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A word on language and pronunciation

These books were written and produced in the United Kingdom and use British English language conventions. For example the use of ‘ou’ in the words colour and honour instead of the American spellings: color, honor. Another example would be the interchangeable use of ize and ise in words such as realise or realize. 
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Way of The Wolf: Shifter Legacies 1


  
    
1 ~ Arcadian

  


  Professor Elliot Massey finished the last of his cognac before shrugging into his overcoat. It was late and he was the last one to leave again. He didn’t mind. He liked to spend the last hour or so alone going over the previous day’s results, it kept him up to date with what everyone was doing. He grinned as he remembered some of the rumours he had heard about his prodigious memory. His colleagues seemed to think him remarkable in the sorts of things he could recall about their work. They knew him as someone who oversaw them with a light hand; he wasn’t one to push himself into their research uninvited. So it seemed almost miraculous to them that he knew exactly what they were talking about with the minimum of explanations when they came to him with a problem. He of course, cultivated that persona assiduously.


  Elliot put the glass away in his desk drawer, switched off his terminal, and made his way through the darkened lab to the door. He stopped at Sheryl’s work area to switch off her comp. She was always forgetting to do that. A few feet further on, he scooped up some of Dave’s papers and dropped them in his top drawer. He slammed the drawer closed and rattled it to make sure it had locked. Dave was the worst where security was concerned. Sheryl’s comp might have been on, but at least she had logged off before she left. Dave’s was dark, but he was always printing sensitive data and leaving it lying around.


  Elliot took a last look around before exiting the lab. He patted his pockets listening for the jingle of his keys before punching in the alarm code on the keypad beside the door. The clunk of electronic bolts shooting home and the reassuring red light blinking upon the control panel informed him all was secure for the evening. Nonetheless, he worked the door handle out of habit then turned away toward the exit.


  Outside he paused to turn up his collar against the evening chill. It wasn’t that cold, but he was beginning to feel it more as the years rolled by. He sighed, he was getting old. It happened to everyone eventually, but how had it happened so quickly? Where had his life gone, and what of his grand plans?


  My god… you’re actually feeling sorry for yourself!


  Elliot scowled at the thoughts going through his mind. He had nothing to feel sorry for… well not regarding his career at any rate. His personal life was another matter. There were things he had not done that he wished he could change, but who didn’t have regrets? The biggest regret of his life was not spending more time with his wife while she lived. That most of all. But they hadn’t known her time was limited. How could they have known? They used to be so good together—a team at work and at home. Her assistance with his work in genetics had netted him the Nobel Prize in Physiology and Medicine way back in 2016. Maureen had been proud of him, he knew she had, but then cancer had stolen her from him and ripped her from the world before they could enjoy the fruits of their labour.


  Elliot blinked rapidly trying not to let his burning eyes shed the tears they so wanted to shed. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair that the goddess had taken Maureen from him so soon, but he had one consolation. She had left him their daughter to care for, not that Susan needed an old man’s help these days. She was grown and looking after him now. Elliot grinned, and then shook his head. She really should have left him to moulder alone and found her own way to love and happiness as he had done at her age, but he couldn’t find it in his heart to regret her continued presence. Looking at Susan was like looking at Maureen when they had first met. They looked so alike.


  Elliot rammed his hands deeply into his coat pockets and hurried across the parking lot to his car. His black Mercedes was alone in an ocean of darkness. He shivered and increased his pace a little, but then he stumbled to a halt when one of the shadows came to life and resolved itself into the form of a man. The man did nothing, he simply watched and waited. After a brief hesitation, Elliot continued walking toward his car.


  “Professor Massey?”


  Elliot stopped fumbling for his keys and said warily, “Yes? Do I know you?”


  “Cadmon Blake is my name, sir, we’ve never met. You missed your appointment with Arcadian. Perhaps you wish to reschedule?”


  Elliot scowled and turned back to his car. He pointed the remote at the door and pressed the unlock button. “Mister Arcadian and I have nothing to discuss,” he said aiming the words over his shoulder.


  “That is where you and he must differ. You should not have inconvenienced him; he doesn’t enjoy being kept waiting or made to look a fool.”


  “And I did not enjoy our last conversation,” Elliot snapped and glared at the shadowy figure. “Neither am I enjoying this overly dramatic confrontation you have going, Mister Blake. Say what you want to say and be gone. My daughter is waiting up for me.”


  “Ah yes,” Blake said and pursed his lips. He frowned, looking at the ground a moment before raising his eyes again. “Your daughter. How is she doing?”


  Elliot gripped the open car door to prevent his hands shaking. “She’s fine.”


  Blake closed the distance a little more. “You have spoken with her then?”


  Elliot relaxed a little now as more of Blake’s face was revealed in the meagre light. There seemed nothing sinister in it. The face was clean shaven, the eyes a washed out grey. The man wore his hair in what he thought of as a military cut—short almost shaved at the sides, but longer and a little spiky on top. He looked bulky in his overcoat, but Elliot doubted it was due to fat.


  “Professor?”


  He blinked. “What? No, not today. Look, I have to get going. You tell Mister Arcadian we have nothing to talk about. Tell him not to call me. Tell him that if he keeps insisting on badgering me like this, I’ll call the authorities.” He began climbing into his car, but hands suddenly gripped his shoulders. Before he could yell, he was pulled roughly back out of the driver’s seat. His keys fell from his hand as he wrenched at Blake’s grip, but the man was built like a gorilla and he couldn’t break free. “What are you doing? Let me go, damn you!”


  Blake pinned him with his back against the car. “Struggle and I’ll break your arm, Professor,” he said without the slightest trace of emotion in his voice.


  Elliot froze.


  “Thank you. I do not want to hurt you, sir, but I will if you make me. Arcadian wouldn’t like it if I did so, but if the choice is between you hurt, or me failing his orders, you can guess which I will choose. You can can’t you?”


  He swallowed nervously and nodded.


  Blake smiled his dead little smile. It didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m so very glad you understand my position. Arcadian can be a very hard master to serve. He does not take failure well. Now then, I take it you are unwilling to reschedule your meeting.”


  “I suppose I could meet with him.”


  “I do not believe you mean that. In anticipation of your reluctance, I’ve arranged for something to persuade you. Take this please.”


  Elliot fumbled and nearly dropped the link Blake handed to him. “You want me to call him?”


  “Use the speed dial. Press one and then the connect button.”


  Elliot did and raised the link to his ear. It rang three times and was answered by a man’s voice.


  “Blake, that you?”


  “This is Professor Massey. I was told to call this number.”


  Blake nodded in approval.


  “One moment, sir,” the voice said. A minute of silence followed and then a familiar voice came on the line. “Daddy?”


  “Susan!” Elliot glared at Blake. “Where are you, are you all right?”


  “Of course I’m all right, silly! Mister Arcadian is a wonderful host. How come I didn’t know you two were friends?”


  “I err… I must have forgotten to mention him. Where are you?”


  “Waiting for you of course! Mister Arcadian was very worried when you missed dinner, but I said you were probably just working late and had forgotten the time. He said he would send someone to collect you. Did his friend find you all right?”


  “I’m with his friend right now.”


  “Oh good,” Susan said happily. “I’ll see you in a while then. Bye!”


  “Wait!” he said, but the line went dead. “You bastard.”


  Blake took back his link and slipped it into a pocket. “Insulting me will not help matters, Professor. Arcadian wishes to meet with you tonight. I suggest for your daughter’s sake and your own that you come with me quietly. I have a car waiting.”


  Elliot couldn’t see that he had any choice. He followed Blake as he led the way to his car. Blake opened the rear door of a silver four door Jaguar parked not far from the parking lot’s exit. Elliot climbed inside and Blake followed him in. Their driver didn’t speak or even look their way as they settled themselves. He simply piloted the car smoothly out of the lot and into the sparse traffic.


  Elliot sat in uncomfortable silence for the entire journey. A couple of times he nearly blurted the questions crowding his brain, but he always held back and left them unvoiced. He had a feeling that Blake wouldn’t tell him even if he knew the answers. With no hope of enlightenment, asking questions would only make his position appear weak. He almost laughed aloud at that. He was being kidnapped, his daughter held ransom to his good behaviour. How much weaker could his position get?


  That was a question soon answered.


  He had taken no notice of his surroundings during the journey, but remedied that when he felt the car pull off the highway onto a narrow country lane. The car’s suspension was superb and turned what was a terrible surface into a tolerable one. Still, the driver was cognisant of the conditions, and had slowed down to pilot the car safely along the winding turns. The headlights revealed that trees and other vegetation encroached upon the little used lane. There was barely enough room for the car to pass without twigs and branches flensing away its paint.


  He eyed his surroundings uneasily.


  If Blake had wanted to kill him, he would be dead already, of that he had no doubt, but he could think of no better place to dump a body than this. Left here, he would never be found. He glanced uneasily at Blake only to find the man’s amused countenance already turned his way. He had obviously deduced his concern and it amused him.


  “I have already mentioned that Arcadian would take it amiss should you come to harm, Professor.”


  “But what about after the meeting?”


  Blake’s smile widened and Elliot shivered.


  It was as he thought. Mister Arcadian was a man that no one said no to. He had little doubt that whatever the man wanted from him would be unacceptable, but he also knew that the consequences of his refusal would be dire. If it was only his own life at risk, he would have told Arcadian to go hang, but he had Susan to think of. Whatever he had to do to safeguard his daughter, he would do. Arcadian, that bastard, knew it.


  The car slowed to a crawl and turned left. A few yards on it halted in front of a pair of tall iron gates. Elliot peered out of his window. He could just make out a high wall mostly obscured by shadows and overgrown vegetation. It was obviously old; it was weathered and covered in clinging vine-like creepers, but the iron gates set into it looked brand new. A man occupying a security booth stepped out and bent to speak with the driver. A few words were exchanged between them and the guard went back inside to open the gates. They were motorised and slid aside on silent bearings into slots cut into the wall. The car eased through the portal and along a driveway toward a large house that he had no problem terming a mansion. The place was huge with many windows blazing cheerily with light. The car stopped opposite the main door of the house. Blake gestured to indicate he should climb out, and joined him a moment later.


  The car pulled away, its tyres crunching on the loose gravel driveway, and was soon lost to the night.


  “Now what?”


  As answer, Blake led him to the door which opened as they neared to reveal a man waiting to welcome them. Light flooded out into the night and the sound of music. He could hear the sounds of laughter and many voices. Obviously there was a party of some sort going on. He stepped inside followed closely by Blake, expecting an introduction to the waiting man, but his surmise that this dapper gentleman was Mister Arcadian was false. He was simply another of Arcadian’s employees—this time playing butler not kidnapper. The butler, if that’s what he was meant to be, was wearing a well-tailored suit of dark grey wool, the silk tie knotted at his throat was a blood red, and the creases in his trousers were so sharp they could probably cut like a knife. He had mousy blond hair parted neatly on the left and very pale blue eyes almost colourless. He was quite short and slim, especially in comparison to Blake who was easily head and shoulders taller. Elliot found himself in the middle position of looking up at Blake and down at the butler.


  Blake introduced them. “Professor Massey, meet Morgan Cummings.”


  Morgan inclined his head in a brief bow. “Call me Morgan. I’m delighted to make your acquaintance, Professor. May I take your coat?”


  Elliot snorted. “Don’t you think this is all somewhat absurd?” he said, glancing from Morgan to Blake and back again.


  Morgan raised an enquiring eyebrow.


  “You standing there acting like the perfect English butler as if unaware of my status. My daughter and I have been kidnapped, man!”


  “My word, how very dramatic,” Morgan said and smiled. “As for me, I was born in England… Staffordshire to be precise. I’ve been many things in my time, but a perfect English butler did you say? That has never been one of my duties or talents. I’m the Arcadian’s personal aide, not his butler. Now, if I might take your coat?”


  He unbuttoned his coat and shrugged out of it. Morgan took it through a door nearby, and into a cloakroom that looked bigger than his entire apartment. A moment later, Morgan reappeared to lead him, with Blake still dogging his heels, deeper into the mansion to meet his host.


  They found him entertaining his guests.


  “Wait here,” Morgan said, and went to speak with Arcadian.


  Elliot edged just inside the room and waited. It was filled with conversation and people enjoying themselves. There were men and women dancing, drinking, laughing, or simply standing around the sides of the room watching the goings on. The room was furnished with what he realised must be genuine period antiques. The floors were polished wood with generous rugs scattered around giving the place a homey feel despite its grandeur. Many fine examples of interesting art were displayed upon the walls, and at any other time he would have enjoyed studying them, but not under the current circumstances. The room was well lit by two huge chandeliers blazing with light hanging from the high ceiling. There were hundreds of little bulbs up there. The chandeliers themselves appeared to be the originals, though for practicality they had been converted from candle power to electric.


  He scanned faces searching for Susan and found her dancing with a young man he didn’t recognise—he didn’t recognise anyone in the room except Morgan, who was weaving his way through the crowded room looking for his employer. He started forward to join Susan, but aborted his plan when Blake’s hand descended to grip his shoulder. The man didn’t speak; he simply shook his head slowly.


  Damn him!


  Morgan paused behind a man talking with a pair of stunningly good looking women. The man, Elliot assumed he was Arcadian, was describing something with many pantomiming gestures and laughter mixed in. The women were hanging upon his every word while occasionally sipping their wine from crystal glasses. Both wore evening gowns and a fortune in jewellery around their necks.


  Elliot frowned. The room was full of beautiful people. All the men were young and handsome; all the women were young and beautiful. He doubted any of them was older than thirty, and that seemed strange to him. There wasn’t even one person in the room that he could point to as being plain or even average. All the guests were extraordinary in their good looks and dress, and that was just plain wrong. Arcadian must be someone who liked to surround himself with youth and beauty; it made his fear for Susan more acute. She took after her mother and was exceptionally beautiful in his eyes. He feared Arcadian would see her so also.


  Morgan used a pause in Arcadian’s conversation to lean close to him and whisper something. The man cocked his head just a little to listen, nodded and glanced toward the door. From clear across the room Elliot felt the force of that glance like a physical blow. If Blake hadn’t been standing close behind him, he would have stepped back. Arcadian’s gaze pinned him and held him up like a specimen for inspection. He didn’t realise he was holding his breath until Arcadian let him go by turning back to his two charming companions.


  “Holy mother goddess,” he hissed under his breath. “What in the nine hells was that?”


  “He often has that effect on those meeting him for the first time,” Blake said, sounding inordinately pleased at his loss of composure.


  Morgan rejoined them. “Arcadian will see you momentarily. Follow me.”


  He took one last look into the room before following Morgan. Susan was still dancing and enjoying herself. She seemed to have a string of admirers waiting to dance with her. She didn’t know that she was hostage to his good behaviour. With luck she never would.


  Morgan led them into a comfortable sitting room that had been turned into an office or private study. Blake pointed to a leather sofa to one side of the room, and Elliot meekly seated himself upon it. Morgan ignored the massive desk that sat before the only window and busied himself at the liquor cabinet. He turned back with two tumblers of cognac. Elliot scowled at this evidence of more prying into his life, but he didn’t refuse the offered drink. He needed one, truth be told.


  Blake wasn’t offered a drink or a place to sit.


  Morgan joined Elliot on the sofa while Blake stationed himself quietly to one side of the door. Stationed, he mused as he sipped his drink, was a good word for Blake’s attitude. He was on duty, or that was the impression he received from the dour man.


  “Can you tell me anything of why I’m here?”


  “You know why,” Morgan said. “The Arcadian invited you and a guest to dinner.”


  “Invited suggests I had a choice.”


  “Had you paid him the courtesy of attending dinner and listening to his proposal, Arcadian would have given you a choice. By insulting him, you forced him to take another path where you’re concerned.”


  He finished the last of his cognac and placed the glass on the low table before them. “Research he said. Mister Arcadian mentioned private research when he tried to buy me. What kind of research?”


  Morgan began to say something, but then he shook his head and climbed to his feet. Elliot stood to join him, and turned in time to see Arcadian enter the room followed by another man and a woman. The room suddenly felt crowded and not because of Arcadian’s two new companions. He alone was enough to fill the room. Although he was of a height with Morgan and of similar build, Arcadian had a presence that seemed to dominate all he surveyed. Be that an empty room or one full of people, no one could doubt that he ruled it.


  Arcadian held out his hand and said, “Welcome Professor Massey, you are welcome indeed.”


  He saw no reason not to shake the offered hand. Doing so meant nothing. Not doing so might antagonise the man even further. He shook noticing how cool and dry Arcadian’s hand felt in his. The shake was firm but not a knuckle crusher. He obviously didn’t feel the need to physically dominate those he met. Of course he didn’t, Elliot thought, he had money and lackeys like Blake to do that for him.


  “You’ve met Morgan and Cadmon of course,” Arcadian said. “Let me introduce Chani and Peter. Chani especially has been looking forward to meeting you.”


  He shook Peter’s hand then turned to stare at Chani. He had to force himself to look away long enough to take the woman’s hand. She was flawless. Her skin seemed to glow with health; her green eyes sparkled like emeralds. He suddenly felt flushed and embarrassed, and knew she had detected his discomposure. The evening gown she had chosen to wear displayed a body that would fulfil every teenage boy’s fantasy. She was long legged, big breasted without being too buxom, and exactly the right height for him to stare into her eyes… which he was doing he realised!


  He blushed; he was holding her hand and simply staring at her unable to speak! He shook her hand gently and released it reluctantly. By the goddess, what was wrong with him? He felt intoxicated, and wondered uneasily if Morgan had put something in his drink.


  “Pleased…” he almost croaked, and paused to clear his throat. He tried again. “I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance, Chani. That’s a beautiful name by the way.”


  She smiled. “Thank you. That’s why I chose it.”


  “You did?”


  “I was born Chanah Mindel. Chanah means graceful in Hebrew, but I like Chani better.”


  Arcadian gently guided Elliot back to his seat with a touch on his arm. “Chani is the one person in my household that might possibly be able to understand your work, Professor.”


  “Oh?”


  Chani smiled. “The basics only I’m afraid. The Arcadian is being kind. I have some medical training, but nothing in genetics.”


  The Arcadian kind? Elliot did not think so. The thought that Chani did think so snapped him out of his strange mood. He took his seat and the others settled themselves. Arcadian chose a wing backed armchair that faced the sofa. Blake remained where he was while Morgan took his place next to Elliot and Chani on the sofa. Peter remained standing and fixed himself a drink—tomato juice it looked like.


  “First,” Arcadian began. “Let me apologise for the manner in which you were brought here. Your refusal to even meet with me, forced upon us a course of action I would really rather not have taken.”


  Elliot scowled. “You kidnapped my daughter and myself. I might forgive you for my abduction. Might. But there’s no forgiveness for dragging my daughter into this. I find it absurd that you would think there might be.”


  Arcadian shrugged, the movement slow and cavalier.


  “What will it take to get my daughter safely out of here?”


  “You insult me,” Arcadian said coldly. “Here under my very own roof you insult me? To think that I would harm a guest…” his eyes blazed with anger but then he calmed as if a switch had been thrown. “No. I will not be angry.”


  Elliot twitched in surprise as everyone relaxed or sighed quietly. He glanced at Morgan and then Chani. They were both tense as if they feared the outcome of this meeting. That more than anything he had yet seen scared him. If Arcadian’s own people feared him, perhaps he should be more careful.


  “Tell me what you want, and I’ll discuss it with you.”


  “Oh you will?” Arcadian said in an overly pleased and sarcastic sounding way. “You’ll discuss it with me? You’ll listen with an open mind and not one closed with a decision already foolishly made on scant information?”


  “I will.”


  “A most excellent decision! If you remember our earlier discussion on the link, you’ll remember that I alluded to your work in genetics, and a private research project I am funding.”


  “Immortality belongs in the realm of fantasy not science. The human condition precludes it no matter our superficial resemblance to the Sidhe. Genetics does not lie. The Seelie and Unseelie elves are a separate people and not to be confused with any of the races of man. My work has real applications, serious applications relevant to the human condition as it is, not how some would wish it to be.”


  “I remember your position. I also remember telling you how seriously I take this matter. Suspend your disbelief a moment if you will, and answer me this. If I were to introduce you to someone that cannot die—a man or woman let’s say—who is in fact immortal. Would you be able to use your knowledge of genetics to discover why?”


  “You’re serious?”


  “As death itself, Professor.”


  He considered lying, but decided against it. “I’m not sure, but I think not.”


  Arcadian didn’t look surprised. “Why not?”


  “Because my knowledge of genetics is entirely tied to the human genome. This hypothetical man would be, for all intents and purposes, not human.”


  “Almost exactly word for word what the others said before they joined us.”


  Morgan shrugged. “A disappointment I’ll admit, but not unexpected. They’re all products of their modern world.”


  “You have asked others this question?” Elliot said.


  Morgan nodded. “Geneticists, scientists, medical doctors, and researchers… your colleagues, should you decide to join them in their quest.”


  “The project is a reality then?”


  “It is,” Arcadian said. “What would it take for you to join your colleagues in their work?”


  “There’s nothing you could offer that would make me give up my own research, especially not when I don’t believe in the goal.”


  “Money?”


  “Insulting,” Elliot said mildly. “And no.”


  “Fame?”


  He snorted.


  Arcadian smiled. “Immortality?”


  “My daughter and my work are all I have in this world. My wife passed away years ago, and I’m an old man. The thought of immortality at my age, were it obtainable, does not attract me.”


  “I think, were certain things made plain to you, you might change your mind about that, but no matter. Let us speak of your daughter.”


  “What about her?”


  “She is dying is she not?”


  “How did you…” he blurted in surprise. “No, it doesn’t matter. Susan is not well, but she isn’t dying.”


  “Not yet perhaps, but her condition is incurable is it not?”


  He nodded reluctantly. “Research will find a cure eventually.”


  “In time to save her?”


  “I believe so. I’m close, very close.”


  Arcadian pursed his lips and frowned. “Close. Is it possible that you overstate?”


  “Anything is possible, but I don’t believe so. Drug therapy will keep her condition under control until my research yields the answer.”


  “Any cure will be years in testing.”


  Elliot moistened his lips. “I have a way around that.”


  “I’m sorry to distress you this way. I’m sure you have many friends willing to bend the rules for you. What if I were to show you another way, a better way?”


  “A better way to cure her? But what has this to do with your immortality project? You know I don’t believe in that goal.”


  “I know and it doesn’t matter. If you join us, you will come to believe in it, but more to the point right now, you will see a way forward for your daughter.”


  “What way?”


  “I have a way certain to cure your daughter. One hundred percent certain, and not in years but in days at most. ”


  “Impossible!” he gasped but his hopes leapt. A man such as Arcadian, one who was wealthy beyond dreams, might well have contacts that he lacked. If a cure existed and he not aware of it, a man like Arcadian might know.


  “Not impossible, just unlikely.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You will in a moment. Understand this, my cure for your daughter’s illness is not free. It is not free. You understand?”


  “You want me to work on your project.”


  “That’s part of it, but only a part. There is a price to be paid by both of you. My project is secret and requires you to keep that secret. Also, you and your daughter will be required to join the others and live with them until the research is complete.”


  “How long?”


  “That’s uncertain. I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you the nature of research, but as things stand I would guess at no less than a year.”


  Morgan agreed with a nod. “Professor Langdon’s last report was encouraging, but it might be longer than that… perhaps two years.”


  “Langdon? Would that be Jennifer Langdon?” Elliot said.


  “That’s right.”


  “I heard that—”


  Arcadian smiled. “That she disappeared under suspicious circumstances? Yes she did. If you agree to my terms, so will you as far as your friends are concerned.”


  His thoughts raced. Jennifer Langdon would never be a party to something so outlandish unless there truly was a chance of success. Two years away from his work could be disastrous, and yet… he nodded to himself. The others would ensure his work would go on, and what if Arcadian really had a cure? Two years away would be nothing then.


  “I need something concrete to base my decision on. I need more information about your cure. Something... anything!”


  “I understand,” Arcadian said. “Firstly, the cure is not without side effects.”


  “Side effects?” Elliot’s stomach plummeted. “What kind of side effects, and how severe are they?”


  “I’ll come back to that.” Arcadian stood. He crossed the room to his desk and returned holding a letter opener. He held it up for Elliot’s inspection. It was more a dagger than letter opener. It had a silver hilt set with red stones that might be rubies for all he knew. “Exquisite is it not? It was a gift from an old friend of mine.”


  Elliot nodded.


  Arcadian brandished the weapon making light reflect off the blade, and then plunged it into Morgan’s chest in the blink of an eye. The man grunted with the impact, and Elliot cried out in shock. Morgan looked down at the dagger in wide-eyed surprise, and then back up at Arcadian.


  “You crazy bastard!” Elliot shouted leaping to his feet and backing away. Blake took a single step sideways and blocked the door. “Let me out of here.”


  “Oh hush. He’s in no danger.”


  “You stabbed him in the chest!”


  “Only as a demonstration,” Arcadian said, sounding defensive. “Morgan is one of my closest friends; I would no more hurt him than I would hurt myself. See for yourself.”


  He turned expecting to find that Morgan had breathed his last, but he was still sitting as before. He was no longer interested in the knife. He was just sitting there with it in his chest.


  “Goddess bless me and hold me safe from evil,” Elliot breathed. “What have you done?”


  “Come come,” Arcadian said, his mood shifting toward exasperation. “Don’t waste the opportunity. Examine the wound. Perhaps I used a trick knife. Best you check, don’t you think?”


  Elliot looked to Peter and Chani for their reactions. Peter raised his drink in salute, and Chani smiled encouragement. He approached Morgan uncertainly, and bent to examine the injury. He touched the knife feeling it vibrate with each breath the man took.


  “Does it hurt?”


  Peter snorted and Chani tittered.


  “Of course it bloody hurts,” Morgan said in disgust, and glared at Arcadian. “I’d pull it out, but I think he wants you to do it.”


  Arcadian nodded. “I want him to be sure there is no trickery.”


  He shook his head. There wasn’t much blood for such an obviously deep and fatal wound, but the knife was plugging it. “We should call an ambulance.”


  “Oh for Danu’s sake,” Peter said, moving to take charge.


  “No,” Arcadian said softly, and Peter froze. “Let him do it. Please proceed with your investigation, Professor. Don’t take all night. Poor Morgan looks uncomfortable.”


  Morgan grimaced and rolled his eyes at Elliot. “He likes his little jests.”


  Elliot was shaking, but he gripped the hilt of the knife and pulled. Morgan grunted as the knife grated on his sternum, and a trickle of blood escaped his lips.


  Morgan took a deep breath as the blade came free. “Thank you, that feels much better.” He used a handkerchief to clean the blood from his chin and dabbed futilely at his sodden shirt. “Disgusting stuff, blood. I’ll never get the stain out.”


  Elliot held the bloody dagger and stared. “May I see?”


  “Might as well see the entire show,” Morgan said opening his shirt. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Peter did this last time. I didn’t know it would hurt as much as it did.”


  He didn’t know what to say to that. The gaping wound in Morgan’s chest was bleeding heavily, but it wasn’t pumping the blood out of him. He reached to touch it, but glanced up at the last moment for permission. Morgan nodded to go ahead, and Elliot fingered the edges of the wound. It was no trick. The knife was an inch wide and had penetrated Morgan’s chest for its entire length—about four inches. It had done massive damage. By rights the man should be dead. Not only wasn’t he dead, there wasn’t really that much blood. It was messy, and Morgan’s shirt was sodden with it now, but for this kind of wound it should be gushing.


  He swallowed as the wound slowly closed before his eyes. It was already half as wide as it had been. He knew what Arcadian’s so-called cure had to be, and it was evil.


  “You’re a vampire. I should have known it was all a trick. Vampirism as a cure for my daughter... you have a sick sense of humour.”


  “I’m a man, not a vampire,” Morgan said but then cocked his head. “Well, a man with a little something extra, courtesy of the Arcadian.”


  “How are you responsible for his healing?” Elliot said.


  Arcadian reached to relieve him of the knife, and he didn’t resist. He held up the knife then slowly pushed it through the palm of his own hand. He held the hand out for inspection then pulled the knife out. A small puddle of blood welled up in his cupped palm, but then it seemed to evaporate. It hadn’t of course. It had simply been absorbed via the wound back into his body. The wound closed and faded. It was gone in seconds.


  “Please take your seat, Professor, and I will explain what this means to you and your daughter.”


  Elliot collapsed onto the sofa.


  Arcadian put aside the bloody knife. “I am what you would call a vampire and my birth people would call a revenant. It doesn’t matter what term is used, they mean the same thing. Basically, I am immortal.”


  Elliot couldn’t let that stand. “Vampires are already dead and can therefore not be called truly immortal. Stasis is not immortality.”


  Arcadian scowled. “Semantics. I had hoped for better from you. Some would have you believe vampires are not alive. I ask you, do I look dead?”


  Elliot turned to Chani and Peter. “Both of you as well?”


  “Afraid so old chum,” Peter said and Chani nodded.


  “And you?”


  Morgan shook his head. “I’m something else.”


  “He is my human servant,” Arcadian explained. “He’s my friend, my confidant, my aide if you will. He’s a man who will not age. Neither will he die unless I do. Even by your narrow definition of such things, Morgan is immortal.”


  Morgan might be immortal by Arcadian’s definition, but was he even human? He had no data to prove things either way, but he did have past research of shifters to guide him. Like Morgan, shifters began life as humans but they underwent huge physiological changes when infected by lycanthropy; their DNA itself rewritten by the virus. Vampire wannabes underwent similar changes when they submitted to the blood exchange and infected themselves with the vampire virus. That was fine and proven data, but what of a vampire’s human servant? Was Morgan still human on a biological level? How could he know? He needed to get the man into his lab for tests.


  Assuming for the moment Susan could become what Morgan was, she would be trapped forever unchanging in her twenties. No bad thing some might say, but what of the other side effects? What about daylight, and drinking blood? Did Morgan need to drink blood the way vampires did to survive? What of the soul and children? What about that? He frowned as all the old legends and stories of vampires and their servants crowded into his brain.


  “Is Morgan immune to disease like you?”


  Arcadian cocked his head. “Yes. Morgan is immune because I am. It has never come up, but I suspect that should some new plague strike me, he would also be infected through our bond.”


  Elliot’s heart sank. “There is a bond?”


  “When Morgan hurts, I hurt and vice versa. We are linked via the blood bond. When I stabbed him, I felt his pain.”


  He might have felt Morgan’s pain, but he wasn’t actually injured. There was no blood on Arcadian’s shirt. “Let’s be clear. You’re saying that if Susan becomes like Morgan she will be cured?”


  Arcadian inclined his head in assent. “She would be cured.”


  “What about the side effects?” he said and giggled. “Vampirism is one hell of a side effect!”


  “Calm yourself.”


  “Easy for you to say,” Elliot said not feeling like himself at all. He felt on the edge of something both scary and momentous. “How was Morgan… how did he…”


  “How was Morgan made?” Arcadian offered and Elliot nodded. “As always, the secret is in the blood. We know how it works, but we don’t know why. No one does.”


  “That’s what you want isn’t it? Your research is to learn why it works?”


  “The exact opposite I’m afraid,” Chani said. “The project was created to learn why it doesn’t work. Making another vampire is chancy. If I were to infect you right this minute using my blood, you would have a two in ten chance of surviving it and making the transformation, but it doesn’t end there. I might infect your daughter and kill her, or she might have a six in ten chance of pulling through. There seems no logic behind why it works sometimes and not others.”


  “It is mere chance then?”


  “Not quite that bad. We’ve learned that certain techniques will increase the probability of a successful transformation. Repeated feedings upon a subject leading up to his infection and death will double his chances of being turned.”


  Peter butted in. “That’s another thing I’ve never understood. Why does it take three days for some of us to come back, and others weeks? Why do some of us die and stay dead? Why did you die and bounce back before we could even arrange for somewhere to lay you out?”


  Elliot blinked.


  Chani noticed his confusion. “My turning was unusual. I died as we all must, but was back on my feet transformed in a heartbeat. We don’t know why. We don’t know why the blood bond works either, or how for that matter, but it does. We aren’t just strong humans. We look human, but we’re not. Science can’t explain this for instance.”


  Elliot reared back in surprise when Chani’s face changed into one of a stranger and then back. He looked up at Peter in time to see him turn into Blake and back.


  “Goddess bless. I’ve heard of vampire mind tricks but never thought to experience them.”


  Arcadian chuckled. “No trick I assure you. It is true magic, or glamour if you want to get technical. All of us can do it to one degree or another.”


  “The stories?”


  “Are true up to a point. Not all of them, but enough to serve.”


  “I always thought the Shadow was cool,” Peter said and wiggled his fingers like a magician. “Clouding men’s minds you know?”


  He nodded calmly but felt chilled by this development. If they could cloud his mind and make him see things, how could he ever be sure of anything they told him?


  “What about Morgan?”


  “I can’t do anything like that. I’m physically tougher but that’s it.”


  “Blood, sunlight?”


  “I wouldn’t be a very good aide if I couldn’t go about in the day time. I eat and drink in the human way, though I could abstain for longer than a normal human if push came to shove. I don’t drink blood,” Morgan made a face. “Nasty stuff.”


  “You get used to it,” Chani said with a smile.


  “Hypothetically speaking, let’s assume I say yes to working for you and that Susan is agreeable to becoming what Morgan is, how would that work?”


  Chani answered. “One of us, me probably as I do not currently have a servant, would bond with Susan. She would agree to let me feed from her, and then later she would take blood from me. It may only take one feeding, but three is the usual method. She will become like Morgan shortly after that. For this to happen, you both have to agree to live and work here with your colleagues. You will have no outside contact for an indefinite time, and will work for us as we direct. You will not discuss any of this with anyone.”


  “I can’t agree to an indefinite time. Your research may never be realised. I would be signing the rest of my life over to your project.”


  Arcadian nodded. “Let us say a minimum of two years with options for renewal of the contract.”


  Elliot nodded slowly. “I need to speak with Susan. I can’t go ahead unless she agrees.”


  “Excellent! I’m sure she will agree, Professor.” Arcadian smiled slowly. “I’m certain of it in fact.”


  * * *



2 ~ Lephmann

“Am I boring you, Doctor Lephmann?”

David frowned at the mockery. “Not at all. I was considering your choice of subject. I don’t know about you gentleman,” he surveyed the others, “But talk of this nature… troubles me.”

Jan nodded her agreement, but it was already obvious that the others agreed with Hoberman. A cynical man might think to charge them with toadying—and be right. Doctor Hoberman was senior to them all and he was in tight with those that mattered. Jan was relatively new in her position, just as David himself was. Both of them were still on the outside looking in. He hadn’t been able to make friends with Hoberman’s little clique, and if he were honest with himself, he didn’t want to. He saw the wall growing ever higher between him and the others every time he opened his mouth, but it was not in him to keep silent when he heard such bigoted trash expressed by professional and well respected men. They should know better. Opinions voiced in private were one thing, though the smell of such hypocrisy turned his stomach, it was better than the alternative. Saying such things where others could hear and perhaps act upon them was irresponsible in the extreme.

“Troubles you in what way exactly?” Hoberman said, playing to his audience.

“To differentiate between patients for such petty reasons as his or her race is abominable. I became a doctor because I believe in helping people. It doesn’t matter to me whether the patient is human or something else, and it shouldn’t matter to you gentleman.” He tried to catch their eyes. “There is nothing in the oath we all swore that restricts our practice of medicine to humans.”

One or two of the others did have the decency to look abashed, but they didn’t have the moral courage to agree with him. They looked away trying not to meet his eyes.

Only Jan had the guts to speak up. “I agree. You must admit the situation has changed, if not, we are nothing but frightened peasants hiding from the bogeyman.”

Hoberman glared. “The times have indeed changed and not for the better. Your bogeyman is as real as you are. We knew how to deal with such creatures as they deserved back then, but now we cuddle up with them and pretend not to see what we’ve taken into our beds. Your peasants may have been ignorant savages beset by superstition, but they knew the folly of trying to live with these animals!”

Jan hissed in shock. Even the clique was shocked to stillness. Hoberman had called them animals. They weren’t animals but people. Different from humans maybe, but they were sentient beings. They loved and hated like people, laughed and talked like people. They were people!

“I believe you misspoke, Doctor,” David said giving the man a graceful way to withdraw. “I hope you misspoke. I’m sure all here agree that it was people you meant, not animals.”

“I said what I said and meant every word. You may call them people if you wish. You may even believe it, though how anyone could is beyond me. That is beside the point.”

“What is the point?”

“The point is, I’m in need of someone with your peculiar outlook where non humans are concerned. Alex Brauer called me yesterday and asked me to recommend someone to help him over at Mercy. I thought you might like a change of scenery. Unless of course you’ve changed your opinion about working with the animals?”

He gritted his teeth to stop himself replying immediately and rashly. Doctor Brauer worked at Mercy Hospital, which was understaffed. A change of scenery would be good right now, but knowing Hoberman, his exile was likely to become permanent in a hurry. He had only recently come on staff here at Saint Bartholomew’s, and he had his future to consider. Making an enemy of Hoberman was not a good idea; his opinions had weight. If the man just happened to mention that a doctor of his acquaintance was a troublemaker, that doctor would find it very hard to find a worthwhile position anywhere.

“Ah,” Hoberman smirked. “He’s having second thoughts. It seems David’s convictions have been tested and found wanting. Perhaps you, Janice?”

Jan shook her head and looked down as if ashamed. She glanced once at David then away.

“My convictions remain the same. I have no problem working at Mercy for a time. The experience will be good for me.”

Hoberman raised an eyebrow. “Indeed? Well then, I shall tell Alex to expect you tomorrow. Shall we say ten?”

“By all means,” he said with a sinking feeling. What would Michelle say when she heard about this? Whatever she said, he knew he wouldn’t like it.

The rest of that day he couldn’t stop thinking about Hoberman. Why did the man dislike him so? He had done nothing to warrant it, and it wasn’t his opinions where non-humans were concerned either. Hoberman had spoken with Alex Brauer yesterday before their discussion about them, so the trigger couldn’t be their opposing view.

It was late when he arrived home. He showered and took the opportunity to change his clothes before leaving the house again to drive to Michelle’s place. He would rather drive almost anywhere else than explain to her how he had volunteered to work with non-human patients, but he couldn’t hide it forever. Michelle and he were supposed to go out tonight, but he was late. She would be in a bad mood. By the time he parked his car, he had summoned enough courage to tell her what had happened and where he would be working for the foreseeable future.

Michelle opened the door and waited for him. She must have been watching the street. He tried to kiss her but she was having none of it. She spun on her heel and stalked back inside the house leaving him at the door. David sighed. He really didn’t need this.

“I’m sorry,” he said closing the door quietly. Michelle didn’t like noise. “We can go another night.”

“You could have at least let me know. Robert was free; he could have taken me.”

“Why Robert and not Jennifer?”

Michelle shrugged.

He let his anger at the idea of Robert taking his place go. He didn’t want to be angry with her and he certainly didn’t want her angry with him. He stepped up behind her and clasped her shoulders. “I’m sorry. We had an emergency; I couldn’t just leave.”

“There’s always an emergency with you. If it’s not one thing it’s another.”

“Hey,” he whispered. He tried to pull her into his arms but she resisted and shrugged him off. She stalked to the other side of the room. “What do you want me to say? I’m a doctor. I had to stay and save someone’s life. I’m sorry if that messes up your social schedule.” He winced as soon as that came out. He wished he could take it back, but it was too late and he knew it. He headed for the drinks cabinet knowing he would need one.

“I have a life too, David.”

“I know you—”

“My life doesn’t revolve around your work. If you think that I’m going to make an appointment every time I want to see you, you have another think coming.”

“I don’t think that.”

“Well that’s what it feels like to me.”

He poured himself Glenlivet over ice and threw it down his throat in one gulp. “I have something to tell you and I don’t want you to interrupt.”

“What is—”

“Hoberman asked me to work over at Mercy and I said yes,” he said in a rush and winced waiting for the explosion. He turned to see her standing as before. “Well?”

“I’m waiting for the punchline.”

“It’s not a joke.”

“How could you? You know what this will mean.”

He rolled his shoulders trying to dispel the tension building there. “It means I’ll be out from under Hoberman.”

“He’s a friend of my father, a really good friend, and you knew that! Daddy will find out!”

“I don’t care if he finds out. In fact, I have a good mind to tell him right now. This is going to be good for me. I just know it.”

Michelle stared at him, appalled. “How could you let this happen? You have to tell him you changed your mind. Daddy will—”

“I want to marry you, not your father. You know my feelings. I won’t go back to Hoberman and beg for my old place back! I didn’t go through med school to toady to the likes of him.”

“Do it for us. Daddy says he can get you a place with him, but he won’t do that if he hears about this. Think what people will say!”

“You’re not listening to me. I don’t want to work for your father. Hoberman wants me out of his playground. I’m more than willing to give him what he wants.”

“Why are you so weak!” Michelle stormed. “You’re always so damn accommodating!”

He stilled. “Is that what you really think of me—that I’m weak? Well is it?” He roared the question, stiff with anger. Michelle remained silent. “I see,” he hissed and slammed his glass down. “I better go.”

“David?”

“Yes?” He looked back from the doorway.

“Please say you won’t do it. Daddy can fix this.”

“I really would be as weak as you think me if I allowed that.” He couldn’t help slamming the door on his way out. Petty, but he felt a little better for it.

Alex Brauer as it turned out was a harried looking man in his late thirties. David could see Hoberman had not lied about him needing help at least. Attracting good administrators and staff couldn’t be easy with the hospital’s reputation for treating non-humans. Everyone working here was holding down two jobs and sometimes three. Brauer officially headed up the emergency department, but in real terms, he was senior surgeon effectively running the entire hospital alongside its undermanned and underfunded administration department. It was a heavy burden for a team of experienced doctors, let alone one man and a couple of juniors. He wondered if Brauer knew that his newest addition was also lacking in experience. Probably not, he thought when he saw the smile of relieved welcome.

“Doctor Lephmann?” Brauer said shaking hands. “I’m so very glad to meet you. I must confess that when I heard the news, I thought they were just fobbing me off as they usually do.”

David retrieved his hand after it had been wrung a dozen times or so. “They?”

Brauer waved a hand at the ceiling. “They. You know they? Them. The powers that be—the almighty arseholes that cut my budget for the last four out of five years. Them.”

“Oh them.”

Brauer meant the mayor and the bureaucrats responsible for the health care of Mercy’s welfare cases. Mercy Hospital cared for people without medical cover or the means to pay for it. It left Saint Bartholomew’s free for cases that were more… lucrative. David was surprised at the depth of his own disgust for such a practice. Maybe there was hope for him yet.

He accompanied Brauer along busy corridors listening intently as he explained where everything was. The building was old and in need of renovation, but he could see that it remained functional. It lacked the ultra modern sterility of Saint Bartholomew’s, but although it didn’t boast the convenience of the latest technology, it was solid where the basics were concerned.

Rumour had it that Mercy would be closed for good next year and the site cleared for the new stadium currently being planned. Goddess knew the area did need revitalising, but what of the people this place cared for? Saint Bartholomew’s was big—much bigger than Mercy, but it was hard to imagine Brauer and his patients fitting in there.

“The labs are down that corridor there, and along this one, we have more wards. Would you like to see?”

“Yes please.”

Brauer smiled. He had wanted to go in and see someone, and David had realised that. Besides, he would be working alongside the man and needed to learn all he could.

“There are very few private rooms here,” Brauer said upon entering the ward. “Most of the wards are like this. We have ten beds in each usually, but we sometimes have to slip an extra one in where we can.”

“Your patients are all non-humans?”

“Why do you ask?”

“No reason. I’ve never worked with non-humans before.”

“Never?”

“No.”

Brauer looked stunned. “But Hoberman assured me! He promised me someone that would…”

“That would?”

Brauer’s face hardened, his posture now stiff. “Someone who would not find working here objectionable.”

“Well then, he told you the truth. I volunteered for this, Doctor Brauer—”

“Alex, please.”

“Hoberman didn’t lie to you, Alex. I do want to work here. I hope you don’t find my lack of experience in the area a serious problem. I assure you that I’ll hit the books and make up for any lack.”

Brauer waved that away impatiently. “Not all of my patients are non-human, about half are simply people without the means to pay for good care, but I was hoping for someone with experience of non-human physiology. I’m currently the only one with any kind of real experience in the area and I’m swamped. Well, no matter. After a few months here, you’ll be an old hand. I can still use you, no question about it. I’m understaffed and underfunded. Any help is appreciated.”

“How do you cover your costs, if I might ask?”

Brauer looked at him as if evaluating him. “Some of it comes by way of government grants—not nearly enough, not by a long way. The rest,” he shrugged his shoulders uncomfortably. “There are a few people—private contributors—that help with funding. They like to remain anonymous. Without them I couldn’t keep this place going for longer than a month or two.” 

David nodded and glanced around. There were twelve beds in the ward, but only half of them were occupied. The mystery of the missing patients was solved when he noticed the gathering at the far end of the room.

Brauer sighed and shook his head ruefully. “Poker game I suspect.”

David wandered over to watch while Brauer spoke with the duty nurse about something—a patient most likely, but he didn’t find a poker game. There were two men sitting at a table opposite each other staring. Neither man was doing anything interesting yet the audience was spellbound. The two men were almost vibrating with something—their need to move perhaps, yet both continued to glare hard at each other in silence.

He watched as the nearer of the two men clenched his jaw and started shaking harder. He was sweating and his fists were clenched now. David thought that perhaps he should intervene, but neither man was really doing anything. He looked around in puzzlement and shivered at the audience’s intensity. His short hairs lifted. Something was happening here, but what?

“What are they doing?” he said.

“Hmmm?” an unshaven man in the audience said.

“What are they doing?” 

The man eyed him up and down. “Are you new?”

“Doctor Lephmann—David.”

“Nice to meet you. The name’s Howard—gallstones you know.”

“Gallstones?”

“Yeah, it hurt like a sonofabitch, but the Doc fixed me up. I’m outa here tomorrow.”

“What are they doing?” David said nodding back to the centre of everyone’s attention.

“They’re only playing.”

“I don’t I understand.”

“Shifters are always doing this kind of thing. You know anything about shifters?”

David looked again. The men were shifters? He was fascinated by the thought. He had only been here an hour and already he had met non-humans—his first as far as he knew. They were still sitting as before, but as he had noticed earlier, the man closest was sweating heavily. His opponent seemed to be sitting at his ease now. He must be winning.

“Are you one as well?”

“Me?” Howard snorted. “Nah, but I know a couple.”

“Really? I thought they kept to themselves.”

“They do, but a friend of mine got himself bitten and we kind of stayed in touch. He introduced me.”

“I see, and by playing you mean what exactly?”

Howard waved a hand at the sitting men. “See, what you got to understand about shifters is that they ain’t human. They look human, but they aren’t. You know how wolves run in packs?”

He nodded still watching the show.

“It’s the same with shifters. They stick together mostly—look out for each other, but the strongest always leads. The strongest has to prove it over the others. They call that one the Alpha. Shifters are always fighting for status, but there’s more than one way to fight. They have their own magic you know.”

“Magic? I didn’t know that.”

Howard shrugged. “Not magic like you mean, Doc, but they do have power. Shifters always recognise it and will submit if he’s weaker, but if they’re closely matched…” he gestured at the pair sitting at the table.

“They fight?”

Howard nodded. “To the death sometimes, but mostly it’s like this. They push at each other until one submits.”

“I can’t let them hurt each other. Not here.”

Howard eyed him sideways. “Never get between two shifters Doc—never, but you don’t have to worry. Like I said, they’re just playing.” Just then, the sweating man slumped back gasping. “See what I mean?”

The two men grinned at each other and the audience began to disperse.

“Is the game over?” Alex said as he arrived. “I’ve told them there’s a time and place for that kind of thing. A hospital is definitely not it.”

David smiled. “It’s over.”

“Shall we continue the tour then?”

“By all means.”

Brauer led the way out.

* * *



3 ~ Georgie

David signed the page, and turned to the next. He read it quickly, added a short note to the end, and dated it. Paperwork was one thing that had not changed when he took his new position at Mercy Hospital. Sometimes he felt less like a doctor, and more like some kind of administrative assistant.

 He turned the page and sighed in relief. He was done for the day. A yawn surprised its way out of him and he leaned back in his chair. It was strange how quickly he had become accustomed to working with Alex Brauer. Just a month had passed, and already he knew that he did not want to leave Mercy. He liked Alex, and he especially liked the way his friend treated his patients—with skill and impartiality. Alex had taught him a lot during his time here, and he looked forward to learning more.

Alex Brauer was a fount of information. He had yet to find a question his friend could not answer. How had he learned so much about other species? How had he known that dwarves were often born prematurely, and that such premature children were allergic to certain types of magic? How the hell had he known that? Dwarves were so rarely seen that it seemed impossible to him that Alex had ever delivered a dwarven child, yet he knew so much about them! 

It was uncanny.

And what about the elves? The Sidhe were reclusive and their animosity toward humans was legendary, yet Brauer knew all about their ceremonies and even some of their healing magic. It was inconceivable that an elf had allowed Alex to attend a healing circle, and elven ceremonies were always conducted in strictest secrecy, yet Alex could speak for hours on the subject. He was jealous. He knew he was, and suspected that Alex knew it too. Still, it was not a destructive kind of jealousy. Far from it—it drove him on and made him determined to learn everything that Alex had to teach.

He yawned widely and stretched his arms above his head. He checked his wristband and realised that he had been on call for sixteen straight hours. He should be exhausted, but all he felt was a pleasant tiredness—like a man who knew he had accomplished something worth doing and was ready for sleep.

He switched off his lamp and shrugged into his jacket before stepping out of the office he shared with Alex. The lights in the corridor seemed overly bright after working at his desk with just a single lamp. He made his way along the corridor with squinted eyes until he stepped outside into the night.

The air was pleasantly cool, and his breath smoked. He breathed deeply of it and crossed the car park toward the far side. His car, that only a few hours earlier had been accompanied by dozens of others, now sat alone in an ocean of empty space. His colleagues had left for home hours earlier, and those working the night shift had chosen to park closer to the entrance for a quick getaway come the morning. He smiled, imagining the stampede of tired people pouring out of the hospital doors in the morning.

David drove through the empty streets not really seeing their dilapidated state. He had long since become used to seeing the boarded up windows of abandoned homes and stores throughout the area. He hardly noticed the empty lots full of refuse anymore, or the hunched figures trying to warm themselves around bonfires built inside steel drums. The homeless were a common sight in the area.

He frowned in discontent at the music his car was playing for him. He wasn’t using the autopilot, yet somehow it had defaulted to one of the old play lists Michelle had used with it as if trying to remind him of her. It annoyed him. He didn’t want to think about her rejection of him, and he certainly didn’t have to put up with her music anymore. He fiddled with the controls, trying to select something with a proper beat. He took his eyes off the road for a second—he would swear it was no more than that—when the woman burst out of the alley and ran straight in front of him.

“Holy shit!” He yelled cranking the wheel and stamping hard on the brakes. The car fishtailed and the tyres squealed punctuated by the crunch of breaking glass. He wrestled the car straight and stopped. The woman lay in the road where he had put her. “Oh my Goddess,” he panted and fumbled for his seatbelt.

He climbed out of the car and ran back to the motionless form noting the amount of blood spreading around her. He called for an ambulance on his link while checking her throat for a pulse. “I’m at the corner of Second Street,” he gasped in his urgency.

“Put her in the recovery position, sir,” the operator said in calm and even tones. “Do you know any first aid, sir?”

“I know what to do, I’m a doctor,” he said and checked the woman’s vitals. She was breathing regularly and her colour was good. She had a strong pulse. He thumbed back her eyelids. Pupil dilation normal. “She’s bleeding but—”

“Well now, what have we here?” A throaty purring voice came from out of the nearest alley.

He looked up and peered into the shadows, “Who’s there?”

“Sir?” the operator said. “Is someone there with you? Sir, is something wrong?”

He didn’t know for sure, but he thought there might be something very wrong indeed. He ignored the tiny voice from his link and tried to see into the alley. He thought the shadow to the right might be the speaker.

“I should thank you for bringing her down for me. She ran me a fine chase there at the end.”

He didn’t like the sound of that. “I don’t understand,” he said nervously. It was only now that he remembered where he was—a bad place to find himself alone at night. “The police will be here soon.”

“Sir? Did you say that you need the police? What is happening there? Are you in danger?”

He prayed for the operator to take the hint. “The police will be here very soon.”

The figure laughed and came forward. “Well then, I had better be quick.”

The shadows came alive and a woman stepped into the street. David sighed and felt like laughing at himself. What had he expected, an ogre? Unlikely. They didn’t like cities and were very shy creatures despite their size. They preferred mountains and wild places. The newcomer was just a woman. She was of average height and build with short dark brown hair left long over her left eye. It was quite appealing, though it must surely be hard to see properly with it like that. She wore black jeans, running shoes, and a shirt of a similar style to that of the woman he had hit with his car. There seemed nothing remarkable about her, except maybe for her visible eye. For just a moment, he thought he saw it flash a golden hue in the meagre light of the street.

“An ambulance will be with you in three minutes, sir. A patrol car will be there in less than two—”

He ignored the tiny voice of the operator when the injured woman groaned in pain. He looked down at his newest patient in time to see her open her eyes in confusion. They were liquid brown and suited her lovely face despite the blood.

“Don’t move, there might be internal—Gahhh!” David gasped as the woman, snarling in anger, grabbed him around the throat. “Please… I’m sorry…” he gasped prying at her fingers. She was unbelievably strong. He couldn’t break her grip!

The stranger laughed making the woman pale in fear. A moment later, the grip on his throat vanished as she thrust him away. He literally flew away from her and rolled a dozen feet toward his car. His palms were stinging—he had skinned them on the pavement. The woman suddenly sprinted toward him, and he flinched thinking she was going to kill him, but no, she was running from the stranger.

“Look out!” he screamed.

She turned impossibly fast to meet the threat. She ducked and then exploded into motion a moment later. It was the stranger’s turn to become airborne, but she didn’t crash to the ground. She twisted her body in mid-air and landed upon her feet as if she did it every day of the week.

 “Ronnie, Ronnie, Ronnie,” the stranger said shaking her head. “You know you can never best me. Come back with me, and I promise not to hurt you too badly.”

“Screw you, Georgie,” Ronnie snarled. “I’m not going back.”

“How did I know you were going to say that? I told Raymond he should just kill you, but he has a soft spot for you. Go figure.”

“What he has for me isn’t soft.”

Georgie chuckled. “Maybe if you’re nice to me, I’ll let you go.”

Ronnie growled, the sound deep and gravelly.

David climbed carefully to his feet. He knew nothing of their quarrel, but if he were to choose a side to be on, he would choose Ronnie. It seemed to him that she was the underdog, and he owed her for hitting her with his car. He leapt forward and jumped Georgie from behind.

“Run!” he yelled as he clamped his arms around Georgie, pinning her arms down by her side and determined not to let go.

“You fool! You don’t know what you’re doing—she’ll rip you apart!”

He didn’t have time to argue. One moment he had Georgie in his arms, the next she was loose and turning back with a look of pure rage upon her face. His eyes widened and he back-pedalled as fast as he could, but it wasn’t fast enough. She stalked toward him and there was something strange about her eyes. They were shining a golden yellow, as if lit from within. Magic!

“Run you idiot!” Ronnie shrieked.

He spun on his heels and sprinted away. There was the sound of ripping cloth, and suddenly he was falling. Something wet and warm covered his back and he screamed his agony into the night. He rolled away from the thing Georgie had become, but it was too quick for him. He barely had time to raise his arm as the creature went for his throat.

“AEiii!” he screamed in pain and fear as the jaws clamped down on his arm. The pressure increased enough to break bone. “Help meeeee!” he shrieked at the top of his lungs.

He kicked and thrashed, but there was no sign of Ronnie. She must have run away. He wished he could do the same, but his arm was firmly clamped in the maw of a huge wolf, and there was no escape. In a burst of clarity, he knew he was going to die. The wolf stared knowingly into his eyes, relishing his fear and pain as it slowly increased the pressure on his arm.

Suddenly it howled in pain and released him.

Another monstrous wolf had come. It was almost as big as Georgie. David kicked as hard as he could and scuttled backward just as the newcomer ripped into Georgie’s vulnerable flanks, but he didn’t have the energy to rise, let alone flee. He was in shock and losing blood fast. His back was a sheet of agony, and his arm… he swallowed sickly. The muscle of his forearm was shredded, but the bone wasn’t broken. He knew because he could see it.

“Now then,” he whispered between his pain-filled pants. “Remember your training, doctor. Stop the bleeding or the patient will go into shock and become comatose.”

There was nothing to be done about his back. It was a mass of stinging pain, but he would have to hope that the injury was superficial. His arm most certainly was not. There could be tendon damage, certainly the muscle of his forearm was shredded and he was losing a lot of blood. While these thoughts went through his mind, he was tugging his belt free and attempting to fumble it one handed around his upper arm to slow the blood loss. He whimpered in pain as he pulled the fake leather as tight as he could above the ghastly wound. He watched the blood slow and stared when he saw movement in the wound. His tendons—unbelievably they were still intact and moving as his fingers spasmed with the pain.

Over his panting, he heard the howling and pained barks of the wolves as they tried to rip each other apart. He watched the smaller one roll and land in a ragged heap. It was bleeding and favouring one leg as it gamely returned to the fight. The bigger one seemed in worse shape, but it was still strong. The small one launched itself upon the larger, and screamed as it was smashed to the ground by a huge paw full of claws.

“No!” he shouted as Georgie buried her teeth in the belly of her enemy.

There was a howl of agony followed a forlorn whimper. That was when he heard sirens. The police had arrived. The night lit suddenly with colourful flashes from patrol cars racing toward them. The huge wolf grinned with lots of teeth at David. The look promised retribution. Georgie spun in place then ran into the night.

Ronnie dragged her broken and bleeding body across the road, whimpering in pain all the way, and disappeared into the darkness of another alley. David would have risen to help her, but he doubted if he could have done much with his arm the way it was.

He staggered erect and tottered to the furthest pile of clothing the women had left lying in the road, hoping to find out who Georgie was. He wanted to know where to lay the blame before the police could push him out of it. The shredded clothes seemed to rush toward him as he fell to his knees. He clamped his jaw willing himself not to pass out and picked up the wallet he found partially covered. It was lying within shredded cloth that had been blue jeans just a few minutes ago. Ronnie’s jeans had been blue. He had chosen the wrong pile to investigate. Without really knowing why, he tucked the wallet out of sight in his pocket and slumped backward.

The sound of doors slamming and an ambulance siren split the night, but he was starting to drift now and hardly noticed. Uniformed police ran toward him and then into the alley with their weapons drawn, leaving him to bleed out on the street. He wouldn’t like to be them. He didn’t think guns and shock lances would slow Georgie down much, but they were probably safe enough. He doubted they would catch her. Who the hell could track a wolf in a city except maybe another wolf?

He lay back feeling very warm and sleepy. “I think… I think I’ll just wait here,” he whispered as the dark closed in.

Pain and voices woke him. He was lying on his shredded back and the movement of the ambulance was agony. He opened his eyes to find a paramedic looking back at him. The woman looked very concerned, and because of that, he decided to be very concerned too.

“Your name is David Lephmann?”

“Yes,” he croaked.

“You lost a great deal of blood, Mister Lephmann.”

“Doctor,” he said.

“I’m a paramedic, sir.”

He hissed as pain knifed up his arm. “No, I mean I’m a doctor. I have type B blood, no allergies, no medi—” he hissed in pain. “I’m not on medication, but I could use something for the pain, please.”

“I’m sorry. You’re at the limit already. I can’t give you any more.”

“Okay.” He knew the reasoning, but he didn’t have to like it. His arm would need surgery. She had to be careful that the drugs she administered didn’t interfere with the anaesthetic. “What about Ronnie—the woman with me?”

The paramedic looked confused. “There was only you.”

“But she—” he stopped himself from continuing.

It would do no good to argue. Ronnie must have dragged herself away. The thought of her dying alone in some dirty alley was heartbreaking. Had he gone through all this for nothing? Who was she really, and why was she running from Georgie? She had mentioned someone name Raymond, but Raymond who? He sighed and shifted more onto his side to ease his back. His arm was screaming at him, but there was nothing he could do about it.

His arrival at the hospital was a blur. A quick examination in Saint Bartholomew’s emergency room and he was rushed into surgery. He answered everyone’s questions to the best of his ability, but he lied about one thing. A police officer asked him if he knew the name of the woman or her assailant. 

He made eye contact with the officer. “I don’t know her, but she called our attacker Georgie.”

There wasn’t time for more questions. He was rushed away on a gurney and into the operating theatre.

The next David knew, he was lying comfortably drowsy in a room with an east-facing window. He knew it was east, because the sun was rising to stream through the blinds. The thin spears of light were enough to illuminate the room. He had visited many patients in rooms just like it.

His right arm was heavily bandaged. He could only assume that the surgery was a success. It was numb, but he had the I.V to thank for that. He hoped there would be no permanent loss of feeling, but considering how he came by the injury, he should be grateful he still had both arms. He was lucky to be breathing and he knew it. If the police had arrived just a few minutes later, he would be in the morgue now and so would Ronnie—if she weren’t already.

He shivered. The room was just a little cold. He thought about calling for the duty nurse, but it was still very early in the day and he didn’t have the heart. He would wait for shift change, which was in—he checked his clock—just over an hour. He could stand a little chill for some peace and quiet.

He wondered absently what Alex would say about his little adventure. It was certainly an experience to remember. Alex knew a great deal about non-humans, maybe he would recommend a text on the subject of wolves. He nodded to himself. He would ask as soon as he could use the link.

Where did the first shifters come from, and how did they do it? Was it something they had been born with—perhaps handed down from parent to child as was commonly assumed, or was it magical in nature as some of the gifted believed? It was a real shame that non-human biology wasn’t taught. He knew only what he had learned from Alex on the subject. Whatever the truth was, it was fascinating. He would love to ask Ronnie her opinion, but assuming he did find her again, it was doubtful that she would tell him. Non-humans were very close-mouthed about their affairs.

The hour was almost up when he felt the first signs of a fever. He had a mild headache like a touch of the flu and he felt a little dizzy. He wondered at first if perhaps he was having a reaction to whatever was in the I.V, but no—he hadn’t lied about his lack of allergies. As far as he knew, he had none at all. That was when the reality of his situation came crashing down onto his shoulders.

Georgie had attacked him, and Georgie was a shifter—a lycanthrope! “Oh my goddess,” he whispered in shock as he finally realised what that meant. “Oh my goddess, I’ve got it.”

Why hadn’t he put it together sooner? He was a doctor; any first year intern knew how contagious lycanthropy was! Oh shit, he needed the serum and vaccine! He reached for the call button, and that’s when the symptoms hit him big time. A monster of a headache suddenly blossomed from nowhere, and he cried out in agony. It felt as if his brain was going to explode out of his skull. The room was spinning and he squinted at the meagre light coming through the blinds as if at the sun itself. His eyes felt sensitive to the light and he was panting as sweat started rolling off him in rivers. He was burning up.

“Oh goddess be with me,” he gasped and pressed the call button. He held it down until the nurse came.

David writhed upon the bed as every inch of his body burned and itched. He was burning up with fever and the pain in his joints was beyond anything he had ever felt. The nurse that came to his summons had called Doctor Revell when he urgently explained the necessity to her. She knew him as a doctor from his time here under Hoberman, and she did not hesitate. Janice—the goddess love her—had driven across the city at breakneck speed to be with him, but he had gone into convulsions soon after she had examined him. It was as if something were trying to claw its way out of his body. It was only the recently added restraints that stopped him from falling out of bed.

Now Janice and Hoberman were debating angrily over the best course of action to take, and ignored his pleas that they call Alex.

“Please,” he said forcing the covers off his sensitive legs for the tenth time. “Oh goddess, you know he can help me.”

“You are quite mistaken, Doctor Lephmann,” Hoberman said. “The lycanthropy serum was administered immediately after surgery whether you knew it or not. It has a less than stellar recovery record as you know.”

“The vaccine then,” he panted, accepting some water squirted through a tube from a plastic bottle by a nurse. He swallowed the precious liquid and coughed a little. “Janice, help me.”

Janice’s eyes were glistening with tears that did not fall. She had a hand covering her mouth to prevent the useless platitudes she would normally offer a patient. Nothing she could say would help.

“He’s right, David. The series won’t work.”

“Please call him. Just call him!”

Doctor Hoberman turned to Janice. “This debating does no one any good. I’ll take this case. You have other patients to see.”

Janice made to protest, but David’s imploring look stopped her from uttering the words. She nodded, but not at Hoberman, and left the room. Hoberman took the squeeze bottle from the nurse and sent her on an errand. David was left with the man he wanted least to be alone with.

“You see now that my words regarding the monsters was true. You do see that don’t you?”

 “There are many kinds of monster. Not all are non-human. You know the vaccine could work.”

Hoberman made a face. “I might have strong views where non-humans are concerned, but I would never stoop so low as to allow you or anyone to be made over into one of those creatures. Have you heard nothing I’ve said? I want them gone. I certainly do not want more of them created! I admit that the vaccine has worked on occasion but only after the serum has been administered and run its course. It has never worked alone—never.”

“I don’t believe you,” he said fearfully. If Hoberman was correct, even Alex could not save him. “You’re lying!”

“Why would I?”

David refused to answer because he didn’t know what the answer might be.

* * *

Alex Brauer entered David’s room in a whirl of activity. Three nurses from Mercy Hospital followed him into the room and immediately took charge of David’s care. The nurse with the squeeze bottle was gently but firmly moved aside. Angry voices were raised, but to no avail. She was escorted out of the room.

“I’m calling Doctor Hoberman—” the closing door cut her off.

“Lynne,” he said peering down into David’s eyes. He was semi-conscious and unresponsive. “Draw the blood and get it back to the lab. I want you to wait for the results. The moment you know, call me. You have my number.”

“Yes, Doctor,” Lynne murmured, already setting up. She was extremely careful with the needle and wore gloves. No one took chances with lycanthropy. “Do you want a full work up?”

He shook his head. “Tell them what we’re looking for. I need to know yesterday. The rest can wait until later.”

“Yes, Doctor,” Lynne said and gathered up the blood sample. “I’ll call the moment I know for sure.”

He nodded and Lynne left. Margaret was taking David’s blood pressure, and Anne was investigating the room’s thermostat. She turned the dial up, and the air conditioning shut off.

“Blood pressure is elevated,” Margaret said. “One-forty over ninety—not dangerous.”

Elevated blood pressure was one symptom of lycanthropy. Anne unpacked the box they had brought with them. She brought out four heavy duty restraints that were designed to withstand a lycanthrope’s strength. They were wide and padded to prevent injury to the patient, but the main difference was the manner of their construction. The wide nylon straps were reinforced with braided steel wire on the outside.

“Give me one of those,” Alex said and took the offered strap to secure David’s left arm. Anne removed the standard restraints from his legs and replaced them with the new stronger ones, but David’s right arm was heavily bandaged. “Remove the dressing. Let’s have a look.”

“Right,” Anne said and fetched a pair of scissors.

“His temp is up,” Margaret said. “One hundred and eight.”

Alex hissed in frustration. Lycanthropes weren’t human—they looked human, but they weren’t. One hundred and eight degrees would kill a human, but it was normal for shifters. Their metabolisms ran at a higher rate; it was one of the most important indicators he looked for when diagnosing lycanthropy.

“We might be too late,” he said grimly.

Anne finished uncovering the wound and paled. “When did Doctor Revell say they brought him in?”

“Last night, why?”

“You better have a look.”

He examined the wound. “Those stitches are ready to come out.” He looked sadly at his friend. “He has it, no question.”

“Too far advanced?”

“I think so. We can’t wait for the blood work up. We have to chance the vaccine. I’ll take the stitches out so you can restrain the arm.”

He quickly and expertly removed the stitches and watched in fascination as the tiny wounds slowly closed. He was not sure it was even worth trying the vaccine. There was no question in his mind that David had lycanthropy, and there was no cure.

He frowned, trying to decide the best course. “We might learn something,” he murmured and took the syringe from Margaret. “Small comfort for him, but at least I can say we did all we could.”

Anne nodded and took the now empty syringe for disposal. Margaret placed the other two doses in the series on a tray and placed it beside the bed. Alex nodded his thanks, and peeled back David’s eyelid.

He looked back at Anne. “Get another line into him—fluoperazine-triphosphate.”

Anne nodded. Fluoperazine-triphosphate was a drug used to help suppress the change in lycanthropes. It was a tranquilliser of the same family as major tranquillisers, but it had only the one use.

“Hang it up, but don’t introduce it just yet,” he said watching the procedure.

A short time later, Janice Revell entered the room. She nodded to the nurses and joined Alex at David’s bedside. “Hoberman ordered me out. How is he?”

“He’ll live.”

“The serum didn’t work?”

“No. I’ve given him the first dose of the vaccine, but I doubt it will work. If I’d been there when they brought him in…” he shrugged. “We were too late.”

“Hoberman,” Janice snarled. “David begged him to call you, but he wouldn’t and I waited too long.”

“Don’t blame yourself. The vaccine works on maybe ten percent of cases. No one knows why it fails on some and succeeds on others. The research budget is almost non-existent.”

They watched and waited. David began thrashing around and mumbling to himself. No one could make out the words. When the time was right, Alex administered the second and third dose to his struggling friend, but if anything, it seemed to make him worse.

“Have you ever seen this before?” Janice said in horror as David’s struggles became more violent.

“Once,” Alex admitted. “It’s rare for them to fight it this hard.” He rubbed his arms as his short hairs lifted. It often happened around shifters, he didn’t know why. It was if he stood in a draft, but he knew it wasn’t anything so mundane as that. The room felt stiflingly hot to him, yet he knew David would find it pleasant. “There are different kinds of shifter you know?”

“I know nothing about them.”

“Few people do, or care to. I know a few things. Shape shifters have always been with us. There are wolves, tigers, even bears—though they are quite rare I believe. There are reports of attacks by other kinds, but not in recent years. The so-called werewolves are the most well known. Nowadays we call them shifters no matter what their other form happens to be, but they don’t see themselves as the same. They associate with others like themselves and rarely with other types.”

“They live in packs?”

“Exactly. Shifter communities live within the pack structure—wolves with other wolves and so on. Some are stronger than others, though any shifter makes even the strongest human appear weak. As with mundane wolves, they have an alpha pair that rules the pack.”

Janice looked sideways at Alex. “How do you know all this?”

“I’ve made it my business to know. I work with non-humans all the time—” he broke off when David’s thrashing subsided. He moved forward to examine him.

David opened his eyes and glared around the room. “Release me,” he growled not sounding anything like the man Alex knew. His eyes shone gold; the inhuman light was a strong indicator that he was about to shape shift. 

“Now would be a good time, Anne,” Alex said urgently.

Anne nodded shakily and opened the tap on the I.V leading up to the bag of fluoperazine-triphosphate. A quarter turn was adequate.

David watched the procedure intently. “Anne…” he said haltingly, but then the beast rose up and took him again. He reared up fighting the straps. “Release me!” he roared.

“What is going on here?!” Hoberman yelled as he entered ahead of a troop of people wearing the uniform of hospital security. David continued bucking and rearing against the restraints. The bed was lurching with the force of his movements. “This man is my patient—”

“This man is a colleague of ours!” Janice said angrily. “He begged you, Hoberman. He begged you to call Doctor Brauer, but you wouldn’t. This is your fault!” 

Hoberman’s eyes flickered with uncertainty, but then they hardened. “Nonsense. I did my best for him, but the serum was ineffective. There is no one to blame.”

“I agree,” Alex said and Janice glared at him. “If anyone is to blame, it’s David’s attacker. We will never know if my presence would have prevented this.”

“Of course it wouldn’t have,” Hoberman said in exasperation. “The serum was administered the instant we knew that David had been attacked by a shifter.”

“Release me!” David howled and fell back to the bed one last time. His eyes slowly changed until they no longer glowed. “Alex,” he panted. “Take me out of here. For goddess’ sake help me.”

“I will,” Alex said firmly.

“You can’t do that!” Hoberman said fiercely. He turned to the security men. “I want these people removed from the premises. They do not work here, and they certainly have no license to take my patient.”

The security men shifted uncertainly. “Sir, he’s a shifter. Are you certain he should be here?”

Hoberman hesitated.

David took that moment to speak. “He can’t hold me prisoner—there are laws. I discharge myself into the care of Doctor Brauer. I want to go to Mercy Hospital.”

“There you see,” Janice Revell said. “We can’t hold him.”

Hoberman was angry at the defiance, but it was obvious he did not really want to win the argument. Alex well knew Hoberman’s views. Keeping David here went far against them.

“Very well. I’ll sign the discharge papers and on your own head be it,” Hoberman said to David. He glared at Janice. “See me in my office before you leave this evening.

Janice nodded a little uneasily. “I’ll come by at the end of my shift.”

Hoberman waved the security guards away, all of whom looked relieved. No one wanted to see what a shifter was capable of first hand. With one last glare at Janice, Hoberman followed them out.

“We need a few things,” Alex said. “A gurney and stand, an ambulance—”

“I’ll get you whatever you need.” She clasped David’s hand. “I should have come with you to Mercy.”

“Maybe you still can.”

Alex nodded. “We need as many good people as we can get.”

“Jan is good people,” David said and closed his eyes. They flickered open again. “Thank you for helping me. Hoberman is going to be pissed.”

“I don’t give a damn,” Janice snarled but David didn’t hear her. He had finally succumbed to his exertions and was sleeping soundly.

* * *



4 ~ Mist

David sat brooding in the dark of his room at Mercy Hospital. A week had gone by since he’d discharged himself and affronted Hoberman. Seven days in which Alex ran tests that both of them knew would lead nowhere. The serum had failed. The vaccine was as good as useless—worse, Alex told him that his reaction to it had been more than a little odd. There was a chance that the vaccine had made his condition worse, though neither of them knew how it would manifest or even if it would.

He stared at his arm. He wasn’t really seeing it; he was seeing it as it had been. It had been shredded, maybe even beyond recovery, but now it was whole. There wasn’t even a scar. He was full of crackling energy, and it frightened him. He had never felt so alive, so full of vitality. He was horny as hell.

He jumped to his feet. He had to do something even if it was just pacing, but as soon as he began moving, something else intruded. The I.V was still in his arm. He knew that without it he might slip into the change, but he was sorely tempted to remove it and take his chances. There was no cure for lycanthropy, and he had to face what he was at some point. Why not now? He hesitated a moment longer then closed the tap. He braced himself, but nothing happened. He stared at the I.V trying to feel if anything was different, but he felt the same—maybe a little nervous, a little apprehensive. That was to be expected though surely? He unpicked the tape securing the line to his arm. With another slight hesitation, he removed it and waited for something to happen. Nothing did. With a grim smile, he began his planned pacing. It was at least one way of burning up some of this excess energy.

Running would be better—more fun.

“Eeep!” David said in startlement.

He was hearing voices… no, he was just talking to himself in his head. Everyone did that from time to time—right? If he was hearing voices, he might be called unbalanced, and he must not be. He had things to do.

“You’re losing it, pull yourself together.”

He took a deep breath and crossed the room to the drawer containing his clothes. For the next few minutes, he busied himself with dressing. Alex had been kind enough to arrange for fresh clothes. His old shirt and jacket were ruined. He put his wristband on and gathered up the loose change in the bottom of the drawer. His wallet went into his pocket next, but the final item in the drawer was not his. It belonged to the shifter he ran down in his car. Ronnie.

“Who are you Ronnie?” he said fingering the battered leather of the wallet.

“Who is Ronnie?” Janice said and gasped as David spun in a blur of speed to face the door.

David grinned unaware of the fright he had just given his friend. “Hi, I wanted to thank you for all you did for me.”

“I tried, but I didn’t—”

“Save me?” he said and crossed the room to welcome her, but her sudden stiffness stopped him. He lowered his arms and shoved his hands deep in his pockets. He stood there hunched in confused hurt wondering what to do to make it better. “It’s okay, Jan, I’m still me.”

I think.

The She smells good. We like her.

This time he was able to mask his reaction, but inside he was shaking. He turned away to put some distance between them hoping that it would ease Jan’s discomfit. At the same time, it covered his sudden fear. He was cracking up from the strain! He was hearing voices. No, he wasn’t hearing voices, it was just his subconscious trying to come to terms with what he was now. That’s it; it was just his way of dealing with his duality. 

His fear lessened as he realised that he really might be onto something. A shifter had two sides; his human side, and his animal side. Maybe splitting one from the other was normal for shifters—a defence mechanism or something. His conscious self was still Doctor David Lephmann the human, and his subconscious was his animal nature—the wolf. Doctor and shifter, two personae, two voices… crap! He didn’t even believe it! He was grasping at straws hoping for sanity but already believing himself halfway mad at the same time.

“David I—” Jan began.

He could feel her confusion and smell her fear. It rolled over him in waves. Goddess help him, her fear excited him. He closed his eyes and kept his back turned, but it did not help. Every inch of his body yearned for the comfort he imagined he heard in her voice, but he would not give in. He forced himself not to move. He remained utterly still, determined not to touch and perhaps hurt her.

An image of a wolf lying in the snow appeared in his mind. It sat up and turned to look into his eyes. There came a shocking feeling of recognition and David felt something click into place. Satisfaction rolled through his mind, and he somehow knew that the wolf was pleased.

“David?” Jan said.

She was so close he felt her breath caress his neck. He shivered and turned slowly to face her. Suddenly she was in his arms sobbing. He felt like crying too. He simply held her and waited for a sign from her to tell him what to do.

A little later, they sat together discussing what had happened and what it meant. David showed her Ronnie’s wallet and told her how he came by it. His recounting of the accident and then Georgie’s arrival was met with horrified silence.

“Why did you lie to the police?” Jan said. “Why not tell them everything?”

He shrugged. “At the time I felt guilty. The accident was my fault. I should have been paying more attention.”

“And later?”

“She tried to save me. You should have seen them. Goddess, they were really something.”

“You sound like you admire them!”

“In some ways, I guess I do. It wouldn’t stop me from killing the one who did this to me,” he snarled at the thought of Georgie. “But they’re… I don’t know—larger than life or something. I don’t suppose that makes any sense.”

“None at all,” Jan said with a small smile.

David’s own smile was half grimace. “Ronnie could have run and left me, but she shifted shape and attacked. She told me to run, but I was losing too much blood. The fight lasted… oh three or four minutes I would guess. Ronnie was badly hurt. She might be dead. I don’t know. The last I saw her, she was dragging herself into an alley. I asked the paramedic about her, but she said I was the only one they found.”

“And what about Georgie?”

“She ran when the police arrived. They couldn’t catch her—lucky for them.”

“She was that scary?”

He saw those huge jaws coming for him again. “Oh yeah. She’s scary all right. You have no idea how much.”

Janice looked through the wallet again. There was a small amount of money in five and ten dollar bills, and a piece of paper with some numbers on it. There was no identification of any sort. No driver’s license and no address to hint at where to take the wallet if found.

“These might be link numbers,” she said passing the paper across. “You could try them.”

He nodded staring at the digits. “They’re a starting point at least.”

The silence stretched out. He was thinking about discharging himself and going home. There was nothing to be done about his affliction. Alex had tried his best, but everyone knew that lycanthropy was incurable. He would have to try to live with it. In time, he would come to terms with his new situation. What other choice was there?

“What do you plan to do now?”

“Try the numbers I guess. Oh, you mean after?” he said and Janice nodded. “If Alex still wants me, I’ll stay on here. I had already half decided not to go back to Saint Bartholomew.”

Janice bit her lip. “You know Alex will want you but—”

“But?”

“There might be a problem. Did you know Hoberman has links with AML?”

“I suspected it,” he admitted. “You’ve heard him on the subject of shifters. He’s xenophobic, and that’s AML down to a tee. Do you know what they plan to do? I assume Hoberman told them what happened.”

“I don’t know, but whatever they decide it won’t be good. Those fools are dangerous, David. And then there’s your position here to think of.”

“My position?”

“They could have you removed. You have—” she broke off unable to say the L word.

“Lycanthropy. You can say it.”

Jan avoided his eyes. “The point is, you have a contagious disease. It’s category one! They might use it against you.”

He hadn’t thought of that. Would they let him continue practicing medicine? Alex wouldn’t object, but what if they did? With a chill, he realised that not only his private life was in ruins, but that his professional life was teetering on the edge also. He loved his work.

He felt sick. What would he do if they made him give up practicing medicine? “I’ll worry about it when the time comes,” he said firmly. It was all he could say.

“I have one bit of good news for you. I’ve made my transfer official, did you know?”

“That’s great! Alex could really use the help.”

“He was pleased,” she grinned at his snort. “Okay, closer to ecstatic.”

“He’s good, Jan, really good. He knows stuff that no one knows. I’ve learnt a lot from him. Ask him to tell you about elven ceremonies.”

“Their ceremonies?” she said with wide eyes. “You’re kidding right?”

“Nope! He can talk for hours on the subject. Not that you’ll ever encounter any of the Sidhe here in LA, but theirs is an interesting point of view. Their magic is innate; it permeates everything they do. According to Alex, they think our use of magic in medicine is crude and wasteful.”

“No surprise there.”

“True. They might be arrogant, but they do know what they’re doing,” he frowned as an idea occurred to him.

“What is it?”

“I was just wondering what they know about shifters. Maybe they can help me.”

Jan look dubious. “I don’t want you getting your hopes up. If they knew anything, don’t you think we would know it by now?”

“They keep so many secrets, who knows what they know?”

“Maybe, but you say Alex has an in with them. He would have heard something.”

“Maybe,” he said in a distracted voice. He was wondering how he could meet one of the Sidhe and ask him. They just weren’t seen in human areas. They hated cities. “Maybe. Anyway, that’s for later.”

“And what’s for now if I might ask?”

“Home I think. We both know I’m just marking time here. Alex can’t do anything more than he already has done.”

Jan nodded reluctantly and stood to leave. “I’ll get Alex.”

“Thanks, and Jan?”

“What?” she said holding the door open.

“Thanks for being here.”

She nodded once then left.

Alex stopped by not long after Jan left. He took note of the missing I.V and nodded his approval. Fluoperazine-triphosphate was a powerful tranquiliser, but shifters had heightened metabolisms. Drugs of any kind given to shifters lost potency very quickly. The I.V would have been pointless in a few more days.

“Is there anything I can do?” Alex said.

“My car is still in the shop. I’ll need to call a cab.”

“I’ll drive you.”

“You have work, Alex. I’ll be fine with a cab.”

“If you’re sure?”

“I’ll be fine.”

Alex shifted uncomfortably, looking away for a moment. “Jan said something about your plans. The Sidhe?”

“I was just thinking out loud, but they might know something that can help.”

“They know many things, but I don’t want you getting your hopes up. I know something about this, David. Going to them won’t do you any good, and it might do a great deal of harm. They trust me… well, they trust me as much as they trust any human. I’ll look into this for you. Do you trust me?”

“I trust you.”

“Then I want your word that you’ll not try to contact them until you have spoken with me. I can’t emphasise this enough. The Sidhe aren’t all the same, no matter what you hear or read about them in the news. People call them the fair folk sometimes and think they’re beautiful, and physically they are, but don’t be fooled by that. The Seelie, and the Unseelie for that matter, do nothing without a price. You have to be very sure they’re asking for what you think they’re asking for. It’s no coincidence that the dwarves call them tricksy folk. They have always had that kind of reputation. Until quite recently, leading hapless human travellers off the path and into trouble was a common entertainment among them, and that kind of mischief is nothing compared with their other forms of entertainment. They may seem civilised, but they have their own standards of conduct that have no parallels with ours. Any similarities between them are coincidence. Believe me, I know.”

“You have my word.”

Alex nodded. “Let’s get you that cab.”

David nodded and followed Alex out into the corridor.

* * *



5 ~ Anti Monster League

David twitched the curtain aside enough to see the street outside. The two shadowy figures sitting in the car watching his house were still there, and he wondered whether it might be better to slip out the back. They were AML, but they hadn’t approached him. The first time he noticed them he’d gone out to talk, but when they saw him approaching, they drove off. Obviously, they were only here to watch him—a relief when he considered what AML was most known for.

He let the curtain fall and tried to get back into the book Alex had lent to him. He had a number of them that his friend said might help, but this one seemed more fiction than fact. He had to wonder if there were any books actually written by shifters—surely the only real authority on them. He would try to find out, but being a shifter wasn’t exactly the kind of thing anyone advertised.

He took a sip of his coffee and turned back a page trying to order his thoughts and be objective. He had just picked up the thread of what he’d been reading, when he heard another car pull up. He dropped the book on the couch beside him and rose to check the street again. He twitched the curtain aside and found Hoberman approaching his door.

“Finally,” he said and went to his desk.

He found his gun in the drawer where he always kept it, loaded it quickly, and dropped it into his jacket pocket. It was an old Model 83 revolver with two-inch barrel. No one but collectors owned such weapons anymore. He would have preferred something else, something more modern such as a police issue stunner, but such things were very hard to get without answering many questions. Gun registration was something he had always been very much in favour of, but it was working against him now. A stunner could be used on non-lethal settings, his gun could not. He was as likely to kill someone with it as wound them. 

The bell rang and he went to answer it. Hoberman was waiting with two friends flanking his shoulders. “I’ve been expecting you, George.” Hoberman didn’t like anyone using his first name, that’s why he’d used it.

“May I come in?”

David shrugged and stepped back. “Why not?”

He led them into the sitting room. Hoberman’s eyes swept the space, maybe looking for witnesses, before settling back to David. His AML friends took position at his back their eyes never leaving David. Their dark jackets were unbuttoned and the telltale lumps under their arms told of concealed weapons. They had dead eyes, and David shivered. He might have made a mistake by allowing them in.

“This is Benjamin, and this Thomas. They are my—”

“Keepers?” David broke in.

“Bodyguards,” Hoberman said quickly. “May I sit?”

David indicated the couch and sat opposite. Hoberman’s goons did not sit. One moved to stand by the window, the other remained by the door. “You want something from me?”

“Straight to the point, we can do that. I can help you, David.”

“Help me? Help me how?”

“Don’t be naïve; you know what I’m talking about. We both know you’re looking for the animal that attacked you, and who could blame you? Really, who would blame anyone for wanting revenge?”

“I don’t want revenge, I want justice. The police—”

“The police won’t help you; you’re one of the shifters now, but you needn’t let your sacrifice be in vain. Work with me, work with us, and I promise we’ll find the one that did this to you.”

“And kill her?”

Hoberman nodded. “Or if you prefer, deliver her to you so you can do it. We can work out the details later.”

David stared, trying to see the man he had once respected. When he first joined the staff at Saint Bartholomew, he had looked upon George Hoberman as someone to emulate. He was famous in certain circles. Ian Goddard—Michelle’s father—knew him well, they had studied together. Both men were well respected members of the medical community. He couldn’t believe how naïve he had been to believe Hoberman’s reputation. It hadn’t taken him long to see the truth. The man was a dangerous bigot.

“How long?”

Hoberman frowned. “What?”

“How long have you been part of AML?”

“What has that to do with anything? You know my views, I’ve spoken of them often enough, and AML is an open book.”

David snorted. “Hardly that. Promoting peaceful protest in the media isn’t the same as practicing it. AML’s public and private faces are diametrically opposed. Your ideals aren’t consistent with what your members actually do in the dark of night, and you know it.”

“What of it? It’s not my place to police the league. That’s not my function. Listen, we’re not friends and we’re not going to be friends, but we don’t have to be to work together. I can help you get what you want. That’s what you need to concentrate on.”

“And what will it cost me?”

“Nothing onerous.”

“Let me be the judge of that.”

He no longer had anything in common with Hoberman. He doubted they could agree on anything. He certainly didn’t agree with AML’s ideals and neither did he agree with Hoberman’s view regarding non-humans—a diverse group that now included him.

“What are you, George?”

“You already know who I am.”

David waved that away impatiently. “Not who, what. I know you’re a member of AML, but what are you to them? You’re nobody’s toady, so that makes you, hmmm… political spokesman?” In a burst of clarity he knew. “Running for election are you, Mayor Hoberman?”

Hoberman’s eyes widened in surprise. “How did you—what I am is someone trying to help you.”

“What you are is someone trying to help himself! You want to use me, and we both know it. As it happens, I might be willing to let you, so spit it out.”

“Very well. My campaign manager tells me I’m going to need what he calls the sympathy vote.”

“And I’m to supply this sympathy? I can see the headlines now: Shifter attack victim joins AML in ridding the streets of monsters. Am I right?”

“Yes, that’s really very good. I’ll have to remember that line. Maybe Max can use it.”

“Max?”

“Max Farland,” Hoberman said smugly.

“The Max Farland?”

“Yes.”

David whistled soundlessly. Maximilian Farland was the most sought after media consultant this side of the Atlantic. “If you have him, you don’t need me.”

“He says different.”

He shook his head. “You and me just won’t work. I didn’t like you before my mishap, and now,” he shrugged. “I didn’t want what happened to me to happen, but nothing can change it now. I have to live with myself as I am. I wouldn’t have helped AML as a human—I’m certainly not going to help as what I am now.”

Hoberman glanced at Thomas and David tensed. He slid his hand down into his jacket pocket, but all the man did was hand Hoberman an envelope. He passed it across.

“What’s this?”

“Open it,” Hoberman said.

David did and frowned at the single sheet of paper inside. It was a letter from Hoberman to the governor. “You bastard!” He snarled and leapt to his feet. “You really are a piece of shit aren’t you?”

“Calm down, David,” Hoberman said edging away toward his goons.

Both men had weapons drawn. He wasn’t surprised to see police issue stunners in their hands. AML had more than enough resources to arm its people with the best. They probably even had the correct permits. He didn’t doubt they were set to kill. He threw the letter in Hoberman’s face.

“Get out.”

“That letter hasn’t been sent yet, but it will be the moment I leave without your agreement.”

“I said get out.”

“You don’t really want that—”

David’s hand dived into his pocket and out again with the gun cocked. “Oh, I don’t?” He aimed directly between Hoberman’s eyes. David advanced in step as the frightened man backed toward the door.

“Sir?” Benjamin said. Both bodyguards had their weapons out and levelled. “Do we fire?”

“No!”

David kept his eyes firmly on Hoberman. “Tell them to drop their guns, George.”

“They won’t do that.”

“Tell them!”

“They won’t do it! For goddess’ sake, you’re a shifter! They won’t disarm for me or anyone! We’ll leave. Benjamin, Thomas, meet me at the car.”

“We can take him down, sir.”

“I have him, dead on. No way he’s walking,” Thomas said with a feral grin.

“You were assigned to me. Follow my orders and meet me at the car!”

The one named Benjamin made a patting gesture in the air as if to calm David, and raised his gun until he was aiming at the ceiling. The strange thing, David thought, was that he was already calm. Here he was threatening to shoot a man, yet he felt completely calm and hyper alert.

Benjamin backed through the door first followed by Thomas. Hoberman edged into the hall and out the front door.

“You’re making a mistake, David.”

He kept his gun aimed but he stayed inside. He didn’t want to be seen. “Maybe, but it’s mine to make.”

“Alex Brauer won’t stand by you. He can’t, not if he wants to remain at Mercy.”

“Let me tell you something about Alex Brauer; he’s a better man and a better doctor than you’ll ever be. If you do anything to hurt him or his work, I swear I’ll come for you.” Whatever Hoberman saw in his eyes had the man backing hard and running for the car.

He slammed his door and sighed. “Damn the man.” He carefully released the hammer on his gun and dropped it back into his pocket. “That didn’t go well.”

We don’t like him.

David snorted. “Nothing to like there and that’s certain.”

Back in the lounge, he found himself unable to sit still. Hoberman’s letter had unsettled him and it had created another dimension to his fear; fear of his new nature, fear of what it meant, fear of Georgie, and now the fear that his career in medicine was indeed over just as Jan had guessed would happen. Hoberman’s letter hadn’t pulled any punches. If he sent it to the Governor as he had threatened to do, and David didn’t doubt that he would, the Governor would act. He wouldn’t have a choice. No politician could afford to risk the fallout that would rain on him when AML’s Doctor Shifter story went public.

“Sedona’s tits!” he snarled not even wincing at the blasphemy.

He hadn’t hidden his new status as a shifter, but Hoberman’s letter made it seem that he had done just that and was doing so for some nefarious purpose. He had no idea what that purpose might be, and Hoberman hadn’t bothered to make one up, but the media wouldn’t care about that. When the story came out, all hell would break loose and he wasn’t the only one liable to get hurt. There was Alex and Jan to consider.

“Damn,” he said realising what he had to do. He felt like howling, it hurt that much, but he wouldn’t let Hoberman and AML win. There was only one way to prevent it, and that was to resign his position at Mercy.

He crossed the room to his link trying to suppress the grief his decision caused him. He was choked up and very near tears when Alex answered.

“Brauer,” Alex said sounding harried.

“Alex, its David.”

“David! How’s the diet working out?”

“Fine—a little too much meat if you ask me, but fine. My weight has stopped dropping.”

“That’s good. Anaemia among new shifters is darn common, David. They don’t realise how important meat can be to their iron intake, not to mention the increase in selenium. Meat is best for that, and then there’s your new nature to consider. You’ll find yourself becoming more and more reluctant to eat vegetables, but you should make yourself eat at least some. Fruit as well. Apples are good, and most shifters I know seem to like them; not oranges for some reason. I know it’s not a very satisfying explanation, but you need to eat larger portions and more regularly.”

“I know, and I am. Listen Alex, Hoberman stopped by a while ago.”

“Oh?” Alex said in a deceptively mild voice. “What did he want?”

“He wanted to recruit me for AML.”

Silence.

“Alex? Are you still there?”

“I’m here. He came right out and said that’s what he wanted?”

“Well, he didn’t say he wanted to recruit me for AML, you’re right, but they do want to use me.”

Alex sighed tiredly. “That sounds more like them.”

“True. He wanted my support in the coming election and threatened me with dismissal from Mercy if I didn’t give it.”

“An empty threat,” Alex said angrily.

“Not so empty. He wrote to the Governor, even showed me the letter he plans to send. You’ll probably hear from him soon.”

“I see.”

“I’m going to resign, Alex. I would appreciate it if you could arrange the details for me. I don’t think I want to come in and see the others. I want you to say that I resigned immediately we knew I was infected. That might embarrass Hoberman and his friends. We can hope.”

A heavy sigh came down the line. “If I thought we could win by fighting this, I would not hesitate. You know that don’t you?”

“I know it. We would lose the moment the news broke.”

Another sigh. “What do you plan to do now?”

“I don’t know, I haven’t thought that far ahead. I have a little money saved, and I can always cash in my investments. I don’t think I should worry about my retirement anymore, you know? I guess I’ll be okay for a while. I can sell my car, and rent an apartment.”

“I meant about Hoberman. He won’t leave it; you have to know that. Even if he wanted to, his AML masters won’t let him.”

David shivered at the certainty in Alex’s voice. “There are two of them in a car outside. You don’t think they’ll come after me do you?”

“Those two? Probably not, someone might have noticed them watching your house, but they will send someone eventually, David. You watch the news, you know what goes on.”

He quickly crossed the room and peered outside. The car was still there, nothing had changed. “You’re right. I need to drop out of sight for a while.”

“You could use my spare room.”

“Thanks, but that will be one of the first places they’ll look.”

“Jan then?”

He shivered at the thought of putting his friend in the line of fire. “The same goes for her. She’s going to be upset when she hears about all this. She’ll want to help, but I can’t allow it. I’m not involving either of you. It’s too dangerous.”

“Who then?”

“I wish I knew. My sister lives in Baltimore, but I don’t intend leaving the city. I want… I need to find Georgie, and anyway, Hoberman knows about her. I’ll think of something, don’t worry.”

“Be careful, just be careful. Will you?”

“I’ll be careful,” he said, but really, how careful could he be when he planned on confronting a shifter and possibly killing her?

“Bye.”

“Goodbye Alex.”

* * *



6 ~ On the Run

They came for him in a shower of breaking glass.

Four black clad and masked figures charged into David’s bedroom and fired their weapons. The bed was ripped and chewed as thousands of needle-like projectiles hissed across the room to tear into the motionless form in the bed.

“Check him,” one of them said when silence again fell.

“You check him!” another said, the voice was that of a woman.

The masked face turned slowly and his gun followed. “Check. Him.”

“Okay! No need to get nasty about it.” She edged carefully forward and yanked the covers off the bed to reveal more shredded pillows. “Oh crap,” she hissed and turned a full circle with her weapon ready.

“Where is he?” a third man said pushing his back into the corner and looking fearfully around the room. He flicked his flashlight at the door and kept it there. “Downstairs?”

“How the bloody hell should I know, Brad?”

“No names!” the leader hissed sharply. He eyed the shredded pillows. “He could be waiting down there, and ready for us. Two, take Three and check out the bathroom across the hall. Four, you stick with me. Clear?”

The woman nodded and moved to shadow her leader.

David was running, his paws flew over the frozen snow barely touching down before lifting again. He dove through the undergrowth, his fur easily protecting him from the clawing branches.

Manthings come, brother.

The mountains called him home. He smelled a storm on the wind, saw it in the clouds, heard it in the quiet scurrying of life surrounding him. It was close now. He might not reach the den in time. The others would be there by now; he had to hurry to them. The pack needed him.

Manthings come, brother. We must leave this place.

The trees sped by in a blur. His breath smoked white as he panted into the wind of his passage. He grinned into the wind and his tongue lolled out. He was close to his limit, but he would not slow. Being caught in the white this far from his den would be death. He turned at almost full stretch, his tail held out behind him for balance, his body bending almost double in an effort to avoid the ravine. He made it by the narrowest of margins. He was almost there, almost—

“Home,” he gasped and spilled his coffee. “Shit…” he hissed mopping the stain on his pants.

He must have fallen asleep in the chair. He remembered packing an overnight bag and sitting down to watch his watchers. He had planned to slip away after dark leaving a little present in his bed upstairs.

Manthings come, we must leave!

“What?” He froze at the sound of someone upstairs. He leapt to his feet and looked toward the window. “They’re here?”

We must go!

He was across the room and holding his bag without conscious thought. He was already reaching for the door handle when he realised what had happened and he shivered in fright. He hadn’t been in control, someone else—something else had been. He fought the urge to open the door knowing if he did so he was dead. They were watching.

“Nothing… maybe… downstairs?”

He gasped spinning toward the noise. Someone was coming downstairs. There was more than one, maybe two or even three of them. He concentrated on the sound all the while trying to fend off Mist as the wolf fought to reach for the door handle again. There were four, he was sure it was four.

“We can’t go out there. They will see us,” he whispered. “Mist, they’ll see us!”

Let me out, I will protect us. They won’t see us!

He didn’t know what to do. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

We must go!

He felt the change beginning and tried not to fight it, but his fear made that hard. Mist’s anxiety seemed to lend the wolf strength, and David found himself almost a spectator in his own body. His eyes were burning, and he grunted as a cramp hit him in the belly. He fell to his knees trying not to scream at the agony. They would hear. He kicked off his shoes and tried to release his belt instinctively knowing it was needful. His heart was thundering in his chest, and the pain in his joints was indescribable. He shrieked silently as his bones dislocated and changed. His mind was lost in the burning agony as muscles stretched and tore only to re-knit themselves moments later into new patterns. His face erupted into a muzzle filled with teeth and his pants bulged and tore as they succumbed to his changed body. His stomach shifted within him and his heart thundered as it moved to accommodate his new physique. His kidneys, his liver—everything was moving and burning. Fur covered him in seconds and his ears lengthened. Claws scrabbled desperately at the wood of the floor trying to find purchase.

“In the lounge!” A voice yelled. “He’s in the lounge!”

Mist climbed shakily to his feet and shook himself from nose to tail. He cocked his head at the voices approaching. He had learned from his brother what the manthing noises meant, but it was he and not David that was listening now. It was hard to understand the words without David’s thoughts to listen to. He took a few steps toward the door and stilled again. Strange scents filled the room and they confused him. His ears weren’t fooled though. There were four manthings coming and they meant to hurt David. He wouldn’t allow that. David was his pack.

The pack is good, the pack is all.

Mist leapt upon the first one as he entered the room. The man barely had time to shout before his breath was stopped. Mist clamped his jaws down on his throat and squeezed. Hot and foul tasting blood poured into his mouth and made him want to gag. Manthings tasted disgusting, almost as bad as they smelled. He shook the man once to be sure then dropped him in time to attack the next one just entering the room.

This one was smaller, but Mist was taken by surprise by her speed and fell heavily as she fired her weapon. The pain made him snarl and snap at his side, but the anger of being hurt by one so puny brought him up and lunging at the woman’s leg. He clamped down and blood spurted once again, but he couldn’t get a firm hold and she kicked him off with the other leg.

“Arghhh he got me! The bastard got me!”

Mist lunged again, and managed a better hold, on an arm this time. The weapon skittered across the floor and reduced the woman to kicking and flailing to no good purpose. Mist ignored the kicks and concentrated on ripping her arm off. He was well on his way to succeeding when her friends arrived and opened fire.

The window, out the window!

Mist didn’t need David’s advice, but he took it. When you can’t fight, run. When you can’t run, hide. That was the way. He dashed across the room and leapt through the window breaking the glass with a crash. He landed in the bushes and lost his bearings for a moment, but the voices from within the house lent him a sense of direction.

“Kill her.”

“Don’t! Brad we’re friends,” the woman’s pain filled voice panted.

“Sorry girly girl, but you’ve been bitten. You know what that means.”

Braaaap! Braaaap!

Mist leapt the fence and ran straight at an oncoming car. Another leap and he was scampering over the hood and away down a side road.

Where are we going?

We should hide, but not here. They will come; we killed some of their pack. They will come.

They aren’t like you—us. They don’t think as we do. They won’t come unless they’re sure they can kill us without being seen.

Cowards.

Yes they are. They will come when we least expect, when we think we’re safe.

Mist loped along conserving energy. His side hurt and he wanted to lick the wound, but stopping now seemed too soon. They might not chase him, but he wouldn’t take the chance. He slowed to a pained walk and turned down an alley. He stopped to scent the air and listen. There were manthings close, but they did not smell of burning metal things and fear like those others. These just smelled bad like manthings always did. He walked on.

“Here now, nice doggy!”

Mist turned to watch the old man approach. He was slow and frail, no threat. He reached out, but Mist stepped back and grinned at him—not a friendly greeting. The hand withdrew very fast.

“Nice doggy?”

Mist snorted and dodged by. There were many manthings living in the alleys. Mist avoided them when he could, scared them off when he could not. He was looking for a place to stop, somewhere to make his den for the night. He was still bleeding and in pain, he was limping worse than before. There were many places he could hide in, but most had manthings in them already. Everywhere smelled bad. There were no trees, or grass, or flowers. There were no hills, or valleys, or caves to hide in. There was only the smell of rotting things and manthings overlaid by the stink of their weakness. How could they live like this, why didn’t they go up into the mountains where the air was clean?

We, men I mean, live in cities. These people are poor and unwanted. They live here because they have nowhere else to go.

No pack?

No.

Then they should go away to die in dignity. When we can no longer hunt, when we hurt the pack by lingering on, it is time to die.

That is not man’s way.

Our way is better.

Mist stopped suddenly and scented the air. A shifter had been this way in his manthing form. With nose to the ground, he circled the place widening his search until he had a direction to follow. He dashed to the end of the alley in excitement. A wolf had passed not long ago, and with her was her mate. He hesitated to follow the scent, but to meet others like him sent a pang of loneliness through him. He could feel David’s excitement at meeting others like them and that decided the matter. He stepped warily out of the alley and followed the scent keeping close to the walls of the buildings hoping the shadows there would hide him from the pitifully weak manthing eyes. To wolf eyes, the night was full of shades of black and grey and not too dark to see, but to a manthing it would be pitch dark with only the occasional car headlight to break up the unremitting blackness.

Twice Mist lost the scent and had to backtrack. It confused him to lose the scent so easily. It should not have happened, but the jumble of human scents almost blotted out the one he needed to follow. The smell of manthings and their vehicles fouled the air—rubber, and oil, and hot metal things that Mist barely understood, but David knew them and therefore so did he. He found the scent again by running back and forth over the route she had used. The She had marked her territory by constantly using the same path to her den. There was layer upon untold layer of scent that told him much about her. She was fully adult and no longer in her prime, but she was still strong in body—a matriarch of the pack and wise. The She wouldn’t be high in the pack, but neither would she be low. 

Mist was limping badly by the time he turned into another alley and found his quarry. She was growling low in her throat and standing defensively before a manthing. He had been right; the grey in her fur was testament to her age. He was stronger than she, and therefore dominant, but this was her territory to protect. She had a right to what was hers and she obviously claimed the manthing too.

“I seek sanctuary, pack mother,” Mist said in the language of wolves. It felt good to speak to another of his kind. 

Her ears pricked up and she cocked her head. “I am Onida, this is my place. You trespass.”

“I am Mist.”

“Who hunts you?”

“Manthings; they came to my den to kill me.”

“Do they come here now?”

Mist settled painfully to the ground. “No, but I need to hide, and regain strength for the hunt.”

“Onida, are you sure he’s friendly?” the manthing said. He smelled of fear and of... love? Love for Onida?

Onida looked up at her manthing then trotted forward. She thrust her face into Mist’s ruff in greeting; he did the same with her. She smelled good, like a cold winter’s day.

Onida trotted back to her manthing and together they set off up the alley. “My mate will heal your hurts; follow.”

Mist struggled painfully to his feet and followed a few paces behind. Their destination wasn’t far. He followed them up a short flight of steps and through a door that Onida’s manthing unlocked for them. Mist found himself in a huge kitchen. He knew what the manthings were, but the smell of food would have told him without those. Onida trotted through an open door while her manthing locked up again. Mist followed her as she led him up a long flight of stairs and into a room on the second floor.

The manthing hesitated at the door. “Onida?”

“Let George tend your hurts,” Onida said and sat to watch.

Mist was doubtful, but he was in Onida’s den. He dropped to his belly and lay on his side. It was more of a relief than he liked to think about. He didn’t understand why it still hurt. It burned and he wanted to lick it, but it was out of easy reach.

“This doesn’t look too bad,” George said parting the fur carefully. “Hmmm. This should have healed on its own.”

Onida got up and sniffed the wounds in Mist’s side. Her tongue darted out to taste the blood still seeping from them, and she jumped back with a yelp. She shook her head trying to get the taste out of her mouth.

“Silver?” George said grimly and Onida whined. She was still chewing at the air trying to rid herself of the taste. “The bastards meant business, he won’t heal like this. I have to get whatever they used out of him, but it’s going to hurt like a bitch. He can’t change if it is silver, and we can’t leave it—he’ll be dead in a day from silver poisoning.”

Mist listened in growing puzzlement, but David understood what it meant. Silver would kill them, that was easy enough to understand, but David had not known that it would prevent them from changing form. Their joining was new to both of them. Mist closed his eyes and tried not to snap at George as he poked and prodded with his fingers.

“I can feel them in there, but I can’t get them. I’ll need your help, Onida. I need Cassie.”

Onida trotted out of the room.

“Don’t worry; she’ll be back in a minute. She has to change.”

Cassie returned few minutes later and immediately took charge of Mist. She lifted his head into her lap and held him there.

“This will hurt,” she said looking directly into Mist’s eyes. “It will hurt really bad. If you must bite, bite me. If you bite George, I’ll kill you. Do you understand?”

Mist whined.

“Here goes,” George said and pushed his pocketknife deeply into the wound.

Mist howled at the new pain and scrabbled to get away. Cassie held him down with all her strength, but he was stronger. He snapped and snarled and almost threw her off, but David was fighting him, helping Cassie against him.

“I think I’ve got it. I’ve got it!”

Mist collapsed back to the floor panting and whining, but already he could feel the difference. The burning was less.

“Ready for the next?”

“Go ahead, I’ve got him.”

Mist yelped, but it didn’t hurt as much as last time. He didn’t fight so hard. The burning was replaced by the natural itchiness of a healing wound. He snuffled at his fur and licked the place he could reach, but he was too exhausted to do more. He collapsed back to the floor.

Let me out, and you can rest.

Mist agreed and let go with a sigh of relief. It was like falling into dreams for him, while for David it was waking to a nightmare of pain as the change took hold. He couldn’t help crying out this time. The wounds in his side stretched and tore open as his muscles changed and realigned from a four footed critter into a two footed one.

He opened his eyes and groaned. Something wasn’t right. “My hands.”

“Concentrate,” Cassie said urgently. “You must complete the change. Think about your feet, five toes not four. Come on, you can do it.”

“So tired.”

“If you don’t finish now you’ll regret it. Believe me, I know you’re exhausted, but it will hurt a hundred times worse tomorrow.”

He looked down and imagined he saw his feet as they had always been. Slowly the huge paws at the end of his very human looking legs shrank with a cracking of bones and more pain. His hands had five fingers; that was right, but the fingernails looked like Mist’s blunted wolf claws. He concentrated and they slowly reformed.

“Good. Can you stand?”

He coughed and winced at the pain in his side. He clapped a hand to his ribs and groaned. He ached all over. “I think so.”

“Get up and walk. We can worry about your eyes later.”

“My eyes?”

“Later I said. Make sure everything is working properly, you have to make certain you do it right the first few times. It takes practise. I remember waking up with a tail once—”

George chuckled. “I remember that.”

Cassie scowled. “It wasn’t funny. It hurt like hell.”

“Here,” George said offering David a robe. “I don’t need the competition if you know what I mean?” His eyes flicked down then back to David’s eyes. He grinned.

David blushed and thrust his arms into the robe and quickly belted it to cover his nakedness. Cassie sighed, but she was fighting not to laugh at his blushes.

“You’re new aren’t you?”

He nodded. “I’m David. This was my first time.”

“Your first change?” Cassie said. “I’m sorry. The first time is always hard, something about changing against your will makes it worse than if you change voluntarily.”

“I changed on purpose. AML sent people to murder me. I had to change to get away.”

“But you said this was your first time,” George said glancing uneasily at Cassie. “Your first change is always involuntary.”

“Always?”

“Always has been as far as I know and I know quite a bit,” Cassie said with certainty. She shook her head. “That can wait; you need rest and time to heal. You can use our spare room and we’ll talk some more tomorrow.”

“Will you teach me what you know?”

“Tomorrow,” Cassie said firmly and George led David away.

* * *


7 ~ Lost Souls

“So you’re saying there’s something wrong with me?” David said and took another mouthful of Cassie’s excellent Cajun Lamb.

She shook her head. “I’m saying there’s something different about your relationship with Mist, something very right if what I believe is true. Look, when a shifter is made it’s always the result of violence. Even those of us born with lycanthropy have an attack in our mother’s past to blame it on. The bond with our beasts reflects that. Danger, fear, anger, blood—violence or any strong emotion can trigger the change, and the first change is always involuntary because of that. Our beasts always come out to protect us.”

“You said my first change was unusual.”

“Because you chose it, it wasn’t forced on you. What do you know of natural wolves?”

David shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Our wolf form doesn’t make us natural wolves. We may look like a natural wolf, though we’re usually much larger, but we aren’t wolves. We are a mixture. Wolves are pacifists you know?”

“I’m not sure I follow. I’m sure I’ve read of wolves attacking people.”

“It’s very rare. A wolf will always run away from a confrontation if it can and will only fight if cornered. Dogs are different. They can be vicious and will fight each other to the death, but wolves don’t do that. There was a story a few years back of a wolf hand reared by a man and his family. The wolf regarded them as his pack including the family pets—a pair of Alsatians. The story goes that these two dogs got into a fight over something and the wolf became very distraught. He was shaking and whining with his tail tucked—he just didn’t understand. Eventually he grabbed one of the dogs by the tail and physically pulled him off the other.”

“Your point being?”

“The point I’m trying to make is this: don’t be fooled by appearances. A natural wolf wouldn’t come anywhere near us. We may look like wolves in our other forms, but we are not wolves. We fight and kill over things no wolf would understand or be interested in. Our human side curses us with feral natures.”

His eyebrows climbed. “Our human side does? I would have thought the opposite.”

“No. Wolves are very social creatures; they never fight among themselves. Shifters do, all the time.”

David nodded thoughtfully. Wolves were innocent creatures that had no concept of good and evil—those concepts were labels put on the world by man to explain it.

“David... when you talk to Mist...”

“Go on.”

Cassie took a deep breath and tried again. “This is considered very rude among us. Rude is too mild a term for it. Asking personal questions is considered wrong because we can sense so much about each other that asking for more is an unwanted invasion of what little privacy we have. Our relationships with our beasts are very personal.”

In his mind’s eye, he saw Mist yawn widely and close his eyes. “I understand. I have no problem with you asking, and I know Mist doesn’t care.”

“Just so you know not to ask others without invitation. When in wolf form, can you... I mean do you...” she sighed and rushed on. “Do you remain in contact with Mist?”

“Yes.”

Cassie gaped. “You do?”

“Of course. Why, is that unusual?”

“Let me be sure we understand each other. You can talk aloud—or silently in your head—to Mist and he responds with images in your mind. Correct?”

“Sometimes,” David agreed. “Mostly we just talk. He’s shown me memories using pictures, but it was more like a dream. It was as if I were him.”

Cassie stared silently.

David fidgeted under her scrutiny. “What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing is wrong with it, it’s marvellous!”

“It is?”

“Yes! It means you have a very strong bond with your beast. Onida says very little. She sends strong images to me, but she rarely forms them into words.”

“When I fought with AML at home, I was Mist,” he explained. “We were one, not two people—I was him all the way. Later, I sort of drifted and watched as we escaped. We talked a little, and then Mist found your scent.”

Cassie looked excited for a moment but then her face went blank. She was talking to Onida. “When I change, Onida is completely in control. I can’t do anything but wait for my turn. I’m lucky, because she never forces her way out, but I know she could if she chose. Her will is stronger than mine and that’s normal for most of us, but not for you it seems.”

He didn’t mention his aborted struggle for control when he realised AML had come to kill him. He wasn’t sure now whether he could have held out against Mist when he was determined to come out and fight. “But what does it all mean?”

“It means you have strong Presence—power enough to rival the strongest of us. Certainly you have enough to match anyone I’ve ever met. You might have problems when you meet others like us.”

“What kind of problems?”

“You’re alpha. Do you know what that means?”

David shook his head. 

“It means you’ll be dominant within the pack structure. How dominant depends on how strong the others are. Alphas are pack leaders, David. You can be a pack leader.”

“But I don’t care about that. All I want is to work with Alex at Mercy.”

“He told you what he found at your place. They wrecked it,” Cassie said shaking her head in sympathy. “Do you really think AML will leave you alone and let you go back to your old life?”

Alex was the one who notified the police of the break in. He had dropped by to talk and found the windows smashed. When he went inside, he found that someone had trashed the place. Luckily, the AML lunatics had taken their dead friends with them to hide their involvement. Lying made David feel guilty, but it was better for Alex. He had made up a story about escaping his attackers without a fight. Alex had readily accepted the story and was kind enough to bring a few things from home for him. Cassie and George had liked him right off, and so did Onida.

“Probably not, but I can hope.”

“Hope is a fine thing, but you’re a shifter now. There’s only one thing you need to think about and that’s survival. AML isn’t the only thing you need to be wary of. Almost anyone you meet on the streets will curse you or worse if they learn what you are, so you have to hide it, but you can’t hide it from another shifter. The strength of your bond with Mist is a good thing. It might be all that stands between you and them soon.”

David nodded grimly and tried to ignore Mist who was grinning toothily and sending amusement to him.

Cassie waved a hand at his plate. “Have you finished? There’s more if you want it.”

“It was delicious, but I can’t eat another bite.”

She stood and took the empty plate away. “Not for an hour or two anyway.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that part.”

“You will. It takes time to adjust. You should know something about that being a doctor.”

“Knowing it and living it are two different things.”

“Very true,” George said just then entering. “Cassie said much the same.” He wandered over to his wife who was wiping down the kitchen counter and gave her a quick kiss. He turned to David and held out the package. “I got it.”

David stood and took it. “Thanks for this.”

“You sure you want to go through with it?”

He unzipped the dust jacket and fingered what it contained. “What, the Tux?”

George’s grin was brief. “Not the suit. I meant what you intend to do with it.”

“I don’t see that I have much choice. Ronnie knows who Georgie is and I need to know that. Besides, with AML after my blood I can’t stay here. Maybe Ronnie will help me figure something out.”

“I still say you can stay with us,” Cassie said. George hesitated but nodded his agreement after a moment.

“It’s kind of you,” he said knowing George was right to hesitate. “But it’s too dangerous. If they find me here, it could get really nasty. It’s better that I go.”

“A hotel?”

“A public place seems a good idea right now, so yes at first. Later, who knows? Maybe Ronnie will put me up.”

David stepped into the club full of trepidation. He had no idea what to expect, and from the strange looks he was receiving, he had already made some kind of social gaff. He would like to say the hell with it and leave, but that wasn’t really an option. AML wanted his head on a platter, and none of his friends wanted anything to do with him any longer. Only Alex and Jan had stood by him, and he didn’t want to put them in danger.

So the club.

It was slap bang in the centre of the waterfront district quaintly called Monster Central by locals. It was both an excellent and a terrible location depending on your point of view. For the owners, who were themselves monsters, it was very lucrative and an excellent place to do business. For the non-humans who were too poor to move out, it was the centre for shifter revelry and therefore a bad place to live close to. Very few humans dared to enter. Those that did were special in some other way. Maybe they had been invited by a shifter, or perhaps married to one though that was rare. Or maybe they had come looking for a thrill. If the latter, all they would likely find was a great deal of fear and pain.

He wasn’t here for entertainment, no matter how thrilling it might be. He was looking for Ronnie, hoping she could help him learn about himself and those like him. He needed her. She knew who Georgie was and where she was likely to be found. He wanted to know that most of all.

Upon entering, he found a subtly lit club full of people enjoying themselves. He watched with eyes wide in amazement. Stepping into the club was like stepping back in time. Lost Souls was a club trying to remember days gone by—no, not trying. It had brought them fully into the here and now. 

He stood just inside the main area near the doors trying to sort out all the scents. Unnoticed by him, the two very large gentlemen across the way had picked him out from the crowd as somebody to watch. Their senses were highly attuned to the smell of trouble, and to them he positively reeked of it. The air almost seemed to hum with power. David stood utterly still as it washed over him making short hairs stir on his neck. He had never felt anything like it. 

“You gonna stand there all day?”

David murmured an apology and stepped out of the doorway. The stranger mumbled something and pushed on by. David stepped up to the chrome railing to clear the door and watch the main floor below. To right and left of him were stairs curving down to the main area below. The pushy stranger was half way down. He watched him move among the tables and find his seat. He was meeting friends.

David sighed. He remembered friends. They were good to have and he missed them, but they had proven a thing to him these past weeks that he couldn’t forget... or forgive. They had proven that friendship was not strong enough to cross the gulf between what they were and what he had become.

He forced his thoughts away from the hurt and back onto what he was here to achieve. Lost Souls was a nightclub, but it couldn’t be more unlike his expectations if it tried. The round tables were covered in glaring white tablecloths, and upon each there was a small lamp. Most of the tables were occupied by men and women wearing their finery and enjoying their wine. A large area had been set aside as a dance floor, and there were a good number of people swaying slowly to the music supplied by a live orchestra. Upon the stage, a woman in a long sequined gown stood before an antique microphone and sang her heart out.

The bar was popular, and he decided it was a good place to start his quest. Maybe someone would recognise Ronnie’s description. He made his way down to the bar where two women were serving drinks. There was plenty of demand; shifters were heavy drinkers. He waited his turn to order, which seemed to surprise the other patrons, but some of them looked a little rough and he saw no reason to antagonise them by jumping the line.

His turn finally came. “Scotch.” he said and the woman began fixing his drink. “Listen, I’m trying to find a friend of mine.”

“Oh?” the woman said handing him a glass.

It was full to the brim. He carefully raised the glass and drank the first inch rather than spill it. It seemed that shifter clubs used bigger measures. He hadn’t asked for a triple, but that’s what she had given him.

“Her name’s Ronnie. I really need to—”

“I don’t know her,” she said hastily.

He knew she was lying—he just knew, and by the frightened look she gave him, she knew it too. “I just need to talk to her. Just talk, that’s all.”

“I can’t help you. Please don’t hurt me. I can’t tell you!”

He gaped in astonishment. “I’m not going to—hey!” he called after the terrified woman as she dodged by her co-worker and out of sight.

“What did you say to her you bastard?”

“I didn’t say anything! I don’t know what’s the matter with her. I only asked her to help me find a friend.”

“What friend?” she asked suspiciously.

“Her name’s Ronnie...”

The woman paled and backed away.

“What’s wrong with you people?”

“Get out of here,” the frightened woman said. “Hurting me won’t get you what you want. I don’t know where she is. Tell Georgie she can lick my tail before I’ll help her.”

“But I don’t understand!” he said as the second bar tender disappeared.

It was then that he noticed he was in trouble. The seemingly innocent patrons waiting their turn at the bar were watching him with angry faces. Golden eyes and snarling lips surrounded him suddenly, and he had no idea why.

“I need to find a woman. Her name’s Ronnie.”

“Get out. You’re not wanted here!”

He turned to the speaker. “But you don’t understand. I need to find her.”

“I understand enough. You’re not welcome here. Tell Georgie we won’t give her up.”

 “But—” something slammed into his head and sent him into oblivion.

He awoke in darkness, disorientated and bound tightly hand and foot. He couldn’t feel his fingers.

“Hello?” he said into the dark.

“Hello yourself,” a woman’s voice said.

“Ronnie? It is Ronnie isn’t it?”

“You know me?”

“We met briefly.”

“It must have been. I don’t recognise your scent.”

He would have been excited if not for the bonds. He knew his senses were more acute, but he hadn’t realised that he should recognise people using his nose. It made sense though. Wolves and other animals had a heightened sense of smell. He was learning already.

“Can you untie me?”

“No,” another voice said, a man this time, and Ronnie didn’t object.

“Some light then?”

For an answer, Ronnie turned one on and David was able to look around a little more. He was bound with chains and lying upon the floor of a comfortably appointed room. Ronnie was just taking her seat again. The source of the other voice belonged to a man sitting comfortably across from her. He was wearing an expensive suit and seemed to radiate power.

“A mage?” David guessed.

The man smiled. “No.”

“What then?”

“Something else. Why don’t you tell me?”

David frowned. His eyes flicked around the room not settling on any particular thing. He realised that there were no windows. He couldn’t tell if it was still night out. Ronnie was staring at him with a puzzled frown upon her face. A rich earthy scent rolled over him from her and Mist stirred.

A strong She, Mist said with approval.

David had seen her fighting Georgie. She was very strong indeed. He turned his attention back to his host—it seemed obvious that he and not Ronnie ruled here.

“A vampire?”

“Call me Stephen.”

“Just Stephen? No other name?”

“Not right now. You have upset my friend.”

“That was not my intention.”

“No?”

“I came to find her. I need her help.”

“I don’t know you,” Ronnie said.

“I told you. We met only briefly—well, you met my car actually.”

Ronnie didn’t laugh at his attempt at humour. “That was you?”

“You tried to save me—”

“Not you. I wasn’t fighting to save you. Georgie was after me.”

“I know, but she got me instead.”

“Ah,” Stephen said. “Things become clearer. You are newly changed. That explains some matters.”

“Like what?” he said suspiciously.

“Like the reason you dared enter my domain without first asking my permission.”

“You own Lost Souls?”

“Among other things, yes.”

“And I was supposed to ask permission to enter? Entrance by invitation only is it?”

Stephen smiled. “For you it would have been. Not for others.”

“I don’t understand. Why me and not others?”

“You have power,” Ronnie explained. “You will learn that in our world power over others is everything.”

“Exactly so,” Stephen nodded in approval. “Your unannounced visit could have been a prelude to an attack upon me or my interests.”

“You have reason to expect an attack? Who would do that—AML?”

“They are the most prominent and the most likely right now, but there are others.”

“AML are hunting me.”

“AML hunt us all,” Ronnie corrected.

“That may be,” David said, starting to feel annoyed with her attitude. “But they’re after me in particular. They want to use me against the rest of you.”

“And how do you know that?”

“I overheard a conversation.”

“It explains some of their actions of late,” Stephen said thoughtfully. “Something has stirred them up.”

“Me,” David said. “Doctor Hoberman is one of them. He knows about my change and he doesn’t like shifters—us.”

“Not many do,” Ronnie said. “They’re afraid of us and what we can do.”

“And they should be,” Stephen said.

“Hoberman isn’t afraid. He feels that humans and monsters—as he calls them—should live apart.”

“I doubt that’s all he wants.”

“Probably not. He has powerful friends and he doesn’t like me. I need help. At least somewhere to hide until I can figure out what to do. I thought—” 

“What?” Ronnie said. “That I would help you out of some kind of human kindness? Think again. I’m not human and neither are you.”

“I didn’t think that far ahead. I thought that if I could find you, you could lead me to Georgie.”

“Ah,” Stephen breathed, his eyes brightening with interest. “Now we come to it. You wish to avenge yourself against Ronnie’s nemesis—the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Is that it?”

“Something like that,” David admitted.

“You would kill her for attacking you. I completely understand that sort of motivation, but what if I were to tell you that Georgie was not your real enemy? What if I were to tell you that your real enemy is the one who orders her? What then?”

“I don’t know. I guess I would have to discuss it with this person, but Georgie first.”

Ronnie was watching him intently—evaluating him. She snorted. “Georgie would kill you.”

David felt his eyes change. “Don’t bet on it.”

Ronnie rose to the occasion. She snarled and her eyes were suddenly golden orbs of pure malevolence.

“Now children, no fighting.”

Ronnie backed off, but her eyes remained hard. “Send him away. He’ll be nothing but trouble.”

“I don’t believe I asked your opinion,” Stephen said mildly before turning his attention back to his guest. “There are some things you should know.”

“Like what for instance?”

“Lost Souls is mine, and Ronnie is mine. All those living and working here are mine.” 

David didn’t like the sound of that. “Yours?”

“Mine. Raymond and Georgie are not welcome here. None of their pack are welcome.”

“What of the others at the bar and at the tables? They can’t all be yours.”

“Of course not. Lost Souls is a place of entertainment. Most of the shifters visiting here belong to their own packs. The others, like Ronnie, have nowhere else to go. They’re mine until I say otherwise.”

“You agreed to this?”

Ronnie remained silent.

“You’re in a different world now, David,” Stephen said. “Ronnie and the others gave themselves to me in exchange for my protection. When you came looking for her, it was assumed that miss Starett—Georgie to you—had sent you.”

“I see,” David said, still trying to come to terms with the way Ronnie had given herself to Stephen. In effect, she was his slave. “Where does that leave me?”

“With choices to make.”

“What choices?” David said suspiciously.

“You can leave here none the worse for your adventure, or you can give yourself to me as the others have done.”

“No.”

“Tell him,” Stephen said simply.

“Give yourself to Stephen or die. Those are your choices.”

“But you said I could leave unharmed!”

“And I keep my word,” Stephen said. “Tell him all of it.”

“If you leave,” Ronnie said. “You will be alone. Georgie will find you. You will never be accepted into a pack.”

“I’m not looking for a pack.”

“A lie,” Stephen said simply.

“The pack is all,” Ronnie said grimly.

David heard the need in her voice and wondered about it. “I admit I’m looking for help, but I don’t need a pack. I’m not an animal. I’m a man, dammit!”

“You are what you are,” Stephen said. “You must accept it and move on. The fact of the matter is you will not be accepted into a pack, but you need one or something as good.”

“Why won’t I be accepted?”

“What do you really know about what you have become?”

“I know enough—”

Stephen sighed. “Your lies become tiresome. You know nothing. If you did, you would have known not to come here without invitation. You would have known why you needed the invitation, and you would have known not to come alone.”

“All right, I know some, obviously not enough.”

“You know enough to get yourself killed,” Ronnie said derisively. “But who else will die? That’s the question.”

“No one has to die,” David protested. “Well, no one but Georgie and not her if she turns herself in.”

Ronnie snorted. “She won’t.”

“The facts are these,” Stephen went on. “A pack is led by the strongest wolf with the next strongest below him and the next below him all the way down to the weakest. You will not be accepted simply because you will not submit. No one will accept someone dominant to them—not easily at least.”

“That’s crazy. Why—”

“Why, why, why!” Ronnie snapped. “Why you? Why me? Why anything?! It doesn’t matter why! It never does. All that matters is surviving the day.”

“It matters to me,” David said stiffly. “I don’t want to live from one day to the next always wondering whether I’ll be breathing tomorrow.”

“It’s just the way it is. There’s no changing it.”

“Who says—you?”

“It’s how it has always been.”

“It’s time we changed it then,” David said, trying to ignore Stephen’s amusement. “What?”

“I was just thinking that you might become an interesting diversion.”

“I’m not here for anyone’s entertainment. If you won’t help me, I’ll find someone who will.”

“Oh, I didn’t say I wouldn’t help you,” Stephen said and Ronnie turned to him in surprise. “You can join my wolves.”

“No,” David snarled. “I’m no one’s slave.”

“As you wish. I will be sorry to hear of your death.”

David scowled. “What, precisely, would be involved?”

“It’s quite simple. In exchange for somewhere safe to stay, you work for me.”

“Work? What work?”

Stephen shrugged. “Whatever I say it is. You will agree to protect me and my property—that includes people like Ronnie here. In exchange, I protect you. It’s the same bargain I offer all my wolves. I assure you I mean it when I say I’ll protect what’s mine.”

David believed that. “What about AML?”

“What of it?”

“They’ll come for me. People might get hurt.”

“David,” Stephen sighed almost sadly. “Haven’t you realised yet? You will never be free of them, just as I will never be free of those wishing me harm. Kill one, and another takes his place—believe me, I know. It’s just the way things are. You must adapt to thinking in terms of survival, just as Ronnie and I do. Only then will you have a modicum of freedom to enjoy life. Never forget what you are. AML won’t.”

“How can I live like that?”

Stephen rose smoothly to his feet. “I’ll leave that for Ronnie to explain.” He turned to leave. “Introduce him to the others and make him aware of what is expected of him.”

“Why me?” Ronnie said sulkily.

Stephen stopped and turned slowly to meet Ronnie’s eyes. She flinched and backed away. “Because I wish it. Do I need another reason?”

“No Stephen, I didn’t mean...” she said and whispered fearfully, “please forgive me.”

Stephen watched her in utter stillness. If he breathed or blinked at all, David couldn’t detect it. Suddenly he was at the door, and David hadn’t seen him move. He couldn’t help gasping. The door clicked shut and he was alone with Ronnie at last.

“Release me, please.”

“I should drop you in the harbour for this,” Ronnie snarled. Her earlier display of meekness was gone as if it had never been.

“What did I do? Look, you’re in this mess because you’re in this mess. I didn’t put you there; you did that before we met.”

“This mess, as you so quaintly put it, is liable to get us both killed. I have enough to do looking out for myself without babysitting you.”

“Fine,” he snapped. He was fast losing patience with her attitude. “Introduce me around and let someone else be burdened.”

“I can’t. You heard Stephen.”

“And you always do what he says I suppose.”

“Always,” Ronnie said with finality. She crossed the room to the desk while he tried to think of a comeback. “I’ll unlock your restraints,” she said turning back with a key.

“Thank you.”

Ronnie unlocked the chains that even a shifter could not break and backed away. David rose smoothly to his feet wincing at the pain of returned circulation.

“Well?”

Ronnie scowled. “This way.”

He followed.

* * *



8 ~ Marie

Marie stood before the full-length mirror in panties and bra trying to decide what to wear. Her legs were long but she couldn’t help thinking that they were too pale, and horror of horrors, she had fat thighs! All the cycling she did, all the working out, had just made them worse. She was sure they were bigger than the last time she checked. She pinched the flesh at her hips and found almost an inch of fat between her fingers. She groaned at this new evidence. It was a good thing Terry had never seen her naked. The only man ever to do that had run away screaming… well, not really. She didn’t know what had happened to him. Martin had just disappeared one night.

Her eyes prickled and she dashed at the tears angrily. She would not cry. She didn’t care what they said about him. She knew he had loved her. He would never just leave as the police insisted. She could imagine all kinds of horrible things happening to him, but not that. She could almost wish that he had dumped her. At least then, she would know he was all right somewhere out there.

She resolutely turned her attention to her appearance. She was determined to have a nice time tonight. It had been too long since she had really enjoyed a night out. The last time was when her father had taken her to the opera to see a recreation of Henry Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas. She loved him for that gesture; she knew he disliked English opera, almost as much as she liked it.

She turned sideways trying to find something to appreciate in her appearance, but her eyes were drawn to her butt—flabby, and her chest—what chest? She sighed. Okay, she had nice hair didn’t she? She grudgingly admitted that she did. It was very fair and had always been easy to work with. It had a natural curl that most people believed came out of a bottle or at least an expensive salon.

Her eyes were a startling green like her mother’s had been—her father said so, and she had to admit that she liked them. Now that she was thinking about it, having a little meat on your bones was fashionable. Her stomach was as flat as anyone could want, and Martin always said he liked looking at her butt. If it was good enough for him, it was certainly good enough for Terry.

She turned away to look at the outfit laid out upon the bed. She had chosen a simple black sleeveless dress with spaghetti straps and square cut neckline. It would reach to mid-thigh, hopefully enough to convince everyone that her thighs were simply generous and not at all fat, of course they weren’t fat!

“Fat thighs, who me?” She snorted imagining the whispers. “You must be thinking of someone else dear.”

She would need to change her bra of course. Showing white straps was so tacky. She had bought a new black under-wire bra with very thin straps just yesterday. She didn’t like the strapless kind. They never felt very secure somehow, and they almost always curled at the edges. She had chosen one with a little extra whammy in the cups. With luck, it would fool everyone into thinking she had a bust to be proud of.

She checked her wristband and noted the time. She had to shower and change before Terry arrived. He would be picking her up soon. She had better hurry.

An hour later she was ready but Terry wasn’t apparently. He was late on their first real date—not a good start. She looked at her wristband for the umpteenth time and sighed. It was half past already. Maybe he was going to stand her up.

Great.

“Miss Stirling?”

Marie turned to find Andrew standing uncertainly at the open door to the lounge. Andrew was her father’s assistant, bodyguard, and general all around lifesaver. Anything her father needed done, Andrew could arrange it. Her father said he was a treasure. He certainly looked like one. He had been a jock in his college years, which going purely by his looks couldn’t have been that long ago, but that was a false impression. She had known him for ages. He never seemed to change to her eyes. His wide shoulders filled the doorway in which he stood—power at rest. He had nice hands. They looked strong and capable of…

She felt her face heating at his regard. She had known him since she was a kid! She shouldn’t be thinking about him like a potential… like he had potential! She wanted badly to pull her dress down to cover her knees. Fat thighs, who her?

“Hey there. I thought you went home, Andrew.”

“No, I’m still here,” he grinned when she chuckled at the obvious. “I’m supposed to ask where you’re going tonight, Miss Stirling.”

“Oh? Did my Dad tell you to ask?”

“He worries.”

She knew that he did worry about her, but she was a grown woman now. She had to admit that she was nervous, and that knowing her father and Andrew were here was comforting, but that was bad. She shouldn’t need comforting like a child all the time. She should be a woman of the new millennium—strong and self-possessed, but she wasn’t. She doubted that strength would ever be part of her nature.

“Terry didn’t say. It’s a surprise.”

“Mister Sayles is known to me, Miss Stirling,” Andrew said and took another step into the room. “You could—”

She held up a hand. “Don’t tell me I can do better, Andrew. In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t have legions of men queueing at my door.”

“I was going to say that you could have asked him before agreeing to this date. Your safety and that of your father is chief among my responsibilities.”

She rolled her eyes in exasperation. “I’ll do that next time, I promise.”

“Thank you, Miss Stirling,” he said gravely.

“Andrew,” she said it almost like a sigh. “How long have you known me?”

“Almost twelve years, Miss Stirling.”

“Twelve years? Don’t you think it’s time you called me Marie?”

“It wouldn’t be proper, Miss Stirling. I’m an employee, nothing more.”

“You could be more. You could be my friend.”

“I would like that, Miss Stirling”

“But?”

“But your father would not take it kindly if he heard me being so forward with you.”

“That’s silly. Elsa calls me Marie, and so does Katrina.”

“With respect, Miss Stirling. The situation is somewhat different between you and them. Your father’s housekeeper is a woman, and so is his office manager.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

Andrew nodded and withdrew. At the door, he hesitated and looked back. “I am, and always have been, your friend. Remember me if you ever need someone to talk to.”

“I will. Thank you, Andrew.”

Andrew left and Marie paced. Would Terry stand her up? No as it turned out. He was just very late. It was a little after eight when Andrew appeared again, this time with Terry in tow.

“Mister Sayles is here to see you,” Andrew said and Terry barged rudely by.

She stood and allowed Terry’s hug. The kiss was quick and without passion, more like her father’s kiss of goodnight. She told herself that she shouldn’t be disappointed. Terry wasn’t Martin and it wasn’t fair comparing them.

Andrew was still standing by the door with a look she hadn’t seen upon his face before. It was disappointment. How dare he be disappointed in her! What right did he have to think anything about her? She fumed for the barest instant but then remembered how kind he had been earlier. She needed kind. Her anger drained away to be replaced by... what? She could almost call it longing if it weren’t so silly. Andrew was Andrew—her father’s shadow. Ever there, ever dependable. He was her friend.

“Where are we going, Terry?” she asked and saw Andrew’s small nod of approval. It warmed her, but then she felt confused. Why was she trying to please Andrew?

“I told you, to a party.”

“I know you did, but where is it? Will I know anyone there?”

“You never know.”

His smile was almost a sneer and suddenly she didn’t want to go. She shook herself firmly. She wasn’t backing out. She had to learn how to be normal—at least how to pretend to be normal. Normal was going out and having fun, not hiding in her room letting the world go by. She didn’t want to be some kind of recluse all her life, but then she realised that she secretly did. She was appalled at that realisation.

I really am crazy.

She glanced at Terry and saw his smile again; it was just a smile not a sneer. Had she even seen it? She was trying to find reasons not to go out with him! “Okay. I like surprises,” she lied.

“That’s good, because you’ll be very surprised tonight.”

Andrew led them toward the door and saw them out. Marie almost stopped and begged off when she saw the look on Andrew’s face, but before she knew it, she was seated in Terry’s car and buckling her seat belt.

“This is going to be great,” Terry said as he drove along the driveway. 

Andrew watched from the door until they were out of sight.

They drove into the city, but Marie didn’t enjoy it. Terry drove too fast and she didn’t like the area they were passing through. Not one bit.

“Where are we going?” she said nervously. She glanced out the car window again. “I don’t like the look of this place.”

“Relax,” Terry said with laughter in his voice. “I won’t let anyone hurt you. I promise.”

She tried to smile, but she couldn’t seem to summon one up. They were driving through a part of the city that she had never entered before, let alone after dark. No one with any sense would come here.

“Do you know where we are?”

“Of course I do, sweetheart. I told you we were invited to a party.”

“So you said, but I expected it to be uptown not down here! Please Terry, this place is dangerous—”

“Not for us, sweetheart, I have an invitation.”

Marie subsided. Terry was a mistake; she knew that now. If she were completely honest with herself, she had known it from the first, but she had wanted… what? Someone for herself, she thought wistfully—someone who would love her and listen to her. Someone who would take charge of her.

She scowled into the night.

Did she really want that? Did she really want to be cared for like a child for the rest of her life? What was wrong with her that she would want that? She knew the answer, but she did not like it. Daddy’s girl—that’s what she was. Martin was right.

Tears threatened as she remembered him. Why had he left her? She had loved him so much, and he had loved her. She was sure he had. They had talked about getting married dozens of times, but then one day he just vanished. The police said there was nothing they could do. Even her dad with all his contacts had failed to find him. Something must have happened to him. He would never have left without her.

“Here we go,” Terry said cheerfully.

“You must be joking!” she said in horror. She stared at the club with wide eyes. “We can’t go in there!”

“Sure we can. I’ve been in dozens of times. It’s the best. They don’t allow just anyone in you know.”

“But it’s a club for—”

“Vamps and shifters? Yeah I know. That’s what makes it so great!” Terry said with excitement heavy in his voice. “Come on.”

Terry climbed out and opened the door for her. Marie reluctantly climbed out and walked with him toward the main entrance of the club. She wanted to hide as they walked straight by the queue of hopeful party-goers. Everyone was glaring at her. She felt so exposed.

There were two very large men standing at the doors. Marie was sure they would stop her entering, but they took one look at her and waved Terry inside. They hadn’t even bothered to check the invitations he clutched so tightly as if fearing someone would steal them.

The interior of the club was something of a surprise, though thinking on it she didn’t know why it should be. She was far from experienced where these kinds of clubs were concerned, she didn’t know what normal was, but surely this quiet elegance wasn’t it. The foyer was plushly carpeted and subtly lit. It was completely free from the crowds of debauched revellers she had expected to find. She had heard all kinds of terrible things about non-humans and what they did for entertainment, but she saw none of those things. There were very few people, and as far as she could tell, none of them were monsters.

She watched a couple talking together and thought they looked perfectly human. She would have sworn they were if asked, but then the man noticed her watching him. He scowled and his friend noticed. She turned to see what had drawn his attention.

She gasped. The woman’s eyes were golden, and so beautiful! They shone with an inner light, and looked so exotic, especially combined with her mixed Asian skin tone and subtly almond shaped eyes.

Terry chuckled. “She doesn’t like you, sweetheart.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Why not? I thought you liked it.”

“I put up with it, I never liked it,” she said angrily. “What is she?”

Terry looked the woman over. “A shifter probably. They like to shock people, you know? Shifters can make grandstanding an art form.”

“I didn’t know they could change just their eye colour like that.”

“The strong ones can. I saw a guy grow a tail once—he was stoned at the time... and that’s another thing—did you know that shifters have to use a ton of the stuff for it to affect them? Can you imagine a shifter with a habit?”

“No,” she said. The thought was too horrible.

“Of course not. They couldn’t afford it!” Terry laughed, but Marie didn’t. He was becoming less funny as time went by.

Terry checked his coat with a woman behind a counter and pocketed the ticket stub she gave him. Marie shook her head at the woman’s enquiring look and kept her shawl, though she didn’t really need it. Holding it in place gave her something to do with her hands. 

“He reserved the best seats in the place for us,” Terry said in satisfaction and waving the invites as if fanning himself.

“Who did?”

“A friend of mine.”

“Is he our host?”

“You might say so. It’s his club.”

Marie followed him toward the inner doors and through them. A strikingly handsome man in a white tuxedo met them on the other side. Terry said his name was Charles and that he was the floor manager. He had marvellously blue eyes that held her gaze and trapped it there. She felt much of her tension leave and a smile appeared on her face. He made her feel so comfortable that she had to wonder why she had been so uneasy before.

Terry spoilt the mood when he embarrassed them both by waving their invitations under Charles’ nose. Charles stepped back a pace and lost eye contact with her. Marie suddenly felt chilled. Goose bumps dotted her arms and she shivered. What in the nine hells was that? Why had she been standing there with a silly grin on her face? 

Charles looked a little disgruntled for a moment, but he was a professional. He took the cards from Terry. He obviously knew who they were and did not really need them, but he showed them to their table without fuss. He was a professional.

“Enjoy your evening.”

Terry waved Charles away, but Charles wasn’t speaking to him. He had again caught her eyes with his. His words seemed to reverberate in her brain until all she could think about was having a good time.

“Enjoy... evening,” she mumbled and blinked awake. “Thank you, I’m sure I shall.”

Charles inclined his head politely and left smiling.

“Seems like a nice man,” she said watching him going back to his place near the doors.

Terry snorted. “You don’t know anything do you?” Before she could even think of becoming angry at his tone, he went on. “Charles isn’t a man, well not anymore. He’s one of the monsters. You know, a vamp?”

“A vampire?” she hissed under her breath. “You led me in here and didn’t warn me? You bastard!”

“Calm down. You knew what you would see in here, and if you didn’t, you should have.”

She scowled at him. She had known, but the club was so nice that she had begun to forget her fears. They were back now in full measure. Her eyes swept the room trying to see just what she had fallen into.

There was music and singing, quiet conversation between patrons, and men and women enjoying their meals—there seemed nothing to fear. A live band was performing to one side of the stage. They were playing a love song better suited to a nineteen thirties music hall than to a club for non-humans. A very tall woman was singing her heart out. She was wearing a backless evening gown cut low in the front that would have been almost indecent in any other setting. It was soft silver in colour—like platinum, and very simple in its lines. Marie doubted she was wearing anything under it, but the woman made it seem more than ample. Her voice was pure gold. She could have been wearing a sack and no one would have cared so long as she didn’t stop singing.

The table to the right had two couples sitting and laughing together. She paled when she noticed the men both had golden eyes. Their companions looked human, but they surely weren’t. No one, man or woman, could possibly be so complacent as to actually date a shifter. Lycanthropy was hideously contagious.

She looked behind her and found Charles with another couple at the door. He was smiling and staring very intently at the woman. Less than a minute went by and the woman started as if just then realising that she’d been daydreaming. The woman rubbed her arms as if she had a chill, just as she had earlier. Charles indicated that they should follow him and led the way to their table. The woman was still dazed. Her companion put an arm around her shoulders and steered her toward their table. 

Terry noticed Marie’s distraction. “It’s his job.”

“What?”

“Charles. Calming the guests is his job.”

“Why didn’t he work his magic on you then?”

Terry shrugged. “I’ve been here before. I didn’t need it. It’s not really magic you know. Clouding minds is part of a vamp’s nature. It’s a kind of a defence mechanism, like those fish that puff up when bigger fish come by. Vamps use it to calm their prey so they can feed in safety.”

She shivered. He’d said prey as if he didn’t care that a vampire’s prey had always been human. Vampires were cannibals when you really analysed them. They denied it of course. They insisted that drinking human blood was not the same as eating human flesh.

Yeah right.

“How come you know so much?”

“I’ve been around. Some of the stuff I’ve seen would turn your hair grey,” he said smugly pleased with himself.

“Terry,” a warm voice said chidingly. “You are frightening my guest.”

And that is a bad thing. 

Marie almost said the words aloud. They seemed appropriate to the mood somehow. She turned to see the most exquisitely handsome man she had ever seen approaching her table. Heads turned throughout the club, and conversations trailed off in mid-word as men and women craned their necks to stare. She didn’t blame them.

He wore his jet-black hair long and loose, it flowed onto his shoulders like a waterfall made of night. His skin was pale and smooth like marble. No one was that perfect, it had to be a trick. She pulled her eyes away from his and focused on his hand where it reached for hers. It was just a hand, but she didn’t want to touch him for fear of what she would discover.

One moment he was gliding to her table, the next he was holding her hand. She gasped at this evidence of his otherness. “Who are you?” How many vampires were wandering loose in the club?

Terry was standing and she hadn’t seen him rise. “Marie Stirling, this is Stephen Edmonton. He’s the owner of Lost Souls and our host this evening.”

Get out, get out, get out.... RUN!

She stared, paralysed with fear. A better description might be fascinated. She was like a deer frozen in the headlights of an oncoming car. Her mind was shrieking, but her body was completely still as if trying to be as small and unnoticed as possible. It knew a predator when it saw one. This beautiful man, this thing, was undeniably a predator.

“Delighted to meet you at last,” Stephen said and lightly brushed her hand with a kiss. “You will not fear me; there is nothing to fear while I am near.”

“Nothing... fear...” she shivered and smiled up at him, but then she caught sight of Terry’s face.

The excitement there was unmistakable and faintly disturbing. His eyes were fevered and a light sheen of sweat gleamed upon his face. She didn’t know what it meant, but he looked as if he’d done something clever and was waiting for his reward like a good dog. She pulled to free her hand, and Stephen allowed it to slip out of his grasp. She had no doubt that had he not allowed it, she would have needed a crowbar to escape. A big one!

She licked her lips. “What are we really doing here?”

Stephen beckoned to a waiter and another chair was brought. He sat as he did everything else—gracefully. “Terry has simply performed a service for me. A favour if you will.”

“A favour? What favour?” She tried to catch Terry’s eyes, but he avoided looking at her. He made to sit, but hesitated when Stephen glanced at him.

“No,” Stephen said simply.

Terry looked confused. “You promised.”

“Leave,” Stephen said without even looking at him. When Terry did not move, he turned and glared. “Now.”

Terry stumbled back as if pushed. He reached a shaking hand to his face and brought his fingers away bright with blood. His nose was bleeding, but there had been no blow.

“You promised.”

“You shall receive your reward. Have I not given my word?” Stephen said and dismissed Terry by turning his attention back to Marie.

Terry retreated. “Thank you, Stephen.”

“Don’t leave me with him!” she pleaded, but Terry ignored her and continued backing away.

“Hush. No harm shall befall you,” Stephen promised.

She believed him, which scared her worse than anything else. Was he using his magic on her? “What did you promise him, and what are you going to do with me?”

“Terry is a minor servant of mine. He has been useful to me in the past, but I think that is coming to an end. A pity.”

He smiled but she noticed how he kept his lips tight. The thought of what he was made her faintly queasy. She ought to be screaming the place down, but she felt calm—she was curious more than anything. That fact would probably scare her later. Why wasn’t she screaming? She found herself leaning forward trying to see his fangs.

Stephen noticed and allowed her to see.

“They’re so tiny,” she said in wonder. “I mean, I’m sure they’re more than adequate—” she broke off in confused embarrassment.

Stephen’s startled laughter rang through the club, and suddenly everyone was beaming in pleasure—including Marie. It was wonderful that he was happy. He should be happy. She wished she could think of something else to make him laugh. Maybe she could—the babbling in her head suddenly cut off as if with a knife. It left her feeling almost dizzy.

“Forgive my indiscretion.”

“I don’t understand.”

He gestured to his patrons who were conversing with their companions as if nothing had happened. “I sometimes leak power. It can lead to embarrassing situations.”

“You leak?” she squeaked.

Stephen grinned. “They felt my delight in you and reacted.” He tilted his head a little and his hair spilled from his shoulder to cover one eye. Marie’s hand twitched and reached toward him of its own will. She wanted to brush it away, but she snatched control of herself and forced it to be still.

Stephen continued as if unaware of her confusion. “I asked Terry to make it possible for us to meet.”

“Why?”

“Would you believe I was curious?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so,” he said approvingly. “What do you know of your father’s business dealings?”

“What has my father to do with this?”

“Humour me.”

“I know that he has interests in a lot of companies, mostly in electronics. Techtron is his though.”

“Techtron is why you are here. Would you like to order food?”

She blinked at the subject change. “I’m not hungry.”

“Some wine perhaps? I have some very fine vintages here, very fine,” he said wistfully. “Let me choose one for you.”

“Just the wine then.”

Stephen gestured to one of the waiters, the same one who had brought his chair earlier, and spoke to him quietly. The waiter seemed surprised by something, but he nodded and left to fetch Stephen’s choice of wine.

“You said Techtron is the reason you invited me here.”

“That’s right. Have you heard of AML?”

“Who hasn’t?”

AML stood for the Anti Monster League. It was an organisation supposedly supported by concerned citizens that saw non-humans as a danger to humanity. Publicly, AML stood for peaceful protest with the aim of segregating all non-humans from human areas. Reservations were AML’s public answer to everything monster related. Privately, AML fanatics could be credited with any number of atrocities against non-humans.

“AML is ready to launch its new campaign.”

“And you think that Techtron is somehow involved? No, you wouldn’t need me for that... you think it’s my father!” she said in outrage.

“Not your father, but someone highly placed in his organisation.” Stephen said appeasing her. “Ah, here is the wine.”

The waiter placed a single glass on the table and then carefully, almost reverently opened the bottle. Marie watched all this in bemusement. She would like to ask what was so special about the wine and the occasion, but she did not want to display her ignorance. Stephen obviously took his wines seriously. She would not spoil it for him.

“Should I pour, sir?”

“No, thank you, Michael, I shall serve the lady. You can go.”

The waiter placed the bottle reverently on the table and excused himself.

Marie was sure she was missing something. Was it unusual for Stephen to sit with a guest, or was it something else? The waiter had left with a strange look on his face—almost amazed.

“I remember wines of such variety and colour that today’s vintners would scarce believe me should I try to describe them. So much has been lost—”

“A lot has been gained though surely?”

Stephen shrugged. “Oh… yes, I suppose so. There are the occasional bright spots. A new variety of grape was grown not long ago. I am told that it produces a wine that almost surpasses the great wines lost so long ago.”

“You haven’t tested it?”

“I cannot,” Stephen said. “My condition prevents me.”

“You can only drink—” she couldn’t say it.

“Blood, yes. Water also, if taken in small amounts.”

That was one way to finish conversation. The thought of Stephen sinking his fangs into someone in order to drink their blood was horrible. He was so beautiful that it was easy to forget the reality. Vampires were not called monsters for nothing. Best she remember it.

“Whom do you suspect at Techtron?”

“I don’t.”

“Then how do you know that Techtron is involved?”

“Techtron has suddenly taken an interest in riverfront property.”

She waited but that was all. “Riverfront property. You mean property owned by monst... non-humans?”

Stephen nodded. “Property owned by us is being bought for huge sums of money. A building worth half a million at most is selling for three and four times that amount, yet one owned by a human—right next door sometimes, is not being sought at all.”

“AML don’t usually try to buy non-humans off.”

“No. They would scare them off or kill them. This is something new, something clever.”

“Clever? Why is it clever?”

“Killing us might not be illegal, but it is frowned upon,” Stephen said a touch bitterly. “This way, AML gets what it wants without attracting unwanted attention.”

“Killing a shifter is the same as killing a human,” she said and it was true. Shifters were people with an affliction, they were not truly monsters like vampires—she looked at Stephen and tried not to think along those lines. “It’s wrong.”

“I’m glad you think so, but you must be aware that AML class all non-humans the same way. They don’t discriminate between types, they simply kill them.”

That was unfortunately true in too many cases. She remembered reading in the news about an entire family being butchered. She remembered the awful pictures showing the dead children. The worst part was that they were innocent. Their father had contracted lycanthropy from a botched blood transfusion. It had happened well after they were born. The children were pure human, but AML hadn’t known or they hadn’t cared. The police never found the murderer.

“I guess I could ask my father why Techtron wants to buy into the riverfront.”

Stephen looked pleased. “I have tried to talk to him, but he won’t see me. He won’t accept my calls.”

“That doesn’t sound like him.”

“You would know that better than I,” Stephen said and carefully poured her a glass of wine. “Here, tell me what you think of this.”

She tasted the wine. “This is wonderful!” she said and it was. She was not a connoisseur of wines, but even she could tell that this was something special. She took another taste and savoured it.

Stephen lifted the bottle reverently, reading the label. “I saw this bottled. Well, it might have been another, but I certainly saw this batch created.”

“Is it old?” she asked after emptying her glass. It truly was the best she had ever tasted.

“It was bottled in seventeen ninety-one. This is the last of that year I have.”

She gasped. “And you opened it for me. It must be worth a fortune!” No wonder the waiter had almost been in shock.

“It has not been wasted. Wine is meant to be enjoyed, not left on a dusty rack as some kind of investment. I remember what it was like to eat and drink good food and wine. I wanted you to enjoy your visit.” He poured her another glass.

“I have,” she said and surprisingly it was true.

The unpleasantness with Terry had been relegated to the back of her mind and she did enjoy Stephen’s company. She knew what he was, and she still liked him. She knew how dangerous it was for a lone woman in the company of monsters and didn’t care. Besides, a woman alone was always in danger. It came with the job.

“What did you promise Terry to seduce me into coming here?”

“Seduction was hardly necessary. It had no part in this. It was a happy coincidence that Terry was already seeing you.”

“Is that what he told you—that we were seeing each other?”

Stephen frowned in annoyance. “Ah, he lied then. I shall discuss that with him when next we meet.”

“He lied,” she agreed. “This was supposed to be our first date. I met him not long ago at a friend’s party. He seemed nice.”

“Nice?” Stephen said, his eyebrows climbing in surprise. “I don’t think being nice is one of his qualities. It did surprise me when he said he knew you. I doubted him at the time. He hardly seems the type to move in the same circles as you.”

“I don’t have circles, not really.”

“Surely your father being who he is?”

“I love my father very much. He’s all the family I have, but his friends are not my friends. I have no interest in whether Mayor Richards is re-elected or not, and I certainly have no interest in the price of magically processed computer chips.”

“Then what are your interests, if I might ask?”

She shrugged.

“There must be something?”

She laughed a little in embarrassment. “My college major was biology. My father wouldn’t approve, but I used to think medicine might be something I could do.”

“But something changed your mind?”

She nodded as the familiar hurt surged up and closed her throat. Martin and she had both considered it, but when he disappeared, she had let the idea slide. It didn’t seem so important anymore.

“My friend and I talked about it, but then something happened and nothing came of it. If you don’t mind, I don’t like to talk about it.”

“Forgive me,” Stephen said with a slight inclination of his head.

She felt her eyes burning with the need to cry.

Stephen laid a hand carefully atop hers. “Forgive me,” he whispered.

She nodded and let the tears come. Stephen produced a handkerchief from somewhere and she dabbed at her eyes. She tried to laugh, but it came out like a hitch in her breath. 

“This is so silly of me.”

“Pain is rarely silly. Your friend is dead?”

“No! I mean, I don’t know. I hope he’s well, but he just disappeared one night. Please, I don’t want to talk about this,” she said and tried to think of something else to talk about, but all she could see was Martin’s face. “I’m sorry, but I would like to leave now.”

Stephen stood as she rose. “I will have Terry drive you.”

Her lips twisted inti a sneer at the thought. “I’ll take a cab. I don’t want him near me.”

“I understand, but there’s no need for that. I’ll have Charles drive you.”

Her eyes widened at the thought of Charles alone with her. “I would rather—”

“Have no fear. Charles will be the perfect gentleman, I promise.”

She found herself nodding. A short time later, she was reclining in the back of a white limousine with Charles at the wheel.

* * *



9 ~ A Promise Kept

Stephen watched the limousine turn into traffic from the steps of the club, and remained there thinking long after the night had swallowed it. Marie intrigued him, and that was something to be treasured after so long a life. Few things had the power to surprise him any longer, but she had managed to do it.

“Will she help?” Danyelle asked approaching out of the darkness.

Stephen nodded. “I believe she will.” He turned back to enter the club and Danyelle paced him. “But we need something more.”

“Dare we lean upon such a weak support?”

“You question me? Ah, you are jealous of her,” Stephen said, strangely cheered by the thought. “You fear her.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll still be beside you long after she is dust. She has nothing to offer you.”

“You’re wrong, she has herself to offer.”

Danyelle was silent as they passed through a door marked ‘Staff Only’ and up the stairs beyond. They entered an office to find Edward Tansey, the day manager, busy at his desk. He made a polite excuse when they entered and put away his link.

Edward rose to his feet and offered his seat to Stephen. “Terry Sayles has asked for a meeting. He sounded upset.”

“He shall have his meeting, and his reward,” Stephen said and waved away the offer of a seat. He stood before a large window that substituted for the office’s back wall and watched the show on stage below. Cassy had finished her set, and Jerry, a cigar-smoking comic, had come on. “Have Terry brought to me.”

Danyelle nodded and left the room.

“Has there been any word from Leon or Raymond?”

Leon Pullen and Raymond Pederson were the Alphas of two large shifter packs. Pederson was wolf, and Leon coyote. Leon’s pack was the larger but it had traditionally stayed neutral in past disputes. Stephen had honoured that neutrality, not needing more enemies, and so had allied with Pederson, but recent events had strained the alliance to breaking point.

“Nothing yet,” Edward said and joined him at the glass. “You know what shifters are like. They’re fully invested in the game of status. I doubt we’ll hear for a few days.”

“A few days we might not have. I need them Edward—badly. Mister Sayles aside, I cannot create more vampires. I dare not be seen as an empire builder as Alexander was in Chicago, but that does not remove my need for them. We are not strong enough should the worst happen and we be attacked by AML here. I need the shifters as allies, and I need them in numbers.”

“We could offer Ronnie to Raymond. That might tip the balance back in our favour. Her being here is part of the reason for the rift.”

Stephen frowned at the suggestion. It was a sensible notion, but it angered him. He was a man of his word still, and she was his now. His wolf to protect. If only he could replace Raymond with a more honourable man. David was strong enough, but he was too new and didn’t yet know himself well enough to understand he couldn’t live as he used to. Strong but naive wouldn’t work. He needed strong and ruthless, but honourable too; honourable enough to stick to agreements. Raymond Pederson had proven that he did not value their alliance when he withdrew his support over something as petty as a single wolf leaving his pack.

“Ronnie is mine now. I protect what’s mine and I honour my agreements. All know this about me. My reputation is important.”

“Not more important than your life.”

“Hmmm.” Stephen frowned. “What I have built here could all be swept away so easily. Pederson is a lost cause I fear. It will have to be Leon.”

“I will try to expedite.”

“Good.”

“There are other packs,” Edward said tentatively. “Perhaps Jonas?”

Stephen shook his head. “His coyotes are a force to be reckoned with, but they’re our community’s enforcers. They’re not my personal army to throw at AML. They cannot take my side. If they did, they would have to do the same for any other group who asked them. They must remain neutral in all disputes. Turning them into mercenaries would be more dangerous in the long term.”

Edward nodded; he had heard all the arguments before. 

There were other groups of shifters in the city, but most were hardly packs at all. They were small groups who called themselves this pack or that pack, but in reality were just loosely affiliated family groups. They had no standing in the wider community, and that meant they had little or no threat to back anyone as allies. They were usually ignored unless they were foolish enough to get in a larger group or pack’s way.

He considered his options again but they were few. There was only one possible way to bring Jonas and his coyotes into a fight between him and AML—call for a vote to declare open war. If such a thing were to pass, Jonas’ pack would certainly fight alongside every other member of the community. Every shifter pack, every vampire House, perhaps even the small family sized shifter groups could fight in such a war. A fine idea in theory, but it would never happen. The government would eradicate every non-human in the city if such a war started. They could never overlook such widespread and open violence. Alexander’s shadow war with OSI would be as nothing compared to the one with AML he envisioned. Not that he would get the votes for it if he tried. No, he would never be so foolish as to declare open war. Any attack had to be defeated, while keeping the authorities ignorant.

“How did your meeting go with Miss Stirling?”

Stephen smiled at Edward’s reflection in the glass. “I felt you watching,” he said and smiled again at Edward’s discomfit. “I think it went quite well. She will ask her father about Techtron’s interests here in Los Angeles.”

“That might help.”

“Knowledge of one’s opponent is always good to have.”

He watched Jerry’s act and noted the unenthusiastic response it received. This pleased him in a way. Jerry’s act had never inspired him to laughter—few things did, but Edward had hired the man and thought him very good. The audience’s reaction however, verified his decision to let Jerry go.

“Well?”

Edward sighed. “You were right, again.”

“Thank you,” he said dryly. “Send him on his way tonight.”

Lost Souls was not typical of modern clubs, not even of modern monster clubs. Its decor, its acts, the food and wine, and even the service provided by his highly trained staff were all intended to recreate better days—days when gentlemen dressed for dinner and ladies would wear long evening gowns that trailed seductively to drive men to distraction.

“It’s almost perfect,” he said remembering the days that Lost Souls tried to emulate. “I do not want to lose this.”

“You won’t. I won’t let it happen.”

He was hardly comforted. “I will if AML and Techtron have their way.”

Edward said nothing. There wasn’t anything to say. Shifters had few rights and vampires almost none. A vampire, like all undead creatures, was not alive in the accepted sense. Therefore, they could not own property, or vote, or launch a lawsuit. They had no legal standing and couldn’t defend themselves from those who did, not within the law at least. Outside of it was another matter. He could, and often did, defend himself very well outside the law, but doing so had caused complications in the past. Removing a rival was one thing, trying to remove a human controlled corporation like Techtron was another matter entirely.

Lost Souls was his, but his name did not appear on the deeds. His name did not appear on any legal document. A corpse could not own anything, he thought bitterly. He controlled all his holdings through front men like Edward. Edward took his orders from him, and everyone else took theirs from Edward. It was a good arrangement. He had used the same system of human servants countless times, but still the necessity galled him.

He felt rather than heard Danyelle approaching. If he reached out, he could have called her to him from almost anywhere in the city. “I will need your office for a few minutes.”

“Stephen?”

“Mister Sayles is coming to receive his reward.”

Edward paled. “Are you sure, really sure you want him?”

Stephen laughed mirthlessly. “I do not want him at all, but I keep my word. Perhaps not the way he expects, but I do keep it once given.”

“I know, but surely this once—”

“Compromise leads to the Devil, Edward. An old Christo saying, but still relevant I think.”

Just then, Danyelle glided into the office followed by a nervously sweating Terry. Edward took his leave and closed the door on his way out. Terry looked around nervously before bringing his eyes back to Stephen.

“I did it. You wanted her here, and I got her here. You owe me.”

He frowned. The man’s gall was beyond annoying. It would be so easy to snap his puny neck and make his remains disappear forever, but he truly did value his word. If a dead man could be said to have honour, he wanted it said of him.

“You lied to me, Terry.”

“I didn’t lie. I told you that I knew her. I told you that I would give her to you.”

“She is not yours to give. I asked how you knew Marie, and you told me that you were dating her. I do not tolerate lies. If I ask something of you, I expect the truth.” He watched Terry nervously shuffling his feet. “Still, I did promise.”

“Yeah, that’s right. You did promise.”

Stephen glanced at Danyelle. “You look famished. You may have him.”

Danyelle moved in an eye blink.

“No!” Terry shrieked as Danyelle struck.

Stephen watched Danyelle feed while Terry kicked and struggled. His pain and fear were particularly sweet, and Danyelle appreciated it. Fear flavoured the blood; fear imbued it with power that was life to her and all their kind. He could have used his power to make Terry sleep, he could have used it to make Terry enjoy his death and so could Danyelle, but this was both his punishment and his reward; punishment for his lies, and reward for the favour of bringing Marie to the club to meet him.

Terry’s struggles were weakening. Danyelle had fed deeply upon him and his death was moments away. His pulse would be weakening, while his heart would be thundering as it tried to pump an ever-diminishing supply of blood to the brain. He would feel as if he were floating in warm water. Perhaps he could already feel himself rising as his heart stuttered and missed a beat.

“Enough Danyelle,” Stephen said as he felt Terry’s heart falter. “I said enough!” he roared and lashed her with his power.

Danyelle snarled at the pain he inflicted. She hissed and spat at him as her need overrode her discipline. He drove her back hissing and snarling. Her power, strengthened by her feeding, pushed at him trying to lash out, but he was her master now and always. Nothing could change that.

Terry lay discarded on the floor. The terrible wound at his neck still pumped blood. He was very close to the edge now. “Please…” he whispered.

Stephen knelt beside the scared man and looked into his pain-filled eyes. He ignored Danyelle who was slowly coming back to herself where he held her pinned to the wall with his power. “Now you see, don’t you, Terry? Now you see what I am and what you hope to become. I give you a choice, one that I was never offered. You can stay, or you can go on to your eternal reward. Choose.”

“I… don’t… want… to… die…” Terry hissed as he struggled to talk despite his ruined throat.

“Dying is part of the process, but I understand. So be it,” he said and slashed open a vein in his wrist. The discomfort was a momentary thing. “Drink of my blood and be reborn.”

Terry suckled on his wrist desperately hoping for life. Slowly his body lost way to the grievous wound in his neck and he lost consciousness. A few minutes later, Terry Sayles breathed his last breath.

“May I come down now?”

Stephen stood to regard Danyelle where he held her off the floor and against the wall. “How are you feeling?”

“Much better thank you. Did you have to hit me so hard?”

“Yes,” he said simply and released her to drop lightly back to her feet. He kicked Terry’s corpse lightly. “Clear this mess up before Edward comes back. You know how bloodstains upset him, and this was a new carpet.”

“I’ll get right on it,” Danyelle said with a happy smile. “Right after I wash my face.”

Stephen nodded.

* * *

The limousine pulled carefully up to the gates and Charles pressed the intercom. Marie didn’t hear what was said, but whatever it was must have been the right thing. The gates swung open and Charles drove inside.

Andrew was waiting outside the door when they pulled up. With him were two of her father’s security team. None of them looked particularly intimidating, but something about them must have warned Charles because he did not get out and open the door for her.

The partition lowered and he turned to her. “Please climb out Miss Stirling. I think your father’s bodyguard might kill me if they do not see you unharmed.”

The way he spoke made her shiver. He didn’t sound outraged about his possible death, he sounded resigned to it as if he faced similar or worse things every day. She climbed out and waved to Andrew. He didn’t respond. The two men with him spread out a little more, and with a chill, she realised why. She was in their line of fire.

Charles’ door opened a crack and he would have climbed out into who knew what, but Marie grabbed the door to prevent it opening fully. Charles looked at her and stopped. He could have forced it open, hell, he could probably have flipped the car over if he wanted to.

“No need to see me inside, Charles. Andrew is here.”

Charles glanced over her shoulder. “Stephen was very specific.”

“Stay in the car. You can watch me go in without getting shot, okay?”

Charles nodded and closed the door. The engine purred to life, but he was taking his orders seriously. He wouldn’t leave until she was safely inside.

Marie walked toward Andrew aware as she did so of Charles at her back. She walked without hurry and tried to stay in his way. She had no reason to think that he would hurt Charles without her father’s orders, but she was feeling edgy. So much had happened to her tonight that she felt anything was possible. Who knew what could happen on a night such as this?

“Miss Stirling, please go inside.”

“You first,” she said with a smile. “And send your friends in.”

Andrew looked startled. “Where is Mister Sayles? We heard that there was a fight. Is he in the car, does he require medical attention?”

“You heard it wrong, Andrew. Terry is a bastard and I don’t care if he needs a doctor, though I doubt he does. It was only a nosebleed. Let’s go inside and I’ll tell you what happened.”

Andrew hesitated, but then he nodded to his men to go in. They obeyed. “After you Miss Stirling.”

It was her turn to hesitate, but she reasoned that should Andrew want to hurt Charles, he wouldn’t have sent his men away. She stepped around him and into the house. Behind her, she heard the car pull away and then Andrew coming inside.

“I would like to hear that explanation now, Miss Stirling.”

The tension and excitement had left her feeling tired, but she had promised to tell him the tale. Sleep would have to wait. “Let’s get comfortable,” she said and entered a sitting room. “Where do you want me to start?”

Andrew sat opposite her. She saw a glimpse of his gun as his jacket gaped. “From the moment you left the grounds.”

She would have protested, but she didn’t have the energy. “Okay. Terry said the party was a surprise and wouldn’t tell me where we were going...”

She told him everything that had happened including why Terry was no longer welcome to her home. Andrew seemed pleased that she would not be seeing him again, and angry when he heard the reason for her decision. Terry had sold her to the monsters for some undisclosed favour they would do for him. That was unacceptable behaviour. Marie thought that Terry might be receiving a little visit from Andrew some time soon. She could hardly make herself care.

“...and then Charles drove me home,” she finished and couldn’t quite cover a yawn. She really was rather tired.

“Did this person, this Stephen tell you whom he suspected of involvement?”

“He said he didn’t know.”

“He likely knows, Miss Stirling. How else would he suspect Techtron’s involvement?”

Techtron’s involvement. Andrew had said that as if Techtron’s involvement was a given. She felt cold. Was her father a member of AML? Or worse, did he control it? She had no doubt that her father was powerful enough to do so if the notion appealed to him, but did it? 

“Andrew, you wouldn’t lie to me would you?”

He smiled. “That would depend.”

“On what?” she said indignantly.

“On whether telling the truth would put you in danger.”

That made sense, and she should have known he would say something like that. She nodded as if she had already known. “Do you know if my father is a member of AML?”

“Yes.”

“Yes you know, or yes he is?”

Andrew’s lips twitched. “Your father is not a member of AML, but some of his employees are.”

“Do you know who they are?”

“I know some of them. So do you.”

She tried to imagine a friend of hers setting bombs and killing people. She couldn’t. “Who?”

“I will not tell you.”

“Why not?”

“Because being a member of AML isn’t illegal. However, dismissing someone on those grounds would be.”

“But they’re terrorists!” she cried in outrage. “They kill people!”

“Only a minority use violence. Most are simply what they appear to be—ordinary men and women frightened of monsters taking over their neighbourhoods.”

That might be so, but it made her uncomfortable knowing that there were AML supporters close to her. She wished she didn’t know, and cursed herself for that feeling. She had to take responsibility for herself.

“Will you do something for me, Andrew?”

“I will look into this person’s accusations.”

“That’s good, but that isn’t what I was going to say. I want you to find out everything you can about a club called Lost Souls and the man who owns it.”

“I can do that.”

“Thank you. Will you keep this between us if I ask?”

Andrew nodded slowly.

“Thank you.”

* * *


10 ~ Dinner

Marie sat quietly behind the wheel of her car trying to summon up enough courage to go through with it. Andrew had come through big time with his investigation into Stephen’s allegations against Techtron. There was a lot in the file that had shocked her; she was sure her father didn’t know about the worst parts. He wouldn’t have stood by and let people be hurt in his name. She had made Andrew promise not to tell him about any of it until she’d had a chance to speak with him. She wanted to break it to him gently.

She reached for the file beside her on the passenger seat and opened it. She had the entire thing on disk, but she had a feeling that Stephen would prefer hard copy. The first item was a photograph of Christopher Wilson at a clandestine meeting with John Newman. She didn’t recognise the others with him, but she didn’t need to. Newman was well known as AML’s fugitive leader. Christopher Wilson was her father’s number two, and Techtron’s chief of operations. He was on the board of directors and a very powerful man in his own right. It was worrying that her father didn’t care that the second most powerful man in Techtron was sympathetic with AML’s politics. Andrew said he knew about his political leanings, but he didn’t care as long as he did a good job.

She leafed through the reports and photos then slapped the file shut and dropped it back upon the seat. What was she doing here really? The information gathered in the file was confidential. It could really hurt Techtron’s stock if what it contained became public knowledge, and here she was contemplating giving it to an outsider. Not only that, Stephen was a… he wasn’t even… alive? She winced; she didn’t like parroting AML’s line even in the privacy of her own thoughts. It felt like a betrayal. Why that should be, she didn’t know. She barely knew him, and yet... 

She remembered their brief meeting and his laughter. She liked it that she had surprised him. It was a silly inconsequential thing she supposed, but making him laugh had made her feel good. Made her feel alive again in a way she hadn’t really felt since Martin disappeared and she began drifting. She had made him laugh and it was genuine. Stephen had noticed her, noticed that she was alive and a real person not a basket case for her therapist to study like some kind of baffling puzzle, not a daughter to be sequestered and protected from the world, but a person in her own right with her own thoughts. She had made Stephen laugh; an immortal knew that she lived. A silly thing to hold so much meaning for her, but in the centuries to come, long after she turned to dust and cobwebs, he would remember the woman who had made him laugh. It wasn’t much of a mark to leave upon the world, but it was strangely comforting to her that she was in his memories now.

She watched people arriving and leaving the club, wondering who they all were. Andrew wouldn’t like it that she was here. Lucky then that he didn’t know. He thought she was at a friend’s house. She had even borrowed Kelly’s car in case he had people watching hers. He had done it before and she had let him. Just as she let everyone do things for her. It was easier; easier by far to let them take charge than to make decisions. Just drift along, don’t make a fuss, don’t argue or draw attention. Let it all go by.

Her features hardened into a frown. It was time she took charge of her life and did something with it. Helping Stephen was something she was uniquely qualified to do and she was determined that this time she would not let herself take the easy path. Before now, she hadn’t shown an interest in her father’s business, preferring her studies. Her biology major and a future in medicine had been her goal once, but now? She had surprised herself with how much she had enjoyed poking into things when Andrew gave her the report. Double-checking some information, going deeper into other areas herself when the report lacked something she felt needed investigation, had revealed a side of herself she hadn’t known existed. Her father would have been stunned to learn she’d enjoyed researching his work; she had never shown an interest in where the money came from before. He had long ago decided she would not follow in his footsteps, not that he had ever asked of course. It was just understood. He would be more than stunned if he learned why she was interested now. 

Marie took a firm hold of herself and climbed out of the car. She crossed the parking lot and bypassed the crowd of hopeful party-goers trying to ignore the glares they aimed her way. She didn’t recognise the doorman and wondered if he would let her in. 

“I need to see Stephen.”

“Oh really,” the doorman said, sarcasm heavy in his voice. He waved another couple through the doors.

“Yes really. He knows me.”

“Is that so?” he said sounding amused and condescending.

She gritted her teeth and silently counted to ten. “Look, if you don’t believe me, get Charles.”

He turned a guy away for not wearing a tie and glared at her in irritation. “Look lady, I’ve got a job to do here. I can’t leave the door.”

“And if I don’t see Stephen tonight, I won’t be back. You can explain to him why I didn’t give him this,” she said waving the file under his nose.

He scowled and ducked his head inside to call someone to take his place on the door. When he turned back he looked pissed. “You had better be real friendly with Stephen, lady. If I take you in and find you conned me, you’re gonna regret it.”

Marie stepped back and swallowed nervously. The doorman’s eyes had changed from grey to gold. She could almost feel his anger radiating from them. 

She nodded nervously.

The doorman said a few words to his replacement and led her inside. They didn’t go into the club proper. Instead, he led her through a door marked ‘Staff Only’ and up a flight of stairs into an office. There was a man sitting at a desk working with a computer.

“What is it, Lawrence? I thought you were on the door tonight?”

“Yes sir. I have a woman here. She claims to know Stephen and wants—”

“I do know him,” Marie interrupted as she stepped around him to enter the office. “Are you Edward Tansey?” 

“Yes I am. You may go, Lawrence.”

Lawrence nodded, closing the door as he left.

Edward smiled and offered his hand. “Miss Stirling, I am very happy to meet you at last. Stephen has spoken of you in the most glowing terms.”

Edward Tansey was Stephen’s familiar, another name for which was human servant. He had a very pronounced British accent, a legacy of years spent in England with his mother’s family. According to Andrew’s investigation, Edward was Oxford educated, unmarried, and loyal to Stephen beyond question.

She shook the offered hand. “Is Stephen here?”

“Regrettably not—a business meeting, but he’ll be back quite soon.”

She frowned in disappointment and it had nothing to do with the reports she held. She had been looking forward to seeing him again. “I have something he needs to see.”

“You can leave it with me and I’ll see that he gets it.”

“I’m sorry Mister Tansey—”

“Edward please. Only employees call me Mister Tansey.”

“Edward then,” she said clutching the files to her chest. “I can’t let this out of my sight. I had hoped to go over it with Stephen tonight.”

“I’m certain he would be delighted to receive you. Would you like to sit while you wait?” Edward gestured to the leather sofa to the right of his desk. “Can I get you anything, coffee, tea, something stronger?” 

Marie bit her lip but moved to the sofa and sat. “Do you have a coke? I’m driving.”

“Of course,” Edward said from across the room and busied himself half filling a tall glass with ice cubes and pouring the coke. He turned back and offered the glass. “Here you are.”

Marie set aside the reports on the sofa next to her and took the glass. She drank the first inch. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” Edward said and sat with her, the reports a barrier between them. “May I?”

She nodded. Andrew had researched Edward Tansey. She had no fear that Stephen would object. “Please.”

Edward picked up the folder and began reading while she watched his reactions and sipped her drink. He read for a short while until reaching the point that referenced the photographs. She knew that because he stopped reading and shuffled papers until he found the right picture. He held it in one hand and frowned, re-read something and frowned again before going through all the pictures.

“Forgive me for asking, but is your father aware that Techtron is sponsoring AML?”

“Techtron is not sponsoring them,” she began hotly. “Wilson is.”

“Forgive me again, Miss Stirling, but that is naive. I haven’t studied this in any depth, but already I can see Techtron and AML have a mutually beneficial relationship. AML wants the non-humans removed from the city, and Techtron wants to own the Waterfront District. Do you know what the locals call this area?”

Marie shook her head.

“Monster Central,” Edward said and looked down at the files again. “If AML were to succeed in clearing Monster Central of non-humans, it would go a long way toward realising their goals. Los Angeles is home to one of the biggest non-human communities in the Republic. Success here would be a huge win for them.

“Stephen and I were puzzled about AML’s strategy, a clever move we thought, and dangerous because it could work. They usually don’t try to buy our people, they butcher them, but now I am starting to think we were looking in the wrong direction. AML are not behind this strategy; Techtron is. Your father’s company is bankrolling AML and using its reputation to... ah, encourage acceptance of its offers.”

“My father is a good man, he doesn’t know about this.”

“You have talked with him then?”

“No but—”

Edward frowned. “Why not?”

Before she could answer, Edward closed the folder and stood, already looking toward the door. Marie turned and watched Stephen flow into the room. Flow, what a marvellous word. It was accurate too. Stephen was so graceful; he flowed through the door and into the room. She smiled when his distracted expression changed. For a moment she saw surprise and delight on his face, she was sure she had seen it, but it was quickly replaced by a smile of welcome. Her smile widened a little more, and she wondered if he was leaking again. The thought almost made her laugh.

“Marie! This is a surprise.” Stephen reached for her hand and clasped it in both of his as she rose. He held her hand stroking it with a thumb as if unaware. “Have you eaten this evening?”

A shiver ran down her spine, she couldn’t concentrate on anything but his hand holding hers. His skin was dry and cool, but not cold. She had imagined he would be cold, but his touch was pleasant. More than pleasant. Another shiver ran down her spine and her short hairs lifted. She was fascinated by his touch. She stared at his hand, his thumb stroking back and forth, back and forth and imagined him touching other things. A glow of warmth began low in her belly. Goddess, he was...

She forced herself to look up. She found his eyes and a thrill of fear shot through her. Never look a vampire in the eyes! Everyone knew that rule. She quickly focused upon the knot of his tie, but then she realised he hadn’t tried anything. Daringly, she flicked a look at his face and found nothing to fear. He was still smiling, waiting for an answer.

Talk fool! Say something intelligent for goddess’ sake!

“Ah... eaten? No I...” she was acting like a child! She tugged gently and Stephen released her hand. Had she imagine his reluctance to let go? “I brought something you need to see.”

Edward offered the folder back and Marie accepted it gratefully. She needed the distraction. She opened the folder to the photograph of Christopher Wilson meeting with John Newman and turned the entire folder toward Stephen.

He glanced down reluctantly but his eyes sharpened when he realised what he was looking at. He reached to take the folder, glancing up for permission first, and took it out of her hands. He glared at the photograph as if it offended him. Good thing vampires were not pyrokinetic, because the strength of his glare might have made it burst into flames.

“I got it for you, the information you wanted. You said last time you needed me... my help I mean so... well I got it for you.” She forced herself to shut up. She was babbling!

“Thank you, Marie. This is more than I expected.”

“We can go over it together. I mean if you would like to. I can’t let you keep it; it would do bad things to Techtron’s stock if what that folder contains got out, and it would devastate my father to learn his friend is doing this.”

Stephen’s eyes danced over her face, studying her. “Be at ease, I give you my word I mean no harm to your father, and of course you must take this away with you.”

Edward shuffled his feet, his expression uncertain. “But we need—”

Stephen raised a hand and cut Edward off. “I would very much enjoy your company for dinner this evening. We can go over this at the same time.”

She hadn’t planned to make this trip into a date, but she hadn’t eaten yet. She had been too nervous. She wanted to accept, she realised, and she had to stay to go over the information with Stephen anyway, so why not over dinner?

“Dinner would be good,” she said, and felt proud of her daring. She really was starting to take responsibility for her life again. She doubted her father would be thrilled with the way her new independence had manifested. “I don’t think my jeans will look right in your club.”

Stephen’s eyes glowed briefly and Marie felt his delight in her acceptance of his offer. He was leaking again. The thought made her grin.

“No need for concern.” He closed the folder and used it to gesture toward the door. “I have an apartment here.”

“Here at the club?” she said as they left the office.

“Beneath. We call it the underground. It’s very comfortable. My staff and I live there. AML are always a threat. It’s safer for all if we stay together.”

The thought of AML hurting Stephen chilled her, and ruined the mood that had been building. What must it be like, living in hiding and always on guard against attack? The club must have a giant target painted on it even without Stephen’s presence. So many non-humans partying together must be like a slap in the face to Newman and his friends.

“Have you ever thought that your club is asking for trouble?” she said as they crossed the lobby toward another door on the far side.

Anger sparked in his eyes. “Blaming the victims?”

“No! That isn’t what I meant at all. Lost Souls is a monster club. Humans don’t come here.”

“Some do, you did after all, but I know what you’re thinking. Our people do need places like this where they can be themselves.”

“But you didn’t ban humans.”

“That would be illegal,” Stephen said wryly. “I have people on the door whose judgement I trust to weed out troublemakers of the human variety. They only let in those we can trust.”

She made a face. It wasn’t fair, but no one said it would be. In the Republic, non-humans were barred from many venues and businesses by law, but that same law protected human rights. It was literally illegal to discriminate against humans based upon their sex, or race, or age. Such hypocrisy was breathtaking.

“It’s not fair,” she said. “But I was thinking how your club must look to AML. It’s a slap in their faces. You painted a huge target on it. They could bomb the place without fear of killing too many humans.”

Stephen snorted as they followed the corridor to the end and called the elevator. “They have tried various things, not bombs yet, but they wouldn’t care about killing a few collaborators and thrill seekers. That’s what they call humans who associate with us. To them, such people are collateral damage at worst, not even worth a second thought.”

Marie knew he was right. The story about AML killing a shifter and his family wasn’t the first of its kind she had read about, it wasn’t even that unusual. His completely human children hadn’t warranted more than a brief mention by the media. A day or so later they were forgotten.

The elevator doors slid aside, and she joined Stephen inside. He entered a code into a keypad and then selected four. The elevator dropped smoothly and opened less than half a minute later to reveal a corridor with a few doors set in the walls. The floor was carpeted with a silvery grey carpet and the lighting in the ceiling was subdued. The walls were white, while the doors were varnished wood. Stephen ignored the rooms each side, leading her toward the double doors at the far end of the hall, but as they neared the last door, it opened to reveal Terry.

Marie stopped, startled. “What are you doing here?”

Terry closed the door. “I live here,” he said and a strange light flashed in his eyes.

She stepped back giving him some room, feeling a wave of dizziness and nausea pass over her. Stephen was suddenly there. His hand flashed, once then twice, so fast she barely saw it move, but suddenly Terry reeled back from the backhand slap to his face. Blood trickled from split lips. 

Stephen moved forward into the vacated space making him back away. The look of hatred on Terry’s face was terrifying, and Marie wanted to shout for help, but then she saw his eyes burn red and his fangs descend. The realisation that he was a vampire shocked her into a horrified silence. Had he been attacked? Was Stephen looking after him? She didn’t understand any of this.

“You dare!” Stephen hissed angrily. “You dare to insult my guest and compound it by trying in front of me? Never try that on her again. I swear you are one breath from the final death at this moment.”

“I’m sorry, Stephen! I swear I didn’t mean—”

Another slap. “Don’t lie to me!” Stephen roared. “I made you, I can unmake you!”

Marie covered her ears and screamed; Stephen’s roar had power, not just volume. Terry cringed, turning his face away from Stephen’s wrath. It was wrath, not anger. She screamed again as Stephen’s rage poured over her.

“Marie?” Stephen said softly an age later. “Open your eyes love, it’s all right now. He’s gone. I won’t let him hurt you.”

She shook her head.

“Please.”

She shook her head again, and tried to speak. It wasn’t Terry that had scared her.

“I should have thought. It’s my fault. I knew he was down here, but I would never have believed him stupid enough to try that on you with me right there. I’m twice the fool now.”

She didn’t think he was a fool at all. He was as sexy as anything on two legs that she could imagine, as scary as ten demons appearing in her bedroom naked and ready for action, as powerful as... as powerful as a very powerful thing with no safety catch! He was all that and more, but she didn’t take him for a fool.

“Tw... tw... twice?” she stuttered.

“For honouring my word and giving him the reward he sought, and then allowing you to meet him this way. It won’t happen again. I will ensure he is elsewhere during your visits. Will you still have dinner with me?”

She opened her eyes and looked beyond him at the empty corridor. There was no sign of Terry. “It wasn’t him. I mean he surprised me, but it was your reaction that scared me half to death.”

Stephen’s face fell. “Ah.”

She felt his self-disgust clearly. “What did he try to do to me?”

“He tried to glamour you.”

“But all it did was make me feel dizzy. Was he trying to do that, why?”

“No, you misunderstand me. He’s too new; his power is weak. He tried to take control of your mind and make you his toy.”

Marie paled.

“It’s all right. I have impressed upon him the consequences of repeating his error.”

She could guess what Terry’s punishment would be if he angered Stephen that way again. She nodded, only then realising she was still kneeling on the carpet, and Stephen was crouching at eye level to talk to her. She gave him her hand.

“Help me up?”

Stephen’s relief was obvious. He pulled her up, and steadied her. “Dinner?” he asked hopefully.

Why was he so interested in her, why so intent upon dinner? It wasn’t as if he could eat. All he could do was watch her. It was flattering that he wanted to do that, but she was no child to believe an immortal saw merit in her. She was nothing special. The more she thought about it, the clearer it became that the only thing special about her was her father.

* * *


Part II



11 ~ Tea and Cookies

“I don’t know, man. It just seems a little…”

“What?” Slick Willie said as he drove. “You ain’t pulling out on me are you?”

“It just seems a little off you know? I mean, she’s just an old lady, right? How much we gonna get from someone like that?”

“If you don’t want to come in with me, Lenny, just say it straight. Are you pulling out? I can drop you right here.”

“No man, I’m with you,” Lenny said hastily.

Right here was a particularly nasty neighbourhood; not a good place to be alone and he knew that. Willie smiled into the dark. He didn’t need Lenny for this little job. Hell, he didn’t need anyone’s help to relieve an old biddy of her savings, but she was expecting him to bring his brother with him this time. The stupid bitch thought he was her friend. She thought him a nice boy for helping her carry packages up to her apartment and gave him tea and cookies like he was a damn kid. She had some nice stuff. Some of the china dolls she had collected must be worth a few bucks, and the picture frames were silver. He didn’t know much, but he knew quality stuff when he saw it. Sal the shark would take them off his hands no problem at all.

Willie parked the car outside the old biddy’s building and locked the door. He wanted the car to be still here when he came back. With luck it would be, though it wasn’t his. He’d stolen it just an hour ago especially for this job.

He led Lenny into the lobby. The building used to be a good hotel back in the day. The floors, though worn, still had a look of elegance. They were clean and the marble tiles shone dully. The entire building was like that. It had once been something special but had declined slowly into just another apartment building with a history. Unlike some, the owner of this one had taken care not to let age turn it into a derelict. Yes, its splendour had faded with age, but its quality was still obvious. If he ever had the money, he would buy something just like it for himself.

They walked by the desk being held down by the so-called building supervisor. Willie nodded to Frank, but the old sot didn’t even notice. Just as well. They didn’t need the old fart getting involved and maybe getting hurt. Not that he was averse to hurting him if he had to, but it would be a hassle he didn’t need. He wanted money not a fight.

The elevator dropped them on the fifth floor and Willie led Lenny to the old lady’s door, but something wasn’t right. The door was slightly ajar. His sense of danger was highly tuned and it kicked into high gear on seeing the door unlocked. Lenny, the dope, wouldn’t sense danger if a guy stuck a stunner in his ear—he pushed the door open and grinned as if it meant their luck was in. Willie hesitated to follow as Lenny entered, but this was his job. He had to follow through. He pushed into the darkened apartment then on into the sitting room. He fumbled for the light switch, but couldn’t find it. He stepped further into the room and his footsteps rustled. He looked down to find himself standing on a plastic drop cloth. The kind you used when painting the ceiling or something. Was the old biddy having some work done, was she even here?

“Mrs Marchant? Its Willie and Len… you invited us for tea. Are you there?” He peered into the darkness and his eyes slowly adjusted. The shadow sitting upon the settee didn’t respond. “Mrs Marchant?”

“Ellen is sleeping,” a voice out of the darkness hissed.

Willie gasped and spun to his left. A pair of eyes were revealed by a ray of light leaking into the room through the part drawn drapes. The voice was definitely that of a man, but the eyes reflected the light oddly. They almost seemed to burn red.

Lenny fumbled in his jacket pocket for his boomer. Willie cursed himself for a fool, but before he could pull his own weapon, Lenny collapsed bonelessly to the floor, hit from behind. Before Willie could react, powerful arms encircled him. With one hand trapped in his jacket pocket and the other down by his side, he could do nothing but curse and struggle.

“Thank you, Frank,” the voice said again.

“You want me to take care of him for you, Mister Lochlin? I can’t leave the desk too long.”

“No, we can’t have the lobby unattended at night. Hold him for just a moment.”

“Yes sir.”

Willie shook with fear. “Let me go man. I won’t say nothing about Lenny. You can have him; you can do what you want to him. He’s nothing to me. I swear I’ll go and you’ll never see me again. I swear it!”

“I’ll not be seeing you again in any case,” Lochlin said as he stepped closer. “You really shouldn’t have come here. Ellen likes you, and that means I had to do something I would rather not have done. I broke a promise to myself and violated her trust because of you. You have no idea how angry that makes me.”

“But he will,” Frank said.

“Oh yes, yes indeed,” Lochlin said and came forward in a rush, fangs already out and his eyes blazing red with his fury.

Willie began screaming.

* * *



12 ~ Slick Willie

It was a cool but bright morning in the city. The sidewalks were busy with shoppers and people hurrying to work, but traffic had yet to reach its peak. Chris smiled her approval and drove fast.

She beat a tattoo on the steering wheel and sang along happily to a song she’d heard that morning on the radio. “Hmmm, Hmmm…” 

Her partner of four years, John Warner, was quiet but that was okay. They had been together long enough to be comfortable with each other’s silences—

“Why don’t you put a sock in it?” John growled irritably.

—and bad moods, she grinned and drove faster. She swerved around a car pulling out of a side turning, and with tyres squealing, she floored it. The car surged ahead. 

“And slow down for the goddess’ sake!” John yelled clutching the oh-shit handle on his side of the roof. “They can’t get away, Chris, they’re already dead. Remember?”

“Yeah, but it’s so much fun. I love this job!” she said and laughed at his growls. When John drove, he almost always put the car on autopilot, but she rarely did. She was a control freak and knew that about herself. It was one of her best qualities. “I have a need for speed!”

John grinned for a moment but then got serious. “Yeah, but you’re going to get that pretty butt of yours in a sling if Stokes hears.”

She sighed and slowed down. Stokes was her captain and he didn’t like her idea of fun. She got along with most people in her department, she even got along with Cappy most days, but he could be a pain about certain things. Things like speeding to a scene, or damaging public property, or pressuring a suspect. He was the perfect captain, always ready to protect his people against outsiders, but at the same time, he would be reaming her over the methods she used to take down the bad guys.

“I’ll be good.”

John looked at her sideways. “Really?”

“Yeah,” she said and grinned. “Scout’s honour!”

John sighed. “What’s with all the uniforms?” he said nodding at the street up ahead. The street was jammed with people. Cops and newsies didn’t mix well usually, but here they were, one big happy family. 

Chris manoeuvred as far as she could into the chaos of cars and vans before parking. Hundreds of onlookers were trying to see the poor devils that had been stupid enough to walk through an alley in Monster Central without a stunner in each fist. They climbed out of the car and looked around.

“It’s a real zoo down here,” she said looking at all the reporters clamouring for a look-see at the city’s latest morbid offering. “They make me want to hit something.”

“You told Cappy you’d cut down on that sort of thing,” John warned.

She shrugged checking that her badge was in place on her belt. Her police issue stunner in its holster rode the opposite hip, while her backup pressed into the small of her back; it was reassuring but illegal as hell. “I did and I am, but I haven’t hit anything for over a week now. It’s getting to me.”

The uniforms were holding the line against the media, but unfortunately keeping the reporters back from the alley didn’t stop them from reporting their bullshit. Their remote cameras, rotors buzzing like dentist drills were in the air over the scene recording everything in its gory detail. She heard the same old recycled and generic news spewing from the reporter’s lips as she swept by. Channel 5 was doing its worst to trash the department as usual. How many times had she heard the like? Hundreds. Of course, they had no choice as yet. Later the stories would flesh out with names of the victims, and speculation on how, why, and when the murders had occurred as the department slowly released details. It was always the same.

She ignored the shouted questions just as she ignored the cameras overhead, hovering on their blurring rotors. Why ask her what was going on anyway, she thought grumpily. Couldn’t they see that she had just arrived? Of course they could, the cameras were capturing video of her arrival right now and feeding it to the editors in the vans. No doubt, she would catch sight of herself on screen later.

John put on the headset they shared—it was his turn—but he didn’t activate it. “What about the coffee machine you killed the other day?”

“That doesn’t count, it had it coming trying to stiff me like that,” she said absently as she flashed her badge at the uniforms guarding the entrance to the alley. She ducked under the tape with John at her side and made her way to where the action was. The severed head was the first thing that caught her attention. She crouched down to examine it better. John indicated he was going to have a look at the other corpse, turning on the headset to record the scene as he walked.

“I’ll stay with this one,” she said to his back.

The head had a face she remembered. Four years ago, she had been in uniform assigned to twelfth precinct, which included 104th street and the scum who owned it.

“Well, well, well. Fancy meeting you here, Willie,” Chris said conversationally to the head. “How’s it going?”

Someone coughed nearby covering laughter. She looked up to see a faintly sick looking young man in uniform, but behind him was another face she knew.

“I think ol’ Slick Willie slipped on the sidewalk de-tec-tive,” Sergeant Jacob Baines drawled. 

Slick Willie was, or had been anyway, Willie Danvers’ nickname on the streets. Back in the day, she had known him as a small-time thief—picking pockets was his main gig, but even then he had diversified from time to time. She wondered what he had been into lately, and whether it was big enough to lose his head over.

She stood to confront the sergeant. “Well shit, Baines, why didn’t I think of that? Oh yeah! Now I remember, his head came off!”

Baines grinned. “I heard he was shaving at the time.”

She laughed and continued their game. “Yeah? Witnesses?”

“Give me a minute and I’ll find you a couple of dozen.”

She laughed again. He probably could too. Willie was scum, and like all scum, he had plenty of people who hated his guts. Or rather, he used to have. Now he was less than scum. He was dead scum.

She stepped over the head and shook hands with her old sergeant. “How are you Jacob?” she asked looking up at him where he towered over her and his huge gut.

“I’m doing real good,” he wheezed and shook her hand.

He was an enormous mountain of a man. He had been her trainer and inspiration at one time—her obsidian giant; not literally a giant. He was human enough and swore there were no giants in his ancestry. She still wasn’t sure about that.

“Glad to hear that, Jacob. Who is your friend?”

“Let me introduce a new soldier in our fight against the bad guys. Patrolman Kevin Goodchilde, this is one of my old apprentices, Detective Chris Humber.”

“Nice to meet you ma’am,” the patrolman said and shook her hand.

Chris liked him straight away, the way you couldn’t help liking a puppy. “Same here,” she said and turned her attention back to Baines. “Who’s the other stiff?”

“One Leonard Joseph Lambe. That’s Lambe with an E. He went by Lenny, not Leo, sometimes Whitey... the hair I guess.”

Lenny had white hair then. Chris pursed her lips. “Never heard of him.”

“Nah, he’s new on the block. Well after your time.”

“Let’s go have a look.”

Baines escorted her over just like old times. John was having a word with a guy wearing a vest and leather trousers and not much else; a witness maybe, though if he were, Baines would surely have said right off. John saw her coming but continued his questioning.

The second headless corpse was lying on the ground near a fire escape. Two decapitations in one day had to be some kind of record for the department, but then again, maybe not. This was Monster Central after all, and most non-humans used other weapons than boomers and stunners. Claws and teeth were usually preferred, but swords and other edged weapons were popular too especially with vamps. She frowned at the open door of the fire escape. If memory served it led into a club called Zero Gee; an apt name for a place where most of the customers spent their time flying high. Zero Gee sold more chemicals than Colombia.

“Someone chase him?”

“Not that we can tell,” Baines said. “Take a look at his neck.”

She crouched to have a closer look and frowned at what she saw. Something had taken a big bite out of him before taking his head off. Possibly a vamp, but they couldn’t eat meat and didn’t usually worry at a wound like this when feeding. They were fussy eaters, most of them; very finicky, and there was meat missing from the neck. This was looking more like a shifter attack, but they rarely used weapons. They preferred the homegrown variety—their own claws and teeth.

“An animal attack?” she said looking up with a grin.

Baines rolled his eyes. “Yeah, good one... not.”

“You’re thinking wolf. They are the most common shifter type.”

Baines shrugged. “Maybe, but what about Willie? No way did a shifter do that. The wound is too clean, a big knife not teeth. We have someone who says he saw Willie pushed out of this door by another guy. Then a minute or two later, Lenny here goes to take a look and wham—he’s dead too. Considering your other case… the certain high profile case that no one is supposed to talk about,” he stressed. “I figured you’d be interested.”

Interested? Hell yes she was, but she couldn’t see a connection between this scene and the Ghost. The Ghost was a serial killer with a bent for ripping the throats out of women with his teeth, not men. That kind of attack automatically shouted vampire to many people, her included, but Willie’s head had been removed with some kind of weapon—a big knife like a bowie, maybe even an honest to goddess sword. As Baines just said, the cut was too neat for it to be anything else. The coroner would have to confirm. Whitey apparently did have his throat torn out, but the wound didn’t match the others she had seen in the Ghost case.

“Anyone know who this mysterious fire escape user is?”

“The witness says no,” Jacob said, hooking a thumb at the man talking to John. “He knows all right. He just ain’t saying.”

“No murder weapon and no witness to the killing,” she said, thinking aloud. Without either one she had nothing to go on. “We can ask around, maybe come back tonight when Zero Gee fills up again, and see if anyone remembers seeing Willie last night. Other than that, I don’t think I can do much until we have the autopsy report.”

Jacob nodded. Chris noted a knife lying nearby and untouched. She bent to examine it but kept her hands well away from it. It was clean of blood and was obviously not the murder weapon. A butterfly knife like this one couldn’t take someone’s head, not without a lot of sawing.

“I’ll track down the third guy and see what he has to say, but without the murder weapon…” she shrugged, leaving the obvious unsaid. The case would go cold quickly and end in the archives with so many other unsolved cases.

Jacob nodded unhappily and led his apprentice patrolman away. Chris watched him go remembering tagging along behind Baines as Goodchilde was doing. She had learned a lot from him.

She left the knife where it was for the CSI guys and their robotic probes to investigate, and went back to Lenny. She frowned at the wound. What type of animal could do that with a single munch? Could a wolf really do that much damage with a single neat bite? She needed to look into bite radius and pressure. There were reference texts for that sort of thing. A cat shifter of some kind might be a better fit. Lion? She had never heard of one in this state, but there was a first time for everything in this crazy town. Other cities had them, tigers too; she knew that.

“Anything?” John said coming back from the witness.

“Nah. Just a butterfly knife, but there’s no blood and it’s too small to have done this. What did you get?”

“Nothing that’s worth anything. He works in the club behind the bar. Says he saw the victims going out the fire exit separately. He swears he doesn’t know who the third guy is.”

“You believe him?”

“Do I look stupid?” John with brows raised. “Don’t answer that!” he finished quickly.

Chris shut her mouth with a smirk. “Want me to have a word?”

“Can’t hurt, but I doubt you’ll get much.”

“We’ll see,” she said heading over to speak with the man. “What’s his name?”

“Jones, if you can believe it. Jason Jones.”

She nodded and cornered Jones just as he was about to leave. Things were winding down in the alley now. White clad men and women from CSI were setting up their gear ready to vacuum up any evidence. It was an exacting task but one they were adept at. She watched the sniffers and droids get underway then turned to the witness.

“You Jones? They call you JJ?”

“Some do. I guess you’re supposed to be the good cop, huh?”

“I’m the bad cop,” she said with a fist full of his crotch.

Jones’ eyes popped and he made to yell, but a gentle squeeze told him that it wasn’t a good idea. “You... can’t... do... this!” he gasped at the pressure she applied.

“No?” she asked, squeezing his privates again. John nudged her and flicked his eyes up the alley to where some of the guys were starting to take an interest. She eased off. He was no fun. 

“Give me the name.”

“I don’t... all right!” Jones hissed as she tweaked his privates again. “Anton.”

“Anton who?”

“Anton is all I know… come on! It’s all I know I swear on my mother!”

“You don’t have a mother,” she said and let him go.

“Bitch,” Jones hissed as he slid by her.

“What was that?” She made to grab him and laughed when he took to his heels through the open door and back into the club.

John shook his head in amusement. “Cappy is going to have a seizure.”

“Nah, old JJ won’t make a complaint.”

“Don’t be too sure, you got him where it hurts.”

“Yeah I did didn’t I?” she said happily.

“I don’t mean them!” John said with a snort of laughter. “I meant his pride.”

“Oh.”

They made their way back along the alley to the car. The street had pretty much returned to normal while they chatted with JJ. It was surprising how quickly people lost interest when the bodies left a scene.

“So we have a first name for the missing guy, unless it’s a nickname, in which case we have nothing,” John said. “Any idea who he is?”

“No, but I’ll get him.”

“Confidence is good. Just how did you plan on finding him without a surname or murder weapon?

Chris climbed into the car and was about to lay out her plan when they received another call. John raised an eyebrow and answered it. “This is Warner, what’s up?”

“What’s up?” she whispered. “That’s hardly good radio procedure.”

John flipped her off while they listened to the dispatcher.

Possible homicide. Sutton Hotel, one-zero-two-four Greenwich Avenue. Officers on scene.

“Five-Alison-twenty-three on route,” John said as Chris started the car. “Looks to be a busy day.”

“Seems like,” she agreed and pulled into traffic. “You know, we might get somewhere with this Anton character by pulling Jacob in on it.”

John turned to her with a frown. “Okay, what the hell are you up to now?”

“Who me? I just thought that as he knows everyone around here he could help us out.”

“Yeah, and what else? It wouldn’t have anything to do with that puppy he was leading around would it?”

“Look, if Jacob chose Goodchilde to train, he must be something special.”

John nodded grudgingly. “He does seem to know who to pick. You were one of his weren’t you?”

“Yeah, he pulled me off traffic one day. He said he liked my look and needed some help. We worked together for two years. I swear I’ve never sweated so much in my life. He had me working beside him on every kind of case you can think of. I didn’t figure it out until later, but he was taking jobs no one else wanted just to give me experience—he took on stuff that must have bored him silly just to help me. I would really like to make a start on paying off what I owe him.”

“And you think pulling him and Goodchilde into an open and shut homicide will do that?”

“It’s a start, and it’s not open and shut until the case is closed,” she said a little defensively. “Besides, a homicide is a homicide. It will look really good on Goodchilde’s record.”

John shrugged. “It’s okay by me, but you’ll have to get Cappy to sign off on it.”

“I can handle Cappy. I’ll say that Jacob has unique knowledge vital to the case.”

John snorted.

She grinned. “I’ll fix everything.”

What John didn’t know was that Cappy had worked with Jacob many years ago. They hadn’t been mentor and trainee. They had been partners.

Chris pulled up outside the Sutton Hotel and shut off the motor. “You know, I’m getting a little tired of this place. Why can’t they kill people somewhere else for a change?”

John snorted as he climbed out of the car. “I like it here.”

“Yeah?”

“Seriously,” he said as they entered the lobby. “Joseph and me go back quite a way. We do birthdays and everything!”

Chris eyed him uncertainly. “You’re shitting me, right?”

“Would I do that?”

Joseph Sollis was the manager of the Sutton Hotel. He was talking to the uniforms when he saw John. He raised a hand, “Hey John! How’s it going?”

“Good Joseph, and you?”

“Not so good my friend. You heard?”

“Yeah,” John said grinning at Chris’ stunned expression. “That’s why we’re here.”

She shook off her surprise. “What have we got?”

“Dead hooker,” Officer Chaney said.

“Hey!” Joseph said in outrage. “She had a name you know!”

Chaney had the decency to look embarrassed. He was new on the job. Chris turned her attention to the manager. He was a clean-shaven, balding white male approximately forty to forty-five years of age. He was wearing a shirt and tie with a sweater and no jacket.

Chris indicated that John should begin recording and he nodded he was ready. “How well did you know her?”

Joseph’s eyes narrowed. “I knew her, but not the way you mean. I’m very married and happy about it.” He turned to John. “Where the hell did you pick her up?”

“Around. Answer her questions Joseph. She doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

“That’s right. I don’t,” she said, getting ready to be angry.

“I knew her pretty well,” Joseph said grudgingly. “She was a regular. I know all my guests.”

“Her name?”

“Jenny Lovett. She came in with her man at around three last night.”

“Describe him.”

Joseph shrugged. “Just a guy. White, pretty tall I guess—”

“How tall? As big as Chaney?” Chris said.

“Nah bigger. About your size, John.”

John nodded. “Six-two. Build?”

“Muscular. Brown hair kinda curly and almost to his shoulders. He hadn’t shaved, but it wasn’t a beard, just stubble. There was something off with him. I noticed it when they came in. Usually the guys hang back as if they’re embarrassed to be paying a lot lizard, you know what I mean? Not this guy. He was different.”

Chris frowned. “Different like how?”

“Like how he stood behind Jenny, kind of hovering over her. It was as if he thought she might get away or something. She wasn’t scared,” he hastened to add. “It was business as usual as far as she was concerned.”

“You’re sure?”

“Of course I’m sure!” Joseph said hotly. “You don’t think I’d let her go up with a guy if I thought he’d hurt her do you?”

“I don’t know what you would do. There are all kinds of hurting.”

Joseph fumed.

John stepped into the silence. “Anything else you remember?”

“Yeah, there was something wrong with his eyes. They were too pale, almost colourless. You know them people who are all white?”

“Albinos?”

“That’s it. His eyes were like that, and he was pale, but his hair was brown so he couldn’t have been one could he? I mean not like that guy… you know the Ghost that everyone’s talking about? Shit, it couldn’t have been him could it?”

Chris glanced sideways at John and he nodded. “Did you hear a name?”

Joseph shook his head. “He didn’t speak.”

“Did you see him leave?” she asked intently.

“Yeah. It was around four. I know because I was watching some vid and the news was on.”

“Didn’t you think it was odd when she didn’t come down?”

“Why would I? They don’t always leave together. Sometimes they stay the night. It depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“On how much the guy paid I guess. Look, I don’t ask the details. I don’t want to know the details!”

She snorted. “Okay. I guess that’s enough to start with. Officer Chaney will take your statement again.” She turned to Chaney. “Make sure he signs it, and do the seal up right. I want no mistakes on this one. Got me?”

Chaney wasn’t upset with her extra instructions. He had caught the Ghost reference. “I don’t make mistakes on the job. Ever.”

She nodded. “Let’s go see Jenny.”

“Right,” John agreed.

They called the elevator and rode it up to the third floor. The apartment was already the centre of attention when they entered. Forensics was already doing its thing and the photographers were busy documenting every inch of the scene. As usual, there were many more people hanging around than was strictly necessary.

“All right! Who was first on scene?” Chris yelled taking charge.

“I was,” a voice called from another room.

She followed pointing fingers into the bedroom and a scene out of nightmares. Blood had splashed over the walls and the carpet was sodden with it. She clamped her jaw shut and fought not to toss her cookies.

“It’s him,” John hissed under his breath. “The albino thing, the eyes. It’s him.”

“We don’t know that.”

One of the police officers in the room approached her. Officer Dwight Fiscus was a veteran. He had seen all there was to see both off and on the streets, yet this one had even him spooked. He looked a little white around the gills as he squelched his way across the carpet toward them.

“Who called you in?” Chris said.

“The manager. He said one of his employees, a guy named Tim Granger, came up to check on one of the regular hookers they get in here named Jenny Lovett around half eight this morning. When she didn’t answer he used his master key to get in.”

Chris dug at the carpet experimentally with the toe of her boot. It squished. The blood hadn’t dried yet, and that told her the time was probably about right. The forensics people would have to verify to be certain, but so far she couldn’t fault what they’d been told.

“What does Granger do for Joseph?”

“Security,” John said before Officer Fiscus could answer. “Joseph has a couple of guys to keep an eye on his regular guests. If you know what I mean?”

Chris did. Joseph might seem an okay kind of guy, but when it came right down to it, his hotel was just a flophouse used as a brothel. He had Tim to keep the girls and himself from being ripped off. Why John had let himself become friendly with Joseph Sollis she would never know.

“Where’s Granger now?”

“Downstairs making his statement,” Officer Fiscus said.

“Okay, let’s have a look at her.”

Chris stepped up to the bed. She kept her eyes locked on the headboard. Only reluctantly did she lower her gaze until she saw the... thing that had been Jenny Lovett.

“Holy goddess,” John hissed in shock. “Merciful goddess, bless us and hold us safe from evil.”

“Fuckin A,” Chris said faintly. “Are you telling me no one heard anything—no one?”

“Not a thing,” Officer Fiscus said.

John shuffled his feet as if they wanted to take him far away from here. “She’s number eight, she must be. I’ll call Raz.”

“Yeah,” she said faintly.

John left the room to make the call. Something he could have done right here, but she didn’t blame him for wanting an excuse to get out. She wanted one too, but Jenny needed her.

The albino thing was too much of a coincidence for it not to be the Ghost, but the blood all over the place here and wasted—from a vampire’s point of view—made little sense. The blood suckers needed it; why waste it this way? And what about the hair thing? Maybe he dyed it brown to throw off pursuit. If so, he needed bigger changes in his MO than just hair colour. If he was getting nervous, why kill Jenny like this and put himself firmly back in her sights as the Ghost? It didn’t make a lot of sense. 

 As with most serial killers, this one rated a task force and Cappy had put her in charge of it. John remained, as always, her partner and an invaluable aide. Raz and his partner Matt Silvis were the third and fourth part of their little task force quartet. They all had other cases to run, like this morning’s murders of Slick Willie and Whitey, but Jenny Lovett and the other victims of the so-called South Central Ghost took precedence. On the Chief’s orders, she could ask for any kind of assistance and it would be forthcoming. The media had lit a fire under the Mayor’s butt and he in turn had lit one under the Chief to make it happen. It was frustrating as hell, but without a suspect, she couldn’t begin to make use of the Chief’s generosity. She had unlimited resources and it didn’t mean squat. 

“She had to be dead before he did it right?” Fiscus said. “I mean, she had to be dead, right?”

“Goddess I hope so,” she said, hating the doubt Fiscus had just managed to stir in her brain.

“Yeah.”

She pulled her eyes away from what was left of Jenny Lovett to study the walls. The sick bastard had tortured and killed eight women in the past three weeks. He always left a message of some kind as his calling card. This time he had painted the walls with Jenny’s blood. Chris had never seen graffiti anything like this, and she hoped she never saw it again.

“Could be he’s trying to prophecy or something. Maybe he used the blood in a ritual. He’s never done it before though.”

Fiscus paled further. “You don’t think he’s magi—”

“No,” Chris snapped, cutting him off before he could say it. “Absolutely not, and I better not suddenly hear that making the rounds at Central either.”

Fiscus acknowledged the threat with a grimace. If even a rumour of magi involvement came to light, her investigation would come under White Council scrutiny. The council of magicians would land on her like a mountain, and with them the Feds. She would lose the case for a certainty, but more than that, her career could come to an abrupt end just for hinting at magi involvement, or letting others hint at it. It was a bloody miracle that the Feds hadn’t already taken the case. She frowned, not for the first time wondering why they hadn’t. Serials like the Ghost attracted Feds like flies to shit.

“Her head was on the dressing table over here,” Fiscus said pointing at a puddle of blood. “We put it back with the rest of her after the photographers were done. It seemed the right thing.”

“That’s okay,” she reassured him. “I couldn’t have left it there either.”

She studied the mirror hardly recognising the pale and haunted reflection as herself. She looked terrible. “Was she… I mean was it… the head looking at the mirror?”

“Yeah. What does it mean?”

“Vanity maybe. I don’t know. This is my third headless corpse today.”

“No shit?”

“Nope.”

“Could it be related?”

“I don’t think so.” 

Chris would have escaped the bedroom then, but John chose that moment to come back in.

“Raz is on his way up,” he said as he entered. “He was downstairs talking with Joseph.”

She waved a hand at the walls. “This stuff is pretty freaky. Do you recognise it?”

“No, do you?”

“I think he might fancy himself as some kind of poet.”

“I wouldn’t know—”

“I would,” Raz said as he entered. “And he’s no poet. The sick prick is just some kind of nut that gets off on tearing the throats out of women and taunting us. When I find him, I’m going to make him have a chat with my stunner on max.”

“You can have him after I’m done,” Chris said. “I get first crack at him.”

Raz frowned. “How do you figure?”

“I rank you.”

“Only by a couple of weeks,” Raz protested.

“A couple of weeks or a couple of days, it’s all the same. I rank you so I get first crack.”

John shook his head. “We’ve got to find the sonofabitch first.”

Raz held up a vid camera. “Yeah, about that. I want some pictures of the walls. I know some people who might recognise some of this stuff.”

“Do you recognise it?” Chris stressed.

“Kind of. I think it might be based on the Book of Revelations. It’s part of the Christo holy book, you know the Bible?”

Chris shook her head. “If you say so. How does that help us?”

“I’m not sure it does. I’m not saying he’s a Christo or that he prays to the hanged god, but if I’m right these writings are prophecies about Armageddon—the end of the world. At least that’s what it reminds me of. They don’t look the way I remember.”

“You’ve read it then, this Bible thing?”

Raz looked embarrassed. “Don’t tell anyone.”

John looked as amazed as Chris felt. There were hidden depths to Raznik that she was only just beginning to uncover. Raz and John went to work with the camera and Chris decided to head downstairs to interview the muscle Sollis had hired. Tim Granger was the one who found the body. He might know something.

* * *



13 ~ Investigations

Captain Stokes read the report and nodded. “It’s okay with me if it’s okay with Jacob.”

“He said he might have a lead on the third guy—a pimp by the name of Anton Chase. I can check in with him now and then—”

“I said yes, Chris. Jacob is more than capable of handling it. He could have had his gold shield a long time ago, but fool that he is, he wanted to stay in uniform.”

“But why?” She couldn’t understand anyone not wanting to be a detective.

Cappy shook his head. “I can’t say as I understand it myself. He tried to explain it to me once. Something about his brother and how he died on the job. You did know his brother was killed in the line of duty?”

“I heard.”

“It has something to do with a promise Jacob made to him before he died; something about taking over for him. You know how serious Jacob takes stuff like that.”

She nodded. If Jacob said something, you could lay money on it being true. If Jacob promised something, all nine hells would freeze over before he broke it and that was a fact.

“If Jacob chose Goodchilde to train,” Cappy went on. “The kid must be something special. I had better keep my eye on him. I don’t want to lose him to Newton or Hollenbeck.”

“Not very likely surely?”

“I’m not taking the chance. Meaweather knows Jacob, and he’s pulled some stunts in his time. I could tell you stories… but I won’t.”

Maeweather was currently commanding officer of Newton Community Police Station. There was friendly rivalry between them and most of the other captains.

“Do you want me to tell Jacob?”

“I’ll do it. I haven’t spoken with him in ages. It will be good to see him again.” He put the report aside and leaned back. “How are we doing on the Ghost?”

Chris sighed. “Do we have to call him that?”

“Not if you can give me his real name. No? Then the Ghost he shall be, unless you have a better suggestion.”

“How about Mister X?”

“Don’t like it.”

“Or the perp?”

“Too many perps around here already.”

She scowled. “Okay, Ghost it is. Raz has been working with a guy he knows over at Valley College. I’ve got to say that I don’t like the way things are going there.”

“In what way not like?”

“Jenny Lovett was murdered in a room at the Sutton Hotel. She was ripped to pieces and her blood used to write all over the walls.”

Cappy grimaced. “I read your report.”

“Raz recognised some of the graffiti as coming from this Book of Revelations thing, only it didn’t. When he showed his friends the photos—”

“He did what? Are you telling me Raz has been showing evidence to someone outside the department?”

“I gave him the okay, Cappy. We weren’t getting anywhere. I’ll take responsibility. The guy’s name is Radthorne, Michael Radthorne. He’s a professor of anthropology over at Valley College. Radthorne brought in Jennifer Lockstone to help him. Raz says we can trust them. He’s over there right now.”

She shifted uncomfortably at the look Cappy gave her. He drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair in silence and she began trying to think of an argument strong enough to placate him. Before she could come up with anything, he stopped the annoying drumming and leaned his elbows on his desk.

“Okay, I’ve heard of Lockstone, but I want to be notified before you bring in any other civilians on this case. You know what we’re dealing with as far as the media is concerned. The more people you bring in, the greater the risk of a leak.”

“Okay. We really do need them on this. Radthorne seems to think that we might be dealing with more than one perp.”

Cappy’s eyes sharpened. “Oh?”

“I don’t say I agree with him. In fact, I don’t agree with him, but his reasoning is hard to refute assuming he’s right about the writing we found. Statistically it’s unlikely that a serial killer like our Ghost will share his kills. A one in ten chance.”

“There was Charles Starkweather and Carol Ann Fugate,” Cappy pointed out. “What about the others?”

“Sante and Kenneth Kimes, Gary and Thad Lewingdon, Alton Coleman and Debra Brown, and there was Lawrence Bittaker and Roy Lewis.”

“Why does Radthorne think we have a serial team?”

“Because of what was written at the scene of Jenny Lovett’s murder for one thing. There was a lot of weird stuff; ramblings about Satan walking the streets of Los Angeles, dead men coming back to life. All kinds of crazy stuff. It’s not what was written so much as how it was written that has got Radthorne so worked up.”

“The blood you mean?”

“Not that. The handwriting for one, though how he can tell Jenny Lovett’s murderer is left handed is beyond me. Our people are still on the fence about that. They say the sample is too small. They wouldn’t be able to tell much even if the perp hadn’t used blood and his fingers to write with. The thing is, Radthorne says that Sheryl Adams was killed by someone right handed. Patsy Jordan too.”

“Victims one and two. Weren’t they the ones—”

“Yeah,” Chris said grimly. “That’s what has me weirded out by Radthorne’s idea. The Ghost likes blond women. All of the victims were blond except for Patsy Jordan and Sheryl Adams who each wore a blond wig. Added to that circumstantial bit of evidence, is the fact the Ghost rips out his victims’ throat with, the coroner says, his teeth like a vamp.”

Cappy nodded. “Except victims one and two showed evidence of a knife being used.”

“Exactly! The coroner says he still used his teeth…” she felt faintly sick at the thought. “He ate some of Patsy and Sheryl’s throat after they’d been cut and they were probably dead. A vampire won’t do that, they can’t digest solids. Vampires can’t eat anything at all or they’ll get really sick. They can die even. The cuts were from left to right on the victims and inflicted from behind. Meaning the perp was probably right handed, but maybe he wasn’t too. Maybe he’s just ambidextrous.”

“Crap on toast. You didn’t tell Radthorne did you?”

“Of course not,” she lied. She had told him, but not until after he had made his presentation.

“So he found the odd ones out just by comparing the writings?”

 “It seems like it, but there’s something else. We both know that serial killers escalate right?”

“Right.”

“Our only witness, Karen Sykes, was attacked first—at least we think she was first. Ghost hasn’t tried to hide the bodies and no one else has come forward. Karen was first, but she got away after a brief struggle. The first victim, the first dead victim, Patsy Jordan, was attacked with a knife and killed, but the thing was badly executed. Defensive wounds, blood and flesh under her nails, the whole bit. Patsy struggled and Ghost was sloppy. Patsy died hard. Then Sheryl Adams is attacked with a knife—neatly this time. She dies without a struggle. The third victim, Susan Winslow, is attacked and killed, but Ghost doesn’t bother with a knife. He’s better now, more confident. His learning curve is steep as hell. The fourth and fifth victims died without a struggle. Six and seven were found dead in hotel rooms and so was number eight, but she wasn’t like the others. Jenny Lovett was literally torn apart. I think he might have entered a new phase. We’re behind the game, Cappy. All we’ve learned might be useless if he’s escalated to a new or different level.”

“There’s nothing we can do about that. All we can do is keep working the evidence. When the next body turns up, we’ll know.”

“I hate this.”

“It’s the nature of the beast. We catch serial killers when they make a mistake. So far he hasn’t made even one.”

“Not quite. Karen Sykes survived.”

“Our only witness, but even with the description she gave us circulated by the newsies, no one has come forward.”

Chris shook her head absently. “That still amazes me. How can a guy look like he does and not be recognised? He’s an albino! I mean, I can’t even go down to the local deli without someone recognising me as that cop on the news. He has to eat, right? He must have a job, neighbours… friends?”

Cappy rubbed tired eyes. “I don’t know, Chris, but someone knows him. There must at the very least be a neighbour—someone who is protecting him because he or she just knows it’s all a mistake and their albino friend must be innocent. Such a quiet sort, they’ll say. Never hurt a fly. Helps take out the garbage.”

“Yeah.” She stood and made to leave. “I’ll keep you informed, Cappy. I’ll leave you to tell Jacob about his case.”

Cappy nodded and turned his attention back to the reports he had been reading.

Chris returned to her desk to brood. She idly played with the keyboard of her computer and then shoved it aside in annoyance. She was waiting for another murder she realised. She needed another murder to catch Ghost. It made her mad as hell knowing that without another body on the ground they wouldn’t catch the bastard. He could stop at eight and never be caught, but he wouldn’t do that. She hoped he wouldn’t and that made her feel guilty. Another hooker would die, and she would be glad because it would give her another chance to get him.

No, he wouldn’t stop until she stopped him. She usually had a sense of these things. It was sometimes spooky how she could get inside a perp’s head, but Ghost was different. She couldn’t read him. She couldn’t get a sense of what he was thinking except for the obvious compulsion to kill blond hookers. Maybe he had a wife, maybe she was blond. Or maybe his mother was a hooker and she was blond, or maybe his sister was. Maybe, maybe, maybe!

“Goddess, I need something concrete!”

“Try one of these,” Baxter said gesturing at his lunch. He was sitting at his desk across the aisle scarfing down ham and cheese on rye. “I swear this cheese must be as hard as concrete.”

“Heh,” she snorted.

She rummaged in the drawer of her desk and pulled out a street map. She stared at the eight red crosses not really seeing them but rather seeing the pitiful remains of the Ghost’s victims in their places. She had done this so many times now that she didn’t really need the map anymore. She could see the damn thing in her head.

The map was creased and worn where she’d folded it and refolded it trying to make it cough up some answers, but she just couldn’t see it. She flipped open the little electronic notebook that she kept with the map. It had notes taken from reports the task force had assembled on the victims and their deaths. Cappy had given them Interview Room 4 to use as an incident room, and ordinarily she would have made use of it, but Raz and Matt were still with Radthorne over at Valley College. John was attending the autopsy of Jenny Lovett and Chris was happy to leave him to it. She had attended the others with him, but Cappy had wanted to discuss Jacob’s case and her report. She was grateful for the excuse not to go. She had seen enough autopsies to know they gave her bad dreams for nights after.

So then, the task force, such as it was, was otherwise occupied and the incident room was empty. At least out here she had company. Besides, she knew all the data the room contained intimately well. She had helped compile it. She watched Baxter eating and contemplated picking a fight with him. If she snatched the apple from his lunch, he was sure to get upset. No, she didn’t have the energy to fight. All she wanted to do was pound the street for an hour or two like her uniform days. See the sights, chat with old acquaintances, and breathe the pollution for a while. John would go ape-shit if she went alone though. Her eyes narrowed and she quickly swept the map and notebook into the open drawer. She locked it and rose to her feet.

“Hey!” Baxter snarled. “Give me that!”

Chris held the apple out of his reach. “I’ll trade you for it.”

“Gimme it before I hurt you.”

“Nuh-uh, the apple for an hour of your time.”

Baxter grinned. “I knew that you secretly lusted after me. I knew you couldn’t hold out forever.”

She snorted and tossed the apple to him, and then sat on the corner of his desk. “Want to go bust a few heads with me?”

Baxter beamed. “What a charming offer. Is this a date?”

“In your dreams. The others are all busy and I’m going stir crazy in here. We could walk around some dark alleys, maybe hassle some pimps, a few pushers—”

“Hookers?” Baxter said eagerly.

“There might be one or two early risers, yeah,” she said with a grin. It was early yet for the lot lizards to be out, barely after one in the afternoon and most worked nights. “What do you say?”

“I say: lead the way.”

“Great.” She grabbed her jacket from the back of her chair.

They made their way out to the parking lot. Chris instinctively headed for her car and Baxter went along. Everyone knew she got nervous when others took the wheel. They climbed in and she pulled out of the lot and into traffic to head south. Karen Sykes had been attacked and pulled into an alley while walking along South Union Avenue. She headed that way without even planning it.

“Can I ask you a question?”

She glanced at Baxter. “Sure.”

“Why didn’t you pull me into the task force?”

“No reason. I already had John on the Patsy Jordan thing with me. When more bodies started turning up and we knew that we had a serial on our hands, Cappy told me to take Raz and Matt.”

“Cappy told you, you’re sure?”

“Sure I’m sure. Baxter… Dave, what’s this about?”

He didn’t comment on her use of his first name. He watched traffic behind them in the door mirror for a long moment in silence then said, “I’m thinking of retiring.”

She swerved a little. “You’re kidding!”

“No.”

“But you’re too young!”

Baxter grinned. “Thanks, but I’m heading for forty. I wouldn’t stop working. I’d just retire from the force.”

“And do what?”

“I’d find something to do.”

Goddess, he was serious! She stared hard at the road ahead trying to see Baxter doing something else with his life and just couldn’t. Baxter behind a bar flashed into her thoughts, but the familiar suited figure polishing glasses didn’t work. In her mind’s eye he threw down the glass and pulled a police issue stunner. Now he looked right. Baxter was… Baxter! Who would she fight with when she was bored? John was good, but he couldn’t banter with her like Baxter could. He was too serious. Baxter had been a permanent fixture in the department since before she came on the scene. He couldn’t leave. She wouldn’t let him.

“Did I do something to bring this on? I’ll promise not to steal your candy anymore.”

He chuckled. “You couldn’t keep a promise like that, Chris.”

“I would try real hard.”

“It’s not you, or anyone else in the department.”

Not in the department. That meant outside it then. “Is it Mary Pat?”

Baxter nodded. “When I got shot last year,” he said still watching the mirror. He frowned. “When I got shot, Mary Pat freaked. I shouldn’t have told her, but I was wearing my vest right? So no big deal I thought. Wrong! It was a huge deal to her. I had a walloping big bruise over my heart. It took weeks to fade and every night she cried in the bathroom. She doesn’t think I know, but I could hear her over the sound of the shower. She got over it, but I see her looking at me sometimes as if she can still see that bruise through my shirt.”

“Oh that’s nothing,” she said, trying to make light of it. “Women look at guys just as much as guys look at women.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. We’re just usually more subtle about it. A guy gets fixated on your tits, right?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Baxter said self-righteously. “I only look at my wife’s tits.”

“I’ve caught you looking a time or three.”

“Never happened.”

“Has too!”

“Has not!”

Chris snorted. “Have it your way, Baxter, but we know.”

“We?” Baxter said a little nervously.

“Women’s Union of the Republic.”

“Oh, them.”

“Right. So, men fixate on your tits and their brains leak out of their ears. They don’t even know they’re doing it. Women don’t do that. We have bigger brains. When we look, we get everything in one glance and file it away for later. We don’t need to stare usually. Mary Pat is just lusting after your body. She didn’t ask you to retire did she?”

“No, she wouldn’t do that.”

“There you are then.”

“Seriously Chris, I think my time’s up.”

“You haven’t told Cappy have you?”

“Not yet,” he said with a frown. “You think I should?”

“No!” she gasped, and then more calmly, “No. Don’t tell him. If you tell him you’ll be relegated to a desk! He’ll have to find someone from outside to take your place. Goddess knows where from. I certainly don’t and I doubt he would either. With Lou gone, we can’t lose you too.”

“We?”

“Me and the guys,” she said, looking at him as if he were dense. Her eyes narrowed as she thought of something. “When did you start thinking of retiring?”

“I told you—”

“No, I mean when did you seriously start thinking about it? It was around the time Lou got his promotion wasn’t it?”

Lou Debono had been Baxter’s partner for years before he was kicked upstairs. Lou was Captain of his own station now.

Baxter turned to her angrily. “If you think I’m jealous—”

“I don’t!”

“—then you don’t know me at all!”

“I said I don’t think that! Settle down. I’m just trying to understand that’s all. You know we’re short handed. Cappy has been yelling about it for years! We need you, dammit!”

“And Mary Pat needs me still breathing!”

“I told you what I think about that.” She would have a chat with Mary Pat when they all got together over the weekend. It was her turn to bring the chips, she remembered. She would have to stop off and get some on the way home. “Mary Pat knew what she was doing when she got hitched to your wagon. Her dad worked the streets for almost forty years! She knows what it is to be married to a cop. What, you think she doesn’t know her own mind when her mother brought her up in a cop’s house?”

“She knows but—”

“But what?”

“She’s pregnant again.”

“Oh.” Her mind went blank for a second. “Is it money?”

Baxter shook his head. “Junior’s college tuition is covered and he’s raring to go.”

“Takes after his dad.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said with pride. “He’s already found an apartment to share with his buddies and a little part time job for extras. I’m not worried about him. Beth and Carla have years to wait yet. It’s not money.”

“I can always do with more money.”

“Me too, but this has nothing to do with that.”

She wasn’t sure she believed him. She would have a private chat with Mary Pat over the weekend. The barbecue would be crowded with all the guys and their families along. It shouldn’t be hard to spirit her away for a minute or two.

“You’re just feeling old, Dave. What you need is a snot-nosed kid for a partner, someone to make you run after him. That’ll get you back into condition.”

“Says you. I work out three times a week and my times are better than ever.”

“Still can’t shoot straight though.”

Baxter was frowning at the mirror again and didn’t seem to have heard her.

“I said you still can’t shoot straight.”

“Take the next right,” Baxter said in a distracted voice.

“Why?” she said, already making the turn.

Baxter was watching the mirror intently. “Change lanes.”

She did that while watching her own mirrors for manoeuvring cars. “Is it the black Ford?”

“Yeah. I think we have a tail. I saw him pull out after us when we left Central. Take a left.”

She did and was rewarded by a black Ford, the same one, following her. She tramped her foot on the brake and the car skidded to a stop. In a heartbeat, they were out of the car with their guns pointed at the Ford’s windscreen where it had skidded to a stop. Cars beeped horns at them and swung wide around the obstruction they caused.

“Get out of the damn road you freaks!” a driver yelled as he sped by, his engine roaring.

“—goddamn road hog!” another driver yelled leaning on his horn.

Chris ignored them. “Police! Hands… show me some hands… out the window! Do it now!”

A pair of hands appeared out of the driver’s window. Another pair appeared from the other side, but Baxter had that door covered. Chris eased forward. There were two men sitting in the front seats. The back of the car was empty. She kept her gun on the driver and worked the car’s door handle.

“Out slowly. Keep your hands where I can see them. No! Work the seatbelt with your other hand.”

“There’s no need for this, Detective,” the driver said. “I have my I.D in my pocket—”

“Freeze!” she snarled and nearly pulled the trigger.

The driver froze with his hand reaching into his inside jacket pocket. She could see the gun as plain as day.

“Gun here,” she called to Baxter who was covering the passenger. She reached into his coat and took the weapon—a K6 Remington stunner like hers. She was almost certain that she knew what she had here. Feds. The goddess be damned feds were tailing her. “Out!”

The driver glowered but complied and was careful to keep his hands out in the open. The passenger was receiving the same treatment from Baxter who had also found a K6. Baxter pushed the passenger against the fender of the car and searched him. Chris thought that was going just a little far until he came up with another gun. The hold out piece was an old 38 police special. Slug throwing boomers might be old fashioned, but they were still deadly. Baxter dropped it into his jacket pocket and shoved the passenger around the front of the car to join his partner.

“I.D now,” she said deciding not to push her luck with the driver by searching him. She was certain now. He was a fed. She flipped open the wallets they offered. “Well now Agent Barrows, Agent Feinstein. Would you care to explain why you were following us?”

“You know damn well why!” Feinstein snarled angrily taking back his wallet.

“My weapon?” Barrows said calmly ignoring his partner.

Chris holstered hers and handed the K6 back to him. Baxter reluctantly did the same with both of Feinstein’s guns. They quickly holstered them well aware of the scene they were causing. It wouldn’t be long before one of the bystanders called the cops.

“I want some answers.”

“Do you?” Barrows said. “And you think I’ll give them to you for the asking?”

“You’ll answer me, or it will be my captain and your department chief having this discussion.”

“And that will concern me because?”

“Don’t play games,” Chris said with a put upon sigh. “We both know you’re not here officially, tailing me I mean. The feds haven’t been called in on this case.”

“Yet!” Feinstein said and got a very annoyed look from his partner for his trouble.

“We’re within our authority, Detective.”

“To drive around the city? Sure you are, but obstructing a police investigation? I don’t think so. If you don’t want me to take this further, you had better tell me something I want to hear.”

Barrows glanced around. “A little public isn’t it?”

She shrugged. “Okay, we’ll wait for the black and whites,” she said and Barrow’s eyes tightened. He wasn’t as blasé as he wanted to appear. “Don’t like that huh? Tell me something.”

“I, we are investigating a case that might have links with yours.”

“You’re after my serial. The Ghost?” She wasn’t surprised, angry yes, but not surprised.

“Not him, but someone we think might be linked to him. Before you ask, no I won’t give you his name—it wouldn’t do you any good. He has dozens of aliases. He’s been on our books for a lot of years. He moves about, covers his tracks.”

“His crime?”

“Murder.”

“Serial?”

Barrows shook his head. “Not classic, but he’s wanted for multiple murders in half the states in the country. Mass murder on his scale doesn’t happen any more.”

“Really?” she said with scepticism heavy in her voice. “I have eight very dead people down at the morgue.”

“And the guy we’re after is responsible for more than eighty!” Feinstein snarled angrily.

“Oooh, theirs is bigger than yours, Chris,” Baxter said with a smirk.

She grinned and Feinstein’s face darkened. “You think I’ll lead you to him?”

“Your Ghost will find him, or he’ll find Ghost,” Baxter said with no doubt.

“Why would he do that?”

Barrows wasn’t willing to say apparently. He ignored the question. “When you find Ghost—”

“If she finds him,” Feinstein said.

Chris looked Feinstein up and down. “I don’t like you.”

Feinstein’s eyes popped wide. “You can kiss my arse!”

“Doug, shut your trap and get back in the car,” Barrows said.

“But she—”

“Now.”

Feinstein glared at Chris and got back in his car to sulk. He slammed the door. Barrows watched all this in silence.

“I don’t think he likes me,” she said with smirk.

“I don’t like you either. Have you got any friends at all? No matter. I don’t have to like you to use you. Find Ghost, Detective, and I’ll be a very happy man. Take too long, and I’ll have you removed from the case. Before you say anything, believe me that I do have influence enough to do it. I will have the case under federal authority if I must. I don’t particularly want to do that, but I will.” Barrows moved away to join his partner in the car as two black and whites arrived. “I’ll be watching.”

Chris and Baxter pulled out their badges and held them high as they slowly approached the patrol cars just then arriving on scene. Feinstein glared at her out of his window as Barrows pulled away and back into traffic.

They quickly dealt with the uniforms and tried to get back to work. The story would make the rounds back at Central, but there was nothing they could do about that. They decided between them to keep Barrows’ name and status as a feebie out of it. Cappy wouldn’t be too pleased to learn the FBI was sniffing about without informing him of its interest in Ghost.

“Whoa,” Chris said as she sat behind the wheel of her car and thought about the consequences. The puff of air between pursed lips blew a lock of hair aside. “That was interesting.”

“Interesting? Well yes you could say that. Barrows is after your butt. Maybe you shouldn’t have given him so much lip.”

“He doesn’t worry me.”

“I can see that,” Baxter said as they pulled back into traffic. “But he should.”

“I don’t see why. I’m doing my job, he’s doing his. As long as he doesn’t stick his nose where it doesn’t belong, I’ll leave him alone.”

“But will he leave you alone, that’s the question?”

She shrugged and concentrated upon her driving. Barrows didn’t worry her on a personal level, but his threat to take her case did. She knew his type. He would play by the rules and keep it professional as would she, but he knew how to play the system. He would use it to get what he saw as his job done. If he decided his job was to take hers away from her, he would do it. She could understand that. She knew how to play hardball too. He wouldn’t take the case easily. The rules were specific where federal jurisdiction was concerned. The feds had to be called in through proper channels.

The problem was the Chief. He was basically a paper tiger and would go whichever way the wind was blowing. At the moment, it was blowing strongly from the Mayor’s office. The newsies didn’t much like Mayor Richards, but maybe they could be encouraged to be nice to him if he could somehow clear up the little matter of bodies piling up in the morgue. Barrows must think that he had the juice to pressure the Chief into making an official request for assistance. Maybe he did. It wouldn’t take much to persuade the Mayor that a certain detective should be reassigned elsewhere. Eight bodies and the potential of losing popular support was a hell of a strong motivator.

“To hell with it. We have a job to do.”

“You still want to roust some hookers?” Baxter said.

“Why not, you only live once.”

Baxter grinned.

They parked the car in a no parking zone close to the alley where Karen Sykes said she was attacked. They walked the route the girl had taken along Union Avenue that night, and then down the alley. It was like hundreds of others; dark, smelly, and full of garbage where it had fallen out of the dumpsters or where careless people had tossed it.

“Pretty scary down here at night I bet,” Baxter said looking around and wrinkling his nose. “What time did you say she was attacked?”

“Late. After midnight she said.”

“She didn’t have her wristband on?”

“It was busted. Needed a new charm laid on it or something. Why?”

Baxter kicked aside some of the garbage to reveal blankets and a few trinkets. A couple of old cans held a cut throat razor and soap brush. They looked neglected and abandoned. The razor had begun to rust.

“Someone used to call this shit-hole home.”

Chris frowned at the items he’d discovered. “We talked to a couple of bums that heard screaming. They didn’t see anything. They were probably telling the truth. It was dark as hell that night. No moon. They spent part of it at a soup kitchen and wandered back here after they’d eaten. We checked and confirmed that side of their story.”

“Damn shame they’re not here. I’d ask who this belonged to and whether he was here that night. You’ve got to wonder when someone with nothing leaves behind his shaving kit. It might have been all he owned, yet here it sits.”

“Yeah. We could get it dusted for prints I guess. See if he has a record. We might even find him in the drunk tank.”

“It’s a thought,” Baxter said pulling on a pair of latex gloves and collecting the items. “Don’t get your hopes up though.”

No, she wouldn’t do that, but it was an indication of how desperate she was that she was even bothering with the items. Something like this was unlikely to go anywhere, but stranger things had happened, only not to her. They scouted around the alley familiarising themselves with it and its contents. Chris had done all this before with John, but for Baxter it was his first time on the case. Not that he hadn’t thought about how he would run it if it were given to him. He wouldn’t be much of a homicide cop if he hadn’t. Baxter asked questions, Chris answered, and spent most of her time watching him hoping that fresh eyes would turn something up.

“Nice quiet little spot for a murder,” Baxter mused. They had walked the entire length of the alley and he was studying the busy street that joined it. Nice and quiet it was not.

She snorted.

“He doesn’t give a rat’s tit for us or his victims,” Baxter said.

“Obviously.”

“Not so obvious as all that. Why does he bother taunting you with the messages he leaves behind if he doesn’t care what you think of him? Is it ego, a power trip of some kind? What did the profile say about his mental state?”

“That’s one thing the FBI is good for,” she said with grudging admiration. “Their Behavioural Analysis Unit came through with a profile for us. He has an above average IQ, thoughtful, deliberate, a planner. He has a college education and they think he might have gone to a Catholic school previous to that. Some of the writing he left behind has a religious significance, so they think he sees himself as a religious person. Maybe he does, but I’m not so sure on that part. What he writes doesn’t feel right to me, like back at the Sutton Hotel. It has links to religion, but not...” she shook her head feeling puzzled all over again. “Physically he’s big and imposing. We have that from Karen. He’s over six feet in height and strong with it. Very muscular, maybe that means his work involves heavy lifting, or maybe it did before he was turned if he’s a vamp. Karen had no doubt that he’s an albino. He chooses young blond women, pretty but not stunning; all of them working girls. He lacks confidence in his ability to attract women, probably the albino thing again. He has an inferiority complex and will probably seem awkward to a woman who meets him socially despite his size.”

Baxter nodded. “Okay, so we have an intelligent guy who is shy and awkward around women; a guy who probably can’t get a date so he has to pay for what he needs. That doesn’t sound like any vamp I’ve ever heard of, Chris. Vamps have that mental mojo that makes them attractive to anyone they want. I’m just thinking aloud here, so don’t bite my head off, but have you talked with the usual crowd about their customers?”

“Of course we did. That’s one thing that really pisses me off about all this. This guy can’t get laid without paying for it, so why doesn’t anyone recognise the description when I ask around?”

“104th Street?”

“I asked them myself. All of them.”

“Vermont?” Baxter offered.

“Yep.”

“Ashdown and Boulevard… both shifts?”

“All of them, Dave! We went through every hooker in town! No one knows him.”

Baxter shook his head. “He could be new in town then… from out of state even. You figure Barrows knows he’s from over the state line? Maybe that’s the connection.”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure Barrows isn’t really after Ghost. If he’s done this in other places—”

“That I don’t believe. We would’ve had a bulletin to keep an eye out for him. Besides, your case is big news. Someone would have called us by now.”

He was right. Someone would have made the connection and called with the information. It didn’t make sense that someone so recognisable could move about unseen.

“You’re right. Let’s check out some of the other locations.”

Baxter nodded and together they made their way back to the car.

Patsy Jordan had been murdered near derelict buildings, but she wasn’t found inside the buildings themselves. Instead, she was discovered on waste ground adjoining the sites by a couple of kids who said they were just scoping out the construction site. They didn’t want to get in trouble and would Chris please not tell their moms? Apparently, both had been warned to stay out of the site because the buildings were being demolished and it was dangerous. Like all kids everywhere, they had taken no notice and found a way inside through a hole in the chain link fence surrounding the site.

Sheryl Adams was also found on waste ground. Not the same construction site where Patsy Jordan was found, but still in the same general area. A security firm had been employed to keep an eye on the place and one of its employees had found the body.

Baxter eyed the construction site with a vaguely puzzled look that she was coming to expect from everyone that came into contact with the case. “Is it just me, or does it seem really weird that a woman, hooker or not, would willingly come in here with a guy?”

“It’s just you,” Chris said dryly.

“Really?”

“No. I’m kidding.”

“I’m not laughing,” Baxter said with a glare.

“Who is these days? Patsy did fight, so maybe she didn’t come along willingly, but Sheryl didn’t. She just walked on in here happy as can be. There was no sign of a struggle.”

“I don’t get it then. What woman in her right mind would step through a chain link fence at night with a stranger? If the profile is right, he’s shy and awkward around women. He would never be able to persuade them to come in here.”

“But he did.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said looking around in puzzlement. “That’s what I can’t figure out. If he’s a vamp, he could make them do it, but then why did they struggle? If he glamoured them, they would have just stood there for him. If he had such control over them, why waste the blood? While we’re asking questions, why kill them at all? Vamps don’t usually kill, it brings unwanted attention. If he was super hungry, why not just snack and then again with another hooker?”

Chris had the same sort of questions rattling around in her head and no answers. Everyone knew there was a serial killer loose. Everyone knew from the description circulated via the media what he looked like, yet women were still going into questionable situations with him seemingly of their own volition, hence the vamp theory.

She waved a hand at the construction site. “Sheryl walked in here, she wasn’t carried. She was conscious… we think she was at least. The other victims definitely were. There were no drugs in any of their systems, no sexual assault, no DNA linking any of the victims together—even though the coroner swears all of them were bitten by the same perp. No saliva in the wounds, nothing, and that’s just wrong. Even vamps have saliva in their mouths. It’s different to ours; they use it to heal the bites they leave on their donors.”

Baxter snorted. “Donors, right. We’re missing something big here, something weird.”

“Tell me about it,” she said sourly.

They spent maybe twenty minutes wandering the construction site until the irate manager asked them to leave. They were distracting his men, he said, and if they didn’t go he would call his boss. Ordinarily she would have argued on general principles, but they hadn’t learned anything new and wouldn’t now that the site was being worked. Too many people coming and going for one thing; the earth movers and wreckers had messed up the ground already.

Chris drove them to each of the murder scenes and watched Baxter go through the motions that she and the rest of the team had gone through. All of them had the same basic training, all of them had graduated from the LA School of the Streets and the police academy before that, but each of them had their own unique brand of experience gained through hard work on a myriad of cases. Each had their strengths and weaknesses, but none of it was any use. Baxter struck out just as the rest of them had.

“He started like a mugger—grabbed them off the streets and dragged them into an alley,” Baxter said as he read some of the crap painted in blood on the walls of Jenny Lovett’s hotel room. The room had been sealed to preserve the evidence. Joseph was really pissed about that and Chris was glad. “Sykes thought he was a mugger.”

“Well, he could have been. If not for Patsy and Sheryl turning up dead, I doubt we would have connected her story to the Ghost.”

“How did you find her?”

“She came to us,” she said and nodded at Baxter’s surprise. “Yeah. She didn’t report the mugging until after she heard about Patsy. You know how it is. They get hit for the cash they’re carrying and don’t come to us for fear of losing a night of work. They can’t afford to come up short when their managers come by to do the accounts.”

Baxter grimaced. “It’s the pimps that disgust me more than anything. I can at least understand a hooker’s reasoning. They’ve got something someone is willing to pay for and they have to eat, but the bastards who protect them are just parasites.”

Chris agreed, but she had less sympathy for the women than Baxter did. So okay, some of them deserved more than they got out of life, but that didn’t absolve them. They were accomplices in their own debasement. She could understand them intellectually, but emotionally was another matter. She couldn’t understand how any woman could have so little self-respect.

“So Karen and victim number one were friends?” Baxter said as he copied something into his comp.

“Not friends, but they knew each other.”

“Professionally?”

She grimaced at the thought of the two women working a customer together. “Something like that.”

“You think maybe Karen and Patsy turned him down and he went after them for revenge… no, she would have said if she’d recognised him wouldn’t she?”

“You’d think so.”

“Scratch that then. It doesn’t explain the others anyway.”

She pointed out some of the graffiti above the headboard of the bed. “I don’t think there’s any way for us to anticipate his choice of victim, not when he writes crazy stuff like that. He’s not on the same planet as the rest of us.”

“I hope you’re wrong, because if you’re not we’ll never catch him. What do you make of that?” Baxter said pointing to a patch of wall with a hastily scrawled message on it. “He was in a hurry it looks like.”

I feel him watching me,

Satan, dead man walking.

No one sees, but I see,

I’m scared.

Chris shivered as she read that passage again. Crazy stuff and Baxter was right. It did look hastily written, not that any of them were neat. It must be hard to write in blood.

“It’s just more of his nut bunny ravings. John has a friend of his looking into all this Armageddon stuff. I don’t know if it will do any good, but we have to try.”

Baxter copied it into his comp with the other ramblings of Ghost’s delusional mind. “Where did Jenny Lovett usually hang out, Vermont Avenue?”

“No, around the corner on 104th Street.”

Baxter checked his watch. “Let’s go see if anyone remembers seeing her.”

“Okay, but we did that already.”

“We might get lucky. Besides, you promised we could roust some hookers.”

She grinned and waved him out the door ahead of her. “You’ve got a one track mind.”

* * *



14 ~ Closing In

Chris winced and held her head as someone slammed a door. She took a big swallow of her coffee and shuddered. John had made it extra strong for the entire squad room. They all needed it after the barbecue at Baxter’s place. The booze had flowed a little too freely and all of them were feeling it now. John was sitting opposite her staring at his computer screen with bloodshot eyes.

“Good party,” she croaked.

“Yeah…” John coughed. “Yeah it was. Baxter stiffed me for a hundred bucks.”

“I’ve warned you before about playing poker with him.”

John ignored her.

“Yes!” Baxter shouted from across the room and Chris groaned. “I’ve got the bastard!”

She watched Baxter talking excitedly on the link with someone and wondered how he could be so energetic after a day like the one they’d had yesterday. It was indecent, that’s what it was.

“We’ve got him, Chris!” Baxter yelled as he hurried toward her. “John O’Neal. We’ve got him!”

“Not so loud,” she croaked holding her head. “Who the hell is John O’Neal?”

Baxter dragged a chair up to her desk and she shuddered again at the noise it made. He sat and slapped a sheet of paper covered in notes down in front of her. “I just got off the link with forensics. They double and triple checked it for me. They found a latent print. John O’Neal’s right index finger on the razor and on the bean can it was found in.”

“Razor… Oh, okay. I got it. The razor from the alley. I remember.”

Baxter peered into her eyes. “Are you okay? You don’t look so hot.”

She blinked slowly at him. “I don’t think so.”

“This will get your juices flowing. O’Neal was born with a hereditary medical condition. Want to guess which one?”

“Not albinism?”

“You got it.”

Excitement swept through her obliterating her tiredness in seconds. “Holy shit you found him!”

Baxter grinned. “We found him. You and me. We’ve got the bastard!”

“Goddess please be right,” she whispered snatching up Baxter’s notes. “It says here he was on medication for schizophrenia and depression. How the hell did you get this?”

“I called in some favours. O’Neal tried to off his wife and kid fifteen years ago, but she testified in his defence at the trial. I don’t get that part. I mean he tried to kill her kid and she helps him?”

“Love I guess.”

Baxter shrugged. “Right, anyway, he gets two years in a mental institution instead of prison—big difference there huh? When he gets out, his wife has divorced him, shacked up with some stud who used to be his best friend, and filed an injunction to stop him coming near the kid. O’Neal goes apeshit. He beats the living crap out of the wife’s lover and disappears. He’s turned up in the system a couple of times since then. Nothing heavy. Drunk and disorderly, petty theft, vagrancy… you know the sort of thing. He’s just a bum now. If we showed the artist drawing of Ghost to those bums you spoke to down that alley, I bet, I just bet they would identify him.”

“There must be a picture of him in the files too.”

Baxter scowled. “Well yeah there is, but…”

“But?”

“You’ve got to remember that it’s fifteen years old. People can change a lot in that time.”

“Okay, what aren’t you telling me?”

Rather than tell her he showed her by pulling up O’Neal’s file on her comp. Chris studied it for a minute then pulled out the artist’s sketch of Ghost. They looked similar but that’s as far as it went. She really wanted Baxter to be right. If not for that, she would have said that both men were related but that they weren’t the same guy. The artist’s sketch was drawn from Karen Sykes’ description, which portrayed O’Neal as lean but muscular with high cheekbones and Hollywood style good looks despite his albinism. The computer showed a man that looked considerably older and heavier. His features were blunted with heavy jowls and he was obviously overweight.

John stood behind her comparing the two images. “I don’t know, call me crazy but I think there’s something there.”

She pulled at her lower lip thoughtfully and looked at the artist’s sketch again in silence.

“I’ve got his ex-wife’s address,” Baxter said slyly. “You could take John for a ride and talk to her. He looks like he could use the fresh air.”

“Hmmm.”

“Come on Chris, it’s him I know it!” Baxter burst out.

She nodded slowly still frowning at the computer screen. A fierce grin slowly spread across her face and she tapped the image with a finger. “I’ve got you.”

She called the team into the incident room to give them the news. Cappy noted the excitement and wandered inside to listen. Chris held up a picture she had printed out and swept her eyes over the assembly, but then she frowned.

“Baxter!” she roared at the top of her voice making everyone jump.

Baxter popped his head around the door. “What?”

“Get your butt in here. When I said I wanted to brief the team I meant everybody.”

“But I’m not part of the task force.”

Chris glanced at Cappy who nodded almost imperceptibly. “You are now. Sit!”

“Yes ma’am!” Baxter said and grinned at the laughter his eagerness caused.

She waited for him to take his seat and held up the picture again. “Thanks to Baxter we finally have a suspect. This guy’s name is John O’Neal. He’s a schizophrenic and manic-depressive that tried to off his wife and kid fifteen years ago. This picture is a little out of date. He was heavier back when it was taken, but the similarities between it and Karen Sykes’ description are too great to ignore. I don’t have to remind you not to talk about this to anyone outside this room. O’Neal is our best lead and only suspect, but that’s all he is at the moment. A suspect. Clear?”

She made eye contact with each of the team and nodded. “Okay. Raz, I want you to take one of these pictures and go see Sykes. See if she’ll give it the nod. Take Matt with you. When you’re done, see if you can track down those two bums we talked to and get them to look at it. I want to know if O’Neal is their missing friend or not and if they’ve seen him lately. After that, we need to start painting a picture of this guy. Things like where he used to hang out, what he liked to do, where did he eat, where did he sleep. Who were his contacts, his friends… anything we can dig up might lead us to him.”

“Sykes then Teddy and Morris,” Raz said. “Gotcha.”

“John is going to continue working with Radthorne and Lockstone for now.” John made to protest but she raised a hand. “Sorry John, but you’ve spent more time on those writings than the rest of us—not even Raz knows as much about them as you do now. O’Neal might not be the one we’re after. We can’t ignore the possibility that Lockstone’s work will lead us to someone else. I’ll take Baxter with me when I talk to O’Neal’s wife.”

John scowled. “Okay, but we are going to have a talk about this later.”

Chris winced.

Carol O’Neal was now Carol Bridges. She had married John O’Neal’s best friend and subsequent punching bag shortly before he got out of hospital. James Bridges was a lowlife—a lawyer, but he was an up and coming, well-paid, highly respected lowlife lawyer. Chris had never fallen foul of his tactics in a courtroom, but upon further investigation she had learned that the same could not be said for some of the others in the squad. When they learned which Bridges she was going to see, they came forward one at a time to offer her some advice. Advice like: aim low, squeeze the trigger don’t jerk it, and kick him while he’s down. All good advice for any lawyer, she thought, but she wasn’t here to talk to James. It was Carol she wanted to see.

She pulled the car over and looked around. The Bridges lived in a nice little house next to other nice little houses in a nice little neighbourhood surrounded by nice little gardens and nice fences. The lawns were lushly green and wet from the sprinklers that were busy whirling away, the street was clean, and traffic noise was remote. No kids, no noise, no dogs. In short, the place was utterly sterile and without character or history. All the houses looked the same, little painted boxes surrounded by flowerbeds in bloom. 

“Nice,” Baxter said looking around at all the pretty flowerbeds, white painted fences, manic car washing husbands, and lace-curtained-with-bobs-on homes. “No rowdy barbecues in this neighbourhood I bet.”

“Yeah,” she said sourly. It was a picture perfect example of Middle America. What a nightmare. “I really must make a point of buying something around here… not!”

Baxter grinned.

Chris made to open her door and climb out but Baxter grabbed her arm before she could. “What?”

“I just wanted to say thanks for bringing me in on this.”

“Hey, this is as much yours as mine. You found us a suspect. Without your work we would be nowhere.”

“Yeah okay, but thanks anyway. Mary Pat told me about your little chat.”

Chris’ stomach suddenly felt hollow. “Oh… oh shit. Now don’t do something you’ll regret. I didn’t mean nothing by it and… and she seemed cool about it… and I really… what?”

Baxter was grinning. “I love watching you squirm.”

“Yeah?” she said with her lips tugging up into a smile of her own. “So we’re okay? You don’t mind that I talked to her?”

“She’s your friend. We both are. Of course you should talk with her if you want to.”

“You know what I mean.”

Baxter nodded. “I was annoyed at first you know? When she told me what you spoke about I mean, but it kind of worked out better than I thought. We couldn’t seem to get started on it. We both knew there was a problem, but we couldn’t talk about it. When she told me what you said, it gave us another way to start. We talked about what you said, and that led to her feelings about it. Anyway, the long and the short of it is that she doesn’t want me to retire. She knows how I feel about the job. I mean sure, she would love it if I got promoted to a desk somewhere. That would be heaven from her point of view—me still in the job but safe.”

“Yeah, I can understand that.”

“You know I would hate that, but if by some miracle it happens and I get that kind of promotion I would take it for Mary Pat’s sake. I want you to promise me that if it ever happens you won’t make waves. You promise?”

“You’re looking forward to being Captain Baxter? That has to be a ways off yet I figure.”

“No. Like I said, I hate the thought of living behind a desk, but I don’t want you telling Mary Pat. If it happens, I’m going to smile and take the desk for her sake.”

“She knows how you feel, Dave. You’ve been married eighteen years. She knows.”

“I know she knows! Like I know how happy it will make her to see me behind a desk! Look Chris, I’ve spent a lot of years on the streets having fun, I can afford to spend some time behind a desk to make my wife sleep better at night.”

“Okay, I promise,” she said.

“Thanks.”

They climbed out of the car and she led the way up the path to Carol’s house. She rang the bell and was rewarded a moment later with someone calling faintly from inside.

“I’ll be there in a minute!”

Chris stuffed her hands in her jacket pockets and turned to watch the guy opposite washing his car. Baxter took out his badge as the door opened and introduced them both. She turned to get her first impressions of Carol Bridges.

Carol was blond. That was the first thing she noticed and it might be called significant if only for the fact that Ghost preferred them. The second thing she noticed was that Carol bore a striking resemblance to victim number eight—Jenny Lovett. Baxter noticed it too. If Ghost was John O’Neal, and if he was still fixated on his wife, then it was one more piece of data that might help them nail him.

If she had been Ghost and wanted to kill Carol, she would simply have blown her away and left it at that, but John O’Neal loved his wife. He couldn’t kill her could he? No, he had to kill her surrogate… multiple times. Whenever the tension built too high, he chose someone that looked like her and killed her instead... if Ghost was John O’Neal.

Carol was slim, blue eyed, in her forties but still good looking. Her face was open and friendly though she looked puzzled about why the police were visiting her. Chris tried to clothe Carol in Jenny Lovett’s barely there miniskirt and tank but it didn’t work. Carol was too clean cut—a veritable Suzie Homemaker.

“Can we come in?” Baxter said putting his badge away.

“My husband will be home at five—”

“It’s you we came to see, Carol,” Chris said. “I can call you Carol can’t I?”

Carol looked from Baxter to Chris and back. “I suppose so. What’s this about?”

“It would be better said in private.”

“I’m not letting you inside until I know what this is about.”

Ah, stubbornness. They could do that. She stepped close to Carol, crowding her and keeping her voice low. “Do you remember what it felt like when John—you remember John O’Neal your husband… excuse me, ex-husband? Do you remember what it felt like when he put the knife inside you? Do you remember the fear, the terror of it?”

Baxter hissed as he drew in a sharp breath, but his protest died stillborn.

Carol eyes brimmed. “Why are you saying this to me? Go away!”

“John is back, Carol. He’s out there killing women that look just like you. Now can we come in?”

Carol stepped back inside, defeated.

In the living room, Carol took a seat not inviting either of them to join her. Chris sat anyway and chose the seat opposite. Baxter wandered the room a moment and peered outside through the curtains before sitting at the opposite end of the sofa. Chris opened the folder she carried and gave the artist’s sketch to Carol without a word. Baxter tensed and held his breath.

Carol covered her mouth as she stared at the artist’s impression of the man that had come to be called the South Central Ghost. “He’s lost weight.”

Chris closed her eyes in abject relief. Inside she was screaming in exultation. 

Baxter took up the slack. “We believe he was living on the streets for a time.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. He had trouble getting a job after he got out of hospital. I know that because he kept calling us and asking for money. I gave him some at first but James—that’s my husband. James said I should stop. He was right. John stopped calling after the first couple of times that I turned him down. If I hadn’t he would have bled us dry.”

That sounded like something James the lawyer would say rather that Carol, but whoever said it was right to Chris’ way of thinking. Paying someone like John O’Neal would simply encourage him to ask for more. They would never have gotten rid of him.

Carol looked up from the photo. “You said he killed someone?”

“He’s a suspect in a number of ongoing investigations,” Baxter said diplomatically.

“Ever hear of the South Central Ghost?” Chris said, piling in with the full horror.

Carol gasped and looked quickly at the picture again. “Oh no, oh John, what have you done?” she whispered with a pained look in her eyes. “I’ve heard the reports. I should have thought. The albinism… why didn’t I put it together? Oh those poor girls.”

“Why didn’t you contact us about John?”

“I didn’t think. I haven’t seen him for years, Detective. I tried to forget about him. I didn’t know where he was. He could have been on the other side of the country for all I know. I didn’t think…”

She didn’t think. Chris sighed. How many times had she heard that during one of these sessions? Why didn’t you call the police, sir? I didn’t think, Detective. Why didn’t you call someone when you heard the screams? I didn’t think he would really hurt her you know? Why didn’t you call when you heard the shots? I didn’t think. I thought it was the vid. People could be so stupid sometimes!

“You know,” Carol said, still studying the picture, “John could never see it, but he was a handsome man. We married young and it was the biggest mistake of my life, but I did love him. He was a big man physically; tall, broad shouldered, he had very strong hands. I didn’t learn how much he hated the way he looked until after Louise was born.”

“The albinism?” Chris guessed.

Carol nodded. “He hated it. It’s hereditary; there’s nothing anyone can do about it. When we first got married, everything seemed fine. He was happy, I was happy, but then I got pregnant. He started to brood and worry. He put on weight and let himself go. He used to be a very physical man, played soccer, and worked out in the gym. The doctor prescribed antidepressants and they seemed to help, but then Louise was born with ocular albinism. Her hair and skin are near normal, but her eyes are very pale blue almost colourless. She has to wear strong glasses to correct her vision.”

“And John blamed himself,” Chris said.

“Of course he did! And he was to blame genetically, but there’s nothing anyone can do about it. I love my daughter, Detective. I would do anything for her, but when I first got pregnant, we talked about an abortion. John wanted children, but he didn’t want to risk the albinism. I decided to keep the baby and it drove him nuts with worry. When Louise was born, he lost it. He went missing for almost a week, but when he came back, he seemed better. Things seemed fine for a year or so and then one day he attacked us. The rest you must know already. It’s all in the report and psych evaluation.”

“Why did you testify on his behalf?”

“I loved him.”

“Then why divorce him?”

“Because I love my daughter more!” Carol said angrily. “You weren’t there; you didn’t see the rage on his face when he looked at Louise. She wasn’t his perfect little girl, the one he dreamed of having. She was flawed so he tried to kill her. I got in the way and he nearly killed me. I couldn’t let him near Louise ever again, so I divorced him.”

Chris took back the picture and took out a page of notes from her folder. “You said the doctor prescribed antidepressants for John.”

“That’s right.”

“Did you know he was diagnosed as a schizophrenic?”

“Yes, but that was later. John had to undergo a psychiatric evaluation. Doctor Rowan testified at the trial about John’s health and mental state. He prescribed Haloperidol. John was held in the hospital for two years and seemed much better for his time there.”

“You visited him?”

“Once or twice, no more than that. Can I ask you something?”

Chris shrugged. “Go ahead.”

“You don’t think he will come here do you? I mean, he won’t come after me will he?”

She didn’t think so but why take chances? “Is there someone you can stay with for a couple of weeks?”

“There’s my sister.”

“Maybe you should call her. What about your daughter?”

“She’s in Wisconsin.”

“That’s probably best. Is there anyone you know of that might still be in contact with John? Any friends he might go to, family members?”

“No family, and I don’t think he would go to his friends for help.” Carol frowned hard in thought. “He was a shy man. He didn’t like to push his troubles or himself on to people. It was very hard for him to ask me for money when he lost his job. Apart from me, he had no one. Here,” Carol said rising and getting a pen. She scribbled some names and numbers on a scrap of paper. “If he goes to anyone it will be one of two men, but I really doubt he will. He was a very private man.”

Chris took the note and glanced at it. “It was too much to hope for I guess.” She stood to leave. “If you think of anything further, please call on this number,” she said handing Carol her card.

“I will.”

Carol saw them to the door and closed it behind them.

Chris looked around then followed the path down to the sidewalk. The car washer had gone in and another two further along the street had come out to pay homage to the god of shiny paintwork. It was Baxter who pointed out the feds watching them. He grabbed her arm before she could stomp on over there.

“It’s not Barrows,” Baxter said. “I noticed them pull up when we arrived.”

“I don’t care who it is.”

“What’s the point in chewing out one of his boys when it will do no good? They’re just following his orders. Barrows is the one you need to work over.”

“Yeah, you’re right. You know, you’re starting to sound like John.”

Baxter snorted. “Let’s look at this logically shall we. What’s the common denominator here? Oh yeah, we’re both partnering you! QED, you’re the problem not us!”

She grinned. “Heh, good one.”

They drove in silence for a time with Chris frowning at the rear view mirror. The feds were keeping their distance this time. Feinstein had obviously warned them. Baxter wondered aloud whether Raz and Matt had gotten anywhere with Sykes and then wondered if the two vagrants might have seen O’Neal.

“Don’t know,” she murmured each time Baxter raised a possibility. “Don’t know.”

“Where are we going?”

“Don’t know… what?” Chris glanced at Baxter. “Oh, I err…”

“Give up, you don’t know do you? You were daydreaming.”

“Was not!”

“Was too!”

“I know where I’m going,” she said quickly deciding that if she cut across Third and onto Shelby she could make it look as if she had been heading toward 104th Street the entire time. She made the turn. “I thought we could maybe flash O’Neal’s photo around.”

“Chrisssss,” Baxter made her name sound like a whine. “We’ve done that a hundred times!”

“Not the sketch, the photo. Once more for luck. What do you say?”

“I say you’re the boss, but I think seeing his doctor might be a better bet.”

She snorted, but made a note to do that too. “What, you think a guy like O’Neal, a guy living on the streets for who knows how long, is still taking his meds? Get real.”

Baxter grimaced. “Okay, maybe not, but it might be worth talking to Rowan. He might be able to give us something.”

“Maybe. You make an appointment to meet him when we get back to Central. He might have something.”

Baxter nodded in satisfaction.

They found a place to park outside Zero Gee and went in. It was a good time of day to start looking for certain people who would later be walking streets or standing on street corners. In here, they were off duty simply having a drink and waiting for night. They were more likely to talk to her here in the dark than outside on the street.

They stopped just inside the doors letting eyes adjust to the dim lighting. The noise level took longer to get used to. Baxter tapped her on the shoulder and nodded toward a table in the corner. Chris frowned into the shadows and her lips thinned. A group of men and women wearing ragged jeans, boots, and an assortment of leather jackets over black tee shirts sat huddled around the table. She knew all of them sported an angel tattoo somewhere on their bodies. She knew because of who their leader was. Angel, the small dark skinned woman sitting in the corner, had one tattooed on her neck and the others used it like a badge.

Angel used to be one of her kids, one of those she had helped in the past, but no longer was. They’d had a falling out. The last she had heard, the girl had left her old gang to found her own group. That was damned unusual because woman were rarely accepted in leadership positions among the gangs, but Angel was special. She was smart and had magic in her arsenal. That made all the difference in a world where fighting to hold what you had was common. Her people were fanatically loyal to her or they were gone. Chris didn’t want to know where they went, but she assumed that Angel had let them live. The bodies, if bodies there were hadn’t surfaced anyway.

Chris stalked over and glared down at her. “Angel.”

Angel looked up from her conversation. “Officer Humber, what a pleasant surprise.”

“It’s detective now.”

“Congratulations!” Angel said in mock surprise. “I think that’s great, I really do. I guess you must have finally caught a real live criminal huh? Is that why they made you a detective, Officer Humber, you went and caught a bad guy instead of shooting innocent kids?”

Angel’s gang mates laughed but Angel didn’t and neither did Chris. The pain Angel’s words caused was sharp and immediate, but it was an old hurt and had nothing to do with why she was here now.

“We need to talk,” Chris said.

“I don’t think we do.”

“Okay, I need to talk to you. Privately.”

Angel hesitated, but she nodded at her friends and they climbed reluctantly to their feet. One man, named Flex for his huge muscular arms, made a point of shouldering Chris aside. She staggered and Baxter made to intervene, but she and Flex had a history as much as she and Angel did. She gave Flex her patented ‘that one was free’ look and let him walk. 

Chris and Baxter sat opposite Angel who was just finishing her beer.

“So talk,” Angel said reaching for Flex’s half-full glass and taking a sip.

Chris tried to keep her voice even. “What happened to you, Angel? Why did you come back here, to this?”

“Is that what you want to talk about, me?”

“I found you a place, and people to look after you. What about school? You wanted to go to college. You said you did. You were happy.”

Angel shrugged. “Things change. You should know all about that, Officer Humber, oh excuse me, Detective Humber. Got yourself a pretty new shield now eh? A gold one right? Can I see it?”

Chris pulled her badge out and put it on the table between them in silence. Angel made a show of inspecting it closely. She shoved it this way and that with an extended finger before looking up and into Chris’ eyes.

“Shiny, can’t see the blood on it or anything.”

Chris flinched.

Baxter slammed his hand down on the table making Angel jump. “That’s enough,” he said in a hard voice.

Chris grabbed his arm. “Dave don’t, it’s okay.”

“To the hells with that that, it’s not okay. Where does this little whore—”

“Way to go sugar mouth,” Angel sneered.

“—get off talking to you that way?” Baxter turned and his hand shot out to grab Angel’s collar. He yanked her across the table and pressed her cheek into the wood. “Listen to me, and listen close,” he growled through his teeth. “For some reason Chris thinks she owes you something—”

“Dave don’t!” Chris said pulling on his arm but he didn’t let go.

“—but I don’t owe you a damn thing. If you ever, I mean EVER speak to her like that in front of me again, I’ll splash that arrogant shit-eating grin of yours over the nearest wall. Do you hear me? Well do you?”

“Yes,” Angel hissed. Baxter shoved her face hard into the table for a second then let her up. Angel’s eyes glittered at him for a long silent moment but then she raised her glass and drank a mouthful of beer as if nothing had happened. “Big bad cop.”

This time Chris caught Baxter’s hand before he could move. “Not this time, Dave. If you can’t control it you can wait outside in the car.”

Baxter shrugged her off. “Yeah, whatever,” he said but he didn’t get up. He sat back to listen.

Chris eyed him for a long moment then turned her attention to Angel. “I didn’t come here to fight. Danny was a long time ago. I’m sorry he’s dead, I’m sorry I killed him, but you of all people know why he was there. He was trying to be like you, but he wasn’t like you was he? He wasn’t tough enough to walk away from his friends when he knew they were getting in over their heads. I pulled the trigger, I had no choice, but we killed him. It took both of us screwing up to kill him.”

Angel shoved her glass away. “Tell me what you want or get out.”

Chris retrieved her badge and put it away. She opened the folder, pulled out the photograph of O’Neal, and slid it across the table. Angel glanced down at it and froze. She covered it by taking another drink, but Chris noticed all the same. She tapped a finger on the picture.

“I want him.”

“Yeah? What’s it got to do with me?”

“You know people.”

“I don’t know him.”

That was a lie. Chris pulled out the artist sketch and slid it beside the photograph in silence. She sat back to watch Angel’s reaction.

Angel’s eyes widened. “No fucking way!”

“It’s him, Angel.”

“It can’t be! He looks nothing like the Ghost; even you can see that. Look at these pictures. They’re nothing alike!”

“Look closer. Look at the eyes, the nose.”

“But I know this guy,” Angel protested pointing to the photo. “He’s just a bum. He’s a nice old man, a little soft in the head maybe, but he wouldn’t hurt a fly! Look, he pushes a cart up and down the alleys picking up crap looking for something worth trading. He owns nothing right? Nothing at all, but half the time he gives what he finds away! Does that sound like a crazy killer to you?”

“You would be surprised,” Baxter said.

“Yeah I would be, very surprised! Old John ain’t your Ghost. No way in hell!”

Chris faltered at Angel’s certainty, but Baxter was firm in his belief. He took the folder out of her hands and opened it to give Angel a page of notes. “Read it,” he said in a hard voice.

Angel scowled but she angled the page into the meagre light and read silently. When she was finished, she handed the page back to him. “So he tried to kill his kid, so what?”

“So she was only three years old at the time.”

Angel shrugged. “It don’t mean nothing, happens all the time.”

“Whether you believe it or not,” Chris said. “John O’Neal is more than capable of murder. He is the Ghost, but even that doesn’t matter. What does is that I want to find him and you are going to help.”

“Why should I?”

“I could say you’ll do it for old time’s sake, but I don’t think that will work. How about this: you’ll do it, or I’ll make your every waking moment a living hell—and all your friends’ lives hell—if you don’t. How’s that?”

Angel’s eyes were calculating and hard. “Still think you’re a bad arse I see.”

“You of all people know that when I say something I mean it.”

“Yeah, I remember that about you,” Angel looked at the pictures on the table for a long moment and her lips thinned into a grim line. She looked up into Chris’ eyes coldly. “You got a pen?”

Baxter rolled one across the table.

Angel turned the sketch over and wrote out three names and addresses. “I’m not sure about this last address. I haven’t seen Leila in a while. She usually works 104th Street like the others, but sometimes she goes to Vermont for variety. She might be hanging out over there.”

“What are these?” Chris said taking the sheet and reading the list.

“Whores. John is friends with nearly everyone around here. The crazy old geezer would give you the shirt off his back if you asked him, not that anyone would. He reeked to high heaven. I told you, he’s harmless.”

“Why these particular names?”

Angel shrugged. “Like I said, he was friendly with nearly everyone. Nearly, get it?”

Chris’s eyes brightened. “He didn’t get along with these three?”

“I don’t know why, but they didn’t hit it off.”

Baxter took the sheet from Chris. “Not blond are they?” he said offhandedly and Chris shot him a look.

Angel frowned. “Yeah they are, why?”

“O’Neal’s wife is blond and he tried to kill her. Maybe he started calling them Carol or something… what?”

Angel’s jaw was hanging open in surprise. “He used to call a lot of the hookers Carol. They used to laugh about it; he never could keep their names straight.”

“Listen, this is really important. Lives depend on it. Do you know if John got along well with Patsy Jordan?”

Angel snorted. “Crack House Patsy? Get real. She used to tease him so bad he would run away and hide.”

“And what about Sheryl Adams or Jenny Lovett?”

“I don’t know about Sheryl, but Jen set the cops on him once. She said he molested her. As if you can molest a hooker right?” Angel sneered at the thought. “That’s what they’re for.”

Baxter scowled and would have argued but Chris was putting two and two together and coming up with the mother lode.

“Calm down, we have to check out these names,” Baxter advised. “Don’t jump to conclusions.”

“Conclusions nothing! We were looking in the wrong damn place! From day one, we’ve been looking for something to link the victims together—a customer they all had in common, but it was never about sex. It was simply about revenge.”

“Revenge? You think old John killed them because they teased him?” Angel said in disbelief.

“There are stranger motives for murder than teasing, kid,” Baxter said grimly. “I had a guy once that killed a woman because she cut in front of him and stole his parking space.” 

“Revenge,” Chris mused. “Revenge for teasing him, revenge against his wife for not having an abortion, revenge against an imperfect kid that he wanted to love but couldn’t. He chose the hookers because they teased and humiliated him. They only superficially looked like Carol, and he used to call them Carol right?”

“Yeah he did,” Angel said. “You think he’s going after Kim and the other two?”

“That’s exactly what I think and I hope he does because I’ll be there.” Chris shoved her seat back hard in her haste to rise. “We have to get these women into protective custody.”

“Can you think of any others John didn’t like?” Baxter said gathering up the papers from the table and slipping them into the file he still held.

“No, but it doesn’t mean there weren’t more. Unlike you, Baxter, I don’t spend all my time watching hookers.”

Baxter scowled.

“It doesn’t matter,” Chris said. “Now we know the right questions, we’ll ask Kim and her friends about it. Let’s go.”

They hurried out of the club and didn’t see Angel’s gleaming eyes. Nor did they see the cold hard smile that had turned her features into something ugly. Once outside, they hurried to the car. Chris accelerated away from the curb as if the car had booster rockets. Baxter pointed out the quickest route and she swerved into a turn cutting in front of a truck in her haste. Baxter said nothing. He might be new on the task force, but he was as excited by their discovery as she was.

Five-Alison-Twenty-Three, Five-Alison-Twenty-Three.

Baxter reached for the microphone. “Dispatch, Five-Alison-Twenty-Three receiving.”

Five-Alison-Twenty-Three, standby for a live patch to Five-Charlie-One-Niner.

“Standing by.”

“Chris?” Raz said.

“She’s listening, Raz,” Baxter said.

“Where the hell have you been? I’ve been trying to get in touch for almost twenty minutes.”

“Working. What’s up?”

“We’ve got another one. Definitely our guy.”

Chris hammered on the steering wheel. “Goddess no! Who is she?”

Baxter keyed the microphone. “Who is she Raz?”

“Another hooker. Her landlord says her name was Leila Newell. It’s bad here Raz, just like Jenny Lovett.”

Chris almost crashed the car when she heard the name. Leila Newell was on Angel’s list of possible targets. Leila was the one she hadn’t been certain of. Well it was more than certain now. She was dead. They hadn’t put it together fast enough! If only she had brought Baxter in sooner, Leila might still be alive. 

Baxter could read her like a book. “It isn’t your fault.”

“Yeah.”

“I was just lucky with the razor,” Baxter pointed out.

“Yeah, I know.”

“Hey Baxter! You still there?” Raz said. “I don’t know Matt… they just dropped off the air. Hello, any one there?”

“We’re still here. Listen Raz, Leila Newell is one of three women we just identified as possible targets. We need to find the other two fast and put ’em away somewhere safe—”

“Get their location,” Chris said.

“Chris wants to come over there. Give us your location.”

Chris drove fast, thinking grimly about John O’Neal and what she was going to do to him when they met. She listened only absently to Baxter’s questioning of Raz and Matt. Her eyes narrowed as an idea came to her and she nodded to herself. It wouldn’t take much to convince Cappy, not after he heard about Leila. All she would need was the right clothes and a wig, maybe some makeup to go with it. She already had the authority to requisition anything else she needed. She smiled grimly. John O’Neal was one dead sonofabitch. He just didn’t know it yet.

* * *



15 ~ The Ecstasy of Blood

Gavin snapped awake, and the dream faded. The bedroom was dark and silent as expected, but it hadn’t been a noise that woke him. The sun, the ever present guardian of the day, had slipped below the horizon releasing him and his kind from its tyranny. He sat up and his senses reached beyond the room, the corridor, the building and he was satisfied that all was well. His people, his neighbours in the other apartments, were safe and happy. They were watching the vid in most cases. He could feel the soporific effect the shows had on them in the slow pulsing of their heart’s blood.

He cocked his head and smiled as he felt the newlywed couple in the apartment at the end of the hall consummate their love once again. He breathed in the energy they exuded and felt revitalised—their love was strong. William was a lucky man. Marcia was very beautiful and very much in love with him. Marcia and William were friends as neighbours were, not close, but friendly. Marcia liked him. She smiled when she spoke with him, but that’s all it was. He knew the difference. He could feel it as he could feel the air on his skin. There was no one but William for her—as it should be.

He rose from his hard bed and padded into the bathroom for a shower. The cold water pummelled him and washed away the dreams that seemed increasingly to come upon him as the years rolled by.

Six hundred years and more. Where did the time go?

Garvan Lochlain had been his name once, but now he was Gavin Lochlin. Not much of an alias as such things go, but then no one still living knew his real name, so why worry? He smiled and shampooed his hair. When he was done with his ablutions, he dressed in good quality slacks and caramel coloured polo-neck sweater. He smoothed the wool over his chest. He liked the feel of it. A friend had told him long ago that the colour suited his complexion. Neckties were a bane to him as cravats had been before them. He much preferred casual dress. Though he did miss the courtesy of those long ago days, he would never miss their styles.

He snorted at his musings. This was what came of having nothing to do. Musing on the significance of no longer wearing neckties—by the Gods, how had he fallen so low?

“Stupid question,” he muttered in irritation.

He well knew why he was here, who had betrayed him to make it happen, and why he did it.

“For love of you...”

Gavin spun, but he knew there would be no one there. Charles was long gone to dust and cobwebs. He was alive now, only in his memories.

“For love of me, my old friend?” Gavin sighed as he opened the balcony windows and stepped out. “If he had truly loved me, he would have let me die.”

The air was foul with the pollution he had come to accept over the years, though the elves had considerably improved matters with the introduction of hydrox over gasoline, it would take many years yet for the atmosphere to recover fully. Pollution or not, it refreshed him. Air of any description was a luxury few corpses could indulge in, and he was, undeniably, a corpse. Six hundred years dead. Six hundred years of yearning for what was lost. How many more before the long sleep took him?

He stepped out upon the balcony to survey the city. The sound of sirens floated up to him as a patrol car sped to the scene of some crime. He sniffed the air. He smelled smoke on the wind. Perhaps it was speeding to join the fire truck that was even now making its way through traffic. A dog barked in the darkness, and another answered him. He smiled as a memory surfaced of a young carefree lord riding on the hunt with his faithful hounds. That was long ago—before the curse and before his exile to Earth.

A scream made him tense, but it was nothing—just a group of street toughs fooling around. His eyes narrowed as they came toward his building. They stopped opposite the lobby doors, and he wondered if they would dare enter his House, but no, they moved on. He watched them go feeling faintly disgusted but disappointed too. He would have enjoyed removing them from this life. He knew their kind well. Brigands were brigands no matter what world he found himself in. On Tahir—his birth world—such men as they appeared to be would be robbers lurking along the border. Perhaps if they were brave, they might haunt a lonely stretch of highroad. Whatever their choice, he would have dealt with them as they deserved, but not here where someone might see. Brigands had more rights than honest citizens here.

This world was heading into a new dark age, and no one cared. Everyone looked to his or her own gratification, and never looked to the wider world. Living so long showed him clearly how society had declined as its dependence upon magic and technology grew ever greater. He could see nothing good coming of the trend. Despite the miracles he witnessed daily, the people were not satisfied. They wanted more, ever more. 

He had lived in England just as that tiny island kingdom became the centre of the Old World. The War of Races had still been fresh in living memory when he stepped out of the portal onto this world. The European Empire of Great Britain and Germany had been so new back then, it had still been finding its feet and trying to integrate the elves into its royal houses and government. The chaos years they were called now. He was glad he had left. Though the journey had been the worst period in his long life, staying would have been worse. Sea travel… he shuddered at the memory. It was like drowning forever without getting wet. Without Charles, he would never have survived the trip. He would never go back, never. 

Gavin surveyed his city letting the lives that populated it flow through him. The air was chill and damp on his skin. The rain had left the streets shiny and wet. It had been on a night just like this that he had met Angelina and her friends. He wondered what mischief she was getting into right now. There would be something he was sure.

He smiled as he remembered the tough little witch woman dressed in tight leather pants and worn jacket who had tried to rob him. It had been something of a surprise to both of them when instead of killing her he had spared her life. They had been friends ever since. Angelina reminded him of another woman he had known once in a better time and place. She had been betrothed to his brother and would have married him if not for the events that followed. If his memory was not lying to him, they looked alike as twins, but their manner was anything but alike. Angelina was a tough little street thief. Isabella had been a wallflower in comparison. Beautiful and charming though Isabella could be, he preferred Angelina’s directness. Less subtle though she was, the little witch was no less lovely in her way. 

He leaned upon the iron railing listening to the traffic and sampling the pulse of the city as best he was able. He needed to feed and his senses were depressed. He sensed millions of people going about their lives. Some were working, some sleeping. Some were dancing in the clubs, while others made frenzied love trying to fill their humdrum lives with a little pleasure before the dawn came again. He sensed another revenant, and tensed, but the man was far away and receding from him faster now that he’d been detected. The interloper knew he was the weaker. Gavin stroked that presence with his power, caressing it like a jewel in his head, and estimated he was easily three hundred years stronger—at the least three hundred.

Gavin frowned. He knew all those of his kind that hunted his city but he did not recognise this one. Each of them had a distinctive… call it a presence for want of a better word. It was like a pressure in his head and was quite unlike anything else. Humans for the most part did not even register in the same way. Although there were exceptions, humans with the sight came immediately to mind, the living generally didn’t have the same… the same weight to their presence as another revenant would have. This one must be new to the city, but no one had asked his permission to hunt recently. He wondered if Stephen knew this one but he wasn’t concerned enough to ask. There were millions of people living in this one city alone, many more than the kingdom of his birth had in its entirety. Surely, there was room enough for one more.

How fared his beloved Lochlain without him? How faired the wider kingdom? Tahir was different. Much different to Earth, but people were people no matter the world they lived upon. Yes, they were the same—spiteful and petty, avaricious and treacherous… treacherous above all.

Turning back into the room, he closed the balcony windows and put on his coat. He felt for his wallet, and checked he had sufficient funds before leaving the apartment. He detested this part of his unlife. Not the feeding; that part was very pleasurable, but the purchase of a woman. A century ago he had not done this. He had hunted the streets and fed as his kind was meant to, as many of them still did despite the dangers, but not he. He lived quietly now, safely hidden from AML and others who would do him harm. Purchasing what he needed was his solution to the modern world, though it was very far from a satisfying one.

He stepped out of his apartment and locked his door before heading for the elevators. He didn’t really need to lock up, not here of all places. He was at the centre of his power. The entire building and all those within it were his. His to protect, and his to be protected by. None could harm him here, not with so many guarding him through the daylight hours, and at night he feared nothing and no one.

“Good evening, Mister Lochlin,” Mrs Marchant said as she entered the elevator by his side. “It’s a lovely night for a walk.”

“Good evening to you,” he said summoning a smile for her. He took the opportunity to check his work upon her mind, but all was well. She remembered nothing of the boys she had befriended. “You’re not venturing out alone I trust.”

“No… well yes, but it’s not far. Thank you for caring.”

Gavin smiled again; it seemed called for. “You are visiting your boyfriend?” he asked her with a teasing grin. Ellen was a widow and seventy at least.

She tittered. “Oh you! He’s just a friend to talk to. Everyone needs company now and then.”

His mood plunged. How right she was. “I shall escort you.”

“Well that would be very kind of you. I don’t like to impose, but they still haven’t caught that terrible man.”

“What man is that?” he asked as they stepped out of the elevator and into the lobby. Frank looked up at their movement and nodded to him. Gavin inclined his head in acknowledgement.

He offered Ellen his arm and she took it unselfconsciously. Many women of this day would not have done that, but then she was old for a human. As little as fifty years ago walking on the arm of a gentleman was common. Perhaps she would have preferred living in a more civilised time. He certainly had.

“I’m surprised you haven’t heard. It’s on all the news channels.”

“I have been preoccupied of late.” He rarely watched the vid, and hardly ever the news when he did bother. He didn’t need help to feel miserable. “This man, what has he done?”

“Eight women murdered in the last month! Oh, isn’t it just horrible what people do to each other?”

“The police are sure it’s the same man?”

“Well dear, I don’t think they know very much at all. The newsies have started calling him the South Central Ghost. He’s supposed to be one of those albino people. You know the ones with the strange eyes and really pale skin? He could strike again at any time. It’s awful.”

He supposed it was from her point of view, but what was one more killer added to those he had met? “What is the motive, do they know?”

“The police say there isn’t one.” 

“Nonsense,” he said crossly as they negotiated the still busy street. The headlights dazzled him but he made no complaint. “There’s always a motive for what men do.”

“I suppose you would know.”

“I have come across a few like this,” he lied. “My research tells me there’s always a motive whether we recognise it as such or not.”

“How is the new book coming?”

“Slowly, but I’ll get there.”

It was another lie but one that came easily. He often used it when asked what he did. He had been published in the past, and he still received small royalty cheques on occasion, but over the last couple of decades he had found himself unable to write anything of any worth. His stories were fantasies; at least that is the genre he wrote in. He alone knew the stories were factual. He knew the history of his birth world intimately and had used it as a foundation for his books. People enjoyed reading of the Sae’hrimnari and their place in the world of Tahir, so very different yet evocative of the elvish people of this one. He had written of Lochlain and the kingdom, bringing to life those places and the great heroes that had lived there so long ago, but those stories always made him yearn for home. One day he had just stopped writing halfway through a scene, and had never started again.

“That’s the ticket. Don’t let rejection letters get you down,” Ellen said oblivious to his melancholy.

“I will try to remember that.” He kept his amusement at her matronly advice out of his voice.

Ellen stepped up to the lobby door of her friend’s building and gave him a small wave before disappearing inside. It was a rundown apartment block, but far from decrepit even yet. A little paint and a good cleaning would see it looking like new, but no one was interested—not even those living there. He shrugged, only mildly annoyed. He had lived long enough to know that people never changed.

With nothing better to do, he wandered aimlessly through the city streets. The sky was clear, and the breeze brisk enough to waft the pollution away a little. It was sad that all Earth’s wonders had such a heavy price. Technology seemed so much like magic to him sometimes, yet where magic exacted its price upon the practitioner of the art, technology exacted its price from the Earth herself. It was slowly killing her, but no one cared. Even those professing to be anti-technology and pro-environment played their part in the destruction and there was nothing to be done about it. Without technology, half the Earth’s population would starve.

104th street was as it always was at that time of night. It was badly lit and bustling with men looking for a certain thing that they were willing to pay for. To Gavin, the street was brightly lit by the stars and was somewhere he came to for survival. Some of the men were going into the clubs, which seemed to spring up with tiresome regularity throughout the area, others left stoned out of their minds or just simply drunk. There were many streets like this one, but none had such a selection of what he needed—whores, or hookers as was the current idiom. It mattered not what they called them. They were life to him.

He walked slowly along the street trying to decide. A tall black girl took his fancy, but when he had time to really look at her, she repulsed him. She was ill. He could see it as easily as he saw her desperation. Her aura was shot through with disgusting brown streaks. She was some kind of addict.

He passed on by.

The next girl came toward him with hope plain in her eyes. She was also tall, but she came by much of her height through her shoes. She had red hair apparently, but on closer inspection, he decided it was a wig. She had nice eyes, but her whining voice put him off.

He passed on by.

He was surprised when he found one he liked so quickly. Usually he had to watch them for a long time before he overcame his reluctance to pay for what he needed, but tonight was different. She was tall, almost exactly his height and that was a nice change. He was well over six feet. For a woman that was unusual. She was blond and very slim with very nice hands. Her fingers were long and delicate, but she wasn’t weak. Her bare arms and legs were nicely tanned and muscled. Her face was open and friendly; she hadn’t yet learned to view the world with cynicism. She must be new to the streets, he decided as he advanced toward her. He hadn’t met her before and she was young. She wasn’t much older than Angelina. Probably no more than twenty, maybe twenty-two he thought revising his estimate when he reached her. She had liquid blue eyes. 

He stepped forward and interrupted her conversation with a prospective customer. He inclined his head gravely and ignored the man’s glare. “Might I know your name?”

“Hey, get your own, she’s mine!”

Gavin turned slowly toward the nuisance and pushed. The man staggered back, but it hadn’t been a physical push and he was confused. The anger was quick to follow, but something warned him and he fled like the coward he so obviously was.

“Wow!” the girl said with a nervous laugh. “You’re really good at that glaring stuff.”

He smiled, she had a pleasant voice, very pleasant. “Are you available my dear?”

“Yeah… I mean, yes kind sir. I haven’t been engaged this evening. My name is Sandy.” She smiled shyly playing the role she thought he wanted. That annoyed him faintly, but she would learn.

“Would you care to accompany me then?”

“That would be very nice.”

He offered his arm and she took it as he led her to the curb. He waved for a cab and they climbed in when it pulled up to the curb. “Vincienzo hotel,” he said and the driver nodded.

“I’ve never been taken to that one before,” Sandy said in delight.

Gavin smiled. He always used the Vincienzo for this kind of thing. The management and staff were discreet, and the hotel itself was of good quality yet not too good. For the most part, the Vincienzo’s clientele would be unable to pass through a more expensive hotel’s doors, hence its popularity with people of less than perfect character. If you had the means to pay for quality, yet needed your privacy, the Vincienzo was the perfect place.

He paid the driver outside the hotel and the doorman nodded a greeting to him. 

“Nice to see you again, Mister Lochlin.”

“And you, Henry.” Gavin handed the doorman a tip. “For Margaret. She is well?”

“Very well, thank you, sir,” Henry said tipping his hat to Sandy while pocketing the fifty. “She said to tell you she still remembers your kindness. I do to.”

“It was nothing.”

“As you say, sir,” Henry said, and held the door for them.

Gavin escorted Sandy to the reception desk. “My key please.”

“Yes sir, Mister Lochlin, sir,” the youngster said. “I have mail here for you.”

He frowned at the pristine white envelope that the boy slid across the desk to him. He pocketed it unopened. “Thank you.”

“What did you do for Henry?” Sandy said in the elevator. “I’ve never seen a real live doorman before. The places I get taken to always use droids.”

“Hmmm?” he said distracted from wondering who the message was from. Not many knew he frequented the Vincienzo and those who did had been forbidden to contact him here. “Oh, I helped his son. He had fallen in with some bad company I’m afraid.”

As for droids, they had their place, but their limitations meant high-end establishments rarely used them. They could afford to pay the salaries human staff demanded, and they had advantages over technological alternatives. Henry could be relied upon to keep the peace and eject unwanted persons from the premises. Civilian droids could do quite clever things, but their programming prohibited anything considered harmful to a human.

Sandy nodded obviously disappointed when he didn’t elaborate.

Ian, Henry’s son, had fallen in with some people who made their money from selling drugs. They became wealthy, and Ian became an addict. It had taken less than a minute to break the boy free of the addiction and secure his father’s gratitude. Ian hadn’t appreciated it of course. Using his power to break the dependency did not cure the physical effects of his drug taking. All it did was stop him from using the drugs he craved. Henry said the boy deserved the pain for what he had put Margaret through. Gavin didn’t know about that, but if anyone had the right to decide something of the sort, it was surely a father’s right. Henry was a good man to have on one’s side.

Gavin used his card, unlocked the door, and switched on the lights. The suite was a pleasant place that he kept solely for feeding. He never took food home; it would be too intimate. His home was his private retreat.

“It’s nice,” Sandy said, dropping her purse on the sofa. “Do you live here?” She went to look at the view through the windows. It was a good one of the city.

“No.”

She turned back to him and he caught her gaze with his own. “You will not fear me,” he commanded with a small and subtle push at her mind.

“Fear you? Why should I do that?” 

She slipped the thin straps of her dress over her shoulders, and it puddled around her feet. Her smile was just a little shy and nervous. She was standing naked before him and she was truly lovely. Why was she on the streets? She could be so much more. Anything she wanted to be.

“I am... different to other men,” he said in massive understatement. He felt compelled to explain himself to this woman. He didn’t know why, but he wanted her to understand.

“I doubt that,” she said and ran her hands over her slightly upturned breasts making the nipples harden and jut toward him. “I’ve done vamps before.”

He grimaced at the term. No doubt she had done others, though her lack of any fear or concern appalled him. He had no plans to hurt her, but he wasn’t exactly typical of his kind. Most refrained from killing, most, but not all. That preference had nothing to do with compassion. It was simple practicality and convenience. Not so much with him these days. The older he became, the easier he found it to become attached to his food. He had found abstinence the only cure for it; that, and never feeding too often from the same source. It was one reason for his current preference for feeding upon the working ladies of the night. 

“How are you different?”

“Like this,” he said as he bent to her neck.

“Ah,” she sighed in pleasure as he cut into her throat and drank her life.

His aura surrounded her, enveloped her, and the usual result occurred. His bite was orgasmic in men or women; it made no difference and he had no control over it unless he worked himself into a fury on purpose to hurt someone. That’s what he’d done to Slick Willie that night in Ellen’s apartment. He had made Willie’s punishment hurt very much indeed before applying his sword to remove his head as Lochlain tradition demanded.

“Goddess, you really are different!” she said and clutched him tighter as orgasm claimed her, shaking her entire body.

They lost themselves in the ecstasy of blood.

* * *



16 ~ Centre Field

“I don’t like this, Mister Gavin. It feels wrong.”

Gavin frowned at Angelina where she shifted nervously from foot to foot next to the car. She wasn’t a powerful witch as such things were judged, and she never relied upon her magic much preferring the more reliable technological weapons she habitually carried, but when a witch—even a little witch—said something felt wrong, it was best to heed the warning. It wasn’t her so obvious anxiety that made him frown at her however. It was that her words so mirrored his own thoughts and feelings. Something wasn’t right, but he wasn’t sure what exactly. The message had been legitimate enough. That Stephen wanted to use a neutral venue for their meeting was within expectation, but his haste was not. Still, Stephen and he had lived amicably for almost fifty years now. They respected one another’s strength and territory. Although Stephen was the younger and less powerful due to that happenstance, he would make a formidable enemy. Unlike him, Stephen had broken with tradition and did not live alone. He had allied himself with shifters too, but Gavin didn’t expect any unpleasantness. Not really. What concerned him was the reason for the meeting, not the meeting itself.

“You should have let me bring Flex and the others,” Angelina said anxiously when he didn’t respond. “He could take us out easy.”

“Not so easy,” Spencer said from the shadows on the other side of the car. “Stephen would warn us first.”

“But that’s stupid, Spence!”

Gavin smiled tolerantly. “Stephen is an honourable man. He will abide by our agreement. We’re not here to fight.”

“Then why do you need us?”

“Because the appearance of strength can often forestall unpleasantness. You and Spencer add to my power.”

“Spence does, sure, but me? I can’t do what he does, Mister Gavin.”

“Nor do I expect it. You add to my strength in other ways. It seems strange to you I know, but trust me. They’ll be impressed.”

Angelina just shook her head and settled her weapons more comfortably beneath the coat he had bought her. 

Stephen would be impressed with Angelina; he hadn’t lied about that, and it wouldn’t be the clothes she was wearing either. He had bought her an outfit that subtly accentuated her beauty while emphasising her other attributes. She knew how to look after herself. She was no innocent, as anyone would find should they try to cross her. The long coat covered a slim woman wearing a biker’s leather pants and boots. The dark blouse she wore blended with the coat to hide enough firepower to start a war. Oh yes, Stephen would be impressed all right, but it would be her obvious loyalty and love for him and Spencer that would impress him the most, not her readiness for mayhem.

Gavin led the way through the parking structure and up the steps into the stadium. Spencer prowled on his left leaving the right for Angelina to cover. The meeting was to take place in the open. Centre field to be exact. With the stadium empty and the floods unlit, the stands could have hid an army, but they didn’t. Darkness hid nothing from him and his kind. Indeed, even as dark as it was, Spencer and he could see perfectly. Shifters were well suited to hunting in the dark, and the night was all Gavin’s world. Besides, he didn’t need eyes to know that they were the first to arrive and that the stadium was empty. He had other senses that could tell such things.

Angelina muttered something about taking foolish chances as they descended toward the field. Her eyes would take longer to adjust.

“We’re alone, take your time.”

“Don’t worry about me, Mister Gavin,” Angelina said. “I can see well enough to pull the trigger.”

“I’m sure,” Spencer said sarcastically from Gavin’s other side. “Just so you remember not to hit me. Bullets smart.”

Gavin chuckled.

They reached centre field without incident and waited. Perhaps five minutes of bantering among themselves found them joined by Stephen. Gavin turned to watch him approach accompanied by two others as agreed. Both were revenants. He knew Danyelle as Stephen’s oldest companion, but he had never met the man with her. Spencer advanced a couple of paces and moved off to the side. Angelina did likewise so that should Stephen’s allies attempt an attack, she would have a clear field of fire.

Gavin stood where he was unmoving.

Stephen’s glamour was wasted on him. They were both strong enough to see through such things. With or without glamour, Stephen was an impressive looking man to his jaded eyes. He had night dark hair braided into an intricate rope, intensely blue eyes, high cheekbones, and aristocratic jaw. He was wearing a custom-made suit and a gold coloured wristband. A plain and battered looking wedding ring adorned one finger. Gavin had asked him about it once. Stephen said to ask again when they knew each other better. That was over forty years ago. The very real pain in Stephen’s voice had convinced him to wait another century or so.

Stephen kept his distance and said, “Spencer.”

Spencer nodded amiably. “Stephen.”

“You’re well?”

“Can’t complain. A few years older, a few years wiser.”

Stephen smiled at that and turned to Gavin. “Would you care to introduce me to your charming companion?”

“Angelina, allow me to present Stephen Edmonton, an old friend.”

“Charmed,” Stephen said with a smile and small bow.

Angelina kept her eyes firmly fixed on Stephen’s shoulder. “Call me Angel, everyone does.”

“Not everyone it seems,” Stephen said with a raised eyebrow at Gavin. “But Angel is such an apt name for you.”

“How true,” Danyelle said sweetly. “Angel is a very pretty name. You surround yourself with weakness, Gavin.”

He did not quite smile. “We define weakness differently. We always have.”

“She is merely human. Any one of us could snap her neck before she knew it was time to scream. If Stephen gave the word, Lee and I could kill you before she moved.”

“I prefer to associate with the living not the dead,” he said and this time it was Stephen he was talking to. Stephen frowned at the jibe. “You will find her more than prepared should you wish to test her. Angelina, show her what you’re holding under the coat.”

Angelina opened her mouth to protest, but then she shrugged and opened her coat with her left hand. Her right was seemingly buried in her coat pocket, but upon opening the coat things were made clear. She had removed the pockets so that her hands could reach through to the submachine gun she was holding aimed at Danyelle. The second sub gun was still in its holster under her arm. She left it where it was for the moment.

“It’s an Ares FMG-P90 sub-machine gun, and comes in the box with laser sight and stunner attachment. I left them at home.” Angelina said helpfully. “Made in Belgium… Europe?” Danyelle scowled at the mockery. “It fires nine hundred rounds a minute, and has a fifty round magazine. I have plenty with me should you be wondering. It will cut you in half, and I’m being literal. I tested it on a vamp once.”

Stephen laughed aloud at Danyelle’s dumbfounded expression and Gavin grinned. They stepped forward and embraced each other heartily.

“How have you been, Stephen, did the thing with the night club work out?”

Stephen nodded. “It’s called Lost Souls. Appropriate no?”

“I’ve heard the name, but I didn’t realise it was yours.”

“You should visit. It’s the best place for our kind. There’s no need to wander the streets looking for food. It comes to me.”

“Perhaps I will someday,” he said but he wouldn’t do that. He meant it when he said that he preferred associating with the living. Stephen’s club might be a wonderful place, he was willing to concede the possibility, but he would find more than blood, music, and dancing there. Danyelle wasn’t the only revenant allied to Stephen. There was Lee for one. “Lee is new isn’t he?”

“He joined me just a couple of months ago. He’s part of what I want to talk about.”

“I assume by your choice of venue that the others are coming?”

“They’ll be here in a while. I wanted to talk to you first.”

Gavin raised an eyebrow at that. “Oh?”

“We two are the oldest in LA. What do you know of the Arcadian?”

Gavin stiffened. “The Arcadian?”

Stephen nodded watching him intently.

“I know that he’s dead.”

“You know it, or you heard it? It’s important, Gavin.”

He frowned at the urgency he heard in Stephen’s voice. The Arcadian had been a revenant he’d met not long after his exile began. They had despised one another the instant they met. He had been newly dead and still possessed of the qualities he had carried in life, and struggling to reconcile his new existence with the dictates of honourable conduct. The Arcadian stepped boldly into his life one day and shattered what little he had built. The Arcadian was old. Not just old in years, but truly old. Where Gavin’s life was measured in centuries now, the Arcadian’s existence had been measured in millennia even back then. He had been ancient in more than just his years. He was ancient in his thinking and evil to the very core of his being. There was no doubt in his mind that the man had been mad and probably the oldest living creature in the world.

“I saw him die,” he said reluctantly and Danyelle gasped. The Arcadian was like a bogeyman to their kind. To hear that he had truly existed was a shock for her. Meeting him in person certainly had been. “I helped William and Francis destroy him.”

Stephen sagged in relief. “Thank the goddess. I had hoped, but I wasn’t sure. You have never been one to share your past, but I knew that William was involved. He let slip some of it to me many years ago and you two knew each other back then. No matter. If you say you destroyed him that’s enough for me.”

Gavin shifted uneasily as he remembered those times. He had helped William and Francis capture the Arcadian to destroy him, but he hadn’t witnessed the deed. William was hurt during the capture and he had wanted to care for him. Francis had wielded the axe, he remembered, but he had seen the body burned afterwards. The Arcadian was dead. Irrevocably dead.

“Why ask about this now?”

“I had wanted to wait for the others to explain, but no matter. People have been dying and in a way that points to one of us.”

“I haven’t killed anyone recently,” he said then frowned only just then remembering the two boys in Ellen’s apartment. “Who has died?”

“I do not accuse you. I merely state a fact. Eight dead women have been found in such a way that I think one of us is responsible. That’s bad enough. I don’t need police sniffing around. I can influence them one at a time of course, but this case is big news. There are dozens of reporters hanging around my club looking for a story and not just mine.”

“And Lee has a part in this?”

“In a way,” Stephen agreed with a nod. “Things are… unsettled in the world. Forces are moving. We have managed to keep our internal struggles hidden for so long without discovery that some of us have become careless.”

“You speak of what happened in Chicago last fall?”

“That and what is happening the world over right now.”

“I don’t understand—”

“Of course you don’t!” someone called from out of the darkness.

Gavin and Stephen pivoted on the instant both caught unawares by the arrival of Rachelle and her bodyguard. 

Angelina and Spencer moved along with Danyelle and Lee to bracket the newcomers. Rachelle smiled mockingly at them but continued her advance forcing them to retreat or else lose good position. The result left Gavin, Stephen, and Rachelle in close proximity and the six bodyguards warily eyeing each other in a ragged ring around their combined charges. Angelina went to one knee looking outward at a tangent to the ring so that she might sweep the newcomers with fire while at the same time lower the risk of hitting Gavin.

He was aware of Angelina’s preparations, and that Spencer was growling low in his throat at one of Rachelle’s bodyguards. The woman was sneering at Spencer. He obviously knew her and didn’t like her. She was a human but there was something about her aura that said she was more. It took a moment of concentration, but he felt the darkness hovering about her. She was a practitioner, not in the same league as true magi, but she was vastly more powerful than Angelina was. Her magic had been enough to hide Rachelle’s approach and it was a dark power she wielded.

“Spencer,” Gavin said warningly.

Spencer didn’t take his eyes from the witch. “She reeks. Her foul magic soils us all.”

The woman scowled.

“I’m sure you’re right,” he said, though all he felt was darkness in her aura, not evil. Shifters were more sensitive to magic. “We are not here to fight. Do nothing.”

Spencer quit growling but continued to glare at the witch. He wouldn’t take his eyes off her now.

Gavin took Spencer’s silence as assent and turned his attention to Rachelle. They had known each other off and on for more than a century. He had lived in dozens of cities over the years and their paths had crossed many times. He had rarely stayed in one place for longer than a decade or two before moving on. If he stayed longer than that, people began to notice his lack of ageing and he preferred not to be labelled as vampire. It was something of an experiment that he had chosen to live in LA for so long. By purchasing the building he currently occupied, he had created a buffer around himself. His neighbours were not only his tenants, they were his people—his to protect as much as those of Lochlain had been. They protected him in their turn from the outside world. Wagging tongues had been silenced at last. LA was the closest thing to a home he’d had in a long time.

“Welcome to LA, Rachelle,” he said with a small polite bow.

Stephen cleared his throat. “Ah, she has lived in LA for almost five years now.”

“Five years? But our last meeting—”

“Was almost eight years ago my friend.”

He blinked in surprise. Eight years? Had so much time flown by so soon? He had long ago stopped counting the years of his exile, but when had he stopped living those years?

“You see?” Rachelle was saying to Stephen. “I told you he wouldn’t help. He doesn’t even know what’s going on!”

He shook off his confusion. “Stephen was just telling me about the murders.”

“Bah! What care I if eight sluts get themselves killed? Eight or eight hundred, there are always more. This goes way beyond a few dead whores.”

“She’s right,” Stephen said quietly. “I simply mentioned their deaths to make my point.”

“What point?”

“That things are happening here that we need to look into, that what happened in Chicago is happening here, that forces are moving.”

“What kind of forces and what evidence that the Chicago business has come here?”

“I said Lee came to me a couple of months ago. That’s true. What I didn’t say is that there are others. Not all have sought me out. Some went to Rachelle, some went to Michael. He should be here by now. I don’t know what’s keeping him.”

Gavin frowned as he remembered the revenant he had felt upon awakening a few days ago. He hadn’t recognised his aura and now Stephen spoke of the dire happenings in Chicago last fall. Could such be happening here and him all unaware of it? He didn’t like to think that was possible, but it very well might be. He had been drifting, he realised. With no purpose to his existence, he had simply drifted hardly aware as the years rolled by.

“I would have felt it,” he said uncertainly.

“I felt it,” Stephen said.

“As did I,” Rachelle said. “You’ve grown old, Gavin. Old and careless in your ways. You’ve retreated from the world just as Alexander did in Chicago before he fell.”

He stiffened, stung by the accusation. “You accuse me?”

Stephen stepped figuratively between them as threat built in the air. “No! No Gavin. We do not live like Alexander and his brood and we certainly don’t call you our master. You or anyone else either. We have no masters. We live free here.”

“Then what are you saying?”

“I’m saying that one of us… no that’s wrong. One of our kind is trying to re-create what Alexander built in Chicago.”

“Foolishness,” Gavin hissed between his teeth. “The human authorities—”

“Are already suspicious!” Rachelle cried. “I’m not talking about the police or the dead whores. I’m talking about the feds! Their so-called Office of Special Investigations is taking an interest in these serial killings. OSI was involved in Chicago. That bullshit on the news about a gas explosion was a cover for an operation they conducted against Alexander’s get—an operation that went badly for them and us. It should never have come to that!”

Gavin could only agree. Alexander had been a fool to turn so many. He had built himself an empire based on crime and controlled by other revenants he had made. When he lost control, they fought and died over his empire in a war lasting months. The FBI was called in as the body count rose and then the OSI was brought in when it became obvious something beyond the pale was involved. Very few of Alexander’s brood survived the operations mounted by OSI. Those that did had scattered across the country where they were hunted down by local vampires trying to live in the traditional manner—quietly.

“I told you that forces are moving,” Stephen continued. “OSI learned far too much about us in Chicago. The government has been keeping the truth about our territories and disputes quiet, but they know.”

“What do you think they’ll do about it?”

“Maybe a purge. It would be an inquisition the like of which the world has not seen since the War of Races so long ago. A war between OSI and us could never be kept quiet. I don’t know where it would end. We must police ourselves if we want to remain free. If we don’t, OSI or some other government group will do it for us and they won’t care who they kill as long as it has fangs. Do nothing and we play directly into their hands and into the hands of those AML fanatics.”

A purge. Gavin looked from Stephen to Rachelle and back again and saw the fear there. They were right to be afraid. Dozens of revenants were destroyed in Chicago and the same could happen here. Alexander had been a fool to believe the human authorities would allow him to build his empire unopposed. He was even more a fool to build it by creating more vampires. It was not in their nature to live peacefully together, yet he had made it work long enough that when the disaster finally befell him it was cataclysmic.

He had always lived apart, yet Stephen and Danyelle lived together and seemed content with their situation. He had to wonder how long that would last now that Lee had joined them. He also wondered about those joining Rachelle and Michael. How many did each of them have and did they not see how it looked from the outside? They were following Alexander’s example without even realising it.

“We should disperse,” he said.

Stephen scowled. “I knew you would say that. I don’t want to leave my club.”

“I won’t be chased out,” Rachelle added. “I might leave in a year or ten years, but I won’t be forced. I make my own choices.”

He felt the same way, but scattering was the sensible thing to do in this situation. “And is it your choice to surround yourselves with revenants like Alexander did?”

“I only took in three,” Rachelle said defensively. “They’re not strong, but they do offer me some protection from the OSI thugs. At least they will slow them down a little.”

“Just two for me,” Stephen said.

“And Michael?”

“I don’t know,” Stephen said with a worried frown. “I hope he’s all right. He said he would come to the meeting.”

“But he hasn’t. We three, and Michael if he comes, are the oldest. The others come and go by our leave. We should close the city to them. That first of all.”

“That will make waves,” Rachelle warned.

“So it will, but I don’t care. The trouble it causes won’t be here in my city now will it? If they make enough fuss about not being allowed in, they might draw the Fed’s attention away from us.”

Rachelle’s eyes glowed in approval. “That’s good. That’s good that is.”

Gavin looked away and into the darkness. Good? No, it wasn’t good. It was all there was. They had to calm the situation down. Give OSI nothing to investigate and they would go away. There were too many drifters constantly passing through for him to control them all. He dared not take them in and that was the only way to exert control over them. Gathering into large groups would draw too much attention. He frowned at Lee who looked nervously away. Rachelle and Stephen had already started along a road that could lead them all to disaster.

“Take in no more strangers,” Gavin ordered. “Put the word out that the city is closed to them until this all blows over.”

“If it blows over,” Stephen muttered.

“If it doesn’t we will most likely be beyond caring. I will hunt down this killer of women and put an end to him. That should remove any reason for OSI to be here. While I do that, you two must look into this matter of empire building. Find out who or what is behind it.”

“We’ll take care of it.”

Rachelle nodded her agreement.

“I will send someone to Michael with word of our decision to close the city,” Gavin said. He gestured for Spencer and Angelina to join him. “We go.”

* * *



17 ~ Undercover

“Get lost whip dick before I haul your arse in,” Chris snarled into the loser’s face and flashed her badge between them where none but he could see.

Said loser blanched and stumbled back from her ferocity. “Yes ma’am,” he mumbled and made tracks.

“Nice,” John said, his voice sounding odd through her earpiece.

“Shove it, John. He’s not the one,” she sub-vocalised to her partner who was watching the action with the others in the van. “He doesn’t fit the profile.”

“Tell her to wiggle her fanny for the camera, John.”

“She can hear you, Raz!”

Yeah, she could, and her scowl had just scared off another mark. Raznik could be an arsehole sometimes, but she was glad he was here. She would never tell him that of course. They didn’t have to be besties to back each other up. He was a good cop, and cops backed other cops. It was as simple as that.

“She looks so hot in those pants. I wouldn’t mind taking a shot at her myself.”

“Fucking hell, Raz! Shut the hell up!” John snarled.

“Do I?”

“Mind on the Job, Chris.”

She laughed throatily. “Come on, John. You can tell me. I won’t blab.”

“How the hell did I ever end up with you for a partner?”

“Do I?”

There was silence for the longest time that Chris began to worry that she had lost comms, but then, “Yeah, you do. Those shorts look like you painted them on, and what is that in your bellybutton? Please don’t tell me you got pierced for this.”

“Nope.”

“Wahoo!” Raz howled. “Chris has got a tummy ring, Chris has got a tummy ring! Hubba hubba… heh he heh…”

“Raz! Get off the air!” John was getting truly angry now. “This isn’t a party. Shit, we’re after a killer here!”

Chris wiped the grin off her face and composed herself. She sauntered across the sidewalk giving Raz a thrill incidentally, and regarded her reflection in the shop window. Raz was right; she did look good in her hooker’s getup. The calf length boots, the tight shorts that hugged her arse like a second skin, the blond wig that concealed her earpiece, even the top looked good. She had never worn a boob tube before for fear of it slipping—she wasn’t exactly well endowed in the chest department. She had borrowed this one from Kim who was taking the next few weeks off.

She turned and strolled back to the curb.

“Hey baby, you new?”

Chris turned slowly and smiled her come on smile, but she knew this guy wasn’t the one. He had the right build—tall and muscular, but he wasn’t white and pasty faced like O’Neal. This guy was a warm chocolate brown and had real nice eyes. She felt her smile tug up into a genuine one.

“Nah,” she said. “I’ve been around the block.”

“Yeah? Where’s Kim, she okay?”

“Far as I know,” she said looking the guy up and down and liking what she saw. “She went on vacation, visiting her dad I think.”

“Get him down the alley, Chris. Raz and Matt are ready for him.”

“You a friend of hers?”

“What’s it to you?” she said trying to think of a way to accomplish what John wanted.

The mark’s smile slipped and he stepped forward crowding her. She wanted to step back and pull her gun, but she held her ground.

“Maybe you ain’t heard,” he growled. “I look out for her.”

“Shit,” John said over the comm. “I’ve got a make on him. He’s Kim’s ex. We busted him a couple of times—nothing heavy. I thought he was in the slam.”

“Brian isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Get him into the alley before he recognises you.”

“Yeah, that’s me,” Brian said.

“Kim told me about you,” she said smiling slyly. “She said you were going away for a while. She didn’t know when you were coming back.” Kim hadn’t known if he was coming back either.

“Change of plans.”

“They paroled him! The bastards paroled him a week early even after we told them what was going down!”

Chris ignored John’s tirade and concentrated on the situation with Brian. If she didn’t get rid of him quickly, the operation could be a bust. She didn’t want to go through this again tomorrow night. She made herself move closer. She smiled and pushed her hipbone into his crotch. His eyes widened and his breath quickened.

“Kim’s my friend. She says you’re an okay guy.”

“Yeah?” Brian said warily.

“It’s slow tonight. Want to go somewhere with me?”

Brian blinked hardly able to believe his luck. “Okay, sure. Why not?”

She smiled her victory and turned away. The garbage strewn alley stank to high heaven and it was dark. She couldn’t make out Raz and Matt, but she trusted they would be here somewhere. She led Brian by a dumpster and toward the back doors of Zero Gee with the intention of taking him all the way to the end. As soon as she stepped into the feeble glow of the single glow strip above the doors of the club, Raz and Matt pounced from behind the dumpster.

“What the—” Brian began and would have lashed out at Raz, but Chris chose that moment to shove him against the wall.

“Police,” she said holding his arm. She knew he could break her hold easy enough, but he was more interested in the pair of guns trained on him. “Sorry about this, Brian. You’re not in any trouble unless you want to be. Kim is doing me a little favour.”

Brian pulled his eyes reluctantly away from the guns. “A… a favour? Kim is doing you a favour?”

“That’s right, big man. She really did tell me you’re an okay guy, so I’m going to let you go now. Don’t try to run, okay?”

“Okay.”

She stepped carefully back, but Brian was as good as his word. He didn’t move a muscle. “My friends here are going to take you out the back way, Brian. I want you to go with them and stay away from here for the next couple of days. Go see Kim at her dad’s place, not here. Okay?”

“I guess that would be okay.”

“Sure it will.”

Raz and Matt put up their guns and led the unresisting Brian away.

She watched them go for a couple of seconds then turned to go back to her post. She had barely reached her patch when she was propositioned again. She pasted a smile on her face and turned. The smile froze in place. It was him. He matched the description almost too well. He was white, a little over six feet, and dark haired. He was not as muscular as Brian was, but he looked athletic enough to fit the profile. Those eyes… they made her shiver with something close to fear. She remembered an almost hysterical woman’s description of those eyes and agreed with her now that she was confronted with the reality.

Soulless.

O’Neal’s eyes made her want to pull her gun and empty it into him. She had never felt that before. She had faced some scary things in her time. Murderers, rapists, even when facing a child killer, she had only wanted to kill him, not destroy him. This… this thing in the guise of a man made her want to kill him and dismember him and then burn all the pieces and scatter the ashes.

“—him? For God’s sake, answer me! Is it him?”

Chris blinked and shivered. She had been staring at those eyes for… she didn’t know how long. It couldn’t have been more than a few seconds because he was still there waiting for an answer. O’Neal was utterly still, not like someone waiting for a bus could be still, but still like a statue was still. His eyes burned into her. His concentration was such that it felt like an almost physical force washing over her.

“Yessss,” she whispered and blinked awake again. This time the shiver was more pronounced. She couldn’t remember what she was agreeing to. “I mean—” A headache bloomed behind her eyes.

“Don’t!” John screamed. “Don’t go in there! Shit, shit, shit! I’m coming Chris!”

* * *

“I guess being dead kinda sucks, huh?” Angelina said.

Gavin’s lips twitched. “You might say so,” he said keeping his keen eyes focused on the street below. “There are compensations.”

“Yeah,” the girl said kicking her feet back and forth where she sat on the edge of the roof. “Compensations.”

He turned his attention away from the busy street to the young woman sitting beside him. What he saw pleased him on a number of levels. That she was here at all was pleasing, that she had changed enough to care—even in her own small way—about what happened to the people around her was a pleasant change from the tough streetwise woman she had been a few years earlier. He was to blame for that, and again it pleased him to think so. Not that she had changed very much. She was still tough and could be ruthless when necessary. That hadn’t changed, nor should it. The world could be a dangerous place and this city was more dangerous than most—especially now.

Angelina didn’t look tough or particularly dangerous, but that was an act she had perfected over the years. It had come in useful when money was tight, but there was more to it than luring a mark into an alley. She had to be tough to keep the others in line, which she had so far done with ruthless economy. She was pretty in a girlish way, a legacy of her Mexican mother she said. She didn’t know who her father was and didn’t care. She had startling liquid brown eyes that usually looked at the world full of wariness and suspicion, but here tonight, her guard was down. Gratifying that was. It meant she had come to trust him when she trusted few if anyone she knew. It meant something to him, her friendship. It meant a lot, too much probably—almost certainly.

“What’s troubling you?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know, I’ve just been thinking about stuff a lot more lately.”

“A part of growing up I fear.”

“I’m not a kid!” Angelina said hotly. “I know stuff—lots of stuff. I’ve seen things they wouldn’t believe,” she said waving vaguely at the pedestrians in the street below. “They’d run if I showed ’em.”

He nodded at the truth of that. She had lived a harsh life and had seen more than a child should. She knew there were things in the world that couldn’t easily be explained away, things that few would believe possible even if shown. She knew what he was and what he was capable of, and she wasn’t repulsed by it. That was a rare thing. 

“What things have you been thinking about?”

Angelina shrugged. “It’s my birthday next week.”

“Ah?”

“My twentieth birthday,” she said quietly. “I’ve been thinking about my future.”

“What about it?”

“I could die tomorrow and no one would know or care.”

Gavin shook his head. “I would know.”

“And care?”

“Yes, I would care—very much.”

“But you couldn’t stop it. I could die tomorrow or the next day or next week… whenever. I could die and I haven’t done anything except bust a few heads for the money.”

“What brought this on? Are you in trouble, is someone coming after you?”

“That’s not what I mean. No one’s after me, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be someone next week. It’s happened before. You know it happens.”

In her line of work there was always someone that wanted your place and was ready to kill for it. Angelina and he had met when she chose to mug him for his wallet. A bad choice of target, but it had worked out well for both of them in the end. He had shown her the error of her ways, and they had become associates and eventually friends. Angelina and her gang were his eyes and ears on the street. They listened and told him anything he needed to know. That was why he was sitting here on this roof. A certain man was going to meet his demise tonight and it was Angelina who had made it possible. He would have found him eventually of course, but Angelina had found him with her contacts first.

“So it happens,” he said. “Are you thinking of leaving the city?”

“I have nowhere to go, but I wish…”

“What?”

“I kind of wish I did, you know?”

He could understand that only too well. His home was lost to him these many centuries, but there wasn’t a night that went by that he didn’t yearn for it with all his being. He closed that part of himself away as being too painful to contemplate and found a distraction in Angelina’s attire.

“New dress?” he said eyeing the tight sheath and its hemline doubtfully. Standing, it would come to mid-thigh, but sitting as they were, it covered considerably less than that. Considerably less.

“I’m going to the club after.”

“Ah.”

Zero Gee was a popular club with Angelina’s crowd, and was somewhere they wouldn’t be hassled. It was neutral territory for the gangs, and Sollie, the owner, enforced that as hard as he enforced his no boomers rule. Sollie was someone that few liked and everyone respected. No one wanted to get on his bad side. Those that did tended to disappear.

“What’s the occasion?”

“Do I need one?” Angelina countered.

“No, but the dress, the shoes… the coat is new too isn’t it?” He had missed that before. He had rarely seen her in anything but jacket, jeans, and boots, and the dress had distracted him. “Who is he?”

She shrugged.

“Who?” This time his voice was flat and cold.

“Just a guy. It’s no big deal, Mister Gavin.”

No big deal? She had dressed up and put on makeup. Angelina never wore makeup and the clothes were new. They weren’t stolen, he would wager that she had personally gone into a store and bought them. He stared into her eyes and saw them flicker with uneasiness. She was hiding something from him, and that realisation made him angry. Who was this man that Angelina would defy him to protect? He could easily find out. She would have no choice but to tell him if he pushed, but she was a friend. He didn’t have many and the few he did have were precious. He didn’t want to lose her.

“Well, he’s a lucky man.”

“Awww, I ain’t nothing to write home about, Mister Gavin,” Angelina said squirming at the praise.

She was actually. He grinned at her blushes, his good humour had returned in full measure. “How long have we known each other?”

“Couple of years almost.”

“Time enough to call me Gavin then.”

“I’ll call you Gavin when you call me Angel.”

He scowled. “Angelina is the name your mother gave you. It suits you.”

“But I don’t like it—”

Gavin stiffened and turned his attention to the street below. Seemingly nothing had changed, but he didn’t trust that. He did trust his instincts, and those instincts were screaming of danger right now.

“Mister Gavin?”

“He’s here.”

“Where? I don’t see him.”

“And you won’t, but he’s down there.” He retrieved his sword from where it lay between them and stood stepping back from the edge. Angelina stood to join him and dusted her dress. “You should be safe enough up here. I’ll join you after it’s done.”

“But—”

He knew what she would have said, but it was far too dangerous for her to accompany him. He moved to the eastern side of the building. There was an alley on this side with a fire escape. He looked back to make certain she had not followed. She was looking at him from their earlier position.

“Be careful,” she whispered.

He heard her as if standing right beside her. He nodded and leapt over the side.

The fire escape led down to an alley, the alley to a busy road. He could sense that O’Neal was close by. The alley behind Zero Gee was where they would finally meet, he was sure of it. He sped across the road in front of a pickup so fast that afterwards the driver was sure he had imagined it. Gavin had been a black blur barely seen out of the corner of one eye.

The alley was dark, but that was no hindrance. The night was his element and lit brightly by the stars. Indeed, had it not been night, the meeting would have been impossible. He moved as only his kind could, but he was wary. His sense of where O’Neal was felt strange and somehow not reliable. He had never felt anything quite like it. One moment O’Neal felt weaker than him, easily centuries weaker, the next he felt almost like an equal. O’Neal’s aura was… flaring up then dying back like the flames of a bonfire and with it his strength. 

He hesitated and put his back to the nearest wall for protection. Could this be a trap of some kind, could O’Neal be aware of his planned confrontation? He couldn’t see how that was possible but… no, he would not second guess. He would make an end of O’Neal this night. He edged forward and paused again. O’Neal was just now entering the alley from the street ahead. He wasn’t alone and Gavin tensed ready to attack or defend, but the man was completely occupied with his companion.

Something wasn’t right about this, not right at all. The woman was merely a whore. He dismissed her as food. Perhaps that was why O’Neal hadn’t felt his approach—he needed to feed. Deciding to take advantage of the man’s preoccupation with his meal, he advanced to a point where a single leap would let him reach out and snap O’Neal’s neck. The woman was passive, her arms down by her side while her captor suckled at her neck. Gavin was both fascinated and revolted. The smell of blood was heavy in the air and it excited him, but the thought of feeding in a dirty alley was repugnant. The woman was a pretty thing. Even under O’Neal’s control she seemed different somehow. She was trying to throw off O’Neal’s influence upon her mind. Gavin didn’t take the time to wonder at his decision to save her. After all, he couldn’t allow his enemy to gain strength from her.

He attacked.

O’Neal spun in a blur so fast that even Gavin failed to anticipate it. He tried to block, but O’Neal’s fist landed with bone crushing force to launch him across the alley. He slammed into a dumpster denting it in and toppling him into the stinking garbage that lay all around. He blinked up at O’Neal in surprise and tried to roll away from the man’s kick. A newborn should not be this strong, not so soon.

“Ooof!” he gasped as the kick lifted him high into the air. He crashed back to earth a moment later.

Gavin snarled in rage and pain. Enough was enough! He launched himself into the air from his prone position and used his power to fade before he landed. O’Neal’s headlong charge faltered as he evaporated into thin air. He hadn’t really of course. It was simply glamour, a part of his nature that allowed him to calm his prey so that he might feed in safety. Any revenant could do similar things, but seeing through one to the reality beneath was another matter. It required strength borne of age. He could have made O’Neal believe he was facing a snarling slavering wolf if he wanted to, but should the man grab him he would feel the canvas of his coat and not the fur of a wolf. This was better. What the man couldn’t see he could not hit.

“Who are you, why do you attack me?” O’Neal said scouting about the alley with his arms waving in front of him.

Gavin edged by him. It was obvious that O’Neal was a newborn and too weak to penetrate his glamour. He slid away from the dumpster toward the woman trying not to step on the garbage and have it give him away.

“We are the same. We should not fight!”

The same? Gavin snarled at the presumption. A mistake. O’Neal spun toward the sound and let fly a mighty kick. Again Gavin found himself sprawled upon the ground and he lost his grip on the glamour he had been holding. He ripped open his coat ignoring the buttons that flew in all direction and reached for his sword, but O’Neal arrived at that moment and kicked him in the jaw. The alley flashed white then red and Gavin’s ears filled with a roar like pounding waves on the shore.

He shook his head to clear it only to find himself now at the woman’s feet. She looked slowly down and his eyes locked with hers. He saw the terror and the bewilderment there, but surprisingly there was some strength also. She was still trying to throw off her stupor. Her lips drew back baring her teeth in a silent snarl of fear when she saw him. It was his eyes of course. They were burning solid red with rage. Blood was running freely from her ravaged neck, but instead of attempting to stem its flow, she was fumbling for a weapon in her purse. A boomer. She had a boomer in her purse. It didn’t surprise him that a prostitute carried such a thing. Everyone seemed to these days, even children. He reached up and took it from her just as O’Neal reached him.

Blaam, Blaam, Blaam!

O’Neal was blasted back, but of course it didn’t kill him. What it did do was give Gavin time to get his feet under him. He dropped the gun and opened his coat. The best and most sure way of killing a revenant was decapitation, the second way was by utterly destroying the heart, the third and most dangerous way was strangulation. Surprising really when they didn’t need to breath, but the brain did need blood. Cutting off the brain’s supply by crushing the carotid would work, but it meant getting in close and that was cursed dangerous. Fire would also kill, but it was very hard making a revenant stand still for it. A sword like the one he now held was the best weapon. A traditional stake wouldn’t always finish the job. They all had remarkable healing abilities and could sometimes heal even a wound of the magnitude caused by a stake. A sword through the heart would slow O’Neal down nicely though, certainly long enough for a quick and clean decapitation, which is what he intended to happen. After that, he would track down and kill the one responsible for turning O’Neal and letting him loose on his city.

O’Neal climbed to his feet and stared numbly down at the holes in his chest. Blood was flowing sluggishly from all three bullet wounds and he put a hand up to cover them. It was a reflex action. Although they hurt, the wounds weren’t life threatening. A human would have been dead with the first shot. O’Neal looked at him in confusion, perhaps still wondering why anyone wanted to hurt him, but then the puzzlement turned to fury and he snarled. He charged already reaching for his tormentor’s neck as if unaware of the sword.

Gavin took a single fluid step forward to meet the charge and lunged. The movement came smoothly and without fault, but it didn’t have the desired effect. The ancient blade punched through O’Neal’s chest and erupted out his back, but he didn’t fall. He screeched in agony and pulled himself up the blade in his attempt to get at his tormentor.

Gavin expertly twisted the blade hoping to cause an even more grievous wound, stepped back withdrawing the weapon smoothly, and struck O’Neal’s head from his body in a fountain of gore. The body fell aside still reaching for him and the head landed at Gavin’s feet. He kicked it into the shadows not wanting it to look at him while it died. It would take a few minutes. 

A panting gasp had him spinning on the defensive, but it was simply the woman coming awake now that her captor’s hold over her was broken. She drew breath to scream, but his power reached out and enveloped her fear snuffing it out like a candle flame. He raised glamour over his features in case his eyes should still cause her concern and bent to clean his sword on O’Neal’s body. He hid the weapon under his coat and went to tend to her wounds.

She was bleeding badly and was glassy eyed. The confusion was as much his fault as the blood loss. Removing her fear in such a gross and ham-fisted manner had the effect of wrapping her thoughts in cotton wool like a drug. His touch was usually more subtle than this, but he had been in a hurry. He doubted she was even aware of him in her current state. He turned her head to the side and she flinched at the pain. The bite looked messy. O’Neal had been determined to feed and hadn’t worried about neatness. The carotid was thankfully still intact. Of course, she would have bled out before now if it hadn’t been.

“Oh my goddess… oh goddess… what in the nine hells did he do to me?” she gasped covering the wound with a hand. Sweat poured from her and she was shaking in reaction. She was going into shock.

Gavin caught her as she swayed. He eased her to the ground. 

“Freeze arsehole!” a man shouted, taking a stance in the mouth of the alley. “Get the hell away from her!”

Gavin stepped back into the shadows already gauging his chances of getting by this new annoyance without bloodshed. “She needs medical attention. Call the police.”

“Get down on your knees, right now!”

“This has nothing to do with me. I’ll leave her with you,” he said edging carefully toward the mouth of the alley. He need only get within a few feet and he could charm his way out of this. He stopped when another two men appeared and pulled weapons. He couldn’t influence all three at once, not with their fingers already on triggers. “You are police?”

“That’s right arsehole, and so is she. You picked the wrong chicky to mess with this time, believe me.”

“I have nothing to do with this.”

“Yeah right. Cover him Raz. Matt, check Chris.”

The youngest of the three eased into the alley to check on the woman—on Chris—but he was careful not to block his friend’s line of fire. “She’s unconscious!” he yelled. “The bastard nearly tore her throat out! We need an ambulance here.”

“Baxter is calling one now,” John said and turned his attention back to Gavin. “Now then mister hard-of-hearing. On your knees, do you want to get shot?”

He didn’t relish the thought of getting shot. That kind of thing hurt, but he couldn’t allow himself to be taken either. They would chain him with silver and runes. They would cage him like an animal. He would not be a prisoner; death would be preferable to him.

The one called Matt had remained beside the girl while Gavin was thinking over his options, peering into the dark trying to make out what he was seeing. It was the headless corpse of O’Neal. In the time it took Matt to turn to his friends with a warning upon his lips, Gavin moved.

The one named Raz fired first, at least he thought so. The bullet punched through him high in the chest, almost at the base of the throat. Blood erupted into his mouth and he folded forward choking on it. The searing agony of the bullet’s passage was accompanied by a silence so acute that he feared himself deafened or dead. He wasn’t sure if he was falling, running, or what, but then the world rushed back and he was committed.

The roar of the gunshot was still echoing down the alley when the other one fired but missed. They were using slug throwing boomers loaded with silver ammunition that burned like fire through him, not their standard police issue stunners. They knew what he was, that must be it, or they had guessed what O’Neal had been and had armed themselves accordingly. That was bad. They wouldn’t let him close enough to use his power and disable them without bloodshed. He couldn’t erase himself from their memories, not now.

The second bullet spun him around and he used the motion. Kicking against the wall above Matt’s head, he launched himself toward the dumpster. The third bullet took him in the leg and it collapsed under him as he landed on the lid. He was up and snarling at the pain almost immediately. He jumped up and caught the ladder of the fire escape.

“Get him! Get him Raz!”

“I’m trying! Damn he’s fast!”

“Baxter! Over here! Fire dammit fire!”

A fourth bullet punched into Gavin’s back as he swarmed up the ladder, but by this time he was so lost in the burning agony of silver he hardly noticed. He kept moving upward though instinct urged otherwise. It insisted he go back and fight, but he wasn’t an animal. Instinct didn’t rule him. 

He kept moving. 

He climbed on with bullets ricocheting off the metal of the fire escape. He was hit once more just as he reached the roof; one of them had gotten lucky and had seen him silhouetted against the night sky. He ignored the added irritation and ran across the roof. He leapt to the next building and the next no longer worried about being observed, simply intent on getting back to Angelina and safety.

* * *



18 ~ Feeding Time

“Will he be all right?” Angel said watching Spence work.

“Probably,” Spence said with a grunt as he forced the long-nosed pliers deeper into the wound in Gavin’s back, wincing in sympathy as he pushed. “Damn thing would have saved me a lot of trouble if it had gone right through.”

Gavin was motionless and whiter than she had ever seen him. His cheeks were sunken and the hollows made his face seem alien. His eyes were not quite closed and when she bent to look, she could see just a hint of red. She had only seen that once before, on the night she and Flex had tried to rob him. It happened when he was angry, or needed to feed. He wasn’t aware of her, of anything really. He had gone away to a place free of pain.

“He needs blood.”

“What he needs right now, my girl, is not to have holes in him. I can’t let him feed until this is done. You know it makes him heal faster.”

“Yeah, but still… have you got any for later?”

“He can have some of mine. Now shut the hell up and let me get these damn things out! If you want to help, go make me some coffee.”

She wasn’t some kind of servant! Angel opened her mouth to argue, snapped it closed again, and went to the kitchen to make coffee. When she came back, the massive hole in Gavin’s back was hidden beneath bandaging and tape. Spence was probing the wound in Gavin’s thigh.

“The bullet travelled on through,” he said sipping his coffee before putting it aside. “But it needed cleaning. He wouldn’t thank me for leaving it alone.”

Angel nodded. Although he would heal with or without their help, anything left in the wound like a bullet or pieces of cloth from his pants would stay in there. Being sort of dead already—sort of anyway—she didn’t think he could get an infection, but it wouldn’t be comfortable for him.

“Need any help?”

“You feeling calmer now?”

She nodded.

“Okay. The wound keeps trying to close up on me. Take the spreaders,” he handed her a shiny tool that looked similar to pliers but worked in reverse. “Hold this open for me.”

Angel winced at the thought, but she did as he asked and in no time at all, he had thoroughly cleaned and bandaged the wound. It took both of them together to turn Gavin over; he was heavier than he looked. There was barely a scar showing where he had been hit in the throat. Spence decided to leave it alone explaining that Gavin’s shirt had not intercepted the bullet. The wound was probably free of contaminants and it should heal without problems.

Spencer thumbed an eyelid open and leaned forward so that Gavin might see him better. “I don’t know if you’re in there, Gavin, but I’m going to assume you can understand me. You’ve lost a lot of blood—I’m going to give you some of mine.”

“No...” Gavin whispered almost like a sigh.

“Yes,” Spence said and before Angel could blink, he had slashed his wrist with a scalpel.

Blood spurted and he clamped his other hand over the injured wrist. Gavin’s fangs budded at the first scent of the fresh blood. He was too weak to control the craving and as soon as the arm came within reach, his mouth sought and found the wound.

Angel watched Gavin’s throat work as he swallowed the life giving essence of a shifter. They were both creatures of magic and that’s what Gavin needed most, not so much the blood itself. She knew quite a bit about it. Vamps needed blood to survive, but it was the mystical connection between that blood and the donor that really fed them. It was the channel through which they syphoned the magic, or the life force, they needed. Older heads like Gavin probably called it essence, but the term was outdated now.

Vampires really were dead, though they disputed that and argued it amongst themselves all the time. Angel had no doubts though. Her gifts leaned toward necromancy more than she was really comfortable with admitting, and although she had never been strong in that aspect of her power, it did give her an insight into the subject few without it could match. Vampires were corpses animated by magic, and it was the magic not the blood that fuelled them. Their souls now, they were a problem of another sort, one only the clerics seemed fit to answer. Gavin was a person not a zombie, which was another sort of magically animated corpse, and no one doubted that zombies had nothing between their ears but rotting mush. And what about ghouls? She wasn’t qualified to say whether vamps had souls or not, but they had something.

Where Gavin’s blood cursed him to an undying half life in his own words, shifter blood lent him power. Spence was alpha, a strong shifter meant to lead, but he preferred not to get involved in pack politics. That was unusual in any alpha, but he was weird in a lot of ways. Not many shifters were friends with witches like her or vamps like Gavin either. Angel marvelled again that she could actually stand in the presence of these two men and think it perfectly normal. As she had said to Gavin earlier, she really did know stuff that most people wouldn’t believe. She had seen Spence wearing his other forms many times and watched him change back. She had even seen him grow claws on an otherwise perfectly human hand—he had that much control over the change. 

Spence was as strong in his way as Gavin was in his. The effect of his blood was immediately apparent. Gavin’s eyes blazed with hunger. If anything, the blood had made his craving worse. He clamped restraining hands upon his friend’s arm as if to prevent his escape. Spence had no such intention. He looked ecstatic as if Gavin’s touch was an exquisite pleasure. Angel shifted uncomfortably at the sight. It was somehow an intensely personal moment for the two men—there was no denying it was sexual. She wished that she, and not Spence, was feeding him.

Gavin’s face had filled out now. The shrunken and ghastly white visage of moments ago was gone replaced with one full of health and vigour. The gaunt alien was gone, and the man she had come to know these last few years was back, but still his throat worked rhythmically and his lips remained sealed to Spence’s wrist.

“Mister Gavin?” she said edging forward, but there was no response. She grabbed Spence and shook him, but his eyes were rolled up and his jaw hung slack. She pulled on his arm trying to free it from Gavin’s grasp, but it was like pulling on an iron bar. “Mister Gavin stop!”

He snarled and continued feeding.

Frantically she pulled on Spence’s arm, but to no effect. In desperation, she grabbed Gavin by the hair and wrenched at him. He snarled again and his eyes locked upon her face. In his eyes, she saw rage and madness and a promise of retribution.

“You’re killing him!” she screamed into his face and the eyes flickered. “Let go! Let him go you’re killing him!”

Understanding flashed into Gavin’s eyes, and with a howl of rage he threw Spence bodily away from him to land in a dazed and panting heap across the room. Gavin was up and leaning against the far wall, and Angel hadn’t seen him move. He was magnificent in his power! She shook with fear and lust, more lust than fear she realised and was disgusted with herself. She went to check on Spence who was trying but failing to stand. She helped him up, but he staggered sideways and fell to hands and knees again.

“Stay there. Let me see it,” Angel said and crouched to take his wrist, but his nature was standing him in good stead. The wound was barely seeping. It closed and faded as she watched. “Okay,” she breathed. “You’re okay. Stay there for a minute.”

“Is he?” Gavin said from across the room. “Did I…?”

“No, he’s all right. He’ll be all right in a while,” she said to his back, and he finally turned to look at her.

She gasped and stumbled back in shock at what she saw. He was… he was glowing! A cold white glow radiated from his skin as if he were filled with so much light he couldn’t contain it. His eyes shone with power—Spence’s power. He would have turned away and hidden it from her, but she mastered her reaction and closed the distance between them. 

She reached up to stroke his cheek. It was warm. “There’s no need to hide it from me. I know what you are.”

The choked laugh was more like a sob. “You think this is me?” He raised a hand and gestured at his face. “It’s not. What you saw on the roof is me—a corpse that won’t lie down. This,” he said making a fist of his glowing hand, “I stole.”

Angel shook her head. “Not this time. Spence gave it to you.” Gavin looked up at the reminder and was beside the shifter in the blink of an eye. Angel shook her head and muttered, “I wish you wouldn’t do that.”

“Here old friend, let me help you up.”

Spence waved him off. “Don’t fuss, Gavin. I’ll be fine in the morning.”

“About that,” Angel said. “He won’t make it home before light.”

“No problem,” Spence said finally managing to stay upon his feet, though swaying a little. “I have a spare room in the back. Nice and shady.”

Gavin snorted. It had to be more than shady or he would burn. He left the room to investigate and Angel took the opportunity to have a private word.

“You know what went down?”

“Gavin told me it would be tonight.”

Angel watched the door for Gavin’s return. “He killed the sonofabitch, but he didn’t have time to hide the body before the cops showed up.”

Spence frowned.

“Don’t you see? O’Neal was a newborn. Gavin needs the corpse to find his maker before the bastard makes more of him.”

“He might not—”

Just then Gavin came back in, “I’ll need more blankets to hang at the windows… what?”

“Nothing,” Angel said and reached for her coat where it lay over the back of a chair. “I gotta go, Mister Gavin.”

Gavin sighed. “When will you stop calling me that?”

“I already told you,” she said heading for the door.

“I’ll see you out,” Spence said following Angel into the hall. “About that… matter we were discussing,” he said very quietly so that Gavin would not overhear.

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Be careful.”

Angel grinned. “I’m always careful.”

* * *

“She’s in shock…”

“Let’s get a line into her Angie, whole blood.”

“Bp’s dropping!”

“Let me see here… nasty… bleeding heavily… might have nicked the artery… hand me the…”

Chris groaned and shook. Red eyes… red eyes staring and burning into her. There was a voice whispering in her head. The words. Listen to the words the voice insisted but she didn’t want to. They made her feel like she was drowning. She groaned. Red eyes hovering before her. She screamed shrilly and struck out with fingers hooked like talons for those eyes.

“AEiii! Hold her! Hold her down damn it!”

The eyes went away and Chris tried to struggle to her feet. Someone grabbed her and she screamed thinking it was him again, but there was more than one person piling onto her. She yelled and kicked but her brief surge of strength was fading quickly. She was panting with the effort to move and sweat was pouring into her eyes making her blink madly at her surroundings.

“Chris! Oh goddess, what did he do to her?”

“You’re not helping her. Wait outside!”

“She needs me!”

“John!” she screamed. “Goddess help me, he’s got me!”

“Chris!”

“Wait outside I said!” someone yelled from close by. “Someone… anyone… give me the damn strap! Let’s get her locked down people. Someone kick that idiot out of here! Angie, get that line in! We might have to sedate her.”

“But the anaesthetic.”

“If we don’t stabilise the bleeding she won’t live long enough to reach the theatre!”

“Right.”

Listen to the words… Listen to the words… 

No, she mustn’t listen! She struggled humping her back off the ground in a spastic effort to get free, but with her arms pinned all she managed to do was wave her butt in the air. The thought would have been funny if not for the terror her captivity caused her. Jenny Lovett and Leila Newell… she couldn’t let him do that to her! She struggled harder but it was no good. The voice in her head wanted her to be calm. Let go, it soothed. Let the fear go and float free of pain. No! Pain was life; if it hurt it meant she still had a chance. John would come. He wouldn’t let O’Neal have her. She hammered her head against the ground in an effort to make the voice let her go but there was no pain. Why didn’t it hurt? She slammed her head back again and felt a yielding surface like a pillow under her head. She glared around not understanding and flinched.

“Too bright,” she groaned looking wildly around for O’Neal. She couldn’t see him. She wasn’t in the alley any longer. He’d gotten her away somehow. “Oh goddess save me, don’t let him…” she mumbled hardly aware of what she was saying. When she turned her head and saw that he was trying to strap her arms down, she found the strength by way of sheer terror to wrench one leg free and lash out.

“Ooof!”

She was grimly satisfied to hear the sound of someone crashing onto the ground and cursing. “You’re under…” she panted. “You’re under arrest for the murders of… you have the right to remain silent.”

“You can arrest me later,” someone muttered. “After I save your life.”

Save her life? It was so surprising a thing for O’Neal to say to her that she was caught unawares. The voice surged up before she could fight it. She howled in despair as her thoughts were drowned under a torrent of soothing words. Before she knew it the blazing eyes hovering before hers captured and held them. Chris collapsed back to the bed mesmerised by the soothing words.

Listen to the words… Listen to the words… 

“She’s going into arrest!”

“Give me… cc’s of epinephrine… shock her… clear!”

Pain!

Listen to the words… Listen to the words…

“Shock her again!”

Pain!

Listen to the words… Listen to the words…

Floating… no pain… blackness.

* * *



19 ~ Barrows

Special Agent Barrows had spent years of his life on the road. He rarely spent longer than a couple of weeks in any one place and hadn’t seen his kids in over two years. His work was responsible for two failed marriages, a limp that was more pronounced in the winter months, a heavily scarred shoulder, and an ulcerated stomach that his doctor said was caused by work induced stress.

The hotel he was staying in might be a dump… no strike that. The hotel was a dump—the bed was lumpy and uncomfortable, the carpets should be dragged out and burned, and the tiny kitchen was only fit for growing mould not cooking. Despite that catalogue of disadvantages, he wouldn’t dream of being anywhere else right now. He had lived in dozens of places just like this since Executive Director Hawkings had recruited him out of the FBI’s Criminal Investigation Division, and into his shadowy world of unsolved crimes and mysterious happenings.

Hawkings, who was then the newly promoted Assistant Director for the Office of Special Investigations, had been actively recruiting men and women from other divisions within the FBI and later from other walks of life (including various police departments, colleges, and even certain industries) for years.

Barrows had come to his attention when he read a report regarding the suspicious circumstances surrounding the death of Senator George R. Martinez. It was a suspicion that Hawkings himself had held back then, and like so many other investigations that OSI undertook, was hard to prove. It had taken him months of mind numbing research and digging, most of it on his own time when his superiors dismissed his suspicions out of hand, to prove those same suspicions correct. It was that kind of dogged determination together with a willingness to consider outlandish ideas that made him, according to Hawkings, the perfect candidate for recruitment into OSI.

Twelve years in OSI, and what did he have to show for it? Two ex-wives, two ex-kids, an ex-girlfriend squatting in an apartment that she insisted was his ex-apartment because although he was paying the rent, her name was on the lease, and a nearly empty pizza box in a hotel room that stank worse than a whore’s boudoir. He had seen more than a few of those in his time, so he knew. But then there was the job. He had that didn’t he? Damn right he did, and it was an important one. The job had always been more important than anything to him. That’s why the ex-wives. Even now he couldn’t say he was wrong to pursue it so hard.

If he was honest with himself, a thing he tried to avoid at all costs when thinking about certain things like the kids, he loved his job more than anything—even his kids. That made him feel like a bad person. Well so be it. He was a bad person in some ways. But he was a good person, the best person he knew, where certain things were concerned. Things like the case he was on right now, the secret case that only a select few knew about.

It was that secret that was on his mind right now.

Nothing handicapped an investigation like too much secrecy, but this secret had to be kept. There was no if, why, or but about that. It must be kept. There were all kinds of things he had learned through his years with OSI. Some were so startling that even he had trouble believing what he had seen. None of them came close to being as dangerous as this case should it become public knowledge. He knew all the whys and wherefores behind it, and he agreed with most of them, but that very agreement was making his job almost impossible.

OSI didn’t have anything like the manpower of a city’s police department. What it did have was unsurpassed data gathering and the ability to analyse that data to gain meaningful information upon which to act. When Director Hawkings told him they had new information on the Arcadian and that he had re-surfaced, he hadn’t needed orders to investigate. He volunteered. He’d been one of those involved in the disaster in Chicago and had lost friends in the so-called Shadow War that had ended it. He knew firsthand what these people (he used the word with some reservation) were capable of. That was why he was here. His lack of manpower coupled with the need for secrecy was why relying upon the local police was both necessary and frustrating. He needed them, but he couldn’t tell them anything that would help them help him!

“It’s driving me nuts!”

He slumped onto the couch and grabbed a slice of pizza from the box lying on the table before him. He put his feet up next to the box and switched on the wall-mounted vid with the remote. He wasn’t interested in the ball game. He already knew the score, but he wanted the voices of the commentators for company while he ate. 

While he chewed cold pizza—hmmm pepperoni, food for the gods—he picked up the report lying on the couch beside him and began to read. He had ordered a copy sent to him after his little run in with Detective Humber. He’d wanted to indulge his curiosity about her. According to the report, Chris was a rising star in the ranks of the police. Only four years on the streets had been enough for her to earn the admiration of her superiors and promotion to detective. A further three years in robbery homicide, where she earned a bunch of commendations and a medal after being shot in the chest and shoulder. That was two years ago and he didn’t doubt promotion to Captain was in her future. It was just a matter of time.

The South Central Ghost was her second serial killer, the first being Randolph H. Johnston. Johnston had liked strangling college kids. Man or woman made no difference to him, he just didn’t like them. Chris took him down hard—DOA at the hospital after she shot him three times in the chest with her stunner set to kill. There was an investigation of the shooting, there always is, and she was cleared of any wrongdoing. Of course, the old pump action shotgun found next to the body and the hole in the wall next to the door she had entered through had helped with that. It was a righteous shoot, just like all the other times she had been investigated. There were cops on the street that had never fired their weapon. That sounded unbelievable to many, but the stats were clearly true. Chris was not one of those lucky few, and neither was he.

She was one of those cops that seemed to attract trouble. If she hadn’t been so good at her job, and if she hadn’t been the kind of person to attract loyal friends without even trying, she might well have found herself ejected from the department for being too brutal. In this day of political correctness where even a righteous cop could be ousted for the bad press she engendered, Chris Humber was both an outstanding asset to her Captain and an appalling risk.

He wished he could have brought her in fully on the Arcadian. She might have some insights, something new he had not considered. Hell, something old he had dismissed that she saw merit in would be fine. At this point, he didn’t care how he got the evil blood-sucking bastard as long as he did get him. A verifiable body on the ground was all he wanted from this case; positive identification was the watchword. Arcadian must die and his nut bunny ideas with him.

It was all his superiors wanted.

There was no chance of a trial of course, there never was where vampires were concerned—them being already dead and all. The dead had no rights under the law, so how could you put one on trial even if you wanted to? Even if there were a way, Arcadian would not get one. He had to be silenced permanently for the good of the Republic.

Humber would have made a good candidate for recruitment. He had considered it a few times before; he wondered if perhaps he might get permission to make the offer someday. It would certainly be an elegant way of letting her into the Arcadian affair, but no, his superiors wouldn’t let a new recruit join the team on this one. It was too important no matter how good a cop she was.

He yawned and rubbed blurring eyes. Maybe it was time to turn in for the night. An early one would make a change and he had a lot to do tomorrow. He dropped the report on the table and was about to switch off the vid when his link signalled for attention. He fumbled in his jacket pocket where it lay over the back of the couch, and after a little cursing managed to find it. 

“Barrows.”

“Jack, its Nancy. I’m at the hospital.”

“Are you all right?”

“Fine, and before you ask Tuck’s okay too.”

Jack relaxed a little. “Okay good. What’s going on?”

“First off, O’Neal is dead.”

“Damn!” He reached for his jacket again. “You’re sure? One hundred percent certain?”

“Absolutely. I confirmed the kill before they took the body away. He isn’t coming back. Humber was hurt really bad; it doesn’t look good for her. They don’t think she’ll make it. Do you want the details?”

“Obviously, unless you want to tell Hawkings yourself.”

“Ermmm no, that’s okay. We took over the surveillance from the others and stayed out of sight like you said. Humber didn’t have a clue we were there. She was strutting her stuff just like all the other nights and everything was fine. I only looked away for a second, but when I looked back, she was gone. I couldn’t believe it. One minute everything was cool, the next all nine hells broke loose. There were cops bundling out of the van shouting and hollering. The next thing I know the cops started shooting the shit out of someone in the alley.”

“O’Neal?”

“Not O’Neal, someone else.”

“Who?”

“We don’t know,” Nancy said obviously frustrated by that. “He or she got away.”

“Could it have been him?” he said intently.

“I don’t know, maybe, but why kill his own?”

“Maybe because Humber knew who O’Neal was. She was closing in.” He shrugged into his jacket and hunted up his keys while still juggling his link. “I’m on my way there. We need to talk to Humber; maybe she can give us a description. While you’re waiting for me, call Doug. Tell him I want O’Neal’s body under wraps before anyone gets a look at him.”

“I’ll tell him, but getting O’Neal’s body won’t be easy. This thing is way too high profile.”

He was well aware of that, but stepping on local toes was the least of his concerns. O’Neal alive had been a possible way to find Arcadian—vamps always had a bond to their makers, but O’Neal dead could still work. Necromancy was a bad business, but he was way beyond letting his scruples get in the way of the job. He would do whatever it took; even steal a body and getting a necromance to work his mojo on it. 

“I don’t care about that. We can’t afford anyone running an autopsy until we’re done with him.” That was a necessity. Messing with a dead body—like doing an autopsy—would screw up any necromantic rituals they could perform. “Tell Doug to get the authorisation, or just snatch the damn thing. I don’t care which.”

“I’ll tell him,” Nancy said before disconnecting.

He drove to Mercy Hospital and found Nancy outside the emergency room talking to someone with a familiar face. Detective Baxter had been with Humber on the day she first realised he was tailing her. That had been a memorable confrontation in more ways than one. Doug had taken an instant disliking to her. He’d had to listen to him bitch and moan about her all the rest of that day.

Baxter saw him approaching and turned to face him. “What the hell do you want?”

Barrows ignored him and addressed himself to Nancy. “How is she?”

“Not good. She’ll need surgery for certain, but they need to stabilise her first.”

“She’ll make it,” Baxter said not liking Nancy’s tone. “She’s a fighter.”

“Where’s her partner?”

“He’s inside with her. They tried to throw him out but he wouldn’t go.”

He checked his wristband and noted the time. He needed to get O’Neal’s body under wraps. He gestured for Nancy to follow him to a quiet corner. Baxter stayed where he was watching them suspiciously. 

“Did you get in touch with Doug about that matter we discussed?”

Nancy nodded. “No word back from him yet.”

“Okay. Is there any chance of getting to Humber tonight?”

“None. Not tonight and maybe never. She flat lined a couple of times already.”

He grimaced, another casualty in a never ending war. “Did she say anything when they brought her in?”

“Nothing that helps us. She was raving when they brought her in. You know the kind of thing. O’Neal bit her—almost ripped her throat beyond repair. Just a fraction deeper and she would have bled out at the scene. As it is, if she makes it out of surgery, she’ll have a scar on her neck to match yours.”

He winced and rubbed his shoulder in sympathetic pain. “They won’t believe anything she says while in that state. Believe me. I know what she’s going through.”

“You better hope they don’t,” Nancy warned. “We both know this isn’t just another vamp attack, Jack.”

“They won’t,” he said and frowned in thought. “Okay, there’s nothing we can do here right now. Tell Tuck to keep an eye on things here. Where is he anyway?”

“Having a smoke outside.”

“I didn’t see him. Tell him to watch and interview Humber if that becomes possible, and then you meet me at the car. I’m parked opposite the main entrance.”

“Where are we going?”

“The morgue.”

“You really know how to show a girl a good time.”

“So my ex-wives keep telling me. Five minutes,” he said and watched as she went to find her partner.

“Barrows,” Baxter growled as he left his post at the door. “I want to talk to you.”

Barrows began walking. “Sorry, no time to chat.”

Baxter’s hand shot out and grabbed his shoulder to spin him around. He went with the motion and turned it to his advantage. He grasped Baxter’s hand, twisted it into a wrist-lock, and then followed it by putting the arm into an elbow lock behind Baxter’s back before slamming him face first into the wall. It was instinctive on his part. He had been extensively trained in hand-to-hand combat when he joined OSI. The entire fight, if it could be called that, had taken a matter of seconds.

“Let go of me,” Baxter hissed in pain.

“Not until you calm down.”

“It’s your fault that Chris is lying in there dying.”

He let the arm go and shoved Baxter away. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. My fault, how is it my fault?”

Baxter worked his arm free of pain and glared. “You know more than you’re saying about O’Neal, and you knew it before all this went down. There’s something weird about this whole thing. I told Chris back then that we were dealing with something stranger than a vamp serial killer.”

Barrows gave Baxter blank face and said, “I was told O’Neal is dead.”

“He is, but we didn’t kill him. Another guy chopped the evil bastard’s head off, and I bet you know who don’t you?”

He kept his silence on that one, and tried to keep all expression off his face, but polite interest wasn’t cutting it apparently. Baxter’s face darkened.

“Yeah, I figured as much.” Baxter said in disgust. “You’re as much responsible for Chris’ condition as O’Neal is. You knew what she was up against and you did nothing.”

“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

“Don’t try shovelling your bullshit in my direction. I’ve dealt with your kind longer than you’ve been alive—”

Barrows grinned; that was a slight exaggeration. He would judge that they were of an age with each other.

“—damned feds think they’re better than the rest of us. You and your people should be locked up as accomplices to murder!”

“Are you finished? I have places to be and I don’t have time for your hysterics.”

“I want to know what the hell is going on. Who was the guy with the sword and why did he kill O’Neal?”

“I don’t know,” he said, but he did. Or he suspected he did at any rate. Offing O’Neal to cover his tracks was an obvious thing for Arcadian to do. Why he had left it so late though was a question. Arcadian had screwed up leaving the body behind. If he had acted sooner, he could have made him disappear with none the wiser, so why hadn’t he? “I really don’t know,” he said again, but the answer was to his own internal question not Baxter’s.

“You know,” Baxter growled. “I know you do. I don’t care why you’re hiding what you’re hiding, Barrows. I swear I’m going to find out what it is. The guys think we missed the other vamp, but I know we didn’t miss. I know it. We emptied our boomers into him—silver hollow points, Barrows, not stunners. We used enough silver to take down ten vamps not one, but he ignored us like we were nothing but an irritation. Just so you know what you’re dealing with I’ll tell you something: I never miss.”

He wasn’t oblivious to the veiled threat, but ignored it. “So you’re a good shot. So what?”

“So I hit O’Neal’s killer three of four times for sure. No ifs, buts, or maybes. Three silver rounds from my gun hit him square and he kept going. The others aren’t as good as I am, but they hit him as well. I’m sure of it.”

Barrows tried to school his expression but knew he had failed when Baxter’s eyes narrowed. He looked away, then at his wristband again, and then back to Baxter trying to think what to do. It had to have been Arcadian. That much silver? It had to have been him. Only a really old vamp could have kept going.

“You’re not surprised are you?” Baxter said.

“Listen to me. Don’t tell anyone what you think you know, don’t discuss it, don’t ask questions, don’t dig… for your own safety, don’t dig. You have no idea how dangerous these people are and it’s not just them. If certain powerful people were to find out—”

“Don’t threaten me,” Baxter growled.

“I’m not. I’m warning you. You don’t know how seriously these people take this. They won’t care who you are. They would kill me or anyone for breaking secrecy on this.”

Baxter dismissed him and walked away.

“Baxter… shit,” Barrows growled and stalked outside to find Nancy waiting by the car. “Get in, it’s not locked!”

Nancy climbed in. “What did I do?”

“Nothing,” he snarled and tramped his foot on the accelerator. The car burned rubber out of the parking lot and onto the road. Cars beeped horns and veered aside. “Sorry. I’m just in a bad mood.”

“I noticed that. Still nothing from Doug?”

“No.”

“Maybe he couldn’t get the authorisation.”

“No. If he hadn’t got it he would have called to tell me. Try him again.”

Nancy pulled out her link and used the autodial. She listed for a few minutes and shook her head. “No answer.”

“He switched it off?”

“No, it’s ringing. He just doesn’t answer.”

“I don’t like that.”

“He’s probably just busy. O’Neal is dead. His head was between his feet on the gurney when they took him away. He isn’t going anywhere. Doug will be okay.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about. Baxter told me what happened. They filled O’Neal’s killer with silver and it didn’t slow him down. I think it was Arcadian himself.”

Nancy was quiet for a moment. “Drive faster,” she said checking her weapon.

He floored it.

“How do you want to play it?” Nancy said. She had her back to the wall next to the main entrance of the morgue and was peeking around the corner and through the glass doors at the body of the security guard lying behind his desk.

Barrows crouched to make himself a smaller target and pushed the door. It opened easily. “Cover me. I’m going for the desk.”

“Whenever you’re ready.”

He slid forward between the doors. He stilled trying to listen. The foyer was silent and empty of people except for the possibly dead guard. He glanced up at Nancy and she nodded that she was ready. He took a deep breath and bolted at top speed for the security desk. He watched the corridor leading off the foyer for a moment then checked the guard for a pulse. He found one. It was strong and steady. There was a strong smell of ozone in the air. Someone had stunned him at close range and not long ago either. He waved and Nancy hurried to join him while he covered the corridor.

“He’s unconscious, stunner blast to the throat.”

“Could have killed him.”

He nodded. Stunners could kill even when not set for that if they hit the wrong spot.

Nancy scooted to the end of the desk and peered along the corridor toward the elevator. “Nothing. Doug must be downstairs. We should call the others in. We might need the help. If something happens and they don’t know where we are…”

“You’re right. Call Tuck. Tell him what’s going down.”

Nancy nodded and pulled out her link. While she was doing that, he decided to position himself nearer to the elevators. Nancy was probably right about Doug. The labs and operating theatres were below ground. If Doug had succeeded in getting the authorisation, he would be down there overseeing the removal of O’Neal’s body from storage.

He watched the indicator above the elevator carefully, but it was the stairway he was thinking about. There was no way he was getting into the tight confines of the elevator when there was a chance that Arcadian was in the building.

“They’re on the way.”

He nodded. “Screw the elevator. We’re going down the stairway.”

“Fuckin-A,” Nancy said with feeling.

He led the way. He felt an urgent need to find Doug, but he knew from hard experience that you don’t rush into danger. Getting shot or worse before he reached him wouldn’t help anyone. Two flights down a notice on the door proclaimed that they were in the right place. He opened the door just a crack. What he saw made him dive through without thought for the consequences, as if he hadn’t just been cautioning himself not do exactly that. Nancy’s gasp of surprise behind him made him check his steps abruptly, but he was already out in the open by then. If there had been someone with a weapon, he would have died right there in the morgue. Convenient. As it was, the only persons present were Doug and another guard lying upon the floor. Both were unconscious just like the guard upstairs. Good news, but odd. Arcadian invariably killed adversaries. 

“Check the offices on the right. I’ll take left.”

Nancy nodded, but five minutes of checking proved the offices were vacant. Barrows went back to check on Doug. He was groaning and slowly coming around.

“What happened?”

Doug squinted and felt the back of his head. “Don’t know… there were two of them. EMTs. They had a body bag to log in. One of them sprayed me in the face with something.”

“They’ve got to be through there,” Nancy said nodding at the last door. It was the cadaver storage area.

He eased the door open in time to see someone leaving via the fire exit. “FBI! Stop where you are!”

“That never works,” Nancy muttered as they piled through the door and across the room in time to have the door slammed in their faces. “Damn! He jammed it shut with something!”

Barrows ran back the way they’d come shouting over his shoulder. “Look after Doug!”

He sped up the stairs and made his gasping way outside, but by the time he ran around the side of the building to the loading ramp, they were gone. Bent double gasping for breath, he wondered what the hell was going on in this city.

* * *

Angel pulled off her ski mask and shook out her hair. “Good job,” she said to her crew in the back. She grinned, coming down from her adrenaline high. “Damn, we’re good!”

“Where to?” Ash said, watching his mirrors for pursuit.

Flex moved forward from his position at the rear doors and poked his head over Ash’s shoulder. “Keep your speed down, man. I ain’t explaining to no damned traffic cop why I’ve got a headless corpse in the back.”

Ash slowed the van to just below the speed limit. “No tail,” he said as answer, but hung a left at the next intersection, and then a right a little further on. “Where are we going?”

“Hold on and I’ll tell you. Just chill and drive nice,” Angel said and used her link to call Spence. It rang three times before he picked up. “It’s done.”

“Any problems?”

“Nothing we couldn’t handle. Put him on?”

“He’s in the back covering the windows. I’ll get him,” Spence said and Angel listened as he took the link to Gavin.

“Angelina?”

“Mister Gavin, I have the corpse for you. Where do you want it delivered?”

“You have it?” Gavin said in disbelief, and Angel grinned imagining him counting to ten. “You risked yourself to get the body?”

“Not much of a risk, it was easy.”

Gavin snorted. “I’m sure. Take it to Stephen at Lost Souls, do you know it?”

“Sure I know it. I don’t think he’ll like me dragging a body bag through his doors though.”

“Don’t concern yourself with that. I’ll call him now and tell him to have someone meet you.”

Angel turned to Ash, “Lost Souls,” she said and Ash nodded already looking for the right road. “Okay Mister Gavin, we’re on the way there.”

“Good, and Angelina?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you,” he said and broke the connection.

Angelina smiled and put away her link.

* * *



Part III



20 ~ The Underground

David would never have believed that living among so many strangers, and underground at that, would feel comforting. Underground! But it did, it really did. His life had changed beyond all recognition and he regretted his losses—he still missed working in medicine, but the feeling of community here at Lost Souls was a compensation he had never expected to feel.

He inserted a finger in his book and glanced around the barracks, but didn’t rise. He had a few minutes yet before he needed to dress for work, and it was relaxing just lying on his bed reading an old leather bound text instead of paging through the electronic version. He thought of the dorm room as a barracks because what else were they really—all the shifters living here—than Stephen’s personal army? They certainly acted as if the vampire was their General. Even he said how high when the vampires said jump, but it was a little different for him, or he felt it was in any case. Maybe he was fooling himself. Who knew? Everyone working for Stephen might feel as he did and just be putting on a show of subservience, but he didn’t think so.

Since the night he first changed, his abilities and senses had grown in leaps and bounds. Mist was responsible for that. The wolf was very good at sensing things around them and articulating what it all meant to him. The more David read about shifters and non-humans, the longer he was exposed to them, the better he felt he understood and was better able to cope with his duality. Mist was like a real person to him, not just another facet of his own personality. Books he had read disputed that point of view, insisting that shifter madness was literally that—a form of mania. He was no psychologist, but he knew that he wasn’t mad. Shifter craziness wasn’t a medical condition; he was certain of it. They were just different, that was all. The authors failed to realise that their own bias, their own very understandable but wrong human point of view, was skewing their understanding. It was like a marine biologist insisting he knew what a jellyfish was thinking and feeling. Not possible; they were too different.

What humans failed to understand deep down was that shifters weren’t human. Oh, they professed to know that monsters were monsters, and they certainly discriminated against anyone not like themselves with gleeful abandon, but then they about-faced and were all indignant and horrified when elves, dwarves—and yes, shifters and vamps—acted like themselves and not like decent humans! Ridiculous double standard. Either they were not human and shouldn’t be held to human standards of behaviour, or they should have the same rights as humans and then be expected to adhere to human obligations and standards. They couldn’t have it both ways.

He turned his attention back to his book. It was called Children of the Gods and attempted to explain how and why shifters were blessed with the ability to shift their shape. It went on to document each of the known types, which had been interesting, but for all of that it was the biggest load of hogwash he had ever read. It was full of mystical bullshit. The appendix was good, the types of shifter and their abilities also, but the explanation for those abilities? Laughable!

Why are you angry?

In his mind, David saw a wolf lying within the entrance of a cave—a cave that only existed in his mind. Mist’s golden eyes stared at him, and his tail beat an uneven and irritated tattoo on the ground.

“I’m not angry,” he said, trying to put his feelings into words for both of them. “I’m frustrated. It’s just people’s ignorance that makes me like this. They just don’t understand.”

Manthings have never understood us.

“By that you mean shifters,” he said but felt Mist’s rejection of that. “What then?”

Manthings do not like us; they hunt us for no reason.

“You mean wolves then. Do you have memories of a time before we were joined?”

I remember.

“What do you remember?”

Mist rolled onto his back kicking his legs playfully in the air. He smiled to see it. He could see him so clearly in his mind. The wolf was radiating happiness and his mood lightened under the influence.

I remember running across the snow. A storm is coming. The mountains call me home, but the pack is in need. I hunt to feed the pack and my cubs. I remember blood scent on the wind. There are manthings close and they have fire—fire is dangerous. They do not see me, but I see them clearly.

He saw it all as Mist spoke. The men wore furs and sat huddled around a small campfire. They were primitives. They had darkly bearded faces and carried bows not guns. To one side he could see shaggy ponies with their heads down trying to shield their eyes from the wind.

I remember the hard-footed four feet. They taste good. My belly is empty, but manthings are dangerous. I remember my mate and that my cubs hunger. I remember manthings are dangerous. I remember everything.

That was the most Mist had ever said to him at one time before, and the implication was staggering. He had instinctively always known that Mist was a real person, but this... it meant the wolf had been alive as himself in the far past and somehow was reborn in him. They were one.

We are one, Mist agreed happily, now and forever.

The implications were incredible! Many believed in reincarnation, but he never had. Sedona’s clerics did not hold that view, though the Goddess could do anything she wished of course. He believed in her, he had followed her calling after all. She was the patron of healers and he had always known he wanted to heal the sick. As a boy, he had been devastated when he learned he was devoid of magic and could not be a healer or healer cleric, but it hadn’t stopped him from finding a way to reach his goal. Medical school had been his way into Her service.

He watched the shifters getting ready for work and contemplated his changed life. He could not be a healer any more. They, the authorities, wouldn’t let him. Where did that leave him? Here at Lost Souls doing whatever jobs came up, doing what he was told? Now yes, and until he could fix Georgie and maybe Raymond as well, but after? He really didn’t know. He had no goals any longer and was adrift. Everyone here felt that way he was sure. They were all lone wolves... or shifters at least. There were a couple of people whose beasts weren’t wolf. He knew of two cats—one a tiger, and one a lynx—and there were a couple of non-humans that weren’t shifters at all. Half dwarf he thought one was. The other could only be an elf, but not full-blooded. It didn’t matter. They were like family, living as close as they did.

The pack is good the pack is all.

“Is it though? We aren’t really a pack here.” He felt Mist’s rejection of that and wondered at it.

We are Stephen’s pack. He is Alpha.

“The leader you mean.”

Mist agreed.

Well that was true at least, and he was definitely an alpha personality, but Mist meant Stephen was their pack leader. Alpha with a capital-A. A vampire leading a pack was... odd. In other cities, vampires were at the top of the food chain and ruled their territories like feudal lords, but they weren’t considered pack. They treated shifters and other non-vampires like cannon fodder, and they could make it stick, but here in LA things were different. There were a couple of reasons for that. One was that Stephen and the other powerful vamps had treaties and alliances with each other. They didn’t fight, but instead supported one another against outsiders, keeping the city to themselves and relatively peaceful. LA was a little vampire paradise. It was like an island sanctuary in a sea of chaos that was the rest of the Republic. Vampires fought and contested for territory all over the Republic, but never here. Another reason for the status quo was that the LA shifter community was very strong in terms of population. A war between vamps and shifters here would be very bloody, but the vamps would lose in the end. Elsewhere that wouldn’t be the case.

To be fair, he didn’t think Stephen would want it any other way. He was very modern and progressive in his thinking for a centuries old vampire. He liked living free of conflict, but that didn’t mean he was safe. Flare-ups of violence did still happen from time to time when outsiders tried to muscle in, and AML was always a danger of course. Stephen had to maintain a strong defence; hence the underground and the shifters living here between the surface and the vault on the deepest level where the vamps had their apartments. He had yet to see Stephen defend his territory; he had missed the last attempted takeover by a few months, but he didn’t doubt the vampire could be ruthless when the need arose.

He would win, Mist agreed. Stephen is a good hunter. He will protect us.

David frowned. Stephen did that for everyone here, but his protection wasn’t free. The latest news spoke of unpleasantness brewing in the city, and they were on the lookout for trouble. Something to do with the South Central Ghost had the vamps worked up. Not that they would tell someone like him what the problem was; he was just one of the help, one of Stephen’s many minions. He just had to do what he was told and enjoy the protections afforded him by doing so. He could leave at any time. Yeah right, and go where, do what?

He sighed and opened his book to continue his reading.

A few minutes later, Mist spoke up again. Farris comes.

David looked toward the entrance. Farris was Lawrence’s wolf, or Lawrence was Farris’ human? But he wasn’t human... person then? He shook off the strange thought and the mood it brought it on. They were one, just as Mist and he were one. They were together now and forever.

We are one, Mist agreed sounding very satisfied with the arrangement.

Lawrence entered the barracks and paused just inside, obviously looking for someone in particular. He was alpha as David himself was, but lesser. Not in body, oh no. Lawrence was something a little bit special in the size and good looks department—according to the females anyway, and even David who was a staunch fan of the female gender and hetero himself, could admit there was something there. Lawrence was a rare breed of shifter in that he actively worked hard to improve what Farris and the lycanthropy virus bestowed upon him in such abundance. David had asked him once why he put himself through so much work and pain to overcome the virus’ reluctance to allow modifications to its host. Lawrence replied just a little grimly, he now thought, that when everyone else could tear a car in half too, being average no longer cut it. Well, Lawrence was not average in body or power. He was alpha, just not the Alpha. Stephen was that, but David was also stronger than Lawrence. Much stronger, but that was all Mist not him.

We are one. There is no difference, no division. As it should be. Lawrence and Farris are also one. The sum of our Presence is greater, that is all.

That was very perceptive of the wolf. David had come to suspect that much of what went into creating an alpha was how well the two personalities merged and complimented each other. Cassie and Onida were fine people, but they were not alpha. Onida rarely spoke at all. Contrast that with the conversations he had with Mist and it was a telling difference. The wolf rarely shut up! He grinned at Mist’s rumbled warning; he was pretending anger, but David could feel his amusement. They were perfectly matched, and that made them strong.

Mist sent his satisfaction and agreement.

Lawrence finished his brief scan of the room’s occupants, not pausing on all the naked perfection it contained. Most shifters preferred going unclothed in private like this. It let them shift with ease, but it was more than that. All shifter senses were heightened and wearing clothes often irritated sensitive skin. They had to wear natural fibres because of that, but even so, they felt confined in anything but skin or fur. So out of sight of easily shocked humans, shifters tended to strip at the drop of a hat. David hardly noticed any more. He just didn’t care; shifters weren’t body conscious at all, taking their lead from their beasts in that regard. He had lost that particularly useless human emotion surprisingly quickly he now thought, but then as a medical professional, he hadn’t exactly been a prude before his change. Embarrassment; what was the use of it? Besides, the only naked shifter he wanted to look at was Ronnie, and she was avoiding him.

Callia likes me, Mist said smugly.

“And we like her and Ronnie, so it’s three against one. She’ll come around.”

His first weeks at Lost Souls had been a bit trying for Ronnie. He could admit that he’d been a little out of his depth and had followed her around like a second tail. That did not sit well with her, but her wolf, Callia, had liked it well enough. She was interested in Mist and apparently wasn’t shy in telling Ronnie so. David snorted as he imagined some of their conversations.

“Hey, David,” Lawrence said sitting upon the bed next to his. “Edward just posted the roster.”

“Oh?”

Lawrence nodded and gestured back and forth indicating the two of them. “Main doors again. Security.”

“Again?”

“He says there’s always less trouble when you’re on the doors.”

That was because a lot of the club’s clientele were monsters and able to sense his power. Shifters could always tell how strong another shifter was; it was part of what made the pack structure work. Shifter magic. His Presence was often enough to keep the peace all on its own. Other non-humans sensed different things in their own ways, but all of them responded to power. And the human thrill seekers? Well, that was why Edward partnered him with Lawrence most times. He was impressive in other ways—physically very imposing as well as being alpha.

“What’s he expecting, World War Three?”

Lawrence shrugged. “Nothing good. There’s trouble out there, big trouble. The vamps are upset about something, and some of the smaller packs are running scared. The Alley Dogs are agitated about,” he shrugged. “You know.”

He meant Ronnie, but it went deeper than that. Stephen needed his army, but because it was mostly comprised of lone wolves, it rubbed the packs the wrong way. Traditionally, rogue wolves had the right to enter a territory and visit briefly, but they weren’t supposed to take up permanent residence. If they wanted to do that, they had to petition a pack and join it. By giving so many rogues sanctuary and his protection, he had inadvertently challenged all the established packs. They didn’t want to fight Stephen, and Stephen didn’t want to fight them—everyone liked the status quo in LA—but by turning a blind eye to Stephen’s unorthodox not-pack, they undermined the system that made the pack structure so successful.

Until now, the blind eye approach had rubbed along not without irritations, but nothing more serious than that. The Alley Dogs however were a powerful pack and force in the community, and this time they had put their foot down. They wanted Ronnie back, or the Alley Dog’s Alpha did. Raymond Pederson. He had been Stephen’s most powerful ally until Ronnie came between them, but no more. It still surprised him that Stephen had not made the pragmatic choice of just throwing Ronnie back, back to the wolves so to speak, but he hadn’t. Instead, he had stuck to his—seemingly ruinous—policy of welcoming shifters into his vampiric embrace if they would give themselves to him body and soul.

David grimaced. He hadn’t been subjected to the body part of that deal. Yet. It could only be a matter of time though before he had to feed Stephen or one of his people. Blood was part of the deal. The fact they were so well fed made Stephen and his people a power among the vamp Houses of LA. Shifter blood had power and imbued them with it. Stephen wasn’t the oldest vampire in LA; Gavin Lochlin was, but he was close in power to Gavin because of his feeding habits. Michael was second in age to Gavin, but he was actually weaker than Stephen. That was a stark reminder that in vampire circles the old saying ‘you are what you eat’ held literal truth. Well-fed vamps were powerful vamps.

He checked his wristband. Stephen had hours yet before he woke, but the club would be opening and hopping long before he rose for the evening. He had to get dressed now if he wanted to open the doors on time, and he did. Monsters were no more patient in a queue than a human would be. He didn’t need to start his day breaking up fights and banging heads together.

He put aside his book and swung his legs off the bed. “Give me five minutes here and I’ll be with you.”

Lawrence nodded absently and picked up the book. “What are you reading?”

“Research, sort of.”

“Children of the Gods,” Lawrence said reading the title and then flipping open the book to a random page. “If you want to learn more about what you are, ask one of us. This bullshit won’t teach you anything.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, but I agree a lot of it’s junk. Flip to the appendix.”

David stripped out of his jeans and shirt to pull on his uniform. He thought of it as a uniform because it was Lost Souls approved clothing, but it wasn’t really a uniform. It was 1920-30s style formal wear. Stephen wanted his theme reflected in his employee’s manner and dress as well as the acts performing in the club. The interior decor of course perfectly mimicked the era. David wasn’t averse to looking the part; it was nostalgic, but a doorman’s uniform complete with cap might have strained his patience. Stephen hadn’t gone that far. He wanted the ambiance from those swank nightclubs that Lost Souls emulated, but needed his people to be able to mingle when necessary to keep things peaceful.

His ego had become quite flexible all things considered, but he was glad he didn’t need to wear a real uniform. One area where he had become less flexible and not more was in his inability to accept anyone weaker trying to dominate him. Hoberman would receive short thrift from him now if ever they met again. If that bigoted idiot had a scrap of sense, he would stay well clear. His new attitude was all Mist’s influence and his changed nature. So far, it hadn’t been too much of an issue here, because shifters could be very pragmatic once shown where they stood in the hierarchy. They usually settled down after a brief demonstration of why they should, but it was equally true that they wouldn’t back down for less. It was programmed into them or something. They just weren’t happy with uncertainty. They had to know where they belonged to be truly happy with their place in the pack. He supposed he could understand that. He hadn’t liked uncertainty before his change. Why would he like it afterwards?

“I see what you mean,” Lawrence said. “All that research and effort and he produces a trash book? That doesn’t make a lot of sense. This is good stuff.”

“We all have blind spots.”

Lawrence grunted noncommittally.

David finished dressing and headed up to the club with Lawrence. “Do you ever wonder where you would be if not for Farris?”

“Dead,” Lawrence said grimly.

That made him check his stride. “Dead?”

“Dead.” Lawrence sighed and glanced at his wristband. Obviously deciding they had time, he ran a hand through his hair and launched into his story. “Most of us have an attack in our past to blame lycanthropy upon right?”

David nodded. He hadn’t met anyone who didn’t.

“Not me. How long do you think I’ve been a shifter? Have a guess.”

“Five, ten years?”

“I’m thirty-five and I’ve been a shifter twenty of them.”

David’s jaw dropped.

“I wasn’t attacked. I was in a car accident. My parents didn’t make it, and I was paralysed. Broke my neck at C3.”

David winced. “Paraplegic?”

Lawrence nodded.

“I’m sorry, but they fixed you up.”

“No, they couldn’t fix me. I was on life support for almost five years slowly going mad. I begged them to let me die. Begged! They wouldn’t of course. Sedona loves life; those who follow her cannot kill or allow harm to come to someone under their care… blah, blah, blah. Their rhetoric is sickening.” Lawrence said bitterly. “As if forcing me to linger wasn’t harming me. The clerics tried everything, but gradually one by one they stopped coming. Then it was the turn of the doctors to try all their crackpot ideas. Eventually they gave up too, and I was left to rot in a private room paid for by the insurance company.”

“How did you become a shifter?”

“I couldn’t do anything for myself. Nothing. I would have refused food if I could have, but they put tubes into my stomach and fed me that way. I have no family. None. There was no one I could beg to kill me, and the nurses were horrified when I raged at them. They stopped listening to me long before it happened.

“One night this woman put her head into my room looking for her friend. I told her to bugger off and leave me alone, but thank the Goddess she didn’t. She said her name was Liz as if she hadn’t heard me, all smiles and charm she was. She came into the room, sat down without asking, and just started talking to me. I ignored her of course, and eventually she left. She came back to see her friend off and on and stopped by to talk with me.

“Anyway, a couple of weeks later she came by one last time to tell me her friend was being discharged and they were going home out of state. That’s when she offered to try to fix me.”

“She was a shifter.”

Lawrence nodded. “She hadn’t told me before because,” he shrugged. “You know. She didn’t want me to start yelling about monsters and causing a fuss. I wouldn’t have done that, not even back then. I was almost fifteen by then, and looked like a skeleton. All my muscles had atrophied. I was a real mess. You were a doctor, you know what happens.”

He nodded, easily imagining it. Muscles waste away from lack of use and tendons shrink causing limbs to curl up. Without regular physiotherapy, Lawrence would have curled into the foetal position eventually. The hospital staff would have worked to reduce that, but they couldn’t prevent such changes completely.

Lawrence continued. “So she offers to try, and I say I’ll do anything to get out of that place. Anything. She could do whatever she wanted; bite me, kill me and eat me… anything. So she bites me. I wanted her to smuggle me out first, but the life-support machines couldn’t go with me. She said if the bite didn’t fix me, she would turn off the machines and let me die.”

“And Farris saved you,” David said quietly.

“Yeah. The bite worked but the change was very hard. Farris and I became one, but I was a mess. I still couldn’t move as a human. Farris was mobile, but so weak that we nearly died turning wolf that first time. The change takes energy and I had none. I was the worst looking wolf ever. All skin and bone, but I could move again. I didn’t care if I never turned back. As far as I was concerned, Farris could have our body and welcome to it. He wasn’t enthusiastic about the situation.”

David grinned. “Liz took you with her?”

“I stayed wolf for weeks. I had to play nice doggy around the humans we met until she could get us into the boonies and out of sight. She fed us up. I just let Liz and Farris get on with it, and basked in the freedom of being out of that damned room. Then one morning I woke up naked without fur. Farris, the sneaky bugger, had triggered the change in the night. I was human again, and weak as a baby, but I could move. I staggered into the house and here I am twenty years later.”

“Explains all the gym time.”

Lawrence shrugged. “I’ll never let myself be helpless again,” he said grimly. “Never. As for the body building, I enjoy it, but I wasn’t kidding the other day when you asked about it. When everyone you know is strong, any edge is good to have. You should think about it.”

He shook his head. “I’ve no interest in that. Besides, Mist is strong enough for both of us.”

We are one. We are strong enough for both of us.

True enough.

“You can never be strong enough,” Lawrence said. “Ask the vamps. There’s always someone stronger. Always.”

All vamps were paranoid suckers... ha! Paranoid blood suckers! “We better get on the door before Edward comes looking for us.”

Lawrence nodded and together they headed for the elevator.

* * *



21 ~ Alley Dogs

David rolled his eyes and said it again. “Dress code.” The guy looked crushed. David checked the next in line and nodded in appreciation of the tux. “Nice. Armani?”

The guy grimaced. “It’s a knockoff, but a good one.”

“You’re in.”

“Thanks man.”

“Hey, that’s not fair!” the first guy said as the faux Armani-clad shifter side-stepped him and disappeared through the lobby doors. “Where do you get off treating a shifter better than me?”

David’s eyes ignited as he glared down the steps at the nuisance this human was fast becoming. Said nuisance swallowed and paled at the sight of the glowing orbs, but he was too stupid to leave. David sighed, reining himself in, and looked the client over again. The fool had the era all wrong; he’d chosen the worst ensemble imaginable. Stephen would have his head if he let a 70s disco wannabe in.

“I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” he said, trying for friendly and reasonable. “If you go home and change into a plain tux, even one as cheap as the junk you’re wearing now and I’m still on the door when you get back, I’ll let you in and authorise a couple of free drinks. But if you keep flapping your lips at me and making these nice people wait, I’ll have my friend here rip your goddess be head off and hide the body!”

Lawrence grinned slowly.

“Now then, I can’t say fairer than that, can I?”

The waiting shifters chuckled. Some even gave suggestions or alternative punishments. Not all were anatomically possible, and he should know. He was a doctor after all. The human finally realised he wasn’t getting in tonight, and slunk away muttering threats but keeping them low enough that David could pretend not to hear them. Stupid little man. Any one of the waiting shifters could have broken him in half. Even the weakest amongst them.

“Sorry about that,” David said to a party of four who were next in line. “We get all sorts of crazies here.” He gave them a quick once over and let them in.

The line flowed smoothly through the doors for a while before another dress code violation. David was almost on autopilot by this stage. He could have been saving lives with Andrew now. They would probably have been making rounds, or debating a new elven healing ritual, but no, here he was safeguarding the club from the horror of black shirts and white suits.

“Dress code,” he sighed.

“What?”

“The theme is 1920s speakeasy. Most of our male guests wear a tux.”

“Oh, does it really matter? Double breasted is back in, and gangsters wore them didn’t they? I’m sure I read that. Look, I even have the hat!” He put the fedora on and tweaked the brim expertly.

David smiled. He liked this one. “Put a tie on, and I’ll let you in.”

The guy’s face fell.

“No tie?”

He shook his head.

David held out a hand to Lawrence who rolled his eyes and retrieved one from a pocket. David passed it to his new best friend, but had to tie it for him. The young human hadn’t seemed feeble-minded a moment ago, but suddenly he was all flustered fingers and thumbs.

He likes you.

Oh, it was like that? The young man was a thrill-seeker and didn’t discriminate by gender. At least the guy was circumspect and didn’t try to touch. Not always a given. He allowed David to get the tie on him properly, standing silently flushing with pleasure.

“I’m going to trust you to hand this back in before you leave.”

A nod.

“Have fun. Stay out of trouble.”

Another nod.

He waved the red-faced man into the club.

Lawrence laughed. “That was so sweet.”

He grimaced. “If I took all the little things seriously, I wouldn’t have any time to stress over the big stuff.” He let the next group in. “Besides, he’s harmless.”

“They usually are at first, but thrill-seekers can turn nasty when we reject them. Some advice welcome?”

“Why not, you’re dying to lay it on me.”

“When it’s a woman, don’t reject them. Make an excuse. You’re working, you’ll lose your job, you have a jealous shifter girlfriend who would literally kill you if you stray. Those work well. When it’s a guy, you’re straight, you’re not out yet, or your boss would fire you because he doesn’t like gays. Anything like that should work. You didn’t mean to, but that guy will come on to you later because you encouraged his fantasy.”

“I didn’t!”

“In his mind you did. Ask Mist.”

Is he right?

Yes, Mist agreed. The manthing likes you very much now, more than before. You were kind to him.

David sighed. “Okay.”

The queue to enter the club dwindled to a trickle as late afternoon turned toward evening. The sun was touching the roofs opposite when real trouble came calling. Mist warned him of the approach of more shifters, and these weren’t interested in good music and food. They were looking for trouble. He drew Lawrence’s attention to a pair of cars entering the lot.

“Are they...?”

“Alley Dogs,” Lawrence said grimly as men piled out of the vehicles. “That’s their Alpha in the lead.”

So this was Stephen’s one-time ally and the current thorn in his side. Raymond Pederson; Georgie’s boss, and according to Stephen, his real enemy. He looked eagerly for a sign that Georgie was here, but all the shifters were men. The disappointment that realisation brought made him snarl. It would have made things so much simpler if he could have dealt with both his problems here and now.

Pederson was an average looking man in his early thirties, roughly six foot, and around 190lbs. Just an average white guy, brown haired, seemingly normal in every way, but his Presence marked him as a strong alpha male, and Mist didn’t like that. The wolf was hyper alert and warily tasting the air through David. That’s what it felt like, but it was more than scenting or tasting air, it was a sort of reaching out to the magic that shifters exuded. A shifter’s Presence was a form of power that they couldn’t really hide. Alphas could do more with it than others, just as they had more control over their shifting, but that control didn’t extend to making it seem more powerful than it actually was.

He tested Pederson’s Presence, rolled it around on his tongue, felt it in the back of his head where Mist resided, and knew they were stronger. He was certain they were, but Pederson hadn’t come alone. The Alley Dog’s Alpha wasn’t here for a social call and had chosen a time when the vamps were still down for the day.

He counted his would-be enemies, he was sure they were at least that, and came up with eleven shifters including Pederson. All of them were strong enough to be ranked somewhere in the middle of the pack. None was a weakling, and that right there was suggestive. They were here for trouble, another name for which was Ronnie.

“Get the others,” he said to Lawrence.

Lawrence hesitated to obey.

“Go! And make sure Ronnie stays out of sight.”

Lawrence bolted inside.

David positioned himself to block the doors. “Dress code,” he said in a bored voice.

Pederson stopped as if surprised that anyone had the audacity to block him. His men bunched up behind him. “Stand aside.”

“Dress... code...” he enunciated the words with exaggerated care as if talking to someone deaf or simple-minded. “You can’t come in.”

Pederson looked at a loss for a moment and then he got his hackles up, perhaps realising how it looked in front of his pack. He was being challenged, though subtly, and balked; that sort of thing didn’t happen to pack leaders, or shouldn’t. 

David grinned at him, perhaps unwisely, but Mist was making many things seem perfectly acceptable right now, when they would have seemed more than unwise to the old David. The wolf was snarling and urging action in response to Pederson’s challenge, and it was all David could do to keep from complying.

Calm down!

Protect the den; protect the pack! The Alpha sleeps, but we are alpha too, and he challenges us. He would take Callia from us! The She is mine! The pack is good, the pack is all, and the She is MINE!

Before he could reply, Mist shoved power so hard and fast into him that David didn’t have time to scream. He exploded out of his clothes, and spiralled into the darkness of Mist’s mind as the wolf surged forward and into control of their body. Mist wasn’t thinking wolf as the change claimed them, he was obsessed with thoughts of his challenger. Pederson’s challenge, Pederson’s assault on his den and pack, Pederson coming to claim Callia... his She! HIS! He wanted nothing more than to best his nemesis, be stronger, be bigger, be greater than Pederson in every way. In body, in Presence, in strength of will. He would be big, bigger, BIGGEST!

Mist snarled down at the suddenly pale and hurriedly backing shifters before him. He grinned at them all, not a friendly gesture, his muzzle rumpling to reveal finger-long fangs. He was BIG!

Goddess, what have you done? David said. We aren’t wolf.

No, they weren’t, but they hadn’t truly been that since joining. They were manthing and wolf combined. Hybrid. This new form expressed their joining perfectly and literally. Mist didn’t see it in those terms, but David did, and so he understood what the concept of a hybrid form meant. They stood on two legs like a manthing, but their head was wolf-like and their mouth was full of ripping teeth for battle. Their arms were long, good for catching prey, and when Mist flexed his fingers, wickedly sharp claws sprang out like those of a cat. He raised a hand and admired them. They were curved and so very sharp; perfect for gutting his prey. 

Pederson was his prey.

Like flick knives coming out, and sharp! David was calming down and starting to sound intrigued by their new form. We are hybrid, the best of both our worlds, Mist. This is our Alpha form. Only alphas can do this I bet.

Good?

For battle, David agreed. Pederson looks scared, and his people look impressed. Maybe this will hold them and we won’t have to fight... unless Pederson also uses a hybrid form.

We should fight. I am stronger. It is the Way.

We don’t want the Alley Dogs. I don’t at least. Do you want to lead them?

Mist hesitated. Given the choice, he would lead rather than be led, but also given the option, he would take Stephen’s wolves for his own over Pederson’s curs. He knew the wolves here; they were familiar now, and he liked Farris. There was Callia to consider too. She was safe here. There weren’t many bitches in Stephen’s pack, but Pederson’s pack was larger and had many. She would be in danger of challenge there.

No, I do not want them.

Then we fight only to protect the pack, not in formal challenge.

Yes.

Pederson seemed uncertain how to proceed. Mist was a huge obstruction, literally huge, but he hadn’t made a threatening move since shifting shape. He towered over the Alley Dogs, seven feet tall, seven and a half... more?

More maybe, David said uncertainly.

Mist stood on the top step leading into the club and Pederson had retreated to the bottom. It made it harder to judge. That the Alley Dogs had retreated was a victory, and well Pederson knew it. He had lost points in his pack’s eyes and would need to make them up somehow later or face challenges. Mist could taste his anger and frustration, but there was fear there as well. It was very satisfying. He liked this new form, this alpha form. It felt strange, but already he could see how useful scaring an enemy into submission rather than fighting could be. Very satisfying it felt too.

Mist grinned, showing lots of teeth, and he allowed a rumbling growl to escape when one of the Alley Dogs edged a little closer to test his power. The cur backed off.

Pederson decided finally and exploded out of his clothes. He chose his wolf form... no, he was changing again, this time into his own alpha shape. Mist watched while David speculated that Pederson couldn’t go direct from human to hybrid, as they had done. Mist didn’t care about reasons. The only thing that truly mattered was that the Alley Dog be smaller and weaker. Strength was all that mattered in decisions of dominance and pack position.

Pederson’s men did not advance with him, and that pleased David. Mist would fight them all if need be, but he agreed that it did make things easier. He tested Pederson’s Presence again and knew he would win this fight. There was no doubt. Pederson was no match physically, and his Presence was inferior as well. He was stronger than Lawrence was, but not close to Mist in power and certainly he was nothing in comparison to Stephen; he had no chance of winning, and he must know it, yet he came on bravely. Mist felt a grudging respect for him for doing so. It was an unwanted distraction that he dismissed a moment later. There was no room for it in a fight.

Don’t fight him. Force him to submit to us.

He hesitated at the suggestion. He would prefer blood be shed, but he could probably make Pederson back down if he tried. Before he could think on it further, the decision was snatched out of his hands. Pederson charged and struck the first blow, claws extended. Mist snarled at the pain of ripped flesh, his chest burned with it, and so he struck back without another thought. He raked his enemy’s face snagging his claws in one eye socket. Blood and fluids gushed. It was a telling blow. Pederson screamed at the loss of his eye. It would heal in time, but he was already at a disadvantage in size, and now he was half-blind. He had already lost. It was obvious, but he couldn’t just submit. He would definitely be facing challenges from his pack now.

Mist knew he had won, and David didn’t want to kill anyone with so many witnesses to see it, so he defended himself rather than simply finishing the fight, and slowly took Pederson apart without landing the killing blow he could so easily serve up. He didn’t think hard upon it, but from the point of view of the Alley Dogs watching the fight, it must have seemed he was playing with Pederson, ripping him up, and not letting him land a blow after the first lucky clawing. They saw it as disrespect, not as an attempt to be merciful. That was understandable. Mercy within the community was an unusual concept, especially when applied to dominance fights. Most, if not all, were to the death. Very few preferred submission once first blood was drawn.

Pederson was staggering, and obviously unfit to continue when Lawrence and the rest of the Lost Souls shifters arrived, but it didn’t have the effect of calming things; quite the opposite. The Alley Dogs went furry en masse, and the Lost Souls shifters did likewise to defend the club. Mist landed a crunching blow to Pederson’s staggering form, and dropped the half-dead Alpha in his tracks, but it was too late. The fight was already spiralling. Or rather it was, until Edward made an appearance carrying a police issue shock lance and began laying about himself with abandon. He didn’t care which side anyone was on either! Mist caught a charge from it, probably by accident, as the human swung the weapon wildly trying to force the combatants apart.

“Back you idiots!” Edward yelled. “The police are on their way! Get back! Pick up your fool of an Alpha! Get him out of sight before we all spend the night in the slam!”

Do it, Mist. I don’t want to spend the night in a cage.

Mist hesitated, but no, he wouldn’t be caged. Must not be caged, no. He picked up Pederson’s dead weight and carried him into the lobby. He hesitated, not sure what to do next, but saw the door leading up to Edward’s office and decided to hide from the police up there. The fighting continued outside, but it sounded less than before. Farris ran inside still snarling, muzzle bloody, but not raging. More wolves followed, and soon a flood of Alley Dogs entered the club too. Edward ran in and threw the shock lance to Samantha, one of the hostesses. She caught it nimbly and stashed it out of sight under her counter. Edward went back outside to greet the police cruisers just then screeching to a halt.

The wolves quickly vanished through various doors. No one cared now that Alley Dogs were mixed in with them, they were all shifters, all monsters together aligned against the human police in that moment. Mist looked around to be sure everyone was out of sight, and then left the lobby himself, carrying Pederson up to Edward’s office to wait.

He deposited his burden on the couch running along one wall of the office, and studied his enemy. Stephen insisted it was Pederson and not Georgie who was his real enemy, but David considered them both that way. It seemed a little convenient to him that Stephen’s current nemesis be their enemy too. Stephen was Alpha; he didn’t need reasons to be obeyed. If he wanted Pederson dead he need only say so, and it would happen. He didn’t need to pretend they had a common enemy. Mist would do it right now if Stephen gave the order.

David sent unease at the thought, not agreeing but aware that any number of people at Lost Souls would follow the order if they did not. Killing Pederson didn’t concern Mist at all. If it would make them safer, then of course they should do it, if not, then perhaps they could let him live, but he had no preference. It was all the same to him, but not to David.

Killing is wrong, Mist. Defending others or ourselves is one thing, but just simply killing someone because they might be dangerous one day is wrong.

Say that to me after you’ve allowed hunters to roam free only to find your cubs and mate dead at their hands a day later.

That silenced David.

When Edward arrived Pederson was still unconscious, but the bleeding had stopped and his eyelid had plumped. Mist assumed he had an eye again, but didn’t know for sure or care enough to check.

“Is he alive?” Edward said upon entering the office.

“Sleeping, healing.”

“Thank the Goddess for small mercies,” Edward said, but checked for himself. Satisfied, he turned to regard Mist. “Impressive, and in more ways than the physical. Mist isn’t it?”

“I am Mist,” he agreed. He liked the sound of his new voice. It sounded deep, and it had a growl to it as if he’d been gargling with rocks. “David here too.”

Edward nodded; he lived and worked with shifters. He must be aware of their basic natures. “Yes, impressive. That you stepped up to defend the club was a good thing, Mist. That you restrained yourself and did not kill is doubly good and impressive in such a new shifter.”

“It was good not to kill?” Mist said, feeling a little deflated by that. He had not really agreed with David, but if Edward was saying it too? “Safer to kill him.”

“Oh my yes. Yes indeed, but only when thinking short term. Long term—and you can bet good money Stephen will be thinking very long term as vampires all tend to do—it would have been a disaster. You have to consider how it would look to the other packs, not just the Alley Dogs.”

“Alley Dogs enemy.”

“Not just yours I’m sure,” Edward agreed. “Raymond’s alliance with Stephen is broken, doubly so now. He didn’t push through his attack on the club thanks to you, but the attempt will be more than enough for Stephen to take steps. To be fair to the Alley Dogs Alpha here, it was already understood between them that the alliance was dissolved when Ronnie joined us and Stephen refused to return her, but declaring open war on us is very different from simply dissolving their association. The attack was unprovoked and without declaration of any kind. A sneak attack while our people sleep helpless. That won’t go down well when Stephen wakes.”

Understatement of the decade right there, David said sarcastically. Stephen will go nuclear.

“If this can’t be smoothed over somehow, we’ll have war with the Alley Dogs. That’s dangerous, because it could escalate to the other packs.”

“Why should they care?”

Edward sighed and checked Pederson again. He was still out. “It has to do with the nature of Stephen’s business here and how he manages things. I don’t mean the club. I mean how he rules his people. No one likes rogues; not the vampire kind and not the shifter kind, but no one likes having to deal with them either. We do it, because we have to do it to maintain the peace. Not handling them isn’t an option.

“The packs like it that Stephen is their... what’s that quaint colonial term? Ah! They like it that Stephen is their go-to-guy where rogues are concerned. It means they don’t have to lift a claw when a new shifter decides not to do the sensible thing and seek out a pack to join. They know that Stephen will most likely take him in or make him leave. If one of you gets rowdy, not that our people do or would dare you understand, but should that ever happen, they like the way he stands in as your Alpha. It’s a structure they’re comfortable with and support because it emulates their own pack structure.”

“The pack is good, the pack is all,” Mist announced.

“Exactly! So of course they all liked it when Stephen cleaned up the city, but now they see us as just another pack, one with a rather odd Alpha, but just another pack to deal with. The problem of course is that we really aren’t a pack in the accepted sense. You’ve heard the name Jonas?”

Mist nodded.

“Jonas is Alpha of the Desert Warriors, a large coyote pack out Victorville way. He is our enforcer. By our, I mean the shifter community of the LA area. He is our final arbiter of justice, and his pack serves as our police force and executioners. The thing is, he only has power over our people—those who have given themselves to Stephen—if Stephen allows it, because vampires aren’t really under Jonas’ authority at all, you see?”

Mist nodded again. “Why explain?”

“Because he’s already guessed what I’m going to do next,” Pederson snarled sitting up.

Edward sighed and turned to regard the shifter as he changed form back to human. “Raymond, can we talk about this? Stephen will be awake soon.”

Pederson finished his transformation and stood. “Awake? He’s a bloody corpse, Edward, when will you acknowledge that?”

Edward’s features darkened. “Around the time you acknowledge you’re nothing but an animal pretending to be a man I should think, old boy. Not any time soon eh?”

Pederson scowled. “Well, old boy,” he sneered. “Care to continue your lesson with the newbie, or would you prefer I do it?”

“This newbie kicked your arse,” Mist growled the words David had been thinking word for word, and it went over well. He grinned and turned it into a rumbling growl of warning when Pederson almost lunged, his temper getting the best of him.

“Now now!” Edward cried. “No fighting!”

The door opened and Stephen entered followed by Danyelle and Charles. All three vamps looked pissed. Behind them, Lawrence and Ronnie crowded in, and suddenly Pederson looked worried.

“Yes,” Stephen hissed with fangs out and eyes absolutely blazing with wrath. He was fully vamped out, and obviously knew what had nearly happened to his club. “No fighting, Raymond, you’re in my House now.”

Pederson raised his hands and backed away from everyone.

“My House!” Stephen roared in a spittle spraying fury. “You dare come to my House to do violence? You dare lay claim to what is mine! I swear on all you love and hold holy, that I will see you and yours utterly destroyed to the last wolf before my House falls. I swear it!”

“Now don’t—”

“Fuck don’t,” Danyelle snarled. “Let’s go, you and me right now. You can die first!”

“Danyelle don’t! Stephen please be calm. Please,” Edward said desperately. “We can fix this.”

“Fix it?” Stephen glared. “How does one fix a sneak attack? How does one fix betrayal and ever again expect fair dealing? There’s no fixing it! If not for Mist, some of us would be dead by this betrayer’s hand. Ronnie of a certainty, and if not, she would no doubt wish to be by now. There’s no fixing this!”

“But we must. We have to find a way,” Edward pleaded. “We can’t let his foolishness destroy everything you’ve built. Think about your life here gone, having to start over in another city. Please think. Please don’t let your anger destroy us.”

Mist was on Danyelle’s side, but David liked Edward’s point of view. Pederson and his people would die, yes, but so would many others, and if Stephen survived he would be driven out by the combined packs of LA. Their new life, just now becoming acceptable to David as his new reality, would end if he didn’t die in the war that would surely ensue. Mist understood loss, but he also understood strength and allowing challenges to go unpunished was not The Way. Challenges must be met and won; that was The Way.

“Arbitration!” Pederson cried over the hubbub. “I call for arbitration before the conclave!”

“You dare say that now,” Stephen snarled. “After I offered that very thing the day Ronnie came here and you refused point blank to consider it? Your gall is beyond belief!”

Self-serving, but better than the alternative, David sent. He’s scared and needs a way out. This could serve us as well... if we win.

Mist grunted, and Stephen glanced over. “David say it good idea. Say Pederson doing it to save himself, but good idea still.”

“Does he, and does he know what’s involved? I doubt it. If the conclave finds against us, I would have to turn Ronnie over to them. Jonas would enforce it, and there’s no appeal. Once done, it cannot be undone!”

Mist didn’t like that, and neither did David. They would kill Pederson and take his pack as theirs before allowing her to be harmed.

Tell him that. It might help.

“David say we kill Pederson and take the Alley Dogs from him to protect her.”

Lawrence hissed at hearing that, and Ronnie gasped in surprise. Mist glanced toward his friends noting the admiration on Lawrence’s face, and the pure shock on Ronnie’s. He had said nothing but the truth, and Callia had surely been talking to her about him. Why she was shocked he didn’t know. He hadn’t hidden his interest from Callia; far from it. He openly admired Ronnie’s wolf, and had said so many times to Lawrence and others at Lost Souls. Maybe she didn’t believe him? He would prove it by defending her!

My She.

Ours, David agreed. And we shall be hers.

We will make her see us as the strongest. She will be our mate. She will choose us.

Yes, she must choose us. She will.

Stephen studied Mist thoughtfully, taking the time to note his immense size. His head nearly brushed the office ceiling and his strength was obvious.

Stephen’s fangs retracted as he pursed his lips thoughtfully, and the red in his eyes bled away. Mist felt Stephen push at his Presence, trying to get a feel for how powerful he was, and pushed back; not in defence, but to help with that. Stephen’s eyes widened a little in surprise at the strength of the push. The vampire smiled and turned to Pederson. He shook his head slowly at his one-time ally.

“Edward, get me Jonas,” Stephen said, still glaring at Pederson.

“Right away,” Edward said, sounding relieved. He rounded his desk and used the link in speaker mode to call the enforcer. “I hope he’s home.”

They all waited for the link call to go through.

“Jonas McNally,” the voice out of the speaker announced. “I just got in; this had better be life and death. Ryan, if this is you, I haven’t made up my mind yet. If it isn’t, speak up!”

Stephen chuckled. “Jonas, Stephen. I have a situation.”

Jonas sighed. “Of course you do. What is the nature of the problem? You’ve killed someone you shouldn’t have? You plan to kill someone you shouldn’t and you need me to make it go away? What?”

“Surprisingly the second option is rather apt, but no, none of the above. The Alley Dogs staged a raid on my House this evening.”

Silence.

“Are you still there, Jonas?”

“I’m waiting for the punchline.”

“I do not joke where my people’s safety is concerned,” Stephen said frostily. “I’m sure you’ve heard that about me.”

“Is Pederson dead?”

“Surprisingly no. No one died tonight, but it’s still early. Perhaps that might be remedied.”

“Thank the Goddess for that! What do you need?”

“Raymond has asked for arbitration at conclave.”

“He what!”

“Arbitration, you heard it right.”

Jonas spluttered. “He can’t do that! He attacks another pack and then... oh. I guess he can, technically at least. Hmmm, tricky one eh?”

“You might say,” Stephen said dryly. “The attack was unprovoked and unannounced. No challenge or notification of intention was issued. My House is... was not at war with the Alley Dogs at the time. It was a sneak attack while I rested for the day.”

Jonas hissed. “You know this is gonna be a shit-storm. Your House isn’t a pack even though we pretend it is for convenience and various other reasons. There’s no precedent for this.”

“Well I suggest you dust off the rule books and figure it out, because he’s calling for conclave tonight.”

“Tonight. Right, of course. Tonight! I don’t even know if all the Alphas are available. It’s a little short notice.”

“Short notice is far from my primary concern. I was given none at all. If you don’t want to be down one Alpha come role call at the next meeting, you’ll find a way to summon everyone together tonight.”

“Give me fifteen minutes. I’ll call you back on this number,” Jonas said and broke the connection.

Edward turned off the link.

Everyone looked at Pederson in silence. He glared back, but said nothing. What could he say? He had managed a last minute reprieve. Essentially, he’d staged an unprovoked attack, been defeated handily, yet had lost nothing by it. Yet. That might change at the conclave, but that was still to play for. He was lucky to be breathing and must know it.

Stephen was the one to break the silence. He gestured at the door. “You’re free to leave. Your wolves are under guard in the lobby. Take them and go. I’m sure Jonas will be in contact with a time for the meeting.”

Pederson edged between the hostile shifters near the door. Ronnie snarled something low under her breath, and Pederson responded. Lawrence snarled at what he heard, but before Mist could do anything, Pederson slipped out the door and was gone.

Stephen turned his attention to Mist. “Thank you for what you did tonight, but I would like words with David now. If you would allow?”

Mist nodded and began the change.

* * *



22 ~ Conclave

David peered out into the night as the limo approached the long abandoned air base. George AFB had closed at the end of the last century due to budget cuts, and even civilian flights had dried up in the end. The base was a ghost town these days; the only things calling it home now were cockroaches, tarantulas, and wild coyotes. A sign flashed by announcing their destination. It was still legible despite desert storms attempting to sandblast the lettering into obscurity. 

The limo turned into Phantom Street through the main gate, and onto the base, Charles piloting the big car smoothly. Off to the right, David could make out a group of storage tanks glowing in the dark. They were still white after years of abandonment. There was nothing else to catch his eye but broken fencing with the desert flatlands beyond, and scraggly sagebrush clinging to life in sandy soil.

“Why an air base?” he asked. “Why not a warehouse in the city, or one of the rundown buildings in Monster Central?”

Danyelle snorted.

Stephen smiled. “A few reasons, but the main one would be that Jonas controls this entire area absolutely. The Desert Warriors are a big pack. They claim the base and desert all around here as part of their wider territory, and are strong enough to make it stick. That in turn means our privacy is assured.”

“And the desert is good for hiding the bodies,” Ronnie added. Lawrence nodded seriously. “You’ll learn that secrecy isn’t a luxury; it’s a way of life. It’s survival.”

“Just so,” Stephen agreed. “Some things, even what we would consider to be the least shocking, have a tendency to upset the human authorities. Our disputes are not the least shocking, or rather the results of them aren’t. We do our best not to draw attention to our little wars, not always successfully.”

David turned his attention away from sightseeing and back to Stephen. “What’s going to happen? What can I expect tonight?”

“That’s hard to say. We can rely upon Raymond to try weaselling out of any sanction or punishment for his actions. That’s a given, but how he plans to do that I have no notion. Your statement of intention regarding Ms. Burdett here will be a spur to him. He’ll think of something that we won’t like, I’m sure.”

“No doubt. You think me foolish to have said it within his hearing?”

Stephen shrugged. “Secrecy remember? Revealing one’s plans to enemies is never a good idea.”

“I didn’t plan it. I don’t want to take over the Alley Dogs.”

“But you will?”

“If I have to.”

“That’s all that matters, and it might come to that. This escalation over Ronnie’s rogue status must be ended before it gets completely out of my control. The root of the problem isn’t Ronnie herself; it’s my refusal to give her back. The Alley Dogs see her as a rogue female in need of punishment; while I regard her as no different from other loners who I’ve taken in. I pride myself upon keeping my word once given, but even if that weren’t so, I still wouldn’t give her back. It would set a bad precedent. She’s mine to discipline or reward, as all of you are. I’ll not have anyone thinking they can interfere in my concerns whenever they feel like it.”

David shifted uncomfortably at hearing that, but it wasn’t as if he was surprised. It was part of the deal. Stephen was very open about it. He wouldn’t hold anyone against their will, but if they wanted to work for him and enjoy his protection, they had to toe the line; his line. Stephen ruled his House, no other, and those living under its roof accepted that or they could leave LA. It was as simple as that.

“The Alley Dogs consider it a kind of kidnapping despite the fact Ronnie gave herself to Stephen willingly,” Lawrence put in. “They still think of her as one of their own.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” David protested. “Georgie tried to kill her.”

Ronnie grinned. “Of course it makes sense, maybe not in human terms, but we aren’t human. In Raymond’s mind, I defied him—my pack leader. I’m not dominant enough to do that and get away with it, so he has to punish me. If I won’t accept his rule over me or my punishment, then he has to kill me to maintain his authority. It’s really very simple and direct. In the eyes of the pack the only thing I did wrong was not let him screw me.”

“That’s insane, and disgusting.”

“Not really. It’s a tradition among the bigger old-fashioned packs like the Alley Dogs for unmated males to have their pick of the unmated females. The smaller family packs don’t do it for obvious reasons, and there are a lot more like them now than there are packs like the Alley Dogs. I could have avoided the obligation entirely by choosing a mate, but Callia and I didn’t like any of the males enough to do that.”

He was disgusted at the thought of Ronnie having to prostitute herself to gain a little safety. “Do all the bigger packs force their women to do this?”

Lawrence shook his head. “Not for a long time now. I’m not certain, but the Alley Dogs might be one of the last holdouts in LA. I know the Desert Warriors don’t do it, and they’re the biggest pack I know of.”

“Leon Pullen’s Ghost Hunters are nearly as numerous. They do not hold to the old ways,” Stephen said, not revealing how he felt about it. “I think you might be right about the Alley Dogs.”

“I can’t believe you’re not outraged by this,” David said and Lawrence shrugged. “And you’re not either, are you?” he said to Ronnie.

“It’s not as if I didn’t enjoy myself,” Ronnie protested. “I’m alpha don’t forget. You’re acting as if I didn’t have choices. No one forces me to do anything. It wasn’t rape if that’s what you were thinking.”

He just stared at her in confusion.

“There are plenty of betas among the Alley Dogs,” she said softening her tone as she realised how he was feeling. “I chose partners from among them, not the alphas, and I’m strong enough to be dominant. It was when Raymond started taking an interest that I ran. I was fine with the betas. We had fun.”

He knew that shifters were uninhibited and very sexually active. Living with them in the barracks at Lost Souls, he would have needed to be deaf and blind to miss it, but he couldn’t feel easy with it himself; not yet, and maybe not ever. He still thought like a human. Imagining Ronnie living that way made him angry, but he had no right to feel that way when she saw nothing wrong in it.

“What did Janine think of Raymond’s sudden interest in you?” Stephen asked.

“Who is Janine?” David said.

“Raymond’s mate. She sent Georgie to kill me,” Ronnie admitted. “I don’t blame her for it. She could hardly kill Raymond, could she? If she did, she would lose her place.”

“But I thought Pederson sent Georgie that night.”

“That night?” Ronnie frowned at David, but then she brightened. “Oh the night we met? Yes, he did. Raymond wanted me brought back, but Janine wanted me dead. Georgie would have killed me though. She never liked me and could easily get away with it. She only had to say I wouldn’t submit and fought to the death. It would have been the truth. I was determined not to go back.”

He remembered that night clearly. It had been a vicious fight and it would have been to the death if the cops hadn’t arrived when they did.

The limo slowed and pulled up outside a huge hangar building. There were trucks and cars parked haphazardly on the apron illuminated by light spilling between the main doors which had been left open a short space. He estimated there were only a few dozen vehicles. There couldn’t be many people attending the meeting.

Everyone climbed out of the car, and flanking Stephen like the honour guard they essentially were, they entered the building. The moment they entered, Mist reacted, becoming more alert to their surroundings. There were a lot more shifters inside than the vehicles could account for. Many, many more. Hundreds. Stephen made no mention of it, his pace did not falter, but David felt his power flare briefly, as if surprise had caused his control to slip. He said nothing however and led the way toward a small group of shifters standing together near a long trestle table set up at the far end of the hangar. It was nothing fancy, just a battered wooden table with plastic chairs tucked under it. Functional. The computer atop the table though looked modern and out of place in the current surroundings. Carafes of water and some glasses rounded out the props supplied for the meeting.

There was an open space in front of the table about thirty-foot square and bordered in chalk to create an arena with the concrete freshly swept clean of dust. Mist went hyper-alert at the scent of old blood. David eyed one or two suspicious looking stains on the concrete and knew that challenges must often play out here. He wondered if he might get the opportunity to kill Pederson tonight, and make use of the arena so obligingly laid out.

Stephen picked out a broad-shouldered man in his early thirties with shaggy straw-coloured hair and green eyes. He was arguing with Pederson about something, but obviously getting nowhere with his remonstrations. The other pack leaders, David guessed they must be the Alphas here to judge the dispute, were listening and nodding along with the argument. The discussion abruptly ceased as Stephen arrived.

“What is the meaning of this?” Stephen said. “Since when does calling the conclave require such numbers in attendance?”

“And good evening to you too,” Jonas said. “Raymond felt insecure without bringing most of his pack along. I decided that my boys should supervise them, if you take my meaning?”

Stephen glared at Pederson. “This betrayer should be given no special treatment. The other leaders of our community have followed our rules, as have I.” He waved a hand toward David and the rest of his entourage. “Make them leave.”

The pack leaders murmured.

“They aren’t going anywhere,” Pederson said. “You are vampire, not shifter. You have no rights here but those we let you have. Treating you as our equal is a courtesy that can and will be remedied.”

Jonas grimaced. “We’re here to judge your actions at Lost Souls, not revisit old ground.”

“But it is relevant,” one of the other Alphas said. “Stephen’s status and actions are the cause of the dispute. It’s perfectly in order to debate that.”

Pederson’s smile slowly widened.

Stephen was shocked, and David wasn’t the only one to sense it. Lawrence murmured something to Ronnie uneasily. It was obvious Pederson had been working his contacts among the pack leaders, and to good effect. More than a few nodded and murmured their agreement.

“I’m officially requesting here and now, that the conclave consider removing Stephen Edmonton’s right to take part in our deliberations.”

Jonas hissed. He glared at Pederson, but it was obvious he had nothing to help. He sighed. “Show of hands?”

The vote was close. Damn close, but it failed to pass. David relaxed a little. Nothing was decided. Pederson looked uneasy again, but Stephen didn’t look reassured. Jonas indicated seats, and everyone moved to find places at the table. One of the men activated the computer to record the meeting.

Jonas began. “Firstly, this conclave has been called not by House Edmonton, but by the Alley Dogs to discuss the disposition of the alpha wolf, Ronnie Burdett, currently resident of House Edmonton—”

Stephen interrupted. “She is not resident, guest, or any other term you might wish to apply. She’s mine; my wolf to reward or discipline as I see fit. No one takes what is mine.”

“You’re out of order,” Jonas said without rancour, and David noted that he’d conveniently allowed Stephen to put his full case without interruption. The balance restored after Pederson’s earlier attempted end run, he went on. “You’ll have your turn to speak and make your claim upon her in due course.”

Stephen nodded his agreement.

Jonas turned to Pederson. “It’s my understanding that you staged a raid this evening upon House Edmonton without declaration of challenge or war. Is this the case?”

“He stole one of my—”

“Is that what happened, yes or no?”

Pederson scowled. “Yes but—”

“Yes will do,” Jonas said, cutting the Alpha off, and the other pack leaders murmured unhappily. “No one was killed or suffered lasting injury, which is very fortunate for the Alley Dog pack as I would’ve been forced to take punitive action in lieu of damages if there had been. Regardless of the outcome of this meeting, a sneak attack on any one of us cannot be ignored. Our laws are clear. A declaration of intent—whether that’s a simple challenge or a formal declaration of feud or war—must be registered with this conclave before hostilities are initiated. Before, not after the fact.”

Pederson glared. “And would any of you have done differently? The vampire took one of my wolves and he’s refusing to give her back. Tell me that you wouldn’t have done the same and I’ll call you all liars to your faces. I didn’t go to Lost Souls to attack him,” he waved a hand at Stephen. “That should be obvious. It was daylight. He was still dead for the day! I went to talk to my wolf and persuade her to return. If not for this loner, I would have seen Ronnie and brought her home.”

David laughed at that.

“You have something to add?” Jonas asked.

“I was... made? Turned?”

“Changed,” Lawrence supplied. “Vamps are turned.”

“Okay. I’m new as I’m sure you all know, but maybe you don’t know how new I am. I was changed on the night Ronnie escaped by Georgette Starett. I’d like to take this opportunity to make my intention to kill her, formerly known.”

Jonas nodded. “Noted,” he turned to the computer using shifter. “Formal notification of challenge is heard and accepted.”

The sound of rapid typing came from that end of the table.

“Continue,” Jonas ordered.

“There’s not much more to say. Georgie attacked Ronnie not to bring her back but to kill her. Ronnie had no choice but to seek sanctuary with Stephen. I was there. You can tell it’s the truth. Ronnie was seriously injured and I was changed when I tried to intervene like an idiot. Pederson can say he came to Lost Souls just to talk, but he attacked me unprovoked and landed the first blow. I was security on the door and did not challenge him—”

“Lie,” Jonas said without a flicker of expression or emotion.

David frowned. “I did nothing but bar the door and prevent him entering my territory. I didn’t challenge him. It was my right to protect my pack.”

Jonas turned to the others. “What say you? He isn’t lying by intent, but preventing entry could be considered a kind of challenge.”

The shifters whispered among themselves. One man gave the verdict. “It’s a side issue and of no import. We judge no fault can be attributed to either party. Let’s move on.”

Jonas nodded. “What happened after you were attacked?”

“We fought, I won easily—”

Pederson snarled angrily.

“—but the Alley Dogs went furry when Stephen’s wolves arrived. The fight was brief because the police were called. Before they arrived we, both sides, got out of sight in the club while Edward spun the cops a story they would swallow. Stephen woke up not long after that, and Raymond weaselled... I mean called for arbitration.”

Jonas grinned at the slip.

“We called you, and that’s about it.”

“Very well. Does anyone have questions for this man?”

No one did.

“Your turn, Stephen.”

Stephen nodded. “You all know me and that I believe in fair dealing and honourable conduct. Some of you roll your eyes when you hear that... yes Leon, I saw you.”

Leon Pullen, Alpha of the Ghost Hunters and acting as clerk on the computer grinned. He was the pack leader of the second strongest coyote pack after Jonas’ Desert Warriors and was allied with him.

“But think for a moment, all of you, what it would mean to be devoid of the concept entirely. You think me an anachronism and old fashioned in my thinking to hold to such ways, but without at least a framework like this our community would devolve into chaos. I’m not foolish enough to lower my defences even against allies. None of us trust too deeply; it’s survival 101 for non-humans, but what would it be like if we could not at least rely upon the few laws we have put in place here in LA?

“I will tell you. We would have what the rest of the Republic has right now. Even our illustrious state of California does not enjoy the relative peace we have carved out for ourselves here in LA itself. Remember what it was like forty years ago? Those of you too young will have heard the stories. They do not do it justice I assure you. Killings nightly were the least of it. Entire packs decimated, vampire Houses rose and fell yearly taking out ally and enemy with abandon. So when one of our own flouts our laws to attack my house unprovoked—”

Pederson snarled, “Not unprovoked! That’s the entire point of this conclave!”

“Shut it!” Jonas snapped. “You’re out of order and I’ll decide what the point of the conclave is. That’s my job. You’ll get your turn to put your side. Go on Stephen.”

“When the Alley Dogs attacked my House unprovoked I was angry as anyone would be, but I knew that I could bring my grievance here and see justice done. Now what do I find? I can already sense you leaning toward leniency. Why, because I’m not one of you? Because I’m vampire and not shifter, I should be treated the way the humans treat us all, with contempt? Think about what you’re doing. Our laws don’t prevent conflict. We still have our little spats, our broken alliances and feuds, but they do regulate them. We are, mostly, successful at keeping them out of the human world and their notice. Mostly. Do you want to be in a position where that regulation has no power?

“You all know what has been happening in the city. I have an unknown vampire making newborn vampires and releasing them rogue onto our city streets. I have OSI sniffing about. I have police officers attacked and others poking into things we all need kept out of the media! I do not need this shit!” he roared making them all jump at its unexpectedness. “I need you to reign in the idiot Alley Dog Alpha and let me get on with the job you gave me!”

“Finished?” Jonas asked dryly.

“Yes, thank you.” Stephen replied calmly.

“Raymond, your turn.”

“The fight at Lost Souls was an accident,” Pederson said and flushed at the laughter the statement caused. “I went there to convince Ronnie to come home, not fight. If not for the newbie on the door, I would have succeeded. Because he’s new, he challenged me... I’ll make allowances now and not challenge him for the insult done earlier.”

David laughed. “Of course you will.” Jonas gave him a warning look, and he shrugged an apology. “What can I say, Jonas? I kicked his arse and it was disappointingly easy.”

Laughter up and down the table made Pederson flush red with rage. Jonas sighed and shook his head. “I can see you’re going to be trouble. You just can’t help yourself can you? You’ll want to watch that mouth of yours in the coming years. Either that, or you won’t live long enough to settle in here.”

David shrugged again.

“Raymond, you done?” Jonas asked.

“No.”

“Of course not. Go on then.”

“Forty years might not seem a long time to a vampire, but it’s longer than I’ve been alive. A decision made back then doesn’t have the same relevance to me as it does to him; maybe not to any of us. It was a different time. I don’t think we should automatically assume that because our people decided to turn a blind eye to Edmonton’s doings back then, that we should continue that policy.”

“A blind eye?” Stephen said. “There was no blind eye! The packs of LA have left me to clean up their messes for decades! Who but I hunt down the rogues? Who but I take in the loners visiting before they become rogues, or see them safely removed from our streets when they’re rejected by the packs they seek to join?”

“Who but you poaches our people, luring them away with your promises and offers?” Pederson sneered and looked around at the other alphas. “All of us have lost people to this blood sucker. Are you going to tell me you’re okay with that? Are you going to pretend that if Ronnie had been one of yours you wouldn’t have tried to get her back? Fucking hypocrites, all of you. I’ve heard you all bitching about losing someone to him over the years.”

The shifters looked guiltily at each other and Stephen. David noted the reaction and wondered how bad the so-called poached shifters lives had been, that they felt leaving everyone and everything they knew for a life with vampires was preferable to staying. Stephen’s people were amazingly loyal to him. It said something about their situations before they gave themselves to him. Something pretty bad he would judge.

Pederson went on. “I never had any intention of attacking House Edmonton. You can taste the truth of that. I had every intention of claiming what is mine.”

David frowned. Is he telling the truth, Mist? I can’t quite tell.

Yes, Mist said, and no. He never intended to fight at all, but would have stolen our She without fighting. That is what he means. It was a raid still, but not one where he expected the need to fight.

Tricky bastard. They’re falling for it.

Indeed the others were nodding at the truth they sensed in his words and looked surprised they were able to. Pederson smiled smugly. Jonas looked surprised too, but then narrowed his eyes as he caught on.

“What I want from this conclave is a new direction,” Pederson went on. “It’s time to look again at House Edmonton’s status as a pack. It’s not a pack and never was. Our laws do not fit, and bastardising them to fit any vampire House is ridiculous.”

Many of the Alphas were nodding now. Lawrence looked uneasily toward David, and he got the feeling his friend was willing him to do something, but what could he do? Lawrence’s eyes were saying “fix this!” but how? He wracked his brain for an idea as Stephen took up the challenge.

“And how precisely will you revise our laws?” Stephen asked. “I have broken none. Which of them would you change?”

“Treating you as Alpha of a pack that doesn’t exist is custom not law,” Pederson snapped. “That first.”

“Would you prefer to treat me as what I am? Would you prefer I treat you as others of my kind do yours outside the safety of LA?” Stephen said ominously. “You would not enjoy the experience.”

“Don’t threaten us.”

“Dear, Raymond, I do not threaten anyone here. You speak out of ignorance. None of you has experience of what it’s like living the way you so cavalierly speak of. I have. Shifters are treated as animals, not people; pets at best if you’re lucky enough to be a favourite of one of my kind. None of you would do well in such a life. Being the strongest, you could possibly avoid the worst abuses, but to do that you would have to feed your people to mine. I use the word feed not by accident.”

“We’re strong enough to drive every vampire out of LA entirely!”

“Oh, yes? And do you think it coincidence that there are only four Houses left in LA and not a dozen or more like the old days? Do you think it’s your threat, the threat of shifters who my people consider mere animals to be subjugated, and not ours that keeps them away? If you do, I feel sorry for you. They stay away because Gavin, Michael, Rachelle, and I keep them away. Gavin more than the rest of us in truth. His reputation is enough of a deterrent for all but the most determined. LA has a fierce reputation among my kind, but don’t think for a moment it isn’t looked upon as a prize by envious eyes.”

Jonas intervened. “We’re straying far from why this conclave was called. I think we’ve heard all we need to. Raymond Pederson, Alpha of the Alley Dog Pack of LA stands accused of raiding House Edmonton—vampire House of LA—against the customs and laws we all abide by. I will now hear your words before making my decision.”

Leon Pullen went first as Alpha of the second strongest pack. “I don’t like what he did, but he spoke the truth when he said he didn’t plan to attack House Edmonton. To me that means he isn’t guilty of anything except stupidity. I mean, anyone with an ounce of sense could guess what would go down at the club. Raymond Pederson is a bloody idiot, but that’s not against our laws. Maybe it should be.”

“So, innocent of the charge then?” Jonas asked.

Leon nodded.

And so it went. David listened with growing dismay as each Alpha responded with similar sentiments. In different words, they made excuses for Pederson’s idiocy. Each time his stupidity was brought up, he flushed angrily, but it meant nothing. He had them all on side and bamboozled, but if he thought that would help him, he could think again.

He had promised himself and Mist that he wouldn’t let Ronnie be taken. He exchanged looks with Stephen, and nodded to let him know he was ready to kill Pederson and take his pack. Stephen’s eyes narrowed just a trifle as he caught on, and nodded back his permission. David didn’t need permission, not for this. Ronnie would be his one day even if she didn’t know it yet. He would woo her, but in the meantime, he needed to fix her current situation.

“...innocent of the charge. I would like to see some kind of punishment. A tithe maybe?”

The Alphas rumbled agreement.

Jonas nodded his thanks. “So, the consensus is that Raymond is a frigging idiot who should have known better, but one who is innocent of a premeditated sneak attack upon House Edmonton. I’m advised to levy a tithe as punishment.” He grimaced unhappily. “I see no option but to comply with the conclave’s wishes. A tithe of twenty thousand dollars is levied, and will be given to House Edmonton in lieu of damages.”

Pederson yelped. “What damages?”

“It’s a figure of speech you moron,” Jonas snarled. “For the inconvenience of you and your cretins attacking his people at the club, and for disturbing the peace. You have a week to cough up the cash before I send my boys round to take it out of your hide.”

Pederson snarled silently, and then nodded reluctantly.

Stephen’s face was cold and hard.

“Before I call it done,” Jonas said. “Any other business?”

David hesitated a moment too long.

Pederson spoke first. “I wish to propose that we deal with the vampire’s status among us once and for all. He’s not Alpha and his band of misfit rogues are not a pack. It’s time we cleaned this up.”

Jonas hesitated.

“Seconded,” Leon said. Jonas shot him a look of surprised betrayal. “Sorry, but it’s better to get it out of the way. Stephen is a friend to the packs of LA, all the remaining vamp Houses are, but they aren’t pack. Maybe it’s time we recognised that. We need to figure out exactly what they mean to us and begin treating them as what they are, not what some of us think they are or should be.”

* * *
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“Okay,” Jonas said. “If the shit is going to hit the fan no matter what I do, let’s wind the fucker up to full blast. State your case, Raymond.”

“There are four vamp Houses in LA, but only House Edmonton is treated like pack. Treat Edmonton no different from House Lochlain or the others, like the vampire House it is.”

“That’s all?” Jonas said in surprise. “Really?”

“Yes.”

“Wait!” David said noting the flash of victory on Pederson’s face. He was sure he’d seen it. “Wait, wait, wait!”

“What?” Jonas said in annoyance.

“What does that mean?”

“What does what mean?”

“Treating Stephen’s house as a vampire House and not a pack.”

“It means what is says!” Jonas said in exasperation. “Basically, it means we acknowledge him as a vampire master and head of his House with the power and authority to rule his vamps and territory. It means he has the authority to make binding decisions and alliances, treaties and deals on behalf of his House. It’s a meaningless change, just terminology.”

“Is it though? Can a vampire master be a pack leader?”

“Of course n—” Jonas turned and glared at Pederson. “No, of course he can’t be a pack leader. Nice try.”

“But he isn’t a pack leader,” Leon said unhappily. “That’s part of the problem. We treat him like one, but it’s not real.”

Stephen just watched, stony faced.

“So if he can’t be a pack leader, where does that leave me and the others,” David said, waving a hand at Lawrence and Ronnie.

Stephen answered. “I believe it will mean I must turn you all out. Isn’t that your goal?”

“Not necessarily,” Pederson said. “You can employ whoever you like, but you can’t pretend to pack status. Any shifter wanting to stay in LA must join one, leave, or be killed. Those three choices are all there have ever been.”

“I warned you,” David said quietly, ominously. “I warned you what I’m prepared to do. Think very carefully before you push this further.”

“I will have an explanation for that threat,” Jonas said sharply. “Now.”

David kept his silence, his eyes boring into Pederson’s.

“Now!” Jonas barked.

Stephen chose to explain. “David has expressed an interest in Ronnie’s welfare. He has threatened to challenge Raymond for his pack before allowing her to be forced back to them.”

That startled Jonas. “Really? How interesting.”

“Rogues can’t challenge anyone,” Leon said reluctantly. He obviously would not have minded a change of leadership within the Alley Dog pack. “Sorry.”

“I’m not a rogue, I belong to Stephen,” David said, managing not to stumble over it. He must have been convincing, because they didn’t call him a liar. Maybe he really did think of himself that way? Damn. “I’m not going to allow Ronnie or anyone I call friend—and that means everyone currently under Stephen’s protection—to be harmed.”

“But Stephen’s status is in question,” Leon said looking around at the other Alphas. They all nodded. “If we revert to treating House Edmonton as the vampire House it truly is, all of the shifters including you will revert to loners needing a pack. Fail to join one, and all become rogues.”

He’d known that was coming. He glanced at Stephen, but there was no help there. He looked to Ronnie. She shrugged. Lawrence shook his head. There must be an out, but he couldn’t see it. He tried to stall.

“Is this what you really want?” he said, catching the other Alpha’s eyes. “What you really want? Stephen has been cleaning up your messes for decades. The city is a better place for it, you must see that. If you do this, if you force this issue, you’ll have to take over from him. You’ll have to hunt the rogues, take in the loners. Is that what you want?”

Jonas snorted. “If that’s what they wanted, they would never have abrogated their responsibility in the first place.”

“Theirs? You don’t do the same?”

“I run my territory my way and it’s not in the city. No one but me or mine hunts here.”

David looked the question at Leon.

“Same, but I’m also not in the city. Policing our territories,” he waved a hand at Jonas and back to himself. “Is a different proposition. We can hunt in full beast form easily. Coyotes are a pretty common sight in these parts.” He grinned. “Big suckers a lot of ‘em. Ask the humans. They swear they’ve seen some twice the size the text books say is normal.”

Chuckles swept along the table.

Jonas nodded. “A giant wolf or lynx running through the streets of LA isn’t something anyone can pretend is normal. It was easier to let Stephen handle it.”

“Then don’t change things and he can keep handling it.”

“No,” Pederson snapped.

Jonas sighed.

Suddenly he had an idea. It wasn’t something he was exactly eager to do, and he hadn’t discussed it with Stephen at all, but he knew Mist would prefer it to taking over the Alley Dogs. He wasn’t sure how to do it, but maybe Jonas would be receptive.

“I have a proposal. Will you hear it?”

“Why the hell not? Might as well get all the crackpot ideas out in the open. My night is already shot.”

“Create a new pack. There must be a rule or something covering new ones? Make a new one and let us all join it.”

A rumble of surprise swept the Alphas. Leon nodded; he liked the idea. Pederson didn’t of course, but it was to Stephen that David looked to for approval. The vampire seemed intrigued, not supportive exactly, but not against either. He was turning over the connotations in his mind, racing along paths to find the downsides. And there were downsides. His House was strong primarily because of the numbers he could call upon to defend it. All of his shifters were loyal to him, and all of them were food at need. All of that would go away in an instant unless he could make other arrangements.

“Just like that?” Jonas asked. “Make a new pack and revert House Edmonton to its actual status of a vampire House?”

He nodded.

Jonas grinned and glanced at Pederson. He pursed his lips and surveyed the other Alphas. “Before we vote on it, let’s be certain we know what we’re voting upon. House Edmonton reverted, a new pack created to continue handling the loners and rogues?”

David hesitated. He should have considered that. It meant he would have to kill any loner who wouldn’t join his pack or leave. He didn’t want to do that. He knew Stephen and the other vamps handled rogues of their own kind themselves, like the Ghost so recently put down, but Stephen often had to handle rogue shifters too. He rarely handled that himself, preferring to send people like Lawrence. He could do that too, but he knew he would feel guilty if he did. He didn’t want to kill anyone, but sending others felt somehow worse. Cowardly. Maybe he wouldn’t have to. Maybe he could just force them out of the city. No one said he must kill them, only that they must die if they wouldn’t leave or join a pack. Yes, he could do this. He could have them brought to him, and if they wouldn’t be persuaded, he could transport them a long way from LA.

What do you think, Mist?

We must do this. We are alpha. Protect the pack and Stephen. He will need us. He will be weak without us.

Yes. We have to do something about that. Alliance?

Yes. Our den need not change. Nothing needs to change except how these outsiders think of us.

He nodded to himself. That was very insightful and true. They could live and work as before. As long as the Alphas here were happy, what business of theirs was it where and how they lived?

“That’s about the size of it,” David finally agreed.

“Well,” Jonas said. “It’s certainly a neat solution. Objections, Ray? I suppose I should warn you that the other option is still open.”

Pederson frowned.

“David can apply to join any pack to get around the rogue thing. It doesn’t have to be any of us, a small family pack would do. I’m sure if he offered them money, one of them would sponsor him. Once he’s a member in good standing he could register a formal challenge, kill you, and take over the Alley Dogs.” Jonas turned to David. “You sure you don’t want to do that?”

Pederson spluttered angrily and David smiled. He liked Jonas. He shook his head and Jonas shrugged.

“Very well,” Jonas went on. “If the vote goes your way, you can’t just kill Raymond you realise?”

He frowned. “Why not?”

“Because as Alpha of a pack, a challenge to another Alpha is a declaration of war. It would be your pack against his. There are a lot of Alley Dogs. I would strongly advise against it. Besides that, wars are frowned upon. The whole point of conclave is to settle disputes of that sort. Little spats and feuds are one thing; open war on the streets is something else. Keeping the humans out of our business is a big part of what we do.”

Stephen broke in, “And we have OSI sniffing about.”

“Yes,” Jonas said frowning at the reminder. “We need to talk about that later, but first let’s get this new pack business squared away. All in favour?”

The vote wasn’t unanimous. Pederson was against, and one or two others, but more than ninety percent voted for it including Stephen. Leon took over the meeting for a while in his capacity as clerk to register the new pack on his computer. It was all very organised, more like setting up a business than a werewolf pack.

“Name of pack?” Leon asked. “And don’t say Justice Lea—”

“—ice League?”

Leon sighed. “Goddess save me from people who think they’re funny. Seriously? You seriously think that no one else has tried that? I bet you think using something like my password on your comp is a good idea too don’t you?”

David shifted uncomfortably, and decided to change his password when he got home. “Of course not.”

Leon snorted. “Nice try, and don’t change it to 123456 either. That’s just as popular.”

Damn! This guy was good. Now he needed to think up something else. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he said and Leon rolled his eyes. He thought for a moment. Something appropriate, something that would resonate with Lost Souls and the shifters loyal to Stephen. “How about... Blood Drinkers?” He looked at Ronnie and Lawrence. Both nodded. 

Stephen smiled briefly.

“Blood Drinkers?” Leon muttered and ran a search on his computer. “It’s available. Name of Alpha?”

“David and Mist,” he said.

“Your second?”

“Lawrence and Farris.”

“Female Alpha?”

“Ronnie and Callia,” he said and Ronnie gasped. Pederson snarled curses, and she grinned widely at him.

“Your second, Ronnie?” Leon asked.

Ronnie hesitated. “Can I think about it? We don’t have many bitches at Lost Souls.”

“Call me when you know.”

“Okay.”

“Sponsor?” Leon asked.

“Me,” Stephen said.

“Objection!” Pederson squawked. “He’s not a shifter.”

Jonas raised an eyebrow. “Does that matter?”

Leon hesitated. “I don’t know. I’ll check.” He typed a search query and began reading. “It says a sponsor cannot be human because he or she must be a member in good standing with our community, but that’s all. Stephen qualifies.”

Stephen inclined his head.

“Lastly the big one. Territory claimed?”

David was at a loss but Stephen stepped in again. “I offer the Blood Drinkers pack formal alliance and hunting rights throughout the territory of House Edmonton. My territory is also theirs with the stipulation that I do not cede my ownership or any of my rights over that territory. Moreover, I reserve the right to terminate the arrangement at any time. I hereby release all shifters in my service to join David’s pack if they wish, but I do not release them from my employment unless they give a month’s advance notice.” He turned to David. “I’ll need to make arrangements to replace them. I can’t disrupt my operations.”

“I understand and it won’t be an issue. Mist agrees. We don’t want things to change, not this soon at any rate. Maybe later, but we can discuss it.”

Stephen nodded.

“House Edmonton controls a huge territory,” Jonas said.

“Your point?” David asked.

“There are quite a few family sized packs resident in that territory. You’ll need to make some kind of arrangement with them. I don’t think Stephen bothered with formal alliances?”

Stephen shook his head.

“I’ll talk with them,” David said. “We’ll figure it out.”

Jonas nodded. “Then I think we’re done here. This meeting is closed.”

“I challenge Ronnie Burdett for her position as Alpha of the Blood Drinkers pack!” someone shouted.

“Accepted!” Ronnie shouted back instantly, and turned to confront Georgie. “You’re dead, bitch!”

“Oh bloody hell,” Jonas sighed.

David shot to his feet, already snarling and lunging toward Georgie, but he slammed bodily into Lawrence. His friend grabbed him, and forced him to back away.

“You can’t!” Lawrence hissed. “You can’t challenge anyone but another Alpha now!”

He couldn’t take his eyes off the smirking woman. She grinned at him, and his rage turned into an inferno, but Mist didn’t even twitch. He was so angry, Mist should have exploded out of their body, but he didn’t, the wolf just watched.

Lawrence was a big guy, bigger than him. He worked out constantly, but he was having trouble holding his position. There was strain and panic on his face, and David knew, he knew, that he could easily overpower Lawrence. That realisation brought him up short, and he realised why Mist wasn’t helping. They were Lawrence’s pack leader now and should act like it not some kind of mad rogue.

He stopped struggling. “Explain, and make it fast,” he growled.

Lawrence relaxed a little, but he didn’t let go. “Challenges are for dominance and rank in the pack. No one can challenge anyone ranked below them, and no one is ranked higher than the Alpha. You can only challenge your equal now, and that would mean another pack leader. It prevents abuse of those less dominant than us.”

It made sense, but now he couldn’t avenge himself. Where was the justice in that? It wasn’t fair. Georgie had killed the old him and stolen his life. He had lost everything—his career, his girl, his friends. Everything. He took a deep breath and nodded. He had Mist and a new life now. He had new friends like Stephen and Lawrence, and he had a new girl though she hadn’t figured it out yet. A career? Well, he had the beginnings of one. His new pack might be a full time job for all he knew, and he had some ideas about changing how shifters had to live. Ronnie insisted there was no changing things and survival was all that mattered, but he hadn’t accepted that before and didn’t now. He wanted to help all shifters, not just his own pack.

The human world was incredibly tough on non-humans. A simple thing like getting a loan to start a business was almost impossible, and stuff like insurance and medical care was out of reach. Just getting a job with human run companies was hard because they had trouble with their insurance premiums if they hired non-humans. Many businesses were closed to shifters; places that produced, packaged, or served food to humans for instance. It was not only illegal to hire non-humans to work in such places; it was illegal to serve them as customers.

He had so many ideas about how to make things better, a lifetime of work ahead to fill his time, but he mourned the loss of his past dreams. In his heart, he was a healer still, but his patient had changed. He only had one now—society itself—and to heal it, he needed to change it.

“I’m okay, you can let go.”

Lawrence studied his face warily, but he did step back puffing a little. “You’re damn strong, and I’m not talking about just the physical. You nearly squashed me like a bug.”

David frowned at that, but realised immediately what Lawrence meant. He had been pushing with more than muscle. He had been using his Presence to push too. Lucky for his friend he hadn’t been aware of it and hadn’t pushed very hard. Mist hadn’t helped at all, though Lawrence seemed to think he had. Interesting.

Everyone was watching him. He grimaced. “Sorry. I’ve just realised I can’t kill Georgie for changing me.”

Jonas nodded. “Understandable but easily remedied. The challenge was delivered properly and accepted. Ronnie will fight in your place.”

“No!” he snapped but then he realised he couldn’t stop it. “I mean...”

Georgie laughed. “You’re going to be such fun.”

“You won’t live a minute against Ronnie,” he said staunchly, but he had his doubts. That night was emblazoned upon his memory. Georgie had gutted Callia that night; had literally eviscerated her. “If by some miracle you win, I’ll see you challenged every day until you go down for good. I swear it. Do you want to withdraw the challenge now?”

The Alphas murmured among themselves and turned to regard Georgie speculatively.

She glared at them. “I’ll take my chances. Maybe after I become Alpha, I’ll arrange something special for you. Maybe your second would like to be Alpha in your place.”

“I’d sooner gnaw my own arm off than mate with you!” Lawrence said.

Jonas laughed. “Enough of the funnies. I have to get up early for work. Let’s get this thing done so my boys can bury the body before dawn.”

David looked at Jonas in appalled silence.

“What?”

“Nothing I guess.”

Both women stripped for the fight to make shifting faster and not risk getting tangled. The sight didn’t move David at all. He was too worried to think about how beautiful Ronnie looked, or how muscular Georgie seemed in comparison. He couldn’t get the image of a half-dead Callia dragging her broken body away the night he hit Ronnie with his car. By the goddess, what was he going to do? He couldn’t let this happen! Georgie was too powerful.

This is The Way, and our She will win. She is strong.

You can’t be sure. You didn’t see Georgie that night. She’s a vicious fighter.

I see everything. I know what you know. I see what you see. We are one.

That distracted him a moment. You can see my memory of that night?

All.

All? You can see all of my memories?

Of course. We are one, as it should be.

But... if so, why can’t I see yours?

You have tried?

Well no, I didn’t know to try.

Try, but not now. They begin.

Jonas’ coyotes gathered to watch the fight edging the arena but not so close as to risk crossing the chalk line. That was forbidden apparently. Pederson’s wolves had also gathered to cheer on their wolf. The coyotes seemed more interested in watching for interference than in watching two naked women fight for their lives. David was grateful, but not for Ronnie’s dignity; she didn’t give a damn. Shifters were inveterate exhibitionists, every single one of them. No, it was that they were alert for cheating. He didn’t know how anyone could with so many witnesses present, but if there was a way, he was sure Georgie would know how and employ it.

“Don’t worry. She’s got this,” Lawrence said.

“You didn’t see the fight that night.”

“No, but I’ve seen Ronnie fight before.”

He looked at his friend in surprise. “When?”

“When she first asked Stephen to take her in. You don’t think the others just welcomed her and let her take over without challenging her do you?”

“I hadn’t thought about it.”

“We haven’t got very many females at Lost Souls, but those we do have aren’t pushovers. You’ll need to recruit more for balance. A healthy pack needs a decent mix of male and female betas.”

He nodded; it was another thing to add to his growing list of things he had to take care of.

“Anyway, Stephen has a rule about fighting. He knows it would be pointless to ban challenges, but he does insist they’re not to the death. He needs us; he can’t afford to have us killing each other, so our challenges are always to submission. Ronnie took all of them apart in minutes.”

“Martina too?” he said feeling more hopeful. Martina was a werelynx and a formidable woman.

“Yeah. Martina was one surprised kitty that day I can tell you.”

“What do I do about her and Darrin? I don’t like the thought of Stephen turning them out.”

“They can join us. You need to stop worrying about the whole wolf with wolf and kitty with kitty thing. Oh sure, that’s the best way when it can be managed, but sometimes it can’t. I mean, how many werelynx or weretiger groups do you think are even in the country let alone LA? Sometimes a loner can’t find an animal group in the area to join, so they become affiliate members of a pack like us. That’s just the way it is.”

He nodded and watched as Ronnie and Georgie circled each other, feinting and lunging but never striking a blow. They were pushing power at each other, grappling invisibly using their Presence alone. He wondered if perhaps Ronnie might win without even drawing blood, but no, Georgie had to die. He couldn’t imagine she would ever feel safe until that was accomplished, and he wanted Georgie dead too. A short time ago, that realisation would have appalled him, but it no longer did. Ronnie wouldn’t be safe with Georgie still breathing, so she must stop that annoying habit and do them all a favour by dying.

Georgie lost patience with the dance first and began to shift, Ronnie stayed in human form and took advantage. She rained kicks and punches into the shifting form as Georgie went furry. It was a vulnerable time for any shifter. When they were between forms, they couldn’t do much but concentrate on the Change, which was extremely painful. Ribs snapped as Ronnie viciously stove them in, but David couldn’t see any advantage in doing that. Georgie was healing the damage instantly as she shifted to her wolf form. Sure it must hurt, but the process of changing form hurt worse.

Ronnie didn’t let up, if anything she forced herself into a frenzy, burning energy in an almost berserk fury of blows. She smashed her fists into Georgie’s face, obliterating the semi-wolf features. Blood flew and splashed upon the concrete. Georgie howled and bit, ripping Ronnie’s hands and arms to shredded ribbons.

“Go for it,” Lawrence growled under his breath, willing Ronnie on as she mauled her opponent.

“Why isn’t she changing too? She’ll be on the receiving end of this when she shifts. She should have changed at the same time!”

“That’s not what this is about. Georgie is healing all the damage as part of her shift, but that takes strength and energy. Healing and shifting are two sides of the same coin. They both work exactly the same way. Exactly the same. By ripping her up and forcing her to heal the damage, Ronnie is making her use up her strength. It will be as if Georgie shifted twice not once. This is going to come down to stamina, and Ronnie is conserving hers.”

“That’s... that bloody brilliant!”

Lawrence shrugged. “Challenges aren’t all about strength. Well they are, but there’s more than physical strength involved. There’s your Presence as well, and tactics in the arena too, but strategy relies upon cleverness. A clever opponent can win against a physically stronger one sometimes. A super strong alpha doesn’t necessarily make a good pack leader. He needs to know how to lead people, and persuade them to do what’s good for the pack a lot of the time, not beat them into submission.”

He nodded; there was another lesson in there. Lawrence was good at telling him things without appearing to do that, and it was no accident. A pack leader’s second could suggest and advise but he couldn’t be seen to be giving his Alpha orders or challenging him. Lawrence was a natural second; he’d slipped into the role as if he’d been doing it for years. It was no wonder Stephen had relied upon him so much.

Georgie was the stronger physically, it was obvious naked as she was, but Ronnie matched her in Presence, and now over matched her in cleverness. She was winning.

Georgie finally completed her shift to full wolf form and attacked. Ronnie backed off, bloodied but still very strong. Her hands and arms were shredded, but she let the blood spatter upon the ground not bothering to use her energy on healing. Georgie’s wolf charged and ripped into Ronnie’s leg in frenzy. David paled at the sight thinking something was wrong, but no, Ronnie wanted her enemy in close. She reached down almost casually and grasped Georgie around the neck, heaving her into the air and throwing her contemptuously across the arena. Georgie rolled back onto her feet and charged back in the blink of an eye, absolutely furious and raging with no thought in her head but blood lust and a need to kill.

Ronnie was ready.

David might have missed it, but Lawrence had seen it before and was waiting for the move. He hissed in excitement as Ronnie shifted her arms and hands. Suddenly they were no longer bleeding or human either. They reached down below her knees now and wicked claws sprang out as she flexed alien fingers. She stood her ground as Georgie leapt and David cried out an involuntary warning.

Ronnie caught the wolf easily in her new powerful arms and said almost gently, “Goodbye, Georgie.”

Her wonderfully sharp claws sliced the wolf’s throat open and ripped its trachea away. She threw the disgusting mess on the floor, and before the dying wolf could begin to heal, twisted its head all the way around and pulled with all her strength. Flesh tore and the head came free in a fountain of gore. The twitching body fell away. Ronnie held the head up before her, staring into its face until the still glowing eyes dimmed and flickered out, glazing in death.

Jonas’ coyotes yipped and barked in that spine-crawling call of theirs.

David shivered. They were all in human form, and that sound coming from ordinary men and women’s throats was just plain unnerving. Alien. Ronnie threw the head and Jonas caught it. He lobbed it like a football to one of his boys who caught it with a laugh. David felt his gorge rise as it shifted back to Georgie’s human head, but the coyotes continued playing catch with it and laughing all the while.

“Keep it together,” Stephen whispered. “Show no weakness here or anywhere if you can avoid it. This is your new reality. Embrace it, or learn to fake embracing it. I would advise the former for your own peace of mind.”

He swallowed bile keeping his expression neutral as the shifters had their fun tossing the human head from one end of the arena to the other in a sick game of catch. Georgie’s body had turned human too now, and Ronnie stepped over it, not giving it a glance. She was untroubled by the coyote’s antics. He watched her approach. She was so damned primal, bloody hands and naked body splashed with gore. She was so beautiful to his hot eyes, but how would he ever understand her or his new people?

Georgie had needed to die. It was necessary and he was glad Ronnie had won, but it was obvious she had no qualms about anything that had happened. Survival was all that mattered to her, and she was full of her victory. How could he live that way even with her? The answer was he couldn’t, but he would have to or change the reality they had to live with. He was determined to try, but it would take time.

Our She, Mist said with pride as Lawrence handed Ronnie her clothes. Ours.

Ours, David agreed, still seeing the moment she ripped her enemy’s head off. She was theirs, the goddess help them.

* * *
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“Be on your guard. I don’t say you will be challenged immediately upon our return, but you cannot know for sure,” Stephen was saying. “Lawrence will advise you, but I know shifters at least as well as my own people. None of us like uncertainty. You will have to prove your dominance, probably more than a few times during the coming weeks. The others will insist upon knowing where they stand in your pack. I ask that you maintain the challenge to submission rule, at least while on properties I own.”

David nodded and tried to concentrate upon his plans. The limo had regained I-215 now and the tyres hummed quietly over the pavement. It was dark outside and traffic was lighter than earlier. He had been staring out a window while the others discussed things, seeing Ronnie’s fight over and over again in his mind. How could he be attracted to that, be turned on by that? He was. He could pretend disgust at the violence and blood, but it really would be just pretence. When he thought about it, really concentrated upon it, he wasn’t disgusted at all. He was excited. It was that knowledge that actually did disgust him, not the violence itself. It wasn’t civilised. Civilised behaviour was one thing he’d thought he was certain of; it was something to believe in and base his plans upon, but now when he imagined Ronnie killing Georgie all he felt was Mist’s pride and sense of ownership.

We are one. We are pack. Our She is pack. Lawrence is pack.

As if that explained anything.

He shook his head trying to understand the changes within himself. They were ongoing. He hadn’t stopped changing since the attack and his first day as a shifter. They were gradual, those changes, or they had been until now. His acceptance of Mist as a real person or entity in his head had only been the first of many. His lost career and relationships, his realisation at conclave that he really had given himself to Stephen, or his loyalty at least, and now things were going to change again. He was Alpha of the Blood Drinkers, mate to Ronnie if she ever let him close enough, ally to House Edmonton... what else would happen in the coming days? So many changes, yet he didn’t want to change so much that the old David died completely. He didn’t want to turn into some ravening beast. He was a man, not an animal. He wanted to remain a civilised man, and become a civilised leader to his people.

Do not fret so. We are together. We are pack. We are one. The others will challenge us, but we are strong. We will protect the pack, protect the den, protect Stephen and our She.

Stephen was still talking and David tried to concentrate on his words.

“Do you not agree, Lawrence?”

Lawrence nodded. “I don’t think there’s much choice.”

“Wait, what?” he said. He had lost the thread of the conversation.

“The little packs in Stephen’s... our territory need to be folded into the Blood Drinkers.”

“By force?”

“If necessary.” David didn’t like that and his expression gave him away. “It’s kinder.”

“How can force be kinder?”

“They will face challenges. We all do, but until now no one has bothered with them because they lived in Stephen’s territory. They were considered his, and were left alone for fear or respect for House Edmonton. His threat was enough to keep them safe, despite his disinterest in them.”

“I was not disinterested in them,” Stephen qualified. “I just didn’t see the benefit of trying to negotiate terms with so many individual groups when I was strong enough without them. Besides, they would compete with each other to see who could gouge me the deepest!”

Lawrence grinned.

“You’re saying that if I don’t take them in hand, outsiders will? Who, Pederson?”

“Not Raymond,” Stephen said. “His pack is big enough already. I doubt he wants to add more uncertainty into the Alley Dogs right now. New recruits have to be brought into a pack under controlled conditions. You don’t want too many challenges all at once; it would destabilise your power base while the hierarchy reorders itself. It takes time for newcomers to settle in and find their place within the pack’s power structure.”

“But the territory is yours,” he protested. “The Blood Drinkers will share it as we agreed, but we both know who really holds it. You do. Why won’t the status quo remain as it always was?”

“You don’t actually want that.”

“Why?”

“He’s right,” Lawrence said. “You are too, but Stephen is more right. The Blood Drinkers needs to make its rep. A new pack has no threat at all. Stephen could do the work for us by keeping things as they are, but that won’t be good for the pack. We need to make our mark before other packs start thinking they can take our territory.”

“I would not allow that,” Stephen said, “But Lawrence is essentially correct. To outsiders it should seem that shifters living in our territory are your responsibility, while vampires and my business holdings remain mine. The reality can be whatever we decide it is privately, but my preference would be a full partnership, not just an alliance based upon defending the territory. It’s in both our interests for outsiders to see a strong House allied with a powerful pack, not a strong House propping up a weak pack. Weakness will be exploited.”

“And leaving shifters unaligned in my territory will be considered a weakness?”

“Outsiders will see it that way. They won’t consider your preferences. All they’ll see is a pack unable to exert control over its territory. They will nibble around the edges, trying to erode the borders. They do it now and always have. It will get worse for a time as you set your own pack in order.”

He turned to Ronnie. “You agree?”

She nodded.

“And you?”

Lawrence nodded as well. “Challenge and counter is a way of life for us as individuals, but it’s true of things in general too. Vampires do it and call it the Game of Houses. Outside of LA it’s a way of life for them and not questioned. Actually, they probably enjoy it. They look at us here in LA and want to take us over, but they’re also puzzled by us because of the way we live together. We have our moments, but not like what you’ll find outside our borders.”

“Understatement of the millennium,” Stephen said dryly. “And he’s right, we do enjoy The Game. Not much else can hold our attention for centuries or millennia. The four Houses of LA are unusual in that we do not play against each other, but we do still play against the rest of the Republic. We have little choice when outsiders insist upon coming here and trying to establish themselves. We keep their Houses out of our combined territories, and police the occasional individual who is either too stupid or new to know why he should stay away. House Lochlain is especially important in that area. Gavin’s reputation and age is a strong deterrent.”

“This challenge and counter thing extends to packs?” he asked already guessing that it would. It would make his vague plans harder if it did, so of course that would be the reality. “There’s no way around it?”

“None,” Ronnie said.

“There’s conclave,” Lawrence disagreed. “Challenge and counter is part of The Way, but conclave is a counter too. War is banned in LA and enforced by all members of the conclave not just the shifters. We still have our feuds over the borders—little skirmishes kept out of sight of humans—but wars? Absolutely not; not anymore.”

Stephen nodded at that.

No war was a good thing, and it might open a way for his idea to work. He considered revealing it now, knowing Ronnie would ridicule him for it, but she had to know eventually. Besides, she wasn’t just going to be his future mate, she was co-ruler of their pack too.

“You said at the meeting you would release everyone from your service to join my pack.”

Stephen raised an eyebrow. “I did.”

“I don’t want you to do that. Their loyalty to you is extraordinary. At least it seems that way to me. I’m new, I know that, but looking around I haven’t seen devotion like it anywhere else.”

“I’m gratified you think so, but I’m not sure I see the purpose in perpetuating a fiction.”

David frowned uncertainly. “A fiction?”

“A pretence then. Why pretend they remain in my service, when in fact they will be in yours from now on?”

“I don’t want anything to change at the club, and I have some ideas that I want to try.”

“Such as?”

“I want to set up an NPO for shifters,” he said and Stephen’s eyebrows disappeared into his hair. “Survival isn’t enough. I don’t want to live from one day to the next wondering if I’ll still be breathing tomorrow.”

“It’s his damned crusade,” Ronnie said and sneered. “The pack is all that matters; the pack and survival.”

Lawrence nodded.

“And I told you that day I don’t believe that. I will change it.”

“There’s no changing it. You’re a fool to think otherwise. We’ve lived this way since the first of us turned furry. Ask the elves, ask the dwarves or even the dragons. They’ll tell you there’s no way to change the fundamental nature of things. We are what we are.”

“I’m a man first.”

Ronnie’s voice lowered and she said almost kindly, “Don’t lie to yourself, David. I felt you while I fought in the arena. I felt what you were feeling.”

He flushed and faltered under her knowing gaze. He glanced at Lawrence and received a sympathetic grimace and a nod. Stephen smiled and nodded as well. Well... damn! So they felt him getting off on Ronnie’s fight. Big deal. It didn’t make his idea unworkable. Maybe it needed refinement, maybe there were things he hadn’t thought through, but he had time to fix snags.

“I still want to try.”

“Exactly what are you proposing?” Stephen asked. “You don’t want things to change at the club; I have no objections to that. It makes things for Edward infinitely easier if he continues overseeing my interests as before, but what about this NPO? What purpose will it serve?”

“I want to create something a bit like the Y,” he said and flushed as Ronnie burst out laughing. “Shut it,” he growled, his voice deepening and his eyes flaring to amber in the dark of the car’s interior.

Ronnie’s eyes flared golden, but she did quit laughing.

Taking an interest now are you? About time you got with the program!

Our She tests her boundaries, Mist said with pride and approval clear in his thoughts. We must let her run, but not too far or fast. We are Alpha to her as well as the pack. She must respect us, as we must respect her.

He could agree with that at least.

“You want to create a YMCA for shifters,” Stephen said carefully, not laughing but obviously wanting to. “And you feel this would be beneficial, why?”

“I do. I even know what to call it.”

“Oh?”

“NSPCL. It stands for the National Society for the Protection and Conservation of Lycanthropes.”

“National? Getting ahead of yourself aren’t you?”

“No point in thinking small. Obviously I can’t roll this out nationwide overnight, but I can start here in LA and fold other cities into the network over time.”

“And start a war with those cities in the process,” Stephen pointed out. “The packs won’t let you get this idea off the ground.”

“They will. When they see the benefits the Society will bring to all shifters. I’m not interested in empire building, or creating a super-sized pack. This will be an entirely opt in, not for profit organisation. Like a guild.”

Lawrence snorted. “Your experience with guilds differs from mine then. They’re definitely in it for profit. Political profit, financial profit, but profit.”

“Hmmm,” Stephen agreed. “I can’t think of a single guild that doesn’t require paid membership.”

“The Society will tithe,” he said reluctantly. “But the books will balance to keep its NPO status. The income will be redistributed to members as loans and used to provide the services they need like cheap insurance, medical, and other stuff. There will be some overhead. No way around that but I’ll employ non-humans to run most of it, so that’s employment for quite a few people.”

“Fine. Let’s say you do this. What is your goal?”

“Helping shifters and making their lives better,” he said and Ronnie rolled her eyes. He pushed on. “We can’t get loans, we can’t get decent insurance, we can’t start businesses without either one. Most companies can’t or won’t employ us, and those who do take advantage of us with low pay and bad conditions. I want to change that.”

“A noble goal, but hard to achieve. Shifters have few rights, and my people have none,” Stephen said. “How do you intend to address that?”

“Politics isn’t on my agenda.”

“Then you will fail. As long as it’s legal to discriminate against non-humans nothing will change. The law as it stands supports those who take advantage of us. What will your society do for us on a practical level?”

“Start businesses and employ shifters, offer loans to them to start their own. I want a chapter of NSPCL in every major city in the Republic eventually. There will be a call centre and free advice. Representation provided by us in the courts and attorneys to sit in interview when the cops hassle us. Did you know the guilds won’t accept non-humans? If you’re in one already and then catch lycanthropy they kick you out without compensation!”

“I was aware of that, yes,” Stephen said dryly.

“So if the cops arrest me, I can’t even have a guild rep in with me. The attorneys they offer us on their so generous preferred credit terms are sub-par shysters in it for the consultation fees.”

“Lawyers are the lowest form of life,” Stephen agreed sombrely. “Demons in human form.”

David frowned. “You’re laughing at me, aren’t you? You think I’m being stupid.”

“Not stupid. Naive. You don’t think we know how badly we’re treated? You go on as if you’re the first person to realise our inequality and are revealing it to us! I can’t vote or own a business in my own name. I can’t instigate a lawsuit or protect myself from one. After all, dead men can’t own property, can they? Without proxies and front men like Edward, I would have nothing in this world. You think I haven’t dreamed of changing that? Of course I have. I would give almost anything to change it!”

“Then help me.”

“We are allies. Of course I will help you, but I must know what form that help is to take. You need money? Not a problem. You need influence with the Mayor? Definitely a problem.”

Ronnie snorted.

“There’s nothing anyone can do to stop us. The Mayor, the cops, the state government... none of them can legally prevent anyone from setting up an NPO. It’s the lack of funds and insurance that really hurts shifters, and causes their businesses to fail.”

“And a lack of customers,” Lawrence pointed out.

“That won’t be an issue. If we do this right, our customers will be the non-humans that everyone currently rips off. If we offer fair dealing, they will flock to us. Stephen is known for it. With him backing the Society no one will doubt us.”

“I’m so glad my reputation will be useful to you,” Stephen said dryly.

David flushed. “I didn’t mean for it to sound so cold-blooded, but you have to admit my reasoning is sound.”

“It is sound. This project is long term, you realise? It will take years. Before you can start, you’ll need to take matters in hand at the club with your own pack and then expand rapidly with the unaligned shifters in the city. We must secure the borders and my power-base, or I won’t be around for my reputation to be of help to you.”

He nodded and turned to Ronnie. “Who are you considering as candidate for your second?”

“Martina.”

That would have been his guess, but why hadn’t Ronnie simply named her at the conclave? “You’re not sure she’ll want the position?”

“She challenged me and lost. My guess is that she’ll fight the others for it, and try me again. After I kick her butt a second time, she’ll settle down as my second.”

“Oookay,” he said, wanting to protest yet another fight, but he was wise enough not to voice it. She would ignore him anyway. “So we’ll have a lot of agitated wolves to deal with when we get home.”

“That’s about the size of it,” Lawrence agreed.

“Have you got your link on you?”

Lawrence nodded.

“Call ahead and tell them what’s happened.”

“Is that wise?” Stephen said.

“I would rather arrive after they’ve settled on who will challenge us. I don’t want to fight them all one by one.”

Ronnie grinned. “Now you’re thinking like a shifter.”

“No,” Stephen disagreed. “He’s thinking like an Alpha. Very well reasoned, David. I’m impressed.”

He grimaced. Why did anything he did that felt wrong or uncomfortable to him impress them? He had a feeling that if he ruthlessly killed everyone who stood in his way they would cheer him on, yet if he talked his way out of trouble they would frown in disapproval. He preferred compromise to violence, but he knew those opposing him would choose violence as their first choice. So be it. He would deal fairly with those who dealt fairly with him, deal peacefully with those who preferred negotiation, but if they chose violence, he would respond in kind. Ronnie was right; he needed to think more like a shifter, but not because he was one. He needed to think like one because he would be leading an entire pack of them. To do that effectively and lead them well, he needed to understand them. He was no psychologist, but by understanding himself he should be able to apply that knowledge to them.

The pack is all. That is all we need to know.

You say that as if it’s literally true, but there’s more to this than a single pack’s welfare. I want to make things better for all packs.

“Make the call,” he ordered and Lawrence pulled out his link.

David settled back and closed his eyes, trying to relax. The trip to Lost Souls would take no more than an hour if that. He wanted to take this time to think. There wouldn’t be much time for it at the club. He listened to Lawrence’s quietly murmured conversation, and tried to ready himself for the fighting to come.

* * *



25 ~ Convalescence Sucks

Eleven days into her medical leave had Chris climbing the walls of her apartment. She hated the thought of being desk bound, but she would have preferred that to this torture. Goddess she was bored! She had tried wheedling Cappy into letting her come into Central and work her desk, but he wouldn’t let her, pointing to the regs. She had tried blackmail and promises, no joy there either. She’d been reduced to begging in the end. She hated begging! He’d just laughed her offers off as if she were joking. She hadn’t been, not at all. Her offer to run errands and do reports for the guys, though a horrifying thought to her a few short weeks ago, was looking like a damn fine deal about now.

“I hate this!” she snarled to the empty apartment.

She missed the bustle of a busy department, and she missed the guys. She felt cut off from everything, and no one had time to talk when she called them on her link. She knew how that was. They were busy with their cases while she languished unable even to work her inactive files. Her active cases were an even bigger frustration to her; they had been reassigned. At least John had taken them on with Raz’s help. That was better than giving them to someone who knew nothing about them. John knew as much as she did being her partner, but still. She couldn’t help thinking that only she could handle them exactly right; arrogant to think so. No one was indispensable, but that’s the way she felt.

The regs were screwing her over, and Doctor Carey had not helped with his assessments of her mental stability. As if he knew what stable was. She snorted. No cop she knew could pass his definition of stable! They would all have to be clerics or psychs like him to pass some of his stupid tests.

The medics had been more reasonable. Her heavily scarred neck was still tender under the bandaging, but it was healing well. They said she could undertake light work no problem at all. She considered her desk and maybe interviewing suspects as light. No actual pursuits of course. Chasing bad guys would be bad for her stitches... probably, but interviews and paperwork would have been fine in her opinion.

Carey had vetoed the idea. He said traumatic experiences such as hers mandated eight weeks minimum leave followed by psyche sessions to evaluate performance once back on the job. Eight flaming weeks! She was barely into her second week and already climbing the walls. On pay or not, it was bloody ridiculous and she was determined upon another opinion. Getting the term cut in half was her minimum goal.

Thwack thwack!

Chris brightened. A visitor... or the mailman. Hopefully a visitor with a distraction. Goddess she needed something to take her mind off her situation, and that was a fact. She answered the door, to find a tussle-haired Baxter in the hall.

“Well well, look what the cat dragged to my door. Road kill.” Baxter grinned at her. He had a manila envelope in his hand but there was no doughnut box in sight. “No sugar?”

“I can give you some sugar,” he said making a kissy face.

She snorted. “I’m going to tell Mary Pat on you.”

“She knows I’m a lech.”

Chris chuckled. “Don’t stand there like a lump. Come in.”

“I was waiting for the invite,” he said entering the apartment and looking around. “You’re a slob, you know that?”

She looked about blankly and then flushed. She hadn’t tidied in a while, and there were clothes from washday piled on the sofa. Her face reddened when she noticed her panties on display. She grumbled under her breath as she snatched them up to hide them, and Baxter chuckled. She scooped everything up and entered the bedroom. She didn’t bother putting it all away in drawers. She dumped it all on the bed and closed the door firmly. There. She looked about again, and started picking up dirty plates and cups. Baxter helped take them into the kitchen.

“Beer?” she asked as she stuffed everything into the washer.

“Empire?”

“Of course Empire, what else? You’re not in some dive on 104th street now.” The uppity Brits might be a pain in the arse, but they knew how to brew good beer. “Check the refrigerator. Get me one too.”

Baxter collected two bottles of brew and set them down on the island. She handed him the opener and he popped the tops off both. They took up a bottle each and clinked them together before taking a long pull of the nectar. Baxter sat beside her on one of her stools, drinking his beer in silence. 

Chris eyed the envelope hungrily where it lay atop the island, but said nothing about it. He hadn’t offered it to her, but he wouldn’t have brought it with him if it didn’t contain something interesting he wanted her to see. Finally, he finished his beer and slid the envelope closer.

“The feds are still sniffing around,” he said without glancing her way. “They’re not satisfied with Ghost being dead.”

“They’re not satisfied! Well screw them, I’m not satisfied! They lost my perp’s body! Where the hell do they get off not being satisfied?”

Baxter shrugged. “Barrows was pissed, yeah, but he’s lucky he didn’t lose anyone. We nearly lost you, Chris. We were all lucky that night.”

She shifted uncomfortably at the emotion she heard in Baxter’s voice, but she was still fuming at Barrows’ incompetence. How did it happen that after all her team’s work they lose the body? More to the point, what was special about it to make someone steal the damn thing? O’Neal had simply been a run of the mill vamp like any other hadn’t he? She wondered if Barrows knew why, if not who was behind it? He couldn’t know who had snatched it. He would have been after him already if he did, not bugging the guys at Central.

She finished her beer. “Another?”

Baxter nodded.

She fetched them, popped the tops, and handed one of the bottles over. She didn’t sit this time, but leaned back against the island facing the opposite way to Baxter in order to see his face.

“So, apart from my excellent taste in beer, what brings you to my door?”

He gestured at the envelope. “That.”

“And that is?”

“Something I’m not supposed to have.”

She raised an eyebrow and reached for it tentatively. He nodded and she snatched the envelope up quickly in case he changed his mind. Inside she found a disk and some papers. She emptied everything onto the island, but ignored the disk for the hard copy. There were half a dozen still photographs, obviously frames isolated and printed from a security network. She recognised them as coming from the morgue. She would have been hard pressed not to recognise the location. She had been in there a depressing number of times. She paged through them, studying each one. Baxter had obviously tried to get the best angles, but none of them was very enlightening. Oh, she could tell what they were supposed to be showing her. It was the raid on the morgue. She knew some of the details already. How an unknown group had posed at EMTs logging in a body, and had stunned the guards and gassed the feds. She would have laughed if it hadn’t been her body they were stealing.

She glared at the photos. “These are useless. I can’t see faces.”

“You think so?”

Okay, now he was being coy. What was she missing? She frowned and studied each photo side-by-side, staring hard at each one. No faces, so she looked for other tells. Reflections? No, none. The weapons? K6 stunners they should not have had or been able to procure, but no surprise they had managed it. The gas? She peered closer, but it was a simple aerosol canister with a long lever-like trigger. She didn’t know the agent used to knock out the fed, but it must have been potent and quick dispersing. None of the fake EMTs wore gas-masks. Maybe a tailored nerve agent then? The users could take the antidote orally before using it. Pop a pill and you were good to go. Mil-spec stuff that was, but everything was available on the streets for a price. Bounty hunters used it quite effectively on shifters she’d heard. It didn’t keep them down long, but even a minute was enough time to get the runecuffs on if you were good and on the ball.

“What’s on the disk?”

“The recording of that night. DD hacked in for me to get it.”

Chris whistled. “How much did it cost you?”

Baxter grimaced. “Two.”

“Two? That’s not too bad—”

“In the dugout,” he said sourly.

“Oh man!” she said in commiseration. “That sucks. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah well, you owe her one of them.”

She spluttered.

Baxter grinned and prodded one of the photos. “You’re not seeing it, are you?”

She eyed the picture, still smarting about the ticket to the ball game. They weren’t cheap dammit, and she didn’t see how what Baxter had bought was worth the cost. The photo he’d chosen was of one of the thieves carrying Ghost’s body from the freezer to the emergency door. She still didn’t get it. She said so.

“That’s Flex,” Baxter said without hesitation. “I know it’s him.”

She looked up in surprise, already shaking her head.

“It is,” he said without a trace of a doubt.

She tried to see why he thought so, but apart from height and general build, there was nothing else to go on. “I’m not seeing it. The build is right, but what else are you basing it on? There must be thousands like him.”

“True, but pair him up with a chiquita like this, and who do you immediately think of?” He slid one of the other photos her way.

Chris picked them both up. Separately the people shown could be any one, but yes, put together they matched the builds of Angel and Flex. The problem was they also matched her and Baxter, or any number of people! This was a stretch, a serious stretch, like a rubber band stretched from one end of Manhattan Island to the other kind of stretch. They couldn’t move on this! It was utter crap. Just one man’s hunch... but Baxter’s hunches had served her well recently. 

She bit her lip in thought. Why would Angel be mixed up in this? She couldn’t think of any profit for her or her gang in stealing a body out of the morgue, and she couldn’t think of any other reason she would want to do it. Body snatching was so... outdated now. Magic traditions had moved on a lot and most didn’t go in for the truly black arts anymore; the cost was too high, and besides, Angel wasn’t gifted in necromancy as far as she knew. Her magic was a form of compulsion that she used to employ on marks in her petty street cons.

“Did DD do anything with the disk? Any enhancements?”

“No, it was all I could do to get her to hack the servers in the first place. The feds have everyone feeling a little spooked. She did the printouts, took her fee, and threw me out of her cubicle. She was kinda scared, Chris, so I left it at that. I think Barrows has been at her.”

“Bastard,” she snarled. DD was harmless, a really quiet and nice analyst sort. She wasn’t tough or able to fight back if the feds got nasty. “What was he after, do you know?”

“Same as us I bet.”

“Probably.”

She glared at the photos again and sighed. “These are nothing, Dave. I know you think they are, and maybe they even are something, but Cappy won’t move on this. The case is closed... it is still closed?”

“It’s closed,” he agreed.

“Getting it reopened will take more than this, more than we can possibly get. I don’t see it happening at all. The Mayor must have sighed in relief when the Chief told him we got the Ghost.”

“Oh yeah, he was real happy to go to the media with the good news.”

“He’ll want this to stay dead and buried then.”

“But we don’t... or do we?”

She grimaced. “I don’t mind if it stays buried as such, but for my own information I would like to know what in the nine hells is going on! I admit it, this entire thing smells.”

“Yeah, it does. It stinks of federal cover-up on massive scale to me, and I would love to stick it to Barrows.”

“Hmmm. As long as we’re the stickers and not the stickees. Okay, leave this with me. You can’t do much more. I’m grounded for another six weeks. I’m working to halve that time, but anyway, I need something to do. I’ll see if I can coax DD into a little work for hire on the side, and I’ll look into Angel and her gang.”

Baxter looked doubtful, his eyes resting on the bandaging wrapping her throat. “You be careful. Call for backup, do not apprehend, yada yada.”

She grinned and saluted. “Scouts honour.”

He rolled his eyes and pushed to his feet. “Seriously, Chris. Something is whacked about all this. Barrows was seriously freaked that night when he lost the body, and he said something to me while you were in the emergency room that’s had me thinking.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. I dismissed it then as threats, but now I’m not so sure. He warned me not to dig. He said there were some people who wouldn’t care who I was or that I was a cop, and that they would take steps to maintain secrecy. Like I said, I shrugged it off back then, but then I got to thinking about the other day when Barrows followed us. He said the guy they were after had a body count of over eighty, remember?”

“Yeah so?”

“So how come no one heard about that? Eighty kills and no bulletins, no news media—how does that happen without serious pull high up? Like higher than FBI high, more like military.”

“Acronyms,” she sighed. “I hate those acronym guys.”

“I didn’t say CIA... oops, I just did. Could be homeland too I guess, or something even darker. You know the Council has more than enough pull for this without the need for acronyms. You know that, right?”

She shivered; she knew all right. If the White Council was involved they were seriously screwed, but she wouldn’t assume it. There were many reasons not to; one of which was the futility of trying to fight against anything the Council chose to do. If it was involved and wanted this mess to go away, it would go away along with anyone connected to it with no evidence left behind. The fact there was evidence lying around to be found was the greatest indication that this wasn’t connected to the Council. She saw nothing that pointed to anyone but her department and Barrows being involved as yet. She would keep assuming and preserve her peace of mind.

“Leave it with me,” she said. “I’m the only one with time on my hands anyway.” She followed Baxter toward the door. “What’s Cappy got John working on now?”

“Stanton.”

“Oh really? Damn, I’d like to take a shot at him myself.”

“Wouldn’t we all?” Baxter said stepping out into the hall. He turned back as if to say something more, but then shook his head leaving it unsaid. “See you around.”

“See you,” Chris closed the door and hurried to fetch the disk. She wanted to watch the full video before deciding how much to let DD extort from her.

Chris arrived at Central the next morning determined to enlist DD’s aid, and she wasn’t above guilt tripping her friend to get what she wanted. Baxter had succeeded in planting seeds of doubt about Angel and the possibility that she was in some kind of trouble. Angel didn’t consider herself a friend of hers anymore, but Chris still thought of the girl as one of her kids. The gangly kid she’d known was older now, and had her own gang, but she remembered her as just another of the unwanted kids running wild in the district she had patrolled in her uniform days.

Angel had left the Tiny Rascals behind, but the gang was still active in Monster Central and Chris kept in touch with some of its members. They gave her information sometimes, and she tried to keep them out of trouble. She helped out with a little cash now and then too, and had given each of them a second-hand link so they could keep in touch with her. They were a good investment, but that wasn’t why she kept an eye on them. They weren’t just weasels to her. They were her kids, hers to protect, even from themselves. It didn’t matter if Angel blamed her for things or hated her for what had happened years ago. If the girl was mixed up in vamp business, she needed help. Chris would get her out of whatever it was.

She headed up to the Cyber Analysis Division on the second floor of Central where all the geeks hung out. DD was one of the Cads, one type of techno geek that inhabited the place. Cads, named after their division, spent all their time taking computers and robots apart to analyse their guts and memories for evidence. There were other kinds of geek on the same floor, like the Cats (Cyber Action Teams) who investigated comp fraud and Infonet security breaches. They were DD’s suppliers in a way. They collected the evidence in the first place and once analysed, acted upon the results.

She stepped out of the elevator but didn’t head for DD’s cubicle right away. She knew her friend would not be happy to see her, especially when she heard why. A small gratuity was in order to soften her up. Normally coffee would do, but this might take a high calorie injection of chocolaty goodness. She needed to disguise the taste of helping her out this time around because DD wasn’t an Angel fan. In fact, DD wasn’t a fan of much outside of baseball and ice hockey, but she had a serious crush on the LA King’s current star player. Jarret Fraser played centre position and wouldn’t know DD if he tripped over her, but that didn’t quiet her enthusiasm. Such a rabid sports fan had weaknesses and might be persuaded to overlook her dislike of Angel this once if certain things were offered to her. What worried Chris wasn’t giving her friend a couple of tickets for a bribe. They often went to games together anyway. She considered such things a gift not bribery. It was Barrows scaring her. If DD was still freaked out about the feds, she might refuse to help at all.

She checked out the selection at vending and chose DD’s favourites. If two bars of instant diabetic coma didn’t work, she didn’t know what would. She bought a coffee for herself while she had the chance, and then headed for DD’s cubicle.

Donna Delgado was a trim young woman of twenty-five and was pretty in a geeky sort of way despite having the dress sense of a demented elf. She was wearing a bright orange shirt with leafy patterns worked into it. The colour was vomit inducing. She wore it untucked, but then she had to. It was so short it left her midriff bare and revealed her piercing. The white belt with its chrome buckle did more than hold her pants up. It drew attention to her ultra flat belly and sharp hipbones. It made Chris want to suck in her gut.

She watched DD bop and boogie her way around her cubicle, tapping commands into the various computers she had crammed into every available space. It was normal for her to be working on three or four things at once She was wearing earphones, big suckers not the tiny ear buds most used these days—DD was an aficionado of quality sound, or so she said—and wouldn’t be seen dead using anything but her own creation. She wasn’t just a wiz with software; she was into hardware in a big way. She often built her own gadgets and computers. She was a geek’s geek.

Chris stepped into the cubicle and DD stopped dancing. She smiled automatically in greeting, but a moment later the expression fled as she realised who had come calling. Chris cursed silently. Goddess damn Barrows to the ninth hell! It was obvious DD wasn’t happy to see her.

“Hey DD, how goes it?”

DD removed her earphones and switched off her music. “I can’t help you.”

“Sure you can.”

“No, I really can’t.”

“Yes, you really can. Look here,” she said and waved the ticket in the air. “Baxter says I owe you.”

DD shuffled her feet. “Sorta.”

“I always pay my debts, DD, and besides, we’re buds. Here, take it.”

DD stepped forward and took the ticket, barely glancing at it in her misery. “Thanks. Sorry, but I have work. I don’t have time to chat right now.”

Chris ignored her and took a seat on the edge of DD’s desk. “I heard that bastard Barrows came by. He can’t mess with you, DD. Just tell your Guild rep he’s hassling you and he’ll stop. He only gets away with it if people don’t push back. So push.”

“I’m not you, Chris, I can’t.”

“Sure you can, you’re stronger than you think, but if you don’t want to that’s okay. He doesn’t bother me, DD. I’ll fix him for you.”

“Really?” she said hopefully. “You’d do that for me?”

“Absolutely. Here, I got these for you.” She passed the candy over and DD’s eyes lit. She unwrapped one of the treats and bit in. “Good?”

“Hmmm,” DD said.

Chris grinned, she was getting somewhere. “So, I guess you know why I’m here. Baxter showed me your stuff, but I need some Delgado magic worked on it.”

DD swallowed and started on the second candy bar.

She would never understand how her friend could maintain her pixy-like stature with all the sugar she consumed. She must have the metabolism of a humming bird on crack.

“What do you need?” DD said after she finished eating.

“The stills you worked up? Can you enhance them?”

“Can I enhance them? Of course I can enhance them! Aren’t I the best miracle worker in the department?”

“You’re the best, DD.”

“Damn straight. Of course I can enhance them, but I told Dave that day it wouldn’t do you any good.”

“He never said. Why won’t it do any good?”

“Because the perps are wearing masks. I can enhance the imagery and bring out the individual threads in the masks if you want, but if I remember right they were just off the rack ski masks. That won’t get you anywhere.”

She scowled. “Will you do it anyway?”

DD shrugged. “Sure. You got the disk with you?”

She handed it over and DD got to work.

Chris supplied coffee and moral support as DD worked her magic. They chose the same scenes as Dave had asked for, but added a few more that Chris thought promising. She liked the gassing of the fed especially, and had DD spend some extra attention on it. A couple of hours later and they were done.

“You’re right,” Chris said. “This is bullshit. Cappy won’t move on this.”

DD shrugged. “I warned you.”

Baxter had been so sure, but there wasn’t anything here to prove it one way or the other. If it weren’t for his certainty she would never have brought this to DD; she didn’t believe in it herself, but there was one way to be certain. She could track Angel down and ask her straight out. Yeah right! Angel would laugh in her face unless she had some kind of leverage... she frowned as a glimmer of an idea came to her.

“I’m going to tell you something in confidence, DD. Baxter thinks these two,” she pointed to two of the perps in the photos. “Are Angel and Flex.”

“Flex?”

“Angel’s lieutenant.”

DD frowned at the pictures. “Right build for her, but I don’t know him.”

“It could be them, but it could be me and Baxter too.”

“Yeah.”

“How good are you really, DD?”

“You need to ask?”

Chris grinned. In her area, DD didn’t lack confidence. She explained her idea. DD’s eyes widened and she slowly began to smile.

* * *



26 ~ Angel

Chris found Angel as expected hanging out at Zero Gee with Flex. It was safest to hang with backup in Monster Central. Chris was feeling her own lack of that right about now, but John was busy working the Stanton thing, and besides, she didn’t want to bring anyone from the department into this. She didn’t want to burn Angel; she just wanted to get the girl out of the trouble she was obviously in and learn what in the nine hells was going on in her city. No way was O’Neal the be all and end all of this, not with Barrows still sniffing about. Besides, she hadn’t forgotten the sword-wielding whack-job from that night. She wanted to know how he connected to it all. She was leaning toward him being O’Neal’s maker. Maybe he had lost him somehow, forcing the need for a clean up on aisle four—the alley where they met. Shame it took so many dead women to make him take action.

She didn’t consider him to be one of the good guys in this despite his actions that night. He was directly responsible for making O’Neal into the Ghost in the first place. To her mind that made him the murderer and O’Neal his weapon. The law wouldn’t describe it in precisely those terms, but the results would be the same. It called for termination. Besides, vamps couldn’t stand trial as they were already dead. Dead, undead... what was the difference? She didn’t care to find out.

The club was really hopping when she arrived. It usually was, but it was barely afternoon yet. Unlike Area 51, Zero Gee opened twenty-four hours and took full advantage of its position in the centre of the Waterfront District. There were plenty of desperate thrill seekers hanging about willing to risk their lives and souls mingling with the monsters. They tended to pay well and not care too much about the quality of what they were drinking.

Upon entering, her eyes darted to the corner where she’d last seen Angel, but there was a different group hanging there. They had the tell-tale glowing eyes of shifters. She shivered. The feel of her backup weapon in its holster tucked into the waistband of her jeans was a comfort. Not that she planned to use it on anyone, not even Angel, but only a fool went unarmed in Monster Central. She wasn’t a fool, or she hoped not to be at least. She had sort of promised Baxter that she wouldn’t pursue or apprehend anyone, but this was a special case. Angel might hate her guts, but she was still one of her kids. No, it was for the best that she handle this quietly with none the wiser at Central. She would take out the vamp and free the girl from his influence.

She wandered the club, slipping between gyrating bodies and drunken ones. Her glare was enough to fend off the occasional attempted grope, and for those too drunk to take no for an answer, she had boots on with a hard heel. It was amazing how painful a stomped instep was or kicked shinbone. She hardly had to stop, just left them shrieking behind her as she made her way through the club. The mood enhancers had been dialled way up already, and were affecting her. She had just begun to enjoy the buzz of the last smack down when she caught sight of Flex. He was carrying a couple of drinks somewhere. She let him lead her to Angel. She was guessing, but hoped the second drink was for her and not a squeeze he was renting for the afternoon.

It was.

She smiled down at Angel where she sat glaring up at her from her place in the booth. She would wipe that look off her face in short order. When the girl saw what DD had produced, shock alone would do it. What Angel would do then was anyone’s guess, but it should prove interesting. Chris’ head turned like a turret and her eyes narrowed when Flex made to stand. Angel’s hand darted out and grabbed his arm, pulling him back down.

“Yes, that’s right, be a good boy and sit,” she said still enjoying the artificial buzz produced by the tech overhead. She forced the feeling back. This was no time to get sloppy. “We three have business to discuss.”

Angel flicked a look at Flex who settled back into the shadows. He raised his glass and drank. Chris could read the hate on his face despite the shadows. She was glad not to find the same in Angel’s assessing eyes. The girl had speculation and the usual disdain there. She was quite good at the superior attitude, needing it to keep her crew in line. Well, it wouldn’t do her any good this time.

She took the seat opposite Flex, which put Angel closer on the left. “Not going to ask?”

Angel shrugged, dragging her eyes away from the bandaging wrapping Chris’ throat. “Not interested. The days when I had business with cops are over. You’ve got nothing to do with me.”

“Wrong again. Oh dear, oh dear... I warned you about getting that tat. Do you remember, Angel? Do you remember when I said it would cause you problems later in life?”

Angel scowled. “I remember. I remember getting it done the day you told me not to. No one tells me what to do.”

“You should have listened to meeee,” Chris said in a sing-song voice. “You’re in the database, Angel. Gang signs and affiliations all nicely detailed and labelled along with your homies.” She smiled at Flex. “You too, big guy. You’re all in there. I have some really nice shots of that tat. I recognised it right off.”

Angel was frowning hard now, not getting it.

“Tell me about that night in the morgue. Maybe I can cover this up.”

Angel’s eyes gave nothing away, but she went very still. Was that something? She wasn’t certain. It could just be that the girl was trying to figure out what she was talking about; it didn’t mean Baxter was right.

“I don’t know what you’re asking, de-tec-tive,” Angel finally said.

Her eyes narrowed. That had sounded a little false to her. Her heart began to hammer. Could it be? Could Baxter be right again? How did he make such leaps and be right? Maybe right. As her answer, she retrieved two photos from her jacket pocket and held them up for Angel to see, but it wasn’t Angel who reacted. It was Flex. He surged to his feet reaching for something. Chris’ boomer was in her hand like magic, its barrel shoved hard into his muscled chest.

“Sit!” she snarled, her heart hammering. Bloody hell, she hadn’t believed Baxter, but she did now. “Whatever you were reaching for better come out real slow or I’ll have to face a board of enquiry about discharging an unsanctioned weapon. Again. Of course, I don’t suppose it will matter much to you. You’ll already be six foot under by then.”

Flex swallowed and looked to Angel. The girl didn’t notice, she was staring sickly at the photos lying on the table and didn’t see him begging for orders. He sighed and slowly withdrew his hand holding a K6.

“Naughty,” Chris clucked. “On the table.”

He carefully put the gun down and she quickly slid it into her lap to hide it. She shoved Flex to make him sit. He let himself drop back down, and she pocketed his gun. The sick look hadn’t left Angel’s face, but as Chris watched, the girl mastered herself and folded away her emotions. They had to be there under the surface, but she wouldn’t know it by the disdain Angel managed to mask them with. The girl spun one of the photos around and looked directly into Chris’ eyes.

“These are fake.”

How did she...? Chris smiled and shook her head. The girl was bluffing. She was good at that herself, and recognised it, but Angel was also a witch. She was trying her itty-bitty powers of compulsion to make it stick. She could feel the effect where it clashed with the mood enhancement the tech was trying to impose. It tickled in the back of her brain.

“Stop it. That won’t work on me. I’m onto your tricks,” she said and Angel’s eyes widened a little. Ha! That had set her back. “I felt it. Didn’t expect that, eh?”

“How?”

“The tech in here is messing you up,” she said, but it was a little more complicated than that. Her dad was witch born—a term he used for anyone with the gift—and was a practicing shaman. She wanted nothing to do with magic, but it was in the family and she could sense its use. “It tickles, Angel, please stop or I’ll make you stop. Don’t make me hurt you.” The tickling sensation went away. “Good decision. You know using magic on a police officer is a felony.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, de-tec-tive. I haven’t tried magic on you, and you can’t prove I have.”

“Good one, and you’re right. I can’t prove the compulsion attempt, but I can prove body snatching, now can’t I?”

DD was as good as advertised and had done an amazing job on the stills. The photos showed one of the perps—the one they’d decided was the closest match to Angel—looking to one side with the gassed fed at her feet. DD had altered the fit of the ski mask just a little, just enough to reveal a slice of Angel’s neck tattoo so that it peaked out from under the wool. It looked absolutely convincing, as Flex had so ably shown.

“What do you want? You wouldn’t have come alone if you planned to arrest us.”

“Oh I don’t know,” she drawled leaning back in her seat. “The big guy here is making me reconsider that. I think trying to kill me rates a different response. I think I’ll keep things simple and just take you both into Central.”

Angel snorted. “Don’t try to kid a kidder. Where’s your backup? You came in here wanting something from us. Stop wasting my time and tell me what it is.”

Chris slipped her gun back into its holster. She didn’t need someone taking notice and calling the cops on her. She laced her fingers together on the table, leaned on her forearms, and caught Angel’s eyes with her own. She held them, wanting to see truth in them.

“I want to know what the hell is going on. Not for the job. For me.” She touched her bandaging. “I got this. I nearly croaked more than once that night, like kicked off for good, Angel. I want to know why.”

“And you think I know?”

“You know, I know you do. I want the whole story. Who was O’Neal to you, and why steal his body? How did you get involved with vamps in the first place and why? What do they have on you to make you do this stuff?”

Angel spluttered in surprise. “You think...?” she shook her head and laughed. “You really don’t know anything, do you? Here I was thinking the cops are closing in, and you don’t know a thing about what’s been going on! Damn me, they thought you did. They’re so fixated on what the cops are thinking and planning...” she shook her head. “Wait until I tell him.”

“Tell who, who are they?”

Angel flicked a look at Flex. He shrugged and then nodded. She frowned. “I won’t give you a name—”

“You will, or we’ll continue this at Central!”

“Whoa, calm down. I didn’t say I wouldn’t talk, I said I won’t give you names, not yet anyway. You don’t dick around with these people, de-tec-tive. I won’t say shit that will piss them off.”

Chris could understand that stance at least. Screwing around with the monsters was a quick way to get dead. “Fair enough. Put me in direct contact then.”

Angel snorted. “No.” She raised a hand to prevent the protest. “I said no, but I’ll ask.” She checked her wristband and noted the time. “He won’t be up for a few hours yet.”

“He? He who?”

“I’m not sure what you know or don’t know about what’s been going on, but I can guess. Nothing much.”

Chris’ eyes narrowed at the dig. “I know O’Neal was a new made vamp. I know his maker lost control of him somehow, or worse, never tried in the first place. I know his maker screwed up and let his,” she made air quotes, “child kill a bunch of women, and had to clean up his mess. I know his mistakes nearly killed me!”

“Then I was right. You don’t know shit. The vamp your guys shot that night was one of the good guys. He saved your life, de-tec-tive. He’s been looking for the rogue who turned old John for weeks. I told him about you and your little undercover sting. They’re still called stings, right, like in the movies?”

Flex smirked.

“Why snatch the body?”

“Isn’t it obvious? The same reason the feds wanted it. You did know I yanked it out from under them before they could disappear with it?” Angel raised an eyebrow and laughed. “You didn’t!”

“I was dying at the time,” she said sourly. “That’s why the feds were in the morgue? They were trying to take O’Neal’s corpse?”

“Yep. They were signing it out when I got there. Lucky for us they hadn’t thought ahead and were waiting for transpo. I brought my own, so took care of that for them.”

“And the feds wanted the body why?”

“Necromancy.”

She started in surprise, unable to help her reaction to hearing that. “No way!”

“Way,” Angel said and laughed. “Old John was turned by someone, but he’s dead. How were you going to find his master then?”

She couldn’t answer that. She’d been assuming the swordsman was O’Neal’s master, and that Angel would lead her to him. If she believed the girl, and she was leaning that way, then how would she discover the rogue vamp behind all this now? But necromancy... it was the blackest of magical arts. It was shocking that Barrows would resort to it. At least she was shocked by it. Angel didn’t seem to think it was remarkable, but then she’d been hanging with dead things herself lately. Working with vamps might change one’s outlook she supposed.

“And you have a necromancer too?”

Angel nodded.

“And the result of the... ah, questioning?”

“No idea, I just supplied the corpse. It’s someone else’s problem what they do with it.”

“It’s been a couple of weeks. Your vamps must know something by now.”

“I don’t know what they know or don’t. They haven’t told me anything. Maybe necromancy needs a full moon or something. What the hell do I know about it?”

Chris frowned. Actually, some magical ceremonies did depend on the cycle of the moon. She knew that from the stuff her dad did, but she had no idea what was needed regarding necromancy; apart from the corpse thing.

“Assuming the vamps know who this rogue is, what do they plan to do, do you know?”

“What do you think?” Angel said scornfully. “Look, there are four Houses that control every vamp in LA... you do know that?”

“Vamps are vamps. They’re all monsters to me, same as the shifters. All I care about are the ones breaking the law.”

“But you can’t ignore their culture!”

Chris smirked. “Culture? Did you just say their culture?”

“I might have dropped out of college, but I’m not stupid! You can’t deal with these people the way I do and ignore how they live their lives or ignore the rules they follow. You talk about the law and that’s fine, but they have their own laws and leaders. If you think your law is all that matters, you can think again. Break yours and a shifter might get a taste of the slam, but break theirs and nine times out of ten they’re dead meat. No appeal. Vampires have no rights. You know that better than I do being a cop. You know what happens to them if they get on the wrong side of the law for anything, big or small. They get put down. When was the last time you heard of a termination though?”

“In LA? Years I guess.”

“Exactly. The Houses are the reason for that. They control their people absolutely. You think they’re doing a bad job? Look at Chicago or New York if you want to know what will happen here without strong House leadership.”

“So what went wrong if your four Houses are so great?”

“They’re not my Houses. I told you, they’re for vamps, like packs are for shifters. The Angels are my crew; they’re my House and pack.”

“Damn straight,” Flex rumbled.

Chris sneered at him, but her heart wasn’t really in it. “You still haven’t said what went wrong with O’Neal.”

“Like shifters, the vamp Houses control territories in the city. The entire thing has been parcelled out with borders and everything. They don’t intersect. The shifters have their territories too, some within vamp borders, some not, and then you have the human gangs like The Angels. Most don’t give a fuck about the monster’s territories because they’re stupid; they’re in a constant war with them because of it. Not being an idiot, I’ve made it my business to know how to deal with the monsters. The Angels are in a good place because I have allies. We fight who I say when I say and only if I say. I don’t do wars, they’re expensive.”

“Yeah, and we’re not talking money,” Flex said.

Chris nodded. “So what went wrong?”

“A vampire in Chicago got ambitious a few years back. His name was Alexander. He built an empire out of his House and went to war with everyone else. He got cocky and it all blew up in his face. The feds got into it and Alexander’s House imploded. Vamps call it the Shadow War now. Alexander’s crew, the survivors anyway, scattered across the Republic. Most have been hunted down now by vamps who want a quiet life and don’t need rogues entering their territories making trouble. Most, get it?”

Chris groaned.

“Yeah,” Angel said sourly. “We think one of them wants to set up a House here, but so far we haven’t found him or her, and believe me we’ve been looking.”

“So the new guy or gal is making trouble for our home-grown vamps?”

“That’s about the size of it,” Angel agreed with a small nod. “We think he’s building an army to use against the Houses. Maybe old John escaped somehow, or maybe his master let him go for his own reasons. We don’t know. Our necromancer will ask him about it among other things. As soon as we have a location, all hell is going to rain on his arse.”

Chris grunted. “I want in.”

Angel looked doubtful.

“I’m sure you can talk to someone.”

“I can ask, but I don’t see them agreeing. They don’t like airing dirty laundry in front of witnesses.”

“Especially not in front of cops,” Flex said. “What can you offer them but official notice and trouble?”

She couldn’t think of anything, but they owed her. Maybe that would move them? “Tell your vamp he owes me.”

Angel snorted.

“Seriously. Tell him that his incompetence nearly killed me that night and see what he says.”

Angel’s eyes bugged. “You have got to be kidding! I can’t say that!”

“Of course you can. Tell you what, give me the link when you have him on the line and I’ll tell him.”

“Ha-ha—no,” Angel deadpanned. “I’ll ask him.”

“Suit yourself,” she said, secretly pleased with the situation. “Call.”

“I told you, he won’t be awake yet.”

“Awake, right.” Chris checked the time on her wristband but they had a couple of hours until sunset. “I’m going to get a drink. Want anything?”

Angel shook her head.

“Suit yourself.”

Chris went to the bar for a couple of beers. When she came back to the table with two open bottles of Empire, she found Flex arguing with Angel, but they went quiet as soon as she was close enough to hear them clearly. She didn’t care. Flex probably wanted Angel to ditch her, but that wasn’t happening. She was determined to meet the swordsman. She took her seat and slowly drank beer, waiting for sunset.

When the time came, Angel pulled out her link and made the call. “Mister Gavin, it’s me... yeah I know. This is kind of an unusual situation. No, not that kind of danger... or that kind either. Listen, I have someone here who wants to meet you. She says you owe her,” Angel winced and listened intently. “She’s a cop. No, but if I don’t bring her to you I have a feeling she won’t go away.”

“You got that right,” she said and Angel waved her silent.

“Okay if you say it’s alright. Yeah, I’ll bring her now. Okay, bye.” She put away her link. “I’m to bring you to him.”

“I heard.”

“Now is when you get to change your mind. If I take you to him and it goes bad, don’t come crying to me when you end up dead.”

She snorted.

“I’m not kidding,” Angel said seriously. “If you come after me with fangs in your mouth, I’ll stake you quicker than you can blink.”

Chris believed her. “I would probably let you. I’d rather be dead than a bloodsucker.”

Angel stood. “You have wheels?”

She nodded and led the way to her car.

* * *



27 ~ House Lochlain

“Do you keep in touch with the others?” Chris asked as she negotiated traffic.

“No.”

“At all?”

Angel shrugged. “Most of them got out of the life years ago. That or they’re dead. The only thing still the same at the Rascals is the name.”

“TC still leads it.”

“I know.”

“You don’t talk? You used to be tight.”

“Yeah well, shit happens.”

She frowned. She knew what had happened but didn’t want to bring up Danny’s death again. “This vamp, how well do you know him?”

“Well enough to know that if you cross him you won’t live long enough to do it again.”

“Is that supposed to frighten me?”

“It’s supposed to warn you, but take it however you want. Mister Gavin and the Angels have a working relationship—”

She snorted her derision of that notion. “Don’t pretty it up for me. He’s one of the monsters, and it disgusts me that you work for him.”

“Think what you want, but we don’t work for him. We work with him and the others in Monster Central. We do better than most. Don’t believe me? Ask around. Fighting the vamps and furries is a waste of time and effort. There’s no way to win.”

“You’ve got that right,” Flex said from the back seat. “You annoy them and they either make you into one of them or they make you disappear.”

Angel nodded. “We have Lochlain protection because we’re useful. Staying useful is my current goal in life.”

Flex chuckled.

“Lochlain?”

“House Lochlain,” Angel said. “You’ll meet the master of the House soon enough. I suggest you think of something polite to say before we get there.”

“Fuck polite, I want answers.”

“You won’t get them with that attitude, I can tell you that. He’s over six hundred years old, de-tec-tive. If you want him to even notice you’re in the room, you better have something to say worth listening to.”

She fumed, but she did want answers. She was still inclined to go in demanding them, but her earlier idea might work better. A six hundred year old vamp was probably old school. The old tended to cling to tradition and look back at the past wearing rose tinted glasses. She bet someone as old as this vamp would be even more likely to follow outdated concepts. Did he look back and not see poverty and disease but chivalry? Did he remember open sewers and not smell it, but remember with fondness riding the streets on horseback? She bet he did, she just bet he did. If she went in there and made him acknowledge his debt to her, she might gain the answers she sought. It was a plan. A good one? That remained to be seen, but it did have merits—the main one being she didn’t have another.

Angel indicated a place to park and Chris pulled up. They climbed out and the girl crossed the road toward an apartment building, her leather trench coat billowing behind her as the wind gusted along the empty street. Chris and Flex flanked the girl as they pushed through the doors into the lobby. It was a well-lit and clean space. She couldn’t remember ever being called out to a murder scene here. There were still places in the city that she hadn’t seen the inside of for work, but not many this size. She could tell it had been converted from a hotel to apartments; it still had the front desk, and it was manned.

Angel approached the man holding down the desk and nodded to him. “Frank.”

“Miss,” Frank acknowledged, looking hard at Chris. “Mister Lochlin is expecting you. “You want me to come up?”

“Nah, I’ve got her.”

Chris scowled.

“You be careful. He’s got visitors and they weren’t happy.”

“Yeah? Anyone I know?”

“Stephen and a new wolf he picked up somewhere. Rachelle was with them. She brought that witch of hers along. It’s her you should be careful of.”

“Rachelle?”

“The witch. She’s dark, Spence says.”

“Is he here too?”

Frank nodded. “He really doesn’t like her; told me she reeks of the black.”

“Yeah, I know. We’ve met.”

Frank’s eyebrows climbed.

Angel turned away and headed for the elevators.

“Did I hear that right? He’s got a black witch up there?”

“A necromance, yeah. You heard right.”

“Is she the one...?”

Angel nodded.

She felt better knowing that. She was finally getting somewhere. The witch was probably here to report on what she’d learned from O’Neal, and she wanted to know that real bad. She was determined to take down O’Neal’s maker through fair means or foul. And she guessed it would be foul. The case was closed. Cappy would try to reopen it if she went to him and was persuasive enough, but he would come up against resistance from the Chief and the Mayor above him. Those two were in each other’s pockets. Politics was the enemy of good police work. She sneered at the thought of trying to reopen the case when the Mayor wanted it to go away. It would never happen. No, this had to be handled on the down low, and Angel’s vamp was already on the case. She didn’t have to handle it alone.

The elevator let them out on the top floor, and Angel led the way. A door to the left opened as they walked by, but the girl took no notice. Chris noted the old lady standing there, glaring at her. What was her problem? Another door opened further along, and a man and boy stepped out to watch them in silence. What in the nine hells was this? Another door opened and another. She stopped to look back. All the apartment doors were open now and the occupants had come out into the hall to stare at them. They weren’t friendly.

Angel stopped to look back. “You coming?”

Chris waved a hand at the crowd.

“Don’t worry about them, they belong to House Lochlain.”

“Belong?” she said rejoining the girl. “What does that mean?”

“It means what it means. They’re under Lochlain protection, and in return, they protect the House. They’re Mister Gavin’s people. Everyone in the building belongs to him.”

She didn’t like the sound of that. What, they were his servants, slaves... food? Her lip curled in disgust at the thought, and Angel laughed.

“They aren’t prisoners, de-tec-tive. You really don’t know anything, do you? How can you do your thing in Monster Central and not know this stuff? No wonder the newsies think the cops can’t find their butts with both hands. They’re right!”

“I do my thing just fine thanks,” she said, stung. “Ask the vamps and shifters I’ve dealt with if they liked it.”

“Any of them still breathing? I remember how quick on the trigger you are.”

Chris lowered her voice. “When will you let it go? I’m sorry he’s dead. How many times can I say it before you’ll believe me? Nothing can bring Danny back. I would if I could.”

Angel turned away as her answer and Chris sighed.

Flex smirked.

Angel knocked on one of the apartment doors. It was the only one still closed. Chris shuffled her feet uncomfortable with all the staring tenants. It was creepy as hell the way they silently watched her. And it was her they were interested in, not Angel or Flex. They were very obviously focused upon her, even the kids. She shivered, wondering what they would do if she did something they didn’t like. She wasn’t willing to find out.

The door opened to reveal a woman in red satin shirt and blue jeans. “Oh hey, Angel.”

“Hey, Sandy. He’s expecting me.”

The woman nodded jingling the keys she was holding as she stepped out into the hall. “I was just leaving. Go on through.”

Angel exchanged places with her. “Thanks.”

Sandy smiled and walked along the hall to unlock her door. She stopped to look back and wave. Angel raised a hand in answer and entered the apartment.

“Girlfriend?” she asked and Flex coughed trying to cover a smirk.

Angel shook her head and locked the door before moving deeper into the apartment. “Breakfast.”

Her stomach flip-flopped. “You mean she...?”

“She’s food.”

Goddess, what a mad house.

“She’s doing well for herself,” Flex added. “She’s looking good these days.”

Angel nodded. “Hmmm.”

“How can you say that? It’s... it’s disgusting!”

“Grow up!” Angel said crossly. “You eat burgers. Do you care where the meat comes from? I don’t think so. We all need to eat, but Mister Gavin does care where his food comes from. Sandy was a runaway and whore a month ago. Now she has her own apartment, money for clothes and anything else she wants, and she’s back in school learning to be something other than a hole for some dick cruising 104th Street. She hasn’t turned a trick in weeks. Get off your high horse for a minute and look around at the real world! You think it’s sick to willingly feed a vamp, but you don’t have a problem with her selling herself to men who could kill her as easily as screw her and probably would have one day! You’re the one who is sick, not her!”

Chris just stood there, stunned at the tirade. Angel looked at her with absolute loathing, and she felt it deep in her chest. She had lost her; the knowledge stabbed her in the heart. She had known it, sort of, but had always held out hope that one day she might fix things with Angel. It would never happen; she knew that now. Angel was lost. There was no fixing the loathing and hatred she saw in the girl’s eyes. It was over.

Flex edged by and followed Angel deeper into the apartment. Chris took a deep breath and followed.

The first thing she noticed was the size of the apartment. It was much bigger than she would have guessed from out in the hall, created by knocking two of the original hotel suites into one. The second and more important thing was that the room Angel entered was occupied by way too many monsters for her piece of mind. Angel and Flex were the only other real humans present. She didn’t count the necromance of course, whom she picked out of the crowd easily. The woman’s aura was black. Chris had never wanted anything to do with magic and had never cast a spell despite her dad urging her to learn his art, but magic was in her family and blood. She didn’t like it, but she was sensitive to it. The witch practiced the black; no question about it.

There were three vamps present, and two other men that she recognised as shifters; they had the telltale glowing eyes. She had dealt with all kinds in her time on the streets, and judged them with a glance. They were muscle. It was an easy label to apply. What else were shifters good for? The eyes pegged them as wolves rather than some kind of cat shifter. The three undead were the centre of attention and the most dangerous. All monsters could kill you, or make you one of them, but only the undead could endanger your soul. She believed in the goddess and the god, but she wasn’t one to pray or visit the temple except on special occasions. Despite her lack of piety, she did believe that vampires had no souls. The thought of being turned into one was horrifying. Still, she had a job to do and she’d always fought her fears. She would deal.

The meeting paused when Angel entered the room and went to speak to one of the vampires. He listened attentively and nodded before turning his attention to Chris. That was when she realised that she had stopped just outside the room as if about to flee. Not a good start. She forced herself to advance, and she did have to force herself. That made her mad, and she was glad of it. Anger overwhelmed the fear, and it was like that she made the acquaintance of three out of four of the most powerful vamps in LA for the first time.

“You owe me,” she said before anyone could say anything to fob her off. “You screwed up and nine women are dead. I nearly died through your inaction. You owe me!”

Angel groaned, but Flex grinned. The two shifters laughed, but then regarded each other strangely, as if just then realising they might become friends. The witch didn’t laugh, and neither did the vamps. The vampires had turned into statues giving nothing away of what they thought of her claim. Two of them were men, one was a woman, but all were staring at her as if wondering what she would taste like. Chris shivered when she realised they really could be wondering that, though Angel’s vamp had just eaten breakfast apparently. She kept her eyes on Angel’s vampire, but she was careful not to let him catch her gaze. That was something everyone knew about the undead. She’d had all the courses the department mandated its officers had to pass before dealing with non-humans, but that rule was universal, not just for police officers.

“I don’t believe we’ve been introduced,” Angel’s vamp finally said. “Angelina, if you would please?”

The girl nodded. “Mister Gavin master of House Lochlain, Stephen master of House Edmonton, and Rachelle master of House De Santis, this is Detective Chris Humber of Robbery Homicide based at Central. De-tec-tive, meet the masters of the city of LA.”

She sneered. “Masters of LA, right. Grandiose much?”

The shifters laughed again and received an annoyed look from Stephen this time. They shrugged their apologies and the laughter did stop, but their expressions continued to convey their amusement. She was glad someone was having a good time.

“You feel that you have been dealt with unfairly?” Gavin said. “You make claims against my House?”

She heard the emphasis he placed upon his house and assumed it meant something important to him, but it was only a guess. She hoped it meant he would deal fairly with her. She hoped it meant he would be willing to deal at all.

“I do. If you take your masters of the city thing seriously, then you must believe in taking responsibility for what happens within it. Do you?”

“What I believe, or do not, is not your concern.”

“I say it is.”

Gavin shrugged, making it plain how little he cared.

She scowled, but then an idea came to her. Shifters claimed territory just like the gangs, and from Angel’s lecture earlier, she knew that vampires did similar things with her talk of borders. She wondered whose territory each of O’Neal’s victims had been lured from. She wished she’d thought to bring her map, but she had it memorised. She had tried to force it to cough up answers so many times during her investigation, that it was burned into her memory.

“Which of you,” she made air quotes, “rules, 104th street and the clubs nearby?”

“Why?” Stephen asked suspiciously.

“I do,” Gavin said. “It is Lochlain territory.”

“As I thought. That’s why it’s your fault.”

“Clever,” Rachelle said, and smiled approval. “She has you, Gavin.”

“She has nothing if I say she has nothing.”

“Don’t try to weasel out,” Chris warned. “I might not know much about you vamps, but I know a few things about the gangs. If you don’t control what goes on in your territory, it’s not really yours. Which is it? Are you master of Lochlain or not?”

“Lochlain is mine,” Gavin growled making her neck hairs stand up. “Any who doubt it may try to take it from me.” He aimed that last declaration at Rachelle, but she dismissed the implied threat with a shrug.

“Then you agree that any vamp in your territory comes under your authority, whether turned by you or not?”

“I agree,” Gavin said warily.

“Then O’Neal was your responsibility the moment he started hunting people in your territory. With me so far?”

“I saved your life and put an end to him, what more do you want?”

“I want his goddess cursed maker in two pieces at my feet! I want his damned head!”

Gavin’s eyes flashed silver. “Do you indeed? And are you asking me to murder this person for you as a representative of the police?”

She looked away, and then at her feet. “No.”

“What was that?”

He’d heard her well enough. All monsters had heightened senses, but he wanted to humiliate her. She scowled but saw nothing to be gained by denying her intention to kill the one responsible for creating O’Neal.

“I said no. This is for me and the women O’Neal killed. The case is closed. I don’t agree it should have been, but getting it reopened against the Mayor’s wishes is impossible. The entire thing is surrounded by political bullshit now. Those women will only receive justice if you people do the right thing. I don’t know your opinion of justice, whether it’s a concept you recognise or believe in, but I do.”

Stephen hissed at the implied rebuke. “Justice is a fine thing. It’s a shame that in this country it’s never applied even-handedly. When have my people ever received justice?” He waved a hand toward the shifters. “Ask David if he believes in your justice when applied to his people. Ask anyone not lucky enough to be human!”

“There’s nothing I can do about that,” she said. “I have no control of policy. I don’t make the laws, I enforce them, but I do have control over what I do or don’t do. So do you. What’s it to be?”

Gavin frowned and glanced toward Stephen and Rachelle. Neither gave any indication of what they thought. “Stephen and Rachelle are visiting to discuss the one you seek. The newborn... O’Neal did you say?”

Chris nodded.

“O’Neal has been questioned and his maker revealed. I was about to learn the name when you interrupted. If I’m now to do your bidding and remove this nuisance from life, I must have assurances.”

Stephen didn’t like that. “Are you sure this is wise? We can’t have the police mixed into this. OSI are still sniffing about.”

Chris frowned, who or what was OSI? “I’m on sick leave,” she said touching the bandage wrapping her throat. “Think of me as a civilian observer.”

Gavin snorted. “I can smell the gun you are carrying.”

She shrugged. Vamps could do that? She hadn’t known something like that was even possible. Maybe he smelled the oil she used or something. Live and learn.

“Okay, a well armed civilian observer then.”

“If I allow this, I need to know that whatever happens will remain between us.”

“You have my word.”

Gavin nodded, apparently satisfied with that, but this time Rachelle objected. “This is ridiculous! We can’t take her word on this! I won’t be bound by your foolish faith in this woman. You’ve only just met her, and she’s police!” She appealed to Stephen. “Make him see sense, or I’m leaving.”

“Rachelle is right,” Stephen said. “We can’t risk everything on her word.”

“My word is good,” she growled angrily.

“Is that so?” Stephen said focusing his attention upon her. “And I should believe you, why? A police officer who says she upholds the law, but is willing to contract vampires to kill for her? That sounds more like revenge to me than justice. What about this scenario should encourage me to trust you? Am I to base my trust upon speeches and your apparent belief in justice when we’ve barely met?”

She scowled, but she did—reluctantly—see his point. “What can I say that will reassure you?”

“Nothing,” Rachelle said. “Leave this for us to deal with. You have my word that O’Neal’s maker will be dealt with as he deserves.”

Stephen nodded.

“No! I want to know what the hell is going on in my city. I want to look this vamp in the eyes as you take him out, and not hear later how he mysteriously got away. You don’t trust me; I understand that, so don’t expect me to trust you. We do this together.”

“I’m walking,” Rachelle said and started to leave.

“Do not,” Gavin said, and Rachelle froze in surprise at his order. The necromance eyed Gavin warily from her patron’s side. “You do not have my leave to go.”

Rachelle looked shocked, and turned to appeal to Stephen, but he was no help. He looked as stunned as she did.

“We will explore this matter of trust and overcome the difficulties,” Gavin said, pretending not to notice his guest’s shock at his highhandedness. “We do not trust you, Detective, and you do not trust us, but I believe I have the solution, or rather, Rachelle does.”

“I do?” Rachelle said.

“Your companion does,” Gavin said and addressed himself to the necromance. “Don’t you?”

The necromance hesitated.

“You do know how to lay a binding? A geas I think it’s called now.”

“I know how,” the necromance agreed. “She doesn’t have to be willing, but it would be better if she were.”

“Like hell!” Chris said backing away and reaching for the weapon at the small of her back. “No one is using magic on me, especially not a black witch.”

“If that gun comes out of your pants,” Gavin said in a bored voice. “I will take it amiss and you won’t live to regret it. I do this to accommodate you. You wanted to be involved, insisted upon it in fact. This is the only way you’ll be allowed to join us. Choose.”

She lowered her empty hand. “What exactly would I be agreeing to?”

“Simply give your word not to betray us and allow the witch to bind you with a geas preventing it.”

She really really didn’t want to do this, but it was obvious she would get no further if she didn’t. She eyed the witch’s aura, feeling sick. She was a black witch, but then necromancy was dark enough to blacken a saint’s soul. It didn’t mean the woman would harm her, or did it?

“Your word that the geas will do nothing more than keep me to my promise.”

“You have it,” Gavin said and turned his attention to the witch. “You will do nothing more than that. Do not make a liar of me, or I swear I’ll make a corpse of you.”

The witch scowled. “No need for threats.”

“It saves time. Do it now, we’re wasting the night.”

“What do I have to do?” Chris said.

The witch approached. “Nothing really. I hold your head between my hands and bind you as you promise. You have to say the words clearly, and use simple wording—nothing ambiguous.”

“Like what?”

“Like... don’t say you promise not to tell the police. That would let you tell someone else, and they could tell the cops for you.”

Rachelle stepped forward. “Say that you will not reveal anything you see or hear while accompanying us, or discuss anything at all that you learn in connection with O’Neal or his maker from this moment on, with anyone not currently present.”

“That’s a mouthful,” she said sourly, but it covered all bases. More to the point, it didn’t actually bind her to anything she objected to, because frankly, although she wanted O’Neal’s maker dead, she had no intention of going down by incriminating herself as an accomplice by talking about it. “Okay, let’s do it.”

The witch took her face in her hands, holding her head so that her palms had good skin contact with her cheeks and began muttering to herself under her breath. Chris shivered, though the woman’s hands were warm. It was the feel of her magic, not her touch that repulsed. She held still and endured. The witch nodded and she set herself to do as she’d promised. Angel smiled at her, but it wasn’t a friendly gesture. It was mocking. The girl knew her aversion to any kind of magic.

“I swear that I will not reveal anything I see or hear...”

* * *



28 ~ House Fabron

David watched the cop compromise her honour and sell her principles to House Lochlain in the name of justice, and felt sad. He had no right to feel that way. Hadn’t he made the exact same choice when he allowed Ronnie to kill for him, and Stephen to sponsor him? He knew he had, but this felt worse. This woman, this cop was a city servant. She wasn’t simply selling her own honour, she was in effect saying the law could not provide those dead women with the justice they deserved, and the only way to repair the injustice was to step outside the law into vigilantism. What made it worse was that she was right. He hated that she was right.

“I heard that the Blood Drinkers are recruiting,” Spence whispered, not wanting to disrupt the binding spell. “How’s that going?”

Spence was a powerful wolf that he’d only just met, but Stephen knew him and thought well of him. He was alpha, but not Alpha of a pack. He was that very rare thing in LA—an unattached loner not considered a rogue. Spence was unique in that status, as far as David knew, and had attached himself to House Lochlain to maintain it. He was considered by the other Houses to be Gavin’s wolf, just as everyone back at the club had been considered Stephen’s. He would dearly love to know how Spence survived without a pack. He couldn’t imagine living without one now, and knew Mist would hate it. How did Spence’s wolf cope without one?

“You heard right, and it’s going fine.”

Spence grunted. “Not what I heard.”

“Maybe fine is overstating a little,” he said sourly, and Spence grinned to hear it. “Maybe I should have said it’s going as fine as can be expected.”

“Yeah. I heard there were some disagreements.”

That was one way of putting it. Lawrence and Darrin were heading up his recruitment teams. That’s what he called them, but in reality, they were the pack’s enforcers. They were unavoidable because putting the word out that his pack was openly recruiting had led to an underwhelming response. Lawrence had warned him what to expect, but he’d wanted to try it. He’d felt, still felt really, that there should be a civilised way to handle the transition within House Edmonton’s territory, but no one else seemed to agree. It was infuriating. There really was no need for violence, but in all cases so far it had come down to exactly that in the end. Shifters seemed constitutionally unable to submit voluntarily. They had to push the boundaries.

Lawrence and Darrin as his deputies had so far sufficed in strong-arming the loners and family sized groups into joining the pack, forcing out of the territory those who refused to join. That would become a problem soon; he could see it looming. The less submissive betas, leavened with a weak alpha or two, had chosen to flee to other packs rather than submit; they could be trouble once settled in their new situations, but what could he do? He wouldn’t sign off on killing them, preferring instead to let them run hoping they would not do what he feared they might. Some would settle into obscurity again he was sure, but not all would. He could see some boundary disputes looming, just as Stephen had warned him would happen, and they would likely be led or spurred on by those who he’d allowed to run.

“Lawrence is a good man to have on your side,” Spence said. “But you can’t let him handle everything for you. Looking weak isn’t the same as being weak, I know that better than most, but allowing him to lead your pack will give people the wrong idea.”

David sighed. Even Spence thought he was shirking. “I lead the Blood Drinkers not him, but I know what you mean. Lawrence has pretty much rounded up everyone he can easily handle now. He’s strong and so is Darrin, but there are a few groups they’re steering clear of. They’re for me and Ronnie.”

Spence’s eyebrows climbed in surprise.

“It’s all part of the grand plan. Don’t worry about it.”

Spence gave him a long considering look, re-evaluating him and what he thought he’d known. “Stephen has been coaching you.”

“Why do you say that?”

“It’s a gambit straight out of the vamp’s Great Game handbook.”

“Stephen didn’t coach me, but we think a lot alike in some things. Not everything; not in anywhere near everything, but in this we do. I want House Edmonton secure so that my pack has a safe place to call home. I’ll do whatever it takes to see that happen. After that, well, I have plans but I’m not sharing them with you. Not unless you want to join up?”

Spence snorted.

David grinned. “No harm in asking. How do you cope without a pack?”

Spence shrugged. “I just do. It’s not as if I don’t hang out with other shifters at Stephen’s club and other places, but I like my own company just fine too. I haven’t felt a need to join a pack yet, and it’s been quite a few years now. I doubt I ever will.”

“And your beast lets you get away with that?”

“Luan and I have an understanding.”

“Handy,” David said. Mist would never let him get away with remaining independent he was sure; for a time yes, but not forever. “And unusual I’d say.”

Spence nodded seriously. “Saves on all the pack bullshit.”

“Challenges you mean.”

“That and being expected to lead. I won’t be second fiddle to anyone, but I don’t want to tell people what to do either.”

“I know exactly how you feel,” he said, and he did, but Mist wouldn’t let him remain independent. If he had to have a pack, and he did, he preferred to lead it. As Ronnie had impressed upon him that time at Lost Souls, he either chose to lead or became one who was led. There was no in between.

“Your beast—”

“Mist.”

“Mist is dominant to you?”

“We’re partners in most things but in this he is. All shifters are supposed to be that way, or so everyone keeps telling me. You seem different.”

“Everyone says that,” Spence said dryly. “I wouldn’t know having nothing to compare my bond with. Luan and I get along fine as we are. Will we always? I have no idea, but I’m happy rubbing along like this for now.”

“Here we go,” David said, nodding toward the witch and the cop she was just about finished with. “Better get ready to duck.”

“Why?”

“You’ll see.”

The witch lowered her hands and stepped away to rejoin her patron. The cop looked a little pale, but she was holding up. He had felt her fear of the binding. It impressed him that she’d gone through with it, but then again, Gavin really hadn’t given her much choice. She was doing okay though, for someone out of her comfort zone. She was certainly doing better than he’d done his first few days among monsters. The mental adjustment of dealing with non-humans took a little time, but she was fine.

“Satisfied?” Chris said, glaring for effect. David could tell she didn’t really feel angry. She felt relieved it was over more than anything right now. “I want to know what you’re doing about O’Neal’s maker.”

“And so you shall,” Gavin said. “But not until I’m brought up to date. I can hardly tell you what I don’t know myself, now can I?”

Chris scowled.

Gavin turned to Stephen. “Where were we?”

“I was about to tell you that we know who turned O’Neal and where he is.”

“Convenient. How do you know where this person is? Surely it makes more sense for his resting place to be a closely held secret?”

Stephen hesitated, but Rachelle blurted the answer, “It was Michael!”

“What was?” Gavin said turning to her.

“O’Neal’s maker. It’s Michael!”

“Impossible,” Gavin snapped. “He would not. Your witch made a mistake, botched the ritual somehow.”

“It’s not a mistake,” Stephen said. “It has to be why he hasn’t come to any of our meetings or responded to our messages.”

“I do not believe it. He can make a companion or two if he wishes, but why let this one run amok? It makes no sense for it to be him. None. He is already well situated here with us. Why risk everything this way? It’s not him.”

“It is,” Stephen said unhappily.

“It definitely is,” the witch added. “And just so you know for future reference, I don’t make mistakes where my craft is concerned. I wouldn’t live long if I did.”

Chris nodded at that, and David wondered how a cop new anything about necromancy. Maybe the police had courses about detecting such things? He really didn’t know.

“I witnessed the questioning,” Rachelle added. “It was Michael. What are you going to do about it?”

“Not I,” Gavin said scowling. “We. We will visit and ask him straight out.”

“I’m willing,” Stephen said. “But in case you’re wrong, we must go prepared to fight.”

“Fine,” Gavin snapped. “Call your people. Have them meet us there. We go now. I will not waste another night on this foolishness. We need to discover who is really behind this, not waste time accusing allies of wrongdoing to no good purpose!”

“I’m going with you,” Chris said.

“Of course you must,” Gavin agreed. “Did I not promise? Make your calls.”

David withdrew his link from a pocket as Stephen and the others began making their own calls. He had Lawrence on speed dial, Darrin and Ronnie too. He called each one in turn and gave his instructions. Lawrence had been waiting for the call, knowing ahead of time they would likely be going after Michael tonight. There had been a discussion with Stephen and Danyelle about simply taking matters into their own hands before coming to Gavin. Stephen’s forces should be more than enough to deal with the problem, but he was hesitant to act unilaterally against another House when all four of them were allied. Bringing the problem to the others was safer, and it was certainly the more circumspect course politically.

“It’s a go,” David said when Lawrence picked up. “No changes.”

“Right,” Lawrence said grimly and disconnected.

He chose Darrin next. “It’s on.”

“See you there, bye.”

He chose to contact Ronnie last because he had a feeling she would be the one to try arguing. “We’re on our way to Michael’s place. I just wanted you to know.”

“Thanks. How did he take it?”

“Better than I thought he would. He doesn’t believe us, but he’s willing to ask him about it.”

“Don’t take any chances.”

“I’ll have most of the pack with me.”

“Accidents happen. Be careful.”

“I will. Bye.”

“Bye,” Ronnie said and disconnected first.

David frowned at his link. That went suspiciously well.

“What’s wrong?” Spence asked.

“Nothing. Have you ever been ready for an argument, and then when it doesn’t happen you feel kind of cheated?”

“Ha! A woman was it?”

“My future mate, but she’s still holding out.”

Spence grinned. “Congrats for the future then, but yes I’ve often been cheated out of a good argument. It usually means they’re up to something sneaky.”

That’s what he’d been thinking.

“Angelina?” Gavin said. “Your van?”

“It’s on the way. My boys are bringing my stuff.”

Gavin surveyed his guests. “Everyone is to remember that we are visiting an ally. Nothing has been proven against House Fabron. You will not attack without provocation. Am I clear?”

Everyone nodded.

“Good. We go.”

Michael Fabron had chosen to make his home not within the city as the other vampire Houses had done, but had instead chosen the prestige of the Hollywood Hills. He was unusual in that his territory was divided into two distinct zones. He controlled the mansion and grounds of his estate in the Holmby Hills as his well-guarded residence, while at the same time he administered the greater portion of his territory in the city through proxies and allies. That didn’t mean he had chosen a hermit-like existence, as Gavin seemed to prefer; far from it. His huge estate in the Holmby Hills was well known for its lavish parties. Michael revelled in providing extravagant hospitality for his guests to enjoy, and he made them welcome often. There were famous celebrities numbered among his friends, many of them human holovid stars of both large and small screen. A neat trick when non-humans were considered lesser and treated more like sub-human animals than people. Everything about Michael attracted. His manner of speaking, of dress, his sense of self and humour... all of it drew others to him like moths to flame. It was his own personal brand of glamour of course, and it wasn’t restricted only to humans. Many an unwary vampire had succumbed to his wiles, and left again a few short days later longing to stay. Neither sex was safe from his attentions, and no race could deny him; not human, not vampire, not shifter, or even elf. All loved him, and he loved all equally.

Only demons could truly be incubi, and despite AML propaganda to the contrary, vampires were not descended from that ancient race. Vampires were descended of humans, but Michael came as close to being an incubus as any could come without having demon blood running through their veins. A more flamboyant vampire in existence was hard to imagine.

Gavin’s doubts were completely understandable to David, who didn’t know Michael at all. He only knew him through Stephen’s explanations on the journey from Lost Souls to Gavin’s home. If the reality was only half close to Stephen’s stories about Michael, he found himself siding with Gavin. Why would such a hedonist risk everything to turn a serial killer loose on the city? If O’Neal had been an accident, why hadn’t he asked for help if he felt unable to deal with the problem? It really didn’t make a lot of sense.

He didn’t know anything about necromancy and didn’t want to, but Stephen and Rachelle did. They were putting a lot of faith in the necromance and the damning evidence she had revealed. The witch was sure that O’Neal was descended of Michael, meaning Michael’s blood had turned him—not even the final death was enough to sever the blood bond between a maker and his child completely. Her rituals and questioning in Rachelle’s presence—and the thought of such questioning of a decapitated corpse boggled David’s mind—had only strengthened her belief in Michael’s guilt.

He turned to look out of the limousine’s rear window. The cop was in her own car following them closely, and behind her bringing up the rear was Angel’s gang in their van. The girl had chosen to ride with her people, while the three vampires had elected to stay together in the comfort of the limo. Stephen had invited him and Spence to join them. David wouldn’t have minded keeping the cop company if she’d asked, but he could tell that she’d been relieved when the arrangements left her on her own. He had felt that very clearly, so he hadn’t offered to join her.

“I’m surprised you allowed the cop into this,” Spence said. “Why did you?”

“You heard her. I owed a debt,” Gavin said and smiled briefly at Spence’s snort of disbelief. “You don’t sound convinced.”

“You pay the debts you want to pay, and that’s not always to the creditor’s benefit. She seems to think that vamps are frozen in the past and that you somehow don’t experience all the years you’ve been alive or the changes that have occurred in the world. She probably thinks you don’t know how to drive and would jump on a horse as soon as look at it!”

“Probably. I do look back with fondness at some of what I’ve seen. I won’t deny that. Would I go back to when I first arrived upon this world if I could? On the whole, no I would not. Would I go home to Lochlain on my own world? Yes, upon the instant, but that cannot be. As to your question regarding the detective; I want her under my eye. It is better she see what we want her to see and only that, than have her sneaking around in the shadows. Better she be controlled than force me to take permanent steps to prevent her interfering.”

Permanent steps, right, it meant Gavin preferred not to kill her. David had to agree there. This was his world now, and making these kinds of decisions was something he would have to get used to himself. He was learning a lot by watching how the vampires handled things. Stephen was less direct than Gavin in the main, preferring alliances and compromises over precipitant action; that was strength not a weakness as far as David was concerned, and he liked that about the vampire. Stephen never took action without carefully thinking his options through, but that didn’t make him indecisive; far from it. Once decided upon his course, he doggedly pursued it with ruthless efficiency.

The limo turned onto Carolwood Drive and abruptly slowed. The partition separating them from the driver slid down as the car stopped, and Charles looked back from his place behind the wheel.

“There’s trouble,” Charles said.

David peered through the windscreen and found Lawrence and Darrin in the road approaching the car at a run. “It’s Lawrence,” he said opening his door and climbing out.

“We’ve got trouble!” Lawrence yelled as he slowed. “Someone beat us to the punch. Michael is under attack.”

Gavin snarled.

The cop pulled up and climbed out of her car to join them, spoiling for a fight. “What are you trying to pull now?”

Stephen’s eyes flashed silver. “You know as much as we.” He turned to question Lawrence. “Who is attacking, and why?”

“Humans, that’s all we know for sure, but my guess? AML.”

“We have to give aid,” Gavin said. “Michael is our ally.”

Stephen nodded.

Rachelle hesitated, but finally nodded. “For now he is.”

Angel arrived in her van and parked nearby. Her gang spilled out of the doors around her as she attached herself to Gavin, stationing herself to guard him on the right. Spence had already claimed his left shoulder. Angel’s gang consisted of two hard-eyed women and six men including Flex. All were well armed and looked ready for mayhem. David caught sight of a wide variety of blades and guns. The women carried machetes, and he was careful to stay well clear of them. He could heal bullet wounds he was certain, even wounds inflicted by silver, but those blades could take his head off. He was pretty sure it would be game over if that happened. 

Angel was wearing some kind of vest under her trench coat, bulletproof maybe, with a myriad of blades slipped into loops attached to it. He would bet they had a high quality silver coating. The machetes looked electroplated too, now that he thought about it. They were very bright and shiny in the moonlight. Angel’s knives looked designed for throwing and she had plenty of them to use, but she hadn’t neglected to bring other weapons. There were two lethal looking sub-machine guns hanging low near her hips. It would take only an instant to grab them and spray her targets. They were certainly loaded with silver ammo.

David shrugged out of his jacket and began undressing. “You stick to Stephen like your life depends on it, because it does. Protect him.”

Darrin nodded and moved to stand at Stephen’s back.

Stephen glanced back at him and raised an eyebrow at David. “Do I suddenly give you the impression that I cannot defend myself?”

“Accidents happen. Why risk it?” He turned to Lawrence. “You’re with me, but I want you in alpha form not human or wolf. Who did you bring with you, any other alphas?”

“Er, well... everyone wanted to come so I let them.”

David stared at him a moment in disbelief, and then continued his undressing. “Who is looking after the club?”

“Yes,” Stephen said wryly. “Who is looking after my club?”

“Edward said it would be okay,” Lawrence said shuffling his feet under Stephen’s regard. “I left him enough people from the day shift for security.”

“Hmmm.”

“So you didn’t bring everyone,” David said.

“Most then, and yes all the alphas and most of the strongest betas.”

“That’s fine. You take your half around the back. I’m taking mine in the front. Do whatever it takes to keep our people safe—”

“And find Michael,” Gavin interjected. “I want him safe.”

David ignored the interruption. “—and we’ll clean up the bodies afterwards. Don’t risk lives to avoid making them. I want us all going home safe. If you can save Michael or his people then do it, but don’t kill any of ours trying.”

Gavin didn’t like that.

David turned to him letting his eyes subtly change to make them glow faintly. “If you don’t like how I run my pack, may I suggest using yours to find and protect your friend?” He nodded to Angel and her people arrayed at the vampire’s back.

Now it was Gavin’s turn to hesitate. He was very fond of the girl and did not relish sending her into danger. Before he could answer, she did it for him by giving her orders.

“Kill them all,” Angel said. “They’re AML fanatics and will attack us the moment they see us anyway. If Michael is alive, we get him out to safety. Right?”

Her gang mumbled or nodded agreement.

“I should call for backup,” Chris said uneasily.

“No,” all the vampires said together.

“But they’re AML terrorists!”

Angel smirked. “Welcome to my world, de-tec-tive. Welcome to the real world of the monsters. They won’t be AML terrorists for much longer. They’ll be dead, and LA will be free of some of the worst scum living in it. AML will need a few weeks to replace them, and that’s a bonus.”

The vampires nodded.

The cop wanted to argue, but the geas would not let her call or tell anyone what was going down. David recognised the moment she finally understood that, and give into the binding. She pulled her boomer from the waistband of her jeans and checked it.

Ready?

Yes.

Can you make a fast change straight to our alpha shape as you did at the club?

Yes but it will hurt. We are not angry.

Never mind that. We need to be fast.

I come!

Before David could change his mind, Mist surged up into his thoughts and exploded out of their body. His shriek of agony was still echoing on the night air when Mist appeared, a fully formed eight-foot tall humanoid monster where he’d been standing. Stephen stared up at him in surprise, as did Gavin. The cop stumbled back, aiming her gun at him fearfully, but thankfully, she didn’t shoot despite her horror and shock. Angel whistled in appreciation, and the two women with her laughed. They weren’t looking up at him; they were fixated below his waist. Mist ignored them all.

Good?

Yes. It hurt, but faster is better. Let’s get this done before AML kills Michael... if they haven’t already.

Mist glared down at Lawrence. “Change.”

“One thing before I do. Ronnie came with me. She wouldn’t stay behind. She’s guarding the gates.”

Mist snarled.

I thought you liked her independence? You said you did.

She tests her boundaries, and that is good, but this is not a good time for such games. We will show her this.

This should be interesting.

“Let us kill these humans and go home,” Mist said.

“Fuckin-A,” Angel said with feeling.

Lawrence took longer to shift to his hybrid form, but a minute or so later, they all advanced on the gates of Michael’s estate. Ronnie met them with the rest of the pack. Lawrence took half and ran off into the night, intending to circle around. Ronnie stayed behind to admire Mist and fight by his side, but he had other ideas.

“You and Darrin will protect Stephen. If he dies, we lose everything.”

Ronnie frowned.

“You will obey me!” Mist growled, and lashed out with his power, enough to smart. Ronnie snarled and pushed back with her own power just as he had wanted. He lashed out again, this time with enough strength to overwhelm her easily. Her eyes widened in shock. “Obey me.”

She nodded mutely, dumbfounded.

Hmmm, that was too easy.

She will test us again, Mist agreed, but he was pleased. She will convince herself that we can’t be this strong. She will convince herself that it was luck. A few more challenges with us barely winning will make her try harder, and then we will prove to her why we are worthy to be her mate. 

Good, because I don’t want to wait years.

Weeks. It will be weeks.

“We go now,” Mist growled.

“About damn time,” Chris said.

“Enough of this!” Gavin said, and dashed for the broken gates.

Stephen and Rachelle gave chase using that almost magical speed that all vamps had. It wasn’t teleportation, no matter how much it seemed like it when they flashed from one place to another without seeming to cross the intervening space. Ronnie and Darrin sprinted to catch up mere moments later. Shifters were fast too, but not vampire fast; they had to push themselves.

Angel cursed. “Mister Gavin, wait for me dammit!” She ran for the open gate with her gang in pursuit, but no human had a hope of keeping up with vampires and shifters.

The cop muttered something about madness and stupid amateur vigilantes before she too ran for the gate.

Mist looked around at his half of the pack. “Kill everything not us or allied with us,” he said, and received barks and growls of joyous agreement, as everyone threw themselves eagerly into the change.

Was that necessary?

Yes.

* * *



29 ~ AML

Michael’s estate consisted of over four acres of manicured lawns and professionally maintained formal gardens with a huge house at its centre built over three sprawling levels. The house was brightly lit; all the windows blazed with cheerful welcoming light. Mist sprinted toward it across lush lawn with super-sized wolves spilling around him, threatening to trip him in their eagerness to be first to reach the fight.

Gunfire.

Single shots rang out, shattering the quiet. It didn’t slow them. It was distant. More shots, this time rapid fire from some kind of assault rifle by the sound. Mist knew what the manthing was through David, but he had no fear of it. It sounded far away, as did the other shots, and he wondered if Farris had found a fight already. Some of his wolves peeled away from the group, having found interesting scents to pursue. More ran into the night howling for blood, and they would find it. The AML humans would not leave the grounds. Not alive.

He reached the house but did not slow his charge. The front door had been broken down, and he entered through it to find bodies sprawled over marble floors illuminated by harsh white light supplied by a magnificent chandelier hanging overhead. He waved his wolves up the twin curving staircases, and they dashed away, howling their excitement. 

He inspected the oval shaped lobby looking for a clue where Stephen and the others were. The bodies lying sprawled upon the shiny floor in lakes of blood were no indication. They were both vampires or had been. Their scents gave them away for what they were, as did the form of execution AML had used. Both had been decapitated after being disabled by stakes or bullets. Either they had belonged to Michael’s House or were guests of his.

He crouched to sniff for clues and caught what he was looking for. The human killers had left their spoor. He growled and ran in pursuit, hoping to catch at least one before Stephen and the others killed them all.

Are you so eager to kill?

No, but we must protect what is ours. These AML are like lone wolves gone mad. Worse. They’re like a rogue pack and should be destroyed.

They’re not a pack of any kind. They’re human, but I agree they are mad men.

They must die for our pack to be safe.

Yes, David said sadly. You’re right. Kill them, kill them all and let us go home. I don’t want to think about this anymore. I just wanted to work with Alex and help people. I’m a healer. I don’t want this life of killing. Do what you must and let us go home.

Mist felt David withdraw, pulling away and submerging himself so deeply that he was barely there. It was the first time his bond mate had left him so alone, and he felt the loss keenly. Suddenly the manthings surrounding him felt alien. He knew that only moments before he had understood what these things were called and what they were for, but now they had names and uses that he couldn’t quite grasp. They were like a name on the tip of his tongue that refused to come to him.

He ran through the house following the spoor he had picked out. Every room he entered contained bodies. He didn’t know if they were Michael’s friends or the enemy, but he suspected the former, as most were not human. He wasn’t sure because David was far away and hadn’t explained, but he thought AML were all humans and some of these were shifters. The dead humans among them might be thrill seekers like those who came to the club.

More gunfire had him spinning toward the sound and running that way. Shouts and screams added urgency. Perhaps he could make David less sad by saving them.

He found the source of the screaming in one of the rooms Michael must use for his parties. The humans cowering against the walls and in the corners had other things on their minds than partying. The scent of fresh blood hit him the moment he entered the room and made him hungry. That was his first thought. Hungry. His second was that the humans menacing the guests with guns while two of their friends finished decapitating their non-human victims, were about to die.

He launched himself into the room, already raging in his thoughts. He didn’t care who any of these people were. He didn’t care about Michael’s guests or protecting them. None of them were worthy of protection as far as he was concerned. They had allowed a smaller weaker group to kill some of their number and had not fought back. Cowards, all of them, and more than that; they weren’t pack. That was the most telling mark against them. Not that they were human, but that they weren’t pack. The pack is good, the pack is all. It was a way of life, not something to treat as optional.

He landed behind the two men and ducked as one of them spun in place, trying to use his sword to defend himself. Mist plunged the claws of his right hand into the yelling human’s belly, and ripped out a good handful of his guts. He dropped the mess on the already bloody wooden floor, and punched the other human hard in the face as he tried to bring a gun into play. The first man fell to his knees shrieking, trying to gather up his intestines. Mist ripped out his throat and jumped on his companion.

The scolding hot bullet punched into his belly, leaving a line of fire through his vitals, and he howled his pain. The silver in his guts burned, but the pain was already fading. The bullet had gone straight through him, causing a lot of damage in his back. He was bleeding heavily, but silver was better out than in. He remembered that from before. Silver burned, it hurt, but by far the most dangerous thing about it was the way it poisoned shifters and slowed healing. He didn’t want to change shape, but silver in him would have prevented that too. He was already healing and it didn’t stop him.

He grabbed the man’s gun hand, and crushed it around the weapon, forcing it aside. It went off, and someone screamed. The bullet had hit one of the cowards in the corner. He didn’t care. He was busy ripping his victim’s heart out. He raised it like a trophy before the man’s eyes as they glazed in death.

Mist’s belly rumbled in complaint, and drool filled his mouth at the scent of blood and the intriguing feel of the morsel in his hand. Shifting shape had made him very hungry, but he didn’t eat. David definitely wouldn’t like it. Besides, there were others that needed killing. He let the corpse fall and dropped the heart before he gave in to temptation.

His enemies didn’t wait to be attacked. They scattered. Some fired guns, some ran, one grabbed a hostage and tried to drag the woman away using her as a shield. That angered him the most, and he decided to kill that one first. He grabbed the shouting woman, and wrenched her out of her abductor’s grasp. He threw her behind him to sprawl upon the bloody floor, and then twisted the man’s head around. 

He howled his victory, his cries answered in the distance by the pack. He howled again and attacked the remaining AML humans. Guns went off, bullets whizzed by, ricocheted, punched into plastered walls, and flesh. Mist grunted as some of the bullets found him, but he was fast, fast, fast! The wounds did nothing but annoy him. Those in his legs were nothing. The new one in his belly hurt something fierce though. He dug it out with his claws snarling at the pain, and dropped the tiny thing upon the floor. He glared at the one who had fired it, and slaughtered him in the most bloody way imaginable. He literally ripped him limb from limb as retribution.

Mist finished up and looked for more, but it was over. He panted and glared around looking for another challenger, but he found only frightened humans cowering in corners. One looked at him and screamed, making him want to bite her to shut her up. The screams caused all the others to shout and carry on. Stupid human She. If he had wanted to hurt her, why would he have bothered to save her and the rest? The scent of her fear was exciting him, but thoughts of what David would do calmed him a little. His bond mate would be pleased that he had saved these worthless humans. He would not want them hurt.

“Are there more?” he growled, choosing one of the braver seeming humans. An older man with silver in his beard. He wasn’t cowering like the others at least, though he was scared.

“They ran.”

“Which way?”

The human pointed, and Mist dashed away to find another fight, leaving the bodies of his enemies behind to rot. Stephen would need to call Jonas before morning. He would want all this to go away without notice. He wondered how he planned to keep Michael’s guests from talking about it. Would he kill them all and make their bodies disappear too? David would know, but his thoughts were too distant to understand. It didn’t matter what Stephen did with them anyway. None of them were pack or allied with them. They were Michael’s problem.

He ran outside and was in time to see Angel and Flex pursuing three humans as they headed for the dubious safety of the dark. The gardens beyond the huge swimming pool might seem safer than the house, but that was false. There were wolves prowling the grounds, left on guard by Farris. He could feel them out there, waiting to catch anyone attempting to escape. He approved.

Angel went to one knee and triggered a burst from one of her machine guns, sweeping it over the men and cutting them down as they ran. Two fell, sprawling upon the ground and obviously dead before they landed. The third staggered, half-turning to raise a gun. Flex fired first, and Angel fired again, bullets punching into her target throwing him backwards and into the swimming pool. A cloud of blood tainted the water as he floated face down on the surface. Angel reloaded and ran off with Flex guarding her back.

Mist went in search of trouble and another fight.

* * *

Chris ducked and fired back. She had no idea where her shot went, but it certainly hadn’t gone where she intended because more rounds came her way. The guy’s weapon chattered and spewed spent brass upon the patio in great profusion. She wasn’t using a stunner and neither was he. Her backup gun had only one use, and that was to kill. It didn’t have a stun setting, and she’d never bothered having it converted to accept a stunner attachment. That was what her service weapon was for, but using that here would make her an idiot. She hoped never to be one. Leaving bodies on the ground killed by a gun traceable to her would definitely call her IQ into question. She had no taste for stunning AML terrorists trying to kill her in any case. She might have been willing before she’d seen what they’d been doing in the house, but not now. No, she had no problem with putting them down like feral dogs.

The fire ended, and she took a quick look over the low wall she had been using for cover. He was reloading. She fired twice the moment she recognised her chance. The first shot was centre of mass, dictated by her training, but she realised her mistake straight away. He was wearing a vest. The hit staggered him but he didn’t go down. She adjusted her aim. 

Head shot, and that was all she wrote.

She had no doubt he was dead, but she kept her gun up and aimed as she advanced. There were others like him out here. She had seen Angel chasing some earlier. She kicked the rifle out of the corpse’s hand. Training again, but he was definitely dead. One of the reasons she had chosen the Sharpe’s Defender II was its stopping power. She had long since decided that if she ever had an oh shit moment that required the use of her backup weapon, she wasn’t going to sweat legalities. Better to face a board’s questions than die for want of a weapon worthy of the name.

She peered into the darkness, hoping to see some sign of Angel or one her gang, but although she was sure they were out there—she could hear gunfire and screams—she saw no sign of them. She hesitated, but decided not to venture further from the house. She was only human, and the night contained many who were not; they could see better in the dark. Allied or not, she didn’t trust monsters of any stripe. 

She turned back.

She went through the house carefully and methodically. Most of the rooms were empty. Some were pristine while others contained signs of violence and decapitated corpses. How many vamps had died here? A dozen, two dozen? She didn’t know, but it was a lot. She hadn’t known this many were even in the city. She had always assumed that vamps preferred living alone. She was sure she’d heard that somewhere. Shifters were the opposite and lived in packs like the animals they could turn into. Sometimes she thought they weren’t really people at all; they didn’t act like it a lot of the time. Maybe they really were animals, but animals with a little something extra—the ability to turn human.

She shook her head, uncertain where her thoughts were leading her. It wasn’t as if there weren’t precedent for the idea. Dragons weren’t human and never pretended to be, but they could take human form when the need arose just like a shifter... but no, everyone knew shifters were created by infecting a human with a category one disease—lycanthropy. 

Dragons were born of dragon, elves were born of elf, humans were born of human, and dwarves were born of dwarf. All of the races were different, but all of them were perfectly natural in their places. Shifters though were other. They were essentially a walking disease, a very dangerous and contagious disease, as were vamps, but vamps at least were less contagious. It took real effort to create a new vampire. Not so with shifters. 

She went through all the rooms, but if there were any AML fighters left alive, they had bugged out. The wolves were having fun hunting them down on the estate’s grounds. She grimaced at the thought. None of them would become shifters. The vamps wouldn’t let any survive the night she was sure. If by some miracle one did survive but infected, AML would put him down if he didn’t suicide first. That was AML policy, and its members supposedly swore to die before turning furry. She didn’t much blame them. She couldn’t imagine the horror of becoming one of the monsters and didn’t know how anyone survived the shock of it, but they did or there wouldn’t be so many shifters in LA. It was common knowledge that shifters were crazy bastards, maybe that was why so many survived. The sane ones killed themselves.

Voices. She paused to listen. Allies not enemy she decided and made her way toward the sound.

Finally she found someone she knew, not that she was exactly pleased to find this particular group. The three vamps had finally turned up. They were standing in the centre of the room discussing things, accompanied only by the dead lying all around them. AML had lost big here, and she wondered just how many soldiers they had lost altogether. Enough to prevent any more atrocities for a while? She could hope, but doubted it. There was a seemingly endless supply of fools to recruit.

She eyed the dead as she made her way toward the huddle, wondering how many drained corpses she would find around the place. She grimaced in disgust at the thought and sighed. She had signed up for this, and that meant the entire package. This sort of thing was what came of stepping outside the law to consort with the monsters. She had known she would likely see some nasty stuff, and had thought she was ready for it, but this slaughter was more like a war zone than any crime scene she had investigated. She stepped over the bodies and around the pools of blood as she approached the vamps. She didn’t want to track blood all over the house, not that anyone else seemed to care. The place was already tracked up. It was a mess. It was a damn good job that forensics would never see this because they would have kittens if called out to a scene so screwed up.

“Where is he then?” Gavin was saying. “This makes no sense. He surely would not have left his guests to face these AML thugs alone. He prided himself on his hospitality. This violation of his House would send him into conniptions!”

Stephen laughed. “You are so right. When he sees the mess... ah here is our missing detective. You are well?”

She nodded and joined the group. “So, where is he?”

“That’s what we are discussing,” Rachelle said. “We seem to have mislaid him.”

“Mislaid, right. What in the nine hells are you trying to pull?”

Rachelle’s eyes flashed silver and she snarled, fangs out.

“Children!” Gavin chided. “None of that. We were discussing how Michael would not leave his guests in peril, and that narrows the possibilities.”

“And those would be?” she said, keeping an eye on those fangs. Rachelle hadn’t put them away yet.

Stephen chose to answer. “He might be dead, or taken, or perhaps he wasn’t present when the attack began. He could be attending to business in the city and not aware of the trouble here.”

Gavin nodded. “Those are the only options that I can see. We will search every room, every square foot of the grounds, but perhaps the easiest way to begin would be questioning Michael’s guests. They should know if he is here somewhere. That at least will furnish a starting point.”

Made sense to her. “Let’s get that started as soon as we can. Tell me you have a way to clean up the mess you’ve made.”

“Oh indeed we do,” Gavin said with a small smile that revealed just a hint of fang. “Lots of practise you understand. You have your link on you?”

Stephen retrieved his own. “I’ll call Jonas and take care of that side of things if you want to take Rachelle and the detective with you to begin the questioning. I’ll join you when I’m done.”

“That was my thought,” Gavin agreed.

Stephen nodded and made his call.

Chris stepped aside to allow Rachelle to lead the way out of the room. She wouldn’t let that psychopathic fang head get behind her, not now. She was too easily riled up, that one. Gavin and Stephen were models of gentlemanly decorum in comparison.

She wondered where the witch was, and doing what. Her imagination provided her with all kinds of nefarious possibilities and she shivered. Who knew what a black magic wielding necromance could find to do in such surroundings? Necromancy was all about death and the dead. Chris didn’t like contemplating what she might be doing to amuse herself here amongst so many corpses.

They found the surviving guests under guard in a large open room obviously used for a party most recently. The party balloons on the ceiling and the buffet tables along the walls crammed with food were a big clue. It looked obscene now, amidst the carnage. She tore her eyes away from the massacre that had taken place. Bodies and pieces of bodies lay upon the blood-coated floor. Some were decapitated. Vamps then, but others had once been human. Someone had taken them apart, something rather. Something with claws and teeth—big claws and teeth. The vampires with her were unfazed by the slaughter. Of course they were. They probably saw the like all the time. They might be responsible for worse things for all she knew.

More and more she was regretting her decision to get involved in this. It was all Baxter’s fault. She scowled. If not for his damn envelope, she wouldn’t have been tempted to start colouring outside the lines. Now she couldn’t stop. She had to see this thing through, but carefully. When it was done she would go back to her life and never step back out of it into this madness.

“You told your friends to hold them?” she asked, eyeing the naked men stationed at the doors and around the room. They had the windows well covered, obviously to prevent anyone getting adventurous. She recognised Ronnie, the only woman among so many men, and naked like them—and what was it with these freaks and walking about in the buff? Ronnie seemed to be the one in charge of the others. “What will you do about them?”

Gavin glanced back. “As you heard. We question them.”

“And then?”

He cocked his head in puzzlement.

Rachelle obviously guessed her meaning and spoke up. “She thinks we plan to kill them.”

“Why would we do that?”

Chris noted he hadn’t protested the possibility of killing everyone; he had only questioned the need. She had no doubt that if he did see a need no one in the room would leave the estate alive.

“You would trust them not to talk about this, the humans too?”

Rachelle expression turned incredulous. “Of course not! None will talk.”

“How can you guarantee that?”

“They won’t remember anything to talk about.”

“Your witch again? Where is she?”

“Around, and no, there’s no need for her talents. Gavin and I will take care of it.”

Chris remembered eyes in her head, watching watching watching, and whispers telling her to remember words that had faded from awareness over time. Vampires had mojo of their own. It wasn’t magic such as the Council or the elves used, though she suspected it was probably related in some way. Her dad had always insisted that everything in nature was connected, but then he would. It was a tenet, one of many, that all shamen lived by and believed in. She did not involve herself in such things, but she believed in vampire and shifter mojo. She had seen some wacky stuff in her time on the streets of LA. The monsters had powers uniquely their own. It worked in her favour this time, because if the vamps could erase this night from memory, no one else needed to die.

She nodded and followed the vamps to begin the questioning.

* * *



30 ~ Michael

David groaned as his joints popped. By the goddess, he hurt. This rapid shifting back and forth was hell on the body. He shook his hands working his fingers free of phantom pain. Why did they call it that when the pain was real? It hurt, so it must be real. Maybe because there were no wounds to see, or maybe without blood to show it couldn’t be real. Whatever. Besides, he was covered in blood, though it was the blood of his enemies. He looked around the grounds, letting his eyes go wolf to help him against the darkness, but found nothing to fear. The only witnesses to his change were the glazed eyes of his victims.

Not victims, brother. Enemies.

He nodded. True. AML was the enemy as were those sympathising with its goals. They had been the enemy of all non-humans since the League’s inception many years ago, but he could foresee things becoming much worse soon. Stephen’s cold war with them would heat up when news of his own NSPCL became known. That would have to be soon, certainly within the month. He’d made the pack certain promises when they joined and accepted him as Alpha. He wanted to begin making good on them. AML would not sit idly by while he built his power-base here in LA, especially not when they realised what the N stood for in the Society’s name.

He frowned at the bodies but then shrugged. He could carry one back to the house, but not the other two. He decided there was no point. He could send someone back to collect them if necessary, but it was just as likely Jonas would tidy them up. He grimaced at the thought. He was becoming too blasé about this sort of thing. Mist had fought and killed them, not he. An easy and false way to exonerate himself of any guilt. It was false, because Mist was inseparable from him. They were pack, they were brothers, they were one, and he wouldn’t change that now even if he could. He didn’t want to be uncaring, and he certainly didn’t want to become someone who killed easily on a whim, but Stephen was right. Ronnie too. He had to live this new life, not keep looking back trying to live his old one. It was gone.

He walked away, and didn’t look back.

The night was quiet now that the fighting had ended. That was good. The estate was remote, but they couldn’t be sure that someone hadn’t noticed and reported a disturbance to the police. Stephen and the others could handle one or two police officers should they show up, but they wouldn’t want to do that. If SMT (Special Measures Teams) turned up with their riot gear and hexes loaded for monster, then things could go bad fast. Stephen would want them all out of here as soon as possible, and the estate cleaned of all the evidence that anything had ever happened here.

He was all for that idea.

The house looked the same. All the windows were still blazing with light, but the grounds close by seemed crowded. He picked out faces he knew, glad to find them unhurt. Most were naked having just changed back to their human forms. He found Lawrence directing things. He had the pack collecting bodies and weapons. That was good thinking; it would speed things for Jonas.

“Where’s Ronnie?”

Lawrence looked up and relief flashed upon his face. “Good to see you safe. She’s inside with Stephen. They’re fine.”

David relaxed a little more. “Okay. Have you called Jonas?”

“Stephen did.”

He nodded. “Did we lose anyone?”

“Nope. We’re all fine.”

“Injuries?”

“Nothing that changing back didn’t fix. Stop worrying, David, this sort of thing is normal for us. Well not normal exactly, but not that unusual. Just another fight, a bit bigger maybe, and a bit more intense, but nothing to get bent out of shape about. We’re fine.”

It had seemed more like outright war to him, not just another fight, but then he had never had to fight physically for anything before his encounter with Georgie and Ronnie. This chaos should never be normal. He was determined to give his people a life where this sort of thing was unnecessary.

“Keep doing what you’re doing. I left three more for you back that way.” He pointed back the way he’d come. “Send someone to collect them up will you?”

Lawrence nodded.

“I’m off to find Stephen and find out what he plans to do next.”

He hurried into the house.

He found Stephen and the others questioning the survivors. He sought out Ronnie the moment he entered the room, and found her safe as Lawrence had said. Feeling easier at the sight of her magnificent nakedness and her obviously uninjured state, he approached Stephen to ask what was happening. The cop was standing with him. She looked him over as he approached and muttered something about naked beefcake infesting the place, or some such thing. He ignored her.

Stephen was speaking, “...and you are certain that Michael was not taken?”

The human woman spoke dreamily, obviously under the vampire’s influence. “Michael isn’t here.”

“I did not ask that, my dear lady. You will answer only what I ask you. You want to answer. Answering me makes you feel wonderful, but not answering makes you feel guilty. It feels bad not to answer or lie to me. You don’t want to feel bad, do you?”

“No.”

Stephen kept his tone calm, and spoke almost in a singsong voice. “Very good. You are doing wonderfully well. Answer truthfully and feel good. Now, think hard. When was the last time you saw Michael?”

David was impressed. He could feel Stephen’s increasing frustration and rage, but his voice gave nothing of that away. By voice alone, anyone would think he was simply enquiring about the weather, not the fate of an ally and friend he had known for centuries.

“A week?” the woman said frowning. “What day is it?”

“It is Wednesday, my dear.”

“It was last Friday. He went into the city.”

“Oh, yes? Do you know why?”

She nodded, but didn’t explain.

The cop snickered. Stephen glared at her, and she made that silly zipping gesture across her lips. That was just too much, and even David laughed. He also received Stephen’s ire, but the vampire turned his attention back to business moments later.

“So you know why. Please tell me.”

“Stephen sent a message asking him to a meeting, but aren’t you Stephen?”

“I am indeed. I sent no message. You mustn’t lie to me. Where did Michael go?” The woman swayed as he brought the full weight of his power down upon her. “Answer!” he snapped, finally losing it.

She groaned and her eyes rolled in her head.

“Easy there,” the cop said. “Take it easy.”

“You’ll injure her,” David added. “To no purpose. Back it down a little. Let her up, Stephen!”

Stephen glared, but he did ease his grip, and the woman’s distress seemed to lessen. “There, there. You are calm, you feel at ease. Michael went to visit Stephen in the city you say?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know this?”

She smiled dreamily. “He told me.”

“Did he indeed?” his eyes sharpened at that. “You and he are close?”

“Oh yes! He feeds from me often.”

The cop muttered darkly.

David had expected something of the sort. Food was one of the reasons Michael hosted so many guests on his estate. Stephen did it too by feeding almost exclusively from the pack, though he kept things interesting by taking advantage of the club’s clientele for variety. As he often said, food came to him. He did not need to hunt. David supposed that if his diet consisted of a single thing, he would prize variety too. 

Stephen’s feeding from the pack was something David had not been easy with at the beginning of their association, but he had come to see it as a good thing since then. It made House Edmonton and its vampires strong, and it was safer for them if their food was provided in house so to speak. There were numerous stories of vampires lured to their deaths through an unwise choice of feeding partner. AML especially liked using the tactic, probably because it was so successful at enticing vamps into dangerous situations. He had no intention of allowing any of his vamps to feed from strangers and risk themselves.

He smiled ruefully. He was becoming as possessive of the Edmonton vamps as Stephen could be with the Blood Drinker wolves! The pack was loyal to Stephen and saw feeding him and his vamps as a kind of repayment for the protection he had provided them in their time of need. It had been a way for them to strengthen their patron and make everyone safer at the same time. Nothing had changed now they were officially part of an allied pack rather than individual wolves working for him. They had never seen feeding vamps as distasteful. Apparently, it was quite pleasurable for both parties. He wouldn’t know anything about that, having no experience of it, but thrill seekers did and they were rabid fans of being bitten. That was not a good recommendation to try it in his opinion. Thrill seekers reminded him of desperate junkies looking for a fix. Maybe it affected humans differently because he hadn’t seen any ill effects in his wolves.

“And that was the last time you saw him? Did Michael often spend his days in the city?” Stephen was saying.

“Oh no, never!”

“Never?”

“No. He was always very proper and careful about returning before sunrise.”

“But you said the last time you saw him was last Friday. Did you not see him return?”

“No.”

“No, just no? You did not see him return, or he did not return?”

“I did not see him.”

“Ask her if he returned,” the cop said. “Not if she saw him.”

Stephen frowned at the interruption, but he did ask. “Did Michael return before sunrise that day?”

“No.”

“Well that’s not good,” David muttered.

“Understatement much?” the cop said. “What about O’Neal? Ask her if she knows anything about him.”

Stephen hissed. “Do you have any more orders for me? Let’s hear them, by all means.”

“No need to be snippy,” the cop said. “We’re all here for the same thing.”

“Why don’t I believe that?” Stephen turned back to his questioning. “Do you know a man by the name of O’Neal?”

“Oh him,” the woman sneered. “Michael’s newest conquest.”

Stephen’s eyebrows climbed abruptly. “Do tell us more, won’t you?”

“Michael could have had anyone he wanted. He could have turned me! I’ve loved him longer and far better than John ever could or would. It’s not fair! I begged him to turn me, but he gave his gift to that raggedy man instead. Why? Why?!”

“Hush now,” Stephen said. “Be calm. Michael bestowed the gift upon O’Neal you said. Why did he not keep the man close if he was such a favourite of his?”

“He did at first. Michael loved him. They went everywhere together.”

“But?”

“Something happened. I don’t know what but Michael was very upset. John was suddenly nowhere around and I thought maybe he had died. Michael was so angry.”

“When was this?”

“Weeks and weeks ago.”

The cop muttered something. “I bet that was when O’Neal started his killing spree. The timing is right. Michael lost control of him somehow.”

Stephen snorted. “Not possible, not even remotely possible. You have no idea of what you speak. No newborn could hope to resist Michael. The very idea is laughable.”

“You see me laughing? There’s nothing funny about nine dead women! Do you think it’s a coincidence that Michael and O’Neal have a falling out right around the time the killings started? That O’Neal suddenly dropped out of sight leaving Michael pissed off and angry about something? I’m betting O’Neal got away and killed Sheryl Adams. She was the first woman to die.”

“You do not understand. Michael is... was O’Neal’s maker. There is a bond. O’Neal should not have been able to hide from Michael. More than that, he should not have been able to resist a summons from him. No newborn should be able to do that. I made Danyelle more than a century ago, and even she cannot! If my maker were alive today and he wished it, I would have to go to him no matter where in the city he was. The bond makes it so!”

“Yeah? Well something went wrong when O’Neal was turned. He was already a nut bunny before Michael got him. Maybe that screwed it up or something. How the hell should I know? Whatever happened, happened. It doesn’t matter now. All that does, is Michael’s location.”

David nodded.

Stephen frowned at the truth of her words. He glanced at the dreamy woman and then toward Gavin and Rachelle on the other side of the room. They were busy questioning the other survivors. Jonas would be arriving any time now, and they needed to adjust everyone’s memories before they could let them go about their business. All of it had to be done before sunrise, and they still didn’t know where Michael had gone or why.

“Where,” the cop said darkly. “The fuck… Is… Michael?”

* * *



Part IV

 



31 ~ Taken

His driver held the rear door of the limo open, and Stephen climbed out. “Wait here.”

“Yes, Stephen,” Terry said very respectfully.

Terry had been exceptionally careful and well behaved since the incident with Marie at the club. He had settled down remarkably well, and Stephen found himself grudgingly pleased with his newest child. He hadn’t expected that. He had turned Terry not because he needed or wanted another mouth to feed, but because he’d given his word to the man. He hadn’t expected to find him useful, but he did.   

He headed for the house and dismissed thoughts of Terry from his mind. He was looking forward to seeing Marie again. She had visited with him a few times now at the club, but this was the first time she had invited him to her home. He would have preferred it to be just the two of them, but this visit was business not pleasure. At her urging, Marie’s father had finally agreed to a meeting to discuss Techtron’s current aims in the city, but he was determined to enjoy some part of the evening with her despite that.

The door opened as he approached and Marie stepped out of the house to greet him. He smiled and reached to take her offered hands in both of his.

“Thank you for coming,” Marie said blushing in a charming manner.

Seeing it made Stephen feel lighter of spirit. He truly did enjoy her. “Thank you for inviting me.”

“Come inside. Dad is looking forward to meeting you.”

He released her hands, and Marie led the way into her home. Stephen followed noting the unhappy faces of a pair of security guards hovering just inside. He nodded to them, acknowledging their watchfulness. One ignored him, the other nodded back. Both were tense, hands ready to reach for the suspicious looking bulges under their unbuttoned jackets. They wouldn’t have occasion to use their weapons against him, but if they tried, he could easily disarm them. He did not fear them and took no insult from their guardedness. There were many dangers in the world and Marie deserved protection.

“That will be all, Andrew, thank you,” Marie said.

Stephen smiled as the guard struggled to find a reason not to leave her with him.

“Yes, Miss,” Andrew finally said, though he was obviously far from sanguine. He waved his colleague away and busied himself closing the door, and if he did so a little slowly to extend the time to remain nearby, what of it?

Marie smiled at Stephen and took him deeper into the house. “Dad is in his office. He usually is.”

“How sad.”

“Sad?”

“That he has you and such a lovely home but does not emerge from his office more to enjoy you both.”

Marie laughed. “You are such a tease.”

“I’m glad that I can make you laugh, but I’m quite serious. Many things are said of my kind, most are unpleasant, but we do have an appreciation for beauty and the finer things. You might say that being dead gives us a unique perspective on life.”

Marie stopped and turned to face him. She was suddenly quite close and confrontational. “Don’t do that! You’re not dead. I don’t like hearing you say that you are!”

“Hush, it’s all right. I’m used to it.”

“It’s not. You’re parroting AML’s line. You can’t beat them by joining them, Stephen. That might work in some things, but not in this. Prejudice and bigotry should be fought, never tolerated. AML are the worse examples of humanity. Don’t emulate them, please.”

“AML are only the most vocal. It’s refreshing that they’re willing to back word with deed. Strange to think, I know, but I prefer an enemy willing to fight me in the open to the snide comments and backroom deals that the government relies upon. Politics,” he sneered. “And politicians invariably disgust me. Backstabbing two-timing liars most of them. They smile to your face while quietly slipping poison in your wine or a dagger in your back.”

“At least politicians don’t go around setting bombs and killing the innocent.”

“Do they not? Not with their own hands perhaps, but that’s what the military is for. Let us not argue over the rights and wrongs of wars undertaken on our supposed behalf. I’m here to see your father about a different kind of war, a more shadowy kind happening right here in LA.”

Marie glared, frustration in her tense stance, but after a moment, she relaxed her posture and sighed. “Sorry. I don’t mean to ruin your first visit it’s just that...” she sighed again. “You sound entirely too much like dad, especially when he thinks I’m being naive. I don’t like being condescended to.”

“I didn’t mean to do that.”

“But you do think that I’m naive? No, it’s all right; I can see that you do. To you we probably all seem like children—”

She didn’t give him time to refute that.

“—but I’m not. I’m a grown woman with a good brain in my head.”

“Indeed you are,” he said and smiled appreciatively.

She blushed. “Well, okay then.” Her eyes darted around and briefly caught his before she realised that she was doing something dangerous. They skittered away to settle upon his lips. He moistened them and she flushed harder. “Dad is waiting,” she said weakly, entranced by his mouth and the smile that widened seemingly of its own volition.

He truly did enjoy her. Truly. “Then by all means, let us not keep him wondering where we are.”

She nodded and led the way to a door.

William Stirling was a rotund man in his sixties, his hair was thinning but still dark, and the beard he wore was speckled with silver. He looked up from his desk comp as they entered and stood to greet them. He smiled at Marie, his love for his daughter shining upon his face. Stephen liked him for it and his obvious suspicion when those pale blue eyes came to rest upon him.

“This is Stephen, Dad,” Marie said and added, “Be nice.”

“When haven’t I been nice to your guests?” William said and grinned when she rolled her eyes. “Well, all right, but this one isn’t a potential boyfriend. You can’t expect miracles.”

“He didn’t like Terry,” Marie confided to Stephen.

“I like him for that,” he replied and laughed when William beamed at him. He seemed to be a very jolly fellow; he was glad for Marie’s sake. “I’m pleased to meet you at last.”

William nodded and indicated seats. Neither of them offered to shake hands. Stephen rarely offered, knowing that most humans would refuse and be uncomfortable refusing, and perhaps William was one of those people, as he seemed relieved. He was less sanguine however, when Marie chose to sit next to him on the same couch, leaving her father standing alone. She grinned at him, and William muttered something under his breath before finding his own seat.

“I’ve reviewed the reports that Marie commissioned,” William began, sending his daughter a mock glare, but his pride in her was obvious. “They are, unfortunately, damning. I will say right now that these projects were not and are not sanctioned by me or Techtron’s board.”

 “Convenient,” Stephen said ignoring Marie’s gasp and her father’s flush of anger. “I’m a businessman as you are. Not on the same scale of course, but that doesn’t change the fact that you are head of your House—Techtron—and are therefore responsible for what it does, just as I am responsible for what those who are sworn to my House do in its name. Techtron is working with an outlawed group, terrorists who spend their time killing and persecuting people like me.”

William glared. “Not Techtron. These clandestine projects are not on the books. They’re the sole responsibility of one man only, and he will be disciplined. I can assure you that Wilson is finished at Techtron, and any on the board who knowingly abetted him will be jettisoned along with him.”

That was very satisfying. This mess had been festering for months. Without Marie’s intervention, he would still be trying unsuccessfully to arrange a meeting like this one. Satisfying then that they had made such great progress all at once, but it didn’t solve the underlying problem of AML. He wasn’t sure anything could solve it, but in the short term cutting off its funding would help.

“What about Wilson’s other activities? His meetings with Newman, his indirect funding of AML through shell companies owned by Techtron?”

“I’m in the process of tracking down all of them. Once I know how he managed to hide the syphoning of funds, and where those funds were transferred, I’ll shut down the entire operation. That’s one reason I agreed to this meeting. I want your agreement to allow me to investigate Wilson properly without interference. I’m aware of what you could do, but I’m asking you not to. I need to learn the extent of the rot before I start cutting. I don’t want a recurrence of this a few years down the line.”

Stephen nodded thoughtfully. He could understand the need to clean house properly. William’s acknowledgement that he needed his cooperation to do that was gratifying. He had considered just killing Wilson more than once, but that really wouldn’t solve the AML problem. Perhaps mapping their various sources of funding would begin that process.

“How far along with it are you, may I see?”

William nodded. “Marie, the red folder on my desk if you would?”

Marie stood and went to her father’s desk, but before she located the folder there came a crash and a shout from somewhere in the house. Startled, she looked up and took a step toward the door to investigate. Stephen reacted instinctively to shield her and bar her way. It might be nothing, but then again it might be something. In a minor display of power, he was across the room and in front of the door. He held up a hand, and Marie stopped where she was in the middle of the room.

“What’s going on?” William said, his face beginning to darken with suspicion.

“I have no notion. Perhaps nothing, but for Marie’s sake allow me to investigate.” He opened the door and peered out, but nothing seemed amiss. He advanced.

“Be careful!” Marie called.

“I shall,” he said without turning. Something felt out of place, but he couldn’t quite get a sense of it. He had the distinct feeling he had forgotten something. “I’ll be back shortly.”

He closed the office door firmly, wishing he could have locked it and stationed a guard to protect its contents. A few of his wolves would have been handy about now, or that security guard he met earlier. Yes, where was the fellow? He looked about himself but the house seemed deserted. The shout should have brought the man running, surely.

He listened intently and thought he heard something coming from the back of the house. He headed that way opening doors and peering into rooms. There was no sign of disturbance and he began to feel a little silly. Perhaps one of the staff had dropped something and the mishap had caused him to shout in startlement. He frowned; he didn’t believe that—

The attack came out of nowhere and he was flying off his feet, snarling in pain. His chest was on fire! Not literally, but it hurt as if flames were consuming him. He crashed to the floor on his back, his hands ripping at his shirt and the flesh beneath. He tore the silvered daggers out of his chest, vowing bloody vengeance. As soon as the hated metal left his body, the coolness he associated with healing replaced the pain. The great beyond and the coolness of the grave was a balm to his kind.

He sprang to his feet and threw the daggers aside as his attacker arrived. It was a vampire, a young one, and his aura felt strange. He remembered Gavin’s description of O’Neal; how his aura had felt weak one moment and powerful the next. This newborn was the same. Suddenly he feared for Marie and her father. Were they still safe? He had no time to check; he was busy fighting for his life. He thought longingly of his sword and wished he’d brought it, but as with prayer, wishes did him little good. He had his strength and his fangs. They would have to be enough.

Fists and feet hammered his body, but they did little to harm him. They did succeed in annoying him—they made it hard to retaliate effectively when he had to block the strikes. He used his speed, one of his greatest assets, to get behind his opponent and that was that. He grabbed the man’s head and wrenched it hard back with a nice little twist to complete the move. The neck snapped. It wasn’t a killing tactic, but it did inconvenience the man. It was hard to see your enemy and fight effectively with a broken neck. He didn’t give him time to heal. He twisted the head all the way around, ignoring the man’s snapping jaws and his scrabbling hands. Another full turn and he ripped the head free. The body froze for a timeless moment, and then collapsed like the dead thing it was.

Another dagger came out of nowhere and buried itself in his belly. This time he simply brushed it away, threw the head at this new attacker, and charged. The human’s eyes widened in fear. He ducked the incoming head and brought up a machine gun of the type Angel sometimes carried. The man triggered a burst, but Stephen was already inside his reach and sweeping the arm holding the weapon aside. Bullets stitched the walls and ceiling, but none came close to their intended target. He grinned, his fangs fully extended and the man screamed. He didn’t have time to scream a second time, a severed carotid artery and missing windpipe did tend to inhibit them.

He spat the morsel out and stepped aside to avoid the pumping blood, letting the soon to be corpse collapse writhing at his feet. He chose not to feed in Marie’s house. It would have helped speed his healing, but he didn’t feel comfortable doing it where she might see.

He could hear gunfire outside now, and more shouting. Security was apparently fighting back. He ran toward the sound. He didn’t know who the attackers were, but AML would be a good bet. Gavin had fought and killed O’Neal, a newborn vampire, and here he was being attacked by another. AML were involved in Michael’s abduction, and perhaps this attack was an attempt to replicate that success, or perhaps William was the target. Wilson may have learned about the subject of their meeting and sent them to disrupt it. It didn’t really matter now; killing them did. Whoever they were, they had proven themselves to be a diverse group. He had never heard of AML working with non-humans before.

He found the fight. Security guards lay dead or dying upon the ground outside along with a similar number of their attackers. Going by numbers alone, he would say it was a standoff, but who was to say there weren’t more of his kind on the grounds. He found a familiar face among the defenders. It was one of the two men he’d met briefly earlier. He couldn’t recall his name but that didn’t matter. What did was Marie’s safety.

“Let me deal with this,” Stephen began, joining the man behind the cover of a pretty balustrade overlooking the formal gardens. “Take someone with you and protect Marie. Do you have a safe room here, or a way to get her off the property?”

The man hesitated. “Yes but—”

“Don’t argue with me. Get Marie and her father away from here.”

The man nodded. He patted his companion’s shoulder and together they scurried back into the house, keeping low. Stephen watched them go, and let his fangs descend. He was going to slaughter everything not belonging to Marie and enjoy it; perhaps enjoy it too much, but she would be safe and hopefully never know what he’d done to ensure it.

He laughed at the thought of what he was about to do and breathed deeply of the nighttime air, enjoying the sensation of raising his power. He rarely got the chance to let himself off the leash of discipline so hard won over the centuries. Truly, this night would be one to remember. His eyes flashed to silver, looking like liquid metal orbs in their sockets as he turned his power loose on the night. It manifested first as speed, second as physical strength, but perhaps the most impressive from his enemy’s point of view was his glamour. To them, he appeared like a black winged avenging angel as he slaughtered them. They felt the wind stirred by his beating wings, felt the feathers on skin as he enfolded them in his embrace. It was glamour, just illusion, but all too real to men and women with no defence against it.

Screams filled the night air, and machine guns chattered as terrified people fired at phantoms, often hitting their compatriots in their panic. One by one, he silenced their voices, their blood and screams devoured by the black-winged angel of vengeance. He fed and fed and fed until he could swallow no more, and simply allowed the blood to flow out of them upon the thirsty ground. His wounds healed, replaced by fresh ones, but those healed almost instantly. His power was on him in full measure, and he raged through the grounds killing everyone he found.

Finally, he came back to himself, covered in blood and feeling empty again. He should be full to bursting, but he wasn’t. He had drained a dozen humans. That would usually be enough essence to last weeks, but he had spent it all like a spendthrift upon killing his enemies. He did not regret it, but hunger was gnawing at his vitals again. He eyed the corpses, but they didn’t appeal. A shifter might take a bite out of a corpse and take no ill effect, but his kind could not feed upon the truly dead, not even upon the recently dead. They needed live blood and donors.

He turned in a circle hopefully, but he sensed only death in the darkness. Bodies littered the ground all around him in every direction. Bent and broken weapons were stuck in the lawns and flowerbeds, their barrels planted in the soil like macabre garden ornaments. He pulled at his sodden shirt and grimaced at the feel of it peeling away from his skin. Edward would not be happy about this. His suit had been Armani, ordered especially for this occasion.

He tugged his tie loose and over his head. He shoved it into his jacket pocket and felt for his comb. He could do nothing about the blood on his shirt, but he could at least make an effort. He hoped Marie and her father were long gone from here, but if not, he didn’t want them thinking ill of him. He combed his hair and removed his jacket, folding it over one arm and holding it to cover as much of his bloodied shirt as it would. It was the best he could do. He headed back to the house.

He entered through the rear and retraced his earlier route. When Terry appeared with Marie, he smiled in relief that quickly turned to alarm. She was crying, and Terry was holding her upper arm tight enough to bruise. Anger surged, and suddenly he knew what he’d forgotten earlier. It had been Terry. He had forgotten he was here, but more than that, he couldn’t feel their bond. With his child right before him, he couldn’t feel it. Impossible! He gaped in utter surprise and shock when a group of newborn vampires exited the office at Terry’s back and paused to watch.

Terry laughed and shook Marie roughly, making her cry out.

Stephen snarled, and would have launched himself at the traitor, but fear for Marie held him back.  

“She’s dead the moment you don’t do what you’re told,” Terry said. “My new master has sworn that I can have her.” He licked his lips ostentatiously. “He swore that I can have her in any way that I want her. He promised. All I have to do is deliver you, and here you are. Sound familiar?”

Stephen frowned. It was a variation on the deal he’d struck with Terry in exchange for bestowing the gift upon him. He had asked for an introduction to Marie. Terry had promoted himself as her boyfriend at the time, a lie as it had turned out. He was using a similar gambit again. He never had been very bright or original.

“Don’t hurt her, and I’ll come with you peacefully.”

“You will anyway, or she’s dead.”

He snarled at the threat, taking an involuntary step, and suddenly Terry had Marie’s throat in his hand. She gasped, her eyes bulging and pleading.

“Stop!” he shouted in horror as Terry squeezed the life out of her. Goddess damn it stop him! I swear if she dies I’ll kill every one of you!”

The vampire audience shifted unhappily but they did nothing.

Stephen dropped to his knees and clasped his hands behind his head. “All right damn you!”

Terry grinned and allowed Marie to breathe. She gasped and sucked at the air greedily. “Very good. Put the cuffs on him.”

One of the vampires advanced nervously. He was carrying a pair of heavy-duty rune cuffs; police issue by the looks of them. Constructed of titanium steel alloy to withstand a vampire’s strength and electroplated in silver, the runes engraved in the metal of each cuff would prevent shifters from changing shape and would absorb magic of any kind. If those went on his wrists, he would be helpless.

He cast about for ideas, but one squeeze of her neck would send Marie to her judgement before the Goddess. If he could get Terry to let her go for just a few seconds, he could kill him and his friends. None were strong enough to withstand him one on one, or even two on one, but there were five including Terry. 

The cuffs closed upon his wrists, and suddenly his anger drained away with his strength. The last thing he heard as he spiralled into oblivion was Marie crying his name and Terry’s laughter.

* * *



32 ~ Missing

David shook Craig’s hand and took his leave of him. Another two down without violence, he thought with heavy satisfaction at a job well done. Craig and his mate were strong betas and a good addition to the pack. They had good jobs, had never been in trouble with the law unlike some of the others he’d been forced to recruit, and although both had tried their strength against him and Ronnie, it was for form only. Craig and Maggie had known the moment they tried they would lose. They must have, because it had been obvious to him the moment he met them, and he assumed, to Ronnie as well. Mist had been exceedingly smug about it too.

Craig and Maggie were strong willed, and could almost be alpha. That had pleased Mist and was a big part of why he was so smug at besting them, but although they were strong, they lacked that little something, that extra spark that could have tipped their Presence from beta level to alpha. That was to the pack’s benefit. The Blood Drinkers were already top heavy, and already had too many strong males in the alpha range. True, it did strengthen House Edmonton and that was important, but as Lawrence had stressed earlier, a healthy pack needed balance to function well. He needed to recruit betas to turn the Blood Drinkers from House Edmonton’s enforcers into a proper pack.

“That went okay,” he said as they headed back to the SUV. “What do you think of them?”

Ronnie shrugged. “He’s okay.”

“But?”

“But Maggie is a little quiet for my taste. It’s lucky they have good jobs already. They wouldn’t fit in at the club, and there’s no way she would make a good enforcer for Stephen.” 

“Well, we knew that from the start. We don’t need more fighters.”

“I know, but we don’t need liabilities either.”

He frowned. He didn’t see them that way. “Are we adopting trouble?”

“We’ll see. Probably not. They’re strong enough to stand up for themselves if they need to, it’s just...” she grimaced. “Maybe I’m just spoiled. Living among so many big dogs at the club makes these two feel timid.”

“Strong in Presence but timid at the same time? That doesn’t sound like any shifter I’ve ever met.”

“You haven’t met many outside of the pack.”

“True. Maybe Craig and Maggie are the norm, and we’re the freaks. How would I know?”

“You could ask me.”

“Okay. Are we?”

“Are we what, freaks?” she said and he nodded. “Not freaks, but unusual, sure. That’s why we’re recruiting people like Craig and Maggie. We’re trying to dilute the strangeness in a way. Look, we all gave ourselves to Stephen because we were running from a situation in our pasts, right?”

David nodded.

“But running from your pack is very unusual to begin with. It’s a really big deal rebelling like that. It takes a certain kind of person, not just Presence. It takes determination to throw away all you’ve ever known based only on the hope of something better around the corner.”

“Okay, I haven’t been in that situation, but I understand what you mean. So our pack is full of rebels.”

He unlocked the doors of the SUV with the remote and Ronnie climbed into the passenger side. He climbed behind the wheel and buckled up. Ronnie rolled her eyes at his safety conscious attitude. She knew, and so did he really, that he could be ejected through the windscreen and take no long term harm from it these days, but that wasn’t the point. It would still hurt, so why not wear the belt?

Ronnie powered the window down on her side to hook her elbow on it, and fiddled with the stereo. She found a station she liked but lowered the volume so they could continue talking.

David started the motor and pulled into the sparse nighttime traffic. “Do you know the way to the next one?” he said, glancing at the blank GPS in the dash.

“Keep going straight, I’ll tell you when to turn.”

“Okay. So we’re all rebels?”

“Yes, except for you and one or two of the others. We’re not timid, even our few betas aren’t. We’re a really powerful pack in terms of pure strength. I don’t want you thinking we’re not, but we’re so top heavy that the pack is a little... unstable, I guess is the right word. Stephen has kept everyone in line until now. We knew that without House Edmonton, we would have no sanctuary in LA. You’ll have to do that for us from now on.”

“No one has challenged me since that first day.”

“They will though. They’re still settling into the new situation. Once they have, they’ll start to look around and make a move. We need to fill out our numbers with people who can settle them down without challenging them.”

“And you don’t think Craig and Maggie help us there?”

“It’s not that they can’t, it’s that I doubt they’ll feel motivated to try. They’re mated and too timid. Like I said.”

“The opposite would be bad in a different way.”

Ronnie nodded.

“What’s the answer?”

“We keep doing what we’re doing, but I think we need to advertise for some single female betas.” She noticed his grimace. “You’re going to have to get over that. It’s human silliness anyway. A couple of dozen females will calm things. I’ve seen it in action and it works. The Alley Dog pack is mature and it’s a big one. Pederson is a bastard, but he knows how to run a good pack. We could do worse than copying him. Well, in this at least; not so much in the screwing every bitch not nailed down arena. You’re—” she broke off frowning herself now.

“I’m what?” he said with a crooked smile.

We are hers, she is ours, Mist said smugly.

“Never mind. Turn left here.”

He made the turn. “Who are we meeting?”

Ronnie didn’t have a chance to answer as her link chose that moment to chirp. She dug in a pocket for it and answered the call. “Yeah?”

David tried to listen in, but although the stereo’s volume was low, he couldn’t hear who was calling. He noticed Ronnie’s frown as she listened, but when it turned to alarm his heart sank. What had gone wrong now? He began searching for a place to park.

“What does Edward say about it? He should be able to...” Ronnie was saying. “...yeah but that’s impossible. He said that, or you think that? Right... no but we can lock the place down. Let me... no he’s here with me. Driving. Okay I’ll tell him. Just hang... no don’t do that, Lawrence. I want to get a sniff of the place myself. Screw that... yeah... okay. We’re on our way. Yeah, bye.”

“Trouble?” David asked.

“Yes. Turn around; we’re needed back at the club. Stephen’s missing.”

A chill swept through him. “What do you mean missing?”

“Like Michael. That kind of missing.”

“But how? He was visiting Marie wasn’t he? That place has top flight security.”

Ronnie shrugged. “Lawrence didn’t know. Something went down though. There are cops all over it apparently. There’s something else weird as well. Edward says he can’t feel Stephen anymore. That should mean he’s dead, but he can’t be dead.”

“Why?” he said hoping she was right.

“Edward is Stephen’s human servant. They’re bonded. Edward is alive, so Stephen must be too.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“Edward is.”

David turned down another street and got them pointed the right way back to the club. He preferred to drive manually and not use the autopilot, and always had. He enjoyed it, but it was hard keeping his speed down right now. He wanted to race back and learn exactly what had happened, but getting pulled-over by a traffic cop or sanctioned by the AI traffic control system wouldn’t improve his mood.

He tried to plan what he would do when he got back to the club. He could send the pack out listening for any word about what went down, but he would need to check Marie’s house himself, or Mist could depending upon what he found waiting there. There might be a way to track Stephen’s scent. How they had managed to get the drop on such a powerful vamp puzzled him. Stephen would have fought and probably killed them unless seriously out numbered.

“Does Lawrence have any leads at all?”

“He didn’t say, but taking out Stephen after what we found at Michael’s estate? It has to be AML again.”

“Hmmm. Hoberman might know something,” he said, frowning in thought. “I wonder how far into their circle he really is.”

“Who is Hoberman?”

“My ex-boss. Doctor Hoberman tried to recruit me for AML and wanted to use me in his bid for the Mayoral election.”

Ronnie snorted her derision.

“It’s not as stupid as it sounds. He didn’t know me that well, obviously, but I can see it working with someone else. If I’d been racist or the kind who wanted to lash out, I might have accepted his offer. As it turned out, all I wanted was the one responsible punished, not every shifter in the city. He couldn’t understand that.”

“And he’s part of AML?”

“I’m not entirely sure. The bodyguards with him were, but I don’t know if he’s a card-carrying member himself. They might just be using each other.”

“It’s worth thinking about,” Ronnie said. “We can squeeze him if necessary.”

“Let’s talk to Edward first. He might have an opinion on it, and I guess he’ll call Gavin and Rachelle too. You know, we should think about their security. AML, or whoever is behind them, has taken out two of four Houses. They might try for the entire set.”

“I hope they try Gavin. He’ll shred them.”

“I’m not so sure about that. I would have sworn Stephen could protect himself, but here we are and he’s missing.”

“Yeah.”

The rest of the trip to Lost Souls went quickly by in silence. David concentrated upon his driving while going over scenarios in his head. He wanted to know what was happening right now at the Stirling house before choosing a direction. Was OSI involved in the investigation? That would make things trickier, but they had their own cop, and she could probably find out more than he could with a single link call to her friends in the department. He would wait for Edward’s opinion, but he had a feeling he would need to visit the detective tonight. Angel would know her address.

The club was in full swing when David parked in the lot, and it reminded him that he couldn’t just send the entire pack out to search for Stephen. Life went on despite the disasters sent his way. Stephen wouldn’t appreciate it if he closed down the club. Still, the Blood Drinkers had the numbers to do both. He glanced at Ronnie as they marched across the lot side by side. He would leave Ronnie in charge of the club. He wouldn’t leave it unprotected. The Alley Dogs had been quiet recently, but they might think of Stephen’s absence as an opportunity to make trouble. The other city packs were sniffing around the borders as everyone had warned him would happen, but they were a lesser concern compared to the huge danger the Alley Dogs represented.

They found Edward in his office standing with Lawrence watching the news on the vid. The big screen had Channel 5 on and the reporter was speculating upon what had happened. The pictures were very clear, provided by hover cams buzzing overhead, recording the police and forensic teams investigating the scene and collecting bodies.

“That’s right, Dave,” the reporter doing the voice-over said cheerfully. “The police have now confirmed that billion dollar industrialist William P. Stirling died along with eighteen others in his home around 10:15pm this evening when it came under attack. Rumours are spreading that the Anti-Monster League has claimed responsibility for the atrocity already, but the police have so far failed to confirm or deny the story. Instead, they stated in their initial bulletin that their investigations have barely begun, and that they will inform the public at the appropriate time.”

A small inset window opened showing the news anchor sitting behind his desk in the studio. “That’s interesting, Liz. Do we know why AML would be interested in Mister Stirling? He was human, wasn’t he?”

“That’s right, Dave, but as we all know AML doesn’t always limit itself to non-humans. They’re well known for their indiscriminate use of violence often leading to collateral damage.”

“You think Mister Stirling was collateral damage? If so, who was their target?”

Staged question much? David shook his head in disgust as he joined Edward.

“No one knows for sure, but rumours about Marie Stirling and her recent adventures in LA might explain AML’s interest. She is known to frequent a particularly fashionable and popular monster club called Lost Souls in the Waterfront District. According to my sources, Miss Stirling invited the owner, a well-known vampire, to visit her at home this evening.”

“Oh bugger me,” Edward said in disgust. “That’s torn it.”

David nodded. “Check in with security front and back. Right now, Lawrence. The reporters will be all over this, and us.”

Lawrence hurried out.

“Who do you think is her source?” Ronnie asked, but Edward shook his head.

“It could be anyone,” David said. “Thrill seekers watch us all pretty close, and Stephen has a lot of fans.”

Ronnie snorted.

It was true though. Stephen was well known in Monster Central as the owner of Lost Souls, and the club was very popular. Unless he took particular steps to maintain secrecy for a special reason or occasion—such as visiting George AFB for conclave—everything he did was under scrutiny and remarked upon by someone. Marie’s visits had obviously been noticed. No doubt some poor sap was a few dollars richer for revealing them.

Edward turned off the screen.

“What do we know?” David asked.

“Nothing,” Edward said and threw the remote underhanded to land on the couch. “I felt him disappear, but there was no warning.”

“You felt the bond break?”

“Of course not!” Edward snapped and rubbed his forehead. “The bond didn’t snap. If it had I would be dead, and Stephen’s death is the only force I know that could break it. He’s alive but hidden from me.”

“Magic?” Ronnie said.

“It must be some kind of spell. Necromancy possibly, or something else. A ward? I have no bloody notion what could do this. I didn’t know this was possible! I don’t... I feel... empty. It has been so long since I’ve been alone in my head. It feels wrong.”

David could sympathise. If Mist were suddenly taken from him, he was sure he would feel something similar despite their bond being so new. How must it feel to lose a centuries old bond? Not comfortable he was certain.

“Did you ask Rachelle’s witch about it? What does Gavin say?”

“Rachelle tells me she will look into it. Gavin has sent his people onto the streets. Angel has contacts she can tap. If there are any useful rumours she’ll hear them.”

“I was thinking we should add to Rachelle’s and Gavin’s security. AML are two for two. There’s no telling whether they’ll try for the full set. They could do that at almost any time.”

Edward frowned. “We don’t have the resources to search for Stephen and protect all three Houses. Stephen must be our priority.”

“I agree,” Ronnie said. 

He frowned but let it go. “About that. I think I’ll visit our cop and take her with me to talk with Hoberman. She can make herself useful by flashing her badge in his face.”

Edward looked hopeful suddenly. “You think he might know something?”

“I was telling Ronnie earlier that when Hoberman tried to recruit me he was escorted by AML bodyguards, and not long after that I was attacked by AML. He’s either one of them himself or he’s working with them. He might have heard something that will help. A badge might make that easier.”

Edward nodded eagerly. “Try.”

“I’ll come along,” Ronnie began but scowled as David shook his head. “Why not?”

“I need you here. With Stephen out of the way, the club is vulnerable. I don’t need a fight with another pack right now, especially not with reporters on our doorstep ready to record it all, but that doesn’t mean we let them just walk over us either. One of us has to stay, and Hoberman doesn’t know you.”

“And what will Lawrence be doing while I protect the homestead?”

He winced at the scorn dripping from her words. “Coordinating a search. I want half the pack here with you and ready for trouble. The rest in groups sniffing around the city for information. I’ll check out Marie’s house after my visit with Hoberman. Maybe the cops will have packed up and moved on by then.”

Ronnie wasn’t happy but Edward liked it and that was enough.

David left them in the office and hurried back to the parking lot and the SUV. He wanted to leave before the reporters entrenched themselves and made things trickier. He reached the car before the reporters arrived but only just in time. He sat behind the wheel and watched the vans pull up and the reporters begin setting up. He shook his head as they tried to enter the club despite security on the doors. Darrin’s eyes ignited and that was enough to back them up and down the steps. It was a good trick that he used himself when on the doors. It was enough to remind the humans what they were dealing with without getting physical. Martina’s eyes ignited a few moments later. She swept them contemptuously over the milling crowd below her like some kind of demonic lighthouse. He laughed at the thought and dug in his pocket for his link.

He watched the show while waiting for Angel to pick up. Darrin must have called for reinforcements because two more of the pack came out to back him up. That allowed him to concentrate on his real job of vetting the guests and allowing them in or turning them away.

“Yeah?”

David turned his attention to his own business. “Angel, its David.”

“Yeah?”

“Do you have our cop’s address?”

There was a brief hesitation. “Yeah but... what do you want it for?”

“Nothing sinister. You heard what happened. I want her badge and expertise on this with me. I might have a lead. I think she can help.”

“Oh, okay. Got a pen?”

“I’ll remember it.”

“Whatever—”

He listened as Angel gave him the address and directions. “Okay thanks, I got it. Keep an eye on Gavin.”

“Why?” Angel said, suddenly sounding suspicious. “What have you heard?”

“Nothing like that. I’m just worried that AML is two for two now and might try for all four of our vamps, that’s all.”

“If they come here they won’t be leaving, like ever!” Angel snarled.

“You’re there now?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Stay safe. Bye.” He put away his link and drove slowly out of the lot. 

* * *



33 ~ Questions

Detective Humber lived on the third floor of a shabby apartment block that had little to recommend it. Maybe it was convenient for her work or something. It wasn’t that far from Central. Someone had spray painted the security droid manning the lobby doors an almost fluorescent shade of pink, and decorated it with yellow flowers. It looked quite fetching really, but it did nothing to secure the building. It was obviously busted; it had a bucket on its head.

David walked right on in.

Outside her apartment door, he pressed the buzzer and waited. The door didn’t open and she didn’t say anything, but he felt her arrive on the other side. He assumed she was checking him out using the peep camera above the door. All the apartments had them at least. Minimal security at most, but better than nothing. He eyed the lock on her door doubtfully. It was digital, but again it seemed basic. He was sure she must earn enough for better security than this. Why was she living in a low rent dump? Not his business.

“You going to open the door, de-tec-tive?” he said trying out Angel’s impudent drawl, and heard her growl a curse. He grinned. “Come on, you know you’re curious.”

“How did you get my address?” Chris said, her voice muffled by the door.

“Angel gave it to me.”

“She wouldn’t do that. Try again.”

He shrugged. “She did, so I’m not going to try again.” The door cracked open. He raised his hands when he saw the huge boomer in her fist. “Don’t shoot, I surrender, I come in peace, blah blah. Can I come in?”

She lowered her gun, but the scowl remained in place. “Smart arse aren’t you?”

“So they tell me. Do you want to do this in the hall?”

She stepped back and opened the door wider

He entered the apartment and waited for her to re-lock the door before following her into the main room. The space surprised him. She had it nicely painted in warm cheerful colours—pale yellow walls and bright white ceilings. She had chosen comfortable furnishings, not flashy, but not cheap junk either. From the outside, the entire block looked like a dump, but inside it was really rather nice, well, her apartment was anyway. He smelled fresh coffee coming from the kitchen. The vid screen was on with the sound low. She had Channel 5’s news segment on, and yes, it was still reporting on the attack upon Marie Stirling’s home.

“What do you want?”

He waved a hand at the screen. “Stephen was there. He’s missing like Michael.”

Chris’ eyes narrowed. “Why was he there?”

“He was invited to discuss the proposed acquisition of various properties in Monster Central by Techtron.”

“Ah ha,” she said, not sounding convinced. “What was the real reason?”

“Techtron’s involvement with AML.”

That surprised her. She tucked her gun in the waistband of her pants. There was a holster there at the small of her back. She led him into her little kitchen and raised the coffee jug and an eyebrow.

“Black, please,” he said and watched her pour two cups. He took a sip of his and frowned at how bitter it tasted. She couldn’t make coffee for shit. “Thanks.” He put the cup aside. “I need your help.”

“Why mine?”

“You’re a badge.”

“I’m on leave.”

“I won’t tell him if you don’t.”

She raised that very mobile eyebrow again. “Tell who?”

“An ex-colleague of mine. Doctor George Hoberman.”

“And how is he connected to this?”

“He came to my house with a pair of AML thugs not long after I was discharged from hospital and tried to recruit me. I think we both know that AML are involved with the latest abductions, and Hoberman is involved with AML. I think if anyone knows what they’re up to, he might, and more to the point, he’ll fold at the sight of your badge where a hard core fanatic won’t.”

“Point,” she said nodding. “You’re sure he knows what’s going on?”

“No, but there’s a chance. I don’t know anyone who supports AML... I don’t think I do anyway. If I do, they’ve kept very quiet about it. He’s the only one who I can point to that I’m certain has worked with them. You?”

“No one still free, no.”

He nodded. “Will you come with me to talk with him?”

“Let’s go.”

Hoberman looked ghastly. He hadn’t shaved in a few days and his skin was sallow. He was wearing wrinkled pants and a blue shirt open at the neck. No sign of his habitual tie, and he had slippers on his feet. Well why not? He was at home relaxing. Why shouldn’t he dress for comfort? No reason that David could think of, but he didn’t look comfortable. He looked stressed and very unlike the powerful man he’d known.

Hoberman looked ten years older and worried when he opened the door. Chris’ badge had been enough to get him to open it, but David had kept out of sight until that point. When Hoberman recognised him approaching, he tried to slam the door closed, but Chris had already pushed inside enough to hold it. David shoved the door the rest of the way open easily. He was very strong these days. Hoberman staggered as the door flew out of his hands to slam against the wall, and backed fearfully away.

“Evening, George,” David said cheerfully and closed the door. “May I introduce De-tec-tive Humber?”

Chris gave him a dirty look. “Nice to meet you. Call me Detective.”

“What do you want?”

“I think you know,” David said. “Don’t you?”

“I’ll ask the questions,” Chris said and addressed herself to Hoberman. “Do you?”

“No I don’t.”

“Hmmm. I’m sorry Doctor Hoberman, but I’ve been in this job a long time and I know when someone is lying to me. Please don’t do that. I don’t like wasting my time. Let’s try again. I’ll ask questions, you answer questions truthfully, and we part friends. All clear so far?”

Hoberman’s shoulders sagged and he nodded miserably. He turned away and led them into a sitting room. He collapsed onto a couch and put his face in his hands. David could feel the defeat rolling off him, and scent his fear and despair in the air. A frisson of excitement went down his spine and he shuddered at the feeling. He liked it that Hoberman feared him, and so did Mist. Of course the wolf took it only as their due. The less powerful should fear them. It was part of The Way.

Something had pushed Hoberman to the edge of emotional collapse. He tried not to gloat, but what goes around comes around as they say. This man had made his life hard when he was a junior doctor and had later tried to blackmail him. For all he knew, AML had been doing his bidding when they shot Mist that night. The wolf snarled, remembering the burning agony of silver in his guts.

David tried to put some warmth in his voice, but it was hard. “What’s happened to you, George? You don’t look well.”

Chris glared at him. He could read her expression like words. Let me handle it, she was thinking. He nodded to her and stepped figuratively back from things. He had wanted her along for her expertise. It would be foolish not to use it, but he wouldn’t leave it all to her. He would get what he needed out of Hoberman if she couldn’t.

“How did you get involved with AML, Doctor Hoberman?” Chris began smoothly. She was enquiring, not condemnatory at all, not accusing, and she certainly didn’t call him a raving idiot racist fanatic, which he manifestly was and she knew it.

Good trick that.

“Wilson came to me,” Hoberman began. “I swear I didn’t ask for this. He came to me!”

“Wilson is?”

“Christopher Wilson; he’s Techtron’s Chief of Operations—number two in the corporation below Stirling himself. I met him at a fundraiser and we got talking about things. He mentioned the coming election and said Techtron was looking for a cause to back. I don’t know why he chose me, but he said I would make a good candidate for Mayor, especially if backed by Techtron’s resources.”

“He probably found out about your AML leanings,” David sneered and received twin glares from his audience. He shrugged them off. “Truth is truth. You can’t go around saying what you do and not expect it to be noticed. Rumours spread. It’s what happens.”

Hoberman nodded reluctantly. “I won’t apologise for it. I say what I think and I won’t be silenced simply because it isn’t polite or politically correct. Wilson was quite insistent about my campaign being something worth his attention and before I knew it, I had AML bodyguards and Techtron funding. I had high ratings in the polls and a good campaign manager and PR. I was on my way to election, I’m sure of it.”

“But?” Chris said when he failed to go on. “What changed?”

“I heard some things. I confronted Wilson and demanded to know if what I’d heard was true. He didn’t even try to deny it! I told him I wouldn’t be party to murder, and he told me I would do what I was told or else he would withdraw funding. I told him I wouldn’t be held hostage that way, and be damned.”

“Good for you, George!”

“It was the end of my bid for Mayor. He pulled Techtron’s support and my campaign collapsed.”

“Go back to where murder became involved. Whose murder, where and when?” Chris said. She was, after all, first and foremost a murder cop.

“We aren’t talking names—”

“I think we are. In fact, I insist.”

“I don’t mean it that way. I mean that I didn’t hear names. It was an AML campaign with Techtron’s backing, or maybe it was just Wilson backing it considering recent events.”

“You mean William Stirling’s death. You think Wilson was behind that?”

“I think AML was behind it, but Wilson will benefit hugely from it. Stirling was a thorn in his side. You wouldn’t believe how many of his projects and schemes that Stirling vetoed over the years. He told me about some of them. Stirling dead, his daughter inherits but she’s missing... convenient, yes?”

Goddess he sounded bitter. He supposed Hoberman felt hard used by Wilson, and from a political point of view, he certainly had been used. Hoberman had been a pleasant face pasted over AML’s grinning death’s head. He was a bigot and racist, but he had drawn the line at murder. David supposed that was a good thing, but he couldn’t find it within himself to feel sorry for him. He should have known what he was signing up for the first day that AML sent bodyguards to shadow him.

Chris continued her interrogation. “What is AML’s endgame here? I can see how taking out Techtron’s CEO is good for Wilson, but what connects them other than money? Is it only the money?”

“That’s part of it. Wilson gains control of Techtron in exchange for funding AML’s new campaign, and for a time, mine as well. Everyone knows what AML ultimately wants. You don’t need me to tell you that they want a world free of non-humans.”

“So do you,” David said and Hoberman glared. “It’s true. I’ve heard your views, remember?”

“Then I didn’t explain myself very well. I do not want genocide. I want separation. That should be clear enough for anyone to understand. Even you, Doc—Mister Lephmann. Shifters are dangerous, vampires are dangerous, ghouls, zombies, demons... all non-humans creatures are dangerous! They can kill us, infect us, and even eat us! They infect us and steal our humanity or our immortal souls, and you wonder why I want them segregated?” 

“We’re veering away from the main point,” Chris said.

“Do you think so? I think AML’s views are at the heart of it. I don’t hold with Newman’s fanatical ideals—they’re tantamount to genocide, but I understand where he derives them from. Fear. I’m not ashamed to admit I fear you, David. I fear you, I fear your kind, and I fear what your kind does to ordinary people like me and to our society. Every human changed is a tragedy; every human turned is a tragedy.”

John Newman was a name well known in the Republic. He led the Anti-Monster League, and his ideals empowered its members to greater and greater atrocities against non-humans every year. He was a fugitive now, but a remarkably successful one in that he still ran his organisation despite having to hide from the federal government. A cynical man might believe the feds weren’t really interested in capturing him, and be right in his opinion.

“And you have the answer, don’t you?” he said.

“In the past we hunted and killed non-humans to protect ourselves, but now our young people seek them out wanting to join them! Some want excitement or the thrill of danger, but more and more are choosing the dubious benefits of immortality offered by vampires, or they’re seduced by the allure of longer healthier lifespans offered by shifters. The young are the future of the human race, and they’re being stolen from us!”

David laughed. “Paranoia.”

“Fact!” Hoberman rebutted. “My answer might not satisfy Newman’s fanatics, but it would work. Non-human enclaves administered and even protected by the federal government and the military.”

“Prisons,” David said flatly. “Worse. Concentration camps. Are you insane? Do you realise what would happen if your idea became reality?”

“We would be safe from things like you!”

“No you wouldn’t. Do you really think the elves would let you pen them up? Do you think the vampires would or my people? Wake up man! Look to Europe if you want to know what will happen. What you propose has been tried. It led to the last War of Races!”

He wasn’t an expert in European history by any means, but he knew the basics. The human-elven pact had ended the last War of Races, but only because the elves agreed to the founding of the Empire as a way of controlling the human population. It was a last ditch effort to prevent the continual persecution of the elves and by extension non-humans in general.

The Empire ruled all of Europe even to this day and had successfully kept the peace between the races. The half-elven emperors and empresses ruled from palaces in London and Berlin, alternating between the two every few years. The monarchies of Europe were so intermarried with each other and the elves that none was pure human any longer, and that more than anything had kept the peace.

Hoberman’s idea of segregation was the polar opposite of what was known to have worked in Europe, not that the elves living on this continent would dream of interbreeding with humans. They were as racist as Hoberman in their own way. They preferred to keep their bloodlines pure and free of human contamination, and looked sort of sideways at their kin in Europe for not doing the same.

“Now who is giving in to paranoia?” Hoberman said.

“You’re an idiot.”

“And you’re a—”

“Shut up both of you!” Chris said, glaring them both into silence. “We have bodies on the ground and people missing. I don’t have time or patience to listen to two little boys argue the toss over history lessons we all learned in eighth grade. I don’t give a crap about what the elves would or wouldn’t do, or what they think! What I care about is finding out where the missing people are. Do you know?”

Hoberman shook his head sullenly.

“Who might?”

“Wilson maybe. It depends on how much AML trusted him, or how much he distrusted them. If I had his resources I would have made it my business to find out as much about them as I could.”

David shook his head in disgust. “To blackmail them with you mean.”

Chris glared David into silence again. “Fine. Wilson is already on my shit list anyway. Now I have another reason to interview him. Let’s go.”

David followed as Chris stalked away

Hoberman hurried to catch up. “He won’t talk. Hells, he won’t even see you!”

“He will,” Chris said confidently, and opened the door to let herself out. “My badge will get us in.”

“And his high powered lawyers will see you right out again!”

“We’ll see.”

David watched her go for the elevator and secretly thought Hoberman might be right this time. “Keep your head down, George. This is likely to blow up in all our faces soon.”

Hoberman nodded. He didn’t exit his apartment, choosing instead to stand in the open doorway. “It’s what I’ve been doing. I’ve taken some vacation time and don’t plan on leaving my apartment for the next few weeks.” He looked down, obviously wanting to say more but hesitating. “I didn’t lie that day in your room. I really did try everything to save you from... from this.”

“This? You can’t even say it, can you? I’m a shifter. Say it.”

Hoberman glared. “I tried to save you,” he said and slammed the door in David’s face.

He heard the locks click.

“Are you coming or what?” Chris said holding the elevator doors.

“Seeing as I’m driving, that should probably be my line,” he said joining her in the elevator. “Where are we going?”

“Where do you think? To see Wilson of course.”

“Okay. Do you know where to find him at this time of night?”

“No, but I know how to find out,” Chris said and raised her link. “We detectives know stuff.”

“Hmph!”

Wilson apparently, was one of those workaholic night owls that David had heard tell of, but had never met. According to Chris’ sources, he was currently in his office at Techtron making billions of dollars or something for the mega corporation that he oversaw, and probably performing his evil overlord impression for his AML friends. David could easily imagine it. Such powerful men had reputations for being ruthless manipulators, and after talking with Hoberman, he was prepared for that to be the case here.

He drove them to the Techtron Building and into its parking facility beneath the massive chrome and glass needle-like tower. He parked as soon as he could and then rode the elevator up to the penultimate floor where Wilson held sway. Chris was quiet beside him, thinking cop thoughts, and tapping her thigh impatiently as the elevator raced for the 119th floor without stops.

“Do you credit Hoberman’s story?” he asked to break the uncomfortable silence.

“Hmmm.”

“Was that a yes hmmm, or a no hmmm?”

Her lips twitched toward a smile. “Yes.”

“Which?”

“Yes I think he was telling the truth. It doesn’t mean it is the truth, only that he believes it is.”

“You’re no help.”

“Be still my heart! My purpose in life isn’t to make yours easier. I’m only here because there’s a chance Marie Stirling is still alive and in need of my help. I’m here because if Wilson knows where she is, I might be able to get my hands on Michael Fabron. Remember him? The vampire who turned O’Neal and allowed him to run amok killing nine women in my city?”

“No need for snark.”

“You think that was snark? You haven’t heard snark. I don’t give a crap about your vampire. I have my own vamp to find. If Stephen is being held in the same place as Marie Stirling, then fine, I’ll help him too, but make no mistake—I’m looking for justice for nine dead women not to save a vampire from AML.”

“Fair enough.”

The doors opened and let them out on the 119th floor. It was late and the offices were deserted. They followed the signs and found their way to Wilson’s outer office and reception area. A feminine android was in charge of the reception desk at this time of night. David noticed that Chris seemed reluctant to approach it, and wondered why.

“Shall I?” he said waving a hand toward the pleasantly smiling machine.

“I’ll handle it,” she said and marched up to the desk. “Detective Humber, Robbery Homicide Division out of Central to see Christopher Wilson.”

The android smiled. “I’m sorry, Detective; he is not accepting appointments or receiving visitors this evening. May I make an appointment for you to see him tomorrow?”

David grinned as Chris growled something unpleasant that she would like to do to the dumb machine.

The android blinked very realistically and the smile disappeared. “Vandalism of this unit will result in legal action and your removal from the building by security.”

Chris presented her badge. “Scan it and override security.”

The android checked the badge and the smile was back. “Security override confirmed.”

“Take us to Wilson.”

“If you will follow me, Detective?”

David chuckled, and Chris glared at him. “That was entertaining.”

The android led the way to an office door. It knocked and waited, still smiling. There was no answer. It knocked again and waited. David got the impression it would continue all night, stuck in a loop. Chris didn’t have the patience to find out. She ignored the android’s protests and opened the door.

“Well... hell,” Chris muttered.

David peered into the office over the cop’s shoulder at Wilson’s corpse sitting behind his desk with a hole in his head and a matching pair in his chest. “Damn. I guess he felt so guilty that he shot himself.”

“Yessss” Chris drawled. “That’s it. You’ve solved the mystery. He shot himself in the heart twice, but felt so guilty about his part in AML’s campaign that he shot himself in the head for good measure.”

He smirked. “Not.”

“Not, and you better take off. I have to call this in.”

“Are you sure you want to do that?”

“I have to. Building security will have us all nicely recorded arriving in the lot and coming up here. I have to stay to guide things in the right direction. I can keep you out of it.”

“I could stay to give a statement.”

“You already did.”

“I did?”

“You gave it to me.”

“Oh yeah, I remember now.” He smiled at her. “Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it. Really. Don’t. Not to anyone.”

“Understood. See you back at the club?”

“Maybe,” she muttered and took another look at Wilson. “I’ll call first.”

He nodded and left her to make her call.

“Baxter I need you,” Chris began. “Get your brain out of the gutter! Goddess damn it all, how does Mary Pat put up with you? Listen, I have a corpse here for you... no I’m not kidding...”

David grinned, shaking his head in disbelief as he made his way back to the elevators.

* * *



34 ~ Fear No Evil

Despite her exhaustion, Marie couldn’t sleep. If she closed her eyes even for a few seconds to ease them and cool their burning, she saw that horrible moment again when Terry came into the office. He had swaggered into the room followed by his new vampire friends, and Andrew had reacted instantly. He was so fast! His weapon was out and aimed almost in time to blow Terry’s head off. Almost, but vampires are fast too. One of them blurred across the room and struck Andrew down even as he fired. His fully automatic pistol emptied itself into the walls and bookcases as he fell. The lethal flechettes ripped at the air as they screamed across the room to destroy the bookcases and priceless first editions that her dad had collected over the years.

Even as Andrew was falling, Terry was murdering Jon. Poor Jon. He didn’t even have time to scream or use his weapon. He was slower to react than Andrew was, and died almost without a sound when Terry latched onto his throat. Marie had screamed then; she couldn’t help it. The horror of seeing someone she knew so well murdered right before her eyes was too much. Her dad though was going for his desk and the gun he kept in its top drawer. He didn’t make it. One of the vampires grabbed him, and another took charge of her. She had the bruises on her arms to prove his careless strength. Terrible as seeing Jon murdered was, what happened next was worse and would haunt her until the end of her days.

Her dad gasped and clutched his chest. He grimaced in pain, and he would have fallen if not for the monster holding him up. She had screamed again, trying to go to him, but her captor wouldn’t allow it. Her dad gasped one last time and his face went grey as a massive heart attack killed him. His eyes had found hers one last time, his love for her shining desperately from them, but then they rolled in his head and he was gone. The vampire holding him cursed and let him fall, and all Marie could do was scream, and scream, and scream...

“Miss Stirling?”

Marie came back to herself and her situation. The cage hadn’t changed, nor the basement where it had been installed along with the other similar cages. Her eyes sought out Stephen, but he was still asleep. Dead to the world. She could almost hear him describing it that way, and her lips twitched a little as if about to smile, but there was nothing funny about it. He was helpless, more even than she and Andrew were right now. A short while ago their captors had carried a vampire away while he slept. The same could happen to poor Stephen at any time, and there was nothing she could do to prevent it.

“Miss Stirling!” Andrew said again.

She sighed. “What is it, Andrew?”

“Where is your father?”

She closed her eyes in pain at the question and the reminder. “He’s dead... his heart.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you. How are you feeling? When you didn’t stir, I thought you might die too. You’ve been unconscious all day.”

Andrew gently touched his head and the wound that had bled so profusely. His fingers came away with fresh blood on them. “I’ve had worse than a bump on the head. Don’t worry about me, Miss Stirling.”

“Don’t you think it’s time that you called me Marie? I’ve known you for years and years. I was ten and still in pigtails when you came to work for dad. You used to drive me to school and tend my scraped knees, remember?”

“How could I ever forget that? You’re sure about your father, completely sure?”

Tears leaked from her puffy eyes running freely over her cheeks as she saw her father’s dying face again. “Yes, I’m certain.”

“Then I don’t think they’ll hurt you. They’ll want ransom money or something like that. I expect they planned to force your father to pay by threatening you, but now they can’t do that.”

“They could threaten to hurt you or Stephen.”

“Never mind us. Just promise to pay them whatever they want. Getting you out of here safely is all that matters. Don’t worry about the money; you can afford it. Besides, I’ll track it down and deal with it after we’re safe.”

She didn’t care about the money. If this was just about money, she would happily pay whatever they wanted if it meant freedom for the three of them, but Andrew was assuming a lot. What if she paid them, and they didn’t let them go? What then? What would she do if they threatened to kill Andrew or Stephen, or both of them? Anything! She would pay anything; do anything, to save them. Her father was dead, and Andrew was the closest thing to family she had left. It felt as if he had always been there and always would be, but then, she had felt that way about her dad too. He was gone, and Andrew could leave her just as easily.

And Stephen?

She was confused about her feelings for him. He was her friend, but he felt like more than that. He wasn’t human, not that she cared really, but she shouldn’t allow herself to be attracted to him. Her father had taught her to be tolerant of differences, but not that tolerant! Her friends would be ever so shocked if they knew how she felt about Stephen. In the social circles that she navigated daily, mixing with non-humans wasn’t at all the done thing. Everyone heard stories of course, titillating and shocking stories about girls who did mix with the monsters and let them do... things. The thought of letting Stephen do some of them to her was strangely intriguing and exciting.

“Marie?”

She focused upon Andrew’s concerned face. “I know what to do.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded. “I’ll get us out of here. AML are always doing this—extorting money I mean. I’ve heard the stories. I’ll buy our way out.”

“Just get yourself out. Don’t push them on anything beyond that.”

She wasn’t leaving him and Stephen behind, but saying that would only result in a tiresome lecture. Everyone treated her like a child. She frowned. Stephen never had, and perhaps that was part of the attraction she felt. Whatever the case, she wasn’t leaving them behind, and if AML were true to form, she wouldn’t have to. There were hundreds of kidnapping stories successfully concluded from a victim’s point of view by the liberal application of money. If there was one thing she had plenty of, it was money.

What worried her the most was Stephen. As one of the monsters AML hated, why hadn’t they simply killed him? And while she was asking impossible questions, why were AML working with monsters at all? Terry and his friends were all vamps. She had never heard anything like this happening before, but perhaps it meant that she really could buy Stephen’s safety along with her own and Andrew’s as well. She hoped so.

“When will Stephen wake? Shouldn’t he be up now? They did take those hideous cuffs off him.”

Andrew shrugged. “Sunset isn’t far away. He’ll wake around then depending upon how powerful he is.”

“What do you mean? I thought vampires couldn’t abide the sun.”

“They can’t, not direct sunlight at least, but the more powerful ones awake earlier and can stay up longer as long as they stay out of the light. Down here? He could probably stay up half the day if he forced himself.”

“How do you know?”

“I’ve made it my business to know, Miss Stirling—”

“Marie.”

He smiled. “Marie then. I’ve made it my business to study the threats I might have to face one day. It didn’t do me or your father a great deal of good.”

He sounded bitter about that, and probably should. Her father, his patron, was dead because he had failed in his duty. She didn’t blame him, but he obviously blamed himself. He had lost his entire team back at the house, and like poor Jonathon, he had known them all for years. They had been his friends as well as his colleagues.

Stephen had yet to wake when they came for her. She tried to be brave, but Andrew’s fear for her was obvious in his expression. The relieved glances passed among the other prisoners when it was her cage they unlocked made the fear worse, because they had obviously been here longer and maybe knew what was in store for her. She didn’t resist when the armed men waved her out and up the steps ahead of them. What would be the point? They would only drag her and that would be degrading as well as painful. She had to at least pretend to be unafraid and in some semblance of control of the situation. Perhaps if her acting skills were good enough to fool them, she might fool herself into believing her own act.

They marched her up the steps, through the industrial-sized kitchen, and into the house. It was a big place. She could tell just by the feel that the estate must be much bigger than her home, and she wondered where in the valley they were. They were less than an hour from home. She had tried to keep track of the trip by counting time and noting things like the turns they took. She had seen movies where kidnap victims did that. It seemed silly now. What could she do with the information? Nothing now, but if she did manage to get away she might be able to lead the police back here. It was a hopeful thought that she tried to believe in.

Her captors led her into a room and left her alone. She watched them file out the door and close it. The moment she heard the lock click, she was across the room and checking windows. They had alarms. She glared at the little magic eye thingies, and tried to think of something to do about the damn things, but she was no super geek or cat burglar. There was nothing she could think of and her shoulders slumped in defeat. She turned on the spot inventorying the room, and hoping for inspiration.

The room was open and sparsely furnished, not meant for sitting or entertaining, but for displaying someone’s collection. The contents were visible despite the room being unlit. The display cases ranged along the walls had their own lighting. Her eyes widened when she realised what they contained.

Weapons!

She ran to the nearest and opened it. The guns were the really old-fashioned ones. The ones with hammers holding a flint to make them work, not the modern magnetically or air-propelled types. She looked for a cabinet containing something more modern, and found one that held old-fashioned slug throwing revolvers of all kinds. She picked one up. It was heavier than it looked. She made the cylinder slide out hoping to find bullets already in place, but it wasn’t loaded. She started hunting for the ammunition. There were drawers below the cabinets, but nothing she found would fit the gun.

Oh! Why keep guns without keeping the right ammunition close by? It wasn’t fair!

She discarded the revolver and looked for any ammunition that she could find and match to a weapon.

“You will not find what you are looking for, Miss Stirling.”

Marie gasped and spun to face the door. A vampire stood in the open doorway watching her with a small smile upon his lips. A mixed group of more vampires and humans attended him, standing silently at his back. Terry was one of them and he smirked at her. Rage ignited at the sight of him. He had betrayed her to the monsters not once but twice now, but more outrageous to her was his double-cross of Stephen. Stephen had dealt fairly with him, and yet despite that, he had betrayed his master just as he had betrayed her that first time.

“Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Arcadian, and this is my home. Welcome!” He stepped further into the room, looking around at the subtly lit display cases. “The guns you find so interesting are for show only—replicas many of them, though cunningly made and of the highest craftsmanship I assure you. Do weapons interest you?”

They certainly did right now, so she nodded.

“I do not favour guns myself. I prefer blades. Come, let me show you.” He held out a hand to her.

Marie swallowed and went to join him. His friends stepped out of the way, and he escorted her into another room. He allowed her to precede him and she stopped a few paces later in amazement. The room was an armoury complete with elven armour as well as the human variety once favoured in Europe. Her host beamed. He was inordinately pleased with her shock.

“Wonderful, is it not?”

She nodded wordlessly, though wonderful wasn’t the first word she would associate with all this. Priceless, surprising, stolen? She doubted the elves knew that some of their magical artifacts had fallen into this maniac’s hands. Elven weapons and armour were highly prized by everyone. They did not sell such things, ever. These could only be prizes taken in battle centuries ago, and that meant they were heirlooms of elves probably—almost certainly—still alive today. To the elves, these things would be personal mementos belonging to their families and clans. How would they feel looking upon all this, perhaps still mourning their dead even centuries later? It would enrage them to learn all this had fallen into the clutches of evil. All undead were considered evil by them, even Stephen would be, despite his honourable reputation.

The elves didn’t tolerate much beyond their own people and customs. They were akin to AML, if opposite in view. Anything non-elven was considered lesser at best, and totally anathema at worst. Invariably beautiful they might be, but they were cold hearted and prejudiced bastards. Still, in this case she wouldn’t mind if they found out about this place and wiped out AML and its allies to take back their property.

“Everything you see here is original. There are no replicas allowed to contaminate this collection. Can you guess the era? No? It all dates back to the War of Races. Verified I might add, by experts in the field.”

Wow! That was even worse. At the end of the war, prisoners, weapons, and armour—everything was repatriated to the original owners as part of the treaty. She couldn’t imagine how nine complete sets of armour could have fallen into Arcadian’s hands. The swords could be thousands of years old, yet they gleamed as if new. The magic within them kept them sharp and unsullied.

“Do you like them?” Arcadian said, surveying his treasures with pride.

“Very much, but how did you acquire them?”

“They were in a private collection in Chicago belonging to an acquaintance of mine. He no longer has need of them.”

One of Arcadian’s clique laughed, and the others smiled briefly.

Marie’s eyes flicked from face to face, pausing upon the two women in the group. One was an exceedingly beautiful vampire; the other a young human who Marie thought looked puzzled and unsure. Terry seemed baffled by all the fuss. To him the entire collection was nothing but worthless scraps of metal. Cretin. The artifacts filling the room were historical treasures beyond price. Many would kill to own them, as Arcadian had no doubt done. She took his hint to mean that at least. 

Goddess, she wanted out of this madhouse. She eyed the tall patio doors that led outside to the gardens. It was dark out there now, but she didn’t care. She would be safer out there in the dark with whatever was hiding in the shadows than in here. Whether he noticed her evaluating an escape route or not she wasn’t sure, but suddenly Arcadian was all business.

He took her elbow gently and began to guide her back the way they’d come. “Let us find somewhere more comfortable to talk.”

“You came to LA from Chicago?”

“I lived there most recently, yes.”

“Why am I here, Mister Arcadian? My father...” she swallowed what felt like a boulder of grief. “He died because of you.”

Arcadian glared at Terry. “I’m sorry for that. It was not my intention to harm either of you.”

“No? What was your aim then?”

They entered a room and took seats. Marie assumed that Arcadian used it as his office. There was an impressive antique desk and a bar to one side. Electronic gadgets festooned one wall opposite the desk, all of them inactive, and other quality furnishings. She began to worry that her idea of buying herself free might be in jeopardy because it was obvious Arcadian didn’t lack funds. He might reject any offer she made. Her thoughts raced. What could she offer if not money? Her shares? Still money, but better than cash. Techtron was a huge corporation and very profitable for shareholders.

“Does it matter now?”

“I would like to know,” she said. Stephen would definitely expect her to ask good questions. She intended to report everything she learned to him. He must be awake by now. “If you wouldn’t mind?”

“Certain agreements with my allies were imperilled by your father’s investigations and his association with House Edmonton.”

“But there is no association.”

“Come now. Your father was meeting with Stephen to discuss it.”

“How do you know that?”

Terry grinned.

Marie scowled. “The traitor told you,” she said and Arcadian nodded. Terry’s smile fled. “So you killed my father, abducted me and my friends, all for Wilson?”

“Wilson and AML are important allies of mine and will be for some little time yet.”

“Not forever?”

“Not if certain things go as planned, no, but we digress. I had planned to discuss this with your father. I have no doubt we could have come to an agreement.”

“By threatening harm to me you mean?”

“Exactly.”

She swallowed, seeing the sudden gleam in his eyes. “And now?”

“That depends upon you. Will you drop the investigation?”

“I’m not on the board. I don’t have a voice in the decision.”

“Come now, you know that isn’t true. You will inherit your father’s shares and properties.”

“But not his position on the board,” she insisted.

It was true too. An interim chairman would be selected, and later a vote would be held. She would have influence as majority shareholder, but no one with sense would allow a twenty-three year old woman with no experience in the business to take the chair. The closest she had ever come to running a business was selling cookies at summer solstice!

She shifted under the intensity of his stare, careful not to catch his eyes with hers. “I could pay you to let us go.”

His glare intensified. “Do I look like a merchant to you?”

He looked like a goddess cursed fiend to her! A damned psycho with a god complex! “No but—”

“Then do not attempt to bargain with me. You will stop this investigation. Say it.”

“But I can’t!”

“Say it!”

She swallowed. “I’ll stop the investigation,” she whispered.

He beamed. “There, I knew you could do it.”

But... he was a maniac. He really was mad! She couldn’t do what he wanted, not because she didn’t want to—she didn’t want to because Wilson was a snake—but because she literally couldn’t prevent an internal investigation that her father had already initiated! There were people already working on it. Wilson was already finished, though he didn’t know it yet. The story would break very soon. Her father had only been holding back long enough to discover how the transfer of funds had been accomplished. He’d wanted Stephen’s agreement to let him investigate that aspect, but he hadn’t counted upon it. His investigators were digging like mad already. Within days, a report would land on each director’s desk.

“You’re letting us go then?”

“You can’t!” Terry said. “You promised that I could have her. You promised—gah!” Arcadian’s hand was around Terry’s throat before Marie knew he had moved. 

“Do not tell me what I cannot do, Terry Sayles,” Arcadian hissed. “It’s your fault and failure that forced me to this measure. You were ordered to bring her father to me, not kill him! This girl was to be your reward for that task. A task you failed to complete!” he roared, shaking Terry like a rat in a cat’s jaws. “You failed me; you’re lucky I do not kill you for it. Take my forbearance as your reward.”

The door opened and a man entered. “I’m sorry to interrupt.”

“What is it?” Arcadian said, still glaring and throttling the life out of Terry.

Marie willed him on.

“You asked to be informed of any AML developments.”

Arcadian turned to face the newcomer, still holding Terry off the floor by his neck as if he’d forgotten about him. Marie shivered at this evidence of his strength and mental state.

“What news, Cadmon?”

“Newman came himself this time, sir.”

“He’s here now?”

“Yes sir.”

“Did he say why?”

Cadmon hesitated, glancing at Marie. “Yes sir. He came because of her. He says...” he swallowed nervously and glanced at the others in the room. “He said because you... because we didn’t take care of business in a timely, manner, he’s had to take matters into his own hands, and that if we can’t supply what was promised he’ll find another supplier.”

Arcadian hissed, his fangs descending and his eyes burning red suddenly. “He dares? He dares come here, into my House to say that to me? Is the man a fool?”

“I would venture not, sir. I think he might be shrewd enough to have taken precautions.”

“Hmmm, probably so. I always liked that about him. Very little else to like, eh?” Arcadian laughed, and everyone mimicked him. The sound cut off as if with a knife, and everyone instantly fell silent again.

Marie stared. They were all frightened of him, she realised. They worked for him, yet they were scared spitless to cross him or even speak up. What kind of man engendered that in his own friends?

Arcadian frowned when he noticed Terry and gently lowered him to the floor. “Terry my dear fellow, I was just thinking about you, and here you are! Take Miss Stirling back to her cage will you?”

Terry swallowed nervously, his eyes huge. “Yes sir, at once sir!”

“Good man. I need to speak with Newman and calm him down.” Arcadian turned to Marie and gave her a polite but tiny bow of the head. “I’ll come down later to finish our chat. I won’t be long.” He strode out, and his entourage hurried to follow. 

Before Marie could react, Terry was on her, pinning her in place on the couch. “Get off me! He’ll kill you for this!”

“Only if someone tells him. He gave you to me, and I’m taking what’s mine before he changes his mind.”

“He already did. He’s letting us go!” She shoved at him, but he was stronger than he looked now.

“Then there’s no time to lose, is there?”

She gasped as his fangs punctured her throat. She tried to fight, but a warm lethargy stole her will and she was suddenly floating. It felt wonderful, and when he began fumbling at her clothes and groping sensitive flesh, she didn’t care. She moaned and arched against his hand cupping her sex, and thrust against the heel of his hand. Fingers slipped inside her and her climax was immediate. She screamed her pleasure, or tried to, but a hand clamped over her mouth stifling her ecstatic cries. All chance of rational thought or protest shattered in a mind-blowing wave of pleasure that engulfed her entire body. Terry’s mouth on her neck, sucking and swallowing her life became her world. Her blood flooding into his greedy mouth was all that mattered. She didn’t care about anything other than what her body was feeling. Another orgasm shook her, and then another, and another, each one ripping through her in an unending stream of poor bliss. They blended together and they went on, and on, and on...

* * *



35 ~ Revelations

Stephen awoke and sprang to his feet snarling in fury the instant the sun’s tyranny and power over the day released him. He slammed into the bars of his cage before he realised they were there, and howled in pain. They were electrified. They had caged him like an animal. Where was Marie, what had they done with her? The thought of her dead or harmed almost unhinged him. His eyes blazed in fury. When he freed himself, he would slaughter every AML sympathiser in the city. He would make them beg for death before the end, and then he would drain them dry! More, he would hire Rachelle’s necromance to bring them back and hold them on the edge of death while he tortured them into gibbering mindlessness! There wouldn’t be a single one of them left sane before he gave them the mercy of death.

His fangs ran out of their own accord at the thought.

His eyes darted around his prison looking for escape. The bars of the cage were thick. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to overcome them. The electrification was overkill. Pain wouldn’t stop him from attacking the bars if he’d had any hope of escape that way. He didn’t. The cage had been built with his people, or maybe shifters, in mind. AML were psychopathic fundamentalists, but they knew their business. They weren’t in the habit of underestimating the monsters they hunted, and the strength of the bars proved they hadn’t here. 

There was no escape.

He reached for Edward and found nothing. Had they killed him? No! There was no reason to assume that, but what else could prevent him reaching his human servant? Nothing he could think of. Grief clogged his throat and his rage built again. It threatened to send him careening into madness where he would spend it and his strength attacking the bars. No, he would not be a fool. He would husband his strength and spend it wisely upon killing his enemies.

He forced the rage away. He needed to be ready for any opportunities that might arise. They hadn’t killed him, and they could have done that at any time while he slept the day away. They must want something from him; he couldn’t imagine what, but something. He must find a way to turn their need against them. 

Edward... 

He closed his eyes wanting to howl his grief to the heavens. The thought of his old friend dead was like a dagger in his heart—sharp and immediate. They had been together many years. His poor friend... but wait. Wait a minute; just wait. There was no reason to think that Edward was dead. He hadn’t seen or felt him killed, and he would have. The blood bond meant that if Edward had been injured or killed he would have felt it, and he hadn’t. There was hope then. Yes, he would concentrate upon hope. He must assume all was well with his friend and that he was being blocked somehow, but how? He knew of no way. It didn’t matter how, he decided firmly schooling his emotions. He would not assume Edward was dead until confronted with his corpse, and even then, he would invent a way to bring him back!

He took a calming breath. Some magic or other trick was blocking him. That was what had happened. AML wanted him to assume they had killed Edward. They wanted him to despair. He would not be fooled.

He stepped close to the bars, careful not to touch them, and took stock of his new situation. He was underground. He could sense the earth all around him. It was part of being vampire, this affinity with the earth. His cage was one of many in the room; each one a steel cube roughly twenty feet on a side. Their occupants were diverse; most were human, one or two were shifters, but he wasn’t the only vampire. Three of the cages held newborns. He reached out to them, trying to sense their lineage, but something was wrong. He couldn’t sense a bond; he should be able to sense it easily. He might not recognise their maker if he was new to the city, but familiar or not the bond should still be there. He frowned, feeling only emptiness from where they lay. That wasn’t right. They weren’t awake yet but that was normal for such young vampires, and he could tell that these three were very young. By the feel of them, they were only a few days old, certainly no older than a week. They probably wouldn’t wake for hours. Asleep or awake didn’t matter; he should easily detect their bond with their maker, but it was absent. That was impossible. Bestowing the gift always forged a link between a maker and his child. Always. That was one reason why so few were turned. The bond was intense and very personal.

There was something very wrong with them. They didn’t feel quite as weak as they should. Even inert he could sense their strength. They were far beneath him; that at least was as it should be, but their essence wasn’t a constant low-level hum in his head. Their auras were flaring like the vampire he had killed… was it only last night? These three were akin to O’Neal. Sired by the same maker then? If so, there was something very wrong with Michael. His children were unstable, probably due to the absence of the bond, which was an impossibility... he frowned again at the sleepers. It was no longer impossible and these three were proof.

“Mister Edmonton, do you know me?”

Stephen turned to his left to regard a man in the cage next to his. He recognised the face, but had no name for it. “I recognise you from Marie’s home.”

The man nodded and winced. He put a hand to the back of his head and brought it back bloody. The sight of the blood made Stephen hyper aware of his hunger. He hadn’t fed before his visit with Marie, and he’d spent the strength that he drained from his enemies fighting them. He doubted he would be allowed to feed tonight. He kept his distance in case something unfortunate occurred—his fangs were tingling, and that was a warning. He needed to feed within the next few hours, sooner if possible.

“I’m Andrew—Mister Stirling’s chief of security.”

“Forgive me for saying this, but I must question your competence given the circumstances.”

Andrew grinned briefly. “Me too. I’ve been waiting for you to wake up. Miss Stirling’s father is dead did you know?”

He shook his head. He did not remember seeing that, but he’d been busy with their attackers at the time.

“A heart attack I think. Our hosts were very upset. They wanted him for something. Money probably.”

“AML fundraisers are often bloody affairs.”

Andrew nodded glumly.

“Where is Marie?”

“She’s here. They dragged her off a few minutes before you woke up. Someone wanted to speak with her. I don’t think they’ll hurt her, not now her father is dead. They need her.”

Andrew didn’t sound entirely certain of that, more hopeful of her safety than sure of it. Stephen had to hope she was safe too, because there was little he could do to affect matters. Andrew moved closer to the bars and Stephen backed up hurriedly. He was excruciatingly aware of the fresh blood perfuming the air.

“No closer.”

Andrew frowned, but stopped his advance.

“I’m in need of blood. I will not vouch for your safety if you come too close. Take this as my warning and apology in one. If you come any closer you will become breakfast.”

“Is that a joke?”

“Not a very funny one, but no, not really. I did not feed last night and I doubt our hosts plan to indulge my hunger tonight. These bars will keep you safe from me, but I advise you not to approach within reach.”

Andrew nodded and took an extra step back. “Thanks.”

“You are welcome,” he said but wished he could have apologised after he’d drank from the man. His hunger snarled and spit in the back of his brain, urging him to feed. It wasn’t enough to take control of him yet, but it would eventually. A starving vampire was little more than a ravening beast. “We need to escape before I lose all control.”

“How long do we have?”

“A few hours. I can control it for that long. If we’re still here tomorrow night, I advise you to keep your distance and trust nothing I do or say. Do not look me in the eyes for any reason.”

Andrew had already been avoiding eye contact. “Have you any ideas how to escape?”

“There’s no escape,” one of the other prisoners said. He was human, around thirty or thirty-five years old, and red haired. His unshaven face looked haggard, hinting at the length of time he’d been a prisoner. “They’ll feed you to your friend or one of the other vamps around here. That’s what you’re here for.”

Stephen pursed his lips thoughtfully. “If so, what am I here for, do you know?”

The man nodded and indicated the newborns. “You’re here to make more of those freaks.”

“You know that for a fact?”

“You’re not the first vampire to occupy that cage. I’ve been here a long time. Months I think. I’ve lost count of the days. He told me what they did to him.”

“And what was that?”

“They drained him and used his blood to make more vamps like the freaks there.”

Drained. The thought chilled him. “Why do you call them freaks?”

“It’s what he called them. He said they were abominations and unnatural. Kind of funny when you think about it.”

“How so?”

“He’s undead. It’s a bit rich calling them abominations when he’s one himself don’t you think?”

Stephen frowned. Either this man was an idiot, or he didn’t care what happened to him. “A fully signed up member of AML are you?”

“That was a while ago, in college. I say live and let live these days.”

“Sure you do,” Andrew said, sounding disgusted. “What did they say when you tried to re-join and talk your way out of here?”

The man scowled. “They laughed.”

“This vampire,” Stephen said. “Did he have a name?”

“Fabion or something like that.”

“Fabron? Michael Fabron?”

“You know him?”

He nodded.

“A friend?”

He nodded again.

“Small world eh? He’s not dead if that’s what you’re thinking. They took him out a while ago to drain him again. They always do that when you guys are asleep. I guess it’s safer.”

That made perfect sense and horrified him at the same time. They were taking no chances. He would be completely helpless to prevent them using his blood as they liked, just as Michael was now. Was this perversion of the gift the reason for the lack of a bond between Michael and his children? He couldn’t see why using blood that way would have that effect, but perhaps there was more to the process than he knew.

“They’ll bring him back soon. You better hope they don’t put him in with you or your friend. They get off on watching.”

“How do you mean?” Andrew said uneasily.

“He’ll be mad with hunger and won’t be able to stop himself. They like to bet on how long he can hold out.”

Poor Michael. He was such a gentle sort, relatively speaking of course. He was a powerful master of a House, and no master could afford to be too compassionate, but Stephen knew him well. Michael did not like to kill. His particular flavour of power meant he rarely needed to hurt anyone. His food loved him, and he loved them in return. This forced draining and feeding cycle would be hateful to him.

“They might throw him in with you,” Andrew was saying.

“They might,” the man agreed. “I’ve been stuck here so long, it might be a relief. Of course, they could do worse.”

“Oh?” Stephen said.

“They might turn me into one of the freaks. See those three?”

“I see them. What about them?”

“They were prisoners like me last week. We used to talk. Not much else to do down here. I bet all they’ll want to do is eat me now.”

There wasn’t much doubt of that. They were young and uncontrolled. They had no master or bond to keep them sane. What he didn’t understand was the purpose in turning them in the first place. AML wanted all of his kind dead. In fact, they wanted everyone who wasn’t pure human dead. They didn’t discriminate when choosing their victims. If you had any non-human blood in your veins then you were the enemy and fair game, even if that blood was generations in the past. Have an elven great-great-grandfather? Watch out. If AML learned of it, you would most likely find yourself on their to do list. Why were they creating vampires? What was their purpose?

David had proposed an idea that he had dismissed before now, but having seen this operation he was beginning to wonder. David had suggested the entire thing was a campaign designed to get the media and public opinion on side. A preposterous idea at first glance, but if AML could manufacture uncontrolled vampires at will and release them en masse, the carnage and resulting panic could easily do most of their work for them. The federal government couldn’t possibly overlook something like that. It would deploy troops onto the streets, and that might begin the long feared purge. It would make the European purge of the 1940s look like a mere riot, rather than the decade long war it later became. There were many more non-humans living in the Republic today than there had been in all of Europe back then. They wouldn’t take being forced into extermination camps lying down. Not this time.

Paranoia. Stephen glanced uneasily at those seemingly innocent vampires sleeping the sleep of the righteous. There had to be another explanation. A safer, saner, explanation. An explanation that was still in AML’s interests, but one which would not result in the end of the world as he knew it. 

He sneered at his own thoughts; since when had he become an optimist? He frowned and realised he’d become one the night he’d met Marie Stirling at the club. He hoped she was all right. It was all he could do right now. He would have prayed for her if he’d had any confidence that he would be heard, but praying would do him no good. He was vampire, one of the cursed undead and damned by all the gods and goddesses. Religious consensus was a rare thing, but the damning of his kind was universal amongst them.

Time dragged slowly by.

Andrew made use of the uncomfortable looking bed in his cage to rest. Stephen had encouraged him to sleep stressing the need to be ready when the time came. Andrew had been doubtful, but he had eventually agreed. There really was nothing else to do. While his only ally slept, he paced his cage thinking about Marie. AML were ruthless. They had never been shy about collateral damage and wouldn’t care that Marie was pure human. If they thought torturing her would gain them what they wanted, they wouldn’t hesitate. 

He tried to contact Edward again, but nothing had changed. He tried Danyelle next, and then Charles. Nothing. He had exhausted his options already. Charles and Danyelle were his only children; they were the only Edmonton vampires he had a strong connection to. He had taken Lee and Elizabeth into his House only recently and hadn’t bothered to blood oath them. It had made sense at the time. He had wanted to be sure that they would fit in at the club first. Now he regretted the decision. Not that the oath would have helped him now. If he couldn’t reach his own servant, which was a very strong and intimate bond, he certainly wouldn’t be able to connect with strangers, oathed to his House or not. Danyelle and Charles had never given the gift to anyone, and didn’t plan to as far as he knew. He regretted that now, but he was no Alexander. He wouldn’t risk attracting OSI’s attention by empire building.

They dragged Michael down the stone steps and into the room around midnight. He was a pitiful sight. His eyes were blazing red with his hunger and madness. His fangs were out and he looked skeletally thin in clothes that hung off him looking two sizes too big for him. The guards dragged him snarling and raging toward his cage. Michael howled at the sight of it, struggling even harder to get free, but he didn’t have the strength. His captors were vampire, and they had a firm hold upon him. The other three guards were human and were well armed. They kept back, and watched everything warily. They obviously didn’t trust their vampire allies.

Stephen stared at the scene unable to believe any of his kind would lower themselves to work with AML. It disgusted him at the same time as it confused him. He couldn’t think of any reason for AML to ally themselves with non-humans; they would sooner die. That was something he would be more than happy to help them with given the chance.

Michael howled in despair when the guards threw him into a cage and locked the gate. He crashed into the bars over and over, not caring that they were electrified. He bounced around the cage, slamming into the bars as if unaware of them. In his madness, he probably didn’t even notice the pain.

“Better toss him a bone I guess,” vampire guard number one said.

The other guard grunted and unlocked the gate to the chatty human’s cage. The man was asleep, but woke quickly enough when the guard began dragging him out. He shouted and pleaded, kicked and struggled, but to no avail. 

Andrew woke at the noise. “I’ll stake you all for this!” he shouted. “I swear to the Goddess, you’re all dead men!”

If only, Stephen thought. Given the chance, he would hold them down for him, but he doubted they would get the opportunity. The screaming human looked pleadingly at him, desperate for aid.

Stephen shrugged at him. There was nothing he could do.

The guards opened the gate, shoved Michael’s dinner inside and slammed it shut. He moved in a blur of speed. The screaming abruptly stopped with him latched upon the human’s throat. The struggling continued for a space, but it was over quickly. Michael was literally starving; he drained the man in less than two minutes, not wasting a drop. He came back to himself then, but it was too late. He began to cry. He dropped to his knees cradling the dead man and rocked him like a child.

The human guards laughed, shoving at each other like schoolboys. One of them held out a hand, and the other slapped a twenty into it. The vampire muscle did not laugh. They watched Michael in silence.

“Why are you doing this?” Stephen asked them. “How can you ally with them?” The guards ignored him. “You have no honour.”

That got a reaction, but not a constructive one. They glared at him in silence. When Michael stopped his carrying on, they opened the cage and dragged the body out for disposal. Michael didn’t try to escape; the humans had spread out to cover him with their weapons in case he tried, but he didn’t notice. He remained kneeling in the middle of the cage, rocking to some internal rhythm.

“Another one to plant,” one of the humans said in disgust, lifting the corpse onto his shoulder. “Maybe we should just drop him in an alley somewhere. I hate all this bloody digging.”

“You have your orders.”

“Taking orders from a damned vamp,” the human muttered as he started up the steps. “It ain’t right.”

The rest of the guards followed him up.

“Michael!” Stephen called when they were alone, but his old friend didn’t respond. “Michael!” he barked the word, louder and more demanding.

“Stephen?” Michael said looking vaguely around his cage. “Are you real?”

“It’s me. I’m real.”

“He got you too?”

Stephen frowned. “AML raided the house I was visiting.”

Michael climbed to his feet and approached the bars of his cage. He studied Andrew for a moment, and then dismissed him. “They’re working together,” he said finally.

“Who?” Andrew said.

“This is Andrew; he was captured with me, and there was a woman with us. A human. Marie is her name. Have you seen her?”

“No, I have not seen her,” Michael said and inclined his head politely to Andrew.

“Who is our enemy, Michael? I’ve seen things here that I do not understand. Newborns with no maker bonds, vampires working alongside AML thugs. Name him to me.”

“He calls himself Arcadian—”

Stephen inhaled sharply.

“No, Stephen, he isn’t old enough for it to be true. It’s an affectation, but I think he believes it. His people pretend, or maybe they believe it’s true.”

“What is happening? He’s forcing you to make new vampires. Why is AML helping him? It doesn’t make sense.”

“He’s insane, but it does make sense. An awful evil sense. He tried to recruit me, but when I said no he took my child.”

“John O’Neal.”

“How did you know?”

“AML raided your house, but we caught them there and killed them. I’m afraid they killed a lot of your guests. O’Neal is dead too.”

Michael nodded grimly. “They took John. I loved him well, but I would not submit to Arcadian’s madness, not even for him.”

Stephen winced. “Do we have to call him that?”

“I have no other name for him.”

“Can we get to the part where AML work for vampires?” Andrew interjected.  

Michael nodded. “They think Arcadian is working for them. They’re funding his research, but they don’t realise his true aim. They think they will discover a cure for vampirism and a way to inoculate the human population. Basically, AML want a way to make us extinct.”

“Sounds like them,” Andrew said. “Is it possible?”

“I have no idea, but it doesn’t matter anyway because he isn’t researching a cure. He’s designing a weapon, an airborne virus that mimics the gift. He says the human monopoly on population is the reason we have no rights. His idea is to create an airborne plague to turn as many humans as possible all at once. Once we are no longer a minority in the world, governments will have no choice but to recognise us as equals. Besides, most of them will be vampire too by then.”

“That might actually work,” Stephen murmured in surprise and Andrew shot him a look. He shrugged. “It might.”

“No,” Michael disagreed. “It won’t. He says he wants equality but it’s a lie. The weapon will kill a third of all humans alive today, and turn a third while keeping the remaining third alive as cattle to feed the new population of vampires. It’s madness, and evil, but worse than that, it won’t work. I’ve seen the abominations he’s made with my polluted blood. They aren’t sane, and they have no bond to their maker with which to control them. Their maker is a virus in a petri dish.”

A world populated by insane vampires? “We need to stop this.”

“Stop it, hell,” Andrew said. “We need to kill this whack job and everyone involved. Imagine this thing falling into a terrorist’s hands.”

“I wouldn’t trust our own government with this,” Stephen agreed grimly. “No one must have this!”

Michael agreed, looking grim. “The researchers must die, and their work must be destroyed.”

“We have to get word of this to Gavin, but how?”

One of the shifters in a nearby cage had been listening to them. He was sitting cross-legged on the floor in the middle of his cage watching. “There’s no escape. Only the dead leave this place.”

Andrew regarded the shifter with sudden speculation.

“Don’t even think about it!” the shifter snapped.

“He’s immune in any case,” Stephen said, guessing at Andrew’s sudden interest in the stranger. 

“Yeah, what he said.” The shifter got to his feet and made a point of turning his back to them before sitting down again.

* * *

“Miss Stirling?” Andrew said. “Damn them, what did they do to her?”

“She’s been bitten,” Stephen said in a hard voice. “One of them has fed from her, hopefully nothing worse than that. She’ll recover if they didn’t take too much. Can you see the bite? Is it sealed?”

“I can’t see properly. Miss Stirling? Marie! Look this way... over here!”

“Andrew?” she said dreamily. “You’re here too?”

“You’re back in the basement with us. Can you remember what happened?”

She raised a hand to her sore neck. It felt as if she had the worse hickey in the history of hickeys. She winced as she explored it. “He bit me!”

“Who did?” Andrew and Stephen said together.

“Terry, that bastard!” 

The anger cleared her thoughts and memory crashed over her. Oh Goddess, he’d raped her. She felt icky all over as she remembered responding to him. Oh Lady, she wanted a shower so bad right now. She would use bleach if it would rid her of this feeling. She was sticky down there, between her legs, and she felt bile rising. She forced it down. She would not be sick. She was stronger than this. Terry hadn’t been able to get it up, thank the Lady. He had used his mouth and hands on her. Terrible as that memory was now, she was thankful. Her humiliation could always be worse.

Magical manipulation used to rape was a capital offence. All she had to do was survive and accuse him, and Terry would die. Executed. No trial, just a stake, and a quick beheading after that. She took a careful breath turning the pleasant thought over in her mind. She had always thought the law a barbaric thing when applied to non-humans. Where was justice in execution without trial? But for Terry, it would be justice.

“Marie, please talk to us... don’t think about what he did,” Andrew begged, sounding desperate and close to tears. “You’ll be all right. Stephen says you won’t be addicted if he leaves you alone from now on.”

Addicted! She hadn’t thought of that, but she remembered clearly, too clearly, how good it had felt. It would be easy to crave that feeling again. The thrill seekers who frequented Stephen’s club had fallen into that trap. She wouldn’t allow herself to become one of them no matter how good it felt.

“I’m fine,” she said, forcing herself to believe it. Inside she was wailing like a little girl, but she wouldn’t let the men see her lose it. She had to be strong for them. “Arcadian—that’s the one in charge here—plans to let me go. He wants me to stop dad’s investigation into Wilson.”

“It’s too late for that,” Andrew said.

“I know, but he wouldn’t listen.”

“What went wrong? Why are you locked up again?”

“He told Terry to put me back down here while he meets with Newman.”

“The leader of AML, that Newman?”

She nodded.

“It must be important for him to come out of hiding and risk capture. I wonder if it’s about Wilson too.”

“Could be,” Marie agreed. “They’re both supporting Arcadian for some reason.”

She broke off as the subject of the conversation came down the steps. His friend, Cadmon, followed him looking grim faced. The others she’d met upstairs didn’t make an appearance and she was glad, but she couldn’t help wondering about them. She didn’t want to think about Terry, but she would prefer to know where he was, rather than worry about him showing up.

Everyone watched Arcadian warily, including Cadmon. Stephen was studying his enemy intently. Marie didn’t know enough about what he could and couldn’t do, but she would bet he had a way to evaluate his nemesis. Andrew looked worried, as did the other prisoners. Everyone was scared and watched warily as the vampires paused in the open space between the cages ringing the room. Arcadian surveyed each prisoner thoughtfully, perhaps judging how they would taste. Who knew? She certainly didn’t know what went on in a mad vampire’s head.

“Miss Stirling,” Arcadian said, acknowledging her. Cadmon switched the power off to her cage and opened its gate. “Please, step out if you will?”

She couldn’t stop trembling. She stood and left the cage.

“Where are you taking her?” Andrew said. “She can’t donate blood again so soon! Look at how pale she is, damn you!”

“Andrew don’t cause trouble. I’ll be all right,” she said shakily, with visions of what Terry had done to her flashing into her mind. Oh Lady, please be with me! Her prayer didn’t reduce her fears. She couldn’t go through that again. She couldn’t! “Don’t get yourself killed.”

“You should listen to her, young human,” Arcadian said coldly. “She probably just saved your life. Come my dear. We have things to discuss. There have been developments.”

“De-developments?” she stuttered. “Are you taking me home now? Can I go home now, pl-please?”

“Hush. We shall discuss it upstairs.”

* * *

Andrew spun away from the bars when the basement door closed and the locks clicked. He prowled his cage, his thoughts racing. She hadn’t said anything, but he knew. He knew what Terry had done. That sick fuck had raped her! He just knew. She said he’d bitten her, and that was true, but there was more. He knew there was. He’d known her for years, since she was a kid, and he knew when she was holding back. The look in her eyes had been... desolate? Yes desolate and sickened. He had seen it clearly.

Marie was still a young woman, but she wasn’t an innocent. She’d had sexual encounters with boyfriends over the years. He knew about all of them. She would never reveal something like that of course, but her father had been very protective. Overly protective in fact. He’d been ordered to investigate every one of her boyfriends and partners over the years and take steps where necessary. Her last boyfriend had needed such steps as it turned out. The fool had been what Marie’s father would have called a player or gold digger. What he really had been was a foolish boy, trying his luck at entering a world of privilege by manipulating a vulnerable girl’s affections.

Well I fixed him. Problem solved never to return.

He couldn’t fix the current problem so easily. Threats and money were out. He had no resources. The crack team he’d built for the Stirlings over the years was gone. His entire team was dead and no one knew where he was being held. He had no doubt that the police were investigating, but they would be looking at the usual suspects like AML. The Anti-Monster League was involved, but not in a way that could possibly lead to rescue. This place, wherever it was, belonged to Arcadian—a vampire. Nothing could be more opposite to an AML member than a powerful vampire. There was no possibility that the police would be looking at the monster community for a suspect.

He spun back and stalked across his cage. Stephen was sitting on his bed hugging himself. Andrew stopped to study him. The vamp didn’t look good. His cheeks were sunken and his hair had lost its shine. Stephen looked worse every time he stopped to look. Whatever it was that animated vampires was retreating from the surface, like a human body at risk of hypothermia sacrificing its fingers and toes to keep its internal organs warm, Stephen’s body was abandoning superficial things like his appearance. His dwindling reserves were focusing now on survival. He was starting to look like the corpse he was.

He didn’t know much about the reasons why vampires were different from other kinds of undead. Oh, he knew generalities; things that might impact his job like their strengths and weaknesses, but he didn’t know why zombies were mindless for example, or why ghouls had animal like cunning and intelligence. Of all the undead, why were vampires the most like real people? The evidence before his eyes gave credence to the common belief that vampires were just corpses animated by magic. He didn’t doubt it seeing Stephen’s deteriorating condition. He hadn’t seriously thought about it before, but then he’d never associated with one before this. 

He turned to Michael and nodded at Stephen. Michael had also been watching the ailing vampire. He seemed in pretty good shape for a vamp who had been repeatedly drained, but that was because whenever they brought him back they tossed him a meal. Usually a human from one of the other cages. It sort of topped up his tank each time, but no one had allowed Stephen to feed. Maybe they feared him, and wanted him weakened. There was no way to know, but it didn’t make a lot of sense if that’s what they wanted. It seemed to him that Stephen was more dangerous in his current condition, not less. Besides, they did whatever they wanted to Michael while he slept. They could do the same with Stephen.

Andrew clenched his fists, and prowled his cage some more.

What was happening to Marie right now while he did nothing but fret? He hated to think. They might have let her go. She said they wanted her to close down her father’s investigation into Wilson. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t do what they wanted. All that did was getting away from here. Once away, she could contact the police or something, but getting away from here was the first step.

Stephen growled and Andrew froze. He had accidentally gotten too close. He eased back from the bars, watching Stephen warily. He had vamped out. His eyes were fully gone and his fangs were showing. They weren’t all the way into attack position though. He was fighting it. 

He took another careful step back almost too late.

Stephen launched himself at the bars, his clutching fingers reaching through them, fingers hooked like talons. His humanity had folded away, removing the illusion and revealing the true visage of a vampire. He was bestial in his hunger. If the bars hurt, he wasn’t showing it. He was growling and whimpering at the same time. The utter desperation on his face was shockingly clear. Andrew felt sorry for him, but not enough to close the distance. In this state, Stephen wouldn’t just feed; he would kill. 

He frowned at the snarling demonic looking vampire, thoughts racing and determination hardening. He would save Marie, no matter what he had to suffer to do that. He would save her!

“Michael?”

“Yes?”

“I’m going to feed him.”

“Can I watch? He’ll kill you, you know?”

Andrew nodded.

“Are sure you want this?”

“I don’t want it, but I want to save Marie. I’ll have choices to make. After I mean.”

“There are always choices,” Michael agreed solemnly. “I made mine. Stephen his. You must be sure of why you’re doing this. No one really knows why some of us don’t rise, but I have my theory—they didn’t want it enough. Or, to put it another way, their determination—their will to come back, to survive—was weak. The weak do not survive long in my world, Andrew. You must be strong and certain of your reasons.”

“For love of her,” he said, stepping toward Stephen. He held up his wrist. “Tell Stephen the plan?”

“I shall the moment he comes back to himself. You must live long enough for him to feed you. You understand the process?”

Andrew nodded shakily and stepped within Stephen’s reach.

* * *



36 ~ For Love of Her

Dreams of blood and suffocation were his only companions in the void. He couldn’t breathe, wasn’t breathing and panic made him cry out in denial. He didn’t want to die! No sound. No movement. He had no air to make a sound and couldn’t move! Something filled his mouth and ears. He could taste the dirt that gagged his cries and muted his ears. They had buried him alive! He struggled against his earthen prison; he had to get out or go insane! He put every ounce of strength he had into the task, but he couldn’t even twitch a finger.

He felt the day passing. He explored the strange sensation, and concentrated upon it, distracting himself from his fears. Time crawled by. Yes, time was passing. He felt it doing that and it surprised him. Why did it surprise him, was there something about it that was important? It was important because... because... he couldn’t remember! Someone had put him in the ground and buried him alive, imprisoned him in the earth while his body cooled as if dead, and he couldn’t remember who or why or even his own name.

Someone help me! I’m not dead! Help meeeeee!

There was no sound from his lips and no air to make it. Maybe he really was dead. That notion made a kind of sense, not a comforting one mind, but thinking about it rationally eased his fears. He had always preferred to know the worst hadn’t he? He wasn’t sure but it felt right. The unknown was always scarier than the known. He might be dead, but no, that didn’t fit the facts. He was aware and thinking wasn’t he? Maybe he was dreaming. Maybe he was just asleep. How could he wake up?

Why couldn’t he remember? Was there an accident? He could be injured and in a coma. That would fit. He couldn’t wake because... but no, he was in the ground not in a bed. He knew that. He could feel the earth around him, and taste it in his mouth. How long had he been here, and where was here? He didn’t know. He didn’t know anything!

He tried to concentrate on what he did know.

He, yes, he was a he. It was a new thought. It was a beginning. His name was... it was... his thoughts were muddled and slow. He didn’t know his name or how he came to be here, or even where here was. What did he know then? He knew he was in the ground and that the tyrant in the sky was holding him down. He felt it up there, trying to blot him from existence. It held him immobile and was trying to push him deeper into the earth, but the earth cradled him and protected him from the tyrant—the sun. Yes, it was the sun up there holding him down, imprisoning him in this hell. That ball of fire that would burn him to ash if not for the cool moist earth surrounding him. Suddenly the earth was not something to fear. It was home. It was protection, and he felt panic recede a little more. It wasn’t trying to suffocate him; it was trying to protect him. It was holding him safe from the guardian of the day.

Day!

That was why time passing was so important. The day would pass, and night would follow. He would be free then he was certain deep in his bones. When the guardian of the day left the heavens, he would rise. He wanted to frown at the thought; there was something about it that tickled his memory, something about rising was important. It was on the tip of his brain, but it wouldn’t come to him. He forced himself to think, but it wouldn’t come clear. Was it about his first rising? Did he remember that or was it just a fantasy brought on by a mind empty of memories and desperate to fill it? He wasn’t sure, but thought that it was a true memory. It was clearer than anything else he could remember. His first rising was important because... he struggled to bring it forward. It was important because...

Marie!

The name blasted into his memory like a bomb exploding, bringing with it images. He saw her in his head and yearned to go to her, but there was something important he had to do first. Marie was linked with his first rising. She needed his help. Yes! She was in danger and he had to help her. He struggled harder to move knowing that, but it was no good. He wouldn’t rise until night. He felt that time approaching but it wasn’t here yet. Soon now, very soon. He could feel the guardian lowering in the sky. Night was coming, and with it freedom and retribution.

Retribution.

That was a new word and it found its place in his memory. It clicked into place and suddenly more words flooded his brain. His memory began to fill with thoughts, words, and feelings. Love... oh goddess that was a beautiful concept. He savoured that one. He felt love, and knew love. He loved Marie. Fear... he had known that one from the first and shied away from it, but this fear was subtly different. It was fear for something, not fear of something. He feared for Marie. Anger... that one socketed home in his head, and if he’d been able to move it would have rocked him back upon his heels—it had such weight.

More words and concepts flooded his mind. He was coming back to himself. These thoughts and feelings were him, and he was flowing back into his body from somewhere else. Somewhere bad? No, just somewhere else. He was coming back. That’s what he knew. He would be himself soon. He would be more than himself soon. That was a strange thought, but it was somehow comforting among all the strangeness. It was a familiar thought. He was coming back for her, and he was becoming more. All for her. He was doing this for love of her.

Rage... another familiar word. Vengeance... oh! Goddess what a concept vengeance was. He could taste it, and it was sweet. He would have vengeance. Someone had promised it to him, and he would hold that person to his word. He would have vengeance upon those who had hurt Marie. Rage again at that thought, but it was already familiar. It was rage at the thought of Marie hurt.

Night was so very close now. He was going to rise; it was happening. He had beaten the odds and was coming back for her. He was...

Andrew roared as the sun dipped below the horizon, and the last fragments of his consciousness arrived home in his corpse. He bucked and spat out the earth in his mouth and suddenly he reared up out of his grave already raging. His thoughts were an inferno of hate. They had hurt Marie! Anger blasted into his mind, it felt external as it struck him, making his head feel as if it was going to explode. He would have screamed, but his lungs were empty.

His heart thumped once in his chest and stopped. He froze at the odd sensation. Another thump, and then nothing. A minute went by, more than one? Thump; another beat of his lazy heart. He had a very slow heartbeat, but he wasn’t breathing. Was that normal? He didn’t know, but he needed to practise breathing. How would he talk without air in his useless lungs?

Pain in his jaw. Gah, it hurt like the worst toothache in the world. He spat blood and dirt... and his upper canine teeth fell to the ground as fangs replaced them in his mouth. He explored them with his fingers. Damn, they were big suckers! Suckers... he giggled. Get it? He laughed again, and moaned as his belly cramped. Goddess he was hungry! He was suddenly starving.

Andrew...

He whirled around, but there was no one there. His eyes were unbelievably keen, and he could tell that he was alone out here. It was dark and there was no moon, yet he could see as if it had been full and high in the sky. Another cramp doubled him over. Goddess he needed... he felt sick when he realised what he needed. He needed blood didn’t he? He had to feed. Isn’t that what he was supposed to do now that he was one of the monsters? Grief for his lost humanity clogged his throat. He wanted to deny what was happening to him, but he had volunteered for this.

I didn’t know! I didn’t know what I was getting into!

He wanted to howl his denials to the heavens, to the goddess. Make it be all a dream, please! Make the attack not have happened. Make Mister Stirling be alive and Marie safe, and he would do anything she wanted. He would dedicate his life to her; do her work in the world like one of her clerics even!

I would, I swear I would. Goddess please... please do this for me. Please don’t let me be dead. I don’t want to be dead!

You’re not dead. You’re undead if anything. It’s just a label. Do not dwell upon this now. Hear me, Andrew! You must hear me! She needs you, as do I. Marie needs you. Can you hear me? You must hear me or all is lost!

He blotted out the strange voice in his head. Imagination is all it was. He was alone in his head and the garden both. Another cramp folded him double. Oh goddess it was happening. He was one of the monsters now, and he had to feed... he had to do it, for her. He wanted to cry like a little boy when he realised what he’d done to himself. He had given up his goddess given soul for her. She was his soul now, and the centre of his world. She must live to give his own existence meaning. He would endure this unlife for her, torture though it might become. For love of her.

Could monsters feel love? He did. He knew love didn’t he? This feeling was the same as before. It had not changed when he became this thing. What did that mean? Did he not need a soul to feel love, to be loved? He had always thought it was necessary. Vampires had no souls; he didn’t now. His soul had left him to join the goddess he hoped. He had given it away to bring help to Marie. Yes, he must remember it was for her. After she was safe, he would think about things. There were always choices. He would save her, and then choose whether to live or die a second time and stay dead.

He looked around for a direction to follow. Stephen had told him what to expect and what to do. He said he would need blood immediately upon rising. All newly born vamps needed to feed first thing or die again. Permanently. He almost yearned for that, but Marie needed him for a short while longer. The quiet emptiness of the void would wait until he was ready. 

The rage flooded back and obliterated all thought. He was racing through the garden toward the house before he knew it. He had to save Marie! He had come back for her, changed for her. They had hurt her! Terry Sayles was a dead man; he would have his revenge. He would rip him to pieces, literally. He would make him stay dead forever, and piss on his corpse. He would—

STOP!

The command slashed into his brain and took his control away. His legs stopped moving instantly, and he crashed to the ground unable to move. He raged and struggled against the spell that trapped him. It had to be a spell didn’t it?

Hear me, Andrew.

He froze. The voice was in his head again, but this time he thought he recognised it. Stephen?

At last! Yes, it is I. Remember what I told you. Remember where you are!

I do remember. Terry Sayles is dead. DEAD! He hurt Marie.

Never mind him. Remember what I told you about your first rising. You must feed. Feed or die, and with you Marie. Find food. I will help you if you need it, but do it now! You don’t have much time left. Feed, and go to my club for help.

He wanted to refuse, but Stephen was his maker. His words and desires had the force of commands. He wanted to refuse, but he didn’t struggle against the inevitable this time. He was Stephen’s, body and... not soul, he didn’t have one anymore. Tears threatened again. Mind and body then if not soul, but Stephen was right about this. There were too many AML thugs for him to fight alone, and what of the vampires living in the house? They were awake now, just as he was, and they would be stronger than he. He wanted to go to Marie and save her, but although his thoughts were centred upon that and killing Terry, he wasn’t so far gone in rage to ignore sense. He would bring help. Stephen had allies. He remembered the report he had compiled for Marie. Lost Souls was teeming with shifters, and House Edmonton was allied with House Lochlain and House De Santis. Both were powers in LA.

Let me up, Stephen. I will do as you say.

Control suddenly returned and he rose to his feet. He looked around for a way to proceed. He wasn’t looking forward to this. If he screwed up and killed someone... but AML deserved it. If his first victim died, so be it. He had to survive to save Marie. He turned away from the house looking for a meal.

Concentrate. Feel the night?

Andrew stopped and tried. Pinpoints of light suddenly filled his mind. What is that?

The guards patrolling the grounds. Feel them?

Am I feeling their blood?

No, it’s the life force within them. The gifted call it magic, the elves call it essence. All living things generate it, but although we need it to live, we are undead and cannot create it.

I need blood.

You do, but the blood we feed upon does not animate us, Andrew, despite all you have heard; life force does or magic if you prefer. All of us—even humans—are magical beings. Shifters are too, in a different way. They are like magical batteries. They generate and store it in great quantities to enable their shape shifting, and they regenerate it very quickly when we feed upon them. They are the best source of food for us. They are not depleted easily and do not become addicted to our bite the way humans do.

All AML are human.

True. This first time you will need more than one unless you drain one dry. Can you?

I think so, for her.

For Marie then. That’s good, because time is passing. When we drink, the blood connects us with the donor and allows us to feed upon their life force. The blood is merely a conduit for it. When we drink from shifters, we do not need to take much blood; their life force is very potent, but with humans that you do not wish to kill, you should drink only for a short time. Drink a little from different people, and don’t use the same ones for a few weeks, or you’ll become attached to them even as they become addicted to your bite.

Why are you explaining this to me now? I’m grateful, but why now?

I am your maker, it is my duty to teach and protect. You have been sleeping for three days. I have not fed since turning you. I might not be here when you get back.

That alarmed him. Stephen was one of the monsters, but he was his maker. His! He didn’t want to think about their bond too hard, but he felt it there. It was a comfort. It steadied him. It was Stephen’s influence, his presence in his head, that calmed him and held the rage at bay. If not for him, he would have run straight to the house and a fight he was sure to have lost.

I need you!

Then I suggest you hurry your feeding and bring word to Edward quickly.

I shall!

Andrew picked the nearest pinpoint of light and sprinted toward it. He didn’t try to be stealthy, but he was so blindingly fast that the guard didn’t have time to scream. The woman had barely begun to turn when his fangs sank into her neck and her blood filled his mouth. He wrenched her assault rifle away and sent it spinning into the night. The blood... oh goddess it was so good. He wanted to be horrified and sickened, but it was the best thing he had ever tasted. It quenched the fire in his throat and belly, and he felt strength begin to flow through him, but it was over too soon. He realised his first victim was dead when the blood stopped flowing. He snarled in disappointment. Already the glow of new strength was fading.

He let the corpse fall and went in search of another meal.

He fed twice more and drained both men before he felt strong enough to leave. Although he hadn’t planned it that way, draining three was a good move, he realised. He wouldn’t need to stop on the way back to the city and risk someone see him feeding. He would need to steal a car as well, but he wouldn’t do that here. He wanted to leave quietly. He frowned at the bodies and decided to stash them out of sight. With luck, no one would find them until morning when their friends came on shift.

Leaving them tucked away in the shrubbery, he orientated himself and ran for the wall surrounding the property.

* * *



37 ~ War Plans

David hurried into Edward’s office at Lost Souls to find him trying to calm a very distressed vamp. He didn’t recognise him, and a glance at Lawrence and Ronnie told him they didn’t either. The stranger smelled of anger and the earth. He sniffed again, noting the others were also trying to get a lungful, and knew he was right. The man’s suit was filthy, and his shoes were muddy. He had dirt in his hair, and there was a strong scent of fresh blood. Mist suddenly became hyper alert. In his head, David saw the wolf sitting at attention, listening intently to Edward soothing the distressed man.

“I have to go back,” the stranger was saying. “I have to save her.”

“You will,” Edward soothed. “But you’ll have to wait just a little longer. I made the calls. You heard me make them. It won’t take long for them to arrive. David is already here, see?” The stranger allowed Edward’s touch on his arm and turned to study David and his friends. His eyes found Ronnie and his fangs descended. David tensed for an attack, but again Edward took steps. “You are hungry, Andrew?”

The stranger nodded, but he seemed embarrassed. He had covered his mouth to hide his fangs. David relaxed and smiled wryly. Ronnie did have a particular effect on most men no matter their species or race. She fascinated them all, and who could blame them? Certainly not he. He was as besotted with her as they were in his way.

Edward beckoned Ronnie. “Take Andrew and find him someone, would you? He’s new. Choose someone kind, please.”

Ronnie nodded and took Andrew’s hand to lead him out of the office. He went along with her like a child, and she gave David a challenging look as she walked by. He knew what that meant. She was going to feed Andrew herself and was daring him to object. He declined the challenge, and smiled secretly to himself at her frown. Mist’s plan was definitely working.

He watched them leave and turned his attention back to Edward. “What do we know?”

“He’s Stephen’s child, turned three days ago. AML captured him along with the others at the house when they attacked. He knows where they’re being held.”

“Then Stephen is alive,” he said in relief.

“We already knew that. If Stephen had died, I would have as well. He’s alive, but that doesn’t mean he’s comfortable, or that he won’t die before we can rescue him. I’ve sent for the others—Andrew will show us where to go after he’s fed again.”

“Again?”

“He told me that Stephen helped him feed on some of the guards before he escaped, but he’s only hours old. He’ll need to feed often the first few days or die permanently in his sleep.”

Lawrence sucked in a breath, obviously not happy to hear that.

Edward nodded grimly. “He had no choice. He killed three guards and fled to find me.”

“They’ll be found,” Lawrence said. “If they haven’t been discovered already, they will be by morning. We have to get to Stephen before then.”

David turned to see Gavin enter the room with Spence and Angel at his heels. The cop trailed into the office last and she was angry. He had rarely met her when she wasn’t angry about something. She needed counselling in his opinion. Anger issues in someone who routinely carried weapons on the streets couldn’t be a good thing. When he heard what she was angry about however, he suddenly had other things on his mind.

“His name is Barrows,” Chris said. “He followed me here.”

“He is of no concern,” Gavin said dismissing her words. “If he interferes, I will deal with it.”

“You don’t get it!”

“Ah, Gavin?” David said recognising the name. “This actually is a big deal, and a serious problem.”

“Explain.”

“Barrows is a fed.”

Chris grimaced. “You’re wasting your time. I already told him that Barrows is FBI. He won’t listen to me!”

“Barrows is hip deep in what’s been happening. From Angel’s description, he was the one who tried to grab O’Neal’s body at the morgue.”

Gavin turned to his companions for confirmation and Angel nodded. Spence just shrugged. He hadn’t been there.

“And Gavin?” He went on, returning the vamp’s attention to him. “Stephen told me before he disappeared that OSI is sniffing around the city. Barrows is part of that and the Shadow War in Chicago.”

Gavin frowned.

“We will deal with Barrows when the time comes,” Edward said. “My priority is saving Stephen. We know where he is.”

“We do?” Chris said in surprise. “Since when and where is he? Is Marie Stirling safe?”

“I should have said we have someone who knows where he is. He’s feeding. He’ll be back shortly.”

“A vamp?”

Edward nodded.

“How do you know he’s reliable?”

“Quite,” Gavin said, frowning at the way the cop had taken over the conversation. “Do I know him? Is it Michael?”

“Not Michael. He and Stephen are both captive. No, this one is new. Stephen turned him. I’ve verified that.”

Gavin nodded, accepting Edward’s word, but Chris didn’t understand how such things worked. She questioned and Edward had to explain.

“My bond with Stephen means I’m linked to him and through him to his progeny. I still can’t feel Stephen—I don’t understand why not—but I can feel Andrew, just as I can feel all of Stephen’s children. He was turned just three days ago and rose for the first time tonight. I felt him rise, as did Charles and Danyelle.”

“Where is Danyelle?” Gavin said. “Why isn’t she here?”

“I sent her and Lee to fetch Rachelle and her people. They should be here soon.”

“What are we going to do about Barrows?” Chris growled. “We can’t let him follow us around!”

“I’ll take care of it,” David said.

“How? I won’t let you kill him.”

“Let?” Gavin said before David could answer. “I fear you are labouring under a misapprehension, Detective. I allow your presence for the debt I owe you, but do not think for a moment that it extends beyond allowing you to observe. As my guest, you may accompany me and observe. You will not be allowed to interfere with what I decide to do, or not do.”

David broke in before the cop could rally with a fresh argument likely to piss Gavin off. “I’ll deal with this. Barrows might prove useful considering we have AML to deal with.”

Gavin dismissed the matter as dealt with. “The night is passing. Angel has her people waiting outside. What of your pack?”

David turned to Lawrence. “Rally the troops. All are coming, no exceptions.”

Lawrence hurried away.

“Transport?” Gavin said to Edward.

“It’s all arranged. We just need Rachelle and her people to arrive and we can go.”

“Excellent. This matter has dragged on long enough. My sword will end it tonight.”

Edward picked up his cane from where it lay upon his desk. He twisted the pearled handle, pulled, and the sword it concealed slid out a few inches. He grimly slammed it home again.

David stared. He hadn’t expected Edward to fight with them, but he didn’t object after a moment of thought. If Stephen died so would his familiar. Edward had served Stephen for a very long time. If he was going to die, it was only right he die trying to save his master.

Danyelle escorted Rachelle and her entourage into the room some ten minutes later. By that time, Gavin was very impatient to leave. He was in no mood for Rachelle’s mouth or for Spence’s dislike of the witch accompanying her. He glared hard at Spence when the shifter muttered about the smell suddenly permeating the office, and shared it with the witch when she responded by imitating a dog whimpering like a whipped cur.

David shook his head, wondering how anyone got anything done with allies that could barely stand to be in the same room with each other. Spence was right though; the witch did stink, but it was her magic, not body odour. She was a necromance and her aura was dark as a consequence. He wasn’t sure that necromancy, though considered a black art, was more evil than any other kind of magic. The White Council, for example, was only called white because its members shunned any form of black magic, but did that stop them from using their powers to kill their enemies or defend themselves? 

Of course not.

White or black didn’t matter; magic of any kind could do harm, just as it could be used to help. Even necromancy had a positive side despite its dark reputation. Anyone wishing to contact a dead loved one had to do so through a practitioner of it. A medium was simply a necromance who limited himself to contacting spirits. That didn’t mean that mediums couldn’t do the other things associated with being a practicing necromance. Refraining from raising zombies was just a choice they made, not a lack of ability despite their denials. 

“What are we waiting for again?” Rachelle said snidely.

“You know very well,” Edward said. “Andrew is only hours old. I know it has been centuries for you, but surely you remember your own first rising.”

Gavin snorted.

“Of course I remember!”

“Then you know what we’re waiting for. He will be no good to us starving. He will certainly be no help if he drops dead before showing us where Stephen is.”

David felt Ronnie approaching. He would know her Presence anywhere. “Here they come now.”

“Finally!” Rachelle said as Ronnie led Andrew back into the room. The vamp looked much better than he had. He had taken the time to wash up and change clothes. “You know where Stephen and Michael are being held?”

Andrew nodded warily, and David remembered that apart from Danyelle whom he’d met only briefly earlier, Andrew was just now meeting more of his own kind for the first time. He was so new that Rachelle and Gavin were literally the first vampires not of his own House he’d met since being turned. David wondered if it was anything like meeting a shifter from another pack. He recalled that sense of kinship he’d felt when meeting Geoffrey and his family earlier. He had recognised them as shifters and wolves like him, but there had been a sense of wrongness too. Maybe that wasn’t the right word for it. Perhaps otherness was a better one. That sense that they were kin but not pack had been striking. Did vamps feel like that when meeting vamps from a different House or line? He didn’t know, but would like to. He would ask Stephen about it, and a lot more besides, but they had to rescue him first.

“Who is our enemy?” Gavin said intently. “AML yes, but who is behind them? I refuse to believe a few AML fanatics managed to capture Michael and Stephen. One of us might fall to them if taken by surprise, but two of us both captured and not slain? No, I do not believe it.”

“He’s a really old vampire named Arcadian—” Andrew began.

Rachelle gasped and seemed to sway as if struck. Danyelle paled and that was telling. Vampires were very pale at the best of times. It was Gavin’s reaction that was the most interesting.

“Impossible!” Gavin snapped. “You lie!”

“He isn’t lying,” David said. He was still learning about what he could do now, but that lesson was one of the first that Mist had taught him. “I don’t know who Arcadian is. Someone bad I’m guessing, but Andrew isn’t lying.”

“Arcadian is dead,” Gavin said flatly.

He shrugged. “Then this man has the same name.”

“None of us would use that name,” Danyelle said. “No one would dare.”

Rachelle nodded. She looked ill. Scared. Very scared.

“I say again,” Gavin said, addressing himself to the very worried and scared looking Rachelle. “Arcadian is dead. I don’t know who this man is, and I don’t care. I do know he isn’t who he professes to be. Be at ease, Rachelle, there is nothing to fear. I helped Justin destroy Arcadian—he is no longer a presence in our world. I swear this to you.” He turned back to regard Andrew thoughtfully. “Now, what else can you tell us?”

“Arcadian...” Andrew hesitated at Gavin’s ferocious glare. “I don’t know what else to call him!”

“Never mind. Call him Arcadian, or call him Shirley Temple for all I care. Just get on with your story so we can end this mess tonight.”

“AML has been backing Arcadian with money and supplying him with victims. They kept us in the cellar of the main house in cages. They’re electrified. Stephen said the bars were too strong to bend, and he did try despite the pain. Michael did too. They have humans and shifters captive down there as well; they use them to feed Michael after they drain his blood.”

“They drain him to create rogues like O’Neal I assume, but why?”

“It’s much worse than making a few rogues.” Andrew said grimly. “They’re just as much Arcadian’s victims as Stephen and Michael are. They’re test subjects; the result of a weapon AML commissioned him to make, but he fooled them. They funded his research into a bio-weapon meant to kill vampires en masse, but that isn’t what he created.”

“How far along are they?” Rachelle said.

“The weapon is real, but it’s not fully ready. It’s not airborne yet, but it does work. The rogues were created by tainting Michael’s blood with it. Arcadian is playing AML for fools. The weapon is designed to change a third of all humans alive today into vampires, not kill them.”

David shook his head. “Madness.”

“A third?” Gavin said. “Why only a third?”

“Michael said the virus will skip a third of the population entirely. They’re going to be your... our cattle. Food. The final third will simply die. I don’t know why he chose that ratio, but maybe he thinks saving an equal number of humans for food is optimal for his new world order. I don’t know, but Michael says it doesn’t matter anyway, because the rogues are all insane. He says it’s because their maker is a virus in a petri dish, and they don’t have a bond to keep them stable.”

“That would explain O’Neal,” Gavin said thoughtfully. “I knew at the time there was something not right about him.”

“We have to stop this,” David said. “If this gets out, AML won’t have to kill us all, the government will do it for them. This will turn every human against us.”

“A purge,” Gavin agreed. “Stephen feared it, and warned us it might happen. The government will not discriminate between guilty and innocent. A weapon like the one you describe would be enough incentive for them to kill every non-human in the country, not just my kind. They’ve been looking for an excuse for years. It’s only fear of international condemnation that holds them back as it is... well that, and the elves.”

“Those flighty pests don’t like us any better than the humans do,” Rachelle said snidely.

“True enough, but they would still see any purge as a potential threat.”

“You’re talking about war,” Spence said. “A new War of Races, like in the old days.”

David shivered. The last War of Races in Europe lasted decades and decimated populations there. Here in the Republic with humans wielding modern technological weapons against elves wielding battle magic and the ancient war spells created with it, the result could literally devastate the country. There were places in Europe where nothing would grow even to this day. Those deserts, the blasted lands, could occur in the Republic if things went wrong tonight.

“We can’t let it come to that,” he said. “We have to silence everyone involved.” The cop looked uneasy suddenly. “Don’t even think about it.”

She looked surprised. “What?”

“You know what. I won’t let you warn them.”

“I would never!”

Gavin regarded her thoughtfully. “You will accompany me tonight in my car. You will leave yours here at the club.”

“But!”

“No arguments, Detective. I will have you under my eye until this is over. You can do what you want after that, not before.”

She scowled but made no further objections.

Gavin looked around. “We go now. This ends tonight, for good or ill.”

* * *



38 ~ Justifications

Professor Elliot Massey switched on his computer next to the bio-containment cabinet and navigated through his files to find his place. He had saved his work that morning before bed—the vampires insisted they work at night to allow them to oversee the research. Understandable he supposed, but damned inconvenient. He had never slept well during daylight hours. 

He found his last entry in the current file and read through it. He nodded as he recalled the negative result and checked the reference number. He didn’t want to waste time going back over old ground.

He took his seat before the level four bio-containment cabinet and pushed his hands into the gloves, forcing his fingers into the clinging rubber and working his hands until he had a proper fit. The samples were in sequence waiting for him to evaluate. He found the last one he had worked with, checking the reference number to be certain, and started work on the next in line.

He adjusted the microscope and laid bare the latest specimen’s secrets. Specimens now? Those poor souls were mere specimens were they? When had they stopped being people to him? He couldn’t pinpoint when it had happened. It had sickened him at first, participating in Arcadian’s mad experiments, but rationalisations and justifications had led him further and further into damnation. The goddess would shun him for betraying his oath this way. Do no harm—it was such a simple oath. Surely, there had been some way he could have kept it, but no, it had been too late the moment Arcadian offered to save Susan’s life.

Treacherous, foolish, hope.

He had allowed himself to become one of the inmates of this madhouse for hope’s sake, and Susan was the key to his cell. Susan and Chani rather. The vampire had kept her word by making Susan her familiar—her human servant. As promised, the process had cured her, but now she and the vampire were bonded. Nothing but death could separate them, trapping him in this evil dream doing Arcadian’s bidding. How far he had fallen. No not fallen. Pushed. Immortality research indeed. The project had never been about immortality. It was nothing but a eugenics program! Knowledge wasn’t evil; research of any kind could be misused, but live human test subjects in the basement of a vampire’s mansion were a big clue that the entire project was evil and illicit.

He sighed, and changed the current sample for the next one in sequence.

There was nothing he could do. He could refuse to continue his work. Jennifer and their colleagues would carry it forward, but at least he could deny Arcadian his skills. It would salve his conscience a little, but he doubted it would materially affect the end result of the project. It might slow it, but stop it? No. He needed to get Susan out of the house, out of Chani’s reach long enough to call the authorities down on Arcadian. The problem was the bond. Chani could find Susan or call her to her side from miles away. Even clear across the city, and there was another problem with calling the authorities in. He couldn’t allow harm to befall Chani. Harm to her was tantamount to harming his daughter—the bond again. 

Whatever he did or didn’t do, he needed to protect them both while at the same time ensuring Arcadian’s mad scheme failed.

He pulled one hand out of the cabinet and updated his notes on the last sample on his computer. So far, the current study was proving to be a dead end and he thanked the goddess for it. A way to deliver the modified vampire virus en masse would turn a simple outbreak into a pandemic. He had to get himself and Susan away before his work reached that point.

He patted the pocket of his lab coat, feeling for the contents and mentally counting them. One, two, three... he felt better knowing he had them ready. Not that he had a good plan about what to do if he ever used them, but their presence was reassuring. The pressure syringes contained his one chance to get out of this madhouse and bring his daughter safely out with him. The syringes contained a concoction of drugs he had cobbled together that he was sure could drop a rhino in its tracks let alone a single vampire woman. If he used it on Chani, he had better have a way to contain her. If he didn’t have her tucked safely in a cage when she woke up, he was a dead man.

He made a few more notes on the computer, and went back to work on the next sample.

Had he any pride in this research, he would have been extremely pleased with the team’s progress to date. A lot of the work predated his arrival. Jennifer was responsible for much of that early progress, but the work had progressed by leaps and bounds since he’d joined the team. 

Unfortunately.

He was very much afraid that time was running out. He needed to act and soon. They didn’t have a reliable airborne delivery vehicle for the modified virus yet, but VH29C—the latest iteration of the vampire virus and the most successful—was already a viable candidate for the weapon that Arcadian wanted. And it was a weapon no matter the vampire’s demurrals. Why else research an airborne variant if not to weaponise it?

Another notation on his computer, another sample under the scope.

The flu virus he was currently studying belonged to a particularly virulent strain. He had tested and discarded hundreds of variations on the theme now, modifying the horrors found in nature to create something worse. He had never been so relieved when all his attempts had failed. 

Another notation, another sample.

He peered into the eyepiece and froze. Oh goddess no... he wasn’t ready! He peered into the eyepiece again hoping he was mistaken, but no, he had it right. This was disaster. His time had run out.

He looked around at his colleagues in the lab. No one was taking notice; they were too busy at their own scopes. He caught Jennifer’s eye and beckoned her over. Puzzlement flashed upon her face, but she rose from her station and came over. He stood to give her access to his scope, and she sat before it. She made some adjustments and studied the current sample. She looked up sharply moments later, and he nodded. They had done it... and doomed themselves. He saw the realisation dawn on her face, and her excitement changed to fear.

He took his place back from Jennifer and removed the sample from his scope, noting the reference number. He read the entry on his computer, and frowned. It was a strain of H9N2, or avian flu, that he had modified. H9N2 was an old enemy of humanity long since conquered, but modified to carry VH29C he had created something entirely new—a virulent airborne plague with no cure. It would kill millions if released. Billions in time, and would change the survivors into something else. This was it, the culmination of their work—Arcadian’s undead plague was a reality.

This was utter disaster. If Arcadian learned of this, he would want to go into full production immediately. The research phase was over, and their usefulness at an end, though only Jennifer and he knew it as yet. He put the sample back into the rack with the others to hide it. Jennifer’s eyes followed it, unable to let it go. 

“What do we do?” Jennifer whispered.

“I’ll tell you what we don’t do,” he replied. “We don’t tell anyone. That’s first.”

“And second?”

“We get out of here and call the authorities. They will stop Arcadian. They must.”

“If they don’t, he’ll kill us.”

He nodded grimly. “He’ll kill us anyway. The moment he learns we’ve succeeded, he’ll know he doesn’t need us anymore.”

Fear filled Jennifer’s eyes again. “I wish I’d never heard of Arcadian. I wish I had said no.”

“I did say no, but he wouldn’t take that for my answer. He found a way to compel me. He would have found something for you too. You have family, friends, something to protect. He would have found it.”

Her eyes were shiny with unshed tears. He reached out and rubbed her arm in a poor effort to comfort her. He wasn’t very comfortable with women anymore; Jennifer didn’t hit his radar as a woman most of the time anyway. She would probably be offended by that; she was still good looking despite her being of an age with him, but he had always considered her a colleague first, a friend second, and only then a woman. It probably said something about him that her womanhood came a very distant third in his perceptions. Her abilities and competence as a scientist and researcher had always been more relevant to him.

“We need to talk to the others, but quietly,” he said. “Not all will want to chance leaving.”

“They’re scared.”

“I know. So am I, so are you, but we can’t stay here. Choose carefully who to tell.”

“I know who not to,” Jenifer said grimly. “There are a couple that will inform on us if they think they’ll benefit.”

“I think I know the ones you mean. Just be careful. We have to go tonight.”

“Tonight!”

He nodded. “There are more guards patrolling the grounds during the day.”

“But the vamps are awake now.”

“Exactly. They feel more secure at night. Most of the guards are off shift.”

Jennifer looked doubtful. “There are still a lot of men with guns, Elliot.”

“True, but not as many. I’ve been thinking about this for a long time. I’ve counted them. The best time to go is an hour before dawn. The vamps are getting ready to sleep, and the guards are tired. They hand over to the day time guards around then.”

“You really have thought this through.”

He nodded.

She bit her lip. “About your daughter—”

“I have a plan, don’t worry about that. We have to take Chani with us.” Fear flashed upon Jennifer’s face again. “There’s no choice. I won’t leave Susan behind. I’ll deal with the vampire don’t worry. I must if Susan is ever to be free.”

She nodded and hurried away to warn the others. Elliot watched her go and took a deep breath. He needed to collect Susan and enlist her aid in subduing Chani. Susan knew the plan and her part in it. She liked Chani, a lucky thing because the bond was an intimate connection, but she would play her part. He had promised not to hurt the vampire in any permanent manner; an easy promise to make when harming Chani was tantamount to harming Susan. That he would never do.

He patted his pocket and headed for the door leading to the rest of the house in search of his daughter.

* * *



39 ~ Clean Sweep

“Don’t get too close,” Barrows said.

“Yes, sir,” Sergeant Bechtel replied, ignoring the instruction. He continued his driving at the same careful pace, barely within sight of the dark coloured vehicles up ahead.

Barrows ignored the irritation he heard in the man’s voice. The sergeant didn’t like it that his team was subordinate to OSI for this operation. It was hard to blame the man. The military rarely liked civilian control of their actions, and members of elite special teams like Bechtel and his men liked it least of all.

Barrows frowned at the GPS in the dash. They were far outside of the city now, and into a remote area barren of habitation. He checked his map, but there didn’t seem to be anything interesting nearby. He glanced uneasily out of his window, but the darkness was impenetrable. Considering what they were doing out here he should be thankful for Bechtel’s presence, but he really would have preferred his own people accompany him. He knew and trusted them; they had backed each other up on these things too many times to count. He would have preferred an exclusively OSI operation even now, even knowing who they were going up against, but the President himself had taken a hand after the disaster in Chicago by making it a joint operation between OSI and the military. OSI retained the investigative side, while the military was tasked with the actual take down. Arcadian’s assassination in other words. Barrows grimaced at the familiar thought, but there really was no alternative and the President would not hear the Director’s protests about using the military within the Republic’s borders. Barrows knew he had been lucky to remain in charge of the investigation, let alone running the final operation that would close the file once and for all.

He watched the tail-lights of the dark SUV up ahead and judged the distance had remained constant. It was tail-end-Charlie of a convoy of vehicles they had followed all the way from the waterfront district of LA. They weren’t gaining, and that was good enough for now. 

Humber had surprised him in how far she had been willing to go in her pursuit of what she saw as justice. Surprised and pleased him actually. Allowing her to blaze the trail had made his job much easier. Her contacts had given her a way to infiltrate the non-human community, one he simply did not have and couldn’t replicate. OSI was persona non grata with vamp and shifter alike. His body would never have been found if he’d attempted what Chris Humber had succeeded in doing. It was amazing how creatures known for their paranoia and hostility had accepted her so easily. Either she was a superb actress, or she had promised them something they wanted very badly. He wondered what it had been. Not that he cared really. As long as it led to Arcadian’s destruction, he wouldn’t complain.

Brake lights flared red, and the convoy of SUVs and vans took a turn onto a side road. He checked the GPS but wasn’t surprised to find it devoid of any side roads for miles. Typical. The software didn’t include the narrow lane. No surprise, it was hardly a road at all, just a dirt track barely one car wide. He aimed his shielded flashlight at the paper map in his lap as Bechtel slowed to a crawl to allow Humber’s team to open the range before taking the same turn. He knew what he was doing, but allowing the distance between them to widen still further was risky. They didn’t want to lose sight of them completely.

“We must be getting close,” Barrows said. “There’s nothing on the map for miles in any direction except this place.” He tapped a finger on the map and angled it for Bechtel to see. “There’s no name.”

“A town?”

“I don’t think so. It looks too small for that. Maybe a house or cabin? I don’t know. I guess we’ll find out.”

Bechtel grunted. “No kidding,” he said and slowed even more. “They’re stopping.”

Barrows peered ahead as the sergeant pulled over. “This must be it. I’ll want your people to set a perimeter around this place.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And Sergeant?”

“Sir?”

“I know what you were told about Arcadian and the Chicago thing. I won’t debate with you who was to blame for our losses that day. Frankly, I don’t care if you like me or not, but you will follow my orders. Assuming she’s alive and we can do it without risking the mission I want to extract the Stirling woman unharmed if possible.” He hesitated but then made his decision. “I guess we can extend that to other human hostages if there are any, but they’re not a priority. Get me?”

Bechtel nodded and smiled. He actually looked approving for a change. “Kill all non-humans. I like that kind of order. Makes things simple.”

“Not quite. I’m including the AML fanatics in that kill order. Objections?”

“Nope. They’ll be trying to off my men and me. I consider that sort of thing unfriendly.”

Barrows nodded and opened his door to climb out.

The other vans had parked close by and Bechtel’s men were assembling. He smoothed the map out over the hood of the closest vehicle and everyone gathered around to listen. Doug and the other OSI agents were conspicuous in their different appearance. Although all of them were wearing black body armour of similar design, Bechtel’s men were like walking armouries. They had assault rifles in hand, but the loops on their vests sported many other weapons. Blades of all shapes and sizes were in evidence together with old-fashioned stakes and modern stun weapons. He could even make out a sword handle rising over the shoulder of one man, and if he wasn’t mistaken, there were quite a few of the new gas propelled stake guns slung across chests. A few modern compound crossbows rounded out the mix. His OSI people were poor relations in comparison. They carried assault rifles and their K6 Remington stunners holstered under their arms, but that was it.

One of the men illuminated the map with a flashlight and Barrows pointed out the target. “I want this place locked down. No one leaves without our say so. Sergeant Bechtel will choose who stays with us for the main assault. The rest of you will surround the place and enforce containment. Weapons free, gentlemen. Secrecy must be maintained no matter the cost. Collateral damage is not on my radar, and I can assure you, it’s not on the Director’s radar either. The only thing that might get us canned is letting someone talk.”

“Question, sir,” one man said.

“Ask.”

“What if they surrender?”

Barrows stared, and then glanced at Bechtel who rolled his eyes. The questioner was obviously very green. He was baby-faced and new on the team, recruited only recently.

“Cousins, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, Cousins, what part of the weapons free and secrecy must be maintained order don’t you understand?”

Cousins flushed.

Barrows surveyed all the men. “In case anyone else is in any doubt: No... One... Leaves. Understood?”

The men mumbled agreement.

“Now then, I would like it very much if the human hostages can be rescued, but that’s not a priority. Miss Stirling may or may not be still alive; we may or may not rescue her. If we can do it without losing containment, then fine—her family’s friends have a lot of pull where it counts—but saving her at the cost of losing Arcadian is unacceptable.” He let the seriousness of the situation settle in their minds with his silence. He caught and held as many of their eyes as he could, and received acknowledgements in the form of nods and their firming grip upon weapons. “Sergeant Bechtel, they’re your men. Get it done.”

“Yes sir,” Bechtel said and began parcelling out his men into teams to surround and contain the area.

Barrows left him to it and stepped away. His own people followed him into the dark. “We go directly for Arcadian,” he began. “I don’t care what else we find in there, or how bad it is, he’s our priority. If we can take him down it won’t matter what else happens, we’ll have won.”

“As long as no one talks. If word of what the sick freak is doing gets out we’re screwed,” Doug warned.

Everyone nodded worriedly.

Barrows waved a hand at the soldiers. “That’s what Bechtel and his men are here to prevent. We go in hard and take down all opposition. No one will talk. No one will be in a condition to talk when we’re done.”

“The Stirling woman?”

“If she’s alive we’ll deal. There are ways to shut her down—spells and even drugs that can wash memories.”

Doug grimaced, but nodded.

He understood Doug’s distaste. He wasn’t a fan of wiping memories himself, especially not the memories of an innocent woman still grieving her father’s death, but there really was no other option. He couldn’t just take her word that she wouldn’t tell someone about Arcadian. Even if he could, his superiors wouldn’t let him. Giving her a free pass was out of the question.

“Sir!”

Barrows turned and Bechtel gestured up the lane. Two men were walking nonchalantly toward them. Within seconds, everyone had found some cover and was aiming weapons into the dark. He recognised them from the reports he had ordered written up. It was David Lephmann and his sidekick, Lawrence Bailey.

“No one fire!” Barrows said. “Let them come to us.”

“Jack...” Nancy said nervously. She was peering into the trees, trying to pierce the shadows. “This feels all wrong.”

“Stay frosty,” he said, not liking the feel of it either. “Keep them covered, but don’t start anything. Let’s see what this is about.” 

Lephmann and Bailey stopped in the middle of the lane and surveyed things with glowing eyes. Both shifters were unarmed, but that didn’t mean much. Their bodies were their weapons. Lephmann assessed Bechtel’s men, his golden eyes locking on to each man briefly as if memorising faces, before moving on to the next. Finally, he found who he was looking for and spoke.

“Agent Barrows, a word please.”

Barrows grunted in surprise. He hadn’t expected to be recognised and wondered about it. Maybe Humber had mentioned his name. He lowered his rifle, stepping away from the protection of the van and into the middle of the lane. He stopped well back from the shifters, trying not to block his men’s field of fire in case it dropped in the pot.

Lephmann nodded to him. “What do you see happening here? Whatever it is you’ll need to rethink because I won’t let it happen.”

“Let?” Barrows said. “I don’t think you understand your position, Doctor Lephmann.”

“David or Lephmann if you prefer, not Doctor. People like you won’t let me be one anymore.”

“People like me, what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Human bigots in position of authority is what it means.”

Lawrence smiled.

Barrows scowled. “You don’t know me.”

Lephmann waved a hand at all the gun-toting soldiers. “I don’t need to know you personally to know what you are. It’s obvious what you plan to do. I won’t let you kill my friend.”

“Friends like Arcadian do you no credit.”

This time it was Lephmann’s turn to scowl, but being a shifter made his expression a little different to the human norm. His eyes blazed, literally. The golden irises brightened making Barrows think of searchlights.

“Arcadian is no friend of mine. Stephen is who I meant. Stephen and anyone he calls friend. I won’t let him come to harm. Leave.”

“Heh, that’s not happening. You’re a fool to suggest it.”

“I’m not fool enough to expect common sense from any human being, but I had to make the offer.”

“Now who’s the bigot? It works both ways.”

“True, it does. You should let me and my people deal with Arcadian. Let us police our own problem children and we’ll let you leave.”

“I can’t do that.”

Lephmann nodded. “I know why you think that. Arcadian’s insane plan, the bio-weapon, the need for secrecy... you should realise that stopping him is in my people’s interests as much as yours. No one wants the attention of the White Council or the elven courts. No one wants to risk a purge or a new War of Races. I can swear any oath you care to name that Arcadian will cease to be a problem tonight, and all evidence of his mad scheme will disappear forever, but that won’t suffice. Will it?”

“No.”

“What do you see happening here? Right here, between us?”

Barrows frowned. “I will take you two into custody and proceed against Arcadian, or if you resist, my men will put you down first. It’s your choice.” 

“You’re right about it being about choices. Let me give you yours. You can let us police our own, and then move in to clean up the mess we’ll leave behind. We both know none of this will be allowed to become public knowledge no matter which of us kills Arcadian. On the other hand, you can kill me, and Lawrence will kill you. Your men will then kill him, and then my friends will step in and kill everyone else before taking care of Arcadian as planned. You and your men will become another statistic on the national missing person’s database. You’ll become just another blip in a computer somewhere.”

“Big talk,” Bechtel growled. “Sir, time’s wasting.”

“Jonas!” Lephmann said. “Now please.”

Barrows tensed as eyes ignited in the dark. He turned slowly to survey the trees. There were hundreds of shifters watching from the shadows, already in beast form. Hundreds of huge coyotes, and mixed in with them were tall humanoid monsters. They crept forward to reveal themselves, growling, and eager to attack. Bechtel’s men reformed to cover all sides at once, but he could tell they were outnumbered three or four to one. He turned back to Lephmann expecting to see the man gloating, but he wasn’t. He looked… hopeful?

“Stand down, Sergeant,” Barrows said giving in to the inevitable.

He had no doubt a lot of people were only moments from death. The wrong people. Arcadian was the one who mustn’t walk away. He didn’t like it, but if Lephmann’s people could take him down, there was no need for Bechtel’s men to die here.

“But sir!”

“Stand down. We aren’t leaving, but if these... people want to do our work for us, I say we let them. No need to risk your men’s lives if we don’t need to.” He turned back to Lephmann. “You win, but we’re not leaving. I’m going to surround the area in case anyone slips by your...” he waved a hand at the monstrous creatures lurking in the shadows. “...by you.”

Lephmann nodded and turned to leave. The shifters under the trees faded back and the glowing eyes were extinguished two by two. Barrows watched them go, thinking hard, and wondering whether to call in reinforcements. He could do that; he would be expected to do that under the circumstances. He could even call in an air strike by drone if he needed to. The Arcadian operation was that crucial. He really should report in and ask for orders, but if he did, he was certain to lose control of things. It would be no skin off his nose if Lephmann and all his people died in such a strike, but he didn’t want to risk losing Arcadian. He wanted the vamp’s headless corpse at his feet. He wanted absolute verification of death, not a crater in the ground that might or might not contain Arcadian’s ashes.

“Sergeant?”

“Sir?”

“Change of plans.”

Bechtel laughed. “No kidding.”

* * *



40 ~ Old Friends

Gavin waited impatiently for the shifters to return. David seemed the reliable sort and Stephen must think highly of him, but he had to wonder what two wolves thought they could do that he couldn’t. This Barrows person that everyone seemed to fear so much was merely human. Influencing him would be an easy matter. He watched Angelina checking her weapons and felt reassured at her obvious preparedness. She was wearing her vest again, festooned with blades of all kinds, and the machine guns that she liked so much.

“The armour is plate?” Spencer asked, also interested in Angelina’s preparations. “You don’t think they’ll use armour piercing ammo?”

Angelina snorted. “I think they’ll be loaded for monster as usual, so silver-plated blades, silver-plated bullets, and high silver content flechettes and needles. I’m wearing Kevlar not plate because of the weight not the ammo they’ll be using. I’m a giiiirl, remember?”

Spencer snorted.

“Both of you stick close to me,” Gavin said. “Our target is this false Arcadian. Rachelle, that goes for you as well. Send your people after his followers by all means, but you stay with me.”

Rachelle nodded.

Gavin turned to Edward, but before he could give orders, Edward spoke up.

“I’m going after Stephen with Andrew. Don’t try, Gavin, please. You know I can’t ignore his need even if I wanted to, which I don’t.”

That was true. Edward’s bond with Stephen would be a goad to him, assuming it was restored as everyone assumed it would be when they crossed the wards enclosing the estate. He would be useless in a fight if distracted by his need to re-join Stephen. Gavin nodded, accepting Edward’s position. He considered Stephen’s newest child for a moment and quickly dismissed him. He was so new that he wasn’t worth considering as an asset.

“Charles and Danyelle will accompany me for now,” Gavin said. “Lee and Elizabeth as well. The shifters—”

“Are mine not yours,” David called from out of the darkness.

Gavin turned to watch the two men arrive. “Indeed. You will have them fight with us I assume?”

“No need for sarcasm. They will fight, but my priorities are saving Stephen, destroying the weapon, and removing all evidence of it. We can’t allow knowledge of this thing to leave here, and that goes for the fools who created it.”

“Good. We are of like mind regarding that at least. Barrows?”

“He’s been dealt with. He agreed to surround the area but not move in. He wants to prevent any escapes.”

Angel snorted. “Like that’s going to happen with Jonas and Leon prowling about.”

“Barrows really agreed to that?” Chris said, sounding surprised.

“Jonas and I didn’t give him a choice.”

“You will come with me, Detective,” Gavin went on. “I do not give you leave to go off on your own.”

“Oh you can count on that. I’m not letting you out of my sight until this thing is done. You owe me, and I will collect no matter how long I have to dog your heels.”

“Yes, yes, I’m well aware,” he said in annoyance at her repeated insinuations that he would try to avoid paying his debts. “This has gone on long enough, we will finish it tonight.”

With that pronouncement, Gavin led them to war once more.

He swung his sword experimentally as he stalked toward the gates, rotating and limbering his wrist. The weapon was an extension of his arm, its familiar weight a comfort, and reminder of home. It was the Lochlain sword, brought with him from his own world of Tahir. When he first arrived here on Earth, he had been horrified to discover it had come through the portal with him. His family had been dealt a terrible double blow when the ancestral blade was lost along with him when he died, but many years later, he had come to terms with his guilt over it. The ancient sword was a comfort to him now. His armour didn’t hold the same emotional attachment for him. He did care for it and kept it in good repair. It was a memento that reminded him of home and was safe on its stand in his apartment. It would remain there with other curiosities he had collected over the years. The sword though, was a part of him, and its magic remained undimmed despite its antiquity. It was many centuries older than he was. His six centuries of unlife were a mere tithe in comparison to its age.

The gates came into sight and he broke into sprint. Angelina cursed as his vampire speed made him seem to disappear to her merely human vision. He hadn’t of course. He couldn’t teleport like a wizard. Many of the stories told about his kind had an element of truth, but like the ones that said vampires could transform into bats, wolves, or mist, teleportation was another fantasy. He could move exceedingly fast, but he did travel the intervening distance despite appearances. At the last moment, he jumped, clearing the gates with ease. He landed on the far side, and darted into the gatehouse where he sensed a pair of human guards. Inept human guards as it turned out. Though armed, both men were inattentive and they quickly became inept human corpses, shorter by a head.

Literally.

He ignored the blood fountains he had created and used the gate controls to let the others into the grounds.

“Mister Gavin,” Angelina growled angrily as she re-joined him accompanied by Flex and the rest of the Angels. “Don’t do that. We can’t protect you if we can’t keep up with you!”

Spencer grinned, obviously enjoying the spectacle of Angelina scolding him. Gavin cleaned his sword on one of the bodies, not really listening to the girl. It wasn’t as if he’d been in any real danger. Two half-asleep humans had provided very little in the way of a challenge.

“Enough,” he growled when the girl threatened to keep on with her nagging. The shifters were running by outside, some of them already changing shape in anticipation of the hunt. “We risk falling behind.” They joined Rachelle and the others, and quickly chased the shifters into battle.

Gunfire shattered the night, and battle was joined. Shifters tumbled and fell to automatic weapons in the hands of AML soldiers, but most regained their feet already changing. The baying of wolves suddenly replaced howls of pain. Angel went to one knee and fired into the darkness in controlled bursts. Her crew were doing similar things. Danyelle snarled and dashed away to find something to kill. Gavin watched her ride a human to the ground and didn’t interfere or call her to heel. She fed briefly from her victim, killed him, and ran into the dark looking for another meal. He did not try to stop her. Charles watched her go with a wistful look upon his face and Gavin sighed. No plan lasted very long once battle was joined, but to abandon it this soon?

“Very well, you may join her—” Gavin broke off as Charles charged into the night in pursuit of his blood sister. Lee did not follow. He awaited the order. “Yes, yes. If you must.”

Lee sprinted away.

Elizabeth looked at him hopefully, but he couldn’t give away all of his advantages. He shook his head and her face fell. A pout appeared. Really? How old was she to act so? He sampled her aura and decided that she hadn’t yet reached triple digits. Still, she was old enough to have mastered her impulses better than this.

Rachelle laughed. “They’ll remember this night fondly for the rest of their days.”

Probably true, if they survived. Elizabeth’s pout grew more obvious still. He ignored her and reached out to feel the night. He could sense a powerful revenant in the house. There were others in there too, but this one was more powerful by far. He frowned as he tried to judge his strength and grunted in surprise. He was of a similar age and power to his own. Interesting then that this false Arcadian, if indeed this was he, had chosen to remain in the shadows, rather than openly challenge him and the established order in LA.

“He’s in the house. I will flush him out. Rachelle and Elizabeth will kill any of his brood that attempt to prevent me.”

Angelina nodded and sent her crew on ahead to engage AML and any other humans guarding the house. They smashed windows and piled inside. Guns barked and shouts of anger and pain sounded from within. Gavin charged the front doors and smashed them down. Rachelle and the others flowed inside on his heels. Bullets tore into him and Rachelle, he spun toward his attacker, but Rachelle was already moving. She ripped into the humans like a demented demon, laughing all the while. Elizabeth suddenly launched into motion, surprising him by jumping straight into the air to scramble onto the upstairs landing. Screams of fear and agony sounded from that direction, followed by blood raining down. Elizabeth laughed gaily and threw the bodies off the landing to hit the floor in front of him. She jumped down, grinning madly.

“Wipe your chin,” Gavin said. The grin vanished from her face, and she complied looking embarrassed. “You missed a spot,” he said and reached out to fix it. He chucked her under the chin. “Well done.”

She smiled happily and blushed at the praise. She had fed enough for the blush to look almost human natural. Rachelle finished her butchery and turned back for orders. He pointed the way deeper into the house and Elizabeth joined her to clear a path for him. There were a lot of humans in residence. Arcadian’s AML allies. Gavin checked and found Angelina and Spencer covering his back. The detective was keeping close, trying to cover them all. Decent of her, he thought, though he didn’t need her protection. He would take it on Angelina’s behalf.

“There!” Rachelle shouted as she dashed to follow a vampire trying to sneak away.

Elizabeth looked to Gavin uncertainly.

“Protect her!”

Elizabeth nodded and raced away. 

Angelina muttered something about taking chances, and Spencer laughed. She hissed something back at him, and suddenly he was exploding out of his clothes. He was into the change. He chose his hybrid form over his wolf shape. A good choice under the circumstances. Chris muttered unhappily, but she stuck close to him.

Gavin followed his sense of where Arcadian was, leading them all through the house. A figure ducked out of a doorway ahead, and fired some kind of assault rifle. Angelina cut him in half, proving her boast that she could do that by triggering a long sustained burst from her machine guns. Chris cursed at the sight. Angelina ignored her and reloaded. Spencer edged forward to sniff at the bisected corpse. He looked up abruptly, and snarled.

“Vampire, I go,” Spencer growled and entered the room. There came the sound of snarling and shattering glass. 

Gavin looked into the room only moments later, but Spencer was gone. Through the shattered windows on the far side of the room by the evidence. A breeze entered through the broken window, playing with the drapes. Howls and gunfire came from that direction. Spencer was no doubt giving chase.

“That’s great,” Chris said to Gavin. “That’s just dandy. The way we’re going it will be just you and me soon.”

Angelina snorted. “I’m not going anywhere, De-tec-tive. I go where Mister Gavin goes.”

“I follow her,” Flex said definitively.

“Quiet,” Gavin whispered. “He’s close... there!”

He darted across the hall to slam a door open. He entered the dimly lit room, noting the displays of armour and weapons. A man looked up in surprise and grabbed a sword from one of the nearby exhibits.

Gavin stopped where he was in utter shock. He knew this vampire. He studied a face he had never expected to see again, and hadn’t encountered in centuries. “Francis? Can it be truly you?” Angelina and the others entered the room and arranged themselves at his back. “Do nothing. He’s mine.”

“Garvan!” Francis said gaily. “How wonderful to see you. You’re looking well. You haven’t changed a bit, haha!”

“It’s Gavin now.”

“Not much of an alias, old friend.”

“Better than the one you’re using these days. Why use that evil bastard’s name?”

“We called him evil back then, but was he really? I don’t think he was.”

“You’ve changed if you believe that. You led us to him, helped us slay him.”

Francis shrugged. “We all make mistakes. He was a unique power in the world, and his reputation makes certain things easier. It’s just a name I use, like Alexander before this; I’ll choose another when I outgrow it.”

“Alexander?”

Francis raised his arms straight out to the side. “Surprise!”

“You were Alexander? The Alexander who supposedly died in Chicago?”

“Do I look dead? Don’t answer that, haha!”

Gavin shook his head sadly. Poor Francis. The passing centuries had maddened him. He remembered the man he used to call friend, and this was not he. He had changed beyond belief. He firmed his grip upon his sword. He had to end this madness.

Francis noticed his sudden tension and raised the elven blade he carried to a guard position. Gavin flowed smoothly forward, using all of his speed to strike first, but Francis was his equal in age. He defended expertly and their swords clashed, the sound of the two ancient blades singing a dissonant song. Gavin stepped back to disengage, and pivoted. The swords clashed again and then again in a flurry of thrust, parry, and counter thrust.

Chris cursed as she sighted upon Francis, but she was unable to keep him targeted. He was moving too fast. Angelina was ready for an opening, but the risk of hitting Gavin was too great. She edged around the room, trying for a better angle. Flex moved in the other direction, keeping watch upon the door as well.

Gavin was at the limit of his skill and speed, but he couldn’t get a strike through Francis’ defence. He had always been good with a sword. Both of them had bested William on occasion in practice bouts, and William had been extraordinarily good—a true sword master in a time when everyone carried a blade.

“Give up this madness!” he snarled and was finally able to draw first blood.

Francis’ eyes widened at the stinging cut upon his sword arm. “A hit! My turn!”

Gavin stumbled back, his cheek bleeding profusely for the few seconds it took to heal.

Francis laughed, and attacked again. “I’ve… been… practising,” he sing-songed. “You… can’t… beat… meeee... ow!”

Gavin grinned fiercely as he added another wound to the first one he’d inflicted, this time to the thigh.

Francis touched the wound and licked the blood from his fingers. “You’re better than I remember, old friend.”

“Quite, old friend. This plan of yours will not succeed. Kill me and you’ll still fail. Those with me will see to it, and if not them, the federal authorities are here with us.”

“Oh indeed? Well, this isn’t the first time I have evaded them.”

“You’re not leaving this place alive.”

“We’ll see, won’t we?”

Gavin nodded grimly. “We shall see.”

He charged. 

Thrust, thrust, parry, parry, left, right, thrust again. High guard, low, a hit! Francis staggered back, eyes widening and blood gushed from his leg again. Gavin followed up the hit and reeled away with his own wound. His left arm suddenly lost feeling. The shoulder wound was deep enough to make the arm nerveless and unusable. He backed away desperately parrying strikes.

“Mister Gavin down!”

He threw himself to the floor as Angelina saturated the space he’d been standing in with lethal silver rain. She emptied both machine guns on full auto, and Flex joined in. Chris hammered away at Francis with aimed fire from her overpowered slug-throwing boomer. Gavin rolled away and back to his feet in time to see his old friend staggering back as bullets punched into his body, but he didn’t go down. He spun away, ducking his head for protection, and threw himself at the window. Glass shattered as he crashed through.  

Gavin snarled and ran in pursuit.

His shoulder was healing, and sensation returning to his arm when he caught up with his old friend in the gardens. Francis was strong, but so much silver in him had slowed him, and his wounds weren’t healing as quickly as they normally would. He turned to defend as Gavin attacked, and the fight resumed. Angelina and the others climbed out of the window to support him, but he had the advantage now. Francis was flagging, his wounds telling upon him, as he desperately parried for all he was worth. He had abandoned his own offence in favour of defence. Gavin attacked recklessly, taking minor wounds himself in an effort to make maximum use of his advantage before Francis could heal and rally.

Strike, strike, lunge, parry. Francis absorbed more wounds, but he wasn’t going down! He was speeding up! Incredible! Gavin struggled to keep up his blistering attack, and marvelled at his old friend’s skill. He truly was a master of the sword now, and he admitted reluctantly, Francis was his superior in its use, but every new wound received was more blood lost, and no one had an infinite supply. All he had to do was keep up his current pace and wear Francis down. Time, if not his skill in the sword would win him this battle.

Gavin grunted as he took another wound to the same shoulder as before, and he retreated, flourishing his blade to create a blurring shield of ancient steel in an effort to gain room. It worked. Francis leapt back and out of range.

Chris’ gun roared, her bullets punching into Francis’ torso and upper chest. His eyes blazed red, promising retribution, and his distraction proved his undoing. He accelerated toward the cop, intending to take her head, but Gavin threw himself in the way. His sword swept around in a blurring glinting arc and this time there was no intervening blade to stop it. The blow connected. Francis’ eyes widened in surprise as his head lifted off his shoulders and fell to the ground, the stump of his neck pumping blood as his body fell aside.

“Good bye, old friend,” Gavin whispered and grimaced at the rolling eyes and snapping jaws. The head was trying to speak, but without lungs and a voice box, there was no way to know what its last words were. He preferred not knowing.

He groaned as his wounds made themselves felt. Gods, he wanted to feed and heal himself, but forced the thought aside. Sandy was waiting at home for him, and he would not disappoint her.

The detective put her gun away and approached to study the slowly dying head. She nudged it with the toe of her boot, shaking her head as it tried to bite.

“Damn,” Flex said. “That’s just nasty!”

“Yeah,” Chris said.

“Are you all right, Mister Gavin?”

“Fine, just fine.”

“You don’t look fine—” Angelina began. Her eyes widened and she shoved him aside. “Look out!”

Gavin staggered off balance. It was unforgivable of him. He was tired yes, wounded yes, but Angelina should not have been able to move him; she was merely human. He shouted angrily as he staggered a few paces, and then roared in denial as an arrow sprouted from Angelina’s chest. The Kevlar vest proved itself unable to protect her from a modern crossbow bolt. It punched deeply into her chest. Shock and pain flashed upon her face, and her machine gun emptied itself wildly into the air as she fell. Gavin was moving fast fast fast! The bowman was still turning to run when he caught up and struck his head from his body. He glared down at the dead vampire, still seeing Angelina’s fall.

“She’s alive!” Chris yelled. “She needs an ambulance, fast!”

“There’s no time,” Flex said grimly. “She’s dying.”

Gavin closed his eyes in grief, praying uselessly to the Gods of his fathers, and to the pantheon of this world too, that she not die. Useless. He was damned, as all his kind were. Damned, and cursed to damn those they loved.

* * *



41 ~ Escape

“Hurry!” Elliot hissed to the others, and they trotted by into the trees. “How are you feeling now?”

“I’m fine, Dad, stop fussing. She’s not heavy.”

Elliot eyed the senseless vampire draped over his daughter’s shoulder sceptically. It looked very wrong the way she so casually carried the vampire; like a child carrying an adult. She was petite and looked too small to be this strong, but it was damned convenient, and he was thankful that knocking Chani out had not affected her at all. He didn’t understand their bond, but he believed in its power. He’d known almost from the first that killing Chani had been out of the question even if he had managed to summon the courage to try. It would have killed Susan too, but the bond was not an equal sharing. Susan’s death would not kill Chani, for example, though it apparently would have weakened her and hurt emotionally. He wasn’t sure about that last part. He had seen scant emotion on Arcadian’s face when he stabbed Morgan in the chest, but absent other data, he was willing to take it on faith for now. The inequality had suggested to him that there were loopholes in the bond and that they could be exploited. Loopholes such as the one he’d used to incapacitate Chani. It meant not only was short-term freedom possible, but that ultimate escape was as well. It meant he could control the vampire, keeping her alive while he found a way to free his daughter of her reliance upon the bond. It meant her eventual return to full humanity was feasible. She did not have to endure stasis, this unending half-life he had condemned her to when he shackled her to the vampire she carried.

“Let’s get out of here. I can’t hear the fighting anymore, but—”

“I can,” Susan said. “They’re killing everyone.”

He shivered and not at the thought of the slaughter back at the house. They deserved their deaths, most of them. He felt sorry for the specimens downstairs, but even they had to die. They were unnatural creations. More unnatural than any undead to have gone before them. At least Chani and others like her were true to their natures. The abominations he had helped Jennifer create were something new and dangerous. No, it wasn’t the thought of the slaughter that made him uneasy. It was the changes in his daughter. She was stronger, faster, and more... more… just more. That she could hear the fighting at such a distance was proof of profound changes. Would he be able to sever the bond? If he did, would she truly return to her previous state, or be stuck at some point in between?

He shook his head. “The others are getting away from us. Let’s try to catch up.”

“I hear them too. They’re not far ahead.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

Susan led the way quickly into the trees, but slowed to allow him to keep up. He was puffing and gasping for breath. He was out of condition. Too much sitting at a desk he suspected. Her concern made him consider lightening his load, but the samples and data the case contained was too precious to discard. The research had been loathsome, but the computer and blood samples represented almost two years of his life. Jennifer was right when she’d said to him that knowledge itself wasn’t evil, but that its applications could be in the wrong hands. The Arcadian’s hands were definitely the wrong ones. Besides, he might need to refer to it when he tackled his daughter’s bond with Chani.

Susan abruptly stopped and swayed. The vampire slipped from her shoulder and thumped to the ground. “Daddy?” she said plaintively and crashed face first upon the earth in a dead faint.

“Susan!”

Black clad forms abruptly appeared out of the trees carrying lethal looking automatic weapons, and wearing night vision goggles on blackened faces. Two men dragged him back when he tried to reach Susan and Chani. More men hurried forward with heavy looking rune engraved manacles, and efficiently shackled them at wrist and ankle. Thick chains connected the runecuffs to the wide silver bands around their ankles. One of them men aimed a gun and shot Susan in the leg. He did the same a moment later to Chani.

“Professor Massey?” One man said, pulling off his goggles to reveal his face a little better. “I’ll be taking that if you don’t mind.”

Elliot relinquished his burden, not caring in the least. His eyes were all for Susan.

“The drug will keep them docile, but no more than that,” the man said looking back as his men lifted the two woman and carried them away. “They’ll be fine for now.”

“This is an outrage!” he blustered.

“Hmmm,” the man looked disappointed. “My name is Barrows, Agent Barrows, and what I find outrageous is a man such as yourself having the boldfaced effrontery to react this way when at the very least he should be charged with terrorism, and at worst crimes against humanity. Genocide, Professor, you’ve heard the term I’m sure. Your work for the Arcadian equates to little more than that. The charges rate the death sentence if convicted, but I’m sure you won’t be surprised when I say that this incident will never become public. Lucky you. No trial.”

“What are you going to do with us?”

“You’ve begun to understand your position now have you? How truly good. What am I going to do with you? Well, that depends upon you doesn’t it? Come along, I don’t want to keep all the others waiting.”

Elliot stumbled along behind Barrows. His men kept a firm grip upon his arms, but they needn’t have bothered. He would have followed them without the need of force. They had Susan and Chani.

They exited the trees, crossed an empty road to the opposite side, and marched him up to the back of a black van like the police sometimes used. It looked armoured like those he had seen on the news, but it was plain black and didn’t have the usual SMT markings. He didn’t think this one belonged to the police. The doors were open and waiting to receive him. Jennifer and the rest of his colleagues were already sitting inside looking frightened. They were under guard by well-armed men wearing military uniform. His heart sank when he realised he had escaped one trap only to fall into another. 

The military was about to become his new paymaster… if they even cared enough for the niceties to do that.

“Well, here we all are,” Barrows said cheerfully, as Elliot climbed up into the van to join the others. Barrows handed the case containing the precious research to one of the soldiers sitting near the doors. “I’ll be leaving you now, but we’ll see each other again at debriefing. A little bit of advice. Think very hard about how you can be useful to your government. I assure you, that your lives do depend upon it. Who knows, in a few years you might even be allowed out on your own again!” He let the false cheer drop from his voice and face. “Get these idiots out of my sight!”

The van doors slammed closed.

* * *



42 ~ Aftermath

Mist snarled in pain as the bullets punched into his body. The burn of silver made him want to stop and take the time to pluck them out of his side, but the fighting was too immediate and brutal for him to take the time. Assault rifles chattered, the sound echoed out of the darkness. Angel’s people returned fire before smashing windows and entering the house. Gavin smashed into the doors, going through them as if they were made of nothing more than cardboard. They succumbed to his strength that easily. The vamps with him flowed inside, their eerie vampire speed making them seem to float over the ground.

Andrew kept to his word, and stayed close to Edward as the others abandoned them to fight with Gavin. Mist suddenly realised Edward’s increased vulnerability and felt even more responsible for him. It was David’s unease he was feeling, but they were one. He felt it as if it were his own fear.

Attackers ran toward them out of the night, and Andrew sprinted to meet them. Newborn he might be, but he was of Stephen’s line and blood, and he had fed well at the club. Ronnie was alpha. You are what you eat was a saying that for vampires was literally true. Her blood gave him power to burn, and it made him fast. He was very impressive for a newborn vampire. He crossed the distance in a flash, and was so fast that the two men didn’t see him coming until too late. He backhanded the first man, breaking his neck instantly, and rode the other to the ground with fangs buried in his throat.

Edward drew his sword as another guard appeared.

Mist had his own fight to deal with. He dodged as his opponent fired his gun and wasn’t hit this time. His claws flicked out and he buried them in the guts of the shooter. He grabbed a handful of what he found inside the shrieking man, ripped it out, and threw it into its owner’s face. The dying man vomited blood and collapsed, but Mist was already fighting another human and didn’t see him fall.

Farris in wolf form howled his victory over one of the human guards, and buried his face in the man’s belly to feed. He ripped away a sizable chunk of the dead man’s flesh, swallowed without chewing, and dashed into the night to chase down another victim. More howls and desperate screams came out of the darkness moments later as he ran down his prey.

Mist automatically responded with a howl of his own, as did their pack brothers and sisters, and turned his attention back to his own fight. He used his wonderfully long and powerful arms to grapple with his target. Another man. A bigger one this time and quite strong for a mere human. Mist was pleased to use his jaws on the man’s throat and shoulder. He worried at the wound, while his claws ripped up his enemy’s back. Blood pumped into his mouth and he swallowed convulsively. His eyes blazed as the taste exploded in his mouth; it threatened to make him rage. He ripped out a chunk of meat, but didn’t swallow. David wouldn’t like it; he was just this side of sane to remember that. He didn’t know how long he could prevent his rage from tipping him over into frenzy, but for David’s sake, he would try.

Thank you, but you don’t have to. I can pull back.

No, Brother, do not leave! You weaken me—us—when you do that. When you leave me, I can’t remember what the manthings are or how they are used. I need you.

I’m sorry, Mist. I should have realised from earlier. I will stay with you. This human is dead. Get the bullets out so that we can heal and stay close to Edward. He can lead us to Stephen.

That was a good thought. He used his claws to dig into his wounded side, feeling for the hated metal burning inside. He plucked the bullets out and let them fall. Such tiny things to hurt so much. There were many manthings made for hurting. He knew many names for them through David’s memories. He concentrated and sped the healing of his wounds then looked around for Edward. He found him fighting with his sword against a man with a shiny blade of his own.

Machete, David said.

Machete then. Another manthing made to hurt and kill. Mist decided to hurry the fight along and help, but before he could grab his enemy from behind, Edward ran him through the heart.

“Can feel Stephen?” Mist growled at Edward, trying to make his words clear. His voice made certain words hard to understand, so he limited himself to just a few. “Show?”

Edward cleaned his sword on the body of his enemy. “I can feel him now that we’re inside the wards. He’s underground. He says they have him caged in what he thinks is a basement. There are concrete steps leading down to it.”

Mist grinned. That was very good news! If they were in contact again, Stephen couldn’t be hurt too badly. “Michael too?”

Edward nodded. “And Marie Stirling—they turned her after Andrew left. He doesn’t know. I think it would be best if we kept that to ourselves for now. There are shifters and humans caged down there too.”

“Show,” he demanded.

Edward led the way into the house. Gunfire sounded from all sides as Angel’s gang took on AML holdouts on the grounds, but some of it came from inside the house too. They hadn’t killed them all yet then, and anticipation of another fight sped his breathing. He pulled Edward roughly back, and stepped in front of him, shielding his friend with his own body. Andrew arrived and Mist pointed him to the right. Andrew nodded and carefully slid through the door in that direction. Mist followed him through the broken door and bullets stitched the wall near his head. He snarled and launched himself across the entry hall toward the shooter. He bit the woman. Hard. She screamed in anguish, but he quickly silenced her.

He let her body fall. “Which way?”

Edward took the lead again, and Andrew took up station next to him, while Mist brought up the rear to protect their backs. Andrew didn’t know the way despite being a prisoner in the same place before being turned. He’d been unconscious on the way to his prison, and he’d been dead on the way to his burial.

They didn’t encounter any more opposition in the main areas of the house. All seemed deserted, but that was false. The screams and howls of battle, the sounds of gunfire, the crashing and yelling... all of it had receded as the fighting spread through distant parts of the house and grounds.

Edward led them into the kitchens and found the entrance to the basement. Before he could descend the steps, Mist and Andrew took charge and the lead. Lucky they did, because some of the enemy had retreated to hide with the prisoners. Bullets punched into Andrew, and he snarled in pain, but he didn’t let that stop him. He threw himself down the steps using his vampire speed, and bowled over the humans gathered and clogging the bottom of the steps. Mist chased him, and ripped into the guards. Two of them were vampires, and he suddenly had his first serious fight upon his hands.

Andrew finished the last human. “Sayles you bastard!” he cried as he slammed into one of the vampires.

Mist was grateful. He had barely been able to keep two of them from his throat. As soon as Andrew took a hand, the fight turned back in his favour. His chosen target used punches and kicks, but although they were powerful blows, they didn’t have the same effect as claws. Mist used his to cut and slash, and then he grappled. They fell to the cement floor struggling and rolling. He howled in pain as he rolled into one of the cages, and scrambled away, snarling at the cramping in his abused muscles. The vampire leapt to his feet and tried to kick him in the face. It might have broken his neck had it landed, but Mist grabbed the leg and toppled the grinning vampire. He lunged before the man could get away, clamped his jaws around his throat, and snipped his head off with a single powerful bite like a pair of scissors cutting flowers.

The prisoners were shouting encouragement and pleading for release from their cages. There were a dozen people locked up—a mix of shifters and vanilla humans. All of them were desperate for release and a chance to fight their captors, but Mist was in no hurry to let them out. His eyes were all for Andrew and his battle.

Andrew slammed his opponent hard against Stephen’s cage. Stephen ignored the pain from the bars to grab the vamp, and Andrew took advantage by twisting his head all the way around. The man froze, and then slumped in Stephen’s grip. He let the body fall a moment later, and glared out of his cage, his eyes blazing with madness. His fangs were all the way out and he emanated an insane hunger. He looked demonic.

“Don’t get too close,” Michael advised. “They haven’t been feeding him.”

“At all?” Edward said, sounding appalled.

“No.”

Change back now. I’ll feed him, David said.   

Mist thought about that, and decided it was a good plan. He wasn’t certain he could stand still for a vampire feeding upon him right now, not after fighting some of them. He allowed the change to enfold him, and spiralled away into David’s mind as his brother rose up to replace him.

David groaned and worked his neck from side to side. It popped loudly, but felt better afterwards. He climbed back to his feet and winced as his joints protested. It always seemed to happen after the change. He looked around for a switch to turn off the power to the cages, and found it on the wall at the base of the steps. He used it and turned back to free Stephen.

“Let the others out,” he said to Andrew, who was looking through the bars of another cage.

Andrew’s expression when he turned to him was a mixture of horror and grief. “They turned her! The bastards killed Miss Stirling!”

Marie Stirling’s corpse lay upon the bed in one of the cages, and the bite on her neck was obvious. It was black with old blood. She was still very dead, and there was no guarantee she would rise a vampire. Andrew was technically correct. They had killed her, but hopefully that wouldn’t last. 

“I’m so sorry, Andrew. When she wakes up, she’ll need you more than ever. She’ll need a friend who knew her before…” he gestured at her corpse. “Before this.”

Andrew nodded grimly. “The first rising is... was not easy.”

“Find the keys to the cages and let everyone out, would you? I’m going to feed Stephen so we can get out of here.”

Andrew nodded and went to search the bodies for the keys.

“Be careful,” Edward warned as David approached Stephen’s cage. “He’s barely sane.”

He could see that. There was no way he was letting Stephen near his throat in this condition. “Will he feed from a wrist?”

“He’s starving. He will latch on to anything he can reach.”

He didn’t doubt that for a minute. “Here goes then.”

He tentatively reached toward the bars, and Stephen’s attention became rapt. The moment he was within reach, the vampire lunged and pulled his arm through the bars. The bite wasn’t as painful as he had thought it might be; sudden and sharp, yes, but the pain dulled quickly replaced by bliss.

“Oh goddess,” he hissed, his eyes half-lidded in pleasure at the sensation. His body reacted fiercely and he wanted to thrust with his hips. The thought was humiliating, considering those present in the room, but true nonetheless. “Oh,” he groaned as Stephen drank away his power. He felt it flowing out with his blood and it felt wonderful. No wonder the thrill seekers became addicted. He wanted Stephen to take it all, but he was sated all too soon. 

David wanted to protest when his friend stopped feeding and licked the wounds clean to seal them. Vamp saliva had healing properties. Stephen nodded his thanks; he was himself again.

Andrew opened all the cages, letting the prisoners out. They milled about excitedly, babbling their gratitude and asking questions. He ignored them to give David the keys before going back to keep vigil over Marie. David unlocked Stephen’s cage and the vampire stepped out.

“Are Elizabeth and Lee with you?”

“David’s wolves are upstairs fighting AML,” Edward reported. “Gavin claimed the false Arcadian for himself, but said he would need help with Arcadian’s brood. So he commandeered our vampires to help him. All of them are here. I had feared that Terry had fallen, but now…”

Stephen nodded, but his eyes were for Marie. “Arcadian subverted him somehow. I can feel that Danyelle is nearby enjoying herself, and Charles is... well, you know Charles. He feels grim, but then he always does. They’re fine I think.”

David smiled; he liked Charles though he was a little grim. Maybe dour was a better word for what he was. They had hit it off right away. A case of opposites attracting maybe.

“I must blood oath Elizabeth and Lee upon our return home,” Stephen went on. “I’ve had time to regret my decision not to do that earlier. I will rectify that before dawn.”

“Stephen!” Andrew called. “I feel her. I think she’s coming back to herself.”

“I feel her too. She will wake hungry as you did. I shall feed her.”

“I could do that,” David said trying not to sound too eager to feel that ecstasy again so soon. “I feel fine.”

Stephen smiled, not fooled in the least. “I’m sure she would enjoy you, David, as did I. Thank you for the offer, but her first meal needs to be from me. Arcadian’s blood runs in her veins. She is his child and because of that unhappy circumstance, he can command her from a distance as I can with Charles and Danyelle. My blood should counter his sufficiently to weaken his control over her. When he dies at Gavin’s hand tonight, as I don’t doubt that he will, his blood will lose its power over her and she will automatically bond with me. She will become a vampire of my line. Perhaps you will offer again tomorrow? She will need to feed often at first.”

He nodded eagerly, and Stephen smiled.  

David left his friends to attend to Marie, and wandered through the house looking for Gavin. All he found were bodies and naked shifters looking for friends among the dead and wounded. He thanked the goddess there weren’t many of the former, though there were some. He hoped the missing faces would turn up but braced himself for some bad news tomorrow. He headed outside and found Gavin standing over a headless vampire. His heart sank when he recognised Angel lying upon the ground between the two corpses with Flex and the cop kneeling next to her.

“Gavin?” he said. “Is Arcadian dead?”

Gavin nodded to the decapitated corpse furthest away.

David’s eyes drifted from it to the fallen woman. “Is she...?”

“She will be well. I will see to it,” Gavin said grimly and went to tend Angel.

David watched him ignore the cop’s protests to borrow a knife from Flex and slash his wrist. He offered the girl his blood.

Lawrence chose that moment to arrive. “Is she...?”

“No. Gavin will fix it.”

“Damn. That sucks,” Lawrence said and grimaced at the double entendre. “She’ll hate being a vamp.”

“I don’t know about that. She has a thing for Gavin, and so does Spence come to that. Have you seen him?”

“He’s okay. I saw him chasing a vamp around the pool out back.”

David smiled as he imagined that.

“What will happen, Mister Gavin? I’m scared,” Angel said in a weakening voice. Flex looked on grimly, and the cop looked scared.

“There’s nothing to fear. You will fall into a sleep without dreams, and when you wake, you’ll be well again. Stronger than ever, Angel.”

She smiled. “You called me Angel. I... win...” she whispered and closed her eyes.

“Now none of that!” Gavin cried and slapped her cheek lightly.

“Ow!” Angel cried, blinking around vaguely. “What did you do that for? I’m so tired.”

“Drink, Angel, and you may sleep.” Gavin offered his dripping wrist. Angel grimaced at the taste. “Drink. Don’t think about what it is. Pretend its tequila.”

“I don’t like tequila.”

“Then pretend it’s that poor excuse for beer you like.”

Angel swallowed and grimaced but she kept at it and managed to down a few mouthfuls before falling unconscious. Gavin withdrew his wrist frowning at the girl, but unwilling to risk her choking.

“Will it be enough?” the cop said.

“I hope so. If she doesn’t die, it will definitely be enough for the bonding.”

“Like Stephen and Edward?”

Gavin nodded.

“And if she dies?”

“Then in three days I will be a father for the first time in centuries... if she swallowed enough of my blood and if it works.”

The cop frowned at that but David understood what he meant by it. Turning someone wasn’t the same as being changed into a shifter. Lycanthropy was a sure thing unless outside intervention occurred; even then, the serum wasn’t infallible. Turning someone into a vamp was chancy at best. It involved the death of the recipient for one thing, so no second chances and it didn’t always work. Sometimes they simply failed to come back. No one knew why.

Gavin sat back on his heels. “Detective?”

She looked up from Angel’s peaceful face. “Yeah?” her eyes widened as his gaze caught and held hers. “Awww crap...” she began but then her expression turned vague and her pupils dilated.

“Forget...” Gavin began to chant. “Forget...”

David shook his head and beckoned to Lawrence. “When he’s done, take her home. Her car is outside the club. Better deal with that too.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

David watched as Gavin erased the cop’s memory of all that had happened to her, all the way back to before they had met. She wouldn’t remember a thing. When Gavin was done, he instructed her to sleep and Lawrence carried her away. David frowned as he contemplated how odd his life was now, compared with how he’d lived it before. He could never have imagined back then the things he took in stride daily now. It was a very strange world they all lived in, and his was a very strange life.

But fun, Mist opined.

Sometimes.

Gavin scooped Angel up into his arms and began walking away without a word. Flex put fingers to his mouth and blasted a piercing whistle into the night to summon his gang. They spilled out of the house and chased after Gavin, carrying various valuables they had found. David shook his head at some of the odd stuff they had filched. When would they ever have need of fancy armour and helmets? Maybe they could find a buyer who wouldn’t ask questions. Flex watched them go for a moment before retrieving the Arcadian’s fallen sword.

“Nice bit of metal,” he said admiring the ancient elven blade. He nodded to David in silence and followed his friends into the night.

David gathered up both pieces of Arcadian. Barrows would demand proof the deed was done. He put the body over his shoulder and carried the head dangling by its hair into the house. He found Ronnie attending to Darrin. He had a broken arm. Shifters healed so fast that broken bones could set crooked. She was in the process of re-breaking the arm by the looks of it. Darrin shouted as she braced the limb and struck it a hard blow.

“You big baby,” she muttered pulling and twisting. Darrin screamed and nearly fainted from the pain. His face went shockingly pale. “There. That’s much better. Change it now.”

The arm flowed with fur and back to skin. He sighed in relief and worked the limb to check its motion. It looked good to David’s expert eye.

“Thanks, Ronnie. Any time I can break your bones for you, let me know. It will be my pleasure.”

She laughed and punched his shoulder lightly.

“Ronnie!” David called. “Catch!” He threw the head to her and she caught it nimbly. “One Arcadian by name.”

She juggled the head and held it up to study its face. “Doesn’t look like much, does he?”

“Not anymore.”

“We’re done then? I saw Edward and Stephen leaving a few moments ago. They had Michael and that girl with them.”

He nodded. “Follow me, and bring that with you.”

Together they left the house and carried Arcadian out to the drive. He dropped his burden in the middle of the gravelled road leading up to the house, and Ronnie placed the head neatly on top for Barrows to find. He turned back to study the mansion as his pack straggled outside weighted down with loot. They laughed and joked with each other as they excitedly recalled and described the fighting.

He glanced at Darrin as he arrived, and then at Ronnie, thinking about all the bodies inside. “Burn it.”

* * *



Epilogue

Chris startled awake and dropped her keys. She retrieved them from the floor of her car and frowned into the night. She had parked in her building’s lot, but she didn’t remember doing it or even driving home. She must be more tired than she’d thought. She climbed out of the car and locked up, but before she could head inside to find her bed, she noticed someone standing on the far side of the lot watching her. Her hand wandered to the small of her back and her backup weapon, but the guy wasn’t doing anything wrong. Maybe he was waiting for the bus. The stop was right around there.

She watched him watching her, but he did nothing else. He was a big guy, and heavily muscled. He must spend a lot of time working out. She liked the look, but could never find the time herself. Her caseload was always too heavy for gym time. She used to work out, and back in the day she’d done some kick-boxing at the academy, but she hadn’t done any since gaining her gold shield. She just couldn’t find the time any more. She sucked in her gut, but scowled when she realised what she was doing. She let it out again, wondering why she cared what he thought.

Just then, a car pulled up and he walked away from her toward it. He had a great butt. She watched him climb into the car a little regretfully, and turned toward her building and the empty apartment and bed it contained.

* * *
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1 ~ Murder

Lieutenant Chris Humber flashed her badge at the uniformed officer as she swept through the police lines. It looked as if this one had generated a lot of attention. She ignored the cameras buzzing overhead and the media shouting questions as she always did. She was a police officer, not some kind of soap star. One voice sounded more strident than the others—Ed Davis, darling of Channel 5 viewers everywhere. She was careful not to achieve eye contact with him.

“I think he likes you,” Ken said dryly.

She grimaced. “I’d like to run him in as a material witness.”

“I don’t think Cappy would go for that.”

“Probably not, but it would be fun to try. How did he do it?”

“Do what?”

Chris waved a hand at the cameras hovering over the scene with their little rotors whirring busily away. “Get here before us. We got the call what... ten minutes ago?”

Ken shrugged. “About that.”

“Ten minutes, and Channel 5 is already set up and filming the body.”

Ken didn’t comment; he was busy. As her assistant, he had charge of their crime scene kit, the major component of which was a headset for recording audiovisual impressions of a scene. He gently polished the lens of the video pickup as they made their way along the alley, and then inspected it critically. Apparently satisfied, he put on the unit and activated it before adjusting the microphone that followed the line of his jaw.

“Investigating possible homicide. Case number three-niner-zero, slash two-niner-one. Primary investigating officer: Lieutenant Chris Humber. Also in attendance: Detective Ken Hart—assistant and current operator. Victim is a white male…”

Chris listened as Ken described the scene for the record. The victim, a white male about thirty to thirty-five years of age, lay in a lake of blood staring at the sky with a very surprised look on his face. He’d had his throat ripped out. His clothes appeared to be his Sunday best, and his mousy-blond hair looked freshly cut. He hadn’t been dead long; the blood was still wet.

“Someone was out partying last night,” Chris said.

Ken raised an eyebrow. “How do you figure?”

“He’s wearing his glad rags, and that’s not a tattoo on the back of his hand.”

Ken bent to get a closer look and carefully recorded what he saw. “That was awesome.” He straightened and grinned when Chris rolled her eyes at him. “Here less than a minute and you’ve got it figured out. Seriously, Chris, I’m impressed.”

“Cut it out. You would have seen the stamp eventually.”

“Probably, but you saw it without half looking!”

“I was lucky. So, he was partying at Area 51?”

“Looks like it. The stamp is still pretty fresh.”

Area 51 used a distinctive stamp—the numerals 5 and 1 in purple ink surrounded by a red circle. They would have to check the ink’s authenticity in a lab to be sure. If genuine, it would prove to be coded at the molecular level, and should match Area 51’s unique and licensed brand. The club itself wasn’t too far away, but the alley wasn’t a convenient route to and from it. Chris wondered if the victim had entered it voluntarily.

Ken paced slowly around the body; as always, he was careful to document a scene from all possible angles. Chris stepped back to let him pass, and something crunched under her foot—a piece of glass. She crouched, pulling on a pair of latex gloves, and nudged it with a fingertip. Pieces of glass were scattered all around the alley—broken bottles amid the detritus that always accumulated in such places, but this shard was flat and clear. She looked around trying to find a source, but Ken interrupted her.

He nudged her shoulder. “Look there.”

She turned to look. “What the hell is Meckler doing here?”

Doctor Meckler was the coroner. As far as she knew, he spent all his time at the city morgue. He had too much seniority for this sort of thing, and plenty of underlings to attend scenes like this.

“I never thought to see him outside the morgue.”

She nodded. “Me neither. I guess he must live somewhere, right? He can’t stay in the morgue all the time can he?”

“No?” Ken asked as Chris went to intercept Meckler.

Meckler was chatting with his assistant when Chris joined him. He nodded to her, and together they went to have a look at the victim. Ken had resumed recording while he carefully searched the victim’s pockets for identification.

Chris watched the search. “Anything?”

“We have a wallet and driver’s license in the name of Vincent Fairman.”

“Things are looking up.”

“Not for Vincent, Lieutenant,” Meckler said, beginning his preliminary examination. He pointed to something, and his assistant leaned forward for a better look at the victim’s ravaged throat. He nodded, and retrieved something using a pair of tweezers. “Bag it, Samuel.”

“Yes, Sir,” Samuel said and did that. “Sir?”

“Hmmm?”

“Did you notice his teeth?”

Meckler beamed. “I knew I was right about you, Samuel. Yes I did notice, but well done all the same.”

Samuel swelled at the praise.

Chris frowned and crouched beside the body. Her eyes widened when she saw what Samuel had found. Vincent’s teeth had no business being in a human mouth. His canines were long and pointed like those of a dog… or a wolf. She shook her head. She shouldn’t have missed that. Vincent had been a shifter, which made his death even more of a puzzle.

“What is it?” Ken asked.

“He’s a shifter,” she said, rising to her feet. She had always prided herself on noticing details; it annoyed her that Meckler had found this one before her.

“Was a shifter, Lieutenant,” Meckler qualified. “Past tense now you know.”

Ken bent to look. “How did we miss that?”

Meckler removed the victim’s shoes and socks. “Did you have any reason to suspect he was a shifter?”

Chris shook her head.

“I didn’t think so.” Meckler frowned at the lack of lividity in the victim’s feet and calves. “Samuel, take his temperature would you?”

“Yes, Sir.”

 Ken crouched. “Can you open his mouth just a little more for the record?”

Samuel nodded and parted the victim’s lips.

“Thanks.”

“No prob.”

Meckler checked for more wounds, but there seemed to be none, not even defensive wounds. The back of the victim’s head interested him, and also the lack of lividity in his feet and calves of his legs. When blood settled into the lowest part of a corpse, it turned the flesh purple. Lividity was one of the ways used to estimate time of death. The lack of defensive wounds suggested to Chris that a vamp had killed Vincent—a vampire could use mind tricks to prevent its victims from struggling. She supposed he could have been surprised by someone he knew, but that seemed unlikely to her. Shifters were fast and strong; they weren’t easily taken by surprise.

She listened as Meckler explained to Samuel the procedures he liked to use. The young assistant was obviously a new member of the team and soaked up his words like a sponge. Meckler double-checked his work including the temperature readings.

Ken flicked a finger against the driver’s licence he held. “I’m going to run this. Maybe Vincent has a record.”

She nodded. “Good idea.”

Ken went back to the car.

“That’s about all we can do for now,” Meckler said, and Samuel packed away their equipment.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“About what?”

She nodded at the corpse.

“Well… he’s dead,” Meckler said and Samuel grinned. “Died sometime last night—within the last few hours I’d say. Before you ask, no, I can’t be more specific. You’ll get the time of death when I write my report.”

“A vamp do him?”

Meckler scowled. “You should know better than to push me into hasty declarations, Lieutenant. All I’m willing to say is that he died this morning of massive blood loss via the jugular—for want of a more poetic term, his throat was ripped out.”

“I could’ve told you that!” she said crossly. “Give me something I don’t know.”

“Well, he didn’t have time to shift his shape. The teeth don’t count. Shifters who spend too much time in animal form take on their beast’s characteristics. This young man seems to have bucked the trend a little. Instead of his eyes staying fixed, it was his teeth.”

“Unusual?”

“Not especially, and quite convenient from his point of view. He could pass for human as long as he kept his mouth shut, which is not something you can do if your eyes have slit pupils or glow in the dark. I once had a guest at my facility with a full set of claws on each hand. Strangest damn thing I ever saw. I’m sure you noticed the blood.”

“Of course. What about it?”

“There’s not enough of it.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No. Oh, there’s a good amount here, don’t get me wrong. I’m not suggesting a vampire fed on him—not yet at least. Throat wounds are messy. There should be spatter over a wide area.” He waved a hand at the ground. “He bled out here, but I doubt he was attacked here. No spatter and not much blood left in the body. It might be worth your time looking for the rest.”

She frowned. If this was a body dump and not the actual murder scene, she might never solve the case. Any evidence to be found would most likely be waiting where the attack occurred. There was nothing to indicate the murder happened anywhere else, but… she looked up. The fire escape maybe?

Meckler followed her gaze and nodded. “Could be.”

“We’ll check it out.”

Meckler nodded again. “Come along, Samuel.”

Chris waved the med techs over to bag and transport the body to Meckler’s hotel for the terminally dead. While the Doctor led his puppy-like assistant away, she scouted around the alley hoping to get lucky. She ignored the arrival of the CSU forensic team. The white-coverall-clad men and women were setting up to conduct a meticulous search of the alley with their robotic sensors and probes. If there was anything to find, they would find it.

Ken returned, stepping carefully around the forensic team and watching where he put his feet. “Our Vincent has a sheet a mile long,”

“Oh, really?”

“He did his apprenticeship in carjacking, for which he served three years. When he got out, he tried his hand at extortion and robbery—served a total of five for that. He got himself deported from Luna for pushing hallucinogenics to the miners there—some guy got killed when he went for a walk on the surface without his suit. Must have thought he was on the beach or something. When Vincent got back here, he went straight for a while—”

“Or he didn’t get caught,” Chris interjected.

“—but then he went down for assault with a deadly. Got out a year ago and disappeared off our scanners.”

“Until now.”

Ken nodded.

“I doubt he went legit, so maybe this was just business.”

“You think he crossed someone, maybe did something worth killing him for?”

She shrugged. “Don’t know… maybe. Meckler says he lost a lot of blood.”

“I can see it.”

“Har-de-har. I mean he really lost it. It’s not here. Have we got an address?”

“Not one that’s current. What we have puts him out of state as of two months ago—traffic violation.”

She nodded, staring up at that inviting fire escape. Her eyes narrowed when she noticed a curtain flapping in the breeze. Thinking about broken glass and a lack of blood, she shielded her eyes to see better, but she couldn’t tell if the window was intact or not.

“Hell, I’ll have to check it out. I’ll go nuts wondering about it.”

“Check what?” Ken asked, trying to find what she was looking at.

“See that open window… fifth floor third from the left?”

Ken shaded his eyes and looked up at the building. “Uh huh, you think someone tossed him out?”

“Maybe they attacked him up there and he jumped out. Shifters are tough, but tough enough to make that jump?” she shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe he would try it if he was desperate enough. Maybe he tried for the fire escape and fell.”

“Let’s go see,” Ken said.

“Let’s.”

It wasn’t as easy as that though. The removal of the body had lessened people’s interest in the scene, but not altogether. Channel 5 was doing a live report, and had dragged up the usual crime statistics for the area. She watched as Ed Davis held forth on the Department’s lack of will to tackle the problem. She scowled, hunched her shoulders, and hoped not to get noticed. It wasn’t lack of will on her or the Department’s part that had allowed crime to spiral; the Mayor and his liberal policies were to blame. Under funding was the direct result of a Chief of Police more interested in making the Mayor happy than in controlling crime. She had requested stakeouts and been refused due to lack of manpower or funding so many times, she had come to expect it. Cappy did his best by prioritising the Department’s caseload, but that meant many cases were deemed of lesser concern—most notably those like her current one, which looked more and more like a monster on monster crime. Such cases ranked alongside vampire slayings, a crime no one but the vamps cared about, and shootouts between rival gangs, where no one but the guilty were hurt. She knew that Cappy would give her two days at most on Vincent Fairman. After that, she would be required to shunt the case into storage where it would remain open but inactive in the Department’s archives. Inactive files outnumbered the active by a significant amount, and she rarely had the luxury to go back to them.

“Lieutenant Humber!” Davis called and the cameras panned toward her. “Have you a statement regarding this heinous crime?”

“Heinous? He’s been reading up,” Ken muttered under his breath.

Chris snorted. “I have no comment to make at this time, except to say that the investigation is proceeding.”

Davis blocked her progress and played to his audience. “Come now, Lieutenant, you must realise that tensions are running high within the shifter community. Not since the urban revolt of 2024, has the preternatural issue been so solidly in the forefront of people’s thoughts. Three mysterious deaths in a little over a week, and now a fourth right here in Monster Central. People are beginning to smell a cover up.”

Chris’ eyes narrowed and Davis’ smile turned sickly. She didn’t appreciate the implication of a cover up and he knew it, but alarm bells rang in her head at his mention of the other dead shifters. Could there be a connection between Fairman and those other deaths? Baxter was primary on those cases, not her, but she would have heard through the grapevine if a single killer was being sought for those deaths.

“Who says a shifter is involved here?” she asked.

“Vincent Fairman was a shifter, Lieutenant. Doctor Meckler mentioned it not five minutes ago. Are you denying a link exists between this death and the three previous slayings?”

Meckler mentioned it… I’ll kill him!

“I can neither confirm nor deny any such link at this time. Now if you will excuse me, I have work.”

Coldly furious at Meckler for being so stupid, she pushed through the crush and stormed up the steps to the building that backed onto the alley.

“That was Lieutenant Chris Humber, primary investigating officer of the latest in a spree of brutal shifter slayings,” Davis continued unconcerned by her lack of cooperation. “With the police at an apparent loss…”

“Meckler should know better,” Ken hissed.

“Maybe it wasn’t him. Meckler is an old hand. He does know better than to mouth off about a case, let alone one of mine.”

“But good old Ed said—”

“Maybe he just wanted to yank my chain. He doesn’t like me, remember?”

Ken snorted. Ignoring the protests of the rust-spotted robot guarding the entrance, he held the door open for her. “Why the hell you ever let yourself get involved with him I’ll never know. I warned you—”

“Don’t start. Just don’t start okay, Ken? I’m not in the mood for one of your lectures, especially not one about my love life.”

Ken grumbled something under his breath that she did her best to ignore. The robot attempted to follow them through the door and prevent their further progress into the building. Ken waved his badge at the scanner plate that comprised its face, and it apologised. It reversed course back out the door.

“Stupid thing,” Ken grumped.

They found the building supervisor—Frank Goodwin it said on his door—in his office with his feet up watching a rerun of yesterday’s ball game. Ken sidled around the desk trying to see the screen. Chris had little interest in the game. She preferred hockey.

She offered her badge for Goodwin’s inspection. “Lieutenant Humber. Your fellow fan there is Detective Hart. I need to ask you a couple of questions, Mr. Goodwin.”

Goodwin dropped his feet to the floor and stood. “If you’ve come about the permits, you’re wasting your time. The owners cleared all that up just last week.”

“I’m not here about that—”

“The health inspection then?”

“No. I need to know if you have a tenant by the name of Vincent Fairman living here.”

Goodwin nodded. “Vince moved in last month. Is there a problem?”

“You might say so. He was found dead in the alley running behind this building.”

“Goddess… poor Vince. I saw all the police outside, but I thought they were raiding Zero Gee again. Worst thing they ever did letting that place open its doors. Vince dead… an accident?”

“No. I need to see his room.”

Goodwin unlocked his desk drawer and retrieved a key card. “Master key,” he said going for the door. “You’ll want copies of the security discs too, I suppose?”

“Absolutely,” Ken said sounding surprised. “This is an old building, are there cameras on all the floors?”

“Cameras yes, but the locks aren’t the best. The owners wouldn’t pay for the scheduled upgrades.”

“Record on, Ken,” Chris said. Ken activated his equipment and nodded his readiness. “What can you tell us about Fairman?”

Goodwin led them to an elevator and joined them inside. “The agency we use sent him over. We had a vacancy when one of our older tenants died—heart attack. I didn’t have time to clear out old John’s stuff, but Vince said he didn’t mind taking care of it. He took it all down to the shelter—some of it was pretty good.”

“You liked him.”

“Yeah, I guess so. He’s quiet—never any trouble out of him. Not like some I could name.”

“Anyone asking around about him, visitors, a girlfriend maybe?”

Goodwin shook his head. “He kept to himself. Like I said, he’s the quiet sort… was the quiet sort. Poor Vince, I can’t believe he’s dead.”

Ken looked at Chris over the supervisor’s shoulder and raised an eyebrow. She rolled her eyes in return. One thing Vincent Fairman hadn’t been was the quiet sort. From his record, she knew he’d had a tendency toward violence. Nice wasn’t one of his qualities.

“You get any problems with shifters around here?” she asked, watching the indicator lights above the elevator doors.

“Nah, they know better.”

“How’s that?”

Goodwin grinned. “They don’t call it Monster Central for nothing. The local packs won’t stand for outsiders causing a ruckus.”

“What about the locals, any problems there?”

Goodwin looked sideways at her as if unsure she was serious. “No.”

The elevator doors opened and Goodwin led them to Vincent’s apartment, but when he reached to unlock the door with his master key, he found it already ajar. Chris moved him carefully to one side, drew her weapon, and nudged the door with a foot.

Ken peered inside. “Well, that answers that.”

She nodded. Vincent’s apartment had been trashed. “We need forensics up here.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Ken said and used his link to contact Central.

“You stay out here, Mr. Goodwin,” she said and stepped into the apartment.

The window she had seen from the alley was directly opposite the door. It had been smashed outward, outward and not in because when she looked, she found shards of glass on the fire escape. She noted the Dumpsters in the alley directly below her, and made a note to check them for anything interesting. There were bloody hand prints on the railing of the fire escape—probably belonging to the victim, but CSU would tell her for sure. The blood missing from the alley was here in abundance. Spatter covered the window frame and the wall just below it. She prodded the carpet with the toe of her shoe. It still squelched. She didn’t doubt that someone had attacked Vincent here. Maybe the perp followed him home from Area 51. It was worth looking into. The attack must have occurred by surprise—the lack of defensive wounds seemed to suggest it at least. Vincent had probably tried to escape by going out the window, but his injury had proved too severe. He either fell or climbed down to the alley, but his strength had given out on him. He died alone choking on blood.

Ken joined her by the window, careful not to tread on the sodden area of the carpet. “Forensics is on the way.” He began recording the broken window and the bloody carpet. Panning around the room, he pointed to the communications centre. “Message light is flashing.”

Vincent’s link was a bottom of the range model; the controls were easy to figure out. Messages were saved on a reusable disc in the base of the unit, but rather than remove it right away, she pulled on a fresh pair of surgical gloves and pressed the menu button. There were a couple of messages stored from someone named Tony. She played both. One was a simple request for Vincent to contact him. The second was far more interesting.

“Vince its Tony, are you there? Pick up if you’re there… okay listen, we have to meet. Danny is dead and I think Marty is too. No one has seen him. Some guy was asking around about you and Jay this morning. It’s got to be that fucking tight-arsed Ryder. If you don’t get in touch, I’m going to the boss with what I know. I don’t know what else to do. Call me, okay?”

“Well now,” Ken said. “We have ourselves a suspect. Goody.”

Chris nodded thoughtfully and retrieved the disk. She held it up and watched the light reflect in a rainbow of colours, knowing it represented their only lead. She needed to think of a way to make it seem more than it was. When Cappy called her into his office and insisted she archive the case, as he inevitably would, she wanted to have her argument ready. Shifter or not, Vincent did not deserve to die like an animal in a dirty alley. Many would dispute that, insisting that an animal is exactly what he was, but although she did sympathise with that view in some ways—shifters weren’t human after all—she drew the line at breaking the law. Killing shifters in the Republic was illegal. Until made legal again, which it never would be for fear of international condemnation, she would hunt down the perpetrators of such crimes and bring them to justice.

“Ryder… no first name,” she mused. “Not much of a suspect, but better than nothing I guess. We can ask around, see if anyone named Jay or Danny has turned up dead. That might lead us to a connection we can use.”

“Baxter is working on the Shifter Slayings…” Ken began. Chris narrowed her eyes at his use of the media headline, and he quickly altered what he was going to say. “I mean he’s investigating three homicides concerning dead shifters. Maybe—”

“Maybe we should hand Vincent over to him and concentrate on our other cases… on our human victims. Is that what you were going to say?”

“Don’t say it like that. You know I didn’t mean it that way.”

She sighed. “Yeah I know. Sorry.”

“It’s just that Baxter is already working a case like this. Maybe this one really is connected.”

Vincent’s killer could have killed the others, but the method used was completely different. Baxter’s shifters had been killed with readily identifiable weapons—guns and knives, but Vincent died at the hands of another shifter or something worse, like a vamp. His throat was torn out by hand or claw. That was her assumption anyway, an assumption she hoped Meckler would verify when he made his report. Baxter had his eye on AML supporters for his perp; they were all human of course. She had no doubt that the Anti Monster League was capable of killing those shifters. It was their avowed purpose to rid the Republic of all monsters—meaning non-humans—no matter their species or form. She tried to imagine an unarmed human ripping someone’s throat out, but she couldn’t, and especially not if that someone was a shifter. Nothing human killed Vincent; she was sure of it.

“I’ll think about it,” she said to mollify Ken. “I can at least ask him about the possibility. He might not want the case.”

“Why wouldn’t he? It’s high profile.”

“The shifter angle is the only thing linking this case to his. The methods, the murder weapon… even the locales are different. I don’t think they’re linked, Ken. Baxter might—he’s been working his case longer and might have an angle—but I doubt it. We’ll see.”

“Fair enough.”

Chris bagged the disk and labelled it with the case number. She would log it in for analysis after she had made a copy for herself back at Central.

“Let’s snag the security disk from Goodwin and get back. I want a word with Baxter soonest.”

Ken nodded and led the way out.

“Where the hell is Humber?” Captain Stokes yelled over the noise of his busy department. A few faces looked up from their comps, or broke off from conversations to point in Chris’ direction. “In my office, now!”

Chris sighed. She had barely sat down at her comp to make a copy of Vincent’s message disk. She stood up as if on her way, but as soon as Cappy re-entered his office, she sat down again and quickly copied the disk. It took less than half a minute. She extracted the original from her comp the instant the duplicate was ready. On the way to Cappy’s office, she labelled a case and tucked the original disk inside. She stopped at Detective Carlson’s desk on the way. He was reading through a stack of reports.

“Hey, Jimmy, do me a favour?”

Carlson smiled up at her. “Sure, Chris, what do you need?”

“You couldn’t get this down to the geeks for me could you?”

“Sure, no problem.”

“Thanks.” She handed the cases containing the security and message discs to him along with a request for a full analysis. “Just drop the receipt on my desk if I’m not back.”

“Okay.”

“Thanks,” she said again and hurried to see what Cappy wanted. Ken joined her on the way, and they entered the office together. “What’s up?” she asked, eyeing Baxter and the unfamiliar face beside him.

“Sit,” Cappy said, pointing at the remaining chair.

“Should I go?” Ken asked, already backing toward the door.

Cappy glared at him. “Stay!”

“I’ll just stand over here then shall I…? I’ll stand over here, Sir.”

Ken leaned against the wall next to the door.

Chris took a seat eyeing Baxter. His eyes flicked to the unfamiliar woman in warning, and a little head-shake told Chris to be careful. She didn’t know why she should. The stranger had yet to do or say anything threatening. The woman was a glowing beauty. Her high cheekbones, her posture, her hair styled within an inch of its life… she wouldn’t have been out of place in Style Magazine, but here? Ken stared as if trying to memorise the vision and Chris scowled. The outsider smiled at him gently, and then let it widen when she looked at Chris. She had perfect white teeth.

Damn!

She wore a matching pale grey jacket and knee length skirt obviously designed to radiate power and prestige. Her too innocent expression sounded warning bells in Chris’ brain, and so did the fact that it didn’t reach the woman’s eyes. They were hard and calculating. She wore makeup she didn’t need, as if trying to dull her radiance rather than enhance it. The painfully white blouse she wore was open two buttons too many, and displayed more than the heavy gold cross and chain around her neck. She wasn’t wearing a bra.

Tacky, very tacky.

“Chris, this is Special Agent Flint,” Cappy said. “Agent Flint, this is Lieutenant Humber currently assigned as primary for the cases in question.”

Baxter scowled.

“Pleased to meet you,” Flint said, not offering to shake hands.

Lord and Lady, even her voice promises sex!

“Same here,” she said not meaning it. Why had no one mentioned the Feds were involved in this? “Cases in question?”

A smile briefly appeared on Flint’s face and then fled. “I’ll let Captain Stokes explain.”

She turned to Cappy. “Explain what?”

“The Chief has expressed… concern regarding the recent spree of shifter slayings—his words. That means someone with clout has been pressuring the Mayor to do something proactive for a change.” Cappy smiled at that. “He in turn has been pressuring Chief Simpson, who pressured Commander Watson, who in turn pressured… yada, yada, yada. You get the picture. Now it’s my turn to pressure you, Chris.”

“But I’m not primary on those cases, Baxter is. I was going to give him Vincent Fairman too. I doubt the case is linked to his—”

“It is,” Baxter growled.

“—but… it is? I’ve only just got back from the scene. How can you know that?”

“All the victims spent time together in Green Haven.”

Green Haven was a maximum-security prison in Duchess County. Vincent had spent some time there for assault with a deadly weapon. If not for his species, he wouldn’t have been put in maximum security, but shifters were seriously dangerous individuals. Anything less than maximum security begged for escapes on a daily basis.

“And they all worked for the same man,” Flint chimed in.

“Who was their employer?”

Flint handed her a colour brochure. “Collard Freight. It’s a reasonably successful shipping company supplying various essentials to the mining colonies. They have warehousing and offices here.”

Chris paged through the brochure noting the colourful pictures of happy smiling faces working with shipping crates or loaders. The ships were idealised versions of the real thing, the sky azure blue, and the sun always shone. On the last page she found the photograph of a man sitting behind a desk smiling for the camera; the legend beneath read: John S. Hatch -- CEO Collard Freight.

“What do we know about this Hatch character?”

Baxter shrugged. “He’s clean at first glance. I’ve put in a request for a deep search into his background. The geeks tell me we’ll know more in a day or two. On the surface, he’s exactly what he appears: a wealthy businessman.”

“One who employs shifter heavies,” Ken put in.

Flint shrugged. “So what else is new? Companies using shifters instead of guard dogs are pretty common these days. Lephmann saw to that with his NSPCL nonsense.”

Chris agreed with a firm nod. Trying to take something a shifter had been set to guard was close to suicidal. Nothing but a more powerful non-human, or a human with a very big boomer loaded with silver, could hope to take one on with any hope of success.

 “I’m assigning you as primary for Fairman and the others, Chris,” Cappy said. “Baxter will turn over everything he has on the case to you.”

“But I don’t want it!”

“Did you say something?” Cappy asked coldly. “Since when do you have a say in what orders you will obey? The Chief wants whatever the Mayor wants, and the Mayor wants re-election! He told Simpson to call in the feebies; Flint being here is the result and she wants you as primary.”

She turned to Flint and demanded, “Why?”

“Because of the shifter angle. Your reports on the Stanton case make very interesting reading. You tracked him, hounded him, and almost took him out. No one else has come close.”

“Stanton is dead, but even if he weren’t, you can’t tell me you believe he would dirty his hands with killing shifters.”

“Stanton is capable of almost anything, but no, I’m not saying he’s behind these murders. I’ve been tasked with helping you track down the one responsible for these deaths, and that’s what I will do.”

Flint was hiding something, but Chris believed she meant what she said. “I have a partner.”

“Now you have two.”

“Cappy?”

Cappy shook his head. “Sorry, Chris, it’s out of my hands. This is top priority. I’ll reassign your other cases.”

She drew a sharp breath. Someone else taking over her cases… Baxter maybe? She eyed him speculatively. He grimaced back at her knowing how she felt. Her files were under her personal seal, but if ordered to give him access, she would have to obey. All her sources; names, dates, everything was in there. She would have to purge those files. She couldn’t betray her weasels by allowing their details to fall into another’s hands.

She stood, preparing to leave. “If there’s nothing else, I have a lot of catch up reading to do.”

Cappy nodded and gestured at Baxter. “Dave will go over what we know so far and get you up to speed.”

Taking Cappy’s words as his dismissal, Baxter stood to join Chris and Ken as they left. Flint made to do the same.

“Agent Flint, may I have a word before you leave?”

“Of course, Captain…”

The door closing prevented Chris from hearing anything further.

She made her way to her desk thinking about purging her files. She would make copies first, and then give Baxter access to the edited originals. No doubt he wanted to do similar things with his own files.

“Give me an hour would you?”

Baxter nodded and went to his own desk.

Ken looked back at Cappy’s door. “You really don’t like her do you?”

“What’s to like? Look Ken, I don’t know her and I don’t trust her.”

“You don’t trust anyone!”

“I trust you, and I trust Cappy. I don’t trust feds that stick their noses in my business and then play games about their reasons. Flint has her own agenda; I’d stake my pension on it… such as it is.”

“You think so? She seemed nice enough to me. A little pushy maybe, but she would have to be to make it as far as she has.”

She rolled her eyes. “Stop thinking with your balls and use your brain.”

“I resent that! So she’s attractive, so what? I’ve been in the job long enough not to be swayed by a pretty face. I held out against you didn’t I?”

Chris snorted. She knew what she was, and a pretty face wasn’t it. Flint was sex on legs. Ken would have to be stone not to realise it, or any man for that matter.

She sat at her desk and furtively pinched the flesh at her ribs. Was she putting on weight? She shrugged. So what if she had a little meat on her bones? Mark liked her body well enough, and that satisfied her. She smoothed her sweater and tried to think about work. Thoughts of her fiancé she did not need right now.

“Well didn’t I?”

She smiled. “Yeah you did, now let’s get to work on this. I’ll be damned if I’ll give my sources to anyone. They trust me to protect them.”

“You won’t let them down, Chris, they know that.”

 * * *



2 ~ Questions

Her second day on the case, Chris arrived at Central bright and early determined to light a fire under the geeks. Along with the unwanted participation of the FBI in the form of Agent Flint, Chris had been given the authority to requisition almost limitless manpower and resources. In some ways, it was gratifying to know that her superiors trusted her with such power, but it also had the effect of ramping up the pressure on her. The brass would expect results and fast.

She parked close to the entrance, pleased to have beaten out a claim jumper who saw the space at the same moment she did. She smirked and trotted up the steps to Central’s main doors. There was the usual weekday chaos inside. Uniformed and plain-clothes officers coming and going, civilians visiting for one reason or another, suited attorneys hurrying toward Visitor’s Reception to ask where their clients were being detained. She dismissed the chaos as normal and headed for the elevators.

Central was housed in a purpose-built building; it had been moved to its current location from 6th Street in 2026. The Urban Revolt forced massive changes in policing the city. The result of one of those changes was an entirely new Central Bureau that no longer simply oversaw operations in areas such as Newton, Rampart, and Monster Central, but instead took active control of them and many others. Community policing still had a place, but the Urban Revolt had shown that a strong centralised authority could react much faster to emergencies, and was more efficient in dispatching assets to quell public unrest. She had seen riots during her years in uniform. There was nothing worse than facing rampaging shifters. She would never forget facing them down with nothing but an assault rifle and a bellyful of fear.

Chris rode the elevator up to the second floor.

The techno geeks of the Cyber Analysis Division operated out of the second floor of Central to examine electronic evidence of all kinds. The data held on security discs, comps, and even in a robot’s memory could be critical to cracking a case. There were two kinds of geek on the second floor—the Cads and the Cats. The Cads, named for their division, were hardly cops at all. They spent all their time at Central taking computers apart, or analysing data in minute detail. In her opinion, they belonged in the crime lab across town where every other type of evidence was secured and studied. The brass thought otherwise. The grandiosely named Cyber Action Teams, or Cats, acted like cops but most agreed they were just another species of geek. They investigated cyber crime such as computer fraud or Infonet security breaches, collecting evidence for the Cads to analyse back at Central, and then acting upon what they found.

She stepped off the elevator and headed for DD’s cubicle. She had specifically requested Donna Delgado be assigned to her case, because she liked Donna and knew they worked well together. Chris threaded her way between the cubicles—most of them unmanned this early in the morning—and found Delgado slumped over her desk asleep, still wearing the headphones she habitually wore. Chris went to the coffee machine and bought two cups, before returning to awaken DD.

She lifted one earphone. “Oh Deee Deee,” she whispered, and then yelled, “wake up!” She let the earphone snap back in place.

Delgado shot to her feet blinking her bleary eyes. “Yes, sir! I’m awake, sir! I wasn’t doing… Chris?”

She grinned and sat on the corner of Delgado’s cluttered desk. “Coffee?”

“You cow, I nearly wet myself !” Delgado spluttered, but she took the offered cup and took a sip. She grimaced. “This is disgusting.” She gulped another mouthful and took off her headphones. “What time is it?”

She glanced at her watch. “Half seven.”

“In the morning?”

She nodded.

Delgado groaned and slumped into her chair. “I did it again.”

“You slept over?”

Delgado nodded miserably and winced. She massaged her neck. “I have no life.”

Chris took Delgado’s empty cup and replaced it with the full one. “Drink this, and you’ll feel better.”

“I’m serious, Chris. I have no life. I live in this cubicle twenty-four hours a day and for what?”

“Six-fifty a week after tax?”

“Yeah.”

“Stop beating yourself up, DD. So you’re a geek, you can’t help it.”

Delgado snorted and drank her second coffee. “If I worked in the private sector, I could rake in ten times what I’m earning now. I was head-hunted once!”

Chris grinned. Delgado always fell back on that. Techtron—one of the biggest corporations in the computer industry—had apparently asked Delgado to join them straight from college, but she had declined. She had been hot to join the force and catch bad guys, but the academy instructors had other ideas. They were trained to spot talent, and Delgado had it coming out of her ears where tech was concerned. So here she was, and here she would stay.

“You’re the best, DD.”

“Damn straight.”

“Besides, that you have no life works for me. It means I know where to find you.”

Delgado growled.

“Seriously. It’s reassuring to know that when I need a geek, you’re always here for me.”

“Don’t rub it in.”

She smiled. “Okay, let’s get serious. You’re mine for a while. Did they tell you that?”

“Dick called me into his office and gave me your stuff. That’s why I’m still here and not in bed. You owe me big time.”

“Hold that thought.” Chris spotted a chair in an empty cubicle and snagged it before its owner arrived to claim it. She wheeled it into Delgado’s cubicle and sat. “Nail me a suspect, and one of my tickets for the Kings vs. Islanders’ game is yours.”

Delgado’s eyes widened. “Bullshit! You haven’t got ’em. They sold out weeks ago.”

Although Mark preferred baseball, she had planned to take him to the game in an effort to teach him the error of his ways. Ice hockey was one of very few things they didn’t see eye-to-eye on, and the next game was an important one. The Kings needed a win, and the NY Islanders were still holding a grudge after their last defeat. Like Chris, Delgado was a big Kings’ fan.

“Oh, I’ve got ’em all right. I’m taking Mark.”

“You don’t want to do that, Chris. He’s no Kings’ fan. Besides, you’ll look too eager to please. Now I on the other hand—”

“Can be bought?”

“That’s harsh. I was about to say that I would kill to see that game!”

They laughed together.

“Give me something good, DD, and I’ll take you to see the Kings beat the Islanders. Deal?”

“Deal,” Delgado said and reached for a folder. “Look at this.”

The folder contained fuzzy photographs of the corridor outside Vincent Fairman’s apartment. The lighting had been bad, and the security system in his building wasn’t the best on the market, nor was it the second best. It was trash, and the stills taken from the disk were little better than useless. She flicked through them and stopped when she found Vincent unlocking his door. Although the picture was fuzzy, she recognised him by his clothes. The time printed on the photo indicated he had arrived home in the early hours of the morning. No surprise. The next few photos showed other people coming or going; she would need to track each one down and eliminate them as suspects. The last few pictures showed a man wearing a dark coat and navy-blue cap stopping outside Vincent’s door, and reaching toward the lock with something in his hand.

“Can’t you clean these up?”

Delgado snorted. “They are cleaned up.”

Chris looked at her in disbelief.

“I used my own enhancement program on it, but that’s the best I could do.”

“But I can’t see his face!”

“That’s not my fault; he’s covering up. Look at the angle of his head. He’s diddling the lock without looking at it and keeping his face turned away from the camera. Nothing short of a fully integrated AI system would have nailed him, and maybe not even then. He could just as easily have worn a mask—he didn’t, but he could have.”

She scowled. “Nothing here is worth that ticket, DD.”

“Whoa now, let’s not be hasty. Here,” Delgado handed her an old-fashioned magnifying glass. “Look at what he’s using on the lock. What does that look like to you?”

She studied the picture closely with the glass. “It’s a key card. I’ll kill that damned supervisor. Ryder must have got hold of his master key, or maybe he got a spare key from the office.”

“That’s what I thought at first, but look at the edges. It’s too thick.”

She looked again. The card did look too thick, and it was wider than the average key card too. She sat back and shook her head. “No, no, no. It can’t be.”

Delgado shrugged. “I don’t like it either, but it sure looks like one to me.”

She looked a third time, not wanting to believe it, but the picture quality was just this side of crap. “What did he do, kill a cop?”

“I sure hope not.”

Chris stared at the photograph, willing it to give up its secrets, but all she did was strain her eyes. Ryder—if that was really his name—seemed to be using something suspiciously similar to a police ID to diddle the lock. The embedded master key in police badges could open most electronic locks. Of course, any officer doing so had better be ready to answer a lot of questions and justify their actions afterwards.

“What about the entry log?”

“Wiped.”

“Wiped?”

“Yeah, it’s easy. Even you could do it.”

She ignored the slight. “Anything else?”

“Just this,” Delgado said, and swivelled her chair to face her comp. She typed rapidly, and data flashed onto the screen. “These are the criminal records for the people mentioned on the message disk. I ran a search on the name Ryder for you—all spellings, in case you were wondering—but the only hits I got can’t be your boy.”

“How did you eliminate them?”

“Two were women, one was black, and the others were dead or still in prison.”

“Damn, I was really hoping Baxter had screwed up and missed something obvious.”

“Dave is better than that, Chris. You just don’t like his brand of charm.”

She snorted. Charm?

“You want me to print this stuff?”

“Yeah, and email a copy to me and one to Ken.”

Delgado did so with a few keystrokes. The printer in the corner hummed and began printing the files. “Anything else, Exalted Leader?”

“Okay, okay, you can cut it out. The ticket is yours, but I have a feeling I’ll be sending you more stuff on this case.”

“I’ll be here, where else would I be?”

The printer shut down, and Chris gathered up the thick pile of paper. She added it to the photographs and took her leave.

She was at her desk reading through everything she had accumulated on the case when Ken and Flint strolled in together chatting like best friends. Chris scowled at this evidence of a deepening relationship between the two, but managed to school her features before either one saw her. She looked at the time pointedly, when Ken went to fetch coffee.

Ken put a cup in front of Chris and handed one to Flint. “What’s up?”

“I visited DD earlier this morning.” She pulled one of the photographs of Ryder out of the pile in front of her and held it up. “This is the best shot of Ryder—if it really is him, because we don’t even know that yet—that we have. DD says she used every trick she knows to clean it up.”

Flint frowned. “It’s useless. My people can do better, but it won’t be as quick.”

“I’ll get you copies of the discs.”

Flint nodded. “I’d like to volunteer my services for the background checks and profiling as well. Our Behavioural Science Unit might come up with something we would miss.”

She nodded. FBI profilers were legend; she was glad to have their help, and Flint was welcome to the background checks. They were always a pain. Chris was grateful that she didn’t have to deal with so much grunt work.

“Good of you,” she said grudgingly. “There’s a lot to do, but first I want to get over to Collard Freight.” She slapped a hand on the files. “I want to know who these people are and why Ryder wants to kill them. We’ll talk to their employer, workmates, and families. I want to know everything about them before another body turns up.”

“You think one will?” Ken said, putting his coffee down and reaching for the files.

She glanced at Flint and they said together, “Yes.”

Chris drove to Collard Freight’s headquarters using her car so that her partners could go over the files on the way. Flint wondered aloud whether Collard had lost any more staff lately, and Chris made a mental note to ask about that. It was possible Ryder had a grudge against the company and had chosen to take his vengeance through its staff.

“This thing with Green Haven bothers me,” Ken said, as they waited for the lights to change. “It’s not unusual to use a shifter or two for security, but this many? How could Collard have missed their criminal records? It doesn’t make sense.”

Flint nodded. “I agree. Security positions require extensive background checks. They couldn’t have missed it.”

“Where does that take us?” Chris said. The lights changed, and she drove on.

Flint shrugged. “I don’t know, but something isn’t right. Either the company is crooked or someone that works there is.”

“It would have to be someone high in management,” Chris mused. “It takes juice to cover something like this.”

Flint nodded. “But why do it at all?”

“That’s the question all right.”

Collard rented space for its headquarters on the twenty-third floor of the Hastings Tower in Central City. The elevator deposited them on the correct floor and they trooped to reception to request a meeting with Mr. Hatch. The walls of the lushly carpeted reception area were a light shade of yellow. Framed photographs hung in strategic places to catch the eye and draw visitors to view them. Like the brochure Flint had showed her in Cappy’s office, they idealised Collard’s operations with photos of happy employees working aboard ships, or operating loaders.

“May I help you?” the receptionist said pleasantly.

Chris flipped open her ID. “Lieutenant Humber, Robbery Homicide Division.” She indicated Ken and Flint. “Detective Hart, Agent Flint of the FBI. We’re here to see Mr. Hatch.”

The receptionist’s eyes widened at Flint’s introduction. “Oh no… oh, I mean you can’t see him.”

Chris’ eyes narrowed. “We can’t?”

“You need to make an appointment.”

“This is police business, very urgent. Call him and ask that he see us now.”

“You don’t understand,” the receptionist said, becoming flustered. “He’s not here. He’s currently touring our facilities on Luna.”

“He’s on the Moon?” she said incredulously.

The receptionist nodded still frowning, but then she brightened. “His personal assistant is here. Should I call him?”

“An assistant is better than nothing,” Flint said.

Chris nodded, but she could already feel her planned Q and A session going south. “What’s the assistant’s name?”

“Mr. Caldewell. Should I call him?”

“Go ahead.”

The receptionist did so, and a minute or so later a tall lean man of about thirty years hurried to meet them. He was a handsome man, his milk chocolate complexion shone with the health of long gym sessions, reminding Chris she needed to set aside some time this week for a workout. Flint’s arrival had made her uncomfortably aware that she had let things slide. It was time to dust off her gloves and get back in the ring.

“Agent Flint,” Caldewell said hurrying toward them and reaching to shake hands. “What can I do for you?”

Chris scowled as Caldewell chose Flint to address himself to. Flint shook the offered hand and explained that Chris was the lead on the investigation.

“Forgive me, Lieutenant,” Caldewell said, shaking hands with each of them to make amends. “How can Collard help you?”

“Your office might be a better place to talk.”

“Of course, forgive me again. I’m not used to entertaining the police. Follow me.”

Caldewell led them to his office and asked his secretary to provide an extra seat for Ken when he realised he didn’t have enough. His secretary, a fresh-faced woman wearing glasses that nicely accentuated her eyes, wheeled a chair into Caldewell’s office and nodded when told to hold all calls.

Caldewell sat behind his desk. “There. How can I help you?”

Chris crossed her legs, and interlocked her fingers in her lap. “I’m sure you already know why we’re here—the Shifter Slayings?”

“I had hoped to be proven wrong.”

“Why do you think Collard has been targeted this way?”

Caldewell’s eyes widened a little. “I wasn’t aware it had been targeted.”

“Then you believe that the death of four of your employees is a coincidence.”

“Well, when you put it like that…”

She cocked her head. “How else should I put it?”

“Their employment at Collard is hardly the only thing linking them. They were all shifters, so perhaps you should be looking at AML, or at people with similar feelings about non-humans. You might look harder at other shifters—these people live dangerously, Lieutenant. They fight amongst themselves. I doubt I need to remind you of how gang violence has spread in the years since the Urban Revolt.”

“Other avenues are being pursued.”

Caldewell nodded. “I’m sure they are.”

“Were you aware that the four dead men had criminal records?”

“Of course. I would be a poor administrator if I hadn’t known such a basic thing about them. If fact, they were employed because their pasts matched the criteria Collard was looking for at the time.”

“Why employ criminals in such a sensitive area as security?”

“Ex-criminals, Lieutenant. It’s an important distinction.”

“Answer the question, please.”

“I thought I was. You’ve heard I’m sure, the old adage that says: Hire a thief to catch a thief?”

She nodded.

“That’s the reasoning behind hiring ex-criminals for our security department. It has worked out very well. We have always had one or two shifters on staff; they handled night patrols at our facilities. One of our supervisors noticed that losses were much lower when shifters patrolled our sites. Shifters have some advantages over our human employees you see, especially at night.”

“Oh?”

“They can see in the dark like you wouldn’t believe,” Caldewell said enthusiastically. “They’re better than guard dogs at sniffing out intruders, and unlike dogs they can use their radios to call for help. We decided to run an experiment. Armed with the knowledge that shifters were good at this kind of thing, we thought ex-thieves would be even better—a thief to catch a thief?”

She nodded. “I understand the thinking, but what of the temptation inherent in such an arrangement?”

“We did have one or two opportunists,” Caldewell admitted reluctantly, “but they were soon weeded out. It’s a funny thing, but our own shifters found them out. They seemed to take the betrayal personally, and insisted upon calling the police when we would normally have dismissed the culprits and left it at that.” He shrugged. “In any event the experiment was successful, and we hired shifters to take over security.”

“What of the people already working for you in that capacity?”

“We moved them into supervisory roles, or we let them go if that’s what they wanted…” He frowned. “You don’t think one of them is responsible for the murders do you?”

“It’s a possibility. Will you give us permission to go through your personnel files? I’m particularly interested in the victims, but any data you have on employees affected by your new security policy will be invaluable.”

Caldewell frowned. “I can see how that might help you. I ought to ask Mr. Hatch first, but I’m sure he would agree. The sooner the killer is caught the better for all of us.”

“Exactly.”

“I’ll have Jody—that’s my secretary—escort you over to personnel. You’ll be given full cooperation.”

Chris stood. “Thank you.”

Caldewell led them out of his office, and gave his secretary her instructions.

“If you’ll follow me please,” Jody said.

Chris looked back and found Caldewell still watching them. Flint had noticed too, and was frowning thoughtfully. Chris allowed Jody to pull ahead before asking what was on her mind.

“What’s wrong?”

Flint gently shook her head. “I’m not sure anything is, but I think Caldewell was stringing us along. He’s too eager to please.”

“It made a nice change I thought.”

Flint snorted. “I don’t trust him, or Collard. There’s something wrong here, I’m sure of it.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. It’s just a feeling, but there’s something not right. You’re planning to interview the people at Collard’s warehouse and distribution site, correct?”

“That’s the plan.”

“I want to sit in on the interviews.”

She shrugged. “I have no problem with that, as long as you inform me the moment you have something solid on Collard. I don’t like being left in the dark.”

“I can do that.”

A humanoid robot managed Collard’s personnel department. The upper body of the android was that of a well-dressed woman in her mid twenties—very life-like—but when Chris checked, she found that below the waist it was part of the desk and only seemed to be sitting behind it. Jody gave the thing its instructions and left.

The android smiled. “You have full access to my files, Lieutenant. How may I be of service?”

Its voice sounded completely human, and the smile looked natural, but its eyes were empty. Soulless. Its empty-eyed stare made a chill run up her spine. It was like having a corpse smile at her. She forced herself to look away from it, and the uneasy feeling passed.

“These things give me the willies. Deal with it, would you, Ken?”

Ken nodded. “We need access to the personnel files of the following employees: Daniel Bryce, Steven Derrico, Andrew Fain, and Vincent Fairman.”

“Clarify: hard copy or electronic download?”

“Hard copy—discs only, please.”

“Thank you. I am transferring the relevant documents to disk now. Do you require anything else?”

“Yes please. We require information on all non-human employees currently employed by Collard at its facilities in Los Angeles, and details of human employees they replaced. Copy to discs again, please.”

“Thank you. Transfer is in progress.”

Chris shook her head. “Why do we say please to machines, and program them to say thank you?”

Flint shrugged. “Because we’re human, and being courteous is polite.”

“But they’re not even people.”

“They’re programmed by people to talk to people.”

“I suppose so. I don’t have a problem with robots that look like robots, only ones that try to be human.”

“Androids you mean. Do they make you that uncomfortable?”

She shrugged self-consciously. “Yeah they do. Maybe it’s because I’d never met one until I came to live in the city.”

Flint raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Where did you grow up, Alaska?”

“Not even close. I grew up on a farm in Orange County. My family has owned and worked it for generations, but I wanted out. I couldn’t wait to go to college and leave the stink of horses behind.”

“I love horses,” Flint protested.

“You wouldn’t say that if you had spent years mucking out their stalls. Ranch farming is my Dad’s life, my Mum’s too, but it’s not mine.”

“I heard your father is something of a celebrity.”

Why was Flint interested in her father? Chris glanced at Ken, but he was busy trying to look invisible. “What’s your point?”

“No point, Lieutenant. I was just wondering what is was like growing up with a witch for a father—”

“It was flaming embarrassing mostly.”

“—and whether you had inherited his gift.”

That stumped her for a moment. She had always resisted learning anything at all about magic from her father. When she was little, she couldn’t help noticing strange people visiting her Dad at all hours. She had thought it was kind of neat that he had superpowers, but when she was old enough to understand that being a witch’s daughter made her a freak in other people’s eyes, she had refused to have anything to do with magic. It hadn’t saved her from being taunted at school, but she had found ways to deal with that—she became a master of dirty fighting.

“Magic isn’t one of my talents, Agent Flint.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

“His gift seems to have passed me by. I have never cast a spell, and I wouldn’t if I could. Is that plain enough for you?”

Flint backed-off. “No harm. There’s no need to become defensive about it. I was only asking.”

She frowned. Why did Flint want to know if she practised magic? Maybe it was just idle curiosity, but somehow she didn’t think so.

When the discs were complete, Ken gathered them up and they left the building. Rather than head back to Central with their booty, they decided to check out Collard’s warehouse and distribution centre. All the victims had worked there; Chris wanted to see the site for herself. Flint thought something was iffy at Collard, and she didn’t seem the kind to jump at shadows. It reinforced Chris’ own wish to meet those who had worked alongside the victims.

* * *



3 ~ Tattooed Lady

“I can’t believe they’re actually going to do it,” Mark said at the breakfast table that morning.

“Hmmm?”

“Amend the Constitution. It says here that the President’s amendments include removing the paranormal, supernatural, and magical classifications from the Bill of Rights. He wants to lump them all under a new one—preternatural—and give them the same rights as us. It’s unbelievable! The Bill of Rights has stood for... well, forever. He’ll start talking about repealing them next. What is the man thinking of? It was a sad day when Mitchell stepped into the White House.”

“Uh huh,” Chris said vaguely, frowning at the report before her.

She had printed relevant portions of Baxter’s files to study in her off time. Strictly speaking she shouldn’t have brought them home, but what the hell—she needed to get a handle on this case before another body turned up.

She took a bite of her toast and turned the page.

Baxter was thorough; she would give him that. Before conducting her own interviews, she had read the transcripts of his, but she learned nothing new. She had hoped for more.

“Chris?”

“What?”

“I said it was a sad day when Mitchell stepped into the White House.”

“But you voted for him.”

Mark’s face heated in embarrassment. “Well yeah, but I didn’t know he was going to do this. If this goes through Congress, everything under the sun will have the right to vote. Good goddess, Chris, we could have a vamp in the White House!”

She snorted. “Never happen.”

“It could though; by law it could.”

“Who the hell would vote a vamp into office? Be serious.”

“That’s not the point, it was just an example. I am being serious, Chris. If the amendments go through everything will change. You think you have problems now, wait until you have to protect the rights of vamps to feed on their victims.”

She just shook her head and ate her breakfast. If the government gave vamps the vote, she would defend their right to do so, even if it meant escorting the buggers to the polling station personally. She might not like doing it, but she would see it done. She enforced the laws of State and Republic; she did not make them. She had no interest in politics.

She glanced at the time and gulped her coffee. “I’ve got to go,” she said, gathering up her papers and rising to her feet.

Mark reached out and pulled her into his lap for a quick cuddle. “I love you, Lieutenant.”

“Hmmm,” she sighed in pleasure as his hands wandered under her sweater. It might have become more interesting but she had work. “I’ve gotta go.”

Mark sighed and kissed her cheek. “I know. Be careful out there. This,” he flicked a finger against her weapon where it hung from her shoulder harness, “doesn’t make you safe. This is your greatest weapon,” he tapped her temple gently.

He was right.

“I’m always careful,” she said disentangling herself from his embrace. She grabbed his head and kissed him. “There’s something on account.”

He made a grab for her when she let him go, but she danced back out of reach.

“Now you won’t be able to think of anything but me all day!” she said as she pulled on her jacket and grabbed her keys from the counter beside the sink. “Love you.”

She stepped out the door.

An accident that needed heavy lift equipment to clear, closed the highway and delayed her drive to work. Even in this time of automated vehicles and AI driven traffic control, accidents happened. She watched the crane circling overhead, waiting for its ground crew to signal their readiness. As soon as the last ambulance lifted off, the ground crew contacted the crane, and it swept in to hover over the wrecked vehicles. Its huge tilt jet engines screamed to arrest its speed, and then settled into a steady howl as the crane lowered its main sling.

Chris turned up the music and flicked on the autopilot. She could use the delay to continue her reading. Fairman’s message disk had proven to be her only real lead. Ironic really. All the data that Baxter had collected on the shifter slayings led nowhere but in a circle. Fairman’s murder—apparently unconnected at first glance—was her best chance to solve the case. Despite DD’s help in running an rigorous comp search, followed by Chris’ interviews with the victims’ friends, relatives, and work colleagues, she had failed to find Tony. The woman mentioned on the message disk, Sandy Hodges, had failed to appear for work the day of Vincent’s murder, and none of her friends knew her whereabouts.

Tony had mentioned three men: Danny, Marty, and Jay. Baxter had positively identified Daniel Bryce as the first victim. Marty and Jay had thus far failed to turn up. The other two victims, Steven Derrico and Andrew Fain had worked with Bryce and Fairman at Collard Freight, just as Baxter had maintained. Everything appeared aboveboard, but it hadn’t convinced Flint. She still thought Hatch and his company were a front of some kind. It was possible, so Chris hadn’t objected to Flint using her contacts to dig into its business.

Nothing had yet come of it. Flint was still hopeful.

Once passed the crash site, Chris’ car picked up speed until the tyres were humming over the pavement. She would be at her desk in no time. She quickly reassembled her papers into the folder, and then turned off the autopilot. Driving manually took her mind off work for a while.

Mark had brought up the wedding again last night. He wanted to set the date for eight weeks this coming Sunday, but she wasn’t sure. She wanted to marry him, she was certain of that, but he wanted the works—white wedding, bridesmaids, huge cake—the real deal. Ten year marriage contracts with options for renewal were pretty much standard, but Mark wouldn’t hear of it. He was so retro in his thinking sometimes, just like his parents.

She would have been happier signing a marriage contract in the presence of a lawyer and AI like a normal person. It would certainly be easier and more comfortable, but Mark wouldn’t even talk about it. As far as he was concerned, the marriage wouldn’t be real without a priest saying the words with dozens of friends and family as witnesses. At least a big old wedding would make his parents happy. They were a little uncomfortable with their boy marrying a cop in the first place, let alone having him do it by signing a simple contract.

She had made the mistake of telling them about her work once. Thank the goddess she hadn’t related to them one of her more harrowing cases. Instead, she had chosen to tell them about her time in uniform and her special kids. They had listened in uncomprehending silence as she told them how she had befriended some of the children running around Monster Central.

Mark’s parents couldn’t conceive of children running in packs like animals, and hadn’t believed her when she explained how they survived. They couldn’t imagine the violence she saw in her life. It had no place in theirs, and she was thankful for that. It still amazed her that there were people living in the city who had never witnessed a violent act. The Grinelys had been married almost their entire adult lives and were the perfect couple. Sometimes, when it got bad and she wondered what the hell she was doing, she would imagine them safe at home laughing together. It got her through.

Chris parked her car outside Central and headed in, but before she got halfway up the steps to the main doors, someone hailed her.

“Chrissy!”

Only one person ever called her that. Andrew Norris—called J-bone by his friends—a gang name he had never explained. He was one of her weasels and usually more circumspect. Chris trotted back down the steps and met him at the corner where he loitered.

“What the hell are you doing here, J-bone?” she hissed and shoved him around the corner before someone saw them together. “You know better than this. You’ll be no good to me if we’re seen together.” She hurried him toward a place she knew. “You pawned your link again didn’t you? Didn’t you? I told you to keep it on you!”

He was supposed to pass her information using his link, not hang around Central looking for her. She supplied second-hand links to all of her kids to prevent this kind of situation. Ken called her kids her little waifs, or sometimes her weasel brigade, but even he didn’t know the whole of it. Gangs were common enough that no one bothered to learn who they all were. Well she had bothered, and now had dozens of them living throughout the area like extra pairs of eyes. It only cost her a link and a few dollars now and then… and besides, they needed someone willing to listen to their troubles. She had a special relationship with her kids, one not normally shared between a cop and her informants. She didn’t want it widely known how much she cared for them, and she didn’t dare let Cappy find out about some of the things she had done in the past to protect them. Not if she wanted to continue carrying a badge.

“I’ll get you another one,” she said, pushing him into the doorway of the coffee shop.

J-bone waved that away. “I’ll get it back after we’re done here. I just needed a little extra cash yesterday. You know what I’m saying?”

“I know what you’re saying all right. I thought you were clean.”

“I am!” he said a little too fast for Chris to believe him. “Look, don’t sweat it. I done good. I got something real good for ya. Swear.”

She pushed him inside and sat him down at a corner table. When a waitress came by, she ordered two coffees and a doughnut for J-bone. His eyes lit up like a kid. It was so pathetically easy to keep him happy.

“Give.”

“Not so fast. Money first and then we talk. I need a hundred.”

“A hundred!” she hissed in outrage. “Since when have your prices doubled?”

“Since shifters started croaking left and right, and since I know you’re looking for a certain chicky named Sandy.”

Chris’ eyes narrowed. “Describe her.”

J-bone grinned. “I thought you trusted me…” he broke off as the waitress returned with their order. He took a big bite of his doughnut. “It’s good!”

“Glad you like it. Describe Sandy or no hundred.”

“About my height, brown eyes, and dark hair, but she usually wears a blond wig. She’s half Mexican or something—has a real nice tan all over. She has a neat tattoo on her right thigh.”

It sounded like her, though Chris hadn’t known about the tattoo. There were probably lots of woman matching the description, but she couldn’t take the chance of this woman being the one and passing up the opportunity. She pulled out her Dad’s old wallet, and plucked a pair of fifties from her stash. She always kept some cash on her for just this kind of thing; she made a note to put a voucher on Cappy’s desk to replace it.

She slid the money across the table.

J-bone made the notes disappear. “I was fooling around with the guys last night. You know how it goes, one of us follows someone, and another bumps into him—”

“Don’t tell me this; I don’t want to hear this!” she said trying to shut her ears to his crime. If he told her, she would have to take him in. “Get to the part where you know where Sandy is.”

“I’m getting to it. Anyway, we was fooling around and having a few laughs, when I heard this screaming. Nothing unusual about it, there’s always something going down, but we decided to have ourselves a look. What do you think we saw?”

“Sandy?”

“Yeah. There was this dirty great big dog chewing on a guy on the ground, and Sandy standing in the corner of the alley screaming her head off. She was almost climbing the walls trying to get away. I charged the thing and smacked it a good one with this bat I had… I mean that I found. It ran off.”

She tried not to look sceptical. J-bone wasn’t hero. If the other guy carried a knife, he wanted a tank before he would get himself involved.

“Sandy was real grateful, I mean real grateful,” he said with a leer. “She told me all sorts of stuff afterwards. That’s how I knew you would pay.”

“What about the guy?”

“Dead,” he said with a disinterested shrug. “Probably still there.”

“I need a location for the alley, and I need Sandy in my hands right now,” she said intently.

“No problem. I left her sleeping at my place.”

“She better still be there.”

“She will be. I doped her up pretty good. She ain’t used to it. Probably be out for a couple of hours yet.”

“Good.”

Chris made certain she had J-bone’s current address, and made him draw a map to the alley. With plenty of prompting from her, he produced a half decent map. She added one or two landmarks—clubs and bars they both knew, to make sure.

“Here? You’re certain?”

J-bone pointed to the map. “This here is Lost Souls, and this Jumpin’ Jaks. Frankie’s Bar and Grill on the corner of Main and Sixth is here. You can’t miss.”

She folded the napkin. “Okay. Don’t go back to your place until it’s over. As far as you’re concerned, we raided the apartment below yours. Okay?”

“Good doing business with you, Chrissy.” He rummaged in his pocket and produced a metal key. “You’ll need this. Leave it in the door when you go, I ain’t got nothing worth stealing. I only locked it to keep the silly bitch in there for you.”

Chris took the key and left him eating another doughnut.

Chris knocked once and entered the office to find her captain sitting behind his desk reading a report on his comp. “Sorry to disturb you, Cappy, but I need a favour.”

Cappy sighed and looked at her glumly. “Why does everyone that comes in here say that?”

“Maybe they think of you as a father figure?”

He snorted and waved her into a seat. “What do you need?”

“I’ve found Sandy Hodges… maybe,” she said hedging. “I’ve got an address where she’s supposed to be, but I need a warrant and I need it fast. I don’t want her disappearing on me.”

Cappy nodded and started making the call to the Assistant District Attorney. Chris gave him the address of the apartment and waited for the warrant to be authorised. Five minutes later, the hard copy printer chattered, and she stood to receive what she needed. She checked the details including the date and signature. All was in order.

“Thanks, Cappy.”

He nodded and turned back to his reports.

Chris tucked the warrant in her pocket and left his office. She found Ken and Agent Flint chatting like old friends at his desk. Flint had ditched her power suit on her second day in favour of more rugged working clothes—black jeans, black sneakers, and red polo-neck sweater. For weapons, Flint favoured a double shoulder rig, and carried a pair of Glock needlers. She wore a leather jacket that could have come from the same rack that Chris’ came from. It hadn’t though. Flint’s was real leather.

Chris approved of Flint’s choice of working clothes, but not her choice of weapon. Needlers were exclusively military hardware, used primarily off world where weapons with more stopping power could rupture a dome or breach a ship’s hull. They were non-standard even for the Feds. For someone like Flint, who preferred two weapons, Chris would have expected her to carry a police issue stunner like all uniformed officers carried, partnered with a federal issue K6 Remington. Chris used a K6, but carried a Sharpe’s Defender II at the small of her back as a backup. Defenders had a short range, but they packed a hell of a punch. If she ever needed to use it, she would be in trouble in more ways than one. They were illegal as hell.

“We have a lead,” she said quickly to prevent questions. “And we have to split up. Ken, I want you to check out this alley,” she handed him J-bone’s napkin and pointed out the right spot. “Ask Cappy to let you have Jimmy for a couple of hours. He’ll go for it.”

“And what will you be doing?”

“Agent Flint and I will be picking up a certain doped up young lady.”

Flint’s ears figuratively pricked. “You found Sandy. How?”

“You’re not the only one with contacts. Let’s move.”

They moved.

Chris drove. Flint didn’t object—they’d had it out the first day. Flint was on her turf and in her vehicle, so she drove. Simple. She manoeuvred the car through traffic as if piloting a missile. Flint drew a sharp breath a couple of times, and Chris grinned.

“Are you trying to kill me or yourself?”

Chris shrugged. “When I try to kill you, you’ll know.”

“It’s obvious you have a problem with me, but do you even know why?”

“I don’t like people sticking their noses in my business.”

“That’s all this is... professional rivalry?”

“That’s all.”

Flint frowned. “You don’t think it has more to do with Ken and how he sees me?”

Her knuckles whitened on the wheel. “Don’t flatter yourself. Ken doesn’t need anyone to tell him how to run his life. It will take more than a bitch in heat to turn his head.”

Flint’s eyes widened and she would have retorted, but something else must have occurred to her because she calmed abruptly. “That’s what you think of me... a bitch in heat? You don’t think that Ken might see something different?”

Chris slapped the autopilot on and turned to face her unwanted partner. “Look, I really don’t care what he sees. I know what I see: someone with her own agenda and a rather large opinion of herself, messing with my partner, my case, and my fucking life! I don’t need you and I don’t want you, but I’m stuck with you until I close this case. I guess I’ll have to deal with it.”

“That’s plain enough. If you don’t want me with you, why am I here?”

“You’re here so I can keep an eye on you. I could have sent you off with Jimmy to collect our latest victim, but Ken is my partner not Jimmy. This case is as much his as mine.”

“And you want to keep him away from me.”

Chris smiled. “That too.”

J-bone lived in a dilapidated dump dating back to before the Urban Revolt. If space hadn’t been at such a premium and its owners so tight fisted, they would have torn it down and replaced it with something a little more livable. It didn’t have security at the front doors, and it certainly didn’t have its own AI... it barely had running water. J-bone’s apartment did have the basics to sustain life—a lockable door, four walls, and the standard communications and entertainment centre, but that was about it.

They made their way up the stairs to J-bone’s apartment, neither of them trusting the decrepit elevator. Chris pulled her weapon, as did Flint who stood to the right side of the door out of harm’s way. Chris, to the left with her back pressed to the wall, reached to try the door. Locked. Her master key wouldn’t get her in here. The locks were ancient mechanical anachronisms. Flint raised an eyebrow when Chris produced the metal key J-bone gave her and unlocked the door.

“I go in, you back me.”

“Okay,” Flint said with a nod.

Chris pushed the door open and eased inside with her stunner leading the way. The room was empty. She covered a door to the right as Flint slid past her keeping her back against the wall. Flint entered the room while Chris covered her.

“Clear,” Flint said.

Chris pivoted around to the left. She pushed open the next door and found the bathroom. Sandy was kneeling on the floor in her underwear with her head hanging over the toilet bowl dry heaving.

“Police. Turn toward me slowly and show me those hands.”

“I feel like shit,” Sandy said, her voice echoing from the toilet bowl. “What the hell did I do last night, and who did I do it with?”

Flint peered around the door-jamb. “Not much is she?”

She wasn’t. For someone that the entire city’s police department wanted to find, Sandy looked remarkably ordinary. Whatever J-bone had used on her had made her sick, but even without that she wasn’t much to look at. From J-bone’s enthusiastic appraisal, Chris had expected more. Black tangled hair was plastered to Sandy’s sweaty brow, and the tan he spoke of could have come out of a bottle for all Chris knew.

“Nice tattoo,” Flint said.

Chris ignored that. She wasn’t interested in butterflies. She holstered her stunner and pulled Sandy to her feet where she swayed and blinked in confusion.

“Are you Sandy Hodges?”

“I’m gonna puke.”

Chris stepped back. “Not on me. Are you Sandy Hodges?”

“Last time I looked I was,” Sandy said clutching her head. “I need a Doctor.”

“What you need is to put some clothes on and come with me.”

She frog-marched Sandy into the bedroom, and deposited her on the bed. The room stank of stale sex and smelly socks. She would be sure to tell J-bone when she saw him. She found Sandy’s clothes tossed around the room. Flint leaned against the wall looking faintly disgusted while Chris dressed Sandy as if dressing a child. By the time she was done, Sandy had realised where she was and what had happened.

She wasn’t happy.

“Who the hell are you?”

“Police,” Chris said. “You’re wanted in connection with four murders.”

“I ain’t done nothing.”

She snorted. “As if you could.”

“Bitch.”

“That would be me,” Flint said raising her hand briefly. “Know anyone by the name of Tony by any chance?”

Sandy’s face crumpled. “Oh Lady... he’s dead! Tony’s dead!” she wailed, and burst into tears.

“Oh for crying out loud.” Chris aimed a glare at Flint. “Sandy... Sandy!”

“What?” Sandy asked, still sniffling.

“I’m taking you in. You’re not under arrest unless you want to be, but you are coming with me to answer some questions.”

She pulled the crying woman to her feet and walked her out of the room.

A media circus confronted them when they stepped onto the street. How in the nine hells had they found out about Sandy so fast? No one but Ken and Flint knew they were coming here. Keeping a firm hold on Sandy’s left arm while Flint took her right, they marched the unresisting woman down the steps toward the car.

“Lieutenant Humber!” Ed Davis yelled. “Our viewers want to know how you intend to find the perpetrator of five shifter murders. They have a right to know how you will protect them.”

“No they don’t,” she growled still advancing and making him back up. “Now get out of my face before I arrest you for obstruction.”

Davis ignored the threat and thrust a microphone at Sandy. “Miss Hodges, would you like to say a few words?”

“I ain’t done nothing,” Sandy said sullenly.

“Ah yes...” Davis’ smile faltered for an instant. “Perhaps you would care to comment on these grisly slayings of the innocent members of our community?”

“No one is innocent in this city.”

“Well said,” Chris murmured under her breath and opened the passenger door. “In, and mind your head.”

“Five dead, Lieutenant, and you’re no closer to the one responsible than you were on day one.”

Chris’ eyes narrowed. Did Channel 5 have a mole in the Department? Someone had told them where she would be. Davis had known to find her here when no one but Ken and Flint knew that, and he knew about Tony—the fifth victim.

Chris climbed into the car. “The investigation is proceeding satisfactorily. With Miss Hodges’ help, an arrest is just a matter of time.” She slammed the door barely missing Ed’s fingers as he hastily withdrew his microphone.

“Nice ambiguous statement,” Flint said dryly.

“Thanks,” she said with a genuine smile.

They were both smiling as they left the media behind.

A couple of hours later they were no longer smiling. Chris’ head pounded and her shoulders felt knotted with tension. Even Flint looked a little tight around the eyes. Sandy had propped her elbows on the table and was nursing her third cup of coffee. She took a sip and then a drag on the nicstick, before adding to the blue haze in the room through her nose.

Chris waved smoke away from her face. “Let’s be clear. You’re saying the man you were with in the alley, Tony Dietz, was killed by a guy with a bat.”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“And you’re going to stick with that?”

“Why shouldn’t I when it’s the truth?”

Chris climbed to her feet and paced away the ache in her backside. She dialled the air conditioning up to high in an effort to suck some of the smoke out of the room. The haze began to clear as the temperature plummeted. Flint hugged her arms and began to shiver. Chris frowned, unsure why that bothered her, but shrugged it away as unimportant. When the air cleared, she reset the thermostat and turned back to Sandy.

“I’ll tell you why: we are not stupid. No matter what you hear on the news I can assure you of that. Tony’s throat was torn out—”

Sandy flinched.

“—and now he’s dead. Just like Daniel Bryce, Steven Derrico, Andrew Fain, and Vincent Fairman. Do I have to tell you what each of these men had in common? They all knew you!”

Sandy gaped in surprise.

Chris hadn’t tried this approach before and smiled grimly at the shock on Sandy’s face. Sandy’s hands shook as she reached for the pack of nicsticks to light another. Chris flew across the room in two strides. Her hand flashed and slammed down on the pack. She shook her head slowly and withdrew the smokes.

“I’ve tried to be nice and you give me nothing but lies. No more privileges, no more friendly questions, Miss Hodges. You will tell me what you know of a man named Ryder, and you will be really truthful, or I’m going to make it my personal mission in life to make yours pure hell!”

Sandy flinched and began to sniffle.

Craaaack!

Chris’ hand stung from slapping the table. “That won’t work; we’re all girls together here. Try the tears on the guys, not me.”

“Bitch,” Sandy hissed.

“You said that before. It’s time you told me something new. Who is Ryder, how do you know him? Why did he attack Tony Dietz and not you? Where can I find him?”

“I don’t know him very well… I swear I don’t!” Sandy said as Chris’ face darkened. “He came sniffing around the office a couple of months ago asking questions. He was nice to me. He took me out for coffee lunchtimes and we chatted.”

“And you went with him just like that?”

“Well… yeah.” Sandy looked down, embarrassed to admit it, but then her face darkened with anger. “I didn’t know he was a killer! He’s good looking and takes care of himself. He’s different to the guys I usually hang with.”

“Different how?”

“I don’t know… it was like he knew what I was thinking. Yeah, like he knew exactly what to say and do, to make me happy. I liked him. He was kind to me.”

Flint glided forward silently. “But something happened, something that warned you off.”

“Yeah,” Sandy said miserably. “I didn’t even notice at first, but he was interested in my work. I was flattered. I’m only a shipping clerk for the Lady’s sake, but he made it seem important. I told him stuff.”

“Stuff?” she asked, glancing at Flint. “What kind of stuff?”

“Stuff I shouldn’t have. He said he was a writer and I believed him. Someone like him, he should be something like that, you know? I showed him a manifest he asked to see, but Tony found out. Tony is my friend… was my friend. He told me Ryder wanted to hurt the company and not to see him no more. I didn’t want to lose my job, so I did what he wanted. Tony said he would take care of Ryder with some of his boys.”

“Tony handled security for Hatch?”

“What else would a shifter be good at?”

Flint’s eyes narrowed. “You think Tony went after Ryder to hurt him… maybe as a warning?”

Sandy nodded miserably.

Chris frowned thoughtfully. Tony Dietz worked for Hatch as his enforcer, and the other dead shifters were his so-called security team. The term bang and burn team was so offensive wasn’t it? Ryder had been sniffing after something, but Dietz and his boys had nailed him. Why they hadn’t killed him puzzled her, but she couldn’t see how it mattered now. Ryder had got himself hurt and wanted revenge. He was taking the shifters on one by one. Only Marty and Jay still lived. She wasn’t certain about Marty. From the recording found at Vincent’s apartment, she tended to doubt it. So then, Jay would be the next victim. According to Collard’s files, Jason Kirkwood still lived with his parents, something that had turned out to be false.

Sandy was their first real break on the case. They knew Ryder’s name—if it wasn’t an alias of course, but more importantly, they knew what he looked like from Sandy’s description of him. Armed with that data, they had a real chance of finding him before he reached his next victim. She was determined to get to Jay first.

“Right, one last time from the beginning for the record,” she said nodding to Flint to insert a fresh disk in the table consol.

She led Sandy through her statement, and then had her sign and date each disk. Flint sealed them in their cases—her thumbprint activated the electronic seals.

Sandy’s eyes followed the discs as Flint handed them to Chris. “What happens to me now?”

Chris motioned for Sandy to stand. “Protective custody until this is over. You’ll be safe.”

Sandy stood and they escorted her out.

* * *



4 ~ Target Sighted

Ben Kirkwood was being a pain in the arse. At their previous meeting, Chris had questioned him on the whereabouts of his son and received, if not useful information, at least cooperation. This time however, he was less than eager to speak with her.

“I don’t know what to tell you, Lieutenant,” Kirkwood said, busily reorganising one of the shelves in his store. The business was family owned with only one employee in addition to himself. His brother manned the register while Ben restocked the shelves. “Like I told you before, Jason and I don’t talk as much as we used to. We lost touch after he moved out. He’s his own man now.” Kirkwood’s eyes slid briefly to Flint’s, and then fearfully away.

Chris frowned at the byplay, not understanding it.

Ken took up the slack. “The last time we spoke you mentioned some of Jay’s friends. Have you heard from any of them since then?”

Kirkwood’s eyes flickered. “No, nothing from them.”

He was lying. She didn’t know what about exactly, but he was. She was a good judge of expression and body language; it came in handy during interrogation. Ben Kirkwood was afraid, not of them specifically, but of their questions. He was reacting to Flint very oddly indeed. Every time he answered a question, his eyes would seek hers as if looking for approval. Did he know her?

She shook off her preoccupation to concentrate on business. “Perhaps you’ve heard from Marty?” she said, fishing for something useful.

“Marty Preston? No, can’t say I have. Of course with Jason gone, he doesn’t come around as much as he used to. Him and that girl of his were always dropping in at one time or another, but not since Jay... left.”

“The girl would have been Sandy Hodges?”

“Sandy? No, I don’t think that was her name. It was Becky or Rebecca something.” Kirkwood straightened after restocking a lower shelf. “Becky Cain or Caines... no that’s not... Cairns! Rebecca Cairns was her name. She works in one of the clubs.”

“Would that be Area 51 by any chance?” Ken asked, glancing at Chris to see if she had caught the significance.

She nodded thinking about the stamp on Fairman’s hand.

Kirkwood grabbed cans from the box at his feet and continued loading the shelves. “I don’t recall her ever telling me its name, but it might have been. She might have told me, but I wouldn’t have been interested enough to remember it. Nice girl though. Why would someone like her want to hang around a monster club like Area 51?” He shook his head in puzzlement.

A customer wandered up to them and interrupted the questioning. “Ben, sorry to interrupt, but I can’t find the maple syrup.”

“Its on the bottom shelf next to the... hang on, it will be quicker if I show you.” He turned to Chris. “Won’t be a minute.”

“Take your time,” she said sourly. After all, they were only trying to a catch the killer of five people here. Kirkwood took her words at face value and left with his customer trailing him. She turned to Flint. “What’s with you and Kirkwood?”

Flint tried to look puzzled. “I don’t know what you mean, Lieutenant.”

“I mean the way he looks at you before answering questions. It’s as if he’s looking for permission or something. What gives?”

“You’re imagining things.”

“She’s right,” Ken said. “Every time we asked him something he looked at you before answering. He’s acting like you’re his boss or something.”

That was it exactly. Kirkwood acted as if Flint would punish him for saying the wrong thing.

“Maybe he’s reacting to my innate authority.”

Chris snorted.

Kirkwood rejoined them after escorting his customer to the checkout. “If there’s nothing further, Lieutenant, I have work.”

She gritted her teeth to stop herself from snapping at him. “We all have our work to do, Mr. Kirkwood. You’re making mine harder. I need to find Jason before the killer does. If you know where he is, you’d do well to tell me now.”

“But I don’t know where he is.”

“We have reason to believe your son may be in danger. Doesn’t that mean anything to you? Have you any idea, any at all, where he would go if he felt threatened?”

Kirkwood glanced at Flint again, pleading for reassurance. “None at all. Jay stopped confiding in me a long time ago. I’ve helped you all I can, Lieutenant. Now, if you don’t mind I’ve got to get these shelves stocked.”

What in the nine hells was wrong with this guy? She had met some callous people in her time, but few of them had frustrated her as much as Ben Kirkwood had managed to do. Didn’t he care about his son? Didn’t he care that a killer like Ryder was after him? She shook her head and sighed wearily. She would have liked to take him in for a nice little sweating session, but she doubted anything would come of it.

“Call us if you hear from your son, Mr. Kirkwood. It really is in his best interests.”

Kirkwood nodded not looking up from his work.

Her lips thinned at his lack of interest. She led her partners outside.

“He’s holding back,” Ken said opening the car door.

“Oh yeah, he knows something all right,” Flint agreed, climbing into the back. “You think he knows where Jason is?”

Chris started the car and pulled into traffic. “Could be, but let’s concentrate on Jason’s pals for a minute. If Marty is alive, what are the odds he’s with his girlfriend?”

“Pretty good I’d say,” Flint said thoughtfully. “Area 51 then?”

She nodded. “Area 51 it is.”

Area 51 was closed to the public at this time of day, but that proved no hindrance. Her badge could have unlocked the doors with its embedded master key, but that was unnecessary and somewhat confrontational. She did confrontation well, but only when called for; anything else would dilute the effect when she really needed it. A quick word with a harried employee sweeping the forecourt outside the ticketing booths was enough to see her and both her partners inside.

Chris made her way into the club avoiding more Area 51 employees wielding brooms as she did so. Broken glass and trash littered the dance floor. Above her head hung a bewildering array of lights, holovid screens, and other electronic mood enhancement devices. Some of them looked vaguely illegal, but she knew that if she checked they would all scrape past a public health and safety inspection. One or two of the devices would be illegal out of state. She knew that for a fact.

“So this is a monster club,” Flint said, looking around in disapproval at the mess. “I’m not impressed.”

“You would be if you’d been here last night, dear lady.”

They turned to find a stocky man coming to meet them. Chris judged him with a single look: roughly one-seventy-five centimetres tall, one-eighty pounds, forty-five years of age—maybe a little older—his hair was grey-streaked but mainly dark. He approached with a smile on his face and was already reaching to shake hands. He was wearing his bright green shirt untucked over maroon pants; garish yes, but not out of place considering the surroundings.

“Craig Greenwood, manager of Area 51, at your service,” he said, shaking each of their hands. “How can I be of service to the city’s finest?”

Chris raised an eyebrow. He had a very pronounced European accent. “You have an employee by the name of Rebecca Cairns, Mr. Greenwood—”

“Craig, please.”

“We need a word with her, Craig.”

“I believe she will be performing tonight. Let me check. If you will follow me to my office?” Greenwood didn’t wait to see if they would or not. “Rebecca is one of our more popular acts. I hope there’s not a problem.”

“Her name came up in the course of an ongoing investigation. I’m not at liberty to discuss details.”

“Of course, of course, forgive my prying. Curiosity has long been a vice of mine.”

Greenwood showed them into his office and offered to have a third seat brought in, but they declined to sit. They watched as he accessed his employee roster on his comp. He frowned at something he found and used his link to call someone.

“Edward? It’s Craig... I’m not calling about that... yes, that’s fine. Listen, I have the police here with me asking to see Rebecca... no the other one. Yes, the one in the cat suit. Right. It seems she missed her last act. Why wasn’t I... oh, I see. No that’s fine. If she arranged it ahead of time with you... no, but I would like to be informed about these things.” He sighed. “I’m not saying that! Of course you’re still stage manager... and backstage manager.” He hit the mute button and rolled his eyes at Chris. “Edward is a little temperamental, but he’s too good to let go.” He hit the mute button again. “I’ve got to go Edward... Edward, I’ve got to go! I have every confidence in your choice. Bye.” He dropped his link back into his jacket pocket. “It seems that Rebecca arranged for some time off to take care of a personal matter. All above board you understand. She even arranged for a temporary replacement for her act. Marvellous girl; very reliable.”

Chris grimaced. Everything had conspired against them on this case. Just for once she would like to get a lead and have it be where it was supposed to be. “Have you an address for Rebecca?”

“I’m sure I do, but I’m not sure I should give it to you.”

“This is a police matter, a murder investigation.”

Greenwood’s eyes brightened with interest and he leaned forward eagerly to hear more. “A murder investigation? My, my, how interesting. I suppose if I don’t give it to you you’ll just get a warrant.”

“You’ve got that right,” Ken put in.

“Well then, in the interests of friendly relations with the police of our fair city, I shall find the address for you. A moment.” Greenwood turned back to his comp. A few keystrokes and the hard copy printer chattered. “There you are. May I help you with anything else?”

Chris shook her head and slipped the paper into her pocket.

“This girl filling in for Rebecca,” Flint said. “Is she on the premises?”

“I believe she is. I’m sure I saw her backstage earlier, why?”

“I’d like to ask her a few questions.”

“Nothing easier, I can have her come here.” Greenwood reached for his link again.

“That won’t be necessary. I’m sure you have a lot of work to catch up on. If you point us in the right direction I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

“I can do that. Go out of the office and back to where we first met. To the right of the stage you’ll find a door. Go through to backstage, turn left and you’ll see all the dressing rooms. Sharon Tolliday is who you’re looking for. Just ask someone and they’ll steer you right.”

“Thank you.”

Before they left, Chris had to ask one other thing. “You’re accent… it’s fake, right?”

Greenwood chuckled. “Indeed not. I spent most of my childhood in England. My mother went back to live there after a messy divorce and took me with her.”

She nodded. “You sound like that actor Charles Kelly.”

Greenwood winced. “Please. Kelly is a poser—a complete fraud I assure you.”

“Really?”

“It is quite obvious to those of us who have lived within the Empire for any real length of time.”

Another illusion shot down in flames. She thanked Greenwood for his help and left his office with Flint and Ken on her heels. Chris couldn’t help wondering what Greenwood’s story was. How had he ended up running a club like Area 51?

“You think this Tolliday girl knows something?” Ken asked Flint as they retraced their steps.

Flint shrugged. “Maybe not, but while we’re here we can at least ask what reason Rebecca gave for her absence. It might prove useful.”

Chris had guessed Flint’s reasoning as soon as she spoke up in the office; she remained silent as they entered backstage, letting Flint lead. As Greenwood said, they found themselves in an area with many doors leading to dressing areas and storerooms.

“We’re looking for Sharon Tolliday,” Flint said to the first person they met.

The golden-eyed man eyed her and grinned. “You don’t want her, pussycat, not when you can have me.” He reached out to stroke her hair. “Maybe your two friends would like to watch—”

Quicker than Chris could blink, Flint grabbed the hand and folded it into a painful wrist lock.

“Ughh!”

Flint’s face was calm, but her eyes burned malevolently. “My name is Flint, not pussycat. I think you owe my friends an apology.”

“Sorry...” he hissed in pain as Flint applied pressure to his trapped wrist. “Sharon’s over there.” He pointed along the corridor with his free hand.

Chris turned in time to see a frightened looking woman talking to a man all in black. There was something about him that… she gaped. “Ryder!” she yelled and gave chase as the man bolted out the fire door. “Grab Sharon, someone grab Sharon!” she yelled as she ran.

She pulled her stunner and slammed out the door into bright sunlight. She spun in a circle, but she couldn’t see him. She dashed to the corner in time to scare the daylights out of a woman. The woman dropped her broom, raising her hands and cowering away from the stunner. Chris sprinted back the other way and around the other side of the club. Nothing. She headed back just as Flint burst out of the club and nearly got shot for her trouble. Chris lowered her weapon and holstered it.

“He’s gone. I lost him!” she snarled angrily at Flint as if it was her fault. Chris shook with adrenalin rush. She wanted to hit something, but made do with kicking a nearby trash can. “We had him. We had the bastard!”

Ken pushed Sharon through the door. “We’ll get him. Sharon will help, won’t you, Sharon?”

Sharon Tolliday was a shifter; her golden eyes attested to that. Chris wanted to make Ken let her go—shifters were dangerous—but she didn’t dare show weakness. Besides, a more pitiable werewolf she had never seen. Sharon’s eyes darted about seeking escape, or Ryder, maybe both. Ryder had put the fear of the goddess into her with his questions, and now the police wanted to know the same kinds of things. She was ready to bolt.

“Easy there,” Chris said, patting the air in front of the terrified girl. A shiver ran up her spine at the look of wide-eyed panic on Sharon’s face. “You’re okay... let her go, Ken.”

“But—”

“Let her go, Ken!”

Ken stepped carefully away.

Her fear for Ken eased a little. She kept her voice low and her words non-threatening. “You have to control it, Sharon. Don’t let the fear make you do something stupid. Attacking a police officer is a death sentence for your kind. Remember that.”

“Stinking cop,” Sharon snarled. Her voice was deeper than it should be and sounded barely human. She was into the Change. “We’re not afraid of you.”

We?

Chris’ neck hairs were at attention. Flint moved, but Chris glared at her, and she halted. “Ease down girl, everyone ease down. We’re not here for you, Sharon. You know that, right?”

Sharon panted and shook with the need to rip off her clothes and change, but she was listening. “Ryder...” she growled. “You want Ryder.”

“That’s right. We want Ryder for killing some of your kind. Do you care that he killed some of your people?”

“Not my people. They’re not pack. Not us.”

Chris glanced at Flint wondering if she knew what the hell Sharon was talking about. Flint’s hand was inside her jacket gripping her needler as if caught in a freeze frame—the act of drawing the weapon stilled forever.

Chris licked suddenly dry lips. A blood bath was in the offing unless she calmed things down. “Tell us what he wanted. Tell us where we can find him, and this is over. You can walk away...” Sharon’s fingers ended in claws—claws! “You don’t want to hurt us, Sharon. This will never be over for you if you hurt us.”

“Hurt you? We’ll fucking kill you!” Sharon growled, but she seemed more in control. Her panting had eased, and when she clenched her fists they looked entirely human again.

Goddess bless me, I didn’t see them shift!

Her legs felt wobbly, but she kept her voice level. “Did he ask you about Rebecca? Maybe where to find her?”

“Not Rebecca, he said he knows where she is.”

“And does he?” Ken asked, sensing things were calming down.

Sharon sneered. “How the hell should I know; he didn’t tell me, did he? He wants Jay, my Jay!”

“You and Jason Kirkwood are an item?” Chris asked, thinking she might be able to use Sharon to get Jay to come in voluntarily.

“We have a few laughs.”

“Do you know Rebecca Cairns’ whereabouts?”

Sharon’s eyes faded back to a blue-grey colour as Chris watched, but she wasn’t reassured. A shifter could go over the edge quicker than she could blink.

“Rebecca said she needed to go out of town for a week or two; something about her dad.”

“And you believed that?”

Sharon looked at her scornfully. “Do I look stupid? I can read a newspaper just as well as you can, human.” She put years of contempt into that word. “Ryder is after Marty.”

“But he wants Jason too. What did you tell him? Did you tell Ryder where to find him?”

“I told him his Dad wouldn’t tell me where he is.”

“But Ben Kirkwood doesn’t know where his son…” Ken began and then nodded. “You lied.”

Sharon sneered. “I had to say something didn’t I? Ryder was going to kill me!”

“And now Ryder will go after Jason’s father,” Flint said coldly.

“So? He’s not pack either.”

Chris shook her head in disgust. Shifter politics; who the hell but another shifter could understand it? She didn’t understand—or care to understand—what Sharon was going on about; not unless it affected her investigation. Hell, she didn’t care about human politics come to that.

Sharon had set up Jay’s father as a distraction, but would Ryder take the bait? She frowned thoughtfully as Ken and Flint continued the questioning. Cappy would okay it if she asked for a stakeout of Kirkwood’s store, he was under pressure to produce some results, but was it worth the time and resources? She nodded to herself. It was worth it. They couldn’t afford to risk Ryder attacking Kirkwood. The media would explode with recriminations if they learned the police had known of the possibility ahead of time.

“Who is your alpha?” Flint asked. “Give me a name, someone to contact.”

Fear blossomed on Sharon’s face. “I can’t tell you that… you know I can’t! You’re not pack!”

“Give me something, or I’m taking you in.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Chris said just then catching up. “We are not taking her in.”

Sharon looked gratefully at Chris and a glimmer of a smile appeared on her face. Ken looked as puzzled Chris felt. He obviously didn’t understand why Flint wanted to take Sharon in.

Flint glared angrily at Chris. “She’s holding out on us.”

“But not about Ryder.”

“I don’t care! She knows more than she’s telling.”

“Do you?” Chris asked Sharon. “If you do and I find out later…”

“I don’t, I swear!”

She nodded. “Let’s go.”

Ken moved to follow her.

Flint said something to Sharon that made the girl back hard toward the fire door, and then hurried to follow Chris. She was fuming mad when she caught up and grabbed Chris’ shoulder to spin her around.

“You listen to me,” Flint snarled in her face. “If you ever undercut me again I’ll have you removed from this case! Are you hearing me, Lieutenant?”

“Let go of me,” Chris said quietly.

Flint looked in surprise at her hand where it still gripped Chris’ shoulder. She let go, and stepped back a little.

“Don’t ever put hands on me, not ever. This is my investigation, not yours. I don’t need your permission or sanction for whatever I decide to do… besides, we don’t need Sharon. Ryder is going after Jay through his father and we know where. I’m going to Cappy with what we know.”

“Stakeout?” Ken asked.

Chris nodded.

Flint clenched her fists. “Ryder will know you’re there. I know shifters. He won’t turn up and we’ll lose Sharon. She’ll bolt, and I know she knows where Jay is!”

“How?”

“I just know.”

She shook her head. “Not good enough. Ryder will go after Ben Kirkwood, I’d bet my pension on it. He’s arrogant like all shifters. They think nothing can touch them. Well I can touch them. He’ll go for it; I guarantee it. When he does, I’ll be there. If you want to go play with Sharon, be my guest, but don’t bother me with it. Ken and I are going back to Central. Coming?”

Flint hesitated. “You’re wrong. I’m going after Sharon.”

Chris started toward the car. Over her shoulder she said, “You’ll need transport. I’ll call a unit to pick you both up.”

Ken hesitated, but then trotted after Chris. “We can’t leave her.”

“It’s her choice, Ken.”

“But Sharon is a shifter for the Lady’s sake. Flint could get herself hurt.”

She cringed. Maybe she should stay and help… she shook off her sudden uncertainty. What was she thinking? Flint could take care of herself. If she knew shifters even half as well as she claimed, and Chris had no reason to doubt it, Flint would be fine.

“You want to stay? Stay.”

“You’re my partner,” Ken said, sounding a little sulky. “I’m with you as always, but just so you know: you’re wrong in this.”

“Noted.”

Back at Central, Cappy heard Chris out and nodded. “Approved, Lieutenant. I’ll sign off on the overtime. You can have Carlson and Baxter for your off-shift; They’ve been crying over losing the case. This should make them happy.”

She nodded her thanks and made to leave his office, but then she turned back. “Just so you know the facts, Cappy. Flint doesn’t agree with this move. She thinks Ryder will sniff us out or something and not go for it. She might be right, it’s possible at least, but something tells me I’m right. He’ll go for it.”

Cappy’s eyes narrowed. “Is she giving you a hard time? I told her any of that and I’d have her arse.”

“Nothing I can’t handle.”

“You’re sure? Fed or no, she goes if she breaks her word to me. No one pisses in my pool without my say so.”

She grimaced at his choice of metaphor. “I wouldn’t have said anything, but I think she might come to you over Sharon Tolliday.”

“The dancer?”

“Right. Ryder had her cornered when we got to Area 51, and was asking questions. Flint thinks Sharon is holding out on us. Jason is her cutie; she might know where he’s hiding. Flint thinks so anyway.”

“And you?”

She shrugged. “It’s possible… hell, she probably does and Flint is probably right—about Sharon anyway. Where we differ is in how much it matters. I still think Ryder is an arrogant sonofabitch. He won’t care that we know what Sharon told him. He won’t hold back. Flint disagrees.”

“Where is she now?”

“In Interview One sweating Sharon over Jason’s whereabouts.”

Thank the Goddess Flint had brought Sharon in without trouble. Ken’s silence in the car on the way back to Central had given Chris plenty of time to worry over her decision to leave Flint on her own. It was a bad decision. She could admit it now. She had let her annoyance with Flint and her loss of Ryder get the better of her. It was a cardinal rule of hers—and department policy—to never approach a shifter without backup. They were more than dangerous when provoked.

“Okay, leave Flint to me.” Cappy checked the time. “You’re off shift. Are you planning to take first or second watch at Kirkwood’s place?”

“I’m thinking Ryder will wait for dark… you think I’m right?”

Cappy’s lips twitched. “Nice of you to remember that I worked the streets, Chris. Night works for me. Monsters like the dark, it’s traditional.”

She smirked. “Yeah, traditional. I’m taking the night shift with Ken.”

“Thought so. You better take yourself off. Mark isn’t going to be too happy when he hears.”

“We have an understanding. He doesn’t mess with my work, and I don’t turn up at his meetings with a warrant.”

Cappy chuckled and waved her out the door.

 * * *



5 ~ Stakeout

Chris eased the car around the corner, switched off the headlights, and coasted the last few hundred yards before slowing to a halt behind Baxter’s car. She could just see Jimmy’s silhouette in the front passenger seat as evening gave way to night.

“My turn,” she said, opening her door.

“Be my guest,” Ken mumbled around a ham roll. “Ask them if Flint is still giving them trouble.”

“Save some for later. I’m not going to keep making them if you eat them all before midnight.”

“Have a heart, Chris. If you hadn’t joined the Department you could have opened your own restaurant.”

“Butt kisser,” she said with a grin and slammed the door.

She ambled along the rapidly emptying street; it had long since become familiar to her. A week of staking out Kirkwood’s store had garnered her precisely nothing except Ken’s appreciation of her culinary skills; present him with food, and he was anybody’s.

She knocked on the passenger window of Baxter’s car, and Jimmy rolled it down. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“Hey, Chris.”

She waved a hand in front of her face. “How many times do I have to say it, Jimmy? Bring some breath mints on these things.”

“I don’t like mints.”

She climbed into the back of the car. “Anything?”

Baxter grunted. “Squat. I know this is your show now—”

“That’s right, it is.”

“—but I think Flint is onto something. Ryder—that arsehole—isn’t coming. He would have to be a complete idiot to try for Kirkwood in front of us.”

“Or so confident he doesn’t care if we see him,” Jimmy added.

Or something they haven’t thought of, Chris mused. “Flint hasn’t done any better with her approach. I still think this is our best shot. Has she made an appearance round here?”

Baxter nodded. “She came to see Kirkwood again. She didn’t look pleased when she left.”

“Say anything?”

“Nah, she wouldn’t talk about it. She was seriously pissed, I can tell you that.”

She smirked. “Good.”

Jimmy laughed. “You really don’t like her do you? What is it with the two of you? Someone said…”

“Said what?”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t make me hurt you, Jimmy,” she warned. “Give.”

“It’s nothing, just something making the rounds back at Central. If you must know, people are saying Flint made a play for Ken and you busted her chops for it. They reckon you’re jealous.”

Her jaw dropped and she felt her face grow hot. “Oh that’s just great. Perfect!”

Jimmy chuckled and even Baxter grinned.

“No truth to it is there? Ow!” Baxter glared and rubbed his shoulder. “What was that for?”

“Something to make me feel better,” she said grumpily. “I don’t need this on top of everything else. I thought the guys had some respect, if not for me, at least for a fellow officer. Ken is my partner. It would be like incest or something, and besides, I’m getting married in a couple of months.”

“Don’t take everything so serious,” Jimmy said with a pained sigh. “They’re only funning. They joke about me and Baxter all the time, and you don’t hear us complaining.”

“What?” Baxter said with a start. “What have those bastards been saying? I’ll—”

Jimmy waved his partner silent. “They do respect you, Chris. They know you’d kick their butts if they didn’t!”

“You bet I would.”

“And anyway, you’re not Ken’s type.”

“What the hell do you mean by that?” She said, wanting to suck in her gut. This week’s extra sessions in the gym had so far failed to show up on the scales.

Jimmy just chuckled and shook his head.

Her glare gave way under the assault of his laughter and she smiled. She was being ridiculous. She didn’t want to be Ken’s type.

“I want to know what they’re saying about me,” Baxter growled, and that set off another round of laughter.

She climbed out of the car still grinning and watched it pull away. Baxter was questioning Jimmy and threatening dire consequences for the rumour-mongers.

Chris watched the hurrying pedestrians heading home, and wondered what it was like being them. The locals called the Waterfront District Monster Central, and with good reason. Compared with other cities LA had the highest concentration of non-human residents and businesses bar none. The people living here had a unique perspective on the problem of non-human integration. She wondered what they thought about the proposed amendments to the Constitution.

She climbed back into her car to find Ken munching on a bag of chips reading his horoscope. He offered her the bag, and she took a generous handful. She ignored his indignant squawk, and pulled half of the newspaper out of his lap. She draped it over the steering wheel where she could read and keep an eye on the street at the same time.

“You really buy into that don’t you?”

Ken smiled without looking up. “You know I do.”

“But even the gifted say its bullshit.”

“There are many kinds of magic,” he said piously.

“Yeah, and that kind is bullshit,” she said with a grin. It was an old bone of contention between them, and always a good way to pass the time on a stakeout. “Ask a mage about the stars, and he’ll tell you all they’re good for is summer nights and poetry.”

“Ask a witch and she’ll tell you everything is connected. If you know how to look, the stars can tell you a lot.”

She shook her head and began reading her half of the paper. Ed Davis must surely have a contact in the Department. His latest story about the Shifter Slayings had pride of place on the front page and his information was spot on. She sighed and turned the paper over, determined not to read anything Davis had written.

The top story this time was about the Amendment Lobby and their efforts to push their agenda through congress. All kinds of interesting people had signed on and were using their influence to help things along. That so many non-humans had an interest in the proposed amendments wasn’t a surprise, but some of the names on the list were. NSPCL was high on the list of influential backers of course, and that meant Techtron—and its money—was too, but what was ex-president Irvine doing there? There was also a strong contingent of mages listed, though the Council itself had remained neutral. Perhaps the most surprising name on the list was Winterwings. Why did a dragon care whether non-humans got the vote or not? His place as presidential adviser was secure no matter the outcome.

“Do you ever wonder what the world would be like without magic?” she asked, turning the page.

“Sometimes.”

“I think it would be better.”

“Different anyway.”

“Different and better.”

Ken folded his half of the paper and tossed it on the back seat. “I don’t know about better. Easier on us though.”

She nodded. “No worrying about getting hexed.”

“You always bring that up, Chris. It only happened that one time.”

“Once was enough for me.” She shivered, feeling again that sense of desperation she had felt when the hex paralysed her. Unable to move or even breathe, she would have died if not for Ken. “What about this amendment business?”

“What about it?”

“No magic, no monsters.”

“Doesn’t follow. Didn’t your Dad teach you anything?”

Chris looked at him sharply, but he was grinning. “That’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

“Hand me the binoculars would you? I think I saw something up ahead.”

“You’re not getting out of it that easy, Ken. How did Flint find out about my Dad?”

“I didn’t tell her… I didn’t, I swear!”

“How did she know to ask about him then?”

“She already knew everything. I wouldn’t tell anyone about stuff like that behind your back, Chris. You should know that. She already knew about your Dad being a shaman when she brought it up with me. She must have read your file and did some digging. She did ask me how you felt about it, but I told her to ask you, which she did that day at Collard.”

Chris pursed her lips as if trying to decide whether to believe him, but she could tell he was sincere. What worried her was Flint’s interest in her background. If Flint was only after Ryder, why was she digging into her past? What possible difference could it make that her Dad was a shaman?

“Okay, I believe you,” she said and Ken relaxed. “I still say no magic means no monsters.”

Ken shook his head. “You’ll never change.”

She glared. “That had better be a compliment.”

Ken grinned. He reached onto the back seat for another roll, and ate it in silence.

Less than an hour later it was too dark to read. They didn’t want to betray their presence by using a light, so they sat in darkness watching the empty street. Even this late, one or two people wandered into Kirkwood’s store. None of them matched Ryder’s description.

She snaked a hand onto the back seat and came up with an empty bag. “Tell me you didn’t eat everything I brought.”

“Of course not,” Ken said, exuding injured dignity.

She wasn’t sure she believed him, but she nodded acceptance when he reached over the seat and found the other bag she had packed. He stole another roll before she could get to it, but she let it go. While she was eating, Ken poured them both a coffee from the thermos and then took up the binoculars again.

The binoculars were fitted with a gizmo called a low light amplification module and were brand new tech. She and a few others were supposed to test them in the field and report back. They were clunky looking things—entirely non-magical in construction—and provided a fuzzy picture with a faintly greenish cast to it. Magical or not, the old ones in the trunk were a damn sight better, but she wasn’t in charge of the Department’s budget. Those who managed such things were always looking for ways to make cuts, and magic was expensive.

Chris ate a couple of rolls and drank her coffee. Remembering her advice to Jimmy, she popped a mint into her mouth. She didn’t want coffee breath. Ken passed her the binoculars and she studied the street. She watched Kirkwood’s customers coming and going and wondered what the hell they found to buy at this time of night. Why didn’t they—

She tensed. “Heads up.”

“Is it Ryder?” Ken said eagerly.

She shook her head. It wasn’t Ryder, but it was something. There were shadows running back and forth behind the windows of Kirkwood’s shop. She was about to suggest they take a look, when someone staggered out the door and collapsed onto the sidewalk.

Chris pulled her weapon and climbed out of the car. She scurried across the road to kneel next to the prone figure. Pressing her fingers to the man’s neck, she felt for a pulse and found one. It was faint but there. There was blood running down his face, but scalp wounds always bled a lot. The wound looked superficial. A shopping bag lay discarded on the sidewalk nearby, its contents strewn all over.

“He alive?” Ken asked, peering around the door jamb into the store.

“Yeah, unconscious.”

“Great.”

It was great, less paperwork.

“You see anything?” she asked, looking down the central aisle past bottles of shampoo and bars of soap.

“Nothing.”

“Me neither. I go first, you back me.”

“Okay.”

She crept through the door and met frightened eyes. Another customer, this time lying face down to one side of the door. The woman looked up when she heard help coming.

“How many?” Chris whispered.

The woman didn’t answer with words, instead she held up a single finger.

Only one. That was good. Chris scurried down an empty aisle and finally found what she was looking for, or rather she heard it. There were voices raised in anger toward the back of the store. A storeroom? She moved forward and Ken took her place at the end of the aisle to cover her. She kept low and made it to the door leading to the storeroom.

Two men were inside. One wore a shirt with the store logo on it—Ben Kirkwood—the other wore a nice-looking suit, but she couldn’t see his face clearly. He carried a boomer loosely in his right hand aimed at the floor. Kirkwood chose that moment to move and obscured her shot. She scowled and shifted to the other side of the doorway just as Ken arrived. He crouched next to the cash register and covered her.

The perp shoved Kirkwood against his desk with a crash, and Chris was able to see his face clearly for the first time. It was Ryder. How the hell had he got by them without being seen? It didn’t matter; she had him dead on.

“Ryder!” Chris shouted. “Drop the—”

Ryder spun pulling Kirkwood in front of him.

“—gun!” He had moved so fast that she nearly missed it. One moment she’d had Ryder in her sights, the next Kirkwood. Lucky she hadn’t pulled the trigger. “Drop the gun!”

“Ah, Lieutenant Humber finally arrives. How kind of you to join us. I hear you’ve been entertaining the delightful Miss Tolliday. Did she tell you what her friends did to me? Did she tell you why they did it?”

“Let Kirkwood go, and we can talk about it.”

Ryder grinned. “Oh, I do like you.”

“The feeling is not mutual,” she said, easing to the right a little more. Ryder followed the move and she gained nothing. “You’re not walking out of here… Douglas isn’t it?”

Ryder nodded.

“You’re not walking out, Douglas, not this time. You had your freebie at my expense at Area 51. How did you do that by the way?”

“Magic.”

“Really?”

“It surprises you? It shouldn’t you know. How many times have you heard of shifters vanishing into a crowd? It’s not even magic really, just a part of what we are.”

“There were no crowds that day.”

Ryder shrugged.

“Drop the boomer. We can’t stand here all night.”

“No, I suppose not.”

“Well then?”

Ryder seemed to think about it, but then he tightened his grip on Kirkwood’s neck and shook him a little. “If only you knew what this man’s son and his friends put me through, you would help me.”

“Don’t bet on it. Drop the boomer, I won’t ask again.”

“This weapon will stay where it is thank you. You drop yours.”

“Not happening,” Ken said.

Chris estimated her chances of getting a shot off without hitting Kirkwood. They weren’t good. “You can still come out of this ahead. I don’t want to kill you.”

Ryder chuckled. “How do you know I want to live?”

Oh crap.

She moistened her lips. “There’s no need for this. You said I might help if I knew. Drop the boomer and tell me about it.”

“Okay,” he said, throwing the weapon down.

She winced but it didn’t go off. “That’s good. Now let him—no!”

Ryder threw Kirkwood at her and made a dash for the door. Ken fired and so did she, but her shot went wild. She killed a can of coffee and not Kirkwood. Lucky.

“Get off me, lard arse!” she yelled, trying to get out from under Kirkwood.

Ken pulled her to her feet. She ran along the aisles and into the night. Damn! She had lost him again... no wait. A shadow darted across the road and into an alley. She pursued.

“Don’t, Chris!” Ken shouted at her back. “I’m calling for backup!”

“Bring the car around!” she yelled over her shoulder. She sprinted across the road and stopped at the mouth of the alley. She ducked her head forward and then back. Ryder was still going. “Stop or I’ll shoot!” she cried at the sprinting man. “Damn!”

She held her fire and gave chase, gasping for breath as she sprinted down the fetid alley. Lady bless her, she was out of condition, but she would not give up. No one gave her the slip this easy; not a second time. It made her look a fool and she didn’t like that.

She skidded around a corner and caught sight of Ryder ducking into another alley. She ran to the mouth of it and stopped to peek around the corner into the darkness. The shadows tried to trick her eyes into seeing what wasn’t there. Her stunner was pointing at a stack of garbage before she knew what it was. Panting and shaking with adrenaline rush, she eased into the darkness with her stunner leading the way.

“There’s no need for this!” she shouted.

A chuckle to her left made her duck and spin in place. She stared at a Dumpster full of stinking refuse; it smelled as if something had crawled in and died. The laughter came again. She fumbled in her jacket pocket and pulled out her little flashlight. She’d bought it when she joined the Department, and it had cost a fortune, but it was worth it. She raised it to her lips and whispered one word.

“Invoke.”

The flashlight activated and light speared the darkness. She played the beam over the alley. Nothing. He must be hiding behind the Dumpster. It was the only thing large enough. She kept both her stunner and her flashlight on it and prayed for Ken to hurry.

She tried to moisten her lips but her mouth was dry. “You didn’t kill him and that’s good. We can still talk.”

The muted sound of traffic in the distance greeted her offer. She would have preferred him to have a chat with a hollow point round, but Cappy had warned her before about things like that. She was supposed to bring them in not execute them.

Where the hell is Ken?

“Come out before you make it worse for yourself.”

She edged forward a little, trying to pierce the shadows around the Dumpster. Laughter greeted her; manic, hysterical, laughter. Seconds later, silence slammed down over the alley, shearing the hair-raising sound off mid-breath.

Chris flinched and edged back.

“I couldn’t possibly make it worse for myself,” Ryder said, his voice full of anger. “You don’t know what it’s like. You really don’t... or do you? Of course you don’t. How could you? Only someone who has been through it can know how it feels to lose everything.”

Chris swallowed shakily. How could she have been so stupid? How many times had she warned Ken never to chase a perp without backup? She had broken one of her own cardinal rules. Lady what a fool she was. She snaked a hand behind her back and pulled the Defender II from her waistband. She transferred it to her right hand before dropping the Remington into her jacket pocket.

Ryder chuckled. “You should have brought Flint with you. She and I go back a ways, did you know that? Where is she… where is your backup, Lieutenant?”

Ryder’s insane laughter battered her ears again. Sweat trickled down her spine. Her legs were shaking and her knees felt wobbly. She tried to force herself to breathe evenly. She took a careful step back, and then another. The laughter pursued her. She backed faster, keeping her boomer trained on the Dumpster where it sat trapped in the beam of her flashlight. Her heart was thudding loudly in her chest; surely it was loud enough to be heard down the alley.

The laughter ceased and a rustle of movement broke the sudden silence. She aborted her plan to flee. If she fired the instant he appeared, she might get lucky and… it was too late to plan.

“Should I show her?” Ryder muttered. “Do you think she’ll be impressed? All right then.”

Before she could think about what he had said, the thing Ryder had become came for her in a rush of speed no man or woman could match. It was huge. A four-legged and furred creature bigger by far than any dog she had ever seen. It wasn’t a dog, but neither was it a wolf. A pair of golden eyes glared at her malevolently from a wolf-like head, but its muscular body made it appear a twisted caricature—part man, part wolf. It was a creature out of nightmare, neither one thing nor the other but both. He was almost on her before her brain caught up and sent the signal to her finger.

Blaam! Blaam!

Two shots rang out and hit Ryder in the chest, but he kept coming. He was on her in less than a heartbeat. His golden eyes were fixated upon her vulnerable throat. He snarled revealing a mouth full of sharp fangs. She crashed to the ground under his weight and fired twice more into his chest.

Blaam! Blaam!

“Please don’t…” she whispered just as his huge jaws clamped down.

Pain beyond anything she had ever felt erupted in her neck and shoulder. She screamed long and hard, beating frantically on its head with her gun. The beast shook her in its massive jaws as if annoyed at her defiance, and flung her aside. She crashed into something and flopped to the ground.

Dumpster.

Still screaming at the burning agony in her wounded shoulder, she fired until her boomer clicked empty.

Blaam! Blaam! Blaam! Blaam! Click, click.

Her head rolled from side to side as she tried to focus bleary eyes on Ryder. She was in shock. She knew what it was like from past experience. Her good hand, still holding her boomer raised, shook so badly she almost dropped it. Sweat suddenly burst out all over her, but her teeth were chattering. She was hot and cold—her senses reeled.

Got to stop the bleeding… oh Lady, where is he… it?

She ignored the bleeding and fumbled one handed for her spare magazine, but her pocket was empty. It must have fallen out. She reached awkwardly for the Remington, but her fumbling fingers couldn’t seem to grasp it. She blinked sweat out of her eyes trying to see Ryder. Her flashlight lay discarded upon the ground, but its beam still faithfully illuminated the alley… and what it contained. She watched Ryder approach with a grin of fear and pain locked on her face.

“AEiiiiiiiiii!” she screamed as his jaws clamped down on her arm.

Ryder started to drag her up the alley, and she kicked him as hard as she could in the ribs with the pointed toe of her boot. He howled and raked her with his talons. Her clothes were ripped apart, and fresh agony seared through her as his claws buried themselves in her belly. She screamed and screamed as the monstrous creature went into frenzy at the smell of her blood, but such pain could not be endured forever.

Silence fell over the alley. There was no pain now, no sense of anything except floating gently upward. She stared unblinking past the golden-eyed creature as he shook her to and fro.

* * *



6 ~ Shifter

“And now closer to home,” the news anchor said with a gentle smile.

Ken watched the vid behind the bar with tired and haunted eyes. He raised his glass, threw back his head, and swallowed the bourbon with one convulsive gulp. He grimaced at the taste before slamming the glass back down on the bar.

“Hey, cut that out!”

“Another.”

“You’ve had enough, buddy,” Larry said, more kindly this time.

Ken didn’t want kindness; he wanted that night not to have happened. He wanted to sleep without nightmares, and to be able to think about his partner without seeing an alley covered in her blood. Oh Lady, he wanted to stop seeing the pathetic dying remnant of a woman he had found that night.

He slammed his hand down on the bar and removed it to reveal his badge lying there. “Another.”

“Okay, okay. You want to kill yourself, go ahead. Its not my—”

Ken gritted his teeth. “I’m not in the mood for a lecture.”

“Fine!” Larry banged a bottle down next to the badge and liquor sloshed onto the sticky bar. “Pour it yourself.”

Larry turned and stalked away in disgust.

Ken ignored Larry’s grumbling and poured a triple. He looked at it and drank it down. He coughed a little at the harshness. He wasn’t much of a drinker usually. A beer with friends normally satisfied him, but things were far from normal.

He took a handful of nuts from the bowl Larry always left out and ate them before pouring another drink. The broken-down robot that Larry refused to part with seemed to look on him with pity in its glassy eyes. The pathetic thing was so old it could hardly move from its spot behind the bar. It predated Larry’s ownership of the place, but he had refused to get a new one, insisting it was some kind of lucky charm. Besides, he was happy to tend bar himself and didn’t need help, robotic or otherwise.

Ken turned his attention back to his drinking. He needed to chase the image of Chris’ ripped and mauled body out of his head for a few hours. He squeezed his eyes shut so hard they hurt, but still he saw her.

“Ken?”

He didn’t look up from the bar. “Any news?”

Flint sat beside him. “Nothing yet. You okay?”

Ken frowned and considered the question. “No… I don’t think I am. I can’t believe that arsehole Grinely never showed up. I went round there and told him what had happened. I even offered to give him a ride to the hospital, but he said he wanted to make his own way there. I can’t believe the bastard never showed… I just can’t believe it.”

“You can’t blame him.”

“Why not? Why the hell not?” Ken asked angrily. “They’re getting married! That means something. It means you love each other no matter what happens! She loves him, Flint, she really does and that arsehole…” He took another pull on his drink. “I feel like beating the crap out of him.”

The silence stretched out.

Larry came by and Flint nodded at Ken’s choice of drink, holding two fingers up. Larry poured her a double, but he obviously disapproved. It was almost funny—a barman disapproving of his customers wanting a drink. Ken didn’t laugh though. He felt wrung out, as if all the laughter had been squeezed out of him leaving nothing but rage.

“She’ll make it.”

“Don’t!” Ken said harshly. “Just don’t, okay? I don’t want to hear how she’ll be okay. I want to see it. You don’t know how many times I’ve heard that kind of thing. Everyone says it when one of us goes down, and no one really means it.”

“I know, and I do mean it, Ken. I’ve been where you are. It’s never easy losing a partner.”

“I didn’t lose her! She was stolen... besides, she’s not gone yet.”

Flint remained wisely silent and threw back her drink in a convulsive swallow. She shuddered and gently replaced the glass on the bar. At some other time, Ken might have mentioned the inadvisability of a woman drinking so hard, but he simply copied her and raised the bottle for a refill. Flint covered her glass with a hand and shook her head when he made to replenish hers.

“I wasn’t always a Fed,” Flint said, staring at her empty glass and not bothering to check if Ken was listening. “I was a cop back east—Homicide. My partner and I were called to a scene. There were bodies all over the place. Shot in the head, in the chest, in the guts. Some hopped-up bastard had gone into the mall and just started shooting. Anyway, Jess and I caught up with him and took him down. Afterwards we helped the med techs go through the place looking for anyone still alive, and Jess found one. He’d been hit bad. I couldn’t see how he had a hope of making it.”

“A shifter?”

“We didn’t know then, but yeah. Jess sort of covered the holes in his chest with her hands so he could breathe, and waited for the techs to come, but he woke up and attacked her. Hell, it wasn’t even the poor guy’s fault. He was in a lot of pain and coming awake like that... well anyway, they executed him later of course. I feel kind of sorry about that now, but not then.”

“And your partner?”

“Jess survived the attack, but you know…” Flint shrugged. “Everything was different for her after that. About a year later she committed suicide.”

“I’m sorry.”

“So am I. We were more than just partners; it wasn’t just the job with us.”

“Yeah. Chris and me have always been tight. You probably heard about her first partner, huh?”

Flint nodded.

“John died in the line. Chris was really broken up about it, but then I got partnered with her… oh boy, was she a hard arse! She didn’t want anything to do with me. She even went to Cappy to get me reassigned, but he wasn’t having any of it. He’s been through it, so he knew what was in her head.”

“She went after the one who killed her partner?” Flint guessed.

“Stanton, yeah. She tracked that mother for months, smashing every stinking deal he made, rousting every lowlife weasel he’d ever known until no one—not even his own people—would go near him. Up ’til then he’d been a big man, one with connections, but Chris hounded him until he had no choice but to take her out. When he tried, she killed him.”

Flint’s eyes flickered. “I’ve read her file.”

“I figured. Anyway, Stanton clipped her before she took him out, and that made her cranky. Cappy put her on a desk for weeks. She would have done anything to get back to the streets… even if it meant taking Baxter for her partner!”

“He’s not that bad. He’s just misunderstood.”

Ken snorted. “If you say so.”

Flint grinned but then she sobered abruptly. “Listen Ken, you’re going to hear this sooner or later, so I’ll tell you now.”

“Tell me what?”

“The Bureau has sent another agent. I’m on my way to a meeting with him now.”

“They’re not reassigning you are they?”

Flint shook her head. “As far as I know we’ll still be working to find Ryder, but it will be a separate investigation. Captain Stokes was told this morning.”

Ken frowned. The attack on Chris might warrant a separate federal investigation. Might. She was a police officer attacked by a shifter after all, but why duplicate all the effort already put in on the case? It was a waste of resources.

“I don’t get it,” he said. “Why split up now?”

“It’s not my decision.”

Ken glared. “It sure as hell is! You can have an opinion. You could have told them it was a bad idea to split up the team.”

“You don’t understand, Ken. I can’t tell you everything, but the agent I’m to meet outranks me. He’s here to find out how and why I screwed up.”

“You didn’t screw up. If anyone did, it was me. I should have stopped her going after Ryder. I should have been there with her.”

“You mean instead of her, don’t you?”

He scowled. “I said with, I meant with.” Flint stared at him with knowing eyes and he looked away. “What are you going to tell him?”

“The truth of course. I’ll tell him I let Chris piss me off, that I let my personal feelings get in the way of my job and let her push me out of the stakeout.”

“Goddess…” he breathed in dismay. “Don’t be an idiot!”

“I am an idiot. If I’d been there, Chris wouldn’t have been hurt. I guarantee you that.”

It was his turn to stare. Flint’s face looked hard and her eyes glittered malevolently. He didn’t doubt she believed what she said, but it was crazy talk. No human could match a shifter one on one.

Flint stood. “I’ve got to go. If you need someone to talk to...”

“I’ll call.”

Flint nodded and left.

Ken poured himself another drink and returned his attention to the news report.

“…in protest for the lack of funding. Sources in the police department have indicated the situation will continue to worsen until proper legislation can be passed securing police officers the right to carry suitable ammunition for these situations. Here’s our reporter, Ed Davis, with the latest. Ed.”

The picture split to show Sue in the studio looking solemnly at a screen showing a scene miles away. Davis was standing outside a building with a crowd of people in the background holding placards and shouting.

“Thanks, Sue. As you can see behind me, the protesters are very vocal on this issue. The attack on homicide detective, Chris Humber, by an as yet unnamed lycanthrope—the sixth such attack this year—has sparked off an even bigger debate regarding preternatural creatures.”

“You said preternatural creatures,” Sue said in a staged question.

Davis nodded. “That’s right, Sue. President Mitchell used the label to describe any creature falling outside of the mundane during his speech before congress two weeks ago.”

Ken clenched a fist in anger at the thought of giving shifters even more freedom to kill and maim. It wasn’t right!

“…include magical or supernatural?”

“That’s one of the main issues, Sue. Concerns have already been raised regarding the proposed removal of such classifications as paranormal, supernatural, and magical from the Constitution. As you can hear behind me, many people are opposed to relaxing the restrictions. They’re campaigning hard to have what they call monsters put down.” Davis turned to a man standing a short distance from him. “Professor Goddard, you have been very vocal in your denouncement of the government’s handling of the situation.”

“That is correct,” Goddard said. “This government—and President Mitchell in particular—has adopted a wait and see policy that has cost lives and destroyed families. What happened to Chris Humber this week merely emphasises my point. I have stated in no uncertain terms, that these creatures are dangerous and should be tagged for the good of all. I hesitate to go further and support the suggestion of Mr. Newman, but—”

“I’m sorry, Professor,” Davis broke in, “but our audience might not be aware of Mr. Newman’s stance on the subject. Do you mean his suggestion regarding the eradication of those creatures deviating from the mundane?”

“Essentially yes. Many of President Mitchell’s preternatural creatures are beneficial to the world, but unfortunately these so-called good creatures are in the minority.”

“Give us an example.”

“Well I…” Goddard said, clearly not expecting the question. “I would class the dragons as good for instance, and of course any undead creature is by its very nature evil.”

“Why by its nature?”

“Vampires and ghouls require the living blood of their victims to survive and—”

“Yes, but by your definition Humans are evil too. Do we not require the death of animals to live?”

“It’s not the same at all! We don’t go out and attack people—”

“Some of us do just that, Professor, but I do take your point. You would advise President Mitchell to destroy these creatures then?”

Goddard grimaced. “I’m not one of Newman’s AML fanatics, Edward. I would advise the President to weed out those creatures that are inimical to us, but he will not.”

“Weed out? You mean kill them don’t you?” Davis asked, but before the Professor could answer, he hurried on. “By stating the President will not follow your advice, you are referring to his speech emphasising tolerance?”

“That and his move toward integrating them more fully into society.”

“Thank you for your thoughts, Professor.” Davis turned back to the camera. “Whatever the decision regarding these very special people, one thing remains clear. Amendment or no, they will find scant acceptance in Chris Humber’s neighbourhood. Over to you, Sue.”

“Thanks, Ed,” Sue said with a small smile. “That was Ed Davis live outside of President Mitchell’s campaign headquarters.”

Ken stood to leave. He couldn’t stomach listening to anymore of this. They should ask someone who knew what he was talking about. He could have told them what to do about shifters. Kill them all! No matter how they looked, those things weren’t human. It was time he realised that and acted accordingly.

“Hey,” Larry said. “You forgot your badge.”

He stopped and turned to look at it on the bar. It had meant something once, it had meant a lot, but now he didn’t know what to feel. He picked it up.

“Thanks Larry. I owe you one.”

“No problem.”

* * *

David Lephmann had chosen to arrive early in order to familiarise himself with the studio surroundings. Unfamiliar things always unsettled his kind. Ronnie had accompanied him, of course. She rarely left his side. Lawrence had opted to wait in the car. The studio lights and unfamiliar scents of camera crew and stagehands would have driven him buggy. They had certainly affected David that way at first.

“Take off your shirt, please,” the sound tech said in a breathy voice.

He gritted his teeth. She was a seeker. The way she looked at him with her too bright eyes and flushed cheeks shouted it. Ronnie rolled her eyes at him in amusement. It might have been funny to her, but to him it was an intrusion he did not need. It made him wish for Lawrence’s presence. Another male might have lured the silly bitch away from him.

Under the burning eyes of the sound tech, he took off his shirt and let her wire him for the microphone, which she did with lots of accidental caresses. She stroked his back with the backs of her fingers as she tucked the relay into the waistband of his trousers, and then she laid hands on him while he put his shirt back on over the wires.

“I have to make sure they don’t show,” she said, breathing on him.

He snarled inside, but outwardly he was calm, calm, calm. He didn’t need any more bad publicity. Not today of all days.

Sound tech found murdered in studio. Police baffled.

He didn’t quite snort at his imaginary headline. He buttoned buttons as fast as he could. “I’m sure it will be fine.”

“You wouldn’t want me to lose my job would you?”

Would he!

“Of course not,” he said, allowing her caress. “Why don’t you use magic for all this?”

“We do most times, but I thought the mundane equipment would make a nice change.”

He gritted his teeth in anger. Equipment of a magical nature did not use wires, so of course she wanted to use a mundane microphone. He felt like ripping her head off for that. Ronnie edged the technician aside and helped David with his tie and jacket. The disgruntled tech stalked away, only to be replaced a second or so later with the makeup artist. A tall man, he easily topped David by six inches. He wore a bright orange silk shirt with lace at collars and cuffs. The style—popular among college students—didn’t suit his pale complexion at all. Not wanting to hurt his feelings, David refrained from telling him.

“Hello there,” the makeup artist said, offering a limp hand to shake. “Swen’s the name.”

“David.” He shook hands and indicated Ronnie. “May I introduce my good friend and assistant Ronnie Burdett?”

“Charmed I’m sure,” Swen said, squeezing Ronnie’s hand briefly. “They sent me over to fix your face, David, but there isn’t much time… quick, grab that seat before someone else does!”

Ronnie grabbed the chair and Swen pushed David down into it.

“They never give me enough time,” Swen muttered as he rummaged in the box at his feet. Similar to a mechanic’s toolbox, it contained all his powders, paints, and brushes. “I’m an artist by the Goddess. It’s intolerable the way they treat me. No mirrors, no lights…”

David sat silently through the muttering. Swen finally found what he wanted and went to work. Creams and powders came and went. David tried hard not to let his agitation boil over. He hated the feel of the brush on his face, and the nauseating smell of the products Swen chose to use threatened to make him heave. He suffered in silence.

“There we are.” Swen stepped back. “We can’t have you all shiny-nosed can we?”

“No,” David growled. He softened that, “thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Just wait until I tell my boyfriend I did a shifter. He’ll just die!”

No doubt.

David waited for the commercial break and quickly took his place. He grimaced as he sat next to Susan. His seat was still warm.

“Everything all right?” Sue asked, noticing his expression.

“Fine.”

“There’s no need to be nervous. Just take your queues from me and answer my questions. I’m sure you’ll do a great job.”

David nodded, letting her condescension go. He settled himself comfortably and watched the clock cycle toward zero. Ronnie stood in the shadows behind camera three and smiled at him. He could smell her pleasant earthy scent even from here despite being assaulted by dozens of others in the studio. It was something familiar amidst the strangeness. It calmed him having one of his own kind nearby, especially a bitch.

He noted the many differing reactions his presence provoked. The cameramen smelled of boredom and sweat, the stagehands smelled of sweat and fear—they knew what he was. Sue smelled of frilly things and flowers. The combination was particularly off-putting—like being trapped in a whore’s boudoir. Rancid meat would have been preferable.

The clock reached zero.

“Welcome back,” Sue said, smiling professionally for the cameras. “In the studio today we have someone intimately familiar with the issue regarding preternatural creatures. David Lephmann, President of NSPCL and a self-confessed lycanthrope. Welcome to the show.”

“Thank you, Sue. It’s good to be here,” he said then smiled. If his ease surprised her, Sue gave no sign of it. Even her scent remained unchanged; sickening, but unchanged.

“Why don’t we start with an explanation of what the NSPCL is and what it does.”

He nodded. “Very simply, it stands for the National Society for the Preservation and Conservation of Lycanthropes, and what it does is provide support and help for lycanthropes of all types.”

“I see. So your organisation helps werewolves—”

“Not just wolves, Sue. Any werecreature can expect our full support and help.”

“I see,” Sue said with a smile a little less warm for his interruption. “Your organisation doesn’t welcome other preternatural creatures then?”

“Not specifically, but we will help on occasion if the situation warrants it. We do—as I’m sure you’re aware, Sue—have close ties with other organisations whose members are classified as being beyond the mundane.”

Sue glanced at her notes. “Now that we have some background, perhaps you would care to comment on the current debate.”

“Certainly. In my opinion, this debate on whether to legislate against people different from the majority is reprehensible. It’s tantamount to genocide.”

“Harsh words—”

“Death is a harsh reality we all must face. Organisations such as the Anti Monster League would imprison my people in death camps to be exterminated.”

Sue’s eyes widened and darted uncertainly to her producer. He nodded enthusiastically and signalled her to continue. “There has been no suggestion of that, Mr. Lephmann.”

“Professor Goddard suggested it less than an hour ago live on this very programme. We are people like any other. Some of us are kind and decent; others are less kind—just like people everywhere. President Mitchell’s proposed amendments are a huge step forward for anyone believing in justice and equality.”

“I can see how the amendments would please your people, Mr. Lephmann, but what of Techtron? What does any corporation have to gain from backing the Amendment Lobby?”

David hesitated. Sue had deviated from the teleprompter without warning. He had been half-expecting something to go wrong, but not this.

“I’m here today representing the NSPCL, not Techtron.”

“But isn’t it true that you’re also Techtron’s CEO as well as spokesman for the Amendment Lobby?”

“Yes of course, but—”

“You wear so many hats, Mr. Lephmann. Isn’t there a conflict of interest inherent in representing so many diverse organisations?”

David smiled. “Not at all, Sue. Their interests coincide. The Amendment Lobby is composed of various non-human groups; each having their own needs and desires, but paramount among these is the aim of securing equal rights. Currently they cannot vote, they cannot hold public office, they are excluded from venues and businesses of all kinds—places their human counterparts may enter freely. As a result, their ability to earn a decent living and pay their taxes is compromised—”

“And Techtron wants to help them out of the goodness of its heart,” Sue said abruptly, interrupting David before he could take over her interview and use it to promote the Amendment Lobby’s agenda.

David quickly changed tack. “Techtron is a multi-billion dollar corporation. I very much doubt your viewers would believe me if I said its involvement was altruistic.” Leaning back, he interlocked his fingers and smiled. “No, Sue, as always Techtron’s investors want a good return on their investment. Higher returns require higher profits. That is the plain truth of the matter. Techtron’s board of directors believe that expanding our policy of hiring non-humans would greatly decrease our overhead.”

“Cheap labour you mean.”

“That’s harsh, Sue, and too simplistic. Mr. Newman and others might dispute me in this, but non-humans are physically superior to humans—”

Sue’s eyes gleamed with a predatory light. “You call yourself superior? A strange thing to say considering your platform is based upon equality.”

David forced himself to chuckle. It was a struggle not to get angry, but then it was always that way for his kind. “You misunderstand. What I said was that non-humans are physically superior to humans. They are generally stronger and have greater stamina, so they can work harder for longer periods.”

“Working harder for longer argues for, not against, my point, Mr. Lephmann.”

“Techtron’s salaries are significantly higher than those of our nearest competitors, Sue. Unlike other companies, our pay grades are based upon an employee’s ability not his species. Were it otherwise, your roundabout accusation that Techtron is enslaving people and forcing them to work might apply. It doesn’t.”

“What of the guilds?”

“Techtron does not discourage guild membership. Our employees are free to make their own choices.”

“You don’t discourage it, but neither do you encourage it.”

David smiled. That was true, but the guilds had not ceased trying to force him to make guild membership a condition of employment at Techtron. There was no possibility of that. A growing number of employees were non-human and therefore unable to join one.

“No that’s true… was that a question?”

Sue shook her head slightly. “An observation. I doubt you’re making many friends among the guilds with your experiment, Mr. Lephmann.”

He shrugged before he could stop the movement and cursed silently. He didn’t want to appear uncaring. “Non-human integration into our workforce is not an experiment, Sue. It’s policy. As for the guilds, they do not accept non-human members. Although I would welcome a change in their stance, I don’t see that happening soon. So no, you’re right; I have no friends among them. Guild cooperation aside, hiring non-humans has proven very profitable for us. Techtron’s current share price is a reflection of that. Other companies have taken a keen interest in what we are doing, and some—particularly those in the security industry—are following suit.”

Sue smiled and inclined her head slightly, acknowledging his victory. “Let’s turn our attention to the current situation—a non-human serial killer loose in the city. What have you to say regarding Professor Goddard’s words earlier today?”

Sue had finally returned to the list of questions Channel 5 had supplied to David when they asked him to appear on the show. He breathed a silent sigh of relief and turned his thoughts back to the answers he had prepared. 

“Unfortunately, Ian Goddard and organisations such as AML will see those like me dead by the millions.”

“Why?”

“A minority of my people have foolishly abused society’s trust, and as a result AML has gained ground in its vendetta against non-humans. For years now, Mr. Newman has been recruiting men and women from all walks of life with a single purpose in mind—eradicating people like me.” David stared into the camera’s lens, and it obligingly zoomed in upon his face. “Please, please… don’t let it happen.”

“And on that note, here’s a word from our sponsor,” Sue said with a pleasant smile.

The commercial came on.

* * *

Chris awoke feeling rested and alert. Not a bad thing, but for her it was unusual. She often joked that she could hibernate like a bear, never waking despite noise, and found early mornings a trial. This morning was different somehow. She felt hyper-alert and full of beans. She could hardly wait to get onto the streets and start catching bad guys.

She was about to climb out of bed and get dressed when everything began to go wrong. There was a needle in her arm. She stared at it in surprise. There was a clear plastic tube attached to the needle, feeding a colourless liquid into her arm.

IV?

She followed the tube up to a stand holding a bag full of clear liquid next to the bed. She looked around the room. It was bright and cheerful but sterile. There was nothing to help her with why she was here, but she had visited enough victims in hospital to recognise a private room.

“Shit,” she whispered. What was she doing here, why couldn’t she remember?

A pulse-monitoring sensor clamped her index finger and more wires disappeared under the covers. She took a peek expecting nasty injuries, but everything seemed fine. She inventoried her room again, looking for something that would explain her presence, but she found nothing to help her. It was a hospital room like any other. She was thinking about seeking an explanation outside when the door opened to admit two people she knew from work.

“Hi guys, looking for me?” she asked cheerfully. She could finally get some answers. Her smile slipped when the gloom on their faces registered. “What?”

“We have a few questions, Chris,” Jimmy said for both of them. Baxter stayed quiet, looking uncomfortable.

“Shoot.”

“What happened that night?” Baxter asked gruffly.

At least he’s his usual charming self.

“Which night?”

“Don’t mess me around. I’m not in the mood for your mouth. Give me what I need.”

Normally she would have busted his chops for that, but she was in a good mood. She felt so full of energy she was surprised it wasn’t crackling over her skin. Whatever the IV contained, she wanted the recipe!

“Be nice, Dave. I don’t know which night you mean. And while we’re on the subject of what I don’t know; why am I in hospital?”

Baxter’s face darkened, but Jimmy stepped into the breach—figuratively speaking. He remained near the door as if unwilling to come too close.

“Ease up, Dave. She doesn’t know. Like the Doc said—”

Chris fiddled with the pulse sensor as she studied their faces. Something smelled off. They were acting strangely, standoffish, and instead of asking how she was feeling like friends were supposed to do when visiting someone in hospital, they wanted to interrogate her.

“What don’t I know? What’s going on?”

“That right?” Baxter asked, ignoring her question. “You don’t remember?”

“Remember what dammit? You know why I’m in here. So tell me.”

“Can’t do it, Chris,” Jimmy said. “Orders.”

“Orders? Cappy said—”

“Not him, the Doc.”

“The Doctors said not to tell me? I feel okay, no broken bones, no holes, what gives?”

“We’re wasting time,” Baxter said tightly. “Your case is big news; Cappy is under pressure to wrap it up quick. That means he’s ragging my arse. I don’t like that.”

“I’m a case?” she said, frantically trying to remember something that would shed light on her case. That she was a case worried her. What was it about?

“If she says she doesn’t remember, then she doesn’t,” Jimmy said to Baxter. “We should be looking at the scene and talking to the witnesses. We might learn something that will lead us to Ryder.”

Ryder?

“What scene, where is—”

“The hell we will,” Baxter said ignoring her. He was acting as if she didn’t exist, or didn’t matter. Maybe both. “This case is deader than a vamp.” He stormed out the door without a backward look.

Jimmy smiled sadly. “Don’t think too badly of him, Chris. It’s hard for him seeing you like this. For me too. The Doc said you wouldn’t remember anything, but Cappy insisted we ask in case he was wrong.” He shrugged uncomfortably. “See you around, Chris. I wish… sorry about… sorry.”

Jimmy left.

“Sorry for what?” Chris said to the empty room.

She threw back the covers and examined herself more thoroughly, but she found nothing wrong. Under her gown she was butt-naked, but that didn’t matter, what did was the sight of her body free of damage.

Chris blushed as another man entered her room without knocking. What is this, Grand Central Station?

“Lieutenant Humber?” the man asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

She hurriedly pulled the covers up to her chin. “Yes…” she said, finally noticing the white coat. “Doctor…?” She felt better knowing he was a Doc. He had probably seen worse hundreds of times.

“Brauer.”

“Am I dying or something, Doctor Brauer?”

His jaw dropped. “No of course not.”

“If I’m not dying, Doc, why are you standing over there like you’re waiting to sign the death certificate?”

He grinned and took a step forward, but then he stopped again as if realising he was doing something he shouldn’t. “Do I really look like that?”

“You really do.”

“You’ve seen it I suppose.”

“Too many times. Come in, take the load off,” she said patting the bed.

“I can’t do that I’m afraid.”

“No? Why not?”

Brauer looked around the room for inspiration. Chris watched him and tried to figure out what he was thinking. She couldn’t begin to guess.

“What’s the last thing you remember, Lieutenant?”

“Call me Chris, Doc. Everyone does.”

“The last thing?” he asked intently.

What was his problem? “The last thing? I was... running?”

“Were you?”

She frowned. She couldn’t recall why she was here. She was uninjured—she wasn’t hurt in any way that she could detect. She concentrated, trying to bring something forward. Nothing came to her but the smell of her own sweat—no, it was Brauer’s. She could tell the difference. He was terrified of her.

“Why are you sweating, Doc?”

“It’s hot.”

“No.” It was comfortable, just right in fact.

“Do you remember what happened?”

Did she? She said earlier that she remembered running. Was that right? “I was… chasing someone?”

He nodded.

“A perp?”

“Yes.”

“Did I catch him?”

“Did you?”

“Cut the bull, Doc!” she said, suddenly furious at his evasions.

Brauer backed up and pressed himself against the door. “He caught you.”

The anger fled as fast as it had come. “Oh.”

That made sense now that she thought about it. She was the one in the hospital not the perp. Jimmy had mentioned someone named Ryder, but she didn’t know that name. Why couldn’t she remember?

“He shoot me, or what?”

Brauer licked his lips. Fear rolled off him in waves almost smothering her. Goddess! What in the nine hells was going on?

“He nearly killed you.”

“Did he?” she asked as calm as could be.

The relief she felt at still being alive was overwhelming in its intensity. Energy crackled through her—life itself, vitality—call it what she would. She was alive, and boy did her body know it; she felt horny as hell.

“How long ago?”

That fazed him. “What?”

“How long ago was I injured?”

Brauer’s eyes darkened. “They brought you in three nights ago.”

“No.” That couldn’t be right. She would still have bandages and nasty bullet holes.

“I assure you—”

“What about my injuries?”

“What about them?” he asked warily.

“Where the hell are they?” The fear smell intensified and with it her own fear. “Spit it out, I can take it.”

Brauer hesitated and she thought he might leave, but he stopped himself with only a half step to give him away. “You were attacked by a shifter.”

Lord and Lady not that… please no!

She stared at him and kept staring. A shifter. A shifter had attacked her, but that didn’t mean… did it?

“Did you hear me?”

“I heard you, Doc. You said I nearly died. I’ve got it, haven’t I?”

“We believe so,” Brauer said solemnly.

Chris nodded. No wonder he was frightened. A shifter had attacked her. A shifter. Oh, Goddess let this not be happening. She would wake up and find it was all a nightmare. She squeezed her eyes shut, but when she opened them, Brauer was still there watching her.

“My partner, he’s dead isn’t he?”

Brauer shook his head. “He’s fine, he wasn’t with you.”

She blinked hardly able to understand him. Ken hadn’t been with her. Why not? Where the hell was he when that animal destroyed her life? Where was he when… She took a deep shuddering breath, and let it out, another and she felt calm slowly returning.

“When can I get out of here?”

“It’s not that easy. We have you on fluoperazine-triphosphate. It’s the only thing we have to suppress the change, but you can’t stay on it forever.”

“Tranquilliser,” she said, recognising part of the name.

No wonder she felt so calm. She knew quite a bit about drugs. She saw all kinds of weirdness on the streets. Drug abuse was one of the least weird. The IV made it so she could take anything, even the news that she was screwed for life. If it weren’t for the needle in her arm, she would smash everything in sight. She wasn’t sure that she could stop herself if she got started.

“Same group as major tranquillisers,” Brauer agreed not noticing her introspection. “Fluoperazine-triphosphate only has the one use. It’s a dangerous drug for a couple of reasons, but so are…”

Shifters. So are shifters. That’s what he had been going to say. She fiddled with the IV making Brauer nervous. She considered ripping it out and letting her anger take her. It would be so easy to let it go.

Do it.

She almost jumped out of her skin. Pull out the needle and do what, change into a poodle? It would be just her luck. A werepoodle! She laughed. She laughed so hard it hurt, and then she laughed some more. Brauer bolted. The door slammed shut behind him. That made her laugh harder than ever. She didn’t notice when the laughter turned to tears. She sobbed her heart out and then—then the rage came. Pure rage. Hot fury. A shifter had turned her into an animal. She had to find him, so she could turn him into dog meat.

Poodle meat.

She screamed in laughter.

 * * *



7 ~ An Offer

“And that’s all for this week. I’m Susan Ash.”

“And I’m Pete Travin.”

They held the smiles for the camera. After a count of three, they both relaxed and let their shoulders slump. They were off the air. They dropped the smiles and gathered up a few items, notes mostly, and left the set. Camera operators finished up and the stagehands moved in to arrange the set for a different show due to air live in the morning.

As the first lycanthrope to come on the show, David had felt an obligation to remain on hand, but he hadn’t been needed. Susan came to join him and he put on his professional smile for her.

“David,” she said hesitantly. “I’m glad you waited. Are you busy tonight?”

Not another seeker! Goddess, they made him want to gag. How many really wanted him, really wanted what he could give them? None. They wanted the sense of danger. They wanted to be able to shock their friends and tell dirty stories about how they had screwed a shifter in the Change. If it ever happened, they would be in no condition to talk—or breathe for that matter.

“Dearest Susan, I dare not go with you. How should I control myself? With one such as you, I would have no chance.”

Wasn’t that the truth! He would rather kill her than take her to his bed, but she took his words the way he had intended.

Susan blushed. “I understand, David. It’s for the best we not get involved.”

David watched her go and allowed the smile to slip.

“That was well done.”

He pivoted on the spot, warily watching Geoffrey approach. “I don’t kiss on first dates.”

“You don’t date,” Geoffrey said, still smiling.

“Your point?”

“Just an observation.”

“The hell it was.”

Geoffrey laughed. “You know, even I’m surprised at how far you’ve managed to go.”

“You shouldn’t be. You know me better than most.”

“True. Are you going to take her under your wing like you did me?”

“Who, Susan?”

Geoffrey’s eyes glittered. His power rolled off him and over everyone nearby. The stagehands rubbed their arms as short hairs stood to attention.

David narrowed his eyes and refused to be moved. “Stop it.”

“Stop what?”

“I can still stop you, Geoffrey. Don’t make me. Please, not here.”

“I don’t—”

He released his own Presence—the powerful essence of a pack alpha. Geoffrey’s eyes widened at the sudden rush and he stepped back. He bared his teeth in a silent snarl of anger and lashed out. David blinked in surprise at the strength of the push.

“Don’t, Geoffrey. Don’t push.”

“You don’t own me, David.”

David glanced around to see if anyone had noticed what was happening, but so far they hadn’t done more than rub chilled arms.

“Please. I don’t want to do this. Not here.”

“Shame,” Geoffrey said, and allowed his power to roar out.

David stood in the centre of the storm. His skin crawled as if a million invisible ants ran over him. Geoffrey’s scent suddenly flowed everywhere around him. He gasped and panted as if unable to get enough air—he was drowning in Geoffrey’s Presence. Mist—his beast—stirred. They were under attack… under attack by an alpha male younger and weaker than they were. That’s all Mist knew or cared about. David was suddenly under siege from within as well as without. Muscles writhed and burned as Mist tried to trigger the Change, tried to claw his way to freedom. David dared not let him out, he dare not. Not here.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, and slammed Geoffrey with everything in him.

Geoffrey staggered back and crumpled to one knee. What he felt David could only guess. Alpha he might be, but Geoffrey was still the weaker. The attack had felt like drowning to David, but to Geoffrey? By the look on his face, it felt like being burned alive. The muscles of Geoffrey’s neck corded as he writhed in pain. He screamed in silence, he had no air with which to voice his pain.

Afraid someone would see, David reined in his power and stepped forward to help Geoffrey up, but he needn’t have worried. The stagehands had already found other places to be. None would know why, but at times like these, a Human’s subconscious knew elsewhere was a fine place to be. It would instinctively take them there.

“Are you all right?”

“Don’t touch me!” Geoffrey gasped, still shuddering violently.

“I’m not touching you, all right?”

Geoffrey forced himself unsteadily back to his feet. He pulled his Presence in so tight, he could have passed for human before an entire pack.

“I’m sorry. I can’t let you hurt what I’m trying to do here.”

Geoffrey wiped sweat from his face with a shaking hand. “We’re not human. When will you admit we can’t live like them?”

“I know we’re not, but does that mean we have to live like animals?”

Geoffrey shook his head wearily. He stood quietly with his hands tucked into his armpits and hugged himself—radiating hurt.

“Come on,” David said trying to sound cheerful. “You’re here now. You might as well join us.”

“Where are we going?”

“Like you said before, I have a broken wing to mend.”

Geoffrey fell into step beside David. “The hospital?”

“You said it yourself. I have to take her under my wing.”

“Goddess…” Geoffrey breathed in sympathy for the Society’s newest recruit. They stepped out of the studio together and made their way to the car. “Do you know who did it?”

“Not yet, but I will.”

Geoffrey thought about that for a minute.

The others were waiting for them in the car. David didn’t know how Geoffrey had come to be at the studio, but it didn’t matter. He could send someone to pick up his car—if car there was.

David climbed into the back but Geoffrey hesitated. He leaned head and shoulders inside. “You don’t know who. Do you know what?”

“No.”

“Goddess…” Geoffrey breathed and sat opposite David behind the driver. “Let me do it.”

“Not like you are.”

“I’m fine.”

David stared at him in silence. Ronnie started the car and pulled out of the station’s parking lot.

“All right,” Geoffrey said. “I’m not fine, but I can handle one little girl.”

“We can handle one little girl. You I don’t know about.”

Geoffrey opened his mouth to protest, but then he thought better of it. He was learning.

Traffic was heavy. A shooting outside a car dealership caused the traffic to back up when rubberneckers slowed their vehicles to gawk at the victims and blood splashed over the sidewalk. Ronnie played a beat on the steering wheel impatiently. The scent of blood was heavy in the air, and it was having its effect on all of them, but she kept herself under control. That was good. Her furry side couldn’t drive.

David snorted as he imagined Callia sitting up front with her tongue hanging out grinning at passers-by. Geoffrey’s puzzled face darkened in anger.

“Don’t be so touchy, Geoffrey. Not every smile or thought I have is about you.”

“No?”

“I was thinking that Ronnie is remaining remarkably calm, and that it was a good thing because Callia can’t drive. Satisfied?”

“Oh… sorry.”

“Try not to be so sensitive. I know it can be hard sometimes.”

Geoffrey lapsed into silence.

“Hey, Boss,” Lawrence said from his place next to Ronnie. “The Prof came on pretty strong didn’t he?”

“You saw the broadcast?”

“Yeah. You want me to pay him a visit?”

“Absolutely not!” David cried in alarm. “I want you to put the word out that he’s off limits. No one is to go near him. We can’t afford being branded as out of control animals, especially not now.”

“We already are,” Geoffrey said sullenly.

He ignored that. “We have to keep everything quiet. Whoever did the cop will answer to me for it, but not in public, and certainly not anywhere that might jeopardise the coming vote on the amendments.”

“You don’t really think it will matter do you?” Geoffrey asked. “Humans see what they want to see.”

“I know that, but this will give us rights we can build on. Besides, we aren’t the only ones involved. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to piss off the elves.”

“Yeah,” Ronnie said. “And what about them little guys?”

“Dwarves don’t care one way or the other as long as they’re left alone,” David said, “but what about Stephen? The vamps love President Mitchell, and he’s backing the changes. Under the new laws, slaying a vampire would be murder.”

“I knew this country was messed up,” Ronnie said with a grin.

David stared out the window as they passed the crime scene, not really seeing the blood, but his beast saw it all right. He could almost taste it.

“Put some music on, would you?”

Ronnie nodded and music filled the car. David listened intently and Mist subsided. It always worked for him. In his case, music really did soothe the savage beast. He watched the city rolling by and concentrated on feeling the peace flowing from the speakers.

Mercy Hospital hadn’t changed much from his time here except in one respect. Not many hospitals had an army of reporters encamped at its doors. Uniformed police made an ominous sight in their all-black uniforms and body armour. They were here to keep order, and for a wonder, they seemed to be doing their jobs. With their hands casually hanging beside their weapons, and their heads constantly in motion looking for threat, the officers surveyed the crowds with anonymous faces safely hidden behind visored helmets. The crowds knew to keep their distance. No one wanted to feel the pain an expertly handled shock-lance could inflict. A reporter would be foolhardy indeed to cause trouble here.

David looked upon the police as unavoidable obstacles, but it was hard sometimes. All he could reasonably expect to do was work around them. Working with them had proven impossible. How many times had he attended funerals knowing the police had made the funeral necessary? How many times had he been on the receiving end of those shock-lances so casually carried on hips?

“What a circus,” Lawrence said as they climbed out of the car.

“Everyone keeps their temper in check. No excuses,” David warned. “I don’t want to see one hair of your furry sides where that lot can see.”

They all knew what was at stake and didn’t argue. Not even Geoffrey. The four of them walked through the army of reporters without stopping. Questions were shouted; some David would like to have answered, but not today. The new recruit was more important than satisfying a journalist’s curiosity. The police stilled their survey of the crowd the instant they recognised what had come calling. David could feel their intense stares. It was a relief when all they did was watch them enter the hospital.

The security checkpoint came and went without difficulty. Security knew him and Lawrence. They visited often—too often. David nodded to Bill behind the desk, but he wasn’t surprised when he received a blank-eyed stare in return. Bill was a friend to the Society, but expecting him to admit it where others could see was unrealistic.

They proceeded toward Isolation. They need not ask the way. Indeed, all but Ronnie was born again in this hospital. Born again furry. Better than saying ripped to shreds and awakening whole, David had always thought.

Coming to the hospital always brought back the memory of his attack. A bitch—a female shifter—had attacked him one night and changed his life forever. He awoke in hospital feeling rather horny a few days later. His beast caused it of course, but he did not know that then. Andrew explained that he had been reborn a new man that night. Even then, David knew his friend was wrong. He wasn’t a new man. He wasn’t a man at all anymore. He was a disease—a very infectious and dangerous disease. He had tried to regain his old life after the attack, but he was destined to fail. Luckily, fate took a hand when he found Ronnie. She showed him what he could do, what he was, and a new life had unfolded before him. He didn’t miss his old one—much.

At the enquiries desk he asked for Doctor Brauer.

“I’ll page him for you, sir.”

“Thank you,” he said and wandered over to the drinks machine. He bought himself and the others bottled water. None of them could stand the excuse for coffee these machines provided.

“Brauer again. You’d think he’d get tired of this line of work,” Geoffrey said, and sipped water from his bottle.

“Hmmm.” David smiled. “You know, I think he might secretly be a seeker.”

Lawrence shook his head at the thought. “No way is Brauer a thrill-seeker. He just likes hopeless causes.”

Geoffrey nodded up the corridor. “Talk of the devil.”

“Good to see you again, David,” Brauer said, hurrying to meet them with his hand outstretched.

David shook and made introductions. “You know Geoffrey and Lawrence of course. This is Ronnie. I’ve mentioned her, but I don’t think you two have met.”

Brauer stared. “I would remember.”

“Andrew?” David said with a small smile. Ronnie affected most men like that.

“Oh yes, sorry. You’ve come for Chris.”

“You did call me.”

“I know, but I think I made a mistake with her.”

“How so?”

“I told her what happened,” Brauer said. He looked down trying to avoid David’s eyes.

David glared hotly. Damn him! How could he be so stupid? He was supposed to leave things to them.

“I see. How did she take it?”

“She laughed.”

“Laughed?”

“Hysterically,” Brauer said.

That was a new one on David. Anger was common, rage of course followed. Despair always came last of all, but he had never heard of hilarity being part of the process.

“Can we see her?”

Brauer nodded. “I need your word you’ll not hurt her.”

“You have it of course. She’s one of us now. We look after our own.”

“She might not see it that way.”

“Has she said anything?”

“Not in so many words. It’s a feeling. She won’t let this slide.”

Of course she wouldn’t. None of his people had let their attacker escape punishment. Making a new shifter was criminal. None of his pack would make a new recruit. It was a rule.

“Shall we?” David said.

“You want me inside?”

“It would be best, Andrew. She knows your face.”

“All right,” Brauer said. “She’s in five.”

Brauer led the way. David and Geoffrey entered right behind him leaving Ronnie and Lawrence to bring up the rear. Once inside, Ronnie held the door in case Chris bolted, and Lawrence covered the window.

“—to see you,” Brauer was saying. “They’re here to help.”

“Get out,” Chris said harshly.

“I think you—”

“Let me introduce myself, Andrew,” David said, stepping forward. “Perhaps she will see reason.”

“Very well,” Brauer said and moved aside.

“Who the hell are you?” Chris snarled.

“David Lephmann. I’m president of NSPCL. This is Geoffrey, that’s Ronnie, and my big friend by the window is Lawrence.”

“I know you,” Chris said with narrowed eyes. “Where do I know you from?”

“As I said, I’m head of NSPCL. You must have seen my picture in the papers. I’m here to help you.”

“I don’t need help.”

“Yes you do. That crap in your arm won’t save you forever. You have to confront it and learn to control it.”

“If I don’t?”

“Then it will control you.”

Chris glared. “Nothing controls me. Not even my captain.”

“It will. I want you to come with us for a short while.”

“Where?”

“A place we call Sanctuary. You need to learn some things quickly before you mess up your life for good.”

Chris laughed bitterly. “You don’t think its already messed up?”

“Not yet. The old Chris is dead; she died in a dirty alley. The new one is like a blank page. It’s time to start a new chapter.”

“Very poetic,” she sneered. “I’m not going anywhere with shifters. One of you did this to me. Infected me. When I find him I’ll—”

“We know what you will do,” he said hastily. “We’ve all been through it. Doctor Brauer, however, is not one of us. He doesn’t need to hear the details—Lieutenant.”

Chris’ face blanked; all emotion had fled. It would have been unnerving if he hadn’t seen it on so many of his people’s faces.

“What does she say?”

“What?”

He smiled encouragement. “Your beast. What does she say?”

Chris looked uneasy. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

“Yes you do. Your beast speaks to you in the silence of your mind.”

He smiled remembering his own shock when Mist first spoke to him. He had believed he was going mad at first, but then he realised it was too late for that. The duality was part of being a shifter. None of his people were sane by human standards.

“You will hear her better after the first Change.”

“You’re crazy,” Chris whispered then screamed, “You’re crazy!”

“We all are,” Geoffrey said happily.

“Get them out of here!”

Brauer hesitated but then shook his head. “I’m sorry. You really do need David’s help. Really.”

“I don’t want you and don’t need you,” Chris snarled. “Get out!”

David shook his head. “Andrew, if you would leave us?”

Brauer looked startled and uncertain. “I… yes, yes of course.” He hurriedly left the room.

The moment the door closed behind him, everyone turned to study Chris intently. She shifted uncomfortably under their eyes, knuckles whitening as her grip upon the bed covers tightened.

David smiled. “Do you feel horny?”

“What?” Chris yelped.

“It’s a simple question,” he said, fighting not to laugh. “Don’t worry that I want to jump your bones. Just answer the question. Do you feel horny?”

“No.

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not—”

“Chris…” he sighed deeply, “have you had no training? No of course you haven’t, the police are very lax on the subject aren’t they?”

Chris’ eyes narrowed at the slight. “What subject?”

“Non-humans of course. Take my word that I can smell a lie as well as I can smell your current condition. Do you need help dressing? Ronnie will help you.”

“I don’t need help. I need to…”

“Go on.”

“I’m not injured. More magic?”

He knew what she had been going to say. She needed to hunt down the one responsible. He sympathised with her, but she needed to learn a few things before she would be fit to walk the streets.

“In a way,” he said answering her question. “It’s not magic such as the elder races or the Council uses. It’s part of you—part of what you are now. Think of it as a talent we all possess.”

“I don’t want it, any of it!”

He waited for her to calm down. New recruits all went through this stage. He ought to force her to come with him, but that sort of thing was always distasteful to him, no matter how necessary it had proven to be on occasion. If asked, Ronnie and the others would urge him to take Chris in hand here and now, but he didn’t want to do that. She would resist if he forced her.

“I’m not going with you,” Chris said, giving in to her fantasy that nothing would change. “I have a life and a job that means something to me. I’m not going with you.”

David shook his head slowly. She was in denial. That happened a lot in the beginning, but he had hoped for a different outcome for her. She had made the wrong decision, but his choices were clear; force her to come with him now and make another enemy, or wait and hope that she would come to him before it was too late.

“I can’t make you,” he said, abruptly making the decision to wait. Geoffrey fidgeted, knowing he was lying.

“You’re damn right you can’t!” Chris said hotly.

“But I do urge you to reconsider.” He stepped up to her bedside and offered his card. “Keep this. When you realise what you are and what it means, call this number day or night.”

She stared at the card for a long moment then took it. She was careful not to touch his hand. “That’s it? No advice?”

“My advice is to come with me now, but you won’t take it. Will you?”

“No.”

David turned away and opened the door. “Take care,” he said over his shoulder and walked out as if the matter was of no consequence. It was hard, but he kept walking.

* * *

“Take care.”

Chris watched the others file out after Lephmann, but the woman stopped by the door.

“When it gets unbearable, remember us. We’ve all been through it.”

“What?”

The woman walked out.

Chris lay quietly looking at the card. It was a simple thing, plain white with an acronym and link number in gold text. “NSPCL.”

She looked around and located the buzzer. A single button press and a short wait later she was questioning Doctor Brauer.

“I can leave?”

Brauer nodded. “Apart from lycanthropy, there’s nothing wrong with you.”

“Nice touch,” she said bitterly.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound unfeeling, but a case like yours… well, there’s very little we can do.”

“Lycanthropy—it’s incurable right?”

“I’m afraid so. Research has come up dry on the subject. Gene therapy, drugs, magic... nothing works. There’s nothing to treat you see.”

“Nothing at all?”

“Healing spells used on shifters always fail. It’s as if—according to your body at least—there’s nothing wrong with you. I’m sorry, but you’re just not human any longer.” He shuffled his feet awkwardly, but then he brightened. “I can tell you one piece of good news—you’re one hundred percent fit. That’s easy for me. Lycanthropes are always a hundred percent fit—sometimes more.”

Brauer’s attempt at humour passed her by. She tried to take in her situation, but the monstrousness of it overwhelmed her. No longer human; just like that she was one of the monsters. How can something as fundamental as her humanity be gone? She couldn’t think. She couldn’t decide what to do.

“The IV?” she asked, finally fixating on something physical.

“I’ll remove it for you.”

“No, I meant the stuff stops the change.”

Brauer nodded. “It’s a short term thing.”

“I’ll need some to take with me.”

“No.”

“No?” If the stuff in the IV hadn’t stopped her, she would have shouted the question. “What the hell do you mean no?”

“No, you can’t have any. I’m sorry, but you’ve been on it for three nights and days. Your metabolism processes it very fast and your tolerance for it has already risen. It will seem to lose potency. After a week of constant use, it will have no effect. I can’t waste the little I have here.”

She didn’t know what to do. If she couldn’t rely upon drugs to keep her sane, what could she rely on? All she knew about shifters was what she had learned on the street. Keeping them calm was key and not getting too close when questioning them. If she had to arrest one, she always called backup, but how did any of that help her now?

“What do I do, what can I expect?”

“Didn’t David say?”

“I didn’t give him time.” She wished now that she’d asked more questions.

“Oh.” Brauer shifted uncomfortably. “I always call him when I get—”

“A shifter?”

“I was going to say a case like this, but yes. When I get a case I’m unable to deal with, I call him. He usually handles this.”

“Well he’s not here, is he?”

“I could try to reach—”

“No!” she snapped. “I don’t want shifters near me.”

“That’s understandable but very awkward. I can tell you that without the drug you will be able to shift your shape. You need David or someone like him. Believe me, you do.”

The thought of turning into something else made her feel ill. She shook herself and concentrated on the here and now. “What else is there?”

“Nothing.”

“There must be something you can tell me.”

Brauer shook his head. “That’s it.”

“That’s all you know?” she asked in outrage. He was supposed to know about this stuff. She had been counting on it!

“I’m not a lycanthrope, Miss Humber. I don’t know how they do it, or more importantly, how they stop from doing it. I only know what I’ve observed or picked up over the years. Lycanthropes are stronger and tougher than humans are. Their senses are heightened. They regenerate but are allergic to silver. Their metabolisms run at a higher rate. You’ve probably noticed that you have a temperature?”

“No I—”

“Well you have and you haven’t. One hundred and eight degrees is high and dangerous for a human, but for you it’s normal. Your temperature is part of the metabolic process. You will eat more. On a more personal note, the flab you’re carrying will be gone soon. No lycanthrope is fat; they burn energy too quickly.”

“This isn’t flab,” she said, stung by the observation. “I’ve always had love handles.”

Brauer didn’t laugh. “Love handles are the least of your worries now. I think you need to reconsider David’s offer.”

“No.”

“Then you’re on your own,” Brauer said with a sigh.

“That’s it?”

“I’ll sign the release papers now. You’re free to go,” he said and left.

She stared at the door in silence.

 * * *



8 ~ Accusations

“Are you awake, Chris?”

Chris rolled over to find her partner standing uncertainly in the door. He hadn’t shaved and his clothes were rumpled.

“Where have you been? You look like crap.”

“Thanks,” he said dryly. He stepped further into the room and let the door go. It clicked shut. “How are you?”

“You know?”

“Yeah.”

She sat up. “Where were you? Where were you when that thing got me? You’re my partner.”

“I was in the car, remember?”

Did she? She tried to force her memory back, and the image of something—a Dumpster?—flashed into her mind. There was something else… a flashlight lying discarded upon the ground. She shook her head when nothing else came back to her.

“I told you to wait, Chris, but you wouldn’t listen. You never listen! I called for backup, but by then you were down.”

Anger slowly began to burn inside. He made it sound like it was her fault! It wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t!

“You should have been there, Ken. You should have b-backed m-me u-up.” Damn! She didn’t want to cry.

“I’m sorry,” Ken said, close to tears himself. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there, but the fact is you messed up, Chris. If I’d been there we would both be dead or…”

“Worse?” she said, anger building. “Isn’t that what you were about to say?”

He nodded.

“Well it can’t get worse for me!” she screamed in sudden fury.

Ken stepped back edging for the door.

She could smell his fear, and something snarled deep inside. Something was coming. Oh Lady, something monstrous was coming!

“Get out, Ken. Get out quick!”

“I don’t understand—”

“Get the fuck out!”

“I’m sorry,” Ken gasped and bolted out the door.

Oh Lady, it’s coming.

She could feel it rising within her, the beast—her beast—was coming. She ripped off the sensors attached to her body, ignoring the piercing howl of the alarms, and threw the bedclothes back. Her frightened eyes were locked on the bag of tranquilliser as she stood and reached for the tap. She twisted it full open.

“What in the nine hells are you doing?” a nurse shouted as she rushed in. “You’ll kill yourself!”

“It’s coming. Please help me,” Chris pleaded. “It’s coming.”

“Mother Goddess—” the nurse gasped and bolted out the door.

“Don’t go! Don’t leave me here with it.”

It was close. She gritted her teeth and prayed that it not come. She prayed and prayed, and forced it back down. It snarled and spat in fury at its imprisonment within her, but something held it back—the drug. She watched the half-empty bag with frightened eyes, willing it to work. Slowly, agonisingly, the beast lost ground to the drug.

Sprawled across the bed, she blinked lazily up at the ceiling. She didn’t remember lying down. Everything was quiet, inside and outside. Pretty colours floated by as the room spun about.

Darkness.

She awoke to find Brauer peering worriedly into her eyes.

“Something wrong… apart from the other thing I mean?”

“Tsk,” he said with an irritated sigh. “You’re a very lucky woman. You have no business breathing after what you pulled.”

“It was coming.”

“No doubt it was, but killing yourself isn’t the way to deal with it.”

“No?”

“No,” he said firmly. “Feeling sorry for yourself is understandable, but it gets old quickly. You said something earlier about finding the one responsible for your condition. You’ll not find him if you’re dead. Will you?”

“I suppose not.”

Brauer stepped back to let her up. She found her clothes in a drawer, but she knew immediately they weren’t the ones she must have been wearing when they brought her in. She wondered where her work pants and jacket were. She always wore a variation of those while on the job. She shook out the jeans and polo-neck sweater—they were hers all right.

“Who brought these in?”

“A friend of yours I believe. Mark Grinely?”

Oh Lady, she had been so full of self-pity she hadn’t considered Mark. He must be frantic. She would go to him. It was a surprise not to find him barging in, but a relief too. She needed to get her own head straight before she could ease his mind. Her eyes prickled. What was she going to do?

“Does he know about me?”

“I didn’t tell him, but yes, he knows. Everyone knows.”

Everyone, what did that mean? “If I could be alone for a minute?”

Brauer nodded. “Certainly. I’ll be right outside.”

The door clicked shut behind Bauer and Chris dressed quickly in the clothes Mark brought. The jeans felt rough on her skin and they were looser than they should be. She remembered Brauer’s crack about her flab. It had started, just as he said it would. She wadded up the gown and threw it hard against the wall.

She took a deep breath and stepped outside into chaos. Nurses and other hospital staff rushed back and forth, trolleys rattled and crashed on their way to Goddess knew where, and the hum of voices filled the place.

“What’s going on?”

“Oh this is typical for Monday,” Brauer said, nodding at the rushing bodies. “I have your release here.” He offered her an official-looking document. “And here we have your badge and other things.”

She took the paper bag and looked inside. There was her dad’s old wallet that she used on the job. It had a couple of hundred dollars in it, but she ignored the bills to look at the snap of her parents. She needed to call them. Along with her badge, and ID, there was a clean hanky—because Mama always said you never know when you might need one—and her shoulder holster was here but…

“Where are my weapons?”

“The police have them.”

Yes, they would take them. She couldn’t remember doing it, but it was a sure bet she had fired one or both of them. CSU would want it to match any rounds they found at the scene… wherever that was.

“Thanks for this.”

“I wish I could do more,” Brauer said.

“So do I,” she said glumly. “You have my insurance details?”

He smiled. “Don’t concern yourself with any of that. Your department footed the bill.”

“Oh.”

That was a surprise, but a pleasant one. The Department didn’t usually have the resources for that kind of thing. Hell, it didn’t have the resources to police the streets effectively, let alone provide medical cover for its officers. Her insurance wasn’t that extensive and…

She was putting off leaving.

“I better go.”

Brauer nodded. “There’s a cab waiting, and before you ask, it’s on the house.”

“You shouldn’t have.”

“I didn’t. It really is on the house,” he said, looking around meaningfully.

“Ah.”

She didn’t like taking charity, but seeing as the hospital didn’t know about it, she would let it go this once. She followed the signs past the security checkpoint, and out through reception, but when she saw the crowd outside held back by uniforms, she balked at going further. She couldn’t go out there, she just couldn’t. Why hadn’t Brauer mentioned this? Was this what he meant when he said everyone knew about her? Oh Lady, Mama would be frantic! She had to find a link booth. Looking around, she didn’t spot one, but she did spot a familiar face.

“Why are you still here?” she asked, marching straight up to one of Lephmann’s men.

“Hello to you too. I’m your taxi,” Lawrence said.

“Like hell!”

He cocked his head at the crowd outside. “You don’t want to walk out through that do you?”

Damn! “How do we go?”

“Follow me.”

She followed.

It was obvious he knew his way around the place. Not once did he hesitate at a corridor. She was lost in moments even after catching glimpses of the signs. X-ray this, and haematology that, they said. They might as well be Greek to her. Finally, they emerged into sunlight and she knew where she was.

Lawrence opened the back doors of the ambulance. “Get in.”

“You had better not be stealing this,” she warned.

“The driver is a friend of mine.”

“Oh.” She had assumed he was going to drive.

She climbed inside and sat in the med tech’s position. Lawrence shut the doors, a moment later the ambulance pulled away. Five minutes went by before the doors opened again. Lawrence motioned her out and she jumped down to find the taxi waiting for her that Brauer mentioned. She recognised the street. They were still in Monster Central, a couple of blocks from the hospital.

“Thanks, Harry,” Lawrence said through the ambulance driver’s open window.

“Glad to do it man. You take care now.”

Harry drove off.

“You coming?” Lawrence asked, and climbed into the back of the cab.

“Yeah.”

They rode in silence for a time. She was sitting next to a shifter, and he smelled damned good—kind of like roasting chestnuts. She hated it, hated it, hated it… but he did smell nice.

“What cologne are you wearing?”

Lawrence smiled crookedly. “I don’t wear cologne. None of us do.”

“But you—”

“Smell?”

“Yeah, you do,” she said, suddenly feeling flustered. “I mean it’s nice... kind of.”

“It’s Farris.”

“What?”

“The scent. It’s my beast—Farris.”

She blinked.

“You’ll get used to the strangeness in time.”

She couldn’t imagine that. “He send you?”

“David?”

“Yeah.”

“He’s my boss.”

“Your boss. That all he is?”

Lawrence shook his head. “He’s president of NSPCL. He’s alpha for my pack, he’s my friend, he’s your friend, he’s alpha at Sanctuary. He leads.”

“Quite a mouthful.”

“You asked.”

So she had. “What’s alpha?”

“The strongest in the pack.”

“That’s it? He leads and all the rest of that stuff because he’s strongest?”

Lawrence nodded.

“You’re bigger than he is.”

“Size has nothing to do with it.”

“What does then?”

Lawrence wouldn’t answer and no amount of badgering would work. She fumed in silence and watched the world go by outside. Everything was different now. She watched the people going about their routine, and hated them for their normality. When the cab pulled up outside her place, it looked the same as it always had, but she saw it through changed eyes. She had been happy here, but now…

“Here we are, delivered safely to your door. I’d bolt it if I were you.”

She stared at him. “Would you?”

“Those reporters won’t like you skipping out.”

“Screw ’em,” she snarled.

“That is why you need to bolt the door. Anger calls the beast.”

A chill ran down her spine at the reminder. “I’ll remember that.”

“Do.”

She climbed out of the cab half-expecting Lawrence to follow, but he didn’t. Instead, he leaned forward and spoke to the driver. A moment later, the cab was gone.

The street felt abandoned. Most of her neighbours worked days and it was only late morning. She was glad of the quiet, glad to be home, but the empty driveway told her Mark wasn’t in. Her own car must still be at Central waiting for her. She entered the empty house, and locked the door as Lawrence had advised. Mark was out, but he always carried his key, so that was no problem. On the dining room table she found a white envelope leaning against her vase of silk flowers. She opened it and read the three sentences written there in Mark’s hand. She dropped it and ran into the bedroom. She yanked open all the drawers.

Empty.

The wardrobe door swung open to reveal empty hangers. The tie she had bought him last birthday lay discarded in one corner. She smoothed the material in her hands, delighted with the feel of the silk even as anger roiled within her. She slumped onto the bed fiddling with the ends of the tie. He had loved it, but a year later it lay discarded, just as she was. She tied it loosely around her neck and gazed at herself in the full-length mirror of the wardrobe. Just like that, Mark was gone. He didn’t even have the decency to tell her face-to-face. A damn letter, not even that, a note!

I’m sorry, it said. I can’t handle it, it said. I’m leaving, it said.

“What about me? I can’t handle it,” she whispered.

That might be true, but she had no choice but to try. Her eyes burned with the need to cry, but she wouldn’t. The pain was too great for tears to solve it, not that they ever did. She rubbed her arms and hugged herself, holding tightly to the hurt. Not letting it out.

She wandered from room to room finding no distraction big enough to take her mind off what had happened. A bomb going off under the house wouldn’t have been big enough to eclipse this. She had the disease, the plague, and Mark had left her. He didn’t want to catch it. She didn’t blame him... only she did. She needed him and he wasn’t here.

The doorbell sounding was enough to make her leap into the air and come down facing that way. Goddess bless her for a fool... her heart was pounding like tribal drums. Her brain caught up and her breathing slowed.

Someone at the door—it might be Mark!

She ran to answer it ready to accept his apology. Words of greeting were on her lips as she pulled the door open.

“Lieutenant Humber, our viewers want to know your thoughts,” Ed Davis said, shoving a microphone in her face. “What was it like being told you’re now a shifter? Do you support the proposed amendments to the Constitution?”

Dozens of cameras flashed in her face, and people jostled forward thrusting more microphones at her. Questions battered her, flashguns flashed, and vid cameras recorded.

She shielded her eyes. “Get that thing out of my face before I make you eat it!” she snarled.

* * *



9 ~ Bad News

Chris arrived at Central with ten minutes to spare for her second appointment with Doctor Carey. Carey was the psych automatically assigned to her after the attack. It was his fault that Cappy had ordered her to take three week’s convalescence, all of which she spent in the prison her home became after the newsies lay siege outside.

Damn the man!

Three weeks was a lifetime in a murder case. Ryder’s trail had gone stale while she languished at home, unable to leave without instigating a riot among the rabid microphone wielding newsies. In all that time, Ken was the only friend to visit, but even he wouldn’t tell her how the case was going. Cappy had ordered him not to discuss details with her. She was both victim and witness. Telling her too much could jeopardise the case when it came to court. She didn’t like it, but she understood.

Flint and her mysterious colleague, Agent Barrows, were running their own federal investigation. Barrows had chosen to visit her alone a couple of days after the hospital discharged her. Lucky for him, her short-term memory loss had reversed itself with a vengeance. Nightmares had disturbed her sleep every night since her return home. Barrows had asked the questions she would have asked in his place, and a couple she wouldn’t have thought of, but for all of that she didn’t think he was any closer to tracking down Ryder than Ken was. Flint, like everyone else she knew, was avoiding her.

Her Dad was the only bright spot in her life.

After learning Mark had left her, she had packed her stuff and gone to visit her parents for a few days. The farm was exactly how she remembered it, not a good thing considering how hot to leave she had been when she was a kid. Mama had been teary-eyed and angry with her when Chris arrived, but Dad had smiled in welcome and hugged her as if nothing had changed. For him, nothing had. He said he didn’t care that she was a shifter; he would love her no matter what. It was harder for Mama to accept, but Chris hoped she would in time.

The elevator doors opened, forcing her to focus on the present and put away thoughts of her parents. She stepped out of the elevator onto Central’s fourth floor and strode resolutely to the reception desk.

“I have a ten o’clock with Carey.”

The receptionist’s smile seemed false, but her voice remained even. “Ah… let me check. If you would take a seat, it won’t take a moment.”

Chris nodded and chose the closest seat. There were a couple of magazines on it. She casually threw them atop another of the seats and sat watching the receptionist talking, one assumed, to Doctor Carey on the link.

“He’s running a little late,” the receptionist confided. “It will be a few more minutes.”

Chris sighed and checked her watch. It was five after ten already. “Okay,” she said, though it really wasn’t. “I’ll wait.”

She would wait all day and night if she had to. She couldn’t get back to work until Carey signed off on her. Regulations stated that an officer had to have a session with the psychs if she was injured in the line of duty, or when she discharged her weapon to injure or kill a perp. Doctor Nichols had held the last few sessions she attended. She had been wounded a couple of times over the past twelve years, but then there was John’s death and her run-in with Stanton.

Whenever she thought of her dead partner, she remembered Cappy handing her John’s badge bound with a black ribbon after the funeral. She had kept it with her like a talisman for months after John’s death, but when Cappy assigned Ken as her new partner, she had finally laid him to rest.

John’s badge was displayed on a shelf at home now, next to a photo of him taken at one of the many barbecue/beer fests the guys still laid on from time to time. She wished she could picture him as he was in that photo—laughing with a smoking burger upraised on a pronged fork—but the image that always plagued her was of his last moments. She had been right there when he died. She would never forget the look of surprise on his face. His eyes had widened and he said…

“Chris?”

She jumped and looked up to find Cappy looking at her. “You startled me, Cappy. I was just thinking about John.”

His eyes darkened and he nodded. “I’ll never forget that night.” He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “I need you in my office, Chris.”

She stood, checking the time. It was half past ten! “My appointment was for ten, but Carey’s running late again. I’ll come up as soon as I…”

Cappy was shaking his head. “He won’t see you today.”

“But it was his office that made the appointment.” She glared at the receptionist. “I’ll find out what’s going on and make a new one.”

Cappy sighed. “He won’t see you. It has to do with why I came down here. Let’s go up to my office. It’s more private.”

She followed him to the elevator, but waited until they were inside and on their way up before trying to get some answers. She glanced at him as the elevator ascended. She could sense he was uneasy, and that darkened her mood. It could only be she that made him feel that way. What else could it be? She was one of them now, a shifter. No one with sense would feel easy being near one in a confined space like this, but it still hurt. Cappy was her boss, but he was more than that. They were friends as much as anything. If he felt like this about her, she doubted their friendship would survive. How it would affect their working relationship, she didn’t know, but it was bound to put a strain on it.

“Can you give me a hint?” she asked when the silence became unbearable.

“Watson is in my office.”

She made a face. “What does he want?”

Commander Watson was Cappy’s immediate superior in rank, but he was in no way his superior in other ways. Watson might have the rank, but his rapid rise had more to do with politics than good police work. He was a very good friend of Chief Simpson and owed his position to him. It wasn’t that he was an incompetent officer; he was simply an indifferent one, and that could be worse. Competence could be taught, but you had to care to learn the lessons. Watson cared about nothing except looking good in the media and making Simpson happy.

She suddenly had a horrible thought. “Please don’t tell me he wants to hold a press conference. You know how I feel about that kind of thing, Cappy. If he makes me stand in front of the newsies and…”

“It’s nothing like that.”

“What then?”

The elevator chose that moment to arrive and the doors slid aside. Cappy stepped out of the elevator and looked grimly back at her. “I don’t want to be the one to tell you, Chris. I’m sorry.”

She shivered. “You’re scaring me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Stop saying that!” She followed him toward his office.

People she knew stopped to stare. Ken was at his desk and looked up when she came by. He was going to stop her and talk, but then he saw Cappy with her. Whatever he had been going to say was forgotten. Cappy opened the door to his office and ushered her inside.

Watson was sitting in Cappy’s chair behind the desk when she entered. That was going too far! How dare he usurp Cappy’s place… and he was making free with the stack of files on the desk! She glared, not noticing at first that Watson was not alone.

The sound of breathing made her turn to find its source. Another man sat unhappily next to one of Cappy’s huge potted plants. She recognised him—Shawn Macklin. He was her Guild Rep and an old hand in the Department. He had backed her up on the streets a few times over the years, but he manned a desk now, and was close to retirement. She would always remember him as someone to rely on, but his presence usually meant she was in trouble.

“Hey, Mac, how goes it?”

“Hey, Chris, my feet are killing me,” Mac groused.

She smiled. “Your feet are always killing you.”

“Yeah, life’s a bitch. How you doing, kid?”

She glanced at Watson. He closed the file he had been reading, and added it to the pile already in danger of toppling off the desk.

“Seeing you sitting with him, I would say not too well. Am I right?”

Mac grimaced. “Yeah, I think you can safely say that.”

Cappy sighed and took a seat. “You better sit down, Chris.”

Whatever was going on, she knew she wasn’t going to like it. Sitting down might be a good idea.

She took the last empty seat next to Cappy and tried not to fidget as the emotions in the room swamped her senses. She scented a profound weariness in Mac and underneath that a deep sadness. She knew Cappy was nervous, but he was also angry. Maybe it was Watson that made him feel that way. She couldn’t be sure; she wasn’t a mind reader. Watson though, was terrified of her. It surprised her, because she hadn’t known he was that good an actor. He looked completely at ease where he sat behind the dubious safety of Cappy’s desk, but under that phony poker face he wore, he radiated terror. Goddess help her, she could taste his fear and liked it. She tensed as something stirred and rolled through her body in a wave of heat.

Something? You know damn well what it is!

She forced herself to cross her legs and sit back as if she had meetings like this every day. “What’s going on?”

Watson interlocked his fingers and leaned on the desk. “There’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just say it straight out. The Department has discussed your situation and has decided to retire you on medical grounds. You’ll get full pension and benefits—”

Shock slammed through her. The roaring in her ears blotted out the rest of his obviously prepared speech. She shook her head and tried to rally her wits as the import of what he had said finally got through to her addled brain.

“You said medical grounds, but there’s nothing wrong with me!”

“Chrissss,” Cappy said her name like a sigh. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be. Lycanthropy is a medical condition; it’s a disease and infectious as hell. You know that.”

“That’s not the reason.” She clenched her fists to stop herself pounding on him.

“It is.”

“No it’s not. You’re worried I’ll go furry and eat a suspect.”

“That too,” Cappy admitted. “I trust you, Chris. If you say you won’t let it happen, then I believe you. But it’s not my decision.”

She forced herself to look at Watson without launching herself over the desk at him. He must have seen the struggle on her face because he paled. Absolute terror rolled off him and swamped her in its intoxicating embrace.

She swallowed thickly, forcing away the howl she wanted to voice. “The Chief?”

“Higher,” Watson mumbled.

The mayor. That utter bastard! He was busting her off the force just because… her shoulders slumped. He was pensioning her off because she wasn’t Human anymore. Right or wrong, all officers of the law were Human. It had always been that way. She should have expected something like this. She should have seen it coming! Lord and Lady what was she going to do? Mark had left her; Mama hated her for letting Ryder turn her into an animal, and now this. Her work was all she had left, and they were going to take it away from her.

She turned to Mac desperately. “Is there anything the Guild can do?”

He shook his head. “If they had tried to cut you off, we would have busted their chops, but they didn’t try that. They’re offering a medical pension with full benefits. I hate to say it, Chris, but they’re being more than fair.”

“Of course it’s fair,” Watson said with a scowl. “Despite Guild propaganda to the contrary, we are not in the habit of screwing over our officers.”

Mac snorted. “You know damn well what you’re offering is the standard package for this kind of situation. We both know what kind of damage Chris could do to the Department if she ran crying to the media.”

“I wouldn’t do that!” she burst out. “I would never do anything to hurt the Department.”

Watson nodded approvingly. “I’m glad to hear you say that. I deeply regret what happened to you, but I’m sure you agree that the Department’s welfare is paramount. We’ve had six attacks on police officers this year—”

“Not here,” she said.

“No, but state-wide we’ve had six. None of those infected officers has been allowed to return. God knows how many civilian attacks have gone unreported.”

Chris swallowed a scream of despair. Her life was over. She had been on the inside long enough to know that non-humans never held positions in the Department. Never. She had never questioned it in all the years she had been on the force. She questioned now, but one person alone had no chance against the government. It was hopeless. She wasn’t Human, and she wasn’t a police officer either—not anymore. They were cutting her loose, taking everything that lent meaning to her life.

“So that’s it,” she said dully. “Twelve years in the Department and now nothing.”

Cappy nodded unhappily. “Yeah.”

Watson pushed a sheaf of papers across the desk toward her and dropped a pen on top. “I need your signature on this; it’s just to say that you agree to the terms of your separation from the Department. As soon as you sign, I can release your severance pay to your account.”

She glanced at Mac.

He nodded sympathetically and she signed the papers without bothering to read them. It didn’t matter now. Nothing did. She stood to leave, but there was one final indignity to go through.

“Your shield,” Watson reminded her.

She took her badge out of its wallet and stared at it. Rather than give it to Watson, she gave it to Cappy. “Look after this for me.”

Cappy nodded in silence.

Her stomach was rumbling in complaint when she left Central. She needed to eat, and she couldn’t wait. It felt like she was always eating now. A burger and fries to tide her over until she got home would have to do. There was a place just down the street; they always used the best meat, and that was what she needed. She walked that way concentrating on food and not on the fact that her life was over.

She stepped inside, trying not to notice people edging aside from her. At the counter, the delicious smells made her mouth water.

“I’ll have two quarter pounders with everything on ’em, and double fries. Oh, and a Coke to go with it.”

She pulled her Dad’s old wallet out of her coat pocket, but the girl behind the counter did not ask for the money. She had backed off and was speaking urgently with an older man. They were looking her way. She tensed as the man came toward her.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. We don’t serve your kind here.”

“What?” she asked, hardly believing what he had just said. “You what?”

“Sorry, ma’am. I recognise you from the news. You’re a shifter. There are laws—”

“You have to be kidding me,” she said in amazement.

“No, ma’am.” He watched in agitation as his customers hurried out the door. “You have to leave. The Food Safety Commission would close us down. We have a sign.” He pointed to it.

Sure enough, there was a sign pasted to the door. She had never noticed it before. Had that been there all these years? It looked old.

No dogs, cats, shifters, vamps, or ghouls allowed.

She laughed uncertainly. “This is a joke, right?”

“I’ll have to call the police if you don’t leave.”

“But I’ve eaten here for years.”

“That was before.”

“What would you do if I were a ghoul?”

“There are spells around the door to deal with that kind of thing. Now I must insist you leave.” He was becoming less polite.

This wasn’t happening. The staff behind the counter were whispering and smirking at her. The disgust on their faces was obvious. She felt dirty, unclean, as if their looks could somehow transform her into their sick imaginings. She reached for her badge…

Oh yes, I forgot. Cappy has it.

“But I’m hungry,” she whispered, still in shock. Without her badge she had no protection or privilege. She was a civilian and vulnerable.

“We don’t serve your kind here. There are places—less fussy places.”

She felt anger building. She had to get out before she did something this man wouldn’t live to regret. She turned and walked away clamping down on her temper. She had to think nice thoughts, happy thoughts. It was the only way to keep it down. Her vision blurred but she kept walking.

She had been walking aimlessly for quite some time, brooding over her situation with her stomach grumbling constantly, when she smelled food not far off. She smelled it clearly even over the stink of humanity that surrounded her—coated her. It was a hot dog stand.

“Two of your biggest with everything on ’em,” she said salivating. She had to eat now!

“I know you. You’re that shifter, ain’t you?”

“No I—”

“Yes, you are. I’ve seen you on the news.”

She looked around for an escape, but rather than making a fuss, the vendor began making her a pair of hot dogs. She stayed put and hoped. He was about fifty she would say, maybe a little more. He wore a dark coat with a scarf around his neck, muffling his mouth and chin. It wasn’t that cold, but maybe he was one of those who felt it more.

“Damn shame the shifters got you. What’re you going to do now?”

“I don’t know.” She couldn’t believe she was discussing this with a complete stranger, but it felt oddly reassuring too. Ken and Agent Barrows had been her only contact with people for weeks. “Reporters offered me money.”

“Yeah? You gonna take it?”

“Don’t know.”

He wagged a finger at her. “You make sure you get the money up front. Those people will use you up and throw you away, girl.” He passed her the hot dogs and she ate one in seconds. “Phew! You sure are hungry. Here, have another on the house.”

“Thanks, but I’ve got money.” She pulled out her wallet and paid him. “These are delicious.”

“Glad you like ’em.”

“I do. I went for a burger just now, but they wouldn’t serve me. Can you believe that? We’re in America not China!”

He frowned at her oddly.

“What?”

“Where you been, girl?”

She finished her second hot dog. “I’ll have another two.”

“Suuure,” he drawled, and started making them.

“What did you mean where have I been?”

“I meant you have to be blind not to see what’s right in front of you. Ever seen a dwarf walking the street?”

She frowned. “No, but what—”

“You won’t neither, too dangerous for ’em. Have you ever heard of one living nearby? Ever seen one run for mayor? Ever seen an elf in the city? Ever seen anything non-Human in authority of any kind whatsoever?”

“No, but what’s your point?”

He sighed. “My point is the only people treated with respect in America are humans. Hell, humans are the only people treated like people here.”

“But the dwarves live underground,” she protested. “They like it down there. Why would they come up here? And the elves have Underhill.”

He shook his head. “There’s none as blind as them who won’t see.”

She took the offered hot dogs and ate them while they were still hot. She held out her hand. “I’m Chris.”

He shook her hand and said, “Mathew.”

“Glad to know you, Mathew.”

“Likewise, Chris. Do me a favour and think about what I said, will you?”

“I’ll think about it,” she said, meaning the reporter’s offer for her story.

The next day she began looking through the Want Ads for work. The reporters outside were still there, still offering outrageous sums of money, but none were willing to pay up front. When she started talking lawyers and contracts, they suddenly lost interest in paying for an exclusive. Funny that. It was as Mathew said; they wanted her to put out for them without them paying. If she was going to whore her story, and she was still in two minds about that, she wanted the money in her account first.

She went through the papers circling a few likely job prospects with a pen, but when she contacted them, she met resistance every step of the way.

“What do you mean, am I Human,” she said in outrage.

“It’s a standard question we always ask,” the woman on the other end of the line said. “Our insurance doesn’t cover non-humans.”

“I’m...” she couldn’t say it, “I’m no longer interested.” She broke the connection and moved to the next circled item. Security specialist it said, but the salary was a lot less. “I worked for twelve years with the police.”

“Uniformed?”

“Detective.”

“Excellent! You sound ideal, Miss Humber. What’s your first name by the way? I can’t keep calling you Miss all the time.”

“Chris,” she said and the line went dead. She punched in the number again. “Hello? Sorry, we were cut off.”

“The position is open to humans only,” the man said stiffly.

The line went dead again.

She tried the next number; and the next, and the next. She came across the same thing every time. As soon as they learned she was a shifter, they became belligerent and accused her of wasting their time.

Finally, she tried the last number she had circled. It was a nightclub that she assumed needed security on the door. She could do it with her eyes closed, but didn’t want to. All she wanted to be was a detective, but that was closed to her.

She punched in the number and waited for an answer. It took quite a while.

“Yeah?” a irritated sounding man said.

She took a deep breath. “I’m interested in the job you have advertised.”

“Which one? We’ve got a couple of places need filling.”

“Security—”

“Nah, sorry. That one’s gone.”

“Wait!” she cried desperately. “What’s the other one?”

“Sorry, shifters only.”

She blinked in surprise and sudden hope. “Say that again?”

“I said shifters only. Are you deaf?”

“No, but I am a… I am a shifter.”

“Really? That’s great! What’s your furry side?”

“Why?” she asked warily.

“We have to get the costume sorted out.”

“What costume?”

“For your dance routi—”

She threw her link across the room in a fit of temper. There was no way in hell she would be a dancer in a club. She would rather die! She heard quiet laughter, and spun toward the window, but no one was watching her from there. She frowned at the closed door, and then looked around the room for the source of the sound. It was only then that she realised it was her passenger. It was snickering in the back of her head. The damned fur ball thought it was funny! Her face heated and she shredded the newspapers in frustrated rage.

“We need the freaking money! Let’s see how funny you think it is when we run out of meat! It doesn’t grow on trees! You won’t think its funny then will you, you rag-eared, flea bitten, pain in the arse!”

The laughter in her head grew louder and louder until she was screaming and covering her ears trying to shut it out. But it was all in her head. She couldn’t get away from it. She couldn’t get away from what she was!

She jumped to her feet and kicked the coffee table out of her path. The glass top shattered into a million shards. The vase that Mark’s mother bought them was the next casualty. It sailed through the air and smashed against the wall.

“Stop looking at me!” she screamed at the photographs on the mantel.

They were all laughing at her. Ken just looked disappointed, but Mark was grinning. He thought it was funny too! The bastard was laughing at her.

“Don’t you laugh at me, don’t you laugh!” She swept everything from the mantel onto the floor and stomped them where they lay.

The sudden pain in her belly doubled her over with a grunt.

She was panting in rage, but it suddenly turned to fear when she realised what was happening. Anger… she mustn’t be angry. Lawrence said it triggered the Change. She held a hand up before her disbelieving eyes and watched it twist and ripple into a clawed monstrosity. It wasn’t one thing or the other. She clutched her wrist with her still Human looking left hand, as if doing so could stop the spread of the change. Fur slithered and spread up her arm despite the grip she maintained. The pain in her hand made her want to howl. Her passenger already was—in excitement.

I’m coming.

“Screw you!” she screamed. “I’m not letting you out!”

She ran into the bedroom and ripped open a drawer in the nightstand. She snatched up the boomer with her left hand and raised it to her temple. The internal howling cut off as if with a knife, but she wasn’t fooled; it was watching her, waiting for her to relax. She could feel it. Everyone watched and whispered. She could hear them out there even now. Whisper, whisper, whisper… as if she couldn’t hear them talking about her behind her back. She knew what their game was, oh yes, she knew all right. They were waiting for her to crack up. They wanted her to. It would push up their ratings.

She chuckled and thumbed the hammer back. “Not laughing now are you, flea brain?”

Her passenger watched in silence, biding its time.

 * * *



10 ~ A Cry For Help

Panting breath and burning lungs, pounding feet on pavement… the rank smell of fear on the air, and the taste of it in her mouth. Chris ran as if her life depended on it.

“It does, Lieutenant.”

She gasped. The voice was right behind her! She looked wildly back along the alley and found a pair of golden eyes glaring at her, seemingly hovering unsupported in the blackness. A wolf howled in the distance, and her heart thundered. She could barely hear her rasping breath over the blood pounding in her ears.

“Where is Flint?” Insane laughter battered her ears. “She and I go back a ways, did you know that? You should have brought her with you. Where is your backup, Lieutenant?”

She ducked around the corner into another alley, and dove headlong behind a Dumpster. Her panting breath was sure to give her away. She clamped a hand over her mouth and huddled in fear.

“Where is your backup, Lieutenant?” The words were like a sigh on the breeze. “Where is your backup, Lieutenant?”

She moaned in fear and huddled smaller. Hugging her knees to her chest, she tried to will herself to disappear. It was coming… it was very close, very close. She could feel it. She shivered and her breath smoked; it hung around her head like mist. She peered around the Dumpster, but the alley was empty.

Click… click… click…

She froze; she knew that sound. It was the sound the claws of a dog made on pavement, but no dog made this sound. She whimpered when the creature stepped out of the darkness. It had the distorted head of a wolf and the torso of a man, and walked in an unnatural hunched forward stance. Its arms looked too long for its body, and it moved on legs unable to straighten fully. Lethal looking claws tipped long fingered hands… a horror out of a nightmare.

She reached for her stunner, but it wasn’t there. In panic, she reached for the Defender in the waistband of her jeans. She gasped in shock when she touched bare skin. She wasn’t wearing jeans; she wasn’t wearing anything! She was naked in a dark alley with a huge shifter bearing down on her. She was defenceless.

“There you are,” the thing growled as he rounded the Dumpster.

She looked up into its eyes like a frightened child. “Please don’t.”

“Where is your backup, Lieutenant?” Ryder snarled and seized her with crushing jaws.

“Noooo!” Chris screamed and leapt out of her bed to land in a crouch in the corner of her bedroom.

She gasped for breath and shook. A dream… it was just a bad dream. She was safe now; she… a stinging pain on the side of her neck distracted her. She turned to the mirror on the wardrobe door.

She was bleeding.

She turned her head to survey the damage properly. The blood was flowing freely from four long cuts on her neck, and there were slashes in her t-shirt where they continued below the neckline. The scent of blood was strong on the air as she pulled the shirt down. The cuts continued in a curving line over her collarbone. They stung like crazy, but they were shallow. The blood was mostly coming from her neck where the cuts started and were deeper. In her dream, Ryder had slashed her... she shook her head. She was awake now and the wound was real. She checked her hands and found the answer. There was blood and skin under her nails. She had acted out her dream and clawed herself.

“What the hell is going on with you, girl,” she said to her reflection.

She stripped off the t-shirt and used it to mop blood. The claw marks were fading before her eyes. She watched as they retraced their path over her collarbone and up towards her neck, leaving unbroken skin behind. A minute later, there was no trace of any damage except for a faint smear of blood, and the ruined t-shirt she still held.

“Damn you, Ryder,” she muttered. “Damn you to the ninth hell for eternity.”

After showering and dressing in jeans and polo neck sweater, she threw away the ruined shirt. She wished she could throw out the dreams and memories with it.

It was still dark outside when she dropped the bloody shirt in the garbage, but that didn’t deter her own personal brand of stalker. Barely had she replaced the lid on the garbage can, when blinding light flooded the back of her house. She snarled and raised a hand to shield her eyes. The lights arrayed along the top of the fence had done a good job of turning her backyard into a television studio.

The buzz of miniature rotors heralded the arrival of automated hover cams set to lock onto movement. She bent and groped for some ammunition while scanning the sky for a target. Her fingers closed around some pebbles, and she let fly the moment she saw the cameras. They didn’t try to dodge as they usually did—more proof of their automation. Their crews were probably asleep in the vans that had taken up permanent residence along her street. The shotgun effect of her pebbles worked like a charm on the rotors. She ducked as pieces of hover cam rained from the sky; she smiled grimly when she counted her kills.

“Humber four, newsies nil,” she muttered and bent to retrieve her trophies.

Back inside with the door locked, she dropped the cameras next to the other shattered prizes of her personal war with the media. She had quite a nice collection now. The heap of broken technology was beginning to look like a macabre sculpture where it spilled across the kitchen floor.

She made herself a fresh pot of coffee and sat at the kitchen table to sip a cup or two. On the table were two piles of paper. One consisted of newspaper clippings; the other contained her notes and the original hard copy printouts of Baxter’s work on the shifter slayings. Between the two, the blank screen of her portable computer stared at her accusingly.

“All right, already. I said I’d find him, I’m gonna find him!”

Something stirred and awoke to look out of her eyes.

We hunt now?

Chris froze in shock. No!

Not hunt?

Her hands shook and coffee slopped out of her cup. She put it down and pushed it away. Lephmann’s friend said… Geoffrey said all shifters were crazy. He had laughed it off afterwards, but he had meant it. She knew it then and she knew it now. He had meant every word. Oh Goddess, she was hearing voices… her beast had a voice now. What was she going to do?

She blinked burning eyes, determined not to let the tears fall. If she didn’t listen to it, if she pretended not to hear it, then maybe it would go away.

She reached for her cup again, but her hand was shaking so badly she feared she would drop it. She clenched her fist and willed it to be still. A deep breath, another, and the tremors subsided. She smiled grimly and took a gulp of coffee. She wouldn’t let fear take control of her life.

“No one controls me,” she whispered, but there was doubt in her voice. She scowled. “No one. Not even you, flea brain.” She cocked her head, listening for a comeback.

Silence was her answer.

She nodded in satisfaction and turned on her computer. The screen lit to show the last report she had been reviewing. It was a transcript of her interview with Sandy Hodges, but there was nothing in it to help her. She closed the file and opened another. This one began with an image of Vincent Fairman’s corpse on the mortuary slab followed by Meckler’s autopsy report. She reread it carefully, but as with all the other reports, nothing leapt out as being significant.

She cupped her chin in her hand, and leaned an elbow on the table. She sighed; this was going nowhere.

She knew the contents of all the reports by heart. There was nothing in them to help her find Ryder. Scrolling through the data with one hand, she wondered if Baxter and the others had learned anything new. Her information was weeks old, and she had no access to current data. She only had the backup copy of her files to work with. She wouldn’t even have that if Cappy hadn’t assigned her cases to Baxter when Flint joined the team. It was possible that Ken had learned something new in the weeks since her retirement; maybe even something she needed to connect the dots and find Ryder.

She sighed morosely. If only Ken hadn’t taken Cappy’s gag order so seriously, he might have helped her. If only DD had hacked into Flint’s files for her… but she hadn’t, and their last meeting had ended badly because of that refusal. Nothing was going right. She shouldn’t have asked DD to do it, but she had, and now their friendship was maybe on the rocks. She wasn’t sure and was afraid to ask. As for Ken, he wouldn’t talk about any of his cases—none of them, not just her case. She could have helped him. She was a good cop… had been a good cop, and she still had all her contacts. No one had better informants on the street than she did, but when she offered to help him, he had refused to consider it. She hadn’t talked to him since and had a feeling he was avoiding her. Everyone was avoiding her these days. All her friends had melted away, but she missed those from the Department the most.

Lady, I miss them so much!

She took a deep breath passed a sudden tightness in her chest. It didn’t matter. That life was over. She had to rely on herself; there was nothing and no one else.

She poured another cup of coffee, and stood near the window watching the day lighten. She couldn’t help feeling that she was missing something important. She turned away from the view of her backyard, and frowned at the clippings. Putting her cup aside, she picked up the top one. It was a news story about her attack. The media had tried to interview her many times, but she had refused to answer their questions. It hadn’t stopped them from printing what they wanted.

As she read the mostly fictional account of her narrow escape from death, her thoughts flashed to Ed Davis. Ed was a slime she had dated for a while a couple years ago. She couldn’t believe she had fallen for the fake persona he used on screen. Ken had warned her more than once, but back then, she wouldn’t hear a word against him. Ed could be charming, but underneath the front he put up to fool the public into thinking he was a nice guy, there was nothing but a deep pit of ambition.

Ed had been just another reporter dogging her steps when she first met him. She had treated him like all the others, with disdain, but events took a bit of a twist, and Ed had been there when she needed him. The case had been one of murder as most of hers were, and the perp, one J.W Rabley, had been keen on publicity. She never did learn why he chose Ed for his go-between, but he did, and it proved his undoing. Ed could have kept the secret and made good use of Rabley for his own gain, but instead he contacted her and together they had set a trap that eventually saw Rabley caught and executed. That had been the beginning of their relationship, and was indirectly the root cause of their break up.

Being a reporter, Ed obviously took a keen interest in her cases, but her insistence on not compromising her rules where the media was concerned hampered his ambitions. She hadn’t thought it much of a problem at the time. All couples had their little fights, but for Ed it was a big thing. He could not—or would not—see why giving him information was out of the question—especially as he had helped her with Rabley. He wouldn’t listen to her explanations and became pushy. He even threatened to leave her if she didn’t bend a little.

She had never taken well to threats; she told him to take a hike. To her surprise, he did. Ever since then, he seemed to show up whenever her name was linked to a case. He seemed to think it was part of his job to make her life harder… just like at the scene of Vincent’s murder.

She frowned. “How did he get there so quickly?”

We should kill him… he betrayed us.

She stiffened, crumpling the clipping in her fist. She took a deep breath and carefully smoothed it out on the table.

“You don’t exist. I will not listen to a figment of my imagination.” Besides, she didn’t want to kill Ed. She wouldn’t mind hurting him a little though.

She frowned at the computer screen where it still displayed one of Meckler’s autopsy reports. It reminded her of what Ed said that day. He said Meckler had told him that Vincent Fairman was a shifter. It still felt wrong to her, but if not Meckler, then who? His assistant maybe… what was his name again?

Samuel, that was it.

A buzzing sound distracted her and she frowned around the room. Movement on the table clued her in. It was her link. She had set it on silent mode when the reporters started calling. The damn thing was crawling along the table like a beetle. She watched as the vibrating nuisance headed for the edge; it was probably just another reporter. She wondered how much he would offer her to whore her story this time.

The link finally made its bid for freedom, but lightning fast reflexes had her catching it less than an inch below the tabletop. She thumbed the connect button.

“You’ve got to help me!”

She blinked. “J-bone, is that you?” His voice sounded funny, like he was standing in a tunnel.

“We’re in trouble, Chrissy, bad trouble. You’ve got to help me!”

She slumped back into her chair and rubbed a hand over her face wearily. She didn’t need this, not on top of everything else.

“This is a bad time for me, J-bone. I can’t deal with you right now.”

“They’ve got her, they’ve got Lil’ Tina! We didn’t know who else to call. You’ve got to come!”

“Whoa, calm down! Who is we?”

“Me… us,” J-bone said desperately. “The Rascals are camped in my damn living room—all of them! You’ve got to come quick, Chrissy, before something bad goes down.”

Tiny Rascals was the name of J-bone’s gang. A stupid name some might think; it was probably her fault for calling them that when they first came to her attention. That was a long time ago. They were no longer unwanted kids running loose through Monster Central. Nowadays, anyone disrespecting the Rascals did so at their peril. That J-bone sounded so scared was an indication of serious trouble.

“Define bad.”

J-bone lowered his voice. “Trigger wants to go after her. He’s riled the others up enough so they’ll back him.”

Trigger was a damn pain in the butt. He wasn’t one of her kids like J-bone and a lot of the current members of the Rascals. He was new to the area, but not unknown to her. She had checked him out months ago after J-bone mentioned him.

“What does TC say about it?”

“He don’t like it, but he can’t do nothin’ to stop it.”

She frowned. “Why not? What haven’t you told me?”

J-bone lowered his voice even further. “I’m hiding in my john, Chrissy! I ain’t got time to explain everything. TC is out. Trigger is in and calling the shots. You reading what I’m saying?”

She scowled. “I read you, now you read me. You tell Trigger that I’ll haul his butt in if he so much as sticks his nose out your door before I get there!”

“I can’t do that, Chrissy, you know I can’t! I ain’t got the juice.”

She glanced at her kitchen clock and estimated it would take a half hour or more to get there. “I’ve got enough juice for both of us. You tell him what I said and make him believe it.”

“I’ll try, Chrissy, I will try, but you better come quick or it’s my butt. I ain’t kidding. If you don’t come, I’m dead meat.”

“Quit your whining; it’s embarrassing. I said I’d be there. I’ll be there. Now go tell him what I said.”

J-bone sighed and then said, “I can’t believe I’m gonna do this.”

The line went dead.

Chris switched off her link, but then frowned at it. Maybe she should call Ken and have him meet her at J-bone’s place… no. She could always call him later if she needed him. It would be best to learn the situation first hand before bringing the police into it. She didn’t want her kids becoming community property. They were hers and she would protect them; even from themselves.

She shut down her computer and ejected the disk. She wouldn’t let that item out of her possession. Not even for a minute.

In the bedroom, she chose a little-used coat and stuffed the disk into a pocket. Her boomer went into the other pocket with her car keys. She would have preferred her jacket, but Ryder had destroyed it along with so much else. She hadn’t had the time to replace it.

Mark bought her the coat last year, but it had never fitted properly. It looked good on the new—slimmer—her. It was a full-length trench coat that reached her ankles. It had pockets deep enough that she didn’t feel lost without a bag, and turning up the collar hid most of her face; a good thing these days. Her picture was everywhere.

She twitched the bedroom curtain aside and noted her drive was empty. That hadn’t always been so. It had taken a couple of obscure bylaws, and a little string pulling by Cappy, to have the media park their vans up the street and not in front of her property. It hadn’t helped in the end—the use of remotes pretty much negated anything she gained from the illusion of privacy, but today it would work to her advantage.

She patted her pocket for her keys and headed for the garage. Before leaving the house, she paused in the living room for one more item. She stood before the shelf and stared at the photograph of her dead partner. John was grinning at her and holding up a burnt burger on a fork like a trophy. He never had been much of a cook. His badge stood beside his picture with its embedded master key. Cappy knew she had it. He gave it to her himself at the funereal, but she doubted he had ever expected her to use it illegally. She picked it up and carefully removed the black ribbon.

She draped the ribbon over the corner of the photograph. “I’m only borrowing it, John. I’ll bring it back. I promise.”

She headed for the garage.

Chris reached J-bone’s building in record time, and parked opposite the lobby doors in the no parking zone. She quickly crossed the street, agilely dodging the sparse traffic. The decrepit robot at the doors watched her approach and raised the stump of its arm in a failed attempt to open the door for her.

“Urk,” it said forlornly as she passed by into the grimy looking building.

She looked around the lobby, but nothing had changed. The place still looked ready for demolition. She pressed the elevator call button, and the doors shuddered open. At least they worked, that was something. She stepped inside and selected J-bone’s floor. The doors hesitated, as if unsure whether to close, but finally slid shut. Her last time here she had come to collect Sandy Hodges. Her life had certainly changed since then, and not in a good way. This bit of excitement with Tina was the closest she had come to police work in almost five weeks. No doubt Flint was making good use of her absence to worm her way into Ken’s affections. Not that she needed to try very hard. Ken was already smitten with her.

She scowled.

Ken was old enough to know his own mind, but Flint was a real operator. She could twist him around her little finger without trying. That woman had been around the block a few times. Hell, she probably owned it by now!

The elevator groaned and rattled to a stop. The doors squeaked open and she stepped out into the dingy corridor. She paused to look around. It was quiet. The corridor, dimly lit at the best of times, was dark. Half the lights were out. Her hand slipped into her pocket to caress her boomer. Something felt off. Without really thinking about it, she sniffed the air. Bloodsmell. Someone—an injured someone—had passed this way not long ago. She sniffed again, and tracked the scent of blood to a smeared hand print on the wall by the stairs. She reached out to see if it was still wet, but the sound of quiet breathing distracted her. She cocked her head, listening intently, and heard the regular thumpety-thump of a heartbeat. Lord and Lady, what next? Would she start hearing mouse farts at a hundred meters too?

She listened to the regular beat and shivered. “Goddess, Mother of All, help me.”

A quiet chuckle drifted up the stairs. “You’re gonna need more than prayers, Lil’ Sis.”

She peered into the darkness and made out a shape sitting on one of the steps. “TC?”

“Yeah.” A painful cough echoed up the stairwell. “It’s me. Knew you would come… stupid. Too stupid to stay away.”

“Oh yeah?” She quickly descended the stairs. “I’m not the one bleeding.”

“Yet.”

TC looked up, and her breath gusted out as if someone had hit her in the belly. His face was a mass of livid bruising. Both eyes were swollen nearly shut, and his lip was bleeding. His knuckles were split and he was cradling one hand protectively in the other. It was badly swollen and probably broken. He looked as if he had gone ten rounds in the ring with a ghoul.

A spike of burning hot rage crackled through her obliterating all thought. She dropped to one knee and grabbed him by the shoulders so he could not turn away.

“Who did it,” she snarled, hardly recognising her own voice.

“You’re hurting me!”

She blinked at him in confusion. Hurting? She relaxed her grip. “Who did your face?”

TC looked away.

She shook him gently. “Come on, you’re not ratting on anyone. This is me. Was it Trigger?”

“Some of it.”

“Only some? What did he do, order the others to stomp on you?”

He shook his head. “He wouldn’t do that, he’d lose their respect. You gotta fight your own battles, Lil’ Sis.”

That was a rule. There were other rules the Rascals lived by, not all of them logical. Fighting your own battles didn’t mean the others wouldn’t back you up in a fight, but it did mean you couldn’t send someone else to fight in your place. If Trigger wanted to lead, he had to fight for it, which he had done by pounding on TC. As J-bone had said over the link, TC was out and Trigger was in—a bitter pill for TC to swallow. He had led the Rascals since the beginning.

“He took the Rascals away from you did he?”

TC nodded miserably.

“What caused it?”

“He’s wanted this for a long time, but the thing with Lil’ Tina was the capper.”

“J-bone said something about her.”

“He got in Trigger’s face over it.”

“J-bone did? I didn’t know he had it in him.”

TC shrugged and winced as abused muscles protested. “Neither did he, but he had your backing, so he thought he could get away with it. He was dead wrong.”

She frowned worriedly. “Is he all right?”

“About as right as I am I figure.”

“That bad?” she asked in concern.

TC grinned and spat blood on the step. “Maybe not, but close.”

Damn. “Where’s J-bone now?”

“In his apartment?”

“You’re not sure?”

“I had other things on my mind,” he said, indicating his face with his good hand.

She nodded sympathetically. “Want me to call an ambulance?”

He shook his head. “I know someone; she’ll fix me up. I wanted to tell you what you’re heading into first.”

“So tell me.”

“Cruz and Trigger used to be pretty tight, but then Cruz got it on with Lil’ Tina, and suddenly he ain’t got so much time for hanging out with Trigger. Trig goes around bad-mouthing Tina for a while, but then he settles down, and I think everything’s fine. We go on like that for a couple of months. I figure Cruz will get tired of Tina, but he don’t.”

She groaned. “Don’t tell me, Lil’ Tina dumped him.”

“You got it. Cruz was really busted up about it. It was kind of embarrassing the way he went on, you know? Anyway, Trigger starts bad-mouthing Tina again; only this time he says some stuff that starts real trouble. He goes on about how Tina is hanging out with another guy. Cruz don’t like it, but Trigger don’t stop. He’s rubbing Cruz’s face in it you see?”

“And Cruz goes after Tina?”

“Yeah, but that ain’t the worst of it. Tina admits it straight out. She says she don’t want Cruz no more, but worse than that, she don’t want us no more.”

She whistled silently. “She wants out of the Rascals?”

“Yeah, screwy huh? Even worse than that, the guy she’s hanging with is an Alley Dog!”

“That’s not good.”

The Alley Dogs were a set of the Eighteenth Street Crips, one of the largest gangs in the Republic. Worse, all Alley Dogs were shifters. What in the nine hells was Tina doing hanging with one of those animals?

“I wanted to fix it on the quiet—no way do we want a war with shifters—but Trigger took me down before I could do anything. The last I heard, he was planning to go after Tina’s Alley Dog and drag her back.”

“You think they plan to kill him?”

TC shrugged.

“You got a name for this Alley Dog?”

“Yeah. They call him Loco. It’s some shifter thing to do with the moon. I don’t know about that stuff, Sis, but maybe you do?”

She scowled. “Don’t go there, TC. I’m not in the mood.”

TC smiled uncertainly. “After Trigger put me down, I went to look for Tina.”

“You warned her? Good thinking.”

He shook his head. “I couldn’t find her, but Loco found me easily enough.” He held up his broken hand. “This was from him.”

Bastard. She would have to take care of Loco when she found Tina. No one hurt her kids.

“I’ll fix him. You’re lucky he didn’t bite you.”

“Yeah I know,” TC said with a grimace. “He said something like that after busting me up. I don’t feel very grateful just now.”

“Can’t say I blame you, but next week you’ll look back and thank him.”

TC shook his head. “I guess you would know. Listen, Sis, I’m sorry about what happened to you. When I saw it on the news, I was ready to hunt the bastard down for you—”

She raised a hand. “We’re talking about you not me. Besides, hunting Ryder is my job.” She stood. “Are you sure you don’t need an ambulance? I’ve got my link, I can have one here in less than ten minutes.”

TC struggled to his feet. “Don’t need it.” He started down the stairs. “Call me on my link if you need me. I’m going to get my hand fixed. I’ll be fine in a couple of hours.”

She regarded him sceptically. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. My friend’s a witch.”

“Handy.”

“She’s a great lay too!” TC called cheerfully over his shoulder. “You be careful in there, Lil’ Sis. The Rascals ain’t your kids no more.”

She watched him out of sight then turned to go back upstairs.

Getting into J-bone’s apartment was not a problem, simply knocking on the door sufficed. One of the Rascals answered, a girl everyone called Squeeze.

“How’s it going?” Chris asked, stepping inside when Squeeze failed to invite her. “You still hanging with Jaybird?”

Squeeze nodded and shut the door.

Chris followed Squeeze into the apartment. She glanced around, counting twenty or so people lounging about the place. Their ages ranged from late teens to mid-twenties. Most of them ‘belonged’ to her, but those that didn’t were easy to spot. Over the last couple of years, new and older faces had popped up to join the Rascals.

Her arrival met varying degrees of welcome. Some smiled and nodded, others looked uneasy. Some ignored her, while others were openly hostile. What surprised her was the source of much of the hostility. She expected it from the newcomers; they didn’t know her as a friend. They knew her as a cop, which she no longer was, but that wouldn’t change their opinions. What she hadn’t expected was the distrust she saw on the faces of some of ‘her’ kids, and it hurt.

Squeeze collapsed onto the sofa next to Jaybird.

Chris looked but didn’t spot J-bone. “Where’s J-bone?”

“He’s in the kitchen—” Squeeze began, but Jaybird elbowed her arm to shush her.

Chris shoved her hands deeper into her pockets and leaned down to Jaybird’s eye level. He was slumped on the sofa with one leg hooked over the arm. Jaybird was one of her kids and used to be one of her weasels like J-bone, but this past year he had stopped calling her. It had happened before of course. Kids grew up and things changed. Sometimes they came back to her, sometimes not.

“How’s it going, Jay?”

He shrugged. “Was going great until you showed up.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

She flicked a glance at Squeeze. “He taking care of you?”

Squeeze snuggled closer to her man. “Oh yeah, is he ever!”

Chris grinned at Jaybird’s blushes. “In the kitchen you said?”

They both nodded.

When she entered the kitchen, she found J-bone sitting at the table with his back to her. China was kneeling beside him with a damp cloth in her hands and trying to clean him up. China glanced up as Chris entered, but didn’t say anything. After a moment, she went back to her nursing.

Chris smelled blood and pain on the air. “How bad is he?”

“I’m okay,” J-bone mumbled.

“Shut up, J-bone, I wasn’t talking to you. How bad?”

China shrugged. “Take a look for yourself.” She stood and moved out of the way.

Chris rounded the table to get a good look, and tried to keep the dismay off her face. J-bone had been through the ringer. He looked even worse than TC if that was possible—there was more blood for one thing. His hands clutched each other on the table. Purple bruising covered his hands and his knuckles split and sore; he had obviously fought back. His right eye was badly bloodshot, but it remained open. The other eye had swollen completely shut. China had cleaned him up some, but already the cuts were seeping blood. They needed stitches.

J-bone tried to smile. “You came.”

“I said I would, didn’t I?” Chris sat at the table opposite him, and China went back to work with some Band-Aids. “He needs a hospital.”

China shrugged and kept working. “He won’t go.”

“I ain’t going to no hospital,” J-bone lisped through cut and swollen lips. “I’ll be fine, I’ve had worse.”

Her eyebrows shot up. He was telling the truth. She hated it, but she could tell by his reactions. She had always been good at reading people, but now it felt like she could read them from the inside. She had Ryder—that bastard—to thank for her new talents. Her senses were ridiculously keen. Like earlier with TC, she could hear J-bone’s heartbeat. It was slow and even. His scent and body language was full of pain, but there was no evasiveness in him.

“I’d like to hear about that sometime, but not now. Where is Trigger?”

J-bone’s heart sped at the mention of his nemesis. “I told him what you said, but he wouldn’t listen. I tried to stop him.”

“Idiot,” China said. It sounded like something she had said more than once today.

Chris agreed. “I told you to tell him not to leave. I didn’t tell you to get your butt kicked over it!”

J-bone winced when China dabbed at his face a little too hard. “He was going after Tina, Chrissy. I had to do something. TC went to warn her. I had to give him time to find her.”

“I’ve already talked to TC.”

J-bone’s good eye brightened. “You’ve seen him? Is he all right?”

She shrugged. “He looks better than you do. He didn’t find Lil’ Tina.”

“Damn.”

“He did find Loco, or rather, Loco found him.”

China bit her lip. “He’s not… Loco didn’t…”

“Bite him? No. TC got off easy with a busted hand.”

China relaxed a little. “Where is he?”

“He said he knew a witch who could fix him up.”

China’s lips thinned at hearing that, but J-bone took her mind off the news. He groaned and clutched his head. She turned her attention to him.

“You want some aspirin?”

“Yeah, thanks, China.” He waited for his friend to leave before continuing. “Don’t mention the witch again, Chrissy. China has a thing for TC, and she don’t like hearing about his latest catch.”

She rolled her eyes. “Let’s get back to Tina. TC said she wants out of the Rascals.”

“I don’t think she knows what she wants. She had it good with Cruz. He would have done anything for her. What she thinks she’s doing, I don’t know.”

“Got any ideas where I should start looking for her?”

J-bone frowned and then shrugged. “She’s probably with Loco.”

“What about Trigger?”

“He took Cruz and went gunning for Loco. Cruz wants Tina back, Chrissy. I don’t think they’ll take no for an answer.”

China chose that moment to come back with the aspirin. She filled a glass with water and gave it to J-bone along with two tablets.

J-bone swallowed the aspirin and chased them with water. “So, what do we do?”

“We? You’re in no shape to do anything. I’ll sort this mess out.”

“You can’t go after Loco alone.”

“Sure I can.”

J-bone just stared at her.

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it.”

“But what about Trigger and Cruz? They’re bound to show up there if they haven’t already.”

“I’ll worry about that when it happens.”

“Chrissy—”

She patted him on the shoulder. “I’ll be fine.”

“Chrissy, you can’t—”

She ignored him and hurried to leave the apartment, but China followed and caught up with her near the elevator.

Chris hit the call button. “Will you stick with J-bone for me?”

“Of course, but he’s right. You can’t go up against Loco alone. He’s a shifter.”

Her face twisted. “So am I.”

China stared. She had obviously forgotten that little bombshell. Chris didn’t laugh at her shocked expression. It wasn’t in the least funny.

China rallied her wits and tried again. “Yeah but—”

The elevator door slid aside, and Chris stepped into the car. She held the door open when it tried to close. “One more thing; get the others out of his damn apartment so he can rest. I don’t know what the hell they think they can do there.”

“Trigger told them to wait for him.”

She clenched her jaw making the muscles jump. “Get them out.”

She let the doors close. 

* * *


11 ~ Dealing with the Devil

Chris parked her car outside Lost Souls, and sat listening to the tick-tick noise of cooling metal. The club was something of a landmark in the area, and was very popular among the fashion conscious children of Los Angeles. It was a four-story neon bedecked brownstone edifice—a temple dedicated to pleasure. The club took up half a city block and stood out like a peacock among drab sparrows.

Monster Central was not an affluent area by any stretch of the imagination. Apart from a few high spots like Lost Souls, most of the Waterfront District needed major renovation. Considering the cost of such a programme, and everyone’s indifference to non-Human concerns, it wasn’t surprising that the mayor had turned a deaf ear to the resident’s pleas.

She watched the long line of patrons flowing into the club, wondering how many of them were rich kids, here to mingle with the monsters—monster groupies. Probably quite a few. She shook her head slowly. They didn’t know the risk they were taking, or maybe they did, it could be part of the attraction. Lost Souls was owned and operated by Stephen Edmonton—a vampire not a shifter—but influential in the non-Human community and could help her if he chose.

And she did need help.

After leaving J-bone’s apartment, she drove into Alley Dog territory intent upon finding Loco, but the streets were ominously quiet. People she talked with professed not to know anything. Worse than that, his gang’s usual haunts were conspicuously devoid of Alley Dogs. Something was up; something big enough to call them off the streets. Tina wasn’t important enough for that kind of reaction. At least, she didn’t think so. Everywhere she went, she met blank looks and walls of silence.

Coming here was a last resort.

It was still day outside, but only just. Sunset was minutes away. Edmonton would be ‘waking up’ soon. She pulled her link out of her pocket, and punched in TC’s number. He picked up on the second ring.

“Yo!”

“It’s me.”

“Where are you, Sis?”

“Outside Lost Souls.”

“What the hell are you doing there? You’re not thinking of going in are you?”

She ignored the question. “Listen. Has anything gone down I should know about?”

There was a long silence broken only by TC’s breathing.

“Whatever it is, you know I’m going to find out. You might as well tell me now as later.”

TC sighed. “Trigger and Cruz are missing.”

“What?”

“They’re missing. The word is they tried to kill Loco. I don’t know if that’s true or not. Probably is, but I can’t be sure. It don’t matter anyway. Trigger has got his damn war, but he ain’t going to be around to fight it.”

She gritted her teeth. What else could go wrong? “Why didn’t you call me?”

TC snorted. “How would that help? You would have gone charging in and got yourself killed for nothing. Trigger and Cruz are dead already. No point in you following them.”

“They’re dead?”

“They must be.”

“But you don’t know for sure,” she said intently. “Do you know for sure?”

“No, but if they ain’t, they’ll wish they was. Stay out of it, Sis. The others say that now Trigger is gone, they want things back the way they was. I’m gonna let Lil’ Tina go if that’s what she wants. I want to calm things down. We can’t fight the Alley Dogs, Sis. They’ll bury us, or worse, make us like them.”

The thought of her kids facing something like Ryder was unacceptable. “You’re right, you can’t fight them.”

But we can.

She jumped. Her knuckles whitened on her link, threatening to break it. “I’ll see what I can find out and get back to you.”

“Stay out of it, Sis! You hear me—”

She switched off her link and stuffed it into her pocket. She climbed out of the car and headed toward the crowded main entrance of the club.

Lost Souls was a club in that its clientele was heavily biased toward non-humans, but for all of that, it was an upmarket place on anyone’s scale. Had she not known its reputation, she would have thought it a place for the rich and the beautiful to rub shoulders with each other. Its theme, strictly adhered to by visitors, was the 1920s era. All the men wore flashy tuxedos under their topcoats; the women wore long dresses and dripped with fake jewellery… at least she assumed it was phony.

The uniformed gods guarding the doors were alike as twins and perfect specimens of maleness. One whiff of them had her neck hairs at attention and her heart pounding. Her passenger started humming in the back of her head. In her mind’s eye, she saw a huge wolf grinning at her.

“Don’t even think about it,” she muttered under her breath.

We need a mate.

“I’m not talking to you about this!”

Amusement radiated from her passenger.

It was intolerable the way it watched everything. It was like having a reporter on her shoulder ready to comment on anything she did. Damn! She joined the other club patrons, and trotted up the steps toward the doors. Before she could enter, a huge hand descended on her shoulder to cut her out of the herd. She brushed the hand off with a snarl.

The doorman smiled pleasantly, but his eyes were empty. In a bored voice he said, “Dress code.”

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Code,” she said, flashing her badge in his face. “Do we have a problem?”

He frowned, not understanding the joke. “No jeans, no sneakers, and no…”

“Trench coats?”

“Yeah.”

She nodded. “How about no license?” He blinked in confusion and she sighed. Some people just didn’t understand her brand of humour. “I’m here on police business. Is that any clearer?”

“You’re a shifter—”

“Don’t remind me,” she muttered.

“—you can’t go in dressed like that.”

Stupid. We don’t like him.

Chris agreed wholeheartedly. “One way or another, I’ll be going in, but I’ll give you a break. Go tell the manager that Lieutenant Humber insists on seeing him.”

He frowned, trying to work out what he should do. He decided on caution. “Follow me.”

“Good boy.”

He ignored that.

He led her inside toward a reception area where people were leaving their hats and coats. She stared at the scene. There were two women wearing sequinned dresses taking the items, and giving the patrons a ticket in exchange. They were hatcheck girls, or would have been hatcheck girls a hundred years ago. She supposed they called themselves hostesses or something now.

“Wait here.”

She turned to see the doorman hurrying toward a door marked Staff Only. She was tempted to follow him but restrained herself. She was here in need of information and help. Antagonising the management wouldn’t be a good start. She thrust her hands deep into her pockets and took in the view. She frowned. The patrons were all exceptionally good looking. Perfect people made her uneasy. They were too good to be true. Most were shifters, but she scented humans among them. In addition, there were a couple of vamps. She glanced at the main doors and noted the sun was down. It had to be for them to be awake. They had a distinctive scent that she could never confuse with anything else. It was dry and musty with a metallic tang to it. She kept a wary eye on them as they made their way into the club proper.

“Mr. Tansey will see you,” the doorman said, reappearing at her shoulder.

“Where?”

“Go through that door and up the stairs. You’ll be met.”

“I bet,” she muttered, wondering by what.

The doorman went back to his post, and Chris crossed the foyer to enter the door he had indicated. As expected, there were stairs leading up. She climbed them to the first landing where a woman waited for her. She was dressed for a party in a long backless evening gown. On one wrist she wore a gold charm bracelet, and on the other, a tasteful watch with jewelled strap. Her hands were small and graceful, but her nails looked wickedly sharp. She had chosen a blood red nail polish and lipstick that contrasted sharply with her dead white complexion. 

She smiled, revealing a hint of fang. “I’m Danyelle.”

Chris wanted to back up and pull her boomer, but she forced herself not to move and avoided Danyelle’s eyes. Chris’ passenger growled unhappily as Danyelle’s scent—unsuccessfully masked by expensive perfume—wafted to them.

“Lieutenant Humber,” she said belatedly, realising Danyelle was waiting for a response.

“I know who you are. What do you want?”

“I think that’s between Mr. Tansey and me, don’t you?”

“Follow.”

Chris followed Danyelle up to the manager’s office.

Opposite the door, a spartan desk dominated the room. Behind it, there was a single large window through which she could make out the club proper. A man was sitting behind the desk when she entered. By his scent, she judged him Human, but there was something underlying it that said he was more than that. She was too new to all the strangeness to make a determination about him. She decided to put him on the monster side of her list of acquaintances. He would stay there until she could figure him out.

He rose to his feet when she entered. “Welcome to Lost Souls, Miss Humber. I’m Edward Tansey, the day manager.”

“That would be Lieutenant Humber.”

Tansey smiled; it didn’t reach his eyes. “Would it? May I see some identification?”

“I need to see your owner,” she said, and flashed her badge for him. Tansey glanced at it, obviously not really interested.

“My employer is a very busy man. I shall enquire.” He rounded his desk again and reached for his desktop link.

She hadn’t meant it like that. She had meant the owner of the club, but his stress on the word employer told her all she needed to know about him. No wonder he didn’t feel right. He was Edmonton’s familiar. A vampire’s familiar was his eyes and ears in the daylight world. There were all kinds of mystical bullshit associated with them. She didn’t know fact from fiction regarding that stuff, but if only half what she had heard about familiars was true, it was more than bad enough. Some called them Human servants, but quislings were what they really were.

Tansey stared at Chris and nodded at something he heard over the link. “Seems to be… no, Danyelle is here with me. You think that wise? Fine then, I’ll tell her. Bye.” He sat back and smiled. This time there was real amusement behind the smile. “Danyelle, please escort Miss Humber to Stephen.”

There was that Miss Humber again. Was he trying to annoy her on purpose? There was nothing to indicate surprise on the vampire’s perfect marble-smooth face, but she was surprised all the same. Vampires, as a general rule, do not breathe unless they want to talk, so changes in Danyelle’s non-existent respiration wasn’t what clued Chris in. No, she had picked up the subtle change in Danyelle’s scent.

How do I know what it means?

We know.

Chris swallowed the sarcastic rejoinder that leapt to her lips. It was bad enough that she was hearing voices; she wasn’t about to compound things by making the conversation public.

Danyelle crossed the room to another door and opened it. She looked back when Chris failed to follow her through. “Stephen is waiting.”

“Why can’t he come here?”

Tansey stood and rounded the desk again. “Why should he? You asked for this meeting, Miss Humber. Common courtesy—”

“This isn’t a courtesy call. It’s police business.”

“But you aren’t on duty. Are you, Miss Humber?”

“I always consider myself on duty, Mr. Tansey. Where is Mr. Edmonton?”

“He is attending a function arranged by an associate of his. It’s a purely business affair. Stephen assures me you are quite welcome to join him.”

She glanced at the statue Danyelle had become then back at Tansey. This didn’t feel right. They were too eager for her to join Edmonton.

“Just give me the address. I’ll make my own way there.”

Tansey’s smile faltered. “Ah… that won’t be possible I’m afraid. Your invitation is contingent upon an escort. Danyelle will accompany you, but if you would prefer not to go, I’m sure Stephen will understand. I can make an appointment for you to see him in a few days. Shall we say this coming Thursday?”

She scowled. Anything could happen in that time. She had Trigger and Cruz to find, and then there was Tina. The stupid girl had started all this by hanging out with a shifter. If Chris didn’t find her quickly, there could be another body cluttering a dark alley tonight.

“Lead the way,” she said, joining Danyelle.

Danyelle turned and stepped through the door.

Chris looked back to find Tansey watching her. He nodded and smiled. She didn’t respond. Instead, she pushed through the door and followed a vampire into what might be a trap. Following a monster without backup... again! Was she nuts? She snorted. Of course she was, she was hearing voices wasn’t she?

She caught up with her escort and paced by her side. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see. There’s no need to be frightened, not yet.”

“I’m curious, not frightened.”

A frown marred Danyelle’s lovely face. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why aren’t you frightened of me?”

Chris pursed her lips in thought. That was a good question. “I’m not sure. Look, don’t take this wrong, but you don’t look very scary.”

“But you know what I am. What I look like should make no difference.”

That was true. Vampires fed on people. They were evil, and Chris doubted Danyelle would mind snacking on her. Shifter blood might make a nice change. Who knew?

“Okay, but what can you really do? You can’t make me into one of you. Shifters are immune.”

“I could kill you.”

She shrugged.

“Everyone fears death.”

Danyelle opened a door leading to a short flight of stairs and led the way down. At the bottom, another door led outside into an alley running behind the club. The alley was dark, but Chris’ eyes were keen these days. They penetrated the gloom easily. A short way along, a limo awaited them. Danyelle opened the rear door and Chris ducked to enter the car.

Danyelle halted Chris with a touch on her arm. “Everyone fears death, everyone,” she said as if trying to reassure herself.

Chris shrugged her off and climbed into the car.

Danyelle hesitated only briefly before joining her inside.

As soon as they were seated, the car started and pulled smoothly away. There was a partition between the driver and passenger compartments, but Chris didn’t doubt another vamp was doing the driving. She ought to be worried about that, but all she could think about was her coming meeting with Edmonton and finding Tina. Cruz and Trigger were a side issue as far as she was concerned. She would get them out of the fix they were in if she could, but Tina came first.

After leaving the city, they drove east for roughly an hour on I-215 toward Adelanto. She hadn’t expected to leave the city. There were places more convenient where monsters could hold their sorority meetings—the waterfront had plenty of rundown buildings to choose from, so why travel outside the city? The desert wasn’t somewhere she would have chosen, but she supposed they had their reasons. It didn’t have to make sense to her, only to them.

Their destination was the long abandoned George Air Force Base. She knew because faded signs still pointed the way; the desert storms had failed to sandblast them into complete illegibility. The base was closed at the end of the last century as a result of budget cuts. Civilian pilots had continued to use the airfield for a while, but even that limited use was in the past. George AFB was a ghost town now; the living quarters, once housing airmen and their families, were home only to cockroaches. The only things moving on the runways and taxiways these days were tarantulas and coyotes.

The car turned onto the aptly named Phantom Street, through what remained of the main gate, and onto the base. Off to her right, she could make out a group of huge fuel tanks. They were still white after all these years, and seemed to glow in the darkness. A small brick building stood separated from them by a broken down fence. To the west lay the flatlands of the desert, barren except for scraggly sagebrush, and beyond that lay the mountains and eventually Los Angeles.

She stared into the darkness. Deserted streets and houses gave way to a few tumbled down administrative buildings. A road sign came and went. Sabre Boulevard it proudly announced.

“Why here? Why not somewhere in the city?”

Danyelle looked at Chris measuringly. “It’s easier to hide the bodies.”

“That’s not funny.”

“It wasn’t meant to be. It’s time you realised something.”

“Oh yeah? What would that be?”

“We, you and I, are not Human.”

Chris stared, but Danyelle was serious. “Oh that little thing. Boy, I’m real glad you’re here to tell me these things.”

“You mock, but you don’t really understand what it means to be one of us.”

“By one of us you mean one of the monsters.”

“If you like.”

Chris scowled. “I don’t like as it happens, but not liking it means nothing.”

“At least you realise that. You are one of us now. Pretending you are not will gain you nothing but pain, and it might bring much worse.”

“See, now you’ve gone and lost me again. I’m not pretending to be anything. What you see is what you get with me.”

“That is not true. It’s not true of any of us, and especially not true of a shifter like you.” Danyelle cocked her head and studied Chris for a long moment. “Do you know what I see when I look at you?”

“I’m sure you’re going to tell me,” Chris muttered sourly.

“I see someone who doesn’t know herself. Someone who pretends she’s Human and wants desperately to make it true. Hiding what you are from humans might work—they see only what they want to see—but trying it with us will not. It might get you killed.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes, and if you had bothered to learn more about us you would realise it. You still think like a Human. You cannot afford that, especially not here and now. In our world, you are either one of those who rule or one of those ruled. There is no in between. Which one you will be depends on how strong you are.”

Chris shrugged. “I’m not into status games.”

“You don’t understand—”

“And I don’t want to.”

“You need to hear this! We’re nearly there.”

“Let’s talk about something else. What’s this meeting about?”

“You might not be into what you call status games, but I assure you the rest of us are. Our lives are defined by it. Yours will be too. You have got to stop thinking in the old way!”

“What are we doing in the middle of the desert?”

Danyelle sighed and shook her head pityingly. “You have a very rude awakening coming. I hope you’re strong enough to stand it. As for this meeting, Stephen was asked to mediate a dispute between packs.”

“What’s the argument about?”

“The usual—territory.”

“Since when do shifters need help with that?”

“Since we all agreed that the coming amendments are a good thing, and that a war between packs would put them in jeopardy.”

Chris grunted; politics again. She remembered Mark talking about it... it seemed like years ago, but it was only a few weeks back. She ought to take a greater interest now that it affected her directly, but she couldn’t summon the enthusiasm.

The car took another turn. Chris looked out the window in time to catch sight of their destination. It was one of the base’s old hangars. Dozens of cars and trucks were parked in no particular order outside it. The huge hangar doors were open a few feet and light spilled out into the night.

The limo rolled to a stop next to another one. Edmonton’s maybe, or maybe not. It wasn’t the only limo. There was another one parked some distance away separated from them by a sea of Toyota’s, Fords, and Chryslers. Danyelle opened her door and climbed out. She stood by the car tensely scanning the night. Chris joined her and waited to see what would happen. Were they waiting for an invitation? Perhaps there was some other protocol involved that she didn’t know about... another escort maybe?

“What are we waiting for...” she asked but then felt it.

Danger!

She was crouching before she knew it. She had pulled her boomer instinctively, but she had no target. Danyelle stood as before still searching the night. Chris’ neck hairs lifted as the scent of dozens of shifters flowed over her. Her lips rippled back and she bared her teeth in a snarl. She was growling like an animal from deep in her chest, and couldn’t stop.

Danyelle looked sharply at her. “Do nothing, or we both die.”

Let me out and I will protect us.

“No.”

“You must do as I say.”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Chris said and would have explained, but Danyelle nodded as if she already understood. She probably did. She must know other shifters.

“Put it away. It will do you no good anyway.”

“Don’t give me orders,” Chris growled, but she did thrust the boomer back into her pocket. “What in the nine hells are they doing out there in the desert?”

“I told you in the car why this place is so useful. Work it out for yourself.”

Danyelle had said George AFB was good for... hiding bodies? She looked sharply at the vampire and thought she saw a flash of amusement just leaving her face.

Danyelle nodded toward the west. “Here they come.”

Chris turned in time to see the night come alive. She was confused when what she took to be a pack of dogs flowed across the runway toward her, but the surprise lasted only seconds. Her eyes might be fooled, but her nose wasn’t and neither was her passenger. The newcomers were shifters. They weren’t werewolves, she knew enough to know that. Werecyotes? Were there such things? The evidence before her said yes.

“Who are they?”

Danyelle smiled briefly. “Locals. They look after the place for us, and keep prying eyes away. The base is part of their range. Coyotes are very territorial you know.”

The werecoyotes didn’t stop coming when they found Danyelle and Chris in their path. The pack simply split in two, flowed around them, and merged into one again just before pouring through the hangar doors. One or two of the beasts were curious enough to turn their heads to look up at them as they passed, but none stopped.

She was just congratulating herself on staying composed in the middle of a shifter stampede, when the night played a dirty trick on her. The last of the coyotes had just trotted past, when the darkness vomited up a pair of horrors. Her thoughts flashed to Ryder and the dirty alley where her life had ended in blood and pain.

“Calm,” Danyelle said tensely. “Stay calm. Your fear will excite them, and me come to think of it. It affects all of us the same. We’re all hunters in our way.”

It was all right for Danyelle to say stay calm. One of these things hadn’t ripped her apart. Chris forced her fear down and tried to distract herself with questions.

“Why do they look like that and not like the others?”

“They’re alphas. Do you know what that means?”

“Alphas are the strongest.”

Danyelle nodded. “The strong lead and the rest follow if they know what’s good for them. The stronger you are the more control you have over the Change.”

“You mean they want to look like that?”

“Yes.”

“Why?” Chris asked incredulously.

Danyelle looked at her as if she were dense. “Which is more frightening, a coyote no different to a mundane one except in size, or one of those things?”

Chris nodded slowly.

They probably thought frightening someone was better than fighting them. They were good at it too; it was working on her. Just looking at them made her shiver.

She watched them warily as they approached. They didn’t look the way Ryder had that night except in a general way. They walked erect on their oddly shaped legs as Ryder had done, and they were tall like him—easily seven feet—but these things were obviously kin to coyotes not wolves. Their pelts were dark grey not black, and both of them had light grey bellies with a mane of long hair running down their backs. Like Ryder, they did have sharp claws on hands and feet, but their heads seemed smaller, narrower, and their amber coloured eyes were set closer together as a result. In short, they fit her definition of what shifters should look like—monstrous.

The huge creatures stopped and stared down at her. Both of them were obviously male. The evidence hung grotesquely huge and all too visible between their legs. She forced herself to look away and up at their faces. They loomed over her, crowding her on purpose, and her passenger objected. Strongly. She was suddenly hot and itchy all over, as her beast tried to trigger the Change. Her skin felt like a million ants were doing the polka on her, and her muscles tensed. She felt her skin ripple over her back, and with it a wave of pain as things inside tried to change.

“I won’t let you out,” she whispered through gritted teeth.

Her answer was a snarl of rage and another flood of heat, but the itching did ease and the pain with it. She sighed in relief as her passenger settled down. Her eyes narrowed when she realised the newcomers were laughing at her. They knew what had almost happened and were grinning at her. She felt anger building again, but that was dangerous. It could trigger the Change. She couldn’t let them make her angry.

She waved a hand in front of her face and forced a nonchalant grin onto her face. “Phew! You boys need some mouthwash. What the hell have you been eating?”

A rumble of warning came from the one on the left. In a barely understandable guttural voice he said, “You think you funny, little wolf. Should ask who we eat, not what.”

That wiped the grin off her face; she wasn’t sure it was a joke. Danyelle’s expression made her think it was not. Her stomach flip-flopped and she swallowed hard to keep her dinner from reappearing.

“Leave her alone, Jonas,” Danyelle said.

“Why, what special about her? She want me go, she make me go,” the grinning monstrosity said.

“Stephen invited her. She’s his guest and under my protection.”

Jonas ignored Danyelle. She stepped forward to make her displeasure felt.

Remembering the lecture about status, Chris waved Danyelle back. “I’m not special, Jonas, but will this do?” She pushed her boomer hard against his belly.

He looked down at the weapon buried in his fur. “Pull trigger. I not die.”

“But it will hurt a lot,” she agreed quickly. She hadn’t considered he might not die, but of course he wouldn’t. Ryder hadn’t, and he had taken a lot more than a single bullet in the belly. “If you make me pull the trigger, Jonas, I’ll make sure the second one takes your balls off.”

Jonas’ friend grinned at that.

“Now I don’t know much about shifters,” Chris continued, “but I’m betting it will take quite a while for them to grow back… will they grow back do you think?”

Jonas surprised her. He made a sound like choking—he was laughing. He backed up then said, “All good. She strong enough.”

“We will see,” Danyelle said.

“She fine. We go,” Jonas said and trotted away.

Chris watched him and his friend enter the hangar and then turned back to Danyelle for an explanation. “What was that about?”

Danyelle began walking, leading the way to the hangar. Chris held back, but she had a job to do. Edmonton was in there and she needed him. She couldn’t leave, not now. She trotted a little way and then walked beside Danyelle.

“What’s the secret, Danyelle? Who is Jonas and what did he mean?”

“It’s not a secret. If Jonas hadn’t stopped to talk, one of the others would have before the night was out. His quiet friend’s name is Leon Pullen. Have you heard that name?”

Chris frowned. “I don’t think so. Should I have?”

Danyelle shrugged and stopped just before the hangar doors. “It was on the news, but it doesn’t matter. Leon is an alpha like Jonas, and they’re friends as much as two alphas can be. Their packs are the largest in the area. They would normally be rivals for the territory, but they have a treaty and don’t fight each other. No matter what it takes, Jonas and Leon keep the peace here.” Danyelle looked hard at Chris. “Whatever it takes.”

“What’s that to do with me?”

“New recruits are always trouble. They can’t help it, but that holds no weight with us. It sounds harsh, but we have no time for those who cannot adjust to our world. Troublemakers, or those too weak to survive, generally don’t.”

“I’m not here to cause trouble.”

“It was too late the moment you were bitten.”

Chris bit her lip. More complications she didn’t need. How would this affect what she needed to do here? Maybe it wouldn’t have a bearing, but she couldn’t count on it.

“Is it just because I’m a police officer?”

Danyelle stared. “You hear, but you do not listen. I told you in the car that status is everything to us. What do you think that means? You were a police officer. That time belongs to the Human world and the past. It means nothing here and now. You have no status… none that we recognise. You will have none until you prove your dominance. Among us—shifter or vampire it doesn’t matter—status must be earned. We have to constantly prove our strength.”

“You mean use it or lose it?”

“Exactly, and losing it is death. New recruits are always trouble because they upset the status quo. They don’t know their place. Until they prove themselves, no one knows how they should react to them.”

“Oh great,” Chris said with a heartfelt sigh. “You mean I’ll have to join this pissing contest before I can talk to Edmonton?”

Danyelle shook her head. “You are his guest; of course he will meet with you. Anything else you want will have to be earned.”

Chris nodded.

They stepped through the door together.

 * * *



12 ~ Rituals

Chris felt uncomfortable the moment she entered the hangar. It was cavernous, easily big enough to house ten times the numbers currently occupying it, but still it felt confining. A couple of hundred people should have been lost within it, but there was something about shifters that filled any space they occupied. The air felt thick, the building filled to capacity and beyond despite the evidence of her eyes. So many shifters in one place filled the air with conflicting scents and made her passenger restless. Chris echoed its unease.

There were shifters of all shapes and sizes. Men and women who looked Human from behind proved to be something else when they turned and revealed eyes with cat-like slit pupils, or eyes that glowed amber or gold.

Everyone was talking at once, the sound blurring into an incomprehensible babble of voices. There were wolves here. Her passenger noticed them at the same moment Chris did. She could feel its interest, but to her surprise, it didn’t try to trigger the Change. It was alert, but wary.

Laughter made her check her stride, suddenly sure it was her they were laughing at, but when she located those laughing, they weren’t paying the slightest attention to her. She stared at the group where they lounged on the floor chatting together. There were six—four men and two… things. The men were naked as the day they were born and obviously didn’t care who noticed. She couldn’t call the things reclining with them women, because although they were female, they were like Jonas—Changed.

She turned a slow circle on the spot. Variations of the scene were repeated everywhere she looked.

Jonas’ coyotes were here somewhere, but the few she saw didn’t account for half of them. They must have changed back to Human form. There were a lot of unclothed people wandering around; maybe they were coyotes sometimes? Shifters were not body conscious by any stretch of the imagination. A lucky thing, because changing forms must be hell on their wardrobes. She couldn’t see Jonas or his quiet friend, but she wouldn’t recognise either of them in Human guise.

In the centre of the hangar, an area had been left empty, and a square roughly thirty feet to a side had been chalked upon the concrete floor. A long trestle table had been set up aligned with one of its sides. It was nothing fancy, just a beaten up wooden table with a row of plastic chairs tucked under it. There were a few items seemingly discarded on its surface: a portable comp, some papers, and a couple of carafes of water with glasses.

Chris smelled the scent of fresh blood, and her passenger went hyper alert. Beneath the tantalising scent, she picked up others; scents layered deeply over the bloodstained concrete whispering to her of old blood and terror. Her skin crawled—heat followed by a ripple of something running up both her arms.

“Stop that,” she hissed under her breath. In her head, she could see an agitated wolf pacing back and forth.

Danyelle cut across the corner of the square towards a man dressed in an Armani suit and sunglasses. Surrounding him at a respectful distance, a dozen men and women silently watched every direction at once. They stood widely separated from each other, trying hard to remain unnoticed. They failed miserably. For one thing, their scents gave them all away as vamps, and they each had a telltale bulge under their jackets. They wore them unbuttoned so they could reach those mysterious bulges quickly. Their looks and attitude shouted security team.

Edmonton wore his hair long in a ponytail like a waterfall of night down his back, and his skin was very white. As Chris approached him, she noticed he was wearing a plain gold wedding band. It was dull and battered, and seemed out of place, especially when he also wore a flashy gold watch.

A woman stood beside him listening attentively to Danyelle. She must have died very young, around nineteen or twenty, but looks could be deceptive. She could be centuries old; vamps were tricky like that. She was wearing a black business jacket over a painfully white blouse and knee length skirt, none of which could possibly match Danyelle’s backless evening gown for elegance, but for all of that, she had a quiet beauty all her own.

“…is done for now,” Edmonton was saying to Danyelle. “With David’s help, we should be able to keep the lid on a little longer.”

“Do you think it will be enough?”

Edmonton turned to his young-looking companion. “Marie?”

She cocked her head. “I think so. David knows what’s at stake. I think we can trust him to keep his people on a tight leash.”

Danyelle nodded. “I wasn’t questioning David’s abilities. Of course he’s trustworthy, but will keeping things quiet be enough to win us the vote?”

Marie shook her head gently. “I don’t think even the President knows the answer, and the polls are evenly split. It will be close, but I think we’ll win.”

“Let us hope so,” Edmonton said. “If I knew of a way to ensure victory… but let us not talk of that now, I am being discourteous to our guest.” He smiled charmingly at Chris and offered his hand to shake. “Welcome to our little get together, Miss Humber. I trust the drive out here was not too onerous. Did Danyelle keep you entertained?”

“Oh yeah, she was a real riot,” Chris said sourly.

She stared at the offered hand for a tense moment. She could feel her passenger’s guarded watchfulness. It didn’t like being so close to three vampires. Neither did she, but she forced herself to take Edmonton’s hand for a brief shake. Very brief.

“Really?” Edmonton pinned Danyelle with an intense look. “My dear, Danyelle, what have you been telling her?”

Danyelle stepped back a little. “Nothing, Stephen. I swear I told her nothing.”

“Nothing?” he asked as if tasting the word. “That hardly sounds like you, Danyelle.”

“She tried to teach me about your status games,” Chris said, interrupting the power trip Edmonton had going.

“I don’t play games, Miss Humber. I doubt Danyelle said I do.”

She stared at Edmonton’s sunglasses, foolishly wishing he would remove them. He didn’t seem angry, but gauging his expression without seeing his eyes was hard. She wasn’t yet comfortable with all the strangeness to rely upon her other senses alone.

“Call me Chris. Calling me Miss Humber makes me want to look over my shoulder. There’s only one Miss Humber in my family, and that’s Aunty Janice.”

Edmonton smiled. “In that case, you may call me Stephen.”

“Okay, Stephen. I do appreciate your seeing me on short notice like this, but I don’t have time for idle chit-chat. I need your help or someone’s going to die.”

The silence between them stretched out. The barest of smiles crossed Stephen’s face and was gone.

He removed his sunglasses and gestured at her with them. “I’m waiting to learn how it concerns me. Do I know this soon to be dead person?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Does this person work for me, or for someone I am affiliated with?”

“No but—”

“Then I fail to see how it’s any of my business.”

She kept her eyes focused on the knot of his tie, not willing to risk the power undoubtedly resident in his. “Her real name is Tina Rowe, but she goes by the moniker of Lil’ Tina.”

“Ah, a child of the modern age. Which gang?”

“Little Rascals. Do you know it?”

“I do not believe so. Should I?”

She shrugged. “It’s a Human gang, so probably not. Tina is a friend of mine. She’s in some trouble, and I think you can help.”

Stephen glanced at Danyelle. “Go back to the club. Chris will accompany me back in my car.” Danyelle nodded once and left without a word. “I was pleased when Edward called me about your visit. I have wanted to meet you for some time now. Can you guess why?”

“It can’t be my dazzling personality.”

He raised an eyebrow. “It can’t? Would it surprise you to learn that you are something of a celebrity among us?”

Chris scowled. “I have no control over what the newsies say about me.”

Marie grinned.

“I’ve been following your exploits,” Edmonton said. “Especially the most recent of them… the shifter slayings?” He waved a hand at those nearby. “I suspect everyone here knows who you are. The media has taken a particular interest in you, especially that Davis fellow. His column is a little overblown for my tastes, but I have to admit he does have a flair for the dramatic.”

“I didn’t come here to talk about Ed Davis,” she said tightly.

Stephen cocked his head. “You don’t like him I see.”

“We have a history.”

“Forgive me, I did not know that. Let us change the subject then, and talk of why you came to me. This Tina person, how is she in need of my help?”

Chris relaxed tight shoulders and began her story. She told him about her kids, and how she looked out for them. About TC and J-bone, and how J-bone contacted her with his fears about Tina and Loco. When she told him about her search for Trigger and Cruz in Alley Dog territory, Stephen finally reacted. He looked sharply at Marie.

Marie nodded in silent acknowledgement and hurried away.

“What?” Chris asked suspiciously. “What did I say?”

“Did Danyelle tell you why I was asked to come here?”

“Something about a territorial dispute between packs.”

“Correct. That was dealt with before you arrived, as was one other minor matter. Both problems involved Alley Dogs. Pederson and his pack are starting to become more than a mere annoyance.”

“Pederson?”

“Raymond Pederson is alpha of the Alley Dog pack, or gang if you prefer. He was an ally of mine once, but no longer. Another man—a better more honourable man—took his place. He has never truly forgiven either one of us for that.”

“How dangerous is he?”

“Anyone can be dangerous given the right motivation, but I do not fear him if that’s what you mean.”

“Would you admit it if you did?”

Stephen smiled briefly. “You are learning. Pederson is a shifter, an alpha, and something of a psychopath when all is said. Any of those things makes him someone to be wary of. There are many like him among the shifters of Los Angeles.”

She didn’t like the sound of that. Tina hanging around with Loco was bad enough, but if this Pederson was as unstable as Stephen made him seem, even she might have trouble saving the girl.

“Can you help me get Tina back?”

“Possibly. Ordinarily we do not interfere with each other’s business. It’s safer for all concerned, but I do have some influence with the shifters. Even Pederson, despite our mutual dislike, can be reasoned with.”

“But?”

Stephen smiled. “But it will cost me.”

“How much?”

“That remains to be seen, but I can guarantee Pederson will drive a hard bargain. I doubt money will satisfy.”

So did she. “Now I know you can help, will you?”

Stephen nodded. “If you agree to help me in return.”

“Nothing illegal,” she warned.

He waved that away impatiently. “I’m sure I don’t have to remind you of what I am. I’m hardly in the habit of recruiting outsiders to do ‘the dirty work’ as they say.”

She snorted. “What have you got in mind?”

“I want you to attend a press conference Marie is arranging. AML has been running a campaign against the amendments in the media. I need you to help me counter them. There will be interviews with reporters, talk shows… the usual kind of thing.”

Oh no… not that.

Stephen noted the sour look on her face. “Think of it as a learning experience. Your name could be worth a lot of votes for our side. Marie thinks so, and I trust her judgment. You’ll have a chance to tell your story, and in a good cause.”

“Your cause you mean.”

“Yours too.” He paused for a long considering moment. “You need to let the past go. Believe me. I know something about this. Trying to live in the past doesn’t work; you have to move forward. You need to do what is right for Chris the shifter, not what is right for Chris the Human. She doesn’t exist anymore. Besides, I thought you were doing this for Tina?”

She took a deep breath and nodded. “For Tina.”

“Excellent. I’ll have Marie make all the arrangements. She’ll be in touch with you.”

Just then, Marie returned with two men in tow. Chris didn’t recognise either man at first. One was wearing a pair of ragged jeans and nothing else. Not even shoes. The other was dressed like a biker in leathers. When they got close enough, she picked up their scents, and recognised Jonas as the one in the jeans. She looked him up and down and he grinned.

Jonas did a little twirl. “You like?”

She snorted, but she did like what she saw. Jonas looked to be in his late forties and had shaggy straw-coloured hair in this form. His eyes were grey-green now, not amber, and he had a strong face. His upper body was muscular, and he was just the right height—not that she wanted to kiss him or anything. Eye candy or not in Human form, and he was that despite his age, he was one of the monsters… all be it a playful one.

“Very pretty,” she said, smirking. “But I saw the real you outside.”

That wiped the smile off his face. “You think so?”

“How many more of you can there be?”

“You’d be surprised.”

She frowned and looked at the other man. “Leon, is that you?”

Jonas smirked, but his companion scowled. “Stupid bitch can’t even tell us apart.”

“She’s new.”

“Don’t make excuses for her, Jonas. She should still be able to tell I’m not one of your butt sniffing desert lovers.”

Chris realised her mistake. He was wolf not coyote. “Huh, you have got to be Pederson.”

Stephen nodded. “Indeed he is. Raymond Pederson, meet Chris Humber.”

Pederson sneered. “I know who she is, and what she wants.”

“Good for you,” Chris said sarcastically. “You have someone who belongs to me. I want her back.”

“Try to take her.”

She stepped angrily toward him. “I’ll do more than try.”

Jonas pushed between them. “No fighting.”

Pederson glared angrily. “Get out of my way, Jonas. She challenges me.”

“I heard no challenge,” Stephen said quickly and glared at Chris when she would have remedied that. “You know this place is neutral ground. Jonas will enforce our laws, won’t you Jonas?”

Jonas smiled nastily at Pederson who stepped away to give himself fighting room. “You bet I will, and with great pleasure. My pack has been bitching about the lack of action around here lately.”

Chris stepped around Jonas. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! This is my fight not yours.”

“It’s no one’s fight if I say it ain’t,” Jonas growled. “You’re on my range, girly.”

Girly? She mouthed the word silently, and anger mounted. “You listen to me you flea-bitten pain in the arse! I didn’t ask for your help, and I don’t want it. I came here to see Stephen not you. Butt out!”

Stephen shook his head. “He can’t do that. Jonas and his pack are our enforcers. Any judgements handed down here are carried out by his pack. Infractions of our laws are punished harshly… again by his pack members.”

“I don’t care. I’m not leaving without Tina.”

“She’s not here,” Pederson said, “and I wouldn’t let you near her if she was!”

She snarled wordlessly.

“You’re lying,” Jonas said.

Pederson rounded and glared at him.

Jonas shrugged. “I saw her outside with Loco.”

Pederson snarled wordlessly. “I told him to keep her away from here! I’ll gut the bastard, I’ll—”

Chris finally caught up. “She’s here, now?”

Jonas nodded.

“I’m taking her with me.”

“No!” Pederson snapped.

“No,” Jonas agreed, ignoring Chris’ splutters. “She’s an Alley Dog now. Her alpha speaks for her as he speaks for all his pack. It’s our way, Chris, he’s within his rights.”

Shock slammed through her like a physical blow. “You infected her…”

Pederson smiled nastily.

It was too much. She didn’t hear herself howl, but she did hear her passenger’s scream of fury in the back of her head. Rage flooded through her and she launched herself at Pederson. They crashed to the ground with her on top. Her passenger goaded her on, snarling in hate and fury. Heat flooded through her, but she was too busy trying to throttle Pederson to worry or even notice.

His throat, rip his throat! Quickly, before he Changes!

She went for Pederson’s throat. Howls not thoughts filled her head. There was nothing but raw fury and blood-lust; if there had been, she wouldn’t have tried it, not with her teeth. Even as she struck, a kick landed hard against her ribs and threw her clear. She felt a rib snap, but she went with the blow and rolled to her feet with no wasted time or motions. Still crouching ready to spring, she flexed her claws and screamed in fury. The pain in her hands and fingers made the sound spiral into a howl that shocked everyone into silence. Jonas stood squarely between her and Pederson. He was the one who had kicked her off him.

“Don’t let her out here, Chris, anywhere but here. Think of the ocean, the sound it makes on the shore. Take a deep breath and try to calm down. Think about how blue it is, and—”

Don’t listen. They hurt Tina.

She shook her head, listening to the soothing words and trying to think, but the pain in her hands was distracting. Knife-sharp claws slid in and out of the sheaths her fingers had become. They weren’t the blunt claws of a wolf; they looked like the claws the Tolliday girl had grown that day at Area 51. Only cats had retractable claws, what was happening?

She flexed her hands and the claws sprang out like five flick knives grafted to her fingers. The movement hurt, and she felt her eyes burning with the need to cry. She blinked, trying to focus, but there was something wrong with her eyes too. Everything was sharper and clearer, but colour was absent—replaced by shades of grey and black. She had never realised there were so many kinds of black.

There was movement behind Jonas. Pederson had regained his feet while she struggled with the changes in herself. Just the sight of him blew Jonas’ warnings out of her head. With a howl, she let the Change take her.

At last!

Chris shrieked in agony as her bones dislocated, and her body writhed into the change. She was lost in the burning agony as her muscles stretched and tore, only to re-knit themselves moments later into new patterns. She fell forward onto all fours shrieking her throat raw. She struggled out of her coat, and ripped demoniacally at her clothes with her claws. She screamed as her face erupted into a muzzle filled with sharp teeth. She screamed as her feet exploded out of her shoes. Her jeans bulged and caused her even more pain before they too succumbed to her changed body. Her stomach shifted, and her heart thundered as it moved to accommodate her new physique. Her kidneys, her liver—everything was moving and burning. Fur covered her in seconds and her ears lengthened. She howled like the animal she was, an animal in pain. Claws scrabbled desperately at concrete trying to find purchase.

“Help me!” she screamed.

She shredded what was left of her shirt with her fore claws, and snarled as she scented someone standing over her. It was Jonas. He said something, and waved everyone back.

“…first Change… going all the way… the wolves…” Jonas said, his words only dimly understood.

Chris Humber’s bright blue eyes slowly dulled. Smoke’s yellow eyes, a wolf’s eyes, blinked once up at Jonas before she scrambled to all fours. She panted away the heat of the Change and looked around for her enemy, but she couldn’t see him. A solid wall of shifters surrounded her. All were wolves. They watched her silently, ready to attack or defend. She yearned to join them, but she feared them at the same time. They were not her pack; she was vulnerable and alone. She paced back and forth in agitation, not sure what to do. She wanted to hunt, needed to, but they wouldn’t let her. She was sure they wouldn’t let her have Pederson.

She looked up at Jonas where he towered over her. He made no threatening moves toward her, but he had changed into his half-coyote form. He wasn’t her kind, but he was familiar, and that felt reassuring to her among all the strangeness. She circled him snuffing at his legs, gathering his scent, and trying to think.

Smoke shook herself and tried to think like the hunter she was. There were too many to fight, so that meant she should run, but she didn’t think they would let her do that either. She looked around for Stephen, and found him after a moment of checking for his scent. He was just outside the ring of watchers looking in. She trotted toward him, but stopped when the watchers tensed. Some of them began the Change and she backed up. She looked back at Jonas and whined in frustration. What did they want her to do? They would not let her fight, and they would not let her flee. What was left?

“She ready,” Jonas said.

Smoke backed up in alarm as every single one of the watchers howled and went to all fours. She cowered back as they threw themselves eagerly into the Change. Screams of pain and howls of exultation erupted all around her. She braced herself for the attack she knew was coming, but it didn’t come. Instead of pain, they gave her hope. The ring of watchers disintegrated as she watched, and reformed into a corridor leading toward that inviting slash of night glimpsed through the partly open doors.

“Run,” Jonas hissed.

In a scrabble of claws, she launched herself into an all-out run. The watchers were a blur in the periphery of her vision as she made for the imagined safety of the night.

Just let me get outside under the stars, just let me put a little distance between us, and I’ll lose them.

Smoke almost didn’t recognise the people entering the hangar as she approached the doors. She was running so fast, so intent upon that cool and inviting darkness outside, that she was level with them before their features registered; Ronnie, and Lawrence, and… Flint! Flint was here, and entering just behind her was Barrows.

Smoke’s eyes met Lephmann’s for a timeless instant, and recognition flashed upon his face. He yelled something, but it was lost in the wind of her passage out the door.

The night enveloped her as she dashed between parked cars. Without slowing, she leapt over one and chose a westerly direction. The open desert beckoned. The night was dark, but the stars and moon gave her more than enough light. She was a wolf, not a pathetic near-blind Human. She raced across the cracked pavement of the abandoned runways and finally onto the sandy soil of scrub land.

She settled into a ground-eating lope that she could maintain all night if necessary, and turned her thoughts to what was happening behind her. Why had they let her run? She doubted they planned to let her go. She listened hard to the wind, and thought she heard the howls of pursuers. She increased her speed wishing Jonas were here. He could have told her what this was about. Was it one of their status games? If it was a game, it was one she planned to win.

She changed direction and followed a stony ridge for a few miles, before abandoning it for the scrub again. She was hoping the stone might confuse those chasing her, and keeping to the patchy scrub offered some concealment. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth, and she was panting in need of a drink, but she was far from exhausted. She was strong, much stronger than Chris was.

She yelped in surprise as someone crashed into her, bowling her head over tail off her feet. She sprang back up in time to meet another bitch running full tilt toward her. She met the charge and they slammed together chest to chest. As quick as lightning, Smoke snapped her jaws shut on her enemy’s ear. She grinned, savagely pleased to hear the yelps of pain, and taste the sweetness of her enemy’s blood.

“You rag-eared bitch, I’m going to kill you for that!”

Smoke leapt away laughing. The language of wolves was a joy to hear, even if in the mouth of an enemy. “Who do you think you’re calling rag-eared? Take a look in a mirror why don’t you?”

The bitch sprang at her again, but this time she was ready. Smoke met her enemy in mid-leap and clamped her jaws on her throat. They crashed to the ground together, the bitch frenziedly trying to break Smoke’s hold. She held on and increased the pressure. A few seconds later it was over.

“I submit,” the bitch said humbly.

“Sensible of you,” Smoke said, backing away to give her room to rise. “I am Smoke. Your name?”

“Sweetsong.” She growled when Smoke laughed. “Laugh at me again, and I’ll see the colour of your blood!”

Mindful of Sweetsong’s injured dignity, Smoke was careful with her next words. “Why? It’s the same colour as your own. What pack do you call home?”

“Not Alley Dog, if that is what you fear.”

Smoke cocked her head. “Fear?”

“I mis-spoke,” Sweetsong said quickly then added proudly, “the Rock Biters is my pack. Our range is the Apple Valley near Victorville.”

Smoke looked around suspiciously and listened for the sound of her pursuers, but there was nothing. If a youngling such as Sweetsong could find her so easily, she knew Pederson could. She should leave, but she had questions for Sweetsong. The bitch was very young, yet she had tracked her almost too easily. How?

“You are the first to find me. How?”

Sweetsong held herself proudly. “I did not chase you like the others. They’re bigger and stronger, but I’m quick and cleverer than they! I knew you would circle back, so I came here to wait.”

“How did you know?” Smoke asked, growling at the thought that she might be so easy to anticipate.

“Simple. You want the new Alley Dog and she’s at the base.”

“So,” Smoke said feeling a grudging respect for the youngling. She turned to leave, but stopped and looked back. “You will not hunt me.”

“My hunt is done,” Sweetsong agreed and Smoke trotted away into the night.

* * *



13 ~ Smoke

David hurriedly undressed while listening to Stephen’s account of what had happened. Barrows and Flint had cornered Stephen the moment David told them it was Chris they saw fleeing the hangar. They had assumed, quite rightly, that if anyone knew what was going on, Stephen would.

His thoughts turned worriedly to Chris. She must be confused about what was happening. The first Change was always hard, but this time would be much worse. It should have taken place at Sanctuary with friends around her, not in a stinking desert surrounded by vindictive females. Even now, she was out there fighting for life and position without the benefit of his instruction. He was a damn fool. He should have forced her to come with him that time in the hospital. Geoffrey was right; he was getting too soft. It was time he asserted his position again.

He handed his clothes to Ronnie.

She took the bundle unhappily. “Why me?”

“I have Geoffrey and Lawrence for muscle. I don’t need you for that. I do need you to keep an eye on Barrows and Flint. They make me uneasy; OSI is trouble, Ronnie. You know what they tried to do to Stephen that time.”

Ronnie nodded reluctantly and went to collect Geoffrey’s and Lawrence’s clothes.

Agent Barrows would need watching, David mused. As for Flint, she was a big surprise, but a heartening one. That the government had chosen to give someone like her a position in the FBI, even a clandestine one in OSI, was a big step. He wondered if there might be others. Probably there were, and he unaware of it until now. He would have to look into the matter, but first he had to deal with Chris.

Geoffrey was already making the Change. Lawrence wasn’t far behind him. David waited a little longer to hear the rest of Stephen’s account, but was again distracted, this time by Jonas.

“This is wrong,” Jonas said. “You have no right to interfere in the ritual.”

“Will you try to stop me?” he asked, and Jonas looked uneasy. “I didn’t think so. I’m surprised at you, Jonas. I always thought of you as an intelligent man, but this…”

“What else could I do? It’s her first Change. She shouldn’t have come out here on the full moon dammit! Our laws are clear, David, you shouldn’t interfere.”

“The first hunt is custom, not law.”

“But still important,” Jonas argued.

“Not as important as her life.”

“They won’t kill her.”

David nodded. “I’ll make certain they don’t.”

“They won’t.”

The ritual hunt was usually restricted to a few females chosen by a pack’s alphas. The whole point of the first hunt was to test a new recruit’s skills and strength, not kill her. But this time, dozens of packs were involved and all the females had gone after Chris. None would intentionally kill her, but accidents happened in the heat of battle, and Chris didn’t know they were only testing her. She would fight as if her life depended on it, which it well might considering how many would attack.

“…agreed to do the interviews,” Stephen was saying. “Raymond refused to let her see Miss Rowe, and she became angry. That’s when the Change came upon her. The rest you know.”

David joined Stephen. “Chris agreed to our plan?” He ignored the look Barrows and Flint gave him. He had gotten over the modesty thing years ago.

Stephen nodded. “For a small favour from me.”

“What favour?” Barrows asked.

Stephen ignored the interruption. “You’re going after her?”

David nodded. “This is all wrong, Stephen. Her first Change should have been handled better than this. I’m leaving Ronnie behind to discuss things with you. She knows as much as I do. I need one of your men to meet us with a car.”

“Not a problem. Will Charles do?”

“Perfect. I was hoping you would offer.”

Stephen smiled good-naturedly. “Yes, you and he do get along well. Where do you want him to meet you?”

David glanced at Barrows who was watching suspiciously. “Never mind. I’ll give Charles the directions privately.”

Stephen nodded and beckoned to one of his bodyguards. “Charles, go with David. You will take his orders.”

“Yes, Stephen.” Charles followed David outside. “Limo or four-by-four?”

David frowned. “Use one of the four-by-fours. I’ll need you on the road into Victorville. Pick us up at the abandoned gas station. Do you know it?”

“I know it. When?”

“If I find her quickly, maybe an hour. If not, it could be longer. Give me until three o’clock. If I’m not there by then, go back to the club and report to Stephen. I don’t want you risking the sun for me.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

David smiled at the lie. “Thanks.”

Charles nodded and went to get the car.

Farris and Zelus waited impatiently for David to make the Change, their eyes fixed on him awaiting the command to hunt. Lawrence and Geoffrey were impressive in full wolf form. They were strong and in their primes. Zelus was already alpha of his own pack, but Farris had chosen not to go that route. Lawrence had explained that neither of them felt the need to lead a pack. They were satisfied with being David’s second, which was unusual in any shifter. Their beasts tended to push them into confrontations in an effort to assert dominance.

David was grateful that Farris felt at ease with the situation. Lawrence had been with him from the beginning, and was one of his best friends.

Are you ready?

David took a deep breath. “Let’s make this a fast one.”

You are sure?

David tensed and nodded jerkily.

In a savage rush of heat and blinding pain, Mist triggered the Change. It was a vicious explosion of muscle tearing agony, and it was over in seconds, but for all of that, it was more shocking and painful than the more leisurely process. David’s scream was still echoing in the air when Mist appeared fully formed in his place. He shook himself and panted away some of the excess heat the Change caused.

Farris and Zelus were watching him with their tails between their legs in sympathy. They knew how much a fast Change hurt, and how strong one had to be to endure it.

Mist looked into their eyes and said, “Let us hunt.”

 * * *

Smoke yelped as her enemy bit her leg. She kicked and scrambled free, but she was hurt. Blood slicked her fur in a dozen places and she was tiring. How many had she fought now? A dozen, two dozen? It didn’t matter. She would go down fighting. It was not in her nature to give up.

She watched her enemy stalk arrogantly toward her. She was a cunning fighter this one. The others had caused her only a little difficulty in comparison. She edged back, turning to keep her bad leg away from those jaws. Already it felt much better, but it was not yet completely well.

“I will kill you.”

Smoke was sure that was her intention. “I’ll not let you.”

“I give you no choice. You won’t take my place.”

“I don’t want your place.”

“Fool. You expect me to believe that?”

Smoke made a feint for her enemy’s throat, but her jaws snapped closed on her ruff at the last moment. With a heave born of desperation, she threw herself to the ground, dragging the other bitch down with her, but she lost her grip when they landed and had to roll clear. They scrambled back to their feet, neither of them gaining an advantage. They were both bleeding now.

“I don’t care what you believe.” She circled her opponent. Her leg felt much better than it had, and her confidence improved. “I don’t know what pack you think I want to join.”

“Fool. You aim far above yourself. The Alley Dogs will not have you, and Raymond is mine.”

Anger rumbled in her throat at the insult. “You should rename your pack Smelly Dogs!”

She leapt upon the Alley Dog’s back tearing and clawing at her for all she was worth. She bit her neck and shoulders, but was thrown clear again. She landed on her feet ready for a charge, and managed to fend the Alley Dog off when it came, but it was a close thing. She came away from the brief but ferocious encounter with her face smarting, and blood running into her left eye. She shook her head ignoring the blood flying through the air. They equalled each other in size and strength… but not in cleverness, she decided.

Smoke turned and ran.

The Alley Dog yelped in surprise and gave chase.

Smoke forced herself to keep running while she concentrated on the change she desperately needed to survive. She thought of Jonas, how he had towered over Chris full of menace and power. That’s what she needed now. She was strong, but only alphas had such control over the Change. There was no time for doubts or hesitation. She concentrated on the way Jonas had looked when Chris first met him, but he was coyote not wolf.

Nothing happened.

The memory of Ryder’s half-wolf form came to her rescue. A wave of heat flooded her body and she began to shift shape. The pain was a spur to speed, but her changed body betrayed her at the last. Her legs lost their rhythm as muscles and flesh stretched and reformed in mid-flight. She howled and tumbled into a pain-filled heap, but the Change was complete. She pushed painfully to her feet and turned just in time to bury her newly clawed hands in the Alley Dog’s chest.

The Alley Dog screamed in shock.

It wasn’t a wolf’s howl. It was a child’s scream of anguish loud enough to shock into stillness everyone within miles, but Smoke was beyond caring about stealth. The pain of her desperate change had yet to fade as she drove her claws deep, reaching for her enemy’s heart. Her hand closed around it and she squeezed. The Alley Dog stiffened and jerked trying desperately to live. Smoke ripped the Alley Dog’s heart out and let her carcass fall.

Smoke towered over her enemy’s fallen body and howled in triumph. “Aaarooooh! Aaarooooh!”

She licked the blood from the still steaming heart in her fist. It was all the sweeter for being that of her enemy. She was so hungry that she felt hollow inside… she cocked her head and listened intently. Someone was coming. Quickly losing interest in the face of a new threat, she dropped the heart and crouched beside the slowly cooling carcass. It had changed back to the form of a woman. She studied the face, oddly cheered when she did not recognise it. The grey eyes, clouded with death, stared at her accusingly. She looked away and turned her attention back to the game.

There was more than one of them this time. She was strong, but three at once was pushing it. Keeping low, she ran in a crouch away from where she sensed the enemy came, and straight into a trap. She reared back, trying to avoid the claws she was sure were coming, but the wolf just watched her calmly.

“Do you know me?” he asked, his head cocked quizzically.

Smoke’s eyes narrowed. He was a fine and strong-looking male, but not in the least ready for a fight. He was calm, and somehow familiar.

“You still smell nice… Farris is it?”

“I am Farris,” he agreed. “Those behind you are Mist and Zelus. We are here to help you.”

She turned to find a pair of wolves watching her. Fine looking males, all. “How can you help me? Will you fight by my side?”

Mist trotted forward. “We will lead you away to safety. We have a car waiting for us.”

“I go to the base.”

“You must not do that.”

Smoke growled. “Don’t tell me what I must do. I came here for Tina. I’m not leaving without her.”

“It’s too late. She left with Loco.”

Smoke snarled and clawed the ground in frustration. “I will follow them.”

“It’s too late I said!” Mist said, angry with her rebellion. “They left right after you Changed. They’re long gone.”

“Long gone,” Zelus agreed, “but not forever. You will see Pederson again. I guarantee you that.”

Smoke stilled. “Why?”

“You killed his mate back there. You didn’t know?”

“No. She tried to kill me. She was afraid I wanted to take her place.”

Zelus slumped to the ground and scratched an itch behind his ear. “You won. Her place is now yours if you want to claim it. Do you?”

“No. The Alley Dogs will never be my pack, and Pederson will answer for what he did to Tina.”

“Loco bit her, not Pederson.”

“Then Loco will answer,” Smoke said, but she doubted Pederson would stand by and let her have Loco. She would have to fight him too, and any in his pack that stood with him. “I will come with you… for now.”

“Good decision,” Mist said satisfaction evident in his body language. “Change back to your wolf form and follow me.”

Smoke lay hidden in the scrub with Mist at the side of the road while Farris scouted the abandoned gas station. The tumbled down building seemed deserted from this distance, but they were taking no chances. She hadn’t had to fight since joining Mist and his brothers, but that wasn’t the same as being safe. They had been pursued—closely pursued on occasion—but Mist’s cleverness had seen them through each time. She had enjoyed the merry chase they had led the hunters on, but she had to admit she was glad now that it was almost over. Running with other wolves was like having her own pack; it was a fine feeling, but it was one that would not last. She was alone and had to remember that. Mist and Lephmann were inseparable, just as Chris was inseparable from her. When Mist Changed, she would have to deal with Lephmann—a man she knew wanted to use her for his own ends. She dared not get too comfortable with him or those he ruled. It was a shame. Farris would have made a fine mate, and although she knew Chris would disagree, Lawrence would have been good for her.

Mist suddenly stood. “Here they come.”

Smoke watched the manthing—a shiny black SUV—approach along the road. She recognised Lawrence in the passenger seat, but not the driver. They stopped and Lawrence climbed out opposite her hiding place. He opened the tailgate and gestured urgently.

Mist looked down at her. “You go first. Zelus and I will cover you.”

Smoke rose smoothly to her feet and dashed for the safety of the SUV. She leapt in the back and turned to watch Mist and Zelus. Mist trotted toward her while Zelus stood between him and the danger prowling the desert. Mist joined her in the back and Lawrence slammed the tailgate closed. Only then did Zelus Change and join Lawrence up front.

“We should Change.” Not waiting for an answer, Mist triggered the Change.

Smoke considered the situation, not sure she wanted to make the Change just yet. While she hesitated, the car did a U-turn and accelerated quickly along the road back toward the city. She turned on the spot a few times, slumped down, and rested her head on her paws. She had much to consider, and anyway, following Lephmann’s orders didn’t sit well with her. She decided to Change when they reached the city and its sometimes-overwhelming stink of manthings. She was more than happy to let Chris deal with that. She wondered what Chris would do when she realised Tina was still with Loco. A rumble of anger worked its way up from her chest just thinking about it.

“Suit yourself.” Lephmann settled himself more comfortably and turned to Geoffrey. “Damage assessment?”

“Nothing much. She only killed one of them and Jonas will clean that up. She’ll have to watch her back with the Alley Dogs from now on, but that was already true. So will you for taking her side.”

Lephmann pursed his lips. “I doubt my stock could get any lower where Pederson is concerned.”

Lawrence snorted. “Want a bet? Our problems with Pederson were purely business, but now its personal. He didn’t love her, but she was still his mate and alpha to his pack. He can’t let it go, David. You know that.”

Smoke closed her eyes, but she listened intently as Lephmann debated with his friends. He seemed to think the problem would blow over. She knew it wouldn’t, especially not when he learned what she was going to do to Loco.

The lack of movement woke her. She had been dreaming that she was a wolf running through a desert landscape pursued by a faceless enemy...

Chris opened her eyes and groaned. Everything hurt. She looked around and found she was lying naked in the back of a car covered only by an itchy blanket. She clutched it tightly to her chest and sat up. Her joints popped audibly and she stifled another groan. She could hear voices outside. Before she could investigate, a shadow eclipsed the window and the tailgate opened.

“She’s awake,” Geoffrey said to someone out of view. He offered her his hand. “You’re safe, Chris.”

She didn’t take it. “Where are we?”

“Lost Souls. You can come out now. You’re safe.”

Safe? She shook her head wearily. What was safe in this crazy world? “My clothes?”

“Come inside and I’ll find you some.”

Geoffrey stepped back to give her room, and she climbed out of the car. They were in the alley behind Lost Souls where tonight’s journey had begun. Lawrence was standing next to an open door to the club. He was already dressed in a mis-matched jacket and trousers, but his feet were still bare. Geoffrey was naked and obviously didn’t care who noticed. She averted her eyes and noticed the sky was getting lighter. The night was almost over. Geoffrey watched as she checked out her surroundings. He seemed to expect her to say something, but she didn’t know what. He shrugged at her silence and went for the door. He whispered something to Lawrence then entered the club, leaving her to follow.

She clutched her blanket tighter. She needed something to wear and a ride home. Her keys, John’s badge, her boomer… everything was in her coat, but it was lying discarded on the floor of the hangar.

The hangar…

Like an explosion in her head, the memories of what she had done swept her away. She stumbled and leaned against the wall next to the door. She remembered the fear and terror of the Change, and the blinding anger she had felt upon learning that Tina had been infected. Most of all, she remembered her exultation when she gripped her enemy’s heart and ripped it still beating from her chest.

Lord and Lady, she had killed that woman without a moment’s thought or hesitation, but worse than that, she had enjoyed it and would do it again given the opportunity. The taste of her enemy’s blood and the smell of her fear had been intoxicating. Tears started in her eyes when she realised she would have eaten her victim’s heart if there had been time.

She doubled over and heaved and retched until there was nothing left to bring up but bile, and still she heaved. Lawrence rubbed her back and comforted her as she shook from the force of her reaction.

“Its okay, it’s okay. The first time is always the worst,” Lawrence said, stroking her hair from her face.

She wanted to knock his hand away, but she needed the comfort of another’s touch. “I killed her. I killed her and I don’t even know her name! I have to turn myself in. I… I killed her and…”

“You’re not turning yourself in. Smoke did what she had to do to survive, and Jonas will clean up. No one will blame you, Chris, don’t worry about that.”

“But I killed her. I’m a murderer.”

Lawrence gripped her shoulders and forced her to face him. “No you’re not. Listen to me… listen!” He punctuated his command by shaking her roughly. He stared into her bewildered eyes. “This is your world now, Chris. You have got to learn to live in it. We deal with this sort of thing all the time. We don’t go to the police, Chris. You should know by now they don’t care what we do to each other. As long as we keep it low key and off the streets, they’re happy.”

She shook her head in denial. “I cared.”

“If that’s so, then you were one in a hundred that did. You’re not turning yourself in. You were defending yourself, and that’s how everyone that matters will see it.”

“But Pederson, what about Pederson?”

Lawrence grimaced. “If only half of what I’ve heard about him and his mate is true, you actually did him a favour, but he’ll lose the respect of his pack if he doesn’t come after you. The Alley Dogs are your enemy now, but there are other packs. You need to find one willing to support you against them.”

She nodded, but she didn’t want anything to do with joining a pack. All she wanted to do was be a detective, but they wouldn’t let her. All she knew how to be had been denied her. What was left?

Nothing.

“I want to go home,” she said plaintively, her voice breaking as she tried to hold back her sobs, “t-take me home… s-someone take me home!”

Lawrence bit his lip and nodded. “Clothes first, Chris. Come on.” He put a protective arm around her shoulders, and led her inside the club and up to Tansey’s office. He walked her to the couch and made her sit. “Stay there. Don’t move. Give me five minutes to find something for you to put on.”

Chris slumped on the couch staring at her blood-caked hands in silence. The stain had dried black and reached almost to her right elbow. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut trying to blot it out, but that only made it worse. She saw again how easily her claws penetrated the wolf’s chest, felt the heat of her enemy’s blood, and the frantic fluttering of her heart as her hand closed around it. She gasped in horror and her eyes flew open.

It was a good fight.

“Your last. I’ll never let you out again.”

What will you do when you find Loco, and what about Ryder and Pederson?

“I’ll think of something. I’ll never let you out. Never.”

Smoke howled with laughter and Chris cringed. It filled her head until she felt sure she would go mad. She clamped her hands over her ears, but of course it made no difference. Smoke was inside her, inside her and waiting to kill again.

“Here,” Lawrence said, offering some clothes.

She jumped; she hadn’t heard him enter. She ignored Smoke’s derision and whispered opinion of her ability to look after herself. No matter what Smoke said, no matter how she said it, she would not be fooled into the Change again.

She took the folded dress and stood to shake it out. It was a knee-length summer dress in blue cotton. Very light weight, and very sexy with a low square-cut neckline and thin shoulder straps. She shook her head. Trust a man to choose something like this.

“Danyelle’s?”

Lawrence shook his head. “Marie keeps a few things here. You’re closer to her size… she won’t mind if that’s what is worrying you.”

“It’s not that.” She shrugged feeling defensive. “I just like to know who I have to thank.”

Lawrence quirked an eyebrow. “I see,” he said, but by his tone he obviously didn’t. “Put it on, and I’ll drive you home.”

She flushed when she realised he wasn’t going to leave. She forced herself not to turn her back, and dropped the blanket. Her face heated at his appreciative look and she quickly stepped into the dress. It fit her to perfection. She pulled the thin straps over her shoulders and tried to reach the zipper.

“Let me,” Lawrence said and stepped behind her. Chris shivered at his touch on the bare skin of her back as he worked the zipper to close the dress. “There. It looks good on you.”

Blue was her colour. Whether he had guessed, or whether he had simply grabbed whatever came to hand, she didn’t know. She felt more self-conscious wearing the dress he had chosen, than she had wearing the blanket.

“Come on,” Lawrence said, and ushered her toward the door. “I’ll drive you home. I’ll have someone bring your car over tomorrow.”

“Can I wash up a little first?”

“Sorry, I didn’t think. It’s through there.” He pointed to a door set in the office wall.

Chris investigated the door and found a small washroom beyond. She stared into the mirror, not liking what she saw in her reflection’s eyes. She looked shell-shocked, just like some of the victims she had interviewed in her time. She scrubbed her hands and arms free of blood, and splashed water on her face. There wasn’t much she could do about her hair. It was all tangles and dried blood. By the time she was finished, the washbasin had changed colour from white to pink. She tried to wash it away, but only succeeded in making things worse.

Lawrence came in to see what was keeping her, and found her trying to obliterate the bloodstains. No matter how hard she tried, she could still see it and smell it.

“Leave it,” he said and gently turned her toward the office.

“But…” she looked back at the bloodstains, “I made a mess.”

“Leave it, Chris. Vampires run this place; you don’t think a little blood will worry them do you?” He closed the washroom door firmly. “Come on, I’ll drive you home.”

“My keys… I left all my stuff at the base.”

“Don’t worry about that. I’m sure Jonas will take good care of anything valuable.”

She bit her lip, just then remembering the disk in her coat pocket. She had to get that disk back! It was encrypted under her personal seal, but nothing was one hundred percent secure. All her contacts and research was on that disk. Names, dates, contact numbers of her weasels… everything!

“How can I get in touch with Jonas?” she asked as they left the club. “I want to… I need to talk to him about the woman I killed.”

Lawrence looked at her sharply. “I told you he would take care of all that. Forget about her.”

“What was her name?”

“Why does it matter to you?”

“Shouldn’t it? I should at least know the name of people I kill. Wouldn’t you want to know?”

Lawrence frowned, but then he nodded. “Her name was Janine… Janine Duvitski. I’ll give you a number where Jonas can be reached.”

When Lawrence slowed the car and turned onto her street, Chris had to decide how to deal with the newsies. It was too early for her flesh and blood stalkers to be active, but their electronic henchmen didn’t need sleep.

“Pull into the drive of number nine. I’ll go over the back fence.”

The muscles at Lawrence’s jaw bunched. “You shouldn’t have to do this to get into your own house.”

“They’ll give up eventually.”

Lawrence parked. Clutching the piece of paper with Jonas’ number on it, Chris opened the door and stepped out. She watched Lawrence back out onto the street and leave before heading for her neighbour’s back yard. It was a matter of moments for her to leap over the garden gate. There were some advantages to being a shifter. She had lost a lot of weight over the last few weeks; she was very strong and agile now. A five-foot gate was nothing to her these days.

She landed on the other side and crouched among the shadows. If anyone saw her now, they would think she had turned thief. Her dress might raise a few eyebrows though. She followed the fence, and then hopped into the next yard. She waited for her eyes to adjust to the gloom, before heading for her target. Her objective was the base unit for the automated hover cams and lights arrayed along her back fence. She found the thing easily, and yanked the power feed free. The status lights on it dimmed and flickered out. Without lights and the base unit to record what the cameras saw, it didn’t matter if they detected her, but she was feeling vindictive. Lawrence was right; she shouldn’t have to do this to enter her own home. She found each of the cameras sitting on their charging stations waiting to pounce, and smashed them with her fists. The pain was a welcome distraction from her thoughts, and smashing them was worth a little blood. Besides, she healed very fast these days.

She threw her broken trophies into her own yard, and followed them over the fence. As expected, no lights came on to spot her. She retrieved the evidence of her vandalism, and headed for the back of her house. Without her keys, she had no choice but to break a window, which she did with her fist and some cursing. She would need to have it fixed. She opened the door and dropped her prizes onto the growing pile.

“Welcome home,” Agent Barrows said. He was sitting before her computer at the kitchen table as if he owned the room. “Close the door, we have a few things to talk over.”

She hissed angrily and slammed it hard enough to crack the other pane in the door. “You had better have a warrant.” She stalked around the table but halted when she found her computer switched on and displaying a password request. “In about five seconds, I’m going to rip your head off!”

Barrows smiled. “My friend might have something to say about that.”

She spun as she detected movement behind her. She tensed as a figure came through the door from the living room with eyes that glowed green in the darkness.

“Hello, Chris,” Flint said sadly.

Chris stared at Flint’s eyes—the slit-pupiled eyes of a cat. “You can’t be.”

* * *



14 ~ Blackmail

Chris backed away as Flint slinked into the kitchen. Her anger fled as she tried to fit this turn of events into her world. Flint was a shifter. With eyes like that, she was some kind of cat, but it didn’t make sense! Shifters were never accepted into government agencies like the FBI. She tried to shake off her confusion, but she couldn’t stop herself from staring at Flint’s glowing eyes.

She remembered an encounter Flint had with a shifter at Area 51, and groaned. “Pussycat… he called you pussycat.”

Flint smiled. “I thought you might guess my secret right there, but lucky for me, Ryder distracted you. Sharon nearly blew it for me outside the club, and during Sandy’s interview you put the air conditioning on full blast. I thought I was going to freeze.”

Chris backed, shaking her head. “I knew there was something not right about you. Ben Kirkwood knew what you are.”

“Of course he did. He knew I was alpha from the moment I walked into his store. We can always tell, Chris, you should know that by now.”

“Ben Kirkwood, the Tolliday girl… who else knows?”

“A few of the local shifters I’ve talked to about finding Ryder. I’m sorry he got you. If I’d been there, it wouldn’t have happened.”

“Yeah,” she said bitterly. “I shouldn’t have pissed you off.”

Flint smiled sadly. “I shouldn’t have let you.”

“Does Ken know?”

“About me?”

Chris nodded.

“No. No one in your… in the police department knows.”

Chris turned to Barrows. “Who are you people really? You’re not feebies.”

Barrows switched off the computer. “In case you were wondering, your password is intact. Agent Flint left your coat and other things in the living room.”

She tried not to react, but her eyes darted to the drive slot of her computer. There was a disk inserted. She didn’t need to guess which disk it was. She knew.

“Who are you people?”

“You already know. Do you want to see my identification?” Barrows dug out his wallet and threw it to her. She flipped it open to reveal an FBI badge. “It’s real; certainly more official than the one you’re using these days, Chris.”

She flinched at the reminder. Using John’s badge to back up her false claim of being a police officer had seemed like a good idea, but now it felt stupid. She cringed when she realised just how stupid she must have looked. Tansey had known; he must have. Addressing her as Miss Humber all the time instead of lieutenant… Goddess, how he must have wanted to laugh. Anyone that could sense what she was would have known she had no right to call herself a police officer.

She closed the wallet and tossed it back to Barrows. “Anyone can carry a badge these days. I’m living proof it means squat.”

“Bitterness is very unbecoming in a woman that can wear a dress like that so well.”

She hissed in outrage, and her eyes blazed. “You break into my house, you try to hack my computer, and you have the gall to insult me to my face? Get out!”

Barrows remained seated. “I intended no insult, but we did break in. For that you have my apology. As for hacking your computer, it was simply a way to pass the time. As I said, your data is intact.” He didn’t sound happy about that, which cheered Chris a little. “There are things we need to discuss. Shall we do it here, or would you be more comfortable in the other room?”

“I have nothing to say to you.”

“There is, of course, a third venue we could use. I’m sure Captain Stokes would be happy to lend us one of his interview rooms.”

She scowled. She wouldn’t let them humiliate her by taking her in like a criminal. “Other room.”

She stalked into the living room, switching on the lights as she entered. Nothing seemed to have been disturbed. Her coat had been tossed over the back of a chair. She dug into its pockets and found John’s badge. She ignored the feel of the boomer bumping her hand. Pointing that at Barrows would set Flint off for sure, and a bullet wouldn’t stop her. While Barrows and Flint found a place to sit, Chris carefully secured the black ribbon in its accustomed place around the badge, and put it back on the shelf next to John’s picture where it belonged. Only then did she turn to face her guests.

She took a seat. “I want to know who I’m talking to, and don’t give me that bullshit about being FBI.” She waved a hand at Flint. “She’s a shifter.”

“So she is, but I am not,” Barrows said. “Will you take my word if I tell you that Agent Flint is as much entitled to the title as I am?”

Make him say it straight. We will know if he lies.

She nodded; that was what she had been thinking. “That depends on whether or not I believe you’re entitled to it, Barrows. Say it straight. Tell me who you are and don’t lie. I’ll know if you do.”

Barrows leaned forward and interlocked his fingers. “There is a department within the FBI, one of a few that were created to deal with specific threats. You don’t need to know their names; only that they exist. They’re small, employing highly specialised groups of agents. Flint and I belong to one such group.”

“Give me a name.”

“OSI, it stands for Office of Special Investigations. You won’t find us listed in the directory. There is no number you can call to verify what I say. Flint and I are Special Agents working under the aegis of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

There. He had said it straight out, and by the look on his face, he had done it that way on purpose. He was telling the truth, and knew that she knew he was. That there might be hidden departments within government agencies was hardly surprising, but that there were some employing non-humans was… at least it was a surprise to her. Maybe it shouldn’t have been, maybe she was just naïve, but she didn’t think so.

“OSI was set up to deal with shifter attacks?”

“No. OSI has been around in various forms pretty much since day one of the Bureau. There have always been cases that don’t fit into neat categories—alien abductions, outbreaks of mysterious diseases, even people claiming to be able to read minds without using magic.” Barrows smiled ruefully. “Alien abduction was a big part of our business at one time… the elves do like their little jokes.”

She snorted. The elves were aliens as far as she was concerned; no Human had a hope of understanding their motivations. Of course, they said the same kinds of things about humans. After all, they were around long before humans came on the scene. Maybe even before the dwarves, but the dwarves weren’t saying. If anyone was alien they said, it was those short-lived pests calling themselves humans.

“Employing non-humans is a recent development,” Barrows went on. “It’s a natural progression really; using the paranormal to investigate the paranormal makes excellent sense. It should have happened a long time ago, but the political situation was never ready for it.”

“But it is now?”

“We are an experiment,” Flint said, sounding a touch bitter about it.

Chris raised an eyebrow. “We? There are others?”

Flint nodded. “Some, not many.”

“Not yet, but their number will grow,” Barrows said. “You must forgive Flint. She’s under a great deal of pressure to perform. This thing with Ryder has put her and OSI in a bad light.”

Chris stood and paced; it helped her think. She stopped by the window and twitched the curtain aside to look outside. The sun was barely up, but already the newsies were assembling. She watched them chatting and yawning together. She wondered when they would notice the missing cameras. Watching them yawning and drinking their breakfast coffee brought her tiredness surging to the fore. She felt a yawn gathering.

“I need a coffee. Want some?”

Barrows nodded. “Black, no sugar.”

Flint stood. “I’ll help.”

Chris didn’t need help, but she didn’t refuse the offer. Once back in the kitchen she pointed to a cupboard and let Flint get the cups while she washed out the dregs of yesterday’s coffee from the jug.

She couldn’t help staring at Flint. “What’s with the eyes?”

“Do they upset you?”

“Surprise me rather. What gives?”

“I see better in the dark like this. You’ll notice the same thing if you try it.”

Chris shivered remembering what she had already been through. She wanted nothing to do with the Change. “No thanks.”

“We didn’t want to spook you, so we left the lights off. I can change them back if they make you uncomfortable?”

“I would prefer it. Thanks.”

“No problem.” Flint let her eyes change back. “There. Better?”

“Didn’t that hurt?”

“Of course, but you can get used to any amount of pain if it’s necessary. After a while, you get to like it.”

Chris’ mouth worked but nothing came out. Lord and Lady, all shifters really were crazy. She remembered the tearing agony of the Change, and later the exultation of slaughtering her enemy. How long would it be before she was raving? How long before she began agreeing with Flint’s crazy talk?

“Chris?”

Chris blinked and shook her head gently. “Sorry, I was thinking. How did you get infected?”

Flint placed the cups on the counter. “I was wondering when you would ask. I told Ken a part of this a few days after your attack.”

“But you said he didn’t know.”

“He doesn’t, not the part about me. I was a cop back east, Robbery Homicide. My partner and I were called out on a job. A bad one, lots of bodies. Anyway, one thing led another and we took out the bad guy. Afterwards, we were trying to help some of the injured when Jess—my partner—stopped to help a guy. He was in a bad way, a goner for sure, or so we thought. He turned out to be a shifter. He woke up in a lot of pain and attacked her. It wasn’t his fault. He was in pain and his beast just lashed out. Jess was infected and had to leave the department. A year later she committed suicide.”

Faced with the exact same situation herself, Chris found it easy to imagine Jess’ despair. She knew how tempting such a decision was.

“I’m sorry. Did she infect you?”

“No, she would never have hurt me that way. She wouldn’t have wished her situation on her worst enemy, let alone me. No, I wasn’t attacked at all. You’ll find this hard to believe, but I chose what I am.”

Chris gaped. “You chose… why?”

“I was sick. Dying actually. All the doctors said I had a few months to live, a year at the most. We tried the usual things, magic, drugs… even that new thing. Ever heard of gene therapy?”

Chris filled the jug with water. “I’ve heard of it.”

“Biggest load of crap I’ve ever seen or heard of, but the doctors thought it might work. The treatment is still new; it might work eventually, but it was useless where I was concerned. I would have been dead by the end of the year if I had waited, but after what happened to Jess I wasn’t sure that being dead wouldn’t be better. In the end I decided to take a chance. I figured I could always do what Jess did if it didn’t work out.”

Chris shrugged. “So you let someone bite you?”

“I decided that if I was going to share my body with something, I had a right to choose what it would be. I spent a lot of time researching shifters after I resigned—the different types, what each could and couldn’t do… stuff like that. A lot of the pack leaders I contacted wouldn’t have anything to do with me, but there were a few who were curious enough to talk to a lunatic Human.” Flint grinned and then shrugged. “I spent a lot of time travelling and talking to shifters, but then a time came when I was too sick to put it off any longer. I made my choice before it was too late.”

“What was it? I know you’re a cat of some kind.”

“Leopard.”

Chris nodded. A leopard suited Flint somehow. “So, you just went up to a wereleopard and asked her to bite you?”

“Him, but yes. I’d learned there’s a lot I don’t like about the way shifters live within a pack, so I decided not to join one. That meant I needed a beast that would be happy living alone, and natural leopards are solitary creatures. It seemed a logical choice, and leopards have a lot going for them. I tracked down a rumour about a small pack of wereleopards, and persuaded their alpha to bite me. I had always planned to return home afterwards, but I had some trouble sticking to the plan. Duncan warned me I would before he turned me, but I didn’t listen to him. Jade doesn’t like us living alone.”

“Jade is…?”

Flint nodded. “My beast. I didn’t bargain on there being a difference between natural leopards and wereleopards.”

Chris shook her head. “That’s damn sloppy thinking. You should have realised when you found Duncan leading a pack.”

“I’m not a fool. Of course I thought of it, but you don’t know Duncan. He’s a lonely man, Chris. I assumed his pack was a way to alleviate that.”

“There you go again… you assumed. A good investigator never assumes. You know that.”

Flint sighed. “Yeah, I screwed up, but it really didn’t matter in the end. It turns out that all shifters have an emotional need for a pack. It keeps us sane… well as sane as any shifter ever is.”

That was something she did not want to hear. She didn’t want to join a pack, and she certainly didn’t want to jump through hoops keeping the local chuckle heads off her back. Smoke wouldn’t tolerate anyone or anything pushing her around, and Chris was in complete agreement with her. In those kinds of situations, she was the pusher, not the pushee.

She poured the coffee, and together with Flint went back into the living room. Chris gave Barrows his cup and sat to drink her own. The three of them drank in silence, but then Barrows broke it by finishing his coffee first and putting his cup aside.

Barrows began the inquisition. “What was the favour the vampire promised you? I know he promised something.”

Chris put her half-empty cup on the table. “It’s not a secret. He promised to intervene for me with the Alley Dogs.”

“And what did you have to promise in return?”

“I said I would help him counter AML’s anti-amendment campaign with a few interviews.”

Flint snorted. “Those lunatics. We should look into AML some time. I’m getting tired of cleaning up after them.”

Barrows nodded thoughtfully, but then shrugged. “They’re for later. Right now we have other things to do.”

“About that,” Chris said, “any word on Ryder?”

Flint glanced at Barrows before shaking her head.

Chris took note of Flint’s hesitation. “What about Marty and Rebecca?”

Flint sighed. “Nothing. They’ve dropped off the face of the Earth.”

“Is it possible they really did do that?”

“Go off world you mean?”

Chris nodded.

“Anything is possible, but it’s not likely. We don’t do well in zero gee, Chris. If they did somehow put up with it long enough to get where they’re heading, they still have the Change to deal with. No, keeping it secret would be impossible.”

She shuddered. Flint was right. Shifters trapped in the confines of a small ship didn’t bear thinking about.

“I didn’t come here to discuss Marty and Rebecca, Chris,” Barrows said impatiently. “I came to ask you to work with Flint in her search for Ryder.”

We don’t need the cat. We’re better on our own.

She frowned. Shut up and listen, will you?

“Anything you need, anything at all, just let me know, and I’ll do my best to supply it. I want Ryder brought in. OSI places great importance on that. I do too.”

He couldn’t possibly want Ryder more than she did. “Let me be very clear, Barrows. Ryder nearly killed me, and he did screw up my life. I’ll be honest and tell you right now: I don’t give a damn about what you and OSI want. I’ll find Ryder on my own without your help.”

Barrows stared into Chris’ eyes intently. “I thought that might be your answer, but consider this: Flint isn’t the only shifter at OSI. If I bring Ryder in, it will make certain people very happy with me. If that happens, I guarantee more slots for shifters will open up. Help me out, and your name could be at the top of the list.”

Her heart thumped hard in her chest and her hopes leapt. Barrows smiled at the pathetic hunger in her eyes. To carry a badge again… it was all she had ever wanted. The temptation to smile and agree to help him was strong, but anger at the way he was manipulating her burned in her guts. It was blackmail, pure and simple. She wasn’t even sure he had the clout to do what he offered, let alone trust him enough to come through after she found Ryder for him.

Don’t trust him. You have me, you don’t need them. Don’t trust either of them.

Trust them? No, never that.

They wanted to use her for their own purposes with never a thought for her good, just as Lephmann wanted to use her. And what of the vampire? It was strange to think, but she trusted Stephen more than she trusted these two. He was one of the undead, yet he had been completely open about his needs, and what he would give in exchange for her meeting them. What were things coming to when trusting one of the monsters over a Human agent of the government—a government she had loyally served for years—was the right thing to do? Lord and Lady, she must be mad.

She was throwing away her last chance at a life. She swallowed a whimper at the realisation, and said in a low voice, “No deal.”

Barrows blinked. “You don’t mean that, Chris. I know you want what I’m offering. Think about it. Just think for a minute. You could be back doing what you love this time next month.”

“Don’t play me, you son of a bitch,” she growled, and Flint nodded slightly in approval. “I’m too honest, or maybe I’m just too stupid to accept your deal.”

Barrows rose stiffly to his feet. “That’s your final word?”

“You bet it is, and the next time you try to blackmail me, I’ll rip your gizzard out. You can leave now.”

She escorted them to the front door and let them out. The newsies saw them, and rushed forward to question Barrows. He ignored them, and Flint forced a path through the crowd to their car. Barrows looked angry, but whatever he was saying to Flint was like water off a duck’s back. She simply shrugged, made eye contact with Chris for a second or two, and then climbed into the car. It peeled away from the curb in a cloud of tyre smoke. The newsies wheeled upon Chris. She smiled in welcome as they rushed toward her then slammed the door in their faces.

* * *



15 ~ Death Threat

Chris awoke from her nightmare, looking wildly around unsure of where she was. When she recognised the dim bedroom as being hers, she sighed in relief and slumped back onto the bed. She had been dreaming of her fight with Janine Duvitski again, but this time it was Janine that won. She had awoken just as Janine plunged her claws into her chest. She could still feel the pain as Janine’s fist closed around her heart…

She buried her face in the pillow to soak up her tears, but that only made them worse. Mark’s scent still lingered. The knowledge that she would never see him again made her tears flow harder. She clutched the pillow and cried silently.

Oh please… he wasn’t worthy of us.

“What the hell do you know about it?” she snarled, her words muffled by the pillow. “He left me before you arrived. He left me because you arrived!”

I know what you know.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

It means what it means. You blind yourself to his weakness, but I do not. I see him for what he is in your memories of him. He is a spineless Human not even worthy of speaking our names. Such a fool could never be our mate.

Chris rolled onto her back. Her eyes were suddenly dry. “You can’t blame him for leaving.”

Can I not? You do.

She did, but she wouldn’t admit that to Smoke. It didn’t matter. The wolf was in her head and knew her thoughts. She kicked the covers off the bed, and swung her legs over the side. The light leaking in through the curtains had an orange cast to it. She checked the time and swore when she realised it was late afternoon. She had slept most of the day away.

She padded across the room, not caring that she was naked; there was no one to see. Her face heated and she shivered deliciously when she remembered Lawrence’s eyes lingering on her body last night. There was no mistaking his interest in her, but she wasn’t looking for another relationship; not this soon, and certainly not with a shifter.

She headed for the bathroom to take a shower, and tripped over Marie’s dress lying in the doorway. She had been so tired after Flint left that she had simply stripped, showered, and fallen into bed naked. She picked up the dress, and promised herself she would get it cleaned before returning it. Before hanging it up in her wardrobe to let the wrinkles fall out of it, she buried her face in its folds. Smoke’s scent was strong on the dress, mixed with the unmistakable maleness of Farris.

Smoke growled her approval. He is a strong male. Not as clever as Mist maybe, but bigger than him and more caring than Zelus. He would make a fine mate for our cubs.

“I told you last night. I won’t talk to you about this.”

Lawrence is much bigger than Mark. I know you like the big ones.

Chris spluttered, “If I did, if I did like the big ones, I wouldn’t have agreed to marry Mark, now would I?”

Would you not?

She scowled and slammed the wardrobe door shut. “That’s no answer.”

Smoke was amused. Why did you agree to be his mate then? Weak as you were without me, still he was not worthy of you.

She sighed. “I did love him. There’s more to love than bodies, Smoke. If you know my mind, and you can see my memories as you claim, then you know that I did love him. As for his worthiness, who is to say I was worthy of him? We loved each other as Humans do, but then you came between us and ended it. That’s all there is to it.”

Chris stepped into the shower and turned the water on very hot. “Are you sulking?”

There was no response, and she smiled into the spray before reaching for the shampoo.

After washing and dressing, Chris spent some time with her computer in the kitchen. When she checked log-on times, she found Barrows had not lied about getting into her data. She had no doubt that he would have gotten in eventually, but she had arrived home before he could. That was one worry laid to rest. She sipped her coffee and tried to plan her investigation. Not having access to her usual resources would make her task harder, but not impossible.

She felt pulled in a dozen different directions at once. There was finding Ryder, which probably wouldn’t happen unless she first found either Marty and Rebecca or their friend Jason Kirkwood. There was Tina to think about, as well as finding Trigger and Cruz before they got dead. Then there was the situation with Pederson and his Alley Dogs… she shook her head. She had too many things to do, and not enough time to do them.

She needed to prioritise. She put her cup down and found some paper. With a frown, she put finding Tina at the top of her list. Tina was the only one that she considered an innocent in all of this, so she had to come first. The list grew quickly.

Help Tina

Find Jason Kirkwood… how?

Martin Preston and Rebecca Cairns. Where are they?

Kill Ryder

Find Trigger and Cruz... talk to Jonas about Alley Dogs.

Kill Loco for infecting Tina.

Kill Pederson ???

She sat back and stared at her list in an appalled silence. Half the items on it were murders she planned to commit. Lord and Lady, she was cracked. She had finally gone over the edge. She crumpled the list into a ball and threw it to land on top of the newspaper clippings. She couldn’t go around killing people… she wouldn’t let herself become what she had hunted all these years. She might not have a badge anymore, but she was still one of the good guys.

A good list… and wolves do not sulk.

She snorted. Considering the mayhem it would cause if she did try to follow through on her murder list, she wasn’t surprised that Smoke liked it. She frowned and smoothed it flat again. Okay, she couldn’t kill them, but she could still find them and hand them over to Ken. Maybe that would be enough.

You know it won’t be. Think about Ryder, think about Tina, and then say you will be satisfied.

She clenched her teeth to stop herself from snarling something hateful at Smoke. Tina’s name was enough to fill her with a righteous fury, and as for Ryder—there wasn’t a word strong enough to describe what she felt when she thought of him. Nothing but Ryder dead at her feet would satisfy her. She didn’t like that knowledge, didn’t like how easy the thought of killing was these days, but that’s the way she felt. She laid the blame for that squarely at Smoke’s feet.

She studied the list again. Tina was at the top, but if she was honest with herself, she didn’t know how to help the girl. How could she hope to advise Tina when she couldn’t even help herself?

She sighed and stared glumly at the blank screen of her computer. Her gaze wandered and came to rest on the newspaper clippings she had collected. She sifted through them, noting the by lines. Ed Davis was the author of the better ones, the ones she recognised as having their facts right. She might not have liked him very much, but she couldn’t deny he was good at his job. He had been first on the scene of Vincent’s murder for instance, and he had turned up at J-bone’s building almost on her heels. Baxter had complained to her more than once about how Davis seemed to be a step ahead of him…

She stiffened, stunned by the implications. “Lord and Lady, that’s it!”

It was so simple that none of them had seen it. Ken had long since stopped listening to her bitching about newsies, and Dave knew she had a history with Ed. It hadn’t occurred to any of them that Ryder might know about it too… she frowned. That didn’t make sense. Why would Ryder care one way or the other? She snorted; while she was asking impossible questions she might as well ask why he wanted publicity at all. Dave’s theory was as good as any other on that score, though she didn’t buy it herself. AML sympathiser’s tended to prefer a low profile and always stayed clear of the media. It didn’t matter to her that Ryder might have belonged to AML before he was infected with lycanthropy. He was as good as dead either way.

She reached for her link, intending to call Davis, but the doorbell chose that moment to chime. “Not again.” When would those idiots learn she wasn’t interested in giving interviews? The bell chimed again. “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming.”

When she answered the door, she was surprised to find not one of the newsies, but Geoffrey. He had parked her crappy blue Honda in the street, and had come up to the house with the keys. One of Geoffrey’s friends was standing guard next to a flashy red sports car parked behind the Honda. The newsies were staying well clear of him. They had recognised Geoffrey because of his close association with Lephmann. They knew he was a shifter and they must have assumed his friend was one as well. They were right.

Chris took her keys. “Thanks. You want to come in for a minute?”

He shook his head. “Can’t. Got a job for David that can’t wait.”

“Okay. Thanks for bringing my car.”

“No prob.” Geoffrey turned to leave, but he stopped and came back after only a few steps. “One thing you should know. Word is out that there’s a price on your head.”

Chris’ jaw dropped. “You’re kidding.”

Geoffrey pointed at his lips. “Do you see me laughing? David is sending me and certain others to… discourage let’s say, anyone from taking the Alley Dogs up on their offer.”

“Is that the job you were talking about?”

Geoffrey nodded. “I wasn’t supposed to tell you, but I figure you’re safer knowing. Your best bet is to join a strong pack as fast as possible. It won’t be easy finding one; not now the Alley Dogs have declared vengeance against you and anyone siding with you.”

“I don’t want to join a pack.”

He shrugged. “Then don’t.” He abruptly changed the subject. “Say, what flowers do you like?”

“Huh?”

He waved a hand at her flowerbeds. “You’ve got a nice garden here. You like flowers right?”

She nodded. “I guess so, why?”

“Just wondering what to get for the funeral.”

“You—” she stopped herself from saying what she thought of him. “You’ve got a pack with a vacancy I suppose?”

Geoffrey wouldn’t meet her eyes. “I can’t take you in, Chris.”

That was a surprise. She had thought he was angling to recruit her. “You’re afraid of Pederson.”

He sneered. “Don’t be insulting. The only thing that scares me is warm beer. I love a good fight, Chris, but this one might kill a lot of my pack brothers and sisters. I won’t make this kind of decision for them… not without asking them first. Do you want me to?”

“No. I’ll fight my own battles, but thanks.”

Geoffrey nodded unhappily, but said nothing further. He went back to his car, and Chris went back inside.

“What do you think?”

Make alliance against Pederson and kill him.

She stepped into the kitchen and checked the time. It was almost six. “Alliance with who?”

Pederson’s second would be the best choice. Make a deal. You kill Pederson for him; he takes over the pack and orders them to leave us alone.

“Trust you to resort to killing. I told you yesterday that I won’t let you out again. I’m not going to kill anyone… well maybe Ryder, but no one else!”

Smoke howled with laughter. You can’t keep me locked away forever. Besides, you need me. What will you do when the Alley Dogs come for you, slap your thigh and say nice doggy?

She scowled. “I’ll think of something.”

I already have. Kill Pederson!

“No,” she snapped. “There must be another way.”

She paced around the table and kicked the heap of broken hover cams. She would have to throw them outside. They were starting to take up too much room. She frowned and kicked them again. The pile shifted and collapsed a little more, with the cameras sliding and spreading out. She needed some advice. She checked the time again, but realised it would be at least another hour before Stephen was awake.

“Jonas,” she said to herself. “I bet Jonas will have an idea.”

Jonas will agree with me.

She shook her head. Where was the note Lawrence gave her? She frowned at the mess on the table and shuffled things around. She found it pushed part way under her computer and punched in the number on her link.

“McNally’s Doughnuts, the best in the valley. What can I getcha?”

She blinked and checked the number on her link’s display. It was right. “Jonas?”

“That’s me. Who is this?”

“Not one of your customers,” she said dryly. “It’s Chris Humber, you remember me?”

“As if I could forget. Where are you?” Jonas asked intently.

“My place.”

“Get out of there! Christ, girl, I thought you had some smarts. Raymond is gunning for you. Everyone knows where your place is. Go to ground before someone puts you six feet under it!”

Jonas is right; we should leave this place.

She hurried into the front room and peered outside. There were dozens of people hanging around, but they all had the familiar look of newsies. As far as she could tell, no one was out there that shouldn’t be.

“I need advice.”

“I just gave you some. Get out now!”

“I plan to, but first I need some information.”

Jonas hissed in frustration. “Make it fast, and then disappear. I ain’t kidding, girl. Raymond wants your head. Get that pretty butt of yours out of state… maybe out of the country.”

She snorted. “Not happening. Tell me how to end this without me getting dead or running out.” Jonas remained silent. Chris listened to his breathing, and wondered if maybe she should run after all. “Jonas?”

“Yeah, I’m thinking.”

“Think faster.”

“Okay, listen. You won’t get out of this without a fight. You up for that?”

She didn’t want to fight, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t ready if it came to that. Smoke was always ready for mayhem. If knocking some young pup on her butt was what it would take to get this done with, she would do it.

“Yeah, if that’s what is takes.”

“It’s that or run.”

“I’m not running,” she said in a hard voice. “I’ve got things to do here.”

“I’ll try to get the hit on you cancelled. Until I do, you’re still a target. Find a hole and pull it in after you. Stay breathing and keep your link with you. I’ll call when I know something.”

Jonas broke the connection.

She listened to the dial tone for a second. “I hate it when people do that.” She dropped the link into her pocket, and looked outside again.

She had to get out, and if she didn’t want her place trashed she had to leave publicly. Besides, Jonas’ urgency had given her the jitters. Waiting a few hours for dark didn’t work for her. She stormed into her bedroom and grabbed a suitcase. She filled it with clothes, enough for a week, and threw her boomer and spare magazines on top. As an afterthought, she folded Marie’s dress and added it to the case.

In the kitchen, she collected her research, not caring that she crumpled her papers as she stuffed them into the case. The computer wouldn’t fit; she would have to carry it. She threw on her coat, and stormed through the house like a whirlwind. She took the time to lock the door, and arm the alarm on the way out, before resolutely turning to face the mob of newsies. They bombarded her with questions as she forced a path toward her car.

“…your position?”

“Where are you going?”

“… president Mitchell… the debate?”

She loaded her things into the trunk of her car, and then turned to the newsies. She raised her hands for quiet. “I’m only going to say this once, so listen up. I’m leaving here for a couple of week’s vacation, so you all might as well go home. I won’t tell you where I’m going, so don’t ask.

“As for my position regarding the amendments, here it is: I’m all for them. I spent twelve years of my life serving this city, and upholding the laws of our state. I believe everyone, no matter his or her race, deserves equal protection under the law. I have always tried to be even-handed with humans and non-humans, and would like others to treat me the same way. The amendments could help to make my life worth living again. That’s all I have to say.”

“Miss Humber! One question…”

“…your response to Professor Goddard’s plan to tag non-humans…”

Chris ignored the questions and climbed behind the wheel of her car.

Where are we going?

“You’ll see when we get there,” she muttered. She started the car, and peeled away from the curb in a cloud of tyre smoke.

* * *



16 ~ Taking Charge

Chris stashed her car deep within a parking complex where it wouldn’t give her away, and walked three blocks to Lost Souls. Walking the dingy streets of the Waterfront District that night, felt like the lowest point of her existence. She had let herself be forced out of her life almost completely. Leaving her home was like drawing a line under her past and starting fresh with nothing.

It was dark, the streets still wet from the earlier rain. Light from the occasional streetlight or passing car reflected off the puddles; somehow, that made the street feel even more deserted. The walls of the buildings were grimy with years of pollution and defaced with graffiti. The gangs used graffiti to claim territory and spread news. The walls of their neighbourhoods were their bulletin boards. As she walked, she entertained herself by deciphering some of it.

It didn’t matter whether a gang was Human or non-Human; they still had things in common. Things like tags and monikers. During her time on the streets, she had made it her business to learn which gang claimed what territory. She could read the signs as well as those who painted them. Being in the heart of Monster Central, most of the news had relevance only to those living here. A lot of the news was old and out of date. The most recent told her the Vice Kings had lost their turf war with the Counts. The Counts owned this street and those adjoining it. It made no difference to her why they were suddenly dissing the Vice Kings, but it did surprise her. They used to be allies.

We are being stalked.

She kept walking and under her breath said, “Are you sure?”

Concentrate and you will hear them.

She strained to pick up what Smoke was talking about, and thought she caught it briefly. She heard two pairs of stealthy feet trailing her. The urge to look behind her was almost overwhelming, but she mastered it.

“Two of them.”

Two behind, but how many ahead?

She hadn’t thought of that, but of course there might be more up ahead. The two behind were only following. They had yet to do anything, and that meant they were waiting for something. She tried to feel anything amiss, but learned nothing. She sniffed, trying to catch the scent of shifters passing this way. The air was damp; the occasional alley they passed was smelly but deserted. She couldn’t tell if anyone had come this way recently. She thought not, but she might well be wrong. She was too new to all this stuff.

Let me out.

“No.”

You will kill us both with your fear!

“I’m not afraid of you,” she growled under her breath.

It was the truth. She wasn’t afraid of Smoke, she was afraid of what Smoke would do. She couldn’t get Janine’s scream out of her head and didn’t want to kill anyone else. She thought longingly of her boomer in the suitcase. With that, she might scare away whoever was following her.

I feel them. They’re moving in for the kill. Let me out!

“I’m not taking my clothes off in the middle of the street so you can go hunting. I’ll fix this without killing.”

How?

She looked around and found what she needed. It was a narrow alley, where, if she was lucky, only one of them could come at her at a time. She quickened her pace and ducked into it. She heard a faint cry of surprise and smiled grimly. She stashed her case and computer against the wall where they wouldn’t get in her way, and put her back against the wall on the opposite side where the shadows were deepest.

“I need your eyes,” she whispered. “Don’t try anything. Eyes only.”

Smoke snarled angrily. You risk everything with your foolishness.

“Eyes only,” she said again.

She tried to will her eyes to change. The pain made her inhale sharply, and her vision blurred. Her eyes felt as if they were going to burst out of her head. Finally, her vision cleared and she blinked away stinging tears.

“I don’t need you to make the Change,” she whispered in surprise. She had assumed she needed Smoke to do it. “I can do it myself. Why didn’t you tell me?”

Smoke remained stubbornly silent.

It had to be about control. Smoke wanted to be in control of the Change, but theirs was a partnership. Neither of them controlled the other fully. They both seemed to have the ability to bring on the Change. Like Smoke, Chris could do it by force of will, but Smoke could also use strong emotions like anger to trick her into it. That meant Smoke had an advantage, but it didn’t mean she was stronger.

She frowned; she didn’t think it did.

The wary shapes of two men eclipsed the dim light filtering into the mouth of the alley. Now that she had the eyes of a wolf, she could see them perfectly. They were shifters, but they hadn’t made the Change yet. Her boomer would not help her against them; it wasn’t loaded for monster, with silver. She watched and listened to them whispering together. Her lip curled when she realised they were trying to talk themselves into entering the alley. She supposed amateur hitmen were preferable to professionals, but she couldn’t muster much enthusiasm. They were terrified of her; she could smell it on the dank air filtering along the alley. That realisation cheered her no end.

Smoke dismissed their fears as merely her due.

“…knows we’re coming… be ready for us.”

“I need the money. You help me, or I swear I’ll rip your head off!”

“She’s alpha, can’t you feel it?”

“I don’t give a shit! There are two of us, we can take her.”

“I don’t know…”

“I do. Let’s get this over with.”

Chris watched them move warily along the alley. She slowed her breathing, and remained absolutely still. They couldn’t see her, but although the alley stank, they would pick up her scent eventually. They knew she was here, but not precisely where. That was her only advantage. It was all she needed.

The leader of the two stepped one pace too close before he scented her presence. He tried to duck, but she was blindingly fast. She reached out, clamped a hand around his neck, and slammed him into the wall. He cried out in shock at her speed and strength, and tried to wrench himself free.

She felt blood welling over her fingers where his struggles had caused her nails to cut into him. She slammed him against the wall again to slow him down. His head struck the bricks hard, and his eyes glazed. Most of the fight went out of him. Smoke was growling and snarling, trying to give advice, but Chris didn’t need help. She was doing all right on her own.

The knife slid into her back with hardly any resistance.

Fool that she was, she had ignored the second shifter—the cowardly one. His knife went into her back, and then a second time. She screamed in shock as the ice-cold sensation in her back suddenly erupted into a volcano of heat.

Silver!

She had no reason to doubt Smoke. The blade was made of silver to cause maximum damage. She convulsed in agony. Without willing it, her hand—the hand holding the captive shifter—changed. Razor sharp claws sprang from the tips of her fingers, and buried themselves in the struggling man’s neck.

“No!” she screamed in horror as blood fountained into the air and over her.

The body was still falling as she turned in a rage upon her knife-wielding attacker. She grunted in shock as the knife punched into her belly over and over. He was so fast! She screamed and struck back. Her claws ripped into his face, and he reeled away from the force of the blow, but it was not enough to kill him. He came back at her, and she defended herself desperately with her bare hands. The knife was a blur as he slashed and thrust. She backed away, trying to anticipate his moves. Blood flew in all directions as she stumbled away from his ferocious attack. Her hands and forearms were cut to ribbons as she tried to protect her face and chest from the knife. An explosion of mind-numbing pain accompanied each cut.

Let me out, let me out, let me out!

“No!” she screamed and leapt upon the knife.

It slid into her body easily, but this time she clamped a hand around her attacker’s wrist. The knife inside her felt like a fire stoked to life, but she wouldn’t let him pull it out. She wanted to scream, she wanted to rip his face off, but instead she made herself look into his eyes and smile. He paled and shook in fear. He wrenched at the knife trying to pull it free, but despite the renewed agony his struggles caused, she wouldn’t allow him to have it. The pain was building to a climax. The alley and the man’s panicked breathing faded in and out of her awareness. He hammered at her with his free hand.

“Let me go,” he pleaded. “Please let me go. I didn’t want to do it… it was all Chico’s idea. I swear I didn’t mean it! Let me go…”

“Let you go?” she asked vaguely. “Of course I will. Just let go of the knife, and I’ll let you live.”

Hope blossomed on the man’s face, and he relaxed his grip.

Her fist was like a steel clamp around his wrist, and she carefully moved his hand away from the handle of the knife buried in her stomach. With a snarl of anger, she twisted sharply. The snapping of bone was loud enough to hear over his scream of anguish.

“Run away,” she said sharply. “Before I let Smoke have you.”

He didn’t need telling twice. Cradling his shattered elbow, he ran up the alley and was gone.

Take it out, take it out! Smoke howled. It hurts us, it burns us!

Chris gripped the knife and tugged it free. She groaned and fell to her knees as blood gushed out. She clamped her hands over the wounds she could reach, and prayed that a shifter’s vaunted ability to heal anything would come to her rescue.

Shifters were allergic to silver, and wounds caused by it took longer to heal… if they didn’t kill the shifter first. She needed help badly. Blood was still pouring out of her back, and she couldn’t reach the wounds to staunch them. The stab wounds in her belly weren’t bleeding as much, but they hurt worse. She knew what kind of damage she had taken. She had seen enough victims of stabbings in her time, most of them on a slab in the morgue. She was bleeding internally.

She staggered to her feet, nearly tripping over the corpse of her attacker. Lord and Lady, she had killed him without a thought; killed him, not even on purpose but by accident! Two people had died at her hands now. She could blame Smoke for the first death, and did, but this one was all hers. She stared at the corpse trying to feel something—pity, remorse, anything. Was someone waiting for him to come home? Did he have a wife, children? She didn’t know anything about him, not even his name, and he was dead at her hands. She felt nothing for him at all. Even her guilt was self-centred. She wasn’t even sure it was real. It felt vague, as if she felt guilty because a civilised person should feel that way, not because she actually did.

She weaved her way drunkenly along the alley. When she realised she was still clutching the bloody knife, she dropped it into her coat pocket. Her coat, and the shirt under it, were both shredded. Blood was still running down her arms and dripping onto the ground. Anyone who saw her now would run away screaming. Probably for the best, all things considered. She was dangerous; a dangerous animal. Isn’t that what everyone thought when they bothered to think of shifters at all? Of course it was, and they were right. Five or six weeks as a shifter, and already she had murdered two people. What would her score be by the end of the year?

She wandered the streets in a daze. She didn’t know where she was or where she was going. Forcing her legs to keep her upright and moving took all her attention. She was leaving a trail of blood a child could follow. She stopped to lean tiredly against a wall and looked back. There was nothing she could do about the blood trail. If someone wanted to follow it and finish her off, he was welcome to try. She was too exhausted to care. She pushed off from the wall not caring that she left a bloody palm print over a Vice Kings’ tag. They would think a new gang had dissed them. She chuckled tiredly, and imagined some very puzzled gang bangers looking at her print.

Although she was aware of her surroundings, it was only a vague awareness. She had lost a lost of blood, and her steps became ever slower as time passed. If it hadn’t been for Smoke keeping her on the right course, she would never have reached Lost Souls that night.

Walls covered in colourful graffiti came and went, cracked pavement under her feet, puddles full of shimmering light, blurry headlights… a green door; a bloody hand banging insistently upon it, and then the same door with blood smeared over its paint and leading down to… her? Was that her sitting on the ground, and leaning against the door in a puddle of blood?

Chris gasped and sat up in bed. It was dark, and her first thought was that she had been dreaming, but that was before she realised she wasn’t at home.

Stephen is here.

She stiffened, but then made herself relax. Now that she was more awake, Stephen’s scent was obvious.

“I guess I have you to thank for the bed and the pyjamas.”

A small movement to her right made her look that way. The shadows seemed to swirl about him, and his eyes had an inner light. Although Stephen’s eyes seemed Human and did not have slit pupils, the glow reminded her strongly of Flint. He was sitting in a chair with an open book balanced on his knee. His eyes seemed to grow brighter, and the shadows less deep, until his entire face was revealed. He studied her like a specimen under a microscope.

She frowned uneasily. “Why the mind tricks?”

Stephen chuckled. “Nothing fazes you, does it?” His eyes looked entirely normal and the shadows had fled.

“I wouldn’t say that. Being stabbed stings a bit.”

He smiled. “Flippancy, yes that would be your refuge. You are correct. You do have me to thank for the pyjamas. Do you like them?”

“You wear pyjamas?”

“Yes, and sleep in a bed, though not that one in case you were wondering.”

She had been, and felt her face heat at his knowing look.

“Coffins make for a good story, but they cannot compete with a feather bed for comfort. How are you feeling now?”

She felt pretty good for someone who had been stabbed a dozen times. When she checked under her pyjama top—she really hoped it had been Marie who had cleaned her up and dressed her—she found no trace of her wounds; not even a scar.

“How long have I been here?”

“About five hours give or take. Your kind heals almost as fast as mine, but silver does slow the process. We found you unconscious behind the club, and I ordered some of my people to follow your trail. They cleaned up the mess you left in the alley, and recovered your property. Your things are hanging in the wardrobe. You may keep the pyjamas. I have more.”

“Thanks. My computer?”

“I assure you it’s undamaged.” He pointed to the table in the corner. Her files were piled neatly next to the computer. Stephen followed her gaze and nodded. “Charles persuaded them to give it all back.”

“Them?”

“When he reached the alley where you were attacked, he found some young men squabbling over your things. He took care of the matter.”

She didn’t want to know what Stephen meant. All that mattered was that she was safe, and all her stuff had made it with her.

“I was on my way here to ask for your help.”

Stephen closed his book and put it aside. “I suspected as much. Edward told me of the statement you gave the reporters outside your home.”

“I thought it was time I made a start on what we agreed.”

He nodded. “I’m glad you did. Marie was very pleased. She said you made a good impression, and gained us at least a point across the board in the polls.”

“You track the polls that closely?”

“This is a very serious matter for me, Chris. Very serious. I know you’re aware of how the law regards my kind. Anyone can attempt to kill me, and yet be assured that no charges will be brought against them. After all, you cannot kill a dead man, can you? No matter what it takes, I will protect myself from AML and others, but gaining the protection of the law is still a worthy goal. You cannot know how irritating it is that I cannot vote, or own property in my own name, or instigate a lawsuit, or protect myself from one… there are hundreds of things I cannot avail myself of, that even the least deserving of the Republic’s citizens takes for granted.”

“I think I’m beginning to understand,” she said, remembering her forced retirement and her lack of employment.

“Yes, perhaps you are at that, but at least you still have some rights. As matters stand, I have none.”

According to the law, vampires were dead. The government, and those supposedly in the know, regarded them as corpses animated by magic. Corpses couldn’t own property of any kind, and they certainly didn’t have rights. That was the official line, and until recently only vampires had cared to contest it. Having met a few vamps over the years, she tended to think they had a point.

“I know, Stephen. I said I will help you, and I will, but I have something I have to do first. I came here because I need a place to stay where the Alley Dogs can’t get at me. I realise it’s an imposition…”

Stephen snorted. “Do you know why this place is built underground?”

“The sun?”

“No. It’s a fortress, built to keep me and mine safe from people like Pederson and his Alley dogs. I am always in danger, Chris, and not just from those you call monsters. Your coming here does not increase my peril one iota.”

She supposed that was true. “Well, thanks. I need your help with something else, if you’re willing.” 

“What can I do?”

“I think Ed Davis can lead me to Ryder. I’m going to call him, and offer him a deal. I want you to honour it.”

Stephen pursed his lips. “What deal?”

“I don’t know yet what he will ask for.”

“Then you’re not thinking clearly.”

“How’s that?”

“Davis is a reporter. What else would he want but your story?”

She frowned. Ed Davis was slime, but he was also one thing more: a damn fine reporter. Stephen was right. He would want exclusive rights to her story, but she doubted even that would be enough for him. He would never give up a source like Ryder for a single story.

“You’re right, but to give up Ryder he’ll want more. What do you think of making Davis our pet reporter?”

Stephen looked intrigued by the idea. “Davis is the darling of the networks just now. I should think Marie would be delighted if you could find a way to recruit him for us.” He stood, and picked up his book. “I’ll back whatever you decide along those lines… within reason. I trust you not to beggar me.”

He crossed the room to the door.

“Stephen?”

He turned to look back. “Yes?”

“Thank you.”

Stephen inclined his head in a brief bow. “A pleasure,” he said and left.

As soon as the door closed, she jumped out of bed and stripped. She found her last pair of jeans in the wardrobe and pulled them on. A bright red sweater and a pair of socks were next. Her blood-spattered sneakers were last of all. She holstered her boomer and stashed two loaded magazines and fistfuls of loose ammunition into her pocket. Remembering the last time she had met Ryder, she wanted plenty with her. She grabbed another handful of shells, and jammed them into her other pocket. Her link was sitting on top of her files. It still had Ed’s number in its memory. She hoped he was at home.

This should be interesting.

“Oh do shut up,” she said crossly as she selected Ed’s number. “Pick up you son of a—”

“I said no calls!” Ed snarled over the line. “I have someone here!”

“Eddy, daaaarling. Have I got a story for you!”

“Chris?”

“That’s right. Are you interested?”

“In a story?” he asked warily. “What story?”

“Not over the link, Eddy. You know better than that. I want a face to face for this one. Just you and me. No one else. Deal?”

“No deal. I don’t come running when you whistle.”

She counted to five under her breath.

“All right, when and where?”

She grinned. “Lost Souls. It’s a nice place just off 104th street.”

“I know where it is. Why there?”

“A very good friend of mine owns it.”

Ed hissed in surprise. “Edmonton the vampire? He’s a friend of yours?”

She smiled, reeling Ed in was going to be easier than she had thought. “Would you like to meet him?”

“No point,” Ed said, sounding as if meeting Stephen was not important, but Chris wasn’t fooled. “He won’t talk to me, I’ve tried before. He keeps himself to himself and won’t let any of us talk with his vamps.”

By us, he probably meant the newsies. Good on Stephen for denying those vultures access to his people. Good on him. Chris had more in common with Stephen than she had first suspected; they both loathed publicity and the media. She smiled crookedly. Friendships should always be based on strong foundations, and hating newsies seemed like a good one to her.

“He would welcome you if I asked him.”

“What are you up to?” Ed asked, suddenly becoming suspicious. “I know there’s something. You hate the sight of me, and now here you are inviting me to come see you. You’re up to something.”

She cursed under her breath. She had over-played her hand. She crossed her fingers and tried another tack. “I told you why I want you here. If you don’t want the story, I have someone at WKNC in mind that will jump at the chance to screw you over. You remember her, don’t you?”

“You wouldn’t do that to me, Chris,” Ed said in a choked voice. He didn’t sound like he believed what he was saying. “As I recall, you didn’t like her either.”

Ed used to work for WKNC, but Kelly Armstrong, a younger and some said more competent reporter, took his place. It probably didn’t help that his replacement was a woman. No matter how much he tried to act charming, those who really knew him knew him as a chauvinist. He was right that she didn’t like Kelly Armstrong, but then, she didn’t like anyone that got in her way when she was trying to catch a killer. Kelly, and Ed for that matter, had done that in the past.

“Things change. Do you want the story or not?”

“Give me an hour,” Ed said.

“I’ll give you thirty minutes, then I’m calling Kelly.”

She broke the connection before he could reply.

That was fun.

Chris laughed. It was.

 * * *



17 ~ An Old Flame

When Chris stepped out of her bedroom, she found herself in a fully furnished living space equipped with all the modern conveniences. Her suite was just one of dozens of apartments and rooms built on three levels below Lost Souls. When Stephen had described the place as a fortress, she hadn’t dreamed he’d meant it was as big as one!

Stephen had lived for years on the lowest level, with the floors above him occupied by the club’s employees—shifters and vamps—all housed in comfort below ground to protect him. She did ask where he was living now, but he smiled and kept silence. She suspected he lived with Marie, who—she had learned—was Marie Stirling, the daughter of the late billion-dollar industrialist William P. Stirling. William Stirling’s death, and the story of Marie’s captivity and later death at the hands of a vampire, had made national headlines about eight years ago. She hadn’t connected Stephen’s Marie with Marie Stirling the murdered heiress. Perhaps that was another reason for the pair’s almost compulsive interest in the amendments. As Stephen had said earlier, the current state of the law did not allow vampires to own property. That meant Marie, being a vampire and legally dead, could not claim her inheritance.

“So, what did you do?” Chris asked, reaching for another sandwich.

She was always ready to eat these days. Luckily, Stephen knew that and had some of his people stock the refrigerator for her. She had already wolfed down a pile of chicken wings, and was just now starting a second plate of sandwiches between sips of strong coffee. Her rapid healing had taken a lot out of her, and she needed to build her strength back up.

Stephen and Marie were sitting together on the couch. Each held a glass of fresh blood from which they drank occasionally. Bloodsmell was strong in the room, and Smoke was hyper aware of it, but Chris was determined not to embarrass either them, or herself, by mentioning it.

Marie smiled at Stephen. “I had a friend to help me.” She took his free hand in hers, raised it to her lips, and kissed it. “I was very fortunate.”

Chris smiled, but it faded as she realised how much she envied their closeness. Would she ever experience that intimacy again? Thoughts of Mark were bittersweet. She couldn’t conceive of finding anyone like him again.

“I’ve had a lot of experience with this sort of thing,” Stephen said. “The trick is to find reliable and trustworthy people willing to front for you.”

Marie nodded. “You’ve met David, haven’t you, Chris?”

“David Lephmann?”

Marie nodded.

“He came to visit me at the hospital. Is that who you used?”

“He’s a friend. I knew him and Stephen only slightly before my… before my death. Stephen helped me arrange things so that David could take control of my shares, especially my shares in Techtron. My father left me everything he owned, but I couldn’t legally claim any of it. Stephen fixed it so that David inherited everything. In return, David saw to it that I didn’t lose my father’s home and that I have money when I need it. If I want something, he gets it for me.”

“It is not a perfect solution,” Stephen added, “but I have become resigned to living my life through others. For instance, Lost Souls is mine, but Edward’s name appears on all deeds and contracts. It is the way of things for us.”

“For now,” Marie said.

Stephen nodded. “For now. Perhaps the amendments will change things. We will see.”

Chris wondered what would happen to Techtron and NSPCL if the amendments went through. Would everything revert to Marie, or would Lephmann retain control? Lephmann was a canny businessman. She was sure he had set up contingency plans.

She finished eating, and was about to make herself a second coffee when Ed arrived. He and another man were escorted into the room by a pair of vampires—two of Stephen’s bodyguards. Both vamps wore dark business suits, and dark glasses to hide their eyes. They looked very intimidating, and were meant to. They wore their jackets unbuttoned, and she caught a brief glimpse of their weapon’s harness as they moved. They didn’t need weapons to protect Stephen, but she supposed even vampire bodyguards needed their props.

She stood to greet Ed, and show him to a seat. Stephen dismissed the guards. Ed nervously watched them leave, obviously relieved when the door closed behind them. That made her grin. Didn’t he realise he was in a room with two vampires and a shifter? His friend carrying the camera equipment certainly did.

She smiled and offered her hand to Ed’s friend. “Hi, I’m Chris.”

“Yeah I know,” the cameraman warily reached to shake her hand, and Chris snatched the camera away. “Hey!”

She turned away to check the camera was off. It wasn’t. She considered smashing it, but decided not to, and hit the power switch. The steady red glow of status indicators faded.

Ignoring the cameraman’s squawking, she turned to Ed. “I told you to come alone.”

Ed shrugged, and smiled disdainfully. “Are you going to introduce me to your friends?”

With his hands on his hips, the cameraman glared at Chris. “Tell her to give me my stuff back, man. Do you know how much that shit costs?”

Chris let a little of her anger leak into her eyes. “Sit down, and keep shut!”

He paled and stumbled back from her.

“Calm down, Chris. Your beast is showing,” Stephen said, smoothly retaking his seat next to Marie. “Mr. Davis and his friend are both welcome. The camera, however, is not.” He nodded at the cameraman. “Take a seat, please. Your equipment will be returned when our business is concluded.”

The cameraman chose a seat as far from them all as possible.

Chris took a deep breath, and forced her eyes to fade back to normal. Anger was something she needed to learn to control, and she had a long way to go. She took her seat, and put the camera on the floor next to her feet.

“I told you to come alone,” she said again.

“I go nowhere without a camera, Chris. You should have remembered that about me.”

“What happened to Laurel?”

Ed shrugged. “She bugged out a couple of years ago. Last I heard she was in New York.”

Laurel had been his assistant when Chris and Ed were dating. It had been her job to make him look good on camera, and they had been almost inseparable.

She wondered what Ed had done to make her leave him. “Let’s start again. Ed Davis, meet Stephen Edmonton and Marie Stirling. Stephen owns Lost Souls and is helping me out.”

Ed didn’t appear afraid, which was a neat trick considering Stephen’s reputation. He leaned forward and shook hands with both of the vampires, and then settled back in his seat.

“I know you both by reputation, of course. I would like a chance to interview you sometime.”

Stephen smiled briefly. “That might be arranged… if this meeting is successful.”

Ed obviously got the message. “What do you need?”

“I’ll let Chris explain.”

Ed turned to her. “So explain.”

“Before I do that, Eddy boy, I want to make it clear there will be no negotiation here. You give me what I want, and in exchange you get media access to the three of us, and exclusive rights to my story. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“Don’t call me Eddy. I don’t like it.”

“I don’t care what you like, Eddy. You’re here because I need information. You will tell me what I want to know, and in return, I’ll give you the story of the year.”

Ed snorted. “You’re taking a lot for granted. I’ll admit that I’m interested in your story. There isn’t a reporter in the city that wouldn’t jump at the chance to nail you down, Chris, but the story of the year? I don’t think so. Now, if you were talking about the amendments…” he broke off, and looked sharply at Stephen.

Stephen smiled and nodded. “Indeed. A big story, is it not?”

Ed swallowed as he realised how big a story he was being offered. “What do you need?”

“Ryder,” Chris said. “Give him to me.”

Ed paled. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

“Doug Ryder, the man responsible for the shifter slayings, the man that attacked me, and screwed up my life. I know you’re in contact with him, Eddy. Tell me where he is, and you get the story.”

“You think I know where this person is? I don’t know anyone named Ryder.”

He knows… he knows where Ryder is! If his heart pounded any harder, it would jump out of his chest! He’s lying his tail off!

Chris clenched her fist so hard her bones creaked. “Don’t mess me around, Eddy. I’m a shifter. I can tell when you’re lying. You wouldn’t believe some of the stuff I can do now.”

Ed stood, preparing to leave. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’ve wasted my time.”

Chris was up and across the room in a fraction of a second. She slammed Ed back into his chair, and held him there easily with a hand on his chest. He struggled, but she was much stronger than she looked.

“Listen to me,” she spat. “Ryder killed five men, and he nearly killed me. You will tell me what you know, or so help me I’ll rip your heart out and eat it!”

Stephen winced. “No need to be so dramatic, Chris. Just break his fingers one at a time, and then work up his arms. He’ll talk eventually, and besides, I would prefer you didn’t get blood on the carpet.”

She smiled at Ed’s sweating face. “You see how it is… you do, don’t you?”

“I can’t,” Ed whispered fearfully. “If I give up a source, I’ll never work in this city again!”

“No one will know.”

“It will come out, Chris, this stuff always does! It would finish me!”

“Chris,” Stephen said. “Let him up.”

She glanced at Stephen, and backed off.

Stephen tapped Eddy on the knee with one finger to gain his attention. “Mr. Davis, is your career your only concern?”

Ed sneered. “Don’t try to appeal to my better nature. I don’t have one.”

Stephen smiled. “I already knew that. You have misunderstood me. I was going to say that if your career is your only concern, I can easily safeguard it for you.”

“How?” Ed asked suspiciously.

“Only those in this room will be privy to what you tell us. You will obviously tell no one, and we have no reason to tell. That only leaves your assistant. I can fix that problem for you.”

Ed’s cameraman jumped to his feet. He backed hurriedly toward the door. “Now wait a damn minute!”

Marie was suddenly behind him, and holding his arms. Chris blinked in shock. Marie had moved too fast to follow. One second she was sitting at her ease on the couch, the next she was across the room holding the cameraman in a grip of iron. Her eyes shone silver, reflecting the light as if a pair of chrome orbs had somehow replaced them. Chris shivered, wishing Marie would put on her sunglasses.

“Stay calm. You will not be harmed,” Marie whispered soothingly, ignoring the cameraman’s struggles.

Ed was breathing fast, and his eyes were wide with panic. “What are you going to do?”

Stephen chuckled. “Not kill him… unless you would prefer us to do that?”

“No!”

“As I thought. I can guarantee that he will not tell anyone what occurs during this meeting. Let me demonstrate.” He turned to look behind him. “Marie?”

Marie swung the cameraman around, and stared into his eyes. A second or two later, his shoulders slumped. He stared at Marie in a trance and she released his arms.

“What is his name?” she said to Ed.

“Sam.”

Marie cocked her head and studied Sam. “How are you feeling, Sam?”

Sam smiled dreamily. “Fine… I feel good.”

“That’s good, Sam. I want you to remember that you feel good. You are not afraid. You are relaxed.”

“All right,” Sam mumbled.

Marie smiled, and continued in a slow dreamy voice. “Whatever I tell you to do, you will do. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

Marie nodded in satisfaction. “That’s good, Sam. Very good. When I tell you to do something and you do it, you will feel happy and relaxed. Just the way you feel now. The thought of disobeying me fills you with fear. Thinking of disobeying me makes you feel very bad. It is wrong to disobey me. You don’t want to, and even thinking about it makes you feel guilty. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes.”

Marie smiled and continued in a slow and serene voice. “Yes, that is right. Relax, and remember how good it feels to obey. I want you to forget everything you heard since walking into the club. You will remember accompanying Ed, but he left you watching the show. You enjoyed yourself, while he had his meeting. Afterwards, you asked him how it went, but he wouldn’t tell you very much. All he said was that the meeting went fine. You know nothing else about it. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Very good. Sit in your seat and wait for me.”

Sam turned, still staring into space, and went back to his seat.

Chris realised she was gaping and closed her mouth. She shook herself and turned back to business. “There, all done. Now tell me what I want to know before I ask Marie to steal it out of your head. If you make me do that, I’ll see to it that you get nothing.”

Ed licked his lips. He was sweating and very pale. Marie’s little show with Sam had obviously impressed and frightened him, but he was made of sterner stuff than Chris realised. He still had balls enough to try to negotiate.

“I get your story?”

“I said you would. Do you need it in writing?”

“In writing would be good…” he said, and Chris scowled angrily. “Okay! I was only kidding.”

“You weren’t kidding, Eddy. I know you.”

Ed smiled crookedly. “I know you do. Your story, tempting as it is, isn’t enough for me. I want in.”

“In?” she asked in confusion. “In where?”

“Don’t take me for a fool. I saw your little impromptu news conference outside your place. Nice touch making it seem off the cuff like that. You and he,” Ed nodded at Stephen. “Are working with the Amendment Lobby.”

Stephen smiled. “Actually, you’re quite wrong about that.”

Chris nodded. “He is the Amendment Lobby… or its leader at least. You’re slipping, Eddy. Even I figured that out on my own.”

Ed looked at them both in confusion. “But I thought Lephmann…”

“Our current spokesman.” Stephen said. “David is an ally, and a good friend of mine. He agreed to front for the lobby. Not a hardship, as he believes passionately in our goal.”

“Unbelievable,” Ed whispered. “No one suspects. I would know! No one suspects you’re pulling Lephmann’s strings.”

Stephen smiled wryly at Marie. “Anger or amusement?”

Marie grinned. “Amused, definitely amused.”

“What?” Ed asked, frowning in confusion.

Stephen shrugged. “I was just wondering what David’s reaction would be. I can assure you that no one controls David. He doesn’t have strings to pull, and if he did, I wouldn’t be the one to risk pulling them.”

Ed shrugged, obviously not very interested in Stephen’s explanation. “Do we have a deal?”

Chris glanced at Stephen, and he nodded gently. “All right, Eddy, you’re in.”

“Great,” Ed said in satisfaction. “It will almost be like old times.”

She sighed. If he truly understood, he would never have gotten involved in this. He had been in contact with Ryder, maybe knew where he was, certainly knew he was responsible for five murders, and yet he had said nothing to the police. By keeping Ryder’s location secret, he was an accomplice to murder. By rights, she should hand him over to Ken, but she needed him. She was going to let him get away with it, because it suited her purposes. That didn’t make her feel good; not at all. She shook her head wishing things were different.

“Are you all right with this deal?” Stephen asked.

“Not really,” she said.

“Hey! You can’t back out now,” Ed said angrily. “I get your story, I get interviews with Stephen and his vamps, and I cover all the Amendment Lobby’s functions. That’s the deal.”

She snarled. “The deal is what I say it is! I haven’t heard squat worth listening to from you yet.”

Ed stuck his chin out belligerently. “Sit down and listen for a minute and maybe you will.”

Chris took her seat and waited for answers.

“Good.” Ed said, and collected his thoughts. “The first thing you have to realise is that I’ve known Doug Ryder for years.” He nodded at her surprise. “Didn’t know that, did you? You thought I was just using him for a story. Just goes to show you aren’t as clever as you like to think.”

“Get on with it.”

“I knew him before he ran off to join the army. We were in high school together, so when he turns up asking for a favour after all these years, I was surprised, but I said okay for old time’s sake.”

Chris frowned. “What was the favour?”

“He said he was doing research for a book he wanted to write and needed a cover story in case people checked up on him. To tell you the truth, I wasn’t interested enough to ask a lot of questions. He’s the kind of guy that starts writing and ten years later only has a couple of chapters to show for it.

“Anyway, I fixed him up with a position at Channel 5, and gave him a few props to make him look the part of a freelancer. You know the sort of thing. Press pass, guild membership card, one of my old headsets… that kind of thing. I swear to you, Chris, that I had no idea that he was the killer.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

Ed shrugged. “I don’t care if you do or not, but remember this: it wasn’t until after the fifth murder that you released Ryder’s name and description. You got that from the Hodges girl, didn’t you?”

She nodded reluctantly. Sandy Hodges gave her Ryder’s description, and confirmation of his name. Vincent’s message disk had given them the name much earlier. Releasing Ryder’s name alone would have achieved nothing. At least, that’s what she had decided back then. Now? There was no telling, but she doubted Ed would have come forward.

“So you set Ryder up as a journalist, and sent him on his merry way. Where is he?”

Ed raised his hands. “I’m coming to that. The first couple of times he dropped by my place and left me a few things. Good stuff, all of it. I offered him money, but he laughed at me. Said he had no need of money. Anyway, after the first couple of times he started getting paranoid. Acted real cagey, and wanted to meet me in public places. His stuff was good so I humoured him. The problem is, he got worse fast. He starting calling me on my link, and telling me where to pick up stuff.”

“A dead drop?”

“That’s it. He put a disk in a case and dropped it in the garbage behind a burger joint. It was disgusting. I had to root through a ton of stinky stuff to find the damn thing. I wasn’t going to do that again.”

Chris smiled. She knew where this was going, and it was perfect. “Who did you use to watch the bin?”

Ed nodded at the comatose Sam. “Who else?”

“When did you decide to start having Ryder followed?”

Stephen and Marie looked at each other in surprise. Stephen raised his point first. “That would have been very dangerous.”

Marie nodded. “He could have been killed. A shifter should have been able to track him by scent alone. A strong one like Ryder should have sensed him.”

“Not so dangerous,” Ed disagreed smugly. “Sam is the best cameraman I’ve ever had. Some of his stuff is amazing. He’s a nut about the latest tech.”

“You used remotes.” Chris frowned as she realised something important. “This was after you figured out Ryder was the perp.”

Ed shifted uneasily in his seat. “Just before you were attacked.”

“But you guessed it was him before that.”

Ed nodded reluctantly, but then he brightened. “But I didn’t know where he was; it wasn’t my fault, you see?”

“It never is,” she said bitterly.

“I couldn’t give him to you, Chris. I didn’t know where he was!” Ed insisted again, more vehemently.

“Yeah, yeah. Relax. I only have one man in mind to blame, and that’s Ryder. You’re in the clear.”

Ed sighed in relief. “Sam’s little gadgets followed him back to where he was staying. What a dump! I couldn’t believe it at first.”

She tried to quell her excitement, but her voice betrayed her anticipation. “Where is he staying?”

* * *



18 ~ Taking the Offensive

Chris parked the shiny black four-by-four she had borrowed from Stephen, and peered into the darkness. Rain fell in a torrential downpour that looked set to last through the night. Griffith Park appeared in a flash of lightning, and then submerged itself in darkness once again. The observatory building seemed deserted; it had been “temporarily” closed for renovation years ago, but as with other things in Los Angeles, the money had dried up before the work could be completed.

The main building, still sheathed in scaffolding, would probably remain derelict until someone decided to pull the entire useless edifice down. The observatory grounds, where pristine lawns once grew, were now a barren and abandoned construction site. What surprised her about Ryder’s choice of hiding place was that unlike the observatory, the zoo, museums, Greek theatre, and other attractions, were still popular with tourists. It was not the sort of place she would have chosen for a hideout. 

Chris opened the car door and stepped out into the storm. The rain plastered her hair to her skull in seconds, but she didn’t run for cover. Instead, she pulled up the collar of her borrowed coat and turned in place. Although she saw everything in shades of black and grey, her eyes—a wolf’s eyes—pierced the darkness easily. Lightning flashed again, and thunder rumbled seconds later. The rain drummed upon the ground hard enough for raindrops to bounce back into the air. She had parked well away from the fence that surrounded the site, and it was a moonless night. She had no fear that Ryder would either see or hear her coming, and in the rain, his nose would be useless. It was falling so heavily, she felt like she was trying to breathe under water.

She ran quickly across the open space, keeping low, and swarmed up the chain link fence. Once over the top, she let herself drop to land in a crouch in the mud. She searched the darkness, but the building remained quiet, protected by the skeletal piping of the scaffolding and the rotting tarpaulins draped over it like shrouds. Her eyes pierced the dark keenly, but she still felt blinkered without the scents her nose could normally detect. Everything smelled the same; the storm had washed all trace of Ryder away, and replaced it with the clean scent of autumn rain. She had lived all her life without the benefit of a shifter’s sensitive nose, but already she had come to rely on the edge it gave her. She felt vulnerable without it.

Keeping low, she ran for the nearest scaffold. She had no intention of going up the steps and through the front door.

Your little gun won’t work against him.

She gritted her teeth and struggled up the scaffolding. Under her breath she said, “I remember.”

She climbed mainly using her arms. There were no toeholds for the first fifteen feet or so, and the cross supports were too far apart this close to the ground. She went up the scaffold, quickly pulling herself up, leaving her legs kicking free below her. The pipe was slippery, and it took longer to climb than it would have on a dry night. It was a shame the ladders had all been stolen.

Do you want to die?

“Don’t you know?” She hooked a leg over the first walkway, and dragged herself up. “I thought you knew everything about me.”

She ran along the boards to one of the tall narrow windows. She peered into the building, but it was as dark inside as out. Lightning flashed, and she caught a glimpse of the once-splendid interior. There were puddles and ruination, but no sign of Ryder. Lightning flashed again and again. The storm raged at its height, and the wind was coming up. She clutched one of the pipes to steady herself, before moving on. She needed to get onto the roof.

Sometimes you want to die, but at other times, you do not.

Chris found a hole in the walkway above her head, and pulled herself up. “Yeah well, that’s Human beings for you. Confusing, isn’t it?”

Yes, Smoke said, sounding very serious. Let me out.

“Nuh-uh. We’ve had this conversation.”

All the walkways had an opening where the ladders used to be. Reaching the fourth level, she was pleased to find them still in place. She found her way up quite easily after that.

The footing on the roof was treacherous. Much of it had fallen in, leaving only the supports for her to walk on. With the rain pounding her and making everything slippery, she would have to be crazy to try crossing. She grinned at the thought and stepped onto the beam.

“I don’t plan to die tonight.”

Few plan to die.

She moved carefully along the beam, but wobbled and had to stop to regain her balance. To her left there used to be a glass section; a sort of skylight. She remembered it had been pyramid-shaped with a square base. There was nothing but a hole now. Far below, lit only by flashes of lightning, she could see the main foyer. Hanging from a steel cable attached to the roof beam, there was a badly corroded brass sphere. It looked like a huge pendulum in some great clock—a broken clock for it was still. Below the sphere was a pit full of broken glass and rubble, probably the remains of the skylight.

I do not want you to die.

Chris wobbled again. “Of course not. You would die too.”

You fight against the bonding. You weaken us.

She shook wet hair out of her eyes. Smoke was in her head for the Lady’s sake. What could be closer than that? Thunder boomed in the heavens, and a gust of wind caught her. It blew her into that inviting abyss. Quicker than thought, she made a grab for the beam and caught it, but her left hand slipped on the wet metal leaving her dangling from only one hand. Lit by lightning like a faulty light bulb, death awaited her on twisted metal far below. Her heart was pounding, and she was shaking, but it wasn’t from fear. It was excitement. Adrenaline rushed through her veins, adding even more strength to her muscles. She tried to reach the beam with her free hand, and laughed when she couldn’t. It’s true what people say about shifters being crazy. Her situation proved it. She swung back and forth on her single hand, until she could finally reach the beam with the other. Swinging her legs up, she finally clambered back on top.

She took only a moment to get her breath back then hurried across the beam and back onto the sagging roof. The planetarium dome loomed close. She ran toward it, but suddenly lost her footing and fell. Her foot had punched right through the weakened roof, but it held her weight, barely, and she pushed herself back up. She hissed in pain, and wrenched at her leg, trying to free it.

We should be as one.

“Not now, Furface,” she growled. She pulled, ignoring the pain and the sound of her jeans ripping. Something warm trickled down her leg, and into her sneakers. Blood. “I’m a little busy here.”

There is no more time. You know the gun will not kill him. You know this! You cannot fight him this way, but together we have a chance. Only your fear stops you from embracing me. Let it go!

She shook with cold and the beginnings of fear. The rain fell so hard, she could barely see her hand as she pulled frantically on her leg. It wouldn’t budge more than an inch. If Ryder found her like this, she was dead.

“Could you stop yakking, and help me?”

You admit you need my help.

She cursed under her breath. “Don’t let it go to your head, Furface.”

Let me out.

“Why?” she asked warily.

You are stuck because your foot is the wrong shape. It will not bend down far enough.

She swore again; she should have thought of the Change. Her other forms didn’t have Human feet; they wouldn’t have become trapped like this. She didn’t want to change, but she didn’t want Ryder to find her like this either. She frowned. Maybe she could change just her legs without Smoke’s help. It had worked for her eyes after all.

Fool. Your fear makes you weak.

“Worried?”

Chris didn’t wait for an answer. She concentrated, trying to remember how her half-wolf form had looked and felt. Pain crackled up her leg as the bones in her foot dislocated and changed. She clapped a hand over her mouth to hold back a scream, and forced her foot to warp into something resembling a paw. Groaning in pain, she finally pulled her leg out of the hole, and rolled onto her back.

“Okay… that hurt,” she mumbled with her eyes closed against the rain. “That really hurt.”

She rolled onto her side, and then sat up to look at the damage. The leg of her jeans was hanging in strips all the way up to her knee, as if someone had hacked at it with a knife, and her shoe was missing. Being a shifter was turning out to be really hard on her wardrobe. Wisps of black hair covered her foot, and ran part way up her leg. The change had stopped at her knee. Her foot wasn’t a foot anymore; it was a very large, very weird-looking paw. Only it wasn’t really a paw either. It looked nothing like a dog’s foot. It was long—about a size eighteen if there was such a size—and narrow at the heel. The ankle was all wrong. Her foot attached to her leg at about a forty-five degree angle, and the ankle let it rotate down but not up. The rough pads proved the foot was designed to carry her weight on the toes. There were four; each was wide and wickedly clawed.

She stared at the monstrosity attached to her leg. There was no sign of the paint she had used on her toenails that morning. She had done a good job too. Hysterical laughter bubbled just below the surface, but she forced it and her absurd concern about nail varnish away.

We should go. Ryder might have heard your whimpering.

“I don’t whimper.”

Chris kicked off her remaining shoe and tried to stand. It was no good. Her right leg—the changed one—was longer than her left; much longer. She concentrated, and forced it to change back. She bit a knuckle, and didn’t make a sound. After a few seconds of intense pain punctuated by the crunching sound of bone re-knitting, she had a pair of Human legs and feet again.

“See?”

Smoke remained stubbornly silent.

Chris scampered bare foot over the roof, and reached her objective.

The planetarium’s dome was in good shape; no rot, no holes, nothing. She circled it, looking for a way to see inside and found the roof access door. Chris peered through the porthole-like window set in the door and saw a light. It was the first sign of habitation she had found, but that wasn’t all. There was a peculiar-looking contraption like a dumb-bell in the centre of the room. It was the old projector. The light shone from circular glass facets that dotted the machine at either end. Of to one side, near the lowest row of plushly upholstered seats that circled the room, Ryder was leaning over someone strapped to a table.

Chris grabbed the door handle.

Don’t!

“He’s got Jason down there. I’ve got to get to him.”

He will hear you!

She released the handle reluctantly, looking around in frustration for another way in. “I’ve got to get in there. He’s doing something to that kid. Something bad, I know it.”

Then look for another way in.

That was easier said than done. It could mean climbing back down the scaffolding, and Jason might not have that much time. Her plan had been to drop onto Ryder from above, but the storm had ruined it. Smoke was right. Ryder would know the instant she opened the door no matter how quiet she tried to be. What made her mad was that she hadn’t realised it straight away. It had been a waste of time coming up here… she frowned, or had it?

She ran back to where she had fallen earlier, and crouched next to the hole her foot had made. She peered into the darkness, and thought she saw wooden flooring about fifteen feet below. It was a corridor or maybe an office. It would have to do; she didn’t have time to find another way inside. Trying to keep the noise to a minimum, she carefully widened the hole, and slipped through. She let herself hang from her hands for a moment, and then let go. The storm and the sound of water gushing through the ruined roof covered the noise of her landing.

She peered around and decided she was in one of the exhibition halls. The room was much too large to be an office, and there were still one or two old display cases against the walls. Thick dust covered everything; it puffed up and hung in the air around her legs like mist as she moved. She pulled her boomer and flicked off the safety before heading for the planetarium.

Don’t do this.

“I haven’t got time to talk,” she whispered. “I’m working here.”

You will be dying here if you don’t listen to me!

“Can’t do anything else,” she grumbled.

You hear, but you do not listen. Your. Gun. Will. Do. Nothing!

“It will slow him down some.”

But what then? He will rip you—us apart.

Chris stopped when she reached the planetarium doors. One was missing while the other hung crookedly from a single hinge. She lowered herself to her knees, and then crawled through the opening. Ryder was still working on Jason; the boy’s screams testified to that.

“Lord and Lady, what’s he doing to the kid?”

Hurting him. Ryder wants revenge.

She firmed her grip on the boomer. “I’ve got to stop him.”

Then for your sake—and Jason’s—Let. Me. Out!

Jason’s screams died away, replaced by sobbing. Ryder said something, but Chris couldn’t hear what it was. Jason shrieked again, and Chris shook her head. She had been fooling herself thinking she could take Ryder down like this. Smoke was right; she needed a bloody tank, not a boomer. She silently shrugged out of her coat, and put her weapon on top of it. Her hands shook, but not from the cold. She didn’t want to do this, but if she could take out Ryder the way she had Janine, it would be worth it. She took a deep breath and…

Not here! If you make a noise, he will be up here so fast that I won’t have a chance!

Chris scowled and slid backwards on her belly. Once outside, she ran back to the hall containing the display cases, and stripped off her clothes. She piled them in the corner out of the way. Tremors ran through her body, and her knees felt like jelly. She tried to pretend it was all due to the cold, but knew she was fooling herself. Lord and Lady, she didn’t want to do this. She really didn’t.

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “All right. You want me to trust you, Smoke? Show me I can.”

The pain wasn’t as shocking as the other times she had changed. She was expecting it for one thing, and for another, it was a known quantity. She knew she could stand it because she had done so before. She dropped to her knees to prevent herself from falling, and then lay on her side. She panted as things inside began shifting and burning, but she didn’t make another sound. Muscles stretched and tore, only to reform in new patterns moments later. Fur spread quickly, protecting her from the cold. Her ears lengthened and her face erupted into a muzzle filled with sharp teeth. Her legs, her arms, everything was warping into something else.

Chris let it happen. She didn’t fight it; she didn’t make a sound.

Smoke panted away the heat of the change, but did not stand up. Ryder was alpha like Jonas and Lephmann. He was too strong for her, but maybe not too strong for her half-wolf form. She concentrated on changing again. It took less than a minute before she was ready.

Back at the broken doors, she listened to Ryder torturing Jason for information. Her ears were very keen; almost as good as they were in full-wolf form. Ryder wanted to know where Jason’s friends were. The boy was in no shape to answer, but Ryder continued his questions and his torture regardless. She could see that Jason wasn’t tied to the table; he had been nailed to it with daggers driven through his wrists and ankles. The boy hadn’t tried to change, or if he had, it hadn’t worked and she knew why. The daggers were silver. So were the knives that Ryder was using to flay the boy. Silver not only slowed healing, it impeded the Change. No one could change with that much silver in him.

Smoke hesitated. She remembered Chris being stabbed with silver. She didn’t want Ryder coming after her with one of those daggers. She picked up Chris’ boomer. It was a puny thing, and didn’t fit her hand properly, but she was sure she could still fire it if she had to. Whether she could hit anything was another matter.

She wasn’t concerned with stealth as she entered the planetarium. There was only the one way in or out, but she didn’t make a production of her entrance either. Ryder was so intent on what he was doing that she made it half way down the auditorium’s steps before he sensed her. He turned and raised the dagger for a throw, but she was quicker.

She emptied the boomer at him.

At least four of her shots hit Ryder. He staggered away from the table, but he didn’t fall. Neither did he have time to make the Change. Smoke dropped the boomer on the stairs and sprinted toward him. Before he could recover, she bowled him off his feet snapping and snarling at his face. He yelled and made a grab for her throat, but she was expecting the move. She clamped her jaws on his forearm and bit down. Hard. Blood spurted and bone grated on her teeth. Her eyes blazed at the pain she saw in his.

Ryder brought his knees up sharply. Taken by surprise, Smoke sailed over his head, tumbling head over tail. She sprang back to her feet, spat the piece of flesh she had ripped from his arm onto the floor, and charged him again. The claws of her right hand raked his face, and she plunged those on her left into his belly. Ryder folded, but then he came back up with his fists leading the way. He punched her full in the face, and she staggered back a few paces. She shook her head to clear it and rushed him, but he was ready and a kick to the head sent her to her knees. Another kick threw her on her back.

Ryder chuckled and came to stand over her. “You’re no match for me in any form, Lieutenant, or should I call you Chris now?” He ripped open his blood-soaked shirt to reveal his wounds had already healed. “You see?”

Smoke exploded into a claw raking, snarling and biting fiend. This time she went straight for his throat. Ryder backed up, and turned his face away from her jaws. He raised an arm to fend her off, and her jaws snapped closed. She howled in pain, and threw herself away from him. He had used his dagger at the last moment, and her jaws had closed upon it. She shook her head, spitting blood and the taste of silver from her mouth.

Ryder took the opportunity to run for the stairs.

She dared not give him time to make the Change. She raced up the stairs in time to see him disappearing down the corridor. She sprinted after him, snarling in fury and screaming her rage into the darkness. He was faster as well as stronger than she was. He was getting away! No, she wouldn’t let him.

Ryder ran her a good chase—he knew his territory well—but finally he made a mistake and ran down a blind corridor. He turned back just as Smoke skidded around the corner and into the corridor where he stood at bay. Lightning flashed, illuminating him through the tall windows at his back, and just as suddenly plunged him back into darkness a moment later. She edged toward him with her arms outstretched, determined not to let him get away. She decided to go for his throat again as a diversion, and then rip his heart out.

Ryder grinned at her, as if he could hear her thoughts. “Stay out of my business, and I swear I won’t kill you. Take my advice, and stay away.” He turned and leapt toward the window.

“Noooo!” she howled, leaping to catch him.

The glass shattered as Ryder went through, and a blast of wind and rain filled the corridor. Leaning out the shattered window, she stared into the darkness, but all she could see was broken glass in the mud three stories below. He was gone.

She went back to release Jason.

“Leave me,” Jason croaked, his voice ruined from all the screaming. “I’m dead already.”

She ignored him and pulled the daggers out of his wrists then out of his ankles. Jason screamed as each one came free. She tried to help him sit up, but he was too weak. Blood pumped from his wounds, and it wasn’t stopping. He had silver poisoning.

“Listen to me,” Jason pleaded, “he’s going after Marty. You have to get to him first. Leave me.”

She used her claws to shred some of the seats, and used the upholstery to binds his wounds.

Jason grabbed her hand. “Listen!”

“I heard you,” Smoke said, sounding like she’d been gargling with gravel. “Marty hiding. Ryder not find.”

Jason shook his head wearily, and tears trickled slowly over his cheeks. “I couldn’t help it. The bastard tortured me for days… the silver. I’m dying. I can feel it burning inside me like poison. Please, you have to tell Marty I couldn’t help it.”

She snarled and dragged Jason up by his neck. “What you do?”

“I told,” Jason rasped. “Ryder knows where they are.”

“Where?” Smoke shook him when he didn’t answer. “Where!”

“Sanctuary,” Jason gasped.

“Freeze!” roared a familiar voice.

Smoke looked back in time to see Ken leading a dozen heavily armed uniformed police officers into the room. She glanced at Jason hanging limp in her grasp, debating running for it.

“Drop him or I drop you,” Ken said in a hard voice.

She carefully lowered Jason onto the table. She didn’t doubt Ken meant what he’d said. It was a shame he hadn’t been around to say it to Ryder earlier.

Ken kept his stunner levelled, and the other officers followed his lead. “Can you understand me?”

“I understand,” Smoke grated.

“Good. Step away from him—slowly. Back up all the way to those seats and stop. Do it now.”

She did what he told her to do, knowing that trying to run would only make things worse. Chris would have to deal with Ken, not her. She stopped when told to stop, and watched as the police came down to cover her with their weapons. They were carrying automatic rifles. One of them checked Jason for a pulse.

“He’s alive.”

Ken nodded. “Get an ambulance for him and a van for this… for the prisoner.”

The officer nodded and spoke quietly into his radio. Smoke watched Ken approach. He barely glanced at Jason as he past by, so intent was he upon studying her. The expression on his face made her want to hide hers… or maybe rip his off; she wasn’t sure. The others were getting nervous. They were afraid, she could feel it, and Ken was making it worse by approaching her. They wanted to shoot her, needed to. She remained statue-still as they took careful aim at her and spread out to avoid hitting Ken.

“We found your coat, Chris. Change back and I’ll let you dress.”

Smoke grunted in surprise. How had he recognised her? Not by the coat, Stephen had lent it to Chris along with the car. There was nothing in its pockets to link them. He must have followed her.

“Change back or I’ll take you in as you are. I don’t think you want that.”

“Did you get Ryder?”

Ken’s eyes narrowed. “Ryder was here?”

“We fight, he get away.”

“All I saw was you killing that guy. Who is he?”

“Jason Kirkwood. I not kill.”

“Lucky for you that’s true.”

“No. Ryder hurt him. I try stop.”

Ken’s people seemed to think that was funny. Some of them snorted, others shook their heads and laughed outright.

“You want me to shoot it, Lieutenant?”

“… animals stinking up the city…”

“Put ’em all down…”

“… that would save some police time…”

“What, and screw up my overtime, are you nuts?”

Ken waved them quiet. “You can tell your side down at Central. Change back, or go as is. Your choice.”

Ken sounded different, harder, and his face was like granite. He held his stunner unwaveringly in a white-knuckled grip. His scent was full of anger and pain, but beneath it, there was a deep sadness. When she didn’t comply with his ultimatum immediately, he stepped back and raised a hand.

“On my order, put her down.”

Most of Ken’s team seemed eager to follow the order. She began the Change.

* * *



19 ~ Interview with a Shifter

The clothes they gave her were itchy. They had bagged all of hers as evidence, and taken them down to the lab boys. It was a damn shame about her coat. Stephen had given it to her to replace her old one. It was brand new and real leather.

Her hands were cuffed to a steel loop in the shiny steel table, and she had an itch between her shoulder blades that was driving her nuts. That was all Chris could think about. She was locked in an interview room at Central accused of false imprisonment, torture, and Lady knew what else. She had been caught red handed—or clawed—at the scene of the crimes in question by her ex-partner, and all she could think about were ways to scratch the itch.

Think about something else. Think about Ryder.

“I’m not talking to you. You let him get away.”

The cuffs hurt. A standard bit of kit, rune cuffs were silver plated to prevent shifters changing. The runes warded against spells. She had used cuffs like them lots of times while interviewing shifters, some in this very room. A burn encircled her wrists where the skin came in contact with the hated metal, but mere pain could be borne. After all, the change hurt way more than a burn that looked more like a rash. It was the itch that was torture. She could probably snap the cuff’s chain and reach the itch before anyone realised she had, but that would only make them mad. Best not.

Before you let me out, you told me to prove I could be trusted.

“I remember.”

I tried to do what you would have done. Should I have left Jason to die and followed Ryder?

She stared at her reflection, wondering who was behind the mirror in the observation room. Ken might be, probably was, but would all the others come and view the freak? Baxter would, but not Jimmy. She doubted Cappy would be in at this time of night, but if he had been, he would have sat with her. He wasn’t the kind to get his jollies second-hand through a bulletproof mirror.

Well?

“I’m thinking. Don’t rush me.”

Ken and Baxter joined her after about an hour of sitting alone contemplating her reflection. Ken entered first with a folder in one hand, and Baxter brought up the rear carrying a box of blank discs. She smiled at the sight. How many times had she seen things like this over the years? Thousands, but she had never seen it from this side of the table. Things were different now. She was the bad guy, and the role was an uncomfortable fit.

I try to do what you want, but it’s hard when you keep changing what that is.

I want Ryder dead, that most of all.

I know, but not at all cost… or am I wrong again? Should I have left the boy to die? I need to know what I did wrong.

Why, so you won’t do it again?

Yes. I want you to be happy.

She sighed. You did the right thing.

Really? Smoke said, sounding hopeful.

I said so, didn’t I?

Thank you.

Chris watched Baxter struggling to open the carton of discs and grinned. Cellophane wrappers could be a bitch sometimes. “Good to see you, Dave. How’s it going?”

Baxter grunted noncommittally. His eyes flicked nervously toward the mirror and skittered away. He busied himself with inserting a disk into the comp in the tabletop. Ken seated himself opposite Chris, and read through his notes. He wouldn’t look her in the eyes.

The one called Baxter is nervous.

Chris nodded; she knew that from his scent and his actions. What she couldn’t figure out was why. Baxter was an old hand at this sort of thing. He had almost as much experience as she did; more than Ken did in fact. What was there to be nervous about a routine interview?

“The sweats they gave me itch like crazy. You couldn’t scratch my back for me, could you?” Ken frowned in annoyance but said nothing. “I’d do it myself, but…” she pulled sharply on the handcuffs, making the chain snap taut on the steel loop. “Pretty please? I’ll be your slave forever.”

Baxter grinned and shook his head. “Only you, Chris, only you.” He came over and vigorously rubbed her back.

She groaned. “A little higher… oh goddess that’s good.” She shivered with pleasure. “I can’t tell you how good that feels. It was driving me crazy.”

Ken glared. “Are you done entertaining our audience, Detective?”

Baxter went back to his work.

She wondered who the audience was. Could be anybody, but Baxter’s nervousness meant it was someone high up. Higher than Cappy, or he wouldn’t care.

“Congratulations on the promotion, Ken,” she said, trying to make him look at her. “I heard one of the guys call you Lieutenant. How the hell did that happen anyway?”

Baxter grinned. “That’s what I’d like to know.”

Ken gave Baxter a cold look that wiped the grin off his face. “We’re not here to talk about me. Are you ready to record?”

Baxter nodded and pressed a button.

Ken had changed, and not for the better. Where had her friend and partner gone? Baxter used to be the serious one, the one without a sense of humour, not Ken. It was as if they had switched bodies. This wasn’t the Ken she knew. This was a… a pod-person or something!

Ken shuffled his papers into order. “Interview with Miss Chris Humber in regard to case number three-niner-zero slash three-six-one. Primary investigating officer: Lieutenant Kenneth Hart; also in attendance: Detective David Baxter. Acknowledge for the recording, please.”

“Detective Baxter present.”

 “Chris Humber present, but I’m not happy about it.”

Ken didn’t smile. “And I’m Lieutenant Hart. Miss Humber, you have the right to an attorney, and the right to have an attorney present during questioning. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed on preferred credit terms. Should you so wish, you may delegate a guild representative to advise you. Do you understand these rights?”

She leaned back in her seat as far as her cuffs would let her. “Such as they are.”

“Yes or no please.”

“Yes.”

“It is my understanding that you earlier waved your right to an attorney. Is that correct?”

She shrugged. “Sure.”

“Fine,” Ken said, and settled back in his chair as if preparing for a long night. “Then we can get started. Where is Ryder?”

She shrugged again.

“You claimed earlier that you saw him.”

“I did see him.”

“Okay, why don’t you tell me about that?”

Chris copied his posture. She knew the game even better than he did, but she heartily wished she didn’t have to play it. She was tired and hungry. Her change and the fight with Ryder had taken it out of her. Baxter had taken the other chair on Ken’s side of the table, careful to leave a gap between them. He didn’t want to obstruct the view of whoever was watching from the observation room.

She smiled at whoever was watching. “How’s Flint these days? Did you ever get up enough nerve to ask her out?”

Baxter covered his amusement with a cough.

Ken began tapping his pen on the table. A sure sign he was irritated. “Agent Flint is not what we are here to discuss. She is no longer a part of my investigation.”

Want to bet?

Smoke agreed. Flint wants Ryder almost as badly as we do. She won’t give up easily.

Chris wouldn’t have been surprised to find Flint on the other side of that mirror at that very moment. Ken wasn’t lying when he said Flint was no longer part of his investigation, so she must be working solo, or with Barrows if he hadn’t gone back to Quantico or wherever.

Ken tried another tack. “If you knew where Ryder was, why didn’t you tell the police?”

“My source—”

“What source?” Baxter asked. “I’d like to talk to him.”

“My personal source mentioned the possibility of Ryder being at the planetarium. It was only a possibility, so I thought I’d go look.”

“You thought you would look,” Ken said, sotto voiced. His pen drummed the table harder than ever.

“I didn’t want to give you bogus info.”

The drumming stopped, and Ken wrote something down. “Bogus.”

She smiled, listening to the new rhythm Ken started. “I wanted to check it out first.”

“Checking out things like this is my job. You’re not a cop anymore.”

Her smile vanished. “I noticed.”

“Who is your source?”

“Do you remember a conversation we had when we first met Flint in Cappy’s office?”

Ken frowned. “I’m not sure.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter. When we came out, I had to give Dave access to my files and I was worried about it. You said: ‘You won’t let them down, Chris, they know that.’ You were right. I might have changed, but that hasn’t. I’ll never give up my sources, not even to you, Ken.”

Ken stared into her eyes. “Do you know where Ryder is?”

“No, I don’t.”

“You’re lying. You always blink when you lie.”

“No I don’t,” she protested. “I don’t know where he is. If I did, I would tell you.”

Ken turned to Baxter. “She’s lying.”

Baxter nodded. “She’s lying.”

She gritted her teeth to stop herself from snapping at them. “I’m not. I want Ryder dead.”

“That’s the first true thing you’ve said.” Ken sighed. “The thing is, Chris, I’m not in the business of killing people. I want him caught and put away. You might have forgotten what it is to be a cop, but I haven’t.”

She sprang to her feet, outraged. If she hadn’t been cuffed to the table, she might well have gone over it with her hands around his neck. Anger pulsed through her head in time with her heartbeat, like a pressure headache. Throb-throb-throb. She suddenly felt hot, as waves of anger flooded her thoughts, but it had nothing to do with Smoke. This anger was all hers. She was panting, and her eyes had changed without her willing it. Everything in the room looked cold and harsh in shades of grey. Ken was leaning way back, almost enough to tip his chair over. There was no fear on Baxter’s face, only pity. That was like a cold bucket of water thrown over her. What right did he have to pity her? She slumped back into her seat, still breathing heavily. How could Ken throw that of all things in her face? He knew how devastated she had been by her forced retirement. What right did either of them have to treat her like a criminal?

She thumped the table, and closed her eyes to hide them. They were treating her like what she was, a shifter. Worse, a shifter found at a crime scene.

“I don’t need your pity, Dave.” She opened her eyes and frowned at the dent in the table beneath her fist. “What I need is a cup of coffee and a good night’s rest. I don’t need to sit here in handcuffs and be called a liar.”

“Coffee I can do something about,” Ken said and nodded to Baxter. “But the rest is up to you, Chris.”

Baxter stood and left to get the coffee.

“Detective Baxter leaves the room. Interview suspended at,” Ken checked the time. “Three fifteen a.m.” He hit the stop button on Baxter’s consol. “Where did you go after the press conference?”

She snorted. “That wasn’t a press conference. I just wanted Ped… a certain person to know I wasn’t at home.”

Ken’s eyes narrowed at the slip. “Who, and why?”

“Personal business. Nothing to do with Ryder.” Ken didn’t look convinced. Chris pointed at her eyelids. “Look, no blinking.”

Ken didn’t laugh. “Tell me where you went.”

She couldn’t see what harm it would do to tell him about Lost Souls, but that did not mean harm wouldn’t be done. Ken might assume that Stephen was her source and try to question him. She couldn’t imagine Stephen and Marie responding well to that.

“I want these cuffs off. They hurt.”

“You know better than that. We worked well together for years, why won’t you trust me now?”

She leaned forward abruptly, and Ken flinched. “That’s why.”

“It’s you that’s changed, Chris, not me.”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I’ve almost forgotten what it was like to be Human.”

Well that’s good.

Shut up you, I’m trying to explain something here.

“It’s not just external stuff like my eyes. I’m a shifter on the inside as well as on the outside. You know the way we used to explain a shifter’s actions by saying he was crazy?”

Ken nodded.

“We were right. Shifters really do a have a split personality.”

“I don’t believe you’re crazy. You’re just being stubborn. You always did like going it alone.”

She shook her head. “I knew you wouldn’t understand. When I went up on the observatory roof tonight, I learned something about myself. That place is a death trap. The rain was falling so heavily, I could barely breathe… well you know, you were there. I had to cross by balancing on the roof beams, but the wind came up and blew me off. I hung there swinging by one hand, looking at my death far below. Do you know what I did then?”

Ken shook his head.

“I laughed. I was scared shitless, Ken. I was going to die any moment, and I just laughed. Now don’t say I’m suicidal. That’s not what I am. I’m just a shifter, and we’re different, that’s all.”

Ken sat back and the silence stretched out.

She could tell he didn’t understand what she was trying to say. She wanted him to understand, she really did. Despite her new abilities, he thought that, inside, she was still the woman he knew. She wasn’t. Janine’s death, and the fight in the alley, had proved it to her more than anything else could have. The old Chris would never have done what she had. She was a killer now, and that was okay. Really, it was okay, but she wished Ken hadn’t seen her in the planetarium. In his mind, the image of her as some distorted monstrosity would eventually eat at him until it replaced his memories of the old Chris Humber. And that was sad. It would almost be like dying again.

“Oh, to the hells with it,” she said, feeling maudlin. She was getting soft. She had never been one to get all mushy. That hadn’t changed; she wouldn’t let all of the old Chris go. “I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

I do not diminish you. If you would accept me fully, you would realise you are greater than your old self, not less.

I don’t need your recruitment speech. I’m already in the club, remember?

Smoke growled irritably. Not fully. You fight me at every turn, and weaken us when we need to be strong.

Baxter returned then with the coffees in paper cups, and Chris savoured her first hot drink in hours. It lit a fiery trail down to her stomach, and she felt better for it.

Baxter sighed contentedly and put his cup down. “I needed that. Our guests went home. They want a report when we’re done here. I told them you would pass it on through Cappy. Okay?”

Ken nodded silently, and pointed to the consol. Baxter pressed the record button. “Interview recommences at three twenty-five a.m. Those in attendance, as previously stated.”

Chris finished her coffee and crumpled the cup into a ball. “Do you still want to know where I went after that press conference?”

Ken nodded again. “I want to know everything.”

“I went to stay with some new friends.”

Ken picked up his pen. “Names and addresses, please.”

She shook her head slowly.

“Shifter friends?”

“Vampire friends.” Ken looked disgusted. “I didn’t let them bite me, for the Lady’s sake! They’re just people when you get to know them.”

Yes, just people that drink blood, can read minds, can make you do things you don’t want to do. They never age, they live forever, and they can break the strongest of us in half! Oh, and they stink.

Well yes, but they’re still people.

“Just people… will you listen to yourself? They’re not even Human! Worse, they’re evil!” He slammed his hand down on the folder. “Damn you for doing this to me. Damn you for going off on your own that night!”

Baxter switched off the recorder, and erased Ken’s outburst from the disk. He reached for Ken’s arm. “Are you all right?”

Ken knocked Baxter’s hand away from his shoulder. “No, I’m not all right! I want every stinking shifter in the city dead, and every monster in the country put down!”

Chris gasped. “I’m one of those shifters.”

Ken waved that away. “You’re different.”

“No, Ken, I’m not different. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

Ken wasn’t listening. He stood abruptly and left the room.

She stared after him. Ken was teetering on the edge, and if he didn’t get help, he was going over it. She wondered if the psych department knew what Ken was going through. Surely, someone must have noticed how tightly wound he was. She glanced at Baxter, but he was giving nothing away. She was sure Ken hadn’t meant what he said. He would never actually try to kill shifters. He hated the AML fanatics, and had always called them terrorists. He would never become like them.

“He didn’t mean it,” she whispered, trying to sound convinced.

Baxter sipped his lukewarm coffee. “Yes he did.”

“Who was behind the mirror, Dave?”

“Commander Watson and that know-it-all Barrows.”

“What about Flint?”

“Nah, she’s more of an action type of girl.”

She grinned. He didn’t know the half of it, and she wasn’t going to tell him. The thought of Flint had a sobering effect on her. If Ken ever found out that Flint was a shifter… the way he was now, it would destroy him. He must never know.

“Any chance you can tell Flint I want to see her?”

Baxter looked uncertain. “If Ken finds out you’re doing an end-run around him, he’ll go nuts.”

“What I have to say has nothing to do with Ryder, I swear. Just girl talk.”

“Girl talk, huh? Okay, if I see her I’ll let her know you want to chat.”

“Great, thanks.”

When Ken came back, his eyes were bloodshot, as if he had been crying. She didn’t think he had though. She couldn’t pick up the scent of tears. His was the scent of an angry and determined man. His face was very pale, but his expression was as hard as stone.

“I’ve just had word from the hospital,” Ken said.

“How’s Jason?” she asked, hoping for good news.

“He’s in a coma. The doctors say they expect him to die before morning.”

“Damn,” she mumbled, remembering Jason’s pleas to save Marty, and to tell his friend he was sorry.

So am I kid, so am I.

Ken took his seat, and Baxter started recording again. “It looks as if this case will be upgraded to a homicide by morning, and you were found at the scene. If you don’t start telling me the truth about what happened, I’ll have to arrest you.”

She stared. “You can’t really think I did all that stuff to the kid.”

“Doesn’t matter what I think happened. I saw you strangling him, and I wasn’t the only one who did.”

“I was trying to wake him up.”

Ken shook his head. “I don’t believe you. I’ll tell you now, Chris, the way this thing is going, it’s a cinch you’ll go down for Jason’s murder.”

“He isn’t dead yet.”

“As good as. Now, are you going to start talking, or do I arrest you right now and send you down?”

She took a deep breath and nodded reluctantly. “I drove to Griffith Park and….”

She gave him an edited version of the story. She kept Stephen, Marie, and Ed completely out of it, and said Jason fell unconscious before he could say anything. She missed nothing out about her adventures on the roof or about her fight with Ryder. There was no need.

“…and used the upholstery to bind his wounds. I tried to wake him. I wanted to ask him what Ryder wanted, but he was deeply unconscious. That’s just about when you came in, Ken. I was still trying to wake him when you told me to drop him.”

The silence was palpable. Ken was frowning as if he thought she was holding back, and she was of course, but when had her skills at bluffing lost so much of their potency? Maybe Ken was just too perceptive. She hadn’t had any trouble bluffing Ed after all.

You weren’t bluffing with Ed.

Sure I was. I wouldn’t have let the vamps hurt him.

You can’t lie to me. You would have done whatever was necessary. As it should be.

She didn’t have time to think about that. Ken was hunting the truth, and she had to be careful not to contradict her own story.

“When you entered the planetarium,” Ken said, doodling on the folder’s cover. “You heard Ryder questioning the boy.”

“Right.”

“What was he saying?”

She frowned. “I don’t know.”

Ken cocked his head. “Shifters have excellent hearing. Isn’t that correct?”

“I suppose they do.”

“Then why couldn’t you tell what he was saying?”

She shrugged. “I could see that Ryder was saying something, but Jason was screaming too loudly for me to hear what. Ryder was flaying him, Ken. Jason was screaming the place down.”

“I see. When I came in, I found you throttling Jason—”

“I was trying to wake him, not kill him!”

“So you say. I came in, and I heard him say the word sanctuary. What did he mean by that?”

She hadn’t thought he had been close enough to hear that. She tried to look puzzled. “He was unconscious. He didn’t say anything.”

“I heard it distinctly.”

“You couldn’t have. I was right next to him, and I never heard it.”

Ken sighed and gathered up his papers. “This is going nowhere. Maybe you’ll be more talkative tomorrow after I arrest you for Jason’s murder. Record off, Dave.”

Ken got to his feet, preparing to leave.

“You don’t mean that,” she said pulling nervously on the chain holding her to the table. “I didn’t hurt him, it was Ryder.”

“Save it.”

“It was Ryder!” she shouted at Ken’s back as he reached the door. “The bastard was torturing the kid. I saved him. Do you hear me? I saved him!”

Ken didn’t look back as he left.

Baxter labelled the disk, put it in a case, and dropped it into his jacket pocket. “Better get a lawyer, Chris.”

“I haven’t done anything. You believe me, don’t you?”

Baxter shrugged.

“Don’t you?”

* * *



20 ~ The Slam

Baxter took Chris down to the holding area located beneath Central’s main complex. It consisted of two levels: the lower level containing the cells, and the upper level containing prisoner processing and the computer centre. It was quiet at this time of night. There was still some activity of course, suspects were brought in at all hours, but when she stepped out of the elevator, she was relieved to find only a few faces she knew logging prisoners in. If she had come down here during the day, this level of Central would be chaotic at best. There would have been suspects shouting and cursing, police officers logging in their prisoners, others collecting prisoners for questioning, or bail hearings, or release. The room was brightly lit and white-painted, had grey-tiled floors, and glow panels around the top and bottom of the walls. It always smelled of disinfectant, which (although it made her nose itch) was better than the smell of vomit.

Prisoner processing was comprised of two distinct areas: pre-processing, and post-processing (called the cage because it was secure behind steel bars). On this side of the cage, there was a short queue of officers waiting to log in their prisoners. Guards stood alertly around the room with hands close to their shock-lances. To her left as she stepped out of the elevator, doors led back up to the street outside. She looked at them longingly. Baxter noticed, and tightened his grip on her arm. He needn’t have bothered. She would need a code to get through those doors, and her permissions had long since been erased from the system.

Baxter led her toward the cage and joined the queue. “You don’t have to worry. You’ll be in Isolation.”

She laughed.

“What’s funny?”

“You putting me in a cage with a bunch of shifters for my safety. Don’t you think that’s funny?”

Baxter frowned. “No.”

It was strange, but she would be safer in the company of other monsters than she would in a cell full of humans. If Baxter had tried to put her anywhere but Isolation, she would have been yelling the place down. They would have had to drag her there. An ex-cop’s life wouldn’t be worth spit if they put her in with a bunch of humans. Shifters were remarkably unbiased in some ways. They wouldn’t care that she used to be a cop. All that would concern them was whether she was stronger than they were.

Strength is very important. It dictates our place in the pack.

“You want some advice?” Baxter asked as they waited their turn.

“Not particularly.”

“Get an attorney.”

She sighed. “You’re repeating yourself.”

“That’s because you don’t listen. Get an attorney. You need one.”

“I don’t need one. I’m not under arrest.”

Baxter glanced at her briefly then back to what was happening ahead. “Yet.” He pushed her forward another couple of steps as the queue slowly shortened. “You’ve been around long enough to know how things work, Chris. Don’t be stupid about this. Everyone down here needs an attorney, under arrest or not.”

“You know what I think of those bloodsuckers. I’ve spent years fighting to put away the scum on our streets, and they spend all their time trying to stop me.”

“That’s history. It’s gone. I’m talking about now. You need someone to look out for you. Ken is after your butt.”

“He’s just doing his job,” she said, and shuffled forward again.

“Yeah, and he’s made shifters his mission in life. You’re a shifter now.”

She shook her head. “He wouldn’t do that. He’s a good cop.”

“He’s still good at the job,” Baxter agreed. “But he’s changed since you went down. You saw him. Was that the man you knew?”

She remembered thinking how much Ken had changed, but that much? Surely not. Ken would never compromise his ethics just to send shifters down. Never. She had taught him to let nothing but the evidence rule his decisions. If he was suddenly targeting shifters, he had a good reason. Baxter was just being paranoid.

What happens if he is not? 

“Ken’s a friend. He was just doing his job.”

Baxter shook his head, not realising She was talking to Smoke. “Get a lawyer.”

But what happens if he is not?

She frowned uneasily. “I think I’ll make that call after all, Dave.”

“Now you’re talking. Come ’ere.” Baxter jerked her roughly out of the line.

“Watch it, numb-nuts!” she squawked as she staggered.

Baxter dragged her toward the row of link booths. “I’m not letting you put it off until later. You’ll make the call, with me listening, right now.”

“Since when did you go all fatherly?”

Baxter’s face reddened. “Since never. You bring it out in me, I guess.”

She rolled her eyes. She didn’t want to bring out latent parental instincts in him. She didn’t want to bring out latent anything in him! Seeing as her credit chip had been confiscated with the rest of her stuff, Baxter inserted his chip into the link and authorised its use with his thumbprint on the scanner.

She punched in the number from memory and hoped she had it right. It took a while for him to pick up; he had probably been asleep.

“Lephmann.”

“I need help.”

“Chris?”

“Yeah it’s me. I’m at Central, on my way to the cells.”

“Who did you kill?” Lephmann asked intently. “I’ll send Geoffrey to pay off the witnesses.”

She gaped. “Oh that’s nice. Assume I’m guilty, why don’t you?”

“Aren’t you?”

“Well, yes, but that’s not the point. And anyway, where do you get off bribing witnesses?”

Baxter paled and stepped away so he couldn’t overhear. What he didn’t know couldn’t get him fired.

“I do whatever it takes to help my people. We take care of own, and we punish them when the need arises. You should know that by now.”

She remembered the arena at the old airbase, and her fight with Janine in the desert. Punishment among shifters was severe. “Yeah, okay, but you can’t get away with bribing cops.”

Lephmann swore. “Are you telling me you killed someone in front of the police?”

“No.”

“Thank the goddess for that!”

She counted to ten under her breath. “I went after Ryder and caught him torturing Jason.”

“The missing Kirkwood boy?”

“Right. The thing is, Ryder got away just as the police turned up. They caught me with Jason. They think I did all that stuff to him.”

There was a brief silence, and then a whispered conversation in the background. She frowned intently, trying to make out the words, but she couldn’t pick up enough for it to make sense. The other voice sounded feminine and familiar. Maybe Lephmann and Ronnie had a thing.

“Okay. I’ll fix it,” Lephmann said, sounding confident.

“Just like that, eh?”

“Just like that. I’ll have you out by morning. Don’t kill or torture anyone else.”

“Hey…” She began indignantly, but Lephmann had already broken the connection. She looked at the handset in annoyance. “I hate it when people do that.”

Baxter retrieved his credit chip, and they got back in line. When their turn came, he quickly filled out the forms and handed Chris off to one of the custody officers.

She watched Baxter heading for the elevator, and then turned back to Officer Lucas. He indicated an empty seat next to a wide shouldered Hispanic guy. Chris nodded to him and sat.

There were six other people under guard sitting with her, and she amused herself by trying to link faces to crimes. The holding area was the first stop for suspects. They could be here for any number of reasons, but the selection was poor and she had no difficulty figuring them all out. She could tell she was the only shifter in the group, but she wasn’t the only woman. There was one other, a blond wearing a cutaway top and body paint, an almost non-existent skirt, and very high heels. A hooker. She would lose the heels before long—they could be used as a weapon and wouldn’t be allowed in the cells. The men were the usual run of gang bangers and drunks.

She sighed, already losing interest. “What’s taking so long?”

Officer Lucas glared. “We’re three short, now shut your hole.”

She sighed again. Three short. They must be shipping prisoners down to the cells in groups of ten to save on shoe leather. She leaned back to see past her neighbour, but she couldn’t tell what the hold up was.

“I’m Cyrus,” the Hispanic guy suddenly said.

She looked him over. “Chris.”

“Take a look at this.”

“Look at what?” she asked warily.

The man unbuttoned his shirt. “This,” he said, and pulled the shirt wide.

This happened to be a dragon tattoo. She had seen pictures of real dragons; this was nothing like them. She pretended to be interested as Cyrus explained its origin. About five minutes later, a pair of shifters joined their happy group. Both were women wearing scuffed leather jackets and tight leather pants—made for protection not for looking good. They were bikers, or at least, they rode motorbikes regularly enough to take it seriously. They bore a striking family resemblance to one another.

Cyrus was still talking. “…so I said I don’t want no damn dragon, man, I want a sea serpent. I got me some great tats on my back too. I’d show you, but I don’t think Officer Smile-a-lot would like that.”

Lucas pretended not to hear, but his deepening scowl gave him away.

Chris grinned. “Yeah, better not strip off in front of us fems. We might not be able to control ourselves.”

The hooker rolled her eyes.

Cyrus grinned. “You’re my kind of girl, Chris. Got anything you want to show me?”

“I like tattoos, but only on other people.”

“Damn shame.” He rolled up a sleeve and turned to show her another tattoo. “This would look good on you.”

It was a wolf’s head. It was beautiful work, obviously done by a true artist. She wondered if Cyrus knew what she was, but if he did he gave no sign of it.

“I’ve never seen better.”

Cyrus looked down at it. “You really think so, you ain’t just saying that?”

“I wouldn’t do that. It’s awesome.”

“I did it.”

“You did?”

Cyrus nodded. “Not the tattoo, but the design is mine. I do sketches in my spare time, and sell them when I can. I could do one for you if you like.”

“What the hell are you doing in here when you can create something like that? You should have your own gallery or something.”

Cyrus’ lips thinned. “It’s my wife. She was messing around, and she didn’t care who knew it. I finally said I’d had enough and was going to leave if she didn’t stop. She laughed at me and I… well, I sort of hit her. She called the cops and here I am.”

“Idiot.”

Cyrus looked down, shamefaced. “Yeah. Never happened before tonight, and never will again. I ain’t going back there when I get out… if I get out.”

“You will.”

His face brightened. “You think so?”

She nodded. “I know so. I’m not condoning what you did, but I’m not one of those women who think it’s always the husband’s fault either. You’ve never been in trouble before, and you were provoked. No way will you get more than a suspended sentence. Maybe not even that.”

“Christ I hope so,” he said prayerfully, and crossed himself.

That surprised her. She hadn’t met that many Christos. “You pray to the hanged god?”

Cyrus winced. “Jesus Christ is the son of God.”

He said god with a capital G, as if his god was the only one. Christos were all like that; they could be very strict about some things. Their clerics insisted their god was the best one, more than that, they insisted he was the only one. Not that they could prove it of course, not when there were so many clerics of other gods and goddesses running around doing miracles too. Flint was a Christo. She always wore a heavy gold crucifix around her neck—a sure sign she was one.

“He wasn’t hanged, Chris, he was crucified for our sins.”

Bummer.

What is crucified?

It’s an old form of execution. They used to nail people to wooden crosses while they were still alive and leave them up there.

And Humans call us monsters, Smoke said, sounding disgusted.

“All right, enough chatter,” Officer Lucas said as another prisoner joined the group. “Ten’s your magic number. Everybody up.”

A guard opened the barred gate in the cage. Chris and her fellow prisoners shuffled through toward the elevator at the far end of the room. It was the only way down to the cells and was operated from topside. Once down there, there was no chance of escape. Chris was the last in; consequently, she was first out when the doors opened again.

The doors slid silently aside, to reveal a lot of blue-uniformed guards. A lot. Unlike those up top, these guys were not cops. They wore prison guard uniform, and were all armed like uniformed police officers on the street. The woman in charge of the guard detail was Simone Shipman. She had a bad reputation, or a good one, depending on which side of the bars you happened to be standing on.

Chris didn’t like her, and Shipman shared that feeling. She doubted Shipman would ever forgive her for instigating an official reprimand for overzealous use of force on one of her suspects. Shipman had been suspended during the investigation, and Chris had later proven the guy innocent of all charges against him.

The guards took one look at Chris and reached for their shock-lances. Maybe they recognised her, maybe it was the cuffs she wore. It didn’t matter. They knew she was a shifter.

She raised her cuffed hands. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! No need for that, I’m cuffed, see?”

Shipman’s eyes glittered. “Well, well, look who we have here. It’s Super Cop. You don’t look so high and mighty now.”

“Still on this side of the bars, Shiteman? I should have fixed that.”

Muscles bunched at Shipman’s jaw. “You missed your chance. I’m back from the little holiday you sent me on. I’ll thank you for that later.” She motioned with her shock-lance. “Step out. Move!”

Chris followed instructions to the letter, knowing Shipman was waiting for any excuse to use her little toy on her. The guards treated the other two shifters exactly the same way. Three guards apiece escorted them to Isolation, while Cyrus and the other prisoners were led away to their cells. Segregation of men from women, and non-Human races from humans was standard procedure. Shifters and other non-humans were always locked in Isolation—cages well away from Human inmates. Letting anything snack on humans was frowned upon. There was an entire wing dedicated to preventing that, and it saw a lot of use.

Chris led the other two shifters down the barren corridor. She knew the way, but that wasn’t the reason. Shipman had decided to be part of the detail guarding her and had chosen to go first. Chris had a man on each side of her with shock-lances held ready, and Shipman in front about three paces ahead. She could have told them it was a stupid formation. She could easily have leapt on Shipman’s back and twisted her head around, and the two at her shoulders were within easy reach of her claws. Not that she would hurt them, but it was the principal of the thing. If they were going to guard her, they could at least do a good job of it.

They paused when they came to another barred gate. The guard on the other side looked hard at Chris and the other two women, before unlocking it. They trooped through and the gate slammed closed behind them. The guard re-locked it and then went back to his station. All the cages in Isolation were under twenty-four hour observation via the bank of screens at the security station. The cages were also locked and unlocked from there.

The guard sat and punched in a security sequence on the keyboard. “So, what have we got, Simone, more shifters?”

“Afraid so, Pat.”

“I’m pretty full,” Pat said, scratching his stubbled chin as he typed commands on the keyboard. He grunted as a list of inmates appeared. “Have to put them in Five. It’ll be a bit crowded, but the others are already over capacity.”

“Yeah? I don’t remember sending that many down tonight.”

“Nah. Nate sent them just before you came on. Something about a big gang fight outside one of the clubs. I’ve got the two sides separated, but they’re packed in like sardines.”

“Is that right? No one mentioned it.”

Pat shrugged. “They’re only shifters, not exactly big mojo around here. Not like that elf we had down here the other week. Now she was something special.”

“I don’t swing, Pat.”

“Hey, when it’s an elf, you don’t care!”

Shipman snorted. “I wouldn’t know, and neither would you with a belly like that.”

Chris rolled her eyes and couldn’t prevent a sigh escaping. Shipman spun and jabbed her in the belly with the lance. Chris grunted as her muscles convulsed. The pulse of electricity was powerful but of short duration. The pain faded leaving her muscles feeling as if they’d had cramp. It didn’t hurt as much as she thought it should. She had been on the receiving end of a shock-lance at the academy; back then, she had gone to her knees screaming. The training was supposed to teach her what the effects were, so she would know where to zap someone to make them cooperate. Shipman’s eyes widened when Chris didn’t react, and zapped her again.

Smoke snarled and tried to break out. She didn’t care that doing so would make things worse. All she cared about was that they were under attack. Chris struggled to maintain control. Heat flooded through her and her skin crawled, but that could have been the effects of the shock-lance. She hoped so, because it felt very much like the Change starting.

Calm down!

Smoke snarled. She is challenging us. We must fight!

This isn’t the place for that. She isn’t challenging anyone. Shipman’s just a sadistic bitch who gets off on hurting people.

That’s even worse! She is sick. We must kill her for the good of the pack.

She felt like agreeing, and Smoke gained from that momentary weakness. Chris felt her control slip a little more.

Listen to me, Furface. She isn’t like us, but even if she was, she’s not part of our pack. We don’t have one, remember? Let me handle this.

Smoke reluctantly stopped fighting her, but she was watching intently. Just as Chris was congratulating herself on her control of the situation, Shipman triggered her lance for a third time. Smoke howled, and Chris grunted. This time her knees felt a little wobbly, but she wouldn’t give Shipman the satisfaction of dropping.

“That tickles,” she forced herself to say, as the pulse of electricity passed through her body.

The bikers murmured to one another uneasily.

Shipman jabbed the lance forward again, but Pat pulled her away before it could connect. “What in the nine hells do you think you’re doing? She’s had enough.”

“She’s a troublemaker,” Shipman snarled.

“Yeah, well, that’s why she’s in the slam. You won’t have to listen to her bitching all night, I will, so leave her alone, okay?”

Shipman shrugged him off. “Whatever you say.”

Pat looked at her oddly, but then he nodded. “Put them all in Five.”

Shipman glared at Chris. “You heard the man. Move!”

Chris was happy to. The sooner Shipman was out of her sight, the sooner Smoke would stop trying to take over and rip her face off. She preceded Shipman past the occupied cages. There were ten or twelve men in each one. The cages were made of steel tubing with reinforced cores to keep monsters in. The aisles between them allowed guards to keep watch and to prevent inmates from grabbing someone in another cage. Most non-humans were very strong. Especially vampires. There didn’t seem to be any in tonight, but she knew the cages were proof against them, and magic too. Nothing ever got out of these cages except by the front gates, and they could only be unlocked from the security station.

She walked past cages full of shifter gang bangers, ignoring the appreciative growls and whistles. She wasn’t sure if they were whistling at her or at her two leather-clad companions. Probably all three of them. Men—shifter or Human it didn’t matter—had a tendency to revert into little boys when locked up together, especially when a woman under sixty walked by.

Not gang bangers. They are packmates.

Same thing.

It is not the same thing. Stop thinking like a Human.

They look like gang bangers, and they act like gang bangers. That’s good enough for me.

Shipman stopped Chris outside one of the cages, and pushed her back against the bars with her lance. She didn’t trigger a jolt.

“Unlock Five,” Shipman yelled.

The stand clear alarm sounded, followed by the solid-sounding clunk of the lock disengaging. The gate sprang open. One of the guards removed the handcuffs from the bikers and shoved them into the cage. He made to do the same for Chris, but when she held out her burned wrists, Shipman intervened.

“Not this one.”

The guard frowned worriedly. “But the regulations…”

“Screw ’em. She’s a troublemaker—troublemakers must be restrained for their own safety. I’ll take responsibility.”

Chris lowered her hands and walked into the cage with her head high. Her eyes darted around. It was overcrowded, but there was still plenty of room to walk around. There were fifteen women sitting or lying at their ease; some were asleep, others were watching her. The bikers were sitting on the floor with their backs against the bars near the gate. The only beds were already taken.

“Lock number Five!”

She watched Shipman go back to Pat. The other guards went for a coffee or something, and after a brief chat with Shipman, Pat followed them. Her eyes narrowed when Shipman grinned nastily at Pat’s back. The bitch had talked him into letting her take over from him. Why?

She spun just in time to catch a leather-clad woman leaping toward her. Her turn had been instinctive, and she was lucky. She caught the biker’s arm and twisted as hard as she could. Bone crunched, but the woman didn’t make a sound. The other biker threw a punch, but she ducked away taking the hit on her shoulder. There wasn’t time to make the Change. Even if there had been, she was reluctant. Smoke had no self-control when a fight was in the offing.

I do so.

“No you don’t.”

Besides, she was still wearing runecuffs. She didn’t know what would happen if she risked changing. Her hands dropping off wouldn’t be good though. None of the others in the cage seemed to care if she died or not, but at least they weren’t trying to kill her too. They were watching avidly. Maybe they were fight fans.

She moved into some space, and waited for the bikers’ next move. It wasn’t long in coming. The two women moved apart in an effort to come at her from two directions at once.

Break the chain.

Not yet.

She pointed to the one on the left. “Smelly Dog?”

The woman grimaced. “Alley Dog, and you’re dead meat.”

Chris laughed. “You’re funny.” Were they simply taking advantage of Shipman’s stupidity, or had they bribed her to look the other way? She studied the woman with the broken arm. “You’re her sister?”

“What I am is none of your business, bitch. Can you fight as well as you run that mouth of yours?”

She smirked. “I like to know who I’m going to maim… oops, I already did that, didn’t I? Sorry.”

The biker snarled and leapt. Chris stepped aside, and looped her arms over the woman’s head as she passed. The chain between the cuffs snapped tight around her throat, and a knee in the back put a stop to her struggles. The woman gasped as the silver-plated chain burned into her throat. Her good hand finally dropped to her side when she realised how close to suffocating she was.

“That’s right,” Chris said, moving back a couple of paces and putting her back against the bars. “Don’t struggle or I’ll snap your neck like a twig.” The other woman seemed shocked and unsure what to do. Chris told her. “Take your boots and jacket off.”

“My… my boots?”

“And the jacket.” She watched the woman comply. “Put your legs in the arms of the jacket and pull it on as far as it will go.”

“This is stupid,” the woman snarled, but started to do as she was bid.

She supposed it was, but she couldn’t think of anything else. It would at least slow the woman down. “When you’re done, sit in the corner with your butt on the jacket.”

The woman hesitated when she realised how confining that would be.

She pulled a little harder on the chain. “Do it, or baby sister here won’t see the sunrise.”

What about the police?

Oh, now you’re thinking of consequences, are you? It’s about time! I’m not going to kill her, but I’ve got to make them think I will.

“What’s your name?” she whispered in her captive’s ear.

“L-Lynsay,” the woman rasped.

“Well L-Lynsay. You’re in a mess now, aren’t you? What’s your sister’s name?”

“Ginger.”

She nodded. “How’s the arm?”

“It… it hurts.”

She leaned aside and pretended to look. “Nasty. It will probably heal twisted,” she said cheerfully. “You’ll be crippled. Oh well, that’s how it goes sometimes.”

“B-bitch,” Lynsay rasped.

Ginger shifted position, and Chris turned to face her more fully. She pulled harder on the chain. Lynsay squawked and scrabbled at her neck with her good hand. The chain was buried deep in her flesh, and her lips were starting to turn blue. Ginger settled back, but Chris didn’t let up on the pressure she was applying. Lynsay sagged, almost unconscious.

“Let her go—you’re killing her!”

She frowned. “I think she’s just faking.”

“She’s not,” Ginger said desperately. “For the Lady’s sake let her go, you crazy bitch!”

“Hmmm, let me think. No.”

“She’s turning blue,” Ginger said fearfully.

She checked, and eased up a little. Lynsay took a whooping breath. “Is she really your sister?”

Ginger nodded, not taking her eyes from Lynsay’s face. “I thought you knew that.”

“There’s a resemblance, but I wasn’t sure. If you don’t make a move on me, I won’t have to hurt her.”

“Let her go.”

She snorted. “Are you retarded?”

“I promise we won’t attack you again.”

“I can’t trust your word.”

“But I have to set her arm.”

She shrugged. “If you don’t?”

“I’ll have to break it again later.”

“I guess that’s what you’ll have to do then.” Ginger’s anger was palpable. Chris could see the hatred burning in her eyes. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s your fault your little sister got hurt, not mine. This wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t been so greedy for the bounty.”

“What bounty?” someone asked, before Ginger could respond.

Chris turned to locate the speaker. “You talking to me, Red?”

The redhead stood and the others quickly moved out of her way. Chris’ eyes narrowed at this evidence of authority. The woman was only average in height and looks except for her hair. It was her best feature, falling to her shoulders in natural waves. There was nothing extraordinary about her, but she had a presence that made everyone aware of her. She moved into the centre of the cage, and stopped so that she could survey her subjects. What was really strange was the way everyone accepted her leadership, as if she was royalty or something. Everyone except Chris.

Feel that?

I feel it, who is she?

Red glared at Ginger. “I said what bounty?”

Ginger pointed at Chris. “She killed Janine Duvitski. Raymond put a bounty on her head.”

“She killed Janine?” Red asked sounding surprised. “This badly dressed girl did? I don’t believe it.”

Chris glared. “Hey, who are you calling girl, Red?”

Red ignored her. “Tell me what’s been going on while I’ve been away.”

Ginger nodded eagerly. “It happened at the last meeting at George, and—”

You should ask what she is, not who.

All right, Furface, tell me.

She is alpha. It is her Presence that makes them do what she says.

She frowned. Presence? I don’t understand.

Presence, strength, power… Smoke said, sounding irritated. What is so hard to understand about that?

She shook her head. It was just some damn shifter thing. Another one she needed to ask Jonas about. She listened to Ginger spilling her guts, and tried to feel out Red’s so-called Presence. She felt strong, and her strength had a solid feel to it. Ginger and Lynsay were nonentities in comparison.

If she’s alpha and so strong, why do I feel like kicking her butt instead of kissing it like the others?

We are alpha too, Smoke said smugly. We should fight her and prove we are the strongest. It is the way.

She groaned. Don’t start. Just don’t start, okay? I’ve still got my hands full with Lynsay.

Red heard the groan, and turned towards her. “You wish to say something?”

“Listen, Red. I don’t want to mess up this whole royalty thing you’ve got going, but I’m kind of in the middle of something here.”

Red frowned. “My name is not Red, its Toni.”

“Well, Toni, this is a real nice cage you’ve got here, but I’m not planning on staying. I’d like to get a little rest before I get out in the morning. So if you would go back to what you were doing, I’ll just finish up with Ginger and her sister. I’m sure Lynsay doesn’t want me holding her like this all night. Do you, Lynsay?”

“No,” Lynsay gurgled.

Toni laughed. “You really are an obnoxious puppy. I’m not surprised Raymond put a price on your head.”

She was getting tired of being spoken to as if she was a retarded child. “Call me puppy again, Red, and I’ll show you just how obnoxious I can be. As for Pederson, he’ll get his when the time comes.”

“You clearly don’t know him.”

“And I don’t want to. Now, are you going to move aside?”

“I move aside for no one, but I will make you an offer. Let Ginger help her sister and I’ll guarantee your safety until after you leave here.”

Chris frowned. It was a good offer, but why would Toni help her? She had no idea, but she had to do something with Lynsay. She had about five hours or so before Lephmann could get her out. She didn’t relish the thought of standing like this for that length of time.

“Why do that for me?”

Toni shrugged. “I’m not doing it for you. I’ve been away for quite some time, but Ginger and Lynsay are still my pack sisters.”

“You’re an Alley Dog?”

“I was, and I will be again. Their enemies are my enemies, but unlike them, I’m not foolish enough to kill you under the eyes of the police.”

Chris glanced at one of the cameras, and knew Shipman was watching. If Toni had known Shipman was on her side, she might well have attacked right then. Chris certainly wasn’t going to tell. Although a shifter’s emotions were a little harder to read than a Human’s emotions, she could tell Toni wasn’t lying about her reasons. Chris decided to trust her word, and thought now would be a good time to break the chain on her cuffs. She tensed and jerked her arms apart. The chain snapped, and a loose link flew off to hit Toni on the chest.

“It’s a deal.” She pushed Lynsay toward her sister, sat down with her back against the bars, and closed her eyes gratefully. “Wake me in the morning,” she murmured and promptly fell asleep.

* * *



21 ~ Techtron

“Humber, Chris,” the officer said.

Chris yawned and got to her feet. She stepped up to the counter and leaned on it. “That’s me.”

He pushed a package toward her. “Check it. Sign here when you’re done.”

She ripped open the paper packaging and shook out her coat. The lab boys hadn’t cut it up after all. She had taken it off before the fight with Ryder, and it had been brand new before that, so there hadn’t been any blood or fibres to analyse. She was glad to have it back. She hunted anxiously for her link and her Dad’s old wallet, and breathed a sigh of relief when she found both in a plastic bag stuffed in a pocket with some loose change. They were fine. Shrugging into her coat, she dropped her link and other things into the pockets, and rolled the rest of her clothes into a tight bundle to carry more easily. After signing the forms, she went to join Lephmann.

“How did you do it?” she demanded to know when she reached him.

Lephmann looked around at the police officers. “Not here.” He led her outside toward an enormous silver limousine.

Geoffrey and Lawrence fell in behind her like the bodyguards they were. She looked back and saw Ken standing alone on the steps watching her. He looked lonely and sad. She checked her stride to go back, but he turned and went inside.

“Chris?”

“Yeah… yeah I’m coming.” She turned her back on Central, and trotted to catch up with the others.

Lephmann held the rear door of the limo open for her. “I’ll explain on the way.”

She ducked into the car and discovered a passenger already inside. She recognised him as Myles Thorne, a top-flight defence attorney and enemy of homicide detectives everywhere. He was only about forty years old, but his silver hair made him look older. It gave him the look of an elder statesman; a style he had chosen to fool juries into trusting him, making them think he knew what he was talking about when in fact he was conning them into finding his clients innocent.

Chris preferred to sit facing forward, so she sat opposite Thorne. Lephmann sat next to her. Lawrence was driving; Geoffrey joined him up front.

“What’s he doing here?” she asked, as Lawrence manoeuvred the huge car into traffic. “Tell me I don’t have him to thank for my release.”

“You know each other?” Lephmann asked.

Thorne smiled. “We’ve met a time or two.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah,” she said sourly. “Thorne used to spend his time releasing murderers back onto the streets. When he retired, we had a party at Central.”

Thorne chuckled. “I didn’t retire. I just lost interest in—as you put it—releasing murderers back onto the streets. I moved into corporate law. Techtron pays the bills these days.”

Lephmann nodded. “Myles has been invaluable to me and the Society. I asked him to help me get you out.”

She scowled; she didn’t like owing Thorne anything. “Thank you.”

Thorne laughed. “Hurts, doesn’t it?”

She ignored that. “Ken threatened to arrest me for murder this morning, but now I’m free and clear with no charges. How did you do it?”

“I had very little to do with it. I suggested to David that he should concentrate on Jason Kirkwood. Being the only other witness besides yourself, he was in the best position to clear things up for you.”

“But Jason is in a coma.”

Thorne cocked his head. “Who told you that?”

“Ken… Lieutenant Hart told me during my questioning.”

“Hmmm. Disinformation is a classic technique used to elicit responses from a suspect. I would have expected you to realise what he was doing.”

She shook her head. “Ken is good.”

“He must be. I’ve worked with David and others long enough to know that shifters are hard to fool.”

“I would have sworn any oath you can name that he wasn’t lying.”

“Maybe he wasn’t,” Lephmann said. “If someone gave him false information, he wouldn’t have been lying when he told you.”

She eyed Lephmann speculatively. “Sounds like something you’ve done a few times.”

“It has proven a useful technique a time or two.”

Lephmann’s too-innocent expression didn’t fool her. He hadn’t become so powerful by being a nice guy—or by telling the truth.

“So, Jason’s not in a coma. How’s he doing?”

“He died about an hour ago,” Thorne said.

“Damn,” she said sadly.

Jason hadn’t been a saint by any stretch of the imagination, but she still felt bad about his death. If she had been quicker to connect Ed to Ryder, she might have broken the case well before Jason fell into Ryder’s hands.

Jason was a fool. Don’t blame yourself for his death. If he had not let himself be led by others into attacking Ryder, he would be alive today. If he had killed Ryder when he had the chance instead of just infecting him, he would be alive today. His choices are not your fault.

I know, Furface, I know, but no one deserves to be tortured like that. He held out for days to protect his friend. That’s worthy of respect.

“Did he say anything before he died?”

Thorne shook his head. “Nothing you don’t already know. He made it clear that Ryder was the one responsible for his condition, but he couldn’t tell us where to look for him.”

“You were there then?”

Thorne nodded. “I was. David got us in as Jason’s guild representatives. The doctors didn’t want him to talk to us, but David persuaded them to wake Jason and let him make a statement to the police before they tried to treat him.”

She frowned. “He didn’t die because of the delay, did he?”

“No,” Lephmann said firmly. “The doctors knew Jason was dying almost from the first moment he was admitted to the hospital. Ryder had him too long. The silver in his bloodstream had already done irreparable damage to his organs, especially his liver. The blood exchange might have prolonged his life and his pain by a day, but no more.”

That was something. She didn’t want Jason on her conscience too. She leaned forward a little to look out the window. “Where are we going?”

“Techtron first.”

“Why?”

“We have a few things we need to discuss. You didn’t contact Jonas like you promised. He got in touch with me when you didn’t get back to him.”

She reached for her link. “He was supposed to call me back, not the other way around.”

Lephmann shrugged. “I don’t know anything about that. I’m just passing on the message.”

She checked her link’s memory and discovered three missed calls. They were probably all from Jonas, but the numbers were blocked and she couldn’t be sure. She would try to reach him at work—she still had the number Lawrence gave her—but not now.

“What was the message?”

“He asked me to say he needs to see you immediately.”

“I’m not going all the way to Victorville without knowing what he wants. I’ll call him.”

Lephmann shrugged. “That’s your concern, but Jonas is reliable.”

“I’m sure he is, but I have things to do and places to be. None of them includes Victorville.”

The Techtron Building was a huge glass and chrome needle towering many stories higher than its nearest neighbours. Chris watched as they drew closer and wondered what Lephmann’s story was. It was common knowledge that he had once been a doctor and that he’d lost his position at Mercy Hospital when he was infected with lycanthropy, but what happened then remained a mystery. He’d simply shown up one day, the defender of non-humans, a man respected even by those who hated him.

The car paused before a security door. A second or two later, the huge shutter rumbled up and the limo proceeded down into the ground. Techtron’s parking structure was huge. She wondered just how far down it went. The building was like a city unto itself with hundreds of corporations headquartered there. She wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that the structure went down as far as it rose into the air.

The limo finally came to rest in parking reserved for Techtron employees.

She climbed out and looked around at all the cars. She had never seen such a display of wealth all in one place. There were Ferraris, Jaguars, Porsches, and Aston Martins parked side by side with the more prosaic Fords, Chryslers, and Toyotas. All of the cars, no matter their makes, looked shiny and expensive. A metallic blue Viper GTS caught her eye, and she went to check it out.

“What do you think of her?” Lawrence asked, joining her.

She stroked the glossy paintwork. “She’s gorgeous. Yours?”

Lawrence nodded. “I’ll take you out for a ride sometime.”

“Maybe I’ll let you.”

“You can drive,” Lawrence said slyly.

She grinned. “You’re on.”

Lephmann looked impatiently at his watch. Chris joined him in the express elevator just a short walk from the car. There were only two controls next to the doors and a lock. Lephmann inserted a key, turned it, and pressed the up button. The elevator surged upward. There were no stops; it was a private elevator for Techtron executives.

They sped smoothly up to the penultimate floor in the building. The 119th floor served as Techtron’s corporate headquarters. Unlike other companies that sublet some of their floor space, Techtron used the entire floor and areas of the 118th and 117th floors as well. The company was huge—the second largest in its field in the world.

She stepped out of the elevator and murmured, “A monster run by monsters.”

“That’s been said before,” Lephmann said. “But most you will meet here are Human.”

“But not all?”

“No, not all.”

“That’s a neat trick… getting them to accept working with shifters I mean.”

“It wasn’t easy, but if we can’t stamp out prejudice in a company we control, how will we ever do it in those we don’t?”

“You won’t, you can’t. You never will.”

“That remains to be seen,” Lephmann said tightly.

Stamping out such prejudice against non-humans was part of NSPCL’s mandate. She had heard it quoted by newsies often enough to have the damn thing memorised. Stamping out prejudice was mentioned in the Society’s charter right up there with the protection and succour of its members. It was a nice idea, but a naïve one. In her experience, people did not give up their fears easily, and those fears were the source of their prejudice. The real problem was, they were right to fear non-humans. They weren’t called monsters for nothing. Vampires fed on people, and lycanthropy was incredibly infectious. Fear was the most sensible emotion to feel in her opinion.

After saying a few words to Lephmann, Thorne left, and Lawrence did the same a minute or two later. She watched him go, a little put out that he hadn’t said good-bye to her. She frowned at the direction of her thoughts and turned her attention to her host. David Lephmann was an important man. If she hadn’t known it before, following him to his office would have put her straight. He was greeted with ‘morning Mr. Lephmann’ and ‘nice to see you again Mr. Lephmann’ at almost every turn. Her cynical side sneered at such obvious butt kissing, but Lephmann returned the greetings with a smile and a murmured response, using the greeter’s first name each time.

She watched him walk his corridors of power and he never once failed to put those he spoke with at their ease. All of them left smiling and cheerful. She could sense who the humans were, and who the monsters were, but there were one or two people that didn’t fit the nice little boxes she had prepared. She needed a third, and possibly even a fourth, box to accommodate them. Frowning, she watched Lephmann talking to one of them. The woman scowled at her for staring, but although the look could have blistered paint, it glanced off Chris more or less unnoticed.

The woman’s eyes and eyebrows were delicately slanted. She looked vaguely oriental, but she knew that impression was false. The woman definitely wasn’t Human. She had a long pretty face with high cheekbones and a chin that almost narrowed to a point. Her skin was fair and seemingly delicate, but from what Chris could see of her build, she was far from weak. Her makeup could have been professionally applied; the colours she had chosen suited her that well. She had white hair—white not blond—and she wore it in a long intricate braid that reached all the way down to the small of her back. The dark grey jacket and skirt she wore spoke of a woman very much concerned with image. She wanted people to admire her, but at the same time, she wanted them to see someone competent at her job. In that, she reminded Chris strongly of Agent Flint.

She is not one of us.

I know.

Yes, but she feels almost like one of us.

I got that too. Could she be another type of shifter do you think?

No. Flint is a different kind, but this one feels nothing like Flint. There is magic in her. She feels like a witch, only different somehow.

She’s a puzzle all right.

Lephmann took the folder the woman offered him, and nodded as she pointed out one or two relevant portions among the reports it contained. The gist of the conversation involved a profit and loss ratio; something about a billion dollars over estimate on a research project. Lephmann didn’t seem dismayed, or even surprised by the figures. Chris shook her head at the amounts they tossed back and forth, and wondered how anyone could just shrug off that kind of loss.

Her attention wandered and she checked the time. She was at least eight hours behind Ryder, and she didn’t even know where Sanctuary was yet. If Ryder knew where it was, and went straight there, if he got to Marty before her…

He had better not, that’s all.

Geoffrey wandered over to join her. “Take it easy. I know you must be impatient, but this is part of his job. No fighting is allowed here.”

She frowned in confusion. “Who said anything about fighting?”

“I can tell you don’t like Evelyn.”

“Like her? I don’t even know her.”

Geoffrey frowned. “I thought… sorry. I jumped to the wrong conclusion. What do you think of her then?”

“I don’t think anything of her. She just doesn’t fit. She’s not Human—not completely. I know that. But she doesn’t feel like a shifter either. What is she?”

“I really shouldn’t say. Our abilities make it hard to hide anything from one another. That makes what little privacy we can maintain very precious to us. Just so you know, Chris, asking personal questions among us isn’t done unless invited. It’s the same for most non-humans by the way, not just shifters. Evelyn won’t mind me telling you though; she doesn’t bother to hide it.”

“Hide what?”

“She’s part fey.”

She studied Evelyn with renewed interest. “Really?”

The Sidhe were incredibly protective of their privacy. Most stayed in Underhill and never left; they didn’t like the modern world with its reliance on machines. The few that did venture out preferred to live in the wild forests, away from humans and their technology. Iron and steel warped their magic and made them sick.

“Her grandfather is a full-blood Sidhe warrior,” Geoffrey went on. “He’s ranked quite high in the Unseelie Court. He took a fancy to Evelyn’s grandmother, and they had a child. It happens more than you would think considering their dislike for humans.”

“She doesn’t look like the pictures I’ve seen.”

Geoffrey shrugged. “Her mother does, but Evelyn’s fey blood is weaker. Most people think her mother is Sidhe. I’ve met her. Nice lady.”

Lephmann gave Evelyn some final instructions, and handed back the folder. Evelyn smiled at Geoffrey, glared again at Chris, and went back to her office.

“Sorry about that,” Lephmann said. “Let’s get moving before something else happens.”

Lephmann led the way through a pair of glass doors and introduced his assistant, Elaine Cunningham. Elaine was Human, maybe fifty to fifty-five years of age, and was obviously very fond of her boss. She stood to greet him warmly when he entered. Chris took Elaine’s hand for a firm handshake before following Geoffrey into Lephmann’s office.

It was a huge room furnished with leather couches and chairs for entertaining business associates. The carpeting was luxurious and the desk looked antique. There was a computer and link combination placed at an angle on the desk just right of centre, a blotter dead centre, and a framed picture of Lephmann with his friends on the left. The view through the windows behind the desk was spectacular as if the entire city was there only for Lephmann’s personal enjoyment.

She looked around and frowned when she noticed a spiral staircase in the corner of the office. What was such a thing doing in an ultra-modern edifice like the Techtron building? It seemed to be made of wrought iron and was probably another antique. It went through the ceiling to the floor above.

Geoffrey crossed the room to the bar near the staircase. He offered Chris a drink, but she shook her head and turned to look out the windows.

“Can I trust you?” she asked, taking in the view.

Geoffrey paused for just a second, and then dropped ice into a glass. “I don’t think I’ve given you reason to question that.”

Be careful. He belongs to Lephmann.

He has his own pack though.

True, but he serves Lephmann just the same.

“Can I trust you?”

There was suddenly a fruity scent on the air as Geoffrey poured his drink. She knew it from better days—Glenlivet. Mark had always preferred it to other malt whiskeys. She had never noticed it before, but it had a subtly spicy odour to it as well. She liked it. She turned and found Geoffrey watching her. He raised his glass, the ice clinking on the sides, and drank the richly gold liquid. It took a lot to intoxicate a shifter, but he wasn’t trying to get drunk. He finished his drink and put the glass on the bar. He didn’t pour another.

“My loyalties are my concern, and none of yours.”

“Third time’s the charm,” she murmured. “Can I trust you?”

Geoffrey frowned. “You can trust me.”

He speaks truth.

“I know where Ryder is going.”

“Yeah?”

“Sanctuary.”

Geoffrey’s eyes widened.

Her grin was very brief. “I’m going after him.” Geoffrey was already moving toward the door. She caught his arm and hauled him around to face her. “You said I could trust you.”

“I’ve got to tell David and get over there.”

“You said I could trust you!” she snapped, her eyes blazing in anger.

“Yeah, but…” Geoffrey looked worriedly at the door and then back at her. “Yeah, okay. I know I’m going to regret this, but what do you need?”

She closed her eyes briefly and forced herself to calm down. The anger at Geoffrey’s almost betrayal had just flared up from nowhere. Her emotions were always close to the surface these days, especially violent emotions. No matter how many times she told herself to be careful, her volatility always caught her by surprise.

She released Geoffrey’s arm. “Marty Preston and his girlfriend are hiding out at Sanctuary, and Ryder knows it. Where is it?”

“Wyoming. We have to tell David. He can have the entire area locked down. Ryder won’t get a sniff of the place.”

Wyoming. She hadn’t expected that, but now that she thought about it, it raised the odds in her favour. Ryder was one of the FBI’s most wanted. He couldn’t just hop on a plane or a train to get there. He would have to drive. Her smile turned feral. She would get there ahead of him and be waiting.

“I don’t want that, Geoffrey. Listen, now you know he’s at Sanctuary, can you find out exactly where Marty is?”

“Easily, but you shouldn’t go in alone. I’ll go with you and take care of Ryder.”

“No! He’s mine. It’s my right, Geoffrey, mine!”

He nodded reluctantly.

“I’ll need a few things.”

“Like what?”

She told him.

Smoke wasn’t happy with the plan, but they had tried everything else. They had both failed miserably to take Ryder down and they weren’t eager for a repeat performance. It was time they stopped pussyfooting around with this guy, and her plan at least had the merit of being new. Ryder wouldn’t expect it of her; she was almost sure.

Almost?

Would you expect it?

No, but he’s a tricky one. If he sniffs us out, he’ll be gone before we can do it.

Yeah, well, I have you in reserve, don’t I?

Always.

“Can you meet me there with the info and the things I’ll need?”

Geoffrey nodded enthusiastically. “Can do.”

She squeezed his arm. His acceptance was a great weight lifted from her shoulders. “Thanks. I won’t forget this.”

“You better not. I’m expecting at least dinner out of it.”

“You got it.”

Lephmann came into the office, still talking to Elaine. He refused a drink when Geoffrey offered one, and sat at the desk to consult his schedule on the computer.

“Hmmm, cancel it,” Lephmann said, and Elaine made notes as he continued down the list of appointments. “Cancel, cancel, cancel, Jerry can do that one, cancel, reschedule. Ask Alex to take care of these two for me, would you? Cancel, reschedule, reschedule… damn! Reschedule, but tell them this doesn’t let them off the hook. I still want answers. They’ve had more than enough time already. The extra week will give them time to polish it until it gleams. The package had better be damn good.”

“Got it,” Elaine said. “What about the governor’s little junket?”

“Cancel.”

“You can’t cancel someone else’s party, David!”

“Reschedule?” Lephmann asked hopefully, but Elaine just shook her head. “Oh, all right! I’ll make myself available.”

Elaine turned to Geoffrey. “You make sure he doesn’t forget. Put him on the flight and sit on him if you have to.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Geoffrey said.

Elaine sniffed in satisfaction and marched back out to her desk.

Lephmann watched her go then clapped his hands together. “I’m free for the week!”

Geoffrey grinned, but then sobered after a glance at Chris. “I have to leave.”

Lephmann frowned. “Oh?”

“I have this thing. Shouldn’t take long, but I don’t want to hold you up. I’ll meet you at Sanctuary.”

“You’re leaving now?”

Geoffrey nodded.

“Is there anything I can do?”

Geoffrey shook his head. “Pack business.”

“I see. Well, I’ll still have Chris and Lawrence for company. I’ll see you there.”

Geoffrey nodded and hurried away.

Lephmann indicated Chris should precede him up the spiral stairs. “I had the elevators blocked from this floor. This is the only way up.”

Chris stepped off the last stair and looked around the room. It was someone’s living room. She removed her coat and draped it over the back of a chair.

“Do you live here?”

“Sometimes, but it isn’t home. We get together here in the evenings occasionally. My apartment’s through there,” he said, nodding at the door. “Ronnie has one down at the end of the hall and Lawrence is opposite me. A few of the others stop in from time to time. There’s plenty of room.”

“Why?” Chris asked.

“Why what?”

“Why bring me here, why tell me all this?”

“I brought you here because we need to talk. There’s nowhere more private outside of Sanctuary itself.”

“Sanctuary,” she mused, wandering the room. “You said that before.”

Lephmann took a seat. “That’s right. Sanctuary is just what it sounds like, a place of safety. I’ll take you there and teach you a few things.”

Everyone seemed to think she needed to learn a few things, and maybe she did, but it was starting to irritate her the way they kept rubbing her nose in it. She wasn’t a child. She didn’t need people telling her what to do or how little she knew all the time.

“How far away is this place, and what kind of things?”

“It’s in Wyoming, and all kinds of things.”

The odour of roses and freshly showered man wafted to her as Lawrence entered through the door Lephmann had earlier pointed out. He had changed clothes and his hair was still wet from the shower. He must have used a rose scented soap. Farris, Lawrence’s beast, normally lent him a scent that reminded her of roasting chestnuts. She remembered Farris in the desert outside George AFB, and Smoke growled appreciatively.

A fine mate he would make, for both of us.

I do like him, but I’m not looking for a mate.

I am.

Her eyes followed Lawrence as he left the room via another door. He really did have a great butt. The rest of him wasn’t bad either. He probably hit the gym a lot. Smoke was right, he was hot. She caught sight of copper pots and pans hanging on hooks before the door closed behind him. That was interesting too. Most people simply programmed an autochef and left real cooking to the professionals. She shook herself and turned her attention back to Lephmann. He was still waiting for a response.

“Sorry, I got distracted.” Lephmann smiled in amusement, and Chris felt her cheeks heating. “What do you want to teach me?”

“There’s controlling the Change, and…”

She let him ramble on about Sanctuary and the lessons he intended to teach her, but the photographs hanging on one of the walls caught her eye. She crossed the room to investigate them. All of them featured Lephmann doing something in strange places. Sometimes Lawrence and Geoffrey were with him, but mostly it was Lephmann and Ronnie. She wondered if they were an item. Amongst all the photographs, there was a single painting. She recognised a younger-looking Lephmann standing with a tall man with intense eyes. It was Stephen. The pale woman seated in front of them was Marie Stirling; she looked sad.

The picture had a very disturbing quality about it, especially as it was the only painting amidst so many photographs. It drew the eye strongly. Chris stared into Marie’s eyes and shivered. Had Marie just been informed of her father’s death, had she just been murdered? The thought of dying and awakening as a vampire sent chills down her spine. It must have been a terrible shock for the girl, surely worse than her own transformation into a shifter.

“Chris?”

“Hmmm?”

Lephmann shook his head ruefully. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said. Look, you must be hungry. Let’s continue this after you’ve eaten. I hope you like pancakes, because they’re Lawrence’s favourite breakfast.”

“Love ’em,” she said, and forced herself to look away from the painting. “I really should get in touch with Jonas and find out what he wants.”

Lephmann stood. “Do that first then. Join us in the kitchen when you’re ready.”

He left her alone to make the call.

Chris delved into the pocket of her coat and retrieved her link. She dropped into a chair, before trying to contact Jonas. He picked up on the first ring.

“Chris?”

“Yeah, it’s me, what’s up?”

“Where the hell you been, girl? I’ve been trying to get you for ages.”

She sighed. “In the slam.”

“Really?”

“Yeah,” she said sourly. “What have you got for me? Good news, I hope.”

Jonas snorted. “Depends on where you’re standing, but the bounty on your head has been withdrawn. I talked to Raymond for you. The sonofabitch didn’t want to know at first, but I talked him around.”

“To death, more like. Get on with it.”

“I’m getting to it! I talked him into letting you take your place as his mate.”

She frowned in consternation. That didn’t sound like a good thing, not at all. “I thought you were trying to help me get out of this.”

“I am and this will. Look, Raymond hated Janine’s guts, but she was the strongest bitch in his pack. He was stuck with her as his mate. He doesn’t care that you killed her. That isn’t the reason he put a price on your head.”

“It’s not?”

“No. I think if it was all up to him he would thank you and let you walk, but it’s not. The pack—especially the bitches—wanted him to do something because you dissed the Alley Dogs. You showed contempt for them when you killed their alpha and just walked away. If you had taken her place in a formal challenge that night, none of this would be happening. Understand?”

She raised an eyebrow at Jonas’ strange logic. “No.”

Jonas sighed. “It’s like the difference between self-defence and murder. Challenging someone for his position is normal among us. It’s not something we get upset about.”

“I’ll take your word for it. What do we do?”

“You take your place by Raymond’s side, and he’ll make sure you get challenged by the right bitch. All you have to do is lose. The winner becomes Raymond’s new mate, and you walk away free and clear. Simple.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “Simple, huh? Are you out of your tiny little mind? I could get killed!”

“Don’t worry, the fix is in. All you have to do is make it look good before you go down. When can you be here?”

“I dunno, Jonas. This sounds iffy to me.”

“It’s this way or no way, girl. The bounty will only get bigger the longer this goes on.”

“You said you fixed that!”

“Temporarily, yeah.”

“Temporarily, you never said anything about it being a temporary fix.”

Jonas sighed. “The impossible I can do, but miracles I leave to the Lady. Raymond will put the bounty back if you don’t do this. He’ll have to.”

She rubbed her temples. She didn’t know what to do for the best. She didn’t like this plan, but she didn’t have a better one. As sure as up was up, another shifter would try to take her before long. How many more could she fight before making a fatal mistake?

As many as it takes. I will protect us.

I know you’ll try.

She sighed. “What would you do, Jonas?”

“I’d go with it, or run… maybe change your name and face.”

“I told you before. I don’t run.”

“I figured. That’s why I pushed for this solution.”

Sanctuary would be chock-full of shifters, any one of whom could try for the bounty. She couldn’t let that happen. She had to get this out of the way before she went after Ryder.

What do you think?

I think Jonas has done his best. I don’t like the thought of losing a fight on purpose, but I will if you want me to.

She felt Smoke’s sincerity, and was touched by it. It wasn’t the first time Smoke had said she wanted to help, but it was the first time Chris believed her without reservation. She frowned, not sure what that said about her. Was she a sucker for putting herself in a position where only Smoke could get her out? She didn’t think so, and that definitely said something had changed in her thinking.

You are beginning to trust me, Smoke said in satisfaction. It’s about time.

Don’t spoil it.

“Okay, Jonas. When do I have to do this?”

“Good, girl. There’s a meeting at George tonight. We’ll do it then, but I need you here as soon as you can. I have a few tricks I want to show you before the challenge starts.”

“Tricks,” she mused. “I have a feeling I might need some.”

“You’ll be fine.”

“I’ll see you in about an hour.”

“Good,” Jonas said and broke the connection.

She switched off her link and went to tell Lephmann that she had to leave.

* * *



22 ~ Lessons

Chris allowed Lawrence to accompany her to McNally’s after he bribed her with the keys to his car. She had been halfway convinced already, but the thought of driving a 1997 GTS clinched it. Back when the Viper was built, there had been no such thing as AI traffic controllers, but more importantly, speed limiters had yet to be widely accepted in road vehicles. As a result, Chris opened the Viper up as soon as they hit open roads secure in her freedom from an automatic speeding fine. It was a noisy and jarring ride, but it handled so much better than her old official police vehicle. She loved every minute of it. So did Smoke. The wolf was a speed freak too; a lucky thing considering how fast they reached Victorville.

Lawrence pointed. “There it is.”

She nodded and checked her rear-view before pulling into the oncoming lane to park outside McNally’s. A guy blew his horn, annoyed that she had stolen the space before he could get to it. She ignored him and revved the Viper one last time just for the pleasure of it before shutting off the motor.

“Fun?”

“Fun,” she agreed. “I want one.”

“It’ll cost. They’re not cheap or easy to come by nowadays. The conversion to hydrox cost me almost a year’s salary on top of the asking price.”

She winced. She didn’t have a salary. Oh well, maybe a fast bike would satisfy Smoke. “I was wondering about that. Where is it?”

“In the tank. It reduced the capacity, but I didn’t want it on show under the hood.”

“Good choice.”

The elves had forced the switch from gasoline to hydrox after proving pollution really did cause holes in the ozone layer. They said they were fed up with cleaning up after humans with their magic, and that they would stop doing it, letting the holes grow out of control, unless all the nations of the world adopted hydrox and other non-polluting manufacturing techniques. After all, they didn’t need the ozone layer; their magic would protect them and they had Underhill. When the world’s governments realised the elves were serious, they quickly adopted hydrox and the new industrial working practice. Such things had been around for a while, but had been considered too expensive to adopt. That thinking changed almost overnight when the elves stopped spelling the holes closed and cases of skin cancer skyrocketed.

Chris handed Lawrence his keys after locking up, and together they entered McNally’s Doughnut Shop. Bright and cheery colours greeted them. Pastels were the in thing in Victorville it seemed, though Jonas hardly seemed the type to go for so much pink. His boss obviously disagreed, because the entire place was very light pink. Even the tiling on the floor followed the theme with its checker-board pattern of alternating pink and white tiles. Customers sat at the tables nibbling on frosted doughnuts, chocolate doughnuts, doughnuts with sprinkles on them. The smell was indescribably good, and her stomach grumbled. She could eat a dozen or so about now. Androids supplied coffee and soft drinks, but there were a couple of living breathing waitresses too. Chris wondered if Jonas baked, or served tables. She snickered at the image of a coyote-man serving customers with coffee.

Lawrence looked askance at her. “What’s the matter?”

She composed herself. “Nothing. Where’s Jonas?”

“Behind the register.”

She followed Lawrence deeper into the shop and noticed all the customers were Human. She wondered what they would say if they ever learned that Jonas wasn’t—nothing good that was for damn sure. His boss must be an exceptional person to allow him to work here; the authorities would close him down in a hot second if they found out. The Food Safety Commission didn’t have a sense of humour. Lycanthropes were forbidden to serve or prepare food for Human consumption, and neither were they allowed to frequent establishments where humans consumed food and drink—not even bars and clubs officially, though most proprietors of such places were lax in keeping their wards and spellcheckers up to date. Magic was damned expensive, and new solutions for bypassing wards were coming on the market all the time.

She turned and noted the faded runes around the door. Typical… and lucky. If they had been working, they would have lit up like a fourth of July celebration when Lawrence and she passed them.

Jonas wore a white and pink striped uniform including a paper hat displaying the McNally’s logo. Stitched in blue thread over the pocket on his chest was his name. He was chatting with a customer, an elderly man. Chris couldn’t help imagining Jonas’ other form wearing the uniform. She laughed quietly at the absurd image that popped into her head. The customer turned to look at her worriedly, perhaps wondering from which asylum she’d escaped. She grinned at him, and he turned back to Jonas for his change.

“Have a nice day now,” Jonas called, as the old guy hastily left, and then scowled at Chris. “Nice going.”

She cleared her throat, forcing the giggles down. It was quite hard to do when Jonas stood there in his pink outfit looking all affronted.

“Sorry, Jonas, I’ll try not to laugh, but you look so cute in your uniform.”

“It ain’t funny. If he got even a whiff of the truth, he’d have us closed down.”

“I said I’m sorry. I can’t help it if your boss has a weird sense of style. I didn’t choose the colour scheme.”

“I chose it, its good camouflage.”

That startled her. She hadn’t considered he might want to look that way.

Jonas snorted in disgust at her start of surprise. He waved one of the waitresses over to take his place on the register, and showed her through the kitchen and into another room at the back of the shop. It was a storeroom. Jonas started stripping off his uniform.

“You’re McNally?”

“That’s my name, what of it?”

She shrugged. “Just… no one told me that’s all.” She watched him pull on jeans and a jacket. Suddenly he looked the way she imagined he should—hard-faced and competent. “Are we going somewhere?”

“I have a place we can work. It’s not far. Your car will be fine where it is, Lawrence. No one will touch it. My boys across the street will see to that.”

Lawrence nodded as if expecting nothing less.

Jonas led them back into the kitchen and through the rear fire escape to his pickup parked in the lot out back. It had a McNally’s logo on its door.

She climbed in, and the two men sandwiched her between them. It was like sitting between a pair of blast furnaces. Shifters had higher metabolisms, a temperature that would indicate a dangerous fever in a Human was normal for them; they felt the cold more acutely. She sighed contentedly, and snuggled deeper into their warmth.

Jonas drove them across town. He turned into an industrial park and threaded the pickup between industrial units until he reached R&J Autos. The heavy-duty and reinforced shutter was open part way, giving Chris a glimpse of the power ramps and cars inside.

“Friends of yours?”

“What?” Jonas said, preparing to climb out.

“R&J,” she said, nodding up at the sign.

“Ryan is one my boys. John is his brother, not pack but he’s cool.”

So, Ryan belonged to Jonas’ pack. She remembered Danyelle mentioning that Jonas led one of two big local coyote packs. How many living among Victorville’s small population ran around on four feet at night?

“You coming?” Jonas said, heading for the half-open shutter.

“Yeah, yeah. Hold your horses,” she muttered, sliding out of the pickup and following him inside.

Chris was sweating and her legs felt shaky as she trotted around the garage, hurdling the cars. Jonas had worked her non-stop since they arrived at R&J Autos. Ryan and his brother had gone home hours ago—Ryan to get some sleep before the meeting at George, and John to take his wife out for a meal. It was their second wedding anniversary. Sometimes it was hard for her to remember there were people out there with ordinary lives, lives not connected to her, or dead werewolves in the desert.

Change upon change upon change, Jonas had demanded. Demanded, and received. Can you do this, Jonas would say. She could. Can you do that? Yes, she said, but it hurts something awful. Do it anyway, he insisted. She did, and spent minutes screaming in agony. Jonas said it was his intention to teach her what she was capable of, and then teach her how best to use her abilities to beat someone who might, possibly, be even stronger than she was. Tricks he called them. Insanity was more like it.

Jonas had forced her to test her endurance and then pushed her beyond it—way beyond. It had opened her eyes to what she was. She was super Human! Or maybe that should be super non-Human.

She could run for miles without slowing or tiring, and sprint to over forty miles an hour. She’d done it, so she knew. Jonas was even quicker. She could smash holes in walls, though she doubted there would be time if she ever really needed to escape someone that way—it took a lot of punching. Jonas promised Ryan they would pay for the repairs. She could climb almost anything, even sheer walls as long as there were finger and toeholds, and jump from one roof to another twenty and more feet away. She’d done that too.

Apologising profusely, Jonas had punched her in the face, just to show her how alphas could use their greater control of the Change to heal damage. She had thought Lawrence was going to kill Jonas when his second punch broke her cheekbone. Lady that had hurt, as did the rapid healing, but it was a trick worth knowing. She might forgive Jonas one day for not telling her what he was going to do.

As with all things, there was a limit to her strength, and Jonas found that too. She was flagging now, ready to collapse at the first hint that he was satisfied with her. She kept herself upright by will alone, panting and shaking as she was. She leapt over another car, but her foot clipped it and she sprawled over the roof. She lay still, panting and letting the last of her strength drain out of her. She was done.

“You aren’t listening!” Jonas snapped.

Anger gave her enough strength to scramble up. “Screw you!” she screamed into his face from less than a pace away. She spun and kicked an old hood leaning against one wall, denting it. “I’ve had enough. You hear me? I’ve had it!” She punched the rusted hood over and over until blood smeared the puke-yellow paint, and her knuckles throbbed.

Lawrence came toward her.

“Back off!” she snarled. “I don’t want any of your sympathy. I’ve done everything he told me to do, everything! Change your hand, Chris. Change your other hand, Chris. Change back, Chris. Change, change, change. It fucking hurts, all right?”

“I know it does.”

She slumped onto the dirty concrete. “I’m tired, I’m sweating like a pig, and I smell… shit!” Suddenly she was crying. She rocked back and forth and let the tears flood out.

Lawrence shuffled his feet.

Jonas was more practical. He dragged her up and held her until she ran out of tears. “You’ll do.”

“Wh-what?” she hiccoughed, using her cuffs to dry her eyes.

“I said you’ll do. Let’s get you cleaned up and fed. You have about four hours to rest before the meeting.”

She nodded wearily, and let Jonas carry her to the pickup. She was asleep before he reached it.

As before, the hangar at George AFB welcomed Chris with light and a multitude of voices, but there weren’t as many vehicles parked outside this time. Jonas and Pederson had hastily arranged the meeting, and most packs had no interest in what, to them, was an internal matter of concern only to the Alley Dogs. Jonas’ pack, the Desert Warriors, and Leon’s pack, the Ghost Hunters, were in attendance and far outnumbered the Alley Dogs. They had come in their entirety at Jonas’ urging.

Chris entered the hangar bracketed by Jonas and Lawrence, and stopped to survey those who would be her enemies. No one noticed her at first, and conversions continued punctuated by the odd burst of laughter. Unlike last time, the party atmosphere was entirely absent, the laughter was a little nervous, glances were furtive, and conversations over-loud. Jonas and Leon’s people had stationed themselves all round the hangar, keeping the walls to their backs. They were like a living barrier, a breathing corral meant to keep the peace and the wolves inside.

In her mind’s eye, she saw Smoke pacing back and forth in agitation.

What’s wrong?

Everything about this is wrong. We should go. We shouldn’t have come here. It’s a trap; it feels like a trap. This is wrong, wrong, wrong.

She frowned.

It was true that she would prefer to be on her way to Wyoming, but a trap? Jonas had insisted that this was the only way to satisfy the Alley Dogs and get them off her back. She trusted his judgement, even though she didn’t like the plan he had proposed. She was past debating its merits; she just wanted to get it over with.

We’ll be okay.

Wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong…

Someone finally noticed the newcomers standing by the door. Conversations chopped off mid-sentence as friends nudged each other and turned to look. Silence and turning heads spread through the hangar like a wave. She straightened at the hostility she saw in most of the looks aimed her way, and her resolve strengthened. No, Jonas was right; there was no backing out of this. It needed resolution now, or she would become another statistic at the morgue.

She took the lead, this was her fight to win or lose, but Jonas and Lawrence declared where their sympathies lay by staying close and guarding her back. She marched toward Pederson standing alone upon the bloodstained arena floor. Murmurs and whispered comments arose in her wake. Opinions regarding her chances of living out the night—not very good most agreed—was a popular topic, and in a couple of instances she saw money changing hands. Odds were not in her favour. If she hadn’t known the fight was rigged, she might have bet on herself winning. As it was, she mourned the lost opportunity for making some much-needed cash and walked on.

Pederson was standing in the centre of the arena waiting for her. She joined him, leaving Jonas and Lawrence standing at the chalked boundary line.

“Quiet!” Pederson roared, making Chris jump. That caused some laughter, and Pederson glared at those responsible. The noise died away. “You all know why we are here. This woman killed my mate, and now comes to take her place among us. Janine was your alpha, you all have a say in this.”

Pederson ceded the floor and stepped out of the arena.

She had rehearsed her speech in front of Lawrence and Jonas before the meeting, but speaking in front of a large crowd—a hostile crowd at that—was much harder. She took a deep breath and tried to speak slowly.

“I killed your alpha in a fair fight. She challenged me on the night of the full moon last. As is my right, I claim her place among—”

“I dispute your claim!” a woman shouted, angrily stalking through the crowd and into the arena. “I say you lie! I say you killed Janine, but not in a fair fight. You murdered her!”

The woman had played her part so well, that Chris backed up looking frantically for Jonas. She found him standing calmly among the crowd lining the sides of the arena. He nodded to her reassuringly. This then was the woman Pederson had chosen to be his new mate. This was the one she was supposed to lose the fight to. The woman had Presence, but it was nowhere near as strong as Jonas’. She might be alpha, but if she was, it was by the skin of her teeth. She could take the woman easily, she was sure of it.

Yes easily, but we must not.

Yeah.

“Who are you to say I lie?” she asked, trying to sound affronted when all she really felt was nettled. She was wasting time here; time she could be using to chase Ryder.

“My name is Loren Duvitski. Janine was my sister,” the woman spat, her loathing for Chris evident in every word. “Janine would never have challenged you, or harmed you. The ritual of the First Change is ancient. All know it is a test of skill, no more. You had no call to kill her. It was murder.”

Sister!

Her thoughts reeled. Why would Janine’s sister be a party to this farce? Why would Pederson choose Loren for this fight… no wait. By choosing Loren, he wasn’t just choosing her to fight; he was choosing his next mate. Had Loren and Pederson been two-timing Janine all along? Maybe she was crazy, but it felt right to her. If she’d had a sister killed, there was no way she would be a party to helping the killer.

She scrambled to catch up. “I ah… I didn’t murder her. Your sister attacked me. She said she wouldn’t let me take her place. When I said I didn’t want her place, she called me a liar and tried to kill me. I defended myself and she died.”

“Liar!”

She spun in place to search the crowd for the owner of the new voice. Jonas was anxiously doing the same. This was not in the script. The crowd parted and Toni pushed her way through.

“Oh crap,” she said under her breath.

I told you! I told you it was a trap.

So you told me. What do you want, a medal? We can’t run away forever.

She is strong, Smoke said anxiously. Very strong. We could have beaten Loren easily, but Toni… I don’t know. She feels too strong. I… I don’t know if we can win.

I guess we’ll find out.

Jonas was frowning worriedly. Pederson looked shocked, and pissed. He stepped forward to bar Toni from entering the arena. Chris backed up so she could watch Loren and Toni together. She didn’t like the way this was going; she wouldn’t put it past Toni to have set her up to fight both of them.

“You cannot interfere with a challenge once it has begun,” Pederson said. “Stay out of this.”

Toni smiled. “It’s good to see you again, Raymond. I was sorry to hear about Janine. If there is anything I can do?”

Pederson grunted something noncommittal.

“Be a dear and step aside. The challenge has yet to be spoken, and besides, this is a matter for bitches to decide. By rights, you shouldn’t even be here.”

“Janine was my mate!”

“And she was my friend. It makes no difference here and now. The females choose who will be alpha over them, just as the males do. It has always been that way. Always has been and always will be. Mate with the one we choose, or step down as alpha male. That is the law.”

“That is the law,” everyone murmured together.

No, not everyone. It was the women that had responded. The men seemed to be fading back a little, letting the females take their places close to the arena. Chris watched as some of the men began slipping out the door. Pederson might not realise it, but it was a done deal as far the other men were concerned. She didn’t know squat about shifter customs and traditions, but one thing she knew: she wanted Jonas and Lawrence to stay.

More and more Alley Dogs slipped away to wait outside, leaving the women behind. Jonas didn’t move, and his people took their stance from him. Leon slipped up behind Jonas and whispered something. Jonas shook his head and crossed his arms, obviously intending to stay. Leon joined him on the boundary line, but did not copy his ‘I’m-not-moving’ stance. He looked very uncomfortable flanked by so many women, and seemed on the verge of apologising or bolting into the night. Maybe both.

“It’s Loren’s right to challenge her sister’s killer,” Pederson argued.

The audience murmured their agreement, and Chris’ eyes narrowed. So, that’s why the other women had allowed someone as weak as Loren to fight her. Pederson had found a way to use Loren’s relationship to his dead mate to get his way. Maybe he hadn’t been two-timing Janine after all. He might simply have seen an opportunity to make Loren his mate and taken it. Loren was much weaker than Janine was, and maybe more pliable? Toni was by far the strongest woman here, but she was from out of town. She’d said so that night in the cages below Central. Chris doubted Pederson had expected a face from the past to turn up and interfere in his plans.

“I do not dispute that,” Toni said. “I will simply challenge the winner of this fight.”

Chris swallowed sickly.

Loren paled and babbled, “I withdraw my challenge! You can have her, Toni… I mean, Janine was your friend. She would want you to avenge her and…”

“Hush now,” Toni said to Loren as she hastily vacated the arena. She smiled at the now glaring Pederson. “Oh dear, it looks like I’ll have to challenge Janine’s murderer after all.”

“Hey!” Chris snarled, letting her anger build. Jonas had taught her that a shifter’s anger had uses. When controlled, it made the Change quicker. “I don’t like being talked about as if I’m not here. If you’re going to fight, Red, let’s get it on… or is it your plan to bore me to death?”

Toni laughed. “It’s a shame the circumstances are what they are. Had you not killed Janine, I might have liked you.”

“Yeah, we could have been bosom pals,” she said sarcastically.

Toni nodded seriously. “Perhaps so.”

“Whatever. Are you coming in to play?”

“In a moment.” Toni turned back to Pederson. “I choose to allow you to stay. To be fair, I’ll allow Chris’ men friends to stay as well. All other males must leave.”

That wasn’t many by now. Most of the male Alley Dogs had already slipped away. Leon was glad to go, and he took his people with him. Jonas nodded to his pack brothers to follow Leon out. That left Pederson, Jonas, and Lawrence as the only men among two hundred or so women.

Toni stepped into the arena and fell easily into a fighting stance.

Oh, crap.

“Karate?”

Toni smiled. “Jujutsu. Karate is for losers.”

“Oh,” she said weakly.

I am so dead.

* * *



23 ~ The Arena

Chris backed and circled. Toni watched her calmly, pivoting to keep her in view. Chris tried to think of a way out of the fight. She hadn’t done any serious training in years. She had even let her once-weekly trips to the gym slide these past few weeks. What with one thing and another, keeping fit hadn’t seemed important anymore.

“What are the rules?”

Toni frowned. “Rules?”

“Yeah, you know—rules. Like no gouging or biting. First to say uncle loses—stuff like that.”

Toni’s face brightened, and she stood straighter, lowering her guard. “Ah. I forgot you’re supposed to be new. Very well, the rules, such as they are: I win when you’re dead—”

“I don’t suppose you would let me forfeit the fight and walk out of here,” she broke in, edging closer.

Toni glared at the interruption. “I don’t suppose I would. You have to pay for killing Janine.”

“Figured as much,” she said under her breath.

“If you try to run away, I win and our audience will kill you. You can submit at any time during the fight, but that means I decide whether to let you live. I’ll tell you now that I’m not inclined to be merciful…”

That jibed with Jonas’ lecture, all but the part about running away, which he hadn’t thought relevant. She closed the distance between them while Toni was speaking.

“…happy now?”

“Yeah,” she said, spinning on one foot.

Her leg sweep was effective. Toni crashed to the floor with a gasp of surprise, but she quickly rolled away, and pain flared in Chris’ fist as it crunched into the concrete. She shook her throbbing hand, raised her guard again, and squared off with Toni. Her feet fell into old, barely remembered, patterns; knees slightly bent, legs apart, and weight evenly distributed, she circled just as Toni was now doing.

“Boxing?”

Chris nodded once. She had once trained regularly in the ring, but that was long ago during her academy days. Kick-boxing had taken her fancy when one of the instructors gave a demonstration. She wished she had kept at it. It would have come in handy about now.

Toni edged forward.

Chris watched her eyes; there was nothing but a single-minded concentration in them. She let her feet find their own rhythm, a dance to music none but she could hear, and forced herself to look away. It was a rookie mistake to watch an opponent’s eyes. Instead, she concentrated on Toni’s centre of mass, looking for something, anything, to indicate an imminent attack. She found it almost too late. A tiny movement as one shoulder dipped, and she dropped to one knee as Toni’s foot whistled through the air above her head. She came back up and landed two rapid punches over Toni’s kidneys before dancing away.

Shouts of appreciation erupted from the crowd.

Jonas’ voice was a basso bellow. “Don’t get cocky! Take her down fast!”

If only.

Toni staggered away, clutching her side. Her face hardened, and her eyes blazed with anger. She attacked with a lethal combination of kicks and punches. Chris ducked and dodged, blocking the blows when she could, backing away when she could not. The crowd shouted derisively as she circled the arena, trying to keep out of range.

“Stand and fight!” people shouted.

“Hit her!” others yelled.

Yeah, right. Everyone’s a critic.

She ducked a punch, but it was a feint, and Toni followed up with her other fist. It exploded into Chris’ jaw and she spat blood and teeth. Catcalls turned to whistles of admiration and groans of dismay. Toni had drawn first blood; the groans were from people who had lost their bets. Another fist slammed into her face and she staggered back. She swayed, blinking, but then her legs gave way and she sat down hard. The sounds of the crowd faded in and out, but the pain kept her from passing out. She shook her head, trying to make her eyes focus. Toni approached at a crawl, as if the air had thickened around her.

“… ange! Use the… like we pract… the…” Jonas was shouting, bellowing over the noise.

She shook her head again, trying to make sense of Jonas’ voice droning in her ears. Use what? Practised? She couldn’t understand what he wanted.

Toni drew back a leg and kicked Chris as if she were a football.

She flew across the arena, and saw stars when her head cracked against the concrete. Every breath felt like torture; the kick had cracked a rib, maybe more than one.

“Toni! Toni! Toni!” the crowd chanted.

The chanting was so loud it resounded in her chest, and an explosion of pain followed each roar of her enemy’s name. Lady, it hurt. She felt wetness in her hair, and blood trickled past her ear. She lay on her back at the edge of the arena, trying to breathe while pain pulsed through her chest in time with the chanting of the crowd.

“Get up!” Jonas roared. “Get up, you snivelling coward! Fight her!”

Coward… who is that bastard calling a coward? I’ll rip his arms off and feed them to him! I’ll…

Get up, get up, get up!

All right, Furface. We’re not done yet.

Let me fight her. I’ll kill her!

If I let you out, she’ll let her beast out. She’s too strong for you. We’ll try trickery first.

What are you going to do?

She was lucky Smoke hadn’t taken over the fight.

Not yet.

She rolled onto her stomach and pushed up onto hands and knees. Panting, with her head hanging, she concentrated on breathing through the pain in her chest, trying to appear oblivious of anything else. She could feel Toni approaching.

Nearly here, nearly, now!

She reared back, wrapping her arms around Toni’s waist, and dragged her off her feet. They wrestled around, kicking and trying to get a good grip on each other. Toni slammed an arm into her chest to break free, and she gasped in pain. Toni was very handy with her elbows. Finally, Chris managed to control one of Toni’s legs by clamping it between both of hers, and found leverage enough to struggle on top. She hammered a fist into Toni’s face, and again, and again, in an effort to take some of the fight out of her.

Though battered and bleeding, Toni was as strong as ever. She reached up, trying to get a grip on Chris’ neck, but she tucked her chin to prevent it. Toni planted a foot in her stomach, shoved her off, then leapt nimbly to her feet. Chris turned her backward sprawl into a roll, and landed back on her feet in time to take a kick to the stomach that doubled her over. When she straightened, she took another kick, this time to the head.

“You really…” Toni growled, and punched Chris in the mouth. “…shouldn’t have killed…” a kick, this time to the thigh. The leg collapsed. “…my friend!” she finished with a yell and another kick, this time to Chris’ other leg.

She went to her knees, grimacing in pain. Both legs were numb and tingling. Leaning forward on one hand, she spat blood on the floor and checked her teeth. One had snapped close to the gum line. She hoped it would heal; she hated going to the dentist. She leaned back, sitting on her heels, and tried to summon the energy to rise.

Toni grabbed her head from behind. “Time to say good night,” she growled, and twisted.

Chris tensed her neck muscles, resisting for all she was worth. Toni had an arm locked around her throat, making it hard to breathe. Chris sucked in a gulp of air and surged to her feet. She stomped on Toni’s instep, and slammed an elbow back. Toni hissed at the pain, but didn’t lose her grip. Chris reached desperately behind her, trying to gouge an eye, but Toni avoided her fingers. Dropping to her knees without warning, Chris threw her over her head.

Before she could rise, Toni returned and grabbed her arm. A twist, a chop, and the bone snapped. Chris screamed and tried to lash out with her other hand. Toni caught it easily. Stepping lightly away, Toni pulled the arm out straight, and without hesitation or emotion twisted and pulled with all her strength.

Chris’ shoulder dislocated with a crunch.

Toni didn’t follow up. Instead, she strutted slowly around the arena playing to the audience. “I will make the Alley Dogs strong again. Follow me, make me your alpha, and I will make our pack feared! As it should be…”

Chris remained kneeling where she was, hunched over and sobbing in pain. She concentrated and fur slithered over her broken arm. Hidden by the long sleeves of her sweatshirt, her arm changed. Claws curved like small scimitars—and just as sharp—sprang from her fingers. She forced herself not to scream when the Change snapped the arm straight and healed it.

Yes! Now the other arm, quickly, while she’s distracted with her boasting.

Jonas had taught her the reason behind a shifter’s miraculous healing. It turned out to be just another aspect of the Change. Just as when she changed form from Human to wolf, injured cells exchanged themselves for healthy ones. It was a natural process, handled automatically, just like breathing. All shifters healed quickly. Alphas, though, had more control over the Change; they could heal themselves even faster—if they were willing to pay the price. It hurt and the Change always taxed a shifter’s strength. Using it to heal her injuries meant she had to finish the fight quickly or risk exhaustion. If Toni was still standing when she ran out of steam…

Best not think about that.

She concentrated upon her shoulder. Bone grated and cartilage popped as the joint shifted back into place. The pain made tears stream from her eyes, but she didn’t cry out, and her shoulder felt much better once the Change completed itself. It ached, the pain bone deep, but she could move the arm again.

Now kill her! Smoke roared, full of fury.

Chris climbed to her feet, clenching her changed fists and flexing her arms. Standing with her hands hidden behind her back, she waited for Tony to notice her.

What are you doing? Kill her!

Wait. Watch and learn, Furface. Watch and learn.

It was the crowd that tipped Toni off. They had stopped listening to her, and were watching Chris. Toni turned and frowned.

“Carry on,” she said sarcastically. “I didn’t want to interrupt your campaign speech.” Behind her back, ten razor-sharp claws sprang out.

Toni snarled. She rushed at Chris, clenching her fist and cocking her arm as if intending to punch a hole right through Chris’ head.

At the last instant, Chris took a single step and buried her claws in Toni’s belly and chest. “Surprise!” she snarled, her eyes blazing golden with Smoke’s fury.

Toni’s eyes bulged and she shrieked her agony. Kicking and screaming, she tried to free herself.

Chris ducked her head against flailing fists. “Let me show you how I killed Janine,” she said, staring into those bulging eyes. Toni’s heart fluttered like a panicking bird under her hand.

Toni shook her head, strength fading fast. Her lips were moving, but no sound came out.

“I can’t hear you. Did you say something?”

The lips worked again, but Toni’s eyes were dimming. She was going into shock. “Please…”

“Ah,” she said, mimicking Toni’s manner of speech. “She’s begging for her life. I don’t know why, but I’m feeling merciful.”

No, you fool! Smoke howled. Kill her! You must kill her! Never leave an enemy alive at your back!

She carefully pulled her hands out of the broken woman’s body and let her slump to the floor.

Toni moaned. Her head rolled from side to side, and she fumbled feebly at Chris’ leg.

She stepped away from that touch and pushed Smoke’s rage away, burying it deep so that she could think. Her eyes changed back, and Smoke’s howls of protest seemed to retreat into the distance. The howls diminished but they did not stop. Smoke was furious with her.

She stared at Toni, feeling sick. The gaping wounds in her chest and belly were full of blood and overflowing onto the floor. Grey ropy-looking intestines bulged in the lower wound. She turned away, feeling light-headed, as if about to faint. Her legs were shaking so badly she didn’t think she dared move, and she shivered uncontrollably. She wasn’t sure if it was shock, or just weakness caused by the damage she had taken and her use of the Change.

Everyone was watching her. No one moved to help Toni.

“Well?” she snarled, turning in place as her anger rose. “What are you all looking at? Do something!”

They stared at her in silence while Toni writhed upon the floor, slowly dying. Most of the women regarded her with blank faces. It was an expression mostly reserved for strangers, neither friendly nor hostile. That was good enough; the lack of hostility was refreshing. Some of the onlookers looked thoughtful; others regarded her warily as if afraid she might attack one of them. She would have laughed, but knew she was more likely to cry, and didn’t have the strength left for either. She looked for anger at Toni’s demise in their faces, but found none. Although she was one, she would never understand shifters.

She turned and found Jonas. He was smiling. “Why won’t they help her?”

“The fight isn’t over.”

She looked back, but Toni hadn’t miraculously gotten to her feet. She sighed in relief, and turned back to scowl at Jonas. “Of course it’s over. Look at her.”

“She didn’t submit to you, and you didn’t declare yourself.”

She glared around. “For the Lady’s sake! Are you people nuts? She’s one of you. Help her!” There were a lot of shuffling feet, but no one entered the arena. “She’s finished. I’ve won.”

Jonas nodded. “Step out of the arena, and its over. They won’t enter until then.”

Chris walked shakily toward the chalked line, but the pain in her chest threatened to overcome her. She forced the blackness at the edges of her vision back, and willed herself not to scream when one of her broken ribs shifted painfully. Lord and Lady, she was a mess. Her mouth tasted foul and she stank of fear and blood. She wiped her mouth with the back of one hand, and grimaced when it came away bloody. Her chin must be covered in the stuff. She hated to think what she looked like to Lawrence. Nothing good, she was sure.

Damn me, I hurt all over.

You should have let me fight her.

Humph! That’s not what you said before.

As she neared Jonas, tensions rose among the watching shifters. Pederson was getting excited. His heart was hammering, and his eyes gleamed where they stared hungrily at her. She could hardly feel Lawrence. He was right there next to Jonas, yet if she ignored her eyes and relied only upon her other senses, she would have sworn he had already left. His Presence was pulled in so tight, he was almost invisible. When she made to step over the line, Lawrence’s face turned bleak.

She hesitated and asked warily, “If I cross the line, what happens?”

Pederson, careful not to cross the line himself, edged closer. “You become my mate, and alpha of the Alley Dog pack. It is your rightful place. Take it.”

The crowd murmured in agreement. Maybe it was her imagination that made the agreement sound reluctant.

“I don’t want to be your mate, or alpha of this pack. No offence, but I’m not ready to settle down.”

There were a few chuckles at that.

“Enough of this foolishness,” Pederson snarled. “By right of combat you are my mate.”

“Not until she steps over the line, or Toni dies,” Lawrence insisted.

Pederson growled irritably. “So we wait—another stupid waste of time.”

She looked imploringly at Jonas, but he shrugged. “What if I cross the line, and then step down as their alpha?”

“You can’t. Wolves mate for life.”

“I’m not a wolf, not really.”

Jonas nodded. “True, but your beast is. By pack law you will be mated to Pederson until he dies or you do.”

There was no choice then. She turned, and went back to Toni. Incredibly, she was still conscious. Chris crouched and looked into Toni’s frightened and pain-filled eyes.

“I don’t want Pederson, but I’m guessing you do. Correct?”

Toni managed the barest of nods.

“I want your word that if I give him to you, I walk free and clear. No swearing revenge on me for anything—nothing at all. No more bounties on my head either. I’m safe, right?”

Toni managed another nod.

“You bet your arse that’s right. If you or one of yours comes after me, I’m going to bring so much grief to your door you’ll wish your momma never met your daddy. Are we clear on that?”

“I s-swear… you’re untouchable…” Toni managed to whisper.

I hope you know what you’re doing.

So do I! One thing’s for sure, I’m not marrying Pederson.

Being mated is not the same as being married.

Whatever it is, I’m not doing it with Pederson.

Smoke howled with laughter. How about Lawrence?

She growled irritably and stood up. “I submit to Toni. She won, I lost. I’m outa here.”

“No!” Pederson howled, but the roar of surprise coming from the rest of the audience drowned him out.

Weaving on her feet now, she left the arena. As soon as she did so, shifters surged forward to tend to Toni’s wounds. Chris slumped and would have fallen, but Lawrence was there.

“I’m always falling into your arms,” she said tiredly.

Lawrence grinned. “I know.” He swept an arm under her legs and lifted her like a child into his arms. “We have a plane to catch.”

She rested her head comfortably on Lawrence’s shoulder. She had one more fight to win before she could rest.

Chris awoke while the plane was still in the air. She listened to the aircraft noises, but it wasn’t the sound of the engines that had awoken her. It was the sound of fingers pounding a keyboard. Lephmann again. Didn’t that man know when to quit? She checked the time and realised they would be landing soon. She sighed and swung her legs out of bed.

Her injuries had healed without a trace while she slept. Her shoulder and arm felt fine, and she was breathing without pain again. The broken tooth still hurt dully. It would probably feel a lot worse if she hadn’t been used to the Change now. It felt the same as before to her probing fingers, and she resigned herself to a trip to the dentist… if she could find one that accepted shifters.

Lephmann’s plane came with all the modern conveniences. After opening a couple of doors at random, she found the shower. She used it, luxuriating under the hot spray, but she didn’t linger. When she was finished, she found some clothes laid out on the bed. She frowned at them and then at the door. She didn’t like it that someone had entered without her knowing about it. She shrugged away her annoyance and got dressed.

Lephmann was very thorough; everything fit perfectly. The bra and panties were the same style as those in the drawer back home, but these hadn’t come from there. He had gotten her sizes and preferences exactly right, but these were way more expensive than she had ever bought. Silk and lace? Not something a cop would be caught dead wearing.

Maybe it’s time to get new clothes.

She frowned. She wasn’t stupid enough to think Smoke was really talking about clothes. She was hinting at other things. Mark, her career, her colleagues at work… all were gone. What was holding her in the city now? An empty house and memories of what had been but no longer was? Mum and Dad had said she could move back in with them, but the thought of living on the farm made her shudder. When she was a kid, she had eagerly looked forward to leaving home for college, and had only been back for short visits since. The city had always called her back after a few days. She’d go mad if she had to help her Dad with the farm for longer than a week. Just thinking about all that emptiness and the stink of horses made her yearn for the familiar streets of Monster Central.

You’re not a cop any more. Maybe it’s time to try new things.

“Going to live with my parents isn’t something new. It’s a backward step. Whose side are you on anyway?”

Yours. What will we do after Ryder?

Life after Ryder was something she preferred not to think about.

She pulled on the blouse and buttoned buttons. The jacket and pants were dark grey and very elegant. They would have cost her more than a month’s salary—if she’d still had one. She had been using and discarding clothes at a ferocious rate since the attack. Luckily, jeans and sweatshirts were cheap, and she had managed to save the expensive duster Stephen had given her, so she still had a nice coat. It was hanging in the closet. Her sneakers were in there too, but they were very shabby. There were bloodstains that no amount of washing had been able to remove. They were fit only for the garbage can. Lephmann obviously agreed, because he had supplied a pair of shoes that matched the outfit she was wearing; nice-looking ones too.

She frowned at them. What kind of man knew anything about women’s shoes; knew they should match the outfit, should look good without being flashy, and shouldn’t have too high a heel in case she needed to run? What kind of man thought so much about her needs, and knew so much—too much—about her state of mind? Was she really that easy to read? She shrugged and put the shoes on. She fluffed her still-drying hair a little, and ran a hand over the pants. They were form fitting and felt very good on her skin. She hadn’t worn something this nice in months. Wearing it now made her feel better.

After Ryder? Smoke reminded.

“I was thinking.”

No you weren’t.

She sighed. There was no hiding anything from Smoke. “I guess we look for a job, and start over.”

And what about Lawrence? What of a pack?

“If the Alley Dogs are anything to go by, I think we’re better off on our own. As for Lawrence, I have no idea what he feels for me, or what I feel for him. He’s nice, but… I don’t know, Smoke. I’m not looking for a man.”

Maybe you should start.

“Maybe.”

She left the bedroom and found herself in a narrow and carpeted corridor. She turned right and followed the sound of Lephmann’s typing into the main cabin. Lawrence was sitting on a comfortable couch reading a book. He looked up and smiled when she entered.

“You look better,” he said. He put the book face down on the seat beside him to hold it open, and stood. “Did you sleep well?”

“Fine, thanks.”

Lawrence reached out and tipped her chin up a little. “Does the tooth hurt?”

His touch sent tingles through her body, and Smoke shifted restlessly beneath her skin. Lawrence’s thumb stroked her cheek, and Smoke surged up, but this wasn’t the Change. It was something else. Chris tried to tell herself she didn’t like being touched… only she did. It felt so good. She gasped when Lawrence’s Presence roared out of him and into her chest. Their beasts met in an orgy of heat that slowly spread through her body. In her mind, a pair of wolves fought, biting each other playfully. Farris’ Presence rolled through her body leaving her panting. Slowly, the feeling ebbed, and she realised Lawrence had lowered his hand. 

Farris likes me. Smoke said, sounding smug. He thinks you and Lawrence should mate right away.

What just happened?

Farris came to visit me.

He can do that?

You felt his Presence within you. What do you think?

She still had a lazy smile on her face when she realised Lawrence was waiting for her to say something. “I… what?”

“The tooth?” Lawrence said with a knowing smile.

“Oh yeah… the tooth. It hurts? Yeah it sort of hurts a little. It didn’t heal like the rest, but… What did you do to me?”

“Didn’t you like it?”

“Oh yeah,” she said, and couldn’t help the shiver that ran through her.

Lawrence grinned. “Maybe I’ll show you how to do it one day. The tooth will be fine after your next change back from wolf form. Hungry?”

“Starving!”

Lawrence chuckled. “I’ll get you something. Make yourself comfortable. I won’t be long.”

Chris sat and checked out the back cover of Lawrence’s book. It was a romance novel about a homicide cop who falls in love with one of her suspects. She shook her head and put the book back the way she found it. She wouldn’t have pegged Lawrence as the romantic type. More like an action-hero fan.

It’s fate.

Don’t start that!

Start what?

You know.

She looked up to find Lephmann watching her. He had his portable computer before him, but she hadn’t heard him typing for a while now. She fidgeted under his gaze, knowing he had just witnessed something she would rather keep private. She needed to figure out what she felt for Lawrence before showing it to the world.

“Thanks for the clothes,” she said to cover her embarrassment.

A smile flickered and was gone on his face. “Lawrence is a better judge of women’s clothing than I will ever be.”

And of women, too?

Oh, do shut up.

“I should thank him, then.”

Lephmann did something with his computer. He put it aside and stood to make himself a drink at the bar. “Want something?”

“A beer would be good.”

Lephmann nodded and ducked briefly behind the bar. He came back up holding a bottle. “Will Empire do?”

Empire was the best. The Brits were good for more than governing Europe. “Empire is fine, thanks.”

Lephmann poured himself Glenlivet over ice, the scent very distinctive, and then returned.

She took the beer, popped the lid off with a thumb, and caught it midair. Lephmann raised an eyebrow at the display. He sat opposite her and crossed his legs to enjoy his drink. They sat in a companionable silence for a short time, drinking.

“Lawrence told me about your day.”

“A hard day.”

Lephmann nodded. “What do you think of Jonas?”

“A man of many parts,” she said, straight-faced. “He looks very cute in pink, but very scary in fur. A good man to have on your side—he would make a very bad enemy. He pushed me further than I thought I could go and taught me a lot of things about myself. Some of it saved my life.”

“I’m glad he did it, then. He likes you a lot.”

“You’ve spoken to him?”

Lephmann nodded again. “He called while you were sleeping, wanting to know how you were. I told him you were fine. You are, aren’t you? You didn’t have to kill anyone, and you managed to come away free of any entanglements.”

“Yeah, I’m okay. I have Toni’s word she won’t let anyone come after me. So I’m good. When you see Jonas again, you can tell him he doesn’t have to worry about me. I’ve learned my lessons.”

Lephmann stared hard into her eyes. “Have you, have you really?”

She nodded. “I know what it is to be a shifter now. I have to start living in their world. It’s my world too, now.”

“Thank all that’s holy for that. I never thought I would hear you say those words, Chris. Jonas isn’t the only one who will be relieved to hear that you understand that.”

“Oh?”

“Stephen was worried for you. I was too.”

Lawrence came back with a tray of food, and Chris used the opportunity to look away from Lephmann. He was making her uncomfortable with his talk of worrying about her.

She took the tray and tucked into the food. There were no pancakes this time. Lawrence had kept things simple with a big plate of burgers and a huge heap of fries. There was enough for three, but Lephmann said he’d already eaten. Chris ate most of it, with Lawrence helping out toward the end.

“Better?” Lawrence asked when she finished.

“I’m stuffed.”

“You needed it. The fight took it out of you.”

“Good thing Jonas fed me up before we left for George.”

Lawrence nodded. “Jonas knew what he was doing. You don’t want to get in a fight when you’re hungry, Chris. Bad things can happen.”

She had a flashback of the fight with Janine in the desert. The thought of what had nearly happened there threatened to sour her stomach. She forced the image of eating a Human heart out of her head by concentrating on the here and now.

“So,” she said. “Sanctuary.”

“Won’t be long now,” Lephmann said, checking the time. “Maybe twenty minutes.”

“Tell me about it.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Everything.”

Lephmann grinned. “Everything?”

“Sure. I don’t know anything about it, so I don’t know what questions to ask.”

Lephmann leaned back and interlocked his fingers in his lap. “Very well, let’s see. Have you ever heard of Roosevelt’s Folly?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“I don’t know what they’re teaching people in the schools these days,” Lephmann grumbled irritably, and began his lecture.

According to him, Congress had made repeated attempts to create a national park out of the Teton mountain range and its lakes in the late 1920s, but the elves blocked it. Congress had wanted to create a national park that would have swallowed up over 350,000 acres of forestland the elves held as sacred. After his success at declaring the Jackson Hole National Monument in ’43, President Roosevelt tried again, but the elves wouldn’t budge. Their refusal effectively killed the Teton National Park idea, and the entire area—now known as Grand Teton—became a no-go zone for humans.

“How big is it?” she asked.

“Including the town, Sanctuary spans well over a million acres. Most of it is densely forested, perfect for hunting in beast form—we are very careful to preserve game stocks. There are twelve peaks in the Teton Range; they’re ours as well. We have all six of the glacial lakes at the base of the mountains, and we also managed to lay claim to Jackson Lake including the old monument site.”

She whistled. “And you own all that?”

“Me personally?”

“Yeah.”

“Not hardly!” Lephmann laughed, and Lawrence grinned. “I might be president of the Society, but it doesn’t mean I own it or Techtron. I work for them; I don’t own them. No man does. I set it up that way on purpose. No one lives forever, Chris. I want the Society and Sanctuary to endure, not fade away when I’m gone.”

“Makes sense.”

“It’s perfect for shifters, Chris,” Lawrence said enthusiastically. “You’ll see.”

Lephmann nodded.

She supposed she would see. “How did you acquire the land if the elves were so hot to keep it for themselves?”

“Ah, now that’s a story in itself, but basically, Queen Caoilfhionn approached me about a partnership when I became President of Techtron and started NSPCL.”

Caoilfhionn was a name that very few people had not heard. She was Queen of the Unseelie elves, and had been for something like six hundred years. An inconceivably long time to Chris, but not to the elves, who were supposedly immortal. No one really knew for sure. Elves didn’t like talking about it.

She grinned. “I bet she read the contracts with a microscope.”

Lephmann sighed. “You have no idea how right you are. Legally, Techtron jointly owns Sanctuary in partnership with the Queen as representative for her court. Neither party can dispose of any part of the land without the other’s agreement—not ever. Caoilfhionn is a very shrewd woman. By simply signing a contract, she effectively buffered her people’s land from interference in both real and legal terms. Her people’s ancestral lands are now part of Sanctuary, an area that Human property law enforces. She thought that signing with a corporation like Techtron would make it harder for the government to play games with its treaties and agreements. I agreed with her, but more importantly, Myles did too. Techtron would tie the government in legal knots forever should it try anything here, and they know that.”

“And where does NSPCL come in?”

“The Society protects and maintains Sanctuary. The elves are silent partners—very silent. I haven’t heard a word from them regarding Sanctuary since we moved in, but they’re watching. I’m sure they’ll make their displeasure known should we do something to upset them.”

Chris had more questions, but just then the flight attendant joined them. He was pure Human and quite short, wearing dark trousers and a dark waistcoat over a white shirt. They had met only briefly just before takeoff.

“We’ll be landing shortly, Mr. Lephmann,” the flight attendant said.

“Thank you, Sam. Tell Charlie the flight was excellent as ever.”

“I’ll tell her, Sir.”

Lephmann closed down his computer and secured it on the seat beside him. Chris had asked him what he was working on at the beginning of the flight, but his attempt to enlighten her regarding the costs involved in the manufacture of AI computer components in zero gee had made her eyes glaze over.

She checked her seatbelt and then turned to watch out the window as they came in to land. The airport consisted of two runways with their attendant taxiways, a small air-traffic control centre with its standard but obsolete tower, a tiny comp that was little more than a waiting room for use in bad weather, and a cluster of warehouses and hangars with a huge Techtron logo painted on their roofs.

The pilot swung onto her final approach heading, slowed the plane to a crawl, and realigned her engines so that they hovered briefly before descending gently to the ground. Chris had to give the pilot her due; she was smooth. The bump as they came to rest was less than an elevator would have given them.

She unbuckled her seat belt and rose to her feet. David preceded her off the plane, and Lawrence came last.

“So this is Sanctuary,” she said, looking around.

Lephmann smiled. “No, this is an airport. The elves didn’t want it on their lands, but we wouldn’t have built it any closer for a number of reasons; security for one, privacy for another. The real Sanctuary is quite a few miles from here via road. Our people run the airport. They keep nosy outsiders away.”

Made sense. Shifters looking for a place to call their own, a place where they could be themselves without fear, wouldn’t want nosy humans wandering by. She closed her eyes and turned her face toward the sun. She didn’t realise that Lephmann had similar ideas until Lawrence chuckled. She opened her eyes to find him looking blindly into the sun.

“Listen to that silence,” Lephmann said, his eyes still closed.

“It’s great to be back,” Lawrence agreed and winked at Chris. “You want us to give you some privacy, David?”

Lephmann’s lips twitched. “Smart arse.”

She rolled her eyes in amusement. A familiar face was waiting for them by a dark green and expensive-looking, 4x4 SUV. Ronnie smiled and nodded to her when she approached, slapped Lawrence on the shoulder in welcome, and gave Lephmann a warm hug. Chris watched this, wondering if they were a couple. She couldn’t think of a tactful way to ask.

“Welcome back,” Ronnie said. “Geoffrey would have picked you up, but I thought I had better do it.”

“Good idea,” Lephmann said.

“Why?” Chris asked.

Ronnie shrugged. “You know, a woman alone with three men.”

“Oh puh-lease…” she said, rolling her eyes. “Give me a break.”

Lawrence chuckled and climbed behind the wheel. Ronnie joined him up front, leaving Chris and David together in the back.

* * *



24 ~ Sanctuary

By the time Chris finally arrived in town, her legs were stiff. The drive had been a tiring one and the day was well along. Lawrence found a space outside the guest house where they planned to stay, and pulled over. Chris climbed out and walked the stiffness from her muscles, taking the opportunity to study the town she would be calling home for the next few weeks.

Apart from its tiny size, Sanctuary—she had no other name to call the town—looked no different to hundreds of other small towns. That surprised her somehow, though she didn’t know why it should. Large or small, a house was a house, a bar was a bar. Shifters lived in cities and towns all over the Republic, and apart from certain telltale characteristics like their eyes and sometimes their teeth, they looked just like humans most of the time. So why should a town built by shifters for shifters be any different to one built by humans? No reason. No reason at all that she could see, but she still felt… well, almost let down by how ordinary Sanctuary seemed. If not for the towering peaks and tree-covered slopes visible over the roofs, she could have believed herself in any of a thousand small towns scattered throughout the Republic.

Sanctuary consisted of one major street, Main Street, which was simply a continuation of the road that had brought them here, and maybe a dozen cross streets. According to Lephmann, the town had a permanent population of less than two thousand, but a transient population that rose and fell with the seasons. The town was simply a place to supply visiting packs with a few basic necessities, and was somewhere to leave their belongings while they roamed the forests on four feet. Main Street had stores, guest houses, a few restaurants, and a fast food place. The homes built along the side roads were spacious and widely separated from one another. They had huge front yards, and she assumed they had big gardens out back. Seeing so much openness reminded her of Geoffrey’s explanation regarding shifter etiquette; they needed privacy. They certainly had that here. The streets were wide, the homes large, the gardens huge, and then there was that inviting view that almost begged to be explored.

A large stone-clad building dominated the end of Main Street. She thought it might once have been a school. She wondered what it was used for now; not for teaching, because she had never seen or heard of a shifter child.

Lawrence joined her. “What are you doing?”

She pointed out the building. “A school?”

“Oh, sure, there aren’t many kids there, but there are some.” Lawrence noted the look of outrage on her face. “What’s the problem, don’t you like kids?”

“I like them just fine, but shifters can’t have kids… can they?”

“Of course they can! You didn’t think we kidnapped and infected them, did you?”

She shook her head, blushing. “Course not.”

“You did!” Lawrence crowed. He burst out laughing, and had to struggle to stop. “I’m sorry, Chris, but your face…”

She growled, crossed her arms, and waited for an explanation.

“Sorry. Shifters can have children, but it’s a bit complicated. Carrying to term is really hard for our females because of the Change, but it can be done.”

“How do the kids handle it?”

“The Change you mean?”

She nodded.

“Thank the Lady they don’t have to deal with it. The beast won’t awake in them until puberty. The parents have to watch carefully for the first signs of it, and schedule the ritual on the first night of the next full moon.”

“That must be a bit of a worry.”

“A bit,” Lawrence agreed. “Hey, I forgot. Ronnie wanted me to come get you.”

“She did?”

“Yes. We have rooms here at Millie’s place. Ronnie wanted to introduce the two of you.”

Chris nodded and followed Lawrence into the guesthouse.

They found Ronnie with Lephmann chatting to a silver-haired woman. Chris guessed this was the friend Ronnie wished to introduce. The woman was a shifter and about sixty years old. She was wearing a colourful flower-patterned blouse tucked into a dark knee-length skirt, and was quite short. Ronnie was taller, and she was a short woman.

Chris reached out with her senses as Jonas had taught her, to sample the woman’s Presence, and found it surprisingly weak. Ronnie and Lephmann were acting very deferential, which was all wrong. Shifters did not defer to those weaker than they were. She slowed her approach; she didn’t like situations she didn’t understand.

Ronnie leaned forward and whispered something to her friend.

The woman turned toward Chris with a smile that faltered when their eyes met.

Chris frowned, unable to think of a reason for it.

“Millie Ryason, this is Chris Humber,” Ronnie said, oblivious to her friend’s sudden tension.

Chris closed the distance. “Nice to meet you, Millie.”

“Is it?” Millie asked. “You don’t remember me, do you? Perhaps that’s best.”

She frowned. Millie was vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t say where or when they had met. Why was it for the best that she not remember?

Millie turned and hurried behind the reservations desk to collect some keys. She tossed two to Lawrence. “Show Chris to her room, would you, Lawrence? I’ve put you two next to each other. Don’t forget, kids, dinner is at seven sharp.”

Lawrence nodded. He checked the numbers on the key tags and led the way.

As they walked, she tried to remember where she was supposed to know Millie from. It couldn’t have been recently or she would remember. Where had they met?

“Farris loves Sanctuary, Chris. He can hardly wait to show Smoke his favourite places. He says you’ll both like it here.”

The thought of so much emptiness reminded her of living on the farm and made her uneasy, but she was certain Smoke would enjoy it. Lawrence took a shortcut through the dining room, and then followed a carpeted hall toward their wing of the guest house. She hardly noticed her surroundings, so intent was she on dredging her memory for Millie’s face. Her steps faltered and her eyes flew wide as she remembered how she knew the woman. They had met a couple of months before she made detective. Twelve years ago…

 She and her partner had been patrolling Monster Central’s streets in their black and white when they received a call about a disturbance. Information was sketchy, but there appeared to be a robbery in progress at a restaurant owned by a Mr. Ryason. Ryason was a Human that had chosen to risk living among shifters in order to make a living. He and his wife, Millie Ryason, lived above their little restaurant on Trinity Street, and served their community with cheap drinks and meals.

When Chris reached the scene, she found the bodies of three men. All of them had died hard; something with sharp teeth had torn their throats out. She recognised two of them as AML sympathisers. They had caused trouble for her before.

Her partner shouted a warning, and she snatched her stunner free of the holster at her hip. She ran to join him as he headed for an adjoining street. There they found a shifter in wolf form mauling a man on the sidewalk. The wolf was Millie Ryason, but Chris hadn’t known that then. No one had known Ryason’s wife was a shifter, or rather, the authorities hadn’t known. The shifter community had of course, but they knew how to keep secrets better than anyone.

“Let him go or I’ll shoot!” she ordered.

Her partner fired without giving a warning, and the wolf howled in pain. It turned to rush them.

Chris opened fire, and must have put three out of five slugs into the wolf before it retreated. When they reached the guy on the ground, he had already bled out his life, but that wasn’t the end of the story.

Millie Ryason remained at large, spending her nights attacking AML supporters, killing them when she could, infecting them when she could not. She knew their friends would do her work for her by killing those she infected. The newsies screamed about a serial killer loose in the city, and task forces were set up to hunt Millie down, but before they could find her, the killings stopped.

Millie Ryason had vanished without a trace.

Chris turned back, and found Millie in the entrance to the dining room watching her. Chris hesitated. It had been a different time; a time when she wore a black uniform and did what she was told to do in the name of justice, even if that meant shooting unarmed shifters. Those days were gone. The woman who had done those things was gone long before she lost her humanity to Ryder in a dirty alley.

Millie nodded and smiled.

Chris nodded back, and hurried to catch up with Lawrence.

She joined him outside her door. He had opened it for her, but had not entered. She stepped inside, and saw the note on the bed. She snatched it up before Lawrence noticed, and read it quickly.

I have what you need.

Meet me behind the school at ten.

G.

She crumpled Geoffrey’s note and stuffed it in her pocket.

Lawrence dropped the key to her room on the nightstand. “Is there anything you need?”

She took off her coat and jacket, and threw them on a chair, before crossing the room to the door. She locked it, and faced him undoing the buttons of her blouse.

Lawrence watched intently. “Are you sure? What about Smoke?”

She chuckled. “Smoke has been pushing me to do this since we first met you.”

Lawrence grinned and took her in his arms. “She is a very discerning wolf. What about you, what do you want?”

She took possession of his lips with hers for a long kiss. “That will do for starters,” she said and smiled mischievously. She pushed him so that he fell back onto the bed, and then joined him for another kiss. “And now for the main course…”

Chris followed the path running along the outside of the school’s boundary fence, and met Geoffrey at what she felt like calling the edge of civilisation. Now that she knew of its dual purpose of providing fugitives a safe haven, while offering shifters somewhere to roam in safety, she wasn’t sure the appellation really applied to Sanctuary.

Geoffrey stepped out of the trees carrying a black nylon bag. His eyes shone like flashlights in the darkness. “Ryder crossed the border an hour ago.”

Border?

Sanctuary wasn’t a country; non-humans might populate it, but it was still part of the Republic. Lephmann, and now Geoffrey it seemed, acted as if that wasn’t so.

Would you prefer otherwise? Where else could we kill Ryder and not be arrested for it?

She frowned. You’re right. This way is better.

“I have what you asked for, Chris. I couldn’t get much ammo—you didn’t give me enough time—but there should be enough to get the job done.”

“How many is not much?”

“Sixty rounds.”

“Sixty!” she gasped. “Damn it, Geoffrey, sixty is nothing. I’ll burn through that in seconds!”

“Best I could do. I loaded the magazines so that every third round is silver. I had to have them custom made, Chris, you’re lucky to get that many.”

She nodded unhappily. It would have to do.

“Are you sure you don’t need me with you?” Geoffrey said, looking concerned.

“I’m sure.”

He nodded and pulled a hand-drawn map out of his pocket. He crouched, and spread it out on the ground. Chris willed her eyes to change, and the night brightened. She joined Geoffrey in a crouch and studied the map.

“We’re here,” he said, tapping the bottom edge of the map with a finger. “You need to follow the grade up to here.”

“Got it.” There was an X marking her destination. “What are these lines?”

“Game trails. Smoke will find them useful. Marty and his mate are using one of the cabins. There are quite a few of them up here.”

“I thought the elves didn’t like you changing stuff.”

Geoffrey shrugged. “A lot of them were already here, but we added more. As long as we build by hand and don’t bring in machines and high tech, they don’t seem to mind. The cabins are community property. We use them to store stuff while in beast form, or for shelter if the weather turns. You might meet other shifters on your way up. Be polite. Let Smoke handle everything and you’ll be fine.”

“I can be polite,” she said, feeling affronted. “When haven’t I been polite?”

Geoffrey shook his head. “Our beasts instinctively know when to lead and when to defer to another. Let Smoke have her way, and you’ll get where you need to be a lot quicker.”

She grunted noncommittally. “What are the cabins like?”

“Small. One room usually, rarely two, with a cellar and a loft. All log construction, no electricity—the town is the only place with power here. David had to talk fast to get the Queen to agree even to that. There’s a wooden-decked porch all round them, and only one door. The windows have shutters.”

“Sounds perfect.”

Geoffrey nodded. “When you get there, be careful of Rebecca.”

“Yeah?”

“You’ll be an unknown female encroaching on her territory. Keep your distance and explain why you’re there first thing. You don’t want her thinking you’re after her mate.”

She sighed. “I’ll tell her Ryder is on his way.”

“That should do it. What do you plan to do with them when Ryder turns up?”

She shrugged. “Keep them in the cabin I guess.”

“Can I make a suggestion?”

“Go ahead.”

“Put them in the loft. That should keep them out of your hair.”

“Why not the cellar?”

“Would you want to be trapped underground with Ryder looking for you?”

“Good point.”

Ready?

I am always ready.

I meant, do you understand the map?

I have told you many times that I know what you know.

I should have remembered.

Geoffrey rolled up the map and stood. Chris undressed and gave her clothes to him. He folded them neatly and put them in the bag for later. Standing naked before him, she took several deep breaths and nodded.

“Let’s do it.”

I come!

The muscle-ripping pain seared through her accompanied by an explosion of heat. She felt as if she was flying apart; her scream sounded distant as the Change took her. Smoke was elated at being allowed out, and Chris felt a little ashamed that she had begrudged Smoke her freedom. Her consciousness wavered, and Smoke surged forward to replace her.

Smoke scrambled to her feet and shook herself vigorously. It felt so good to breathe the air and feel the sod beneath her paws again. She wanted to run, she wanted to roll in the dirt, but there was something she had to do first. Ryder was coming, and they were destined to meet one last time.

“Good luck,” Geoffrey said. Smoke butted him playfully in the stomach. He grabbed the fur of her ruff and bent to look her directly in the eyes. “Be. Careful.”

Smoke felt like laughing; he was so serious. If he would but listen, Zelus would tell him that death was like the Change. It was just a passage to another form of existence. Chris had begun to see the truth of that. It had taken her a long time to acknowledge it, but then, she could be overly serious herself sometimes.

Geoffrey released her with a final pat. Smoke grabbed the bag with her jaws and dashed into the trees.

Smoke ghosted through the woods, silent as her namesake. The moon and stars lit her way as she ran. She had a long way to travel tonight, but she was surefooted and strong, and did not doubt she would reach the right place before dawn. The breeze of her passage through the trees brought her the spoor of another wolf—an old male past his prime. The spoor was days old, but she turned to follow it without slowing, knowing it would lead her to a game trail.

The miles flowed beneath her paws as the night progressed. She followed the game trail for as long as it went her way then abandoned it for rougher terrain when it veered back toward lower climes. Her pace slowed as she scrambled over rocky outcrops, and slowed again when she forced her way through the sometimes-dense undergrowth. She ran all the harder to make up the time when she finally left the obstacles behind. An owl hooted; its hunting disturbed by Smoke’s rapid passage through her domain.

Prey fled before her, as prey will when startled. A rabbit, a badger, another rabbit; lucky for them she was not hungry. Had she an empty belly, they would not have heard her before she pounced and made a meal of them.

The sounds of panting breath and pounding paws on earth became her companions. She met no other wolves. Though she sensed watching eyes in the darkness, she did not see them. She broke out of the trees into a clearing. The Moon’s meagre glow illuminated shadowy shapes standing motionless. A small herd of elk. They sensed danger, and heads turned toward her, but before their unease spread and caused them to flee, she had crossed the open space and submerged herself once more in the woods. That was the way of it for many hours. Loping through the trees was as natural to her as breathing. It took no thought, only action. Her body performed what was needful instinctively.

 Finally, she sensed the dawn approaching and slowed. She walked slowly along a well-used trail, knowing that she neared her destination. She stopped and sniffed the air. Wolves—perhaps the very ones Chris sought to safeguard from Ryder—had used the trail recently. She moved on, walking another mile, and found the cabin in the centre of a small clearing. It looked exactly as Geoffrey described it, and it was in the right place. The clearing was upslope of a lake, and the trees had been cleared far enough back to allow those within the cabin a clear view of it. She wondered if it the lake had a name. Probably it did; men liked naming things.

She circled the clearing, keeping to the woods as she scouted the area. There was no sign of Ryder, nor sign of any other shifter. The only scents fresh enough to matter belonged to male and female wolves. Their scents lay thick over the entire area, and she assumed they were the ones Chris wanted to talk with.

Smoke dropped the bag she had carried for so many hours and licked her lips. She was thirsty, and her mouth tasted foul. She had noticed before that manthings like Geoffrey’s bag often smelled and tasted awful. She wondered why that was so, and wondered if men knew or cared.

She sat on her haunches, watching the sunrise over the distant hills, and wished she did not have to leave yet. Running through the woods, and breathing the air as her kind was meant to do, felt so good. She wanted to run through the woods and never stop, but Chris would never forgive her if Ryder escaped. She huffed, a deep and sad sigh. She watched the night flee, mourning the coming loss of freedom, and started the Change.

* * *



25 ~ End Game

Chris awoke lying on her side in the woods. She had dreamed about Smoke running through the night, tireless and otherworldly. She wished she could see the herd of elk again; they had been a wonderful surprise. She pushed herself up, groaning as her joints popped, and looked around. There was a clearing just ahead and a cabin, just like in her dream. It had been no dream. Smoke had found Marty and Rebecca… maybe.

She dragged Geoffrey’s bag closer and dressed quickly, keeping constant watch on the silent cabin. It was past dawn; Marty and his girlfriend might wake and decide to leave. She needed them under wraps where she could keep an eye on them, not wandering the woods. Once dressed, she assembled her FP90 assault rifle. She had specifically asked Geoffrey to get it for her; she had carried one on riot duty her third year in uniform. She remembered how the FP90’s ejection port caused it to pull slightly to the right when fired full auto, but most of all, she remembered the kind of damage a 7.62mm round could do. The thought of shooting Ryder with it made her feel positively cheerful.

She finished the assembly, unfolded the stock, and sighted on the cabin briefly before delving into her bag for ammunition. Geoffrey had supplied three sixty round magazines. She loaded the rifle, and pushed the spares into the waistband of her pants where she could reach them quickly. Leaving the rest of her stuff in the bag for now, she climbed to her feet and approached the cabin.

“Stop there!” a man—Marty Preston, she hoped—shouted from within the cabin before she reached the porch steps.

She resisted the urge to raise her rifle. She left it hanging from her shoulder by its strap. “Marty Preston?” Silence greeted her. “My name’s Chris Humber. Jay sent me with a message.”

The door opened and a man matching Marty’s picture stepped onto the porch carrying a machete. She didn’t like that. Getting shot was one thing—she could probably heal a bullet wound now that Jonas had shown her how—but if Marty hit her with that thing, she could lose important parts of her anatomy. She stepped out of his reach as he descended the porch steps.

Marty studied her carefully. “I don’t know you. Who sent you, what pack?”

“I told you. Jay sent me.”

“He wouldn’t do that. He’d come himself.”

“He couldn’t. He sent me to say he was sorry.”

Over Marty’s shoulder, Chris saw a woman appear in the doorway. The woman—Rebecca Cairns, it had to be—came to the edge of the porch.

“Sorry for what?” Rebecca asked.

Marty frowned disapprovingly at his girlfriend, but echoed the question. “Sorry for what?”

Chris looked around at the woods. They were vulnerable standing out in the open. “Look, it’s a long story. Can we go inside and talk?”

“If you give me the rifle we can.”

She handed it over.

Marty seemed surprised at her easy acceptance of his demand, but then waved her toward the door. “Inside… we have coffee if you want it.”

She nodded, and entered the dimly lit cabin.

The one-room cabin was exactly as Geoffrey described it. It had one door, and a couple of windows still shuttered from the night before. Opposite the door were stairs leading to the loft where she assumed Marty and Rebecca had been spending their nights. There was an iron stove in one corner of the room radiating heat and the smell of the promised coffee. In the centre was a roughly made wooden table with benches on each side. The lamp on the table was unlit; the only light came through the open door.

Chris changed her eyes, and the room brightened as colours bled away.

“Sit,” Marty ordered, not quite pointing the rifle at her. “Becky, get the coffee.”

Rebecca grumbled but moved obediently toward the stove.

Marty sat opposite Chris with the rifle on the table between them. She carefully moved the barrel aside with one finger so that it no longer pointed directly at her. Marty let her do it, but kept his finger near the trigger.

“So talk,” Marty said.

“I know about Ryder.”

“So you know. So what?”

She shrugged. “So I know he’s after you. Look, I’ve had trouble with Ryder myself. You might say he made me the woman I am today. I went after him to settle things, and found him torturing Jay for information.”

Rebecca returned with three coffees and sat next to Marty. “How is he?”

“Dead.”

Rebecca’s eyes darkened.

Marty was more practical. “Jay wouldn’t talk.”

“He talked. He didn’t have a choice after Ryder got done with him. Jay could barely speak when I found him. He told me to tell you he was sorry.”

“Goddess comfort him,” Rebecca murmured with tears in her eyes. “What are we going to do?”

“Leave here, and go someplace else,” Marty said, pushing to his feet.

Chris slapped a hand on the rifle. “No! Ryder is already here. When I left town he was an hour behind me. You can’t run forever.”

“The hell we can’t!”

“He’ll hunt you both down.”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

She hissed in frustration. “I have some stuff with me to even the odds. Let me handle Ryder. If I fail, at least I’ll have softened him up for you.”

Marty shook his head. “I dunno…”

“Let her,” Rebecca pleaded, “let her, Marty. I can’t live like this. I’m so scared all the time I can hardly think anymore. Trust the Goddess to save us, Marty. Let Ryder come.”

“Nice sentiments,” Chris said scornfully, “but I’ll trust my rifle, thanks.”

“You’re not a believer?”

“I believe in the Lord and Lady, but if good people refuse to fight evil, it will lead them into the hells regardless.”

Marty sighed and shook his head as if he couldn’t believe he was considering staying. “Ryder isn’t evil, he’s insane.”

“Aren’t we all?” Chris muttered.

“I don’t mean shifter craziness, that’s just our nature. I mean really insane. He has bats in his belfry.”

She remembered Ryder’s insane laughter the night of her attack and shivered. “Whatever. When he gets here, I’m going to put him out of my misery.”

“And if you don’t?”

She shrugged. “If he kills me, I won’t make it easy for him. I’ll leave him easy meat for you, I promise.”

Marty looked sideways at Rebecca and she nodded. He sighed and pushed the rifle at Chris. “Okay. Where do you want me?”

She took her rifle back and flicked the safety back on. “I want you and your machete upstairs protecting Rebecca.”

“Good, ’coz you’ll have to shoot us to get us in the cellar.”

She nodded and rummaged in her bag. “I have four of these for the roof. I want them positioned so that Ryder can’t make a move without me seeing him.”

Marty picked up one of the remotes. “I’ll take care of it. What will you be doing?”

She held up a couple of spheres about the size of a silver dollar. “I’m going to spread some of these around the woods. I won’t be long.” 

When Chris returned to the cabin, she found Marty sitting on the bottom stair waiting for her. There was no sign of Rebecca. Chris retrieved the last remaining piece of kit in her bag—a Techtron NX12000S audiovisual headset. She activated it, and put it on. It had been a while since she had worn any kind of headset, and military gear was very different to her old crime scene kit. Her old headset recorded audiovisual impressions of what she saw around her, but this one displayed what the remotes on the roof saw. It could also give warning if the perimeter sensors she had seeded around the grounds detected a breach. The headset’s display covered her left eye, while her right viewed the cabin unhindered. Soldiers were trained to deal with the data input, but she found it disorientating. To help with that, she sat on the table facing the open door with her rifle, and closed her right eye.

“How long have you been a shifter?” Marty said, watching the door.

She kept her attention focused on what she received from the remotes, and didn’t turn to look at him. “Six weeks, I think.”

“You don’t feel that new. You’re strong.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“No pack?”

“Not yet, maybe never.”

Marty grunted. “You’ve still got a lot to learn if you believe that. Someone so strong should lead a pack. It’s what an alpha is meant to do. Some say it’s what they’re for, and why they’re so strong.”

She snorted. “I’m not looking for a pack. I’m single and mean to stay that way.”

“Never happen. We can’t live alone. You’ll see.”

I told you that.

I know you did.

So did Flint, remember—in your house with Barrows?

I remember.

Well?

Well, we have Lawrence and Farris.

Do we?

Don’t we?

He didn’t ask us to be his mate.

So far the sensors on the perimeter were reporting back green. They were basic devices with only two states: red and green. When they sensed something passing between them, they would go red on her display. She hadn’t asked for something with more abilities because there were too many variables to cover. Ryder could approach on foot in Human form, or he might choose wolf form. He could choose something in between that might fool a more intelligent sensor designed to protect humans against other humans. Ryder could change as much as he wanted, but he would not fool her sensors.

“How’s Rebecca?” she asked.

“Scared, but she’s holding up. I don’t want you thinking she’s weak or stupid. She’s not. She knows what could happen here.”

“I don’t think she’s stupid for trusting in the Lady. She’s just naïve.”

“You’re wrong, and I’m not just saying that because she’s my mate.”

She shook her head. Marty had undermined himself by protesting that way. “I thought she was your girlfriend.”

“Who told you that?”

“Ben Kirkwood.”

“Oh. I haven’t seen Ben in over a year. Not since Jay joined us. He probably didn’t hear the news because Jay left home about then.”

“That might be…”

A sensor turned red.

“Chris?”

She raised a hand. Another sensor turned red. “He’s here. Go upstairs and keep out of sight. Go!”

She watched as her sensors reported a breach in the perimeter. A red road began heading straight toward the cabin on her display. She watched intently for the first sighting, and suddenly, there he was. The remotes on the roof stopped cycling their output to her headset. Sector Two zoomed in and locked onto Ryder. He was standing on the edge of the woods watching the cabin. He was in Human form and unarmed. Not that he needed a weapon to kill her, but she was pleased just the same. She watched him watching the cabin, and stroked her rifle.

Ryder stepped out of the woods and ran for the porch. Chris ripped off the headset, tossed it into the corner, and trained her rifle on the open door. The moment he stepped into view, she fired. The magazine ran dry in less than four seconds. She let it fall to the floor, replaced it with a full one, and emptied it into the doorway. The second magazine ran dry, and she waited for some sign that her hunt was over. A creaking behind her broke the silence. She spun in place, the rifle already levelled, but it was only Marty and Rebecca at the top of the stairs watching her. She waved them back into hiding and quickly reloaded.

She approached the doorway warily and stopped. She stared at the empty decking of the porch, and her knuckles whitened as she firmed her grip on the rifle. She ducked her head out the door for a quick look, but there was no sign of Ryder. Her palms were sweaty; she dried them one at a time on her pants, and then stepped outside. There was blood splatter on the decking. She sniffed the air, turning slowly, and the smell of blood grew stronger. She edged along the porch keeping her back to the wall, and found a blood trail, but to her dismay, it stopped after a dozen feet. The woods beckoned beyond the end of the porch. She didn’t want to go out there, but she had to. Ryder was injured. Now was the time to take him down. Wait too long and he might heal before she found him.

She backed down the steps with her rifle aimed at the porch roof. It was the perfect place for Ryder to get the drop on her, but she descended the steps without incident. He wasn’t up there. She turned on the spot looking for something to indicate where Ryder was hiding.

“He ran off,” she said. Her heart sank when she realised it might be true.

You don’t know that.

“He’s heading back to town.”

You. Don’t. Know!

She felt like screaming in frustration.

Ryder’s quiet laughter made her drop to one knee and trigger a burst into the trees. Her heart hammered in her chest and a trickle of sweat made its slow way down from her temple.

I don’t think he ran away.

“I guess not.”

A twig snapped, and she turned that way. Her discipline held this time, and she didn’t waste ammunition by firing without a target. She had less than sixty rounds left to end this and only a third of them were silver. Not enough. Not near enough now that Ryder had time to heal up. She had to go in after him before he was back to full strength.

That’s what he wants.

“What else can I do?”

Make him come to us.

“How?”

Smoke had no answer for her and Chris had to make a decision. She stood and carefully approached the tree line. Her eyes penetrated the gloom easily. There was no sign of Ryder, but she did scent his blood. She smiled grimly and stepped fully into the forest. She crouched scanning the trees and undergrowth. Her nose picked up the smell of rotting vegetation, damp earth, crushed soil where someone had passed recently, and fresh blood again. She turned to follow the trail.

“You didn’t take my advice, Chris.”

She froze. He was close, too damn close!

“You shouldn’t have come. I didn’t want this. The Lady as my witness, I didn’t want this for you.”

“Then you shouldn’t have infected me!” she shouted angrily.

She put her back against a towering tree and listened carefully for movement. A breeze ruffled the leaves in her tree and Ryder moved. She didn’t see him, but she felt him. She swung on target—he had been approaching her back—and fired a long burst. He went down, but rolled behind a tree before she could finish him. She ran straight toward where she had last seen him, but he was gone again. This time the trail he had left was obvious. Directly away from the cabin.

She pursued.

Don’t rush to follow.

She kept running. “Why?”

That’s what he wants.

Why would he want… her steps faltered. He was leading her away from the cabin and those it protected. She turned to go back, and Ryder appeared about a hundred yards ahead of her. She fired, missed, fired again. He was gone in the blink of an eye. Lady he was fast!

“To your left!” Ryder yelled.

She dropped flat and turned that way. She saw nothing at first, heard nothing but his mad laughter, then he stepped out from behind a tree and she fired. As quick as he had appeared, he was gone.

“Flint would have killed me by now. She never really liked me you know.”

She peered into the undergrowth, trying to find him. “I don’t like you either. Are you saying you know Flint from somewhere?”

Ryder laughed. “You still don’t know what this is all about, do you? Flint always was good at keeping secrets, but I would have thought you would have dragged the story out of her by now.”

“I don’t like guessing games. You have something to say, say it straight.”

“I have a present for you.”

The muscles at her jaw bulged as she gritted her teeth. “You have nothing I want.”

“Don’t be too sure.”

“All I want is you dead.”

“I understand, but you’ll want this. I promise.”

She gasped and rolled to look the other way. His voice had come from behind her this time. How had he moved without her sensing it? She peered into the trees and thought she saw something on the ground. She licked her lips and got back to her feet to investigate. She crept through the forest and knelt beside the object. It was a wallet propped upright against a pile of leaves. Crouching beside it, she checked for signs of Ryder before picking it up and opening it.

She stared. “No…”

The wallet contained Ryder’s identification—his driving license and FBI identification. She stared at it, unable to believe what it meant. Flint had screwed her over. She shook her head, staring numbly at that impossible badge. She remembered speculating about what Ryder had been holding that day in DD’s cubicle. Well, they had been wrong. He hadn’t stolen a cop’s I.D to get his hands on the master key it contained. He had used his own. Flint had known who Ryder was. She must have known. That was why she had volunteered to handle the background checks and the profiling. Why had Flint really been assigned to the Shifter Slayings? Was it to help find Ryder, or was it to hide Ryder’s true identity?

Does it matter now?

She knew things about him, things that might have helped me find him before…

Before he attacked and I joined you. Do you hate me?

You know I don’t.

Then it doesn’t matter. Don’t let it distract you.

Smoke was right. What did it matter now why Ryder did what he did, or why Flint did what she did? All that mattered was living with the consequences.

“Right, you’re right.” She shoved the wallet into her pocket and looked warily around. “I don’t care what you were! It’s now that matters!”

Silence greeted her shout.

“Did you hear me you sonofabitch?” she shouted again.

He’s gone.

Realisation dawned. “He’s gone after Marty!”

I would if I were he.

Chris was already running back to the cabin. The clearing appeared before her and she orientated herself toward the cabin. There was no sign of Ryder, but she could hear the sounds of a fight. She sprinted across the open ground and into the cabin without slowing. She caught a glimpse of Ryder at the top of the stairs grappling with Rebecca. Chris stopped, raised the rifle, and fired.

Click!

She was out of ammo! She dropped the useless thing and dashed up the stairs just as Ryder threw Rebecca down them. They collided and tumbled back down. There was a crunch and Rebecca wailed like a child. Chris had no time to help the girl; she could hear the fight continuing upstairs. She shoved Rebecca off, and clambered up the stairs.

Ryder and Marty were in the bedroom. Ryder had changed into his wolf-man form, and the sight shocked her into stillness for a moment. Her nightmares surged to the forefront of her thoughts, but Marty’s shrieks brought her back to the here and now.

He wasn’t alpha. He only had two forms—Human and wolf with nothing in between. Worse than that, it meant he couldn’t heal himself as quickly. Ryder’s claws had already torn Marty to shreds. Blood covered his hands and arms where he had attempted to protect himself.

Chris changed her hands and attacked Ryder from behind. She buried the claws of one hand in his back and tried to reach around him with the other, hoping to pull him off Marty. He roared in surprise, rearing back in pain and Marty slumped to the floor out of the fight.

Ryder turned, dragging her claws out of his back. “We warned you to stay out of this.”

Before she could respond, he slapped her with his claws extended. A fiery pain exploded in her face and she flew across the room. She slammed into the wall, and slid down it, stunned.

Ryder turned back to deal with Marty.

Chris fumbled at her face, shocked to find her jaw broken and her cheek hanging in bloody strips. If he had hit her a little harder, he would have broken her neck. She wasn’t sure if she could heal something like that.

Let me out! Let me kill him for you.

She started to agree but caught sight of something that gave her hope. Marty’s machete lay upon the floor pushed partway under the bed. She lunged and grabbed it. It glinted in the light, wickedly sharp.

If this doesn’t work, you can have him. I promise.

Ryder was intent on what he was doing. She couldn’t be sure, but she thought Marty might already be dead. Ryder continued his ministrations regardless. He was slamming his fists into Marty over and over, snarling abuse at him with every strike as if unaware that Marty couldn’t hear him.

Chris ignored the pain in her face, and forced herself to her feet. She wobbled as she took a step, and the room spun in her vision, but she was determined that Ryder wouldn’t leave here alive. She raised the machete, but her shadow on the wall gave her away. Ryder turned and leapt at her just as she brought the machete down with all her strength. She went down under Ryder, turning her face away from his jaws, but he didn’t bite. He did nothing but pin her to the floor with his weight. She shoved him off, trying to ignore his staring eyes as his head lolled.

She scooted backward on her butt, her eyes fixed upon the machete where it had lodged in Ryder’s neck. She had hit him so hard that she had nearly decapitated him. He was dead. Thank the Lady he was dead! She raised a shaking hand to her face. The pain was making her feel sick and dizzy.

Probably concussion.

Let me fix it.

“Can you?” she said, slurring the words. “I’d appreciate it.”

Heat flared within, and her eyes bugged at the sudden pain that roared through her. It felt as if her head was going to explode. For an instant, fur covered her face, and she felt the bones of her jaw shift back into position. The heat faded and with it the pain. She touched her cheek and found it healed.

Chris worked her jaw from side to side. “Thanks.”

Marty isn’t dead.

“No?” She got to her feet and went to check. She felt for a pulse and found one. It was thready and fast, but there. “Marty?”

He groaned.

“Come on wake up, Rebecca needs you.”

He groaned again and his eyes flickered open. “Ryder?”

“Dead.”

He nodded and winced. “Oh Lady I hurt. I think I’m dying.”

He will die very soon if he doesn’t heal himself.

“Probably for the best considering,” she said callously. “I think Rebecca is hurt. Maybe dead, I don’ know.”

“What!”

“Ryder got her before I could do anything.”

“No!” Marty howled in grief, already his eyes were changing.

She stepped back as the Change took him, and stayed out of his way when the black-coated wolf he became ran out of the room. She glanced at Ryder one last time before following Marty out.

Rebecca was alive. Marty—healed but naked now that he had changed back to Human form—was tending to her. She had broken both legs when Ryder threw her down the stairs. Thinking Marty dead, she hadn’t tried to heal herself and had simply waited for Ryder to finish her off—the Lady’s will, she said. Her legs had healed by themselves, healed crooked of course. She couldn’t stand.

She is weak, no matter that Marty says different.

Chris nodded. Rebecca deserved the pain she would receive when Marty got around to breaking her legs to set them properly. Her mate could have died while she prayed to the Lady for help. Chris shook her head at the thought and headed for the door. Behind her, Rebecca cried and Marty stroked her hair, mumbling consolingly.

Descending the porch steps, she took a deep breath of pine-scented air to flush the stink of blood and death out of her lungs. She looked toward the lake. It really was a great view.

Want to go for a run?

Can we hunt?

She nodded. If you want to. Do you think Farris would like to join us?

I think he will hunt us down if we don’t go back and ask him!

She laughed; it felt good.

* * *



Epilogue

The night was dark and chill in the city and most people were thinking of their beds, but not Chris. She was waiting for someone. The alley across the street from Area 51 was the perfect vantage from which to watch the club. Her breath smoked, hanging about her head in the cool night air, and she shivered. She tucked her hands under her arms and leaned a shoulder against the wall.

“You know, I think we should get a bike.”

?

“A really fast bike.”

How fast?

She grinned. “Oh, I don’t know—one-ninety plus maybe.”

Is that faster than Lawrence’s Viper?

“Oh yeah, and the acceleration is way better. Interested?”

Can we afford it?

She chuckled and shook her head. “You sound like I used to.”

Can we?

“We should be able to pick up something decent if we cash in my insurance policy. Ryan will know someone we can talk to. What do you think?”

I like to go fast.

Chris nodded. She had always enjoyed it too. “I know you do. It’s settled then.”

She turned her attention back to the club, keeping watch for Loco. Stephen gave her the tip that Loco would be here tonight, but so far, there was no sign of him. Stephen was reliable, but no one could be right all the time. It looked as if this was one of those times. She checked her watch and decided to wait another hour.

What are we going to do about Flint?

She shrugged.

You do still carry Ryder’s badge in your pocket.

She did. It was her talisman against nightmares. Whenever she looked at it, she remembered that Ryder couldn’t hurt her anymore. He was dead and buried, buried by Marty in the woods at Sanctuary.

“Dave said Flint left while we were out of town.”

We could find her again and ask her what Ryder meant. Do you think she knows?

“She knows all right. I knew from the first she had her own agenda. I just didn’t know what it was.”

Do you now?

She grimaced. “You know I have some guesses, but that’s all they are. I think OSI sent Ryder after someone at Collard. That’s my guess. When he screwed up so spectacularly, they sent Flint to cover up the mess.”

Do you still want to know the truth?

“You know I do, but…” she sighed, “Ryder is dead, Smoke. What good is the truth to either one of us now? You’ve heard the expression: curiosity killed the cat?”

We are wolf, not cat.

“Smart arse, you know what I meant. Besides, the truth isn’t all that great when you come right down to it. It can hurt. I say we let sleeping dogs—or wolves if you like—lie.”

If that’s what you want.

“I think it is… for now at least.”

It was after one in the morning when Loco showed up in a cab. She decided to wait until the car left before confronting him. Loco paid the driver and the cab drove off, but before she could do anything, a shadow near the club came to life and greeted him warmly. She stared. It was Tina! It was obvious she had no fear of Loco. She ran to him and they kissed.

She shook her head in disbelief. “Hear that splash? That’s my plan going down the drain.”

She doesn’t look like she needs rescuing to me, Smoke said in amusement. She knows exactly what she wants and how to get it.

She nodded silently. “She doesn’t need us.”

She watched the young lovers walk arm in arm through the doors of the club, and did nothing. She shoved her hands in her pockets and walked away.

TC would be pleased to hear the outcome had been peaceful. It meant his truce with the Alley Dogs would continue to hold. No one had heard from Trigger or Cruz, and she didn’t expect anyone ever would again. They were probably buried in the desert somewhere outside George AFB. She wouldn’t ask, but she bet Pederson could show her exactly where, Jonas too.

The streets were empty, not a cab in sight, but although it was a chilly night it was pleasant enough for a walk. The stars and a sliver of moon were clearly visible in a cloudless sky. She stopped to stare, wondering what Ken would have said the stars held in store for her future.

A long life, a strong mate, and a very fast motorcycle!

She laughed.

A car turned into the street and slowly approached. The headlights dazzled her, but the familiar rumble of its motor gave her a thrill of anticipation. It pulled up next to her.

“Need a ride?” Lawrence said, leaning out of the viper.

She smiled and crouched beside the car to look at him. “Where you headed?”

“Wherever you want.”

“Yeah?”

He nodded. “You want to drive?”

She laughed. He didn’t need to bribe her into his car. She trotted around the viper and got in the passenger seat.

“You drive,” she said, putting on her seat belt.

Lawrence kissed her, his lips tasting of Farris and the world faded. For a time, there was only the feel of his lips upon hers, but finally he pulled away a little. He smiled and caressed her cheek gently with the backs of his fingers. “Where to?” he asked, his voice gone husky with desire.

“Somewhere we can be alone.”

“I know the perfect place,” he said, and turned his attention to driving fast.

The viper leapt ahead, and Chris smiled.

  * * *
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