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      Flesh and Blood


      

      A familiar shape walked among the boxcars. Long dark hair, backpack tucked over her shoulders, flashlight in hand.

         What little light there was passed through her translucent form.

      


      

      Numb recognition froze Doc.


      

      The circle of her flashlight beam pinpointed something. She walked toward it, stared at it for a moment, then nudged it with

         her foot.

      


      

      In a flash, a thin, dark shape lunged up and grabbed her. Her mouth opened in a silent scream. The flashlight tumbled from

         her hand and landed with the beam pointed at her. The shape was human, bones with a little skin stretched over them. It clung

         to her. Fangs, white in the flashlight’s beam, tore into her throat. Blood spattered, soaking the front of her sweatshirt.

         The creature gorged itself as the fight drained out of the girl’s body. Her fists stopped battering. Her feet ceased their

         kicking.

      


      

      The creature raised its face and turned its cloudy eyes into the light. A remnant of flesh hung from its scrawny jaw.


      

      The creature was Malkolm. The girl was Fiona.


      

      The image flickered and disappeared.
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      For Richie, my best friend,
my biggest supporter,
my loudest fan,
my hero,
my husband.
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      About the time of the end, a body of men will be raised up, who will turn their attention to the prophecies, in the midst
         of much clamor and opposition.
      

      
      —SIR ISAAC NEWTON, FORMER GRAND MASTER OF THE KUBAI MATA
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      Chapter One
      
      Paradise City, New Florida 2067

      
      Tatiana needed to die. The thought pushed Chrysabelle on until her shoulders burned and her arms shook. Sweat drenched her
         thin white T-shirt and dampened her hair, but no matter how many times she pounded her fists into the heavy bag, no matter
         how hard she punished her body, nothing changed. Her mother was still dead. Tatiana was still alive. And Chrysabelle still
         owed Mal for the promise she’d made to him.
      

      
      Over and over, she struck the bag, but the memory of her mother dying in her arms still haunted her. She hit harder, and her
         conscience punched back, heavy with the guilt of her unpaid debt.
      

      
      Mal had helped her when she needed him. And she’d done nothing to uphold her end of the deal. She’d barely spoken to him in
         the two weeks since they’d returned from Corvinestri and most of those words had been on the plane ride home. Her fist slammed
         the bag. Wasn’t his fault Maris was dead. It was Tatiana’s.
      

      
      The comarré life taught that revenge served no purpose. Chrysabelle was starting to think otherwise.
      

      
      She walloped the bag again, then spun and landed a kick with a loud, angry grunt. She dropped her hands and stared at the
         bag, not seeing it. Just the mess she still needed to deal with.
      

      
      She walked away from the bag, pushing hair off her face with her taped hands. She should be downstairs, reading through the
         journals Maris had left behind, trying to find some vampire weakness she could exploit to Tatiana’s detriment. Instead, she
         was hiding out in the gym. No, not hiding out. Training. For when she next met the vampiress who’d killed her mother. And
         with the covenant between humans and other-naturals gone, being fight-ready was going to matter.
      

      
      Just like Mal thought finding a way to remove his curse mattered. Which it did. She approached the bag again and punched her
         fist into it. Most comarré wouldn’t dream of creating such tension between them and their patron. Not that most comarré had
         a cursed vampire for a patron. If Mal even was her patron anymore. She sighed. Her life was an unqualified mess.
      

      
      ‘Argh!’ She whirled and kicked the bag, flinging sweat. Velimai, her mother’s former assistant and now hers, stood in the
         doorway, watching.
      

      
      Your mother loved beating up that bag, Velimai signed, her face wistful. Wyspers were mute, except for an ear-piercing scream capable of killing vampires.
      

      
      ‘It helps.’ Chrysabelle fought a wave of sadness to smile at the wysper fae. They both missed Maris. Her presence filled the
         house.
      

      
      Velimai nodded back, her fingers moving. Ready for dinner?

      
      ‘Steak?’ Chrysabelle asked hopefully. With no patron and no bite, steak seemed to keep her strength up and maintain her superhuman senses better than all the other foods she’d tried. No wonder it was served so often at most comarré houses.
      

      
      What else? Velimai signed, smiling.
      

      
      So long as Velimai didn’t sign too fast, Chrysabelle could understand most of what she said. ‘I’ll grab a shower and be down
         in five.’ She started ripping the tape off her hands with her teeth.
      

      
      Take ten, Velimai signed as she left.
      

      
      The hot shower felt good, but alone in the steam, Chrysabelle had too much time to think.

      
      She’d sent Mal blood, not just because it was the proper thing to do for one’s patron – however suspect his hold on her blood
         rights might be – but because she had to drain it from her system anyway. According to Doc, Mal’s sidekick of sorts, her efforts
         were futile. Mal had left the blood untouched in the galley refrigerator of the abandoned freighter he called home. Maybe
         he thought he’d have to kiss her again if he consumed it. She grimaced at that memory and added more cold water to the spray
         falling over her. No, neither of them wanted to go there again. What he was doing for blood, she had no idea. She wanted to
         pretend she didn’t care, but that would be a lie. Caring about her patron was ingrained in her makeup. One hundred fifteen
         years of comarré indoctrination was a tough thing to ignore. The struggle between who she wanted to be and who she had been
         played out even in daily decisions. How many years would it be before she thought of herself not as a comarré but simply as
         a woman?
      

      
      She rinsed the soap from her body, letting the water beat against her skin. Her thoughts returned to Mal. Did he feel like
         she’d betrayed him? She hoped not, hoped he realized she was just waiting for the time to be right. Going back to Corvinestri
         could be very dangerous for both of them. Surely he understood that.
      

      
      She couldn’t imagine he was in any rush to face Tatiana again. Not after finding out she was the one responsible for his curse.
         He probably wanted to kill her as badly as Chrysabelle did.
      

      
      What must it feel like to have the person you’d married turn on you that way? It was bad enough the vampiress had killed Maris
         and destroyed the covenant, but for Mal to find out the woman who had been his mortal wife was the one responsible for his
         years of imprisonment and his curse …
      

      
      Maybe Chrysabelle wasn’t the only one whose life was a mess.

      
      She cranked the water off, grabbed a towel, and dried herself before wrapping her hair up. She threw on a robe and opened
         the door. The rich smell of steak made her stomach growl. She headed downstairs, ready to dig in.
      

      
      After dinner, she settled on the couch with one of Maris’s journals, but her mind kept returning to Mal. She needed a distraction.

      
      ‘Screen on.’ The wall across from her flickered to life, and the late-evening news projected into the room with holographic
         precision.
      

      
      ‘ … an ex-soldier in Little Havana who preaches outside the abandoned Catholic church. His message? Vampires need to be cleansed.’ The anchorman smiled like he didn’t expect his viewers to believe in vampires either. Idiot. Newsreel of the ex-soldier flashed
         on the screen and Chrysabelle peered closer. There was something familiar about his shaved head and the glint of his dog tags,
         but she couldn’t place them. What she did know was that the ex-soldier wasn’t human. He was fringe, a less-powerful class
         of vampire compared to the nobles but vampire nonetheless. Couldn’t the anchorman tell? Or had he, like a good portion of his audience, chosen not to believe?
      

      
      ‘A woman at a Coral Gables Publix reported the man behind her in the checkout line had horns.’ The woman’s face filled the inset screen hovering beside the anchorman’s head. ‘He had gray skin and a lot of silver earrings and horns. Horns!’ The woman made looping motions at the sides of her head. ‘And it’s not even Halloween yet!’

      
      A shadeux fae picking up eggs and milk was the least of that woman’s worries. What would the public do when Halloween had
         come and gone but the monsters still remained? The Samhain holiday was less than two weeks away.
      

      
      The camera switched its focus back to the anchorman. ‘More and more reports have been coming in from all over New Florida about strange sightings just like this one. If you’ve
            seen something unusual in your area, give our tip hotline a call at—’

      
      She changed the channel to another local news station. ‘In a press release today, Mayor Diaz-White announced she will be forming a task force to investigate what can only be described
            as the paranormal happenings taking place in the city, although the mayor claims every incident can be explained.’

      
      ‘Screen off.’ The holographic image vanished. Chrysabelle had seen enough. Paradise City was only beginning to wake up to
         the new reality the whole world now faced with the covenant gone. As the days ticked by, the inevitable clash between light
         and dark forces came nearer, escalating until there would be no denying what was happening. No matter what the mayor told
         the people.
      

      
      Which brought her thoughts back to Tatiana. Did a more evil, conniving, ambitious vampire exist? Chrysabelle doubted it. Tatiana
         had killed Maris as part of the ritual that tore the covenant away, but Chrysabelle had prevented Tatiana from keeping the ring of sorrows. How long before Tatiana made another attempt to claim the ring? It was safely tucked away, but
         Chrysabelle had considered destroying it several times in the past weeks. If only she could be sure enough of its power to
         determine that destroying it wouldn’t cause further damage to the world around them.
      

      
      The swirls of gold tattooed on her skin glittered softly as her thumb rubbed the band on her ring finger. One click released
         a tiny blade, sharp enough to pierce a vein and drain away the excess blood in her system. Those born into the comarré life,
         raised to fulfill the needs of the vampires who purchased their blood rights and heavily tattooed with the special gold signum
         that purified their blood, produced the substance in rich, pure, powerful abundance. Without a patron, the excess blood would
         sicken her, poisoning her system until she went mad. She’d been on the verge once and that was enough.
      

      
      She held her wrist up to the light. The veins pulsed thick and blue. The time to drain the excess was upon her. Maybe that
         was why Mal had been on her mind so much these last few days.
      

      
      Maris had told her that eventually her system would adjust, but Chrysabelle had twice drained her blood to feed Mal and twice
         he’d kissed her in return, giving her the infusion of vampire power that was her due. Those kisses had kept her body producing.
         Kept her thinking of him.
      

      
      She should drain the blood into the sink, wash it and her thoughts of Mal away. She sighed softly and wished he were that
         easy to forget. He wasn’t. Not even close. She stood and headed for the kitchen. What was one more container in the refrigerator
         among the others? Her blood was valuable. Whether Mal wanted it or not.
      

      
      *

      
      Corvinestri, Romania, 2067

      
      ‘This is going to hurt, my sweet. Are you sure you can withstand the pain?’

      
      ‘You’ve already told me it will hurt. And I’ve already told you I can withstand more pain than you can dream of.’ Tatiana
         glared at Zafir. ‘Do you think it was pleasant when that comarré whore sliced my hand off in the first place?’ If he knew
         what she’d endured while in the clutches of the Castus Sanguis, but of course, he had no idea.
      

      
      ‘Laa, my darling, of course not.’ His lush, black lashes fluttered over his olive cheeks. ‘I only wished to prepare you.’
      

      
      ‘Just do it. I will be fine.’ She lay back on Zafir’s lab table, her head propped on his folded coat, her remaining hand flat
         on her chest covering her locket where it lay beneath her blouse. Zafir and his brother, Nasir, were both exceptionally beautiful
         in a dark, Arabian kind of way, but according to Lord Ivan, who’d sent her here, Zafir was the most circumspect of the talented
         pair. And in this matter, discretion was of the utmost importance. Few knew her hand had been severed, and she intended to
         keep it that way. The servants who found out had been dispatched, save Octavian, the head of her household staff. She would
         not, under any circumstance, be made to appear incapable or disadvantaged. She intended to have Lord Ivan’s position of Dominus
         one day, and nothing, nothing would prevent that. Soon she would renew her standing in the eyes of the Castus. Show them she was worthy once again. Reclaim
         the ring of sorrows – and the power it held – that was rightfully hers.
      

      
      This new hand was the first step toward that goal.

      
      ‘Na’am, you will do very well, won’t you?’ Zafir laughed softly.
      

      
      She wanted to slap his face until that patronizing tone became a cry for mercy. He was no Mikkel, that much was certain. Mikkel’s
         talents in the black arts had been exceptional. Of course, those talents hadn’t kept her late paramour alive either. And if
         Zafir’s talents in alchemy were as powerful as he claimed, he might be better than Mikkel. If he failed to do as he’d promised,
         then perhaps she’d give the brother a chance. At the very least, Zafir was Mikkel’s equal in bed.
      

      
      Life had very quickly taught her that pleasure and power were the only real rewards for pain. Her sweet Sofia’s face flashed
         before her eyes, something that had been happening more and more since her confrontation with Malkolm. Seeing him had stirred
         up the past. She tightened her grip on the locket, the silk of her blouse cool against her fingers. ‘Get on with it.’
      

      
      ‘As you wish.’ Zafir moved the meticulously crafted platinum prosthetic into place at the end of her right wrist. The gleaming
         hand lay open, the lines and creases on the palm mirror images of those on her left because it had been modeled after that
         hand. The hot metal had been quenched in her blood to further seal the magic.
      

      
      He painted the stump of her wrist with a foul-smelling paste that burned slightly, then he adjusted the prosthetic so that
         her flesh touched metal. The metal was cool, but her body was warm because she’d fed from her comar before coming to give
         herself strength.
      

      
      Using a glass spoon, Zafir scooped pale silver-white dust from a squat glass jar and sprinkled the joined area with the powder.

      
      The pain struck in a searing wave.

      
      A cry ripped from Tatiana’s throat and she jerked away from the agony, but Zafir grabbed her forearm and kept it pressed against
         the metal.
      

      
      ‘You mustn’t move, my love.’
      

      
      Fire traveled the length of her arm and bit into her shoulder. Lava flowed through her joints, melting her bones with blinding
         pain. She clenched her jaw to keep from vomiting.
      

      
      She could endure this. She’d endured the Castus Sanguis’s punishing use of her mind and body, and would again if that’s what
         it took to regain their favor. All that mattered was the unholy power they wielded and that a portion of it become hers. Pain brings clarity.

      
      Flames licked her skin. Wisps of smoke wafted from the joint of flesh and metal. Blisters rose, filling with fluid. Her fangs
         pierced her lower lip, and the taste of copper washed her mouth.
      

      
      ‘Almost there,’ Zafir encouraged. ‘That’s my girl.’

      
      Killing him might ease the pain. She was no one’s gir—

      
      Daggers dug into the stump of her wrist, grinding through the muscle and burrowing into her bone. She cursed loudly. Then
         cursed again. And just as she was about to shove the fingers of her good hand into his chest and rip out his heart, the pain
         subsided to a dull throb.
      

      
      She yanked her arm away from him. ‘Do you have any idea how badly that—’

      
      He laughed triumphantly and pointed. ‘How do you like it?’

      
      She followed the line of his gaze to the platinum fist at the end of her arm. She willed the hand to open. It did. She wiggled
         the fingers – her fingers – and the bright platinum digits waved back. She leaped off the table, pain forgotten.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Zafir, this is brilliant.’ She stared at her reflection in the palm of her hand. Pain always seemed to make her more
         beautiful.
      

      
      He grinned at her words, showing off his fangs. Something about the contrast of those long, white teeth against his dark skin
         gave her a perverse thrill. He was a handsome devil. Devil being the operative word. ‘There’s more.’
      

      
      ‘Such as?’

      
      He threaded his arms around her waist, turning her back against his chest. He nuzzled his mouth, cool from not feeding, into
         the curve of her neck. ‘Think sword, my lush wonder.’
      

      
      ‘Sword?’

      
      ‘Yes. A wicked scimitar or a deadly katana. Whatever you like.’ His fangs scraped her skin, and she shivered with pleasure.

      
      ‘Very well.’ She thought of the hefty two-handed blade her former husband, Malkolm, had once wielded in his mortal occupation
         as a headsman. She’d always admired that weapon. She should have used it on him. She sniffed. Now was not the time for burdens
         of the past. She focused on the image in her head.
      

      
      Tingles of sensation shot up her arm from her new hand. She held it up toward the light. What was happening? The tingles became
         pressure and her fingers fused together.
      

      
      She inhaled, the bitter air of Zafir’s laboratory clogging her throat. ‘What the—’

      
      ‘Just wait,’ he urged. His grip tightened, as if he thought she might bolt. Or turn on him. Wise boy.

      
      Her fingers melted into a solid shaft as they elongated into a polished knife, then longer still until the blade replicated
         the image in her head.
      

      
      ‘Unholy hell.’ She went utterly still, very aware that her mouth hung open.

      
      He laughed softly, sending vibrations through her skin. ‘You should not doubt me in the future, my sweet.’ His hands slipped
         lower, only to climb again once he’d breached the hem of her blouse.
      

      
      She pushed him away with her elbows and broke out of the embrace, all without taking her gaze off the sword extending out
         from her wrist. She slashed it through the air. Perfectly weighted. ‘Bloody amazing. How is this even possible?’
      

      
      ‘Does a magician tell his secrets?’ He shrugged. ‘Of course, such magic comes with a price.’

      
      The blade glinted like sunlit water, but she managed to pull her gaze away to stare him down. ‘We discussed no price.’

      
      He whispered something in Arabic as he pulled her into his arms again. The sword shrank back to a hand.

      
      She arched a brow, warm tendrils of suspicion growing along her spine. ‘How did you do that?’

      
      ‘I am not a fool.’ He kissed her cheekbone.

      
      Neither was she. The fact that he’d built in his own controls angered her beyond the point of reason. Red tinged her vision.
         Had Lord Ivan put him up to this? If so, they both deserved to die. No one dictated what she did. No one. ‘What is this price
         you speak of?’
      

      
      ‘The only payment I require is more of what you’ve already been paying me.’ He cupped her body against the hard lines of his
         own. ‘If Nasir could see me now, he would be very jealous indeed.’
      

      
      Barely restraining the urge to tear his throat out, she tipped her head back to let him kiss her neck. How dare he think to
         control her? ‘Does Nasir know what you’ve done for me?’ She’d insisted their relationship remain a secret, telling him she
         wasn’t ready to be scrutinized by the rest of the nobility until her hand was restored.
      

      
      ‘Mmm,’ he hummed against her skin. ‘And give him a chance to tell me how I should be doing things? Laa, my darling, I’ve kept you for myself.’
      

      
      ‘Good.’ In that much, Lord Ivan’s assessment had been correct. Her metal fingers stroked Zafir’s chest, drawing circles over
         his unbeating heart. ‘There’s something you should know about me.’
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’ His hands strayed to her rib cage.

      
      She straightened. ‘No one controls me.’ She’d had no control of her life as a mortal and had fought too hard to wrest control
         of her vampire life to have it taken from her now, no matter how small a thing it might be.
      

      
      His face stayed buried against her neck, his mouth hungry on her skin. ‘Of course not, my precious.’

      
      ‘Remove the controls you built in.’

      
      He laughed. ‘You think I’m a fool? To give you such power freely? No.’

      
      She threaded her fingers into his hair and jerked his head back to look him in the face. ‘Bad decision.’ Her metal fingers
         stilled, pressing against his chest. She whispered, ‘Sword.’
      

      
      Zafir’s eyes shot wide as the blade pierced him. He jerked once, then disintegrated into a small heap of ash.

      
      Tatiana turned the sword back into a hand and shook her head at the sooty pile on the laboratory floor. ‘Let’s hope your brother’s
         not as stupid.’ She liked intelligence in her male companions, but not so much that their ambitions ran roughshod over hers.
         She needed devotion, not competition.
      

      
      She tipped over a few Bunsen burners, staying long enough to be certain the blaze would devour all traces of her actions.
         Vampire law stated that killing another noble was an unforgivable crime. She’d come to believe the only real crime was getting
         caught.
      

      
      She slipped out the door and pulled up the hood of her cloak, staying in the shadows of the small overhang. This part of Corvinestri was deserted as far as she could see down the cobblestone streets. Zafir was not a wealthy, high-ranking member
         of the St. Germain family, and his neighborhood reflected that, something that suited her purposes rather well.
      

      
      Ensconced in a dark alley, she waited a little while longer until tongues of flames licked the windows. Lights came on in
         the house next door. Perhaps the stone wall adjoining the two buildings had already grown hot. From her hiding place, she
         scattered into a cloud of black wasps and resettled herself with great dramatic flair on Zafir’s doorstep.
      

      
      She made a show of knocking. ‘Zafir? Zafir, are you home?’

      
      After a moment of restless waiting, she banged on the door. ‘Zafir, you must get out!’

      
      Neighbors began to trickle out of their homes.

      
      Satisfied with the amount of witnesses, Tatiana tipped her head back and yelled, ‘Fire!’

      
      ‘I didn’t get anything. You?’ Mal leaned against the rusted railing of the old freighter. His gaze followed the silver ribbon
         of moonlight on the water, beyond the other abandoned freighters crowding the decaying port, past the expensive electric lights
         twinkling on the curve of shoreline where the wealthy mortals lived, and out into the great black sea. Four miles away floated
         artificial islands sewn with crops of wind generators. The low moan of the turbines hummed just beneath the ever-present drone
         of the voices in his head.
      

      
      ‘N-nothing,’ Doc answered, clearing his throat. His black-as-midnight skin wore the sweaty sheen of a creature struggling
         against his true nature. And losing. ‘Not a drop. The butcher on Hibiscus won’t sell to me anymore. Says there’s too many
         freaks running around and he doesn’t want to get a rep.’
      

      
      ‘Bloody hell.’ Mal’s body clenched with hunger. The voices amped up their whining. Feed, kill, drink. He glanced at the leopard shifter. Full moons were difficult on the cursed varcolai. Doc shouldn’t have gone for blood, but
         he’d wanted to run the streets, see if a good sweat could help him shake the powerful urges pulling at his body tonight. By
         the looks of him, the run had done him as little good as Mal had said it would.
      

      
      ‘Been two weeks,’ Doc said. He shifted restlessly, his hands trembling like a man fighting withdrawal.

      
      ‘Seems longer.’ Much longer, Mal thought, since he’d had human blood. Comarré blood. Should’ve drunk her dry when you had the chance. And now even pig’s blood was getting scarce.
      

      
      ‘You could drink what’s in the fridge.’

      
      ‘No.’ He couldn’t bring himself to drink the blood Chrysabelle had sent, but he couldn’t bring himself to dump it either.

      
      ‘Maybe time to see Dominic. Get some blood from his fake comarré. It’s gonna be spendy, but … ’ Doc shrugged, his eyes brassy
         green-gold, pupils wide open even in the bright moonlight.
      

      
      ‘Not yet.’ Mal was used to going without. Weakling. Dominic was a last resort. Very last. Too many strings. Too much money. Right now, Mal just needed to get Doc through the
         next few nights. Not being able to shift into his true form made Doc’s life hard, except on full-moon nights. Then it was
         hell.
      

      
      Mal knew all about that. Hell was his permanent address. Especially since Chrysabelle had failed to fulfill her part of their
         deal. Lying, cheating blood whore. He ground his back teeth together, wishing he could crush the voices as easily.
      

      
      He’d promised to help her rescue her kidnapped aunt, and she’d promised to get him to the comarré historian to find out how
         to remove his curse. Maybe in Chrysabelle’s mind, a dead aunt negated the deal. He couldn’t blame her for being upset, especially since Maris had revealed she was actually Chrysabelle’s
         mother, but Maris’s death wasn’t his fault. It wasn’t enough reason for Chrysabelle to shut him out.
      

      
      Part of him wished he’d never tasted Chrysabelle’s blood. His fangs punched through his gums. A very small part. He nodded
         at Doc. ‘You going to be okay?’
      

      
      Doc shivered despite the near eighty-degree temp. ‘Yeah, bro, I’m tight. I just wish—’ A tremor rocked his body.

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      Doc raised a brow. ‘You miss her?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ Mal shifted his gaze back to the ocean. Heat lightning shattered the horizon’s edges. Doc’s mention of Fiona didn’t
         surprise him. The pair were nuts for each other, despite her being a ghost. She was the last human Mal had killed and, of
         all the voices in his head, the only one to manifest as a ghost. After the many years she’d been stuck to him, Mal had come
         to tolerate Fi. More than that really. He’d come to appreciate her company. She alone could temper the beast that rose within
         him and rein in the voices when they took control.
      

      
      Unfortunately, she’d been another casualty of their trip to rescue Maris, and Doc had taken her death extremely hard. He still
         believed she would return, but the space on Mal’s left arm where her name had once been written remained bare.
      

      
      ‘You should go see her,’ Doc said. ‘Work things out. You might as well drink the blood she sent. You need it—’

      
      Mal’s head whipped back around. ‘I meant Fi.’

      
      Doc snorted, scrubbing at his goatee. ‘Sure you did.’ A halo of sweat crowned his shaved head, and his canines jutted past
         his lip like two toothy daggers.
      

      
      ‘You look like hell.’

      
      ‘I feel like hell.’ Doc closed his eyes, visibly steeling himself. The fangs disappeared and the claws retracted, only to
         reappear a few seconds later. His half-form wasn’t going to cut it tonight. The need to change was too strong due to the full
         moon’s power.
      

      
      ‘Stop fighting it. Get below and shift. I’ll make sure you don’t run.’

      
      Doc’s curse meant the only full form he could shift into was a common house cat, and in that state he was highly susceptible
         to larger predators. Like dogs. And Mal didn’t want to nurse him through another incident like the last one.
      

      
      Doc nodded and headed for the hatch.

      
      Mal turned back to the railing and wiped a hand over his face. The sharp angles and hard contours of his true image only served
         as a reminder of the monster that lived inside him. The monster that needed to be fed. Soon. Kill, drink, eat, blood.

      
      The scent of jasmine and spice rose up behind him. He spun around. ‘What are you doing here?’

      
      Katsumi bowed slightly from the hips, palms together before her. ‘Lovely to see you, too, Malkolm.’

      
      ‘If you’re here, you want something. What is it?’ He was too hungry to deal with anyone, especially this fringe. The former
         wife of a Yakuza crime boss, Katsumi had the missing pinkie and full-body tattoos to prove it. She’d been turned in the 1980s,
         and her cutthroat style had earned her a serious reputation. If Katsumi had been nobility, she could have given Tatiana some
         healthy competition for vilest vampiress of the century. Now she worked at Dominic’s nightclub, Seven. In what capacity, Mal
         had yet to fully determine.
      

      
      Katsumi gave a little half smile. ‘So cranky when you’re underfed. Which seems to be all the time. Right to it, then. I’ve
         come to offer you blood.’
      

      
      His muscles tightened painfully and the beast inside tugged at the bonds keeping it prisoner. Take, drink, kill. ‘Go on.’
      

      
      Her almond eyes twinkled with devious intent. ‘I’ll provide you with all the blood you need. And by the looks of you, that’s
         not a small amount. On one condition.’
      

      
      ‘Just one? You’re getting soft in your old age.’

      
      She laughed and adjusted the cuffs of her high-necked dress. Katsumi’s ink bodysuit was widely known but rarely seen. ‘Is
         that what’s happened to you, my dear noble friend?’
      

      
      ‘We’ve never been friends. What’s the condition?’

      
      She slunk closer. Her perfume had none of the sweetness of Chrysabelle’s. ‘I want you to fight for me again—’

      
      ‘No.’ Under no circumstances would he enter the Pits again. Yes. Fight, kill.

      
      ‘No one has to know.’ She lifted her hand toward his face, then obviously thought better of it. ‘You can wear a mask, if you
         like.’
      

      
      ‘A mask isn’t going to hide what I become.’ Monster, killer, murderer.

      
      The light in her eyes brightened. ‘Then own it. Use it. You’ve had more human blood in the last few weeks than you’ve had
         in the past fifty years. You’re stronger than ever. You could win now, win your way back to a place where you can afford to
         buy whatever blood you need.’
      

      
      ‘You mean back to a place where you can profit off me again.’ Back in the day, Katsumi had made mountains of yen from Mal’s
         fights. So much that she’d shared some of her take with him. Just enough to buy blood from the butcher. Just enough to keep
         him in fighting shape. But with Fi inside him, keeping the beast from rising, he’d lost most fights. Which was fine. No one
         needed to see that part of him. Losing had done nothing to diminish the crowd’s desire to gawk at the marked anathema. ‘Not again. Not ever. Besides, I don’t need your money.’ There was plenty of that left over from the sale of the diamond Chrysabelle
         had given to Doc. Not that Mal had touched that money for anything yet. Or wanted to.
      

      
      Greed soured her smile. ‘But there is something you need. What the comarré promised but didn’t deliver.’

      
      ‘How do you know about that?’

      
      ‘Dominic doesn’t keep many secrets from me.’ She cocked her head to one side like a hawk staring down a fat, dumb rabbit.
         ‘So would you fight for the chance to speak to the comarré historian? To finally find a way to end your curse?’
      

      
      Ice burrowed into his spine and froze him in place. ‘You can’t offer that.’

      
      ‘Oh, Malkolm-san, but I can. Dominic knows how to access the one you seek. Fight for me and I will persuade him to show you
         the way.’
      

      
      ‘You can’t promise that.’ She lies, lies, lies …

      
      ‘I can and I do.’

      
      ‘You give your word?’ Katsumi’s word wasn’t worth squat, but a chance was a chance.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      Fool. He hated himself. So what was new? ‘When?’
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow night at Seven.’

      
      ‘I’m not waiting in the holding cells.’ Never again.

      
      ‘And spoil the surprise of your presence? I wouldn’t dream of it.’ She blinked like she was shocked he’d even suggest it.
         ‘You’ll have a room of your own.’
      

      
      He still didn’t trust her. ‘How do I know you won’t go back on your word?’

      
      ‘I’ve broken only one promise in my life.’ She held up the hand with the missing pinkie. ‘Once was enough.’
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      Chapter Two
      
      ‘You will not fail again.’ Lord Ivan paced across the hand-knotted Turkish carpet in Tatiana’s sitting room. ‘You cannot. I
         know how difficult the task before us may be, but the ancient ones care little for our troubles.’
      

      
      ‘I understand that, Lord Ivan.’ Tatiana rose from the velvet upholstered chair as she watched him. Ivan was her sire, the
         Dominus of her family and the last obstacle between her and the power she craved. The House of Tepes had done well under Ivan’s
         rule, but her plans would raise it to levels not known since Vlad Tepes himself had held the title. Before she could do that,
         she needed to be back in the graces of the ancient ones. That meant possessing the ring of sorrows at the very least. Pleasing
         the Castus Sanguis was a slippery, dangerous, painful slope, but she’d traversed it before and would do so again if need be.
         ‘I would also point out that I did succeed in breaking the covenant. Surely some credit must be given for that.’
      

      
      He waved one heavily jeweled hand in the air. ‘Yes, of course, but without the ring’s power, we are vulnerable. We must be
         invincible. Unstoppable. No matter what the sacrifice, we must have the ring. The power it unleashes … ’ He shook his head and turned back the way he’d come. ‘The ancient one assures me
         it is great.’
      

      
      ‘Have I given any indication I am unwilling to sacrifice?’ She lifted her arm, causing the sleeve of her ivory silk blouse
         to fall back from her wrist and reveal the metal hand that had replaced her missing one.
      

      
      He paused, his gaze darting to her new appendage. The gilded mantel clock ticked toward midnight. His mouth softened. ‘No,
         my pet, you have been perfect. As willing as I could have hoped for.’ He smiled. ‘As I knew from the start you would be.’
         He drew to her side, pulled her against him, and kissed the hard, scabbed joining of metal and flesh. ‘Why else would I have
         given you the gift of navitas?’
      

      
      Beneath her calm expression, she seethed. He may have given her navitas, the ritual in which a vampire was bitten by a different
         sire so they might take on that vampire’s lineage, but the pain from the process had been hers alone to bear. ‘One might say
         you offered it to me because I not only shared your ambitions, but because I also have the wherewithal to accomplish whatever
         might be necessary to realize those ambitions.’
      

      
      Lines of irritation bracketed his mouth. His hands tightened painfully on her hips and he leaned in as silver tarnished his
         pupils. ‘Calling your sire weak is rash, even for you, gypsy.’
      

      
      She hated that name and all it reminded her of, but she robbed him of that satisfaction and smiled sweetly instead. ‘I would
         never call you weak, my lord.’ She stroked his cheek with her flesh hand. ‘Would I have accepted your offer if I hadn’t seen
         how strong and capable a leader you are?’ Her palm trailed down to his chest, her fingers sliding beneath the placket of his
         shirt to caress his hard, muscled chest. ‘Of course not, my lord.’
      

      
      ‘Good.’ The silver in his gaze diminished and a guarded smile returned to his mouth. He lifted her right arm and squinted
         at the metal prosthesis. ‘Otherwise, I might find it necessary to remove the gift I procured for you.’ He dropped her arm.
         ‘I assured you I would find someone to fix what had been done to you without anyone else knowing. There was no need to kill
         Zafir.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t kill him, my lord,’ she lied, knowing he meant to catch her. ‘As I told you, he made unwelcome advances. I pushed
         him away and a lamp broke. I was lucky to escape that fire myself.’
      

      
      He eyed her suspiciously. ‘And what of your missing hand? Any luck finding that yet?’

      
      ‘No.’ She and Octavian had searched every centimeter of the room where the comarré whore had cut off her hand and every possible
         escape route but had found nothing. She could only assume the girl had taken it. Or perhaps Malkolm had – but she’d never
         imagined her former husband the sentimental type. ‘Do you think she’ll use it against me?’
      

      
      ‘It’s not her I worry about but her friends. They are an unsavory lot.’ His smile came fully alive and he lifted her chin
         with his fingers, kissed her firmly, then shook his head. ‘The path ahead will not be an easy one.’
      

      
      Was anything she’d done for him? Or anything in her life for that matter? She caressed the Tepes star that dangled from a
         thick gold chain around his neck. She could see herself in the bold ruby square at its center, a beast of a gem compared to
         the chip that decorated her locket. ‘Nothing worth having ever is.’
      

      
      He laughed. ‘That’s my Tatiana. Not afraid of anything, are you, love?’

      
      ‘No. Nothing.’ Nothing he’d ever find out about. Nothing that would ever happen again. She forced a smile as the dulcet tones
         of Sofia’s little-girl laugh echoed in her memory. ‘Shall we discuss your plan of action?’
      

      
      He slipped his arm around her waist and led her toward the door. She knew instantly what he wanted. Since Mikkel’s death,
         Ivan had become exceedingly amorous. If he hoped to woo her as a means to keep her loyal, he was dead wrong. ‘Yes, but not
         just now.’ His fangs extended, his face shedding its humanity to reveal his true visage. ‘It will make for wonderful pillow
         talk afterward, I assure you.’
      

      
      ‘I look forward to it, my lord.’ She laughed, fluttering her lashes, leaning into him and savoring the moment she’d be able
         to walk over his ashes on the way toward leading the vampire nation into a new age of domination.
      

      
      Sweaty and miserable, Doc stumbled into the hold that had been modified into a gym and collapsed to his hands and knees on
         the mats. He gave in and quit fighting the inevitable. By now, the need to mentally command his body to change was gone. Instinct
         took over and a moment later he found release in his animal form. If you could call the pitiful house cat that was his only
         option a true form. It wasn’t. Not to him. Or any other straight-up shifter.
      

      
      Never would be either. Even if he had to live with this hellacious curse for the rest of his unnatural life.

      
      He sprawled on his side, panting with the effort of holding off the shift for so long. He lifted a paw. The claws were tiny
         pinpoints. He hated this form. Just like he hated that for at least one night a month, he had to assume the shape of a creature
         so small and lame compared to his true self.
      

      
      Varcolai were not humans born with the ability to shift into animal forms; they were animals born with the ability to take
         on human shape. Being Doc the human wasn’t any more difficult than breathing, and it was a damn sight less humiliating than walking
         around looking like a house pet. Except when nature sank her full-moon teeth deep and reminded him what he really was under
         that smooth, vulnerable skin.
      

      
      Then being human became virtually impossible. So he gave in, shifted to his lesser form and hid from the world.

      
      His pride leader, Sinjin, had cast him out as soon as Doc had told him about the curse. What good was a house cat to a pride
         of big cats? His cursed form wasn’t the only reason Sinjin had ordered the pride to shun him. He closed his eyes against the
         truth, but that didn’t stop it from staring back at him.
      

      
      There was the little matter of what he’d done to get cursed. He’d dealt in certain pharmaceuticals. Not street drugs, but
         the kind of amped-up concoctions that othernaturals paid big for. Really big. Hell, that kind of scratch let a player make
         the rules of the game. But with big rewards came big risk. He’d known that.
      

      
      Just like he’d known the risk in working for Sinjin’s enemy.

      
      With good reason, Sinjin had a major beef with Dominic – owner of the nightclub Seven, powerful alchemist, and New Florida’s
         leading drug lord. Sinjin had owned Seven long before Dominic had come to town, back when the club had been a broken-down
         scum hole of a joint, but then Sinjin lost the building and the business to Dominic in a poker game. To this day, Sinjin swore
         Dominic had used his alchemy to win. Dominic denied it, of course, but that hadn’t stopped Sinjin from declaring Seven off-limits
         to the pride. Anyone who went there was subject to pride law.
      

      
      The other major varcolai clan in Paradise City, the wolf pack, were under no such orders. Their members worked at Seven and
         benefited from the cash and perks Dominic freely doled out. Doc wondered if it wasn’t the anathema’s way of punishing Sinjin
         and his pride a little more.
      

      
      Damn vampires. Doc hissed because he couldn’t curse, but the anger leaked out of him like air from a punctured tire. He might
         hate Dominic, but he didn’t feel that way about Mal. As screwed up as Mal was, he’d saved Doc’s life. Brought his torn and
         broken body home and given him to Fi, who’d nursed him back to health after a pack of street dogs had treated him like a chew
         toy. Sure, Fi had thought he was her new pet, but once they’d gotten past that little surprise … He bent his head in grief.
         Cripes, he missed her. If he’d been able to go leopard, he might have saved her life.
      

      
      Evie, the witch he’d sold the juice to, was to blame. If she hadn’t insisted on testing the goods before he split, none of
         this would have happened. How was he supposed to know Dominic’s drugs would turn her to stone? How was that his fault? Talk
         about killing the messenger. He lifted his back foot to scratch behind his ear.
      

      
      If only he’d rolled out of there before Aliza, Evie’s mother, had figured out what went down. If only, if only, if only …

      
      Damn that albino freak and her whacked-out daughter.

      
      He rolled over and stretched. House cat or not, it felt good to be in animal form. He yawned. He should find a spot to curl
         up in and sleep until the sun rose.
      

      
      The stitching along the edge of the mat was frayed, leaving a tail of string right out in the open. He looked over his shoulder.
         Not like anyone was around anyway.
      

      
      Satisfied, he bounced to his feet and swatted at it, then sat back on his haunches. This body came with some damn foolish
         urges, that was for sure.
      

      
      A small, dark streak sped through the corner of his vision. The musky, meaty smell of rat filled his nostrils. The quivering
         anticipation of the hunt ran through him hot and electric. Hell, why fight it? With a soft chirp of anticipation, he was on his feet and moving.
      

      
      The rat darted out into the narrow corridor. Even without the overhead solars, Doc’s night vision was on point. He chased
         after the rodent, eager, hungry, saliva pooling for the kill.
      

      
      Passageways and stairs disappeared beneath Doc’s padded feet. Whiskers brushed metal as he rounded corners and ducked pipes.
         All that mattered was the long-tailed meal and where it went next.
      

      
      The passageway ahead angled through the heart of the freighter and into the belly of the main hold. The solars grew weaker,
         dimming as the game took him in deeper. Squealing, the rat slipped between a couple empty boxcars, two of many that formed
         a maze through the ship’s gut.
      

      
      Doc pursued, turning the corner so sharply his ribs grazed the hard edge of the first container. He barreled through, the
         scent tangible on his tongue, the kill moments away. He exploded out into the open and skidded to a dead stop. The sight on
         the other side erased all thoughts of the rat and the hunt.
      

      
      A familiar shape walked among the boxcars. Long dark hair, backpack tucked over her shoulders, flashlight in hand. What little
         light there was passed through her translucent form.
      

      
      Numb recognition froze Doc.

      
      The circle of her flashlight beam pinpointed something. She walked toward it, stared at it for a moment, then nudged it with
         her foot.
      

      
      In a flash, a thin, dark shape lunged up and grabbed her. Her mouth opened in a silent scream. The flashlight tumbled from
         her hand and landed with the beam pointed at her. The shape was human, bones with a little skin stretched over them. It clung
         to her. Fangs, white in the flashlight’s beam, tore into her throat. Blood spattered, soaking the front of her sweatshirt.
         The creature gorged itself as the fight drained out of the girl’s body. Her fists stopped battering. Her feet stopped kicking.
      

      
      The creature raised its face and stared with cloudy eyes into the light. A remnant of flesh hung from its scrawny jaw.

      
      The creature was Malkolm. The girl was Fiona.

      
      The image flickered and disappeared.
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      Chapter Three
      
      Chrysabelle smiled with the satisfaction of another day well spent and a new night well begun. Nothing like a long, hot shower
         after an intense day of training. She tucked her damp hair behind her ears and pulled her white terry robe closer. It would
         be a long time before she broke the habit of wearing white, but why should she? It was as natural for a comarré as breathing.
      

      
      The delicious smell of whatever Velimai was making in the kitchen wafted up from the first floor. Chrysabelle leaned on the
         countertop and stared into the bathroom mirror. Every day, every night the same. She’d wake up, train, shower, eat dinner,
         and read Maris’s journals, looking for an advantage against Tatiana. She was in a rut. Did it matter? She was happy. Mostly.
         Free to do what she wanted. At least until Tatiana came knocking again. Unless Chrysabelle got to her first. But that would
         take planning, and so far, she’d yet to come up with anything.
      

      
      She sighed as the niggling reminder of Mal’s unpaid debt wormed through her consciousness again. Something else to be dealt
         with in time. Not now, but soon. She reached for one of Maris’s journals and carried it downstairs to read until dinner was ready.
      

      
      This journal dealt with the time leading up to Maris’s decision to claim libertas, the comarré ritual in which a comarré might
         fight her patron for her freedom. If the comarré lost, the patron was granted a new comarré. If the comarré won, she went
         free. Either way, the loser ended up dead.
      

      
      Maris had won, but the ritual had left her crippled, unable to walk until years of secret rehabilitation enabled her to regain
         some mobility. It had also freed her from her patron and allowed her and Dominic, her vampire lover, to leave the noble realm
         and live a somewhat normal life. At least until Maris had left Dominic. Why she’d done that, Chrysabelle had yet to uncover.
      

      
      Maris had been exceptional at keeping secrets. Even Dominic hadn’t known that she’d regained her ability to walk over the
         years. In the end, that secret had made it possible for her to kill Chrysabelle’s patron and escape without detection, all
         in an effort to free Chrysabelle so she might live a life beyond the servitude of the comarré world, something Chrysabelle
         had long wanted.
      

      
      Maris had gotten her wish. But at what price? Even Dominic had paid highly. His noble family, the house of St. Germain, had
         declared him anathema for loving the comarré of one of his peers and causing that comarré to claim libertas, during which
         her patron had been killed. The council had blamed him for the patron’s death. And although killing another vampire was an
         unforgivable sin, he had escaped with his life because he had only been the cause and hadn’t actually dealt the killing blow.
         Not that Dominic was suffering now.
      

      
      His nightclub, Seven, seemed to be doing very well. The man wore expensive suits, had his own plane. Once a week, he laid
         a blanket of white roses on Maris’s grave. And he might indulge in some things that were not exactly above board, but Chrysabelle
         couldn’t help but feel some affection for the man who still obviously loved her mother.
      

      
      She returned to the journal but had read only a few pages when the intercom chimed twice, indicating the guard at the main
         gates was calling.
      

      
      Velimai came out from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel. She threw it over her shoulder and signed, Are you expecting someone?

      
      ‘No, but that’s okay. I’ll get it.’ Chrysabelle got up to answer the intercom. ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Ms. Lapointe, there is a visitor here, but they’re not on your list. Should I let them in?’

      
      ‘Who is it?’

      
      After a brief pause, the guard responded. ‘He says he works for Mr. Scarnato and has a message from him.’

      
      She chewed her bottom lip. If someone meant her harm, why would they bother stopping at the guard shack? Why not find another
         way in? Although using Dominic’s name was a pretty good ruse. ‘He’s alone?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      
      ‘Let him through.’

      
      ‘Very good, ma’am.’

      
      She checked the closed-circuit monitor that showed the gates into the property. Those gates had to be opened manually, which
         would give her time to react if whoever was in that vehicle was up to something. Instinctively, she felt for her wrist blades,
         but she wasn’t in the habit of rearming herself once she’d gotten ready for bed. Perhaps that would have to change. She turned.
         ‘Velimai, could you get my—’
      

      
      Velimai stood behind her, Chrysabelle’s sacre in her upraised hands.
      

      
      ‘Sword.’ Smiling, Chrysabelle took the weapon, careful not to touch the wysper’s sandpaper skin. ‘Thanks.’

      
      Should I get Maris’s sacre as well? she signed.
      

      
      ‘No. I plan on keeping her rule of no vampires in the house, so whoever this is won’t be coming in.’ She slipped her arm through
         the red leather strap on the sheath and hung the sacre over her shoulder. ‘Assuming it’s a vamp.’
      

      
      Good, Velimai signed. I’ll be in the kitchen. Call if you need me.

      
      ‘Will do.’

      
      As Velimai headed into the other room, Chrysabelle turned back to the monitor. A sleek black car stopped outside the gates.
         The window tinting prevented seeing into the vehicle, but the driver put the window down and leaned out, presumably to let
         her get a good look at him. She recognized him as one of the fringe vamps who had piloted Dominic’s plane to Corvinestri on
         the trip to save Maris. What was his name? Leo? Yes, that was it.
      

      
      He pressed the intercom button. ‘Evening, Ms. Lapointe. I’m alone.’

      
      She leaned on the wall and pushed the button to be heard. ‘Good evening, Leo. Get out of the car and walk in. I’ll buzz the
         pedestrian gate.’
      

      
      He gave a thumbs-up, got out of the car, and walked to the left where a smaller gate allowed pedestrians to come and go.

      
      She punched the buzzer. He pushed through and headed toward the house. She kept tabs on him via the monitor on his way to
         the front door. She opened it before he could knock.
      

      
      ‘Here you are.’ Leo handed her a sealed envelope.

      
      She took it. ‘Be right back.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll just stay here.’ He backed away but stayed within the pale glow cast by the entrance lights.

      
      Yes, she thought, you will. She shut the door and ran her nail beneath the seal. It occurred to her as she read the note within that she had no way
         of knowing if the handwriting belonged to Dominic or not.
      

      
      
         Buonasera, dearest Chrysabelle,

         I am sorry to approach you this way, but I find the events of the past few weeks have weakened me more than I anticipated.
            My heart seems incapable of healing, and my body has followed suit. Please, bella, it shames me to ask, but if you could provide
            me with the nourishment to return to my full strength, I would consider it a great boon and be indebted to you for my eternity.
            I know well the value of what you can provide, so if you are not so inclined, I understand and hold no ill will.
         

         Ciao,

         Dominic Scarnato

      

      
      She stared at the note. Then read it again. It meant exactly what she thought it did. Dominic wanted blood. Her blood. Well,
         what he wanted was comarré blood. She couldn’t blame him. Comarré blood meant power and strength unlike anything human blood
         could provide. Dominic had been through so much and had done so much for her. After they’d returned from Corvinestri, he’d
         sent his cypher fae, Solomon, to the house to prepare a special ward to erase the house’s location from Tatiana’s memory. How he’d done that exactly, she didn’t know, but Dominic’s alchemy was strong. He was a good man at heart.
         She would give him the blood. After all, Malkolm didn’t want it. Maybe she could even get Dominic to go with her to fight
         Tatiana. No doubt he wanted her dead as much as Chrysabelle.
      

      
      The sacre no longer necessary, she unhooked the sword from her shoulder and rested it against one of the large Oriental vases
         flanking the foyer entrance. She opened the door. ‘I’ll be right back with a package for Dominic.’
      

      
      The fringe nodded. ‘Very good.’

      
      She went to the kitchen and placed two containers of blood from the fridge into the cryopack she’d previously used to send
         blood to Mal. He’d sent the pack back empty, but she knew full well he hadn’t drunk the blood. Fine. He could be a child.
         She wasn’t going to allow herself to revisit the hurt she’d felt over his rejection. Wasn’t going to dwell on the fact that
         comarré rule held such a rejection to be akin to human divorce. Now Dominic would benefit from what she had to offer. Better
         than it going to waste. Of course, if Mal did still hold her blood rights, giving blood to another vampire was … very wrong,
         to put it plainly. She shoved down the proper comarré thoughts and did her best to ignore the nagging urges of her past.
      

      
      Part of her – the small, feminine, rebellious part of her that had begun to strengthen these last few weeks – even hoped Mal
         found out. Maybe it would spur him to action.
      

      
      She returned and handed the cooler to Leo. ‘Tell Dominic I hope he’s well, and I’ll speak to him soon.’

      
      ‘Will do.’ The fringe nodded, fidgeting a bit, then walked back toward the car.

      
      She shut the door and returned to the journal she’d set aside. An hour into reading, her gaze caught on a sentence.

      
      And so, I had found a way to the Aurelian outside ordinary means.

      
      Chrysabelle read the sentence again. And again. Then she read further, devouring the information. To think, all this time
         …
      

      
      Journal in hand, she ran upstairs to her suite, skidding down the marble-tiled halls. Before her angled dressing room mirrors,
         she dropped her robe, turned halfway, and lifted her hair to study the gold markings covering her back. Her signum shone like
         living stars, glittering and moving with each breath she took.
      

      
      Holy mother, if what Maris said was true, there was no need to return to Corvinestri to get to the comarré historian.

      
      At last she could tell Mal she was ready to pay her share of the debt and take him to the Aurelian, the one person who might
         know how to break his curse. The way was written on her skin.
      

      
      Doc shivered in the freighter’s murky hold. Not because of the dark or because of the need to change coursing through his
         body on this second night of the full moon, but because of the fear that Fiona wouldn’t show again. And that if she did, he
         wouldn’t be able to help her.
      

      
      Of all the hard realizations of his life, the most recent had come to him last night as he lay in bed replaying over and over
         the ethereal scene he’d witnessed.
      

      
      He loved Fiona. He’d never said it out loud, but it was the straight-up truth. No one had ever got him the way she had. So
         what if she was human? Or a ghost. He didn’t care. He just wanted her back.
      

      
      And so he fought the change that had bested him last night, because he needed to speak to her, and holding on to that ability
         meant holding on to his human shape. If he had to stand here all night, dripping sweat and shaking with the effort, he would.
      

      
      He didn’t have to.
      

      
      A soft flicker of white broke the darkness up ahead. Doc strained to see, his varcolai eyes catching every stray mote of light.
         A shape emerged. A girl with a flashlight and a backpack and the most beautiful face Doc had ever seen.
      

      
      He positioned himself in the beam of light. ‘Fiona, it’s me, Doc. Can you hear me?’

      
      She faltered, her translucent brows furrowing. She glanced over her shoulder.

      
      Doc waved his arms. ‘Right here, Fi. I’m right here.’

      
      She spun her flashlight around. ‘Is there someone here?’

      
      ‘Yeah, me. Doc. Maddoc.’ He moved closer. She had to hear him. Then maybe she could tell him how to help her.

      
      Her gaze hesitated on him. Then her eyes widened in what he could only hope was recognition. ‘I know you.’

      
      Relief swept through him so quickly he almost shifted right then. ‘Yeah, baby, it’s me … Doc. The leopard-shifter. I live
         here’ – he spread his arms wide to indicate the freighter – ‘with you and Mal, the vampire. Or you used to live here, until
         … ’ Maybe he shouldn’t tell her she’d died a second time.
      

      
      She laughed. ‘Leopard-shifter? Vampire? That’s silly. There are no such things as vamp—’

      
      A thin, dark shape lunged up out of the tangible blackness surrounding her and grabbed hold.

      
      Mal. The scene from last night was repeating itself.

      
      Her mouth opened in a piercing scream. The flashlight tumbled from her hand and landed with the beam pointed at her.

      
      ‘No!’ Doc shouted. He reached for her, but his hand passed through her like she was nothing more than a dream.

      
      Not a dream. A nightmare. Last night’s gruesome scene replayed in hellish detail.

      
      Mal was almost a skeleton. Just bones with a little skin stretched over them. He clung to Fi and sank his fangs into her throat,
         tearing the flesh like paper. Blood gushed down the front of her college sweatshirt. He gorged himself as the fight drained
         out of her body. Her fists flew against him, their pummeling turning into weak flutters. Her feet twitched on the stone floor
         of the nightmare’s ruins.
      

      
      Helplessness made Doc’s hands tremble. Mal raised his head and stared through him with hazy eyes. A remnant of flesh hung
         from Mal’s emaciated jaw. Once again, Fi lay dead at his feet.
      

      
      Doc dropped to his knees and tried vainly to reach her a second time. Her image flickered around his hand and then she and
         Mal were gone.
      

      
      Exhausted by the effort of holding off the change, Doc slumped forward and shifted instantly.

      
      In cat form, he panted, grieving, until sleep crept over him.

      
      A woman’s voice calling his name woke him up. Fi? He wasn’t sure. He opened his mouth to respond, but all that came out was
         a meow. The change was too fully seated for him to shift back to human now. He must have been asleep for only an hour or two.
         He shook himself and ran toward the voice.
      

      
      Again, the female voice called out for him. Then for Mal.

      
      It wasn’t Fi. It was Chrysabelle.

      
      He bounded up the stairs as she continued to call out. He ran down the passageway toward her, but the hatch ahead of him was
         shut. There was no way he could open it without hands. He cried loudly and scratched at the door.
      

      
      ‘Doc? Is that you?’

      
      He meowed in answer.

      
      The door opened and Chrysabelle walked through. ‘Why are you locked in here? Where’s Mal?’

      
      He rubbed against her legs, unable to help himself. She kneeled down and scratched behind his ears. Man, that felt good. A
         soft grumbling vibrated from his chest.
      

      
      The scratching stopped when she stood up. ‘Can you take human form? This is very important. I need to talk to Mal.’

      
      Yes and no questions he could handle. And if he was locked in, he assumed Mal had done that because he’d gone out. Doc sat
         on his haunches and shook his head slowly.
      

      
      ‘No human form?’ She frowned. ‘Do you know where Mal is?’

      
      Again he shook his head.

      
      ‘Great.’ She sighed. ‘Just when I think I can help him, too.’ She reached down to scratch his neck again. ‘Are you supposed
         to stay inside until you can shift back?’
      

      
      This time he nodded, even though the thought of running through the docks suddenly seemed like a very good one. There were
         rats out there the size of small cars. Why was he supposed to stay in?
      

      
      ‘When Mal gets back, can you remember to tell him I was here? If he comes home soon, tell him I went to Seven to see Dominic.
         Maybe he can catch me there.’
      

      
      Doc hissed.

      
      She held up her hands. ‘Sorry, I know you and Dominic have a bad history. Just remember to tell Mal I was here and that …
         that … Oh rats, just tell him we need to talk.’ She gave him a little wave and shut the door.
      

      
      Doc stared at the closed hatch and meowed. What had the human said about rats? His stomach reminded him that food was a good
         idea.
      

      
      He took off toward the galley. Rats liked the galley. And really, what else mattered besides the hunt?

   
      

      [image: image]

      Chapter Four
      
      ‘I am deeply sorry about your brother, Nasir.’ Tatiana dug the tip of her tongue into one fang until tears came to her eyes.
         ‘So very sorry. I didn’t know him that well, but as any valued, upstanding member of the House of St. Germain, he will be
         missed by all of us.’
      

      
      Nasir snorted and muttered something in Arabic. ‘Really? Missed by all of you? The line of St. Germain is hardly given much
         respect by the other houses.’
      

      
      ‘I have a great deal of respect for the abilities of your house.’ She pulled the glove off her metal hand and flexed her fingers.
         ‘What your brother did for me … ’ She swallowed as though overcome with emotion and hoped that revealing her imperfection
         would gain her some sympathy. Otherwise Nasir would be reunited with his brother sooner than expected. ‘I will be forever
         in his debt. Your brother was exceptionally talented.’
      

      
      ‘He was.’ Nasir nodded, all traces of umbrage gone from his face. ‘Your sympathies are greatly appreciated.’

      
      ‘As the Elder of the House of Tepes, it is the very least I can do.’ Tatiana smiled softly and took Nasir’s hand in hers.
         ‘The very least.’ Amazingly, she could actually feel the sensation of his fingers against her metal ones.
      

      
      She studied the vampire across from her. Nasir was quite possibly more beautiful than his late brother. But could he match
         Zafir’s talents?
      

      
      Nasir squeezed her hand tighter. ‘I still can’t believe he’s gone. Almost two hundred years we’ve been together.’ He swallowed
         and stared past her like he was remembering. ‘I keep imagining him in that fire, what it must have been like … ’
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