tral.”


    “Maybe not, but it’s one of the few I can af­ford given the credit sit­u­a­tion.”


    “I shall see if I can hurry the process along.” He glanced at Sal, nod­ded, then turned and walked away.


    I blinked. “Well, that was short and sweet.”


    “As I said, they are in des­per­ate need of se­cu­rity per­son­nel. If your ref­er­ences check out, you can ex­pect to be con­tacted by to­mor­row evening.”


    “Huh.” I sat back down. “Why were you so in­ter­ested in what was hap­pen­ing at Win­ter Halo?”


    He smiled. “I’m lucky Nadel is not as per­cep­tive as you.”


    “That you are. And stop avoid­ing the ques­tion.”


    His smile grew. “In­for­ma­tion is bet­ter than cred­its in Cen­tral. Re­mem­ber that if you wish to suc­ceed in this place.”


    A tall, brown-haired wait­ress ap­peared and, af­ter a quick glance at the menu, I or­dered the roast beef and veg­eta­bles. Sal made it two, and or­dered wine for us both.


    I leaned back in my chair as she left and kicked off one san­dal. “And is that what you’re do­ing at He­done?” I raised my toes to his leg and slowly slid them up­ward. His gaze dark­ened, be­came hun­gry. “Gath­er­ing in­for­ma­tion?”


    “There is no bet­ter place to col­lect in­for­ma­tion than those few vi­tal mo­ments post­coitus, when the mind is com­pletely re­laxed and the guard down. You, of all peo­ple, should know that.”


    I did know that, but knowl­edge and ac­tion were of­ten two very dif­fer­ent things. War­riors who’d been at war most of their lives some­times didn’t re­lax, even dur­ing sex­ual acts. That had al­ways made at­tempt­ing to read the com­plete road map of their emo­tions and put to­gether a pic­ture of plans and pos­si­ble out­comes very dan­ger­ous—es­pe­cially when a lot of shifters were sen­si­tive to any sort of men­tal in­tru­sion. Even some­thing as non­in­va­sive as seek­ing could be a death sen­tence if it was tried on the wrong tar­get.


    Us­ing my skills on Sal would be dan­ger­ous. Even if he had noth­ing to hide, dis­cov­ery might very well sig­nal an end to our friend­ship. I was both break­ing the trust be­tween us and be­tray­ing our friend­ship by at­tempt­ing to read him, and the loss of both would be a very high price to pay given I’d only just found him again. And yet, while I very much hoped I’d find noth­ing to im­pli­cate him and that he wouldn’t dis­cover what I’d done, I couldn’t not do it.


    I stud­ied him for a mo­ment, then said, “But you’re not a seeker your­self, so I take it you’re em­ploy­ing men and women who are.”


    “Seek­ers or telepaths, al­though that is some­thing we look for rather than ad­ver­tise for,” he said. “He­done has a good rep­u­ta­tion, our pay rates are good, and so are the con­di­tions. I have a long list of those wish­ing po­si­tions.”


    “And is in­for­ma­tion gath­er­ing the rea­son why the his­tory of He­done men­tions noth­ing about mak­ing your way up from the twelfth dis­trict?”


    He smiled, but again there was some­thing very cool, al­most in­hu­man, about it. Which was an odd thought given Sal and I had never been hu­man in any com­mon sense of the word. “Those who par­take of our of­fer­ings would be less in­clined to do so if they were aware of our his­tory.”


    “Nadel is one of those cus­tomers?”


    “He is in­deed.”


    “And he’s a shifter?”


    Sal raised an eye­brow. “You couldn’t tell?”


    I shook my head. “His scent was a lit­tle strange—not hu­man, but not re­ally shifter.”


    “That’s be­cause he’s only half-shifter, and a tabby at that.” He smiled. “He has a pref­er­ence for overly tall, dark-skinned women with boun­ti­ful breasts—”


    “‘Boun­ti­ful breasts’?” I cut in, with a laugh.


    “His words, not mine. Luck­ily for me, I hap­pen to em­ploy a telepath who fits such a de­scrip­tion. I’ve got­ten some in­ter­est­ing in­for­ma­tion from him over the years.”


    “Any­thing about Win­ter Halo’s owner? Any­thing I should be wor­ried about, that is?”


    “Other than his predilec­tion for sleep­ing with his staff, no.”


    “Then why were you so re­luc­tant about ar­rang­ing this meet­ing?”


    “Be­cause I wish you in my bed, not his.” He caught my foot as it reached his thigh, shifted it to the top of his leg, and be­gan to knead it. I sighed in plea­sure, closed my eyes, and en­joyed the mas­sage.


    Our meal ar­rived. We ate it leisurely, talk­ing and jok­ing and laugh­ing. It al­most felt like old times back at the bunker. Al­most.


    Be­cause there was an un­der­ly­ing ten­sion that ran be­tween the two of us. A ten­sion that was sex­ual in na­ture, and some­thing else. Some­thing that was al­most—but not quite—wari­ness. Or maybe even sus­pi­cion.


    It made me won­der about that call he’d re­ceived be­fore I’d ar­rived. Made me won­der about the part he might play in all this—if he did, in­deed, play a part.


    When our meal was cleared, the last of the wine con­sumed, and the bill paid, Sal said, his ex­pres­sion guarded, “So, would you like to come back to my place?”


    I raised an eye­brow, a smile teas­ing my lips. “That de­pends.”


    “On what?”


    “On whether you ac­tu­ally want me to come back to your apart­ment.” I cocked my head slightly. “I have to say, you don’t ex­actly seem en­thused by the idea.”


    A grin split his lips, but it wasn’t quite as real as it should have been. “Oh, I am. I just didn’t want to get my hopes up too far.”


    “Good.” I placed my nap­kin on the ta­ble and rose. “Shall we go, then?”


    He rose and caught my hand, his fin­gers brush­ing my wrist as he led me out of the restau­rant. The night was cool and bright and, over­head, a storm rum­bled—a sound that seemed at odds with the al­most blind­ing light that bathed the streets. As we walked back to First Street, he said, voice non­cha­lant, “What hap­pened here?”


    He raised our joined hands and pointed to the ugly scar left by the vam­pires. I hadn’t thought to dis­guise it, and that was a very stupid mis­take on my part.


    “Cam­ou­flage,” I replied, with an easy smile. “I thought I might be a more be­liev­able se­cu­rity guard if I wasn’t such a clean skin.”


    “Maybe.” Though his ex­pres­sion gave lit­tle away, the threads of sus­pi­cion seemed stronger.


    I hes­i­tated, and then said, “You don’t think it’ll be a prob­lem, do you?”


    “That I don’t know.” He shrugged. “But if it’s only cam­ou­flage, you can get rid of it eas­ily enough, can’t you?”


    “Of course I can. It’s only real wounds that cause a prob­lem when body shift­ing.” The lie slipped eas­ily off my tongue. I frowned and squinted up at him. “But you know that.”


    He waved his free hand. “The war was a long time ago, Tiger.”


    It might have been a long time ago, but I cer­tainly hadn’t for­got­ten it. I couldn’t, not when I lived with re­minders of the war and the ac­tions of the shifters ev­ery sin­gle day. Sal might not have those re­minders, but even so, why hadn’t he called me on the lie? Had he truly for­got­ten or was he was test­ing me? And if the lat­ter, why?


    I didn’t say any­thing, how­ever, and we con­tin­ued on in si­lence—a si­lence that was edged with both de­sire and watch­ful­ness. It was the lat­ter that stirred alarm. I needed to be very, very care­ful tonight.


    “Would you like some wine, or per­haps a cof­fee?” he asked as the el­e­va­tor stopped on his floor and the doors opened.


    He strode ahead of me, head­ing for the kitchen. I kicked off my shoes, then stripped off my tu­nic, dump­ing both on the near­est sofa as I fol­lowed him across the vast space of his home.


    “Per­haps later,” I replied. “Right now, I’m hun­grier for some­thing else.”


    He paused in the mid­dle of reach­ing for a bot­tle of wine and glanced over his shoul­der. His gaze swept me and that hun­gry light reap­peared. “So it would seem,” he mur­mured, and closed the fridge again.


    He reached for my waist, but I caught his hand in­stead and led him to­ward the bed­room. “This time,” I said, my voice low, “we do it my way.”


    “More than happy to,” he mur­mured, his free hand slid­ing sen­su­ously down my spine be­fore com­ing to rest on my butt. His touch was cool, es­pe­cially when com­pared to the fire that raged in­side of me. And while his sala­man­der blood meant his touch would never con­tain the heat of mine, it nev­er­the­less seemed . . . odd. I frowned but thrust away the cu­rios­ity and ques­tions that in­evitably stirred. I’d get an­swers soon enough if I did this right.


    I stopped when I reached the bed and turned to face him. “Don’t move,” I said. “And most cer­tainly don’t touch.”


    He raised an eye­brow, amuse­ment and ex­pec­ta­tion war­ring for prece­dence in his ex­pres­sion. “Where is the fun in not touch­ing?”


    “You’ve been around hu­mans far too long if you can­not re­mem­ber the sim­ple plea­sure of re­ceiv­ing rather than shar­ing.”


    I be­gan to strip him, tak­ing my time, ex­plor­ing each new bit of flesh as it was re­vealed, touch­ing and kiss­ing and tast­ing. By the time his shirt fell to the floor, he was breath­ing fast and the smell of de­sire was so thick in the air that it filled ev­ery breath. I kept go­ing, kept teas­ing, my fin­gers play­ing around the waist of his pants but not un­do­ing them. Not re­leas­ing him.


    When I fi­nally did, his groan was one of sheer plea­sure. His cock jumped free, thick and hard and quiv­er­ing with ex­pec­ta­tion. I ran my tongue over its tip and he groaned again, the sound al­most des­per­ate. I smiled and kept on tast­ing him, kept teas­ing him, un­til he was quiv­er­ing with the need for re­lease and his body was tense with the ef­fort of con­trol. Then I rose, my nip­ples brush­ing his chest as I kissed him. Softly, gen­tly.


    “I pre­sume you have mas­sage oil?” I mur­mured, my lips brush­ing his as I spoke.


    “In the bath­room.” His re­ply was lit­tle more than a husky growl.


    “Then I’ll go get it while you lie on the bed.” I brushed a fi­nal kiss across his lips, then stepped away. “Lie on your stom­ach, not your back.”


    “I don’t think—”


    I placed a fin­ger against his lips and si­lenced him. “This isn’t about think­ing. This is about plea­sur­ing. Lie on the bed.”


    He took a deep, some­what shaky breath, then did as I bid. I re­trieved the oil, warm­ing the small, pli­ant bot­tle be­tween my hands as I climbed on the bed and sat astride him. His skin quiv­ered where our flesh touched.


    When the heat of my hands had warmed the oil enough, I un­did the top and slowly drib­bled it onto his skin, start­ing at the base of the spine, then mov­ing up­ward to his shoul­ders. Once the bot­tle was re­capped, I moved back to the base of his spine and be­gan to work the oil into his flesh, al­ter­nat­ing long sweep­ing strokes with more cir­cu­lar ones, my hands not leav­ing his skin as I worked my way up his spine, then across his shoul­ders and down each arm. Then I made my way back down his body. Af­ter drib­bling more oil onto my hands, I con­tin­ued on, over his firm rump and down the mus­cu­lar length of his legs, con­cen­trat­ing on his feet for a while be­fore mov­ing back up his legs. When my fin­gers slipped be­tween his thighs and brushed his balls, he jumped slightly and groaned.


    “God, don’t,” he mur­mured. “Or I may not last.”


    I chuck­led softly. “This from the man who once boasted he could make a woman come a dozen times be­fore he him­self felt the need to re­lease.”


    “That was a long time ago.” He jumped again as my fin­gers brushed him a sec­ond time. “The need for con­trol is not es­pe­cially prized in a world that val­ues time over qual­ity.”


    “Then that is this world’s loss.” I moved to one side. “Turn over.”


    He obeyed. Pre­cum gleamed on the tip of his cock, and I leaned across, my hair brush­ing his belly as I swirled my tongue around the tip of him, draw­ing in his salty taste. His hips in­stinc­tively arched up­ward, silently urg­ing me to take more of him. I didn’t.


    In­stead, I poured some more oil over his body, then sat astride his legs and be­gan to mas­sage him again, slowly ex­plor­ing ev­ery inch of his well-de­fined stom­ach and mus­cu­lar chest, grad­u­ally work­ing my way up­ward un­til my breasts were pressed against his.


    “By god,” he said, his words lit­tle more than a puff of ag­o­nized air. “All I want to do is take you in my arms and plunge my­self in­side you.”


    “But you can’t,” I replied. “Not yet.”


    I kissed him, gen­tly at first, then deeper, harder, our tongues en­twin­ing, ex­plor­ing. When I pulled away, he groaned again. I smiled but held his gaze as I kissed and licked my way back down his body. When I licked the base of his cock, he jerked in re­sponse, groan­ing, quiv­er­ing. He was close to his break­ing point—close, but not quite close enough. I needed him to be noth­ing but emo­tion and need and de­sire. So I teased him, played with him, al­ter­nat­ing be­tween tak­ing him in my mouth and run­ning my tongue around the base of his cock and balls, un­til ev­ery inch of him was quiv­er­ing for re­lease and the smell of his de­sire stung the air, thick and heavy and des­per­ate.


    Only then did I sit astride him. I didn’t let him en­ter me, but rubbed my­self up and down the length of him.


    He made a low sound of des­per­a­tion, then grabbed me and quickly changed our po­si­tions. He hov­ered above me for sev­eral sec­onds, his gaze on mine, his body shak­ing with the fierce­ness of his con­trol.


    “No more,” he growled. “From here on in, I’m in con­trol.”


    And with that, he thrust in­side me. I groaned in plea­sure, but the sound was au­to­matic, as were the re­sponses of my body. Be­cause the minute he en­tered me, I re­leased the gate on my seeker skills, al­low­ing my en­ergy and aura to merge with his, let­ting it en­twine as in­ti­mately as our bod­ies, un­til emo­tions and thought be­came some­thing I could see and taste. I ran swiftly across the sur­face im­ages, sens­ing within them a hunger I couldn’t ex­plain—a hunger that was fierce, icy, and alien. I plunged deeper, seek­ing the darker re­cesses and hid­den places. Saw, in rapid suc­ces­sion, frag­mented im­ages from his past—his ac­tions, his lovers, those he’d mur­dered and be­come, and those he’d sim­ply mur­dered. Then, deeper still, felt the anger, the des­per­a­tion, and the fear of a world de­ter­mined to de­stroy us. Saw four hu­manoid forms—two male, one fe­male, and one that was some­thing else al­to­gether—be­come trapped by a bit­ter, alien, dark­ness that swept around and through them, merg­ing their par­ti­cles, mak­ing them one. Saw the four be­come three as one was killed and its blood and flesh con­sumed.


    There was noth­ing more be­yond that. Noth­ing but that bit­ter, alien dark­ness. It was as if he’d been re­born in that mo­ment and ev­ery­thing that had gone on be­fore then—ev­ery­thing he’d been and ev­ery­thing he’d done—had been erased. All that re­mained were vague, frag­mented mem­o­ries that made lit­tle sense.


    Slowly, care­fully, I with­drew from his en­ergy and aura. As aware­ness of the here and now resur­faced, I reim­mersed my­self into the sen­sa­tions flood­ing my body. Be­came aware of the fierce­ness of his thrusts, and of plea­sure, spi­ral­ing ever tighter. His lips, hard on mine, de­mand­ing and des­per­ate.


    I wrapped by legs around him, press­ing him tighter, harder, against me. His breath­ing be­came harsher, his tempo more ur­gent. The burn of de­sire built and built, un­til the need that pulsed be­tween us be­came all-con­sum­ing and the air so thick with de­sire I could barely even breathe.


    We came to­gether, his roar echo­ing across the si­lence, his body slam­ming into mine so hard the whole bed shook.


    When I fi­nally caught my breath again, I took his face be­tween my palms and kissed him long and slow, even as my gaze searched his, look­ing for any sign of sus­pi­cion, of doubt. There was noth­ing but lan­guid con­tent­ment.


    I wished I felt the same.


    I had no idea what had hap­pened to Sal, or what in­deed those im­ages truly meant, but one thing was clear.


    This man—this déchet—wasn’t my Sal. He might have his scent, he might have his form, but the Sal I’d known had all but died just af­ter the war’s end, when that oddly bit­ter dark­ness had com­bined his spirit and his flesh with that of three oth­ers. It was an event that had left him ir­re­vo­ca­bly changed, and in ways I couldn’t even be­gin to guess at.


    The big­gest prob­lem, though, was not what he might have be­come, but rather the con­nec­tion he now had with the other two who had sur­vived.


    Be­cause Sal knew ex­actly what I was.


    And that meant, some­where out there in Cen­tral, two other peo­ple were also aware of it.


    Or did it?


    Be­cause if the slate re­ally had been all but wiped clean when they’d been caught in that alien dark­ness, then maybe he ac­tu­ally couldn’t re­mem­ber much more than my name and the fact I’d been a lure—just like him.


    Which in it­self was telling, be­cause the grays had never been de­signed as lures, and it cer­tainly wasn’t a po­si­tion Sal had ever been placed in. They were as­sas­sins, pure and sim­ple, even if they some­times used se­duc­tion to get closer to their tar­gets. And while they could shape-shift in much the same man­ner as us, it was sim­ply a means of mak­ing es­cape eas­ier once they’d com­pleted their as­sign­ment.


    I re­ally hoped the the­ory was true, be­cause I didn’t need those other be­ings fully aware of my ca­pa­bil­i­ties.


    Sal rolled off me, then propped his head on one hand and stud­ied me for sev­eral min­utes. I re­turned his gaze evenly, even as I sensed the shift in his mood—the need for plea­sure and re­lease mov­ing sub­tly to the need for an­swers.


    It was a need that wasn’t com­ing from him, but rather from those who were now for­ever con­nected with him.


    Sal might be in­clined to trust me, but the other two were not. Which meant I could never, ever wear my true form. Not when I was with Sal, any­way. He might re­mem­ber my scent, but there’d been no in­di­ca­tion in the read­ing that he ac­tu­ally re­mem­bered what my true form was. And even though he knew I was a tiger shifter, he ob­vi­ously thought my col­or­ing was the more stan­dard or­ange tiger. It did, at least, give me some lee­way if I ever did have to re­sort to my own form here in Cen­tral.


    “So when did you ac­tu­ally ar­rive here?” he asked even­tu­ally.


    I waved the arm con­tain­ing the chip and smiled. “Ac­cord­ing to my newly jigged chip, five days ago.”


    “Re­touch­ing chip in­for­ma­tion is ex­pen­sive—I thought you didn’t have any cred­its.”


    My eye­brow rose. “Since when were cred­its the only form of pay­ment?”


    He grunted. “Where were you be­fore Cen­tral?”


    “Of­fi­cially and un­of­fi­cially, in New­port.” I paused, feign­ing a trace of con­fu­sion. “Why all the ques­tions, Sal?”


    He shrugged. “Just cu­ri­ous as to why I hadn’t come across you be­fore now.”


    A ques­tion I wanted an­swered in re­gard to him, as well. I mean, how could we have spent so many years shar­ing the same city and not come across each other be­fore now? I might mostly be a recluse, but I still had to make reg­u­lar runs into the city. And it wasn’t just for sup­plies, but to cater for those oc­ca­sions when the de­sire for sex­ual con­tact over­whelmed the need for safety—some­thing that hap­pened ev­ery few months. What were the odds of both of us be­ing in this city for so long, and never com­ing into con­tact? Or even catch­ing the slight­est scent clue?


    Lit­tle to zero, I thought grimly.


    But with sus­pi­cion so ev­i­dent in his aura and his eyes, I dared not open the gates again to my deeper seeker skills. I just had to run with in­stinct—and ig­nore the fact that in­stinct was telling me to get the hell out of He­done and away from Sal. To re­turn to the safety of my bunker and my ghosts, be­fore my life ir­re­vo­ca­bly changed.


    Not want­ing to think about the rea­sons be­hind that warn­ing when I could do so lit­tle about it with­out fur­ther rais­ing Sal’s sus­pi­cions, I leaned for­ward and kissed him. If there was one thing that ob­vi­ously hadn’t changed, it was his high sex­ual ap­petite. And in this sit­u­a­tion, I had no qualms about us­ing it, just as I’d used it count­less other times when an as­signed tar­get had be­gun to ask dif­fi­cult ques­tions. There was lit­tle talk for the rest of the night, just ex­plo­ration and plea­sure, un­til we were both fully sa­ti­ated and our bod­ies weak with ex­haus­tion. Then we slept.


    Or at least he did. I spent the night star­ing up at a ceil­ing lit by the never-end­ing bright­ness of the UV tow­ers out­side the build­ing, won­der­ing what the hell my next move was go­ing to be.

  


  
    Chap­ter 10


    The sharp ring of Sal’s com unit broke the si­lence. I closed my eyes, pre­tend­ing sleep as he grunted and rose from the bed. His gaze swept me, a cool ca­ress that sent prick­les of un­ease down my spine even as he moved away.


    I re­mained still and lis­tened to his re­treat­ing foot­steps. Af­ter a mo­ment, he said, “Sal Casimir.”


    A deeper, darker voice—also male—said, “Pick up.”


    Sal did, ba­si­cally end­ing any chance I had of over­hear­ing the con­ver­sa­tion. I might have the genes of a tiger, but they weren’t help­ing in this in­stance. Sal was speak­ing so softly I could barely even hear him, let alone the man at the other end of the com unit.


    With no rea­son to pre­tend I was still sleep­ing, I yawned, stretched, then got up and headed for the bath­room. Sal had the lat­est in air show­ers, which ac­tu­ally used small amounts of wa­ter mixed with air—a rar­ity these days, as wa­ter con­ser­va­tion had been a pri­or­ity since be­fore the war had be­gun. I wasn’t en­tirely sure why, given it seemed to rain reg­u­larly lately, but maybe it was sim­ply a hang­over from the many years of drought this area ap­par­ently once faced.


    The call had ended by the time I padded out to the liv­ing room to find my tu­nic and get dressed. Sal’s ex­pres­sion was for­bid­ding, and his gaze, when it met mine, was hooded and an­gry.


    I paused and raised an eye­brow. “What?”


    He waved a hand, the move­ment short, sharp. “Noth­ing. There’s just been a prob­lem at an­other busi­ness I own. I’m afraid I’m go­ing to have to bun­dle you out sooner than I’d ex­pected or wanted.”


    He was ly­ing. I was cer­tain of it, though there was noth­ing in his voice or ac­tions to give that im­pres­sion. “I hope it’s noth­ing ma­jor.”


    “So do I.”


    He strode to­ward me, all dark and dan­ger­ous en­ergy, and it took ev­ery ounce of will to re­main where I was. He wrapped his arms around my waist and kissed me fiercely, but it was a des­per­ate thing, ab­sent of hunger or true pas­sion. Then he re­leased me with a sud­den­ness that had me stag­ger­ing back a cou­ple of steps.


    “I’d like to see you again.” He swung around and stalked across to the kitchen. “Shall we say to­mor­row night?”


    I frowned, un­set­tled by his abrupt change of mood and the lack of pas­sion. That call, I was sud­denly sure, had been some­thing to do with me. Some­thing he hadn’t wanted to hear.


    I shiv­ered and rubbed my arms. Of course, it was more than pos­si­ble the cer­tainty was noth­ing more than para­noia, but even so, I wasn’t about to ig­nore it. Sim­i­lar such in­sights had saved my life more than once dur­ing the war.


    “Sure,” I replied, keep­ing my voice even. “But you can leave a mes­sage at Old Stan’s if you can’t make it. I’ll un­der­stand.”


    “I will. Un­til to­mor­row night, then.”


    He didn’t turn around, didn’t of­fer to see me out. Af­ter star­ing at his back for sev­eral mo­ments, I headed for the lift and left.


    Once I reached the street, I paused and breathed deep. The air was crisp and cool, and it chased the scent of dark silk and wrong­ness from my nos­trils. I wished it could do the same to the scent that lin­gered—how­ever lightly—on my skin. There was some­thing about it that just rubbed me the wrong way.


    Or maybe it was sim­ply the knowl­edge that the Sal I’d known—the Sal I’d once trusted with all that I was, and all that I’d dreamed of—was no more.


    I took an­other breath and dis­cov­ered the teas­ing, elec­tric aroma of a sum­mer storm. Jonas was near. As I looked to the right, he stepped out from the en­trance of the next build­ing. He shook his head minutely, his gaze flick­er­ing briefly past me be­fore he turned and walked away.


    I yawned, then waited for a gap in the traf­fic and crossed the street, my gaze sweep­ing the glass fronts of the build­ing op­po­site. I couldn’t see the threat Jonas in­di­cated, but then, maybe I wouldn’t. If there was some­one fol­low­ing me, it was a fair bet they’d be more prac­ticed at con­ceal­ing their pres­ence than I was.


    I paused as I reached the other side of the road and glanced up. Sal stood near the win­dow, watch­ing me. I gave him a smile and a wave, but couldn’t es­cape the no­tion that some­thing was very wrong, that I needed to find out what he was in­volved in, and fast.


    I silently called Cat and Bear, then turned and walked away, keep­ing Jonas in sight but stay­ing half a block be­hind. My two lit­tle ghosts ap­peared within five min­utes, hap­pily danc­ing around me for sev­eral sec­onds be­fore calm­ing down. I asked them to keep an eye on Sal with­out get­ting too close, and to re­port back to the bunker by sun­set. They im­me­di­ately dashed off, ex­cited to be do­ing some­thing new and in­ter­est­ing—an­other sen­ti­ment I wished I shared.


    Jonas turned right onto a walk­way head­ing to­ward Sec­ond Street but, as he did so, flicked a hand to his left, seem­ing to in­di­cate I should keep go­ing straight. I did, only turn­ing right when I reached the next one. There was no one else in the walk­way, and my foot­steps echoed in the vast, empty canyon be­tween the two streets. When I reached the end of the walk­way, I turned left onto Sec­ond Street and ca­su­ally glanced over my shoul­der. There was no one there . . . and yet my skin crawled with aware­ness.


    I wasn’t the only one who could wrap my­self in sun­light in this city. Who­ever fol­lowed me was also ca­pa­ble of it.


    Ten­sion wound through my body. I flexed my fin­gers and fought to keep my pace even. Run­ning would be the worst thing I could do right now; it would only fur­ther raise the sus­pi­cions of who­ever was be­hind me.


    “Head to Old Stan’s,” Jonas said be­hind me. “It’s close to the mar­ket on Twelfth, be­tween the main gate and the first walk­way. I’ll meet you there.”


    I didn’t ac­knowl­edge him, just im­me­di­ately headed across the road and into the next walk­way. The crawl­ing sense of aware­ness never went away, but it never drew any nearer, ei­ther. I won­dered if the per­son fol­low­ing me was one of the two peo­ple Sal had merged with, or if it was some­one else en­tirely. Sun shield­ing was an ex­tremely rare tal­ent, and while I had no idea if it could be found in any­one out­side those cre­ated in the déchet labs, it wasn’t hard to imag­ine that if some­one did pos­sess the abil­ity, they’d be shuf­fled into ei­ther the pub­lic or pri­vate army.


    I con­tin­ued mov­ing through the var­i­ous walk­ways un­til I reached Twelfth, then paused, look­ing left and right to get my bear­ings. I knew the mar­ket sec­tion well enough—it was where I pil­fered my sup­plies of fresh fruit and veg—but I’d al­ways come at it from out­side the city rather than in­side. Af­ter a mo­ment, I caught the sound of stall­hold­ers pro­mot­ing their prices and goods, and headed left again. The mar­ket soon came into sight. It was a riot of color, sounds, and mouth­wa­ter­ing aro­mas. A sea of tents and tem­po­rary stalls stretched across the en­tire street, block­ing the road and forc­ing all those need­ing to get far­ther down Twelfth through the many hig­gledy-pig­gledy rows. I re­sisted the in­stinc­tive urge to snag some fruit and knobs of crusty bread as I wove my way through the mar­ket, and walked on.


    The cur­tain wall stretched high above me now, a rust­ing sil­ver mono­lith that un­der nor­mal con­di­tions would have cast this whole area into deep shad­ows. Old Stan’s was a four-story tim­ber build­ing that was barely more than two win­dows wide. The myr­iad of an­ten­nas and satel­lite dishes that lined its roof gleamed warmly in the bright light of the nearby UV tower, and the small lane be­tween it and the next build­ing was filled with over­flow­ing bins and old men in even older chairs. I gave them a nod as they glanced my way. I had no idea who they were or why they’d sit in a refuse-filled lane, but for as long as I’d been com­ing to Cen­tral to steal food, there’d been old men sit­ting in that lane, smok­ing and drink­ing and talk­ing.


    I opened the inn’s some­what bat­tered blue metal door and stepped into slightly shad­owed cool­ness. A wrin­kled, gray-haired old man looked over the edge of the tablet he was read­ing and gave me a grin that was miss­ing a few teeth.


    “You’d be Ti Zin­dela, then,” he said, voice grav­elly and warm.


    “And you’d be Old Stan, I’m guess­ing,” I said, with a smile.


    “I am, lass, I am.” He waved a hand to­ward a some­what rick­ety-look­ing set of stairs at the back of the small en­trance hall. “Your room is ready—it’s on the top floor, num­ber 4C.”


    “Thanks.”


    He tossed me a key, then got back to his read­ing. I took the stairs two at a time; room 4C was at the rear of the build­ing and one of two on the top floor. I opened the door and stepped in­side. The room was small, con­sist­ing of lit­tle more than a bed, a wash­basin and tap, and prob­a­bly the small­est au­to­cook that ever ex­isted. I couldn’t imag­ine there’d be too much in the way of food op­tions within it, but I guessed it was bet­ter than noth­ing. And it wasn’t like I was go­ing to stay here very long, any­way.


    Jonas leaned a shoul­der against the win­dow that looked down into the small al­ley, but turned as I closed the door. “Did she fol­low you here?”


    I raised my eye­brows. “She?”


    He nod­ded. “There was a slight fem­i­nine over­tone, though her scent was ex­tremely ten­u­ous. You never saw her?”


    I shook my head. “I did sense a pres­ence be­hind me, but I never ac­tu­ally spot­ted her. Who­ever it is, she’s damn good.”


    Men­tion­ing the fact my fol­lower was prob­a­bly us­ing a sun shield cer­tainly wasn’t an op­tion, given very few peo­ple alive to­day would even know what it was.


    “She was so damn good she wasn’t even vis­i­ble.” His voice was flat. Sus­pi­cious, though whether it was aimed at me or not I couldn’t say. “I’d sus­pect magic, ex­cept for the fact I couldn’t smell it.”


    I raised my eye­brows. “You can smell magic?”


    “Some.” His nos­trils flared slightly and a slight trace of dis­taste briefly crossed his oth­er­wise enig­matic ex­pres­sion. “Just as I can smell your friend. He has a very odd scent.”


    “Sorry, but there’s not a lot I can do about that right now.” I walked across to the au­to­cook and stud­ied the menu. As I sus­pected, there wasn’t much. I opted for a cheese-and-veg­etable omelet, hop­ing that at least with the mar­ket be­ing so close it would be fresh, then turned to face Jonas. “Odd in what way?”


    He hes­i­tated. “He’s no vam­pire, and yet there are un­der­tones of night and death in his aroma that speak of those crea­tures. But there’s also some­thing else, some­thing I can’t re­ally place—it re­minds me a lit­tle of the scent of the Oth­ers, but it’s wrapped in hu­man­ity. Which makes no sense at all.”


    No, it didn’t, al­though it did make me won­der if per­haps the fourth fig­ure I’d seen in Sal’s mem­o­ries had been one of the Oth­ers. But if it had been, surely he and his two com­pan­ions would not now be alive, not when there’d been re­ports of just one of the crea­tures tak­ing out en­tire units af­ter the war.


    I thrust the ques­tion away and said, “How long were you fol­low­ing me last night?”


    Jonas’s ex­pres­sion gave lit­tle away. “From the mo­ment you and he walked out of He­done to the mo­ment you re­turned. Why?”


    “Were you in the restau­rant at all?”


    “Yes.”


    And I hadn’t even seen him, let alone sensed him. He was liv­ing up to ev­ery­thing I’d ever heard about the rangers—which made me even more thank­ful my job dur­ing the war had gen­er­ally kept me away from them. “And did you sense an­other in that room who smelled the same as Sal?”


    He frowned. “No two peo­ple can have the same scent. There are al­ways dif­fer­ences, even in close-knit fam­ily units.”


    Well, while that was true enough, those of us cre­ated to be lures cer­tainly could both change our scents and match them to oth­ers’. But it was never an abil­ity given to the grays, and I re­ally hoped it was one of those facts Sal didn’t re­mem­ber.


    “I thought that, too, un­til last night,” I said. “I couldn’t pin­point who the sec­ond scent be­longed to be­cause of the air-con­di­tion­ing, but he or she was watch­ing me and Sal from the mo­ment we ar­rived un­til the mo­ment we left.”


    “Mean­ing some­one sus­pects you are not who you say you are.”


    “Or they sus­pect I might be be­hind the break-ins at both De­seo and that mil­i­tary base.”


    Jonas frowned. “Why would they sus­pect that? You’re not even wear­ing the same form, and the ol­fac­tory senses of a vam­pire are, as far as I’m aware, even duller than a hu­man’s. They smell life and blood but lit­tle else. Even if that weren’t so, there is no way they could have re­ported your scent to any­one here in Cen­tral.”


    “Ex­cept for the fact that they’re ob­vi­ously work­ing with some­one here in Cen­tral.”


    His gaze nar­rowed. “What makes you so cer­tain of that?”


    I hes­i­tated. I needed to be very care­ful about what I said and what I didn’t. He was al­ready sus­pi­cious that I was keep­ing in­for­ma­tion back; I didn’t need it ex­plod­ing into full-blown cer­tainty. “The fact that, when I ap­peared in the mil­i­tary bunker, one of the vamps called me ‘mis­tress’ and asked if I needed any help. He ob­vi­ously mis­took me for some­one else—some­one who looks very sim­i­lar to the form I was wear­ing last night. I sus­pect it was the only rea­son they didn’t im­me­di­ately at­tack.”


    He swore softly. “You should have men­tioned this to Nuri ear­lier.”


    “I didn’t re­mem­ber ear­lier,” I snapped back. “And what does it mat­ter any­way? You can sim­ply telepath the in­for­ma­tion across to her now, any­way.”


    “That I can.” His smile was grim. Cold. “What else have you failed to men­tion?”


    “Ranger, it might be wise to re­mem­ber I’m not work­ing for you and Nuri.” My voice was sur­pris­ingly soft given the anger surg­ing within me. “I’m only do­ing this be­cause I want to help those chil­dren, so don’t take that tone with me or, by Rhea, I’ll walk away and leave you milling around in use­less­ness.”


    “And the mouse will rise, and woe be­tide those who op­pose her,” he mur­mured.


    I blinked. “What?”


    He shrugged. “It’s a line from an old fairy tale. I’m sur­prised you haven’t heard it be­fore.”


    “Mom was hu­man and didn’t do shifter fairy tales.” And our han­dlers and ed­u­ca­tors cer­tainly hadn’t. It had proven prob­lem­atic more than once.


    He gave me an­other of those cool smiles. “Any­thing else?”


    “Yeah, find­ing who­ever is in­ter­act­ing with the vam­pires won’t be easy, as I sus­pect they might be a shifter of some kind.”


    “My type of shifter, or yours? And why would you sus­pect that? The vam­pires cer­tainly couldn’t have told you.”


    “Be­cause I’m not the only body shifter in Cen­tral. Sal’s one, and so is who­ever shares his scent.”


    The au­to­cook pinged softly. I opened the unit and took out the plate. The omelet not only looked fresh, but smelled di­vine. I fer­reted around un­til I found a knife and fork, then moved across to the small ta­ble. All the while, Jonas watched me.


    Even­tu­ally, he said, “Do you be­lieve Sal is in­volved with this other per­son?”


    “Well, I don’t think it’s a co­in­ci­dence that they smell the same.” I ate some of the omelet and then met his gaze. “I did a read­ing on him last night.”


    His eye­brows rose. “Mean­ing?”


    I hes­i­tated. “Nuri’s a seeker her­self, so you’re ob­vi­ously aware what we can and can’t do.”


    He sim­ply nod­ded, his arms crossed and ex­pres­sion giv­ing lit­tle away.


    “Well, some of us are ca­pa­ble of go­ing deeper than merely read­ing sur­face thoughts and emo­tions. We can delve into past mem­o­ries and gain in­sight on all that that per­son might have seen and done.” I hes­i­tated. “But it can only be done dur­ing sex.”


    “In that case, re­mind me never to have sex with you.”


    My smile was as cold as his voice. “I don’t think there’s any dan­ger of that, ranger.”


    “No.”


    And yet, even as he said it, de­sire rose be­tween us, taint­ing the air with its rich, heady aroma. I dropped my gaze from his and stead­fastly ate the omelet—even as my skin prick­led with aware­ness and heat flushed my body.


    “So what did you dis­cover dur­ing this in­va­sion?”


    “It’s not an in­va­sion. It’s noth­ing as crude as that,” I snapped, then took a deep breath and added, a lit­tle more calmly, “He got caught in some sort of weird dark­ness with three oth­ers, and it merged their DNA. I’m pretty sure they can com­mu­ni­cate tele­path­i­cally. Sal got a call this morn­ing, and I think it was one of the peo­ple I saw in his mind.”


    “If they can com­mu­ni­cate tele­path­i­cally, then they wouldn’t need to use stan­dard coms.”


    “True.” I bit my lip for a mo­ment. “Per­haps it’s not a true form of telepa­thy, but rather some­thing like the seeker skill, in that they share im­pres­sions rather than thought.”


    “It’s pos­si­ble.” There was an odd edge to his voice that had me frown­ing. But be­fore I could say any­thing, he added, “Can you de­scribe the three he was caught with?”


    I shook my head. “They were lit­tle more than sil­hou­ettes. All I can tell you is that there was one man, one woman, and some­one else. Some­one that felt un­nat­u­ral, maybe even alien.”


    “So the woman who fol­lowed you here is very pos­si­bly one of those three?”


    “Pos­si­bly.” Or it could be one of Cen­tral’s rangers, alerted to my pres­ence thanks to the other lot of shifters who’d been at Nuri’s when I’d first ar­rived there. Any­thing was pos­si­ble at this point.


    “What about the dark­ness it­self?” he asked.


    That edge was deeper. “It was un­nat­u­ral and also very alien. Why?”


    “Be­cause what you’re de­scrib­ing is prob­a­bly a rift.” He scrubbed a hand through his short hair. “This is not good news.”


    I frowned as I rose and walked across to the au­to­cook, de­posit­ing my plate in the slot be­fore or­der­ing two cof­fees. “But if he was caught in the rift, he’d be dead. Peo­ple don’t sur­vive them.”


    “Peo­ple do,” he snapped back. “It’s rare, but it hap­pens. But if he was caught in a rift with those oth­ers, then they now all share not only a form of col­lec­tive con­scious­ness, but pos­si­bly many of the abil­i­ties they had in­di­vid­u­ally.”


    Be­cause rifts chewed up the DNA of what­ever they en­coun­tered and spat it out in a com­pletely dif­fer­ent form. But if that was the case, why did Sal look the same? He shouldn’t, given the ter­ri­ble re­sults I’d seen of plants and an­i­mals caught in rifts. Or was it sim­ply a mat­ter of his us­ing his shifter skills to main­tain a form he was more com­fort­able with?


    “That would ex­plain how Sal and the per­son in the restau­rant could share the same scent,” I said even­tu­ally.


    He nod­ded. “The other three will also hold the same scent.”


    “Other two,” I cor­rected. “The fourth per­son caught in that rift didn’t ac­tu­ally sur­vive.”


    “At least that means there’s one less for us to track down.” His voice was grim. “What else did you catch?”


    “Noth­ing dur­ing sex.”


    He raised an eye­brow again. “And af­ter­ward?”


    “Again, noth­ing. But for no rea­son at all he brought up the Bro­ken Moun­tains and asked if I’d been there re­cently.”


    “In­ter­est­ing.”


    “More so given he also men­tioned that he’d heard they were now in­fested by vam­pires.”


    The au­to­cook pinged and two steam­ing mugs of cof­fee ap­peared. I picked them both up and walked across to Jonas, hand­ing him one but mak­ing sure our fin­gers didn’t brush.


    He raised an eye­brow at my ac­tions, and amuse­ment briefly teased his lips. It made me wish he’d smile more of­ten. Un­for­tu­nately, it fled as swiftly as it had ap­peared.


    “There are no vam­pires in the Bro­ken Moun­tains. I have kin up there; they would have men­tioned it.”


    “But there is an old mil­i­tary base, isn’t there?”


    “Yes.” He took a sip of cof­fee, his ex­pres­sion thought­ful. “You think he was de­lib­er­ately try­ing to get a re­ac­tion out of you?”


    “I think it’s more than pos­si­ble. If Sal, his two un­known friends, and the vam­pires are some­how all con­nected to what­ever is go­ing on, then they’ll be aware that some­one raided that base last night.”


    And re­ally, why else would he sud­denly men­tion the Bro­ken Moun­tains if he wasn’t in­volved in some way? Co­in­ci­dences hap­pened, but there were just a few too many oc­cur­ring now for it to sit com­fort­ably.


    “Then per­haps our task to­day should be to go in­ves­ti­gate that old base.”


    I hes­i­tated. “I don’t know—”


    “It’s day­light,” he cut in. “Even if the place is in­fested with vamps, they should be out. And all we re­ally need to do is con­firm whether that base is the one you stum­bled into.”


    “And what about my fol­lower?”


    He smiled, but this time, there was noth­ing nice about it. “Let me worry about your fol­lower.”


    I hes­i­tated again. “How will we get up there?”


    “I’ll grab an all-ter­rain ve­hi­cle and meet you at the rear of the mu­seum in two hours.”


    I nod­ded. That would give me time to go home, change, and grab some weapons. I wasn’t about to go any­where near an old mil­i­tary base that might or might not be in­fested with vamps with­out be­ing fully kit­ted up.


    “How will I know when it’s safe to leave?”


    “You’re not leav­ing by the front door. An­other rea­son we use this place is be­cause it has an es­cape hatch. If you pull the bed away from the wall you’ll un­cover a small trap­door; it leads to a set of stairs that’ll take you to the roof. Jump across to the next build­ing, then shimmy down the drain­pipe. It takes my weight, so it won’t be a prob­lem. The back of that build­ing has fallen into dis­re­pair—go through it, then move back onto Twelfth.”


    “What about the oc­cu­pants of other build­ings? What if I’m spot­ted?”


    “This is Twelfth Street,” he said, a trace of sar­casm in his voice. “Peo­ple don’t care what you’re do­ing, as long as it’s not af­fect­ing them.”


    “Fair enough.” I downed my cof­fee in sev­eral gulps and just about burned my mouth. “I’ll head off now, then—”


    He caught my arm, his grip firm and oh so warm. De­sire rip­pled through my body and spun through the air, en­twin­ing with his, cre­at­ing a storm that threat­ened to over­whelm self-con­trol—his as much as mine, if the dark­en­ing of his eyes was any­thing to go by. I licked my lips, torn be­tween the need to keep safe and the de­sire to press closer, to breathe deep the scent of him, to let it flush through my body and claim me, as I sud­denly wished he would claim me.


    What in Rhea was go­ing on? I’d never felt an at­trac­tion this fierce be­fore. I might be de­signed to at­tract and be at­tracted to shifters, but this was some­thing that had never hap­pened.


    “Not yet. Leave it for ten min­utes.”


    His voice was lit­tle more than a husky growl, and even more al­lur­ing than the de­sire that spun around us. I wanted to lean for­ward, to taste the lips that were so close, but such an ac­tion could only end badly. He might want me, but he didn’t trust me and he cer­tainly didn’t like me. I wasn’t that des­per­ate for in­ti­macy that I’d take such a risk with such a man.


    “Fine.” I pulled my arm free from his grip and stepped away from him. Cool air rushed be­tween us, chill­ing the smat­ter­ing of sweat that beaded my skin. This man was dan­ger­ous in more ways than I’d ever imag­ined.


    I walked across to the au­to­cook and or­dered a sec­ond cup of cof­fee. I didn’t of­fer him one. I didn’t dare risk get­ting that close again.


    When I fi­nally turned to look at him, he was just fin­ish­ing his drink. His gaze was enig­matic when it met mine, the de­sire long gone, even if its scent still stung the air. “Two hours. Make sure you’re there.”


    “I will be.”


    He left, and a huge sense of re­lief swept me—though why it felt like I’d dodged a bul­let when ev­ery bit of me still thrummed with need I have no idea.


    The sooner I found those kids, the sooner I could get away from him and Nuri, the bet­ter, I thought res­o­lutely.


    And ig­nored that an­noy­ing in­ner voice that snorted in dis­be­lief.


    I took a sip of cof­fee, then placed it on top of the au­to­cook and walked across to the bed. If the var­i­ous bits of weld­ing ev­i­dent on the metal frame­work were any in­di­ca­tion, the bed had been re­paired more than a few times. It made me won­der just what went on in this room. Sex, how­ever stren­u­ous, usu­ally wasn’t enough to break such a sturdy-look­ing bed, even if many shifters tended to be vig­or­ous lovers.


    Would Jonas be? Even as that thought en­tered my mind, I thrust it away im­pa­tiently and lifted the end of the bed. Drag­ging it away from the wall re­vealed a thick rope tied to one of the bed’s metal struts and the trap­door. It was close to the floor and looked barely wide enough to squeeze my shoul­ders into, let alone Jonas’s. Still, he’d ob­vi­ously used this exit; if he could fit, so could I.


    Es­pe­cially given I could shadow if there was no source of light.


    But the rooftop and the street were noth­ing but light, and there was no way I was go­ing to be seen in this form. I didn’t care how much he be­lieved no one in the area would care; I’d learned the hard way that peo­ple would and could do the un­ex­pected.


    I fin­ished my cof­fee, then took a deep, calm­ing breath and called to the shift­ing magic. I imag­ined dark hair and eyes, and a thin, un­pleas­ant face. I also changed my scent, giv­ing it sour over­tones. Jonas might have said he’d deal with who­ever was fol­low­ing me, but if for some rea­son he didn’t, then the cau­tion would pay off. Es­pe­cially if it was one of Sal’s com­pan­ions.


    With that done, I squat­ted down be­side the trap­door. There were two small holes on ei­ther side of the panel; I hooked my fin­gers into them and pulled it free. The space be­yond was tight and dark, with barely enough room to ma­neu­ver. I lay on my belly and peeked in; a lad­der led up­ward into a deeper dark­ness, and it didn’t ex­actly look in the great­est state of re­pair.


    Still, it wasn’t like I had an­other choice. I squeezed into the small space, tucked my knees up, then grabbed the rope and pulled the bed back against the wall. Once the trap­door was se­cured, I called to the night and the shad­ows, and be­came one with them. I flowed up the lad­der, my par­ti­cles brush­ing against its cool metal sur­face. Within a few min­utes, sliv­ers of light be­gan to flicker through the dark­ness above me. I gained flesh once more, but the lad­der wob­bled alarm­ingly un­der my sud­den weight, forc­ing me to hang on grimly for sev­eral sec­onds.


    Once I was cer­tain it wasn’t about to break, I slowly climbed up the rest of the way. As the shad­ows grew dim­mer and the light stronger, a small, cir­cu­lar hatch be­came vis­i­ble. I hooked an arm around a rung, then reached up and care­fully turned the wheel. There was a slight groan—the sound of metal grat­ing against metal—then it spun and the hatch popped. I blinked against the in­flux of bright light and cau­tiously peered out. The rooftop was a sea of tech­nol­ogy—there wasn’t just an odd as­sort­ment of an­ten­nas and satel­lite dishes, but a bat­tery of so­lar units, some of them al­most as old as the ones on the tower at the mu­seum—and might, in fact, pro­vide spare part pos­si­bil­i­ties if I ever got des­per­ate enough.


    I climbed out of the hatch, en­sured it was locked, and then rose and scooted across to the build­ing’s edge. The gap to the next build­ing was only six feet and re­ally didn’t take much ef­fort. I found the drain­pipe eas­ily enough, and a few sec­onds later was back on the street.


    But I didn’t take the route Jonas had pointed out. I sim­ply walked out onto Twelfth Street. Even if my fol­lower was still out there, she would see and smell some­one other than me.


    It didn’t take long to get back to my bunker, and I was al­most im­me­di­ately sur­rounded by ghosts, who weren’t just happy to see me, but anx­ious to pass on their news.


    For the third time in as many days, some­one had tried to get into our bunker.


    I swore softly and tried to con­cen­trate as they ex­cit­edly re­layed all the de­tails—all of them do­ing so at the same time. Our would-be in­truder was a gray-skinned man who wore mil­i­tary pants—not déchet pants, but some­thing sim­i­lar, if the im­ages the lit­tle ghosts pressed into my mind were any­thing to go by. It wasn’t Sal—aside from the fact he was with me all last night, this man had an un­usual scar run­ning down his left cheek. It re­minded me some­what of the slashes rangers used to sig­nify their rank and unit, but the scars on this man were thicker, uglier, and cer­tainly not a re­sult of a knife or claw—or not the claw of any crea­ture in this world, any­way.


    At least who­ever it was didn’t get in, but next time it might be an­other mat­ter en­tirely. I praised the lit­tle ones for their vig­i­lance, even as I won­dered what the hell I could do to fur­ther pro­tect this place. I had no doubt who­ever it was would try some form of code breaker next—it was, af­ter all, a log­i­cal step. It might take some time to crack open this grate, but they would even­tu­ally get through.


    And while this tun­nel was now a part of the bunker’s se­cure sys­tem, there were no laser cur­tains within it to drop down if a break-through oc­curred, and no au­to­mated weaponry, ei­ther. It was alarmed, and that was about it.


    And I couldn’t ask the lit­tle ones to keep on de­fend­ing it, sim­ply be­cause I had no idea what other tech­nol­ogy or magic these peo­ple had ac­cess to. If they could make false rifts, then they might just have a way of deal­ing with ghosts, too.


    I bit my lip as I punched in the code, then stepped into the tun­nel. I hes­i­tated as the grate closed, my gaze set­tling on the con­trol box. I could fuse it; that would cer­tainly stop them—at least un­til they got a laser torch and sim­ply cut the bars open. Hell, that might even be their next op­tion—it would cer­tainly be quicker than us­ing a code breaker.


    But fus­ing the con­trol box would also stop me ex­it­ing the bunker dur­ing day­light hours, as I couldn’t use the riskier mu­seum exit. Right now, the last thing I wanted was to trap my­self.


    I moved on. Maybe there was some­thing in the weaponry store on the sixth floor I could use. While I was fa­mil­iar with most of the items stashed within the vast room, there were boxes in the rear I hadn’t opened for decades.


    The ghosts trailed ahead of me, danc­ing along to the beat of my foot­steps, their lit­tle forms faint wisps of fog in the tun­nel’s dark­ness. But it was a beat that made me feel oddly lonely—though how I could ever feel that way in a place filled to the brim with peo­ple I had no idea. I guessed it was just the fact they weren’t liv­ing peo­ple.


    It was, I thought some­what bleakly, go­ing to be a tough few weeks get­ting used to it just be­ing me and my ghosts again. I might fear oth­ers dis­cov­er­ing what I was, but I re­ally couldn’t deny that—de­spite ev­ery­thing—it had been nice to have flesh-and-blood com­pany for more than a few hours at a time.


    We reached the sixth floor, and I made my way across to the se­cu­rity door that di­vided the cor­ri­dor sec­tion from the bunk rooms, the stores, the main med­i­cal fa­cil­i­ties, and what had been the train­ing grounds for pre­pubescent déchet.


    “Name, rank,” Hank’s gruff metal­lic voice said.


    “Tiger C5, déchet, lure rank.” I pressed my thumb against the blood-work slot and waited un­til the sys­tem geared up and took the re­quired sam­ple. It took even longer than usual for the door to open, which wasn’t a good sign when it came to the gen­er­a­tors. When it fi­nally did open, I im­me­di­ately headed to­ward the main gen­er­a­tor room. The backup gen­er­a­tor was mak­ing an alarm­ing amount of noise and was shak­ing so badly I’d swear it was at­tempt­ing to shear free from the bolts hold­ing it down. I checked it and couldn’t see any­thing ob­vi­ously wrong, but hit the main­te­nance switch, any­way. It would take the gen­er­a­tor off­line for an hour, but that wasn’t much of a risk given I had no in­ten­tion of leav­ing to meet Jonas un­til the last pos­si­ble minute.


    With that done, I made my way to the weapons store, and searched through old boxes stacked at the rear of the room. A few of these were even older than me, with the date stamped on some in­di­cat­ing they’d orig­i­nated from the years be­fore the war. I had no idea if the equip­ment within those boxes would even be us­able this far down the track, but old guns weren’t what I was look­ing for, any­way.


    I be­gan mov­ing the var­i­ous crates and dust bloomed, catch­ing in my throat and mak­ing me cough. The ghosts laughed and dashed through the clouds, their lit­tle forms briefly gain­ing sub­stance be­fore the par­ti­cles fell away. Even­tu­ally, I found some­thing I could use: move­ment-ac­ti­vated elec­tro-net de­vices. They’d been de­signed to cap­ture both shifters and vam­pires, and while they wouldn’t kill ei­ther, they’d cer­tainly in­ca­pac­i­tate them for sev­eral hours, long enough for the ghosts to de­posit them in the hold­ing cells, out of harm’s way un­til I could get back and take care of them.


    I went back to the South Sid­ing exit and set them up, en­sur­ing the de­ac­ti­vate switches were well hid­den. With the tun­nel as pro­tected as I could pos­si­bly make it, I headed to the hy­dro pods to clean up. Once I’d changed back to the or­ange-haired, sweeter-smelling form that matched the RFID in­for­ma­tion in my wrist, I dressed in fresh clothes, then headed for the weapons store to kit up. When I came to the box of flares, I hes­i­tated. My sup­ply of them was run­ning low, but it would be stupid not to have some with me if the bunker in the Bro­ken Moun­tains was in­fested with vamps. I grabbed a back­pack and threw a cou­ple in, then headed back to the south tun­nel.


    Af­ter giv­ing the ghosts in­struc­tions on what to do with any­thing or any­one we caught, I switched on the elec­tro-net mod­ules and walked around the back of the mu­seum to meet Jonas.


    The sky was dark and the air thick with the scent of rain. I gri­maced and half wished I’d brought a coat with me . . . al­though if the moun­tains were in­fested with vam­pires, then get­ting wet would be the least of my prob­lems.


    Jonas was wait­ing at the far end of the mu­seum’s grounds. He leaned against an ATV that had def­i­nitely seen bet­ter days, al­though the treads, at least, were thick and new-look­ing.


    “Did you dig this thing out of a garbage dump or some­thing?” I stopped sev­eral yards away from him. De­spite be­ing up­wind, his scent still washed across my senses, oddly elec­tric. It was as if the on­com­ing storm were some­how echo­ing through him.


    “It’s called cam­ou­flage.” He pushed away from the ve­hi­cle. “We don’t need to be draw­ing at­ten­tion to our­selves.”


    I snorted. “What you call ‘cam­ou­flage’ we used to call ‘rust.’”


    “Oh, there’s plenty of that, too.” He swiped a hand across a sen­sor, and the doors rose. “Your car­riage awaits.”


    “Shame my prince doesn’t,” I mut­tered. Not that there were any real princes left these days, as the royal fam­ily had been dec­i­mated in the ear­li­est years of the war. I slung my ri­fles and back­pack onto the rear seat, then climbed in.


    He raised an eye­brow as he got in be­side me and closed the doors. “You do not look the type to be search­ing for a prince.”


    “I’m not. It was just a ran­dom com­ment.” I did, how­ever, love sto­ries about them, both real and fic­tional. I might not have had any­one read me such things grow­ing up, but in the years since the war I’d had enough time to read what­ever I liked—and I cer­tainly hadn’t just read tech­ni­cal man­u­als. I added, “What did you do to my fol­lower?”


    “Noth­ing. She’d dis­ap­peared by the time I got down there.” He started up the ATV and the big en­gine’s roar shat­tered the si­lence.


    “Yeah,” I com­mented, voice dry. “We’re re­ally go­ing to be un­no­ticed in this thing.”


    He flashed me an all-too-quick smile as he typed our des­ti­na­tion into the GPS, then switched to au­topi­lot mode. “Once we near the Bro­ken Moun­tains, I’ll throw her into stealth mode. At the mo­ment it doesn’t re­ally mat­ter.”


    I guess. I waited un­til the ATV had cleared the trees and reached the main artery away from Cen­tral, then said, “Did you try to track her?”


    He nod­ded. “Her scent led to the mar­ket, but I lost it in the myr­iad of other smells.”


    Which had no doubt been in­ten­tional. I had no idea who this woman might be, but if she now shared Sal’s DNA and some of his mem­o­ries, she’d have an idea of how to lose any pos­si­ble tail.


    I was silent for a few min­utes, watch­ing the road­side grad­u­ally be­come a blur as the ATV picked up speed, then twisted in the seat and stud­ied Jonas. “How did you and Nuri meet?”


    He crossed his arms, his ex­pres­sion enig­matic. “Why?”


    “Be­cause you just seem an odd com­bi­na­tion.”


    “That’s true enough.” He shrugged. “We were thrown to­gether by cir­cum­stances be­yond our con­trol.”


    “When?”


    “More than a few years ago.” He glanced at me. “If you’re go­ing to ply me with ques­tions, ex­pect the same in re­turn.”


    “You and Nuri have done noth­ing but ques­tion me,” I replied evenly. “And you cer­tainly don’t be­lieve me.”


    “That’s be­cause you’re not telling the truth.”


    “Says who?”


    An­other of those cool smiles touched his lips. “Nuri.”


    Her seeker skills were a whole lot sharper than mine if she was pulling that sort of in­for­ma­tion from me with­out in­ti­macy. “It’s rather un­usual for a hu­man witch and a shifter to be ca­pa­ble of link­ing tele­path­i­cally, isn’t it?”


    “It is, but Nuri is an un­usual woman.”


    That cer­tainly wasn’t a state­ment I could ar­gue with. “I have a sus­pi­cion the same could be said of you, ranger.”


    He shrugged and didn’t an­swer. No sur­prise there.


    “Are you lovers?”


    He blinked, then laughed, the sound short, sharp, con­tain­ing lit­tle in the way of hu­mor. “No, we are not.”


    “But you’re ob­vi­ously close.”


    “That we are.”


    I was be­gin­ning to think it’d be eas­ier to get wa­ter from a stone than in­for­ma­tion from this man. “And the oth­ers?”


    He raised an eye­brow. “What about them?”


    “How did you meet them? It’s ob­vi­ous that Branna isn’t ex­actly on friendly terms with any­one.”


    “No, he’s just not on friendly terms with you. And he hates liars.”


    I raised an eye­brow. “Which doesn’t ex­actly gel with what you said ear­lier about him not trust­ing you for a year. Does that mean he thought you were ly­ing about some­thing?”


    “No, but as I also said, he’s a lion shifter, and they tend to take a long time be­fore they trust.”


    “Why does he hate déchet so much?”


    “His fam­ily was killed by them.”


    My stom­ach sunk. That wasn’t the news I’d wanted to hear. “So he was born dur­ing the war? He doesn’t look that old.”


    “Most shifters tend to hold their age bet­ter than hu­mans, and their life spans are gen­er­ally dou­ble.”


    “Yes, but if he was born dur­ing the war, then he’s at least a hun­dred years old. He should be show­ing some signs of age, and he’s not.”


    Jonas shrugged again and reached be­hind the seat to snag a back­pack. “Hun­gry?”


    “In other words, ques­tion time is over.”


    His gaze met mine, green eyes glacial. “When you start telling your se­crets, I might. Fruit or trail ra­tion?”


    “Fruit.”


    He tossed me an ap­ple, then ripped open the plas­tic sur­round on what smelled like beef jerky and be­gan eat­ing. Si­lence fell, but it cer­tainly wasn’t an easy si­lence. It was too filled with aware­ness.


    When I fin­ished the ap­ple, I tossed the core out the win­dow, then crossed my arms and stared at the coun­try­side whizzing by. It had been ages since I’d been this far out, and it was good to see that the scars of war had all but dis­ap­peared into a sea of green. Here and there the rem­nants of a hu­man city jut­ted skele­tal metal and con­crete fin­gers to­ward the sky, but as we got far­ther away from Cen­tral, the forests and ru­ins gave way to the vast tracts of farm­land that were Cen­tral’s life­line.


    It took an­other hour to reach the Bro­ken Moun­tains, and as the ATV be­gan to climb, Jonas switched to stealth mode and si­lence fell around us. The shad­ows got deeper and the air colder, un­til I once again be­gan wish­ing I’d brought a coat with me.


    “Here, wear this.” Jonas pulled an old mil­i­tary coat from the floor be­hind his seat and handed it to me. It smelled vaguely of oil and musky male; it wasn’t Jonas’s scent, but some­one else’s. Some­one I hadn’t met yet. “It be­longs to Mi­cale, our me­chanic, but I’m sure he won’t mind you bor­row­ing it.”


    I raised my eye­brows as I pulled the coat on. It was about two sizes too large, but right then I wasn’t car­ing, given it was also thick and warm. “You own this thing?”


    “We do. It comes in handy if we are hired for work out­side of Cen­tral.”


    “And does that hap­pen of­ten?”


    He flashed me an­other of those all-too-fleet­ing grins. “Of­ten enough to war­rant own­ing an ATV.”


    I half smiled. “So where do you keep it? Ob­vi­ously not in Chaos.”


    “No. Aside from the fact it’s too wide to get through the lower-level streets, leav­ing any piece of tech­nol­ogy un­guarded in that place is just an open in­vi­ta­tion for scav­engers to help them­selves.”


    “So you keep it in Cen­tral?”


    “Maybe.”


    Frus­tra­tion rolled through me, but I could hardly com­plain about his not di­rectly an­swer­ing ques­tions when I was do­ing ex­actly the same thing. The GPS be­gan to ping softly, and I glanced down as the screen came on­line. Our des­ti­na­tion was a lit­tle cir­cle of red we were rapidly ap­proach­ing. Jonas switched back to man­ual mode, then pulled off the road and drove into the scrub. The ATV’s treads crashed their way through the un­der­growth, leav­ing a thick trail of de­struc­tion be­hind us.


    “There’s lit­tle point of re­main­ing in stealth mode right now,” I com­mented. “Any­one with de­cent hear­ing is go­ing to hear this thing rip­ping through the for­est a mile away.”


    “Which is why,” he said, hit­ting the kill switch, “we walk from here.”


    The ATV came to a halt and the doors raised. I grabbed my pack and climbed out. The air was thick with the scent of eu­ca­lyp­tus and freshly churned dirt, and the light un­even. I glanced up­ward; all that was vis­i­ble was a sea of mot­tled green. Bright shafts of sun­light stabbed through the canopy, spear­ing down­ward but not re­ally lift­ing the deeper gloom of the for­est floor.


    Jonas locked down the ATV, then shoul­dered his ri­fle and said, “This way.”


    “Have you been to this base be­fore?” I had to run to catch up with him. He was mov­ing fast, and with all the stealth of a hunter.


    It was a stealth I didn’t pos­sess.


    “Once.”


    “When?”


    He glanced over his shoul­der, his eyes bright in this shad­owed place. “Does it mat­ter?”


    “It does in that it gives us point­ers as to when this place was in­fested.” If it was in­fested, that is.


    “It wasn’t when I was here. Not with vam­pires, any­way.”


    That odd edge of anger was back in his voice, and I frowned. “Mean­ing what?”


    “Noth­ing.” He paused, then added, “The ATV might have made a bit of noise, but you’re not ex­actly quiet your­self.”


    “Given I’m not a trained sol­dier or ranger, that’s not sur­pris­ing,” I snapped. “If you want me to be quiet, then we need to go a bit slower.”


    “A vam­pire’s deep­est sleep cy­cle hits at mid­day; if they are in that bunker, then that’s our best time to ex­plore.” His voice was grim. “That gives us four­teen min­utes to get there.”


    “And how many miles do we have to tra­verse?”


    “Only two.”


    I swore softly, caught a glim­mer of amuse­ment in his eyes, and mo­tioned him on. He in­stantly dis­ap­peared into the for­est. I fol­lowed as fast and as silently as I could.


    We made it to the base in thir­teen min­utes; it wasn’t the stuff of world records, but it was still pretty damn fast.


    I stopped be­side Jonas, my breath a harsh rasp that seemed to echo across the shad­owed si­lence. The moun­tain slid away from our po­si­tion un­der the trees, sweep­ing down into a low, cleared val­ley. The build­ing that stood in the cen­ter of it was squat, long, and un­re­mark­able. It was lit­tle more than an ugly con­crete rec­tan­gle with no win­dows and very lit­tle in the way of dis­tin­guish­ing fea­tures. There was cer­tainly no ev­i­dence that this place had once been a large and ac­tive mil­i­tary base.


    And yet it had been from here that the hu­mans—with sev­eral bat­tal­ions of déchet—had brought the war to the shifter’s home­land in a last-ditch ef­fort to de­feat them on their own turf.


    It was a move that had gone very badly not only for the déchet and the hu­mans sta­tioned here, but for the war it­self. The base had lasted only five months be­fore a re­treat had been or­dered, and that re­treat had sig­naled the be­gin­ning of the end for both hu­man hopes of win­ning, and for my kind.


    “Is that the place?” I asked, feign­ing ig­no­rance. “It doesn’t look like much.”


    “Not on the sur­face it doesn’t,” he said. “But like most hu­man mil­i­tary bases, the busi­ness end is mostly un­der­ground.”


    “How do we get in?” There were two ex­its that I knew of, one at the far end of the build­ing, and an­other in the trees on the op­po­site side of the val­ley. But given I wasn’t sup­posed to know any­thing about this place, I could hardly ad­mit to know­ing about ei­ther.


    “Cer­tainly not through the main en­trances,” he said. “They’ll have se­cu­rity on those for sure.”


    “Then how?”


    “Through an old blast break.” He shifted his ri­fle from his shoul­der to his left hand; the safety, I noted, was now off. “Keep an eye out. If some­one in Cen­tral is work­ing with the vamps, then it’s pos­si­ble they’ve set up ad­di­tional se­cu­rity around the perime­ter.”


    “Surely the shifter com­mu­ni­ties would have picked some­thing like that up.” I un­slung my own ri­fle and fol­lowed him down the hill. “They still do reg­u­lar pa­trols around here, don’t they?”


    He shook his head. “Not re­ally. The packs and prides that call these moun­tains home tend to avoid the old bases, be they hu­man or shifter.”


    “Why?”


    He shrugged. “They are a re­minder of a past most would rather for­get.”


    “If you for­get the past, you only end up re­peat­ing it,” I said. “His­tory is ev­i­dence enough of that.”


    He glanced at me. “So you have noth­ing in your past you would rather for­get?”


    My smile held lit­tle in the way of hu­mor. “Haven’t we all?”


    He half shrugged. “I sus­pect you and I have more than our fair share, though.”


    That was un­doubt­edly true. “I was speak­ing gen­er­ally rather than per­son­ally.”


    “I know.” He mo­tioned to the right of the build­ing. “The blast shaft is over this way.”


    We made our way down the hill. The grass was still dew-kissed de­spite its be­ing close to ten, mean­ing we left a very clear trail be­hind us. But as Jonas didn’t seem wor­ried about it, there was lit­tle point in my be­ing so.


    The grass gave way to gravel as we neared the base. The pit­ted con­crete walls loomed above us, thicker and higher than they’d seemed from the val­ley’s rim. We kept to the shad­ows of the wall, mov­ing in sin­gle file to­ward the west­ern edge. The si­lence seemed heavy and oddly un­easy this close to the build­ing, and I had a feel­ing we were not the only ones awake and aware in this place.


    I flexed the fin­gers of my free hand and tried to re­lax. If there were watch­ers here, then surely Jonas would be aware of them. He was a ranger, af­ter all, and trained for this sort of thing. Given that he wasn’t re­act­ing in any way, ei­ther I was imag­in­ing things or our watch­ers were friendly.


    He stopped about ten feet shy of the end of the build­ing and mo­tioned up­ward. “We can ac­cess the break from here.”


    “And just how are we go­ing to get up there? Nei­ther of us have wings, and you didn’t bring any ropes.”


    “Cats don’t need ropes, and I can boost you up.”


    I had cat genes and I cer­tainly couldn’t have leapt that high—the top of the wall was a good twenty feet or more away. That was one hell of a boost up.


    “Come on,” he said, hun­ker­ing down and cup­ping his hands. “We’re run­ning out of time.”


    In more ways than one, I sus­pected. But I slung my ri­fle back over my shoul­der, then placed a foot into his hands and lightly touched his shoul­ders for bal­ance.


    “Ready?” he said.


    I nod­ded, my gaze on the build­ing’s edge high above us. With­out warn­ing, he thrust up, and I was sud­denly soar­ing into the air. A heart­beat later, some­thing sleek and black raced past me, seem­ing to defy grav­ity as it ran up the pit­ted con­crete wall and dis­ap­peared over the edge. An edge, I sud­denly re­al­ized, I wasn’t go­ing to make . . .


    I made a grab for it any­way, but missed and, just for an in­stant, I seemed to hang in midair, go­ing nei­ther up nor down. Then grav­ity re­in­forced it­self, and I be­gan to drop. I slid my fin­gers against the con­crete, try­ing to find some­thing to grab on to, but there was noth­ing . . . then an­other hand wrapped around mine and my fall came to an abrupt halt.


    “Got you,” Jonas said and, with a grunt of ef­fort, hauled me up and over the edge.


    The minute I was safe, he re­leased me and rose. “Wait here. I’ll go check the break.”


    I nod­ded, not about to ad­mit that I re­ally couldn’t have done any­thing else right then. While I’d never been afraid of heights, I wasn’t a fan of fall­ing from them, even if my genes gen­er­ally meant I landed on my feet.


    I took sev­eral deep breaths to calm the but­ter­flies in my stom­ach, then pushed to my knees and looked around. The roof was con­crete like the rest of the build­ing, but it was mostly cov­ered with long drifts of leaves and other for­est de­bris. At this end of the build­ing, how­ever, the con­crete that was vis­i­ble was black and rid­dled with cracks and large pot­holes. Bomb dam­age; ob­vi­ously, though, the bombs used here had not been the ones they’d used on Car­leen and the other satel­lite cities. This place would not be stand­ing here in this con­di­tion if they had.


    “Okay,” Jonas said. He was squat­ting next to what looked to be a par­tic­u­larly large fis­sure near the other edge. “It looks like we’re in the clear.”


    I rose and walked over. The break was about three feet wide and dou­ble that in length, and it dropped down into a dark­ness that was thick and foul, but free from the scent of vam­pire.


    “Are you sure this leads into the main base?”


    “Yes.” He glanced up. “You ready?”


    No, I wasn’t. Al­though I was well aware that we needed to fig­ure out whether this place was the base I’d dis­cov­ered ear­lier, I had no de­sire to en­ter it. And it wasn’t just the fear of the vam­pires. There was some­thing within the dark­ness, an aware­ness that edged to­ward anger.


    There were ghosts here, ghosts who were not only re­sent­ful but, I sus­pected, vi­o­lent.


    “Tiger?”


    My gaze rose to his. “Vam­pires are not the only things we have to worry about in this place.”


    He raised an eye­brow. “Ghosts?”


    I nod­ded. “They’re filled with anger. We need to step lightly around their rest­ing places and make sure we do not dis­turb their bones.”


    “I’ll be as re­spect­ful as pos­si­ble. Are you ready?”


    I nod­ded. He gripped the edge of the fis­sure and dropped down. Af­ter a mo­ment, he said, “Okay, your turn.”


    I took a deep, some­what shud­der­ing breath, then gripped the edge of the fis­sure and fell into the heavy dark­ness.

  


  
    Chap­ter 11


    I landed in a half crouch and swept my gaze across the deeper shad­ows be­yond the small pud­dle of light fil­ter­ing in through the fis­sure. The air was thick and foul here, and en­trenched with the scent of death. Old death, not new. There was no in­di­ca­tion of vam­pires, how­ever, nor did there ap­pear to be any­one or any­thing else in the near vicin­ity.


    I rose and stepped away from the light. The room was large and square and con­tained noth­ing more than for­est and con­crete de­bris. There were no fur­ni­ture rem­nants, no ev­i­dence that there had ever been power or light in this room, and only one door—a big sturdy metal thing that had been torn away from its hinges and now lay on its side to the left of the door­way.


    It wasn’t a room I was fa­mil­iar with. But then, as a déchet, I’d been es­corted into this place via the tun­nel in the woods, and kept to the lower ser­vice and med­i­cal ar­eas.


    “Where are we?” I un­slung my ri­fle and held it ready.


    “The gas cham­ber.” His voice was soft, but it held a note that chilled me to the core.


    “The gas cham­ber?”


    “That’s what we called it.” He glanced at me. His ex­pres­sion was set—cold—but his eyes gleamed with a rage as old as the scent that sur­rounded us. “We lost a lot of peo­ple in this place the first time we breached it.”


    I frowned. That had al­most sounded as if he’d been here . . . and yet, he wasn’t that old. He couldn’t be that old. It would make him eas­ily more than one hun­dred years old, and even shifters didn’t hold their age that well. “We?”


    He waved a hand dis­mis­sively and moved to the door­way. “It was a his­tor­i­cal ‘we,’ not me per­son­ally.”


    That made sense, but I had a feel­ing it wasn’t ex­actly the truth. That he’d ac­tu­ally meant what he’d said, im­pos­si­ble or not.


    “So why was it called the gas cham­ber?” I fol­lowed him across the room and peered over his shoul­der. His rich scent filled my nos­trils and pro­vided brief re­lief to the foul­ness oth­er­wise fill­ing my lungs.


    The hall be­yond was about four feet wide and seemed to roll on end­lessly, with no other ex­its ev­i­dent. It was a per­fect place to trap some­one if ever I saw one.


    “Be­cause that’s what they did, both in this place and in that hall.” He moved for­ward cau­tiously.


    I went with him, watch­ing ev­ery step, be­ing care­ful not to stand on or kick any de­bris that might give away our po­si­tion if there was some­one hid­ing within the bow­els of this place.


    “Gas only works once,” I said. “Wear­ing masks the sec­ond time would surely have fixed that prob­lem.”


    “Ex­cept they used Drac­cid, and we had no pro­tec­tive gear against that drug at the time.”


    Drac­cid. I shud­dered and briefly closed my eyes. Tears stung my eyes as the screams of the lit­tle ones once again echoed through my mem­o­ries, and I clenched my fists against the urge to lash out at the man mov­ing so silently in front of me. He wasn’t re­spon­si­ble for that de­struc­tion, even if he be­longed to the race that was.


    But at least I now knew how the shifters had got­ten hold of that gas—when they’d fi­nally de­feated this place, they’d ob­vi­ously found stores of it.


    “How was base taken, then, if not through this breach?”


    “We found the sec­ondary tun­nel. It was pro­tected with more tra­di­tional meth­ods, but a few well-placed mor­tars soon fixed that.”


    “I’m guess­ing by then, the hu­mans had evacced.”


    “The hu­mans had, but not the déchet.”


    Of course, I thought bit­terly. Ri­fle fod­der was what déchet had been de­signed for, af­ter all.


    “There’s an­other door up ahead,” he con­tin­ued, “and an exit into the main bunker not far be­yond it.”


    “If this is the bunker I dis­cov­ered, then the vamps will be in the lower ser­vice lev­els, where the labs and reg­i­men­tal bunks are.”


    He briefly glanced over his shoul­der. “You know this how?”


    I gave him a thin smile. “I live in a hu­man mil­i­tary bunker, re­mem­ber? I have no doubt they were all built along sim­i­lar guide­lines.”


    He grunted but didn’t look con­vinced by my an­swer. No sur­prise there, given he gen­er­ally didn’t be­lieve any­thing I said.


    We fi­nally reached the door at the far end of the long cor­ri­dor. Like the one be­hind us, it had been torn off the hinges and now lay sev­eral yards away in the next cor­ri­dor—but this time the dam­age looked new rather than a prod­uct of a war long past.


    Jonas ran a fin­ger across the frame that held the string-like rem­nants of what once had been thick in­dus­trial hinges.


    “Are vam­pires strong enough to do some­thing like that?” I asked, frown­ing.


    “No, but some of the Oth­ers can.”


    “Then I can only pray to Rhea that I never come across one of those crea­tures.”


    “You wouldn’t know much about it if you did.” He rubbed his fin­gers to­gether, and a look of dis­taste crossed his fea­tures. “Thank­fully, the thing that did this is prob­a­bly dead.”


    “How can you tell?”


    “There’s blood on the hinges and sprayed across the wall to our right. Their blood, like a vam­pire’s, has acid-like qual­i­ties; you can see the path of its spray by the stained pit­ting in the con­crete.”


    “The Oth­ers would only en­ter this place if there was some­thing to hunt. That might be all the proof we need that this is the base at the end of that false rift.”


    “Hardly, given there’s more than one old mil­i­tary base in the coun­try.”


    “But it wasn’t mine, and the only other base within rea­son­able dis­tance to Cen­tral—”


    “We go nowhere,” he cut in, voice flat and edged with fi­nal­ity, “un­til we’re sure this is the bunker you dis­cov­ered.”


    We did things his way, or else, it seemed. “And if it is?”


    “Then we ar­range a lit­tle cleans­ing party.”


    There was a note of . . . not an­tic­i­pa­tion, but some­thing close to it, in his voice, and it sent a shiver down my spine. “I’m not go­ing to be a mem­ber of that party. I’m not a sol­dier, Jonas, and I want no part of that sort of ac­tion.”


    He raised his eye­brows. “Even if it helps free the miss­ing chil­dren?”


    “The chil­dren weren’t at the base I dis­cov­ered.”


    “You can’t be sure of that, given you only saw a small sec­tion of it be­fore you set off the alarm and the vamps at­tacked.”


    “The Car­leen ghosts said the chil­dren had been moved. Be­sides, the only scent in the air was that of the vam­pires, and that wouldn’t have been the case if the chil­dren had been there re­cently.”


    “Maybe they’re be­ing held on an­other level. The ven­ti­la­tion sys­tem isn’t ac­tive, re­mem­ber, and even I couldn’t smell the scent of hu­man­ity through the thick lay­ers of con­crete in this place.”


    The ven­ti­la­tion sys­tem might not be work­ing, but there was fresh air get­ting to the lower lev­els. Even vam­pires couldn’t sur­vive for­ever on foul air.


    But I didn’t bother point­ing it out. Jonas had moved on, any­way.


    We walked silently through the net­work of cor­ri­dors and stair­wells. Four lev­els down, we be­gan to find the bod­ies. Or rather, the bat­tered rem­nants of what once had been bod­ies. The ghosts of those who’d died here flit­ted across the edges of my vi­sion, and though they made no move to stop us, their fury and bit­ter­ness grew, un­til it be­came a phys­i­cal weight that made both my body and heart ache.


    We mean you no harm, I said, in an ef­fort to ease the force of their emo­tions. We merely seek in­for­ma­tion about the chil­dren who were re­cently sta­tioned in this place.


    Im­ages flooded my mind—im­ages of death and de­struc­tion, of the blood that had soaked the walls of this place and flooded the floors. Im­ages of the fallen who, even af­ter death, had been given no peace, no fi­nal rest­ing place, but rather had their bod­ies hacked to pieces and their parts scat­tered, sim­ply be­cause the shifters had falsely be­lieved that déchet could rise even af­ter death.


    My stom­ach rose and I stum­bled sev­eral steps, scat­ter­ing leg bones as I bat­tled not to lose ev­ery­thing I’d eaten for break­fast.


    Jonas im­me­di­ately swung around. “What’s wrong?”


    “The ghosts,” I some­how said, in be­tween huge gulps of air. It didn’t ease the need to be vi­o­lently ill, given the air was as foul as the im­ages flood­ing my mind.


    He frowned. “Are they pro­ject­ing?”


    “And how.” I pressed a hand against the wall, but it was slick and cold, de­spite the blood that oozed warmly across my fin­ger­tips . . .


    It was all I could do not to jerk my hand away. It wasn’t real, it was mem­ory. Their mem­ory, not mine. And mem­o­ries couldn’t hurt me.


    But the ghosts could. If their anger got strong enough, if the en­ergy they were cre­at­ing got fierce enough, they could very eas­ily tear me—tear us both—apart.


    “You need to get out of here,” I said abruptly.


    “Not un­til we’re sure—”


    “Now,” I said, cut­ting him off. “Be­fore they de­cide to do more than sim­ply flood my mind with im­ages.”


    “But why would the ghosts . . .” He stopped, and un­der­stand­ing dawned in his eyes. “We did this to them.”


    “Yes,” I said. “You did. And your pres­ence in this place, where what is left of them rests, is very un­wel­come. Re­treat while you can, shifter; I’ll con­tinue on alone.”


    “That may not be wise—”


    “What other choice have we got?” An­other wave of anger and im­agery flooded my mind and made me shud­der. “Con­tact Nuri once you get back to the sur­face. If this is the bunker I found, then she will have to ap­pease these ghosts be­fore any of you are able to deal with the vam­pires.”


    He hes­i­tated, then nod­ded and res­o­lutely moved to­ward the stair­well. I waited to see if the ghosts fol­lowed, but they seemed con­tent to re­main here, where death had found them.


    I am not shifter, I said. I am what you were—déchet. I’m sorry you were mur­dered in a man­ner such as this, but I do not de­serve to bear the brunt of your bit­ter­ness.


    Their anger, if any­thing, in­creased. My sur­viv­ing when they hadn’t was not a point in my fa­vor, ap­par­ently.


    I swore softly and called to the shad­ows within me, let­ting them wrap around my body and make me one with the dark­ness rather than flesh. It didn’t ease the force of their em­pathic at­tack, but it at least al­lowed me to move with greater speed through the place.


    I flowed down through the lev­els quickly and silently, find­ing no hint of vam­pires or, in­deed, any­thing or any­one else. Just a lot more bones and ghosts. Thou­sands had to have died there in an ef­fort to hold that place; no won­der the war had gone ill for hu­man­ity af­ter its fall.


    Two more lev­els down, I found the vam­pires.


    There were only eight of them in this sec­tion, and they were curled up on the floor in what looked like an old store­room. Scat­tered around their sleep­ing bod­ies was not only the de­bris of the dead, but boxes and fur­ni­ture rem­nants from the base it­self.


    I didn’t stop; I didn’t dare. Not when do­ing so risked one of them sens­ing my pres­ence and rais­ing the alarm. Be­sides, I needed to dis­cover whether this was the place the false rift had de­posited me.


    Nuri and Jonas could un­cover what­ever else might be here. If this was the base of op­er­a­tions for what­ever they were do­ing to the chil­dren—and the new­ness of the lab I’d found cer­tainly seemed to in­di­cate that was the case—then surely there’d be files to find, at the very least.


    I moved down to the next level and quickly ex­plored it. The metal walls of the cor­ri­dor and rooms be­came slick and rusty, re­mind­ing me of the ones I’d seen be­yond the room that had held the false rift. My heart be­gan to race a lit­tle faster; this might be it.


    I moved cau­tiously through an­other door­way, and en­coun­tered a sea of un­mov­ing flesh. Vam­pires, at least two score of them. I hes­i­tated, but re­ally had no choice but to keep ex­plor­ing. Just be­cause there were more vam­pires here didn’t mean I was in the right place.


    But the next level down, I found both the cor­ri­dor and lab­o­ra­tory I’d seen ear­lier. Re­lief spun through me, but it was mixed with trep­i­da­tion. I’d al­ready had to fight for my life in this place once; I had no de­sire for a re­peat ses­sion.


    Even so, I hes­i­tated at the T in­ter­sec­tion, look­ing to­ward the room that held the false rift, tempted to go check if it was still there. But there’d been far too many vam­pires clus­tered in the rooms lead­ing off the cor­ri­dor, and the thick sen­sa­tion of them cer­tainly hadn’t eased any since then.


    In the end, cau­tion won out. I spun and re­treated, as fast as I could. My task here was done. Ev­ery­thing else was now up to Nuri and Jonas.


    When I’d reached the up­per lev­els and had fi­nally moved be­yond the fury of the ghosts, I re­gained flesh form and ran up the fi­nal few flights of stairs un­til I reached the fis­sured room. Jonas wasn’t here, but I could hear him mov­ing around above. I slung my ri­fle over my shoul­der, then leapt up and gripped the edges of the fis­sure. A heart­beat later, hands grabbed mine and I was swung up onto the roof.


    “Well?” he im­me­di­ately said. “Is this the place or not?”


    “It is.” I pulled my hands free from his, but the warmth of his touch seemed to linger as I stepped back. “But there’s at least fifty vam­pires be­tween this point and those labs.”


    He gri­maced. “That is not so good.”


    “No.” I glanced at the sky. Given the po­si­tion of the sun, it was al­ready well af­ter two in the af­ter­noon. And it was go­ing to take us sev­eral hours, at least, to get back to Cen­tral. “You’re not go­ing to have the time to do any­thing this af­ter­noon, any­way.”


    “No. Nuri’s or­dered us back to Chaos, any­way. She’s gath­er­ing re­in­force­ments and equip­ment for a raid to­mor­row morn­ing.”


    “As I’ve al­ready said, I’m not tak­ing part in that raid.”


    “Be­cause you’re not a sol­dier?” He snorted and shook his head. “I’ve seen you fight, so for­give me for not be­liev­ing that. I doubt there’s many a trained sol­dier as good as you.”


    That’s be­cause I had been trained to fight—it just wasn’t my pri­mary pur­pose. But I couldn’t ex­actly ad­mit that. “Just be­cause I’ve grown adept at fight­ing vam­pires doesn’t mean I’ve had any mean­ing­ful train­ing.”


    “Agreed, but it’s vam­pires and ghosts we face here, and you’re very good against one, and can sense—if not rea­son with—the other. Both of those skill sets are bonuses on this sort of mis­sion.”


    “I’m not com­ing back here with you, Jonas—end of story.”


    “I could leave you here.”


    “You could, but even then you can’t force me in­side. Not if you want to avoid alert­ing the vam­pires.” I hes­i­tated, then added, “Be­sides, I need to keep close to Sal, given there’s a damn good chance he’s in­volved in all this.”


    Jonas didn’t im­me­di­ately com­ment, and his ex­pres­sion, as usual, gave lit­tle away. I had an odd feel­ing he was once again con­vers­ing with Nuri—and that meant their con­nec­tion was very strong in­deed. Telepa­thy usu­ally had dis­tance lim­its, which was why, dur­ing the war, lures had been as­signed “mon­i­tors” who re­layed the in­for­ma­tion back to base. Even­tu­ally he said, “That is a log­i­cal step, I sup­pose.”


    “You don’t know how glad I am that you and Nuri agree with me,” I said, rather sar­cas­ti­cally.


    Amuse­ment flirted with his lips, and it briefly lifted the un­for­giv­ing shad­ows that seemed so preva­lent in his bright eyes. It made me wish, once again, that he’d smile for real, and more of­ten.


    But maybe it was a good thing he didn’t. I was at­tracted enough to the damn man now, de­spite the lay­ers of dis­trust he aimed my way. I didn’t need the ice be­tween us melt­ing, not in any way, shape, or form.


    “Given we plan a raid to­mor­row, it ul­ti­mately makes sense we keep an eye on the play­ers. Or at least the one we’re aware of at this point.” He spun his heels and headed for the end of the build­ing.


    “Which is why I asked the lit­tle ones to keep an eye on him to­day,” I said, fol­low­ing him. “They’ll re­port back to me at dusk.”


    “Good idea,” he said, “but why not keep them on him twenty-four/seven?”


    “Be­cause while they may be ghosts, they aren’t adults. Bear was right on pu­berty at death, and Cat was only seven. Ghosts don’t grow and they don’t age, they just re­main as they were when they died. I don’t know how shifters bring up chil­dren, but I don’t let my lit­tle ones roam around af­ter dark, es­pe­cially given the vam­pires’ re­cent at­tacks on our home.”


    “Nei­ther do we.” He paused at the edge of the build­ing and glanced at me. “Do you need a hand down?”


    I shook my head, turned around, and—ig­nor­ing the but­ter­flies tak­ing flight in my stom­ach—slowly low­ered my­self over the edge. Once I was at full arm stretch, I let go and dropped the rest of the way, land­ing lightly. Jonas just leapt down, his fin­gers barely brush­ing the soil as he quickly bal­anced and moved on.


    “But,” he added, “your lit­tle ones are ghosts. There’s not much that can hurt them.”


    “Maybe, but they are still lit­tle, even if Bear likes to think him­self more of an adult than barely a teenager. And like all kids, they get scared.”


    “It’s hard to imag­ine ghosts ca­pa­ble of emo­tions and fear,” he said, “es­pe­cially when those ghosts were déchet.”


    “Then maybe déchet aren’t what the ru­mors and fairy tales would have you be­lieve.”


    He snorted. “Oh, they are, and that’s com­ing from ex­pe­ri­ence rather than read­ing ma­te­rial.”


    “Mean­ing you were in the war? You may look a lit­tle bat­tered around the edges, shifter, but I doubt you’re that old.”


    “My fa­ther was in the war, as was my un­cle, and both en­coun­tered déchet more than a few times. It scarred them more than just phys­i­cally.”


    There was a note in his voice—a hint of ice and ut­ter hate—that sent chills across my skin. If he ever con­firmed his sus­pi­cion that Penny was right, that I was déchet . . . I shiv­ered and thrust the thought away. He wouldn’t find out.


    But Nuri, as an earth witch and seeker, cer­tainly could if I wasn’t very care­ful in her pres­ence.


    “The hu­mans didn’t ac­tu­ally start the war, shifter. Your peo­ple did. Hu­mans just made sure they had a rea­son­able chance of fight­ing back.”


    He snorted again. “So cre­at­ing un­feel­ing mon­sters was a rea­son­able re­sponse, was it?”


    “There were mon­sters on both sides,” I snapped back. “Shifters were hardly saints them­selves, even if his­tory has been rewrit­ten to state oth­er­wise.”


    He cast me a look that could be de­scribed only as con­tem­pla­tive. “It al­most sounds as if you were there.”


    I raised an eye­brow. “Do I look that old to you?”


    “No, but you’re a shifter ca­pa­ble of full-body trans­for­ma­tion—who ac­tu­ally knows what you look like?”


    “I was wear­ing my true form when I brought Penny to Chaos—”


    “A form I didn’t see as I was un­con­scious,” he cut in.


    “But you saw it later, when you and Nuri ques­tioned me in the cell. As I said, do I ac­tu­ally look that old to you?”


    “No. But then, we’ve es­tab­lished the fact you’re not ex­actly telling us the whole truth. This could be just an­other of a long line of sub­ver­sions and half lies.”


    “And I’m not the only one do­ing that, am I?”


    “We have told you noth­ing but the truth.”


    “Ex­cept for those times when you avoid it. Like when I asked just how con­nected you are to the gov­ern­ment.”


    “We aren’t.”


    “Liar.”


    He half shrugged. “You are free to be­lieve what you wish.”


    “And I will, just as you may, shifter.”


    “At least we have reached agree­ment on some­thing,” he mut­tered, and, from there on in, in­creased his pace.


    I didn’t ac­tu­ally care, be­cause walk­ing at such a fast clip meant I had to con­cen­trate on the path and gave me less time to ac­tu­ally think about the stub­born, an­gry man in front of me. The trip back to Cen­tral was also done in si­lence, which at least meant I wasn’t run­ning the risk of say­ing the wrong thing and pos­si­bly out­ing my­self.


    He stopped at the back of the mu­seum and opened the ATV’s door on my side. I climbed out, then hes­i­tated and met his gaze. “Con­tact me when you get back from the raid. And good luck.”


    “Hope­fully we’ll have the raid planned well enough that we won’t need luck.”


    I hoped he was right, but a whole lot could hap­pen in the time be­tween now and their raid to­mor­row. I stepped away from the ATV as he hit the door-close switch, and watched un­til it had dis­ap­peared through the trees be­fore spin­ning around and head­ing for the bunker’s exit.


    Dusk was just be­gin­ning to drift pink-and-lemon fin­gers across the sky by the time I ar­rived. Thank­fully, the grate was still in one piece, and no ghosts waited for me, which meant noth­ing un­to­ward had hap­pened dur­ing the day.


    I en­tered the tun­nel, de­ac­ti­vat­ing the elec­tro-nets as I ap­proached each one, then re­set­ting them once I’d passed. With that done, I headed for the bunk rooms. I needed to wash the day’s grime from my body, al­though all I re­ally wanted to do was drop into my bunk and sleep for a good ten hours. It had been a long day to­day, and an even longer night last night, and I was run­ning close to ex­haus­tion.


    The ghosts ral­lied around me as I ex­ited the nurs­ery sec­tions, and be­gan bom­bard­ing me with im­ages of ev­ery­thing they’d done dur­ing the day. Mostly they’d spent the time in the mu­seum, fol­low­ing the vis­i­tors and gos­sip­ing about them, but oc­ca­sion­ally they amused them­selves by mov­ing items placed in one spot by mu­seum staff to an­other.


    “Are Cat and Bear back yet?” I asked once they calmed down a lit­tle.


    A wash of neg­a­tiv­ity ran through my mind, rapidly fol­lowed by worry. “They’re okay,” I added quickly. “They’re just on a mis­sion for me. Keep an eye out for them.”


    Some of the older young­sters rushed away im­me­di­ately to re­turn to the main tun­nel and keep watch, but most of the lit­tler ones stayed with me, hap­pily fill­ing me in on ev­ery­thing else they’d seen and done dur­ing the day.


    I was out of the shower and just pulling on a tank top by the time Cat and Bear ar­rived. Their ex­cite­ment and hap­pi­ness stung the air and I couldn’t help smil­ing. They’d not only en­joyed their as­sign­ment, they wanted to do it again to­mor­row.


    I sat cross-legged in the mid­dle of my bunk and pat­ted the blan­ket on ei­ther side of me. “Tell me what he did.”


    Their im­ages be­gan to flow through my mind. Sal hadn’t im­me­di­ately left He­done af­ter he’d bun­dled me out the door, but had in­stead got­ten back on the com unit and made a rather long phone call.


    “To whom?” I cut in. “Did you catch a name?”


    Cat’s en­ergy ran across my skin, briefly con­nect­ing us on a more di­rect level. No, she said, her voice soft and sweet, we didn’t get close, in case he sensed us. But it was a woman.


    Mean­ing it was more than likely the woman who’d been caught in that rift with him. “Thanks, Cat.”


    Her en­ergy re­treated, and the im­ages ran on. Af­ter the long con­ver­sa­tion with the woman, Sal changed and headed down­stairs to He­done, spend­ing sev­eral hours do­ing pa­per­work and talk­ing to cus­tomers and per­son­nel.


    It wasn’t un­til the early af­ter­noon that he’d left and walked di­rectly to a glass-fronted, ten-story build­ing. The name Win­ter Halo flashed into my mind, and I swore and briefly closed my eyes. De­spite ev­ery­thing, part of me had hoped I’d been wrong, that he wasn’t in­volved, that he and I could go on as we al­ways had, as friends and lovers.


    But I guess sur­viv­ing the war and re­main­ing undis­cov­ered was all the good luck the god­dess Rhea was go­ing to ex­tend my way.


    “Did he see any­one while he was in there? Talk to any­one?”


    The im­age of a tall, thin-faced man with dark hair, shad­owed skin, and oddly mag­netic blue eyes flashed into my mind. With it came a thick sen­sa­tion of un­easi­ness. My ghosts hadn’t liked this stranger’s feel or pres­ence.


    “Why?” I asked. “What was it about him you found so un­sa­vory?”


    This time it was Bear who touched my skin and formed a deeper con­nec­tion. No sur­prise there, given the toll it took on them to ini­ti­ate con­tact like this. My ini­ti­at­ing it—as I had when I’d talked to the Car­leen ghosts—drained me, not them, though why it worked that way I had no idea.


    He feels strange. Bear’s voice broke slightly, a phys­i­cal sign of pu­berty and one he was eter­nally stuck in.


    Like a vam­pire feels strange?


    No. Vam­pires feel like the dead. This was . . . He hes­i­tated, and I felt his men­tal shrug. Alien. It was al­most as if he didn’t be­long in our world.


    Jonas had said that the dark­ness I’d seen in Sal’s mind—the one that had caught all four peo­ple and for­ever changed them—had been a rift. And while some rifts sim­ply did noth­ing more than rip apart any­one or any­thing un­for­tu­nate enough to get in their way, many were gate­ways by which the Oth­ers en­tered our world.


    And Jonas had also said that Sal’s scent had un­der­tones that re­minded him a lit­tle of those crea­tures.


    Which more than likely meant I’d guessed right—the fourth per­son I’d seen had been one of the Oth­ers. It would also ex­plain why they’d killed him so quickly. But it meant Sal now had that crea­ture’s DNA in him, and surely to Rhea I would have sensed a change as big as that.


    Or would I?


    Over one hun­dred years had passed since I’d last seen him, and that was more than time enough for mem­o­ries to be­come rose-col­ored and un­re­li­able.


    Bear’s touch re­treated, and the im­ages re­sumed. Who­ever Sal had seen in­side Win­ter Halo had not been happy. Nei­ther of the ghosts had been close enough to catch the con­ver­sa­tion, but the other man had cer­tainly been an­i­mated. On body lan­guage alone, it looked like he’d been lay­ing down some ground rules, and that meant Sal wasn’t in charge—not if what I was now see­ing was any in­di­ca­tion. But why would he be, when we’d been bred to fol­low rules rather than give them? He may now run sev­eral suc­cess­ful broth­els, but that didn’t mean he’d en­tirely es­caped his DNA pro­gram­ming—even if it was pro­gram­ming those other two peo­ple now shared.


    When Sal fi­nally left Win­ter Halo, he didn’t—as I’d half ex­pected—re­turn to He­done, but had in­stead headed straight down Vic­tory Street, away from the first dis­trict and to­ward the twelfth. I had a bad feel­ing I knew ex­actly where he’d gone, and the very next im­age proved me right.


    I closed my eyes for a mo­ment and swore softly. Cat’s en­ergy pat­ted my arm, of­fer­ing sym­pa­thy even though I doubted she re­ally un­der­stood my anger.


    The im­ages rolled on. Sal, head­ing into De­seo, walk­ing un­chal­lenged through the es­tab­lish­ment and down into the base­ment. He punched a code into the newly fixed se­cu­rity con­trol panel, walked down the steps, and dis­ap­peared into the false rift.


    There re­ally was no doubt now. Sal was in­volved with what­ever was hap­pen­ing to the chil­dren.


    “Cat and Bear, you did a great job,” I said. “Thank you very much.”


    Their plea­sure at be­ing able to help was so strong I could al­most see their smiles. They danced about me, ea­ger to re­peat their ad­ven­ture to­mor­row.


    “Maybe,” I said, “but the first thing we’ll do to­mor­row is head to Car­leen. We need to find out what Sal was do­ing, or where he went from there.”


    Bear’s en­ergy set­tled against my skin again, briefly re­new­ing that stronger con­nec­tion. Why not tonight? To­mor­row gives him too much time to es­cape.


    “He’s not es­cap­ing. He can’t.” Why I was sure of that, I couldn’t say. But he and the oth­ers seemed very tied to Cen­tral, and not only be­cause the busi­nesses they ran were all very suc­cess­ful—a point that made me won­der just what their fe­male part­ner was in­volved in. “Be­sides, we can’t risk mov­ing at night, Bear. The vam­pires are aware of our pres­ence now, and I have no doubt they’ll be watch­ing our bunker even if they can’t get in.”


    Bear wasn’t happy with this de­ci­sion, but, de­spite his grum­bles, I knew he un­der­stood. Just as I knew he had no more de­sire than me to con­front vam­pires at night, when they were at their strong­est. “To­mor­row we’ll head to Car­leen and see what the ghosts say. In the mean­time, could you keep an eye on the elec­tro-nets I set up in the tun­nel? And let me know the minute one of them ac­ti­vates?”


    He zoomed off, happy to have some­thing to do. Cat also drifted off, but I could her chat­ter­ing to the other lit­tle ones, no doubt fill­ing them in on their ad­ven­tures over the day. Smil­ing, I climbed into bed, shut down the lights, and slept the sleep of the dead.


    •   •   •


    I woke just be­fore dawn and headed to the main weapons cache. I had no idea what I might find in Car­leen now that Sal and his part­ners were clearly aware that some­one not only knew of their ac­tiv­i­ties, but also was ac­tively try­ing to stop them—and that meant I had to be pre­pared for any even­tu­al­ity. So I strapped on as much weaponry as I could phys­i­cally carry—it was bet­ter to be over­pre­pared than un­der­pre­pared.


    The city’s draw­bridge was still closed as we made our way through the rail yards, but many of the pods were al­ready hum­ming to life, pow­er­ing up for the day’s ac­tiv­i­ties. I crossed the main road quickly and moved into the park. Shad­ows still haunted the more densely treed sec­tions, but Bear as­sured me that—no mat­ter what my imag­i­na­tion might be say­ing—there were no vam­pires lurk­ing in the un­der­growth, ready to jump out at us.


    It took us a lit­tle un­der an hour to reach Car­leen’s bro­ken cur­tain wall. I scram­bled over it and once again moved care­fully through the clumps of lu­mi­nes­cent moss, avoid­ing the darker en­ergy of the rifts as I headed to­ward the road that climbed up to the re­mains of the town’s main cen­ter.


    But the Car­leen ghosts met me half­way up the hill, and their anger was so fierce it felt as if I’d slammed into a phys­i­cal wall. I gasped and bent over, sud­denly bat­tling to breathe.


    “Blaine,” I some­how man­aged to croak, “the force of your anger is too over­whelm­ing—you need to tell ev­ery­one to tone it down.”


    The emo­tive out­put im­me­di­ately pulled back. I took sev­eral quiv­ery breaths, then dropped the rest of the way to the ground and crossed my legs. The fastest way to find out what had been go­ing on since I’d last been here was to con­nect di­rectly to them via my ghosts, but it would have to be fast. Cre­at­ing this type of con­nec­tion so of­ten in a short space of time was a se­vere drain on my strength, and I had a bad feel­ing I would need to be at peak abil­i­ties to cope with the crap that was head­ing my way.


    Of course, that same in­tu­ition didn’t il­lu­mi­nate ex­actly what it meant by “crap,” which was damn frus­trat­ing.


    “Cat, I need your help again.”


    I held out my hand. Cat’s en­ergy im­me­di­ately be­gan to seep into my body and, just as quickly, the chill of death be­gan to creep into my outer ex­trem­i­ties.


    With the count­down to death be­gun, I ran my gaze across the fig­ures clus­tered in the mid­dle of the road un­til I found Blaine. He was stand­ing to one side of the main group and was ac­com­pa­nied by sev­eral oth­ers. No mat­ter what the cri­sis was, it seemed the lead­ers of this place still pre­ferred to hold them­selves apart from the gen­eral pub­lic.


    “What’s the prob­lem?” I said.


    “The wraiths came back,” he said. “This time they did more than just shift a false rift. This time they cre­ated a wall we can­not get through.”


    My gaze jerked to the top of the hill. All I could see were the skele­tal re­mains of once-grand build­ings. Cer­tainly there wasn’t any sort of bar­rier vis­i­ble—not even that of a false rift. I frowned. “What sort of wall?”


    “Mag­i­cal,” Blaine spat back. “It banned us all from our rest­ing place, and it burns at our bones.”


    If it felt as if the magic was burn­ing at their re­mains, then it was prob­a­bly some sort of earth magic. But witches ca­pa­ble of us­ing the en­ergy of the earth to power the cre­ation of magic were few and far be­tween, and those ca­pa­ble of twist­ing that en­ergy to evil pur­poses even rarer.


    But it was scary know­ing the peo­ple be­hind the false rifts were ap­par­ently ca­pa­ble of do­ing just that. “How many wraiths were there?”


    “Two—one male, one fe­male. It was the lat­ter who per­formed the magic.”


    The chill of death was reach­ing past my knees. I had to hurry this along. “And they were both wraiths?”


    “In ap­pear­ance, yes, al­though they were speak­ing com­mon tongue.”


    If they were speak­ing, then de­spite ap­pear­ances they cer­tainly weren’t wraiths, as wraiths had no mouths. But then, I didn’t re­ally ex­pect them to be. Not af­ter ev­ery­thing I’d learned over the last day or so.


    I imag­ined Sal’s fa­cial fea­tures in my mind, su­per­im­posed the larger eyes and grayer skin of a wraith, and then pushed the im­age out to the ghosts. They im­me­di­ately be­gan to stir and mut­ter, an­swer­ing my ques­tion be­fore I even asked it. But I asked it any­way, just to be cer­tain. “And is this one of them?”


    “Yes,” Blaine said im­me­di­ately. “You know him?”


    “I thought I did.” My voice was grim. “Did they do any­thing other than raise the wall and boot you out of your rest­ing place?”


    “Yes. They moved the chil­dren.”


    “They what?”


    “Moved the chil­dren. Five were taken by the male into a rift; the other eight were taken by the women into the ve­hi­cle she ar­rived in.”


    I could un­der­stand their split­ting the chil­dren to help pre­vent a to­tal dis­rup­tion of their plans in the event of dis­cov­ery, but why split them so un­evenly? “What sort of ve­hi­cle?”


    He shrugged. “It was a large ATV, mil­i­tary in de­sign but not hold­ing mil­i­tary reg­is­tra­tion.”


    Why would they take five through a rift, and the oth­ers in an ATV? None of this was mak­ing any sense—un­less, of course, they were pre­par­ing a trap. “What sort of reg­is­tra­tion did it have?”


    “Gov­ern­ment.”


    “Gov­ern­ment?” I couldn’t help the sur­prise in my voice. “Are you sure of that?”


    His smile was thin. Hu­mor­less. “Yes. I was an of­fi­cial here in Car­leen, re­mem­ber. Mil­i­tary ve­hi­cles were of­ten used to en­sure our safety, es­pe­cially in the lat­ter parts of the war.”


    The ice had reached my thighs and was be­gin­ning to leach through my torso, mak­ing it dif­fi­cult to think, to move. To breathe. I needed to end this.


    Fast.


    And yet I couldn’t. There were still too many things I needed to know. “Which di­rec­tion did the ATV go when it left here?” I hes­i­tated, then added, “I’m pre­sum­ing it did leave?”


    “Yes. It went to­ward Cen­tral.”


    For the sec­ond time in as many sec­onds, shock ran through me. “Cen­tral?”


    He nod­ded. “We fol­lowed them to the bound­ary, but no far­ther. They were head­ing through the park, mov­ing to­ward your city. Whether they ac­tu­ally con­tin­ued in that di­rec­tion, we can­not say. We pre­fer not to leave the bound­ary of our home.”


    Most ghosts didn’t. Bear and Cat were a rar­ity in that re­gard, and it was un­doubt­edly due to the fact that they’d died in my arms.


    “And the . . .” My breath caught in my throat and froze the rest of the ques­tion in place. Panic surged, but a heart­beat later, I sucked in a breath and quickly said, “Other three—which rift did they go through?”


    “The one that re­mains out­side the bar­rier the gray witch raised.” Con­cern crossed his ex­pres­sion. “You had best end this con­ver­sa­tion, un­less you have a sud­den de­sire to be­come one of us.”


    “I don’t, but thanks for your help.”


    He bowed and, as Cat’s en­ergy be­gan to pull away, quickly added, “Find these peo­ple. Stop them.”


    It was all I could do to say, “I plan to.”


    With Cat’s con­nec­tion gone, I slumped back­ward and stared up at the matte gray skies, suck­ing in air and wait­ing for the chill of death to leave my body and for feel­ing to creep back into my limbs. My two lit­tle ghosts pressed against me, of­fer­ing the com­fort of their pres­ence as much as their en­ergy, but I had no in­ten­tion of pulling on their strength to re­store mine.


    Af­ter what seemed like ages, the shiv­er­ing stopped and I felt strong enough to stand. I stared up at the long road ris­ing ahead of us, then res­o­lutely pushed my­self on.


    It was a te­dious climb in my weak­ened state, and I was sweat­ing heav­ily and shak­ing with fa­tigue by the time I got to the top. I se­ri­ously had to take time out to heal my­self; I might have had a good night’s sleep, but it wasn’t enough to re­store me at a cel­lu­lar level, and that’s what I needed right now. If I didn’t heal, I was go­ing to be in big trou­ble—es­pe­cially if I hit trou­ble.


    I paused at the top of the hill and looked around. The dark en­ergy of the false rift that hov­ered around the rest­ing place of the ghosts was easy enough to spot, but I couldn’t see or feel any­thing that in­di­cated there was any type of magic at work here. Cer­tainly there didn’t ap­pear to be any­thing that would pre­vent my mov­ing closer.


    But as I tried to step for­ward, Bear spun in front of me, stop­ping me in my tracks. Red flashed through my mind—a warn­ing of dan­ger.


    I frowned and raised a hand, care­fully press­ing one fin­ger for­ward. I was al­most at full stretch when a thin strip of green light leapt up from the bro­ken road sur­face and snatched at my fin­ger. I jerked it away quickly, but the sliver fol­lowed, reach­ing for me, its feel foul and some­how cor­rupted. I ran back­ward, afraid to turn my back on the thing, and, af­ter sev­eral steps, the sliver faded away. I sighed in re­lief and said, “Thanks, Bear.”


    He whisked lightly around me, seem­ingly amused that he could see what I could not. “How far around this hill does it go? Could you check?”


    He was off in an in­stant. “Cat, do you want to check how high the bar­rier reaches? Just be care­ful not to get too close.”


    Her en­ergy kissed my right cheek, and then she was gone. I crossed my arms and stared at the foul dark­ness that now dom­i­nated Car­leen’s main square. Why would they put it here? Why not sim­ply leave it where it was and just erect an­other earth-fu­eled bar­rier around it?


    I rubbed my fore­head wearily. I didn’t un­der­stand these peo­ple, but then, that wasn’t re­ally sur­pris­ing given I had a hard time un­der­stand­ing any­one who could hurt chil­dren.


    Which made my at­trac­tion to Jonas all the more trou­bling. It was his peo­ple who’d used the worst pos­si­ble method to de­stroy ev­ery­one in my bunker. I should be so re­pelled by him that I couldn’t stand to be in his pres­ence rather than the op­po­site be­ing true. And while I’d like to blame my DNA pro­gram­ming, I sus­pected there was a whole lot more go­ing on than just that. I’d spent a lot of time in shifter camps dur­ing the war, and no shifter had snared my in­ter­est this way. Nor had any of those I’d cho­sen to lie with af­ter­ward. So why was he dif­fer­ent? Was it the dark­ness within him? Or was it sim­ply a mat­ter of want­ing some­one I knew I could never have?


    Bear re­turned and the im­age of a green wall sur­round­ing the en­tire top part of the hill flashed into my mind. A cou­ple of sec­onds later, Cat joined us. The wall was ap­par­ently two trees high. Which maybe meant I could get over it, but not in day­light. It would have to be done at night, when I was able to shadow and move as eas­ily as the vam­pires—and that was some­thing I was loath to do when they were so very aware of our pres­ence in the area.


    Which meant there was noth­ing more I could do here. Not at the mo­ment, any­way. But the day wasn’t a to­tal waste—I now had proof Sal was in­volved, and that surely meant my next move had to be ques­tion­ing him.


    And once I’d ques­tioned him . . . I closed my eyes against the slither of pain that ran through me.


    Once I’d ques­tioned him, I would have to kill him. I couldn’t re­lease him, be­cause he would then come af­ter me. He and his part­ners were al­ready far too un­cer­tain about my part in the break-ins at their fa­cil­i­ties.


    Of course, given what they’d been do­ing here to­day, it was to­tally pos­si­ble that he wouldn’t meet with me. But even as the thought crossed my mind, I brushed it away as non­sense. Sal was a gray—a cool, calm as­sas­sin. He wouldn’t flinch at killing me any more than he had the hun­dreds he’d killed dur­ing the war, and who knew how many af­ter. He might re­gret the loss of our friend­ship, and he might briefly miss the sex, but his emo­tional cen­ter, like those of the déchet sol­diers, had been chem­i­cally al­tered. Per­haps not to the same de­gree, but it had nev­er­the­less been done.


    He wouldn’t miss me as I would miss him.


    But be­fore I did any­thing, I had to get back to full strength. To have any hope of be­ing able to ques­tion and kill Sal, I had to be at the top of my game phys­i­cally and men­tally.


    I spun on my heel and headed back to our bunker. It took just over an hour to get there, by which time Cen­tral’s draw­bridge was down and the rail yards buzzed with life. I switched di­rec­tion and took the long way around, pre­fer­ring to walk through the dap­pled light of the small park be­hind the mu­seum to the crowded con­fines of the pod plat­forms.


    I fi­nally made it to the tun­nel and headed for the main kitchens on level five. The ma­chines were run­ning low on any­thing re­sem­bling fresh food, so I set­tled on sev­eral pro­tein packs, a some­what less than ap­peal­ing-look­ing or­ange, and a large black cof­fee. Once I’d con­sumed those, I re­turned to the bunkhouse and made my­self com­fort­able on my bed. Af­ter ask­ing the ghosts to keep watch, I closed my eyes and fo­cused on noth­ing more than my breath­ing, on ev­ery in­take of air as it washed through my nos­trils and down into my lungs. Even­tu­ally, the calm heal­ing state be­gan to de­scend. It took a while, but the per­sis­tent, nig­gling chill that had set­tled deep into my bones be­gan to ease, and the tired­ness that had plagued me over the last day or so be­gan to ebb away.


    Even­tu­ally, I took a deep breath and pulled my­self from the trance­like state. The bunk room was silent; none of the ghosts were near, not even Cat and Bear.


    Frown­ing, I pushed to my feet and walked over to the exit, press­ing my thumb against the scan­ner and wait­ing with some im­pa­tience for Hank to do his bit and open the doors.


    The ghosts ap­peared as I walked into the cor­ri­dor head­ing down to the next level. They swirled around me ex­cit­edly, ev­ery­one chat­ter­ing at the same time, cre­at­ing a whirlpool of sound and color and con­cern.


    But not for me.


    For the two peo­ple who were now stand­ing at our exit grate.


    “Guys, calm down.” I waited sev­eral sec­onds for them to do so, then added, “Who is at the grate?”


    Im­ages flashed into my mind. One was Nuri, the other was Branna. Both of them were bloody, but Branna looked in par­tic­u­larly bad shape.


    I swore softly and ran down into the tun­nel, switch­ing off the elec­tro-nets as I went.


    “Tiger,” Nuri said, re­lief in her voice as I ap­peared. “You need to let us in. You need to help us.”


    “Why?” I asked bluntly. “What can I do that you can’t get from Chaos or Cen­tral?”


    “We can get many things in Chaos, but there’s no work­ing medis­can beds, and Branna will die with­out one.”


    My gaze went to him. There was a rough ban­dage around his waist, but it was dark and drip­ping with blood. His left arm had also been ban­daged, and even from where I stood it was ob­vi­ous it had been bro­ken in sev­eral spots. And there was a truly vi­cious-look­ing wound peel­ing open on his fore­head.


    I re­turned my gaze to Nuri’s. “Cen­tral has medis­cans, prob­a­bly far bet­ter than the ones I have here.”


    “Yes, but Branna, like the rest of us, is out­cast.”


    “I thought you said no one in Chaos was out­cast.”


    “Ex­cept for us, and those like us. Or, at least, those of us they know about.”


    “Mean­ing what?”


    She waved a hand. “That is not im­por­tant right now. The only thing that mat­ters is the fact that those in Cen­tral will let him die rather than treat him.”


    I have to ad­mit, I was more than a lit­tle will­ing to let that hap­pen my­self, es­pe­cially given what he had al­ready done to me, and what he no doubt would do if he ever found out what I was.


    “Please, Tiger, this is im­por­tant.”


    I hes­i­tated, then said, “Okay. But we keep him se­dated even af­ter he’s healed. The ghosts will not ap­pre­ci­ate his pres­ence and may well re­act.”


    “Deal.”


    Her fast re­sponse had me wor­ry­ing. Was it re­ally wise to let these two into our sanc­tu­ary? Was there even a choice now that they were here? They couldn’t re­main out­side with­out at­tract­ing the sort of at­ten­tion I wanted to avoid, and there was some­thing in her ex­pres­sion that sug­gested she wouldn’t leave even if I re­fused en­try. I punched in the code and stepped back as the grate opened.


    “Fol­low the ghosts,” I said, of­fer­ing Nuri no help. She was a strong woman, and an earth witch be­sides. If she needed help bear­ing Branna’s weight, she could pull it from the earth. I had no in­ten­tion of get­ting within arm’s reach of the man, even if he was bloody and mo­men­tar­ily bro­ken.


    I re­set the nets and fol­lowed a safe dis­tance be­hind the two. Nuri hauled Branna into the medis­can near­est the door, then stepped back and eyed the unit some­what du­bi­ously. “They re­ally are an­cient, aren’t they?”


    “I did warn you.” The light screen shim­mered to life as the bed’s thick foam en­veloped Branna. A soft beeping filled the si­lence; his body might be bro­ken, but there was noth­ing wrong with his bio­rhythms, aside from an ac­cel­er­ated pulse rate—no doubt due to his body’s nat­u­ral heal­ing abil­i­ties try­ing to cope with both his bro­ken bones and the blood loss. I set the scan­ner into mo­tion, then glanced across to Nuri. “So where’s the third mus­ke­teer?”


    “Mus­ke­teer?” She raised an eye­brow. “I take it you mean Jonas.”


    “Yes.” I glanced at the screen as the scan­ner fin­ished and be­gan list­ing rec­om­mended ac­tions. De­spite out­ward ap­pear­ances, no ma­jor or­gans had been dam­aged, and the only real dan­ger he was in was that he was still los­ing blood too fast.


    “I’m afraid he’s the other rea­son we’re here.”


    “Re­ally?” I pressed a cou­ple of but­tons; re­straints wrapped around Branna’s an­kles and wrists. While the scans sug­gested he was truly out of it, I wasn’t about to take chances. “Why? What has he done?”


    “The fool has gone and got­ten him­self cap­tured.”


    My gaze shot to hers. “What?”


    Her ex­pres­sion was grim. “Our in­fil­tra­tion of the bunker did not, as you might have guessed, go ac­cord­ing to plan.”


    “The ghosts?”


    She shook her head. “They were easy enough to deal with, de­spite the fury in their hearts.”


    There was some­thing in her ex­pres­sion that had un­ease crawl­ing through my gut. “Mean­ing you de­stroyed them?”


    “Those who did not ac­cept the of­fer to move on, yes.” Her voice held an edge of un­ex­pected ruth­less­ness. She might be an earth witch, but there was a stee­li­ness in her—a cold­ness—that was very un­com­mon. “Our con­cern right now is for the liv­ing. The dead have had their time; they can­not linger here.”


    “And is that the fate you plan for those who haunt this place?” My voice was soft, my hands clenched. I had no weapons, but I had the ghosts. And while I had no wish to put any of them in harm’s way by ask­ing them to at­tack this woman, I could draw on their power. It might not be as pow­er­ful or as all-con­sum­ing as the force she was ca­pa­ble of, but it was nev­er­the­less deadly.


    A cool smile touched her lips. She was well aware of what I could do—and ob­vi­ously wasn’t con­cerned.


    “What hap­pens to them very much de­pends on what de­ci­sions you make in the next few min­utes.”


    The ghosts—the war­rior ghosts—were gath­er­ing. As was their fury. This sit­u­a­tion could very eas­ily run out of con­trol if I wasn’t very care­ful.


    “Mean­ing what?”


    “Mean­ing, I want you to go back to that bunker and res­cue Jonas.”


    I snorted. “If the vam­pires have him, he’s long dead. They tend not to be able to re­sist the urge to feed when fresh blood is in the of­fer­ing.”


    “He’s not dead,” she said. “He hasn’t even been fed on.”


    The cer­tainty in her voice made me frown. “And how can you be sure of . . .” I hes­i­tated, then added, “You’re linked, and it’s more than just telepa­thy, isn’t it? Be­cause, as far as I know, telepa­thy has dis­tance re­stric­tions.”


    “Yes, it has, and yes, we are. And I will not leave him to what­ever fate these bas­tards have planned for him.”


    “Then raise an army and raid the place. You’re liv­ing in the mid­dle of Chaos’s mer­ce­nary sec­tion, for Rhea’s sake—there’s plenty of vam­pire fod­der avail­able there for the right sort of credit.”


    “True, but mer­ce­nar­ies are not the an­swer in this sit­u­a­tion. You are.”


    The ten­sion in me—around me—con­tin­ued to build. En­ergy crawled across my skin, thick with fury and the need to at­tack. The ghosts didn’t, but I doubted the re­stric­tions of their pro­gram­ming would hold if they truly felt threat­ened. I drew in a deep breath, know­ing I needed to keep a lid on my own emo­tions if I was to have any hope of con­trol­ling that of the ghosts.


    “And why would you think that?”


    “Be­cause you are what they are.”


    Her gaze met mine, and my blood ran cold. She knew. Rhea help us all, she knew. Part of me wanted to run. Part of me wanted to kill her where she stood.


    I did nei­ther. I sim­ply said, “And what might that be, Nuri?”


    “You are vam­pire,” she said, voice flat. “Or rather, you are a déchet whose blood runs with the stain of their dark­ness.”


    The en­ergy and fury sting­ing my skin sharp­ened abruptly, snatch­ing my breath and mak­ing my own seem minute by com­par­i­son. Just for an in­stant, I saw an an­swer­ing spark run across Nuri’s fin­ger­tips—it was fierce and thun­der­ous, and it was warn­ing enough of the power that was hers to un­leash. I silently begged the older ghosts for calm—for re­straint—and said, “That does not make me in­vis­i­ble to them. That does not mean I could pass through their ranks any more eas­ily than you. The in­juries I re­ceived when I stum­bled into their nest the first time was ev­i­dence enough of that.”


    “Yes, but it will en­able you to get in with some hope of be­ing un­de­tected, and it will also en­able you to get Jonas out.”


    “And how do you think I’m go­ing . . .” I stopped. She was talk­ing about shad­ow­ing. Or, more specif­i­cally, shad­ow­ing with Jonas. “I don’t even know if some­thing like that is pos­si­ble.”


    “It is, be­cause I’ve seen vam­pires do it.”


    “Just be­cause they can—”


    “You are what they are,” she re­peated. “And I have read the fu­ture in the breeze and the earth, and you are Jonas’s only hope. You will do this. You must, for your sake as much as ours.”


    For my sake? Then I thrust the thought aside. Now was not the time to ex­am­ine such an odd com­ment.


    “Or what?” My voice was flat. With­out emo­tion. With­out hope. I knew the an­swer, be­cause it was the same one that had echoed down through time and his­tory.


    “Or,” she said, her voice as emo­tion­less as mine, “I will not only de­stroy all that you hold dear, but I will send them to a very spe­cial kind of hell—one that is usu­ally re­served for the vilest of souls. The choice, dear Tiger, is yours.”

  


  
    Chap­ter 12


    The urge to leap over the bed and rip her throat out with my bare hands was so fierce I ac­tu­ally took a step for­ward. It took ev­ery ounce of willpower to not only re­strain that urge, but to con­tain the an­swer­ing surge of en­ergy from the older déchet still gath­er­ing around us.


    Nuri, I no­ticed, hadn’t moved, even though I had no doubt she was aware of both my fury and that of the ghosts.


    “I’m guess­ing,” I said, voice low and flat, “that my fate will be the same?”


    “Oh no, you’ll be free to re­main here—alive, alone, and fully aware that you could have saved them and failed.” Her gaze nar­rowed a lit­tle. “Just as you failed to save them once be­fore.”


    Shock ran through me. She’d read me al­to­gether too well. I clenched my fists and said, “You have no idea what went on in this place af­ter the war—”


    “And at this point,” she cut in, “I don’t care. Make your choice, Tiger.”


    There was no choice, and we both knew it. But I couldn’t go down with­out a fight, even if it was only a war of words.


    “If you could do such a thing to the young ones who haunt this place, then you are no bet­ter than those we hunt.”


    “I seek to save the lives of the liv­ing.” Though her voice re­mained calm, the flash of dark­ness and fury in her eyes sug­gested my words had hit a nerve.


    And so they should have. Mur­der was mur­der, whether we were talk­ing about the liv­ing or the dead.


    “What hap­pens af­ter­ward?” I asked. “If I man­age to sur­vive—and bring Jonas back—what then?”


    “You will help us find the chil­dren.”


    “And af­ter that?”


    She frowned. “Af­ter that, you are free to go on as you al­ways have.”


    I laughed. It was a harsh and bit­ter sound, and both the lit­tle ones pressed closer to me, their en­ergy both com­fort­ing and con­fused. Not so much about this sit­u­a­tion or even the woman in front of us, but rather both by my anger and that of the older déchet around us. Not since the gassing of this place had any of us felt so fu­ri­ous, and yet so help­less.


    “You will have to for­give my re­ac­tion,” I said, when I could ac­tu­ally speak, “but some­one who would threaten the ex­is­tence of so many in­no­cent ghosts to save one liv­ing soul is not some­one I’m in­clined to trust.”


    “It’s more than just one soul,” she snapped back. “Or have you for­got­ten the other thir­teen miss­ing chil­dren?”


    “I haven’t for­got­ten any­thing.” Not the chil­dren, not the war, not the worth­less­ness of prom­ises. Af­ter all, had not the shifters as­sured all those caught in—or herded back to—the bases af­ter the war that ru­mors of erad­i­ca­tion were un­true? That places would be found for us in a world bro­ken by war?


    “You have my word . . .” She caught her­self, mak­ing me won­der if she’d read my thoughts, then con­tin­ued, “I swear, on the heart of the earth god­dess her­self, that if you do your ut­most to help us res­cue both Jonas and those chil­dren, I will do noth­ing to threaten ei­ther you or those who haunt this place.”


    I crossed my arms. Mak­ing such a vow was the next best thing to sign­ing her own death war­rant if she didn’t fol­low through. Her god­dess was not benev­o­lent when it came to such things.


    Still . . .


    “What hap­pens if I don’t res­cue him? What hap­pens if we res­cue some, but not all, of the chil­dren?”


    “If you fail, we all fail. That much I have seen.”


    “An­swer the ques­tion, Nuri.”


    “Noth­ing will hap­pen. A vow was made, and it will be up­held.”


    “By you. What of those you work with? We both know you have some sort of gov­ern­ment con­nec­tion—just as we both know stand­ing aside while oth­ers seek to cleanse this place of us would not make you a vow breaker.”


    The medis­can beeped, and I jumped. I took a slow, deep breath in an ef­fort to calm my nerves and glanced at the screen. In my anger at Nuri and her threat, I’d for­got­ten to give the go-ahead for all rec­om­mended ac­tions. It was tempt­ing to do noth­ing—to deny Branna the treat­ment that would help save his life. Very tempt­ing. It might also be the safest course of ac­tion and one that would un­doubt­edly save me fu­ture grief. But if I did and he died, then I would be no bet­ter than them. Not that I was, any­way. I might have been bred as a se­duc­tress, but killing my tar­gets af­ter their use­ful­ness had ended of­ten came hand in hand with that.


    I ac­cepted all the ma­chine’s rec­om­men­da­tions, then met Nuri’s gaze again. “Do you deny gov­ern­ment links?”


    “If this place is at­tacked, it will not be from any­thing we have said or done.”


    An as­sur­ance that didn’t sit well, es­pe­cially given she hadn’t an­swered the ac­tual ques­tion. And, I judged, had no in­ten­tion of do­ing so.


    “Fine,” I snapped. “I’ll try. But you do re­al­ize that if Jonas is still alive, it’s be­cause they have plans for him. Or be­cause they are us­ing him as bait.”


    “I’m aware of those fac­tors, and that is why you must leave now. They will not be ex­pect­ing a re­sponse so quickly.”


    I wasn’t so sure about that. “And just how do you ex­pect me to get up there? No mat­ter what the ru­mors are about vam­pires, they can’t fly, and nei­ther can I.” Or, at least, not when there was any light about.


    “Our ATV is parked be­hind the mu­seum. Use it.” She tossed me a con­trol disk. “Bring him back to us alive, Tiger. It’s just as im­por­tant to you as to us that this hap­pens.”


    I frowned. “Mean­ing what?”


    She waved the ques­tion away. “Go. Your ghosts will come to no harm.”


    “When it comes to the ghosts, it’s prob­a­bly you who should be wor­ried, not me. They will fight you if you at­tempt any­thing un­to­ward.”


    “I won’t, not as long as you up­hold your end of the deal.” She half shrugged. “And Branna has nei­ther the skill nor the knowl­edge to harm them. He is fury and blus­ter, noth­ing more.”


    I se­ri­ously doubted that. None of these peo­ple were what they ap­peared on a sur­face level—they all had deeper depths, and cer­tainly deeper se­crets. I hes­i­tated a mo­ment longer, but my in­nate aware­ness of night and day told me the sun was on the march through the af­ter­noon sky. If I was to have any hope of pulling this res­cue off, then it had to be done be­fore dusk set in and the vam­pires woke.


    Cat, Bear, stay here and keep an eye on her. Make sure she doesn’t re­lease Branna. War­riors, stand down. Do not at­tack them. With that, I spun on my heel and walked out.


    And prayed like hell that by trust­ing Nuri, I wasn’t mak­ing the big­gest mis­take of my long life.


    •   •   •


    I drove the ATV as close to the base as I dared, but made no ef­fort to con­ceal its pres­ence nor pull off the road. I sim­ply turned it around so that we could jump straight into it and flee—pre­sum­ing we ac­tu­ally made it out of the base alive, that is.


    Be­sides, if there were watch­ers about, they’d spot the ve­hi­cle sooner rather than later. The canopy high above might be thick enough to re­duce the fad­ing day­light to mere flick­ers—and there­fore stop any guards on the wing from spot­ting me—but there was no such pro­tec­tion here at ground level. The un­der­growth was thick and crawl­ing with shad­ows, nei­ther of which was a de­ter­rent when it came to vam­pires. And if they had set pa­trols around the perime­ter of the base, they’d see past any at­tempt of con­ceal­ment. The trans­port was too big—and chewed up the soil too badly—to es­cape de­tec­tion. Which is why I was here, on the op­po­site side of the val­ley from where we’d en­tered last time. I was hop­ing against hope that Sal had for­got­ten about the déchet en­trance into this place.


    I slipped the con­trol disk into my pocket, then reached back to grab the large ruck­sack and climbed out. Though I’d packed enough weapons to cater for a small army, I still couldn’t es­cape the fear it wasn’t go­ing to be enough. But then, given Nuri, Jonas, and Branna—and who knows how many oth­ers—had al­ready failed to raid this place, it was a fear that was well-founded.


    I slung the ruck­sack over my back and scanned the nearby trees, try­ing to re­mem­ber where ex­actly the path that led to the river­side en­trance was. Af­ter a mo­ment I spot­ted the marker rock, al­though the faint path that should have been ev­i­dent just be­yond it had long ago re­turned to its for­est roots.


    I moved into the thick un­der­growth. I couldn’t hurry in case I missed one of the mark­ers, and yet I was all too aware that time—and the night—were press­ing closer.


    It took twenty min­utes to get to the river, and by that time I was sweat­ing with ef­fort and fear. I squat­ted at the base of a bat­tered and fire-scarred old eu­ca­lyp­tus tree and scanned the clear­ing be­fore me. It re­ally hadn’t changed all that much in over a hun­dred years and—de­spite the for­est’s ob­vi­ous at­tempts to re­claim its land—the rock-strewn ground be­tween here and the wide river re­mained rel­a­tively open. My gaze swept up­stream to­ward the wa­ter­fall that masked the en­trance. The river still thun­dered over the forty-feet drop and spray spun through the air, rain­bow bright in the day’s last dance of light. I couldn’t see any­thing out of place and cer­tainly couldn’t smell any­thing other than earth, wa­ter, and eu­ca­lyp­tus.


    If there were watch­ers here, they were well con­cealed.


    I rose and headed up­stream, keep­ing to the shad­ows that were grow­ing ever thicker along the tree line. I paused again as the old path dipped to­ward the wa­ter­fall, prick­les of un­ease crawl­ing across my skin. This place was too quiet—there wasn’t even bird­song. It was as if this part of the for­est had been stripped of all life and sound. Which, con­sid­er­ing vam­pires now con­trolled the base, was en­tirely pos­si­ble. They had to be eat­ing some­thing, af­ter all, and given the num­bers I’d seen and the lack of fresh bod­ies and bones, they ob­vi­ously weren’t din­ing on one an­other.


    I scanned the shore­line as well as the ridge above, but once again couldn’t see any­one—which didn’t mean they weren’t there. I eyed the faint path that dis­ap­peared be­hind the wa­ter, and won­dered if the un­ease grow­ing ever stronger within me stemmed from the cer­tainty that this was a trap, or merely fear of what I was about to at­tempt.


    Not that it re­ally mat­tered. It wasn’t like I could turn around and walk away.


    I shifted the heavy bag to a slightly more com­fort­able po­si­tion, then con­tin­ued on. It would prob­a­bly have been safer to call to dark­ness within and be­come one with the gath­er­ing night, but I re­ally couldn’t af­ford to waste the en­ergy—not when I was go­ing to need ev­ery scrap I could muster if I was to have any hope of get­ting us both out of here.


    I care­fully made my way down to the base of the wa­ter­fall. The air grew thick with spray that shim­mered like a rain­bow and clung to my clothes like sil­very jew­els. I kept close to the ridge wall and headed un­der the fall. The path was slick with mois­ture and thick moss, ev­i­dence enough that no one had been this way for some time. And de­spite Jonas’s state­ment that shifters had blasted the sec­ondary tun­nel into the base wide-open, there was lit­tle in the way of dam­age to be seen here. But then, this was the déchet en­trance. They’d no doubt had a com­pletely sep­a­rate en­trance for hu­man per­son­nel.


    I ran my hand along the wall, the rock cold and slimy un­der my fin­ger­tips, and even­tu­ally found the in­den­ta­tions I needed. Af­ter flick­ing open the false rock panel, I brushed away the cob­webs and bits of slime, then pulled the old lever down. The ma­chin­ery that pow­ered this par­tic­u­lar door was wa­ter-driven, so there was a fair chance it was still op­er­a­tional. If it wasn’t, I could use the emer­gency exit on the top of the ridge, but that was an­other twenty min­utes away and would erase any chance I had of get­ting in and out be­fore the vamps woke.


    For sev­eral min­utes, there was no re­sponse; then, with a sharp pop, a gap be­gan to ap­pear as the oth­er­wise solid rock wall slid open. It ground to a halt again be­fore the door was fully opened, but a three-feet gap pro­vided more than enough room to get through.


    I dropped the ruck­sack close to the base of the wall and opened it up. Af­ter pulling out the last of the flares and shov­ing them into a smaller pack, I grabbed sev­eral mod­i­fied ri­fles, some ammo, and a cou­ple of pis­tols. Once I’d strapped on my knives, I slung the smaller pack over my shoul­der and moved into the tun­nel, leav­ing the big­ger ruck­sack—and the bulk of the weapons—be­hind. I had no idea what shape Jonas was go­ing to be in, and I couldn’t carry both him and the ruck­sack. Not in shadow form, any­way. Hell, I wasn’t even sure it was pos­si­ble to carry him in that form. If I couldn’t, all the weapons in the world weren’t go­ing to help. But if we did hap­pen to make it back this far, we’d at least have a fresh sup­ply of ammo and weapons to move on with.


    As the deeper dark­ness of the tun­nel en­veloped me, I called to the shad­ows within and be­came one with the night. I rose up­ward, un­til my par­ti­cles brushed the slick and slimy roofline, and then pressed on. The tun­nel was long and an­gled steeply down­ward, but there was very lit­tle ev­i­dence of the des­e­cra­tion vis­i­ble in the up­per lev­els. Maybe there’d been no need to come down this far—or maybe there’d sim­ply been no one left to rip apart by the time they’d got­ten down here. At least it meant there were no ghosts here.


    I reached a cross-sec­tion and paused, look­ing right and left as I tried to get my bear­ings. The air was still, and I had no sense of life nearby. There were no vam­pires here; maybe they were all con­cen­trated on the lev­els above, pro­tect­ing the labs and what­ever else was go­ing on up there.


    Af­ter a mo­ment, I went left. The tun­nel nar­rowed and bur­rowed deeper into the earth. I knew from the few times I’d been here that the two lev­els be­low this were a mix of déchet quar­ters and con­tain­ment cells. In some sec­tions, the only thing that had sep­a­rated us from our pris­on­ers had been the thick, sil­ver coated metal bars that made up each con­tain­ment cell—and some­times they’d been woe­fully in­ad­e­quate. Though I’d never wit­nessed it, I’d heard tales of bear shifters bend­ing the bars as eas­ily as but­ter, then run­ning amok through the déchet ranks, tak­ing out a dozen or so be­fore be­ing gunned down by hu­mans. Déchet war­riors might have been bred to be as fast and strong as shifters, but they’d also been chem­i­cally cas­trated—not just phys­i­cally, but men­tally. Free thought wasn’t some­thing the hu­mans wanted—not when their cre­ations were as deadly as the shifters they were de­signed to fight. As a re­sult, most of those in these lev­els would have been in a sort of “hold­ing pat­tern” and in­ca­pable of de­fend­ing them­selves. It was just an­other thing to hate about a war that had caused so much grief and de­struc­tion.


    I did a thor­ough search of both lower lev­els, but didn’t find Jonas in ei­ther. Not that I was sur­prised; break­ing him out was hardly go­ing to be that easy. I sped back up the tun­nel un­til I reached the cross­roads again, then scooted through the smashed re­mains of what once had been the main déchet-pro­cess­ing ter­mi­nal for this bunker. I found the stairs and moved up­ward, check­ing the next two lev­els and still find­ing noth­ing. There was now only one more level be­fore I reached the labs I’d dis­cov­ered. If I’d had fin­gers and toes in this form, they all would have been crossed in the hope that I’d find Jonas on that level rather than on the floor above, where all the vamps were.


    Ex­cept they weren’t all there.


    The sec­ond I moved into the next level, I sensed them. Their pres­ence stung my par­ti­cles, as did the thick sense of hunger and fury. They wanted to slash and tear and feed, but were be­ing re­strained, even in sleep.


    I had to get Jonas out be­fore that re­straint broke—be­cause it would break, if what I was sens­ing was any in­di­ca­tion.


    I moved on care­fully, away from the vam­pires rather than to­ward them. I had no doubt they were clus­tered around Jonas’s cell, but I couldn’t leave the re­main­ing sec­tions of this level unchecked.


    There was no one else here. I had no idea what this level had been used for when the base was ac­tive, but these days it seemed to be lit­tle more than a weird mix of rust­ing de­bris and more re­cent metal con­tain­ers. In­ter­est­ingly, those con­tain­ers had gov­ern­ment IDs. Some­one had con­nec­tions; ei­ther that, or Sal and his crew were in the pi­rate busi­ness as well as child ex­per­i­men­ta­tion.


    With the re­main­der of the level checked, I had no choice but to move to­ward the vam­pires. The closer I got to them, the thicker the air be­came with their rank scent, and the more my fear grew. It was lucky I was one with the night rather than flesh, be­cause they would have picked up the thun­der of my heart from a mile away.


    The first shim­mers of white that in­di­cated life ap­peared in the dark­ness; sev­eral vam­pires were sprawled over one an­other in a door­way. I rose higher, un­til ev­ery bit of me scraped across the cold steel of the roofline and slowly crept past them.


    The cor­ri­dor be­yond was a sea of white. There had to be at least a score of them here. Rhea help us both if they woke up be­fore we got out . . .


    A shiver ran through me, which was al­ways an odd sen­sa­tion when in par­ti­cle form. I crept along the roofline, all senses cen­tered on the sea of death sprawled be­low me. About half­way down, sev­eral stirred. I paused, hop­ing they hadn’t sensed me. That it was just the nat­u­ral stir­rings of noc­tur­nal crea­tures very close to wak­ing up.


    They set­tled down again, but it didn’t ease my ten­sion. Night was too close and time was run­ning out. They would wake soon. I had to be out of here be­fore that hap­pened.


    The end of the cor­ri­dor came into sight. The door that barred my way was heavy steel that bore blast marks. That it was still us­able, let alone able to con­tain a shifter while stop­ping the vam­pires from get­ting in, was a tes­ta­ment to how strong they’d once made these things. I paused and scanned the frame that held it. There wasn’t enough of a gap be­tween it and the door for even par­ti­cles to get through at ei­ther the sides or the top of the door, but there was a good inch gap at the base. It would do.


    I’d barely squeezed in­side when the aware­ness of dan­ger hit. I jagged side­ways, and the thick metal bar that would have cut through the mid­dle of my par­ti­cles and done Rhea only knows what dam­age merely skimmed my side. But such was the force be­hind the blow that it sent me spin­ning away.


    An­other blow came at me. I cursed men­tally and surged up­ward, out of reach, even as I called to my flesh form. As the sec­ond blow sailed un­der­neath me, I re­gained form and dropped to the ground, hit­ting hard but feet­first.


    The third blow I caught and held, though the force of it shud­dered up my arm and hurt like hell.


    “If you want to get out of this place alive,” I said, voice lit­tle more than a harsh whis­per, “you’d bet­ter stop try­ing to kill me.”


    His shock was so fierce it hit al­most as strongly as a phys­i­cal blow. I re­ally had no idea why I could sense this shifter’s emo­tions so clearly—es­pe­cially when I wasn’t ac­tively try­ing to read him—but I wished it would stop. Es­pe­cially now, when the dis­tinct lack of emo­tion in his ex­pres­sion be­lied the strength of that emo­tive swirl.


    I swung the pack from my back and squat­ted down. “We have about five min­utes be­fore the vam­pires wake—”


    “I’ve only ever seen one race other than the vam­pires able to do what you just did,” he cut in, voice harsh. “I was right—you’re one of them. You’re a déchet.”


    I glanced up quickly. The fierce shock I’d felt only sec­onds ago had turned to anger. Anger and ut­ter ha­tred. He hadn’t moved, but ev­ery ounce of him quiv­ered like a bow too tightly strung. One wrong move, and we would both be dead.


    “But not a sol­dier, no mat­ter what you think.” My voice was calm, de­spite the ten­sion ris­ing within me. Ten­sion the vam­pires clos­est to the door would sense if they were any­where near con­scious­ness. “And, right now, I’m your only means of get­ting out of here.”


    He snorted, and I couldn’t help notic­ing his clenched fists. Even in the black­ness, his knuck­les glowed white, but some­how he was re­strain­ing the urge to lash out.


    For now.


    “Nuri would never—”


    “Nuri sent me,” I cut in. “There is no one else com­ing, Jonas, so you have a choice—me or death.”


    His ex­pres­sion very much sug­gested death might be a bet­ter op­tion. I would have laughed if it hadn’t been so dan­ger­ous. It seemed there were some prej­u­dices that could never be breached, no mat­ter how much time had passed.


    Which made Nuri’s com­ment that I had to res­cue him for my own sake even more baf­fling.


    I pushed up­right, weapons in hand. “Choose, shifter.”


    “And if I choose death?”


    “Then you are a fool. But if that is your de­ci­sion, then you can have the weapons. At least you can go down fight­ing.”


    I of­fered him the shot­gun and pis­tol. It was a dan­ger­ous ploy given the emo­tional tur­moil and his ob­vi­ous de­sire to kill, but there was no other op­tion. To get out of here, I had to trust him.


    And he had to trust me.


    His gaze flick­ered to the weapons, then met mine again. Af­ter a mo­ment, he took the shot­gun, flipped it around, and pointed both bar­rels straight at my face.


    “What if the death I choose is yours?”


    The ten­sion boil­ing through me sharp­ened abruptly, but I didn’t let any of it show phys­i­cally. It might have been a very long time since I’d used any of my se­duc­tress skills, but I could still con­trol my emo­tional out­put if I re­ally de­sired—al­though if he could read me as well as I seemed to be read­ing him, it was prob­a­bly a point­less ex­er­cise.


    “If that is your choice, then so be it.” I shrugged. “But even if you some­how make it out of here alive, you will never find those chil­dren.”


    “Says who?”


    “Nuri.” I hes­i­tated, then added, “And you might wish to know I have no more de­sire to be here than you have to be res­cued by me. But Nuri threat­ened the lives of ev­ery ghost within my bunker. I can­not let my lit­tle ones die any more than you would choose to walk away from those still miss­ing.”


    For sev­eral pre­cious mo­ments, nei­ther of us moved. Out­side the bunker, dusk was dy­ing, and in­side the vam­pires were be­gin­ning to stir. We had two min­utes, if that, be­fore all hell broke loose.


    “Choose, shifter. Now.”


    “Then I choose life.” He low­ered the shot­gun. “Yours and mine.”


    For now.


    Once again, he might not have said those last two words, but they nev­er­the­less hov­ered in the gulf be­tween us.


    “Fine,” I said, to both what had been said and what had not. I handed him a pis­tol, then reached back into the pack and re­trieved the re­main­ing weapons, clip­ping them to my belt be­fore sling­ing sev­eral ammo clips over my shoul­der. I shoved three flares into my leg pock­ets; the other two and the re­main­ing ammo clips I gave to him.


    “How do you plan to get us out of here?”


    His voice was so cold it sent frost down my spine. It was stupid to care given this was the very re­ac­tion I’d been ex­pect­ing if he ever con­firmed I was déchet. But I did, and I couldn’t en­tirely blame my breed­ing—or rather, my in­nate at­trac­tion to shifters—be­cause I’d never ex­pe­ri­enced this sort of re­ac­tion be­fore.


    I took a deep breath and called to the shad­ows within. As the dark­ness surged and be­gan to change me, I said, “The same way I got in.”


    And with that, I leapt at him. He dove away, his re­ac­tion fast, but not quite fast enough. I caught him at hip level, and the surg­ing en­ergy swept past me and through him, tear­ing us both into par­ti­cles. Feel­ing him in and around me—sep­a­rate and yet not—was a weird sen­sa­tion, but I had no time to dwell on it. The vamps near­est the door were so close to wak­ing I could feel the rise of their alert­ness.


    I surged un­der the door, then rose up­ward, hop­ing to es­cape de­tec­tion for as long as pos­si­ble. But my par­ti­cle form was now dou­ble its weight, and it was al­ready tak­ing its toll. Es­pe­cially given the par­ti­cles that were Jonas were a seething, con­stantly mov­ing mass of fury within me.


    You’ll kill us both if you don’t quit it, I thought, though I wasn’t cer­tain if the com­bin­ing of our par­ti­cles al­lowed for that sort of com­mu­ni­ca­tion.


    He didn’t re­ply, but his move­ments eased. I made it to the roofline and crawled along. Ur­gency beat through ev­ery inch of me, but I couldn’t af­ford to hurry. Any sud­den move­ment was likely to at­tract the at­ten­tion of the vamps.


    We were three-quar­ters of the way down the cor­ri­dor when they fi­nally sensed us. A scream of fury went up from those who’d been sleep­ing near the cell door, and, in an in­stant, the rest of them were awake and hunt­ing. I gave up sub­tlety and surged for­ward, ar­row­ing for the door out of this bot­tle­neck. The vam­pires who’d been sleep­ing there were al­ready on their feet, but they were search­ing for a threat at ground level. It was only at the last pos­si­ble mo­ment that they sensed us and leapt up. Their claws slashed at the air, and pain flared as sev­eral par­ti­cles were snagged and torn away. Then we were through and flee­ing fast.


    They came af­ter us, howl­ing like ban­shees, no doubt to alert those in the lev­els above that there were in­vaders present. They leapt at us ran­domly, some­times knock­ing one an­other over in their des­per­a­tion to bring us down. The force of their move­ments buf­feted me, and claws and teeth tore through me, some­times caus­ing dam­age, some­times not. I ig­nored it and spun down the cen­ter of the stair­well, surg­ing past the var­i­ous floor ex­its as I headed for the pro­cess­ing level. There was lit­tle in the way of fi­nesse in my move­ments now. I was ba­si­cally free-fall­ing, but it still had the de­sired ef­fect—we’d gained dis­tance. Not much, but maybe enough.


    We fi­nally reached the pro­cess­ing cen­ter. I fled through the fields of bro­ken of­fices and fur­ni­ture and headed for the déchet exit tun­nel. The vam­pires were a howl­ing wind all but snap­ping at our heels; they would over­run us in a mat­ter of min­utes.


    We had one chance, and one chance only, to es­cape.


    I hit the tun­nel and—from Rhea only knows where—found the strength to go faster. Once again, we pulled ahead of the vam­pires. Light be­gan to flicker in the dis­tance, but it was moon­light rather than sun. It wouldn’t help us, wouldn’t stop the vam­pires.


    The par­tially opened exit door came into sight. I called to our flesh forms as we neared and dropped lower; it would limit the dam­age of hit­ting the ground when we were mov­ing so hard and fast. The dark­ness surged, and a heart­beat later, we were two rather than one, flesh rather than mere par­ti­cles. In that form, we both tum­bled through the door­way. It hurt—Rhea, how it hurt—but there was no time for the pain or weak­ness wash­ing through my limbs. Ac­knowl­edg­ing ei­ther would only get us killed.


    I un­tan­gled my­self from Jonas and leapt for the con­trol lever, push­ing it up fast.


    There was no re­sponse.


    I swore and ran to the door. Noth­ing seemed to be jam­ming its move­ment, and yet it wasn’t mov­ing! In sheer frus­tra­tion, I kicked the damn thing . . . and with a groan that oddly re­minded me of an old man forc­ing him­self up­right, the door be­gan to close.


    But it was too slow. Too slow by half.


    The vam­pires lunged for both me and the lum­ber­ing door. Bul­lets zinged past my ear and ex­ploded into the face of the near­est vam­pire. Blood and gore bal­looned, but it didn’t stop his mo­men­tum, and he can­noned into me be­fore I could un­clip my weapons and sent us both tum­bling. I’d barely thrown his body off me when an­other hit; he tore at me with teeth and sharp claws, and the scent of my blood min­gled with his, sting­ing the night air with its sweet foul­ness. I swore and grabbed his arms, try­ing to stop him from slash­ing me even as I bucked to get him off. As he went sail­ing over my head and into the wall of wa­ter, I scram­bled up­right and grabbed both a flare and a weapon. But be­fore I used ei­ther, light bit through the night. Jonas had thrown his two flares into the door­way.


    It might stop the vam­pires long enough for the door to close, but it wouldn’t stop them com­ing af­ter us. There were other paths out of that place, and I had no doubt the vam­pires knew about them.


    “This way.” I grabbed the heavy ruck­sack, then spun and ran up the old path, away from the wa­ter and back to­ward the trees. Jonas fol­lowed close on my heels, as silent as the night it­self, but un­doubt­edly more dan­ger­ous.


    Be­hind us, the screams changed from fury to pain, and the stink of burned flesh be­gan to steal through the air.


    “They’re throw­ing them­selves on the flare,” Jonas said, rather un­nec­es­sar­ily. “We need to get out of here—fast.”


    I cursed, but the re­al­ity was, I was al­ready at top speed. Tak­ing par­ti­cle form al­ways drained me, but car­ry­ing Jonas had made it ten times worse. I was run­ning on empty and fad­ing fast.


    Move­ment to my left: A vam­pire surged up the bank, drip­ping wa­ter as he came at us. I raised the shot­gun and fired al­most in the same mo­tion, but the vam­pire faded. The bul­lets hit the stony ground, and sparks flew as they ric­o­cheted into the night. A sec­ond later he was in flesh form again and leap­ing for my throat. Two more shots rang out, the sound so close it hurt my ears. What re­mained of the vam­pire’s face ex­ploded into a hun­dred bloody bits and cov­ered me in goo. I ig­nored it, leapt over his fall­ing body, and kept on run­ning—into the trees, along the path, head­ing for the ATV and the hope of safety it of­fered.


    Be­hind us, there was only dark­ness and death. I had no idea if the door had closed, or whether the weight of the vam­pires sac­ri­fic­ing them­selves to pro­tect those be­hind from the light of the flare had forced it to a halt, but it didn’t re­ally mat­ter. They were com­ing. We’d run out of time.


    “Faster,” Jonas growled. “They’re on the path.”


    “I’m try­ing!” I reached for more speed, but there re­ally was noth­ing left in the tank.


    Jonas cursed but re­mained by my side. I wasn’t sure if that was by choice or prac­ti­cal­ity. There was safety in num­bers—two against a score or more cer­tainly had more hope than one.


    I spot­ted the fi­nal marker, and a sec­ond later we were on the road. The ATV waited ahead, a big metal beast that would at least of­fer some pro­tec­tion from the howl­ing horde now on our tails. I swung the ruck­sack out of the way and grabbed the con­trol disk from my pocket. The minute my fin­gers touched it, the doors be­gan to open.


    “I’ll drive.” Jonas took the disk with­out miss­ing a step. “I’ve prob­a­bly had more ex­pe­ri­ence in this sort of sit­u­a­tion than you.”


    Of that, there was no doubt. I’d driven it up here eas­ily enough, but our chances of get­ting out of here alive could only be im­proved with some­one ca­pa­ble of man­u­ally driv­ing the thing at the wheel.


    I threw the ruck­sack into the ve­hi­cle and leapt in af­ter it. Jonas did the same, then hit the door re­lease—but even as they be­gan to slide shut, a boil­ing mass of hate and des­per­a­tion broke out of the trees and came at us.


    I grabbed the flares and ig­nited them. The fierce light blinded me as much as the vam­pires and I blinked rapidly, try­ing to get my vi­sion back even as I threw two flares to ei­ther side of the ATV and the fi­nal one over the back, pro­vid­ing an un­even cir­cle of light around the ve­hi­cle. It wouldn’t be enough, but it would at least keep them at bay long enough for the doors to close and for Jonas to boot up the en­gine.


    Once again, vam­pires threw them­selves at the flares, cov­er­ing the deadly light with the weight of their re­mains. It was an ac­tion I’d never wit­nessed be­fore, and it spoke of their des­per­a­tion—or at least of the des­per­a­tion of those who now ap­peared to be in league with them.


    The doors fi­nally slipped into place and locked. At the same time, two of the flares were ex­tin­guished, and the vam­pires hit us—lit­er­ally.


    The sheer force of their on­slaught was al­most tor­nado-like; the big ve­hi­cle rocked with not only the im­pe­tus of their move­ments, but the weight of their blows. It might be mil­i­tary in de­sign, but it was styled more like a troop car­rier than an ar­mored ve­hi­cle. It had not been de­signed to counter this sort of at­tack.


    “For Rhea’s sake, get us out of here!”


    “I’m try­ing, but these things aren’t race pods.”


    The rock­ing grew more vi­o­lent and dark­ness re­claimed the night as the last of the flares be­came buried un­der a sea of burn­ing, stink­ing flesh. Sev­eral vam­pires hit the wind­shield, their ema­ci­ated faces filled with des­per­ate fury as they clawed and smashed at the glass. It held up, but I had to won­der for how long.


    As the ATV’s en­gine fi­nally roared to life, some­thing hit the roof so hard it ac­tu­ally buck­led. I slid down in the seat and started load­ing weapons. There was an­other thump, then a metal strut speared into the cabin, the thick point barely miss­ing my leg as it smashed into the cen­ter con­sole. Hands clawed at the bro­ken roof struc­ture, peel­ing the metal back as eas­ily as but­ter. I raised two guns and started fir­ing. The sound was deaf­en­ing, and metal ric­o­cheted in­side the cabin as much as out­side, cut­ting ev­ery­thing in the near vicin­ity—the vam­pires, the ATV’s in­nards, and the two of us.


    It didn’t mat­ter. Noth­ing mat­tered. Noth­ing ex­cept get­ting out of here.


    Jonas threw the ve­hi­cle into gear, and the ATV lurched for­ward. The vam­pires crowd­ing the front of the ve­hi­cle were crushed un­der its heavy treads, but nei­ther those claw­ing at the wind­shield nor those try­ing to squeeze through the peeled back roofline were shaken loose. I kept fir­ing. There was noth­ing else I could do.


    With an omi­nous crack, a mul­ti­tude of hair­line frac­tures be­gan to race across the wind­shield’s face, un­til they formed a thick web that was al­most im­pos­si­ble to see through.


    And still the vam­pires thumped it. A hole ap­peared, small at first but get­ting larger with each blow, un­til it was big enough for a fist to get through. Nee­dle-sharp claws slashed left and right, des­per­ately seek­ing a tar­get. Steer­ing one-handed, Jonas grabbed a gun, flicked off the safety, and be­gan to fire. The wind­shield com­pletely shat­tered and glass sprayed ev­ery­where, in­side and out, cut­ting what­ever the metal shards had failed to touch.


    One of my guns clicked over to empty. I threw it down and grabbed an­other. The sec­ond gun did the same. I grabbed the last of the loaded weapons and kept on fir­ing.


    The vam­pires seemed end­less. They just kept com­ing at us as the ATV rum­bled on. It was gath­er­ing speed as it bounced down the old road, but it still wasn’t mov­ing any­where near quickly enough. At the rate we were go­ing, the vam­pires would have it—and us—in pieces be­fore it reached full speed.


    “Has this thing got lights?” I had to yell to get over the tor­nado of sound cre­ated by the vam­pires, the guns, and the en­gine’s clat­ter­ing.


    “Yes, but it’s so­lar-pow­ered, and while the bat­ter­ies will get us back to Cen­tral, us­ing the lights will drain them far too quickly.”


    “If we don’t use them, we won’t need to worry about get­ting to Cen­tral, be­cause we won’t get out of these damn moun­tains alive.”


    Fin­gers ap­peared along the near­est side pil­lar, and a sec­ond later, a vam­pire swung him­self around like a rub­ber band and ar­rowed feet­first into the ATV. I yelped and flung my­self back, only to be stopped by the sturdy seat. He thud­ded into my chest, the force of the blow so great that the air left my lungs in a gi­gan­tic whoosh. I couldn’t breathe; I could barely even think. He screamed and twisted up­right, his hands grasp­ing for my neck. De­spite the burn­ing in my lungs and the lights danc­ing in front of my eyes, I some­how flicked my knives down into my hands and slashed them across the mid­dle of his gaunt body. He didn’t im­me­di­ately re­act, and, for a heart­beat, I thought the haze of pain and lack of air had caused me to miss. Then his hands slith­ered from my neck as the top part of his body fell one way and the bot­tom an­other.


    I coughed and des­per­ately tried to suck in air and ease the burn­ing in my lungs. The ef­fort caused red-hot lances of pain to shoot through the rest of me. I’d bro­ken a rib—but right now that was the least of my prob­lems.


    More vam­pires came at us, from both the front of the ATV and the torn roof. I guess we were lucky in that the space was con­fined; only a few of them could squeeze into the holes they’d cre­ated, but that didn’t stop the rest of them from try­ing. The sheer weight of num­bers now on the ATV had to be at least par­tially re­spon­si­ble for the slow pickup of speed. I guess we had to thank Rhea that they all were more in­tent on get­ting their share of avail­able blood rather than ac­tu­ally think­ing; if they’d be­come one with the night and filled this space with the weight of them, they might very well have suf­fo­cated us.


    My guns clicked over to empty again. A sec­ond later, Jonas’s gun did the same. He cursed, threw it down, then hit a switch. Light bit into the dark­ness, clean and bright and deadly. The vam­pires in and around the ve­hi­cle be­came ash in an in­stant, and the ATV lurched ahead with a sud­den­ness that flung me for­ward. I smacked a hand against the dash to stop my head from do­ing the same, and watched the black tide of vam­pires—some burn­ing, some not—peel away from the ve­hi­cle, leav­ing the road clear.


    We’d done it. Against all the odds, we’d ac­tu­ally got­ten out of the bunker alive and man­aged to fight our way free from the vam­pires.


    Now all we had to do was make it home.

  


  
    Chap­ter 13


    The ATV died five miles out of Cen­tral, but by then it didn’t mat­ter. The vam­pires had given up pur­suit a mile or so af­ter we’d left the Bro­ken Moun­tains; on the wide-open free­way, the old ATV was sim­ply too fast for them.


    Once the ve­hi­cle had lum­bered to a halt, Jonas forced the doors open, then climbed out. He didn’t look at me or ac­knowl­edge me in any way, but sim­ply stood in the mid­dle of the road, suck­ing in air like a man on the verge of suf­fo­cat­ing. Fight­ing the fury, I sensed. Fight­ing the need to lash out and kill.


    I gath­ered the spent weapons and placed them all back in the ruck­sack, then climbed out. I might have an ar­mory at my dis­posal, but there was only a fi­nite amount of weapons within it. I couldn’t af­ford to keep dis­card­ing them.


    Jonas’s shoul­ders twitched as my feet hit the tar­mac, but he still re­fused to look at me. I shoul­dered the ruck­sack into a more com­fort­able po­si­tion, then headed for Cen­tral. I had to get back to the bunker. The lit­tle ones would be wor­ried about me, and I needed to be there in case the vam­pires hit it again. Ghosts might be dan­ger­ous, but they could only do so much be­fore their en­ergy faded. If the vam­pires at­tacked with the fe­roc­ity they’d shown when try­ing to stop the ATV, then Rhea only knows what would hap­pen. And an at­tack was very pos­si­ble given the vam­pires would un­doubt­edly in­form Sal and his part­ners not only of the pres­ence of a déchet in that place, but our con­se­quent es­cape . . . I stopped abruptly and swore.


    The minute Sal heard about the at­tack, he would come look­ing for me. If I couldn’t be found in Cen­tral, then he would know, for cer­tain, that I was the one in­fil­trat­ing their bases. To have any hope of find­ing the miss­ing chil­dren, Sal and his part­ners needed to re­main un­cer­tain about me.


    “What?” Jonas’s voice was harsh.


    I turned around. He still wasn’t look­ing at me. There were bloody rents down his pow­er­ful arms and a myr­iad of mi­nor cuts ev­ery­where else, but all in all, he’d come out of the at­tack far bet­ter than I had. “I need to get into Cen­tral—fast.”


    “The draw­bridge is up; there is no get­ting in there at night.”


    “For you and the vam­pires, maybe.” I dropped the ruck­sack to the ground. “Take that back to the bunker for me. Nuri is there, as is Branna.”


    “What the hell are they do­ing there?” His gaze fi­nally met mine. All I could see were old prej­u­dices and ha­tred.


    “Branna was dy­ing. They came to use the med­ibeds.”


    “And you let them?” Dis­be­lief edged his tone.


    “I healed you know­ing what you were—why would I not heal Branna?”


    “Be­cause you’re déchet—and he tried to kill you.”


    And Jonas was never go­ing to get past my her­itage. Sad­ness slith­ered through me. The fierce­ness of our at­trac­tion sug­gested we could have been good to­gether, at least phys­i­cally. Any­thing else—any­thing more—was be­yond the realm of pos­si­bil­ity for some­one like me.


    “I am not a mon­ster, Jonas, no mat­ter what the his­tory books would have you be­lieve.”


    “It’s not just his­tory that gives rise to that be­lief—it’s first­hand ex­pe­ri­ence. There are still some alive to­day who took part in the war.”


    “Yes, and I’m one of them. Shifters are re­spon­si­ble for just as many atroc­i­ties as hu­mans and déchet. It was a war; right or wrong, these things hap­pen.” I stud­ied him for a heart­beat. It was use­less ar­gu­ing with him. His mind­set was never go­ing to change. “I have to go—”


    “Why?”


    “Be­cause the minute they hear of the at­tack, they’ll come look­ing for me. I need to be found.”


    He frowned. “What does it mat­ter when you can change form at will?”


    “Sal won’t take ac­tion against me un­til he’s ab­so­lutely cer­tain I’m in­volved.”


    Which was a lie. There was no true emo­tion in Sal, and I knew full well he would kill me if he in any way sus­pected my part in break­ing Jonas out. But he’d at least ques­tion me first—and therein lay my chance. I was a lure, and I’d been bred to re­sist all man­ner of drugs and poi­sons. If that was one of the many things that had been erased from his mem­o­ries when the rift had hit him, then I could twist the sit­u­a­tion to my ad­van­tage.


    It would be dan­ger­ous, but to save the lives of in­no­cents, I had to at least try.


    “Pro­tect my home, Jonas,” I added. “It is the very least you can do, given I’ve now saved your life twice.”


    And with that, I called to the dark­ness and be­came one with the night. Though I was bone weary and wanted noth­ing more than to col­lapse in a bloody heap, I drew on ev­ery scrap of en­ergy I had left and headed for Cen­tral with as much speed as I could muster.


    Thank­fully, this form didn’t have the lim­i­ta­tions of my flesh form, and it took a lit­tle over fif­teen min­utes to get close to the bunker.


    I sent a mes­sage to Cat and Bear, ask­ing them to bring out wash­cloths, fresh cloth­ing, and one of the pur­ple vials still kept in the freezer units of the main med cen­ter. Then I re­claimed flesh form and col­lapsed in a quiv­er­ing, aching heap in the trees be­hind the mu­seum. As much as the need to keep mov­ing—to get into Cen­tral be­fore Sal or his part­ners came look­ing—burned through me, I couldn’t. Not in this state. I needed to re­pair my body and erase most of my wounds be­fore that hap­pened. One or two I could ex­plain away, but not a mul­ti­tude.


    I pulled my­self into a sit­ting po­si­tion and reached for the heal­ing state. Even­tu­ally, the waves of pain be­gan to fade away as calm de­scended and the heal­ing be­gan. It took longer than I might have wished, but it had to be done.


    When I fi­nally opened my eyes, Cat and Bear were wait­ing pa­tiently. The cloths, my tu­nic and san­dals, and the vial I’d asked for were sit­ting in front of my crossed legs.


    I smiled and sent them men­tal kisses, but their re­lief at see­ing me was tinged with con­cern. They knew what I was about to do; they knew it was dan­ger­ous.


    “I’ll be okay,” I said softly. “And it’s the only way to get the in­for­ma­tion we need about those chil­dren.”


    Cat drifted for­ward and pat­ted my arm; Bear was not so eas­ily mol­li­fied. “I prom­ise I’ll come back,” I added. “But this has to be done, and I have to do it alone. I can­not risk Sal or any­one else who comes af­ter me sens­ing your pres­ence. Be­sides, I need you to help pro­tect the bunker.”


    Bear’s en­ergy com­bined briefly with mine, form­ing the link that al­lowed him to speak. Nuri is there. She will not let us come to harm.


    “Not un­less she needs to,” I agreed. “But the vam­pires may well mount an at­tack, and you have to be there to help pro­tect the lit­tle ones, Bear.”


    His en­ergy with­drew. He wasn’t happy, but he ac­cepted the sit­u­a­tion. I wrapped my arms around their lit­tle forms, feel­ing their par­ti­cles in and around me; feel­ing their fears and con­cern.


    “Go,” I said, re­leas­ing them. “I’ll be back to­mor­row morn­ing.”


    They went re­luc­tantly. I pushed to my feet. Pain flared across my ribs, but it was lit­tle more than an echo of the pain that would have hit me had I not taken the time to heal my­self. I picked up the small vial and stud­ied it. It had been a long time since I’d used this stuff, and I wasn’t look­ing for­ward to the af­ter­ef­fects. But it was the only way I was ever go­ing to get any­thing re­sem­bling the truth from Sal.


    I un­corked the tube, quickly tipped the frozen liq­uid into my mouth, and crunched the ice be­fore swal­low­ing it. It would take lit­tle more than ten min­utes for the fast-act­ing poi­son to leach into my skin; it wouldn’t kill me, but it would kill any­one who came in con­tact with me. Even Sal, who could heal him­self against any wound, but who didn’t have the im­mu­nity to the more se­vere tox­ins that I did—and they didn’t come any more toxic than Sueño. It was fast, and it was very deadly.


    But be­fore he died, he would talk.


    I took a deep, quiv­er­ing breath, then be­came one with the night again and moved to­ward Cen­tral. The hap­haz­ard walls of Chaos came into view, the bot­tom lev­els wrapped in dark­ness, the up­per lev­els ran­domly lit by patches of bright light. I swerved away, keep­ing to the shad­ows that hugged the cur­tain wall be­tween Chaos and the draw­bridge. Though I wasn’t en­tirely sure where Old Stan’s was from this side of the wall, I knew it was closer to the main gate than Chaos it­self.


    At the mid­way point be­tween the two, I surged up­ward. The closer I got to the top of the wall and light of the UVs that poured over it, the more the shad­ows within be­gan to un­ravel. As my flesh form be­gan to rein­sert it­self, I made a last, des­per­ate lunge for the top of the wall. My hands slid against the slick sur­face and sud­denly I was slid­ing back­ward again. I cursed, scram­bling madly, and, at the last pos­si­ble mo­ment, found a fis­sure big enough to hook my fin­gers into. My mo­men­tum was such that the sud­den stop just about wrenched my shoul­der out of its socket, and I hit the cold metal wall hard enough to force a grunt of pain. For sev­eral sec­onds I just hung there, my heart go­ing a mil­lion miles a minute as I sucked in air and tried not to look at the long drop be­low me. If I did fall it wouldn’t ac­tu­ally mat­ter, as I could be­come night again and stop long be­fore I got any­where near the ground, but that knowl­edge didn’t stop my ir­ra­tional fear of heights as­sert­ing its ugly head once again.


    But hang­ing here was wast­ing time, and I had a bad feel­ing that was some­thing I was fast run­ning out of. I lurched up­ward, grabbed the far edge of the thick wall, then pulled my­self up onto the top of it.


    Cen­tral stretched be­fore me, bright and quiet. While there were guards sta­tioned atop ei­ther draw­bridge, they only did ran­dom pa­trols of the main wall if the vam­pires were no­tably ac­tive. The UVs had long ago been pro­tected from any sort of stan­dard weaponry tak­ing them out, and, as far as I knew, the last of the bombs had been de­stroyed at the war’s end. None had been made since. No one wanted to take the risk given the amount of rifts al­ready rolling across the land­scape.


    I took an­other deep breath, then called to the sun shield. While the guards might not ac­tively pa­trol, if they hap­pened to be look­ing the right way and saw a shad­owy hu­man form run­ning along the top of the wall, they would in­ves­ti­gate. As light wrapped around me, I fi­nally looked down, search­ing for a way off this wall. Old Stan’s was only a few build­ings away to my left, but I needed a build­ing that was taller. I might have a tiger’s sure-foot­ed­ness, but I couldn’t run the risk of break­ing some­thing with that sort of drop.


    I padded along the wall, mov­ing away from the inn and the mar­kets. The ram­shackle build­ings that hugged the wall grew ever taller, and I soon found a build­ing where the drop was only a cou­ple of floors. I took an­other of those deep breaths to calm the but­ter­flies and ir­ra­tional fears, and jumped down. I landed safely, my fin­gers barely brush­ing the rooftop as I stead­ied my­self, then moved to­ward the edge of the build­ing and jumped to the next one, then the next, mov­ing steadily down­ward each time.


    As I neared the inn, I let the sun shield un­ravel and jumped down into the lane. The two old men sit­ting on ei­ther side of a fire burn­ing in an old bin gave me a nod as I walked past them but made no com­ment. But there was a gleam in their eyes—an odd watch­ful­ness in their ex­pres­sions—that made me won­der if they were some­thing other than just old men hud­dling near a makeshift fire. Given what I’d dis­cov­ered when mov­ing the bed to get into the hid­den stair­well, it was very pos­si­ble that these old men were ac­tu­ally guards.


    I pushed open the door and stepped into the cramped foyer. Old Stan still manned the desk and gave me a nod be­fore re­turn­ing to his read­ing. Some­thing within me re­laxed. If there’d been some­one wait­ing up­stairs, I had a feel­ing he would have warned me.


    I took the stairs two at a time but slowed as I neared the top floor. While in­stinct might be sug­gest­ing Old Stan could be trusted to pass on a warn­ing, I wasn’t about to take chances. The fourth floor was dark and silent, but I couldn’t sense any­thing out of place.


    I stepped into my room, but again, noth­ing and no one waited. I re­laxed and stripped off my clothes as I walked to the bed. I was as hun­gry as hell, but it was the mid­dle of the night and the ma­jor­ity of Cen­tral was asleep. If Sal came call­ing—and I had no doubt that he would—then he at least had to find me in bed, if not asleep.


    I crawled into the thick but scratchy sheets and tried to re­lax. But there was no get­ting rid of the ten­sion, and I prac­ti­cally jumped at ev­ery lit­tle creak. It cer­tainly didn’t help that it now felt as if thou­sands of tiny ants were march­ing across my skin, mak­ing it prickle and sting. It was the first in­di­ca­tion that the drug was tak­ing hold.


    I closed my eyes, willed my­self to ig­nore the hos­tel’s creaks and groans, and slept.


    Only to be wo­ken by the re­al­iza­tion that some­one was watch­ing me.


    Ten­sion rolled through me, but a heart­beat later, Sal’s se­duc­tive, satiny scent en­veloped me, and I re­laxed.


    But only out­wardly.


    “Sal,” I mur­mured, not hav­ing to feign the sleepy ex­haus­tion in my voice, “what in Rhea are you do­ing here?”


    “I came to apol­o­gize for my rather un­gentle­manly man­ner yes­ter­day morn­ing,” he said. “And to check that you were all right, given you didn’t turn up for our din­ner date.”


    That was be­cause I’d to­tally for­got­ten about it. I opened my eyes. Though his smile touched the cor­ners of his sil­very eyes, he was watch­ing me a lit­tle too care­fully. Sus­pi­cion and re­gret stung the air, though I wasn’t en­tirely sure whether the lat­ter was his or mine.


    “If there’s one thing I have no ex­pec­ta­tions of when it comes to you,” I replied, “it’s gen­tle­manly be­hav­ior.”


    He laughed softly and reached out, hook­ing the edge of the blan­kets with one fin­ger and pulling them away from my body. The cold air ca­ressed me, send­ing goose bumps skit­ter­ing across my skin and mak­ing my nip­ples harden. Or maybe that was a side ef­fect of the sud­den heat in his gaze. He might not trust me, but he sure as hell still wanted me.


    His fin­ger moved to my skin and be­gan a long, al­most tor­tu­ous jour­ney from my shoul­der to my hip, then back up again, un­til he paused at the long, barely healed scar un­der my left breast.


    “I didn’t no­tice this yes­ter­day,” he mur­mured, his fin­ger­tip fol­low­ing the scar’s length, then jour­ney­ing the fi­nal inch or so to my breast. My breath caught as he squeezed my nip­ple, his touch just an edge into the ter­ri­tory of pain.


    “That’s be­cause it wasn’t there yes­ter­day.” I shifted from my side to my back, pre­sent­ing my full length to his gaze. His de­sire flared brighter, ig­nit­ing the flame of my own. If this was to be our last time to­gether, then I wanted it to be the best time.


    “It al­most looks like some­one clawed you.” His touch moved to my other breast, again more force­fully than needed, as he caught and teased my nip­ple.


    “Some­one did.” Amuse­ment teased my lips. “How do you think I got the money for this room, Sal?”


    His gaze leapt to mine and, just for an in­stant, some­thing dark and al­most preda­tory touched his gaze. “I thought you didn’t sell your­self.”


    “Un­der nor­mal cir­cum­stances, I don’t, but I need to eat and I need shel­ter, and I have no de­sire to en­ter Chaos to find ei­ther.” I shrugged. “It turned out he was af­ter some­thing more than just sex, but hey, I’ve done far worse in my time, and he paid well.”


    His fin­gers brushed the scar again, as if he could un­cover my lies by mere touch. “You took a chance with such an ac­tion—the au­thor­i­ties do not ap­prove of sex work­ers ply­ing their trade be­yond ap­proved venues.”


    “I was care­ful, Sal.” I caught his shirt and gen­tly but firmly pulled him closer, un­til my lips brushed his, as I added, “So is an apol­ogy all you came here for?”


    He smiled. “It cer­tainly isn’t.”


    Then his lips came down on mine and he kissed me. It was a fierce thing, a hun­gry and yet oddly des­per­ately thing, but it nev­er­the­less sung through me as sweetly as any­thing we’d ever shared be­fore. Per­haps be­cause this was the last time we would ever share this sort of in­ti­macy.


    Or per­haps it was be­cause I wasn’t the only one re­sort­ing to poi­son. It was there on his lips—I could taste the sour­ness of it.


    I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed tighter against him. I could feel the taut­ness in his pow­er­ful body, could sense the need for sat­is­fac­tion war­ring with the urge for cau­tion. I re­leased one hand and un­did his shirt and re­leased the ties on his pants. His cock sprang free, thick, hard, and ea­ger. I ca­ressed it, and a shud­der ran through him be­fore he abruptly pulled away.


    “My apol­ogy will be en­tirely too fast if you keep do­ing that.” Amuse­ment touched his lips. He rose and shucked off his shirt and pants. “Scoot over.”


    I obeyed. He joined me on the bed and pressed his length against me.


    And in do­ing so, signed his death war­rant.


    In that mo­ment, I hated my­self—hated Rhea and fate and even my birthright. I was killing the only friend I’d had dur­ing the war—the only per­son I’d ever re­ally trusted—and all I wanted to do was cry.


    I blinked rapidly against the sting of tears and forced my­self to con­cen­trate on sen­sa­tion. He slipped a hand un­der­neath me, pulling me closer as his other hand cupped my breast and his thumb brushed my nip­ple. Plea­sure shud­dered through me and he chuck­led softly, then re­peated the process, again and again, first one breast, then the other, un­til I was aching with the need to be touched else­where.


    I turned and pressed my butt against him. His thick cock speared be­tween my legs, mov­ing back and forth through my wet­ness, teas­ing but not en­ter­ing me. He nipped my ear­lobe, an ac­tion that again bor­dered on pain, and a shud­der ran through me. He chuck­led qui­etly and ran his tongue across the lobe, a touch that briefly eased the ache be­fore he nipped again. I moaned softly, un­able to help my­self. He con­tin­ued to al­ter­nate be­tween the two, mov­ing from my ear to my neck and across my shoul­der be­fore mov­ing down my body un­til he reached my hip. There, his move­ments stilled. His breath­ing was harsh, rapid, and it brushed my skin with heat. De­sire—his and mine—stung the air, thick and sharp and lus­cious. He was fight­ing for con­trol, I re­al­ized, fight­ing the need to plunge him­self into me, to take me hard and fast and fu­ri­ously. And I knew why; he needed time for the poi­son on his lips to start re­act­ing on me.


    Given that I needed the very same thing, I didn’t move. Then his hand slipped be­tween my legs and ca­ressed my clit, and I for­got about the poi­son, for­got about killing, and just en­joyed. He kept touch­ing me, teas­ing me, un­til I was slick and des­per­ate and shud­der­ing with need. When he plunged his fin­gers in­side and be­gan to pump them in and out, I came, hard and fast and glo­ri­ously.


    It was his un­do­ing.


    With a groan that was all des­per­a­tion, he flipped me onto my stom­ach, lifted my ass, and plunged into me. His grip on my hips was as fierce and as des­per­ate as his strokes, pulling me back against him af­ter ev­ery thrust. I closed my eyes, be­com­ing lost in the rough plea­sure, moan­ing softly ev­ery time his thick cock speared deep in­side me. His move­ments be­came faster, harder, un­til the whole bed was shak­ing un­der the force of it.


    Plea­sure rose and tight­ened, un­til my en­tire body felt ready to break. Then my or­gasm hit again and I fell so deep and hard that for sev­eral sec­onds I couldn’t even breathe. A heart­beat later, Sal fol­lowed me over that edge, his groan loud as he came deep in­side of me.


    Nei­ther of us im­me­di­ately moved. I strug­gled to breathe, strug­gled to come down from the high and think. All I wanted to do was col­lapse on the bed and feel the warmth of Sal’s body wrapped around mine as we both drifted to sleep.


    But that was not to be.


    Not ever again.


    Again tears stung my eyes. Again I blinked them away.


    With a soft sigh of sat­is­fac­tion, he re­leased me, then rose from the bed and walked across to the au­to­cook, punch­ing the but­ton and or­der­ing cof­fee.


    I swung my legs off the bed and sat down, watch­ing him. As the rich aroma of cof­fee be­gan to fill the air, I said, “What did you use?”


    He glanced at me, sur­prise ev­i­dent. “Ver­i­tite.”


    I nod­ded. “A good drug.” It was one that killed slowly, with­out pain. It also forced the re­cip­i­ent to tell the truth, al­though it was nowhere near as pow­er­ful as the drug I’d used. He would be dead long be­fore the Ver­i­tite truly be­gan to re­act on my body.


    The au­to­cook beeped. He re­trieved his cof­fee, took a sip, then said, “How did you know?”


    “I tasted it when you kissed me.”


    “And by then it was al­ready too late to do any­thing about it.”


    I nod­ded. “For both of us, I’m afraid. Be­cause Ver­i­tite is not the only poi­son I’ve in­gested this evening, and the vial I took be­gan work­ing on you the minute you touched me.” My voice was soft and edged with sad­ness, but it nev­er­the­less con­tained a hint of com­mand as I added, “You will keep your voice low and you will not call for help, ei­ther phys­i­cally or men­tally. You will not move un­less I or­der it.”


    He tried. His body trem­bled with ef­fort as he at­tempted to move his arms, then his legs. But he couldn’t even drink the cof­fee from the mug he held close to his lips. His fury and need to kill washed over me, so fierce it snagged my breath for sev­eral sec­onds.


    “Bitch,” he even­tu­ally mut­tered. “But at least I have the sat­is­fac­tion of know­ing that you will die be­side me.”


    I didn’t dis­abuse him of the no­tion. It was far bet­ter for him—and his part­ners—to be­lieve that was the case. “Sit down on the chair, Sal.”


    He fought the or­der with all that he had, but his body had been mine to do with as I wished the minute he’d pressed his length against me. He might still have free thought, but he couldn’t refuse any or­der I gave him.


    And soon he wouldn’t even have free thought, let alone breath or life it­self.


    I pushed away the tide of re­morse and watched him move some­what stiffly to the old chair and sit down. I rose, plucked the cof­fee from his grip, then sat back down on the bed again. Af­ter tak­ing a sip of the hot but bit­ter liq­uid, I said, “What are you do­ing with the chil­dren, Sal?”


    “I’m do­ing noth­ing with them. Were you the one who raided the bunkers?”


    I half smiled. The com­pul­sion to an­swer beat through my brain, thanks to the Ver­i­tite, but it was a de­sire I could have suc­cess­fully fought if I’d wished. But there was no point in wast­ing en­ergy that way. “Yes. How did you find out?”


    His smile held very lit­tle in the way of hu­mor. “De­seo is the first brothel I owned. I’m still a silent part­ner.”


    Which per­haps ex­plained his odd re­luc­tance to set me up for an in­ter­view with Win­ter Halo’s re­cruit­ment of­fi­cer. Maybe he’d sus­pected that I was be­hind the break-in at De­seo; he’d cer­tainly never been one to be­lieve in co­in­ci­dences.


    “What are your part­ners do­ing with the chil­dren?”


    “De­vel­op­ing im­mu­nity. How did you find the false rifts?”


    “The Car­leen ghosts told me about them.” I paused, frown­ing. “Why do you need chil­dren to de­velop im­mu­nity? And im­mu­nity against what?”


    His smile was cold and hu­mor­less. “We need them be­cause they are ei­ther sur­vivors of the rift door­ways, or the chil­dren of such sur­vivors, and that makes them spe­cial.”


    “So it’s not all rifts we’re talk­ing about?”


    “No. Most kill. But those that are door­ways bleed not only magic into this world, but also the mat­ter—the very atoms of cre­ation—from the other side.”


    My gaze widened a lit­tle as the im­pli­ca­tions hit. “Mean­ing those who sur­vive such rifts are nei­ther of this world or the next, but a mix of both?”


    He nod­ded. “And the per­fect sub­jects to use in our at­tempts to de­velop im­mu­nity serums.”


    I frowned. “Im­mu­nity to what?”


    “To light, of course.”


    “But why do you need that? You can walk in light eas­ily enough.”


    “I can, but those with whom I now share DNA can­not.” He paused, and life seemed to leach from his eyes, leav­ing them cold and hard and alien. “Did you use your seek­ing skills on me?”


    “Yes. I know you were caught in a rift with three oth­ers, one of which was a wraith.” His breath­ing was be­com­ing harder, faster, a sign that the drug was be­gin­ning to shut down his sys­tem. I doubted he was aware of the prob­lem just yet, but he would be, very soon. I had to get my an­swers while he could still speak. “Why are you do­ing this, Sal? The wraiths will kill us all if they ever get hold of some­thing like that.”


    He smiled, but it held lit­tle in the way of warmth or hu­mor. “They won’t kill all of us. And it’s not just the wraiths we seek im­mu­nity for, but also the vam­pires.”


    His words hit like a punch to the gut, and, for sev­eral sec­onds, all I could do was stare at him. Then I licked my lips and said, voice a lit­tle hoarse, “I can per­haps un­der­stand the drive to de­velop light im­mu­nity for wraiths given what has hap­pened to you, but why in hell would you want it for the vam­pires? Are you in­sane?”


    He half shrugged. “It’s not me who seeks such a thing.”


    “Mean­ing it comes from one of your part­ners? Why?”


    “Be­cause he is a rare sur­vivor of a vam­pire at­tack. He’s one of them, at least in part.”


    I’d heard tales of vam­pire sur­vivors over the years—or dham­pirs, as they were more com­monly known—but I’d never ac­tu­ally be­lieved them. It was said while they were un­able to walk in light, they were not af­flicted with the need of blood. It went some way to ex­plain­ing not only why they were mak­ing the serum for vamps, but also why the vam­pires seemed to be tak­ing or­ders from his fe­male coun­ter­part. The rift had mud­dled their DNA, so they were all now part vam­pire—al­though Sal and at least one of his part­ners was still able to walk in sun­light.


    “Surely even your vam­pire part­ner can­not want the to­tal and ut­ter de­struc­tion that will be wrought on our world if ei­ther—”


    “Why do you even care?” he cut in harshly. “What have hu­mans ever done for the likes of you and me?”


    “They gave us life—”


    “And then made no move to help us when we had out­lived our use­ful­ness.” He snorted softly. “The vam­pires, at least, I can un­der­stand. They live to eat and breed and de­stroy, and is that not what you and I were also de­signed for?”


    His breath­ing was be­com­ing harsher—more of a strug­gle—and for the first time ever, fear flick­ered across his beau­ti­ful face. The mus­cles of his strong arms be­came taut, as if he were try­ing to force move­ment. I had no doubt he was at­tempt­ing the same with his legs, but there was lit­tle ev­i­dence of re­sponse. The drug moved in­sid­i­ously fast through the body, freez­ing mus­cle re­sponse from the outer ex­trem­i­ties in. It was a swift and hor­ri­ble way to die, and had there been any other drugs on hand, I would not have used it.


    But even as re­morse surged, I re­mem­bered that this wasn’t my friend. That rift had for­ever changed him, and within his cool gray skin there now lurked mon­sters.


    Mon­sters who’d kid­napped young chil­dren and were even now tor­tur­ing and ex­per­i­ment­ing on them.


    It was all that mat­tered, all I had to con­cen­trate on.


    “What did you use?” His voice was harsh—fu­ri­ous—as the re­al­iza­tion of an in­glo­ri­ous death hov­ered in his bright eyes.


    And it was that, more than death it­self, that an­gered him, I re­al­ized. “Sueño. Where are the chil­dren, Sal? Where are you keep­ing them?”


    He hissed. It was an ugly, des­per­ate sound. “Why the fuck did you use such a dirty drug on me? What we had de­served more con­sid­er­a­tion than that.”


    I smiled, but there was lit­tle in the way of warmth or hu­mor in it. “What we had died right along with the man I cared about the minute he was caught in that rift and be­came wraith and vam­pire and Rhea only knows what else. Where are the chil­dren, Sal?”


    “I can­not tell you where they all are, be­cause I do not know.”


    “Then where are the five you es­corted from Car­leen?”


    He swore again, but he could no more refuse to an­swer me than he could move or call for help. “Un­der Chaos. In the very heart of the vam­pire nest there.”


    I blinked. That was one lo­ca­tion I cer­tainly hadn’t been ex­pect­ing. “Why the hell would you leave five chil­dren in such a place?”


    “Be­cause it would take a hun­dred déchet in peak fight­ing form to en­ter such a nest and sur­vive. There is no such force alive these days—and the shifters lost the ca­pac­ity for true fight­ing long ago.”


    I se­ri­ously doubted that. “But why waste the lives of five chil­dren when one or two would have achieved the re­sult?”


    He shrugged. Or at least at­tempted to. Again that wave of fury hit me. I took an­other sip of cof­fee, but my hands were trem­bling, and the liq­uid splashed over the rim of the cup, splat­ter­ing across my bare thighs. I placed it on the floor, then met his gaze again.


    “Be­cause those five had al­ready out­lasted their use­ful­ness.”


    I could only stare at him. He had ba­si­cally given those chil­dren to the vam­pires, know­ing what they would do to them, know­ing how hor­ri­ble that death would be.


    Sud­denly, I was very glad his death would be slow and ag­o­niz­ing. “Are they dead?”


    He smiled, though only one part of his mouth re­sponded. Sueño’s creep­ing death was al­most upon him. “No. The vam­pires are un­der or­ders not to touch them un­til af­ter a res­cue at­tempt.”


    “Who made the or­der? Who is the woman who con­trols the vam­pires?”


    Again, that fleet­ing half smile. “We all can, be­cause the minute the rift melded our DNA we be­came a part of the greater nest.”


    The greater nest? That wasn’t some­thing I liked the sound of. “What are the names of the two peo­ple who were caught in that rift with you, Sal?”


    He opened his mouth, but no sound im­me­di­ately came out. His chest was bel­lows-like as he strug­gled to suck in the air his body and brain was now be­ing de­prived of. Death was close, so very close.


    “Samuel Co­hen.” He paused, then added, his voice lit­tle more than a harsh whis­per, “Ciara Dream.”


    The glint in his eyes had my own nar­row­ing. A sec­ond later, I re­al­ized what he’d done. “What names are they us­ing in this time?”


    Again he opened his mouth, but this time no sound came out. The Sueño had taken full hold. The end was near. I closed my eyes for a mo­ment, then rose and walked over to him, catch­ing his cold, life­less hands in mine.


    “May the god­dess for­give your ac­tions against these chil­dren, Sal, be­cause I cannot.” There were tears in my eyes and on my cheeks, but fury in my heart. “You had a chance of new be­gin­ning at the war’s end, and in­stead you chose the path of death. I will burn your body and spread your ashes on the wind so that you will never know the peace of the earth mother’s arms around your de­cay­ing flesh.”


    And with that, I stepped away and watched him die.


    It was a bit­ter, ugly thing to be­hold, but I nev­er­the­less watched it, un­til his body gave up the strug­gle to live and the light of life fi­nally died in his eyes.


    Then I sat down, called to the heal­ing state, and care­fully chased ev­ery drop of the two poi­sons from my body.


    Dawn was ris­ing by the time I was done. I rose, my body stiff and sore from be­ing held in one po­si­tion for so long, and headed for the door.


    I had chil­dren to res­cue.


    It was time to gather the ghosts.

  


  
    Chap­ter 14


    Cat and Bear met me at the bunker’s exit, but their greet­ing was muted, their en­ergy filled with a mix of fear and trep­i­da­tion. Be­cause of their deeper con­nec­tion with me, they knew what I in­tended to do—and were fully aware of the dan­gers in­volved.


    I’d never called on the adult déchet for help be­fore now, and I re­ally had no idea how they would re­act—es­pe­cially given their fu­ri­ous state the last time I’d been in our bunker.


    I punched the en­try code into the grate and slipped in­side be­fore it had fully opened. I hit the CLOSE but­ton as I passed and fought the urge to run down the tun­nel. The de­sire to get un­der Chaos and res­cue those five chil­dren might ham­mer through ev­ery part of me, but the last thing I needed was to be caught in my own se­cu­rity mea­sures. I switched off the elec­tro-nets as I ap­proached each one, and only broke into a run once the last was de­ac­ti­vated. My foot­steps echoed lightly across the si­lence and al­most felt like a call to arms. I won­dered if the adult ghosts were lis­ten­ing. Won­dered if they would re­spond.


    I found Nuri and the two men in the med­i­cal cen­ter. Branna re­mained fully se­cured, but he was awake and fight­ing mad, if the anger that bloomed the minute he spot­ted me was any­thing to go by. Jonas was sit­ting on the bed to the right of Branna’s, and Nuri had dragged in a chair from some­where and was sit­ting to Branna’s left.


    Only Nuri showed any sort of re­lief at my ar­rival. “Did your Sal come look­ing for you, as you feared?”


    “He did.” My voice was clipped, cold. Cat and Bear crowded closer, but I could feel the rest of the chil­dren nearby. Their en­ergy stung the air, elec­tri­fy­ing it, mak­ing the hairs on my arms stand on end.


    Nuri’s gaze nar­rowed. She could ob­vi­ously feel it, too, but all she said was, “And?”


    “And I got the lo­ca­tion of five of the chil­dren.”


    “What?” Jonas leapt off the med­ibed, a mix of dis­be­lief and hope in his eyes. “How?”


    I shot him a glance. “By do­ing what I was bred to do—se­duce, drug, and ques­tion him.”


    The ques­tions I could see in his eyes got no chance to sur­face, be­cause Nuri cut him off with an abrupt ges­ture. “And the re­main­ing chil­dren? What of them?”


    “Sal didn’t know where they were. He wasn’t told.”


    “So they did—do—sus­pect you.” She pushed up from the chair and be­gan to pace, her dark skirts swish­ing al­most an­grily around her an­kles. “This is not a good de­vel­op­ment. Where are the five?”


    “In the sew­ers un­der Chaos.”


    Jonas swore, and Branna just looked an­grier. Nuri stopped, her face go­ing pale. “Sal told you this? And you be­lieve him?”


    “Yes, be­cause the drug I used gave him no op­tion but to tell the truth.” I paused and half shrugged. “It is un­doubt­edly a trap, but they are nev­er­the­less there.”


    She thrust a hand through her dark hair and re­sumed pac­ing. “That is one of the larger nests; I doubt we could ever muster enough peo­ple—”


    “You won’t have to. I’m go­ing in with the ghosts.”


    She stopped again, her gaze nar­row­ing as it swept me. “That is dan­ger­ous—for you and for them.”


    I snorted softly. “And who in this room is truly both­ered about my safety?” I thrust my hand to­ward the two men. “Them? We both know they would dance on my ashes in glee if I was de­stroyed.”


    “I wouldn’t risk stain­ing the soles of my boots,” Branna growled. “But the thought of the vam­pires tear­ing—”


    “Branna, enough.” Jonas’s voice was flat, but it nev­er­the­less con­tained the whip of com­mand.


    I glanced at him in sur­prise. His ex­pres­sion gave lit­tle away, but I had no sense of the fierce anger and dis­taste that had been so ev­i­dent only hours be­fore. Maybe he was sim­ply con­trol­ling it bet­ter.


    “You can­not go into that place alone,” he said, voice now as neu­tral as his ex­pres­sion. “It would be both your death and that of the chil­dren. Yours and ours.”


    “I’m not fool­ish enough to take my lit­tle ones into that place.” My gaze re­turned to Nuri. “You all need to leave.”


    “We can be of more help if we—”


    “No,” I snapped, “you can’t. I’m call­ing to the sol­diers who haunt the old cor­ri­dors. I have no idea if they will ac­tu­ally an­swer my call to arms, but I can guar­an­tee hav­ing two shifters so filled with old ha­treds and prej­u­dices stand­ing at close quar­ters will only in­flame an al­ready dan­ger­ous sit­u­a­tion.”


    “And the five chil­dren? If you man­age to get them all out of that nest alive, where will you take them?”


    “I’ll bring them to you, in Chaos.” I hes­i­tated, then stepped back. There was so much more I needed to tell them, but, once again, time was of the essence. I had no idea how long it would take for Sal’s part­ners to re­al­ize things had gone sour, but when they did, they would no doubt or­der the five chil­dren de­stroyed—es­pe­cially given that, ac­cord­ing to Sal, they’d out­lasted their use­ful­ness. Why that should be, I had no idea, and, right now, it wasn’t im­por­tant. I had to get to them—res­cue them—be­fore the vam­pires were un­leashed. “Where is the best place to en­ter that nest?”


    Nuri hes­i­tated. “Any of the open sewer out­lets within Chaos’s lower level will get you into their tun­nels, but the best place is prob­a­bly the old main out­let half a click down­stream from the draw­bridge. It’s the one they gen­er­ally use.”


    I frowned. “If this is com­mon knowl­edge, why has no one done any­thing to block it?”


    “Be­cause while the old sewer sys­tem was com­pletely erad­i­cated within Cen­tral to en­sure the vam­pires had no point of en­try, the gov­ern­ment doesn’t re­ally care what hap­pens be­yond its walls.” She shrugged. “Be­sides, any at­tempt to shut down that sewer exit would only re­sult in their us­ing the Chaos ones more. I doubt those forced to live on the lower lev­els would ap­pre­ci­ate such an event.”


    “But surely an erad­i­ca­tion pro­gram . . .” I cut the ques­tion off. Right now, the why be­hind al­low­ing an ac­tive nest to ex­ist so close to Cen­tral didn’t mat­ter. I waved a hand at the door. “Leave. All of you.”


    “You’ll need to re­lease Branna first,” Jonas com­mented.


    I hes­i­tated, my gaze meet­ing his. “Only if you swear to con­trol him. Oth­er­wise, he can take his chances with the ghosts.”


    “He will not threaten you in any way or form when re­leased.” Jonas’s gaze was on Branna rather than me. “Will you?”


    Branna’s ex­pres­sion was muti­nous, but af­ter sev­eral sec­onds, his gaze dropped from Jonas’s, and he mut­tered, “I will do noth­ing to harm you in this place. You have my word.”


    I smiled grimly. In other words, once out of this place, he would do his ut­most to en­sure I was as dead as those who haunted these halls.


    “Fine,” I said, my gaze on his. “But just re­mem­ber what is at stake.”


    A smile touched his lips. He knew what was at stake, and he didn’t care. It made me won­der just what the déchet had done to his kin dur­ing the war. It had to have been bad for this sort of ha­tred to linger so many years af­ter its end.


    I walked around the bed, brought up the main screen, and then re­leased his bonds. He sat up im­me­di­ately and rubbed his wrists; his gaze, when it met mine, was lethal, but he kept his word and made no move to­ward me.


    I glanced back to Nuri. “Fol­low Cat. She’ll get you out of here.”


    She hes­i­tated, then nod­ded, her skirts swirling as she spun and walked to the door. Branna cast me an­other dark look, then leapt off the op­po­site side of the bed and stalked af­ter her.


    Jonas didn’t im­me­di­ately move, but I could feel his gaze on me. It was a weight that did odd things to my breath­ing and, for no real rea­son, made me an­gry. At the at­trac­tion I couldn’t con­trol, at him for hat­ing so much, and at fate for forc­ing me to de­stroy the only other good thing that had come into my life in the last one hun­dred years aside from my lit­tle ones.


    Only he hadn’t been good, I re­minded my­self bleakly. Quite the op­po­site.


    “What hap­pened to Sal?” Jonas asked even­tu­ally.


    I closed my eyes briefly. “He’s dead. He will never harm an­other child.”


    “To which I can only say, ‘good.’” He paused. “I take it he was also déchet?”


    “Yes. But an as­sas­sin, not a sol­dier.”


    “I wasn’t aware there were dif­fer­ent types.”


    “No, be­cause the few men­tions of us in the his­tory books tar us all with the one brush even as they re­touch the truth and paint the shifters in a glo­ri­ous light.”


    He didn’t say any­thing to that, but there wasn’t much that could be said. It was the truth, pure and sim­ple. I waved a hand to the door. “Go.”


    He hes­i­tated. “Good luck.”


    “Thanks.” I crossed my arms and re­fused to look at him, even though I could feel his silent com­mand to do so. Af­ter sev­eral sec­onds, he walked out the door and didn’t look back.


    As the sound of his steps re­treated, I re­leased a breath and glanced to where Bear waited pa­tiently. “I know you want to come with me, but I need you here. You’re the old­est of the lit­tle ones, and the only one who has had any sort of com­bat train­ing. I’m afraid it falls to you to pro­tect this place—and them—from at­tack while we’re all gone.”


    His en­ergy ca­ressed my skin. You should not be alone with the oth­ers. They are dan­ger­ous.


    Yes, they were. But they were also déchet, and used to fol­low­ing or­ders. Maybe not mine, but I was hop­ing that af­ter a hun­dred years of guard­ing noth­ing more than their bones and wait­ing for or­ders that would never again come, they would jump at the chance for ac­tion.


    They are our only hope against such a large nest of vam­pires, Bear. I have no choice but to at­tempt this.


    If it goes wrong, if death comes, call, he said. We should be to­gether at such a time.


    I closed my eyes against the sting of tears. They’d died in my em­brace, and he was now of­fer­ing the same com­fort to me. Thank you. I will, I prom­ise.


    He pulled away. I took a some­what shaky breath, then spun and headed for the weapons room. If I was to have any hope of sur­viv­ing the next few hours, then I’d bet­ter be armed to the teeth. It wasn’t just weapons that I grabbed, but a large roll of light tub­ing. It was as heavy as hell and would re­strict the speed with which I could move, but when all else failed, the pack full of weapons and the at­tached tub­ing might be the only thing stand­ing be­tween cer­tain death and us.


    With that done, I headed down to the ninth level. The closer I got to them, the more their en­ergy bit. I hoped like hell it wasn’t a bad sign.


    Cat re­turned, her en­ergy briefly brush­ing my skin, her pres­ence warm com­pared to the chill the adult déchet were emit­ting. They have gone. The grate is closed again.


    “Thanks, Cat.” I sat down and held out my hand. “I need your help to con­tact the adults.”


    That is dan­ger­ous.


    I know. But I had no other choice given the adults seemed in­tent on keep­ing their dis­tance.


    Cat didn’t hes­i­tate, sim­ply let her en­ergy ca­ress my palm and merge into mine. As I be­came one with that other realm and the creep­ing hand of death once again be­gan to claim my flesh, I said, “Déchet sol­diers, I need your help.”


    There was no im­me­di­ate re­sponse, but the chill of death in­creased, and this time it came from with­out rather than from within.


    Then a sharp voice be­hind me said, We know what you want. Tell us, why should we help those who are re­spon­si­ble for our de­struc­tion?


    “Be­cause you’re not help­ing them. You’re help­ing their chil­dren, who can­not be held ac­count­able for the ac­tions of their par­ents dur­ing a time of war.”


    No one helped our lit­tle ones. They were left to rot just as much as we were.


    “I know pre­cisely what was done to them. I was there, re­mem­ber?”


    And sur­vived.


    “Be­cause of my ge­net­ics, and the fact I was made im­mune to all tox­ins and poi­sons, yes. That is not my fault.”


    We do not blame you for sur­viv­ing.


    Well, good, be­cause there wasn’t a whole lot I could do about it ex­cept die for real—and that was a pos­si­bil­ity if I didn’t get their co­op­er­a­tion and quickly end this con­ver­sa­tion. Death was mov­ing en­tirely too fast up my legs.


    “Nor should you blame the off­spring of hu­mans and shifters for ac­tions they took no part in.”


    Air stirred, then the speaker stood in front of me. He was a thick­set, hir­sute fel­low, more bear than hu­man. Death had ob­vi­ously caught him mid­shift.


    And what does this mis­sion of­fer us other than the pos­si­bil­ity of a per­ma­nent death?


    “It of­fers you the chance to vent your anger and kill. The nest we raid is a large one, and, yes, there is a very real pos­si­bil­ity none of us will sur­vive.” I paused, study­ing him. “But isn’t go­ing to bat­tle and tak­ing the chance of a true and glo­ri­ous death worth such a risk?”


    Other ghosts be­gan to ap­pear be­hind him. Their mur­murs filled the air, but were so soft I had no idea whether it was as­sent or dis­sent.


    The chill of death was get­ting stronger. If I didn’t end this soon, I wouldn’t have the strength to en­ter the nest and save those chil­dren.


    It would ap­pear the oth­ers agree with you, he said even­tu­ally. We will ac­com­pany you and tear this nest apart.


    “And not harm the chil­dren? Or, in­deed, those who come to claim them?”


    Cold amuse­ment touched his ex­pres­sion. We made no move against the shifters, even when they en­tered this place. We can­not, un­less or­dered to do so. You know this.


    I knew, but it didn’t hurt to check. “Thank you all for agree­ing to help,” I said. “Cat?”


    Her en­ergy im­me­di­ately left me, but for sev­eral sec­onds, it was all I could do to suck in air. My en­tire body was trem­bling, and my feet and hands ached with the chill of death. I wasted pre­cious min­utes call­ing to the heal­ing state to chase the cold from my flesh, then pushed up­right and said, “This way.”


    I led the way down the lev­els un­til we hit the sev­enth, then headed for the South Sid­ing exit. Once the grate was open, I paused, reach­ing out to Cat and Bear, send­ing them gen­tle kisses as the adult ghosts surged out into the sun­light. They were once again go­ing to war, and their re­lief stung the air, mak­ing it shim­mer and dance. Or maybe that was just a re­sult of the sheer num­ber of them who’d an­swered my call to arms. There had to be at least a hun­dred there, and it made me hope that Sal was right—that such a force could de­stroy the vam­pires.


    I closed the grate and ran through the waste­land be­tween Cen­tral and the bunker, not stop­ping when I hit ei­ther the rail yards or the sta­tion plat­forms. No one stopped us; in fact, ev­ery­one moved out of the way long be­fore we got any­where near them. It was al­most as if the en­ergy of the ghosts was a wave that brushed them aside; cer­tainly some of their ex­pres­sions were star­tled, if not a lit­tle scared.


    I ran on, fol­low­ing the gen­tle curve of the cur­tain wall, my gaze scan­ning the riverbed as I tried to find the old sewer out­let. I even­tu­ally dis­cov­ered it set­tled deep in the steep left bank of the old riverbed. It was taller than I was, a big semi­cir­cle struc­ture made of red brick that had been stained al­most black by time and weather. Once upon a time a thick metal grate had cov­ered the out­let’s open­ing, but the bars had been peeled back and rather re­sem­bled twisted, skele­tal fin­gers reach­ing for the sky. Sad-look­ing shrubs clung to the sides of the out­let, and a wide, well-worn path led into it. The smell com­ing from within . . . I shud­dered. It was thick with rot and death, and all I wanted to do was run.


    I squashed the urge, freed the light tube from the back­pack, then un­folded the slen­der but pow­er­ful so­lar panel and shoved it in the ground. Once I un­rav­eled and ac­ti­vated the tube, it would pro­vide enough bright­ness to keep the vam­pires out of arm’s reach. Or, at least, that was the the­ory. I’d never ac­tu­ally seen these things in ac­tion.


    I hooked the tub­ing to my belt so that it would un­roll as I moved, then grabbed two weapons and said, “Right. Let’s go kick some vam­pire butt.”


    The déchet surged into the dark­ness. I fol­lowed quickly, my body tense as the stink­ing dark­ness en­veloped me. Noth­ing im­me­di­ately jumped out at us. The sewer drain was wide and empty, and though mois­ture and slime dripped from the up­per sec­tions of the old brick arch, lit­tle wa­ter ran down the deeper mid­dle of the drain. I stuck to the left bank and ran af­ter the ghosts, my steps light but echo­ing softly across the si­lence.


    The vam­pires would hear it. Even though the ris­ing sun would be push­ing them to sleep, they would hear my foot­steps and wake. It was just a mat­ter of how deep into this sys­tem we got be­fore that hap­pened.


    I ran on, ev­ery sense alert and ev­ery mus­cle so tightly strung it felt like the tini­est blow would break me. But as we moved deeper and deeper into the sewer sys­tem, there was no sign of the vam­pires and ab­so­lutely no move­ment be­yond the rats that scat­tered the minute they sensed our pres­ence.


    But the air was grow­ing ever colder, and the scent of death and dark­ness had grown so strong ev­ery breath felt like an in­va­sion.


    The last of the light tube rolled out, and we still hadn’t found the vam­pires. I swore softly, then un­hooked it from my belt and at­tached the con­trol box. Here goes noth­ing, I thought, and hit the ac­ti­va­tion switch. Light flared across the dark­ness, milky white and some­what muted. I had no idea if this was it, or whether the tube took time to warm up, and I couldn’t stick around to find out. Even a slither of sun­shine was bet­ter than noth­ing.


    I moved on. Ten min­utes later, we hit the nest.


    There was ab­so­lutely no warn­ing that we were even near it; one minute I was fol­low­ing the ghosts down the tun­nel, the next I was at a junc­tion of six out­lets and the reek of vam­pire was so thick and strong the air felt dis­eased. Fear slammed into my heart as my gaze swept the large, cir­cu­lar area. There were no struc­tures here, and noth­ing that re­sem­bled ac­com­mo­da­tion, beds, or ba­sic com­forts. The vam­pires seemed con­tent to sleep where they fell, be it on one an­other or the thick, slime-cov­ered floors of the var­i­ous tun­nels. But there was some­thing here other than dark­ness and vam­pires—bones. They were ev­ery­where, inches thick, all over the floor. Some had even been used to form a macabre ef­figy of hu­man­ity in the mid­dle of the junc­tion. Blood­ied bits of flesh and in­ter­nal or­gans were scat­tered around the base of the struc­ture, un­doubt­edly of­fer­ings to what­ever god the ef­figy was sup­posed to rep­re­sent.


    What I couldn’t see were the chil­dren.


    The en­ergy of the ghosts briefly surged up­ward, draw­ing my gaze in that di­rec­tion. Two metal cages swung gen­tly above the sleep­ing vam­pires, and in­side them were the chil­dren. There was no move­ment, no sound, com­ing from them. Ei­ther they were scared wit­less, or they were drugged. I prayed for the lat­ter, sim­ply be­cause it meant there was less chance of them mak­ing a noise and wak­ing the nest. We were only go­ing to get one shot at this, and there was no way in hell I was go­ing to grab two or three and leave the oth­ers be­hind.


    The vam­pires near­est me were be­gin­ning to stir. Why they hadn’t wo­ken be­fore now, I couldn’t say, but I had to move be­fore they did. I qui­etly but quickly slipped off the pack and placed it on the ground. It left me with the six guns I car­ried and my knives, but if they got past the ghosts, then I very much sus­pected no amount of weaponry was go­ing to help. I flexed my fin­gers, reach­ing for calm, and said, Déchet, I need a score of you pro­tect­ing this tun­nel. The minute they wake, the rest of you at­tack. Use the weapons if you can—it won’t take as much of your en­ergy as at­tack­ing the vamps di­rectly would.


    I could feel the dis­con­tent. They wanted to at­tack now, while the vam­pires still slum­bered. That’s sen­si­ble in wartime, but not here. Our great­est chance of get­ting those chil­dren out in one piece lay in free­ing them from those cages be­fore the vam­pires woke.


    The ghosts weren’t happy, but the vam­pires re­mained undis­turbed. Re­lieved, I called to the dark­ness and surged up­ward, squeez­ing through the thick bars of the near­est cage, then re-form­ing in­side. As the cage swung and creaked at my sud­den weight, three sets of wide, fright­ened eyes stared at me from pale, gaunt faces. But they made no sound and, af­ter a mo­ment, I re­al­ized why. Their mouths had been sewn shut.


    Anger ripped through me, so fierce it charged the air. Be­low, vam­pires sniffed and stirred, and the ghosts read­ied to at­tack.


    Calm. I needed to be calm if we were all go­ing to get out of here alive. But it was a hard state to achieve when I was star­ing at the blood­ied, swollen mouths of the three lit­tle ones. The youngest was barely four . . .


    I briefly closed my eyes, fight­ing the sick fury as much as the fierce and sud­den joy that Sal had died as slowly and as painfully as he had, then forced a smile and whis­pered, “I’m go­ing to use a lit­tle magic and get you all out of here, but you have to do ex­actly what I say. Okay?”


    Wide eyes stared back at me. I had no idea if they un­der­stood me or not. I took an­other, some­what shud­dery breath, which did lit­tle to erase the fury, then gen­tly mo­tioned the two lit­tlest into my arms. They hes­i­tated, then shuf­fled close enough that I could wrap my arms around them both. I glanced at the old­est of the three. “I’ll be back for you in a minute. Don’t make any noise.”


    He nod­ded. I called to the dark­ness and let it wash through the three of us. Then I went back through the bars and dropped to­ward the exit tun­nel, land­ing, rather un­gainly, just be­yond the ghosts guard­ing the tun­nel. I re-formed us all, and then mo­tioned the lit­tle ones to sit and wait. They nod­ded, eyes wide and some­what glazed. I be­came dark­ness again and moved back out into the junc­tion. Ten­sion sung through the air and on the far outer reaches of the nest, vam­pires stirred and mut­tered, the gut­tural sound heavy in the si­lence. I spun up­ward and col­lected the third boy, but this time, when I re-formed, weak­ness hit and my stom­ach con­vulsed. I have no idea whether it was the stink of this place or sheer ter­ror, but it was all I could do not to vomit. I glanced at the three chil­dren; wide, fright­ened eyes stared back at me. I forced a smile, held up a hand, sig­nal­ing them to wait, then stepped back into dark­ness.


    I was barely through the cur­tain of ghosts pro­tect­ing the tun­nel when the vam­pires fi­nally be­came aware of our pres­ence and all hell broke loose.


    Their screeches and fury filled the air, but even in the bed­lam of be­ing torn from their slum­ber and at­tacked by the ghosts, they sensed my pres­ence and surged en masse, their claws slash­ing at my par­ti­cles even as oth­ers shifted to dark­ness and chased af­ter me. But just as their en­ergy be­gan to lash around mine, the ghosts hit them, fling­ing them away and free­ing me. I slipped into the sec­ond cage and found flesh. But there was no time to com­fort these two, and no time to ex­plain what was about to hap­pen. I sim­ply grabbed them, pulled them into my arms, and tore us all into dark­ness.


    Ghosts rose to es­cort me into the tun­nel. Vam­pires flung them­selves at us, only to be sharply tossed back into the scream­ing, pul­sat­ing mound of flesh and fury. One of them hit the ef­figy of bones, and the whole struc­ture cracked and be­gan to tum­ble. The vam­pires screamed in de­spair and rose as one, form­ing a huge black wave that hit us hard, scat­ter­ing the ghosts and send­ing me tum­bling. I splat­tered against a side­wall and saw stars, but the surg­ing mass had not fin­ished yet. They hit me again, the force of the blow so strong that my par­ti­cles were forced apart, un­til all that sep­a­rated me from an in­glo­ri­ous death was the mer­est of threads. Some­how, I gath­ered my­self to­gether and shot for­ward, head­ing for the tun­nel and pray­ing to Rhea that the ghosts could hold them off long enough for me to re-form and get the chil­dren out of there.


    Shots ric­o­cheted across the dark­ness as the ghosts be­gan to use the weapons. The scent of blood bloomed thick and heavy in the air, but the vam­pires didn’t stop to feed on their fallen. They were too busy try­ing to get me, to kill me.


    I shot past the bar­rier of ghosts and be­came flesh again. But I was go­ing too fast, and I hit the ground hard. I curled my body around the lit­tle ones to pro­tect them as best I could as we tum­bled sev­eral yards past the other three.


    When we fi­nally stopped, I re­leased my grip on them and pushed up­right. The tun­nel spun around me, and my knees briefly buck­led, threat­en­ing to send me crash­ing back down again. I swore and reached back to grab my one and only flare. I lit it and tossed it to­ward the tun­nel en­trance. The flick­er­ing light re­vealed a grow­ing wall of twisted, an­gry flesh, and no mat­ter how many times the ghosts shat­tered that wall, it just kept re­build­ing and grow­ing.


    We had to get out of there.


    I glanced at the first three I’d res­cued and made a come-here mo­tion. They stared at me and didn’t move. I can’t say I blamed them, given I hadn’t re­ally done much more than fling them from the fry­ing pan into the fire, but we couldn’t re­main here. I had no idea how long the ghosts could hold out against the black tide bat­ter­ing them, but it was very ev­i­dent time was the one lux­ury we didn’t have much of.


    “We need to move be­fore the vam­pires can reach us,” I said softly. The two slightly older chil­dren I’d just res­cued climbed to their feet and pressed against me. A small hand touched mine. I wrapped my fin­gers around hers and glanced down, giv­ing her a quick, bright smile that felt ev­ery inch as false as it was. “It’ll be okay,” I whis­pered. “We just have to move. Just wait here while I get the oth­ers, okay?”


    She nod­ded solemnly. I re­leased her hand, then ran over to where three of them still sat. “Up we get.” I caught the hands of the old­est two and hauled them up­right, then squat­ted in front of the re­main­ing lit­tle girl. “Can you climb onto my back and hang on re­ally, re­ally tight?”


    Af­ter a mo­ment, she nod­ded. I swung around and she climbed onto my back, her grip so fierce around my neck she would have choked me had she been any stronger. I clasped the hands of the oth­ers, then said to the re­main­ing two, “Okay, keep close; grab my shirt if you have to. There’s light up ahead, but we need to run through this dark­ness for a lit­tle bit.”


    They nod­ded solemnly; one of them grabbed my shirt­tails, but the old­est boy sim­ply waited be­side me. There was no fear in any of them; they were just all wide eyes and solemn faces. Maybe they’d seen so much they sim­ply couldn’t fear any­more. But Penny had also showed lit­tle in the way of fear or sit­u­a­tional aware­ness. Maybe it had some­thing to do with Sal’s tests. Or maybe it was sim­ply shock.


    We went as fast as the lit­tle ones could, but it was slow, so damn slow. It brought back mem­o­ries of the bunker, of the death I’d tried to out­run then, and the use­less­ness of the ef­fort.


    No. This time, I wouldn’t fail.


    This time, I would save the chil­dren.


    Be­hind us, the flare died, and the ghosts gave way. The tide was af­ter us. I re­sisted the urge to go faster; to do so would risk los­ing the boy who clung to the back of my shirt. The ghosts weren’t done yet. There were still weapons fir­ing, and that meant there was still hope.


    Then aware­ness surged—sev­eral vam­pires had got­ten past the re-formed line of ghosts and were ap­proach­ing fast. I didn’t stop, sim­ply shifted the lit­tle girl’s grip from my hand to my shirt, then pulled the ri­fle free and fired ran­domly over my shoul­der. One vam­pire went down, its gut­tural howl abruptly cut off; the other, how­ever, was still very much in ac­tion.


    The old­est boy reached up, snapped the sec­ond ri­fle free, then spun and shot. The vam­pire went down with a scream. The boy looked at me, and there was dark sat­is­fac­tion in his eyes.


    “Good shot,” I said. “Now let’s run even faster.”


    We did. Up ahead, light be­gan to twin­kle—the tub­ing of­fer­ing a dis­tant line of hope. The chil­dren saw it, and their speed in­creased. Be­hind us, the wall of ghosts broke again, and again the vam­pires surged af­ter us. Their hate and des­per­a­tion were so fierce they were wind that bat­tered our bod­ies and nipped at our heels. I fired over my shoul­der un­til the ri­fle clicked over to empty, then swiftly hooked it onto my belt, grabbed one of the smaller guns, and kept on fir­ing. Vam­pires went down, but more came af­ter us.


    We hit the light; hope surged fierce and fast, but we were hardly out of the woods yet. The tide was still be­hind us, and I had no idea how long the light tube would hold them off. But given their ac­tions in the Bro­ken Moun­tains’ bunker ear­lier tonight, I wouldn’t have been sur­prised if a few sac­ri­ficed them­selves for the safety of the greater nest.


    I stopped. Five wide gazes im­me­di­ately met mine. “I need you all to run ahead while I stop the vam­pires be­hind us. Fol­low the light tub­ing—it’ll lead you into the sun­light and an old river­bank. Wait for me there.”


    They nod­ded solemnly. The old­est of them held out the mod­i­fied ri­fle he’d used. I hes­i­tated and then shook my head. “You keep it, just in case one of them gets past me. It won’t,” I hastily added, to re­as­sure the younger ones. “But it’s al­ways bet­ter to be safe. Go. And keep to­gether.”


    They went. But their small sil­hou­ettes had barely dis­ap­peared around the tun­nel’s gen­tle curve when the vam­pires surged into the light. As they be­gan to burn, I grabbed an­other weapon and fired—not at those who were be­com­ing ash but at those who flung them­selves at the light. As the bod­ies be­gan to mount up and the stink of ash and flesh stained the air and churned my stom­ach, the ghosts reap­peared, form­ing a some­what ragged line in front of me. Less than half of them were left, and I had no idea whether the oth­ers had been killed or were merely de­pleted of en­ergy and un­able to help. Those who re­mained, how­ever, ra­di­ated a fierce and ut­ter joy. They were do­ing what they’d been bred to do, and they didn’t care about de­ple­tion or even death.


    I spun and left them to it. But I re­sisted the urge to bolt af­ter the chil­dren. It was bet­ter if I kept some dis­tance be­tween us, just in case the vam­pires broke through again.


    Which they did.


    And this time, they also shat­tered the light tube. As the light in the im­me­di­ate area went out and dark­ness be­gan to chase its way up the rest of the tub­ing, I spun and started to fire. Vam­pires screamed and went down, only to be re­placed by three or four more. I kept fir­ing un­til the weapons grew hot in my hands and the low-ammo light be­gan to flash in warn­ing. One weapon clicked over to empty. I flung it away, but be­fore I could grab an­other, they hit me. We went down in a mass of scream­ing, bit­ing, claw­ing flesh. I swore and fought with ev­ery­thing I had, bat­tling to get one arm free so I could at least flick a knife down into my hand. But they grabbed it, tore at it, chew­ing at my flesh like dogs do a bone. I screamed and be­came dark­ness, hop­ing in that form I’d at least have a chance of es­cape. But they felt it and changed with me, and the at­tacks were some­how worse be­cause it felt as if they were tear­ing me apart from the in­side out.


    Damn it, I wouldn’t die like this! I couldn’t do it to Cat and Bear and all my other lit­tle ones. I forced a hand through the stink­ing mound of flesh, pulled a gun free, and be­gan to fire. There was no fi­nesse, no aim; I just pulled the trig­ger and kept on fir­ing. Blood­ied vam­pire bits bloomed into the air, and the weight hold­ing me down shifted. Not much, but enough. En­ergy surged from Rhea knows where, and I forced my way up­right. I flicked the knife free and kept on fir­ing as I slashed left and right, cut­ting limbs and faces and bod­ies. But there was no end to them; I would die here if I didn’t move.


    The ghosts ar­rived, and vam­pires were picked up and flung away. “Thank you, thank you,” I said, then leapt over the pile of bloody, bro­ken bod­ies in front of me and ran like hell.


    This time, the line of ghosts didn’t hold very long at all. No mat­ter how fiercely they wanted to fight, they were no longer flesh, and be­ings of en­ergy could do only so much.


    I kept on run­ning. It was point­less do­ing any­thing else now. My trunk was a maze of bloody wounds, there were chunks out of my arms and legs, and my strength—like that of the ghosts—was ebbing. I needed to reach the sun­light. It was my only hope.


    The vam­pires surged closer; the wind of their ap­proach buf­feted my spine, but I had no more strength, no more speed. I gripped my knife and gun so tightly my knuck­les glowed. This was it . . .


    They hit me. Again we went tum­bling, but this time, I some­how twisted, fir­ing non­stop at the stink­ing mass sur­round­ing me. I hit the ground back first and slid sev­eral yards, fir­ing all the while. Then the gun clicked over to empty . . .


    Some­thing whis­tled through the air, and a heart­beat later, light ex­ploded into the tun­nel. The vam­pires screamed and erupted into flame, their flesh be­com­ing ashes that rained all around me.


    Then a hand grabbed mine and hauled me up­right. Jonas, I re­al­ized in sur­prise.


    “What in Rhea—”


    “Ex­pla­na­tions can wait,” he said, voice tight. “The chil­dren are safe, and we need to run. That light bomb is only go­ing to hold them off for a cou­ple of min­utes.”


    As if to em­pha­size his words, the bomb’s light be­gan to flicker and fizz. It was all the en­cour­age­ment I needed. I ran as hard and as fast as I could. Jonas kept be­hind me, his hand lightly pressed against my back, as if to en­cour­age even more speed from my aching, weary body.


    We pounded around an­other long, curv­ing cor­ner. Up ahead, like a dis­tant star, sun­shine beck­oned. We were close, so close, to safety.


    Be­hind us, the light bomb went out, and the black tide was once again on the hunt.


    “Faster,” Jonas growled. De­spite the ur­gency in his voice, the pres­sure of his hand against my spine didn’t al­ter, though it must have been tempt­ing to sim­ply shove me.


    But I had noth­ing left to give. My breath was lit­tle more than ragged gasps, ev­ery bit of me was bruised, bloody and sore, and I re­ally had no idea how I was even man­ag­ing to re­main up­right, let alone run.


    But I didn’t want to die. It hadn’t been only my DNA that had kept me alive when the Drac­cid had killed ev­ery­one else—it had also been willpower. That same willpower was un­doubt­edly the only rea­son I was even func­tion­ing now.


    Jonas be­gan to fire over his shoul­der. I kept my eyes on the ever-grow­ing half cir­cle of light, de­ter­mined to reach it.


    The wind of the vam­pires’ ap­proach be­gan to bat­ter us. Jonas hissed, a sound filled with fury and no small amount of fear, but he kept his hand on my back, kept push­ing, even though he could have so eas­ily left me and saved him­self.


    A sil­hou­ette ap­peared in the bright cir­cle up ahead. A heart­beat later, sev­eral flam­ing ar­rows shot past us and buried them­selves in the flesh of the near­est vam­pires. They im­me­di­ately ex­ploded into fire, cre­at­ing enough light that the mass be­hind them hes­i­tated.


    It was enough.


    Jonas fi­nally shoved me, and I went tum­bling, rolling, into the sun­light. I came to a jar­ring stop at the edge of the old riverbed, and for sev­eral min­utes didn’t move. I sim­ply stared at the sun and sucked in its bright en­ergy. Against all the odds, I’d saved the chil­dren and sur­vived, and if I’d had the en­ergy I would have whooped in sheer and ut­ter de­light.


    Then a rush of dark air hit me, fol­lowed closely by the sen­sa­tion of fury. The vam­pires had not fin­ished with us yet. I some­how scram­bled up­right, my knives in my hand as I stood and stared at the sewer’s en­trance. Jonas and Branna stood twenty or so feet far­ther up the em­bank­ment but far enough away from the en­trance that the sun shielded them. Their bod­ies were tense and their guns raised. Nuri was far­ther away to my left, and the five chil­dren were with her.


    A black tide of flesh spewed from the tun­nel. They burned al­most as soon as they hit the sun­light, but one or two broke through the gath­er­ing cloud of ash and ran at me even as their bod­ies ex­ploded into flame and be­gan to dis­in­te­grate. These ones, Jonas and Branna coolly shot.


    Even­tu­ally, the tide be­came a trickle, then died. As the fi­nal gun­shot rang out, I said, “Is that the last of them?”


    “Not quite,” Branna said.


    Then he looked at me and, in one smooth mo­tion, lifted his gun and fired.


    I threw my­self side­ways, but I was on the very last strands of my strength, and I sim­ply had noth­ing left in the way of re­flexes or speed. Even so, the bul­let that had been aimed at my head tore through my right shoul­der in­stead, spin­ning me around and throw­ing me to the ground. A sec­ond shot rang out, and I closed my eyes, wait­ing for the end to come.


    It never did.


    Con­fused, I pressed my hand against the bloody wound in my shoul­der, try­ing to stop the flow of blood as I forced my­self up­right.


    Branna was on the ground, blood pour­ing out of a hand that was now miss­ing sev­eral fin­gers. Jonas bent and picked up Branna’s weapon, his ex­pres­sion giv­ing lit­tle away but fury mark­ing ev­ery move­ment.


    “You were warned, Branna,” he said, voice flat. “Why do you not ever lis­ten?”


    “Be­cause she’s déchet and dan­ger­ous! She should be dead, not liv­ing so close to us or the damn city.”


    Some­thing within me shat­tered and hard­ened. No mat­ter what I said, no mat­ter what I did, it was never go­ing to make a dif­fer­ence to these peo­ple. If sav­ing Jonas and the lives of five chil­dren had made no dif­fer­ence, then noth­ing would. I was déchet, and that was all they would ever see. Jonas and Nuri might over­look it long enough to use me, but their fear and prej­u­dice un­doubt­edly ran just as deep as Branna’s.


    When all this was over, and I was no longer of use to them, they would get rid of me. That was as clear as the sky over­head.


    “As the other chil­dren should be dead?” Jonas snapped. “Be­cause you know full well that she is our only hope—”


    “Then there is no hope,” I cut in harshly.


    Jonas’s gaze jumped to mine. It was a weight I felt deep in­side, and filled with a fury that was sud­denly aimed at me. “What?”


    “I said there is no hope.” I clipped the empty gun to my belt, then looked at Nuri. Her ex­pres­sion was an odd mix of sur­prise and fear. “I can’t do this. I won’t.”


    “You are not the type to walk away,” she said, her voice even de­spite the emo­tional tur­moil I could feel in her. It wasn’t me she feared but rather my walk­ing away. She re­ally did be­lieve I was the only hope to save the re­main­ing eight chil­dren. “You can’t.”


    “Watch me.” I took a step back­ward. Then an­other.


    “The chil­dren will die, Tiger. I’ve seen this, just as I’ve seen that is some­thing you do not want on your con­science.”


    “You’re right, I don’t. I have risked not only my own life to save these five, but the lives of my lit­tle ones and those of the déchet. And in grat­i­tude, he”—I flung a blood­ied hand in Branna’s di­rec­tion—“has at­tempted to kill me not once, but twice. There will not be a third time.”


    “I swear to you—,” Jonas be­gan, but I cut him off with a harsh laugh.


    “As you vowed only a few hours ago to con­trol him? As he vowed to do me no harm? No,” I said. “You can save your breath and your vows, be­cause I no more be­lieve them than you can be­lieve it is pos­si­ble for a déchet to be any­thing more than a mind­less killer.”


    “Tiger, you have to lis­ten to me—”


    “No, I don’t.” My voice was as grim as Nuri’s was ur­gent. “I’m done lis­ten­ing to you. I’m done help­ing you. I’ve been drugged, in­ter­ro­gated, had the lives of my ghosts threat­ened, and now I’ve been shot—and all by the very peo­ple who want me to help them. Enough is enough.”


    “If you do not help us,” she said, voice grim, “then I will be forced to carry through with my threat and make you.”


    “That threat worked be­fore be­cause I had no warn­ing and no time to pre­pare. That is no longer the case. Be­lieve me, there are still weapons hid­den in the bow­els of our bunker that have not been seen since the war, and I will un­leash them against both you and your city if you ever at­tempt to harm my lit­tle ones.”


    She stud­ied me, her arms crossed and de­ter­mi­na­tion ev­i­dent in her gaze. She wasn’t go­ing to let the mat­ter go, no mat­ter what I said—and yet there was also a sense of ac­knowl­edg­ment that I re­ally did mean to walk away, and noth­ing she or any­one else said would stop that.


    The five lit­tle ones I’d res­cued had gath­ered around her skirts and were now star­ing at me, their wide eyes see­ing too much, un­der­stand­ing too much. Just like Penny. It made me won­der if they, like her, were some­how con­nected to the peo­ple who’d kid­napped and tor­tured the chil­dren. Made me won­der if it meant that those be­hind all this would soon know of my de­ci­sion to walk away. Would it make any dif­fer­ence? Would it mean the vam­pires would stop at­tack­ing our home and leave us alone?


    Maybe. Maybe not.


    I doubted such peace was worth the lives of eight chil­dren, though.


    “What we need to do is re­port her damn pres­ence to the au­thor­i­ties,” Branna growled. “They can go in and raze the place, just in case there’s more of them hid­den there.”


    “There is no one else. With Sal dead, I am now the last of my kind. But go ahead and re­port my pres­ence—it’s un­doubt­edly what you planned to do once all this was over any­way.” My gaze went to Jonas’s. “Be­cause, hey, I’m not hu­man and I’m not a shifter. I’m just a mon­ster with no feel­ings or thoughts of my own, and there­fore un­de­serv­ing of con­sid­er­a­tion or life.”


    There was no emo­tion vis­i­ble on Jonas’s face. No ac­knowl­edg­ment of my words. Why I even ex­pected there to be, I wasn’t en­tirely sure, given that I was only speak­ing the lies they wholly be­lieved.


    I added softly, “But if there’s one thing you should be­lieve, then it’s the fact that I will do ev­ery­thing within my power to pro­tect my home and my lit­tle ones. And any­one who en­ters that place with ill in­tent will re­gret it.”


    He didn’t say any­thing. None of them did. My gaze flicked down to the weapons he still held. “Shoot me if you want. I re­ally don’t care at this point.”


    And with that, I turned and walked away.


    They didn’t try to stop me.


    They didn’t shoot.


    But the weight of their gazes lin­gered long af­ter I’d left them be­hind, and it made the guilt even harder to bear.


    Be­cause de­spite all my de­nials, Nuri was right about one thing—I couldn’t ig­nore the plight of those chil­dren. It wasn’t in my na­ture.


    I just had to find a way to help them that didn’t in­volve Nuri and her men.
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    There were ghosts in this place.


    Most kept their dis­tance, sim­ply watch­ing as I made my way through the bro­ken rem­nants of their tomb­stones. One or two of the braver ones brushed my arms with ethe­real fin­gers—ca­resses that reached past the lay­ers of jacket and shirt to chill my skin. But these ghosts meant me no harm. It was sim­ple cu­rios­ity, or maybe even an at­tempt to feel again the heat and life that had once been theirs. And while I knew from ex­pe­ri­ence that ghosts could be dan­ger­ous, I was not here to dis­turb or chal­lenge the dead.


    I was here sim­ply to fol­low—and maybe even kill—the liv­ing.


    Be­cause the per­son I was track­ing had come from the ru­ined city of Car­leen, which lay be­hind us. It had been the very last city de­stroyed in a war that may have lasted only five years but had al­tered the very fab­ric of our world for­ever. One hun­dred and three years had passed since the war’s end, but Car­leen had never been re­built. No one lived there. No one dared to.


    Given that the fig­ure had come from that city, it could mean only one of two things. Ei­ther he or she was a hu­man or shifter up to no good, or it was one of the two peo­ple re­spon­si­ble for kid­nap­ping four­teen chil­dren from Cen­tral—the only ma­jor city cen­ter in this re­gion. No one else had any rea­son to be out here, in the mid­dle of nowhere, at night. Es­pe­cially when the night was friend to no one but the vam­pires.


    Of course, vam­pires weren’t the only evil ones to roam the night or the shad­ows these days. The bombs the shifters had un­leashed to fi­nally end their war against hu­mans had re­sulted in the rifts—bands of en­ergy and magic that roved the land­scape and mauled the essence of any­thing and any­one un­lucky enough to be caught in their path. But that was not the worst of it, be­cause many rifts were also door­ways into our world from ei­ther an­other time or an­other di­men­sion. Maybe even from hell it­self. And the crea­tures that came through them—col­lec­tively called the Oth­ers but nick­named demons, wraiths, or death spir­its, de­pend­ing on their form—had all found a new and easy hunt­ing ground in the shad­ows of our world.


    These rifts were the rea­son Car­leen had never been re­built. There were a dozen of them drift­ing through the city’s ru­ins, and there was no way of pre­dict­ing their move­ments. Nei­ther wind nor grav­i­ta­tional pull had any in­flu­ence on them, and they could just as eas­ily move against a gale force wind as they could leap up­ward to con­sume what­ever might be tak­ing flight that day—be it birds, air­craft, or even clouds. Once upon a time I’d be­lieved that be­ing caught in a rift meant death, but now I knew oth­er­wise.


    Be­cause the peo­ple re­spon­si­ble for kid­nap­ping those chil­dren were liv­ing proof that rifts were sur­viv­able—al­though by call­ing them “peo­ple” I was grant­ing them a hu­man­ity they did not de­serve. Any­one who could ex­per­i­ment on young chil­dren for any rea­son was noth­ing short of a mon­ster. That they were do­ing so in an ef­fort to dis­cover a means by which vam­pires could be­come im­mune to light just made them all the more abom­inable.


    But it wasn’t as if they could ac­tu­ally claim hu­man­ity in the first place. I might be a déchet—a lab-de­signed hu­manoid cre­ated by hu­mans be­fore the war as a means to com­bat the su­pe­rior strength and speed of the shifters—but ev­ery bit of my DNA was of this world.


    The same could not be said about those re­spon­si­ble for the miss­ing chil­dren.


    I’d man­aged to res­cue five of them, but I had no idea how they were or if they’d re­cov­ered from the hor­rific in­juries in­flicted on them. Those who could tell me were no longer my al­lies; they’d tried to kill me. Twice. They would not get a third chance.


    I con­tin­ued to slip qui­etly through the night, fol­low­ing the teas­ing drift of foot­steps. Who­ever—what­ever—it was up ahead cer­tainly wasn’t adept at walk­ing qui­etly. Which sug­gested it wasn’t a vam­pire, or even a shifter. The for­mer rarely trav­eled alone, de­spite the fact they had very lit­tle to fear at night, and the lat­ter were ap­par­ently night-blind. Or so Nuri—who was one of my for­mer al­lies, and a pow­er­ful hu­man witch—had said.


    I tended to be­lieve her—at least on that point. Even be­fore the war, both shifters and hu­mans had lived in ei­ther cities or camp­sites that were lit by pow­er­ful light tow­ers twenty-four/seven. Vam­pires had al­ways been a prob­lem—the war had just kept them well fed and had al­lowed them to in­crease in num­ber. It made sense that af­ter gen­er­a­tions of liv­ing in never-end­ing day­light, the need for night sight would be fil­tered out of hu­man­ity’s DNA.


    No, it was Nuri’s prom­ise—that no harm would be­fall the ghosts liv­ing with me in the old mil­i­tary bunker if I helped them find the re­main­ing chil­dren—that I wasn’t so sure about. While she might not hold any prej­u­dices against déchet, the oth­ers in her group were all shifters and, from what they’d said, had all lost kin to déchet sol­diers dur­ing the war.


    While I wasn’t by de­sign a sol­dier, I could fight and had cer­tainly been re­spon­si­ble for more than a few shifter deaths. Only my kills hadn’t hap­pened in open fields or bat­tered forests, but rather in the bed­room. I was a lure—a déchet specif­i­cally cre­ated to in­fil­trate shifter camps and se­duce those in charge. Once firmly es­tab­lished in their beds, it had been my duty to gain and pass on all in­for­ma­tion re­lat­ing to the war and their plans. And then, when my task was com­pleted, I killed.


    I’d been a very suc­cess­ful lure.


    And I still was, I thought bleakly. Im­ages of Sal—and the bru­tal way I’d killed him—rose in my mind, but I pushed them away. Sal might have been the only friend and con­fi­dant I’d re­ally had dur­ing the war, but he’d also been the third mem­ber of the group who’d kid­napped the chil­dren. And when I’d re­al­ized that, I’d had lit­tle choice but to take ac­tion. There were many things in this world I could ig­nore—many things I had no de­sire to be part of—but I could not idly stand by and watch chil­dren suf­fer. Not again. Not if I could help it.


    It was thanks to Sal—to the in­for­ma­tion I’d forced out of him be­fore he’d died—that those five kids were now free. Six, if you in­cluded Penny, the child I’d res­cued from the vam­pires that had been track­ing her in the park.


    But that still left eight. And while I had no in­ten­tion of help­ing Nuri and her crew, I also had no in­ten­tion of aban­don­ing those chil­dren to their fate.


    Which is why I’d been in Car­leen tonight.


    Sal and his part­ners had cre­ated what the ghosts there called “false rifts”: balls of dirty en­ergy that re­sem­bled reg­u­lar rifts but were—as far as I could tell—noth­ing more than a means of quick trans­port from one lo­ca­tion to an­other. I’d gone there tonight to in­ves­ti­gate one of them, which is why I was out here alone. Cat and Bear—the two lit­tle ghosts who nor­mally ac­com­pa­nied me on such jour­neys—were back home in our bunker. We’d learned the hard way that ghosts could not en­ter the rifts and I wasn’t about to place them in any sort dan­ger if I could at all avoid it. They might be déchet, they might be ghosts, but they were also only chil­dren.


    The grave­yard gave way to a long slope that was filled with rock de­bris and the bro­ken, de­cay­ing rem­nants of trees. Half­way down the hill lay a gi­gan­tic crater, its rim strewn with rocks, build­ing rub­ble, and twisted, sick-look­ing plants. Weirdly, even though I was stand­ing above it, I couldn’t see into the crater it­self. I frowned, my gaze nar­row­ing. It might be the mid­dle of the night, but the vam­pire DNA in my body had gifted me with—among other things—the abil­ity to see as clearly at night as I could dur­ing the day. But the shad­ows that clus­tered just be­low the crater’s edge were thicker than the night it­self and they emit­ted an en­ergy that was dark and dirty.


    Rift, an in­ner voice whis­pered even as my skin crawled at the thought of get­ting any closer.


    But the fig­ure I was track­ing had dis­ap­peared, and there was no place other than the crater he or she could have gone. If I wanted to un­cover whether that per­son was one of my tar­gets, then I had to keep fol­low­ing.


    I started down the hill. Small stones and frag­mented metal scooted out from un­der­foot with ev­ery step, the lat­ter chim­ing softly as the pieces hit the large rocks in my path. The grave­yard ghosts danced lightly to the tune, seem­ingly un­con­cerned about ei­ther leav­ing the grave­yard or ap­proach­ing the rift—which in it­self sug­gested that what­ever that dark­ness was, it wasn’t dan­ger­ous. Ei­ther that or it was one of the few sta­tion­ary rifts and, as such, posed no im­me­di­ate threat to ei­ther them or me.


    I wished I could talk to them. Maybe they could have told me if my tar­get came here reg­u­larly, or even who he or she might be. But these ghosts, like those in Car­leen, had been hu­man, and that meant I couldn’t di­rectly talk to them as I could to shifter or déchet ghosts. Not with­out help, any­way. The sci­en­tists who’d de­signed us had made damn sure those des­tined to be­come lures could not use their seeker skills to read ei­ther their thoughts or their emo­tions. They may have cre­ated us to be their front­line sol­diers against the shifters, but they’d also feared us. Mind read­ing wasn’t the only re­stric­tion placed on us when it came to hu­mans—killing them was also out of bounds. Not that I’d ever tested that par­tic­u­lar re­stric­tion—it had never oc­curred to me to do so dur­ing the war, and there’d been no need in the one hun­dred and three years af­ter it.


    En­ergy be­gan to burn across my skin as I drew closer to the crater. The ghosts fi­nally hes­i­tated, then re­treated. Part of me wished I could do the same.


    I stopped at the crater’s rim and stared down into it. The dark­ness was thick, al­most gelati­nous, and lapped at the tips of my boots in gen­tle waves. It was un­like any­thing I’d ever come across be­fore. Even the shad­ows that had cov­ered the other false tears had not felt this foul, this . . . alien.


    This wasn’t magic. Or, if it was, it wasn’t the sort of magic that had orig­i­nated from this world. It just didn’t have the right feel. So did that mean it had come from the Oth­ers? From wher­ever they’d come from?


    Were they even ca­pa­ble of magic?


    I re­ally had no idea. I doubted there was any­one alive who did know, sim­ply be­cause any­one who’d ever come across one of them hadn’t lived to tell the tale.


    Ex­cept, I thought with a chill, Sal and his part­ners. They’d not only sur­vived but—thanks to the rift that had hit them just as a wraith was emerg­ing—Sal’s part­ners now had its DNA run­ning through their bod­ies.


    I stared down at my boots, at the oily, glis­ten­ing sub­stance that stained the tips of them. Re­vul­sion stirred, and the urge to re­treat hit so strongly I ac­tu­ally took a step back. But that wouldn’t give me the an­swers I needed. Wouldn’t help find the miss­ing chil­dren.


    And it was that de­sire more than any­thing that got me mov­ing in the right di­rec­tion. One step; two. No stones slid from un­der my feet this time. Or, if they did, they made no sound. It was still and hushed in this small part of the world—al­most as if the night held its breath in ex­pec­ta­tion. Or hor­ror.


    The dark­ness slith­ered over my feet and an­kles, and oddly felt like wa­ter. Thick, foul wa­ter that was colder than ice. It pressed my com­bat pants against my skin as it rose up my legs, and the weapons clipped to my thighs gained an odd, frozen sheen. I crossed men­tal fin­gers and hoped like hell this stuff didn’t dam­age them. I didn’t want to face what­ever—whomever—might be wait­ing at the bot­tom of this crater with­out any means of pro­tec­tion.


    The far­ther I moved down the slope—the deeper I got into the dark­ness—the harder ev­ery step be­came. Sweat trick­led down my spine, but its cause wasn’t just the ef­fort of mov­ing for­ward. This stuff, what­ever it was, scared me.


    I reached back and pulled free one of the two slen­der ma­chine ri­fles strapped to my back. I’d adapted them to fire small wooden stakes rather than bul­lets, as that was the best way to kill vam­pires. While there was a chance none of my weapons would work af­ter this muck touched them, I still felt bet­ter with the ri­fle’s weight in my hand.


    The dark­ness washed up my stom­ach, over my breasts, then up to my neck. I raised my face in an ef­fort to avoid be­com­ing fully im­mersed for as long as pos­si­ble. Which was stupid. It was just dark­ness, not wa­ter, no mat­ter how much it felt oth­er­wise. I wouldn’t drown in the stuff.


    But could I breathe?


    I took one fi­nal deep breath, just in case, and then pushed on. The ink washed up my face, then over my head, and it sud­denly felt as if there were a ton of weight press­ing down on me. Ev­ery step be­came an ex­treme ef­fort; all too soon my leg mus­cles were quiv­er­ing and it took ev­ery ounce of de­ter­mi­na­tion I had to keep up­right, to keep mov­ing.


    I pressed on, but I re­ally had no idea whether I was head­ing in the right di­rec­tion. Not only did the dark­ness en­velop me, but it also stole all sense of time and di­rec­tion. God, what if this was a trap? What if all along they’d in­tended noth­ing more than to lure me down here to get rid of me? Sal’s part­ners had to be aware of his death by now, just as they had to be aware that I was the one who’d found and res­cued the five kids—af­ter all, those kids had been noth­ing more than bait in an at­tempt to trap and kill me. That it hadn’t gone ex­actly as they’d hoped was due to good luck rather than to bad plan­ning on their part. Or, rather, good luck and a whole lot of help from the adult déchet who haunted my bunker.


    And while Sal’s part­ners might have no idea what I truly looked like—and there­fore could nei­ther stop me from en­ter­ing their busi­nesses in Cen­tral nor hunt me down—they were well aware that I lived in the old un­der­ground mil­i­tary bunker out­side that city. And they’d un­doubt­edly re­al­ize I would not aban­don the rest of those chil­dren.


    I had been ex­pect­ing some sort of re­tal­ia­tory at­tack, but against our bunker rather than out here in the mid­dle of nowhere.


    If this was a trap, then it was one I’d very stupidly walked right into. But there was noth­ing I could do about that now. I just had to keep mov­ing.


    But the deeper I got, the more crush­ing the weight of the dark­ness be­came. My legs were be­gin­ning to bow un­der the pres­sure, my spine ached, and my shoul­ders were hunched for­ward. It felt as if I was about to top­ple over at any minute, and it took ev­ery ounce of con­cen­tra­tion and strength to re­main up­right. May the god­dess Rhea help me if I met any­thing com­ing up out of the crater, be­cause I doubted I’d even have the en­ergy to pull the ri­fle’s trig­ger.


    Then, with lit­tle warn­ing, the weight lifted and I was cat­a­pulted into fresh air and reg­u­lar night. I took a deep, shud­der­ing breath and be­came aware of some­thing else. Or rather someone else.


    Be­cause I was no longer alone.


    I turned around slowly. At the very bot­tom of the crater, maybe a dozen or so yards away from where I stood, there was a rift. A real rift, not a false one. It shim­mered and sparked against the cover of night, and while the en­ergy it emit­ted was foul, it nev­er­the­less felt a whole lot cleaner than the thick muck I’d just tra­versed.


    Stand­ing in front of it were four fig­ures—three with their backs to the rift, one stand­ing fac­ing it. The solo per­son was the dark-cloaked, hooded fig­ure I’d been fol­low­ing; the other three . . .


    I shud­dered even as I in­stinc­tively raised my weapon and fired. The other three were tall and thin, with pale translu­cent skin through which you could see ev­ery mus­cle, bone, and vein. There was no hair on their bod­ies and they didn’t re­ally have nor­mal faces—just big am­ber eyes and squashed noses.


    Wraiths.


    And they re­acted even as I did. Though none of them had any­thing re­sem­bling a mouth, they screamed—it was a high-pitched sound of fury I doubted any hu­man would be ca­pa­ble of hear­ing, and it made my ears ache. The two fig­ures clos­est to me—the cowled man and the fig­ure I pre­sumed was the wraith’s leader—leapt side­ways, out of the fir­ing line of my weapon. But the other two came straight at me. I kept fir­ing, but the ma­chine ri­fle’s wooden bul­lets bounced harm­lessly off their translu­cent skin.


    I quickly sheathed the ri­fle, un­clipped the guns from my pants, then turned and fled into the soupy dark­ness. Just be­cause I could fight didn’t mean I had to or wanted to—es­pe­cially not when it came to wraiths. And two of them at that.


    The dark­ness en­veloped me once more. My pace slowed to a crawl but my heart rate didn’t. I had no idea whether this muck would af­fect them as it did me, and all I could do was pray to Rhea that it did. I didn’t want to die. Not here, not in this stuff, and cer­tainly not at the hands of a wraith.


    I forged on, hur­ry­ing as much as the heav­i­ness would al­low, my breath lit­tle more than shal­low rasps of fear and ev­ery mus­cle in my body quiv­er­ing with ef­fort. While I couldn’t hear any sound of pur­suit, I knew they were be­hind me. Rip­ples of move­ment washed across my spine, get­ting stronger and stronger as they drew closer.


    Fear forced fresh en­ergy into my legs. I surged on, des­per­ate to reach the crater’s rim. I might not be any safer there, but I could at least run and fight a whole lot bet­ter out in the open.


    The ground slipped from un­der my feet and I went down on one knee. Just for an in­stant, I caught a glimpse of starlight; then a thick wave of move­ment hit my spine and knocked me side­ways. Stones dug into my side as the air left my lungs in a huge whoosh. Claws ap­peared out of the black—they were thick and blue and ra­zor sharp, and would have sev­ered my spine had the wind of their move­ment not hit me first. Luck, it seemed, hadn’t to­tally aban­doned me.


    I fired both weapons in a sweep­ing arc. I had no idea where the wraiths were, be­cause the dark­ness had closed around those claws and the rip­pling move­ment seemed to be com­ing from sev­eral di­rec­tions now. Some­thing wet splashed across my skin and face—some­thing that stung like acid and smelled like egg. I hoped it was blood, but I knew there were Oth­ers who could spit poi­son. With the way things were play­ing out tonight, it was prob­a­bly the lat­ter rather than the for­mer.


    I scrubbed a sleeve across my face, but suc­ceeded only in smear­ing what­ever it was. I cursed softly, then thrust up­right and scram­bled to­ward the rim of the crater and that brief glimpse of starlight. If I had to fight, then I at least wanted to see my foe.


    The rip­ples of move­ment didn’t im­me­di­ately re­sume and, for an all too brief mo­ment, I thought maybe I’d killed them both. It was a thought that swiftly died as those damn waves started up again.


    There was noth­ing I could do. Noth­ing ex­cept keep run­ning. Wraiths weren’t stupid; now that they knew I had weapons that could ac­tu­ally hurt them, they’d be a lot more cau­tious.


    But, cau­tious or not, they were still mov­ing through this muck a whole lot faster than I was. I had one chance, and one chance only—I had to get out and put as much dis­tance be­tween them and me as pos­si­ble.


    The heavy dark­ness be­gan to slide away from my body. I sucked down big gulps of air, try­ing to ease the burn­ing in my lungs. It didn’t re­ally help. I ran on, my speed in­creas­ing as the dark­ness re­treated fur­ther, lift­ing the weight from my shoul­ders and spine. Then, fi­nally, I was free from its grip and rac­ing over the edge of the crater. I didn’t stop. I didn’t dare. I needed to gain as much dis­tance as I could . . .


    Move­ment to my right. In­stinct had me leap­ing left. Claws snagged the edge of my coat’s sleeve, rip­ping it from cuff to shoul­der but not cut­ting skin. I twisted away, raised the guns, and fired.


    At noth­ing.


    The crea­ture was gone. I had no idea whether speed or magic was in­volved in that dis­ap­pear­ance, and no time to con­tem­plate it. I just kept on run­ning. Stones bounced away from my steps, but this time there were no ghosts to dance in time to the sound.


    More move­ment, this time to my left. I fired again. The shots ripped across the night but found no tar­get. The stony hill­side ap­peared empty even though the foul pres­ence of the wraiths stained the air it­self.


    If they were so damn fast—or, in­deed, ca­pa­ble of hid­ing their pres­ence through magic—why weren’t they at­tack­ing? Had they been or­dered not to? Or were they like cats, pre­fer­ring to play with their prey be­fore clos­ing in for the kill?


    If it were the lat­ter, then they were in for a shock, be­cause this lit­tle mouse wasn’t about to go down with­out at least tak­ing one of them with me.


    The crest of the hill loomed above. Tombs and crosses reached for the stars like bro­ken fin­gers reach­ing for help. But there was no safety to be found there, and the tombs them­selves were just a re­minder of my fate if I wasn’t very care­ful.


    Stones clat­tered to my right; I swung a gun that way but didn’t fire. There was noth­ing there. They were play­ing with me. Fear pounded through my body, but there was lit­tle I could do but ig­nore it. I’d been in far worse sit­u­a­tions than this and sur­vived. I could sur­vive this.


    With luck.


    I hoped.


    The grave­yard ghosts gath­ered near the top of the hill as I drew closer, but their en­ergy was un­easy. Wary. I very much doubted they’d help if I asked for it. There was none of the anger in them that was so ev­i­dent within the Car­leen ghosts, and that prob­a­bly meant this grave­yard—and these ghosts—were pre-war. In which case they’d have no ex­pe­ri­ence with or knowl­edge of wraiths and no idea just how dan­ger­ous they could be.


    To my left, one of the crea­tures ap­peared out of the night—or, rather, his arm ap­peared. I ducked un­der his blow and fired both guns, but in the blink of an eye his limb was gone again. The bul­lets ric­o­chet off nearby rocks, send­ing sparks fly­ing into the night.


    How in Rhea could I fight—kill—these crea­tures if I couldn’t see them?


    I guess I had to be grate­ful that I could at least hear them. Some­times. More than likely when they ac­tu­ally wanted me to.


    More sound, this time to my left—claws scrab­bling across stone. If that noise was any in­di­ca­tion, the wraith was clos­ing in quickly. Per­haps it had de­cided play­time was over.


    I couldn’t es­cape them—not in this form. Maybe it was time to try an­other—


    Even as the thought en­tered my mind, some­thing can­noned into my side and sent me tum­bling. I hit the ground with a grunt but kept on rolling, des­per­ate to avoid the at­tack I could feel com­ing.


    I crunched into a large rock and stopped. The air prac­ti­cally screamed with the force of the crea­ture’s ap­proach; I raised the guns once more and ripped off sev­eral shots. Then I scram­bled up­right, only to be sent fly­ing again. This time I hit face-first and skinned my nose and chin as I slid sev­eral feet back down the hill.


    I had no time to re­cover. No time to even think. The crea­ture’s weight landed in the mid­dle of my back, and for too many sec­onds I couldn’t even breathe, let alone re­act. Its claws tore at my flesh, split­ting the skin along my shoul­der and send­ing bits of flesh splat­ter­ing across the nearby rocks. It was still play­ing with me, be­cause those claws could have—should have—sev­ered my spine.


    But the blood gush­ing down my arms and back was warn­ing enough that if I didn’t move—didn’t get up and get away from this crea­ture—I’d be as dead as any of those who watched from the safety of their tomb­stones.


    And there was only one way I had any hope of es­cap­ing—I had to call forth the vam­pire within me.


    So I ig­nored the crea­ture’s crush­ing weight, ig­nored the blood and the pain and the gore that gleamed wetly on the ground all around me, and sucked the en­ergy of the night deep into my lungs. It fil­tered swiftly through ev­ery aching inch of me un­til my whole body vi­brated with the weight and power of it. The vam­pire within rose in a rush—un­doubt­edly fu­eled by fear and des­per­a­tion—and swiftly em­braced that dark­ness, be­com­ing one with it, un­til it stained my whole be­ing and took over. It ripped away flesh, mus­cle, and bone un­til I was noth­ing more than a clus­ter of mat­ter. Even my weapons and clothes be­came part of that en­ergy. In this form, at least, I’d be harder to pin down.


    I slipped out from un­der the wraith and fled up to­ward the grave­yard once again. But I wasn’t out of dan­ger yet. I may now be as in­vis­i­ble to the mor­tal world as any vam­pire or, in­deed, the wraiths them­selves, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t sense me. Didn’t mean they couldn’t kill me. The num­ber of vam­pire bones I’d seen near ac­tive rifts over the years was tes­ta­ment to the fact that this par­tic­u­lar vam­pire trick made lit­tle dif­fer­ence to a wraith’s abil­ity to hunt and kill them.


    I fi­nally crested the hill and surged into the ceme­tery. In this form, I could see the spec­tral mass that was the gath­ered ghosts glim­mer­ing in the dark­ness. Their bod­ies were blurred, barely re­sem­bling any­thing hu­manoid, which meant I’d been right. These ghosts were very old in­deed. Even so, I could taste their fear—of me, not of the things that pur­sued me. They might not know what wraiths were, but they were fa­mil­iar with vam­pires and were now pi­geon­hol­ing me as one of them.


    They wouldn’t help me.


    Air be­gan to stir around me again, buf­fet­ing my par­ti­cles and send­ing a fresh spurt of fear through my body. The wraiths had en­tered the grave­yard—and in this form, I couldn’t use my weapons. I didn’t even have a vam­pire’s sharp claws to de­fend my­self with. To use my weapons, I’d have to trans­form both them and my arms back to so­lid­ity, and a par­tial trans­for­ma­tion wasn’t some­thing I was par­tic­u­larly adept at.


    I raced on, head­ing for Car­leen, hop­ing against hope that the ghosts there would help me. Be­cause if they didn’t . . .


    I shoved the thought away. I could do this. I would do this. The lives of eight chil­dren were on the line—or so Nuri be­lieved. I very much doubted that her state­ment—if I didn’t find those chil­dren, no one would—had been just an at­tempt to bring me back into the fold. The des­per­a­tion and fear in her eyes had been all too real.


    Though I heard no sound of ap­proach, claws slashed the trail­ing ten­drils of my en­ergy form. Par­ti­cles spun away into the night and pain ripped through the rest of me. Panic surged. I re­ally was no safer in this form than in the other. In fact, I was prob­a­bly worse off be­cause I couldn’t ac­tu­ally de­fend my­self.


    If I was des­tined to die this night, then by Rhea, I would go down fight­ing in hu­man form rather than as a vam­pire.


    I called to the dark­ness and re­versed the process, be­com­ing flesh from the head down. As my arms found form, I fired both guns over my shoul­der, then to my left and right. A high-pitched scream bit across the night and the ran­cid, metal­lic scent of blood washed through the air. I had no idea whether I’d killed one of them, but at least I’d hit one. And if I could do that, I could kill them. Not that I was about to hang around and at­tempt it.


    I raced on through the bro­ken tomb­stones and shat­tered rem­nants of trees, my gaze on Car­leen’s dis­tant walls even as ev­ery other sense was trained on the night around me.


    Air rushed past—a wraith, plan­ning Rhea only knows what. I didn’t check my speed. Didn’t even fire. While my guns weren’t yet giv­ing any in­di­ca­tion that am­mu­ni­tion was run­ning low, I couldn’t imag­ine this could be too far off. And al­though I was car­ry­ing ex­tra ammo, I didn’t have time to reload. The minute I stopped, they would be on me—of that I was sure. The only other weapons I had were the ma­chine ri­fles—which had al­ready proven use­less—and the two glass knives strapped to my wrists. They’d been built as a last re­sort, a weapon de­signed for hand-to-hand com­bat, with a blade that was harder than steel. But there was no way I was about to get into a last-re­sort sit­u­a­tion. Not when it came to wraiths, any­way.


    Up ahead, air be­gan to shim­mer and spark. A heart­beat later one of the wraiths ap­peared, block­ing my path be­tween two crum­bling but or­nate tombs. A thick, bloody wound stretched across its gut, and black blood oozed down its torso and legs. But if the wound was ham­per­ing it in any way, it wasn’t ob­vi­ous. It flung its arms wide, its claws gleam­ing and alien, al­most icy green. Sparks be­gan to flicker be­tween the ra­zor-sharp tips, then spun off into the night. But they didn’t dis­ap­pear. In­stead, they be­gan to clus­ter to­gether, each tiny spark send­ing out ten­drils to con­nect to an­other, and then an­other, un­til a rope be­gan to form. A rope that glowed the same alien green as the crea­ture’s claws and pul­sated with an en­ergy that made my skin crawl.


    The wraiths weren’t try­ing to kill me—they were try­ing to cap­ture me. I had no idea why, and cer­tainly no in­ten­tion of find­ing out. I swung left, at­tempt­ing to out­run the still-form­ing rope. The wraith ap­peared in front of me again, the rope longer and be­gin­ning to curve to­ward me.


    I switched di­rec­tion, and the same thing hap­pened. I slid to a halt, raised the guns, and un­leashed hell. The wraith’s body shook as the bul­lets tore through its flesh. Blood and gore spat­tered the ground all around it, but it nei­ther moved nor stopped cre­at­ing that leash. The two ends of the rope were close to join­ing now, and I very much sus­pected I did not want that to hap­pen.


    One of guns be­gan to blink in warn­ing. I cursed and ran straight at the wraith. Given fir­ing from a dis­tance seemed to have no ef­fect, maybe get­ting closer would. I had noth­ing to lose by try­ing—noth­ing but my life, and that was al­ready on the line.


    The sec­ond gun be­gan to blink, but I didn’t let up and I didn’t stop. The closer I got, the more dam­age the guns did, but the crea­ture didn’t seem to care. Its body and face were a bro­ken, blood­ied mass, and still it stood there, res­o­lutely cre­at­ing its leash. Did these things not feel pain?


    The first gun went silent. I cursed again and did the only thing I could—I launched feet­first at the crea­ture. I hit it so hard that my feet ac­tu­ally went through the mess of its chest, but the sheer force of my mo­men­tum knocked it back­ward and the shim­mer­ing around its claws died abruptly as it hit the ground hard. I landed on top of it, caught my bal­ance, and then fired ev­ery re­main­ing bul­let at its head.


    This time, I’d killed it.


    But I didn’t re­joice. Didn’t feel any sense of ela­tion. As the sec­ond crea­ture emit­ted a scream that was both fury and an­guish, I tore free the two spare clips from their hold­ers on my pants, reloaded the guns, and ran on.


    The twisted, rust­ing metal fence that sur­rounded the grave­yard came into view. I leapt over it, my gaze on Car­leen’s bro­ken walls. But the wind that bat­tered my back was warn­ing enough that the other wraith was not only on the move but clos­ing in fast. And I could taste its fury; this one had no in­ten­tion of cor­ralling me, even if that had been their or­der.


    I reached for ev­ery­thing I had left, but my legs re­fused to go any faster. My body was on fire and my strength seemed to be leach­ing away as fast as the blood pour­ing down my arms, back, and face. It was sheer de­ter­mi­na­tion keep­ing me on my feet now, noth­ing else.


    And de­ter­mi­na­tion wasn’t go­ing to get me much far­ther. It cer­tainly wasn’t go­ing to get me to Car­leen. It was sim­ply too far away.


    Bear, I wish you could keep your prom­ise to be with me when I die.


    But even as that thought crossed my mind, I locked it down. Hard. I might want to die in the arms of my lit­tle ones—just as they’d died in mine—but I wasn’t about to place ei­ther Bear or Cat in the mid­dle of a dan­ger­ous sit­u­a­tion. There were vam­pires in this world who could feed off en­ergy—even the ec­to­plas­mic en­ergy of ghosts—and there might well be Oth­ers ca­pa­ble of do­ing the same.


    Some­thing smashed into my back and sent me tum­bling. I landed faceup, star­ing at the stars—stars that danced in crazy cir­cles across the wide, dark sky. I could barely even breathe, the pain was so great, but I nev­er­the­less felt the ap­proach of the crea­ture. It was in the air and com­ing straight at me.


    And this time it wasn’t in­vis­i­ble.


    I raised the guns and fired. It wouldn’t stop the crea­ture—I knew that—but I didn’t have the en­ergy to get up and there was noth­ing else I could do.


    Ev­ery­thing seemed to slip into slow mo­tion. I watched the rip­ple of air as the bul­lets cut through it and the crea­ture’s gleam­ing claws gained length and be­gan to drip with sparks. Saw the crea­ture’s flesh shud­der and jerk in rhyth­mic har­mony with the bul­lets that tore into its body. Saw the ever-grow­ing gleam of de­ter­mi­na­tion and fury in its golden eyes. I might not be able to speak its lan­guage, but there were some things that needed no words or ex­pla­na­tion. It wanted re­venge and it wanted my death, and it didn’t care whether it had to die as long as it took me with it.


    I can’t die. There’s still too much I need to do.


    But I guess some­one else will have to do it.
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