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Winter fidgets with the black velvet choker around her neck as the dimly lit elevator ascends; the choker one of the few things she kept after her sire, Ángela, turned her. Ángela not her sire’s real name, of course, just the one she adopted when Ángela’s own maker brought her into their world. Just as Winter began as someone else – a name she already can’t remember, one that belonged to someone so small, so easily missed she slipped through the cracks of the world, until Ángela found her in the dark. But she is vast now. Part of a legacy, a clan of women who feed on little people with little dreams; on the ones that don’t matter. 

	Cattle, she thinks with disgust. She can still remember some of what it felt like to be one. And she’ll do whatever it takes to never be that weak again. Already, even though she’s only been blessed a matter of months, she wields power she never could have dreamed of when her blood still ran warm and Boston’s pale sun kissed her skin.

	Though, in a world of hierarchies, power is relative. Which is why, though her balance and muscle control are far beyond a mortal’s, she’s still extra careful to keep the tray of blood-filled takeout coffee containers in her other hand as still as possible as the elevator rises up the long ascent of the conglomerated clans’ nest tower.

	She stands straighter as the elevator dings to tell her it’s reached her clan’s floor. Winter flicks her head so her trailing, silver tresses spill artfully down over her black top, her bare back and bone-pale arms catching the soft candlelight her clan’s nest employs across the office floor. The windows wrapping the tower long ago replaced with darkened glass that lets only the barest hint of light in; the once-stunning views of the Seaport District, and the Waterfront beyond, sacrificed in favor of practicality; an understandable preference for not dying by sun’s touch. Though there are rumors that some of the eldest members of the clans left small numbers of the tower’s original windows in place in their own offices, chasing the thrill of flirting briefly with death without consummating that courtship. 

	Winter doesn’t know if the rumors are true. She’s never been that high in the tower. She keeps to the rules; to the structure, corporate and otherwise, that keeps them alive and safe. A structure built on seething rage and resentments spread across the long span of their combined clans’ histories, stoked annually by remembrance bacchanalias to honor their unholy dead; banked never less than smoldering by the injustice visited on them by the Maidens of Marrowmont – when those once-allied undead women drove Winter’s people out of their city; out of the cage the Maidens built for their great beast. When the Maidens, who had invited her people’s scattered clans centuries before, turned on them and drove from Marrowmont’s borders the ones they didn’t slaughter.

	Most of those driven out fleeing to Boston, a minor seat of power here already. to join with those who’d brought this mortal city under their heel. Those cast out brought in as members of an already unified company of thriving, glorious clans and those lone elders so ancient they’re all that’s left of fallen bloodlines. 

	Had there been hostilities that had prompted their routing from Marrowmont? Rooted in a general disdain for the Maidens precious Pacts? Of course. The Maidens cared for protecting mortals. One of so many ways they’d proved themselves weak, fit for a hostile takeover. What other possible outcome could there be of the attempted merger?

	The coup had just gone … poorly. 

	Ángela has told her the tales; has told her firsthand what happened all those decades ago. How when their people failed to wrest control of the city, the Maidens rescinded the promise they’d made; and of the violence that followed. Winter can only imagine the weight of that betrayal. She’s seen the scars of it in Ángela’s dead-eyed stare when she thinks no one’s watching. When she forgets that Winter’s in the room with her, only to come back to herself as if nothing’s happened.

	One day, she hopes she has a chance to make the people who did that to her sire hurt. To take from them everything they’ve ever loved and leave them hollow. Leave them broken.

	She may be little more than a novitiate, but she’ll never let anyone wound her maker like that again.

	But now, in this place, in this seat of power and the sprawling, cool dark that nurtures them, in which they grow strong – broken only by the light of computer and phone screens, alongside guttering candles and luminous predators’ eyes roaming the floor, or talking on their breaks around gently burbling blood coolers – they work to widen their influence once more. As they’ve done in different guises and shell companies for centuries, and still further back when the rules were simpler and corporate takeovers bloodier. Or so she’s been told.

	“You know there are other colors, right?” asks Tiffany, shaking her platinum-blonde head as she takes in Winter’s all-black ensemble with its multiple belts and thigh-high platform boots; a sacrifice of some elements of the corp goth style she adores in favor of more maximalist fashion. Tiffany’s own ensemble a rich flood of crimson business attire, sleek and styled more artfully than Winter can ever hope to manage, offset by slight, exquisitely crafted gold bracelets, dagger earrings, and a pale pendant that hangs gently between her breasts.

	“I like it,” Winter says quietly, tearing her gaze away from Tiffany’s curves. Her superior grabbing a takeaway cup with a smile that lets Winter know she likes the attention.

	“As long as you’re happy in your choices, little mouse,” says Tiffany, smiling wide enough to show her fangs.

	Winter echoes her smile as the taller woman walks past her to Tiffany’s corner office, before the insult hits her, and Winter’s brows knit.

	She’s still scowling as Ángela says, “Ah, finally,” from behind her. Her sire’s accent thick enough to choke a horse so early in the morning; her rich tones mellowing as her mood reliably improves with the sun’s transit toward dusk. “Come,” she says, crooking a finger over her shoulder, leaving Winter hurrying in her wake, depositing early morning blood mixed with espresso shots on appropriate desks as her sire leads her to her own private office at the other end of the floor from Tiffany’s. Distance best for all parties, and everyone caught between them, given their centuries of history.

	The tray is empty by the time Winter follows Ángela into her office and shuts the door behind them. She drops it in the recycling bin by the door as her sire throws back the blood in one long drag and flings the cup behind her. Winter catching it with practiced ease before depositing it, too, in the bin.

	Ángela sighs in genuine pleasure and lowers herself onto the edge of her desk with her eyes closed. Before grabbing for her Bluetooth earpiece and spreading her legs for the rest of her morning routine.

	Winter licks her lips to wet them, tracing her tongue along her fangs to make sure they, too, are lubricated, before she drops to her knees and spreads her sire’s knees wider with her hands, fingers lingering on cold thighs. Ángela opens her eyes as she caresses Winter’s cheek and arches her back, thrusting her hips forward as she puts in her earpiece, adjusting her position as Winter pushes aside her sire’s astronomically expensive underwear with infinite care.

	Ángela gasps as Winter slides her pierced tongue slowly across her sire’s lips, before flicking at her clit tenderly with the ball of her piercing. The tap of Ángela’s finger on her Bluetooth to make her first call of the day is loud in the otherwise soundproofed office. Ángela’s mellifluous voice runs in low, husky register as she groans and shudders from Winter’s ministrations while Ángela juggles with equal ease the disbursement of staggering sums of the clan’s exorbitant wealth and threatening clients and vassal corporations with the force of a woman who kills frequently and never fails to enjoy it.

	By the time Ángela’s first flush of work calls is complete, her sire taking out her earpiece and stretching like a lazing cat, Winter’s lower face is covered in several rounds of Ángela’s come. Her tongue exhausted, feeling as swollen as Ángela’s lips look.

	With terrifying strength, Ángela lifts Winter from her knees as if the younger vampire weighs little more than a leaf. She kisses her hard, pulling Winter in to taste herself on her protegé’s lips, working her tongue around the inside of Winter’s mouth. She breaks the kiss when she grows bored, then rises to go clean up her legs and slit, and fix her makeup, in her private bathroom.

	Winter stands dutifully, waiting, face slowly growing sticky and tacky while Ángela freshens up. “I have an … opportunity … for you. A chance to truly prove yourself to me,” Ángela calls from behind the half-closed door as Winter straightens.

	Finally. Winter all but vibrates on the air as she waits for Ángela to continue.

	“You’ve heard the rumors?”

	“No…” says Winter as she steps closer to the door.

	“That Marrowmont’s great beast is freed from its chains,” clarifies Ángela.

	“The Maw…?” asks Winter, forgetting her place to come into the bathroom.

	Ángela so caught up in the news she doesn’t even chastise her protegé. Only turns, breathing hard, to regard her. Stepping closer until they all but share breath. “It demolishes their Great Work – makes a mockery of their precious Pacts. They are vulnerable.”

	Winter can barely breathe for excitement as Ángela takes her face between cupped hands capped with lethal talons.

	“We have waited so long for them to feel our agony. But it must be we who strike. I am needed here. But you, my eyes and ears, can venture into the dying city. You can return word of where they lie exposed, of where best to strike.”

	“Me?” whispers Winter in awe, breathing from Ángela’s lungs now. Feeling her sire’s heart beating as her own.

	“Persuade the elders. Get them to let you lead a team.”

	“But I’m not—”

	“I have made you my right hand,” Ángela says reverently, taking Winter’s face between her palms, her own a mask of pure love, painful to look upon in its rawness. “I took a blunted blade discarded by the world. Unloved. And I honed you. I made you beautiful in the eyes of our people. That beauty is a weapon. Wield it.”

	Winter swallows hard. “Will you be with me?”

	Ángela shakes her head. “I cannot move against the board, nor our … beloved … CEO so openly. And make no mistake, this is our chance to gain real power for our clan. For those who would dismiss the power that Acquisitions wields to their peril. You go in my stead. Convince them,” Ángela says with a moan, and smashes Winter up against the bathroom wall hard enough to dent the marbled tile, her tongue in Winter’s mouth and her hand hiking up her protegé’s dress to massage her slit.

	“Give us glorious victory,” Ángela says into Winter’s lips as she sinks her fingers into Winter’s cunt.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Winter waits against the wall of the enormous conference room, crammed up against several dozen gofers, interns, and personal assistants attending the clan leaders and department heads seated around the ornate, oval table reserved for board members. The polished obsidian of its surface reflecting the faces of the assembled elders back up toward the ceiling. 

	Soft conversations carry from that ringed table to echo through the room, the board waiting for the last few members not yet in attendance. But chiefly for the current CEO. Morgan fashionably late, as ever. Winter careful to turn her face away as, not Morgan but Tiffany, walks in; her turn to address the board about Acquisitions’ quarterly forecast, she and Ángela splitting a board seat between them in rotation. Not that Winter need have bothered, Tiffany too engrossed in laughing over something with an equally tardy colleague Winter doesn’t recognize to notice she’s in the room.

	She’s still watching Tiffany, terrified her other boss will turn and notice her presence, when the glass doors swing open. It turns out Morgan’s lateness isn’t all that’s fashionable about him: the towering head of the conglomerated clans sweeping into the conference room is as grey and ponderous as an immaculately attired autumn storm. Winter’s eyes go wide – she’s never seen Morgan in person; no one on her rung of the corporate ladder does outside of this room. She’s heard the legends, Morgan the subject of a great deal of office gossip. But even with all the colorful fantasies tossed round blood coolers about him … she’s unprepared for how his golden hair hangs artfully loose and wild, his jacket and trousers spun from pure silver-dyed Vicuña
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