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			Chapter One

			Four more days until Quinn Lennox’s life, as she knew it, was over.

			Quinn paced the lamplit living room of her apartment on the George Washington University—GW—campus, pulling the gun from the small of her back, dry-cocking, aiming, releasing. The magazine, filled with alternating wooden and real bullets, sat snuggly in her back pocket, ready to be slammed home at a moment’s notice.

			In truth, her normal life, if her life had ever been normal, had ended a month ago, when she and her brother Zack stumbled through a crack in the world and found themselves fighting for their lives in the dark vampire otherworld that, impossibly, shared physical space with much of Washington, D.C., and had for 140 years.

			Washington, V.C., the vampires called it. Vamp City.

			God help her, how was it possible there were vampires and werewolves and sorcerers?

			She picked up her water glass, downed it, then continued to pace, continued to practice drawing the gun she’d bought last week. Because two things were going to happen on the equinox in four days, if not before.

			One: The immortal son of the sorcerer who’d created Vamp City would renew the crumbling magic, releasing Zack from the grip of the magical illness that had him nearly bedridden. She hoped.

			And two: The vampires now trapped by the magic’s failure would once more be free to travel between worlds as they pleased, and the vampire master, and sadistic monster, Cristoff, would almost certainly send his goons after her. She’d escaped him twice now. She’d never escape him a third time, not if he caught her again.

			Which meant he couldn’t catch her.

			Unfortunately, hopping on the next flight for the other side of the world wasn’t on her list of options. Not yet. Arturo had warned her that she and Zack might have become infected by Vamp City’s failing magic and might fall ill if they left the area before it was renewed. For once, that vampire had told her the truth.

			Against her wishes, Zack had allowed his parents—Quinn’s dad and stepmom—to sweep him home to Pennsylvania. After a couple of days, Quinn had managed to convince him to return to D.C., but by then it had been too late. He’d already started to sicken in a wholly unnatural way. Magically sicken. There was nothing she could do but hope that Vamp City’s renewal would heal him. And if it didn’t?

			Her stomach cramped, her jaw clenched as her grip tightened on her gun. She’d have no choice but to breach the gates into that world again and to try to enlist the aid, once more, of the vampire who haunted both her dreams and her nightmares. Arturo Mazza.

			Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. The last thing... the last thing she wanted to do was return to that vampire hell.

			To the vampires, of course, Vamp City was utopia—a city where the sun never shone, where they could enslave and hunt humans without fear of retribution. A place where the vampires, werewolves, and other immortal creatures could live their lives in the open. In freedom.

			But even utopias have a dark side, and Phineas Blackstone, the powerful wizard the vampires had paid to create their dark city, had engineered a brilliant one—a death trap finally sprung two years ago. The moment the magic began to fail, all vampires within the city’s boundaries had become instantly caught, unable to escape. Soon, the sunbeams from the real world had begun to break through—slowly, at first, then more and more frequently until it became clear that their world was dying. And with it, every soul trapped within—vampire, werewolf, and immortal human alike.

			Only by renewing Vamp City’s magic would they be saved. And the only one who could renew it was another sorcerer, a strong one. Both of Phineas Blackstone’s immortal sons had tried and failed.

			Two years later, a month ago, as the situation neared critical, Quinn stumbled into that world. And they believed she was the one they’d been waiting for.

			The sound of a car horn blared on the street outside her apartment, making Quinn’s hand jerk as she aimed at Zack’s computer monitor and pretended to fire. She’d always known she was different, but never in a million years had she dreamed she was an honest-to-goodness sorceress. It still didn’t seem real. Yes, weird things happened around her sometimes, but she didn’t have any real power. A little, maybe. Power she couldn’t call when she needed it and that she couldn’t control when it did decide to appear. Which was worse than not having any at all.

			Cristoff had forced her to try to renew the magic, and she’d failed. But later, Arturo had seen her eyes glow—the sign of serious power, he said. He told her she had the power to save them, yet he’d helped her escape his master, Cristoff, and set her free, claiming that Phineas Blackstone’s immortal sons would ultimately find a way to renew the magic.

			None of that made a lot of sense. And if there was one thing she knew, it was that Arturo played fast and loose with the truth. He was a first-class manipulator. But he’d also become her protector and, in a strange sort of way, her friend. And her lover. He’d developed feelings for her, she was sure of it, as she had for him, as much as she hated to admit it. Despite his faults, and they were legion, she’d seen goodness inside that male.

			In the end, he’d saved Zack from certain death, then stolen her from his master’s dungeon and set them both free. An unlikely heroic, altruistic sacrifice for a vampire who’d betrayed her twice.

			From the moment he set her free, part of her had been waiting for the other shoe to drop. Hence the gun, the wooden stakes she’d taken to carving, and the switchblade she’s taken to carrying. She and Zack were free and safe, and she intended to keep them that way. They weren’t going back there. If Vamp City imploded, taking its sadistic vampires with it, all the better.

			But even as she thought that, she knew she didn’t really want Arturo dead.

			Shoving her gun into her waistband, Quinn crossed to the window and pushed open the lower half of the double-hung, enjoying the brush of cool September air over her skin. Across the narrow street stood one of the GW dorms, half the windows lit like the spots on a domino, the other half dark, the students still out and about campus despite the fact that the sun had set more than an hour ago.

			Zack and his best friend Lily, both GW seniors, should have been out there with them, though more than likely they’d have been right here, side by side in front of their computers either playing some high-action fantasy shoot-’em-up or designing one. But Lily had disappeared, as so many people around D.C. had in recent months. Quinn suspected she’d fallen through the same door into Vamp City that she and Zack had as they’d searched for her; but they’d never found her.

			Lily was most likely dead. Humans didn’t last long among the vampires. And Zack ... poor Zack was suffering not only from the magic sickness but from grief and depression as well. Her sweet, easygoing brother had not emerged from Hell unscathed.

			Quinn straightened, hoping her neighbor, Mike, would come over as he did most evenings and give her something to think about other than vampires and lost friends, and something to listen to other than the ticking clock. In his company, she could pretend, if only for an hour or two, that she lived a normal life in a normal world. Even if nothing could be further from the truth.

			But as she turned from the window, a familiar chill skated over her skin—a feeling she knew presaged the bleeding together of the two worlds. Those in Vamp City would feel the bleed-through as an earthquake. During the day, the quake would be quickly followed by sunbeams bursting overhead like light through a dark piece of hole-riddled construction paper. The vampires would flee the sunlight, or die if they were unlucky enough to be standing in the wrong place when the sunbeams appeared.

			But in the real world, Quinn alone felt the change, thanks to her sorcerer’s blood. She alone could see through the shadowy breaks like windows into the other world. And since one of those breaks stood in front of her apartment, just outside her window, she turned back and bent low, unable to resist another glimpse of that world.

			Created in 1870, a doppelganger of Washington, D.C., at that time, it was a world without streetlights or paved roads or electricity except in those few homes that had been hooked up to generators. She stared at the deserted, moonlit street and the line of crumbling row houses in a section of Vamp City that she knew to be largely uninhabited.

			The street in that otherworld appeared deserted tonight. She heard no sounds but those of the real world, which continued to carry to her ears—a car driving down the street, the tick of the clock, the banter of college kids walking along the sidewalk below her window, discussing their fantasy-football picks.

			Out of nowhere, a young man in shorts and a T-shirt stumbled into the dark Vamp City street, falling to his hands and knees in the dirt. Quinn gasped. One of the fantasy-football kids must have slipped between the worlds as he’d passed through the break. Every day, thousands passed through unaware and unaffected, but every now and again, one slipped through. As Lily probably had. As she and Zack definitely had.

			While the kid struggled to his feet, Quinn heard his friends’ voices below, shouting for him from the real world. Shouts the kid would never hear. Only she could hear both worlds at once when they bled into one another like this.

			She watched as the young man leaped to his feet, staring around him in stunned silence, his body language projecting disbelief, shock, and slowly dawning terror. Her heart ached for him because she’d been in his shoes just a few weeks ago. And she knew what he’d soon learn—that he had every right to be afraid.

			His friends would tell the cops that he’d been right there, then just wasn’t—the same story reported over and over again on the news from others who’d been with one of the missing. But the cops wouldn’t find him. They didn’t have a clue what was going on. And they couldn’t do anything about it even if they knew.

			Her breath caught. She might be able to save him if she hurried, if she raced into that world and snatched him back out before the break closed.

			Before she could question the wisdom, she was racing for her front door. Thanks to her sorcerer’s blood, she alone could travel both ways through a sunbeam. She’d escaped that way once before. And she’d helped others do the same.

			As she dashed down the hall and into the stairwell, her logical mind began to question the wisdom of this action. The breaks were unpredictable, some lasting close to an hour, others only a minute or two. If she ran into that world to save the kid, and the break closed before she got out again, she’d be stuck, unable to return to Zack until and unless she could make her way out through another break. And Zack needed her.

			But she couldn’t just leave the kid there. Not if she could help him.

			She ran through the lobby. By the time she reached the doors to the street, her heart was pounding, sweat beading on her brow. She pushed open the glass door, just feet from where the break began and the magic would suck her in. In that dark column, she saw the Vamp City world and watched with dismay as two horses and their riders circled the kid. She gasped as one of the riders threw a lasso, roping the young man like a steer.

			Fury ignited inside her. But caution and experience held her back because she recognized the overlarge heads and ears of the riders and knew them to be inhuman Traders with inhuman strength.

			Yes, she was armed and dangerous, but with only a week’s worth of target practice under her belt, she was probably more dangerous to the kid and the horses than to the Traders. Her chances of taking on two Traders and winning were slim to none. Even as the thought settled, two more Traders rode up to join the first pair. If it were Zack, she’d go anyway, no question, even if it meant getting caught herself and delivered to Cristoff. But Zack was upstairs. And he needed her.

			As she watched helplessly, the Trader with the rope hauled the kid onto the back of his horse. The kid’s cry for help ceased abruptly as the break between the worlds closed as suddenly as it had opened, leaving Quinn staring once more at the modern D.C. street and the small crowd that had begun to gather around the friends of the missing boy.

			Quinn backed away from the door, pressing a shaking hand against her now-pounding forehead. She felt sick that she hadn’t been able to help him, that she’d had no chance of getting him out of there for all her supposed sorcerer’s power. Turning toward the elevator, she made her way back to her apartment, her skin ice-cold, because she knew what awaited him. She’d been in that world twice and wouldn’t have survived either trip if not for Arturo’s intervention.

			Once more in her apartment, she sank onto her sofa, dropping her head back, feeling the frustration and defeat press down on her. Vamp City needed to die. Unfortunately, the Traders weren’t tied to Vamp City and would probably survive the destruction. And there was no telling how many vampires lived in the real world. V.C.’s demise wouldn’t eradicate all the vampires in the world, not by a long shot.

			And she wasn’t sure she wanted it to. Arturo ... She shook her head, her feelings for the male so conflicted. From the moment she’d stumbled into that world, he’d been, in turns, her captor and protector, her lover and betrayer. And in the end, her savior. He’d gotten past her defenses as no one else ever had, partly because she’d had no way to avoid him. And partly because he’d understood her as no one else did. He was the only one in her life who’d known exactly who and what she was, right from the beginning, and accepted her anyway. She missed that. Despite everything, she missed him.

			A low rap sounded on her apartment door, a quick-tap knock she recognized as Mike’s. With relief, she headed for the door, glad for the promise of company and the illusion, however fleeting, of normalcy.

			As she peered out the peephole into Mike’s smiling face, a sense of calm settled over her, a calm she hadn’t felt all day. The tense misery of the past minutes eased out of her shoulders as she unhooked the chain and twisted the dead bolt to let him in. Mike had moved into the apartment across the hall a few weeks ago, while she was caught in Vamp City. She’d met him the first evening she got back and he’d pushed right past her usual reserve to become a welcome, undemanding friend. A writer, he lived alone, working from home. He’d taken to bringing over a bottle of wine about this time every night. She, in turn, always had dessert ready and waiting.

			She opened the door and smiled, stepping back to let him in. He was a good-looking guy despite his untrimmed hair, his unshaven jaw, and the three-inch scar that ran down one cheek, a remnant from a fight with his brother as teenagers, when they’d shattered a sliding glass door. Dressed in a plain black T-shirt tucked into well-worn jeans, his gray eyes sparkling with life and laughter, he was a welcome ray of light in the dark mire that had become her life.

			Mike’s smile faded, his brows lowering as he studied her. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

			The man was far too perceptive. “I’m fine. It’s been a long day.” The understatement of the year. She’d felt every single one of the day’s 86,400 seconds tick by. “What did you bring tonight?” she asked, eyeing the bottle of wine in his hand.

			He held it up with a flourish. “Chateau la Peyre Saint-Estephe Bordeaux.” The French rolled off his tongue as if he’d been born to it.

			“Will it go with banana cream pie?”

			Gray eyes crinkled with laughter. “Everything goes with banana cream pie.”

			They fell into their nightly routine, Mike uncorking the bottle and pouring it into the two wineglasses that Quinn had waiting while she served up whatever dessert she’d made that day. Dessert was the one thing she could still get Zack to eat.

			But her own appetite had fled beneath the sick feeling of helplessness as she’d watched that boy being captured. While Mike seated himself on her sofa, wineglass in one hand and a dessert plate in the other, she followed with her own glass and took a seat on the reading chair across from him.

			“No pie?” he asked.

			“I’m not hungry.”

			Fortunately, there was no attraction between them. If there had been, she’d have stopped these nightly visits as soon as they began. After all, she was leaving town the moment Zack was well. Hopefully, in four days. There was no sense getting involved with a guy she’d never see again.

			She’d done that all too recently with one far-too-handsome Italian vampire.

			“How’s the book coming?” she asked, needing to steer her thoughts away from Vamp City and vampires, and the tragedy she’d just witnessed.

			He gave her a pained smile. “Three steps forward, five steps back.”

			“Ouch.”

			“No one ever said writing was easy. I spent half the day wandering in front of the window trying to understand why my protagonist left the scene of the crime three chapters back, only to realize he wouldn’t have.”

			As Mike launched into the details of his latest thriller novel, Quinn took a sip of wine, sinking back into her chair, enjoying the calm, mellow tones of Mike’s voice. And wishing, despite herself, that she were with another—one arrogant, controlling, and manipulative vampire within whom she’d found shades of both the hero and the villain. A male she’d trusted with her life. And a vampire whose word she’d never been able to trust at all.

			Mike paused to take another bite of pie as he eyed her with what she’d come to think of as his writerly scrutiny, as if she were one of his characters, and he was trying to figure her out. He’d never succeed, of course. Humans didn’t believe in sorceresses, or vampires, or immortal otherworlds. And she wasn’t about to clue this one in.

			“How are you really, Quinn?” His tone was compassionate, as if he could see her falling apart at the seams. Every night he asked the same question, in the same way, then never pressed when she gave him her stock, trite answer, for which she was grateful. It wasn’t like she could ever tell him the truth.

			“I’m fine. Tired and worried about Zack, but things will be better once we get home.”

			She’d told him that Zack’s best friend was one of the many missing persons in D.C. and that Zack was suffering from depression as a result. That they were moving back to Pennsylvania to get him away from the memories. She wasn’t sure Mike believed her. If only she could tell him the truth. If only she had someone to confide in other than Zack, who was still too traumatized by all that had happened.

			Mike rose, smiling at her with understanding. He really was a nice man. Watching her with that studious look, he opened his mouth, then closed it slowly as if he’d decided against saying whatever was on his mind.

			“Get some sleep, Quinn. Everything looks brighter in daylight.”

			Quinn snorted and smiled. “Profound.”

			Mike grinned at her. “That’s the smile I like to see.”

			She said good-bye and let him out, locking up behind him, then went to check on Zack, to see if she could coax him into eating a little pie.

			As she eased open Zack’s door, the light from a streetlamp lit his face, a face that had aged during his brief captivity in Vamp City, making him look older than his twenty-two years. His was still an engaging face, if harder than before, framed by overlong curly red hair. If her own hair had looked like his, instead of being blond and straight, they’d have looked rather startlingly similar, despite being only half siblings. They’d both inherited their dad’s lanky height, green eyes, wide mouth, and straight nose.

			“Zack?” she asked, flipping on the light. “How about a slice of banana cream pie?”

			His eyes opened slowly. The circles beneath were dark as bruises, the whites an unnatural shimmery gray.

			She swallowed, aching at the sight of him.

			“No thanks,” he murmured, then rolled away from her.

			Quinn turned off the light and closed the door behind her, then sank back against the wall. He’d be fine after the equinox, after the magic was renewed. She had to believe that. But the equinox was still four days away.

			And deep inside, she was terrified that Zack might not live that long.

			The sun was low in the sky the next afternoon as Quinn strode down Twenty-first Street, her gun wedged snugly at the small of her back beneath the leather jacket that was a little too warm for the September day, two wooden stakes in her inside breast pocket, and a switchblade in the front pocket of her jeans. A breeze played with her hair as she kept a sharp eye out for anyone ... or any thing ... suspicious.

			She’d spent a couple of hours at the firing range, as she did every day, now. A week wasn’t a long time to become proficient, but she could handle a gun, and her aim wasn’t half-bad. A month ago, her self-defense capability had extended no further than the Tae Kwon Do moves she’d learned as a kid. She was still no warrior, but she was armed, now. And wary. And prepared to do whatever it took to keep her brother and herself alive.

			As she neared the street where she lived, she passed a couple of college kids walking down the sidewalk, their backpacks slung over one shoulder, lattes in one hand and cell phones in the other. Just a month ago, Zack had been one of them, making plans with Lily to move to California next summer. when they both graduated. Last week, before she’d taken a temporary leave of absence from her job as a lab tech at the National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Quinn had run some surreptitious blood tests on her brother, hoping to find something physically wrong that human medicine might be able to cure. Some reason for his failing health and his shimmery gray eyes. Something other than magic. She’d found nothing.

			God help them both if the equinox came and went, and he got no better.

			Her thoughts in turmoil, she turned onto her street, stepping off the curb to pass a small pack of chattering coeds. But as she stepped back onto the sidewalk, she caught sight of a pair of males not ten yards ahead with ears a little too large on heads slightly too big for their bodies.

			Traders.

			Her heart stopped, then took off like a flock of doves as her feet suddenly rooted to the sidewalk. The girls she’d just passed grunted and complained, now forced to walk around her. Ahead, one of the Traders turned to his companion, revealing his profile, making her breath catch in her throat. Because she recognized him. These weren’t just any Traders but the same two who’d caught her the second time she entered Vamp City, the pair who’d sold her to the slave auction. If they saw her, they’d recognize her in return, no doubt about it.

			She reached into her pocket for her switchblade, then, pivoting on her heel, turned and slipped back around the corner, her gaze flying out in every direction, her heart thundering in her ears.

			What were they doing a block from her apartment? Coincidence? Or had they somehow tracked her? Were they even now heading for her home?

			And Zack was there alone.

			Even if the Traders were looking for her, they might try to take him instead. Or hurt him if he got in their way.

			She yanked out her cell phone and called Zack’s number. He could go to Mike’s. He’d be safe there; though what excuse they’d give Mike for such a cloak-and-dagger move, she had no idea. Maybe Zack would come up with something reasonably plausible and not too alarming.

			But Zack’s phone rang and rang, flipping to voice mail. Dammit. If only she could call Mike, but the slip of paper with his number on it was still sitting on her kitchen counter. She’d never put his number in her phone.

			Gripping her switchblade, Quinn began to run. Circling the block from the other direction, she entered her building from the back door instead of the front and hurried up the stairs, avoiding the elevator. When she reached her floor, she pulled her gun, then peered cautiously into the hallway. Empty.

			Her pulse thundering in her ears, she eased her way down the hall, relieved to find her apartment door closed and, apparently, untouched. A good sign, unless Zack had opened the door and let them in.

			Quickly unlocking the door, she slipped inside to find Zack snoring softly on the sofa. Locking the door behind her, she did a swift search of the apartment. Everything appeared normal if she didn’t count the way the beam of sunlight illuminated the gray cast of her brother’s skin.

			Shoving her gun into her waistband, she shook Zack’s shoulder.

			“Zack, wake up. We need to leave.” He made a sound that might have been a question, but his eyes failed to open. “Zack!” Still, he didn’t respond.

			Panic bubbled up, shattering her desperate calm. He was too big for her to carry. And the Traders were too damned close.

			Running to the kitchen, she snatched up the slip of paper with Mike’s phone number. “It’s Quinn, Mike,” she said when he answered.

			“Quinn. What’s the matter?”

			She took a deep breath, forcing herself to slow down. “Nothing. I just ... Zack’s sick. I need to take him to a doctor, but I’m having trouble getting him awake. Can you help me get him down to the car?”

			She’d expected a swift, “Of course.” Instead, her question was met with silence. She’d probably interrupted his writing, probably screwed up everything he was doing. Still...

			“It’ll only take a couple of minutes, Mike.”

			He sighed, his tone regretful. “Quinn, I can’t right now. Maybe in a couple of hours? I’m—”

			Whatever else he said was drowned out by the crash of her front door. Whirling, she stared as the two Traders pushed their way into her apartment.

			“Quinn?” Mike’s sharp voice rang in her ear.

			“Don’t come, Mike.” She pulled her gun and backed toward the sofa and Zack. “I’m fine. Don’t come!” Mike might be a well-built male, but unless he possessed X-men-like talents, he wasn’t likely to be able to protect himself from supernatural creatures, let alone be of any help to her. He’d wind up in the slave auction at the mercy of bloodsucking vampires. Or dead. And that was the last thing she wanted.

			If she was lucky, her power might decide to make an appearance. If not, she had other weapons, now. Tossing her phone onto the nearest chair, she aimed her gun at the closest Trader’s face.

			He just grinned at her, sending chills down her spine despite the sunlight warming her back. “You don’t really think that toy is going to stop me, do you, girlie? You’ve got quite a reward on your head.”

			As she’d both hoped and feared, her latent sorcerer’s power started to tingle in her blood, the weird, unnatural heat crawling beneath her skin. For all she knew, her eyes were glowing. One of these days, she’d like to be standing in front of a mirror when it happened so that she could see for herself.

			The reality of firing her weapon at an assailant swept over her, at once exhilarating and terrifying. What if her bullet went wide, slamming through a wall and into another apartment? What if it didn’t, and she tore a hole through a living creature’s brain?

			As the pair started slowly toward her, she pried her left hand away from the gun, holding it up, palm out and pointing toward her would-be captors. Taking a deep breath, she willed her power to come to her call, to push them back. But nothing happened, as usual, when she needed it.

			“Come any closer, and I’ll shoot,” she warned.

			A third person appeared in the doorway behind them. Mike.

			“This isn’t your concern, Mike. Please leave.”

			“Push them toward me, Quinn. Use your power and push them toward me. There’s too much sun.”

			She froze at his words, her scalp going cold. Had Zack told him about her powers? No one knew. No one! Except Arturo. And the rest of the vampires.

			Mike’s words slowly sank into her brain. There’s too much sun.

			Too much sun.

			Quinn swayed, the blood draining from her face as understanding crashed over her. Mike was a bloody freaking vampire. No, not Mike.

			“Micah,” she breathed. Arturo had told her he had a friend ... a vampire friend ... named Micah who lived outside Vamp City. “You’re Micah.”

			“Yes.”

			Her mouth hung open, her eyes going hard as flint as the implications bombarded her. Arturo had sent his buddy to watch her. He’d known right where she was the entire time. He’d never set her free at all!

			And suddenly she understood why Mike ... Micah... had hesitated when she’d asked him to help her get Zack to the car. Her car was on the street, in full sunshine.

			Without warning, the two Traders lunged for her.

			“Use your power, Quinn. Now!”

			There was only one power she trusted. She aimed and fired at the lead Trader, once, twice, but aiming at a moving target was a lot harder than at a stationary paper silhouette, and she had no idea if she’d hit him. He wasn’t slowing!

			With her third shot, he flew back. Micah disappeared, and, a second later, so did the Trader who’d hit the floor. Both materialized moments later in the dark foyer, Micah’s skin smoking from that short dousing of simple daylight. Not even direct sunlight.

			But she had no chance to celebrate. Before she could swing her aim to his companion, the second Trader was upon her, ripping the gun from her hand. Though she fought him with everything she had, he pinned her easily, wrenching her arms behind her back. In her peripheral vision, she saw him make a fist, as he’d done the last time he caught her. He’d knock her out, and she’d awaken in Cristoff’s dungeon. Or within the clutch of Cristoff’s torture-loving hands.

			Raw terror slid through her veins, making the power inside her crackle and spark. But when she tried to use that power to throw him off, it failed her. Naturally.

			A blur caught her eye, then the Trader at her back was gone, joining his buddy a heartbeat later in the shadowed foyer, slammed up against the wall by a second male, this one scorched and charred beyond recognition.

			As the acrid smell of burning flesh raked her nose, the male healed, slowly at first, then more and more quickly, revealing a handsome, dark-haired vampire she knew all too well.

			Arturo.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			Quinn stared at the vampire who’d assured her he would be trapped in Vamp City until the magic was renewed. A myriad of emotions hit her at once—disbelief, despair, terror. Fury.

			Did his freedom from V.C. mean the magic had been renewed? If so, it hadn’t helped Zack, not at all. Or had the vampires being trapped been just one more of a long string of Arturo’s lies?

			He turned to her, his dark gaze colliding with her stunned one, his eyes filled with hard determination as he turned back to the Trader in his grasp.

			“How did you find the sorceress?”

			As the Traders struggled ineffectively against the far stronger vampires, Quinn searched for her gun, spying it against the wall behind her reading chair. She reached for it, picking it up as Arturo’s voice dropped to that hypnotic tone of his that appeared to work as a low-level mind control. What she always thought of as his Obi-Wan voice.

			“Tell me how you found her.”

			The Trader fought to free himself to no avail. “We saw her a couple of days ago but lost sight of her near here. We’ve been looking ever since. Today, we saw her again and followed.”

			Arturo glanced at Quinn. “Is he telling the truth?” His gaze pinned her, his eyes at once hard with violence and soft as he waited for her reply.

			Her heart pounded, her mind racing as she tried to make sense of his being here, as she tried to untangle all of his lies. “I don’t know. All I know is that they’re the ones who caught me and sold me to the slave auction a couple of weeks ago.”

			With a brief nod, Arturo reached into the Trader’s chest and pulled out his heart, killing him instantly. Mike did the same to his companion.

			Quinn swayed from the shock of the violence as the bodies fell to the floor. She wasn’t sorry to see the Traders dead, but ... good grief. Death meant nothing to the vampires. Nothing. But, of course, she knew that.

			Even as she reeled, the bodies turned to smoke, evaporating. Definitely not human.

			As the vampires turned toward her, keeping to the shadows of the hallway, Arturo pulled a handkerchief out of his back pocket and wiped the blood off his hands.

			Vampires. In her world, her apartment.

			“Has the magic been renewed?” she demanded.

			“No.” A hint of guilt flashed through Arturo’s expression. “You are the only one who can renew it.”

			But she’d known that. On some level, she’d known he hadn’t really let her go. “You lied.”

			“You were safer here. Cristoff could not reach you.”

			“But you could. You have.” She frowned. “You’re not trapped by the magic. Are none of you trapped? Was that just another of your multitude of lies?”

			Arturo spread his hands. “I did not lie, except about myself. I am one of few who were not within the city when the magic began to fail. I was not caught by it, and am still able to come and go as I please. As can Micah. Most within Vamp City are trapped there.”

			“You wanted me to feel safe here, didn’t you? And to not try to escape.”

			He shrugged, then propped one shoulder against the wall just inside the shadows. As usual, he was dressed, head to toe, in black—a silk shirt tucked into dress pants—the fit of the clothes setting off his lean, muscular build to masculine perfection. Dark hair, cut short, framed high cheekbones, a well-defined jaw, and a beautifully sculpted mouth. Even his skin had the kiss of a warm Mediterranean sun, though he hadn’t been near sunlight in centuries. Damn him for a handsome, lying bastard.

			“You are no longer safe here, cara. The Traders might have stumbled upon you by accident, as they claim, or they might have been sent to capture you, as I suspect. Others will follow.”

			She lifted her gun and aimed it at his chest. “You’re not taking me back there.”

			His gaze flicked to her gun with a hint of amusement.

			Her brow rose. “Wooden bullets.”

			His amusement fled. “I will keep you safe, cara.”

			“You’ll hand me over to Cristoff again.”

			“No.” He stepped forward, then pulled up on a curse as the daylight once more began to sear his skin. “I will not give you back to him.”

			“I don’t believe you,” she snapped. She ought to just shoot him, shoot them both, and be done with it. Though with their vampire superspeed, they’d probably just step out of the way of the bullets.

			And Mike ... dammit, she’d thought he was her friend.

			“Quinn,” Mike ... Micah ... said, drawing her gaze. “Arturo’s promised he’ll not hand you over to Cristoff this time, and I can assure you he won’t. He screwed himself good by taking you from Cristoff in the first place.”

			“Cristoff knows it was him?”

			“No. Cristoff is on a rampage to find the traitor who freed you. He can never know it was Arturo and Kassius, or their lives are forfeit. Mine, too, now. Since your memories can’t be erased, if Cristoff gets his hands on you, he’ll learn the truth. Our only recourse now is to hide you and find a way for you to renew the magic without Cristoff’s ever finding out we were involved.”

			Which meant that after it was done, they’d have to ensure she was silenced. She had no illusions about what that meant though it didn’t mean they’d succeed. Still, if what Micah said was true—and having met Cristoff, she suspected it was—Arturo couldn’t let her get anywhere near his sadistic master.

			She still wasn’t going with the lying bastard.

			Shoving her gun in her waistband, she moved to Zack and shook his shoulder. How he’d slept through gunshots, she didn’t know. “Zack, get up.”

			To her relief, he rolled over to face the room, blinking sleepily, his hair a mass of tangles, and a pillow mark on one cheek. His skin looked more gray than before, the dark circles beneath his eyes more pronounced. And his eyes ... The whites had turned nearly silver.

			“Dio,” Arturo muttered, then turned an accusing gaze at Micah. “You didn’t tell me.”

			At the sound of Arturo’s voice, Zack glanced up. “What’s he doing here?”

			Micah stared at Zack with a frown. “I didn’t know. I haven’t seen him in days.”

			“Arturo lied about not being able to leave Vamp City,” she told her brother, acid on her tongue. “And Mike is his vampire bitch. Liars, all,” she added with disgust. “We’re getting out of here.”

			Jumping from a second-story window onto a concrete sidewalk probably wasn’t the best idea, but their options were limited, with vampires blocking the only door. Then again, maybe they wouldn’t have to jump. There was a construction crew working halfway down the block. If she leaned her head out the window, and yelled, “Fire!” ten bucks said they’d bring her a ladder.

			“Quinn,” Arturo said, his voice hard with warning, as if he’d read her mind. “Zack is suffering from magic sickness. He’ll die if you don’t reverse it.”

			She glared at him. “Right. And of course that means returning to Vamp City with you. No thanks.”

			Arturo opened his mouth as if to argue, then closed it again, his frown deepening. “How long has he been ill?”

			As much as she wanted to ignore him, his worried tone had her answering. “More than a week. You told me he’d sicken if he left the area. He left.” Enough of this. She turned and lifted the sash on the window, flicking away a dead fly to reach the rusted screen latch.

			Micah spoke to Arturo behind her. “You said Kassius sensed something when he bit her. That Zack has somehow gotten tangled in her magic.”

			Arturo grunted. “But he has no idea what that means. Nor do I.”

			“His eyes ...” Micah’s voice rose slightly as he addressed her. “Quinn, I’ve seen magic poisoning before. If we don’t figure out what’s causing Zack’s, Ax is right. He’s going to die.”

			She straightened slowly and turned to face them with a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding look. “So his leaving town didn’t cause it? That was just another lie?”

			Arturo shrugged, a hint of a smile lifting one corner of his mouth. A smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I prefer to call it a lucky guess.”

			She just stared at him, the fury seething, burning. “What in the hell did you do to him?”

			His expression turned serious, perhaps even puzzled. “Nothing. I do not know why he’s sick. Perhaps it was leaving the area. Perhaps it was leaving Vamp City. Perhaps it was something else.”

			Damn him to hell. Lies, lies, lies. If there was any truth buried anywhere within that, how was she supposed to know? Whirling toward the window, she began prying one of the screen hooks loose.

			“You would jump, cara?” Arturo asked quietly. “You will injure yourself. In Zack’s weakened state, he might not survive at all.”

			She ignored him and pried the second screen hook loose, then glanced back to find the two vampires watching her.

			Arturo’s gaze caught hers and held fast, frustration and determination swirling in those dark eyes. “Even if you escape, you cannot hide from me, Quinn. After your last escape, I put a magical tracer on you. I may not be able to follow you during daylight, but come nighttime, there is nowhere you can go that I cannot follow. How do you think Micah found you so quickly?”

			Unfortunately, this she believed because Micah had introduced himself to her just hours after Arturo freed them. As soon as the sun had gone down.

			Her blood steamed. Maybe she’d shoot him after all. Shoot them both.

			“I want to go back, Quinn,” Zack said, sitting up slowly. “I want to go back to Vamp City.”

			Zack’s quiet words stopped her cold. She met her brother’s tired gaze. “They made you say that.”

			“No.” He swallowed and looked away. “I want to see Lily again before I die.”

			“You’re not going to die.”

			He turned back to her, his eyes older than she’d ever seen them. “Yeah, I am. Something’s happening to me. I can feel it. And I’m not going to survive it.”

			Her breath caught. He sounded so sure, but he was wrong. He had to be wrong. “You’ll be okay once the magic is renewed.” Her own words, repeated so many times, came out automatically. But the moment she heard them, she froze. Her gaze flew to Arturo as the truth crashed over her with a shattering understanding. She was the only one who could renew the magic. Phineas Blackstone’s sons couldn’t do it. There was no escape. Not for her.

			She sank down onto the sofa beside Zack, stunned. “I have to go back to renew it.”

			Her brother took her hand. “No. Blackstone’s sons ...”

			“Can’t. That was just another of Arturo’s lies.”

			Zack said nothing for a moment, but his grip tightened. “Don’t go back, Quinn. Let them die.”

			“Renewing the magic might be the only way to save you.”

			“Don’t worry about me. Stay here,” Zack urged. “No, leave here. Leave now and drive as far and as fast as you can. You can get away.”

			“I’m not leaving you.” Certainly not to die. Just a month ago, she’d been bracing for the day he left her. When he graduated. When he moved to California with Lily. Lily. He said he wanted to see her again. Again.

			Quinn turned to stare at her brother. “Did you find Lily when you were there?”

			Zack released her and looked away. Slowly, he leaned his long frame back against the sofa and closed his eyes. “She was at Castle Smithson.” Where he’d been a slave. “She was a maid or something.”

			Quinn felt the words like a blow. He’d known all along where the girl was, yet he’d said nothing. He’d left her behind. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			His jaw hardened, tightening in that way it used to when he was small, just before the tears started. “What difference did it make? It’s not like I could save her. I couldn’t even save myself. I was fucking useless.”

			Oh, Zack.

			Her gaze swung to Arturo on a surge of hope that he could help save Lily as he’d saved Zack. But as she stared at that handsome, charming visage, as the vampire’s mouth began to open, she turned away, chastising herself for forgetting, even for a moment, that she couldn’t trust a word he said. He would promise her anything to get her out of the sunlight and back within his reach. Then he’d take her back there, use her to renew the magic, then try to kill her so she could never be captured by Cristoff and reveal what she knew about her escape from his vile master.

			She turned to Zack. “You can’t go back there. Your chances of seeing Lily are next to zero, you know that.” If the girl was even still alive. “You’ll just be enslaved again.”

			“I will find her for him,” Arturo said quietly. “And I will keep all three of you safe.”

			Zack’s eyes snapped open, hope flaring within those sickly depths.

			Quinn threw the vampire a look of disgust. “He’s a liar, Zack.”

			“He freed us, didn’t he?”

			“Did he? And yet, here he is.”

			In the distance, she heard the wail of sirens.

			Zack took her hand again. “Leave, Quinn, I mean it. Let that godforsaken place die.”

			“And let you die with it? I’d give my life for you,” she whispered, emotion clogging her throat. “You know that.”

			He dropped her hand, pulling in on himself as he scowled. “Why? I’m nothing. You’re the one with the X-man-like power. Figure out how to work it, then come back and kill the vampires that survive Vamp City’s destruction. You’ll be a hero, Quinn. Why waste all that on me?”

			“Because I love you.”

			“I love you, too,” her brother said matter-of-factly. “So do what I want this time. Let me go.”

			Let him go.

			Swallowing hard, Quinn shot to her feet and turned away, staring, unseeing, out the window as her emotions knotted together until she didn’t know what she was feeling, let alone what to do. The last thing, the last thing, she wanted was return to Vamp City. Nothing good awaited her there, only the threat of torture and the risk of death. But how could she walk away, run away, knowing Zack was going back there? Because whether or not going back there cured him, Zack’s chance of survival in that place was miniscule unless she went too.

			Her magic wasn’t much, but it had saved him once. And maybe he really did need her to renew Vamp City for him to be okay. Assuming she could figure out how.

			The sirens were growing louder. Glancing down at the sidewalk, she saw people hurrying away from the building as if they’d heard a fire alarm.

			Or gunshots. Crap.

			She whirled back. “The police are coming.”

			Arturo nodded toward the door. “Come, cara. We cannot leave the building in daylight, but you’ll be safe in Micah’s apartment.”

			She just stared at him. “From the cops, maybe.” The wail of the sirens tore at her eardrums, and her nerves. Dammit, dammit, dammit. “Can you use your mind control to make them believe nothing happened?”

			“Slowly, yes. But not if they grab you. Then I may have no choice but to fight them off.”

			And then cops could get hurt. Or worse.

			“Come, cara. Quickly.”

			The moment she got within his reach, she’d be going back to Vamp City. But maybe Zack wouldn’t have to. And the alternative was an almost certain trip to the local police station. And maybe jail.

			She huffed with resignation. “All right. Let’s move this discussion to Micah’s.” Fortunately, his apartment was just across the hall.

			Quinn strode back to her bedroom, grabbed the small duffels she’d packed days ago in case they had to run at a moment’s notice, then returned to the foyer. Arturo watched her as she approached him, his eyes dark and enigmatic.

			Her heart began to beat crazily as she closed the distance between them. She told herself it was from the adrenaline and the sirens. It had nothing to do with the chemistry that had flared between them from the start, or the whiff of his scent, familiar and heady, that triggered memories of pleasure, of friendship, of betrayal.

			“The coast is clear,” Micah said, peering out the door. They crossed the hallway into an apartment lit only by lamplight. Room-darkening curtains had been nailed across the windows, canceling out every hint of daylight.

			Micah closed and locked the door, then turned to her, his eyes serious, yet gentle with the concern she’d seen in them so often. “You’re safe here, Quinn. Please believe that if you believe nothing else.”

			For a moment, he was her writer friend again, and she found herself asking him the question she most needed an answer to.

			“Will Zack get better if I renew the magic?”

			Micah hesitated, as if weighing his words. “I don’t know. It’s likely. It’s also possible that he’ll get better just by returning to V.C. Regardless, there are people there who might be able to figure out what’s wrong with him.” His mouth tightened with regret. “I’m sorry, Quinn, but he needs to go back.”

			Her instincts told her he spoke the truth, yet all he’d really told her was that Zack might die either way.

			She turned to her brother, who’d sunk down onto the sofa. “Stay here. Stay in D.C.”

			“No.”

			“I’ll call Dad and ask him to drive down, then I’ll renew the magic, find Lily, and come back to you.”

			“No, Quinn.” Her brother straightened, staring at her with the pride of a grown man. “I’ll find her.”

			“You’re too sick.”

			“I’ll be better once I return to V.C.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			Zack’s gaze unfocused as if turning inward. A moment later, he nodded. “Yes, I do. I’m going back.” In his eyes, she saw a strength that hadn’t been there a month ago. A conviction. And she realized she wasn’t going to talk him out of this.

			She wasn’t sure she should.

			Quinn turned away, digging her hands into her hair, hands that were beginning to shake. Because all of her carefully erected plans were shattering at once. She had no choice but to go back, now—she knew that—to renew the magic and to try to see Zack and Lily safely out of there again, even if it was the last thing she accomplished of her own free will. Zack had always been the most important person in her life, and she wasn’t about to turn her back on him now, when his life was at stake.

			Outside, the sirens died, car doors slamming shut as the cops swarmed the building.

			“It will be dark enough to leave within the hour,” Arturo said quietly. “Will you come willingly, cara?”

			She was surprised that he bothered to ask, now that she was back in his clutches. Then again, she was armed. And even without wooden bullets, an unwilling sorceress could be a dangerous companion, as she’d proved on more than one occasion even if she hadn’t been in full control.

			He needed her.

			The balance of power between them had shifted subtly but profoundly.

			“I have promised to find Lily and to keep all of you safe, Quinn. All I ask is that you save my friends and my world in return.”

			She met his gaze. “I’m not sure Vamp City needs saving.”

			Dark eyes studied her. “Even if it’s the only way to keep your brother alive?”

			And that was the real heart of the matter because there was nothing she wouldn’t do to save Zack. And Arturo knew it. She’d made it abundantly clear on
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