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      She lay on her side, unmoving, back curved, arms and legs drawn in. Blond hair spilled from her hood, fanning out across the frozen ground. Blood dripped from her mouth, her nose, her ears.

      He tried to get to his feet.

      He failed.

      His heart rate escalated. His chest felt as though his ribs had expanded to the largest possible volume and frozen there, making exhalation impossible. Sweat prickled on his skin and his stomach rolled, bile crawling up the back of his throat.

      Unfamiliar sensations. Unwelcome.

      The woman on the ground did not move, no rise and fall of her chest, no twitch of her fingers. Her blood dripped onto the white snow.

      An overwhelming feeling of dread suffused him.

      Fold it away. Place it in the appropriate compartment.

      He could not.

      He stumbled to his feet.

      His thoughts spun out of control, refusing to be put in the box he opened for them. Every muscle in his body clenched as he staggered toward her, hot tears on his cheeks. He panted, dizzy with fear.

      “You ever get scared?” she had asked him once.

      “No.”

      “Never?”

      “Never.”

      “So you’ve never felt panic, terror, dread?”

      “No.”

      “For real?”

      “Emotions such as you describe are…unfamiliar to me.”

      He had not lied. He had not felt them then, but he knew those emotions now; he knew them and struggled beneath their weight.

      Her eyes were open, seeing nothing, filmed in gray.

      He was too late.

      The pain of that realization nearly sent him to his knees. He doubled over and stumbled forward another step.

      He had never experienced such emotion. He had never known such terror.

      Unacceptable. He was used to compartments. Here was the place for memories. Here the place for calculation of probability. And here the place for a blond tsunami with a backbone of steel, a special place, a place only she could go. That place was blown open. Exposed. Hemorrhaging.

      He tried reason, telling himself that he must remain calm, in control.

      Reason failed. Fear was all he knew.

      A small portion of his brain was still analytical, still able to process information. That portion recognized the signs and symptoms. Panic attack. A sudden episode of intense fear that triggers severe physical reactions.

      This was a panic attack.

      He could master it. He must.

      He moved faster now, stumbling, almost falling, hand outstretched. She was there, right there. But every step he took brought him no closer. He moved faster. A jog. A run. Chest heaving. Arms and legs pumping. But she was far, too far, and he could not seem to get closer.

      “Raina!”

      She was dead.

      This loss, this mind-numbing sense of emptiness and heartache, this blinding dread…he did not know how to make it stop, did not know how to put it in its limited space.

      He ran harder, faster, panting, gasping.

      “Wizard!”

      With a yell, he sat up, chest heaving, sweat slicking his skin. The room was dark. It mattered not. He could see her as well as if the sun shone overhead. She sat beside him in their bed, her blond hair mussed from sleep, the sheets fallen to her waist, baring her torso. No blood. Her eyes were blue and clear. Her brows were knitted in a frown.

      “Hey,” she said. “Just a dream.” She stroked his back, her hand warm against his skin. “A nightmare. Not real.”

      Dreams. Nightmares. They were not something he could control.

      “Want to tell me about it?”

      “Negative.”

      He had no wish to tell her about it, to engage in discussion and dissection, to reveal how close even the thought of losing her brought him to a dangerous ledge.

      Instead, he reached for her, his kiss deep and rough, raw with need. She moaned and twined her fingers in his hair, dragging him closer. He rolled her beneath him, his fingers laced with hers, her hands pinned above her head, and he spoke to her without words until she cried out and shuddered and pressed her face to the crook of his neck.
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      Raina Bowen was bored, annoyed, and itching for a fight even before the Siberian gun truckers arrived.

      She hunched in the shadows outside the ramshackle mess that was Abbott’s Inn and Pub, keeping an eye on the rig because this was the sort of place that a girl could head inside for ten minutes and come back out to find her transport disappeared into thin air.

      Part of her wanted to take the risk, to walk into the store attached to said Inn and Pub and throw out a few questions of her own. Or maybe just hit the guy behind the counter. That could work.

      Or it could kill any chance of getting answers.

      She and Wizard were here for one reason only: get information about Wizard’s formerly missing and presumed dead, now possibly alive sister, Tatiana.

      After a brief discussion, they’d decided he should be the one to head inside and question Boyd Abbott, the store’s proprietor. Boyd dealt in everything from foodstuffs to stolen scooters to weapons to unwilling human flesh peddled to the highest bidder. Welcome to the frigging frozen Waste, where temperatures were cold enough to freeze the dick off an ice statue and human decency was pretty much missing in action.

      The last time Raina had chatted with Boyd, things had gone south fast. It had been a while ago, when she’d been one hundred percent on her own, a time before a ball of cytoplast blew Wizard’s rig to bits, before he tagged along in the passenger seat of hers, before he invaded her life and her heart.

      Yeah, the last she and Boyd had talked, she’d ended up punching him in the face. He might not remember her; he’d been drunk, and she suspected he got punched in the face a lot.

      But just in case, leaving her outside to watch the rig and sending Wizard inside to chat Boyd up seemed like a better plan.

      Except…Wizard and chatting didn’t really belong in the same sentence.

      She sighed and stamped her feet, more for something to do than for any hope of getting warm.

      And that was where the gun truckers came in. She watched them race across the bleak expanse of flat, frozen land, watched them pull into the rutted slab of ice that served as a parking lot, complete with a single sickly lumi-light dangling from a crooked pole.

      She sized up the snowscooters first—three sleek, shiny Morgats. Graphite storage for the hydrogen. Not a scratch on them. Pretty. Too fine for three gun truckers.

      They noticed her right off as they climbed off their scooters. And she noticed them. They were big, brawny, loud, shrouded in layers and layers of dark cloth, tattered and frayed. They joked and shoved each other as they sauntered toward her, breath puffing white. Ten feet away, the stink slammed her hard enough to make her eyes water. Or maybe they were watering because of the temperature, a balmy minus forty degrees, and dropping.

      No—she took a breath through her nose and almost gagged—no, it was definitely the smell. What was it with gun truckers and soap avoidance?

      “What have we here?” one of them asked as they split in opposite directions, flanking her.

      “Keep walking, boys,” Raina said, giving them a chance, her voice low and even.

      They didn’t heed her polite request. They shouldered each other and made lewd gestures to accompany their graphic descriptions of the things they planned to do to her.

      Her left hand dropped to the butt of the sweet little Setti9 holstered on her thigh, while her right hand went to the small of her back to grasp the hilt of her knife.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” she said, but in truth, a tiny part of her did. A tiny part of her wanted to feel the adrenaline rush of the fight.

      She didn’t want to kill them. She never wanted to kill.

      She didn’t even want to hurt them. Not badly.

      “No trouble.” The two guys on her right edged closer. The taller guy on her left kept talking. “We’re friendly. You be friendly. Everything will be fine.”

      He caught the end of her ponytail where it spilled out the side of her hood and gave it a tug.

      “Let’s say I’m not looking to make any friends,” Raina said, jerking her head to pull her hair free of his grasp. She stepped back against the side of her rig so they wouldn’t be able to get behind her.

      The talker’s expression grew hard. “Then we’ll just convince you.”

      Raina shook her head and made a final attempt. “Last warning. Leave. Now.”

      The talker laughed, a hard, ugly sound. “Who’s going to make me?”

      “Clearly not this helpless, lone girl,” Raina muttered, dipping her chin and casting him a sidelong glance through her lashes.

      One of the guys on the right broke ranks and lunged. She had her knife clear of its sheath and buried in his shoulder to the hilt before any of the others could react. She kept her grip on the knife as he jerked away, tripped on his own feet, and fell, the blade pulling free. With a howl, he pressed his fist to the bleeding wound.

      “She stabbed me. You stabbed me! What did you do that for, bitch?” he yelled as she shot the remaining guy on the right in the knee.

      She spun, kicked back, and caught the one on the left—the talker—in the throat with the full force of her booted foot. He stumbled back with a wheezing gasp. Guess he wouldn’t be doing any more talking.

      Both guys on the right were on the ground. Guy on the left wasn’t. With a snarl, he came at her, snapping a kick that appeared to be aimed at her head
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