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    Chapter One


    


    Finn liked to refer to himself as “drop dead sexy” but he’d never before meant it literally. Even when Mrs. Beatrice Elwood let out a burbling death rattle in the middle of his striptease, he just assumed she was really enjoying herself.


    Giving his narrow hips another wiggle, he jiggled his shoulders like a showgirl, flicked open the top button of the salmon shirt Beatrice had bought him, and whipped around to catch her eye as he circled his middle finger in a whorl of chest hair peeking through his collar. Mrs. Elwood remained stubbornly still at the show he put on, and Finn frowned—pouted really—giving his ass another shake.


    “Come on, love,” he begged in his flavorful Irish voice, “give us a wink.” In case she needed a demonstration, he winked her way, dropped both hands to his belt and tried to draw her gaze up to his pale baby blues. She remained hunched to the side, her line of sight focused somewhere around his upper thigh. He couldn’t blame her, really. Finn felt he had pretty shapely thighs.


    He started to realize something wasn’t right as he yanked the belt through the loops of his trousers, folded it in thirds, and slapped that same shapely thigh. She didn’t react.


    “Bea? You all right?” Still no response. “Love?”


    He probably should’ve known immediately what the issue was. The dead were his specialty. Well, one of them. Finn liked to talk of how he had a great many talents—from the art of seduction to picking pockets—though he would admit raising corpses to do his bidding fell somewhere at the far end of the spectrum. If he was being perfectly honest—something he only ever did with himself—he had much more success using his hands on living bodies than on the dead.


    He’d been bitten and chewed on a great many times, but only the living left him with marks he wanted to show off.


    Death hadn’t been part of the plan. He would never have agreed to kill Beatrice Elwood. He’d just been hired to seduce her, gain access to her safe, and bring back her valuables to the woman in charge. Now he stood in front of a corpse, his shirt unbuttoned to his navel, his belt in his hands and, after a few more seconds of silent contemplation, with his oversized pants plummeting down around his ankles.


    “Bollix.”


    Taking a deep breath, Finn considered his options. He could always be honest with Angelina, let her know that he couldn’t finish the job she’d sent him on because of the sad happenstance of death. She’d have to understand, Finn thought. She knew very well what he looked like, knew exactly how attractive he was with his pale skin, dark hair and slim build, angular features and long fingers. Any woman who could see him—straight or not—would understand that his looks were serious business, that he was a weapon if used incorrectly.


    Really, Bea’s death was Angelina’s fault. She should’ve found someone a few shades less attractive to send in to play sex toy for the old woman. Perhaps she’d even apologize to Finn if he gave her the chance.


    “Oh sexy boy,” Finn intoned in his best impression of an American accent, “I shouldn’t have sent you in there. I should have kept you to myself, tied up in my own bed.”


    Finn paused, giggling to himself at the image and then shook his head. Wouldn’t work. Angelina was a businesswoman. She wasn’t stupid. She knew the power of his charm, but they’d made a deal and he’d failed to keep up his end of it. If he didn’t step out of the house either with the old lady on his arm or with a bag full of riches, he was going to be in trouble.


    They’d let him run around shopping and dining at the country club with Beatrice Elwood for five weeks, but his deadline had been three. The last time he’d snuck out to meet Angelina to give her an update, she’d threatened to cut off his—well, he didn’t want to think about that, but it would’ve seriously ruined the rest of his chances at seducing Beatrice into giving him access to her safe.


    Finn rolled his gaze back to Bea’s slack face, feeling a small pang of sadness for her. She’d been nothing but good to him in the month they’d been together. She bought him clothes, fed him well, and left him to himself during the day while she indulged in her hobbies or met with her bevy of accountants and lawyers. She’d been smart and kind, canny enough to warn him up front that if he thought he was going to get his name in her will he had another thing coming.


    He should have told Angelina after week one that he couldn’t get her what she wanted, but he’d decided to push his time with Bea as far as he could before Angelina came sniffing about.


    “And now you’re a goner, aren’t you, love?” Finn crouched in front of Bea, ran his gaze over her hunched, plump body and considered his options. Angelina would want to pick the place clean, sending her burly goons and alluring lieutenants to pull everything off the walls, drill into every secret compartment, and grab every shiny bauble in sight for themselves. She’d been looking for something specific—she wouldn’t tell him what, and he hadn’t asked—but that wouldn’t stop her from ripping off the old lady’s corpse if he gave her the chance.


    Finn frowned at the idea, wishing better for the elderly woman who’d taken him in and bought him nice clothes. Wishing better for himself, come to think of it.


    “You got some twine, Bea?” Finn asked, pushing to his feet. It was only five in the evening; he had a few hours until Angelina would expect him to report in. If he got moving, he might be able to save both himself and Bea’s shiny baubles.


    ****


    Pile of purple yarn at his feet, scissors dangling from his pinky finger, Finn tied the final bow around Beatrice’s neck, giving her round face a small pat with his palm before leaning back and admiring his work. He’d folded her skirt up just enough to reveal her shins, though not enough to make her indecent, tied a loop around both ankles, both wrists, and finally around her throat, though that had taken some doing. Rigor hadn’t set in, and her head kept flopping forward, her chin bumping his knuckles.


    “Gimme a minute, love,” he mumbled, knowing she wouldn’t be able to hear him yet, and slid the handle of the tiny sewing scissors off his pinky. He really hated the next part, but it had to be done. Steeling himself, he slurped up a deep breath, held it tight, and jabbed the delicate points into the tip of his middle finger. He cursed excessively while waiting for the blood to well enough, and he reached forward to blot each string with a drip, making sure the purple string darkened with his life force. Once her strings were done, he moved on to the loops he’d tied around each of the fingers on his right hand.


    The air snapped around him with every dab and he let out a shaky breath, tucking his finger into his mouth to suck at the wound.


    It felt like a violation to bring her back, even temporarily. The dead sometimes minded, sometimes not. He’d come across a fair amount of corpses old enough that they could barely form a sentence, let alone raise a fuss about Finn stuffing his magic inside them and making them do as he pleased. Bea hadn’t been dead thirty minutes, though, and they’d been friends, lovers, and she’d cared for him in her own way.


    “Up you go,” he mumbled, half to himself before getting to his feet, lifting his hand and clearing his throat. Nerves jolted through him, as they usually did right before the dead came to, and he mumbled the words he’d been taught as a child, jerking his middle finger up with each one. “Rattaa. Istell.”


    A vibration ran through Beatrice as something tugged at Finn’s heart like a string. He stepped forward with the force, letting out a small grunt at the unnatural feeling, and found himself toe-to-toe with the dead woman as she lifted her head to meet his gaze.


    “Brian,” she said, blinking as she caught sight of him. “Sweetheart, what are you doing?”


    “Bad news, love,” Finn said, crouching down to bump his knees against hers—she wouldn’t feel it—to get level with her. “You’ve died, passed away, kicked the bucket. Good news is that I’m here to help.”


    “Died?” Bea’s spotted face went cynical. “Dear, is this one of your games? You know I don’t like roleplay as much as you do.”


    “No game. You’re dead. Just try to move your arms.”


    Bea watched him for a moment, still convinced he was playing with her. It was his fault, really. He couldn’t count the number of times he’d pulled down her curtains and draped them over his shoulders to surprise her in her bedroom wearing nothing but, swishing about pretending to be royalty there to seduce Princess Beatrice.


    But this was serious. She really was dead and she was going to have to get used to that pretty quickly if he was going to get out of the place in one piece.


    Or at least with the piece of himself Angelina had threatened to cut off.


    He felt the change when Bea realized something was wrong. It was always this way with the dead. Once his magic had slid inside to animate them, he could feel the subtle changes in their mood, figure out their motivations before they acted on them. Worry tinged Bea’s features and she dipped her head to look over her still form.


    “Brian,” she repeated, her voice hard. “What have you done to me?”


    “What do you last remember, love?”


    “Don’t call—”


    “Beatrice, please.” Leaning in, letting her get an eyeful of his pretty face, he put his free hand to her cheek. “Have I ever hurt you? Have I ever lied to you?”


    The answers were “no” and “yes” respectively, but as far as she was concerned, they were both “no.” He let the question take a moment to sink in before he felt her worry shift toward something else. If he was lucky, it would land on acceptance.


    “You remember my little dance, yes? I’d just about gotten to the good part—you know,” he winked. “Where I take off my trousers? And you slumped over, maybe had a heart attack? A stroke?” He waved his free hand through the air. “It’s past, we need to move on. You’re dead, love. But I need your help.”


    “I can’t move,” Beatrice said, her gaze dropping to her legs once again. “I can talk, but I can’t move.”


    “I can fix that,” Finn said, giving her an encouraging smile, gesturing carefully with his right hand. “But you’ve got to promise not to bite me.”


    Her eyes snapped to his once again and her lips quirked up slightly. “You adore when I bite you.”


    “That I do, but in your current state it can get a bit messy.”


    “You’ve had a dead person bite you before?” she asked, her tone wry. She was still not quite there, hadn’t stepped through the door of acceptance, but he could feel her closing in. Just another step, maybe two and he could shove her over the threshold.


    “You know that scar on my arse?” He stood, twisted enough to give a little wiggle in case she needed reminding. And, since he was honest with himself, because he enjoyed it. “It wasn’t the kind of biting I usually enjoy. It was a dead man, though he’d been gone a fair bit longer than you.”


    Beatrice let her gaze hang for a moment, before she brought it back up to his face. Finn recognized her small smile as one she often gave when joking about her impending mortality, but there was a crease in her brow that made her look sad rather than playful.


    “Well, I’ve always told you I must’ve sold my soul to get lucky enough to meet you. The devil’s just finally come to collect.”


    “He’ll be after me next if I don’t get something from you.”


    She sighed, and Finn wondered if she questioned the action, seeing as how she didn’t need to breathe, and all.


    “You want my money.”


    “Not all of it,” Finn assured her, crouching down again. Careful not to wiggle his right fingers, he set both hands on her knees, smiling into her face. “Just, you know, some things around the house I might be able to fence. I’ve got, ehm, some less than savory people after me. It’d be a big help if I could, you know, take some jewelry or some cash. Maybe you’ve got a priceless, you know, something-or-other you wouldn’t mind parting with?”


    He recognized her expression, even without feeling the pity behind it. She felt sorry for him, thought him stupid. He’d seen that face many a time, though he usually didn’t mind it much. People underestimate stupid. Angelina had.


    “All right, sweetheart. Let me up and I’ll give you some things to take with you. But you need to let me tie up some loose ends first.”


    “You’re a peach,” Finn said, leaning in to kiss her thin lips. They hadn’t even gone noticeably cold yet.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Two


    


    Finn had emptied the contents of Bea’s safe into a duffle bag, crammed as many of his nice new clothes as he could fit into his ratty old backpack, and waited Beatrice out as she wrote some notes on her computer. He’d encouraged her to keep the notes brief, to make sure they didn’t look like she’d known death was coming, but she’d brushed him off. At eighty-seven, she’d told him, you can’t help but figure Death’s hanging around the yard, just waiting to climb in the window and take you out.


    On one last look around the bedroom he’d called his own for a month, he sighed, wished he’d had more time. It was a good gig, having a sugar mama. He was sad he hadn’t thought of it on his own. Maybe he’d try to find another once he was free of Angelina’s crosshairs.


    “You ready Bea?” Finn asked as he stepped down onto the landing. The bags were loaded in the trunk, Bea had put on her best dress, and Finn was ready to play his part in front of Angelina’s goons.


    “As I’ll ever be, I suppose,” she said with another sigh. He realized he was going to miss her, too. Not just the fancy house and the consistent access to food—something he hadn’t always been blessed with—but her. She was stern, but she cared.


    That was something else he hadn’t always had.


    “Let’s go then, love.” He twitched his thumb and pinky, letting life—for lack of a better word, he thought—flow into her legs, and gestured toward the far hallway. “We’ll take the Lexus, if you don’t mind.”


    “I would have thought you’d go for the Ferrari,” she said as she passed by him, her movements just a touch stiff. For once, it wasn’t due to age. “That’s your favorite. I’d give it to you if I hadn’t already promised it to my great-grandson.”


    “And I appreciate that, but I do need to keep a low profile. Come now. I’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”


    “I know you will.”


    ****


    Fully aware that Angelina’s man Rutherford—she did like to give them fancy names, even when they were too stupid to spell them—watched him intently, Finn snuggled up hard against Bea’s corpse. She was gone, fled from her body the second he’d untied the string round her neck, but Rutherford didn’t have to know that.


    As far as the beefy oaf was concerned, Beatrice and Finn were just sharing a moment on a park bench, huddled against the cold in dim light. Finn wasn’t worried Rutherford might not notice that it was only Finn’s breath that fogged the air.


    Tucking all five of Bea’s strings into his inner breast pocket, Finn prepared for his big performance.


    His first instinct was to ham it up, to really flex his acting chops until they snapped, but he resisted. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself any more than he had to. He needed to get into the car, make it look natural and then peel out of the park before Rutherford could get back to his own nondescript sedan and follow.


    “Oh you’re cold?” Finn sat up, keeping his eyes on Bea’s face. She looked older in the poor light from the street lamp and it nearly made him falter. “No, no, love. I’ll get your other coat.” He smiled as if she’d said something sweet, winked at her, and leaned in to pretend to kiss her nose. He didn’t dare touch her face; he’d made sure she was bundled up tight before setting her free, but if his kiss made her head loll back, the jig would be up.


    “You stay here, I’ll be back in a flash.” Hopping to his feet, he flicked his gaze toward Rutherford, watched the big man shift in the shadows. Finn let himself jog a few steps before faltering and turning as if he’d heard Bea say something. He smiled, laughed, shook his head. “You’re terrible, love. Just stay bundled up, I’ll be back.”


    Despite the fact that he wanted to run as fast as he could, slide over the hood like an eighties movie cop, and throw himself into the driver’s seat, he took his time, knowing Rutherford was watching, knowing the bald idiot was suspicious already.


    Finn went to the trunk first, digging around in the decoy paper sacks he’d tucked in to hide his getaway bags and then stood, eyeing the trunk as if it confused him. Slamming the trunk, he stepped around to the passenger’s side, leaned in as if searching for something. He took his time, making it look as natural as he could, keeping an eye on Rutherford through the back window. When the bigger man seemed to settle back against the tree, his lighter flicking to life at the end of a cancer stick, Finn climbed all the way into the car, leaving the door open to give himself extra time, and dropped his sexy ass right into the driver’s seat.


    The second he started the car, Rutherford jumped, frozen for a moment as his tiny brain tried to figure out what was happening. Finn was halfway toward the parking lot exit, passenger side door flapping heavily in the air, as Rutherford looked frantically between him and the old lady’s corpse.


    Finn fought the urge to yell, “So long, fucker!” throwing himself at the passenger side door as he took a steep corner to swing it back toward him. Gravity—or inertia, or door angels, the fuck did Finn know?—did most of the work, throwing the door close enough that he was able to reach it with his long fingers and yank it tight.


    Rutherford was out of view before long, and Finn was on his way to freedom with a trunk full of stolen property and a laugh on his lips.


    ****


    Finn handed the cab driver twice as much as he owed, thanked him for his silence and the ride, and booked it into the transit station. He’d take the ferry, hop a train or a bus or an ambitious long-distance runner if it came to it, and make it to a major city to offload some of what Beatrice had let him snag.


    He hadn’t gone through the contents, yet, knowing she wouldn’t stiff him and stick him with empty jewelry boxes and sacks of rocks instead of gemstones. She was—had been too classy a lady for that.


    He’d left the Lexus tucked in a pay lot as they’d agreed, stashing a little handwritten note in with her sunglasses, thanking her for letting him borrow it. While he’d packed, she’d set up instructions for an email to be sent to one of her drivers to pick the car up and bring it home. To anyone looking at the trail, it would seem their time had come to an end, they’d parted amicably, and Beatrice had trusted the fancy Irishman enough to lend him a car to get to the bus station so he could make a life for himself elsewhere.


    Sure Angelina’s goon had taken notice of the car and perhaps even been able to memorize one or two numbers on the plate, Finn had cabbed it as far from the bus station and pay lot as possible to the port transit center, aiming to make his escape across water.


    As far as he was concerned, he was home free. Once he offloaded Bea’s pearls or diamonds—maybe even rubies and sapphires?—he’d be able to shine himself up with some more new clothes, maybe set himself up in Portland or Seattle with a nice apartment. He’d have a doorman who called him, “sir” and made sure he didn’t forget his umbrella when he went out each morning.


    He’d live the damn dream and look snazzy doing so.


    Ferry ticket in hand, Finn gave a little wiggle of his hips to the desk clerk as he turned around and looked around the brightly lit station. It was crowded for the hour but he figured that was probably a good thing. He could blend in with the masses, maybe chat up any singles he saw who looked lonely.


    A quick scan showed no prospects, so he shrugged off the desire, reminding himself that he had a sack full of valuables and it probably wouldn’t be wise to let himself get picked up for a one-nighter in a transit station at—what time was it?


    Pulling out his phone, Finn moved out of the harsh lights of the station, stepped around to a quiet corner that overlooked the sea, noting he had about ten minutes until the ferry was to board.


    All in all, it had been nearly two hours since he’d left Beatrice on the park bench. He’d paid a homeless man handsomely to make an anonymous call to the police from a burner phone he’d picked up from a convenience store because he’d wanted to be sure someone reputable found her before Angelina got to her things. Curious, he pulled up the browser on his phone, wondering if some enterprising blogger or eager-to-scoop news reporter had mentioned Bea’s passing yet.


    The internet remained quiet, unaware that the world had lost such a lovely lady. It made him a little sad, but he supposed he couldn’t hope for a miracle. Tomorrow people would mourn, he assured himself.


    Moving onto his plans for the future, Finn brought up apartment listings in the northwest, scanning to see if Portland or Seattle might be a better fit. He couldn’t remember when he’d last had a passport forged, so he figured sneaking up into Canada was out of the question. It had been so long since he’d been back to Ireland, the idea merely flitted through his mind for a second before he saw a listing that intrigued him.


    “Furnished, modern, very sexy,” he mumbled to himself, shifting his footing excitedly. The price looked high at first, until he remembered that he had a bag of riches to handle that problem.


    “Doyle.” A hand grabbed at Finn’s wrist and he yelped, hopping back and dropping his phone. He heard it crack against the pavement but he had eyes only for the dark-haired doofus in a suit who was once again reaching toward him. Finn yipped again, jerking out of range of the grasping hand, meeting the doofus’s confused face. “Doyle, the boss expects you to come in. Don’t make this hard.”


    Had Finn met this goon before? It wasn’t Rutherford, didn’t look like Wellington. Angelina’s goons tended to prefer the fairer sex and that made Finn uninterested in learning their names. If there was nothing in it for him, he didn’t generally bother getting to know anyone dumber than he was.


    “Basil ... ton, right?” Finn asked, still dancing back from repeated grabs. He was going to hit the railing if he wasn’t careful. “Highsmith? What’s she calling you these days? Carfax Abbey? London Bridge?”


    “Doyle, you need to come with me.”


    “Well, I’m flattered, but don’t you think that’s a bit quick? We should at least get dinner first.” Finn quirked his lip, tried for a charming smile. Every so often it worked, even if he’d pegged a mark like this as straighter than a cement beam holding up a freeway offramp. London Bridge wasn’t interested. Finn felt the railing hit his ass and he grunted, panic riding through him on an adrenaline chariot. “We can figure something out, right? Just the two of us?”


    London Bridge glowered, his heavy brow pulling low enough to shadow his eyes, before he made one last grab. Finn yowled, twisting like a corkscrew, and felt the goon’s grubby paws grab for his backpack, giving it a hearty yank. Finn let his arms go limp, felt the pack’s strap slide over his shoulder, and managed to dance out of London’s grip. He did a victory shuffle with his feet as he watched the goon try to make sense of the bag in his hands, and then jumped hard when the ferry honked to announce it was getting ready to leave.


    The goon’s gaze jerked toward the sound of the horn before sliding back to Finn. Teeth bared, he threw the pack to the ground, raising both arms like a B-movie zombie and moving forward a step. Without thinking, Finn mirrored the action, rushing forward as fast as he could, ducking under the bigger man’s grip and shoving him with all his might. London didn’t even gasp as he hit the railing and toppled backward. Finn grunted, however, when his own backpack, the strap caught around London’s ankle, whipped against his chin. Finn saw stars as he dropped backward, his elbow banging the concrete as London disappeared over the railing into the sea.


    Along with Finn’s clothes.


    “Bollix.” Finn glowered, wincing instantly at the pain in his jaw. He’d had three nice pairs of shoes in that bag and it seemed all three had assaulted him before dropping into the busy ocean below. He heard thrashing as he pushed to his feet, peering over the edge to find London Bridge flailing in the surf. Finn watched him for a moment before giggling, grinning toothily, and waving. “My fair lady!”


    Without waiting for any response to his joke—London probably didn’t get the reference anyway—Finn turned and took off toward the ferry. He’d lost his extra clothes, but he could always buy new ones.


    ****


    With precious little cash left, Finn stepped off the bus in Seattle, turning immediately back the way it had come. He’d spotted The Merriemore, an upscale hotel a block back and he knew it would be the perfect place to hide his things until he could get something more stable and secure. Bus station lockers were a bad bet, any motel he could afford would barely keep him safe let alone a duffel full of valuables.


    No one would suspect he’d left his items at a hotel he wasn’t even living in, though.


    The key to getting anywhere, he’d learned, was to look like you belonged. Even with a bruise building under the stubble along his jaw and gum from a ferry seat stuck to his ass, no one took notice as he held his head high and strode through the lobby. Glass glittered, music twinkled, and people in the bar off to the right laughed and clinked flutes of champagne. Finn spotted the bathrooms and peeled off toward them, wanting to make sure he looked at least halfway decent before chatting up the desk clerk.


    He didn’t look bad for four hours on the run. His hair was a bit mussed, but that worked for his face, the stubble made the backpack bruise hard to see, and the gum came off with some prodding. He tucked his shirt in, washed his hands, and settled in to the skin of a man who deserved to stay in what was probably a three-hundred a night hotel.


    “Darling, could you do me a favor?” Finn asked, stepping up to the Diamond Desk as if he were one of Bea’s shiny baubles himself. “I need to meet some friends for dinner and I’ve realized I don’t want to bring my duffle with me.”


    He could see the instant she’d noticed his accent, the way she’d perked up at his smile. The clerk smiled, gave an eager nod.


    “Of course, would you like us to have someone bring the bag up to your room?”


    “Oh, could you just hold it here? I’ll pick it up on my way back in. I’ve got some rather sensitive items in my room and I’d prefer not to let anyone else in.” He gave her a wink. “Though maybe when I get back you could escort me back upstairs.”


    Her cheeks flushed and she gave a rapid nod. “Of course.” Blinking, she fought off a giggle. “I mean, if you’d like to leave the—I’ll just get you a claim ticket.”


    “You’ve got a secure area, yes? This is very valuable. The data in here needs to remain safe and sound or my bosses will have my head.”


    “Oh yes, definitely. It’s absolutely secure. Here, if you’ll just fill this out, we’ll hold your bag, give it to no one else.”


    “You’ll remember my face, then?”


    “Of course,” she said again, breathily this time. Finn held her gaze as he scrawled, “Brian,” over the ticket and tore off the end. Her cheeks flamed and he indulged in another wink as he wrapped the luggage tag around the strap of his bag.


    “There we are, Suzi. I’m trusting you’ll handle me with the utmost care?”


    “Yes,” she breathed, her eyes still on his as she took the bag, and then stepped back and nearly knocked into a coworker. She jolted, laughed through her embarrassment, and then pointed at the secured room at the back of the desk. “It’ll just be back here.”


    “I’ll see you later tonight, darling.”


    “Okay,” she said, turning her body toward the door, her eyes still on him. Sliding the claim ticket into the inner pocket of his jacket, he backed up a step, watched as she disappeared into the back room, and then turned and headed toward the door.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Three


    


    Finn had a hundred bucks in his wallet, a jacket that wouldn’t quite keep him warm if he stopped moving, and a hole in his belly the size of a cheeseburger. He could probably cram a few French fries in there too, actually.


    It had been years since he’d been to Seattle, though it still looked about how he remembered. It was busy, despite the fact that most everything looked closed. Surely he’d find a fast food joint or a food truck if he managed to steer himself close enough to the heart of downtown.


    He walked for maybe thirty minutes, making eyes at anyone who looked like they might be interested. A wink here, a blown kiss there, but no real takers. It was looking like he was going to have to find a hotel after all.


    Sighing, he veered under an awning and dug around in his jacket for his phone, figuring it was time to locate the cheapest motel within walking distance. He wasn’t particularly tired yet, so walking distance was relative, but he wanted to find some place close if possible.


    Frustrated that he couldn’t seem to figure out where his phone had gone off to, he lifted his gaze as he dipped his fingers into his breast pocket for the third time. He froze as he caught sight of a familiarly misshapen head closing in fast. Rutherford narrowed his eyes when he realized Finn had spotted him, flicking his cigarette into the street before turning his stalking gait into a hustling jog.


    Forgetting instantly about his phone, Finn turned and took off.


    ****


    Veruca Lake smiled up at her date, nodding politely as he detailed the great adventure of outbidding another law firm for a big client. She couldn’t have cared less, but Daniel looked good in a suit and on her arm. She considered kissing him to shut him up but decided she wanted another glass of wine instead.


    His chances of seeing her past midnight were fast dwindling the longer he talked numbers and boardrooms.


    Catching sight of a waiter moving toward her, Veruca reached out, plucked a flute of champagne off the tray and brought it to her lips. It was good, expensive, if her tastes were correct. The gallery opening had been several hundred a ticket, though, so she had to assume Mallory Baldwin hadn’t stiffed her guests on the bubbly. Wondering where her friend had got off to, Veruca nodded once more at Daniel, before letting her gaze roam around the room.


    Everyone was dressed well in suits and dresses, with glittering jewels and polished nails on the hands of both sexes. Veruca spotted Mallory at the back, standing in front of her largest canvass, gesturing wildly at one of the phallic shapes the various shades of blue paint had made and Veruca chuckled.


    “Did you want to get dinner after this?”


    Veruca lifted her gaze back to Daniel, blinking dark eyes as she took a moment to catch up. Unused to being ignored, he simply watched her, probably expecting her to need a moment to think over the question. Veruca had met a few of his exes and most of them would have been stumped by sentences longer than two or three words. Veruca shook her head.


    “No, I believe I should probably get back to the hotel before long. I want to get some sleep before my flight in the morning.”


    It was Daniel’s turn to be confused, likely at the prospect of a woman turning him down for anything, let alone dinner. Veruca considered changing her answer, pretending she wanted to bring him with her to the hotel and then leaving him naked, tied to the bed for the maid to find.


    Her lips quirked as she thought of what the poor maid’s reaction to that would be.


    “You have a flight in the morning?”


    “Business,” Veruca said, waving the flute vaguely. “You’ve been lovely company, though. I do appreciate the escort.”


    “You’ll have to let me know when you’re back in town. I can always shuffle some things around, get my assistant to open up my schedule. He’s well worth what I pay him, believe me.”


    Veruca smiled warmly up at him and shook her head.


    “That’s very sweet of you, but there’s no need to disrupt business for me.”


    “Nonsense,” Daniel said, puffing up. “In fact, did I tell you what Hageman did last week at the Lancaster retreat? He is such a card.”


    Veruca sighed as he went on, wishing Mallory would stop talking turquoise penises and come chat.


    ****


    Finn had nearly lost Rutherford, but he had to admit he was out of shape. Five weeks of eating well and old lady sex had made him soft. Back in his teens he’d been scrappy, quick, able to evade cops in a single bound over a fence.


    Now here he was, twenty-six and barely able to outrun one middle-aged, building-width goon.


    Finn threw a glance over his shoulder, winced as Rutherford’s massive shoulder plowed into a couple too busy canoodling to pay attention to their surroundings, and then pushed himself harder. He could see the narrow opening to what he hoped was an alleyway coming up. If he could duck through, he could round back up the next street over and maybe lose Rutherford once and for all.


    He rounded the corner at a skid, finding fate smiling his way and waving eagerly. A door was propped open, no one in sight, just beckoning Finn to duck inside. Barely pausing long enough to yank the door shut behind him, Finn came to a rough stop inside a brightly lit, spartan hallway with concrete walls, several different closed doors marked with numbers, and staircases at either side of the other end of the hall.


    Finn sucked in a great breath, promised himself that his fancy new digs would include a treadmill and healthy food, and sagged against the wall. For the moment, he was safe. Rutherford had been a minute behind before plowing into the lovebirds, and with all sign of where Finn had disappeared to hidden behind a closed door, Finn figured he was safe.


    Footsteps taunted him before a door in the middle of the hall started to open. Hopping on noodly legs around the bend of the downward staircase, Finn plastered himself to the wall, hoping it would be enough.


    “Who the fuck closed this door?” a man bitched to himself. “Fucking kids, probably. Fucking kids.”


    At the sound of the door opening, Finn swore silently into the air, turning to descend to the floor below, hoping he wasn’t signing his own death warrant at Angelina’s hands. If Rutherford came sniffing around and there wasn’t a curtain or a stack of boxes to hide behind, Finn was sure he’d be dragged back to the boss by his ears.


    The staircase curved sharply halfway down and Finn found himself staring into a wide open space filled with rich people, expensive booze, inscrutable art, and a man in a suit who stiffened at the sight of Finn.


    “Sir, this is—”


    Finn refused to meet his gaze, interrupting him instantly as he drew his wallet out of his pocket. He knew how to play the game.


    “Make sure your man takes care of the Ferrari outside, would you?”


    “Sir we don’t—”


    “Would you?” Finn repeated, tugging what he hoped was a twenty and not a fifty out of his wallet and holding it up between them. It was the fifty.


    Bollix.


    “I—yes, sir. I mean I’ll—”


    “That’s a good lad,” Finn said, tucking the bill into the man’s front pocket and pushing past him as if he owned the place. Distantly he heard the sounds of a scuffle upstairs and it quickened his pace, spurred his gaze to cover every corner of the room. He slipped quietly through the crowd, tugging a sport-coat off a rack, a hat off an ignored chair, and slid into them both easily, keeping his back to the staircase.


    He spotted his marks as he heard Rutherford’s heavy shoes hit the top of the staircase, and made a beeline right for them.


    She was gorgeous, elegant in a siren red, body-hugging dress with a satin sheen, diamonds dripping from her ears and draped around her bare throat. Her eyes were big and dark, her hair jet black and curling elegantly down her back to rest just above her spectacular ass. Finn took a gander at her curves before turning his attention to the man she was so clearly not interested in speaking with any longer.


    He was tall, white as an undecorated grocery store sheet-cake and half as interesting to look at. The man was gesticulating with his free hand, an untouched glass of wine in the other, his attention so inwardly focused he had no idea the woman was spending half her time looking wistfully around at the other partygoers.


    Finn slipped up next to her, tucked an arm around her waist just close enough that no one glancing over would realize he wasn’t actually touching her, and nodded intently at the man’s words. Finn didn’t understand half of them, but he recognized them from some of Bea’s meetings. Something something synergy, blah blah upward mobility. Finn could play this game, too. Really, he felt he could play any game, maybe not always enough to win, but enough to fool the other players into thinking they were going to lose.


    As soon as the man noticed Finn’s presence, he paused mid-fiduciary and blinked down at him.


    “Excuse me?”


    “No need, I know exactly where you’re coming from,” Finn said, affecting a posh English accent. “We need to focus more on our IRAs, make sure the 401Ks and their CIA offshoots aren’t SOL.”


    “I don’t think—”


    Finn pressed on, pretending the man was arguing his point and not his presence. “That’s the problem with some of these USA putzes and their ATM BBCs, you see.”


    ****


    Daniel was still talking. Veruca had tuned him out, but he hadn’t noticed. She was sure she could replace herself with a mop and a bucket and he’d talk just as enthusiastically about Lancaster and Hageman and whatever deal they’d brokered.


    She picked it up immediately when the necromancer entered the building. His soul was tightly coiled about his heart, weaved several times thicker than any pure human soul, and she could feel it glowing at the edge of her senses. Going tense as he came into range, she looked around the room for Mallory once again, wondering if her friend personally knew the power about to stumble clumsily into the gallery.


    “Veruca? Can you even believe that?”


    “What?” Forced to turn back to Daniel, Veruca frowned up at him. The necromancer was closing in, weaving through the room behind her, the glow of him nearly as bright as the cluster of bare bulbs hanging decoratively at the very back of the room.


    “I was telling you about our holdings, about how Johnson can’t seem to keep his hands off the petty cash coffers. He’s supposed to be ...”


    And then there he was, nearly pressed against Veruca’s side, an ill-fitting navy coat draped over his slim form, his dark hair poking out above his eyes, pressed unnaturally under a gray trilby meant for a larger man’s head. He’d plastered a concerned look on his angular face, focused his ice blue eyes on Daniel as if he were slightly concerned by the conversation, but still wholly invested. Veruca found her gaze drawn to the curve of his jaw, noting that a bruise was darkening his pale skin, nearly hidden by the stubble.


    She liked him. He looked scruffy and a little stupid, more so when he opened his mouth and rattled off an incongruous list of acronyms with the authority of the president declaring war.


    A scuffle at the doorway pulled her attention away from the necromancer and she twisted to find a hulking man in a turtleneck, too-short pants, and shiny shoes trying to force his way into the party with a sneer and clenched fists. The necromancer’s voice wavered ever so slightly, but he pressed on with his speech, keeping Daniel’s attention despite the raised voices at the entrance.


    Veruca smiled to herself, realizing exactly why the necromancer had bumbled into the building at such a clip, why he was wearing a stolen coat and a hat tipped to block his features from the staircase. Turning back to him, she patted a hand to his chest, caught Daniel’s eye and smiled.


    “You two continue. I’ll be right back.”


    “Veruca do you know this—”


    “Right back, Daniel. Keep each other company.”


    The necromancer tipped his head just enough to catch sight of her, his lip quirked in a surprised little grin. She winked, eased herself out of the circle of his arm, and stalked purposefully toward the staircase.


    “John,” she said as she approached the man in the turtleneck. He jolted, his clenched fist pausing mid-shake, his eyes narrowing in confusion. She tucked her hand around the back of his shoulder, pressing just hard enough to indicate he should turn. “Let’s talk, shall we?”


    “I need to—” he began, still watching her with a furrowed brow.


    “Come, John.” To the doorman, she gestured upstairs. “If you would please call off your security, I would appreciate it. John Garfield and I will settle this matter ourselves.”


    “Yes, Ms. Lake.”


    “How did you know—”


    “Come, come, John. Upstairs. Before we make a scene.” Knowing he’d follow, she dropped her arm, ascending the steps with a swagger in her step, sure that if her revelation of his name hadn’t intrigued him, the swaying of her hips sure would. She led the man down the hallway toward the back door, putting her back to the wall and waiting for him to catch up. He eyed her suspiciously as he approached, tossing one glance back at the stairwell before pausing in front of her.


    “The man you’re looking for is not here,” she stated.


    “How do you know I’m looking for a man?” John asked, leaning in as if he’d intimidate her into revealing the lie. Veruca lifted her chin, fixed a stern look on her face.


    “How do you think I know you’re looking for a man?”


    John blinked down at her, his bruiser brain trying to work out the answer to her question. It took the gears in his head a full minute before they squeaked to life and wheeled words through his lips.


    “Angelina call you?”


    “How else would I know your name?” Veruca asked, lifting her hands in a “what can you do?” gesture. John nodded intently, the gears still grinding against each other, processing her words at a snail’s pace. An eternity passed before John’s brow furrowed deeper, his face screwing up into one big perplexed wrinkle.


    “But his tracker said he’s around here somewhere.”


    “Did it?” Veruca asked, narrowing her eyes and watching him as if they were conspiring together. John blinked, lost, and Veruca fought the urge to laugh. She’d come across a great many dopes in her life and it never failed to amuse her how easily they were manipulated by non sequiturs or double speak. As far as he was concerned she and this Angelina were in cahoots. It was at odds with what he’d known walking into the building, but Veruca knew what she looked like in her red dress and needle-thin heels. This man was used to taking power’s word and, at the moment, the only power speaking was her.


    “You should probably get back to searching before Angelina calls again and wants me to have a word with you about your performance.”


    John’s gaze snapped from the floor to her face and he nodded twice.


    “Of course. I’ll go—he probably ran—I’ll check the next street over.”


    “Double back, just in case. You know how sneaky this one can be.”


    John’s lip tugged at her advice and he nodded rapidly. “Good thinking.”


    Veruca watched him dart through the door to disappear out into the dark alley. Chuckling to herself, she spun to make her way back to the party.


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Four


    


    Veruca smiled at the doorman as she stepped back into the gallery, noting Mallory making her way over, the ruffles on her skirt shimmering here and there with beads and sequins. Sparing a glance for the necromancer and her date, Veruca fixed her gaze on Mallory’s face and held out both hands.


    “Big success, huge!”


    “Isn’t it just?” Mallory demanded, her eyes a bit bleary from champagne and compliments. “I’m so glad you came. What do you think? Did you buy anything? Please tell me no. I couldn’t bear to know I sold out and you helped.”


    Veruca laughed. “I wouldn’t spend a dime on you.”


    “Excellent!” Mallory purred, brushing a corkscrew curl out of her face, despite the fact that it plopped right back into place. “You’re only a success when your profit comes from strangers. It’s cheating when friends buy all your work. Did you have champagne? It’s very good. I’ve had four glasses.”


    “I can see that,” Veruca said, pulling Mallory in to kiss her cheek. “I do need to be going, though. I’ll call you tomorrow, when you’re sober.”


    Mallory snorted, shifted her grip to wrap her thick arms around Veruca and squeeze the breath out of her. When she whispered into Veruca’s ear, it was loud enough that she was sure John could hear it from halfway down the block.


    “I told you Daniel’s a cutie! You take him home and give it to him good.”


    “I’ll do that,” Veruca said, making sure her whisper was successful, and kissed Mallory’s cheek again. “Now go greet your fans.”


    The hefty redhead pulled away, stumbled a bit, and then turned toward an older gentleman as he approached shyly. “Carl! I wasn’t sure you made it!”


    Veruca laughed as she stepped around the reunion, fully aware that the drunken Mallory had greeted Carl not two hours before when he’d arrived. Finding the necromancer still deep in talks with Daniel, she closed in, mimicking his early action and wrapping her hand around him, resting it on his hip.


    “Daniel, my dear, we need to be going.”


    “Yes, yes, Veruca.” He waved her off, his stance having changed dramatically in the few minutes she’d been gone. Now, instead of looking alarmed at Finn’s presence, he looked jealous and invested in his words. “You’re telling me you got them down to ten-five with just a PowerPoint presentation?”


    “Daniel,” Veruca repeated, firmly enough that he jerked his gaze toward hers. “I’m taking your new friend home, now. Say goodbye.”


    “You’re leaving?” Daniel asked, as the necromancer turned to her, his perfect brows in his hair.


    “We’re leaving?”


    “Unless you’d rather wait here and wait to see if your friend comes back,” she said, holding the necromancer’s eye long enough that she saw nerves jolt through his excitement.


    “No, you’re right, we should be going.” Turning, he held a hand out to Daniel, gripping his palm tight and pumping it hard. “It was good meeting you, Danny,” he said, his accent slipping. Veruca smiled, catching a ring of Irish in the English. “We’ll talk more shop later.”


    “Definitely give me a call, Patrick,” Daniel said, dipping his hand into his jacket to pull out a business card. “I may need you on my team.”


    The necromancer nodded rapidly, pocketing the business card without looking at it. Veruca steered him toward the staircase, keeping her hand on his hip as they moved. Halfway to the door, he got bold, wrapping an arm around her and setting his palm on her waist, tugging her close as he gave her an eyeful of his impressive smile.


    ****


    Finn figured he should have known better than to be surprised at what his pretty face could get him but as Veruca slid her shapely hips into the thick embrace of the town car parked outside, he found he was. He hadn’t realized when picking Daniel and his Latin date that he’d end up going home with her. He’d just hoped for a place to lie low for a bit while Rutherford ran circles around the city and then gave up.


    Finn grinned at the driver as the door shut, and then turned to smile and hold his hand out.


    “Veruca was it? I’m Patrick.”


    She smirked, holding out a hand to take his and shake it. Her skin was unbelievably soft, her nails perfectly manicured with polish that exactly matched her dress underneath her long coat. He let his eyes roam to her bare leg as it peeked out from the coat and crossed over her other knee.


    “Nice to meet you, Finn,” she said, pulling her hand back. Entranced by her bronze skin, it took a second for him to realize she hadn’t used the name he’d given her. “Is there somewhere you’d like me to take you?”


    Catching her eye, he watched her for a moment, forcing himself to see her as more than just a pretty face with great legs that had rescued him from certain doom.


    “How’d you know my name?” he asked, dropping the faked English accent entirely. Her smile widened as he did and she patted his hand on the seat between them.


    “The same way I know your friend’s name was John.”


    “Friend?”


    “Well, not friend, I guess. The man chasing you. His name was John Garfield.”


    Finn snorted. “Was his middle name Nermal?”


    “Roger,” Veruca said, still watching him. She seemed pleased with him and Finn wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Normally anyone smiling at Finn like she was made him happy, told him he could probably get something out of them with a little finesse and charm. Now it kind of made him nervous.


    “What else do you know about me?”


    “I know you’re a very pretty necromancer,” she said, somewhat condescendingly. “Now, do you have a place to stay, or would you like to join me at my hotel for the night?”


    The car was moving, the partition up between Finn and the driver, cutting him off from yelling, “Stop! Let me out!” He considered briefly throwing himself out the door and into the street, but he liked his face too much to risk it. Shifting uncomfortably in his seat, he ran through what he knew about the abnormal, what little he’d learned from the man who had plucked him out of his happy home as a child and tried to force him to use his power over the dead for unsavory purposes.


    “Are you a witch?” Finn asked finally. It wasn’t likely, but he’d run off before learning everything Mort had threatened to teach him, and it was all he could come up with.


    Veruca laughed. “I seem like a witch to you?”


    “Well. No,” he admitted, shaking his head. “They’re usually a fair bit crazier than you, but witches are the only ones I’ve ever met who could tell me straight away.”


    “I’m not a witch, though I do have a power.” Veruca took a deep breath, dipping her hand into the pocket of her jacket. “And I’m starving. Mallory’s taste in food is appallingly Midwestern. I’m going to order room service. Would you like anything?”


    “Room service?” Finn asked, lost.


    “Anything you want,” Veruca said, her smile encouraging. “Though I’d consider it a personal favor if you keep your choices vegetarian.”


    At a loss for words, Finn just gaped at her. What had he gotten himself into? And would eating rabbit food be better or worse than being handed over to Angelina?


    ****


    Finn sat in the plush seating area of the immaculate hotel suite, still trying to decide if he wanted to bolt and try to make it out on the drizzly Seattle streets or if he wanted to stay and take his chances with Veruca.


    She hadn’t offered him any harm, had promised room service would be at the door any moment and handed him a twenty to use to tip the bellman—Finn considered keeping it for himself but hadn’t settled on that—before disappearing into the bedroom off to the left. The bedroom to the right was open to him, visible between double, cloudy glass doors, and packed with a bed the size of a lake.


    A knock at the door made him jolt and he cursed himself, wishing he’d been smarter than to hand half his cash off to a skinny doorman just to escape Rutherford. He pondered his chances on the street as he yanked open the door, his brain screeching to a halt as he caught the sight and scent of the food presented by the eager waiter.


    “Good evening, sir! Your food, as ordered. Where would you like it?”


    Finn stepped back, practically drooling as the cart rolled by. He imagined the smells wafting and curling around his nostrils like in a cartoon.


    “Anywhere is fine,” Veruca said, stepping out of the bedroom. She’d changed out of her red dress, pulled her dark hair back into a tail, and she looked casually stunning. Her black pants hugged her legs, her long, gray sweater looking touchably soft as it curved over her hips. “Thank you so much.”


    When the bellman finished setting the food up on the round table near the window, Veruca slipped him a large tip, thanking him again when his eyes bugged out at the cash. Finn squirmed, wondering for a moment if she’d forgotten she’d already given him cash and if he’d be expected to give it back. Veruca just waited until he shut the door behind the bellman and then pulled a chair out, turning it away from the table.


    “Please, come sit.”


    Finn regarded her for a moment from his place by the door. She hadn’t offered him any harm, he thought again. She actually could not have looked less dangerous in her fuzzy sweater, standing there with thin socks and a soft smile on her face. Angelina looked dangerous, even when she was being friendly. Veruca looked soft and comely as she patted the chair back. Even if she was working for Angelina, her tactics didn’t seem so bad. And he had the hidden bag of Bea’s valuables to hold over her if she grabbed one of the forks and tried to take out one of his eyes.


    He got three steps closer before she said, “Take off your jackets, too.”


    Jackets? He glanced down, realizing he was still wearing the coat from the party over his peacoat. Laughing at himself, he shrugged out of both, tossing them over the couch near the stolen hat, and continuing closer. Veruca stood behind the chair, patted it again when he paused in front of it.


    “We’re not eating?” Finn asked, wondering why she’d set the chair facing the door instead of the table full of stomach-seducing food.


    “Not yet. Sit.” She made it an order this time, though her voice was still soft, her expression still calm. He did as she said, settling in curiously. Immediately, she stepped around the front of him, tucked one leg between his knees and leaned over him.


    He thought for a moment she was going to kiss him and he tilted his face up to meet her, but she just rested her palms on his cheeks, running her thumbs gently under his eyes, her gaze focused on his cheeks. She touched him, and he found himself immensely confused by it.


    Plenty of people had touched Finn, in varying degrees of pleasantness. He’d been slapped, punched, squeezed, groped, pinched, all manner of molested. He hadn’t always enjoyed having a stranger’s hands on his body, but he’d always found he got something from it in the end. Whether he needed to endure abuse in order to survive or make some money, or whether he’d welcomed a partner into his arms gleefully, he’d come out of safe enough.


    This was a wholly new experience, Veruca rubbing her soft fingers across his face and neck. His body relaxed as she went, the tension and curiosity running out of him as she tipped his head, caressed his neck, and inspected his skin. When she slid her hands from the back of his throat up into his hair, he let out a low moan, his eyes closing as they rolled back in his head. Almost immediately, he found himself embarrassed and opened his eyes. Veruca was smiling as she watched the way her fingers moved through his hair.


    “How’d you get the bruise?” she asked, dropping one hand to his shoulder while the other flitted across his jaw. He had to take a second for the question to get through as he sat there, head tilted back to stare up at her. She waited patiently, her thigh warm against his knee. He swallowed, shaking himself out.


    “Ehm, had a ... I was mugged. Lost all my clothes.” It was close enough to the truth that he hoped he’d appear sincere enough to gain pity. She tilted her head.


    “So all you’ve got is the shirt on your back?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Take it off.”


    He stared at her for a moment, sure he’d heard her wrong. When she stepped back to wait, though, he shot into action, going at the top button with as much excitement as he’d had when opening Bea’s safe. Two buttons down, he swore to himself, yanking the whole thing over his head and tossing it to the side. Before he could grab her and yank her into his eager lap, she stepped around the side, grabbed his arm as the shirt hit the floor, and started her inspection anew at his wrist.


    She was just as gentle, just as thorough, going over his arms and then his chest as if searching a treasure map for one final clue. Finn shifted in his seat a few times, hoping whatever power she had that told her his real name wouldn’t loudly announce the fact that he had an erection. When she asked him to stand, he jerked his gaze to her face, watched her for a second before swallowing hard.


    “Am I taking anything else off?”


    “We’ll see,” she said through a grin. He did as she asked, relieved and disappointed when she stepped around behind him to inspect his back as she had the rest of him. He stared forward, trying not to shiver at her touch, jolting slightly when she ran her hands over the skin of his hips that peeked out from his ill-fitting pants.


    “Ah ha,” she murmured, running her thumb over the curve of the top of his ass. “There we are.”


    Despite his usual confidence, Finn let out a burbling little giggle, embarrassment running through him like lightning.


    “Hold very still,” she said before pain jolted through Finn’s right side. He yowled, tried to push forward, but her arm came around him, pressing the flat of a bloody steak knife against his bare belly. “I said still.”


    “What’re you doing,” he demanded, twisting in an attempt to see.


    She didn’t answer, just squeezed around the wound she’d given him, making him whimper and hiss. When she was sure he was still, she set the knife on a napkin at the table, grabbing another off the stack, and pressing the cloth to the stinging at his backside.


    “Hold this,” she ordered, grabbing his wrist and pulling his arm back to press his hand against the napkin. He did as she said, whirling around to find her crouching down behind him. She smiled up at him, pushed to her feet, and held her hand up between them.


    “What the hell do you—” He cut off, realizing she was holding something in her bloody fingers, a silver tube the size of a long grain of rice. “What the hell is that?”


    “This is how your friend found you.”


    Turning on her heel, she padded back toward her room, leaving him gaping. When she disappeared around the corner, he let out an outraged yowl and hustled after her.


    “Did you just take that out of my arse?”


    “Crude, but accurate,” she said, throwing him a smile as she flipped on the bathroom tap and rinsed her fingers and the silver rice clean of blood. “I’m guessing your Angelina injected this tracker in while you weren’t paying attention.”


    “I didn’t give permission for that!”


    Veruca turned to laugh at him as she turned the water off. “But you gave permission for her to put other things in your ass?”


    “Occasionally, sure,” he admitted, still lost. “Why would she do that? It’s very rude.”


    Veruca laughed again, folding the tracker into a pile of tissues, before grabbing a heavy-heeled shoe from the floor next to the counter and smashing the wad hard enough that Finn jumped.


    “Now you’re free,” she said, meeting his gaze. “I’ll bandage you up and we can eat.”


    Finn watched her flush the tissue and tried for a charming smile, despite the fact that his ass was bleeding and she was standing next to a toilet.


    “You don’t want to search the rest of me first?”


    She merely smiled up at him as she passed.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Five


    


    Figuring he probably wasn’t getting lucky, Finn put his shirt back on before settling in at the table. Veruca was so proper, setting one of the cloth napkins she hadn’t bloodied across her lap and keeping her elbows off the table as she pulled the lid off her plate and set it aside. Without bothering with a napkin, Finn followed her lead, uncovering a massive plate of creamy pasta that pulled a growl from his belly and a low moan between his lips. Veruca laughed, gestured to the utensils wrapped and set on the table.


    “Eat up.”


    Finn crammed three mouthfuls in before chewing, swallowed half the food whole, and only forced himself to calm down and eat politely when he caught Veruca smiling at him as she delicately twirled angel hair around her fork. He coughed to himself, slowing his overworked jaw, and did his best to match her slow pace. His belly protested—loudly, which made Veruca giggle—but he ignored it, and forced himself to sit up and pay attention to his host.


    “Why’d you help me back there?” Finn asked when his mouth was clear and Veruca had reached over to pour him some water.


    “You were in trouble and I find you interesting.”


    “How’d you know I wasn’t on the run from the law?”


    “That man was no cop,” Veruca said, before shaking her head. “And even if you are, I’m not worried. I can take care of myself.”


    “You’re confident,” Finn said.


    “I’m not the one bleeding,” she pointed out, catching his eye.


    “Point,” he agreed with a nod. He took a few more bites, mulling over what she’d said, how the evening had progressed. It was well after midnight, he was safe in the immaculate hotel room of a near stranger who had stabbed him in the ass with a steak knife, and he’d lost all his extra clothes to a goon in the sea.


    It certainly wasn’t how he thought his day would end when he’d woken up fourteen hours before in Beatrice’s bed, but he was never one to shun adventure.


    “So you know about me, but I know nothing about you,” he said, gesturing with his fork. “Except that your name is Veruca and you have good taste in men.”


    “I have good taste in everything.” She smiled. “What else do you want to know?”


    “You’re rich, right? How’s that?”


    “Pretty nice,” she said with a laugh. “It keeps me in pasta and fancy dresses.”


    “Two things I’m quite fond of.”


    “I can see that.” Veruca dropped her gaze to Finn’s chest and he followed it, realizing he’d managed to dribble alfredo sauce down his front. He frowned, going to scrape at it with his napkin. “Dab, don’t—oh just take it off again.” She got to her feet, turning away to go into the extra bedroom. Finn stared after her, hope springing up again that she might want him to follow her right into that sumptuous bed. She came back out a moment later, a robe in hand and held it out to him.


    “Take it all off. We’ll get you cleaned up.”


    Lips quirked in an intrigued grin, Finn set his napkin down, pushed to his feet, readying himself to indulge in another strip tease—one that would hopefully end better than the last. Veruca waited a moment before draping the robe over the empty dining chair and then going to the phone at the end of the couch, putting her back to him as she picked it up and punched a button. Aspirations deflated again, Finn yanked off his shirt and undid his belt as Veruca ordered laundry pickup. She kept her back to him when she hung up and he paused to wonder what she was doing.


    When he realized she was being respectful of his privacy, he balked. Even Angelina’s goons hadn’t bothered with that level of manners and tact, and none of them had ever felt him up before ordering him to disrobe.


    “You can turn around,” Finn said. “I don’t mind.”


    Veruca half turned as if considering her actions before committing and then turned around completely. Finn pulled the robe on over his underpants, tying it off and then bunching his clothes up in his arms.


    “All of them,” Veruca said, stepping close. When he merely stared, she reached out to pat his hip through the robe. “Unless you’ve got a spare pair hidden in your jacket.”


    Realizing she meant for him to get completely naked under the robe, Finn felt his brows jump. “Oh. Right. Okay.”


    Veruca turned away as he tucked his hands under the terrycloth to grab at his underpants. She hit the door just as someone knocked once, and Finn twisted to put his back to the door and the bellman, careful to return the respect Veruca was showing him. When he was covered, completely naked under the robe, he turned to find Veruca and the bellman staring his way. The bellman smiled, holding out a plastic bag.


    “Sir?” The bellman watched him as if waiting for Finn to fill the sack with rubies instead of dirty clothes. Feeling completely out of place, Finn stuffed his clothes into the bag, watching silently as the bellman scurried back out the door with the last of his possessions.


    “Where are you from?” Veruca asked as she closed in again, managing—somehow, Finn thought—to ignore the fact that he was nearly naked and there was nothing between them except some easily removed fabric.


    “Dublin,” he said, though he wasn’t entirely sure that was true. It wouldn’t have been the only thing Mort had lied about.


    “Recently?” Veruca settled back into her seat, twirling more pasta as she looked up at him.


    “No,” he said, figuring he might as well finish his food as well. If she kicked him out the next day it wouldn’t do to have to roam Seattle on an empty stomach. “I was young when I left.”


    “But you still have the accent,” she said, taking a bite.


    “Yeah, well.” He shrugged, not really wanting to go into his unpleasant history. “It kills with the ladies. And the gentlemen, come to think of it. You’ve got a bit of an accent yourself.”


    “I was young too,” Veruca admitted. “Most people don’t pick up on it.”


    She didn’t elaborate and Finn didn’t pry. While he wasn’t certain pain was to blame, he knew better than to press into the past of someone who didn’t want to bring it up. They ate in silence for a bit longer but, as he swallowed his last bite, he caught her eye again.


    “You’ve met other necromancers?”


    “Not a one,” she said. “That’s why I find you so interesting.”


    “Yet you recognized ... me?”


    “You raise the dead, I read souls. We all have our talents.”


    He leaned back, at a loss for a moment. He’d never heard of someone who could read souls. Mort had mentioned the different kinds of magic, said Finn himself had what was called “soul magic” but reading them had never come up. Veruca caught his confusion and, as she finished her final bite, she dabbed her lips with the napkin.


    “I’m a reaper. We’re very rare, a little more so than necromancers, especially these days.”


    “Like ... grim reaper? With the sickle and the black robes?”


    She laughed. “I don’t own any black robes, though I am fond of bladed weapons.”


    “Clearly,” Finn said, referring to the wound she’d given him. “You read souls and... do you kill people? Ferry the dead off to Hades or Heaven? Valhalla?”


    “That’s valkyries, and I ... don’t kill per se.”


    “Well, that’s comforting,” Finn said, shifting. It occurred to him once again that Angelina might be behind the whole evening, that maybe Veruca had only pretended to dig a tracker out of his ass in order to get on his good side. And Finn had no better side than his backside, he thought.


    No, he realized, his front side was pretty spectacular too.


    “It’s late,” she said after a moment. “We should get some sleep. In the morning, I’ll have your clothes brought back up, we can go out to breakfast, and you can tell me what it is you’re on the run from.”


    “That’s it? No more questions? No making sure I’m not going to stab you in the ass while you sleep?”


    “I can take care of myself,” she repeated with a shrug as she got to her feet. She passed by, patting his shoulder as she went. “Sleep well, Finn.”


    ****


    Veruca rose early, peeked in on Finn to make sure he was still sleeping, and then readied herself for the morning. When it was clear from the way Finn was ungracefully draped across his bed, the blanket barely keeping him decent despite the robe, she wrote him a little note, left it on his nightstand, and headed downstairs.


    “Buenos días, Señorita Lake,” Pedro said as she stepped into the restaurant. He handed her a paper as he always did when she stayed in Seattle and she shook her head, resting her palm on his hand.


    “Te he dicho que me llames Veruca.”


    “Sí, sí, lo siento, Señorita Lake.” She laughed at his refusal to call her by her first name, and shook her head. “Te quiero el desayuno?”


    “No, solo café ahora.” Pedro bowed and rushed off to put in her order, too polite to ask why she didn’t want a full breakfast for the first morning since she’d met him. Folding her paper under her arm, she moved through the dining room to a seat by the window, tucking herself into a corner to scan the day’s news.


    Two cups of coffee and thirty minutes later, Finn still hadn’t shown, but it was only eight so she couldn’t really blame him. While she hadn’t yet asked what it was he was running from, she had to assume from how they’d met that he needed the sleep to make up for it.


    Something sparked at the edge of her consciousness, a dark red glow in the sea of golden light that surrounded her. She didn’t look up at first. It wasn’t unusual to run across one of Belial’s claims while out and about, especially not while in a city so busy as Seattle.


    When the glow closed in purposefully toward her, though, she lifted her gaze, curiosity taking over.


    ****


    Finn stirred, ears deep in a feather pillow so thick he might have drowned. He smiled against the fabric, his mind dancing for a moment through visions of sharing breakfast with Bea, maybe taking one of her fancy cars out for a spin around the city, before coming back to lounge around and maybe do some online shopping.


    When reality intruded, he shifted, rolling over onto his back to stare at the ceiling of an unfamiliar hotel room. He was quiet for a few moments, contemplating his situation, before he sighed and pushed himself up so he could scan the suite beyond the doors of his room. It appeared to be empty, Veruca’s bed across the way barren. He looked around, catching sight of the note she’d propped against the bedside lamp, and then leaned over, scrubbing a hand over his face before grabbing it.


    She’d gone out to the hotel restaurant, left him instructions to clean up and come down when he was ready. He wondered briefly where his clothes were, if she meant for him to meet her in the robe, and decided he could search the room after he’d hit the toilet. He noticed his clothes hanging in the open closet between the bedroom and bathroom and he found himself smiling. Whatever he’d done to deserve running into Veruca, he was going to have to try to do a lot more of it in the future.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Six


    


    The woman stalking through the restaurant like a super model on the runway was Amazon tall, curvy as a San Francisco street, and marked by the Prince of Hell himself. Her soul was the same deep crimson as her lips, though Veruca doubted the woman knew that. It was a loosely braided tapestry interwoven with the threads of a borrowed soul that had once belonged to a man named Walter who had been able to read the thoughts of others with a touch.


    Veruca doubted the woman knew that, either.


    “Good morning,” Veruca said pleasantly as the redhead stepped up to the edge of the table. The taller woman smiled down at her, already sliding a chair out from under the table.


    “May I sit?”


    “Help yourself,” Veruca said, setting her paper down and folding it neatly. Angelina reached across the table, offering her hand to shake, but Veruca merely glanced at it, met her eyes again. “How can I help you?”


    “Angelina, and you are?” Angelina held her hand out a moment longer, but she wasn’t stupid. Veruca had made it clear she wasn’t about to touch the other woman, and she pulled her hand back, lifting it to summon what Veruca had to assume she would refer to as “the help.” Pedro came rushing over immediately.


    “Good morning, ladies,” he began. Angelina didn’t bother to look his way.


    “Iced tea, half a bagel with cream cheese and jam. Would you like anything? My treat,” she said, smiling warmly at Veruca. She just shook her head, tapped her half-empty coffee cup.


    “No thanks, I’m not hungry yet.” Turning her gaze to Pedro, she gave a small nod, asked him in Spanish to forgive the other woman’s rudeness. He just nodded, used to people like her and how they often spoke to people like him, and headed back toward the kitchen. Veruca turned her attention back to Angelina, her gaze a little harder.


    “How can I help you?” she repeated.


    “You have something I want,” Angelina stated, clasping her hands together on the table in front of her. Veruca flicked her gaze to the glowing, well-knit cage of her soul, could see it as clearly as she could see Angelina’s expensive top under her opened, leather jacket. She judged the woman had roughly a year before her soul was no longer her own. She’d want that back once she understood what it meant to lose it.


    “Not yet,” Veruca mused, her eyes moving back to Angelina’s face. “But please, enlighten me.”


    “Doyle,” she stated, lifting her brow. When Veruca refused to react, Angelina waved her fingers vaguely before clasping them again. “Patrick? Brian? Michael? I’m not sure what he’s called himself, but I’m told you have him.”


    “I have no one by any of those names.”


    Angelina watched her, eyes going narrow before she leaned in slightly. “Finn.”


    “I haven’t had anyone by that name, either.” Technically, despite the inviting looks Finn had given her the night before, it was true. Though, she couldn’t promise she wouldn’t have him at any point in the future.


    “Did he offer you some of the old lady’s things?” Angelina asked, her gaze dropping as she seemed to take Veruca in fully for the first time. “Though, I can’t imagine why you’d want them. You look well off, like you can take care of yourself.”


    “Oh, I can,” Veruca said, smiling to herself at the memory of Finn’s concern over her feeling threatened the night before.


    “So you’re not hiding him for money,” Angelina said, going quiet for a moment as she contemplated Veruca. Pedro reappeared from the other end of the dining room, rushing over with a tall glass of iced tea and Angelina’s bagel. She ignored him, still watching Veruca as he set it down.


    Knowing Angelina wouldn’t bother, she pulled a few bills out of her pocket, handing him an overly generous tip. “Gracias.”


    Angelina paid no attention to his retreat, barely seemed to notice her order had arrived. Veruca wondered if the intense stare was a tactic she’d used to her advantage before. She could tell the woman wasn’t used to being turned down, though Veruca got the feeling that, unlike Daniel, Angelina being refused usually ended violently. Finally, as she picked up her knife and dipped it into the jam provided, she seemed to settle into the skin of a less intense woman.


    “Is it the sex?” she asked, her tone friendly. “He’s worth keeping around for that alone, I’m not going to lie. But I don’t really want him back, if that’s what you’re about. I just need the bag.”


    “Like I said,” Veruca fought off a grin, “I haven’t had anyone by that name.”


    “I know he was here late last night. Our ...” She trailed off, focused briefly on her bagel. “Surveillance has been spotty, but I got your description from my man at the gallery, was able to track Finn to this hotel, and then I got word this morning that you’re down here enjoying coffee and looking pretty pleased with yourself.”


    “I’m always pleased with myself,” Veruca said with a shrug. “You’re saying this man you’re looking for stole something from you?”


    “In a roundabout way,” Angelina admitted, taking a bite. She let the statement hang and Veruca took a sip of her coffee. When Veruca didn’t ask her to elaborate, she took it on herself. “I sent him to a woman to acquire some things for me. He took the things, left a corpse.”


    Veruca widened her eyes briefly, made sure Angelina could tell by her expression she was being sarcastic in her shock.


    “And you’re worried he’ll leave me a corpse as well?”


    “I don’t think so,” Angelina said, digging into the cream cheese this time. “You can take care of yourself.”


    “Well, then since you’re not concerned about my safety and I can’t give you what you want, I suppose our meeting is over. I’ll have them add your meal to my room. Since I have nothing else to offer, after all.” Veruca pushed to her feet, stepped around the table close enough that she knew Angelina wouldn’t be able to resist.


    As the other woman reached her hand out, clasping it around Veruca’s bare wrist, Veruca smiled, sliding her power into Angelina like smoke, gripping the threads of poor Walter’s borrowed soul, holding them tightly in her grasp. His soul had been given, maybe not freely, but given all the same, and that made all the difference. Without permission given at some point, Veruca wouldn’t have been able to twist it through her ethereal grip. Veruca would have only been able to fantasize about tugging it hard until it pulled at Angelina’s soul, and threatened the stability of it. Since Walter had made the deal that had resulted in his soul being given over to another’s control, however, Veruca was able to indulge in a little torture at Angelina’s expense. Angelina couldn’t feel it physically, but something clicked for her in a most unpleasant way.


    Something in her recognized danger.


    When Veruca turned to smile down at Angelina, she found an expression of barely hidden shock and fear.


    “Caroline Amelia Braithwaite, please take your hand off my arm.”


    Angelina’s eyes widened at the use of her true name, a tiny gasp sucking in between her red lips. Swallowing hard, she yanked her arm back, tucking it in close to her chest as if it burned. Veruca let her smile grow, making it predatory as she leaned in close to Angelina’s stunning face.


    “Please, finish your meal, take your time, enjoy yourself. If you understand what’s good for you, it’ll be your last visit to this hotel.”


    ****


    Finn tugged his pants up over his narrow hips, noticing immediately something was different. He blinked down at the fabric in his hands, lifted a brow as he tried to figure out what had changed.


    “Well I’ll be damned,” he mumbled to himself, yanking up the zipper on his fly, pulling his hands away to stare in confused fascination at the pants. “Did I eat more than I realized last night?”


    Somehow, the pants fit. He hadn’t given them to the laundry that way, but they looked the same otherwise. They hadn’t, as far as he could tell, accidentally replaced his pants with those of another skinny Irishman.


    “They do lovely work don’t they?”


    Finn jerked around at Veruca’s voice, finding her standing by his messy bed, her gaze on his pelvis. Without asking, she stepped forward, placed her hands on his hips, and slid them down a bit, before pulling back to place her palms on her own hips.


    “I knew I had your measurements right.” She met his eyes. “You look good.”


    “Well, I’m not wearing much. I could look better,” he said, wagging his brows, his hand going back to the zipper. Veruca didn’t seem to hear him, stepping around to pull his shirt out of the closet.


    “Have anything in mind for breakfast? The hotel has an excellent restaurant, but if you’re in the mood for something specific, I can have the car brought around.”


    Finn watched her, stumped by her seeming lack of interest in him. Did she not think him pretty?


    “Come, come,” she said when he continued to stare. “Get dressed. We’ll get breakfast, you can tell me why you’re on the run, and I can tell you about my interesting meeting downstairs.”


    “Meeting?” Finn asked, taking the shirt from her and slipping one arm in, still watching her, perplexed. “Like business meeting?” He hadn’t asked her what she did for a living, he realized.


    “Angelina came to see me. She’s very displeased with you. Get dressed.” Without explaining further, she turned and left him goggling after her.


    “Angelina? Here? She’s here?” Yanking on the shirt, buttoning it as quickly as he could, he scurried after her.


    “Not anymore. I told her she could finish her breakfast, but she didn’t bother.”


    “She—what? Here? Breakfast here?”


    Veruca turned, perfectly calm in the face of Finn’s panic. “You want to eat here?”


    “No! I need to go. I should leave. She’s—Bollix.” Nearly tripping over his own feet, Finn twisted, hustling back to the bathroom, grabbing for his socks and wondering where the hell his shoes had gone off to. If Angelina knew where he was, it wouldn’t be long before she sent Rutherford and London Bridge up to knock him out, stuff him in a sack, and drag him back to her, probably over pointy rocks or up and down uneven, bare wooden stairs.


    “She’s not here,” Veruca said. “She left unhappy, but she did leave.”


    “How do you know?” Finn called, hopping on one foot to yank on a sock. “She’s probably down there plotting against me! She has goons!” He threw out his arms, hooking his hands into claws like he was imitating a grizzly bear. “Big, hairy, mean goons! They’re probably on their way up here now!”


    Veruca stepped into view, one brow up as if politely curious. “You mean John?”


    “And probably London! I threw him in the ocean, he’ll be the angriest.” He wagged a finger at her as he lost his balance and fell back against the bed. “Just you watch!”


    “There’s no need to panic,” Veruca said, stepping close. Finn fought against gravity, searching the floor for where he’d dropped his sock. Spotting it, he bent to grab it, pushing up to sit on the bed. He found Veruca was closer than he expected, leaning into his space and forcing him to pull back slightly as she bent over him.


    Then her lips were on his and his thoughts skidded to a clumsy halt.


    Her fingers were in his hair again, a little rougher than before as she ran her hands over his scalp. She tasted like coffee and cream, smelled like something he dimly recognized as floral and feminine. Her touch seemed to take away his control, leaving him seated and still, one hand resting in the crumpled covers, the other still holding a sock aloft.


    When she slid her hands down the back of his neck, over his shoulders, and to the top button on his shirt, he dropped the sock, wrapped both arms around her, and yanked her against him. She broke the kiss with a smile. He leaned up, sliding a hand up to her neck, hoping she’d come back to him, but she only laughed.


    “I just wanted you to calm down,” she said quietly.


    “Not calm yet. Gimme another few minutes.”


    “Let’s fix your shirt. You buttoned it all wrong.”


    “No fixing it,” Finn said, giving a slight tug with the hand at her hip. “We should just take it off.”


    Veruca only smiled, her arms still pinned between them. Finn watched her, sure the only way to describe the feeling coursing through him in a raging river was “longing.” He wanted her closer, in his lap, on top of him, under him, it didn’t matter. He wanted to hold her, to taste her throat, her chest—the whole of her. Any part she would give him, he wanted, and he was worried in that instant she wouldn’t give him any more than he’d already gotten.


    A little flutter of panic welled up inside him and her expression changed, her amusement dipping toward worry.


    “What’s wrong?” She gave a breathy chuckle. “Do you really hate the shirt?”


    Laughter tugged up through his chest and he shook his head, feeling stupid and small. They’d just met not twelve hours before, barely knew anything about each other. She’d sliced him up with a steak knife, for Christ’s sake. He was being ridiculous.


    “Just Angelina,” he lied. “She’s not happy with me.”


    “So she said.” Veruca leaned back and Finn let her, pulling his arms to his sides, worried he might lose control again and try to beg her to do something he wanted more than she did. He’d never been a hurtful man but suddenly his feelings for her scared him a little. “Fix your buttons, put your socks on, and we’ll go eat, whatever you’re in the mood for. I promise she’s no threat, wherever we go.”


    She smiled encouragingly before turning and stepping out of his room toward hers. He watched her, forlorn, knowing the only thing he craved in the moment was her.


    ****


    “Would it be ridiculous for me to take you to an Irish pub for breakfast?” Veruca turned to smile at Finn as he shut the door to the town car. He didn’t seem to hear her at first, watching the driver walk around the front of the car to climb into the driver’s seat. “Finn?”


    “Hmm?” He turned to her, his expression still puzzled and a little sad.


    “What’s wrong?”


    He was quiet for a moment, watching her intently before he shook his head. She wondered what was going through his mind, why he’d seemed awkward since their kiss. It had been a pretty nice kiss, she’d thought. Not something you’d write epic poetry about, but soft and passionate at the same time.


    “You’re sure Angelina’s goons aren’t about to pop out of some bushes and shoot us full of holes?”


    “I’m sure,” Veruca said with a smile. “Now, where did you want to eat?”


    “Ah, anywhere’s fine. I didn’t really have anything particular in mind.”


    “I’ll choose, then.” She smiled, winked his way, before leaning forward and telling the driver where she wanted to go. When she sat back in her seat, Finn had turned his attention back out the window and her comment died on her tongue.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Seven


    


    By the time breakfast was served, Finn had loosened up, convinced himself he was being ridiculous. Surely his situation was to blame for his mindset. He’d accidentally been the cause of the death of a nice old lady he’d come to care for—and he was going to have to see how that was going, come to think of it—and then gone on the run from a very dangerous woman all in less than twenty-four hours. His emotions couldn’t be trusted. Anything he was feeling for Veruca was simply a strange side effect of the day he’d had, nothing more.


    Veruca had drawn him into a discussion about pop culture, surprising him with her interest in horror movies, especially the really gory ones. He didn’t personally have the stomach for it, but she talked fondly of exploding eyeballs and half-sawed off heads being used to terrorize teenagers.


    “You look a little green,” Veruca said with a laugh as the waitress brought their meals. “We can change the subject if you’d like.”


    “Please,” Finn said, glancing up at the waitress and giving her a wink. “Thank you, love.”


    She smiled but he’d known the instant she’d brought them water that she would have preferred it be Veruca doing the flirting.


    “What would you like to talk about?” Veruca asked, forking at her potatoes and eggs delicately.


    “You didn’t tell me what happened with Angelina,” Finn pointed out, scooping up his food more aggressively, trying to get as much into one forkful as possible.


    “Mmm,” she mumbled around a bite, taking the time to chew and swallow before explaining. “Well, she tried to ambush me down in the hotel restaurant, playing it as amicably aggressive at first.”


    Finn snorted, swallowing as quickly as he could and nodding. “She does that well.”


    “She does,” Veruca agreed. “She told me to hand you over, rattled off a list of names you’ve used in the past, and I told her I couldn’t give her what she wanted, that I don’t have you.”


    Finn met her eyes, unsure what to make of her loyalty.


    “She didn’t believe me, tried to get her hands on me, I’m assuming to read my mind and find out where you were, but I refused to play her game.”


    “You can tell she reads minds?”


    “Of course. It’s not a natural given talent like yours, though.”


    “What do you mean?” Finn asked, taking another massive bite and speaking around it. “She took a night class? Mind Reading 101?”


    Veruca laughed at his joke, or possibly his rudeness and shook her head. “No, she bartered for the ability, had the soul of another tied into her own. It’s more common than you’d think.”


    Finn froze mid-chew, staring her way in perfect stillness. She just took his silence as an opportunity to take another moderately sized bite and wait for him to get over the shock of what she’d said.


    “She has ... you can share souls?”


    “Not really share like, ‘here, I think this would look good on you,’ no. It’s complicated and very few people can make it happen—at least the way it’s been done with Angelina. There are ...” Veruca dropped her gaze and Finn got the feeling he’d stepped in something unpleasant. “Well, there are other ways to get hold of someone else’s powers, but they’re ... evil for a lack of a better word.”


    “I dunno, Angelina can be pretty evil.”


    “Not like this,” Veruca said, her tone startling him. She seemed to notice something in his expression that drew out the intensity she was holding in her own and she forced a small smile. “Luckily that’s not particularly a problem these days, as it’s been made incredibly difficult to accomplish.”


    “Well, ehm. Good.” Finn nodded, shoveling food into his mouth as if he could eat through the uncomfortable mood that had descended. They ate in silence for a few moments, before Veruca waved her empty fork lightly.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t finish my story, though there isn’t much more to tell. She tried to intimidate me into giving you up, but I refused. When I got up to leave, she grabbed my arm, undoubtedly thinking she could get what she wanted with her stolen power, but it ...” Veruca’s grin was small and smug. “Didn’t work the way she meant.”


    “She couldn’t read you?”


    “No, I wouldn’t let her. But I could read her, even without the contact. I gave her a little scare, advised her to scram, and now here we are.”


    Finn dropped his gaze to his meal, curiosity getting the better of him. “Why?”


    “Why did she scram?”


    “No, why’re you helping me? I’m sure she offered to pay you, or—or something. I’ve seen her in action and it can be—she knows how to get what she wants.”


    “I like you,” Veruca said simply, catching his eye. “I didn’t like her.”


    “So you’re feeding me breakfast and washing my clothes because she’s a bitch?”


    Veruca laughed, shaking her head. “Not quite.”


    “You’re helping me because I’m hot, aren’t you?” Finn sat up, taking a deep breath as if accepting a heavy burden to bear. “I knew it. It’s always about looks with you ladies.”


    “It’s true,” Veruca agreed. “If you weren’t half as pretty, I wouldn’t give you the time of day.”


    “Shallow, every one of you.” Finn sniffed, feigning offense. “You only care about what’s on the surface.”


    Veruca shifted, smiling as she lifted a hand to press it against his chest over his heart. When she caught his eye, he felt his pulse race a little quicker. She watched him silently for a few moments, making sure she had his attention.


    “You’re a good man, Finn Kavanaugh. You have a natural power Caroline doesn’t possess, the ability to be much more destructive and devious that you’ve chosen to be. Your soul is bright, despite what the scars along your body would indicate, and you have a very rare gift.” She pulled her hand back, tucking it under the table into her lap. “That’s why I wanted to help you. I felt you the second you stepped into the building and I find you fascinating.”


    Finn stared at her, all thought of joking gone from his mind, a lump in his throat the size of a walrus. He wasn’t sure where she’d gotten the name “Kavanaugh” or why it made him feel sad and small, but he didn’t want to think about it. In that moment, he wanted to jump to his feet and flee, taking his chances with Angelina and her goons just to avoid the desperate feeling at his core.


    Instead, he dropped his gaze, forcing himself to be brave, to think about her words, what she seemed to be offering, and to consider her. Finally, he set down his fork, his thoughts bottlenecking on part of what she’d said.


    “Who’s Caroline?”


    “Oh,” Veruca said with a laugh. She finished chewing, looking a little sheepish. “That’s Angelina’s given name. She didn’t seem too happy when I pointed out I knew it.”


    He continued to stare, the implication of her words flitting through his thoughts, trying to force themselves out through his lips. Nerves got the better of him, and he stuffed a mouthful of food in, nodding heartily as if her explanation made perfect sense. She pressed on.


    “Now that I’ve told you my side of things, I’d like to hear yours. She said you took something from her, that you left a corpse.”


    Finn winced at the description, shaking his head to start his argument before he could speak. It took me a few determined chews and an uncomfortably large swallow, but he met her eye with the same intensity she’d given when talking about evil soul sharing.


    “I didn’t leave a corpse—I mean, I did, but I didn’t kill her. I mean ... I sort of ... She couldn’t ... ehm.” He trailed off, wondering what his argument was. Veruca watching him, her expression calm, not a trace of judgment in it. He considered his words, sat back to think about it, and took a few seconds before he started speaking again. “I really cared for Beatrice Elwood, and she me. Angelina sent me to her in hopes I could con Bea into giving me the combination to her safe, so I could take her priceless items and deliver them to Angelina to sell. But ...” Finn smiled. “Bea wasn’t stupid. She told me straight off that if I was there for her money, I might as well leave. When I didn’t, she was careful but sweet. She took care of me and in return I gave ... the only thing I’m really good at giving.”


    He went quiet, slumping a little as he realized what he’d revealed to Veruca without realizing. Love, sex, companionship: these were Finn’s real strengths, or so he’d come to believe. Through his life, they had been what others asked of him the most. Generally sex had been the most popular, the other two ignored, unwanted. But Bea had not only wanted them but preferred them.


    Finn shook himself out, tried to brighten, to play off like he was joking, even though his streak of being honest with only himself had been broken.


    “She died—” He indulged in an embarrassed chuckle. “During one of my ... shows. I hadn’t even taken my pants off yet, but it was too much for her, I guess.” Veruca leaned back, ran her eyes over him appreciatively and nodded.


    “I can see that.” She winked and he ignored the urge to kiss her again.


    “I didn’t want to just leave her there because I knew what would happen if Angelina found out. So, I raised her and told her what happened, asked her if she had any last wishes or anything I could do for her, and I asked respectfully for anything she might be willing to give me before I went. She ...” Still touched, Finn had to take a moment. Veruca waited patiently, paying attention only to him. “She gave me the combination to her safe, told me I could have everything, and made sure her family knew it was her decision, not mine. They didn’t exactly trust me. For good reason, initially. I thought I was home free but one of Angelina’s men found me at the port, I guess because of the tracker you carved out of me. Then Rutherford found me here, and ... now we’re having breakfast.”


    “It sounds like whatever Angelina wants was in that safe. Was it money? Jewels? Top secret government launch codes?”


    “I’m actually not sure what all I have. I mostly just swept everything into my bag and bolted.”


    “I didn’t see you with a bag,” Veruca pointed out, concern overtaking her features.


    “No, I hid it. I wanted to get some rest and then fence some of it today, just enough to get myself settled, and then I was going to properly offload the rest. Most of it can be sold for more to a, eh ... certain type of person that I don’t currently have access to.”


    Finn picked up his fork, jabbed at the last of his breakfast until he had a massive pile and brought it to his lips, pausing with the food hovering. “What?”


    “Nothing,” Veruca said, her smile small and secret. Abruptly, she scooped up nearly as much food as he had, eating at twice her previous pace. Slightly concerned, Finn watched her eat, wondering if he was going to have to bolt after all.


    ****


    In the car on the way back to the hotel Veruca made several phone calls in French and Italian to people with fancy names like Jacque and Francesca. She hung up nearly right as they pulled up to the hotel entrance and practically shoved Finn out onto the street, hooking her arm into his before steering him toward the door. She led him into the lobby at a clip, standing tall like she was escorting royalty.


    It made him feel like a post-makeover Pretty Woman until a large bald man in a steely gray suit stepped into their path. Finn knew the look he was getting, had seen it many a time on many a security guard.


    “Morning, Ms. Lake.”


    “Donald!” Veruca, pleased to see the man, reached her free hand out to take his, keeping Finn tugged close against her hip. “Did our guest from this morning leave quietly?”


    “Yes, though she didn’t finish her meal. She dropped a few dollars on the table to pay for it and headed out.” His gaze flicked to Finn again, the distrust in his eyes barely visible. Finn didn’t take it personally; he’d been distrusted by many a man, several of them larger and more intimidating than Donald.


    “Do me a favor: put her meal on my room and see that the cash goes into the tips for the kitchen, will you? Also, when my guests arrive, see them up straight away.”


    “Of course, Ms. Lake.”


    Veruca squeezed his hand once and tugged Finn toward the elevators without another word. Finn glanced back, catching sight of Donald watching them go, and realized that the suspicion wasn’t based on Finn but on Veruca. Turning back to her, he considered her face as the elevator doors closed.


    She was well liked, much as Bea had been, and he was going to have to tread carefully if he wanted to make sure he didn’t worry those who cared for her.


    “Take your clothes off,” she said, the second they were through the door.


    “Just like that?” he asked, intrigued by her demand, already lifting his hands to his shirt. She passed him without another word, heading into his room and disappearing around the corner toward the bathroom. He toed off his shoes as he heard the shower running, frowning after her. Stepping around the corner to find her at the edge of a foggy bathroom tearing open a plastic wrapped bar of soap, he slid off the shirt and tossed it behind him. “Now you.”


    She smiled at his invitation but stayed clothed, handing him the bar of soap. “Wash those sticky hands.”


    “These?” He slid one arm around her, pulling her close, still convinced she was flirting. He felt her hand slide around his hip before she brought it up between them, holding her wallet up but keeping her eyes on his.


    “Yes. Those sticky hands.”


    He looked solemn and earnest, refusing to look at the wallet. He wasn’t sure why he’d grabbed it. She’d been more than generous and he had so much tucked away for safe keeping, he certainly didn’t need it. But, she’d left her bag open a touch too long at the restaurant after paying and old habits, etc.


    “I have no idea how that got there.”


    Without another word, a smile still parting her full lips, she stepped out of the circle of his arms and left him alone. He turned slightly to watch her go, wondering what had just happened, but she called out from the living area.


    “Shower. Come out when you’re clean.”


    ****


    Finn stepped out of the shower, rubbed himself dry as quick as he could, and then peered out toward the counter, intending on getting dressed before going to find Veruca as she’d asked. When he found that, once again, she’d taken all his clothes, he grinned, pausing with the towel on his head. It seemed he was going to get lucky after all.


    He dried his hair just enough to stop it dripping, figured it wouldn’t make sense to brush it if she was just going to mess it up again, and then strutted nude into the living area. In his mind, he’d find her lounging in silk or waiting for him completely naked on the couch.


    Four steps into the living area he realized Veruca wasn’t there but a battalion of strangers had arrived. Several of them turned to him as he paused to look them over, confusion plastered across his features. After a round of awkward eye contact, Finn grinned giddily, gave a little wave.


    “Morning! Spectacular view, isn’t it?”


    Most everyone went back to what they’d been doing, unbothered by the situation, but one portly, impeccably dressed man closed in, inspecting Finn critically through round glasses. Finn eyed the piles of soft cotton draped over his arms, flinched when, as the man stepped up, he whipped one out of the middle and held it out.


    “These should do. We’ll make adjustments if necessary.”


    “Adjustments?” Finn asked, perplexed.


    “Put them on,” the man insisted, his shoulders shaking like a cartoon bird ruffling its feathers in irritation. Finn nodded spastically, taking the order without questioning it. He grabbed the cloth with both hands, realized in an instant they were boxers, and stepped into them. The second he stood tall again, three people closed in, lifting his arms, crouching at his feet, and wrapping a measuring tape around his chest.


    “I didn’t actually—”


    “You’ve just eaten, yes?”


    Finn blinked over at the boxers guy. “What?”


    “Yes,” Veruca answered, stepping out of the bedroom. She leaned against one of the chairs at the table, smiling over at him. When he tried to lower his arms and move toward her, the tape measure appeared around his throat, tightening enough that he worried briefly for his safety.


    “Excellent,” the man said, wandering toward a rack of clothes tucked in the corner. Finn, still as he could be, rolled his eyes back toward Veruca.


    “What’s going on?”


    “Just enjoy it.” She gave a wink and turned back to head into her bedroom. Finn watched her until he felt a hand run up the inside of his leg toward his crotch. He dropped his gaze, unsure if he was disappointed when that wasn’t an attempt to get him into bed either.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Eight


    


    Finn was draped bonelessly over one of the easy chairs in the living area, a mask over his eyes, all four limbs stretched out and being worked on by an army of women speaking a language he knew as Asian, but couldn’t pinpoint further. They were buffing, massaging, trimming, and god knew what else, but it was so relaxing he would welcome it if they were plotting to kill him shortly after finishing.


    When fingers ran through his hair, he remained calm and still, figuring it was just another one of Veruca’s stylist minions prepping him for some other stage of shaping him up.


    “Are you enjoying yourself?” Veruca asked, making him jolt. The ladies holding his limbs squeezed tight, keeping him in place when he tried to reach up to pull the mask off his eyes.


    “Oh, yeah. It’s nice,” he agreed, feeling vulnerable with her able to see him, while he was blind. Luckily, she slid the mask back, smiling down from above.


    “Good. They’ll be done soon and we can get you dressed.”


    “For what?” he asked, realizing it had been an hour or so since he’d been surrounded and polished and he hadn’t asked why she was expending the effort.


    Instead of answering, she slid her hands down his chin, rubbing along the bruise that had been revealed by the hot shave he’d been given. He could see irritation in her face and when she met his eyes, he found he felt somewhat guilty and he wasn’t sure why.


    “I have someone who can take care of this for you.”


    “The bruise?”


    “I’ll give her a call.” Smiling once again, she tugged the mask back in place and left him alone with her posh army once again.


    ****


    Veruca paused in her typing when her phone beeped, grabbing it instantly. When she saw it was a calendar alert instead of the text she’d been expecting, she frowned. Had she forgotten an appointment? She never did that.


    B’s shorthand note at the bottom of the appointments made her smile and she realized that, no, it wasn’t her at all. He’d given her a job last minute. She lifted her gaze toward Finn, smiling at him stretched out in only his new boxers—kelly green, which had made her chuckle—and wondered if she should chance bringing him with her.


    She liked him quite a bit, had absolutely meant what she’d said about him being a good man. Her job wasn’t to be shared, though. It was one of the few rules enforced upon her by her boss. Belial was kind, which she knew most wouldn’t assume of the Prince of Hell. He would tolerate much in the way of ridiculous requests and disproportionate demands.


    She wasn’t sure how he’d feel about Finn witnessing the taking of a soul, however. While her methods were calm, simple compared to those who would take one that hadn’t been freely given, it was still iffy.


    The phone beeped again, and she found what she’d been waiting for. Deciding to think on her options on the way to visit Constance and her healing hands, she headed back into the living area to urge everyone to hurry up.


    ****


    “You look excellent.”


    “I do!” Finn agreed, turning to admire his backside in the mirror for the fourth time. He could barely believe how excellent he looked. Even his own ego, which generally kept him narcissistic through all manner of bad hair days, scraggly clothes, and facial bruises, had to step back and whistle in approval. “I really do.”


    Veruca stepped up next to him, admiring him maybe as much as he was admiring himself—he was too busy eyeing the lines of the suit and the shine of his new shoes to give her more than a quick glance—and rested a hand on his bent arm.


    “We have one more appointment to keep and then you’re set.”


    “For what?” he asked, stepping off the small platform Geoffrey had set out for him. An assistant whose name had never once been mentioned scurried over, grabbing the gleaming wood to pack it away with the rest of his boss’ things.


    “To sell your friend’s things.”


    Sure he’d misunderstood her, Finn just stared. Veruca closed in, touching the knot of his tie as if it needed adjusting, before smoothing her hands down the front of his soft gray vest. When she met his eyes, she tilted her head.


    “What?”


    “I’m ...”


    Misunderstanding his confusion, she waved a hand between them. “I’m not looking to be paid back, don’t worry. This is all yours, free of charge. I can more than afford it.”


    “I can’t—”


    “You can,” she said, taking a step back and turning her attention past him toward the door. She said something in Italian, laughed at the response, and then turned back to Finn. “I’ll get my bag and we’ll head out.”


    Still at a loss, he watched her go.


    ****


    Constance opened the door, her brown eyes focusing for an instant on Veruca before they darted left and she got an eyeful of Finn.


    “Hi—oh sweet Jesus.”


    Veruca laughed to herself, stepping aside so Constance could get a good look. Finn looked pleased with her interest, standing up a little taller as she swept her gaze over him appreciatively.


    “Please tell me this is the one I’ll be getting my hands on.”


    “You’re in luck,” Veruca said, catching Finn’s eye as he asked with his expression what was going on. “I had to take a steak knife to him last night, and he’s got that—”


    “Pretty chin, yes. Come on, lovely, let’s go inside and get you out of those pants.” Without waiting for Veruca, Constance hooked her arm around Finn’s waist, yanking him close and leading him into her home. Finn went eagerly, his confusion turning, as it so often did, to intrigue. Veruca followed, shutting the door behind them and going straight for the kitchen to start up the kettle.


    She listened as she went through Constance’s kitchen, hearing the healer introduce herself. Constance was bubbly, friendly as an excited puppy, and tended to give more information about herself than was necessary. Veruca learned something about her every time she brought someone new.


    Teacups ready, water boiling, she slipped through the dining room to see the show. Just as she’d suspected, Constance had gotten Finn down to his new underwear, had him standing like the Vitruvion man, and she was circling him as she spoke, inspecting him closely. Veruca leaned against the wall, watching with a grin, keeping quiet until Constance noticed her presence.


    “You should have brought him to me before!” she scolded, grabbing Finn to twist him and face him toward Veruca. “Look! He’s a mess!” She pointed to a grouping of jagged scars that ran along his bicep and his expression wrinkled slightly with displeasure. Veruca shrugged.


    “I didn’t have him before. And I like the scars.” Pushing away from the wall, she closed in, rested her hand on the jagged lines and met his eyes. “He’d be too pretty without them.”


    “It’s true,” Finn agreed, holding her eye for a moment, before turning to look at Constance. “My beauty is dangerous enough as it is.”


    “That I believe,” Constance said with a nod, ducking under his arm to wedge herself between him and Veruca. Then, lifting her hands to his face, she cupped his bruised jaw, held there for a moment and then said, “What the hell?” and yanked him down into a kiss.


    Veruca laughed at the shock on his face before their lips touched and he seemed to sink into it. The electric kettle clicked off and Veruca turned, leaving them to their intimate deeds.


    By the time the tea was made and she’d loaded up the tray, she stepped out into the living room to find Constance and Finn chatting quietly, her laughing over something he was saying. She was close, one hand curved around to press against the wound Veruca had inflicted the night before. Her body language was casual as if she wasn’t wrapped around a nearly naked man, pouring power into him.


    “And then she smashed it with a shoe,” he was saying as he noticed Veruca closing in with the tea. “Ah, brilliant.”


    “We’re nearly done. He had a few scrapes here and there, a bruise on his elbow that rivaled the one on his chin, but he’s fine now.” Abruptly, she slapped Finn’s ass, which made his grin grow as he turned to her. “More than fine. You should keep this one.”


    “Why do you think I’ve dolled him up?” Veruca asked, handing over a teacup and saucer. “Now—” Pausing as her phone buzzed, she set her own saucer down and pulled it out of her pocket.


    ****


    Finn stood nearly naked, wrapped in Constance’s warm grip, pleased with how the afternoon had gone. Not only had Veruca given him a whole new wardrobe free of charge, but she’d brought him to a foxy older woman who had called him sexy no less than three times and taken care of the wounds he’d gotten since leaving Bea’s the night before.


    It had initially been awkward when she’d brought up the scars on his arm, but she’d been respectful when he’d explained that he didn’t really want to talk about them. She’d changed the subject without prodding, asking about the bruise, demanding he elaborate on what Veruca had meant about the steak knife.


    “I’ll be right back,” Veruca said, pressing her phone to her ear and leaving the room. Finn turned back to Constance.


    “I may need a little more healing,” he murmured, giving his hips a little wiggle. She winked and gave his butt one last squeeze, but stepped back to sit on the couch and pick up the cup of tea Veruca had set down when her phone had rang.


    “Get dressed pretty boy,” Constance said, though she gave him one last approving inspection. “Have some tea.”


    “This is the third time in two days a woman’s ordered me to take my clothes off and I haven’t gotten lucky.” Shaking his head, he grabbed for his pants.


    “Veruca get you naked too?”


    “Yeah, yeah,” he answered, sliding into his shirt. “Last night, though her excuse was that she wanted to clean my clothes.” He waved his hand, making it clear he thought that was just a ruse.


    “She’s probably just trying to respect you, my friend. She’s a good woman.”


    “She can respect me naked,” he insisted, glad he’d loosened the tie instead of unknotting it. He’d never quite gotten the hang of ties. “You can respect me naked too.”


    Constance laughed heartily at that, patting the seat next to her. He pulled on his vest, leaving it unbuttoned as he slid in next to her. She forced a cup of tea into his hand and then squeezed his knee.


    “I’ve known Veruca a long time and she’s brought me plenty of pretty boys to patch up—you are the prettiest, don’t worry,” she assured him. He preened a little, taking a sip of tea. “But she looks at you a little different.”


    “Different good?” Finn asked.


    “I think so.” Constance took another sip of her tea, made a humming sound. “I don’t know how she does it, but she makes the best tea I’ve ever had.”


    “It is good,” he agreed.


    “But it’s got nothing on what your mom makes, I take it?” She winked. “I’ve been to Europe a few times and you guys know your stuff.”


    “Yeah—no,” Finn said, dropping his gaze slightly. “This is really good.”


    “Finn, we’ve got to go,” Veruca said, interrupting any revelations Finn may have been forced into by Constance’s questions. “I’m sorry, Connie, something’s come up earlier than I expected. I appreciate your help, though.”


    Finn set the teacup down, buttoning his vest as Veruca leaned over to give Constance a kiss on the cheek. They said their goodbyes and Finn got shuffled out to the car.


    “Something wrong?” he asked as the driver shut the door.


    “Not particularly,” Veruca said, buckling herself in. “But I had a last minute appointment come up. I’m afraid you’ll have to come with me.”


    “Don’t be afraid,” Finn said, winking. “I’d love to come with you.”


    Veruca chuckled and shook her head. “It’s just a business meeting.”


    “Ah,” Finn said, intrigued. “And what does the fair Veruca do for a living?”


    “For the living, or for a living?”


    “Ah ... is there a difference?”


    “Somewhat.” She shifted, crossing her legs and turning to face him a bit more. “By day, I run a company that owns about two dozen hotels internationally. By night, so to speak”—she gestured to the fact that it was still early afternoon—“I collect things for my employer.”


    Finn whistled. “Are these things broken kneecaps?”


    “No, nothing like that. Though, there is generally a loan involved.”


    “So what do you collect?”


    “Ah.” She looked sheepish, but answered after a beat. “Souls.”


    Finn shook his head, sure she was putting him on. Then, after a moment, he thought of what she'd said that morning about Angelina's mind reading.


    “What kind of mad man bargains away his soul? Why?”


    “Two reasons, generally: greed and desperation.”


    “But who could be that desperate?”


    “Angelina, for one.”


    “I knew that one was soulless," Finn joked, still unsure if she was kidding. Angelina had borrowed a soul, not given up her own.


    Veruca laughed. “Not yet.”


    Finn shook his head, still lost.


    "So ... You're telling me someone can borrow a soul and pay with their soul. What would be the point?"


    "It's less about the point and more about the motivation."


    "I can't think of a single motivation strong enough to bargain your own soul to a stranger, even one as pretty as you."


    "Oh, I don't strike the deals, I just collect on them."


    Sure he didn't like the unsettling image there, Finn shook his head. “Is that where we’re headed? You’re to collect Angelina's soul?”


    “No, her contract has some time yet. This is another.”


    “Ah, too bad," hoping to keep the mood light. "That would have been pretty convenient for me.”


    ****


    Veruca put a hand to Finn’s arm when he reached for his door handle. “I need you to stay out here.”


    “I can’t come in?” Finn asked, obviously confused.


    “I’ll be back,” she said with a wink as she slid out of the car and made her way up the street toward the bar. She could see every soul between her and the entrance, little glowing dots that seemed to touch both her eyes and her ears. There was a pleasant resonance among most souls, a calming white noise that Veruca had come to enjoy once she’d understood how to read it.


    Clay Pine’s soul was dark, the mark Belial had ordered weaved into it having taken over completely. The gold was gone, a deep crimson left in its place, the glow barely discernible in his chest. She focused on it, as she had done dozens of times before, sidling up to the bar to smile at the woman who greeted her.


    “Whiskey, neat.” Thinking of Finn, Veruca smiled slightly. “Jameson’s, if you have it.” Veruca slid a twenty across the bar, considering the others she might have to contend with in order to get what she needed out of Clay. When the bartender approached with change, Veruca waved it off, picking up the glass and turned to look around the room.


    It wasn’t a bad place and probably got a lot of business in the evenings, but this early it was nearly barren. A pair of people in suits sat quietly in a corner table, munching on bar food, ties and jacket still in place so they could go back to work looking professional. Three older men sat at the far end of the bar, looking like regulars and eyeing the bartender like they hoped their gazes could flip her shirt up.


    Clay was alone, tucked along the wall in a booth with a drink of his own. He looked sad, but angry about it. Veruca turned back, gestured to the bartender, and pulled a fifty out.


    “One for everyone, whatever they’re having.”


    “Sure,” she said, no trace of curiosity or shock in her face as she took the bill and moved away. Veruca took her drink to Clay’s booth and slid in.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Nine


    


    “So, driver—what’s your name? I can’t just call you driver.” Finn leaned forward, tapping the back of the driver’s head rest. “I’m Finn, how're ya?”


    “Erik,” he said, meeting Finn’s eyes in the mirror. Finn couldn’t decide if the man didn’t turn because it was uncomfortable or if he just didn’t want to.


    “Erik, good to meet’cha. How you doin’? You hang out in the car in front of bars a lot?”


    “I hang out wherever I’m paid to hang out.”


    “You don’t get bored? You don’t think about getting another job?”


    “Ms. Lake’s very nice, she pays well.”


    “So you just drive her around from the hotel for a living? Wait outside while she does business inside wherever?”


    “Not all the time, only when she’s in town.”


    “Ah, right,” Finn said, as if he knew exactly what Erik was talking about. He hadn’t really considered where else Veruca might live, that it wasn’t the snappy hotel. “The rest of the time? You drive around presidents? Dignitaries?”


    Erik laughed a little. “No, mostly airport runs from hotels. S’how I met Ms. Lake, actually. Someone at—”


    The door opened, a hand reaching in and yanking Erik out onto the street. It took Finn a moment to understand what had happened and that was just enough time for another hand to do the same to him. He made a “herk” sound vaguely reminiscent of a cartoon and the next thing he knew, hands were wrapped around his arms like steel bands and he was out on the street.


    Out on the street looking straight at a very unhappy London Bridge.


    Finn blinked a few times, his brain racing, before he settled on his default setting. “Hey man! You made it! Good to see you, friend. You enjoy your swim?”


    The steel band hands squeezed, shook him slightly, and then one slipped up to yank his hair back, the other slamming him against the side of the car. He made another “herk” sound, this one slightly less cartoonish and more genuinely pained.


    “I see you already spent some of what you owe the boss,” Rutherford growled against Finn’s ear, a little too close Finn felt.


    “You smell like onions, Ruthy,” Finn said, regretting it instantly when Rutherford slammed him against the car again. “I didn’t say that was bad!”


    “You’re gonna tell us where you stashed the old lady’s loot, and we’re going to cut you up and take you in pieces back to Angelina.”


    Finn paused a moment, his face mashed so out of shape against the car door he felt a little drool seep out of the corner of his parted lips.


    “Do you mean ‘or?’”


    “What?” Rutherford asked after a beat. “No, I’m ... you’re gonna—Doyle!” Drool arced as Finn as yanked back and then slammed forward once again. He worried briefly for the state of his nice new clothes. “Hand over the bag! We know you have it!”


    “I don’t!” Finn argued, glad it was technically not a lie. Rutherford and London Bridge probably couldn’t tell either way, but he hadn’t been able to see if Angelina was around. If she got her mitts on him, she’d know.


    “Ms. Lake has it!”


    Finn rolled his gaze as far to the left as he could, catching sight of just the edge of Erik’s face. London had him in a choke-hold, a knife pressed against this chest. Finn wondered what exactly that would do to the man through the layers of his nice suit, but remembered in an instant that Angelina had never chosen her muscle for their brains.


    “Who’s that?” Rutherford asked. Finn opened his mouth to answer, but Rutherford slammed him into the car again and Finn felt some of his hair tear out of his scalp with the impact. “Answer me!”


    “In the bar—” Erik cut off, yowling when London twisted his arm further back. “I can show you!”


    “Show us, then!” Rutherford demanded, yanking Finn up to standing. He braced for a moment, expecting to hit the car again but Rutherford pulled out a knife of his own instead. Finn tried to dance back, pushing to his toes as the knife lifted toward his throat. “We don’t need you, Doyle. I’ll send Angelina your regards.”


    Finn wanted to demand, “Really?” his insult at the bigger man spitting out such a cliché but for once he let logic jump ahead of emotion.


    “You can’t! She won’t give you anything without me. And Erik! You walk in there without hostages and what’ve you got, boys? Nothing. You need us.”


    London rolled his heavy gaze to Rutherford and the half-witted hulks took a few moments of silence to consider their options. Finn allowed himself a slight whimper of relief when Rutherford’s knife dropped a few degrees, no longer an imminent threat to his throat. Finally, London spoke.


    “Show us the bar. Let’s go.”


    “Behind—” Erik said, hissing in a breath when London yanked him around. “Down—it’s right over there. Please—”


    “Shut up. I see it,” London growled, evidently insulted that he’d been given the directions he’d asked for.


    “You too, Doyle,” Rutherford insisted, pushing Finn forward with the hand still fisted in his hair.


    “You don’t want me to just stay here?” Finn asked, already shuffling forward as fast as the pain would allow. He’d talked them out of killing him; maybe he could talk them into letting him go. “I can keep watch, make sure things don’t go sideways. Really, gentlemen, we can work—”


    “Shut up, Doyle.”


    ****


    “At least you’re pretty,” Clay sighed, taking another swig off his beer as he shook his head. Veruca wasn’t sure what it was about men that made them consider her appearance when she announced she was there to collect their souls, but this wasn’t the first time she’d heard this comment. Not by a long shot.


    “You’ll want to take this,” she said, pulling a small, white packet out of her pocket and sliding it across the booth table. Clay eyed it for a second, before lifting his gaze to her pretty face.


    “A condom?”


    “It will kill you.”


    He remained still, watching her as if convinced he hadn’t heard her correctly. She kept her expression pleasant, knowing the argument about to come forth. To her surprise, he didn’t pick a fight or tell her to fuck off. He set down his beer, picked up the pill packet, and twisted it in his grip.


    “Aren’t you here to kill me?”


    “More or less, but this will be more pleasant. I need to take your power before I can take your soul. I promise that you don’t want to know what your body feels like without that magic inside it. With this, you’ll just ... go to sleep.”


    “And never wake up?”


    Veruca shrugged. “It is what you signed up for.”


    “I didn’t know that at the time.”


    “You didn’t ask at the time.” Veruca lifted a hand, caught the bartender’s eye. Understanding that her money had bought her a little extra attention, she spoke while the woman made her way over. “Take the pill. I have places to be and I’d rather not have to watch you suffer. It would ruin my day.”


    “What’d you two need?”


    “Just a glass of water,” Veruca said, smiling warmly up at the bartender.


    “Just one?”


    “Yes, Clay here—”


    The front door slammed open, pulling Veruca’s attention past the bartender to the door. Her smile disappeared as she caught sight of Finn being hauled in by the back of his neck, John’s beefy fingers denting his throat. Erik and another behemoth in a turtleneck followed close, the man lifting a knife into the air and making sure he had everyone’s attention.


    “Everyone out!”


    Sensing the bartender’s movement before she managed it, Veruca reached her hand out to take the woman’s wrist.


    “Stay calm please. They’re here for me. I’ll make sure you don’t get hurt.”


    The bartender slid her gaze to Veruca, intrigued rather than worried. “I’ve got a gun behind the bar.”


    “You wouldn’t make it.” Then, turning to Clay, Veruca sighed, reaching out to grab his wrist as he lifted his beer to his lips. “Sorry, I can’t wait any longer.”


    As the rest of the patrons scurried out past the newcomers, Veruca took a soul.


    It was quick, simple at first. The borrowed soul, the one that had been given to Clay for a period of two years, came along easily. She drew it out through his body, feeling it untangle from Clay’s soul loop by loop, knot by knot, sliding in through her fingers. She weaved it into her own, taking a hearty gasp as she felt the power it contained settle in to broil within her. It was feisty, active, and it wanted to be set free.


    Extracting Clay’s soul took a little more finesse, a little more time, and caused him a lot more pain.


    He groaned, the sound wheezy and fatalistic, but Veruca set aside her pity, working as hard as she could to unknit the cage from around his heart. Human souls were the simplest to take, loosely weaved in a simple pattern that didn’t take long to unravel. His soul wasn’t ready to let go of his heart, though, and the knots wanted to stick, to cling and remain closed like a lace cage around his heart.


    Clay hunched forward, choking on nothing, clutching at his heart as the blood ran out of his face, as every pain he'd been magically prevented from experiencing over the last two years ran toward him like an advancing army. He jerked, flailing, and knocking his beer off the table to hit the floor and roll in a wet mess along the floor.


    “Clay!” the bartender yelped, her gaze going to Veruca. “What’s wrong with him?”


    “Heart attack,” Veruca murmured as the last of his soul slipped from his skin to run up her arm and into her chest. She gave a full body shudder, let out a small moan of her own as the power inside her seemed to go nuclear. She never felt as powerful as after taking in a new soul.


    She couldn’t imagine how Belial managed to function with as many as he had managed to procure.


    Clay’s soul snapped hard into place, curling itself around her heart and grasping for the other threads, twisting itself around them until Veruca’s heart was wrapped snugly in three layers of golden power. Lightning ran through her and she tipped her head back, enjoying the brief ecstasy of so much life within her.


    By the time she had come to her senses, the bar was nearly empty, Clay was dead, and Finn was on his tiptoes with a knife pressed to his throat. Erik didn’t look much better, his arm twisted painfully at the base of his spine, the man holding him in place—Larry, from the looks of his soul—looking serious and menacing behind Finn and John. Veruca slid casually out of the booth, flexing her fingers to enjoy the feeling of the borrowed power, and closed in to the group.


    “You boys look naughty,” she said, catching John’s eye with a wink. “I could work with that, assuming you give me reason to want to.”


    “We want the bag,” John said, pointing her way with the knife. “And you’re gonna give it or we’re gonna cut Doyle into little pieces.”


    “Told you it was ‘or,’” Finn said, his voice high. “Glad we could agree on that. Now if we could just agree—”


    “Shut up, Doyle.”


    Veruca narrowed her eyes slightly, the power making her temper rumble up a little faster than usual. She felt herself tensing to close in before she forced herself to stay calm.


    “I don’t like that offer,” Veruca said casually, her eyes flicking to the knife back at Finn’s throat. “And I don’t like the way you’re threatening my friends. You catch more flies with honey, you know.”


    “Ain’t got no honey,” John growled, obviously thinking he was clever. “And I don’t want no flies. Just the bag. They said you got it. You need to hand it over before I cut him up good.”


    “One bag for one hostage? Yet you have two.” Veruca turned her gaze to Erik, her expression softly perplexed. “Did Angelina ask you to make such a scene? The driver matters to no one. Let him go and we can negotiate.”


    “No negotiating!” John barked, pointing the knife her way again. “You give us—”


    Finn flailed suddenly, his movements spastic and uncoordinated as he jammed an elbow back into John’s gut, twisting at just the right angle and speed that he got free as John winced. The bigger man roared at the escape attempt, slicing out toward Finn with a long, diagonal swish of the blade that might have cut Finn’s cheek clean open if he hadn’t gotten his hand in the way.


    Blood arced, Finn stumbled, and Veruca had to catch him as he barreled straight for her. Twisting slightly, she used his momentum and her body to send him off to the side, hoping the bartender would catch him before he ended up face-planted on the floor. John blinked, confused at the sudden development, before he bared his teeth and took a step forward to threaten Veruca again.


    “The bag! Now! Or we’ll kill the other one!”


    ****


    Finn hissed at the sting of the blade, tried to jerk himself to the side before he plowed into Veruca, but felt her hands guide him away before he could manage it. Next thing he knew, he was in the arms of a busty blond, shoving her back a few steps as he tried to come to a full stop.


    “Jesus,” she breathed as he knocked against her, the only thing keeping them from hitting the floor the hard edge of the tall booth. “Fuck.”


    “Sorry,” Finn mumbled, steadying himself before whipping around to face Veruca and the goons. Blood flew in a stream from his palm and the air snapped with a hiss as it landed on the cheek of a dead man.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Ten


    


    Finn froze, blinking against the slight hum in the air, the waves of his own power calling on him to act. He slid his gaze from Veruca to the man stretched out over the dingy table¸ saw the blood spatter across the corpse’s cheek and felt a plan start to take hold in his mind.


    Veruca kept the goons busy, talking in her sensual voice, using big words that confused the muscle, distracted from the fact that they could have jabbed a knife into Erik’s jugular at any moment and probably shot them all. Inching closer, Finn ran his gaze over the corpse in one quick glide, noting the patches of exposed skin, glad instantly that the man hadn’t been one for socks or long sleeves, despite the weather.


    As Rutherford demanded the bag once more, Finn flexed his hand, flicked his wrist, and felt the snap of every bit of control rush through him. Power ran in lines from his hand toward the corpse, grasping tightly around the dead man’s limbs, around his throat, and begging Finn to take control.


    “Rattaa,” he whispered. “Istell.”


    The corpse was on its feet in an instant, its gaze running over the bar. It bared teeth, growled like Frankenstein’s monster, and fixed its eyes on Finn.


    “Hey! We told you to clear out!” Rutherford insisted, his eyes on the corpse, unaware it hadn’t been cognizant when there’d been such an order given. When the dead man just stood still, its menacing glare still focused solely on Finn, Rutherford, pulled a gun from a holster at his back, pointing it straight at the man’s head.


    Finn swallowed, fixed the order in his mind, hoping he wouldn’t have to pour any more magic into the spell than he already had. His emotions were wild, panic driving him, and he’d never had good results while raising the dead while high on adrenaline. Then, twitching, his fingers, he stepped between the corpse and the bartender, worried for her safety.


    The dead man roared, its aim clear the instant he took a step toward Finn.


    ****


    Veruca watched with shock as Finn shoved his soul inside Clay Pine, pulling him clumsily to his feet like a half-drunk puppeteer. The small amount of soul powering the dead man wasn’t enough to give him reason, it seemed, and the result was monstrous.


    “I said—” John yelled, cutting off when Clay made a dive for Finn, both his thick hands sinking into the soft fabric of Finn’s vest as he lowered his mouth toward Finn’s neck. Taking the distraction for what it was, Veruca feigned left, watched John’s gun swing toward her, and looped her arm around his, yanking him close to smash her forehead against this nose, pulling on Clay’s borrowed strength to make the impact count. She felt blood spurt forth, squeezed her eyes shut against it, before bringing her knee up to collide solidly with John’s testicles.


    He let out a low wheeze, blood spraying her again, before she shoved him back, grabbing for the gun as it fell from his hands. Opening her eyes, once she was sure he had dropped to the ground and couldn’t bleed on her any longer, she lifted the gun, aiming it straight at Larry’s head. The stolen power, the excessive strength went wild within her, fueled by the feeling of blood, by the destruction she’d wrought upon John’s cartilage, and she had to fight the urge to pull the trigger and end Larry’s life.


    “Step away from my driver.”


    ****


    Finn was keening, shoving at the corpse, trying to keep the snapping jaws from taking off his nose. The zombie was so close he could smell the beer on its breath and it made Finn want a drink. His power was flapping like a flag in the wind, trying to take hold of the zombie but failing miserably. Finn knew what he needed to do, as he’d controlled plenty of zombies before, but terror was making his own power slippery and hard to hold onto. He couldn’t seem to get the order out of his own mind, and the zombie was using his failure to its full advantage. Finn felt himself being driven back by the attacks, step-by-step, closer to the wall, where he’d be cornered.


    Movement flashed at his right and the zombie’s hungry groan got bumped into a confused grunt as the butt of a shotgun knocked it sideways. Finn felt himself yanked along with the falling corpse, yowled as they both went down. His shoulder hit the booth, his arm hit the wood floor, and then he was on his side, the zombie reaching for him again, mouth open wide.


    The bartender saved him, planting a soft leather boot on the side of the zombie’s neck, forcing his head down against the ground.


    “Jesus, Clay lay off!” she ordered, leaning in to press the barrel to the side of the zombie’s face. Clay couldn’t understand her, incapable of all thought past getting Finn’s life inside its maw. Finn tried to scramble back, but the zombie kept hold, yanking him close to its immobilized head.


    Veruca closed in, dropping to her knees behind the corpse and reaching to press a hand against Finn’s chest. His wide eyes met hers and he felt his power recoil back into him with the force of a truck. Clay’s body went limp, jaw going slack and Finn felt a shudder run through him, before he let out a shocked yowl, both hands clutching his chest at the strange feeling. From what he could tell, his heart was being constricted, hugged tight in warmth like a hug from an overexcited relative.


    “Clay?” the bartender asked, lifting the gun from the side of his head slightly. “Clay? What’s—”


    “He’s dead,” Veruca said, pushing to her feet. Finn let out another whimper, curling around himself as he felt himself start to shake. “Help him up. I’m sorry about everything that’s happened, but I’m going to have to leave you with this.”


    “Leave me with what?” the bartender asked, bending down to offer Finn her hand. He just stared at it, still trying to figure out the strange feeling in his chest. “Clay’s dead?”


    Veruca had already moved on, crossing the bar toward where Erik was standing. London and Rutherford had been reduced to heaps on the ground, Rutherford holding a hand to his bloody face as he curled around his middle, London stretched out on his stomach, his fingers clasped behind his head. Veruca offered Erik the gun, mumbled something that made his eyes nearly bug out, and then moved behind the bar when he took the weapon.


    Finn let the bartender help him to his feet, leaning on her as he wheezed away the last of the strange feeling in his chest. He could still feel his power humming, trying to call him to raise the corpse again, but fear was louder, a screaming voice in his head demanding he run far away. Veruca emerged with a bottle of vodka in each hand, pausing next to the booth before she rolled her gaze toward the bartender again.


    “The best I can offer after what’s happened is to pay you for all this.”


    “What happened? What do those assholes—shit,” she spat when Veruca smashed the bottles one by one against the edge of the booth, shaking what she could get out of them over Clay’s corpse, making sure to wash away Finn’s blood. He blinked down at his hand, watched more blood dribble down his front to soak into his new clothes, and felt himself go faint. The bartender noticed too, shifting close to catch him as he started to topple. “Here.”


    She shoved a dirty bar rag against his hand, and then turned back to Veruca. “You’re fae spawn right?”


    Veruca looked up at her, surprise naked on her face.


    “Yes. I’ll need your help to make sure the police don’t figure that out. I’m guessing they’ll be here soon.”


    “My sister is too. I know how it goes.”


    “What’s she do?” Veruca asked, mopping up the rest of Finn’s blood.


    “She’s a psychic healer. And a cop. I can call her.”


    Finn mulled over her words, confused for a moment. “Are there a lot of sick psychics out there?”


    Both women paused, turning to look his way, giving him the distinct impression he’d said something stupid.


    ****


    Veruca gave Finn a small smile and then turned her attention back to cleaning up his blood as well as she could. The bartender brought her more rags and another bottle of alcohol.


    “Just dump it everywhere. I can think of something to tell them. The cameras in here don’t actually work and this won’t be the first time Clay’s been trouble. He was always getting into fights.”


    Veruca smiled, doing as she suggested, hoping there wasn’t any spatter missed. Though, she supposed it wouldn’t be the first time she’d had to pay someone to disappear some evidence if Finn’s blood got scraped up for forensic testing.


    “Thanks. I’ll make sure this is all worth your time.”


    She shrugged, jerked her chin toward Erik. “You should take that gun and get going. Your friend looks like he’s going to piss himself holding that thing.”


    Veruca nodded, grabbing Finn’s arm and tugging him toward the door. The bartender followed, lifting the shotgun to aim it down toward Larry and John, who was still folded around himself crying into his bloody hands. Veruca wondered what sort of permanent damage her borrowed strength had done to his manhood, but decided it was his fault for getting into bed with Angelina.


    ****


    Bundled into the car, stolen towel nearly soaked through with blood, Finn turned to Veruca, jolting slightly when Erik pulled the car away from the curb. Sirens could already be heard in the distance and it hadn’t yet been ten minutes.


    “Constance will fix you up again,” Veruca said, putting her hand over his as he clasped his right hand over the soaked towel in his left.


    “What did you do to my chest?” he asked, feeling a little lightheaded.


    “You wouldn’t let the zombie go, so I forced the issue. I shoved your soul back inside you.”


    “How? I couldn’t—sometimes I can’t. I don’t—”


    “If permission is given, I can control a soul. I took a shot, figured you had to give up some measure of control to slide your soul inside another like that. I was right, and I took advantage, forcing you to release your hold on Clay.” She frowned, tipped her head. “Why did you make him attack you?”


    “I didn’t! I didn’t want that! He just got away from me.”


    Veruca frowned, her eyes dropping to his hand, her expression going grave. She pulled off her jacket, slipping off her soft, gray cardigan and wrapping it around his bloody hand. Finn winced, thinking about all the nice things he’d cost her since stepping into her life. She squeezed the massive ball of soon to be bloody cloth around his hand and met his eyes.


    “I can’t control your soul anymore.”


    Finn blinked, unbothered by the idea. “Okay.”


    “Once your connection to the corpse was gone, the permission you’d given disappeared, so to speak.”


    “That’s ...” He shook his head, at a loss. He had only the vaguest idea what she meant. It wasn’t his soul that powered a zombie, it was his magic. He was sure she had to be confused, but his thinking was still fuzzy, his body still running high on residual fear.


    “I’ll take you back to Connie and she’ll take care of you while I run one more errand.”


    “Another soul?” Finn asked. “Or is it something normal this time like a jar full of the laughter of children.”


    Veruca smiled. “I need to meet my boss.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Eleven


    


    With Finn tucked safely in Constance’s healing hands, Veruca made her way to visit Belial. To her surprise, Erik was willing to stick by her side, remaining loyal even in the face of her blood-spattered clothing and the gun she’d asked him to hold on John and Larry before the bartender had taken over.


    “No one else would take you looking like that,” he said when she told him again that she’d be willing to get a cab. “Besides, I think you saved my life. That was pretty impressive Ms. Lake.”


    “I just did what had to be done. I appreciate you staying, I really do.”


    “It’s no problem,” he said, catching her eye briefly in the rearview. She saw a touch of concern there, and she wondered how bad she really looked. The stolen strength was still coursing through her, urging her to keep moving. It was something she’d dealt with before, though, and it was easier to control sitting alone in the back seat of a car than standing in the midst of a bar fight-to-be. They drove the rest of the way in silence, Veruca cleaning off what blood she could manage before Erik pulled up in front of the towering office building in the heart of the city.


    Veruca made her way inside, taking the elevator up to the eighteenth floor with a man who kept glancing at her profile, concern naked on his face.


    “I think you’re bleeding,” he said as the doors opened. Veruca merely turned to meet his eyes, smiling up at him.


    “It’s not mine.”


    Exiting with a steady stride, she made her way down the long hall, past a half a dozen large offices to the one at the end, stepping into the small lobby and smiling at the receptionist.


    “Clara, good morning.”


    “Veruca! What happened?”


    “I’m fine. Is Mr. Qureshi in?”


    “I don’t believe so. I haven’t—”


    “Veruca,” Belial said, making Clara jump.


    “Mr. Qureshi! I hadn’t—I didn’t see you come in!”


    He was kind, smiling at her as he approached, shaking his head. “Nothing to worry about. I rushed right by. Come, Veruca.”


    Veruca smiled once more at Clara, stepping forward as Belial placed a hand at the back of her shoulder to guide her into his office.


    It remained empty most of the time, unused by the man who did business around the world twenty-four hours a day. Veruca had known him since she was three, respected him more than most, and still had trouble standing in his presence sometimes. The light, the hum of his soul was intense, and had been physically painful the first time they’d met.


    He was tall, built rangy and strong underneath his pricey suit. His perfect skin and lightly curled hair made him a knockout, as far as Veruca was concerned, his eyes a much softer brown than one would expect from a man in his position. To the world at large, he was a shark, a businessmen with more money than God and twice as much power. To Veruca he was almost a second father.


    “I see you’ve had an eventful afternoon,” Belial said, his voice accented slightly with a history of the Middle East. Veruca had to assume it was ancient history, as he’d looked young and attractive since she’d met him nearly twenty-five years ago.


    “More than an afternoon, actually. Do you mind if I clean up?”


    Belial stepped close, running his index finger over her forehead, before resting his hand on her cheek. She knew he could see both the souls she’d taken, understood that they likely called to him like an addiction. “Did Frankie’s soul help with this?”


    “There was some trouble, but I took care of it. They won’t be bothering me again. Not if their boss knows what’s good for her.” Veruca smiled, patted his hand on her cheek, before turning and making her way toward his private bathroom. “She’s one of yours, or will be. Caroline Amelia Braithwaite.”


    “Hmm,” Belial said, following her to lean against the doorjamb as she pulled a towel off the rack and ran it under cold water.


    “I’m hoping you’ll send me to collect when it’s time.”


    “She’s made you angry?”


    “I’m not fond of her.”


    “Then the job is yours. Otherwise, you’re doing well?”


    Veruca smiled into the towel, catching his eye in the mirror as she wiped off her throat, turning her head to see the side of her face. She caught sight of more blood behind her ear, wondered how that had happened.


    “You know I am.”


    “It’s still polite to ask.”


    Veruca chuckled, nodding as she finished washing her skin clean. Dropping the towel in the hamper by the walk-in closet, she slid open the door and stepped inside. It wasn’t the first time she’d come to turn in a soul wearing someone else’s blood and Belial had taken to keeping some clothing in the office in just her size.


    There were other clothes there as well, outfits for Reapers she had never met and only heard about. She knew her kind were rare, and it didn’t surprise her to see so few sizes and styles.


    “I met someone.”


    “Do tell,” Belial said, leaning back against the outside of the closet to give her privacy.


    “A necromancer,” she said, pulling off her clothes.


    “Really?”


    “I was surprised too. He’s a little bit of an idiot, but he’s charming. He’s the reason things went wrong, actually. He has something our Caroline wants and she was willing to play hard to get it.”


    “Will she be any more trouble?”


    “I can handle her.”


    “I have no doubt. Tell me about the necromancer.”


    “He’s very attractive,” Veruca said with a laugh. “He knows it, but the confidence works for him. I enjoy his company quite a bit. I might keep him around for awhile.”


    “Have you told him what you do?”


    “Yes, but if he’s trouble I can summon Chiv.”


    Belial made a small sound of disapproval and Veruca smiled to herself. He had no love for fairies, even those whose loyalty was so easily bought as Chiv’s.


    “Hush,” she said with a laugh. “I’ve used him before.”


    “He’s slimy, crawling around underground like a rat.”


    “Rats are cute,” Veruca said, stepping out in a long, warm skirt and soft cotton shirt she was sure cost more than the most expensive room at her hotel. Belial turned to smile down at her.


    “Much better. Though I do think you look fetching covered in the blood of your enemies.”


    “I don’t believe they count as enemies when they’re taken down so easily.”


    Belial made a thoughtful sound, reaching his hand out to place it on her chest. She felt his power slip inside her, barely a smoky whisper, taking the edges of the borrowed souls and pulling them loose with scarcely a tug. Had she not been paying attention, she would not have known he was even inside her. The last of Clay’s souls slid out of her chest and an ache began in her forehead where it had collided with John’s nose.


    As he weaved the souls into his own, Veruca squinted slightly, turning her head away from the feeling. The wealth of knowledge to be gleaned from Belial’s soul was insurmountable, the equivalent of a thousand of the world’s largest libraries. Even if she tried to pick out one name from the millions of others whirled within him, it would have been like trying to pick out the sound of one bee among a swarm.


    “Let me know if you need anything,” Belial said, leaning into kiss her forehead. The pain disappeared and, when she opened her eyes, so had Belial.


    ****


    “I’ve ruined my new clothes,” Finn said as they climbed into the car once again.


    “You have plenty more.”


    “I really liked these. They made me look fancy.”


    “All your new clothes will make you look fancy. Besides, blood is easy enough to get out.”


    Finn eyed Veruca, distracted briefly from the blood—and probably zombie drool—that had stained his outfit. He was pretty sure Clay had still been holding onto some of his beer when he’d died.


    “You know this from experience?”


    “You’re not the first interesting man I’ve met, you know.” Veruca patted his knee, shaking her head. “Why on earth did you try to shove loose? I had things under control.”


    “I didn’t want to just stand there with a knife to my neck. Besides, it worked before with London.”


    “With who?”


    “The one you didn’t kick in the balls. Nice shot, by the way,” Finn said, shifting a little in his seat at the memory. His testicles hadn’t been dented but some shots reverberate straight through the whole gender and that had been one of them. He was surprised Erik wasn’t wincing in the front seat as well.


    “I had help,” Veruca said with a shrug.


    “So what’s up next for the day?” Finn asked, eager to be off the subject of crushed genitals.


    “I’m hoping nothing. I’d like to just stay in for the afternoon. I extended my stay this morning until the end of the week, so we can relax for the day and go make you some money tomorrow.”


    “So, just watch movies and eat popcorn?”


    “I think I can make that happen, yes.”


    “Nothing violent,” Finn pleaded. “I can’t take it after today.”


    By the time Erik had been sent off to enjoy the afternoon on his own and Finn and Veruca were on their way into the lobby, they had agreed on settling their taste differences with an action flick.


    “This way, just a moment.” As if he needed to be led, Veruca reached down, slid her hand into Finn’s, and tugged him down a long hallway off the right off the lobby. Finn blinked down at their clasped hands for a moment, before lifting his gaze to her face. She stopped at a glass-front door, punching a code into the keypad and leaning in. Donald looked up from his place bent slightly over a young woman at the computer and smiled.


    His expression faltered slightly when he noticed Finn, but he caught it quickly. “Ms. Lake, how can I help you?”


    “Do me a favor and make sure we’re extra alert for the next day or two. We had a bit of an incident and, while I’m sure nothing’s going to come of it, I’d just like to make sure our guests aren’t affected if someone comes looking for me.”


    “Looking for you?” Donald straightened, stepping closer as he fixed hard eyes on Veruca. “Is there anything I can help with?”


    “Someone’s just mistaken about a few things, it’s not an issue. We’ll be staying in for the rest of the afternoon, and really,” she reached out to touch his wrist, “I don’t think there will be trouble, but just watch for anyone acting strange.”


    “Of course,” Donald said with a nod. To Finn’s surprise, he rolled his gaze to Finn’s chest, his irritation turning to concern. “You all right? I’ve got a first aid kit.”


    “No, yeah,” Finn said. “I’m fine. Things are good.”


    “I got him patched up. I’ll be sending his laundry down in a little while, though.”


    “I’ll let them know to expect you.” Donald smiled warmly at Veruca, twisting his hand to squeeze hers briefly and then half-turned back toward the computer. “You sure you don’t need anything?”


    “Yes, thanks.”


    They left without another word, crossing the lobby, and Veruca took Finn’s hand in hers again, like it was the most natural thing in the world. Finn felt a flutter in his belly he wasn’t sure he understood.


    “Ehm, you said you own hotels?” he asked, trying to tame the butterflies. “You meant this one?”


    “And many others.”


    “It’s ... It’s nice.”


    “I think so.”


    They rode up the elevator in silence, emerged on the top floor still holding hands, and made their way down the long hall to the end where Veruca’s suite was located. Finn wondered if it saw any use when she wasn’t around, or if it had been built specially for her visits.


    “Do you live here?”


    “No, I own a house. I just stay here when I’m in town. My friend Mallory—she was the redhead at the gallery.” Veruca caught his eye to make sure he knew who she’d meant as she let him into the room. “She wanted me to attend her opening. She set me and Daniel up, but I don’t think that’s going anywhere.”


    “You’re sure?” Finn asked, stopping in front of the plush couch to turn and meet her eye with a grin. “He was so interesting with his PPOs and STDs.”


    Veruca laughed, closing in to push his stained vest off his shoulders. “If that’s what he’s got, I’m sure it’s not going anywhere.”


    “What about this?” Finn asked, his voice quieter than he meant it. Veruca tipped her head, still standing close. She lowered her arm down, the vest trailing against the floor. “Is this going anywhere?”


    Without hesitation, she lifted her free hand, cupped his cheek and drew him down into a kiss. It hit him like a rush, soaring through him from his lips to his toes in an electric storm. His body took over and he slid his arms around her, tugging her close, wishing that this time she’d stay. Part of his mind was wary, though, warning him that she might wander off at any moment and he shouldn’t hold too tight or hope too hard. She surprised him by dropping the vest and wrapping her arms around his neck, pressing herself along the front of him completely.


    He gasped into the kiss, rational thought breaking down, giving way to lust and the desire he’d felt for her from nearly the moment he’d seen her. Again, he wanted all of her: her mouth, her hands, her heart—anything she was willing to let him have. He pressed her tightly against his chest, deepening the kiss as if begging her to suck the breath out of him and leave him fighting for air. It was like suffocating, this want for her. He hadn’t felt anything like it before. When she rubbed her hands roughly through his hair and then slid them down his shoulders and chest to tug his shirt from the waist of his pants he felt the top of his head explode.


    Fireworks went off with every touch of her hands on his skin and his mind scrambled. He wanted to hold her tight, to lift her into his arms and wrap her tightly around him. He wanted to push her back, tear off her clothes, and drop down to run his mouth over every inch of her.


    Lost in the options crashing through his brain, he seemed to miss the cues she was giving, found she was breaking the kiss, cupping his jaw with her hands to push him back slightly. He panted against her lips, fluttered open his eyes to meet hers. He found her smiling, the tone of it worrying him. She was teasing him again, he thought, distracting him from his questions long enough to make him forget them so she could move on to other things.


    “No,” he breathed, tightening his grip.


    “No?” she asked, and he jolted as her hands slid to his waist, her nails digging into his flesh. Without warning, she shifted her weight, pushing against him as her leg tucked behind his. Panic washed through his chest as gravity grasped him and he dropped back, saved only by the couch’s softness. His gaze snapped to hers, a touch too wide and her smile grew.


    “Are you telling me to stop?” she whispered.


    “No,” he said again, pushing to sit up straight. “I don’t—”


    She cut him off, closing in quick as a snake to take his mouth again, to settle into his lap and squeeze his hips with her knees. Her fingers made quick work of the buttons of his shirt as her mouth dipped to nibble at his jaw. He sighed out a moan when she reached to twist her fingers into his hair and force his head back and she grinned against his throat. Her hips moved against his as she nipped his skin, quick but hard enough to leave a mark. Fighting the grip she had on his hair, he turned his lips to catch hers but found she was dodging him, letting him get close enough that she could lick his lips, before pulling back.


    Curiosity overrode lust just long enough that he opened his eyes, asked her without words what game she was playing. She leaned in to take his mouth hard, her eyes on his, before she pulled back, sitting up straight and looking down on him.


    “Aren’t you going to play along?” she asked, her gaze dropping to his left, his right. He blinked, his arousal making him slow and stupid, taking a few moments to wonder what she meant. When she seemed to realize he hadn’t the brainpower to understand what she meant, she laughed, tipping her head to look him over with affection. Gently, she reached down, taking both his hands, and setting them on her hips. “I just want to be sure you’re actually into this. Because I can order a movie if you’d rather—”


    “No,” he growled, finally realizing what she’d meant. So caught up in the feeling of having her close, he’d forgotten to give anything back. Righting his wrong, he shook off her grip, yanking at her shirt to pull it up over her head. She licked her lips as he tossed the cloth to the side, and he pushed forward as he tugged her closer. They met in the middle, mouths joining in a clumsy rush of passion.


    Pulling away again, Veruca pressed her hand hard against his chin, forcing his head back at an angle so she could lick a line from his collarbone to his ear. He shivered and let out a little moan as he felt her hand grasp his and slide it up her body to her right breast. More out of habit than thought, he flicked a thumb over her nipple and caught her mouth with his as if he could sustain himself on her moans. His other hand reached up, aiming to slip into her hair, but she caught it and pressed it to her other breast. She arched against him as his fingers worked her into a frenzy


    He kneaded his hands into her soft flesh, reveling in her luscious curves. His blood was up, boiling and stirring him on. Her breath fast, she scraped her nails down his skin, just shy of pain, as he rubbed his palm roughly around her body to remove the barrier between him and the velvety softness of her breasts.


    Veruca let out a small sigh as the fabric loosened beneath her shirt, and Finn could feel her reluctance as she pulled away just enough to pull her shirt and bra off completely. Finn dug fingers into her hips, staring up into her face, willing her to give him the okay to take what he wanted. She licked her lips, holding his gaze before leaning forward to whisper in his ear.


    "Put your mouth on me, Finn."


    His control snapped, his hormones shooting into overdrive. She leaned back, he leaned forward, capturing the tight skin of her left nipple in his mouth. She gasped, pulling herself closer, one hand fisting in his hair, the other scraping over his shoulders. He teased her with his teeth, biting just hard enough to send little jolts through her, weakening her muscles, quickening her breath. His hands slid from her hips and down her thighs until he could tuck his fingers under the bunched cloth of her skirt. She shivered as he slipped a hand between her legs and nudged her panties aside.


    She hissed and then her open mouth was dropping down to breathe hot and heavy against his hair. He pressed the heel of his hand against her, his fingers gliding gently back and forth, while his tongue ran circles around her nipple. Her body shuddered, her back bowing as she let out a long, overwhelmed whimper. The movement tugged her breast from between his lips and then she was pressing her mouth to his. He moved his free hand to her right breast, matching the speed of his fingers, while he nibbled her mouth, kissed hot fire over her chin, under her neck, and gave her throat a small nip.


    Her sounds a symphony in his ear, he slid his fingers inside her and almost immediately he could feel her throbbing in orgasm. As she scraped his skin, he amused his fingers with slow, torturous strokes, watching her eyelids flutter. Her hands moved away from his damaged flesh, sliding between them to attack his pants, and he gave a little shudder at the tiny vibrations of the zipper parting its teeth.


    She shifted, then, cupping his cheeks as she pressed her lips against his in a kiss that was at once too soft and slow for his liking. Catching her bottom lip, he bit down just quick enough that his rational mind couldn’t stop him from making the pressure too great. In response, she gripped the back of his neck with her nails, returning the pain he’d given and sending a rush of tingles down his spine.


    "Now, I want you,” she demanded, pulling back just enough that she could slip a hand between her legs and into his lap. He could see he’d left her lip a little swollen.


    Locking her eyes on his, she held his attention completely as her hand wrapped around him, gliding upward and back once before she angled her hips to guide him inside. He barely had time to note the shock of pleasure before she was moving over him, fingertips bruising his shoulders as if it was the only way to keep herself upright.


    She moved like a woman with one purpose, eyes shut, rhythm sure. He watched her, felt her, and tried not to get completely swept away. When he moved his hands up, attempting to cup them over her breasts, her eyes shot open and she grabbed them, looking startled as if she’d forgotten the rest of his body existed.


    Letting out a breathy, embarrassed laugh, she loosened her grip on his fingers, bringing his left hand to her lips. His body clenched, arched slightly, as she drew his finger into her mouth. The warmth of her mouth mirrored the warmth below, and the double sensation was almost enough to drive him over.


    His finger slid out of her mouth as she got lost to the movement of her hips once again, and he drew his hands down, cupped them over her breasts. Eyes shut, she quickened her pace, covering his hands with her own as she murmured.


    "I want to feel your orgasm, Finn. Let go for me."


    Her rhythm slowed for two beats before she seemed to double her speed, pushing him over the edge. His mind fuzzed, his brain filled with tar, and he would later swear he'd lost consciousness for a split second as the orgasm erupted to tear through his delicate nerves like a volcano. Veruca’s hands fell away from his as she moaned, and they both went lax at the same time. Finn let his hands drop dead at his sides as Veruca collapsed against him, her shoulder bumping hard against his chin.


    He took a deep breath to breathe in the scent of her, but she was so still and quiet he wasn’t sure for a second if she was breathing at all.


    They stayed together for a bit, Finn pressing a hand to her back as he tried to force his thoughts to rally. His thoughts were lazy and slow, though, as exhausted as the rest of him, and he couldn’t get them to cooperate.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twelve


    


    “This beats movie night,” Finn mumbled as he lay splayed out on Veruca’s bed. She laughed, turning to kiss his chest, before propping her chin up to catch his eye. He shifted as much as he could manage, returning her admiring smile.


    “You’re sure you don’t want me to have a horror movie sent up?” she asked, walking her hand along the bed as if she’d go for the phone on the nightstand. “Something really bloody and wretched? With exploding eyeballs and—”


    Determined to stop her from making him picture anything worse, he gripped her hips, sliding her up his body to force her mouth close enough to catch. She giggled into the kiss, running her fingers through his hair.


    “I’ll take that as a no,” she said when he let her lips free. Opening his eyes, he met hers, content to just watch her for a spell. They stayed close, sweaty and satisfied, watching each other in silence until she took a deep, contented breath and pushed upward. She regarded him for a few moments before tipping her head.


    “You couldn’t control that zombie.”


    “Ah.” He shifted uncomfortably, resting his hands on her upper thighs. “I can’t always, no. Sometimes they get away from me.”


    “Beatrice didn’t?”


    “No, she was easy. She was older, her—Well.” He dropped his eyes, unfocused for a bit. “I didn’t have trouble with her.”


    “It’s curious you couldn’t control Clay,” she said thoughtfully as she sat up. “You have the power to control so much more than one old lady, Finn.”


    He mulled that over for a moment. “Five old ladies?”


    “An army,” Veruca said, her lips quirking. He squinted, sure she was putting him on.


    “Of old ladies?”


    She laughed, the motion doing wonderful things to her bare breasts. Finn wondered briefly if he was ready to go again, or if she was at least. He wouldn’t mind just pleasing her, not just as thanks for all she’d done but just because he wanted to get lost in the sounds of her breathy moans.


    “You should see what I see when I look at you,” she said, leaning forward just enough to press both hands against his chest, right over his heart. He looked up into her dark eyes, his brows lifting.


    “I know what I look like,” he assured her, grinning as if in on the joke of his own arrogance. “It’s spectacular.”


    “Not just your pretty face, darling,” she said, shaking her head. “Your soul. In fact ...” She went quiet, biting her lip as if considering something daring. After a few moments, she gave a nod, taking his hand off her thigh and lifting it to mirror her position. He fought the urge to slide his hand just a little further left to cup her breast.


    “Take a breath,” she murmured, “and remember that you trust me.”


    “I do?” he asked, hoping she could tell he was joking. She was already concentrating on something else, her expression gone a touch serious, her gaze on his chest. They were both quiet for a bit, Veruca’s hands warm on his skin, her lips slightly parted as she worked at something Finn hadn’t figured out. When he felt a jolt in his chest, a tug at his heart he was sure he recognized, he frowned. “What—”


    A glow started at Veruca’s heart, a slow hum that seemed to have a pulse like listening to the heartbeat of a sleeping lover. He blinked, shook his head at first, sure he was imagining the sensations, but when Veruca smiled, her eyes roaming to his, he realized this was what she’d wanted him to trust.


    “You see it?” she asked, turning her attention to the wide windows looking out over the city. “You see them?”


    “I ...” Finn trailed off, realizing her pulse wasn’t the only one. There were a myriad of glowing heartbeats all around, most of them small and fast. They moved outside the hotel, hopping along the ledge, little golden orbs inside the dark shapes of birds. He turned his gaze back to Veruca’s face, but found it pulled to her chest once again, fascinated by the thin line of glowing light that trailed from her in a loose line to his heart, to a glow of his own.


    It was bright, thick, like a knit case holding his heart safe in his chest. It looked similar to hers, but brighter, weaved tighter where the line from her heart touched it, but frayed in certain spots.


    “What’s—”


    “That’s your soul,” Veruca said, lifting her hand to run her finger down the line between them. Finn jolted when he felt the motion as a tiny vibration in his chest. “And mine. This is your power, how you control the dead. You see the threads? When you raise the dead—which I can see you’ve done twice recently. The ends here?” He watched the lines of her soul twist, curling around his heart to touch the frayed edges of his. “They’re damaged. I can fix them, if you let me.”


    “What—fix them?”


    “Your technique is clumsy. Weren’t you trained?”


    “I ...” He shook his head, worry welling up at the thought of going back to his childhood. “No. I had to—it—”


    “Okay,” Veruca said, moving her hand to touch his face. “We don’t have to talk about it. Can I fix you? Will you let me?”


    “Will it hurt?”


    “No,” she said, winking. “I’m very good.”


    Despite himself, Finn smiled. “Yeah, if you think I need fixing, I’d like you to help.”


    “Excellent,” she purred, moving her hand back to his chest. “Watch.”


    He dropped his eyes to his chest, focusing again on the glowing threads beneath his ribs. Veruca’s power slid against his, untucking threads and tugging at lines, loosening the strange cage around his heart. She nudged aside ends, pulled at knots and straightened him out as if she’d done this a thousand times. He found she could reattach the edges that had frayed apart, knitting them together so seamlessly it was like they’d never separated.


    When she took a deep breath and slid her hands down to rest at his belly, he found his soul was even brighter, the pulse he could just barely hear in his ears stronger. She smiled, lifting her hands to press them both against his hand over her heart.


    “That’s what I do. I’d like to help you learn what you do,” she said, her voice low. He smiled up at her.


    “I think I already know pretty well what I do.” He gave a light thrust of his hips, jostling her and making her laugh. She shook her head and he felt the tug at his heart again. Her glow started to fade away and he realized she was pulling her power back into herself.


    “I hope you don’t do what we did with the dead,” she murmured. He chuckled, shaking his head.


    “No, never that.”


    “That’s good to hear,” she said, leaning forward to settle chest to chest with him again. She kissed his chin. “I have friends who would give you what you need to practice, if you’d like. In time, I think you could raise a dozen Clays and not a one would try to eat your pretty face.”


    “I do like my pretty face,” he said, considering her offer.


    “So do I,” she purred, catching him in a deep kiss once again. Her hand slid between them, making it clear the discussion of necromancy was on hold, at least for the time being.


    ****


    “We’ve got a big day today,” Veruca whispered against Finn’s ear. He remained dead to the world, stretched out face down and naked over her bed. Gently, she slid the blankets down his body, admiring his form for a few moments, before sighing and brushing his hair over his forehead.


    “Finn,” she said, hoping her tone was enough to wake him up. He stayed asleep, his breathing soft and steady. She supposed he deserved the rest after the energetic and satisfying day he’d given her the day before. Still, she had plans for him and they didn’t—well, not all of them anyway—involve him staying in bed. Changing tactics, she slipped her hand beneath him, finding him hard and smooth. He stirred when she gripped him and gave a little moan against his ear.


    He shifted then, smiling as he opened his icy blue eyes to meet hers.


    “This is a nice way to wake up,” he mumbled, rolling to allow her better access. Fighting her own hormones, she pulled away, sat up on the edge of the bed.


    “There we are. You’re up.”


    “I am, and you should take full advantage.” Sensing his grab before he got the chance to fully realize it, she pressed a hand to his chest, holding him back. His arms raised, paused in his reach to pull her against him.


    “We can play later. First, we’re going to get you dressed, get your stash, and save your life.”


    He frowned and dropped his arms, clearly lost at the idea that she wasn’t suggesting sex.


    “We’re what?”


    “Clean up, darling. Pick a pretty outfit, and then we’ll get some breakfast. We’ll have Angelina off your back before the day’s end.” She pushed to her feet, gave him a wink. “Then you’ll be all mine.”


    ****


    It took Finn some time to get dressed, partly because he kept getting distracted by the thought of his afternoon with Veruca the day before and partly because he wasn’t sure what to wear. She’d bought him more clothes than he’d ever owned in his life and he wasn’t sure if he was meant to wear certain shirts with certain pants, specific ties with specific shoes, this pattern with that, or if it was all a free-for-all.


    Finally, he settled on a soft pink shirt that reminded him of the one he’d had on when he’d last seen Bea, and a black suit and tie. Black wasn’t hard to match, he figured, and he was reasonably certain no one would argue with his choice. He sat on the edge of the bed pulling on gray socks when Veruca came in wearing a deep red skirt suit over a crisp white shirt which she’d left unbuttoned low enough to show off her perfect cleavage. Finn paused when he saw her, every thought in his head crowding forward to get a look at her as his blood rushed south.


    “A strong choice,” she said as she sauntered closer on heels that would probably make her taller than him if he could remember how to stand. “Though, let’s go with a different tie, something with a little oomph, shall we?”


    Still not used to how she touched him so casually, he stayed quiet and still as she closed in to loosen the knot on his tie and slide it over his head. She carried it to the packed closet, picked through the options, and came back with a tie that, to Finn, looked just as black as the one she’d put away. He watched her as she stood over him, wrapping the tie around his throat and popping his collar up.


    “There,” she said after a few moments, smiling down at him. “There’s a hint of something extra in this one and I believe the women we’re meeting will sense the same in you.”


    At a loss for words—something he was finding himself feeling a lot around Veruca—Finn pushed up, leaning against her enough to force her to step back so he could stand fully. As his lips caught hers, he wrapped his arms around her, holding her against him. She returned the kiss, the embrace, all too happy to indulge him, something he worried she’d tire of before too long, like everyone else seemed to.


    The thought depressed him a little and he broke the kiss, masked the wisp of worry in himself with a smile on his face.


    “It’s just a black tie, love. No one’s going to know the difference.”


    “I assure you, these women will know. They run one of the most profitable auction houses in all the Pacific Northwest.” She pulled back slightly, tucking a finger under the tie to twist it slightly. Sure enough, Finn realized there were lines of shiny thread that boasted a sheen when tilted. “They would notice a single hair out of place on your head.”


    “So we should have sex standing up to keep me coiffed?” Finn waggled his brows, popping open the top button on her suit. Veruca just laughed, sliding out of his grip.


    “We have an appointment to keep and you haven’t told me where we’re going to pick up your bag. Come, Finn.”


    “I’m trying,” he argued, though he was already sitting to put on his other sock. She just shook her head and headed out to gather her purse from her room.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Thirteen


    


    “Oh,” Veruca said, pausing just inside the front door. “I need to speak to Donald. Let Erik know I’ll be a moment, would you?”


    “Sure,” Finn said, watching her make her way through the lobby back toward the security office. He was sad to see her go, but he liked to watch her leave. Once she was out of view, he made his way out front, nodded at the doorman, and found Erik waiting patiently outside his town car.


    “How you doing?” Finn asked, waving the other man off when he tried to open the door for him. “Nah, not yet. She’s got some things to take care of.”


    “Right,” Erik said, loosening slightly at the realization that Veruca wasn’t on her way out. “I’m okay. Yesterday was sort of crazy, right?”


    “Yeah.” Finn shifted his footing, guilt creeping up inside him. “Sorry about that. Those guys were after me. I don’t know how they found me, but I’m sorry they got you involved. I ... I’m sorry.”


    “No, I mean ...” Erik shook his head, evidently at a loss for a moment. They stared at each other in awkward silence for a few moments before Finn gave in to the tension and chuckled.


    “Hopefully after today they won’t bother. You should be good. I’m surprised you came today, honestly.” Erik shook his head, started to protest, but Finn interrupted him, his mouth running away with him. “Why’d you tell them Veruca would help?”


    “What?”


    “Yesterday, they were all ready to julienne us both and you saved the day with that bit about Veruca having what they wanted. That was pretty smart.”


    “Could have been pretty stupid, really,” Erik said, looking a little sheepish. “I just—I didn’t know what else to do. I figured she was in a bar and maybe the bartender would be able to call the cops or something. I didn’t realize she had friends in there.”


    Finn frowned. “Friends?”


    “The big guy in the booth? I mean, he was pretty drunk, going after you and all, but it let Ms. Lake get the drop on the—uh, what was his name? She called him Jim?”


    “John,” Finn corrected, realizing Erik hadn’t caught on, that he didn’t know what had really happened in the bar. I shouldn’t have surprised him. Most people didn’t realize zombies or necromancers even existed. Finn had been told at a young age—by some of the scariest monsters he’d ever come across—that his power was to remain a secret from the rest of the world. “Yeah, he was in a bad way. Anyway, man, thanks for the help.”


    “I was nothing. I’m just glad everything worked out. You look good, actually. I thought you got kind of beat up, but you don’t look hurt at all.”


    “It was mostly not my blood,” Finn said, shifting away lest Erik try to get a look at the part of his neck that should have been scabbed over.


    “Ready boys?” Veruca asked, stepping up next to Finn to place a hand on his back.


    “Everything okay with Donald?” Finn asked as Erik moved to open the car door.


    “Oh yes, I just wanted to make sure everything was quiet over night. No trouble at all. Come, darling.” Veruca slid into the car, tugging his hand as if she worried he wouldn’t climb in after her. “Tell Erik where it is we’re going.”


    “Do I know?” Finn asked, settling in.


    “It’s your bag,” Veruca said with a smile. “Though, I’m guessing you’ll need this?” Finn watched her tuck a hand into the inner pocket of her long, dark coat and pull out a small square of paper. Lost for a second, Finn stared at her fingers, wondering what she was offering him. After a moment, she laughed, twisting it to hold the side with the Merriemore logo toward his face. Finn jolted.


    “My claim ticket!”


    “They returned it with your laundry. I figured you might need it.”


    “You had it all along,” Finn said, taking it and considering what that meant. “And you didn’t use it to just get my bag yourself?”


    “Well, I don’t look much like a Brian, do I?” She smiled, leaning forward to tell Eric where to go. At a loss, Finn watched her, wondering once again how he’d managed to stumble into her life and if he was worthy. When she leaned back, she caught his eye and he noticed something mischievous there. “The sooner we get Bea’s things out of your hands, the sooner we can get back to bed.”


    At her wink, Finn felt himself grin. In that department he was definitely worthy.


    ****


    The Merriemore was in view when everything went to shit. Finn wasn’t paying much attention to the surroundings, though he recognized the look of the neighborhood and the appeal of an Italian restaurant he’d previously considered. He turned briefly away from what Veruca was saying about Donald the security guard and the next thing he knew the car was swerving, he’d whacked his noggin on the window, and then they were stopped dead.


    Shrieks crowded around him as his brain strained to catch up to what had happened, but he couldn’t seem to make himself think. He could see the cracked windshield, though Erik seemed to be gone from the front seat, and shouldn’t he be concerned?


    “Finn?” Veruca asked, a groan threaded through her voice. She mumbled some things in what he dimly recognized as Spanish and he felt her warm hand on his arm. “Erik? Shit. Finn look at me. Finn!”


    He swiveled his head around, meeting her gaze, still at a loss for what was going on around him. His head kind of ached and the shrieks outside had melted into questions. Someone tried to yank open his door but it remained closed. Did they need to get in?


    “Finn, how many fingers am I holding up?” Veruca asked, holding up her right hand. He counted. Four. It was four. “Finn, answer me.”


    He hadn’t already? “Four.”


    Veruca nodded, turning to climb forward and call Erik’s name again. This time the Spanish she spat was quicker, more panicked. As someone tried once again to open his door, Finn dimly recognized the words, “dios” and “madre,” but nothing else jumped out at him.


    It was four fingers. Had he answered her?


    ****


    Seeing Erik hunched to the side sent Veruca into a round of outraged panic. She recognized the sight of a bullet wound pumping blood out of his throat, could see the thread of his soul unraveling, trying to come loose to leak out into the ether. She couldn’t allow it, wouldn’t let him to die.


    She threw one more glance back at Finn, who was sitting perfectly still looking flustered and confused, and then glanced at the people surrounding the car, trying to help. Several of them were on their phones, many were trying to get in to help, and she wasn’t sure who was to be trusted. Someone had shot Erik and it was likely that they hadn’t just pulled the trigger and fled.


    Deciding she couldn’t be bothered with placating those around her, she yanked off her jacket, climbed into the front seat and did her best to keep Erik alive.


    His soul had to be tied off. The need was more immediate than the gushing hole in his throat. Blood loss he could survive, but the loss of his soul would be permanent. She pressed her hand against his chest, thrusting her power inside him to grasp at the slippery glow that seemed to have forgotten its place. He was trying to die, his soul reacting immediately to how badly his body had been damaged.


    “No, Erik,” Veruca mumbled, her eyes still focused on the flicker in his chest. “No te estas muriendo.” She didn’t care that he didn’t speak Spanish. The words were more for her than him. He was unconscious, already covered in his own blood.


    There, she thought as she tugged the knot she’d tied off in his soul. Now you’re not going anywhere. The light in him fizzled, popped once, but settled into a steady glow. Someone with authority in his voice knocked on the driver’s side door and she jerked her gaze up. A paramedic stood looking concerned and serious, yelling over the din outside the car. Veruca didn’t need to hear the words to know what to do.


    “Veruca?”


    “Open your door Finn.”


    “Yeah, okay,” he mumbled, following her orders. She did the same, leaning forward to push open the door.


    “Are you okay, ma’am?”


    “You need to get him to a hospital immediately.”


    “Are you—”


    “I’m fine. My friend—” She turned to find Finn being pulled out of the car by another paramedic. “I think he’s got a concussion.” Without being asked, Veruca unbuckled Erik's seatbelt, climbing out the passenger side to scan the crowd to keep an eye out in case Angelina’s shooter tried for anything else. When her eyes fell on Finn, she softened slightly, finding that, even half brain-dead from the crash, he was trying to sweet talk the paramedic leading him toward the ambulance. The man didn’t seem to mind.


    ****


    Finn felt pretty stupid but Veruca was too distracted to care. It had taken roughly a half hour, but the fog in his brain had cleared and he’d realized that while she’d been trying to save Erik’s life, he’d been staring blankly out the car window.


    Now they were tucked into the waiting room of a hospital, Veruca haranguing nurses and arguing over paperwork, while Finn sat sheepishly in a plastic chair in the corner with a goose egg on his head.


    When he saw an older nurse sigh with frustration for the third time in as many minutes, Finn decided he had to at least try to be of some use.


    “Veruca, love,” he said, closing in to grab her arm. “Come, sit. You’ve been moving since the crash. You need to take a breath.


    “They’re—”


    “Doing all they can. You’ve filled everything out, answered all their questions. You need to sit.”


    “I can’t—”


    “Please?” Finn turned the begging in his eyes to puppy dog levels, hunched his shoulders a bit for effect. Veruca watched him for a second, her expression hard enough that he worried for a moment that even his sad face wouldn’t get through. The nurse stood by, silent and still as if afraid to pull attention to herself. Finally Veruca sighed away her argument and nodded. Finn led her back toward the abandoned corner of the waiting room, giving the nurse a wink as he did. She didn’t look completely thankful, but he could see relief there at least.


    “You’ve got to tell me what happened,” Finn said when he was able to hustle Veruca into a chair. She resisted at first, her gaze on the doors through which they’d taken Erik. It took her a second to respond, but when she did she looked confused.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I was pretty out of it. Hit my head pretty hard.”


    “Oh my god, they didn’t even—”


    “They did,” he assured her, pressing a hand against her upper thigh before she could jump to her feet. “I got scrambled a bit, but I’m okay.”


    Veruca reached up, brushing her hand over the goose egg. Finn winced, really putting on a show to keep her focused on him and not on how Erik might have been doing in surgery.


    “It hurts,” she said, her jaw going tight. She shook her head and watched him for a moment, before repeating the action. “I can’t call Connie, not here. We can visit her tomorrow, but until then you’re going to have to live with that knot.”


    “You don’t want to kiss it better?”


    Veruca’s lip quirked and Finn congratulated himself silently for easing her out of her worried state. “I heard you ask the paramedic the same thing.”


    “He had good lips,” Finn pointed out, rubbing her thigh lightly. “Not as good as yours, but I figured if anyone else would have healing powers, it might be him.”


    “Did you at least get his name before trying to make out with him?”


    “No,” Finn said, wrinkling his nose as if the idea was distasteful. “I didn’t want to cheapen what we had.”


    Veruca laughed and Finn felt his heart soar. He almost had her. She sobered quicker than he would have preferred, her gaze roaming to the double doors again.


    “He made it this long,” Finn assured her. “They’re going to help.”


    “He ... didn’t really.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I had to step in,” Veruca explained, hunching forward to rest her elbows on her knees and bury her face in her hands. “He was going to be dead within seconds. I cheated.”


    “How?” Finn leaned forward, wrapping an arm over her shoulders as he did.


    “I ... he should have died, but I didn’t—I couldn’t—he doesn’t deserve this.”


    “What did you do?”


    “His soul,” she said quietly, turning to peer partly at him. “I ... I made sure it’s bound, that it can’t leave. They may be working on a dead man. I may just ... it’s dangerous.”


    “You know what you’re doing,” Fin assured her, putting more confidence into his words than he felt. “You’re more competent than anyone I’ve ever met. Whatever you did it was for the best.”


    “I can’t be—”


    “I’m sure,” Finn said, anticipating her argument. “What’s the danger? That he live to be a hundred and meet every one of his great grandkids?”


    “If they can’t stabilize him fast enough and his body ...” Her lip quivered and she turned her face into her hands again. “Fuck.”


    “Well, I guess we could find a broom closet if that’ll make you feel better.”


    It took her a second, but the look Veruca gave Finn when she realized what she meant made him laugh. She sat up straight, shaking her head yet again.


    “It’s not a joke,” she insisted, though her lips were teasing a grin.


    “Sex with me never is.”


    “Finn,” she sighed. He winked and she gave in to another laugh. “If they can’t save him, but I don’t release his soul, there are consequences.” She met his eyes, lifting a brow. “Clay-type consequences.”


    Finn jolted lightly, getting her point immediately. Despite himself, he pictured Erik rising up, going after the throats of doctors and nurses. He let the silence hang for a moment before leaning close.


    “You’re better than that. No, you are,” Finn assured her when he sensed another argument. “I can tell. Now, take a gander. Another one, since you’ve been glancing over there every few seconds, anyway. Come on.”


    Finn nudged Veruca into an upright position, grabbing her shoulders to guide her to turn toward the doors. “You can see him, right? Ehm, you know. His ... glow, or whatever?”


    “Yes. I can see everyone’s.”


    “How does it look? Still suspect? Worse than in the car?”


    “No,” she said, sagging slightly. He wasn’t sure if he was making things better, but he had to try.


    “Then you’re fine. He’s fine. They’re working on him, they’ll patch him up, and you’ll pay loads of money for everything.”


    Veruca snorted out an uncomfortable laugh. “I will?”


    “It’s what you yowled at the nurse half a dozen times while you were filling out the paperwork. I’m assuming you’re not a liar. Or, if you are, you’re at least half as good as I am.”


    She turned to him, her smile soft, and he gave her a wink, leaning forward to kiss her forehead.


    “Feeling better?”


    “Not well enough to find that broom closet, but yeah.”


    “Bollix,” Finn said, making her snort.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Fourteen


    


    “Tell me about yourself,” Veruca said, pulling Finn out of the half-nap he hadn’t realized he’d been taking.


    “Devilishly handsome,” Finn said without thinking. “Genius intellect, well-endowed in every way. What else is there to know?” He turned to smile at Veruca, a yawn ruining the come-hither gaze he’d been trying for.


    “Your story,” she said. “You said you left Ireland when you were young. Where are your parents? How’d you end up under Angelina’s thumb? When were you carved up by Wolverine?”


    “It wasn’t a cartoon superhero,” Finn said, shifting in the uncomfortable seat and wincing when his back protested the action. “It was a mountain lion. A dead one, but still.”


    Veruca’s eyes went wide, her jaw dropping. “It was ... what?”


    “Ah.” Finn shook his head, realizing he hadn’t meant to tell her the truth. “I was fifteen. It was ... I couldn’t control it.”


    “Why were you trying to control a dead mountain lion?”


    Finn watched her considering his life as it had been up until this moment. There was plenty to tell, most of it unpleasant, even if it made for a good story. Bea had only ever asked once, but changed her mind shortly after, catching something in his face that made her hug him close and kiss his cheek. He could tell Veruca, he realized. She didn’t seem like the type to judge, and she hadn’t been bothered by anything else that had come up. She’d lent him a taste of her powers and bought him a whole new wardrobe and hadn’t asked anything in response. Except this.


    “I was born in Ireland, lived there until I was twelve,” he began. “I remember some things, and I’m told I grew up just outside Dublin, but it’s sort of fuzzy. I, eh ... was taken by a man with less than ... decent goals for me.”


    Veruca’s brow knitted and he shook his head.


    “Nothing like you’re thinking. He wanted me for my necromancy. I wasn’t even aware I could do anything until he found me. Next thing I know, I’m being smuggled into the states, and I’ve been here ever since. His name was Mort,” Finn said, laughing somewhat bitterly. “Ideal, right? He couldn’t raise the dead, but he knew how it was done. He trained me a little bit, not kindly, and I ran away at sixteen. Been on my own, bouncing around—sometimes literally—for ten years. And now here I am, sitting with a beautiful woman in a hospital, waiting for a friend to wake up healthy and happy.”


    “You consider Erik a friend?”


    “Sure,” Finn said, hoping the subject would remain light. “He and I really bonded while you were in that bar. Up until we got grabbed by London and I nearly got eaten by a zombie.”


    “You shouldn’t have,” Veruca said.


    “Yeah, well. Clay disagreed.”


    “I mean, you’re more powerful than that. You should be able to control a dozen Clays without much thought.” Veruca reached over to press her hand over his bicep, right over the scratches he’d gotten from the cougar, even though his shirt covered them. “And this shouldn’t have happened either.”


    “I didn’t want it to,” he said, feeling somewhat sullen.


    “Did he make you raise it? Mort?”


    “Like I said, not kindly. I hope the bastard’s dead.”


    “You don’t know?”


    “I ran. Far, fast. I’ve made my way, not always pleasantly, but on my own. I didn’t want to think about him, about anyone from that time.”


    “And home? You ever think about that?”


    “The car crash wasn’t the first time I’ve got my bell rung. I don’t think I could find it if I tried.” Waving his hand as if he could erase the look of pity on Veruca’s face, Finn took a breath. “What about you? You said you were young. Where’s your accent from?”


    “Venezuela,” she said, a little bit of pride leaking into her voice. “I was plucked out for my powers as well, but I’ll admit I’ve had it much better than you.”


    “Not a difficult bar to leap.”


    “My family was brought to the states, set up with everything we could need. Our names were changed—you might have noticed mine doesn’t exactly fit.”


    “I think it suits you. Glamorous.”


    Veruca smiled. “My parents ran the business for a while until I graduated college and took over. They live in Southern California now and I visit them whenever I can.”


    “Charmed life,” Finn said, hoping she knew he didn’t mean it bitterly. “You said you don’t live in Seattle?”


    “No,” she said, trailing off. She seemed to consider something for a moment before a slightly sheepish smile overtook her mouth. “I own an island, out off the coast. It’s ... been charted. Unofficially.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “That I don’t pay any sort of property taxes, mainly.”


    “No wonder you could afford to make me pretty.”


    “You were pretty enough,” Veruca said, looking him up and down as if confirming it. “I just smoothed out your rough edges a little.”


    “Ms. Lake?” Veruca jerked her gaze past Finn, pushing to her feet.


    “Doctor.”


    “Your friend is out of surgery. He’s ... stable.” The doctor shook his head, his face incredulous. “I’m honestly not sure how. Don’t get me wrong, we’ve done our best, but I’ve never seen anyone survive wounds like this. He’s in the ICU, and we’re going to be monitoring him closely. As long as no more complications arise, he’s going to be okay.”


    “I told you,” Finn murmured, standing to wrap an arm around her shoulders. Veruca ignored him.


    “You’re absolutely sure?”


    “He’s a bit shaky, I’m going to admit, but we’ve stopped the bleeding and made sure he’s as well off as can be for now. If you’d like to go, we can—”


    “No,” Veruca said, shaking her head. “He has no family here. I’m going to stay.”


    “Alright.”


    “Can you have someone keep me updated?”


    “There won’t be much to—”


    “Doc,” Finn said quietly, catching the doctor’s eye before Veruca could argue any further. The doctor nodded.


    “Yes. Even if it’s just to let you know nothing’s changed, I’ll have someone update you.”


    “Thank you,” Veruca said, closing in. She grabbed the doctor’s hand and squeezed. “Anything you need from me, it’s yours.”


    “We’re—”


    “Anything.”


    “You should take her up on that,” Finn said, giving her a little tug in hopes she’d free the doctor. “She’s loaded.”


    Distracted by Finn’s comment, Veruca dropped the doctor’s hand, turning to give him a chastising glare. The doctor chuckled, backing away.


    “I’ll go let the nurse know you’re staying.”


    “If we’re staying, we should at least get something to eat,” Finn said.


    “I’m not hungry.”


    “It’s not all about you, you know,” Finn said, steering her toward the elevator, though she fought him a little. “I got knocked around too. I need some protein or something. What helps with the healing process?”


    Veruca stopped him, reaching up to cup his cheeks and pull him down so she could kiss the lump on his forehead. Finn winced, but tried to present her with a smile instead. She met his gaze.


    “Thank you.”


    “Thank me with a snack. Or,” he said, hooking his arm in hers as he tried to unsubtly steer her toward a door marked Employees Only, “with a trip to that broom closet.”


    ****


    “It was Angelina wasn’t it,” Finn asked three hours later. Veruca tensed in her seat, opening her eyes to look his way.


    “What?” she asked, giving him the impression she’d been asleep. He shook his head, realizing she’d relaxed for the first time in half a day and he didn’t want to ruin it.


    “You take your nap.”


    “I need to stay—”


    “He’s been fine,” Finn assured her, pulling off his jacket to drape it over her shoulders. “He’ll continue to be fine. If anything changes, I’ll wake you up.”


    “I wasn’t asleep,” Veruca insisted, though her eyes were already drooping. Finn stayed by her side, rubbing her shoulder lightly until he heard her breathing slow, saw her mouth go slack.


    It had been Angelina, he was sure of it. Erik had been shot, the car had crashed, and it was Finn’s fault. He should have just given her what was in the safe in the first place, taken whatever punishment she doled out, and then made a run for it. He wouldn’t have put Veruca in danger, wouldn’t have gotten Erik shot, and would have been fine on his own.


    He always was.


    He stayed for a few minutes, just watching Veruca sleep, before going to the nurse’s station to ask for a pen and a pad of paper. There wasn’t really much he could write that would make anything better, but he wanted to at least let her know he was leaving for her, and not because of her. His note was brief and he folded it, moving back to tuck it into the front pocket of her purse where he figured she’d see it without having to look too hard. Then, he left.


    The walk through the hospital felt dire but purposeful. He wasn’t sure what Angelina would do to him once he showed up with the bag of goodies and handed it over, but he was sure it wouldn’t be pleasant. There would likely be pain involved, and not the kind they’d shared before, naked in bed. The cold air shoved at him and he shivered, cursing himself for a moment for leaving his jacket upstairs. He didn’t want to risk waking Veruca by going back for it, so he sucked it up and pushed ahead.


    It was late evening, still early enough for people to be about despite the weather, but not really bustling. Finn moved through a fine mist of drizzle for maybe a block before realizing he didn’t have to walk. He had some cash and the cab wouldn’t cost that much. He still didn’t have a phone but surely a taxi would stop with a hail. He’d seen it done in movies dozens of times.


    “Doyle.”


    Finn stiffened, recognizing the tone if not the voice. Angelina had sent the big guns, it seemed.


    “And what’s she calling you?” he asked, turning to find a woman roughly Veruca’s size smiling at him from near an idling car. She didn’t look threatening standing there in her designer coat with her coiffed hair, but he knew what would happen if he tried to run.


    He wouldn’t get a free ride to the Merriemore, for one.


    “Berlin,” the woman said, a little smile touching her lips. “Shall we go?”


    Finn sighed, closing in. “I suppose.” Berlin watched him carefully as he moved, not tensing, but not exactly relaxed, either. He knew that, should he try something, she’d break his nose on the curb in seconds. He didn’t want to try anything. He just wanted to get this over with and hope he survived to tell the tale.


    “Question for you,” he asked as he pulled open the rear door. “Is it after the wall or the city?”


    “Certainly not the wall,” she said, stepping close. “I don’t go down.” For once, Finn held his tongue.


    ****


    It wasn’t dissimilar to riding with Veruca, Finn thought as the car pulled away from the curb. This driver looked surlier than Erik, and seemed to only barely fit in the front seat, but he was quiet and Berlin was lovely. She would probably hurt Finn once she got what she wanted, though. Veruca hadn’t really wanted anything, or at least not anything Finn wasn’t eager to give.


    “Where did you stash the bag?”


    “Somewhere you can’t get to without me,” Finn said, meeting her gaze. She smiled wide.


    “Do tell.”


    Just to be difficult, Finn leaned forward, rattled off the address directly to the driver as if Berlin wasn’t necessary at all. She was still smiling when he leaned back into his seat.


    “A hotel?” she asked, her gloved hands folded together lightly in her lap. He didn’t think she could easily get to a weapon in that long, thick coat, but he didn’t want to risk it.


    “One that requires my pretty face in order to hand over the bag.”


    “If only that was all it required,” Berlin said, lifting a hand to touch Finn’s cheek. “It would be easy enough to remove.”


    No, Finn decided. This was nothing like riding with Veruca.


    Berlin dropped her hand back into her lap, running her gaze over Finn’s body slowly, as if thinking untoward thoughts. Finn shifted slightly, suddenly feeling like a slab of beef Berlin might want to carve up and sear on a grill. He generally didn’t mind being eyed like a piece of meat, but this was unpleasant and made him feel slightly dirty. He tried to remain calm, knowing she would only find it amusing that she could unsettle him.


    When the driver pulled up in front of the hotel, Finn grabbed for the door handle immediately, wanting out of the car as soon as possible. Berlin gripped his wrist harder than he would have expected, forcing him to meet her eye.


    “Where is the bag?”


    “Here,” he said, making it clear he thought her question was stupid.


    “Where is the bag?” she repeated, making it clear she thought him stupid.


    Finn sighed. “I checked it. I have to give them a claim ticket to pick it up. They won’t just hand it over to anyone. They’ll know me, too. I make quite an impression.”


    “I’m sure you do,” Berlin said, her words sliding across Finn’s skin like grease. He shoved open the door, fighting to pull his arm free and climb out. She was quick, following him out and closing in to walk into the hotel only slightly behind him. “I’ll be here.”


    “I’ll alert the press,” Finn spat, pushing ahead and strolling straight up to the desk as if he was busy and important, lighting up inside when he recognized the desk agent who’d taken his bag into custody. She caught sight of him, perking up slightly when she saw his face and more so when recognition took hold.


    “Suzi,” he greeted, turning his accent up a notch.


    “Brian,” she said, her voice a little breathy. He pretended not to notice when her eyes strayed to quickly take all of him in. “I was wondering what happened to you.”


    “Big deal going down. I lost track of things and only just realized that I never picked up my bag. It’s still safe and sound?”


    “Of course,” she said, angling herself slightly forward across the counter. “I’ll just need your claim ticket.” Finn froze, blinking at her for a few seconds as realization dawned. He didn’t have the claim ticket. He’d left it in his coat.


    He’d left the fucking thing in his coat. He could have kicked himself.


    “You don’t recognize me?” he said, leaning close and hoping his charm would be ticket enough.


    “I do,” she said, flushing slightly, her eyes darting off toward an imposing looking man with a tomato for a head and an overly shiny nametag. “But it’s protocol to get the claim ticket before we release anything. It’s really for your protection.”


    “Well,” Finn drawled, quirking his lips as if he’d been plotting something all along. “Perhaps I left it in my room. Would you be willing to come help me look for it?”


    “I—” Suzi let out a giggle. “I mean—”


    “Can I help you, sir?” Finn flicked his gaze to the red-faced man with the shiny badge, shaking his head.


    “No, no. Suzi was just answering some questions for me about the hotel.”


    “He checked a bag with us a few days ago and needs to pick it up, but he lost his claim ticket,” Suzi explained, straightening slightly. Tomato bristled disapprovingly.


    “We don’t release bags without claim tickets.”


    “He gave it to me,” she said. Unable to resist, despite the circumstances, Finn caught her eye again.


    “Yeah. I gave it to her.”


    She let out an embarrassed, shocked little laugh, trying not to let it show. After a second, she looked to her boss again. “It’s him. I swear. I even remember what the bag looks like. I could just—”


    “We don’t usually—”


    “And I really do appreciate that,” Finn said, straightening and meeting Tomato’s unhappy gaze. “It’s why I trust you enough to only stay here. My coworkers don’t. Yet. I was talking to Bill last week about how we really should renegotiate and start staying here instead of over at the Marriot, specifically because you guys are so good. We’d need to put our people in touch with your people, of course, and there might be some rate clashes, but I’m sure we could bring you a lot of business. In the mean time, though, I really need my brown duffel and Suzi here is the only one who can help me. If I’m late to my meeting, I may not be able to convince anyone to stay here.”


    Tomato’s pale brows had lifted slightly, his gaze sliding to Suzi.


    “What company did you say he—”


    “Microsoft,” Finn said, pulling the biggest company he could think of out of the air. “And that bag I turned in has some very valuable code in it. Valuable code I need right this moment.”


    Tomato seemed to be working it out, but Finn could see he had him. The thought made him briefly giddy before he realized that once he had the bag, he was going to have to climb back into the car with Berlin.


    “Well. We’ll make an exception this one time,” Tomato said finally. “But please let your coworkers know that we don’t usually do this. As a rule—”


    “Of course, good man,” Finn said, reaching out to pump Tomato’s hand with both of his. He snaked the man’s watch as well, just for the hell of it. It was a nice watch, though probably not worth much. It was the principal of the thing, Finn told himself. “Now Suzi, love, my bag?”


    “Oh. Yeah, of course.” She smiled, looked briefly to her boss and then turned and rushed toward the closet.


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Fifteen


    


    Finn wanted to find any possible reason not to bring Berlin the duffel. Suzi was amenable to some serious flirting, but Tomato wanted to talk business and Finn wasn’t confident he’d be able to B.S. his way through much more in that department. So, once he had the bag, he straightened his suit jacket, made eyes at Suzi one last time, and turned to make his way toward destiny.


    Berlin had made herself comfortable in a chair near the entrance, her gaze aimed casually his way. She didn’t bother getting to her feet until he was close enough to touch, tucking her arm under his elbow to rest her hand on his wrist. He didn’t bother fighting, letting her lead him back out to the car. The driver wasn’t subtle about asking for the bag, reaching for it before Finn was close enough to even hand it over.


    He let himself be divested of the duffel and bullied into the back seat, trying to remind himself that he was doing this for the right reasons. He’d talked himself out of worse situations before, and he knew Angelina was partial to the way he looked. Plus, he had decided to come to her, so she’d have to give him points for that.


    “Your girlfriend did quite a number on Rutherford,” Berlin said as they passed the end of the block. Finn frowned her way.


    “She did?”


    “Whatever she was packing when she hit him ruined him for good. His face is a mess and he’ll never be able to have kids.”


    “She knocked the uterus right out of him?”


    Berlin ignored his comment. “What did she hit him with, anyway?”


    “I sorta missed that part,” Finn admitted, though he wasn’t going to explain why. “It sounds bad, though. We should go visit him at hospital, actually. Driver, change of plans—”


    “I don’t think he wants to see you,” Berlin said calmly, not bothering to catch the driver’s attention to let him know not to take Finn’s direction. “He can’t see much of anything, actually, at least not out of his left eye. She did real damage. She sounds like my type of girl.”


    “She’s not actually,” Finn said, shaking his head dismissively. “She’s not into women, especially not blondes. You two would have nothing to talk about.”


    “We could talk about you. How she’s cleaned you up, slapped some pretty clothes on you, and saved your life back in that bar. I bet she’s worried sick about you right now, might even be willing to give something in exchange for seeing you returned to her safe.”


    “Nah.” Finn waved her off. “She wouldn’t be interested. She didn’t really save my life in the bar, it was the driver she was helping. She kicked me out of the hospital, actually, got angry with me for putting him in danger. She’s pining for him right now, probably cursing my name.”


    Berlin’s smile was slow, condescending, and it made Finn consider opening the door and rolling out into traffic just to wipe it off her face.


    “I don’t believe you,” she said. Finn just shrugged.


    “You’re not the boss so I don’t need you to believe me. How long until we get to Angelina’s, anyway? She’s much better company.”


    “Soon,” Berlin said. She’s come to meet you this time, didn’t want you to have to travel all the way to Oak Harbor to give back what you stole.”


    “It was given to me,” Finn pointed out. “Not to her. Beatrice wouldn’t give her anything.”


    “Which is why she sent you, pumpkin.” Berlin patted his knee. It made Finn consider hopping into traffic once more.


    ****


    They rolled through the fancy gates of a house that sat off in the distance, regal and probably judging the driveway that led up to it. Finn pouted in the back seat, paying all his attention to the passing scenery instead of speaking to Berlin when she asked him a question or made a comment. The driver remained silent and grumpy, his expression in the mirror looking like he might forget how to drive if he let his brow unknit even slightly.


    The car rounded an ostentatious fountain and came to rest in front of towering columns and perfectly trimmed topiaries swirling toward the sky like flames in the wind. A goon Finn dimly recognized but couldn’t name pulled open the door to glare harshly at the car and Finn felt his shoulders droop a little further.


    “Ready, pumpkin?” Berlin asked, rubbing her hand over his shoulder as if she were a mother comforting her child before surgery. Finn ignored the touch and pushed open the door to step out onto the white, sandy gravel that sparkled even in the low light from the porch. Adjusting his vest and jacket, he strolled forward, pretending the door-goon wasn’t glaring holes in his face.


    “Have the car pulled into the garage, would you, Jeeves?” Finn told the man dismissively. “I’m going to retire to my study for some brandy and Mozart.”


    Barely resisting the urge to pause and gawk at the interior beyond the front door, Finn strolled inside like he owned the place, his gaze roaming just enough to get a sense of it. The foyer was massive and glittering, rich with dark woods and pretentious portraits hung high on the excessively tall walls. Finn hoped he’d get the chance to filch some of the smaller glittering items decorating tables and shelves, but closed in on Angelina as if they’d agreed upon the meetup beforehand.


    She was standing next to the curving staircase like a model showing off an expensive car: hip cocked, cleavage boosted, her lips quirked in a smug smile. Her hair was pulled back severely to show off her excellent cheekbones and she ran her eyes over Finn with a perfect mix of interest and disappointment, before meeting his gaze. Her smile grew, and Finn heard Berlin’s heels click over the shiny floor before he saw her step up next to him.


    Everyone was silent for a few moments before Angelina tipped her head and gestured to Finn’s outfit.


    “You’ve cleaned up.”


    “I was tired of the muck,” he said, feeling clever as he hoped she got that he was referring to her. Angelina’s smile didn’t falter as she lowered her gaze to Berlin’s hand.


    “Is that my things?”


    “I watched him retrieve it myself,” Berlin said.


    “Let’s have some tea,” Angelina said, twirling to saunter through the foyer toward a door that opened magically just before she’d have run into it. Finn wondered if she’d ordered a goon to huddle against the other side with his ear pressed to a drinking glass to listen for her approach.


    The idea made him snort and he followed, quirking a finger as if Berlin wouldn’t know to follow without his lead.


    “Come, come,” he said without looking her way. “We’ll be needing the bag.”


    Angelina stood aside a fireplace nearly as tall as her and gestured to Finn with a glass mug filled with what he figured was likely over-sugared Earl Grey. “Thirsty?”


    “I’d love a milkshake. Goons,” Finn said, lifting his arm in a graceful arc to wave his hand at the muscle in the far corner. “Go, fetch me a chocolate milkshake. Make it strawberry, actually.”


    No one moved or acknowledged that he’d spoken and Finn frowned, looking back to Angelina.


    “Bit thick aren’t they? Barely seem able to follow orders.”


    “They follow orders just fine when they’re given by the right person.” Angelina set the mug down delicately on a small, round table next to a high-backed chair facing the fire. “Now, let’s see what you’ve brought me.”


    “Just the bag,” Finn said, jerking his thumb at Berlin as she passed. “And the duffel full of Bea’s most precious keepsakes.”


    Berlin’s eyes roamed to Finn as she handed Angelina the bag and he wondered if he’d pay for the comment later. Angelina set the bag down on the chair, unzipped it, and peered inside. She was still for what felt like an hour, before she lifted her face to his. He wasn’t sure if she looked pleased or angry. Sometimes he just couldn’t tell.


    “Finn. My dear. How long have we known each other?”


    “By name, or biblically?” he asked, winking and shifting his stance to loosen the tightness crawling up his spine. “Because the latter’s been a little longer than the former.”


    “Long enough to know that I don’t appreciate some of your jokes, yes?” In a fit of what he instantly recognized as her childish temper, Angelina grabbed the edge of the bag, yanking it to the side hard and fast so it tipped and a dozen paperback books toppled out to thud softly on the floor. “Where is my bag?”


    “That is your bag!” Finn insisted, already backing up. He’d probably never make it to the door, but his nerves didn’t care. “I stashed it at the hotel, until this one,” he gestured to Berlin, “made me pick it up! She’s had her hands all over it since then.”


    “Finn,” Angelina growled, stepping over the discarded stories to close in. Berlin stood by the chair, head tipped down slightly as a cat might watch a mouse with its leg snapped by a trap. “Where is my bag?”


    Still backing up, Finn, shook his head, gesturing fruitlessly at Berlin. “Ask her! I had it, but she had your man put it in the trunk! I haven’t touched it since! I—those aren’t mine!” He felt himself back right into the husky warmth of the goon who’d opened the door. Straightening tall as if he could ward her off like a bear, Finn, fixed insult across his features. “I don’t even read!”


    Angelina clenched her fist around the fabric of his nice vest, yanking him close before she lifted her hand and pressed it to his cheek. Having his mind read didn’t hurt, but he swore he could feel her crawling through his brain, picking at his thoughts like a toddler trying to play an out of tune ukulele. He watched her as she rifled through his skull, considering her expression as it faded slightly from murderous to merely harmful.


    Seconds passed before she turned to face Berlin, still touching Finn’s cheek. “He’s telling the truth.”


    Berlin looked disappointed, but didn’t voice it. She seemed to consider the options for a few moments, before taking a breath as if shouldering a heavy burden. “Would you like me to interrogate the desk agent? Perhaps someone there discovered what was in the bag and switched the contents.


    “Suzi wouldn’t do that,” Finn insisted, worrying for the cute redhead and her easily removed digits. “She was on the level.”


    Angelina turned back to Finn, slapping him just this side of lightly. “Many have thought the same about you. Go, check out the hotel,” Angelina said, addressing Berlin even though she was still contemplating Finn. “Speak to this Suzi. Do what you need to. I want my things.”


    Berlin nodded, catching Finn’s eye just long enough to let him know with a wink that she was going to enjoy her work, and then strolled out of view. Finn squirmed slightly as Angelina leaned in closer, her eyes taking in his features.


    “You look—”


    The sound of gunfire interrupted her, and Finn jumped hard at the sound of Berlin’s feminine grunts of pain.


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Sixteen


    


    The goon who had previously blocked Finn’s exit, shoved him roughly to the side, grabbing for Angelina as if she were precious.


    “Boss,” he said gruffly, putting his massive bulk between her and the doorway. Finn stumbled, lost his footing and dropped hard onto his ass, cracking his elbow on the edge of another fancy table. He swore, cradling his arm to his chest, before realizing that he’d fallen next to Berlin. Gunfire belted through the foyer again and he wondered if she was dead.


    “Fuck,” she moaned after a second, making Finn yelp and jolt away. She ignored his cowardice, shaking her head as she pushed into a crouch and moved out of view of the open doorway. “Hate getting shot.”


    “What the hell is going on?” Angelina demanded. Finn looked to her sharply, found her still protected by the large goon, and figured he should probably get somewhere safe as well. Lacking any other options, he scrambled around the side of the nearest curved, old couch and peered around the side to watch Angelina.


    “We think it’s Shaw,” the goon said, lifting a hand to his earpiece. “There are too many. I’m going to get you out of here, Boss.”


    “And me?” Finn said, trying to catch Angelina’s eye with an alluring smile. She refused to even look his way, focused on Berlin at the doorway. Finn risked a glance over the top of the couch and found she’d crouched around the edge of the doorjamb and pulled her pistol.


    “You expect me to walk through fire to get out?”


    “I can cover you,” Berlin said. Finn yipped when she fired twice, sure she was close enough to accidentally hit him, even though she was aiming in the opposite direction.


    “And me!” Finn repeated when he could make his voice work.


    “You can stay here and amuse yourself,” Angelina said, sneering his way. “There’s plenty to read.”


    “I told you I don’t read!” Finn insisted, pushing to his knees with panicked outrage. “Can’t, even! I never learned! You wouldn’t just leave me here to die, now? That’d be cruel! Leaving such an uneducated man as myself to fend for—” He let out another yowl as Berlin fired three more times, and dropped to flatten himself face first to the gleaming floor.


    “Would you shut the hell up?” Berlin growled. “Give me two seconds to—” she fired again. “Go.”


    Finn lifted his gaze enough to see the goon hunch as close to Angelina as he could before nudging her toward the door. They disappeared around the edge of the couch, and Finn was left to whimper against the wooden armrest. Berlin kept firing intermittently and he heard her grunt twice more, before she spoke.


    “Nice knowing you, pumpkin. I’ll tell Suzi you said hi.”


    Before Finn could argue or demand once again to come with, she took off, firing as she sprinted away in her expensive heels. Finn whimpered.


    ****


    Veruca jolted herself awake, instantly regretting the sharp movement, as it highlighted the fact that she felt like she’d been sleeping at a right angle. Groaning a bit, she straightened slowly, rocking her neck back and forth trying to work out the kinks. Finn was nowhere around, but she figured he’d probably gone in search of a vending machine or an attractive nurse.


    The idea that he may have found both and lured a stranger into a broom closet to share a sweet treat made Veruca chuckle as she pushed to her feet to stretch out.


    “Ms. Lake?”


    “News?” Veruca asked, turning to the approaching nurse.


    “Just to say your friend’s still doing well. He’s still out, steady as can be.”


    “Thanks,” Veruca said with a smile, her gaze roaming toward where she could see Erik’s soul still pulsing weakly beyond the doors. With a sigh, she figured she might as well indulge in a treat of her own to shut down her suddenly roaring stomach. She noticed Finn’s note as she grabbed her purse off the uncomfortable chair. Her hunger died as she read the note, replace by a low, irritated burn in her belly.


    He’d gone back to Angelina, citing selflessness and regret instead of what had really driven him: stupidity.


    “You stupid, beautiful idiot,” Veruca mumbled, slinging her bag over her shoulder and moving toward the nurse’s station. “I have to go, but please call me if anything changes.”


    “You—”


    “Won’t need any more updates unless they’re important,” Veruca said, turning away. She got three steps before she regretted her tone and turned back. “I appreciate that you were being so helpful, I just have to go. Thank you.”


    She called Donald on the way down to the lobby, could barely keep the anger out of her voice when he answered.


    “Ms. Lake.”


    “Meet me at the hotel. I need a ride.”


    Donald was quiet for a beat and she recognized the silence as, “I told you so.” Aloud he said, “I’ll be there in twenty.”


    Veruca hung up, glaring at the numbers on the elevator as if she could will them to move faster.


    ****


    Finn bellied across the floor, trying not to whimper and give away his position to anyone who may come charging into the room with the aim of putting holes in him. He had already ruined enough of the clothes Veruca had bought him and he didn’t want to destroy these too. Plus, if he was going to die, he wanted to at least leave an attractive corpse.


    “Bollix to that,” he grumbled, instantly irritated at himself for such dour thinking. Switching tactics, he twirled himself on the floor, scooting as fast as he could toward the doorway. The foyer was still intermittently filled with the sounds of a firefight, screams here and there, gunshots, the occasional cracking shatter of a vase that probably cost more than Finn had ever made in his life.


    Trying to remain as flat to the floor as possible, Finn strained toward the door, whacking it the second his fingers came into contact with the wood. The door moved no further than if he’d aimed a stiff breeze its way and Finn swore louder than he meant. The sound of his own voice shot panic through his limbs and he scooted forward enough to grab the door and force it shut.


    He lay panting on the ground for a few seconds, sure he’d drawn the attention of every trigger-happy torpedo in the building, but nothing came crashing through the door aiming a tommy gun his way and yelling, “We got you now, you rummy harp!”


    Finn considered for a second that his references might need some updating once he got out of the line of fire, and then risked pushing to his feet. No bullets ripped through the door, and he didn’t hear the sounds of feet fast approaching his position, so he loosened up slightly, turning to scan the room.


    He had locked himself in the library, the closest thing to a weapon he could see being the poker next to the roaring fire. Finn grabbed it, tested its weight in case he needed to defend himself and then took another look around. The only exit was through the foyer, which didn’t bode well, he thought.


    “Unless,” he mumbled to himself, eyeing the walls of bookshelves. They looked old, expensive, crammed with leather-bound books in reds and browns, and decorated with the occasional expensive trinket in gold or silver. Finn eyed the walls beyond the shelves, hoping his lucky streak would persist. Throwing the fire iron down, he bolted toward the far wall, grabbing for books and busts, yanking them forward and off the shelves, letting them crash to the floor as he flailed his arms in desperation.


    Surely one of these would open a secret passage. The house looked like it had hosted elegant dinner parties ending in murder and espionage. If yanking down on a statue or novel didn’t yield safe retreat into an underground tunnel, Finn would eat his tie.


    Three out of five bookshelves down, Finn had made such a mess he’d tripped twice and stubbed his toe four times. He was getting desperate. The gunfire was tapering off, but hadn’t completely stopped. Just as he heard a shout closer than was comfortable, he pulled hard on a tome the width of his wrist, and found it wouldn’t budge.


    Hope sprung, danced, and climbed up through his chest to claw its way over his tongue in a cry of excitement. Throwing aside the tiny, jeweled statue he’d planned to pocket, he reached up with both hands, curling his dusty fingers over the lip of the binding and yanking with all his might. This had to be it, stuck in place by years of disuse. The book stayed stubborn, refusing to give even a bit.


    “Come on, you arsehole,” he growled, hoping anger would give him strength. He felt his nails scrape the edges of the pages as he hopped, putting his full body weight into the action. He felt the book give ever so slightly and he gasped in delight at the prospect of escape. It took a few seconds to realize it wasn’t just the book that had come loose.


    Wood groaned, trinkets plummeted, and Finn felt gravity grab hold and yank at him like he was a bust on a shelf. He barely had time to cry out before his back hit the floor, and weight of the bookcase crushed down upon him.


    ****


    “Your friend’s missing?” Donald asked as Veruca pulled open the door to her room.


    “My friend’s an idiot,” she said, turning and going to sit on the couch to lace up her shoes. “Remember the woman I had visit me at breakfast?”


    “The redhead?”


    “She’s some sort of low level crime boss, after Finn for something he was given by an ex-girlfriend.” Donald tipped his head and a smile touched his lips.


    “That’s not the whole truth,” he said, making Veruca chuckled lightly.


    “No, but it’s more than I want to get into right now. Did you bring what I asked?”


    “It’s in the car, but I can’t imagine why you’d need it.”


    “Because I didn’t think to bring my own,” Veruca said, getting to her feet. She’d changed out of her nice clothes into comfortable, practical cotton pants and a loose shirt that would allow her to fight should she have to. Yanking on her jacket, she caught Donald’s eye. “You ready?”


    “Always.” He opened the door for her with a smile.


    ****


    Straining, Finn hooked his arm under the edge of the bookshelf, shoving with all his might. He grunted, groaned, growled, but none of it helped. The bookshelf weighed enough that he could tell it wasn’t going to budge.


    The sounds outside the room had died down to a level that made him wonder if one side had given up. Every so often he’d hear an unintelligible shout, but mostly it seemed the fighting was over. At the very least, he could hope that someone might come to find him and take pity on his situation. If whoever had shown up had been there to take out Angelina, he might find a friend in the newcomers.


    The longer he considered the likelihood of that, the less he liked his chances.


    In a fit of panic, he shoved at the shelf again, felt it lift ever so slightly off his chest. Triumph sang through him and he let it give him strength. He heaved once more, the shelf lifted enough that he was able to wiggle marginally backward, and then the door opened behind him. Shocked, he dropped the shelf, regretting it immediately when some sharp, hard part of it jammed directly against his groin.


    “What the hell happened here?”


    Unable to answer, Finn wheezed out a breath, cursing every choice in his life that had led to that agonizingly painful moment. A gun barked somewhere beyond the room and the newcomer dropped into a silent heap. Finn froze, pain still singing through him, terror doing its best to drown out the feeling radiating away from his nether regions.


    The house was silent for a full minute while Finn took shallow breaths to avoid aggravating either his crotch or whoever had shot the man lying dead in the doorway.


    “What the fuck happened here?” Berlin asked, making Finn jerk his gaze up overhead. She stood in the doorway, a handgun down by her thigh, her mouth open as she surveyed the mess he’d made of the room. When she noticed him, she laughed.


    “I need help!” Finn insisted, trying to wiggle out of his predicament. It only seemed to jam the shelf harder against his crotch and he groaned, freezing instantly.


    “You certainly do, pumpkin, but I’ve got to go.” Berlin shook her head. “I’ll give you credit, though, even trapped under ten tons of wood, you’re still pretty.”


    She kissed his way, winked, and then moved to hug the wall as she left him to die. Finn’s jaw worked as if he’d argue or call her back, but no sound came out. Still in shock, he stared at the empty doorway for as long as his twisted neck would tolerate, before turning his attention back to the problem at hand. As if the universe wanted to really drive home the point that he was trapped, several books jammed against each other down by his hip came loose to drop onto the floor and startled him. Jumping in panic only jabbed the hard part of the shelf harder against his crotch and he wailed.


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Seventeen


    


    Finn didn’t know how long he’d been trapped under the wreck he’d made of the library, but he was fairly certain he was the only one left in the entire house. The corpse Berlin had left was still there, of course, but it wasn’t offering Finn any help, so he had ignored its presence except to occasionally curse its laziness.


    “You stupid, dead bastard,” he griped. “Just laying there, no help to anyone. Taken down by a woman wearing heels tall as my forearm, for crissakes.” He snarled at nothing, turning his head to look over the room. The fire was still going, the mess he’d made was still present. He was starting to get hungry, which only depressed him more. What the hell would he eat? He doubted any of the books currently jabbing into his ribcage would have much nutritional value. He’d told himself he’d eat his tie if he didn’t find a secret passage, but that seemed even less appealing.


    His eyes fell on Angelina’s mug of tea and he made a thoughtful sound. It would be something, at least. Sugar was sustenance, could give energy. Maybe energy to give him feats of strength great enough to move mountains. Or at least great enough to move one bookshelf. He’d never reach the cup, he realized.


    “Grab me that teacup, would’ya?” Finn asked the corpse, making himself giggle. It took him a full minute to realize that his joke didn’t have to be a joke. He was a necromancer and the dead guy was, well, dead. This had potential.


    Finn perked up, twisting to see the body in hopes he could judge the distance between him and it. Like the teacup, he’d never reach the dead man from his position, but he really only needed to get part of himself to the doorway, and blood could really fly if flung hard enough.


    Squirming, he set his gaze on the teacup, frowning to himself as he thought of the possibilities. He really did hate to make himself bleed, but slicing himself open was a better bet than starving to death under a mountain of paper and leather. He fished around by his hip as much as he could, pulling out any books he could get his hands on until he found one heavy and thick enough to do the job he needed done. Taking a deep breath, willing all the strength in his body to localize in his right arm, he heaved the book as hard as he could toward the table. It slapped uselessly against the high-backed chair.


    Finn swore, tried again. And again, and three more times until he finally hit the table. It scooted back a bit, wooden legs groaning across the wooden floor, and he cussed up a storm, throwing a little fit. When his fists hurt from being slammed against the shelf, he forced himself to calm, to take a deep breath and work out what it was he needed to do.


    He’d hit the middle of the legs and that had just knocked the table back. He needed to knock it over, but in such a way that the glass would fall toward him rather than away. Finn squinted at the table, trying to see the angles and the possibilities like a diagram drawn across his vision.


    The house remained quiet around him, giving him some much-needed time to think and to process. It took him another full minute to work through what he needed, and he grabbed the edge of a book by his left hip, jerked his wrist a few times as if testing its range, and then sucked in a breath. Holding it tight, he whipped the book forward, aiming for the closest table leg, wincing as it flew through the air.


    When the table toppled and the cup crashed, Finn threw up his hands, howling in victory. Shards of glass flew every which way, tea splattered, and Finn pumped his arms a few times to celebrate. It took him a few more moments to realize that none of the shards had managed to land anywhere within his reach.


    “Bollix.”


    ****


    “Why are you bringing her the bag?” Donald asked as they stepped out of the Merriemore Hotel. “I thought you wanted to make sure she didn’t get ahold of it.”


    “Just in case it’s the only way to get Finn back. I’d like to stiff her, grab him, and go, but we don’t know where she’s holding him or what sort of set up she has. You and I are good, but if she’s got more men than we can handle, we’ll just negotiate.”


    Donald shook his head as he opened her door and let her climb in.


    “It seems like a lot of work for someone you’ve known barely three days,” he observed as he slid into the driver’s seat.


    “He’s worth it,” Veruca said, sure of her words. “He’s an idiot, but he’s worth it.”


    “Okay,” Donald agreed, trusting her implicitly. “Then tell me where we’re going.”


    “North, it looks like. They’re in a house on a rather large estate, according to the tracker. That was a good idea, by the way. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it.”


    “Because you’re not used to people not taking your orders,” Donald pointed out. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s a good problem to have, but when it comes to situations like this, you have to plan for other contingencies.”


    “That’s why I pay you the big bucks,” Veruca agreed, squinting at the screen, wishing the tablet could show her a live feed of what was happening around the bag and the tracker Donald had stashed inside.


    As soon as it had become apparent that Angelina hadn’t given up like Veruca expected her to and that she was, in fact, willing to kill to get whatever Finn had stolen for her, Veruca had called Donald. He’d offered to join her at the hospital and offer support in any way possible, but she’d explained that all she needed was for him to handle the bag. He was an empath, capable of sensing and manipulating the emotions of those around him and it had been easy enough to get in good with the Merriemore’s head of security. From there it had been a simple switch, leaving a pile of used paperbacks for Angelina to find should she manage to get her hands on the bag.


    Veruca hadn’t even considered that Finn would be the one to give it to her.


    The more she thought about how the scene had likely played out when Angelina had realized the books were not in fact what she was looking for, the less she liked the idea of Finn being trapped with the woman.


    “You’re angry,” Donald said, reaching over and laying a hand over hers. She could feel the edge of his empathy, hovering near, waiting for her to give permission for him to press it inside her and help her calm down. They had been friends long enough that, while he didn’t technically need to ask, but she knew he wouldn’t invade her psyche without approval.


    “I figured Angelina might figure out where Finn had stashed her bag, either by piecing together the remnants of the tracker she’d had on him before, maybe by calling the hospital and getting him to tell her over the phone. I didn’t think he’d willingly walk right up to her and offer to take her there himself. I didn’t even tell him I switched the bags.”


    “That couldn’t have gone over well.”


    “Exactly. The only saving grace is that she can read his mind. If she doesn’t just kill him for handing her a stack of romance novels, she’ll at least be able to tell he didn’t know he was screwing her over.”


    “You think I’d give her romance novels?”


    “You seem like you’re into the mushy stuff,” Veruca said, tossing a smile his way. Donald shrugged, nodded, his palm still on hers. She patted his knuckles with her free hand and then tapped the tablet’s screen. “Up here, this exit. It’s sort of out there, but we should be there in thirty at most. Less if you speed.”


    “Hint taken,” Donald said, pressing harder on the gas.


    ****


    “Come on,” Finn mumbled. “A little further. Just a—that’s it! Aha!” It had taken several steps, from finding a big enough book to use to get the poker close enough to grab so he could use it to scoop the broken teacup into range, but finally—finally—he had the glass in his hands. With everything he’d been through that day, he figured that cutting himself open and bleeding on a corpse would be a piece of cake. It still took him a few seconds to get up the balls to slice himself, and he whined while he did it, but the next thing he knew, he was bleeding like a stuck pig.


    “That may have been a bit much,” he mumbled, clenching his hand loosely as he twisted and tried to get a bead on exactly how to manage getting his blood across the room and onto the arms of the corpse. After some contemplation, he decided he was sick of planning and thinking. He needed to act, he told himself, before waving his hand wildly backward, whipping his wrist hard over and over. The air aggravated the wound, but the second his blood touched the corpse, he felt a jolt run through his body. The pull of his power overran the pain and he grinned, flinging his hand harder until he was sure he had blood where he needed it.


    Adrenaline and excitement fizzled through him like a live wire, demanding he raise the corpse and take control. His good sense, which he generally ignored, forced him to take a beat, take a breath, and ready himself for what he needed to do. If he didn’t do this right he wouldn’t end up saving himself, but simply dooming himself to become a zombie buffet.


    “All right friend. You seemed a nice fellow,” Finn muttered, picturing the dead man in his mind. He could see clearly where his blood touched flesh, knew that all that was left were the orders and the man would open his eyes and give Finn another perspective on the world. “Let’s stay that way, shall we? Rattaa, Istell.”


    The magic yanked at his heart, snapping tight as the sentience flooded the zombie, lifting his head off the wood as he looked around. Finn could see what the zombie was seeing if he concentrated. It was like a fuzzy blur at the edges of his consciousness, but he chose to ignore it, focusing more on the sensations running through the zombie’s psyche.


    Hunger was first, the raw and painful demand for life. It was desperate, an echo of strained want that Finn could feel like a cavern in his gut. He shook his head, refusing to let it take hold, fighting it off with everything inside of him. The zombie groaned, lifted its head and Finn felt its attention focus on him. The hunger lurched through them both and Finn let out a growl.


    “No,” he ordered, forcing every bit of his will into the word. “You’re not here to gnaw off my face. You’re here to help me out, you dumb bastard. Now.” Finn swallowed, holding the hunger at bay with the last scrap of strength he could muster. “Grab some of that blood next to your face and rub it on your other arm.”


    The zombie hesitated, the need for flesh fighting with Finn’s will, until he beat it into submission. Then, jittery as a robot running out of batteries, it smeared its right fingers over the bloody floor, mashed the blood against its left hand, and Finn grinned.


    It took the zombie a few more minutes to maneuver itself into position to bloody the skin beneath his pant leg but once he was on his feet, Finn grinned up at what he’d done, choosing to interpret the zombie’s blank stare as a, “good job,” or maybe a hearty, “atta boy.”


    “Come on, man. You look like a muscular son of a bitch. Get over here and lift this bookshelf off me. I’m starting to worry about my downstairs.” The zombie lurched forward an awkward step, paused, and then moved fluidly closer as the order settled into its brain. Without hesitation, without strain, it squatted, hooked bloody fingers under the edge of the bookshelf, and heaved. Finn sucked in a giddy, desperate breath, scrambling out from under the wood as fast as he could, leaving smears of blood along the floor around him.


    He realized he was going to need to stop the bleeding before he went anywhere. The library looked devoid of first aid, but whomever had prepared the tea tray for Angelina had graciously brought a stack of pink and white napkins that Finn figured would do as well as any bandage. As soon as he’d wrapped his hand the best he could, he turned back to the zombie, considered the man as he stood holding the bookshelf up like it was his only job.


    “I’m out, my friend. You can let go.”


    The shelf plummeted immediately, scraping the front of the zombie’s knees and landing hard on his foot. Finn winced, but the zombie didn’t seem to notice.


    “Yeah, good job,” Finn mumbled, wondering where to go from there. In all the time he’d been splayed out under the shelf, no one had come to inspect the library, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard gunfire, but he didn’t quite trust that he was out of the woods yet. Despite the hunger nipping at the edge of his senses, he wasn’t ready to drop the corpse and leave. He’d never been as good at separating himself from a blood-raised zombie, anyway. With the strings, he knew how to pull away. You just cut the string, tug it away from the flesh, and no more connection. It wasn’t so easy when the blood was spattered over nearly every inch of exposed flesh.


    “Well, all right then,” Finn said, gesturing toward the door. “You lead the way. Keep an eye out for any snipers, would you?”


    The zombie merely turned, shambling toward the door like a drunk. Finn frowned.


    “Walk with dignity, would you? No use letting everyone one you’re a rotting sack of meat.” The zombie stood up every so slightly taller, but that was the best it could do. Finn shook his head, irritated, but figured he had no choice but to follow the zombie out into the foyer.


    ****


    “No way we’re getting through there,” Donald said as they rolled to a stop. Veruca inspected the wreckage ahead, snarling. Something bad had happened and she just hoped Finn had survived it. She could see the lights of the house in the distance, but it was just far enough away that she couldn’t sense how many souls were alive inside.


    “Then we walk,” Veruca said, tucking the tablet under the seat, before reaching back to grab the sword Donald had brought her. It was short, just the right weight for her smaller form and, while she hadn’t practiced with the blade before, she’d worked with enough similar weapons to know she could handle herself. Donald nodded, climbing out after her and drawing his gun.


    “Yours is going to make more noise than mine,” Veruca pointed out, strapping on the sword. Donald just shrugged, moving toward the haphazardly parked truck that had been used to ram the gates. From the looks of it, the gates hadn’t gone down as easily as the driver had assumed, though they’d bowed enough to allow passage through one person at a time.


    Just past the wreck, three bodies lay dead, shot or cut up and bled out. Veruca lifted a brow as she stepped over them, more curious than ever how things had ended so badly. Between the house and the busted gate she counted roughly a dozen lumps that were likely the bodies of other men. Looking to Donald, she nodded once, taking off toward the lights, keeping her senses open for any sign of a glowing soul.


    ****


    “Don’t look at me like that.” Finn danced away from the zombie as it stopped, turning toward him. He was still bleeding, the pain of his wound starting to join with lightheadedness. The hunger was starting to creep in. The zombie seemed to feel it too, its dead eyes aimed squarely at Finn’s throat. His foot caught on something and he flailed, pinwheeling his arms. The soaked napkin came loose and he felt blood spray. He cringed with three individual jolts to his heart as his blood hit more dead flesh, and it sent a wave of dizziness through him.


    He dropped onto his ass next to another dead man as the zombie turned to lurch his way.


    “No, no,” Finn wailed, pressing his hand against the floor in an attempt to push to his feet. His hand slid through a puddle of cooling blood and he dropped backward instead. “Hey, I said stop!”


    He heard his voice crack as the zombie closed in and fear drove his power out in waves. Every corpse he’d spattered stirred, turning their faces his way. Dread swamped him, fighting out his own rational thought and leaving him a panicked mess.


    Scrambling, dizzy and scared, Finn rolled, pushing to his feet and clutching his hand close. The dead men around him seemed to tug at the lines running through his heart, pulling his own power out of him and soaking it into themselves. Finn shook his head. This wasn’t fair, this wasn’t right. He didn’t deserve this. Flashbacks speared through his mind, old, terrorizing memories of when Mort had locked him in a room, sliced him open, and ordered him to raise an army.


    A great many of Finn’s scars had come from that encounter, and he’d only survived because Mort had reluctantly saved him from himself. Finn doubted he’d get so lucky this time.


    “Stop,” Finn said, backing up as three zombies all stumbled toward him, their eyes burning holes in his chest, their collective consciousness fuzzing the edges of his vision. Or maybe that was blood loss, he thought. “Stop,” he mumbled again, shaking his head. They did exactly the opposite, pushing toward him with opened jaws and grasping hands. Finn yowled as adrenaline yanked him just barely out of their grasp and toward the staircase.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Eighteen


    


    “He’s alive,” Veruca breathed as the erratic pulse of Finn’s soul hit the edges of her senses. She pushed forward, worry for his well being making her reckless.


    “Veruca,” Donald warned, though he didn’t try to stop her. She could see the threads of Finn’s soul running in crooked lines to where they’d been crudely knotted around the hearts of dead men. Finn seemed to be hovering above the corpses, who clustered together below.


    “What the hell happened here?” she murmured, rocketing through the dented front doors of the house, hopping over the corpse of a man in all black¸ before skidding to a halt as her eyes fell to Finn.


    He’d left a trail of blood running from the first floor landing up and around the bending staircase. She could tell he’d run from the small horde straining toward his bloody form, but how he’d gotten himself tangled in the elegant chandelier hanging above, she had no idea.


    “You won’t need that,” Veruca said, reaching over to rest her hand on Donald’s as he lifted his arms to aim the gun at the zombies.


    “They’re—” he cut off, his own senses telling him instantly something was wrong. “What are they?”


    “Dead,” Veruca sighed, closing in. She kept her eyes on Finn, worried for his unstable soul, but spared a brief glance for the zombies as they noticed her approach. One moaned comically, lowering its arms toward her as she closed in. She ignored their grasping hands, lifting her own to twist it in the air and tug at the knots in their chests. She knew the second they loosened, felt the sudden jerk Finn’s soul gave as she released it from the zombies.


    He sucked in a frantic breath, shaking the chandelier so it seemed to ring and chime in time with the corpses hitting the floor.


    “We need to get him down before he bleeds to death,” Veruca said, glancing at Donald as he stepped up next to her.


    “How the fuck did he get up there?”


    “Who knows?” she said, shaking her said, looking around for something to boost her up. She had to guess he’d jumped from the balcony that ran around the left edge of the foyer, but Finn didn’t seem in any shape to answer her questions. “There’s got to be a way to lower the damn thing other than to just drop it like a stone.”


    “I’ve got an idea,” Donald said, his lip quirking. “But the owners of this house aren’t gonna like it.”


    “They can go fuck themselves, what is it?”


    “That doorway looks big enough to drive a car through, and I just happened to see one parked conveniently out front.”


    Veruca smiled, liking the idea instantly.


    ****


    Finn came to in the back of a sedan, the sound of Veruca’s voice poking softly into the pleasant haze of unconsciousness. She was talking to someone, rather calmly, Finn thought, for the death grip she had on his right arm.


    “He’s awake,” the man said, making Finn crack open his eyes in an attempt to see who was talking.


    “Finn?” Veruca asked, her hand leaving his wrist to brush over his forehead. He waited a few seconds for his vision to clear, before he was able to focus on her face. She looked worried and he winced. What the hell had he done this time?


    “We’re here,” the man said, as a car door opened above Finn’s head.


    “Well damn, he looks fucked,” said another familiar female voice. Finn realized his eyes had drooped shut again, but he couldn’t seem to open them.


    “It’s bad, Connie,” Veruca said.


    “No shit. Let’s get him inside.”


    “Let me,” the man said, and Finn felt strong hands grip his shoulders, jostling him. Blackness seeped in once again.


    ****


    It was dark and Finn was more comfortable than he’d been in awhile. Someone soft and warm was nuzzled up against his shoulder, breathing slowly, and he realized he was holding hands with her under the covers.


    “Veruca?” he asked, his voice croaking. She stirred slightly, mumbling a sound of acknowledgement before a shudder ran through her and she pushed up.


    “Finn?”


    “I think so,” he said, grinning at the shape of her as she rose up. “Unless some things have really changed while I was out.”


    “Oh my god,” she moaned, leaning over him to press her lips to his. Hormones flooded through him, and he lifted his free arm to wrap around her, tugging her close. She broke the kiss almost instantly, pulling back enough that she could speak. “What the hell happened at that house?”


    “At the—” Finn cut off, the memories of his evening swamping through him. Angelina running off, Berlin leaving him to die, zombies chasing him to corner him at the edge of the balcony, and the final, daring leap to the chandelier: each memory stabbed fear through his heart and he went stiff. “How the hell did you find me? I thought I was a goner!”


    “Donald put a tracker in the bag.”


    “What bag?” Without thinking about it, Finn slid his hand from her hip to the curve of her shapely butt. “I didn’t take a bag.”


    “Your bag, the one you stashed at the hotel. When it was clear Angelina was still after you, I had him switch out the contents. He figured a tracker might be useful in case she went and grabbed it.”


    “You—the books! They weren’t mine!”


    “No, they were Donald’s. Or, at least he supplied them.”


    “You almost got me killed! Berlin was going to shoot holes right through me.”


    “Berlin?”


    “Her—Angelina’s—the blonde. Pretty, scary, threatened to take my face off.”


    “Like Nicolas Cage?”


    Finn went quiet unsure if Veruca was messing with him. She laughed after a second, relaxing closer until her body molded against his pleasantly.


    “What happened? We found you gushing like a burst pipe, hanging from a chandelier like a failed Errol Flynn. What were you doing up there?”


    “I accidentally—Suzi!” Panic flooding in with clarity, Finn shifted to look frantically around for a phone or carrier pigeon, anything to get word to Suzi that she should run. “I’ve got to call the hotel. They may already have her.”


    “Who already has whom?”


    “Suzi! She helped me at the hotel, Berlin threatened to cut her digits off. I’ve got—”


    “Just hold on.” Veruca reached across the bed to the nightstand, grabbing her mobile, and hit a single button before putting it to her ear. She was quiet for a few tense moments, before Finn heard the low resonance of Donald’s voice on the other end. “Hey, I need a favor. Can you check on someone at the Merriemore named Suzi? There’s some concern she might be in danger for helping our boy out.”


    Finn couldn’t understand Donald’s words, but he sensed a joke had been made about him. To her credit, Veruca didn’t laugh, but he could hear a smile on her lips when she continued.


    “Yes, thanks. Sorry to wake you.” They exchanged a few more words before Veruca hung up and leaned over to set down the phone again. “We’re all set. Donald will make sure she’s okay.”


    “What if they already got to her?”


    “Then he’ll get the proper authorities involved. It’s not like we don’t know where their hideout is. Speaking of, you need to tell me what happened, why we found you the way we did.”


    The reference made Finn want to kiss her instantly and he had to take a moment to calm himself, smiling into the darkness. She nudged him, but settled back against his hip, her hand patting his chest gently.


    “Go on.”


    “Ah, well,” he said, still thinking about what possibilities of the darkened room. “I had raised the zombies—well, one of them. The first one was on purpose, to get me out from under the bookcase. The others just sort of happened and then they were trying to take my face off too, so I ran, but one chased me upstairs and I was kind of cornered, so I jumped.”


    “Onto the light fixture?” Veruca asked, her tone wry.


    “Cornered!” Finn insisted, sure she didn’t understand his predicament. “I was stuck! I couldn’t go back toward the zombie and I couldn’t get the door up there to open, so I jumped.”


    “Why didn’t you just take control? It was your zombie.”


    “Ehm.” Finn went quiet, lacking a response that would satisfy her. She didn’t seem to understand how difficult necromancy really was. He wasn’t sure how to properly explain it to her, either. He needed a distraction. Luckily, he had the perfect one just begging to be used.


    Instead of answering, he lifted his hands to cup her cheeks and leaned in close to for a kiss. She obliged, her lips quirked slightly in what he figured was probably a condescending smile, and slid her arm around the side of his ribcage. She was warm, despite being outside the covers, and he found himself getting caught up in the scent of her. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been out but he guessed it had been nearly a day since she’d showered. The smell of her soap and perfume had faded, leaving only the scent of Veruca.


    He shifted, sliding a hand down to pull her over him, slipping his palms under her shirt as he did. She obliged the move, spreading her legs to balance her knees on either side of him and squeeze his thighs. Yanking her close, he kissed along her jaw and around to give her earlobe a quick nip. She sighed out, a shudder running through her and he grabbed hold of her shirt, yanking it up and off.


    Nails bit into the soft flesh of his throat, her teeth scraping against his lips as their kiss fought toward heat. She gasped as he ran his hands up her thighs to dig thumbs into the hollows of her thighs. Head tipped back, she let him sink teeth into her throat, moaned just enough for him to know he’d hit a spot, and then pushed herself up and away.


    Sinking to grind herself against him, she wrapped greedy fingers around the hem of his shirt and yanked it off. Admiring him in the dimness, she licked her lips as she grabbed his hands and pressed them against her breasts.


    Knowing what she wanted, he kneaded her left breast with bruising force, cupping the back of her neck with his free hand, and yanking her close. Catching her smile as she closed in, he let his mouth roam her neck, sure his teeth would leave marks. As her sounds built toward peak, he moaned into her skin, wrapped his arms around her, and rolled them both so he could pin her to the bed.


    Jerking her soft pants over her hips, past her tense thighs, he let her kick them off at her feet. Covering her body with his own, he sunk his mouth against hers, sliding her hands above her head, wrapping his fingers around the slimness of her wrists. Holding her hands captive, he shifted, rubbing his free hand down her body. Arching into it, she pushed at his grip, moaning into his mouth, begging him to let her touch him. He only held tighter, sliding his free hand between her thighs.


    Arching once again, she shuddered, writhing as he touched her. Peaking, she tipped her head back, her breath leaking out in small, desperate sounds.


    Thinking back on everything they’d shared, everything she’d done for him, he felt a rush of love that surprised him. It made him dizzy, confused, and hesitant for a moment.


    Breaking free, Veruca shoved hard at the remainder of Finn’s clothing, wrapping her legs around him and squeezing his naked hips as she scraped nails down his back. Bracing himself against the bed, he kissed her, adjusting to match her as she angled to glide him in.


    She took control at first, moving her hips beneath him as she bit down on air, clenching her teeth so tight he thought she might injure the sounds that slipped out.


    Her moans shortened, quickened, and grew in number when he took control, settling into a pace he’d learned she enjoyed most. Finally, as she squeezed, wrapped tight, and cried out, he let himself go. Opening his mouth over her throat, he let it close slowly, teeth denting the delicate softness just behind her jaw. Feeling her skin give, he groaned and went limp, settling down against her.


    ****


    “Rise and shine!”


    Veruca cracked one eye open, lifting her head just enough to look toward the door. Connie was leaning in, eyes closed, her big grin in place. Veruca laughed lightly.


    “What time is it?” she whispered.


    “Just after eight. Can I open my eyes?”


    “It’s nothing you haven’t seen,” Veruca assured her, lifting her hand to rub at her face. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been out this time, but it had been a good nap. Finn had worn her out.


    “Look at the little guy,” Connie cooed, slipping into the room to lean over Veruca and pat Finn’s scruffy cheek. “Tuckered out.”


    “We didn’t wake you?” Veruca asked, finally forcing both eyes open completely.


    “Nah. I just knew something was bound to happen if I left two beautiful people alone in a bed together. You get answers out of him?”


    “I got something out of him,” Veruca said, shifting to look around for her shirt. Connie snorted, backing up enough to join Veruca in her search.


    “You two take some time to get situated,” she said, handing Veruca her clothes as she picked them up off the floor. “I’ve got some food cooking but it’ll hold. I have to be out of here by nine, though.”


    “I’ll have him out by then.”


    Connie gave Finn one last affectionate look and then headed out, pulling the door shut as she did. Veruca sat up, pulling on her shirt as she spoke.


    “Wake up, darling. We’ve nearly overstayed our welcome.”


    Finn didn’t stir, still breathing slowly, full lips slightly parted. Veruca watched him sleep for another minute before shaking his shoulder. He probably thought he’d gotten out of any discussion about his necromancy skills, but she had other plans.


    “Finn, get up.” It took a few hearty wobbles before he tensed, flailing his arm in panic, swiveling his head around until his gaze landed on her.


    “What’s wrong? Who’s coming?”


    “Neither one of us, at least not now. Get up. I brought you clothes, and Connie’s going to feed us, but we’ve got to get going. We’ll swing by the hotel so I can get changed, and then we have an appointment.” Finn watched her silently as she got to her feet to finish getting dressed. When she turned back to him, she lifted a brow. “What?”


    “You have Bea’s things?”


    “Donald’s got them stashed in one of the safes at the hotel. But that’s not what today’s appointment will be. Get dressed.” She gave his leg a quick squeeze through the covers and then slipped out of the room to get her portable charger from her bag. Her phone had nearly died during the night and she didn’t have time to wait for it to revive back at the hotel.


    She gave Connie a little smile through the kitchen window as she stepped out front and dialed Belial’s number. He answered before the phone had rung even once.


    “What do you need?”


    “A necromancer, as soon as possible.”


    “Don’t you have one?” There was a smile on his lips, she could hear it.


    “I need a competent one to teach mine how to raise the dead.”


    Belial was quiet for a moment before murmuring, “A necromancer of his age who doesn’t know how to raise the dead? Interesting.”


    “He can raise them, it’s the controlling them part he has trouble with. He’s nearly gotten himself killed twice in two days. I’d like to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”


    “You’re planning on keeping him?”


    “I think so, yes.” She grinned to herself, liking the idea of having Finn around for awhile. “Do you have anyone who can help? We’ll go wherever we’re needed.”


    “Not necessary. I have an agent out there right now. Her tactics won’t be the most pleasant, but she’s been around for many years. Ten?”


    “We can make that. We’ll need something to work with.”


    “Don’t worry, my girl. I’ve got you covered. I’ll send an address once I’ve got everything settled.”


    “Excellent. I owe you.”


    “Of course you don’t. Keeping you happy is one of my greatest pleasures.”


    Veruca laughed softly as Belial hung up, glad she had him in her life.


    ****


    Finn peered out of the car, frowning sharply at the sign passing by the window as Donald picked a parking spot.


    “Did someone die?”


    “Many someones, luckily for you.” Veruca smiled his way, already unbuckling her seatbelt as the car rolled to a soft stop. “Come on, look alive.”


    Winking as if she didn’t believe he’d get her pun, she climbed out of the car, heading toward the front door to the mortuary. Finn felt dread broil in his belly and bubble up through his chest, making his throat burn. Donald stood at the front of the car, his stance casual. Finn wondered if he knew what they were doing at a cemetery in the middle of the day. Letting his curiosity duke it out with his dread, Finn climbed out of the car, circling around to the bigger man.


    “She tell you what we’re doing here?”


    “Evidently you’re going to learn how to make a better zombie.”


    “This doesn’t bother you at all?”


    Donald shrugged. “I’ve got no reason to worry. I’m not dead.”


    Laughter burbled up through Finn’s throat and he felt himself calm slightly. Donald clapped him on the shoulder and turned to head inside. Finn followed closely behind, hoping Donald would stay not dead.


    “Good morning.”


    Finn smiled at the woman approaching from the back room, letting his eyes roll across her curves and the way her clothes hugged them. She was short, looked to be in her late forties and a little pudgy. She was wearing more makeup than he thought she needed, but Finn liked the look of her. She seemed to feel the same about him, her gaze fixed hard on his as she closed in toward the group.


    “How has everyone been this morning?”


    Veruca watched Finn for a moment and he wondered if she’d caught something in his gaze that made her jealous. He felt a little pang of guilt inside as she answered.


    “We’re good. You?”


    “I’m feeling pretty rotten, actually.”


    Donald snorted and Finn glanced over at him, before turning back to the woman.


    “You’ve got a cold?” Finn asked, thinking she did look a little on the sick side. “There’s always something going around, I find.”


    “Of corpse, that must be why I can’t stop coughin,’” the woman said, holding her hand out. Donald erupted into another snorting laugh. “Nice to meet you, Finn.”


    “You know my—” Finn paused as his skin touched hers, realizing the instant contact was made that something was wrong. He glanced down at their hands for a moment before looking up to meet her eyes again. She was smiling but it was like something was missing and he’d only just noticed. Her skin was chilly, her posture a touch stiff. It took Finn another few seconds for his brain to catch up to itself before he murmured. “She’s dead.”


    “She’s mine,” said a voice from behind them.


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Nineteen


    


    The woman closing in on Finn was impressive. It was the best word he could think of as he watched her move. She was tall, more so because of her high heels, with a wide, flat nose, wild, tightly curled brown hair and teeth that looked wickedly white against her bright red lips. Her outfit lay somewhere between disaffected teen and post-apocalyptic road warrior, and she held herself as if she owned the world. She paused in front of him, closer than he would have expected from a complete stranger and stared him down as if considering slicing off pieces and eating them.


    “Stefanie Smith,” she said, lifting her hand into the narrow space between them as if they’d shake. “I understand you have some trouble with the dead?”


    “They usually try to eat me,” Finn said, taking her hand. Her skin was hot and dry and instead of shaking, she gripped his palm tight, her black gaze on his.


    “That’s a problem,” she said, a note of humor in her tone.


    “That’s a zombie,” Finn said, turning just enough to look over the dead woman again.


    “You seem surprised.”


    “Well,” Finn said, trailing off as he tried to explain himself. “She’s just so polite.”


    As he turned back to face her, he caught the edge of the look Stefanie gave Veruca at his words and decided it hadn’t been one of congratulations.


    “How old are you?” she asked, walking in a quick circle around him.


    “Twenty-six,” he answered, trying to stand a little taller, even though it wouldn’t stop her from dwarfing him.


    “And when did you first raise a corpse?”


    “Ehm,” Finn said, shrinking again despite himself. “I don’t know, maybe twelve? Thirteen?”


    “And they’re still trying to eat you?” She made a sound of disapproval with her tongue. “That won’t do. Come on, let’s see what you know.”


    Responding to a command that Finn hadn’t heard given, the zombie turned abruptly and followed Stefanie back down the hall toward the door she’d come through. Finn stood, feeling helpless and lost for a moment, before turning his best puppy eyes on Veruca in hopes she’d help.


    “This is for your own good,” Veruca said, patting his shoulder.


    “Let me,” Donald said, reaching out to take Finn’s hand. The action calmed him, seemed to suck away all the worry and fear of his own abilities. He took a slow, deep breath, grinned up at Donald as his mind made the easy shift from anxious to curious. He wasn’t quite eager for what Stefanie seemed to be promising, but the cold fingers that had been crawling up his spine were no more.


    ****


    “Thanks,” Veruca murmured as she and Donald followed Finn into the back of the mortuary.


    “He looked a little green.”


    “Haven’t we had enough puns for the day?” Veruca asked, turning a joking glare up toward Donald. It took him a moment, before he laughed.


    “I didn’t mean it that way.”


    “I know. Thanks,” she said as he held open the door to let her through. They found Stefanie standing over a body on a slab, her hands on her hips, watching Finn as a drill instructor might.


    “So, show me what you’ve got.”


    “I can’t really—”


    “You were born to raise the dead. You can really. Get this show on the road.”


    Finn looked up to Veruca, frustration naked on his face, though she was happy Donald had briefly sucked out his ability to panic.


    “It’s not like juggling or pleasing a woman,” Finn insisted, turning his ire on Stefanie. “Those I can do at the drop of a hat. Raising a zombie isn’t so simple. I need—I need tools! Planning!”


    “You need blood,” Stefanie said.


    “Well—” Finn began, jolting when Stefanie moved in a blur toward him, a switchblade glinting in the bright lights. Veruca wondered if she should have mentioned Finn’s teacher was a demon, but figured it was too late to get into it now.


    As Stefanie sliced a line across Finn’s palm, Veruca winced, hoping that with training it wouldn’t be necessary to cut him open anymore. She couldn’t imagine Connie would appreciate being called upon as often as that would require.


    “Christ,” Finn breathed, his eyes nearly bugging out at the blood welling in his palm. Stefanie hadn’t sliced him as deeply as he’d cut himself the night before, her actions more practiced than his thanks to, from the looks of her soul, three hundred years of practice. “I’m bleeding!”


    “That’s the idea, kid. Now, show me what you can do.” Finn went quiet for a moment and when he turned to look back at Stefanie, Veruca let out a laugh at Stefanie’s response. “With the corpse. I’m not interested in what you can do with your hands unless it’s got to do with the zombie.”


    Finn pouted for a moment but finally turned back to the dead man on the table. He considered it for a bit before touching his fingers to the line of blood in his hand, and pressing it to various points on the corpse. With lines smeared on the wrists, ankles, and neck of the dead man, he gave Stefanie one more irritated glance and then lifted his uninjured hand, twitched his middle finger, and spoke.


    “Rataa. Istell.”


    Veruca watched a rope speed away from his chest to wrap around the zombie’s heart, sliding into place. He was being conservative, it seemed, holding back more of his soul than she’d seen him do with Clay or the dead mercenaries at Angelina’s mansion. The corpse’s eyes opened, but it remained otherwise still.


    “Now get it up,” Stefanie urged, crossing her arms over her ample chest. “Let’s see how it moves.”


    “I’m not—”


    “Interested in bleeding any more?” Stefanie warned. “Good, then get the son of a bitch off the table.”


    Veruca could see Finn’s nerves creeping back in and considered that he really must have been deeply scarred for his mind to override Donald’s excellent empathy skills so quickly. Veruca had seen Donald take the fear out of people in much worse situations than this and it had lasted three or four times as long.


    “You want me to—”


    “No,” Stefanie said, turning to Donald to make sure he knew she was talking to him. “If he can’t raise a zombie while scared shitless, what good is he? Corpses are some of the best solutions to terrifying situations, and he should be prepared.”


    Donald simply held his hands up in surrender while Stefanie turned back to Finn.


    “Move it, Lucky Charms, or I’ll raise him myself and we’ll see if he likes the taste of your marshmallow ass.”


    “My arse…” Finn trailed off, likely realizing defending the state of his posterior wasn’t going to help his case. Instead, he took a deep breath, cleared his throat, rolled his shoulders and then wiggled his fingers. The zombie sat up stiffly like folding in half, and spun itself around to sit on the edge of the table. Its gaze remained on Finn and, while there was no expression on its face, Veruca noticed Finn dance back slightly as if he felt threatened. Everyone remained still for a minute before impatience exploded through Finn in a jitter.


    “Well, get up,” he told the zombie. “I haven’t got all day.”


    Its gaze still fixed intensely on Finn, the zombie slid off the table to stand, turned to fully face Finn, and took one step forward. Finn hopped back, wiggling his fingers as he shook his head.


    “No,” he told it, and his voice managed to crack, even on such a short word. “No closer.”


    “Make it dance,” Stefanie ordered, still posed like a bouncer denying Finn entry to the hottest club in town.


    “Ehm,” Finn procrastinated. “What did you have in mind? Are we thinking like the Charleston? Maybe a little tap? I’m partial to—”


    Stefanie turned to Veruca, her expression very clearly ordering her to get Finn under control. Veruca just shrugged. “This is your show, not mine.”


    “Okay, fine, okay,” Finn conceded when Stefanie turned back to him. He swallowed hard, moving his fingers like a wave. “Let’s see your moves, stinky.”


    The zombie shifted to the right ever so slightly, before it began to shuffle its feet. The move wasn’t dancing per se, though Veruca found the action reminded her rather endearingly of a toddler who’d just learned to walk reacting to an upbeat tune.


    “How’s your gut?” Stefanie asked after a minute of shuffling.


    “What do you mean?” Finn asked. His brows knit as he watched the zombie sway and bob. “I’m a rather skinny fellow. I don’t think—”


    “You’re hungry, right? Starved, in fact? Like something wants to claw its way through you and eat your heart?”


    Finn blinked at her, going still. The zombie slowed to a jerky halt as Finn’s fingers stopped moving.


    “Yeah,” he said quietly.


    “Every time?”


    “Almost,” he admitted. “Only time it didn’t was with Beatr—a friend.”


    “Someone you cared about?” Stefanie’s tone had gone slightly softer. Veruca eyed the zombie and wondered if either had noticed it had taken a step toward Finn.


    “Yeah, very much. She’d—I’d been … ” His lip quirked and the zombie took another step. “She died of natural causes, and I raised her shortly after. We got along just fine. She didn’t once try to eat my face.”


    “That’s typical,” Stefanie explained, uncrossing her arms. “You have to control your anxiety or it’ll control you. Sharing your soul with another isn’t exactly natural. Necromancers are one of the few lutasi who can pull it off. Empaths have a touch of it,” Stephanie gestured to Donald, but didn’t look over, “reapers, mind readers, healers—many of your various soul workers, but they don’t do what we do. They’re in and out, manipulating the living. We hop in and we stay. Death doesn’t handle us jumping into where a soul is no longer needed.”


    “What’s lutasi?” Finn asked. Stefanie waved him off, reaching forward to grab a handful of the zombie’s hair as it moved that last step close enough to reach its maker. It moaned and lifted its arms to grab at Finn, even though its gaze was on the ceiling. Finn seemed to only notice then that he’d lost control, and panic ran through him like electricity, making him flail. The zombie moaned harder, grasping at the air as Finn let out a small, panicked yelp.


    “Get control,” Stefanie ordered, still holding the zombie back from attacking. “I’m going to count to ten and let go.”


    “I can’t—”


    “One,” she began.


    ****


    Fear and desperation were duking it out in Finn’s chest, neither caring a lick about the collateral damage they were doing to his heart. Finn let out a little wail, his gaze darting around the room, searching out some place to hide or a weapon to grab. He saw only Veruca, watching him with furrowed brows, pity spread across her face. She could save him, he realized. She’d done it before, working her magic to put the zombie down when he couldn’t.


    “Nine,” Stefanie warned, and Finn’s eyes snapped to hers, as the realization slammed home that she wasn’t about to let Veruca step in. “Ten.”


    The zombie was coming, its hands grasping at Finn’s shirt, its jaws closing in on his face. It was his fourteenth birthday all over again.


    Bea’s face flashed through his mind, possibly called to mind by the situation, possibly just because he’d been talking about her moments before. She looked disappointed, and her pallor made Finn realize it wasn’t just an idle thought he was having, but a memory. He’d brought her back to life, and they’d spent a nice hour together. She hadn’t once tried to murder him and he’d left her on good terms. They’d kissed goodbye, she’d thanked him for their time together, and he’d released her without a fight or anyone’s teeth sinking into anyone’s cheek.


    The hunger in his chest was typical, Stefanie had said. He knew this to be true, could recognize the feeling from a hundred past zombies. Bea had been different, completely disinterested in chewing off his face, but something had still been there. Underneath her soft smile and gentle touch, she’d craved the same thing every other zombie had craved: life.


    Finn couldn’t give them true life. He lacked the ability to resurrect, but he wasn’t without his skills. Bea had been a triumph, shuffling around her big house as if still living, making odd comments here and there about her things, what she’d miss. Finn had given that to her, and he could do that again. He just needed to concentrate, to focus.


    As the zombie’s moaning maw spread dryly around his cheek, he chose to concentrate all his thoughts on how he didn’t want to be eaten.


    “Stop,” he ordered, shoving the hunger down into his gut, envisioning himself battling it back like a dragon slayer. The zombie’s teeth squeezed just enough to give Finn a jolt, and then the attack ceased. Finn took a second, still pulled tight in the corpse’s grip, to take stock of the feelings inside. He still wanted to destroy, to consume, but the needs were simmering rather than boiling over. He wouldn’t let it go this time, wouldn’t set it free to run wild within the corpse. “Back.”


    The zombie stepped away, its face going slack, its arms dropping to its sides. Finn looked it in the eye, trying to find some recognition or regret, but it could barely meet his gaze, staring at his left ear. Sadness filled him as he thought of Bea, wondering if she’d be so lost if he tried to raise her once again.


    “Better,” Stefanie said, turning to face Veruca. “He’s got a lot of raw power, a lot of potential, but I’m going to have to work with him for a while.”


    “We’ve got all day,” Veruca said, making Finn wince. Being chewed on was not his idea of a good afternoon. At least not if Veruca wasn’t doing the chewing.


    ****


    “He’s barely even bleeding anymore,” Donald quipped, kicked back in the desk of a plump woman with pictures of a half a dozen grandkids and a desk covered in cow memorabilia. They’d moved to the back offices of the mortuary, as it wasn’t as cramped as the freezer. Veruca frowned, torn between being amused at the comment and irritated that it was correct.


    “He wouldn’t be bleeding at all if he’d just listen when Stef talks instead of fiddling with those strings.”


    “You should get him something more permanent.”


    “I will,” Veruca sighed, pulling the bottom drawer out of the desk she’d commandeered so she could prop up her feet. Stefanie had managed to help Finn control three zombies enough to bring them out into the office area, but two had turned on him twice among the leather chairs and business cards. He looked like a chew toy and Veruca feared what hell Constance would give her for bringing Finn back injured yet again.


    “I think he’s getting better,” Donald said after Veruca had been silent for another few minutes. “Mostly.”


    Veruca wrinkled her nose as the zombie Finn was trying to order into a simple yoga pose dropped forward like a stone, smashing its face on the carpet. Finn swore, threw up his hands in frustration, and yelled something that she recognized as language but couldn’t piece together past that.


    One of the other zombies waiting its turn shuffled around to face him, moving forward at a glacial pace, its lips pulling back over its teeth as it went in for a bite.


    This time, Finn jerked out of the way, yelled a resounding, “No!” and then added, “fucker,” as if the rude denial of food wasn’t insult enough. The zombie froze like a reprimanded dog that could still smell steak under its nose and Finn waggled his right hand spastically until the zombie straightened and went back to a resting post. Veruca shook her head, worrying she’d made the wrong choice in trying to train him. Perhaps he didn’t need his necromancy after all, she thought. She certainly wasn’t keeping him around for his skills with the dead.


    “Interesting approach.”


    Veruca felt Belial appear a nanosecond before he spoke and she went tense, briefly overwhelmed by his presence. Donald jolted, his hand going to the gun under his jacket, though he found it missing.


    “Forgive me,” Belial said, setting the weapon down on the desk next to Donald. “I didn’t feel like using the door and I anticipated I might startle you.”


    “Veruca?” Donald asked, tension singing through him. She waved her hand his way, jumping to her feet.


    “He’s fine. He’s my boss,” she said, closing in. “I didn’t know you were coming.”


    Belial turned to her, his expression mild. “I didn’t either, but I had some time and I was curious about your new pet. You’re well?”


    “Of course,” she said, leaning in to give him a half-hug. “It’s him I’m worried about.”


    “Let me get a look at him,” Belial said, giving Veruca a squeeze before closing in on the pair of necromancers. Donald continued to watch with nervous suspicion, but he holstered his gun and didn’t make a move on the other man. Veruca gave him a reassuring smile, before turning back to find that Stefanie had noticed the arrival of the Prince of Hell.


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty


    


    “Sir,” Stefanie said suddenly, dropping to one knee and bowing her head. Finn blinked down at her, curious what had pulled the aggressive, rude woman down toward the ground as if something heavy had been dropped on her shoulders. Swiveling his head, he found Donald looking perturbed, Veruca looking ever so slightly worried, and a man who looked like the boss.


    Not just a boss, like one might see wandering around giving orders at a coffee shop, but like The Boss. Finn could tell instantly this man gave the orders and everyone, whether they worked for him or not, took them.


    “Morning,” Finn said, though he was sure it had passed into afternoon somewhere around his third zombie bite. “How’re ya?”


    The man smiled and it was warm, but Finn got no sense he thought they’d become friends. He closed in, clasping his hands behind his back, pausing in front of Finn as if appraising a car he might consider buying.


    “Let’s get a look at you.”


    “You thinking of asking me out?” Finn quipped, though he found himself standing up a little taller as if it would make a better impression. The man remained silent, walking in a wide circle around Finn, while Stefanie remained kneeled on the floor. Her sudden subservience made Finn a little nervous and he wasn’t sure why. The zombies remained still in a half circle around them and Finn realized that their hunger had receded within him. It was there but cowering in the back of his gut, held at bay by something he couldn’t otherwise feel or perceive.


    The man came to a stop facing Finn, his smile still in place. When he spoke, Finn knew he was talking to Veruca even though his gaze held Finn’s securely.


    “He’s got good bones.”


    “I do bone good,” Finn said without thinking. “Nice of you to notice.”


    The man laughed, full and hearty, his shoulders shaking with the action. Finn noticed Veruca standing across the room, one brow up, looking intrigued and a little surprised by the response. Abruptly, the man turned back to her, gave a single nod.


    “Worth the trouble you’re going through?”


    “More than,” Veruca said, her eyes fixing on Finn’s for a second. “I’ve got it handled, there’s no need to worry.”


    “You always do.” The man held out his hands, rubbed her shoulders once and then just held her arms. “One of my agents has received an inquiry about a specific set of items that I believe may be related to your troubles. I understand you had a buyer lined up?”


    “Yes, but we missed our appointment. I haven’t had a chance to set up another meeting.”


    “Don’t bother. I’ll put someone in touch with you who will make it much more worth your while.” The man dropped his hands, dipping one hand into his jacket to pull out a mobile phone. He clicked it on, read the notification on the screen, and then tucked it away. “You’re keeping an eye on what you’re selling?”


    “It’s tucked away,” Veruca assured him, twisting slightly to gesture to Donald. “He’s got it handled and he’s very good.”


    “You’ve seen it yourself?”


    Donald shook his head. “Only the cases Finn had. I didn’t open any of them. Not my place.”


    “Good man. Now, my dear, I must be off. Expect a call some time in the next few hours. Let me know if you need anything else.” The man leaned down, kissed Veruca on the cheek, and then stood and twisted slightly to catch Finn’s eye. “It was good to meet you, Finn.”


    “Ah, thanks, yeah,” Finn said, realizing then that he hadn’t gotten a name. “You too, friend.”


    On a sharp grin, the man disappeared.


    “Who the hell was that?” Finn asked. Stefanie let out a snort as she stood up, her brief flirtation with subservience missing completely from her demeanor.


    “Someone who could kill you with a thought. Now, back to training. Make that one hop on one leg.” She pointed at the zombie to Finn’s right and he found it staring at him. He could feel the hunger inside, rumbling back up like a roller coaster ascending a hill, but in the moment it looked like the zombie felt as confused as he did.


    “He seemed to like me, at least,” Finn said, trying to concentrate on his task despite the fact that he had a million questions. To his surprise, the zombie lifted its left knee without listing even slightly to the side, and hopped. “Hey!”


    “Switch legs,” Stefanie ordered, before turning to Veruca. “You’re selling something?”


    “Finn came into possession of some trinkets that seem to be worth quite a bit to the wrong people.”


    “Trinkets? Anything I might be interested in?”


    “It’s just jewelry and things,” Finn clarified, testing himself by making the zombie lift a leg, hop, switch legs, and repeat. “I opened a few of the boxes and it was old necklaces, a few pretty bracelets.”


    “Nothing magical?” Stefanie asked, looking disappointed.


    “I don’t think so,” Finn said, frowning as the zombie lost its balance and toppled to nearly take out a squat bookshelf. “I didn’t wave any of the pearls about while chanting ‘avada kedavra,’ though.”


    “Get him up,” Stefanie said, “Try again.”


    “It’s not that easy, you know,” Finn argued, though he’d managed to get the zombie back to its feet with surprisingly little effort. He wondered if distraction was helping him rather than hurting him. “Like having sex and thinking about ice cream.”


    “Excuse me?” Stefanie asked.


    “Er,” Finn mumbled, realizing he’d spoken aloud. “You know, it’s just a good summer afternoon activity.”


    Stefanie rolled her eyes. “All three this time. Let’s see an undead chorus line, marshmallow.”


    ****


    “What’s lutasi?” Finn asked at the end of the day. Veruca had finally put a stop to his torture well past dinner time, pointing out to Stefanie that he wouldn’t be any better at controlling the dead while exhausted and hungry.


    “Fae spawn,” Donald said from the front seat, as if it should make all the sense in the world. Finn just looked up, catching Donald’s eye in the mirror.


    “That sounds like a sort of gummy treat,” Finn said. Veruca giggled, reaching out to pat his knee.


    “It’s another term for what we are. There are a dozen, but fae spawn gets tossed around the most. It’s sort of an insult among certain fae, fairies in particular.”


    “Aren’t fairies and fae the same thing?”


    “Not—well, it’s like a square and a rectangle. Fae is the… general term for all manner of creatures, fairies included. Werewolves are fae, but not fairies. People like us come from a tryst between some kind of fae and a human woman. You’ve got a soul fae in your background, as do I.”


    “Don’t forget me,” Donald said, lifting his hand to wave it as if he needed to catch their attention.


    “Of course,” Veruca clarified, winking up at him in the mirror. “And Donald. Generally it’s a fairy that does the deed, though not always. So, fae spawn. You’ve got power in your blood, and it’s manifested as necromancy. It happens pretty rarely.”


    “I dunno, Stef back there has to be proof we’re not that spread out. She was about our age, right? Thirty-five tops?”


    “She’s three hundred years old,” Veruca clarified. Finn felt like he might choke on his own tongue.


    “Jesus. She… really?”


    Veruca laughed. “Yes, she’s a demon. She doesn’t just hang around mortuaries waiting to teach other necromancers how to raise the dead. She has other duties, you know.”


    “Like what? Terrorizing the Winchesters?” The look Veruca gave him made Finn realize he may have spent a little too much time in front of the TV at Bea’s place. “I mean children?”


    “No, never children.” Giving his leg a quick rub, Veruca flicked her gaze toward Donald before catching Finn’s eye as if it should explain why she was deliberately changing the subject. “What would you like to do tonight? Anything special?”


    “Nothing. I’d rather not have to do anything,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s been a bad few days. In fact, I didn’t see you take a single call while I was being gnawed on. Is that good news or bad for Erik?”


    “He’s stable,” Veruca said, squirming a bit. “I told them to call me if anything changes, but I wanted to make sure you weren’t getting yourself killed.”


    “I checked on him a few times,” Donald piped up. “He’s doing marginally better, but they’re still keeping a close eye on him. I was going to swing by after I dropped you off.”


    “You were?’” Veruca asked, surprised. “I didn’t know you two knew each other.”


    “We’ve chatted a few times. I wanted to make sure he was on the level before I let him become your personal chauffer.”


    Veruca chuckled. “You don’t need to worry about me.”


    “You don’t always have your weapons with you, it was the least I could do.”


    “Let’s all go,” Finn announced, even though they were close enough to the hotel that his sore limbs ached for the embrace of his squishy bed. “We can pick up Constance and make an evening of it.”


    “I don’t think she can—”


    “She can be subtle,” Donald said, winking at Finn in the mirror as if they were conspiring. “We don’t need to have her work her mojo back to perfection, but I’ll bet she can help some.”


    “I…” Veruca trailed off, still clearly worried. Finn mimicked her move, rubbing a hand over her leg.


    “Come on, love. We’ll buy her dinner, make it worth her while.”


    Veruca watched him for a moment, her expression filling with affection, before she nodded. “What the hell. I’ll give her a call.”


    “I’ll do it,” Finn said, giddy. “With my accent I can convince anyone of anything.”


    “Is that so?” Veruca asked.


    “How d’you think I got you to bring me back up to your room?”


    Veruca laughed and handed over her phone.


    ****


    “How’d you get them to let you in here, anyway?” Finn asked quietly as the nurse led them to Erik’s room. “Don’t you have to be family?”


    “Money,” Veruca said with a shrug. He couldn’t help admire her in that moment, envious that she could be so cavalier about wealth.


    “You bribed the lot of them?”


    “Not specifically,” she said, nodding at the nurse. “Thanks. We’ll be quiet. We don’t want to bother him, we’re just… all he’s got.”


    The nurse watched somewhat suspiciously for a moment, before turning and heading out without another word. Constance stood tense, watching the doorway for a moment before bustling toward the bed, lifting her hands in the air as if electricity had shot through her limbs.


    “Where to start? Poor man. Hanging on by a thread.” Veruca cleared her throat at that and Finn remembered what she’d said about forcing his soul to stay put rather than flee. The memory of the lines of his soul flashed through his mind next and he wondered if the idiom was related. Shaking her head, Constance leaned down, pressing a hand to his throat near the bandage.


    “Make sure—” Veruca started. Connie waved her free hand spastically, shutting her up. Donald moved to the seat by the window, settling into it, before looking around the room.


    “This place is pretty drab. We should send flowers.”


    “I don’t think any place is open this late,” Finn observed, pulling another chair out and sliding it over out of Constance’s way. When Veruca continued to stand and watch Erik, Finn closed in, wrapping an arm around her waist and yanking her back until he could settle her into his lap.


    “Calm down,” he said, trying his best to make it an order. Constance’s lip quirked, but she kept her focus on Erik.


    “She needs a distraction,” Donald pointed out, before pointing at Finn. “You two should tell us what’s going on.”


    “Oh, we’re just having some fun,” Finn said, patting Veruca’s knee. “Neither one of us has really put a label on things.”


    Donald snorted. “I’m not interested in your sex life. I meant what’s going on that has bodies littering the ground, you bleeding out, and Veruca here ready to take the head off a voluptuous redhead.”


    “You were gonna take her head off?” Finn asked, leaning to the side enough that he could look Veruca in the eye. He wasn’t sure he liked the idea in reality, but the fact that she was intent on going to such lengths to protect him made him feel all fuzzy inside.


    “I just brought the sword as a precaution,” Veruca said, though she gave him a saucy little smile that said she wasn’t telling the whole story. Turning back to Donald, she took a breath, relaxing as she let it out. “Finn’s in trouble with a criminal. She wants some things we have and she’s willing to go to great lengths to get it.”


    “So give it to her,” Constance said, sliding her hand down under the neckline of Erik’s hospital issued gown. “Not worth all this to keep something from someone.”


    “I considered it,” Veruca admitted. “Though the idea gets my goat. I don’t like her.”


    “You don’t have to like her if she’s out of your life for good,” Constance pointed out.


    “I dunno that she would be,” Finn said, hugging Veruca close. “She can be vindictive. I wouldn’t be surprised if she were to keep coming after we gave in and handed over the loot. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve seen it.”


    “So go to the cops,” Constance suggested. Finn could see a crease in her brow and wondered if she was hurting. Erik didn’t look outwardly any better, but that was the point, so Finn tried not to worry too much.


    “That wouldn’t work out too well in my favor,” Finn admitted. “I wasn’t always the fine, upstanding gentleman you see before you.”


    “I’m shocked,” Donald said, his tone perfectly deadpan.


    Veruca let out a laugh, waving her finger his way. “Don’t pretend your closet is free of skeletons.”


    “We all have our mistakes,” Donald said, shaking his head. “But as long as we’re doing our best not to make the same ones over again, I think we’re doing pretty well.”


    “I’m doing great,” Finn said, resting his hand on Veruca’s to give it a squeeze. She smiled softly down at him, before leaning in to give him a kiss. His heart soared. When he felt his crotch vibrate, he lifted a brow, wondering what it meant that no woman had ever made that happen before.


    “Oh that’s me,” Veruca said, shifting to tuck a hand into her pocket.


    “I know,” Finn said fondly, grinning up at her. She threw him a confused smile as she dug her buzzing phone out of her pocket.


    “Hello?” She was quiet for a moment before her brow lifted and she slipped on a skin of confidence. “Yes, of course. Give me a moment.” Without an explanation, Veruca stood up and stepped out of the room, shutting the door behind her.


    “What was that?” Finn asked, hoping Donald or Constance would know.


    “I don’t know, but our boy’s as good as I can make him without raising any red flags.” Connie stood tall, shook herself out, and then, before Donald could offer, dropped down to sit on his lap. Finn could see surprise on his face, but could tell Donald didn’t mind the older woman’s proximity. “Man, I need a drink.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-One


    


    “Ms. Lake? I believe you were expecting my call? I’m Mr. Shaw and I’m interested in something you’ve recently procured.”


    “Yes, of course,” Veruca said, realizing this was the call Belial had told her about. “Give me a moment.” Once out in the hall, she glanced around, checking for souls close enough to hear and strong enough to care, but found none. Standing tall, she continued. “I’m told you have an offer for me?”


    “If you have what it is I need, then I most definitely do. A wealthy widow died recently, lovely woman. She was rumored to have had a fair number of impressive items, many of which I’m quite interested in. Most of what I’m interested in hasn’t seen the light of day in several decades, and I’d like to pay you a very large sum of money to add certain items to my collection.”


    “I like that about you,” Veruca said, letting a smile slip into her voice. “I’m afraid I’ll have a late night, but I’d like to meet you and discuss terms tomorrow afternoon. Does one thirty work for you?”


    “I’ll clear my schedule.”


    “Please understand that since coming into possession of the late Ms. Elwood’s things, I’ve had quite a bit of trouble in my life. I’ll be bringing security.”


    “I completely understand and I don’t blame you. I can give you a list of references if you’d like proof of my good will.”


    “That won’t be necessary,” Veruca said. “The person who recommended I take your call trusts you have only honorable intentions in mind and that’s good enough for me.”


    “I’m happy to hear that. One thirty, it is. Name the place, I’ll be there.”


    “I’m going to let my head of security set something up, and I do hope you’ll be open to doing me a favor.”


    Shaw was quiet for a moment. “I’m told you’re trustworthy, so I’m going to assume you wouldn’t ask me to do anything untoward.”


    “It’s nothing you won’t enjoy, I assure you. Is this a good number to have him reach you in the morning?”


    “Yes, of course,” he said, though she could still hear a note of suspicion in his tone.


    “Excellent. I look forward to doing business with you, Mr. Shaw.”


    “And I you, Ms. Lake. Have a good evening.”


    Veruca hung up, saving the number in her phone and forwarding it to Donald’s, before turning and heading back into the room. “I’ve sent you a number. I need you to set up a meeting for tomorrow at one thirty and call that man back. I’ll brief you on the specifics in the morning.” Donald nodded, checking his phone. Noticing that Constance was sitting down, Veruca turned to Erik. “Is he better?”


    “As better as I can make him without getting myself burned at the stake.”


    “He’s still asleep,” Veruca said, fretting as she closed in to take Erik’s hand. The closer she got, the more she realized worry was clouding her perceptions. Erik’s soul was strong, the threads no longer fighting against the binding she’d worked into it. She grinned, placing a hand over his heart. “You did it!”


    “Did you doubt me?”


    “No,” Veruca said, turning to give Connie an apologetic smile. “I’m just worried about him.”


    “Worry about your own bank account. This place is going to charge you a fortune.”


    “I’ve got several more,” Veruca said, unbothered by the idea. “And I’m about to come into another, or at least Finn is.”


    “I am?” Finn asked. Veruca turned to catch his eye.


    “Tomorrow you’ll be selling what Beatrice gave you and we’ll be free of Angelina for good.”


    “I thought you said it wouldn’t be that simple,” Connie said. Veruca looked to her, lips quirking in a smile.


    “Oh, don’t worry. After tomorrow, Angelina won’t be interested in us.”


    ****


    “Waking you is like raising the dead,” Veruca observed as Finn watched her with bleary eyes. Despite his mind being slow to wake up, he smiled at that.


    “Are you saying I should chew on you?” Finn asked, reaching out to rub her shoulder and try to subtly pull her down on top of him. She resisted, and he felt himself sink into a sleepy pout.


    “We have plans, remember? I need you to get dressed and wake up. We’ll get a bit of breakfast downstairs and then we’ll be on our way.”


    “To sell Bea’s things?”


    “Exactly.” Veruca patted his leg through the sheet and then pushed to her feet.


    “Can I use your phone?”


    “Sure,” she said, leaving to get it without even asking why. Finn pushed himself into a sitting position, rubbing at his eyes and yawning when she came back in. “Be quick about it. The longer you’re on the phone the less time you’ll have to eat.”


    Finn took the phone, accepted the kiss she gave, and then waited until she’d left the room again before pulling up a browser and searching for Bea’s name. It didn’t take long to find her obituary and to learn that her family had done right by her.


    He hadn’t really expected any less. There had only been two family gatherings that he’d attended and her family had all seemed to be pretty decent. Her youngest son was more than twice Finn’s age and had been a bit of a layabout, but Finn couldn’t fault him for that. Beatrice had been found in the park the morning Finn had left, death had been ruled as natural causes, and no mention of foul play was to be found in any of the articles written about her. The funeral was to be in three days, and Finn wondered if Veruca would understand if he wanted to see about attending.


    Her family probably wouldn’t be terribly thrilled to see him again, but everything she’d let him make off with had been gifted legally, so there wasn’t much they could do to him.


    “Darling, you’re wasting precious breakfast time,” Veruca called from the living area.


    “Coming, love,” Finn said, tossing the phone on the bed, and then sliding out of bed to indulge in a little stretch and another yawn.


    ****


    “This is like a bad movie,” Finn said, looking around the nearly empty warehouse. There were pallets with boxes here and there, but mostly it was just dirty, dingy, and reminded him of every old gangster movie he’d ever watched where someone ends up getting whacked.


    “It was the best place for what we need,” Donald said with a shrug. He had a heavy-duty briefcase cuffed to his wrist and Finn couldn’t help worrying for the delicate state of his hand. If someone wanted Bea’s jewels badly enough, it was easy enough to slice straight through.


    “Aren’t we just exchanging goods for cash?”


    “In a way, yes,” Veruca said, her expression cagey.


    “Couldn’t we do that in a nicely lit coffee shop? While we all get muffins and a latte?”


    “I’ll give you something sweet after we’re done, darling,” Veruca said, catching his eye to wink and then turning back toward the center of the warehouse.


    A table had been set up, just a card table about as tall as Finn’s mid-thigh, under one of the hanging lights. The scene looked dangerous and Finn couldn’t quite figure out why his spine was jumping. Veruca and Donald seemed completely at ease, and the suit at the mortuary had told Veruca this would end all their troubles. Despite the logic in his train of thought, he wanted to turn and run right back outside and hide in the car. When he saw who was approaching them, his fear doubled down and demanded it.


    “You made it!” Angelina announced, her eyes directly on Finn’s as she sauntered closer. She actually looked delighted, but behind her Berlin did not.


    “The fuck?” Finn demanded, taking a few steps back before he could control himself. Donald grabbed his arm, holding him in place.


    “Everything’s fine.”


    “The hell it is,” Finn said, yanking his arm twice as if he’d free himself. Donald had a good grip, though, and he felt the flutter of panic inside him flap harder, rustling through his entire upper body.


    “Oh, pretty boy, calm down. Your fancy lady here has made me a deal. She’s going to sell me what I want and I’m going to leave you all alone.”


    Donald’s hand clenched slightly, and Finn jerked his gaze to the bigger man’s face, finding a touch of suspicion there. Angelina slapped her hand against the card table twice, which Berlin took as an order. Without a word, she hefted a briefcase of her own to set it down and roll her thumbs over the combination locks until the lid popped open.


    “Let’s see yours,” Angelina said, her gaze on Veruca. Finn recognized her smile and his panic ran through him like he’d electrocuted himself.


    “Bad idea,” he mumbled. “This is a bad idea.”


    “Relax,” Veruca said, utterly confident. Donald’s grip disappeared and he stepped forward to mimic Berlin’s actions with his own suitcase. When the lid opened, Angelina’s lips pulled back over her teeth in a smile that made Finn want to pee his pants. He’d seen her this excited only twice before and both times someone had died.


    “I thought you said you were selling these!” Finn demanded, barely able to control himself.


    “We are,” Veruca said.


    “May I?” Angelina asked, pointing at the contents of Donald’s briefcase.


    “May you what?” Veruca asked, her stance casual.


    “I’d like to make sure that what I want is inside the case. You could have put anything in those boxes.”


    “You may,” Veruca said, waving her fingers toward the case as if bored by the situation. Finn swallowed, trying to force down his fear. They were three, and Angelina and Berlin were two. Berlin was scary, but Angelina generally kept her violence to slaps and nail scratching. Every time Finn had been around for something really serious, she’d delegated. He tried to tell himself they’d be fine, that Angelina would take the baubles, Finn would take the money, and they’d part on decent terms.


    Angelina closed in, running her hands over the boxes like she was caressing a lover, before picking the boxes out one by one, snapping them open just enough to peer inside before closing them again. She shuffled the contents so she could see every box without emptying the case, gasping when she came to one that was bigger than the others.


    “Beautiful,” she said, her eyes practically sparkling as she inspected the contents. Despite himself, Finn found his curiosity peeking through as he watched her. Veruca glanced at him as he shuffled to the side, leaning around to find that she’d uncovered what appeared to be a baby’s rattle covered in colorful stones. Finn frowned. Their lives were in danger over a hazardous children’s toy?


    “Do you know what this is worth? What something this valuable can buy?”


    Angelina stumbled back as if someone had punched her in the chest, the rattle in its box flying out of her hand to clap shut on the card table. Finn yelped, shrinking in fear as Donald nodded at Veruca like he’d expected this to happen. Immediately after, his expression changed, his eyes wide as he jerked his gaze to Berlin.


    “Down!” Donald ordered, barely a moment before Berlin’s suitcase exploded into a deafening cloud of smoke and shredded paper bills.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Two


    


    Finn was on his ass and couldn’t see anything through the smoke or hear anything through the ringing in his ears. As he lay on the hard concrete floor trying to figure out why his everything hurt, he caught movement off to his left. Feeling somewhat like his brain was a drunken fish meandering sloppily through his skull, he twisted to inspect the movement but found it had disappeared.


    His ears were aching, his head was sore, and he kept wondering if there was something he should be doing rather than resting on the ground in … in… Where the hell was he?


    Something grabbed his arm and yanked him up, sending his drunken brain reeling and making him feel like his eyeballs were overfilled balloons trying to burst out of his skull.


    “Finn!”


    My name, he thought. Someone knows my name.


    “Finn!”


    The hand on his arm jerked him one way and he swiveled to find Veruca was trying to hustle him along with her as she moved. He tripped over his own leg and went down, nearly pulling her down as well. She stumbled, but kept herself upright, turning to find him at her feet. Another woman, one who made Finn wince as she appeared, closed in on Veruca, lifted a needle, and jabbed it into her neck.


    “No,” Finn cried, though he couldn’t quite explain to himself the whole of what he was denying. He just knew in that moment that the needle was bad and the blonde who had it was worse.


    Veruca whipped around instantly, took a swing at the woman, and then seemed to lose all the bones in her body, crumpling to a heap to drape partially over Finn’s legs. Gunshots and yelling had kicked up in the distance, making Finn picture a warzone outside the warehouse. The mental image only increased his despair.


    “No,” he repeated. The blonde grinned, hunching down to smile into Finn’s face. He tried to shy away, but a hand the size of a baseball mitt clamped down on his shoulder from behind. “Aww, no.”


    “Surprised to see you, pumpkin. I figured she’d come with some security, we’d blow you all up, and that would be it. But you had to plan a bait and switch of your own, and now things have gone to shit once again. Looks like we’ll get to play together after all.”


    Finn felt the pinch of the needle in his shoulder and all he could think as he went under was that he didn’t think the blonde’s games would be any fun for him.


    ****


    Finn was naked and cold. Not a good combination.


    His head kind of hurt too, though he could barely tell the difference between that unpleasantness and the stiff pain of icy air seizing the rest of his body. His brain was a bag full of dying jellyfish and he wanted to curl up in a corner by a roaring fire until everything felt better.


    He couldn’t move.


    It took him a few seconds for that to settle in before he forced his eyes open and looked around, trying to catch his bearings in the frigid air. His gaze hit Veruca and froze instantly, worry and anger soaring through him.


    “Veruca!” he called, hoping she’d open her eyes and speak. She looked dead, hunched forward, her own body weight straining against the ropes that bound her wrists around the trunk of a tree. “Wake up, my love. Come on!”


    He struggled, found he still couldn’t move enough to do any good, and then stopped when he realized the motion was really only rubbing his naked flesh against the bark of the tree to which he’d been tied.


    “This is a good look for you, pumpkin,” Berlin said, stepping around a massive pine off to Finn’s right. He jerked, whipping around to face her as well as he could, and instantly hated her. She was wearing a heavy jacket and gloves thick enough to stop a bullet. Her breath fogged in the air as she chuckled. “Angelina just wanted me to leave you here to think about all that you’d done wrong, but taking your clothes was my idea. One of my better, I believe.”


    Berlin closed in, smiling up at Finn. He loathed her, wished nasty things on her pretty face in that moment, but she seemed to like him, and he could work with that.


    “What good is you getting me naked if you’re fully clothed?” Finn asked, softening his expression and trying his best to let lust replace the disgust. His body wasn’t going to cooperate but he hoped she’d assumed that was more to do with the temperature than how he really felt.


    “Come on, gorgeous. Untie me, let me climb into that big coat with you. We can have some fun.”


    “Oh, I can have my fun fully clothed,” Berlin said, reaching up to pat his cheek with her left hand, while the right produced a switchblade that whipped out of its shell to slap against Finn’s cheek. “Sadly, that’s not on the agenda yet.”


    “At least lend me one of those gloves, would ya? This weather could give me permanent damage, you know? Just tuck it right up over me. I won’t even watch.”


    Berlin laughed, turning the flat of the blade against Finn’s cheek and tapping his skin. He felt his eyelid spasm at the sight of the blade’s point so close to his cornea.


    “Maybe later. Who knows what I’ll cut off? I may need somewhere to put all your digits. In the meantime though, we have business to discuss. Angelina would like to know how you got hold of Shaw and why you would double cross her.” Berlin shook her head, furrowing her brow. “She’s been so good to you.”


    “She’s what?” Finn squeaked before he could stop himself. Berlin ignored his outburst.


    “She’s going to give you thirty minutes and then I’m going to come back down here and start convincing you to talk.”


    “About what? I’ll talk now! You want to discuss movies? Television? We established earlier that I don’t read, but I have things to say!”


    “Unless they’re about Shaw and where to find him and the boss’ pretty things, I’m not interested. Your bodyguard made off with half our loot and we were forced to settle for taking you two instead.”


    “I don’t know who that is!” Finn insisted, trying to pull back despite his predicament. She’d lowered the knife and it was dangerously close to his exposed and vulnerable parts. He couldn’t take the chance that it was cold enough to numb him to whatever she might do. “We were trying to sell you your necklaces and then you blew up your damn briefcase full of money and stabbed me in the arm with a needle! You’re the one who messed everything up!”


    Berlin continued to watch him with narrowed eyes, the blade hovering close enough to his crotch that a deep breath might cause damage. After an eternity, she smiled, took a step back, pulled a stop watch from her other pocket, and clicked it.


    “Thirty minutes, pumpkin. You stay here and I’ll go sit by a warm fire and admire the mess you made of the library. It’ll put me in the mood for the mess I’m going to make of you,” she said, before hanging the watch around his neck, turning toward the forest and disappearing into the trees. Finn gaped after her, lost as to how he’d been left in such a position.


    He’d had some close calls before, he reminded himself when his teeth started to chatter. Something would come through to help, right? It always did. Just when he’d thought he’d been a goner in the art gallery, Veruca had saved his bacon.


    Feeling himself go heavy with shame, he turned to her, guilt flooding through him at the sight of her bound wrists. Night was falling, would probably blanket them both in darkness before Berlin came back to slice him up. It couldn’t end this way, he reasoned. The universe wouldn’t leave him to die naked in a forest. He was too pretty for the world to lose.


    “Would you let Starry Night be dumped in a river, you bastards?” Finn demanded, hoping the universe, or fate, or fucking Santa Claus might hear him and gift him a way out. “This is just as bad! I’m a work of art, don’t you see that?”


    “Finn,” Veruca groaned, making him yip in shock. “Shut up.”


    “Veruca! You’re alive! You’re alive!”


    “I heard you the first time,” she said, lifting her head to turn an expression of pure agony on him. “And I said shut up. My head feels like it’s been ripped off my neck and tossed in an empty dryer on high.”


    “We have to get free!” Finn insisted, ignoring her orders for silence. She didn’t seem to understand the danger they were in. “If Berlin comes back, she’s cutting off parts of me! The best parts of me! The parts you really like!”


    “I like all your parts but if you don’t stop talking I will cut them off myself.” A shudder ran through her a split second before her eyes widened and she jerked her head around as if noticing their predicament for the first time. Finn’s brows shot up as she let out a stream of Spanish that he would have bet his best parts wasn’t fit for children.


    “You see?” he demanded. “We have to get free!”


    Veruca glared his way and he recognized the expression instantly. He’d seen it on a hundred faces and had come to interpret it as, “I like you, but you’re an idiot and I need you to stop talking.”


    Swallowing his next comment, he hunched into himself as far as possible, trying to be as helpful as he could in his predicament. If she needed silence to save the day, he wasn’t about to deny her that.


    ****


    Veruca couldn’t tell why Finn was naked, why she was tied to a tree, or why her head ached worse than ever before, but she was betting Angelina was the cause of all three. Taking a deep breath, she rolled her neck and concentrated on her surroundings, trying to discern her best option for escape.


    She and Finn weren’t alone, not strictly. Wildlife was everywhere, squirrels and birds getting their tiny lives together as darkness fell. Beyond that, past Finn, the souls tapered off, leaving a gap in her senses. The forest wasn’t infinite, Veruca reasoned, and they were actually pretty close to the edge.


    “You said Berlin’s coming back? From where?”


    “I dunno,” Finn said, his tone hesitant. “She just said she’d come back in thirty minutes.”


    “That’s all she said? Nothing else?”


    “She taunted me,” he pouted, his lip curling. “Said she was going to sit in the library and think about making a mess of me. As if this was my fault. I didn’t know she was going to blow us up! I didn’t make this mess! It’s not my fault.”


    “Wait, the library?” Veruca asked, cutting him off before he could go on a tangent. “She has to be close, then. I need you to find a corpse to raise.”


    “What?” Finn yelped, shaking his head spastically. “I can’t! I don’t have blood, or strings! My best parts!” He thrust his hips as if Veruca couldn’t figure out what he meant. “They’re just hanging out there! I don’t want to invite something over that might bite them off!”


    “You don’t need strings, and you already used your blood. If we’re where I think we are, you’re halfway set. It’s barely been twenty-four hours. We can hope they haven’t been able to clean up the mess you made before.”


    Finn stared at her, obviously lost. “The books?”


    “The zombies!” Veruca insisted, squeezing her eyes shut in frustration. Her headache was making her grumpy. “You raised a half a dozen zombies here last night. I doubt Angelina’s cleaned them up. Find them.”


    “I don’t have zombie GPS! I dunno where they are—I dunno where we are!”


    “Oh my god,” Veruca sighed, shaking her head. She didn’t have time for Finn to continue arguing. In any other situation she may have found his ignorance endearing, but in the frigid air with her head pounding and her life in danger, she wanted to gag him.


    He seemed incapable of understanding what she wanted, but that didn’t mean it was impossible. His soul was built to locate the dead, to slide inside a corpse and animate it. She didn’t entirely need him to take advantage of that fact.


    “Remember when I showed you what I can do?”


    “Yeah, but it’s a little cold for another sexy demonstration.”


    “With my soul,” she said, though she let out a snorting laugh despite herself. Finn’s lip quirked and she realized he knew exactly what she’d meant. “I need to borrow yours.”


    “My … soul? I … like, take it out?”


    “Not the whole thing,” Veruca assured him. “When I lent you mine, it was just part of it, just enough so you could see what I could do. I need you to give me permission to do what you can do.”


    “You want to raise the dead? Now? Why?”


    “Because I think that’s the only way we’re getting out of this alive. Berlin’s going to come back and start cutting us up unless we can get free. I don’t exactly have a way to call for help, do you? You can do it, and if you lend me your soul, so can I.”


    “I can’t do it! There’s no one dead here!”


    “I think—” Veruca cut off, sick of debating. “Do I have permission to borrow your soul?”


    Finn watched her for a moment, still clearly lost, before giving a shallow nod. The permission hit her like having a tuning fork pressed to her chest and she smiled, extending her soul toward him in a rush.


    The need to take it all hit her hard, as it always did. She wasn’t sure the source of the drive to steal, but it drowned her with every touch of another’s soul. In nearly every other situation, she’d been able to sate the desire, to tangle the new soul within her own, if only until she was to pass it on to Belial. This time she needed to be careful.


    Finn’s soul was especially enticing: the power of it and the feel of drawing him inside. She knew instantly what she’d be capable of if she weaved him into herself and for a moment she considered not stopping. She could see a future of them together forever, his essence closed around her heart, warming her insides and making her soul burn brighter. She’d already decided to keep him, she told herself, why not make it as intimate a joining as possible?


    His soul flickered the more she took, the line of it seeming unsteady as she drew it in. She flashed on Erik in his weakened state and thought of death. She hadn’t been willing to lose him and she certainly wasn’t willing to lose Finn. It wasn’t just his power she wanted to enjoy and she forced herself to remember. If she had to choose between the two, she’d take his heart over his soul any day.


    Clamping down on the desire to take, she loosened her grip on his soul, making sure she’d left him with enough that he’d be safe, if powerless, and cut the line. The golden thread wobbled between them for a moment, before curling back around his heart to tuck amongst what remained.


    Taking a deep breath, she settled into stillness for a moment, making sure to weave his soul through hers as tightly as possible, leaving no thread loose or frayed. As her work neared perfection, she felt something else open within her, a new sort of sense she’d never quite experienced before. It reminded her somewhat of her own power, an extra perception that seemed to sit behind her eyes and show her what others could not see.


    This was darker, she realized, less a soft curiosity reaching out to caress the souls of those around and closer to a clawed desperation looking for something to take over. Finn’s necromancy wanted death, craved a vessel into which to slink. It wanted corpses and it would take all kinds.


    At first Veruca didn’t recognize the pockets of emptiness she could now touch. It wasn’t something she saw or heard, nothing she could smell or taste. Rather, it was a strange mixture of all her senses trying to fight to communicate a need for something that she didn’t understand until she focused intently on the nearest one.


    Finn’s soul seemed to tug away from hers, a thread unraveling to separate from the rest and descend into one of the empty pockets until it settled into place to wrap in a single line with a loose knot around what used to be the heart of a squirrel. Veruca knew what his power wanted, but knew she couldn’t give it. Without the connection to his body, his power couldn’t take hold. Frustration lashed through Veruca and she had to force herself to stop fighting a losing battle.


    “… okay? Veruca! My love, please.”


    Veruca blinked away the vision she had of the loose golden thread and turned to Finn. He looked worried for her and she wondered how long it been since she’d paired his soul to hers. He was shivering there in the cold, but it was clear his thoughts were entirely on her well being. Shaking herself out of her newfound desperation, she concentrated on the thread of Finn’s soul, pulling it back toward herself as she gave him a weak smile.


    “You pack quite a punch,” she said, swallowing thickly when the thread tried to bolt off toward another unusable corpse. “I don’t know how you live like this.”


    “Normally I’m quite comfortable living naked, but the weather being what it is …” He trailed off, trying for a smile, even though she could still see the concern in his expression. She nodded.


    “Okay, time to get this show on the road.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Three


    


    Veruca had been silent for a full ten minutes and their time was running out. Finn kept glancing down at the stopwatch on his chest as if he could see it in the dark, but there wasn’t enough moonlight to make it out. He could see lights off in the distance, though they only frustrated him by being completely useless.


    Most of his body had gone numb—especially his best parts—and he could only tell he was shivering because he could hear his skin rubbing against the tree as if he was trying to start a fire.


    He wished he could start a fire, dammit. Both a literal one and a figurative one. Veruca looked awful, tired, and angry and a little lost. She could use some encouragement and cheering up and Finn felt there was no one better for the job. The stopwatch beeped and Finn let out a long sound of panic, his entire frozen body jolting. Veruca stayed stiff, her gaze concentrated on the distant lights as if she could pull them to her by force of will alone. Foliage crunched off to Finn’s right and he whined again. How the hell had Berlin made it out so fast?


    “You’re not Berlin!” Finn exclaimed as a clumsy hulk of a man in all black meandered closer, aiming squarely for Veruca. It was hard to see him clearly, but Finn could tell he was big, he was lumpy, and he walked like he’d had a little too much to drink. Fear for her soared through Finn. “Hey! Leave her alone!”


    “Quiet,” Veruca snapped, tilting her head slightly as the man stepped up in front of her, paused a moment, and then reached into one of his many bulges and pull out something that made a snapping sound like Berlin’s switchblade. A split second later, Veruca let out a relieved sigh and Finn saw her moving away from the tree. “Finally.”


    “You’re free! He let you go! Thanks, friend! We really—”


    “He’s dead,” Veruca stated, shutting him up. “And you’re going to take his clothes once we get him down. The shirt at least. I think the pants could fit two of you.”


    “He’s … My parts!” Instantly concerned with the big, dead lout closing in, Finn struggled slightly, visions of teeth sinking into his sensitive nether regions dancing through his mind’s eye. Veruca sighed and, as Finn felt his arm fall suddenly free, a light burst to life to show him the side of the man’s face. He didn’t look at all interested in Finn’s dangly bits.


    “I have full control.”


    “How?”


    “There’s no time to explain. Put on the shirt.” Finn stumbled to the ground, feeling too stiff to stand up properly, and found the only reason he hadn’t plummeted face first into the dirt was that the zombie caught him. He felt it steady him with precision before pulling at the holsters and straps around its front, and yanking off its black turtleneck. Finn took it once it had been properly offered, blinking in confusion at the dead man.


    “Put it on! We’ll have company shortly.”


    “But—” The light flashed straight into his eyeballs and he winced, shying away. “Right. Sorry.”


    The shirt could have fit him, Veruca, and Angelina, though he wouldn’t have risked it. The dead man’s shoes were too big, but his socks reached over Finn’s knees easily, and he was grateful for the little bit of warmth they afforded him. Once Veruca had stripped the corpse of everything she could manage to find useful, Finn was wrapped in cotton and Kevlar, his thighs and face the only parts of him still exposed to the cold. Veruca grinned, yanking him into a hug he could barely feel, and pushing up to kiss his mouth while the zombie stood by unconcerned. A gun fired somewhere off to Finn’s right and the zombie stumbled forward, narrowly missing them as it dropped to the ground.


    “Shit,” Veruca breathed, yanking Finn through the dark, killing the flashlight, and pulling them around the side of the tree. Despite the hammering of his heart nearly deafening him, he recognized the sounds of the zombie slowly pushing to its feet.


    “I see you brought help!” Berlin called before another burst of gunfire made Finn consider peeing his stolen shirt. “So did I!”


    “She’s brought help!” Finn whimpered, clutching Veruca’s arm. “Help means guns!”


    “I brought help too,” Veruca whispered, patting his hand. “Just stay by this tree.”


    “Well I’m not going to run out into the open yelling, ‘Hey, look at my dangly bits!’” Veruca’s silence spoke volumes and Finn took a second to consider before whispering, “Not that I haven’t done just that a time or two.”


    “Shh,” Veruca ordered, shifting to put her back against the tree trunk. Finn took a few steps to the side, trying to keep her and the tree as shield against Berlin and her guns.


    ****


    Veruca had never been one for video games, but she’d played a few in her younger years. Controlling six zombies felt rather like trying to pay attention to every view of a multiplayer game all being played on one television. It had been challenging at first, and she’d needed to remember some of the advice Stefanie had given Finn the day before in order to get the hang of it, but the closer the zombies got to Veruca and Finn, the easier she found it.


    The corpses were quiet, not just because Veruca made sure they were careful in how they moved, but because they didn’t breathe, speak or fidget. She could see through their eyes and all six of them together gave her a picture of Berlin and her men. They were all well trained, reacting to her hand motions as she gave silent orders. The zombies paused on Veruca’s command, waiting in the darkness for her to decide what she wanted them to do.


    The nearly stripped zombie remained still as well, facing away from the action like it was just pausing to check out a bird or take a leak. Veruca realized it could be of so much more use, as she lowered its gaze to the gun and holster she’d carelessly had it drop just minutes before.


    “There we go,” she mumbled. The zombie picked up the gun, turned around and started firing wildly into the trees. Berlin and her men scrambled to protect themselves, shuffling and ducking, crouching and weaving.


    “Come on,” Veruca said, shoving against Finn’s chest. “We’ll go around.”


    “Around what?”


    “The fighting,” Veruca said, calling on the other zombies to draw their guns and start firing as well. Chaos erupted in shouts and more gunfire. “Try to stay low.”


    “Because they’re only firing up into the treetops?” Finn demanded, letting her lead him away. She shook her head through a sigh but didn’t pick a fight. Everyone reacted to fear differently and she couldn’t blame Finn for the way his cowardice made him act. She wasn’t at her best either and she had the luxury of wearing pants. The gunshot that hit her didn’t sound any different from the others, but she knew when pain tore through her abdomen that something was wrong.


    ****


    Veruca collapsed so suddenly Finn convinced himself she’d managed to walk right off a cliff. She was quiet for an instant that lasted twice the length of Finn’s entire life and he blinked down at the shape of her in the darkness. He found he was simultaneously terrified for their safety and ecstatic there had been no flat, mountainous cliff face leading to a garden of spiky rocks.


    “Veruca?”


    She let out a wheeze and then a tiny whimper and his happiness dissipated like a splash of water on a scalding stovetop.


    “Veruca!”


    He dropped to his knees beside her, trying to find the cause of her collapse and realized only after two or three passes that the gloves she’d given him meant he couldn’t feel anything. He let out a frustrated whine before yanking the right one off and reaching out to try again.


    “Goddamn—” Veruca’s scream cut him off, startling him into falling over backward. He’d found the wound and it was bad enough that he could still feel warm blood on his fingers even though the numbness in his fingers. Veruca whimpered, turning in the leaves to curl around herself as Finn scrambled to get back up so he could help her.


    “Sounds like you guys are having fun over there!” Berlin called from somewhere off to Finn’s left. A shudder of anger ran through him and he had to fight off his first instinct to pop to his feet, point in her direction and yell something scathing like, “Fuck you!” Shaking with a growing rage, Finn hunched close around Veruca hoping his bulletproof vest would save them both.


    “Come on, my love. We’ve got to get going.”


    “Zombies,” she managed, before letting out a long whimper that sliced straight through Finn’s heart.


    “Forget the zombies. They can take care of themselves.”


    “No,” Veruca said before her breath hiccupped out in a sob. “Oh my god it hurts.”


    “Let’s go,” Finn said, resolute in his decision to get her out of there even if it cost him his life. The rage seemed to give his normally noodly arms strength and he slipped his hands underneath her, intent on hauling her up. Veruca let out a pained mewling sound and gripped the collar of his turtleneck above the vest to yank him down to her level.


    “The zombies,” she repeated in a harsh whisper. “Hungry.”


    “Hung—” Finn cut off, realizing that the gunfire had stopped at some point and he was pretty sure they were no longer alone. Lifting his gaze as far as Veruca’s hard grip on him would allow, he squinted into the dark, trying to discern if the moving shadows were just restless trees or ravenous undead.


    Something moaned off to his left, closer than Berlin but not so close that he could make out a shape and the rage in his belly cooled into a syrupy glob of sticky panic.


    “The zombies!” Finn squeaked.


    “Control,” Veruca wheezed, letting go of his shirt to press her hand hard against his chest. The sensation of life rushed through him like electricity, followed shortly by the starved and grasping grip of death.


    Finn had never controlled six zombies before. Risen, but never controlled. Controlling them wasn’t just another story, it was another novel by an unknown author in a language Finn was convinced he’d never understand.


    Six zombies seemed an insurmountable task and when they first flooded his mind with their hunger, he worried he was doomed. The most he’d been able to manage had been the three that Stefanie had browbeaten him into handling the day before. Now suddenly he had six different points of view in his head, crowding for dominance, fighting with his own psyche. It was a brawl in an instant, making him feel belligerent and sick.


    For only a moment, the movement of all the zombies stopped, their limited consciousness skipping a beat as Finn wrestled with their individual and yet collective desire to feed. They were coming straight for him, unaware that Berlin and her men were about. His connection to them called to their hunger like a lighthouse. They would keep coming to descend on him if he didn’t shape up and take control.


    It wouldn’t just be him, either, he realized. Veruca had gone slack in his arms. She was bleeding beneath him, unconscious and dying. He didn’t want the zombies to speed up the process. Concern for her wellbeing sprang through him like the swell of the sea in the midst of a violent storm.


    “No,” he breathed, pushing to his feet to turn to the advancing army of starved and rotting invaders. “Stop.”


    Every zombie halted in an instant, some mid-step, and he could feel their faces turned collectively toward him. In his mind he could see himself through their weakened eyes, barely a shadow in the sparse moonlight filtering through the bare trees. They wanted him still, he knew, but it didn’t matter. They couldn’t have him, and more importantly, they couldn’t have Veruca. Taking a harsh breath, ignoring the sting of icy air in his throat, he lifted both hands, rolled his shoulders and took control.


    It was a delicate dance getting the word out to six different zombies that he wanted them to each turn, move in slight different directions, and act as a wall between Berlin and her men. He tried not to concentrate on the fact that he couldn’t see exactly where his foes were, and tried to just make it work. It took him a minute to get situated and he had to admit that if Stefanie had been overseeing him, she’d have been unhappy with his progress.


    Two zombies ran into each other, one dropped flat onto its face in the dirt, and one got stuck on the trunk of a tree. He had to close his eyes to concentrate, found it hard to differentiate between which zombie could see what. It wasn’t just what they could see crowding through his mind’s eye like a pack of fat dogs all trying to squeeze through a doorway at once, it was the forest itself. The light was bad, the shadows confusing. He realized he couldn’t rely on sight alone for what he needed to do.


    “Think, Finn,” he mumbled to himself. It didn’t make him smarter, but his own voice was a comfort, quiet as it was. Seconds later, he realized it wasn’t just his ears he had access to, but six sets of undead ears as well. Giddiness pulled through him in a shiver and Finn smiled. Spy zombies, he reasoned. What a novel idea.


    Keeping their steps as careful as he could, he sent them out in all directions. It took the one on the ground a few tries to get up, but once he’d hefted it to its feet, he sent it straight through the woods. He could vaguely recognize the path it took, excitement leaking out of his lips in a giggle when he found the ropes that had been used to bind him.


    “Holy shit!”


    The voice pulled Finn’s attention to another zombie, his consciousness settling into that of a corpse who’d been rather short in life, and whose eyes showed Finn that he’d accidentally found the hiding place of one of Berlin’s men.


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Twenty-Four


    


    The man lifted his weapon and aimed it at Finn’s zombie but didn’t fire. Finn halted his army, wanting to focus on this opportunity rather than lose it. The zombie and the goon were quiet, staring at each other across a single beam of moonlight, taking the measure of one another. Finally the goon lowered his gun slightly, straightening as much as his crouched position would allow.


    “Bill? I thought we hauled you out back!”


    Finn panicked. He’d never made a zombie speak before, and now the goon was expecting him to carry on a conversation through the dry mouth of a corpse? Was that even possible?


    “Yes!” he reminded himself, startled when he heard a croaking voice echo through the zombie’s ears.


    “Yes what?” the goon asked. Finn did a happy dance, realized instantly that the zombie had picked up on that too, and tried to control himself. “What’s wrong with you, man?”


    “It’s fucking freezing!” Finn announced through the zombie’s lips. “Don’t you feel it? Cold as a witch’s tit out here.”


    “Well, yeah,” the goon said, suspicion still riding through his tone. “The fuck are you doing out here? We thought you were dead.”


    “Not dead,” the zombie told the goon. “Sleeping. Taking a nap. I got hit, decided to sleep it off.”


    “You—”


    “Look, man, we haven’t got time for this, right? We need to get this handsome Irish bastard, right?”


    The goon was quiet for a second and Finn wondered if he’d tipped his hand. “What?”


    “This Doyle guy. We hate him, yes? We’re here to get his goat?”


    “He has a goat?”


    “No—it’s—” Finn cut off, realizing he didn’t have to waste his time with any of this. The goon had a gun, but Finn didn’t need to be scared off by guns. His zombie didn’t care about getting shot full of holes. Zombies didn’t need to talk their way out of anything. In fact, all the talking was accomplishing was to remind Finn that his army wanted flesh and life and that this man had plenty of both. “What was your name again?”


    “Chris—er,” the goon turned to the left as the zombie closed in fast. “I mean, Cambridge—Bill? What are—”


    The cold air felt positively balmy against the chill that ran through Finn as his mind was filled with the vision of the zombie closing in on poor, unsuspecting Cambridge, clamping hands down on his face, and biting hard into his crooked nose.


    When the screams started, Finn pulled out of the zombie’s mind immediately, leaving it to its own devices. He didn’t want anything to do with that scene and if the zombie was sating its need for blood, he didn’t have to worry about it coming to try the same with Veruca.


    Poor Cambridge’s demise sent a ripple of movement through the forest and Finn managed to catch it through the eyes of his zombies. To the left here, to the right there, and smack dab in front of one of the bigger zombies, a man popped to his feet, gun aimed toward the sound of death. Feeling a little sick to his stomach over it, Finn let the zombie go, jolting as the man who was about to become Finn’s second victim whirled around and tried to shoot his attacker. The zombie stumbled and jittered but wasn’t deterred. It couldn’t feel pain, it couldn’t bleed, and the worst thing the bullets could do was knock it slightly off course.


    In the end, two of Berlin’s men were down and Finn was left with four zombies against an unknown number of mercenaries and one woman who’d threated to cut off his best parts.


    Anger simmered at the thought of her threat. He’d never done anything to her. What sort of thing was that to say to a person? Tied to a tree, vulnerable and freezing, her words had scared him. Now that he had the power, he found that the idea of having his manhood sliced off by a rude and sociopathic blonde made him angry. He poured more of his consciousness into the zombies, trying to get a bead on Berlin.


    He wasn’t the only person in the dark of the forest who could bleed.


    “Your girlfriend doesn’t look so hot, pumpkin.”


    Finn tensed, the anger swirling in his mind twisting together with the insatiable hunger in his gut to demand he call the zombies back and inflict them on Berlin. He felt the skin just below his jaw split across the razor edge of her switchblade, though, and it gave him pause. Where the hell had she come from?


    “Tell your friends to stand down or I’ll have that pretty face of yours.”


    Finn wrestled with the decision for a moment, though he wasn’t sure why. Normally surrender was his first instinct. He found it easy enough to talk his way out of anything once he was no longer perceived as a threat. Berlin certainly didn’t see him as one, and why would she? As far as she was concerned, the zombies stumbling through the forest were the real danger.


    Finn was just a skinny Irishman with no pants and a knife to his neck.


    “Keep in mind your lady has a pretty face too,” Berlin said, reading his hesitation with surprising accuracy. Finn clenched his jaw in frustration and felt more blood trickle over the sting of her blade.


    “Back off, boys!” Finn called out into the forest, despite the fact that the two zombies feasting ignored him completely.


    “You’ve been surprisingly fun to watch, you know,” Berlin said, shifting behind him. He felt her grab one of his arms and clamp a handcuff around it, doing the same with the other. Once she was sure he was bound—a little too tightly, he felt—she stepped around to his front. He couldn’t see her expression in the dark, but he was betting it would only make him angry anyway. “You’re slippery, a little smarter than Angelina gave you credit for. Now. Your men are going to lie face down on this cold forest floor and stay there until we’re safely out of here.”


    “I’m not leaving—”


    “Without the girl, I get it. I wouldn’t leave her behind anyway. Angelina has some questions for her, too. Assuming she ever wakes up to answer them, that is. She seems, well, dead to the world.”


    Finn had to fight off another bout of rage at her words, but his concern for Veruca won out and he gave in. The zombies dropped clumsily to the ground, staying put even as two of Berlin’s men appeared out of the darkness to look them over suspiciously. It took all of Finn’s strength to pull the feeders off their victims, but he managed to get them to drop to the ground as well. Berlin lifted a hand to her ear as Finn watched her remaining men through the eyes of his zombies.


    When the all clear was signaled, she stepped around him to look down at Veruca.


    “I’ll get someone else to haul her back to the house. I’ve got enough gunk on my nice jacket. I don’t need to add blood to the mix.”


    ****


    At least the house was warm, Finn reasoned as one of Berlin’s men shoved him roughly over the threshold. He stumbled, slipped in his dirty socks and hit the ground shoulder first. Berlin strode by, ignoring his misfortune, and pointed to a dried spot of blood on the floor of the massive foyer. Unless he was mistaken the blood was his. He’d hoped he’d never have to see it again, but things just weren’t going his way, lately.


    “Set the girl down there. We’re going to have to probably tear up that part of the floor anyway.”


    Without waiting to see if her orders were followed, she started unbuttoning her jacket as she continued across the foyer and disappeared through an open doorway. Finn struggled to get to his feet, fully aware that his stolen shirt had flipped up in his fall, exposing his ass to the room. It bothered him less on the nice wood floors of the house than it had in the frozen forest and the goons barely even glanced his way.


    He could still feel the zombies out in the woods, flat on their bellies, awaiting his orders. No brilliant plan of action had come to mind on how to use them to save the day, but it was sort of a comfort to know they were out there if he really needed them. In fact, he thought as he finally managed to get upright, they deserved a treat for waiting. Without hesitation, he let them up and steered them all toward the bodies they hadn’t finished eating.


    The room was quiet and still for a few minutes, the goons standing around looking menacing, Finn shivering by the door, and Veruca still bleeding out on the ground. She looked pale and Finn focused on her intently, wishing he had her ability to read the measure of life in a person from a distance.


    “You wanna get the girl a doctor or something?” Finn said, taking a step toward the nearest goon. He gestured to Veruca with his elbow. “Angelina wanted to talk to her and that won’t happen if she dies of blood loss on the floor.”


    The goon glanced Finn’s way but didn’t otherwise move. Finn tried another, fixing his gaze on the man standing above Veruca but staring blankly at the wall.


    “Come on, man. She needs a tourniquet at least. Some super glue? Something to stop her bleeding out.”


    “I agree,” Angelina said as she entered the foyer from behind Finn. He spun around, nearly toppled in shock and glared her way as she stepped up close. “Luckily I have just what she needs.” Angelina lifted a hand gracefully in the air like a flamenco dancer with castanets. The motion pulled at what appeared to be a bullet hole in the front of her shirt, and Finn thought back to when she’d been knocked backward in the warehouse. “Come on, Berlin, let’s help the lady out a bit.”


    Finn didn’t like the sound of that. Berlin’s help was likely to be more of a threat than anything else, but Finn wasn’t sure what to do to stop her. The goon he’d initially addressed was watching him with a smirk on his face and Finn was reasonably sure that if he made a move toward Veruca he’d get a fist to his face.


    Berlin didn’t look too happy about being summoned. She emerged from the hall without her dirty jacket, her previously mussed hair smoothly pulled back, and her folded switchblade tucked into the front pocket of her fitted pants. The edge of it peeked up above the line of the pocket and drew Finn’s eye. As she crouched down next to Veruca and unzipped her bloody jacket, Finn found himself taking a few steps forward.


    “Now, now,” Angelina said, grabbing the back of his turtleneck and hauling him back before he could get far. “Let the lady work. It’s rude to interrupt.”


    “Don’t you—”


    “Relax pumpkin,” Berlin called as she peeled Veruca’s bloody shirt off her abdomen. “I’m not going to carve out her eyeballs and make you eat them. Maybe later, but for now I’m just working a little magic.”


    Magic? He wasn’t sure he liked that any better than having to eat Veruca’s eyeballs. To his surprise, Berlin didn’t call forth a storm cloud of lightning or summon a monster from the depths of hell. She simply laid her left hand over the seeping hole along Veruca’s left side, took a deep breath, and closed her eyes.


    Pain radiated across her features, tightening her expression and knitting her brow. Angelina still held tight to Finn’s turtleneck as he watched, though she stepped up next to him to lean in close.


    “She’s a whiz with these things. You’d never know it but she’s an excellent healer, one of the best I’ve ever employed. It’s just lucky she likes to take as much as she dishes out.”


    Finn turned to Angelina, frowning. “What do you mean take?”


    “Pain, my poor, stupid boy. She revels in it. It’s what makes her so good at getting information. She’ll slice you up and enjoy how it feels to fix you before doing it all again.”


    Berlin’s voice came out hitched, a low, uneven moan that ended on a sigh. Finn turned back to her, trying to work out what Angelina meant, and found that Berlin’s pain had melted into ecstasy. He’d been with plenty of women who got off on pain, but it had rarely been their own they enjoyed.


    Veruca’s bleeding had stopped, her color had come back ever so slightly, and Berlin pulled her bloody hand back, reaching her clean one up toward the goon still standing by.


    “Restraints. If she wakes up, I don’t need her going for my throat.”


    “I’d think you’d enjoy that,” Finn said, suddenly sick of Angelina’s grip. He wiggled and shook, pulling until he nearly choked, and succeeded in freeing himself. She smiled his way, crossing her arms as she watched him. He refused to look at her fully, still unsure of what was coming.


    Veruca was better, that was the important thing. His zombies were still gorging themselves, easing the hunger in his gut. He barely felt the need to rend and destroy anymore. A clarity of control was settling in, giving him ideas of storming the house with his army, sweeping Veruca into the arms of the biggest zombie, and making off with her into the dark of night.


    It took a few seconds for Berlin to roll Veruca, pull off her jacket, and cuff her hands, but she went right back to healing once she was secure. Finn decided to leave Berlin to it and turned to face Angelina head on. Talking his way out of her clutches hadn’t worked yet, but he needed to try. Maybe the fact that he wasn’t wearing pants was just the edge he’d need.


    “And what’s your plan, then? You’ve got us here in this big house, at your mercy. I’m in a prime position to be used, in case you hadn’t noticed.” Finn gave a little wink, thrusting his hips forward. Angelina laughed and it stung a little, but he pressed on. “Oh, you don’t believe me? You should know better. Of everything you’ve learned about me, would any of it lead you to believe I’m not up for some fun at any given moment?”


    “Don’t worry,” Angelina said, patting his cheek. “I know you’re a bag of hormones and boners. It’s really all you’re good for. But that’s not the issue here. I didn’t bring you here for your skills in bed, I brought you here to use as leverage.”


    “Leverage?” Finn demanded before he could stop himself. “Against who?”


    “Against this one,” Berlin said, getting to her feet. She looked around for a second, a bit fuzzy eyed, before reaching out and rubbing her bloody hand down the sleeve of the goon standing nearby. He frowned but didn’t complain. “She’s the one who can get us the rattle.”


    “That toy you were slobbering all over before Berlin tried to blow us up?” Finn demanded. “What the hell do you want with that?”


    “What wouldn’t I want with that?” Angelina argued, offense a sharp ribbon through her tone. “It’s worth more than your life, for one.”


    “Your house is worth more than all our lives,” Finn pointed out, hoping flapping his elbow could communicate he meant to gesture to the foyer and its expensive decor. “Why do you need a children’s toy?”


    “Because I’ve got a buyer all lined up who will pay me something I sorely need right now.”


    “A conscience?” Finn spat. “Some compassion?”


    Berlin laughed. “Useless, overrated.” Her tone made Finn glad his zombies were making their way toward the house. No one had bothered to replace the busted front doors and, assuming the zombies didn’t all just trip over the debris, it wouldn’t be long before he could send one of them to chew the sneer right off her face.


    “How’s our girl?” Angelina asked, stepping toward Veruca to crouch down next to her. “You awake? Feel like chatting?”


    Heat and shrapnel hit Finn’s back, throwing him to the ground once again, and he wondered in that instant why the universe had it out for him.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Five


    


    Gunfire and footsteps and, if Veruca wasn’t mistaken, the sound of Finn swearing: something had gone horribly wrong.


    She woke to sound and chaos, aches, and the swift realization that her arms were bound behind her back. She was alive, however, something she wasn’t entirely sure she’d expected after the tearing pain of being shot in the gut.


    “Finn?” she croaked, forcing herself to roll over. The wound in her side felt like it was ripping apart and she spasmed, everything inside her demanding she freeze, give in to the agony and never move again. It took her three tries to get over the pain and continue moving, but once she did, she managed to blink her eyes open and locate Finn.


    He was bound as well, huddled awkwardly next to the staircase, folded so that his skinny knees squeezed his ears, and his cuffed wrists were hugged around the fronts of his ankles. A body thudded to the floor next to her and she grunted against the misery the vibration sent through her. She had to get up, grab Finn, and find a place to get them both to safety. The pain radiating through her was a tough foe, but she’d rather be injured and alive than bleed out on the floor of Angelina’s fancy house.


    Sucking in a breath and holding it, Veruca forced herself to sit up, pressed into the ground with her knuckles, and got up as far as she dared. She sensed someone rushing her a second before she heard footsteps, and then felt the weight of a small woman slam against her, taking her right back down to the ground.


    Her first instinct was to fight off her attacker, but her bound arms left her defenseless, and before she knew it, someone had grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked her back.


    “Pain in my ass,” the woman mumbled, before shifting her weight to wrap an arm around Veruca’s chest and lean in close to her ear. “We’re going to stand. You got that?”


    This wasn’t Angelina, Veruca could tell, but she had power nonetheless. It was healing, from the feel of her soul, and Veruca realized in that instant why she wasn’t dead.


    “I can’t,” she whimpered, letting her body hang heavy. “Hurts. It hurts.”


    “You can,” the healer insisted, dropping her grip to press two fingers against the tender skin where Veruca had been shot. The pain was incredible and Veruca shrieked without hesitation, instantly trying to curl protectively around the feeling. “You’re not bleeding anymore, but I can fix that unless you stand up.”


    “Veruca!”


    Donald?


    Eyes snapping open, though she didn’t need sight to confirm what she’d heard, what her power had lashed out to grab hold of, she found him tucked just inside the remnants of the front door, a gun aimed into the foyer.


    “Up,” the healer repeated, and Veruca did as she said, her fear over more torment outweighing the petty desire she felt to disobey. It was a clumsy ascent but eventually Veruca made it to her feet, realizing instantly that the healer was using her as a shield. “I’ve got your girl!”


    Donald didn’t respond, and Veruca caught sight of him lifting his gun, eyes shut, and shooting twice off to Veruca’s left. A body hit the floor almost immediately, and Donald opened his eyes to turn them toward Veruca. When he caught sight of her predicament, he snarled.


    “Did you hear me?” the healer called. “I’m assuming you’re here for one thing and, coincidentally, so are we. You have the briefcase?”


    “Veruca!” Finn exclaimed drawing her eye before she realized the healer wasn’t going to let her turn far enough to see him.


    “Are you okay?” Veruca asked. “No bites or scrapes?”


    Finn was quiet for a moment before he seemed to realize what she was asking. “None! Our friends were very well behaved. They’re still hanging around, actually.”


    The healer jabbed Veruca again, yanking her back a few steps so she was close enough to Finn to kick at him. He whimpered but couldn’t fight back.


    “Shut up,” the healer ordered, before turning her attention back to Donald. “I’ve got your girl and she’s doing okay now, but if you want her to stay okay, I need to know you have the case.”


    “I brought it,” Donald said. “But I’ve got the advantage here. Your men are all dead, your boss ran off like a coward, and all you’ve got is your little knife. I give you the bag and then what? You think you just leave unharmed?”


    “I take the bag and your girl and she and I go on a little road trip. Don’t pretend you’re not worried I’ll slit her throat. You wouldn’t have trekked all the way out here if you didn’t care. The case. Send it in.” The healer was quiet for a second, before kicking out at Finn again. “Actually, Doyle here will fetch it for me. He’s very obedient with the right motivation.”


    Veruca took measure of the situation, trying to discern the best way to get out alive. Finn would be no help and Donald was an excellent shot, but there was no way he could hit the healer from his place across the foyer without risking Veruca. If the healer got the bag, there was no guarantee she wouldn’t just slit Veruca’s throat the second they stepped outside, and then bolt.


    Ah, Veruca realized, but they had help outside.


    “Finn, go get the bag.”


    “What? You can’t—”


    “Bring this nice woman her things and she and I will go outside, no harm no foul.”


    “Go …” He trailed off and she hoped his silence meant he understood what she expected him to do. If not, she was going to have to suck out his soul again and try to get the zombies onto the healer before the healer got her knife into Veruca.


    “Now, Doyle,” the healer snapped, jabbing her thumb against the wound at Veruca’s back until Veruca cried out. Finn scrambled to his feet, scurrying across the foyer toward Donald. It took a second for Donald to relinquish the briefcase, but Veruca caught his eye, hoping her emotions and her expression communicated what she couldn’t say: We’ve got this.


    Finally, he handed Finn the case, watching unhappily as Finn made his clumsy way back over, nearly sliding to the ground in his stained socks twice. The healer yanked Veruca back a step as he closed in.


    “Kick it over and we’ll just make our way right out the back door.” Finn couldn’t exactly follow her orders, finding the case too heavy to kick, so he crouched down, shoved at it hard, and everyone watched as it went exactly nowhere. “Just hand it to her!”


    Veruca tried not to laugh at the frustration in the healer’s voice as she took the weight of the case. Without hesitation, she was yanked back and forced to walk. Finn looked devastated as they moved, and Veruca wondered how long she’d have to move this way. She had no idea how big the house was and where a back door might be. It could take a very long time, and the briefcase wasn’t exactly light to her weakened arms.


    Just as they were about to back around the corner into a hallway, Veruca watched Finn’s expression change from concerned to confident. He winked.


    ****


    The second Veruca was out of sight, Finn took a breath, closed his eyes, and picked through the visions in his head. He could see all six of his zombies, stationed around the outside of the house. One of them would be able to help Veruca, he knew.


    When things had gone to hell once again, he’d hunkered down by the staircase. It hadn’t just been out of fear, he told himself. It had been a tactical move meant to give him time to gather his thoughts, gather his undead army, and bring them in close to help should it come to that. From what he could tell, Donald had shown up to save the day alone. No one else had busted in, rappelled down from the ceiling, or ninja flipped in through a window after shattering it in a slow motion burst of stylized, spinning glass shards.


    From the looks of it, though, he hadn’t needed an army to help him save the day. Donald seemed to be able to tell exactly where every one of Angelina’s men had positioned themselves after the door had burst inward in a shower of wood chips, and he’d had little trouble taking them out.


    Angelina had disappeared the second the fighting started, running into the room she’d strode arrogantly from earlier that evening. Finn was glad to know she wasn’t a threat at the moment, but a little angry she’d gotten away.


    One of the zombies who’d eaten poor Cambridge’s face caught movement off to his left and Finn turned the man to get a better look, crouching him down low in the dark.


    “The case,” Berlin demanded, nudging Veruca out through a doorway in front of her.


    “We have to go get them,” Donald said, pulling Finn’s attention away from the zombies for a second.


    “What?” he whispered, hoping the zombie didn’t echo him.


    “There can’t be that many ways out—”


    “Shut up,” Finn ordered, watching Veruca hand Berlin the heavy bag. Berlin crouched down between Veruca and the open door.


    “Stay still or I shoot you,” Berlin warned idly, opening the briefcase to dig through it and make sure it was what she wanted. Sensing distraction, Finn pulled the zombie to its feet and sent it running in closer, hoping he could pull this off.


    “Finn, we—”


    “I said shut up!” Finn warned, swiping his hand through the air vaguely in Donald’s direction. Berlin’s snapped her gaze upward, catching sight of the zombie loping toward her. Confusion rippled through her features, but she didn’t aim his way or grab Veruca.


    “Where the hell did you come from?” she demanded of the zombie. “And what’s all over your face?”


    “We have to get you out of here,” the zombie insisted, closing in just a little faster than he’d intended. Finn had to fight momentum and his own previous orders, suddenly worried he might overshoot and send the zombie careening right into the wall.


    “I agree,” Berlin said, hefting the bag strap over her shoulder. “We need to take this one—”


    “No,” the zombie insisted, coming to an unsteady stop. Berlin jerked out of the way just before it clipped her shoulder.


    “What the hell is wrong with you?” she demanded. Finn waved one meaty hand toward Veruca, aiming to gently nudge her out of danger, while swinging the zombie’s other arm straight for Berlin’s throat. “Hey!”


    Berlin was quick, slicing at the zombie expertly with her little knife, but the zombie wasn’t bothered. Seeing resistance do her no good sent a giddy little thrill through Finn, and he lifted the zombie’s other arm, grabbing Berlin’s hand as it slammed her blade hilt deep into the zombie’s chest.


    “You won’t be getting that back,” the zombie told Berlin, leaning close with a gory grin. Berlin yowled as another zombie closed in to yank her arms behind her back and cuff them there.


    “What the hell are you doing?” Donald demanded, shaking Finn out of his happy moment.


    “Saving the day!” Finn insisted, wriggling out of Donald’s grip. “At least let me enjoy it!”


    ****


    It took some wrangling to release his hold on the zombies and some time to come up with a plausible story for why they were in a house full of corpses with blood everywhere, but Veruca managed to help with both.


    “I can’t believe you didn’t even think about inviting me to come with you!” Constance said, slapping Donald’s arm harder than Finn figured was necessary.


    “It wasn’t a party,” he argued on a laugh. “I thought it was better to go myself.”


    Constance shook her head, turning back to Veruca as she patted her leg through the thin hospital blanket. The paramedics had insisted Veruca and Finn be taken to the hospital, despite being unable to find any injuries worse than scraped palms and broken nails. Veruca had promised another chunk of her fortune in exchange for getting a room next to Erik’s so they could be there when he woke up. The doctors had been pleased with his recovery and, to Finn’s surprise, not a bit suspicious that he was doing so well. Maybe Donald had a hand in that, too.


    “And how did you explain everything?” Connie asked.


    “Cult,” Veruca said with a shrug. “Blood everywhere, dead bodies. It wasn’t a stretch. Plus, Finn and I both had drugs in our system so we didn’t have to explain much. We were abducted, we woke up bleeding, everyone started fighting each other, and so we took the chance to escape, and that’s that.”


    “That can’t be it. What about your girl? The—what’s her name? Munich?”


    “Berlin,” Finn said, shaking his head. “We didn’t mention her. Donald’s got her stashed somewhere for safe-keeping, right man?”


    “Once Veruca’s released, we’ll have a little chat with her, find out where Angelina’s disappeared to. She’s probably no threat now that her men are all dead, but I don’t want to underestimate her again.”


    “Little chat?” Finn asked, lifting his fingers to wiggle out air quotes. “Or a little chat?”


    “Somewhere in between,” Veruca said, patting his hand. “How did you know we’d be at the house?”


    “Ah,” Donald went a little stiff. “Well. I got a tip. I barely made it out of the warehouse, and I knew they’d gotten you. I was going to see if I could get the police or something to look for you, but I got a call from a man just before I completely lost my head. He said he knew you, and that it would be in my best interest to go back to where we’d found the necromancer in the chandelier. He sounded like he knew what he was talking about, so I got in the car and drove.”


    “Just like that? No questions?”


    “He didn’t give me a chance to ask anything. I believed him anyway.” Donald’s expression changed slightly and Finn got the feeling he wasn’t sure what he thought about that. Veruca jumped in, changing the subject.


    “Connie I’m going to need your help once I’m out of here.”


    “This one’s brought nothing but work for me,” she said, jerking her thumb at Finn. “You’re going to have to get him under control if he’s staying.”


    “Oh, I will,” Veruca said, catching Finn’s eye. He grinned, giddy at the idea that she wanted him to stick around. Once Angelina was under wraps, he’d be free and clear. His history was ancient enough that he couldn’t imagine it coming back to bite him in the ass. “Besides, I think some of the things Finn managed to get his hands on—what’s not already promised to Shaw for attempting to help us out—might be of some interest to you.”


    “Oh?” Constance asked, flicking her gaze between Finn and Veruca. “Please tell me the word ‘diamonds’ is about to come out of your mouth.”


    “That and rubies, maybe even sapphires,” Finn assured her, catching on. If she wanted some of Bea’s baubles, he’d be more than happy to give them. She’d been better to him than most of the people he’d come across in his life, and he knew Bea would have liked her. “It won’t be enough to make up for how you’ve helped us, how you saved Erik, but I’d like to give you what I can.”


    “I’ve changed my mind,” Constance said, reaching out to rub Finn’s back. “He’s no trouble at all.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Six


    


    “You’re sure she wasn’t just putting you on?” Finn asked as they pulled up outside a small seaside hotel in Lincoln City, Oregon. “She may have just been sending you on a wild goose chase.”


    “No water fowl,” Veruca assured him, stepping out into the whipping wind and moving around the front of the car. When Finn stepped up next to him, she wrapped her arm around his and led him toward the front doors. “Donald knows when people are lying. Besides, after he got done with her, she had no reason to lie.”


    Finn felt a little shudder run through him. He hadn’t thought of Donald as a mean man, but he knew Berlin to be a mean woman. Anything that needed doing to get her to cooperate had probably been pretty bad.


    Veruca caught his look as they stepped inside and patted his arm. “It was nothing painful, I assure you. Just a little empathy trick. Now, look like you’re starving for some cheap seafood.”


    Veruca did the talking, getting them seated at a table in the corner near the window. They got their waters and menus, and Veruca did a quick scan of the dining room, her gaze sticking to a woman lounging casually by the window. Finn looked her over, thinking instantly that she looked out of place.


    “Who’s that?”


    “Maybe no one,” Veruca said, though he could tell she didn’t believe it. “Let’s just watch and see what happens, shall we? We can at least enjoy an appetizer while we do.”


    The restaurant didn’t have much that would suit Veruca’s vegetarian diet, but they split a salad and Finn heaped on extra dressing. He realized three bites in that she’d lost interest in the food, and when he glanced over, he realized why. Angelina had arrived looking much different than the last time he’d seen her.


    ****


    Angelina had cut her hair so that it changed the shape of her face, altered her makeup so that it rounded out her normally sharp features, and gone with ratty clothes that didn’t flatter her curvy figure. If it hadn’t been for the look of her soul, Veruca knew she wouldn’t have recognized the woman.


    Angelina sat down next to the short, brunette sipping a glass of wine and reading a book, leaning in close to whisper what was probably a code word or phrase. The other woman smiled, set down the book, and got comfortable, draping her muscular arm over the back of the chair next to her.


    She was a sight, out of place in the restaurant with her spiky, baby pink mohawk rising from the dark hair shaved close to the sides of her head, and her faded jean jacket. She looked hard and dangerous and, from the spotty state of her soul, she was mean. Veruca didn’t mind.


    “Enjoy your salad. I’ll be back in just a bit.” Patting Finn’s hand, Veruca slid out of the booth and made her way across the restaurant, settling in next to Angelina and placing a hand on her back in case she tried to bolt.


    “Ladies,” she said with a smile, enjoying the feeling of tense panic that jittered up Angelina’s spine. “How are we this morning?”


    “Pretty good,” the other woman said, flicking her gaze toward Angelina for a moment. Seeing something there, she grinned, leaned forward to hold out her hand. “You are?”


    “Veruca,” she answered, taking the woman’s hand and continuing before she could speak. “And this is Caroline and you’re Doris. Now that we’ve gotten the introductions out of the way, let’s get down to business. Caroline here doesn’t have what you’ve come to buy, but I do.”


    “Is that so?” Doris asked, her face pleasant as she fixed her gaze on Angelina.


    “She doesn’t—”


    “Caroline,” Veruca interrupted, sliding her hand up Angelina’s spine to press her palm against the back of her throat. “Nobody likes a liar. Doris, will you excuse us for a moment? If you’d like, you can go sit with my friend back there, order whatever you’d like. It’s on me. Caroline and I had some business together.”


    Doris watched the two of them for a moment, her lips tugging up in a smile that told Veruca she’d been right about her assessment of the woman as mean.


    “Sure, I’ll go sit with the pretty boy and eat some fish and chips. Take your time.” Doris pushed to her feet, leaving her book on the table, and made her way back into the corner. Sure she was out of earshot, Veruca leaned in close, catching Angelina’s eye with a smile.


    “You made a deal a few years ago, do you remember? It gave you this fancy little ability that you’ve used to make quite a name for yourself. You agreed to give something in return, am I right?”


    Angelina watched her, jaw tight, eyes too wide. After a moment, she swallowed, shook her head. “It’s not time.”


    “No,” Veruca agreed, enjoying the moment. “It isn’t, but you’ve managed to make me angry.”


    “I didn’t know Doyle was—”


    “Oh, not that.” Veruca waved her off. “Finn got himself into trouble and, yes, you should have left well enough alone, but I can’t blame you for going after the rattle so tenaciously. I admire your drive, it’s how you got to where you are—were. Where you were,” Veruca corrected with a smile. “No, that’s no problem. The reason I’m ending your contract early is that you’ve attempted to breach it.”


    Angelina went pale and Veruca liked that it wasn’t just because she’d slipped into her chest and plucked at the string of the soul she’d borrowed.


    “Rumor has it Doris over there was here to sell you a soul. Am I to understand you were going to try to pawn that one off instead of your own?”


    “I—she—”


    Veruca pressed on, not interested in the lies or argument.


    “It doesn’t work that way. You promised your soul and now that’s what I’m going to take.”


    She didn’t offer the suicide pill she’d offered Clay.


    ****


    “What’s she doing over there?”


    “Nothing good from the looks of it,” the woman said, giving Finn a look he recognized. Angelina had given it to him once upon a time. He wasn’t interested this time. He had Veruca. He didn’t need to jump into the arms of any woman who offered him help in exchange for sex. “Your gal over there didn’t give me your name.”


    “Brian,” Finn said, holding out his hand. She took it, pumped it once, and nodded. “You are?”


    “Absolutely starved,” she said, twisting to throw her arm up and call rudely for a waiter. Finn snorted at the action, liking her gumption if not her manners. As she harangued the wait staff into bringing over much more food than any three people would eat, Finn watched Veruca.


    She was speaking quietly to Angelina, her hand on the back of her neck, her smile wicked. Abruptly, a spasm went through Angelina and Veruca shifted to lean her forward over her own arm, as if Angelina had just decided to take a nap on the table. A minute passed and Veruca got to her feet, stepping up next to the waiter to touch his elbow gently.


    “Do me a favor will you?” she said, pressing a folded stack of cash into his palm. “My friend over there hasn’t been feeling well. I told her to rest her eyes for a bit, but in about twenty minutes, would you bring over a pot of hot black tea? I think it’ll help the headache she’s got.”


    “Oh, sure, yeah.” The waiter glanced back, didn’t seem to notice anything wrong with Angelina hunched over the table in a sunbeam, and turned back to finish reading back the list of dishes he’d been ordered to bring. Veruca slid into the booth, listening politely but not objecting. Finn wondered who was paying for all this.


    “Onto business,” Veruca said as the waiter headed off. “Whatever you were going to sell our friend, I’m interested.”


    “Only if you’ve got the rattle. I made the deal with her, but as long as that million dollar trinket is still on offer, I can settle up with you instead.”


    Veruca slipped her hand into the bag she’d left next to Finn and pulled out the case, sliding it casually across the table as if it wasn’t worth more money than Finn had ever seen in his life. The other woman thumbed it open, grinned greedily, and nodded.


    “One soul coming up.”


    “Soul?” Finn demanded, horrified. Veruca patted his leg lightly, watching as the other woman lifted her hips to dig into her tight back pockets and pull out a locket the size of a baby’s fist. She set it down, slid it across the table and waited. Veruca looked it over for a moment, lifting her eyes to the other woman.


    “Where does one acquire a soul these days?”


    “Witches, wizards, the usual. You’re not going to open it?”


    “I don’t need to open it to know it’s not genuine. It probably would have fooled poor Caroline, though, and that’s all that matters. You can keep the rattle. Consider it payment for all that food you’ve got coming. Come on, darling.” Finn felt Veruca grab his hand and give it a tug. He followed her out of the booth, unsure what had just happened. The woman smiled at Veruca as they walked by, intrigue plain on her face. They made it to the front door before she hustled up next to them. Finn noticed the rattle’s box tucked under her free arm as she held a scribbled phone number on a wrinkled napkin out to Veruca.


    “You ever need anything, let me know.”


    “Anything?” Veruca asked, eyeing the napkin for a moment. “What could I need from you?”


    “Anything,” she repeated, switching tactics to tuck the napkin into Finn’s front pocket. “Well, maybe not a human soul, but most anything else, I’m your girl.”


    “You should get back to your lunch,” Veruca said. “Have a pleasant afternoon.”


    The second they were through the front door, Veruca used her handkerchief to tug the napkin out of Finn’s pocket and toss it in the trash without a word.


    ****


    “What now?” Finn asked once they were on the road. Veruca was driving again, which he enjoyed. He’d come to think of her as calm and collected, but in driving, as in bed, she was a bit reckless and wanted only to enjoy herself. She took every turn faster than he would have thought possible, but he’d gotten his nerves under control after the first hour of the drive down the coast.


    “Now I take you home and we really get to know each other.”


    “I like the sound of that,” Finn said, reaching across the narrow car to squeeze her knee.


    “I thought you might,” she said, winking his way even as she took another sharp corner.


    


    The End
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