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About This Book





    A Darker Crimson is book 4 in Liz Maverick’s Crimson City series. In this installment of the story, Officer Claudia Donovan of the LAPD will do anything to rescue her daughter, even if it means making nice with Crimson City’s most notorious vampire and head of a criminal empire, Tiberiu Korzha. The two of them end up trapped in Orcus, the demon world.




    
CHAPTER 1





    Claudia Donovan crouched down to get a closer look at the bodies, the smell telling her it was bad, a damp smell, tangy with blood and bile. The moon hung low and pale in the sky, and darkness shrouded the freshly graded dirt. Two bodies sprawled in the shadow of a bulldozer. At one end of the lot a dumpster overflowed with construction debris, broken sheetrock, tattered insulation and twisted re-bar. She switched on her Mag-light. The beam illuminated the sheen of viscera.




    Los Angeles, the City of Angels. It was earning its other nickname all over again: Crimson City. The war—oh, right, the “conflict”—between the species was spreading. This time, two adult males. The smaller one looked peaceful. Close-cropped afro, square-chinned face, ebony skin, big brown eyes and a deep gash across his throat. The other one, John Doe Number Two, didn’t look so peaceful. Both men looked dead.




    Claudia reached for her police-issue pack and took out a pair of latex gloves. After a hesitation, she slipped them on. No sense not checking things out while she waited for the detectives and the M.E. to arrive. Considering she’d notified the L.A.P.D. fifteen minutes before she’d called the buttheads from Internal Operations, she felt confident the detectives would arrive first. They’d better. Internal Operations, unofficially Battlefield Operations or B-Ops, the city government Intelligence division, was nothing but a pain in the ass. No one in the L.A.P.D. liked them, least of all her. But in this case, damn it, she didn’t have a choice. She had to notify B-Ops because of Korzha.




    She glanced at the vampire just to make sure he was still there. He was. Now there was a real piece of work. Tiberiu Korzha. He was the reputed head of the vampire Family Korzha with an army of lawyers who had so far made every prosecuting attorney in the city look like a chump. The creature stood just within sight, though much of his face remained in shadow. Mostly the P.D. dealt with rogue vamps, vampires who went outside the law and the treaty between the species or who just went flat out insane; but Korzha had Strata +1 written all over him: He was part of their society and was as suave, rich and debonair as they came. Right now, he stood still as a statue. She hoped he had control of himself. There was blood all over, including a crimson splatter on the side of the bulldozer. Spilled blood tended to make an edgy vamp edgier.




    “You have anything to do with this, Korzha, or you just get lucky?” she asked.




    “Lucky,” he replied. But not like he meant it.




    The L.A.P.D. didn’t have jurisdiction to arrest him for any of the crimes of which he was suspected: racketeering, drug-trafficking, assault, forced conversion, fraud, and aiding-and-abetting all of the above—but everybody knew Tiberiu Korzha was a killer. Anyone needed a vamp taken down, Korzha was reputedly the guy to make the hit. He was an interesting vamp. B-Ops insisted paranormal investigations belonged to them, but Claudia didn’t give a rat’s ass about that. There wasn’t any law against the P.D. asking a vamp questions. Not yet.




    Even in the dark, she took care not to meet Korzha’s eyes. He’d been at her precinct for a friendly interview more than once. He liked to voodoo the ladies, give them that come-hither-for-a-mind-blowing-orgasm stare. He’d tried it once or twice with her. Damn near worked. Good-looking vamp. Weren’t they all? She went back to examining the bodies. She decided Korzha must have fed on at least one of the dead guys, and that’s why he wasn’t twitchy.




    “Lucky accident? Or lucky you got them both?” she asked, still crouched beside the bodies. The new P.D. uniforms, dark blue and body hugging, tended to fit poorly in the crotch. She had long legs and her uniform pants kept riding up.




    “Well,” the vamp said in his smooth voice. “You know what they say about luck.”




    “Yeah, right. If it weren’t for bad luck…Vamps don’t have bad luck.” How much bad luck could you have if you lived in the Upper, were rolling in money and didn’t die without a lot of help? Not much. Now, her? She had all kinds of luck, none good lately. Way too much overtime. All the cops were pulling extra shifts just to keep up. Her precinct had a pool going on total body count by end of month. She had one of the highest numbers. Halfway through the month and they were almost there. Her pick looked pretty good.




    “This guy—” She pointed to the larger body. “He had some bad luck, I’d say.” She glanced up again, kind of a sideways look so as to avoid meeting his eyes. A vamp hanging out in this neighborhood just didn’t compute, not without throwing in a criminal motive or two or three. “Dollars to donuts he was looking to get made. You know anything about that?”




    Korzha’s teeth flashed in the dim light. “I haven’t made a vampire in…quite a long time.”




    “Right.”




    “The last thing this city needs is more post-human wrecks running amok.”




    She reached into the last of the smaller corpse’s pockets. Surprise, surprise. He had no ID. “Something’s rotten in the State of Denmark, wouldn’t you say?” John Doe One looked to be the younger as well as the smaller of the two bodies. Adult human male, well developed. Good nutrition. She touched his neck and found the wounds she expected. His skin was cool with a faint sheen of something on the surface. There were two puncture wounds, and about a centimeter and a half below that a scatter line of petechiae from lower teeth pressing up and two telltale bruises from lower canines.




    Korzha hunkered down beside her, watching curiously.




    “Got hungry, did you?” she asked.




    She pretended she didn’t notice his shoulder practically touching hers. The problem with vamps like Korzha, besides the sharp teeth and insatiable lust for human blood, was the combination of physical and supernatural charisma. Supposedly, the man had been good-looking when he was human and becoming a vamp must have tripled the effect. When the subject came up, which it did whenever he got hauled to the precinct for a little polite interrogation, most every woman agreed Korzha was a fine-looking man. Yummy was the adjective most often applied. Rumor was a lot of other vamps imitated his looks. Some things, of course, couldn’t be duplicated: his six-foot frame, muscled without being overdone, and a face that, when you caught him in a moment of repose, was handsome but not pretty. The Armani suits, leather shoes, French shirts, the close shave and the perfect hair cut with a hint of sideburn trimmed to a point, razored off his neck—that look, a lot of male vamps adopted. If Korzha raked his fingers through his hair, every espresso-colored lock sprang back into place. A bit chilly, it always seemed to her, that kind of perfection. But, he had a smile that could heat a person up pretty quick.




    Korzha shook his head like he had a bad taste in his mouth. Somewhere in the distance a dog barked. A real dog, not a werewolf. “It wasn’t me.”




    Claudia shrugged. “It’s not like I’m a vegetarian myself. But did you have to kill him?”




    “I didn’t.”




    “Right.” She shook her head. “I swear, I don’t know why I bother asking. I could have caught you with your teeth in the guy’s throat and you’d be, ‘Officer, I’m innocent.‘” She risked a look at the vamp. His face was expressionless, but she saw his tongue come out to wet his lower lip. She hated it when anyone—fang, dog or human—thought she was stupid. “You’re one of the most notorious vamps in the whole of Crimson City, Korzha. A known hit-man—”




    “Prove it.”




    “I find you standing over two dead guys, and you didn’t kill anybody?”




    “Officially, of course—” Korzha gave her an odd smile “—until the coroner calls it, they aren’t dead.”




    “Stow it, fang.”




    Korzha laughed. “Even if I did— how would you put it? — take care of these two gentlemen, Officer Donovan, you’re outside your jurisdiction.” Every now and then, Korzha talked like he came from someplace else. Someplace far away from the good old U.S. of A. Really, really Upper. Stood to reason. Most vampires and all the vamps from the Korzha family came from the Upper. They all of them lived in Strata +1. It was in the nature of vamps to like the finer things. They looked it, lived it, talked it. They wouldn’t interact with humans at all if they didn’t need blood.




    “Yeah, well. B-Ops isn’t here yet.” Resentment put an edge on her words. B-Ops demanded they handle all paranormal incidents; like that sort of crime could only be handled by college boys and jarheads. B-Ops thought the L.A.P.D. was incompetent. From what she’d seen in her time on the force, they worked hard to compete. Nobody in the P.D. liked B-Ops; it was kind of a mutual-hatred society. Just like the rest of the city. Another serving of antipathy, please.




    “Well, then.” Korzha’s aristocratic tone lingered in the air.




    “I’m the officer on the scene.” Vamps. Snobs, all of them. Thought they were better than everyone. “There are dead humans here. Gotta take a look. Ask a few questions. It’d be a dereliction of duty if I didn’t.”




    “Only one of them is human.” Korzha nodded at the bodies.




    He sounded serious, and Claudia thought that was a pretty interesting change of tactic. Vamps hardly ever shared information with cops. “Yeah? Which one isn’t?”




    “The larger.”




    She studied the second body for a moment. It made a far less pleasant sight than the first which wasn’t remotely pretty. Number Two’s chest was torn open. Not cut; torn. It looked like someone had stuck his bare hand into the guy’s rib cage, made a fist and pulled hard. A heart balanced in the corpse’s left hand and, judging from the mess in his torso, she presumed it was his. She checked her comm readout, figured she had enough time, and dug a HemoStrip out of her backpack. “He’s not a vamp or he’d be turning to dust by now, and I doubt he’s a werewolf.”




    “Why?” asked Korzha.




    “Why do I think he’s not a dog?” Sheesh. Vamps could be so ignorant. Korzha ought to know, considering the neighborhood he chose to hang out in. Lotsa wolves around here. “Easy.” She glanced at the corpses. “No sign of re-transformation. Besides, if he was a dog, his packmates would be all over this place.”




    The vampire didn’t move. Eerie, the way his kind could be so motionless.




    “Lucky us.” She wiggled the HemoStrip at him. “Plenty of blood for a field sample.” She collected a drop of glistening gore from the center of the chest cavity, less chance of contamination, then dropped the strip in the vial and broke the chem-release seal. “So, not a dog, not a vamp. Not a human. What the hell is he then? A ghost?”




    “A demon.”




    Claudia fell backward onto her butt. Something went squish under her, followed by the odor of something rotting from the inside out. “Oh, crud. This is just gross. Korzha, you made me drop the HemoStrip.” The vampire plucked something from the ground and handed it to her. Damn preternatural vision. B-Ops got night vision contacts, but not the P.D., oh no. God forbid the first line of defense in a city about to ignite should be prepared. Not that she could blame Korzha for that. She took the HemoStrip from him. “Thanks.”




    “My pleasure.”




    She dropped the vial into a pocket to free up her hands for brushing off her backside. Thank God she still had on the gloves. Yuck. Her eyes fixed on Korzha’s ear. He was a tall creature, which meant her head tipped back. She could peripherally see the line of his just-shaved cheek. She caught a whiff of sandalwood from him. Nice. “Let’s pretend a minute there’s any such thing as demons.”




    “Cut the crap, Officer.” There was that voice again. Very…Upper. “You know damn well there are.”




    “How can you tell?” She stripped off her gloves and shoved them in an outside pocket of her pants. “To me, these look like two regular humans who didn’t deserve to die.”




    Korzha picked something off the seat of her pants and flung it away. “Experience.”




    She gave him a look. Had he, or had he not, let his hand linger on her butt? Somewhere in the back of the lot, a tomcat yowled. “Gonna explain that?” she asked. She lifted her eyebrows when he didn’t, and pointed at the body. “If you’re so experienced, what kind of demon is it?”




    “A dead one,” Korzha said.




    “Everyone’s a goddamned comedian.”




    “He’s Mahsei.”




    “Isn’t that a kind of tuna fish?” She gave him a fake grin. “I got that for lunch today. Tuna salad with celery and stuff in it. Made it myself.”




    The vampire indicated the second body. “Considered a lesser demon. Although,” he added, “I believe Mahsei are underestimated in their world.”




    “Har, har.” Claudia turned back to the bodies. There were no demons in Crimson City. She knew that because if there were, all the humans would be dead or worse. She gave John Doe Two a closer glance. Looked human to her. She really, really hated being condescended to. “Jerk,” she muttered.




    “I heard that.”




    “Oh, gee.” Korzha could be in the Upper right now, relaxing amid the best that money could buy. Instead he was out here with the freaks and losers of L.A. Slumming. Feeling superior. She lifted a hand. “Sorry, Korzha. I forgot about the supernatural hearing and all that. I’ll be more careful next time.”




    “You do that.”




    Claudia studied the bodies. The thing was, rumors about demons had been cropping up on the streets for some time now. Lots of dead vamps and dogs these days, too. Lots of unrest. She frowned. She wasn’t about to tell Korzha that this second body bothered her. The clothes for instance; unusual fabric, and not a style she’d ever seen in Crimson City. There were no buttons on the pants, and no zipper either. Instead, they laced in front. She touched the corpse’s chin, pulling his face around. His eyes were open. For a moment she thought he’d been blind, but it was just that his irises were so pale they looked nearly white. “No rigor yet.” She covered her surprise. The pale eyes weren’t so unusual. She knew at least one other human with freakily pale irises.




    Korzha coughed, but she ignored him. Her mind clicked along. She didn’t give a crap about contaminating the scene. B-Ops wouldn’t notice, and if they did, hey, what did they expect? The P.D. was incompetent. They should-a got to the scene sooner. “This guy…” She pointed to the gaping chest. “Classic rogue kill.”




    “You don’t say?”




    Claudia twisted a little to look at the vampire. His eyes glittered, but she was careful not to directly meet his gaze. Not with that vampire voodoo head stuff he liked to do. She wanted to look, but she didn’t. “Look, Korzha, the P.D. isn’t stupid about paranormal crimes, no matter what B-Ops likes to say.” She pointed again. “Heart torn out and put in the left hand. Wasted blood as a sign of contempt. Plain as day if you know anything about rogue kills. One of these guys was here to get made, I’ll guarantee that.”




    “If you say so.”




    Claudia fought back annoyance. She’d seen this too many time to doubt herself. “Takedown on the first guy, all the blood drained, throat slit to be sure he isn’t coming back. Then the rogue-kill here with the other. To send a message.”




    “Fascinating,” Korzha replied.




    Claudia was about to say something that wasn’t very nice when the hair on her arms prickled. She glanced over her shoulder. The construction site was empty except for her and Korzha, the two bodies, and the smell of death. She’d give her left nut, if she had one, that one of Korzha’s associates had just arrived. “Busy vamp, aren’t you, Mr. Korzha?” she asked.




    “One strives not to be bored.” He made a point of glancing at his Patek Philippe wristwatch. Another affection of the Upper. Vamps didn’t need watches.




    “You got someplace to be?”




    Korzha shrugged. “A wedding reception.”




    “How romantic.” She rose and held up a hand, palm out. The howling cats started up again and she waited for a lull. “I got someplace to be, too, you know. I promised my daughter I’d make her waffles for breakfast.” She checked her comms. “In three hours.”




    “Your daughter?” the vamp said.




    Claudia knew she shouldn’t smile at him, but she did anyway. “Strawberry waffles. With whipped cream on top.” She pointed her forefinger downward and made a swirling motion. “You gonna mess me up and break her heart?”




    One of his eyebrows quirked. “Mess you up?”




    Talk about using the wrong words. Claudia went on alert. “Are you?” she said in a low voice.




    “Perish the thought.”




    For some reason, he sounded…sad. Must be her imagination. “I’m humoring you here, okay?” she checked the time on her comms. The digital components of the device were worth about thirty-five cents American and performed like they were worth no more than seven cents. In forty-eight seconds she could read the test results. Korzha shifted his weight, and a thrill of adrenaline rolled through her. She flinched, but he didn’t attack. He just checked his twenty thousand dollar watch again. Where was everyone? She really didn’t want to be alone with this vamp and a bunch of spilled blood. “What happens if I check the HemoStrip and the little arrow points to the minus?” Meaning, of course, not human.




    “Nothing?” he said, with a taint of irony.




    “You’re a regular comedian, aren’t you?” There was a moment of silence Claudia expected would be filled with a sarcastic retort.




    Instead, he said, “How old is your daughter?”




    “Ten. She’s the greatest. She really is.” Great. Now she was over-sharing. Had they made enough eye contact that he was rolling her? She was worried he might be. Why else would she notice that he was unfairly handsome? Hair the color of an espresso bean; straight nose, a bit flared. All the best characteristics of an eastern European. Sensitive mouth, strong cheekbones, a hint of the Attic hordes in the shape of his eyes. Even she, trained to a certain level of immunity to preternatural charm, couldn’t entirely resist. She looked at the bodies again. “If one of them’s a demon, how come they’re both dead?” she asked.




    “One does wonder.”




    She cocked her head and flicked on her Mag-light again. “Now that’s just weird.”




    “Maybe, Officer Donovan. But then, I lack your insight into the criminal mind.”




    “F-you, Korzha.”




    “Regrettably, I must decline the offer. Another time, perhaps?”




    Claudia rolled her eyes again. “The small guy’s got a tattoo.” She fixed her light on it, a pale blue swirl of interlocking lines on his exposed shoulder. “Rogues like body art. Ever seen that before?”




    “No.”




    “Me neither.” She checked her comms again. “Where the hell are the detectives?” The remark wasn’t meant for Korzha. “I gave them a head’s up big enough to drive a truck through. They ought to be here.” She kicked the toe of her boot into the dirt. She did not want to deal with B-Ops and their paperwork. Six forms for every paranormal handoff. Not to mention double pay for the babysitter whenever Claudia pulled an all-nighter and needed the sitter to stay with her daughter. Seemed like all her overtime pay went to the IRS and the sitter. “Another night totally screwed up.”




    Korzha seemed amused. “Perhaps your colleagues are unavoidably detained?”




    Claudia ignored him. “So.” She narrowed her eyes and pulled out the HemoStrip. “How come you know so much about demons?”




    “I make a point of keeping myself informed.”




    She clutched the HemoStrip but had her eyes on her time readout. Fifteen seconds. “Yeah, right.”




    “It’s minus.”




    She flashed her light on the HemoStrip because the dim lamp at the street corner wasn’t bright enough to get a decent reading. Her heart bottomed out. “Aw, shoot.”




    “Problem, Officer?”




    Hell, yes. She was going to be filling out twelve forms. Six for Korzha and six for the non-human corpse. She thought about the bodies and the rumors of demons. The lots of rumors. The street lamp dimmed, buzzed, then flared before settling down to a faint yellowish glow. It made her feel sick, the thought of demons loose in the city. Korzha looked like a statue. “I’m just going to ask this straight out, okay?” she asked.




    “I’m not going to hypnotize you,” he said with a hint of exasperation. “Stop staring at my ear and talk to me. What offensive question do you wish to ask?”




    She risked a look into his eyes. Green. Like moss. She’d always wanted green eyes, but got stuck with plain old brown. “Let’s say you’re right, and this is a demon. What’s it doing in Los Angeles?” she asked.




    He crossed his arms over his chest. “Not that I have all the time in the world for this fascinating chat, Officer, but haven’t any of your forays into the B-Ops network gotten you the answer to that question?”




    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Was that a stab in the dark, or did he really know she’d cracked B-Ops? It never paid to dismiss the improbable. It just didn’t. Her chest tightened. The world was a pretty scary place. The whole damn city was on the edge of war. It was practically in the middle of one, only no one would admit it. Conflict my ass. The war between the species had already walked right in and sat down to dinner. “Does Fleur Dumont know you’re negotiating with demons, Korzha?”




    He laughed, only he didn’t sound amused. “It’s so much easier to promise I’ll never do it again.”




    “She’ll have your head on a platter.” The pull of his charisma tugged at her. For a guy out slumming, he kept himself pretty Upper. Right. A wedding reception. Too bad his expensive shoes were getting dirty.




    “If humans won’t live up to their responsibilities here, keeping the peace and our treaty, then I’ll do whatever it takes to see vamps live despite you. Despite Fleur Dumont, if I have to.”




    “You think humans are killing vamps?”




    “Are you?”




    “You’re insane, you know that?” He wasn’t, and they both knew it. The lamp buzzed again then settled down. “B-Ops is always doing sneaky shit, I’ll give you that, but that vamp stuff they were pulling, that’s mostly died down. Everything’s cool. And there are no demons here. If there were, I’d think we’d know.” Claudia wished that had come out more like she believed it.




    “How old are you?” Korzha asked. Not in a nice way. “Twenty-two? Maybe twenty-three?”




    She was twenty-five, but she knew she looked younger. “None of your damn business.”




    “A child. You know nothing.”




    Claudia bristled. “Oh, and you were what when you got made? Thirty? Thirty-five, tops, I bet.” She frowned at him. Maybe he’d been in his twenties when he was converted. It was hard to tell with some vamps, particularly when they didn’t adjust well, as made vampires typically did not. Tiberiu ‘Tiber’ Korzha was a made vamp; everyone knew that. “The P.D. file on you doesn’t go back more than ten years, and the B-Ops file doesn’t have much more.”




    “On the servers you got to.”




    She ignored the dig, but he was right. “You can’t be that old.”




    “I stopped counting three hundred years ago.”




    She made a face at him. “Har, har.”




    A blue flash illuminated the street. No sound, just light. Typical B-Ops. Well, she wasn’t going to do them any favors. She flashed her Mag-light on the demon corpse or whatever it was, but the beam sputtered once, turned yellow and went out. She stared at the cylinder with disgust. “That’s what’s wrong with the world today.” She shook the flashlight in Korzha’s face. “Brand-new batteries!”




    “Tsk, tsk,” the vamp said.




    “Look, I don’t feel like spending what’s left of my shift filling out forms on you. Why don’t you head off to your party?” She twitched her head toward the building next door. “But Korzha? If that guy’s not a demon, I’m coming after you. I’ll crash your reception and arrest you right in front of the happy bride and groom. That’s a promise.”




    “How romantic, Officer.” He gave her a business card. “My private cell is on here. If it seems you’re going to be late for your appointment, call me. I’ll see you get there on time.”




    “Scram, would you?”




    Korzha didn’t waste a moment; Claudia blinked, and he was gone. Just like a vamp. She waited for the detectives or the coroner or some B-Ops bozos to announce themselves, then took a step toward the street when nobody did. The blue light faded, and she walked into a nightmare.


  




  

    
CHAPTER 2





    Claudia ducked to avoid having her head burnt off by a bolt of blue fire. She made herself as small a target as she could and squinted to see who the hell had fired on her without warning. At the corner of the street, and about twenty feet away from the eerie blue glow, stood a lone figure: a man, but without any weapon that she could see. His clothes bore a striking similarity to the second corpse’s, the man Korzha claimed was a demon. He wore the same tunic-shaped shirt and close-fitting pants.




    She hit her comm and got a sputter of white noise. Shit. Head down, she drew her sidearm and flicked off the safety. Where the hell were the detectives? About now she’d be happy to see B-Ops. She jammed in a full clip, regular ammo, and shouted, “L.A.P.D! Put down your weapon. Now!”




    Another bolt of fire burst from the man. What the hell kind of weapon was he packing? And how had he managed to jack it up like that? Heat singed her hair and sent her heart into a tattoo against her ribs. Whoever he was, he meant business. Or else he was nuts. Whichever it was, she needed someplace to hide.




    Cover of darkness evaporated in the bluish glow that overwhelmed the light mounted on a dented pole. Claudia fought off a wild terror. The man’s sudden appearance had her rattled. Losing focus was deadly when you walked a beat in this part of the city. She was a mile from the Lower, where not even cops dared to go. She wondered if the nutcase was someone from there who didn’t know he’d gone out of range. He walked toward her.




    She hit her comm again and got nothing but static. Panic filled her. She held desperately to her ebbing calm. She aimed her weapon at the figure but at the last minute pulled right. There wasn’t anything worse than finding out you’d killed some kid high on narco, and it happened sometimes. Mostly to new cops like her. She’d made her share of house calls to the family. She really, really hated telling some woman her baby was dead. And it didn’t matter how old the deceased was; he, or she, was always somebody’s baby.




    Two shots, deliberately close, ought to put a dose of fear into the freak. Claudia took aim, but the air around her target shimmered. He lifted a hand and, swear to God, Claudia saw fire flickering where his eyes ought to be. Another flash of blue flame headed her way. She dove behind the debris-dumpster and switched out her clip. Forget vanilla ammo. She needed silver or UV. This guy was obviously a paranormal. She couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. Where the hell was her backup?




    A siren blared, too distant to think help might be near. Overhead the steady thop-thop-thop of a chopper on its nightly rounds reverberated in her ears. A bit closer, pungent sulphur curled into her nose with the fainter odor of ozone and burnt hair. Not good. She tapped the comm band around her wrist and got nothing but a static hiss. She palmed a fingernail-sized bit of modified plastique with a detonator. Her own personal hack, this stuff. She’d probably get fired for using it. On the other hand, living long enough to get fired didn’t seem like such a bad thing right now. Besides, she made the stuff on the sly for several of the beat officers. Vice and Narc, too. Kept you from getting killed by a rogue vamp or some badass werewolf while you waited for B-Ops to show up. If the right guys came for clean-up they’d look they other way, and she’d be okay.




    The perp moved. She saw a flash, an almost blinding glow of energy that pulsed in her, through her, and throbbed in time with her heartbeat. Half a tick before the dumpster imploded, she threw her explosive. She vaulted for the bulldozer and just caught the edge of the bucket. The metal arms dipped and the whole contraption groaned like an old man struggling to rise from his overstuffed recliner. The bucket tilted down, and she dropped to the ground amid a shower of dirt. She cracked her shin on a rusted pole trapped under one of the ’dozer-tracks. The plastique hadn’t gone off. Given the size of the ball, there should have been a very big noise, and the perp who was after her should have been knocked flat on his ass from the concussion.




    He wasn’t. He walked toward her, stepping over the bodies without so much as a glance. The air did that queer sort of shimmering thing again, and the resulting glow was bright enough for her to read a newspaper if she wanted. She blinked once, then got a good look at him. At first, she thought she was seeing a werewolf transformation, which would have been a relief, because that would have meant all she had to do was change the clip in her sidearm and blow a hole in its chest. But that wasn’t it. The face went from human to un-human in the blink of an eye. Its shoulders quivered, and like that, she faced a monster. Flames flickered in its eyes. It grinned.




    Claudia went from apprehensive to terrified in half a nanosecond.




    What the hell was that thing?




    It was less than ten feet from her, and she felt the pulse of a mental connect: a vampish sort of thing, a dark and slippery probe in her head. They weren’t even making eye contact, and it could touch her mind. She shook her head and, temporarily at least, cleared her thoughts. Was it some kind of super-vamp? Able to shape-shift like that? The mental thing was similar to what a vamp did, but with a hell of a lot more range. A cross between a vamp and a dog? How the hell did you defend against that?




    Claudia prepared to be toast. Except two things happened. The first was a panic-induced rush of peace. Her years-ago decision about how she would end her life had prepared her for this moment. She had a will, a guardian appointed for her daughter, Holly, and enough insurance to know Holly wouldn’t go without. She could look this monster in the eye and feel calm. With calmness came her defense. Calm gave her a wall, an enfolding barrier between her and the monster. The second thing was that three Cazadores appeared on the sidewalk. She felt the moment the monster lost its mental focus on her.




    After all these years, rogue vamps and moon-mad dogs notwithstanding, the Cazadores were still the gang of record in the worst parts of town. One tall, two not-so-tall, all three with illegal tasers strapped to their thighs and backs, they were no doubt looking to expand their territory. The Lower never got smaller, only wider and uglier. The police weren’t welcome there. One of the gangbangers held a Street Sweeper, modified to work like a machine gun. Nobody, but nobody, was welcome in the Lower without sanction by the Cazadores. They owned the right to illegal hunts, and they owned the midnight market. Claudia pressed herself flat to the ’dozer track. All things considered, she’d rather be killed by a Cazadore than the blue-light freak.




    In the space between her breaths, she heard the distinctive ka-schick of an ammo clip being rammed home. She used to steal dinner every night with guys like that, and now they wanted to shoot her? The sound distracted the monster. Not much, but enough. She pitched herself sideways just as blue fire hit the bulldozer. Yellow sparks sprayed the air, showering down like biting gnats. There was a brimstone and saltpeter smell. Another miss, and that worried her. A miss just didn’t sit right. If the creature didn’t want to kill her, what did it want?




    The Cazadores shouted. Behind them, Claudia saw, or thought she saw, a lithe shape leap from the house on one side of the lot to the back of another building. Oh, great. Just fabulous. All she needed now was some rogue vamp come to check out the proceedings. Bad enough she didn’t have much chance of keeping herself alive, now she had to keep a vamp from meeting an untimely end. Protect and serve.




    With a furious roar, her assailant whirled toward the street. Some kind of energy pulse burst from it. The backwash threw Claudia against the bulldozer. Her elbow hit the ledge of the tracks and her gun arm went numb. The monster hissed and flicked its wrist in a dismissive gesture toward the three Cazadores. One of the short ones screamed. Then the sound cut off and he was gone. Just…gone. The tall one dropped his Street Sweeper. Just in time, too, because the weapon imploded. Laughter thundered, and at the sound, the remaining Cazadores proved smarter than Claudia because they ran like hell. Claudia lurched to her feet, but the monster turned before the feeling came back to her fingers. It advanced on her until they were nose to snout.




    For a disastrous stretch of eternity, terror ruled. Then, Claudia’s mind divorced itself from her body. Flight wasn’t possible so fight she would. She palmed another bit of plastic explosive and transferred her weapon to her left hand. The grip felt awkward. Acrid smoke floated in the air.




    She had no doubt that if she fired on this lovely fellow her gun would implode like the Street Sweeper had. Damn. She felt all the old attitude coming back and then some; she didn’t give a damn about anybody but herself because nobody gave a rat’s ass about her. No backup? No detectives, no B-Ops? Nothing but her and her wits. “You’re under arrest.”




    “Human female.” It was a normal voice coming from something that looked like a monster, and that made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.




    She tossed her explosive, but, as she’d expected, the beast flicked its hand and it disappeared in a weak little poof. All the same, the concussion knocked her flat on her butt. Some of her calm vanished. This monster was strong. She scrambled to her feet as it advanced and wondered what to try next. Boiling blue eyes glared back at her. The thing looked like one of those snout-nosed devils perched on the walls of Notre Dame, only a lot scarier. She felt…well, about the only way she could describe the sensation was to say it was probing around her. Curious, that was. And then it fixed on her. She raised her weapon. Her heart went pit-a-pat because she wasn’t close enough to guarantee a fatal shot, and she was pretty sure anything less would mean funeral services and “Amazing Grace” for the late Officer Claudia Donovan.




    “You have courage, human.” Whatever it was, it spoke with a British accent. The hoity-toity kind that got you killed where she came from, no questions asked. It laughed again. “Much courage, human.”




    “Let me go, and I’ll show you some more.”




    “Is that a promise?” The thing sneered at her, upper lip curling.




    “Sure.” She shrugged. “Why not?”




    The monster’s skin gave off the smell of sulfur and charred air. “Humans,” it said, “cannot be trusted.”




    She glanced at the two bodies. “Wasn’t any human killed your buddy over there.”




    “The Mahsei died well.”




    Claudia's heart dropped to her toes. “Mahsei?” She fought to make a plan: establish a dialog, and maybe she wouldn’t get fried. Maybe. “Is that what you are? A Mahsei demon?”




    “Mahsei?” It sounded insulted. “Elismal, human. Elismal demon.”




    “Well.” She nodded like that fascinated her. “Okay. Elismal.” Whatever that meant. “So, um, what brings you here?”




    “Come to me, Claudia Donovan,” it crooned. “I can make you a god. Come, and immortality is yours.”




    “Gee, thanks.” She didn’t like that it knew her name. How did it know her name? She shrugged. “Maybe another time.” She tapped her Glock, praying the demon would take just three more steps. “I was a god last week.”




    The creature sneered. Its tongue flicked out over a pair of sharp upper incisors. She wondered if maybe it was some kind of vampire. Maybe it was some kind of vampire-wolf hybrid. Except, that was impossible. Some rumors were just too wild to be true.




    “Fool,” it growled.




    “Yeah, well, you aren’t the first to point that out.”




    Another half-second passed. If the demon or whatever the hell it was, wanted to kill her, this time it wasn’t going to miss. The chopper sounded closer, practically overhead. The authorities must have registered the explosions. She hoped. Chances were about a zillion to one they’d see anything before she was dead. Or worse. Thanks to B-Ops, Inter-Regional Air Safety wasn’t equipped to deal with paranormal manifestations. Hell, she doubted even anyone in B-Ops was equipped to deal with this fellow. Like as not, given the thing’s present physical form, I.R.A.S. would mistake it for a werewolf, and that would be that. I.R.A.S. never interfered with werewolf conversions. Claudia, however, didn’t intend to end up dead or worse. Not if she could help it. Behind her back, she loaded her alternate clip: bullets with enough silver to take down nine-foot-tall wolf.




    The monster grinned again, edging away, giving her an opening. It really did take her for a fool, because any idiot could see she was in over her head. About a thousand miles over, she’d say. The thing, the demon, super vamp, mutant werewolf—whatever the F it was, it wasn’t an idiot. It knew as well as she that the sensible thing for her to do was sprint for the apparent safety of the street and run like hell. She reconsidered her options.




    Glock in hand, she found her balance, gathered her legs under her and sprang straight toward it with a demented banshee yell. The demon reacted a shade slower than it ought. It had expected her to run for the street. At least she was right about surprising it. And right about ending up near enough to trap it. In fact, notwithstanding the unusual opening of her counterattack, this was a textbook werewolf liquidation. According to her purloined B-Ops Field Training Guide, this worked in every classroom simulation.




    Too bad the beast wasn’t surprised enough. And too bad it wasn’t a werewolf. Because when she landed, her foot skidded on a sheet of waxy wrapping from a burger. Some people just couldn’t be bothered to dispose of their trash. There she was: off-balance and so close the thing could reach out one glittering-sharp talon and touch her. Close enough for her to feel waves of white-hot hate. Close enough to see a jeering smile split its face and expose gleaming, hungry teeth, all of them sharp. Panic set in. Hers, not the demon’s. The demon didn’t look the least bit panicked. But, then, the demon wasn’t afraid because it wasn’t in over its snouty little head. She got the gun up, but her aim didn’t account for the recoil. Shit. The bullet slammed into the side of the construction trailer.




    “Wealth.” It gestured as if to a mountain of gold. Graceful, for a monster. “Jewels. Come with me, and I will give you ten thousand times more riches than you desire.”




    “Nah.” She tightened her fingers on her Glock. The metal felt hot. She wasn’t going anywhere with this thing. Not ever. No way. “If you’re giving me a choice, I’d rather die.”




    “Love,” it crooned. “Ecstasy every time you make love. Men enslaved at your exquisite feet. A particular man, if you wish it.”




    “Death for me, thanks.”




    One demonic eyebrow lifted. “A woman, then?” it smoothly said, and it briefly changed shape into a woman. “As beautiful as you?”




    She took another step forward. The backs of her knees turned to Jell-O. Almost there. No missing this time. “Could we get on with this already?”




    “Give yourself to me, and I will make you the most powerful human in the Overworld. All will tremble at your feet.”




    “No thanks.” She lifted her Glock.




    The air around her shivered, pulsed, a focused cloud of deadly energy coalescing around her. She felt the monster trying to work its way into her head. Snick. She was in range. Her aim was perfect. Dead-on perfect. Three to four feet was more than in-range. The demon howled and loosed an attack of energy so dense the air around her steamed and sparked. She squeezed the trigger of her pistol and, swear to God, she saw her bullet come out and melt in mid-air. With a curse, she dropped the Glock before it burned her hand.




    In a moment of crisis, instinct is a beautiful thing. There’s no time for better judgment; you have whatever choice came with the moment. Claudia flexed at the hips, lofted her legs into the air and scissored. Blue energy seared the air and crackled like lightning on a power line. Heat nicked the tip of her shoulder and burned. She screamed because getting scorched hurt. Her leading leg struck the demon in the kidney. If it had a kidney. It grunted, but otherwise didn’t budge. Pain shot up her shin and into her knee.




    The ground came up fast. She hit hard, bent arms cushioning the impact, and kept rolling. Her hand landed on her Glock. She grabbed it by the muzzle and just about scorched her palm. Another gout of fire erupted over the ground two inches from her left foot. She tapped the release on her arm pack and another plastique charge slid into her open palm. She prayed the damned stuff would work this time and kept her legs relaxed beneath her, no mean feat, considering she’d been this frightened only once before in her life, and compared to this, thinking a vamp was going to make her was a walk in a field of daisies.




    The demon’s reflexes made hers look like frozen tar. Being at a physical disadvantage was nothing new, not since day one of the Academy. She still compensated for her lack of brawn by training like a maniac. Not in the weight room, but in the dojo where, in truth, she claimed only mediocre competence. Anybody could whip her in a fair fight. She’d mastered every pressure point in the book, plus she fought dirty. In close, sometimes the advantage shifted to her.




    The smell of charred air increased. The hair on the back of her neck lifted. Without hesitation—that instinct thing again—she swung her upper leg in a low, sweeping semicircle. Her instep collided with the back of the demon’s knee. She doubled over and punched the soft region of its inner thigh near the femoral artery, a pressure point that, properly struck, collapsed the knee. The demon’s leg bobbed but immediately locked again. Blue vapor roiled above its head. Fire hissed into a pile of re-bar. The metal glowed blue then red then white. By now, she was convinced the demon didn’t intend to kill her. Not yet, anyway. And she didn’t question anymore whether the thing was a demon. It was. It had to be.




    She roundhouse-kicked again, aiming for the femoral pressure point. The demon stumbled, and then, in a flicker, stood perfectly balanced on cloven hooves. A nice touch. It roared. A scaly arm shot out, fingers going around her throat like a vise. She brought up a knee and kicked the monster in the back, a shot to the dorsal area about as effective as before. She fought off her terror and kneed the bastard again while she threw her weight down and away. Their two bodies hit the ground as she hooked her fingers in its collarbones, sliding a thumb into the soft spot over the carotid artery. They rolled in dirt and trash. The demon ended up on top, compressing her torso, suffocating her.




    Its fingers tightened around her throat and her bleeding shoulder and she felt eight individual talons slice her skin. She wasn’t sure which hurt worse. Through swirling blue vapor, Claudia stared into cold, cold eyes the color of the sky at high noon. Right before the demon spoke, blue mist floating on its breath, she felt it gather itself, focusing on breaking into her head. “You are strong for a female human,” it said. Whether it spoke aloud or just in her mind, she didn’t know. “Worthy.”




    She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t breathe.




    The demon found leverage. The blue vapor condensed, became a deep, uncanny hue. Claudia felt it working its way into her. Terror consumed her. The demon laughed, a joyous sound. Something maleficent slipped around her, into her, cradling her, touching her thoughts and feeding on her terror.




    Claudia opened her fist. A reflection of the ball of plastique she held glinted in her foe’s boiling eyes. Too bad if the explosion killed her, too; she steeled herself and tossed the tiny ball, so close she couldn’t miss this time. But, like her Glock, the plastique didn’t work right. It sizzled and imploded, rattling the air. The sensation in her head vanished. The demon didn’t. It continued to press in on her, refusing to give up. Blue vapor reappeared around its head and quickly refocused on her. Odds were slim to none she could withstand another attack. Her heart bottomed out.




    “Donovan!” someone shouted. With a rush of elation, Claudia recognized the voice: Matthew Jaise, B-Ops battalion commander recently attached to the L.A.P.D. At last.




    Claudia couldn’t see past the demon, who had turned its head toward the disruption. The monster hauled her to her feet, but kept a crushing grip on her throat. Air became a precious commodity. In all her time on the force she hadn’t ever been happy to see B-Ops. Until now.




    The demon whipped its head back to her, shoulders dipping, and Claudia’s line of sight improved. Not just Jaise, thank God. There were several B-Ops commandos looking mean and armed to kill. The bunch of sanctimonious blow-hards. On the bright side, she might not die today. There was that. The men moved into attack position.




    “Friends of yours?” The demon’s fingers loosened around her throat, and she managed to touch her toes to the ground.




    “Got a problem with that?” Hard-scrabble Lower echoed in her every syllable. She hadn’t slipped up with her speech patterns since her second term at college.




    “Claudia Donovan,” it said.




    Honest to God, she still couldn’t tell if it said her name out loud or just in her head. She brought up her Glock and pointed it right at the demon’s forehead. The weapon’s grip heated, started to burn her palms. “Let me go,” she said. “I won’t miss at this range.”




    “Courage,” it said, as if it were pleased. The air around them shimmered and pulsed with energy.




    Claudia pulled the trigger. Her weapon kicked, flicked her wrists up. Her eardrums throbbed with the explosion. She saw the muzzle flash. But nothing happened to the demon.




    “Donovan!” Commander Jaise’s voice held a shrill urgency that was unusual for a guy with the rep of being cooler than a cucumber on ice. “Hold your fire, Officer. Don’t shoot!”




    The demon struck the underside of Claudia’s hands, which still quivered from the shot. Her gun flew into the air. Well, okay. Not good. Like some kind of slow-motion vid she and the demon watched the gun spiraling through the air, all the plastic parts melting and turning edge-over-angle as if falling through water. The charred air smell returned. The gun continued its absurd butterfly descent, and then, right between her and the demon, it twinkled once and vanished.




    A burst of energy split the air and hit Claudia with enough force to send her reeling toward blackout. Only she hadn’t been physically struck, since the weapon had just vanished into thin air. The demon’s eyes flashed a darker crimson.




    Claudia heard Jaise continue shouting, an edge of desperation in his voice now. This time, the thing was going to kill her. Which, come to think of it, probably meant she wouldn’t feel a thing. But there would be that one moment of agony, and she wasn’t too keen on the idea of that. So instead of waiting for B-Ops to get its act together or for the demon to crisp her into oblivion or find its way inside her head, she brought up her knee and kicked the demon in the crotch as hard as she could, hoping its anatomy was human enough for that to work. At the same time, she chopped both sides of its neck. Her hands went numb, but it let her go.




    She dropped like a rock, rolling even before she landed. From the corner of her eye, Claudia saw Matthew Jaise standing with his legs spread. She didn’t care if she sounded like she’d grown up in a gutter because, in point of fact, she had. “Jaise! Fry it, you fucking moron!”




    The B-Ops commander imitated a block of cement. Was he insane? Arms out, he aimed his weapon. At her. The other B-Ops commandos were doing the same. Jaise lifted one hand, his face intent because he was listening to instructions through his comm link. The demon watched the scene play out with an amused expression. Its fangs showed in a way that made her think it got a joke she didn’t.




    Jaise closed his eyes and lowered his hand in an executioner’s chop. His Magnum pointed right at Claudia’s head.




    “Jaise!” she shouted.




    His finger squeezed the trigger.


  




  

    
CHAPTER 3





    Pain boiled through Claudia. Flaming hot needles pierced her shoulder. She opened her eyes and fought to consciousness. Blazing light seared her retinas, and she screwed her eyelids shut. For some minutes, the world consisted of the pain in her eyes and shoulder, and the oddness in her head that seemed to have wrapped her brain in cotton. Eventually, though, she noticed the rest of her body: aching, throbbing. She didn’t dare move her arm for fear the pain would take off the top of her head, but she did shift her legs. Movement was good. Agonizing, but good to know she could move.




    She lay on a hard and unforgivingly icy surface. But for her shoulder, which felt on fire, she was cold. She groaned. She could make noise. Oh, good. Another bodily function retained. Movement and vocalization? Good. Jeez, her head hurt. Check that. Her brain hurt.




    She turned her head from side to side then cracked her eyes a slit. Still white. After a moment, shades of white. Pressure in her head. Not between her ears, but down toward the base of her neck. Pressure, and an ironic sensation of comfort and pleasure and warmth, ironic because she wasn’t at all comfortable. She hoped to God she hadn’t suffered some form of cognitive damage. L.A.P.D. didn’t allow damaged cops on the streets, and she couldn’t afford to lose her job. Her brain insisted she lay stretched out warm and comfortable and that she ought to continue doing so for some period of time yet to come. She shivered, but her head said her body felt exactly the opposite. Warm and comfy she was not.




    Sudden awareness. Startlement. And with an odd thwip, something felt gone. Withdrawn. Or, rather, the sensation was like an ebbing, like the tide going out, because the oddness in her head didn’t go away.




    Her body distracted her again. Her shoulder hurt. Recollections slipped into focus: her falling Glock. A Magnum aimed at her head. Jaise’s hand coming down, giving the kill command. Hell. She’d been shot. In the head. By B-Ops commander Matthew Jaise.




    In which case, why wasn’t she dead? She ought to be. Matthew Jaise had a rep in the city: tough, accurate, quick on his feet. He’d never failed a mission. Never. He didn’t fail, and he didn’t miss. He just didn’t. Claudia saw her gun falling, imagined it striking her body, falling through her head and down into the base of her skull. No. Not the gun, something else. The demon? Behind her tight-shut eyes, she saw Jaise. All the old reactions kicked into full force. Handsome, smooth, forbidden and upper-class Matthew Jaise. Pointing a Magnum at her. Images clicked through her head. He had another rep as a hardcore Romeo. Jaise the sex machine. Jaise the two-timer. Jaise the heartbreaker. Thank God by the time he’d gotten around to her she’d seen the damage he’d done and hadn’t given him the time of day. Didn’t matter how good the sex might be, she wasn’t interested in adding to his legend. Holly deserved better than to have a mother who wasted her time with jerks like Matthew Jaise.




    She moved her head and nausea crashed over her. She rolled to the left and would have screamed if she hadn’t been barfing. Back on her haunches, she swiped her good arm across her mouth. The earlier sense of comfort receded to nothing before flowing back, lapping at the edges of her consciousness. She fought a double set of sensations: hers and her head’s. She swiveled her neck, even touched the back bulge of her skull, feeling for a wound. Nothing. No cut or bump, not even a suggestion of pain. But Jaise had shot her. She knew it. She’d seen him do it. With the memory burned into her head, that fact seemed pretty much incontrovertible. Matthew Jaise, B-Ops commander, and the man who’d spent at least three weeks asking her, with charming bluntness, to sleep with him, had shot her. More than that, actually. He’d tried to kill her.




    She pressed her fingers to her temples. It wasn’t like him to miss. Anger rushed through her like a tidal wave, hot fury. Her head buzzed, filled with something alien. Jeez, how hard had she whacked her head?




    Thwip.




    She didn’t usually have this much trouble maintaining mental quietude. She hung her head and concentrated on mastering her breathing. Well, whatever the hell had happened at the construction site, she wasn’t dead. And neither was the demon or whatever it was. Because if Jaise and rest of the B-Ops patrol had cleaned up after her and taken care of the demon, she wouldn’t be here. Wherever here happened to be. No, she’d be dead or in the I.C.U., and she appeared to be neither. She lurched to her feet. Her brain felt like it detached itself from her spine and started bouncing off her cranium.




    When her vertigo cleared, she stood clutching the edge of a white counter. She thought hard and the pieces came together. A bathroom? Yes. She was in a bathroom. Slowly, she moved her head. The worst of the nausea passed. She hit her comm band. Not even a chirp. A firewall? That wasn’t something that boded well for her continued safety. Was she in prison? Fear stabbed through her. Was she about to be wiped?




    She grabbed a towel from the wall rack and threw it over the puke on the floor. The toilet was white as a cloud. She must have been looking at it when she’d first opened her eyes. There was a fresh roll of toilet paper with both corners tucked into a point. The counter and sink were both carved from white marble shot through with tiny veins of grey. Prison this wasn’t. Not even Jaise could afford this kind of luxury, and word was he came from money. She wondered if a vamp had her. That wasn’t an idea that made much sense, but there you were. It was possible, though. She remembered seeing that un-human leap from building to building beside the lot just before B-Ops arrived.




    She gathered in a little more resilience. She’d been worse off than this. Much, much worse. Jeez, all this white made her eyes hurt. Four cups in a soldierly row below the mirror wore little paper hats over their mouths, like they couldn’t be trusted not to gobble up all the toothpaste or hand lotion. There was a toothbrush. She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror. She looked like hell. Her right shoulder was bloody, her shirt a tattered mess, and her hair, which she’d let grow after being so sensibly short while she was in the Academy was singed off level with her chin.




    All in all, she’d prefer to be blonde. But the maintenance struck her as too much trouble and besides, she couldn’t afford a salon on her salary, so brown her hair stayed. Her eyes were still brown, and she was still shorter than she wanted to be. Oh, well. The bright side to her personal disorder was that instead of lying dead in the dirt, where, no doubt, Los Cazadores would have retrieved her body and sold it to some werewolf desperate for black market human meat, she was alive in a painfully white bathroom someplace else. And that was a good thing. Never let it be said Claudia Donovan wasn’t an optimist.




    She turned the tap on the sink. Water streamed out in a wide, transparent rush of liquid. A quick wash of her face improved her mood if not her appearance, even if it was hard to manage with just one functioning arm. Then, she brushed her teeth. She stripped the wrapper off one of the glasses and drank about a gallon of water. For the hell of it, she let the water run. Ten, eleven, twelve… At thirteen, she couldn’t stand the guilt. She closed the tap. Her new apartment had plumbing and faucets with an unbelievably long auto shut-off. No one was going to backhand her for letting the water run too long, but she still expected it. Holly had a choice of shower or bath and couldn’t remember a time when it was different.




    She retrieved her P.D.-issue pack from behind the toilet. In the medicine cabinet she found a full container of dental floss. That went into her pants pocket. Too handy to pass up that stuff. A big, lovely bottle of pain reliever. She swallowed five and put the bottle in her pack. She daubed her shoulder with QuikSeal to stop the blood oozing from her shoulder and stuffed the contents of the medicine cabinet into the many pockets of her pack. If vamps had her, she’d better not be bleeding.




    She faced the shower stall. It was posh. Big enough for three people, easy, with a real glass door and a white marble surface. Through the glass she could see a bar of white soap with a convex top and rounded edges, untouched by any hand. Three bottles sat on a marble shelf, and beneath that hung a washcloth with a crease along the folded edge. There were chrome fixtures and an adjustable shower head. Anyone who took a shower in there could stand under a spray of hot water and reach for the washcloth in leisurely fashion, make lather with the soap and then rinse it off with as much hot water as she wanted. No shut-off, she’d bet money on it. Now that was decadent. Truly Upper. Living the vamp life.




    With the ache in her shoulder a muffled dullness thanks to the painkillers, she gave the room a thorough look. White marble was everywhere, rarest of the rare. Before she’d got up the nerve to apply to college—she’d been secretly studying for months—during down times, she and her fellow Lowers had loved to describe the palace they’d live in when they got out and were living in luxury. Even though they’d none of them ever seen marble in their lives, a marble bathtub always made the top ten must-haves. In the Upper, they would live like vamps, girl. Oh, yes. In the Lower, if narco didn’t kill you, or you didn’t die in a drive-by, you either converted or you got rounded up for some rogue vamp or werewolf who paid for fresh meat. Vamps who ventured into the Lower came hungry, because they liked the edge it gave them. And the wolves just liked the chase. The City and B-Ops both denied it, but the fact was, the Lower was a favorite hunting ground for all kinds of predators. If you had the money, you got whatever you wanted. Claudia ran her fingers over the marble. Cool and smooth. To her knowledge, she was the only one of her group who’d made it out. All the rest were dead.
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