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  Chapter 1


Someone was screaming. The grating, high-pitched tone of it raked at my nerves. If I stopped up my ears, I could block out the most of the way it carried my name on the air currents all the way up the stairs to the master suite where I lay on a silk duvet atop a California King mattress. The room was exquisite, with a balcony that opened up to a half acre of gardens in the middle of the city. The furniture, custom-built and sturdy. One wall housed a robust library and a broad fireplace. It was a gorgeous room, and I might have found it all so very pleasant but for the yelling. Well, the yelling and the dead vampire lying beside me. 
Technically, all vampires are dead, but this one, my Magnus, had met repose death at the hands of the Sacred Regent of the Cult of Artemis, some sort of vampire order that ruled their world with an iron fist as far as I could tell. I'd stolen from her. She wanted to kill me. Magnus had sacrificed himself in return for my life. And he'd granted the same boon for my cheating ex.
I owed him everything. Three weeks ago, I wouldn't have known vampires existed at all. Now, I was praying for one to live. What I felt for him was complicated, but my body knew what my mind refused to admit, and it left me lying beside him, reminding myself of his assurances that vampires were really hard to kill. Even if you cut off their heads, the way the Regan had done to him, they would find a way to regenerate. 
The cut that took his head from his body had been a clean one. When we placed him on his bed, body and neck had already sealed back together. My hope bloomed at the sight. I expected him to rise again hours later at the latest.
That had been weeks ago. He hadn't progressed much since those first moments. I looked sideways at him and my breath hitched at the way he looked eerily asleep but for the paler cast to his skin that continued to get whiter despite his assurances. Doubt tangled in the roots of that initial hope and I squeezed my eyes closed, shutting out all but the sound of my breath, the lone sound in the room until a voice at the door drowned even that out.
"Are you coming out?"
Ana's voice. A polite, but insistent rap on the door. I imagined her out there, Magnus's beloved companion. She wasn't human even though she looked it. I did not know what she was, really, but it didn't matter. She seemed human enough to me. She was worried about him and I knew she was concerned about me abandoning guests in Magnus's library. I couldn't stand the thought of facing her. Not after my failure.
"Go away." My hand froze on my belly, but I didn't open my eyes. I wouldn't. 
"They're waiting."
"Let them wait," I said with a flash of impatience that surprised me. 
A very tense and extended silence from the other side meant more than the few words Ana might muster up for me. I was to blame for the execution of her master. Now, in his absence, I was decided to run his club. The reason I'd met him in the first place, lured to a costume party by one of his recruiters for an ancient vampire. It was the least I could do, right?
And then there was Ana. Her perfectly servile yet accusatory tone reminded me from the other side of the door that for the second time in as many nights, shit had once again hit the fan under my direction, and I'd screwed up the disposal of said shit.
"Mistress," came the insistent voice, this time with two soft raps. She tried again, using my name to prompt me. "Jade. You can't just leave them there."
"I just did," I said, feeling stubborn. I squirmed as I lay there, thinking that the way she said mistress sounded an awful lot like she believed I had somehow inherited the horrible mess, when I'd merely hoped to hold up my end till the rightful owner took back over. 
But despite Ana's insistence he would come back to himself, I knew beneath the carefully guarded gazes she slipped over his form each time she brought me a meal that she was concerned about how long his regeneration was taking. 
I clenched my fists against my sides at the thought of facing the undead creatures waiting for me in the library. "They can wait down there all damned night for all I care." 
A heavy sigh this time. "He'll be glad of the things you've tried to do here."
"If he ever wakes up," I blurted, and then stuffed my fingers into my mouth. He would wake up. He had to. I rolled onto my side, facing him, running a fearful gaze over his body.
His head had miraculously (or devilishly, depending on where a gal stood on the issue) joined again with the mate of his neck after the blade swing that separated them. If I cared to look, the weals of purple discoloration, a worm of epic languidness stretched along the seam where they came together. I still hadn't asked Ana what magic made it possible. I only knew it happened over long, disquieting nights after she had placed them together. I had sat with him, barely sleeping, for three nights before she finally informed me the skin had made tentative threads toward each other.
Those hours stretched into weeks and still no awareness. I was beginning to fear the worst, and the part of me that recognized the possibility whispered to me to run. To shut off my emotions. Let it go. Feel no pain. But I couldn't. Not while there was a chance he might regenerate.
"Please, mistress," Ana said.
I knew what she was doing with her ever so polite pleadings. Anything to make me open the door and tread back down those posh stairs and past that blazing fireplace into the library. It was always burning, as though the residents could never get warm.
"I'm not coming out," I said. "Not ever again. Not until he's better."
"And in the meantime, you'll let his business fall to ruin. All he's worked for this entire century. You would do that to him?" she said from her side of the door.
It was a dirty trick. I'd started out these last three weeks trying to manage his affairs, thinking that within days Magnus would be back in fine form. Ana had promised he would be. She'd said it would only take days at best as though she'd measured it before and had some sort of schedule to judge by. He was strong, old. Beheading for a young vampire might mean years of regeneration if they weren't also put to flame or lain in the sun. A vampire as old as the Viking conquests should be right as rain in twenty-four hours.
She rattled the knob, obviously deciding, finally, to try another tack. "And here you've done so well."
"Liar," I shouted at the door, something inside me cracking finally. I fancied my ribcage was a piece of crystal shattering under the weight of a heavy heart. I felt the adrenaline starting to prickle my skin. After weeks of trying to stuff away into some dusty subconscious closet the terror I might really lose him, I'd given it too much awareness. Now, I couldn't batten down those hatches again and I felt as though the delicate sail of my sanity was shredding beneath hurricane winds.
"I never lied," she murmured, evidently realizing my accusation had nothing to do with the business at all. "He should be better by now." A note of worry in that staid voice and I knew, finally. 
"You have no idea what's wrong with him," I said, and heard a note of hysteria in my tone. I felt my fingers clutch at the duvet.
"True," she said, her voice less muffled, and I had the feeling she'd been standing away from the door before, fully expecting me to open it up on her command. "But we'll figure it out," she said. "Except right now if you don't come out and calm that vampire down, she may very well tear through the property."
I squeezed my eyes closed again, this time in the hopes that I could somehow just disappear from it all. I wanted to be alone with Magnus. That was all. But I couldn't, and I knew I couldn't.
"Please," she said, "can't you hear her yelling?"
I could. That yelling from below was likely to wake the neighbors. I sighed and pushed myself onto the edge of the bed, letting my feet dangle to the floor as I considered what the appropriate steps would be. It had been the middle of the night when the vampire came, for pity's sake. A girl doesn't have some luxurious silk gown at the ready to pull on at 2 AM when an angry vampire comes calling. My black yoga pants had been in a puddle next to the bed when I'd pulled them on earlier, and evidently that had been my first mistake in dealing with the lithe vampire who waited below.
"Give me two minutes," I said to the door. "Go down and offer her some AB negative or something; just shut her up."
I expected to hear Ana's retreating steps tapping down the hall in her haste to have this mess cleaned up, not her soft rap and confused question. "Do we have an AB donor down below?" she said.
The tension rose again into my shoulders. "Just forget it."
I stripped off my yoga pants, stealing a glance subconsciously over my shoulder the way I might if Magnus would be peering at me from beneath shuttered lids. No such luck. His face was as slack and lifeless as before. Gorgeous even in its slumber, the square jaw bristled with stubble, the high brow broad and wind-lined. I forced my gaze away from the ugly purple worm ringing his neck.
"Just for one second, that a kiss might turn this ugly story into a fairy tale," I whispered.
Still no response. With a sigh, I peeled off my T-shirt and unclipped my bra then strode over to the closet. I had no idea how, but at some point, clothes had begun to appear in the closet, lots of outfits with matching shoes. With tentative fingers, I ran over several dresses and decided on a little black dress and pulled the material over my head.  With resignation, I flipped through the chest of makeup that had arrived along with the clothes and found a tube of lipstick. I ran Bleeding Cherry over my lips and tousled my hair free of its ponytail. The pair of open-toed silver sandals looked too hard to run in and God knew I might end up running by the time the night had ended. 
I eyed my well-worn black Chuck sneakers and decided with a shrug to pull them on.
The vampire wouldn't know what hit her.







  
  Chapter 2



Suitably attired, and bolstered by a strong shot of guilt, I ran down the stairs and past the fireplace. The big oak library doors were closed, but I could still hear her yelling inside. I pulled in a deep breath, filling my lungs and holding the oxygen for ten full seconds before I let it go and pushed open the doors.
Next to Regan, the leader of the cult of Artemis and the most beautiful female vampire I'd ever met, the one stomping about inside the library now might have been the most stunning one I'd seen.
She wore her coal black hair loose so that it flowed down to her waist. There was a single braid in it on the left that held her tresses out of her face when she moved, and she was certainly moving as I entered. She was pacing about the library like a caged and anxious cougar. I had the feeling she would describe herself the same way, judging by the black leather catsuit and high-heeled kidskin boots she wore. The mortal being she'd been transformed from had been in her prime–that twenty-five-year-old gorgeous, sexy as sin and ever pert state of perfection every woman remembers with fondness or with spiteful envy.
When she heard me enter, she spun on those heels and levelled at me a blue-eyed gaze so deep it could've been violet.
"It's about blessed time," she said, and the young man cringing in a corner, holding out a book bound in worn leather like a shield, made a sound of relief.
I realized with a start that it was a Bible her captive was brandishing about as if to ward off the bristling vampire. It had very little effect. 
"I'm sorry," I said. "I wasn't suitably dressed to meet a vampire of your caliber." Caliber? Was that what she was, thing bitchy thing? And was that the appropriate term anyway? I decided to wait and see how she reacted, and when she eyed me head to heel as she cocked a lush black eyebrow so beautifully arched it had to be professionally done, I chewed at the inside of my lip.
"You still aren't suitably dressed, " she said as her gaze landed and stayed on my sneakers. "Did your little girlie basket get mixed up with mommy's again, human?" Her violet gaze looked about to cut me to ribbons.
I tracked a bit of movement to my left, where the youth in the corner looked like he was about to lob the Bible out of sheer terror.
I braced myself and plunged in, addressing the vampire and not the recruiter we'd assigned her. "You indicated earlier that you are dissatisfied with our services…"
"Damned straight," she said. "Would you be satisfied if you requested a beefy and bloody steak and received instead a dried up leg of backyard chicken?"
The youth in the corner stumbled forward. "I found you a Chippendale model," he said and shot me a look of disbelief with his arms spread, the Bible held aloft in his right hand. "I recruited her a Chippendale model." The disbelief in his tone that the vampire could find anything wrong with the man he'd found for her was heavily evident in each syllable. 
The vampire slipped a hand behind her nape and pulled forward a lush handful of hair to rest against her shoulder. It looked blue in places where the light hit it.
"Backyard chicken," she said and gave him the nastiest look. "If I wanted backyard chicken, I would've just drained you, useless creature."
He quailed visibly and backed into his corner again. Deciding I did indeed have to do something, I smoothed down my cocktail dress, took a tentative step forward, and braced myself for whatever would come. "He says he procured you a very nice…" I let the sentence trail because for the life of me, I did not know what to call the model the recruiter had found if not dinner. I mean, what did the vampires call the people they drained. Dinner didn't quite seem apt.
She swung that furious violet gaze to me and huffed. "I asked for a big, brutish docksman. Do I look like I need help finding a model?" She cocked her hip at me.
I hesitated. She was stunning, and I didn't doubt she needed help finding her lunch, but that was not what vampires hired Magnus's club for. "I wouldn't think you'd need help finding any type."
A hint of a smile played on that luscious mouth at the compliment. 
"Wrong," she said to me but advanced on the youth in the corner, her finger pointed like a weapon. "I paid for a docksman because I can't find one. That was his job." She jabbed the recruiter in the chest, punctuating every word.
I wanted to reach out and grab that wrist as it pulled back, ready to jab the boy again. Instead, I satisfied myself with tapping her on the shoulder.
"Um, Miss Vampire?"
She swung around and captured my wrist instead. "It's Cherri," she said, twisting my arm just enough that I had to back away, but because she was still holding onto my wrist, she followed me. Eventually, she pushed me against the couch, and I scrabbled for seating. This wasn't going well. I needed Ana. I needed one of those spidery servants Magnus kept around the mansion. Hell, I needed Magnus.
"Right, Sherry," I said.
"Not Sherry," she said. "Cherri." She ran her finger along her bottom lip as she repeated her name, but she didn't sound annoyed. Rather, she sounded like the mistake was made frequently enough she knew how to turn it around to her advantage. Her voice went all silky and steamy like the hot froth of a cappuccino and the fingers of her other hand trickled down my wrist and across my palm. "Cherri, like a tiny nub of fruit dripping syrup onto a waiting, hungry tongue."
In an instant, the vampire's entire body posture shifted into a sultry Salome's. I almost had to shake my head to rid myself of the image of her peeling the catsuit she wore down past her ankles. The boy in the corner breathed out a lustful, "Fuck."
She swept a smirk his way. "Fuck, indeed," she said, turning away from the bald desire in his face and back to me. "You see why I don't need help finding some cheap horny model?" 
Cherri smiled. I smiled. I was beginning to think I just might be able to turn this around. I patted the seat next to me on the sofa.
"It wasn't an ordinary docksman I wanted," she said, standing before me without taking the seat "It's a particular one. I paid good money to find this man."
"And your recruiter failed," I guessed.
Her eyes flashed. "I want my money back."
"But you ate him," the boy said in a small voice from the corner.
The blue-eyed gaze swung to me, unimpressed by the youth's outburst. "And I want him dead."
I ignored her demand. "You ate the model?" 
Cherri shrugged. "We don't eat mortal flesh. We consume mortal blood. And I had my reasons."
"Then I'm not sure how I can refund—"
"This recruiter will be dead by morning either by your hand or mine."
The recruiter in the corner blanched. My own heart went to my throat. I simply didn't see how I was going to fix this transaction in a way that would be satisfying for everyone. Worse, this was a transaction Magnus had begun God knows how many weeks ago, and I felt very much like I was trying to sweep the floor free of broken glass with my bare feet. To make matters even more complicated, I had the sense this vampire wasn't just being stubborn. She eyed the recruiter with mistrust and contempt. I tried to tell myself it was the typical disdain most vampires showed toward the human race, but my instincts told me there was something more.
Adrenaline tickled my insides with the almost uncontrollable urge to bolt. I was in way over my head and had been for all three weeks I'd been doing this I was no better off now than the first hour I'd decided it couldn't take long or take a great deal of knowledge to sick people on unsuspecting mortals. And the thought of being responsible for any deaths was strumming my nerves pretty hard. I couldn't pretend any more that the recruiters I sent out were acquiring people who would die at my command.
I took in the gorgeous vampire standing in front of me, and I stood, smoothing down the cocktail dress to give myself time to gather my words. 
"First of all," I began. "I think you're catching me at a disadvantage. I was not employed here when the original contract was signed, but I'd dearly love to fix this for you. Do you think we might confer together over the issue tomorrow evening?"
I tugged at the hip of my dress and swallowed. It was the best delaying tactic I could think of, and it sounded pretty damned impressive. Thank God for the weeks of customer service training at the vet's office those many months ago. I might have gained myself a bit of time and thus the poor recruiter as well. I didn't know what I'd do with it, but it was something.
Not a single muscle twitched in the vampire's face. Those blue-violet eyes didn't so much as blink.
"One more evening," I prodded. "Surely things can wait that much longer. I'm quite certain we can come to some satisfactory agreement once I know all the facts." There. That sounded very professional.
The vampire's hands went to her hips, and they swayed to the side in an almost flirtatious manner.
"So you're saying that for the evening I should just have a regular draft of blood?"
My arms went around my midriff of their own accord. "Yes," I said. "I suppose so." I gave her a shaky smile.
She smiled in return, a genuine, tooth-revealing grin that made relief wash over me like a baptism. I could do this. 
"Right then," I said. "I'll see you tomorrow evening. Could we say midnight? I'll have my people work through exactly where we might find your docksman and how to acquire him."
A good compromise, I thought. Not too late in the evening that I couldn't go to bed at a decent hour, and not so early she wouldn't have found a decent state of awareness.
All in all, not such a bad meeting after all. Ana had been right: Magnus would be proud of me.
I turned to the recruiter, planning to relieve him for the night, when from the corner of my eye I noticed Cherri slipping past me in a blur of black. She had her teeth sunk into the recruiter's neck before I could bolt forward to protest. He went limp beneath her clutch and his knees buckled. I watched him sag beneath her as a rising ball of bile strangled off any cry I might make.
At least, that's what I believed until she dropped him and turned to me, teeth stained and dripping.
"Stop that incessant caterwauling," she said. "You're making my ears hurt. You said a regular draft. I took it." She grinned, the recruiter's blood still on her teeth.
That was enough.
I bolted, then—straight out the library door and past the fireplace. I sped up the stairs with a prayer of thanks that I'd been smart enough to put on running shoes, and I burst into my room without taking them off. I jumped onto the bed, and I buried my face in the pillow.
If Magnus felt me fling myself beside him, he made no move to show it.






  
  Chapter 3


I half expected Ana to follow me in with a face full of disappointment and anxiety. It didn't matter. I wasn't even sure exactly what made me think I could manage the club in the first place. All I could think of as my frustrated tears soaked the pillow was how determined I had been to have Magnus return to exactly what he'd left. I imagined myself in those hours after Regan had swept her hunga munga across his neck and sent his head sailing sideways. I recalled my despair, knowing Magnus had sacrificed himself to save my life and the life of my pathetic ex-boyfriend because he thought that I still loved the man, and because he loved me enough to do what few would ever do, even for a loved one. 
Someone had been condemned to die that afternoon for crossing the cult. The sacred regent of the cult of Artemis was beautiful but resolute in what she thought of as justice. If it hadn't been for Gio reminding me that vampires only truly died from the sun or consuming fire , I might still be lying across Magnus's prostrate form, a hopeless weeping thing instead of the take-charge woman I later became in those first hours. It had been the first reminder that a vampire didn't die as easily as mortal men imagined, as fiction let them on to be that bade me phone Ana, Magnus's loyal companion and tell her what had happened.
Within hours, she had gathered the hellhounds and wrapped his body in a shroud, transported it back to his mansion where he lay even now.
I flipped over onto my side, facing away from Magnus and spared a thought for Gio, the very first vampire. Strange how the villain he once was to me paled in comparison to the grieving vampire I knew him to be later. His discovery that his original love had rejected him turned him into something I didn't recognize. And that Greek neophyte responsible for caring for the temple of Apollo, whom he had given everything up for, she had moved on without him, unencumbered by a passion as long dead as the man who had transformed into the first vampire. I remembered the look on Gio's face when he realized Regan was his Selene and that she had rejected him again. He wasn't good enough. He had never been good enough.
I knew exactly how he felt.
"I guess I thought I'd be better than that," I said aloud, even knowing no one would answer.
"It's not so bad," came a feminine voice from the doorway.
"Ana," I said, sighing. "I wondered how long it would take you." I rolled to my side and pulled my knees up to my chest, hugging them. I couldn't look at her. 
I knew she'd be dressed in her white starches, ever the perfect nurse in sensible shoes with her black hair rolled into the French style beneath her cap. I'd only ever seen her dressed casually before she went to sleep, and it was always a shock to see her look normal. I imagined her as I expected her, palm against the doorjamb, a lock of greying hair peeking out from beneath her cap.
"I let our guest stay," she said.
I spurted out a sarcastic note that might have included the phrase 'Cherri can go to hell,' if any of the noises coming from my lips could be understood. 
Ana ignored me anyway. "She'll be in the east wing when daylight comes."
I flipped over to face her. "And the recruiter?"
"Cleared away."
Like dirty dishes or foul smelling laundry, apparently. My belly hurt. I couldn't stop biting at my bottom lip, tearing away bits of skin. I tried to tell myself that the recruiter was a selfish bastard, luring fellow humans to their deaths in the hope of becoming immortal. Tried to tell myself he didn't deserve my pity.
"It doesn't have to be as bad as you make it." She sighed.
"And why not?" I said. "You do know what we're doing down there, don't you?"
"I've been with him a long time," is how she answered.
I tilted my chin into my chest, letting a veil of hair slip over my eyes and obscuring much of her from my view. "It's too much," I said from behind the curtain. "I hate it. I hate this whole life."
I felt the bed sink down at my feet and I knew she was perched on the edge of the mattress. 
"Then stop," she said.
I hauled myself up to a semi-recline. "What do you mean, stop?"
"It's easy enough," she said. "If the life is too much for you, then leave it. No one said you had to run his club. You just took it on yourself."
"But I owe him," I said, knowing it was a shallow excuse, and that wasn't at all why I'd done it.
"Is that all you feel for him?" She reached up to unpin her cap and let it fall in her lap. When she looked at me, it was with a direct stare that made me feel like a bug under a pin.
I thought of the words I really wanted to say, but it was an admission that was difficult for me. I'd said those three little words before, trusted someone with them, just four short years earlier. After years of struggling with my past, I had finally found someone I thought I could trust enough to surrender myself. And that man, the ex that Magnus had died to save, had betrayed me as surely as everyone else had. Everyone but Magnus.
"You know my mother and father are dead," I said, refusing to answer her direct question.
"Is that so?" she said, and I thought I saw her gaze fleet over my shoulder to where Magnus lay.
"Well, I assume my father is dead," I said. "I haven't seen him since I was twelve. He might as well be dead."
I thought of the slim man with the beautiful Latino skin that made him look like creamed caramel and the black eyes that my mother said I inherited. I wondered if I had known all those years ago that he would leave that last night I saw him, would I have pushed my thumbs into his eyes and screamed into that caramel-skinned face to go to hell.
"You don't trust easily," she said. "You pick bad men. You are afraid to love again."
I looked at her in surprise, and she shrugged. "You don't live as long as I have and not recognize the clichéd signs of every scorned woman."
Meaning, I wasn't special. I wondered what she truly was. Certainly not human, not anymore at least. 
"Humans like to live, Ana. That's it. That's all. We want to live first and be loved second."
"Not all of you," she said.
I swallowed as she said that, wondering if she had somehow found a way to read my mind and found both of my parents there. I had to shake loose an image of my mom, lying ragged and limp on her hospital bed as she searched my face. 
"Magnus does that," I said.
"Does what?"
"Reads my mind."
She chuckled. "It's all on your face. He needs no special skills for that."
He'd said the same when I asked about his ability, but I'd always suspected it was more. I squirmed on the bed, trying to find the floor with my feet. I'd had enough of the conversation. I thought I might find a cab and go to a club. A different club. One where I could drink my woes away. I wasn't sure more conversation with Ana would be productive or pleasant.
"I'm going out," I declared.
"Please do," she said. 
I didn't need any more coaxing. I pushed past her on the bed, peeling the tight cocktail dress over my head as I went. I threw the cursed thing on the floor and dug into my closet for a pair of skinny jeans and a tight T-shirt. Much more my style. Better for getting drunk and raising hell, two very human and very twenty-something activities. 
"You're not going to do something foolish?" Ana said, her tone obviously worried at the spontaneous burst of calm.
"Honey," I said. "I'm going to do everything foolish."
She might have tried to step in my way, but I was too fast for her. I had my cell phone screen unlocked and was dialing in a taxi by the time I made it to the steps. I knew just the place. I hadn't been to it since the cheating bastard who set me on this horrific path in the first place dumped me on their beer-soaked dance floor in the middle of a slow number.
"Prick," I said remembering it, and the person answering the phone swore in my ear, thinking I was being rude to them.
"Not you," I said. "Just talking to someone else." I was down three stairs by the time he calmed down, and I gave him my particulars. Five minutes,, he told me. Five minutes and I could be out of this god-forsaken posh Mansion and out into real human society. It was long overdue and my chest felt all the lighter for it. I should have done this two weeks ago.
The cabbie expected too much money for the short trip, but I paid him without argument. The kind of club I was going to, a gal didn't argue too long in the car outside. It was a dank, drug-infested hovel where the music was loud enough to vibrate your rib cage and the bartenders slipped in the occasional roofie if you weren't looking. 
I could almost hear Magnus whispering warnings in my ear as I lifted my T-shirt and showed the bouncer a good eyeful of boob. I bit back a sob as the bouncer reached out and tweaked the nipple, but it wasn't because of the pain or the humiliation. I was asking for both of those. No, it was because I didn't want to think about Magnus at all.
"You've seen the goods," I said to the bouncer. "Now let me in."
"It's full."
"It's always full. I paid your fare." Let me in.
"Cover charge has gone up," he said, and in the red glow of the seedy bar sign from across the street, I could see him smirk. 
"I could have you killed," I said, staring up into his meaty face. He had a weird little scar just over his left eye. I wrestled my nervous smile into a firm line. "With a single word," I said. "Dead just like that. " I snapped my fingers. "Dead as a doornail."
"Sure you can," he said, crossing his arms over his chest. "But the price is still the same."
I sighed. "So how much has it gone up?"
"A blowjob."
"You've got to be kidding me," I said. "You think that shit hole behind you is worth a gal getting on her knees for?"
He shrugged. Plenty of other girls think it is." He didn't look the least nonplussed.
"You're serious." I looked him up and down, thinking it might be the only way he got any action. "If it's so worth it, you'd be tapped dry by now." I crossed my arms over my chest the same as him. "Now let me in."
"We take shifts," he said. "I've only had two. Still plenty to go around." He grinned at me as he eyed my chest. "You got nice tits but I'm not so sure I like your sassy mouth. Might change my mind."
"And I thought the place had gone to shit before," I said. I checked my cell phone for the time. What I remembered of the place was hedonism and decadence to the hilt. I needed both of those things. The ache inside me demanded those things. 
A cluster of girls was coming up from behind me, and I could hear them complaining about who the bouncer was. I could've sworn I heard one of them say he was too big. That was when I really began to realize that whatever the club had become, I needed to get in there.
"Listen," I said, cringing as I heard how harried my voice sounded. "I'm not joking when I tell you I could have you killed."
He snorted. "And who might you have killed in your illustrious and deadly career?"
I could've said at least a dozen names from over the last three weeks of managing recruiters for Magnus, but the one that came from me made him back up a step and cross his arms. "My mother," I said, and I didn't so much as flinch.
The girls had begun to push toward me. He flicked his gaze over my shoulder, and realizing he might be in for a very busy half-hour with girls even younger than me, he grabbed my bicep and pulled me forward. He shoved me towards the door with his elbow.
"You've got an hour," he said. "I don't see you come back out, I'll be sending Brian in after you."
An hour. A girl could get pretty messed up in an hour. She could forget all kinds of things. I didn't bother to stammer out a thanks, because I knew the bouncer was already moving on. The threat of Brian must be something pretty serious as far as he was concerned, so I wouldn't let myself get to the point that I would have to find out how serious.
My mouth watered as I opened the door. I knew from past experience that what looked like a dive from the outside would instead be an interior designed to assault every sense. I'd raved there a good number of times in the early days of my move here with my ex. When he'd dumped me on the dance floor, I told myself I would never return here.
I closed my eyes, all the better to let everything wash over me all at once. I knew when I opened them, I would be like Dorothy pushing through the door of Oz, and that everything I carried on my shoulders would be gone in an instant. For one hour, there would be no Magnus, there would be no dead recruiter on the library floor waiting for hellhounds to collect the body and make it disappear. There was only me. There was only me and this aching hole that I would fill with whatever I could find to jam into it.
As I pushed the door open and the music changed from barely discernible bass thuds on foggy air into fully formed manic leaps on colored lights, I inhaled every aroma. I expected to smell the fibreglass stink of crack, sweat, and heady perfume. 
What met me instead was the fragrance of something sickly sweet, the subtle undertones of flowers and wood as though someone were barbecuing chicken, but with the richness of very black coffee beans as fuel. It was a smell unlike anything I'd ever taken in, and even the skin at the back of my neck prickled as it tried to expel all of its fluid into my salivary glands. Whatever it was, this was the reason girls were lining up at the door to skin their knees for whoever would let them in. 
There was a sweet sort of fog gathering in the corners. As I stepped inside, I registered the requisite flashing strobes and glow sticks wrapped around necks, wrists, and waists as dozens of just over age party-goers let loose the worries of the week to frenzied and primal movements. The bar, a metallic boundary that cordoned off the bathrooms from the dance floor was still in the same spot, reflecting back all the lights. But this wasn't the same place I'd been in the last time. It had changed in subtle ways, starting with the sickly sweet smell. I shoved my hands into my jeans pockets, swallowing down the taste and trying to peer through the writhing bodies to the other end of the club.
I caught glimpses through the dancers of miasma saturated nooks, of sofas in those nooks with plush cushions all but filled with prostrate businessmen in various states of recline, all sucking on what looked like
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