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Chapter 1
 
   Koko
 
   The first day of my new life was off to a rocky start.
 
   Federal agents posted behind ballistic shields and held the line against a mob spewing insults, spittle, and random projectiles. When crowd control sprayed the rioters with a fire hose, they dispersed like alley cats.
 
   The security guard at the iron gate assessed me through his gas mask. More feds stood alongside, fully armed and wearing vacant expressions. My truck idled loudly while he scanned my badge. 
 
   “Koko what?” he said.
 
   “Just Koko. What’s happening out there?” 
 
   “It's Sunday. Business as usual.” 
 
   He scrutinized my credentials. A pause followed while we both recognized his opportunity to give me a hard time. I look like a truck-load of dumb muscle: seven and a half feet tall, surpassing three hundred-fifty pounds. I maintained the bulk despite my age because I did not have a life outside of the gym and law enforcement. My bigness and blackness were off-putting even without the name. 
 
   He buzzed my RFID tag and verified my firearm met federal regulations before letting me pass. Law required all guns to be tagged in order to monitor the device’s activity. The weapon felt more like a nagging crone than protection.
 
   After parking, I realized he’d sent me to the pedestrian entrance. Instead of driving through the security station again, I used it as an excuse to explore. 
 
   The Federal Bureau of Human Safety building opened immediately to huge lobby with a dome ceiling. A small fountain offered a soothing trickle to accompany the scent of orchids. Classic Beethoven played in the background. Tropical fish swam in oversized tanks while civilians lounged in plush blue chairs. 
 
   The room was a sugar-coated placebo. 
 
   All the feds wore suits, but I had not. Santi, my contact, had said to dress casual and I believed him. Jeans, a black button-down shirt. Now I was wishing I brought a proper jacket. 
 
   A middle-aged woman who’d been arguing with a clerk began to cry. Immediately, a female agent came to lead her away from prying eyes. 
 
   Hard to maintain a Zen façade with women bawling their eyes out. 
 
   A man with curly blond hair, wearing khakis and a polo shirt, flashed baby pictures to an older receptionist. He looked like a civilian wanting information, but I recognized him.
 
   I prayed he'd put the pictures away before I got there. Not that I didn't like kids, but I didn't want to be forced to mumble complimentary drivel about a jagged-toothed, cross-eyed two year-old. 
 
   “Hi, I'm Keats,” he said. He put the billfold away, thank goodness, and stuck out his arm.
 
   I shook the hand. His grip was hard and eager. Mine was as soft as I could make it without letting my fingers fall off. Keats shook quickly, absent show-boating. 
 
   “Does everyone call you Koko? No nickname?”
 
   “It is my nickname.”
 
   “Oh. What's your birth name?”
 
   “Koko.”
 
   “Right. Uh, the elevator is this way. Help me with the muffins and coffee. It's my day to supply the team with caffeine and sugar on account of me only working one Sunday a month. Since you're the rookie, you've been volunteered to bring treats tomorrow.”
 
   Thirty-nine years old, and I was the rookie again. Climb one ladder only to find myself at the bottom rung of the next. He passed me a box of sweets and a coffee carrier with six cups. As soon as we left the lobby, the music faded, the feel-good décor stopped, and the walls were government issue beige. A change for the better. 
 
   Keats bustled along and spouted questions.
 
   “What part of Phoenix are you living in?”
 
   “Sector six. I found a place right off the freeway on the avenue side.” I had arrived yesterday and hadn't unpacked. The neighborhood was desolate. Shoes hung from power lines, acting as calling cards for drugs or gangs. Drive-up liquor stores and pawn shops decorated every street corner. However, the door was solid, the windows had bars, and it offered a lot of space for the price. 
 
   “Stay away from the freeways, I'm telling you. The extra drive will be worth it to live in a better neighborhood. Besides, most utilities, especially electric, are shoddy down Illegal Alley. The walls are like crepe paper. Thugs and felons lurk around in broad daylight. No one follows the curfew. I can't imagine trying to raise children in such places. Do you have kids?”
 
   God, not the photos. “No.”
 
   “I've got two.”
 
   “Congrats. How many agents are on the team?” 
 
   “With you, five. Here’s our floor. Hi, Daisy!” He waved to a middle-aged woman in an unflattering green dress, wearing a headset, and sitting with her cupcake ankles extended. “Daisy is our dispatcher. She handles five teams including ours. Daisy, this is Koko. He's new to us.” 
 
   “Oh, what a cute name. I love chocolate,” she said. “Not a racial thing, mind you. Or a sexual thing. Uh…excuse me, I have a call.” 
 
   “She's nice,” Keats said. “New Catholic, and she certainly prefers sweets. Especially those chocolate truffles with salted tops. Helpful hint: if you buy her a box of those before she works double shifts, she’s less likely to curse at you over the radio.”
 
   I figured we'd go to the office, but Keats introduced me to literally everyone we passed, including the mail carrier. Sure, on my first day I expected to meet a lot of new faces, learn procedure, and get a feel for office politics, but there was a limit. A half an hour to walk across the desert-toned floor divided into large team rooms. The coffee was lukewarm by the time we stopped in the doorway of a large office containing eight desks, four empty. Two men and a female sat around, and I remembered them from a joint SWAT and FBHS raid.
 
   I first noticed Oracio Gracie, called Rosco. He wore a fuchsia shirt, not a color I'd wish on any man. The top few buttons were undone, revealing the valley between his pecs. Cosmetic gym goer, gold jewelry, pretty boy with Hispanic heritage. Quick research had revealed his shooting scores were as jaw-dropping as his shirt. 
 
   Kaidlyn Durant sat Indian-style on her desk, wearing jeans and a black thermal. Her pushed-up sleeves revealed scarring along her forearms, and the high collar didn’t quite cover old tissue damage across the entirety of her throat. Her brown hair was tangled under a Cardinal's cap. 
 
   She single-handedly represented all female agents in the bureau who were both alive and active after multiple years of service. I knew for a fact she had balls. I’d seen her stand her ground against a hoard of starving wolves. She also wrote a rather eloquent reference letter which helped me transfer from SWAT to the bureau. 
 
   She chatted with Andreas Sarakas while he pushed through paperwork. His wrinkled forehead and sullen gaze made me think she was having fun at his expense. Or she was in the way, because it was his desk she perched on. 
 
   “Morning!” Keats said. “Koko has arrived. So have the doughnuts.”
 
   “How's your arm?” Durant said. I’d forgotten the mild green of her eyes.
 
   “Good.” I clenched my fist, rotated it, showing a full range of motion. I nearly lost the use of my gun-hand due to a severe compound break. Came close to scouting retirement options. I still felt the injury tighten.
 
   “Good.” She looked wrecked: weight loss, tangled hair, and tight eyes.
 
   “Like the crowd?” Rosco dug for a doughnut. “They started early today.”
 
   “Happens a lot, I take it,” I said.
 
   “Yeah. It's worse nowadays. Our bag-rate has been down since that vampire made a statement about mutt rights. People forget so quickly. If we're not saving them from the gaping maw of death, they get politically lackadaisical and bitch about taxes. Ungrateful, to say the least.”
 
   “Hypocritical is what.” Durant finished her old coffee and reached for a new cup. “They discard their freedom for the illusion of security. Not to mention they have no clue about what we do, and how downright un-American it is to pay taxes these days.”
 
   “We kill bad guys. They've got a pretty good clue about that,” Keats said.
 
   “Bad guys? What, like cowboys and Indians?” she snipped.
 
   “They forget what we've done for them,” Rosco said.
 
   “And to them, if it's convenient,” she said.
 
   “Whose side are you on?”
 
   “My side. On account of me always being right.”
 
   Sarakas gave her the pastries and changed the topic. “Kaid, you'll be showing Koko around.” 
 
   “Huh.” She grabbed two doughnuts and passed me the box.
 
   “No, thank you,” I said. She narrowed her eyes and emphatically nudged me with the carton. Stared. Waited. With my metabolism teetering on the edge of old, I couldn't eat crap. “I don't want one.” 
 
   “He doesn't want one,” Keats said. 
 
   She wrinkled her nose and passed the box to her left.
 
   “Do you have Ag rounds yet?” she said. 
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “If you're with me today, baby, you'll carry more than lead.”
 
   I ignored the fact that she called me baby. “No probationary period, then?” 
 
   She snickered. “You transferred from active law enforcement. Plus, you’ve seen a mutt in real life. Hell, you tackled one! Your training will be comprised of a thirty-minute law review and a ten-minute weapons test. All you need to do is shoot the bad guy. Try to make sure it's a mutt first, but that's actually optional these days. Isn't that right, Rosco?”
 
   “Go to hell,” he said.
 
   “Amateur.”
 
   “Fabio was a mutt! He was a scuzzy, fuzzy, twitchy homicidal mutt!”
 
   “He was a coke addict, you twink!” Durant said. “Twitched all the time!”
 
   “Fuck you.” His face reddened. He slapped a stack of files off his desk and stormed to the door. She opened her mouth and started to follow, likely to get herself shot.
 
   “Kaid, shut up.” Sarakas grabbed her arm. “Guns were drawn and the dude was twitching. What was Rosco supposed to do? Exactly what he did.”
 
   “The ass is going nutty.”
 
   “And you're doing everything you can to push him over the edge. You’re behaving like a snarky little sister who can't keep her mouth shut.”
 
   “Maybe take your hand off me before I tear out your eyeballs. I know what you're doing.”
 
   “Are you listening?” He squeezed her arm.
 
   Her face grew as blotchy as Rosco's, and she pulled out of Sarakas’ grip. She turned and kicked his desk. It slid ten feet and hit the wall, papers scattering, computer continuing its forward momentum. Nice kick.
 
   She glared. Her eyes boiled with anonymous, unfocused rage. Last fall, when we hunted poachers together, she had acted more professional.
 
   “You need silver,” she said. “I’ll be back.” She grabbed two more doughnuts and stormed out the door. Sarakas looked at me and shrugged. 
 
   “There usually isn’t this much drama,” Keats said. “It's been a long day.” 
 
   It was nine in the morning.
 
   “We’ve had a rough year,” Sarakas said. “Lost some colleagues. Worse, Durant has become an easy target for every sociopolitical psycho in the city.”
 
   “Heard about the bomb,” I said.
 
   “And the body parts?” Keats waved an uncomfortable hand across his chest. “Someone dismembered several women and wrote Kaid’s name on the remains.” 
 
   “Next time, it would be easier to eat the doughnut,” Sarakas said. “She distrusts people who don't like junk food.” 
 
   Rosco returned when the coast was clear. He carried files, and his temper seemed to be in check. “Dude, I think she’s knocked up.”
 
   Sarakas snickered. “Not possible.”
 
   “You saw that hunk of meat she's been f—”
 
   “Hey,” Keats said.
 
   “—seeing,” Rosco finished.
 
   Sarakas laughed like he knew what kind of panties Mother Theresa wore. I didn't care how much the broad ate, provided she did her job and didn't distract anyone from business. If she was pregnant, she better know when to call it quits, because I didn't want to work alongside a weepy, hormonal woman wielding both a temper and a gun. 
 
   Sarakas’ laugh got on Rosco's nerves.
 
   “What gives?” he said.
 
   “Nothing.” Sarakas turned around and fiddled with stuff on the desk. His coloring looked Italian or Greek, and his muscle was the practical sort. Tall, slim waist, triangular. He carried three guns: one on each hip and an ankle holster behind the hem of his jeans. He passed me an earpiece for communication.
 
   “Koko, choose an empty desk. Santi will load you up with potentials, and you'll make house calls in your spare time. We go out in pairs or threes to monitor cases, troll the neighborhoods, and respond to calls. Rounds, emergency response, and paperwork. Over and over, the paperwork.”
 
   Durant returned and gave me a heavy box of ammo and spare mags. She’d noted my firearm and pulled accordingly.
 
   “Carry four spare mags and one in the breach. At least four on your person at all times. Hell, even in the shower. Bureau keeps the Ag rounds in lockup. You receive a weekly allotment based on your usage and kill rate. Load up.” 
 
   She watched as if she didn't trust me to load a mag, and then I realized she was interested in how I handled the bullets, checking to see if I had the fine motor skills after a compound fracture in my forearm.
 
   “Lykos are unpredictable,” Sarakas said. “Some take three bullets, some take thirty-three.”
 
   “I’ve heard the term lykos and mutt,” I said. “Which is appropriate?” 
 
   “Lykos is the polite, official term meaning wolf,” Durant said. “’Mutt’ is a lot like saying ‘nigger.’”
 
   “Kaidlyn!” Keats chastised. “You can't say that to Koko.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Keats hissed the obvious. “He's black!”
 
   “Then he should understand the import,” she said.
 
   “Sorry,” Keats said to me.
 
   “I'm good. Go on, Durant.”
 
   “It’s a modern slur. Use the term lykos in official paperwork, which you will file every time you discharge your weapon, engage a potential, or make contact with blood contaminants. Blood contact requires pictures of the area and skin, which is why the camera on your phone automatically uploads to our office database. No porn, please. Got it?”
 
   “No porn.” 
 
   She grabbed another doughnut, like her seventh, and I figured either she was pregnant or had a tapeworm.
 
   “Let's go,” she bossed. “Scoot, scoot.”
 
   As a woman in a man's world, she probably felt required to be a bitch: throwing her weight around, seeing what I'd give her, testing my mettle. I waited long enough for her to start thinking about what she'd do if I didn't move. Her eyes narrowed like she’d kick me. Finally, I lumbered out of the office.
 
   We took the stairs to avoid the lobby, which was fine by me. In the parking garage, I took the lead.
 
   “The heck are you doing?” she said.
 
   “My vehicle is over here.”
 
   “Nice try, but I'm driving. Get in the truck.” She hooked her thumb at a silver truck built like it might go head-to-head with a freight train.
 
   “Nice,” I said. “Mine's bigger.” 
 
   She snorted. “I bet it is.” She got in and didn't leave me much of a choice. If driving made her feel better, fine. I came to do a job, and she would not rile me. I climbed in, happy my knees didn’t bump against the dash. Our elbows rubbed when she put the truck in gear, and we simultaneously withdrew.
 
   We navigated the parking garage and pulled out onto the street. The crowd regrouped after another hose-down. A woman holding a Dogs don't have souls sign slapped a woman holding a God's Creatures Are Precious sign. Hair-pulling and scratching ensued.
 
   “The PETA chick is totally going to win.” Durant laughed. “Vegans are freakin' mean. A hundred-percent off their rocker, too. Mostly, they win. Until the Methodists show up.”
 
   The PETA woman drew first blood with a hay-maker to the other woman's brow. Broke skin above the eye. The red gush startled them both, separated the fight, and then the religious one lunged. They tussled on the ground. A lavender pump flew through the air. The crowd joined, and it became an all-out brawl.
 
   “Why haven't I seen this on the news?” I said.
 
   “Makes the building look messy and chaotic. Big Fed doesn't want itself seen that way, y'know, out of control. Embarrassing.”
 
   I didn't comment.
 
   “You're carrying the company standard firearm.” 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Doesn't seem like you.” 
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “Hmph.” She picked up a coffee cup only to discover it empty. “Pit stop.” 
 
   She swerved like a madwoman into a coffee franchise drive-through. She also didn't ask if I wanted anything, probably punishing me for rejecting the doughnut. While she tapped her fingers on her knee and waited for coffee, she stared at me. Perused all the itty bitty parts until I thought maybe she was reading my genome.
 
   “Folks don't last long in this job,” she said. “Those who last—the ones who don't get killed right off, I mean—tend to retire or transfer within three months.”
 
   I'd seen the stats and didn't care. She wanted to scare me. 
 
   “Why the turnover, you ask.” She waited. “That's your cue.”
 
   “Why the turnover, I ask?”
 
   She chuckled and accepted coffee from the attendant. “Most cops don't fire their weapons but twice a year. SWAT uses theirs more often. Us? We use our weapons every week. Every single one of us. Used to be nearly every day. And it's not like soldiering. They train us up as if we're going to air-drop onto foreign soil and protect American civilians from commie devils. 
 
   “The truth is nothing like that. These creatures can be neighbors, family, and minors. We aren't killing enemies of the Constitution, hell, we don't have that luxury. We kill monsters who happen to be people, folks with no intention of hurting anybody or even getting a parking ticket, and then a disease makes them crazy. Can you shoot civilians because they’re infected with a highly-contagious, forbidden ailment? Not everyone can handle it. Doesn't matter where you came from, what you did, how many perps you shot down. This is different.”
 
   I didn't respond. I didn't care about everyone else who couldn't handle the job. Didn't mind how many people died before me or how many would die after me, and she couldn't jostle me with cheap antics. Sob stories wouldn’t make me turn in my tags. 
 
   However, her speech revealed she'd taken the job under the banner of patriotic idealism and had since become disillusioned, combative, and tired. Instead of replacing her dead team members, it was possible Big Fed brought me here to replace Durant. 
 
   She gulped down the coffee. The bitter woman was excessively caffeinated. 
 
   “Figured you might retire after the last incident,” she said. “Not growing any younger, are we?”
 
   Easy for her to say. She looked all of twenty-five under the scars.
 
   “Did you arrange a living will?” she said. “You don't want to get gummed up without a plan. No telling how long they'll keep you in a vegetative state. Wilkes didn't sign, and they let an accordion breathe for him for four months. Long time to be drooling and stupefied.”
 
   I assumed she'd give up trying to intimidate me if I didn't respond. Not so.
 
   “Eating through a straw. Pissing the same way. Some overweight grumpy nurse with cigarette stains on her fingers turning you over so your ass doesn't blister. Probably a herd of nurses, given your size. Hefting your doodles to wash your scrote. And then the bedpans—”
 
   “I’ve got a will, Durant. You gonna drive?”
 
   She put the truck in gear, tore out of the lot, and turned on loud rock music.
 
   “Curious about where we're going?”
 
   I wasn't. I assumed she would shuffle me through useless tasks, do some sight-seeing, and maybe lead me around a graveyard telling ghost stories. Kid stuff. The way she drove though...that was scary.
 
   “We're going to the gun range. I want to watch you shoot for a bit.”
 
   Better than I expected. Maybe today wouldn't be a waste of time after all.
 
   Her earpiece squawked importantly. She ignored it. Her phone went off. She picked it up, and I turned down the music.
 
   “No way, Daisy. I got the new guy here. First day out. C'mon, don't do that to him.” Despite arguing, she veered and turned around. After nearly killing us in oncoming traffic, she hung up. “Strap in, Koko. We're going to see Ms. Baker. Today is the anniversary of her daughter's death, and her temperature warbled ten degrees. She’s never spiked so high. We happen to be closest. Lucky us.”
 
   I tried to read the severity of the situation. Durant had a decent mask: hard mouth, solid eyes, no abnormal coloring or breathing. She swerved around a stop sign, took to the sidewalk, and cut some time from our route.
 
   “Now, there aren't many certainties when dealing with mutts. The best we can do is recognize trends. For example, younger females don't last long before they flip out and bleed folks. Attribute it to all those hormones and teenage angst. For whatever reason, they're meaner and hungrier than their male counterpart. Someone told me it's because females need larger food reserves and more body fat to feel comfortable enough to reproduce. I think that's malarkey. Either way, older folks are harder to contaminate and easier to manage. Baker has been a potential for almost a year, yet this is the first significant temp spike. A potential, by the way, is anyone who might have the disease.”
 
   “No way to know for sure?”
 
   “Not that we’ve found. L-strains don’t show in blood-work. We can’t prove the disease exists, except we get to see mutts dressed in fur. We watch for erratic biomarkers like heart rate, adrenaline dumps, and temperature fluctuations.”
 
   “How do we know when it's serious?”
 
   “Always assume it’s serious.”
 
   She drove right up to the door and squinted at the house, but she didn't pull her weapon. Daisy yammered about temperatures and heart rate, but Durant pulled out her earpiece and tucked it in her pocket. 
 
   “Bad enough to go in hot?” I said.
 
   “Depends.”
 
   “On what?” We left the vehicle. 
 
   “Mostly on whether or not you hear screams. Follow and watch.” She looked up at me. “And try to look small.”
 
   My eyes narrowed. She strolled to the door and entered without knocking. 
 
   “Good morning, Ms. Baker. Smells wonderful in here. Is that your famous key lime pie?”
 
   Quaint house, extremely clean, no sign of pets or debris.
 
   Ms. Baker sat at the dining table. Her pink paisley house dress was sunny and cheerful. Her hair was done, make-up on. Photographs spread out on the table. Pumps sat on the chair next to her. Odd. She lifted her teacup and took a sip. At first glance, I thought she'd overdone the blush—old women tend to—but her skin was dewy, feverish. Temperature spike, or hot flash?
 
   Durant walked to the left of the table. The women stared at each other, sharing a gaze pregnant with subtext. “You've got lovely grandchildren, Ms. Baker. Why don’t we have a slice of pie while you tell me all about them?”
 
   A slow, sad smile slid onto Ms. Baker’s face.
 
   Then shit happened.
 
   In one instant, the old woman blinked and Durant cleared the holster. When gunfire ceased, a monster weighed down the kitchen chair. 
 
   A riot of breath smacked my lungs. 
 
   My heart thudded like a battle drum. Skin tingled, sweat started on the small of my back. Fear, a rancid smog. Mrs. Baker’s canine head bled next to the teapot, and a slurry of bullets leaked out the back of her oversized skull. I was accustomed to reacting quickly, but hell. From the holster to reload before I could say, Lord, but my balls are sweating. 
 
   I hadn’t fired a single round.
 
   I hadn't seen a thing. 
 
   Okay, not true. Baker looked ready to sneeze, and then the disease broke through her polite exterior. Fur covered her engorged muzzle, and her bones didn’t fit.
 
   In all the horror movies, the monster stops being scary as soon as it steps into the light. They lose power and become pathetic and rubbery like bad animatronics. Not lykos, not in real life. The beast was huge. Head alone had to weigh fifty pounds. I didn't know I could still feel that hair-raising, spine curdling fear that made me want to relieve myself and level the room with an M249. I'd seen mutts before and thought I was ready for it, but the docile ol' lady caught me by surprise. 
 
   I fought to subdue my heart rate and gain control over the foreign trembling in my fingers. My scarred forearm twitched like a snake. 
 
   Monster eyes stared at me, dead, dark and changing like a mood ring as heat faded. Chances were good I’d die doing this job. At the end of the day, I was Little Miss Red Riding Hood.
 
   The spray from the back of Baker’s head mucked the curtains. Bits of brain and bone adorned the bloody sludge. 
 
   “Goddamn it.” Durant’s mouth was as hard as a metal rod. Her teacup grip whitened her knuckles. Her nostrils flared. She performed a tactical reload and slammed the mag into place. Then she looked at me and laughed.
 
   “What?” I said. 
 
   She tipped her chin at my gun. Ages ago, I had lost some of my finger, and my stumpy pinkie stuck out.
 
   “Like an English dandy drinking tea.” She guffawed while Mrs. Baker bled all over the doilies. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   Koko was trouble. I smelled it on him like mace and saw flares of hawkish perception in his droopy eyes. Originally, I had wanted him in the FBHS. I mean, he tackled a full-blown mutt to save me. Damned hardcore. I had written him a sterling recommendation letter, but now I wanted him gone. 
 
   I was already walking on a minefield. If Rosco stopped spiraling long enough to think, he'd see what I was. He's that good. Keats won’t figure me out. He's got me on a pedestal as if I’m the holy matron of FBHS agents. 
 
   Koko, however, could be the end of me.
 
   The first moment I sniffed him, I thought, if I needed to kill Koko, I'd do it in a quiet, isolated place where I could take my time eating, enjoy the tender bits, and crack through to the marrow.
 
   My life had clearly taken a turn for the worst.
 
   When Svetlana, the Wolf Queen of Moscow, sunk her teeth into me, her L-strain polluted me with a hot-burning, temper-triggering disease. My blood constantly craved the wolf. The urge to shed created anxiety, which mutated into a bundle of tangled fury and fear. The last thing my angry ass needed was more rage. 
 
   I took the heaviest mutt-suppressant on the blackmarket, a drug called Xen, to muffle my basest instincts. It dumbed me down, hard. I consumed a lot and often, probably too much. Once, I had gotten high, tried to drive, and plowed into the garage door. Not a scratch on the truck, thank heavens. 
 
   The garage episode earned me a horrifyingly personal lecture from Svetlana, which involved a mixture of Russian profanity, frowns, and disappointed stares. She could tear a mortified hole in my chest simply by not kissing me hello. We kinda-almost were lovers once.
 
   Regardless, I was L-pos and heavily medicated.
 
   I had never been good at managing substances. Xen was no different. The cocktail subdued my anxiety but left frayed ends of raw anger. L-pos mood swings were a bitch. Homicidal one second, laughing so hard I might cry the next. Xen muddled the in-between and stunted the peaks, but it couldn’t last. Tolerance builds quickly and dangerously. Eventually, it wouldn’t work and I’d explode. Plus, it stinks. Better mutts—the ones in control—piss and moan every time I take it, so I swore to abstain.
 
   I was three days clean with nothing standing between me and the mutt, which I both feared and relished. The magic was strong, all-encompassing, passionate, and free. My wolf scares the hell out of me. I want her. I love her. She's me. I could become the beast forever and roam the desert. I wouldn’t, since it would mean leaving Davey and Sarakas. 
 
   But it's a fantasy of mine, like chocolate, endless beef, and running in the sun with Svetlana. Unfortunately, she’s gone, visiting another American city and coordinating a worldwide fight against mutt genocide. Her absence felt like a kick in the teeth. She hadn’t even called.
 
   To feign normalcy, I strapped on guns. Once the Jerichos had been my lifeline, but now they felt more like anchors. Odd, angular, awkward jumbles of metal parts which had nothing to do with me. I had to relearn the weapon. If I hoped to play human, nothing from my old life could visibly change. 
 
   I'm heavier and stronger with feet like lead and violence clogging my blood. My muscles ride closer to the surface. In a tantrum, I can gain thirty pounds a second. I had the metabolism of a pride of lions, but every calorie went to the mutt. The parasitic disease ate through my veins, and it loved sweets. Or maybe that part was all me.
 
   At first, I assumed everyone would know, as if the disease had burned a scarlet letter on my forehead, but people didn’t notice any changes. Or if they did, no one said. 
 
   What I received was a butt-load of sympathy, a lot of tolerance, and all sorts of condescending language associated with my injuries and whatever else people feel guilty about. I ignored it all and stuck with the program: carry the guns, do the job, and hide my temper. 
 
   One agent in particular sent shivers down my spine: Mullen.
 
   I avoided that serpentine mercenary like nothing else. He’s one who could discern the truth in even the slightest error, and he’s also the creepy jackal who would hide in the house across the street and shoot me with a .50 cal while I loaded groceries into the fridge. I stay far away from him, and my pirate friend, Rainer, tracks his movement. Mullen couldn’t piss without the mutt community knowing about it.
 
   Anyway, back to the old lady’s suicide by cop.
 
   Goddamn Baker. She could have put the teacup down, offered us a seat, and talked about her options. But she had chosen the day. She had spread family pictures around her: six grand-kids, two daughters, and her husband who’d been dead for nine years. 
 
   She wanted me to kill her. She didn't want to live with a monster inside, and I was her ticket off this ride. 
 
   Her wolf scent was reminiscent of puppies rolling in the sun and rich fur. Shooting her was hard. Staring at her brain splatter was harder, especially with Koko hulking nearby, smelling of ripe meat. 
 
   I wanted to tear him to shit and blame it on Ms. Baker. Not a bad preventative measure. Instead, I saw his pinkie, cocked like a pompous old gentleman’s at a tea party. Made me laugh. 
 
   Koko folded his arms over his chest and took everything in stride. His fear came and went in a snap of blaring, rich adrenals. For a moment, it was all I could do not to turn on him teeth-first. I wanted to kill him, but it wasn't personal; he was meat. Then his fear dissipated and curiosity remained, and I could think like a human again. I had to watch myself.
 
   “How'd you know?” He circled Baker.
 
   “She twitched.”
 
   “Rosco said Fabio ‘twitched’ and you called him on it. What made this different?”
 
   “Have you ever seen anyone bombed out on drugs? They're looking all around, tweakin', hoping for a hit or a way to get cash or drugs. They wanna talk you down, chat you up, and angle at you. Mutts don't. They look you straight in the eye and go for the jugular. They twitch, but they're not twitchy.”
 
   He perused me. “How long have you worked the job?”
 
   “Years.” 
 
   I had forgotten how smooth his voice was, like hymns sifted through a gentle sieve until only the Southern Blues remained. A voice that should never be raised because it would pick up shards of metal and chunks of ugly. 
 
   I took a picture of the body on my phone to upload for the report. “I'm gonna call Winters to come for the body.” I did, and as soon as I hung up, Koko resumed the interrogation.
 
   “You like the .45 instead of the 9mm?” he said.
 
   “Both work. Sarakas uses a 9mm.”
 
   “What about .50 cal?”
 
   “Cumbersome. Sometimes it's the quantity of silver versus the impact.”
 
   He stared at me. I resisted a groan. I didn’t want Koko to die, which meant teaching him how to kill mutts. But I was a new mutt who didn’t want to get killed. The conundrum put me in a horrible spot.
 
   “Target zone between the eyes?” he said.
 
   “Above the snout. The brain sits differently. Thicker skull. Between the eyes can be too high. Go for the spinal cord if you're at the rear. Bullets can dance off the skull if you aim too high.”
 
   “Like bovines.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “A cow can be shot in the head without the bullet passing its thick skull.”
 
   “Right. Do you kill a lot of cows? Got something against Betsy?”
 
   “Just a fact.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Step away from the contaminant.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The blood. If it's above room temp, it's a biological threat until it cools.” He nodded but didn't back down, which creeped me out. Most people retreated like mice. Not Koko. Maybe he didn't understand. “Any orifice, opening, scratch, or pinprick, and that shit will be in your blood like poison. If you touch the contaminant and have so much as have a hangnail, you could be infected.”
 
   “Until it cools. How cool? Room temp or below body temperature?”
 
   “Hasn't been narrowed down. Let’s clear the house.” 
 
   I sensed the place was empty but wanted to distract the big guy. The fact that we hadn't cleared the building immediately after killing Baker proved we were both off our game.
 
   “What if she's not dead?” he said.
 
   “Baker's gone. She's already receding. See how she looks dusty? The fur is starting to particulate and disintegrate. The mutt magic is shaking out. She'll appear normal by the time Agent Winters gets here. Dust is something of a mystery because it doesn't hold any human or wolf DNA. Really is dirt.”
 
   “How do we prove Baker wasn't human?”
 
   “We don't have to. Perks of the job. But we take pictures if we can. Move.” 
 
   We went through the motions and cleared the house. I took point, but having Koko at my back made my spine itch. I wanted to turn around and push him back four meters. He didn’t follow too close or act unprofessionally, but he was big, smart, and tailing me with a weapon. Talk about a trust-building exercise.
 
   Baker had a massive photo gallery of grandchildren. Someone needed to inform next of kin, and it sure as hell wouldn’t be me. My aversion to children had only increased after contamination. They're too small, soft, and they have a gamey fragrance. 
 
   We cleared each room, scouting corners, and found nothing of note. When we retraced our steps, it was like chasing his scent. My nerves trilled as I waded through his odor, heavy with almonds and olive oil. For a moment, I tracked him. 
 
   Koko smelled like a perfectly marinated steak. Nothing sweet, dull, or plump about him. He was power in a porterhouse, and I wanted to gobble him up. His enchanting perfume convinced me I’d be stronger if I ate him. He was steroids, brains, power, and all the little adrenals in between. 
 
   I covered my nose to block his scent and reminded myself that Koko was a rhino with a brain and a gun. Not to be toyed with. 
 
   Don’t eat Koko. 
 
   “We're done.” I holstered my gun, eager to have my hands free in case I actually had to fight. 
 
   Don’t eat Koko.
 
   Besides, if I shed, my bulletproof vest would choke me.
 
   The dude needed a paunch or something sweet in his blood to smother his scent. I wanted to tear him fiber from fiber till he was nothing more than a skeleton with marrow inside. Delicious, sexy marrow with a testosterone kick and an adrenaline high and—
 
   My stomach rumbled. 
 
   “Koko!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Back the fuck off!”
 
   Never mind he stood twelve feet away.
 
   “Jesus,” I said, feeling silly. He was simply doing his job, and well: took the corners and stairs like a pro. Finger placement, pinkie aside, was sterling, and his eyes knew how to take in a room. 
 
   I could go wolf and eat him. Destroy the risk, give him the last lesson in mutt fear he'd ever learn. Tempting. I needed a minute. “Go downstairs and see what's come of Baker.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Koko
 
   PMS. Nothing better described Durant’s behavior. Except insanity, and I wasn't willing to commit to the prognosis yet. 
 
   I returned downstairs but didn't holster my weapon until I saw that Ms. Baker was indeed receding. The mutt fell away like a soft powder. Her gray hair had escaped the bun, and messy strands strung across the silverware like a broken spider's web. She was someone's grandmother, but a monster, too. 
 
   Baker could have been tearing into my throat before I pulled the trigger.
 
   I leaned in to examine her forehead. Durant had nailed her good with a pretty cluster above the nose. Her tactical reload had happened at the speed of light. I decided to invest more time at the shooting range.
 
   Mutt eyes peered out from a human skull. Cheeks pink like cherub roses, lips wide and long. Her teeth faded last, slinking back into her gums like earthworms. Finally, she appeared fully human, a woman who might sit on a pew next to my father during morning services. Soft cheeks. Slack mouth. Happy wrinkles. I recalled what Durant said about soldiering. This was indeed different, like bombing buildings overseas and finding civilian corpses in the rubble.
 
   Fear lingered in Baker’s eyes, even after the last ounce of wolf faded. 
 
   Fear ruined my sister's eyes for months, my mother's for years, and mine (mostly when I was younger). I’d never seen anyone die without a shade of fear, and I hated it. It's ugly and vibrant, and I wanted it to stop. 
 
   I would kill to save people from that wide-eyed glaze of terror. As was dangerous as it was to hope I could kill fear itself, that’s precisely what I wanted. To eliminate that which made people powerless.
 
   The kitchen smelled of blood and key lime pie. 
 
   I stared at Baker, a grandmother, gardener, and—from the smell—a good cook. Blood leaked onto photographs of grandchildren. Her shoes sat beside a tube of lipstick, like a suicide laying out funeral garb. Unfortunately, mutt remains were burned, never buried. She probably wouldn’t even have a funeral. 
 
   Winters arrived to bag the corpse, and Durant came downstairs. They greeted each other with nasty tones and argued about the dust, and then Durant went outside.
 
   I watched Winters work, noting the fine powder floating on the surface of Baker’s tea. 
 
   The only mutts I’d encountered had been tortured senseless. Completely skinned, wet and naked. I hadn’t stuck around to watch them regress. My curiosity impressed Winters and gave the washed-up agent a chance to brag. His Devoted cross made it clear where he stood, just as his belly indicated he'd been at the desk for a while. He said “abomination” and “devil” often. I listened to him talk long enough to learn the degree to which he didn't like Durant, and I left when he invited me to church. 
 
   Durant leaned against the truck, hands deep in pockets, staring at Baker's flower boxes. Cops lurked around the perimeter. She ignored them and kept her back to the reporters. We loaded into the truck without a word. She blasted the music and drove in complete silence. 
 
   She may have been responsible for my recent career shift, but she didn't want me near her. Most women don't. It's mostly due to my size. Sometimes my color. Add the open carry, and people get downright nervous. They clutch purses and cross streets to avoid me. Certainly don’t get into an elevator with me. 
 
   Understandable. Irritating, but understandable.
 
   We drove.
 
   Phoenix was a cluster of suburbs and mini-malls glued together with slums and liquor stores. A sprawl of human stuff. Graffiti. Trash. Drive-up liquor stores. Abandoned shopping carts. Burnt-out sections, bull-dozed lots, post-apocalyptic scenery, and a conglomerate of walled neighborhoods. 
 
   We ate lunch at a Mexican place offering huge portions at a great price. When she stood and reached across the counter for the hot sauce, her shirt shifted to reveal the zig zag of overlapping scars. A rough, wide furrow encircled the back of her neck. Jagged, interlocking blossoms of scar tissue wrinkled her shirt. I glanced away before she could catch me staring. She drowned her overstuffed burritos in hot sauce. 
 
   “What do you think?” she said.
 
   “Food's not bad.” 
 
   “About Baker.”
 
   Another open-ended question. I shrugged. “You're a good shot.”
 
   “What does your family think about you taking this job?”
 
   “My father doesn't have anything to say to me, and he’s all that's left.”
 
   “I thought your sister survived the mutt attack,” Durant said.
 
   “She lost the baby, went into a deep and lasting depression, and killed herself.” Best to say things abruptly and brace for the trite, sympathetic phrases.
 
   “Oh.” Her eyes didn't even widen, but maybe she didn't care. She let it go, and I was grateful. “Did a girl come with you? Lover, fiancé, whatever?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “A guy?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Nothing.” She wagged her spork at me. “Get a dog.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A dog. A big one. A guard dog. I know it's horribly unpopular and dogs are practically extinct, but you'll want something watching your place while you're gone. Something to wake you up at night if mutts come lurking. Or heck, simply to ward off regular criminals.”
 
   “I thought about adopting a dog for a jogging buddy.” Why did I say that? “But canines are needy and may lead to an investigation of my personal life.” 
 
   “True. If you do, don't let the bureau know; it'll make you look like a mutt sympathizer. I know a pet sounds like a big commitment, but it might save your life.”
 
   “I'll think about it.”
 
   She hmphed and dug into her beans. “Don't think, do it. You're a big target, made bigger because you ride with me. As politics heat up, you'll be hassled. Get yourself a dog or a pair of them. And bigger guns.”
 
   Pushy broad. “Do you have a dog?”
 
   She smiled like I was the cutest thing. “I have folks living with me.”
 
   Whatever. I didn't care about her living situation. I ate, but she ate faster and waited for me to finish. Someday, she would explode into obesity and take a desk job. Probably Daisy's. 
 
   “Say we're on a call and things go wrong,” I said. “If I’m bitten, will you shoot me on the spot?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Even if you think I've been infected?”
 
   “One bite doesn't guarantee infection. Some of us have been raked over by dozens of mutt teeth without being contaminated. When you get mutt-wounded, the bureau will throw you in an iron room with a spiked collar until a full moon passes. However, the agency promises suicide won’t negate any insurance benefits owed to your family and your funeral will be paid for. They’re hoping you off yourself so they can wave your banner of loyalty and martyrdom without risking you turning on the job.”
 
   She spooned leftover salsa straight into her mouth.
 
   “How early can you spot contamination?” 
 
   “It varies based on temperament and L-strain potency.”
 
   “Ms. Baker’s eyes retained remnants of intelligence and human spirit. How many contain distinctly human qualities after a shed?” 
 
   She eyed me like I’d suggested we eat babies. “Better not to talk about that.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “How often do agents turn?” 
 
   She fell still. “Occasionally.”
 
   “How likely is it that I'll have to shoot someone on our team?” I said.
 
   “In a perfect world, you wouldn’t have to, but hell. It will happen, Koko. Get used to the idea.” Her cheekbones grew pink. Maybe the salsa was too spicy. Maybe she recently shot an agent. “Incidents happen.”
 
   “Do you ever see it coming?”
 
   “I always see it coming.” Grumpy, frowning. “Stop hogging the hot sauce.”
 
   I passed the bottle, and she poured some into her spoon. 
 
   “Have you signed the Do Not Resuscitate papers?” I said.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yet you think I should.”
 
   “I didn’t say that. Just wanted to know what I was dealing with.”
 
   I snorted.
 
   “Koko, someday a mutt will sink teeth in you. While you're in quarantine, you'll agonize over the possibility of contamination. Like when someone talks about bugs crawling over their skin and soon you have the heevy-jeebies. Maybe you'll believe you caught it. You'll stare at your gun and wonder if you have the balls to blow your brains out. With one solid L-strain, you'll go from being an asset to a pain in the ass.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I've always been a pain in the ass.” 
 
   “Have you ever considered suicide after being wounded in the field?” I wanted to find out how much she'd share. I needed some sort of barometer to gauge her lies.
 
   “Sure.” An automatic response. Also a sincere one. Given the sheer quantity of scarring on her body, no way in hell she didn’t think about it. 
 
   “Why didn't we spend more time on the scene?” I said. “Shouldn't we be involved in evidence recovery?”
 
   “You'll do a report at the office.” She scraped the plate with her finger, scooped up hot sauce, and suckled it. “Tech department will use surveillance to generate a list of potentials based on contacts. Baker’s list will be short since the family already disowned her. All her groceries were delivered by disease management services. She was a total shut-in, a lonely old lady stuck in her lonely old house.”
 
   “Winters mentioned performing a necropsy on Mrs. Baker.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “A necropsy is for animals,” I said. “An autopsy is for people.”
 
   “Caught that, did you? The bureau separates mutt victims from human victims for cross-contamination concerns. Plus, calling them animals reinforces the belief that mutts are sub-human. Such tautology reduces psychological resistance to killing them,” she said. “Since the vampire event over a decade ago, demonizing the mutt-enemy has been impressively easy. This can't last forever. The killing, I mean. Already we have less to do, fewer monsters to hunt, and fewer murders to stroke the fire.”
 
   She meant 'stoke the fire.' 
 
   I considered the Baker scene: the pumps on the chair, her hair and makeup all done up, the kitchen smelling like a proper grandmother's den. “Why did she bake the pie? If she wanted you to kill her, why go through the trouble?”
 
   “She used to run a delicatessen and won several awards. Uppity magazines claimed she was the best in Phoenix. Maybe she wanted someone to remember.” Durant snorted. “She left a legacy in dessert.”
 
   It was more than what I'd leave behind. I rubbed my pinkie stump with my thumb. It itched every now and then.
 
   “We should have taken the pie,” she said. “What a waste.”
 
   My disapproving look went unnoticed. “How did you know she would change? How did you spot it so fast?” 
 
   “Facial expression, flickering bone structure.” She waved her hand. “You'll pick up the clues and tics. It's like learning how to catch someone in a lie.”
 
   “Had Mrs. Baker ever exhibited signs of aggression?”
 
   “Only if too much cinnamon in apple pie is a sign of hostility.”
 
   “How often does a potential shed without exhibiting violent tendencies?”
 
   She smirked. “Mutt happens, Koko. We can never be too careful. Are you going to finish that?”
 
   I passed my plate. I wouldn’t eat the refried beans because of the empty carbs and lard creamed into it. She dug in like she hadn't eaten a full meal. 
 
   Mutt happens? Like Baker, face first in a bloody table-setting. My first incident was nothing more than a mercy killing.
 
   Durant finished, and we drove back to the office.
 
   Sarakas was pouring through paperwork. “What happened with Ms. Baker?” 
 
   Durant shook her head and sat at the desk, hiding behind her computer. I sat in my tiny chair and felt like a boulder balanced on a toothpick. 
 
   Rosco walked in with a sandwich and two sodas.
 
   Sarakas held out a form. “Rosco, you're taking a ride-along.”
 
   He cringed. “C'mon, Sarakas, I was hoping to actually get some work done.”
 
   “We have to process these newbies, Rosco. There's a heavy wave of interns and they all need field hours.” 
 
   “Except they're logging down-time, so we'll have loads of active agents with no kill experience,” Durant said.
 
   “For once, I agree with Shorty,” Rosco said.
 
   “Shove it, Runt,” she said.
 
   “Santi says process them, so guess what we're going to do?” Sarakas said. “When the vamp, Sigurd, publically referred to mutt-hunting as genocide, he practically issued a religious call-to-arms. So yes, we have inexperienced recruits, and you can thank God for it.”
 
   “Everyone wants to be a martyr,” Durant said.
 
   “Where's the rookie?” Rosco said.
 
   “Getting coffee,” Sarakas said.
 
   “That never gets old. What's his name?”
 
   Sarakas winced. “Theodore, but he wants to be called Teddy.”
 
   Durant snorted. She and Rosco shared a look.
 
   “A month,” he said.
 
   “The dude won't last three days after his first weapon fire. Put him in the mail room, Sarakas, for the betterment of mankind.”
 
   “You haven't met him,” Keats said. “Kinda early to choose a coffin.”
 
   “If he's more than a buck fifty I'll buy you all a round,” she said.
 
   “I say he'll be chubby,” Rosco said. “Fat kids like cute names.”
 
   “Too easy. He's a buck fifty with acne. Probably a momma's boy.” 
 
   “Jesus,” Sarakas said.
 
   The kid entered bearing coffee. “Here you go, Mr. Gracie.” 
 
   Thin, pimpled, starched shirt and—
 
   “Are those braces?” Durant squeaked. Rosco covered a smile, and she patted his arm. “You owe me a beer.”
 
   Rosco smirked, slipped into his vest, and secured his weapon.
 
   “C'mon, Rosco,” Durant said. “When are you going to drop that H&K .40 and get yourself a real gun? Some of us take pride in our weapons.” 
 
   “Some of us don't have to compensate for crappy shooting with a big gun. My grandma is a better shot than you, Shorty.”
 
   “Maybe we should recruit her. We could have a grannie and grandson team, wouldn't that be cute?” Durant sniggered at his shirt. “Hell, I bet she dresses better than you.”
 
   “These here are pussy-catching threads,” Rosco said. “All I have to do is show up and snatch tumbles all over me.”
 
   “Too bad that fuchsia shirt doesn't come with a Skank-o-meter to tell you which pussy to leave on the shelf. Then you wouldn't spend half your salary on flea spray.”
 
   “I hear jealously in your voice, sugar stems. If you want a piece of this....”
 
   “I'll head straight for a CAT scan, believe you me.” 
 
   “Pshh. You know you want it.” 
 
   “Did I miss something?” Teddy said.
 
   “Don’t mind her,” Sarakas said. “What did you get on your weapon eval?”
 
   “Eighty-three.”
 
   “Not bad. Sixty is passing.”
 
   “Oh yeah,” Durant said. “An eighty-three is great. Nice necklace.” 
 
   Teddy beamed and fingered his Devoted cross, a sect that worshiped vamps.
 
   Durant shook her head and returned to her computer. “C'mere and I'll show you the report we file after a field kill.”
 
   I stood, and Teddy twitched. I had surprised him by being so quiet and big. I traveled to Durant’s desk and sat only as close as I needed to see the screen. There wasn’t enough elbow room for both of us. 
 
   “Koko, sometimes you'll have to complete a dozen reports in a week, so give sufficient detail without writing a book. A brief description of the scene, the potential's behavior, any disease indicators, and shots fired by whom, etc. Keep speculation to a minimum and stick to the facts.”
 
   I had a confession to make. “I didn't fire my weapon.” 
 
   “I know. Takes the brain a while to associate the person with the creature that needs to be put down. You have to dissect the person from the beast, if only long enough to pull the trigger. Ms. Baker would have hurt someone. Shedding devours a cosmic ton of energy, and new mutts can’t make sense of anything but food. She'd eat into the quickest, easiest entrée, and would have been at your throat in an instant.”
 
   “I'm bigger. She would have gone for you.” 
 
   “Yeah,” she said, unconvincingly.
 
   Santi poked his head into the room. Comb-over, great suit. “Emergency meeting. Conference room. Now.”
 
   Everyone shared a look and moved for the door, except for Durant. She looked at Sarakas. “Take notes for me?”
 
   “C'mon,” he said. “You heard the man. It’s an emergency.”
 
   “Nope,” she said, matter-of-factly, unconcerned by Santi's urgency.
 
   “Let's go,” Rosco said.
 
   “I don't want to.”
 
   “Jesus,” Sarakas swore. I agreed. The only time she’d acted professional was when she pulled her sidearm. Durant sighed and trudged along. I lagged behind. She hunched and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
   I hadn't asked how well she knew Ms. Baker. Maybe Durant was sad. Maybe she was crashing from all the sugar. 
 
   We trekked into a conference room packed with agents. Standing room only. Two suits stood at the front of the room and murmured to each other. Low tones. Important postures. Dour expressions.
 
   Rosco gestured at a man next to Santi. “That's Venezuela. He used to run black ops when it was perfectly acceptable to torture people for a pack of cigarettes.”
 
   When the room was packed and quiet, Santi addressed us. 
 
   “This morning, agent Russell Williams and his family perished in a deliberate mutt attack.”
 
   “Wasn’t he was off duty?” an agent said.
 
   “Did you say, deliberate mutt attack?” another chimed. 
 
   “The family too?”
 
   Santi held up his hand. “The attack took place at the Williams’ residence. At this time, it’s uncertain which mutt was responsible, but we have reason to believe the perpetrator targeted Williams because he was an agent. Traffic cams captured images of a mutt running through residential neighborhoods as far as four kilometers south of Williams’ suburb. The mutt entered the home and massacred the entire family. Despite numerous opportunities, the creature did not attack anyone else, therefore, we have ruled out a hunger rampage. The animal was untagged, and our techs haven’t been able to identify it. We’re generating a profile. Preliminary reports indicate the mutt is black furred with brown on the muzzle and forelegs. Skull shape resembles Doberman proportions. No other description is available.
 
   “I understand this may be troubling for many of you. If you feel the need to add security to your personal residence to protect your loved ones, your team tech is managing a budget allotment for home security expenses. Any other questions should be directed to your immediate supervisor. Any information regarding the case shall remain confidential. No shop talk outside the building.”
 
   “We don’t want anyone to panic,” Venezuela said. “However, we must take these murders seriously. A malicious mutt tracked one of our agents to his home and slaughtered his innocent wife and children. To our knowledge, this has never happened before. Deliberate, terrifying violence on this level is frightening, but we mustn’t forget why we do this job. We protect innocents from the hounds of hell, and we won’t be cowed by a vigilante. 
 
   “This creature set out to demoralize us, and we won’t let him succeed. The only certain way to fight terrorists is to remain committed, steadfast, and logical. Remember who the enemy is. These creatures are the very antagonists of humanity itself. This assault on our society and our organization will not go unanswered. I assure each and every one of you that the primary goal of this agency is, and always has been, the sanctity of the human race.”
 
   And with that, Venezuela turned and left. Agents burst into conversation, and I only caught bits here and there.
 
   “Mutts don't have a thought process,” an agent said. “There's no way one of them planned this and retained its intentions after the shed.”
 
   “Impossible.”
 
   “Poor Williams. God, poor Trisha. And the boys, too? God!”
 
   Durant pressed quietly against the wall. Her mouth flattened and her eyes were unfocused and elusive. Like a small dog eying a larger dog passing on the peripheral. Avoidance. I scanned the group. A man turned and looked our way while she flinched ever so slightly. 
 
   He stared at her with eyes like wrecking balls. Gray five o'clock shadow on his skull and jaw. Zip-up hoodie, worn jeans: average Joe clothing and a war-hardened face. His slow, fluid slink made my body stretch to its full height, posturing. Finally, Durant met his gaze. The two of them fell deaf to the roar of the room and the jostle of people moving about. Metaphors about tension and knives came to mind.
 
   Finally he said, “Durant.”
 
   “Mullen,” she said.
 
   That was the extent of it. He finished slinking by. She slumped. 
 
   “Team meeting.” Sarakas took her arm. She pulled back, and he held on longer than he should have. Made me want to shove her in the closet for quiet time before another tantrum happened. She jerked out of his grip, and we trailed back to the office.
 
   “Tell me something genius, Yoshino,” Durant said.
 
   A slender Asian in a vest and black slacks slouched in Durant's chair. Glasses, so pretty I thought he was a girl before he spoke. 
 
   “I was hoping you'd have some trademark brilliance for me, Ms. Durant.”
 
   “Nothing comes from nothing.” She paced while the others crowded around Sarakas’ desk. “What are the techs saying?”
 
   “No one in charge of the case is talking,” Yoshino said. “Whispers say they have embarrassingly little to talk about. Williams' tag shows he went to church in the morning and came straight home after services. Eighteen minutes later, he hit the panic button on his tag. His heart stopped within a hundred and sixteen seconds later. The lykos left within two minutes.”
 
   “Four dead in less than two minutes,” Rosco mused.
 
   “That's fast, right?” Teddy said. “It isn't normally so quick, is it?”
 
   “Maybe,” Durant said. “Wouldn’t take much to end the kids, and if Williams was caught off guard…”
 
   “But definitely an assassination, right?” Yoshino pushed his black-rimmed glasses up onto the bridge of his nose. “In the very least, we have an experienced killer with excellent cognitive retention.”
 
   “The eighteen minute window between Williams coming home and the attack is quite narrow,” she said. “Maybe the mutt knew his routine, or maybe the attacker was in the church and saw him leave. We need a list of everyone in the congregation where Williams had services.”
 
   “Sounds premeditated,” Sarakas said, grim. 
 
   “Do we believe this?” Keats said. “Can a mutt really track one family and massacre them without attacking anyone else? Mutts don't retain that kind of logic, right? It's not possible.”
 
   She rubbed her neck while she spoke.
 
    “It knew where Williams was and when he'd be home. Williams probably knew the killer. Or his wife did. Whenever a wolf doesn’t eat its kill, it was either scared off or making a statement. Roman-style assassination makes one hell of a message.”
 
   “You’ve always had some off-kilter views about mutts.” Keats folded his arms. “I try to accept your thinking, but now you’re talking crazy.” 
 
   “Four died in less than two minutes, and Williams had silver. Sounds like the killer knew precisely what he was up against. He got in, did his business, and got out. And no one caught him, even after his marathon across the city? He was smart and determined. Any ideas on who might have wanted Williams dead?”
 
   “Stop saying that!” Keats forced his hands through his hair like he was plowing a field. “This isn't a premeditated assassination. Mutts only have one motivation: indiscriminate hunger. They pursue the most available food.”
 
   “Surely there are some exceptions,” Sarakas said.
 
   “What if someone trained a mutt?” Yoshino said. “Like a hunting dog?” 
 
   “That's sick,” Keats said. “What human would want to get close to one, let alone train it? And how would they keep it confined? It's too complicated. And why bother? There are easier ways to kill someone. Cheaper, more discrete methods than sending a monster tearing into a neighborhood.”
 
   “Riddle me this, Keats,” Durant said. “Why do we have Triggers? Huh? Why does Mullen exist? Because some mutts get really mean and smart, they go native, and it takes a sincere badass to stop them. Maybe a monster of that caliber wanted Williams dead. And guess what? Williams is freakin’ dead, isn’t he? Time to think outside the box.” 
 
   “What’s the plan?”
 
   “Respond to calls with bigger teams, increase home security, and get more silver.” 
 
   “That's it?” Yoshino said.
 
   “I know one thing, guys, and it’s this: Williams wasn’t the first. There’s no way the bureau pulls everyone aside to discuss one family murder the first time it happens. The tight-lipped bureaucrats know more than they said. If you have a family, send them away and don't ask where. As for me, I want to sniff around the William's house.” 
 
   “I'll come with,” Sarakas said.
 
   “I’ll eagerly await your findings.” Yoshino caught my eyes. “I’m Yoshino Anake. Archives and info.” He held out his hand, and I shook it. He flinched a little and quickly completed the gesture.
 
   “He's a glorified secretary,” Rosco said. Yoshino slumped.
 
   “Shut up, Rosco,” Durant said.
 
   “Why don't you mind your business?”
 
   Santi showed up. “Durant, go check out the Williams’ house.”
 
   “What a wonderful idea,” she said.
 
   “And take Koko with you.”
 
   “Not so wonderful. It's his first day, boss, hows-about we send him to get some bagels?”
 
   “Hows-about you take him and check out the goddamn scene, Durant? Doyle and Schmuland are already there.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes. Sarakas said, “Let's go.”
 
   On the way out, she snatched the last chocolate doughnut. Sarakas plucked it out of her hand and dropped it in the trash. She scowled but didn't protest. 
 
   Thankfully, Sarakas drove and benched Durant safely in the passenger's seat. Unfortunately, this left me scrunched in the back seat of his Tahoe.
 
   “Do you like football, Koko?” Durant said. 
 
   “Woman, don't bother,” Sarakas said. “She's determined to recruit you to worship in a cult of sports futility. She thinks if she catches you while you're new and impressionable, she can convince you to cheer for a losing team.”
 
   “Hey, if the man decides to root for the home team, that's a good thing. Shows loyalty. It isn't like I'm making a play for world domination.” 
 
   “She's trying to lead you astray, Koko,” Sarakas warned, smiling. “What you may not know, and what our little friend here is trying to hide from you, is that the Cardinals are playing for shit.”
 
   “It's one bad year, Andreas. No need to burn the jerseys yet.”
 
   “One bad year following four consecutive bad years. Sometimes, the only thing a person can do is recognize sunk cost and remove themselves from a bad investment.” 
 
   “Can't blame a team for a crappy draft.”
 
   “But we can blame them when the entire offensive line gets penalized for tactless unnecessary roughness.”
 
   “It's football! It's innately rough. Back me up on this, Koko. Besides,” she continued without waiting for my input, “it's not like cricket or skeeball, Sarakas. Football is a war game. Violence is required. Who doesn't like to hear bones cracking at the fifty-yard line?”
 
   “Chess is a war game, too, but no one leaves the table with broken knees and busted spleens.”
 
   She snickered and grinned. “Maybe you don't play chess with the right people. Koko's a football guy, aren't you? No dude your size gets through adolescence without landing on a team or two. How long did you play?”
 
   “A few seasons.” There had been a moment in my youth when I could have gone pro, but my knees wouldn’t have survived. Sports didn't mean anything to me anymore. Life was the real war game.
 
   “He'll be rooting for the Cardinals in no time,” she said. 
 
   “God forbid,” he said. 
 
   The back and forth had put them at ease, and it wasn't until we saw the police cars and crime scene tape that tension returned to Durant's shoulders. Sarakas swallowed hard. They were about to visit a slain comrade. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Koko
 
    
 
   “Ready for this?” Sarakas said. I thought the question was for me, but Durant nodded.
 
   The Williams family lived in a stacked condo, two narrow floors stuffed between several more identical ones. One step up from low income, not quite the all-American family home. Police had roped off the courtyard. Residents loitered around the perimeter, talking on cellphones and craning their necks to get a better view. A plump policeman lifted the yellow tape for Durant.
 
   “Hey, Cal,” she said.
 
   “Hi, Kaidlyn.” He hooked his thumb at obese, half-naked man loitering to his left. “This is our witness. He saw the mutt leave.”
 
   “One agent dies and you spend taxpayer dollars on a bodyguard?” The witness tsk-tsked at me like I was hired muscle.
 
   “Any distinguishing marks on the mutt?” Durant said. “Wounds or scars?”
 
   “Nah. Uh, not that I saw. Just a black creature with tan accents.”
 
   “Are you confident it was male?” 
 
   His mouth sagged open. 
 
   “Let’s try easier questions. Where were you when you saw the mutt?”
 
   “That’s my unit across the yard. I was watching television when I saw it move past the window.”
 
   “Define ‘move.’”
 
   “It ran like hell.” He pointed at one of the side gates. The iron bars were mangled, the gate door blown off its hinges. “Went through there.” 
 
   “How long between the sound of screams and its escape?”
 
   “I didn’t hear screams.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Like I said, I was watching television.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “You watch TV so loudly you can’t hear your neighbors dying? Jesus. Cal, let me know if tubby here thinks of anything else.”
 
   She spun and led us across the courtyard. PD milled around the condo in question. Forensics in hazmat suits scanned craters in the gravel. 
 
   “Paw prints.” Durant pointed. Each divot was the size of a bowling ball. 
 
   The front door had been ripped off the hinges. The frame was torn and the plaster cracked. Definitely the point of entry. The stair rails were broken from something gigantic charging up. General silence filled the condo. Investigators whispered to each other, but no one raised their voice or eyes. 
 
   “Doyle and Schmuland are upstairs,” an agent said. 
 
   We went up the staircase, avoiding the debris of family pictures which had been scraped off the wall by a wide beast charging through a tight corridor. Barely any room at the landing for a beast to turn. Then the hall opened up to the bedrooms. Pale walls, brown carpet. Bullet holes in the plaster. A demolished wall let us see across three rooms at once.
 
   Two men stood at the top of the stairs, one hands with on hips, the other with his arms crossed. They were both lean with military haircuts.
 
   “Schmuland,” Sarakas greeted the shorter one. “Doyle,” he said to the larger. 
 
   “Most of the real mess is up here,” Doyle said, hands glued on his hips. 
 
   No one had mentioned the second child was a toddler barely at the walking stage. The monster’s single, clean bite had eaten half of it. Only one plump leg remained, one arm, and a sliver of torso. The child’s head rolled absent a neck. I imagined a huge Doberman snaring the child in its jaws and snapping through its body like a knife through gelatin. My chest tightened and swelled full of something sick and queasy.
 
   Rather wished I hadn't eaten that burrito two hours ago. Rather wished I didn't have to breathe. At least the scene was fresh and the meat odor hadn't turned yet. 
 
   The older child had died in the corner. Strands of intestines spread from the body cavity like wires pulled from a computer. Bloody handprints marked his face, like he had tried to hide. Peekaboo. 
 
   Ms. Williams wore a blue cotton blouse and a breezy skirt which accented her once-shapely legs. Tearing tooth marks crisscrossed over her thighs, and her leg was chomped clean off below the knee. I didn't see its remains in the mess. The mutt may have eaten it. Blood saturated the neckline of her blouse. Her head hung at an unusual angle. Streaks indicated the beast had grabbed her by the legs and dragged her opposite the children. 
 
   For a long time, everyone stood and stared, independently taking in the scene. I had questions but didn’t speak a word as everyone formed their own opinion. 
 
   Blood pooled and streaked beneath the bodies, but additional splatter fell in huge, irregular circles. As if a sprinkler system had gone off. I stared, unsure what it meant. Durant saw me looking.
 
   “Ever see a terrier grab its prey and shake its head side to side? The shaking snaps the victim’s neck and leaves a splattering of droplets on the walls. Smaller mutts are more prone to the behavior than large ones.”
 
   “Smaller?” I eyed a red paw print as long as my forearm. “That’s small?”
 
   She shrugged, busy examining the other remains.
 
   “Williams fired his weapon.” Schmuland pointed across the house. “Casings start here. One of his shots went adrift.” He pointed to a bullet hole in the wall.
 
   Durant nodded and gestured to long narrow streaks of blood. “Williams came down the hall and caught the beast there, outside the door. Some of the blood around the female cadaver may belong to the mutt.”
 
   “It saved Williams for last.” Sarakas stuffed his hands into his jeans and rocked back on his heels. 
 
   “Doesn't make sense,” Doyle said.
 
   “Attacking the weakest ones first is consistent with a hunger rampage,” Sarakas said. “If this was a hit like some suggest, the mutt should have gone for the agent first. He was the biggest threat. If the point was to take them all out, why risk letting the armed agent live longest?” 
 
   “So he can watch his family die,” Durant said.
 
   No one said anything for a while. Schmuland shook his head.
 
   “Deliberately inducing psychological terror? Unheard of,” he said.
 
   “Remember Aikens?” Durant said. “She went after her stepfather despite him living miles from her residence. Went straight to his house, broke his spine, and ate him slow. As premeditated as all hell.”
 
   “A lifetime of well-documented abuse provided motive,” Sarakas said. 
 
   “Recognizing motive means murder,” she said. “Someone orchestrated this.” 
 
   “Impossible,” Doyle said. 
 
   “How are you assholes still alive? Could you possibly underestimate your opponent any more? We need to talk about motive and intentions because this is a goddamn murder scene.”
 
   The agents scowled. Doyle put hands on hips and moved a full circle around the ruined house. The kids were triangulated with the wife in full view of the deceased agent. His body was least mutilated, but the hollow of his back was torn up and his neck punctured by a large bite. 
 
   Durant stood so close to Williams that his blood kissed her boot.
 
   “He fired a few rounds, then was incapacitated,” she said. “The mutt wanted him alive and conscious until the last of the family was dead. I've seen a lot of mutts kill a lot of people, and it's usually a simple study of prey-predator behavior. This murder is indicative of a methodical thought process and the kind of cruelty only humans can manage.”
 
   “The predator usually goes for the weakest prey. We've seen it a million times,” Schmuland said. “Why did this mutt kill the mother first?” 
 
   “So she couldn’t pick up the soft meat and run away with it,” Durant said. 
 
   My stomach lurched, and I never wanted to hear her say something like that again. The agents turned their heads. Schmuland grew red. 
 
   I couldn't believe she could be so brash in the wake of slaughter, talking about babies like bologna. Once I thought it, the baby's rough edges did look like bologna. My lunch worked its way up my gullet. I swallowed hard and thought about dull things like baseball, bingo halls, and bass fishing.
 
   If babies were soft meat, what did that make me? Gristle? 
 
   “We’re anthropomorphizing,” Sarakas said. “The scene doesn't provide enough evidence for us to assume the animal is a cognitive creature with a motive.”
 
   “Why didn’t it finish eating?” she said. “Even though Williams shot it, the mutt was healthy enough to get away. It could have eaten. The beast would need meat to heal. It didn’t eat here, and no one reported any more bodies to indicate it ate elsewhere. This isn’t normal. Face it, Williams was a mark.” 
 
   “We're scared because Venezuela held a meeting and told us not to be scared,” Sarakas insisted. “We cannot spread a theory of intelligent, premeditated mutt-murder. Chaos will erupt. We need to act like there’s no cause for concern.” 
 
   “No cause for concern.” Schmuland recovered from Durant’s previous comment. “Little Jeffrey might disagree.”
 
   He shouldn't have given the vic a name. Jeffrey. Atmospheric pressure tied my stomach up in knots. Schmuland glared at Durant, but she didn't have the good grace to be embarrassed. She stared back, said, “I'll be outside,” and left.
 
   I didn't want to go with her, but I didn't want to stay inside with my boots squishing blood-saturated carpet. As far as a crime scene, it wasn't the most gruesome I’d ever seen, but dead kids always made it worse.
 
   “Let's talk with the tech guys,” Sarakas said. We strolled outside of the condo, past the tubby witness, and through the busted gate. We paused near the forensic guys checking the alley for evidence. “Which way did the suspect go?”
 
   “Over the fence and into the canal,” an anonymous hazmat suit said.
 
   We walked to the corner of the yard and found the spot where the mutt's feet dug in as it launched itself over the fence. On the other side, craters in the gravel marked its landing. Tracks led into the canal, out of traffic's line of sight. Sarakas and I walked through the nearest opening in the fence and peered down. Plenty of room in the dry canal for a mutt to run, unseen, possibly for miles.
 
   “Can he cross the city like this?” I said, wondering how far the ditch went.
 
   “Pretty much. Plus, there are plenty of places for him to hide under the road and shed back. We’ll send investigators in both directions to make sure the lykos didn't grab any joggers along the path.” He shoved his hands into his pockets.
 
   “You don't appear hopeful,” I said.
 
   “If our cameras don’t already have him, it’s a dead end.”
 
   An agent in a suit approached. Young guy, built, with a cross around his neck and the Mother Mary icon tattooed on each hand. Sarakas nodded to him.
 
   “Agent Morales, this is agent Koko. He did a gig with us up in Utah a while back and now he's riding with Kaidlyn.”
 
   Morales nodded at me. “Is she here?”
 
   “She’s nosing around,” Sarakas said.
 
   “Good.” The agent was relieved.
 
   “How was the flight?” 
 
   “Flight was good, but Vegas was weird.”
 
   Sarakas explained to me, “Las Vegas had a significant spike in civilian bloodshed the past few weeks. Mutt incidents and sightings had tripled, so they called in support.”
 
   “We were up to our necks in it, let me tell you,” Morales said. “Running sixteen hours a day, every day. Then suddenly, boom! Peace and quiet. Hasn’t been a mutt murder for over two weeks. Creepy, man. It's like all the monsters up and disappeared. Like a mutt diaspora, a migration? Now their FBHS guys sit around the office and toy with paperwork.”
 
   “Sorry about Williams,” Sarakas said.
 
   “Yeah.” Morales sighed and blinked at the house. “I worked with him for almost three years. Trisha, too?”
 
   “And the boys.”
 
   “Lord have mercy.” 
 
   “Did you want to walk the house?” Sarakas said.
 
   “I trust your report.” 
 
   Morales didn't want to see it. Having seen it, I didn't blame him.
 
   “Are you up to answering a few questions?” Sarakas said. “Anything you can recall about the team's history could help in the investigation.”
 
   “Yeah, I gotcha, man.”
 
   “Without a dead potential, the list of suspects is huge, and we need to narrow it down. Have any strays escaped your team recently?”
 
   “A couple weeks ago, we lost a collie-looking bastard. The stray made a run for Nogales, but it's probably in Mexico by now. A potential named Flint went astray for a few days but Williams caught up with him on South Mountain. We haven’t lost anyone else recently, but as you know, things have been slow here, and I've been in Vegas.”
 
   “No mutts with Doberman markings?”
 
   “Not that I recall. I mean, none that survived.” 
 
   “Did any irregularities arise during your routine legwork?”
 
   “Nothing unresolved. I want to know who did this as badly as you, Andreas, but I've got no clue. When a contaminated person thinks we're onto them, they run. They don’t streak through the city and wipe out your entire family. Have you ever seen that?”
 
   Sarakas shook his head. “Can you think of anyone who might have wanted Williams dead?”
 
   “God, you want to talk about a motive? The enemy is gigantic, evil, hungry, and now they're smart? Jesus. The Devil's got his hand in this.”
 
   We watched a tech scan a paw impression in the gravel. The toe pads were large enough to cradle a grapefruit. A tech used tweezers to collect blue fibers matching Trisha's shirt.
 
   Durant came around the condo, lifting her baseball cap and sweeping some hair back before resettling it. Surveying the yard in a few complete glances, she took a moment to chat with a tech before she ambled over. She nodded at Morales but didn't seem to recognize him. 
 
   “Problem,” she announced.
 
   Sarakas groaned.
 
   “The nerds say we've got varying prints. Two sets at least, which means multiple killers. I agree. Williams' bite pattern doesn't match the wife's.”
 
   “Trisha's,” Morales said.
 
   “Right. Trisha’s wearing different tooth tears. It spells trouble.”
 
   “Two mutts?” Morales said. “Jesus Christ.”
 
   “Yeah, that adds to the weirdness factor.”
 
   “What if one mutt chased another?” Morales said. “They stumble upon a random suburban scene and fight over it. To the victor go the spoils? Maybe the murder had nothing to do with Williams?” 
 
   “Then it's one of the most amazing coincidences ever,” she said. “Besides, there isn’t enough damage to the premises to indicate two rhino-sized carnivores were fighting over dinner.” 
 
   Morales sighed. “I'm going home to shower. See you guys at the office?”
 
   “Yeah. And watch your step. The bureau is dishing out new recruits like Watch Tower pamphlets. It's like a game of Russian roulette,” Durant said. 
 
   Morales waved and walked away, circling wide of the condo like the sight was too much for him.
 
   Sarakas crossed his arms. “Try not to imply Koko’s like a bullet to the head, Kaidlyn.”
 
   Durant looked at me, recalled the comparison she’d made, and clapped her hands. “Gosh. Time to go.” She pivoted on her heel and marched back to Sarakas' vehicle. We followed Durant, leaving the scene as even more agents and techs arrived.
 
   “We're not often involved in the actual investigation,” Sarakas said. “Unless there’s a stray and we need to hunt down the animal. Most cases are pretty straight forward: we come and kill the beast. Events like this are rare.”
 
   “That's what everyone keeps saying,” I replied. “Is it so absurd to imagine the hunted might have the capacity to strike back at the hunter?”
 
   “Wouldn't think so, but it is. Most lycanthropes are hiding, on the run, or killing themselves. Their behavior is tragically predictable.”
 
   “And what's the deal with Vegas?” I said. 
 
   “Winds of change,” he said.
 
   “Calm before the storm,” she said. He squinted, but she didn't explain or meet his gaze. 
 
   “Two mutts, one kill,” he said. “Maybe hunting as a pack?” 
 
   “And yet they didn’t eat,” she said. “I’m telling you, it’s not right.” 
 
   Sarakas sighed. “The bureau will distribute every file that ever touched William’s desk, and we'll all share the responsibility of reviewing the potentials. Strays will get special attention. We have to operate on the assumption that Williams knew or met the killer. It’s the best lead we have.” 
 
   The drive back to the office building was quiet. No chatter about sports. The march up to our floor was slowed by every agent in the building riddling us with questions we couldn't answer. Everyone wanted Sarakas and Durant to tell them exactly what the trouble was so they could go kill it. Sadly, the investigation had garnered more questions than answers.
 
   Durant retreated to her desk and rifled through the pile of portfolios that had grown in our absence. Yoshino came and sat on the corner of her desk.
 
   “Anything?” he said.
 
   “Nothing brilliant. In fact, it gets worse. There two killers.”
 
   “Aw, crap.” 
 
   “Explain the roundup to Koko, would you? I want a soda.” She left, and he slid into her chair.
 
   “Every potential gets a tag,” he said. “The RFID takes DNA samples, has a tracking element, and records certain biological metrics.”
 
   “Like this?” I held up the bureau-issue tag around my neck.
 
   “Yes, precisely. We compile the data and study any anomalies in their behavior. Like, if their temperature rises or their heartbeat spikes. Alone, those aren't clear indicators of contamination. Heck, most tag alerts are the result of recurring nightmares. But a combination of temp spikes, frantic heart rate, and erratic behavior can mean a potential has been contaminated. In addition to the biological data, we also access their financial records and phone data for a more comprehensive picture.”
 
   “Financial and phone records?” I said. 
 
   “We track a potential’s pharmaceutical purchases, things like that. Anyone buying too many over-the-counter drugs is suspect. Unnatural amounts of sedatives, usually consumed in an escalating quantity, means they’re hiding something. We caught one mutt because he bought three packs of Quik Sleep on Monday, two on Wednesday, and four on Thursday. His tag hadn't flared, but his drug use gave him away. Anyways, three teams will be going through Williams' cases, prioritizing tag irregularities, and following up.”
 
   Durant returned with two orange sodas and a strawberry. She gave Yoshino the strawberry. He spun in her chair and grinned like he won the lottery. 
 
   “Scoot,” she said. He did, sitting on the desk. She sat in the chair and offered me a soda, which I declined. “We'll track William’s recent potentials and talk with them. Temp spikes receive attention first and foremost. Before a shed, some mutts flare up to a hundred and twenty degrees.”
 
   “Sounds impossible.”
 
   “Start believing it. Worse yet, the hotter the shed, the crazier the mutt.”
 
   “Probably because their brains got boiled,” I said. 
 
   She smiled at me. “Star pupil. At least, you nailed the working theory.”
 
   Yoshino sipped his soda. “Need anything from me?”
 
   “Any errant drones or cameras spot our two mutts?” she said.
 
   “Not yet.” He fidgeted. “Our software usually performs better, but it has fewer points of reference.”
 
   “Miscreants still popping down your cameras?” 
 
   “Uncivilized people. The system is there to protect them.”
 
   Durant cracked her knuckles and bit her tongue. 
 
   “Are you thinking a kennel is involved?” Yoshino said. “Maybe they’re hunting in packs?”
 
   “I don’t see a feasible way for a kennel to hunt on urban terrain without causing one hell of a commotion. We don’t even have a description of the second mutt, meaning they left the scene separately.” She laced her hands behind her head and leaned back in her chair. “I think they would have dragged out the kill. Played more and shared the meat. Especially because the children were so succulent.” 
 
   “Jesus.” Yoshino paled. “I better go check the tag feed.”
 
   He scurried off, leaving me with Durant. She pulled the cap off her head and ruffled her hair before plunking it down on a tilted ponytail. 
 
   “If they weren’t hunting together,” I said, “How’d they come to be at the same place within the same narrow time frame?”
 
   “Maybe one saw the other running and trailed him?”
 
   “Ok, then why didn’t they fight over the bodies?”
 
   “God, that’s what I don’t get. Mutts are hungry. Always. They only leave meat if they’re scared off by a bigger wolf—who would then eat the remains—or if they’re on the run for their life. They had plenty of time to eat but didn’t, neither of them.” 
 
   She drained her soda, ignored the recycling bin, and pitched the can into the trash. Hoisting the first file, she glanced at the name but didn't open it. 
 
   “Basically, we’ll be running tag check-ups and taking blood tests all day. Get some caffeine and let’s get to it. So, we start with Sage—”
 
   Rosco walked in with Teddy following behind. “We’ll take that, thanks.”
 
   “Excuse you?” Durant said.
 
   “Something easy for the new boy,” Rosco said. 
 
   “Who’s Sage?” Teddy said.
 
   “One of Williams' recent potentials. He's also a psychic, but not a smart one. He said unwelcome things regarding a client's murky future and the mutt tore into him. Funny how he didn't see that in the cards, right?” She snorted. “He chased off the lykos with a pair of silver candlesticks and obtained a minor injury which didn't require hospitalization. Since then, he’s been the victim of a few hate-crimes.”
 
   “Because he’s fucking queer,” Rosco said. “Don’t worry your bleeding heart, Shorty. We got him.” 
 
   He wiggled jazz hands and snatched the folder. Her knuckles popped as she clenched them into fists. Crazy flashed in her eyes.
 
   “Who’s next?” I said, hoping to distract her before she lunged for his throat.
 
   “Axle Reed,” Rosco said. “This one is much better for you, Kaidlyn. Heaven knows I hate driving south of Red. Goddamn depressing down there.” 
 
   She turned away from Rosco and popped the other can of soda. He and Teddy left while she chugged the sugary concoction and leafed through the pile.
 
   “What’s the plan?” I said.
 
   “Ultimately, we’re trying to prompt a confession or incite a shed.”
 
   “We want our subject to shed?”
 
   “We’re only supposed to shoot mutts or people who resist, so yes, we want evidence of the disease. In some cases, merely the sight of a weapon can create enough stress to trigger the L-strain. Reference the bureau, insinuate violence against an agent, show a gun, ask him outright if he's contaminated...these things can lead to eruptions. Carry some of these files, would you?” 
 
   She gave me a full crate, and we stopped by Yoshino’s desk. 
 
   “I need some pictures of the Williams’ family,” she said. “Preferably both alive and dead. The better to apply emotional pressure with.” 
 
   He swallowed and retrieved pictures of partially devoured bodies. 
 
   “Thanks.” She tossed the photos into the box I held. “I'm making a pit-stop. Meet you at the truck. My truck, in case you get any ideas.”
 
   I watched her beeline to the bathroom. She would prove harder to work with than I first thought. I waited at Yoshino's desk. 
 
   “Can I help you with something?” he said.
 
   “I'd like to get some numbers: stats on the incident rates, casualties, agent losses, contamination rates, and anything regarding the nature of the disease.”
 
   “Homework?” He smiled. “That's a good idea. Mutt-hunting is unforgiving. So is Kaidlyn. I'm glad you're getting a head-start in both departments. Let me get some things together, and you can pick it up at the end of the day.”
 
   “Feel free to add anything you consider pertinent. I'm sure you have a better idea about what I'll need to know.”
 
   He beamed. “Sure.”
 
   “Can I see Durant's file?”
 
   “Sorry.” He pushed his glasses further up his nose. “I can't pull that file for you. Kaidlyn's a senior agent, you see, and she'll always be your senior agent. Unless you start working for Venezuela, and then you can have any file you want.”
 
   I recalled her slurry of scars. “How recent was her last mutt-injury?” 
 
   “I can’t recall. She visits hospitals often enough to earn wheelchair frequent-flier miles.”
 
   “How can someone be wounded so often and not catch the disease?”
 
   “Maybe she hasn't met a strain strong enough to do the job? God’s grace? An angel sitting on her shoulder?”
 
   “You're a believer.” 
 
   “New Catholic. Isn't everyone these days?”
 
   “Seems to be.” 
 
   For her to be wounded so often without acquiring the disease was a statistical anomaly. 
 
   “Do you want a lollipop?” Yoshino said. I'd been loitering, towering quietly over him. Made the guy nervous.
 
   “No. I'll be back for those files. And thanks.”
 
   I left Yoshino while visions of the day danced through my head.
 
   It's one thing to walk onto a scene and recover a wounded body, a fairly damaged corpse, a charred human roast, or see the splatter that was once brain matter on the wall. Entirely different sensation to walk into a house that's stained and soggy and realized that those, the tiny pink and red things over there, are the fingers of the six year-old with a teddy bear tangled in his intestines. 
 
   “Let's go.” Durant popped out of nowhere, grabbed the file box, and tore down the hall to the elevator. I hurried to catch up, passing a glance over my shoulder. Why the hell was she in such a hurry? A familiar form turned the corner and started our way. 
 
   Mullen. 
 
   Durant and Mullen. Maybe they slept together? Whatever happened, it certainly ended poorly. Yet Sarakas had indicated she was involved with someone. Maybe the woman slept around. I sighed. Having a person with a vagina on the job was one thing, someone who brandished it around the office was nothing but trouble.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Koko
 
    
 
   She checked her blind spot and pulled into traffic. White-gray scar tissue glistened at the back of her neck. She stomped on the throttle and cut into traffic with reckless speed and impressive maneuvering. 
 
   “What’s Red, and why doesn’t Rosco like to be south of it?” I said. 
 
   “Because he’s got a stick up his ass. Red Sector is a thriving knot of joyous crime and sex in a city of hypocrites. South of Red has been overrun with shanty towns for the homeless or insane. Basic squalor.” 
 
   “Is Axle Reed homeless?”
 
   “Not currently.” She frowned. “We're heading to The Brethren's Balm.”
 
   “Sounds like a church group.”
 
   “Doesn't it? Actually, it's a bar and bike shop. Used to be a bikers’ clubhouse full of good ol’ boys. Now they do beautiful custom rebuilds on abandoned vehicles and provide decent booze at a below-average price.”
 
   “Why the grim expression, Durant?”
 
   “I know the proprietor. And I sure as hell don’t like stomping into his place and asking about one of his workers.” 
 
   A four-meter fence topped with razor wire encircled the garage on all sides, but the foremost gate was open. She parked near a door marked, saloon. When she hopped out of the truck, she had a distinct spring in her step. A chime dinged above the door when she threw it open. The interior housed overstuffed and decorated taxidermy: elks' heads with garters hanging from the antlers, trout with brassieres capping their heads, and boars in tutus. Two paunchy guys played pool in the corner, one with pork-chop sideburns, the other with a handlebar mustache, both old biker types.
 
   The bartender smiled. “Well, lookee here, boys. A gen-u-ine federal agent.”
 
   “Hey, Brutus,” she said. “Long time. How's the hog?”
 
   “The bike is great. Suppose you want to go for a ride? Got a nice cushy seat on back for you.”
 
   “Please. Your wife would slit your throat if she heard that offer.”
 
   “Don't I know it.” He grinned and revealed three gold teeth. Tattoos ran up and down his arms, gray and marked by rough living. “I never see you anymore, sweetie. Are you still doing AA or will you folks be drinking?”
 
   “No, thanks.” She hooked a thumb at me. “This is Agent Koko, my new teammate. Sadly, we're here on business.”
 
   The bartender sobered. “Axle?”
 
   “He's in, right?”
 
   “You know he is. The gizmo around his neck probably tells Big Fed every time he shits.”
 
   Durant pulled a face. “Thankfully, they haven't generated that report.”
 
   “Why haven't you retired?” he said. “I'll put you up in the honest life. Well, the mostly honest life. We’ll get you a real job changing out filters and working the rebuilds.”
 
   “Maybe next week.” It sounded like a talk they'd had before.
 
   “Hey, Axle! Come meet the Goddess we've been talking about!”
 
   “I lost her, Brutus.” Durant winced. “Times and the reported toughness, you know how it is.”
 
   “Jeez, woman! That may be the saddest thing I ever heard.”
 
   “True. I swear, Brutus, I was in love with the girl.”
 
   “Weren't we all? She was one of a kind. Hell, it breaks my heart you let her go. I'll be crying into my pillow tonight. Y’know, if you ever decide to get yourself out there again, I know a true beauty.” He winked. 
 
   I started to question if they were talking about a bike or a woman.
 
   “Axle, get your ass out here! Don't make a lady wait, you bastard!” He shouted. “Hey, big guy, you ride?”
 
   “No,” I said.
 
   “Every man with a spine should ride. It's how we separate the boys from the men. That, and war. Hey, I built up a sweet Harley. Deep, rumbling CFR pipes, ape hangers, and a satellite radio. Sit on it once, and you won't be able to help yourself. When that need hits your blood, you can’t ever leave the open road. For a price, she could be purring under your hands by sundown.”
 
   “She sounds like too much bike for me. I prefer ladies who are less likely to smear my brains on the side of the road.”
 
   He laughed, and she smirked.
 
   The back door opened. Durant saw the newcomer first. “Christ on a stick.” 
 
   Axle was a redneck biker with greasy blond hair and a barrage of poor tattoos featuring skulls. He was also naked. Buck naked, not an ounce of shy about him.
 
   “Hunter,” he said.
 
   “Shit,” Durant breathed. 
 
   Axle looked like he might sneeze. 
 
   Durant and I pulled our guns while he dropped to all fours and lunged at her. She put a round in him, and he howled. Silver rippled through his body. The impact staggered him, but he kept coming. Brutus pushed back from the bar, retrieved a shotgun, and racked a shell. His shotgun blast peppered Axle’s neck. Blood coursed down swollen pink skin. Why wasn’t he shedding?
 
   The door chimed behind us. 
 
   I pivoted as another streak came at us. He shed into a brackish mutt. The old men playing pool lifted weary .45s and joined in the shootout. The new mutt muscled through our Ag rounds and came at us, stumbling, gathering momentum. The beast ran through both the mundane rounds and the silver. Snorting, snarling, and fixated on Durant. I moved to intercept. 
 
   She vaulted onto the bar to put space between us and redirect the incoming mutt’s stampede. He left a trail of blood while he tried to jump, and the silver worked its magic. He tumbled into the bar and smashed it to smithereens. Both Durant and Brutus went flying. 
 
   My breath battered my lungs. My heart struggled with rapid constrictions. 
 
   Axle popped up, bleeding from the entry wounds but not even close to dead. Pale flanks rippled, muscles surged. Bones thrust under his skin, stretching flesh. Fur appeared. He lunged. Brutus stepped between Durant and the incoming mutt. Her yell roared over the shotgun blast and the crippling impact of the monster plowing into the barkeep. 
 
   Brutus disappeared under his mass for only an instant. It proved long enough.
 
   She pulled her second firearm, utilizing both at once with astounding accuracy, her face open in a shout. Her bullets hailed the monster’s chest. Mine caught Axle’s bulging neck. He growled and shuddered under impact. Another sound, the crunch of bone. Axle got his teeth on something and swung his head. Brutus started to scream. Our silver ate into the mutt and ruffled his fur like a swarm of insects.
 
   Axle bucked and whimpered. Changed his mind about eating.
 
   We squeezed a few more rounds into the mutt’s skull as he tried to retreat. Finally, the silver caught up, and he collapsed at the end of the bar. She rage-fired a full mag into his skull. 
 
   The room reeked of blood, piss, and gunpowder. 
 
   I ran to help the old man lying in a pool of mixed blood. The victim laid on the stone floor, gasping and convulsing. His shotgun waved in the air like a flag. Brutus was short one arm and bleeding out.
 
   “Oh, Brutus. Jesus,” Durant said.
 
   She dropped to the floor and pulled her belt to tourniquet the limb, but teeth had destroyed the old man's neck and shoulder. The arm wouldn't matter.
 
   I dialed 911 and grabbed a bar cloth to apply pressure. She knelt on the limb and tried to staunch the flow from his neck. The two old bikers stood nearby, guns out, heaving, watching us. Brutus, white and still, laid his head to rest against Durant's knee. For a moment, the old man resembled a child, then his eyes lost their mortal glimmer. 
 
   Her guns laid idle in Brutus' blood, and she might have been crying. 
 
   “Shit!” 
 
   She kicked Axle in the head so hard his malformed jaw unhinged. She left and stormed out back. My shirt was wet with sweat. My lungs felt atrophied, and I couldn’t get enough air. Hands were cold from the fading adrenaline dump.
 
   I fumbled with my phone and took a picture of Axle and the unknown mutt, gathered her weapons with a clean bar mop, and stepped over the debris. I set her .45s on a table, sat in a sturdy old chair, and waited. The two pool players scavenged a tequila bottle from the wreckage and settled beside me, and we all waited together. Mostly, we avoided looking at Brutus' corpse.
 
   Durant came back. “We should call Irma.”
 
   “You could,” the man with handlebar mustache said. “Wouldn't do you any good. She's got the Alzheimer’s so bad she don't remember shit about Brutus.”
 
   She cursed and stomped out of sight.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   “Hunter.” 
 
   Maybe Axle referred to my job as a wolf-hunter. More likely, he wanted revenge for a wolf slain during a raid in Red Sector. The boy, Hunter, was a good kid who had recently fallen in love. We scuffled, I shot him, and Axle had wanted revenge. 
 
   Now Brutus’ blood was on my hands, too.
 
   Two Xen later, I could still smell the blood saturating my hands and shirt.
 
   I sat with the guys while our coroners divided their territory between animals and humans. I made sure Brutus’ body received the proper attention so he could be buried in a human cemetery. Didn’t know if he had been religious enough to care. The two old bikers poured me a shot of tequila, but I couldn’t unclench my fists enough to drink it. Koko sat beside me, monitoring the scene. 
 
   Blood on the brick floor. Bullet-smashed glass. Bar crushed to smithereens. Brutus’ arm bagged in plastic. 
 
   My heart felt like over-wrung laundry drying in the sun. 
 
   The old barkeep had been in my life since I bought my first clean ride in Phoenix. He stashed my getaway vehicle on the premises and safeguarded my ticket to freedom. Hell, he sold me the silver truck that saved my life and gave me a primal peace every time I drove it.
 
   Opening my grip was a physical trial which made my knuckles crackle. I reached for the drink, and no one chastised me, not even the health-fixated Koko who overheard about my previous AA stint. 
 
   Tequila. How had the old guys known my shit-mood drink? Both of them sported red-rimmed eyes, but neither made a scene. PD approached the man on the left, whose name I didn’t know, and removed some handcuffs. I perked. I’d been so out of it I hadn’t noticed the three cops triangulating my drinking buddies. My good ol’ boys tensed like creatures poised for violence. Outlaws don’t like overbearing police states and their uniformed lackeys. 
 
   “Problem?” I said.
 
   “It’s come to our attention that these two individual possess illegal firearms. According to the law, we must impound them for further processing.” 
 
   “They helped save my skin. You won’t be impounding anyone today.”
 
   “Ms. Durant, surely you understand how serious their crime is—”
 
   “Why don’t you shove off? Go pester someone else. Or better yet, mind your own goddamn business.”
 
   “What’s going on here?” someone said. I glanced up and saw Officer Higgins approach. Powdered sugar dusted the front of his uniform, his shoes were battered from the street, and he looked to have gained another fifteen pounds.
 
   “This young officer is harassing some fine, upstanding folks who had the backbone to stand up to a pair of monsters,” I said. “Frankly, my head spins at the audacity of what he’s suggesting.”
 
   The opposing officer grew red in the face.
 
   “Illegal firearms carried by two old thugs in a rat hole like this speaks of terrorism at most, dissidence at least—”
 
   “They’ve been deputized,” I blurted. “I deputized them.”
 
   “Ah,” Higgins said. “You see, Batterton? Agent Durant has deputized these fine gentlemen.” He waved his hand, waiting for names I didn’t know.
 
   “Marion Mitchell and Robert Morrison,” I said. The shot of tequila warmed to my hands, so I tossed it back like I hadn’t a care in the world. “Given the dire circumstances, I officially deputized them. Therefore, they’re none of your bloody business, you savvy, Batterton?” 
 
   Batterton slunk off, disgruntled and bearing a grudge. Higgins nodded at me and didn’t comment on my bold lie. 
 
   “They have permits for those weapons soon, I wager,” he said.
 
   “Totally.” 
 
   He nodded and turned away. Koko, hulking beside me, shook. I looked over. A laugh rippled through him, and he clenched his lips tight. 
 
   “What?” I hissed.
 
   “John Wayne,” he whispered. “Marion Mitchell Robert Morrison was John Wayne’s name.” 
 
   “I had to think fast.” The old bikers smiled like I had called them purdy. I rolled my eyes. “Pass the tequila.” 
 
   After Brutus’ body was removed and I dropped Koko at the parking garage, I had two choices: go home or go to work. I glanced over at the bottle of tequila my new deputies had shoved in my hands on the way out the door. Home it was. 
 
   First, I made a minor detour to an assisted living community. 
 
   Breaking news to next-of-kin always sucked ass, but Brutus's wife, Irma, hadn't recognized his name when I talked to her. She certainly didn't understand he was dead. Maybe it was for the best. 
 
   I drove home with tequila riding shotgun.
 
   Biscuit’s near-dead car sat in my drive with hippie stickers all over the bumper, a cracked windshield, and chipped blue paint. He was one of Erik’s lieutenants but as young as my foster kid, Davey. The two boys had taken to long bouts of junk food and adolescent tomfoolery. I didn’t mind. Both L-pos kids had tragic backgrounds and came to my house to behave like normies. 
 
   I parked my silver truck in the garage and searched the dash for more Xen but found none. My head swarmed with visions of Brutus’ arm in a bag with the gnarly tattoo across his knuckles. We called them meat tags. Now Brutus’ tagged meat was in separate baggies. Hoisting the tequila, I went inside. 
 
   Biscuit and Davey lounged on the couch and watched a television show about reckless boys pulling pranks and defying Darwinism. Biscuit pretended to do homework, but he was more interested in the bags of potato chips they passed back and forth. Crumbs fell on the neglected pages of his physics book. An open case of soda sat between them, half devoured.
 
   Biscuit stuffed a handful of chips in his mouth and didn't bother to chew before reaching for more. I didn’t begrudge him eating all my snacks. His momma fed him cat-food-and-pancake-batter biscuits when money was tight, which was always. 
 
   The bouquet of mutt perfumes lingering on him was unmistakable: fur, sand, and sun. Irresistible. Hair-raising. He had recently shed somewhere in the desert. My wolf was jealous, and his scent threatened to drive me over a teetering edge of control. He perked an eyebrow.
 
   I had zoned out. “Studying hard?” 
 
   Chagrined, he tried to remember which paragraph he'd been reading. I sat and stole a soda. Davey had put on weight since I brought him home a year ago, some of which proved to be muscle. His hair was artfully cut at chin length. 
 
   I should have told him about Brutus, but I couldn’t. It was too soon.
 
   “How was your day?” Davey said. “Anyone try to kill you?”
 
   “They didn’t succeed. Anyone try to kill you?”
 
   “Nope. I guess that makes it an okay day.”
 
   “Seems like. Staying out of trouble, Biscuit?”
 
   “Yep. Like most gals, trouble wants nothing to do with me.”
 
   “You should be applauded. Some of us can't get the bitch off our back.”
 
   “I haven’t cooked,” Davey said. “We planned to visit Peter for dinner.”
 
   “That’s fine.” I envisioned Davey’s protective boyfriend. The huge hunk of wolf emigrated from his throne in Germany and stayed to romance my newly-legal teenager. “Be on alert for unusual mutts or suspicious talk. I'm not convinced everyone at the dog house is on the kennel's side.”
 
   “I hear ya,” Davey said.
 
   “The blood on you…” Biscuit’s stomach rumbled, hungry for Brutus's leftovers. His mouth tightened with guilt. 
 
   “A lot of bodies today,” I said. 
 
   “I don't know how you do it.” 
 
   “Me neither.” My stomach seized with hunger cramps.
 
   “We gotta go,” Biscuit said. 
 
   “Call me if you need me.” 
 
   “You, too.” Davey nodded at the tequila. “Only have the one bottle?”
 
   “Yes. Not enough to do any damage.” 
 
   “It’ll get better,” Biscuit said. 
 
   “Are you spending a lot of time with the Russians, too?” 
 
   He nodded. “My momma’s worn out. Probably wonders if she’s doing the right thing by harboring me. She may or may not turn me in, but she can’t afford to keep me.” He pretended to accept it as the way of the world, but his down-turned mouth and lingering pout gave him away.
 
   “If you ever need anything,” I said.
 
   “I know, and thanks, Kaidlyn.” He smiled. “I'm totally taking the soda.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   They left, and I retrieved my black phone. I carried two phones: a silver one for official business and a black one for anything that could get me arrested. 
 
   Flecks of Brutus' blood had wedged under my fingernails, and I tried not to think about it. I needed to research Doberman-looking mutts who might be roaming the streets and executing grudges. 
 
   Who knew the mutt community better than someone living in an international mutt sanctuary north of the city? The Russian house, now the largest kennel in the country, was a mutt-conservation effort populated by refugees and overseen by some of the scariest creatures I knew. 
 
   I dialed the house number, expecting any number of greetings. What I got was: “Yo.”
 
   “Who is this?” I said. 
 
   “Who is the baddest, hottest import ever?” 
 
   “Vadik.” He exaggerated his physical appeal, but his teasing voice was welcome. I pictured his smile with all the lip rings, the long black hair chunked with blond, and an outrageous Goth outfit. “Yo, yourself. Is Peavey there?”
 
   “Your tone is all business. Is that all you think about these days? No time for your boy-toy soul mate?”
 
   I had forgotten how annoying he could be. “This is serious, Vadik. I need to know about a mutual friend. Have you seen Peavey?” 
 
   “Like, ever?” 
 
   “Recently.”
 
   “Recent is relative.”
 
   “C'mon, man. I'm in a bad mood, and you're not so cute that you can't exhaust my patience. I know Silvershot has a thing for Peavey. Has she been with him?”
 
   “Biblically?”
 
   “Punk, I need intel regarding his whereabouts and state of mind.”
 
   “What, you a brain doctor now?”
 
   I growled, and he laughed. I hung up and called his twin.
 
   “Priviet.” The same voice answered with less attitude and more severity. 
 
   “Hi, Kliment. It's Kaidlyn. Where is Peavey?”
 
   “Peavey does not live here.” For whatever reason, he had more trouble shaking the accent than his sassy twin. They were structurally identical but opposite in nearly every other way. Vadik played the class clown while Kliment was the teacher's pet. “I do not know where exactly he is.”
 
   “Call me if you see him?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Kliment’s zero bullshit answer was a relief. The least resistance I'd had all day. “Thank you.” I pictured him on the porch of the enormous home, managing the folks who came and went, training to be Svetlana's right-hand man. He sounded tired. “How is everything at the house?”
 
   “Busy. Loud.”
 
   “Can I help?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Okay.” We hung up without any further comment. 
 
   Why was I worried about Peavey? Because he had Doberman markings, ran off the beaten path, and was good at killing things.
 
   My silver work phone chirped, and I answered. “What?”
 
   “It's Koko,” he said. “I have a question regarding Axle. After we started shooting him, why did it take so long for him to shed? I thought he was dead, but he rose. The metamorphosis was slow, yet he absorbed intense fire.”
 
   “Are you still at work?” I poured myself a tall glass of tequila.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You understand that you’re asking for a scientific explanation concerning the magical monsters we kill. A lot of elements come into play, big guy.”
 
   “Hazard a guess.”
 
   “Okay. Two possibilities come to mind. First, Axle was straight-edge. No drugs, no booze, no sex. His body was pure, so maybe the silver inhibited the shed and shocked the mutt in his bones. Secondly, per experience, L-strains burn at differing speeds and temps. Other strains show varied degrees of silver sensitivity. Some, like Baker, only a take a few bullets. Others can take on thirty pounds of silver and muddle through.”
 
   He waited, mulling over something.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Is it possible to keep lycanthropy at bay with silver therapy?”
 
   “SciLab tried, but it doesn't work. Before you get any ideas about rubbing potentials down with silver dust or introducing it intravenously, all that does is make them dead or tolerant. Silver isn't a cure. Occasionally, it catalyzes a chemical reaction that slows a mutt's healing process long enough for the damage of a bullet to do its proper job.” 
 
   “What if—”
 
   “Koko, I want you to listen to me very carefully. The disease has spawned as much tautology as any religion. Ignore the blatant dogma and warped bundle of suspicions which smother the truth. Be open-minded. We must think openly and pragmatically about the supernatural disease, understand?”
 
   “Kind of.” Papers ruffled. “I researched previous team members, and I noticed an agent called Vincent was recently your team lead.”
 
   “He hopped squads, and then he died.”
 
   “His record is stellar.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I only saw one a reference to any hunter before him.”
 
   “Oh?” 
 
   “A man named Wyndam Wolfe.” 
 
   I laughed. “What an awful name.” 
 
   “You knew him?”
 
   “Never heard of him.” 
 
   “As far as I can tell, he was first gen fed—”
 
   “Koko? Go home. Sleep. It's only day one.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, and I knew he wouldn't go home. Stubborn bastard.
 
   I was exhausted. I had spent the day repressing the barrage of emotion and hunger inspired by tension, violence, and the sight of human remains. Now I could relax, sit back, and be myself…if only I had the energy. 
 
   I fussed with my phone and contemplated making an uncomfortable call to my estranged one-time lover, the Queen Wolf of Moscow. I wanted to hear her voice even though I had nothing to say. What did I expect, sympathy? Besides, Svetlana hadn’t contacted me since she left to usurp a new city. She abandoned me in a neighborhood full of scrumptious humans, surrounded by a feast of a suburb and a buffet of a city.
 
   Someone knocked on the door. I frowned, trying to imagine who it could be, and sniffed to scent them out. All I smelled was tequila and blood. I rose and answered the door.
 
   Sarakas. 
 
   He wore jeans and a thin white tee. Splash some water on him, and I’d have the makings of a Playgirl special. His curly hair, freshly cut, went uncombed. He set the pizzas and some oatmeal stouts on the counter. I’d forgotten it was fight night. 
 
   “Hey,” he said. “Brought an extra pepperoni pie this time, since I barely had a slice before you destroyed the last one.” 
 
   “I'm a growing girl.” I winked, trying for levity. We never talked about whether or not I had the disease. He didn't ask and hadn’t seen me shed, but I hadn't confessed, either. Don't ask, don't tell. My best friend was a great FBHS agent who pulled for the company more often than not. 
 
   I was tired. I wanted a hug. Probably needed to fuck, too. He pulled out napkins for the pizza and retrieved a bottle of ranch dressing from my fridge. He was so comfortable in my house, taking over my kitchen. 
 
   I shouldn’t spend every hour of my day with gun-toting agents. 
 
   Being L-pos should have been easier considering I observed the disease for years. I witnessed the signals, tricks, and turns. Of all people, I should remember mutts are constantly hungry, they despise guns, their senses detect too much, and they are exceedingly emotional. Knowledge didn't help. Being on top of my game as a human made me think I could manage my mutt-tendencies, but I forgot about emotional containment. 
 
   I’d never been good at processing my feelings. 
 
   If I didn’t get my shit together, someone would put silver in me. Chances were good the job would fall to my best friend. Sarakas eyed the glass of tequila and a frown weighed down his lips.
 
   I hadn't heard him laugh in weeks, and he didn’t look at me the same. Like when someone cheats and then confesses, and their significant other never trusts them again. Even as he handed me a pile of pizza, he had to be thinking the worst. 
 
   The worst, of course, being a hundred percent accurate.
 
   I got the sense he thought I should have known better, as if I’d stumbled down a dark alley in a miniskirt begging to be contaminated. 
 
   “Koko did okay,” I said.
 
   “Can you handle him?”
 
   “Depends on what you mean.” I could eat out his unsuspecting throat before he could clear a holster. “He’ll be a great agent.”
 
   “I'm sorry about Brutus.”
 
   “I should have been faster.”
 
   “I'm sure you did all you could.” 
 
   He quietly swapped the glass of tequila for a bottle of oatmeal stout. I didn’t protest. Neither affected me anymore. We sat side-by-side on the couch, not quite touching, but if I sighed to the left, my cheek could rest on his shoulder. I wanted to shake him and scream, hate me already! Break up with me, it's over, even though were weren't dating. 
 
   He'd be better off. 
 
   We watched the fight, and I coached the prize fighter in my head.
 
   Go for the throat. It's right there, neck gaping open. Stop trying to hit him and use your teeth. Bite him. He won't be able to stop you in time. He'll bleed out before the stadium clears, then you can drag the meat to higher ground and eat. Bite him, goddammit! He’s all muscle, hard and hardy. Legs, quads, and calves all ripe and round.
 
   Then the small fighter bloodied his opponent’s nose, a bright red ribbon. My breath came hot, singed my mouth, and tingled on my lips. Go for the back of the throat, the reptile brain stem. He'd be helpless—
 
   “Kaid,” Sarakas said, staring.
 
   “What?” My voice slumped up my throat as if I was vomiting stew. 
 
   He twitched, and it was a rabbit flinch, like when prey recognizes a predator lurking in the bushes. His throat was a span of latte skin primed for the taking. He'd never get to the gun in time. 
 
   I bolted, stumbled to the bathroom, and locked the door. My marrow churned, and the bitch threatened to rise from my blood. I looked in the mirror.
 
   Slabs of charcoal burst in my green eyes. The outer rim darkened, the inside looked cavernous. Mutt eyes. I bore down and stuffed the contagion back inside.
 
   I needed to shed soon. Nature asked for permission now, but soon she'd elbow her way in, tear me out, stomp down the human, and make way for the animal. 
 
   My mutt eyes emerged over a splash of blood in a televised fight.
 
   Jesus—
 
   Then I thought about Sarakas that way.
 
   —Christ.
 
   Guilt raised the swirling canine fever. The beast flogged me with the impulse to run and hunt.
 
   Sarakas knocked on the door. The disease didn’t care who he was. My wolf pushed me to the line of exposure and batted at it with her heavy paw. He was quick on the draw but too conflicted to put me down before I ripped chunks out of him. If I wanted, I could have steak for dinner.
 
   Sarakas sirloin.
 
   I groaned. Damn. My skin, wet. My heart, bursting. I popped a cupboard, opened a tampon box, and pulled out a tin. Xen. As I slipped it under my tongue, it burned the inside of my mouth. The drug fluttered around my edges like a moth seeking to roost. The pat-pat of subtle, gentle wings, a smooth fog, an overcast skyline. I forgot the instantaneous relief. I nearly took another, but if I indulged too much, I'd act high, be stupid, and get caught.
 
   My heart sunk at the way Sarakas had looked at me, like he loved me but might shoot me at any second. Hell, I salivated over my partner like he was a succulent cut of veal waiting to be torn apart. I imagined how I'd have to muscle his shoulders from the socket… 
 
   Fuck it. I popped another Xen. The drug hit me so hard I couldn’t breathe. Like maybe I was drowning. Sarakas whispered in the hall, wanting to know if I was in trouble. 
 
   Wondering if he’d need to shoot me tonight.
 
   Xen colored me fuzzy, like being drunk underwater. But why worry? Life was good. I inhaled gently, filling my lungs with life and laughter and the joy of simply being alive. I loved everything. I had Sarakas, faithful and brotherly, a real friend who was always there for me. I was so blessed. Everything had worked out fine.
 
   I went for the doorknob and stumbled. Xen wobbled through me. Chuckling, I squeezed my knees together and took deep breaths. This was serious business. Time for my game face. I stretched my jaw until I resembled a mopey horse and I snickered at the image. No, really, this was important.
 
   Think sober. 
 
   I imagined breathing into a brown bag. Shallow air. Checked my pupils in the mirror. Not bad. Maybe taking the second pill had been a good idea. I'd have to remember to pick up more the next time I saw Rainer. If it stopped me from thinking about Sarakas like he was a wounded steak, I'd take cyanide laced with C4.
 
   I examined my hands, and they appeared normal. Well, scarred and calloused, but human. No claws or bloated bones. Eyes shone with their normal green, like nothing ever happened. I opened the door and smiled enough for Sarakas to see my teeth. He noted their tone and sagged with relief. 
 
   “Could use another beer,” I said. “The pizza tasted saltier than normal.” 
 
   “We should watch a kung-fu flick instead. You know, cheesy graphics, lots of Hai-ya sounds, bad dubbing.” 
 
   Unrealistic blood, pantomime violence. Nothing to agitate my prey drive. We sat shoulder to shoulder on the couch, passing pizza and beer, engaging in minimal chatter, and maintaining a peaceable silence. By the end of the movie, Sarakas relaxed and behaved less like a rabbit. He left before the drugs faded.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Koko
 
   I hadn’t slept for twenty-four hours, but I didn't want to go back to my new apartment. I slaved at the gym until my muscles were burnt, but my brain wasn't done. I showered and dressed to explore Phoenix nightlife. 
 
   I found a nightclub and squeezed in beside jocks, posers, and pansies, all angling to get a girl into bed. I could crush them. Reduce them to blubbering pulp in a matter of seconds. They knew it, and their women knew it. I shamelessly let their gazes fluff my ego, knowing I could take their women home and fuck them better. 
 
   Then again, no one ever asks me about Goethe, Nietzsche, or Jung. No one wants to know what I've read or what I think. They want me to lift heavy objects, punch assholes in the face, and kill unwanted insects. 
 
   All of which I could do, and well, but that ain't the extent of it.
 
   I accept the first woman who doesn’t make me wonder if she’s literate and we go to her place. After the bottle blond trumpeted the deep-throttle moan of a hard orgasm, she expected more. She didn’t want to discuss my ambitions or thoughts, but she wanted me to listen to hers. And she talked a mile a minute about how she was glad she found me before curfew, her church changed the upholstery on the pews to make them more comfortable, she switched hair conditioner brands, etc.
 
   The woman drew her hair away from her delicious shoulder. She had soft arms. Cute fingers. Elbows like gavels. Lips top-heavy but warm. 
 
   “Call me? We can do lunch.” She offered a throaty, sexy giggle. 
 
   She would show up at my door with her luggage and emotional baggage in about five seconds flat. Would I call her?
 
   “Probably not,” I said. Her face fell. She hadn’t expected honesty. I tried to make amends. “I truly enjoyed myself, but I’m not relationship material.”
 
   “Asshole,” she said. 
 
   The conversation could only disintegrate, and I slid into my shoes. “Honey, I don't want to get your hopes up, is all.”
 
   “Get out, you insensitive bastard! I can't believe you. Prick!”
 
   She could have inquired if I wanted a relationship before we had sex. I'd have told her the same thing. She wanted casual sex, then she tried to capitalize after the fact. I knew what I wanted and didn't change my tune mid-chorus. 
 
   I should probably say something nice, like, you have yummy shoulders.
 
   “Get the hell out.” She pulled sheets around herself. White silk didn't disguise the color and point of her nipple.
 
   “Pleasure meeting you.” 
 
   She flipped me off and I shrugged. Maybe I'd send her a flower in a few days to make her feel better. But I wouldn't, because I didn’t want to give the impression I lied about not wanting a relationship. Better off leaving her mad. 
 
   As if she hadn’t begged for precisely what I gave. I enjoyed her, she enjoyed me, but she aimed to complicate the simplicity of our connection. Women make it so hard to be nice.
 
   I went to my dark, nearly windowless apartment. The air conditioning unit whimpered despairingly and struggled to cough air. Despite the long day and the sexual release, I didn't sleep well. 
 
   The next morning, I collected a healthful morning treat and coffee order for the team. Daisy waved shyly as I passed her desk. I nodded and continued to the office. 
 
   Durant hopped off her desk. “Morning, Koko, how's it hanging? Allow me.”
 
   She grabbed the box of confections and popped the lid. She blinked and frowned. 
 
   “These are not real doughnuts. What the hell is this?”
 
   “Fat-free, reduced sugar muffins made with organic ingredients.”
 
   “That one looks like sandblasted cardboard.”
 
   “High fiber. Good for your digestion.”
 
   Her frown deepened. “What are those black things? Roaches?”
 
   “Raisins. Part of your daily required fruit intake.” I tried a reassuring smile. She didn't fall for it.
 
   “Dude thinks he's being funny. Thinks this is cute. Get a big ol' belly laugh, haha, put Durant on a diet. Hardy-har-har. Hows-about you go get some real breakfast now.”
 
   I pasted my dumbest, most innocent expression on my face. “Reducing sugar can level out a mineral deficiency, combat obesity, and minimize mood swings.”
 
   Everyone stopped. Keats and Rosco eased away from us, clearing the immediate area of effect. Her eyes flashed, cheeks flushed, and hands squeezed like she was torturing a stress ball. She glared, possibly considering shooting me or stomping on my nuts. I should have worn an athletic cup. She licked her lip, and I noticed her lush, full mouth. 
 
   “Mood swings, huh?” 
 
   Her eyes could tack me to the wall. I shrugged. Her gaze dropped somewhere below my throat. She gingerly took two bran muffins and walked out of the office. Heavy footsteps, stiff spine. All in all, she took it rather well. Women. They're offended if you treat them like one of the guys, but treat them like females and you'll get sued into a touchy-feely support group talking about daddy issues.
 
   “Death wish?” Rosco said.
 
   “She's been through a lot recently,” Keats said.
 
   “Who hasn't?” Rosco reached for a muffin, and his thick gold rings gleamed. 
 
   Sarakas strolled in and dispersed extra silver vouchers so we could increase our personal stash. His military-grade watch clashed with his fitted Henley shirt and pressed slacks, and he chose a bran muffin without fanfare. 
 
   I itched to talk about some trends I had discovered in my reading.
 
   “If mutts have to shed on the full moon, how come our numbers only see a twelve percent increase above during the lunar phase?”
 
   “Only twelve percent?” Rosco’s forehead scrunched.
 
   “No one said they only change on full moons, but L-strains are prone to revealing the disease during the lunar phase,” Sarakas said. “Most potentials resist the change as long as possible, and different strains of the disease incubate at different rates. However, a full blown mutt can't withstand the draw of the moon. Anything in that box have blueberries?”
 
   “Where is this research division?”
 
   “Basement,” Keats said.
 
   “I'd like to see some of the research files and test parameters.”
 
   “It doesn’t quite work that way.” Durant returned without the muffins but in a considerably more somber mood. “Besides, such information is above your pay-grade.”
 
   “Maybe today,” I said, “but I plan on being promoted soon.”
 
   She laughed without a hint of sarcasm and threw me back a few brain cells.
 
   “Good attitude.” She picked up a cup of coffee and sniffed it. “At least you got the coffee right.”
 
   I didn't tell her it was decaf. 
 
   “I’d like to see more of the current research regarding the disease.”
 
   “SciLab hasn’t been convincingly successful in the research area,” she said. “Potentials who exhibit mutt behavior occasionally end up in the basement. Study often involves ambiguous old wives’ tales and stabbing them with needles until something happens. They shed, they die, and we tally the stats.”
 
   “Do a lot of people die down there?”
 
   “Depends on who runs the floor. A while ago, we had a doc who believed every potential carried a strain that would awaken on the brink of death. Lots of bodies accumulated during his watch. He liked killing white mice, that's for sure.”
 
   “Until the bureau put a stop to that,” I inferred.
 
   “No, they didn't.” She tried not to smile, but it tugged the corners of her lips and made her mouth wide and primal. “Somehow, someone convinced him he was infected. He killed himself with a combination of antifreeze, weed killer, and silver injections. Messy little farewell cocktail, believe you me.”
 
   “Who runs the floor now?”
 
   “Dr. Jack Hydenburg. He's a fan of emotional persuasion, a jumbled mixture of good-cop and bad-cop all from the same guy. Basically, he’s a psycho clown and a mad scientist all in one package. He designs his questions to batter the victim. Builds tension, releases a bit, ups the ante. He believes emotional anguish will bring out the disease.”
 
   “In your experience, is his hypothesis correct?”
 
   She waited a long time to answer. “Heck of a lot closer than most.”
 
   Santi slunk in, face droll, eyes harried. His double chin, paunch, and suit made him look like an investment banker. “Another agent was found dead this morning. That makes seven since last Wednesday, four killed off the job.”
 
   “Seven?” Keats said. 
 
   “Moneese's motorcycle dove off an overpass. We now think he might have been run off the road. Connelly was attacked in an alley behind his favorite neighborhood club. Agos took a dive off the Qwest building, a possible suicide but in the light of recent events, murder can't be overlooked. Then Williams. Three others were killed on the job during routine door-to-doors. We're focusing on the agents murdered off duty. The problem is, our average agent meets over three hundred potentials per year. We've got teams scrambling, and the National Guard came to help. Rosco, go with Team P and help research Agos’ last jump. The rest of you are drafted to examine the Morales murder.” 
 
    “Morales?” Keats said. “Ignacio Morales? My brother went to school with him. Good kid.” Eyes vague. The kid he used to know was dead, and we were going to peruse the homicide scene. 
 
   “Keats, I know you and Morales were friends. You can sit this one out,” Santi said. “I'm sure Kaidlyn and Koko can handle it.”
 
   “No.” Keats reached for his baseball hat. “I want to go.”
 
   “Our primary investigators are done,” Santi said. “If you folks hurry, you can catch the body on the scene and glean some insight.”
 
   “Maybe Koko should drive,” Keats said. “Kaid has a tendency of scaring the god-fearing poop out of me. Koko, did I ever tell you about the time she thought a head-on collision with a mutt was a good idea?”
 
   “Ah, c’mon,” she said.
 
   “We can take Koko's truck. He should learn the freeways.” 
 
   I smiled.
 
   “Skip the happy dance,” she said.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   I'm surprised society manages to hold itself together. 
 
   When we crossed the gates, protesters and reporters clamored over each other, scrambled for statements, and fought for a better vantage point. I watched their weak spines, angry mouths, and desperate eyes. The sheep herded predictably alongside emotional waters with no idea of what it meant to be a wolf. Humans were made of anger, selfishness, and fear. They crowded each other, a pile of me-me-me stuffed in close quarters…
 
   It was a wonder we didn't all spontaneously combust. 
 
   Somehow I avoided erupting in a homicidal rage, rampaging through a throng of protesters, and infecting everyone. I rather impressed myself. 
 
   Then, of course, there were days when I could barely get out of bed. What's the point? Why not let it all go? A free-for-all, my last finger-hoist to society before heading to the hills and roaming forever. Tempting.
 
   I leaned against the door of Koko's orgasmic truck. The complete lack of sugar and decent coffee did not help.
 
   I tried to focus on the recent murder, but I suffered too many distractions.
 
   A car alarm sounded in the parking garage, stabbing me with a wail only electronics can produce. Superior senses turned into a perpetual migraine, and everything agitated my brain. Sheets of paper scratching together. File cabinets scraping open and shut. The snort and sniffle of thousands of faces. The whir of fans. The thunk and tap of feet and fingers. Humming fluorescent lights. Insects! I can't focus on anything when I spot a bug scrambling across the floor on its hypnotic legs. 
 
   People sounds are the worst. Belly gurgles, sniffles, snorting, smacking lips, chewing, and the wheezy breathers. Loud animals, and stinky, too. When Daisy walked by with Elizabeth Arden perfume soaking her lapels, I considered taking a swan dive from the window. Which, at only seven floors, wouldn't kill me.
 
   Mood swings, indeed! If I hadn't brought the Xen to work, I might have thrown a tantrum at Koko. One tablet gave me a smooth mellow so I wasn't feeling impaired, only subdued. Unfortunately, it made for two druggie days in a row. I was downright glum today, probably because of my previous crappy day. 
 
   They say everything looks better in the morning, but it doesn't. Some days it looks worse.
 
   The average person's memory lasts three generations. Brutus, childless and with a wife who didn't know him, didn't stand a chance. Maybe a few bar cronies might remember him until they die of cirrhosis, but for all intents and purposes, he was already forgotten, like he never existed. Fucking Axle. 
 
   I got Brutus killed. Certainly didn’t save him. Grief and ugly guilt bit at me. Jesus. I wiped at my face. I needed to calm down and find serenity. I refused to indulge self-pity for another second.
 
   Wishing I had my black metal music instead of the jazz playing on Koko’s stereo, I watched the road. He drove via Keats’ instructions to Morales’ residence and parked outside the ring of LEOs.
 
   I could smell the dead. 
 
   The outside of the apartment had the stucco look, rusty fencing, and graffiti. Neighborhood kids tagged everything like dogs pissing on posts, and yet mutts were animals? 
 
   We navigated the stairs. The apartment door was intact and closed, which differed from the last scene. No reporters yet. Severed cords dangled from security cameras like broken tails. A set-back. With no eyewitnesses, we could have used the footage.
 
   An officer in plain clothes posted by the door, smoking. I recognized him; he'd left the agency a year ago after seeing an exceptionally bloody incident. Now he was a good cop, named either Philbert or Phillips. He nodded a greeting. “Only one body. No woman, no kids.”
 
   “Thanks,” Keats said.
 
   “Smells like piss.” Overwhelming amounts of piss.
 
   Keats threw me a glare. 
 
   We double-gloved and entered. Two stenches: blood and body. The first, invigorating, the last a combination of dirty. The corpse sprawled in the east corner of the room. A gun sat inches from his outspread hand. There wasn't much of him left, and the attacking mutt had sated its hunger. Morales was eviscerated, and the sheen of his spine winked at me.
 
   I circled the body, avoiding direct contact until I knew how my stomach would react. I was ravenous but nauseated from extreme hunger, so I wasn't sure which sensation would win. Most of his soft, good cuts of meat were gone, but the killer left enough on the bone to tide me over to my next sit-down meal. It felt wrong, somehow, to crave someone else’s kill.
 
   I held my breath and shook my head. With two agents in the room and a cop outside, I couldn’t scavenge Morales’ burger. I turned to walk the room in silence.
 
   Crosses hung on every wall of every room. Ignacio Morales was either the world's biggest sinner or its greatest saint. Piety or penance, Ignacio? Sparse living quarters for a man who owned such expensive suits. No books, but a new flashy computer and a stereo system that would make a DJ salivate. His refrigerator contained condiments, tamales, and Tecate beer. Eighteen cans missing from a thirty pack and he'd only returned from Vegas yesterday. He was drunk when the mutt came to kill him.
 
   “Why are you in the fridge?” Keats broke the silence. “Tell me you aren't eating anything.”
 
   No, but I considered it.
 
   “Riddle me this,” I said. “How many crosses does one need to hang before God pays attention to one's murder?”
 
   He scowled. “Not every death is a condemnation of religion.”
 
   “More of a reflection of its usefulness. I don't suppose you both went to the same church?”
 
   “No.” He crouched and examined the corpse.
 
   Ignacio was eaten down to the bones on both legs. Over-eager jaws had bitten clean through his femurs. Gut split and devoured to the nubs of the spine. Ribs haphazardly snapped. Morales' heart was mussed and ragged. The mutt began eating the organ but ran out of time. Once hungry teeth find meat, it's nearly impossible to stop.
 
   “Feels different,” I said. “The other scene indicated a mutt who possesses more control. This murder may have been premeditated, but the killer was distracted by dinner.” 
 
   Keats made a face. “It's disrespectful to talk about our fallen associate like he was a rump roast.”
 
   “Sorry,” I mumbled. I didn't want Keats to be mad at me. 
 
   Koko stared out the window, his big form blocking the sun. He stepped aside and hooked a thumb to get our attention. “There’s a supermarket across the street and a strip mall to the south. This building is visible to both. Broad daylight, and no one sees a mutt come in or out? Doesn't fit. How soon can a mutt shed its fur and walk out on two legs?”
 
   “Hours,” Keats said.
 
   “The good ones can find their skin whenever they want,” I countered.
 
   I knelt and ran latex-wrapped fingers over the floor. I found a dusting of superfine powder and lifted it to my nose. Definitely mutt dust. Virile. 
 
   Koko strolled over to examine the fine dust. “So it's possible for someone to arrive in human form, shed, kill, shed back on command, and walk out of here?” 
 
   “Possible, but it doesn't quite fit. Someone with the discipline to shed and revert so quickly doesn’t flip out and mow down. How could she forget what she was about, and then regain perspective fast enough to make a clean getaway?”
 
   “She?” Koko’s dull eyes and perceptive intellect startled me. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “You said 'she.' Five minutes ago it was he.” 
 
   “Freakin' Sherlock over here.” I sniffed the dust. The acrid scent convinced me it was female, anxious and angry. 
 
   “Durant?” Koko said.
 
   “Females trend hungrier. Morales’ legs and innards are nearly gone. Maybe it was a lapse in judgment, or it could have been personal. Especially because there’s no sign of forced entry. Christ, he probably let her in. Maybe he knew her. We should run profiles on the families of the mutts he bagged. Check for anyone of an attractive age. He might have been involved with his murderer.”
 
   “If it was in human form when it came and left, there's a chance we can find real genetic evidence,” Keats said, excited. “The mutt had to undress, murder, dress, and leave. That's messy business. Hair fibers, fingerprints on anything it touched, all sorts of opportunities.” He poked his head out the door and talked to Phillips about getting real forensic people in here.
 
   While he did that, I couldn't ignore the scent of piss. Mostly because it wasn't centered on the victim. A few more sniffs led me to it. Ignacio's FBHS jacket sat in a corner under the biggest cross, sopping in piss.
 
   “Definitely personal,” I said. 
 
   “One killer or two?” Koko crossed his arms.
 
   “The way the meat is dragged in one direction, the torque on the body, and the blood splatters: it looks like one mutt feeding. We can't rule out multiples, but only one made good on eating this kill.”
 
   “What do we think about two killers at Williams' house and only one here?” 
 
   “I don't know.”
 
   “The lab will check the bite marks to see if the radius indicates multiple attackers,” Keats said. “If the mutt walked away on two legs, we may find prints.”
 
   My phone rang, and I pulled off a glove to answer.
 
   “Ignacio had a theory about the nature of the disease,” Sarakas said. “The Devoted and most churches claim mutts are the spawn of the devil, like soldiers sent to devour babies and raise hell, right? Well, Ignacio believed lycanthropy was a form of demonic possession and could be cured by exorcism.” 
 
   “Not original.”
 
   “Except he brought potentials to a certain priest who performs exorcisms. Supposedly, our man of the cloth chants his holy business and the demon reveals itself, is expelled or sent back to hell, etc, etc. Last month, Morales flubbed. He brought a kid to the priest for the ritual, but this kid spasms and foams at the mouth. Convinced he's a mutt-devil, Padre and Ignacio kill him. Turns out, the kid was epileptic and had frequent seizures. His mother filed a suit with the bureau, which you know will be discarded. Ignacio did penance and started right back up, saving the souls of the wicked.”
 
   “Can you have Yoshino pull his file for me?”
 
   “Done. The kid's name was Enrico Rivera, age fourteen. I’ll email the file.”
 
   “I want to talk to the priest.” I'd rather crucify him upside down, but hell, might as well be professional.
 
   Sarakas gave me the address. “His name is Father O’Leary.”
 
   “You made that up.”
 
   “I swear. He takes confession for a few hours every day starting at nine.”
 
   “Wanna come? You're better with these kinds of people.”
 
   “Take Koko. I'm busy.” 
 
   I looked across the room at the big lug. Good thing he was here, or Sarakas might actually have to spend time with me. I sighed and pocketed the phone. 
 
   Everywhere I looked was bad news: Koko or blood, both dangerous in my current mood. I rolled my gloves in a tiny ball and thought about the Xen tablets hidden in my bra. My morning pill already expired. Blood, bone, piss, and fear adrenals in the air worked through the drug like a cheese-grater through butter. 
 
   I turned around. Koko watched me. Keen eyes, solemn mouth. I hated the don’t-mind-me-because-I’m-stupid mask he wore. He and I were both huge liars.
 
   “I need to see a priest about a dog,” I said. “Wanna come?”
 
   “Yes!” Keats peeled off a glove and wagged it at me. “If you think I’d leave you alone with a man of God, you're nuts. You’d shoot him at first opportunity.”
 
   “Hey,” I said. “I might resent that.” 
 
   “Who are we going to see?”
 
   “A priest named O’Leary.”
 
   “I’ve heard of him. Let's go,” Keats said. I filled them in about Sarakas' call.
 
   The cathedral was the first public Devoted church in Phoenix. It pretended to be Notre Dame and fell far short. Normally, I hated synagogues, churches, and the like, but when the doors opened, I heard blissful silence and saw open space. I couldn't remember the last time I'd set foot in God's house. 
 
   An elaborate basin of holy water poised at the door. Keats dipped his fingers and crossed himself. Would it burn me? Was I of the devil? It was a stupid idea. If there was no God, then his infamous counterpart was irrelevant by default. Yet, I held my breath and slipped my hand in the water up to my wrist. 
 
   Nope. Nothing. Maybe the priest who blessed it lacked the mojo. Maybe it was all bunk and I was acting silly. I shook water from my hand and walked deeper into the building.
 
   “He’s taking confession,” Keats whispered. “We'll have to wait.”
 
   “Fine.” 
 
   A crowd gathered at the front of the enormous building. 
 
   I sat on one of the pews without crossing myself first, and Keats quickly performed several crosses in a row. I think some of them were for me. A cluster of senior citizens sat in the same pew, waiting to chatter in the priest's ear. The room was warm. I took off my sweatshirt. The sight of two guns and a bulletproof vest scared the elderly ladies' sins away. They abandoned confession and made a quick exit. Maybe if I fired a few rounds into the ceiling, we wouldn't have to wait at all. Keats would surely protest, though.
 
   If I ate Keats, he'd taste of communion wafers and baby powder. 
 
   I stared straight ahead. Christ’s visage hanged upon a cross. An extra halo decorated his head, resembling the eye of an ankh. I cringed. The Devoted, vampire-worshiping Catholics, utilized the insignia of a cross and ankh sharing the same arms. I turned to make a joke but Koko was missing. I turned my head and saw him on the far side if the chapel, lighting candles. I sat back and kept my comment to myself. 
 
   My mother had been a devout Christian up until the day my brother tried to eat her. My soul had never recovered. God and I had similar failures: neither of us had saved her, and we couldn’t help the Rivera boy who was killed by faith.
 
   An incense richer than ambrosia wafted toward me and pricked my spine. My heart quickened. I whipped around, searching the church’s dim interior. No one was there. Goosebumps rose from my toes to my fingers. A good shiver rolled down my back like a lover was nibbling on the nape of my neck. Where was the fragrance coming from? 
 
   I turned back around in my pew, facing the front. 
 
   A girl stepped from a door beside the altar. Sixteen, maybe. Slender. Smock dress. Red hair in corkscrew curls. Pale skin, freckles. One sniff and I knew she had many things to confess.
 
   Like how she was a vampire.
 
   Her head swung and she nailed me with her gaze. Made an “o” with her mouth. Shock widened her big eyes. Hunger elevated my primitive senses. Her throat was bare. She was only a few leaps away. She might have vamp powers up her sleeve, but her heart would taste oh-so-yummy once I got to it. Vamps were sneaky and snake-like, but mutts were stronger.
 
   I could have her if I wanted.
 
   Her hand lifted to her delicate throat. No doubt about it, she knew what I was. And she was afraid, about to run.
 
   That was the best part.
 
   Her fear.
 
   Yummy.
 
   Killing her was out of the question because it would reveal me to my gun-wielding teammates. Hell, she might scream and alert everyone that I was a devil in their god's house, fingers damp with holy water. My compatriots would shoot me.
 
   If she told, I'd snatch her and eat her before a single Ag round left their guns.
 
   She took one step toward me. A graceful step of a dainty shoe. Confusing. Her fear infused the air. Why would she dare come closer? Her salient leg twisted beneath the hem of her skirt like she might dance. How long could she outrun me? I bet her mouth tasted of figs. 
 
   My lip curled and showed my teeth.
 
   She turned and ran.
 
   My body seized. It was all I could do not to chase her. I gripped the pew to remind myself where I was. I held my breath, faced the altar, and tried to stay in my skin. Small teeth, small teeth. Bruises formed under my nails from clenching my seat so hard, and I couldn’t help but peer over my shoulder.
 
   She grabbed an umbrella on the way out the door. The sun, even now, should cripple a vamp. That she was awake at all meant she was from an impressive bloodline. She'd have to take cover fast or suffer. She’d be running, scared, and weakened. 
 
   Alone. On foot. 
 
   My mouth watered, and my tummy rumbled. What would little Miss Gingerlocks taste like? 
 
   I could come back when the moon rose and catch her scent again. Unless she joined a crowd or muddled her scent with too many others. I wasn't a great tracker. Jesus, what if I lost her? She was escaping! My vision grayed and spun as the beast butted through my veins.
 
   “Kaidlyn?” Keats said. “Are you okay? Let me know if you feel a sudden tingling. I'd like to move before the lighting strikes.”
 
   “Ha, ha,” I said, impressed he made a joke. A smile spread gently across his face. Koko joined us on the pew, which creaked under his weight. 
 
   “That's him,” Keats said.
 
   Bald at age thirty, O’Leary had a paunch but great posture. His cardboard brown eyes widened when Koko stood. 
 
   “Father O’Leary, I'm Agent Keats. This is Agent Durant and Koko. We're from the Federal Bureau of Human Safety, and we'd like to ask you a few questions regarding exorcisms you've performed.”
 
   “I do not work for the bureau in any official capacity,” O’Leary said. 
 
   “Ignacio Morales is dead,” I said. 
 
   “Unfortunate. I shall say a prayer.”
 
   “Do that.” I smiled. “How many people were cured during your exorcisms?”
 
   “Every single one.”
 
   “Really? Even the ones shot to death by Morales?”
 
   “They died with pure hearts and revived souls. They rest in the arms of the eternal host, sharing hymns of peace and love.”
 
   “Lucky for you, dead men don't argue.” 
 
   Keats set a warning hand on my shoulder. Given the way my temperature was rising, maybe I should shut up for a while.
 
   “Can you tell us about a certain exorcism,” Keats said. “One performed on a young man named Enrico Rivera?”
 
   “I will not violate a sacred trust.”
 
   I pulled my badge. “You're impeding a federal investigation.”
 
   “The church doesn't answer to anyone, miss.”
 
   “See here, O’Leary—”
 
   Koko held up his hand. “Priest confidentiality is certainly granted for the confessional and last rites, but since an exorcism is neither, surely you won't break any papal rules. No one would blame a priest for trying to save the souls of innocent people.”
 
   O’Leary touched his robe as if to straighten a tie. Probably hadn't been a priest long. A round vial of clear crystals dangled from his wrist.
 
   “The Rivera boy came with Mr. Morales. The ceremony went smoothly. We said many prayers. Then, at the height of my oration, the boy began to spasm. His eyes rolled back. Clearly, the poor lad housed a demon. It held his soul so fiercely that all my efforts scarcely budged it. In the end, the Lord prevailed, and Morales sent the beast back to hell where it belonged. The boy was laid to rest, and the devil was deprived of its prey.”
 
   “Wow,” I said. “How nice! Isn’t that nice? What if Enrico was epileptic?” 
 
   “Demon possession is responsible for many ailments.”
 
   “Got an answer for everything, doncha?” 
 
   “What if Enrico experienced a seizure during the ceremony?” Koko said.
 
   “I have a very sensitive soul and a great faith in the power of my Lord God,” O’Leary said. “I always know when the demons are nearby.”
 
   I snickered. “Might be a bit rusty, dude.”
 
   “Did you know the young man before the ceremony?” Koko said.
 
   “No,” O’Leary said.
 
   “He was a minor. Were his guardians present for the exorcism?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Why not?” The priest looked confused.
 
   “Wasn't a mother's or father's approval required?”
 
   “I do not need anyone's approval to do God's work. You can’t intimidate me, and I will not cease doing anything necessary to defend God the Father. Evil is everywhere, and we must remain vigilant.”
 
   Well, the bastard was right about the last thing.
 
   He sniffed. “Perhaps you're quick to judge because I've been doing your job and ridding the streets of these monsters.”
 
   Oh, I so needed a Xen right now. That, or I might devour the priest.
 
   “Despite how noble your intentions, the church doesn't need vigilantes to tarnish its reputation,” Koko said. “I imagine Mr. and Mrs. Rivera are upset over the untimely death of their son. It would be unfortunate if they realized what an actionable case of negligence they might bring against you, personally.”
 
   Ten to one, Koko would call the Rivera family and inform them precisely how actionable the case may be. O’Leary’s eyes narrowed. There wasn’t anything else for me to say or do, short of shooting him. Except one curiousity.
 
   “What's in the glass necklace?” I said.
 
   “Salt.” O’Leary rubbed it. “I wear it to all my events.”
 
   “Doesn’t salt ward against ghosts? Don't tell me you see them, too.”
 
   “No, for which I am extremely grateful. I once met a man who regularly saw ghosts.” O’Leary shuddered. “The most harrowing individual I've ever known.” 
 
   From the shadow in his eyes, he believed it.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   Collectively, we turned and left. As the church narrowed toward the exit, I could smell her. The vamp’s spiced honeysuckle perfume throbbed in me, sharper than hunger, urgent with desire. Teasing. Taunting. My vision swirled.
 
   Focus.
 
   I followed Koko's shadow down the sidewalk toward the truck.
 
   All traces of Xen smudged away. My gut was at once nauseated and grumbling for food. If I didn't eat soon, I'd need another pill to take the edge off, because I truly wanted to go after Gingerlocks—
 
   A red dot whizzed into the corner of my vision.
 
   The impact spun my head around. Amazement. Shock and pain—“Die, perfida!”—and the shrill squeal of tires. The smell of rival wolves soaked the air. I grabbed my wet face. The object had nailed me right above the left eye and split my brow. I was bleeding. 
 
   Motherfuckers.
 
   Outrage exploded like an IED and ravaged my insides. The mutt boiled up and scorched my brain. My eyeballs vibrated, clouding my vision until the gray of the sidewalk enveloped the entire world. My cheekbones bruised from the inside out, and my teeth ground together. 
 
   Blood matted my hair, dripped onto my shirt, and streamed down my elbow. Muscles and bones tightened along my throat. My chest heaved with mutating lungs. The disease kicked me. I clutched my knees and struggled to catch my breath. My ribs jabbed against the bulletproof vest. Skin split at my spine as nubs of my vertebrae punched upward. Brawn expanded densely over my hips and thighs, and the strain on my joints nearly ruptured me.
 
   All that tension, and I couldn't let an ounce of it escape my body.
 
   Meat moved in slow motion. An anxious tick rode his veins. Pain muffled his words and left only his tone of concern. Keats. Never far removed from the scent of his wife's cooking, the milk and new-skin infant smell, and the Old Spice along his neck. He touched my back, and I jerked away.
 
   Jesus, Durant. Pull it together. Simply a little bit of blood.
 
   “God, Kaidlyn,” Keats said. “Are you okay? You're gushing blood!”
 
   “Back off,” I snarled. He needed to stay away from the blood contagion before he caught my disease or discovered my body ran hotter than it should. Lord, how embarrassing to be caught unawares and bleeding in front of people I could kill for a snack. 
 
   “Green Dodge minivan. No plates,” Koko reported.
 
   Ravenous hunger stabbed my blood. Chase down the van, pop it open, and devour anyone inside. Consume them down to juicy bones. But why work so hard? Meat was everywhere. Two agents were my side, and I was about to shed. Might as well make a meal of it. Keats would have to die first because he's killed agents before and he'd be quicker to pull the trigger. I’d need an instant kill, or I'd never get them both. My breath banged hotly from my mouth. 
 
   I kept a Xen tablet in my bra for emergencies, but I couldn't swallow it with Keats and Koko watching.
 
   Smelled so yummy. 
 
   My vision careened until I was as good as blind. Pressure built inside my head and crushed the optical nerves. My brow ached. I wiped the tender broken skin. Blood wet my hand, hot and sticky. I leaked contaminant everywhere. 
 
   Stop acting like the only creature on the planet who ever felt pain.
 
   Think pleasant thoughts.
 
   Hot chocolate with piles of marshmallows.
 
   The way Davey blushes when Peter smiles just for him.
 
   Zelda's carrot cake with coconut and almond slivers.
 
   My truck. My vintage Zeppelin tee.
 
   Doughnuts, like the kind Koko refused to bring.
 
   Bunnies. 
 
   No! Now I wanted to hunt. Do not eat Koko or Keats. Do not eat them.
 
   Keats bent over to collect the offending object.
 
   “A can of dog food,” he said. 
 
   “Smart ass bitches.” My ribs ached from the flux of growth, trapped inside the immobile vest. Teeth were loose like someone punched me in the mouth. A headache throbbed. Swirling vision left me lightheaded. “Probably one of those snobby animal extremist groups. It's nothing.” 
 
   “I'll call in the vehicle,” Keats said. “Maybe PD can pick them up.”
 
   Koko said, “Let's get you to the truck. I’ve got a medkit.”
 
   I swooned. Hands grabbed me.
 
   “You got her?” Keats asked Koko.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I don't need to be gotten.” I ignored my fluttering skull. 
 
   “Take it easy,” Koko said.
 
   “I'm fine!” 
 
   He dropped his hands and walked beside me as I slunk dizzily to his truck, finding it through scent because my eyes only saw auras. He opened the door and threw his jacket on the seat to protect it from my blood. His hands rose to my face, but I jerked away.
 
   “The hell are you doing? Blood is blood. Get gloves, dude.” 
 
   “Does this happen often?” He opened the kit and slid into gloves.
 
   “Oh yeah. Every day.” He didn't respond to my sarcasm. “Publicity is a love-hate thing, and the abuse varies. Sometimes they burn crosses in my yard, vandalize my house, and throw jars of shit. Bricks, too. Pelted me with eggs once. Mostly, the harassment is vocal. Everyone loves to have an opinion about shit they know nothing about.”
 
   “That's rough.”
 
   “You'll see it, too, when you become recognized as one of us.”
 
   “Something to look forward to.” 
 
   His hands, despite being big enough to palm my head, were precise and quick while applying coagulant. When he leaned close to inspect the damage, he blocked out the entire world. His virile, healthy scent swarmed me. His throat lay open and vulnerable while his hands were preoccupied. I could chomp on his spine before he drew a weapon.
 
   If I ate Koko, I'd be full for a week. I'd bury pieces of him to dig up another day and work my way down to and through bone. I'd save his shortened pinkie as a souvenir, the last morsel.
 
   I distracted myself.
 
   “Bullock from Team A once saved six elderly ladies from a mutt who was munching through a Bingo game. When the fur receded, the monster reverted to a blond blue-eyed tween from an affluent family. Independent newsfeeds leaked pics of the doe-eyed girl playing with kittens. The short-lived campaign made Bullock a villain. After all, who could kill such a sweet looking thing? 
 
   “Anyway, all the tear-jerking press generated a modicum of sympathy for mutts. In the heat of the moment, death threats rolled in, primarily aimed at Bullock's kids. The bureau escorted them to school for two months.”
 
   “Excessive.”
 
   “Nothing is excessive to a fanatic. Sometimes people empathize with mutts, but it’s always a short-lived exception.”
 
   “So this is merely another fanatic lobbing insults and canned goods at unsuspecting agents?”
 
   “Of course. What else could it be?” I watched him. Had I given anything away? Said too much?
 
   His face seemed perpetually numb like he had visited a dentist and couldn't feel anything. Hard to tell if he bought my story. Whatever. I had managed not to shed, and I considered that a success. 
 
   He sutured the wound with butterfly bandages. “That will hold you.”
 
    When he stretched to put the first aid kit away, he offered a full glimpse of his bulky, corded, and vulnerable neck. I could pass the entire afternoon gnawing on that piece of meat. His gamey musk marinated his skin. Fantasizing about Koko as a main course made my stomach dance with joy. 
 
   Kaidlyn Quinn Durant, I scolded myself, do not eat your partner. 
 
   I scrunched my eyes shut. “Thanks, man.” 
 
   “It won't leave too bad a scar.” 
 
   I didn't care about another scar. I pulled out my cellphone and took a picture of the cut. I looked at the pic and my chest deflated. It was long enough to be a quarter slot. With a gash and a bruise the size of a plum, everyone with eyes could track the rate of my healing. Damn. Bringing out the mutt would fix this in a second, but I'd give myself away. I had no choice but to let it heal humanly slow, which meant no shedding for at least two weeks, not even a quickie in the secluded sanctuary of Rainer's bunker. I was trapped in my girl-flesh until the injury healed naturally.
 
   Why did that feel like a prison sentence? I'd been at home in this skin my entire life, and now it wasn’t good enough? 
 
   My gut growled. Hunger put my stomach through a shredder, stapled it back together, and sent it through again. The human lingered too close to my teeth.
 
   Do not eat Koko. Do not eat Koko. Even if he smells like a succulent roast.
 
   “I could use some lunch,” I said. 
 
   “How much do you eat?” Koko hoisted an eyebrow.
 
   “That's like asking a chick how old she is. Damned awkward.” 
 
   “You aren't a chick. You're an agent, and I should know if you're likely to keel over from low blood sugar.”
 
   He thought I was hypoglycemic. 
 
   “I should eat every other hour or so.”
 
   He leaned past me, and I worried I might get squished. He pulled a protein bar with a whopping forty-grams of protein from the dash and handed it to me. Chocolate. Yeah, baby. I tore it open and shoved it in my mouth. Gooey chocolate with crispy rice and, oh, oh yes, a line of caramel. Heaven.
 
   Koko's eyebrow rose. I may have eaten the whole thing at once.
 
   “Thanks?” I could devour a whole carton. 
 
   “Are you okay, Kaidlyn?” Keats, who had been on the phone, hung up and approached us. He brushed my hair back to see the cut. 
 
   “Whopper of a bruise,” Koko said. “The med tech should check on you.”
 
   “They'll give me a lollipop and send me on my way.”
 
   “We should get the can to the lab,” Keats said. “We can gather prints off it and discover who is behind this. The can’s antique. Where the heck does someone buy canned dog food? Stores haven’t carried it for almost ten years.”
 
   “Forget it,” I said. “They're political jack-offs with too much time on their hands. Plus, I deserve it for not paying attention.”
 
   And I wanted to find them myself. They put me in extreme danger, which nearly incited me to shed and get shot by Koko or Keats. 
 
   What had the man yelled? Perfida.
 
   Who would call me that? I had some ideas about where to start looking. When I get my claws on those punks, by heaven and hell, they'll regret ever making a move on me in public. 
 
   Devour them so fast I won't stop to spit out the bones.
 
   While Koko and Keats discussed whether or not they could identify the guys in the minivan, I slipped a Xen from my bra and tucked it under my tongue. It hit my empty stomach like the blast of a nail gun. When the Xen had me all peaceable, I slouched in the seat and waited for the men. Their voices hummed like bees.
 
   Koko's truck had extremely spacious seats. Comfortable, luxurious. I could get used to a truck like this. More horsepower than I would ever need, but maybe bigger is better. Certainly nice and relaxing. I stretched out. My fingertips buzzed with warmth. A long run would be nirvana right now! I could run for days, take a load off, kill, and eat in the desert. Run to the woodlands where Svetka and I ran the first time, and pine needles caught in my fur. I’d flown. Soared. Sailed. 
 
   Back when Svetlana loved me.
 
   Or maybe she never had. Maybe she only ran with me to show me how wonderful the shed was, so I wouldn't kill myself.
 
   Everything that bitch did was premeditated.
 
   She steamrolled through my life, and I would never be the same.
 
   “Durant!” Keats said. Both he and Koko stared at me. They had halos, light buzzing around the horizon of their eyes. Pretty.
 
   “Your phone is ringing.” 
 
   Phone? Oh. I dug through my pockets while it chirped and buzzed.
 
   “Yo,” I said. 
 
   “Tippens and Jorge from Team Z responded to a tag flare behind some offices downtown,” Sarakas said. “Nothing but chowder left of them now. A great whopping scene of mutilated bodies. This attack is unprecedented. They're hunting in packs now. Smart packs. Santi is panicking, downright panicking, and the office is a mess. Agents are coming in from all over.”
 
   “Dang.”
 
   “Multiple footprints, at least four different sets. We think the potential walked into some sort of start-up kennel. In the feeding frenzy, one mutt swallowed Tippens’ tag, and the rest of Team X caught up with him. The other mutts escaped unidentified. Either they left their new recruit behind, or he wasn't with them in the first place.”
 
   “Trap,” I said. “The tag fed us their location and reported the potential’s state of panic. Someone hunted him and used it to bait our crew. We gave them the tech to use against us.”
 
   “Have you ever heard of anything like that? I haven't.”
 
   “Kee-rist. Now every tagged potential is the cheese in the mousetrap. You can’t mind the tech. We’ve given them the perfect bait: find a tagged civilian and rile them enough to shed, and they'll hand-deliver agents. No need to make house calls. Easier than the drive-through.”
 
   “The bureau is doubling the agents responding to every call. We'll pull in all of Team Z's potentials and spread out from there. Thank goodness for this new manpower, right? Otherwise, this project would take two years.”
 
   “We definitely have a lot of potentials to research. How far back will the bureau investigate?”
 
   “Everyone who's still breathing.”
 
   “Right.” Bad news. Horrible, awful, no good news.
 
   “Well, you sound distracted. I'll catch up with you back to the office.”
 
   “Right.” Distracted. Hell, yes, I was distracted. 
 
   Too much Xen hit me like a head-cold. Drowsiness, congestion, swirling equilibrium, weariness, sore muscles, and nausea. I was nervous, and I felt like steamrolled crap. 
 
   The slow clicking of my brain cells ticked to one conclusion: Davey was in trouble. If the bureau pulled in every potential ever, it was only a matter of time before they came for him, grabbed, questioned, and tortured him. I needed to warn him. I stuffed the phone in my pocket and reached for my keys, completely forgetting I wasn't in my truck. I had two tag-along agents. 
 
   The Xen shook loose. Hunger ruled again.
 
   “Take me to my truck.” I slid out of the seat, but the ground wasn't where I expected it to be and I staggered. 
 
   “Durant,” Koko said. “You're not driving. You have a concussion.”
 
   Keats was on the phone, but he covered the mouthpiece and said, “Kaid, your head whipped around. The thunk was kinda loud.”
 
   “Jesus. I have things to do.”
 
   “I'll drive you,” Koko said.
 
   “C'mon, that's unnecessary.”
 
   “It's that or you go for an MRI.”
 
   I clenched my teeth. The man was being difficult.
 
   Keats got off the phone. “We're pulling in all of Team Z,” he said. “Rosco and I were drafted for some of the leg work.”
 
   Rosco drove up and leaned out of his Range Rover. Teddy grinned and waved at me from the passenger's seat. Jesus. 
 
   “Shorty, what’s up with your face?” Rosco said.
 
   “Don’t ask.” 
 
   “Whatever is happening, it’s getting bigger. We've upped the threat level. Double silver vouchers for everyone. Teddy and I are going back to the cage, then we'll check out the scene.”
 
   “I'm going with you,” Keats said. A soldierly quality pushed aside the light of heaven that usually occupied his eyes. I watched the boys drive off. We were going to war.
 
   “I need to stop at home, Koko.”
 
   I didn't like taking Koko to my house, but I needed to warn Davey. It could not wait. Williams spent half his career on my team and had taken several potential cases while working with me. Chances were fifty-fifty that I knew the stray. Williams, Morales, Tippens, and Jorge: I knew all of them. I might be on the hit list.
 
   Koko didn't ask questions, but when we arrived at my subdivision, he reached for the door handle. 
 
   “Hold it, buddy. You're staying in the vehicle. You will not leave the truck. Understand?”
 
   He prickled under my tone, offering a rare glimpse of sarcasm. “Gosh, Durant, I might begin to think you're ashamed of me.”
 
   “Stay in the truck,” I hissed.
 
   When I threw open the kitchen door, Davey stood in the middle of the room, alerted by my early arrival. His forelock was tied back in a ponytail, his sleeveless color-smeared shirt said, I'd rather have a bottle in front of me than a frontal lobotomy, even though he didn't drink. Blue, black, and vermilion paint splotched from fingertip to elbow. He was also cooking, and the scent of roasting meat held my attention.
 
   “Kaidlyn?” he said.
 
   “From this day forward, you carry concealed, loaded, no exceptions.” I went to the gun safe and retrieved a tag-free Glock, a .45 with extra mags and Ag rounds. The weapon looked large in Davey's hand.
 
   “This can't be good. What happened to your head?” he said.
 
   “Nothing.” I closed the safe and paced the floor. “You don't go anywhere without weapons. If anyone comes to make trouble, I want you to be carrying so you won't need to shed to protect yourself. We’ll have Rainer fake a permit and tag for the sidearm so you don’t get shot for carrying illegally, either.” 
 
    “Relax and tell me what happened.” Davey checked the safety. 
 
   “Mutts are targeting agents and their families. We've had several murders so far, a whole family wiped out. Mutts lured agents to remote areas and ambushed them, using tagged L-pos as bait. Since you were once a potential, someone might come for you.”
 
   “I will be extra careful, but remember I can take care of myself.” 
 
   “I'm not worried about you getting into a mutt fight. I'm more concerned about what will happen if my colleagues collect you for questioning.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “The bureau is reacting aggressively, pulling in anyone who may have had contact with the agents. When an agent dies, the team pulls in the case files for review. Suspects, potentials, strays. The team reconsiders the most recent incidents and researches any survivors. Given the circumstances, the feds are digging deeper than ever. A full sweep includes untagged potentials. Untagged. Like you.”
 
   He folded his arms.
 
   “Agents will bring you to the bureau in a van. You'll be secured, as in handcuffs and shackles. Most mutts are terrified of getting into an unmarked van filled with armed agents. They run, shed, and are shot down. Surviving the abduction is your first challenge.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “They'll ask you infuriating personal questions. They'll scare you, anger you, give you relief, make you panic, and work it all over again. Anything they can do to prompt a shed. If that doesn't work, someone might take a blood sample, which can’t prove anything. Of course, the needle is practically a bovine stint, which is quite theatrical and will hurt. They want a reaction, so keep your cool and don't shed.” 
 
   “Jesus.” 
 
   “Exactly. Sit down.” We both sat. My fingers drummed the table and he clutched the chair with white knuckles. “If one of us breaks, we both die. Do you remember how to find our getaway vehicle and undo the IED in the trunk? It has everything you need to start over. Cash, guns, supplies. Maybe it's time we did another Xen run. We'll need a heavy supply to keep us calm in case of emergencies.”
 
   “No,” Davey said. “We stay clean. Xen will lead to mistakes.”
 
   The brat was right. Drugs led to sloppy behavior and explosive sheds. 
 
   “There's another option,” I said. “Many agents have sent their families away. I could ship you far from here while we wait for the insanity to end.”
 
   “Where?” 
 
   Where could he go to be safe? Who did I trust? Tough question. I didn't really trust anyone right now. I opted for the one who could create the most distance. 
 
   “Michigan. My father hasn't sold his house yet, and you could stay there.”
 
   “He'd want me?”
 
   “He'll take care of you.” Out of guilt if nothing else. Dad was chock full of emotional turmoil over the incident that took my mother, embarrassed because he froze and I was the one who killed my mutt brother. Guilt was all the credit I had to bank on.
 
   “Why can't we stay at the Russian house? Any mutt with sense wouldn't dare go against them. Svetlana has an army and half of them are psycho.”
 
   “Cop-killers aren't our only concern. If one mutt slips up and reveals the house’s location, feds will kill everyone. One weak link is all it takes. If I send you there, you'll be in just as much danger. I want you far from harm's way.”
 
   “I'm not leaving Peter.” 
 
   “Only for a while.” 
 
   “How long?” A stubborn flare lit his pale blue eyes. “Tell me when the insanity will end, and I'll gladly mark it on my calendar and ship out. But it's not going to stop, Kaidlyn, and you can't promise things will get better. I'm not leaving the people I love—Peter, you, or anyone else—in the hopes that the world will magically come to its senses.”
 
   I knew the boyfriend would be a problem, but I had hoped Davey would see reason. My reasons in particular. 
 
   “Think about it.” I plotted to recruit Peter. If anyone could convince Davey to leave, it would be his boyfriend. Peter was a force to reckon with, and he loved my boy. The man abdicated a throne to hang out at my place and make moon-faces at Davey. Better still, they could go together.
 
   But if Davey wouldn't go, I couldn't make him, even if it was for the best. Why wouldn't he leave? I had enough to deal with, and I didn't need this sick feeling in my chest when I thought of the boys in danger. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Koko
 
   I sat in my truck and stared down the dull suburban street. Maybe Durant was embarrassed she lived in such a cookie-cutter middle-class sprawl. Maybe she didn't like that I was black. Just what I needed: a xenophobe. I rolled down the window. While I wished for a book to kill the time, some curtains moved in the neighbor's house. The front door opened and an elderly woman in a nectarine sundress stepped onto the porch. She walked straight for my truck, carrying a ceramic dish, followed by a procession of cats.
 
   No doubt, she planned to snoop in my business and discover why a black man loitered in her white suburb. I fought the impulse to roll up the window and ignore her.
 
   Her jewelry combined odd gems, stones, and wooden beads. She smelled of lemongrass and Indian cooking. Coral lipstick graced her smile. 
 
   “Hello,” she cooed. 
 
   “Good morning.” 
 
   “It surely is. I'm Kaidlyn's favorite neighbor. You may call me Zelda.”
 
   “I'm Koko. Nice to meet you.”
 
   “My, but you're a big guy. They must have fed you well. Are you one of Kaidlyn's friends?”
 
   “I suppose.” I didn’t mention Durant was a flaming bitch.
 
   “You're not one of those preaching types are you? Because she doesn't let proselytizers near her boy, which I completely understand.”
 
   Durant had a child? 
 
   “No, ma'am, I'm not the sort to preach.”
 
   “Good, because I need help carrying this caramel mousse into the house. I find myself short of breath today.”
 
   I smiled. “Let me help you.” 
 
   “Ooh, handsome and polite as well.” 
 
   Zelda produced a key to Durant's house and led me through the garage. A gun safe sat near a wall of tools. An empty Bulldog lift gathered dust without a motorcycle. Inside the duplex, the makeshift family sat at the table and conspired over a gun, six loaded mags, and a box of shells. A gun safe occupied a corner of the dining room. Not a book in sight. No computer either. 
 
   Zelda paled and clenched her fists. “Kaidlyn, please! What kind of impression will you give people? I'm sorry, she's got no domestic sense. Guns everywhere, in the pantry and the broom closet! She'd have them in the oven if the boys didn't bake occasionally. It's not her fault. It's the job, you know.”
 
   “Of course.” No sense in telling her there was also a shotgun in my pantry, bathroom, and…
 
   “Zelda, Koko is my teammate at work. I hoped he'd wait in the vehicle.”
 
   “Oh.” Zelda pushed up her sleeves like she planned to manhandle me out the door. Funny as hell. I invited myself in.
 
   Dinner roasted in the oven. The counter held enough vegetables, fruit, and bread to set a salad bar.
 
   “Nice tile,” I said.
 
   “Wait outside,” Durant said.
 
   The teenage boy had black hair cut in an awkward shag. The overgrown angles tempted me to take a hedge trimmer to his head. He looked tall but thin, and definitely too old to be Kaidlyn's natural born kid. One arm was scarred up to the shoulder with grooves so intense he might have been pulled through a bear trap. After seeing Brutus' arm, I could imagine how he sustained the damage. 
 
   Durant had a potential in her house.
 
   He wasn’t wearing a tag. He held out his hand to shake mine. Blue, black, and red stained his fingers.
 
   “I'm an artist,” he said. 
 
   “Any good?” I said.
 
   “I'm okay.”
 
   “He's brilliant,” she said. Davey blushed and peered under his lashes. Instantly, I understood why she didn't want preachers around him; he was a fag. 
 
   I shook his hand, and he held up his end of the bargain without wincing. Hot palm, narrow bones. I released him. 
 
   “Would it be rude to assume you’ve played football?” he said.
 
   “Seven years.” And I had the body to show for it: bad knees, loose shoulder sockets, and a compressed spine. 
 
   “Ever go pro?” 
 
   “Nope.” 
 
   “Stop loitering and come try some of this mousse,” Zelda said. “Lunch can wait! I have got to know if the rum and butter are too heavy for the blend. Koko, sweetie, you'll have some, won't you?”
 
   “He doesn't eat junk food,” Durant said.
 
   “A spoonful won't hurt,” I said. 
 
   She glared as Zelda served up a whopping helping. I heaped a spoonful in my mouth and my taste buds exploded into a cabaret dance. Sweet heaven above. Cream and caramel, fat: the luxuriant delicacy firebombed my tongue with sugared rum. I'd add another circuit to my workout, but it was worth it.
 
   “Zelda,” Davey said, “this is the best ever.”
 
   “You are an amazing cook,” I said.
 
   She beamed under the attention. “Shall we each have an espresso, too?” 
 
   “Oh, we're not staying.” Durant grabbed my arm even though her little hand had no chance of budging me. Her dour expression brightened my day. It irritated her that I stood in the kitchen eating dessert with her kid and neighbor. 
 
   Zelda patted Durant’s arm and said, “Leave the man his personal space.” 
 
   Durant let me go, but her warmth remained on my skin.
 
   “We're on the clock, so to speak. We have a crapload of paperwork to do and miles to log.”
 
   “Right.” I struggled to set down the plate. “Thanks for dessert.”
 
   I waved goodbye as Durant nearly shoved me out of the house. Once we were in the truck, she slumped with relief. Did she think I would judge her for having a cleared potential in her home? Probably. He was doubly a pariah for being gay in a theocratic climate.
 
   “Who occupies the other side of the Duplex?” I said.
 
   “I bought it with the intention of renting it, but Davey uses the space.”
 
   “What happened to his arm?”
 
   “Wow, Koko. Even in my boorish book, that registers as insensitive. And none of your goddamn business.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.
 
   “He was mauled by a mutt who killed his family. Davey fought the monster as it ate his baby brother. He tried to pry the boy from its jaws, and the mutt started to eat him, too. We found him up to his shoulder in the mutt's throat, scratching for pieces of the devoured infant.”
 
   “Jesus.” I pictured it, the wisp of an artist struggling with a gargantuan carnivore. I was impressed. “Davey, huh?”
 
   “Yep.” Pride swelled in her voice. We shared a moment of respectful silence.
 
   “So you took him in?”
 
   “I had space, and he was destined for the compound.”
 
   “What is that?” 
 
   “It's like a homeless shelter for potentials, only the conditions are more like Auschwitz. Viral outbreaks get so bad the government occasionally purges the population. If a potential isn't infected when they arrive, it won’t be long.”
 
   I prayed she was misinformed. “Where is the compound?” 
 
   “Dude, that's so far above your pay grade.”
 
   I didn't push. No sense making her clam up after our tentative new camaraderie. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   The office swelled with extra people. Yoshino caught me when we walked past his desk. 
 
   “Rosco took his rookie to Team Z's murder scene and the kid isn't faring well. Between the half-eaten remains and the monsters receding to human faces, the new guy is in a state.”
 
   “So?” I said.
 
   “Maybe you can give Teddy a few words of encouragement?”
 
   “You really don't know me at all,” I said. We continued to the office, which was also full of people. “The hell?” 
 
   “Trainees.” Rosco scowled. “Teddy puked up his sneakers, and we've got an office full of new guys hoping to tour with a senior agent.”
 
   They looked more like high school teenagers.
 
   “Take one with you,” Sarakas said. “And what happened to your head?”
 
   “A vigilante can of dog food. Precisely how new are these recruits?”
 
   “Don't ask, Kaid. The answer will only make you cry.” He reached up and investigated the edges of my cut. “Nasty bruise. Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, no biggie.”
 
   “Kaidlyn Durant! Oh my gosh.” One of the recruits rushed to pump my hand. A shiny gun hung on his hip like an anchor interrupting his stride. Mousy hair, extra weight around his midsection. 
 
   “Wow,” he gushed. “The FBHS Princess! I saw your interview two months back about the Seventh Tunnel incident. You were amazing! And what they say about the camera adding ten pounds; totally true. I mean, wow, you look great. Looked great then, too, I mean. I can't believe I'm working with the bureau's princess! Can I have your auto—”
 
   I grabbed him by the lapels and shook him until he shut up.
 
   “Call me princess again. See what happens.” I pushed him to arm's length and grabbed my mug off the desk. Koko almost smiled. 
 
   “Wow,” the recruit cooed to him. “She's as fierce as she looks on the newsfeed. Can you believe it? You must be so excited to work with her.”
 
   “What did you do before you joined?” Rosco said.
 
   “Channel Six political editor's assistant. In fact, I did a lot of PR for you guys. Remember Brooke's Boutique Incident? The story was compelling even before we fixed it. It moved me to tears. When I heard about those monsters killing an agent, I volunteered. Plus, my mom made me wait until I was old enough to drink. I'm James Clark, by the way.”
 
   “Yeah, and we’re all done for the day,” I said. “Me and Koko, we’re off the clock as of five seconds ago.” 
 
   Koko waited until I was safely inside my vehicle before he drove out of the lot. I heaved a sigh not have him standing over my shoulder. I nestled back into the seat and took off my guns. They were heavy, awkward. Reeked. I slid them under the seat. Rolled down the window so I could breathe fresh cool air. Relaxed for the first time that day.
 
   I drove to see my favorite renegade dissident, Rainer. 
 
   Rainer’s underground cement bunker stretched beneath a string of porn shops and titty bars. The top-secret lair contained the latest tech trimmings for computer piracy, a small medical area, and a series of rooms to quarantine mutts with behavioral problems. Rainer referred to them as “changing rooms” and kept a walk-in cooler stocked full of meat for any urban wolf who desperately needed a safe place to shed.
 
   I parked near the porn shop and skirted past the sometimes friendly pit bull, Rufus, who guarded the entrance. The big-breasted middle-aged lady who usually posted at the counter was absent. A bad feeling crashed through me.
 
   I walked toward the jerking booths in the rear of the store. Droplets of blood trailed over the tile. My gut sank. Someone was hurt, but I didn’t hear any screams of pain. There wasn’t enough blood to warrant a body, which helped me feel marginally better. 
 
   The jerking booth with an ‘out of order’ sign was the last in the row. I slipped inside, typed in my code, stared at the security camera, and waited. Finally, the back of the stall opened to reveal a steep, dark stairwell. I marched down the steps and waited at the blast doors until Rainer finally let me inside. 
 
   Rainer’s hair was braided in uneven plaits, a sure sign that Averill had been there. The eight year-old Russian mutt had a mini-crush on him, probably brought on by his long hair and fluffy pink slippers. His amber chest was smooth and perfect, but scars wrecked his entire back. He wore his dead wife’s gold ring around his neck. Currently, Rainer was doctoring a local kennel master, Erik.
 
   I stopped in my tracks and inhaled the juniper, musk, blood perfume.
 
   Erik was an albino: porcelain skin, pink eyes, and long white hair matted with blood. He sat, entirely naked, with red blood dripping down his massive, achromatic arm. My pulse thrummed at the sight of all those muscles. Daaaaamn. 
 
   “Someone has been fighting,” I said. 
 
   Rainer didn't look up from his work. With fingers and tweezers, he pulled needles from Erik's arm. I came closer to investigate. Cholla cacti thorns. Someone had been fighting in the desert. Rainer spread the splattering of wounds so the tweezers could dig deeper. I bit my lip and curled my fingers into fists, resisting the urge to grab the meat. Erik would probably bite my hand off, literally.
 
   Rainer extracted more shrapnel and added it to a pile of silver shards and thorns on a bedside tray. Why would Erik, master of the largest kennel in Arizona, have silver buckshot in his arm? My chest deflated at visions of Erik barging into houses and eating agents’ children. Bastard. 
 
   “Why are silver fragments lodged in your arm? What have you been up to?” 
 
   They both looked at me. 
 
   “Why don't you tell us what you think he did?” Rainer said.
 
   I wavered. Erik couldn't be responsible for something so flat-out evil. He was thuggish but not an assassin. Plus, buckshot wasn't standard bureau issue. It was street grade: low Ag and high lead content. 
 
   “We've lost an unusually high amount of agents in the past week. Someone is executing entire families.”
 
   “Yeah, I heard some noise,” Rainer said.
 
   “And?”
 
   “And, what? I don't know anything, Quark.”
 
   “Erik, what keeps you so busy these days?” 
 
   “Not all of Iago's people saw the light,” he said. “Instead of rolling over when Svetlana killed him, they struck out on their own. All of his newly conceived mutts are running around with no wolf sense and making a move to claim Phoenix.”
 
   I wasn't surprised.
 
   One of the changing rooms dinged and the doors unlocked. Since Rainer didn't hop over to enter an extension code, I assumed all was well. Tatka emerged from the cement cell, naked, and slid into a robe. Her newly-shed perfume melted into me, inspiring an urge to run and play. 
 
   Another timer beeped, and the twins exited a changing room. Kliment hurried into a robe and eased a baseball cap onto his head. His brother, Vadik, offered no hint of shyness. Nude, he spread his arms wide. 
 
   “Girlie!” His shoulder length black-and-blond chunked hair and his multiple piercings differentiated him from his twin. He wagged his arms like he expected a hug. I spun my finger in a circle and shook my head. Sighing, he strutted across the room to get his clothing.
 
   “Hello, Kaidlyn,” Kliment said.
 
   “Hi.” He must know where Svetlana was, but I didn’t ask because it would sound lovesick, which I wasn't.
 
   Kliment didn’t speak much. He and Erik didn't look at each other, careful not to stir up the fact that Erik was top dog in Phoenix and Kliment was the Russian mutt chosen to replace him if anything went wrong. The Russians were fully capable of taking over our city, but they promised to play nice. Their peace treaty was as fragile as a house of cards.
 
   “Looks like everyone had fun.” I was jealous. “What happened?” 
 
   “None of your business,” Erik said. “As far as we're concerned, you're not one of us if you continue to work for the bureau.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not one of you?” I pointed to my forehead. “Explain why someone threw a can of dog food at me and called me perfida.”
 
   Tatka threw back her head and a joyful laugh tore out of her. She chortled, slapping her knee. “Dog food!” 
 
   I growled. Kliment didn't crack a smile, but I couldn't be sure he understood the joke. Smart kid, bad English.
 
   “Perfida, huh?” Erik cocked his head and examined me anew. He wasn’t wearing his black color contacts, and his naked pink eyes disarmed me.
 
   “My gang-slang is crappy, but I know what that means. Why do they think I'm a traitor? Not only are mutts out of control, but they're getting dangerous info from somewhere.”
 
   Erik said, “Since you never experienced Iago in all his charming wonder, let me explain something to you: he was a bad-ass motherfucker who scared the piss out of the psycho carnales who comprised his ranks. When Svetlana killed him, a new leader took his place.” 
 
   “I assumed you would step into Iago's spot and absorb some of his crew.”
 
   “I did, but the kennel split. Apparently my brand of violence isn't as scary as his was. The mutts who joined me and the Russians are targeted for ol' fashioned gangland assassinations.”
 
   Iago had battered my friend, Clifford, within an inch of his broken life. I had to scoop Clifford’s eyeballs back into his skull with a kitchen spoon. Merely the memory had me seeing red.
 
   “Strength in numbers, Erik. Gather your boys and go throw someone a beating. How else can you make a statement big enough to protect the others? If they think they can kill people without consequence, it’s your duty to push back.”
 
   “I'd love to!” He glared like I was stupid. “Sadly, anyone who talks to us gets whacked. We haven't identified the lieutenants, much less the generals. In the meantime, the Russian orphanage has more residents than usual, and Svetlana’s people have to watch their own back for disloyal mutts. So why don’t you keep your suggestions and your ignorance to yourself?”
 
   Erik stood, draped only in male pride, confident in his perfection. All but his arrogance was worth admiring. The ass sauntered to an empty changing room and closed the cement door.
 
   “Are some of Iago's old kennel at the house?” I said to Vadik.
 
   “Dozens.”
 
   “How do you know they won’t move on you?”
 
   “Everyone keeps a close eye on them.”
 
   “A disaster waiting to happen.” 
 
   He shrugged and hooked thumbs into the waistband of his leather pants. The twins made for the stairs, and Rainer typed in a code to open the bunker. 
 
   “You and me,” Tatka said. “We should run before you forget how.”
 
   I fantasized about the open forest and night air. She smiled, and I longingly watched her go. 
 
   A soft whir stood out among all of Rainer’s computers. A ventilation machine huffed and puffed inside one of the unused changing rooms. I typed in a code and shuffled into the cool, dark vault. The smell of copper pipes, dry meat, and water. Sick-sweet sweat, old fur, tender wounds. 
 
   A body lay on the hospital bed, covered in a cotton blanket, plugged into tubes and potions. One machine breathed for him. Another circulated his blood. He was all but dead, despite the science and magic trying to hold him together. 
 
   The human’s name was Ashe, and he had tried to die for me. Or, more accurately, he had died for me, but Rainer’s technology kept him alive. He’d been in a coma for months. I didn’t know how much of him remained, only that I couldn’t bear to pull any plugs. I’d seen the dead come back to life, and I certainly couldn’t give up on a soldier who threw himself into the line of fire for me, even after I shot him. If not for Ashe, I would have died in a vampire nest. 
 
   I didn’t approach the bed. The sight of his unwashed hair, naked flesh, and odd tattoo proved too much for me. His meat smelled like easy prey, and Rainer kept him locked up to prevent carnivores from sinking teeth into him. 
 
   I retreated from the room before the door had a chance to close. 
 
   Rainer didn’t say anything. He thought we should put Ashe out of his misery and only kept him plugged for my sake. 
 
   Not a sound emerged from Erik's changing room. I stood outside and imagined him bearing down like a bodybuilder about to clean-and-press a bus. Eyes closed, I fantasized that his white hair would flow into white fur and the pink eyes would deepen to rubies.
 
   My hackles rose. A rich, folded perfume wafted under the door, appealing to my marrow, bloating my spine, and calling to my sex. I couldn't see him, but I knew he was on the other side of the door, facing me. Heavy air filled the room, as oppressive as a monster's gaze in the dark. I retreated.
 
   “I need you to make a cold drop,” Rainer said. “I've got a book and tech to transport to a fellow freedom fighter within thirty minutes.”
 
   Besides doctoring and harboring mutts, he trafficked contraband, sensitive data, and sometimes people. I occasionally helped because my Fed tag allowed me to go anywhere at any speed without LEOs trying to stop me. While I wasn't in the mood to play renegade, I took the package. It was a ten-inch dildo.
 
   “Jesus, Rainer! You expect me to walk down the street with this?”
 
   He snickered. “The microchip is all wrapped up in non-discrete silicone goodness. No one will think you're smuggling anything of note. The deal is a trade for high tech computer protection and some blacklist pamphlets. Be gentle with the balls: they harbor a data bank.”
 
   “You have too much time and a filthy mind.”
 
   He grinned and gave me the drop location. I tucked the package under my arm and scurried away. Night air welcomed me, and my errand occupied my brain for a moment. Within minutes, I left the package in a secure location for a fellow dissident. 
 
   Since I was already doing illegal things, I thought, why not go see who is hanging around the Russian estate? If wolf murderers were at large, someone among the hundred-strong kennel might have a clue. If we shared resources, we could solve this thing.
 
   Also, I wanted to get a feel for the political climate. I hadn’t visited often since my contamination. It wasn't safe or civilized. They played too much, shed often, encouraged each other to run and hunt, and acted like a family of perfectly normal creatures. As if they didn't know how perverse their lives were. As if they didn't know what sort of monsters we had become. 
 
   I missed the warm scents, the abundance of food, the constant noise in the wilderness, and the puppy piles.
 
   I couldn't contain my wolf around them.
 
   The long drive on a barren freeway was the most relaxing thing I'd done all week. By the time I pulled down the narrow, sloping drive that wound through a shelter of trees, I was almost calm. I parked near Peter’s van and idled the truck. 
 
   The scent of a kennel swarmed my senses. New mutt, freshly shed, long furry, young, children, and grown: all their aromas muddled together. If I shed, I'd lose the dog-can damage on my forehead, and my partners would notice. Absolutely no shedding allowed. I took another Xen to be certain. 
 
   Continual reconstruction and additions made the house as big as the Von Trapp family mansion. Young adults swarmed the yard in a game of rugby. Sounds of impact, snarls of pain, and victorious whoops came from the good-natured sporting. I didn't recognize half of the faces. A new, sizeable Hispanic presence was easy to spot among all the blond Nordic types.
 
   Silvershot dropped the rugby ball to give me a two-handed middle finger salute. Her cyan eyes glinted at dusk, and she smiled. Her short white hair was matted with dirt and blood.
 
   A cluster of seven girls sat smoking. I had no idea why. Noxious fumes were more abrasive to mutt senses than human ones, and the nicotine couldn’t do crap. Lucy acted as their central ringleader, distributing cigs and advice. Her purple and black curls puffed around her head like an obsidian helmet. Short poufy skirt. Purple bra, no shirt, and big boots. When she saw me, she didn't deliver the usual smirk. Her eyes widened and mouth gaped with surprise.
 
   Or fear.
 
   She dropped the lighter and moved mutt-fast to get in my way. She extended her arms like she might grab me and said, “What do you want?” 
 
   “Not in the mood for this.”
 
   She looked to Silvershot for help. Lucy was cocky, smart, and tough, but she was hiding something I wouldn't like, and I didn't have patience.
 
   “Swear to God, Lucy, I'm about to shoot you for fun.”
 
   “What's up, babe?” Vadik looped an arm around me, which felt like an effort to steer me. His temperature spiked. Why was he nervous?
 
   “What's the deal, guys? Something you don't want me to see? Someone?”
 
   “Quark!” Vanya, preschool-age boy, blond as sunshine and eyes as brilliant, ran at me with his arms up and open. He refused to believe that I hated kids. I pushed Vadik away and caught Vanya. 
 
   “Oof.” He appeared like a skinny street urchin, but he was mystically dense. “Hi, sweetie. You're getting big! And you smell yummy. Have you been making cookies?”
 
   He blabbered in Russian, forgetting I didn't speak the language. Everyone else stood as still as the grave.
 
   There were no cookies. The smell had nothing to do with baked goods. Her vibrant milk and honey, blood-rich perfume coated Vanya because he curled in her maternal lap, hugged her, and kissed her.
 
   She was home.
 
   My heart pounded like a rabbit's. No one had bothered to tell me. She hadn't come to see me, hadn’t called. Fury twisted my veins. They all knew I wanted to see her, that I agonized over where she'd been and what she'd been doing. Did Davey and Biscuit realize she’d come home? If so, they hadn’t said anything. 
 
   I was officially a non-issue. 
 
   Mortification stained my cheeks. On Xen, I couldn't decipher her aroma from of a pile of cookies. No wonder she wanted nothing to do with me.
 
   “Where is she?” 
 
   “She's out back with Tatka,” Vadik said. “Putting up a stable.”
 
   She had time to build a pole barn, but not to pick up a phone and say word one to me. Kliment didn't meet my eyes, and Vadik looked sympathetic. I didn't know which was worse. I shouldered past Lucy, glaring, daring her to try and stop me. I may be a clumsy mutt, but I was a killer. I'd get through her one way or another.
 
   I walked slowly around the enormous house, hesitant now that no one stood in my way. I could leave. The kids would tell her I had visited, if she didn't know already. She could have called if she wanted. She knew where I lived. She clearly didn't want to see me. Why couldn’t I take the hint? This conversation didn't need to happen. It would change everything, but I couldn't stop myself. 
 
   And there she was, setting posts for the perimeter of the barn.
 
   The air lacked substance, and I couldn't breathe.
 
   Sweat plastered a thin shirt to her spine. Gloved hands clenched a large sledgehammer. The heave and swing of the sledge came fast and clanged with the force of a hydraulic pole driver. 
 
   She scented me and went completely stiff, like live concrete. Her next breath came with delicate slowness. In the entire world, I wanted nothing more than to run and hug her. She didn't turn. Her hands tightened on the handle, and her shoulders bunched like she would take another swing and pretend I wasn't there. Finally, she dropped the hammer and faced me.
 
   Her eyes were honey gold with chocolate hues when she was calm, and tonight they glowed. Immediately, I wanted to punch her in the face. Heat throbbed inside me. I was raging mad, torn, and raw. If God had bottled the temptation that turned Satan against the heavens, it would smell like the air rolling off this bitch of a woman.
 
   “Where the hell have you been?”
 
   She ignored the question. 
 
   I couldn't bear to come closer. Didn't want to be within swinging distance if I lost my temper or close enough to kiss if I couldn't control myself.
 
   Tatka slipped away and gave us privacy. 
 
   “When did you get back?” I hated the desperation in my voice.
 
   She pulled off her leather gloves and slipped them into her pocket. New pink scars from animal savagery trailed up her arms. She walked closer. Shadows shifted and revealed red scars on her throat. Some mutt had had teeth in her neck. 
 
   “Why didn't you call? Aren't you going to say something?” I said.
 
   She grabbed the hem of her shirt and took it off, leaving only a sports bra to cover her. She scrubbed her body with the thermal, toweling off dirt and sweat. Even after months of absence, I remembered her body. Every dip, swell, and divot. Moonlight glowed on her cheek and belly. Sweet enticing perfume, a heady mix of blood and honey, rolled from her. Her wavy hair threatening to curl.
 
   “You should not be here.” Her voice came like a throaty groan, rasping along my spine like an iron file, slinking along my skin like a whispery kiss. I had waited weeks to hear her voice, and she said: “Go home.”
 
   “Why?” I blinked, hands clenched. “Svetka?”
 
   “I do not want you here.”
 
   I had no anger left. My chest crumpled and my heart stood empty. “Why? If it's because of the bureau—”
 
   “It is because I cannot stand you.” 
 
   My breath trampled my heart on its way out. I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. The mutt rose within my bones, filling me with urges. Run. Fight. Hide. Make it stop. My feet couldn’t budge. She walked closer, making it worse. New, red battle scars marred her chest. Someone had tried to tear out her heart.
 
   Precisely what she did to me with her words.
 
   “Every time I scent you, I am sick in my stomach. I cannot think about what you have become and about what you are doing to yourself. I hate it. I never wanted this.”
 
   “It wasn't my first choice either.” My voice came through with a fat mutt rumble. The wolf wanted out, and my human side wanted to curl up and die. 
 
   “Can you smell yourself? You're sick. You're weak, like...wet, moldy chalk. I cannot begin to tell you how disappointed I am. I have no intention of pretending this is okay. You need to go away. Don’t come back.”
 
   I didn't have a brain to argue with. A thrash of heaving emotional shit stewed in my gut, the kind of crap left over from a life-changing tornado. 
 
   She walked away, her shape illuminated by the open warmth of the kitchen light. I’d been railroaded by the grace of her body and the absolute finality of her words. She did not hurry. I could have stopped her, followed, and fought, but one more word from her might kill me. 
 
   I shook. Eyes stung, lungs burned, throat started to close. I wished she had never come back. I wished whoever got their teeth in her had killed her. I wished, more than anything, that I hadn't spoken to her in the first place. My head weighed so heavily I could barely keep it up.
 
   I wanted to hit her, but she could put me down like a sick dog. 
 
   The children had gone in for dinner. The yard was empty, vast, and dark. I stood alone, reeking of worthless-mutt smells, sick to my stomach with shame.
 
   I stumbled toward the truck.
 
   To make it worse, I had to go home and face Davey. Had he known she was back? If so, he hadn't said anything. I couldn't have this conversation with him. Had to put on my game face. I slipped another Xen out of my bra, suckled it, and stared numbly through the windshield and out into the dark.
 
   All alone. Can't even trust the ones I trust.
 
   I went home.
 
   “Tired,” I told Davey when he greeted me at the door. Didn't look him in the eye. Didn't listen to what he said. Went to bed and squeezed my eyes shut until I fell asleep.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Zelda’s evil banshee cats would not shut up.
 
   They tore me out of sleep like a jab from the devil's pitchfork. “Damn it!” I screamed, regardless of the distance separating us. It sounded like all twenty-some felines were being scalded to death. No one could possibly sleep through the torrent of screeching and wailing.
 
   I grabbed my robe and crossed the distance between our houses to bang on her door. “Zelda!” She couldn't hear me with the hoard of fiends shrieking. I tried the handle and found it unlocked. “Zelda?”
 
   A dozen cats hissed at me. An orange cat swatted at my ankle. The L-strain charged to my core. My vertebrae bristled, swelled, and split my skin. I used all my restraint to nudge the cat aside with my foot instead of punting it across the house.
 
   I growled. The rumble started at the bottom of my chest and tumbled out like rock vomit. The mutt bumped against my surface and a snarl passed my swollen lips. The cats scattered but continued shrieking. Several deep breaths coaxed down my teeth. I didn't want to scare Zelda, wherever she was. How could she sleep with these damned creatures making such a ruckus?
 
   She draped on the couch wearing a pink robe, and her hand dangled on the end table. Cats pawed and circled her. The orange tabby clawed at the robe as if to get at something under it. 
 
   She wasn't breathing. 
 
   A phone sat on the floor beneath her hand, and the voice of an emergency operator promised help. Despite all my chaos training, I stood with my mouth open like an idiot while she lay dying. Or was she already dead? My heart and lungs were useless. 
 
   This cannot happen.
 
   I quieted my breathing so I could hear her body. Oh, shit, she was gone. No. Not quite. A trickle of something remained. Flux. Pulse. Her heart acted like an Alzheimer's patient who forgot what it was supposed to be doing. I wanted to pull it out, shake some sense into it, and stuff it back in her chest. 
 
   I scooted her onto the floor. My hands dug into her soft cheeks as I checked the airway. I smelled chamomile tea, vervain, and the citrus after-bite of her marmalade. The rose and baking soda scent of her powder, the dew of pain and strain on her skin. 
 
   I could eat her up.
 
   The disease jack-hammered through my bloodstream. My hands swelled and elongated as I started compressions. I rocked her entire frame and jostled her limp limbs. My cheeks burned with wet tears, and my lungs scraped up bits of air for sobs. The lifeless sight dragged a gasp of air from me. She's dead, I thought, but she was warm. 
 
   There’s hope. 
 
   She jolted under my hand. Startled, I pulled away. Her breath oozed and lingered like a dying animal, the easiest of easy prey. A midnight snack that wouldn't struggle. 
 
   Sirens screamed. 
 
   EMTs came, pushed me away, and whisked her onto a stretcher. They managed me and told me where they were taking her, but I barely heard. I called Sarakas and Davey, choking on words, and then the whole world shut down. We passed the night in the hospital. Catatonic, I sat in the waiting room while Davey and Sarakas kept an eye on me. Time dragged laboriously. 
 
   The heart attack left Zelda in ICU with an uncertain prognosis. Most of me was grateful she survived and worried that her recovery was so uncertain, but an evil nugget in my noggin recalled how edible she had been. I came home from the hospital and set up the coffee pot. Guilt gave my exhausted body a wired energy. I drank a gallon of water while the coffee brewed and popped another Xen. 
 
   I could sell the house and head north. Far north. I could run forever in Montana's mountains. Or go to Argentina where they raise monstrous herds of beef. Pick 'em off one by one. 
 
   My phone beeped with a text from Yoshino: Shelley, Winston, and Gloughton were killed during a tag response. Possible set-up like yesterday.
 
   It never ends.
 
   Drank my first, gloriously welcome cup of coffee, which didn't do anything to perk me up. My body was laden with symptoms: dry mouth, nausea, fever, and all the body aches of the flu. Xen made my mouth taste like ass. I got into the shower with my toothbrush slathered in paste and scrubbed at my tongue until it was raw. Drank water from the shower head. Took the time to shave my legs so I'd have an excuse to stay in longer. Brushed my hair in front of the mirror for nearly ten minutes before I realized something was wrong.
 
   During all the emotional stress of last night, my mutt rose up enough to heal the cut and bruise on my brow. Clean as a whistle. I could not work this way. No one heals a whopper of a bruise and an inch-long cut overnight. Either I stay home or the injuries needed to come back. 
 
   I retrieved my cellphone to see the pic I'd taken after the incident. I stepped back, braced myself, and banged my head against the corner of the sink. Saw a brilliant array of stars. The impact mushed my brains and cranked down my spine. I lost my balance and crumpled to my knees. Kee-rist. Blackness seized my vision. I grabbed the sink to pull myself up. Blood ran down my face. Judging from the crack on the sink, I may have overdone it. I didn't really care. Given all the bad stuff that happened in the last two days, bashing in my own head didn't rate the top three. 
 
   Kinda deserved it.
 
   I went to my favorite greasy spoon to meet Sarakas and forced myself to chew modestly, as if I wasn't starving half to death and wearied by my ravaged heartstrings. Played human while he watched me. Always watching, like a neurotic mother or hypersensitive warden.
 
   “Talk,” I said. “I'm beginning to think you took a vow of silence.”
 
   He stabbed a cube of fried potato with his fork. Tongs scraped the plate. He was disheveled, hair rumpled from a long night at the hospital. His corded forearms had the right amount of vein rising in carnal trails. Today, they were girded with tension. He gripped the knife too hard and flattened the bread while spreading jam. 
 
   Tense, looking half like prey despite being as much a killer as I. Seeing him was a pleasure, but watching him distrust me was like being asphyxiated by a twenty-foot boa constrictor. 
 
   I’d die for Sarakas. Being tempted to kill him didn't change that.
 
   Don't eat him.
 
   Even if he'd taste delicious.
 
   “Shelley, Winston, and Gloughton were killed too?” I said.
 
   “And Dalton. He and his lover were murdered this morning. We think the agents killed some of the attackers, but enough of the bodies were eaten to make them unidentifiable.”
 
   “Make sure forensics runs any physical evidence against the massive missing person’s case that Detective Contrell and I worked. Someone dragged vagrants off the streets and converted them. Svetlana killed the ringleader, but the hoard is still out there.”
 
   “Jesus, Kaidlyn.” His face whitened. “What else do you know?”
 
   “Nothing. We need to follow the overlapping evidence and see where the commonalities lead.”
 
   “Techs found multiple mutt tracks at both scenes. One print resembled another found at William's scene and at Winston's. A second print matched one from Shelley's and Schmuland’s. These murders are definitely connected. Every LEO in the city is carrying upgraded Ag rounds.”
 
   “That's good news.”
 
   “Know anyone who might be responsible?” he said.
 
   “As far as motive, any mutt who knows about our shoot-on-sight policy has a reason to want us dead.”
 
   “The bureau has operated for a decade. Why target us now?”
 
   “Winds of change, I guess.” 
 
   “Anyone in the circle you travel voicing extra hatred toward the bureau? Anyone make ominous statements?”
 
   “All the time. Comes with the package. Phenomenal cosmic powers, itty bitty tolerance for being shot in the face.”
 
   “Did you just bastardize a Disney movie?”
 
   I shrugged, smeared cream cheese on a bagel, and added strawberry jam. He wanted answers I couldn't give, and I needed to tread carefully.
 
   “Schmuland and a woman were killed last night. He came back from a club with his one-night-stand in tow. A mutt broke into the bedroom and ate them. Schmuland never got a shot off. His tag alerted us only a moment before he expired. Mullen thinks the mutts are deliberately killing the tagged victims last so the alarm isn't triggered right away. It gives them more time to get away. Gutsy, considering our agents have silver bullets.”
 
   “Brazen seems to be part of the fear factor.”
 
   “Any suspicions regarding who the black and brown mutt is? I mean, if you saw the mutt in action, would you be able to identify its human side?”
 
   “I can identify maybe five mutts in their wolf form, and I don’t think any of them are behind this.”
 
   “Would you tell me if you suspected one of your friends?”
 
   “I would kill them myself if I was certain. You asked me the same question four times. I don’t know, Sarakas.”
 
   “Where did Svetlana go?”
 
   “I don't know.” I didn't mention she had returned. 
 
   “Morales said weird things were happening in Vegas.”
 
   I shrugged. 
 
   “Monsters are aligning against the people sworn to protect this city. Murder is spreading like wildfire. The bloodshed will only get worse.”
 
   “I know.” I sighed. 
 
   An interspecies war poised to decimate our city, and we were simply mopping up bodies. Neither of us had a tolerance for these feelings of helplessness. He left food uneaten on his plate, giving me extra cause to worry.
 
   “Sarakas, until we discover exactly who the mutts are and how they pick their targets, you should be extra careful. Are you taking precautions?”
 
   “Life as usual, Kaidlyn.”
 
   “I don't enjoy the idea of you living alone.” 
 
   “Look—” 
 
   “You’re a team leader. They’ll be gunning for you eventually. You should bunk up with someone. Maybe Koko—”
 
   “I’m not living alone, Kaidlyn. Vanessa moved in with me.”
 
   My brain paused. He folded his hands together and stared straight at me. I wasn’t hungry anymore.
 
   “Your girlfriend moved in? Are you sure you’re…I mean, that you both…Jesus. Agents are dying ugly, Sarakas. Is this the best time to shack up with someone who can’t work a firearm?”
 
   “We’ll be fine, Kaid. Thanks. Besides, I’m at work most of the time. Santi dumped three recruits on me since murder zero. Somehow I've got to train them and manage my workload. Rosco's got two, Keats has two. Don't suppose you'd like a fresh-from-the-streets rookie?”
 
   Maybe with a side of dumplings.
 
   “Whatever, man. We don’t need more amateurs. We need more like Koko.”
 
   “And how is Koko?” 
 
   “Frightfully perceptive. Catches on quick. Keen eye, great shot, but he is uncomfortable with the loose perimeters of the job. The first day, he tells me mutt eyes still look human.”
 
   “Took me weeks to realize that.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Sarakas had never had to kill an infected loved one. When my brother turned, he became a crazy, homicidal version of his worst nature, but I looked in his face and killed him. 
 
   “Kaidlyn, what are you thinking?”
 
   “When I killed Jacob, he looked like Jacob. Ribs and skull contorted, teeth huge, fur slow to come. He hadn’t even fully shed, he simply tried to eat mom. His eyes were fully lucid.”
 
   Sarakas’ mouth fell slack. He gathered himself, set down his fork, and cradled his coffee mug. “Is this something you want to talk about?” 
 
   “Hell, no. What, you feeling a shrink-like urge coming on? There's nothing to talk about.”
 
   “Fine. Jesus. You never bring it up, so I thought you wanted to discuss it.”
 
   “I don't.”
 
   “Clearly.”
 
   We sipped our coffee and glared at opposite walls while the strain of my unfortunate, bitchy life wore our friendship thin. He stood by me when I harbored Davey in my home and helped me navigate kennel politics. We were solid, once upon a time. Friends until we died.
 
   But I hadn't died; I caught the disease.
 
   He would have preferred me dead. Hell, I preferred it. I should have had the common decency to die so he'd never have to look into my eyes and kill me. 
 
   Now he had a way out. By pushing Koko into the partner role, Sarakas increased the likelihood that someone else would have to kill me.
 
   Deep down, he loved me a bit.
 
   “Any news on Zelda?” he said.
 
   “The doctors are too timid to offer a prognosis.”
 
   I stared into my coffee cup. Last night was the worst ever. Zelda had nearly died and was still tapping on death's door, but she was stable. He patted my wrist.
 
   “I've got reports to write, so I'm going back to the office,” he said. “Santi will want us working every day until this thing is resolved. If you went home now, would you sleep?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then you might as well go to work.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I don't know if we'll have time for movie nights in the foreseeable future, but I'll let you know if I can make our next breakfast.”
 
   If. Right. My skepticism must have shown on my face.
 
   “We'll catch a game when the circus dies down,” he said.
 
   “Tell me when the crazy will stop.” I sighed. “I'll pencil it in.”
 
   “I have to go. See you at the office?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   He walked away and left me isolated in the booth. He looked crummy: disheveled, washed out jeans, a loose sweatshirt, and apparent lack of sleep. He needed to sever ties with me. And it's not him, it's certainly me.
 
   I had to assume things would get better. Forget everyone's emotional crap and social sabotage; I wanted to track down some killers. I’d handle my shit and prove both Svetlana and Sarakas wrong.
 
   After another round at the buffet, much to the torment of the over-worked cook staff, I was so full that I didn't need a Xen. With my hunger entirely sated for the first time in a week, I didn't even feel inclined to bite anyone in morning traffic. I parked the truck and sipped coffee as I walked the corridor.
 
   When I saw Mullen at the corner, I said hello without the slightest concern. His face was smooth: no laugh lines, no crow's feet. He pushed the baseball cap up and scratched his head. The salt and pepper five o'clock shadow covered his scalp and jaw, his sweatshirt concealed his body. Ambiguous. He fell in step beside me as if he had been waiting. 
 
   “How's the new guy,” he said. His questions always sounded like demands. I'm not asking; you will tell me.
 
   “Koko's great.”
 
   “Looks as dumb as mud.”
 
   “He's not.”
 
   “Fucked him yet?” No expression on his face, nothing out of place. Staring at him now, I didn't think I could adequately describe him to a sketch artist. 
 
   “Are you trying to anger me?” I smiled for his benefit.
 
   “Do you feel angry?”
 
   “Pestered is more the word for it. Is all this attention because I turned down the Trigger job? A bit of a sour grapes thing, Mullen?”
 
   “You're falling apart, woman. You look like shit.”
 
   “Well, lovely chat, but I'm busy.” I picked up the pace to leave him behind.
 
   “I'm watching you, Durant.” 
 
   I waved my fingers, baiting a psycho. 
 
   The office was insane. Three times the usual agents and consultants swarmed the floor, clamoring and collaborating over incident reports, raking through old files, and gathering lists of names. Soon we'd need crowd control inside the building. 
 
   The conference room had a bulletin board with all the dead agents on it and some of their families: three dozen agents and a dozen kids. More photos were added every night. Some murders had occurred simultaneously in different locations, indicating multiple crews at work.
 
   I elbowed my way to our office. Everyone was already there, including some people I didn't know. Keats gave me files. Koko had brought more repulsive and nutritional bran muffins that didn't smell like food. I scowled at him, but he ignored me and continued with his paperwork. His size dwarfed the desk, and the poor chair might keel over.
 
   “Morning.” Yoshino’s eyes were tired behind his thick-rimmed glasses. He deposited a stack of files on Rosco's desk. “More profiles of Ignacio Morales' current tagged potentials.” 
 
   Rosco pulled the first one and flipped it open. Jones and Rashad strolled in, armed with manila envelopes, and plopped them on the spare desk. The two began their career working with Vincent, my old mentor. Jones was ugly as a pug, Rashad was a handsome combination of worldly manliness. Not pretty like Rosco, but definitely a ladies’ man. 
 
   Rashad chin-bobbed in my direction, and Jones offered a flicker of a smile. 
 
   “Morning,” I said. “The heck are you two doing?”
 
   “Doubling down on teams,” Rashad said. “We’re riding with you now.”
 
   “Is that so?”
 
   “Problem with that?” Jones said. Not hostile, but like he actually cared if I approved. 
 
   “Tell me you know what a doughnut is.” 
 
   “Uh, of course.” 
 
   “You're hired. Consequently, you're also bringing doughnuts and coffee tomorrow morning. Two dozen.”
 
   “Yes, ma'am.” Jones smiled, which made him both uglier and cuter.
 
   “Hell, Shorty, do you remember Sean Palladino?” Rosco read from a folder.
 
   “Torn apart in a dentist's chair two years back.” I embellished for Koko’s sake. “Sean was doped and helpless when his dentist shed. His insides landed on the floor, but an especially good doc hoovered up the fluff and restuffed him. He spent six months in a hospital and earned some nasty ass scars.”
 
   “Now he leads survivor support groups,” Keats said. “What a trooper. No temp spikes, nothing over ninety-nine degrees. I wonder why he's still tagged.”
 
   We glanced at his file.
 
   “Political profile,” Yoshino said.
 
   “What's that mean?” Koko said.
 
   “Means Sean has atypical political or religious ideas which landed him on a Deviant Registry. He’s still tagged—”
 
   I snatched the chart. Ninety-nine degrees and dissident tendencies? Palladino sounded like me. Ten to one this was one of Rainer's associates. The folder had a picture of Sean holding a sign saying, Big Gov't is a Big Ass. 
 
   I snickered. “I got this one.”
 
   “Have a crush on him, Shorty?”
 
   “The man has a sense of humor, and I could use a laugh. I got this.”
 
   I slid into my vest, suffering a moment of claustrophobia. If I shed inside the flak vest, it would hurt. Jones, Rashad, and Koko stood up at once. I flinched.
 
   “Doubling down,” Sarakas said. “Means twice the riders and better firepower. Visit the cage before you go. And take the van. No more personal vehicles on bureau business.” 
 
   I groaned because I loved driving my truck. Normally, bigger weapons excited me, but now all I thought about was how clumsy an extra fifteen pounds would be. If I had planned ahead, I would have brought the biggest gun I owned, an M249 nicknamed Slugger. The absolutely illegal firepower filled a hidden compartment in my bedroom.
 
   We all trekked down to the cage, scavenging Ag rounds and rifles. Jones walked a pace behind, making me think he was working up to saying something. I eyed him. He’d removed the red do-not-resuscitate X from his jacket, a recent development. Rumors said he’d been mutt-wounded recently. I wondered if he removed the DNR order after watching Vincent kill himself, or if it was after he came in contact with the strain. 
 
   Rashad pulled a can of soda from his bulky pocket and popped it. Lukewarm fizz sprayed over his fingers and dripped on the floor. Smelled like citrus gone bad. Riding with Koko was bad enough: the big lug didn’t tempt me to eat him half as much as Rashad, who stank of sweet, succulent meat. 
 
   Koko crammed himself into the passenger’s seat of the black van. The boys took his queue and let me commandeer the driver’s seat. The drive was quiet. We parked at a tower of studio apartments.
 
   “Game plan?” Koko said. 
 
   “We obtain a blood sample, one way or another.” 
 
   “Even though lab tests are useless?”
 
   “We’re trying to incite a shed, not prove contamination. If a potential is infected and knows it, he’ll try to stop us from taking the blood, or he'll try to stop us from leaving with it. Three climax points: introduction of the idea, collection of material, and the departure. If there's no shed, he's usually clear. I'll take the blood, you boys loiter in the background in case he wants to eat me.” 
 
   Koko fiddled with the kit, trying to break the seal. “It’s stuck.”
 
   “It’s designed so you’ll have to use a knife. Weapons cause drama, and sometimes a mutt will reveal itself at the sight of a blade.” 
 
   I took the blood kit, and we herded to the apartment and knocked. I barely noticed Palladino’s stealthy approach before the door opened. One breath, and I knew the truth.
 
   Sean was a mutt, and his temp was up. Standing near him was like walking past an oven. Ninety-nine degrees, my ass. His rigged tech lied to Big Fed’s surveillance. His hair was crumpled like we'd woken him. Muscular, lean, pale. Scars dug into his belly. Solid chin. Nose had been broken a time or two. He squinted intently at me, exhibiting no consideration for the giant at my side. A stealthy shadow darted in his eyes.
 
   I knew what he was.
 
   He knew what I was.
 
   This could prove fun or disastrous. Thankfully, I was stuffed full of breakfast buffet. Satisfaction calmed me. He stared at my tag, I stared at his; we had the same hum, inaudible to the others, distinctive of Rainer's DNAcoy tech. Both of us were on the lam. My eyes traveled down his body, his eyes surveyed mine. Koko drew Sean's attention for the first time.
 
    “Sean Palladino, I'm FBHS Agent Koko. The woman you’re ogling is Agent Durant. May we come in?” 
 
   Sean's eyes narrowed. “I'd ask if you had a warrant, but you'd say you didn't need one. Then I could talk about the Constitution of the United States of America, and you'd say that's all well and good, but could I shut up and let you stomp all over my rights like a good little citizen.” 
 
   “Something like that,” I said. “Or you could invite us inside, and we'll behave ourselves.”
 
   He stared at me as I noticed the flecks of brown in his hazel eyes. Then he stood back. The studio smelled clean, not chemical clean, but free of cleaners and cologne. Inoffensive, neat air. Room darkening shades, a television but no computer. The AC ran despite it being seventy degrees outside.
 
   “Welcome, honored guests.” Sean crossed his arms. “What do you want?”
 
   I beelined to a bookshelf crammed with pamphlets and slender paperbacks. Since the Supervision of Literature for Public Safety Act, a side-project of the vigilant FCC, home publication was on the rise. Small, discrete pamphlets were all the rage for political dissidents.
 
   Rashad frowned. “Should we refer this to Homeland Security?” 
 
   “It's all legit.” Sean was more or less correct. He possessed abridged versions of unavailable classics, history, politics, etc. Edgy material, but nothing to warrant execution for terrorism. 
 
   “You have four copies of the same book,” I said. “Must be a favorite.”
 
   “Edited,” he said. “Check the dates. One is pre-Gaza skirmish, one after, one during the fallout of the Revival that's chock-full of vampire mumbo-jumbo, and another one published three months ago. History was rewritten three times by the same government entity, each with a different spin. None of them have any correlation to reality, but we hand them over to school children. Are you here for a book report?”
 
   “Only a matter of time before they get blacklisted like the Bentley histories.” 
 
   “You read a lot?” 
 
   “Naw. Who has the time?” Standing by the bookshelves, I heard a steady thrum of machines coming from the studio next door. He kept his computers nearby. Clever boy. Sean Palladino was a freedom fighter. 
 
   Koko said, “Durant,” in a get-on-with-it tone.
 
   “Any communicable diseases, blood or heart conditions?” I said.
 
   “What qualifies as a blood condition?” Sean said.
 
   “Anemia, hemophilia, lycanthropy...”
 
   “You're asking me outright if I'm a mutt?” He smiled cutely. 
 
   “Offering a chance to come clean before we take a blood sample.”
 
   He stiffed. Pupils flexed. “Blood sample?”
 
   “Just a little prick.”
 
   “Usually, you’d have to buy me dinner before you talk that way.”
 
   “Ha-ha.”
 
   “What happened to your head?” he said.
 
   “Someone threw a can of dog food at me.”
 
   He burst out laughing. Unlike the others, he had a reason to find it funny. The more I thought about it, the funnier it became. As far as assault went, it was a cute gesture.
 
   “Dog food,” he said. “I'll have to remember that. Someone chucks a can at your head, leaves that kind of injury, and you didn't have a problem?”
 
   We were talking about our lycanthropy with three other agents in the room prepared to kill mutts. The subtext was subversive. Like a couple of spies chatting about the mark in its presence.
 
   “Only a little blood. No big deal.” 
 
   “Fine, agent, come and get it.” 
 
   Taking his blood meant getting close, touching him, and feeling how hotly the mutt ran in his bones. My pulse quickened at the idea. I picked up a kit and started to crack the impossible seal, completely forgetting about my mutt strength. Koko handed me a knife, stopping me short. Right. 
 
   Sean stared at the weapon, at me, back and forth. He turned and slipped into a shirt which read One lump or two? 
 
   “What's that even mean?” I said.
 
   He smiled suggestively. “Whatever you want it to.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and opened the kit. I tied a rubber cord around his bicep like I might shoot him up with cocaine. His body burned with rich fuel, a mutt recently-shed, the throb of a well-fed heat, the twist of a burning power. Made my heart throb, my pulse quicken. Vibrant. A mutt not sick with drugs, one in sync with nature. So appealing. The slope of his muscled arm drove my eyes up under the sleeve of his shirt, and I wanted to see more of him. Part of me wanted to stab him with the knife, bring out the mutt, and play with it.
 
   Only then we'd have to kill him and I’d die, too.
 
   Concentrate on the task. 
 
   I took a deep breath, picked up the syringe, and set the needle atop his vein. He turned his head, and the heat of his exhale burned on my neck and sent shivers up me. I wanted to slap his face and climb aboard. The disease in my blood reared its insatiable head, hoping to shed, hunt, eat, and fuck. 
 
   When I get back to the van, I would take a pill.
 
   I stuck the needle into Sean, and his teeth clacked together. He turned his head so I could no longer feel his breath on me. That was a plus. The vial quickly filled. I capped it and pressed a bandage on the insertion site. We endured a moment of awkward silence as my thumb pushed into his arm, waiting for blood to clot. Since he shed recently, the prick would heal quickly. 
 
   I was so jealous.
 
   “We're done.” I packed up the kit, filled his name, time, and date on the label as if I'd take it to the lab. It would never be tested. Palladino had already passed the test. Thank goodness the bureau had such low expectations.
 
   Rashad watched Sean closely, and Jones watched me. 
 
   I didn’t like his attention one bit. Koko, on the other hand, looked deep in thought.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Our earpieces squawked and rang my eardrum. I pulled out mine and let it chatter on my chest. Koko relayed the info because he didn’t know I had supernatural hearing.
 
   “Daisy wants us at the construction site near the airport to back up a team. Rusty Vellaro's tag alert indicates both a high temp and elevated heart rate. Tag reports unusual heart fluctuations…his biorhythms are reading like trauma. Maybe a work-related incident?”
 
   “I’m seeing a rapid loss in blood pressure,” Daisy said. 
 
   Bad news: Rusty was a Safe Media consultant for the FCC. There was no reason for him to be bleeding at a construction site unless he was under attack. Possibly by other wolves. Possibly to lure in agents. Koko watched me, and I mouthed, a setup.
 
   “Daisy, tell them to wait,” he said.
 
   “They're already on the site,” she said. “It’s in sector eleven. You're only seven minutes away.”
 
   “Shit,” I swore. “Go, go, go!” 
 
   Without so much as a fare-thee-well to Sean, we charged from his apartment and ran to the van. I took the wheel and tore down the street, hopping on the sidewalk whenever it suited me and pushing the engine so hard it wailed for mercy. 
 
   “Six agents on scene. Biorhythms exhibit extreme distress.” Daisy’s voice lost some professionalism and became the harried tone she employed when agents were dying and there was nothing she could do. “Burton flat-lined. Trip is in trouble. I’m guessing he’s got two minutes, tops. Grant, Roland, and Kevin seem to be okay so far. Jarhead James…Christ, he’s bleeding out. Durant, you guys have to hurry.” 
 
   I hurried as much as the machine and conditions could allow. 
 
   “Roland is gone,” Daisy said.
 
   “Who the—”
 
   “Rookies,” Koko said. “Roland and Grant joined Team K the same week.” 
 
   Miffed, I kept my mouth shut. He already knew our people better than me. 
 
   “Jarhead James flat-lined,” Daisy whispered. “God, I could hear his screams from Christa’s headset all the way across the room. Grant is still alive. Kevin’s status is unknown. His tag isn’t reading temp or heart rate. It may have fallen off.” 
 
   Or Kevin’s head was no longer attached.
 
   Six agents down, and we were still two blocks out. We rode in unbearable and unbreakable silence. Koko’s meaty paws clenched into fists and pressed his thighs. 
 
   I soared over the gravel ridge along the construction site and got a few feet of air under all four tires. The van slammed back to the ground in time for me to swing left and park near the building. We jumped out, AR15s alert as we stormed the site.
 
   The building had walls and a steel skeleton of a roof. The cement inside was coated with a bloodbath. Human corpses splayed on the ground, throats and faces mutilated, hearts as still as tombstones. Six agents dead sprawled near two nude bodies with enough entry wounds to bring down a buffalo.
 
   “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Rashad said. 
 
   A female mutt crouched maw-deep in the shoulder of a naked corpse and dragged it toward a corner, munching as she went. She heaved and groaned, forelegs tattered by .45 blasts. Blood leaked from silver-carved holes in her chest and ribs. Her wheezing indicated punctured lungs. Her head hung low. Brown eyes met ours. Given time, eating would help her heal enough to escape, but she didn’t have the juice. 
 
   Rashad and Koko were already firing, but I didn't hear it. The blood and pink meat caught my senses in its net. 
 
   The mutt dropped the corpse and roared. The sound warbled and choked for air. Our bullets plowed into her skull, broke it open, and splattered pieces. She crumpled face first on the dead body.
 
   Only one creature moved. A mutt with mangled hindquarters dragged itself around by its forelegs in the corner of the lot. Defense bites had ripped flesh from its back. Torn meat and ligaments dangled from its stumps like yarn from an unfinished sweater. Closer examination revealed his legs had been eaten off. 
 
   Koko shot the mutt in the sweet spot above the snout. Its fur dissipated like a puff of air, and the skull retained enough features to make an ID.
 
   “Fuckin’ Rusty,” Rashad said.
 
   “A gang set him up to lure agents in,” I said. “He didn't do any of this.”
 
   “He was still a mutt, and he’s dead now.”
 
   Koko chattered to Daisy about the scene, confirming the dead.
 
   Another mutt reverted nearby. He was black, tattooed, and fell in the shoulda-been-in-school age group. He carried the stink of rat lairs full of vermin and mutts rubbing together. Definitely not Svetlana's or Erik’s den scent.
 
   Several torsos didn’t have the required number of limbs. Sprays of blood in the mutt-trampled dirt marked where mutts tore their victims apart. Jarhead James laid broken in three pieces, arm gone, core split open and eaten down to a broken spine. He’d recently celebrated a year in the bureau, ate Tabasco like it was water, and reeked of patchouli after visiting his girlfriend. The viscera of his remains stank of piss and cooling meat. 
 
   The shredded meat enticed me like a burst grapefruit with pink globules, red blood from leaky tubes, and a fatty pith. 
 
   Koko circled the human corpses sprawled on a bed of silver casings. He crouched near the least mutilated agent and extended cautious, gloved fingers. The corpse didn't move when probed. There was no pulse to be had. We investigated the wounds.
 
   “Slash marks,” I mumbled.
 
   “You say that like it's unusual,” Koko said.
 
   “It is. Wolves don't often use claws in fights; that's a cat-like or human trait. A mutt uses teeth for everything, and claw marks are usually incidental. If one of our killers is a swatter, it means he is an extremely talented mutt who is comfortable in his skin. All in all, bad news.”
 
   Her hot, mucky scent reached deep inside and tangled in my nerves. Zesty meat, like if I ate it I could live forever. Tough. Fat marbled just right. Hard bones. My gums hurt as my teeth swelled. I was hungry again. I should have eaten a larger breakfast.
 
   “It's weird that she's alone,” Jones said. “There are a lot of prints here. More than can be accounted for by the bodies left behind.”
 
   “She stayed behind to eat because she was too injured to run.” 
 
   “More mutts might be nearby,” Koko said.
 
   “She's starting to shift back.”
 
   The clay drifted away. Wounds torqued as her flesh receded in odd ways. Despite the damage to her face, she was familiar.
 
   “Rivera,” Koko said. “Luz Rivera, Enrico's sister. You were right about Ignacio Morales' murder being personal. She wanted revenge on the agent who killed her brother. Doesn't explain the rest of them, though.”
 
   “Something doesn’t smell right,” I said. The stink of her hide was different, tangled with the forbidden scent of real canines. The mutt knew real dogs, lots of them. Maybe from one of the underground fighting rings that existed in the organized gang neighborhoods. The other mutts on scene stank of the prevailing ratty-den perfume.
 
   On the scene of Morales’ murder, I hadn’t detected a scent of this kennel. Luz’s mark had been all over, but she hadn’t smelled this way. Either she wasn’t with them or hadn’t been for long. 
 
   “I think we’ve got two separate kennels, here.”
 
   “Exactly how much backup is en route?” Koko said.
 
   Gravel crunched beneath his feet as he pivoted. Koko's steady heart and measured inhale contrasted Rashad’s loud breath. The van idled outside. A cool wind blew the wrong way and clouded my senses with exhaust fumes, gasoline, and freshly-poured foundations.
 
   The scent of fur crept up behind me. I turned quickly, weapon up. Nothing was there, but I smelled him. Silver-torn, grimy like mud beside still water. Where was the bastard? Mutts could weigh upward of a ton and shouldn’t be able to hide so easily. 
 
   My pulse hammered out of control. 
 
   “We should fall back,” I said. Mostly, I wanted the boys to hide in the van while I dragged my wolf as close to the surface as I could without shedding or getting shot. 
 
   The skin lining my hands thickened like real leather. Rifle grip became awkward as my bones shifted. My fingernails hardened like cement. 
 
   Koko raised his weapon and scouted the perimeter. We scanned the skeletal warehouse and prowled around the cement pillars. A stench moved around, an aroma so masculine and primal it pricked my spine. My hackles rose. Another odor flanked us and circled.
 
   They’d come back for us, or Luz.
 
   “Durant?” Koko said.
 
   The gentle padding of feet sounded on the roof. Someone was above us. Goldenseal coat, red matted all over its face. Bullet holes along its chest, three grisly exit wounds on its neck and head. Its claws kneaded the steel crossbeams. Its whine belied hunger more than aggression. I squared myself at the forefront of the group, raised the rifle, and fired. Koko, right there with me, joined in. We blew its jaw off and splattered its underbelly with bullets. The mutt fell a meter from our feet. Puffs of dust and crimson droplets tagged my boots.
 
   “There will be more,” I said.
 
   “We should go back to the van,” Jones said.
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   We backed as a unit out of the structure, watching for an ambush. Wind blew across my neck as we cleared the wall. A car dropped out of the sky and landed upside down three yards in front of us. The windows blew and the horns went off. Surprise squeezed my heart, making it skip a beat.
 
   “Jesus!” Rashad swung his rifle toward the vehicle. I looked up at the top level of a parking structure. A mutt poked its head over the edge to see if we'd been hit. Brown muzzle, black fur, long snout. Him. We stared at each other, and then he cocked his head and disappeared.
 
   A gray sedan began to levitate.
 
   “We should move now,” Koko said.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   The mutt shouldered the sedan off the parking structure, and the vehicle somersaulted toward us from ten levels up.
 
   “Christ!” Rashad said.
 
   We scattered. I dove over the concrete guard rail, tucked my shoulders, and protected my skull. After four meters of free-falling, I impacted with the cement on the basement level. Pressure slammed through my swollen ribs. Air fled my lungs. 
 
   The sedan erupted directly on top of our van. Metal parts and glass exploded, chiming off the cement around me. A tire rocketed against the guard rail and bounced back into the lot. Gasoline spilled and fire started. Noxious fumes poisoned the air. So much for our escape route. We’d have to leave on foot. 
 
   Fiberglass and dirt showered in from the wreckage. 
 
   My team checked in, calling out that everyone was okay, looking for me. I snorted at the rank pollutants and shook my head to clear my graying vision. The vest made me feel like an overstuffed sausage about to burst its casings. Fingers felt like pulverized meatloaf. 
 
   Who did punk on the roof think he was, tossing cars at people? I scrambled off my ass and sprinted for the stairwell, running at full speed with the assumption my teammates couldn’t see me. My inflating chest bruised against the constricting vest. I burst into the stairwell so hard the door cracked against the wall and broke into shards. 
 
   Fucking Doberman bitch. I’ll tear his head—
 
   “Durant, are you hurt?” Koko said. “Get your ass up here.”
 
   I skidded to a stop. Howls erupted all around. If I pursued the wolf on the roof, I’d leave my team to face the other wolves alone. Jesus H, I’d forgotten to grab my rifle. I would have to let the car-tosser go. Worse, I’d leave him at my back. 
 
   What choice did I have? 
 
   Growling, I spun around, streaked across the parking structure to my place of initial impact, and scrambled for the rifle. I hopped up, grabbed the cement ridge above my head, and pulled myself up with one arm. 
 
   Wolf power rocked sometimes. 
 
   I hooked my leg over and wriggled onto the dirt, scanning for my fellow agents. Mutts swarmed the far end of the construction lot, six on the ground and as many more creeping from the ghetto. They howled at the sky, singing a hellish chorus. Shadows darted along the worn-out neighborhood. Easily a dozen more wolves came from the corners and alleys of the city block. 
 
   My vision swirled like a drunk rising sloppily from a bar stool. I fought to contain a rational thought while starvation scraped my guts and my temper raged. They pursued us in the middle of the city, before dusk, as if they had every right in the world to hunt and slaughter my team. My team. Their disloyal asses left their own mutts behind to die, returned with greater numbers, and they thought they were good enough to take my people? 
 
   Outrage accompanied my panicked heartbeat. Adrenaline shadowed my vision. My disease burned with the need to shed and fight, but I’d lose. Easily. The truth enraged me more. 
 
   Koko grabbed my elbow and unceremoniously hauled me to my feet. Like I was just a girl or something. His fingers were chilly where mine were hot. His heartbeat whacked through his veins like jungle drums. I listened to the rhythm of his pulse as he realized the fight was hopeless.
 
   Jones and Rashad squared off against the pack of incoming carnivores. Two dozen mutts slouched in our direction. 
 
   We did not have the firepower for this.
 
   We were all going to die.
 
   The hoard encroached on us with enough swagger and confidence to be insulting. Fish in a barrel, huh? A sorrel colored mutt with fat haunches lunged at us. I pivoted and pulled the trigger, instinctively taking a shot from a distance I shouldn’t have been able to. Plugged silver into its eye socket. It crashed headfirst into the dirt, flipping end for end, tripping up the dappled beast behind it. I fired at him, too. Two bullets in, I clicked empty. 
 
   Koko turned and leaned his hip against my back, guarding my rear while I reloaded. 
 
   “We should get to the parking garage stairwell,” I said. “Going up is a bad idea, but the narrow stairs will funnel them down to one or two at a time.” 
 
   “Unless they circle around and take us from both sides,” Koko said. 
 
   “Damned if we do.”
 
   “Damned if we don’t,” he admitted. 
 
   We retreated as a group, trying to channel the creatures into a more manageable target zone. As if we actually had ammo enough to end this.
 
   Mutts saw our movement and charged en masse. Enormous beasts shook the ground like the running of the bulls. 
 
   We almost reached the rail of the parking structure when a mutt head popped up like a gopher from a hole. 
 
   “Fuck!” Rashad said. 
 
   We screeched to a stop and reflexively fired a mass of silver into its noggin. When it fell, it smelled like dead rats and musty bones. Behind it, another line of mutts slunk forward, cutting us off. Shoulders rolling, heads low, mouths salivating. 
 
   They had us surrounded. 
 
   Koko looked around. “Building across the street.” 
 
   An old firehouse stood, bulky with bricks. The closest building on the block that could offer a modicum of cover. It was a hundred yard dash, but what else were we going to do?
 
   We ran along the cement parking structure, and the throng gave chase. We fired on them. After several shots, the foremost mutt died. Then I didn't hear a thing. I pulled the trigger and made the most of every bullet. When the mags ran dry, I let the AR15 slide down. My fingers floundered before remembering my sidearm. Legs pumping, I pulled both Jerichos and let them rip. We dropped four of them, but the mutts kept coming. Their ranks closed ahead of us, cutting off our last escape route. 
 
   A barricade of dead monsters piled around us, felled by our silver. We couldn’t stop moving, but corpses blocked our route. Koko grabbed my goddamn elbow again, tucking my fat bone in his pretentious masculine hand. He yanked me forward and we stumbled up a ridge of warm bleeding wolf carcasses. Flesh bowed under my boots, squishing like a wet throw rug. He panted, focusing with laser intent on the old firehouse. 
 
   The disease scraped at my lungs and punctured my veins. The pressure in my skull built until it squeezed my optical nerves. Grayness fell like a curtain on the world. Blindness consumed me. Panic clawed at my brain. 
 
   I don’t have time for this. 
 
   I inhaled the acrid scent of mold and roach detritus. Scented their breath and heard them heave. I pushed my wolf down, clinging to my human fingers and pulling a trigger. Fired where my wolf said the other wolf would be. I was shooting blind, but the strange wolf yelped. Its body crashed to the ground with a dense, sloppy thud. 
 
   Elation roared through me. My inner beast was full of ninja tricks! We’d get through this!
 
   My gun clicked a final resounding alarm. Empty. I dropped them like bricks.
 
   I reached down, picked up a rock, and whipped it. The big stone clunked a beige mutt in the face. It snorted and kept coming. If I shed, I might be able to confuse and deter the mutts enough for the boys to escape. Or I might turn on my teammates and join in the feeding frenzy. Even as a wolf, I couldn't fight a dozen mutts single-handedly. There was no point in running, no hope in fighting, and that about covered everything.
 
   Koko’s clutched his rifle by the muzzle, ready to swing it like a baseball bat. He tried to push me behind him, but I ducked under his arm and grabbed another rock. Jones picked up a length of rebar. We were about to fight to the death armed with nothing but sticks and stones.
 
   I threw the rock and broke blood on the enemy's face, but it didn't stop anything. The ineffective gesture only proved the futility of our fight. Jones recited the Lord’s Prayer under his breath. 
 
   A mutt came at us. Koko swung the rifle with excellent form and cracked the beast upside its face. Its cheek meat split down to the bone, hanging like a curtain over its monstrous rack of teeth. 
 
   The contagion rattled through my bones, spiked my temp, and snagged my pulse. My lungs and ribs expanded, but the vest tied me down like a cement corset. I might as well go out fighting. I planned to shed in front of agents who would kill me; luckily they were out of ammo. Whatever happened, I died today, by the fang or bullet. My world was done, but maybe I could buy my boys some time. 
 
   A wicked nature ricocheted through me. Sleek pleasure crushed my fear. My blood burned with righteous heat. Magic unfurled in my bones, building inside like a pressure cooker. My mouth opened so wide my cheeks hurt. 
 
   I pulled the baseball cap off my head and dropped it. I grabbed the vest straps with swelling hands and tore it from my body. My ribs expanded gratefully, and I launched the flak at them. I hollered something unintelligible as the wolves circled, roaring back.
 
   A few wolves hesitated as if only now scenting my disease.
 
   The sibilant scream of a car horn drew our attention. Mullen's classic muscle car soared onto the scene with a spray of gravel. He spun the wheel and whipped around, nearly broadsiding the building's steel frame. He threw the door open and raised two guns, firing at the mutts. A cigarette dangled from his tight lips as he squeezed round after round into the surrounding beasts. As cheesy as a Rambo flick. 
 
   Koko and the boys ducked, but I stood and waited for the bullet. 
 
   My flesh ached for a shed. I wanted it so badly it must have shown. The contaminant boiled in my blood and stretched my bones. My skull separated along the sutures. Muscle gathered along my jaw. My gums split and filled with teeth.
 
   How could he not see it?
 
   He dropped the AR15 on its sling and let it ride his thigh. He retrieved two orbs from his jacket pockets. Grenades. 
 
   “Seriously?” I said.
 
   He plucked the pins and chucked them.
 
   “Get down!” Jones said.
 
   I had already grabbed Koko’s wrist. We dove behind the mound of a dead mutt’s oozing body. I covered my head and pressed my cheek into dirty, wet fur. An explosion ripped through the sky, deafening me, showering us with dust. The corpse absorbed damage while the second grenade went off. 
 
   My senses swam with vertigo and madness. Nostrils filled with the reek of fluids gone missing and mortality ripped asunder. Muddled shrieks of pain followed the ringing in my ears. My breath panted, sour in my mouth. 
 
   Goddamn Mullen.
 
   “Get to the car,” he said. “Silver in the dash.” 
 
   We ran toward the car, mostly to get out of the line of fire. 
 
   He holstered his handguns and reaching around his back, pulling a bullpup from his belt. Who else but Mullen would have a submachine gun in his pants? He let it rip and swept side to side. Mutts yelped and sank. Those who could, ran. Mullen started after them, but Koko grabbed his arm.
 
   “They're dragging you in.” He tipped his gaze to the skyline where twenty more shadows hunkered. “We're being flanked as we speak.”
 
   Mullen shook him off, glanced over his shoulder, saw the truth, and cursed. We stuffed the five of us into the car, Koko with his knees up to his chin. Mullen jerked his chin at the crumpled van which had been decimated by the Doberman’s falling car. 
 
   “That's what you boys get for letting Durant drive.”
 
   “Har har,” I said.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   I had to smash my skull against the wall in the FBHS bathroom to replace the healed bump on my brow. Luckily, my nightmarish hair had covered the lack of damage until then.
 
   After writing my report, I bought a bag of cheeseburgers and went up to the roof. I was starved and didn't want anyone near my food, but when I got up to the roof, Koko was already there. Beefy arms rested on the ledge as he shelled and ate pistachios. I simply couldn't escape the bastard. 
 
   I plopped my burgers on the ledge. We stared at the mountains on the horizon. The view to the east was my favorite, a continuous line of mountain peaks rising up beyond the city. Gazing at them was a relief, a recognition of beauty often forgotten due to my hectic life. I opened the bag of cheeseburgers and ate the first one in three bites. My stomach was so empty, it felt the like the burger fell ten yards before reaching the bottom. I licked my fingers. Elbow to elbow, we leaned against the rail.
 
   “If they really loved us, they'd let us take an AR15 home,” I said.
 
   He nodded, watching the protesters. Quiet. Wordless. His white shirt stretched taut on a body that benefited from excessive gym time. His braids ran tight and neat. A scowl marred his forehead.
 
   “What are you worried about?” I said.
 
   “Palladino's books.”
 
   “They were perfectly legal.” 
 
   He nodded and didn’t follow up. I shouldn't have interrupted. We stared down at the protesters, reporters, and thrill seekers. Animals. They were getting a kick out of these murders. Some declared the kill-mutt mission was indeed god-ordained, others claimed nature was giving us what we deserved for pissing her off. I'd like to drop pianos on every single one of those people.
 
   “How well did you know the agents who were killed today?” he said.
 
   “Seen them around.” Questioning like this always went somewhere.
 
   “After the pelt raid in Utah, you visited me in the hospital. We'd known each other less than seven hours, and you exhibited more concern for me than for your fallen agents.”
 
   “Dude, you had saved my ass. It was different.”
 
   “You're different.” 
 
   “Before you came to Phoenix, you interacted with me for less than seven hours. Not much time to evaluate the nuances of my personality. I'd say you don't know what you're talking about.”
 
   He put another pistachio in his mouth and bit down. The crunch made me want to punch his teeth out. Goddamn snake in dumb sheep's clothing. The man had a conversation on his mind, and he didn't care if I wanted to talk or not.
 
   “No one can carry on this way without some sort of ventilation—”
 
   “As if you've got any place to talk about—”
 
   “Durant, I'm talking,” he said, like a kindergarten teacher. Sheesh. “Agents don’t get to tear off their vests and taunt death. Post-traumatic stress disorder affects everyone in this sort of work. Professional callousness doesn't stop all the hurt. If you don't deal with issues as they come, you'll break. You'll damage everyone who loves you and endanger your team. Not to mention how this amalgam of crap will precipitate the destruction of my career.”
 
   He threw a pistachio shell off the roof. The man thought I had PTSD. He was right, of course. I suffered the aftershock of various traumas and shadowed death for as long as I could remember. 
 
   “Observant little shit,” I accused.
 
   He smiled with his eyes.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “It's not often someone calls me little.”
 
   I snorted. “I'll just bet. Since we're sharing, tell me about your family or friends in Utah. You up and relocated, but no one calls you during the day.”
 
   “No one.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “There's nothing repulsive about you, Koko, and there's no reason you shouldn't have friends, family, and chicks galore. So what are you dealing with that prevents you from forming said attachments? Spill, dude.” 
 
   He didn't say anything.
 
   “I showed you mine,” I teased. When he didn't respond, I gave up. I could pull his profile if I wanted to know bad enough.
 
   “My mother killed herself. She was beautiful and brilliant, but she couldn't sit still, couldn't just … be. She wasn't happy unless there was a chaos, which explained why she loved my father. The man is a full-fledged bastard. When her manic cycles escalated, she killed herself with doctor's heroin. My sister took it hard. Got pregnant thinking a baby was what mom would have wanted, and then a mutt knocked her off the interstate and she miscarried. Killed herself over it.”
 
   “Kee-rist,” I said. “I hate that we fight the whole world all day and still can’t fix things. Makes me feel useless and hopeless.” 
 
   “Yep. It sucks.” 
 
   I pointed at him. “That there was a moment of solidarity. If you tell anyone I talked about my feelings, I'll kick your ass.”
 
   “Ditto,” he said. 
 
   “Want to go for a beer?”
 
   “I don't drink. Alcohol has too many carbs.” 
 
   “I swear, sometimes I wonder if you're human.”
 
   He smiled and continued cracking the nuts, tossing the shells overboard. I finished off the burgers, crumpled the bag, and walked back inside. Every long day has an end, and it was past time to go home. 
 
   I settled into the plush seat of my truck and sighed with relief. We’d survived. I cranked celebratory heavy metal music. I hated traffic this time of day: the ramps were clogged with cars waiting to move ten miles per hour for seventeen miles. Surviving rush hour traffic required supplementation. I slipped a Xen into my mouth while maneuvering through a tight gap in three lanes only to arrive at a complete standstill on the ramp. 
 
   The day couldn’t get much worse.
 
   Someone screamed and the passenger side of my truck imploded.
 
   The collision slammed me against the neighboring van and shattered the window into a kaleidoscope of ruined glass. The metal crumpled. I smelled blood. 
 
   The furry mound of a mutt's spine blocked the window. The sludgy beige animal tucked shoulder, charged, and smashed my truck. We crunched into a neighboring van so hard that the van tipped. For a moment, we were both about to go over, then the van rocked back and crashed into my side of the truck. I was trapped. He raised his head and pressed his snout against the windshield, snapping long teeth, and leaving saliva on the glass. Then he backed up a pace and plowed into the truck again. 
 
   I needed air. I needed space. If I shed in the truck, I'd be trapped in a metal cage until I ripped it apart. Rage and hunger smothered me. The bastard animal was killing my dear truck. No one but me had the right to ruin my shit. 
 
   This monster was going down. 
 
   I jerked a gun, pointed, and fired. The explosive sound deafened me. My aim was off, and the bullet tore through the wolf's ear, slicing it at the base. He yelped, retracted, and kept his skull low. My ears rang as bullets thundered. My jaw clamped so hard the roots of my teeth bruised.
 
   He hopped up on the bed of my truck, and his weight snapped the damaged axle at the wheel. He pawed through the roof, claws poking through metal. My pulse was the only thing I could hear. I fired through the roof, pelting its guts, but the animal didn't stop digging at me like I was the best bone buried in the yard. The bastard was silver-tempered, strong, and motivated. Blood dripped in from the punctures in the roof but the fight wasn’t over. I needed to reload. 
 
   The truck behind me got a running start and rammed us in effort to shake the mutt loose. The jolt knocked my skull against the dash and the mag flew. The beast fell against the cab, bending the metal and skidding the truck forward. The impact whacked my head into the steering wheel. 
 
   My bruised, battered, punch-drunk skull. 
 
   “Back off!” I screeched. Blood poured from my face. 
 
   In the course of one day, the mutts had tossed cars at me, terrorized my team, killed agents, and mutilated my truck. Enough was enough. I slammed the mag home. The disease raged in me, and I could barely jam my fat finger in the trigger well.
 
   Cursing, I kicked out the warped door, rounded the vehicle, and blasted silver into the mutt's neck. The determined bastard leaned in as if fighting a sharp wind. We snarled at each other as I emptied shells into his face. Inches away, the mutt roared through his teeth, but I couldn't hear over my heartbeat. I shouted, exchanging bellows. Chunk by chunk, silver shred his features. His neck spurted blood and sides quaked. 
 
   I pulled my second handgun and shot into the weakened throat, driving bullets deep into the animal. He attempted to howl. The sound emerging from his tattered throat sounded like a baying cow. He sank to all fours, popping another tire off my truck. He heaved and collapsed onto the truck bed.
 
   I squeezed the trigger until the guns ran dry, and then I dropped them. My blood churned, free falling into a vortex. Rage hummed through every fiber and heated every cell. My teeth bled my gums, hands widened and grew more claw-like, cutting me as I clenched them into fists. My gums split down to the bone to make room for bigger teeth.
 
   Watch your teeth. Tuck ‘em away, Durant. Small teeth. 
 
   I huffed and smiled as I watched the mutt die. He killed my truck and now he was dead. Served him right.
 
   A muscle car navigated the scene. Mullen parked on the grass and sauntered over. I tongued my teeth, cut myself on the sharp points, and chanted small teeth, small teeth. I watched Mullen's gait, the loose black sweatshirt, the sling holding an AR15. As was his habit, he came to stand by my side, light a cigarette, and pester me. 
 
   “Your truck is ruined,” he said. “Looks like a piñata.”
 
   Do not kill Mullen right now. You cannot sink teeth deep into Mullen mutton. Think about small teeth, tiny teeth, aching, painful, gyrating teeth— 
 
   “Smashed your face again, too,” he noted, as if I didn’t feel the throbbing and bleeding. His smoke and presence suffocated me. 
 
   I inventoried the truck’s injuries. It sat on the ground, axles broken, sides and cab crushed. I ran my hand down the side of the metallic silver finish, felt the jagged blossoms of bullet wounds and the hot wet trails of blood down the panel. The dead animal draped over the bed, its skull draped on the asphalt. 
 
   When I pulled my hand away, my fingers were coated red. I burned to suckle werewolf blood off my fingers, but I stood in front of a crowd of onlookers and Mullen of all people. I wiped my hand on my jeans, secreted the Xen from my bra, and chomped on a few.
 
   My nose twitched.
 
   Then the fire caught, and the truck erupted in flames.
 
   I wanted to cry. 
 
   The ambulance arrived, and I hung back. Civilians swarmed, police contained them, and I spent twenty minutes arguing with the med tech about what I would not allow him to do to me. Namely, the meaty dude with plump hands and soft sweet scent absolutely could not touch me. I fended off the pushy med and escaped the ambulance.
 
   A civilian said, “The way she was screaming, I swear, I couldn't tell where one started and the other ended. It was the most disturbing thing...” And he was telling Mullen everything. 
 
   This could be the end of me. It was certainly the end of my truck.
 
   Detective Contrell came over to talk to me. The bags under his eyes made me weary. Four years ago, he'd been youthful and motivated, but the last few massacres snuffed that out. 
 
   “Kaidlyn,” he said. “Are you alright?”
 
   “It's been one of those days.” 
 
   “So I see.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you high?”
 
   “What!”
 
   “Your eyes look...hyperactive.” 
 
   “Must be the shock.”
 
   “Is this the same animal that killed Williams?”
 
   “No. This one has a different skull shape and carries an extra three hundred pounds on the front end.” I gave him a play-by-play of the violence and watched him make notes in his book. When he was finished, he didn't bother to make any extra small talk. After several of our freaky joint investigations, he began to suspect I knew more than I revealed. He gave me a sympathetic but cautious look and slipped away without offering me a ride.
 
   I had two horrific options: ride with Mullen or in the ambulance. I was fresh out of silver rounds, so the office would be my first stop. 
 
   The man who tried to help by crashing into my truck made his way over to me. “Are you okay, Ms. Durant?” A thick Mexican man, a working man, veined and muscled and glinting in the light. Enough sustenance to cure my hunger. I could eat him like a gumdrop. He knew my name, which might be convenient.
 
   “Thank you for your help,” I lied. Why not? We'd all had a rough day.
 
   “I've never seen anything like it.” His hands shook. 
 
   “Give me a ride back to the office?” 
 
   He looked stunned, then grateful to have a purpose after all this violence. We drove listening to gentle mariachi music while both his hands gripped the wheel. He didn't speak, not even to ask a question or discuss the weather, and it was the most beautiful thing he could have done for me. I smiled my gratitude, tipped my head, and got out of the truck.
 
   After collecting Ag rounds, I found a welcoming party waiting for me in the parking garage. Keats, Yoshino, Daisy, and Rosco leaned on Keats’ SUV.
 
   “Are you okay?” Keats touched my arm, comforting, brotherly. 
 
   He came so close I discerned the sugary chocolate breath of a man who'd been eating candy. I wanted some. A chocolate frosted, raspberry jelly doughnut with a side of bleeding, mutilated Keats. I wished he'd stop touching me. I set my hand on his, but instead of moving it, he squeezed with such a compassionate grip that I was overwhelmed and froze. Awkwardness pushed him back, and he dropped his hand. Embarrassment flamed the lumps of anxiety in my gut. Could this day get any worse?
 
   Daisy couldn't be stopped: she hugged me in a walrus embrace, all warm and doughy and salty. She smelled saturated with tears. Hell, I’d never seen her out of her chair. I squeezed out of her arms.
 
   “We're so glad you're okay.” Yoshino shoved his hands into his pockets.
 
   “My truck isn't,” I moped.
 
   “Another stunning example of your fantastic driving skills, Shorty?” Rosco smiled a weird smile, offering a glimpse of something up his sleeve.
 
   “What are you up to?” 
 
   “We heard your precious truck was out of commission, so we found you a rental. Paid for by the bureau, of course.” He wagged new keys.
 
   “Judging by your shit-eating grin, I'm guessing I won't like this.” 
 
   “Where's the faith?” 
 
   “Where's the truck?” 
 
   He pointed. I saw a miniature car, a two-seater with a squished nose and a square rump.
 
   “Isn't it darling?” Daisy said.
 
   “What the hell is that?” I said.
 
   “It's a Fiat!” Rosco burst with guffaws so mighty he had to grab his knees.
 
   “I think it's as cute as a button,” Yoshino said.
 
   “And about as big. There isn't even a back seat. You did this on purpose! I've seen some sick things in my time, Rosco, but this is possibly the worst joke, the meanest tease, the most cold-hearted—”
 
   He tossed me the keys, and I reflexively caught them. 
 
   “The paperwork is all done,” he said. “We couldn't possibly return it.”
 
   I pointed at Rosco. “I'll get you for this, you vicious twink.” 
 
   “Now, now.” He smiled. I huffed, frustrated and exhausted. He touched my arm. His breath stank of bourbon and menudo. The job took a wicked toll on both of us. “We worried about you, sugar stems.” 
 
   “Wait.” Yoshino reached behind him and held out a cup of coffee and a lollipop. “Feel better.” 
 
   “Yeah,” I said. There it was again: the urge to cry. Damn drugs, making me sentimental. I took the offerings and squeezed myself into the clown car. No elbow room to be had. Sighing, I stuck the key in the ignition and turned it over. I could scarcely hear the engine. There was no power to it. Built-in GPS and probably lo-jack as well. Disappointing all around.
 
   Normally, I bought my upgraded vehicles from Brutus, but he was dead.
 
   As I drove, I had plenty of time to think. My lungs felt claustrophobic, and it wasn't just the telephone booth-sized car. Every sound was hell. Each constant bleep, scrape, twitch, thunk, rattle and purr: pure hell. Distracting. 
 
   I couldn't bear to touch my own skin. Not an inch of me felt safe, not a fiber wasn't bursting with mutt energy. It had been a month since my last shed, and every day I wanted more. 
 
   More food, more freedom, more sex, more food, more violence. 
 
   How much longer could I hold out?
 
   Why not leave the bureau?
 
   To do what? Even if they let me go, what would I do with my time? How would I earn money? I was too young for this midlife crisis.
 
   I really needed something to cheer me up. 
 
   I parked the Fiat outside the hospital and squeezed my cold cup of coffee. I stared at the building, hoping something miraculous had happened, such as Zelda being magically cured by the hand of whatever god she worshiped. Hell, I'd take anyone’s help. 
 
   Buddha, Quetzalcoatl, Osiris, anyone who wants to prove their worth, now's the time! 
 
   I guess everyone was off-duty. 
 
   I'd give anything so she wouldn’t lay dying, smelling of sickness and mortality instead of the usual cinnamon cookies or cherry turnovers. Chances were good that she was on her deathbed, and I flat out couldn't take it.
 
   At the same time, I had to see her.
 
   I needed to walk through the maze, sit at Zelda's bedside and wish her well, and then leave without incident. That was the plan. I set down the cup, left the pathetic car, and stared at the entrance with laser focus. 
 
   I think I can, I think I can. Small teeth.
 
   The threshold opened wide. I crossed over, holding my breath and clenching my hands. I released my stale breath as my feet settled on the spiny industrial carpet of the entrance. There. No reason for a stroke. I had this entirely under control.
 
   At least the hospital reeked of organized sickness, not the tooth-ravaged bodies decaying at a mutt scene. 
 
   An orderly pushed a bed occupied by an older lady. She was nothing but skin and bone with a lukewarm heartbeat. Her feet had recently been amputated at the ankles. Wet bandages capped the stumps, and she raised them over and over, swimming in place. Her pain meds weren't covering the damage, and she heaved a whimper that pierced me like a spear and shouted: FOOD. 
 
   It'd be nothing to hold her down and tear the bandages clear until I got to the gnarled, puckered limb inside. My nostrils tingled with the rough tumble of a dozen chemicals and twice as many fluids. Chalked latex, hand sanitizer, and iodine, alcohol swabs, catheters, bedpans and bedsores, drugs and ointments, the muck of a dozen operating rooms. Human animal stench, gamey flesh musk. 
 
   I hugged myself and scooted back until I thumped the wall. Pressed hard against it to hold myself up, my breath pounding like air from a steam engine.
 
   “Hey, lady!” A receptionist said, “Miss! This isn't a walk-in. If you need detox, you gotta go down the street.”
 
   God, she was edible too. Heavily pear-shaped, blond hair clipped in a style that made her look like a bird. An appetizing bird. She picked up the phone to call security.
 
   “I'm here for Zelda Blackwood,” I said. 
 
   “ICU room 888,” she said. 
 
   I scuttled down the hall like a roach when the lights came on. I held my breath like one whiff might send me over the edge. Death-and-dying perfumes itched my skin. The wounded prey, edible injured, and succulent sick: tasty, effortless food! Creatures begged to be put out of their misery—quite literally—and it was all I could do to not sink a tooth into them. The urge crawled through my bones like termites. Not killing them contradicted nature herself. Like grabbing God by the horns and telling Him to stand down.
 
   And I wasn't having any luck with that.
 
   My teeth throbbed into ragged spikes and bled my gums. The taste of blood in my mouth made my eyes burn, and I knew the mutt shoved magic into my irises. Blood rolled down my throat to my stomach and burst through me like fiery spikes, blazing holes which the mutt tried to climb through. The hungry beast pushed my ribs up and out, paving the way for a bigger heart, harder lungs, and a monster's innards. A cry escaped me. I grabbed my knees as a cramp shot down my back. Pain rallied to send me over to the other side. I breathed in and out, chanting small teeth, small teeth.
 
   But my teeth ached to explode. 
 
   If I shed in the hospital, I could eat until my seams burst.
 
   I scented the muskiness of a fellow wolf. My ears pricked, nostrils flared. Davey. Then a fierce, pepper and mint scent blasted from the room. The potent, rank, offensive odor made me shield my face like Paul on the road to Damascus. I stumbled through the wall of clotted stench.
 
   “The hell is that?” I said. Davey spread some more white cream along the edges of the air conditioner, making my eyes water like taking a dose of mace.
 
   “Icy hot. Covers up damn near anything.”
 
   “Might be more potent than tear gas.”
 
   “Distracting,” he said. “Bet you quit thinking of how yummy everyone is.”
 
   He was right. Zelda looked impossibly small on the bed, covered to the chin in a pale blue sheet. Tubes, lines, a heart monitor, and a half dozen machines crammed into her corner of the hospital room. Her eyes were closed and still. Drugs dripped into her saline bag. Needles had bruised her veins. 
 
   “They want to stabilize her before they attempt any surgery,” he said. “The doctor thinks it could be days before they figure out what's worth doing.” 
 
   “Right.” The docs were hoping she'd die first so they wouldn't have to waste resources on the operation. Yea for the universal healthcare program.
 
   “Her roommates are out for tests,” Davey said. “Bed number four passed away this morning.”
 
   I listened to her murky pulse, and an insufferable throbbing set into me. The hunger sprang from my core and ravaged me again, rattling my inflamed bones. The room shook and blurred. Fever raged in my vision and scraped my heart. Dense pressure built in my marrow with no escape, and my bones started to splinter under the stress. 
 
   Zelda wheezed. Her face seized with agony.
 
   Kaid, someone said, snagging a wisp of my attention. It wasn’t enough to distract me from the thunderous hunger. A wolf crossed the room and stood between me and the meat. Competition. Do I fight for dinner? The building was full of easy prey, why waste energy that could lend itself to a killing spree?
 
   “Kaidlyn!” the voice said. I sniffed and blinked my cloudy gaze. The nearby mutt was cleaner than me, but I'd win because he wasn't nearly as hungry. 
 
   I could be eating inside of five minutes.
 
   “I should go,” I said.
 
   “Yeah,” Davey said. “I’ll see you at home. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   The sooner these murders stopped, the more manageable life would be. I had an idea on how to move the investigation along, so I called the one who had been avoiding me.
 
   “Priviet.” 
 
   Her voice was smoky and rich as she answered the phone, like she didn't know who I was or didn't care. Rage struck me like a bullet train to the face. I completely forgot what I wanted to say. 
 
   Temp spiked. Teeth groaned against each other like continents brushing. Platonic movement in my skull, rattling like tectonic shifts. 
 
   I hung up and dreamed of dropping a nuke on her head. Jesus, I could recall her face perfectly. The image of her naked back, the tick-tock of her hips as she walked. The untouchable glare when she said I disgusted her.
 
   I grabbed a lamp and threw it like a javelin. The lamp stand impaled the wall up to its base. A hole I'd have to plaster over and repaint, another thing I wrecked. I roared at the wall, but it had nothing to say for itself.
 
   Davey stood in the doorway with pity on his face. He didn't say anything and I opted to pretend the lamp thing never happened. He gave me a hug. Embarrassed, I held myself rigid, but I missed his arms when he was gone. I wished I had a second chance for things like that. I was actively ruining my life, and it had little to do with being L-pos. Mostly, I whined and overreacted like the kind of lunatic who threw lamps through walls instead of conducting business like a reasonable adult.
 
   I called her back.
 
   She let it ring a few times before answering, and my temper crawled right back up there. Gums ached. When she did pick up the phone, she didn't speak.
 
   “Svetlana.” Merely saying the name was a test. I tried to employ the politician in me, not the injured lover. 
 
   “I—” 
 
   “And—”
 
   We both paused and an awkward silence grew between us. Eventually, one of us had to start again. 
 
   “We should discuss the recent barrage of violent mutt activity in Phoenix.”
 
   “I do not think we need to discuss this. The bureau job, as you well know, is a hazardous undertaking. Каков вопрос, таков отве. Silly. Lives have always been lost on both sides.” The smoky tone of her voice drew me away from the conversation, and I had to pull myself back and focus on her words. She was saying, so what?
 
   “Damn it, Svetlana, mutts are targeting agents and their families.”
 
   “Agents have targeted wolves for nearly a decade now, ljbuvnik. Is it so hard to believe they have finally taken action? Perhaps a generous turning of tables will shine light on the situation. Цель оправдывает средства.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The end justifies the means.”
 
   “Maybe not this time. I know you don’t like the bureau.” And why should she? Given a chance, the FBHS would execute every one of her kids. “I understand why you feel that way, but you’re wrong. Have you been watching the news?”
 
   “Not so much.”
 
   “The lycanthropes don't need any more bad press,” I said. “Tune into any station and count the times newscasters refer to mutts as demons, terrorists, abominations, and monsters.”
 
   “Ну вот опять!” Whatever that meant, it sounded angry. “The lady on the news, she says, baka, I recall she says that wolves are responding to challenging conditions. The systematic and global murder of thousands of my people is merely a challenging condition, but the murder of a few human children is an inhumane, gruesome massacre. Skinny pizda big hair and stupid...all of them can pososi moyu konfetku. ”
 
   Raw emotion made her tone like razor wire. The more I listened to her, the less she sounded like herself. Usually she spoke without much of an accent, but today a Russian cadence clogged up the works. Her words were wooden, she missed articles, and she couldn't manage a conjunction. It worried me, but I couldn't let myself be distracted. “I thought you said you weren't watching the news.”
 
   “After crushing the television, I do not watch the news as much.”
 
   I looked at the lamp protruding from my wall. Guess we both suffered temper tantrums. I sighed.
 
   “So you'll help,” I inferred.
 
   “I did not say that.”
 
   “Jesus Christ.” I had a feeling she enjoyed my frustration. “Regardless of how these events are spun, mutts are hunting and killing kids. Svetka, the bloody corpses of toddlers are featured on the newsfeed. How do you think people will react? It’ll get worse while you’re being stubborn. Is this the kind of thing you'd stand behind?”
 
   “Getting out of the way doesn't mean I stand with anyone.”
 
   “Violence exacerbates the situation. It will get worse before it gets better.”
 
   “Such is the way of it,” she said.
 
   “This is your problem, too.”
 
   She laughed at me. “Kaidlyn, FBHS agents are your problem. They dwell on your side of the fence.”
 
   “Anything involving the future of mutts pertains to the both of us. When one mutt commits an atrocity, the whole race takes responsibility. You need to make your stance on this issue outrageously clear.”
 
   “I need to do many things, but that is not on the list.”
 
   “Murder will accelerate an already tense situation. Acts like these will not force the bureau to back down and change its mind. Far from it. Recruitment is in full force. We've replaced the fallen agents three times over within a week. The FBHS director actually used the phrase ‘by any means necessary.’ We're doing forced blood testing and old school scare tactics, escalating the hunt. You tell me how this story ends.”
 
   “I will consider making my position regarding these events more apparent.”
 
   Vague. Non-committal.
 
   “Jesus,” I said.
 
   “По секрету всему свету.” She sounded sad. Every time she used Russian knowing I couldn't understand, it felt like a rejection. “Did it occur to you that I might be the murderer?”
 
   “Briefly.”
 
   “And yet?”
 
   “You are more politically astute. You wouldn't be so sloppy. Something like this would destroy your revolution, and you're smart enough to know it. Which is why I can't believe you haven't put an end to it already.” 
 
   “Kaidlyn, forgive me if I have not conjured pity for those who persecute my kind. The bureau can navigate its own solution or drown in its blood.” 
 
   “We're on the cusp of a war of attrition. They're killing children, Svetlana.”
 
   She sighed. “How many children?”
 
   “Does that matter?”
 
   She was quiet for a while. Fluid sloshed as she poured a drink. “When I was growing up, there was a way of things, a way that left children relatively unscathed. Some, of course, were killed in the crossfire. Bombing and starvation—such indiscriminate things—always have a high incidental cost. More and more these days, children are the focus of eugenics, murder, and terrorism. Blatant disrespect for the continuation of life. Thugs and child-killers like to make a statement by killing the young, but it wasn’t always so.”
 
   “You're saying there is a polite way of waging war?” 
 
   “Yes. Maybe I only believe this from a romantic ideal… from when I was young. Nostalgia of the old days, gentlemen at war, so on and so forth. Regardless, at the turn of the century, the world fell apart. Twice. And humanity boasted of genocide. Not polite war. Leaves a rotten taste in a mouth. My father was one of the men who killed in the Kishinev pogrom. You know this, pogrom? You know what genocide is?” 
 
   “The systematic elimination of a specific group.” It wasn't the first time I juxtaposed genocide with my job description. Feds indulged in an ongoing ethnic cleansing and I had the balls to ask her to save the ones who persecuted her children. However, I was shamelessly relentless. “Now favor me with a definition. Do you know what a consenting bystander is?”
 
   “Touché,” she said.
 
   “I don't believe you don't care. Maybe you think the agents got what's coming to them. Sure, you can argue the point, but do their kids deserve to die? You have to care about that. With a house full of orphans, don't pretend you aren't feeling twinges of empathy.”
 
   “I am too busy for empathy. In fact, I am too busy for apathy as well. Phoenix is Erik's charge. I have made other promises I must fulfill first.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “I promised a bureaucrat I would slaughter his people and usurp his throne.”
 
   “Whatever. If you don't want to get involved, tell me who is behind it. Speak a few names, and I'll be satisfied.”
 
   “Только через мой труп. Besides, I do not know.”
 
   “Help me find the ones responsible, and we can stop a war.”
 
   “Or start one. And why endanger my children at the expense of their potential executioners? The bureau will not be grateful for my help. They will shoot us as soon as we save them. Where is the reward?”
 
   “Doing the right thing is its own reward. What would Peter want you to do?”
 
   “That is not relevant.” Her soft tone proved it was indeed quite relevant.
 
   “Svetlana, when you first brought your brood to Phoenix, I thought you would change things. I defended you to people I care about and convinced them you aren't all bad. Don't make me regret defending your honor.”
 
   “Emotional blackmail is a losing battle for you, Kaidlyn.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” I geared up for the big artillery. “How about this: you owe me.” 
 
   Dead quiet on the line. Like she didn't need to breathe. I'd hit her below the belt, sucker-punched her in the feelings, a dirty move.
 
   “True or not, this is the last time you get to say that to me,” she said. “This one time, you get your wish. Anything else?”
 
   “No,” I said, unconvincingly. She hung up. I scowled at the dial tone, hung up the phone, and went to fix the hole in the wall before Davey decided to remodel again. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Even after a long hot bath, I couldn't sleep. My body plagued me: restless legs, twitching spine, shot nerves, dry mouth. I needed more Xen. Only a few tablets left, and as much as I wanted another box, Rainer wouldn't be awake until afternoon. I needed to occupy myself until then, which presented the perfect opportunity to tackle the reports on my desk before they buried me. 
 
   On the freeway, I realized I had forgotten my guns and had to turn around. If I wasn't careful, one of these days I would stroll into work without them and make every agent in the FBHS suspicious. Once on my hips, the Jerichos felt more like bone spurs than protection. Sighing, I grabbed a protein shake and returned to the rental car. I completed the drive on autopilot. 
 
   It wasn't until I was nose deep in my parking spot that I noticed something was different. Hugely, obscenely out of the ordinary. I blinked as my stomach churned. The tiny Fiat shrank around me, threatening to crush my lungs. Sometime during the night, someone left a present in my parking space, and it clearly indicated that things were really messed up.
 
   I put the car in reverse, backed up a few feet, and got out. I wanted to get closer to the obstacle and see if it was real, although my gut declared it was. 
 
   A fresh skull stared back at me, leaking meat miasma. Its left eye bulged out and its tongue hung loose. The head was impaled with a broken street sign that read, “STOP,” and its metal post was driven into the white letters of my name on the cement. 
 
   I recognized the head. Stein worked the job a few months before he lost his leg to a mutt. He came back with a computerized prosthetic and transferred to recruitment. He unveiled the limb for dramatic effect while spouting speeches about nobility, smiting evil, and saving the children. The silver-tongued patriot was done recruiting now.
 
   I called the bureau and requested both forensics and a coroner. It was far too early for me to deal with this sort of thing. Hundreds of parking spaces to choose from and the murderers left their message in mine. Probably not a coincidence. 
 
   Stein’s head ogled me. The ragged edges of his throat and the six inches of dangling spine indicated the head had been pulled off, not sliced or chewed. Brute strength, a clear message.
 
   STOP, indeed. Some days, I wanted to. But today, I’d rather kill the lunatics who impaled heads on spikes. If I could start the day over, I would have stayed in bed underneath some warm covers. All my bones and joints were sore, muscles tight with fatigue, gums burning. This was no way to spend my days.
 
   STOP, or what? They'll kill me? Tell FBHS all about the fox in the hen house? One word from a knowing source would put a match to my whole world. I began to think living with secrets was harder than dying.
 
   Movement came at my left. I recognized the stride, and my senses were so keen that I picked up on a favoritism of the right knee and ankle. Mullen. Just what I needed to brighten my day. He stood beside me and reached into the breast pocket of his flannel jacket for a pack of menthols. He lit two cigarettes at once and passed one to me. 
 
   Reflexively, I took it. His fingers brushed along mine like a stethoscope, testing my temperature. I wasn’t worried because my skin wasn't feverish. The morning had left me tired and chilled. 
 
   Face to face with a disembodied face, I put the smoking cigarette between my lips. It didn't feel right, but when I inhaled, it wasn't as bad as I expected. The ashy taste was better than the stink of the severed head.
 
   “Aren't we popular.” His chin pointed to the sign. “Tell me about it.”
 
   “It's Stein's head on a pike, Mullen. What the hell am I supposed to say? Any idea where the rest of him is?”
 
   “The torso is staked in Venezuela's parking spot. The post was driven through his body like a kabob. Not as symmetrical as your present here. The pole busted under his right armpit, down through the rib cage and out near his left hip. Only a few ribs laced around the post, so the corpse is hanging by meat and innards. The animals tore off his metal leg. Bleeding indicates he was alive when they impaled him. Wanna take a peek?” 
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Haven't seen similar work since Kazakhstan. I admire the classic premise, but it’s amateurish at best.”
 
   “A dude's head is on a pike, and you're critiquing their style?”
 
   He shrugged. “Doesn’t match the killing spree.” 
 
   A chill whacked my spine. He was right. This work didn’t belong to a ragtag group of mutts who cornered agents in dark alleys. Body parts being left with my name in the vicinity was more reminiscent of a previous string of murders. I thought Svetlana had wrapped it up when she killed the old kennel leader, Iago, but apparently some of the bad guys were still out there, holding a grudge.
 
   “Why you, Durant. Venezuela I get. He's a big deal. Gives big orders. But you, you're small fry with good publicity. Why do they choose to harass you?”
 
   “My winning personality.”
 
   “You don't have a personality, sugar cakes. You have a delicate shield of sarcasm and mystery.”
 
   Chillingly accurate. Good ol' Mullen. He carried a .50 cal gun under his shirt, a backup on his ankle, and a seven-inch pig sticker on his thigh. Stellar instincts, and nosy to boot. With me in such a mood, he made a tempting target. This close, I wagered he might not be able to shoot me down before I tore out his larynx. 
 
   A slamming car door jerked my attention. A muscle leaped along my jaw. Mullen stilled with his hands cupping a new cigarette near a flame. He’d noticed the twinge. 
 
   “I'm going to park and get on with my blessed day,” I said.
 
   “The audacity of this murder will take the bureau to a threat level red. Venezuela already approved a whole new portfolio of fun things we can do to resolve the issue.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   He smiled and sent shudders down my spine. I walked away.
 
   Due to the corpse decorating our parking garage, FBHS did indeed issue a threat level red. All non-essential personnel was sent home, leaving active field agents and some manpower borrowed from the National Guard and Homeland Security.
 
   They confiscated my silver phone. I was interviewed and interrogated. Remnants of Mullen's smoke burned in my lungs, cloying and oddly therapeutic, like breathing into a brown bag to calm myself. Hours passed in a tiny room before they released me. I stared dumbly at the elevator control panel as the buttons blinked down to the seventh floor. Hypnotic. The entire day felt like a countdown to an explosion. The elevator doors opened, and I stood face to face with another bomb.
 
   Rosco braced his arms wide and barred my way. I raised my eyebrow and considered shouldering through his man-made barricade, but he grabbed my arm and pushed me back into the elevator. His grip bruised.
 
   “The hell, Rosco!” 
 
   He hit the stop button. His hair wasn't gelled, he wore no jewelry, and his shirt was untucked. He didn't look like he’d slept in a week. 
 
   “There's something wrong with you, Kaidlyn. You damned well better tell me what it is, right now, or we're going to see Dr. Hydenburg.”
 
   “I don't know what you're talking about.”
 
   “Something is off. I can sense its wrongness crawling down my spine. C'mon, Shorty, tell me. Maybe it's the stress. We all feel the pressure now and then. With a job like this eating into our humanity? Of course, we suffer.”
 
   “If your humanity is suffering, maybe you need to talk with a doc.”
 
   “Don't try to misdirect me, you evasive bitch. I'd wager my life that you are lying about something.”
 
   “Lying? You have been out to get me ever since I saved your ass in that whore house. You’re irrational and oddly fixated. I hope you aren’t after anything sexy. Hell, I know you have your kinks—”
 
   “I'm not a complete idiot. Everyone lies about something, and so do you.”
 
   “What do you lie about, Rosco?” I said. His chin wrinkled, and he squinted. He grabbed my arm. I pushed him. “Don't touch me.” 
 
   If I ate Rosco, I'd probably get herpes, but I'd work my tongue around each joint, scrape teeth along each bone, delve into the chest and guts, and devour the flanks. He was full of meat and soft succulent bits that melt in the mouth.
 
   “Talk, Kaidlyn Durant. You've got a feeling about this case, don't you? You know something, the way you knew that girl in the brothel wasn't on the level. Maybe you only suspect something, but you're obligated to tell us. I'm your teammate, goddamn it. You've got this huge, big ol' stinky kinda lie hanging around you. No more polite chat. We're going down to the basement, and I'll see you locked in solitary until the next full moon.”
 
   Oh my god, he knows.
 
   Panic threw my heart into a frantic cadence. My bones rattled. He reached and I moved at the last moment, barely escaping. I was doomed, trapped in a prison block of an elevator, face to face with an agent extremely capable of shooting my brains out through my eyes. But he didn't reach for a gun. In fact, he wasn't carrying his guns.
 
   Sweat on my spine. Trembling limbs, heaving lungs.
 
   I examined the man before me, observing the flux of his pupils and the rich ripening scent of him. Oh, jeez. The man was in a shedding state.
 
   “Oh, Rosco.”
 
   His whole world poised to come crashing down, and I was the hypocritical idiot in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
   “Why don't we relax? If you think we should go talk to Jack, let's go talk to the doc. You want him to interrogate me? Fine. I'm up for it. I’ve done it before, and I'll do it again. Or better yet, let's go get a cup of coffee and talk about this. Sometimes a levelheaded discussion can cure everything.”
 
   Rosco didn't realize he was infected, and I couldn't tell him in front of FBHS cameras. Hopefully I could find a way to help him before he got us both killed. I stood a much better chance of surviving this if he didn’t feel his wolf. 
 
   “You look like you could use a coffee,” I said. “Why don’t we go get one?”
 
   “Kaidlyn, the enemy plants goddamn heads in the parking lot, half our squad is puppy chow, and animals are killing children in broad daylight. Listen, Kaid, listen! It's messed up.”
 
   “It certainly is. Absolutely.” 
 
   All I had to do was keep cool longer than Rosco. We were playing chicken. Maybe he couldn't detect the disease in me because his was too fresh.
 
   “I worry about you, Shorty,” he said, moving closer than ever. His face stank of bourbon and menudo. My brain jumped the tracks, and suddenly I was more worried about him trying to kiss me.
 
   “Nothing to worry about.” I pushed his chest, my finger scraping above the vee of his collar. The flesh to flesh contact was exhilarating, and his mutt brushed back. I jerked my hand away so fast it bordered on revulsion.
 
   He caught my arm and squeezed. I flinched, startled by the pain from his grip. “Tell me what I'm missing. Help me figure this shit out!”
 
   He began to shake me. I slapped his hand and pushed him. I may have overdone the shove because he thudded against the elevator wall. His eyes widened. Was he ripe enough to shed? His jaw blossomed, skin stretched wide for the painful increase of canine teeth. 
 
   If I could calm him and get him somewhere else, I could slip two or three Xen in his coffee, put him at ease, and take him to the mountains. Once he ran like Svetlana and I had that first time, he'd fall for the outrageous high the mutt provided. He'd convince himself it was a glorious thing.
 
   Except I was all out of Xen.
 
   “Relax, Rosco. All that espresso has gone straight to your hard-wiring. Let’s go for a drink.” I reached for the lobby floor button. 
 
   He grabbed my wrist and squeezed like he didn't know his strength, which he didn't, and got in my space. His face loomed a breath away from mine while his body backed me into a corner. The classic man-barrier. 
 
   None of my diversionary attempts helped. Rosco was a decent agent and a not-so-bad guy despite his whoring around. I didn't want to eat him or kill him, but he wouldn't let go.
 
    “Let’s go get food, runt. I want a juicy, double-stacked cheeseburger. C'mon, you must be hungry. It’s been a long day. Let’s talk shop and fill our bellies.”
 
   The idea of food distracted him. He licked his lip, thinking about it. His stomach growled so hard he twitched with a hunger cramp. Then he thought about it, and probably wondered why he was so hungry. His breath jerked hard and came out hot.
 
   Muscles rolled beneath his skull, swelling and twitching. The disease was close. He snarled and reached for me. I slapped him like any ordinary chick trapped in the elevator with a letch. His jaw lowered like a boulder hanging precariously on a cliff, ready to drop and start an avalanche.
 
   Mutt perfume rolled off him and gave me ideas. We could shed together, rampage, and eat our fill of the wardens who trapped us in stupid human flesh. We could discard the slow, cumbersome meat that struggled day in and day out to resist …what? Nature herself? How dare we deny her?
 
   Powder trembled from his jawline. Engorged cheeks and swollen teeth made the rest of his human face red and small. A whiff of musky fur filled the elevator. Clay from God's workshop crumbled off him as the softest peach fuzz emerged along his neck and over his forehead. 
 
   This was happening.
 
   “Oracio Gracie.” I tried to sound maternal. The tone gave him pause but came too late. I inhaled the turmoil in his metabolism. The mutt inside me rumbled, stirred, and began to spiral out of its tightly-coiled lair. 
 
   He would take me with him. Small teeth, small teeth, don't lose it.
 
   “Get away from me or I'll kill you,” I promised. His eyes widened as he acknowledged the truth.
 
   “Oh, God, Kaidlyn.” He started to say my name again but lost his human voice to the mutt's rasp. Fear sent him spiraling over the threshold. 
 
   His bones rose up and tore through his skin. Flesh fell away like powder and revealed apricot fur. Brilliant! Beautiful! I wanted to cry in frustration. His body pressed lurid scent on me and sparked the wretched yearning of wildness, freedom, strength, and unchecked appetite. A moan trembled from me, and I watched with blatant jealousy as his bulk grew.
 
   My disease flared up with a kick, shredding into me. I cringed. My guts cramped, skin burned, and my teeth expanded and tore my gums. Heat rose in my blood until my heart felt like a sauna. I couldn't bear the horrible, blistering furnace. I couldn't tolerate any more, but the fire flared hotter, the pressure rose, and it was luscious. I couldn't survive it, yet it increased and seared me with such excruciating need. 
 
   Magic spun in my veins and promised pleasure and vitality, but I shoved temptation back into the dark. It was bad. I didn't want to resist anymore, but I should. Had to. Or else.
 
   Stay off the floor. If I fell down, it was over. 
 
   “Small teeth, small teeth,” I chanted. Fever continued to bubble up from the pressure inside. Rosco howled and gnashed his teeth. The FBHS monitors finally realized what was happening, and the elevator went on lock-down, plunging us into darkness. Bastards. They locked me in with him to contain the issue. I wasn't getting out until Rosco was dead. 
 
   The gun, Durant, I schooled myself. His limbs thumped on the floor. His roar came like a tidal wave. He had claws now, and they scratched the tile as he tried to stand. I ached from my hair to toenails. Every bit of my body thought this was the moment when I stopped resisting and shed into a raving wolf. 
 
   No, no, no; small teeth. This couldn't go on. I reached for my gun. The grip was cold, hard, and senseless. I held it like an anchor to the human world. I heaved the gun from the holster and raised it. Knuckles big. Fingers were too fat for the trigger, and I scraped skin off my index finger while shoving it home.
 
   The lights blinked back on. 
 
   Rosco, the furry mutt, decided I might be food. His long fur gleamed, his bright eyes were sharp because he saw meat. He lunged like a spring-loaded cannon and snapped at me. I darted out of the corner and pulled the trigger. 
 
   The first silver bullet plunged below his eye but didn’t drop him. After that, it was a desperate race to empty the mag into him before he had a chance to wound me. I snarled and screamed as I squeezed the trigger over and over. The bullets mushed his skull and splattered me with slop. Clicked empty. I dropped one Jericho and reached for the other. 
 
   He fell against the side of the elevator. His weight shook the cables. Slowly, his bulk slid down, and he died. The disease receded, dripping dust and blood, leaving Rosco’s human jaw resting on his bare shoulder, the back of his skull completely blown away.
 
   My breath pounded in the contaminated box. Every ounce of me shook and shuddered. I plopped onto the floor. The Jericho sat limp and warm in my hands, and I laid it to rest near its twin. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   The Bureau left me in the elevator with Rosco's body for nearly two hours. I sat and stared at him while my stomach chewed at my spine and the hunger nearly drove me to eat the corpse. I couldn't help thinking about the plump parts resting on the blood-slick floor, globules of brain matter slopped outside the skull. I don't even like brains: too fatty, odd texture, no satisfying crunch. Yet there I was, desperate, thinking, maybe the camera won't notice if I eat some of the smaller pieces.
 
   Finally, they opened the elevator and harassed me with reports, questions, and misdirecting statements. Agents were embarrassed it happened to me on an FBHS elevator with one of my own crew. Based on the number of shaky lips and teary eyes, Rosco's death was a sign we were losing the fight. They wanted me to speculate where he’d acquired the disease so we could gather a posse and go mutt-hunting. I didn’t know his contamination point, and their justice didn’t seem important. Small comfort to Rosco, being dead and all.
 
   Irony of ironies, the rookie had contaminated him. When he realized he was infected, Teddy dropped his tags and made a run for it. Agents caught him outside a church and bagged him without further bloodshed. 
 
   The bureau finally released me, and I drove the miserable Fiat, Rosco's last joke, while struggling not to cry. Inside my garage, I was finally able to lick clean the blood under my fingernails. 
 
   Peter came over. 
 
   I heard the rumble of his van and inhaled the woodland scent of his mutt. I unlocked and opened the door. Next to Koko, Peter was the largest man I knew. He had long black hair, mossy green eyes, and lashes as fat as lace doilies. He could juggle a semi-truck and dance with a tank. Graceful strength, light on his feet. A dangerous power with a virtuous heart. He loved Davey with all the fierce vitality of unconditional love.
 
   I simultaneously wanted to hug him and kick his kneecaps loose. 
 
   His face sported puffy dark skin around the eyes, and his smile was weak. The poor guy was Svetlana's messenger, but I didn’t want to hear it. She could damned well talk to me herself. I walked away. 
 
   “Davey's not here,” I said.
 
   “I'd like to talk to you for a minute.” 
 
   “Is it important? ‘Cause I'm busy.” Busy sticking my head in the mud and pretending nothing nasty ever happened.
 
   “Life and death, as always.” The weariness in his voice made me feel bad for him—not bad enough to stop being a bitch, but enough to listen.
 
   “Want a beer? Coffee?”
 
   “Coffee, thanks.” 
 
   He sat at the counter. I'd never say out loud, but it was a relief whenever he came to visit and Davey's laughter rolled down the hall like summer air over green fields. His long fingers laced in a patient knot. He prepared, like a lawyer, to field difficult questions regarding his client. I served him a steaming mug.
 
   “Why're you here?” 
 
   “The murdered agents haven't escaped Svetlana's notice.”
 
   “But she hasn't done anything.” I perused him, trying to glean his opinion. He filled out a purple cotton shirt like a comic book hero. More than muscle, his humanity moderated Svetlana's brutal, conquering logic.
 
   “Kaidlyn, our wolves aren’t participating in these kills. We know that for certain. Svetlana has promised Erik she'd let him run the city. Remember when they nearly killed each other arguing that point? She was supposed to back off, and she did. Phoenix belongs to Erik, and he needs to take matters into his own paws. I can only assume he is too busy to do something about these killings.”
 
   “Or too shortsighted. It probably doesn't occur to him this might be his problem. He doesn’t worry about anything outside of his Erik-centered world.”
 
   “In any case.” He reached for the coffee mug. “One phone call from you pulls us back into the mire.”
 
   “Should I apologize?”
 
   He waved his hand. “After much musing, Svetka brought a solution to the table, and the household has decided to lend a hand with or without Erik's involvement. Alden, the computer genius that he is, acquired a list of active agents. Everyone who Svetka deems a priority will receive a wolf bodyguard.”
 
   “Uh,” I said. “So many problems with that.”
 
   “The agents won't know, obviously. Wolves will shadow their assigned charge from a distance to deter attacks from other wolves. We're assuming the murderers will think twice if they sense a strong presence guarding the target. If the Russian wolves make a stance against these atrocities, it may be enough of a deterrent to save lives. If the murders possess the stupidity and balls to attack anyway, our wolves will stop them. At any rate, most agents will be protected.” He sipped the coffee and offered an underdeveloped smile. “You can't tell anyone, of course. All very hush-hush.”
 
   “How many wolves will be assigned an agent?”
 
   “The force will be manned by volunteers, but Svetka has made it clear anyone who wants to be in her good graces will volunteer. Some of Erik's men have come forward as well.”
 
   “Better than nothing, I guess. Any idea how many bodyguards we have versus agents? And how do they determine priority? What happens if an agent spots their mutt and shoots their protection? Why won't Svetlana simply make a public statement? Jesus. This isn't a long-term solution.”
 
   “Find the killers, Kaid. That's your long-term.”
 
   “You're right. I'm being ungrateful.” I sighed. “Thanks, Peter. I know how awkward the whole thing is. Mutts protecting the people assigned to killing them, how's that for weird?”
 
   “Ironic more than anything else.”
 
   “Who will guard Sarakas?” 
 
   “Kliment and I will take turns.”
 
   I sighed, so relieved my eyes got wet. Sarakas now rested in capable hands. Once again, I trusted Peter to protect the men I love. “Thank you.”
 
   “We cannot secure every agent and every family all day. Escalation is always a possibility. If the killers discover we're covering the major players, they may turn on families instead. What can you tell me about the case?”
 
   “Multiple murderers and possibly multiple motives. They may not even be working together. The scenes are muddled with shock value, revenge, entrapment, and visible signs of hunting as a pack. One thing we know for certain is the idea caught fire. Does Svetlana know who may be doing this?” 
 
   “She plays things closer to the vest these days.” 
 
   “No shit.”
 
   He rubbed his jaw. “She's heartbroken, you know.”
 
   “Bullshit!” I erupted before I could stop myself. I didn't want to talk about it and waved my hand as if to clear the air. “It's none of my business.”
 
   “Forget what she says. Only a fraction of her means it. That damned vampire Alexei and his games! She hates herself for changing you over and destroying your life. She sees you falling apart and blames herself.”
 
   “Why does everyone say that? I'm fine.”
 
   “Are you sure? Because your scent declares you are on edge, drugged up, and generally wrecked. You reek, sweetie. The wolf inside you is ailing.”
 
   “Then it can bloody well take an aspirin. I won’t cater to a disease.”
 
   “Your wolf may go bad.”
 
   “Like outdated milk?”
 
   “Hungry, caged animals turn mean, Kaidlyn. You're starving and cornering yourself, then allowing emotional issues to poke you with a sharp stick. Stop shedding in Rainer's barren cage. It's destructive. Make room for your nature and take a run. I'll go with you.”
 
   I didn't like Rainer's bunker; it was for the sick and wounded. There were no windows and no place to run, no hunting, only room temperature slabs of beef. Rainer did his best, but he felt like a freak zookeeper.
 
   “Kaidlyn, we could make it to the ocean before sun-up. Let's take a few days and dig in the sand. Take a whiff of the beach with superior senses.”
 
   My legs itched at the idea, fingers turned to claws and scored the mug. Teeth came so fast my lip split and I gasped at the pain, licked blood from my lip. So hot and vivid I could feel each tumbling hemoglobin.
 
   “You need to shed soon or your wolf would never be at peace.” 
 
   “Davey held off the change for half a year.”
 
   “His soul was at peace.”
 
   “Seriously? His soul? C'mon.”
 
   “Are you at rest? Or do you struggle with everything, bashing your head against the wall, smothered and weary?”
 
   “Shut up, Peter.” I didn't want a lecture from him. Why do people reject common sense when we know it's entirely true? I stood and got a beer. He reached, so I gave him one. 
 
   “About dinner. I planned lamb with rosemary, garlic mashed potatoes, and croissants. Squash, asparagus, a red wine. Salad and veggies for balance. Give me an hour and you'll have a feast.”
 
   “Jesus, you’re something else.”
 
   “Where's Davey?” he said.
 
   “Don't know.”
 
   He was an amazing cook, but for once I had no appetite. My stomach churned as I digested his words. Svetlana, heartbroken? She didn't act like it. She was mean, insensitive, and absent. She pretended I didn’t exist. How was I supposed to deal with that?
 
   Peter pulled out the lamb he'd somehow placed in my fridge. Sometime during the last few months, he acquired a key to my house. I'd never demanded to have it back, partly because Davey loved him, mostly because the man could cook like an angel.
 
   “Where's Peavey?” I said. “Has he been to the house?”
 
   “Why do you ask?”
 
   “One of the murderers had similar coloring.”
 
   “Well, it isn't Peavey. He isn't even on the continent.”
 
   “Oh.” I eased gratefully into a chair and watched him. I wanted to ask how long he'd been covering for Svetlana, but the idea made me want to slap him a few times. I couldn’t say anything that wouldn’t spark an argument. 
 
   “Take a shower,” he said. “I'll make dinner. Hopefully, it will be ready by the time Davey gets home.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
   Koko
 
   Clusters of fully automatic gunfire echoed up the elevator shaft, but none of the agents acknowledged it. Deaf and dumb, we waited for our floor while thunder rolled from the basement. 
 
   The agent staked in the parking garage and Rosco’s death pushed the bureau over the edge. We'd been rounding up potentials all day: snatch and grab operations, no questions, no talking. We deposited van loads in the basement for agents to escort inside. Gunfire continued as the disease revealed itself. 
 
   I rode an elevator with three people who also pretended nothing was amiss. If someone made the sign of the cross or sniffled, I might not have felt so nauseated.
 
   I was grateful when the elevator stopped and I could escape. The floor was dark with only a few lights on. Odd silence filled the usually chaotic office. A cluster of agents stood around a tech’s desk and whispered back and forth. 
 
   I dumped the files in my office and grabbed my jacket. It was dinnertime, but my stomach was in knots. Felt like I had to take a shit. My hands cramped, my neck was sore, and my jaw was so tight the muscles might snap. I turned off the light and walked from the office. 
 
   Before I could make it back to the elevator, Jones waved me over to the huddle in the center of the room where they bent over a file and whispered. I joined Jones, Keats, and four others.
 
   “Are we sure she's out of the building?”
 
   Despite not wanting to know, I said, “What's going on?” 
 
   “The next potential awaiting interrogation, well...” Keats rubbed his face. “A field agent should escort the potential to the interrogation room.” He swallowed audibly. “Provide backup during questioning. Since the original caseworker has a glaring conflict of interest, no one wants to volunteer.”
 
   “It's highly sensitive.” Jones gave me the folder.
 
   “Ah, Jesus.” 
 
   “We've made sure she cleared the building before bringing him in,” Keats said. “Someone on the floor will have to guide him.”
 
   “We can’t not walk him,” Jones said. 
 
   “No one wants to do it,” Keats said. “Just in case. Imagine how she'll react when she learns we pulled him for questioning. If we have to kill him...”
 
   “She'll go homicidal,” I said.
 
   “An agent’s job comes with certain difficulties. When a need arises, we will always know to pay the cost, no matter how great. Even if it means the lives of our friends. Kaidlyn, of all people, understands that.” 
 
   Keats’ eyes held the resignation of a good soldier. If Rosco died serving the cause, anyone and everyone was subject to the trials of a righteous crusade. Sacrifice and consequence, all tallied up to a heavy burden, and we, like Abraham, must sacrifice. He bit his lip and squinted at the file but avoided looking at the picture.
 
   “This is unnecessary,” I said. “The boy has been clean. Where is he? I’m taking him home.” 
 
   “You can’t,” Jones said. “They’ll black-bag him if you try, and then you’ll end up in the prison block for obstruction of justice.” 
 
   “Try me.”
 
   “Lackner resisted, and they bagged him like a terrorist. The bureau can’t tolerate dissenters right now.” 
 
   “He’s gotta walk the floor,” Keats said. “It’s his only ticket out.” 
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “Koko, the only possible way he leaves this building is if he clears the test floor. If you ever want him to have a normal life, or hell, even to live past tonight, you have to let him walk the floor. There is no plan B.” 
 
   “We're waiting for Mullen,” Jones said. 
 
   Mullen would only make the situation worse. The man was a shark, and this was blood in the water. I sighed.
 
   “I'll do it,” I said.
 
   “Are you sure?” Keats said, simultaneously concerned and relieved. “All you have to do is communicate to the potential that he needs to walk from point A to point B for questioning. Make sure he understands and monitor his entrance into the interrogation room. Provide backup if needed.”
 
   I took the elevator to the basement. The box lurched to a stop, the doors opened, and my stomach nearly fell out onto the floor. Agents in waders hosed the ground. Red water frothed. Off to the left, some agents whacked meat hooks into a peach lump that resembled Quasimodo. The cleanup crew latched the chains onto a forklift and towed the body away as it wobbled and jerked like a puppet with tangled strings. 
 
   I stepped back into the elevator before the doors closed. Turned and puked into a convenient wastebasket. Chalky, sour protein powder puke. After the vomit stopped, I heaved for nearly a minute. I wiped my mouth. Tied the garbage bag as if that would erase the smell. Hit the button to open the doors again. 
 
   Armed guards angled off to the side, weapons at low-ready as trucks waited to unload. They all wore plastic protective gear and full-face shields, as unidentifiable as hooded hangmen. Kill floor? Accurately named. 
 
   I stepped out. The floor was slick under my heel. Despite the drains and hoses, slaughter made a mess which wasn't washing away because the drains were clogged with globs of flesh, fat, and organs.
 
   “Who're you escorting?” the nearest agent said. I gave him the portfolio. He flipped it open, scanned the barcode and my tag, and snapped it shut. He wrote the time on the cover and gave it back. “Trailer thirteen. Want to suit up?”
 
   “I'm already wearing a vest.”
 
   “I'm more concerned about you ruining that shirt than getting injured. This is a foolproof operation.”
 
   I began my walk across the wide cement lot, thanking heaven my boots were waterproof. Hoses masked the sound of my footsteps. I tried to avoid stepping on the chunky parts without actually looking at them. I stopped at the trailer. Agents on the either side removed the bar and opened the doors. I squinted into the dark. 
 
   He slouched in the corner, hugging himself, peering through a curtain of hair.
 
   “Hi, Davey,” I said.
 
   “Koko?” His voice trembled. 
 
   “I need you to come inside with me.”
 
   He didn't move. Why should he? I wondered how long he had listened to the noise of gunfire and dying animals.
 
   “They can’t do this, can they?” he said. I nearly vomited again.
 
   “The bureau wants to ask you a few questions, and then you can go home.”
 
   “Promise?” His lips shook. His eyes grew big and bright on his face.
 
   As if he'd ever have a reason to trust me. Frankly, I was embarrassed. There I was, wading ankle-deep in blood, promising a kid everything would be okay. I had joined the bureau to help people, not to slaughter suspects like animals. I was grateful my mother was dead and I’d never need to explain this to her.
 
   “It's an ugly mess, Davey, but I hear the walk to the door is the hardest part.”
 
   I hoped so. After a firing squad, what else could they do? 
 
   “Do you believe in God, Koko?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then say a prayer for me.”
 
   For the first time ever, it occurred to me that Davey could very well be a mutt. I had no reason to believe he wasn't. If so, he would die tonight. 
 
   Lord, don’t do this. 
 
   I had to stop, breathe, and calm my fear. He clutched his jacket like he was cold and started forward. Yellow and orange paint dirtied his fingers.
 
   “What were you painting?” I said.
 
   “Object study. Fruit.”
 
   “Let's make this quick so you can get back to it.”
 
   He struggled down from the trailer and tried to find a clean place for his foot. He gave up with a whimper and indrawn breath. His sneaker splashed in the gruel. He turned, eyes jumping from the floor to the agents and back again. His lip rippled like an ocean reed and a sweat ring began on his collar. Our feet sloshed over the floor. His thin legs trembled inside his jeans.
 
   Davey could easily become another glob sloshed on the cement. Thirty pairs of eyes watched him. Some fingered their trigger. Others rested their weapon. They were forcing Durant's kid to face a firing squad even after the bureau cleared him. Pity the man who had to pull the trigger if the need arose. 
 
   A mushed squawk came from Davey. Between vomit and the blood-fecal stew on the floor, the area was rank. He ground his teeth, hugged his chest, and stared at a row of high-powered rifles. Anxiety crippled him and he didn’t move. 
 
   I extended my palm. He hesitated and then his hand jerked up to meet mine. Sweaty. Shaking. He stepped closer, unconsciously putting me in the line of fire. The radio squawked in my ear, demanding I step back. I pulled out the earpiece and left it hanging. 
 
   And the prayer? I said it alright, earnestly, the whole way to the door. Somehow it calmed me and offered peace like only a prayer can. Davey would make it. We would be fine. I refused to accept anything less.
 
   The elevator, like heaven's pearly gates, gleamed with the promise of sanctuary. When the door closed, we both heaved a sigh. Davey sagged against the wall. A sob-like sound rose up in his throat, and tears glimmered. We didn’t mention the terror of what he saw. 
 
   He hid behind his hair and didn't look at me. The gut-wrenching twitch of his pulse renewed my nausea. He pulled his hand from mine.
 
   Relax, Davey, I thought, please relax. 
 
   I closed my eyes for an instant to offer another prayer, and then the elevator dinged. We left a trail of bloody footprints on the protective plastic leading to the interrogation room.
 
   Dr. Hydenburg sat and began without introduction. The first thing he did was throw a rubber band on the table.
 
   “Pull your hair back so I can see your face. When you answer my questions, keep your head in front of that black box there. It will measure your skeletal growth.” Davey pulled his hair into a ponytail and revealed nice cheekbones, a lean neck, and the fact that he could stand to put on some weight. 
 
   “I’d like to consult with my family lawyer,” Davey said. “His name is Mr. Caprelan. I’ll wait for him to be contacted, thank you.” 
 
   “A potential has no right to an attorney,” Hydenburg said.
 
   “My potential status has been cleared.”
 
   “It is within our discretion to reclassify your status at any moment.”
 
   “I figured,” Davey said. “Just checking.” 
 
   “Dr. Flanagan, a school psychiatrist, prescribed you HappyRit. Are you taking the 400mg or 800mg dosage?”
 
   “I'm not taking HappyRit. If Flanagan issued me a prescription, he did so without ever having a session with me.”
 
   “It says right here you've got an active prescription redeemable at any pharmaceutical console. So tell me, are you taking the 400mg, or have you progressed to the 800mg? When's the last time you filled it? Is it that you don't know, or you don't remember? How many did you take today?”
 
   “If I filled the prescription, you'd know how often and how strong it was.”
 
   “Clever boy. Is that why you didn't go see the school doctor? You think you're too smart so speak with a counselor?”
 
   “I simply didn't want to.”
 
   “What's the harm? Surely a healthy young male such as yourself has nothing to fear from a casual chat with a high school counselor, yet you refused to see him. What were you trying to prove? All of your classmates receive quarterly evaluations to determine whether or not they can meet behavioral standards. Are you better than them?”
 
   “I believed the counselor would be biased against me because of what happened to my family.”
 
   Doc's face softened. “That's right. The massacre was fairly recent. So sorry for your loss. We've got a support group of survivors that meets in the chapel every Sunday. If you like, I can give you a phone number to call.”
 
   “Thanks.” Davey’s flat eyes declared he wouldn't be calling any number.
 
   “May I see how your wounds healed?” 
 
   Davey held out his arm and pushed up the sleeve. The puckered scar tissue started at the shoulder and ended mid-forearm. Scarcely an inch of undamaged tissue resided in between.
 
   “Nasty,” Dr. Hydenburg said. “Recovery must have been painful. Looks like the mutt nearly ate you. Says here in the report that you walked away with three arms. Two of your own, and an infant’s severed limb.” 
 
   He dropped some pictures on the table. The first photograph showed a baby's arm, absent the infant, lying next to a ruler. Four inches of arm and a miniature hand, the handful Davey managed to save. My stomach cramped. My mouth dampened like I might vomit. Davey's face grew ashen. His fingers trembled as he pulled his sleeve down to cover his scars. 
 
   Doc plopped down a few more pics of bloodstains and torn corpses. The ugly, messy pictures were snapshots from Davey’s own personal nightmare. He wiped his nose on the back of his hand. 
 
   “Must have been a rough night,” the doctor said. I wanted to punch him in the face. “Was it rough, Davey?”
 
   “You know it was.” His voice was dull and simple. Shock settled in.
 
   Stay with us, Davey. Be calm. Don’t let him bully you.
 
   “It must have been horrible to see your loved ones slain and be helpless to prevent it. These pictures turn my gut. Look at this one! Have you ever seen anything so wretched? Of course, how silly of me. This is the piece of baby that you managed to save that night, isn't it, son?” The doc fanned the photos for a better view. “Your parents died as well, didn’t they?”
 
   “You know they did.” 
 
   “Yes, well, it's hard to tell. Given the leftovers, it scarcely looks like enough flesh for two, doesn't it? Some of the scenes on the news recently must have brought back old memories. Are you having nightmares, Davey? Are you subconsciously fantasizing about blood and murder? Does it make you hungry? Do these pictures stir your passion? Do you ever find yourself wishing you had a baby’s limbs to munch on?”
 
   Anger filled Davey's eyes and dulled any remnants of fear. “All of these questions are rhetorical and silly. Why am I really here?” 
 
   “We'll be taking a blood sample,” Hydenburg said. “An orderly will take your blood to lab and have it analyzed while we wait.” A nurse entered wearing a vest and carrying a pole with a syringe the size of a soda can at the end. “Take off your shirt.” 
 
   “Before we do that,” Davey said, “I should tell you I'm armed.”
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “I have a weapon on my person.”
 
   “Why didn’t you reveal this before?”
 
   “Because your agents put a bag over my head and shoved me in a van without so much as a howdy. Plus, I was considering that I might have to protect myself. Have you seen what's been happening in your basement lately? Talk about unsafe conditions, doc.” 
 
   A grateful smile twisted my lips. Hydenburg folded his hands and frowned.
 
    “Agent, collect the weapon from this individual.” 
 
   I monitored Davey as he pulled a Glock from a paddle holster under his jacket. He released the mag and ejected the chambered round. Smoothly, like he shot it often and well. He set the weapon on the table. Hydenburg looked at it like he expected it to do tricks. Disappointed, he slapped the portfolio shut.
 
   Everyone knows mutts can't stand guns.
 
   “Get him out of here,” he said, his voice full of disdain.
 
   “That's it? No more questions?” Davey knew had played a get-out-of-jail-free card. 
 
   Hydenburg addressed me. “Have him sign the confidentiality agreement and take him outside so he can catch the bus. And confiscate that handgun.”
 
   Davey offered a gloating grin while Hydenburg retreated. The orderly gave us the confidentiality paperwork.
 
   “What if I don't sign this?” he said.
 
   “We throw you into a cell until you do.” Mullen entered the room. His smile was full of teeth, and his eyes were beady like a shark's. One look from him sent the orderly away. He sat down and slid a soda across the table for Davey. The boy didn't take the drink. 
 
   “The kid's been released,” I said. Mullen ignored me and fixated on Davey like a hound catching scent of a rabbit. He screwed a cigarette into his mouth and lit up in front of the no smoking sign.
 
   “Talk about your relationship with Kaidlyn Durant.” 
 
   “She watched over me after the incident.”
 
   “You're an adult now. What are you still doing in her life?”
 
   “I'm staying at the house until I choose a college.”
 
   “And you two are sleeping together.”
 
   “No,” Davey said, like this wasn't the first time he'd heard the question and didn't take offense to it anymore. I did.
 
   “Have you noticed any unusual behavior?” Mullen inhaled hard and fast. Eagerness rattled his snake-like poise. “Any disturbance in her sleep pattern. Drastic change in her eating habits. Sudden increase in over-the-counter medications.”
 
   Exactly whom was Mullen investigating?
 
   Davey clenched his fists until his knuckles flashed white. He didn't know which question he should try to answer. Or lie about. 
 
   “Sign the release, Davey,” I said. My barreling voice prompted his immediate obedience. He scrawled, and I shoved the paper across the table, leaving it directly under Mullen’s nose.
 
   “Agent—” 
 
   “Interview complete.”
 
   Mullen turned slate eyes to me. Eager, cold eyes. He'd pull rank if I gave him time. I grabbed Davey by the arm and hauled him up.
 
   “If you have questions for Durant, ask Durant.” I stared Mullen down, then broke his gaze like he meant nothing to me. I dragged Davey from the room and strode down the hall like they'd need an entire defensive line to stop me. We didn't stop trucking until I pushed him in the elevator. I stabbed the button so hard I may have bruised a knuckle. We traveled up a few floors while he pressed hard against the elevator wall and machine gun fire thumped in the distance. Stupid new age music filled the elevator as if the world hadn’t gone completely insane. Davey's teeth and fingers chattered. He shouldn't even be here.
 
   “How long has your tag been off?” I said.
 
   “Four or five months.”
 
   Goddamn Mullen used this raze to get to Davey. Marched him through a slaughter for the sake of a few personal questions. 
 
   Jesus, if Durant found out who was behind this.
 
   “I'll drive you home, Davey.”
 
   We took the long corridor toward the parking garage while he looked over his shoulder like monsters would come for him. He walked close enough that we occasionally bumped together. I ran my tags at the security gate, hoping the bureau hadn’t flagged my clearance. He grabbed my sleeve, afraid I'd leave him behind. 
 
   “Almost there.” 
 
   Please, God, let me get this boy out of here. 
 
   We quickly marched to the truck, I opened the door and nearly shoved him in. Once he was inside, I sighed with the scant amount of relief that comes after the immediate threat has passed but fear remains. I glanced over my shoulder in case agents came to fetch us. Mullen was the kind of guy who guarantees nothing is over until he wins.
 
   “Let's get you out of here,” I said.
 
   “When you joined the bureau to be a hero, is that what you had in mind?”
 
   Shame and anger stampeded through me. My heart raced. My fingers shook. I started to defend myself or tell him to shut up, but he trembled and wiped his runny nose on his sleeve.
 
   I climbed into the truck and turned the heater on for him. Drove in silence, listening to the heater fan, trying not to think about the goo from our shoes leaking into the carpet.
 
   “Thanks for praying for me, Koko.” 
 
   I blinked. Had I prayed aloud? How had he known? I looked at him. Dashboard lights reflected on his sharp cheekbones. He rubbed his jaw. 
 
   “Your faith shines from you like an aura when you pray. I found it soothing.”
 
   What to say to that? It was the least I could do. Literally. His sniffles diminished, but his shaking persisted. 
 
   “Auras?” I said.
 
   “Yeah.” He might have blushed. “It’s Zelda's thing. She talks a lot about people's energy and stuff. I don't necessarily believe in auras, but I believe her when she claims to sense things. She had a heart attack, you know. She's still in the hospital. ICU.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Yeah. She's gonna get better though.”
 
   I didn't know whether to believe him or chalk it up to wishful thinking. 
 
   “I don't suppose you have any food,” he said.
 
   “Protein bars in the glove box.” 
 
   He popped it open and pulled out a few from my stash, munching and hiding behind his hair. We drove in silence until we reached his suburb and he keyed in the entrance code. All the lights were on in Durant’s house: a sure sign that Davey was about to face another interrogation.
 
   “I'll walk you in.” I passed him his handgun, and he slipped it into his jacket. “If you had a weapon, why didn’t you use it?” 
 
   “And what, shoot twelve guys? I can work the thing, but taking out a whole tactical team? That’s Kaidlyn’s schtick.” 
 
   We left the safety of the truck, and the cool air was alarming. The garage door popped up like a slice of toast, and a big man sprinted at us so quickly that I reached for my sidearm. He wrapped Davey in a hug and soon Davey was crying, shaking, and sniffling again. The stranger was large, bulky, and agile. They kissed, and I looked away. 
 
   Durant stood beside me, but I hadn't heard her come up.
 
   “Explain,” she said through clenched teeth. Hands in fists. The fire in her eyes might set me aflame. Her tank top was tight enough that I could see she wasn't carrying her weapons, but I still didn't want to piss her off. Angry mothers were terrifying creatures. One wrong piece of honesty could get me hurt, and lies would be worse. I didn't want to talk in front of Davey and the stranger.
 
   “I could use a cup of tea,” I said. And Davey would want a hot shower, but I couldn't suggest that without her drawing all the worst conclusions. “Invite me in or we'll talk tomorrow.”
 
   It had been a long day for me, too, and I hated every word of what I needed to tell her. She tipped her head at the house. The boyfriend looped an arm around Davey and glared at me over his shoulder. He might be someone to worry about.
 
   Durant inspected Davey in the light of the kitchen, checking for bruises or wounds. She saw scuff marks on his wrists, quaking lips, and trembling fingers. “Are you certain you're okay?” 
 
   The hem of his jeans leaked slop across the tile. We all stared at his tennis shoes, which were soaked with filth.
 
   “It's caked between my toes.” His voice warbled.
 
   “Let's go take a bath.” The boyfriend removed Davey's shoes one by one and urged him down the hall. “I'll be right there to help. I'm sure Kaidlyn can make you some tea while she talks with her partner.”
 
   Davey stumbled down the hall with rocky, haunted steps. The big man grabbed Durant and pulled her close. Predicting violence, I rounded the counter.
 
   “Do you have any idea what he smells like?” He had looked big outside in the dark but appeared even meaner in the light.
 
   “Back off, man.” If I had to pry Durant out of his hands, I'd do it. Tense as we were, we’d enjoy pounding on each other. His eyes narrowed and doubled in hostility, and he growled indistinguishable foreign words. He shook Durant twice.
 
   I stepped closer. “Why don't you go take care of your boyfriend?” 
 
   “Come over here and boss me around,” he invited.
 
   “Peter?” Davey's voice came down the hall. Desperate. Hopeless. “I can't work my buttons.”
 
   Shock set in hard. Peter dropped Durant's arm and went to help. She rubbed her skin. She was too thin. Her posture sucked. Her shoulders rolled forward like she was in a constant shooting stance and her spine bent to reduce vulnerable surfaces. She wasn't wearing her guns, and considering what I had to say, that was the best news yet.
 
   “Teapot in the left cupboard,” she said.
 
   A phone rang, a black cellphone sitting on a stack of newspapers. She turned her back and picked it up. I opened the cupboard and retrieved the pot. 
 
   “We found him,” she said. “He'll be fine. Can't talk now. Look, I'll have to see you later. Tonight. I have that feeling.” And hung up without another word. Her phone etiquette was for shit.
 
   She pointed at me. “Talk.”
 
   “The bureau brought him in.” 
 
   “I guessed that. What's with his goddamn shoes?”
 
   “We made him walk the line.” God, I had become a monster.
 
   “Walk the—” She covered her mouth. “Oh, Jesus. Oh. Oh, Jeez.” 
 
   Then the hand fell from her lips, and I knew I was in for it.
 
   “WE!” she shouted, so abrupt and loud that I twitched.
 
   “It was either me or Mullen.”
 
   “Mullen!” she screeched. Amazing volume. She picked up the stool and threw it across the room. The fruit bowl was next. She put her foot through a cupboard. “Fucking Mullen! And you! You…bastard! You let him walk it!”
 
   “It wasn’t the type of invitation we could politely decline. They were going to kill him if he didn’t go. Someone had to walk him, Durant. I figured better me than the alternative. He did well. Held himself together.”
 
   “Did you have to drag him out of the van, or did you use a cattle prod? Jesus. I want the name of every agent on that floor. Hydenburg! He was involved, wasn't he? How dare they? To my Davey.”
 
   The bathroom door opened and shut. Peter came into the kitchen, his torso wet from helping Davey in the tub. He scowled, seized Durant's hand, and dropped two pills into it. She opened her mouth wide, presumably to yell. Her eyes flashed. Something didn't feel right. An odd timbre rode their voices, like a mirage of sound tagging the words between them. Durant was behaving oddly, even under the circumstances, and it may have something to do with Peter. I didn't like him. 
 
   “Try not to make things worse.” He turned on his heel and left. Chagrined, Durant took his pills.
 
   “What's that?” I said.
 
   “Aspirin. I've got a constant migraine these days.” Her cellphone rang. She hit the mute button and dropped in into the silverware drawer.
 
   “They haven't opened a kill floor since the earliest days of the bureau. I bet if I ran the names of those who were active the bureau when it started and cross-referenced it with who issued the threat level red—”
 
   “What exactly are you proposing?”
 
   “Nothing.” But her eyes said kill them all. If anyone asked me whether or not Durant could firebomb her place of employment, that minute I'd have to say yes. I needed to derail her train of thought before she did something dangerous.
 
   “Davey was very brave.”
 
   “So what? This never should have happened.”
 
   “You’re right.” 
 
   “Any way of knowing which potentials will be pulled in next?”
 
   “Anything is possible. I thought it operated on a raffle.”
 
   “Thought, past tense? And now you think?”
 
   “I'm not sure,” I said. 
 
   “I’m sending Davey away.” 
 
   “With Peter? How well do you know the guy?”
 
   “Back off, Koko. One good deed—the goodness of which can still be debated—does not qualify you to give me personal advice. Whatever pity you felt for Davey doesn't make up for what he saw.”
 
   Valid. I still didn't like how the large guy shook her. Behavior such as this didn't happen on my watch. Granted, I understood the need to shake sense into a woman every now and then, and Durant was handling it rather well. Of course, I still half-expected her to shoot me. Possibly, I was after Peter because I ached for a fight.
 
   Peter came into the kitchen. “He wants his Hello Kitty shirt. I can't find it.”
 
   “He may have loaned it to Biscuit.” She rubbed her forehead.
 
   They stared at each other until Peter said, “You going to check or what?”
 
   She flipped him off and left me with him. He folded his arms, leaned against the cupboards, and stared. The structured bulk of his arms and shoulders proved he spent grueling days in the gym. He'd be an invigorating fight. I had about fifty pounds on him, but he was younger and light on his feet. Especially for his size.
 
   “He won't say what happened,” he said.
 
   “He was told not to speak about it.”
 
   “Why don't you tell me?”
 
   “Confidential,” I said.
 
   “I figured as much.”
 
   His arrogant gaze was designed to raise my hackles. I matched it. 
 
   “I don't care who you are to Davey. If you ever again put rough hands on Durant, I'll make you suffer.”
 
   “If you so much as startle him ever again, I'll kill you.”
 
   Fair enough. Peter and I shared a gaze, promising hostility, acknowledging threats with minute respect. We glared, seconds away from beating our chests and roaring like King Kong.
 
   Durant returned with the shirt and gave it to Peter. He took it and stormed away. She watched him go, sullen. She had calmed down, but ten to one she was scheming. Her cellphone rang and she retrieved it from the black sweatshirt hanging on the chair. Flipped the silver phone open. My brow wrinkled. Two phones? What did that mean? 
 
   With her hand on her hip, she stared at the wall and spoke to the caller.
 
   “Hi, Sarakas. No, we found him. Or rather, he's home. Nah, he's relatively unscathed. Look, can we talk about this later? Yeah. Thanks for calling. I'll let him know you checked in.” 
 
   She hung up and dropped the phone on the table. I blinked. Silver phone on the table. Black phone in the silverware drawer. Why did she use two phones? The easiest answer was she dated multiple men. More likely, one device was tagged and monitored by the bureau, and the other wasn't. Hell, everyone wants a bit of privacy. Which led me to wonder, what did Durant do in her private time? 
 
   She was hiding something.
 
   Why was Mullen so certain she’d done something wrong? Had she? Erratic, inconsistent, angry: she wasn’t what I expected. I didn’t know what she was capable of. 
 
   I pulled open the silverware drawer and there it was, gleaming like a black pearl full of secrets. So I took it when she wasn’t looking. Without knowing exactly what I planned to do with it or how I would explain myself, I stole the phone, excused myself, and retreated to my truck. With everything that happened, I skipped the workout and went home to stare at the device. 
 
   It looked ancient. No touch screen, a regular flip-and-fold deal. What I should do was pop it open, copy the call history, and check the contact list. If I planned to snoop, I might as well go all the way. The phone's digital clock glared at me like a vulture eye.
 
   Then the little bastard rang.
 
   I twitched and immediately felt like an idiot.
 
   I picked it up. Couldn't help it; curiosity made me do it. I flipped it open and held it near my ear without knowing how I’d imitate a hundred-twenty pound chick's voice. 
 
   A man said, “Quark, we have to shut it down.”
 
   Maybe I didn't breathe the right way or my lack of response was suspicious. There was a brief fat pause, and the caller hung up. I sighed, flipped it over to see the caller's name or number: unknown. Then the phone got hot. Really hot, and I dropped it. The phone thudded on the table, the clock light blacked out, and the screen started to cloud and warp. A self-contained bomb went off, tossing the phone six inches off the table and leaving a scorched mark. The booby-trap had cracked the casing, smoldered the chip, and made it useless. 
 
   So I knew a few things about the caller. First off, he was male. And a nerd. Only a hyper nerd with twinges of paranoia would do that self-destruct shit on decrepit hardware. Second, he was a dissenter. And what did he mean? Shut what down? Did he know about the kill floor? If so, how?
 
   Guilt rode down my throat like a swarm of bees. My sins floated out there, waiting to condemn me. How could I tolerate things I vowed I’d never tolerate? Over the hum of my conflict, I realized a longstanding truth. 
 
   Durant was a terrorist of some sort, and I was a coward. 
 
   I couldn't sit still. After a day full of blood and mystery, I had a ton of anxiety to burn. My simple career had morphed into a leviathan which proved less about keeping people safe and more like a federally funded, constitutionally-void witch hunt. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Koko
 
   I left the apartment, went downtown, perused a club, and picked up a girl. Which was a waste. I was too distracted to fuck properly. I came absentmindedly. Her orgasm was entirely accidental on my part. I thought about round two but felt unmotivated. I rolled off the bed and went to the bathroom to wash myself. I said goodbye, left, and paced my apartment. 
 
   Eventually, I laid down and slept. Something woke me, and my heart raced like a scared rodent's. Jesus, was I having a panic attack? 
 
   Then I saw the shadow in the dark.
 
   She sat on a box of packed books, elbows on her knees, staring at me. My heart collided with a wrecking ball in my chest and came to a complete stop. I could see the bold whites of her eyes.
 
   “You never bought a dog,” Durant said.
 
   The bitch got into my apartment, and I hadn't heard her arrive. I was naked under the sheets, and my gun was inside the nightstand, inconveniently next to her thigh. Shit. Was I actually thinking about shooting her? Not really. More like I was worried about her shooting me.
 
   “Why’d you take the phone, Koko?”
 
   I didn’t answer. She leaned back and rested her elbow on the nightstand. Her smile shone in the dark. Her oversized, manly shirt did a good job of hiding her sidearms.
 
   “What do I do with you? You're trouble, but trouble I asked for. I gave you a damned fine recommendation and helped pull you into the bureau. And now I simply want you to go away. Selfish of me, I know. Maybe childish. I'm sorry, but do you know what you reek of? You're lucky I had relief earlier, because if I was wound up, I might...Was she good, the redhead?”
 
   That pissed me off. She followed me, or someone she knew followed me, watched me meet a stranger, and had the guts to ask me about it. Invasion of privacy. And she was in my house, hulking near my gun.
 
   “We've got a standoff here, you and me,” she said, like we were heading toward a shootout at high noon. 
 
   I hated hitting girls. Hate it more than anything in the world. I don't even like to shake them, but this bitch was about to make a move, and her moves proved lethal. I'd have to be super-fast, but I despised hitting chicks.
 
   “Get out of my room,” I said.
 
   “No.”
 
   I shrugged. “Worth a try.”
 
   “Don't.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You're thinking about it. Don't. You won't make it, and you won't like the outcome. Koko, it's not worth it.”
 
   When she drew attention to the pending violence, I felt guilty. Didn't mean I wouldn't punch Durant in the face if it came down to it, only that I'd feel like an ass afterward. Probably wouldn't have to hit her more than once. She was a tough broad, but I packed a lot of horsepower behind my fist. 
 
   I could grab her and haul her skinny white ass outside, but she might try to shoot me. If I didn't get rid of her, I'd have to talk about her being a dissenter, a mutt sympathizer, and how I dragged her kid through a massacre. 
 
   “Don’t make this hard, Koko. You have some shit on me, and I have a grievance with you.” 
 
   “Impasse?” 
 
   “We have to agree to let it go.”
 
   “You think so.”
 
   “I know so.”
 
   “Noble of you.”
 
   “Not so much.” She drummed her fingertips on the nightstand. “I'd hate to shoot you with your own gun. Things like that can get messy and embarrassing for your memory. Agent Koko: shot with his own gun, naked, schlong exposed.”
 
   I checked my schlong, but it wasn’t exposed. When I looked up, her eyelashes were a hair away from my cheek. Christ, she was stealthy. I pushed hard on her chest and, damn, she was heavy. She sniffed me, swear to God. Sent shivers over my skin. Her flesh was hot under my hand. I shoved her to arm's length. She didn't pull a gun or remove my hand, and it occurred to me that she might be hitting on me. Crap.
 
   Wasn't a bad looking chick. Nice tits somewhere under that baggy shirt.
 
   But we worked together, damn it, and she had unfinished business with Sarakas. She stood, tall and alert, and set her hands on her hips.
 
   I grabbed her wrists. “Thinking about pulling a gun on me?” 
 
   “Oddly enough, I forgot to bring them.”
 
   I didn't believe her, but then again, I didn't feel any hardware. Confusing.
 
   “Get out of my apartment, Durant.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I won't ask you again—”
 
   She leaned in and whispered: “Looks like a puppy followed you home.”
 
   The door came down with a crash. Most of the frame disintegrated upon impact, and some of the drywall fell away. Cinderblock knocked loose to make way for the beast's shoulders. In the dark, the monster was gargantuan, but its fur was so rich that a sheen of moonlight glimmered down its back. Brown coloring on its narrow muzzle, black accents. 
 
   One of the mutts who killed Williams and the asshole who tossed cars at us. 
 
   Durant didn't draw a weapon. Maybe she truly didn't have one. I looped my forearm under her armpit and rolled, pushing her under me as I went for the nightstand to grab my gun. I wrapped my hand around the Glock and swung it up. The creature was airborne by the time I took aim. Only managed two trigger pulls before it hit me. 
 
   Impact was sublime. Like getting hit by a truck, the concussion didn't hurt at first. Knocked the wind right out of me. My mind blinked. My next shot went wide, dug into plaster. The monster shook its head as if my silver bullets were flies buzzing around its skull. I found myself snout to snout with a beast whose fangs measured as long as my hand. Its maw spread wide, and the breath scented of meat and beer. I pushed up and got my forearm in its throat, but I'd have better luck wrestling a bull. It pinned me with a massive paw that nearly crushed my sternum. Its jaws spread wide enough to swallow my head. 
 
   This was the end.
 
   Another growl came at a slightly lower pitch. The mutt atop me swung its head around, and then a collision threw it off. I pedaled backward, secured my gun, and reached up to flip on the light so I could better see my target.
 
   Two mutts the size of European cars were fighting in my apartment. One was black with brown muzzle and brown paws. Its snout was shaped like a Doberman’s. The beast was longer and leaner than its adversary. The other, built like a mastiff, was thick with a wide skull, the color of smoky ashes, and compact with muscle. 
 
   The black tried to get at the mastiff's throat. They butted heads with a loud crack. Their jaws snapped at each other’s neck. They shouldered and circled, biting, growling, and howling. Their primal sounds shook the apartment, and I covered my ears. Cerberus singing at the gates of Hades wouldn't sound so horrible. I never saw anything so terrifying and mesmerizing.
 
   I didn't know which one to shoot and didn't have enough ammo to kill both. Better to let them fight it out and then plug the winner. They smashed each other into the drywall, toppled my bookshelf and trampled the contents, crushed boxes I hadn't unpacked, and pulverized my cabinets. The big Doberman tried to use his weight to rise up and collapse the sturdy little mutt—little like a stocky water buffalo versus a lanky rhino. The gray wolf held its ground. When the black rose up, the mastiff dove in with a wrestler's sprawl and tore into a leg.
 
   The Doberman twisted to escape, howled, and the smaller mutt tried for its back. Blood poured onto the tile. The first gave up and ran the way it came, breaking the other side of the door, leaving a great arching hole in the wall and tufts of disintegrating fur on the floorboards.
 
   Durant! Where was Durant? I turned to scan the apartment, expecting to find a body, but the body I found wasn't what I expected. Definitely nice tits. Belly, back, and thighs all bore signs of old damage and new blood.
 
   “You're naked,” I said.
 
   “So are you,” she countered. Both statements true. 
 
   We simultaneously turned our backs and shuffled for clothing. The memory of her nipples and the slope of her breast scorched into my head. It took a while for my vision to clear, and then shit started to dawn on me. I left the jeans on my hips without zipping and turned to extend the gun. She slid into her shirt, but the buttons were missing.
 
   “You're a mutt.” 
 
   The realization sounded stupid. I'd seen her break all the rules: carry guns, shoot mutts, hang out with mutt-killers. She bled and walked onto crime scenes without shedding. That wasn't supposed to be possible. I struggled with dumbfounded amazement.
 
   “And you are mutt-wounded.” Her eyes roamed my chest. Glancing down, I saw four claw pricks, each as big around as a beer can, where the mutt had stood on my chest. “Unfortunate. Dogs and wolves don't often use their claws when fighting, and neither do young mutts. I guess you got unlucky. Hell, you might be infected already, the disease sticking to each blood cell like demonic leeches.”
 
   I reflexively swiped hard at my chest. Pain splattered through the wounds, making me grind my teeth. She licked her lips and fixated on the blood. I hoped my gun contained enough silver to finish her off. She smiled.
 
   “You aren't fast enough,” she said.
 
   “My aim is good.” 
 
   “You have limited options. We could wait for the FBHS to show up, and then you'll be locked up for observation until the next full moon. Or, you could come with me. The third option goes something like this: you bitch a lot and try to shoot me, then I shed and eat your heart and blame it all on the Doberman. It'll only take a second or so to swallow an organ that size.”
 
   She gazed at my chest and licked her top lip, probably imagining the size and flavor of my heart. She inhaled deeply, pleasurably, as if she could smell it.
 
   “Christ, back off,” I said.
 
   “Put your gun away. You can take it with you, but stop pointing it at me. It raises my hackles. Let's go.”
 
   I flicked the safety and stowed the gun in my pants. The motion put both my hands behind my back. Her hand darted out and tore the tag from my neck. The movement startled me, but with the tracker gone, I felt like I could breathe again. She tossed the tag over her shoulder and grabbed her pants without stopping to dress. She seized my hand, and I twitched from the insane heat. Her grip was hard, calloused, and disease-hot. We went for the door and ran into the night.
 
   Her tiny stupid car waited in the back lot.
 
   “We should be tracking down that mutt,” I said.
 
   “We will. Or rather, I will. Put on your seat belt.”
 
   Good idea, given her driving maneuvers. As soon as I clicked the belt into place, she stabbed me in the thigh with a mini-syringe. I swatted her hand away and shoved her hard against the car door.
 
   “Jesus!” I bellowed. “I hate needles!”
 
   “Huh,” she said. Watching. “Not a fan myself. They're all pokey and stuff.”
 
   “What the hell did you inject me with?”
 
   “Huh.” She waited like she expected me to sprout a second head. “It's the base formula for a next generation Down-boy, the street version. It’s called a Dirty Boy, and it’s a real kicker. Kinda rough on the edges. Feeling groggy yet? Woozy? Anything? Maybe you want a nap?”
 
   “Jesus, Durant, you can't just—”
 
   “Whadda ya know,” she said, reaching for another one.
 
   “Don't you freakin' dare...” And then I felt it. Like morphine, if morphine was on steroids and wielding a mace. An avalanche of warmth crumbled through my veins. My head dipped. Vision swirled. Vaguely aware of the gun leaning on my spine. Reached around and touched it with a fingertip...then I was gone. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
   Kaidlyn
 
    “And you should have seen it, like two minutes of dialogue before his eyelashes fluttered. The guy is a rhino! I've seen mutts tumble under as soon as they're pricked, but this dude held on. A beast!” 
 
   I gushed while dragging Koko into the bunker. Rufus, the guard dog at the door, made a ruckus. He didn’t like that I brought a new person, but mostly he didn't like that I passed without petting him. Rainer and Erik stood side by side, arms crossed. Koko was easier to drag than carry, and Erik helped me hoist him onto an exam table. 
 
   “He nearly burned the Dirty Boy, I swear!”
 
   “Doesn't enlighten us as to why you brought him here.” 
 
   “Chica, you look great,” Tatka said. I had shed twice; once in the cold box of Rainer's bunker after Davey settled, and once more for Koko’s sake.
 
   “I was in a fight.” I blushed like a girl with a cute prom date.
 
   “First wolf fight, mamacita. You won and you like it.” We high-fived. 
 
   “It's like I hadn't breathed until now. I want to cheer, dance, and frolic until I drop. Fighting as a wolf was like the breath of life over my valley of dry bones.”
 
   “Want to strap him down?” Kliment said, bringing us back to the big lug.
 
   “He's not that big a threat. Mostly because I took his gun.” 
 
   “Keep him here in case we need a snack.” Vadik’s black and blond hair was in a ponytail, chunky and waxed like a video game character. He poked Koko with his finger. “Chew toy.” 
 
   “My roses need fertilizer,” Tatka said.
 
   “C'mon guys,” I said. Mostly because they weren't joking.
 
   “Options, babe,” Vadik said.
 
   “Tatka, sniff at him and tell me if you think he's infected.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose at me. “Why?”
 
   “I’m not that good yet.” The blood and meat aroma only spoke of healthy flesh. “Anybody gonna help me out?”
 
   No one volunteered to get close to Koko.
 
   “How about if we strap him down? Wouldn't want the big scary unconscious guy to get you.”
 
   Tatka sneered. She was good at that. Her English needed improvement, but her sign language was very eloquent; I knew exactly what that flippant finger meant. Other than Svetka, she was my favorite wolf to race. She took to the wind like a creature made for flying. She played off my competitive streak. Hunting. Sprinting. We once ran so far we ended up at the California wall. 
 
   She fingered the punctures on Koko's chest and licked her fingers clean of the blood, completely absorbed in it, her pink tongue curling. Made it look so good that I wanted some, too. 
 
   “Claws aren't contagious,” Rainer said.
 
   “I know that.”
 
   Kliment stepped up and sniffed, but he didn't tell me if he caught anything.
 
   Vadik said, “Do you want him to be a mutt? We can make him.” His jaw widened as teeth lifted like shiny spikes. 
 
   I pondered the dilemma. We could turn Koko while he lay on the hospital bed, dead to the world, and he'd be less of a threat. He wouldn't tattle, snitch, or put me in a torture box. With a few bites, we could buy his loyalty forever.
 
   Plus, he'd be one hell of a mutt.
 
   “No.” I felt guilty for considering it. “He's likely to kill himself.”
 
   “Remind me why he's here,” Rainer said.
 
   “Take some pictures of the wounds before we fix him up. I want evidence he was mutt-wounded. We can put Carpenter blood in him, heal the wounds, and have some great blackmail shots.” 
 
   “We have a few bags lying around. Since Ashe hasn’t been responding to the super juice, we stopped dumping it in his system.” 
 
   Ashe saved my bacon in an epic battle against vamps, yet he wasted away in a cell while I worked up the guts to pull his plug. Now Koko laid doped on a slab with his life in my hands. I was officially the biggest ass on the planet. 
 
    “Koko’s got you,” Rainer said. “He knows you're a mutt and a dissident. He probably knows about Davey. He can take you down for good. Any time he wants you in a cage or dead, he's got a box of ammo to choose from.”
 
   “Did I mention how you're not fun anymore? All you do is nag.”
 
   “Quit the bureau.”
 
   “You know that isn't possible, and it isn’t what Svetlana wanted.”
 
   Rainer turned away. He thought I should quit her, too. We've been dancing around that conversation for weeks. I changed the topic.
 
   “I need more Xen,” I said. He passed me a couple of boxes which happened to be nearby. All the self-righteous, well-adjusted mutts looked away. 
 
   “So this case I'm working on,” I said. “Well, not really my case. But anyway. A mutt has tracked down and killed a few FBHS agents and their families. Wiped them out in a deliberate fashion. Tonight, that mutt came for Koko, and I got to wrassle him. Bled him. He'll be easy to track.”
 
   “Surprising that you didn't finish him,” Rainer said.
 
   “I think I was lucky to chase him off. He's got a familiar scent. Maybe I know him.”
 
   “Jesus. Another complication. Why am I not surprised?” Rainer watched Kliment set the line for Koko's IV.
 
   “Why haven’t we found clusters of Iago's old kennel? If the new leader is prancing around and fluffing testosterone, why can’t we find him? Or have you, and you’re not telling? What about you, oh mighty king, what's the hold up?” 
 
   “I don't have the time to chase agent-killing mutts,” Erik said. “Especially since they might have the right idea.”
 
   “I'm going to pretend you didn't say that. Fanning the flames of a genocide will never end well.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do? I can't prevent clan warfare, hunt rogue mutts, and monitor all the agents in the FBHS, especially when I don't have any solid evidence. Or concern, for that matter.”
 
   “Your negligence will come back to you eventually.”
 
   “Yeah, but not today,” Erik said. 
 
   Rainer stepped up. “Look, sweetie, this isn't about what Erik is or isn't doing. It's more about you. You can't do stuff like this. Dragging strangers down here? What were you thinking? He's not exactly inconspicuous. Besides, what if he woke up and saw us?”
 
   “Would you rather I killed him?”
 
   “I'd rather you gave up trying to juggle three worlds and endangering everyone you know.”
 
   “Maybe I should hide underground and never again see the light of day?”
 
   “Try figuring out how you're going to live your new life instead of pretending nothing has changed,” Erik said. I crossed my arms, furrowed my brow, and wondered what the heck they were implying.
 
   “Quark, hon,” Rainer said. “Everybody is different, right? And mutts are different, too. Once in a while, mutts come along who don't change for months and they cruise on regular. Like Davey. However, not all mutts are built the same way. Some need a frequent shed, a body well-fed, and peace of mind.”
 
   “That rhymed,” Vadik said. Kliment pushed him.
 
   “Thanks for the lesson, Rainer,” I said. “I'll bring index cards next time, the better to take notes with.”
 
   “You're a ravenous wolf, and if you don't change often, it will eat you up.”
 
   “Well, my life doesn't allow me to run around in fur all the time. The wolf will simply have to get over it.”
 
   Rainer didn't look at me for a moment. He fingered the old wedding ring hanging from the chain around his neck. Scars on his back and side blushed from emotional distress. His teeth swelled, meaning he was troubled, which troubled me. He took a deep breath.
 
   “Don’t come here again, Quark. Not until you're clean, calm, and collected.”
 
   My ribs cramped, swelled, and hurt my air. “Don't you trust me, Rainer?”
 
   “I want to, but hell, girl. You reek of Xen buildup and drag strange feds into my sanctuary. This is a safe haven for many, and we can't jeopardize it. I don't think you appreciate the risk I’ve taken simply knowing you. Acknowledge and respect my position here.”
 
   “What about my position? You knew who I was, and you contacted me. We worked together for over a year, but now I'm no good for you?”
 
   “You don't recognize what you are, Quark. Ignorance is deadly.”
 
   “What am I?”
 
   “On the ledge.”
 
   “Then don't bail on me, Rainer.”
 
   “Jesus, Kaidlyn! You think I like this? I hate losing you. You're a friend, but you don’t have adequate perspective. You're like a grenade in a bag and no one knows if the pin has been pulled or not. And you brought the enemy here.”
 
   Erik stepped forward and stood so close that his pink eyes glowed like wild roses. He smelled like a mutt in his prime, burning with strength and sexuality. His pearly hair wafted the lush perfume in my direction. His outrageously muscular bulk blocked my field of vision. 
 
   “I've got an offer for you. Quit the bureau, leave the human entanglements behind, put down the gun, throw out the Xen, forget the Russian bitch, and let's go for a run. You and me. Hunt some elk. Find something ripe to sink our teeth into. When we’re done, we hunt carnales and end this turf war. With you on-board, we can wrap this up in a jiffy.”
 
   I loved the notion of running and hunting, but I objected to the rest of it. I didn't want to ditch the FBHS without resolving several issues, there’s no chance I could forget Svetlana, I needed the Xen, and I was pretty wrapped up in all my human entanglements. 
 
   Maybe Erik wanted to help me, but it was more likely he wanted access to the things I knew. I could make his life easier and grease his climb to power. He wasn't a bad guy, but he wasn’t a friend or a lover. I tried to imagine joining his kennel and quitting the bureau. Then what? Street fights and gang war, murder and struggle to survive? How was that any different from my life now?
 
   “You have to leave now, Kaidlyn,” Rainer said. All the mutts in the room watched me like I was a bomb. 
 
   “I can't believe you guys are ditching me.” 
 
   Deep down, I did believe it, and it hurt. 
 
   “It doesn't have to be this way,” Rainer said. “But we can't keep pretending you’re okay. Things haven't changed here, Quark. This is my home. This also happens to be a hub for underground activity of multiple varieties that can risk the lives of hundreds. You put all that at risk. For what? Some guy who's likely to turn traitor and get us all killed. The man has only been your partner for about a month, Kaidlyn, so what the hell?”
 
   “Neither wolves nor humans should be alone,” Erik said. “Join us.”
 
   “Anthropological or sociological implications have no connection to the disease,” I recited. I couldn’t explain myself without sounding desperate, hysterical, and stupid. If Rainer didn't trust me, there was nothing to discuss. 
 
   “You have to stay out, Quark. Don't endanger others. Maybe when things cool down, we can talk about this.”
 
    “Bye,” Erik said. “Get that lump of meat out of here before he wakes up.”
 
   And the Russians, since this wasn't their house, had nothing to say. I began to pull Koko off the table.
 
   “Want help?” Tatka said.
 
   “Stay away from me,” I growled. 
 
   Intense sympathetic eyes followed me. This was for the best, I told myself. And this pain, like others, simply needed time to heal. I was better off alone, anyway. The euphoria of the shed faded entirely. I felt hungover, hungry, and alone. I dragged Koko to the Fiat and crammed him in, his awkward length making it difficult, pissing me off. I popped a Xen before I started driving. 
 
   I had work to do.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
   Koko
 
   “Here we are again,” she said. 
 
   Unaccustomed to waking near females, I groggily wondered, Who was she, and what's this 'again' business? 
 
   Then it all came back. She was the bitch who broke into my apartment, lied to me from the moment we met, morphed into a monster, and stabbed me with a drug needle. I sat up, spinning my equilibrium and inducing nausea. I was in a low-rent motel with too much paisley. Somehow she'd gotten me on the bed wearing nothing but my jeans. 
 
   She sat bedside in a new shirt. I grabbed her by the collar.
 
   “Violence can induce a shed,” she said. I quickly dropped her.
 
   “What did you do to me?” My head spun while my gut reeled.
 
   “Saved your life.” 
 
   “What was in the syringe?”
 
   “Tranquilizer. Needed to put you under so I could take care of your wound.”
 
   I touched the area on my chest but found no claw marks. Had I been dreaming? I shook my head. She fought a mutt in my apartment and I’d been wounded. So, how did the marks disappear?
 
   “Accelerated healing?” I whispered.
 
   I was contaminated. The disease would consume me until I turned and killed someone. Over my dead body. I wouldn’t let it happen. Impromptu euthanasia: another suicide for the family tree. I reached for my weapon, which was inconveniently missing. I held out my hand. “My gun.”
 
   She snorted. “I knew you'd be one of those.” 
 
   If I was dead, at least I wouldn't have to tolerate her snarky comments. “Give me the weapon, Durant.”
 
   “Relax, buddy, you're not infected. This miracle of advanced healing was brought to you by an elixir called Carpenter blood, not mutt magic.”
 
   “I don't believe you.” 
 
   “I have it on good authority that you are not infected.”
 
   Could I trust her? Would she lie? If I believed her, was it smart or wishful thinking? I didn't want to kill myself, especially if it didn't need to be done.
 
   “How can I know for certain?” I said. “Will I feel it right away?”
 
   “Some do. I didn't. Give it a couple of days and pick up a gun. If it makes your skin crawl or you think you'd be safer without it, you're a mutt. Or a pansy.” She laced her fingers behind her head. “The only reason you're not bleeding right now is because it would be easier at work if you didn't have any open wounds.” 
 
   “Why help me heal if I might tattle and give you up?”
 
   “See, I knew you were a quick one.” She tossed a portfolio in my lap. I opened it to see pictures of my chest swiped with claw marks. Pictures of me wounded, then not. Up-close snapshots of the ragged, torn edges of skin, then the clean mound of my pecs. The sight made me grope my skin where the wounds had been. The tissue felt too soft in places, like baby skin. 
 
   She didn't have to explain.
 
   “Blackmail,” I said.
 
   “Complete with evidence.” She held up a ruined shirt in a plastic bag.
 
   “That's my favorite t-shirt.” 
 
   “Alas, it was torn to shreds from the vicious mutt attack and was soiled with your blood.”
 
   “What if I tell them you made this all up because you're a mutt?”
 
   “I'll guarantee that the team questioning you has a twitchy trigger finger.”
 
   “Blackmail.” How uncivilized. If she thought I'd let her push me around...
 
   She leaned close. Her breath smelled of cheeseburgers.
 
   “Let me make this clear,” she said. “I know more people willing to kill you than you can kill. If you cross me, someone will find you. Maybe they'll turn you to the dark side. Maybe they'll eat you.”
 
   “You aren't as intimidating as you think you are.”
 
   “And you aren't as dumb as you pretend. I saved you from a feral mutt. I healed your wounds and learned with certainty that you are clean. I'm not blackmailing you. I'm reminding you how much you owe me.”
 
   “How long have you been a mutt?”
 
   “This isn't a confession.” She leaned back and crossed her ankles. “All you have to do is keep your mouth shut and open your mind to a few possibilities.”
 
   “Do you have any idea what kind of threat you are to your team? Your family? How can you live with yourself?”
 
   She sneered. “I should stop trying to be human. Why bother, right? Nothing but a rabid beast left here. Damn, Koko. I'm still me, and I'm still doing my job.”
 
   “Your numbers are down.”
 
   “Everyone's are.”
 
   “But yours are lower than everyone's when you usually out-perform. What if you're in the field and the disease takes over? Will you go feral and rampage?”
 
   “Remember how I was trapped in an elevator with Rosco’s leaking meat? It would have been the perfect time to lose my shit, but I didn’t.”
 
   “Yet.” I stood and paced. “Everything you've done has been in the name of self-preservation, which has nothing to do with honor or loyalty. It doesn't mean you won't go feral.”
 
   “I’m managing the compulsive appetite, uncontrollable rage, antisocial behavior, spontaneous shed at the sight of blood, and aversion to firearms.” 
 
   “You've got work to do in the anti-social category.” 
 
   “Ooh, dude’s got jokes,” she said.
 
   “Didn’t you say it’s only a matter of time before the disease takes over?”
 
   She pointed to herself. “Older and wiser.”
 
   I pointed to myself. “Not an idiot.”
 
   “Then do the smart thing, not the cowardly thing.”
 
   I stopped in my tracks. “Excuse me?” 
 
   Time to re-evaluate my policy on hitting women.
 
   “You think killing mutts because the company says so is a badge of honor? Trust me, it’s not. The FBHS shoots what they're afraid of and makes murder in the name of fear a state policy. Ignorance and bullets for the illusion of human safety. What you perceive as job loyalty is nothing more than a leap of faith onto the scaredy-cat bandwagon.”
 
   “Versus a leap of faith off a cliff in the dark.”
 
   “Chicken?” she said, grinning.
 
   “You can't pretend mutts aren't dangerous, murderous creatures.”
 
   “You can't pretend a mutt didn't save your life tonight.” 
 
   I stared at her. “How much weight did you gain?”
 
   “Not an ounce to spare.” She lifted her arms.
 
   “How much mass, Durant? Answer the question.”
 
   “Twenty to eighty pounds, depending on my mood.”
 
   “How is that possible?”
 
   “I'm big-boned.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes.
 
   “No, really. Bone density is the only theory I've got. It's like the disease packed a bunch of metaphysical shit into my skeleton and when the mood strikes, the disease…swells and stuff.”
 
   “If mutts are disproportionally heavy, that's one way we can identify them. Why can't the bureau compute the average rate of increase between the potential’s weight before the contamination incident to afterward? The infected could be euthanized before they know they have the disease. Sounds like something the doc would have already proposed.”
 
   “Keep talking like that and I'll have to kill you.”
 
   “Would you lose sleep over it?”
 
   “Maybe, but at least I wouldn't have to worry about you turning on me.”
 
   “Yet I'm left worrying about you turning on me.”
 
   She waved her hand. “Make up your mind. Sarakas will be here soon. I had to let someone know you were okay, and he is the team leader after all.”
 
   “Pressing me to make up my mind with an urgent deadline. Nice, Durant.”
 
   “We both know you're a fast thinker, buddy. You already know what your gut says. Inclined to move against me, Koko? Or do you want to let this go? An impasse, as you said. Shall we let bygones be bygones?”
 
   “Riddle me this: is Davey a mutt, too?”
 
   She didn't answer. Eyes roamed over me like she was dreaming about harvesting the soft parts for Sunday dinner. As good as a yes.
 
   “He walked through the kill floor,” I said. “He kept his wits about him in a terrifying, gory situation. FBHS said mutts can't do that.”
 
   She shrugged. “Exhibit A.”
 
   “I want to speak with Davey.”
 
   “No.” She stretched her arms over her head and sighed, looking for all the world like she was at a spa resort.
 
   I crossed my arms. “If you want me to play along with this se la vie approach, I want more information. And why is this the calmest you've been in days? Where's the bitchy agent who terrorizes everyone at the office?”
 
   “Pacified. Tension builds until a shed occurs. If a mutt was free to shed whenever it felt the need, there would be vastly fewer incidents and more stoic mutts walking around. And I'm pretty new to this. There are better examples.”
 
   “Does anyone at the office know?”
 
   She scoffed. “What do you think?”
 
   “How long will you be this relaxed?”
 
   “Until I get worked up again. We deal with a lot of stress at work, you may have noticed, a lot of entrails. I've been there for years. There's a stress buildup.”
 
   “Great. I’m entertaining a mutt with PTSD.”
 
   “Did you make up your mind yet?”
 
   “You know I have. Otherwise, we wouldn't be talking.” I sat. “While I keep my trap shut, what do you plan on doing? Continuing on as though you aren't the biggest hypocrite in the bureau?”
 
   “I believe I should resent that. But yeah, that's precisely what I’ll do.”
 
   “It will never work.”
 
   “Has thus far.”
 
   “What can you tell me about the guy on the phone?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Anyone else I should know about?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Does being a mutt affect your sensory perception?”
 
   “My vision fades if I’m edging a shed for an extended period of time. Generally, I have better hearing and an enhanced sense of smell, but I'm easily distracted. Shorter attention span. Maybe because I'm new.”
 
   “Can you take HappyRit for that?”
 
   “It isn't strong enough.”
 
   “What did you trank me with?”
 
   She laughed. “Dude! You must have the metabolism of an elephant! That was a Dirty Boy. Drops cows like a rock, but you had the endurance to chat about it for a while. Impressive, lemme tell ya.”
 
   I was almost flattered, and she was definitely entertained. I stood to pace again. “I'm supposed to go along with this like you haven't been teaching me how to kill mutts for the past few weeks?”
 
   “It's one thing to protect yourself in the line of duty, Koko. A completely different thing to go scouring attics for Anne Frank and dragging teenagers through a firing squad.”
 
   Someone knocked on the door, but she didn't get up. 
 
   “Wanna get that?” I said.
 
   “I left a key for him at the desk. He can let himself in.”
 
   Sarakas threw open the door. Disheveled hair, jeans, no belt, and a plaid shirt. Double guns tonight. He examined us to see if we were wounded, or maybe to see if we'd been fornicating the night away. It didn't take a genius to realize my night wouldn’t get any better.
 
   “What happened, Koko?” he said. “The bureau is scouring your place thinking you're dead. Your door was smashed in and your tag's abandoned. Whose blood is on the floor? Why isn't someone explaining yet?” 
 
   “Long story.” Durant squinted at me.
 
   “Kaid, go get some burgers while Koko and I chat,” Sarakas said.
 
   She frowned, gave me one last warning glare, and left. The portfolio stayed on the nightstand. There it was, my chance to tell Sarakas nothing but the truth. He was a good guy. Despite whatever feelings he had for Durant, he was likely to shoot her if he learned she was L-pos. Then again, if I didn’t confess, I endangered him by allowing Durant to carry on as if she was fully functional.
 
   When Sarakas sat, rested his elbows on his knees, and said, “Tell me everything,” I didn't.
 
   “A mutt came for me. Based on the description, it was probably the same one who participated in Williams’ murder. It broke through the door. I fired a few rounds squarely into its face and chased it off.”
 
   “A few?” he said.
 
   “The mutt tackled me before I could unload the full mag.”
 
   “Was Kaidlyn present at this time?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?” Sarakas' eyes gathered steel. My suspicions were correct; he assumed Durant and I were intimately involved. The recollection of her naked tits flashed through my brain before I shook it loose. Worse, I suspected Sarakas could read my dirty mind. He scowled.
 
   “We were discussing the case.” Keep it brief, stay close to the truth.
 
   “How many rounds did she fire at the mutt?”
 
   “You'll have to ask her. Besides, she promised she would write up the full report.” I might as well benefit from a lie or two.
 
   “Did you pursue?” Sarakas said.
 
   “We lost it.”
 
   “Any pain?”
 
   “Only in my ass.” A hundred percent true.
 
   “Then you wound up in a hotel with Kaidlyn Durant.”
 
   I shrugged. “My apartment is wide open like a tin of Spam.”
 
   “Anything else you want to talk about?”
 
   “Maybe some traffic cams spotted the mutt. We can review those in hopes of picking up a trail.”
 
   “Koko, if there is anything you want to tell me, it's a hundred percent confidential. We have to keep our team safe, and any information you have regarding the mutt situation will help us.”
 
   I sat back. Sarakas contemplated the holes in my story. He knew something was off. When I didn't answer right away, he sighed.
 
   “This will be Durant's first single-mutt stray on record, the only one who got away. How did the mutt get past you both?”
 
   “Surprise.” I shrugged. “It's embarrassing, but I wasn't ready for trouble to break down the door.”
 
   “Would you say that Durant is at fault for the mutt's escape?”
 
   Was Sarakas hoping I'd blame her?
 
   “I wouldn't say that.”
 
   “How would you say it?”
 
   “I believe she should retire.”
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “You've seen the tantrums and mood swings. She hesitated for a long time before shooting Rosco, but I’ve seen her go from holster to empty mag in a matter of seconds. She’s conflicted and erratic at best, blatantly hazardous at worst. It's my opinion she's suffering from the emotional strain of numerous recent tragedies. Eventually, she'll endanger the team.”
 
   There. All true. Not a word about her being a mutt. 
 
   Sarakas sat back, rubbed his chin in his hand. “The bureau doesn't let people retire without good reason. Durant is a heavy hitter.”
 
   “Ground her at a desk for a few months.”
 
   “If you have a personal grievance against her, we can recommend her for psych review. However, the bureau won’t bench her, especially now. They’ll write her a prescription and send her back on the field faster than you can fetch a bagel.” Sarakas stood and paced to the small window overlooking the parking lot. “And what if taking her off the job makes it worse?”
 
   I shrugged. A mutt was a mutt, and that was the truth.
 
   “I brought this for you.” Sarakas pulled a manila envelope from his jacket. Caution tightened my spine. My resignation? A summons? Photo evidence? He upended the envelope and dropped a shiny new tag into his palm. My gut rolled. “Your other tag was broken at the scene and, as you know, the agency likes to keep tabs on all of us.”
 
   He held it out. Every neuron of my being resented it. But if I didn't take it and those pictures of my mutt wound leaked out, I'd be doubly incriminated. Besides, it's not like I had a plan B. 
 
   I took the tag. It was a lot heavier than I remembered. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 22
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   I waited in the hall while Koko and Sarakas talked but was so hungry I forgot to eavesdrop. I wolfed through the cheeseburgers, promising myself I'd save a few. When Sarakas emerged, he grabbed the last one and tipped his chin. We walked down a flight of stairs and loitered on the landing.
 
   “Did he give?” I said.
 
   “No. Either your ultimatums had the desired effect or he's got more team loyalty than you suspect.”
 
   “Or he's planning to kill me quietly.”
 
   “There's always that.” He sighed, deflating a few inches, and stared at the unwrapped burger. I knew that look. He was working up to something. 
 
   “What's up?” My breath felt charred and rough. He half turned toward me. His thick lashes looked like jungle ferns around his pale blue eyes.
 
   “Things are consistently getting worse.”
 
   “Shit tends toward chaotic shit.” 
 
   “Kaid, you can't kill Koko.”
 
   “What? I wasn't planning to! Jeez. Seriously? Like I'd go through all this trouble if I intended to eat him. Please!”
 
   “When I'm done talking, you may change your mind. I'm putting you on indefinite psych leave.”
 
   I laughed because that's how people react to jokes. No one took a leave of absence in the middle of a code red investigation, and I never went on leave unless I was so wounded I couldn't walk and pull a trigger at the same time. He wasn't smiling, and my laughter died. 
 
   “Koko brought up several valid points. You're out of control: erratic behavior, tantrums, and you forgot your gun earlier, didn't you?”
 
   “Did he say that?”
 
   “No, but he didn’t say which of you fired first or for how long. In all his reports, he makes note of it. He knows, Durant, because he's trying to figure out which one of you is faster. Some Wild West crap.” 
 
   “Bullshit. So what?”
 
   “He isn't the only one who thinks you're being weird. Rosco had submitted you for psych review three times. Keats wants me to kidnap you and bring you to his church. Santi asks me if your numbers have waned because you're aging. Mullen circles like a vulture. If I continue to ignore complaints, it'll be clear I'm covering for you. And then you'll be dead.”
 
   “Sarakas, don't do this to me.”
 
   “It's for your own good.”
 
   “Drop the condescending bull.”
 
   “I'm not talking severance, Kaid.
 
   “Not yet. I imagine it's only a matter of time.”
 
   “Take a leave, at least for a couple months.”
 
   “Months!” My voice reached a full roar. “Andreas, I can't stay home for months. I don't sleep. What am I supposed to do with myself? You need me. People will think I'm tapping out because I'm scared or something. I won't punk out when the team needs me.”
 
   “Do you know who is behind the murders?”
 
   “No. I had a suspicion, but now that I saw the mutt, certainly no.”
 
   “See? You had an idea but you didn't tell me. No, I don't need you working this case. Go home. I'll make sure the leave of absence report is respectable.”
 
   “Or what?”
 
   “Or I shoot you and put you out on medical leave.”
 
   My jaw dropped. “You wouldn't!”
 
   “Oh, don't tempt me, sweetheart. It's been a bad week.” I think he actually meant it. He patted my arm. “Go home. Rest. Relax. Stay out of trouble.”
 
   “Your concern would feel more sincere if you weren't monitoring my temp under the guise of comforting me.”
 
   He dropped his hand. A wounded look wrinkled his face, but I was right. He couldn't touch me without remembering that I was dirty. Sure, he needed time to adjust to everything that happened recently, but I didn't think it required as much time as he was taking. I was the one who had been violated and contaminated. Not Sarakas, me. Now I had to wait for him to come around while I pined over Svetlana, worried about Zelda, agonized over the future, and stressed over Koko's frail loyalties. I didn't have time to fix Sarakas. Hadn't even managed to fix myself yet. 
 
   Months without work? Without Rainer’s side jobs? I've never had so much time off without being handcuffed in ICU for half of it. A choking pressure built in my throat, heat roiled in my blood, and my bones throbbed.
 
   “Sarakas,” I moaned. He shook his head.
 
   “Go home, Kaidlyn.”
 
   If I ate Sarakas, the richness of a pulsing meal would linger bittersweet on my tongue. I gagged. Sarakas is not a t-bone, and you can't eat him!
 
   He left. I stood at the window and watched him climb into the Tahoe. He was supposed to be on my side, my partner, the guy who stood up when no one else did. How could he do this to me? My life was falling apart, and instead of helping, he left me at the edge of an abyss. 
 
   He betrayed me. I wanted to jump down, flip the Tahoe on its back, and tear it open. Get real answers. Stop him before he told anyone about my unofficial suspension. I exhaled, the sound of my breath like rocks tumbling in my throat. My hands dented the window ledge. 
 
   Why was I so mad? I wasn't angry because the job would be yanked away from me. I couldn't bear that all I'd done hadn't fixed a single thing. Sure, I'd saved lives. Taken some. Endured and supported things I knew to be wrong, all in the name of the greater good. None of that had improved anything, of course. The bureau would keep right on rolling down their treacherous path. 
 
   For Christ's sake, they made Davey walk the fucking kill floor.
 
   I wasn't mad. I was outraged.
 
   I could return to the bureau, tonight, before Sarakas could report my leave of absence. I could plant the devices easy enough, and that's exactly what I did while I still had the chance. I dressed in full gear, visor and all, and stealthily placed a dozen cameras and three microphones in the sloppy bureau basement. Then I escaped before the sight and stench did me in. With the eyes and ears set, I needed someone to monitor the situation and keep the information safe. 
 
   Sadly, my pirate tech, Rainer, had kicked me to the curb. I knew another savant, Alden, a Russian genius. Sadly, I couldn’t recruit him without knocking on Svetlana’s door, and I wasn’t allowed at the dog house, either. 
 
   I needed new talent. So I ended up on the doorstep of Sean Palladino, pounding like he owed the mob money. It was a desperate play, but I had no choice and no time.
 
   The scent of cinnamon was as rough as mace.
 
   He answered the door shirtless with jeans nearly falling off his ass. His eyes bulged. His mouth hung open like he was eating my scent. I pushed his chest. His hand gripped the doorknob so tight the metal warped. His heat flowed up my arm, startling me. He rutted his face into my hair. The desire to run splashed like water from his skin. I leaned in and sniffed him while he sniffed me.
 
   “God, woman, you smell like—”
 
   “Don't know what you're talking about.” Of course, I did. I stank of pent-up wolf, a meaty massacre on the kill-floor, and the drugs I had gobbled in a desperate attempt to dampen my fury.
 
   “Right,” Sean said.
 
   “Crack a window, would you? The cinnamon is overwhelming.”
 
   “You don't say.”
 
   “I need a favor.” I helped myself to a chair.
 
   “Uh-huh. Nope.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Right,” I said. “That came out wrong. What I meant was, give me what I want, or I'll kill you.”
 
   “Where's your gun, agent?”
 
   I smiled, remembering the taste of squirming meat. “Many ways to kill.” Earlier, I wouldn't have made that threat, but wrestling with the Doberman made me bold. That, and desperation.
 
   “Ask someone else for help,” he said. 
 
   “I'm asking you.”
 
   “Correction: you are threatening me.”
 
   I shrugged. The man was tight like a fighter dropping weight before a match. Abs I could play like a xylophone. Underneath his skin swarmed the perfume of something rich and slightly...wounded. The Xen and the cinnamon cloaked my senses enough that I couldn't discern exactly what his deal was.
 
   “C'mon, Sean, live a little. How would you like the inside scoop on the FBHS' dark inner-workings?”
 
   “Do I look like a journalist?”
 
   But he couldn't hide the perky interest in his eyes. He hadn’t moved far from the door, but he reached across and grabbed a beer resting on the bookcase.
 
   “Go ahead,” he said. “Tell me all about it and I'll give you a treat.” 
 
   He wagged a bottle of beer like a jackass taunting a stray dog. My hackles rose. Part of me liked that he teased me. The other half wanted to kick him in the face and knock so many teeth down his throat he'd bite his own ass when he shat. My surging temper pushed aside the numbing Xen, and I sniffed out his true self under the smarmy cloak of cinnamon.
 
   He wasn’t just any wolf.
 
   “Sean Palladino,” I whispered. He had a wound on his thigh and bandages filling with blood on his backside. He was the mutt I fought. “We should talk about why you're killing agents, and why I shouldn't finish you right now.”
 
   He stilled, but not with surprise. He was in no shape to run, so why not sit and chat? He had a spine, and I liked that. He held out the bottle of beer. I reached for it, but he didn’t let go right away. His skin brushed against mine and charged me like a defibrillator. 
 
   My desire to attack him wavered. Maybe he wasn’t lunch; maybe he could satisfy another of my appetites. He sat across from me and toyed with his beer.
 
   “Your boys have been taking murder bribes for over a year now.”
 
   “Explain.”
 
   “Say some dude wants his wife killed but doesn't like the idea of doing it himself and risking jail-time. Want a trust fund now? Like a rich uncle's will but don't want to wait for him to kick it? For a price, Williams and Schmuland stage an incident. They ‘do their job’ and take advantage of government sanctioned murder.”
 
   “Say I believe you. How does this make it okay to kill Williams’ kids?”
 
   “Doesn't, and I didn't. Luz did. Her brother was murdered in a church ritual, and she wanted revenge on Ignacio's entire team. By the time I realized her intentions, she was at Williams’ house.”
 
   If they really killed dirty LEOs, I could understand. Didn’t make it right, but I got it. Sean watched me as I sipped the beer and pondered the situation. 
 
   “Kaidlyn, you have to understand. Luz wasn't a bad person. She was mad with grief. Her brother had been murdered, and she couldn't go to the cops. She was infected a disease so hated it got her brother killed. She didn't have many options. Desperate people do desperate things.”
 
   I didn't answer. “Luz killed Williams?”
 
   “She killed his kids and wounded him, but ran when I got there. To be fair, I planned to kill Williams anyway. The man was a hired killer with a badge.”
 
   “But it didn't stop there.” 
 
   “Mutts on the street liked the idea of vigilante justice. Hunting as a pack, defending themselves against the tyranny of a genocidal state. Luz had accomplices which I will not name and imitators whom I don't know.”
 
   “We killed Luz at the construction site.” I crossed my arms. “And you came to kill Koko because he finished off your woman.”
 
   “I don't deny it.”
 
   Everything was about revenge. Luz killed because her brother was murdered by agents, then agents killed more mutts to avenge the blood, and Sean came for Koko to avenge Luz. Palladino stood quiet and still, waiting for me to make a move. I didn't have any designs on murder. 
 
   “What about all the other dead agents?”
 
   “I had nothing to do with it. I only went after the dirty feds, I swear.”
 
   I looked him over. Lean, gaunt, standing with his weight tenderly focused on his left leg. 
 
   “Your ass must be killing you,” I said.
 
   “When you came to my door the first time, your gums were bruised from the disease rattling through your teeth. When you shed at Koko’s apartment, you were healthy. Now, mere hours later, your pelt smells of alkaline and butcher shop slop. Mutts tend to kill or ostracize the sick, and you are very sick.”
 
   “Get to the point, Palladino.”
 
   “I am surprised you beat me, impressed by the mutt you became, and agitated because the wolf is gone and you stink again. Stop with the drugs.”
 
   “I can't. Shedding creates more problems than it solves.”
 
   “Shed again,” he said. “Right now.”
 
   “No. Are you crazy? It's almost daylight.”
 
   “Your wolf needs to shed every day for a while.”
 
   “Not a chance, Dr. Doolittle, absolutely not.” Especially since I couldn’t go to Rainer's bunker anymore.
 
   “No one can confront something by ignoring it.”
 
   “Stay on topic, Palladino. I need a favor. Trust me, you'll enjoy it.”
 
   “Why do I feel like the devil has asked me to dance?”
 
   “I need you to create an untouchable data storage which uploads automatically and remotely. Then I need you to rig the information to go viral when I say so or in the event of my death.”
 
   His eyes rolled to the ceiling. “Oh, and then she speaks nerd to me! Would it be horrible if that turned me on?”
 
   “How fast can we do it?” I said. He blinked. “The data storage, you dork.”
 
   “What will you be storing?”
 
   “Classified video feed. Maybe days’ worth, maybe weeks.”
 
   “Not porn, I suspect.”
 
   “Sorry to disappoint.”
 
   “Are you going to tell me what?”
 
   “If I say it's better that you don't know, will you sneak a peek anyway?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Huh.” I drew back, regarding him anew. 
 
   “Why aren't you going to friends for help?”
 
   “I've been told I'm a dangerous fiend with a hair-trigger detonator.”
 
   “I'd have thought it was the drug usage,” he said.
 
   “That too.” I wanted to bite him. He was wounded, after all, like waving steaks at a lion. He thought I stunk, too. One thing at a time. “Data storage?”
 
   “Fine,” Sean said. “Let's do it.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23
 
   Koko
 
   I opened my eyes having not slept a wink all night. My knees ached and body hurt like I'd spent a quarter on the defensive line without pads. The room smelled of ammonia and the filth that survived. Dirty hotel on a dirty street. Four bolts secured the door, but the walls were as thin as paper. From the sound of it, my neighbors were hosting a porn-star union meeting. Even if they shut up, I wouldn't be able to sleep.
 
   Too much on my brain. Like how my partner turned out to be a full-blown, hairy, mutt-fighting monster who thought she could live like a real girl.
 
   How could she get away with this? A mutt in a mutt-hunting task force during a full-blown witch hunt: talk about a recipe for disaster after disaster. It was only matter of time before Big Fed discovered her and tracked the disease to her accomplices. She would get them all killed. Hell, probably get me killed, too.
 
   Stupid girl.
 
   She should have blown her brains out.
 
   I stood and grunted like an old man, experiencing leftover aches from being hit by a mutt and nausea from a lingering trank. I wanted a hot shower and clean clothes. 
 
   Shirtless, I dropped my key at the counter and received special looks from a couple of girls on the way out. I took a taxi home and saw ribbons of crime scene tape. The landlord had leaned plywood over the busted door like he didn't expect anyone to come back. Investigators had gone. 
 
   What a day.
 
   Claw grooves as wide as beer cans dug into floorboards, filled with blood that could never be completely sanitized. A long trail marked where Durant had dragged him into the kitchen. Despite fighting an enemy who outweighed her, her bite had been stronger. The fat-skulled witch was the pit bull of the mutt spectrum. Good for her. 
 
   I crawled into bed and hoped for an hour's worth of sleep before dawn.
 
   Durant being L-pos explained some things but left me with bigger questions. How had it happened and when? How many people knew? How could she tolerate any of it? I've seen her lose her temper and bleed, pull a gun and shoot other mutts dead, calmly try to talk mutts down, and then go schizoid over a doughnut. The monster slept in her bones, waiting to break free. I’d felt it. Not in the skin, like when we shook hands or when I put a bandage on her face, but in her bones when we were attacked at the construction site and I had grabbed her.
 
   I needed to talk with her. 
 
   The tag itched my neck, and I scratched at the chain.
 
   Luckily, I witnessed her fighting the number one suspect, or I'd be tempted to execute her under suspicion of feeding agents to the enemy. Hell, she saved my life; no denying that. She was a mutt who shot mutts. Whose team was she on, anyway?
 
   “I do not like you,” a girl said. 
 
   I shot up in bed. She stood by my demolished doorway. Light glinted in her eyes. Lean. Blond. Hair plaited into a braid. She wore denim overalls and nothing else, like a pornographic version of Tom Sawyer. I searched my memory. Did I sleep with this woman? Not that I could recall. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” 
 
   “I do not like you.” She had an accent. Her eyes held a glare much older and fiercer than she, but she hadn't done anything except tell me, rather rudely, that she wasn't a fan.
 
   “You don't know me.” 
 
   She stared so long I felt absurd for saying something so trite. Her gaze absorbed my body with interest, taking a leisurely stroll down my chest to my groin. Her eyes glinted. I quirked an eyebrow, and she bore her teeth. Chances were good she wanted a piece of my liver, not my ass. Without a doubt, she was some sort of monster.
 
   “Watch you, they say, but from a distance. Down the street and around the corner. Sneaky, so you don't know. But, I think watching you is better if you see me do it. What good is a threat you cannot see?”
 
   “Are you threatening me?”
 
   “Threat? Caution? Not much difference.”
 
   “Caution against what? Who is 'they'?”
 
   “What they say about secrets, that the only way to keep them is to make sure only one who knows it lives, this is true. For a man with many secrets, you have not shown us your mind. Why you keep your mouth shut? And for how long?”
 
   First it was they, then us, which confirmed what she was. Did she know Durant? Why was this willowy blond sent to threaten me?
 
   “I want a beer,” she said. As if she was an invited guest!
 
   “I don't have any.” 
 
   “Cereal.”
 
   “None.”
 
   “Huevos fritos.” She smiled at the uncomfortable Spanish voiced in her Russian accent. Almost cute, but then she opened my fridge like she owned it and started snooping around.
 
   “Get out of my apartment, chica.”
 
   “No. I stay. You sleep.”
 
   “Don't think so.” I wouldn’t get any sleep with her stalking around my apartment, snooping in my things, and staring at me.
 
   “I watch. Or I kill you to protect secrets, then go and snooze like a baby.”
 
   “I can shoot you for trespassing.”
 
   She smiled. “You will not like what happens after that.”
 
   “What if I kill you? They send someone else to kill me, right?”
 
   She crossed her arms. “I know you have a gun under the pillow.”
 
   “I won't relinquish my firearm.”
 
   “Fine. Do not pretend to hide it like I would not see. I am not an idiot.”
 
   Letting me keep a weapon? Gracious. Her hands were dirty, nails short, and lips naturally red…or she'd been devouring raw meat. I grabbed pants and stood to pull them on. She didn't flinch or look away from my nudity. I reached for the phone, and she didn't try to stop me. She cocked her head like a curious dog as I made a call.
 
   “Any idea what time it is!” was Durant’s immediate response.
 
   “A strange girl is standing in my apartment.”
 
   “Congrats. Hope it was good for you. Enjoy the rest of your night.”
 
   “I didn't invite her.”
 
   She paused, and then her words came in a rush. “Asian, late thirties?” Stress clipped her words. 
 
   “Blond. Late teens or early twenties, Russian accent. Five three, one-ten,” I reported. “Leaning toward underweight. Golden eyes. Nail biter.” The girl flipped her palm up, curled her fingers, and examined her nails.
 
   “What does she want?”
 
   “Said she's watching me. Tell her to go away.”
 
   “I suggest you let her be,” Durant said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Or else they might send the Asian.”
 
   “I won’t have a girl half my age looking over my shoulder while I piss.”
 
   “It's better this way, trust that.”
 
   “Goddamn—”
 
   “Maybe you should see this as punishment for snooping around where you don't belong. If you hadn't taken my phone, none of this would have happened. You're the one who went delving into secrets, put yourself between two sides at war, and has been an all-around pain in the ass. This is karma. Get with the program.” She put something in her mouth, crunched a bit, and swallowed. “And if you feel the impulse to confess to the bureau, you’ll make it worse.”
 
   “Is this revenge? You're upset because I talked to Sarakas about your shaky performance, and you sicced the dogs on me.”
 
   “I wouldn't talk so disrespectfully within earshot of your company. She's reliable, but not someone with an infinite tolerance of insults.”
 
   “I don't need someone to take care of me.”
 
   “Uh yeah, you do, sweetheart. Big as you may be, you're playing with bigger bad guys. We can't leave you alone. That's what you get for not taking my advice about the guard dog. You should know by now I'm always right. Tell your guest to keep her nose to the wind for anything that smells like cinnamon or rats.”
 
   “Tell me about the Asian. While you're at it, explain they.”
 
   “Unbelievable! You're still snooping!”
 
   “Perhaps I wasn't clear. I do not cohabitate. Period.”
 
   “Koko, if you don't learn to sit down and shut up remarkably fast, even the good guys will be gunning for you. No one can watch their back every second of every day. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph with a tank won’t survive the kind of heat you'll see if you screw this up. Right now, play stupid and behave.”
 
   “Durant!”
 
   “Sleep tight,” she said. 
 
   “It's four in the morning.”
 
   “Well, I haven't slept yet, so I'll sleep tight. Avoid getting into more trouble.”
 
   She hung up and left me staring at the blond.
 
   “What is wrong with you?” the girl said. 
 
   The fact that she was naked under those overalls never fell from the backdrop of my mind. The round supple curve and plush shift of a breast when she moved, the corded abs…
 
   “Does your mother know you dress like that?” 
 
   She didn't even blink. Modesty didn’t trouble her. 
 
   I’d had my fill of threats and monsters for the day. I could shoot her and leave. It's not like I had any reason to stick around this crumbling town.
 
   She tipped her chin. “Shoot me, and I will make you watch me eat your spleen. Maybe I don't kill you. Maybe I call the hospital and they keep you alive, and you wake up with a wolf in you.”
 
   Good threat. 
 
   Her eyes were the color of champagne bubbling in a glass.
 
   “Be gone when I get back from work,” I said. 
 
   I went to the bathroom, closed the door, and showered. The whole time grumbling in my head. Durant knew monsters, so I'd be taking her advice regarding the strange girl in my apartment. When I described her, Durant wasn't worried. Most likely, the blond was more of a nuisance than a threat. 
 
   The day looming ahead of me was more troublesome than last evening. In the chaos, I'd forgotten I had to go back to work. Now that I knew some of the bureau's secrets and some of Durant's, I was stuck between a murderous rock and a killing machine.
 
   Two types of people occupied the office: those who didn't know about the gunfire in the basement and those who worked to avoid their eyes.
 
   “Santi and Venezuela want to see you.” Keats’ eyes and nose were slightly pink. Either he suffered from allergies or emotional hang-ups. He pointed at the conference room.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Hopefully, my supervisors wanted to chastise me about interfering with Mullen's line of questioning and knew nothing about the extremely long night I had with my mutt partner and her friends. When I walked into the conference room, both men were seated, signing stacks of papers and checking off names. Behind them, nearly a hundred pictures of mutt-attack victims provided emotional prodding for anyone needing encouragement.
 
   Santi put down his pen and looked at me, his face neutral. 
 
   “We understand you were put in a trying position last evening. You performed well despite the awkwardness of the situation, and I’d like you to know that the bureau appreciates your loyalty. Sometimes, agents feel conflicted while performing their duty, but you came through. In these treacherous times, we must understand that more will be demanded of us.”
 
   “Sit down,” Venezuela said.
 
   “We'd like to verify you understand the highly sensitive and confidential nature of what you witnessed last evening.” Santi wanted to know if I was a liability.
 
   Everything that happened last night was sensitive for different reasons, so I said, “Perhaps if you explain the process to me.”
 
   “When investigating a large quantity of suspects in a short amount of time, the bureau is forced to utilize the most effective methods.” He pointed at the files. “Everyone brought in last night represented a question: is this potential contaminated? Nature will eventually take its course, but time is something we can’t afford to waste. The expedited process is unsavory, but rest assured, it is necessary.”
 
   I wanted to break everything in the room, so I folded my hands together. “How does the bureau decide who receives its attention?” 
 
   “Potentials who resist the blood test or have suspicious tag activity move to the top of the list,” Santi said.
 
   “What about David Aberdeen? He wasn't tagged.”
 
   “Yes, about that.” He folded his hands on the table. “Reports claim you interfered during his interview. Do you see this bulletin board behind me? Each of these photos is an innocent victim slain because they knew us. Mothers, fathers, children, and friends. We need a unified front, soldier. When one agent opposes another in front of a suspect or civilian, it undermines our operation. You don’t have a history of insubordination, so don't let it happen again. We'd hate to see your exemplary record tarnished by misplaced empathy. Furthermore, if you speak of these events you will be suspected of terrorism and arrested.”
 
   Awesome.
 
   I left the conference room and walked to the team office. Durant wasn't there, of course, and everyone avoided her empty desk. Coffee cups littered Sarakas’ desk as if he had pulled an all-nighter. Jones huddled in his chair while new recruits browsed a box of donuts. Keats dropped files and cornered me.
 
   “Sarakas said Kaidlyn took psych leave, but we figure she's mad as hell over what happened to Davey.” He rubbed his nose. “She’s not quitting, is she?”
 
   “She was upset. As to her intentions, I've got no idea.” 
 
   “But she knows it's only business, right? We didn't mean to hurt Davey, and we certainly didn't want to offend her. Everyone understands that. We had a job to do, so we did it.”
 
   Correction: I did it, and that made me feel like shit.
 
   “Everything will sort itself out,” I said. 
 
   I sat at my desk. The chair whined under me. My hands rested on a mountain of files representing people who had been delivered to the men in the basement. Weariness saturated my marrow. I was at a loss regarding what to do.
 
   The real questions remained: if I knew about threat level red, why was I sitting there? And how could I recover from turning coward when Davey needed my help?
 
   I remembered the first day my father no longer dared to hit me. Might have been the last day he loved me. Curious how those passions intertwined for him. I don't really care anymore. And my sister, Sarah, didn't like to talk about it. She was daddy's little girl. She loved the crap out of him, and he adored her. Her suicide was followed shortly by his stroke, but the old bastard didn't die. 
 
   The abuse came up once in conversation. I remember the precise way she said, “Dad's an ass. About that stuff, you know, he's an ass.” 
 
   She made excuses for the bad parts of him. There was no one to make apologies for me, and I wouldn’t have wanted any. 
 
   Yoshino brought in a list of cleared names so I could dispose of the outdated paper files. Names fell into two categories: confirmed (dead) and closed (clean). Davey's name was of the clean list with about thirty others. He came out alive, but he was one of the few. Every file contained a photo.
 
   Latrisha Lang, sixteen and pretty.
 
   Nathan Blockwood, twenty and plump.
 
   Paul Gomerez, just got his GED.
 
   Marty Anderson, barely in junior high.
 
   A sick, gnawing sensation filled my gut. 
 
   When I was young, I wondered how humans could stand by and watch a genocide, or bar the door and drop the cyanide tablet. It turned out to be easier than I thought. When fate brought the scenario to my door, I was worse than people who did something horrible to save themselves. I'd simply gone with the program. Drifted with the current. It was horribly wrong, and I did it anyway. 
 
   My body tightened with the impulse to throw my desk across the room.
 
   High-powered rifles had fired in the basement all evening and no one called a lawyer, reporter, or human right's activist. I frowned. Did human rights activists exist anymore? How would I go about finding one: smoke signals? 
 
   Davey had thanked me because I prayed for him, regardless of the fact that I took part in his persecution. I betrayed his rights as a human being. Blood between his toes. He didn't deserve that terror.
 
   Marty Anderson, fifteen years-old. A mutt, dead now. His grandfather—not a mutt—died in the raid when he picked up a weapon to defend his grandson. 
 
   All part of the job. 
 
   I'd been staring at the photos too long.
 
   “They aren't human,” Keats said, absent condescension. “The job is daunting, but we need to keep the faith. We're doing the right thing: saving lives while smiting the Lord's enemies.” 
 
   He had good intentions and a benevolent heart, but people can be wrong and faith can be misplaced.
 
   This whole business was a mistake. They were human in essence. The eyes, the logic, the passion. Human enough, I mean. I made oath to protect the country from enemies both foreign and domestic, now I had to face the possibility that I was such an enemy. Aiding and abetting a criminal organization which also happened to be a government appendage. 
 
   I examined the big shiny office, trying to pretend I worked for the greater good, hoping things would evolve toward justice. None of it was comfortable. The chair never fit well, my knees knocked the desk, and the drawers squeaked.
 
   I walked out and stormed to Yoshino's cubicle.
 
   “Give me a voluntary termination form,” I snapped. He flinched and scrunched his papers. 
 
   “I'll need to get Santi—”
 
   “No, you don't.”
 
   “Look, Koko, the bureau put a hold on voluntary transitions. You can’t quit. I mean, they’re not going to let you. There’s too much going on. Without a mental or medical leave, your service is required until the crisis has passed.” 
 
   “I’m not joking.”
 
   “Neither am I. They’ll charge you with sedition.” 
 
   “Catch-22.”
 
   “Twenty-two what?”
 
   Damned red tape and bureaucrats. I needed out, immediately. I couldn’t bear to be complicit any longer. An idea struck me. Chances were, I was about to get myself shot. 
 
   “Yoshino, you’re a decent guy. And I’m sorry about this.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   I pulled my sidearm and pointed it at him. His jaw dropped and all color ran from his face.
 
   “I’ll take those psych leave papers now.”
 
   He didn’t move, staring down the barrel of my weapon. The safety was on and my finger wasn’t near the trigger, but it was daunting enough.
 
   “Yoshino, give me the forms. Security will see I pulled a weapon on you, which will supplement my claim for needing a mental leave. Which you will file, as soon as you provide the forms and I clear the building.”
 
   His jaw flapped ineffectively. 
 
   “Now!”
 
   He dropped his papers and dove for the form, spilling the cup of lollipops as he rifled through the desk.
 
   “Right. Sure. Signature and DNA sample.” He held out a form and pad, his fingers quaking slightly. I signed the form, stuck my thumb on the dime-sized collection plate, and the needle took a blood sample. I holstered my sidearm and tore the RFID tag off my neck. Retired.
 
   Oddly elated and lost, I stood in front of Yoshino. 
 
   At the end of the day, sob stories had inspired me to turn in my tags.
 
   “Koko?” he said.
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “You have to leave the building now.”
 
   “Right.” I tried to give Yoshino a reassuring smile. “Take my advice, kid. Grab a second form for yourself. Tell them you’re traumatized because an agent held you at gunpoint. Whatever you need to do, get the hell out before what happens in the basement pours onto the street.” 
 
   “What about the basement?” 
 
   I walked to the elevator and hit the button for the parking garage. When the elevator opened, Sarakas was on it. From the scowl on his face, I knew I was in trouble before he opened his mouth. 
 
   Unwilling to have the argument with an audience, I stepped inside. He slammed the button to close the door and got in my face as much as someone ten inches shorter could. I hoped he didn't hit me because I'd have to hit him back and I was in the state of mind to take it too far. We both needed some R&R before we flipped and beat someone nearly to death. 
 
   “It didn't occur to you to mention Davey walked the kill-floor? That qualifies as pertinent goddamn information, Koko, especially when it involves the family of a team member. Last night, I assumed Kaidlyn was about to lose it, when I should have praised her for keeping it together. Not to mention Davey. He barely recovered from one nightmare before we gave him another one!” 
 
   “You're right, and I'm retired,” I said. “I'm going home.”
 
   “Just like that?”
 
   “Excuse me, but I dragged an innocent civilian in front of a firing squad.”
 
   “We've never done that before.” Sarakas set his teeth and clenched his fists.
 
   “Are you sure? Because it looked suspiciously systematic to me. Doesn't matter anyway; they're doing it now.”
 
   “How is Davey?”
 
   “He took it well. Durant and the boyfriend took care of him.”
 
   Sarakas fidgeted. He wanted to ask something else, but he didn't. He stepped back and crossed his arms over his chest. His eyes were bloodshot. 
 
   “Call her,” I suggested.
 
   His face fell like I was about to drag him down to the basement.
 
   “What'll you do now?” he said.
 
   I shrugged. “I'm exhausted. I could go for a nap.”
 
   He stared at my neck long enough to make me wonder if I'd put my shirt on backward. 
 
   “I've been wearing a tag for years.” 
 
   “The past few weeks were long enough for me.” The elevator settled on ground level. “Take care of yourself, Sarakas.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 24
 
   Koko
 
   I half expected to see the blond chick sitting on the hood of my truck. She wasn't. What a relief! Feeling like I won a thousand bucks on a scratch-off ticket, I drove home, parked, and walked up the stairs in time to see the blond dropping a toolbox near my front door. Her hands were filthy and sweat glistened on her chest. She still wasn't wearing anything underneath her overalls. 
 
   She kicked some molding off the rickety frame.
 
   “The hell are you doing?” I said. “That's my door!”
 
   “Shoddy.” 
 
   “What gives you the right to tear up my wall?”
 
   “It was shoddy.” 
 
   “I want you to leave.” 
 
   “And I want a pony.” She chuckled. “For lunch.”
 
   “Who told you to watch me? Durant was surprised when I mentioned you, which means your orders came from somewhere else. Get your boss on the phone and let me talk to him. We’ll resolve this and go our separate ways.”
 
   “My boss is difficult than me and doesn't like the phone. No luck for you.”
 
   I clenched my teeth, stepped past her, and went inside. I wanted a protein shake to take the edge off my appetite. When I opened the fridge to get the skim milk and fat-free yogurt, two six packs of beer had wedged my groceries to the back. I cracked my knuckles. I wouldn’t waste my fridge space on her imported beer. I pulled out the cartons and turned to shove them in a cupboard, but all my supplements were pushed aside to make room for Takis and cheese poofs.
 
   I took a few breaths and strategized a new approach. Maybe I could reason with her and make her go away. I dragged a chair across the room and sat. She quirked an eyebrow.
 
   “Lady, I understand what you're trying to do, and I appreciate it. However, circumstances have changed. I retired. Look, no tag! I'm no longer an agent.”
 
   “All done killing, mamacita?”
 
   “Don't call me that.”
 
   “I hear those words a lot.”
 
   “I bet. Do you know what it means?”
 
   “Sexy?”
 
   “It's designed for a woman.”
 
   “Ah. Mamacit-o.”
 
   I laughed, oddly flattered. She stared like I told her to swallow a cow. Maybe my laugh put her off.
 
   “Anyway, I'm retired. No need to guard me anymore. Goodbye.”
 
   She crossed her arms. “This retirement, did you announce it on the news? Advertise on the internet? A billboard? No? Then you cannot be safe for certain.”
 
   “No one wants to kill me.”
 
   She tipped her head at the busted wall.
 
   “I'm fine. I'm good at protecting myself.”
 
   “No human is good enough against wolves.”
 
   “I have a big gun and lots of silver bullets.”
 
   “Silver is not for certain. The wolf has tasted silver. It will get stronger.”
 
   “So after silver exposure, wolves gain some immunity the way a human can overcome poison by utilizing systematic introduction.”
 
   If she stuck around, I could wheedle information from her. Like who she worked for, what the plan was, who the male voice on the black phone was, and where Durant took me while I was sedated. The girl put down the hammer and strolled to my kitchen. She took a beer from the case, sat on the counter like she owned the place, and popped the bottle top with her thumbnail. 
 
   “Any chance you'll leave peaceably?” I said. Her answering smile mocked me. “Since we'll be spending so much time together, tell me about yourself.”
 
   She squinted and sipped her beer. She had a triangular upper body, great arms, and impressive back (all of which were exposed and eye-catching). 
 
   “What do you do for fun? Are you a swimmer?” But she didn't answer the question. “Maybe you tried your hand at boxing? C'mon, you must do something more than fix doors. If you weren't here now, what would you be doing?”
 
   She was quiet.
 
   “What kind of music do you like?” I gave her plenty of time to answer, but she didn't. “You strike me as the kind of woman who listens to country. A song with a story that you can dance to. I'm a fan of the good ol' blues. Nothing like a sultry rhythm and a deep voice singing about the mire of the soul.” 
 
   I was trying too hard, and it was like dragging blood from a stone. 
 
   “Have you visited the Grand Canyon yet? That's a sight to behold, one that will put your brain at ease regarding any questions of God or country. How can we get to know each other if we don't talk?”
 
   “You talk plenty. I learned you believe in God, but you doubt Him and your country almost as much as you question a woman with tools. You think about reaching for a gun which you cannot use fast enough to make it worth the effort. I'm not stupid.” 
 
   “I didn't think you were.” Clever little bitch. “Let’s play it this way: you have ten seconds to leave before I call the police and have them remove you.”
 
   “Call the police. They crunch nice. Ask them to bring salt and pepper.”
 
   She waited. The confidence lurking in her golden eyes made me wonder if she liked eating people. Even if she was bluffing, she definitely thought she could take on the cops. Dammit. I wasn’t about to call someone else to fight my battles, either. 
 
   Unable to think on an empty stomach, I strolled into the kitchen to make a protein shake. Talking to the girl couldn't be that hard, I simply wasn't employing the right attitude. I needed patience and charm. 
 
   Or I could shoot her and be done with it.
 
   “Did you come to the States with family? I don't have any myself. Family can be a great thing. You must miss them,” I said. 
 
   “No talk about family,” she spat, accent heavy and angry. She exhaled and her nostrils flared. I nodded, vowing to investigate that sore spot later. She took her beer and stormed back to the doorway to work on my shoddy apartment. 
 
   I watched her reset the frame. Stern beauty, lithe muscles, efficient and capable hands. I could have pushed her out of the way and set the door myself, but what the hell? Let the uninvited guest earn her keep.
 
   I considered doing things the hard way, cuffing her and giving her a few heavy-handed rounds of old fashioned interrogation. The idea didn't sit well with me, and it was a bit early in the game to do anything so drastic. Besides, if she hung around, she might fix the rest of the apartment.
 
   When her beer ran dry, I brought her another. Up close, she seemed smaller. Younger. She hesitated a second before claiming the beer.
 
   “How old are you? What do you want to be when you grow up?”
 
   Eyes cinched in an adult glare. Probably because I inferred she had some growing up to do. Adolescents hate that. She didn't answer. 
 
   She was naked under those faded overalls, backed by sunlight, and I stared at the side of her ribcage. The gentle curve of a smallish breast peeked from the edge of the overalls. North of the valley, her firm skin led to toned shoulders, while the flesh south flared to muscular hindquarters. I stared too long.
 
   “You need to put on clothes,” I said.
 
   She looked down at herself. “Why?”
 
   Because I can see the span of your ribs and the top of your hip, the swell of each round breast pressing outward, and I have no trouble imagining you entirely naked.
 
   “It isn't appropriate.” 
 
   She squinted like I didn't make any sense. Maybe I didn't, but Jesus. Who sends a girl wearing practically nothing to guard me? She wasn't big enough to be a body shield, much less muscle.
 
   She replaced all the tools and drank more beer. I didn't talk and didn’t look at her, but my diffidence had the opposite effect. She relaxed and played with her thumbnail while she examined the ruined cabinets. She muttered in Russian, knowing full well I didn't understand her. When she turned sideways, I could see the creamy flesh of her trim oblique all the way up to her arm pit. When she moved her arm, an edge of breast winked at me past the denim strap. Didn't she know overalls were supposed to go over something?
 
   “Tell me about last night. I know Durant had help,” I said. Anything to keep my mind off her creamy skin. “Clearly, I'm not going to call the feds. What would it hurt to tell me about it? I'm a dependable kind of guy.”
 
   “None of your business.”
 
   “Durant is a superb agent and a decent person, but she's in trouble. The more I know, the more I can help her and her family. I've met Davey. He’s a good kid, and he’s been through so much. I’ve seen what happens to L-pos people, and it sucks. Did she tell you about how we met? It was a rough operation. Gruesome. Some guys were hunting people up in the woods, skinning them alive and keeping their pelts as trophies. Messy. Durant and I both landed in the hospital. She put in a good word for me, and here I am.”
 
   “Oh, so you are alright kind of guy?” She gouged me with her eyes. “The bureau gives silver tongues with silver bullets. I'm not stupid.” 
 
   She followed the declaration with another string of Russian words, and I barely resisted the urge to shake her half to death. She was quickly becoming more than a minor inconvenience. I picked up the phone.
 
   “Who are you calling?” she said.
 
   “Oh, now you have questions? Funny.”
 
   She snatched the cell and tossed it over her shoulder. “Your phone isn't clean. Neither is hers. Kaidlyn knows I am here, and she will not help to make me go away, so don't cry to her. Suck it up, big man.”
 
   Having a pipsqueak, a girl bodyguard, tell me not to cry pushed all the wrong buttons. I would do something nasty if she didn't get the hell out of my apartment. I reached for her, only she wasn't there by the time my arm shot across that distance. She darted beyond my grasp. Fast. Definitely a werewolf.
 
   Somehow, I'd forgotten. My pulse startled like a rabbit's when it hears a predator. Could I get the disease through her sweat, by contacting her skin? How was I supposed to live with a monster? Christ, how was I supposed to live with a girl at all? That went way beyond a one night stand. 
 
   “I'm going out.” I snatched my gym bag.
 
   “I go, too.” 
 
   “No, the fuck you don't.” Undignified profanity sprung to my lips, but the situation threatened my sanity. 
 
   I stormed out, sped to the gym, and threw myself earnestly into the workout, pushing so hard I couldn’t think past the burn. Sweat dripped down me like a baptism. My lats threatened to tear loose, and my knees nearly committed seppuku. I'd gone too far and not far enough.
 
   The rabbit sensation scampered over my skin. I glanced up and saw the blond girl talking to a stranger. He flexed and crowed for her attention while she examined the machine’s pulleys. At least she'd donned a black sports bra beneath the overalls, but that wasn't the point. She'd found me. She waved like we'd met on accident and were happy to see each other. Her cheerful gesture defeated Mr. Musclebound, and he sneered as she walked toward me.
 
   “Members only,” I said.
 
   “A friend got me in. Cool machines. I like the smell of this place. A meaty garage. Grease and gruel, metal, munchies, cochino...”
 
   “You need to leave.”
 
   “Maybe I leave, and maybe I eat the girls on the treadmill. Maybe I bite everyone in here before you find the gun locked in your locker.”
 
   “Jesus.” Good threat. She was like a bomb. “Can you control yourself for fifteen minutes? I'm done, but I need to shower. Give me a moment.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “And don't talk to anyone.”
 
   Her eyes gleamed. She smiled, and her teeth shone abnormally long and a hint too canine. Or was that my imagination?
 
   “And don't bite anyone,” I hissed. 
 
   She laughed. She'd been playing with me, pulling the tooth on purpose. My temper rose, overwhelming the burn of fatigued muscles. I came close to hitting her, but then she'd shed and there really would be a massacre. Grinding my teeth, I turned and walked toward the shower. I glanced over my shoulder. 
 
   She twiddled her thumbs and watched a girl on the treadmill. I gambled that she wanted me more than she wanted to eat some fitness buffs. I went to the men's locker room, retrieved my gun, and left out the back, skipping the shower and abandoning the girl. I drove away, taking an unnecessarily convoluted route to guarantee no one followed me.
 
   I stopped at a grocery store for supplies. Muscles aching and mind churning, I pushed the shopping cart down each aisle. Planning my next meal was a lot of work when I didn't have a plan for life. A job would help. Law enforcement was out of the question now that I had abandoned the bureau under the guise of psych leave. I'd be blacklisted from fed and state troops. Independent contracting may be the only way to go. 
 
   Muscle for hire? For how long? I’d already passed my prime. 
 
   I should use one of my four degrees. If I wasn't chasing bad guys, I might be able relax. I could finally get a dog and accept my pending midlife crisis. 
 
   I picked up a carton of hummus and read the ingredients.
 
   “Ugh.” The girl appeared at my elbow and stuck out her tongue. “Nasty. Get this instead.” She grabbed saturated fats in the form of oily nacho cheese dip, entirely absent actual dairy products.
 
   “What are you doing here?” 
 
   “Shopping.” She threw her arms wide to point out the obviousness of a girl browsing groceries in a supermarket. “I think you mean, how did I get here? Different questions. And you didn't shower. Smells nice.”
 
   “Did you track me across town?” 
 
   Tingles rode up my spine. I'd checked the rear-view a dozen times. She hadn't trailed me in a car. Maybe the truck had been bugged? The suspicion did nothing for my temperament. They violated my truck and my privacy. 
 
    “Silly, you don't know how to shop.” She dumped a few bags of chips in the cart. “You need more better food.” 
 
   “I don't need help shopping, and I'm not buying you junk food. What's the point of following me? Are you so intent on threatening me?”
 
   “No threats. Protection. Ooh, cheese poofs!”
 
   “No cheese poofs.” I snatched the bag and returned it to the shelf.
 
   She pouted. 
 
   A mother with an infant in the cart and a toddler alongside walked down the aisle, perusing the pretzels. The werewolf immediately paid them more attention than me. She squinted at the infant and evaluated the mother. I held my breath and wished I could read minds. 
 
   My God, I'd lured a hungry mutt into a supermarket filled with innocent people. I'd buy her all the cheese poofs in the world if she didn't go psycho and eat someone. 
 
   The boy, about three, reached for some chips, but he was too short. The monster girl, apparently drawn by mutual love for horrible carbs, handed him a bag. He shook his head, pointed high at the crunchy poofs. She leaned over to pick him up. When she smiled, her teeth gleamed coldly under the fluorescent lights. A fantasy of her attacking the child and biting through his tiny dough-like neck struck me. Haunting images of Williams’ mutilated children danced through my memory. I snatched her heavy wrist and yanked her away down the aisle.
 
   “Oy!” she said.
 
   “You were going to eat him!” I accused. 
 
   She pulled her wrist out of my grip with surprising ease.
 
   “Sure, eating babies is fun! Bones go snip-snap, crunch-crunch! But right now I'd rather have CHEESE POOFS!”
 
   “Fine! Jesus! I'll get you some goddamn cheesy things. God.” I leaned into her face. “But listen good, dearie. If I think for one moment you're about to hurt an innocent person, I’ll shoot you full of silver and stomp on your skull. Do you understand what I'm saying to you?”
 
   Her eyes sharpened like a focusing camera. Her lips spread wide, and she cursed at me in Russian. The words came thick, staccato, and downright angry. 
 
   I pushed the cart down the aisle while she shoveled in junk food and beer, then added fifty pounds of beef. I ushered her along, hoping to get the teenage carnivore out of public before things went irrevocably wrong. She helped me load groceries and climbed into the passenger's seat. My protest faded as her interest zoomed to a small family loading the minivan beside us. It was the little boy again. He waved, and the girl looked at him with longing.
 
   I thought about how she'd mentioned the child's bones, the snip, snap, and crunch. It chilled me to the core. The wolf might have eaten people before. Maybe children. I put the truck in reverse and retreated, putting distance between the monster and any potential victim. She set her feet on the dash, crossed her arms, and glowered. 
 
   “Get your feet off my dash.” 
 
   I might have to put up with her, but my truck didn't have to suffer for it. I brought her back to the apartment. While I put the groceries away, she ate two bags of cheesy poofs and half a case of beer before cutting into some steak.
 
   The sun set, and she left. I didn't believe she'd be gone for good. Maybe she knew I couldn't settle down to sleep with her in the room. I couldn’t sleep with strangers around. What if they did something, or something was done to them? Or, worse, what if sleeping beside someone, feeling their heartbeat, breath, and slumber, stole into me while I was unconscious and drew me closer to them than I intended? Intimacy can hamstring a man as deftly as monsters could, and I wanted nothing to do with that. 
 
   I cleaned up after the mutt, sweeping the stray bits of wood from her construction project and the crumbs from her obscene dinner. I disinfected everything she touched, but even after a can of Lysol, the room felt stained with her scent and germs.
 
   I laid down to sleep with a gun in the bedside drawer and another under my pillow. Silver in both.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 25
 
   Kaidlyn 
 
   Sarakas called to say he couldn't make it to breakfast. I went anyway and sat like a pathetic loser at our table, drawing in spilled sugar, eating jam out of the white plastic pods, and downing coffee that grew sour as time went on. I ordered and ate without a napkin and silverware, and glared at anyone who took notice. It was all bravado. My insides mangled with briars. Coffee dripped like tar into my gut. 
 
   I was the only person eating alone. Everyone else chatted and laughed with someone, but not me. Sarakas didn't want to be a part of my world anymore. His fading friendship, Davey's absence, and Zelda's hospitalization mixed into a petri dish for my pity party. 
 
   The waitress came to refill my coffee. Her fingers trembled as she ogled my gun. I'd eaten three full meals like an armed madman. She hurriedly poured my coffee, then paused as if afraid to speak. 
 
   How dare she be so vulnerable with monsters around? Open throat, no muscle, no notion of defense. I could kill her before she batted an innocent, unnerved eyelash.
 
   I blinked so hard fireworks swarmed my vision. I couldn’t eat the waitress. I wasn't even hungry, and I was scaring her unnecessarily. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said, but she was gone. 
 
   I left my money on the table with a big tip and exited out the rear. I should relax. I survived, and it would be greedy to expect happiness in addition. 
 
   I had the whole day ahead of me. I could drive around town and frequent coffee joints, but I hated the Fiat. I might call Svetlana and thank her for protecting my colleagues, but what do I say next? The notion left me brain-tied. With Davey staying at the dog house, I was both relieved and aimless. I couldn't think of anything important to do. Worse, he had been feeding Zelda's cats, and now the task fell to me. 
 
   Grumbling, I bought a big bag cat food to dump on the floor. I parked in Zelda’s driveway and used her house key. The stench of her cats made my skin itch. The felines sent up a wail loud enough to wake the dead.
 
   When I opened the door, the runt bastards attacked me and scrambled up my legs like I was a climbing post. I yipped and dropped the food. Thorn-like claws gouged me. My vision swirled and dulled. I swatted. Pests flew. My bones burned, skull swelled, and fast-growing teeth bled my gums. I roared like a diesel engine. My howl sent the beasts scattering under furniture. 
 
   Swearing, I dabbed at the blood with my shirt, but my extended claws split holes in the cotton. It would serve the cretins right if I left them to starve. I couldn’t; Zelda would be heartbroken if she came home and saw them dead.
 
   Empty bowls lined the far wall of her kitchen. I had no idea how much food two dozen cats could eat, and I sure as hell wasn't coming back every day. I tore a hole in the bag and filled the bowls, then left the sack in the corner so they could get at it when the bowls ran empty. 
 
   Constant mewing and hissing filled the background. And the smell. Zelda would never let the house get this way. I grabbed a garbage can and a scooper and faced off with the cat litter. The most offensive task ever. I double-layered a garbage bag and pulled my shirt over my nose, which only helped a little. 
 
   My arch enemy, the tabby who drew blood on more than one occasion, followed me. He hopped up on the sink and hissed. 
 
   “Move, jackass.”
 
   He hissed and turned around. His tail shot up, his hindquarters quivered, and he sprayed. Sent me flailing as if he'd shot me with acid. Too late. He’d tagged me. The scent was rancid. I growled, determined to strangle the asshole. 
 
   He jumped before I could get off my ass, sank his claws deep into my shoulder, and tore my shirt as he streaked past. My skin burned and my pants reeked. I glared over my shoulder as the tabby sashayed down the hall to join his friends. No doubt laughing at me. I removed my shirt and wiped my pants, trying in vain to shake off the pee. And now long scratches striped my chest. 
 
   Evil feline.
 
   I clenched my fists, finished the job, and left the house, locking the monsters in. Cursing under my breath, I got in the car, slammed the door so hard the vehicle shook, and tore across the drive to my house. The instant the garage door closed behind me, someone tapped on my window.
 
   Scared the crap out of me. I opened my mouth and showed him my swelling teeth. He stood back. He wore a white tee, filthy like he’d rolled in dirt. All sleeved out with bad tattoos of RIP memorabilia, crosses, and skulls. Three black dots in a triangle on his cheekbone. About five-four, mid-twenties, a buck fifty, baggy pants hanging on for dear life. 
 
   His scent was new, and I didn't know him. I couldn't shed in the car; I'd be trapped. I could simply turn the key and drive out of the garage, but the Fiat wasn't up for a mutt race. I wore a bra and jeans, nothing else.
 
   I rolled down the window. “What do you want?”
 
   “Can't help noticing you all alone here. Where are all your friends? Doesn't anyone love you anymore?”
 
   Oh goody, a smart ass.
 
   “If you came to give me love, keep it to yourself. No offense, but you look like the kinda guy with serious cooties.” 
 
   “Why do you stink like cat piss?”
 
   “Karma. Why are you here?”
 
   “I want you to join up,” he said. “Come with me. Meet the carnales. Tonight, you become part of the family. We shed, run, and hunt. We take care of you; you take care of us. Tomorrow, you never have to be alone in the dark.”
 
   “No, thanks. I'm more of a shut-in. Gonna sit on the couch and watch some movies. I’m rather boring, so why don't you fuck off?”
 
   “This invitation isn't for everyone. You’re special. We won't push you out like the Russian puta. We won’t cheat you like your boss who makes you kill your own kind and then throws you away like trash. Your boyfriend, where is he? No family, blanca? Don't be sad. We'll protect you. There are many of us.”
 
   “Yeah? How many and what are their names?”
 
   He laughed. “You can’t afford to throw away friends. We're surrounded, you and me, out here in the deep dark world.”
 
   “Look, buddy—”
 
   “Vamps, feds, murderers, and rival kennels all want us dead.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s tough being a monster these days.”
 
   “Our strength comes from blood and numbers. Help me with numbers, and I'll spill enough blood so nothing, god-sent or devil-spawned, threatens us.”
 
   “Who threw the dog food at me? One of your guys, right?”
 
   “What can I say? You looked hungry.”
 
   “If I had shed, my partners would have killed me.”
 
   “Had to know you could control yourself.” 
 
   “I’m thinking about shooting you.”
 
   “Grudges are unbecoming, princess,” he said. 
 
   “What's your name?”
 
   “Cano.” He smiled intimately. “Cano Florez.”
 
   “Well, Cano, if you shed in my garage I'll put silver slugs around your neck like a string of pearls. Make you look real pretty.”
 
   He smiled. “I like you, mamacita.”
 
   “Ooh, now I can die happy.”
 
   “Don’t deny your true nature. We're warriors, you and me. It's in our blood.”
 
   “I'm a white Polish chick from Michigan, not some Aztec warmonger. Not a drop of warrior blood in these veins. Hows-about you scram.”
 
   “You're a wolf.” He leaned close. “It's the only blood that matters anymore.”
 
   His natural cologne swirled like rich chocolate, ripe as autumn fruit, spicy as marinated meat. Heat radiated from his face like a saint's halo. His teeth were clean and neat. Gelled hair curled over his ear and brow. I wanted to slip my hand into his curls and grab him, sniff his neck. Maybe sink my teeth in him. Not exactly the makings of a proper friendship.
 
   “Get off my property before I shoot you.”
 
   He smiled, arrogant and smug. “You don't want to shoot me. You want me to take you for a walk and see who outruns whom.”
 
   I snorted.
 
   “Los lobos can be your family,” he said.
 
   The wolves. Footsteps around the house tickled my ears. Cano wasn't the only one I needed to worry about. He brought backup, of course, that's the way gangs work. I was outnumbered but not as worried as I should have been.
 
   He liked me. I could smell it. His interest enticed like candy, a promising treat. Distracting. His goons circled my house. If anything went down, I'd kill a lot of them. Maybe not all, but by-Jove, the survivors would carry scars for the rest of their lives. I made sure Cano could see the threat in my face. He raised his hands and stepped back.
 
   “Think about it. And tell Erik I want a seat at the table.” 
 
   He escaped into the night. Seven shadows lurked on the edge of my property, and two more postured near my trees. I knew what was coming before I smelled it. Urine. A bunch of dogs marked their territory on my trees. I wasn't stupid enough to confront ten wolves. A chunky, old soccer-mom van—a green Dodge—pulled up. They piled in and took off.
 
   Their urine scalded my nose. Those thugs threatened me in my house and pissed on my property. Fury battered me, spiked my blood, and flushed logic from my bones. I left the car and pulled an ax from the tool rack. 
 
   I stomped over to the trees, adjusted my grip, hoisted the ax, and swung. The jolt hummed through my muscle like a deep massage. My hands swelled so much I could barely keep a grip on the handle. Claws scored my own flesh. Damn the carnales, fear-mongering mongrels. Damn all the wolves and the humans who feared them. Screw everyone. Damn me for the empty house and empty life. Damn that heinous tabby cat. 
 
   The tree toppled to the ground. I wiped my brow and made quick work of the next. I tossed the ax over my shoulder, grabbed two tree trunks the size of dinner plates, and dragged them into the street. I stomped to the house and returned with lighter fluid and a book of matches. 
 
   The stinging aroma of fuel cleansed my olfactory pallet, and the matches flung sulfur in the air. Flames burst up, singeing hair off my forearms. I yanked off my bra, stepped out of my jeans, and dropped the filthy clothes onto the pyre. Flames licked my toes like waves creeping over the sand. 
 
   I took a ragged, smoke-filled breath. Fumes curled down my throat and opened in my chest like a hand. An urge to purge struck me so forcefully that I nearly stepped into the fire.
 
   A rubbery screech tore me from reverie. An SUV slammed to a halt, driven by a middle-aged lady with a gaping mouth. I was naked in the street, burning trees from my own front yard. Suburbia wasn't ready for this. As the vehicle slipped into reverse and sped away, I glanced around. Another neighbor watched with wide eyes while his wife shouted on the phone, probably calling the cops. 
 
   Naked lady with a bonfire, so what? Their alarm annoyed me. Vegans, too; they looked to be thin eating. I flipped them off and sauntered into my house to shower the funk of scared animal off me. 
 
   I tried not to think about my hopeless life, but anxiety woke with a powerful hunger and crashed into a wall of self-denial. Being banished and ostracized hadn’t extracted me from ongoing bullshit. I missed the days when killing was all people expected of me. Now, everything was a death sentence, and all I wanted was to run, hunt, and eat.
 
   Roll in the dirt.
 
   Play in puddles.
 
   Chew gristle in my maw.
 
   Rest in the shade.
 
   Arch my spine like a razorback monster from some hellish inferno.
 
   I went to the cupboard and chomped down so much Xen my head swirled within seconds. I grabbed the counter, but vertigo sent me to my knees.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 26
 
    
 
   I was trapped in the elevator with Rosco while blood splashed my face.
 
   Someone knocked on the door. I stirred and found the awake world. Groaning, I rose off the couch, tossing my brain in a swirling tunnel. Lousy balance. Cloudy vision. Too much Xen. The pounding persisted, but I couldn't find it. The kitchen had to be here somewhere. I bumped into the counter and redirected. Felt for the door handle, found it, and opened the door without a care. 
 
   The dawning of a cloudy day outlined his frame. Mullen.
 
   “Mornin’,” he said.
 
   My nerves fired at the low rumble of his smoker's voice. My trembling vision cleared enough to perceive his smirk and crystalline eyes under his ball cap. His gun rode his hip, uncovered for a quick pull. Was he here to kill me?
 
   “Heard you went psycho,” he said.
 
   “Varmint trouble.” I held the doorframe for support. I wasn't up to an altercation with Mullen of all monsters.
 
   “Well.” He stuck a cigarette between his lips. “These neighborhoods are going to shit.”
 
   “I'm starting to believe it.”
 
   I looked him up and down. I couldn't take him. I was neither strong enough nor fast enough. He would see it coming. Goddamn it, why hadn't Rainer told me the bastard was on his way to my house? But my black phone was gone, my landline was jacked, and Rainer had ostracized me. I was stranded while a killer loitered on my doorstep, smoking in my face and hoping he could shoot me.
 
   “Is that it?” I said. “You selling cookies or something?”
 
   “We have to be careful these days, don't you think.” He wasn’t asking. He didn't want input. He stated, assessed, and killed. It was so danged annoying.
 
   “Next time, bring cookies.” I slammed the door in his face and swallowed a few Xen to ease the adrenaline.
 
   Goddamn Mullen.
 
   The wheels of fate were crushing me. Gods were punishing me. They could trap me, haunt me, prod me, but I was done playing their games. This was my life, and I would not hand it over to the wolf. If it killed me, so be it. 
 
   And why was I so worried about Mullen? I could totally take him if I stopped psyching myself out. I decided to make coffee, but watching the pot drip put me to sleep. I slumbered with my head on the counter.
 
   Woke dying of thirst. Clamored with the sink to turn on the water. I drank from the faucet and guzzled tap water until my stomach was bloated and my vision cleared. I rubbed my palms over my gut and squinted around the kitchen. Coffee aged in the pot. When had I done that?
 
   The recollection came back with the lingering stain of cigarette smoke. I walked through the living room and drew the curtain away from the window. Sunlight scorched my eyeballs, and I stumbled back. Jesus. Had to be the drugs getting to my system, making me too sensitive. I'd have to stop taking them. No more Xen, I swear. I approached the window again and peered out. 
 
   Mullen lingered across the street in his muscle car, legs stretched across the seat, tossing cigarette butts out the window. He wanted to rattle me. Silly him, I wasn't interested in self-preservation at the moment. The notion of sinking my teeth into squirming Mullen meat was the most glorious—
 
    —way to get myself killed. I needed a little helper to calm me, so I reached for another Xen. Warm and fuzzy feelings overtook my sore tummy. 
 
   But the Mullen problem remained.
 
   I decided to go talk to him. I pulled an army jacket over my naked chest and panties…had I answered the door half naked? I shrugged, poured coffee into two of my biggest mugs, and carried them outside. Mullen dropped a lit cigarette onto the pavement, got out of the car, and watched me stroll over. His eyes were bullets glinting in the sun. My bare feet embraced the rough street, reminding me of running over stony mountain paths. 
 
   I sat my nearly-nude ass on the hood of his car and placed a mug near him. The street stood empty. Mullen’s musk and smoke clogged the air. With him here, no one could come near me. All my friends were in danger. My family, too. My home, invaded. My privacy, gone. Looking at him made my blood burn, so I pulled my legs up and sipped the coffee. He sniffed the mug.
 
   “What the hell are you doing here, Mullen?”
 
   “I didn't come here for the coffee, that's for sure. Smells like roofing tar.” 
 
   “It'll put hair on your chest.” 
 
   His eyes dropped to the scarring on my neckline. “How low do those go, Durant. Did they fuck up your tits?”
 
   “A bit. Is that why you're here, boy, to check out my rack?”
 
   I should have left out the disrespectful boy because he could be riled, too, but hell. Worse than pestering me, the man pulled my Davey off the street and made him walk a kill floor. Unforgivable. We needed to have a word about that. A brief word ending with his skull crunching between my jaws like a bone-coated grape. 
 
   His throat was right there, a fruit-bearing vine for me to rend open. He cleared his throat, dislodging my gaze. I was like a horny date who'd been staring at the goods instead of paying attention to what the eye candy was saying.
 
   “Princess can't work and can't make a decent cup of coffee. What's left?” 
 
   “My coffee rocks, asshole.” 
 
   “What happened to you?” A sincere question. Maybe he wasn't onto me as a mutt, maybe he simply couldn't figure me out.
 
   “The glamor finally wore off and everyone saw me for what I was: a scarred chick who is tired of shooting things.” 
 
   Saying it sparked the horrible realization it was true.
 
   “What was it that pushed you over? Was it sweet, pure-hearted Yvonne? Grisly old Vincent? Smooth talking Oracio Gracie? The suicide bomber? Who was the one bloody mess too many?” He sipped the coffee despite its likeness to roofing-tar. “What was the last straw?”
 
   “Why? Do you feel yourself teetering on the precipice? Hell, I can see the jagged edges of plumb-fucknuts-psycho poking through your smooth casing. Maybe you're at the breaking point yourself.”
 
   He smiled. “Sweetie, I break breaking points.”
 
   “Of course, you do.” Why bother talking to this guy? 
 
   A van turned the corner and rolled slowly by, scoping us out. Windows tinted. A thin Mexican boy winked at me as he drove. I recognized the van as the same make and model that Cano had gotten into the other night. Now they were watching my house too? Jesus. Why not have everyone, including Mullen and Cano, simply camp on my front lawn?
 
   “Friend of yours?” Mullen said.
 
   “Bosom buddies. Don't you have someplace to be?”
 
   “Nope. All quiet on the southern front, my dear.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “No one has been dying. Mostly, potentials are abandoning tags and disappearing, heading for the hills or joining kennels. Right now we're trying to manage the tag drops, but our computers came down with a virus. Otherwise, there hasn't been any blood action.”
 
   Svetlana's mutt guard was working, and one of the savvy tech rogues confounded the bureau's computers to help mutts go astray. This was good news, except now Mullen had a lot of free time.
 
   “You must be bored. Have you tried crosswords? Sudoku?” 
 
   “Folks may not know this about me, but I'm a people person,” he said. I laughed uproariously. He lit a cigarette and waited until I was done. “I'm good at seeing people, Durant. I'm an excellent judge of character, which is why I recommended you for the Trigger program. You had the potential to be great, then you lost it, and I haven't yet figured out how or why.”
 
   I refused to be scared or flattered.
 
   “I’m curious,” he said.
 
   “Is that why you snatched my Davey and brought him to the kill floor?” 
 
   He shrugged like it was no big deal. 
 
   I wanted to chew on his bones until my teeth broke, but I couldn't submit to passion. If I moved on him in my sluggish state, it would be my last move.
 
   Then I remembered Davey's blood-sopping sneakers and the trembling of his body when Koko brought him home. He'd been terrified, we all had, and his nightmares began anew. If that was Mullen's way of starting shit, I couldn't afford to let him finish. My brain filled with images us killing each other, tearing each other apart with our bare hands. I was fine with that.
 
   “Must be boring out there,” I said. “Why not come inside? I'll make some better-than-horrible coffee and we can compare scars.” 
 
   And then I'll eat you in the dark privacy of my home.
 
   He shot me a no-bullshit glare. I was wasting my time trying to be clever. It was better to move on him outright.
 
    A car rattled down the street, sputtering exhaust. It had hippie stickers on the bumper, a cracked windshield, and chipped blue paint. Biscuit. I groaned. This was not a good time. If he shed, I'd be unable to resist, and the world would come crashing down. If he lost control and revealed any mutt symptoms, we were both doomed. Mullen would try to kill us, and I wasn't up to getting shot. If I couldn’t manage to kill the tough SOB, both Biscuit and I would die. Wrapped up in a nice bow.
 
   Biscuit didn't pull into my driveway and wait. No, he parked by the curb, exited his shit car, and walked toward us. Cripes. He was as much a threat to my survival as Mullen.
 
   “Everything okay, Kaidlyn?” He eyed Mullen up and down with all the courage of a dumb kid. 
 
   “Another boyfriend?” Mullen stuck a cigarette into his bemused mouth and talked over it. “Your fuck-card must be full.”
 
   “Go wait for me in the house,” I told Biscuit.
 
   “Nonsense, Kaidlyn,” Mullen said. “You wouldn't want to be inhospitable. Introduce me to your friend. Maybe he can tell me why you're such a bitch.”
 
   “I imagine it's because she has to tolerate people like you,” Biscuit said.
 
   Mullen smiled at me. “Cute kid. Fucking him, too?” His eyes roved up and down Biscuit’s young body. “He can’t be that good.”
 
   “Jealous?” Biscuit fibbed. This was getting out of hand.
 
   “Go screw yourself, Mullen.” I grabbed Biscuit’s arm and walked him across the street. He stared over his shoulder at the agent, assessing him.
 
   When we were in the garage, he said, “The dude looks like bad news.” 
 
   “The worst. Stay as far away from him as your furry legs can take you. What are you doing here, anyway?”
 
   “Alden checked your cards and saw you haven't been buying food. Peter didn’t want you going hungry, so he sent over a couple hundred pounds of meat, which I expect you to help me unload. How long has that ass with the muscle car been watching you?”
 
   “You should have called.”
 
   “The house line isn't clean and your black phone is out of order. Short of sending you a telegram, there wasn't much alternative.”
 
   “Dang it, kid. I don't need you to be right; I need to you be careful. I've raised too many questions, and that creep is hell-bent on gunning down someone. Why do you think I'm insisted Davey stay away?”
 
   “I'm stronger than you think, Kaidlyn. Strong enough that Svetlana chose me to guard my very own FBHS agent.” He smiled, a twinkle in his eye and a jolly dimple in his cheek. “I'm all grown up now.”
 
   “Hmph. There you go, being right again.”
 
   He dug in his pocket. “Here, a new phone.”
 
   “From Rainer?” Had he forgiven me and welcomed me back into his confidence?
 
   “From Peter. Rainer won’t talk to you until this boils over. In fact, if Svetlana asks, she shouldn’t know Peter gave you a phone, okay?”
 
   “Got it. Anything else?” 
 
   “Your teeth are crowding and your gums look bruised. For God’s sake, get sleep. You look like shit.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 27
 
   Koko 
 
   I woke hours before the sun with plenty of time and nothing to do with it. I’d landed in a place with no one to lead, no one to follow, and no clear agenda. Two urges struck me: the need to pee and jerk off, but I couldn't satisfy the latter because I had a houseguest. I urinated as quietly as possible and dressed in the dark. Yet as I slithered into my athletic shorts and shirt, the light clicked on. The girl blinked at me, dressed in a black button-up shirt. Only a shirt. Her bare legs went on and on.
 
   “Fall asleep on the guard?” I said. “How comforting.”
 
   She stuck out her tongue.
 
   “Is that my shirt?” 
 
   “I like it.” She patted the fabric. It was my best shirt, and now she had her girlie mutt germs all over it. I'd have to throw it out.
 
   “You can't go digging in people's closets.” 
 
   “Had to spend time somehow.”
 
   “What happened to standing guard?”
 
   “Boring.”
 
   Yes, boring. I'd been retired one insufferable week during which I overworked myself at the gym. My knees, elbows, and all the muscles in between burned tightly. I had read the rest of my books, cleaned my weapons twice, and called Durant to complain about the girl, but Durant didn't answer. I was stuck with the monster woman. 
 
   “Where are we going?” Her voice was thick with sleep.
 
   “I am jogging. You are free to leave.”
 
   She quirked an eyebrow and strolled to the bathroom. I watched the saunter of her hips as she sashayed past. Light gleamed on her bare legs, shapely things men dreamed of before they knew what sex was. I clenched my shoestrings in my fists and stared helplessly. Nice. She slammed the door, and I shook my head to jar the cloud of inappropriate thoughts. I needed to get away from her long enough to think.
 
   The air was crisp. Empty sidewalks echoed my footfalls. Feral cats scattered in the alleys. My knees protested before I left the neighborhood but got their bearings in the next half mile. Nothing but me, pavement, and absolute peace and quiet. Moving west, the jogging path left the ghetto and circled abandoned baseball fields, making a six-mile trek. Everything around me laid still. Peaceful. As if my life wasn't falling apart.
 
   My ears picked up the ever-so-soft padding of feet in pursuit. I clenched my teeth and picked up the pace, hoping to leave her behind. The spiteful, childish maneuver backfired when she fell into stride and reminded me she wasn't simply a pesky teenager. She was supernatural. She was faster than me, but my pride wouldn’t let me quit. I ran at a pace likely to blow out a knee and lung at the same time. 
 
   “You should not run without your gun,” she said when we reached the apartment. She was right, of course, but I was busy catching my breath.
 
   I was too old to play games with a disease-enhanced teenager.
 
   I made myself breakfast and didn't offer the girl any, hoping she'd leave the house to find food. Deliberate silence filled the apartment. I showered. When I emerged, she was perched on the counter, legs folded, devouring a raw steak. Watery red juice dripped on everything, reaching a new level of unsanitary behavior.
 
   “Get your feet off the counter.” 
 
   She kicked out her heels and dangled her feet in the air. I set my teeth together and opted to ignore her completely. My apartment offered no television and nothing to do but read and stare at the wall. Hopefully, the lack of stimulus would bore her and convince her to leave me alone. 
 
   Plus, chicks hate being ignored.
 
   I tuned the radio into my favorite blues station, sat on the bed, rested my back on the wall, and opened a book. She finished her food and slid off the counter. Wiping her hands on my shirt, she reached for the radio dial. 
 
   Without looking up, I said, “Do not touch.” 
 
   She paused, fingertips a fraction from the tuner, and thought about disobeying me. Instead, she went to the bathroom and showered while I read. She emerged clean and wrapped in a towel. Don't look at her, I warned myself. I stared so hard at the pages I couldn't see the words anymore.
 
   The girl sniffed (literally) around my apartment. She inspected the new cupboards she’d installed after the mutt fight decimated the previous ones. She checked the seal on the windows and tsked at the air coming through a slight gap. She paced, sat, rummaged through my cupboards, poked around in the fridge, paced some more, sat in a chair by the bed, and stared at me. She had the heaviest, most aggravating gaze of anyone I'd met outside of the service. 
 
   Miraculously, I managed to ignore her and read my book. I would read every book in the apartment over and over if that's what it took to get rid of her. She tinkered with the sink and the bathroom plumbing, then toyed with the lights and added dimmer switches. 
 
   When she ran out of projects, she resolved to stare at me for hours on end, long agonizing moments. She perused me, examining each shape and fiber as if I was an alien specimen. It proved disturbing enough that my eyes moved without registering a single word and I had to start the page over.
 
    She moved the chair to the bed beside me. She smelled of my body wash and fabric softener, but I refused to let the combination disturb me. I'd waged war on foreign soil, and I wouldn't be undone by an unorthodox house guest. 
 
   Horror of horrors, she picked up a discarded book and started to read, slowly, with a frown on her lips and pursed eyebrows. Her short-nailed thumb stroked the corners of the pages like she was folding a deck of cards. She read incredibly slow, probably because it wasn't her first language. At this rate, she'd take a year to digest the book. I was doomed. She was unshakable.
 
   “What is this?” Her fingertip pointed at a word. I couldn't help it.
 
   “Mountebank,” I said. She blinked hard. “It means a charlatan.”
 
   “What is a charlatan?”
 
   “A fake, a fraud.”
 
   “Hmm.” She gave a scholarly grunt. I hadn't realized how bright her eyes were, how small her neck. “What is this?” 
 
   “Anthropophagus. It means cannibal.”
 
   “Why not say cannibal? Why say something three times bigger than what you mean?”
 
   My lips threatened to smile, so I went back to the reading.
 
   “And this?” She lifted her book to block the view of my own. Each word brought her the tiniest bit closer, a movement I noted with far too much interest.
 
   I sighed. “Gesticulate. Do you want a dictionary? I’ve got one.”
 
   “What is gesticulate?”
 
   “You know how people move their hands to emphasize their words when they talk? They gesture. That's gesticulation.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   Her hair contained four different shades of blond. She held up the book.
 
   “What is—”
 
   “Stay on your side of the bed.” I set the boundary before wondering how she'd come to deserve half of the bed or why I didn't kick her out in general.
 
   “What is—”
 
   I got up, went to the bookshelf, plucked the dictionary, and tossed it on the bed. She lost interest in reading and left the book splayed open. She slipped down and rested her head on my pillow. She pretended to nap but lifted her head every time I moved. Halfway into Gulag Archipelago, I fell asleep. 
 
   She poked me, and I jerked awake. “What about dinner?” 
 
   My back stiffened from sleeping upright, and my legs cramped in the seated position. Night had fallen, and I had to pee. I slid away and stretched like a grizzly trying to do yoga.
 
   “I want more steak,” she said.
 
   “There's some in the freezer.”
 
   “Not anymore.”
 
   She ate all my food. Perfect. I went to pee, and when I came back, she sat on the counter and frowned at the ingredient list for a high-fiber protein bar. A snarl raised her cute lip.
 
   “I want food,” she said.
 
   “Then go to the supermarket.”
 
   “Order pizza.”
 
   I shook my head. I was by no means a babysitter. I didn't even like most young people. If they hadn't been through two decades of turmoil, I didn't want to talk to them, much less feed them while they sit improperly on my once-clean counter. She sniffed the protein snack through the thin foil wrapper and wrinkled her nose. For a moment, she was the average teenager hoping to get some junk food. I had to remind myself she was an honest-to-God mutt.
 
   “How did you catch the disease?” I said.
 
   Her eyes narrowed. She dropped the protein bar and turned her back. I might have eased into that better. 
 
   “Tell me about yourself and we'll go get some food.”
 
   “Speak, and I get a treat? Sit, stay, roll over?”
 
   When she said roll over, my eyes dropped to the neckline of her shirt. I couldn't help it. She huffed and left, thank goodness. She probably didn't go far, but it was my chance to shake her. I stepped into some jeans, my holster, and a sweatshirt. I crept to the door, opened it, and glanced both ways. No girl! I stealthily and happily trekked down to the parking to retrieve my truck and escape into the night. 
 
   She was elbow-deep in the splayed hood of my vehicle, oil pan pissing into a tub, air filter abandoned, other tubing scattered. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing to my truck?” Since I had the keys in my hand, I said, “And how did you start it!” 
 
   She shrugged. The girl had hot-wired my vehicle. She ignored me and continued tinkering. I stormed back into the apartment to take a long, hot shower, scowling all the while. I groomed and reached for my aftershave, but it was gone. I frowned. Yesterday I had half a bottle. I opened the bathroom door and saw the girl in the kitchen, washing grease off her elbows.
 
   “Hey, you,” I said. “Did you take my aftershave?”
 
   “I didn't like it.”
 
   “Where is it?” 
 
   “Trash. Yesterday's trash. Gone in the city truck.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? Isn't it enough that I put up with you day in and day out? What gives you the right to throw away my things?”
 
   “I didn't like it,” she said, without the slightest hint of guilt.
 
   “That's it.” I charged into the kitchen. “You gotta go.”
 
   I barreling toward her. She wasn’t alarmed. I grabbed her by the arm and hauled her across the kitchen. She was like an anchor with alarming density. A monster was packed tightly in her bones, waiting to break out. Heat rose.
 
   I dropped her like a leprous sack of anthrax.
 
   The disease...I'd touched it in her and it jarred my reptile brain. Touching her was like plucking a flower only to realize it's the detonator for a nuke.
 
   She set her arms akimbo and raised on her tiptoes to glare into my face.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere, medvyeht.” 
 
   Lord, she had great skin. Her eyes were wild and taunting. While I stood stupefied by her lashes, she had plenty of opportunities to gut me. Instead, she turned away. I watched her body stretch as she leaned and grabbed a beer from the fridge. Her skin was free of scars and absent noticeable bite marks, yet she'd gotten the disease somehow. No one was magically contaminated. Curiosity overrode my caution.
 
   “How did it happen?” 
 
   My voice came low and gentle, but it didn't matter. Her back tightened. Her hand squeezed the bottle like she might give it a swing and aim for my noggin. Instead, she gave me a weird smile which could have meant anything. She took her beer and went to stand on my tiny veranda.
 
   I'd gone too far, and not far enough. I made her sad, but she wasn't nearly mad enough to leave. She clammed up, put on her soldier face, and resolved herself to the task. No more questions for a while. 
 
   Well, maybe one.
 
   “What’s med-vyeht mean?”
 
   “Bear.”
 
   A grunt of satisfaction slipped past my lips. 
 
   I laid down on the bed and folded my arms under my head. New plan: shut up. She'll talk eventually. Women love to talk.
 
   Except she wasn’t like most women. She was skeptical, guarded, and suspicious. The nicer I acted, the more uptight and suspicious she became. If I rattled her, she might slip up or disappear more often. 
 
   I rolled off the bed and went to the fridge, grabbed one of her dark beers, and brought the cold bottle outside. She poised against the railing of the balcony, which was little more than a fire escape. There was scarcely room for both of us. I had to slide in sideways. She threw her hip to the left to make room for me. 
 
   I plucked the empty bottle dangling from her fingers—which could easily become a diseased claw—and replaced it with the full bottle. 
 
   “I shouldn't have pried,” I said, and left her without expectations or opportunity to comment. Time would do the rest. She’d fixed everything in the apartment, and soon she'd get bored and chatty.
 
   She poked her head back into the room.
 
   “You will not get information, no matter what you do. Nothing you say will spill my secrets. You are weak for trying tricks.”
 
   Weak? Anger spat a flood of hellish, violent thoughts. There are a thousand ways to ask, a thousand ways to beat out an answer. Enough politeness. No more waiting for her to yield or leave. She might be supernatural, but she was alone and she could feel pain. I hated hitting females, but sometimes a job needed to be done. She needed a lesson regarding how weak I wasn't. Fuck her. Fuck Durant, and fuck whoever was behind all of this. 
 
   “Anger is a perfume.” Her pupils flared. “And yours is delicious.”
 
   I shuddered, yet my temperature rose. She could smell my anger? Jesus. How does anyone get privacy around these creatures? I frowned. How much did she like it? Precisely what could she smell? She laughed and strolled away, leaving me confused and interested. How deep did this perception go? Did confusion have an aroma too? Crap! 
 
   She chuckled. Ding. She won that round, sort of. The firecracker knew a hell of a lot more about me than I knew about her. She watched me constantly, radar gaze observing every breath and fidget. 
 
   I needed to get out of the apartment and distract myself from the threat of her species and consequent genocide that wrecked my life.
 
   “Lady, you can’t be comfortable stuck inside a boring apartment with a boring guy. I don't even have a television. Wouldn't you rather be at home, eating junk food, and hanging out with friends? If you're trapped here any longer, you're bound to lose your mind.”
 
   “When you say boredom, I hear peace and quiet.”
 
   “A girl your age shouldn’t spend so much time with a man my age. It's bound to be trouble. What will people think?” 
 
   “What people are you worried about? Your life is empty. I see no friends, no family. No people to think nothing.”
 
   Little brat. She played with her thumbnail and muttered something in Russian knowing full well I didn't understand her, a tactic so aggravating my teeth ground together.
 
   “I'm not stupid,” she said, perhaps for the third time. How could I have missed how self-conscious she was about her perceived intelligence?
 
   “You're smart. Taking apart an engine is no easy task, but you managed it with ease. There are different types of intelligence.”
 
   “What a dumb thing to say: different types of intelligence. Different types of stupid, too, aren't there? Glass half full or half empty makes the same amount of water, the same amount of stupid.” 
 
   “For the last time, no one wants to kill me. Tell your people I’m fine and get the hell out of my life.”
 
   She snorted. “Different kinds of stupid, indeed.” 
 
   There was no winning with her. We passed the remainder of the day in complete silence. 
 
   We developed a routine. I'd leave for my morning jog and she’d catch up. When I went to the gym to press weight until I couldn’t make a fist, she brought a dozen doughnuts to eat while watching me. I pushed my knees until it was like asphalt grinding raw nerves, pounding myself into that meditative place, until she called it by sidling up to innocent civilians and grinned like a Cheshire cat. 
 
   At home, I read and she would mosey around, pick at a few pages of my books, and pester me about words she refused to look up even if I turned the dictionary pages for her. I compulsively answered all her questions. She began stealing things around the neighborhood: appliances, gadgets, small motors. She’d fix and return them, keeping her hands busy and greasy. Occasionally, she went shopping without me to stock the fridge with bulk meats and junk food.
 
   Time crawled by, and I forgot about convincing her to leave.
 
   Until one night I woke up with a hard-on so bad I thought my balls would crack open. I hadn’t cum in so long! My hand wandered down to deal with the situation…
 
   A blond head popped up, her hair awry, eyes darting. 
 
   I twitched. I’d been so wrapped up in the need to jerk off that I’d forgotten she occupied the corner of my bed. She yawned and turned her back on me. Her black sports bra and over-sized sweat pants left little to my sex-crazed imagination. I groaned in frustration and took a cold shower. 
 
   I needed to go out and see people. Real, uninfected people who didn’t worry about monsters, murder, and mayhem. Time to head down to a blues bar where the ladies were over thirty and loved to dance without any stripper gyrations. The bands were local, the booze slightly overpriced, and the lighting was cozy. The perfect prescription for a bad mood and a grim future. 
 
   In unrelated news, I heard the best way to forget the strife caused by one female was to tumble in the sheets with another. 
 
   She knew the instant I decided to do something different, as if my resolution had its own odor. She stood, stretched, and followed me while I chose clothes. She cornered me in the bathroom while I shaved and happily ignored her.
 
   “Where are we going?” she said. Finally, it was her turn to ask questions.
 
   “Out.” 
 
   She inferred the rest. “Crowds are not safe.”
 
   “I’m going out, and you can’t stop me. I need to blow off steam, have a drink, and be around people. Plus, I'd like some female company.”
 
   “Female company.” 
 
   “Yes, women. Sexy ones who dance, get the picture? I'm going out.”
 
   Hands went to her hips. “I suppose, for a while.”
 
   “Not you, missy. I'm going alone. You can't get into a club dressed like that, and I won't get laid with you hanging around.”
 
   She pulled on the strap of her sporty bra and shuffled. It was the first truly self-conscious gesture I'd seen. I'd insulted her, again. 
 
   “I need a break from this whole business,” I said. “One night off will be good for both of us. I'm going to dance with real live women. Do whatever you want, but don't wait up because I won't be home until dawn.”
 
   “Real women,” she said, then, “Dawn.”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   She scowled, grabbed the soap-dish, and whipped it at me, soap and all. 
 
   “You don't get a night off! I don't get a night off! This is life!” She erupted in a tirade of Russian, half of which I suspected was profanity. 
 
   I closed the door in her face.
 
   She kicked it, sending a bare foot through the wood. The door split and fell, leaving a six inch plank attached to the hinges. After her tantrum, she stormed out. I didn’t care where she went. Hell, I didn’t care if she hotwired my truck. I rushed to get dressed and leave before she cooled down and found her way back. 
 
   My truck sat in the parking lot, so I sped down to the bar.
 
   A crowd packed the joint from one side to the next. The dance floor was full, the band sounded smooth, and stacks of people smoked outside. I danced with a brunette in a bronze dress, bought her a drink, then danced with her less attractive friend who I also bought drinks for and flattered until the first woman swooped back in to claim me and take me home. She had a cute house and probably an out-of-town husband but I didn't ask. 
 
   I needed to release all my pent up energy in a down-filled bed with a D-cup beauty who made deep grunting sounds in her throat and breathy “nn-mmh” sounds through her nose. 
 
   As she came and I was about to, a sudden anxiety chilled me. My gut insisted someone was watching, but no one was, not even the brunette with her eyes shut and mouth wide open. Maybe my bodyguard finally caught up with me. Was she lurking outside? I ejaculated while another woman occupied my brain. In ten minutes, I’d try again with renewed focus.
 
   The brunette curled sweetly into my side, breasts pressing against my ribs as she nibbled my pec and fondled my balls. Then she got it into her mind that she wanted to talk. I tried to listen, honest-to-God, but who cared if the ceiling should be repainted tapioca or antique lace?
 
   Besides, the mutt might be storming around, waiting, eating neighbors or calling in the nasty Asian replacement I was supposed to regret. She might be rearranging, demolishing, or remodeling my apartment, all options equally unpleasant. Where had she gone when she stormed off? What had she done? 
 
   What pissed her off in the first place? 
 
   Sure, I'd complained about her clothing and her company, but she had been unshakable thus far. I thought my tag-along bodyguard was made of tougher stuff, but maybe I’d been wrong. Christ, I shouldn't have to worry about her. I should worry about disentangling myself from the housewife who'd chatted away the last twenty minutes.
 
   One sure way to limit her talking...
 
   I propped myself up on my side and splayed my hand over her belly. This caught her attention. Then I slid my hand lower and lower still, into the curling hair at the apex of her thighs, and I gave her new sounds to occupy her mouth. After, she fell asleep. I left, drove my truck home, and watched dawn break.
 
   I climbed the steps to my apartment, apprehensive of what I might find. 
 
   Nothing, as it turns out. Nothing newly broken, no bombs, no Asian, and no blond. Good, I told myself. 
 
   Unease nagged my stomach throughout my shower, even after I double-bolted my door, secured my firearm bedside, climbed under the covers, and tried to sleep. 
 
   Something was not right, I proclaimed to the empty apartment. 
 
   Or, maybe everything was right and I simply hadn't accepted it yet.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28
 
   Koko 
 
   Anxiety pestered me awake. I found myself on the edge of the bed, reserving most of the mattress space for a body that wasn’t occupying it. 
 
   She was gone.
 
   I jolted up, heart thumping. She’d slept in the chair, and my movement startled her awake. She hadn’t splayed herself across the covers and taken over the mattress per usual. I nearly asked why but figured I could guess. I had pissed her off by coming home smelling of another woman. Of course, she wouldn’t sleep on the damned bed. And why the hell was I thinking she should?
 
   I needed the kind life perspective that only came when I heard myself explain the situation to someone else. Sadly, I had no one worth talking to. I hadn't befriended anyone outside of work, certainly not a normal human. 
 
   Well, that wasn't entirely true. 
 
   “Where are we going?” she said.
 
   “Me, not you.”
 
   “A penny for every time I hear that, medvyeht. You know how this works.”
 
   “Not this time. I'll take two guns instead so you won't feel I'm going to die if I go anywhere by myself. Never mind that I've been caring for myself the past four decades.”
 
   “Four decades? Four and what? How old are you?”
 
   “How old are you?” I quipped. Please be legal; I'd hate to learn I spend my spare time ogling a minor.
 
   “Old enough to order a beer.” She whispered, “In Canada.”
 
   I groaned. Playing house with a girl in the nineteen to twenty range, a supremely gorgeous chick with an accent and perfect skin. Embarrassing. In one alarming instant, I realized I had never learned her name. 
 
   “Hey. What's your name?”
 
   She blinked as if it hadn't occurred to her either. Then she folded her arms and glared, pissed I hadn't asked sooner. I'd been remiss in my duties. How do I churn a source for information if I didn't even bother to learn her name? 
 
   “C'mon, we've been living together for a month. Don't you think I should learn your name?” My gut cringed. I'd been cohabiting with a babe for a month. She had a drawer in my dresser. She hadn't asked; she had simply stuffed her shirts inside and usurped it.
 
   “Tatka,” she said.
 
   I held out my hand, daring her to shake it. She hesitated only slightly, and when she slipped her palm into mine, her firm grip stole my breath. Heat rolled into me, and I felt a gentle scrape of her callouses against mine. I withdrew.
 
   “Tatka, I'll allow you to accompany me if you promise not to eat anyone.”
 
   “I won't embarrass you.” 
 
   I think she meant it, which was endearing. “Deal.”
 
   “And the bodyguard should drive.”
 
   “Don't push it.” 
 
   She smiled, and we loaded into the truck. She found the blues station and didn't try to change it. If I didn't know better, I'd think she was starting to like my music. She didn't ask where we were going, she simply propped her feet up on the dash, leaned back, and patted her thighs to the beat of Big Daddy Wilson. 
 
   She was completely at ease until I turned into the hospital parking lot, then she dropped her feet off the dash and sat upright. Concern filled her face, and she shot me a look.
 
   “I'm going to visit someone in the ICU for about an hour. If the environment makes you uncomfortable, you may wait in the truck. If you have the slightest inkling that your prey drive may endanger a patient, you shouldn't step foot inside. We avoided killing each other this long, and it would be a shame to break the trend if you find someone too appetizing to resist.”
 
   She frowned, and I had the feeling she took it as a challenge instead of a chance to opt out. I brought a wolf to the watering hole. She reached for the door handle and left the truck. I watched her walk toward the hospital and hoped I wouldn't have to shoot her. Her hips swung like a hypnotist’s pocket watch. 
 
   I locked the vehicle and caught up.
 
   We entered the pristine, sanitized hospital. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up and goosebumps rose down her arms. Nurses wheeled a bed containing a yellowish elderly man, and the patient didn't look like he'd last the night. Tatka started to grind her teeth. 
 
   I put my hand on the small of her back, partly to read her temperature. I touched the tight cords of anxious muscle and worried about how hard a trial this might be. My imposing hand gave her a jolt. She bumped into me, sliding under my arm for just an instant. Her head touched that crook of me where lovers cuddle. Goosebumps rose on my arms. Every dash of contact toyed with my nerves. Not good. I dropped my hand and went straight to the nurse's station.
 
   “We're here to see Zelda Blackwood.” 
 
   When Tatka heard who we were visiting, she lost interest in other patients.
 
   “You don't appear to be family,” the nurse said. 
 
   “I'm a federal agent,” I fibbed.
 
   “And who is this?” The nurse stared at Tatka.
 
   “That's confidential. What can you tell me about Ms. Blackwood's status?” 
 
   “She's got no next of kin, and we didn't notify anyone about her recent situation.” I prepared myself for the bad news while the nurse fetched a file.
 
   “When did she pass?” I said.
 
   “She isn't dead, agent. She's awake.”
 
   “That's good news. Will she be okay? Does she need extra care?”
 
   She passed me a sly look. “Well, seeing as you’re a federal agent, I suppose I can tell you. Universal health care law doesn’t require us to operate unless she has more than a seventy-five percent chance of surviving. For quite some time, her condition lingered at a forty percent chance of success. Fortunately, her status improved and we were able to operate. Her bypass proceeded without a hitch. She's resting down the hall. She's lucid every now and then if you want to poke your head in.”
 
   The prognosis was good. I must have smiled because the nurse blinked and grinned. 
 
   “Sir, I’m sure she’d love company. Ms. Blackwood perked right up when her grandsons came to visit.”
 
   “I thought you said she didn't have any kin.”
 
   “The boys weren't actually related. They weren't even brothers, but they always managed to slip past the desk.”
 
   Davey and Peter, I suspected. The nurse directed us to the long-term ward with oatmeal-colored walls, blotchy tiles, and generic watercolors. Tatka walked woodenly beside me. 
 
   “Are you okay?” 
 
   She nodded with a jerk.
 
   Zelda lay in bed covered by a meager blue cotton blanket. Needles and compounding tubes intersected her body. Her torso looked like a lump of punched dough. Her hair was matted and unkempt. I hadn't known her well, but she deserved better. 
 
   Tatka licked her lips, and I worried the elderly lady would tempt her to violence. The mutt might be seeing dinner, aged sixty years. Tatka reached for Zelda. I grabbed the girl's forearm. She grunted and showed her teeth. She pushed through my grasp and clasped Zelda’s hand. 
 
   “Oma?” the werewolf said.
 
   Zelda’s eyes fluttered. Her skin was three shades too pale, her eyes dull and old. She overlooked me like I was a stray post. 
 
   “Kaidlyn?”
 
   “Tatka, grandma.”
 
   Grandma? That answered a few questions about how close they were.
 
   “Dear, can you take the scones out of the oven?”
 
   “Sure, oma.” Tatka patted her hand. “Don't you worry.”
 
   Zelda squinted around the room, and her eyes finally locked onto me. She blinked fiercely. “My, but you're a big guy.”
 
   “Do you remember me, Ms. Blackwood? I was Kaidlyn Durant's partner. I came to her house and you fed me caramel mousse?”
 
   “Was?” Her brow twisted. “What happened? What did you do?”
 
   “She's fine.” As far as I knew.
 
   “Why are you here?” 
 
   “Tatka, can you give us a minute?”
 
   “I'll wait outside,” she said, agreeing too easily. Given werewolf super-hearing, I leaned in and whispered, “Walk to wherever it is that you can't hear me, then go further. And don't eat anyone.”
 
   She frowned and left. I watched her mighty saunter as she strolled down the hall and out of sight. I turned on the television for background noise.
 
   “Looks serious,” Zelda said. I sat in a too-small chair that might pop.
 
   “You remember me?” 
 
   “You came to the house once.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You need to eat more home cooking.”
 
   I smiled. “Possibly.”
 
   “What are you doing with Tatka?”
 
   “The more accurate question would be, what is she doing with me?”
 
   “Young man, do you know what you’re dealing with?”
 
   “I do.” 
 
   “Am I in trouble?” she said. “I don't care if I am. I'd do it all again. Your system is heartless and—”
 
   “You're not in trouble. This isn't official business. I wanted to talk to you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “When we met, you seemed to have a grounded, peaceable acceptance of the world you know.”
 
   “The universe provides, dear, you only have to listen.”
 
   “I'm afraid the universe doesn't speak my language. However, you seem to have a unique understanding. A few things have come to my attention… the sociopolitical mutt situation… I need to ask about Durant.”
 
   “Oh dear. Were you lying when you said Kaidlyn is okay?”
 
   “I don't think so.”
 
   “Water,” Zelda said. I poured her a glass from the nightstand, plunked a straw in it, and held it while she sipped.
 
   “This conversation isn't about Durant.”
 
   “You don't have a mother, do you sweetie?” 
 
   I stilled at the prying question, which somehow made me a kid again. A spark of anger flamed my blood. 
 
   “I don't mean to be rude,” she said. “But this sounds like a conversation a person would have with their mother.”
 
   “My mother killed herself when I was a boy.”
 
   “Oh, sweetie. I'm sorry.” She patted hand. “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “I'd rather discuss my current predicament. The more I discover about this ongoing war, the more I realize that I'm standing on a battleground where neither side is entirely right or wrong. Bad guys do good things while the good guys do bad things. I can't support the all the actions of the bureau, but neither can I rest while people are killed. This is a lose-lose situation.”
 
   “Wondering if you should pick up the mantle of a soldier and do your duty?”
 
   “I need to do what is right, but I'm not seeing what that is.”
 
   “You'll feel it,” she said.
 
   I frowned. I didn't want to feel my way through this situation while the weight of my world rested on my rusty heartstrings. 
 
   “Generally speaking, there are two kinds of people,” she said. “Some see a problem and get away from it. Running, self-preservation, denial, what-have-you. Others, they see something wrong and they try to fix it. They stick around for the hard work. I'm not saying one is better than the other, but I will say this; unfinished business is the stuff of regrets, and all of us, our days are numbered. Regrets weigh heavy on the soul, so heavily I'd wager such a spirit couldn't rise to heaven even if invited by St. Peter on a hot air balloon.”
 
   “I can't disagree.”
 
   “Then you'll feel it. Trust that, sweetie.”
 
   “Thanks, Ms. Blackwood.” I had major doubts about whether I'd 'know' when the right thing happened, but I wouldn’t hear any prophetic answers from her. Despite that, the talk did ease my concerns. Zelda acted like everything was so normal and everything would be okay. I stood to leave. “Rest easy and get better.”
 
   “How did you come to be with Tatka?” Zelda said.
 
   I smiled. “She’s my appointed bodyguard. I'm stuck with her.”
 
   “Don't you hurt my girls, Mr. Koko. I may be old, but I can hire some young whipper-snapper to make you regret it. Don't go hurting them.”
 
   “I won't,” I promised. And I really, really hoped that was true. 
 
   The sun warmed the back of my neck as I left the hospital. Tatka wasn't around, but the lack of screams assured me she wasn't eating anyone. She sat in the truck, leaning against the door, knees tucked up to her chin. She stared bleakly, her mouth down-turned in a pensive frown, brow scrunched up as she bit her thumbnail. When I opened the door, her hand fell from her mouth.
 
   “Are you okay?” I said.
 
   She nodded without looking at me. The truck filled with an awkward silence. I grit my teeth. It would be unbearable to ride home with her in such a mood. I much preferred the companionable tone of our drive in.
 
   “The nurses say she'll be ready to go home soon,” I said. Tatka nodded, but her expression didn't change. I clearly wasn't comforting her well. I couldn’t do much, but I wanted to remove that sad look from her face.
 
   “The bypass seems to have gone well,” I said.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “No? How do you know?”
 
   Tatka wrinkled her nose. Holy crap; she could detect a bad ticker. Her eyes tightened. The belligerent werewolf teen was upset about granny’s chances. 
 
   “When I was injured, Durant fixed me with a special kind of blood. Can that help Ms. Blackwood?”
 
   Shaking her head, Tatka said, “She needs a new heart.”
 
   Unfortunately, those didn't grow on trees. She sat with her dirty tennis shoes on my seat, and I didn't complain. She rested her chin on her knees and stared out the window. I pulled onto the freeway, but I didn’t want to go back to my apartment.
 
   “Want some coffee?” I said, surprising myself.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   What was I doing? Why would I take her to my secret place? I didn’t have an answer, yet I didn’t turn around. We pulled into the clean lot of a ramshackle building. She quirked an eyebrow. 
 
   “Antiques?” she said.
 
   “They have the largest variety of used, uncensored books on the market.”
 
   “Piracy?” she whispered.
 
   I chuckled. “Now, that would be illegal. I’m simply rummaging the leftover estates of deceased collectors.” 
 
   She snorted. The adorable, bemused sound made the corner of my mouth hitch upward. Her eyes were like champagne or morganite. 
 
   We sauntered up to the clean yet dilapidated building. I pulled the door open for her, and a bell chimed. She stepped past me. Rays of dusty sunlight brushed over her golden hair as she passed the window. The shop held wall-to-wall rusty, dusty treasure. Off-putting in appearance, full of bounty nonetheless. I nodded at the old, wrinkled, dour patron minding the counter. My hand fell on the back of Tatka’s spine as I led her around the corner, down a dimly lit flight of stairs, and into a nook under the stairwell. 
 
   “Behold, piles of booty,” I said. 
 
   “Books?” They were crammed together, stacked in every inch of available space. Musty, wrinkled, worthless. Priceless.
 
   “I need something to read if I have to put up with your nagging, tag-along ass much longer.”
 
   “I know where you can find many books. The internet. Downloads hundreds in instants. No problem.”
 
   “I don’t want those books. I want real ones that I can hold in my hand, with real pages I can turn. It’s much more—”
 
   “Tactile. I learned that word. Also, nostalgic.” She picked up the nearest paperback book, flipped its pages, and sniffed it. “Something perceptible to touch while you yearn for the past.”
 
   I hmphed. “You have learned a lot of words, apparently.” 
 
   Her lips flicked a smile in my direction. 
 
   I squatted down by the well-rummaged piles. A bare bulb dangled nearby and I turned it on so I could see better. Her keen eyes blinked while adjusting to the yellow light. A ton of old books sat before me, awaiting my rifling fingers. History and crap, gems and garbage all mixed up.
 
   “A lot,” she said.
 
   “Sometimes I get lucky. I’ve found The Advancement of Freedom by Greoth, How Statism Killed Liberty by Neche, and We Are All Big Babies by Goldberg. Moldy and yellowed, sure, but still legible.”
 
   “We are big babies?” Her brow shot up.
 
   “The book discusses human psychology and why we, as a race, are prone to following the path of least resistance. Humans will sacrifice almost anything for feelings of safety and comfort. The book was pinned as pro-terrorist literature and blacklisted before the first Gaza skirmish.”
 
   “I don't like to read your books. They’re too hard.”
 
   “Baby,” I teased. She stared at my smile and gradually interpreted my tone. Then she started to blush, something entirely new and intimate. The rosy hue crawled up her neck and tinted her cheeks. Her lips stamped tightly together. 
 
   “You promised coffee,” she accused.
 
   I gestured. “There’s always a pot on the stand between the heap of silverware and the antiquated laptops.” 
 
   She looked at the massive mound of utensils and stack of old computers. While she went for the coffee, I sat on my ass, stretched out my legs, and began culling the books. Outmoded histories, old anthologies, a political ditty here and there…
 
   “Why silverware?” she said. 
 
   I glanced up in time to see her reach for the shoulder-high mound of authentic silver. 
 
   “Don’t!” I scrambled to my feet.
 
   Too late. She grabbed a silver knife, cocked her wrist, and stared at it. No ill effect. “You can touch silver?” 
 
   “Yes, I can touch silver! What do you take me for, a babe? A wee pup?”
 
   “Clearly, I underestimated you.”
 
   She paused. “Clearly.”
 
   I stared, waiting to see if her skin burst would into flame. It didn’t. 
 
   “Why so much silverware, medvyeht?”
 
   I preened when she called me bear, then winced at her inquiry. “Big Fed placed restrictions on who can buy Ag rounds. Many civilians buy old silverware to melt down for bullets.”
 
   “Hmph,” she said. I waited for questions, but she didn’t offer any. 
 
   She tucked the silver knife into her belt. I shook my head, making a mental note to pay Agatha for its purchase, and sat back on the floor. She brought two mugs over, both cracked, and offered me a black coffee. I accepted, and she squatted beside me to peruse the literary graveyard. I found a few good reads but nothing treasonous. 
 
   Tatka watched me, per usual, but she gradually selected a trio of books for herself. I glanced at the titles and groaned. Of all the books in all the world, she chose Old Yeller. I could only anticipate her outburst at the ending. Then I realized I was anticipating it. She was especially hot when she was angry. 
 
   We sat quietly and sipped coffee. We were ready to leave at the same time. At home, we ate dinner companionably, and I slept like a baby.
 
   I woke early and the apartment was empty. 
 
   Tatka was gone, and I jolted up in alarm. What was that girl up to now? Her spot on the bed was cold. She'd been absent a long time, but I hadn't felt her leave. Stealthy. Interesting how I'd grown accustomed to her heat weighing down the blankets. Without it, I rose out of bed and cranked the thermostat. I walked the room but didn't see any sign of struggle. She was simply MIA.
 
   More importantly, the apartment was mine, all mine!
 
   I went to the bathroom, climbed into the shower, and merrily masturbated without the slightest concern of being discovered. After, I stood in the heat until the water ran cold and I started to worry. 
 
   Something was wrong. That tenacious girl wouldn't leave on a whim. Had she been called away? What if she'd been hurt protecting me? I should be happy she's gone, but glee wasn’t exactly the sentiment coursing through my chest. If I saw her again, I'd throttle her for making me anxious. She enjoyed causing me trouble. Until she returned, I would go for a peaceful, solitary jog.
 
   I dressed, put on my runners and my Glock, and left the apartment, locking it behind me. The morning was dark, air crisp, and the parking lot was quiet. No sign of Tatka. I half expected her to steal my ride, but the truck remained in its spot. What the hell did that mean?
 
   “I hope you don't plan on running,” a man said. I spun and lowered, clearing my sidearm. A van idled in the lot with a big man behind the wheel. Peter said, “I'm not wearing jogging shoes, you see, and I'm notoriously lazy before noon.”
 
   “That's the honest truth,” Davey said. An oversized button-up sweater swallowed his body, and his jeans were torn from wear.
 
   Peter came to stand at a height and size that nearly matched mine. Despite him being nominally smaller, not an ounce of me imagined he was weaker, especially now that I suspected he might be a mutt. His long hair spun in the wind, veiling his eyes, and making him hard to read. I wasn’t worried. 
 
   The way he stood next to Davey shouted romance: tenderness in the bend of his hip, the slight tilt of his face, one swoon away from melting into a cheesy Harlequin embrace. When Davey came forward, Peter glowered. Gloom radiated from him like smoke from a forest fire. The hulking bastard sniffed at me, trying to dissect my scent. 
 
   Davey said to him, “Want to unload the van?”
 
   Peter shot me a look like I might put moves on Davey or try something rough. He turned and opened the van door, threw a massive plastic-wrapped lump over his shoulder, and took it to my apartment.
 
   “He's not usually this grumpy,” Davey said. “Peter knows a lot of, well... damaged people. He loves them all, but now you're here and you're meeting all of them. He thinks you're like…a grenade or something that could hurt anybody or everybody, based on the range of what you know.” He sighed. “He worries about consequence, always adding two and two and finding disaster.”
 
   “He wants me dead.” 
 
   “No, he wants you converted.”
 
   I shivered. Not a chance.
 
   “I don’t expect you to understand,” Davey said. “Before this, we were on the road to peace. Things were looking up. Before you happened, Peter believed everything would be okay. Ever since you brought me home that night, he realized the boss couldn't protect everyone all at once, and there was no way to guarantee we'd all make it out alive. You shook his faith, and he blames you. Well, you and the bureau.”
 
   “He wasn't there to save you, and he resents it. Does Peter’s boss want me converted as well?”
 
   “No worries.” Davey tucked his hair behind his ear. “Tatka said you weren’t prying and you’ve been nothing but polite.” 
 
   She lied to her people in order to protect me. Curious. 
 
   “She says you're behaving like a gentleman. I knew you would, though.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” 
 
   “Yeah, well, you prayed for me and stuff. Could have been a bastard but you weren't. Plus, you went to see Zelda.”
 
   “How is she?”
 
   “They want to send her home. She's almost ready, but I'm begging the hospital to keep her as long as possible.”
 
   “Why?” 
 
   He tipped his head so his bangs covered most of his face. “If Zelda goes home, she'll try to take care of Kaidlyn, and Kaidlyn will eat her.”
 
   He sounded so matter-of-fact. I tried to imagine Durant eating Zelda. The awful idea was entirely conceivable.
 
   “Durant's that bad?” I said.
 
   “I don't know. She's on lock-down. Mullen camps in her front yard, literally, so she's off limits. Doesn't answer her phone and won’t let anyone inside.” He passed me a note. “Here’s her new number. Maybe she’ll talk to you.” 
 
   He sighed again, crossed his arms, and held his sweater shut at the neck. I viewed him from the corner of my eye, his willow-branch frame and wind-mussed hair. A pretty kid with a monster tucked inside. Oddly, I discovered I didn't care anymore. Davey was a good guy, so good even an evil core couldn't spoil him. 
 
   “And you stopped by to deliver, what, exactly?” I said.
 
   “We came to relieve Tatka’s watch for a few hours, and I thought this was a great time to deliver some meat.”
 
   Peter dragged a freezer out of the van, and the suspension bobbed under the heavy burden. Huh. That was a lot of meat. A carnivore, a monster, had taken up residence in my apartment. If anyone discovered I was harboring her, I’d be shot for terrorism, and Tatka would be put down like a sick dog. 
 
   I looked to the teenager beside me.
 
   “What are we going to do, Davey?”
 
   He shrugged. “Whatever we can.” 
 
   Like Zelda’s earlier advice, it struck me as useless. 
 
   “How is Tatka?” Peter said. I'd missed his quiet approach but had the fortitude not to jump.
 
   “Resolute,” I said without thinking.
 
   His lips twitched, but he quickly squelched any hint of a smile. “You aren't feeding her enough. Her scent is doing weird things, flourishing and fading at once.”
 
   “Scent?”
 
   “She shed at least twice protecting you, but she hasn't fed properly. She needs to sleep and eat a hell of a lot more.”
 
   Twice? I remembered coming home and finding the apartment stripped of food, once that first day and then when I went to the bar. Jesus. I hadn't suspected, and she didn't let on. Who was she protecting me from? And had she killed for me? The girl put her life on the line, and I didn't like it at all.
 
   “I want her gone,” I declared in a tumbling swirl of truth and lie.
 
   “No,” Peter said. “She will maintain her post until the soldiers are called home. Besides, the issue isn't as simple as you think. This is her last chance. Don’t ruin it. Behave. So help me God, if you hurt her, I'll kill you.”
 
   He smiled, then he and Davey climbed into the van and drove away.
 
   When I pivoted, Tatka stood on the landing outside my apartment. Her cheeks shone as pink as the sunrise behind her. As soon as she met my eyes, she turned and went back into the apartment.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 29
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   Voices and commercial jingles roused me from a slothful slumber. Opened my eyes to glance at the leading expert chatting up the primetime crowd. I rummaged between the cushions for the remote.
 
   “—we're digging out the heart of abomination. Now is the time to redouble efforts and drive the weapon home. We cannot relent. Did Moses relent when he stood on the banks of the Red Sea? No. Did Abraham cower when God asked for the sacrifice of his only son? No. Did Jesus run at the sight of the cross? Of course not! And the good people of America will not cower! Ours is a proud land of courageous, god-fearing people, and we will prevail!”
 
   I found the remote and turned off the television. 
 
   I slept, took drugs, and commiserated. If I didn't get out of this house and do something, I would go mental. Who cared if all my friends blacklisted me? I could go for a jog. A slow run for twenty miles or so would be heavenly. I roused myself enough to reach for the curtain and check the weather. I squinted in the bright light and revealed a frightful sight across the street.
 
   Mullen slouched over a cup of coffee and waved like a Stepford wife. The jackass was impossible! Where did he find the time to do this? He hated me so much he'd rather camp outside my house than sleep. I flipped him off. He smiled. 
 
   Warden Mullen meant I wasn't going anywhere. I dropped the curtain and crawled back onto the couch, popping Xen like candy. I slept. 
 
   Dreamed.
 
   Svetlana’s eyes glistened like gems in sunlight. Fiery, strong, and carnivorous. She’d consume me, heart and soul. Her eyes darkened, misted over, and clouded with the smoking charcoal of my mutt’s pelt. Wrong. It was wrong. They both rode her eyes at once, both Svetlana and the mutt she gave me. The duality warmed and frightened me. She hadn't come alone. A black wolf stood at her right side, a white on her left. I knew them with absolute certainty, but couldn't remember their names.
 
   “You shouldn't be here,” I whispered, absent the desire to make her leave. She turned and walked into the dark. The black wolf and white wolf started to eat each other. Their shrieks and howls clouded my dream. Fur ruffled under my fingers. Night crinkled around me, eclipsing the world with a sky full of stars. 
 
   A plush bed of ferns held two shapes: Svetlana and my wolf, which was so gray it appeared like a shadow. Mullen emerged from the dark, .50 cal in hand, arm raised, ready to put bullets through their eyes. My wolf rumbled, spread her jaws, and circled. I heard the ticking tumble of his heart. His finger inched along the trigger.
 
   The bullet tore into my eye socket. I screamed and woke tangled in a cocoon of blankets so tight I couldn't move. My shadow mutt yanked on my skin. Claws popped out and tore through the blanket. I gasped like a creature emerging from a strangling womb.
 
   The insect scream of the doorbell centered me. Someone was there, carrying the fragrance of roasted meat. My stomach leapt to my throat and my mouth lathered. I stumbled to the door. Winter rain fell outside. He pulled off his cap and shook it over the doormat. His eyes widened at the sight of me. 
 
   “Hey, Kaidlyn.” He rubbed his hand over his head, ruffling his curls. Despite the twinkle in his eyes and the perfect dent in his chin, my attention belonged to the tinfoil package he brought. Slow grilled bbq pork jump-started my appetite and wet my mouth. He passed me the casserole dish, and the meat was hot in my hands. The perfume of spices and molasses tripped my explosive hunger.
 
   “I figured you weren't eating right,” Keats said. 
 
   Another aroma rode him, one separate from babies and barbeques, from gun oil, aftershave, and sweat. The perfume of a recently-shed mutt. Not him—he wasn't infected. Someone near him. He either had a tail or a guardian. The scent was vaguely familiar and not at all menacing. I looked over his shoulder, perusing the shadows.
 
   “Everyone is saying you finally caught the crazies,” he said. “But I know what it really is.”
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Yeah. I didn't see it at first, but I do now.”
 
   Shit. He knows. He got me. I should run! I should kill him! I should...calm down. Breathe. Obviously, something else was going on here. If good ol' Chad Keats learned my secret, he'd come to the door with a prayer and a gun, not food.
 
   “Killing an agent, especially a team member, can be hard on even the most experienced agents,” he said. “I can only imagine what the incident with Rosco has done to your spirits. Granted, you and he occasionally bickered, but he was one of us. I'd go so far as to say he was a friend. It's only human that you'd be torn up about it.”
 
   “Right.” I did feel bad about Rosco, both about killing him and not being able to eat my fill.
 
   “It's good to see you still have a heart.” 
 
   Somehow, seeing me being all pathetic and unkempt redeemed me in his eyes. My skin itched, my eyeballs burned from the Xen, my gums swelled and bruised. My brain filled with tumbling canine thoughts, like a dryer stuffed with clothes. And there he stood, appreciating my humanity. Ironic.
 
   “Keats, I'm very busy with my intense napping regimen.”
 
   “Everything will be okay.” He offered a God-sent smile.
 
   “Yeah.” I wanted to believe it. I tried to smile.
 
   “You look tired. I'll let you rest.”
 
   He gave me the quickest, gentlest hug. As he walked away, he waved. Automatically, I waved back. He got into his sedan and drove off. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 30
 
   Koko
 
   Tatka burst upright, startling me awake. Her eyes flashed white in the dark. She sniffed and swiveled her head. Her eyelids narrowed, and her lips peeled back. Bad news. I reached for my gun. She pushed back the covers and ran away so fast the blinds ruffled like curtains. 
 
   Some bodyguard.
 
   In waltzed a blond pretty boy in fancy duds. A ribbon secured his shoulder-length blond hair at the back of his neck. What sort of dude put a ribbon in his hair? To top it off, he wore sleek driving gloves. Pale cheeks, lips flat in a grimace. An exotic gentle perfume, like nothing sold over the counter, slipped around me like a lover's silk shawl. He didn't look menacing, but he had scared my wolf away. I raised the gun.
 
   “Do you shoot all your house guests?” the man said.
 
   “Guests knock; you didn't. What do you want?”
 
   “I'm here for the girl.”
 
   “Can't have her. Take another step and I'll shoot you.”
 
   “I only want to talk with it. Bring me the girl, and then I will leave.” His invidious gaze roamed my body and didn't rise above my clavicle. I felt like a stripper in an all-male penitentiary.
 
   “Hey,” I said. “Up here.” 
 
   His eyes fluttered like a feather on opium until they met mine. A cold knot tangled my spine. He was a sociopath. Under no circumstances would he be leaving with my girl. Still, he looked awfully familiar, but I couldn't place him.
 
   “Remove yourself immediately, or I will shoot you,” I said. 
 
   He smiled as if I'd flattered him with the prettiest rhetoric a poet could conjure. I glimpsed at something insidious under his smiling lips—Fangs! My blood pressure spiked, and I fired compulsively. The bullet took him high in the chest and sent him reeling. He swatted at the wound as if it was a bug. 
 
   “Filthy, low, vile cretin!” he screeched. “You think—would you look at this mess—that your stupid, chunky, new-age silver bullet bullshit is any match for me? As if you could possibly! Imbecile! You'll need a hell of a lot more than that to take me down, you cu—”
 
   Tatka lunged through the fire escape and tackled him. They tumbled, and I jumped out of the way as they crashed like a wrecking ball into the newly-fixed cupboards. His strident hiss shrieked in my eardrums. Her growl overcame his scream, and my apartment filled with the sound of cats being massacred with a chainsaw. 
 
   She buried her teeth in his shoulder, and his fangs rooted in hers, like a yin-yang of animalistic hunger. They bled on my floorboards. Now would be a great time to call 911 and bring in the cavalry, but this was inexplicable. 
 
   A vampire and a werewolf were about to eat each other in my kitchen.
 
   He didn't bleed much and his fluids were dark and oxygen-starved. Tatka, on the other hand, bled like a ruptured dam. Brilliant red soaked her sports bra as his teeth mutilated her perfect skin. The vamp gargled on her blood. The girl might lose. It was a chance I couldn't take. 
 
   I shot him once more in the chest. His body bucked, but nothing happened. 
 
   I nestled the muzzle of my gun on the vamp's skull.
 
   “Take your mouth off her, or I'll turn your brain into cottage cheese. Even if silver bullets don't kill you, it will make for one hell of a bad day.”
 
   His crazy eyes glinted like something that crawled out of a drain.
 
   “After I shoot you, I’ll let her eat as much as she wants. She’s got quite the appetite, my girl. Might eat you to the bone before you pull yourself together.” 
 
   The bloodsucker grunted, hmph. He released his trapping bite, but she didn't relent. If she thought he was such a threat, maybe I should let her kill him. Unfortunately, if she devoured him, I’d never learn why he came.
 
   “Tatka, don't make me get a crowbar.”
 
   Reluctantly, she unlocked her teeth and pushed the vampire away. They both licked their lips, mesmerized by the blood between them. They exchanged a glare. Volumes of predatory subtext rode their eyes, but I found myself smiling.
 
   Smelled so good.
 
   The closer he came, the less his intrusion bothered me. Old lore claimed vampires had powers of hypnosis, and I worried it might be true, but he wasn't swinging a pocket watch or holding my gaze. 
 
   “Insipid leech,” Tatka said.
 
   “Russian whore,” he spat.
 
   Roused by his insult, I raised my weapon again.
 
   She clenched a bleeding shoulder. Her chest rose and fell too fast. Her eyes were glassy, and she shook her head. Was she succumbing to shock or fighting her disease? She needed doctoring. The vampire could die for all I cared, after we had a short chat. I pulled up a chair. 
 
   “Back to business,” I said. “If you two can play nice.”
 
   Her stomach growled. She wiped her bloody hands and face, smearing red more than cleaning it. She stood and stalked the refrigerator, kicking him as she walked by. He yelped, open-mouthed like a snake.
 
   “Who are you?” I said. 
 
   The vampire paid ardent attention to Tatka as she pulled pork from the fridge and left bloody finger-smears everywhere. She plopped the shoulder cut on the counter and climbed up beside it, tearing off the plastic with slick hands. She ate like a rabid beast, uttering mews and growls from deep in her chest. 
 
   “Why is a vampire on my doorstep, Tatka?” I said.
 
   “One wastes breath when talking to a hungry wolf,” he said.
 
   “Why shouldn’t I shoot you until you can't move and burn the rest to ashes?”
 
   “What makes you think that will work?” He cocked his head.
 
   “I'll try anything once.”
 
   “I want to speak with the girl's master.”
 
   “Master?” The revolting word threw me.
 
   “Go knock on the door, Goldilocks,” Tatka offered.
 
   “As if I could. We can both recall when your master promised to kill me if I step foot there again. Despite my glorious talents and commendable strength, no vampire is a match for a hundred flea-burdened hell hounds.”
 
   A hundred? I glared at Tatka. “A hundred werewolves?”
 
   “Ha,” the vamp said. “Bad things happen to dogs who play with normies. Perhaps you must kill him to keep your secret safe.” He opened his mouth and laughed without sound. Creepy.
 
   “Troublemaker, what's your name?” I said.
 
   “Sigurd.” 
 
   “The Sigurd? The Chosen One?” I shook my head. “You look like an urchin who raided a starving playwright's laundry basket.”
 
   He smoothed his hands over his rumpled clothing and raised his chin.
 
   “I am not an urchin! I am high-born. Exalted royalty, to be precise.” He pointed at Tatka. “I want your master to meet with me, and I won't wait. She can't play her petty invade-and-occupy games without acknowledging all the pieces on the board. Ignoring half the equation results in disastrous mathematics. And the whole world doesn't revolve around mangy canines, I'll have you know! She has to realize that.”
 
   It dawned on me he was using female pronouns. The master, as it were, was female. What was wrong with this town? Behind every complication was a girl poking it with a stick.
 
   “Vamp, why don't you call the lady and leave us alone? You have no business coming to my home and hassling my guest.”
 
   “She won't answer my calls,” Sigurd said. “How am I supposed to talk with a creature who won't talk with me? Females are so unreasonable, regardless of age or species, and I can't be expected to know what occupies their petty minds at any given moment, nor would I want to.”
 
   I chuckled. The dude was instantly pathetic and relatable. “Eternal life, undying beauty, and you still have trouble with the ladies. How refreshing.”
 
   “What do you do with difficult women?” he said. Tatka's eyes fell on me as she wiped her bloody mouth with the back of her hand.
 
   “Politics are a lot like courtship,” I said. “If you want her to pay attention to you and being mean isn't working—which is why I assume you're tearing after her people—then try being nice. Do something considerate and genuine, and you’ll get her attention. When an asshole does something kind, women take notice. Do several good things, and she'll be wondering what you’re up to.”
 
   “Romance a dog?” He snorted.
 
   “Don’t call them that,” I said. “It's disrespectful.”
 
   “I don't have time for this.”
 
   “Make time. Better yet, get out of my apartment.”
 
   “A storm rests on the horizon, one we'll all need help weathering, and I want that woman on my side before the crisis hits. If she doesn't declare her allegiance, I will be inclined to levy forces against her. If she doesn't play nice, I'll eliminate her kennel one by one. It got her attention when Alexei tried it! Simple and effortless. A hundred hostages without ever having to lift a finger.”
 
   “Didn't work well for Alexei, did it?” Tatka said. “She'll eat your heart out.”
 
   Sigurd ignored her. “I'd kill the young ones first, starting with that little boy who showed so much promise. Or maybe you, girl.” 
 
   I leveled my gun at him. “You're lucky you survived biting my girl here, much less threatening her. Never touch her again, understand me?”
 
   “My, my,” he said.
 
   “Drop the threats and tell me about this master.” 
 
   “Hey,” Tatka said, realizing I might pump Sigurd for information.
 
   “Oh, your dog doesn't talk to you?” He bargained with her. “Tell your bitch queen I want to talk to her, or I shall tell this man everything there is to know about your master. I’ll reveal her activities here, in the Orient, and in Russia. She thinks I'll help her bring down the ones who started all this? I will not! Not if she continues to ignore me—me! Who does she think she is? Who does she think I am! I will not go unheard. I'll sing all her secrets to the world, from top to bottom, from a to omega. I'll tell this man all about everyone who helps her, all the dirty beasts in her arsenal. I'll give him names. He won't be able to help himself. He’ll have them hunted and killed once he realizes—”
 
   “Fine!” She threw a pork bone at him. “I'll tell her you want a word, but I doubt she'll give it.”
 
   “Glad we could talk. Lower animals make communication difficult.” 
 
   “What do you mean, the ones who started this?” I said. “Started what?”
 
   Sigurd picked up the bone she discarded and bit clean through with a crunch. My gut rolled. His porcelain face wrinkled and he spat out the pieces. “How you dogs can eat cold meat, I'll never know.” He stood and left. 
 
   My head spun with new information. Namely, that some woman with a gigantic kennel, world-wide activity, and powerful allies was behind Tatka's involvement in both my life and Durant's. 
 
   I turned to interrogate Tatka but forgot. She peeled the bra over her shoulder, pushing it up to her neck. Her fingers investigated the bite mark, and her pale arm conveniently covered the roundest parts of her chest. I tore my eyes away.
 
   She sucked in her breath.
 
   “Are you okay?” I said, concern overriding propriety. Blood chugged down her skin. His bite had torn down to the bone and didn't stop bleeding. “Aren't werewolves supposed to have super healing?” 
 
   “Vampire teeth. It will only heal fast if I shed. I won't die.”
 
   “Then shed.” 
 
   Excitement trilled through me. The idea was forbidden and intimate. I wanted to see her wolf more than anything, especially if it took her pain away.
 
   Tatka turned her back. Disappointed, I went for the first-aid kit. I shouldn't blame her for not trusting me. I was an armed ex-agent, and a relative stranger, and she carried a deadly disease. Of course, she wouldn't want to show me. Which only sharpened how fiercely I wanted to know her size and coloring, and if her eyes stayed the same shade. She was more likely to bleed to death than show me her wolf.
 
   “The wound must hurt like a bastard.”
 
   “Something wicked,” she said.
 
   “Your kind plays with vampires?” 
 
   She grunted, a neither-here-nor-there answer. 
 
   “If vampires and wolves fight, how do you think it will end?” 
 
   “You all die, and my kind will live forever.” Her eyes indicated she believed this wholeheartedly. She thought we were doomed, and her furrowed brow almost made her look sorry about it.
 
   “Humans are numerous and resourceful.” 
 
   “The wolves will never lose, not in the end. Our nature is too much like Mother Nature. You are doomed.”
 
   Clearly, she was mad about what I'd learned. She grabbed one of my shirts from the closet and went to the bathroom. A moment later, the shower turned on, leaving me with nothing to do but clean up the mess.
 
   After cleaning, I made coffee and went to stand on my pathetic porch. I stared at breaking dawn. Pink skies over rugged mountains. 
 
   The “master” was female, hundreds of mutts rallied around her, and the situation was international. Tatka expected war and predicted a bleak outcome. The vampire mentioned “the ones” who started this, as if there was a beginning. Maybe it could be stopped.
 
   When I was young, werewolves didn't exist. No one knew anything beyond a few folk tales not to be taken seriously. Vampires didn't exist either. Then the truth came out and the supernatural creatures poured from the woodwork like roaches rising up from slum drains. 
 
   Assuming these creatures always existed, why the recent reveal?
 
   If I wanted answers, I needed a source older than the propaganda. Something not online and susceptible to Big Fed’s censorship. It would need to predate the bureau and the apocalypse. Where the hell would I find a reputable source? 
 
   Durant might know a thing or two, but she had been a kid when the world came crashing down. Her agent mentor, Vincent, was dead by his own hand. I paused. Vincent’s mentor, however, was alive somewhere. The man with the funny name: Wyndam Wolfe. Probably a moniker. 
 
   “I need to go out.” Without thinking about it, I sensed she had come to stand behind me.
 
   “Then we go.” 
 
   I turned around. Her wet hair dripped water onto to the towel. My big shirt passed her knees, and she wore sweatpants underneath. She dressed more modestly every day. 
 
   “You need to heal and eat. Stay here and recuperate.”
 
   She shook her head. “Can’t.”
 
   “Peter said this was your last chance. What does that mean?”
 
   She froze. Her eyes got big. Her chin trembled. For an instant, she was about to cry. Then her face scrunched with rage. She fell into a Russian tantrum of predictable profanity. 
 
   I held up my hands. “Fine. You're bound to follow me and protect me, but can you do so from a distance? I am too tired to argue, and so are you.”
 
   She opened her mouth. I resented the concern on her face and hated even more that her duty was to guard me at the detriment of her own health. I left my coffee cup on the rail and walked toward her. She moved out of the way so I could squeeze through the small doorway, and I paused, stuck between her flesh and the wall. We'd run out of space between us. Wet curls left half-moons of water on her skin. 
 
   Yeah, I definitely needed some time alone. I drove to a coffee shop while calling an old associate with an unfortunate name.
 
   “Butters,” I said.
 
   “Koko! My man, how’s the big league? I’m hearing some Wild West crap is happening down there.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s exciting. I’m in a bit of a jam, though. Do you think you could find an old agent for me? Might have been a free-range hunter at some point.”
 
   “Sure, bro. Anything.” 
 
   I gave him the info, ordered myself a coffee, and sat in the shop for three hours, reading, trying not to think too hard about a certain blond girl and her predicament. Finally, Butters came through with a local address. 
 
   I inhaled fresh air and stretched my cramped muscles. Scanning the parking lot, I hoped to see Tatka, but she wasn't there. I was grateful for the distance, mostly because I was about to track down the grandfather of all mutt-killers and I didn't think the teenage werewolf could handle it.
 
   I drove and reviewed what Butters said about Wolfe. He was a shut-in with a habit of killing stray pets. The police put an anklet on him and tracked his movements. His pension was modest. The internet offered zero recent pictures, no family associations, and scant history.
 
   The suburb's ambiance was sick with squalor, gangs, and foreclosures. Multiple vatos and aimless youth had tagged every available surface with graffiti, but Wolfe's house went untouched, as if the neighborhood was scared of him. The windows were boarded up from the inside, the street lights were out, and the only sign of life was a thin line of light under the front door. Someone was home.
 
   I locked the truck because it was that sort of neighborhood. The moonlight illuminated the door frame and revealed an oval doorbell. I reached for the button.
 
   “Whaddaya want?” a voice snapped.
 
   “I'd like to speak with Mr. Wyndam Wolfe.” 
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “My name is Koko.” 
 
   “Like the ape?” 
 
   “Yeah, just like.”
 
   “Wasn’t Koko a girl ape?”
 
   “Is Mr. Wolfe home?”
 
   “Here's a story for ya. The monkey says to the wolf, wanna have tea? And the wolf says, get the hell away from my front door before I blast ya open with a sawed off and pistol-fuck your entrails.”
 
   I quickly stepped aside. The voice didn't sound like a person who joked, and he didn't sound altogether sane either.
 
   “Mr. Wolfe, I'm not here to hurt you. I used to be an agent at the FBHS.”
 
   “Used to be?”
 
   “I've retired.”
 
   “Then what are you doing here?”
 
   “I'd like to ask you some questions.”
 
   “About what, Skipper?”
 
   “About how you got started in the business.”
 
   “Won't do you any good. I'm losing my mind, you know. Dementia. Registered nutso. The whole world knows I'm mad. Declared clinically insane since the moment I retired. No one will believe me, not even you, I'd wager. I'm merely an old man telling stories.”
 
   “If it’s all the same to you, I'd like to hear those stories anyway.”
 
   The door opened. 
 
   Face mauled, an eyelid drooped enough for me to see there wasn't an eyeball under it. Puckering flesh cinched his lip forever in a tortured grin. He wore glasses as thick as ashtrays to aid his remaining eyeball. He tipped his head up and examined me through the sliver of his working eye.
 
   “I didn't expect you to be black,” he said. “Seems redundant when paired with your name.”
 
   “Thank you for your time.” 
 
   “Used to be an agent?”
 
   “Things got hectic.”
 
   “That may be a fact, but it's not true. They did something to piss you off or scare you to death, right?”
 
   “Bit of both all at once.”
 
   “And now you're turning on them.”
 
   “I'm looking for information.”
 
   Wyndam grunted. “Watch the salt lines.” He gestured to a thick line of salt circumventing the room. “Don't track mud through my house.” 
 
   He turned, tucked a sawed-off shotgun under his arm, and shuffled toward a worn armchair. The house was sparse on furniture. A service flag sat on his mantle next to bottles medication. Plastic drop cloths covered the entire floor as if he was about to paint the house, but there were no paint supplies. Made me wonder how often the lunatic used that shotgun. 
 
   “Starts different for everyone, Skipper. For me, it started with three guys and a big rig, scavenging the country, scouting for the big bad uglies that like to eat people. Vampires, elves, werewolves, and the like.”
 
   “Elves?” I revisited his comment about dementia.
 
   “Did you go deaf? Yeah, elves exist, but there are so many kinds. We used the term to mean any other monster who is not vampire, demon, or werewolf, but still bleeds and dies. Which means not ghosts or curses, but basically anything else. Listen, punk, I've been doing this for over forty years, and I don't know what the bureau is up to now, but it didn't start that way. Things never become what they're supposed to, do they? 
 
   “In my day, a handful of guys scattered across the world to hunt monsters one on one. Vampires, werewolves, what-have-you. Equal opportunity killers. If it devoured people, it landed on our hit list. We had a patch for our jackets, called ourselves the Brethren, all very grass-roots. Then money started coming to our guys. Tip-offs only led to werewolves. Soon we were exclusively hunting and killing pooches. This kept us busy. We thought, no big deal, we'll get the vampires after the wolves are extinct. Only they never died off. More and more of them cropped up. We followed a big old canine trail of crumbs from one side of the continent to the other. Me, my partner Angel, Caesar, and a dozen other big-hitters were in Seattle when the vampires went public in Boston.”
 
   “The vampires’ claim to the Christ, was that real?”
 
   “How should I know? I've never met the Guy. None of us particularly minded the Revival. Not a soul on earth could slum in the foxholes we traveled without praying once or twice to something or another. Here's what I know: the vamp kingdom erupted in class warfare. They stepped onto the world stage and hijacked all the world's history back to the death and rebirth of Christ. They said the real enemy isn't the vampire leeching off the throats of our children, no, that's silly! The real enemy is the beast, the wolves howling at the door. 
 
   “They gave money for the Human Safety organization, but a lot of the tools were already in place. Ex-vampire hunters signed up to kill wolves at the vampires' behest, and the crusade floated down the stream of religious bullshit. Recruits were mostly shit-head extremists and pedantic knuckleheads, modern Knights of the Round Table and all that crap. I had nothing to do with them. I was freelance, and as far as they were concerned, I was atheist scum. 
 
   “The disease had us overrun. In the end, it didn't matter where the monsters came from—they all needed to be killed. So the Brethren lost the purity of their mission. The Academy and Big Fed muddled in an odious mix of bureaucracy, determined to fight terrorists. We carried on as we usually did: slaying demons, killing canines, and chasing trends.”
 
   “Terrorists?” I said.
 
   “Precisely. Well, terror of a certain breed, the breed being lycanthropical. Is that a word? It is now. Young blood gets so squeamish about things. Dead mutt is a dead mutt, right? Company line and all that.”
 
   The stories this man told could get him killed. I already gleaned a lot of useful information, even if it was only half true. 
 
   “What pissed you off, girlie ape? The compounds? Testing facilities? Firing lines? The Preachers? Bestiality? Lambs? The babies? Shepherds? You have a big fear in you. Makes for some powerful craziness coming down the road.”
 
   “They opened the kill floor,” I said.
 
   “I'm not surprised. First, the bureau isolated the injured. Their hold-until-clear policy begat numerous compounds stuffed to the brim with potentials. Goddamn supernatural ghettos. It only took a few outbreaks before we realized densely populated dungeons weren't a solution. Two hundred potentials in a cement box turn into two hundred wolves who could eat through concrete walls and turn an entire town into Alpo. Firing squads were a sensible alternative. The idea went over impressively well and helped clean up the mess they made.”
 
   “Who made the mess?” I said. “Why did the number of attacks befitting a mutt rise from three-hundred a decade to three-hundred thousand a year?”
 
   “Ah, a numbers man!” He squinted through a watery eye. “Pedantic. Angel was the same way. He liked his statistics. Knew all his numbers. He could track a needle through a field of haystacks. The trail of breadcrumbs, or needles in this metaphor, led us to a wolf farm. Farm, son. Someone was making the monsters. Gave me this pretty face.” 
 
   He smiled, and the fierce scarring dug deeper, pulled tighter, and showed gums lacking teeth on the right side. A wicked mask from a long war. 
 
   “The Feds pretended the past wasn’t the past. People don’t care about the kill floors, boy, because the devil is being put down. 
 
   “Look, pal, don't sit there thinking you've been duped. Listen carefully—the devil, he's an idea. We don't need him, but his name makes us righteous. We point at the monster and call our enemies evil and pretend we aren't cut from the same cloth. Any time a group of people screams devil, animal, terrorist, subhuman, we say it's acceptable to kill those people. Jesus was right about that. The one who says ‘fool’ with hatred in his heart, he's guilty. You, me, we're guilty of mass slaughter. So is everyone else on the planet. Get over it.”
 
   I tried to digest a story of murder, wolf farms, and philosophy. A shiver tightened my spine. I hated his lunacy, not only because it made sense, but because I believed it. 
 
   “And you joined because they scared you, too,” Wyndam said. “Predictable and human. Fear. It’s useful to everyone but you. Something you should get over. Happens to everyone, happened to me. Scared-to-fucking-death, I was. Who was your partner?” 
 
   “Kaidlyn Durant.”
 
   “Ah. The dumb broad. She could have had a life if she'd had any sense. She should have joined the military like her father. He's a good man. He made a difference for his country and didn't get entangled in this supernatural crap when it hit the bloody fan. You ever see his service record? Man's a hero. He’s probably shamed to goddamn death of her. Her mother was a beauty. Goddamn beauty like they don't make anymore. Likes of which you never seen. Baby Durant coulda been something. Instead, she'll end up looking like me. If she lives. You too, big ape. Stupid kids. You'll never win this fight. It was rigged from the get-go. Don't you think it's time you got out of my house?”
 
   I agreed. I had enough of an old guy calling me a coward and telling me how stupid we've all been. I was tired of thinking maybe everything he said was true.
 
   “Thank you.” I said and left.
 
   A young man in a black sweatshirt stood outside the door. Skinny, wimpy-looking. When he pushed his sleeves up to his elbows, his forearms were tight and corded with prominent veins. His shoulders were wide despite his deliberate slouch. Silver rings decorated his fingers, and he had too many holes and piercings in his face. An indescribable blotch of ink stained his neck. Nose ring. Red hair. Cigarillo between his lips, unlit.
 
   “What do you want with the old man?” He had a New England accent. He set me on edge, like I'd been sneaking around after curfew and now my dad would beat my ass. Maybe he was only a kid, but he could still be a monster. The outline of a gun pressed into his black sweatshirt. A ten-inch knife hung from his belt. He kept me in peripheral and watched Wolfe’s house like Tatka watched me: as if he was protecting it.
 
   “Are you family?” I said.
 
   “What do you want with the old man?” 
 
   “We were merely talking.”
 
   The man, late twenties, lit the cigarillo with a metal lighter concealed in his right hand. Something off about him, like he might be insane.
 
   “Those are bad for your health,” I said.
 
   “I'm smoking for your sake. Do you have any idea what you smell like?”
 
   Chills ran down my spine like a centipede. He pointed at me with the cigarette and waited for me to talk.
 
   “I don't mean the old man any harm,” I said. “How lucid is Wolfe?”
 
   “Sounds like he said something you didn't want to hear.”
 
   “He mentioned vampires, elves, demons, ghosts, etc. There were thick salt lines around every room like he's afraid of ghosts.”
 
   “Have you ever met a ghost?” 
 
   I blinked. “Not that I can recall.” 
 
   “Most ghosts aren't dead yet. They've got all the fear and passion of a lifetime fighting for a moment, a clear view of what lies on the other side, and a fierce desire to avoid all that. The sad ones perpetuate sad energy, the violent ones…likewise.” 
 
   He reached into the neckline of his sweatshirt and pulled out a chain with a vial containing thick granules of salt.
 
   “You'd argue Wyndam is sane? Are you sane enough to be a good judge?”
 
   He offered a gentle, harrowing smile. 
 
   “You seem like a smart enough guy.” His tone lacked the sarcasm most people employed in similar statements. “I believe you when you say you don't mean any harm, but never come here again. Life is full of mysteries, and not all of them need solving.”
 
   “Who are you to Wyndam?”
 
   “A friend. Now, answer something for me?”
 
   “If I can.”
 
   “The vamp who came to see you, what did he smell of?”
 
   “God.” I was quick to recant. “No, like spices. Clove or ginger.”
 
   The boy inhaled smoke with a shaky breath. “It's time for you to leave.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   I dreamed our wolves laid side by side. Svetka, her honey fur, a dusky gleam of sunshine in the night, curved around my gray, large-skulled mutt. They were companions and lovers, but both were traitors to me. Both broke my heart.
 
   “Shoo! Get out of here!” I waved my arms and threw rocks at the wolves as if they were pesky crows in a garden. Svetka closed her eyes, lowered her head, and rested that powerful jaw on the smoky mutt's ribs. Her breath shook the red flowers in their woodland bed. The petals rippled and drifted away, revealing a nest of bones. I knew the crisp bones by name. 
 
   They came from everyone I ever thought to protect or love. 
 
   Davey’s fingers, Jacob’s spine, Clifford’s femur, Zelda's rib, Andreas' jaw, dad's sternum, mother's cheekbone. 
 
   I trumpeted a wordless cry, and the mutts lifted their heads. The moon turned their eyes to opal. The dark forest swallowed them. I gave chase, but my feet led me further and further away. I fell, plummeted into nothing, and woke to tumble from the couch into a pile of empty water bottles and abandoned junk food wrappers.
 
   The doorbell rang and I ignored it. Dry mouth plagued me. I pulled blankets over my head to stop the light. The sweet barbeque taste of Keats' dinner offering clung to my lips. My stomach growled at the memory. I might get up and find something to eat if I wasn't halfway through a good nap.
 
   Go away, doorbell.
 
   So help me God, if it's Mullen, I'd eat him. Sparse amounts of Xen remained scattered around the beer bottles, candy wrappers, and half empty glasses of stale water. I rummaged and plucked a couple of stray Xen, swallowed them dry, and went back to sleep.
 
   Or tried.
 
   The doorknob clicked, clacked, and unlatched. Someone was breaking into my lair. Rage. My eyes popped open. I lurched up. Swayed. Grabbed my knees. Swooned. Coughed. 
 
   It was time for breakfast anyway. I could eat the intruder and go back to sleep. I stumbled through a spinning room and a quaking world. My feet slipped in and out of the ground as if made of clouds. Reality lurked somewhere, but it didn’t come home to roost. Picasso had painted the angles of my house, skewed and screwed. A meat aroma rolled over me as the entered. Eat him up.
 
   My eyeballs vibrated in my skull. I couldn't see shit clearly.
 
   The voice was painfully familiar, but I couldn't put a name to it. Features blurred, shape bending. He didn't smell like himself. His aroma spoke of fresh prey, warm meat, and a delicate casing of skin over fibrous, chewy muscle. Breakable bones. Soft cheek meat. The human’s voice coursed by my ears like whitewater rapids. His eyes glistening with a weak, conflicted moisture. He stood vulnerable, weakened, like a kabob waiting to be skewered. 
 
   Sarakas.
 
   I did not want to see him. 
 
   I turned and tumbled back to the couch, but my aim was off and I slid from the cushions and plopped on the floor. As long as the surface was solid, I didn't care. He wouldn’t stop talking, and the longer he talked, the more I liked the sound of his voice. Eventually, my brain tuned in.
 
   “God, Kaid, you look like hell!” Sarakas said. “Have you seen yourself recently? When is the last time you glanced in a mirror? Or took a shower, for that matter? Jesus, Kaid! If you saw this, you'd recognize it for what it is. You're on the edge, woman. The bloody, irreversible edge.”
 
   Oh yea, an intervention. He used to support me, now all he had was complaints, negativity, and doubts. No one invited him into my home to bitch at me. He had a lot of nerve to tell me how bad I was as if smearing my nose in the mess would help. Apparently no one ever told him that friends aren't supposed to break you down without building you back up. 
 
   “Oh yeah?” I said. “Maybe you shouldn't have sent me home to rot.”
 
   “I didn't. That wasn't what I wanted.” His voice cracked as if I attacked him. 
 
   “State your business.” 
 
   “Can you stop talking into your pillow and look at me?” 
 
   Huffing, I turned my head to gather him in the folds of my dusky view. Haggard: no other word could describe him. His cheekbones were tight, throat slender. He'd lost weight, and his eyes were red as if he'd been crying. Concern nagged me. I propped myself up and gave him all the attention I could gather.
 
   “Andreas, why are you here?”
 
   “This is serious, Kaid. Pay attention.”
 
   “What? What already!”
 
   “Chad Keats is dead.” His voice was sob-scraped and sore. “He was killed yesterday in the parking lot behind his church.”
 
   “Not possible. You’re wrong. He brought me barbeque.” How long ago had that been? Yesterday? Last month? “This isn’t funny.”
 
   “He's dead, Kaid.” He didn't blink and wasn't lying.
 
   “Oh my God.” Someone drop-kicked me in the chest. Not Keats. Jesus, he was one of yours.
 
   “He wasn't the only one,” Andreas said. “Nine mutts died on the scene. We estimate that Keats killed two of them, but the others died from mutt-inflicted wounds. The bureau speculates they turned on each other while fighting over the meat. But Kaid, I’m telling you, it doesn’t look that way. From the way the bodies fell, it looks like one mutt fought off the rest.”
 
   I nodded, but my brain hurt. “Sounds right.” 
 
   “Are you telling me a good mutt Samaritan tried to protect Keats from eight murderous mutts? Or are you agreeing with me because you’re high?”
 
   “Are we sure all the mutts died? Maybe the protector got away?” 
 
   “One corpse had significantly more injuries than the others. Kaidlyn, I’m thinking the renegade died on scene.”
 
   “Who was it? Who else died?” 
 
   “Bradley Watkins.” Andreas waited. The name didn't sound familiar, but I felt it should.
 
   “I don't know who that is.” 
 
   Andreas pulled out a photo and held it up. Grim, skeletal humanoid remains with a cap of skull and eyes still intact. I gasped.
 
   Biscuit.
 
   Ravaged, scraped down to the bone, and reduced to messy entrails on a concrete battlefield. He had died defending Keats. 
 
   The brave boy killed six wolves by himself. 
 
   It was my fault. My stupid phone call convinced Svetlana to have mutts guard agents. I invited Biscuit to play a hero, and he ended up dead. 
 
   My pulse raced like a boulder rolling down a hill, picking up speed, building enough force for a frantic shed. Mutt pre-clay dusted my clammy skin. This was the apocalypse of my life, my end of days. Sarakas hadn't bothered to come until now. He wasn't here to comfort me. He wanted answers only I could give. I teetered on the edge and the bastard was right there, pushing me.
 
   “Get the hell out of my house,” I growled.
 
   “Jesus, look at you! How can I leave you like this?”
 
   “Go away!” 
 
   “I am not about to lose you, too, Kaidlyn Quinn Durant.”
 
   “You didn't lose me. You pushed me away.”
 
   “That's unfair.”
 
   It was. A hundred percent unfair, and I didn't care. He wasn't supposed to be right all the time, especially when I needed him in my hour of need. Never mind that I brought this on myself.
 
   “Fuck off, Sarakas.”
 
   His face puckered into a scowl, an expression of hurt and disgust all muddled in the pudding of his handsome face. He scooped up an abandoned water glass and dumped it on me. With a screech, I pushed him. He flew three meters and struck the wall. Plaster cracked. He slumped to the floor. In one fluid motion, he drew his weapon and aimed at me. He blinked and shook his head, making me wonder how hard his skull had struck the wall.
 
   I had never touched him that way before. The irrevocable deed severed our friendship like a guillotine. His gun spiked a fever in my veins. 
 
   “Get out,” I growled. “Before you do something I'll make you regret.”
 
   His finger tensed on the trigger. The moment came, and he was ready to kill me. After all this time, this was how it ended? Maybe it was for the best. I clenched my jigsaw teeth and prepared to eat a bullet.
 
   “Goddamn.” He didn't put the gun away, but he left. 
 
   Biscuit’s picture laid on the floor. I started to choke and couldn’t stop. My spine swelled around the nerves and flooded me with pain. My mutt was half in, half out. I crawled around the floor and gathered all the scattered Xen, tucking them in my cheeks like a chipmunk hoarding nuts. I sobbed myself into the crevice of the couch. All alone with my drugged, salty tears and the big empty house full of ghosts and the memory of dead men's laughter. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 32
 
   Koko
 
   I woke alone, again, wondering where Tatka had gone. Some of the neighbors were arguing, and I pulled a pillow over my head. Then I realized they were fighting in Russian. I sprang up and grabbed my firearm. The ruckus led me to the window that overlooked the parking lot.
 
   Tatka stood outside in her oversized, stolen shirt and argued with a male. He was lean like a stalk of wheat, his black hair was accented with blond chunks, and he wore all black. Chains dangled from his jeans, black fingernail polish. One of those snobbish rock'n'roll types. He gripped her fingers, and whatever he said in Russian made her pull away, but he didn’t let go. Her head hung down, loose blond hair sweeping like windblown lace. 
 
   Maybe their boss sent him to bring her home. Shit. I mean, good. I didn't want her here anyway. 
 
   She stiffened like a ceramic ballerina and yanked away from the boy who couldn't be twenty-five yet. He pulled her, wrapped his arm around her waist, and drew her in. As if they were about to waltz across a ballroom floor.
 
   Rage exploded in me like mortar shells. I stuck like a bug to the windowsill, unable to move, splashed all over with passionate heat. She had a boyfriend. Of course, she did. And my presence was so insignificant she didn't bother to warn me. I was only an old man needing protection.
 
   Their hug lasted far too long.
 
   I shoved myself away from the window. 
 
   That's exactly what I was: an old man. My career was over, my love-life was comprised of random, satisfying-but-brief fucks, and I had no real family left. I had wasted my prime, and now it was spent. 
 
   I wanted her gone. Immediately.
 
   She came in, her face dewy and rosy from emotion. She wasn't crying, but anyone with sense could see it was coming shortly. I nearly forgot I’d seen her in the arms of another man. 
 
   “What happened?” 
 
   She stood with her hands clenched. Her chin trembled. Lip quivered. Her quaking limbs scared me, and a sick feeling swirled in my gut. I hated when girls cry, but this was somehow worse than anything in the world. I was caught between two anxieties: anger, that guy made her cry! And panic, why is she crying?
 
   Her body was drowning in my big shirt.
 
   “Sit down and tell me what happened,” I said. 
 
   She moved slowly, absently, and came to rest on the corner of the bed. I braced myself for bad news, but she didn't say anything for a long time. Then she squinted and cleared her throat to remove emotional debris. Her eyes glimmered with tears and far-away thoughts.
 
   “My friend was protecting someone,” she said, “and he died.”
 
   “The friend or the agent?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “I'm sorry.” I hated that I had nothing else to say. She scowled, shrugged, and tried not to cry. The miserable display gutted me down to my spine. God, what had she done to me?
 
   “We die to protect our enemies from our enemies. It's not worth it.” 
 
   “Probably not. For weeks, I've been saying how having you here was a waste of time. You're welcome to leave.”
 
   “I should kill you and be done with it.”
 
   You can try, I thought. But she was simply mad and sad at once.
 
   “What was your friend like?”
 
   “Junk food.” A half-hearted smile tried to move her lips. “He was like, and loved, junk food. Sweet, good. He ate anything, especially sweets. He loved beaches. Loved to run in the sand. Mexico. California. He should have died on a sunny beach, not in a parking lot coated in filth. What a horrible, common place to die. Like trash. We're all going to die.” 
 
   “Eventually, but not for a long time. You're young and strong.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter, does it?” She wiped her nose. “My uncle was not a good man. He liked the vodka and weak women. He hit his son every day. Then, suddenly, he did not hit him anymore. No more drinking, no girls. He went to church and was baptized. Three days later, he died in his sleep. He must have known, don't you think? Felt it? Like a premonition, an anxiety and warning for the future?”
 
   “Tatka.” I hated the soft, odd quality in my voice. I sat on the bed beside her. 
 
   She grabbed my arm. Burning skin singed down to my toes and hummed through my skin. Set me on edge. For a while, I didn't hear anything she said. The world became white noise. 
 
   How did this happen? When? And how do I make it stop?
 
   Staring at her hand didn't generate any answers. I looked up at her face, the wet eyes digging deep into me. I wanted to tell her that people died all the time. It was natural. Expected. But she knew that. It wasn’t a revelation, it was an excuse. Allowing nature all the freedom to be a beautiful, raving bitch. 
 
   I wanted to shelter her from the ugliness and hide her in the crux of my arm. 
 
   “If my friend knew he would die, he shouldn't have stayed. He should have run away to the beaches. Me, I do not care for the beach. I would rather go up mountains. High, dry stone. A mountain is a good place to die.”
 
   Tatka stared at the wall, wistfully, like she could see majestic mountains instead of cheap drywall. She was so busy daydreaming she forgot me. For a moment, she could have been on a pastoral Norman Rockwell painting, her arched bare toes pointed toward the floor, neck stretched like a gazelle's toward some lofty branch, fantasizing about a world so beautiful I couldn't see it. 
 
   “Medvyeht, what would you do if you had three days to live?”
 
   My heart yearned for something in a way I’d never felt. This had to be a girl-trick. How was a man supposed to watch any misty-eyed female dream of heaven without getting soft flutters in his body, like he was spun in a whirlwind? A womanly trick. Maybe she thought I was too naïve to see it. I pulled away.
 
   “Such talk is wasted on me,” I said. “I will never fall in love with you. Hell, I don't even want to fuck you. Pack up the act and move on.”
 
   We were too different. Cruel and unusual behavior was inevitable. 
 
   A look of fear flayed her, and I saw my mistakes stacked up on the scales of righteous judgment. I was an ass. She hadn't been playing, probably forgot who she was speaking to. I knew, from the wet glaze of her eyes, that I'd insulted her so deeply and intimately I would have been better off kicking her in the face. A blush slashed her cheeks. Her lips parted to reveal a crowd of teeth. Her knuckles creaked, fingers curled, and her ribs grew fat.
 
   All the signs, all in the span of a second.
 
   Woman-wronged meet bumbling asshole. 
 
   She grabbed my collar. The heat of her hands scorched deep and sparked a reaction in my gut. She intended to kill me.
 
   Please, don't make me hit you...I don't want to....
 
   She yanked on me, and I elbowed her in the face. The blow smashed her bloated cheekbone, breaking the skin. She reared back. Her mandible sprung wide like a bear trap. Soft fur blossomed on the curve of her neck. A chill strangled my spine. I grabbed her face at the joint of her jaw, pushed her head back, and punched her in the throat. Left her gagging long enough to break her grip and pull a gun. Brought it between us, my knuckles against the scalding, stretching flesh of her belly. My heart labored in my throat. Blood roared past my ears. My skin hummed and itched as she pressed into me.
 
   “Don't,” I prayed. She did.
 
   I shot her.
 
   Impact kicked her back. Silver tore into and through her. The bullet buried in the drywall. She stumbled and hunched, blood wet on her claws. White gold eyes glared up at me as she panted through her teeth.
 
   A kill shot...now would be a good time for that. 
 
   Follow through, Koko. Kill her. Do the right thing. 
 
   Despite the new wolf-white pooling in her eyes, I saw the injured girl crying wounded tears. I did that to her and not with the gun. The weapon loomed between us, and I didn't shoot her again. Don't know why. Should have.
 
   She turned, popped the door off the hinge, and jumped over the stairwell. Within a second, she was gone. I secured the weapon, went to the kitchen, selected a disinfectant spray from under the sink, and sprayed the cherry-bright droplets on the tile.
 
   Blood contaminant.
 
   I toweled up the fluids, full of regret. Should have kept my mouth shut. I put her in a position where she was angry, injured, scared, and on the run, all because the sight of her hugging an attractive man tangled me up inside. I wounded her and sent her out into the world to hide her disease and resist the homicidal urges.
 
   Jesus. She could be munching on the neighbors right now. I listened, but no one screamed. Only my conscience. I scrunched my eyes closed, but the sight of her was blistered so deep I couldn't breathe without an aching frustration. Her eyes nagged me, breath haunted me, her body seared in every corner of my memory. 
 
   God, the look on her face after I pulled the trigger.
 
   I stood and paced, but the apartment was too small and there wasn't an inch of it that had escaped her touch. She contaminated everything. Beer bottles, crunchy poofs, and my shirts crumpled over the chair after she wore and abandoned them. She favored the cornflower blue one. Damn.
 
   I picked up my phone.
 
   “Durant.” My enervated voice oozed guilt. “I shot Tatka.”
 
   Sounded so absurd. Who makes calls like this?
 
   “Shot...dead?” she said, like we were discussing the weather.
 
   “One Ag round through the abdomen. Might have hit the liver. The slug passed through to the wall. She ran.”
 
   “Was she fluffy when this happened?” 
 
   “Heading there.” I couldn't elaborate. 
 
   “Are you injured?”
 
   “You don't think it will kill her, do you? Should I go after her?”
 
   “For the purpose of?”
 
   The question was valid. Was the goal to shoot Tatka or help her?
 
   “Does she have a place to go?”
 
   “Like I'd tell you!” 
 
   “What now?”
 
   “If Tatka can't explain this or if she dies, an angry kennel may be after you. Hell, I might kill you. Keee-rist, Koko. Don't open your door for anyone.”
 
   “Yeah, well, she went through the door. It's completely open.”
 
   “You are a considerable pain in my ass. Pack an overnight bag. Remember how to get to my place? You'll be camping out on the couch. And don't bother arguing; it's not a suggestion. Asshole.”
 
   She hung up.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 33
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   I struggled to process what happened. Had to be a misunderstanding. If Tatka wanted Koko dead, by God, he'd be an empty meat suit. The fact that he only pulled the trigger once and they both still breathed meant something. Not many mutts died from a single Ag round, especially if it passed through. She’d been hit by worse. 
 
   I could get in the car and scout for her, but she was fast and I was high. She’d have to be dead for me to find her. I imagined her stumbling through alleys toward home, repressing the shed—the very thing that could save her. 
 
   I wanted to call Svetlana: my friend shot your friend and we don't know what happened, wanna chat? Or better yet, tell me why you're avoiding me because I clearly love having that broken feeling in my chest.
 
   One bullet wouldn’t stop Tatka. I’d seen her shot up before, so unless Koko’s bullet had been extremely well-placed… Damn, but he was a good shot. What if she never ran again? No more races through the mountains. No more desert chases. I pictured her dead like Keats, Biscuit, and Rosco. 
 
   I cried. My face quivered. The demonic disease roared to life, shaking loose the need to run and scream at the sky. 
 
   If Tatka fed soon, she could heal properly. Whatever she needed, I didn't care. The human mess could be cleaned up later. I'd been stupid. I should have killed Koko long ago. Eaten him, gristle and all.
 
   God, I missed Davey. He'd never think like that. Shaking, I found a Xen tablet, chomped it down, chased it with a beer, and set another tablet under my tongue to dissolve. The drug chilled me before it calmed me.
 
   I seized a blanket and curled up on the couch. My teeth chattered while the mutt stretched fatly through my engorged bones. I listened to my breathing and tasted bitter Xen on my tongue. Six pills within the hour. Nine? Couldn't be that many. Then again, what day was it? What time?
 
   God! Poor Keats, poor Biscuit, poor Tatka. Poor me. Poor, poor fucking me.
 
   Of all wolves, why did Svetlana send Tatka? Kliment would have been the better choice. Only his brother could rile him. Koko wouldn't have caused him any trouble. Then again, since when does Koko set out to cause anyone trouble? Something weird had happened. 
 
   I took another pill and tried to count the leftovers, but my enlarged knuckles distracted me. A sick mutt chugged through my bones. I reached under my shirt and felt my ribs: bumpy, rising, engorged. The drugs finally kicked in but didn’t make the anger-sorrow go away. My vision softened. The lighting dimmed and swirled to set the mood. Hadn't been this relaxed in days. Could maybe...
 
   “You fell asleep?” Koko said. My eyes peeled open. He stood by the television with his beefy arms over his chest. I stretched under my blanket. The stench of my own breath stopped me mid-yawn. Good lord.
 
   “How'd you get in?”
 
   “I was worried when you didn't answer your phone.”
 
   “You broke a window?”
 
   “Kicked in a door.” He stared. “Gonna sleep through this? That's the plan?”
 
   “Sounds good.” I pulled the blanket over my head. Couldn't remember what this was. “Grab me a beer? And if you yap about the carbs, I’ll kick your ass.”
 
   He didn't complain. Even got one for himself, to which I said, “Holy heaven, saints above, we praise you for this miraculous improvement on Koko's character.” He held back the beer.
 
   “Have you been drinking a lot?”
 
   “No.” I grabbed the bottle and finally smelled him. The chemical and blood mix, man musk, hair tonic, olive oil and gunpowder, rage and cold sweat. I fumbled to remember why he stood before me. Keats, Biscuit, and Tatka... The house of cards tumbled down. Shit, meet fan. I sat up, started to fall, and performed a jerky arm wave to catch my balance.
 
   “Equilibrium,” I said. “Momentary lapse.”
 
   He quirked an eyebrow and sat in a chair, but he didn't quite fit. Someone knocked on the door, drawing our attention, and the visitor helped himself in. 
 
   “Quark?” Only two people on the planet called me that, and one was five years-old. Rainer came through the kitchen wearing a bright tank top and linen pants. His jet black hair was braided down his back. 
 
   “Wow. Rainer. Like, in my house. What an honor!” I saw the leash in his hand. “And he brings the big boy! Hey, boy! C'mere. Yeah! C'mere!” 
 
   The pit bull, Rufus, hopped and barked at my greeting, but Rainer didn't look nearly as cheerful. Koko was officially meeting him for the first time, so I wagged my hand between them. “Koko, this is Rainer. Rainer, Koko. Bearing more bad news, I assume.”
 
   “Christ, Quark.” Rainer’s eyes leaked disappointment and squashed my last ounce of bravado. A sob rose from my heart.
 
   “Rainer, they killed Biscuit. And they got Keats.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “It totally sucks.” 
 
   “I’m sorry.” 
 
   “Dude!” I said. “You can't be here! Mullen is camping outside! You have to go, now. He'll call back-up. Hell, he doesn’t need back-up, he’ll kill—”
 
   “He's tending to other business. We have plenty of time to chat.”
 
   “Mullen has been camping in your front yard?” Koko said.
 
   I waved my hand. “I set fire to my trees and waltzed down the street naked.”
 
   “Right,” Koko said. “That'd do it.”
 
   “Anyway,” Rainer said. “News of Tatka's lapse has reached la patrona.” 
 
   “We need to hide Koko. If she wants him dead—if she comes for him, I can’t save him. We both know when she decides to kill something, it invariably ends up dead.”
 
   “Quark, honey, you misunderstand. She's intensely disappointed in her student. She ranted and raved about how she trained Tatka better, how a job shouldn’t get personal, and falling for the target was a disgrace. If you ask me, her speech holds too much hypocrisy and way, way too much regret.”
 
   “Wait,” Koko said. “Boss lady is mad at Tatka because I shot her?”
 
   “You don’t understand,” Rainer said. “Tatka burned her last bridge. When her sister was murdered, she single-handedly destroyed all negotiations for the largest peace treaty in Europe. Guarding you was her one and only opportunity to redeem herself. She blew it. Everyone and their cousin wants to kill us, and she left a trail of breadcrumbs leading to a den of innocents. The boss flipped out and sent her away. After Biscuit died, la patrona called everyone off the job. No more mutt guard. We are stretched too thin, and we can't protect everyone. Too many wolves think we shouldn’t try.”
 
   I think I was surprised, but only on the surface. No reason to pretend Svetlana was noble to the core. I was disappointed because the plan had worked for a while. Now, she thoroughly washed her hands of me. 
 
   “Back up,” I said. “You said Tatka was sent away. What do you mean?”
 
   “Banished,” Rainer said. “Completely. No one connected to any of her connections is allowed to go near her. Or aid her. Or speak with her.”
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “Indefinitely.”
 
   “Oh, Jesus,” I whimpered. She was out there somewhere, alone and bleeding. The kennel had been her only haven, the last of her family, and now it was gone. 
 
   “She came to see me before she left,” Rainer said. “Tatka wanted Koko to have protection when she wasn’t around, so he’s yours.” He held out the leash attached to Rufus. “Tatka's replacement.”
 
   We all stared at Rufus. Suddenly the center of attention, he wagged his merry tail and panted.
 
   “Tatka loves this dog,” Rainer said. “Even more than I.”
 
   “How was her wound?” Koko did something I'd never seen him do before; he squirmed. 
 
   “She really got to you, didn't she?” I said.
 
   He stopped bouncing his feet and fingers. 
 
   “Do you believe she intended to kill you?” 
 
   “No, but she became rather passionate about the idea after I insulted her.”
 
   “Tatka is amazingly reserved for her age. After all the abuse and hatred she endured, I can't imagine you would set her off. You aren't that rude, and she isn't easily bullied. This must be a misunderstanding—”
 
   “I accused her of using feminine wiles against me. I told her I would never fall in love with her, and I couldn’t be bothered to fuck her. Then I shot her.”
 
   It was too much for me, too much like what she said. My world collapsed in fog. Koko’s open throat and flaring guilt wagged like a red flag. 
 
   “Quark!” Rainer shouted. 
 
   I lunged anyway. Koko cleared his gun. He threw himself back and squeezed the trigger. The first bullet popped into my jaw, and the impact slapped my face like a truck. The second struck my temple and dropped me like a sack of rocks. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 34
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   Vomited awake. Metallic bile chugged up my throat as my ribs heaved against the floor. Then it hurt lots and lots. Barbs of fire laced my skull. Fractures rubbed like fault lines. The smell of solid stone, concrete cool under my hip and belly. Pleasant on my scorched face. Fur clumped and squeezed tight where blood caked around my eye. Face swollen, eye nearly shut. My hide throbbed and itched like I had fleas. Head pounding. Skull wobbling. Black fog. Shadows. One eye shut completely, filled with fluids and puffy infection. Silver burned in me. Pounding pressure. 
 
   I huffed and air blasted around my face. I rolled, scratched my back, and stretched. My forepaws hit the stone wall. Irritation scorched my head. 
 
   Bullet. Itching. Silver.
 
   Hungry. Thirsty. Flanks weak, legs wobbly, jaw torn.
 
   Dark, good. Cold, yes. Stretched on my side. Bones and joints sore, muscles flat and limp like wet dough. Nostrils inflamed, eyes leaking. Allergic to the silver. Water from a spigot splashed near a drain. I tucked my legs under, heaved my weight. Stuck out my head, wet my snout, and rolled my tongue in it. City water. Better than none. Wet and cold on my neck, chasing away fever and pain. Laid my chin on a paw and slept in the water. 
 
   Pain waded through sleep. Scented a rabbit. Chased it, slowly at first. Couldn't see it in the dark. My legs moved, but my body didn't follow. The delicious morsel might get away. My body jerked awake.
 
   I huffed with excitement. Others had been where I was, leaving perfume prints in the bumps and dents of stone. I knew not their scents, colors, and shapes.
 
   Impatient, I whapped my tail.
 
   Bring food, coyote. 
 
   I yipped. Nothing.
 
   He must open the door eventually, and I will get out. I'd gnaw through anyone in my way and run, stretch sore limbs, rub my fur on rocks of the mountain, dig in the hard-baked dessert, run all night, and nap in a cave above ground. Rise up and hunt. Find water not tasting of city taint.
 
   Coyote! But it emerged, “Ooorh, arrrh, eeee.”
 
   I rolled on hard earth, cement wet from the dripping water. I couldn't see well. I scratched my skull on the wall, and the bullet slid around inside my swollen face. New burning and nausea. Growled at the wall and shook my head to move the bullet loose. Pus burst around my swollen eye. It hurt, so I let it alone. Cool water sloshed over my paws. Squared my hindquarters beneath me, stood drunkenly. Pain down my spine from my neck to tail, like whiplash jingling my bones. The rest of me was weary with fatigue that I couldn't sleep away. 
 
   I had been shot. 
 
   Perfume passed me by. White fur, white wolf.
 
   Bring me food, let me out.
 
   I growled. No answer.
 
   Room without light, dark in my eyes. Snorted and scented the rabbit from my dream, meat both cold and hot. It lay as still as the deer who catches wind of a wolf. Yet no fear rode its heartbeat. I growled, but it didn't talk back. Its heart picked up the pace. I read concern, not fear. 
 
   Curious. 
 
   It was lunch, no doubt, meat to snap in my jaws and tear asunder. Warmth emanated. Scent familiar but not important. Hunger pounced in my gut. No end to the pain without the meat and the blood, the hotter the better. Lots to choose from. I breathed the human meat in my cage. Other meat, cold and dead, laid nearby. 
 
   I walked closer. Skin and muscle bound so tight my joints squeaked. My eyelids refused to open more than a sliver. I only saw the lump of a human in the pitch dark. A heart tha-thumped in its chest cavity. Feed me, heart, fill me up. It knew I was coming. I inhaled the pull of two foods: the hot pulse of long pork and a cold pig beside it.
 
   I huffed at the human. It didn't answer. Nothing to say. It breathed agony. Injured and ready for dinner, it brought saliva to my mouth. My empty stomach shriveled. My first step burned like seven miles of scalding coal in seven mere inches, seven days without sleep, and seven years without the sun. 
 
   Good that my prey had nowhere to go and hadn't tried to run. It was not livestock that panics when stuck in a trap with a predator. Not afraid of me. Wait, why not? What was here? Too dark to see anything. I inhaled and the aroma grabbed me like a meat hook. Why familiar?
 
   Oh, so hungry.
 
   Meat with suspicious behavior and a suspicious scent. Trap? Test? Coyote played tricks on me. Come out, coyote. I raised my snout to the ceiling and howled. The sound cut smooth through my throat, and I was good, breathing right air and being right nature, right life. No answer to my call, but the meat in the trap twitched and its heart raced. Ah yes. Forget wily Coyote. I closed in on the food, and my head swung low. Pushed my snout on its chest, near the heart. 
 
   Yes, you. I know you, rabbit. Scented so good and so bad...
 
   Its hands touched my snout, pushed my nose. Big fingers full of stink, plus the texture of a small chain holding the beast. Hands like sweat and gunpowder. I sneezed. It twitched. Relax, rabbit. I'm not going to eat you. I turned and snapped up the cold chunk of pork left beside the live bait. Pig long-dead and chilled in brittle ice, cold on my teeth, distasteful on my tongue, soothing to my gums. Ah, yes, meat, yes.
 
   I dragged the meat back to the water in case the human-rabbit got any silly ideas about sharing. This was my dinner. The pig, head and guts gone, was exactly what I needed. I set my heavy paw on its ribs and bit into the hindquarter, right to the bone. Oh, the satisfying crunch of a bone! I ate wildly, spurred by the ravenous sound of my own eating. I growled in pleasure over the tasty fat, chewy muscle, and cracking bone. Devoured it down to the largest bones, which I chomped to small bits, taking my time, content to have something in my stomach. I could eat six more in one sitting, but my body was tired from this effort. My jaw burned as the bullet floated inside my flesh. 
 
   I laid my head in the pool of water, cooling my inflamed jaw and puffed eye. My bones tightened. Old hurts gained new hurts. I was sick. More than the bullets near my eye, more that the pain and hunger and slowness. My wolf suffered the residue of everything wrong with the not-true me. My insides itched like dusty nerves, and the wolf wanted nothing to do with that wrongness. 
 
   The magic cracked and shifted inside as the wolf grated against my bones. My ribs felt like brittle glass. I hated this part. Resigned, I stretched out to let the change happen. When I woke, I'd be something else, and it would hurt. I was broken, skull soft with silver, jaw scarcely strong enough to tear good bone.
 
   A moan escaped me. I detected more wolves outside in their not-true forms, clicking, clucking, and cooing. Nothing I cared to understand. A low opening flung back at the bottom of the door. Light blazed into the room through an opening the size of a mail slot. I squinted through my one useful eye, and then I struggled up and wandered over. Strips of pork came through the hole and fell to the ground. Mine. I pounced on it, snarling. Room temperature and bloodless, cool on the tongue but great in my gut.
 
   Coyote slipped a sharp stick through the door and poked me. I yelped and reared. I smashed into the wall with such force my brain rang. Juices ran hot, a torrent of adrenaline scraped me, singeing my brain and pushing.
 
   Crazy was in that spiny needle. 
 
   I gnashed my teeth and rose up, heart pounding, veins bursting, and skin crawling. My lungs cried for air. 
 
   I needed to run.
 
   Run, fight, run.
 
   Run from what? Fight what? I didn't know.
 
   My body and blood thrust me across the room. I thumped into the opposite wall. Howled. I jumped around and sprinted, tucked my chin and turned my head. Shoulder slammed into the door but it didn’t open. I turned and crashed into another corner. Raged and snarled, snapped my teeth at phantom prey. The rabbit made himself small. He didn't want to fight and had nowhere to run.
 
   Needed to get out. Coyote and White Wolf wouldn’t open my prison cell and set me free. I charged the door again and smashed headfirst. It rang like a bass bell but didn't move. I snarled. 
 
   Wolf magic was doubly offended by the bullets residing in my skull. Silver burned into my skin. Constant agony on my inflamed face. Infection blistered until my last useful eye swelled shut and left me blind. Hard objects moved in along my skull, slipping around like bloated ticks and scraping under my cheek. Irritated muscle stretched, burned, reeked of metallic pus. I wanted those foreign things gone.
 
   I scratched my face with my foot, claws digging into new flesh which had grown over bullets. Pain and blood came, but the silver was so small I couldn't catch it with a claw. I scraped my torn face on the corner of stone by the door, the sharp edge kneading muscle until the bullet rubbed out of my cheek, away from my eye. Swollen tissues burst and oozed pus then blood, and the tink tink of two silver lumps on the stone was like the chime of heaven.
 
   Heaving, huffing satisfaction, I wearily paced. Passed the pork often enough that I stopped to eat it as my anger dulled. I growled while I ate in case someone thought to poke me with another stick. Ate a mound of pork the size of my head and felt complacent. I strolled back to the pool of water and laid belly down, easing the aches and quivers in my gut. Rolled my crusty face in the soothing puddle. The cool water reminded me of mountain streams, and I dreamed of such.
 
   Woke hungry but quiet in my heart. My wounds no longer burned and I could see in the dark. No scent of fresh blood. I was much better with the silver gone. Time for me to be free and hunt. Fur, fang, and claw: all this I loved. I stretched happily and circled so I could stretch again. 
 
   The rabbit slept. I examined his trap and saw his leg chained to the floor. Dirt and sweat all over him, oils in his hair, perfume around his neck: an old and lingering mix. This was a test. He was a gift, mine to devour or ignore as I pleased. I bumped my nose on him. He jerked awake and brought his knees up to cover the soft bits. His heart sang a new beat, and his breath hitched. 
 
   That's right, I can eat you. No one can stop me, certainly not you. 
 
   Sniffed his limbs, touched him with my nose. His hips and legs were cold. Scent told me we'd been here a long time. I huffed at his throat. His hands didn't push at me this time, pretended to trust me. As big as he was, his heart was bite-size. A single serving bit of meat with only a wicker basket cage to protect it. 
 
   My stomach rumbled. I was famished. My not-true-self insisted I shouldn’t eat it despite my hunger. I called through the door so they'd know to bring me food. My howl woke everyone inside the cell and out. Rabbit jingled his chain, White Wolf passed in front of the door, and Coyote sat back. Time passed, and I grew impatient. Paced. Thumped my shoulder against the door. Dug at the concrete, dulling my claws. I huffed and puffed at the crack beneath the door. Whined to see if anyone responded. Empty noise outside, the sound of waiting. 
 
   My stomach roared, ferocious, echoing. Body burning up, a fast-spent ember. Pacing made me tired. I sat and waited for food. Fur rose and puffed my spine and neck like I had to fight something with teeth.
 
   Bring me food, Coyote, not this long pork. White wolf, bring meat, meal, gristle and gruel. I know you're out there, always out there, pay attention!
 
   Prey sat in the corner, its heart-pump and blood-thump so gentle I forgot it was prey, forgot it was there. 
 
   I moaned at the door, beseeching sweet treats: pigs all pink and fatty, piglets all plump and crunchy, open from throat to groin. Eat it down to the hooves. Big dumb cattle, fenced and placid. Almost as good as deer freshly-caught, blood pumping, muscle strung between my teeth. Oh, the glorious, taut meat of fast prey. Calves with spots and big helpless necks. Rabbits: bite-size, fun to chase and eat. Prairie dogs with plump legs and round bodies. Bring anything, even chickens, no feathers please. My stomach wailed.
 
   Let me out, one of you, and feed me so that I can run and run and run, from sun of east to sun of west and around again.
 
   I butted my head against the door. The slot opened and meat came in. Beef this time, good and red. For every piece I ate, more came, until my stomach bulged and I couldn't manage another bite. 
 
   I carried an extra piece to the man in chains and dropped it on his cold naked feet. His heart told me he was awake but he made no other human sounds. His breathing was poor. I turned my back to show I didn't care if he ate my food. I wouldn't hurt him for it. Plopped my big belly down to take a nap, stretched out my head, and rested on stone. A sigh of satisfaction rolled out of me. I dozed off. 
 
   Woke to cold flanks moving against my side. I lifted my head and saw the human by my belly, sitting against me for warmth. What a brave little rabbit with frigid, rigid flesh. He didn’t shiver anymore and that was bad. Such a small rabbit, he must know he was sick. 
 
   He watched me from the side of his eye, like a pup testing its mother's patience. As he leaned against me, I read the rhythm of his system. Something inside him was perforated. Busted. I let him curl his fingers into my fur. I let him nestle his thighs near my ribs. Huffing, I settled my neck over him to warm his chest. He had hurt me before but couldn't hurt me now, and not because he was too cold to fight.
 
   The human was dying.
 
   I slept and slept, and woke because I needed to pee. The human was limp and flat on his back, his breath only half-full wheezes. Sniffed him. His lung collapsed, and he'd die soon. Might as well eat him and get it over with. Why hadn't they opened the doors? I behaved myself, hadn't eaten the long pork. Even kept it warm on its death bed. Wasn't that enough to pass their test? No. They wouldn't let a wolf out of the box and into their delicate world. They made me stay with adrenaline, and now I needed to come down on my own. The human mumbled in his sleep. I cocked my head to listen but only heard sounds with no words. 
 
   Dying in the dark was a miserable fate.
 
   Forget the human and run, run, run. Roam the wild until death. But that not-true dream was out of time. The human was out of time. 
 
   My wolf needed to go. I imagined the big, wild parts being sucked in and packed into a ball. Small teeth, small teeth. She didn’t want to go. Didn’t trust me to bring her back, thought I wanted to trick her.
 
   Plus, shedding hurt. 
 
   Magic clustered in a grain of clay and gathered more, growing to the size of a marble. Pull it in, hold it back, all the wild and mild parts of the beast, all the dangerous and beautiful things of the monster: claws, paws, jaws, muscle and mean. Pictured all the clay packed wetly into my bones, tucked deep in my gut. 
 
   My brain swirled, hair curled, eyes ached, and bones felt light. 
 
   Focus. Think calming thoughts: wind, sun, sea.
 
   All the magic which tore out during the shed, all that mutt stuff, I coaxed back to its good night. I tucked it in like a pup in a leafy den. I tingled with near-orgasmic quakes. I laid lethargically on the cement, unwilling to move. I inhaled the musky fur of my aftermath, the soothing wolf den aroma. 
 
   Koko’s breath held a dying rattle. His skin was clammy and cold against my naked heat. He remained unconscious and mortally wounded. I sat up, and vertigo spun me a thousand times in an instant. I opened my mouth, emitting a sound between a gasp and a yelp.
 
   Someone stood behind the door.
 
   Light stormed in and blinded me. The white wolf, Erik, was dressed in black with his snowy hair loose. We stared at each other. His eyes glowed pink and sharp in the light. His chest strained with quickened breath. A flush marked his cheeks. He'd been spying on me, following my scent journey from wolf back to flesh. And it excited him.
 
   “You're beautiful.” He captured a short breath between each sentence. “Smokey gray. Excellent form. Gorgeous teeth.”
 
   His scorching eyes filled with light. In one blaring, beautiful instant, our hearts reached out and touched, our breaths synced, and a burst of solidarity made me forget all the reasons we didn't like each other. He held out a robe and it occurred to me that I was naked. 
 
   “Koko is dying.” My voice rumbled deep with the residue of the change.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Why leave him like that?”
 
   “Rainer's house, Rainer's orders. Your partner shot too many people. First Tatka, then you. Rainer was beside himself. He wanted to chop up the big lug and feed him to you in chunks. We decided to wait and see if you'd take matters into your own paws.”
 
   “Where is Rainer?”
 
   “Searching for Tatka.” Erik shrugged. “Even though Svetlana declared her off limits, Rainer said screw it. He's fed up with house politics. Only problem is, we haven’t found any trace of her in the last five days.”
 
   “You left Koko in here without food, without medical care, for five days?”
 
   “Rainer said no one in, no one out until you came around. The silver really had its way with you.”
 
   “What if I had died?”
 
   Erik pressed his lips together. If I hadn’t survived, Koko would’ve been eaten alive by angry mutts.
 
   “His lung collapsed,” I reported.
 
   “Not surprised. That's what he gets for wrestling wolves.”
 
   “Fix him.”
 
   “Is that what you want?”
 
   “Yes.” I must have wanted it because I hadn't killed him myself.
 
   “Maybe you should look at your face before you make any final decisions.”
 
   After that suspicious suggestion, I braced myself. I took the robe from Erik although I wasn't cold. I covered my body because I didn't know who else might be in the bunker. Plus, I was protecting myself from whatever might be wrong with my face. I tied the sash around my waist, and Erik held up a hand mirror. I looked like me: pupils dilated, crazy brown hair, and dirty face. 
 
   “So?”
 
   Erik pushed back my hair. His fingers brushed my cheek and infected me with vibrant heat. His action revealed the left side of my face and unmistakable round scars. Bullet wounds the size of quarters. One in my temple, another at the top corner of my jaw.
 
   “Oh, wow.”
 
   “Rainer couldn't remove the bullets without sedating you. If he pushed the wolf back with tranquilizers, you might have died. We let nature run its course.”
 
   I tipped my head. Bullet holes in my face to match the claw and tooth damage on my thighs, gut, and throat. I usually wore my hair down to cover the scars on my neck, and now I'd have to part my hair the left side. How would I explain the marks? And how many people walk around with bullet scars in their temples?
 
   “Brutal,” I said.
 
   “That's it? Not upset about your looks?”
 
   “More impressed that I lived through it.”
 
   “People will wonder how it happened.”
 
   I turned my head slightly to get a profile view, accidentally brushing my ear against Erik's hand. Our flesh was hot. Why was he touching me? He should know I don't…like…it?
 
   Do I?
 
   “Rainer has another requirement. Your dead agent, Keats, has a funeral tomorrow. Either you go in full control of yourself, or he locks you back in the bunker until you're all better.”
 
   He held out some Xen, as pretty as seashells. Gleaming control, brilliant calm, and soothing stoicism. The pills stank like alkaline drain pipes. With those, I'd be sedated and free of the awkwardness of funerals. Keats was dead, and tears bit my eyes. I had a vision of the drug cycle. Every time the numbness wore off, the pain would come back brand new. 
 
   “Erik, get that shit away from me.”
 
   “Good answer.” He tossed the pills across the bunker. “And Koko?”
 
   “Get the Carpenter blood. It’s our only chance of healing him.”
 
   “Eat him,” Erik said matter-of-factly. Try the soup de jour.
 
   “What exactly is your problem? Don't trust him? Dislike competition?”
 
   “He shot you twice. In the face. With silver.” He reached out and touched a scar with his warm fingertip.
 
   “I deserved the silver. The man was protecting himself.”
 
   “What did it feel like?”
 
   “Being punched with an anvil and bitten by a rattlesnake at the same time.”
 
   He brushed the outer rim of my scar, and I noticed he didn't have any marring his porcelain complexion. 
 
   “How did you earn a kennel throne without attaining a few scratches?”
 
   He shrugged cannonball shoulders. “I heal well.”
 
   “Koko is dying while we stand here.”
 
   “Let him.”
 
   “No.” My mind was made up. I swatted his hand away.
 
   “Fine. Take a shower, eat something. I'll call Rainer to let him know you're out, and we'll fix up your beloved partner and drop him at a hotel.”
 
   “What about Koko’s apartment?”
 
   “Mysteriously burned to the ground. Don't go questioning it, especially to the Russians.” He pushed his hair over a hyper-sculpted shoulder. “We have work to do. We need to shut down the renegade mutts killing off feds.”
 
   “Finally coming to your senses?”
 
   “Disliking the bad press.” 
 
   “I think I met the guy behind this,” I said. “Cano Florez.”
 
   “Never heard of him.”
 
   “Little dude, about yea high, curly hair, literate and Hispanic, young?”
 
   “I'm telling you, sweetie, I never heard of nor met the guy.”
 
   “The man showed up in my home, wanted me to join up, and gave me promises of safety through unity. Gang chatter. He wanted a seat at your table. I think he wants recognition. Are you sure he's not one of Iago's old guys?”
 
   “He might be, but he's not the guy. The dog shaking things up is named Toro, as in ‘the bull’, and he's one of Iago's main henchmen. His wolf is pale brown and the size of a Buick. He's missing an eye. He's nasty, homicidal, and psycho. He's taken the anti-fed sentiment to a whole new level.”
 
   “What are you going to do with Toro?”
 
   “Find him. Kill him.”
 
   Simple. Beautiful. I smiled. If mutts like Erik drew a line in the sand and we eliminated the figurehead, it'd go a long way to staunch the murders. 
 
   I wouldn't mind getting my teeth into this Toro character.
 
   Erik leaned into me, close enough that his breath brushed my lips and his hair danced across my cheek and tickled my throat. I was so caught up in his pink eyes and long lashes it didn't occur to me to step back.
 
   “Kaidlyn,” he whispered. The sound tingled to my toes. Good lord, what if he kissed me? Did I want him to? Was I high from the shed? 
 
   “Erik—”
 
   “Let's take this to a whole new level. Me and you, we eat the wounded human, track down Toro, set things right, and have our mutual revenge. We can put this issue to bed and get on with our lives. What do you say?”
 
   Our mouths were so close that we inhaled the same air. His feral, enticing mutt perfume rolled over me. “Kill the bad guys? Great idea.”
 
   “You and I, we can run this city.” 
 
   Wait, wait. WAIT.
 
   “I'll pass.” I pushed his chest. “Everything is scrambled and I can’t make promises.”
 
   “If you don't want to eat the human, allow me to change him. He'll be a great asset if he’s more committed.”
 
   “Christ, Erik, you're rather fixated on my partner. Almost obsessively. Thinking about crossing to the other side or something? Gosh, I know he's pretty in that bounced-up bouncer way, but—”
 
   “I'm not screwing around, Kaid. He needs to be taken care of in the worst way and if you can't handle it—”
 
   “Don't you touch him,” I growled. “What's mine is mine.”
 
   “Fight me for it?” 
 
   “If I have to.”
 
   “You'd lose.”
 
   “We can see.”
 
   He withdrew. “See what happens when you give a stray a name? You get attached and want to keep 'em. You start believing it's a good pet and it'll never bite you. But he did, he will, and maybe he should. The boy has crazy fang potential. He'd be a fantastic mutt.” 
 
   “That metaphor hopped tracks halfway through,” I said.
 
   “It got away from me. I'm distracted because I can see the color of your nipples through that robe.”
 
   “Huh.”
 
   “Yeah. Your nudity didn't bother me when I stood over there, but right here, it’s rather enticing.”
 
   “Maybe you should go back over there.” I inhaled his scent and felt his heat.
 
   “That's an idea.”
 
   “Sure is.”
 
   I'd never been here before with Erik. I wasn't even sure of what he was offering, if anything. I liked the musky perfume of his beast, the dusky aroma of his skin, and the opal complexion. Was it him or the mutt in him I wanted? It was all so nicely rolled into one tangled ambrosia. 
 
   Cripes, give me space, I thought, but not quite yet.
 
   The security doors opened. Rainer entered, unsmiling. 
 
   “I have conditions,” he said. “Firstly, you never put me through anything like that again. Secondly, you have to shed three times with a controlled recession. No control equals no freedom.”
 
   “Thanks, Rainer,” I said. “You saved my life.”
 
   “Yes, yes I did, and it was a catastrophic pain in my ass. I have ulcers. I've got mystical mutt healing, and you still gave me ulcers.”
 
   “Did you find Tatka?” 
 
   He sighed in a way that declared he hadn't. After five days, she was dead or gone, and he was giving up. 
 
   “Go shower,” he said.
 
   The shower turned out to be the most blissful experience I'd ever enjoyed. I broke down and sprawled on the tiles, gasping and trembling under the heat and massaging jets. I laid there until not the slightest trace of mud, blood, or bone remained in the water.
 
   After three sheds, each faster, smoother, and more rapturous, I emerged from the changing room. Rainer had things laid out: clothes, food, and weapons.
 
   As I strapped the Jerichos on each hip, my fingers lingered over their hard edges. I touched each of them, enjoying their solidity and futility, like they were gorgeous one-night-stands who would never see me again. Once, we had been inseparable, but now we were strangers. I felt guilty, like I'd abandoned a long-time lover. Then, not so guilty, because I didn't need them as a crutch anymore. 
 
   I left them on my hip as a monument to our history.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 35
 
   Koko
 
   For the first time in days, I opened my eyes and saw something other than darkness. I tingled all over like my tongue was taped to a Taser. My ribs and lungs itched. I breathed like I was brand new, but I wasn’t fooled. I had nearly died. Instead, my body raged with fever. An IV slithered along one arm to fight dehydration, and a blood donor bag fed my other arm. 
 
   A sea foam green curtain hung around me, but this was certainly not a hospital. A cargo strap buckled my legs to the bed. The last time I was conscious, I'd been at death's door, trapped in the cold dark with a monster, but now I was magically healed. 
 
   Rufus crowded me on the hospital bed and rested his chin on my thigh.
 
   Durant sat on the bed opposite of me, her fingers slick with grease from the bucket of chicken between her thighs. She ate like she hadn't seen food in a year and crunched through the bones without stopping. Rufus eyed her longingly, hoping for a handout, and drool ran from his lips. 
 
   I assumed Durant would be gnawing on my bones, but she wasn't. In fact, she left me better than she found me.
 
   “I'm confused,” I said. “Yesterday I thought you would kill me.” 
 
   “Today is a new day. And it's actually been a couple days.”
 
   “How’s your face?” 
 
   “You mean where you plugged silver into my skull? Fine.” 
 
   “Thanks for not eating me.” 
 
   She shrugged like it was inconsequential. “How did your lung collapse?”
 
   “Rainer tackled me before you hit the ground. Why didn't you kill me?”
 
   “Habit, I guess. Every day at the bureau, I reminded myself not to eat you. Guess it sunk in. Plus you didn't run, scream, panic, or do anything that might prompt a hunt. The boys want me to convert you. How about it? Feel like becoming a wolf?”
 
   “No. What's to keep your boys from killing me or infecting me?”
 
   “I own you now.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “They say I've got my scent all over you, and you slept next to me while I was in my mutt form, therefore you're my responsibility. No one touches you unless I say so. I'm the only one with the right to kill you or convert you.”
 
   “That's medieval bullshit.”
 
   “Mutts and humans don't mix in the long term. One weak link and the entire kennel can be exposed and executed. It makes sense to kill or convert any humans who can’t prove their loyalty and trust.”
 
   “I was chained to the floor, leaving me no chance to demonstrate trust.” 
 
   We both knew it wasn't true. 
 
   She continued to eat the chicken, licking the grease running down her wrist. She tipped her face up to do it, her toothy smile reminiscent of a greedy weasel. The fluorescent light shone on her upturned features, highlighting two new scars where I shot her. A shiver slipped down my spine. I shot her twice in the head and she lived. If I was her, I'd be especially pissed at me. Yet there she was, more relaxed than I'd ever seen her.
 
   Recurring sheds truly seemed the best way to manage lycanthropy.
 
   “Where's Tatka?” I said.
 
   “No one knows.”
 
   I had hoped she'd be here, maybe too mad to see me, or maybe someone would know something about her condition.
 
   “Any plans regarding the untying of my legs?” I said.
 
   She shrugged. “Might as well. You need to shower and change your clothes. We have a funeral to go to.”
 
   “Whose?”
 
   “Keats.”
 
   “Who is searching for Tatka?”
 
   “She’s been banished, Koko, and that’s nothing to take lightly. Plus, it’s been over a week and chances of finding her are slim. She’s dead or gone.”
 
   “I can’t believe—” 
 
   “Shut up, Koko. I’m not giving up. I’ll find her. She’ll be fine.”
 
   I sighed and eased back onto the pillow. 
 
   “Koko,” she said, voice grave.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Don't ever hurt Tatka again. I'll fucking kill you.” 
 
   “Not gonna happen, sweetums. I'll never hurt her again, as long as I live. I swear on my soul.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re better. Now, take a shower.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 36
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   Fresh air.
 
   I’d worn my three piece pantsuit. Necessity dictated I part my hair on the left and pull my brown locks into a low ponytail to cover my bullet scars.
 
   Air near the graveyard swirled clean of urban breezes. The cemetery was gated like a prison but decorated like a church, complete with gargoyles. Consecrated grounds and puritan values meant no monsters were allowed. Keats wouldn't have wanted me there. 
 
   I only kinda cared.
 
   Even if vengeful God struck me dead on hallowed ground, it was good for my soul to be outside, to stretch my face toward the sky and feel the bliss of wind and sun. 
 
   This was my god, and it was glorious.
 
   I stepped down, my shoes sinking into the newly clipped grass. I sighed. I lifted my face and smelled the pollen and fertilizer in the air. 
 
   I wanted to howl at the world.
 
   Nothing could go wrong, not on my first day of true freedom. A priest with a Bible and a lit candle stood watch at the gate. Sighing, I made a solemn oath to Keats that I would be nice to the holy dudes, no matter what. After all, this was a funeral. A bit of tolerance could go a long way.
 
   I lifted a scent from the breeze, a perfume that had enthralled me once before. Anticipation scrambled up and down my nerves like rappelling insects, churning up a desire to hunt. The aroma wafted around me like a cloak of silk and thorns. I couldn't swallow, and my skin flushed with excitement. She was here: Gingerlocks, the red-haired vampire from the church.
 
   She strolled on the grassy knoll behind my shoulder. When my eyes caught her, she jolted mid-step like a fly in a web. The white summer dress fluttered at the caps of her knees and left her calves naked. She froze and didn't risk coming an inch closer. She'd forgotten her precious umbrella and would be sun-slowed. Lips fluttered like the wings of a moth merrily chasing flames.
 
   I could catch her this time. When I finally grabbed her, I'd chew her heart out of her narrow chest. As if she'd read that thought, her white hand lifted to cover her clavicle. Sun-kissed freckles dusted her fine skin, and she resembled a fawn in a meadow. Her leg shifted. She was a moment from running. Her chest rose and fell with urgent breath. 
 
   Poor thing; I'd scared her. I grinned.
 
    And now I'd eat her.
 
   Anticipating a chase, I slid out of my black jacket and dropped it in the grass.
 
   “Ma'am, your weapons.” The man at the gate pulled me from my daydream.
 
    The vampire spun and ran away. 
 
   A small groan escaped my throat at the missed opportunity, but the priest was still talking. He looked as young as Davey, but his attitude was much more pretentious. He'd seen my guns when I discarded my jacket and fixated on them. I took a slow breath. I only needed to be civil enough to get through this funeral. 
 
   “These are consecrated grounds, an extension of the holy church, and the Lord would consider it a kindness if you remove your unholy weapon. Have no fear; God will protect us.”
 
   My respectfulness fell face-first into the mud of that stupidity. “The Lord and Church are aware of what Keats did for a living, right?”
 
   “Your gun, ma'am.” He held out his helpless hand, peachy and completely unscathed. He was old enough to know better, but life was too good to him. And he wanted me to submit to his petty, inane request. I may have gotten out of Rainer's bunker with sanity to spare, but there were limits.
 
   “Neither you nor your church have the authority to disarm me,” I said.
 
   “We require you to leave your gun behind.”
 
   I smiled a stiff, evil grin. “Over your dead body.”
 
   “Ms. Durant is a federal agent.” Koko collected my fallen jacket from the ground. His braids were newly done, his suit blacker than the pitch of hell and expertly cut to fit him. He looked sharp, healthy, and thinner, but as imposing as usual. The young priest was clearly outgunned. Koko put his finger on the man's chest and moved him effortlessly. I smirked as we walked past.
 
   “Someone cleans up nice.” I was amazed he found a tailor who could fit a suit for someone his size on such short notice. 
 
   “Did your friends ever find my friend?” 
 
   “No.” Tatka was still in the wind. Disheartened, I put on the blazer to hide my guns. My suit fit poorly. The slacks were loose around the waist but tight on my thighs and rump. Shedding had affected me more than I'd expected, and my weight held more muscle. I would have to go shopping for a new wardrobe, but it wasn't first on my list. I'd rather be running wild, seeing the world through wolf eyes, eating fresh kill, and murdering that vampire girl. 
 
   Circular thoughts, like my brain was chasing my tail.
 
   “Kaidlyn.” Koko jarred me back into the present.
 
   “I'm good. You?”
 
   “My lungs feel like raw nerves tortured with a sandblaster.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Excuse me?” He quirked an eyebrow.
 
   “I have two holes in my face; it wouldn't be fair for you to get away scot-free. Besides, you'll probably heal before the weekend. The elixir is magic.” 
 
   I smiled and slid my hand over his arm as if he'd offered it to me. I sighed, embracing the heat and muscle under his suit. Despite Erik's archaic claim that I owned Koko, it felt oddly true. I had earned this human, and I would damn well keep him safe. He was my partner, after all. Trifle issues like trust and scars could be sorted in time.
 
   “Don't smile so much,” he said. “This is a funeral.”
 
   Certainly was. The cemetery grounds were crammed with headstones. About thirty agents and a hundred pedestrians streamed into the graveyard, more than the usual turn-out. Keats’ golden persona and bloody death attracted a small, albeit bored news crew. The notion of a crowd quickly killed my desire to put up a good front. The gathering contained dozens of people I knew and their children whom I couldn't tell apart. Santi stood graveside with Jones, Rashad, Yoshino, Daisy, and others. 
 
   I didn't want to see all the people I knew when life was normal. Given my secret, I could never trust them and they couldn’t trust me. We had all betrayed each other in small ways. I wasn't ready for this. Three quickie sheds in a cement bunker did not prepare me to face my old life.
 
   “Kaidlyn,” Koko said. “You're bruising my arm.”
 
   I released my stone grip.
 
   “Rainer gave me some pills,” he said. “They’re in my left pocket.”
 
   “No, I can find my own calm.” I closed my eyes to relax and think of soothing things. One, two, three...wind, sun, sea. “No drugs.”
 
   “A half-hour ceremony, and it'll be over.”
 
   I bit my lip.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Look, Keats loved me like a sister, but he didn't know me. He would have tried to kill me if he learned about my disease. I shouldn't be here.”
 
   “Keats was a good man. You're a good person. Well, decent, at least. Honor his goodness as he honored yours.”
 
   That made a startling amount of sense.
 
   Sarakas came from behind and seized my elbow in a crushing grip. I winced. Jesus, he could reveal my secret right here, to all these people and the news crew. I had crossed a line when I threw him against the wall. I deserved this.
 
   He folded me in a fierce hug, the kind likely to break the bones of a lesser woman. When he held me, my love oozed out and I couldn't vilify him. I should never have doubted Andreas Sarakas. He'd always be part of my life, even if he wasn't. I curled my face into his neck and inhaled his salty musk, the heat of his embrace, and the heaviness of his breath. Keats had died, I disappeared, and Sarakas was left all alone. I was an ass. 
 
   “Kaidlyn, if you ever again disappear without telling me, I'll kill you.” He might have meant it. We parted, and I smiled.
 
   His girlfriend, Vanessa, appeared at his side. She wore a tasteful black dress which went to her knees. A chic hat topped her chignon. She was gorgeous. 
 
   “Kaidlyn, it’s been so long.” We embraced enough for her to touch my cheek with hers. She smelled like jasmine with hints of soft powder. “We must find better occasions to get together.”
 
   “I agree, but it’s good to see you.” 
 
   She set her hand on Sarakas’ arm and offered a gentle smile. We turned toward the proceedings. Keats' wife, Bridgette, hugged me as if we'd been great friends, but I'd only spoken to her a few times. Her black dress hid surplus child-bearing weight which sat perfectly on her frame. Her veiled hat created the classic profile of a grieving widow. 
 
   I wanted to tell her all about Biscuit and explain someone had died trying to save Keats, but it was a conversation I'd never have. 
 
   A smaller hug grabbed my leg, and I glanced down. Keats' boy clutched me above my knee. I doubted Chad junior remembered me since he was so young, but his head full of blond curls was a precise replica of Keats. It nearly broke my heart. I wasn't even inclined to eat him. Instead, I hugged Bridgette until she pulled away. Koko handed her a handkerchief.
 
   Yoshino grabbed my hand and squeezed it. Daisy wept enormous tears and moaned loudly, leaving a trail of tissue and chocolate bar wrappers.
 
   “Not a lot of agents here,” I said.
 
   “There aren't many left,” Sarakas said.
 
   I looked over his shoulder and saw Mullen in the crowd, completely disengaged from everyone, watching me. Bet he was dying to know where I’d been. Bet he'd love to cut the info out of me. 
 
   One, two, three...wind, sun, sea.
 
   “They're about to begin,” Koko said.
 
   Choir men approached the grave site. They were draped in the bulky black robes and hoods of the priest-class New Catholic worshipers. Satin trim, gold and red embroidery, hoods draped low to cover their eyes. They shuffled by, watching the heels of the acolyte in front of them. The hymns began. 
 
   Dang it, I'd have to endure Jesus songs.
 
   A milk-and-honey animal scent struck me in the heart. I jolted like I’d just returned from an out-of-body experience. Everything else faded in a throb of noise. What the hell was she doing here? How had I survived for so long without seeing her? Touching her? I looked around, expecting to see her beautiful, strong frame garbed in a sweater and slacks. I couldn’t see her. 
 
   Yet I smelled her. 
 
   I stared hard at the robed and hooded choir behind the pastor until I noted one near Svetlana’s height. She lifted her head. Our eyes met. A moment of relief and longing passed through me. 
 
   We should have ended differently. 
 
   Sometimes absence makes the heart fonder, but it’s equally possible that distance creates more distance. I felt the loss of her deep in my gut and in the cavernous void of my heart. 
 
   Then she did the most remarkable thing in the world. 
 
   She offered a soft smile. Hope shortened the once-insurmountable distance between us. I wanted to rush over and kiss her, but such an action would surely blow her cover. She tipped her head and swayed with the choir. Why the hell was she here? She wouldn’t dare to start any trouble, would she? I frowned. No, I needed to trust her. 
 
   “Dearly beloved,” the priest began. Bridgette cried nobly into her borrowed handkerchief.
 
   My senses overwhelmed me. Green grass, laboriously maintained. Oleander flowers. Citrus on the outskirts. Freshly-dug dirt from Keats’ grave. His embalmed body in the polished coffin. And more…
 
   The smell of virile fur and muscle rode the wind. Quivers rippled down my skin like a horse shrugging its hide to toss off a fly. My teeth groaned as they pressed together. Blood raced through my heart. They were here, all around us, and it was bad, very bad.
 
   Shit. 
 
   Foxes found the henhouse, and stupid clerics had relieved most agents of their guns. On the horizon, various shapes and sizes of mutts appeared among the trees. Blacks and bays, dapples and grays, all the pretty little murderous beasts. They encroached on our assembly, seething over the hilltop. I blinked at a hoard of heaving, excited carnivores with bristled hair and thousands of teeth. I turned my head to check for a path of retreat, but more mutts crept through the cityscape behind us. 
 
   I sneezed as their ratty scent scraped my nostrils. 
 
   Their last leader, Iago, had created an army before he died, and they fought his war even now. They came to kill everyone at the funeral, and the opportunist press van would capture the massacre on live newsfeed. 
 
   I smacked Koko’s chest. “Give me your phone.” 
 
   “My phone burned up with the rest of my stuff.”
 
   I jerked my head at the skyline.
 
   The enemy mutts bumped their long sides and sniffed at each other. Tongues lolling, they howled and yipped. The diverse bunch ranged from pony-size to rhinoceros-enormous. Veterans of the war bore battle scars from silver wounds. Any of them could have killed Keats and Biscuit. Any one of them might kill us now. Keats' coffin waited to be lowered, and they came to slaughter his family at his graveside? 
 
   Not on my life. 
 
   Sarakas, Koko, Vanessa, Bridgette, and Keats' babies were my responsibility. I'd be damned if I let them die. 
 
   “Sarakas,” I whispered, pointing with my eyes.
 
   He grabbed Vanessa and put her behind him. Someone spotted the pack and screamed, alerting everyone. Within seconds, someone called the police. Response time was eight to ten minutes. The mutts had eight leisurely minutes to slaughter us. 
 
   Svetka's presence gathered a whole new meaning. She withdrew her wolves after Biscuit died, but she hadn’t abandoned the cause. She gave the enemy false confidence and lured them in using these people as bait. The scheming bitch had come to save us, kind of.
 
   “Get together!” Sarakas shouted. “Women and children in the middle!” He winked. “'Cept those with guns.” 
 
   His face was tense and pale despite the bravado. We posted ourselves in front of Keats’ widow and children. I couldn't remember the kids’ names. If we survived this, I swore to heaven and hell that I'll learn their names. I'll learn everyone's kids' names. This wouldn’t be another atrocity where cleanup crews bulldozed over dismembered children. 
 
   Mutts poured across the horizon, spilling through the neat rows of trees and breaking tree trunks for fun. Howls and whoops rent the air, teasing the crowd. The predators enjoyed the screaming, cringing people. The sensation of being hunted and surrounded got into my nerves and quickened my breath. 
 
   The priest at the gate clutched his Bible and ignored the chest of confiscated guns. Jones patted his side where the firearm should be, felt his unarmed hip, and looked at me. 
 
   “Don’t,” I said, knowing he couldn’t resist. 
 
   Jones sprinted for the gate. 
 
   “Shit!” I threw my jacket on the ground.
 
   “Kaidlyn,” Sarakas said.
 
   “Don't run,” I yelled. Mutts love to chase prey. “Nobody run! Stay together!”
 
   “Don't run!” Sarakas shouted. Of course, people did. Easily divided, easily conquered. We were doomed. 
 
   I chased after Jones. The dude was surprisingly fast for a normie. I streaked to catch up and kept pace with him, pushing his speed without revealing too much of my own. My lungs inflated to full capacity and pushed against my ribs, which swelled and churned with magic. 
 
   Don’t shed, don’t shed. Wind, sun, sea.
 
   I pulled a sidearm in case the wolves caught up with us before we hit the gate. The priest had fallen to his knees, praying fervently, pale and sweating at the same time. Totally understandable. Jones grabbed the heavy chest. 
 
   “Go, go, go,” I whispered. The footfalls of incoming mutts rumbled like an avalanche. I’d have given my left tit for Slugger, my M249. Jones ran, and I gave him a head start. The priest remained on his knees, trying to pray his way out of the situation. Like a child covering his eyes as if the mutts wouldn’t see him. 
 
   “Get up,” I said. “Get up!”
 
   He didn’t even acknowledge me. I grabbed him by his hair and yanked him off his knees. I snarled into his face. “Run!” 
 
   I shoved him. He stumbled a few paces and took to running, considerably handicapped by the way he clutched the Bible to his chest. I grabbed his wrist as I went by and dragged him along. I glanced over my shoulder. The expansive cemetery grounds filled with rolling hills of fur. 
 
   Jones reached the crowd with his prize and distributed guns to eager agents with white faces. Sweat sopped Jones’ suit jacket and he threw it to the ground. His pulse hammered through his veins so loudly I could hear it. Too many of my comrades wore a bleak expression. It’s been nice working with you, their eyes said. I hated seeing their hopelessness.
 
   Koko, Sarakas, Mullen, and I came to the forefront of the group, lining up for battle. Koko reached down, pulled his back-up Glock from his ankle, and handed it to Yoshino. A civilian woman pulled an HP from her designer handbag, making me smile. We managed to arm nearly thirty more people, but it wouldn't matter in the long run. We weren't carrying nearly enough silver.
 
   Predictably, the crowd began to flee, but mutts were all around, circling. There was no escaping. 
 
   Koko nudged me with his elbow.
 
   “Durant, how many kids do you think can fit in that mausoleum?” 
 
   I followed his gaze and saw the small structure. Twenty feet by twenty feet of solid stone, no windows, and a sturdy door, tucked behind a four-foot iron picket fence. Brilliant, Koko. 
 
   “It’s all we’ve got. Vanessa, go. Grab the kids. We’ve got your back.”
 
   We had precious little time to secure children and their moms inside a mausoleum. Koko holstered his weapon and pivoted. He grabbed the widow under one arm, the infant and toddler in the other, and ran like a linebacker with two sacks of potatoes.
 
   “Get the children!” Koko yelled, his voice bellowing deep and loud throughout the cemetery. Some caught on fast and followed, making Koko look like a gigantic pied piper. Others needed a bit of prodding and help from Vanessa. Sarakas, Mullen, Jones, Rashad, and I covered the rear of the group. 
 
   Mullen stared at me. He smelled of smoke and ash. A shark grin twisted his lips. “Don’t worry, Durant. You’re not dying until I kill you.” 
 
   I snorted. 
 
   On the horizon, bulky predators began to run. Beasts came from all sides. They plowed through the outer cemetery fence. The funeral party screamed. Some broke from the group and ran for their cars. It would be a massacre.
 
   “Stop!” I said, “Stay close!”
 
   People should have waited, but they didn't.
 
   Mutts breached the parking lot, shouldering cars aside like autumn leaves. Not a single person made it to their car before they were hunted down like rabbits. The wailing was so horrific that others stopped crying and listened. The crowd tightened into a cluster of white faces and shaking limbs. Some watched a human die for the first time. Sarakas ground his teeth. Jones blinked so fast he might as well close his eyes. In seconds, the humans who tried for the parking lot were nothing more than splotchy lumps. 
 
   Koko pushed people tightly inside the mausoleum, but there wasn't enough room for everyone. Vanessa pointed.
 
   “The news van! Lock the other children in the van!” 
 
   People rushed the vehicle, screaming and clamoring to get inside. The news crew stood aside, merrily filming the entire thing. As if it was a goddamn show. Sarakas grabbed Vanessa’s arm and pushed her into the mausoleum. She scratched at his hand while he pried her lose, ignoring her tears. He closed the door with resolution, satisfied that he’d bought her more time. 
 
   Even though he was doomed. 
 
   Adults stood outside, priests mostly, embracing each other and praying. At least they stuck together. Yoshino and Daisy huddled among them. The news crew excitedly captured everything for the world's viewing pleasure.
 
   “Jones, Rashad,” I said. “We need eyes on the back of the building.”
 
   “Smart shooting, guys,” Sarakas said. “Conserve ammo.” They broke off, posting at the corners of the gated mausoleum.
 
   I grabbed Koko’s arm. “Don't die. Tatka will be pissed at me.”
 
   He laughed outright, a huge guffaw like the promise of utter happiness coming from his throat. Dude was clearly in love. Now I had to keep him alive long enough for him to apologize to the lady of his heart. 
 
   Speaking of ladies…
 
   Svetlana’s perfume rolled up beside me. Honey, dew, and grass. Love lurched in my chest. Without looking at each other, we stood side by side. She took off her robe. Naked as a newborn. Perfectly toned. She held my gaze despite the situation. How could I forget her stunning form? Her muscles rippled. Curves gleamed in the sunlight. She squared her shoulders and roared. 
 
   Her howl surprised everyone, especially our attackers. Her plan became clear. After Keats and Biscuit died, she'd retreated so the enemy would feel brave enough to try a dramatic massacre. Now she could make an equally large and public statement in defense of the innocent. 
 
   But could she take on a hundred mutts? 
 
   Not while protecting bite-size, unarmed citizens.
 
   She opened her mouth wide, and it grew. Her body arched, blushed, and—as smooth as a breeze—she sighed into the shed. Her mutt shape glimmered with gold and honey tones. Her robust musculature resembled a Belgian Blue bull. She grinned and boasted teeth as long as pig stickers. 
 
   She was beautiful. 
 
   Mullen raised his weapon. I shoved his elbow, and his shot hit dirt. 
 
   “Save your bullets for the ones who want to eat you. She's on our side.” I pointed to Rashad. “Don't you shoot her, either. Think of this as a turf war; we have a better chance of surviving if we don’t get between the two armies.”
 
   “What army?” Mullen said. “I only see one mutt. Granted, she’s the biggest…fiercest…” His eyes sparked with excitement and his pupils dilated. 
 
   Oh, boy. 
 
   She pranced to the forefront as our salient defense. Her coat rippled in the sun. She issued a gnarly roar that suggested precisely how nasty her bite could be. When the oncoming mutts saw her, they slowed. Even if they hadn't met her, they knew who she was. She'd killed Iago, and most of these mutts had been beaten by him. She was only one wolf, but she shoved doubt down their throats. 
 
   I wanted to shed and stand by her side, but these people knew who I was. If I shed and survived, I could never see them. I'd fought for years as an agent, and that's how I'd win this battle.
 
   Svetlana romped around the perimeter and showed her teeth to the oncoming mutts. Her canines were like twelve-inch razors. I'd pitch her against twenty of them. She paced right and left, tongue lolling, eying her opponents. If I didn't know better, I'd think she was going to enjoy this. 
 
   The enemy stampede resumed, gaining confidence and steam, and the field filled with furry beasts and the sound of thundering footsteps. Their rodent-saturated stench grew overwhelming. 
 
   Svetlana charged and tackled the nearest mutt head-on. Her velocity rolled them into the path of oncoming traffic. They tripped three mutts into a dog pile, and the impact shook the ground. 
 
   “Jesus,” Sarakas said. 
 
   Snapping and snarling ensued, and when the pile broke everyone was bloodied. Svetka's teeth clamped her victim’s neck like they were welded on. He was big, but she heaved her weight and tore his throat open. Nearby mutts ganged up on her, and she slashed arteries and chomped through muscles. She killed when she had time and maimed when she didn’t. Blood slathered her coat. For all her skill, she couldn't cover every angle. Monsters streamed around her.
 
   Eyeballs came in range. Time for us to shoot. I raised my gun and squeezed the trigger. The sound of gunfire numbed the screams in the air. 
 
   Onetwothree, a black speckled female down. 
 
   Onetwo, a tan one tumbled. 
 
   Onetwothreefourfive, a brown wolf crumpled. 
 
   Faster than I'd ever shot before, the sound almost ran together in one lump. Making the bullets count, I eliminated the lesser mutts first. The young, the meager, the inexperienced and scar-free, and the ones I had the bullets to kill. 
 
   How did I know which ones would die easily? 
 
   I could smell their freshness like green wood, chalky clay, and acrid fur.
 
   Killed three more wolves before I had to change out the mag. A black mutt took the opportunity and pounced at me. I sidestepped, jammed the gun under its chin so hard I punched through skin, and fired as he passed. The silver ripped into his brain, and he fell dead. I pumped a few slugs into an incoming ivory one and completed Koko's kill while he changed his mag. My last silver went into a gray beast and struck its nose. It tossed its head, stumbled, and cannonballed at me. I dropped to the ground and rolled left. Not fast enough. I braced myself for impact.
 
   It staggered and plowed muzzle-first into the earth. Mullen stood behind with a snake’s grin and a smoking gun. 
 
   Svetlana's snarling, wolves growling, and human screams muddled into a grisly opera. Bodies covered the earth. 
 
   I turned in time to see Sarakas click out of bullets just as a Great Dane-looking bastard of a mutt lunged at him. I jumped and tackled Sarakas out of the way. The airborne mutt crashed into the small fence and busted it up. Sarakas wheezed and hacked, trying to catch the wind I'd knocked from him. The beast surged up, limping, and spun to face us. 
 
   The mutt snarled. It stumbled at me, bleeding and staggering. Part of the broken fence had lodged in its gut like a spear. Beautiful. I dove at the spike, caught it, kicked up, and used the makeshift lever to tear out its guts. 
 
   A raunchy spill.
 
   Koko grabbed a stake from the iron fence and kicked it loose. Tossed it to me. I laughed, half hysterical. We were attempting to fight two dozen mutts with primitive spears. For a short, shining moment, we had a chance.
 
   “Sweet Jesus,” Sarakas said, eyes on the horizon. I turned.
 
   “Ah, c'mon!” I said. 
 
   New mutts stampeded from the trees, charging with fresh purpose. By sheer numbers, they would win. We were going to die. Three mutts plowed into me, mindless of the spear. Even as I impaled one, they drove me down. Hot, furry bodies and feral magic threatened to crush me. I couldn’t move. They bit and snapped, tearing into my skin, striking bone. Blood gushed over me. I shrieked. Talons sprouted from my fingers and I clawed my way through them. The iron spear broke and left me with a ten-inch shiv. 
 
   Sarakas yelled, wounded, and I howled. I tried to call his name, but I was screaming. Teeth ripped into me and I couldn’t see anything beyond the feral mutts snapping at me, eating chunks. 
 
   Fuck this. 
 
   No other choice. Under the crushing weight of a dog pile, I brought my wolf. 
 
   The shed came painfully fast and healed me like magic. The beast sprang up from the boiling nectar in my bones and gave me new breath. I ate out a dappled mutt's throat. Blood spurt in my mouth, streamed down to my gullet, and ignited me. Savagery erupted from me. Their growls turned to whimpers. They became dead weight. I surged out of the pile and shook my charcoal hide.
 
   Bring it, bitches.
 
   Pounced on the mutt biting at Sarakas' legs. Fresh-from-the-streets punk with no skills, mutt reeking of booze and pills, weak and awful miasma. Tore out its spine before it could draw a breath. I howled at the world and trampled fallen mutts to get closer to my people, but I'd strayed too far. The enemy descended on my Sarakas and Koko, whose shoulder was dislocated. His neck bled, his back was clawed up. Sarakas tried to tourniquet his left leg with his belt. 
 
   After all this, we were going to die anyway.
 
   She came from behind us. A dark streak, the only lean mutt I'd ever seen, built for running and made for speed. Her fur was the color of dried blood, her eyes like apricots in her skull. She leaped over the mausoleum and set herself between Koko and anyone who might hurt him. He saw her face, met her eyes, and breathed her name.
 
   Tatka.
 
   Maw open, she caught the jaws of the mutt about to kill him. Standing beside Koko, she roared and staked her claim. She faced eight of them at once and took their teeth while Svetka and I rushed into her fight. And the three of us stood against the fray, against the fresh enemy troops. 
 
   Taste bone, blood, marrow, gut and gruel. Bite and tear and kick, claw and crack, maim and destroy. 
 
   The most exhausting two minutes of my life. But the enemy wanted every human dead, especially the children locked in the mausoleum. And I was wounded. Svetka was hurt worse, and Tatka was fierce but small.
 
   Our last stand.
 
   A mutt tinted like jersey cow grinned and bore down on us with a stampede of followers. His massive shoulders pumped as he charged, head down. His side was bumpy and scarred like someone shot him with buckshot a few hundred times. He tipped his head slightly to the right, leading the charge with his good eye and giving him one heck of a blind spot. 
 
   Thick through the chest and neck, Toro was indeed a bull of a mutt. If he was alone, we would have taken him. Instead, we were outnumbered and downright doomed.
 
   Then from the west, toward the shifting sun, a wolf gleamed as white as oleander. Muscled like a tank, he trampled cars in the lot and streaked toward us with three dozen reinforcements at his flanks. 
 
   Erik.
 
   I’d never seen his mutt before. Sheer excitement tingled through me. Given the muscle-head he was on two legs, I’d expected him to be chunkier. He was lithe, long, and rippling with primal grace. Where I was triangular and dense, he was compact and elegant. 
 
   Pure white. Unmarred. His aesthetic appeal fell into the not-fair category.
 
   Another stream of new wolves joined his ranks. Svetka howled at the sky, her blood-drenched muzzle screaming victory. Laughing, almost. Erik’s kennel came and joined the Russians stampeding from the east. 
 
   Toro, the tan mutt, abandoned us and turned to fight Erik. Or he might have wanted to retreat, but now he was the one surrounded. Svetka circled at his back, and the white wolf charged him head-on. Erik's power and size stomped Toro down. His teeth opened red rushes. The hellish sounds of Toro’s death sang our victory. Our remaining enemies turned and ran so they might live another day.
 
   Sirens sounded. 
 
   All the wolves, good and bad, retreated. Everyone wearing fur was in danger of a firing squad. Some latched their teeth into corpses and dragged them along: recovery snacks, munchies-to-go.
 
   “Wait,” Koko said. 
 
   Tatka paused and looked back, but she clearly couldn't stay. So she ran—limped—away, but not with Svetlana. She lurched and loped toward the sharp peaks of a distant horizon. Back into banishment for her. As she struggled by, I glimpsed inside her chest cavity. Barely enough of her lungs remained to help her breathe. She needed major TLC or she was a goner.
 
   And I stood trapped in my wolf form. 
 
   If I shed back, I'd be naked and obviously guilty. If I ran, I'd leave clothes and guns behind, confirming my contamination. Never mind the possibility that the news team may have recorded my transition under the dog pile of mutts. 
 
   I was screwed.
 
   My blood-wet paws sank into the sloppy battleground. My guns laid under a pile of bodies. My friends needed consolation. Keats’ body still needed to be lowered. My life as it was waited for me to pick it back up with all its messy entanglements. I could fight for it, struggle to make up excuses, lies, and an alibi. 
 
   I swung my head toward trees and the possibility of an open run on free ground. My ears perked, assaulted by human sounds. Screams and wails, and under all of it, a panicked voice called my name. 
 
   Blood stained my mouth. My true-form scented wild wreckage of battle and the dry scent of a tree line. One last glance back, and then I turned away. 
 
   My hind legs sprung. I bolted. A surge of power sent me darting into a full run. Bliss took me. Wind in my fur, dirt giving under my feet, nostrils flaring to take it all in. I ran and left everything behind. 
 
   And it felt like freedom.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 37
 
   Koko
 
   Global newsfeed ran raw footage of the cemetery battle. Big Fed quickly tried its best to shut down the stream and clean up the mess, but they weren’t able to explain why vilified mutts had killed other mutts to save the agents and their families. 
 
   The FBHS tried to derail mutt sympathy by running continual memorials for fallen agents and victims. Mainstream newsfeed held a two hour benefit for the missing and presumed dead Kaidlyn Durant. As soon as they announced Durant was “dead,” an anonymous source released video footage of the FBHS kill floor in action. 
 
   I could only guess Durant had somehow recorded and stored the video with a trusted friend who released it upon her death. The whole world saw snippets of the slaughter by men in clearly marked uniforms. Such a resounding blow to the bureau’s credibility shook the faith of even the most fanatic mutt-haters. Federal media controls couldn't stop the chatter. For the first time, sincere discussions regarding the bureau's legitimacy traveled from tongue to tongue across America. Agents resigned in droves. Private funding of the bureau began dropping like flies in tequila.
 
   None of which was my prime concern. 
 
   My recently-relocated shoulder burned. Scratches on my back made every movement stiff. The night was cold, and darkness cloaked everything except the white diamond on Rufus' back as he led me through the brush. We'd been tracking for hours. My fingers were stiff and frigid. The burden on my back wore me down and showed my true age. He was hot on her trail, or so I hoped. It would be awfully disappointing if we ended up digging at a rabbit hole. 
 
   Elevation made the air thin and meager, and all my cardio didn't quite make up for a twenty mile hike up a mountain with a hundred pound torso on my ruined back. I’d stopped checking my watch. Counting time didn't help. I didn't know we would have needed to come this far. Who could have predicted she would move so fast in her condition? 
 
   Rufus got tense and excited. This was it! Almost there! 
 
   He lifted his leg and peed onto a saguaro. Another false alarm. I huffed, reached into my pack, and pulled out the water bottle. Barely had it to my lips when Rufus took off again, sloshing water on my chin. On and on, I trudged with the leash tied to my belt. I had to step carefully. The last thing I needed was to fall into a crevice or twist my ankle, and then it would be an agonizing limp home. 
 
   The dog-on-loan hruffed and escorted me up a steep, hard bank. At the top, we paused and panted. Then the canine started again, going and going, unstoppable. Dawn rose pink in the sky. 
 
   A growl, a whimper, a rough combination of pain and meager threat whispered down at us. Rufus barked, and I looked up. I couldn't see her yet, but the dog charged on. I didn't slow him but pushed myself to keep up while the dead meat slapped my torn back. 
 
   Rufus had found our girl. My heart raced like a runaway freight train.
 
   In the morning light, I saw the blood trail. It was thin when miles before it had been a gush. Her whimper told me she wasn't dead, but she was all out of blood, tucked inside an emergency den underneath a rock overhang. Her fur was the color of dried blood. In her breath, I heard the wheeze of a body gone wrong. 
 
   Her head didn't rise, but she saw me. Champagne eyes glinted, and they were precisely the same orbs I'd come to love on her human form. 
 
   But the rest of her. Fur and skin was torn from her face and body, huge gashes and ripped hide laid bare along her torso. I could see the pink and white of savaged organs, the tattered edges of lungs exposed, slashed abdomen, and spilled insides. She'd gotten this far before her guts gave out.
 
   I threw down the side of pork I'd hauled up a mountain for her in case she got any ideas about eating me. She lunged and had her first bite before it hit the ground. Snarling and snapping, she wolfed down chunks. Relief flooded me. An appetite was a good sign, and she needed the meat to heal. Rufus sat down, sides heaving, tongue lolling, pleased with himself. I sat beside him, stretched out my legs, and gave him a few good pats on his back.
 
   Tatka laid on her belly and got deeper into the pork. She crunched past the bones, jerking her head to pull flesh free. She ate so frantically her sides heaved and she snorted. Fresh growth stretched inside her, closing gaps, flowing like sand through a rusted sieve. The old frayed ends of her lungs sloughed away and crumbled into dust. Mutt clay. Magic. Her breathing cleared up. She'd live. 
 
   Thank goodness.
 
   She was large, long-legged, and her head as broad as my chest. Her fur tinted with warm shades of chocolate and mahogany. I reached out slowly, carefully, and lowered my hand to her spine. I held my breath. Coarse, dirty hair bristled against my palm, and her hackles rose. Thick hair tickled me as my hand came to rest. Her heat rose up, surged through me. Her hide quivered up and down in response to my hand, and I realized my touch was so light it might be more of an annoyance. The good news was she didn't turn and bite me. I stroked down her spine, felt the huge bumpy cord of her vertebrae, and noted a few pieces out of line.
 
   She'd come to save me after I shot her. She stood between me and the monsters when she didn't have to, when it would result in her death. And she nearly died. For me. And I sure as hell wasn't going to let her perish in the wilderness.
 
   “Eat up, Tatka,” I said. Her ears perked toward me. “Heal, hunt, and let's go home.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



The Exalted Series
 
   A long-lost vampire matriarch returns to claim her throne, and her madness ripples through the supernatural world. The regime change sparks the apocalypse and unleashes a rabid disease on the modern world. 
 
   Follow the hunters like Simon as he tries to save his best friend—and all humanity. 
 
   The Exalted books precede the Muttopia novels. 
 
    
 
   Muttopia
 
   The post-apocalyptic world fills with supernatural monsters and the gunslingers tasked with killing them. The protagonist, Kaidlyn Durant, is a weathered hunter when the story begins, but a sudden shift in werewolf behavior opens her eyes to a beautiful world beneath prejudice and fear. 
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