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Chapter 1
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	“H


	elena, what are you doing back here?” Ron, our ever-overprotective security guard, tutted at me as I dug into the crates in the delivery van. Layers deep into the boxes, I’d hoped for peace back there, or to avoid detection until I’d satisfied my curiosity, but no such luck.

	As large as a mover’s van, these temperature-controlled vehicles were excellent when they worked right and a practical fleet of them managed moving exhibit items between the museums and galleries of the UK like the removal men of antiquity. I had a good relationship with the firm. Usually, they were exactingly careful in ensuring everything they got to us was immaculate, because it did not pay for one to fuck up deliveries to the British Museum.

	However, the transcript note from that afternoon had mentioned damage to one of the pieces, and that wasn’t tolerable. I needed to know it wasn’t any of the items I was due to catalogue before I could relax enough for the launch of the exhibition and all the socialising that would require. Explaining to a lending community that something had been damaged was a horrendous job for any curator; I’d feel sick about it all evening if I didn’t check. People trusted me because I was so careful – valued the things they loved, protected them in the museum system. It was so essential to show that we weren’t the same plundering, looting bunch of toffs that used to be in charge.

	“They’ve broken something for the new exhibits in transit. We have a while before the event kicks off. I’ll be back out front before anyone gets here.” I set down the box I’d been going through, turning to give him my best puppy dog eyes. It would look ridiculous in my shirt and blouse set, all done up ready for the evening, but I just needed a little more time.

	Ron checked his watch. “It’s nearly seven. Jack’ll be looking for you.”

	“Send him Korbyn. He’s up to speed.”

	“You know Jack’s a horror to the PhDs. Why would you do that to the lad?” Ron laughed, leaning against the open back of the van to shake his head at me.

	“Korbyn’s nearly thirty, Jack won’t eat him. Anyway, I think he likes him. He’s been much nicer to Korbyn than most of them.”

	“It’s ‘cause he’s fucking Francesca. Jack wants tips.”

	“Ron!” I let out a surprised giggle, my face licking with heat at the blunt comment. Jack, the head of department and holder of purse strings, had a well-known soft spot for Francesca, the acquiring officer. It would not entirely be a surprise if there had been some male bonding over that fact.

	“Well, it’s true. I caught them in one of the stores a while back. She paid me fifty quid to keep quiet.”

	“And here you are telling me. Isn’t that meant to be a secret?” I knew about it because, of course I did. Francesca couldn’t keep a secret when she’d submitted a competing funding grant, never mind anything else, but we were very strictly not mentioning that, lest there be concerns about conflicts of interest. One was not supposed to fuck the student, but Korbyn was nearly thirty. He could make his own choices.

	“You’re good at keeping a secret.” He winked at me, pushing off the edge of the open back. “Fine, if I see Jack, I’ll redirect him, but make sure you’re about before people arrive. I want to check we have all the staff to hand before we unlock the best pieces.”

	“No problem, Ron. I’ll be back out in twenty minutes max.” It was a lie. I’d be there at least another forty minutes given the number of boxes, and we both knew it.

	“Sure, sure.” Ron stepped away, his footsteps echoing in the large storage space. I was very lucky to be on good terms with him. He could take against people, but he gave me an element of leeway other staff members didn’t get. I was pretty sure he thought he was my dad or something. Given, I was young for the job, but I wasn’t about to dig into it any more than that.

	Turning back to the boxes, I was just planning how best to shift one of the crates of jewellery out of the way to get into the pottery when a yelp rang through the storage room. It was too human to have been one of the crates moving from my searching, even if I’d clipped one with an ankle. I paused, leaning closer to the open back door of the van to listen.

	Nothing.

	“Ron?” I called out, moving a couple of the lighter boxes aside so I could get out of the van. I sat on the edge and dropped down so I didn’t go over on my heels—worn for the sake of this event—and peered around. I couldn’t see Ron, but the door he would usually exit from was a touch open, not snibbed closed like it should be.

	I was chilled from being in the temperature-controlled space and shivered against the contrast of the air, the hair on my forearms standing up. It was probably the lock, I decided as I glanced around. It had needed oil for weeks and it must have been creaking. I would close it and email maintenance about it.

	“You’re being silly. It’s a door,” I said to myself, shaking my head as I walked closer. My footsteps were loud in the open space, and I swore I heard mumbling on the other side of the door. That could be the traffic on higher levels. Being subterranean was great for storage and temperature control, but weird noises were normal. Totally normal.

	Just as I reached for the door handle, it swung open. Korbyn stood on the other side, dressed for the exhibition in a dark suit, his darker hair pulled up into a short ponytail. I gave a startled yelp, jumping back a step.

	“There you are! I thought I heard someone in here.” He stepped into the room, closing the door with a firm click.

	I took a further step back, keeping the space between us as I tried to settle my heart rate with a hand to my chest. “You scared the life out of me! Were you speaking to Ron out there?”

	“Huh?” Korbyn quirked his brow at me, glancing back to the door.

	“I heard voices, and Ron was here, so I thought maybe he’d seen you. He was going to ask you to speak to Jack to buy me some time.” I caught a slight smear of red on the corner of his mouth like he’d wiped lipstick off.

	“For what?” He laughed, unusually animated. Korbyn had been quiet and confident throughout his placement with the museum so far, working his way into whatever projects Francesca or I had given him and amassing a great back catalogue of repair work. He was usually reserved—if a bit smug—keeping to himself outside of discussion about work, which was ideal in a student because it meant no awkwardness at review time. Maybe he was drunk and that was why he had colour in his cheeks, or he’d been in another store cupboard.

	“Because I’m digging through the new intake to see what they damaged in transit. I’ll go spare worrying about it otherwise. Have you been pregaming with Francesca?” I smirked a little as I rubbed a thumb against the edge of my lip.

	He stilled, something dark passing over his face as he narrowed his eyes at me. “Pardon?”

	“Look, it’s no problem that you two are a thing. I can keep quiet about that. If you’re drunk, though, we’ll need to get you a bit sober before the guests start arriving or Jack really will have your neck. We’ve all done daft stuff before. Don’t worry.” I put a hand on his forearm, meaning to be reassuring, even though we were around the same age. That lasted as long as it took me to register his suit jacket was wet. I pulled my hand away and saw red across my palm. My stomach lurched up against the bottom of my ribs, and I tried to keep my face sympathetic despite the tightening in my throat.

	“I’m so sad it’s you in here, Helena,” he said, his smile over-friendly. He stalked closer, my feet automatically moving backward at the same pace. “I hoped it was someone else rooting around.”

	“Red wine can stain,” I said. There would be no reason for wine to be that warm. Women saw more blood than men. I knew what the mark was before the metallic smell wafted from him.

	He let out a little laugh, his whole demeanour shifting back to being carefree. “How sweet of you to try and lie. I thought you’d be one to scream the place down.”

	“Won’t work if there’s no one to hear it, and Ron left.”

	“He did.” His eyes flashed with cold amusement, and I swallowed against my fear, my bloody hand hanging down at my side.

	“Only he knows I’m here. Other than my car being in the front parking, I could be at home. I haven’t seen anything.”

	Korbyn hummed, matching my pace as I crept back toward the van. If I could get close enough, I could vanish underneath that. Korbyn’s frame was too broad to fit underneath it the way I could. It would only buy me a little time, but it would distract him, get me some distance and maybe enough time to get out of the door to see if Ron was alright.

	“Are you planning to bargain your way out?” he asked, bringing my attention to him as my back bumped into the front of the van. I jolted, his body suddenly in front of mine, then he had me pressed into the cold metal.

	“How did you do that?” I asked, bringing my hands up to press against his chest. It was little more than a token effort. He was as immovable as one of the marble statues in the entrance hall.

	He encircled my wrists, pushing them down so we were chest to chest. “Back you up? You did that all yourself.”

	“Move so quick. You weren’t close enough to be here.”

	“What good eyes you have.” He almost purred the words, bringing his free hand up to catch some of the loose hair framing my face from my up-do. It was familiar, and the heat that bloomed in my cheeks wasn’t something I had time to think about. We were held together like we were on a date rather than him pinning me in place like a butterfly on display. He looked me over as he felt the texture, face close enough that I could see the thick black lashes rimming his eyes. It was so much worse that he was hot, those distracting eyes inspecting me like he could charm me into submission.

	“This might have worked on ‘Cesca, but I’m not her.” I stuttered the words out, my heart hammering as I tried to sound firm. I could feel more blood, the pressure of him against me imprinting lingering patches of heat through my clothes.

	“You sure? I’ve seen how you steal looks when I’m putting books away.”

	“Having a nice ass doesn’t mean I want to fuck you.”

	He jolted with a laugh, the grip on my wrists tightening just a little. “So harsh.”

	“You have me pinned against a van, Korbyn. It makes me a little blunt.”

	“I’m sure I could convince you, given time.”

	“You don’t have time. People will be here soon.” I shifted, trying to stand a little straighter, look like I was still in charge. “If they get here, they’ll see my car. She’s bright green. But if I move it…” Please believe me. Please give me a way out.

	“No time, indeed. Which is a shame because all the quick options hurt. Martin!” The shout of the last word made me jump again, but I barely noticed as something heavy hit my temple, sending my vision reeling into a narrowing black tunnel before it winked out.

	 

	


Chapter 2
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	“W


	e don’t need another body to get through customs. We should dump her in the river and get gone!”

	“I’m the one who sorted papers. I can get her through.”

	Shouting interrupted the pain echoing through my skull, the left side of my face throbbing in time with the heavy pulse rushing through my ears. There were two men yelling at each other across me, and I was almost sure one was Korbyn, except he’d never sounded so cold or angry in the months he’d been with the museum.

	The rocking sensation underneath me was enough to make me retch, and I stiffened when I realised something was around my head, reflecting my hot breath back at me. Opening my eyes, I could see diffused light, like a cloth had been chucked over me, rough weave rubbing against my neck as I tried to look around.

	“Great, she’s awake again,” the first angry man shouted, followed by the sound of flesh hitting off something close to my left. I screwed my eyes closed even in the covered darkness, keeping my breath as slow and even as I could. A panic attack would not help. I wanted to put a hand to my chest, but my wrists were tied together, and they flopped back to my lap when I tried.

	“Do continue beating the front console, Martin. I’m sure that’ll achieve wonders.” Korbyn’s voice was strained, the edge of anger creeping in. It made my heart race harder, and a chill of fear clawed up my spine at how different he sounded.

	“It should be her skull,” Martin spat back, the back of his hand skimming my shoulder. I leaned away from him, biting my tongue when I brushed against the heat of someone else on my other side. Korbyn, from the voices. He must have been driving.

	“I’ve already told you she’s being left unharmed. If you don’t shut up about it, we’ll have a problem.”

	“More of a problem than her?” I was shoved into Korbyn and heard the growl that came out of his throat before the engine groaned at an emergency stop.

	I bounced off what must have been a dashboard, the impact making my face erupt in fresh pain that I sobbed against. I couldn’t have braced for it with my hands tied, but I smarted at not thinking to curl in a ball against the risk. I hunched my shoulders up around me, feeling a trickle of blood spilling over my lip.

	Korbyn had a hand on my back, rubbing small circles as I tried to steady my breathing. He leaned in close, the warmth of him across my ribs as his lips brushed against my ear. “I’m sorry about that. Just one moment.”

	“We’re going to fight about it now, are we?” Martin’s voice had pitched up, a manic laugh to the end of the question.

	“Get out of the van, Martin.”

	“Fuck you.”

	“Fine, stay then.”

	The hand between my shoulder blades shoved me lower, squashing my chest into my thighs, and I squeaked against the sudden compression. Korbyn reached over me, his body pressing me into the seat as the two of them tussled, random hits catching my back. I could hardly breathe, their weights crushing against me as they struggled.

	“What the fucking Christ?” Martin shouted before a wet ripping sound went through the space. I froze. A hot dribble of fluid smattered over my back, then more poured down the line of my spine.

	There was a horrible moment of quiet punctuated by soft sucking noises above me before the weight of Martin fell away. Korbyn moved too. The handle clicked and the alarm for the driver’s door began to ping, the internal system stupidly anxious about being left alone—that someone might steal the vehicle when left unattended. The passenger door opened on my other side with a loud clunk, letting the night-time stillness leak in. The quiet breath of the night crept along with it, the hush and sway of trees accompanied by the unmistakable rush of water somewhere close.

	I shivered, the hot patches across my back cooling rapidly in the air drifting in. I sat up, gagging as the wet material parted from my skin only to slick back against it like hungry oil.

	“Don’t try to run, Helena. I’ll be back shortly.” Korbyn’s voice made me jolt, authoritative and final. I heard something being tugged out of the van and curled in on myself again, trying to make myself small. This meant I could grasp whatever was on my head, inching it around my throat to feel for a tie or a knot. It dragged against the soft skin, rough and scratchy as I shifted it through my fingertips.

	Finally, the thick lump of a knot shuddered into my grip, and I sank my fingers over it to judge the shape. If I could get my nails into the twist of the rope, I could tug it apart and get this off my head—see what was going on. Something began to yield, just a few millimetres. Enough to let me think it would come apart with enough wiggling and twisting.

	The sound of something hitting water interrupted my focus, followed by heavy footsteps coming toward the van. I tugged harder at the knot, forcing a finger through the twist to push the rope apart, the second part of it stretching against my neck as I scrabbled to get a hold of it.

	The passenger door thumped closed, and I froze, my chest tightening as the steps continued around the front of the van. I grabbed the material around my neck and twisted it to my left, hiding the partially undone bind. I sat back up as the vehicle dipped with the weight of someone getting in, a long sigh slipping from them.

	“Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to scare you, and I’m sorry Martin hurt you. He won’t do it again,” Korbyn said.

	“T-thanks.” My voice was hoarse, and I swallowed against the scratchy dryness within my throat, giving my head a little shake. The blood from earlier seemed to have stopped, but it was dry and tugging on my lips.

	“Come here.” His hands were on my shoulders as he steered me closer, moving the material over my head carefully around. I kept as still as I could, willing him to be too distracted from their fight to notice. “Ah, you almost had it.” His fingers tapped the half-undone knot, a low laugh spilling out. No such luck.

	“Can’t blame a woman for trying.”

	“No, I suppose not. Here, let me.” He undid the binding and tugged the wrapping around my neck open, lifting it gently over my head. I blinked against the sudden light of freedom above me, screwing my eyes closed for a moment before I opened them again. We were in the cab of a van, maybe the same one from the museum, and it was much darker outside than it should have been. The road was blank except for streetlights and the reflective cat’s eyes staring back at me.

	Glancing at the dashboard clock, I saw it was past eleven, and my stomach dropped. “I was out a while then.”

	“Martin’s very good at knocking people out.”

	“It’s a skill to have, I suppose.” It wasn’t the time for jokes, but I’d probably have screamed if I didn’t scrabble for some sort of normal. He’d bundled me into the van. He’d…. gotten rid of his companion. I wasn’t going to pretend I was sad about that, but it had been a lot of blood. Who did that? And who kidnapped people from a museum?

	Korbyn laughed, the same laugh he’d made when I was sharing stupid industry jokes with him in the breakroom, or we’d heard gossip about one of the other departments. It felt obscene, the familiarity of it in this dark little space, an alien island in the middle of the road. Much too intimate. He looked ethereal in the gloom, pale skin made wan but luminous by the dashboard lights.

	“We’re going to have to have a frank conversation, Helena.” I’d said the same words to him once, when he’d arrived late to work for a week in a row and stank of stale alcohol when he stumbled in. We’d chatted about responsibility and making the most of his chances. I’d thought he was partying too hard and being an idiot.

	“Is it about you kicking me out on the side of the road?” I peered out of the windscreen. I had no idea where we were; the road was as anonymous as any stretch of tarmac in the rest of the country. I couldn’t even see any signs. Nothing at all to let me know where we were, or if I had any chance of getting home safe. I didn’t want to look at him, to see how different he was from how I knew him. He had to be, right? He couldn’t look like the relaxed, reserved student and have left me covered in blood twice in one night.

	He snorted, shaking his head. “No, not that. You’re hurt, and you look like you’ve had a beating. If I left you somewhere out here, you’d be a target for someone to pick up. You’d never make it back alive.”

	“Right.” I nodded, glancing around the cab again. There was an empty, crumpled energy drink can in the footwell beside me and a plastic bag. Nothing I could grab as a weapon.

	“I’m not going to hurt you. But I might have to do something uncomfortable.”

	“What?” My heart jumped in my chest at the idea of exactly what ‘uncomfortable’ might mean for someone who had already disposed of a body this evening. This wasn’t meant to happen to me. I was just a curator for goodness’ sake. Wasn’t it meant to be the delivery guys who got nabbed with the van? Or the heads of department? Still, the comment was enough to finally make me look at Korbyn, see if there was anything of the old him left. He was pressed back from the wheel, one arm resting against the window, turned so his body was facing me. He had a rapt curiosity about his gaze, attentive in a way I didn’t want to see reflected back at me. Just kick me out. I’ll take my chances. We’re near a river. Got to be a village or town somewhere close by. I could survive walking until I found that.

	He seemed to settle on a decision, giving a small nod as he reached up to the sun visor. Opening it, something a little larger than a pen rolled down, landing in his lap with a light slap. I leaned closer, gasping when I realised it was a syringe.

	“This will sting, and honestly, you’ll probably feel a bit rough when you wake up. I’ll lower the dose so it should be easier.”

	“Korbyn, what is that?” I asked, shuffling back on the seat.

	“It’s a sedative. You’ll be unconscious while I deal with getting us through customs, and then we can sort things out later.”

	“Customs? I don’t even have a passport on me.” It was a ridiculous statement, but anxiety was racing through my chest, and I didn’t want him to get close with that needle. I pressed back with my heels, but the drying blood was sticky on the seat, slowing my retreat. His hand landed on my shoulder, scooping around the back of my neck to hold me in place. I stilled, looking up at him as I trembled.

	“Don’t panic. It causes more risk of complications with the drugs. You’ll be okay, I promise.”

	I opened my mouth to protest, but he had turned my head with the heel of his hand, a thumb under my jaw to push it up and back, clicking my lips closed. He sank the needle into the side of my neck, near the join of my shoulder, the sting of the metal a cold jab against the returning heat in the cab. I cried out, the feeling of fluid pushing under my skin and into the muscle, icy and invasive as it seeped lower.

	He tugged the needle free in a gentle movement, rubbing the spot lightly with his fingertips. “It’ll be sore for a few minutes, but try not to struggle. It won’t help.”

	I moaned something that was meant to be an admonishment, or maybe just a “fuck you,” but the words tripped over themselves on my tongue. Korbyn laid me back against the seat, tucking some of my hair behind my ear as I tried to resist the heavy push of unconsciousness.

	He smiled at me, an easy grin like he would give during my teaching, patting my cheek lightly. “Sleep. I’ll take care of everything.”

	 

	


Chapter 3
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	I


	 swam in and out of awareness, a flickering blur of light and sound pushing into the darkness that my brain lurked in. There was a constant background motion, a rhythmic sway that was distantly comforting. It wasn’t like being asleep—there was no restfulness, no sense of time having passed—this was the shifting intrusion of the world pressing in against me.

	Someone stroked a hand over my forehead, fingers soft along the edge of my hairline. “It’s okay, sweet. Not too much longer. Just a few days.”

	“What?” The word slurred in my mouth, heavy as a bag of wet sand. There was a bubbling recognition somewhere in the back of my head about who was speaking to me. My eyes were so heavy, much too much to open despite how I struggled to flutter my lashes.

	“We’ll be where we need to be in a few days, and then everything will get sorted. I’m going to have to change you before then, so I need you to work with me.” Korbyn, the student from work, young for his PhD… he was here. Something must have happened for him to be saying he needed me to help him. I had to focus. Screwing my eyes closed tight, I managed to force them open with a few heavy blinks. He was sitting beside me, face pale and lips pressed into a thin line. I must have been lying down for him to be at that angle. That wasn’t okay. What on Earth?

	I moved to sit up, my head swimming with the action. “Are you okay? What happened?”

	He had an arm around my shoulders, pulling me up and sideways so I sat next to him, almost in his lap. We were on a small double bed, the sheets industrial but clean, the room oddly lit. I looked fuzzily around, vaguely aware of an ache in my head and neck. Korbyn caught a finger underneath my chin, turning my head toward him.

	“I’m fine, Helena, but I need you to help me with this. You want to help me out, don’t you?”

	“It’s what I’m here for. Jack’s always mean to students. Where are we?”

	“We’re on a boat, in the cabin.” That explained the low ceiling and small curtains. The window would be little as well. I’d only ever been on short ferries before, one or two-hour crossings, so I’d never bothered with a cabin. What were we doing that we needed a cabin? And why was I so damn fuzzy? This made no sense.

	“Why are we on a boat?” I rubbed my hands against my legs, trying to shake off the fog that seemed wrapped around my mind like mist on a moor.

	“Can you not remember?” He sounded amused, like he knew something I didn’t.

	I thought about it a little, letting my body sag against his. I felt so tired it was like I hadn’t slept in months, my whole being heavy down to my bones. “No.”

	“That should wear off soon. The important bit is we have to get you into that room, okay?” He helped me up, arm still around my shoulders to let me lean against him as we went toward a door.

	“I don’t feel super good.” Each step vibrated through my body like we were being shaken by an earthquake, the rocking movement from earlier making the floor shift under my feet. Korbyn kept me against him, steady and sure as I mis-stepped.

	“You’re not well, the sea sickness hit you really bad. You took some tablets for it. I don’t think they’re agreeing with you. You got a nosebleed and stuff. It’ll be alright though. It’ll be over soon.” He stroked my arm a little as we went through the door and into a cramped bathroom. A cubbyhole of a shower was behind us, with the toilet tucked into a corner directly to my right, without enough space to even stretch my arms. No wonder I’d caught a bloody nose if I’d been in there.

	There was barely room for both of us in the small space, the stout wall mirror above the sink showing the ridiculous overlap of his body behind mine. He’d always been taller than me, and I was nearly six foot, but I’d never noticed how broad his shoulders were. He was in a dark T-shirt now, more casual than he usually wore to work, but maybe it was comfy for travel. I, however, was in a shocking state, with blood on my face and an ugly bruise lingering at the edge of one eye.

	“I look awful.” I traced the line of dull red meandering over my lips and chin. I’d always bruised easily, a peril of the pale-skinned, but this was ghoulish. It must have hurt. Perhaps it was a good thing I couldn’t remember that, though it didn’t comfort me any that I’d apparently blacked that out too. I’d lost time before, when I’d fainted, so maybe it wasn’t too shocking, but it settled under my ribs like a fluttering moth.

	“It’s from the bloody nose earlier. Sorry to leave it, but I didn’t want to do anything until you were calmed down. It was a gusher. Looked really sore.”

	The pain in my face agreed with him, and I gave a small nod, meeting his eyes in the mirror. “Sorry. I’m causing you a lot of trouble.”

	He shook his head, a bright smile breaking over his face. “Not at all. You’re ill, that’s all. Now, if you want, I can wash your blouse in the sink. But you’ll have to wait for it to dry before you can put it on again.”

	Oh. That seemed… “That’s an imposition. And I’d just be here in my bra.”

	“You can wear my T-shirt. It’ll be big on you.” He tugged it up over his head in a quick yank, chest suddenly on show. It was unfortunate that he was so nicely put together—said chest defined but not overly so, pale skin bright under the false light. Don’t ogle the student, Helena. Especially when you’re here looking like you got jumped outside the damn pub.

	I looked down at the sink, my brain seeming to drag half a second behind me. The sensation made my stomach dip, a ripple of sickness creeping up my throat.

	“I suppose that would work,” I said, swallowing against the nausea. Every movement felt sluggish and forced, like my body was lagging. I’d never taken anti-sea sickness medication, and at this rate, I never would again. Hell, I’d never stand on a boat again. Why were we on a ferry?

	“Of course. Can’t have you showing up with blood on your shirt, can we?” Korbyn asked.

	“No, of course not.”

	“I’ll turn and face the wall, how about that?” His voice was close to my ear, and I glanced up to see he was leaning down, face beside mine in the mirror. The warmth of his skin near my back was smothering, nowhere to move except closer to the sink, which already pressed against my thighs.

	“Thanks.”

	“Let me know when you’re done. I can do your skirt too. That shirt will cover your hips.”

	I picked it up, looking at it against my body in the mirror. “Technically, yes,” I murmured.

	Setting it down at the sink, I quickly unbuttoned my blouse, grimacing at the way it peeled off my back as I shucked it down my shoulders. I must have been sweating when I was ill. How embarrassing. I tugged Korbyn’s shirt over my head before quickly folding mine to leave it on the closed toilet lid that was in arm’s reach. The black T-shirt hung over me—rumpled at my waistband—and I slid my hands up, unzipping my skirt quickly so I could push it down my hips. It slipped off and out of my hands, thumping onto the floor. I sighed, looking for a way I could bend to pick it up as I stepped out of the loop of material.

	“Let me.” Korbyn had turned again and set a hand on my waist, gripping lightly as he bent his knees to scoop it up. He was back against me in a flash, folding the skirt before setting it down.

	“Sorry, I could have done that.”

	“You might have fallen over. I don’t want you hurting yourself again,” he said. I hummed, regretting it as my stomach clenched. “Are you okay?”

	“I might throw up.”

	“That’s okay. We’re in the right place if you do.” He patted my head with one large hand, tucking stray strands of hair behind my ear. It was an oddly close gesture, as soft as a partner.

	“Korbyn?”

	“Do you think you can stand and wash your face to get the blood off?” His hand dropped to the taps at the small sink with shiny tops coloured red and blue.

	“I think so, yeah.” I didn’t dare nod again lest it make me tip forward. “I’m worried.”

	“About your face?”

	“About why I’m so fuzzy. I can’t remember us getting on board a boat. It’s for work?”

	He chuckled, shaking his head. “That’s just the meds. Don’t stress about it. I’ll fight off any sea monsters that come along.”

	I gave a miserable laugh, smiling at the reflection of him in the mirror. This was going to be so humiliating back in the office. I’d gotten myself in a right state. The student had to babysit me in case I knock myself out a second time, and I’d found a medication I not only had a bad reaction to, but it apparently roofied me. At least he wasn’t being a dick about it so far, even if he did seem to be enjoying my lack of memory. “Good plan. I owe you a bottle of rum for your sea-based bravery.”

	“I’ll look forward to it. I’ll sit on the lid so you have room to wash.” He shifted out from behind me, grabbing my shirt and sitting down.

	“Uh, you don’t have to stay. I could wash up and come back out.”

	“No offence, Helena, but last time you said that, I came back to you covered in blood. And the bathroom covered in blood. And you were crying.”

	“Crying?” I was an easy crier, but usually, I could swallow it down or hide it with an excuse to make a cup of tea. I hated people seeing me cry, and hot shame lurched my gut at the idea he’d found me in such a mess. Maybe I could move departments when we got back. Go on a sabbatical or something until he was finished…

	“The blood upset you a bit, and I think you hit your nose off the toilet while throwing up.”

	“Oh, God. This is so embarrassing.” I groaned, covering my face with my hands. I rocked forward, forehead resting against the cool glass of the mirror. It felt good, firm and cold against my heated skin. I was probably flushed from being ill. My stomach clenched in embarrassment and then wavered, almost turning on itself. I panted a breath out, trying to still myself.

	“It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. You can sleep off the drugs, and I’m sure you’ll feel much better.” I glanced over to see him refolding my clothes, eyes conspicuously elsewhere.

	“Sleep sounds good.” I let my hands fall away from my face, turning on the warm water tap to fill the sink. It didn’t take long; the basin was shallow, barely space to hold enough water to wash in. There was a dry face towel in a little disposable packet that I carefully opened, setting the flannel into the water once I’d turned off the taps. Korbyn gave a cough, holding his hand out for the wrapper, and I gave it to him, face flushing at the action.

	The off-white cloth had softened as I turned back, and I added one of the free rectangles of soap, working up some suds on the flannel with both hands. Peering into the mirror I gently wiped from my forehead down, the false floral scent of the soap overwhelming. My stomach lurched, and I clenched my jaw, screwing my eyes shut against the swell of sensation up my throat, gulping it back down stubbornly. I pulled the flannel away and breathed through my nose for a few seconds, getting some more water on the cloth before I tried again.

	“You okay there?”

	“Smells bad,” I said through the side of my mouth as I patted the skin around my nose. It throbbed but was better than I expected, the ache a low growl against the bone rather than the sharp alarm of a new injury. I shivered a bit at the feeling, more disturbing than painful.

	“Chemical stuff. They always use cheap products on these.”

	I nodded, watching my reflection as I swiped blood away in little circles, clearing my skin until I looked pale but presentable. I still felt like I could drop at any second, but it would be less of a horror for Korbyn having to share a cabin with me.

	Wait.

	“Why are we sharing a cabin?”

	“Hm?” He looked up at my question, the gesture making his shoulders and chest flex.

	“I mean, well.” I paused, looking away from him and back to the mirror. Wrong time to stare at the student. “I don’t mean anything funny, just seems like Jack would have a fit about us sharing.”

	“I don’t know if ‘Cesca told him.”

	“I’m not sure she’d be pleased with it either.”

	“Why?” His voice had changed, a hardness to it that wasn’t there before. I glanced over again to see he was very still, hands fisted into the clothes on his lap. My clothes.

	“Well, I mean. You guys are a something, aren’t you? I know it’s not open, but she has such a big grin when you’re around. And Ron said…”

	The jumble of memories crested up in a wave with my nausea, my hand sealing over my mouth. Ron. Ron had gone out of the door, and there’d been a sound of pain. Blood on Korbyn. Blood on me. Someone called Martin who I didn’t get to see properly.

	“I didn’t think it would last. Your recovery period is better than I expected, though. You must be quite hardy.” Korbyn stood up, setting the clothes on the lid. I froze, flinching back against the door when he stepped closer. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt you. I haven’t yet, have I?”

	“You drugged me.”

	“Yes, that’s true.” He nodded lightly, reaching out to snag one wrist and pull me closer. I yelped, the grip tight around the bones as he tugged me back into the position we were in earlier, his chest to my back. He met my gaze in the mirror, one hand slipping up to gently grasp my chin.

	“What’s going on?” I asked, my voice bouncing back off the glass.

	“You’re travelling with me until we get where I need to be. Then we’ll figure out what to do next.”

	“Why?”

	“Well, Martin would have killed you, and I didn’t want that.”

	“You killed him.” It was a statement rather than a question, the memory of hot, coppery liquid hitting my back vivid in the cramped room. Too much blood to live. He must have rinsed my back off somehow. That was why the shirt clung to me. Oh, no.

	“Rather him than you.” He said it so simply, as if it was a round of drinks or a trip to pick up an item from a neighbouring museum. “Would you have preferred I let him hurt you?”

	I shook my head, the grip on my chin moving with my gesture. “No.”

	“Good. I like you alive. Now, if I let you back into the cabin, will you be sensible for me and sit on the bed?” I nodded, and he smiled, pressing a little kiss to the top of my head. I didn’t know if it was infantilising or intimate, but I disliked it either way.

	He opened the door and stepped out, holding out a hand for me. I was still shaky, maybe worse now the memory of the evening had come back, and I glanced around as he brought me back to the bed.

	“Where are we going?” I sat down, the mattress firm underneath my weight, stealing looks around as he settled. It was all as utilitarian as the bathroom—not uncomfortable, but basic and drab. The bedspread was an eggshell blue that would be safe to bleach if needed, and the pillows were plentiful but thin. The desk near the window had the chair bolted down. I shivered at the coldness of it all, despite the heat in my blood.

	“I can’t tell you that yet.” He leaned back, tugging a thin black case over to him from the small bedside table.

	“Right. Korbyn, why are you taking me with you? I’m a risk, surely.”

	“There are two answers to that. One, I like your company and the trip could be lonely. And two, I needed a meal on the journey, and using you makes things much easier.”

	I turned his words over in my head, trying to make them come together. We’d gotten on as colleagues, sure. That was pretty much to be expected, but one didn’t usually take the office buddy on a road trip. And a meal sounded like something I didn’t want to dig into.

	“I don’t follow.”

	“Not easily, no. You’re stubborn as anything.” He was fiddling with the case, a long zipper being pulled to reveal a neat row of syringes. Small vials of something clear were snug on the opposite side, held in place by loops of black elastic.

	“Tenacity is a positive,” I said by rote; one of my teaching phrases. I could feel the thrill of adrenaline kicking into my chest, my heart yanking against my ribs as I tried not to shake. I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to go back into the dark and fear.

	He noticed my staring and gave me a sad smile, patting my shoulder. “I’ll only drug you until we get there, then no more. Customs is the problem; the documents were for two men. Can’t make you pass for that.”

	“I don’t want to be knocked out.”

	“I’m sorry. I know it’s not fun. If it makes you feel any better, it makes feeding harder as well.”

	“Feeding?” I repeated the word, the taste of it slick and wrong in my mouth.

	He sighed, setting the case down on the bed before he set his hands in his lap. “I should explain. So, technically, I’m an iron-deficient symbiotic humanoid. Mostly human, just about, with some additional perks like longevity and quicker healing. The shorthand version is I’m a vampire. I need blood, though not an awful lot, or I wizen up like a raisin and die.”

	“What the fuck?” Oh, he was crazy, out and out. I’d known there was something disturbed in all this, but round the bend was not what I expected. Maybe that was why he always smelled like rot. I figured that was the exhibits. Or natural deodorant. Or being a male student.

	He snorted, shaking his head. “That’s not the worst reaction.”

	“Have you spoken to anyone about this? There’s all sorts of things where people have this, like that syndrome where you think you’re dead or made of glass. People take it seriously now.”

	“Helena.”

	“I’m not trying to be mean, Korbyn, but if you’re actually looking to ingest blood, that can make you very ill and—”

	“Stop talking.” He had hold of my shoulders, turning my body to his and holding me in place. I closed my mouth, my breath becoming a rattling whisper, body rigid in his hold. Too fast. He was moving too fast, even with me being drugged. It had to be the drugs, though. “You talk too much sometimes. I know what you’re going to say. I’m not crazy. I can explain this better later when we’re somewhere else, but if I show you
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