
        
            
                
            
        

    
	When your boss is a gorgeous vampire, a sexy werewolf is chasing you, and you’re bonded to a protective spirit wolf, what’s a girl meant to do?

	 

	 

	Thana, the Spiritwalker of the Shadow district, and her bonded spirit wolf have eked out their place amongst the refuse of the broken city, but working for Ciar, the sexy vampire slumlord, isn’t always easy.

	When the handsome werewolf she’s been dreaming of for weeks, Kage, is found broken and beaten, things start to fall apart around her.

	Unsure of her feelings for the two men in her life, Thana escapes into the city to try to sort out her emotions and visit an old friend. But when her friend is murdered right in front of her eyes by the government’s hunters, Thana discovers a plot to eradicate all unnaturals.

	Forced to flee, Thana returns to the slums and discovers it may already be too late to save her people. With her heart being pulled between love, loyalty, and a need to survive, Thana suspects there is a traitor in their midst and doesn’t know who she can trust.
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To my amazing family and friends, thanks for not disowning me and for answering random questions like it’s normal to be asked how heavier you are and how many pieces would I need to cut you into to make it ergonomic for me to carry you out in garbage bags... . Love you all and promise I won’t really do that.

	 


Prologue

	 

	 

	The world changed dramatically after the Great War. The weapons that the ancestors deployed destroyed the ozone layer and melted the ice caps. With the sudden changes came the planet’s rebellion against the atrocities done to it—earthquakes shook, volcanoes spewed toxic ash, and tsunamis battered the planet, flooding the land and killing billions of people.

	The remnants of humanity crowded onto the islands of high land scattered across the globe. With that many people living so close it was like a petri dish waiting to erupt. Diseases, viruses, and plagues swept through in wave after wave of pandemic outbreaks killing millions more people. But it was the last pandemic that change the world forever. It was forever more referred to as The Pandemic. The ancestors tried to fight it with medicine, but there was only so much to go around, and in less than a year from the first outbreak anyone who wasn’t inoculated was changed at a genetic level forever. Even the children born of the Pandemic survivors carried the scars on their very souls and in their very bodies.

	Some of the survivors turned into vampire-like creatures, craving the iron and nutrients in human blood. Others became shapeshifting creatures that were able to change their form within seconds, while others like me had a different awakening.

	The government, which was made up of the immunised, hated anyone who had been affected by the changes. They wanted to eliminate us and wipe the world clean of our tainted bloodlines. They spread lies and told those unaffected that we still carried the Plague and could infect them, and that we weren’t human anymore.

	So, we became known as the Plagued, the untouchable creatures that the uninfected should fear.

	Like most of the Plagued I told myself that if I didn’t live on the Plateau, the cramped city with an ocean to one side and a high impenetrable mountain range on the other, that I would leave the hell of my home, but in reality there was nowhere else to go.

	The tightly packed slums where I lived were on the very edge of the cliffs that overlook the surging ocean. The only ways out were by braving the deadly sea in ships older than the founding fathers, being rich enough to afford to take one of the government air lifts to another of the island cities, or being stupid enough to try and take the heavily guarded mountain pass, but then where did any of these places lead to? The world was flooded, we had been told only the islands exist now, and my kind weren’t welcome on any of them.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Waking from the same dream I had had for weeks now, I opened my eyes and stared at the ceiling. In my dream a man with hair as black as a raven’s wing and eyes the colour of midnight blue was reaching out his hand to me as he silently begged me to take it, while beneath him a pool of crimson blood congealed.

	I didn’t know who the man was, but he scared and captivated me at the same time. There was something in his haunted eyes, an agony so deep it reached his soul, that resonated within me. I knew that pain—it came from sorrow and despair.

	I wanted to help the man in my dream. I wanted to make him safe, but whenever I reached for him he would vanish into smoke and mist, which left me with a sense of emptiness and loss.

	Sitting up I glanced around my dim room. Dull sunlight had crept through the thick curtains and stretched along the old wooden floorboards. I didn’t usually wake until twilight, no one in the slums did. We were the people of the night and shadows.

	Zev shifted slightly. His massive body, like always, was stretched out over mine protectively while we slept. Reaching out a hand, I stroked his ghostly white fur.

	He weighed as much as a feather at the moment, but if he wanted to, he could weigh as much as a car. I guess being a ghost wolf he could do almost anything he wanted.

	Zev was my Spiritwalker, my protector and psychic channel into the spirit world. He stood as high as my waist, with a thick muscular body, and only people with the sight could see him. Anyone who did see him knew to stay clear of me.

	There weren’t many with my kind of psychic abilities, and the ones there were usually had cats for some reason. Although there was one woman that I met who had a mouse as her Spiritwalker. I had no idea how a mouse would protect her, and it was rude to ask, so I never did find out.

	Zev opened one sapphire blue eye and studied me for a moment before he stretched over me, climbed off the bed, and trotted off right through the closed door as if it weren’t there.

	I climbed out of bed and pulled my white hair back into a ponytail. My hair was as white as Zev’s, and our eyes were the same sapphire blue. I was told when I was younger that our similarities were because we were so tightly bonded. I didn’t know what that meant back then, but now I do. I could see through Zev’s eyes if I needed to, but I didn’t usually do it because it took a lot of energy, and I couldn’t do it for more than a few seconds without needing a long nap afterward. However, it had helped get me out of more than one scrape over the years.

	The best thing about having a giant wolf as my Spiritwalker was the fact no one with Sight ever wanted to share a bedroom with me. Not that I thought Ciar would ever make me share a room—he knew how protective Zev was, and he wouldn’t want one of his underlings to accidently roll over the wrong way in their sleep and end up with their aura ripped to pieces because Zev mistook their move as a threat.

	Once an aura was harmed it could make someone sick, turn them into a mindless vegetable, or even kill them depending on how bad the damage was.

	Rolling out of bed, I pulled on my black stretchy jeans and a black top with the symbol of a wolf on it. It was my uniform. Everyone who worked for Ciar wore the wolf symbol in some form.

	Ciar, for lack of any better description, was the slumlord of the Shadow District. His district overlooked the only navigable cove on the slum side of the Plateau. There were two other harbours to the south, but they were heavily guarded by the government, and anything passing through there was scanned, taxed, and monitored by the officials. Which meant anything illegal that was being smuggled into the city by water would have to come through Ciar’s territory and was open for taxation.

	The six other slumlords which included the vampires, the shapeshifters and clairvoyants, often complained about the taxation, but as Ciar once said to the clairvoyants, “You should have predicted the extra expenditure.”

	I had almost burst out laughing at his comment but managed to stop myself. I’d been there as his protector at the time, and it wouldn’t have been diplomatic of me to openly laugh in their faces.

	Opening my door, I stepped out onto the landing. Every curtain and shutter had been drawn tight against the daylight which made the entire house dark and gloomy.

	“Thana?” I heard my name called from behind Ciar’s closed office door down the hall. Ciar never slept and had the hearing of a bat.

	I wanted coffee, but instead I rolled my eyes and went to his office.

	Ciar was sitting behind his desk with a stack of papers in front of him. He looked up from his work and pinned me with his dark brown eyes. I guessed he was about thirty, which made him seven or so years older than me. I always thought that his messily tousled blond hair looked out of place against his perfectly tailored black suits. I would have considered him handsome, with his strong broad shoulders and square jaw, if I didn’t know how ruthless he was.

	I sank into one of the black leather chairs in front of his desk and waited.

	Ciar looked me over carefully as if trying to see something. “No injuries, heart rate and temperature normal, and you don’t seem to be exhibiting any disturbance in your aura, so why are you awake in the middle of the day?” he asked in his smooth voice.

	I hated the fact he was one quarter vampire. He could read my vitals just by looking at me, and if I blocked him, he would get annoyed and make me do extra shifts or the crap duties.

	“Just couldn’t sleep,” I told him. “And Zev is already out of the house.”

	Zev had a habit of wandering. He usually didn’t to go too far, and I could always feel him, but he was a wolf and like most wolves, he liked to hunt.

	Ciar didn’t even raise an eyebrow as he slid a piece of paper across the desk to me. “Well now you’re awake you can go down to the corner and collect Bill Davis’s rent. He’s over a week behind and is never home when I send Harkin or Morrigan out in the evenings.”

	“Yeah, I can imagine him slipping out the back door and jumping the fence,” I said sarcastically as I brought to mind what Bill looked like. The man was big and had the face and body of a pig.

	Ciar shook his head but gave a smile, knowing where my thoughts had gone. “I wondered if he has twelve teats like a pig.”

	I raised an eyebrow in question. “I’ve never seen a real pig. Do they really have twelve teats?”

	Ciar shrugged. “Yes, I saw some pigs a while back. The Death Merchants have pens of them for disposing of corpses.”

	I shuddered. I hated having to deal with the Death Merchants. I could always tell that they were evaluating me for one of their live organ transplants. It was the most lucrative of their businesses, and the most horrifying. The worst of it was that the poor and indentured would often sign a contract without knowing what it was for, and before they knew it a check would be sent out to their families or to their loan underwriters.

	The problem was that the Death Merchants owned a lot of gambling houses and were also the loan brokers in their slum district, so if you couldn’t afford food and you needed money you went to them. You would then sign a contract for them to take a vial of your blood, and in exchange you’d get enough money to buy a week’s worth of groceries. The Merchants would then take that blood to see if it was healthy or useful. The blood would be tested and put on file. If the blood was useful, then that individual would sign a different contract when they took out their next loan which made it almost impossible to pay the loan brokers back without literally giving up a kidney or cornea.

	“Be careful Thana, the Hunters have been doing daytime sweeps of the slums,” Ciar told me as I picked up the letter of demand off the table. “Make sure Zev knows to stay out of sight in case they have a Sighted with them.”

	The Hunters were just that—they hunted the Plagued and dragged them away. They wouldn’t dare come this far into the slums at night with everyone awake and moving around, but during the day when there were only families with their children going to school and the elderly folk doing their shopping to fill the streets, it would be easy for the Hunters to catch a few of us.

	Giving Ciar a nod, I took the paper and headed for the door.

	“Thana,” Ciar said just as I was about to step out onto the landing.

	I half turned back to him.

	“I like that uniform,” he said smoothly.

	I rolled my eyes knowing he was checking out my ass, but that was nothing new. Ciar checked out every girl’s ass.

	“Drop dead,” I told him, hearing him chuckle softly as I slammed the door behind me. The loud bang echoed through the quiet house, and I knew I had probably woken at least one of my house mates.

	The door at the end of the hall opened as Morrigan looked out, her usually satin black ringlets looking like a bird’s nest.

	“What the fuck, Thana, why the hell are you slamming doors in the middle of the day?” she snapped.

	Morrigan had never liked me. Technically we were both the same rank in the house, but Morrigan and Harkin got paired up on shit duty like collecting rent and cove surveillance, while I got to do the better jobs like doing patrols with Zev or bodyguard duty when Ciar needed me.

	Bron stuck his head out of his room looking glassy eyed. “What the hell’s going on here?” he asked with a yawn.

	“That bitch was going around slamming doors,” Morrigan said, giving Bron huge brown puppy dog eyes.

	“You know he’s a Scitus, so he knows you’re trying to use your Siren call on him so you can get your own way,” I said, unable to hold back the amusement.

	Bron was a Scitus, which means he just knew things, like when people were lying or where they put the house keys, when a boat was coming into the cove, or when Morrigan was being a bitch and trying to use her abilities on him. He was also second in command of the Shadow District, which meant he out ranked everyone in this house besides Ciar.

	Whereas Morrigan was an idiot with an ability referred to as a Siren. She could bat her fake eyelashes at a boy and if he was weak minded, she could make him do almost anything. However, Morrigan’s abilities weren’t very strong, and anyone with half a brain could easily ignore her.

	Morrigan pursed her lips and snorted through her nose before slamming her door closed.

	Bron ran his hand through his chocolate brown hair as he turned his attention to me. “You want to explain what’s going on?”

	“I was just going to see Bill to collect his rent,” I said, holding up the paper in my hand.

	“Give me a minute, I’ll come with you,” he said, disappearing back into his room.

	I went downstairs and made two coffees to go before moving to stand by the front door. A moment later a pretty blonde woman in a short strapless dress that was twisted sideways hurried down the stairs. Without a word I stepped aside, opened the door, and watched her scurry out without looking at me.

	“Oh, I love you, Thana,” Bron said, staring at the coffee in my hand as he came down the stairs looking sharp in a pair of black cargo pants, a tight black top with the wolf symbol on it, and his hair neatly combed.

	He grabbed the coffee and bent to kiss me.

	I put up my hand in protest. “Don’t you dare, I don’t want slut cooties,” I said with disgust.

	“I did brush my teeth,” he offered with a boyish grin.

	Bron was a total man-whore and my best friend. We had grown up on the streets together and watched each other’s backs. His abilities meant he always knew when trouble was coming, and together we had managed to get out of some pretty bad situations.

	“You know if you want I could give you some stress release,” Bron grinned.

	“Eww, that would be like incest,” I grimaced. We weren’t related but he was like a brother.

	Bron wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, true. That would be weird,” he admitted.

	The last time he had seen me naked was ten years ago when I was thirteen and he had ducked into the public bathrooms in the city when I was having a shower. He had claimed there were Hunters outside. I had been mortified at a teenage boy seeing my skinny, boobless body back then. Thank goodness I had filled out since then, although he still wasn’t getting a look at the goods.

	I grabbed a beanie off the rack and stuffed my hair into it, making sure none of it was showing. Even from several blocks away my hair made it obvious that I wasn’t a Normal. Only old people had hair as white as mine.

	I looked up and saw Zev trotting along the roof tops. I had no idea how he ever got up there but watching him effortlessly jump the span of the narrow streets barely wide enough for a single car made my heart thump. I had no idea what would happen if a Spiritwalker fell from such a great height. Probably nothing—he was a spirit not something made of flesh and blood—but I still didn’t want to ever witness it.

	The streets were quiet, with only the occasional old beggar rattling his can as we passed.

	On the wall next to the bakery was a fresh new poster of a model handsome man with sandy coloured hair and dark, almost black eyes, smiling out at the world, exuding charisma. The words below his face reflected his true and ruthless nature. “Wanted: Plagued. $50 per person you turn in.”

	Fifty dollars wasn’t a lot to anyone outside the slums, but to a struggling family, it could be a fortnight of dinners, and Johnathan Lewis, the sandy haired man who was the Head of the Hunters, knew it.

	I grabbed the poster and tore it from the brick wall, shredding it to pieces before tossing them in the air like confetti.

	Bron and I kept walking.

	We passed a group of women standing in a doorway with their faces caked with white powder and thick red lipstick, denoting them as prostitutes. The women, and occasional man, usually only worked at night, but there were always some men that would sneak out while their wives slept during the day.

	The women bowed their heads to Bron in respect. Everyone knew who Bron was even without the uniform. Me, not so much if they couldn’t see my hair. If Zev wasn’t by my side people would often think I was just a skinny, pale girl—an easy target.

	Bron and I had survived for almost three years living on the cliffs, only coming into the city for food, showers, and occasionally the grand library in the centre of the city. I loved the library. Bron taught me to read, and we would spend days hiding in the library, sleeping amongst the books when the winter storms blew, sending waves so high they almost touched the houses on top of the cliffs, making our cave in the cliff too dangerous to stay in.

	When I was thirteen and Bron was fifteen, we were caught by Ciar trying to steal a loaf of bread. He had seen Zev up on the roof tops and wanted to know who he belonged to, following him he found us, and made an offer we couldn’t refuse. Join him or be sent to the Death Merchants.

	We of course joined him.

	At first, we were nothing more than underlings, running messages and doing the more menial tasks, but Ciar saw potential in Bron’s abilities and trained him to be his second. He offered to train me as well, but I declined. I was a foot soldier, not a leader like Bron.

	I felt a sudden psychic nudge from Zev, halting me just as we were about to turn onto Bill’s street. Bron stopped, scanning the street ahead. He felt it too.

	I moved, pressing myself against the corner of the building with Bron beside me. I glanced up at Zev—the fur on his back was raised as he stood on the roof opposite looking down the road toward Bill’s dilapidated house on the next block.

	I chanced a glance around the corner and spied a convoy of eight Hunters standing around a large prone body, laying bloody on the filthy ground.

	“Fucking disgusting piece of Plagued shit,” one of the Hunters snarled, kicking Bill’s body with enough force to send his body wobbling like jelly, but Bill didn’t react or even groan.

	“How the hell did this thing get so big?” another of the Hunters questioned.

	The other Hunters, all dressed in red so not to be confused with the Plagued, shrugged, but I knew the answer. Bill was a Masa, or otherwise known as a Clairgustance. He’s ability was that he tasted psychic things. He had once told me that despite not being able to see Zev, he knew I had a dog as my Spiritwalker because he could taste wet dog. As a result of tasting everything on his palate, even death and decay, he ate constantly, mostly strong flavours and sweets so he didn’t have to taste everything around him like the bitter flavours of despair and sorrow in others.

	I looked again and saw a ghostly white spirit hovering about six feet off the ground, looking down at Bill’s auraless body.

	I pulled back.

	“Bill’s dead,” I whispered to Bron.

	“Are you sure?” Bron asked, leaning around me to get a look.

	“No aura and he’s a ghost.”

	Bron cursed angrily as he pulled back. “Ciar’s not going to be happy.”

	Bron didn’t mean because Bill couldn’t be called on after death to pay his back rent. Bill always paid—he usually just wanted me to collect it so he could talk crap to me for an hour. He was a sweet but lonely man. No. Bron meant Ciar wouldn’t be happy because eight armed Hunters had come into the middle of his district and killed one of our own.

	I felt Zev suddenly shift his attention, looking back down the road we just came from.

	“Bron, focus,” I snapped.

	Bron’s abilities could switch off if he was angry or emotional.

	Bron snapped out of it as his eyes widened. “Shit, five more Hunters coming this way. We need to go.”

	I glanced around. There were no doors or windows on this part of the building, and we couldn’t go back the way we came. Our only choice was to cross the intersection in front of us and hope the Hunters didn’t notice us. Yeah, right. We were in our black uniforms with the wolf symbol, in the middle of the day. At night these out fits served us well, hiding us in shadows, but in the blaring sunlight, not a chance.

	The sound of voices echoed down the street behind us.

	Between Bron and me we could easily take the five coming up behind us, but with the eight only a block away they’d hear it and come running, making it thirteen. Thirteen was an unlucky number, especially to our kind.

	I lifted my head and stepped out with Bron beside me.

	We were almost to the other side of the intersection when I heard a female voice call out, “Oi. You two, stop right there.”

	Bron and I both instantly broke into a run.

	The sound of heavy boots and yelling echoed behind us as Zev sprung down from the roof tops to run beside me.

	Bron was faster than me. He grabbed my hand, dragging me forward. The sound of feet behind us, bouncing off the narrow walls like rolling thunder chasing us, and it was getting louder.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	My heart pounded against my rib cage, threatening to burst free. Bron yanked me down a narrow alleyway between two buildings. It was barely wide enough for his broad shoulders as he desperately tried every door we passed. Most doors were heavy, reinforced ones made so they couldn’t be easily kicked in, and windows without grates were non-existent on the first floor in the slums.

	The walkway suddenly ended against a sheer brick wall piled high with rubbish.

	I glanced around. We were trapped.

	“Up,” Bron barked pointing at an open third-floor window above us while he braced his hands and feet against each side of the alleyway walls.

	I followed suit. We had done this a million times to climb out of our cave on the cliffs when we were younger.

	I pushed up, scaling the walls. I was rusty but still quick enough to reach the open third floor window before the Hunters entered the alleyway.

	Bron scrambled inside, pulling me in after him before any of the Hunters even looked up.

	“Where did they go?” I heard a woman yell in frustration.

	“They must be in one of these buildings.” A man cursed as the sound of heavy thuds came from below. They must have been trying to break down the doors.

	I lay on the floor for a moment, panting heavily while I stared up at a grimy brown ceiling.

	Everything in the slums seemed to be grimy. The damp salt from the ocean spray clung to everything, mixing with the pollution and dust to coat every surface.

	“Are you alright?” Bron whispered as I looked over to see him lying next to me on the floor, his soft brown eyes laughing at me. He thought this was funny.

	Rolling my eyes at his juvenile behaviour, I sat up to look around the room. A dirty mattress and pillow sat against the wall while a single wooden chair sat beside it with a threadbare old towel hanging from the back. A small electric cooker sat on the opposite side of the room. Next to it were two cans of instant soup and a chipped blue bowl.

	This was someone’s bedroom. Many people couldn’t afford an entire apartment so would rent out a single room. I had seen entire families of six or seven in small single rooms like this.

	“Go around to the front and kick the door in if you have to. I want these buildings searched,” I heard a man call out from below.

	I couldn’t let them do that. Innocent people lived in these buildings, and a lot of them would be Plagued.

	Jumping to my feet, I ran to the window to look down. The Hunters were still in the alleyway below, but I needed to draw them away.

	“Zev, go get Ciar,” I ordered, “and bring him to me.”

	Zev didn’t hesitate, he leapt straight through the window, disappearing through the opposite brick wall.

	“Oh shit, we’re going to be the distraction, aren’t we?” Bron sighed as he climbed to his feet.

	Smiling, I picked up one of the cans of soup as I fished out a handful of coins from my pocket and dropped them on the ground. It was enough money for the occupant to eat for a week, but I wasn’t going to be the one to push more hardship onto someone just because their property was handy.

	Bron picked up the other can and grinned mischievously. “Oh, Thana, how lovely it is that you’re taking us out for lunch.”

	I smiled at his smartass humour while I tucked the can into the front of my shirt and leant out the window to brace myself against the opposite wall before hastily climbing up and hauling myself up to the roof with Bron following suit.

	Quickly I surveyed the rooftops. We could make it about three blocks before the gaps for the streets and alleyways below became too wide to jump. I just hoped it was enough distance for us to get away.

	Bron pulled himself up onto the roof as I took aim and hurled the can at the closest Hunter’s back. It hit him in between the shoulder blades making him stumble forward with a grunt before whirling around to see what hit him. Bron didn’t hesitate in pitching his can at the same Hunter. The man barely had time to look up before the can smashed into his face. Blood exploded from his nose as he staggered back unsteadily. He managed to take one step back, then two before crumbling to the ground. The other Hunters turned, looked at their fallen comrade before looking up.

	“I think we have their attention,” I said, giving the hunters a little finger wave.

	“You think?” Bron said as a dozen tranquiliser guns pointed up at us.

	We both turned and ran.

	The sound of orders being barked echoed up behind us. “Find a way onto that roof and get the dog in here.”

	“I hate those fucking dogs,” Bron complained as we ran.

	If Zev was with us, the Hunters dogs wouldn’t come near us, but with Zev going to get Ciar and the others we could be easily tracked by them.

	As if on cue I heard the long howl of one of the hunting dogs below. They must have had a handler close by.

	I leapt a narrow gap between the buildings as I realised that we were heading toward the ocean. Bron noticed it to, adjusting our direction we ran along the edge of the ocean drop off, toward home. We couldn’t lead them back to Ciar’s, but hopefully Zev had managed to get the others. Ciar knew Zev wouldn’t go anywhere without my permission, and we had roadblocks in place to keep out the Hunters if we could just get within a few blocks of the house.

	A huge, burly man in red burst through a rooftop door to the left with a smaller, solid woman behind him. Without hesitation the Hunters lifted their tranquiliser guns toward us while yelling for us to “stop.”

	There was no way I was being taken. Hunters killed our kind or used us for experiments, and no one they took ever came back.

	“We’re going off the edge,” Bron yelled, pushing me toward the edge of the building. He knew our only way out was to jump and hope we cleared the rocks below.

	There were two loud pops as something whizzed past my ear.

	Bron staggered slightly but regained himself before we reached the edge of the building. Without slowing we pushed off, leaping out as far as we could into open air.

	My stomach vaulted into my throat as wind rushed past my ears, deafening me.

	We had done this as children, but not off the top of a building and only at high tide. I had no idea what the tide was doing. I just prayed it wasn’t too low.

	I glance down to see the water below us as I formed my body into a pin just as a wave surged up to catch us. I went under as the force of the landing pushed the air from my lungs. Disorientated, I tried to figure out what was up and what was down, which was made harder by the water swirled around by the current that dragged us away from the rocky shore.

	I fought my way to the surface gulping air before realising I couldn’t see Bron.

	I dove back under as another wave surged past, swirling me around, but I couldn’t see him. I broke the surface again, searching frantically, but all I could see was water and foam. I dove again with panic gripping me. Still nothing. I broke the surface to gulp down air before diving again. Something black swirled limply in the water below me.

	Bron.

	I swam as hard as I could to reach him and clumsily grabbed his limp arm to drag him to the surface. He was unresponsive, and I wasn’t sure he was even alive.

	A surging wave lifted us as I struggled to keep Bron’s head above water. I realised then that we were slowly being dragged toward the mouth of the cove, and I didn’t have enough strength to fight it.

	Bron suddenly stiffened in my arms and made a coughing noise before falling limp again. My heart leapt knowing he was alive—unconscious, but alive. That knowledge gave me some strength.

	Looking up to where we had jumped from, I could see a line of people on top of the roof in red uniforms with three big dogs pacing around them.

	I lifted my hand, extended my middle finger and screamed, “Fuck you!” I doubted they could hear me, but I’m sure they got the general sentiment by the hand gesture.

	Rolling onto my back, I held Bron’s back to me, resting his head on my shoulder so we both faced the sky. I had read once that if you’re ever caught in a rip current you shouldn’t struggle against it but go across it. I started kicking my legs, hoping to get to the shore before we were dragged out to sea.

	I had been kicking and kicking for what felt like eons, and I was so tired when I heard a loud splash behind me. I tilted my head back to see that we were only ten meters from shore and Ciar was swimming toward us.

	I almost cried with relief as he reached us and took Bron from me. “Thana are you alright?” he asked.

	My body trembled as every last ounce of energy seemed to leave me.

	“Just float. I’ll come back for you,” Ciar said, kicking away from me.

	I let my body starfish out to float and closed my eyes. I just wanted to sleep.

	A moment later I felt Ciar behind me even before he wrapped an arm around my chest, half groping my breast. Usually, any such behaviour would have the perpetrator laid out cold, but I didn’t even care right then that he had a handful of my boob.

	“Come on beautiful, we’re nearly there,” Ciar said reassuringly. We were on the inward facing side of the cove, so at least we didn’t have to fight the waves.

	I felt my legs touch the ground as I half-rolled out of his arms and pulled myself to the shore.

	Zev paced the shoreline just beyond the water’s edge, waiting for me to emerge.

	I could see Harkin and Morrigan, as well as Darcy and Cilia, carrying Bron toward the inclinator, the cage-like elevator which ran up the side of the cliff to carry smuggled goods in.

	I tried to pull myself from the water, but my legs failed, forcing me to sit down hard in the shallows with all my strength gone. Ciar bent, scooped me up like I weighed nothing, and carried me toward the inclinator. I rested my head on his shoulder while Zev trotted beside us.

	When we reached the inclinator, I looked at Bron laying on the floor with Cilia and Morrigan kneeling beside him. I would have joined them, but Ciar wouldn’t put me down and his jaw was set tight.

	“How is he?” I asked.

	“He had a tranquiliser dart in his leg, but he seems to be breathing steadily, so he should be alright in a few hours,” Cilia told me.

	“Did you get rid of the Hunters?” I asked.

	“Yeah, we were on our way to intercept you when we saw you both jump,” Cilia said.

	“Yeah, thanks for that. I had to stop Fearless Leader from going over the cliff after you,” Harkin said tonelessly as he ran his hand through his short red
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