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Prologue: Daymare

Some days, I dream of the time that I spent in Mariannes soul. Or is that the time that she spent in me? In reality, it was horrible, but in the dreams, it feels wonderful. Powerful. Another soul gliding over mine like silk, whispering in my head.

I stand over Nathan. Hes still restrained, babbling, senseless with fear and the spell his sire had cast over him, bleeding from the wounds scored deep into his flesh by his own hand. Marianne leans tenderly over her husband, kisses his mouth, calms him. And then the power swells up inside me, and she screams for mercy in my head. All I know is blood and tearing flesh. Darkness and warmth with the copper-tinged smell of slowly ebbing life urging on my bloodlust.

I dont even consciously drink. I dont feel or taste the blood, and though I know, somehow, that I am dreaming, I find it unsettling, as if some understanding is just out of my reach. If only I could see the greater picture.

I consume without drinking, reach my fill without satisfaction. And when I raise my eyes to the evaporating darkness, I see the ballroom where Marianne met her fate. All around me are the bodies of people I know: Nathan, Max, Bella, even old friends long since dead, like Cyrus and Ziggy. Their blood is on my hands. Their life in my veins. Their tortured screams rolling through my head like the sweetest symphony Ive ever heard.

And then Jacob Seymour is there, seated at the head of the massive dining table. He wears a crown of thorns and the blood that drips from his wounds is black tar, staining his white hair and shining golden robes. A huge, silver-domed platter covers the table, and I rememberin that dream memory that doesnt quite see reality the way it happened, but still manages to catalog every horror youve ever knownwhat will come next. Clarence appears, as if from nowhere, his dark, regal face a mask disguising the hate he feels for the task, and removes the cover. On the platter, arranged in a way that is familiar, yet shocking, is Dahlia, her skin pale and mottled blue with death, a carpet of rose petals beneath her halo of red curls.

And then, with the voices still screaming in my brain, I laugh. Blood flows from my mouth, splashing to the tabletop, my hands, my lap that is suddenly and inexplicably dressed in a voluminous gown to match Jacobs attire, and I laugh.

But when I wake, Im screaming.



Chapter One: A Shot In The Dark

This day, when I bolted upright in the bed, throat tensed, vocal cords poised to emit a scream as soon as the gasping breath Id drawn forced its way out, a hand clamped over my mouth. Nathan was already awake.

Dont make a sound, he warned through the blood tie, his body rigid with tension that jumped through our mental connection, filling me with his anxiety.

Something was seriously wrong. In the past few weeks, since we had fled Grand Rapids and come to Maxs Chicago penthouse, Nathans entire focus had been my recovery. Id gone mute and practically catatonic after Cyrus, once my sire, then my fledgling, had died. After Id wake from one of my many nightmaresdaymares, I supposed, since we vampires are third-shifters on account of that pesky sun thingNathan would hold me and try to reassure me that it had all been a dream, that he wouldnt let anything harm me. Now, though, I felt his irritation and acute distraction through the blood tie, the telepathic and empathic connection that coursed between a fledgling vampire and their sire, and I knew something wasnt right.

Before he could explain, I heard a thud and some violent cursing upstairs.

Theres someone in the apartment, I practically screamed into his head, and the pressure of his hand on my jaw subsided slightly.

I know. Thats why I said not to make a sound. Im going to check it out. He let go of my face and threw back the blankets. I could tell from the faint light outlining the heavy curtains that it was still the middle of the day, but Maxs apartment was specially designed to be dark as a tomb and just as protected from unwanted sunlight.

Be careful, I warned. As if someone could be careful apprehending an intruder in their home. At least Nathan would be armed.

Crap. He wasnt armed.

Nathan! I whispered after him, so the cause of the disturbance wouldnt hear me. Unfortunately, neither did Nathan. He was probably halfway up the stairs by now. Rolling my eyes, I got out of bed and pulled on the jeans Id discarded the night before, realizing how ridiculous a silk camisole nightgown looked with jeans. Good thing this wasnt a fashion show. I grabbed a stake from the drawer in the bedside table. Forget something? I shot across the blood tie, letting him feel all my aggravation at having been pulled out of a comfortable bed. I hoped it would cover the fear that pounded through my veins.

Besides pants? he quipped. He was scared, joking with me to disguise it.

Wed been sleeping in the room Id used when Id stayed with Max, after the spell we did to free Nathan from his sires possession went all sorts of haywire. No, that wasnt true. The spell had worked perfectly. It was our relationship that had gone all kinds of haywire. Id left with Max to try and sort through the disaster of my personal life, butas seemed to be the case ever since Id become a vampirethe preternatural world didnt slow down for boyfriend-girlfriend drama. Nathans sire, the Soul Eater, was still out there, trying to become a god and turn the world into his own personal feeding trough.

Though Id spent a lot of time in the penthouse, I still wasnt familiar enough with the halls to navigate in the dark. The place was huge and, as huge places often were, decorated with lots of expensive and sharp-edged little tables bearing fragile objects that held the potential for lots of noise if they came crashing down. The guest rooms were on the first floor. Who or whatever had broken in would have had to access the place through the main entrance on the second floor, or the roof door on the third. I felt along the wall, recoiling whenever I encountered the shape of a painting or a light switch. My toes painfully found the bottom step of the stairs to the next floor, and I wondered why I hadnt heard Nathan tripping and falling over himself on his way. I gripped the rail and went slowly up the stairs, quelling the urge to race up, making heavy clomping sounds on each step. There was no light at the top. Id just keep on going until there werent any more stairs, I supposed.

Or, until I ran into something. Nathan turned abruptly as I collided with him. He grabbed my arms as if to flip me onto my back, but stopped before I even needed to tell him it was me. Dont do that, he admonished through the blood tie.

Sorry, I whispered, craning to see past him in the dark. We were at the top of the stairs. The marble floor of the foyer gleamed in the faint glow from the recessed wall lights set at shin level around the perimeter of the room. When Maxs sire, Marcus, had designed this place, hed obviously done it with daytime stumbling in mind. Too bad he hadnt employed that feature in the rest of the house. In the darkness, a shadow moved, fast, from the bottom of the stairs to the third floor to the kitchen door.

Well, theres at least one, Nathan told me grimly. You stay here.

I pressed the stake into his hand and watched him go, wondering how long Id have to wait before following him. He knew me well enough that hed expect me to disobey his command, but if I waited long enough hed be too busy with the intruder to stop me.

The kitchen door opened and light spilled out. No burglar Id ever heard of turned on lights. Well, at least, they didnt in the movies. But burglars didnt break in during the day, either. Unless this burglar knew who and what he was dealing with.

How did they find us so quickly? my mind screamed as I watched Nathan disappear behind the door. It swung shut and I was left to adapt to the darkness again. It isnt fair. We havent had any time.

And just like that, fair blew right out the window. There was a shout, not Nathans, and the clatter of metal-on-metal that seemed to go on and on. A grunt, a thud, something hit the wall. I charged up the stairs, my heart in my throat, a distinct feeling of having done something very like this many times before fogging my brain.

I pushed through the door. Nathans stake lay on the pristine white tile. The rack of pots over the kitchen island was half-empty, most of its stock scattered on the floor. The island itself was completely bare, like a body had been thrown or dragged across it. Nathans body, from the looks of things on the floor. His assailant had him pinned, no small feat for a human fighting a vampire, and he was definitely human. I could smell his blood, and his fear. The man lay across Nathans chest, the muscles of his back straining against his black T-shirt. Judging by the V of sweat growing there, he would tire soon. And judging by the shape of the gun tucked in the waistband of his jeans, hed come here betting on a fight.

I knew why Nathan was losing. He didnt want to hurt a human, even if they were out to hurt us. I, on the other hand, didnt care all that much when the human in question could be one of the Soul Eaters day staff. I grabbed one of the pans off the floor, a heavy, copper-bottomed saucepan. Id just raised it up when Nathans gaze met mine and knew my intention. He gripped the intruders wrists and forced them down, then pushed him off. His strength was enough to send the man flying across the room, safely out of my range. He didnt want me to kill a human, either.

Nathan was on his feet in an instant, charging as I screamed, Nathan, dont! Hes got a gun!

The shot rang out before Id noticed the man had climbed to his feet. Nathan crumpled to the floor, and there was a second of horrible silence before he rolled onto his back, groaning and whimpering. The intruder stood, face drawn in shock. I leaped after him, easily clearing the corner of the island between us, and knocked him to the floor. His fingers tightened around the gun. I had to slam his closed fist into the floor over and over, until the tile cracked under his knuckles and he howled in pain, releasing the weapon. I hated to give him credit, but the guy was tough.

I grabbed the gun, hoping my shaking hands and the way I held it didnt mark me as a total novice. A novice can still pull a trigger, I thought, and, through his haze of pain, Nathan admonished, Squeeze, Carrie, not pull. You squeeze a trigger.

I rolled my eyes and pressed the point of the gun into the strangers forehead. Imagining a bullet lodging and blossoming in fatty brain tissue, I pulled it back, just in case my trigger finger squeezed when I didnt mean to.

Dont move, I barked when he cradled his bleeding hand to his chest.

Shouldnt you check on your friend there? His voice had an appealing, everyman tone to it. Like the professor I had whod been from upstate New York and could make a pharmaceutical lecture sound like a retelling of a softball game victory. It was a dangerous quality in an armed assailant, because it put me slightly at ease.

Ill be fine, Nathan sent on a wave of agony. It was a little hard to believe when he was writhing on the floor and making strangled cries as though hed just hit a ten on the pain scale. I turned back to my captive. Hell be fine. Who sent you?

Well, no one. Im here once a month. He nodded to the refrigerator. On the floor beside it was a small cooler, white with a red top that swings back, the kind that youd pack a transplant organ in. Im Maxs blood supplier.

I lowered the gun a little. Right. And you just waltz in here all the time.

Well, once a month, he corrected with a shrug.

I was about eighty percent sure he was lying. Sorry. I think that Max would have mentioned you to me. Or, at least, that I would have seen you before.

No, Im quiet. And Ive got keys. How the hell else do you think I got in here? Theres a doorman and great security. He ran his uninjured hand through his sandy-colored hair, his gaze flicking to Nathan, still on the floor. Listen, I knew your friend there was a vampire, or I never would have shot him.

Right. Trembling, I moved to tuck the gun into the back of my jeans.

I wouldnt do that. Not with it ready to fire and the safety off. He held out his hand for it. I turned, fired a hole into the side of the plastic wastebasket, then looked for the safety switch and pushed it before sliding the gun into my waistband. I felt oddly empowered with a gun in my hands, and very grateful that the bullet hadnt ricocheted and wounded me.

I knelt beside Nathan and tried to roll him onto his back. He resisted, arms clamped tight around his stomach. Let me see, I said, urging his hands away from the wound.

Dontyou shouldtie him Nathan managed between wheezing breaths.

Im not moving. Trust me. The stranger paused. Just like Im trusting you guys not to eat me.

Im not really hungry at the moment, I snapped. If you move, I might change my mind.

Nathan reluctantly let his arms drop to his sides. Blood gushed, and I quickly replaced his hands with mine. Burglar, get me a towel or a pot holder or something.

There was a noise of rummaging, then a blue-and-white checked towel thrust in front of my face. Im not a burglar.

I dont care. Go back to where you were. I snatched the towel. The bullet hole in Nathan was perfectly round, identical to the one in the trash can, but for the torn flaps of skin around it. It looked like some kind of diseased tropical flower. I pressed the folded cloth to it and held it, noting the time on the clock. With my other hand, I reached up and touched Nathans face, clammy with sweat. When the bleeding stops, Ill give you something for the pain.

He can heal from this, right? our visitor asked. I swear, I thought it would just slow him down.

I nodded. It will slow him down. And he can heal from it. But not the way you see vampires do it in the movies, where the bullet oozes out and the wound closes up instantly. If youd gotten his heart, he would be dead now.

The guy made a noise of self-loathing. God, Im sorry. But you understand my position, right?

I did. If I had been a human fighting with a vampire who could have easily killed me with his bare hands, I would have used any method at my disposal to stop him. Understanding didnt stop me from being pissed off at the guy whod shot my sire. I turned back to Nathan. Do you think you can walk?

He gave a shaky laugh. Oh, I could run a mile. Just point me in the right direction.

Do you think you can walk with help? I fixed him with a no-nonsense glare. The medical kit is downstairs, and I dont want to leave you alone with him.

Then tell him to get the hell out, Nathan said, his gaze flicking to the stranger. Hes the one who broke in and shot someone. Im not worried about hurting his feelings.

Neither am I. But the bullet needs to come out so you can heal faster. I helped him sit up, intending to get him on his feet and downstairs, so he could rest.

You stay right where you are, I ordered the intruder. Ill be back.

The hell you will. Im not going anywhere, Nathan argued.

You have a recently fired piece registered to me, with my fingerprints on it. Im not leaving, the burglar assured me. You want help getting him wherever he needs to go?

Stay where you are, I repeated, and, to Nathan, Yes you are. Youre going downstairs, away from the crazy man who shot you.

Before I could get him on his feetand before he tried to argue with mehe stabbed two fingers into the wound and, barely restraining his grunts of pain, pulled the bullet out himself. When he withdrew his fingers, a cold, wet jet of blood shot out, and I clamped the towel over his stomach with a curse.

What the hell were you thinking? I scolded, reminding myself firmly that any of the various germs and bacteria hed just introduced into the wound wouldnt affect him.

Now the bullet is out, he said, infuriatingly calm despite the beads of sweat standing out on his forehead. His teeth chattered and he sagged against me. And Im staying right here.

Swearing, I pulled him to rest against the wall, his legs dragging two wet trails of blood after him.

Youre an idiot, I muttered, placing his hand to hold the towel over the wound. I turned back to the assailant. Hed remained exactly where Id expected him to be, nursing the knuckles Id bloodied.

Is your friend okay? he asked, with enough grace to appear genuinely remorseful.

Hell be fine. I leaned hard on the word fine, so hed know I was still dangerously pissed off. What were you doing here?

Dropping off blood. Max pays me to come by and stock the placethe mini fridge in his room and the big one here. I do it once a month. Sometimes he pays me between visits to drop in and give the bums rush to any overnight guests that might bedisinclined to leave without saying goodbye. He shrugged. Ive got a key, and you can ask Dolores, the morning doorman. She thinks Im the cleaning lady.

I arched a brow at him. Okay, cleaning lady. Whats your name?

Bill. William. Bill. He reached behind him. So did I, looking for the gun. He smiled. Dont worry, Im just going for my wallet.

I dont need to see ID, Bill. Interrogation was harder than Id imagined. I wished Nathan was up to the job. It seemed that in the movies the questions all flowed in a seamless pattern of logic. My thoughts were all over the place, would probably come out all scattered. So, if you and Max are so chummy, why do you carry a gun when you come to his place?

Bill shrugged. I always carry a gun.

Why? I had definite issues with people who just carried concealed weapons around. I wasnt a card-carrying member of the NRA for a reason.

He snorted, as if I couldnt possibly be serious. Why not?

I didnt want to get drawn into a gun-control argument with someone who just exercised his second amendment right in Maxs kitchen. Staring him down, I crossed my arms and waited.

Well, for one, its kind of like my sidearm. I was in the Marines for twelve years, and I just never got used to not having a gun with me. I also need it, in my line of work. Max isnt my only client. But this is the first time there have been other vampires here that he didnt tell me about. Usually, hell give me a heads-up when bloodsucking guests are going to be here. Thats why I attacked you guys, because as far as I know, youre not supposed to be here.

Well, youre wrong. Max offered us a place to stay. But still, a gun? Why not a stake? I realized I still had him cornered on the floor. There was a small first aid kit in the odds-and-ends drawer in the islandnothing that could help me with Nathans woundsand I retrieved it. Have a seat, and Ill bandage your hand.

Thanks, Id appreciate that. He slid onto one of the stools, glancing ruefully over the pots and pans littering the floor. Hell of a fighter, your boyfriend.

Hes my sire, I said, not elaborating any further on the messed-up nature of the relationship between Nathan and I. The guy might have just ambushed us in our sleep, but he didnt deserve that kind of punishment.

I opened the first aid kit and took his hand in mine. His knuckles were swollen and split, and I felt a little sick knowing Id caused the damage. Still, Nathan was far more damaged. I looked to him, and he gave me a weak wave from his spot on the floor. His face was gray, but hed dropped the towel and I saw that the bleeding had stopped. I faced Bill again. You havent answered my question.

I dont carry a stake because its not a sure thing. A gun, I can shoot and take someone down, at least long enough to get the hell away from them. With a stake, youve got to hit the heart. Im not a doctor. I dont know where somebodys heart would be. He winced as I swabbed the blood from his hands with a disinfectant pad. I mean, really, do you think you know where the humansorry, vampireheart is?

Yes. But Im a doctor. I dabbed at a particularly nasty cut and reached into the first aid kit for some bandages. So, you deal with vampires you dont trust and feel the need to arm yourself. Sounds like you should make a career change.

He chuckled, and there was an edge of bitterness to it. This pays better than anything I could get. The job market is tough.

So is the market for blood donors, I guess. Since you have to service more than one vampire. I eyed the cooler. So, exactly how much blood do you have left in your body, if you dont mind my asking?

He grinned. Youre a smart lady. Okay, you caught me. Its not all my blood. I get it from other donors, ones who dont mind providing so long as they dont have to deal with actual vampires. I take it, and give it a little markup for my troubles.

I shook my head. Was nothing sacred anymore? You profit from trafficking human blood?

Got by honest means. He nodded to his injured hand. And really, its not like I dont have my fair share of trouble trying to deliver the stuff. What are you two doing here, anyway? Wheres Max?

Max is I hesitated. Not knowing exactly what kind of guy Bill was, I didnt want to tell him that Max was the first vampire in known history to father a baby, or that hed used that awesome power to knock up a werewolf. Indisposed. I dont know when hes coming back. There are some strange things happening in the vampire world lately, and Nathan and I needed a place to hide out.

Good girl, Nathan sent across the blood tie. He had a way of saying something like that without sounding completely patronizing. My heart, which was slowly thawing out from the death of my fledgling, warmed a little at Nathans approval.

Apparently, Bill accepted my answer. He cleared his throat and asked, So, Nathan is your sire and your name is?

Im Carrie. I frowned down at his hand. Bandages never stuck right to joints.

Id shake your hand, but youve already crushed my other one. He looked around the kitchen. So, if youre staying here, you need blood. I can cut you a good deal.

I shook my head. Even after we beat you up?

I dont know what fight you were watching, but I had your sire pinned. Human on vampire, thats got to count for something.

I was suitably impressed. It was very strange, how easily he had gotten me to trust him. He was either a genuinely nice person, or a master manipulator. The thought made me uncomfortable. Listen, the other vampires youserviceare they affiliated with the Voluntary Vampire Extinction Movement, by any chance?

He nodded. Some of them were.

They havent had any communication from other members, either? My heart sank. Scores of Movement vampires out there and no way to contact them. And if they were anything like Nathan had been when hed been under the Movements control, they would just sit tight and wait for word, as theyd been trained to do.

The Voluntary Vampire Extinction Movement had been the final word in the battle between good vampires versus bad vampiresuntil a really bad vampire blew it up. But before their headquarters went kablooie, vampires had two choices: join the Movement and follow their rules, or dont and theyd kill you. In return for the privilege of not being killed, Movement vampires killed the vampires who didnt follow the rules. If we could find Movement members who were still committed to the organizations ideals, we could put together a fighting force capable of wiping out the Soul Eater and any of his cronies who might be hanging around. But the Movement had never established any kind of communications system outside of their own records, and with good reason. When a vampire went badand some didthey didnt need to have the names and addresses of their new enemies. Still, in an emergency like this it made it impossible that wed find enough support to even put a dent in the Soul Eaters plan. There was no way to prove that a vampire we might meet worked for the Movement, or the Soul Eater. Of course, I was a non-Movement vampire, and so was Nathan. But I knew we were okay. When it came to networking, hearing someone was aligned with the Movement was like a seal of approval. Non-Movement vampires could be good, but they could be very, very bad, and I liked to err on the side of caution.

Nathan pulled himself to his feet, wincing, and shuffled over to the island in a stooped-over kind of walk. I wanted to admonish him for not resting, but his signature look of single-minded determination stopped me from saying anything. We need you to supply us with the names of your customers, he said, so curtly that I wanted to tack on a please to soften the sharp edges of his command.

Bill appeared to be of the same mind as me, because he snorted at the request and shook his head. No. Even though you asked so sweetly, I have a privacy policy with my clients that I cant break. It would ruin my reputation and my business.

Listen, you were the one who came in here, armed, and shot me. Nathan gestured to his stomach, where the wound was now pink and tight and shiny. Maybe you should give us, the injured parties, some kind of recompense. And as for confidentiality, you have no idea the kind of danger were involved in. Just knowing that were here, welllets just say we vampires have our own ways of keeping our affairs private. He changed his face, though I could see it took a lot of his already taxed strength, and stepped closer to Bill.

I knew Nathan would never kill a human. He might knock one out and throw him out the door, maybe scare him a bit, but not kill him, no matter how wed been threatened. It wasnt Nathans way. But Bill didnt know that. He paled a little, then regained some of his confidence. Buddy, I was in the Corps. Youre not going to intimidate me with a pair of fangs and a few threats.

A smile twitched at the corner of Nathans mouth. Yes, I see youre a very tough guy. Especially when taking on an unarmed vampire.

Theres a point in every tense situation where someone loses their stomach for the argument and gives in. Bill had reached his. Nathan took my seat at the kitchen island while I went to the refrigeratorto get some blood for Nathan, to replace what hed lost, and something, preferably alcoholic, for Bill, whose hands trembled as he drummed his fingers on the tabletop.

Im not usually in the habit of attacking people, Bill said apologetically. But since the Movement fell apart, its been a little like the Wild West in the city.

Nathan made a casual shrug, but I saw how he watched Bill. He would note every breath, every twitch, to analyze later.

Bill continued, oblivious to Nathans scrutiny. Id lay even money that Chicago isnt the only place getting weird. Am I right?

Youre probably right. Weve only been here, and where we came from. Nathan shrugged. Which is why I could really stand to talk to some of your other customers.

I dont know. Bill took a swallow of liquor. Id have to find someone willing to talk. But you guyshow do I know youre not going to bust in and kill them? I mean, I just met you. He stopped, a wry smile on his mouth. Im not sure I want to vouch for you. I dont know you all that well and maybe I dont want to be involved in whatever youre involved in. Ive already heard rumors of some Soul guy trying to become a supervamp. I really dont want to get tangled up in that.

Supervamp? I blurted, at the same time Nathan shouted, You heard what?

Bill looked back and forth at the two of us, frozen in indecision. Im not sure who I should answer first.

What do you know about Jacob Seymour? Nathan asked, overlapping my, When did you hear this?

I dont know him. All I know is that every vampire in the city is either working for this Soul guy, or they get killed by him. And the last time I heard mention of him was a couple of days ago, at a bar downtown. Bill shook his head vehemently and said, I dont want to get involved.

You became involved when you shot me, Nathan said, reaching to squeeze the other mans shoulder in a gesture of camaraderie. Now, you just have to decide your level of involvement. If you give us the names of your clients and leave, youre not too involved.

And yet theres still the problem of losing my livelihood. Bill laughed. No, thanks. Look, Ill do some work around here for you, same as I did Max. Hes still paying me, after all. And Ill spy on my other clients. But Im not going to hand over their names and compromise their safety. I work for good people.

Nathan leaned back, letting his arm drop. Fair enough. Lets set down our terms. He opened a drawer on the island, then looked dismayed that it contained only kitchen gadgets. Carrie, do you have a pen?

Im sure theres one in the mess on the dining room floor, I said, backing to the door. I wanted to keep an eye on Bill for as long as possible. Scream if you need me.

I wasnt sure I trusted Bill. He had that smooth, friendly way about him that most con men worked hard to perfect. Maybe I was just being cynical, but I never trusted people like that. Plus, something hed said had set off alarms in my brain. Every vampire in the city was either working for the Soul Eater or had been killed by him. Which meant if Bill was still in business, he was working with the Soul Eaters goons.

I found a pen in the rubble of the dining room, and paper in a drawer of the sideboard. I hurried back to the kitchen, where Nathan drew up a list of terms for both sides. He requested that Bill not breathe a word of our presence in the city, and promised to match anyones offer of payment for that information. Of course, we had no money, but there was no reason to tell him that. I suggested that Bill make us a priority over his other clients. And Bill asked simply that we not act like assholes.

Good idea, Nathan agreed.

Most of my clients dont talk business in front of me. In fact, most of my clients dont talk to me. Bill glanced from Nathan to me. Im a little intimidated by the idea of spying. Not that any of them would do anything to me. Theyre all as meek as kittens.

Im sure, Nathan agreed drily.

Bill spread his hands. I just dont want you to think Im going to waltz in here with a ton of information in two weeks.

Well cross that bridge when we come to it, Nathan told him, sounding menacing and reassuring at the same time. But if you tell anyone that were here, and what weve asked you about, I can guarantee youll come away from this place with more than a bruised-up hand.

Since wed pretty much covered everything and made all the threats we could reasonably make, we all sealed the deal with an awkward three-way handshake.

What do you think? I asked Nathan later as I stood at the windows in the library, watching the traffic pass on the street below. The sun had set, but twilight kept the sidewalk around Grant Park bright with a diffused glow. In the reflection in the glass, I saw myself, just as blond and pale and plain as ever, and Nathan, coming to stand behind me, all brooding dark, like an undead Heathcliff with his mussed black hair and hard, chiseled features.

He wrapped his arms around my waist and leaned his face close to mine, so that his deep voice, softly accented with his native Scots Gaelic, stirred my hair and tickled my ear. I dont know. I think that we will either find information that will be helpful to us and get us into a lot of trouble, or well find information that isnt helpful to us and well still get into a lot of trouble.

Trouble is inevitable. I turned and stepped out of his embrace, putting some distance between us. Being close to Nathan always affected my judgment. Do we really need to find it for ourselves? Youve already been shot. Speaking of which, let me look at it. I crossed the space between us and reached for the bottom of his T-shirt. I pulled up the fabric to see the wound, nearly healed, just a paler patch of white against his normal pallor. It looks okay. Thank God.

He pulled his shirt down, a little reluctantly, as if he didnt want to break the contact of my fingers against his skin. Its like any wound. Nothing to be alarmed about.

Nothing to be alarmed about? Nathan, I would be worried if you had a paper cut, let alone a gunshot wound. I rubbed my temples to ease a headache I didnt have, but I suspected I would later on. Im worrying needlessly, arent I?

Its nice to be worried about, he assured me. The corners of his eyes crinkled when he fake smiled the way he was now. Really, its just nice to know you still worry about me.

I didnt respond with more than a smile. He wanted a different answer, that much was clear. But I wasnt in a position to give it to him.

It was the story of our relationship, it seemed. From the moment wed met, wed both been on very different pages with each other. At first, hed been in love with his dead wife, and Id been enthralled by Cyrus, my first sire. When Id finally gotten over thatand Nathan had accidentally resired me and saved my undead life by giving me his blood after I was attacked by CyrusNathan realized he wasnt anywhere near finished grieving for his lost wife. Then, when he finally was, Cyrus had come back into my life, and departed it just as quickly and painfully. Every day I began to appreciate more the way Nathan must have felt when I had pressed him again and again to give me love he just hadnt felt. I wasnt whole enough to give him love now, but I could certainly give him sympathy.

Ah, well, he said to break the awkwardness between us. Still, I couldnt think of anything to say, so I was relieved when Nathans cell phone chirped.

Nathan Grant, he said after hed flipped the phone open. Ill never understand why men always seem to answer the phone that way, stating their names instead of just saying hello. I shook my head as I turned toward the fireplace. A fire might be nice, in the morning.

I heard the soft drum of something falling to the carpet, and I turned. Nathan stood, empty-handed, the phone still open on the floor. He stared at it as though it were a talking frog or a shimmering mirage, something you hear about but never see. A mixture of fear, disbelief and, strangely, happiness warred on his face.

As he made no move to pick up the phone, I knelt and lifted it to my ear.

The voice through the speaker was tinny and broken by static, but a chill of recognition ran up my spine. Hello? Hello? Nate, are you still there? Dad?

It was Ziggy.





Chapter Two: Unhappy Returns

Scusilo, dove  il deposito di pattino?

That sounds terrible. Your accent is all wrong.

Max turned from the mirror and pulled his headphones from his ear, hitting the pause button on his iPod. You know, your helpful criticism really isnt helping. Weve been here three weeks and I still cant talk to anyone. It doesnt hurt to try and learn something new.

With a sympathetic look, Bella held out her arms, and Max crossed the bedroom to join her on their bed. The French doors to the balcony stood open and afternoon sunshine poured in. He stepped around a band of it on the floor, forgetting, as usual, that he no longer needed to fear it. Taking a deep breath, he walked through the warm rays and slid onto the crisp white bedspread.

Why do you always do that? Bella asked, her voice still rough from sleep. She slept all the time lately, but Max couldnt fault her for it. It was common, apparently, for pregnant women to be exhausted, and he guessed that doubled for pregnant women who were recuperating from nearly mortal injuries, as well.

I dont know, he admitted, turning his gaze back to the sunlit windows. I just always have my fingers crossed.

His full change from vampire to half-vampire, half-werewolf hybrid creaturethe word lupin was as hated as hed expected it would be in a werewolf pack, so he never used ithad been more gradual than he would have liked. The worst part was, theyd had no idea what traits would stick until after hed actually shifted into his wolf form. After that, a whole world of weirdness opened up to him, and between hairier legs and a sadistic urge to pull riders off their bicycles and devour them, the vampiric aversion to sunlight had somehow vanished.

It had been a fortunately happy accident that theyd discovered it at all. From the moment theyd arrived to, in Maxs opinion, a hostile welcome in Italy, members of Bellas family had made it very clear that no concessions to his vampirism would be made. And, since the familythe entire familylived in the same, window-covered villa on a sunny, sun-drenched cliff, hed found himself confined to Bellas bedroom every day. Only when one of Bellas well-meaning aunts had come into the room while they slept and opened the curtains, flooding the room with frying light, had he realized that he no longer had to worry about such well-meaning people burning him to death with UV rays.

Hed also realized that it would take a lot more than Bellas love for him to convince her family he was an okay guy. Hence the studying Italian, so that he could fit in and also, admittedly, so he could tell what they were saying about him.

More importantly, hed realized that he really didnt give a damn about what they might try to do to him. He was actually, really, truly in love with the woman who was carrying his child, and, despite having to drink blood and change into a wolf at the full moon, he felt more normal than he had in years.

He dipped his face to sniff Bellas neck and planted a kiss on her sleep-warmed skin. Rather than simply patting his thigh and rolling away from him, as she had been doing for the past few weeks, she stretched her neck and writhed her body against his. Jackpot.

He loved her. God, did he love her. And he understood that pregnancy could be rough on a woman, even one as strong as Bella. But it had been a long, long time, and he was onlynot human.

So, is this official, or are we just getting my hopes up to dash them again? He smiled against her neck and gave her jaw a playful nip, so she would know he was half joking. And he ground his hard-on into her hip, so she would know he was half-serious, too.

Bella laughed, a sound that was so oddly delicate coming from a creature that was all dark and smoky. If I told you now, that would spoil the fun.

Youre a devious bitch, arent you? He slid one hand down the length of her body, bunching the white satin of her nightgown higher by fractions, revealing the tight, olive-tinged skin over her thighs. He danced his fingers from her hip to her knee, watching her face for any flicker of change. Can you feel that?

She moaned a little and gave a nod, and relief clutched in his chest. The car accident that had paralyzed her while theyd been in pursuit of the Oracle had at first left her with no feeling below the waist. The doctors whod examined her in Italy had warned him that the loss of sensation might be permanent, and Max, stupid, stupid man that he acknowledged he was, had only been worried about whether or not she would be able to have sex again. He knew he wouldnt want to live a life condemned to never getting off again, that was for damned sure.

Luckily, theyd already discovered that wouldnt be a problem for her.

Moving her legs gently apart, he pushed the nightgown to her waist. Her fingers worked fast, undoing the button and then the zipper of his jeans, letting him spring eagerly into her soft, warm hands. He almost came right then, just from being touched after so long. I have to be inside you, he groaned, and she whimpered her agreement into his ear as he leaned over her. The tip of his cock was poised, trembling, at the glistening pink core of her and he pushed in, taking it slow, just a centimeter at a time it seemed. So painstakingly slow that he ground his teeth to keep from ramming hard into her. It took more willpower than hed known he had to ignore her pleas to go faster. There was no way he was going to mess this up, not after the wait hed had. Just a few moments more and hed be home, encased in her sweet, clutching body. All he needed was infinite patience

A voice and violent banging on the door brought everything to a crashing halt.

Infinite patience, and for all of his in-laws to die in a horrible explosion that rained body parts all over the picturesque Italian countryside.

Oh, no, Bella said softly, though her voice held more disappointment at the interruption than dismay over the words muffled by the door. My father needs to see you.

Now? He thought they called Italian a romance language. Words to summon him away from imminent sexual pleasure shouldnt even exist in it.

Bella gave him a sympathetic nod and he reluctantly withdrew, reminding himself firmly that grown men do not cry. Fine. Tell this guy Im on my way.

If there was one thing hed learned about pack life, it was that when the paterfamilis called, you answered, or elsewell, there was no else. You just did it.

Bella yelled something to the door, and the banging stopped. You should hurry. He is not in a pleasant mood lately.

I wonder why, Max muttered, pulling her nightgown down so that she was decently covered again. He let his hand linger a moment on her stomach, which had been flat before and now bowed just slightly out in a hard little bump. It was hard to imagine a whole person fitting in there, even one that looked like the tiny shrimp hed seen on the ultrasound picture.

He stood and zipped his jeans, hoping his erection would calm down, fast. Nothing got on a mans bad side faster than obvious, physical evidence that youd just been fucking his daughter. Do you need anything before I go?

Bella smoothed her nightgown, repeating Maxs action of petting her stomach. Send for my cousin. Maybe I will take a walk.

Max arched an eyebrow at her.

I will take a wheel, then, she said with a laugh, and threw a pillow at him as he retreated through the door.

The man waiting outside, a skinny, swarthy guy in a faded Van Halen T-shirt, was a runner, a lower-ranking member of the pack who carried messages for the family. Usually, Max had learned, runners werent related to the pack or they were family members in disgrace, and he wondered how long it would be before he ended up an errand boy. Go get one of Bellas cousins. She wants some company.

The man said something that Max guessed sounded affirmative and went off on his way, leaving Max to his awkward visit.

It wasnt that Max didnt like Bellas father. After all, hed granted Max safe haven and let him stay with Bella. That alone was deserving of eternal gratitude. But the man knew it, and he was definitely going to cash in the eternal gratitude coupon as much as possible. He had also made it clear that Max was staying on a trial basis, and could be kicked out on his half-werewolf ass at any time.

The housethe den, as the pack called itwas the kind of place that made Max wish hed managed his money better, so he could have one all to himself. Not that his digs back in Chicago had been shabby, but this place made the penthouse look like a condemned building full of sick cats. It was built on a cliff overlooking Lake Lugano. From the drive, it appeared to be a long, low, Roman-style villa. For all Max knew, it dated back to actual Roman times. Inside, though, it was way, way bigger, just the tip of an iceberg that carved into the cliff face. Most of the time, you couldnt tell you were underground, owing to the windows facing out at the lake, but the lowest floor was windowless, the walls unfinished rock. Bellas father kept his meeting rooms in that section of the house, and there werent any elevators, so Max had to trudge down eight flights of stairs, quickly, to get where he was going. The pack leaders meeting room was kind of a throne room, with guarded doors and all that medieval jazz. He gave his name and waited to be allowed inside.

The smooth marble columns flanking the doorway were the last bit of added ornamentation. The meeting room was a cave. Max couldnt tell if it was a natural one or if it had been blasted out to accommodate the pack leader. The furniture was comfortable and modern and very European, but moisture trickled down the walls and the whole place definitely smelled like it was underground.

Ah, Maximilian. The pack master stood in the middle of the room in his sleek tailored suit, trying hard to look pleased to see his daughters vampire boyfriend.

Lupin, Max reminded himself, then struck the word from his mental vocabulary again as Bella had taught him. Vampire-werewolf hybrid.

Pack Master, he replied. You wanted to see me?

A polite smile creased the mans face as he crossed the room. He looked oddly similar and at the same time very different than Bella. Shed inherited her fathers exotic, tipped-up eyes, though hers were golden and his gleamed black. His hair was as midnight dark as hers, but it was white at the temples and wavy. Bellas was as straight as a line. They had the same gestures, which must have been genetic, and the same lithe grace that Max had wrongly assumed all werewolves possessed.

I did want to see you, the man said, coming closer. And call me Julian. We are family now, are we not?

We are, Max agreed. He would agree with anything Julian said, because to disagree might mean banishment, and banishment would mean being apart from Bella, forever. That was something he wasnt willing to risk.

As if reminded by his own words of their connection, Julian delicately sniffed the air. His expression hardened for a moment, then the mask of expedience glazed his face in false friendship again. And how is my daughter?

It was a sick little pleasure, to know the man smelled her on him, to have that sort of olfactory flag to wave and silently shout, Shes mine now. But Max kept his features neutral. Happy. Happier than I think shes been in a long time.

Julian nodded. I will go directly to my point, then. He hadnt even asked Max to sit down. You must return to the United States. Tomorrow.

Max almost choked on the torrent of curses that rose in his throat. All he managed to say was, Why?

With a sympathetic smile, Julian shook his head. Not forever. Do not despair. But the child my daughter carries is a weapon, as you have said. And the man who desires this weapon is still very likely to come into his power and claim the child.

Shit. Of course, the Soul Eater was still out there. And he was still an evil bastard. And he would still want to get his hands on the baby. Ive got friends back in the States who are taking care of that whole mess.

Maximilian, may I be frank with you? Julian asked, as if he hadnt been so already.

Max steeled himself for whatever the man would say next. It probably wouldnt be something he wanted to hear.

You are not one of us. My daughter has feelings for you, and whatever is between the two of you is enough to earn you my mercy. But my concern for Bellas safety, eh, trumps, I believe is the word, any concern for her happiness. He steepled his fingers at his mouth and appeared to consider his next words. I will not remind you of my responsibility to the pack, and the consequences that would befall them if this Soul Eater were to come after the baby.

But you just did, Max thought irritably. I understand your concern. But Jacob cant use the baby until hes become a god. He wants her for her destiny, and Im guessing that destiny wont come into play until at least preschool, right? In the meantime, I dont understand how my leaving Bella when she needs me most will ultimately benefit her. I mean, there is no one in this pack who will fight harder to keep her safe.

Julians face turned to stone. I do not think that is correct.

He hadnt come to argue. But he was sure as hell not leaving Bella behind. No. If I go, she leaves with me.

Maximilian, this is not permanent. Julian laughed, as if it had been clear from the very beginning and Max had just been too stupid to figure it out. If you say this vampire will have no interest in my grandchild until after hes become a god, then I believe you. But I wish for you to see that even this small victory for him is prevented. If he is defeated, and if you survive, then you will be welcome to return to my daughter.

So that was it. He was being shipped off in the hopes that he wouldnt return. Im not a vampire anymore. Im a werewolf. Vampire hybrid, he added quickly, before Julian could shoot him down as an outsider. How do you know anyone is still going to want to include me in their plans?

Julian spread his hands and smiled, as if he knew he had his prey cornered. Not cornered. Served on a platter. I trust that you will be able to find a place in this fight. Besides, did you not just assert that you would do anything to keep my daughter safe?

Max didnt have an answer to that.

Your plane will leave in the morning. Try and break the news gently to my daughter. And then Julian left. Left Max standing there in the cavernous room, left him holding the bag. How was he going to tell Bella that her father was sending him away to die?

On the other hand, Max thought as he stalked angrily back to Bellas room, theres no way Nathan and Carrie wont be involved in this thing. And if Julian is making noise about it right now, something is going on.

He couldnt stand by and let his friends finish what hed helped to start. But he couldnt leave Bella.

Of course, he knew what she would say if he told her. Go, help them, go where you are needed. Go and be the warrior you are supposed to be. It was a big argument for just not telling her. The argument against not telling her was that he respected her, damn it. It didnt make sense, considering that a few short months ago he would have liked nothing more than to jam a screwdriver into her ear, but now she was the mother of his child. Also, the love of his life. Hell, even memories of his sire had begun to fade gently into the background since Max had realized how much he loved Bella. He had to tell her why he would be leaving, because he couldnt lie to her.

He came to their room just as two of Bellas aunts were on their way out. They gave him shifty looks as he entered and one muttered under her breath, probably complaining that he hadnt knocked on the door, but they looked relieved at the same time. It was starting to appear that his outplacement was a group decision.

Bella was on the balcony, still clothed in her white nightgown, but wrapped in an equally pristine terry cloth robe. Her long, black hair was unbound, spilling down the sides of her face and over her shoulders in dark slashes.

The wind off the lake is cold, he said, and she didnt startle at his sudden reappearance.

I like to be in the sun. And the cold does not bother me. She wrapped her arms protectively around her stomach and smiled up at him. And she is warm enough in here.

Shell be in piss-poor shape if her mother dies of pneumonia, Max thought, but he didnt say it. He didnt want to spend some of what could be their last day together arguing. Listen, I have to talk to you about something.

Oh? Bella gestured gracefully to the other lounge chair, closer to the railing.

Max pulled the chair up close to Bellas, though he wasnt sure hed ever be close enough to her. The thought of spending mornings away from her, of not waking to her beautiful smile, her warm, clean scentHe pushed those grim thoughts aside. You know, hes still out there.

He saw her chest hitch in a sharply drawn breath, but she caught it before it could make a sound and pretendedbadlynot to comprehend. Who?

Better to do it like ripping off a Band-Aid. The Soul Eater. Hes still out there, and hes still going to go through with the ritual that will make him a god.

What does this have to do with us? Bellas voice held a note of steel, as if she could will Maxs past to vanish. You are no longer one of them. It is not your concern.

He smiled and pushed some of her hair off her face. The very first time hed seen her, shed been wearing her hair back. Shed always worn it that way, scraped back from her face so severely that her skin had looked tight. It had made her seem hard, and she was, to people who didnt know her. But now Max knew her, and he saw the currents below her deceptively smooth surface. She was frightened for him, and for their child, and she looked as vulnerable and young as he knew she was.

Youre right. Im not one of them. But Im half of them, he reminded her, and he dropped his hand to place it over the bump of her abdomen. And shes half, too. I dont want to take the chance of his goons waltzing in here and grabbing you. Im going back to the States to get this all sorted out.

She whipped her head up sharply to glare at him. You will leave me here?

Im not going to drag you into a war zone. Im sorry. He looked away, to the vast expanse of black water on the lake. If I dont go, and he becomes a god, Ill be here, trying to protect you from a god. If I go, and we can beat him, yeah, Ill be away from you, but youll be safe.

My father put you up to this. She said it flatly, providing no room for him to argue.

And it was damned tempting to say, Yeah, your father is a real prick and hes sending me to fight the Soul Eater knowing that the odds are pretty good I wont be coming back. But what good would that do? Hed still get sent away, still might die, and then Bella would be estranged from the one person who had the power to protect her. Not that her anger toward her father would stop him from watching over herin fact, it might make her a virtual prisoner for the rest of her life, and that was something else Max just couldnt accept.

He didnt put me up to it. We talked out this solution together. It ground his guts to have to make the man look decent through a lie, but Max forged on. Besides, you know that Nathan and Carrie will still be involved. Theyll need me.

If they are still alive, Bella snapped, then her expression softened. I am sorry. I do not mean to speak evil thoughts out loud. But you do not know where they are or how they fared in their mission. And you cannot do this thing alone.

They sat in silence, both staring out at the lake, the occasional foam cap peaking on the dark surface. The wind had picked up. Bellas hair whirled in it and slapped against her face.

Lets get you inside, Max said quietly, and before she could argue he lifted her into his arms.

You are right. You have to go, she said as he settled her onto the bed. It would be against everything you believe to leave your friends in peril. And it would be against everything I believe to be with a man who would do that to the people he cared for.

He lay down beside her and took her hands in his, frowning down at his, the way his missing fingers and gnarled scars seemed grotesque against her perfect skin. Im glad you have so much faith in me. Because Id much rather stay with you.

She lifted his hands to her mouth and pressed a kiss to each of his palms. No. You would go where your friends needed you.

He wanted to argue, but she opened her mouth and sucked one of his fingertips inside, swirling her tongue around it. She laughed at his groan and released him, her hands wandering down, over his chest, to lift his T-shirt.

Finishing what you started earlier? Max asked, trying to keep the hopefulness out of his voice. Because otherwise, this is just cruel.

Her golden eyes glittered as she slipped her fingers inside the waist of his jeans. I cannot let you leave without a proper goodbye.

He couldnt say he didnt agree.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/cover.jpg
ALL SOULS" NIGHT

Jennifer Armintrout





OPS/images/logo.jpg





OPS/images/image1.jpg





