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Chapter 1 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    I don't remember how I got here, how long I'd been strapped in the chair, or what the question was. 
 
    There must be a question, a reason they turned up the voltage. 
 
    If only I could remember. 
 
    At least they had stopped crushing my legs over and over. 
 
    If they bothered to ask anything, I couldn’t reply. I’d bitten through my tongue long ago. They didn’t care about me. They wanted my disease.  
 
    They shoved me in a spike-lined sarcophagus and fed me electricity. The current ravaged my wolf and dragged evil from my bones. The beast tore free of my human flesh only to be stabbed by hundreds of silver spikes while electricity torqued my system. Silver pierced every inch of my body. The immovable machine met the unstoppable wildness over and over again. 
 
    Scouring. Scorching. Stabbing.  
 
    Agonized magic swelled within me, bringing a glimmer of hope. Maybe I could shed, break free, and run away. Perhaps the disease was strong enough to rescue me! 
 
    It was a lie. There was no escape. 
 
    The device swaddled my flesh in a cocoon of nails.  
 
    The sadist in the white coat flipped the switch again. 
 
    Lightning ripped through me.  
 
    Brain buzzed like a radio between stations. Body seized. Jaw clenched so tightly the bone bruised.  
 
    My throat was raw from screaming, but I didn't care about being quiet and brave. I was past pride. Past hope. I couldn’t save myself, and no one was going to rescue me. Not a knight in shining armor, not my guns, not even the wolf. I was as good as dead, but the bastards wouldn’t let me die.  
 
    Every time they turned on the power, the mutt tried to creep from my bones and rescue me. She swelled inside my flesh, but the silver stabbed through me and put her down. Trauma ravaged her, over and over. The disease struggled inside me, thin, wan, and bitter as bile.  
 
    I forgot my name, and why people had them. 
 
    Eventually, the universe decided I wasn't worth the trouble. All magic receded. The wolf relinquished its hold on my soul. Silver poisoned, she retreated to the furthest recesses of my body and hid so completely it was as if she had never existed. I screamed and gnashed my teeth as power abandoned me. 
 
    The doctor spun the knob, increasing the current, but it was no good.  
 
    I had nothing left. 
 
    Fire lanced my bones. Flesh sharpened. Each nerve became a knife. I bore down, frantic for the end when none was in sight. 
 
    My teeth began breaking against each other. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    When I woke, the bed was empty and my boyfriend’s scent lingered on the pillow. Usually, he'd be making breakfast, messily scrambling eggs and burning toast. His helplessness in the kitchen made his efforts even more adorable. 
 
    Today, the apartment was quiet and barren. 
 
    I stretched my arms over my head, unhappy about waking up alone and having to make my own coffee. The man had spoiled me. I swung my legs over the bed and eased into a pair of comfortable slippers. My satin night shirt had pink bunnies on it. Andy preferred the simple, demure garment over complex lace and straps. The man could field-strip his weapon at blinding speed, but garter straps confounded him.  
 
    Andreas Sarakas, who I called Andy, worked for the Federal Bureau of Human Safety. The offshoot of Homeland Security endeavored to repress a rampant, infectious disease that decimated the globe: lycanthropy. His breath-taking courage on the frontlines of a preternatural war gave me heart palpitations.  
 
    I made the bed, fluffed the pillows, straightened the sheets, folded precision corners, and set things in order. Every productive day began with this simple task. Assuming control of one’s environment creates a sense of purpose and security. Good habits are empowering. 
 
    I strolled to the kitchen for a bottle of water and saw a note on the refrigerator. Gone out. I frowned at the ambiguous tone and tried not to over-analyze it. Unfortunately, constant analysis was an occupational hazard for most therapists.  
 
    Andy spearheaded a search for his missing friend and fellow agent, Kaidlyn Durant. 'Friend' may be misrepresenting the entirety of their relationship. Something unrequited lingered between them. He would never betray me, but a woman notices how her boyfriend looks at other women. Kaidlyn had been killed months ago by a legion of werewolves. Unfortunately, her body wasn’t recovered, and Andy refused to believe accounts of her death.  
 
    Was she dead or alive?  
 
    The question weighed on his heart night and day. It was a horrible predicament. If she was alive, where was she? Why hadn’t she come forward? What could be worse than letting everyone believe she was dead? If she’d met her demise as the world believed, how could I help Andy come to terms with the fact? I watched him grow more and more obsessed. For all my experience with psychological care, I was unable to help ease his suffering.  
 
    I’d tried to convince him it wasn’t his fault. He couldn’t have done anything differently to guarantee Kaidlyn would have survived the attack. Heck, he’d barely escaped with his life. Monster wolves had savaged his leg. He spent two months hospitalized in quarantine and grueling physical therapy. Gorgonblood accelerated his recovery, but he retained a mild limp and some scarring. 
 
    Even bedridden, he’d searched ceaselessly for his lost partner. The apartment filled with research: dossiers, maps, financial records, and wall-to-wall noise. 
 
    Andy usually chose jazz when he was under duress, and when Kaidlyn first went missing, he played it ceaselessly. Now, he listened to an abrasive version of rock’n’roll so repulsive it should be outlawed. He built a barrier between himself and the world, constructed in part with heavy metal: Kaidlyn’s music.  
 
    It’s like acid on my heart.  
 
    I turned the television to a predominantly yoga channel. My underdeveloped balance didn't allow for the more sophisticated moves, but I gave a good effort. I enjoyed instructor’s soothing voice and the leisurely stretching. The resulting muscle tone helped my legs look better and offered a daily boost of energy.  
 
    While pressing into downward cat, I pondered the note. Gone out felt brisk and uninformative. Normally, he wouldn’t leave without giving me a morning kiss and making plans for dinner. In fact, I couldn’t recall him leaving the bed without a smooch. Not once. My lips and heart ached.  
 
    Denial of Kaidlyn’s certain demise clogged his psycho-emotional recovery. He couldn’t grieve until he accepted her death, but no one could convince him of the truth. He began to disassociate from his colleagues and believe the world was against him.  
 
    Soon, he’d accept the truth he feared, and he’d need my love and support more than ever. I sighed. I’d do anything to spare him the pain. Unfortunately, delaying the inevitable would only prolong his suffering and inhibit healing. 
 
    After yoga, I took my damp, sore body to the bathroom. In true man-style, Andy kept a television screen beside the bathroom mirror. I tuned into a news station while taking a leisurely shower and double-conditioning my hair to combat monsoon season.  
 
    The news began discussing dissidents who’d be charged with treason for releasing felonious misinformation and orchestrating discontent. The conspiracy theorists claimed Andy’s bureau had performed mass shootings in the basement. They faked heinous atrocities and broadcasted lies on every available forum. The bureau denied all allegations, and the terrorists responded with outbursts of raw footage. I have to admit it looked convincing. By the time Press Control pulled the slanderous videos, the damage had been done. Half the city believed those lies. 
 
    I certainly didn't.  
 
    The FBHS would never participate in those atrocities. Firing squads terrorized third world countries, not the United States. We had laws to prevent such blatant brutality.  
 
    I left the shower, toweled off, and stepped into comfortable slippers. I blow-dried my hair and straightened it into crisp obedience.  
 
    Maybe Andy was absent because he received information about his manhunt for a dead woman. Perhaps the bureau finally decided to have a funeral for Kaidlyn. After all, they’d already commissioned a commemorative plaque to honor her service.  
 
    I applied an even layer of foundation. 
 
    Poor Kaidlyn. She’d led a hard, ugly life, but things had begun to look up. She’d adopted a young survivor, Davey, who was currently enrolled in art school in France. News of her death struck him hard, but his boyfriend insisted he pursue his dreams. The boyfriend was an older foreign man. I certainly didn't approve of their relationship, but Andy assured me they treat each other well.  
 
     I checked the mirror to make sure my lipstick was firmly established. My visage was smooth and even. There wasn't a clump or crease to be found. Perfect. I offered myself a good-morning-world smile and ignored the fact that it came up a couple lumens short. A final mist of hair spray polished every last strand. I coordinated the hair spray's scent with a light dab of floral perfume. Floral scents could easily become cloying, so I applied it conservatively. 
 
    I finished dressing, ate a piece of toast with slices of avocado on top, and fed the goldfish Andy had given me. Its plump, shiny gut and bulbous eyes were both charming and vapid. 
 
    Upon leaving the apartment, I noticed our neighbor coming home, fumbling with her keys, staggering drunk. When she learned I was a doctor, she'd come begging for illegal prescriptions. I refused, of course, and recommended a counselor. Now she avoided me entirely.  
 
    Pills can’t fix all of life’s woes. Some doctors, like myself, roll up our sleeves and wage war in the trenches of the mind. I devoted my life to helping people who needed assistance, but it chafes me to admit I can’t save everyone.  
 
    Especially those who don’t want help.  
 
    Despite our best intentions, habits have a way of perpetuating themselves.  
 
    I slid into my modest black sedan, simple and professional. I signaled and pulled into heavy traffic, settling sunglasses on my face. Warm oleanders spiced the air. Crisp blue sky shone overhead. The business district was well-maintained. Landscapers crafted foliage to balance urban plant life with efficient water usage.  
 
    Some days it was like the apocalypse never happened.  
 
    I was twelve when the world tried to end, and my father locked us in the panic room. We played poker and ate canned ravioli until my mother started to break down, and Father had to open the doors or watch her kill herself. 
 
    Much had happened by then. 
 
    Revelations of vampires and werewolves prevailed over every media outlet. The detritus of a mass exodus littered the city. Dead cars and people clogged the freeways. The airport was paralyzed by fuel shortages. Corpse removal and sanitation were urgent concerns. It wasn’t safe to have anything. Father invited his entire security detail and their families to live with us through the worst of the rioting. People killed each other in simple desperation. Many nights, I woke to the distant sound of someone screaming. 
 
    After the panic ebbed, our government regained control and recovered traces of normalcy. We cleaned up the city. We adjusted. Things were okay now. I could have my mocha soy latte at the bistro before going to work in a crisp clinic. The precise seam in my sheer hose rose straight up the back of my legs. Civilization endured.  
 
    I parked in my reserved space, exited the car, and strode toward the tall, reflective building.  
 
    “Good morning, Dr. Blythe.” Georgia tried to hold the door despite juggling her tray of four coffees and breakfast bagels. She worked for Dr. Cortez, a clinical psychologist who rented an office in the same building. I'd trade my assistant for her any day of the week.  
 
    “Good morning, Georgia.” I opened the door so she could balance her food delivery. I smiled and mimicked enthusiasm despite being uncharacteristically melancholy. Even, dare I say, grumpy.  
 
    Boyfriend problems. 
 
    My assistant snapped her gum as I entered my office lobby. Tina didn't even bother to hide the smut novel she was reading. Her oversized elbows rested on stacks of ignored paperwork. The filing cabinets hadn't been unlocked yet, and the coffee pot was dry. I vowed to call her union rep, not that it would do me any good. 
 
    I clenched the strap of my purse and managed a cheerful greeting. “Any messages?”  
 
    She chomped her gum, jiggled huge earrings, and scrunched her brow like she had to think really hard. 
 
    “Mr. Coleman rescheduled his daughter's appointment. CPS wants an update on Theresa Frank. And what else?” Her eyes stuck in the upper left corner of her face. I waited, feigning patience until she opened her candy-coated maw. “A doctor named Ezekiel called. I guess your mom is in the hospital.” 
 
    I flinched and my heart raced. “Perhaps you should have led with that.”  
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “File something,” I said.  
 
    Cross, I went to my office, closed the door, and tried to catch my breath. Anxiety cinched my lungs. I checked my cellphone. It had been on silent, and I'd missed two calls. I smoothed my skirt and took a deep breath. I dialed Dr. Ezekiel Clark and waited for his secretary to get him on the phone. 
 
    I greeted him breathlessly. His voice came across as reserved and resolved. I pictured him with his graying hair and leathery face, like he'd spent decades under the sun absent sunscreen. He didn't have cancer. My mother, however, lathered herself daily with sunscreen. I couldn't bring myself to enjoy the irony. I also hadn't been listening. My fingers gripped the phone so hard my forearm cramped. 
 
    “I'm sorry, can you repeat that?” 
 
    “The cancer has metastasized. We've started your mother on a series of treatments. The cocktail should slow the growth, but the tumors are inoperable.” 
 
    “We'll pay anything.” I knew how it worked. 
 
    “Truly and honestly inoperable, Miss Blythe. The cancer is aggressive. There’s nothing more we can do.” 
 
    He expected her to die soon. She’d been doing so well, I’d almost forgotten her diagnosis. 
 
    “She's lucid and resting. Would you'd like to visit?” 
 
    “Thank you, I will.” 
 
    I left my secretary to cancel my morning appointment. She rolled her eyes at the inconvenience. I drove straight toward the cleanest city sector with neat, pristine fences.  
 
    Good neighborhoods grow inside good fences. Most citizens avoided areas with haphazard, dilapidated barriers because the enclosed population was usually poor and violent. On my side of the city, we removed eyesores. Any signs of graffiti, dissidence, violence, poverty, or dirt was immediately purged or beautified. Normalcy had standards. 
 
    I arrived at the most sanitary, immaculate hospital in the state and took comfort in the picturesque ivory tower. Cleanliness indicated competence and inspired trust. Even knowing my mother's condition was dire, the crisp landscape and tidy staff suggested everything was under control. 
 
    A nurse brought me to the room where my mother slept.  
 
    Part of me was grateful she didn’t wake.  
 
    I smoothed my skirt and sat in the chair, watching her. The skin she'd maintained with moisture and supplementation had turned ashen and translucent. A greenish tint bruised her eyes and emphasized the cosmetic tattoo of eyeliner across her lash line. Her blond hair had long since grayed, but she dyed it platinum frequently so no one ever saw her roots. 
 
    I sat alone and waited. There was no one I needed to call.  
 
    My father was long gone. He couldn’t handle her in the best of times and certainly couldn't manage her downward spiral. He’d wanted to be the hero type, but my mother’s mind wasn’t a dragon to be slain. He couldn't do anything for her, so he left. 
 
    Her anxiety and passive aggressive behavior clouded my childhood. Piano lessons had intensified with boot-camp intensity. Ballet practice inspired so much aggression it was as if the fate of the known world rested on my plié. And if my clothes gathered soot or a stain, it was as if the apocalypse had started all over again.  
 
    Recently, her neurosis intensified. Last month, police detained her at a boutique for hassling people and stealing candy from babies. Literally. She stole kids' snacks and preached how they'd grow to be fat and useless. 
 
    I couldn't count how many times I'd heard that speech. 
 
    But I’d never lacked for anything else. She provided quality education, financial security, and a clean place to call home.  
 
    My mother was tiny, like she’d spent half her life wasting away. I reached for her hand and found it limp and clammy. I held on despite my initial discomfort. For a moment, we were a small but normal family enduring a difficult ordeal over which we'd ultimately triumph to become closer than ever.  
 
    It was a nice fantasy. 
 
    She stirred and woke, opening one eye after another.  
 
    “Vanessa?” 
 
    “Good morning, mother.” Warmth flowed from my chest to my face. Despite everything, I loved her. I knew she loved me. 
 
    “Did they bring my bags? I was shopping and found the most delightful champagne-colored dress. I hope they didn't leave it at the store. Can you call someone? A manager or my lawyer? I'd like to be buried in that dress.” 
 
    She frequently found new funeral outfits. Then she'd recant and declare she wanted to be cremated, but changed her mind whenever she found a more suitable designer garment. She hadn't updated a will in years, so I had no clue what to do when she actually passed. 
 
    “I'll check on it, mother.”  
 
    “Check now, can you? I really loved the dress.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “There's a silly question if I ever heard one. This conglomeration of pills is as bad as the cancer. I'm tired. I'm woozy. I feel bloated and sea-sick and empty at the same time. And I’m in pain. Constant, dull, throbbing pain. Now I know why they say the cure is worse than the disease. How long have you been here?” 
 
    “Only a few minutes.” 
 
    “I hope you didn't have to cancel any clients on my account. I'd hate for you to miss work for something as unimportant as this. Where is that handsome, ill-dressed boyfriend of yours?” 
 
    “Work,” I said.  
 
    “What a pity he couldn’t find the time to escort you to your mother’s death bed. Especially if he knows how hospitals stress you? I assume he knows.” 
 
    Hospitals didn’t stress me. She did. 
 
    “He’s on important business, mother.” I lied effortlessly to the woman I loved and loathed in equal portion. 
 
    “Well, I don't see why he hasn't married you yet. Some men require tactful coercion. Have you shown him you have other options? Nothing rouses a man to commitment quicker than realizing someone else might steal his woman. His food, his money, his woman: that's what motivates a man. I don't know why you're dragging your feet. I'd like to see you established before I pass from God's green earth, which mightn't be long, given what they're telling me.” 
 
    “Mother, I’m not concerned with marriage. I'm happy merely being with—” 
 
    She broke into a petite fit of coughing, sounding like a harried kitten. “Oh, I'm nauseated. Those pills have really done a number on me. Would you mind lowering the top of the bed?”  
 
    Pressing my lips together, I used the button beside my mother's resting hand to lower the bed. 
 
    “Just a bit more, dear. No, that's too much. I don't need to be upside down. Back up. There.” 
 
    I folded my hands in my lap. 
 
    “Oh, I feel dreadful. Fetch my doctor. I want the solution. I demand the euthotab. I've had enough. This is too much for anyone to bear, I promise you, Vanessa, simply too much. I'm dying alone. What's there to live for anyway? Fetch my doctor.” 
 
    “We've talked about this, mother. I don't believe in euthanasia.” 
 
    “Well, I do!” 
 
    “You only want it when you're uncomfortable. When you're shopping and out to tea, you say you're glad you never took the pill. Can I bring you a glass of juice instead?” 
 
    “No. I told you I was nauseated. Why would I want juice?” 
 
    I patted her hand to remind us both that I was there for her. I was all she had left in the world. I needed to be strong, take care of her, ignore the complaints, and help her live as comfortably as possible for as long as possible. 
 
    She fell asleep within the hour.  
 
    When I left, I called Andy's phone. Feeling tired, bleak, and frumpy, I wanted to talk with someone who’d understand. Someone who cared about me. Maybe we could have a late brunch. I wasn't hungry, but it would be nice to sit down and spend time with a warm, honest person.  
 
    His phone sent me directly to voice mail. Maybe he went back to work. Maybe someone had been attacked, and he needed save them. I smiled. 
 
    Everyone deserved to be rescued now and then. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    Still not dead.  
 
    Had my fill of electricity, though. Enough of the siege and shudder and pissing myself, breaking teeth, and feeling my hair fall out, made worse the smell of my smoldering flesh. Tendons had snapped throughout my body. My eyeballs shook themselves loose, and I could barely see.  
 
    Four security guards manhandled me out of the studded sarcophagus, peeling me off the spikes. Sores oozed all over my mangled body. They put me on a table. I was bound, muzzled, bursting with globs of pain, and utterly helpless.  
 
    Ceaseless pain. Exhaustion. Too tired to kill myself even if given the chance. 
 
    The disease had stopped coming out to play, and my torturers were getting testy. They reinforced the straps and added chains. A vice and hammer clinked in the background. We’d come full circle, back to the breaking of every bone in my body. Again. And again. 
 
    At least it wasn't electricity. 
 
    Oh, wait, they were adding more electrodes.  
 
    Yeah, this is gonna rock.  
 
    They wired my neck and chest. I whimpered, helpless and fatigued. 
 
    Hopeless exhaustion shook me. 
 
    The phone rang, and the good doctor paused to answer it. I focused on the guy with the hammer. What a dowdy, grim man. Neither of us wanted to be here, but he was resolved and I was screwed. My body tingled all over, then went numb. I floated. Drifted. Like it was someone else laid out on the table below me. The doctor shouted at the phone and fell quiet. Humans talked to each other, and the dreary man put down his hammer.  
 
    Relieved, knowing it wouldn't last, I passed out. 
 
    “Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue: these are the things one should give creatures during a courtship ritual.” 
 
    The doctor didn't speak in riddles. He didn't smell of exotic bakeries and insect husks. This was not the doctor. 
 
    I peeled open a swollen, dry eyelid. Peering around, I saw nothing but a white haze and didn't have the energy to keep my eye open. Sleep was easier. Death was preferable.  
 
    I was done. 
 
    C'mon, doc: flip the switch and let it ride, one last time.                
 
    The doctor wasn't in the room. My guest wasn't even human. 
 
    A vampire fussed nearby. His perfume was like a crypt swathed with holy water, ginger essence, and sacred oils. I hated his scent but wanted to rub my nose in it. I didn't have the energy to do either. I wanted him to go away. Everyone, everything, every sound, and every smell: go away and leave me alone.  
 
    The creature didn't leave. 
 
    I couldn't remember his name. 
 
    He moved to the side of my bed and disappeared from my cloudy vision. Was he imaginary? I turned my head and found him again. Crap, I’d gone completely blind in one eye. 
 
    Why was a vampire lurking beside me?  
 
    He seemed like a dream, an apparition descending from heaven. Perhaps I hallucinated. His blond hair gleamed like straw in autumn.  
 
    He untied my wrist. I seized his arm to feel if he was real. Dull heat, soft skin, steely muscle. Lean. I squeezed tight, grasping at muscle. He felt like slender metal. I could destroy him. I gripped harder. 
 
    He swatted at my hand. His lip curled. I clenched him like I would crush him to dust. “Ow,” he said, and slapped my face. 
 
    That was certainly real. I let go. 
 
    He rubbed his arm. “Where are your manners? And when was the last time you bathed?” 
 
    What, he thought I was at the Ritz? Stupid creature. 
 
    “Get a move on.” He pushed a wheelchair at me.  
 
    He must be a hallucination. Maybe this was my weird, perverse light at the end of the tunnel. Why not go with it? When the other option was more pain and torture, an imaginary wheelchair looked pretty good. The vampire laid a blanket on the seat. 
 
    “Don't want you to get it dirty,” he said. How considerate. “Something old, something new, something borrowed, and something blue. You’re certainly blue, aren’t you? And why so glum? It's a brand new day, and I know this will work. It has to. She’ll be so happy with me. And what’s your problem? Where's the usual chatter? I expect you to hold up your end of the bargain.” 
 
    What bargain? I opened my mouth. He narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Gracious God, girl! Did you bite off your tongue?” 
 
    I shrugged. Maybe heaven could have sent a less talkative angel? Wait, if this was the afterlife and there actually was one, my atheist ass wasn't going to heaven. Now everything made sense. He was the devil. I was destined for hell, which explained the burning pain crippling my body.  
 
    Seeing I hadn’t moved, he hoisted me under the arms like a child and settled me into the chair. He tucked the corners of the blanket around me. 
 
    “There, there. Let's take you home and give you a bath. You must be more presentable. I must say, you look downright peaked.”  
 
    Whatever. I had no problem sleeping through my hallucinations.  
 
    I woke in a long white corridor, too chilled to be in hell. Wait, didn’t hell contain a frozen lake? I needed to brush up on my Dante.  
 
    Neither a devil nor doctor was in sight.  
 
    I guess I was just sitting? Maybe hell had waiting rooms. Why not?  
 
    I was completely naked, but someone had swaddled me in a blanket and knotted the corners at my neck like a cape. Probably to protect the seat from my oozing wounds. 
 
    I strained to turn my head. The back of the wheelchair rasped against my bald skull. My teeth, shattered down to the nubs, clacked painfully. Each collision agitated the cracks and nerves. I stared through the window and wondered how much longer I'd have to wait. The blanket stuck to my sores, rather, to my stab wounds, which were everywhere. 
 
    A golden rectangle shifted on the tile beside my big toe.  
 
    SUNLIGHT! 
 
    My head tipped back, and I scouted with my singular eye. Hey, a window! 
 
    I tested my knees, and they hated me. Didn't move a millimeter. 
 
    The window teased me with a chance at the world beyond this torture chamber.  
 
    I rubbed my hands on the wheels of the chair, coaxing it to move, but the wheels had been locked. I tried to stand again, straining fiercely. Blood vessels burst in my eyes. I clenched ruined teeth, ignored knives of torment, shoved my shortened tongue against the roof of my mouth, and grabbed the armrests. With a mighty heave, I lifted myself an entire centimeter off the seat. 
 
    Sweating, heart pounding, about to have an apoplexy, I tried again. Somehow, I managed to stand, heaving, clenching the chair, and gasping short desperate breaths.  
 
    I glanced around. The vampire lingered at the end of the hall, leaning against a desk and talking to a human. He scrawled on paperwork and chuckled merrily at the plump, flirtatious woman. 
 
    To my right, the bare window beckoned. Clutching the blanket to my clammy body, I braved the distance from the chair to the window sill. Glorious, blistering sun raked my eyeballs. If every inch of my body wasn't tangled in pain, I would have said it was the most wondrous moment of my afterlife. My skin itched with excitement. Wide open, paved spaces spread before me.  
 
    Hell looked a lot like Phoenix. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, expecting security to stampede down the hall and drag me away.  
 
    Nothing. No one even looked up. Maybe I was a ghost. The tickling smell of the vampire rolled down the hall at me, but he wasn't paying attention. The nurse offered him a wrist. Silly human. 
 
    No reason for me to stick around. I mean, the sun was right there, behind the window pane. I raised my hand to touch it. Warm glass sent a hot thrill through my body. 
 
    Down the hall, behind an anonymous and evil door, someone screamed. A woman. She wasn't me, but she sounded like me. She sounded like pain and endless torture, like hopelessness and no escape ever. My hackles rose as every inch of my agonized flesh trembled. Moving might shatter me into pieces, but I couldn't stay any longer. 
 
    Sunlight beckoned. 
 
    I darted at the impressive speed of a miserable shuffle. The Exit sign above the door glowed with the promise of deliverance. My dragging feet carried me to the door which, miraculously, wasn't locked and didn't sound an alarm.  
 
    What if they caught me? I'd be back in the silver-spiked iron maiden with electrodes plugged into my tits, that's what. My heart pounded, shattering my chest with fear.  
 
    Stairs. Endless, insurmountable stairs.  
 
    Gripping the banister, I half-pulled, half-fell down the first few stairs. My feet began to remember how to stand, and soon I was walking. Cement chilled my soles. The banister slipped under my sweaty palms. Vertigo reeled my brain.  
 
    I chanted sun, sun, sun to distract myself from the mind-clawing agony. Panted like a winded elephant. Groaned like my bones were raw nerves. The stairwell went on forever, like a surrealist painting. My blood pounded like a mad freight train. My muscles were so wrecked that it felt like I was climbing up the stairs instead of down. 
 
    Finally, another door said exit. I raced toward its promise and thrust it open in a burst of strength. Sun blinded my functioning eye. 
 
    A parking lot contained a few cars but proved empty of people. The highway. Graffiti on dilapidated buildings. Palm trees.  
 
    The world looked precisely like it as it supposed to, and I was offended. Nothing had changed during my hellish stay in this place. After heaps of torture, the world remained the same. Asphalt was rough and hot under my feet.  
 
    And the sun!  
 
    On my naked scalp, bare chest, and trembling torso: heavenly.  
 
    I gulped hot air and felt it warm me from the inside out. I sank to my knees, limp and weeping. My vision swirled and faded to white, like I was staring through clouds. I shook my head but my eyes didn't adjust. 
 
    An alarm screamed. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet, scraping my knees and hoisting weary joints, and careened half-blind through the parking lot. I stumbled and struck a car. The metal was burning hot. Come to think of it, my feet were scalding, too.  
 
    My limping gave way to a lope. My legs stretched like I never thought they would again. Every almost-healed fracture line in my legs scraped their jagged edges together. The blanket flapped around me.  
 
    A banshee alarm chased me as I fled. Two desires drove me. First, to get the hell away from there. Second, to evade the city’s cameras. 
 
    I squinted around until I found an entrance. A security guard stood inside his booth, sweltering in the heat. He hadn’t seen me yet. I scampered in the opposite direction and crouched behind cars. A fence of iron spikes topped with razor wire surrounded the lot. No electricity—thank goodness. I careened to where the fence squared in the corner, yanked the knotted blanket over my head, and threw it atop the razor-dotted wire. Then I climbed. Shaking, trying not to impale myself, I heaved my weight to the other side.  
 
    And fell.  
 
    The ground slugged my bones and jarred the breath from me. I writhed in the grass. The crisp blades were recently watered and warm from the sun. They smelled of freedom and caustic fertilizer.  
 
    Unless I wanted to make this grassy knoll my grave, I needed to move. My breath returned inch by inch. I rolled over and crawled on all fours as my vision swam and my lungs seized. I leaned on the fence to help me stand and then lurched across the road.  
 
    I squatted behind a dumpster to catch my bearings and my breath. What now? Where the hell was I? I shook my head but my vision didn't clear. One eye had gone dead. Brain damage, probably. 
 
    A quick survey revealed freight yards full of shipping containers to my left and a low-income domestic sector to my right. Bright neon colors zigzagged over the makeshift fencing, looking like a drunk squirrel had painted it. The visual disaster helped me realize exactly where I’d been held prisoner.  
 
    Extra doom heaped itself upon my frantic state. Guests did not leave this secret government facility alive. Ever. I sure as hell couldn’t stay. I ran straight into the nearest neighborhood with torn down and blacked-out cameras. My limbs wobbled like spaghetti. Blisters formed on my feet from the sun-burnt ground. Adrenaline spurred me into the blind zone.  
 
    Panting, I leaned against the solid metal fence, but that was hot too. I whimpered and tried to find an opening. A group of kids watched a gate barely wide enough for a car to pass through. When they saw me, naked and wrecked, they scattered. One kid pulled a knife with a trembling hand. He looked to be nine years-old.  
 
    I growled and showed broken teeth. He ran off to tattle, and I hobbled behind the gate to rest in the shade. My legs crumpled, and I fell on my ass in hot dirt.  
 
    The kids had abandoned a two-liter of soda, lukewarm, and I grabbed it like manna from heaven. I drank the orange syrupy goodness in three chugs. It sloshed on my naked breasts, which felt sunburnt already. The sugar struck me. Revived, euphoric, and on the edge of a twittering panic, bits of me itched. My tongue swelled. 
 
    The stench of cheap beer and accumulated sweat rolled over me. 
 
    “What the heck happened to you?”  
 
    I squinted. A blurred, rotund figure lurked in front of me. His belly was so big he looked pregnant. He smelled like slow roasted pork, and I was famished. If I wasn’t too weak to stand, I might’ve carved off a chunk. 
 
    “Emm…immie ya irt.”  
 
    “Damn, girl, you be messed up. What kind of shit you on?” 
 
    He wasn't cooperating. He had a gun in his pants. I hated answering questions while I was drowning in goddamn ceaseless pain. I heaved, huffed, and stood. I leaned against the fence, growled, and showed him all my broken teeth. 
 
    “Skanky methhead,” he said. “Get outta here before I toss your bitch ass.” 
 
    “’Ink again, piggy.” I used the best weapon I had. “Ahm pod-di-ive. Ah’ll bide, an’ you'll ged’ de disease.” 
 
    “Ah, Jesus!”  
 
    He jumped back three paces. The lingering kids turned and ran. Little bits of meat on plump legs hopping around, taunting me with their buttery-rich pork smell. 
 
    I snarled. I sounded drunk, courtesy of shock and half a tongue. 
 
    “We don't want no trouble,” he said. “Get out of here. Don't hurt no kids.” 
 
    “’Immie ya shurd, or Ah'll ead ebbyvun.” 
 
    “I ain't gettin' near your stanky ass. You think I'm stupid? Get on outta here!” 
 
    I hate people.  
 
    I bellowed as loudly as possible, neck protruding and jaw wide. I didn't sound like a mutt or a person. I sounded like a wounded animal. In fact, I didn't feel like a mutt or a person. The howl scared him. He took off his shirt, tossed it on the ground, and backed up. I hobbled closer and struggled to bend without looking weak enough that he'd jump me. 
 
    The shirt smelled human. Ripe. I slid into it slowly, covering a plethora of burned skin, bruises, and dozens of gaping puncture wounds from the silver-studded torture contraption. Each laceration hurt individually and all together.  
 
    And those were only the new disfigurements; a lifetime of old mutt scars laid underneath it all. Those kids would have nightmares about me. Rage and embarrassment sweltered. My lower lip trembled. I breathed heavily through my mouth, huffing as my throat cinched. 
 
    “My ol' lady's got flip-floppies if you wann'em,” he said. 
 
    I started to cry. Huge, mucky tears and snot ran down my face. I was so weary and everything hurt. He yelled at one of the kids to get the sandals. I didn't know what to do or say. I wanted to sleep but if I laid down, he'd kill me or the evil scientists would find me. I had to stay standing. Keep moving. I wiped my nose on the newly acquired sleeve. 
 
    I tried to talk to him, but my voice was a dead, garbled whine. What I meant to say was: “To the best of your knowledge, would you say you aren't a mirage?” 
 
    “I don’t understand, lady.” 
 
    I tried to poke him to make sure he was real. He leaped back.  
 
    “Stay the fuck away, crazy bitch.” 
 
    Exactly what a mirage would say. 
 
    The kid who'd pulled the knife returned with flip flops. He smelled like cherry popsicles and barbeque potato chips. The sandals were worn and stank of cat pee. My suffering feet didn't care. I shuffled into them and found them a smidge too big. Had they fit perfectly, I'd be inclined to say they were a figment of my imagination. 
 
    I pointed and spoke around my stumpy tongue. Naturally, he didn’t understand. “I'm going that way. I'll be pissed if you shoot me in the back. And I'm really hungry, so don't do anything to encourage me to eat you, porky. Your eyes look like cocktail onions.” 
 
    I began to drool. He grabbed the kid by the collar and moved out of the way. 
 
    “Don't come back,” he said. 
 
    I limped down the narrow, half-torn street toward the southeast corner where the neighborhood was surrounded by shrubs. People looked, but no one stared because I wasn't entirely naked anymore. Hell, leggy, scarred addicts roved in packs through this neighborhood. I jumped up to pull myself over the fence. Its sharp metal edge sliced my fingers. Yelping, I released it and fell on my rump. The impact traveled through my bones.  
 
    Looking around, I found a canvas bag that once held twenty pounds of rice. Made me hungry for Asian food. Does hell have sushi? I pulled the material from the dirt and flopped it atop the razor edge. I left bloody handprints as I shakily muscled my body over and crumpled ungracefully into the huge briar of untended shrubs. 
 
    On the ground in the shade, I listened to my heart thud and breath pound. It felt real. The pain certainly was. My entire body was swollen, oozing, and inflamed. Dirt and dried leaves stuck to my bare head. Tears dried with muddy tracks. A canopy of green leaves covered me. My cloudy eyes closed and I passed out. 
 
    Something cracked. I bolted up, ready to run, but the shrubs knocked me down. I’d fallen asleep. I was blind. 
 
    They'd get me for sure! 
 
    No, I hadn’t gone completely blind; it was night. Pitch dark, starless, and none of the street lights worked. I shivered, but it wasn't cold. I was starving. 
 
    I thought about the man who smelled of sweat and pork. I could eat him right up, chomp right through his bones. Maybe the boy had popsicles. If he didn't, I could always devour him.  
 
    I groaned as I stood, flanks convulsing, muscles as limp as wet seaweed. Struggling back over the fence to hunt seemed like a lot of work. Finding food that couldn't run away sounded like a better idea.  
 
    Who was I kidding? Alone, I simply didn't have the strength for anything athletic. I needed my wolf. 
 
    I held my knees and focused on all of my pain and misery, trying to drag the disease to the surface and utilize its power, strength, and healing.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    I clenched my demolished teeth and agony ricocheted through my skull. I bore down and urged the wolf to burst from my seams. Nothing. Every muscle in my body cramped. I’d accomplished nothing but making myself dizzy. My knees gave out. I crumpled to the ground behind a bush. Might have peed myself a little. 
 
    The wolf was gone. The mutt strain was dead. If the crazy doc had cured me in that lab, I was doomed. 
 
    Headlights blared through the night and touched on the bushes. A van rolled down the street and filled me with fear. The fortified front end and bulletproof plating declared it a federal vehicle. The antennae setup indicated the FBHS was prowling the streets. Scouting for me. 
 
    To take me back. 
 
    To turn up the voltage. 
 
    I laid as flat as a pancake, crippled in fear, until the last trace of light disappeared down the street. The bureau was hunting me. All those people I worked with, fought with, and saved: my brothers-at-arms wanted me dead. If they get their hands on me, they'll drag me back into that evil hospital with its torturous inventions.  
 
    Enemies lurked around corners, patrolled streets, and knew all the good hangouts. 
 
     I could never go back to my life. Ever. And they wouldn't find me. This was my city. I hunted in its streets once. I could damn well hide in them. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    Andy sent a text announcing he was going make pasta dinner. A relaxing evening was exactly what I needed after a day of interpreting my patients’ cues, negotiating through a violent cry-for-help, and casework evaluations. I stopped at the market for a bottle of wine. A good wine always pairs well with pasta. An amazing wine can even save a dinner from his well-intentioned cooking mishaps. 
 
    Back at his apartment, I slipped my key into the lock. My apartment was three times larger and more stylish than Andy’s place; his elevator didn’t work and the stairs were atrocious to climb in heels, but I didn’t mind. Walking into his home and knowing he wanted me in his life tickled me with pleasure. I closed the door behind me, set the wine on the table, turned, and froze. My knees locked and my breath seized. 
 
    A huge black man dwarfed the table.  
 
    A dog crouched at his feet. 
 
    A shriek left my mouth. My heart thumped madly. The purse slid off my shoulder and thunked on the floor. The dog's ears went forward, then back, and it showed its teeth. I retreated toward the door.  
 
    “Easy, there,” the large man said. 
 
    The dog barked savagely. 
 
    Trembling, I ran. The terrible creature chased me, showing teeth as nasty as nightmares. The beast jumped before I reached the door. Paws struck my hip. My heart stopped. I teetered in my heels and fell flat on my behind. The animal descended. I threw my arms over my head and screamed bloody murder. I scrambled back. My shoulders struck the wall. Fur scraped my cheek. The heavy dog thrust its dirty mouth in my ear.  
 
    Oh, God, its horrible teeth!  
 
    It would tear me to shreds. 
 
    Diseased slobber wet my neck. It was going for my throat! 
 
    Suddenly, its weight lifted off me. I cowered and peered through my arms. The black man had the dog by the scruff of its neck. Skin stretched tight over its skull, revealing a full maw of teeth, making the beast appear even more horrendous. My heart pounded on the verge of a seizure. A long tongue lolled from the canine's mouth. 
 
    “What happened?” Andy’s voice washed over me, releasing a flood of relief. He arrived with pants unbuttoned, chest bare, and gun in hand. Fresh from the shower, he'd come to my rescue.  
 
    “The woman got excited,” a female said.  
 
    I hadn't noticed her until then. The blond sat cross-legged on Andy's clean, sterilized dining table. Her feet were bare and dirty. Andy, the neat freak, didn't say a word. Who were these people? And I got excited? 
 
    “The beast nearly killed me!” My voice was surprisingly angry. I hated raising my voice.  
 
    “Stand your ground,” the girl said. She had a suffocating accent. “A predator will chase anything that runs. Cower or flee, and you invite him to eat you.” 
 
    “Eat me?” I squeaked. I imagined its teeth tearing into my skin and snapping through my throat. I shivered. My legs didn’t work. 
 
    Andy set aside his gun, buttoned his jeans, and came to help. His strong hands lifted me like I was nothing and set me on my feet. I fluttered like a piece of paper. Unsteady and embarrassed, I retreated to the safe zone of scientific logic. 
 
    “Scientists hypothesize the strain for lycanthropy lays dormant in canines. Dogs potentially carry a nasty, infectious disease and can even facilitate the contamination of humans. It's simple science.” 
 
    “You don't say.” The black man sounded as big as he was: seven and a half feet tall and three times my weight. He held the dog by the scruff of its neck. Miracle of miracles, the beast hadn’t turned on him.  
 
    “I'm surprised you keep such a dangerous creature,” I said. “Most people would take mercy on it. It won't cost you anything. And if anyone knows you're harboring such an animal, they could send the CDC to collect it.” 
 
    The girl turned red in the face and pressed her lips together. 
 
    “Vanessa,” Andy said. “Rufus is their pet.”  
 
    “I can see you love your p-pet, ahem, Rufus. I see that. But heavy consequences are associated with these things. What if he proves contagious?” 
 
    The big man edged closer, coming between me and the other girl. Was he protecting us from the dog, or me from the girl? 
 
    “Vanessa,” Andy said. “This isn't an appropriate conversation.” 
 
    He'd never spoken to me so harshly before. I blinked while my heart grappled with the logic of his statement. He was right. Insulting his visitors was impolite. I tried not to blush. His hand gripped mine. 
 
    “These are Kaid's friends. They're helping us find her.” 
 
    He said ‘us,’ but I wasn’t looking for Kaidlyn. She was dead. She had been a fine enough person, but she was gone. There was nothing we could do. Andy’s fair blue eyes shone with a sickening expression: hope. Despite frustration and sleepless nights, he was convinced his atypical search team would bring her safely home.  
 
    I couldn’t say anything to change his mind. I wasn’t brave enough to keep trying for fear I would alienate myself from him.  
 
    “Shall I make us some coffee while you put on a shirt?”  
 
    I didn't want his handsome, sloped, muscular chest distracting me. Or the other girl. She was young, pretty, and rough-looking. I didn't want her getting ideas about my boyfriend’s sexy body.  
 
    “Sure. Thanks, luv,” Andy said.  
 
    The “luv” helped my heart relax an inch. He went to retrieve a shirt, leaving me alone with the visitors and a homicidal dog. I edged around Rufus. He jumped to his feet. I thumped against the counter. He barked. 
 
    “Rufus,” the black man scolded. 
 
    “It's not his fault,” the girl said. “It's science.” 
 
    Okay, so I hadn't made the best first impression. 
 
    “I'm sorry. I've been rude. My name is Vanessa.” 
 
    “I'm Koko.”  
 
    As shock from my canine encounter faded, it dawned on me Koko and I had already met. He’d been Kaidlyn’s partner at the bureau, and he saved a lot of people during the cemetery massacre. He towered two feet over me, maintained his hair in cornrows, and filled out his clothing like a mutant football player. He gestured to the girl. “This is Tatka.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I said.  
 
    She grunted. 
 
    Tatka's scruffy jeans and dirty tank top were entirely out of place on the shiny table. She was younger than me and possessed the notorious youthful arrogance I never had. Aggression cloaked her. I was accustomed to dealing with people's overactive self-defense mechanisms and tried to think of her in that light. Children endured heart-wrenching hardships nowadays, and trauma made them rough around the edges. 
 
    Tatka's edges were fierce.  
 
    For some reason, I didn't want to get close. She smiled, and she had Rufus' grin. The claim about pets resembling their owner was absolutely true.  
 
    I circumvented the counter and pulled out Andy's tub of ground coffee. I still couldn't convince him to buy the costly whole beans. Recent droughts and tariffs drove prices higher, and he claimed it wasn't worth the added expense. Mediocre coffee was one of the few truly inconvenient things about living with him.  
 
    He and Koko sat, and Koko rubbed Rufus' head. The dog stared at me with oddly expressive eyes. I blinked. No, everyone knows dogs don't have feelings. Tatka threw me a glance and I returned it. She wouldn't intimidate me with childish antics. We stared at each other until Koko spoke.  
 
    “We’ve been searching for months,” he said. “We’ve looked everywhere, inside the city and out. Even Tatka wasn’t as difficult to find when she went missing.” 
 
    “I should resent that, yes?” she said. I finally placed her accent: Russian.  
 
    “Given the scope of our search, if Durant’s out there, we would have found her,” Koko said.  
 
    In complete agreement, I minded my tongue and carefully measured the coffee grounds. 
 
     “Maybe we are overthinking it,” Andy said. “Let’s go back to the beginning. We assume she went missing immediately following Keats’ funeral. I was strapped to a gurney on my way to the hospital, but all reports indicate she never received medical care.” 
 
    “Victims were delivered to seven different hospitals,” Koko said. “We’ve checked all the footage and reports. No one saw seen hide nor hair of her.” 
 
    “So she was wounded, but not so badly that she couldn’t run. Maybe someone—one of your friends—helped her? She was definitely bleeding. She’d need some sort of attention.”  
 
    “We’ve interrogated every one of her known associates. No one saw her.” 
 
    “Pretend you’re her. Everything is chaotic. You’re hurt. Maybe you’re mobile and suffering from blood-loss, a concussion, or shock. What do you do?”  
 
    “If I was Durant?” Koko folded his arms. “Assuming I had a single cognitive thought in my head? I’d make sure you were okay.”  
 
    My heart thrashed a few frantic beats. Andy went still. Tatka watched me like a kid who tortured insects with a magnifying glass. The coffee perked. 
 
    “I couldn’t walk,” Andy said. “Medics were on site. She’d had no choice but to leave me behind.” 
 
    “A team of scouts worked the grid through the surrounding sectors, but no one caught wind of her. Every nook and cranny of the area has been investigated, but we can’t catch a break. No one can predict how far she may have gone without knowing how she escaped.”  
 
    “She left the cemetery on foot.” 
 
    “And we searched accordingly,” Koko said. “If she found a car, our search grid expands considerably. We perused the most likely spreads of land from here to the Mississippi. If she made it to the border—Canadian or Mexican—she’s as good as gone.” 
 
    “We’ve seen no indication she made it far,” Andy said. “Border security is tougher than ever.” 
 
    “Some of my associates from Old Detroit checked on her dad’s homestead up there, but they came up dry.”  
 
    “At this point, we’ve chosen to assume she didn't leave the state.” 
 
    Or that she's dead. “What about her lawyer, Mr. Caprelan?” I said. Andy looked at me. I shrugged. “Her family lawyer travels between Phoenix and the northern territories. We worked together on Davey’s custody papers. He’s a protective older man. Would he harbor her? Might he smuggle her to her father?” 
 
    What was I saying? Playing along would hurt Andy in the long run, but I didn’t want to be unsupportive. Besides, their notions of conspiracy proved contagious. 
 
    “If they hustled Kaidlyn out of the city, they did so quietly,” Koko said. “And if she’s safe, we shouldn’t poke at the matter.” 
 
    My boyfriend waved aside the logic. “Where might they hide her?”  
 
    “Owen Durant is a mystery. His service records and medical files are sealed. He’s off the grid in several states. We checked his known properties but found no indication anyone had recently been there.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “Hey, I can only focus on finding one Durant at a time. Do you want Kaid or Owen?” 
 
    “Fine. Where else should we look?” 
 
    “She hasn't gone home,” Koko said. “Big Fed has her house on electronic lockdown, plastic wrapped in quarantine tape. No one can get in without an IED.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen Kaid angry?” Andy said. Both men smiled.  
 
    I poured four cups of coffee. Tatka’s grubby fingers brushed mine as she took the mug. I ignored her and stirred fresh cream and sugar into my coffee. I sipped like we were hosting a tea party on a sunny afternoon. 
 
    A realization struck me. If the government was watching her house, they believed she was alive. How was that possible? Footage from the cemetery didn't offer a single glimpse of Kaidlyn rising up after the pack descended upon her. If she was alive, where was she? No news was not good news.  
 
    What if she had survived? How was that possible? 
 
    “She's out there somewhere,” Andy said. 
 
    I didn't believe it. If she was out there, a camera would find her. No one can hide in a city possessing as many cameras as ours. If the world wanted to, we could watch practically anyone at any time. Thorough security contributed to the sanctity of our society. 
 
    “Do you want to stay for dinner?” my boyfriend offered.  
 
    I stifled a groan. My dreams of a quiet, intimate evening disappeared. A tense dinner with strangers was not what I wanted, but asking them to leave would make the situation more awkward. Plus, I couldn't let Andy cook. He was bad at it, and I didn't want him to be embarrassed in front of his friends. 
 
    He'd been gone all day, conspiring about a missing woman, and I hadn't told him about my mother. 
 
    A weight settled onto my chest and clogged my throat. Tears wet my eyes. I crept down the hall and hid in the office. Usually, the room was impeccably neat. Recently, stray papers cluttered his desk. Police dispatch transcripts draped over a short book case. Notes covered the wall by his computer. 
 
    The quest for Kaidlyn consumed him. 
 
    Meanwhile, my mother was dying, and I’d had a disheartening day. 
 
    I sat in his comfortable office chair and tried to cry as quietly as possible without smearing my makeup. The last thing I wanted was to make a scene.  
 
    Something bumped my leg.  
 
    I glanced down and nearly fell out of the chair. Rufus stared up at me with big eyes. I grabbed the chair's arms to keep my balance. My chest clenched. I couldn’t breathe. I was all alone with him. Sitting comfortably on his rump, Rufus gazed at me and panted. His tongue flopped from of his smiling maw. Goosebumps erupted over my arms.  
 
    Don't run, I told myself, which was easy. I couldn't move. He had me cornered, alone. I stared into his brown eyes and wondered how, in the name of God, Andy hunted lycanthropes ten times his size without shattering into a million fearful pieces. How could anyone stand it? 
 
    The canine's rump bounced. He jumped. All four paws left the ground at once. Pop, into the air. His tongue flopped. I gasped. He wagged his tail and jumped again, going from standing to airborne like a cartoon. He landed, wagged his tail, and waited. I held my breath. He hopped three small jumps, gearing up for a big one. His muscles bulged as he launched himself and achieved a full one meter vertical hop.  
 
    I laughed without knowing why it was funny. 
 
    Rufus hopped into the air again, higher, like it was a trick. Dogs can learn tricks? It wanted to impress me? 
 
    Poor diseased-riddled beast. 
 
    “Rufus.” Koko startled me. The giant stood in the doorway. The canine, pleased with himself, looked back and forth between us. Did he want a treat? Finally, Rufus wagged his tail and waddled away, a big happy animal grin on his face. “Did he do the Armstrong for you?” 
 
    “I'm sorry, what?” 
 
    “Neil Armstrong, the first man on the moon. That's what we call his jumping trick because he looks like a rocket launching into the air.” 
 
    I chuckled. “That’s exactly what it looked like.” 
 
    “If we're imposing, we can take off. It's not a problem.” 
 
    “Oh, no. No. That's fine. I’ll start the pasta. Please stay.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Koko’s eyes drooped at the corners. He might not be the smartest guy in the world, but he seemed decent enough. He turned and Rufus went with him. I stared at the dog, feeling unnerved but also not as sad. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    “Koko, you are friends with both Kaidlyn and Andy, right?” 
 
    His dull eyes were unblinking. “We were on the same squad.” 
 
    “The search for Kaidlyn consumes Andy. I’d hate to see what he’ll go through when he finally accepts that she’s dead. Can you encourage him to not get his hopes up? 
 
    “Sometimes, hope is all that gets a person out of bed in the morning. His love for you is a form of hope. His search for Kaidlyn is another.”  
 
    “You make a fine point.” I pursed my lips. “Andy needs encouragement going back to work. With the recent violence against agents and the loss of so many friends, he's hesitating. Understandably, of course. However, I'm worried he may let some of these tragedies interfere with his true calling. When the time comes, can you offer him support? He might take advice to heart if it comes from a fellow agent.” 
 
    “I'm no longer with the bureau.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry, I assumed.” I paused, but he didn’t embellish. “If you don't mind me asking, why?” 
 
    “The bureau made some decisions I cannot stand by.”  
 
    “Are you referring to the scandal caused by falsified videos?”  
 
    “Ma'am, the footage was not falsified. It's the truth. Cold, hard, bloody truth. I witnessed it myself.” 
 
    A shudder went through me. I struggled to process his claim. Was I talking to a terrorist? Maybe he was confused about what he thought he saw. Perhaps I should refer him to an associate of mine.  
 
    “Maybe…” My mind tumbled for a reasonable explanation. 
 
    “The kill floor exists, and it was active. I know because I was there. For months, violence had been escalating between the FBHS and L-pos people. Some of the infected struck back at the agency and targeted agents. In response, the bureau rounded up every potential on the books. Anyone who came in contact with the L-strain, even if they’d been previously cleared, had to prove their innocence again. David Aberdeen was one such suspect.”  
 
    “Davey?” My hand flew to stifle a gasp.  
 
    “I led him before a firing squad, through a cement basement coated in blood and viscera, and into a room where he was heartlessly interrogated. It was a big operation, and I had the distinct impression the bureau had done it before.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say.  
 
    “I’m not proud of it,” Koko said. “I quit the next day.”  
 
    If Davey saw the alleged bloodshed, I could question him. I’d watched him recover from the trauma of losing his family and trusted him not to lie about the situation. I didn’t distrust Koko, but neither did I know him. I considered his testimony without committing it to belief. I’d have to gather more evidence. 
 
    Had he left the bureau in good standing or did he have a reason to spread lies? 
 
    “If you'll excuse me.” Koko and Rufus left. 
 
    I exchanged my heels for flats, composed myself, and returned to the main room. The search party gathered around the counter, sipping coffee and examining a city map. Rufus watched me, panting, but I ignored him.  
 
    Desperate to occupy my hands, I filled a pot with water. If I started the sauce and set the water to boiling, we could be eating within twenty minutes. I gathered handfuls of vegetables from the fridge, which I’d steam. The boys would eat most of the pasta, and the ladies could have a colorful array of veggies. 
 
    “She loved Red Sector,” Andy said to Tatka. “All that free-market, free-love mumbo jumbo made her smile. Any chance she holed up there?” 
 
    “We searched and found nothing,” she said.  
 
    “Red’s cameras are notoriously unreliable. Let’s try again.”  
 
    Koko folded his massive arms. “Everyone—and I mean everyone—scoured every inch of the district.” 
 
    Red Sector was a criminal nightmare. If Kaidlyn stumbled into the godforsaken place, she’d probably been raped and murdered.  
 
    Koko's phone rang. He pulled a pink cellphone from his pocket and handed it to Tatka. He carried her phone? She answered with some Russian lingo and slid off the stool.  
 
    “We’ll search Red again,” Andy said. “The district is complex and secretive. There’s probably a hundred smuggler’s dens within its borders.” 
 
    “If I was her, I’d hide among the homeless. I’ve got a team roving the district south of Red, searching through the squatter’s camps. So far, it’s yielded nothing, but that area holds my biggest hopes. The hunt is stretching us thin. We can’t increase efforts until I’ve recruited more manpower.” 
 
    “Kaid was always paranoid. Maybe she’d planned ahead well enough to flee the city before we started searching. Is it possible she had an escape route no one knows about?” 
 
    “Davey was aware of one contingency plan, but she hasn’t used it,” Koko said. “I’m keeping a lookout posted. If she has another a backup plan, she didn’t share it with anyone.”  
 
    “Zelda mentioned a young man, a soldier, sent by Kaid’s father. He was supposed to keep an eye on her. Can we get in touch with him?” 
 
    “His name was Ashe.” Koko shook his head. “He’s been in a coma for months. Wouldn’t be breathing without the aid of machines.”  
 
    Andy squinted. “Why do I feel like you know more about her than I?” 
 
    Koko didn’t respond.  
 
    Andy squeezed his coffee cup like he’d strangle the life from it. Then he sighed. “We have someone tailing Mullen?” 
 
    “From a distant distance, yeah. The agent is no easy catch. All clues indicate he’s still searching for her, too. Whatever bone he has to pick with Kaidlyn, he hasn’t been able to. I’ll keep an eye on him in case he finds her before us. I doubt it, though. Our connections tap deep, deep into areas he’s not welcome. Even Tatka—” 
 
    He drew attention to the young woman, and we all paused.  
 
    She stood as still as a statue in a frozen garden. Not a breath passed through her nostrils. She didn’t so much as blink. Dark foreshadowing filled my veins. I caught my breath. 
 
    Something awful had happened.  
 
    She shouted at the phone and it shouted back, the voice rapid-fire and indistinguishable. This behavior persisted for several seconds before she threw the phone and it shattered. She flapped her arms, sneered, and ranted in Russian. Koko calmly set his cup on the counter and touched her elbow. 
 
    “Talk, sweetie.” His voice lumbered like a grizzly’s. “Use your words.” 
 
    “She's alive!” Tatka spat. “The vampire had her. He had her, and he lost her. She's out there, somewhere.” She digressed into Russian curses. 
 
    I covered my mouth. No. Way. 
 
    “I knew it.” Andy’s eyes glowed like lighthouse beacons. “Where? Has anyone else seen her?” 
 
    “We’re waiting for visual confirmation,” she said.  
 
    “Why would a vampire have her?” Koko said. 
 
    Tatka put her hands on her hips. “Someone told the bloodsucker that if he wants to impress a girl, he has to be nice and give her gifts.” 
 
    Koko rubbed his jaw and glanced away. 
 
    “The vampire wants to impress Kaidlyn?” Andy said. 
 
    “Kaidlyn is the gift.” Tatka glared knives at Koko. 
 
    “That wasn't what I meant, and you know it.” 
 
    She tossed her hands and shook her head. 
 
    “I don't know what you guys are talking about,” Andy said. “And I don't care. If she’s upright, she'll find one of us. Go home and wait. She'll come in. She'll come to us.” 
 
    “My apartment burned down,” Koko said. “I doubt she'll be digging through the ashes to find me.” 
 
    “You can stay with me,” Andy said. I stilled. Did that mean the dog would be staying, too? 
 
    “I've got a hotel room. I'll be fine.” 
 
    “He has a hotel room with me.” Tatka threw me a competitive, informative look. Like she didn't want me thinking I had a chance with her man. Lord, he was nearly two decades older than her. And enormous. And…well! 
 
    “Do you think she'd go to…you know, wherever you used to stay?” Andy asked Tatka.  
 
    “Kaidlyn was banished from there. I do not think she will enter forbidden territory and risk execution.” 
 
    I blanched. “Who would execute her?” 
 
    “No one,” Andy said. 
 
    “She had a falling out with friends,” Koko said. “They’ve forgiven her.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know that,” Tatka said. “She believes she’s a lone w—woman.” 
 
    “What about the safe house in Red?” 
 
    “She was excommunicated,” Koko said. “She wasn’t in a good mental or emotional place before this happened. She was barely stable. Individuals we now consider allies had washed their hands of her, and that’s what she’ll remember.” 
 
    I didn’t understand. “Why can't she go to these places? What kind of friends would make such threats?”  
 
    All of them stared and didn't answer. I was the odd-woman out.  
 
    Andy rubbed his face. “Our last case made everyone extremely tense, and bridges were burned. Hell, the last conversation I had with Kaidlyn before the funeral wasn't good. We argued. I suspended and threatened her. I betrayed her. If that’s what she remembers, she won’t run to me.” 
 
    His voice gnarled and threatened to crack. To occupy my hands, I returned to the boiling water and added salt.  
 
    “With her friends out of the equation, where would she go?” Koko said. 
 
    “There was a mechanic she really liked. He used to fix her motorcycle. I think the owner was a friend from way back. Practically family. The shop is attached to a bar or something.” 
 
    “Brutus,” Koko said. 
 
    “That's him.” 
 
    “He's dead. Killed by a mutt before the cemetery massacre.” 
 
    “Shit. I’ve been so focused on Kaid that I forgot.” 
 
    “Cinch up the city,” Tatka said. “Scouts on the streets, eyes in the sky, ears and noses to the ground. Tell the vampire this is his fault and he must help.” 
 
    “How did he find her when we couldn't?” Andy folded his arms. 
 
    “He's the celebrity vampire,” Koko said. “Worshipers would literally die to help him.” 
 
    Oh, my. They were talking about Sigurd. 
 
    “Did they say where he found her?” Koko said. 
 
    “He said 'release' so I guess a hospital, prison, or something,” Tatka said. 
 
    Andy frowned harder. “If she was in the system, we would have found her.” 
 
    “Unless someone didn't want her to be found. Like, if she needed to disappear.” Koko and Andy shared a grim, knowing look. 
 
    “Christ,” Andy said. 
 
    “This could be bad.”  
 
    “She’s alive,” Tatka said. “Nothing can be too bad.”  
 
    Koko’s phone blinked and he read a text. “Turn on the news.” 
 
    My gut flopped with foreboding. Andy snatched a remote and tuned in.  
 
    The television blared a breaking news report.  
 
    “—an FBHS agent who survived the horrific incident known as Saint Andrew's Cemetery Massacre has escaped a medical facility where she was receiving care. Kaidlyn Durant, who has been something of a celebrity among hunters, had checked herself into the ward. Tragically, she left before her rehabilitation was complete. Homeland Security is actively searching for this poor woman, but her potential confusion makes her dangerous. If you see this woman, do not approach her, but call the police.” 
 
    Her blurry picture filled the entire screen. I blanched. The untouched photo left the scars on her neck and chest bare for the entire world to see. I'd seen glimpses of the damage in person, although she discretely hid most of it. On screen, it appeared so much worse. The entire city saw her naked shoulders and throat. Her secret shame starred on a public stage, and it felt like a crass violation of her privacy. Pity sweltered in my stomach. 
 
    Koko and Andy shared a grim look. 
 
    “Why does this make you nervous?” Tatka said. 
 
    Andy pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead as if crushing a headache.  
 
    “The bureau's public relations department spends a lot of time and money cleaning up Durant's image before it hits the press. She's practically the poster child for FBHS lawmen. They wanted her to look like a heroine. Picturesque. Pretty, even. If they're showing her scars, it means she's fallen from grace.”               
 
    “Whose grace?” Tatka said. 
 
    “The bureau is selling her out,” Koko said. “Cutting ties. Given the recent bad publicity and everything she knows, the FBHS can't allow her to talk. They’re discrediting her by flaunting those scars and declaring her mental unstable. They’re announcing she’s damaged goods. If she reveals any unsavory secrets, they’ll easily claim she’s lying or crazy.”  
 
    “I know Tad from public relations,” Andy said. “This is absolutely his style.” 
 
    “We need to get to her before they do, or she'll be dead.” 
 
    “What are you guys talking about?” I said. “The bureau wants what's best for her. It’s important that someone finds Kaidlyn and gives her the help she needs. Look at her! We all want to believe she's okay, but she must have undergone something horrific. She might be dangerous and confused. Who wouldn’t be? After witnessing the massacre, I barely slept for weeks. Is it so hard to believe she's suffering a minor breakdown?” 
 
    Andy and Koko shared another look.  
 
    I crossed my arms. “Stop doing that. Stop acting like I'm a child!” 
 
    Andy took my hand. His warmth flooded me. 
 
    “Vanessa, I can't explain it all, but trust me. If anyone but us finds Kaidlyn, she'll be executed. They'll say it was accidental or she resisted, but she won’t survive. Her ‘rehabilitation’ won't end until she's in a grave.” 
 
    I gasped. “Why?” 
 
    “Because she's a loose end. A liability.” 
 
    “You don't really believe that, Andy. Do you know how absurd this sounds? How long have you worked for the FBHS? All those years, after helping so many people…everyone wants Kaidlyn to recover. It's in the bureau's best interest to have one of their star players back in action.” 
 
    He squeezed my hand and didn't answer. His dread expression frightened me. 
 
    “We don’t know what happened to her in the facility. If the bureau had Kaid’s best interests in mind, would they have declared her dead? They planted the story, which means they never intended to let her walk free. The public was never supposed to see this picture or hear this story. The chase is on. We have to assume some big names are being recruited for this.” 
 
    “Jesus.” Tatka threw her hands in the air. “Always something else with her! One woman, so much trouble.” 
 
    I agreed. 
 
    She pointed at Andy. “This is your fault.” 
 
    “Don't blame him,” I said. “None of this is his fault.”               
 
    “He knows what I mean.”  
 
    “This is no one's fault,” I insisted. 
 
    “If she has gone mad because of the bureau and its assets, this will be your fault. If we have to put her down—” Tatka said. 
 
    “Put her down?” I gasped. 
 
    “Not happening,” Andy said. 
 
    “We find her, then we’ll figure it out,” Koko said. 
 
    After that, no one had an appetite. Koko, Tatka, and Rufus rushed to go about their manhunt. Or woman-hunt, rather. I stood at the stove, exhausted, and removed the pasta from the heat before it could overcook. Andy opened the bottle of wine, but the pop of the cork like was a gunshot to my nerves. 
 
    “Want me to make garlic bread?” He leaned his butt against the counter. 
 
    I shook my head. I couldn't imagine putting something in my stomach until I brought my emotions under control. He set a wine glass in front of me. I counted to ten before I picked it up.  
 
    “Andy, Koko said something about those videos. He thinks they're real. I know it's unlikely. Rather, I know it's impossible, but where do you think the rumors started?” 
 
    He downed his entire glass of wine, folded his arms, and stared at the tile. He was quiet for a while, and I busied myself with refilling his glass. 
 
    “Koko is an honorable man,” he said. “A good man. He quit the bureau because of what they’d done. He never questioned the integrity of the videos, and I'm disinclined to question him.” 
 
    I shuddered and drank the wine.  
 
    “You know none of this is your fault,” I said. “Nothing the bureau may have done—nothing that happened to Kaidlyn—was any of your doing.” 
 
    “I hear what you’re saying, Vanessa, but you don’t know what I said to her. If you saw how cruelly I pushed her away…” 
 
    “I don’t presume to know everything, Andy, but I know you are a good friend and a great man. Whatever the disagreement was, she would have forgiven you.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Clearly, he didn’t believe me. 
 
    “I hope Kaidlyn can find her way home. Maybe she’s on her way over here right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” He didn’t believe that either.  
 
    “The news, the photos: what does it all mean?” 
 
    “I don't know.” 
 
    “Will you ever go back to the bureau?” 
 
    “I don't know.” He set down the glass. “Jesus, she’s really out there. I mean, I always knew it, but…”  
 
    I gripped the stem of my wine glass and bit my lower lip. Veins stood out on his forearms. He tapped his foot at an anxious pace. 
 
    “I know Koko has people working the grid, but I can’t stand still. I’m sorry, Vanessa, but I have to go.” 
 
    It was late. I needed him. I wanted to rest in his arms and talk about my awful day. I wanted to snuggle until we both fell asleep, to ease the exhaustion which wore our nerves down to the bone.  
 
    He secured his holster and gathered spare magazines.  
 
    “Where will you look?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll start with every coffee shop and library she ever visited. I love you, babe. Try to get some sleep.”  
 
    And he charged through the door with his arm only halfway into the sleeve of his jacket. Maybe it was for the best. He could do what he needed to do, and when she was finally safe, things would go back to normal. 
 
    Except I knew things would never be the same again.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    My body sobbed all day and night. 
 
    Muscles wept. Flesh wailed. Bones sniveled. 
 
    My head wanted nothing to do with it. Every time my thoughts checked in with reality, reality totally sucked ass, and my focus fell away. 
 
    This corporeal flesh wasn't me. It was me without the me I once was. Without the me that had anything to do with the wolf, life, or love. 
 
    I picked at one of the scabs hardening on my arm. The punctures didn't ooze anymore. Most wounds remained soft and wet but were absent infection. Smelled like pennies and meat. Probably wouldn't go septic, more's the pity. What am I supposed to do with all these boo-boos?  
 
    Since I hadn't eaten and my mutt wanted nothing to do with me, I wasn’t healing fast enough. The bitch turned her back and left me to die, like I'd wished, but now what?  
 
    The day was a hundred-degrees hot already. 
 
    Half-blind, I roamed the urban agglomeration for three days without stopping, without food or water except what I milked from trash on the side of the road and in alleys. I tried to remember where cameras were. I could hear them, at night, when nothing else was around. Like insects buzzing around my head. Or maybe my head was ringing? 
 
    Sometimes I couldn't remember why I was outside in the first place. 
 
    I'd never known such exhaustion. I needed a place to rest without having to dodge watchful eyes. A place where I could spread out and sleep. 
 
    An alley cat hunched and hissed at me, then ran. The movement triggered a prey response. Up in a shot, I chased after it, sprinting three paces before I lost steam. Scrawny thing wouldn't have been worth the effort anyway.  
 
    I sat my ass bare down in splotchy grass. I tore out a few dry blades and munched on them to occupy my face. Saliva flooded my mouth, but my jaw and cracked teeth erupted in pain. I spat out the grass. 
 
    I needed food. Without sustenance, I wouldn’t get any better. I barely had enough energy to breathe. How could I heal, run, and hide? Where could I get food? I didn't have money. A stash of cash from my old life was hidden somewhere, but I didn't remember where. I thought about going home, but they'd be waiting for me. Besides, I couldn’t remember the way. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    What kind of werewolf can't find its way back home?  
 
    The dying and hopeless sort.  
 
    At this rate, I’d starve before the mad scientists found me.  
 
    Easy meals walked around on two legs, but they were off limits. I think. Maybe? Hard to remember why when they were plump, juicy, and unsuspecting. I could eat one right up. Would anyone notice if I pulled meat off the street? If I killed a fat one, I’d eat half and bury the rest for later.  
 
    Who was I fooling? 
 
    I didn’t possess enough strength to hunt anything. I needed easy food. Stealing required running and maybe fighting. I didn't have enough energy to take the risk. I’d rest instead. 
 
    Sleep was important, but I couldn't remember having any. I passed out several times in the hospital, but that didn’t count. Then again, I might be sleepwalking. This world felt like a dream. 
 
    I went to old A-town near Tempe Beach Park. People didn't frequent the rundown park as much since the river went bad and the dam broke. Vagrants migrated through the area between city round-ups, so I wouldn’t be an unusual sight.  
 
    I needed a safe place out of the devilish heat: a box, den, or cave. 
 
    I lurched to the bridge. The underside offered a lot of nooks and buttresses to sleep in. At the end, I found a dark, hidden, and difficult-to-reach spot four meters off the ground. A good enough place for a nap. 
 
    I pulled myself up, stronger than I felt. Maybe I was healing? I didn't bother to check. What difference did it make in the long run? The bad guys could still catch me and eat me. I mean, they’d kill me painfully and slowly. I wiggled my legs and boosted myself into the mini cave. 
 
    Pigeons had clearly been there. The filth didn't bother me. It was quiet, protected, and out of the sun. I laid flat for the first time since I'd been strapped to a gurney. Immediately, a flood of nightmares crashed down on me. I threw my arms out to make sure the heavy bridge wasn’t about to collapse and crush me into dust. Anxiety ravaged my corners, stomping down any last molecule of magic my wolf might possess.  
 
    I discovered all the pains I'd been ignoring: the bruising and blistering on my feet, the sunburn on my head and thighs, the complete fatigue of every muscle I never knew existed. My vision remained cloudy and I—whatever was left of me—tumbled in a wide chasm of hot flesh, disconnected from everything. Ravenous hunger migrated from my stomach, went viral, and infected every cell of my body. Lightheaded, I hoped to sleep through the pain. I tilted onto my side and curled up as best I could.  
 
    I woke and it was dark. Then I woke and it was light. I woke and the sun was setting. I was hungry, but I didn’t leave my nest. I woke later and it was dark again. I slumbered and roused to the smell of almost-pork walking around and sharing needles. Stinky meat, the pop of blood, acrid stink of drugs.  
 
    My belly burned like I’d swallowed sulfuric acid. Pain nagged me, so I dozed again. I woke to heat so scalding that I felt like an overcooked egg. 
 
    Every muscle was tight, atrophied, as if they’d been made for smaller bones. My body seized as if electricity was still running through me. Either I moved, or I resolved to starve to death. Both options required work.  
 
    I had nowhere to go and no smart play. The city provided numerous hiding places, but they were dangerous. Phoenix was full of healthy wolves who’d get one sniff of me and put me out of my misery. It's what any animal would do to a creature who suffered as I suffered.  
 
    Leaving was an option. I could escape the city and disappear into the wilderness as soon as I was well enough to run.  
 
    If I didn’t eat soon, I’d be unable to do anything at all.  
 
    I left the small, private cave under the bridge. Each stretch and creak of my body shook dust from my bones. Stagnant, mosquito-ridden water released a miasma of scents. I wandered along the water’s edge until the canal led to a prettier, cleaner park. A slender woman pushed a stroller. She spotted me, staggered, and jerked to a halt. Like a scared animal, she poised to run. The infant smelled like meat with Fruit Loops on the side.  
 
    Jesus, lady, don't run. 
 
    She turned and sprinted the other way, legs pumping, looking over her shoulder. I wanted to chase her. Boy, did I ever. She had a nice mouthful of an ass. The baby wasn't even an appetizer, but I was starving enough to consider it. I crouched and hugged my knobby knees. 
 
    I used to trust myself. Now I couldn't. 
 
    This wouldn't do. I needed food. Supermarkets crossed my mind, but they harbored people and nosy cameras. I wouldn't go unnoticed. I stumbled down a street filled with bars and cheap food joints. The back alleys were full of debris and trash caught on overgrown weeds. Eloquent food smells saturated the air. My head swiveled as I investigated a flurry of clumping aromas.  
 
    I launched myself up to the top of a wall. Rich food plagued the air. Salt and grease and oh-so-bad-but-still-so-good edible choices. Drooling, I crouched to hide from the cars in the drive-through, but no one noticed a freaky girl on top of a fence in the dead of night.  
 
    The back door to a thrifty, too-much-mayo food joint popped open. A human walked out, burdened with heavy trash bags from the kitchen. I hunkered. My stomach growled. He opened the lock on a trash bin and started to hoist the bags inside, intending to hide food from me. 
 
    I panicked, jumped off the fence, screwed the landing, and fell. Ass over shoulder, I rolled like a gangly wrecking ball and came to a stop near the acne-cursed teenager. He shrieked. Gum flew like a projectile from his mouth. The cap popped off his head as he ran inside and slammed the door. 
 
    I hoisted myself into the dumpster and gorged on stale buns, burnt burgers, soggy fries, slimy lettuce, and spoiled tomatoes slathered in grease drippings. After my belly was full, I remembered to pick the paper and napkins out of the mess. I continued to eat because I didn't know when my next meal would come.  
 
    Oh, yeah, baby: foamy melted ice cream.  
 
    Slop covered my muzzle. My belly swelled with garbage. 
 
    My ears perked. Sirens sang in the distance.  
 
    Crap.  
 
    I crawled from the dumpster and fell onto a trashy mess. I picked up the scared boy's hat, flicked off some relish, and plunked it on my head. I am a master of disguise. I left the food joint with my gut so distended the skin might burst. Grease and dirt caked the front of my shirt and coated my legs. I had lost a flip-flop. 
 
    Too much open space. Hard to hide when everyone could see me coming. Where the hell could I go?  
 
    I paused behind a liquor store to catch my bearings. Couldn't go east: the wealthier districts had too many cameras. Southwest held a patchwork of low income and gang-controlled neighborhoods to hide in, provided I didn't get stabbed or raped first.  
 
    I waddled toward Alien Sector with giant green skulls painted onto its shoddy fences. Part of the fence was made from old wooden shipping pallets, and it wobbled as I scrambled to the top. I fell, plummeting to the other side, and knocked the wind out of me. Lungs burned. I writhed. My shirt slid up and the pale skin of my bloated stomach squirmed like a gnarly slug in the sunlight. 
 
    Growling ensued, but it wasn’t mine. 
 
    Oh, goody. A dog. 
 
    A mottled pit bull threw all the warning signs at me: hackles up, teeth bared, ears flat on its skull. Bitch meant business. Her face and chest bore scars. She was big, like her mama had played around with a grizzly. She stank of hot sauce and tequila. This was a fighting dog, which spelled Trouble with a capital oh shit.  
 
    I coaxed my throttled body up and barely got my feet under me.  
 
    Her muscular body bulged. She lunged. I threw arms up, my forearm blocking my throat. Her teeth clamped instantly. Her mighty jaws nearly snapped the bone. I howled. She shook her head from side to side and ravaged my arm.  
 
    If the mutt in me still worked, I’d shed and send her running like a bullied Chihuahua. Instead, I sprawled in my human skin and bones, looking like lunch on a silver platter. 
 
    At least she didn’t get my throat, I thought, which was precisely when she released my arm and went for my throat again. Teeth grazed my neck. I punched the dog in the throat and nose, hard, raining down blows. Blood splashed. 
 
    The bitch had a skull like a cinder block. I wasn't going to win with a ground and pound. She caught my arm again in her scissor bite. Pain lanced my flesh. I bellowed and howled, sounding worse than her. Her teeth scraped down to the bones.  
 
    I needed to make my height and length work for me before she took my arm apart. I scrambled onto her back, grabbing handfuls of filthy fur and thick hide. I sawed my good arm under her chin and knifed it against her throat. Rear naked choke, slightly off-kilter. 
 
    She writhed madly. Her skull smacked mine. She snapped over her shoulder and tried to eat me. 
 
    It took longer to set a good hold than for it to take effect. There was spittle, strain, and a volatile moment of riding before it was done. She was out. Wouldn't be back for five to ten seconds.  
 
    “Ah, shit,” someone said. 
 
    “Bitch got choked out by a bitch,” another male said. 
 
    About eight human men stood around. They'd clearly been watching for a while without bothering to help. Assholes. 
 
    “Can't have a fighting dog who taps out,” one said. 
 
    “Can't leave a witness to expose our fights,” another said. 
 
    This added up to more bad news. Their dog attacked me. They were supposed to be on my side. Hello! Damsel in distress! I dropped the limp dog and staggered upright. Blood rained from my arm. Exposed bone had been scored down to the marrow. 
 
    One of the more portly men pulled a gun. The sun shone on its girth. I knew a lot about what a weapon like that could do. Not good. 
 
    “Vato, that'll bring the cops,” a man said. 
 
    “Best use a blade on the crazy skank.” 
 
    How rude.  
 
    Rage ripped up my throat. Adrenaline and fury mixed like turpentine and uranium in my chest.  
 
    “Bring it, cunt,” I said.  
 
    A stagger belied my words. My left arm was useless. Blood dripped. One human smirked, drew a hand-length knife, and sauntered over. All rooster-like, proud to be killing in front of his friends.  
 
    Some people have screwy standards.  
 
    He swung like he was throwing a grapefruit. I stepped into him, grabbed his elbow, and smashed my skull into his face. My granite head broke his nasal cavity and brow bone in one knuckle-headed maneuver. His howl invigorated me. His appetizing blood held my attention.  
 
    Hurting him felt right. Fun, even.  
 
    I hooked my elbow over his arm to keep the knife under control, tied up his legs, and took him down. I ended up on top, smashing him with my skull because one arm didn't work and the other was occupied. Soon he wasn't fighting back. His head went squishy. 
 
    His friend tackled me, crushing me with blubber and human stink. I howled and bit his shoulder, not enough to do fatal damage, but enough for him to yelp like a bitch. Blood entered my mouth.  
 
    Oh. God. YES. 
 
    He slapped me and tried to crush my throat with his hands. I caught his leg behind my heel, arched, and rolled him over. On top again, I anchored and proceeded to pummel the ever-loving shit out of him. Someone else grabbed me, pulled me off, and held me upright while someone sucker-punched me.  
 
    People were angry blobs of stinky aggression, both weak and deadly at the same time, and I was too tired to put up with such bullshit.  
 
    I kicked down on my holder's knee. Something broke, and he screamed. We fell back. I got up and stomped on his face and throat. 
 
    Tackled again. Choked from behind. I grabbed hands and pulled the grip apart, blindly unraveling a naked choke within a few dangerous seconds. He shouted as his fingers broke. My vision swirled. A dead man sprawled nearby. I took his knife and used it on the nearest human. Slashed instead of stabbed, cut muscle, and nearly gutted him. Red gushed warmly on my hands, muddied with dirt, grease, and dog slobber. 
 
    A shot rang out. I fell and thought, huh? Pain ricocheted through me. Fucking ow. I charged up, gimp on one leg. Who misses so badly from four meters off? Someone who trembled and smelled like lunch. 
 
    I lunged, took him down at the knees, and rolled until I had the gun in my hands. It discharged three more times. 
 
    I bit his face. Ah, man, it felt so right. My broken teeth embedded in his cheekbone. A fission of pain exploded in my skull. Like a stubborn dog, I clamped down harder. Grinding my teeth, I scraped past the soft tissues of his meaty cheek. Buttery soft flesh, salty on the outside and rich underneath.  
 
    This meat was mine. I earned it.  
 
    He shrieked in terror. Hands grabbed at me but I hugged him harder. The nectar was everything I wanted and needed. I could eat him up. I needed to. I hurt, and I was so hungry! Shouting and panic surrounded me. 
 
    A bullet tore into my back. I roared. The man on the ground fired in a panic. I clawed for the weapon and shot him in the chest. Sound deafened me. Most of the men were dead, but I turned and shot them in the face, one after another, until there were no more bullets. The blasts were mind-numbingly loud. 
 
    Sheeeeee-it. What a rush. 
 
    And a disaster. 
 
    Bullets lanced my back and thighs. The bleeding from my ruined arm slowed once I had nothing to spare.  
 
    One vato wore a checkered shirt tied around his waist, and I stole it. Another had a stinky bandana on his head. I took that, too. Tore the shirt in half and wrapped my leg and arm as much as possible. Used the bandana to wipe my face. Globs of blood and brain came off on the cloth. 
 
    I stared longingly at the meat on the ground and regretted that I didn't have time to eat my fill. What a waste. 
 
    Sunburned and bruised, bloody and half naked, toothless, I must have looked a nightmare. I took the smaller man's shoes for my torn, burnt feet. They stank. Maybe some pants are in order, I thought, staring at my bruised, dirty, bloody legs.  
 
    Sirens interrupted me. I started off, completely forgetting where I was going in the first place, running from the sibilant battle-cry. 
 
    My leg throbbed and my body shook. The blood leaking from injuries worried me, but overall, I felt better. Fighting, with all its terror and damage, felt good. Like meeting a piece of myself and discovering it all over again. An old, healthier bit of the sickly new me.  
 
    Fighting was better than being afraid. 
 
    The world was unstable. It oscillated. Rocked. Shifted. God, why wouldn't it stand still? People were trying to live here. Maybe it was just me, swaying to a mad lullaby. My system faded, vison rolled.  
 
    Hey, fucknut, you need rest. 
 
    Rest wasn't to be found. My flesh throbbed with new agony. It wanted to stop the incessant dance of nerves and pulses of violence. I wanted nothing, loads and loads of nothing. 
 
    Wanted to stop. 
 
    But I couldn’t. Couldn’t even stop shaking. There was no ceasing my body once it had an idea. My flesh used to listen to me, back when the world made a smidgen of sense. 
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    The disease wouldn't even let me die. It stole that privilege as well. 
 
    Noises kept at me. Humans yelling. Sirens in the distance. Cars screeching to a halt and veering around me. So much noise gyrating my weary skull.  
 
    “Stop!” My shouting didn’t help.  
 
    I left to find a quiet place in the busy, self-obsessed city full of nasty people and mean animals. I hobbled and wobbled. So hungry. I should have stayed to eat some of the dead meat. Instead, I was on the run again.  
 
    When I spat, the taste of not-quite-pork and not-really-chicken filled my mouth again. A globule of fat loosed from behind my molars.  
 
    The man had been nonchalant about killing me and the dog, and now bits of his face rolled over my tongue. It felt like justice and made me hungry for more. I closed my eyes and savored the flavor. Blood tasted like blood, but meat tasted like a rainbow. So many different vintages and grades to choose from. Much better than garbage. 
 
    Girl, you can't walk around eating people and expect to remain hidden. Someone is bound to notice a trail of bodies.  
 
    I’d left trail of sensationally mauled bodies. I left evidence on the scene. The FBHS would be called in. They’d track me and shoot me, or bring me in. I preferred if they shot me.  
 
    I needed a hideaway. The bridge was uncomfortable and indefensible. I needed a den. First, I needed to find water. The day was so hot I might die of dehydration. Wouldn't that be something? 
 
    Blinking at the sky, I perused the horizon. I'd gone off course during the last introspection, so I turned south and walked to the nearest public library with its hot, stone courtyard, gleaming glass structure, and peacocks strutting the yard. Water poured artfully from an angel into a shallow pool. I wandered to the large fountain. The stone rim made a perfect seat while I dipped my feet into the churning, sanitized water. My toes jostled pennies on the ceramic bottom. The water turned pink. It was beautiful, except… 
 
    “Stop bleeding!” Yelling didn't help. Why did everything have to be so difficult? I sagged, resting my chest on my knees, dragging my hands through the water. Washing my cheeks, I remembered biting the man's face. He'd deserved it, but I maybe shouldn't have done that.  
 
    My body shook as if I had hiccups.  
 
    I caught a glimpse of myself in the rosy water. The reflection didn’t look like me: bald head, red sores all over, ravaged arm, one white eye, and cracked teeth. I resembled a goblin.  
 
    I rocked back and forth on the ledge of the fountain. People skirted around me, embarrassed and frightened by my visage.  
 
    I laughed, rough and loud. Then I couldn't stop that, either. 
 
    A man in black came near me. He was scared but resolute. An electric gun sat on his hip. 
 
    I hate electricity. 
 
    “Miss,” he said. Polite. Determined. Completely unwelcome. Did I look like I wanted to talk? He persisted. “Miss, you have to do something about that animal. It's dangerous and I've called the—” 
 
    “What? What the hell are you talking about?” My words were sloppy and stunted, like my damaged tongue. “Who gave you the authority to approach me in the first place? What are you doing with your life other than talking with strange women in the park? For all you know, I'm the Lady of the Lake and this is my goddamn fountain.” 
 
    “Miss, you can't loiter here.” 
 
    “Loiter? Aren't you an asshole? Once upon a time, I saved your life. I rescued the whole city upon more than one occasion. Made a name for myself through my habit of saving you jerkoffs, and now you're trying to decide who gets to shank my ass. Where's the justice? People are animals!” 
 
    “Sure, miss. Please, keep your voice down. It’s time to move on now.” 
 
    “Move on?” 
 
    “Yes.” Sweat slimed his upper lip. “Go elsewhere.” 
 
    I huffed. “I've been trying to. They won't let me. Dying is not so easy, you know? Shit keeps getting in the way. You should try it sometime.” An explosive laugh choked its way up my gullet. 
 
    “Miss, you can't loiter here. Your presence distresses the public.” 
 
    “Who gives a damn about the public anymore? What's that even mean? It’s nobody and everybody at once. The goddamn stupid public.” 
 
    The man thought he knew everything. Thought he was above me. What a joke. I could kill him with my bare hands. With one hand tied behind my back. And loiter? I helped this city stay above the rubble, but now I was a vagrant tonguing her broken teeth and talking to her demons, confronted by a self-assured asshole who didn’t know a thing. 
 
    And he stunk. 
 
    “How's the baby?” I said. “What, six months old? Colicky? Keeps you up and smells like milk and vinegar. Breast milk gone bad. How's the missus? She's not suited for motherhood. She likes Chanel. Pretty, I’d bet. She’s out of your league, and you can't afford her.” 
 
    I scooted closer, nostrils flaring at the rank scent of his body. 
 
    “Neither of you have been sleeping. Who can rest during the colicky brat’s wailing? He is sour like shit and old milk. You, sir, need to get it to the hospital ‘cause colic has a limit, and no more ‘Miss, you're loitering,’ when you really have no idea what's going on, when you can't even care for an infant and your wife smells like misery and misplaced hope, like she wants someone to rescue her from you and your blind asshole behavior and your stupid calloused hands that can't tell a clit from a toaster and sir, you are loitering. Don't you have somewhere to go? Move on.”                
 
    An extra timbre rode my tone. My boisterous voice could have sang opera and roused angels in the heavens. Instead I frightened a cheap security guard who wanted me to get out of these nice people's sight.  
 
    By then, he was scared and angry because I smelled too much about him, his wife, and the baby who coughed up on his collar, the scent she put on his neck when she kissed him goodbye. What's more, her kiss held vodka. 
 
    “Demon!” He reached for the stun gun. 
 
    I fucking hate elect— 
 
    Buzzing skull, burning body. Everything sucked. Keeee-rist, what was going on? I peered through one eye. Disgusting meat-grease and spoiled-veggie vomit stained my shirt. I laughed. Most people piss themselves when tased, but I puked.  
 
    The air reeked of blood and bile. My wrist was trapped in a steel ring. I checked my limbs: fine. Joints: mobile. Muscles: better than they should have been. The gash in my arm from the pit bull's bite looked shallower. Maybe it had started to heal. Maybe I could shed! 
 
    I bore down and tapped into all my fear and pain, hoping to induce a proper shed. Nothing happened except I became hopeless and resigned. My beast ignored me. I'd done her wrong. She sulked in some metaphysical corner so far away that I couldn’t promise it existed at all. Maybe I didn't have the disease. If I was truly cured, I’d be dead soon. 
 
    I laughed. Good things like that don't happen to people like me.  
 
    The taste of human fat coated my tongue. 
 
    I'd never be whole again. Oh well. 
 
    The goddamn security guy had tased me and put me down like a sack of porridge. Worse, handcuffs linked my wrists together. No doubt the police were on their way to fetch me. The man's fear-addled scent carried across the hot breeze. I should track his stink all the way to his crummy apartment and eat the wife and baby to show him people shouldn't be zapped and handcuffed or taken back to the doc’s heinous lab. 
 
    Growling, I swiveled my head and examined the cloudy surroundings. The guard laid on the ground, loitering, face mauled, throat torn, bleeding out. 
 
    Hey, now, had I done that?  
 
    I got to my knees and crawled closer to investigate. I didn’t taste any new blood in my mouth. This wasn't my kill, but that didn't mean I couldn't eat the leftovers. The victim's eyes rolled around as he died. Maybe I should do something. Maybe not. To eat, or not to eat, that was the question. Drool wet my tongue and spilled past my lips.  
 
    An ambulance arrived with whooping sound. My eyes spasmed and blurred as if cloud cover had rolled in. Panic raked up my guts and dropped a match on them. Heart accelerated to machine gun rhythm. I couldn't stay.  
 
    I yanked on the stupid handcuffs. They sliced into my flesh, but weren’t going anywhere. If my teeth were any good, I'd chew off the hand at the wrist. Wait, that's crazy talk. I couldn't afford to bleed anymore. What would the not-insane-me do? When I was human, I had a handcuff key on my key ring. I planned for things which never happened. Violence hadn’t struck as I expected. It came from all the wrong angles in the wrong ways and jacked me up. 
 
    I was unprepared. 
 
    Focus, focus, focus. 
 
    The ambulance doors opened and paramedics came out in crisp white uniforms. White coats, white pants. I nearly shat myself. My broken teeth chattered. My body shook from sore head to torn arm to bleeding thigh and down to my bare feet. Soon I'd be strapped to a gurney and carted back to the good doctor who liked to get creative with torture and silver. 
 
    Not. On. My. Life. 
 
    No need for my hands, really. What were thumbs when a life was on the line? Since the left arm was already ruined, I disjointed the left knuckle. 
 
    The pure muscle-joint pain roused me from the electric stupor slushing through my veins. True pain was welcome. Organic. Wholesome. It gave me solid ground. My vision swirled in the vicious summer light. I'd broken the thumb, not merely disjointed it, and it was a compound fracture that leaked through the flesh. But the handcuff slipped off, and I whimpered with laughter. 
 
    A part of me, perhaps the mutt, was surprised I hadn’t chewed my wrist off. I’d been clever enough to sacrifice a thumb and no more. Maybe I could shed now!  
 
    Nope. No wolf lurked in the corner of my nature. I was all the mutt I'd ever be, and it wasn't much. Hysterical, I laughed over the sirens. 
 
    People cowered from the crazy lady with bloody sunburned legs and shiny handcuffs dangling from one wrist. I bolted.  
 
    I needed to get out of sight or blend in. I straightened my shirt and smoothed the crusty fabric. Chunks of vomit and messy wounds eliminated any chance of passing unnoticed. I bolted. 
 
    Another security guard pulled his voltage gun. 
 
    I barreled toward him. He held the taser in front of him like a cross to ward off demons. I ran by, panting and lurching. He shot and missed. I sprinted until my leg gave out and then I had to crawl, holding onto buildings, guard rails, and fences. Finally, I reached a point where I couldn't go anymore. Didn't have it in me. I hadn't gotten as far as I'd hoped.  
 
    They were going to sweep the streets and find me. I needed to keep moving. 
 
    I was hot, so hot. Like fire. Like a tundra wildfire with a brimstone soul. 
 
    I'd move on in a minute. Right then, I needed to catch my breath. I was hungry and dumb from exhaustion. New pains plagued me. My fingernails were torn, knuckles bruised up like a prize fighter's bad day, and my thumb protruded at a revolting angle. My forearm was half eaten. The stab marks left from the doc’s iron maiden were quarter-sized and itched like nobody's business.  
 
    I was busted and wrecked, but lycanthropy didn't poke its head out to cure me. Even the disease didn't love me anymore. Why should it? I hated the disease, and it hated me.  
 
    I dragged my body into an alley. Mundane bullet wounds jabbed my thigh and back where the vatos had shot me. My teeth shuddered together. The delicate nubs couldn't take the abuse, and I lost more. Oh well. Pieces of the old me. 
 
    A drone whirred overhead. I ducked behind massive oleander trees and pressed my face into their rank wood, hoping the scouting device wouldn’t see me. It continued to buzz onward, and I cowered until I could no longer hear it.  
 
    The world was a scary place. 
 
    Scarier now that everyone truly was out to get me. 
 
    What useless flesh. I was Humpty Dumpty, and God's four horsemen couldn’t put me together again. In the back of my head, digging for my heart, was the realization I was done for.  
 
    Unsavory human scents scraped my nostrils. I squinted around, making the most of my skewed, one-eyed vision. The rustle of papers led my attention to a pile of debris shuddering behind a shopping cart. An old man cowered on the other side of the same filthy alley, covering his ears and searching the sky for drones. From the odor, he appeared to be as well of as I was. We were mutually terrified of each other. 
 
    The woe-is-me bullshit had to end. I’d made it this far, hadn’t I? 
 
    I wouldn’t give in. Not to guns and thugs, not to humans or mutts, not to nothing and no one. It wasn't over. I had a car stashed somewhere with a trunk full of IEDs and supplies. A getaway plan. First I had to remember where it was. 
 
    Until I could escape the city, I needed to lay low. Really low. So I went where they would never look, where even I never thought I'd go. 
 
    I went to church. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6 
 
    Vanessa  
 
    When I strolled into my office in the morning, I was rewarded with a rare sight. My assistant was actually filing. Smiling, I congratulated myself on making enough calls to the union rep to illicit a response. We’d made progress. I watched her fumble with folders, painstakingly focused. Yes, that's the way it should be.  
 
    Then I noticed the man sitting in the waiting room. He was not big, but his absolute stillness was alarming. Like he'd been carved into the wall. He looked to be in his late forties. His clothing was plain, clean, and a ball cap sat on his knee. He wasn’t a patient. He had a confident, menacing air about him. His unblinking presence had motivated Tina to actually file something.  
 
    “Can I help you?” I said. 
 
    “I'd like to speak to you. Can you spare a few moments.”  
 
    It sounded more like a demand than a question. I also noted that he said he'd like to speak to me and not with me.  
 
    “Come to my office.” I used my most professional and authoritative tone.  
 
    He smiled. He pulled a cigarette from behind his ear, dropped it in his shirt pocket, and plunked the hat back on his head. Standing, he followed me to my office. The back of my neck tingled. I sensed he was the macho sort of male who promised both protection and danger. Perhaps he was a cop. 
 
    “What would you like to speak to me about?” 
 
    He lurked around my office, perusing the plaques and diplomas as if he actually cared. 
 
    “Very accomplished,” he said. I heard the unspoken ‘for a woman’ clause pinned to the compliment. “How is Sarakas, Ms. Blythe.” 
 
    “I'm sorry. Who are you?” I walked behind my desk, not to sit down, but to put space between us. My spine wouldn’t relax. I felt silly. It was broad daylight, and he hadn't made the slightest threatening gesture. 
 
    “I'm from the agency. I've worked with both Sarakas and Durant.” 
 
    “I didn't catch a name.” 
 
    He smiled mirthlessly. “Mullen.” 
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Sarakas hasn't been to the office recently, Ms. Blythe.” 
 
    “I'm aware.” Why did this feel like an interrogation? 
 
    “He's a valuable asset. I'd hate to see him toss away a promising career and let his talent go to waste.” 
 
    “It's been a rough couple of months. Given numerous recent tragedies in the bureau, it's no wonder he needs time to grieve and recover. Surely you understand.” 
 
    “Ah, but he's not recovering. He isn't grieving, either. Is he?” 
 
    “These things take time.”  
 
    He adjusted the glass pencil holder on my desk. “You have very fine tastes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He didn't speak for a moment, and neither did I. Time stretched the silence between us. Standing near him was like a showdown of sorts. Given my career choice, I had cultured the ability to remain quiet when necessary and push when I felt appropriate. I had patience enough to wait through his pointless game.  
 
    “You have lovely green eyes,” he said.  
 
    “Thank you.” I wasn’t flattered. 
 
    “Durant had green eyes, too, didn’t she? Paler than yours, though. Sarakas, he does seem to have a thing for green-eyed beauties.” 
 
    I ignored that. He stared at me for a while before he dropped the pretense. 
 
    “We both know Sarakas has feelings for Durant.” 
 
    “She was his partner for years.” 
 
    “They’ve been in the trenches together, busily saving each other's lives and having brunch every Sunday. Did you know he has a key to her house? That he's her emergency contact, and she's his? They have feelings for each other. I'm not trying to rouse trouble, Vanessa, I'm stating a fact. An inevitable, shameless fact.” 
 
    “And we’re discussing this because?” 
 
    “When the time comes, Sarakas will have to make a decision, and his feelings for Durant will cloud his judgment. He may try to nurture her recovery himself instead of giving her over to the proper care facilities. It won't be his fault, and he won't do it to hurt you, but it will happen. He will betray you and his entire country for one ruined woman.” 
 
    My toes and fingers shook at the nerve of this man to walk into my office and tell me the truth. He hadn’t said anything I didn't already know, but hearing it aloud from a stranger sparked outrage.  
 
    My cheeks flushed with embarrassment. The taut muscles along my jaw prohibited speech. 
 
    “When that happens, Vanessa, I want you to call me.” 
 
    He slipped a card onto the table. I hadn't seen him pull it from a pocket or wallet, and it appeared like a magic trick. It contained a phone number and a title: FBHS HRP Agent. 
 
    “HRP?” 
 
    “High Risk Potentials.” He hooked his thumbs in his pockets, looking like a dangerous cowboy minus the ridiculous big-rimmed hat. “Can I ask you a personal question?” 
 
    “You’ve been asking nothing but, in my opinion.” 
 
    He smiled. “And in your opinion, is Kaidlyn Durant a stable person?” 
 
    “I can’t say.” 
 
    “Confidentiality aside—” 
 
    “No, I mean, I can’t say. I’ve never officially treated her in any capacity. And I’ve never met her mother, so I don’t have enough information.” 
 
    He stilled even further. Past mural-on-the-wall stillness, deep into supernatural, inanimate territory. “What do you know about her mother?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I assured. “And that’s precisely the problem. Doing an analysis on the fly is incredibly inaccurate and difficult, but I’ve found knowledge of the patient’s mother and their maternal relationship can go a long way toward a significant understanding of my patients. It’s quick, messy, and the insight isn’t always perfect.” 
 
    “Mother is the name for god—” 
 
    “—in the lips and hearts of little children.” 
 
    “But Kaidlyn isn’t a little child anymore.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all? Always?” 
 
    “And how is your relationship with your mother, Ms. Blythe?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    He dropped his eyes, offering a moment of relief from his piercing gaze before he renewed our discussion. “I'm counting on you to make the right call. Pun intended.” 
 
    “Why do you think I’d call you?” 
 
    “You know what’s good for your fiancé, and it isn’t Kaidlyn Durant.” 
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to correct him. Andy wasn’t my fiancé, but Mullen wasn’t an idiot. He knew I wasn’t wearing a ring, and his words jabbed at an emotional wound. 
 
    My brain spun with secrets I’d learned in Andy’s living room. I didn’t know what to believe about Kaidlyn’s disappearance, but Mullen wouldn’t be standing there unless he thought Andy would find her. Or maybe he suspected she’d already been found.  
 
    If I called Mullen, Andy would be justifiably furious.  
 
    I could always hope Kaidlyn was truly dead. Then I wouldn't have to worry about Andy's reaction to seeing her or nurturing her back to the health. I wouldn't have to make a decision that Andy couldn't forgive.  
 
    “You were at the cemetery when the incident occurred, weren't you?” I vaguely remembered Mullen, but my recollection of that day wasn’t the clearest. The shock of seeing a hoard of carnivores bent on killing innocent people, plus the fact that Andy had hidden me in an attempt to save my life, made my memories foggy. “Do you think Kaidlyn survived?” 
 
    “I'm banking on it, Ms. Blythe.” 
 
    “Perhaps you can answer another question for me.” 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Why did the bureau declare Kaidlyn dead if they were providing her medical care?” 
 
    “FBHS never stated she was dead.” 
 
    “They set a commemorative plaque in the service hall to honor her career.” 
 
    “You misunderstood. The ceremony was in recognition of her heroism, not in memorandum of her life.”  
 
    “No, I’m confident—” 
 
    “And I’m confident that, by now, all the archived newsfeed will confirm what I’m telling you.” 
 
    “How many other dead agents received recognitions for their heroism?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen. Call the number, Vanessa. She’s dangerous, and she’ll get your fiancé killed.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    The new cathedral attempted to look three hundred years old. Incense clogged the interior. Skylights and prayer candles lit the room. The congregation roved down the aisles and mulled over prayer books. They were all clean and ready for worship. Hiding my scars was harder than ever considering the two bullet holes on my face, dozens of circular scabs from silver spikes, and the fact that I wasn’t wearing pants. Thankfully, the shirt covered the crease of my bum. 
 
    No one questioned me. No priests accosted me, no nuns approached. No one lectured. The foremost altar captured their rapt attention. It was the first time I was among so many religious people without becoming a target for harassment of some sort.               
 
    Clearing a pulse of incense, I suddenly smelled my outrageous stench. Like death warmed over and sauced with vomit, rolled through mud, given new flesh, tainted with fear, and swathed in blood. Putrid. Fetid. Downright disgusting.  
 
    People turned away, covered their mouths, and held their breath. I was oddly, irrevocably proud that they were so squeamish, as if their revulsion validated my lack of faith.  
 
    I covered my mouth to hide a giggle and shield my jagged teeth. 
 
    A sweet-and-salty perfume dragged me up the aisle. Heaven stretched upon the altar. The wafers. The wine. The draw of something both unholy and divine: blood. Real, vibrant blood hid in their goblet of wine. As if no one would notice! 
 
    I sure as hell noticed.  
 
    I, the atheist fresh from a foxhole, stumbled up the aisle of a church and expected to find rapture there. Paradise was in the blood. It wasn’t Christ's heaven, not even a pretty one of clouds and rainbows and frolicking angels. 
 
    Blood scents stained everything: the altar, the cup, even the lips of the Lord’s flock.  
 
    I wanted some. 
 
    I wanted it all! 
 
    I pushed through the line, shoved past even the most ornery of the congregation, and ignored their gasps and grunts. I bulldozed my way to the altar the way a desperate mother elbows her way to the front of a toy line on Christmas Eve. Without forgiveness. Without caution. Crazed.  
 
    Someone had something good. 
 
    And it wasn't the priest, pontificating, “By the mystery of this water and wine may we come to share in the divinity of—”  
 
    I shoved him. 
 
    Where did the magic emanate from? It wasn't the Word, that fat book on an ornate pedestal. It wasn't faith or hope. The crowd reeked of dopamine. 
 
    The ringleader in black addressed the crowd. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, please, remain calm,” the priest said. “People fall apart. It's up to us and God to put them back together, to show them the way, the Truth, and the Light. To share God's love, compassion, and grace—” 
 
    I snarled, and he back-pedaled all the way to the first pew. 
 
    The blood was mine. It would heal me. Or not. I didn't care, I was so ravenous. Something barked and snapped. Was that me?  
 
    People stared, gasped, and screamed.  
 
    “Ma'am, you can't bring that into God's house!” 
 
    “I don’t hear Him asking me to leave.” 
 
    “Miss, get that—” 
 
    I growled at the priest, clacked my gnarly teeth, and considered eating my way through him. He fled.  
 
    I snatched the chalice from the altar and shoved it against my mouth. The metal rim was warm from the congregation’s lips. I drank it all, down to the last drop. I was certainly hungry enough. And extremely, awfully dizzy. 
 
    The world whizzed up and I fainted on the floor with a thwack.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    My day went by in a haze. One patient experienced a break-through but another had a relapse. I visited my mother after work, and she was pleasantly sedated. I sat in silence, arms across my chest, commiserating. 
 
    I remembered the first time I saw Andy. He’d come to the office with a recently-orphaned toddler. I caught one look of his glacier blue eyes and saw an infinite universe. His gaze was impossibly deep, the way heaven’s skies probably stretched on and on. He stole my breath. His kindness made me unnaturally bold. It was a once-in-a-lifetime moment, and I’d seized it. I’d asked him to lunch.  
 
    He fumbled through it. He didn’t relax until the second round of enchiladas, and then banter fell into sync. Immediately, I felt safe enough to be vulnerable with him in ways I hadn’t in a long time. Maybe never. 
 
    Afterward, I’d asked him to drinks, and he blushed like a schoolboy. Since then, I hadn’t had to ask for much. He was always standing by with a plan, an invite, and a quick accommodation.  
 
    No matter the occasion, he was willing to spend it with me. His time and attention were the richest gifts anyone had ever given me. He respected me as a lady, and I didn’t feel the press of his lips until our third date, long enough for me to worry we might end as friends. He cherished me in a hundred ways: opening doors, walking between me and traffic, keeping his place extra clean. He noticed which candles I liked to burn and kept some in his apartment. He bought food I preferred even if he couldn’t bear the taste of hummus or soy.  
 
    I’d never in all my life felt so precious. 
 
    And now he was slipping away. His fading sunshine left great shadows that illuminated how shallow everything else was. The world was full of secrets and lies, and somehow fate conspired to put me at the center. 
 
    I didn’t want to stay in the stuffy hospital room any longer, but what if I went home and the apartment was empty? Wouldn’t that be worse than staring at an etherized version of my ailing mother?  
 
    I fingered my phone. I didn’t know what to say or who to talk to. I had dozens of colleagues and casual friends, yet I couldn’t fathom confessing to any of them. I considered my options. Cheryl, who liked to gab on and on about the most pleasantly benign things. Leticia, the paralegal who indulged a colorful sex life but was too polite to kiss and tell. Betty, a raving socialite I’d known since private school whose only saving grace was her boisterous giving to women’s charities and shelters. Grady, a mirthless but fair clinical psychologist who’d come to be a great consultant… The list continued, but zero names inspired me to dial a number and open a dialog.  
 
    “Vanessa?” 
 
    I cringed in my chair and nearly dropped my phone. Dr. Clark lurked in the doorway. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” I said. “Why are you here so late? Did something reveal itself in mother’s tests?” 
 
    “No, not at all. The prognosis remains the same: steadfast and unfortunately grim. I saw you sitting there and thought I’d say hello.”  
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    He smiled and a handful of creases appeared in his tan cheeks. A pale ring around his eyes indicated he’d been recently wearing goggles in the sun.  
 
    “I know this is a hard time for you,” he said. “I’ve seen countless family members feel helpless in the wake of this disease. I want you to know you’re not alone.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Alone was exactly how I felt. “I appreciate your kind words.” 
 
    He pushed himself away from the doorway and entered the room. I resisted a sigh. Just because I was alone didn’t mean I wanted the company of a stranger. Especially when he was smiling in such a manner.  
 
    “We’ll take care of your mother,” he said. “We have the best modern pain-management strategies. She’ll be comfortable until the end.” 
 
    The end. 
 
    I clutched my phone so hard I thought my fingers would break. My bones felt like matchsticks. My heart felt like a chasm of air while the doctor stared and smiled.  
 
    “I know she trusts you,” I said. “My mother has placed herself firmly in your hands. I hope you prove deserving of her admiration.”  
 
    “If you were my daughter, I know I’d be grateful for your devotion. You’re a lovely person.” 
 
    Okay, it had officially become awkward.  
 
    “I have an appointment,” I lied, reaching for my purse. “Let me know if anything comes up.”  
 
    “I will. I want you to know that I’m here for you. And your mother, of course. I’m so happy you’re spending valuable time with her. These irreplaceable moments can ease the transition from this life to the next. And I don’t want you to perceive her illness as a portent for the future. A beautiful woman like yourself surely has nothing to worry about. You’re aging splendidly.” 
 
    Aging splendidly.  
 
    My nerves withered. 
 
    I turned on my heel and left without further comment.  
 
    Aging—splendidly or not—frightened me more every day. Not because of age itself, which was merely a number, but because it indicated the passing of time. Mortality. An abundance of time wasn’t promised to anyone, and I had passed the thirty-year mark. What did I have to show for it? A work-weary career and a few good things topped with a lump of anxiety?  
 
    I left mother’s hospital room feeling tired but grateful for the silent moments I’d gleaned at the end of a hectic day.  
 
    Andy texted to ask if I’d bring home several cases of soda and a banquet of junk food. I assumed he was having another Sunday afternoon game like he used to. Maybe he was feeling like his old self! A bout of normalcy was precisely what we both needed. 
 
    I walked into a roomful of people arguing. Or rather, two people argued and everyone else watched from a respectful distance. A compact brunette with a streak of gray in her hair stood with arms akimbo and glared at a lean man with golden hair and an impeccable suit.  
 
    Oh, heaven. It was Sigurd.  
 
    I nearly dropped the soda. 
 
    The Chosen One Himself stood in Andy's modest living room. 
 
    Andy saw me and smiled. Tatka tipped her chin in acknowledgment. A dozen people lounged over the couches and on the floor. A red-haired boy sat with a legal pad like he was taking notes at a freshmen lecture. Koko stood by a huge map on the wall, talking on a cell phone and waving a highlighter at certain districts. A young blond boy played with Rufus on the carpet. What kind of parents let a child play with a dog? No one even looked worried.  
 
    “Let me help you, dear,” an older lady said. Her white hair was in twin braids, and her dress was a curious shade of green. Zelda, Kaidlyn’s neighbor and a friend of Andy’s, had assumed control of the kitchen. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I'll go back for the rest.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” she said. “Kliment, Vadik, fetch the lady's groceries.” 
 
    Twin young men came forward. One was clean cut, the other looked like a trashy street musician. 
 
    “Anything for a pretty lady,” the grubby one said. His hair was out of control, tattoos ruined his skin, and metal studs marred his face. The other smacked him and led the way. The flirty boy winked and followed. 
 
    “Watch out for Vadik,” Zelda said. “He’s an incorrigible flirt. A boy after my own heart! Have a cinnamon roll. I made them fresh this morning. They're Kaidlyn's favorite. Oh, who am I kidding? Everything I made was that girl's favorite. She has a wicked sweet tooth. You look like a woman who could use a sweet bun or two.” 
 
    “What's going on?” My eyes glued to the celebrity vampire in Andy's demure living space. Zelda waved her hand. 
 
    “A minor disagreement between two willful souls. Svetlana is a friend of the family. And Sigurd, well, he’s trying to be a friend, but he’s not very adept at it. Would you like some beer? I brew my own. I perfected the process on this batch, and it has a pleasantly nutty layer.” 
 
    “Uh…”  
 
    Andy's apartment had become ground zero for the Find-Kaidlyn effort. 
 
    Zelda pushed a plate holding a sweet bun in front of me.  
 
    “All these people are here for Kaidlyn?” 
 
    “That's right.” 
 
    Who would look for me if I went missing? My mother might go so far as to notify the press and contact a lawyer to hassle the police department, but there certainly wouldn't be a houseful of people organizing a country-wide search party. I stifled a bit of jealously. 
 
    “Why don't you get out of those shoes?” Zelda said. “You must be sore and ready to relax. I'll pour some beer in this chilled mug. If you decide to drink it, that's fine.”  
 
    She milled around the kitchen like it was hers, pushing a stool under me and wielding a pie spatula like a samurai. In the blink of an eye, I was holding a frosty mug of molasses-scented beer and inhaling the rich cinnamon aroma of her baked goods. I blinked. 
 
    “Thank you for the sweet roll.”  
 
    The sugar would lift my spirits, but the calories would instantly fall to my hips. The young, lithe Tatka made me reconsider my daily caloric intake. 
 
    “Get some proper baking in you, darling. It’s going to be a long night. There is stew on the stove for after dessert.” 
 
    “Zelda, you’re a fantastic grandmother,” I said.  
 
    “Thank you kindly, but I'm simply Kaidlyn's neighbor.” 
 
    “Neighbor? Andy gave me the impression you were her grandmother.” 
 
    “Oh, that's sweet of you to say.” She fanned herself and blinked wet eyes.  
 
    I hesitated to eat.  
 
    My mother controlled all the food in the house, which she apportioned according to my perceived behavior. Good grades and obedience meant I could eat. She strong-armed the school into restricting my diet by claiming I was allergic to everything and threatening lawsuits. She'd get angry if anyone, even the housekeeper, entered the kitchen without her supervision. I learned to curb my hunger to reduce her power over me. I learned how long I could go without food. How long without water.  
 
    Was Zelda trying to control me through food, by giving gifts and establishing dominance? Her authenticity tossed the idea out the window. She wasn't trying to manipulate me. Thank goodness, because the roll smelled amazing.  
 
    I instantly wanted to confess all my troubles to Zelda. I ached to tell her about my mother, to seek advice regarding pending heartache, and maybe have a whole bottle of wine. She smelled like lavender and fresh earth, and her smile dragged sunshine into the room. 
 
    Tears pricked my eyes. I wanted to confess to this unusual matron that I was about to lose everything. Absolutely everything. Except I had the feeling she already knew. 
 
    I grabbed the icy mug and sipped the beer. It was caustic and overwhelming, but I choked some down. 
 
    Sigurd and the new woman ranted in another language. 
 
    “What are they talking about?” I said. 
 
    “I haven't the slightest,” Zelda said. “Yoo-hoo! Not everyone understands Russian and Latin.” 
 
    The two scowled at the interruption in their tirade. Nonplussed, Zelda sipped beer and gave them a firm look. They returned to their argument but switched to English.  
 
    Svetlana had no problem telling the vampire exactly what was on her mind. 
 
    “I can't imagine how you got it in your fat, hard head to walk into that situation without me. With no concept of her tone. With no readiness to handle her mood. With no concern for her general welfare! You snatch a patient from a torture chamber and set her loose into a hostile, confusing city where everyone is out to get her! Good work, Sherlock.” 
 
    “I don't know who Sherlock is,” the vampire said. “I had no reason to believe she was unstable. I mean, who doesn't undergo an ordeal every now and then?” 
 
    “Torture!” Svetlana said. “Not an ordeal, torture. Say it!” 
 
    “Saying it won't change anything.” Sigurd pouted. God, he was so adorable. Wait, what were they talking about? 
 
    “Torture?” I gasped. “Who tortured whom?” 
 
    The vampire waved his hand. “It's really not all it's cracked up to be.” 
 
    The woman grabbed her head and grimaced like someone had blasted bagpipes in her face. I couldn't guess her age. The bit of silver in her hair didn't match the smoothness of her face, the taut texture of her skin. She certainly treated herself well to begin aging so gracefully. Dr. Clark’s comment stabbed me again.  
 
    “Insufferable!” Svetlana said. “Why the hell didn't you take me with you?” 
 
    “Because, your highness, you weren't talking to me. Not a word or a whisper! What else was I to do, Svetlana, my sweetheart? I went after her myself. And my ploy worked. Got you talking to me, didn't I?” 
 
    She growled and clenched her fists. Rufus perked up. The twins returned with soda and evaluated the situation.  
 
    “Hope you have insurance, Sarakas-dude,” the sassy twin—Vadik—said. 
 
    “No one is fighting here.” Koko’s voice rumbled with authority. He held up a finger and pointed to the phone against his ear. Tatka smiled appreciatively at him. She sat next to Andy wearing nothing but a black sports bra and shorts. Thank heavens, he didn't seem to notice.  
 
    “Tell us what happened. I want to hear it, play-by-play,” Andy said to Sigurd. Why hadn't he mentioned he knew the most famous vampire ever? 
 
    “Well, I have quite the following of adoring fans, don't you know. Eager to do anything for me, the most devoted of the Devoted, happy to belong heart and soul to a vampire such as myself—” 
 
    Svetlana growled like a five-pack-a-day smoker. Her face flushed, but he was oblivious to her fury. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Sigurd said. “Someone who worshiped me knew someone who was involved with Dr. Hydenburg's recovery program. They happened to mention their celebrity guest. I immediately put on a blustery show and demanded to have my human back.” 
 
    “Yours? Yours! Why, you—” Svetlana raged. 
 
    “A vampire is entitled to luxuries, missy! Why shouldn't I have nice things?” 
 
    “Because you clearly can't take care of them!” 
 
    Andy interrupted. “And your source simply handed over a street address and a room key?”  
 
    “Okay, okay. I may have influenced him into believing she belonged to me. Humans love me. I'm quite charming, you know.” 
 
    “No, I don't know, you bumbling idiot,” Svetlana said. “I'll never comprehend how you managed to find her and lose her in the same day. You should have brought us with you.” 
 
    “Then it wouldn't have been a surprise, would it?”  
 
    “I swear to God, I'll throttle you.”  
 
    “After all I've done—” 
 
    “Yes, after all you've done to worsen the situation. Tatka, talk to him. The moron doesn't understand why I'm angry.” 
 
    “You fucked up,” Tatka told him. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn't say it that way.” Sigurd crossed his arms and moped. 
 
    “I would.” Tatka smiled like an unpleasant kid torturing a kitten. 
 
    “Second that,” the scruffy twin said, tossing sodas around the room. Our visitors snatched the flying soft drinks out of the air. I had the horrible image of them opening the pressurized cans and releasing sticky geysers.  
 
    “None of you have a right to complain.” Sigurd sniffed. “She’s out there right know—assuming she hasn’t perished on the streets or been recaptured. Who did Kaidlyn come to for help in her darkest hour? Any of you? No! Because you had already slammed doors upon her face, one after another, wham wham wham!” 
 
    “Slammed doors in her face, not on her,” Vadik said. 
 
    “And that, too,” Sigurd said. “Easy for you to sit around and blame me, but I didn't misplace her in the first place. Did I, Svetlana?” 
 
    The guilty woman looked like she might cry. She wasn't wearing a bra under the tank top and her jeans were too low, showing a flash of smooth belly. Why were all these under-dressed women parading around my boyfriend? 
 
    I redirected my thoughts. 
 
    “Displacing anger and frustration won't solve anything,” I said. “Perhaps we should sit down, put the criticism aside, and think in terms of constructive solutions.” 
 
    Svetlana gave an impregnable glare. My legs trembled. I made a mental note to never be alone with her. I'd counseled hardcore criminals on death row, and this woman had a similar way of fraying my nerves. What was wrong with me? My mother’s illness and Andy's obsessive search had obviously exhausted me. A quiet evening, warm bath, and full night of sleep would do me wonders. 
 
    I ate my cinnamon bun. Its deliciousness exploded in my mouth like confetti.  
 
    I couldn’t keep my eyes from Sigurd’s slender frame and waxen hair. His porcelain skin was fine and smooth. He looked like an idol set atop an altar for all to worship and adore. His poignant beauty brought tears to my eyes. 
 
    Koko snapped the phone shut. “Tech dug up a flicker of camera feed from the hospital near Squiggle block.” 
 
    “Why is it called that?” Vadik said. 
 
    “It looks like a toddler fingerprinted it with neon colors,” Koko said. 
 
    “I want to see it,” Svetlana said. 
 
    “It’s only a colorful fence.” 
 
    “Not the fence! The footage!” 
 
    “Computer,” he demanded. Andy passed him a laptop. Koko typed in some codes and was rewarded with a blurry image. It looked like a kid had donned a sheet to be a ghost for Halloween. The white streak staggered to the top corner of the screen and disappeared. 
 
    Once, when making a left-hand turn onto the interstate, a car swooped out of nowhere and sideswiped me. I hadn’t seen it coming, and the impact was a terrible surprise. Seeing Kaidlyn alive, on grainy footage, felt precisely the same. Part of me sparked with joy that she survived, but a resistant chunk of emotion wished I’d never seen the footage.  
 
    “She left the hospital wearing only a blanket,” Andy said. 
 
    “I gave her that,” the vampire preened. 
 
    Svetlana closed her eyes and clenched her fists. 
 
    “I couldn't see well,” Vadik said. Why anyone would pierce their lip that many times was beyond me.  
 
    “That's all there is.” Koko rubbed his face, and I realized he was missing half his pinkie. The stumpy finger held my attention when he spoke. “This image was enhanced as much as possible before the quality deteriorated.” 
 
    “How did she look?” Svetlana asked Sigurd. 
 
    “Have you ever been struck by lightning? Well, she looked like that, a few times over, with a dash of naked and starving thrown in. Plus she had holes all over her flesh—” 
 
    “I'm gonna splay you and eat your spleen, you insensitive—”  
 
    Rufus barked, joining the lecture. 
 
    “Quiet,” Koko said. “She went southwest from the institution. The blanket was found atop the fence facing Squiggle block. We're working on the assumption she went into the immediate residential area.” 
 
    “That's Machete territory.” Andy’s frown was grim. 
 
    “Who is Machete?” Svetlana said. “Call him. I’ll sort him out.” 
 
    “That's not how it works,” Andy said.  
 
    “Hmph. I'll find this Machete and show him how it works.” She sounded homicidal. 
 
    “Machete is a network, not a man.” Koko went to the map again. “If she’s in their territory, the prognosis is not good. There is a slim, wispy possibility she went through the district without serious incident.” 
 
    “If she didn't, we'll never find the body,” Andy said. 
 
    I swallowed a sick feeling. People were so inhumane! 
 
    “This footage was taken three weeks ago,” Koko said. “I believe her state of mind would have encouraged her to continue running until she could lay low and recover. All we can do is scout and monitor.  
 
    “My team is watching the freeways, shopping centers, and bars. Every coffee shop she ever went to is under surveillance. So far, nothing. Rainer has every techie on the grid searching for her. Scouts are raking through Red Sector. Sources are cross-referencing data. So far, we’ve compiled three shootings and six werewolf attacks to investigate.” 
 
    “Skip the shootings,” Svetlana said. “Her new instincts won’t inspire her to use a gun.” 
 
    “Her old instincts will,” Andy said. She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “We'll investigate them all,” Koko said. “Rainer has plugged into every communication hub city-wide.” 
 
    “Can he handle the workload?” 
 
    “He farmed out half the labor to some of his equally talented friends,” Tatka said. “Bunch of nerds.” 
 
    “We’ll treat this like any other case,” Koko said. “We diligently work the grid. We watch the all the eyes. We monitor the morgue. Eventually, she'll turn up.” 
 
    He sounded so confident. 
 
    “Others are looking for her, too,” Tatka said. “Some want revenge for years of murder. Some want to recruit her. FBHS wants her incarcerated or dead. The hunt is on.” 
 
    I sighed, neatly unrolling the cinnamon bun and eating bits at a time. Zelda sat comfortably beside me, munching like she hadn’t a care in the world. My belly churned with anxiety. 
 
    “Aren't you worried about Kaidlyn?” I whispered. 
 
    “No, dear. I have my own plan in place.” She smiled and licked a dab of icing from her thumb.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    “Poor thing,” a female said. “Poor thing. You're so sick. Poor thing.” 
 
    Poor thing. It became a litany on her lips. Her perfume carried scents of ginger and the blood of the cross. The communal wine. A divine legacy pulsed through her veins. God-like. And yet, entirely not God.  
 
    “Poor thing. Poor thing.” 
 
    What a voice she had, melodic and smooth like oil. I almost didn’t mind the ‘poor baby’ litany. 
 
    My teeth spread. Jaw burned. Skull throbbed. Legs seized. A rope of curls sat on my cheek. Her flesh smelled like a divine communion wafer. 
 
    I could eat her right up as she murmured, lovingly, poor thing.                
 
    Eat some now, save some for later. 
 
    No. Eat ALL now. To hell with later. 
 
    Her perfume reached deep and churned me up, like the wrath of God and the passion of Satan warring in my gut. I was ravenous and calm at once. 
 
    This wasn't right. 
 
    I could eat her and still have room for dessert, but wouldn't that be a shame? 
 
    I could tear out her lovely copper hair, crunch through her skull, devour the mush underneath, and still not be satisfied. But her touch was a lullaby, and her voice bore magic. Why did she fascinate me? 
 
    Like dead weight in her arms, I didn't budge or fidget when she rolled me onto my side, covered me with the shade of her parasol, and protected me from the sunlight streaming through colorful stained glass windows. She rested me in the crook of her arm. Summer strawberries permeated the air. Had I fallen into the Garden of Eden?  
 
    My stomach rumbled, reminding me that I was not a 'poor thing' but a monster in her embrace waiting to eat her alive. 
 
    Her skin was tender like clouds or the floating seeds of a dandelion weed. Such softness. Her perfume reminded me of spun sugar, but her aroma was dry the way only a vampire’s can be. Dry like paper. Like ash. 
 
    I knew her. How? We'd never been properly introduced. 
 
    She smelled like a trap. 
 
    I dared to open my eyes. White haze enveloped half my vision. I turned my head away from her lap to utilize my better eye.  
 
    A pit bull with a bloody muzzle and black marbled fur stared back at me from the altar. It cocked its head with a question but I didn't have an answer. Next to it, an orange cat twitched its tail. The feline grabbed a candle, picked it up, and spilled hot wax. Sneering like a monkey, he bit into the burning candle and munched on it like gum.  
 
    Alright, so my brain had officially cracked into a crazy omelet.  
 
    I glared at the cat. He glared back. I know that disdainful, ugly face. I knew the dog, too. I squinted to make them go away, but it didn't work. 
 
    “Shall we bathe you?” the vampire said. “Imagine how much better your skin will feel when it is clean.” 
 
    I imagined it would be wonderful. I realized again how filthy I was. I probably stained her pink summer dress with my slime. Groaning, pained, I rolled off her lap. My mouth tasted of wine and blood. I retched but nothing came up. My body was hard and tight from damage and agony. My muscles were swollen and my face felt like meaty cauliflower. Dragging joints as heavy as sandbags, I rose amid sudden vertigo I a dizzy-dancing-dervish of a world. 
 
    She stood gracefully and extended her hand. I should eat right through her, starting with those gentle, pristine fingers. Her blood and meat would help me heal. Might bring me back to myself, or maybe it would finish severing me from myself. Decisions, decisions.  
 
    I took her hand. She led me toward baptismal waters, a hip deep marble tub of holy water. 
 
    I rasped, “If you try to put me in that, I'll bleed you dry and tear you up like shredded pork.” 
 
    Her lip protruded in a brief pout. I didn't fall for the gesture, as adorable as it was. She changed directions and led me toward stairs. I deflated. Stairs were worse. I didn't have the energy to climb anywhere, not with bullets knocking around in my leg, considerable blood loss, and the starving mania of my past few…days? Weeks? After everything, weren’t the extra stairs overkill? I should file a complaint with universe control tower because this was simply too much. Stairs seemed insurmountable. I wanted to cry, flat out. 
 
    She continued onward, and I battled two desires: I didn’t want to walk, but I didn't want to let go of her hand. She strolled patiently at the precise pace I could manage, pausing when I needed to pause, waiting while I gathered myself, moving when I could continue. Clicking claws indicated the hallucinated animals were following us. What an odd procession. 
 
    I stopped to lean against the wall and catch a ragged breath. 
 
    The creature in front of me was a vampire through and through. Not a slimy insect-like vampire, but one as pure as the beasts in the Garden of Eden. God’s hand-spun novelty. Her perfume could rouse angels from heaven. It held my attention like nothing else since I'd gotten out of the hospital. I inhaled, bathing in her magnificent cardamom and fresh strawberry incense.  
 
    Her hair was cinnamon gold, her tiny neck sported freckles, and the modest pink dress was wholly distracting. She was entirely too edible. 
 
    A large, thick door waited at the top of the wooden stairs. A bronze doorknocker graced the outside. She lived in the bell tower like Quasimodo.  
 
    She swung the door inward. Femininity filled the room and nearly drowned me in softness. A simple canopy bed, princess style, wooden armoires around the room, barrels of parasols, racks laden with wide-brimmed hats, and handfuls of ribbons for her hair. The southern belle was well-prepared for strolling in the sun.  
 
    A straight edge razor and golden goblet sat on a vanity tray. I frowned. The vampire contaminated the congregation by adding her blood to the wine, but I didn’t understand why.  
 
     “I'll draw a bath.” She abandoned me in the center of the room, moved a dressing screen, and revealed a deep porcelain tub. She sat delicately on the edge while she turned on the water and tested it with her hand. With vacuous eyes, she pondered the right temperature. I appreciated the inhuman quality of her gaze, a frank reminder that she wasn't a saintly maiden. She was a vampire. A creature of the night. A leech. 
 
    I picked up her hairbrush and sniffed. It smelled like her. Spicy. Sweet. Ignitable, with corkscrew curls. I ran my bruised fingers over my gritty scalp. Stubby hair scraped my palm. It was growing back. How long had I been on the street? I put down the hairbrush and fiddled with the dislocated nub of my thumb. The edges of flesh were significantly less torn and swollen. The communal wine and whatever magic it contained had helped. 
 
    A white parson's desk sat humbly in the corner, holding sheets of paper under a heavy silver cross paperweight. The little monk. 
 
    A bath required too much effort. I sat on the mattress, completely fatigued. The mattress was hard and covered in too many pillows. I didn't care. It was still wonderful. I fell back like an anvil. Finally at ease, my eyelids clanged shut.  
 
    No one here could hurt me. The vampire wasn't strong enough. Cat and dog, my imaginary friends, were more interested in the mountain of pillows than savaging my jugular. My brain stopped ticking like a time bomb. Inside four quiet walls, with the promise of rest and a bath, I knew one thing:  
 
    I was never, ever going to leave. 
 
    I slept and slept. Time passed through my bones, weighing me down. Quiet overcame the clamor in my mind. Amazingly, I slept free of nightmares. The whole world shut the fuck up and melted into blissful nothingness. It left me alone. It didn't exist. I never wanted to stop sleeping. Days, weeks, months, I didn't care. Rip Van Winkle at your service, as long as the job required slumbering. 
 
    Yet sleep couldn’t satisfy every appetite, and my gut demanded satisfaction. 
 
    As I woke and stretched, an overwhelming stench of fetid sweat, stale blood, and muddled meat smothered me. Disgusting. Incredibly revolting. No surprise, the odor belonged to me. I sat up and tried to clear my nose.  
 
    The room was dim, lit by a dozen candles. I sniffed the air and determined it was closer to dawn than dusk. I scouted the room with my good eye. A dog sat upright and alert at the corner of the bed. Its ears perked. I quirked an eyebrow. It wagged its tail. 
 
    Keee-rist. Something weird was going on around here. 
 
    Behind the dog, a feisty feline surveyed a spread of fruit and prepackaged confections. The cat plucked a grape from the vine, flicked its thumb, and flipped the fruit in the air like referee performing the coin toss. The tabby lunged and caught the grape in its mouth, then gave me a wink. 
 
    “Okay, I've gone completely fucknuts,” I murmured. 
 
    None of the animals disagreed. I stumbled up, swayed until my balance recovered, and staggered toward the tub in the middle of the room. Soggy rose petals floated on the surface, making me smile. The vampire was such a freakin' girl. I peeled off my rag of a shirt and tossed it into the corner of the room. It needed to be burned. 
 
    Dunking my big toe, I found the water chilly and all the more welcoming because of it. Goosebumps rippled up my legs as the water lapped at my calf. Bliss soaked into my muscles. Groaning, I clutched the lip of the tub and allowed the rest of my body to sink down.  
 
    The water was resplendent. Encased in cool fluid, I felt sedated. Lethargic. A pleasant chill settled down to the bone, tugging my heartbeat and hardening my nipples. Holding my breath, I submerged entirely. 
 
    A real bath. Hadn't had one of those since...well, I couldn't remember. Before the hospital of horrors, at least. 
 
    Must have drifted asleep, because when I woke up my fingers had completely pruned. Some of my scabs had lifted off and floated in the gray water. Gross. I sat on the rim of the tub and pulled the stopper. The dog perked up and stared patiently at me. Oh, I get it; the dog was my subconscious expressing itself. As for the evil cat, well, that was… karma for all the evil I've done. Or a trickster demon. As if sensing my thoughts, the cat-monkey beast hissed. I stuck out my tongue. 
 
    When the dirty water and gunk went down the drain, I decided to take another bath. I refilled the tub with warmer water. I swirled a few handfuls of water around my mouth and spat. Fragments of teeth went down the drain. Shuddering, I tongued my gums, which made me realize my tongue was mostly whole. Magic laid dormant inside me somewhere. It was trapped, one heartbeat from dead, but the disease lingered. 
 
    Honestly, I didn't want it back. 
 
    I soaked until a chill grabbed my bones, and I emerged rejuvenated. Perhaps rosewater had baptismal qualities after all. I stretched my arms over my head and discovered, under the ongoing pain, a level of comfort that made me want to crawl back into bed. Nothing came to stop me. No doctors, no police, no nosy security guards. Not a place on earth was as safe as my den right here, right now. 
 
    With my nostrils clear, food scents were all the more appealing. Fresh fruit was staged nearby. Nothing rotten or moldy. I fell on it and greedily devoured one handful after another. Bananas with the peel, pears, melon slices, pineapple, and chunks of unsweetened coconut. Juicy halved peaches and ripe avocados, and that was only the fruit!  
 
    There were cheap, individually wrapped cupcakes and cookies from a convenience store. I may have forgotten to unwrap a few Twinkies before swallowing them. The devil cat sat nearby and threw cherry pits at my eyeballs. The hallucination had surprisingly good aim. After a particularly successful attack to my left eye, I growled. 
 
    “Just because you're imaginary doesn't mean I can't eat you.” 
 
    He swung his fluffy ass around, hoisted his tail like a mailbox flag, and was about to let fly an assaulting string of urine. The dog barked and rushed the cat, who screeched like a banshee and jumped for the ceiling fan. I laughed until my gut hurt. The cat took refuge and the dog barked, hopping up and down below the fan.  
 
    Footsteps slipped up the stairs. 
 
    My heart chilled. I sprang up, tossing chocolate crumbs and wrappers to the floor. The dog went on full alert. The cat stayed on its vantage point near the ceiling. The door handle turned slowly. I crouched onto my haunches and prepared to defend myself and my space. A nervous growl vibrated past my lips. A silver-loaded FBHS assault team would be the worst possible surprise. A slightly lesser evil would be a hoard of priests ready to save my soul. 
 
    The door eased open and the vampire’s stoic face appeared. 
 
    Dog went ballistic. Absolutely raving fucknuts. Hackles up, head down, growling, roaring, froth projecting from her mouth. She was going to attack. A defensive convulsion started in my muscles, constricting, like I might join in and tear the vamp apart. The creature was, after all, in our space. Our mattress, our bath, our four walls free of electrodes and gun-toting gangsters. 
 
    Gingerlocks jumped on a chair as if we were mice. Her teeth drew back. Yeah, she was an animal too. Easy to forget. Still, I could take her. This was my space now.  
 
    She changed tactics and delicately sat down in the chair as if that's what she’d planned all along. She ignored the dog's barking even as her muscles twitched reflexively. Dog paced by me, growling, slobbering, all bound up like compound springs on a deadly weapon. Good girl. 
 
    The vampire's smell settled in the room like a mist drifting off exotic gardens. Spiced. Warm and refreshing, like the first rays of morning sun. She slipped her index finger into her mouth and touched a tooth. Blood blossomed in the air: ripe, robust, and filled with delirium. Lord, her perfume was fantastical, like magic brewed in a heavenly cauldron. She sat with her finger held off to the side, dripping precious drops on the floor. 
 
    The dog of my subconscious stopped pacing but stubbornly maintained her growl. Usually the sight of blood escalated a hostile mood, but not now. Not with Gingerlocks. The dog settled. My gut protested. Hey, now, doesn't that smell good enough to eat? Why aren't we eating her? The canine changed its mind and settled, subdued by the blood's fragrance. 
 
    Vampire tricks. I snorted disdainfully. 
 
    Easing back onto our hindquarters, the dog and I stared at the vampire. Her lovely hair curled like summer vines. A white dress with tiny yellow tulips held her svelte form and a yellow flower graced her hair. Major girlie. She gave a cute smile, like she hadn't expected to see me awake and was embarrassed by all the poor social graces we'd endured. 
 
    I turned my back and went to see if any food remained. Nothing. I gathered cupcake crumbs on the pad of my thumb and stuck them into my mouth. The rustle of her dress alerted me to her movements before she came into my peripheral.  
 
    “This is my room,” she told me. 
 
    “Not if I decide to eat you.” 
 
    “No one comes here but me and you. No one. You understand, don't you?” 
 
    Was she trying to assure me I was safe? No such thing as safe, not nowhere or no how.  
 
    She held out a chocolate candy bar.  
 
    I snatched it so quickly she jumped in her delicate white pumps. I tore past the wrapper, pushed the entire chocolate gooey mess into my mouth, and groaned.  
 
    Oh, yeah. That's the stuff right there.  
 
    The dog sniffed at me, investigating the treat. I growled and it huffed. The vampire gave me another candy bar. Mouth still stuffed with the first, I opened it and planned to shove the whole thing in my face at once. The dog gave me a look. An eyebrows up, aren't-I-cute kinda look. That wasn't fair. She panted and sat with admirable patience, giving me a please-please-please gaze. 
 
    “I did not bring extra candy for your friend,” Gingerlocks said. “Honestly, I don't see why it needs to be here.” 
 
    The vampire saw the dog sitting next to me? I frowned so hard it gave me a headache. The pooch had black and brown brindle with a slash of white on her belly. Her ribs declared how hungry she was. 
 
    I lifted my arm and gazed at the chunk missing from my flesh. Huh. Guess she wasn’t imaginary. Why she followed me, I couldn't guess. I certainly wasn't going to kick her out, especially if her presence irritated a certain pesky vampire.  
 
    “The cat can stay,” Gingerlocks said. 
 
    “Screw the cat. I might eat it.” 
 
    I gave the dog a portion of caramel and nougat. She snapped it from my open palm and took it to a corner. The cat landed at my side, giving me a start. He tried to raise his eyebrows in a beseeching stare.  
 
    “Move, cretin.”  
 
    The not-so-imaginary feline flattened his ears. He hissed and swiped at my face before darting across the room. 
 
    I licked melted chocolate from my fingers. As I did, I felt some of my teeth. They didn't hurt quite as much.  
 
    The vampire crouched in the most ladylike fashion, smoothing the dress over her knees and covering her tiny ankles. She reached out. My skin crawled. Her hand wavered, about to make contact with my skin. A tremble went through me, hounded by rage. I showed my teeth and pushed her. She fell back and sprawled like a dainty heroine. 
 
    I didn't care that she looked offended and sad.  
 
    Muscles fussed throughout my body, anxious that she might try to touch me again. I watched her hands, hoping she'd stay on her side of the room yet wishing she'd make a move so I'd have to kill her.  
 
    Fighting felt good. Bloodshed made things safer. 
 
    She didn't move.  
 
    Scowling, I walked my naked ass across the room, plunked down on the mattress, and commandeered her bed for another round of slumber. The dog hunkered and stared at me. It might try to eat me in my sleep, but whatever.  
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    A zit!  
 
    The beginning of a nasty red bump sprouted on my forehead. I grabbed a bottle of astringent. Heated a washcloth. Covered the bump and urged it to go away. It didn't. Only cosmetics could save me now. 
 
    Zits exacerbated me. I remembered my mother's reaction to the first blemish. She grabbed my face and dug her thumbnails under the pimple, trying to urge it up and break it off. She was like a solder gone to war, rooting out enemy ranks, and then she introduced me to concealer. Being gorgeous wasn't simply a fashion statement; it was a lady’s duty and her life's work. And mother excelled at it. Even while wasting away in a hospital bed, she spared time and energy for her vanity.  
 
    I always had to try harder. I dieted. She didn't need to. I exercised. She raised a wine glass. Her makeup was always perfect. She didn’t sweat, not even in the Arizona sun. I still got pimples. Thirty years old, getting zits as if I was on my way to prom. 
 
    For a good while, the pimple was all I could think about. I felt it on my face like a blight against my composure. I lectured myself about being vain and silly, which made me feel sillier. Finally, I forgot about the monster red dot as I entangled myself in patient consultations. 
 
    Watching my patients recover was the most gratifying part of my life.  
 
    Most of my trauma care occurred after the incident was resolved, and I rarely saw crime scenes. Therefore, I was miffed and apprehensive when a Detective Contrell dialed my office and asked me to visit a street-side location. Hesitation must have plagued my voice because he mentioned sending a squad car for me, and, in fact, it was already on its way. Resigned, I gathered my sunglasses and purse. 
 
    The car arrived as I left the building. Instead of circling around the vehicle to open the door, the officer reached across the cab and popped the door ajar. I frowned at the upholstery stains on the seat and hoped they wouldn’t transfer to my skirt. Folding myself neatly inside, I offered the driver a quick smile.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said. 
 
    “Not quite, lady. I hope you’re better at this than I am.” 
 
    He tore out of the lot with his lights on and drove at reprehensible speeds. Fortunately, he didn’t bother trying to talk because I was too busy praying I wouldn’t die.  
 
    He veered into an apartment complex and maneuvered around other squad cars, bringing me as close to the yellow tape as he could manage. Uniformed officers managed a growing crowd of onlookers. Ambulances and firetrucks obscured the actual scene. A plain-clothes officer opened the door for me like a gentleman. He wore a collared green shirt and smelled of cinnamon. Beads of moisture rimmed his hairline. When he offered a hand to help me from the car, I noted a wedding ring.  
 
    Heavy equipment and screeching metal sounded in the background.  
 
    “Dr. Blythe? I’m Detective Contrell. Thank you for coming on short notice.” 
 
    “How can I help?”  
 
    “We have two children trapped in a car. The fire department is trying to extract them with the Jaws of Life. As you can imagine, the children are quite distraught. If you could accompany them to the hospital and aid in their aftercare, we’d all be grateful.”  
 
    “Anything I can do.” 
 
    “Come this way, please. Watch your shoes; there’s a bit of a mess.” 
 
    While the lumpy asphalt might mar my heels, I didn’t see anything to warrant much concern for my footwear.  
 
    “How did they come to be trapped?”  
 
    “A young mother was loading her children into the car when a mutt attacked. She managed to secure them inside the vehicle before she died. FBHS eliminated the creature, but the beast crushed the car around the children.” 
 
    “Heavens.”  
 
    I swallowed several times and tried to brace myself. Firefighters in heavy gear held a massive chainsaw-type thing and carved into a small, rusted blue sedan with no bumper. The vehicle looked crumpled the way a frat boy would squash a soda can against his forehead before tossing it in the trash. A tarp covered half the car, obscuring the view. Nearby, another lump wore a bloodied tarp, and I swore it was shivering.  
 
    “Is that…alive?” 
 
    “No. The beast is dissipating.” 
 
    “Oh.” I gulped.  
 
    The tarp-shrouded mass was the size of the sedan, but soon it would be a human-sized lump. Werewolves returned to their human form when they died, the ultimate blasphemy. As if the disease had a cruel sense of humor, it liked to remind us that anyone—the gardener, neighbor, a lover or friend—could become a creature of the devil.  
 
    Crimson seeped over the cracked, sun-ragged asphalt. The pool spread and leaked into rivulets. Watch my shoes, indeed. I clutched the soft leathery strap of my purse and tried not to smell anything as I breathed.  
 
    Remain calm. Ignore the primal fear.  
 
    The monster shuddered under the tarp as if alive and ready to pounce on the nearest person. 
 
    “It’s fading,” the detective said. “Perfectly normal.” 
 
    None of this was normal. Or rather, it shouldn’t be. Someone with a human genome shouldn’t morph into a gigantic devil that ate human flesh and disappeared without a trace. Equivalent exchange aside, the phenomenon petrified me. For a nightmarish moment, science meant nothing. Chaos poised to take over the world. Magic clouded reality, and soon we wouldn’t know anything for sure. One plus one would not equal two. For people who never learned arithmetic, it might not be so awful. For those of us who were educated, secularized, and civilized, it spelled upheaval and disarray.  
 
    My fingers shook madly, and my calves started to seize. 
 
    The detective stood by me. “Are you alright, ma’am?” 
 
    His hand wavered by my elbow to catch me if I needed him. Chivalry was not dead.  
 
    Blood grew darker and spread over the ground, inching toward me and my shoes which cost upward of five grand. 
 
    “How much longer until the children are freed?” 
 
    “From the looks of it, twenty minutes.”  
 
    “Are those bones?” I pointed at pink and yellow nubs resting on the pavement.  
 
    “The beast regurgitated in its last moments.” 
 
    “Oh.” I pivoted to turn my back on the vomited remains of a mother who’d died while saving her children. The clamor of reporters and law enforcement hummed around me like a hive of bees. I embraced several calming breaths before pivoting again. The detective waited patiently.  
 
    “Sorry, ma’am,” he said. 
 
    “Why did you call me?”  
 
    “Agent Durant had recommended you. She said you were a great help when she adopted a survivor, and that you were a fantastic juvenile therapist. I can’t be sure what the children have seen, but I know they’ll need your services.” 
 
    His call-to-arms roused me. I kept the bloody slop outside my peripheral and stepped closer to Contrell so I could focus on the task. He pulled an ecig from his pocket and began to vape, which was only a slightly less odious vice than tobacco. However, I inhaled more of his cloudy cinnamon scent to chase the slaughter from my nostrils.  
 
    Someone had wisely hung a tarp to block the children’s view of their mother’s remains. The vehicle was a battered lump. The entire driver’s side packed into the passenger’s side, the engine had been tossed out, and the roof caved in.  
 
    An infant was strapped inside a car seat while warped metal shuddered inches above its small forehead. Its face was beet-red, mouth wide open in an ongoing scream. A toddler clamored about the crushed cab, and I couldn’t hear them over the screech of metal.  
 
    “They’ll be okay,” I said. “We’ll get them out. Everything will be okay.”  
 
    Contrell gave a weak albeit dedicated smile, and we waited for the machines to free the wailing infant and toddler. My fingers cramped and shook, my stomach trembled, and my legs quivered. I could scarcely breathe.  
 
    What if the roof caved? What if shards or sparks flew inside and hurt one of them? What if they suffered internal injuries and died before we could reach them? My heart pattered so fast and hard it exhausted me. If my muscles hadn’t locked with anxiety, I might have fallen over.  
 
    Metal ate metal until the firemen were able to remove enough of the shell to reach inside. As soon as their gloved hands caught hold of a child, my body sprung of its own accord. I crossed six paces of disgusting ground to snatch the toddler. She stank of pee, sour milk, and the eternal baby smell.  
 
    I forgot the scene behind me. No matter what had happened, she was alive. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11  
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    Something prodded me. Crazy cat? Mad dog? An easy touch roamed up my arm, lingered in the crook of my elbow and traced scars down to my hands. A warm, vibrant caress. I must be dreaming. 
 
    Nice dream. 
 
    I woke entirely. The vampire was touching me, investigating my fingernails and checking my palms. Her small, intrusive fingers would crunch like pretzels if I bit them off. Lucky for her, she felt good. Like getting a massage. Like a spider monkey grooming its kin.  
 
    She had the cutest freckles, as subtle and evenly dispersed as a sprinkle of cinnamon sugar. Her pale, unblemished skin looked like cream poured over desert. Not an ounce of coyness marred her luscious flesh: no push up bra, no foundation caking her face, no five inch heels setting her askew. Her curls gleamed like bloody gold in candlelight. The sweetness of freshly sliced strawberries rose from her skin. Too bad she was a vamp. I might have to eat her. 
 
    Of all the churches in all the world, I walked into hers. 
 
    I remembered seeing her in the cemetery before Chad Keats' funeral. I recalled the long, dainty stretch of her leg, her timid posture, and how I wanted to chase her down and eat her alive. And now she groped me idly.  
 
    Life was funny.  
 
    My chuckle alerted her. She drew back, clutching her hands together. Her face hardened with wariness. I regretted not keeping my mouth shut. Groaning, I stretched. Something stretched beside me. I stilled. Warm fur pressed along my hip and ribs. I smelled the scent of dirty canine, old blood, and chocolate. The dog lifted its head and stared at me. For a moment, we examined each other. It was the same pit bull I’d fought in the stinky yard surrounded by vatos. She must have followed me after we committed manslaughter together.  
 
    I looked at Gingerlocks. “We need a bath.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” she chirped indignantly. “That dog stinks.” 
 
    I quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Your hair is growing—” She reached like she had permission to pet me whenever she wanted. I pushed her off the mattress. She tumbled with a swirl of skirts and pouted. I ignored her.  
 
    “Where's the john?” 
 
    “The Baptist?” 
 
    “The toilet.” 
 
    “I'm a vampire, ma'am, I don't need a toilet.” 
 
    “Right. Guess I'll piss in the corner then.” 
 
    She gasped. 
 
    “Joking.” I hadn't been. I really had to pee. “A chamber pot, m'lady?”  
 
    Scowling at my crude mention of bodily functions, she stood and flounced away. Rolling off the mattress, I stretched my limbs and went to start the bathwater. Scabs were cracking and pulling with each move, but I was healing. Chocolate and sleep truly did wonders. I felt my hair. Indeed, it was growing back. Only splotchy bristles at this point, but it was better than bald. 
 
    I hadn’t expected to heal this much. I tongued my rough teeth and winced. Still a long way to go.  
 
    Listening to running water made me have to pee even more. 
 
    To distract myself, I stared at the dog. 
 
    “Weren't we trying to kill each other?” 
 
    She studied me. I raised my arm to show her the bite from our fight. The bitch looked at it, at me, at it, and then her tongue lolled proudly out of her mouth. Since we'd nearly been killed by the same assholes, I figured we should wipe the slate clean. “You protected me in front of the library, didn't you? You attacked the security guy who tazed me.” 
 
    Huffing, she lowered head and rested her chin on the tub. 
 
    “Get in the bath,” I said. 
 
    She cocked her head at me. 
 
    “Don't make me dunk you.” Her ears flattened at my tone, but she didn’t move. “Fine. Suit yourself.”  
 
    I hopped into the tub and eased back like it was the greatest thing in the world. And it kinda was. She poked her head over the rim and watched me, eyes wary and curious. I patted the water and invited her in. Shoulders rocking, she readied to jump, bore down, and sprung. Sploosh! Half the water escaped the tub. She jumped right back out and shook herself off.  
 
    “Oh, come on, that's not nearly clean enough.” 
 
    I patted the water again, and she repeated the process a few times until she decided to linger. Watching her, I remembered another dog with a white diamond on his back. He belonged to a friend I wasn't allowed to see. I shook my head. 
 
    This was my home now, and I was never going to leave. Ever. The whole world could burn to ash and I wouldn't care. I’d stay right here. 
 
    I ran more water for the dog and I. She snapped at the stream coming from the faucet. A playful dog. The sight saddened me irrevocably. Without knowing the specifics, I missed people. I missed…someone. Important someones.  
 
    It didn't matter. They were over. So was I. All that remained of me resided in this room. 
 
    “Our room,” I told the dog. She perked up. 
 
    She'd need food. Maybe we could lure some priests up here and munch on their holy asses. A delicious shudder went through me. Maybe we needed some blood. Vampire blood. Vampire meat. Hell, it wouldn't take much for me and my new doggy companion to turn the delicate vamp into a steak that tasted just right. 
 
    Gingerlocks returned with a chamber pot: a mop bucket. She set it in the corner with determination. When she turned, her skirt flared girlishly. How much was an act? All the vampires I'd met had worn a civilized ruse to cover the heinous monster underneath. A creature lurked beneath her debutant mask. She probably had crazy vampire magic and ulterior motives. 
 
    “Why is your blood on the altar?” I said. 
 
    “I am the Grail.”  
 
    “What the heck does that mean?” 
 
    “When parishioners partake of my blood sacrifice, their spirits are more inclined—” 
 
    “Ah. You drug them.” 
 
    “No, I am the Grail.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Her lips pressed together and pretended to dust lint off her dress. Tiffed, she said, “It smells like wet dog in here.” 
 
    I didn't grace that with a response. Two filthy, sick canines lounged in a huge tub of water. Of course we stunk.  
 
    “We need food,” I said. 
 
    “Have you tried eating less?” 
 
    “I’m thinking about eating you.” 
 
    Her lower lip stuck out. 
 
    If she didn't stop that adorable pout, I'd rip the lips right off her face. Her eyes lit up as she devised a new tactic. She batted her lashes, saw it had no effect, and frowned. Her confusion was cuter than her pout.  
 
    Kaidlyn Durant, stay away from pretty monsters.  
 
    I sure did have a weakness for them. 
 
    I paused, deathly still, and considered what my mind had done.  
 
    Kaidlyn Durant. Kaidlyn Quinn Durant. Kaid. 
 
    Well, how about that? I had a real people name. I hmphed. The revelation was both monumental and inconsequential. My past was dead. The new me didn’t need a name. 
 
    The cat sat up and rubbed his paws together. He had thumbs. My brain spelunked back into crazy town. I knew that ugly beast from somewhere. I ignored him, finished my bath, and went to bed. 
 
    I woke with something pulling on my hair so hard it jerked my head across the pillow. I swatted and heard the chattering of a monkey. What the? The wretched beast yanked harder. I grabbed its tail. An unearthly shriek resounded through the room. The dog barked and lunged at the cat-monkey. He tore free with a handful of my newly grown hair. The troublesome feline leaped onto Gingerlocks' desk, grabbed a roll of tape, and hopped onto the ceiling fan. 
 
    He methodically patted my tuft of hair onto a piece of tape, folded it, and sneered victoriously. Cat-monkey threw the roll of tape at me.  
 
    I hopped up and turned on the fan. His eyes went big as he clutched a fan blade and held on for dear fur. Snickering, I watched it spin a few times before he flew off and landed on the floor. He shook his head, and I pounced. He disappeared, nowhere to be seen. I looked around and saw nothing. I sniffed, but it had gone without leaving a scent. 
 
    Little witchdoctor-voodoo-cat-monkey-thing stole my hair. Probably making a clay doll with it, molding my likeness with its freaky cat-monkey thumbs. I looked at the dog. 
 
    “Am I crazy?” 
 
    She didn't answer, so I went to bed. 
 
    More food had appeared on the floor while I slept. Boxes upon boxes of frozen convenience meals, but there was no microwave. The vampire probably didn't know frozen food needed to be heated. I gave her the benefit of the doubt. Besides, I was so hungry a little ice didn't slow me down. Frozen raviolis, Salisbury steaks in loads of sludgy gravy, carton after carton of corn dogs on sticks. At first, I forgot to take out the sticks. They were crunchy, almost like bones. I fantasized about herds of corn dog beasts roaming pastures somewhere. I looked at the dog. She ate hers with the stick in, too. The Swedish meatballs were my favorite, and the congealed gravy was marvelous. Dog and I licked the packages dry. Bellies distended, we lounged amid a pile of cartons. 
 
    We napped. Ran another bath to play in the water. My ribs stood out like branches on a sick tree. Many of my scar clusters looked like wet cloth tossed over rough clay. The bullet holes in my leg had healed over with bumps that looked like big pimples. The bullets were still inside.  
 
    Dog barked and growled.  
 
    Gingerlocks came in, holding a cup of steaming tea. Dog rampaged back and forth between us. She didn't trust the vamp. Neither did I. Gingerlocks sat in her chair and crossed her ankles like a lady. The elegant chiffon on her head was too formal for her blue sundress and pink pumps. She resembled a copper and porcelain doll. 
 
    “Tea,” she smiled. “I've read it has the power to soothe humans. I decided to try it on you as well.” 
 
    I didn't remember tea but didn't think I wanted it. She rose from the chair and crossed the room. I watched her warily, eying her throat, considering the round column of her waist and the delicate bones in her wrists. Small bones, snap-snap crunch. Her gaze snagged mine. Eyes like copper pennies. She stared demurely, looking like a spokesperson for the abstinence campaign. Again, I was underdressed. As in, I hadn't worn a scrap of clothing since I woke up. 
 
    “I want clothing, not tea.” 
 
    “Come now, tea is calming. I haven't read a single thing saying the same about clothing.” 
 
    Was she keeping me naked so I would be less likely to wander off? 
 
    “If you don't bring me some clothing, I'll tear that dress off you and toss you naked into Sunday Mass.” 
 
    She withdrew. Her brow lowered wrinkled. Finally, she relented. “I can bring a robe. The altar boys keep a closet.” 
 
    I laughed. “Don't make me kill you.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    She upended the tea cup into my bath. I smiled at the harmless gesture. She needed to work on expressing her anger. That was something I could certainly help her with. I stood and stretched my arms over my head. Her gaze traveled over my body before she flounced from the room and slammed the door like a brat. 
 
    I settled back in the water and thought about how her eyes had perused me. Had she done that before? Perhaps, but I was too out of it to remember. Maybe I had corrupted the nun. Maybe I disgusted her. 
 
    Shaking my head, I reminded myself she was a vampire. A blood-sucker. There was nothing innocent about her. She’d probably been searching for a vein.  
 
    I didn’t have to keep her around. I was stronger. Even if I wasn't, I was meaner. Time to get rid of her before she got any more ideas. 
 
    She returned with a blue long-sleeved man's dress shirt. She smiled and touched the soft fabric. “I have the dress to match. We'll look darling together.” 
 
    I snatched it and turned my back while her happy scent overwhelmed me. Lord, she smelled too good. Probably part of the trap. I slipped my arms into the crisp sleeves and buttoned the shirt, covering my scant belly, protruding ribs, and abused breasts. I was in no shape to fight. I needed to lay low, eat, and rest. Then I'd kill the vampire. Later. After another nap. 
 
    I hibernated for days and days, slugging through a thoughtless haze.  
 
    Ain't no sunshine when she's gone. It's not warm when she's away, he sang. Ain't no sunshine when she's gone, and she's always gone too long.  
 
    The Bill Withers hit resounded through my head. It was the only song I could remember father singing, before mother died and went away forever. He didn’t sing after that. Memory of his voice swirled around me, circulating, and then abandoning me. I didn’t want to remember things and feel stuff.  
 
    Something was happening. Something was coming.  
 
    Anytime she goes away. 
 
    Wake up, girl, I'm talking to you. 
 
    Wonder this time where she's gone. 
 
    Dog went berserk again, hopping around the mattress and frothing at the mouth. Groaning, I pulled a blanket over my head. “Dooooog,” I whined. “I'm sleeping.” 
 
    She didn't care. I must have been dreaming because I heard the impossible. 
 
    “Gray wolf, gray wolf, I'm thinking of you,” she whispered. She: the one who made me, wrecked me, loved me, and left me. A phantom, a play of my madness. I covered my ears as if I could smother the voices in my skull. 
 
    “Gray wolf, gray wolf.” Fingers brushed my neck. “Gray wolf, I'm thinking of you.” 
 
    A stream Russian sing-song sweet nothings hit my ears. That's when I knew it wasn't a dream or nightmare; I didn't fantasize in Russian. My eyes clanged open. 
 
    There she was. 
 
    I couldn't breathe. 
 
    God, I hated her so much. Her long brown hair with the silver streaks, the tanned perfection of her striking face, the strength throughout her torso, the grip of her hot hands, the virile lumbering magic of her beast. The steady, determined way she could decimate an army and the compassionate way she comforted a child. I remembered loving her and being her lover. The recollection broke me. 
 
    “Svetlana,” I said. 
 
    Her thumb rolled over my lower lip and broken teeth. I was so embarrassed. She must be ashamed. She'd made me to be stronger. Tougher. I'd failed us both. 
 
    “Gray wolf.” She purred as if all was forgotten. 
 
    “I’ll kill you.” I meant it. Kind of. A deep well of pain smoldered within, but my skin locked it inside a numb crust. She exhausted me. Hell, she nearly destroyed me every time we met. “I should kill you.” 
 
    “Hmm-mmm. Kiss me first.” 
 
    She lowered her face a fraction, all it took, and I didn't move away. Didn't lean in, either. Her soft mouth sealed on mine. Tender. Like we'd had twelve rousing orgasms and woke to cuddle in the sunshine.  
 
    As if she hadn't abandoned me. As if she hadn't twisted her lip in disgust and thrown me from her house, casting me into the gutter to be lost and tortured. 
 
    It didn't matter anymore. Well, it did, but I kissed her back, not so gently, unforgiving, and full of yearning. A teacup broke. I jerked away. Gingerlocks stood with her fists digging into her waist. Shards from a porcelain teacup lay at her feet. I absorbed her enraged face and trembling lip. Drama.  
 
    She hadn’t wanted anyone else in the room and must be irate that Svetlana found me. 
 
    “Don't fight,” I said. “No one fights. Just leave me alone.” I rolled over, turning my back on them both. 
 
    “This is my room,” the vampire said.  
 
    Svetlana growled. I covered my head with the pillow and wished them all to go away. Then I perked up and stared at the wolf queen. 
 
    “How did you find me?” I said. 
 
    She smirked. “Zelda had her own search strategy in place. A gremlin.” 
 
    Zelda? 
 
    I blinked, thinking of wildflowers and cherry turnovers. Who was…? 
 
    I remembered an older lady filled with youthful joy. I recalled her abundant garden and the way she danced with abandon under the solstice moon. Suddenly I wanted cinnamon rolls so badly I wept.  
 
    “Wait. What the hell is a gremlin? Are we talking about cat-monkey?” 
 
    “Yes. A shape-shifting trickster who likes to accompany witches. He brought back a piece of you, and Zelda cast a locating charm or some such spell. I don't understand the particulars, but here you are. And here I am.” 
 
    “Fairytale ending, huh?” I returned the pillow to its position over my head. “Does that make you the prince in shining armor or the evil queen?” 
 
    “Kaid,” she whispered. Ugh, how that voice got to me. Throaty like a smoker's, full of vitality and sensuality. I ignored her because she made me feel empty. Or rather, like I'd been full once and now all the goodness and life had drained out. I couldn't handle the recollection of before in contrast to now.  
 
    All I wanted was quiet nothingness. 
 
    “Come with me, beloved. We'll run through the pines, you and I, like we did before.” 
 
    My stomach cramped in anticipation. Svetlana and Zelda intended to drag me back out there, into the fray of bullets, blood, and barbarians in lab coats. Not a chance.  
 
    I shook my head and clamped the pillow tighter. Running as a mutt was how all this started. How I got caught and tortured for who-the-hell-knows-why. I wasn't going to do that again. Besides, the wolf in me didn’t stir the slightest in Svetlana's presence.  
 
    I didn’t care. I had a good thing going here. Mattress. Bath. Food. No crazy people other than myself. No scientists, politics, guns, sirens, or running. I liked this, and I wouldn’t let Svetlana take it away from me.  
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    “Do not stay with a vampire, Kaidlyn. If you think they use people recklessly, they abuse wolves even more. Keeping you tucked away in the attic like Anne Frank is not an act of kindness from the bountiful mercy of that creature's heart. The vampress will exploit and enslave you.” 
 
    “I don't need you making my decisions,” I said. “In fact, everyone needs to leave me alone. Entirely alone, thankyouverymuch.” 
 
    Gingerlocks preened and smiled. 
 
    “We estimate you’ve been here for a month,” Svetlana said. 
 
    I shrugged. A month of hibernation? Sounded perfect. I’d sell my soul to secure endless, thoughtless sleep. If only the bigger wolf would leave me alone. 
 
    “I can make you go,” she said. 
 
    “I can make you regret it.”  
 
    She was stronger by far, but I didn’t have anything to lose. I only wanted quiet. If she took me back to her house with a hundred rambunctious wolves, she’d kill the stillness, and I'd make her pay. Somehow. I tried to make her see that, but her stare promised she'd drag me bodily from my safe haven. I grasped at straws.  
 
    “Svetlana, if you ever loved me, leave me here.” 
 
    Her face fell. “If?” 
 
    I stared at her with all the emptiness I felt. She withdrew like the last blurry moments of a bad dream, making me wonder if she’d really been there in the first place. I turned and inhaled her honey and blood smell. Yeah, she existed, and she wouldn't leave me alone. She might loosen her grip, but she never let anyone go. 
 
    Gingerlocks sat on the mattress. “Like a dog at a bone, she'll be back.” 
 
    I didn't answer. 
 
    “I can’t imagine why you tolerate her.” 
 
    “One more word and I'll eat you.”  
 
    Despite knowing the vampire wasn't strong enough to keep Svetlana at bay, I resented her for letting the wolf queen into the room. The outside world invaded when Svetlana breached the stairwell. All its gunk, fear, and anger scratched at the hollows of my heart.  
 
    I tried to sleep, but plumes of smoke drifted through the city and swam through the open window. Not the clean, primitive smolder of a campfire or tobacco, but the caustic smell of modern buildings. Maybe the world was burning down.  
 
    I didn’t care. 
 
    My safe place was ruined.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    After the paperwork at the hospital and a thirty-two hour battle to have the recently orphaned children placed with relatives, I was exhausted. Utterly, completely fatigued.  
 
    Imagine my distress when Sierrya, the older child, wailed about a litter of kittens left at home. She wanted to pet them before bed, but she was too tired to throw much of a tantrum about it. Sadly, the kittens would starve with no one to care for them. I coerced a reluctant, equally exhausted officer into escorting me to the apartment so he could unlock the door. A shudder slid down my spine as we pulled into the dark lot, and I remembered the wrecked car, monstrous corpse, and wailing children. 
 
    The area under the parking structure had been corded off with crime scene tape, but residents had torn it down. Road-weary vehicles sat in their assigned spaces, mere meters from the spot on the pavement where a woman had died.  
 
    Barbaric. 
 
    Life goes on, yes, but did it have to be so irreverent?  
 
    I deliberately parked with my back to the scene and didn’t spare it a look as I ventured to the apartment building. The police officer was already at the main door, using his skeleton key to gain entry to the building. He moved faster than my fatigued feet appreciated, but I didn’t dare fall behind. It’d been a long day for everyone, and he was only helping because I was a female in distress. Once he let me into the apartment, he said, “Don’t remove anything other than the felines,” and left. I bit my lip to stifle a snide comment.  
 
    The living room had a ghostly quality, but it was clean. A decrepit television sat on a shoddy stand. Worn children’s toys rested on a threadbare carpet. The sofa cushions were patched in three places but the picture books were new.  
 
    This is a dead woman’s home. 
 
    I shivered and pulled my suit jacket tightly around me. Measuring a slow inhale and exhale, I reached over and flicked the light switch. The picture only grew sadder.  
 
    Ms. Gonzalez’s cleanliness emphasized her poverty. The stink of Fabuloso warred with the putrid husks of a nearby roach colony. I stared at the ragged upholstery of the dining chairs and cheap plastic kitchenware, and thought, She loved them so hard. Worked sixty hours a week and kept her house clean for them: labor after labor of love.  
 
    Jealously swarmed me.  
 
    Something happened to my mother’s mind after my father left. Isolation and desperation aggravated unhealthy preexisting tendencies. We waged silent war on each other. She’d withhold food and affection, and I’d wait her out. She’d have eyes on me everywhere, monitoring me, making sure I didn’t cheat and threaten her control.  
 
    Now my mother lay dying in a hospital bed, and I’d give our entire estate for a crappy kitchen with peeling linoleum and rubber spoons and a mother who wasn’t sick.  
 
    Somewhere in the quiet apartment, a nest of kittens needed rescuing. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Here, kitty-kitty-kitty.”  
 
    I strained to listen, but heard nothing.  
 
    “Kitty?” 
 
    The lackluster apartment withheld any sign of felines. My pulse picked up. What if the kittens were already dead? What if something worse waited for me? 
 
    I shook my head. No reason to be paranoid. Sierrya had talked about petting the kittens before bed. Maybe the small creatures were tucked away in the girls’ bedroom.  
 
    I tip-toed forward as quietly as I could in my hard-soled heels.  
 
    The room smelled of baby powder and syrupy lotion. Dolls were strewn across the pink quilts. Sure enough, three furry lumps moved inside a plastic doll cradle, swaddled in a yellow towel. One black kitten, one black-and-white, and another calico. Eyes opened in half-moon slits. Young enough to be on milk and probably starving. Where was the mother?  
 
    I picked up the cradle and stood, intending to walk out the door.  
 
    But the cradle belonged to one of the girls. I couldn’t steal a toy from children. I took the plastic box to the kitchen and poked in the cupboards, looking for a box or something. I found a stack of folded paper grocery bags. Not ideal, but they would work. I triple-layered the bags inside themselves, pinched the corner of the towel, and couriered the mewing kittens into the sack. 
 
    It dawned on me the apartment only had one bedroom. A stack of blankets beside the couch indicated Ms. Gonzalez had been sleeping on the couch every night, leaving the single room for her girls. 
 
    I couldn’t leave fast enough. I locked the door, set the cargo on the floor panel by the passenger’s seat, and cautiously drove to the nearest animal shelter. 
 
    As soon as I entered, I met rows of caged animals. Each sleek, comfortable pod had a ticking clock. Literally. At the corner of each cage, a digital clock counted the minutes until the animal would be euthanized by gas. The creatures would lay their heads down, fall asleep, and be no more.  
 
    Mortality stared me in the face. It was as humane as it could be, but I was exhausted and irritated. How rude of the shelter to make me walk past these cages, to flaunt their efficient system of population management.  
 
    I skirted around the row and avoided making eye contact with any animals. I deliberately hardened my heart against the piteous crying, until I mis-stepped and stopped face to face with a pathetic feline.  
 
    The cat was gray with shadow striping and an irregular tilt to its oversized ears. Fluffy as a cloud. Young and kittenish but tired.  
 
    The clocks ticked backward. Ten hours and fifty two minutes. Ten fifty one… 
 
    I checked my watch. It was after nine o’clock in the evening and the shelter was closing in twelve minutes. No more visitors would come tonight, and the doors didn’t open again until eight in the morning. The gray cat was as good as dead already.  
 
    It had bright blue eyes and listless whiskers. 
 
    Ten hours and forty nine minutes… 
 
    I clenched my fists and scowled at the ticking clock.  
 
    How much time would be given to the kittens I rescued? How many hours or days would they be allowed to live in a cage, waiting for a potential home, before they were euthanized?  
 
    I tried to shrug off the bad portent. The kittens were adorable and young. They’d be taken care off. They’d find a forever home. It was practically a sure thing.  
 
    Practically.  
 
    And if they weren’t adopted? 
 
    Three kittens who needed to be nipple-fed every two hours were too much trouble for an over-worked state-funded staff. The cute furballs might not see tomorrow.  
 
    Ten hours and forty-three minutes.  
 
    I attempted steady breaths, but they didn’t come. The whole world crumbled onto my chest, crashing like an avalanche of ricocheting emotion. My lungs seized. Was I having a heart attack? Panic attack? I spun on my heel, fixated on my mission of passing kitten-custody to someone else.  
 
    “Hello?” I called. “Anyone there?”  
 
    No answer. The light was on, the door was open, but no one came to help me. The cats continued to wail, a chorus of needy, god-awful sounds. The cacophony sank into my bloodstream and agitated my adrenaline. My skin grew clammy. My heartrate thundered out of control. 
 
    “Hello? Pardon me, but hello?” 
 
    No one came. 
 
    I stomped to the courtesy desk like a creature possessed. Before I could caution myself into propriety, my palm smacked the counter. Wham, wham, wham. The force drove up my delicate bones and jarred my nerves, which I felt both suddenly and not at all.  
 
    “What!” a woman called. Irritated, old-smoker’s tone. She had a fraying ponytail and wore soiled khaki shorts. She looked like she’d had a day as long as mine, but it was difficult to empathize with all the ticking clocks counting away the seconds.  
 
    If she didn’t give me what I wanted, I would reach across the counter and grab her by the collar of her polo and, and…and shake her. Just shake her until she saw reason.  
 
    Thankfully, I didn’t need to.  
 
    I arrived home much later, smelling suspiciously like a crime scene, carrying a box and the brown paper bag. Andy stood in the kitchen. His frown startled me, and I hugged the box in my arms.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I said. 
 
    “We received an urgent notice regarding your mother. It implies we need to update her funeral preferences in light of her recent prognosis.” 
 
    “Oh.” I clutched the box so tightly the corners threatened to cave. Andy stared at me with a solemn expression, knowing I hadn’t told him everything. Keeping secrets isn’t exactly lying. Except guilt told me otherwise. “I didn’t want you to have to worry.”  
 
    “Why didn't you tell me about your mother? Is she dying?” 
 
    “She goes to the hospital a lot, Andy. It’s cancer. She's been declining for a long time, and I didn't feel I should make a fuss.” 
 
    “Baby, she's your momma. You can fuss all you want.” 
 
    With a wavering smile, I leaned against him. He pressed kisses along my forehead. Warm, damp, comforting kisses. Ah, dang: the zit. I drew back. He didn't seem to notice the monster blotch. He smiled tenderly. With the pad of his thumb, he dabbed a tear near my eye. The gesture scraped aside the last of a wall I’d built around my sorrow. I wept. When I was stable and secure in his arms, I finally dared to speak my heart. 
 
    “I guess I didn’t tell you because vocalizing it would make it real,” I said. “If I announced she was dying, it’s like I’d be giving up on her. Or speaking her death into existence. Maybe, if I didn’t, she’d find the strength to get better.” 
 
    “I understand denial,” he said. “I’ve seen a lot of awful things, and talking about them has never been easy. Sometimes it’s simpler to avoid a problem if we never drag it out into the light. We all want the comfort of believing everything will be okay, even if it isn’t possible.”  
 
    “I knew this time would come, and I should have been better prepared.” 
 
    “No one is prepared for a parent to die, Vanessa. And knowing doesn’t always soften the emotional blow.”  
 
    “If I had been more involved in her life, I would have noticed she’d gotten worse. If I had been there to help her, to make sure she was taking her pills and resting…” 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself. Did you personally give your mother cancer?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then all the what-ifs in the world won’t erase the fact she’s got it.”  
 
    I kissed his cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Do you want to go see her?” 
 
    “Tonight? No. I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “Okay. You tell me when, and we’ll go. Together.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    His kiss brushed my lips as tenderly as a drifting feather. I loved having to tip my head back for a kiss. I loved that he was taller than me and I could swoon into his arms.  
 
    The paper bag mewed. Andy froze. 
 
    “Darling?”  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What’s in the bag?” 
 
    “Please don’t be angry.” 
 
    “Oh, boy.” 
 
    “It’s just, there’s…well, I visited a scene today.” 
 
    “A crime scene?”  
 
    “Yes, Detective Contrell called me in.” 
 
    “Why is he dragging you out to crime scenes? Is that blood on your shoes?” 
 
    “Please don’t remind me! Long story short, he needed assistance with some orphaned children, and then kittens needed help.” 
 
    “You have a big heart, you know that?”  
 
    I blushed. “We’ve never talked about pets.” 
 
    He smiled. “Luv, I don’t mind.” 
 
    “You aren’t allergic, are you?” 
 
    “No. Heck, what’s one kitten?” 
 
    “Well, it’s more like four.” 
 
    “Four?” He swallowed. “Four felines?” 
 
    “I couldn’t help it, Andy. If you had seen the shelter! If you had seen their faces! All of them with big eyes and ticking clocks. She’d be euthanized, Andy!” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” He pulled me into his arms. A kiss landed on my forehead and my cheek. “Alright. So we have four cats now. What’s the big deal? I can get used to that.” 
 
    I winced. “Three need to be bottle-fed.” 
 
    His mouth fell flat. “Do you want wine? I’m suddenly craving wine.”  
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Why don’t you uncage the beasts, and I’ll open a bottle of red?” 
 
    My knees nearly caved with relief and joy. He was the best boyfriend ever. As if to prove it to the universe, he propositioned me while hunting for the corkscrew. 
 
    “We’ve had a rough couple of days, and it's been so long since we sat down to a quiet dinner. Why don't we make an evening of it? We can go to the new Indian place that opened up on the north end of this sector. I hear they're suitably prestigious. At least, they're bound to cook better than me.” 
 
    “I'd love that.” My heart swelled.  
 
    I set the cardboard box on the floor and let the gray cat out into the apartment. It didn’t leave the box right. It hunkered, shaking. 
 
    “Cute,” Andy said. The cat’s head swiveled but it stayed in its box. 
 
    “Maybe something is wrong with it?” I said. 
 
    “Give it a moment. She’s surely nervous from her ordeal. The box is a safe place right now. She’ll leave it when she’s ready.” 
 
    “I should lay some papers down, in case.”  
 
    He schooled a grimace. The newcomers would have to work hard to gain his complete acceptance.  
 
    His phone rang. 
 
    I prayed, don't answer it. He resisted, he really and truly did, but when he saw who was calling, he passed me an apologetic look.  
 
    “Zelda, how are you?” 
 
    I couldn't hear her side of the conversation, but he jolted. A plethora of emotions stomped across his face: surprise, denial, fear, amazement, and delight. The spectacle filled me with dread. I clutched my wine glass for dear life and waited for him to talk. He hung up and grabbed my arm so suddenly that I winced. He didn't notice.                
 
    “They found her.” 
 
    “What?” I said. “They did?” 
 
    “Yes. She's alive.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Kaid’s been holed up in that Gothic church in Scottsdale: Saint Romana's Cathedral. Zelda wants me to check on her.” His blue eyes sparkled like pale sapphires. 
 
    “A church?” 
 
    “I know!” His cheeks flamed with excitement. He laughed uproariously, almost hysterically. “Can you imagine? Let's go. I'll explain on the way.” 
 
    His hand pressed at the small of my back. Usually I liked the manly maneuver, but now it felt like he was pushing me along. No time to change my shoes. I scurried to keep up. 
 
    “Zelda found her. Svetlana has already gone over there to make sure Kaid is lucid and safe for visitors. And if she didn't attack Svetlana, then she isn't likely to attack anyone.” 
 
    “Attack?” I screeched. 
 
    “She's gone through a traumatic experience, Vanessa.” 
 
    “I know.” It's all I ever hear about. “Should we call the hospital? She may need professional care.” 
 
    “No. No doctors.” 
 
    “Andy—” 
 
    “Vanessa, trust me on this.” 
 
    “Okay. Sure.”  
 
    I slid into his masculine vehicle, wrestling with my pencil skirt and my conscience. Something wasn't right about all this. Why did it feel like they were hiding something? Why was he driving like we’d robbed a bank? 
 
    “How did they find her? I mean, everyone's been looking with high-tech gizmos and Grannie Zelda is the one who finds Kaidlyn? How is that possible?” 
 
    “Luck, I guess. We were all thinking about what Kaidlyn would do. Maybe Zelda thought about what she'd be least likely to do in normal circumstances and figured that's how she'd hide.” He laughed. “She hates everything about the clergy and organized religion. The raving atheist hid in a freaking church.” 
 
    “It makes sense, in a Kaidlyn sort of way.” 
 
    He whizzed through traffic. I clenched the console and prayed. He squealed into the parking lot and jumped from the vehicle. I glanced up at the church. Majestic. Beautiful. The name was familiar, too. I joined Andy on the sidewalk. 
 
    “Saint Romana was a virgin martyr from the third century,” I said.  
 
    He smiled. “Yeah, we never would have looked for her here.”  
 
    He took my hand in his warm, encompassing grip and we trotted toward the church. The large wooden door swung quietly behind us and we gazed into a marvelous, cavernous church. Every surface had texture and detail. The icon towered over the altar and presided over a service. The crowd was large for this time of day. I inhaled the rich incense and tendrils of ease spun through me. Maybe I should light a candle for my mother. 
 
    Andy surveyed the church, but his eyes were blind to the cathedral's beauty. He only wanted Kaidlyn. My stomach ached. 
 
    “Which way?” I said. “Where would you least expect her to be?” 
 
    “The confessional.” 
 
    An orange cat pranced in front of him and curled affectionately around his leg. The church allowed cats? It must be a stray. Its tattered ear certainly indicated a life of misadventure. 
 
    Andy squinted. “That's Zelda's cat. She must be here already.” 
 
    The feline darted up the aisle, cast a glance over its shoulder, and sauntered a few more meters. 
 
    “Follow that cat.” Andy squeezed my hand.  
 
    Like Alice entering Wonderland, we trailed after a mysterious creature. It led us out of the auditorium, behind the study rooms, and up a narrow set of stairs. I was breathless by the time we reached the top. An unladylike sweat dampened my blouse. Andy's pulse had barely risen. My admiration for his stamina faded as he reached for the door handle. The cat darted inside a candlelit room. 
 
    A fearsome dog bounded at us, frothing at the mouth, teeth bared, growling. I shrieked and hid behind Andy, who nobly stood his ground and pulled his weapon, which he aimed at the dog.  
 
    Kill it! Kill it before it eats us, I prayed. 
 
    “Please, shoot the dog,” an angelic voice said. “It has been pestering me nonstop. If you kill it, I promise I won't tell.” 
 
    A redhead stepped around the animal, moving out of the line of fire. She held a pretty pink parasol and wore a lavender dress. The dog snarled at her, and she sidestepped in distaste. The ravenous animal lunged a pace in her direction, then lunged toward us, undecided about whom to eat first. 
 
    “No one shoots the dog,” a voice growled. Rough. Old and dusty like something left in the attic. A long, garish shape moved on the bed, illuminated by a bedside candle. She tossed and turned under a sheet. 
 
    “Kaid?” Andy’s voice cracked. He lowered his gun as the skeletal creature twisted toward us. Her cheekbones were hard. Dark skin sank around her eyes.  
 
    “Are you sure that’s her?” I said. 
 
    “I’d know those green eyes anywhere,” he said. “Like mint ice cream with tiny chocolate chips.”  
 
    My tummy twisted again. 
 
    She threw back the covers and stared. She glanced at me but glared at Andy. “Back off my dog, man, or I'll make you eat that gun.” 
 
    Her dull, uninterested eyes held zero recognition. 
 
    Oh, Lord, she'd lost her mind. 
 
    She might not know who she was or where she was. Andy put his weapon away and tried to step deeper into the room. The dog lunged forward with a flurry of evil teeth and diseased saliva, eyes rolling in its head.  
 
    Kaidlyn's shrill whistle stopped the dog and called it back to her side. It snapped its jaws at us, miming an attack. She patted the dog's unsanitary head and rolled over, pulling the sheet up to her shoulder. As if we were no longer a concern. 
 
    “What do you want?” the woman in lavender said. The cat curled around her ankle. 
 
    “I'm a federal agent,” Andy said. 
 
    “This is a church. You have no jurisdiction here.” 
 
    “Kaidlyn,” Andy said. “Talk to me. It's Sarakas. Say something.” 
 
    She didn't move. The dog showed its teeth again.  
 
    “Kaid, are you okay?” he said. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    She snorted and didn’t reply.  
 
    “I’ve come to take you home.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving.” 
 
    “Not even for some of Zelda’s baking? Her maple pecan coffee cake is like heaven, don’t you remember?” 
 
    “Dude, I don’t know you. I don’t remember coffee cake. And you’re all too loud!” She pulled a pillow over her head. “Everyone go away, humans and hallucinations alike, or I’ll start tearing out throats.”  
 
    I gasped.  
 
    She chanted into the pillow, which half-muffled her gruff words. “Get out, get out, get out, get—” 
 
    I touched Andy’s arm. “She’s traumatized,” I whispered. “We should call someone. Backup or something.” 
 
    “I should have brought her coffee.” Andy squeezed my hand. “Vanessa, can you go to the nearest coffee shop and get the strongest, darkest brew you can find? She only takes it black, no cream and no sugar. Plus a glazed donut with chocolate icing. Please.” 
 
    Kaidlyn jolted. Her head snapped around like something from a horror flick. 
 
    “You’re my boy scout,” she said. “Brunch on Sundays.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Yeah.” 
 
    She wrung her hands. Literally. I'd never seen her do anything so nervously feminine before. The dog went to her side and bumped her elbow with its snout. The redhead flicked her parasol down and collapsed it in a quick, displeased gesture.  
 
    “This is my room.” She put her hands on her hips and tapped her fingers impatiently on her hipbones. She was amazingly skinny, but next to Kaidlyn she looked plump.  
 
    Andy didn't seem to know who the lady was, so he ignored her.  
 
    “Kaidlyn, can I come in?” 
 
    “Maybe we should give her space,” I said. The whole situation was unsafe. Kaidlyn touched the dog’s spine. Unsafe and dirty. 
 
    She tipped her chin. He removed his jacket and dropped it in the hall before he entered into the room. Maybe he was trying to show her how relaxed he was so she’d feel less threatened. Kaidlyn lifted her face as if smelling the air. I reflexively inhaled and caught a whiff of his cologne, aftershave, and beautiful organic body. A very heady, attractive mix. It roused memories which danced like mischief in her eyes. She pointed at him: “You owe me.” 
 
    Color washed from his face, replaced with guilt. 
 
    “Yeah?” He choked on the word. 
 
    “Yep. You lost our bet on the Cowboys and Cardinals game. Dead wrong, buddy. Fifty bucks and a brew.” 
 
    “Selective memory as always,” he said. “You were down a hundred from the Seahawks fiasco.” 
 
    She snorted. Squinted. “What day is it?” 
 
    “Thursday.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    She said it like it didn't mean anything to her, like that wasn't what she wanted to know. Dare we tell her how long she'd been gone? Watching her, I recognized the signs of severe confusion. She stared at him in an anxious, distrustful way. Like she suspected someone stole his body and created a puppet to trick her. Extreme paranoia. Either she was suffering a traumatic brain injury or a solid case of PTSD. Andy took another step and she stiffened.  
 
    He shoved his hand into his jean pockets and surveyed the room.  
 
    “Doesn’t seem like your normal hideaway. I’d expect more books and less lace. What’s with the debutante decor?” 
 
    “Stay on this side of me.” She waved her hand. “And stop moving around. Who sicced you on me? The Doc? Svetlana? Are you here in an official capacity, agent? Where have you been! And where are my guns? I want my guns. Director Santi sent you, didn't he? Or are you working with Hydenburg? Are you! And who is that with you? Why are you here, Sarakas? Why were you going to shoot my dog?” Her voice raised several decibels and climaxed at the end.  
 
    Andy lifted his hands and spoke in his lovely, choir voice.  
 
    “I didn't know she was your dog. She's a real sweetheart. What's her name?” 
 
    “Oh c'mon,” Kaidlyn said. “She's a wild, rabid bitch.” 
 
    He laughed. A hint of a smile toyed with her face. She patted the dog. 
 
    “Turn on the light, Sarakas. I can barely see you. No, don't come closer. Someone else turn on the light.” 
 
    The redhead clicked across the room in her classy shoes and flicked on the light. Kaidlyn squinted as if it was the glaring light of a thousand suns, and we were rewarded with a clearer image of her.  
 
    She'd lost thirty pounds. The firm line of every bone pressed against her skin. Her cheekbones reminded me to make my quarterly donation to the Starving Children of America charity. One of her eyes had completely clouded over, like she'd gone blind. Oh, God: her teeth! Broken and jagged...ew. Poor baby. Her blue button-down shirt fell off both shoulders, showing clusters of scars on her chest and throat. God, what had happened to her? 
 
    Andy paled. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “I'm tired. I don't want to fight.” 
 
    “Me neither, hun. Me neither,” he said.  
 
    I gathered my resolve and pushed my fear aside. This was the time for my counseling experience to come to the forefront. I needed to help her cope with the trauma of her situation. First, she needed to go to a hospital. I knew an EMT Kaidlyn had befriended. Maybe Liza could calm her. After Kaidlyn’s health was out of the danger zone, I knew an excellent doctor for rehabilitation. I’d recommend a counselor who worked primarily with post-combat military personnel. 
 
    Andy stepped closer. Kaidlyn grunted and tensed, about to take flight. 
 
    He gestured with open palms. “Do you mind if I come closer?” 
 
    When he asked permission, she didn't protest. The dog growled but quieted when Kaidlyn cleared her throat. 
 
    “She almost looks like Rufus,” he said. 
 
    The name didn’t spark recognition in her eyes. She sniffed at him.  
 
    “Kaid?” 
 
    She blinked. “How is Rufus?” 
 
    “Good,” Andy said. “He, Koko, and Tatka are fine.” 
 
    “They found Tatka?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, though I had the impression he didn't know she was missing. 
 
    “You smell...” she began. Frowned. Her cloudy eye closed and she squinted at us like a pirate. Her tongue knocked against the top of her mouth. She closed her other eye. “Smells...” 
 
    “Good, I hope,” he said. 
 
    She swayed. Then she blinked, analyzing and hesitating. She squinted at him. He stepped closer and crouched down a full meter away. She rose to her knees on the meager mattress and considered him in the new light. It gave me a chance to see more of her body.  
 
    “Oh. My. God,” I said, frozen stiff.  
 
    Round punctures as big as bottle caps covered her torso and legs, all scabbed over. The odd part was the pattern, like a grid. As if the wounds had been done slowly and deliberately.  
 
    “Kaidnlyn, what happened?” I said. 
 
    “Silver maiden,” she said. “Old idea, upgraded. Not so bad. The electricity was worse.” She leaned toward Andy and whispered, “I freakin’ hate electricity.” 
 
    Bile rose and I covered my mouth. Electroshock therapy? No wonder she was so confused. She’d been tortured until her mind broke.  
 
    He pointed at two differently round scars at her temple and jaw. “Sweetie? Have you been shot in your face?” 
 
    “Huh?” She reached up and touched the scars. “Oh, those. Yeah. No biggie.” 
 
    Oh, saints above. It all made so much sense; why Andy said doctors were unwelcome, why she was hiding in a church, and why the FBHS wanted her so badly.  
 
    Kaidlyn Durant was L-positive.  
 
    To make matters worse, Andy knew. Why else would he refuse an ambulance? He knew she was infected, and he didn't plan to do anything about it. Not the slightest hint that he might do his duty.  
 
    I began to hyperventilate. I was in a room with a lycanthrope! And a dog! What if Kaidlyn caught the disease from that very beast? Oh, heaven help me. I covered my mouth and backed away slowly. 
 
    The dog looked at me, interested in my retreat. Don't run, Vanessa, I scolded myself. Don't run. 
 
    “I need some air,” I said. “I’m going to give you some space.” 
 
    I eased out of the room, but no one noticed, only the dog. I tiptoed down the hall and pulled my cellphone from my purse. When I looked up, the ugly cat stood at the end of the hall and glowered.  
 
    I had to do it. Andy would forgive me over time. Someone needed to do what was right. She was dangerous and, left uncared for, she’d hurt someone.  
 
    Fingers trembling, throat tight, head full of resolve, I dialed the number. 
 
    “Mullen,” the man said. 
 
    “You said I should call if I learned where Kaidlyn Durant is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    “Can I hug you?” Andreas was on his knees, but so was I.  
 
    Should he hug me? Could I bear to let him? Should I? Yes. No. 
 
    “To the best of your knowledge, would you say that you are a mirage? Paradoxically, would a mirage know if it was an illusion, or would it consider itself real?” 
 
    “Kaidlyn, I'm fairly certain we're both real and you need a hug. More importantly, I need a hug. I am all out of sorts. Do me a favor, huh?” 
 
    “Dang it, Sarakas.” I clenched my fists so tightly they threatened to break. I might want a hug, but at the same time I wanted to slap him for being so close. This wouldn't end well.  
 
    He was human. I wasn't. He was an agent. I was something he should kill. Why did he want to drag me back into the mess? How dare he? Maybe it would be better if he was a hallucination that couldn’t hurt me. 
 
    His big blue eyes swelled with pending tears. Damn. Fine. A hug wouldn't be fatal. Maybe. 
 
    I tipped my chin macho-style, faking bravado. He smoothly, carefully closed the distance. His arms went slowly and comfortably around me. My legs cramped with a mixture of fear and intimacy.  
 
    As soon as he linked his arms around me, I broke down. Sobbed like a baby. Great choking heaves of air rampaged from my chest. Dog started to whine. Gingerlocks clutched a parasol and looked absolutely petrified. Sarakas rubbed my back and trembled, and I couldn't look directly into his eyes. 
 
    I resented him a bit. He had a perfect life, a golden heart, and an amazing girlfriend. Meanwhile, I got wired to an electric chair, tossed in an iron maiden, battered, starved, and assaulted by madmen who hated the core of me. I pushed him away. Wiped my face on the blanket and threw it aside. Turned my back on him and sank into the pillow. 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    “Go away?” A span of silence followed. Then he bellowed, “Fuck you, Kaid! Fuck you! Do you know how worried we were? I haven't been sleeping, I've been so scared. Obsessed, even. I knew, I just knew you weren't dead, and everyone told me to give up. But I couldn't. I didn't. I kept looking for you. Now I find you, holed up and comfortable, telling me to go away? Goddamn you, and hell no. I'm not leaving.” 
 
    I covered my head with the pillow and shut my eyes. Dog started barking again, yelling at Sarakas who was yelling at me. The noise was simply overwhelming. A howl twisted and keened out of my chest. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Sarakas said. “Alright. Calm down. Let’s take you home. You can rest, bathe, and recuperate. You'll have your own bed, books, and your blessed coffee pot. We'll keep you safe at home. You don't want to stay here. It's a church, hun. A church. Come on, now. You're the loudest atheist I know. This isn't where you want to be.” 
 
    Sounded like he was telling me what I wanted.  
 
    Made sense though. I kinda did want to go home, except everyone knew where that was and would come get me. Plus, I really didn't want to go outside. 
 
    He tried a different tactic. “Your father will want to know you're alive.” 
 
    I grunted. A million people could deliver the message. No reason for me to go outside. Hell, I couldn’t even remember if my dad was alive. Or where he was. Or if he’d actually give a damn.  
 
    Confusion swallowed my brain. I clutched my skull. Everything was so much easier before people came. 
 
    “I'll sit here until you're ready to listen,” he promised. Or was that a threat? I couldn't tell. His fragrance was male and meaty like a hearty beast. Well fed, healthy, just this side of dangerous. A few chemicals added layers: deodorant, the masculine potpourri of aftershave, a warm test-tube scent, and gun oil. 
 
    I pinched myself. 
 
    A federal agent sat near me with a loaded weapon. When shit got heavy, he’d kicked me off his team. What's to say he hadn’t come to soften me up and bring me in for more electroshock? Except if that was the case, wouldn't backup have burst into the room right already? I waited. He waited. Nothing happened. I could hear his breathing, feel the storm inside his chest, and smell his familiar gut-wrenching scent. 
 
    “This is my room,” Gingerlocks said. “I certainly didn't invite everyone to come here. What's the point of a safe place if we can't keep people out?” 
 
    That made sense too. No one should be here except for me. Me, Dog, and my vampire. The gremlin and humans had to go. The former was annoying, and the latter were dangerous. 
 
    Sarakas settled his hand on my shoulder. A tremor surged through me. A war began between the revulsion of being touched and a spark of longing. We used to be best friends. Partners. Trusted each other.  
 
    We had history.  
 
    But he planned to take me out there. Didn't he know how insane that was? Who the hell wants to live in his world? His hand bled heat into me. Distracting. 
 
    His girlfriend came back. She was distracting, too. Especially when Dog barked and snarled. Sarakas stood up to comfort the frightened Vanessa. She was scared? What did she have to be afraid of? Everything was perfect for her! She wasn't ruined and pitiful. 
 
    The door opened and a familiar, maniac scent rolled over me. I jolted upright. 
 
    “Hello, Sarakas.” A pleasant grin lit Mullen’s face. “Hello, Durant.” 
 
    Then he shot me. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    Sarakas lunged, either at me or the bullet. Thankfully, he missed both. Humans were so slow. The bullet tore into my gut, plunk, right at my belly button and exploded inside me like a small bomb. Boom. I couldn't breathe. Agony erupted from the silver bullet like forest fire. I hugged my stomach and curled up, twitching. Feral torment scraped through my body. Goddamn Mullen. 
 
    Mullen said, “Shed, bitch.”  
 
    He sounded sensual, like we were role-playing in the bedroom. Like he'd had a fantasy or two about this. 
 
    He squeezed off a second shot before Sarakas tackled him. The bullet tagged my hip and shattered into my gut. I grit my gnarly teeth against the roving pain, but a scream poured out. 
 
    I couldn't shed. The mutt didn't give a damn about me anymore. We’d drowned the bitch in a silver-lined lake of fear. Now, Mullen gave us more silver, and I hadn’t the slightest bit of magic to spare. I screamed, partly in rage but mostly in tremendous, hateful anguish. 
 
    Sarakas tackled Mullen. Vanessa screamed. I clutched my belly as the pain rolled over me. I sank into it. Rocked on its waves. It wasn't so bad, considering. The blood seeping through my fingers smelled awful. Pink intestinal fluid leaked out. It was not a good sign. I didn't care about the drama in the room. I wanted the pain to stop.  
 
    Two men pounded on each other in a messy flurry of professional, violent rage. Dog lunged and latched its teeth with remarkable aim onto Mullen's forearm. He yelped as Dog dragged him back several meters.  
 
    Pit bulls can pull thirty times their weight, I thought.  
 
    Darker clouds gathered around my vision.  
 
    The vampire waved her parasol like she was in a fencing match, then she drew back and whacked Mullen while he wrestled with Dog. I laughed. What a firecracker. Vanessa shrieked and fumbled with her phone, presumably to dial 911. The orange cat barreled into her wrist, and the phone flew. 
 
    Mullen's weapon lay demurely beside the mattress. A big, gleaming macho piece, Desert Eagle, .50. He killed badass monsters. What else would he carry but half a bazooka? I kind of liked it. Thought maybe I deserved to have it for all my trouble.  
 
    I hoisted the heavy gun in his direction. Mullen stopped trying to beat my dog over the head, grabbed its throat, and slammed it to the floor. I’d shoot him, but I was too shaky to aim. 
 
    “Mullen.” My one-eyed vision was fading, and I was equally likely to shoot Dog by accident. He released the hound. 
 
    “I know what you are,” he said. “How the hell are you keeping that to yourself?” 
 
    “What, you never been wrong before?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    Gingerlocks stabbed him with the tip of her umbrella.  
 
    “Ow,” he complained. 
 
    “Mine, mine, mine.” She was red in the face and angrier than I'd ever seen her. She swatted at him. He ducked and snatched the parasol. She stomped her feet, spitting mad, and began throwing things at him: shoes, hats, silverware. Sarakas pulled himself together, holding a busted nose. Broken skin over his eyebrow leaked blood down his face. I glared at the shooter. 
 
    “Mullen, how the hell did you find me?”  
 
    Vanessa cleared her throat, standing beside the vampire and looking guiltier than sin. “I told him. Someone needed to call for help.” 
 
    Dumbfounded, I stared. I hadn't expected that. She didn't care enough about me to turn traitor. I wasn't even mad. Someone else was, though. 
 
    With a screech, Gingerlocks spun and bit Vanessa. Chomp. Right at the base of her neck. Sarakas ran at them, shouting, and tried to pull the vampire off his girlfriend. Mullen dodged for the door. I shot at him and missed.  
 
    I was woozy and it wasn't my gun, okay? 
 
    Sarakas pried off the vampire and threw her. She collapsed in a beatific pile. Vanessa wept hysterically. I understood; vampires were creepy. On the other hand, it was kind of annoying. Especially because I was oozing stuff which wasn't supposed to be leaking.  
 
    Vanessa’s throat bled and smelled delicious. Would serve her right if I ate her. 
 
    “I have to get her to the hospital,” Sarakas said. “What about you?” 
 
    “Not for me, thanks.” Images of needles and electrodes danced in my head. 
 
    “You'll heal from this?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, sure. No problem. Piece of cake.” 
 
    He swept Vanessa into his arms and ran down the stairs. 
 
    I was totally going to die. Probably for the best. Dog sniffed my wound and it didn't look good to her, either. Gremlin rubbed his hands together like he was making plans for my body parts. 
 
    “Goddamn vermin.” 
 
    He winked.  
 
    “Oh!” Gingerlocks gathered me into her lap. “What good is a broken wolf?” 
 
    Great question. I absolutely agreed and simultaneously didn't give a damn. I closed my eyes and hoped for final rest.  
 
    Whap!  
 
    She slapped my cheek with her glove. A glove? Absurd! I glared. 
 
    “Keep at it, wench, and I might go for one last meal.” 
 
    “I'm hoping so.” She offered me her genteel wrist. 
 
    “Uh, no. Vampire virus is off the menu. Did you notice how chilly it's become in here?”  
 
    “One can't be too self-righteous on one's death bed. You'll hardly get contaminated. In fact, you might find yourself elevated.” 
 
    “Oh, because you're so much better than me?” 
 
    “Listen, you mongrel, this is a generous offer!” 
 
    “Don't put yourself out. And what if I decide to eat more than your arm?” 
 
    “Arm? I'm offering blood, not a limb. Don't be greedy.” 
 
    Vampire blood? Tasty, yummy blood scented of holiness and pure gardens and fresh berries, spiced with ginger and cardamom. Hell, I'd been dreaming about eating her anyway, why not have a taste? I glanced at the gremlin. He gave a thumbs up.  
 
    I gently clamped my ragged teeth over her wrist. She tasted...white. What a horrible thing: pure, unadulterated cleanliness. Untouched. Virginal. I didn't want to bite her. Besides, I was tired. Maybe a nap first.  
 
    She sawed her wrist over my teeth to break the skin. 
 
    It didn't make sense. Why did she keep me? What good was a broken wolf? 
 
    Her blood trickled into my mouth. Magic and nature tangled into a healing nectar. A revolting, beguiling mixture of heady rapture and thick vitality. A growl of pleasure shuddered through me. Mysterious warmth twittered around the wounds. My toes curled with delight. If a mere taste was so euphoric, what joy consuming her would bring! The slow trickle nurtured me throughout, but the wolf didn't rouse. Even the temptation of blood and meat didn't stir the beast. Broken, indeed. 
 
    I tasted something golden in her. Gilded, old, and oddly irritating. 
 
    The pendulum-swing from pain to rapture left me dizzy and breathless. My nerves overloaded and I passed out.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    Andy whizzed through traffic like a maniac, and I urged him to hurry. The bite offered a dull ache accompanied by occasional sharp twinges. The torrent of blood scared me the most. Made me feel small and mortal. I'd never had any major surgeries or injuries and never broken a bone. Never needed stitches.  
 
    Watching my blouse flood with red struck a panicky chord.  
 
    “You'll be okay, baby.” Andy didn't slow down though. “You'll be fine. It's a small bite and not that deep.” 
 
    “The blood!” 
 
    “Vampire teeth are exceptionally sharp. It's bleeding more than it deserves, I promise you. Put firm pressure on it. You'll be fine, luv.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?”  
 
    “It was angry. Vampires are very emotional.” His voice cracked. He was emotional. Scared. He loved me, and the knowledge reassured me. Everything was going to be okay. 
 
    Lord, it was a lot of blood. 
 
    The scarf I held to the wound was overrun. 
 
    “Pay attention to me, Vanessa. Don't worry about anything. Imagine we're going to eat at the pasta place. Think about what you'd order for dinner. Our special tonight is lobster ravioli with five cheese marinara sauce. Would you like to read the wine list? Unlimited garlic bread?” 
 
    It actually did sound good. I was starving. Hungry enough to eat useless, figure-sabotaging carbs. He squeezed my hand, tore into the hospital emergency zone, and shuttled me from the truck before I even realized he’d parked.  
 
    “Bite victim!” he shouted.  
 
    Medical personnel backed away. “Hazmat kits! Masks! Contact Q-ward!” 
 
    “Vampire bite victim,” Andy said. 
 
    “Thank goodness.”  
 
    I received the star treatment. Nurses helped me onto a plush bed, checked my pulse, offered me fruit juice, and wheeled me to a room where I could be fitted with the appropriate donor tags and an IV solution. 
 
    “Oh, this is nothing,” the doctor said. “A love bite. A nip. You’re obviously much appreciated. How long have you been Devoted?” 
 
    “I'm not.” 
 
    “She's not, and she won't be,” Andy said. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” the doctor said. “I'm just—” 
 
    “Don't.” My beautiful, protective boyfriend crossed his thick arms. “I want a doctor who isn't Devoted. Right now.” 
 
    “Look, there's no reason to be inhospitable.” 
 
    “Get the hell out!” 
 
    “Andy, language,” I said. “They've all been so nice.” 
 
    The doctor escaped, afraid of my enraged boyfriend with a bruised and bloodied face. I clasped Andy’s warm, hard hand. They didn't offer me pain meds, spouting something about “rapture” from the bite. I didn't mind. It didn't hurt anymore. I felt calm and hungry. Unlimited garlic bread sounded wonderful. Garlic to chase off vampires, maybe! I chuckled. 
 
    “Vampires and werewolves all in one day,” I said. 
 
    Andy stiffened. 
 
    “She's infected, isn't she? Kaidlyn is L-positive.” 
 
    “Relax, sweetheart. Everything will be okay. The doc knows how to handle stuff like this. It's a routine bite, really. Don't worry about anything.” 
 
    “How can you defend her? How can you protect a monster?” 
 
    “She's not a monster, Vanessa. She's my friend.” 
 
    Friend. Sure. I considered what she’d survived: a manhunt, electroshock, numerous punctures, and bullet wounds. She wasn’t human. It wasn’t natural. She was a demon, plain and simple. She should be eliminated before she hurts someone else. Mullen should have placed his initial shot more carefully. If he hadn't missed the wolf’s heart, the vampire wouldn't have bit me.  
 
    The vampire wasn’t to blame. She had taken pity on a wretched, diseased individual who came to the church for help. Kaidlyn’s chaos had done this to me. 
 
    The room spun. Bland décor blurred. I seized the thin sheets in my fists and tried to anchor myself before the world wrenched away and cast me into an abyss. I passed out.  
 
    I'd never been admitted to a hospital before. 
 
    “And hopefully you'll never have to be admitted again,” Andy said. I must have spoken aloud.  
 
    “It’s starting to hurt,” I whined. “A lot.” 
 
    “I’ll get the doctor.” 
 
    “I’m…nauseated. Dizzy. Oh, God.” I was going to vomit. He anticipated the need and grabbed a wastebasket. Mortified and urgent, I puked in front of the man I loved. My cheeks burned and gut heaved.  
 
    “Settle back.” He put the rank basket aside and offering me water. “Rest. I’ll get the doctor.” 
 
    I fell into soft pillows and was asleep before help arrived. 
 
    I roused from a chilly, calm slumber with a fat blanket of fatigue and drugs weighing me down. Andy sat bedside in a red shirt advertising a sports team. His crisp blue eyes filled with warmth when he looked at me.  
 
    I had the best boyfriend ever. He was all mine. He smelled delicious. I loved every black coiled hair on his head. I reached across the hospital bed. He took my hand in his amazingly hot palms. His heat licked my skin like tongues of fire. I moaned softly. 
 
    “Are you in pain?” he said. 
 
    “No.” Astonishingly, that was true. I could barely feel the bite. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good. Would you like some juice?” 
 
    Ever attentive. That's the way life should be. Him, me, together. Taking care of each other. 
 
    “You're wonderful,” I said. 
 
    He smiled. Charismatic flecks of silverish blue turned his eyes into a magic kaleidoscope. “I get that all the time.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    “It's because I'm so ruggedly handsome.” 
 
    “And you have a cute butt.” 
 
    “A cute butt? Really?” He chuckled. “My girlfriend has a butt fetish. What else are you hiding? Tell me it involves stockings and garters.” 
 
    “Oh, sure. I’m barely conscious and you're looking to get romantic.” 
 
    “You're the one who started talking about my butt.”  
 
    I chuckled. “Can't deny it. But I thought you disliked elaborate lingerie.” 
 
    “It’s true. I prefer your beauty au naturale. Seriously, how are you feeling?” 
 
    “Mmmm…hungry.” 
 
    “Want to try solid food?” 
 
    “Let's start with juice.” What a sight I must be. I patted my hair, wishing I had a shower and a flat iron. Andy touched my face. His heat exploded in me. 
 
    “You're beautiful,” he said. 
 
    “Are you running a fever?” 
 
    “Don't do that. I'm not delirious. You're lovely.” 
 
    “No, really, your skin feels so hot.” 
 
    He smiled. “Well, thank you.” 
 
    Smiling, I shook my head. “Juice, lover boy.” 
 
    He dropped a soft, warm kiss on my forehead. “Coming right up.” 
 
    As he left, a nurse came in and eyed his fantastic derriere. 
 
    “That's mine,” I said. 
 
    “I was just—”  
 
    “Mine.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Do you mind if I check your blood pressure?” 
 
    “I don't care what you do, but keep your hands and eyes off my boyfriend.” 
 
    Oh, heaven. I'd never behaved so outlandishly before. Downright possessive, even! I blamed the stress. I settled back into the bed and tried to ignore how agitated the nurse's lecherous glance had made me. Andy was a stunning man. Every woman should look at him that way. Many did. This was simply the first time it made me furious.  
 
    Not only was I prettier than the nurse, but my outburst had put her firmly in her place. She did her business and passed my charts off to the young doctor. He looked of an age to be fresh from med school, but his gnarly demeanor bespoke a wealth of experience.  
 
    “Well, your pulse is a little slow, but nothing to worry about.” He glanced at me and did a double take. My smile struck him dumb. A moment later, he grinned like a fool. 
 
    “What's the word, doctor? Will I live?” I half-teased. He hesitated then tried to recover professional decorum. 
 
    “Absolutely. Will live. Uh, keep introducing fluids into your system and stick to wholesome foods. I can suggest some medication for the pain. I’d like to keep going with the antibiotics, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “I feel quite vivacious.”  
 
    “Well, you certainly look…” His eyes drifted, scouring my face and chest. He cleared his throat. “Vivacious.” 
 
    “Probably because I've had such wonderful care here. After I'm released, I expect I can look forward to some sort of follow up?” 
 
    He stared at my eyelashes. “Yeah. Follow up.” 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    An unbelievable rush of confidence and power thrust through me, spicing my veins and heating my cheeks. Wow. Those were some drugs. I didn't feel guilty about flirting with the doctor. Andy was a good boyfriend. He didn't have anything to worry about. He returned with orange juice. Reluctantly, the doctor left. 
 
    I took the plastic cup and straw. With a few draws, I suckled down the entire cup. It buzzed through me like a shot of brandy. Wow. 
 
    Andy yawned. His mouth stretched wide and he squinted, looking absolutely adorable. I giggled. “Tired?” 
 
    “Impossibly.” He blinked, struggling to keep his eyes open. 
 
    I patted the mattress. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he said. “I mean, there won’t be much room left—” 
 
    “Get your cute ass in this bed, mister.”  
 
    “And here we are, talking about my butt again.”  
 
    I winked. He swung his hips onto the bed and laid on his side, stretching his tall body lengthwise while sparing me as much room as possible. He was so cautious with me, so careful, like I was the most precious thing on the planet. Little did he know, that honorary title belonged to him. His gemlike blue eyes stared at me.  
 
    “Hi,” I said. 
 
    “Hi.” He grinned. 
 
    “Told you there’d be room.” 
 
    “Because you’re skin and bones, hun.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it. You know what I think?”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’ve had a long night and a long couple of months.” 
 
    “We have indeed.” He reached out, fingers brushing hair from my temple. “You are the most patient, beautiful, understanding girlfriend in the world. And that’s why you’re going to be the perfect mother someday. And I am so very, utterly in love with you.”  
 
    Warmth wedded with panic and struck my bloodstream. A mother? Me? I’d never really considered the possibility. Not without being married, I mean.  
 
    “Andy,” I said, trying to chastise him. His dreamy tone was full speed ahead into fantasy land. It thrilled me and filled me with a dangerous trepidation. I never wanted his smile to end. 
 
    I took Andy's hand, and he drew my fingers to his lips to pepper me with kisses. He was mine, all mine.  
 
    “I can’t wait to take you home,” he said. “To sleep in our own bed.” 
 
    “Sounds delightful. I’m ready to get out of here. I’ll need clothing, though. Can you bring me something clean? I have a white dress fresh from the dry cleaner. It should be foremost in the closet.” 
 
    “Absolutely, sweet. When shall I come back for you?” 
 
    “As soon as possible.” 
 
    “About the vampire who bit you; I think we should prosecute. It was assault, clear and simple.” 
 
    “No, I was in her territory, threatening her things. I understand why she did it. If anyone stormed into my house and threatened me, I’d be upset as well.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You've got a wonderful heart. Just another reason why I love you.” 
 
    He kissed me softly. I opened my lips to let him gently inside. An open-mouthed kiss, which I didn't like to do in public, sent a charge through him that had him clutching my face while tingles shot to my toes. Wow. He broke away, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Love you,” he said. 
 
    Of course you do.  
 
    “I love you, too,” I whispered, and watched him go. 
 
    I slumbered until my phone chimed on the bedside table. It was Dr. Clark. Probably bad news about mother. Reluctantly, I answered. “Hello.” 
 
    “Ms. Blythe, it’s Dr. Clark. I'm calling because your mother has accepted the euthotab, but she hasn't succumbed.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I'm sorry, I thought you were aware. She requested the euthotab to end her suffering. Despite the introduction of the peace drug into her system, she hasn't exhibited any signs of heading toward a final resolution.” 
 
    “My mother is an expert at vomiting. After experiencing the drama of requesting a euthotab, she probably spat it back up.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How do you think she's stayed so skinny all these years?”  
 
    “Why would she ask for the expensive pill if she didn’t plan to use it?” 
 
    “She's manipulative. Who authorized the solution, anyway? I have power of attorney, doctor, and I certainly didn't sign off on a suicide pill.” 
 
    “Ah, well, she's lucid you see, so we didn't think—” 
 
    “You didn't think that a sad old lady would try to play games for the purpose of generating sympathy? My mother controls people through their softness, doctor. You've been had.” 
 
    “Well, I say—” 
 
    “Don't. Don't say anything. Is she still in the same room?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I'll be there in a moment.” 
 
    I hung up on him. Usually, I wouldn't be so rude, but the circumstance peeved me. I slipped into a robe Andy had left bedside because he knew the paper-thin hospital gown would embarrass me. I cinched the robe around my waist, thinking I looked very slender and fit. I walked down to the elevator. Several people smiled and gazed admiringly as I passed, giving me an extra boost of confidence. 
 
    I sauntered into my mother's room and pulled up a chair. 
 
    “You look revitalized, dear,” she said. “Fresh from the spa, are you?” 
 
    “Thank you.” On the other hand, she looked older than normal. I never noticed how worm-like she was. 
 
    “I see you finally took my advice about Botox.”  
 
    “Oh, do shut up, mother.”  
 
    “What? How dare—” 
 
    “Don't even start. How dare you? We talked about the euthotab, didn't we? Remember that conversation, when you were whining and being pathetic and I told you no? No means no. You are not authorized to kill yourself, even if you somehow get the balls. You're certainly not authorized to go fishing for pity with something as serious as suicide. You're my mother. Mine. And I sure as hell won't put up with this any longer. I have power of attorney, and I'll tell you when you can die, understand?” 
 
    “I have the right to decide what I want for my life.”  
 
    “Not anymore. You've abused the privilege. For years, your poisonous behavior has incurred suffering in everyone around you. You're my mother, and I love you, but this has to stop. Next time you ask for something as serious as a euthotab, I'll make sure you get it. No fakes, no spit-ups, no mistakes. Next time, you'll die. Understand?” 
 
    “How could you be so cruel?” 
 
    “I learn from the best, mother dear.” I took her clammy hand and laid a kiss on it. She trembled once, from fear I believe, and it felt amazing. My mother had never been intimidated by me before. I left the room and breathed the powder-sweet hospital air. It was a brand new world, and I felt amazingly…rejuvenated. 
 
    I was also starving. 
 
    I returned to my room and ordered food from the cafeteria. Since vampire tributes were treated with overwhelming respect, I quickly received everything I wanted. After my ordeal, it was nice to experience compassion. 
 
    Andy had left his jacket on the chair. I lifted the garment to my face and inhaled his luscious male odor. What a man! Sexy. Strong. Practically edible. I had the best boyfriend ever. Recalling how the nurse and other women looked at him, my spine stiffened. Andy belonged to me, and I wouldn't allow anyone else to lead him astray. As a woman, I had to protect what was mine. 
 
    The jacket began to vibrate, and his phone chirped. I dug through the pockets and pulled out the squalling phone. Koko was calling. I couldn't imagine what Andy would want to say to the deserter. I'd be doing him a favor by removing negative influences from his life. 
 
    Now that Kaidlyn was safe and taken care of, I intended to monopolize his time to make up for the months he'd been emotionally and physically absent. I turned his phone off and tucked it into my robe. He wouldn't be needing it for a while. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    “She isn't healing, papa,” the vampire whined. I could hear the pout on her face. It was adorable but I hated it, mostly because it was absolutely adorable. She smelled like spices and fresh fruit. 
 
    “That happens to be mine,” came a familiar voice. “Regardless of how she ended up here, she's mine. I found her.” 
 
    “I found her. She's mine. That's why she's here,” Gingerlocks insisted. 
 
    “Not nobody's,” I grumbled, suffering a horrible case of cramps. 
 
    “Oh, I don't believe anyone asked you, missy,” the male said.  
 
    I knew that annoying tone. I roused myself and opened my eyes. The golden vampire, Sigurd, stood with his hands on his hips. 
 
    “Golly, do I ever hate you,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, like that matters! Come now, clean yourself, get rid of this dog, and let's go. I'm giving you as a gift, don't you know, and the belated giving of you has caused me enough grief.” His hair was gold spun by Rumpelstiltskin, his scent like old world ginger and seething blood. I saw the two of them together and realized what I should have guessed ages ago. 
 
    “You made her,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, she's mine.” He looked more like an agitated warden than proud father. 
 
    “She's pretty. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you. I take pride in my work.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Look, my gut hurts. Can you two argue somewhere else?” 
 
    “Your belly hurts because the silly nitwit here doesn't know how to remove bullets. She’s always had a distaste for blood.” 
 
    “Papa!” She averted her eyes and shuffled her feet. I didn't know whether to laugh or faint. 
 
    Unreal. Two vampires in one room spelled Trouble with a homicidal T.  
 
    My cover was completely blown. Everyone knew where I was. Mullen knew where I was, and he had bigger guns at home. He'd be back, and I wasn’t ready. I'd rather take the boogeyman and Lucifer in a threesome than go another round with Mullen. It was time for me and Dog to leave. 
 
    Unfortunately, two vampires were fighting over my bill of sale. 
 
    “Looks like you have family business to resolve. If you want to settle your dispute in peace, I can go downstairs and pull out the bullets. No one wants a shoddy gift or a broken wolf, right? Let me clean myself up, and then I'll be ready for whatever comes next.” 
 
    “Finally, a female capable of seeing reason,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “Oh yeah, seein' it crystal clear.” I grunted and heaved myself upright.  
 
    Dizziness hit me. Hunger, too. Mostly, I wanted out. Once again, I was about to go on the run, and I didn't have pants. I staggered and made it to the door. A musky scent caught me off guard. I snorted. Something was outside.  
 
    Dog erupted in a cacophony of noise, and I didn’t shush her.  
 
    A dark skinned creature threw open the door and stood in my way, hair in long neat braids, wearing an impressive white suit. His dead eyes looked past me and bored into Sigurd. Revulsion skittered up my spine. 
 
    “You have something of mine,” the black vampire said. 
 
    Sigurd preened. “I do.” 
 
    For once, I didn't think anyone was talking about me. 
 
    The new vampire said, “I shall have it back.” 
 
    Sigurd cracked a shit-eating grin. “I doubt that.” 
 
    “I'll find it. Wait and see.” The stranger left without another word or glance. 
 
    I whispered, “What do you have that’s his?” 
 
    “It's mine,” Sigurd said. “Mine, mine!” 
 
    “Fine. Where is it?” 
 
    “Don't know.” 
 
    “How can you have something if you don't know where it is?” 
 
    “A possession doesn't always have to be in your possession,” he said. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Yeah, it does.” 
 
    He snorted again. Aristocratic snob. 
 
    I hooked a thumb. “I'm leaving.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “Brush your hair,” Gingerlocks said. 
 
    “Yeah. Totally. I'll find some barrettes and shit. Maybe a ribbon or two.” My legs might make it to the street before my guts burst. I turned to wave goodbye and saw a glint on the mattress. I back-tracked for Mullen’s handgun. 
 
    “Protection. Never know who's in the confessional,” I said.  
 
    Dog and I walked out, leaving them to vampire business. My gut was distended and oozing. Internal bleeding. Silver rounds in my innards. Yeah, I was in trouble. If I could shed, this wouldn't be anything. A scratch. A pimple. Unfortunately, there was no shedding, only finding a quiet place to die. 
 
    A quiet place. Like a garden. A warm, fragrant garden with blossoms and herbs, rich dirt and ripe fruit, heady yeast and sharp cooking scents, an incense of witchcraft and familiarity. A place that had a porch I could crawl under for shade and a ceramic fountain like a hidden oasis in the decorative flower bed. 
 
    However, there was the issue of finding pants and concealing a big gun. 
 
    I grabbed a robe from the altar boys' closet. It reeked of puberty and altar blood. The yards of fabric covered my legs. The oversized hood sheltered my head. Mullen's gun, now mine, fit into a pocket.  
 
    With a wink to Dog, we set out. The gremlin proceeded us with its feline tail upright. Its cheerful gait was annoying. Like the bastard knew exactly where I was going.  
 
    It was early, at least two hours before dawn. Sprinklers ran and water trickled into the street. We walked and walked as the horizon brightened. Pain floated around. Fluid sloshed in my body. The gun was heavy. My bones were dense and hard to move. Dog nipped at my flank now and then to keep me moving. She was a sweetheart. Gremlin paused to twitch its tail and stick out its tongue or give me a thumbs up based on my pace. What a weird procession. 
 
    We walked for hours, sticking to the back streets, avoiding cameras, following the canal. We came to a tall metal gate. I grimaced. Even if I could hop it, which I couldn't, Dog would never make it over. Gremlin jumped up, caught the latch with his agile thumb, pulled himself up so he could look through the keyhole…and disappeared. Into thin air. Tricky little bastard, leaving us to rot in the sun. 
 
    The gate swung open. Gremlin lost the thumbs and once again resembled a natural-born cat. He twitched his whiskers and led us on. 
 
    We approached our destination from the untraveled side where fences and orange trees obstructed street cameras and Homeland Security drones. Straight ahead, an unused tire swing swayed beneath an out-of-place willow tree.  
 
    If I live, I'm going to use that swing, I promised.  
 
    Unlikely. I didn't have the energy or time.  
 
    Inhaling the promise of pleasant baking, luscious flowers, and morning mist from the sprinklers, I heaved myself up the steps onto a jungle of a porch. Plants were everywhere, so exotic and abundant I felt transported to the Amazon. With a heavy hand, I knocked on the door. Heard cheerful footsteps. Noticed she didn't lock the door, dagnabbit. After all the times I'd nagged! 
 
    The door swung open to reveal the most marvelous person on the planet. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Zelda screeched like a girl and hugged me fiercely to her bosom. Hard to believe I was standing there, finally, home again. Almost. The numbness of shock cradled me. Her house resembled an enchanted cottage in the woods and smelled of sweet confections. This was a fine place to die. Pity it would put her off her breakfast. 
 
    “Come in, come in.” She ushered me off the street and away from any prying eyes. Once inside, I pushed back the hood. She flinched at the sight and pretended the twitch never happened. Bless her heart.  
 
    Felines darted everywhere. I had to wonder how many cats were real and how many were like the cat-monkey. 
 
    “Gremlins, huh?” I said.  
 
    “Don't act ssso sssurprised,” the creature said in a swift, hissing voice. I started. Zelda smiled coyly. 
 
    “Witches are allowed a few secrets,” she said. 
 
    “Sure.” I glared suspiciously at the eloquent gremlin. I’d adopted a way of tilting my head to better utilize my good eye, and the cocky asshole imitated the precise angle at which I tipped my skull. 
 
    “Who's this?” Zelda said. Dog hunkered at the door, head down, submissive and waiting for permission to enter cat territory. 
 
    “Dog,” I said. 
 
    “Sweetie, you need to work on that. Come in, puppy. Come on. Let's get some food in the both of you.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm not hungry, Zelda. Do you think you might watch after Dog while I lie in the garden? Smells so nice out there.” Plus, I was dizzy like a motherfucker. 
 
    She froze. “No food?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “Not hungry?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Not even for cherry turnovers? Bacon omelets? Mint chocolate cookies?” 
 
    “I couldn't eat an ounce.” 
 
    She darted to the phone, picked it up, and pounded in a number. An anxious, firm finger pointed at me. “Don't go anywhere!” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Sheesh.”  
 
    I settled down on a particularly plump couch cushion. It was so comfortable, and I was so tired. The house smelled like Zelda. Cats, too, but I could tolerate that for the grandmother-cottage perfume. Dog laid her chin on my knee. The world swirled with putrid colors and scents, and I passed into darkness. 
 
    “Gut rot,” someone said, prodding my engorged belly. Either I couldn't open my eyes or my vision had worsened. I could only listen as a Russian accent said, “We'll have to drain it.” 
 
    “And then she'll heal?” 
 
    “No, it will continue to rot. It's a horrible, miserable way to die. Slowly.” 
 
    “What can we do?” 
 
    “She needs to shed. Otherwise, she'll probably suffer for a long time and eventually die. Tragically, she is resistant to her wolf. Her body’s not shaking morphine like it should.” Her deep, feminine voice held a weird mixture of power and helplessness. 
 
    “Can you rekindle the magic? Should I get my herb box?”  
 
    Sweet, sweet Zelda. Take care of Dog.  
 
    Someone laughed throatily: Svetlana. 
 
    “If this pain hasn't induced a shed, I'm not going to be able to tear anything out of her. Get towels and a wash pan, please. Vanya, bring me a fillet knife.” 
 
    Didn't sound good. 
 
    Items were produced, and two grabbed my hands: an elderly lady on one side, a child—Vanya—on the other. Weird circle of life. Svetlana stabbed me. My body halved itself, hinging reflexively. Someone else came to hold me down while the bitch carved me up.  
 
    The knife burned me throughout. A flush of wetness dripped down me, and the fetid mixture stunk like mass graves in a swamp. Pressure drained out of me. Bullet fragments tinged as she dug them up and tossed them aside. 
 
    “Lucy, load up the vans and meet us on the ridge. I want everyone who can manage a quickie.” 
 
    That surely wasn't what it sounded like. No way was this going to be fun. Honestly, I didn't care what they did or didn't do. They'd already caused too much ruckus and pain, and I wanted it to stop. Unfortunately, I couldn’t move. I felt etherized on a table. 
 
    “Kliment, carry her to the van,” Svetlana said. The strong hands holding me down had belonged to Kliment, the good twin. Of course. He was her right-hand mutt. His punk brother, Vadik, must be close by. 
 
    “What can I do?” Zelda said. 
 
    Take care of Dog. 
 
    “Start baking,” Svetlana said. “She'll be starving when she returns.” 
 
    It was mean to give the old woman false hope.  
 
    I was too tired to open my eyes and didn’t care. They carried me out and stowed me in a vehicle. 
 
    Dog went crazy. They discussed what to do with her, whether or not it was safe to leave her with Zelda. Finally, they put Dog in the van. She hunkered by my shoulder and we drove away. I hurt everywhere and nowhere at once. I began to forget pieces of my body. Couldn't distinguish my elbow from my toe. Like the whole mass had fallen asleep.  
 
    Physical agony and fear had become the only constants in my life, but for a moment I felt nothing. It was an odd sensation to be spiritually and physically numb.  
 
    Wolves moved around, but no one touched me. Maybe they couldn't be bothered to. Maybe they didn't dare. Dog laid her head across my throat and huffed in her sleep. The gentle rumble of travel eased me into a pain-addled slumber. 
 
    Woke to a jab. 
 
    “A touch of adrenaline,” Svetlana said. “A chemical kiss to wake the slumbering beast.” 
 
    Yeeeeow! Good morning, America! My racing heart nearly tore apart. 
 
    It didn't work, though. If fear, pain, or adrenaline could rouse the beast, it would have stirred already. The potent drug blasted through my body like a quick-burning fire and left nothing of interest behind. The effort was in vain. I didn't want or need the wolf, and she didn't want or need me. We stood at opposite corners of my reality and refused to have anything to do with each other. 
 
    I was content to die. Anything else was too much trouble. 
 
    “Look, y'all, I 'preciate this. Kinda. But I'm tired, y'know? It's been a long day. I wanna lie down.” 
 
    “Fuck you, you're tired,” Svetlana said. “You think you get a pass because you went one round with a mad doctor? Huh? Who hasn't? Hell, Vanya does that six times before breakfast. The kid juggles mad scientists and crackpots and homicidal lunatics all the time. A gut full of lazy, that's what you've got. Only one way to get over it. Get up, bitch. Run. With. Us.” 
 
    “As heart warmin' as that may be—” 
 
    She roared in my face, ruffling my lashes and deafening me for a moment. She was mad. Plumb pissed off. But my belly really hurt. Like, no joke.  
 
    She pushed me out. I fell into the soil, jabbed by stones and pine cones. Dirt caked in my seeping wounds and scratched my chalky eyes. My fingernails dug into the ground as I tried to catch my bearings, but I was too weak to get up. Fine. No harm in dying on the ground. Let the wolves eat my stinky corpse. 
 
    I rolled over, which alleviated some of the pressure on my tummy.  
 
    They began to shed. 
 
    The scent of wolves and woodland mixed like a euphoric vapor. Furry forms gathered around, pressing a hundred new and dear perfumes against me. It was a tremendous, benevolent laying-on of hands. A metaphysical initiation. And Svetlana with her hot, caramel fur, her flesh like blood and milk…  
 
    Goosepimples broke out over my entire body. My jaw ached. Teeth blossomed. Heat flourished. Cramps snatched miscellaneous muscles and pulled me into a ball. Fetal, I covered my ears and tried to ignore them. I resolved to shut out the ripe fragrance of their solidarity. The murmur of healthy breath surrounded me. Heat from a couple dozen vital furnaces tickled my skin. 
 
    Fur brushed against me. A bull-sized wolf head nuzzled my hips. Another snout buried in the crook of my neck and huffed. Its breath wet my skin. It bumped my skull with its head, like a dog trying to get attention. My bones ached with the intense compression that preceded a shed. Except the moment dragged and lingered, and nothing happened. Pressure built until my bones threatened to splinter like toothpicks, yet there was no release.  
 
    Someone growled. Someone snarled. Someone yipped. Feet shuffled.  
 
    A variety of furry odors overwhelmed me: juniper, raisins, snow, flowers, musk, corn husks, amber, and embers. I drew the opulent mixture deep into my lungs. It sizzled and sparked like a forest fire inside me. I swelled with heat, flushed with misery and passion. Something broke and I bellowed. Bayed like a cow. The sound rolled into a caustic howl, joined by other voices. 
 
    Someone nipped me playfully. Svetlana, that bitch. I nipped back, but my teeth were falling out. Dropping to the ground like coins, replaced by teeth as large as steak knives. My skull unfurled and creaked along the sutures. The rocky shed crumpled through my body at an awkward, disharmonious pace, then gave up. Echoes of the mystery faded. The change wasn’t ready. It wouldn’t happen. 
 
    Svetlana rammed me with her huge head and tossed me back several meters. My shoulder thwacked against a tree. I roared. The volume rose and competed with theirs. A whole pack sang together.  
 
    Her teeth settled on my misshapen muzzle. I inhaled her hot, moist, feral breath.  
 
    Magic.  
 
    The shed came upon me like a torrent of enraged power. My old pain fell away, replaced with a vibrant flare of new agony. Flesh dusted from me as the wolf tore me up and renewed my meat. 
 
    Heaving. Panting. Oh, yeah. Oh. Yeah.  
 
    Pack rubbed against me. Svetlana tossed her head and shoved me four paces to the left. Then she ran, looking over her furry shoulder, tongue lolling. We gave chase, following the leader. Trees snapped and boulders shook as we charged, free, hot-blooded, and rampaging. 
 
    Two dozen mutts rubbed against me, nipping and pushing. 
 
    I was slow. Slim. Sickly. I howled and my gut hurt with righteous pain. I ran for health. For joy. Old mundane bullets fled the meat of my thigh and back. Fluids flushed from my offal. Each stride grabbed portions of my weakness and tore them off like old scabs. Newness flooded me. Heat overwhelmed me. I stopped lagging behind. Stopped worrying about laying down and resting. I wanted to run. Race. Win. 
 
    I nipped back. Loped. Chased down a trio of elk and ate with my sisters and brothers. We slept in the sun, unmolested, heaped in a patchwork pile of wolves as cluttered and colorful as cars mounded in the junkyard. 
 
    Woke in the dirt, exhausted, heaving, redeemed. My muscles ached from use. My fur was clotted with dirt, twigs, and the mess of a feeding. 
 
    “Gray wolf, gray wolf.” Svetlana curled up in my fur, raking her fingers along my hide. Her body bore the musk of satisfied animal and rich predacious power. “I'm thinking of you.” 
 
    Her fingers kneaded the loose flesh at the back of the neck. As a mutt, I resembled a mutant mastiff. Big boned, broad-skulled, fleshy. I'd never be the fastest. I'd never be a jumper, but my jaws were wicked strong.  
 
    My power revived at a bone-deep level.  
 
    A mutt squirmed and stretched on the left of me. I slept atop one's legs while three wolves crowded my sides. Svetlana lay naked, hair wild, atop the pile. I knew her human flesh as well: the thread-like scars encircling her wrist, the deep divot near her spine from a pick axe, and some streaks on her belly that looked like maternity tiger stripes. The last was from jumping on a pipe bomb and having her guts blown out. 
 
    A small wolf the size and color of a German Shepherd leapt over my skull and tackled her. She grunted and tossed Vanya off. Tongue lolling, he head-butted me and went to frolic with another wolf.  
 
    The shed drifted from me like dust on the wind. The change was slow, forever-and-ever slow, like each hair was a sand slipping through a grimy hour glass. 
 
    I massaged my pelvis, slim belly, and garish rib bones. Still a starving, sick wolf. The new silver-made bullet wounds had stopped oozing, reverting to fist-sized red swells of flesh. Shadows of pink scar tissue illuminated each puncture from the silver maiden. My one eye was no longer blind. The older scars in my body flushed as if in a fever.  
 
    “How did they catch you?” Svetlana said. I awkwardly noticed her refusal to look at my nudity. Like she wasn't even going to consider going there. Like we'd never been tangled up in the dark, stroking and tasting. Fucking. 
 
    I sighed, picked up the silver lock of her hair, and twisted it around my finger. The knowledge that I was touching another person who was neither imaginary nor hateful held me spellbound. I stared at her. She waited patiently in case I wanted to talk. I didn't, really, but an easy answer wouldn't hurt too much. 
 
    “Helicopters,” I said. “After the cemetery, I ran. A helicopter came out of the sky and took me down. I didn't expect it from above, you know? Didn't even consider the possibility. They put a couple fifty cal rounds through me and laid me out. Woke up in a gurney, busted open and bleeding out. I don't know if you've ever been shot by a .50 BMG?” 
 
    “Knocks out nice big starbursts of flesh.” 
 
    I shuddered. “How do we survive stuff like that?” 
 
    “Sometimes we don't.” 
 
    She smiled at me, one of her million smiles that could mean almost anything. She cherished me a little. I knew deep down that I wanted to be with her. I needed her to smile at me and kiss me. She liked bits and pieces of me, too, but I wasn't convinced it mattered. I was still oddly numb. Like moon walking: long floaty steps, no gravity. No weight. 
 
    Possibly, I was still in shock. Or maybe love couldn’t make a difference. With all the genocide and horror in the world, could we really pretend love would change anything? We were fooling ourselves. Besides, I wasn't the only one she loved. She'd get over it. Me, too. Maybe. 
 
    “How old are you, Svetka?” 
 
    She stared at the dirt. Then the sky. Sighing, she kissed my temple and ignored the question. Meant she was old. 
 
    “Have you ever been hit with grapeshot?” I said. 
 
    She frowned. 
 
    “I'm trying to narrow down the timeline.” 
 
    “It's impolite to ask a female her age.” 
 
    “When have I ever been polite?”  
 
    I wasn't getting an answer. I sat up, unabashedly naked. My body felt rejuvenated. Also, remarkably empty. The wind curled over the mountains and into my heart, swirling around an empty cavern before flitting free. My flesh was heavy, hanging from my bones on thick cables. Transferring my weight to my arms, I stretched and felt afternoon sun on my skin. Bare, human-like skin. This felt natural in a whole different way. Maybe people were supposed to be naked and free like wolves. Which was better, human or mutt? I waited for my body to tell me. It didn't. 
 
    I dusted off and checked for stones or thorns. It would be a long walk back. I strolled away and stared at the horizon. Dusk waited there, pink melting into the fluffy white clouds and sweet blue sky. Rolling hills with deciduous trees, visible rock, and steep drops. Chimney smoke spiraled up in the distance. Someone was living off the grid. I glanced around, saw no electric poles. Way off the grid.  
 
    I closed my eyes and dreamed of all the woodlands out there, somewhere, everywhere. Days and days of it, kilometer upon kilometer. I could run forever. I could disappear. To do what? Build a cabin? Play Little House on the Prairie? More like The Living by Annie Dillard wherein everyone casually died. Besides, I didn't know the first thing about building cabins.  
 
    Rocks and pine cones were sharp under my feet. Despite that, I might be able to hit the state border before I passed out. 
 
    “Come, sister.” Kliment pointed the way we'd come. “Only halfway more.”  
 
    Naked, he was lithe and striated. The passion of a wolf throbbed under his skin. He was natural and wild. I was simply broken. Tarnished. At least my gut was healing, the infection dying with a lingering scent of gangrene. I watched him shed into a beautiful black mutt with a white face. His twin jumped from a pile off mutts and tackled him to the ground. Rolling, Vadik and Kliment wrestled and nipped, vying for dominance.  
 
    Despite their leviathan size, raging muscles, and the fact that they were each bigger than a moose, they looked at ease. Natural. As I watched their endearing play, a haze settled on the world. The veil made everything feel unreal.  
 
    Like the world had nothing to do with me. 
 
    I could drive back into civilization and endure continual racism, harassment, government oppression, taxes, long lines at the grocery store, and numerous other miserable inconveniences. Or I could stay in the wilderness, hunting scarce prey, fighting off territorial animals, and avoiding hunters and lost hikers. I’d be miserable in both cases. Was there a point to any of it? Was there a third option?  
 
    Thinking gave me a headache. I huffed and shook my head, trying to toss off the worry.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I drew the wolf from my bones. She resisted, acting lazy and scorned. I had to fill my lungs with the scent of other wolves before mine committed to rearing its head. They made it safe for my beast to come out and play. I reached and reached, stretching for something outside my grasp. Finally, with great reluctance, the wolf leaned into me. Magic warmed my innards. The shed came like pulling a blanket up to my chin and cloaking myself in assurances and simple comforts. I embraced a shift of power.  
 
    Afterward, we were all hungry. I tried to break from the pack to hunt again, but they wouldn't let me. Svetlana didn't want me out of her sight. Clearly, they didn’t trust the integrity of my mind. I didn’t, either. 
 
    Dog waited for us at the van. We had outrun her long ago, but she’d retraced her steps. The wolves shed down and demolished crates of thick beef jerky and cases of soda. Several familiar faces were among the crowd. Silvershot with her nearly breastless, hipless body and stark white hair. Adele, as lovely as sunshine and filled with unexpected joy. Seeing her on the hilltops made me think about Julie Andrews in The Sound of Music. Lucy, the gorgeous ballet dancer with amazing posture and horrible taste in cliché gothic fashion. Alden, an ADHD computer geek with candy apple red hair. He lost his patchwork of tattoos with every shed, but soon he'd pass around the tattoo gun so everyone could doodle on him. Vanya was there, of course. The spritely blond boy looked taller than I remembered. He wasn't really Svetlana's son, but he acted like it. Some faces I'd seen but couldn't remember, others I had never met before. The Russian house was growing in strength and number. 
 
    None of Erik's people were there. I recognized that for what it was: politics. 
 
    The mutts found their clothes, only I didn't have any, so they shared. Vadik made a show of flexing his muscles and giving me his shirt with a Butterfly Temple album cover on it. As tall as I was, it didn't cover my bum and brought into sharp focus the fact that I recently spent too much time without pants, the result of incarceration and going on the lam. Kliment, who wore boxers, gave me his jeans without comment. 
 
    They didn't speak much. Talk was a human thing, and we were adjusting from the transition. I shared jerky with Dog as we loaded up. She settled her head into my lap and wagged her tail, looking all the better after her run. I suppose I was better, too, minus a couple of silver bullet scars in my abdomen. I fell asleep long before reaching Phoenix. 
 
    The van rolled up to Zelda's neighborhood. 
 
    I could smell the baking all the way down the street. Saliva pooled in my mouth. Despite that, I wasn't eager to go in. It wasn’t my house, it was Zelda’s. She would feed me and keep me as if I was a stray, but I couldn’t be an eternal houseguest. Cats darted across the porch, and Dog perked up to watch them. 
 
    “You don't have to go in,” Svetlana said, full of understanding and hope. “We can drive back to the house and you can be with the rest of the wolves.” 
 
    The dog house was a mansion with a hundred-plus mutts inside.  
 
    Too many lykos ran around and vied for minor stations of dominance. Plus, the children. I've never been good with kids. Dog was likely to start some trouble and get hurt.  
 
    A few months ago, Svetlana couldn’t tolerate the sight of me, and now she wanted to take me home? I couldn’t believe it was out of the kindness of her heart. Why hadn't any of Erik's people been on the run? Where was Rainer? Marc? Did they still hate me? 
 
    My vision swayed under the stress. Pressure swelled in my brain and squeezed my optical nerves. My body trembled with the urge to run. As if I could ever outrun this woman and my disastrous life.  
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    My duplex next door was shut down, roped off, and sealed pending sanitation. The strange, stark house hunkered behind black plastic and crime scene tape like a body bag dumped at the morgue.  
 
    I left the van and waved them farewell, then started over to the duplex. Dog noted my change in direction and trotted alongside. I walked past the crude, frayed remnants of palm trees that I’d manically chopped and burned. Zelda had planted bougainvillea along the perimeter, and they flourished while everything else looked dead.  
 
    I tore off large wooden planks and chains, and flung the garage door open. My beautiful truck wasn’t there. She laid in some junk yard somewhere, torn to pieces by a mutt. My tools were gone. My gun safe had been confiscated.  
 
    Dog ran around, noisily huffing in all the corners.  
 
    The locked doorknob gave easily to my mutt strength, and I pushed it open. Kitchen cupboards were open. Dishes broken. Appliances pulled out. Debris from the search for contraband crackled under my feet. The countertop where Davey and I drank hot cocoa was littered with torn paper and insects who’d come for scattered food.  
 
    Hell, someone had even broken my coffee decanter.  
 
    The dining room table, which Davey and I rarely used, was perfectly fine but pushed off to the side. The second gun safe had been confiscated, too. The couch cushions had been shredded, floorboards torn up. I ignored the living room and went back to my bedroom, where the mattress had been slashed to pieces and the laundry overturned. All the drawers were emptied onto the floor, and boards had been torn up as well.  
 
    It was not home anymore. She'd been ruined, violated, and she wasn't safe. They were probably watching me now. Why wasn't the place swarming with feds already?  
 
    I went out to the backyard and sat on the hard, sun-packed earth, waiting for them to come and get me.  
 
    And if the FBHS did nab me, so what? I survived one round of torture, what was a few more? I'd live until I died, nothing wrong with that. Maybe my eyes in the sky were watching, now that they knew where I was. Maybe I still had friends in the pirate world. Rainer, the tech whiz, undoubtedly monitored me from some sneaky camera somewhere. If they were spying, they hadn’t bothered to visit or send word. I glanced up and jabbed my middle finger in the sky. 
 
    My stomach growled. I quietly pushed Dog’s head from my lap. I left the house, not bothering to close any doors, and strolled across the street to Zelda’s.  
 
    Dog shat on the lawn while the cats watched disdainfully. 
 
    Zelda opened the door and enveloped me in a wonderful, maternal hug. My chin nestled on her braided hair. Her bare shoulders and soft arms reminded me of secret strength and boisterous warmth. Her breath was like baking bread, her skin powdery and touched with sage and a plethora of unrecognizable herbs.  
 
    She was talking.  
 
    “…thought about it twice. I’ve decided to plant lavender instead. I'm so happy you're back. And walking upright! That's a miracle. Oh, lord, sweetheart, you're skin and bones. I couldn't decide what to make for dinner, but I've been cooking steady for nine hours. Plenty of food to choose from.” 
 
    Smelled like it. 
 
    She seated me at a stool near her heaping counter-top. Food everywhere. I thought about table manners because she was always such a lady, but my appetite didn't allow for it. She shoveled food onto my plate. I ate everything she gave me. Ate so much I was surprised it didn't leak from my gut onto the floor. Shared pot roast with Dog and Praline cookies with Gremlin. Gorged myself on the most delicious spread of food.  
 
    It occurred to me this might be a fantasy, and all these wonderland delicacies could be a trick of my dying delirium. If that was the case, bring it on. Closest thing to heaven in the world. 
 
    Zelda talked throughout. I tried to pay attention, truly, but it amounted to little more than pleasant noise. She must have understood because she gave me a gentle look whenever she caught my eyes. Not exactly pity, but something close that wasn't easy to ignore. 
 
    Finally I couldn't eat any more. She began a flurry of plastic wrap and dish cleanup. I stretched, feeling like my belly might anchor me to the ground. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, interrupting a narrative about butter temperature. 
 
    “You're welcome, dear. You must be tired. I'll bring some blankets from the linen closet. I'd offer you the spare bedroom, but I turned it into a hobby room. How about some extra pillows for the couch?” 
 
    Sleeping in this big, open, indefensible room with a hoard of felines didn't sit right. Not with my big ugly house staring at me from across the way. The Feds were likely to drop in at any moment, black-bag me, and kill both Zelda and Dog in the scuffle. I couldn’t endanger them.  
 
    “I'll be okay tonight. Might go for a walk. Dog needs the exercise.” 
 
    Dog looked to be in the same condition as me: belly rubbing on the ground. Zelda contemplated going for the phone again to call for help.  
 
    “I'm fine.” I grabbed Dog by the scruff of her neck and edged us toward the door. Saw Mullen’s stolen gun poking out of the couch cushions and tucked it into my pants. 
 
    Zelda thrust the church robe at me, teary-eyed. “In case you get cold.” 
 
    It was a blistering ninety-five degrees with the sun down. I took the robe, which stank of my gut wound. I went through the door and closed it behind me. I paused, hand still on the knob, and heaved a sigh of relief. I opened the door again and said, “Lock this, woman.” 
 
    She smiled warmly. “Sure. Okay, sweetheart. Take care—” 
 
    I closed the door and escaped. I went around the back, followed by Dog, and cranked open the gate Gremlin had unlocked earlier.  
 
    Night was warm the way Phoenician summer nights are: oppressive and stuffy with whorls of hot air. I paused to inhale the night’s stagnant scent. Even the breeze was hot, like a hair dryer blasting my face. Quiet, though. Not a single house, save Zelda’s, had lights on. No other cars. No streetlamps. Many of the houses were boarded up. A few had been dozed to the ground. Some cleared lots smelled of scorched earth. Zelda's house stood eerily alone, surrounded by plant life and curious felines.  
 
    If I didn't know better, I'd say the whole neighborhood had up and moved. 
 
    Frowning, I turned away. Dog loped beside me, the both of us sluggish and overcome by a rich, hearty dinner. What a day. We took the shortest route through the city, over scorched earth, mutt-craters, and haunted lots. I knew this city like my body, scarred and weak and barren in some places, full of life and power in others. Phoenix lay before me like a giant, thriving wasteland full of people trying to live their lives. I stood like Moses, condemned to wander in the wilderness when the Promised Land was right there, just out of reach. 
 
    I glanced down at Dog. She eyed me, tongue wagging, tail sweeping, waiting for me to carry on. 
 
    Screw the Promised Land. We had each other. We had our wasteland. Walking upright with a full belly, it was hard to claim that this wasn't good enough. We continued our pilgrimage, heading to the one place that didn't feel covered in politics, desperation, and expectation: the bell tower.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    I hadn’t eaten in two days. 
 
    My appetite roared, clawing at me like a live thing, but it snubbed its nose at every offering. Coffee tasted like ash. The cream smelled sour. The sight of my nurse’s jaundiced fingers, the crackle of weak breath in the patients outside my room, the staining of vessels in sclera…  
 
    It all made me hungry but nothing on the menu sounded appealing. My disinterest in food was a concern, and the doctors advised against my release. I was in no hurry to leave. 
 
    News of my ordeal spread. Blessed by a vampire’s bite, I became a bit of a local celebrity. The nurses doted on me. Visitors from the ward, both patients and their relatives, came to see me. As if I was the newest wonder of the world. 
 
    I wanted to stay in the clean room where people adored me. Where interns waited on me hand and foot. For so many years, I’d tried to please others. To help the less fortunate. To make the world a brighter place. Surely it was my turn to be pampered and appreciated. 
 
    People brought me flowers, bouquets of lilies and bushes of roses, hydrangeas, orchids, tulips, and posies. Every flower a woman could hope to lay eyes on. And there were chocolates, which smelled like dirt and tasted like soggy cardboard. A bottle of champagne, which tickled my nose but tasted like chalk on my tongue. My fever waned, my nerves tingled, and my heart echoed like a whisper down a dark canyon.  
 
    Something was not right.  
 
    Which didn’t mean something was wrong, just…not right. 
 
    I missed Andy. I wanted a real bath. I wished for pieces of my wardrobe. The gown felt like paper on my stomach and grated on my nipples. My throat ached like someone had tried to strangle me. My tongue stuck to the roof of my dry mouth.  
 
    I was lethargic and didn’t have enough energy to leave the bed and draw the curtains shut in the morning.  
 
    Morning sun peeked beneath the window shade, as shiny as a solar flare bouncing off a cosmic mirror. I pulled the pillow over my face and wished it to go away. Naturally, it didn’t. The whole day loomed ahead of me. My hunger surged, swelling and clawing at my intestines, but my stomach roiled and revolted against food. Even the IV piercing my arm smelled rank and unappetizing. I knew I could go three days without water before it became dangerous. Experience proved I could go much longer without food, but my body didn’t believe it.  
 
    I simply didn’t want to feel hunger. After everything that happened, it seemed unfair that I was uncomfortable.  
 
    I rallied my stubbornness. 
 
    I’d pull myself together and make myself presentable. I’d spend much-needed private time with my boyfriend. I’d never be uncomfortable again.  
 
    After everything, didn’t I deserve a little peace and comfort? I’d tolerated the madness of my man’s quest for his friend. I’d survived his negligence and betrayal. Yes, betrayal! Finding the outlaw woman and failing to turn her in to the proper authorities, such were the crimes of my misled lover. Then he had the gall to say he forgave me when I did the right thing and called someone who would take care of the dangerous problem.  
 
    The stupid assassin’s bullets had missed, though, and I’d been hurt in the process. My teeth clenched at the memory of how Andy had leapt to Kaidlyn’s defense, leaving me ultimately abandoned and open to attack.  
 
    I touched my neck. The bite was warm and crisp with a scab, yet the surrounding flesh was cool.  
 
    Funny, I didn’t feel chilled.  
 
    I sipped on icy water yet couldn’t seem to wet my tongue.  
 
    Something was wrong.  
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    A dozen spotlights lit the picturesque cathedral. The parking lot was full of cars and laughter. People sang as they approached the building, greeted each other by name, shared hugs, and passed children around to adoring hands. I'd gone to church most of my youth and never seen this brand of community. Blinking, I stood in the shadows and put on the acolyte’s robe. 
 
    That vamp made her blood-drunk followers act like real Christians, and it creeped me out. Would it last? Was it real? Freaky, for sure. They were all on happy pills.  
 
    I ushered Dog through the back so she wouldn't scare anybody, and we soldiered up the stairs one more time. At the top, we glanced proudly at each other because we weren't bent over, heaving, and exhausted. I sniffed the air, but the vampire wasn't inside.  
 
    I opened the door. Dog shuffled in, sauntered over to the mattress, and plopped down, asleep before she could roll onto her back. I closed the door behind me. Inhaled a cinnamon-sweet perfume and the musk of myself lingering all over. Blood from Vanessa, Sarakas, and Mullen. The drama didn't matter now that I was inside the dim room.  
 
    I wasn’t worried about Mullen coming back. Maybe he’d kill me this time. Maybe I’d crunch his skull like a pistachio. I tossed off the robe and took off the sweat-sogged shirt, but kept the pants on. Settling on the mattress, I retrieved the gun from my pants and checked the mag because, let's face it, Mullen would be back.  
 
    Six rounds left. 
 
    The gun was almost as long as my forearm. Hell, it was half a sledgehammer. Might break my foot if I dropped it. I caressed the stark length of the barrel. Touching the weapon reminded me of other guns which I'd left behind when I ran from the cemetery. Those were my guns, not this one. Unfortunately, the Jerichos were gone forever. 
 
    Footsteps toed delicately up the stairs. I knew that dainty sound. Gingerlocks opened the door. Her mouth popped open, her eyes widened. She settled her hand over her chest like I'd given her a scare. Oh, please. Yet she made such a picture, I had to smile.  
 
    “You're adorable,” I said, for no apparent reason.  
 
    Worse, she blushed. Oh, God. So not going there. 
 
    She closed the door. Dog woke, lifted her head to show her teeth, decided it was too much work, and went back to sleep. Holding the gun, I stared at the vampire saint. She might have thought I intended to kill her. I probably should have. Take the head and the heart, just to be safe.  
 
    A crimson slash crossed her wrist. Then two more above that. Deeper ones. My temper flared, gouging me from within, pouring through my veins like crushed glass. She'd been feeding the church again. The sight of her fine wrist mangled by a blood offering was enough to make me sick inside. Angry-sick, like I should eat someone to make the world a better place. 
 
    Gingerlocks crossed the room, put her cup and razor on their tray, and went to the large tub. I watched, partly to see if she'd disrobe, partly to give her a chance to start an argument. I kind of wanted to fight with her. Wasn't so tired that I couldn't kick some ass. 
 
    She didn't say anything as she pulled up a stool. She settled a clean white cloth over her lap. Turning on the water, she slipped her wrist under the faucet and washed her wound.  
 
    I'm surprised the fanatic didn't douse it with holy water. I hated that she cut herself to respell a group of people. It made me think she might have tricked me, too. Or maybe she really thought her sacrifice was necessary, which made it worse.  
 
    She dabbed the white cloth over the three slashes, staining it with a trio of red lines. I flicked the safety off the gun. Clicked it back on. Occupied my hands. 
 
    “If I told you not to cut yourself anymore, would you listen?”  
 
    She passed me a startled glance, which soon sharpened with pride and determination. 
 
    “Whatever,” I said. “Never mind. No reason for me to give a shit.” 
 
    Her eyes sank down my torso, and I realized my top half was naked. Didn't bother me as much as it did her. Guess I wasn't ladylike enough, sitting around with a gun and my tits exposed.  
 
    It had been a long day.  
 
    I didn't want to fight after all, so I nestled the gun under the pillow and rolled over. Spooning Dog's spine, I settled in for the night. 
 
    Gingerlocks had changed the sheets and brought a clean blanket. Her yummy, fresh-churned cream and strawberry-sweet perfume soothed me. After a real run, a feast, and a bed in a room smelling of ambrosia, I was refreshed. I closed my eyes and slept thoroughly. 
 
    At dawn, I woke and stretched, feeling better than I had in ages. My gut stung when I moved, but the rest of my body was fat and heavy with the muscle ache that came from a good run.  
 
    I roused and glanced about the room. My vision was cloudy at first, like during the onset of a shed. Light haloed and I blinked several times before it cleared. My conflicted body didn't know whether it wanted to curl up and sleep or go for a run. My brain resisted being awake, but my nerves had cabin fever. 
 
    The vampire slept in her largest chair, knees curled up and covered with a lacy yellow dress. Her cheek pressed into a pillow. Her curls spread guilelessly around her face and throat. A waifish pale arm hung down, hand resting on the floor beside her blue pumps. 
 
    I crept over to her and looked at the arm. The gashes from last night's mass had healed into pink threads of scar tissue. The lack of older marks proved she’d heal entirely and be ready for another bout of stupidity by nightfall. 
 
    I gnashed my teeth and was distracted by how whole they were. Completely reshaped. A shed had done me good.  
 
    A tarantula sensation careened up my spine. 
 
    Steps in the hall. I sprinted to the bed, snatched the gun, and ran to the door in a blur. With a gasp at how sublime it felt to move supernaturally fast, I prepared to meet the incoming threat. Its smell was intoxicating, sweet, and infuriating. 
 
    I opened the door and blocked the entrance so Sigurd couldn’t pass. 
 
    “It's you,” I said. “Should have known by the way my skin crawled.” 
 
    “Don't be rude. Let me in.” 
 
    “This is my room. No one gets in except Dog and me. And Gingerlocks.” 
 
    “Pardon? I visited yesterday. You saw me!”  
 
    “Yesterday was a bad day. Today is a new one, and no one gets in.” 
 
    “Don't be silly. That's my vampire in there.” 
 
    “She’s mine now.” I slammed the door. 
 
    “I can make you let me in!” he shouted. 
 
    “Doubt it!” 
 
    “I’ll make you regret this!” 
 
    “I can eat your heart for breakfast. I hear vampire heart is good with hollandaise.” 
 
    “No need to be crude,” he sniffed, offended. 
 
    I glanced over. Gingerlocks had woken and offered a tiny, sleepy grin of pleasure. I'd finally done what she wanted and kept intruders out of her room. She rose, rummaged through a drawer, pulled out a candy bar, and tossed it to me. Like a freakin’ doggie treat. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I said, indignant, but wasn’t dumb enough to reject the chocolate. I rested my flanks against the door and bit into the candy.  
 
    “Don't be like that,” Sigurd pleaded. “Don't put me out. I've helped you.” 
 
    “So what? You certainly didn't do it for my benefit.” 
 
    “I didn't, no. Let me in anyway.” He sighed. “Grrr. Please. There, I said ‘please.’ Are you happy now?” 
 
    Curious was more like it. I glanced at Gingerlocks to see what she thought about letting him in. She pulled her curls behind her neck and captured them in an ivory clasp. Her slender throat beckoned me, freckles decorating up and down. Her bright curls brushed the skin there, holding my attention. The taste of chocolate coated my tongue.  
 
    She nodded. What was the question? Oh, yeah. 
 
    I opened the door and stood aside. Sigurd strutted into the room while I retrieved my shirt. He was a breathtaking sight in his charcoal suit with purple hues. His expensive designer shoes clicked on the floor. His pale golden hair gleamed, his proud face looked as smooth as polished glass. Lord, what a troublemaker. But Papa Vamp was her problem.  
 
    What a convenient time to take Dog out and find more food.  
 
    Unfortunately, Sigurd addressed me. “I need your help.” 
 
    “I let you in. That's help enough for one decade, don't you think?” 
 
    “It's important.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” I tucked the gun into Kliment’s jeans and pulled Vadik’s black metal shirt over it. 
 
    “I did something nice for her, but she still won't talk to me.”  
 
    “What did you do to piss her off? And who is her?” 
 
    “Svetlana, of course. Who else? A ladies' man suggested that if being mean doesn't get a female’s attention, I should try being considerate. Well, I gave her a gift; I sprang you. And the ignorant bitch won't take the time to appreciate my gesture. She won't talk sense.” 
 
    “Yeah, you're not getting any tips from me, buddy. I don't understand that woman half as much as you suspect I do. Also, I'm not always in her good graces.” 
 
    “I need her.” His whine was pathetic. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “She thinks mongrels are all that matter in the world. Little does she know! Vampires pull all the strings there are to pull. Our noble species will ultimately and forever rule the destiny of muttkind, mankind, and whatever other kind there is. Once she understands, she'll be quicker to see reason.” 
 
    “Keep talking, asshole. She'll never see 'reason' if you keep condescending to her. I'm tempted to rip your throat out, too, and I've only listened to you for two minutes.” 
 
    “Kaidlyn. Kaid. When the two of you killed Alexei the Cannibal, you sparked a dynasty shift and declared open season on Russian wolves.” 
 
    “She can take care of her own.” That vampire's death had been mostly Svetlana's doing. I had killed a few of the vampires traveling with Alexei, but she did the heavy lifting. 
 
    “Can she safeguard a whole country when she isn't there? Can she protect a global kennel? She's funneling refugees through her houses worldwide, trying to safely shuffle her kennels until she eradicates the rest of Alexei’s regime. If she plans on keeping so many wolves in my city, then she not only needs my permission, she needs my help.” 
 
    “Why the hell do you care what happens to Svetlana and her pack?” 
 
    “Because his mother is coming to town,” Gingerlocks said. “And he's petrified. He'll do anything to keep her at bay.” 
 
    “Your mother?” I said. Sigurd folded his arms, looking disgruntled and peeved, exactly as I'd imagine an unruly son would look when he learned his mother was coming to discuss his trust fund. I tried not to snicker. “So what? Wine her, dine her, send her on her way. What could go wrong?” 
 
    “The last time she came to ‘visit’ someone, she started the Apocalypse. So you tell me, what could go wrong?” 
 
    “You mean that figuratively?” I hoped. 
 
    “As literally as literal can be. She doesn't play well with others when she gets in a mood.” 
 
    “Keee-rist! Can you disastrous creatures not start a war for two minutes?” 
 
    “I wouldn't be so worried if she hadn't rounded up my brothers to make a family reunion out of the occasion. Truly, I cannot stand them. And she loves to see us fight!” 
 
    “Brothers?” 
 
    “Yes. You met one last night.”  
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said doubtfully. That dude was black as night, and Sigurd looked like he'd fallen off a Viking ship. “This is a vampire matter. Call your friends and deal with it yourself.” 
 
    He groaned and shook his head. 
 
    “You're the celebrity vampire! How can you not have any vampire clans to fall back on?” 
 
    “I have plenty of vampires!” 
 
    “Lazarites,” Gingerlocks said. 
 
    “What's that mean?” 
 
    “A lesser form. Nothing of reputation,” she said. “Papa here ostracized himself by becoming the foremost vampire in the public eye without promoting other vampires of note. Everyone else is jealous of his success and would prefer to watch him burn.” 
 
    “The bastards don't deserve what I worked for,” he said. 
 
    “How is Svetlana supposed to help you with this?” 
 
    “Mother has a penchant for wolves. If she comes in and finds that I don't have the support of any local kennels, she's likely to round up the flea-bitten mongrels and make pets of them.” 
 
    “Flea-bitten? Do you talk to Svetlana this way? No wonder she doesn't answer your calls.” 
 
    “I need a show of support. She only needs to pretend she likes me.” 
 
    Thing was, I thought Svetlana liked Sigurd fine and that was half the problem. As a rule, she hated vampires, yet when Sigurd and Svetlana occupied the same room, cosmic sparks flew. Hate fuels passion as much as love does. 
 
    “I’ve been lucid and functional for one day, and y’all have jammed me back into the fray. I haven't even had breakfast yet.” 
 
    “Nothing is free, Kaidlyn,” he said. “I did find you. I sprang you from your own personal hell.” 
 
    “But you did that for yourself, not me. Therefore, it's not my debt.” 
 
    The brat clenched his fists. Rage overcame his features, revealing the fearsome devil I'd seen when I first met him. “You will help me! Help yourselves, and help me! Or heaven help me, I'll—” 
 
    “That's a lot of helping,” I interrupted. “And nothing is free.” 
 
    “I'll buy you breakfast, and you can fix my Svetlana problem.”  
 
    I laughed. “That is hardly fair. Tell you what, you can start by buying me breakfast, and then we'll talk about the rest.” 
 
    “Good. Let's go. You're not wearing that, are you?” 
 
    “Of course, I am.” 
 
    He hmphed, took off his sleek suit jacket, and held it out to me. 
 
    “Seriously?”  
 
    He insisted. I put the ridiculously lush and expensive jacket over the worn cotton tee and faded jeans. Sadly, it looked rather stylish. Plus, it helped disguise the gun. Sigurd was dashing in purple silk shirt. Slim, trim, aristocratic.  
 
    “I'll keep Dog with me,” Gingerlocks said. “It's safer.” 
 
    I had forgotten about the whole dogs-in-public taboo. “Thank you.” 
 
    She smiled in a shy, heartwarming fashion. I looked away. Maybe I shouldn't go in public either. Who cared? With another apocalypse on the horizon, I couldn't afford to be picky. Hello world, here I come. 
 
    “I don't suppose you have some lipstick?” Sigurd said. 
 
    “Screw you.”  
 
    Gingerlocks stepped forward with a tiny canister. 
 
    “Don’t even…”  
 
    She looked up at me through her thick mahogany lashes, and I paused. She ran her tiny finger over the pale pink gloss and began applying it to my lips, which were oddly agape. Jesus, she smelled of heaven. And her fingertip was like silk. I broke away from her touch before she finished my bottom lip and stormed out. My face burned. 
 
    Sigurd and I strolled down the stairs and through the church. The priest shrank back when he saw me, but smiled and bowed to the vampire. I snorted. A pretentious Cadillac awaited us, driven by a slender model with scarlet hair. Her identical twin opened the door. She was nothing more than an immolated lamb who knew how to take messages and open doors, but something about her made me want to drag her down the street by her throat. A growl found its way from my chest before I could stop it. 
 
    Sigurd nudged me. I snapped my teeth. 
 
    “Mine,” he said. 
 
    “Whatever.” I got into the Cadillac. Without a proper holster, the gun jabbed me when I slunk back on the seat. I adjusted it and stared at Sigurd, who smiled and settled sunglasses over his eyes. I couldn't help but notice how he looked so pleased with himself. 
 
    “What’s your thing with redheads?” I said.  
 
    He narrowed his eyes and refused to answer.  
 
    “For the record,” I said, “I am glad that you came for me at the hospital. Granted, you might have come sooner. Or handled it better. Anyway, thank you. This doesn't mean I'm on your side.” 
 
    He nodded. Now that someone promised to listen, he reverted to his usual calm, diplomatic facade. His scent itched my nostrils.  
 
    “How much better you look,” he said. 
 
    “I went for a run yesterday.”  
 
    He scooted to the edge of his seat. “With her?” 
 
    “With her.” 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    “As strong as ever.”  
 
    With a smile, he sat back and stared out the window. Crap. The vampire was enamored. Nothing complicates a supernatural war like cross-specie romanticism.  
 
    I let him choose the restaurant because I wasn't picky. I was simply grateful to be eating. When we pulled up in front of a clean, crisp restaurant with a valet service, I thought twice. If someone recognized me, there would be trouble. I had six bullets in a gun I wasn't accustomed to firing. I couldn't fight an army all by myself. My vision flared and waned, inciting a flame of panic. 
 
    “When you came for me at the hospital, did they have my things?” I said. “Specifically, my guns?” 
 
    “I didn't think to ask. You want a gun?” Sounded like he was offering.  
 
    “Now, a girl can never have too many weapons.” 
 
    He popped open a little compartment and extracted a Kahr 9mm and a few magazines, which he fumbled. Wasn't his weapon. He dumped it in my lap like trash. 
 
    “Why do you have a gun? You're a vampire.” 
 
    “Why do you want one? You're a dog.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and checked the rounds. Not entirely silver. The odd bullet smelled like garlic, arsenic, and other things. An S7 was inscribed on the casing. I'd never heard of the company. 
 
    “The cocktail won't hurt many mutts, but it will be effective against humans and lower vampires. That's what you're worried about, isn't it?” 
 
    “Nothing is free. What do you want for the gun?”  
 
    “I'll tell you later. Don't worry; it's nothing you'll regret. I promise.”  
 
    I quirked an eyebrow and slipped the gun into the jacket. Lumpy, but few would notice.  
 
    When the car door opened, the scarlet redhead stood there, looking like she needed to be eaten. Sigurd's all-purpose servant could have walked off a fashion runway, meaning she was gorgeous and needed to indulge in a dozen hamburgers.  
 
    Another growl tore from my gut, louder than the last. My passion flared so quickly I saw red.  
 
    Sigurd biffed me on the back of the head and snapped me out of it. 
 
    “I don't know what's wrong with me.”  
 
    She didn't smell even half as appetizing as Gingerlocks. 
 
    “Standard warfare,” he said, not even slightly offended. “If you eat your enemy's food supply, you weaken him. Vampires and your kind have always been in competition for food. Keep your teeth to yourself, thank you very much, and leave my twins alone.” 
 
    “Sure.” I disliked how right he sounded. My instincts were crueler and more efficient than I thought. He led the way into the restaurant, and we were instantly seated upstairs on the balcony. The most surreal experience: breakfast in the middle of an upscale restaurant, on the veranda in full daylight, with a vampire who was regrettably becoming an immobile fixture in my life. My image reflected on his sunglasses. Lord, I could stand to gain a few more pounds. 
 
    The waiter came around. 
 
    “She drinks coffee. We'll take one of everything on the menu,” Sigurd said. “Bring it as prepared, not all at once.” 
 
    “Plus bacon,” I said. 
 
    “We'll take all the bacon you have in house.”  
 
    I loved him in that instant. 
 
    “Okay, Sigurd. Let's get into it. What is happening?” 
 
    “The Exalted usually don't interact with each other. Thus far I've been spared—” 
 
    “Exalted?” 
 
    “Vampire royalty, for the easiest explanation. Usually, we're solitary creatures. The stronger the Exalted are, the more they prefer their own space. We rarely come together, except to attend the Ecclesia every decade or so.” 
 
    “Ecclesia?” This was all coming too fast. “Ecclesiastes?” 
 
    “Same word, yes: a gathering.” 
 
    “A vampire gathering? As in, lots of them coming together in one place?”  
 
    “Yes. Don't look so aghast. The gathering happens several times a century. Usually, it’s held wherever Lane is.” 
 
    “Lane?” I said. 
 
    “Yes, Lane the Centurion: the foremost patriarch who made the Old Law.” 
 
    “There's a Law? You mean like that big book you had that we borrowed—” 
 
    “Stole!” 
 
    “—from your office.” 
 
    “Similar, but no. You stole the Book of Life, which is more like a registry for our lineages. Lane has a book of Law. That's not the important part. As I said, the Ecclesia usually happens elsewhere. Somewhere far away where I don't have to deal with it. Unfortunately, my mother, the Black Madonna and Flower of the First Passover, wants to have the Ecclesia here. In Phoenix.” 
 
    “How many names does one need? Tell her she can’t come.” 
 
    He laughed so hard he had to gasp, once, for air. It sounded painfully dry. Afterward, he took my cup, wiped the rim with a napkin, and sipped my coffee before returning it to me.  
 
    “We do not tell Arachne no.” 
 
    “Arachne is your mother, the black flower of whatever?” I clarified. He nodded. Platters of biscuits and pastries arrived at the table. 
 
    “I will also take a coffee,” he told the server. “A dash of cinnamon in mine.” 
 
    I staunched a smile. I would not be humored by the cute vampire. 
 
    “Can you convince her to hold the Ecclesia somewhere else?” 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I am the face of the Exalted in the eyes of the public. Where I am, there will be the Exalted. Look, she's not the worst thing coming.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The demonborn.” 
 
    I laughed. “A demon?” 
 
    “A half-demon mongrel with vampire blood,” he said, matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Shit.” I squeaked. “Demons exist?” 
 
    He nodded, grim. 
 
    We sipped our coffee. It was a lot to take in, and I decided to meditate on it while I ate piles of scrumptious food. Fan-freaking-tastic.  
 
    Click.  
 
    I twitched and reached for the grip of the gun. My head whipped up.  
 
    Cameras.  
 
    Shit. The FBHS would bust in at any moment. 
 
    “We gotta go. Over the balcony, c'mon.” I stuffed rolls in my pocket. 
 
    “No,” Sigurd said. “The bureau released you to me because I claimed you as one of mine. If they see us eating together, they will believe you belong to me and they will not touch you. They love me too much to hurt what's mine.” 
 
    “You're so confident I should risk my life on it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. He looked confident. “But I'm not yours.” 
 
    “You are my friend,” he said. 
 
    I never considered myself his friend and was alarmed that he did. I pulled a roll out of my pocket and munched on it while the waitstaff came between us and the cameras, drawing a curtain to give us privacy. 
 
    “When this Ecclesia happens, you want vampires to believe you have the power of the world’s largest wolf kennel backing you up,” I said. “That's what this is about?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We're magical and beautiful, Kaidlyn, but wolves have brute strength. Vampires respect strength.” 
 
    “Get serious. From what I see, y'all hate werewolves.” 
 
    “Yes, but we love their power.” 
 
    “Why should Svetlana help you? What's in it for her?” 
 
    “We both know wolves are convenient scapegoats. Wherever vampires come together, bloodshed happens. Whenever bloodshed can't be covered up, it’s easy to blame the atrocities on wolves. We've made devils of you all. How much worse will things be if we blame the entirety of our upcoming massacres on your miserable species?” 
 
    I growl caught in my throat. It was true. He confirmed everything I'd suspected for years. Mutts were the default scapegoats of everything from petty crime to inflation and global warming. And he planned to use the fact to his benefit. 
 
    “Blackmail? That's what you're going with?” 
 
    “I’m giving you a chance to prevent further damage to your kind’s reputation. I want a kennel of wolves—a goddamn legion—acting as security during the Ecclesia. I want their help policing matters so my city isn’t left in ruins. Think war-torn Baghdad. Or slasher flicks. Yeah, think about slasher flicks happening across the entire city. Have you seen Boston recently? We practically wiped it off the map. What if one of the Exalted Elders has a similar temper tantrum here and no one is strong enough to stop it? Kiss your city farewell.” 
 
    “That’s more of an argument for wolves to work against vamps, not in cooperation with them,” I said. “We're supposed to believe you care about the welfare of humans and wolves? You haven’t exactly proven you’re on her side. Hell, you only help under duress or in exchange for favors. You could be as awful as every other vamp.” 
 
    “Remember Alexei the Cannibal? He routinely pitted mutts against each other in fights to the death. He also munched on lykos children, turned virgins into party favors, and made occasion to slaughter entire kennels.” 
 
    “He was a monster.” 
 
    “He was a conservative,” Sigurd said. “Given free reign, many vampires would do much worse to the likes of you. Not our fault, really. We have too much time and swarms of power. It’s an intoxicating mixture. Explosive when combined with the inevitable boredom of centuries.” 
 
    He stared off into space. 
 
    I ate a platter of bacon and pondered the situation. 
 
    “Why didn't you tell Svetlana what was happening?” 
 
    “My conversations with that female have consisted of: 'Hello, dear' and click. Which spiraled, I admit, into 'bitch, don't you hang up that phone,' followed by click. And the like.” 
 
    I tried not to laugh. It was difficult.  
 
    He scowled. “We both know I can't simply walk over there. A hundred mutts in one house, all mad at me? I'd be eaten in an instant.” 
 
    “Probably. If I take your plight to Svetlana, you’ll do something for me.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I haven't the slightest idea. Yet. But you'll agree anyway, won't you?” 
 
    He sneered, showing a bit of fang. “Don't make me make you regret this.” 
 
    I smiled. “It'll be painless.” 
 
    “That, I doubt very much.” 
 
    “Do you truly think it’s for best if the kennels join forces and safeguard your Ecclesia? Or is this merely a play to impress your relatives?” 
 
    He palmed his coffee cup and huffed. “Better, yes. I do not believe everyone will survive, but it will be better indeed. These things seem horrible at first, but you'll get used to it. I remember my first Ecclesia when my mother ate my heart. I was quite upset—” 
 
    “The hell you say? Ate your heart? Bullshit. That’s a metaphor for something vampy, right?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “How is that even possible?” 
 
    “I have a curious bloodline.” 
 
    “No joke.” He had to be bluffing about the heart, though. “Speaking of bloodlines and mothers, you mentioned brothers?” 
 
    “Yes. I have some.” 
 
    “And I take it they aren't on your side?” 
 
    “No one is on anyone's side. We all have personal interests. Much like wolves and humans. In the very least, Kaidlyn, it is important that Svetlana understands what is coming. Also, she must know that if she doesn't heed my advice, the slaughter will be on her head.”  
 
    “Screw you. We aren’t responsible for what vampires do.” 
 
    “Yet others will suffer. Is that something you can accept? Look, it doesn't really matter to me in the end. The world could stand to lose a few mutts and overpopulation is always a human concern. If my kin destroy this city, I'll find another one. But I like this place; it's where I keep my stuff. I'd rather not have to pack up all my art and haul it to a different location.” 
 
    Huffing, I devoted my mouth to eating instead of barking at him or asking more questions. He gave me something to think about. In the very least, Svetlana should know the vamps were aching to start more trouble. I ate round after round of amazing food without the attention to taste all of it, then loaded up a bag for Dog.  
 
    A news van arrived as we were leaving, and the amazing waitstaff managed to sneak us through the back. Hiding in the Cadillac, I stared off at the city as we drove back to the church. Home sweet home, after a fashion.  
 
    Phoenix had nearly been destroyed in the apocalypse, and now another catastrophic event poised to obliterate it. Svetlana already searched for the vampires she suspected were conspiring against werewolves. If Sigurd’s story was true, we’d be inviting the angry wolf to play nice with the very villains she pledged to obliterate. What could go wrong? 
 
    It wasn’t only vampire teeth we needed to worry about. If all wolves felt as I did about their enemies food and servants, a lot of humans would die by mutt means, too.  
 
    When I exited the car, Sigurd came with me. I paused, thinking about all the crap hanging over my head and how tired it made me. I groaned. “Why is there always something else?” 
 
    “The world doesn't revolve around you.” 
 
    “It does from where I'm standing.” 
 
    He smiled.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Sigurd and I walked up the stairs and into the bell tower. Gingerlocks had changed into a seafoam green dress. She smiled at me, and Dog wagged her tail. I opened the take-out sack and dumped it into a pile for Dog. She practically threw herself into it. I watched, happy to note that a healthy layer of fat was settling on the striations of her muscle, making her look less like a bicep on steroids. 
 
    “Now, dear one, let's discuss your part in this,” Sigurd said. 
 
    I glanced up and saw Papa Vamp with his hands on hips, staring at the pretty, petite vampire from his bloodline.  
 
    “Her part?” An uneasy feeling blossomed in my gut. “What does she have to do with any of this?” 
 
    “The demonborn wants a bondmate,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “Bondmate?” I disliked the word. Besides, this particular vampire girlie-girl belonged to me. “Two hours ago I didn't know demons existed. Now a demon wants something of mine? Tell it no.” 
 
    “It is the son of our Mother. And she, the Black Madonna—whom no one should ever try to piss off—wants a good ol' fashioned virgin sacrifice. Everyone believes the rotten bastard, Shaytan, has the right to every virgin he wants.” 
 
    I laughed. “Good luck finding a virgin in this city.” 
 
    Gingerlocks clenched her fists and blushed. 
 
    “Aw, shit.” Was it wrong if I thought that might be the hottest thing ever? I was such a hypocrite. Interest flattened into hard rage when I realized where the conversation was heading. “No one will sacrifice my virgin to anything. No one, no how, not now or ever.” 
 
    “Do you have a contingency plan?” Sigurd said. 
 
    “Not yet, but I will.” 
 
    “Often, these things are harmless displays of devotion.” 
 
    “You said the mother-bitch ate your heart, and you're her son. There's no telling what horrible things they'll do to my girl. Plus, you said the demon-thing is worse than your mother—who happened to start the bloody apocalypse, by the way—and now you’re bargaining with him? No. We won’t sacrifice my virgin to over-privileged demonic offspring. No way.” 
 
    “Look at you! Telling me what to do with my spawn. Mine!” Sigurd laughed. 
 
    “You hurt one freckle on her ivory shoulders, and I will take your heart.” 
 
    “A vestigial organ for me.” He scowled. “Besides, Shaytan is virile.” 
 
    “Good for him. Who cares?” 
 
    “When an elder was impregnated by the demonborn, the elite began bartering for privileges. Every Exalted house wants his seed to fortify their ranks.” 
 
    “Hold on. I'm slow on account of cumulative head wounds. Are you negotiating for a stud to knock her up?” 
 
    “Don’t be crass. We prefer the words union and flowering.” 
 
    “A rose by any other name! Asshole. And the answer is still no.” 
 
    “Not your choice.” 
 
    “She's mine.” 
 
    “She's mine, you filthy mongrel. Mine!” 
 
    “Naw, not anymore,” I said. “Your ownership privileges are hereby revoked. Anyone who has a problem with that can see me.” 
 
    “I see you right now. I am seeing you. What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Boy, I will wreck you. Top to bottom, start to finish, if you try to sacrifice unwilling virgins in this city, I will crush you to ruins. I'm not sure how the logistics will work out—I'm still thinking that part through—but I will make you miserably sorry you ever crossed me.” 
 
    “Kaidlyn. Kaid. Kat. Look: what's mine is mine, what's yours is—” 
 
    “And she's mine.” 
 
    He growled. I growled back. I was pleased to report mine sounded better. He pursed his lips and tried to negotiate from a different angle. 
 
    “Kaidlyn, Kaid, K—” 
 
    “Say it, and I'll knock your socks off.” 
 
    He glanced at his socks and mulled over the phrase. I don't think he liked it.  
 
    “Look, bitch,” he said. “If you start a vampire war in my city, I'll knock your socks off.”  
 
    On second thought, he liked the phrase just fine. 
 
    “How could refusal start a war?” I said. 
 
    “When one of the Exalted is found fertile or virile, a bondmate from each family is presented like an offering of peace. If accepted, a union creates a ceasefire among houses while they negotiate the terms of the child's life: duration, station, custodianship, etc.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of helicopter parenting?” 
 
    “I didn’t know helicopters procreated.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Continue.” 
 
    “A bondmate from my bloodline will secure viable enterprise for my entire house. Exchanges such as this are par for the course, as they say. Her servitude will gain honor for our collective legacy.”               
 
    “You're an animal,” I said. 
 
    “I resent that, cur.” 
 
    “I don't care.” 
 
    “Ask her if this is unusual.” 
 
    I looked at Gingerlocks. Her cheeks shone brilliant and pink. Her eyes flitted from Sigurd to me and back, but she didn't protest an ounce. Jesus. There she was, standing in front of me, waiting to be sacrificed to the demon or whatever.  
 
    I pointed at Gingerlocks. “If you don't stop this princess-in-the-tower routine, I'm gonna deck ya.” 
 
    “Deck?” Sigurd said. 
 
    I growled to convey my meaning. Suddenly, it made sense. 
 
    “This is why you kept me here,” I accused her. “Everyone knows mutts are stronger than vampires. You wanted protection, so you brought home a puppy as your own personal guard dog.” 
 
    Even when I was mad and wounded, she thought I was strong enough to protect her. Flattering. She planned on using me, but meanwhile she’d given me safe harbor. Did her actions nullify her intentions? Blame spun in my head, but it wasn’t the immediate issue. 
 
    “Cancel breeding negotiations, Sigurd.” 
 
    “Now, wait a second—” 
 
    “Earlier, you offered me a favor. This is the thing you’ll do for me.” 
 
    “Families don’t work that way.” 
 
    I glared at Sigurd. “I hereby declare her independent of you. If you even hint that you're going to give her to some vampire breeding program, I'll make sure you're dead before the Ecclesia. I'll tear you up and feed your scraps to three hundred mutts. Try regenerating when there’s only an inch of you in hundreds of bellies! What's more, I'll make sure Svetlana never talks to you again.” 
 
    Okay, so I made threats I mightn't be able to fulfill. 
 
    “Disowning a fledgling is more than mere paperwork,” he said. “I have my own interests to consider. If she is without a champion when the Ecclesia begins, I’ll have thrown her to the gutter beside cockroaches. If she goes unprotected? And if she dies horribly? That will be our fault. And imagine the damage to my reputation. I have a legacy to promote.”  
 
    I clenched my teeth together. Vampires were all about possessions and politics. “If you rescind your offer of a favor, won’t that be worse for your reputation? Do you want to be known as a vow-breaker?” 
 
    He squinted. “I know what you’re up to, but I see logic in your argument.” 
 
    “Surely, Gingerlocks is old enough to make her own decisions. Look at her! All grown up. And you raised her so well. She'll do what's best.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so.” He stared at her, then me. Some lightbulb blinked behind his eyes. His face brightened as his evil brain spawned mischief but he didn’t share. He wagged his finger. “Don't embarrass me.” 
 
    With a stomp and a huff, he left. I glared, and she wilted, backing behind a chair. 
 
    “Mostly, I'm angry because I wanted a nap. Now I can't sleep here because you think I'm some sort of mangy guard dog who will keep you safe.” 
 
    “You already told Papa that I'm yours. You'll help.” Her lip jutted out. 
 
    “Stop pouting! And when I said that, I hoped you could protect yourself.”  
 
    “Well, I can't.”  
 
    “Goddammit! Vampires and their tricks.” I tore the jacket off and threw it across the room. “I've been awake for three hours and already I'm embroiled in vampire politics. Up to here! Should never have gotten out of bed.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said, sheepishly. 
 
    “Don't do that.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Be so accepting and noble. It's a horrible trick to play on me.” 
 
    “Trick?” 
 
    “Just shut up.” I paced back and forth across the room. When I paced close to her, the guileless creature used her foot to edge something behind the chair and out of sight.  
 
    “What are you hiding!” 
 
    My volume drove her back a few paces. I advanced. She’d stowed a suitcase behind her chair. Little miss planned to make a run for it. Either she hadn't expected me to come back or didn't think I'd protect her. Where did she plan to go? And what gave her the right to leave? She had taken me in. She was my responsibility. Worse, maybe I didn’t want anything bad to happen to her. 
 
    I set my arms akimbo and meditated through a few deep breaths. With a slow, relaxing exhale, I tried to figure things out. 
 
    “The black vampire who showed up yesterday, is that Shaytan?” 
 
    She shook her head. Curls bobbed like buoys. “Shaytan is scarier.” 
 
    “What did the other guy want with you?” 
 
    She wrung her hands. “Nothing from me. He wants something Papa had, and he might come back to steal it.” 
 
    “But Sigurd doesn’t know where it is?” 
 
    She shrugged.  
 
    “And the other vamp will use you to get what he wants.” I grabbed the short hair at my temples. “Y'all are going to make me crazier.” 
 
    The safe place was no longer safe. Probably never had been. I wasn't going to stay here anymore, and neither was she. “Screw it. Let's go.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Dunno. Shut up and move.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    I grabbed her wrist and dragged her in, sneering in her face. “No more talking. You wanted a mutt in your life, you bribed me with chocolate, and now you have to deal with me. Move when I say move, shut up when I ask for quiet, and stop pouting.” Her face quivered and my chest cinched. “Don't. Don't do it. Not one pout. Grab your luggage.” 
 
    I pushed her away, stormed over to the jacket, and put it back on. After all, there was a gun with odd ammo in the pocket. I picked one of the parasols since it was daylight and I didn't want her to suffer needlessly. Dog finished her spoils and wagged her tail, ready to go.  
 
    Gingerlocks reached for the chalice and razor. Fury exploded like red fireworks across my vision. I grabbed her around the waist and dragged her out the door. She protested, but I’d gone deaf. The sacrificial-thing had to stop, or there was no point in trying to protect her. 
 
    Really, though, she was mine. No filthy vampire would donate sperm to my unfortunate Gingerlocks unless she damned well wanted it. I snatched the suitcase from her grip, shoved the parasol at her, and escorted her out. With my hand on her slender back, I could feel a subtle heat beneath a well-tailored yellow dress. Not a wolf heat or even a human one, but a life-force nonetheless. She'd stopped resisting, but I didn't remove my hand. 
 
    We marched through a busy parking lot. People screamed when they saw Dog at my heel. Humans shrieked into their phones. Some ran.  
 
    Shit. I needed to protect Dog, too. The anti-canine world despised anything with a doggy-likeness as much as they hated all mutts.  
 
    I pulled Gingerlocks tightly against me, spun a one-eighty, grabbed a cellphone from a frightened pedestrian, and crushed it underfoot. 
 
    “Gimmie your keys, or I’ll unleash the infected creature and let her chomp on your bones.” 
 
    Dog growled perfectly. Weeping, the lady threw her keys and ran. Dog surged to give chase, but I seized the skin of her neck. “No hunting.” 
 
    I grabbed the keys, hit the unlock button, and found a black minivan. Ugh. Well, better than nothing. I ushered Gingerlocks into the passenger side and tossed the suitcase in back while Dog hopped in. I slid beneath the undercarriage to yank the lojack and popped the hood for the GPS, leaving both on the street.  
 
    Then we were off with a full tank of gas and an open road. To where? Groaning, I realized I hadn't decided.  
 
    When in doubt, only one place to go. 
 
     
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Zelda unlocked the door and let us in. I smiled. “I'm so proud. You learned how to use a deadbolt.” 
 
    “Oh, you.” She hugged me. Very nice. Much better. I hugged her back, which for some reason made her cry. When she finally backed away, Gremlin slashed my ankle. 
 
    “Yeow!” I hopped. “Dang.” 
 
    I pulled pieces of a sweet roll from my pocket and dropped it into his grouchy hands. Winking, he darted off. 
 
    “Come in, sweetheart,” Zelda said. 
 
    “I have a vampire with me.”  
 
    “Well, that's a new development. Not a problem, luv.”  
 
    Her housedress bore traces of dirt from the garden. So help me, if the vampire insulted her in any way, I'd bash her lovely brains in. I glared at Gingerlocks and said, “Behave.” 
 
    “My, aren't you pretty as a picture,” Zelda said. It was true. “Don't worry, I won't bite, sweetie. What's your name?” 
 
    “Gingerlocks.”  
 
    I started. No way was that really her name. Did she not want me to know her true name? Or did she like my nickname better?  
 
    Zelda welcomed her into the house like a lost daughter. I grabbed the suitcase and waited for Dog to stop pissing on the azaleas. Once inside, I threw the bolt again. 
 
    “I made biscuits and gravy, plus a shepherd's omelet casserole,” Zelda informed me, and then considered the vampire. “As for you...” 
 
    “I was born,” she said. “I eat.” 
 
    That was news to both of us. I had a lot to learn about vampires. We seated at the table and Zelda poured coffee. 
 
    “Tea, please,” Gingerlocks said. 
 
    “Don't be difficult,” I said. 
 
    “No problem,” Zelda said. “Let me turn on the kettle.” 
 
    “I'm sorry, Zelda, but I'm going to drag you into the midst of things. Again.” 
 
    She laughed. “I could use some excitement.” 
 
    After her heart scare last year, I doubted that. “Can I borrow your phone?” 
 
    I called Svetlana's number at the house and talked to three people before I got her on the phone.  
 
    “It's about Sigurd.”  
 
    She was silent, and I felt she wanted to hang up on me. I rushed into the retelling of what Sigurd had said. I tried to recall his exact phrasing because it might mean more to her. When I was done, the line was quiet. I sensed her presence and knew she hadn’t hung up on me, so I waited. 
 
    “I'll meet with him.” 
 
    “Good enough for me.” 
 
    “How are you? You sound...fed.” 
 
    “And about to be fed more. I'm at Zelda's. She's taking good care of me.” 
 
    How true. How amazingly true. I owed a lot to her. 
 
    “Anytime you want to run, I'll be there,” Svetlana said. 
 
    “Thanks. I think I need to get settled first. And I haven't seen any of the Phoenicians yet.” 
 
    “I miss you.”  
 
    Her words tore into my heart like a scythe and threatened to kill me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I croaked.  
 
    “How are you really feeling?” 
 
    “Unsteady.” I surprised us both by answering honestly. “Numb with flashes of rage. Like I could use a bath and a nap.” 
 
    “Get some rest, ljubonvnik.” 
 
    Lover. We were that, once. Now? I had no idea. I knew I'd be getting some rest, though. Afterward. 
 
    I called my pirate associate, Rainer. I didn’t trust him to pick up the phone but wanted him know I was available. He shied from any line he didn't have secured, so I was surprised when he immediately answered. 
 
    “Zelda?” Rainer said. “Everything alright?” 
 
    The sound of his voice made me laugh deliriously. 
 
    “Quark?” He shrieked, as excited as a girl at a slumber party. 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “How the—? What the—? And…huh?” 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Fuck you: hi. We've spent all day trying to figure out if that footage of you with Sigurd was real or staged. I can't believe it! Are you okay? Do you need anything? Should I send someone over?” 
 
    “Ah, shit. Svetlana didn't tell you they found me.” 
 
    “Svetlana knew? Bitch!” 
 
    “No one told you? Not even Vadik? Not Silvershot?” 
 
    “Jesus Christ. You saw all of them? No, no one told me. Jesus. Hey, buddy. They got her. No, not the evil 'they.' She's at Grannie's house. Yeah. Apparently the Russians didn't see fit to tell us.”  
 
    “Who are you talking to?” 
 
    “Sean.” 
 
    “Sean Palladino? How is he?” 
 
    “You ruined his life and gave him purpose. He's great. Kaid, babe. Are you really okay?” 
 
    “It was rough. No lie.” I swallowed hard and skipped the details. “I'm getting better. I can't believe the Russians didn't tell you.” 
 
    “They're working on something over there, Quark. I don't know what. For some reason, every mutt in Phoenix treated finding you like a local arms race. Like, a test of pack-hood or something.” 
 
    “Makes sense. Everyone is trying to prove their strength and secure their kennels. Finding me when I was weak, pitted against the bureau: that would have sent quite the message.” 
 
    “And it had nothing to do with people caring for you. Douche. Were you really with Sigurd today, or was that faked?” 
 
    “It happened.” 
 
    “Jesus, you looked so…rough.” 
 
    “Should have seen me a month ago.” My voice cracked as I laughed. “Listen, the pesky vamp had interesting news. We’ll need to talk.”  
 
    “Sure. Who found you, anyway?” 
 
    “Zelda.” I laughed. “The big bad wolves were outwitted by an old lady with a trick up her sleeve.” 
 
    “God, I love her. Hey, get some rest. We can talk later.” 
 
    “Yeah, no prob. Let Erik know, will you? He should know. Eventually.” Though I wasn't looking forward to a get-together. That particular kennel master was high-pressure and temperamental. He set me off in all the wrong ways. 
 
    “Quark, I'm gonna send someone over with a phone for you. A secure one. It will be like old times.” 
 
    ‘Old times’ were gone forever. 
 
    “Thanks, Rainer. You're the best.” I meant it. “I mean it,” I said, because it felt important. 
 
    After hanging up, I shuffled some of Zelda's cats off the couch and laid down on the multitude of cushions. Fell asleep instantly. 
 
    Gingerlocks shook my shoulder. “There's a dirty animal outside.” 
 
    “Be nicer to Dog,” I grumbled, half asleep.  
 
    Dog pushed her nose into my ear, proving she wasn’t the animal in question. I shot up, wide awake, and lifted the curtain to peek outside.  
 
    A group of shadows lurked in the middle of the street. Any of my friends would have sent someone to Zelda’s house to chat and invite me out. These were strangers or worse. I ran into the kitchen to find Zelda while Dog sent up a dervish of sound.  
 
    “Zelda, can you handle a pistol?”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I shoved Mullen’s monster of a gun into her hand.  
 
    “Dear!” 
 
    “Yeah, so much for world peace. I know this is heavy—” 
 
    “I’d much rather use the shotgun Davey put in my pantry.” 
 
    I blinked. “He put a gun in your pantry? And you let him?” 
 
    “He was doing some house cleaning and had to move things quickly. But I can rack a shotgun much better than I can heft this.” 
 
    “If they come in here, you better use it. For the cats' sake, Zelda. Now, I'm going out there. Lock the door behind me.”  
 
    “Why don't you stay inside?” she said. “Call the police.” 
 
    I couldn't dignify that with a response. We'd have to have a talk about reasonable violence. Holding Mullen's gun, I stepped out into the dark and waited on the porch until they locked the door behind me. Pitch dark. I couldn’t be sure my vision wasn’t going wonky again. Headlights came on, illuminating a man leaning against a car. I couldn’t determine how many accompanied him.  
 
    I'd seen him before. Somewhere.  
 
    He was a head shorter than me. Wiry. Sleeved out with bad tattoos: crosses and skulls. Black curly hair hung over his eyes and ended at chin level. Baggy pants. Barefoot. Oddly, his feet prompted my memory. 
 
    “Cano,” I said. He had trespassed into my garage once and tried to get me to join his crew. 
 
    “I'm flattered you remember me, blanca.” 
 
    “You really shouldn't be. Tell the person in the car to get out.” 
 
    He tipped his head, considering it, and finally waved his hand. The door opened and heels clicked on the pavement. A slender form in stilettos emerged and leaned against the car. I couldn't see her, but she smelled like booze and the drug cocktail called Xen. A potentially erratic mutt, hopped up on mind-altering drugs.  
 
    Cano had a bad choice in friends. 
 
    “Who told you I was out?” I said. 
 
    “Please, mamacita. You're on the goddamn news having a tea party with a vamp in broad daylight. Like you don't know what you are.” 
 
    “Why are you cruising in my neighborhood?” 
 
    “You need friends, sweetie,” Cano said. “I've got friendliness aplenty.” 
 
    “Look, I'm having a rough week, you know? I'd prefer to be left alone.” 
 
    “Los lobos can be your family now. We'll protect you.” 
 
    “Don't need it. Last time, you wanted information. What now?” 
 
    “Just your face, blanca.” 
 
    “I'm rather attached to it.” 
 
    He laughed. “I mean, your image. We will grow strong together.” 
 
    “Like your girl there? She smells like she tripped through a pharmacy and fell into a liquor store. That the kinda strength you're talking about? Been there, done that, and it's weak sauce.” 
 
    “Careful how you talk about my sister.” 
 
    “Get her sober and buy her some real shoes.”  
 
    To her credit, she didn't say anything.  
 
    “Don’t be so quick to turn aside a helping hand,” he said. “There’s a price on your head, chavala. Streets are full of wolves who want you dead. The bounty makes an already attractive idea more lucrative.” 
 
    “Bull.” 
 
    “Truth. Plus, vampires are enemy numero uno, and you’re shacking up with one. Got your image all over the world breaking bread with the premier fang-dropper himself. You think mutts will stand for that? You went from killing us for pay to fraternizing with our mortal enemies. Bad news, mamacita.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, thanks.” 
 
    “Not all your friends are still your friends, if you get my drift.” 
 
    I kinda did, kinda didn’t. 
 
    “Who offered the bounty?” I gripped the gun tighter. “And how much is it?” 
 
    “Honey, there’s more than one. Open contracts popped up like weeds after you went missing.” 
 
    The streetlights blared on all around us, making us cower and blink for an instant. Helicopter! I remembered the cannonball punch of big rounds and quivered so fiercely I nearly dropped the gun. Shit. Cops? Bureau? 
 
    A yellow humvee rolled down the street, music blasting. I groaned. Erik, the kennel master of a rival pack, was about to complicate my life. Likely, Rainer had lit up the street so he could watch from whatever drone he had hijacked this time. 
 
    “Should go,” I warned Cano. 
 
    “Nah.” He faked confidence but gestured for his sister to get inside the car. 
 
    Erik descended from the vehicle, white hair flowing, skin shiny like mother of pearl, pink eyes glinting in his head. The albino muscle-jock was a power-house who could toss that H2 at my head if he was in a mood.  
 
    And he usually was. 
 
    “What the hell is he doing here?” Erik pointed at Cano while talking to me. 
 
    “Nice to see you, too,” I said. “Already blaming me for shit. Great welcome. Jerk.” 
 
    “I repeat, what the—” 
 
    “Yo! I heard you.” I stomped my foot. “This is my street! Mine! Look at me! I'm exhausted, and you interrupted a nap which I desperately needed. Now, I don't owe either of you anything, much less an explanation for what has nothing to do with me. You two, work this out. Somewhere else!” 
 
    “Who brought you back, Kaid?” Erik said. 
 
    “Wasn't you?” Cano said. 
 
    “For your information, big boys, it was a cat. A freakin' housecat did what you couldn't. So! Move on. I clearly need a great deal of beauty rest.” 
 
    “She's testy when she doesn't get her nap,” someone said, leaving Erik's SUV. “Like a toddler.” A shirtless, shoeless form came into view. Short hair, burnished skin, and a military swagger to boot. 
 
    “Peavey?” I shrieked girlishly. I hadn't seen him in almost two years. He'd stitched up my wounds after a huge brawl and then disappeared. 
 
    “Hey, troublemaker. Gonna shoot me if I hug you?” 
 
    “Maybe. Watch them hands,” I joked as he loped over. 
 
    “Me? It's you I'm worried about. I'm hot shit, don't you know.” His Southern drawl was adorable. 
 
    Laughing, I let him hug me. He immediately noticed it wasn't returned and didn't mention it or stretch it out. He pulled a silver phone from his pocket and plunked it in my hand. “Rainer says hey.” 
 
    “Great. Thanks. Night, boys.” I pocketed the phone, pretended we were done, and started walking to the house. 
 
    “Hold on, sweet cheeks,” Erik said. “I finally catch up with you, and you're slumming.” 
 
    “Cano was delivering a singing telegram. No biggie.” 
 
    “Jesus, Kaid. Why can’t I get a straight answer from you?” Erik turned to Cano. “The hell you doing here?”  
 
    Cano started going on in Spanish and Erik looked like an angry, clueless guy. 
 
    “Yo! Assholes! This is not your turf. I am not in your club. When I was at the end of my rope, not one of you was there. Not one. And I get it! I understand, really, I do. However, this is my neighborhood, and you're cutting into my dinnertime. Go sort your shit out somewhere else.” 
 
    Cano laughed at Erik. “Girlie told you off, didn't she?” As if it had nothing to do with him. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “G'night, Peavey.” 
 
    “Night, Kaid. Take care.” 
 
    I turned and walked back to the porch. The door opened and I slipped inside. Dog huffed, frantically harvesting strange mutt scents from my clothes. Zelda said, “Friend or foe?” 
 
    “Both. Is the shotgun silver-loaded?” 
 
    Dog erupted in a flurry of barking and snarling. Zelda skittered back in alarm and Gingerlocks hopped up on a chair. The door swung open and Erik stood there. Dog lunged for his leg and latched on. He roared and drew back to punch her. I raised the gun. 
 
    “Hurt that dog and I will plug you.” 
 
    “Serious?” he said. 
 
    “Dead. Feeling lucky?” 
 
    He chortled. Dog, attached to his leg, looked confused. She dropped her toothy grip. Erik winced and continued to glower at her. She resumed snarling. I caught her eyes and shut her attitude down with a glance. She sat, grumpily, and stared at him. I lowered the gun.  
 
    “That's all you've got?” Erik said. “Nothing to say?” 
 
    “Come back when you're in a better mood.” 
 
    “Do I get a hug too?” 
 
    “I don't feel like fighting, Erik.” 
 
    “I offered a hug.” 
 
    “And all I got so far was a fight.” 
 
    He smiled. “You're intolerable. Irritating. Short-tempered.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Missed ya,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks, asshole.” 
 
    He looked at Gingerlocks and the happy moment went to shit. “Who the hell is that? Another vampire, Durant? Goddammit! Always tangling with nasty bloodsuckers. Do you never learn?” 
 
    “Apparently not. We were having a moment there, and you ruined it.” 
 
    “What kind of moment?” A suggestive grin overran his features. 
 
    “Oh, sweet Jesus. Leave my vampire alone. This isn't your home. You're a guest here, so you need to ratchet down the attitude.” 
 
    “You're right,” Erik said. Holy crap. I'm what? While I blinked, he turned to Zelda. “Good evening, ma'am.” 
 
    “Strudel?” she offered. 
 
    “Don't mind if I do. Thank you kindly.” 
 
    “Uh, no...” I began. 
 
    “I'm being polite like you asked, and she invited me in.” 
 
    Well, that backfired. 
 
    “What about Peavey?” I wanted the Native American wolf to come back. Alone with Erik, I felt outnumbered. 
 
    “He's tracking Cano. Gonna see if he can scent out their lair.” He strolled into the kitchen. “You have a lovely home, Ms. Blackwood.” 
 
    “Thanks, sweetie. Do you take cream with your coffee?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. I hear you're the one we have to thank for Kaidlyn's reappearance.” 
 
    “I was only part of the search effort.” She batted her eyes. She loved a handsome man, the horrible flirt that she was. I rolled my eyes and sat at the table while we passed platters of food. Gingerlocks slowly eased down next to me, eying Erik and Dog with equal distrust. Erik helped himself to a wolf's portion of confections and used far too much creamer for a grown man. His musculature and big frame dwarfed the chair, but for all intents and purposes, the albino mutt was as relaxed and controlled as I had ever seen him. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question,” I said. 
 
    “Shoot.” He added a dash of powdered sugar to his already sweet strudel. 
 
    “How is Svetlana behaving?” 
 
    He mulled it over. 
 
    “Hard,” he said. “You know Peter is in France with Davey, right? Well, we haven't seen either of them for months. And you've been...gone. All she's got left is the politics and rough decisions that come with running an international coalition of endangered beings. So she's behaving…roughly. Wouldn’t be surprised if a few staked skulls are decorating the property.” 
 
    “I ask because apparently she didn't mention that I'd been found.” 
 
    “True,” Erik said. 
 
    “Sweetie, you're bending my spoon,” Zelda said. He dropped the ruined silverware on the table. 
 
    “In the spirit of sharing, I had a talk with a vampire today.” I told Erik everything I'd told Svetlana. I was too exhausted to put any guile or discretion in my delivery. By the end, Erik's cheeks flushed as pink as his eyes. 
 
    “Thank you,” he choked, “for sharing.” 
 
    Politeness might be the death of him, but I appreciated the gesture. 
 
    “So, Sean Palladino is at the bunker?” I sipped coffee.  
 
    “Yeah. He and Rainer are busy circulating and recirculating video feed that reveals some of the worst things society has done in the name of security. Apparently, they think a revolt is coming. They're rushing to gather as much material as possible and locate pirate allies. It's a nerdfest in there...” 
 
    Something grabbed me. I came to, swinging with all my might, connecting with something hard. I was rewarded with a short fall and a sudden stop on my ass. White Wolf in his not-true form stood over me, bleeding from the brow. 
 
    “You fell asleep,” Erik gruffed. “I only wanted to carry you to the sofa.” 
 
    “Oh.” Lordy, how my heart pounded. He touched his brow, investigating the cut and testing the bone. 
 
    “Think you fractured it.” He frowned. His perfume rolled over me like a pleasant jaunt through the mountains. Mossy. Crisp. 
 
    “Erik, don't take this wrong, but you smell amazing when you bleed.” 
 
    He growled, but it was sexy. I realized I was still on the floor. He started to help me, but I waved him off and stood up.  
 
    “Months ago, babe, you were so sick,” he said. “Fighting the wolf with drugs and hatred made you putrid, weak, and offensive. Miserable to look at. Nightmarish to stand downwind of.” 
 
    “Wow. Thanks, sweetheart.” 
 
    “The air coming from you now is still sick-sweet, but there is a stabilizing undercurrent drawing me. Engulfing me. Like a river rushing, bringing your beast's fragrance from deep within your bones. I won't ask what happened to you. If you want, you can tell me. Whatever you choose, whatever happened, I guarantee you're strong enough to endure.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    His comment blew me away. I wasn't sure he was right. He was probably puffing me up so I wouldn't eat a gun.  
 
    Erik trusted his wolf a lot. He esteemed its every sense and intuition. Worshiped it, which turned into a form of self-worship in a perverse way. If he said I smelled a certain way, I was inclined to believe him.  
 
    Still, it was odd for him to use such intimate honesty with me. I stared at him too long. He crossed his arms over his chest, drawing attention to the statuesque marble of his bulk. 
 
    “Look, Durant. You don't have to stay here if you don't want to.” 
 
    “Did Rainer lift the banishment? Can I go back to the bunker?” Pathetic, how eager I sounded. 
 
    “Well, no. Not explicitly. You could stay at my house.” 
 
    “Your place?” I'd never imagined he had a house. A home. Four walls. Weird to consider. 
 
    “If you stay here, Zelda will be in constant danger.” 
 
    “You're right.”  
 
    But I didn't fancy the idea. Sleeping in his home? Showering in his bathroom? It would be awkward. Intimate. Besides, I couldn't tell if the offer was inspired by politics. He sensed my hesitation. 
 
    “Think about it and let me know,” he said. 
 
    “Mm-hmm. Uh, sorry Dog bit you.” 
 
    “Whatever. Work on her name, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. G'night.” 
 
    He smiled, briefly and handsomely, and then went to the door. Soon, his tacky yellow vehicle roared to life. Gingerlocks, who’d been previously lurking in the corner, came to slide the deadbolt. 
 
    “I don't like him,” she said. 
 
    Groaning, I laid back on the couch. “I'll take that under advisement.” 
 
    She crept closer and said in a suspiciously cute tone: “Kaidlyn?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I'm hungry.” 
 
    “Didn't you eat?” 
 
    “It's not the same. I still have rumbling in my tummy.” 
 
    “Oh.” Big deal. So the vampire was hungry. So wha—I jackknifed and pointed at her. “No! No. Not in this house, missy! Not a single creature here is snack food or dinner or teatime. Except maybe a few cats. Do you eat cats?” 
 
    “Ew. Gross.” 
 
    “Too bad. Don't eat anyone. Don't make me have to kill you.” 
 
    She pouted again. 
 
    “I'm serious.” And I was. Clearly, we'd have to figure out a way to deal with her needs, but at the present moment I didn't want to talk about it.  
 
    She folded her hands and looked around for a place to sleep. She debated between the loveseat and recliner. She chose the loveseat. Her hips swayed to each side as she took off her shoes and set them neatly beside the coffee table. She pulled pins out of her hair, releasing a slow cascade of copper curls. Felines emerged to play with the pins, and she lost them to merciless cat curiosity.  
 
    Dog, amazingly, was getting along splendidly with a house full of felines. Zelda made domestic sounds in the kitchen. In that moment, everything felt...okay. Maybe not right, but okay. 
 
    Except for the tiny matter of a bounty or two on my head. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    People gathered outside my hospital room like ticket-bearers attending a rock concert. A mixture of healthy observers and sick hopefuls swarmed to the extent where the hospital brought forth security to protect me from the mob. So many people: hungry reporters, concerned citizens, hopeful unfortunates, a smattering of clergy, and some leukemia patients from a children’s ward with dry-skinned, bald heads.  
 
    I spoke briefly with a few reporters, mostly female, who adored my story but seemed wary of me in general. They asked to view my wound, but I was reluctant to show a mostly-healed bite. I kept the bandage in place for privacy.  
 
    A squat, frizzy-haired reporter with heavy-rimmed glasses immediately became one of my greatest admirers. He hung on my every word, rubbing his knees with fat hands, eagerly pushing his glasses further up his nose, writing my story with a great flourish of handwriting. I liked his script, the slanting scrawl of his attentive words.  
 
    And when he asked about the vampire who bit me, I shared more with him than any other. I regaled him with tales of her dainty beauty, noble posture, impeccable taste in quaint dresses, and the amazing aroma of her rich perfume.  
 
    To my surprise and delight, he knew of her: the Saint of Saint Romana's.  
 
    “She’s not there anymore,” he said. “She ran off with a street derelict, and no one knows if she was taken or if she went of her own volition. The congregation is beside themselves with sadness.” 
 
    I clenched my fists and gnashed my teeth. The derelict in question could only be Kaidlyn Durant, causing trouble again. And what did she expect to do with my vampire? 
 
    Immediately, I sent away the reporter and closed the door so I could stomp around my room in a private tantrum. I’d find answers as soon as I was well. When boredom struck, I relinquished, opened the door, and saw more of my visitors.  
 
    First came an adolescent boy with great talent and swarms of anger but no self-esteem. He stared at my collar bone and bemoaned the futility of life. He stuffed his lower lip between his teeth like a child seeking a pacifier.  
 
    I met a trio of older women who looked like Macbeth’s three witches with stringy hair, saggy teats, and threadbare dresses who came to pray with me. They held my hands and recited Prayers in innumerable languages. I tolerated it, even after it sounded like their incantation was directed toward me and not for my benefit. My skin crawled long after they departed. 
 
    Next came a barely-legal girl with an infant squashed against her milking breast, but the babe was more interested in squalling bloody murder than suckling its mother’s bosom.  
 
    And the squealing infant, red-faced, chubby-limbed, reeking of newly formed flesh and innocent powder, rubbed its scrunched face against its mother's semi-bared breast, with only the hint of a dark brown nipple peeking out when the baby kicked its little legs.  
 
    Both were in poor condition. The mother was a drug user, but that wasn't the worst of her damage. Dopamine receptacles in her brain lacked the ability to be stimulated as they normally should. Drugs further eroded her capacity to be happy and present, and now she came to me with a child, eager to change. To be a good mother. To ensure her infant's longstanding welfare. She was ill-equipped to handle the situation, but at least she was aware of the fact. Did she know my career involved placing unfortunate children in better homes? Had she come to offer me the child? 
 
    I was loathe to touch it. My hands curled into fists, which startled me, and I stuffed them behind my back, hiding my instinctual reaction from both mother and audience.  
 
    The infant reeked of oxygen deprivation and a heart condition. The crying lasted a moment before the babe latched onto the mother's teat and went through futile suckling motions. Scarcely a trickle emerged from the breast and its wrecked system.  
 
    Finally, I could focus.  
 
    The young woman was talking, partly in Spanish and half in English, and every time her eyes met mine she had to check herself and remember I was a privileged white woman with minimal linguistic variance. Although, apparently my constant exposure to the less fortunate had paid off in the long run. My brain recognized more words than I thought I'd known, and I got the gist of the woman's plea. 
 
    She wanted me to heal her child.  
 
    My heart wretched. Yes, a mother's love was pure and true, despite the shoddy construction and maintenance of its physical vessel. Yes, she wanted the best for the unfortunate creature in her arms, but not everything could be cured with love. The inherent learning disabilities, for example, evident in the mother's speech pattern and the child's eyes. The drug-addled neurons in the child's amygdala, dooming it to become a more aggressive, risk-favoring animal. As if by scent alone—miraculously—I knew it possessed less gray matter in the anterior rostral prefrontal cortex.  
 
    Yes, nurture could ease the edges of the child's coarse future, but that required a mother who wouldn't fall face-first into a bottle of booze and revert to passive-aggressive warfare at the slightest frustration. A mother who wasn't more concerned with the integrity of her manicure than the integrity of her child... 
 
    I shook my head to toss off my mother's phantom likeness. She had nothing to do with this situation. Truly, the unfortunate creature before me had every desire to become a great mother to the child. Only, odds were against her.  
 
    “Odds are against all of us, in the end.” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed. “You understand! Will you help us?” 
 
    After recovering from my mistake of speaking personal thoughts aloud, I nodded. Of course. What else could I do? 
 
    “How can I help?” 
 
    “He doesn't sleep. He won't latch onto my nipple...” 
 
    A wealth of complaints came at me, but my eyes obsessed over every fine dark hair spread across the infant's scalp. A wondrous head of hair, given its age and recent venture from the womb. I wondered what Andy's newborn head had looked like. Had he risen from birth with a full head of glorious curls? Would his sons, likewise, be so endowed?  
 
    A well of warmth burst around my heart, lapping at my anxiety with warm oils. Soothed by romantic thoughts of the future, I reached for the tiny bundle of meat, bones, and noise. 
 
    People pressed closer like insects swarming a picnic gathering to scavenge scraps from the master’s table. 
 
    The swaddling cloth was lighter than a feather, with the consistency of whipped cream. I was tempted to steal it. Since an infant's neck should be supported at his age, I wrapped my hand appropriately behind its skull. My fingertip brushed along the back of the child's neck, and the delicate skin contact took my breath away.  
 
    Its scent invaded my nostrils, but the smooth, ultimately decadent and unused surface of its flesh enraptured me. Bliss. No wonder parents held their children so often and fiercely! Their skin was like fresh-churned cream, soft as a dream, and flush with a new body's tissues. And all this delicate genetic investment would be wasted if it wasn’t nurtured… 
 
    His lips twisted in the universal prelude to a wail.  
 
    “Hush,” I said, instantly worried it would send up another raucous cry. He didn't. If anything, he turned into the sound of my voice. As I brought it closer to my chest, he gasped and suckled the air, as if he'd find sustenance in my very breath. I smiled. Even the little creature, unknowing and unaware of the world beyond its skin and base needs, sought and appreciated me.  
 
    Maybe I should find him a home with doting parents and a possible future filled with prosperity and, of course, therapists to soften his inborn curses.  
 
    Maybe I should take the tiny boy home with me. Andy wasn't adverse to the adoption of four felines, how much more trouble could a newborn be? He wasn’t working and his search for Kaidlyn was resolved. He didn't have any hobbies to fill his time. Caring for an infant would give him purpose when I wasn't around. And if we were to have our own child, we could simply rehome this one to make room for the next. 
 
    Aaaannd the mother was still talking. Ailments, MRIs, blood tests and whatnot, but I knew everything I needed to. Sounded like more trouble than it warranted. I mean, children were a dime a dozen. I could find another one by sundown. A healthier one, preferably. There were so many unfortunate children in this world and not enough caring parents.  
 
    Andy would be a great father.  
 
    The mother truly had a shrill voice, and I tired of hearing it. Granted, I hadn't paid attention to what she was going on about, but I wanted to put her at ease. 
 
    “Everything will be okay.” I lied. None of them had the slightest reason to believe anything would be okay. They lacked the power to make it so. 
 
    The infant persisted in its leaning toward me, reaching out with its hands. Tiny, miraculous fingers with crisp, miniscule nails on each tip. Knuckles as small and wrinkly as golden raisins. What a wonder. It huffed and puffed at me, and I swear, it wanted to devour my breath. I chucked and kissed it on its lips. The brief contact reminded me of the rim of a wine bottle: smooth, circular, and utterly uncivilized to be putting my lips on.  
 
    The human's mother covered her mouth and leaked a flood of tears, and thanked me for my blessing. 
 
    Blessing, indeed. 
 
    The child's heart revved five paces in a quick instant, then faded. The lurch, a brief pause only I noticed. Its heart caught the Promethean heat once more and beat onward, matching mine pace for pace. MINE, I thought. Immediately, I wanted to keep it. He'd grow into such a fruitful, healthy boy with boisterous lungs and plump, powerful limbs, and a head of dark hair... 
 
    The mother reached for her child. Brown fingers wrapped around its rotund belly. My upper lip curled back from my teeth, and a rush of air expelled from my lungs. My legs tensed, ready to leap.  
 
    What had come over me? I coughed and released the infant, who'd fallen asleep, heart resuming its usual pace. But I knew and it knew, for a singular moment, we were one. 
 
    Why had this dastardly woman come to make ill requests of me? 
 
    Like roaches swarming from a drain to desecrate a sanctuary, people filled the hall. I promptly slammed my door shut and threw myself on the bed, curling up, covering my head with a pillow, and ignoring the lot of them.  
 
    My thoughts clamored with images of my vampire mother being taken from her home by a derelict.  
 
    What Kaidlyn stole Andy next?  
 
    Something had to be done. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    I woke to NPR chattering through Zelda's house. A dozen cats curled around me, depositing fur all over my borrowed clothing. Gross. I disentangled myself from the felines, sending them away with disgruntled glares, and sauntered into the kitchen where Zelda and Gingerlocks listened to the news. Gingerlocks rubbed her feet on Dog's spine while the pooch munched on a soup bone. 
 
    “Morning.”  
 
    They shushed me. Well, somebody was grumpy. I beelined for the coffee pot while they listened to a talk show wherein two hosts discussed one Kaidlyn Durant.  
 
    Huh? 
 
    “Our favorite celebrity agent has been nurtured back to health by none other than the King of Phoenix, Sigurd the Vampire. Courtesy of recent footage, everyone in the world has seen the two feasting together at the local Gilded Swan restaurant.” 
 
    “If you remember a few years back, the couple made an unexpected appearance during a charity banquet. Considering their seclusion in a private room during the party, these two have been an item for quite some time.” 
 
    “Item? Couple?” I shrieked. They shushed me again. 
 
    “The real question is, how this will impact future government policies? Will vampire and human marriages be officially recognized? I mean, we have the Princess sneaking around, clearly involved with Sigurd the Chosen, and yet the FBHS pretends they don't know where she's been the past few months. How long has their media darling been shacking up with the Exalted One? I'm wondering, what is the bureau hiding?” 
 
    “Could be any number of things.” 
 
    “Could be. And with the recent negative press, I have to say I'm worried about the implications.” 
 
    “Fine, but if Ms. Durant has been free all this time, why hasn't she made a statement? What is she hiding?” 
 
    “Perhaps she hasn't been permitted to speak of her relationship with a vampire. As a high-status agent in a federal security bureau, I imagine she has confidentiality agreements falling out of her ears.” 
 
    “Oh, I guarantee that's the case. Doesn’t mean she can’t throw us a clue, though.” 
 
    “Truly, this is amazing. The world thought she was dead, and here she is, advancing from the FBHS Princess to America's sweetheart. Dating a vampire! Lucky gal. And it's so rare to see Sigurd out during the daytime. So rare. What an honor to see these photographs. Such an intimate breakfast. I confess, it leads me to speculate about their private lives. Look; her jacket matches his suit. Can you imagine them dressing together after a loving night of intimacy and sipping mimosas in his car on the way for a casual breakfast?” 
 
    “She's living the dream, don't you think? What concerns me most, and I know this is an issue for most our listeners: what does the church have to say about this?” 
 
    “The church?” I squeaked. 
 
    “According to the local diocese, this union has been blessed by God. It's clear that Ms. Durant has found religion and is reaping the benefits of a personal relationship with Christ and the Chosen One. The evidence is right there, sipping tea and eating scones. Marriage equality in this country just took an astounding leap forward.” 
 
    “Gah!” I said. “Turn that shit off! It's felonious! Misleading! And stupid! And I wasn’t drinking tea.” 
 
    Zelda turned down the radio. Everyone looked at me. Dog included. 
 
    “I hate the world,” I said. “I hate everyone. Where’s the nearest remote cave so I can crawl into it and die?” 
 
    “There is no shame in having breakfast with Papa,” Gingerlocks said. 
 
    “It's the implications.” 
 
    “Papa?” Zelda said. “Honey, is Sigurd your daddy?” 
 
    She beamed proudly and bounced her curly head. 
 
    I froze. “When you said that you were born, surely, uh, did you mean...born?” 
 
    “The word means what the word means.” 
 
    “You have a mother?” 
 
    “Everyone has a mother,” Gingerlocks said. 
 
    “I thought that was a euphemism. Where is she? Who is she?” 
 
    “I'm not supposed to say.” 
 
    “Right.” I grappled with the notion of a vampire who was born and could eat. I could deal with the epiphany later, after I set a few things straight. I picked up my cellphone to call the radio station and give them a piece of my mind. The phone was already buzzing: Rainer. Grunting, I answered. 
 
    “Whatever you're about to do, don't,” he said. 
 
    “I have no intention of letting the world believe I'm a vampire's mistress.”  
 
    “That's exactly what you're going to do.” 
 
    “And why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because this will save your ass. The bureau can't hunt you down if you're America's Vampire sweetheart. Your reputation has been restored from that of a raving lunatic. You're the Princess again.” 
 
    “Well, I don't wanna be.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. I know you hate being in the public eye, but you need this to keep you out of the bureau's basement. The pictures on live stream are being cosmetically enhanced again, Quark. The bureau wants you pretty so they can esteem you for PR purposes. Go with it. Be visible, desirable, and entirely redeemed. Are you listening to me, or are you still too mad to see reason?” 
 
    “I hate that you make sense.” 
 
    He chuckled. “If you don't believe this will work out to your benefit, glance out the window.” 
 
    “Huh?” Suspicions raged as I tip-toed to Zelda's window and peeled back a curtain. Workmen crawled like ants over my recently liberated house, snipping security wires, removing monitors, slicing off black plastic. Pale paint winked in the sun like unveiled flesh. A lump stuck in my throat. 
 
    “The vampire did that,” Rainer said. “He made a big to-do about his girlfriend's house being quarantined, and the CDC is rushing to make amends. You can move back in.” 
 
    “I don't need some vampire fairy godfather to take care of me!” 
 
    “No, you need political allies. Association with Sigurd will keep you safe for a while. Play along. What could it hurt?” 
 
    “My pride.” 
 
    “You've got plenty to spare. Think about Zelda. She benefits if you benefit. She suffers if you suffer.” 
 
    “Oh, that's low.” 
 
    “You've been saved, Kaidlyn Durant. Go with it.” 
 
    He hung up, confident I'd do exactly what he wanted: nothing. 
 
    I preferred to stomp the phone into dust. Why was Sigurd doing this to me? Helping everyone believe we were involved might be beneficial for me, but why was he encouraging the misunderstanding? He wouldn’t try to make Svetlana jealous, would he? Nah. My house was probably a reward for contacting Svetlana as I promised. Tit for tat. I shoved down the rage and turned around. Zelda poured another cup of coffee. 
 
    “There’s cobbler in the oven,” she said. 
 
    “I have every right to be angry.” My steam was already fading. Everyone else was taking advantage of the situation. Why shouldn't I? Plus, nothing said I couldn't punch the vampire the next time I saw him.  
 
    I looked back across the street, seeing a bustle of humans swarming my house. This morning was already overwhelming. I went back to the sofa, threw myself down, and pulled pillows over my head. 
 
    “Dear,” Zelda said. I crunched pillows over my ears. “Sweetheart, Dog hasn't been outside yet. Don't you think she needs some exercise?” 
 
    Groaning, I tossed the pillows aside. I hate when she's right, too. Dog panted happily. It was hard to begrudge that face. And yeah, she needed a walk before the felines drove her crazy. Drove us crazy. 
 
    “Dog.”  
 
    She was up like a shot. We went out the back door so the working men wouldn't see us. Zelda's house was on the corner of the neighborhood, surrounded by a tall, fortified wall with scarce cameras. We walked to the gate and let ourselves out. Blinking in the sun, I realized I'd left the gun and phone behind. Probably for the best.  
 
    Too many worries, politics, and 'what if' scenarios clouded my head like white noise. 
 
    I stared at dog. She stared at me. 
 
    I turned and ran along the fence. She followed, hot on my heels. We ran the perimeter of the neighborhood. Our feet pounded the hot dirt. We leaped over rubble and discarded trash. Running was good. Even barefoot. Especially barefoot. Hot air swelled in my lungs. My muscles stretched and joints squeaked. Springing on my toes, sun on my skin, I ran. Not the wolf, just me. At first, everything ached. Then everything burned.  
 
    Dog was right behind me, or so I thought, until I turned a corner of the fence and saw Dog running on her short legs with her lopsided lope. I'd lapped her. Sneaking up behind, I jogged faster. She turned her head, tongue lolling almost to the ground. Confusion flashed across her features as she wondered how I got there, then she surged ahead as if to sprint to a finish line. 
 
    We reached the gate together, panting madly, as happy as pigs in mud. 
 
    “Good Dog,” I said.  
 
    In Zelda's yard, I paused by the hose. I was covered in sweat and stink. Dog was coated in dust and grime. I turned on the water and gave us both a good hose-down. Dog loved it; chasing and biting the water, rolling in muddy puddles and making me wash her again. I laughed at her antics. She finally gave up, exhausted, and sat in the shade.  
 
    I drenched myself and shivered in the cold water. Invigorating. I shook my head to toss water from my short hair. Dog stood up and shook herself. Zelda opened the door in time to be sprinkled with our droplets. A joyous laugh came from her, and I loved it.  
 
    She tossed me a towel. I removed my shirt and wrung it out while enjoying the kiss of warm sun on my chest and shoulders. Dog strode over to Zelda, dripping on her shoes, and she stepped back. 
 
    “What's wrong, old lady?” I said. “Trying not to get wet? C'mere.” 
 
    “Don't you dare,” she said unconvincingly. I chased her down and gave her a wet, sopping hug. She flapped her hands and laughed girlishly. Dog ran around, merrily barking. Everything was perfect for a moment. 
 
    When I looked up, Gingerlocks stood in the doorway with her arms crossed and the iconic pout on her face. 
 
    “C'mere,” I offered. “We'll hose you down as well.” 
 
    She huffed and flounced back inside. My smile simmered down a few degrees. 
 
    “Breakfast?” Zelda said. 
 
    “Breakfast.”  
 
    “Maybe you’ll let me teach you how to cook something for once,” she said. 
 
    I snorted. “Sure. That’ll happen.” 
 
    I ran my hand over my spiky hair. Technically, short hair was better for close combat and I should have cut it off years ago. I may or may not grow it out again. If I lived long enough. 
 
    She made a dozen eggs for me and six for Dog, which we followed up with cobbler. After, Dog snored at our feet while I helped with dishes. A month ago, I never expected to do anything as mundane as dish-washing ever again.  
 
    The world was still there, rolling along, completely independent of the horrors in my brain.  
 
    Soaping plates gave me plenty of time to think about new problems.  
 
    What happens next? Cano, Erik, and Svetlana were determined for me to choose between them. Was my father safe? Was anyone who knew me safe? What happened to Dog and Zelda if I was killed in a kennel scuffle or vampire politics? Could I leave my foster-grannie defenseless and my canine homeless? No way, no siree.  
 
    I needed to make arrangements. 
 
    Curiously, I knew exactly what to do. Once I decided to act, my gut committed to the plan with such resolve there was no room left for doubt. A tendril of the old-me crept between the cracks of the new-me. 
 
    I patted Zelda on the back and retrieved my phone. I tucked Mullen's gun into my pants, snatched a cup of coffee, and wandered out onto the porch. Across the way, workers finished my house. They waved as if I was a celebrity and a city-wide manhunt hadn’t been conducted in my honor. Humans could be unbelievably fickle. Then again, wasn't everyone?  
 
    Gremlin came out, hopped up on the porch rail and eyed me. I passed him the coffee cup and he sipped on it. I wasn't sure I should be giving the trickster caffeine, but why not?  
 
    I called my accountant: the last person on earth who expected to hear from me. It was a short conversation. “Cash out my pension,” I said. “Get everything you can.” 
 
    Then I called Rainer. 
 
    “You're right about the publicity. We're gonna ride this train for all it's worth. If Papa Vamp thinks he's getting my name for cheap, that sugar daddy has got another thing coming. We'll make him suffer as I'm suffering.” 
 
    “I appreciate how you think, Quark. You scare me, but I like that, too.” 
 
    “Good. Can you get my accounts reinstated? Last I knew, everything was frozen.” 
 
    “Not a problem. Most of it can be fixed with a bit of keyboard magic. We'll toss the vampire's name around for anything that slips through the cracks.” 
 
    “Thanks. There was mention of increased pirating? Y'all are starting a cache of black market materials? I've got some things I want to sell.” 
 
    “The collection? You're selling the collection?” 
 
    I could hear him salivating. “All of it. I moved most of the rare contraband away from the house before it all went to hell. You can have the hardcovers and originals, but I want digital copies for my own research.” 
 
    It was a lie. I didn’t expect to live long enough to read anything, but Rainer would recognize a red-flag if I tried to sell without retaining copies.  
 
    “Hell yeah, Quark. You know I’ll move those pieces fast.” 
 
    “We have other things to talk about, too.” 
 
    “Yes, we do.” Dread saturated his tone.  
 
    “Who put a bounty on me, Rainer?” 
 
    The line practically exploded with silence. 
 
    “You did,” I said. 
 
    “Yes.” His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat. “When the dust cleared on the cemetery scuffle and you were missing, I decided I wanted you dead instead of captured.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you know too much. You’re in touch with three or four kennels. You know my base of operations. Hell, you’ve met a dozen pirates. You’re practically in bed with three different species of lovers. Effectively, the finger you point could take down the entire hub.” 
 
    “I barely know anything—” 
 
    “You know enough. I didn’t want that brain of yours in the hands of anyone who could extract the information.” 
 
    “Bastard.” 
 
    “I know you understand.” 
 
    I did. “Doesn’t make you less of a cunt.”  
 
    “I stand by my decision. Preventative measures are necessary, but I swear, I lost sleep. Months of sleep. Was I wrong? Did you keep our secrets despite being tortured?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t they busted down my door and executed us all?” 
 
    “Damn, Rainer. I’d love to say that I didn’t fold, or that I wouldn’t have. Withstanding torture sounds heroic and badass. But I didn’t.” I sighed. “The truth is much sadder. No one asked.”  
 
    “They didn’t ask?” 
 
    “The bureau’s research division, SciLab, assumed I was infected by Rosco Gracie on the elevator. They didn’t search deeper, and they weren’t looking for answers. I’d landed in the Doc’s chair, and he was hunting for a cure, not secrets. I was only a lab rat and treated as such.” 
 
    “God.” 
 
    “I would have told everything.” I clenched my fists. “When they cranked the electricity, over and over, I would have confessed to anything. You would have, too. I guess it’s fortunate that I bit off my own tongue.” 
 
    “Ew. And I’m sorry. Does that mean you aren’t mad at me for thinking you’d be better off dead?” 
 
    “Heck yes, I am. Part of me wishes someone had killed me before SciLab got their hands on me. What angers me isn’t that you put a price on my head and invited wolves to execute me. I resent the reminder that our undefined friendship is way, way down on the list of global priorities. I kinda figured we’d be in cahoots until we died, and then, like…I don’t know. We trust each other, but we don’t, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Are you going to retract the contract?” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “So where do we stand? Am I welcome back in the fold or what?” 
 
    He was quiet for a long time. “I'll call you back.” 
 
    I hung up. His voice had told me everything. He had barely trusted me to begin with, now less than ever. If I didn’t know better, my pirate friend still planned for me to walk the plank. 
 
    It was the only responsible thing he could feasibly do with me. My situation had placed him in an impossible position. He was the self-proclaimed neutral mediator of the mutt kingdom, but he ordered a hit on me.  
 
    I had no business doing business with him any longer. I hadn’t thrown my allegiance to any particular kennel, and yet I couldn’t keep my damn nose out of their dealings. Worse, I knew too many people who would be black-bagged and executed if I named them.  
 
    If I was Rainer, I’d have me killed. Today. 
 
    The notion of inevitable doom should have jostled notes of self-preservation, but I felt impartial. My heartrate hadn’t even elevated. A ghost of me floated above the current, beyond the stress… 
 
    If I ended today, what would be left undone? Would I have regrets? 
 
    Hell, yes! 
 
    But any I could rectify? I fidgeted with the phone, shuffling it from hand to hand. I hesitated, then I called my old family lawyer, Caprelan. 
 
    “How's my favorite old Italian?” I said. 
 
    “Kaidlyn?” a woman said. 
 
    “Oh. Uh, hi, Darlene. I'd say you're my favorite, but you're not old.” 
 
    She chuckled with a mixture of emotion I didn't expect. “Oh, sweetie. I've seen so much about you on the news recently. I don't know what to think.” 
 
    “Can't believe everything we hear, can we?” 
 
    “Lord, I hope not. Let me get the big man on the phone. His arthritis is acting up, and he doesn't like to be out of bed without a handful of pills and a hot water bottle.” 
 
    He grumbled in the background. “Don't tell everyone my problems, woman. Gimmie that phone.” 
 
    “Did I mention he's a grump?” she said. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Kaidlyn Quinn Durant,” he said. “Young lady, you're making us crazy!” 
 
    “Turnabout is fair play.” 
 
    “If you're done fooling around, I have papers for you to sign.” 
 
    “Fine. Can you get a message to my father? I'm pretty sure he's under heavy surveillance. I'd send something electronically, but we both know he doesn't trust modern technology. Help me, Old Man Caprelan. You're my only hope.” 
 
    “Don't get cute with me. One ancient movie reference does not pardon you from a lecture. I'll get in touch with him.” 
 
    “He might be tempted to come down here. Stop him. Tell him not to come until things have calmed down.” 
 
    “Tough order. He may not listen.” 
 
    “Make him. It's for his own good. Someone might grab him to get to me.” 
 
    “Fine. I still need you to sign some papers. We've got a stack of business gathering dust here.”  
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “And don’t you ever disappear like that again.” 
 
    “Right.” No promises. 
 
    After I hung up, I looked at Gremlin and my empty coffee cup. “Don't suppose you want to get me a refill?”  
 
    With a wink, he disappeared. I'd never get used to that. While I waited on my coffee and a call from Rainer, Sarakas' Tahoe drove up the street. Thankfully, he was alone. I wasn't in the mood to see Vanessa. She had, after all, summoned an assassin to end me while I'd been weak, helpless, and scarcely lucid.  
 
    He parked and stepped out, holding a brown bag and a cardboard box. His threadbare white shirt stretched tight on his chest, revealing tan, corded arms. Slim waist. Faded jeans. The well-used weapon on his hip.  
 
    A sight for sore eyes. A smell for eager nostrils. 
 
    A splash of euphoria doused my heart, followed by dread. I had no contingency plans for the safeguarding of Andreas Sarakas. Knowing that he could take care of himself should help.  
 
    It didn't. 
 
    He walked toward the porch, hands in plain view, smile on his face. Remnants of an injury cinched the movement of his left leg. During the cemetery raid, he’d nearly been torn apart by a foul throng of mutts. He still had a ways to go before he regained full dexterity. 
 
    He strode up the steps, set down the packages, and hugged me without permission. I wrapped my arms around him. His male human scent invaded my senses. His arms felt stronger than I remembered, his frame tighter. He'd been training or fighting. I patted his back to indicate I was done, and he set me at arm’s length. 
 
    “I'm glad to see you're okay,” he said. “How’s your belly?” 
 
    I didn't show him. Silver bullets weren’t the issue. 
 
    “She called Mullen on me, Sarakas. You and I, we wouldn't have done that.” 
 
    “Vanessa doesn't think as we do. She's never had to be a team player.” 
 
    “I get it. I still don't like it.” I paused. “Did she ask you first?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? No. I would have taken her phone.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He squinted at me. “You believe me, don't you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I do.” And I did. 
 
    “I know I’ve been absent for a few days, which gave you plenty of chances to question my loyalty. I promise, Kaid, I’m on your side. Always. If it makes you feel any better, I couldn’t come to see you because I was picked up for questioning.” 
 
    My skin flashed cold. “By whom?” 
 
    “Homeland Security at FBHS behest.” 
 
    I scanned him again, looking for signs of torture. 
 
    He held up a hand. “They only questioned me. For hours and hours, but it was fairly benign. I think your recent vampire publicity made them cautious about employing the usual methods.” 
 
    “What did they want?” 
 
    “Information. The names of people who helped look for you, connections to vampires or mutts, etc. I didn’t tell them anything they didn’t know.” 
 
    “Jesus, Sarakas. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He shrugged. “We all knew it was coming. Koko and I prepared stories which were mostly true. They let me go after drilling me about your so-called ‘relationship’ with Sigurd.”  
 
    Now I had even another reason to cling to my association with Sigurd. If it kept Sarakas and Koko safe, maybe I’d play nice. I clenched my teeth. Playing along would be a particularly aggravating challenge. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay,” I said. “How did Vanessa take the news that you were snatched and interrogated?” 
 
    “I haven’t told her yet. Didn’t want to trouble her.” He frowned. “She's behaving oddly. She's got an appetite all of a sudden.” 
 
    “And that's bad?” 
 
    “Vanessa has always been conscientious of her food: where it comes from, how clean it is, and how much she eats. So when she wakes up from a morphine haze and demands nachos, french fries, cheesecake, and cupcakes all at once, I assure you something is indeed very wrong. Then she stopped eating altogether. It’s troublesome.” 
 
    “She had a life-altering experience. Possibly, that was her first end-of-the-line brush with violence. She's shaken up.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Keep an eye on her. I'm sure everything will be okay.”  
 
    “Yeah. Well.” 
 
    “What’s in the mystery packages?” 
 
    He winced. “Four felines. I figured Zelda—” 
 
    I groaned. “Don’t encourage her.” 
 
    Too late. Zelda scurried from the house like a child at Christmas morning. “Where are they? In here?” She swooped down on the packages, murmuring soothing nonsense that undoubtedly made the kittens feel right at home. 
 
    Sarakas chuckled, and the sight floored me. Before I could recover, he said, “I've got to get going. There's going to be a hearing regarding my re-induction to the force.” 
 
    “What's that mean? They might not let you back in?” 
 
    “Might not.” 
 
    “Do you want back in?” 
 
    “Might not.” 
 
    “Sarakas.” I shuffled from one foot to another. “I'll never—” 
 
    Gremlin appeared with a poof. 
 
    “Holy hell!” Sarakas windmilled, backpedaled, and nearly fell off the porch. Gremlin chittered with laughter, which evolved into a feline purr. He hid his thumbs and left my cup on the rail. Cat-tail in the air, the tabby flounced away.  
 
    “What the hell did I just see?” Sarakas said. 
 
    I shook my head. “I can't even begin to explain.” 
 
    “Did a monkey bring you coffee?” 
 
    I laughed. Life was so weird. “Things are out of control.” I stared into the black coffee. 
 
    “Wanna know what will fix it?”  
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Have brunch with me next Sunday. Then we'll watch the game.” 
 
    I started to cry. Tears seeped despite a numbness that clung in patches to my spirit. I was cloaked in a torn quilt of different emotions and damages. He wrapped me in a hug. I breathed his scent and let his embrace drag on. 
 
    Gingerlocks opened the door and cleared her throat. She narrowed her eyes at Sarakas. He stiffened at the sight of the creature who bit his girlfriend and struggled to turn his attention back to me.  
 
    “Sunday?” 
 
    “Sunday,” I said, despite not knowing what day or sports season it was. 
 
    “Good. Send my regards to Zelda. I gotta run.” 
 
    I squeezed his arm and watched him stroll back to his SUV. Maybe in a different life, in a scenario where my other friends weren’t conspiring to kill me... 
 
    I stared at Gingerlocks. “Riddle me this. Why is Vanessa acting strangely?” 
 
    She played with a ribbon on her dress, ignoring the question. 
 
    “Girl, you better answer me.”  
 
    She huffed and flounced her skirts, strutting over to the rail. 
 
    “I was born,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, you've said that. What the hell does it mean?” 
 
    “Don't be mad. Life is full of changes.” 
 
    “Oh, shit. You infected Vanessa, didn't you?” 
 
    “She'll be brought over. You should be pleased. It is an honor to be chosen.” 
 
    “With a bite? One bite! You didn't even exchange blood. How is that possible?” 
 
    “I was born.” 
 
    “So help me, if you say that again—” 
 
    “What?” She looked genuinely curious. “What will you do?” 
 
    Growling, I put down the coffee cup. Conveniently, the phone rang. With a gruff inhale, I prepared myself for bad news. 
 
    “You can visit the bunker,” Rainer said. “Come alone and drive the stolen minivan down to the east end. Enter through the bar, not the porn shop.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    It was as I expected: bad news. I slowly turned to Gingerlocks. I wanted to be mad at her for biting Vanessa, but I understood why she did it. She thought I was her pet or something and wanted to protect me so I could protect her.  
 
    I worried about Sarakas. He wasn't a fan of vampires and having his girlfriend morph into a bloodsucker might put tension on their relationship. He needed to be warned. I called his phone, but he didn’t answer. I frowned.  
 
    “How long until Vanessa goes full-blown leech-status?” 
 
    The vamp shrugged. The most adorable freckles peppered her shoulders.  
 
    “Damn it.” I reached for the phone and dialed Sarakas again. He didn’t answer, and it went straight to voicemail, which was full.  
 
    “I don’t have time for this. I need to be somewhere.” 
 
    “I'll get my purse,” she said. 
 
    “No, you stay here. Inside. Don't bite anyone, for heaven’s sake. And keep out of the sun.” 
 
    With a grin, she flounced inside. Only after did I realize how concerned about her welfare I sounded. With a grunt, I shoved the phone in my pocket. My wet clothing had dried in the sun while I'd plotted. I brought my coffee cup inside and grabbed the keys for the minivan. 
 
    Dog was zonked out in the kitchen, so I went straight to Zelda. 
 
    “I have to go out.”  
 
    “Okay, dear.” The tightness around her eyes revealed she knew this was a dangerous venture. 
 
    “Lock the door. If anyone comes through, let Dog do her thing. And use that shotgun.” I pointed at Gingerlocks, who sat perched on a chair, braiding one of her curls. “Behave.” 
 
    Her innocent stare offered zero promises. What exactly was a vampire's definition of good behavior? I didn't want to know. The vision swirled in my previously blind eye. I blinked and rubbed at it, but it didn’t clear. Was I losing my sight again? A flash of dread soared through me, followed by resignation.  
 
    If the wolf gave up on me, I’d understand. And there was nothing I could do about it. I should shed again, but traveling outside the city for a run seemed like a lot of work. What if I tried to change and couldn’t? What if my wolf was lame and scorned?  
 
    The pleasure and relaxation I felt after the run in the woods fell away like dust cracking under the sun. Frolicking with Svetlana had been great for my sanity, but the effects faded. My brain warbled between anxiety and nihilism.  
 
    I wiggled my toes and considered a long walk away from civilization. Leave the vamp and the kindly human, the cats and Dog. Sojourn barefoot back into the burrows and slums of my crumbling city. Leave the phone, clothes, guns, noise… 
 
    Dog bumped her nose on my hip, jarring me from my daydream. I shook my head, jostling my cloudy vision.  
 
    I needed to shed. My body depended on it. My wolf demanded it. I couldn’t be certain either had my best intentions in mind. But I tucked the cry for freedom and fur into the farthest corner of my thoughts.  
 
    Rainer was expecting me.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    The turnover on the van was silent and docile, a far cry from the war wagon I’d prefer. I rolled down the window to let in midday air as I pulled onto the freeway. 
 
    My stomach was full of lead as I entered the neighborhood. Red Sector was chock-full of strip joints, bars, illicit bookstores, drugs, criminals, freethinkers, and dissidents. Upstanding citizens and religious folk abandoned the sector to its debauchery while the police selectively and rarely prosecuted.  
 
    Cameras swiveled and captured my approach. Rainer, the pirate eye in the sky, was watching. I flashed him a peace sign and drove to the bar at the end of his strip mall. 
 
    A long bunker ran beneath the shops, outfitted with cement changing rooms for mutts to shed inside and a computer hub for Rainer to hack his way through the world. It provided neutral territory for the mutts of Phoenix. Regardless of clan, make, or model, he offered a safe place to implode and a hunk of room-temperature meat afterward. 
 
    Cars sat in the lot absent people. No lykos, either. The place was deserted. Butterflies with iron hooves stampeded through my stomach. Did I really expect Rainer, or someone with him, to kill me? It was possible, and possibly for the best.  
 
    I left the van and didn't bother locking it. I might not return. As long as my business was concluded, it didn't matter. 
 
    I couldn't trust anyone. A lot had happened since I left, and I couldn't begin to predict or understand everything. Too many strong personalities had too many conflicting interests. Me? I didn't want anything.  
 
    I paused at the pub door. The last time Rainer thought I was unfit, he locked me in a dark cell and hadn’t released me until I’d bettered myself. Maybe he planned on imprisoning me for the rest of my days?  
 
    Dread filled me. Unsure if I could bear another betrayal, I avoided the meeting and strolled into the pub. 
 
    The dive bar was too dirty to be fashionable. The classical music was too high-brow to draw the average dissident. Who cared about pianos in this day and age? Why the hell would Rainer try to keep one of these places open? To a death metal fan such as myself, it felt oddly antique. And, I had to admit, soothing. I paused and inhaled cigar smoke, which had to be fake. Who smoked cigars anymore?  
 
    The bearded barkeep wore a pressed white shirt and armbands to keep his sleeves up, tending a place where Casablanca could have been filmed. I walked to the bar and sat. 
 
    When the bartender arrived, I realized I had no money and felt instant shame. 
 
    “Uh...” 
 
    “Gin and tonic,” a woman said. “Two, on my tab. Heavy on the pour.” 
 
    I glanced over. She resembled a street-dweller. Incredibly long hair curled all the way down to her ass. Delicate bones. A classic number two pencil tucked behind her ear. I smelled paper, wool, roses, and leather. A heady, intoxicating mixture from another world. 
 
    The bartender delivered our glasses and promptly ignored us. 
 
    Maybe she was one of Rainer's lookouts. I sniffed her. Nope, not a mutt or a vamp. Nothing, really. I mean, she was human. Even more confusing, she bought me a drink without talking to me or hitting on me. Kindness was more suspicious than self-interest.  
 
    “Thanks for the drink.”  
 
    “When I saw you, I thought, I’ve been there once. It sucks. Maybe gin can help.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “You said that.” 
 
    “Meant it.” 
 
    I hadn't had gin since before my AA stint back when I was human and all my demons were manageable. 
 
    She looked at me, eyes like piercing glass. Instantly, I knew there was something broken about her. Her eyes skittered away. She pulled the pencil from behind her ear and chewed on it as if contemplating a physics problem. At first, I thought my scars repulsed her, but then her gaze danced past the bartender, the heavy whiskey glasses, the streaked mirror, and the wet counter.  
 
    Lord, she was worse off than me. Her drink smelled of all gin and no tonic. I sipped mine. The rancid juniper flavor ripped through my gut like a pleasurable bullet. Blam. Made my navel cringe and flame. 
 
    I drained the gin, pretending it might do something for me. The alcohol didn't help, but the ritual of drinking it did. I felt better already.  
 
    I was avoiding something. So was the girl next to me. Which was absolutely none of my business. Yet, she had bought me a drink. I was shoeless and scarred, and she offered me a small kindness. Which I should totally return. 
 
    “So,” I said. 
 
    “Shhhh.” She shut me down.  
 
    “I wasn't hittin' on ya. Just wondering if you're okay.” 
 
    “I'm not.” 
 
    “Oh.” Right. What was step two? “Wanna talk about it?” 
 
    “Drink your drink and shut up.”  
 
    “Ma'am, I like your tone. Authoritative. Domineering. You have a whip and corset under that tweed jacket, don't you?” 
 
    “What?” She gave me a much-deserved sneer. I was being a pest. 
 
    “My drink is empty. Can’t drink it,” I said. “Therefore, when you sit there telling me to drink my drink, I can’t help but think you really want to talk.” 
 
    “Screw off.” 
 
    I laughed. It came deep from my navel, from where the gin struck, and it overwhelmed me. The simplicity of a person buying a person a drink. The wonder of a stranger. The mystery. Why was this damsel in distress sitting in a bar connected to the biggest piracy hub in all the country? She smelled like freakin’ roses. How did she come to be in an establishment surrounded by porn shops and strip clubs with hookers hollering near condom merchants? 
 
    She poked at an ice cube in her glass. I considered the den of wolves beneath our feet. I couldn’t predict what my wolf would do in the face of such violence. Maybe the fight would spill onto the street. Maybe they’d kill me and be hungry afterward. Murder does spark the appetite. 
 
    She’d be eaten alive. Hell, I was tempted to devour her, even though she was mostly bone and tendon saturated in gin-brine.  
 
    “Look, you shouldn’t be here,” I said.  
 
    “Don’t tell me what to—” 
 
    “That’s not how you win this argument.” 
 
    “Are we having an argument?”  
 
    “You wanted something from me.” 
 
    “I bought you a drink, that’s it.”  
 
    “Exactly. Hey, wanna go home with me? We could get it on, diddle away to our hearts’ content—” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “People buy people drinks so they can get in their pants. If you don’t want to fornicate with me and you don’t want to talk, I don’t know what to do with you. Then you sit there, looking confounded and lost. I mean, what’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?” 
 
    “You’re a sour, belligerent, irritating, and cantankerous—” 
 
    “—Oh, I do like that word, cantank—” 
 
    “—crude, vile, reprehensible—” 
 
    I laughed, and it came from the same deep place. Maybe deeper. Past the root of my soul, down in the nitty-gritty dirt. A spark of something inside me was frantic to experience something wild and fleeting.  
 
    I reached out and hooked my hand around her slim neck. Untamed curls brushed the back of my hand like briars. The pencil fell. I pulled her nearer and nearer, felt mild resistance but she wasn’t balking, wasn’t offended. I sensed she wanted to see how brave I was, how far I would go, and she anxiously awaited a moment where she could… 
 
    I pressed my lips soundly against hers. We both tasted of gin: sweet, piney, and crazed. I pushed my tongue against the crease of her thin, ironic lips. 
 
    She slapped me, like she’d been hoping to.  
 
    I bit my tongue and stifled my laughter, my joy. I touched my cheek where her hand stung me. Bumpy scars met my fingers. For a moment, I’d forgotten my ugliness and the fact that shit was indeed hitting the proverbial fan. I’d forgotten my eternal pity party. 
 
    I’d wanted an unscripted moment, and she gave it to me.  
 
    We squared ourselves with the bar. Cheeks burning, throats warm, lips wet. I rubbed my hands together, searching for friction, trying to ground myself. The gin turned in my tummy. The universe unfolded and rolled and tumbled far away from the speck that was me.  
 
    She sat, rosy-cheeked, offended, and unsure. The bartender gave me a new drink. I slammed it without worrying about who would pay for it.  
 
    “Thanks for the drink, sweetie. Don’t give up, even when their teeth are at your neck. On a side note, you should get out of the immediate area. Now, preferably.” 
 
    I left, walking toward the back of the pantry. Seeing a young woman out of sorts in the plain of day, neglected by an apathetic bartender and brave enough to buy drinks for haggard strangers, gave me courage. Maybe the world had a few pleasant surprises yet to offer.  
 
    The false wall in the pantry slid away to reveal a closet-sized enclosure. I stepped inside, gasping with claustrophobia. I was trapped between two walls for as long as Rainer chose to leave me there. 
 
    My pulse skyrocketed. Anxiety rose and writhed, chilling my bones. I grabbed the wall, expecting silver spikes and flammable currents.  
 
    Panic shot through me, singeing any magic that lurked in my veins. 
 
    The wolf withered so quickly it kicked up dust and left me empty. My bad eye swirled like a winter storm. I scrambled for anger or fear but came up empty-handed. Part of me didn’t care if Rainer smushed me into nonexistence. The rest of me wanted to go home, drink tequila, and sleep until mercenaries knocked down the door.  
 
    Apathy squeezed my brainstem. 
 
    The security door slid open and revealed the long metal mouth of the bunker. A duality of emotions coursed through me: nostalgia declared this was a safe place, but common sense screamed I was doomed. I struggled to push confusion aside and was partly successful.  
 
    I passed a cluster of filing cabinets and paper evidences. Several room-sized cells with reinforced walls lined one side: changing rooms. I had frequented such rooms once, trying to save the world from my wolf. Now, the thought of setting foot in one of those dark, dank cells chilled my blood.  
 
    Scents rushed me. Raw, cool pork and beef. Damp cement cells swathed in blood and fur remnants from dozens of shamed, confined shedding episodes in Rainer's cement cells.  
 
    Hospital beds lurked on the right, partitioned from the rest of the room. Phantom spikes speared my head and imagined electricity wracked my nerves. Terror tore into me. Strung me up and shook me hard. My blood quaked. I remembered everything all at once. Gurneys. Mallets. Scalpels.  
 
    My teeth clacked together. Muscles tightened so fast they threatened to snap the tendons and whip away from my bones. I remembered biting off my tongue, chewing through a man’s face and eating his meat. Bits of my humanity hated every ounce of me, but other parts of me—maybe bigger, darker parts—didn’t care.  
 
    The disease didn’t stir. Didn’t rattle a bone.  
 
    I clung to the real burn of gin in my stomach. Something to ground me. I shook my head.  
 
    This was my friend’s home, an under-ground railroad, a toiling dream of freedom. There were no doctors. No electricity. No mallets, spikes, or fantastical cures. Even if my friends wanted me dead, they wouldn’t be sadistic about it. 
 
    I took great comfort in the lack of apparent cruelty and inhaled to the tips of my toes. The combined fur smells of communal wolves struck a gong in me.  
 
    I came to Rainer's large horseshoe of computers and monitors where a plethora of programs performed their duties. He sat cross legged on one of his tables, wearing bright purple shorts and a fluorescent yellow shirt. He smelled of chamomile tea and marigold flowers. His smooth, Native features glowed like he’d seen sun. His fine hair was caught in a long braid.  
 
    Marc leaned up against the wall, dressed in slick business slacks and an expensive white shirt. His skin was the color of roasted coffee beans. He smelled of musk and shea. His bald skull carried a halo of light. His body was as shapely and muscular as I remembered. I hadn’t seen him since before my contamination.  
 
    Erik’s black sleeveless shirt showed his bulky physique in striking contrast. Powder-pale skin, loose white hair. He was the white and black to Marc's black and white. Like a pair of salt and pepper shakers. Erik smelled delicious, like maybe I wanted to jump his bones and rub my face along his neck.  
 
    This trio of mutts had their snouts deep in Phoenix underground, and they were some of the first L-pos badasses I’d met without killing.  
 
    Sean Palladino hunkered in the corner, arms crossed across his Star Trek tee. A sheaf of licorice sticks occupied his fist. His short faux-hawk was wet from a shower. His hazel eyes watched me with edgy intensity and a slash of pity. He was the tech savant who helped me unleash video footage of the FBHS kill floor. We’d fought each other in our wolf forms. He’d been my first mutt-on-mutt fight, and I kicked his ass.  
 
    I used to love these people. Still did. Interestingly enough, that didn't change anything. They examined me with uniform purpose. Rainer offered me a cup of tea. 
 
    Oh, lordy. This was an intervention, not an execution.  
 
    “Get it over with.” 
 
    “I'm glad you're okay,” Rainer said. Even though he looked like a casual dude fresh off the beach, he made hard decisions. “To see you again is a dream. I can't believe it.” 
 
    I was exhausted. “Let's cut to the chase, huh?” 
 
    “Sweetie, you are a lone wolf.” 
 
    I laughed. “Are you listening to yourself? You sound hopelessly trite.” 
 
    “Quark, baby.” Rainer’s palms floated up a fraction of an inch. He was briefly lost. The chain around his throat held a wedding ring belonging to a wife murdered years ago. We all had regrets. “Kaidlyn, this has nothing to do with you. We love you. I hope you believe that. But you’re too disagreeable to coexist within our kennels. Please understand. Sometimes, you’re perfectly unbearable.” 
 
    “He means that in the nicest way,” Marc said. 
 
    Rainer nodded. “You do not relent, and you do not know how to choose your battles. If you join a kennel, you will spend all your blood and sweat making enemies. Every day will bring teeth to your throat or your teeth to someone else's. You will get yourself killed by not backing down. You will bash your head into a wall until either it breaks or your skull does.” 
 
    Gin rolled up in a surge of juniper vomit. It reminded me of running in the pines and being absolutely separate from all of this.  
 
    “Alright, alright. I get it.”  
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Yes. Never fear, baby. One lone wolf coming right up.” 
 
    “Don't be bitter.” 
 
    “I’m destined for a lonely, warring existence. Why shouldn't I be bitter?” 
 
    “I didn't say lonely, only that you cannot join a kennel. Especially Erik's. You two will tear each other apart. Down to the fluff.” 
 
    “Ain't a lie.” Erik’s eyes glimmered like expertly-cut pink quartz.  
 
    I perused the hulking albino male, dominant from breath to bum. Would we be at each other's throats all the time? Hell yeah. We'd tear each other down to the bone, gristle, and gruel. 
 
    “And Svetlana's kennel?” I said. 
 
    “You will distract her with your combative ways, which she loves, and the entire kennel will lose spiritual and political ground. You will commit her to fights she would otherwise avoid. She will take risks she knows not to take, and you will endanger a house full of children.” 
 
    “Look at you. Mr. Oracle. Mr. Knows Everything.” 
 
    “Kaidlyn.”  
 
    “No. You're right. Dead right. Where are the Russians? Why aren't any of Svetlana's people here?”  
 
    They started talking about politics. I heard an obscene amount of common sense in political tones, but the back of my mind overwhelmed me and none of it mattered.  
 
    I imagined myself in a box again, stabbed at all sides like Caesar, and Svetlana wasn’t there to defend me. And she would have defended me. She’d tear them apart to make me feel better, ruining two years of peacekeeping efforts. It was exactly as they said. 
 
    I stared at my friends. Sometimes, when we move ahead, we have to leave some things behind. Not a problem. People change. Life happens. Circumstances are occasionally beyond our power of influence. 
 
    Bits of my heart broke quietly under a blanket of numbness. Gin stained my tongue. I thought of the girl I’d been years ago, shooting my mutt-maddened brother in the kitchen while he tore off my mother’s face. How I’d been so scared then, but I wasn’t now.  
 
    “I scent sadness in you, but not surprise,” Erik said. “You saw this coming.” 
 
    Had he offered me his home before or after he knew I'd been banished a second time? Did it matter? 
 
    “I'm glad we agree my personality will make everyone’s life difficult. And no one wants the stress of having a high-profile member in their illegal group.” 
 
    “Well, that's settled,” Rainer said. 
 
    “Yep,” Sean said. They both stared for a long moment as something thick and premeditated passed between them. 
 
    “What? Why are you looking at me that way?” 
 
    “What's next, lady?” Sean said. “What's the plan?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The plan. What is it?” 
 
    “There’s no plan. I’m going to sleep off the massive beating fate dealt me and disappear into my black hole of self-pity. I plan on drinking. A lot. And eating, also a lot. There is no other plan.” 
 
    “No, really.” 
 
    “Shut up, Sean.” 
 
    “Last time, you met your death head-on. You asked me to record human atrocities and broadcast it on live newsfeed, hoping to spark a public outcry.” 
 
    “Maybe that was my last play. Maybe there’s nothing left.”  
 
    “No one believes that,” Rainer said. “You’ve always got something else to fall back on. Violence. Blackmail. The quintessential Durant plot-twist.”  
 
    “Not this time. I’m tired. I’m going home.” 
 
    “Oh, are you sleeping in your house again?”  
 
    “No. Can’t bear to step foot in the place. I said ‘home’ rhetorically.”  
 
    “Would you like me to burn it to the ground?” Erik said. 
 
    I considered the offer. “Thanks, but it wouldn’t make me feel better.”  
 
    “Let’s talk about Sigurd,” Rainer said. 
 
    “Let’s not. I want nothing to do with him.” 
 
    “He’s been magnanimous toward you. I’d dare say he’s fond of you.”  
 
    “Why do you always attract the psychos?” Erik said. 
 
    “It’s a talent,” I said. 
 
    “He’s invested,” Rainer said. “The vampire made a pro-mutt public statement. He took breakfast with you in public, despite the universal fact that mutts and bloodsuckers abhor each other. He did it during broad daylight to emphasize his strength. We need to use this to our advantage. His reach extends into all the civilized world—” 
 
    “Guys. Stop. I’m not in cahoots. I’m not a revolutionary. I don’t even like Sigurd.”  
 
    “Pretend.” 
 
    “I won’t whore myself—” 
 
    “No one’s saying—” 
 
    I held up my hand.  
 
    “I’m tired. Somewhere deep down, I’m pissed and heartbroken, too, but mostly I want a nap.” 
 
    “Quark—” 
 
    “There is a damn good chance this moment of grace will disappear and the FBHS will come for me again. As long as the bureau and its basement operations exist, the torture could happen again. To me. To anyone. I have to assume they will inevitably come to kill me. Perhaps this afternoon. Maybe a decade from now.” 
 
    A phantom charge jolted through me, followed by a zip of panic. Erik perked up: I’d telegraphed my fear. Stuffing it away, I started to make my exit. Two cots occupied the edge of the room where Rainer slept, and realized why Sean was there. 
 
    “Palladino, did the feds discover you posted the kill floor videos?” 
 
    “I slipped up.” He shrugged. “Managed to escape the black vans, but they destroyed my servers. I’m homeless and vilified, a traitor to my nation.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? I’m legendary! Plus, the world needed to know. Hours of gruesome footage may have temporarily stalled the killing floor, but stopping wolves from facing a government firing squad is a far cry from safety, freedom, and the right to exist. The bureau’s sins are out in the open and we’re ready to change the world.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “I said ‘Change the world,’ Kaidlyn.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard you.” 
 
    They stared at me. I tried to resist an itch of curiosity but couldn’t.  
 
    “What are you boys planning?” 
 
    “Funny that you ask,” Rainer said. I didn't like his merry tone. “Those videos created cracks in the public consciousness which we can exploit before Big Fed fills them back up with lies.” 
 
    “Easier said than done.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. Right now, the voice of dissent is nameless, faceless, and easy to discredit. Without a reliable spokesperson, the movement is doomed to obscurity and failure. Having a face behind the revolution will help validate the issue.” 
 
    “Pffft. Y’all are looking at the wrong gal.” 
 
    “This is escalating, Quark,” Rainer said. “All the doubt, abuse, and lies are leading to something. Why not direct the momentum toward a responsible insurrection? The government doesn't get to kill and torture people without answering for it.” 
 
    “Governments have committed such crimes since the dawn of civilization.” 
 
    “Acceptance perpetuates abuse. History has shown atrocities aren’t stopped without public interference. Situations tend to get worse, not better. We must be aggressively proactive. First, we plan where we're taking the fight, and then we plan our battle strategy. We choose a general and gather allies.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “Securing basic civil liberties for all citizens, man and mutts alike.” 
 
    “What about vamps?” 
 
    “They already get special treatment, but for the sake of argument, yeah. They get equality, too.” 
 
    “And witches,” I said. 
 
    “Sure. Everyone.” 
 
    “Great. Heaping portions of world peace for all. God bless us, every one. How is this magical dream going to come to pass?” 
 
    “Education. Information. Inspiration,” Sean said. 
 
    “We're going to appeal to people's better nature,” Rainer said. 
 
    I chortled. “Good luck.” 
 
    “I'm not saying it will be easy. Hate comes readily to people. Change is difficult. Love has to be cultured. We hope to galvanize people behind the face of a loveable warrior activist and philosopher.” 
 
    “What's the hold up? I see three pretty activist faces right here.” 
 
    Sean batted his eyes and put his hand on his chest. “She thinks we're pretty.” 
 
    “We're also unknown. I'm not even a citizen,” Rainer said. That was news to me. “We need a face the public knows and might even love.” 
 
    I glanced at an imaginary watch. “Oh, look at the time. It's been real—” 
 
    “C'mon, Durant. Time to step up to the plate and turn all that pent-up righteousness into a leadership profile.” 
 
    “You mean a martyr. I just got off the rack, and you want me drawn and quartered.” 
 
    “It's for a good cause.” Rainer smiled. 
 
    I snorted. “I'm not qualified.” 
 
    “I remember you having an affinity for one George Washington, a true revolutionary and historical president. A modern day Washington is exactly what we need. You could be like him, minus wooden teeth.” 
 
    “I don't believe he actually had—” 
 
    “Point is, sweetheart, you found yourself in a position well suited to become the forefather of a revolution.” 
 
    “No, thanks. I'm a killer who went off the rails. A crazed mercenary is not an endearing leader.” 
 
    “No one is perfect.” 
 
    “Rainer, you're grasping straws and pulling punches at the same time. I don't have time for a revolution. I don't want one.” 
 
    “What about the girl who pirated illegal material to satisfy her love of history and liberty?” 
 
    “She was tortured to death a few times.” 
 
    The room fell quiet. Could be any one of them next, sitting in Hydenburg's chair, choking down voltage. The thought made me sick, but they were too busy pitying me to see the danger. Sympathy, sweet and pathetic, made me want to crawl under a rock and die. 
 
    “I didn't come here for any of this. I can't get involved in a long-term revolution. The answer is no. Look, I've got ends to wrap up and stuff I absolutely have to do. I’ll leave you to your scheming. Right now, I really want to get back into the sunshine.”  
 
    Rainer narrowed his eyes. “Quark—” 
 
    “How can we help?” Sean interrupted. 
 
    “I want to buy my neighborhood.” 
 
    “Jesus, girl. How much elbow room do you need?” 
 
    “A lot, especially after the media blows me sky high with ideas of being a vampire's girlfriend. Not to mention, there may or may not be a few contracts on my life floating around the city. I dislike neighbors. Especially snoopy ones who cause trouble with Zelda or Dog. I want a buffer zone. Some of the lots had been burned to the ground and should go cheap. I've wrangled some funds, and Rainer owes me for services rendered.” 
 
    “True, I do.” Rainer sat at his computers. “Most of those houses were burned for insurance money. Luckily for you, living near an insane and possibly contaminated mercenary devalued your entire neighborhood.” 
 
    “Uh…great?” 
 
    “You'll pay pennies on a dollar for nice real estate with a few habitable homes. The property will turn around fast, given your new and improved celebrity status.” 
 
    “I'm not reselling,” I said. “It's my neighborhood. Mine and Zelda's. She can have as much space as she wants. If she wants to plow it under, she can. Whatever she needs.”                
 
    “That's nice of you,” Sean said. 
 
    “Whatever. Buy quickly because I don't have forever.” 
 
    “Got somewhere to be?” Erik piped in. He'd remained remarkably quiet during the entire conversation. “People to see?” 
 
    “I won’t go clique up with someone else,” I said. 
 
    “Wasn't what I asked.” 
 
    “Wasn't any of your business, either.”  
 
    Yeah, we could gusset any conversation up to combative levels. I inhaled and tried to remember the sweet, handsome Erik who offered me a place to stay. Digging deep, I found remnants of a professional, diplomatic girl. With a rough grin, I said, “I really would appreciate promptness in this matter.” 
 
    Rainer offered me a peppy salute and spun around to twiddle his computer thumbs. Working magic. Sean joined in like a synchronized orchestra of electronic bliss. It was a small step toward fixing the world and making a tiny corner of it legally mine. 
 
    I plunked my thumbs into pockets and rocked back on my bare heels.  
 
    “Anything else I should know about? I'd like to avoid surprises.”  
 
    “Our numbers are down,” Sean said. “When the FBHS pulled that kill floor Hail Mary, they eliminated a lot of our kind. Like, a lot. Others cut and ran.” 
 
    I swallowed a lump in my throat. “Be a dear and don’t let any vamps know. It would help future efforts if they think they’re grossly outnumbered. Marc, how have you been? Looks like global politics have treated you well. Still an attaché for American mutts abroad?” 
 
    He smiled. “Living the dream. When you’re back on your feet, we must talk about what’s happening in Toronto.”  
 
    I smiled but didn’t respond. I couldn’t give a shit about Canada.  
 
    “Your Davey has become a bit of an icon,” Erik said. “The community learned he walked the kill floor and survived. Everyone gleaned hope from his stoicism and courage. Unfortunately, his relationship to Peter gives him the appearance of being with the Russian house.” 
 
    And not with Erik. 
 
    “Where is he?” I smiled at memories of Davey, my adopted ‘son.’ 
 
    “He's stuck in Paris where he was showing at an art gallery.” 
 
    “Stuck?” A shrill bubble of fear burst through me. “Stuck!” 
 
    “Safe, but stuck. His passport has been neutralized. He can’t return to the United States, but Peter is with him.” 
 
    If Peter was by his side, Davey couldn't be safer. That mutt loved the shit out of my boy, despite his political and emotional ties to Svetlana. I yearned to see Davey one last time, however, I wouldn't risk his safety. Besides, I couldn't bear for him to be disappointed in me.  
 
    I swayed back and forth, toe to heel, rocking myself, half-smothered with pent up energy. None of these mutts had tried to approach me. No hugs, no handshakes, no gosh-too-bad-about-the-torture pats on the back. They kept their distance, literally and figuratively. For the best, really.  
 
    Unfortunately, their standoffish tone tweaked my anxiety.  
 
    Rainer could find anything. Why couldn't he find me when I was institutionalized? Would he purposefully let me be impounded and tortured in order to make me the poster child for his insurrection?  
 
    Keeee-rist, Durant: that's crazy.  
 
    Was it? How much did I really trust these guys? Hell, I didn't even trust myself these days. Why should they be any different? Then again, Rainer would have killed me before leaving me in the bureau’s hands, which he’d proven by offering a contract on my life.  
 
    I should escape before they decided to lock me in a dark, tight cell. 
 
    My paranoia sizzled through them. Marc grew uptight. Sean developed a nervous twitch. Erik's cheeks gathered pink like a dusting of sweet pea blossoms. I was a grenade tossed into a rabbit hole, and no one knew if I might blow. Rainer actually rolled his chair away to give me extra space. He choked out words.  
 
    “We've got the flat lots secured and three houses nailed down. The others are in the works. I'll let you know when it goes through.” 
 
    It had a tone of finality. Since I wasn't coming back and I wouldn't be on the salient press of his revolution, my contact with Rainer was about to drop down to nearly nothing. I tried to think of it as closing a chapter. Tomorrow was a new beginning full of possibilities and rainbows and shit.  
 
    Heartache made me tired. All I wanted was to go back to Zelda's and sleep, but I had an errand to run. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Torture had ruined me for hospitals, but I needed to know what had become of Vanessa.  
 
    The hospital blocked out the setting sun and orange clouds smeared the sky. I stared at the institutional building with ambulances zipping out, teeming with nurses and doctors in their official coats. Frantic chemicals tore through my veins. My heart threatened to shake itself into pieces. My breath seized, scraping my lungs.  
 
    I locked the van and sat inside while warring thoughts shredded my mind.  
 
    I couldn’t go in there. Agents might come and stuff me inside the silver maiden again, stabbing every other square inch of me with caustic spikes. Or I might shed and eat people, tearing through their uniforms and getting to the good meat, rampaging through a buffet of succulent cattle.  
 
    My heart raced faster than a hummingbird having an anxiety attack. Terror ate at me, and the mutt disease disappeared as if sucked into a vacuum. Mortality crushed me. I gripped the wheel.  
 
    My spine clamored over my gut, and I fought to recall my purpose. 
 
    Gingerlocks had been vague about the effects of her bite, and I hadn’t pursued the question. After all, Vanessa brought a murderer to my door, resulting in excruciating gut wounds. As much as she’d helped me in the past, as decent a person as she was, I didn’t want to see her.  
 
    Especially if she had changed into something else. 
 
    Sarakas, however, was in love with this woman. I need to know if she’d become a monster who might eat him. This wasn’t about me, it was for his sake. I needed to shove the fear aside—the gut-wrenching, heart-shaking, knuckles-white terror—and find out if I needed to kill my best friend’s lover to save him from her fangs.  
 
    Braving the enclosed, claustrophobic space of Rainer’s bunker proved I was capable of approaching my fears. Unfortunately, knowing didn’t make it easy. I pulled the keys from the ignition and clenched them in my fist. Step after heavy step, I crept into the hospital. The closer I came to pristine, methodically uniform white halls, the more vertigo swarmed me. I trailed my finger against the wall, reaffirmed by a slight touch of something real and solid. I tried to pass unnoticed, but people retreated from my scarred visage. 
 
    For a moment, I thought I scented my Gingerlocks. A distant aroma, like cinnamon sticks mulling in strawberry jam. It was heavily overlaid with the stink of thousands of flowers. 
 
    I didn’t need to ask for directions. Like a bloodhound, I followed my nose. A crowd swarmed outside the door, praying in small circles, propping up the sick, and congregating near that glorious smell. I passed all of them, shaking with a mixture of anxiety and unexplained rage. No one stopped me. 
 
    The room was filled with a jungle of flowers. Vanessa shuffled through her purse, found a perfume bottle, and spritzed herself with a chemical cocktail. The expensive and off-putting scent clouded my senses. I couldn’t get a bead on her.  
 
    Vanessa smiled, and I fell head first into her beauty.  
 
    She applied a layer of perfect red lipstick, a classically striking tone that complemented her perfectly but would have washed all the color from my face. She exhumed a caliber of class I could never achieve.  
 
    “How have you been feeling?” I said. 
 
    “Fantastic. Isn’t this shade of lipstick resplendent?” 
 
    I nodded. “Good word for it.”  
 
    Her cheeks shone. Pale, creamy flesh laid unmarred until a bandage interrupted the smooth span of her throat. How did the wound look? Had she healed? 
 
    “Where did you take my vampire?” she said. 
 
    “Your vamp?” I blinked. “She’s staying with me. To keep her out of trouble.” 
 
    She snorted. “I doubt that will work. Trouble does seem to follow you around. So, is she staying in your home?” 
 
    “With Zelda and I. Why? Are you thinking of pressing charges?” I folded my arms. I’d been so butt-hurt about Vanessa turning me in that I hadn’t anticipated she might press assault charges against my vampire. The idea didn’t humor me, and I didn’t like the idea of giving my lawyer so much to do. The old man needed to rest sometime or I was likely to give him a stroke.  
 
     “Why did you come?” She squeezed a dollop of lotion onto her palm and worked it into her alabaster fingertips.  
 
    “I wanted to check on you. How is the bite?” 
 
    She ignored this, as if the betrayal and violence between us was nothing. 
 
    “In the beginning, I knew you’d be trouble, the kind of over-protective best friend who doesn’t want her partner to date outside the force. Now I know it goes deeper. I always sensed Andy fancied you.” 
 
    “No, that’s not—” 
 
    “Kaidlyn, I’m talking.” 
 
    My teeth clamped shut. Really? Really? As if I was a child.  
 
    “Despite the obvious deterrents—” she waved at my scars “—you probably think he loves you, and not always in a brothers-at-arms way. It needs to be a hundred percent clear that he belongs to me. He loves me, and I love him. We’re going to be married.” 
 
    “Vanessa, you’ve got the wrong idea.” 
 
    “You’re a disease, a cancer eating away at my relationship. He spends all his time helping you, protecting you. He wasted months looking for you. Even after we found your traumatized flesh and the miserable half-person you’ve become, he’s still searching for you. For the girl he thought he knew years ago. But you’re gone.  
 
    “You abandoned him, Kaidlyn. You betrayed him by not keeping your shit together. He would give his life for you, and you don’t even have the decency to notice. You’d kill my man out of negligence. Did you think I wouldn’t see it? Do you imagine I would permit you to ruin him?”  
 
    “I didn’t come here for a lecture. You’re way out of line.”  
 
    She’d never spoken to me so fiercely before. Usually she emanated rays of optimism and gentility. I expected resentment because my over-eager vampire attacked her, but I didn’t think she’d speak so openly about her very intimate concerns.  
 
    I sputtered. “Wait, are you jealous of me?”  
 
    What man would ever leave her?  
 
    Worse, I couldn’t think of anything to say. Should I proclaim my emotions to be entirely innocent? Could I argue she was mistaken and no uncomfortable non-platonic sentiments had ever crossed my mind? It wouldn’t be the whole truth, so help me God.  
 
    I shouldn’t have to defend myself and my best friend against his girlfriend. Only she was much more, wasn’t she? This was the woman he’d spend the rest of his life with, whether I liked it or not. So I stood like an idiot, punch drunk, as if she’d bludgeoned me with a baseball bat.  
 
    “Stay away from Andy,” she said. “Your political entanglements and career mistakes will get him killed. If you have any decency left in your mangled heart, leave him alone.”  
 
    Anxiety crashed into my reportedly disheveled heart. She was absolutely right, and totally wrong, and no good could come of this conversation. Why was I meddling? Why the hell was I here?  
 
    Because my best friend in the world, whom I loved in multifaceted ways, was dating a woman who might morph into a blood-sucking parasite. 
 
    Only, I didn’t know what had happened. Had the woman mutated, or simply stopped playing nice? My heart squeezed because so many things she’d said had been right. Somehow, she knew my doubts regarding him and used them to strangle me. The notion of hitting her settled into my mind and didn’t leave.  
 
    Yes, Sarakas sacrificed a lot for me. He’d been my friend through some of the roughest moments of my life, and I couldn’t put him in harm’s way anymore. I didn’t have much left in the world, and I wouldn’t lose it to a soap opera. Not if I could help it. 
 
    “Now it’s your turn to listen to me. If you do anything to hurt Andreas—absolutely anything—I’ll cut off your pretty little head. And that’s a promise.”  
 
    “Leave,” she hissed. 
 
    “Great idea.”  
 
    I had nothing intelligent to say and no notion of how to change the situation. I couldn’t hurt Vanessa simply because I wanted to. Sarakas loved her and would hate me for it.  
 
    Her angelic face lacked its usual grace and compassion. The viper.  
 
    God, I wanted to slap her.  
 
    Rage unlocked the wolf. My fingers ached and swelled as I fought the urge to tear her apart. A red haze clouded the edges of logic.  
 
    I should kill her.  
 
    Should kill anyone who ever tried to hurt me ever again. People and their entanglements sucked me back into a world of doubt, misery, self-denial, and inevitable self-loathing. I should eat my fill of human meat and make a run for it.  
 
    My mandible swelled as rage and hunger mixed in a dizzying cocktail. Claws tore into my palms. Vertebrae jabbed through flesh like a line of spines. Edges dulled, color faded, and a rush of near-blindness made me stumble. People noises came closer, dragging their succulent scents over my stream of need. I snapped my teeth at some passing nurses, frightening them. Finally my mutt showed up, and at such an inopportune time! 
 
    Ammonia, blood, iodine, meds, urine, alcohol hand sanitizer, new plastic and old rubber mats. A hodge-podge of sensations prickled my wolf. I burst into the sunshine and glared while my eyes adjusted. The crumbling city came into view, and I hated every inch of it. Why had I bothered to come back to reality? 
 
    I should have stayed lost. 
 
    I should have killed myself.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    A crowd swelled at my neighborhood gate. Gauging from the prevalence of crosses and cassocks, the publicity came from Sigurd’s breakfast stunt. The sound and smell of the human swarm overran my senses.  
 
    Lord, I wanted to be left alone.  
 
    A bracket of armed, uniformed men came from the gate and pushed the crowd back. I froze. The uniforms looked more military than police but held no identifying marks. Bureau? Was there an army tank and a dozen vans full of military personnel behind the gate, ready to capture me when I rolled through?  
 
    If they were inside, they had Zelda, and I couldn’t leave her. 
 
    I drove the minivan toward the gate where a line of three men held up their hands in a human blockade. Idling, I opened the door and got out.  
 
    Bring it on, people. 
 
    A monstrosity of a man in a uniform lumbered around the van. Koko. A seven and a half foot frame, stoic face, and gigantic bulk. He looked like two linebackers glued together. A smile trudged across his face, looking dopey in spite of his intelligence. A great façade. He'd been my partner for a brief stint at the bureau before things went to shit. Meanwhile, he fell in love with a werewolf (not me) and shot me twice in the face when I tried to kill him.  
 
    No hard feelings. 
 
    He wrapped me in a hug big enough to stuff my lungs into my nasal cavity if I let it continue. I didn't mind. Oddly enough, the fact that he had shot me proved him to be trustworthy and of sound judgment. His arms were like boa constrictors. 
 
    “Watch those hands on my man,” a female said.  
 
    I pushed Koko away and saw a young blond woman with a cocky smirk. Tatka. When she hugged me, her face pressed against the skin of my neck. I breathed in her perfume, the rolling-hills, mountain-peaks, and fresh-fur odor of a liberated wolf. The warmth of her cheek settled into the skin of my throat, and her scent agitated my wolf.  
 
    Tatka had been like a daughter to Svetlana until she'd tried to kill the man she was supposed to protect, who later became her lover.  
 
    Like me, she’d been banished. Unlike me, she was coping well. Of course, she had Koko and their loyal dog, Rufus.  
 
    “What's with the uniforms?” I said. 
 
    “We've started a contract security team,” Koko said. “You're our first major project. If we keep you safe from the shit-storms you keep jumping face-first into, we'll prove our worth.” 
 
    I snickered. “I appreciate the gesture, guys, but I don't need help. I certainly don't need protection. Having a security presence will only escalate the situation.” 
 
    “Beg your pardon, Kaid, but fuck you. You do need protection.” She hooked her thumb at the crowd near the gate. “Got some psycho bitches out there.” 
 
    Koko set his hand on her arm.  
 
    “Tatka sniffed out a pipe bomb, gasoline, and serious barbiturates among your groupies out there. Besides, this is more for our benefit than yours. The world doesn’t like traitors, and leaving the bureau ostracized me. Contract security is difficult for a man who has been blacklisted from every government agency on the continent. We’ll do a few pro-bono cases to build credibility, and work will appear despite my sullied reputation.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think a man of your stature and skills would have any trouble getting jobs requiring muscle.” 
 
    “Reputable jobs, Durant. The thuggish ones are a dime a dozen. Consider our presence as a publicity stunt for Rampart Tactical.” 
 
    “I don’t agree to any of this.” 
 
    “It’s not your decision. You’re being protected against your will.” 
 
    “The hell I am—” 
 
    “We’ll keep Zelda safe,” he said. “If you let us pretend to guard you, we’ll protect Zelda from every possible physical threat.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Until she dies at a ripe old age of a hundred, if necessary.” 
 
    A lifetime contract to protect a woman whose safety I’d been agonizing over? Hell, I wouldn’t be around to take care of her. It was almost too good to be true, except it was Koko making the promise, backed by Tatka. I knew for a fact they loved Zelda as much as I did, and they were a damned tough team. 
 
    “Fine. I’m acquiring some of the empty houses. Y’all can establish a base of operations in one.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Koko said.  
 
    “One problem.” 
 
    “Only one? That’s a vast improvement.” 
 
    “What is a team of humans and one wolf going to do if a hoard of mutts and vamps come knocking? Koko, it’s a bloodbath waiting to happen.”  
 
    “Not all of our people are just people.”  
 
    “An inter-specie security team?” I said. 
 
    “We're planning ahead. Some threats are beyond human understanding or ability. Don't worry, we've got that part covered.”  
 
    “Inter-kennel politics are a tinderbox right now—” 
 
    “They are unaligned.” 
 
    “Hmph.” I folded my arms. “In the interest of full disclosure, you should know I have a contract or two on my head. Ciao!”  
 
    “Figures. By the by, recently acquired information indicates you aren't going anywhere without security for a while. Nonnegotiable. If it's mutt-sensitive business, you take Tatka. Anything else, you take me.” 
 
    “Sure.” Not happening. 
 
    “Also, there's been a crap-load of flowers and junk being delivered on account of your new vampire beau. Some are actually from him. Want any of it?” 
 
    “Lord no.” I wrinkled my nose, but then I considered the ladies who’d been kind enough to tolerate my shenanigans. Gingerlocks and Zelda deserved flowers at the very least. “On second thought, yeah. Have you guys been up to the house yet?” 
 
    Koko pulled up his pant leg to show a bandage on his calf. Blood seeped. 
 
    “Ah, shit. The vampire?” 
 
    “The dog,” he said. “The beast is dangerous and probably needs to be dealt with. You were more worried about the vampire?” 
 
    “Both are man-killers. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Should put her down.” 
 
    I didn't answer. If I was putting anyone to sleep, Gingerlocks would be first. Rampart Tactical guys loaded some flowers into my van. Tatka stared at me all the while, and I tried to ignore her. Finally, I said, “What?” 
 
    “You're living with a vampire.” 
 
    “What I do is my own business.” 
 
    “Dating one, living with another. You'll turn into a vamp sympathizer.” 
 
    I laughed. “The hell I will.” 
 
    “They have wiles.” 
 
    “I know. I've got it handled. Look, if your guys are going to be skulking about, I should meet the rest of your team so I don't kill someone by mistake. Anyone can walk up to the house, and Zelda will welcome them in with offers of cookies. I need to meet the people guarding my people, and no new faces are allowed inside without my permission.” 
 
    “Fine. We'll meet in the yard in twenty minutes,” Koko said. “There's a radio system in the kitchen, bedroom, and at the front door so you or Zelda can contact us at any time. I also gave her an emergency button for a necklace, but good luck getting her to wear it.” 
 
    “Can someone hack into it and listen to my people?”  
 
    “No. You aren’t the only one with a tech guy.”  
 
    I nodded and drove up the empty street to Zelda's house. The neighborhood looked like a post-apocalyptic ghost town, which it kinda was. I parked the van outside and loaded my arms with noxious bouquets. Gingerlocks and Dog met me at the door. The former scowled, the latter wagged its tail. 
 
    “You were gone too long,” Gingerlocks said. Dog agreed. 
 
    “Did you try to eat Koko?” 
 
    “No!” Gingerlocks sniffed. 
 
    “Not you.” I eyed the canine. “Bad Dog.” 
 
    “Are those flowers for me?” the vamp said. “You shouldn't have!” 
 
    “I really didn't. Is that a different dress from this morning?” 
 
    “Do you like it?” She twirled and performed a quaint dip. God, what a girl. I thrust some flowers into her hands and walked deeper into the house to find Zelda. She viciously scrubbed a spot on the carpet that appeared to be blood. 
 
    “Koko's?” I said.  
 
    “I don't know what came over Dog. One moment she's fine, then I brought Koko and his colleague a coffee and Dog went absolutely mad.” 
 
    I stared at Dog's beautiful, scarred face. She panted and lapped up the attention. She was dangerous. I glanced at Gingerlocks. Ditto.  
 
    “Zelda, why don’t you let me do that?” I sat on the carpet in front of the stain and grabbed a rag. 
 
    “I don't want this to set, is all.”  
 
    Her hair twisted out of its thick braid. Suds splashed past her gloves up to her elbows. She was frazzled and possibly experiencing a wee bit of shock. She'd seen a dog attack a friend of ours. Mutt thugs came calling at odd hours. A mob swelled at the gate. No wonder she was on edge. She probably regretted allowing us into her house. Couldn't blame her. She’d barely recovered from her heart attack, and she shouldn’t suffer excitement.  
 
    “Can you sit for a while? I thought we could talk.”  
 
    She scrubbed so hard her cheeks shook. I put my hand on her arm, and she didn’t acknowledge me.  
 
    “Hun?” I said. “Zelda? What’s wrong?” 
 
    Her eyes weren’t moving, and her pupils had dilated. I patted her cheek.  
 
    “The stain,” she said.  
 
    I tore the rag from her grip. She grabbed at it, and I caught her hands. Astringent chemicals made her fingers slippery.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Gingerlocks came closer. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    Zelda swooned, drifting toward me like a leaf dropping from a bough. I caught her and carried her to the couch, shooing felines out of the way.  
 
    Heaven save us, she’s having another heart attack!  
 
    I plopped my head on her chest, listening to a straggler of a heartbeat. The rickety organ thumped like the slow, clumsy steps of a drunken man trudging up the stairs. Her skin was warm, not cool. She didn’t appear to be in any pain. If not a heart attack, then what?  
 
    “She's drugged or something. Did she eat? Has anyone visited the house? Did she let anyone in, other than Koko? Did anyone come with him?” 
 
    The vampire came closer, and Zelda's heart ratcheted. Emphatic thumps echoed in my ear. Her breath hitched. I jerked away from her chest and looked at the creature beside me. The vamp’s porcelain skin was especially wan.  
 
    “You're doing this,” I said. 
 
    “Not by choice.” 
 
    “Undo it.” 
 
    “I can't undo it. What do you think I am?”  
 
    “A vampire.” 
 
    “Yes, a vampire. And I have needs!”  
 
    “I don't give a shit about your appetite. Fix whatever you did to Zelda.” 
 
    “She's ripening because I have an appetite. I didn't do it on purpose. If you'd give me what I need, this wouldn't have happened!” 
 
    “What precisely happened? What is ‘ripening?’” 
 
    “When I grow hungry enough, food presents itself.”  
 
    I leaned into her, and she recoiled from my snarl. “I swear to God and goodness, if you refer to her as food ever again—” 
 
    “Never again,” she swore. 
 
     I glared a moment longer before putting space between us. 
 
    The vamp shuffled her feet. “Ripening isn't permanent. Not always.”  
 
    “Sometimes?” 
 
    “Yes, sometimes. Especially if I'm hungry!”  
 
    I watched Zelda’s pink cheeks and steady breathing. 
 
    Gingerlocks stomped her petulant foot. “Stop ignoring me! You never listen to me. You're supposed to be my champion, and you haven't even brought me dinner.” 
 
    “Hold it right there, sugar plum. I'm not your champion. This isn't the Round Table, and you aren't some princess in a tower.” 
 
    “Pardon, but that's exactly what I was: a priestess in a tower! Then I took you in. You promised you wouldn't let anything happen to me. You escorted me away from the dangers of my father's kingdom and began to protect me. You are a knight, my knight, but you've been a poor one as of late.” 
 
    “This isn't happening. You've lost your mind. Are all vampires insane?” 
 
    “Are all mutts heartless beasts who recant their promises?” 
 
    Zelda’s eyelids fluttered. I caught her palm in one hand and checked her pulse with the other.  
 
    “There, there. Steady as she goes,” Zelda whispered. “I simply need a nap.”  
 
    Her eyelashes blinked slothfully, and she faded into sleep. Her pulse trudged in a steadfast tempo, easing my anxiety. Gingerlocks stared at our clasped hands.  
 
    “How do we fix this?” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her bosom. “We were talking about me.” 
 
    “No, I’m considering killing you if you don't fix Zelda. That's what's happening.” 
 
    “Would you?” 
 
    “For Zelda’s sake? Damned skippy.”  
 
    She crossed her arms and pouted. 
 
    “Gingerlocks, answer the damned question.” 
 
    “Nuria.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My name is Nuria. It means God's fire.” 
 
    I blinked. “Oh.” 
 
    I tried to focus. She had called herself the Grail. As in, the Holy Grail? For what purpose? To lure people into the church and fill them full of serotonin and dopamine? To lift their spirits through some fragrance or substance in her blood? 
 
    I snorted. “Vampires are the new drug of the people.”  
 
    “I am not a drug. I’m blessed.” 
 
    “Because you make people complacent before you eat them, right?” 
 
    “No, that’s not—” 
 
    “Just a little off the top?” 
 
    “I offer them a new path. People hate because it's natural and easy. When they come to me, they realize love is worth the extra effort. Humans need me.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I remained unconvinced. “So you're the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world? Are you influencing me right now? Trying to bring me to God? I'm atheist, sweetheart, and that disbelief includes vampires pretending to be gods.” 
 
    “Truly, you are not as malleable as I'd prefer.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Now, go shove that influence of yours up someone else's puppet ass.” 
 
    “Zelda has ripened for me, which means her body will produce more and better blood. She will become more durable. Her weak heart won't impair the ripening. In fact, the process should edify the meager organ. Because I'm not feeding off her—because I'm such a good guest—the endorphins and blood work will make her…elated.”  
 
    “You got her high? On happy drugs? Then why the hell is she fixating on the carpet?” 
 
    “She needs rest, firstly. She had a heart attack recently, you imbecile. Did you think she could go forever and ever like a soldier? She needs sleep. And peace and quiet. Any person with eyes and sense can see that. Ripening will nurture her, but she'll be more addled and more likely to follow me around if I don't get something to eat.” 
 
    “And if I make you leave?” 
 
    “She'll be heartbroken. She'll get sad, morose, and her body will go through withdrawal.”  
 
    “Why does nature make such pretty monsters?” 
 
    She batted her eyelashes. “You think I'm pretty?” 
 
    “I could strangle you.” 
 
    Her hand flew to her throat. “That would be bad for Zelda. And me.”  
 
    “This effect will fade?”  
 
    “If I feed, she will stabilize. Her blood wants me because I’m hungry.”  
 
    “You aren't going to eat her.” 
 
    “It doesn't have to be her, I simply can't go hungry! I am starving. Wasting away! And I haven't made or received any offerings. The world is imbalanced.” 
 
    I thought about feeding her myself and decided I couldn’t do it. For Zelda’s sake, I was sorely tempted, but if Gingerlocks—Nuria—had such an effect on people, would she have an effect on me? Hell, what if I didn’t notice her creepy vampire pheromones sneaking into my bloodstream?  
 
    “I’m not going to feed you. I can’t. It doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her dainty bosom. “I fed you.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for it. I can’t believe I’m entertaining this! You drink blood to survive. A pretty leech is still a leech. What was I thinking, letting you into this house near the only person on the planet who loves me unconditionally? What kind of idiot would offer a monster like you room and board?” 
 
    “Don’t judge me.” Her finger pointed at my nose. “When I found you, the stench of human flesh rose from your gullet. You’re a monster, too, you petty moron.” 
 
    My heart shattered. Yes, I’d eaten human flesh, possibly in self-defense, partly because I was half mad, but also because I was a monster. The disease in me didn’t care one lick about having consumed the meat of my fellow man, but no one comes back from that. Revulsion and disinterest warred in my gut. Yes, I’d tasted forbidden flesh. Yes, I’d considered how succulent people’s meat would be. I was a mad dog who should be put down. Nauseated, I couldn’t bear to look at the vampire.  
 
    If I killed her, she couldn’t tell anyone. My sins could remain a secret. 
 
    Shame boiled my insides. I turned away and set my arms akimbo. Zelda’s chest rose and fell peacefully, unaware of the two beasts discussing her welfare and weird blood voodoo.  
 
    “Why do you bleed yourself in the church?”  
 
    “I’m the sacrament—” 
 
    “For heaven’s sake.” I grabbed her arm and pulled her near until we were nose to nose. “Talk in code one more time. I dare you.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, lashes fluttered, then her gaze dropped lower. The vampire stared at my lips, and I blinked. Did her eyes have streaks of violet in them? I pushed her back a few inches. 
 
    “Stop talking religious nonsense,” I whispered. Why was I whispering?  
 
    “I make people feel good.” 
 
    A torrent of images and suggestions bombarded my brain. “Oh, boy. Why?” 
 
    “Because I am the Gr—” 
 
    “Fine. Alright. Now, why don’t I hate you the way I hate other vampires? Why doesn’t your smell make my skin crawl? And don’t speak in romantic metaphysics. Answer the damned question.” 
 
    “Maybe you like me?”  
 
    I shoved her. She stumbled back three paces. Her dress swirled. Some of her curls caught on the string of pearls around her neck, and her cheeks flushed. I searched her eyes for flecks of violet.  
 
    “You’re influencing me.” 
 
    “On the contrary, you’re very stubborn.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Not the first time someone has said that.” 
 
    “For a mundane creature, you’re hard to influence. I mean, you should have been swooning for me on the first day. Instead, you’ve fought impulses to eat me. I see a hunger come over you, the drive of murderers and monsters the world over, and yet you haven’t taken so much as a nip from my flesh. I think you like me.” 
 
    “Damn it, Gingerlocks.” 
 
    “Nuria.” 
 
    “Whatever.” I crossed my arms. “Talk to me.” 
 
    “We have a unique chemistry.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “No, you misunderstand. Our blood works well together. You subdue my powers of persuasion and my presence gives you peace. Portions of our chemistry cancel the other. We are perfect together.” 
 
    “Then why is Zelda suffering the effects of your magic mumbo jumbo?” 
 
    “Because you’ve been absent, and I’ve been hungry.” She stomped her foot. “This isn’t my fault. Ripening is a perfectly natural thing.” 
 
    “And this ripening won’t damage her in the long term?” 
 
    She shuffled her feet. “Depends.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “On whether or not I get fed. If I am starving to death, her heart will burst trying to satisfy me. If I’m taken care of, she’ll be fortified and edified according to the nature of my chemistry.” 
 
    “She’ll get better by being around you?” 
 
    “Provided I can manage to get something—anything—to drink. I haven’t had a sip in weeks…”  
 
    “Stop whining.” I stepped closer, closing the distance I’d only just created. Her heady fragrance rolled through me. “Are you claiming you can make Zelda’s weak heart better simply by being in proximity to her?” 
 
    “If—” 
 
    “Yes or no?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I made a quick decision. “You are never, ever going to leave.”  
 
    “I need—” 
 
    “Shut up. I know what you need. I’m not that much of an idiot. From here on out, you will see as much of this woman as you can. You will eat her cookies and sip her tea and be her constant companion, or I will kill you.” 
 
    “How nice of you! Shuffling me from one imprisoning tower to another. You’re a brute!” 
 
    “And you took me in, silly. You saw a broken, toothless, traumatized creature wandering the streets, covered with wounds, and you offered it a bed. As you kindly reminded me, I had the stench of human flesh on my breath and you still pulled me into your arms. Either you are as naïve as they come, or you were willing to bargain. You knew your father’s drama would pull you in. You were in danger, and you wanted a dog to chase off the bad guys. You don’t have the right to protest like a victim when your intention all along was to make me protect you. I’m saying, if you think I’m your champion or whatever, you sure as hell better pull your weight. Help Zelda.” 
 
    Her teeth clamped together and sparks flared in her eyes. Glorious, feral fireworks. And yes, a hint of violet. Her dress struck me as thin, feminine, and easily torn. She changed outfits because she wanted me to notice. She liked me, too. I wanted to simultaneously ravage, beat, and protect her. Of course, I was the traumatized one. I couldn’t imagine why she stared at me so raptly, with her mouth parted, as if she wanted to be ravaged and protected. Kee-rist. I was going to lose my mind.  
 
    Maybe I’d lost it already. 
 
    “Of course, I’ll help her. I like Zelda.” 
 
    “Help me what?” Zelda said. 
 
    I spun and kneeled by the couch. “Hey, lady. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I could use a nap,” she said. 
 
    “Would you like a cup of tea?” 
 
    “That sounds lovely.” 
 
    “I’ll get it for her.” Nuria flounced to the kitchen. I wondered if she knew how to boil water or if I should grab a fire extinguisher. I pressed my hand to Zelda’s forehead and listened for her heart.  
 
    “Steady as she goes,” I said.  
 
    “What happened, dear? Did I fall asleep?” 
 
    “Something like that. I need you to take better care of yourself, woman. Slow down. Grab a nap now and then. Putter in the sunshine. Stop taking care of me so hard, because it’s not good for you.” 
 
    “Oh, pish-posh.”  
 
    She sat up and swooned. I grabbed her shoulders as she grabbed her head.  
 
    “Slow the heck down. You’ve been lucid for all of two minutes.” 
 
    “Is that what you wanted to talk about?” 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “I remember you storming in and saying we need to talk, but I don’t recall much after that.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. I had an idea I wanted to run by you. It can wait until you feel better.” 
 
    “I feel fine. I’m not an invalid. Stop treating me like I’m—” 
 
    “Incapable of taking care of yourself? Too delicate to endure reality?” 
 
    “Don’t be…” She frowned. “I haven’t been treating you like that, have I?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not trying to sound ungrateful. You’ve been amazingly patient and nurturing, but I refuse to let you kill yourself slaving over me. Leave the damned stain on the carpet, okay? I’ll get the whole thing replaced. Your health is more important than anything.”  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “I’ll try to relax.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm.” I didn’t know if she could, though. She wasn’t the type to sit around with idle hands.  
 
    “Was that what you wanted to talk about?” 
 
    “Remember when we discussed the empty houses and lots surrounding us? I've decided to buy them. We could use the privacy. The burned lots could easily be turned into gardens, I suppose. The spare houses...well, I haven't thought about that too much. We might give one to Tatka and Koko.” 
 
    “That's wonderful, dear. They've been living in a hotel for some time.” 
 
    “Anything you want. We’re actively buying every plot of land within the gates. Whatever happens to me, you'll have something to keep or sell. At least, you can't be driven out. If you want to start a cat conservatory, whatever. All yours.” 
 
    She paused and sat back against the sofa. Her eyes twinkled. The vampire—Nuria—returned with a cup of hot water and a choice of three tea bags. The old lady’s eyes glittered with mischief as they orchestrated the brewing of her tea and a dash of milk. Nuria’s fine hands wielded the miniscule sugar spoon and pot of cream.  
 
    “Conservatory, you say?” Zelda said. “I think it’s a lovely idea.” 
 
    “So many creatures need a safe place to call home,” Nuria said.  
 
    I imagined hordes of felines occupying every house. Swarms of cats and storms of feline fur. Not enough lint rollers existed in all the world. 
 
    Zelda kissed my cheek. “Your soul is wiser than you know.” 
 
    “Why do I think you're up to something?” 
 
    “Because I am.” 
 
    “You don’t say.” 
 
    “Lunch?” 
 
    “I'm barely hungry. Really. I want to nap in the sun.” 
 
    Nuria pouted at the mention of sunlight, and I ignored it. 
 
    But I didn’t nap. I stepped into the backyard, which resembled a botanical nursery. I plopped on the stoop to stare into the mire of foliage.  
 
    The pretty parasite settled beside me and crossed her dainty ankles. She chattered and occupied my ear, but I didn’t hear a word. The sun glared on my face and warmed my cheeks. Her parasol spun leisurely as she twirled the handle. Occasionally, the tassels brushed against my forehead and I swatted them like flies. Like a bovine chewing cud in a hot field and swishing bothersome insects away, I sat and listened to the vampire’s genteel and occasionally tinny voice.  
 
    The sky opened up and I practically floated off, leaving my body on the steps. I wanted to crawl into bed, pull a pillow over my face, and sleep until I wasted away. 
 
    The vamp’s eyelids were fish belly pale. The veins along her temple were unusually pronounced under nearly translucent skin. Where the heck would I find someone to donate blood to a pretty monster? Maybe there was a Devoted hotline where the Confirmed sycophants awaited a summons. Maybe there was a vamp-focused drive through? I could contact a blood bank.  
 
    Hell, it became too complicated too fast.  
 
    The carnivore beside me needed to be fed. Starving a shark was a horrible idea. The notion of putting her down crossed my mind again. The world could do with one less vampire, and I certainly couldn’t permit the time bomb with fangs to coexist alongside Zelda.  
 
    Then again, Gingerlocks hadn’t bitten her yet. She’d shown restraint, but her god-plague influenced people. Not me, for some reason, but I was trapped by it. If I evicted or killed the vampire, Zelda would suffer. If I played along with the metaphysical exchange, I was complicit. Condoning vampire miracles brought me one step closer to never removing myself from this mess. I’d never be done with any of it. Trapped until I died. 
 
    Something needed to be done about all this, but it was overwhelming. 
 
    The fact that I’d eaten a man’s face and flesh didn’t help.  
 
    The vampire nudged me.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The phone.” 
 
    It rang and vibrated against my thigh. I reached for it. “Hello.” 
 
    “Priviet, ljubimyj.” 
 
    My spine stiffened while my heart expanded. Svetlana’s voice spread through me like a trickle of warm cream. “Why are you calling?” 
 
    “I’ve learned of your conversation with Rainer, that he and Erik have cast you off.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    I waited. Silence held the line. I clacked my teeth together and searched for something blasé to say.  
 
    “Would you like to come over?” she said. “I have cheesecake.” 
 
    I laughed, hysterical and shrill. “Hun, the last time you lured me over with offers of cheesecake, pseudo-military hitmen raided your home. Dozens died. We nearly died, and then you turned me into a monster.” 
 
    “It’s unfair to blame the cheesecake, my love.” 
 
    “You’re incorrigible.”  
 
    “Will you come?” 
 
    I didn’t want to see all her wolves and listen to their noise.  
 
    “Maybe you can help me,” I said. 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “What should I feed a hungry vampire?” 
 
    “Grenades.” 
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    “Me, too.” She grunted. “The answer is obvious, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What if I don’t want anyone to bleed over it?” 
 
    “Back to my original answer, then.” 
 
    “Not helping.” 
 
    “How hungry?” 
 
    I looked at Gingerlocks. Her delicate arms crossed over her petite bosom, her lip jutted in an adorable pout, and her waifish throat swallowed. 
 
    “How do I tell?” 
 
    “Is her tongue dry?” 
 
    “What? How the hell would I know that?” 
 
    “Well, at least I know you haven’t been kissing the beast.” She sounded all too pleased.  
 
    “Svetlana, a hungry blood-guzzling vampire is sleeping in the same house as my elderly friend with a weak heart. I need answers, not snarky bullshit.” 
 
    “Carpenters blood. It has restorative properties for humans, but it was designed as a complete meal to sustain the bloodsucking vermin. Shall I bring you some?”  
 
    I hesitated. I wanted to see Svetlana, I think. If she came to me, I wouldn’t even have to make much effort. I’d need to shower, though. 
 
    “Okay.” My voice cracked. I cleared my throat. “I’ll let security know you’re coming. Just you, though. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, ljubimyj.” 
 
    “Don’t call me—” 
 
    She hung up. I growled into the phone and tossed it over my shoulder.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Showering turned into an ordeal. Zelda didn’t own a razor but I felt obligated to shave my legs. The notion hadn’t occurred to me until then. I’d become domesticated once again. I stepped out, wrapped a robe around my wet body, and ventured to my old house. A strong breeze cleared the stale scent of a stale home, absent the smells of baking, flowers, felines, or other women.  
 
    Barren, blank slate of a house.  
 
    I could move back in. Replace the broken furniture, sweep out the half inch of dust and silt, and fix the uprooted floorboards. Essentially, I’d have to redo all the home improvements Davey had made. I couldn’t summon the energy. Better to relinquish the duplex and let a construction crew demolish it.  
 
    The contents of the bathroom covered the tile floor and towels were strewn in a dusty mix of errant tampons and bath salts. My under-the-sink pistol was gone, of course. I grabbed a razor from the refuse and tucked it into the robe’s pocket. I considered rummaging through the debris of my bedroom for clothing. I wanted to look nice when Svetlana arrived, but I didn’t own anything nicer than a cotton shirt. Besides, everything in the place had acquired a musty odor.  
 
    I walked through the dining room and to the broken doors which opened to my backyard.  
 
    An earthy scent filled with sex and blood and honey liquor caught my attention. My hair dripped wetly onto my neck, the robe stuck to my damp body, and I wasn’t ready to see her. I stepped into the backyard, wavering between hopping the fence and escaping or turning and meeting her halfway.  
 
    The barely audible drop of her boots on loose stones yanked my heart. I pivoted enough to see her standing by the open door, framed by my despotic house. 
 
    She dressed like she had when I’d first met her. Tight, soft sweater. Well-fitting jeans. Heavy boots. Her hair was loose, attempting a curl, and brown like chocolate. The firmness of her body and perfect posture only reminded me how supple she was without clothing.  
 
    My pulse whapped through my veins.  
 
    “Hi,” I said.  
 
    When she moved, it was with the grace of a panther who hoped to catch a songbird in its paw. I might have been offended that she perceived me as so delicate, except she’d caught me midflight. My temperature rose. I burned like a slug in the sun, so tender and raw, as if all my nerves pressed against the surface of my flesh.  
 
    She took three steps in my direction, enough to come fully into the sunlight, which shone in her hair and drew out hints of mahogany. The fragrance of a powerful, feral wolf incited my bones to riot. I wanted to shed and frolic with her, to roll in the sunlight and feel its warmth on my fur, to tussle limbs and wrestle with abandon. Why not?  
 
    Because I was a monster. So was she, but a much better, less despicable one than I. Her eyes shone with shades of coffee and caramel. I wanted to crawl inside her arms and rest until the end of time. I felt like I’d always known her, yet I couldn’t be sure I knew anything about her. She cherished me, but she might despise me, too. She was easy to love but hard to live with.  
 
    I needed to touch her.  
 
    But she was a hard woman, and loving her might erode the few pieces of me which had survived.  
 
    My fingers crumpled into fists and I shoved them into the robe pockets. The razor bumped my hand. I hadn’t even shaved my legs yet. 
 
    As if hearing my thoughts, she said, “You look beautiful.” 
 
    I didn’t believe her for one second. A dangerous need to be wanted scraped my heart. I tried to shake it loose. I could never be anything other than what I was. I’d never be beautiful. I’d been a soldier for too long, and a tapestry of scars swaddled my flesh. My heart was darker than ever, my aura smudged, yet she didn’t back down.  
 
    “I can smell your wolf rolling under your skin.” She stepped closer. “She is fading. You need to shed again. Today.”  
 
    “Svetlana.” My voice cracked. She waited patiently. “Have you ever eaten human flesh?”  
 
    Her face revealed nothing. She didn’t even blink. “I have done numerous unforgivable things. Eventually, I have found a way to forgive myself for many of them.” 
 
    “Not all?” 
 
    “I’m too busy gaining new sins to be entirely absolved of guilt.” She smiled. “Luckily, we can live for a long time. No one can give you justice or peace, except yourself. Both must be fought for—tooth and nail—by your own hands for your own heart.”  
 
    She reached into her back pocket and pulled out a flask. 
 
    “For your pet vamp.” A small snarl hoisted her lip. “I sniffed her out. She’s from Sigurd’s line, and she’s definitely trouble. I suggest you put her down before she becomes too big a problem.” 
 
    I gave her a look.  
 
    She shrugged. “The creature shouldn’t need more than a sip a day.” 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    “This stuff is practically magic, and your leech is special.” 
 
    I reached for the flask. When I touched it, she didn’t let go.  
 
    “Beloved, do you know what you’re doing?”  
 
    “She can help Zelda.” I hesitated. “And I made her a promise.” 
 
    She released the flask and dropped her hands. “I miss you.” 
 
    My heart stopped, and my mouth went dry. I clenched the flask so hard it began to dent. She reached for my hip. Instead of stepping closer or moving back, I stood like an idiot. Her hand touched the curve atop my hipbone.  
 
    “You’re gaining weight,” she said proudly. I laughed.  
 
    “Another woman might be offended.”  
 
    “Luckily, I don’t want other women.”  
 
    Her warm grip tightened. Ramshackle pieces warred within me. Her strong hand shoved tendrils of anxiety into my gut. I wanted to grab her and pull her closer, but I also wanted to kick her in the goddamn teeth. I’d give anything to crawl into her scent, but I’d prefer to never see her again. It had been ages since I felt an intimate touch. Hers went straight to my center and filled me with heat of a different nature.  
 
    I grabbed her wrist as if I’d yank her hand from me, but I never completed the gesture.  
 
    “Svetka,” I whispered. Why was I whispering?  
 
    “Do you remember the first time I came to your house?” 
 
    “I shot you.” 
 
    “I loved you even as you squeezed the trigger.” 
 
    Bam. My heart shut down. The universe tilted on its axis and shoved everything down my throat at once, inspiring panic and a swarm of shock. 
 
    I shook my head, backing up. “I can’t do this.” 
 
    “We need to talk.”  
 
    I continued shaking my head. My hardened nipples poked joyously at the cloth, and I crossed my arms. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “No talk.”  
 
    She stepped closer. Slowly. Confidently. My blood rushed up and down at the same time. She wasn’t wearing a bra under her sweater. My legs didn’t move. Air curled warmly in my lungs, and I couldn’t see or smell anything other than her. Marvelous roasted-sugar perfume, the fragrance of fresh fur and new air. I was alive. I was trapped.  
 
    “I need time,” I said. 
 
    “Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes.” I swallowed. “And no. I don’t know.” 
 
    I’d always found it easy to appreciate a beautiful person, but this woman crippled me.  
 
    “Thank you.” I hoisted the flask. “I know it aggravates you to help a vamp.” 
 
    “To hell with the vamp. I’m helping you and Zelda.” Her eyes dropped, but I caught a swirl of gold staggering around her irises. The wolf surfaced in her gaze and stirred gilded, honey hues into the decadent brown. “Don’t leave me in a room alone with that creature. I can’t make any promises regarding its health.” 
 
    “I know you hate vampires, but what did she do to you?” 
 
    “It’s not only what she is, it’s that she gets to spend all her goddamn time with you, and I can’t come close without you cowering—” 
 
    “I’m not cowering.” 
 
    “Then kiss me.” 
 
    My cheeks flared. “Don’t be silly.” 
 
    “It’s silly to want your lips on mine?” 
 
    “Framing it like a test, that’s silly. And impossible.” 
 
    Impossible to start, equally impossible to stop.  
 
    She chuckled and rubbed her forehead. “Why are you so difficult?”  
 
    “I don’t know why. Really.”  
 
    I’ve had one-night-stands before, and they’d gone far more easily than trying to wring one kiss out of this woman without feeling like my whole life would implode.  
 
    Because kissing her might mean everything, and I was petrified about the scope of its possible destruction.  
 
    “I’m patient,” she said, both the truth and a lie. “We’re both capable of living for a very long time. I have a century to woo you, provided you’re done playing with bombs and guns and monsters.” 
 
    “No promises.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Run with me. Platonically, I promise. We can have a leisurely run on Sunday.” 
 
    “I have plans with Sarakas on Sunday.” 
 
    Her eyes skirted away for a flicker of thought, and her lips tightened for a partial second. Jealousy from the polyamorous queen? She put her hands behind her back and rocked up on her toes.  
 
    “Tuesday, then.” 
 
    “Maybe. Yes.” I cleared my throat. “I’ll try.” 
 
    She nodded. Her eyes locked on my gaze, and I nearly caved. I couldn’t remember how her hair felt in my fist, or what she’d tasted of the last time we kissed. But I remembered the jut of her hips against mine, the absolute power in her thighs and the way her heartbeat tangled in mine.  
 
    She gave me plenty of time to change my mind. She stood, inviting me to touch her. Waiting for me to invite her to touch me.  
 
    Longing. Hope. Expectation. 
 
    It was too much. I wished there was an off switch on my brain so I could power down like a puppet without strings. I wanted oblivion, not confusion.  
 
    I couldn’t live this way: waiting to feel something, then regretting it as soon as I did.  
 
    She hadn’t answered my question about eating human flesh.  
 
    I was no stranger to murder. Hell, I’d been the government’s hired gun for half a decade. Why did this stick under my craw?  
 
    Because it was a new blasphemy for me. People didn’t try to devour other people. It stomped on the understanding that human life and its vessel were innately precious.  
 
    I’d crossed a line, a moral mark in the sand, and I couldn’t undo it.  
 
    Svetlana perceived the shift in my mood and left. I palmed the flask of blood, warming it with my rising temperature.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    Andy left me trapped in a bland room with nothing to do. Currents of cooled air filtered through vents and fumigated the building mortal smells. I suffered the continual sound of beeping machines and a crowd of persistent admirers outside the door. I waited up until four in the morning, worrying, imagining him dead, and picturing him doing God-knows-what with his recovering partner. Ex-partner. Now that he found her, what would he do? Anything.  
 
    I tried to nudge those suspicions out of my head. I recalled good times with Andy, such as the early morning cocoon where we wrapped up inside a blanket and made out like teenagers. 
 
    If only the world would go away and leave us alone. 
 
    My phone buzzed again as Dr. Clark called for the fourth time that day. My mother’s lawyer had called three times, leaving brief and snippy messages, but I wasn’t interested in speaking with him. Then my voicemail filled, and I worried Andy wouldn’t be able to reach me if he happened to call, and so I listened to the messages. 
 
    Dr. Clark checked in with banal reports of my mother’s resilience. The lawyer informed me of my mother’s intent to revoke the power of attorney privileges she’d afforded me. After all I’d done for her. After every nuisance, make-believe crisis, and genuine emergency. The endless simpering, the drugs, the woe-is-me attitude, the hypochondria, the belittling and badgering. The first moment I showed the slightest bit of spine, she lashed back with pedestrian, emotional manipulation. 
 
    Well, she was about to learn how little I cared. 
 
    A sick group of patients forty-strong slumbered against the walls outside my room. Hospital security had brought in benches and allowed my fans to stay, provided they kept the path clear. When the sun came up, the crowd would double as hopefuls came to bask in the drama of my experience. The longer they stayed, the more joyful and devoted they became. Reports of mysterious healings circulated among the gathering. My presence truly nurtured some of the ill, to the extent of curing a few. The phenomenon baffled doctors as well as myself. 
 
    And yet I knew which of them would die, who was on the cusp of a relapse, and who possessed good odds of recovering. I couldn’t explain it; it just was. I gathered onto myself a flock, and they were edified by my spirit. 
 
    I strolled into mother’s room and stared at the withered woman beneath the covers. She was a tiny, waifish creature. Diminutive. Her arms were soft and elastic. Blue veins stood on the back of her claw-like hands, drawing attention from her perfect manicure. A creature of distinguished taste and no redeemable character.  
 
    Why did she bother to reproduce? Was I a mistake? Or had she been clinging to a man who no longer loved her, trying to sink her hooks into him by carrying his seed to fruition?  
 
    Maybe she wanted a piece of my father to keep forever. Perhaps she didn't expect to hate him as much as she eventually did. Either way, I didn't owe them anything. Especially her.  
 
    She roused, chemical blond hair matted by the pillow. Delicate folds underlined her chin and set into the creases of her neck where the tender skin suffered time more acutely.  
 
    “The service here is dreadful,” she said.  
 
    “It isn't a resort, mother.” 
 
    “Doesn't mean they can't adjust the thermostat, does it? I'm likely to have a stroke from the heat. Can't you ask them to do something about it? Talk to Dr. Clark. He wouldn't want me to suffer.” 
 
    I did. I wanted her to suffer. The epiphany surprised me.  
 
    It shouldn’t have. A rational being was only capable of tolerating so much. Everyone’s patience was finite, and I’d exhausted the last flicker of mine. 
 
    She couldn't make me do anything. I didn't need her anymore. Maybe I never had. I smiled.  
 
    She squinted at me. My gown cinched around my narrow waist and fell like a designer’s dream. Her form, on the other hand, spread like marmalade across the crust of a dreary hospital bed. Her bones resembled bent toothpicks. Soon, she’d disappear altogether, and no one would mourn her. Not even me. She’d be entirely forgotten by the whole world, as if she’d never existed at all.  
 
    Her lips, once plush entities, had deflated like starved worms lining her mouth. 
 
    “You've done something different,” she said. “A new moisturizer? Facial cleanser? I swear, you look...radiant.” 
 
    “Don’t I always?” 
 
    She hmphed. “Even more so tonight.” 
 
    “Say it. Tell me I'm beautiful.” 
 
    “I don't know why you're acting this way. What's come over you?” 
 
    “Look at me. All my life, you made me think something was wrong with me. Like I wasn't enough.” 
 
    “Enough what?” 
 
    “Insert any adjective. I wasn't thin, pretty, smart, or good enough...whatever.” 
 
    “You know I hate when people say 'whatever.' It is so pedestrian.” 
 
    “I have always been beautiful.” 
 
    “Yes, darling, you are appealing. What is this about?” 
 
    “No, I'm beautiful, and you're jealous. You envy my lithe shape, upturned breasts, firm ass, and long legs. You even covet my creamy skin, despite the occasional pubescent blemish. In the decline of your youth, my radiance burns at you.” 
 
    “I won't be spoken to in this manner.” 
 
    “I'm smart, too. Top of the class, mother. Every class, ever. And you never congratulated me.” 
 
    “Well, congratulations! Is that what you need to hear, you selfish child?” 
 
    “Tell me I am beautiful.” 
 
    “What's gotten into you? Why are you attacking me this way?” 
 
    I grabbed her wrist. It felt tiny, hollow even. How could she bear to stand with such avian infrastructure? How could such a small, genteel, ultimately helpless creature terrorize me for years? 
 
    Because she was my mother. She should have told me I was beautiful even if I wasn’t. She should have told me beauty was on the inside, even if I was gorgeous. And she should have taught me to value things that were innately good, which beauty wasn’t. 
 
    We’d never discussed the importance of possessing virtues like kindness and intelligence, and now she couldn’t even admit I was pretty.  
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    “You're hurting me!” 
 
    “Fuck you, mother.” 
 
    “How dare you!” 
 
    Her pulse hammered under my fingers, and I squeezed harder. She gasped, bruising as she pulled. She couldn't escape me, and I wanted to laugh at her ineffective attempt. She was no match for me.  
 
    “Remember how you would pinch my hips? And poke at my stomach? And when I hunched, you would tell me I looked like a homeless drunk. If I dared to dance, you called me a harlot. You wanted to belittle me because you’re filled with envy. You're shallow and weak, and you've grown old.” 
 
    “Get your hands off—” 
 
    “It is high time for me to do what I want. To cast aside the tyranny of a monster and embrace every ounce of my power. I am a force to reckon with. I'm courageous enough to survive your abuse for decades, and I'm goddamn beautiful.” 
 
    “Yes, yes! You're beautiful, alright? Now let me go.” 
 
    “I won't.” 
 
    “Security!” 
 
    “Oh, hush. No one will come. No one cares about you. Only me, your loving daughter, who is sick and tired of being a doormat. I'm going to live my life, mother. And I'm going to be spectacular. I'll eat whatever I wish, I'll marry whomever I want, and I'll dance. I'll dance until my feet fall off, and no one will dare to call me a harlot.” 
 
    “But you'll still be one, won't you?”  
 
    I dropped her arm and drew back. Her face screwed into an impossibly ugly visage for someone who’d had so much plastic surgery.  
 
    “Even now, despite your speech professing how evolved you've become—even as you tower over me like a vulgar, brutish thug—you want my approval. You’re simply a wisp of pretty vapor that will pass uncelebrated through a world you don't understand. And you're lucky I didn't scrape you from my womb like the parasite you are. Without me, my money, and my supervision, you'd be common. Utterly forgettable and unremarkable.” 
 
    A voice in the back of my head trembled with the barest suggestion that she might be right. And yet, that shudder of insecurities belonged to a different season. Such doubts had nothing to do with who I was today. The tinny sentiments chimed, smashed into the newfound steel rod of my spine, and broke against the rock of my resolve. Fetters unbound. Tethers snapped.  
 
    All the undesirable muck swept clean from my soul, and my essence stood naked. Only the sparsest, deepest me remained: feral, untarnished, and liberated. Utterly impervious to her weary attempts to needle my conscience. Barest, true me danced, and delight came.  
 
    Transcendence.  
 
    A hysterical sort of madness sent my heart soaring and raving. My ego pranced through the skies and kicked open the pearly gates so I might mock Heaven’s Divine face.  
 
    I laughed. The sound roared through the room and echoed down the halls. My mother shrank back until my merriment passed.  
 
    “Woman, you have no idea what I’m capable of. You’re terrified I’ll discover how useless you actually are.” 
 
    “Get out of here. Leave me alone. I don’t know what’s come over you, but you’re being a bitch. And I hate to say that word, really, I do, but you’re driving me to it. Don’t make me call the police.” 
 
    “I don’t care. Change your will. Remove my power of attorney. I don’t care. No more pity parties, fake pills, or false-alarm hospital runs. Never again will I permit you to leverage your sickness against me. I’m done with you. I’m going to marry Andy and be blissfully happy.” 
 
    “He’s a low rent cop, Vanessa. Handsome, yes, but utterly below you. Play with him, have your fling, but marriage? No. I can’t support this. If you wed that man, he’ll make a fool out of you. I won’t stand for it!” 
 
    “How dare you try and come between us? He loves me, and I love him. You can’t have him. He’s mine forever, and no one will drive us apart.” 
 
    She laughed. It scratched down my spine like steel wool and rattled every nerve in my body.  
 
    “He’ll tire of you soon,” she said. “Men like him don’t settle for women like you. You’re nothing but a high-rent piece of tail to him. Something to crow about to his blue collar buddies. The man cuts his food with the side of his fork, for Christ’s sake! He’s white trash rutting after a trashy woman in sleek clothing. He can’t really love you.”  
 
    I reared back and examined her flushed cheeks and sunken eyes. She’d hated me and belittled me for years. If she could, she’d scratch into my chest, seize the gem of my soul, and crumble it to dust. What had I done to deserve such a mother? Nothing.  
 
    The universe was testing me, creating a trial so I could prove my love for Andy. I wouldn’t fail. He loved me, forever, and I’d make damned sure of it. 
 
    My hand settled over her mouth. Her slender lips wriggled against my palm. Her throat hummed with unvoiced words. 
 
    “Shush,” I coaxed, and anchored her to the pillow.  
 
    She tried to turn her head but couldn’t manage it. Her neck was too frail. She didn’t stand a chance. My strength felt righteous, even heaven-sent. As if I’d stormed the Bastille of heaven and God rewarded me with justice.  
 
    She struggled against my palm, and it was utterly futile. Her breath pounded against my skin, but she didn’t have long. 
 
    I raised my other hand, settling it over her nose. Breath huffed at my fingers, moistening my skin. Nearly unbearable. But if I released her, she’d make a noise, and that’d be even less pleasant. I squeezed and pushed at the same time. The wrinkles of her neck folded and her cheeks reddened. And sweat, finally, dampened the pristine machine of a woman. Cold sweat wet her brow! Her eyes, as wide as quail eggs, begged me for mercy.  
 
    Her feet pitter-pattered under the thin cotton blanket. Birdlike hands scraped uselessly along my wrist, leaving bright red tracks, but she’d already taken her last breath. A trio of capillaries burst in her eyes, one after another, and the orbs rolled back in her head. 
 
    My hand dropped from her slack mouth. 
 
    A smear of crimson stained her teeth where I’d crushed her lips. I examined my hand. Some of the vital fluid stained the crease of my lifeline. Intriguing. Seductive. Scented mildly of her Chanel and moisturizer.  
 
    I raised the redness to my lips. It brushed against my mouth, the blood chillier than I expected, grown cold and almost pasty on my skin. It stank of foul chemicals used to keep her disease at bay. All that fighting and suffering, all the power of modern medicine at her disposal, and finally it was over.  
 
    I wiped my hand on my gown. One thing was for certain: it was time to leave. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    “It’s your lawyer.” Zelda brought me a phone, rousing me from a day-long nap.  
 
    I’d forgotten about civilized things like lawyers and old family friends. I accepted the phone. “Caprelan?”  
 
    “Kaidlyn, how are you?” 
 
    “Getting better. Have you heard from my father?” 
 
    “I can’t reach him. Last I knew, he was driving to Prescott. Haven’t spoken with him in two months, but your old man was always popping off the grid at random moments. His Michigan property is being cared for by his foreman of three years, so you shouldn’t have to worry about the northern lands any time soon. The community farm he built to honor your mother’s memory is being overseen by a charming young lady from South Africa.” 
 
    “He built a community farm for my mother?” My heart clenched. 
 
    “Honey, there’s so much you need to learn about this man. He’s your father. I’ve been nagging you to go home for years—” 
 
    “I can’t think about this right now.” What did I care about that Caprelan could help me with? The ideas of lawsuits and criminal defense attorneys made my brain want to empty itself like a rush of mental diarrhea. “I bet I’m keeping you busy.” 
 
    “Yes, and we’ll talk all about how you’re going to single-handedly buy Darlene a retirement home in Hawaii, but we have other business to settle first. You need to set up a land trust for Zelda and Davey to safeguard the property you’re accumulating. What exactly are you hoping to accomplish there?” 
 
    “I want Zelda to be taken care of, that’s all. Whatever she plans to do with it is ultimately up to her, however, I’d like to set up some rental units so she’ll have an income if she needs it.” 
 
    “Fair enough. We’ll get some of those matters rolling. Also, I’m sending papers regarding the estate of one recently deceased Caesar Strauss.” 
 
    I raked through my memory. “I don’t know who that is.”  
 
    “You’ve inherited some property south of Red Sector with two operational businesses on site. Looks like nine acres, a mechanic shop, a scrap yard, and a bar called The Brethren’s Balm.” 
 
    “Brutus!” I said. “Did Caesar Strauss go by the name of Brutus?” 
 
    “Not legally. I take it you’re familiar with the property?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you want to sell or keep it?” 
 
    I nibbled on a thumbnail. Brutus had been like a fairy godfather to me, stashing my getaway car, creating exceptional vehicles, and occasionally offering to kill people on my behalf. He’d died brutally in a mutt incident where I’d been a target. Basically, I got him killed. 
 
    “I don’t know, Caprelan. I’ll tell you as soon as I reach a decision.” 
 
    We talked about a few other issues that couldn’t hold my attention while memories of Brutus’ paternal antics danced through my head. After I hung up, I went to the kitchen where Zelda clipped coupons at the counter.  
 
    “I need to go out for a while.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you should put pants on, dear?” 
 
    I looked down at my panties. Technically, it was street legal. Clothing seemed rather superficial, and I didn’t feel the urge to cover myself. Either my wolf was close to the surface or I was disassociating from society. Again. 
 
    Zelda held out the pants Kliment had lent me. “Oma knows best.” 
 
    “Yes, grandma.” I stepped into the pants. She tossed a clean white shirt at me before I cleared the house, and I popped it over my head. Barefoot, I met the world.  
 
    The sun nearly blinded me. I blinked, staring at my feet. Dog half-shoved me onto the porch, eager to get wherever we were going. Cats scattered. The weeping willow dragged its branches on the ground. I had no idea how Zelda managed to keep the tree alive in this climate. Maybe magic played a part. The air was ripe with sage and chicory flowers. Dog skirted around the yard, squatting and pissing while cats tried to run her off.  
 
    I decided not to drive so I wouldn’t have to deal with traffic, but also because I was not in a hurry. Dog and I both needed exercise. She came to heel, and we walked down the street toward the community gate.  
 
    The neighborhood was quiet. Houses stood deserted. I rather liked it. No one to burn crosses in my yard or fling human feces on my house. A nice, big buffer zone between me and the rest of society. Good plan, but not one that suited Zelda. She needed to be around good people, to nurture others, and commune with humanity.  
 
    A moving van sat two curbs down while workers loaded it with boxes. They paused to watch Dog run off leash. One man crossed himself. Dog barked and they cowered in the back of the van as if she couldn’t manage a three-foot jump. One more neighbor down, only a few to go. I didn’t bother waving. 
 
    I smelled virile musk and olive oil as I reached the wall. The familiar elixir alerted me but didn’t threaten me. I typed my code into the gate, and the rickety contraption rolled open.  
 
    Koko leaned against his massive, beautiful truck. The sight of him soothed me. We’d fought together on the front lines, trapped in the rabbit hole of our modern war. He belonged to Tatka, but my bones declared he was mine, too. Platonically, of course.  
 
    “Hi, Koko. Are you lurking?” 
 
    “Yes, actually. Where are we heading?” 
 
    “I thought you were guarding Zelda. I don’t need a pro-bono bodyguard. I’m a freakin’ werewolf.” 
 
    “Firstly, you kinda killed my career, so you owe me. Secondly, you need someone to watch your back. You’re mucking through the traumatic aftermath of the past few years while navigating the onset of a seriously distracting disease.” He folded his arms. “What if a wolf-sense kicks in at an inopportune time? What if you get too hungry and someone rolls by in a wheelchair? I’ll keep an eye on you. And best yet, you get to ride in my pretty truck.”  
 
    I gazed at the vehicle. She was sooooo pretty. 
 
    “What kind of bodyguard waits at the gate?” I said.  
 
    “I figured Dog might take offense if I stomped up to the front door. Didn’t want to tempt her to bite me again.” 
 
    We collectively looked at Dog. She wagged her tail. 
 
    “Right. Let’s go,” I said.  
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    “Brethren’s Balm.” 
 
    He blinked. He’d been to the Balm on the day Brutus died. Without further comment, we all climbed into the big truck, and Dog had her run of the truck bed. Koko opened the window between the cab and she popped her head in every now and then. We drove in silence, circumventing Red Sector and navigating the mire of a homeless squatting community a few hundred-strong.  
 
    During the reconstruction, the less desirables had been pushed outside the city while wealthier people gathered in prestigious suburbs. The terrain in between the two worlds was bleak. Squalor. Desperation. Random corpses strewn along the roadside. 
 
    Brutus’ bar sat forefront of the garage and a large gated lot. It looked precisely as I remembered, except Brutus wouldn’t be inside. I sat quietly. Koko didn’t rush me. Dog jumped out of the truck bed and ran about, sniffing at everything and dropping her scent in a dozen places.  
 
    Whenever I came to the Balm, I’d had a problem and Brutus, in one small way or another, helped me fix it. Not this time. I had so many problems that none of them mattered, and Brutus was dead.  
 
    I could drive off, sell the place, and never have to see it again. The business couldn’t be worth much: a rundown bar with eccentric décor, a junkyard full of salvaged parts, and a shop where the mechanics were about as legal as the vehicles they worked on.  
 
    What was the value of that in this day and age?  
 
    My pulse clamored through my veins. Dog came to the passenger door and huffed at the cab. I reached for the door handle. Koko somehow made it around the truck in time to help me close the door. The big lug checked the surrounding area while I squared off with the entrance.  
 
    An automated Homeland Security drone zipped from the east and headed over the junkyard. A shotgun racked a shell and fired. BAM! I ducked. The beast woke in my bones, bruising my marrow. Koko covered me with his massive frame. The drone teetered and fell from the sky, landing in a scrap heap at the end of the lot. Dog let out a fury of barking and Koko pulled his sidearm. Adrenaline clouded my vision. The wolf clawed inside my bones. Dog’s noise filled the universe, gathered everything up, and then it all faded away.  
 
    My vision faded white. 
 
    A swarm of mechanical stenches with dust and dying foliage accompanied the burn of computer components and bad wiring. 
 
    Koko’s sweat glistened and smelled of clean, manly musk. A healthy, virile animal. His gun stank of oil and powder. His shoes had been polished recently, and his hair oiled and rebraided. Gradually, the scope of my awareness spread from the bear-sized man to the rest of the world. 
 
    “No blood,” I said. “Everything’s fine.” 
 
    He straightened but didn’t holster his weapon. Dog’s ruckus came at me in a billow of noise. “Dog!” She hushed and heeled.  
 
    I sought the solid bits of reality and slapped my alarm into the background. I touched Koko’s side. He was solid like a cement pillar wrapped in mortal heat. The edge of his bulletproof vest rubbed my knuckle. My touch on his hip turned into a push. His hand dropped to the back of my neck to hold me in place, like he wasn’t ready to let his charge wander around unprotected before he was at ease. It was a controlling gesture that mistakenly led me to believe he could actually protect me.  
 
    A growl rolled up my throat. I coughed and pushed hard. “Brutus loved to shoot the drones out of the sky. Made a sport of it, even. I guess someone is carrying on in his memory.”  
 
    “Have I ever told you that you have crazy friends?” 
 
    A giggle burst from me. “Understatement of the year, dude.” 
 
    I shook my head and encouraged my vision to clear.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he said.  
 
    “My vision fades when the wolf brushes my surface. I don’t know if it’s true for everyone, but my brain gets boiled. One eye is worse than the rest.” I choked a bit. “I ate a lot of voltage when I was in state care. I think it screwed up my optical nerves.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    He holstered his firearm and the three of us strolled into the saloon like gangsters in a Wild West film. The décor was precisely as I recalled: a rhino head with a gold horn and pink feathers for eyelashes, a boar in a tutu, and an elk skull with panties hanging from each antler.  
 
    Someone had rebuilt the counter, fixed the mirrors, and sanded the bloodstains from the floorboards. 
 
    Two paunchy guys smacked billiard balls around the table. They took one look at Dog and froze. She released another round of spine-grating, deep-throat barks. Both men reached for a concealed firearm.  
 
    “Easy!” I said, hands out.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the good ol’ boys said. One had a handlebar mustache, the other had huge pork chop sideburns. They had been Brutus’ only regulars.  
 
    Dismissed, Dog roamed off to scout the perimeter of the bar. 
 
    “Who’s running the place now?” I said. 
 
    They glanced at each other and shrugged.  
 
    “John Wayne,” Sideburns said. 
 
    I blinked. Slowly, the memory returned. They’d been present at the final shootout. Afterward, I had to lay down a quick story about deputizing them to keep them from getting arrested for illegal weapons. I even made up fake names for them.  
 
    “My deputies, Marion Mitchell and Robert Morrison. Collectively referred to as John Wayne. How have you been?” 
 
    “Missing the old man.” Mustache lumbered behind the bar, plunked a bottle of tequila on the counter, and set out four shot glasses. I hopped on a bar stool and the other man followed suit. Koko positioned himself where he could impede Side Burns if he tried to draw and intercept Mustache if he moved at me.  
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked the bartender. 
 
    “Marion Mitchell,” he said. “You can call me Mitchell.”  
 
    I chuckled and looked at Side Burns. “That makes you Robert Morrison?” 
 
    “Call him Robbie,” Mitchell said. 
 
    “Cheers.” I hoisted a shot of tequila.  
 
    The boys bumped their glasses in the air, but Koko left his. We downed our medicine. It burned so hard, so good, like steel wool ripping down my pipes. Once it hit my gut, a flash of warmth struck and dissipated. I threw back Koko’s shot and left the glass upside down. Mitchell poured another round. Dog plopped down beside my stool and wagged her tail, begging. In true canine fashion, she didn’t care what I had but expected me to share.  
 
    “Good to see you up and about,” Mitchell said. 
 
    “Nice to be breathing air.”  
 
    We downed our second shot and fell quiet. Dog’s tail whap-whapped while we waited. Mitchell poured another. 
 
    “My lawyer called,” I said. “Brutus left me the bar.” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “Neither of you look surprised.” 
 
    “He had a big heart,” Mitchell said. “We figured a huge chunk of that sizeable heart wanted what was best for you.” 
 
    “You’ve both been here for ages. Wouldn’t you rather have the joint?”  
 
    Robbie shook his head. 
 
    “He was in a position to give you something,” Mitchell said. “Now it’s your job to take it.” 
 
    “I could sell and give the proceeds to his widow. Long-term care is expensive.” 
 
    “Irma is already provided for,” Robbie said. “Do you really think he wouldn’t have made sure she had everything she needed? Look, they never had kids. And us, John Wayne, we’re on our way out. Someone has to keep his memory alive. Might as well be you. Considering how you’re now toeing the line of immortality, you’re the perfect one for the task.” 
 
    I sipped my tequila. “Y’all know what I am?” 
 
    “Surely do,” Robbie said.  
 
    “And?” 
 
    They shrugged in unison.  
 
    My throat clouded with crushing emotion. Goddamn, they had me from every angle. I couldn’t think beyond the memory of Brutus’ flopping mullet, gold-toothed smile, and big expectations. I coughed. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “We’re keeping it.” 
 
    They nodded like there’d never been any question. I shook my head, slammed my drink, and dropped the glass on the bar. 
 
    “Lemme show you the office.” Mitchell took the bottle. “There’s also an apartment above the joint. His stuff is still in it, though. We haven’t moved anything. After you get settled, we’ll show you the storage units.”  
 
    He led me to the back of the saloon where a hallway separated it from the shop. The office reeked of gun oil, dust, spare motorcycle parts, musty cigars, and a less-than efficient filing system. Mitchell clunked the tequila bottle atop a pile of vehicle titles and left us. Dog perused the corners, extremely interested in a particular heap of receipts. She rooted deep and pulled out a package of suspiciously dry beef jerky. 
 
    I circled the office. What the hell would I do with the place? Run the saloon forever? It couldn’t be making money. The mechanic shop and salvage business might scrape up a few dollars, but it wasn’t a feasible lifestyle. Was it?  
 
    “What do you think?” I said. 
 
    “You’ve got your work cut out for you,” Koko said. 
 
    I sighed and approached the large desk, which was actually three filing cabinets with a slab of scrap metal across the top. I puffed up my cheeks and blew across the surface, upsetting a layer of dust. The handle of a pistol winked at me from one of the open file drawers. I picked it up. 
 
    “Oh, look! A Smith & Wesson 29. Clint Eastwood used this model in the Dirty Harry movie. Isn’t it cute?” 
 
    Koko snorted at my use of ‘cute’ to describe a .44 magnum. 
 
    “And almost as handy as that sawed-off tucked alongside the safe.” He tipped his chin. I followed his gaze. A well-used shotgun lay beside the dusty safe.  
 
    Good ol’ Brutus. I smiled, inspired by a sense of adventure. The room smelled of the pine-scented soap he’d used. I snooped around. A good person would have felt guilty about digging into a dead man’s life, but I recognized an opportunity to learn more about the man. After all, if I was to keep his memory, shouldn’t I know more about him?  
 
    Something caught my eye and steamrolled the inquisitive mood. 
 
    I picked up a picture of Brutus, two decades younger, standing beside a petite, brunette woman. Their eyes burned with ridiculous, sappy love. Irma had adored him once. Now she couldn’t hold a current thought, much less a memory. When I delivered notice of death, she hadn’t recognized his name.  
 
    I sighed, set the pic down, and took the next.  
 
    It was an extremely old photograph, a chemical print, of two men side by side. One was big and brawny, the other slender like a snake. The bigger one I recognized as young Brutus in a leather jacket. He smiled mischievously, like the whole world was his merry-go-round. The other man, shorter and darker, looked like he might bite the camera. Brutus was missing a few front teeth, so it predated the golden orthodontics. Koko came beside me while I stared. 
 
    “His silly gold teeth…”  
 
    He grabbed the picture. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “The other man is Wyndam Wolfe,” he said. “He's one of the earliest contracted mutt-hunters. Ran with a group of boys who called themselves the Brethren. He mentored your mentor and is still, to this day, a hardcore nut.” 
 
    “Shit. Brethren's Balm! You think Brutus was a hunter?” 
 
    “I'd say so. No wonder he had such a thing for you.” 
 
    “Watch how you talk,” I growled. 
 
    “I mean, he treated you like a surrogate daughter. This might explain why. Wyndam Wolfe was talking crazy when I met him, but he mentioned your father and mother as if he knew them intimately. Called your father a hero and your mother beautiful. If he knew them, and Brutus knew him, it makes sense.” 
 
    “How does that make any sense? Why would one of the oldest, most gnarled hunters in the game know my parents?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Did he say anything else?” 
 
    “No.” Koko put the picture back on the shelf. His big, dumb-lug expression didn’t reveal anything, but I could smell it. 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “Look, Durant…” 
 
    “Say it. Don’t turn coward now, you big pansy.” 
 
    “He said you should have stayed out of the game. Claimed you squandered your potential and your mother would have been ashamed.” 
 
    I sucked air through my teeth. “You’re right, I didn’t want to know.” 
 
    So many people had expectations I couldn’t live up to. Certainly, it was too late to impress Brutus, much less my mother. They were both dead. 
 
    “This isn’t mine,” I said. “I don’t know what I’m doing here.” 
 
    “Give it time.”  
 
    “Maybe. Let’s get out of here, okay? I’ll think about it later.” 
 
    He nodded. I grabbed the tequila. Dog hopped up, leaving trails of plastic wrapping and drool where the jerky had been. We caravanned through the saloon. I waved half-heartedly to John Wayne and escaped outside. 
 
    I paused before getting into the vehicle.  
 
    My heart, more importantly my gut, wasn't offering the slightest assistance in determining what to do. Everyone declares with lofty confidence: follow your heart. What if your heart is mute? Or, what if you prefer to run on gut instinct and your stomach sits numb with apathy and shock? 
 
    My thoughts flashed to the getaway car stashed on the property which was, for all intents and purposes, a giant bomb. The trunk was rigged with IEDs and enough silver shrapnel to kill a mutt. If I was to mosey over to the car, lean in, and pop the hood, the explosion would send silver shards into my face and brain, killing me.  
 
    My father would be ashamed, but that was nothing new.  
 
    The world conspired to make me a martyr or a villain, which meant I was screwed. Why should I play games and wait for someone with an agenda to end me? Dying today offered no more complications than dying later. My loved ones were provided for. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t really save or protect them.  
 
    Stick a fork in me, I’m done. 
 
    All I had to do was ditch my bodyguard long enough to keep him from harm’s way. I could hop the towering fence. He’d have to go around, giving me plenty of time to… 
 
    Dog licked my elbow. 
 
    Koko was saying my name, concern written all over his face. My swollen hand gripped the door in a knuckle-white vice, crimping the edges. Jesus, what kind of lunatic would damage such a beautiful truck with glorious smoke stacks and a beast of an engine?  
 
    I backed off, and Koko didn’t say anything. He stood on high alert and waited to see if he needed to make a move.  
 
    Poor guy probably didn’t realize when he volunteered to be my bodyguard, he’d actually be on suicide watch. 
 
    I slid into the seat like nothing had happened, and he closed the door gently behind me. He drove in silence. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    Silk seemed the appropriate fabric to wear while visiting the female who changed my life forever and for the better. My tummy tingled with the prospect of seeing my new mother. Since I became a new creature, I needed to submerge myself in the new reality of my maker’s world. A world I intended to dominate, placate, and thoroughly relish.  
 
    A throng of people waited to worship me, but first I needed to make the world aware of my newly realized nature. I’d have a coming-out ball, exactly as young ladies were once introduced to society when they came of age. I’d find a great hall and wear a lavish dress and retain the greatest culinary artists. Granted, I knew nothing about becoming a vampire, but my matriarch could help me navigate the tumultuous waters. 
 
    So silk it was. The cloth fell deliciously against my skin, currently absent undergarments, and slid erotically, blissfully, across my nipples. Immediately, the whole universe revolved around the apex of my breasts. Dual points for the consciousness to relish. My concentration dissipated like a school of fish scattering before a toothy shark. I ran my fingertips over the outermost curve of each breast and tickled down the smooth flesh of my midsection. 
 
    I’d never loved myself so much or been so confident in my body. If only every woman could feel this way! 
 
    The silk shirt paired well with a pencil skirt, but I didn't like the material rubbing against my outer thighs all the way down to my knee. I scampered about, looking for something more comfortable and suitable to wear. I had nothing to match the silk. So I took a pair of scissors to the tailored pencil skirt and removed the bottom ten inches. My creamy pale thighs were now unhindered and able to feel the air, sun, and each other. I liked the way they brushed against each other now and then, despite the sensation previously generating waves of shame and self-consciousness.  
 
    I was no longer self-conscious. I was enthralled by everything I was and could become.  
 
    I paused at the closet and stared at my shoes. So many to choose from! Most were quite professional and demure despite the height of their heels. I chose the most comfortable black pair with pointed tips. For once, I didn't bother with nylon or tights, and felt practically naked in the open air. I glanced in the mirror: my pale legs went on for days. I slipped sunglasses onto my face and stepped out of the shade. 
 
    The day greeted me with blistering sun.  
 
    At first, the warmth was sublime. I threw my head back and bared my face to the sky. In an instant, the heat turned nasty. My skin began to ache as if scratched by a wild creature. Horrified, I covered myself and ducked back into the shadows. What the hell! How could this be? The vampire who made me had been seen outside her home in broad daylight. Why did the sunlight harass me and not bother her? Did it have something to do with age?  
 
    I'd have to ask. 
 
    I sure as hell wasn't staying in my apartment like a prisoner every goddamn day. Sure, I’m not in the habit of venturing out much, but I wanted the freedom to.  
 
    I returned to the loft and grabbed a coat and umbrella. If I was to walk about, I needed protection. Walking? What was I thinking? Surely I hadn't forgotten all the modern conveniences that spared humans the necessity of manual labor and sun exposure. I grabbed my car keys. I smirked, grateful for the heavy barely-legal tinting on my car's windows and the streams of AC.  
 
    Driving myself felt undignified as well. It was about time I hired a driver, as my previous mother was wont to do, to spare myself the inconvenience of minding traffic and opening my own door. 
 
    I drove to the suburb where Kaidlyn was likely to keep a vampire prisoner. I pictured my vampire mother wrapped in twine and shoved inside a closet or a root cellar, starved and mistreated. I’d rescue her, and she’d be forever grateful. I would drive up to the door, fight my way inside, snatch her up, and escape in our getaway vehicle. Then we would find a place large enough to accommodate both of us. I’d nurse her back to health and she’d divulge the secrets of our kind.  
 
    We’d be inseparable.  
 
    Except when I arrived at the gate, I found it blocked by brutish men in cheap uniforms. Black shirts, black pants, black weapons, and utterly unappealing blank expressions. Troublemakers. Sure enough, they immediately began making trouble for me.  
 
    A thug approached my car while another circled it, checking inside for weapons no doubt. I rolled down the window to reason with them, but what I said was: “Get out of my way.”  
 
    “Ma’am, you can’t enter without clearance.”  
 
    “I’m here on business.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me what this business is, and I’ll see your concerns reach the appropriate agent.” 
 
    “This is absurd. I know Zelda. I know Davey, who used to live here. And I am familiar with that woman—” 
 
    A shadow blocked the window. I swiveled my head. A lanky man stood there, armed with a rifle, dressed in black, with an earpiece and an extra gun his hip. Sweat glimmered on his dark skin. 
 
    “Ms. Blythe,” he said. “You’re on a rather short list of permissible visitors.” 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness. These goons are harassing me. I simply need to get past this silly human barricade so I can see Zelda.” 
 
    “These goons are here for Zelda’s protection. Does she know you’re coming?” 
 
    “She’ll want to see me. It’s important.” 
 
    “Let me call up to the house,” he said, and spoke briefly into the radio. 
 
    “Thank you.” Relieved, I settled back in my seat.  
 
    Then one of his compatriots went and ruined it. He approached the car, nose twitching, lips tight. “Wouldn’t let her in, boss.” 
 
    “Zelda knows me,” I said. “Don’t be rude. Keep your opinion to yourself. Who the hell do you think you are, anyway?” 
 
    The henchmen hunched, neck bulging with muscle, lips so tight they might squash themselves. A name placard said Wesson. He shook his head at his boss and ignored me. “Bad idea, Tommy.” 
 
    “Ms. Blythe, get out of the car please,” the dark man—Tommy—said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “We’re going to check your person for weapons, and then I’ll drive you up to the house. You’ll have to leave your vehicle here.”  
 
    “The nerve!” 
 
    He shrugged. “Protocol. It’s for Zelda’s protection. You want her to be safe, don’t you?” 
 
    Well, who could argue with that? Grudgingly, I stepped out, flashing a great deal of my splendid legs in the process. The action drew an instant of unprofessional attention from several of the men. Let them look, want, and wonder. None of them could have me. I angled the umbrella to offer the most shade and stood proudly while the man performed a cursory search of my person. Wesson’s monstrous hand spanned the entirety of my lower back. I wanted to tear his fingers off.  
 
    “Don’t touch me,” I snarled.  
 
    It threw me back, both the gut response and the unladylike tone of my words. Then again, as I walked, sunlight glinted off my naked thighs in an improper manner. Talking back to men with guns, strutting around in a short skirt, killing my birth mother: I rather liked this daring new me.  
 
    A smile graced my red lips, drawing another unprofessional leer from a pair of armed men. The belligerent guard, Wesson, scowled. Tommy escorted me to a Jeep. Collapsing my umbrella, I slid into the passenger’s side while he took the wheel. The Jeep lurched and my skin crawled. I whipped around in my seat to see Wesson standing on the rear bumper, gripping one of the roll bars, determined to come along for the ride. He gazed at me with a thousand-yard stare.  
 
    I hated him, instinctively and instantly. My fingers itched to scratch out his insolent eyes. I turned my back and gave him a view of my stiff spine.  
 
    We drove alongside an incoming stream of construction workers and equipment. The neighborhood itself looked worse for wear, dilapidated, like the area near Red Sector where the homeless gathered because no one bothered to chase them off. How could my other-mother be forced to live in such a place of ruin? Thankfully, the presence of a construction team indicated the issue was being addressed.  
 
    Machinery whirred and cranked in the background. Tommy, completely at ease, didn’t say a word the entire trip. He sat there, slack in his seat like he hadn’t a care in the world. On the other hand, Wesson’s laser focus beat on the back of my neck. I certainly didn’t want to come across him in a dark alley, not for any reason. The lowlife would probably try to kill me. What was his problem? 
 
    I turned around. “What is your problem?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. Just stared. His heart-shaped face was thick, as if the muscles bulged out of his chest, flowed up his thick neck, and filled up his face. The brutish quantity of puffy muscle made him look like an over-built tank. When it became apparent I wouldn’t stop staring, he said, “Just doing my job, ma’am.” 
 
    Bullshit. 
 
    Tommy sat dumbly, a bemused and whimsical smile on his face. He didn’t even blink in our direction, like neither of us existed at all.  
 
    Zelda’s adorable house was surrounded by well-tended flowers and a hoard of felines. I climbed out of the Jeep. Tommy pulled his hat down low over his eyes and slunk back in the seat like he’d take a nap while waiting. Wesson stepped off the bumper and made like he’d follow me inside. 
 
    “Wait here,” I said. “A creature like you shouldn’t be around Zelda.” 
 
    “A creature like me?” His lips twitched. “Pot, meet Kettle.” 
 
    The insinuation pushed rage through my veins, so I turned on my fantastic heel and strolled to the door. Wesson was at my side before I could lift a hand, and his thick paw knocked for me. His scent was like testosterone rolled in pine cones and salted with violence. There was definitely a fault in this man’s base code. 
 
    Zelda opened the door. Her summer dress swirled with yards of fabric and reminded me of a bohemian marketplace. Her shoulders were bare and touched by the sun. Whitish blond hair laid in a fat braid on her spine. My heart blossomed with joy at the sight of her, and I immediately craved cinnamon rolls. 
 
    “Oh, Vanessa, how great to see you! Come in. I have maple pecan croissants fresh from the oven, cooling on the rack. The coffee is brewing, and it’s going to be a wondrous day.” 
 
    Overcome with emotion, I hugged her. Wesson stiffened, and I tried not to smirk as Zelda returned my embrace. 
 
    “Good day, ma’am,” Wesson said, effectively interrupting and causing Zelda to back away.  
 
    “Wesson, you stud!” Her hand went to her hair. “What brings your handsome face to my door this morning?” 
 
    The old lady was flirting with this monster! 
 
    “I could smell the croissants all the way down at the gate. You keep cooking like that, and I’ll have to beat the competition off with a stick. A big stick.” 
 
    And the asshole flirted back!  
 
    “May I say, that’s a lovely shade of lipstick, Zelda.” 
 
    The bastard didn’t complement my lipstick, and my shade was resplendent. Hers was a tint away from coral. 
 
    “Thank you, sweetheart. Come in, come in,” she said.  
 
    He and I started for the door at the same time. My gaze narrowed.  
 
    “Zelda, wouldn’t it be inappropriate for you to consort with this man? I mean, shouldn’t his kind be guarding the gate?” 
 
    “Dear, I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.” Poor old lady, clueless and kind. “Wesson has been acting as a guinea pig for my newest recipes. He has excellent culinary taste, and his input is invaluable.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, drawing out the word like a teenage boy.  
 
    I wanted to tear his hair out at the roots, heedless of the fact he outweighed me by seventy pounds and was heavily armed. He waved his hand in a gesture I’d never confuse with chivalry, and I stepped into the house. Better to ignore him entirely.  
 
    A difficult task, given the amount of space he consumed and his roiling scent. Inhaling, I discerned from his smell that his left anterior insular wasn’t optimally functional. The vain egotist needed to die. 
 
    Zelda set out two more coffee cups and poured from the French press. Her charm bracelet chimed on the dessert plate as she served us confections. The syrupy croissants smelled amazing but didn’t inspire an ounce of an appetite.  
 
    Zelda, on the other hand, made my stomach rumble. Her perfume was heady and succulent, and a great fullness chugged through her veins. Her thick heartbeat reminded me of the way the infant in my arms had roused to the cadence of my pulse. The vampire was here, and she’d marked Zelda as hers.  
 
    Mildly disappointed that I wouldn’t be able to claim the old lady, I fiddled with the croissant. Content simply to inhale its vapor, I shredded the dessert and glanced about.  
 
    “Eat up, poor thing,” she said. “You look skinnier than ever. I heard you’ve had quite a scare.” 
 
    “A scare?”  
 
    “Yes, and you were hospitalized? Nasty business. I hope you’re doing alright.” 
 
    “I’m fantastic, actually. I was wondering, did Kaidlyn bring a vampire here? The one from the steeple?” I didn’t even know my new mother’s true name! Saint Mary could hardly be her Christian-born identity. How awful was my predicament? I couldn’t rightly call her the Saint, could I? 
 
    “Ah, yes. I do hope there are no ill feelings between you two. From what I hear, it was all a big misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Yes. I mean, of course not. Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s probably in my conservatory. I’m drying basil and lavender from my garden, and she was quite taken with the process. Bring her a coffee, would you? The second door on the left.” 
 
    She turned away and went to fuss with a double boiler on the stove. 
 
    I hopped out of my chair and took the untouched coffee. Wesson didn’t move to follow me. His meaty rump sat in the chair as he consumed the pastry with surprisingly delicate nibbles. Why should he enjoy himself? 
 
    “Aren’t you coming?” I whispered. “Heaven forbid I get into any trouble.” 
 
    “I’m securing Zelda. I don’t care one lick what you two skinny bitches get into.” His Cheshire grin was all teeth and scorn. 
 
    I flipped him off and sashayed down the hall.  
 
    Herbs, strawberries, and cinnamon swirled together in an exotic perfume. I basked in her incense, overcome with a rightness and fullness. Peace and contentment saturated my breast. My mother was truly awe-inspiring. Saintly, even. 
 
    I paused in the doorway and gathered a breath. My lungs tightened, as if cinched by nerves and anticipation. She stood before a shaded window, one arm above her head. Her white dress bore an intricate design of eyelets. A green ribbon encircled the brief column of her waist.  
 
    The room had a drop-down wooden lattice and a variety of horticulture hung upon each available inch. If the exterior of the house was a faery kingdom of plants and herbs, this room was a shrine to Mother Nature’s scrupulous practicality. I couldn’t imagine what Zelda planned to do with the dried up remains of her expansive garden, but she certainly made a habit of preserving it. A few errant dried leaves crunched under my heel. At any moment, I expected a residing throng of woodland creatures to burst into song. 
 
    The vampire held a sheaf of basil above her head. It dangled from a string, and she stood transfixed by its languid twirl.  
 
    “The veins are what I find most alarming,” she said. “All these little cells together, shaping the leaves brick by brick, and the veins shoot through them like skeletal highways. The leaf needs the veins to sustain its workings, but…” She squinted. “Necessity interrupts beauty and becomes a beauty itself.” 
 
    “Amazing.” I stood enchanted but mindless of her true meaning. What did I care about plants when such a marvelous creature stood before me? “Mother—”  
 
    “Don’t call me that.” She shuddered. “There is only one Mother, and I am not her.” 
 
    “Apologies. And what should I call you?” 
 
    Her petite face wrinkled. “Why should you call me anything? Are we to be friends?” 
 
    “Friends, yes, and companions.” 
 
    “My congregation calls me Mary, but I have enough friends, thank you. More accurately, I have one good friend, and one is all I need.” 
 
    “Surely…but…”  
 
    “You’re scared. All new creatures are. I assure you, such emotions are entirely natural. Trepidation and insecurity will fade. You will build for yourself an estate, a following, and a throng of vassals. Everyone does.”  
 
    “But, tell me about what I am.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you are. This has only happened to me a few times before, and Father didn’t permit anyone to survive the transformation. I don’t know if he’ll allow you to survive, either. Do be wary of strangers, okay? Especially blond ones with haughty airs who wear tailored suits. He might very well try to kill you.” 
 
    “Kill me? Kill me!” 
 
    “Depends on his mood, usually.” 
 
    “Won’t you stop him? Tell him not to go around killing people!” 
 
    “He’s Father. He can do as he wishes. You can, too. That’s the beauty of us. We do as we wish to the extent of our power until it kills us.” She hung the basil back on one of the rafters and poked at another drying herb.  
 
    “What about me? What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “I imagine you’ll do precisely what you desire to. Most freshly-made Exalted go about setting up their estate and establishing their family name. Gather unto yourself a congregation of vassals and supporters, speak to the Scribe about writing your history, and build yourself an army.” 
 
    So many questions swirled my mind. Was the Exalted the name of our kind or the word for what had happened to me? Where do I find vassals? Who is this scribe, and: “Why do I need an army?”  
 
    “Father’s mother is coming. She’ll bring her hounds of war and incite general mischief.” She gathered a nearby rosebud, peeled aside its drying petals, and peered intensely into its core. “Could be the end of all of us.”  
 
    “Where’s your army?” I said. “Shouldn’t you go back to the church where you are surrounded by people who adore you? What are you doing in this place?” 
 
    “I don’t need an army. I have a champion, and she will gather all the force I could ever need.” 
 
    “Who? Kaidlyn? She’s a broken old mercenary drowning in severe mental trauma. She’s supposed to save you? You’re grossly overestimating her.” 
 
    “Who brought you past the gate?” she said. “Who looked at you and scented you and realized what you were before you said a word? Those creatures out there are simply the beginning. That narcissist in the kitchen, with all his rapturous might and arrogance, is merely the first grain of sand on a beach of followers who will come to my hero’s call. She’s amassing an army for me. They don’t know it yet, but they will be the salient and final defense of all I hold dear.” 
 
    My stunning creator planned for war. She stood as confident and cunning as a decorated war general, as if this botanical nightmare was a war room and I part of her council. Her deceptive, fine-boned hands and oval nails dissected the rose, ripping petals away and pinching one between her fingertips. 
 
    Her visage was meticulously crafted: the pubescent dress, not a hair nor a thread misplaced, not a wrinkle or a smudge. Her hands were immaculately clean and the dress brilliantly white, despite playing with dirty plants. Pink gloss coated her supple lips. She’d mastered an innocent, unassuming countenance with such perfection that it might even be true. 
 
    I clamped my thighs tightly together, remembering how crudely I’d hacked off the hem of my skirt. I stood like a heathen before an exquisitely designed porcelain doll.  
 
    She set the blossom down and stared at me. “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    My heart swelled. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I dare to wonder if you’re a virgin? And as such could prove useful? Are you?” 
 
    I blushed with mortification. “No.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose it was too much to hope for in this day and age.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Go now, before you cause strife between me and my wolf. When I saw you for the first time, I knew you’d be trouble. Sure enough, you tried to come between us. You summoned a hunter to shoot my champion, thereby making me lose my temper! And you cost me a church. Because of you, Kaidlyn doesn’t want to go back to a place where hunters might find us. Franky, you’re lucky I only bit you. Eventually I’ll forgive you, but today you have to leave.” 
 
    Fury scratched its way up my spine. “You’d cast me out? Disown me? As if you have nothing to do with me?” 
 
    “If someone asks, I’ll claim you. I simply don’t want you around. Your energy does not meld with mine. Your blood reeks of the same notes a succubus uses to lure its victims to their doom. My scent, however, draws upon the last threads of purity and innocence every mortal retains despite their sins. We’re opposite sides of a tricky coin. Besides, I’d rather not irritate my wolf with your presence. Not to mention, she’s rather protective of our Zelda.” 
 
    “I’d never hurt Zelda,” I said.  
 
    If I wanted to hit Kaidlyn where it hurts, killing Zelda would be a perfect way to accomplish it. The world might mourn the loss of one old woman, but the tragedy would tear out Kaidlyn’s heart.  
 
    “Perhaps,” she said, as if hearing my personal thoughts. “But there is no way to predict how your chemistry will complicate the healing I’ve etched into Zelda’s DNA. If your invasive scent interrupts her edification, I’d be upset as well. I like this woman, and I shall keep her. Find your own grandmother in a cottage, if that’s what you want.”  
 
    “Please, Mary—” 
 
     “Go now. Zelda needs a nap, and I won’t permit you to agitate her.”  
 
    I wanted to rage in heartbreak and cry in frustration. My fingers clenched into fists. I yearned to leap across the room and strike her. Just…just punch her in that pretty face.  
 
    How dare she? How dare all of them abandon me, one after the other? My birth mother, my blood mother, my friends who failed to visit at the hospital, my boyfriend who neglected me for months and was now mysteriously absent, and that goddamn woman at the heart of everything. Fucking Kaidlyn Durant. 
 
    I stomped down the hall to the kitchen. Maybe I’d kill Zelda after all. Even if she didn’t wrong me, she harbored Kaidlyn, causing me secondhand trouble. But in the kitchen, that mass of a brute occupying a stool made me change my mind. Getting past him would prove too much work.  
 
    “…and don’t be afraid to add more salt,” Wesson was saying. A throng of felines wrapped around his feet and rubbed their backs on his calves. He scratched one idly while sipping his coffee. “There’s a threshold where sweetness has the potential to grow heavy and cloying. A few extra dashes of salt can ease some of the intensity.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Zelda fanned her face. “I do hope to continue seeing you. Handsome studs with good taste are always welcome in this kitchen!” 
 
    I ignored the flirtatious duo and stomped straight to the door, gaining momentum as I went.  
 
    Who did Mary think she was? Making things in a moment of reckless anger and then tossing them aside. I’d show her. I’d show everyone. I’d amass my own army, gather my own following, and domesticate a group of loyal supporters. I’d create a legacy so infamous and decadent that Mary and all her kind will envy me. 
 
    I stormed to the jeep where Tommy slouched, half asleep. The umbrella shaded my eyes as I scoured the neighborhood. It was a desolate, a miniature wasteland with the exception of Zelda’s cottage and a construction crew leveling houses along the street.  
 
    Wesson didn’t make a sound, but his predacious presence gnawed along my spine. His man-animal scent ruffled my senses. If I thought I’d survive it, I would have clobbered him on his fat jaw and ripped into his thick neck.  
 
    “What the hell are you?” I said. 
 
     “Time to go.” He flashed a catlike grin. “You’ve overstayed your welcome.”  
 
    I didn’t want to hit him anymore; I wanted to slaughter him. Instead, I sat my ass in the Jeep, ignored him, and plotted my future. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    A long line of vehicles and construction equipment clogged the drive leading into my suburb.  
 
    “The hell?” I said. Dog barked at neighboring vehicles.  
 
    “Construction crews began work on a series of cottages,” Koko said. “My team logged IDs to make sure everyone clears a background check. We’ll retain the same crew as much as possible to better monitor who comes and goes. I’ve got a half-dozen guys inside the wall keeping an eye on them as they work.” He picked up his phone. “Tatka, meet us at the back entrance.” 
 
    “This is happening fast!” 
 
    “Zelda liked your idea, and she came up with a plan.” He drove around the tall solid fence surrounding the neighborhood, heading to the small back door a few lots away from Zelda’s house.  
 
    “And you know about this?” 
 
    “She wanted to be sure the proper crews were allowed past the security perimeter.”  
 
    “Did you say a series of cottages?” Dollar signs flashed before my eyes. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said. “Rainer assured me you’ve got the funds. Your lawyer presented the bureau with a lawsuit asking for significant back pay and emotional damages. Since they told the world you were dead and whatnot. They settled immediately, and the chunk is sizeable. With sensible development here, you should be set for the rest of your days. Given your predictable lifespan, that’s pretty impressive.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You’re rich now, lady. And we personally vetted these contractors. Zelda approved the designs for the first dozen small cottages, which she wants to look like a classic village square. Other buildings will be approved down the road. Honestly, Tatka’s going to dive head-first into development. Construction’s much more her speed than security.” 
 
    “Don’t I get a say in this?” 
 
    “Technically, only half a say. Zelda’s on the trust, right?”  
 
    “Jesus.” I slumped down in my seat. “I don’t want to be rich.” 
 
    “Big baby.” He chuckled. Tatka stood beside the gate, arms crossed, wearing a wife beater and dirty overalls. Koko came to a stop, put it in park, and got out. Dog and I followed. He passed the keys to his girlfriend and she took the truck while we went through the gate. Dog frolicked alongside. A bulldozer leveled a lot to our left.  
 
    Federal blood money would be paying for all of this. 
 
    “I didn’t tell my lawyer to sue anyone,” I said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for anyone’s help, either.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t everyone mind their own business?” 
 
    “Frankly speaking?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “People need to give you things because they weren’t able to help you before. When you were trapped and tortured, no one could do a thing. We couldn’t find you. All these powerful people, and none of them knew how to help. Your situation politically and emotionally emasculated every single one of them, so now they have to make up for it. They all want to take care of you.” 
 
    “To prove their strength.” 
 
    “Yes, and because they love you.”  
 
    We strolled toward Zelda’s house, which stood like the Garden of Eden amid a briar-filled wasteland.  
 
    “What the hell am I supposed to do now?” I said. “How do I get everyone to leave me alone?” 
 
    “I hypothesize you want to be left alone because people and emotions make you uncomfortable. Being ‘alone’ isn’t the answer to anything. Your job is to sit back, rest, recuperate, and let others deal with their shit for a while. You need time and space, true, and you’ll have to reestablish boundaries with everyone in your life. Most of all, you need to heal. Unfortunately, that’s going to be hard to do with everyone breathing down your neck. So, sleep, eat, and make merry. I advise you to hole up, tuck in, and ride out the crap marring your psyche.” 
 
    “I should hide under the covers and let everyone take care of me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “C’mon…” 
 
    “Durant, you are not fit for duty. Until you dig deep into what happened and develop a suitable coping mechanism, you shouldn’t be doing anything. Take my advice. I’m both smarter than you and accredited.” He winked. 
 
    “Oh, go to hell.” I smiled.  
 
    “Life goes on. Construction and rehabilitation will continue. Zelda’s dream of community and your plan for conservatory will come to fruition.” 
 
    Another moment passed. I tried to discern which magical series of reactions would lead me from the mire of chaos to a place where I felt a smidgen of control. I came up with nothing. I reached for my wolf to see if she was there, but my call went unanswered.  
 
    Meanwhile, Koko walked alongside. His large human frame barely gave away the fact that his leg had been mauled by Dog. He was a quick draw, competent as a shooter, and had excellent judgment. I considered his words. Hole up and rest: sounded great. But I wasn’t crippled, injured, or dead. I had no excuse to sit on my ass while the world crumpled and burned with hatred.  
 
    “Koko, before…when I was human? I remember feeling undefeatable but mortal. Now I feel immortal but helpless.” 
 
    “Ultimately, we’re all helpless. There are always things far bigger than us over which we exercise no control. We do what we can with what we’ve got.” 
 
    “And what the hell am I supposed to do with myself?”  
 
    “Let Zelda feed you until you’re fat. Sleep until you can’t close your eyes anymore. Run Dog to exhaustion everyday so she doesn’t get bored and eat someone. Not for nothing, but you might try the same approach with your resident vampire. Surround yourself with people who make you feel safe and stay out of the game. Politics and war will try to drag you back in and destroy you. Wait until you’re the same stable woman you were when we first met.” 
 
    “She’s gone forever.” 
 
    “But her strength, resilience, and fire are still inside you. Harbor it, safeguard yourself, and edify your spirit.” 
 
    “Edify my spirit? You sound like Zelda.” 
 
    He gave a rare smile. “She’s an extremely wise person, much like myself.” 
 
    The closer we came to the house, the more the air smelled of nutmeg and vanilla. The willow tree in Zelda’s front yard waved back and forth. I squinted until I could make out a small figure on the swing, kicking its feet back and forth, rocking the weeping willow’s boughs.  
 
    A child.  
 
    I grunted. Dog barked and bellowed. I pressed my heel into her side to catch her attention. We both sniffed the air, trying to discern what perfumes would come to us. Human girl. Prepubescent. Harmless. I huffed. Dog huffed. Koko allowed us a moment to adjust before we continued toward the house. The girl saw Dog and stopped kicking her legs. The swing came to a stop, and she stared hard at us.  
 
    Wise eyes on a scrawny frame. 
 
    Her short afro was gathered into a halo by a beaded headband. Her leggings and shirt were both purple with pink hearts. I recognized her, but I couldn’t place her.  
 
    I could go through the back of the house and avoid her entirely, but that felt distinctly like cowardice. I sniffed as I approached, gathering scents of Zelda’s cooking, sweet cherries, lavender, fake-berry scented shampoo, baby powder, and cucumbers. The herb garden swamped me with a dozen scents I couldn’t name. As I neared the girl, I clasped my hands in front of me. 
 
    “Hi,” I said. 
 
    She clutched the thick ropes on each side of the swing. “Hi.” 
 
    Wind blew my eyelashes but couldn’t rustle her upright hair. 
 
    “Where’s Clifford?” she said. 
 
    All the neurons aligned and I remembered. Her name was Nancy, and she walked the streets before a friend, Clifford, tried to help her. He was a mutt. He’d disappeared, never to be heard from again, just like two of her young friends. I’d pulled Nancy from the wreckage, and Zelda made certain she was re-homed. She looked good, like she was eating three square meals and coping with life.  
 
    “I don’t know where he is,” I said. 
 
    “Where have you been?”  
 
    “I took to the streets for a while.”  
 
    Her dark brown eyes peered at me. We stared like two soldiers who’d been in the same war, with silent homage to friends lost and a respect for the violence we’d endured. 
 
    She examined Dog again. I gave them a moment. On the streets, roving gangs of dogs were extremely dangerous to kids, which was half the reason animal control did regular sweeps.  
 
    Nancy gazed at me next. “You look like shit.” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “You livin’ here?”  
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    “Zelda’s awesome.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Is that your dog?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Dog.” 
 
    “You should work on that.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “There’s cookies in there,” Nancy said. 
 
    “Fantastic.”  
 
    She hopped off the swing. We strolled over the botanically-shrouded porch and into the cottage-in-the-woods-in-the-suburbs. Koko scouted the perimeter and left. When we opened the door, a storm cloud of nutmeg, almond, vanilla, and chocolate scents billowed over me. Heaven.  
 
    Zelda bustled around the kitchen with a blond toddler cooing on her hip. A fair woman with a short bob stood at the counter, sipping tea and nibbling at madeleines. All conversation paused when the door creaked shut. They looked at us. Meanwhile, the gremlin swiped at my ankle.  
 
    “Pussy,” I hissed. He tagged my shin with his claws then scampered away. 
 
    The woman set down her teacup and shifted her weight. She wore yoga pants and a jade jogging shirt. 
 
    “Hi.” Her voice was sweet. Her face was sweet. Her ass was… 
 
    “Hi,” I responded.  
 
    Nancy marched into the room and slipped up onto a stool beside the lady, leaving one perch for me. I hesitated. I didn’t like seeing a stranger in Zelda’s home, but I had the distinct feeling she wasn’t a stranger. I simply couldn’t remember.  
 
    Frustrated and stupid, I ran my hand through my short hair and fumbled for something to say. I wasn’t wearing a bra beneath my clothes. Suddenly, I was mindful of the bullet holes in my face, the seam of skin grafts under my chin, and the marred tangle of flesh encircling my throat. I felt naked in a clothed world.  
 
    “Honey,” Zelda said. “You remember Marigold, don’t you? She’s been looking after Nancy for us.”  
 
    Marigold: a witch. After a Sabbat when all the witches were drunk and dancing, I had tangled in the sheets with this lovely woman. She’d freaked out about my scars and my horrible morning-after etiquette, and we hadn’t spoken to each other since. If not for Zelda, I wouldn’t have remembered her name. 
 
    The world was too big and too small at the same time. Five and a half billion people on the planet, and I had to see this one again. Why was I barefoot? Why hadn’t I combed my hair? At least my teeth had grown back and I hadn’t recently chewed off my own tongue. 
 
    I caught her gaze, and I could see that she remembered me. She viewed my musculature and scars. Her eyes became wells of pity and wet compassion. 
 
    I wanted, more than anything, to melt into the floor. Worse, she was beautiful in the girl-next-door way. Drop-dead gorgeous when naked.  
 
    “Cookie?” Zelda said. “And I’ve ground beans for a pot of French brew.” 
 
    Dog sat beside the stool and wagged her tail, begging with all her canine heart. I plopped my emaciated ass on the stool and tucked my elbows into my ribs. Mullen’s gun scraped at my spine. Marigold’s eyes widened. Nancy grinned. Zelda pretended we were in a Norman Rockwell painting.  
 
    “The coffee will only be a moment longer, dear. Would you like some tea in the meantime? I have a delightful blend of green leaves steeping.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, more to have something to occupy my hands while I waited. Dog plopped down on the kitchen mat, set her chin on her paws, and waited to see if there would be handouts.  
 
    Zelda poured some tea.  
 
    “Kaidlyn, when you mentioned building a conservatory here, I was delighted. Think of all the harassment you’ve endured because of your old job, political views, and the people you’ve chosen to love. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if people like us had a place where we could be ourselves without our neighbors burning crosses on our front lawns? And so I decided to move forward with your plan and build a conservatory for witches, wolves, and the like.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “And Marigold loves the idea, too. In fact, she’ll be our first new neighbor.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Apprehension dawned on me. The conservatory would be for freaks, outcasts, and monsters. Jesus Christ, it went from bad to worse. 
 
    Marigold’s eyes weighed on me as she took inventory of my numerous disfigurements. The morning after our indiscretion, when she saw me in the light of day and realized who I was, she had been afraid of me. I was a gun-toting federal mercenary with the scars to prove it. Now she looked at me and realized I was afraid of her. I’d gone from being fearsome and intimidating to a helpless creature deserving of pity.  
 
    Everyone pitied me, found me painful to look at, and tiptoed around my cracked psyche. They were one step away from swaddling me in bubble wrap and sticking me in a padded room. Koko was right. I needed to find a secluded den and nurse my wounds. For all intents and purposes, I was useless.  
 
    “I need a nap.” I stood and left the counter.  
 
    I didn’t wait for a response. Dog stayed behind because there was food in the kitchen and odds were good she’d get some of it. I trudged into the living room and collapsed on the sofa. Cats scattered. I scrunched my eyes shut and tried to sleep.  
 
    But I’d been awake too long. The promise of rest didn’t suck me in as it usually did. Too many thoughts swarmed and swelled in my brain. Things were easier when I was half dead, when my brain only cared about what my body wanted: sleep, quiet, sunshine, and food. With every visitor from my old life, more of the anxious human stuff floated back in. Fear. Secrecy. Anxiety. Love. Hate. Frustration. Helplessness. Prejudice. Social stigma. Compassion. Guilt. Patience. Insurrection. Jealous girlfriend. Clan warfare. Brutal, unabashed hope.  
 
    I wished I’d stayed in the park where I’d been half-senseless, starving, and alone. I wanted to return to the simplest of existences, even if it meant living as an animal. But I wasn’t an animal, and I was buried in the karmic crap I accumulated in previous years. 
 
    The intercom beeped in the kitchen.  
 
    “Durant.” Koko’s voice was deep, harried, and gravelly like a sixteen-wheeler charging down a mountain. Dude was pissed. I ran to the squawk box.  
 
    “What’s up, Koko?” 
 
    “You have a visitor.”  
 
    “Oh, I don’t like those. Tell them to scram.”  
 
    “I think you’ll want to see this one.” 
 
    “Who is it?”  
 
    “Mullen.” 
 
    “Nope. No. Uh-uh. Get rid of him.” 
 
    There was some commotion on the line, and I pictured a line of Koko’s bulky security dudes facing down the mercenary-grade sociopath. I sincerely feared for them all.  
 
    “He says he has something you’ll want.” 
 
    “Every man alive thinks that. They’re wrong.” 
 
    Mullen’s laughter barked through the line.  
 
    The nerve of the man, shooting me in the gut with silver and lecherously awaiting the sight of my monster. Then knocking on my goddamn front door, a place where Zelda and Dog might be hurt in the crossfire.  
 
    Rage rolled over me like goosebumps. 
 
    My hackles rose. My teeth swelled into a vicious scissor bite as the wolf stirred in my veins. It caught me off guard, but so did Mullen. 
 
    He knew I wouldn’t want to see him. If he brought a bribe, it would be a good one. I could let the security squad test their mettle against the grizzly agent, but why spill blood if we didn’t have to?  
 
    “Koko?” I said.  
 
    “We’ve got your back.”  
 
    If he thought Mullen would do me harm, he wouldn’t have called me in the first place; he’d deal with it. I hesitated. Why would Mullen want to see me, if not to try and kill me? Then again, if he wanted to kill me, he’d be smarter about it. He also wouldn’t sweat collateral damage. Chances were, the Trigger wanted to brag about something. Maybe he thought I had information. 
 
    Maybe he wanted to apologize for shooting me. Twice.  
 
    Yeah, right.  
 
    Nihilism stopped me from refusing. I’d taken fire from helicopters, silver slugs, torture devices, and more claws than I could count. He’d already shot me. My kickass disease stirred in my bones. What could he do, other than kill me?  
 
    How cowardly would I feel to stay tucked inside an ol’ lady’s house while someone else handled Mullen for me? I should delegate the task to Koko, but that didn’t sit right. 
 
    I checked to see I was wearing pants before shuffling through the house. Wouldn’t want anyone to claim I was uncivilized. Dog followed me out the door and plodded alongside. 
 
    The construction crew waved as I passed by, and I nodded. They smelled human, mostly, and like they’d been working hard. The rough, repurposed land looked vaguely like the setup for a miniature village, with some cabins as small as three hundred square feet. Freshly plowed earth perfumed the air, the fragrance of Zelda’s dream coming to life.  
 
    One of Koko’s men met me at the gate. He was lanky and borderline scrawny, and Dog showed her teeth. He paid her no mind but opened the gate and stood aside. I took a deep breath and stepped out. 
 
    Mullen’s body smelled of peppery blood, salty meat, and little else. Gun oil and powder fluttered from beneath his woven shirt. An astringent odor wafted from his boots. His short hair gleamed with sweat from the day’s heat, but that was salty, too. His face lacked the creases that should accompany a man nearing his fifties. No laugh lines, no frown lines. Like nothing ever troubled him. 
 
    Koko looked like he wanted to take Mullen out back and shoot him behind the woodshed.  
 
    Which would have been for the best.  
 
    Dog erupted, snarling like a legion of hellhounds.  
 
    “Bitch doesn’t like me,” Mullen said.  
 
    I smiled and grabbed the hide on her neck to keep her from attacking him and starting a gunfight. 
 
    “Tommy,” Koko said. One of the whip-like guards came up and had Dog on a leash before I could blink. My hackles rose. Dog was mine! Tommy handed me the leash and walked off.  
 
    Mullen nodded at Koko, who produced two weapons and offered them butt first. My Jerichos. Cool as a cucumber, he waited for me to take them, but I didn’t. What did he want? Why was he bringing me my long-lost handguns? Because he knew they would buy an audience with me. 
 
    “You and me, we’re not done,” he said. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, we are. A hundred percent. Finito.” 
 
    He lit two cigarettes with obvious, deliberate motions in case any of the surrounding security proved trigger-happy. He gave one to me. I took it like a kid responding to peer pressure on the playground, despite years of thinking his smoking was as abhorrent as the rest of him. I put it between my lips. I inhaled. It wasn’t half bad. Of course, most of me was numb.  
 
    “What could you possibly want with me?” I didn’t want to know. I absolutely, wholeheartedly didn’t give a shit and couldn’t resist asking.  
 
    “You’ve got potential, Princess. You’ve proven to have different talents than I first suspected, but you’ve changed, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Have you?” 
 
    He exhaled and looked around. “Always with a posse, Durant. Agents, fans, bureaucrats, and now a riffraff crew of mercenaries from the isle of misfit toys.”  
 
    “What can I say? The world branded me a media darling, despite my brawls and disfigurement. Hard to shake years of PR acrobatics. The hell do you want?” 
 
    “We’re going to hunt together again.” 
 
    “The fuck we are.” The world faded away. It was him, me, and my head full of dark thoughts.  
 
    “I hunt High-Risk Potentials, Durant. Not only are you a big goddamn high risk, but you know them. We’ll be together again. You’ve still got a thing or two to learn.”  
 
    “Eat a bag of dicks.” I blew smoke at him. “You’re not my partner. You’re not even interesting. And I don’t need to live up to your expectations.” 
 
    “Things are changing rapidly in this city. Pointing toward big disasters. Forces are churning in the dark, aiming for no good.”  
 
    “Boogeyman? Baba Yaga? Which nightmare are you trying to scare me with this time?” I inhaled caustic tobacco. “I’m not a child cowering under the blankets.” I felt precisely like a child cowering under the blankets. 
 
    He smiled as if sensing my thoughts.  
 
    “I’m not giving your gun back,” I said. “You lost it fair and square.” 
 
    “I’ve got plenty more. Keep it. Something to remember me by.”  
 
    “Look, hun, I appreciate that you’re keeping me in your slimy, reptilian thoughts, but I’m retired. I plan on sitting around, sipping tea, and getting as chunky and benign as possible.”  
 
    His eyes roved my body as if checking for extra padding. I had no bra and hadn’t worn one in months, an impropriety which hadn’t bothered me much until then. I pushed my chest out, flaunting my wildness, attitude, and everything else Mullen despised.  
 
    I huffed as if I didn’t give a shit about him. “I’m more likely to join the PTA than ride with you ever again. I don’t care about your shit.”  
 
    “Keep telling yourself that, sugar tits.”  
 
    Mullen had twice referred to me explicitly by my female parts, and only when he had been thoroughly frustrated by my thick-headed tactics. 
 
    I gave a toothy grin and flicked the half-smoked butt aside. “We’re done.” 
 
    He touched two fingers to his forehead in a mock salute. “You’ll miss me.” 
 
    “Like cancer.”  
 
    He winked.  
 
    I held my new, old guns and itched to tear his throat out with my teeth. For years, he inspired menace, foreboding, and brutal justice. Working alongside him? Watching him kill again? Giving him a chance to turn on me? Suicide. 
 
    Throughout my career, I killed a lot of people because monsters and violence existed in the world. Entangled in the viscera of a reality, I easily pulled the trigger and eliminated whichever threat troubled my existence. And Mullen, with his blatant love of violence and unshakeable pragmatism, approved of my work. Hell, he wanted me to do more of it. He wanted to work with me again because it made him happy in special places. 
 
    My wolf wanted to go back to bed while the whole world burned. So I listened to her.  
 
    “I’ve got an urgent appointment with a nice long nap. Enjoy the rest of your morally deficient life.” 
 
    He winked. “You’re one to talk.”  
 
    I flipped him off. He tipped his ballcap. I turned my back on the devil and walked away. Koko stood by to remind me that I wasn’t alone. 
 
    Little did he know.  
 
    I passed through the gate, refusing to look like a dog with its tail tucked between its legs. A barrage of sentiments churned through me. Facing Mullen again reminded me I had a spine somewhere under the slop of my numb, tortured meat.  
 
    I’d dealt with the likes of him and survived. I’d had hundreds of teeth in my skin and lived. Silver spikes penetrated my body thousands of times and yet I still breathed. Five or six bullets tore my flesh, some of them silver. I retained the Frankenstein patchwork from ancient bites and skin grafts all over my body, but I wasn’t dead yet. 
 
    Maybe I should stop acting like such a goddamn wimp.  
 
    Not that what I’d been through wasn’t impossibly heavy sometimes, but, I was still upright. Still mobile. And once, I’d stood for something.  
 
    Once upon a time, I’d make a decision, act, and change things. Now I drank tea and ate cookies while this disaster of a world trudged around me. I’d become impotent. Keee-rist. I was all but dead. Being useless sucked. 
 
    To hell with that. 
 
    I did not survive torture at the hands of my government to lie down and fade into nothing. 
 
    I did not kill hundreds to protect innocent civilians only to sit back while the threat continued to grow. 
 
    I sure as hell did not deserve the love of good people who now thought I’d be better served going gentle into that good night.  
 
    I could give up, give in, and keep my mouth shut, but my silent consent would prove the ultimate failure. I may be too tired and weak to fight, but that didn’t mean I had to roll over and take it. Maybe I wouldn’t be a gunslinger again. There were other ways to do things.  
 
    I stormed the house and dug in the couch for my cellphone.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    Nothing in our apartment smelled the same.  
 
    Nothing looked the same, either.  
 
    The air was muddled and murky from an ongoing battle between sanitizers and dust mites.  
 
    My eyes selected every detail, and I didn’t like it. Andy’s apartment lacked style. It was immaculately clean but void of texture and class. Nothing was pretty. Most of his possessions were a dreadful combination of practicality and comfort. I couldn’t stay here. Certainly couldn’t sleep on sheets with such a low thread count. How I’d managed to spend so much time in such a place was beyond me. I must have been blinded by my love for him.  
 
    I deserved better. He deserved better.  
 
    He’d have to come home with me.  
 
    Better yet, we’d go to my mother’s penthouse. She certainly wouldn’t be using it anymore, and it was, ironically, part of my inheritance since she hadn’t altered her will before her timely death. All the glass, quality steel, plush surfaces, and luxuriant indulgences were now mine. The entire penthouse and all its associated wealth rested soundly in my estate.  
 
    It was past time for me to make good on my legacy.  
 
    Andy was late, again, and he arrived with a bottle of Chateau Petrus. His coal black hair had overgrown its usual military haircut and curled foppishly at his crown. He looked unkempt. The masculine column of his throat reminded me of burnt sugar.  
 
    “I brought your favorite wine,” he said.  
 
    “My second favorite. I prefer the Chateau Latour Bordeaux. You know this.”  
 
    “Sorry. All the Chateau-de-fancy stuff looks the same to me.” He chuckled, making light of the situation. “I went by the hospital but they said you took a cab home. I would have driven you, had you messaged me. Actually, that wouldn’t have helped since I can’t seem to find my phone. I stopped by Zelda’s because I thought I may have left it there. Did you know Kaidlyn hired a crew of armed guards to watch over their neighborhood? Could you imagine? I understand she feels threatened and is processing some major PTSD residue—” 
 
    “My mother died,” I wailed, half in fury. “How can you be so careless? The woman who birthed me, raised me, fed me, and loved me with all the emotion her pitiful heart could manage: she died! Can you take a minute? Just one minute? Stop worrying about that woman and give me the compassion I deserve.” 
 
    He swept me into his strong arms and hugged me so fiercely he might swallow me up, and I was okay with that. His chest rose and fell against mine. His heat saturated me. His heart pounded with the cacophony of his mortal light. Then he pushed me at arm’s length. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Vanessa. I didn’t know. When did she pass?” 
 
    “Before I left the hospital. You should have been with me.”  
 
    “You’re right, sweetie. I’ve been a negligent ass. I know you and your mother weren’t very close, but losing a loved one always hurts. Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    “What is there to talk about? She’s dead. And it has been a long time coming. Can you hold me again? I miss the way you feel.”  
 
    He wrapped me in his big arms, and I laid my cheek on his collarbone. His hand cupped the back of my head. Usually, I’d protest because it disturbed my hair, but this time I allowed it. His warmth caressed me, and it was exquisite. He cradled my head in one palm and rubbed the length of my back with his other. Soothing strokes went straight to my toes.  
 
    “I tried to stop by earlier, but the FBHS picked me up for questioning. Again. I’ve been more or less interrogated by them nonstop. They won’t accept that I don’t know anything more regarding Kaidlyn’s reappearance—” 
 
    “Let’s elope,” I said. 
 
    “What?” He drew back and watched my face. 
 
    “I love you, and you love me. We’ve been living together almost a year. Let’s make it official. Don’t you want to be with me forever?” 
 
    “Of course, I do.” He brushed his fingertips over my temple, tucking a rare stray curl behind my ear. “But a wedding requires proper planning. It should be a special occasion and a celebration. I’m not marrying you in a courthouse with a bored secretary acting as a witness. What kind of memories would that make?” 
 
    “Does it matter how it happens if we’re together?” 
 
    “We’re together now, love. When we get married, I want it to be beautiful. C’mon, you have to give me a chance to buy a ring and drop to bended knee.” 
 
    I smiled. “I like the idea of you on your knees.” 
 
    He laughed, a rich hearty sound that shook through his chest and cinched his body closer to mine. “You’re full of surprises. Shall I open the wine?” 
 
    “Yes, darling.” 
 
    We parted long enough for him to procure a wine opener, set out two glasses, and maneuver the wine into said glasses.  
 
    “Andy, we should be married right away.” 
 
    His eyes thoroughly searched mine. “I know what this is about.” 
 
    “I want the world to know you are mine.” 
 
    He set his glass down on the counter and pulled me back into his arms. “I’m not going to disappear, Vanessa. Considering your mother’s death, your recent scare, and the violence in the city, I know you’re understandably upset. I’m here for good. I’m not going to abandon you, and having a ring on my finger won’t change that collection of facts.” 
 
    “I understand, but…” 
 
    “Baby, I’m not going anywhere. I know it feels like the world is crumbling around you, but I’m here. I got you, babe.”  
 
    I chuckled. “Cheesy.” 
 
    I reached for him and he pulled me into his arms, nestling me under his chin and securing his warm, strong body around me. He’d had always been a safe place to hide or relax. The only fragment of time and space where I could genuinely be myself. Where I could become the person I always longed to be.  
 
    The talk of marriage wasn’t over. I’d give him a moment to become accustomed to the idea because he was distraught with concern for me.  
 
    Make no mistake, Mr. Sarakas. You’ll be wedding me soon.  
 
    Eventually, he paused. The entirety of his luscious body stiffened.  
 
    “Hun?” he said. 
 
    “Yes, darling?” 
 
    “Did anything else happen today?” 
 
    “Not that I can recall. Nothing important, anyway.” 
 
    “Nothing? Anything at all?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because you’re not breathing.” 
 
    “What? Of course I am.” 
 
    He shoved me to arm’s length. His grip dug into my shoulders.  
 
    “I think I’d know if my girlfriend was breathing or not, and you aren’t. What the hell? Clue me in before I lose my mind.” 
 
    “I haven’t properly thought about it, Andy. Give me a minute.” 
 
    “This isn’t something a person should have to think about, Vanessa!” 
 
    “Let me go. It hurts.” It didn’t, not really. He more than let me go; he pushed me back and stepped away. From the way his arms flexed, I wagered he meant to push me harder, but for some reason it didn’t work out. I staggered back a pace and thought, these shoes are ridiculous. 
 
    While I slipped the three-inch heel off my foot, he eyed me with suspicion. My nylon-bound toes settled on the kitchen tile, and his question escaped my mind. The smooth, cool texture beneath my skin chimed straight to my nerves and rung me like a bell. My nylon-clad foot whispered across the slick, polished ceramic when I moved. How had I not noticed before?  
 
    Granted, I only took off my shoes in the bedroom and bathroom. I’d never been barefoot on this floor before. I should have. It was marvelous. I glanced at Andy and smiled, eager to share it with him. Each frond of his thick eyelashes blinked. His eyes widened. His alluring mouth, usually full of kisses and kind words, settled into a hard line. I didn’t like it. He had no call to look so sternly at me.  
 
    I couldn’t remember what we were talking about.  
 
    “Andy,” I said. “Let’s drink a bottle of wine and gaze at the stars. Heck, let’s drink two bottles! I want to peer into the night sky while drinking a decadent glass of Boudreaux.” 
 
    “I thought your two-glass limit was carved in stone.” 
 
    “Can’t I drink as much as I wish? Whenever I wish? And my mother died!” 
 
    “Let’s revisit the discussion about your breathing.”  
 
    “Sounds tedious. I can’t say where my breath went since I hadn’t noticed it was gone. I really don’t believe you. I mean, everyone breathes.” 
 
    “Usually, yes. A few things don’t.” 
 
    “Things? Whatever do you mean? I think the stress of recent weeks has rattled silly notions into your noggin.” 
 
    “Is that your official prognosis?” 
 
    “Excessive anxiety has frayed your nerves and caused excessive paranoia which you’re displacing upon the most available target.”  
 
    “Then you won’t mind if I take your pulse.” 
 
    I put my arms akimbo, fingers settling on my hips. I rarely performed the gesture because it called attention to both my hips and waist, but today was different. The curve of my flesh and the bump of bone beneath my hands screamed femininity. My shape was perfect. Yes, a woman’s body curved. Yes, my hips and girdle occasionally looked too wide for a proper pencil skirt silhouette. Yet everything was exactly as it should be, and I was beautiful. No wonder Andy loved me. 
 
    He reached for my hand, and I let him take it. Such a romantic— 
 
    He flipped my wrist and pressed his fingers against my pulse. 
 
    “I don’t appreciate this suspicion. Nothing is wrong with me—” 
 
    He shushed me and stared at his watch. My mouth fell open. He’d never shushed me before. Such a dismissive, impolite, and downright boorish thing to do. And worse, I couldn’t seem to gather the necessary words to tell him. My wounded pride stewed with outrage while he stared at his stupid watch and gripped my wrist like a doctor monitoring a petulant child.  
 
    I clenched my teeth so hard a headache blossomed. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” he whispered. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Really, the vulgarity is simply too much.” 
 
    “This is the vampire’s fault, isn’t it? She bit you and you’re sick or something.” 
 
    “Making much ado about nothing.” 
 
    He dragged me by my wrist across the room until he could reach my phone on the counter.  
 
    “Who are you calling? I’m hungry. Are you ordering takeout?”  
 
    “I’m calling Kaidlyn.” 
 
    “How dare you?” I jerked away. “Can’t you at least wait until you aren’t in my presence to go flirting with someone else? I mean, for heaven’s sake, can you put her out of your mind for at least a day? One day?”  
 
    “She’s more familiar with vampires than anyone I know. She’ll be able to tell me what’s going on and how we can fix it, or she’ll know who to ask.”  
 
    “Your obsession with this woman is driving me crazy. I could justify it when she was missing, but she’s not lost any more. She’s found, and your ridiculous infatuation needs to come to an end. Immediately. I won’t tolerate it any longer.” 
 
    His eyes flared. “Yes, I worried when Kaidlyn went missing, but now I’m troubled because my girlfriend doesn’t have a goddamn pulse but ten times a minute!” 
 
    He’d never yelled at me before. He grabbed my phone and pounded numbers into it, and my surprise dissipated in a flux of outrage. He planned to call her despite my instructions. Just to hear the sound of her voice. For her counsel on a matter that was none of her damned business.  
 
    I snatched the phone. In my haste, my fingernail snagged his palm. The small wound bled.  
 
    He pointed at me. “Sit down. Relax. We’ll get answers. We’ll fix this, baby.” 
 
    Moisture trickled from the scratch. It followed the crease of his fist and swelled before splatting drip by drip on the floor. Salt, metal, and ambrosia spiced the air.  
 
    I clenched the phone until the casing snapped, the screen spider-webbed, and pieces poked my skin.  
 
    The accumulation of red spots on the floor held my attention. Riveting. Vital. Sensual. My eyes roved from his toes, up his body, and along the dashing chest with a rapid pulse in his throat.  
 
    All mine.  
 
    Everything about him was perfect: the dark curling hair, the thick ropes of meat, his willingness to bring wine even though he was clueless as to which kind. That God-given jawline and kind heart. All for me. No one else could have him. I supported him through his dark times, when he thought the world had devoured everything important. I’d earned him, and no one would take him from me.  
 
    His wide, ice blue eyes stared me down. His arm angled back, near his holster. Near his gun. The brat was threatening me. Like he could ever shoot me!  
 
    “Don’t make me hurt you, Vanessa.” 
 
    He could never hurt me. He was just…a man. My man. Mine. Utterly, completely mine. If only he would stop playing foolish games.  
 
    I dropped the fragmented phone and lunged for him. I only wanted to stop him from leaving or pulling a weapon, but I guess I was faster than I expected—than either of us could have predicted—and we smashed heartily into the wall. He tucked his chin before the impact, but it didn’t matter.  
 
    His head crunched, and a man-sized impression remained in the wall. He was out cold. Just as well. He’d only work himself into hysteria and cause trouble by trying to leave.  
 
    I could never let him go.  
 
    He’d be unconscious for a few seconds. Anything more would be indicative of a severe concussion or brain damage. Blood leaked from the back of his skull, too. Not a good sign. I knelt alongside his body, sniffing his perfume and watching his pulse. Alive. Vibrant. Christ, he smelled like candy. I dragged a finger along his limp palm, brushing through a smear of blood. The fluid winked at me, ruby red and full of daring.  
 
    I licked my finger like a lollipop. A spine-deep shudder raged through me and nearly tore me to pleasured pieces.  
 
    No, this man wouldn’t be going anywhere. Ever.  
 
      
 
     
 
   


  
 



Chapter 33 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    On Sunday, I visited my favorite greasy spoon and waited for Sarakas to show. Even after Vanessa told me to drop out of his life entirely—despite that sound advice—I went out of hopeful habit.  
 
    Completely in vain. 
 
    He didn’t show. I considered sending him a text, but he hadn’t been answering his phone, either. Disheartened, I left the diner and drove to Red Sector. Shaking my bodyguard hadn’t been difficult considering I could hop a fifteen-foot fence. Rainer buzzed me into the bunker.  
 
    I hadn’t expected to have an audience, but Erik and Sean loitered on the perimeter, hands in pockets, waiting to hear what I had to say for myself.  
 
    “I need to know everything,” I said. 
 
    “Everything is a lot to know.” Rainer wore aqua pajama bottoms. “Maybe you could be more specific?” 
 
    “We can’t work like we did before. Being a mercenary while consorting with the enemy had tangled me up. I thought probable deniability was the only way to survive both worlds. But ignoring the goings-on of mutts in this city has only led to trouble. When that psycho, Iago, made his play for dominance, no one threw me a clue. I didn’t even meet the bastard until the night we killed him. And after, when his leftover crew systematically eliminated families, y’all didn’t disclose secrets until they tried to massacre a hundred people.  
 
    “Look, you invited me into this drama. You snatched me off the surface to conspire with me. No more secrets. Yes, you’re scared because you thought I would turn, but I’m all in, neck-deep. I couldn’t be surgically extracted from your problems if I wanted. Add vampire politics, and I’m screwed. Keeping me in the dark only leads to a higher body count. So I have to know everything.” 
 
    “Great speech,” Erik said. I flipped him the bird.  
 
    “’Everything’ is still a broad category,” Rainer said. 
 
    “Start by telling me what you renegades plan to do about the current socio-political problem.”  
 
    The boys shared a look.  
 
    “Maybe you should go home and rest,” Sean said. 
 
    “Don’t patronize me, arrogant dick. I kicked your ass once, I’ll do it again.”  
 
    He laughed. “You’re turning me on.”  
 
    “Jesus, guys. I need to do something. Now. Before everyone confines me to a rocking chair on the front stoop with a perpetual cup of tea in my hands.” 
 
    Sean chortled. I clenched my fists. Rainer rubbed his jaw and stared at his screens, each running complex and rapid algorithms, sorting the world for his viewing convenience. Finally, he made a choice. 
 
    “The problem isn't whether or not things can change. The dilemma is how to get the ball rolling. How do you shift a lifetime of hatred and fear into something resembling tolerance?” 
 
    “Exposure. Education.” Pieces of my older, braver self revived as I talked. “There’s a bullhorn pointed at the world, blasting whatever tautology suits the ruling party. No one has offered opposing dialog and survived. I mean, they’re black-bagging the loudest people with unpopular ideas. We need someone with enough backing and enough backbone to stand in front of a firing squad and deliver contrary evidence.” 
 
    Erik stepped forward. His arms folded across his chest. His powdery complexion and rose quartz eyes drew my attention from his mountain of muscle. I wanted to lunge, bleed him, and see how he shed. How his fur smelled. How long his teeth grew. Another self-destructive impulse I barely resisted.  
 
    Eventually, I realized he was talking. 
 
    “—and after all that, you think you’ve got any say in the matter?” 
 
    I blinked at him. Clueless to his accusation, I read his tone and determined it unworthy of a response. Everything was so easy for him. Either I was on his side or I wasn’t, and if I wasn’t a hundred percent for him, then I was a nudge away from being an enemy.  
 
    His white hair was pulled back in a high knot that reminded me of a samurai. Handsome, arrogant, immobile. I imagined helping him perform seppuku with my claws. 
 
    I really hate him sometimes.  
 
    “Erik, it’s time to fight the war I always knew was coming.” 
 
    “This isn’t a joke. It isn’t a PR stunt. People and wolves will die over this.”  
 
    I shrugged. “What have I got to lose?” 
 
    “We’ll find someone else,” Rainer said. “You were formally cleared of wrongdoing, like, yesterday. But you’re a questionable witness. If the bureau announces you turned traitor, they’ll destroy your credibility. You’ll be put down.” 
 
    “Guys, you’re overlooking one vital detail.” A manic, vicious smile ripped my face. “I’m expendable.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Sean said. 
 
    “Shut up,” Erik said. 
 
    “She’s reputable and expendable, depending upon how the press twists the story. In the clutches of the wrong mouthpiece, she’s a manifestation of the devil and his temptations. And yet, in the hands of a capable source, she’ll become a messiah risen from the ashes of global tragedy.” 
 
    “Then find the right mouthpiece,” I said. “Or the right platform. I don’t care how it happens, but the world has to hear a different story and see a new spokesperson. Hell, the bureau is trying to deny video evidence that firing squads killed civilians in their basement. If someone doesn’t push the issue, then Big Fed will know.” 
 
    “Know what?” Erik said. 
 
    “That they can get away with absolutely anything. Rivers of blood could pour from their windows and no one will stop them.” I set my arms akimbo. “If we stand down, we’re condoning the mass killings, dehumanization, and genocide. Worse, we’re playing into the hands of those who rule through terror.” 
 
    Sean nudged Rainer. “If the bureau adopts a progressive tolerance toward werewolves, we'll have a fighting chance at obtaining a legal right to exist.” 
 
    “The FBHS won't go for it. They’ll never condone such a speech.” 
 
    “Maybe we give the impression they already have.” I said, “How much control can you boys muster over emergency public broadcasts?” 
 
    “You doubt our abilities?” Mock-offended, Sean set his hand on his heart. 
 
    “If I go on live newsfeed and start talking trash, how long can you keep Big Fed and Homeland Security from shutting me down? Or raiding the studio? I need a major wall set up if I’m putting my neck on the line. Can you guarantee I’ll be heard while I’m committing treason? If the story never reaches anyone’s ears, then there’s no bloody point.”  
 
    “I got you,” Sean said. “Easy-peasy. We’ll hop satellites the moment your darling face hits the screen. If I keep bouncing signals, they won’t see where I’m pitching from. Blocking cellphones is frightfully simple. I can buy you an hour, tops. Twenty minutes, minimum.” 
 
    Rainer groaned. “Quark, your solutions are a lot like cutting the bungee cord and jumping off a bridge in hopes that you'll sprout wings.” 
 
    “How else are we gonna fly, baby?” I grinned.  
 
    Chuckling, he shook his head. “What's the insane plan?” 
 
    “Who's our most appealing, progressive newsperson?” 
 
    “Alice Hancock,” Sean said. “She's done a lot of overseas coverage and isn't insanely harsh on political dissidents.” 
 
    “Courtney Greenwich is prettier and draws twice the viewers,” Rainer said. 
 
    “Alice is smarter.” 
 
    “Do I want a smart interviewer, or do I want someone who will let me talk?” I said. “C’mon, I’m not great in the spotlight. We need someone who will swallow the line or be dumbfounded enough to let me get a word in edgewise.” 
 
    “Courtney is an animal activist. She’s more prone to empathize with the werewolf cause. Don’t look at me that way, Quark. We’re fighting blatant bigotry and fear at a level that is incredibly difficult to break. We need to fight with whatever weapons we’ve got.” 
 
    “I will not argue that mutts deserve life because they’re animals. It’s counterproductive. In fact, if I have to listen to Courtney suggest such a thing, I might eat her on principle.” 
 
    “What about Bernardo from CNN? He loves chasing dramatic stories.”  
 
    “He’s a hack. Loves sensationalism at the expense of true journalism.”  
 
    “You want Alice,” Sean insisted. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because she’s a hell of a lot smarter and discretionary than anyone in public media, and her father was a decorated war veteran who earned two degrees in Constitutional law.”  
 
    In an age where civilians knew the Constitution by title alone, I wasn’t sure how valuable that was. But her father reminded me of my father. 
 
    “Fine. Alice it is. Notify her that I want an exclusive interview regarding my relationship with the vamp boyfriend or whatever. Indicate I'll be promoting FBHS policies. Make sure the bureau doesn't catch wind of it. I'll hop on the news—heaven help me—and talk to her.” 
 
    “If the bureau finds out, they'll try to block the transmission.” 
 
    “Don't let them,” I said. 
 
    “SWAT will surround you and shut you down, old school.”  
 
    Bullets and body bags, is what he meant. 
 
    “So we find the right people—or wolves—to make sure that doesn't happen.” 
 
    “You're going to take over a news station?” Rainer clarified. 
 
    “Only for twenty minutes or so.” 
 
    “And what happens when the FBHS brands you a terrorist?” 
 
    “They told the world I’m God’s disciple’s girlfriend. After recently broadcasting my supposed relationship with Sigurd, they can’t easily recant. If they do, we'll come forward with more stories of torture, aggression, and civil rights infringement. I’ll broadcast my familiarity with Sigurd’s daughter. Maybe I’ll take the cameras to the torture chamber they call a research facility.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to,” Erik said. “Svetlana burned the place to the ground.”  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    My brain stuttered. I imagined the wolf queen, raging like a wrathful angel born of hellfire and brimstone. I should have guessed she’d retaliate when she learned where I’d been kept. I briefly hoped people weren’t killed. Then again, I was delighted that the place of nightmares had been obliterated by my angry ex. I’d have to visit the wreckage and relish the destruction. Seeing the ashes might help me sleep better. 
 
    “Kaid?” 
 
    What were we talking about? Oh, yeah. Attacking the FBHS on public newsfeed and starting a media war. Or simply starting a war. 
 
    “The authorities will shut you down hard,” Erik said. 
 
    “We’ll petition to charge them with war crimes? Or I’ll have another photo shoot with Sigurd and send the press into a tailspin to cover their asses.” 
 
    “They'll kill you,” Rainer said. 
 
    “If they do, make sure to catch it on camera.” 
 
    “Crazy bitch,” Sean said affectionately. 
 
    “I'll have an associate plant secondary cameras in the newsroom, lobby, and pressroom,” Rainer said. “Getting the video out won’t be a problem. We’ll hop sources faster than they can shut them down. They can’t kill the entire internet, even if their censorship machine is one tough bastard.  
 
    “Regardless of how successful the broadcast is, the bureau will retaliate. If they can't get you, they'll get other mutts. They'll punish Alice. They'll hurt Davey or Andreas. They’ll firebomb your house and demolish your reputation. They’ll hunt anyone who supports you. They’ll kill your father; you know Big Fed fears its veterans.” 
 
    “Then we make it in their best interest not to,” Sean said. “We threaten to publish every sex scandal, indiscretion, fraud, theft, and abuse of power anyone important has ever committed. Rainer, why else have you been stockpiling years of evidence? You have a Fort Knox arsenal of dirty laundry! This is the time to act. We’ll fight a battle to win public empathy. The world will believe us.” 
 
    “Blackmail ends poorly,” Rainer said, as if it hadn’t been his M.O. for years. 
 
    “So does genocide,” I said. 
 
    “Touché.” Rainer fiddled with his bright blue pajama bottoms. “And when Alice asks if you're a mutt? Do you plan to lie on television?” 
 
    “Should I?” I shrugged. “Which answer would be more harmful to our cause? If I ever needed to come clean, this is the opportunity. I’ve represented wolf-hunting mercenaries, isn’t it time mutts have a face to champion their fight?” 
 
    “Maybe someone else’s face,” Erik suggested. 
 
    “Who? Not Svetlana. She’s rude and too comfortable chewing out hearts. Plus, she’s foreign. The press will turn on her with all its xenophobia. I’m the bureau’s Princess. It has to be me.” 
 
    “You’re all idiots,” Erik said. “Pretending the truth will fix things. People already know and don’t care. No one cares! It’s too inconvenient. You can't manufacture acceptance. The world will turn on you.” 
 
    “I can get the ball rolling,” I said. “Even a hint of empathy or a moment of contemplation will satisfy me.” 
 
    “What will Svetlana say about this?” 
 
    “Who cares?” 
 
    “Uh, everyone?” Erik said. “The broad holds you in her heart. If you go making a big target of yourself, again, she’ll be pissed. If she thinks I had anything to do with it—” 
 
    “She might mistakenly believe you’ve grown a set of balls?”  
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Every time you put your neck on the line, I get blamed for it. I’m tired of being your whipping boy.” 
 
    “So what? You’ll stop me?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I must.”  
 
    I glanced him over from head to toe. Yeah, he was well-equipped to ground me by force. I sighed and jabbed my hand through my stumpy hair. 
 
    “We have to do something.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “But not this. You didn’t see how she was when you were missing. I thought she’d tear the city apart looking for you. If you’re killed on screen and she has to watch, she’ll start a genocide.” 
 
    “Jesus. Maybe you’re right. I hate this, guys. I hate the politics and the segregation. I understand you’ve all got your separate interests—survival being the primary one—but I wish everyone would pull together for a moment. You worked with her before. In the cemetery, you teamed up with her crew and saved nearly a hundred people.” 
 
    “I’m not her sidekick, Kaidlyn. I’ve got my own shit to deal with. My own crew. I can’t fly off the handle on some half-cracked notion of a public service announcement that will end in your death.” 
 
    “Erik, can I talk to you in private for a moment?”  
 
    He looked at Rainer and Sean, then hooked an eyebrow.  
 
    I huffed. “I’m not retarded. I understand everyone here has supernatural hearing. Let’s pop in the back for a minute.” 
 
    The back of Rainer’s bunker had several thick cement cells he called changing rooms, which allowed mutts a chance to shed safely. No one would be able to hear us whisper through three feet of cement and metal beams. I led the way. It was dark inside the cell, but silvery light came from the hall.  
 
    We stepped into the room. It stunk of musty straw, old fur, and scraps of pork from a post-shed feeding.  
 
    “What was she like when I was missing?” I said. “Everyone tiptoes around the conversation. I mean, she banished me from her home. She hasn’t kissed me since she contaminated me. Did she even care?” 
 
    “She was…distraught,” he said. “Temperamental.” 
 
    “More than usual?”  
 
    “We were genuinely concerned she’d lost her marbles.” He cleared his throat. His pink eyes glowed in the dim light cast from the doorway. His white hair stood out like a specter against the shadowed stone. His flesh looked like solid marble. “Why don’t you ask her?” 
 
    “Erik, do you think she loves me?” 
 
    “Jesus, Kaidlyn. Do I look like a marriage counselor?” 
 
    “That means no.” 
 
    “Yes, she loves you. Of course.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    He reared back like I’d morphed into a viper. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Do you love me?” 
 
    “The hell kind of question is that?” 
 
    “Why’d you offer me a place to stay before I was excommunicated? Is it because you wanted me for a token bargaining chip, or is it because you have feelings for me?” 
 
    “You’ve got some goddamn nerve—”  
 
    “Maybe, but you haven’t answered the question.” I stepped closer. 
 
    “God, I really want to throttle you sometimes.”  
 
    “And other times?” Another step brought us nearly chest to chest, inches from his mouth where he might bite me. Or kiss me. The massive span of his strong body was right there, prime real estate for the taking. He could kiss me. I could let him. What would he taste like? How would his mouth feel? His lips parted, and then he growled. 
 
    “Back off before I do something I regret.” 
 
    I turned away. “Right. I’m stupid. I mean, why would you want anything to do with me? My body is all scarred up. My freakin’ face has bullet holes in it. I haven’t a single thing to offer anyone—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare feel sorry for yourself.”  
 
    He grabbed my arm. I spun and brought my knee up, nailing him as hard as I could precisely between his thick legs. He doubled over. A whine squeaked past his lips. I darted through the door and slammed the emergency button on the security panel. The drop-door released. His head jerked up, eyes as red as blood. Ramrod teeth barged into his mouth. He roared and lunged.  
 
    The door clanged down just in time. A thud thundered through the safehouse as his body impacted with the door. My heart staggered, pulse clamoring. He growled and roared and threw his body against the door. I turned, rested my ass against the wall, and tried to catch my breath.  
 
    Rainer and Sean stared, mouths agape. 
 
    “Maybe don’t let him out for a long time,” I said.  
 
    “Are you nuts?” 
 
    “I'll take the blame. Hell, chances are I’ll be dead before nightfall anyway. Problem solved.” 
 
    I was bluffing, and they knew it. My mad, thumping heart might as well have been a gong.  
 
    The idea of facing Erik again wasn’t the only thing rattling my nerves.  
 
    I was doing the most idiotic thing I thought possible: signing up to be a martyr for an underdeveloped cause. I’d die for this, but at least it wouldn’t be Svetlana, who had a nation of wolves to protect, and Davey, who would sacrifice his tender, righteous heart for even the slightest ounce of progress. 
 
    “For the record, this is idiotic,” Sean emphasized. 
 
    “We have to start somewhere.” 
 
    The buzzer for the outside entrance rang, and Rainer went to the monitor. A smile lit his face and he typed in an acceptance code. 
 
    “I’ll set up the interview,” Sean said. “Can you get to the station in an hour?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Don’t worry, I’ll behave myself. I got this. No prob. I’m gonna rock this party.” 
 
    “Viva la revolucion,” Sean said with a maverick grin. “Sit down.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your hair is a mess. Lemme.” He came at me with a pleasant glint in his mischievous eye. Sometimes, he acted like he’d never heard of lycanthropy. Like it didn’t bother him at all. And when he touched my head, I felt it: acceptance. Pure calm. He gleefully fashioned my short hair into a faux hawk like his.  
 
    “What are you going to wear?” Rainer said. 
 
    “I need a pantsuit.” 
 
    “Not the pantsuit. Isn’t it time for an upgrade?” a voice chimed. I whirled.  
 
    Davey stood before me, smiling and crying. As lanky as ever. Black hair askew. Arms wide. My heart cinched to a standstill. I sprinted across the room and crushed my foster son in a hug. Hard to say who squeezed the other hardest. I had no intention of ever letting him go. His black hair fell fashionably along his jaw and ears. The usual paint stained his fingernails. His German brick-house of a boyfriend stood alongside, bulky arms crossed, smiling like it was Christmas. 
 
    “I've been trying to get out of France for months,” Davey sobbed. 
 
    “They tied him there with red tape,” Peter said. “Sigurd the Vampire finally pulled enough strings.” 
 
    “Bless that clueless bloodsucker,” I said. 
 
    “You can't wear the same horrible pantsuit you wear to funerals,” Davey said. 
 
    “Oh, come on. It's classic.” 
 
    “Old. You mean it’s old.” 
 
    He fiddled with my shorter hair. I don't know what they told him about my incarceration, but I didn't plan on sharing. Knowing would only hurt him more. Judging from the way Peter held his mouth, he’d heard enough. With a miniscule shake of my head, I warned him to keep quiet.  
 
    Davey looked marginally taller, better groomed, and happier. Being in love and following his passion for art was clearly doing him a world of wonders. 
 
    “What’s the occasion?” he said. “We should go to the mall and get something nice.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, that's so cliché.” 
 
    “And necessary.”  
 
    “I am so glad you’re back.” 
 
    He smiled. Peter hugged me briefly. He was big and solid like oak. Smelled like oak, matter-of-fact. We didn't say anything, and that was fine. His moss green eyes bespoke worry, compassion, and undeniable inner strength. He was Svetlana's second, her right hand man, and he was worth every ounce of trust she bestowed upon him.  
 
    He couldn’t find out what I was up to. 
 
    “What party are you going to?” Davey said. 
 
    “Just something for work.” 
 
    “Are you with the bureau again?” His face fell flat as he tried to reserve judgement for my sake. 
 
    “This is a freelance gig. Have you been to the house?” 
 
    “No, we came to find you first.”  
 
    “I love you. If you visit Zelda, beware the dog and vampire.” 
 
    Davey blinked.  
 
    “Well, I need to run.” I caught him in another hug. The last hug. 
 
    “Do I want to know who is making such a commotion in the changing room?” Peter said. 
 
    “Let him sleep it off,” I said. “We shouldn’t open the door until morning.”  
 
    Rainer handed me a fresh suit wrapped in plastic. The black three piece with a charcoal vest looked nearly like something I’d worn to over thirty funerals. I tried not to draw any parallels. 
 
    “Really?” I said. 
 
    “I’m always prepared. You should look good for your interview.” 
 
    “Dude.” I fought a surge of emotion.  
 
    “I’ll walk you up,” Sean said. He smelled of spice and everything nice. His body was tight, his hair was punkish in a faux hawk a girl could really get a grip on. Abs like a xylophone.  
 
    We took the stairs. 
 
    “You must be suicidal,” he said.  
 
    “I’ve been a government merc killing in a war of attrition. I’ve ended a lot of people, and I’m not worried someone might try to kill me. Point of fact, I rather expect it.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “If it comes down to it, whatever it takes, no human can die. No matter what. No human casualties, okay? If any blood is shed, wolves will be blamed. And don’t you die, either. The truth runs deeper than we’ve begun to guess, and we’ll need your help getting to the bottom of it.” 
 
    “We need allies inside.”  
 
    “Yes, and they have to understand we can’t acquire a human body count.” 
 
    If we weren’t afraid of a body count, I could escape. But if Sean wanted me to assure no one else died, I couldn’t fight at full capacity. Basically, I was doomed.  
 
    I sighed. “You owe me big. So huge I might resurrect to collect on it.”  
 
    He winked. “I’ll send you a file with everything I know about Alice.” 
 
    Koko was waiting for me in the parking lot, arms crossed, glowering because I’d ditched his security detail.  
 
    I pitched the idea.  
 
    He was not happy. 
 
    We discussed exit strategy, mainly how he’d get everyone else out when the shit hit the fan. He rallied a team for backup. Mostly, I wanted to make sure he and all the other humans survived. No matter what. 
 
    I thought about the mission and the seemingly impossible task of changing the world’s opinion. Possibly, I would die for something that wouldn’t make slightest difference.  
 
    I was oddly okay with that. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 34 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    Starting a kingdom from scratch is harder than it sounds. 
 
    The penthouse, once my human mother's and now mine, was a perfect love nest. An opulent sensory dream. Wide open space with sleek furniture, lights as pure as day, windows from wall to wall. Cashmere and Mulberry silks. Polished Calacatta marble. An Aubusson Carpet. French chenille sofas.  
 
    The doorman, easily enticed by my charms and a flash of my teeth, helped me unload the oversized luggage from my car, escort it unseen through the backdoor, and tote it up to my penthouse. Happily, I’d discovered I didn’t need help hoisting a hundred and eighty pounds into or out of my car’s trunk.  
 
    I certainly wasn’t human anymore. 
 
    First and foremost, I situated the luggage in the bedroom. The housecleaner had recently changed sheets. Maybe I’d keep her on, provided she didn’t cause trouble over my houseguest.  
 
    Strength aside, lugging a long slab of dead weight required an undignified shuffle of clumsy groping and shoving. Divesting him of rumpled clothing was an irritating chore eased only by his aesthetic delights. His skin was like caramel and cream with drips of salt. Muscles were whipcord testaments to human beauty, a sight to make Michelangelo salivate.  
 
    Even so, wrangling a full-grown man left me harried and wrinkled my dress.  
 
    Finally, my ill-behaved boyfriend was situated in his new home. The straps securing him to the bed were only for his safety. The poor fellow was already addled with a concussion, thrashing about would cause him further injury. Sometimes, people need to be protected from themselves.  
 
    After he came to his senses, he'd appreciate my efforts. I'd hire a personal shopper to fit him with suitable clothing and a chef to oversee his nutritional needs. I'd bring his old movies and the books on his shelves, and then he'd never need to leave again. I certainly wouldn’t permit him to endanger himself at the bureau.  
 
    He was mine. All mine.  
 
    Damp curls flopped over his clammy brow. His eyes, which were seared in my memory as being both glacial blue and nearly silver, remained closed. The unfortunate fellow would have to recover his energy if he was to be of much use in the bedroom.  
 
    “Consciousness would also help,” I whispered. He didn’t stir.  
 
    I pet his damp forehead, brushing aside the smear of sweat and blood. I pursed my lips. The back of his head might need stitches, but I didn't want anyone else to see him yet. This was a private time—practically our honeymoon—and the outside world would have to wait.  
 
    Speaking of waiting, I simply couldn't any longer. 
 
    His fragrance was so mortal and musky, like divine candy with a salty aftertaste. His veins loomed so close to my mouth. Why shouldn't I taste him? He always encouraged me to be open about my needs. He'd want me to do it. I scooted closer on the bed, rested my hip against his ribcage, and leaned over his throat.  
 
    Mine.  
 
    The closer I came, the deeper his rich smell burrowed into my lungs. My lips parted to draw his flavor wholly into myself.  
 
    My lips met his taut, luxurious skin. The smooth elasticity pressed back at me. My tongue snaked out. The touch of his flesh nearly brought me to tears. I reared back. He was so beautiful, precious. Every inch of this marvelous flesh belonged to me and existed for me.  
 
    I was thirsty and out of sorts. I wanted to sink all of my teeth into all of him. And why shouldn't I? Nature wanted me to taste him deeper and completely. If I devoured him, his essence would be with me until the end of time.  
 
    Meanwhile, my tongue adhered to his silky skin, and I couldn't draw it away.  
 
    My lips parted of their own accord. My mouth couldn't stop opening to him, taking more of his flavor and texture into myself. What a man. My man.  
 
    And there I was, holding back. Politely waiting for him. Hoping for him to marry me. To love me as deeply as I loved him. He adored me, but that wasn't quite the same, was it? I demanded to be loved with all-consuming passion.  
 
    His eyes bounced beneath closed eyelids. Perhaps he was dreaming?  
 
    His heart sputtered and raced. Maybe he could sense my lips poised to kiss him and my teeth lingering close enough to nip his skin. I clearly excited him. I smiled, and the gesture caused one of my sharp incisors to snag on the tight canvas of meat beneath my mouth.  
 
    Instantly, the metallic fluid emerged and rushed me like a frantic mob. 
 
    I didn't swallow. It was one thing to taste him accidentally, another thing to deliberately... 
 
    Oh, what the hell.  
 
    Blood flowed. Its aroma lengthened and thundered, raging beneath me. His heart raced and rampaged, throwing itself into a gallop. Calling to me. He tossed his head in sleep as if gripped by passion or a dream. A groan slipped from his mouth, and his lips parted. His body swelled and flushed pink, as pretty as an unfurling flower. He hungered for me and the power in my veins. His flesh answered the call of my demanding body.  
 
    I wanted more, more, more.  
 
    His blood coursed against my lips, thickening, slipping along like a pleasant brook. Enticing. Ravaging. He practically forced himself into my mouth and slid down my throat of his own volition.  
 
    Stars roved across my sight, a kaleidoscope of pretty lights and vibrant shadows. An aurora of glory. I melted against his body, pressing my lithe form along all his hard planes. Blood danced over my tongue, pooling in the well of my mouth.  
 
    It was too good. Delicious. Vital. A gift and a pleasure. His orgasmic tribute accosted my tongue and trickled through my veins. Overwhelming heat boiled from each drop, coursing through my body, replacing my heart beat with his own, my passion with his. My body swelled and ached with tender sensations. I groaned. He panted in his sleep. His breath fluttered along my lashes and graced my cheek.  
 
    Oh, what a fantastic man. What a delightful flavor.  
 
    I never wanted it to stop. Ever.  
 
    And there was no reason it should. 
 
    Here he was, tucked nice and tight in my bed, with not a thing in the world to come between us.  
 
    The rest of my kingdom could wait. Vassals and chattels could be acquired when the occasions presented themselves. Right now, and possibly forever, I was content to suckle at the bounty of my beloved. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 35 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    The station was half a fortress. I guess Big Fed wanted to make sure no one did what we were trying to do. Namely, hijack the news. 
 
    Rainer and Sean decided I shouldn't bring any lykos—except myself—to the interview. Another mutt might taint public opinion and create the illusion of favoritism among the other mutt groups. Unfortunately, human backup was more likely to get killed.  
 
    When it came down to it, I couldn't ask for a better human to accompany me. Koko was phenomenally competent and, more importantly, I trusted him.  
 
    It was a rare thing to acknowledge.  
 
    I didn’t trust many creatures, but he and I had gone through a couple of gnarly, recent trials together. Namely, we tried to kill each other, and then Rainer locked Koko in a cell with my hunger-crazed wolf to see if I’d eat him. Since then, Koko’s strength and calm assurance offered me great consolation. Except tonight, even his seven-and-a-half-foot tall, three-and-a-half hundred pounds struck me as innately fragile.  
 
    My stomach hurt. This was a horrible idea.  
 
    I didn’t want any of my friends to die. 
 
    After all the risks Rainer and Sean took to get me on the air, I didn’t dare back out. The bastards had planned this, too; the brand new pantsuit had been expertly tailored to my current body type.  
 
    “I'm glad you came forward, Ms. Durant.” Alice’s handshake and tone were professional. “We're happy to speak with an experienced agent instead of a series of analysts.” 
 
    “Thanks for having me.”  
 
    “Do you mind if I ask you about your service? I understand we’re here to talk about Sigurd and your romantic involvement, but—” 
 
    “We can talk about whatever you wish.” 
 
    “As a head’s up,” she whispered. “I’ve been instructed to say you’ve taken a vacation to grieve for your fallen friends. It would streamline the discussion and help us focus on the matter at hand.”  
 
    My gut coiled with rage. Being tortured in a government lab wasn’t exactly how I’d choose to spend my vacation. Speechless, I managed to nod.  
 
    “Everyone wants to know how charming and wonderful Sigurd is.”  
 
    “Yes, utterly charming.” The snake bastard.  
 
    “Let's get you into makeup,” one of the assistants said. 
 
    “I'd rather not.” 
 
    She paled like she’d be fired.  
 
    My most unappealing marks were covered, except for the bullet scars in my temple and jaw and the network of grafts on my throat. Oddly enough, the spikes from the silver torture device left mere shadows to remember them by. I used to hide most of the scarring with my long hair, but my current style didn’t hide anything.  
 
    The faux hawk looked cute, if one could ignore the rest of the view. 
 
    “Ms. Durant, studio lights can be harsh.” Alice’s eyes caught on twin bullet scars gracing my face and blanched. 
 
    “Thank you, but my face and body are a resume which speaks to my experience. I'm sure everyone will be understanding. Besides, PR will edit anything they need to.” 
 
    I felt naked. Conversely, her fine dark hair had been expertly placed in the most appealing, photogenic way and a balance of makeup artistry removed any blemish hiding under her skin. 
 
    “And the handguns…” She pursed her lips.  
 
    I carried my two Jerichos silver-loaded and the weapon Sigurd had given me, the one with the weird anti-vampire ammo.  
 
    “I’ll keep them. It adds to my credibility as an agent, don’t you think?” 
 
    Koko was armed to the teeth.  
 
    My refusal to remove the weapons set Alice’s heart a flutter. The sound of her heartbeat was muffled, like someone knocking on a tank of water. It wasn’t right. The wolf inside me perked an ear, then disappeared into the murky nothingness.  
 
    Good fortune struck, and I could hear Alice’s producer speaking through her earpiece. I’d be privy to their conversation while on the air.  
 
    We sat behind a narrow countertop in the well-lit, oblong room. Producers and assistants hummed around, doing the technical things their job required. The nearby tech room buzzed like a hive. Lenses stared at me, agitating my paranoia. My stomach cramped with pre-show jitters.  
 
    God, I hated publicity. And cameras. And confessions. What the hell had I been thinking? 
 
    Just do it. Breathe and jump in. Jump, bitch.  
 
    Alice was talking beside me. She lifted her hand slightly, alerting me that the introduction was over. We were live. My pulse skid through my rocky veins.  
 
    “Agent Durant, thank you for joining us. We’re all happy you’ve returned from your vacation. I must say, you look remarkably refreshed.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alice. I know a lot of people are wondering where I’ve been and what I’ve been up to. I appreciate the chance to share my experience with your viewers. First, we should revisit some recent history.”  
 
    “Yes, you were with Sigurd years ago, weren’t you? Witnesses saw you together during a charity event at the Greystone manor.” 
 
    “We met there, yes, but I’d like to reference more recent events. Would you kindly summarize what happened during the recent massacre in St. Andrew's Cemetery?” 
 
    She blinked. Thankfully, she was a professional and kept rolling. “During the funeral of a fallen hero, Chad Keats, a hoard of werewolves attacked an innocent crowd. Brave agents managed to fight them off and save the majority of people in attendance.” 
 
    I nodded. “The incident marked the culmination of ongoing violence. What many don’t realize was two different groups of wolves fought that day. One cluster was led by an angry wolf seeking revenge. The second cluster of wolves actually defended the innocent civilians.” 
 
    “You believe some werewolves helped those people?” 
 
    “Yes. In fact, several werewolves had been guarding FBHS agents to save them from the rogue mutts.” 
 
    “You said ‘mutt.’” She cleared her throat. “I’m sure the editing department can fix that.” 
 
    “We should continue as if we aren’t going to be edited.” I smiled. “Yes, some wolves defended people. They even protected the very agents sworn to kill them. One young man, a friend of mine, gave his life trying to save my teammate. And I won’t mention his name, but he was a good kid. His mother should be proud.” 
 
    My voice snared as I remembered Biscuit’s brave attempt to save Keats and how he singlehandedly killed six mutts. I cleared a tumbleweed of emotion from my throat. “Many wolves came to the cemetery with the intention of saving the very people who persecuted them.” 
 
    “That seems contrary,” Alice said. The producer spoke in her ear piece, telling her to redirect. “You believe—”  
 
    “This isn’t what you were hoping to discuss, however, it’s necessary for the people to realize the truth. If not for the brave wolves who fought for those precious human lives, everyone would have been slaughtered, babies and all. The city owes a debt of gratitude to several L-pos people.” 
 
    “If such a thing is true—”  
 
    “Let’s pretend it’s true, for the sake of the argument.” 
 
    “How would the Federal Bureau of Human Safety respond to your claim that contaminated individuals saved civilian lives?” 
 
    “I am sure the FBHS would rather not respond at all.” I folded my hands together. “The unpopular truth certainly wreaks havoc on their creed, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m confused. Haven’t you advocated total L-strain annihilation?” 
 
    “In the past, yes, I certainly have. Remember, I was sixteen when my L-pos brother tore into my mother right before my eyes. I believed the disease is all-consuming, unstable, and ultimately destroys a person’s humanity. Thankfully, I was wrong. I’ve witnessed numerous people cope with the disease.” 
 
    “Are you saying all the experts are wrong?” 
 
    “I am an expert, and I was wrong. Most so-called experts haven’t even touched a werewolf. I dare say everyone, even the Church itself, was wrong to openly condemn the disease.” 
 
    Her hairline was damp, proof that I upset her poise. Chatter erupted in the earpiece, followed by a frantic voice: “We're getting some interference.” 
 
    “You will.” I wasn’t worried. Sean and Rainer would do their damnedest to make sure the broadcast stayed live. “Let’s continue talking to avoid dead air.” 
 
    “Your claims are difficult to believe, Ms. Durant. Sadly, it’s time for a commercial break. We’re talking with Agent Kaidlyn Durant, and we’ll be right back after these messages.” 
 
    She grinned at the camera.  
 
    “There won’t be any commercial interruptions,” I said. “We’re live, Alice.” 
 
    Voices prattled in her earpiece. I reached out and gently pulled it from her ear.  
 
    “I’m so glad you brought me on the show,” I said. “Thank you for discussing brave ideas with the potential to change the world.” 
 
    She set down her studio papers and folded her hands. “How would you respond to allegations that you’re mentally unfit for duty?” 
 
    “Do you know what battlefield fatigue is?”  
 
    “I’m familiar with the term. It refers to cumulative stress reactions that affect soldiers who’ve been at war for a long time.” 
 
    “I began soldiering on the front lines of this domestic war before I was able to vote. I have killed so often in self-defense and the line of duty that the FBHS has sealed my files. I may be fatigued, but I am still the most ‘fit-for-duty’ soldier in this struggle.”  
 
    “Would experts agree?” 
 
    “They’ve agreed for over seven years. I’ve undergone biannual psych reviews, plus evals after every friendly casualty, and have been cleared for duty every single time.” 
 
    “Weren’t you put on psych leave before the cemetery incident?” 
 
    “I was attacked by an infected agent, and I defended myself. I took the standard recommended bereavement leave because, yes, his death shook me. But the bureau had already declared me fit for duty within twenty-four hours of the incident.”  
 
    “Thank you for clearing that up. Now—” 
 
    “Imagine someone you love contracts lycanthropy. What can they do?” 
 
    “Turn themselves in for testing.” 
 
    “Testing is inconclusive.” 
 
    “The Federal Bureau of Human Safety will care for them until they’ve been cleared.” 
 
    “Define ‘care.’” 
 
    “It means, well, trying to manage the disease.” 
 
    “The agency will tag them like livestock to monitor their vitals and release them back into society. If they’re deemed unfit for release, they’ll be confined within compounds. Now, say a person is too scared to turn himself in because he’s worried about the hate, prejudice, and fear surrounding the disease. What happens to the guy at home who tries to subvert the disease with drugs, pills, and prayer?” 
 
    “I don't know,” Alice said. 
 
    “He lives in terror of himself and everyone else. When he can't take the fear anymore, he'll break. And we'll kill him. That's how we handle lycanthropy.” 
 
    “The CDC encourages containment—” 
 
    “It certainly does, as it should. Unfortunately, the standard methods are neither effective nor humane. I believe L-pos people should receive more comprehensive support. If society responds to the disease with more than blatant fear, we can attempt to treat it responsibly.” 
 
    “That seems quite optimistic, Ms. Durant. Tolerance isn’t a feasible solution to a biohazardous contagion.” 
 
    Finally, she started to debate with me. I smiled. 
 
    “I'm not suggesting the FBHS close its doors, Alice. Violence will always need to be put down with violence. However, I don't believe we need to let every case escalate to manslaughter before we act. And even then, those actions need to be reasonable. Surely you've seen footage of the shootings in an FBHS facility.” 
 
    “I understand the footage in question was manufactured—”  
 
    “I stood in that basement, Alice. I walked through the detritus of a massacre so foul I was forced to burn my boots. In fact, I set up the very cameras that recorded those videos.” 
 
    “I can’t…Are you…” She chirped once with hysterical laughter. “Surely you’re not admitting to treason on live air.” 
 
    “The video is real. I swear to you and to all the viewers, those blood-saturated images are authentic.” 
 
    Her knuckles flashed as white as pearls. “Can you prove it?” 
 
    “I’d love the chance to. If any judge was brave enough to issue a search warrant. We both know that won’t happen.” 
 
    Her eyes darted to the producer’s booth. “Can someone get me a segue? A commercial break? Anything?” 
 
    “We’re running out of time. This isn’t only a wolf issue. The bureau systematically eliminated anyone who may have been exposed to an L-strain, even if they were unconfirmed. Normal, full-blooded humans died alongside the mutts.” 
 
    “If L-strain contamination is difficult to prove, then we have no evidence they’re innocent.” 
 
    “You’ve successfully voiced the rationale used to dismiss an ongoing genocide. Something happened to our country. Something happened to us. Unabashed terror has warped us. We, as a society, murder humans and lykos indiscriminately and out of fear. Both sides are suffering and frustrated. Wolves should be able to seek help, guidance, and companionship. We should offer appropriate support groups to help cope with the challenges of daily life.” 
 
    “You're suggesting we let werewolves run through society without any hindrance?” 
 
    “I’m suggesting we’ve gone about containment the wrong way. Fear has agitated a growing problem. It’s time for us to put ignorance aside and look for a solution. Preferably one that doesn’t end in blood-filled basements.  
 
    She blinked. “Ms. Durant, you’ve made several wild claims. I can’t help but mention how your current views are incongruent to the creed you’ve supported in the past. Why should anyone believe you now?” 
 
    “Because I know how wolves operate.” 
 
    She swallowed. “We should get back to the original topic. When did you and the Chosen vampire, Sigurd, share your first kiss?” 
 
    It took all I had not to throw a tantrum. My time on air was running out. I couldn’t pull punches any longer. I folded my fingers together and looked the reporter in the eye. 
 
    “Are you afraid of werewolves?” 
 
    “Of course I am. Any reasonable person is.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they’re uncontrollable, impulsive killers. It’s their nature; they can’t help it.”  
 
    “Yes, wolves have a fierce prey drive.” I smiled. “To the best of your knowledge, have you ever met an L-pos individual?” 
 
    “Of course not. I’m still alive.” 
 
    “Is it possible you might have met a werewolf unknowingly?”  
 
    “Anything is possible, yet highly unlikely.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Because I haven’t been attacked.”  
 
    “And you think an infected beast would be unable to resist you, right? That if a wolf comes upon you, they’ll go mad with hunger and try to eat you?” 
 
    “Yes, actually.” 
 
    “Is that because of your cardiomyopathy?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You have a heart disease. Your myocardium is deteriorating, isn’t it?” 
 
    “How do you—” 
 
    “Treatment isn’t going well, Alice. You smell like prey. Weak prey. You’d be easy to kill, wouldn’t you? Is that why you think the wolves wouldn’t be able to resist devouring you? Because you’re so much like a wounded rabbit?”  
 
    “I don’t know where you’re going with this—” 
 
    “You’ve been talking to a wolf all evening. I haven’t eaten dinner, either. And you smell delicious. However, I’m not going to kill you. 
 
    “Are you saying…”  
 
    “Try not to be too distressed. It’ll mess with your heart, and I wouldn’t want you to faint.” I offered a meek smile. “I am a fairly new wolf with an intensely rabid strain. You see, the disease comes in different flavors. Some strains are very selective, hardcore, hungry diseases. Others are slow burning, like on a light simmer. I caught the former. I’m hungry all the time. Even now. I’m famished.” 
 
    “I can’t tell if you’re joking. In any case, it isn’t funny.”  
 
    “No, it isn’t funny. I could tear you to pieces. Wouldn’t take long. Hell, your throat is only a few inches from my jaws.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    I laughed. “No, I’m trying to illustrate that despite your scrumptious morsel of a limping heart and the ravenous disease filling my veins, I haven’t killed you. I’m exercising control.” 
 
    “Are you admitting to…” 
 
    “Please don’t ask the same questions twice. It shows you aren’t listening or you are too frazzled to continue. Can someone bring her some water, please? Alice, dear, calm your heartbeat. Concentrate on breathing.” 
 
    “Why are you…” 
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Camera man, bring her some water!”  
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “You believe me. Your pulse kicked up, your heart strains to pump, and you’re feeling faint. Based on how long it’s taking these rude gentlemen to bring you a bottle of water, they believe me, too. Even now, someone is trying to call the FBHS, another is testing the doors only to find them locked, and a dozen people have dialed 911 on blocked cellphones. And yet all I’ve done is talk.”  
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    I chuckled. “We’ve already pursued that line of questioning.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.”  
 
    “You noticed something was off while you were looking at my scars. What did you see?” 
 
    She fumbled. “Scars? I don’t know what you’re…” 
 
    “Don’t bother, Alice. This is a clean newsfeed. No one has edited my visage. The world has stared at my face for fifteen minutes, so what do you see?”  
 
    “There are bullet holes in your face.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “In your jaw…” She swallowed. “And on your temple.” 
 
    “How does someone get shot twice in the face and still be so darned clever and pretty?” I said. 
 
    Her lips struggled against a smile.  
 
    “I’m L-positive. I was shot with silver bullets, but I survived. Now we can have an open discussion regarding the disease. And I promise I won’t eat you.”  
 
    She glanced around the studio, gauging others’ reactions. It was a mixed bag of panic, doubt, and suspicion. Her gaze quickly returned to mine, but I didn’t know if it was trust or because she was afraid to let me out of her sight. I listened to her heartbeat, which began to relax. She was brave. 
 
    “If that’s true, they’ll kill you for admitting it,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not alone.” For the first time in a long time, I realized this was true. “I have friends who are far more clever and powerful than I.” 
 
    She stared at me. “Can I touch the bullet scars? I want to feel if they’re real or cosmetic. I mean, if it’s safe…” 
 
    I swallowed. An intimate exploration of my scars in front of everyone? To appease her and prove myself, I’d permit it.  
 
    Her fingertips were cold and miniscule. Her eyes were as wide as saucers, yet her exploration was thorough.  
 
    “They’re real,” she murmured.  
 
    “This isn’t a prank.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything real about you. Why on earth would I trust you? Why would you admit to being a monster and a dissident on live feed?” 
 
    I lifted my hands. “I’m airing my personal and treasonous business to the public for a few reasons. Mostly, so people might start to wonder if we’ve been killing far too easily for the wrong reasons. Also, so people can have an open conversation with a wolf about anything they want to know, without trumpeting a prewritten script. Ask me anything.” 
 
    Her pasty white skin and erratic breath warned me she wasn’t sure. Her fingers shook rapidly, like a hummingbird’s wing. I slowly took her hand. It was as cold as ice, but she didn’t pull it away. 
 
    “Ask, Alice.” 
 
    “Does it hurt?” 
 
    “Yes. Resisting hurts more.”  
 
    “Ms. Durant, are you trying to get yourself killed?” 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    Koko poked his head in. “We've got activity outside.”  
 
    “Can it wait?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    He disappeared in the hall, closing the door behind him. Gunfire blasted down the hallway. Damn it.  
 
    “Koko!”  
 
    If he died, Tatka would tan my hide. Before I could leave my seat, he flew into the studio. He crashed into some lighting and took it down in a pile of sparks and shards. Something had picked up three hundred and fifty pounds of rough-and-tumble black man and pitched him. We were definitely dealing with my kind of bad guy. Koko shook his head, tossed off some debris, and grabbed his sidearm. 
 
    “Everyone out.” I yanked Alice from the chair.  
 
    Koko dragged her behind him, and she peeked around his arm.  
 
    A male wolf in his humanoid form entered the room. His smell was feral and musky, loaded with testosterone and the supernatural equivalent of big-freaking-balls. His flesh was ripe, vicious, and packed with metaphysical grit. He was equipped to kill me.  
 
    I smiled as if I’d invited him to tea. 
 
    Mullen would be so jealous. 
 
    The wolf wore a boxer's robe, satiny and ridiculous given the setting. He stared, eyes like red and gold autumn leaves falling from a stout tree. Lips parted, he scented me. For a moment, we acknowledged each other as wolves and opponents. My teeth swelled as I thought about tearing into his flesh.  
 
    His damned scent was intoxicating and awe-inspiring. Nature next to godliness. 
 
    “Ancient,” I mumbled. “You’re ancient.” 
 
    “Turn off the cameras,” he said. 
 
    “Keep filming,” I said.  
 
    His lips pressed together in a line. His nostrils flared. “Don’t make me kill everyone. Stop filming, and I’ll let them go.” 
 
    I was tempted to believe him. Maybe he didn't want to kill everyone, but he was prepared to. His blood boasted he could slaughter the best of the best. Cold. Hard. Decisive. And yet if I backed down and the cameras died, the world wouldn’t see the resolution. Homeland Security could finish the story however they wanted, and it wasn’t beyond them to kill these people and blame the bloodshed on us.  
 
    “The cameras stay on.”  
 
    His yellowish eyes matted with flecks of red. He shoved the hood off his head. His hair bordered on blond, but it was wet and I couldn't see its true tone. His chin tapered handsomely and ended with a cleft. His other features were drab in comparison with his unique jawline and fiery gaze.  
 
    He was going to kill me.  
 
    I didn’t stand for two reasons: first, because I was disrespectful, and second, because I wanted him to step into the light and face the cameras.  
 
    “I knew the feds would try to stop me. I never figured the wolves would.”  
 
    “I don’t need to kill you. Shut up and make them stop the cameras.” 
 
    “I won’t. I’ve already committed to this.”  
 
    “The supernatural community prefers your silence, Ms. Durant. Our business is not a human concern.” 
 
    “Even if humans are killing us?” 
 
    “Not all of us. Mostly, they kill the weak.” 
 
    “Oh, goody. You’re one of those.” 
 
    “You’re outmatched, woman.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I’ll taste your blood.” And while I tussled with him, Koko could get everyone out of the building. How nice that I could die courtesy a wolf scuffle instead of a firing squad.  
 
    I took off my jacket. My vest revealed the plethora of old scars running down my arms. He tipped his head at damage from days past.  
 
    “You’re only a pawn,” he said. His eyes were oddly unblinking. 
 
    “Who sent you? Do you have a name?” 
 
    “Several, and none I care for.” 
 
    Appropriately vague. “We don't have to make a spectacle of ourselves. Why should we fight like animals? Why don't you leave?” 
 
    “Fate makes demands of us all.”  
 
    “You have a choice. We all do.”  
 
    He snorted. “Fate has plans. It's nothing personal, you simply need to stop.”  
 
    “The plan sucks.” 
 
    He pointed to the producers in the nearby room. “I’ll kill them until someone stops the broadcast.” 
 
    I pointed at the camera and spoke to Rainer. “Don’t you dare stop.” 
 
    I drew the Kahr 9mm and unloaded the S7 bullets into him. Nothing happened. I dropped the empty gun, pulled a Jericho with each hand, and pumped two full magazines of silver into his body, firing so quickly it sang a machine gun cadence. His arms wobbled and his torso rocked back and forth, robe billowing.  
 
    When the guns clicked empty, he didn’t fall. I wasn’t surprised. I flung the weapons at his head. They soared like missiles. He slapped them from the air as I launched myself over the desk and cold-cocked him in the throat.  
 
    He gagged. His weight shifted back. I stepped into him, hooking my fists behind his neck and clenching up. He seized my elbow, and my flesh burned like a live coal doused with gasoline. He smelled even better up close, like something righteous emerging from primordial darkness. My heart pounded as if I had a cardiomyopathy of my own.  
 
    His disease called to mine, waved like distant cousins, and then he proceeded to kick my ass. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    We crashed together. It was like tackling a runaway freight train. Brain rattled, lungs bursting, ribs creaking. Not for nothing, but he felt it, too. His breath whooshed across my neck. An oomph wheezed from his throat. We flew.  
 
    How could so much density and power dwell in such a package? I had to keep my hands on him. Get my bearings. Get control.  
 
    We crashed into the wall. It fell to reveal the enclave of associates desperately trying to hide from the monsters playing patty-cake next door. New screams. We rolled apart, mutually baffled by impact. I rocketed up, charging his terrible frame.  
 
    Like tackling a cement statue, smaller but solid. He flew back as we collided. He was up in a flash, stampeding at me, robe billowing, bare legs pumping.  
 
    I stood six feet tall, and my frame swelled as I approached a shed. My opponent was shorter, but it was a deceptive difference. Age churned through his scent, crackling like campfire sparks. Hair stood up on the back of my neck. I was outgunned in an epic fight with a creature from another world.  
 
    His breath stank of honey wine and little else. His wet hair slapped my face as we thrashed. It dawned on me: he’d washed so I couldn't scent who he'd been in collusion with. Clever bastard.  
 
    I was fast, strong, and trained. He was faster and stronger, with exceptional timing. I pounded on him with everything I had, and it wasn’t enough.  
 
    Teeth in my throat, he chomped at my spine. 
 
    I bit him back, deep, as if he had veins hidden in his shoulder, because screw him. He tore loose, roaring, and managed to keep his hands on me. I drove my forehead into his face, smashing his eye socket. It sent him reeling and rattled a few more IQ points from my noggin. And when he struck me back, it was like being hit with a car. 
 
    If I was all-in too fast, the fight would end too quickly and Koko wouldn’t have enough time to evacuate everyone. I needed to completely occupy the stranger’s attention, and it was gonna hurt. I could handle the pain, provided I stayed conscious and somewhat operational. 
 
    His flesh felt like steel bound in velvet, a ropy and strange force. A colossus. The brute of tiny proportions had fists like wrecking balls. We scuffled in a flurry of limbs. The universe shrank down to a world of punches, the muffled slap of meat, and a torrent of breath. And in the fray of strikes—during which I landed some impressive otherwise bone-breaking punches—he rocked me. His fist caught the bottom corner of my jaw and smacked me out. My vision clipped short and fell black.  
 
    I went down. Body bludgeoned, right arm not operating, a rib actively perforating a lung. My breath wheezed like a dying animal's. Weakened. 
 
    But I'd bloodied my opponent deep inside, and he was mad.  
 
    He fell on me like an enraged gorilla with clobbering fists, jolting my frame and fracturing my sternum. I grabbed his throat. Bit at his eyes, distracting him, snagging his brow bone with my mostly human teeth, Sawing down, my scissor bite endangered his eye. His blood spilled from his skull and splashed on my tongue.  
 
    Heaven help us all.  
 
    If Sigurd's bloodline smelled like God and heaven, this wolf's blood tasted like the nectar of Nature herself, Gaia or God or whatever. I was so out-matched. I crammed my knee upward, smashing as hard as possible into parts of him that least wanted to be crunched.  
 
    For a moment, he was just a dude. A guy whose nuts had been squished against his body cavity by an offensive patella. His breath hissed out. I struggled to snap growing teeth on his throat or catch a good grip on his face before he recovered. He pushed his head against mine, pinning my skull to the floor. He seized my vest, rose up, shuffle-stepped, and tossed me wide. 
 
    Airborne.  
 
    I careened through the studio and hit the news desk. Sheer momentum shoved me and the rubble into the wall. Impact rocked me senseless. I scrambled for footing before I knew which way was up and where my equilibrium had gone. Slivers of wood stood out from my back.  
 
    Stupified by a series of concussions, I flopped like a soggy ragdoll on the worldwide stage. Thanks to my pirate friends, everyone on the planet could watch him decimate me.  
 
    A trickle of outrage riled the wolf inside me. Every fight in my life led up to this moment, and he still whupped me like a child. Wrath tickled my wolf’s nerves. Magic rolled through me like a wave crashing ashore. Teeth crowded my mouth, growing with rage.  
 
    Fabric tore. My cracked ribs and sternum made it impossible for me to take a full breath. My vision swirled. I wasn’t afraid of dying. Maybe I was angry that life had brought me here, to a place without options. Mostly, I resolved to fight for as long as I was able, despite the hopeless situation.  
 
    And because I was pissed.  
 
    His blood stung my tongue. My wolf liked that and stirred with vigor. A new vitality swarmed my chest and coddled my bruised heart.  
 
    Almost…almost… 
 
    It wasn’t enough to shed. I reached for her, but she shied away.  
 
    Bitch. 
 
    My opponent huffed, rapidly refilling his lungs with my scent. I struggled to heave my bigger bones and awkward in-between form upright. 
 
    “Such perfume.” He growled and stepped toward me. “Who is your sire?” 
 
    My ‘sire’ was more like a siren who could end the world if she was in a bad mood. A wrecked laugh emerged from my mangled throat. My forehead gathered bulk. My limbs stretched anew. Muscles creaked into new shapes.  
 
    He charged. We tumbled again. My senses rolled again. I’d never find my balance. I tangled blindly with his flesh.  
 
    Take it to the mat, I lectured myself, latching on to years of grappling lessons. I hooked his leg with my heel, tied him up, bridged and rolled. Caught him underneath my hips. My wolf liked that. I struck as hard and fast as possible, determined to do as much damage as fast as I could.  
 
    Fever rushed the surface of my skin. My spine hummed like a live wire and stabbed voltage into my brain stem. My forehead gathered bulk. Limbs stretched. Bones creaked into a primitive frame. I growled. The sound gathered volume and grit until it morphed into a roar.  
 
    He flung me off and drew himself to his full height, inspired by my call. His mouth stretched wide—wider than any mouth had right to—and he showed me every bit of every tooth he possessed.  
 
    I didn’t want to shed in front of everyone. ‘Everyone’ meaning the whole world. Revealing my beast seemed awful intimate.  
 
    Kinda like how dying on live television would be both intimate and embarrassing. 
 
    The beast thrashed inside my blood.  
 
    My wolf didn’t want to fight this guy. Running offered a better chance of survival, but I was more stubborn than smart. My mongrel’s magic had better get with the program fast, because if I died, she died with me.  
 
    Because we were the same entity. The same rage, hunger, feral tendency toward violence, tenacity, and bull-headedness. It was never her versus me, just me in several shades of unsavory truth. 
 
    The disease roused like a slumbering leviathan. 
 
    Heat boiled my skin. Muscles bulged so fast they squished my organs and threatened to asphyxiate me. Density burst through my marrow, cracking my bones from the inside out. My vision swirled gray and white in a hazy blizzard. I braced myself against the stampede of hunger, ferocity, and rage. 
 
    I fell onto my forepaws and burned through my last ounce of mojo to complete the shed. I shook myself, knowing what I looked like:  
 
    A ton of wolf with a thick charcoal hide and muscles for days. A skull both flat and wide for an epic bite. Extra skin around my throat to protect me from roving teeth. A pit bull grin stretching so wide it suggested a certain feline likeness. 
 
    This was my flesh as much as the other. 
 
    I roared for my sake. Howled for the cameras. Showed off for the new mutt. 
 
    Blood rushed to his face. 
 
    The roughhewn edges of my smile grew, becoming gruffer and toothier. I could swallow his heart and crunch on his skull like an unshelled walnut. I strode forward, all heavy bones and hard-tones, paws like sledgehammers, claws like tire irons. My footsteps sounded dense and sluggish on the floor.  
 
    Nothing existed but this, here, now. My last stand. 
 
    People had stopped screaming and cowered in hiding.  
 
    I paced toward the scents of twenty-plus terrorized mortals. Perhaps I was their worst nightmare, perhaps their only hope. My opponent scowled, finally believing I was serious about the fight-to-the-death thing.  
 
    More men arrived—adrenaline-and-testosterone saturated men—Koko’s detail. His squad began carefully extracting people. I prayed they wouldn’t try to engage the other wolf until everyone was out of harm’s way. I hoped they wouldn’t shoot me by mistake.  
 
    I bore down and sprinted across the newsroom, crashing into the dividers and the auditory equipment, thrashing poles and tearing down walls. We collided and careened through the last barrier between us and the production staff. New screams filled the air. Scared-animal scents stained my nostrils.  
 
    His naked flesh wriggled against me. My teeth sank into muscle and sinew. I embraced the guttural gush of blood, the wicked taste of acrid wildlands and salted earth, vines richer than the tree of life, and something like almonds. 
 
    He shed.  
 
    Boy, was I in trouble now. 
 
    Magic hummed through my teeth. His flesh vibrated with power reminiscent of electricity. I thrashed my head, trying to shake him back and forth fast enough to break his neck.  
 
    Virile bulk grew beneath me, stretched into my maw. His bones loosened my teeth. He was built like a proper wolf of gigantic proportions. Leggy, long of snout, with eyes so yellow they shone like the sun. His hide thickened, but I was already inside, teeth notching bone.  
 
    He snarled and snapped at me. His elongated teeth arched like a dozen curved spikes and ripped into the excess hide girding my throat. My blood spiced the air. He paused when he tasted it with his wolf tongue, and a moan of feral appreciation rumbled from his chest. 
 
    I tore at as much muscle as I could, aiming for the sweet spots, hoping to take him apart piece by piece. Rip by rip, molecule by molecule. It didn't matter why he was there or that he existed at all.  
 
    We were coming down to it.  
 
    Blood dripped down the back of my throat and pushed up from my insides at the same time. He groaned again.  
 
    Severe internal injuries, check. Time bought for Koko, check. The attentions of a weird ancient wolf?  
 
    I didn’t anticipate surviving, much less winning.  
 
    Teeth at my throat. Again. Cutting off nerves and scoring blood. Fur mashed together. Muscles surged. We rose on our hind legs and crashed against each other, grappling absent thumbs. We came down to all fours at nearly the same time, but my feet hit first. I pushed forward, driving him with my shoulder braced and my skull down. I caught him barely off balance, stomping on his feet as I went, tripping him up. Down we went.  
 
    Didn’t matter. He was at my throat, latching on, working his teeth through the thick layers of hide protecting more vulnerable things.  
 
    I bit at his face. Mutts didn’t use their claws much. Felines did. Bitches did too, apparently. Pawed at his chest like his heart was a hidden treasure I’d unbury. Caught him off guard. He rounded and sank his teeth into my spine and angled deep, under all the wrecked bone, down to the cord as vulnerable as an umbilical. Game over. 
 
    The lights went out, and the room stood empty in complete darkness. The cameras blipped out, no humans had died, and Rainer’s cameras witnessed everything. Mission accomplished.  
 
    I had run out of blood. Not an ounce to spare. 
 
    I smiled and laughed, feeling the manic stretch of a wicked grin. Remnants of magic packed back into my bruised bones. He shed down as I did, matching me pound for pound. 
 
    “No one can see you now, little wolf.”  
 
    His voice was rough from the shed and having his throat battered. The sound staggered through me. I spoke as soon as human parts occupied my mangled throat. 
 
    “I made my point.” My voice was worse off than his.  
 
    “Not supposed to kill you. Fate wouldn't be happy.”  
 
    “Fuck fate,” I said. “Don't be such a pussy.” 
 
    He laughed and planted a rough, precise, brief kiss on my cheek. Both our faces were swollen and our blood mingled together. Nonetheless, my breath came harder and his pupils dilated.  
 
    Zzzt.  
 
    In an instant, he was gone. I didn't even hear footsteps. He’d disappeared in the same manner which gremlin traveled. 
 
    Holy elephants, I lived and breathed. How the hell was I alive? 
 
    Granted, my ribs were smushed, my chest battered until my heart wanted to escape through my spine—which might be severed—and I was blind in one eye. Again. I lay still, breathing because I could, despite how much everything burned and ached. The edema of a post-traumatic shed swelled every inch of me, salvaging bits and pieces. 
 
    I needed to celebrate. I wanted to hug someone, but Koko was nowhere to be seen. Thankfully. 
 
    I dragged myself to the nearest window. 
 
    A crowd had gathered outside, and the street was full of commotion. Some of the onlookers rioted. A few stragglers stood back, watching the building with absolute, eerie stillness. Friend or foe?  
 
    Uniforms lingered on the perimeter and began moving into the crowd. My breath hitched as I worried they might be after my accomplices, but they were immediately concerned with forming a barricade and managing the crowd.  
 
    Safe, for a moment. 
 
    I sighed with relief. 
 
    As if I hadn’t nearly died. As if my entire body wasn’t covered in slow-crawling bruises, hairline fractures, and internal trauma. Even my nose was battered to all shit. 
 
    I panted and heaved. At least it was over. The big bad wolf was gone and the normies had escaped. I stirred up major trouble for Big Fed, and I was magically alive. I could care less about anything else.  
 
    Koko and his team had done what I asked them to, namely, they got the hell out of harm’s way. I demanded he leave me to my own devices, and he had begrudgingly agreed, knowing it was practically a death sentence. He was noble to the core, and I owed him a great deal. I could breathe easily knowing the man would be going home to Tatka. 
 
    “We need to get you out of here,” he said. 
 
    I leapt a foot in the air, heart pattering.  
 
    “Keee-rist! What the hell are you doing? You’re supposed to be gone! Omigod, Tatka’s going to kill me.” 
 
    He tossed me the fallen robe. I slipped into the ancient mutt's ridiculous and somehow appropriate garment. Smelled great, felt like silk, and I rubbed it on my bruised, swollen flesh. I never wanted to see that fierce creature again, but if I did, I had questions for him. 
 
    Koko rummaged through my torn clothing, finding my phone. 
 
    “Dude, you were supposed to be long gone by now.” 
 
    “I don’t take a job unless I’m serious about it. C’mon, we have to get you to the roof. Feds are moving in on ground floor.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    “We knew the feds would come, Koko. You have to get lost.” 
 
    “Move, Durant. We have a date on the roof.” He offered a Cheshire grin. “Not going to make me carry you, I hope. Wolf chicks are heavy.” 
 
    I sniffed. “Big boned, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Rooftop.” He grabbed my wrist.  
 
    “Up is not a good idea.” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    My legs were like rubber, wrecked from fatigue, a brush with paralysis, and the adrenaline dump. “You gotta split. Feds will drop on me hard, and I can’t let you get caught in the crossfire.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up.” 
 
    I staggered. “You never curse.” 
 
    “I know. It’s undignified. See what you drive me to? Stop arguing and move faster. I want to be ready when our ride gets here.” 
 
    “Ride?”  
 
    Escape, freedom, hope. I moved as fast as my wearied legs could bear. The robe swished around me, growing heavier and heavier the longer I was forced to run. I wanted to sit down and take a breather, but Koko made certain it wasn’t an option. He yanked on me like I was a disobedient child, pushing me to the limit of whatever energy reserve I had left. 
 
    Hated him a bit. 
 
    Finally, we breached the last landing and found a padlocked door.  
 
    “Well?” he said. 
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
    “Help a guy out.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    He checked his watch. I rolled my eyes. “Dude.” I got a running start and planted my foot beside the padlock, aiming hard and deep to go through it. The bolt flew free and the lock fell. I tumbled and landed on my face.  
 
    “Let’s go,” he said. 
 
    “What, no gratitude?” I panted. 
 
    “Please. Let’s not forget who is rescuing whom.” 
 
    “I’m sure you won’t ever let me forget.” 
 
    The rooftop filled with night air and dark stars. A bird thrashed and hummed, dropping down until I squinted and realized it wasn’t a bird. I was too tired to entertain a flashback to my initial capture via helicopter.  
 
    “Sweet rescue, man.” I gave Koko a high five.  
 
    Then the door opened and I recognized the pilot. My shoulders drooped. 
 
    “Oh, come on!”  
 
    Sigurd’s redheaded chauffeur waved at us. She drove cars and copters? What else? I didn’t want to go anywhere with her, but I sure as hell wanted to eat her. Down to the last bloody drop. Koko grabbed my hips and threw me into the cabin. I shrieked, skidding inside. All my sore spots screamed. He dove after me.  
 
    Machine gun fire followed as feds streamed onto the roof. Sigurd’s minion quickly lifted off the helipad and flew away. Koko and I panted, sweaty and relieved.  
 
    “What is this going to cost me?” I said. 
 
    “Nothing obscene. He promised.” 
 
    “You trust him to know the definition of obscene?” 
 
    Koko shrugged. “Be grateful you’re breathing, Kaidlyn. Now that I mention it, you sound like you’ve perforated a lung. Is your wolf going to fix that or what?” 
 
    “Yeah, eventually. She’s low on juice right now.” 
 
    “She isn’t making any progress on those bruises, either.” He frowned at my scarred, battered chest.  
 
    “The bitch is tired. Leave us be.”  
 
    He sat back, and we soared over the city. Phoenix and its lights were absolutely stunning at night, and that wasn’t just the near-death-experience speaking. The terrain below alternated between brilliant Vegas-style lighting and the blackout zones of craters, scorched earth massacre sites, and dead sectors. 
 
    Sigurd’s lair was a monstrosity of business decadence covered with glass, mirrors, and reflective surfaces. When we landed atop the skyscraper, Koko’s eyes tightened.  
 
    “Not for nothing, but I can’t stand to be around him,” he said. 
 
    “Understandable.”  
 
    “You might rest here for a couple days. Give everyone a good impression.” 
 
    “The impression that Sigurd and I are intimate?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Go suck a tit.” 
 
    “I plan to, as soon as I get home.”  
 
    He’d never made a dirty joke with me before. Ever. I laughed until it hurt, which wasn’t long. 
 
    “A car is picking me up,” he said. “Message me three times a day so I know you’re safe.” 
 
    “Just going to leave me here?”  
 
    “Better believe it. My security team isn’t prepared to take on the national government. You need to call in the big guns.” 
 
    “Oh, I hate guns.” Sigurd appeared in a sleek shirt and black trousers that fit too well for my comfort. “Darling.” 
 
    “Don’t ‘darling’ me,” I said. “I didn’t ask to be here.”  
 
    “And yet here you are. Wine?” 
 
    “God, yes. Sounds amazing.”  
 
    The alcohol wouldn’t do anything for me, but I needed the sugary calories. He turned and I followed him into the building. The glass, mirrors, and marble flooring made me squint. It was impeccably clean, and I gleefully noticed that my feet left dirty, bloody footprints.  
 
    The vampire squinted at me, and the questions began. 
 
    “Where did you get that outfit? Why do you have Fate’s insignia on your lapel? Have you been talking to Fate?” 
 
    “Wait, Fate is a person?” 
 
    “Of course not! She’s a vampire. One of three vamps or two of three, to be precise. Answer the question.” 
 
    “Get away from me. I am done with you! All of you! Blood suckers with ulterior motives, weird names, and strange requests! I’m trying to live my life over here, and you’re still sacrificing virgins and shit. I’m done.” 
 
    “Fate hasn’t finished with you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t about me. Whoever Fate is, she sent a rough-and-tumble mutt to stop the world from hearing about werewolves. I happened to be standing in the way.”  
 
    “Yes, you’re usually in the way, aren’t you?” 
 
    I flipped him off. Even my fingers hurt. He handed me a glass of wine. When I sipped, it tasted only of the thick blood in my mouth, so I chugged it. 
 
    “Darling.” 
 
    “Don’t ‘darling’ me—” 
 
    “You need a hot bath.” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “And then we need to talk about my daughter.” 
 
    I groaned. “First, more wine.” 
 
    His minion, one of the twins but not the pilot, handed me a bottle and a glass. I only took the bottle. She smiled her gorgeous, dopey grin. I recognized what I hadn’t been able to see before. Given her mild edema and vacuous behavior, she must have ripened for Sigurd as Zelda had for Gingerlocks.  
 
    The servant led the way down the hall. Sigurd paced at my side, heels clicking. Luckily, my broken nose was plugged with the scent of coagulating blood, and I couldn’t smell his godlike scent. 
 
    With zero showmanship, he turned and walked down the hall. I followed him to a bathroom the size of my duplex. An enormous, plush rug spread across most of the distance. A changing curtain, a boudoir, and a small stool were the only things in the room other than the swooping marble tub.  
 
    The bath had been prepared. The tub was heated. Rose petals covered the surface. “Oh, come on.” 
 
    “What? Not enough flowers?” 
 
    “Why do you and your spawn both think roses belong in baths? I am covered in blood. Saturated! What makes you think a few blossoms are going to help the situation at all?” 
 
    “You are a cantankerous, ornery—” 
 
    I guzzled the bottle of wine and shoved it into his flat slim chest. 
 
    “Dude,” I said. “I’m exhausted. Don’t try to get fresh.”  
 
    “Fresh? I hope you get fresh. You smell like an elephant wiped its ass—” 
 
    “I mean, don’t try anything sleazy or romantic.” 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid I can’t oblige. I’m trying to woo you.” 
 
    “Woo?” I rolled my eyes. “God, I need more wine.” 
 
    “Naturally.” The vampire called for more wine and offered me a towel. I ignored him and fumbled for the silly knot on the robe. My grip was shaky and several of my knuckles appeared broken.  
 
    “Jesus.”  
 
    The vampire stepped forward. His knuckles didn’t look like plums. He wasn’t recently mangled by a wolf. He helped me with the sash. I refused to look at his fine hands or blink as his knuckles brushed my tummy. Instead I stared at his golden hair. He loosened the tie and turned away.  
 
    The bastard was suspiciously humble for a creature who usually crowed to the heavens and broadcasted his glorious ego.  
 
    He turned to accept a tray of bottles from his helper. She had brought a vat of shrimp and cocktail sauce to go with the wine. My mouth watered. A few of my teeth were broken again. Oh, what I wouldn’t do to get a taste of that seafood or that human meat…  
 
    The servant retreated, running off with her scent. 
 
    “How long will she live?” I said, curious about what ripening might mean in the long run. Sigurd glanced at the woman for the first time, and a look much like longing passed his face.  
 
    “Two centuries, most likely. But not many vassals survive attending an Ecclesia. The twins will probably be dead soon.”  
 
    “You’ll protect them, right?” If not, give them to me. They smelled soooo yummy. 
 
    “Mind your house, wolf, and I’ll mind mine.”  
 
    Sigurd set the tray beside the bath and gestured to the tub.  
 
    I sank into the hot water, which lapped euphorically at my thighs. The stinging and the pleasure were so great I nearly lost consciousness.  
 
    The sound of a cork being popped roused me. I’d forgotten the vampire was trying to butter me up for some evil plot.  
 
    “What do you want?”  
 
    “Dear Kaidlyn—” 
 
    “Don’t ‘dear’ me.” 
 
    He held up a hand. “Listen, would you?” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my breasts. Oddly, I wasn’t the slightest bit concerned about being naked in front of him. Possibly because I’d been beaten within an inch of my life. Probably because I could see myself in the vanity mirror behind him and there certainly wasn’t going to be any romance aimed in my general vicinity for quite some time.  
 
    He poured a small glass of wine. Before I could protest, he sipped on the glass and passed the rest of the bottle to me. That was more like it. I planted my lips around the bottle and resolved to occupy my mouth long enough to let him speak. My blind eye began to spark with vision as magic repaired my eternally weak optical nerve. 
 
    I didn’t know why Sigurd and Gingerlocks—Nuria—both thought a hot bath with rose petals would cure all ills, but I began to agree. Wine helped, too. The instant I tasted the wine with a cleaner palette, I knew it was way above my paygrade. 
 
    “My scion is of an age,” he said. 
 
    “What age? How old is she?” 
 
    “It’s an expression.”  
 
    “Thirty? Fifty? A hundred?” 
 
    “Don’t be rude. She’s of an age, that’s all you should know. She needs to form a proper bond, either with someone already in power or one currently rising to power.” 
 
    “You are not going to farm her out to whatever stud happens to be in favor. I won’t tolerate such medieval bullshit.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you’re willing to tolerate regarding my spawn.”  
 
    “Dude, I’m not in the mood for a fight, but if you insist on being a tyrant, you’ll have to go through me.” 
 
    “No need. You’re about to see things my way.” 
 
    I laughed. “Not enough wine in the world for that to happen.” 
 
    “Hear me out. Nuria salvaged your wretched beast and brought you from the gutters of misery to her quaint tower. Then you vowed to protect her, dragging her from her home, defying me, and attempting to shelter her in the confines of a rather absurd neighborhood with far too many creatures guarding the gate. You endeavored to find her food. You brought her blood and flowers.” 
 
    “Those weren’t from me—” 
 
    “You’re courting my daughter.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “And I’m accepting your proposal. She has chosen you. Therefore, you and Nuria shall be bonded under the blue moon.” 
 
    “Bonded? No. Uh-uh. I’m not marrying anyone.” 
 
    “Oh, please. It’s practically done already. You cohabitate. You make vile threats to powerful individuals on her behalf. She makes you tea and eats cookies with your grandmother. She left her altar for you, and you care enough about her to stand between her and her enemies.” 
 
    “No one will hurt her while I’m around, but that doesn’t mean I’m bonding with anyone. Especially a vampire. Besides, she’s a…virgin.” 
 
    “Think of how advantageous this will be. I will unite my scion with a wolf. You’re low of breeding, sure, but strong. Powerful. Capable of protecting my bloodline in the coming war. Plus, it will structure a tenuous peace between our species in this tumultuous city. An Exalted vampire of supreme standing will bond with a creature such as yourself. Do you have any notion of the magnitude of this? Unprecedented. Mongrels and Lazarites have paired before, but it has never involved major houses or been officially recognized.” 
 
    “I won’t marry for political convenience.”  
 
    “It’s perfect.” 
 
    “We’re both female.” 
 
    “Exactly! No one will expect you to consummate the union, nor would they know if you had or not since there would be no offspring even if you were to frolic in the sheets until the end of time.” 
 
    “Sigurd, I don’t love her.” 
 
    “I don’t give a rat’s ass. Nuria will be safe. You will helplessly guarantee it. In turn, the wolves and vampires of the city will reach a truce. I will no longer pressure Svetlana’s brood to join me in arms. She may come or no, but through you, we shall make a show of good standing during the Ecclesia. You have already gathered a strong, devoted army, as I saw in your friends tonight.” 
 
    “You’re insane.” I rubbed my temples. 
 
    “I brought your Davey home for you. I lifted you from a rooftop where you and your friend would have perished. I loosed you from a hospital. I bought you breakfast! Haven’t I shown I could be a good ally?” 
 
    “I’m not bonding with a vampire!” 
 
    “Racist.” 
 
    I growled. “Look, dude, I am not relationship material.” 
 
    “My mother fetishizes wolves and will love that I made this arrangement with you.” 
 
    “I’m no one.” 
 
    “You’re the Chosen Wolf of the City.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “How do you imagine I came to power? I stood on the public stage and revealed my truth. I bled for all humanity and rose atop a grand pedestal, upon which I still stand. Sound familiar? You’ve joined me—metaphorically—and I shall use it dually to our mutual advantage. Congratulations, you’ve claimed a dingy crown. The modicum of fame makes you a suitable suitor for my spawn.” 
 
    “Arranged marriages are archaic and barbarian. What about love?” 
 
    “Romanticism, from the likes of you?” He snorted. “The old ways made things so much simpler. A misguided quest for love has ruined more lives than the apocalypse. All the ‘true-love’ shenanigans and feigned monogamy only confuse people and remove them from their true nature.” 
 
    “Who broke your heart?” 
 
    He scowled. It was cute but not as endearing as Gingerlock’s pout. Christ, was I actually considering his offer?  
 
    He passed me another bottle of wine. 
 
    “Kaidlyn, your union with Nuria will be infamous. What’s more, it will serve to piss off your newest, greatest enemy: Fate.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “She’ll be oh-so jealous.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “You’ve already pledged yourself to Nuria. You’re concerned for her safety and wellbeing. She’s not bad to look at, either, I’ll have you know. She has my superior cheekbones.” 
 
    “What about the vampire you promised her to? Won’t it piss him off if she gets with someone else?” 
 
    “I won’t give anything to that demonborn bastard of my mother’s. He almost cost me the world.”  
 
    Before I could accuse him of being a drama queen, his fist shattered the wine bottle in his grip. Luckily for me, it was empty and he had another nearby.  
 
    “I don’t care about vamps,” I said. “There has to be another option.” 
 
    “I refuse to see any other solutions. I’ve made up my mind.” 
 
    “Sigurd—” 
 
    “Take a long bath. Drink a few more bottles of wine. You’ll agree to this.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “What, your love life is already so rich and satisfying?” 
 
    “Damn you, meddlesome leech…” 
 
    “The announcements have already been dispersed.” 
 
    I screeched. “You didn’t!” 
 
    He crossed his arms, as smug as all get-out.  
 
    “What does Nuria think of this?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Boy, I will lay you out.” 
 
    He frowned. “Are you propositioning me? I hardly think it’s appropriate for the father of the bride and the groom—as such—to engage in sexual activities. If you insist, however, I might be able to tolerate this laying out.” 
 
    “No, it means—never mind. What does she think?” 
 
    “She is under the impression it was already official.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You promised to protect her from the vampire I first selected to mate with her. As far as we’re concerned, you’re her Prince Charming. Though Princess Tactless would be a more adequate description of your character. We haven’t discussed the details yet. I wanted a chance to speak with you before she got carried away by sentiment and bought a snow-white wedding dress.” 
 
    I groaned and chugged another bottle of wine.  
 
    “Who has conversations like this?” I bewailed. “Why me?” 
 
    “I will say one more thing. I am a handsome devil. I have fantastic bone structure. My skin has been touched by Midas and is as smooth as silk. I smell like ambrosia from heaven. And if you were to see me naked...wow!”  
 
    “Get to the goddamn point,” I growled. 
 
    He hoisted an eyebrow. “You do not look at me the way you look at her.” 
 
    He left me speechless. I blamed it on being punch-drunk. After my bath and a total of seven bottles of wine, his companion came and brought me to a spare bedroom. Immediately, I fell asleep. A deep, thoughtless slumber welcomed me, and I lost myself. My wolf stirred and stitched through me. 
 
    Slept so long I’d practically hibernated. When I woke, my phone and a fresh bottle of wine sat on the nightstand. I laughed but quickly stopped when fire shot through my lungs and air whizzed around. 
 
    God, my ribs. My insides. My everything... 
 
    I ignored the angry texts from half the Russian crew and scrolled through my contacts. Out of habit, I dialed Sarakas. We were each other’s emergency contact and always visited each other’s sick bed. I paused. Maybe he wouldn’t want to hear from me. Should I respect the space he was trying to create? Then again, he was disconnected from everyone involved with the plot and might wonder if I was okay. A beer, a hot bath, and my best bud; it spelled the perfect ending to a week when I nearly died.  
 
    I am so badass.  
 
    And engaged, apparently. 
 
    I groaned and covered my face. What was I supposed to do about Nuria?  
 
    Andreas didn’t answer the phone, so I laid back and fiddled with the device.  
 
    I could reject the wedding, but Sigurd didn’t seem to expect anything I hadn’t already offered. I promised Nuria I’d protect her. I was already neck-deep in appearances with Sigurd and his ilk. Nuria ate cookies with my pseudo-grandmother, for Christ’s sake. And if I didn’t actually need to knock her up or anything (which was thankfully impossible) then what difference did it really make?  
 
    It’s not like I wanted to marry anyone else. I had issues with commitment, and people were justifiably petrified of being intimate with me. 
 
    Jesus, I’d have to explain this to Svetlana. Or maybe I’d wait until she received wedding invitation. God, did my dad need to know? Would he even care? We’d never talked about marriage. Certainly never discussed me being involved with women. And then there was Andreas. He was my best friend, and if I had to have a best man at the wedding…  
 
    How awkward would that be?  
 
    Vanessa would be happy to know I was out of the running for her boyfriend’s attention. 
 
    Sunlight crept into the room.  
 
    I picked up the phone again to text Koko and let him know I was okay. While I had the phone in hand, I sucked in a breath and dialed Andreas.  
 
    He didn’t answer. Again. And he hadn't dialed me back. No returned calls, no courtesy text. Nothing. A bad feeling slipped through my slovenly body and crashed my calm. When he first ignored me, I thought his girlfriend didn’t want me to talk to him anymore.  
 
    Now, I remembered the tone of his voice when I’d last seen him, how warm his eyes had been, and the expectation that we would try to achieve some sort of normalcy.  
 
    When he didn’t come to breakfast, I had made assumptions. I forgot what I knew of Andreas Sarakas. Namely, he didn’t have a duplicitous or cowardly bone in his body. 
 
    He wouldn’t stand anyone up without messages and apologies. He would not search for me for months and then inexplicably disappear. He wouldn’t have abandoned me again. He wouldn't promise to be my friend and bow out without a single text. He wouldn't do any of that.  
 
    Hell, he'd have to be... 
 
    Impounded. Interrogated. Wounded. In the hospital. Insane. Dead. 
 
    Sarakas was in trouble. 
 
    Rage and fear mingled anew, sparking the wolf fervor and pushing more adrenaline through a system which had been about to fail. Pieces of my goddamn throat were still missing and I was in no shape to do much of anything, but it didn't matter.  
 
    When he hadn’t shown at brunch, I’d been blinded by self-pity. I ignored the obvious warning signs. The more I considered the kind of man he was and the sort of friend he’d been, the more convinced I became.  
 
    I called Rainer and couldn’t keep the desperation from my voice.  
 
    “I need your help.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 38 
 
    Vanessa 
 
    My stomach was bloated and swollen like a tick’s. Andy’s flavor saturated my mouth. My tongue soaked it up like a sponge and clung to the taste with a fierce grip. I was drunk on it, on him. Precisely as love dictated.  
 
    I loved everything about him.  
 
    His skin, which was so taut and smooth I couldn't stop touching it.  
 
    His muscles, which surged beneath his satiny skin.  
 
    His hair, which curled in the humid heat of our lovemaking.  
 
    His breath, which leapt and ran when I touched him.  
 
    His heart, so big and strong and full of vibrant life for my sake.  
 
    Heat boiled through his body, but the fever must have affected his mind. I had to employ more straps to secure his legs and arms to the bed. I couldn't have him fall out and hurt himself.  
 
    Our bedroom relationship had spiced up considerably. I shoved my panties in his mouth like a sexy vixen in an x-rated film, and he made deep-throated moans around the satin and lace. I brought sudsy water to the bed and gave him a luxurious sponge bath, after which I had my way with him again. And he liked it.  
 
    His blood loved it.  
 
    His body ripened for me like a flower stretching toward the sun. I embraced him with my mouth and teeth as he filled with incurable passion. The flush even helped his brain, which had hit the inside of his skull too hard.  
 
    My attention made him all better.  
 
    He'd been in bed for days now, lounging and basking in my care. His body tasted fuller and more luscious with each lick and sip. Succulent. Sexy. Salacious. I brought his body into mine again and again. Every molecule of his flesh belonged to me. Every spark of his soul merged with mine.  
 
    I broached the topic of marriage again. He must have been overwhelmed by the idea of our happy future because he turned his head and tried to bury his face in the pillow. I took the neck he offered and resigned to make nuptial plans myself. Anyway, men can't be trusted to plan a proper marriage ceremony. It's a woman's pleasure, a woman's pride and joy.  
 
    After his first few days abed, I made him breakfast and hand-fed him bits of sweet fruit. He pretended not to want food but slowly gave in. I recalled that humans need sustenance and set an alarm to facilitate a feeding schedule.  
 
    Eventually, when he fully accepted the change in our situation, Andy would be permitted out on the balcony for a moment at a time. Perhaps after we were wed, he’d give up his persistent thrashing.  
 
    The blinds were drawn to protect my eyes from the offensive light of midday, and the penthouse became more of a prestigious cave than an apartment. Andy and I were free to embrace each other, uninterrupted, as often as I wished. And I had absolutely no desire to leave. Everything I ever needed was already within reach. 
 
    My skin felt different. Buoyant. Resilient. Like I’d never, ever have a zit again. Or a wrinkle, for that matter. As my lover had brought to my attention, I no longer breathed.  
 
    I wasn’t human any longer.  
 
    I had no need to gather oxygen from the air when his blood sustained me. I felt no kinship with the other creatures rustling about the complex. People passed on the street, and my keen eyes perceived them from afar with great detail, but I didn’t care one wit for them.  
 
    It didn’t matter. I'd reached the glass ceiling of what I could achieve as a human woman. I had lived under the thumb of a horrible mother and proved too smart for most boys but too pretty for most girls. My previous career held no appeal. The only real, absolutely precious thing in my entire life lay before me.  
 
    I brought him proper wine, and we shared bottle after bottle.  
 
    His nipples were the size of pennies but bronze. Small and sensitive, they hardened under my attentions as much as other bits and pieces of him. He couldn't help but respond to me, often and whenever I wanted.  
 
    That's how love worked. 
 
    If only the world would leave us alone. People were naturally overcome with jealousy, wanting what we had. A housekeeper had protested at the sight of Andy on the bed. She wanted to take him away, and I couldn’t have that. It was up to me to keep him safe, to protect our love from selfish people.  
 
    Her human bones were surprisingly brittle.  
 
    I should find other servants to help care for my beloved. In fact, I should acquire a multitude of loyal and devoted servants. As dear as Andy was to me, there was no innate reason why I shouldn’t taste other vintages. No one could expect me to sup on only one wine for the rest of my life.  
 
    I’d need to plan for the growth and upkeep of my estate. I should extend another invitation to my new mother—the freckled vampire—and establish myself as her heir. After all, any self-respecting lady should have suitable companions. And if the vampire was my maternal ancestor, we should become better acquainted.  
 
    I was rather disappointed I hadn’t recognized her from the press, meaning she wasn’t well known to the public. Her blood and heritage were obviously divine. If we were to seek a better future together, we would have to garner the respect we deserved. Much like Sigurd the Chosen had taken his place of highest honors, surely two beautiful ladies of the night could gain some recognition. 
 
    I smiled. Ladies of the night. Sounded so sordid.  
 
    With my matriarch by my side, given my endless social graces and the way I could work a room at any dinner party, our futures were limitless.  
 
    I vowed to reach out to my founder at the soonest convenience. She had underestimated me at first, but soon she’d see differently. When I built up my estate and fortified my standing, she’d reconsider. After all, she’d called me beautiful.  
 
    She’d have to kill that mangy pet of hers. Durant would never, ever be allowed near my precious Andy. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 39 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    Sigurd’s minion drove me to the penthouse Vanessa inherited from her mother. The sexy chauffer distracted the doorman while I slipped into the elevator. My heart thrashed my ribs while I rode to the top.  
 
    What if I was overreacting? Worse, what if I was too late? 
 
    I needed to grab Andreas and get him out, whatever the cost. 
 
    The elevator paused and opened. I peered into a luxuriant, polished hallway that resembled a museum more than a penthouse. No one greeted me. No security, no henchmen, and no Vanessa. Despite my broken, blood-crusted nose, I caught the scent of something foul. Nearby, a corpse started to turn.  
 
    I was too late. 
 
    He was dead. 
 
    Fear rolled through my ruined bones. Rage followed. 
 
    I planted my foot beside the doorknob. The door splintered and hopped off the hinges, flying several yards into the penthouse.  
 
    The dwelling reeked of ongoing sex and blood. Revulsion skittered across my nerves and sprinted along my primal brainstem. Vampire sharpness rode the orgy perfume. The preternatural creature possessed a scent like dry bones, wet wood, and ashes coated in copper dust.  
 
    I wanted to kill her with every ounce of my wolfish being. My lungs heaved against my jagged ribs, scoring my tissue with every inhalation.  
 
    Vanessa appeared.  
 
    Her glorious white dress was a prestigious marriage of silk and lace. Her impeccable posture drew my eyes from the crest of her perfect body. Her blond hair had been meticulously gathered in a timeless and chic up-do. Red, red lips. Not a dribble to be had.  
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “You get uglier every time I see you.”  
 
    “That there is a fact. Where is Andreas? Sarakas! Can you hear me?” 
 
    I could smell him now. The headiest scents rolled from the south corner of the penthouse, so I stomped in that direction. His frantic, bloated heartbeat thundered at my sensitive ears. 
 
    Vanessa pranced into my path. 
 
    “He doesn’t want you. I’m perfect for him. I’m rich, smart, and beautiful.” 
 
    “Yes, and once upon a time, you were a better person than me. You’re not anymore.”  
 
    “If you think—” 
 
    I slugged her in the face. My broken hand flared white with pain, but her skull relinquished with a satisfying crunch. She staggered. I stepped around the vampire and moved wolf-fast down the hall toward the darkest, furthermost room. 
 
    My teeth clacked together so hard they nearly cracked under the strain.  
 
    A shape sprawled on the bed. It was both starving and swollen at the same time, vanquished and succulent, a waif with a goldmine of luscious scents. For an instant, I wanted to kill my enemy’s food supply. Air cracked in my lungs and blood dried in my veins. I couldn’t move, breathe, or think.  
 
    His eyes widened. His face gleamed scarlet. His ribs protruded like an underfed orphan’s. His black mop of hair and icy, rain blue eyes stirred weakly on the pillow. He was naked. Scabs were everywhere. 
 
    My heart plummeted to my toes. Goddamn, what had she done to him? The answer was gross and obvious, but I didn’t care as long as he was alive. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m getting you out of here.” 
 
    Vanessa swept into the room, bloodied from my fist.  
 
    “I won’t give him away. Especially to you. What are you doing here? Who invited you? I told you, never to talk to him again.” 
 
    “He missed an appointment.” 
 
    “Go away and leave us in peace. Your jealousy is disgusting. Andy would never leave me for you.” She laughed. “A bitch who smells like murder.” 
 
    My spine hardened. I growled before I could stop myself. I was exhausted beyond tolerance of petty insults.  
 
    The gorgeous epitome of femininity stood before me. For the first time, I didn’t feel out of my element. Her exquisite eyes didn’t throw me. Her lithe frame and glorious hips didn’t distract me. Her sunshine-colored hair was merely a pretty decoration on a creature who threatened someone I loved. Her eyes sharpened, beady like a bird’s, absent their usual benevolent glow. 
 
    Vampires had an inconvenient way of possessing mysterious, godlike powers. I couldn’t guess what she had up her sleeve. The majority of my body was bashed to smithereens, and I didn’t have the fortitude for a long fight.  
 
    This would have to be quick and brutal.  
 
    “Don’t you dare try to take my true love from me,” she said. “He doesn't belong to you.” 
 
    “Yes. He does.” 
 
    Her angelic countenance warped with rage. “He’s mine!” 
 
    “Prove it, bitch.” I pushed up my sleeves.  
 
    She flew at me as if laws of the physical realm didn’t apply anymore. Fast. Sleek. Floating? I didn’t have time to blink before she was at my throat, digging in fang-deep, grabbing my short hair in her fists.  
 
    Her bite was poison.  
 
    Magic as thick as anvils plowed through every chamber of my heart and slugged through my veins. My heart puttered and threatened to quit. The wolf balked. I staggered back, feet like cement, brain tumbling inside an avalanche of stone.  
 
    Breathing became irrelevant. My heart stopped.  
 
    Pure terror shot through me like a pillar of lightning. 
 
    My wolf was stuck in a dream paralysis, cowering in terror. The goddamn disease was so weary and inconsistent; what if I didn't shed?  
 
    If I failed, Sarakas was dead. 
 
    He shouted from the bed, but he'd been gagged. The muffled noises reminded me of when I'd bitten through my tongue and wandered a wilderness of madness and fear. I'd come out of the desert, but enemies were still at the door. Prodding me with spikes. Zapping me with lightning. Spilling my blood. Trying to kill my dearest friend.  
 
    Anger churned in my heart. Fear shattered, swept aside by rage. 
 
    My bones answered my need. Magic came, pushing from my marrow, throwing power my way, and nudging my lump of a heart with its cold wet nose.  
 
    I grabbed Vanessa’s throat despite knowing vampires didn't need to breathe. I snarled and hooked my thumbs into the hinge of her jaw, pushing with all my might, stabbing the steel of my fingers into her mandible.  
 
    She yanked on my hair, tearing my scalp. Her seductive body pushed against me. My thumbs succeeded in loosening her bite. Blood sluiced down my chest, cloaking my skin in the stink of weakness. A body could only take so much. My vision swirled gray and cloudy, but no wolf came of it.  
 
    Vanessa’s scarlet mouth opened wide. Every one of her perfect teeth was coated with blood, old and new, both Sarakas’ and mine. He and I had saved each other's life for over six years only to be done in by his beast of a girlfriend? Oh, the indignity.  
 
    It was the last straw.  
 
    She wailed at me and railed her fists. She was strong, but not as strong as I, not even on a good day. I screeched into her screech. I elbowed her hard in the jaw, nailing the sore point I'd been working at. She howled and cupped her face. Her mandible sat off-kilter, and her scream doubled in rage.  
 
    She came at me in a fury, flailing and landing a rapid series of blows. It hurt. My brow, which was still soft from my last fight. My nose, which was broken already. My sternum, which probably had a fault line like the San Andreas passing through it. Staggering pain ravaged my sloshing blood, stirring up all the rage I possessed.  
 
    I wanted her to stop hitting me.  
 
    I drew back and struck past her flailing arms, punching her with all my might. My fist decimated her flopping jaw. The last of the tendons tore beneath my knuckles. Her wail warbled with pain and gargled blood.  
 
    Her jaw hung low, teeth askew, resting on the smooth surface of her bodice. Red splotches dripped on her beautiful white gown. I grabbed her neck and she clutched mine. I drove her toward the wall, jamming my knee up into her soft pelvis with all my might.  
 
    Break whatever can be broken.  
 
    I pounded on her. Her girdle separated. Her ribs cracked. Her organs burst under the impact. I backed her into a corner, wrenching on her neck and pounding my knee into her innards. The strikes were mostly a distraction so I could steer her. I didn’t expect any of it to end the fight.  
 
    The battle wouldn’t be over until I had both her head and her heart.  
 
    I crammed her into the wall, grabbing the steel-bound flesh, an alien version of someone who’d been a friend.  
 
    She clawed at my face like a teenage girl, but her nails tore down to the bone. The mutt pushed up, wearily, unconvincingly. It boiled through my flesh but didn’t rise to shedding capacity. 
 
    My fingers thickened, lengthened, and stretched along the circumference of her slender throat. I squeezed so hard I could feel bumps of vertebrae and ripples of tubing. I imagined packing it all into a tiny line, nothing bigger than a thread, and then I yanked. The momentum sent us both to the ground.  
 
    I crawled on her chest and pulled with all my might, scraping the last bits of strength from my rotten core and rousing more of the wolf, who, as it turned out, hated the smell of this vampire.  
 
    Vanessa’s abhorrent skin stretched and the neck bones separated. Her flesh caved under my fingers, reminding me of a family breaking bread at the dinner table. Passing doughy rolls from one person to the next. Warm, yeasty, flaky crust.  
 
    I yanked until a sound which required no air and made no sense came from her throat. An unborn scream emerged from her chest. My arms flexed until my elbows threatened to pop, and then the last bits of resistance gave away. 
 
    I flung her skull aside like trash and reached for the heart. The organ remained inside a fickle, troublesome briar patch of ribs and breast and flesh. I dug at it, wishing I’d had foresight to bring an axe.  
 
    She wouldn’t really rise from the dead without a head, would she?  
 
    I raised my fists and beat down on her like a gorilla. Thwack, thwack. I put my back into it and wasn’t satisfied until I heard a wet crack. I grabbed the sternum’s raw edges and tore it. I wanted the godforsaken organ which nestled like a pearl in an oyster. My fingers caught its rubbery surface. I scraped, hooking my claws, trying to draw it out.  
 
    The bloody thing wouldn’t come.  
 
    I shred it to pieces before I decided to go directly through the stomach and under the ribcage. I freed half of the heart and considered my job done. I’d burn the rest once I got Sarakas to freedom.  
 
    Beheading and de-hearting were messy tasks. I looked like the floor of a slaughterhouse.  
 
    I crept to the bed. His eyes were closed, face scrunched, tears leaking. Several days of beard growth covered his jawline. His breathing was shallow. A few of the bites were inflamed and possibly infected. Wounds and residue covered his body, painting a picture of intimate violation. 
 
    Vanessa’s blood stained my hands, and I tried to wipe it on the nasty bedcover. Possibly, he’d never recover from what he’d seen me do. Hopefully, he was in shock and wouldn’t remember any of it.  
 
    “Andreas?” He twitched, and my gut sank. Maybe the blush in his cheeks was shame or revulsion, but it could easily be a fever. “I’m going to call an ambulance.” 
 
    He shook his head. I tiptoed closer to pull the gag out of his mouth. She had gagged him with her white satin panties. Jesus, a whole run of fantasies had just been ruined for me. I flung them over my shoulder, much like I’d tossed her head. 
 
    “Don’t,” he croaked. “Don’t call.” 
 
    “Umm, let me untie you first.” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    My brain couldn’t make sense of his command, but the more he hid his eyes from me, the more it drew my attention to the quilt-work of fang trails along his throat. 
 
    “Why can’t I move you? Are you gravely wounded?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Can’t untie me until we’re sure.” 
 
    I drooped. After all this, he may be irrevocably contaminated. I didn’t care. At least he wasn’t dead.  
 
    He cared, though. Dread saturated his features and weighed on his thin flesh. Regardless, he needed medical care, and I’d be calling trustworthy help as soon as I saw to his immediate needs.  
 
    I grabbed a fresh blanket and threw it over his body, pulling the filthy one away without touching him.  
 
    “Can I sit? I need to take your pulse.” 
 
    He nodded. His chest held a smattering of hair. His limbs were cold. My fingers were half-numb and shaking. I couldn’t feel his pulse through the adrenaline dump, but I could hear his heart. It was surprisingly strong and persistent, bumping at my eardrums like a live creature. While he smelled saturated in her vampire scent, I couldn’t tell if she’d brought him to death’s door or not. Didn’t seem to be the case.  
 
    “She was a good person,” he said. I looked over my shoulder, hoping he couldn’t see the pieces of her garish corpse while reminiscing about what kind of person she’d been. 
 
    “I know.” She had been. No one with sense could deny it. Selfless to a fault, before she was bitten. 
 
    “If vampirism can do something like that to a heart like hers…” 
 
    “I don’t know enough about it—” 
 
    “She changed from a bite. One bite.” 
 
    I knew what he was getting at. A ring of neat, repetitive bites encircled his neck and spread across his shoulders.  
 
    “Kill me.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Kaidlyn—” 
 
    “No. Vanessa wasn’t born into it. I don’t know how or why, but origin makes a difference in the potency of a strain. Maybe nothing will happen.” 
 
    “And if it does?” 
 
    God, how could my best friend want me to kill him? Would our friendship end with a mercy killing after all these years, despite all the monsters, blood, and disasters we’d survived? 
 
    “I want you to kill me. Kill me and leave me here. Let everyone think she did it. But whatever you do, don’t let me out of this bed if I’m becoming something else.” 
 
    “Andreas, I know what it’s like to live with a disease—” 
 
    “Shut up. I don’t need you to be right. I don’t need you to save me again. I need to know you can do it if that’s what it comes down to.”  
 
    “The goddamn—” 
 
    He stared at me, a wildness in his eyes. Desperation clinging to the edges. I didn’t ask how long he’d been tortured and abused in a sick love fantasy. Maybe a week? Longer? Victimized by the one he loved.  
 
    “Kaid, if you can’t do it, I need you to bring me a gun.” 
 
    I pictured his bruised hands shoving the metal muzzle between his dry lips. His eyes carried end-of-the-road resolution. Hopelessness emulated from him. He’d been Catholic once, and I couldn’t let him damn himself. Especially if it meant I’d let him down.  
 
    “Kaid?”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “I love you like George loved Lenny.”  
 
    He choked out a laugh, and I tucked the blanket around his shoulders like he was an infant laying down for a nap.  
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 40 
 
    Kaidlyn 
 
    The Brethren’s Balm was perfectly positioned to take the best of the morning light, which currently shone on the newly polished counter. The ongoing clamor of mechanics in the shop provided a soundtrack for the daytime hours. The clack of billiard balls echoed from the corner where the two older men, John Wayne, played.  
 
    Life went on. 
 
    So I got my ass handed to me on live television. No biggie. My best friend was nearly devoured by the woman he loved, but he hadn’t caught any diseases. The city argued anew about werewolves.  
 
    Sarakas was treated for dehydration and exsanguination, but all the doctors confirmed he fared better than anyone had anticipated. They also mentioned how lucky he was to be the favored pet of an exalted vampire, but they stopped such talk when I threw an ECG machine clear through two walls. He recovered and left the hospital but didn’t move back into the apartment he’d once shared with his dead fiancé. He quit the bureau for good.  
 
    He looked as lost as I felt when I first escaped the torture chamber. 
 
    I didn’t know what he planned to do with himself in the future. Sometimes he came to the bar and sat several chairs down from Nuria, staring at her. So far, he hadn’t tried to kill her, but I sensed it was only a matter of time. His body went through a clear process of withdrawal, and the rest of him didn’t fare any better.  
 
    We both knew that searching for me had cost him the woman he loved.  
 
    The good ol’ boys helped me shuffle Brutus’—Caesar Strauss’—stuff into one of the storage units he’d owned. Now, I mostly occupied the small apartment upstairs. Dog, much calmer after daily runs, a steady environment, and the lack of anyone trying to make her fight other dogs for her life, mellowed to the point where I didn’t have to worry about her eating random strangers.  
 
    Coincidentally, I myself no longer felt like biting random people. 
 
    We jogged twelve miles each way to Zelda’s every morning for breakfast. The conservatory grew, brick by brick, piece by piece, into a quaint sanctuary. Koko’s resilient team continued to guard the neighborhood, and I was grateful for their diligence. They’d mostly given up trying to protect me from myself and focused on the community gathering around my patient old witch. Nuria’s effect on Zelda’s heart continued to help the elderly woman heal, and she no longer smelled like she needed a heart transplant.  
 
    Chances were, granny would outlive us all.  
 
    My lawyer reported that my father had emerged from the woodlands surrounding his cabin in Montana and was currently on his way to see me. True to form, he hadn’t called me and I hadn’t called him.  
 
    Tatka busily helped with construction, but whenever she and Koko came to the bar, she invariably found herself tinkering beneath the hood of a broken down vehicle.  
 
    Nuria sat in the chair with her delicate vampire hands clutching a tall flute of mead, which I stocked only for her. It certainly wasn’t to John Wayne’s taste. She lingered for long, quiet hours, despite having a cottage of her own in Zelda’s new conservatory. Be it magic or not, she soothed me. Unlike Svetlana, who filled my blood with turmoil and passion, the vampire brought me stillness.  
 
    I didn’t even resent her for further ensnaring me in a quagmire of vampire politics. However, I performed mental acrobatics to avoid thoughts of our upcoming nuptials. 
 
    I didn’t plan anything. I nursed my weary bones and rode the wolf as often as instinct required. I dwelled on the outskirts of Red Sector, on the fringe of no-man’s-land, and polished the glasses in Brutus’ bar.  
 
    And it was good enough for me.  
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




The Exalted Series 
 
      
 
    Over three days, a crazed series of events sparks the apocalypse. A long-lost vampire matriarch returns to claim her throne, and her madness ripples through the supernatural world. The regime change causes a religious revival 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 
 
      
 
    Ten years later, the Muttopia series explores a post-apocalyptic world full of the supernatural. Think gunslingers and werewolves in a 1984-type society. 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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