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Chapter 1
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   I woke inside a body made of lead with hands like mallets and fingers like tire irons. Bumps decorated my legs, tributes to the shrapnel that had slashed through my meat. Thank goodness for Gorgonblood, which accelerated healing. Sadly, the cocktail supported hard scarring. The bumps would probably stay.
 
   The air smelled of accelerant and corpses burned to ash. 
 
   My bedmate, as still as the dead, rested against my side. 
 
   People claim death changes everything, and it can. Death sauntered around me, toying with people, keeping life in a constant state of flux. My mother. My brother. Coworker after coworker, innocent after innocent. Death took a toll. It sat heavy on the heart. 
 
   When a werewolf attempted to die for me, it changed everything in a new and scary way. 
 
   If Svetlana was any less of a monster, she’d be a feast for maggots. Her sharp bones pressed against her flesh. She didn't appear to be breathing. I touched her skin and found it lukewarm. Her lips parted, her ribs rose against my palm. Alive, but not quite right. Naked save a corset of thick duct tape holding her guts together. Yesterday, she had jumped on a suicide bomber to save a crowd from a bomb. 
 
   To save my life.
 
   The explosion nearly halved her body, ripping her ribs open like flower petals, splattered gore up to her chin, and left her spine dangling like a kite string under a crater of missing innards. 
 
   I slid out of the bed and set my feet on the floor. Feet like cement. Blood like burning oil. Joints like grinding gears. I really needed a vacation, a few years away from disease and death and mutts.
 
   Werewolves.
 
   Currently, I was in a house filled with monsters who could shed into wolves at any time, on the slightest whim. Considering my job required me to kill the beasts, and I’d woken beside the Wolf Queen of Russia, my priorities were clearly misaligned.
 
   How did I fall so far into her crap? It began with one mutt. One little moment when I didn’t follow the rules and landed waist deep in a world I couldn’t get escape.
 
   My hand slid under the mattress and fumbled for my sidearm. Fingers felt like sausages. The healing tonic, Gorgonblood, left me fat with edema and swollen with fluids bent on healing me whether I liked it or not. 
 
   I couldn't work in this condition. 
 
   Scarcely able to move my head from the hardened scars wrapped around my neck, unable to bend to the side from slabs of fat damage, hindered by leathery clusters at my joints. I needed to see my dermatologist, peel off a few layers of skin, and take a Rejuve treatment to recover dexterity.
 
   First, I should go home and remove the dead man from my kitchen floor. 
 
   It had been one of those weeks. 
 
   I struggled to my feet, stiff like a totem pole, and nearly keeled over. I grunted, heaved, and caught my balance on the bed. Svetlana woke, blinked rapidly, exhaled, started to sit up, and yelped. I held my breath, pulse clamoring, as I waited for the monster to rise through Svetlana and attack the wounded animal: me. A moment passed, but no honey-toned wolf burst to the surface. 
 
   I laughed, possibly hysterical. “Look at us. What a pair.” 
 
   She didn't answer. Her face resembled ash and her chest skipped a breath. 
 
   “Peter?” I squeaked. 
 
   The door opened to reveal a man, six foot seven, nearly three hundred pounds, and lithe like a panther. He’d posted outside with a coffee tray. 
 
   “Good morning, Svetka,” he said. “Kaidlyn, I trust you slept well.”
 
   He set down the tray holding a bottle of vodka, a carafe of coffee, a teapot, and two tea cups. He passed me a cup of coffee and poured her a cup of hot tea. 
 
   She attempted to sit upright. He helped, applying his enormous arms to the task. He smelled of a fresh shower, olive oil, and coffee. An odd mixture. While she reclined against the headboard, he pulled the blanket over her bare breasts. He secured the teacup in her hands and sat mere inches from me. 
 
   “How do you feel, Svetlana?” he said.
 
   “Carved up like a pumpkin, that’s how. Hacked. Tossed. Twisted. Hollowed out.” A brief smile flickered over her lips before exhaustion weighed it down. 
 
   “Can you feel your wolf?” 
 
   She scowled. “She’s dancing on a distant ridge, ignoring me.”
 
   Svetlana couldn’t completely heal without the aid of her supernatural disease. When she took a bomb’s worth of damage without shedding into a wolf, something must have gone wrong. I opened my mouth to release a slew of questions, but she beat me to it.
 
   “Anything I should know about last night?” she said.
 
   “We lost Genevieve, Johan, and Mina.” Peter frowned as he broke the seal on the vodka bottle. 
 
   I didn't know mutts by those names. In fact, I shouldn't know mutts at all, seeing as it was my job to kill each and every one of them. “Should I leave?” 
 
   “No.” Svetlana raised the teacup and swallowed the steaming tea in a single gulp. Peter refilled with vodka, which she also drank in one swig. Gasping, she shook her head and blinked. “How many men did Iago lose?” 
 
   “Twenty one,” Peter said, filling the empty vodka cup with tea. “Carbine burned the bodies and we're scattering the remains. Iago, unfortunately, was not among them. None of our scouts have seen him since the bombing.”
 
   “What exactly happened here yesterday?” I said.
 
   Svetlana tightened the blanket around her as if warding off a chill. Her pallor oscillated between shades of gray and green, yet she spoke with the voice of a tired, determined queen. 
 
   “Iago.” She sipped her tea. Steam rose against her face. “When I first arrived Phoenix, I interviewed kennel masters who had the potential to become allies. Iago was one. Upon speaking with the beastly fellow, I discovered he and Erik were in direct competition for territory and manpower. Iago asked me to remove Erik so we could run this city together.”
 
   She cleared her throat, sipped, and continued. “When I decided not to humor Iago, the brute threw quite a tantrum. Panties in a twist, as they say. He sent a crew to kill my wolves and convinced a suicide bomber to kill you. He underestimated us and sacrificed nearly two dozen weak dogs. The fool learned an expensive lesson. We survived and we will retaliate. No big deal.”
 
   “You nearly died!” For me, I almost added. “We were surrounded by a crowd, a swarm of agents, and utter chaos. How did you escape?”
 
   “Kliment ambushed the ambulance, taped me up, and brought me home.” 
 
   She held out the teacup, which Peter filled with vodka. 
 
   “Rumor estimates Iago’s mutts outnumber Erik’s four to one,” I said. 
 
   “We believe so, yes. He prefers quantity while Erik pursues quality wolves.” She offered a meager smile. “Erik has done well for himself, and his thirteen closest wolves are impressive, but he does not think big enough. He has no global vision. We need him to understand the scope of our political battle. Until he has an epiphany, I must continue interviewing other wolves.”
 
   “But if Iago has enough wolves to overrun Erik—” 
 
   “Iago will be dealt with,” she said. “He escalated the violence to heights which cannot go unanswered. His methods and sanity are questionable. Worse, I do not like him. He must die.”
 
   “I absolutely agree.” I cracked my knuckles. “Where can we find him?”
 
   Svetlana and Peter stared at me. 
 
   “What? He tried to blow me up, and he sent another mutt to my house to murder me. What if Davey had been home? Iago deserves to die.” 
 
   “This is mutt business, Kaidlyn.”
 
   “Don't play games with me. You dragged me into these kennel disputes. You thoroughly entangled me in your world, making me complicit in several treasonous plots. Now you want me to bugger off?”
 
   “I do not want you to become a target for rabid wolves. There are many ways you can aid our pursuit of equality legislation. I would prefer you to use your connection with the Chosen One. Help me prove vampires are responsible for advocating anti-wolf propaganda.” 
 
   Since the apocalypse ten years ago, vampires have controlled the public narrative regarding werewolves, the Christ, and vampire divinity. I didn’t doubt they made up a lot of glorious crap, but I was not a friend of vampires. They gave me the creeps. 
 
   “Svetlana, my association with Sigurd has been greatly exaggerated. I met once him at a party, and that’s the extent of our involvement.” 
 
   She sipped her vodka and looked obtuse. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Which vampire? Will any do?” 
 
   “To begin with, yes. The parasites manipulate both God and history and misrepresent wolves as incurably evil. We will find them and stop them.” 
 
   “No small task, considering the world thinks vampires are God’s gift to mankind. Literally. I already promised I would look into it. Any clue regarding where to start searching?”
 
   “Alexei, a vampire who resides in Moscow.” She grimaced. “He has been hunting my wolves for a while but hasn’t confronted me in person. The coward isn’t stupid. I’d rather not discuss him, but please trust that I need him dead.” 
 
   “Okay. Meanwhile, about Iago?”
 
   “No, Kaidlyn. The answer is no. You are not to approach the homicidal bastard under any circumstances. Peter and I will deal with him and his ilk.”
 
   I clenched knobby fists and groaned. “There's a dead man rotting on my kitchen tile, Svetlana. Iago’s creep nearly killed me. Don't shut me down.” 
 
   “Vadik removed the body and cleaned,” Peter said. “Is there anything else?” 
 
   I had been dismissed. “Both of you dragged me into this. Wasn’t too long ago you broke into my home and strong-armed me into your noble cause.”
 
   “And you shot me for my trespass.” She smiled at the memory.
 
   “No less than you deserved. The fact remains, you can’t drag me kicking and screaming into this mess and then expect me to keep my hands clean when it is convenient for you.” 
 
   “A lady is permitted to change her mind.” She frowned into her teacup. “Since knowing me, you’ve been targeted twice. I didn’t think it would irritate me so much, but I was wrong. I want you to lay low for a while. Hole up. Keep your head down.” Her brown eyes met mine like warm chocolate, and I recalled the rich color faded to wild honey when her eyes went wolf.
 
   My heart pattered. She was right. I was in way too deep. 
 
   Svetlana finished her tea. If she thought I would let Iago go unpunished, she was mistaken. He would pay dearly for everything he’d done. She mistakenly believed I needed her to find him for me, but I could get to him myself. I had the resources of an entire federal bureau at my disposal. 
 
   Svetlana and I worked a completely different end game. She wanted the world to recognize that lycanthropes had a right to live. She shaped her campaign of violence and politics to lay the groundwork for her revolution. With the weight of war on her shoulders, she couldn’t focus on one errant murderer. 
 
   Me? I just wanted a motherfucker dead. Couldn’t be too hard. 
 
   A young man popped into the room. Vadik, the twin brother of Kliment, was a saucy teenager full of angst and swagger. Metal rings graced his lips and eyebrows, making him look like a disciple of heavy metal. Hard to believe he carried a disease that could wipe all of humanity into a bloody smear.
 
   “Hey, babe.” His Russian accent smothered his words. He sat on the bed and slid closer, angling his hand toward my knee. “I like your gun.”
 
   “Get lost.” 
 
   He laughed and raked his hand through his chunky black and blond hair. “Come, before all the croissants are gone. I’ll help.” 
 
   Vadik looped his arm under my shoulders, and I let him. His solid body pressed hard against me, like organic stone. The wolf in boy’s clothing was growing up, filling out, stronger than nature could account for. He hoisted me to my feet without effort. 
 
   Svetlana’s big, dilapidated house was undergoing a remodel. Partly because hordes of enemies tried to destroy it twice already, partly because it had been condemned to start with. Her pack—rather, her family—swarmed the kitchen and living room. In the beginning, she arrived with five, but now the kennel appeared thirty-strong.
 
   Thirty potentially-psychotic carnivores the size of ponies. 
 
   Last night, I had taken refuge among the monsters because everything had gone to hell at once. It had been a mistake. 
 
   My adopted son, also a mutt, and my elderly neighbor had escaped with me. Now I worried about what a kennel of hungry wolves could do to an old lady. I tried to breathe. Peter wouldn’t let anything happen to her; he called her grandma for heaven’s sake. 
 
   Vadik handed me a croissant and an orange.
 
   “Where’s Zelda?” I said.
 
   “Home. Feeding cats.” 
 
   I narrowed my eyes. “You took her home? She’s all alone! Are you stupid?”
 
   He released a string of condescending Russian sounds. I shrugged away from his arm. 
 
   “Where’s Davey?”
 
   Vadik hooked his thumb at the porch and trooped back upstairs. 
 
   Girls trickled in from outside, wearing jogging outfits and giggling mischievously. They grabbed croissants and handfuls of cold cuts while maintaining a loud conversation, oblivious to anyone in the room. One young woman sat outside the group of trendy debutants. Tatka, a master carpenter who thought she was the next Svetlana, drank straight from an entire pot of coffee with no intention of sharing. Grease and soot rimmed her fingernails.
 
   A Japanese woman perched on a stool at the long counter, a picture of ladylike grace. Sakura’s white kimono oozed with lilies and cherry blossoms, but beauty couldn’t hide the killer in her eyes. Her wicked cherry lips reminded me of the viscera from a bloody feast. She stared. I felt like a wrecking ball: untouchable, uninterested. If she wanted to start some shit, I’d smash her to smithereens. 
 
   Kliment, the other twin, set a steaming cup of coffee on the table near an empty seat. I sank gratefully into the chair. My legs creaked like wooden hinges. Kliment crossed his arms and stared at me. His nose twitched as he scented out whatever intrigued him, and I tried not to grow self-conscious. I didn’t want to know what odors stained my skin. He let his hand hover above the neighboring chair, providing a wordless question. 
 
   “Sit,” I invited. 
 
   He watched me as he sat, like we were both enduring a trial by each other’s nearness. Not far from the truth. If he had saved Svetlana from the ambulance, I owed him a thank you, but I didn’t speak. He wasn’t wearing his hat, and I could see the comet of a scar on his skull from when he kissed a gun and tried to kill himself. His disease hadn’t let him off the hook so easily. 
 
   “We checked Zelda’s house before bringing her home.” Unlike his brother, Kliment’s English was smooth, but he spoke so lowly I strained to hear. “We investigated the entire neighborhood to make certain she was safe.” 
 
   “Thank—”
 
   Alden, the red-haired techie, plopped down in Kliment’s lap. Kliment dumped him onto the ground where Alden fondled my foot, rubbing my bare toes. 
 
   Ummm…
 
   Kliment whapped Alden’s head. The boy scowled, flipped the bird, and grabbed a croissant. He sat on the floor, eating and staring at my toes. Something was not quite right about him. Where were my boots?
 
   My adopted roommate, Davey, came from the porch to lean against the open kitchen doorway. His black hair glinted like a river stone in the sunlight. His stoic smile defied the fact that he’d carried my limp body away from a murder scene last night. 
 
   Peter sauntered over and planted a kiss square on Davey’s lips as if he’d done it a hundred times before and planned to do it a hundred times more. As if he had the right to be kissing on my boy. I threw the orange and it thumped against Peter’s head. Svetlana’s laugh rolled into the room like sunshine. I turned to see her upright, in a robe, with her arm draped across Vadik’s shoulders as he propped her up. 
 
   I couldn’t bear the sight of her. Not because of the tangle of brutal bandages around her gut or the strain of pain across her smile or the sweat on her quivering brow. With every glance, I remembered how she had emerged from the rain and smashed into my attacker, hugging his bomb to protect me. With every sound of her breath, I hated how she selflessly, impulsively saved my life. My misery, pity, and amazement mingled with the memory of our long-ago kiss. No wonder I couldn’t think straight. She’d done everything possible to thoroughly confuse me, inside and out. What’s worse: my emotions seemed entirely accidental.
 
   Every time I looked at her, I should have been filled with the urge to kill her. It was my job, my duty, and possibly the only way to avoid all-out war. Instead, I wanted to kiss her diseased mouth. These wolves had done more than ruin my life, they shattered my determination. Damaged my creed. My sole purpose had been to protect the defenseless from the wolves at their throats. Now I didn’t even have that. I tangled with the enemy, trying to find a balance to appease the injustice in this despicable city. 
 
   Clearly, there was no balance to be had. 
 
   Their kind spread a disease that nearly wiped out the human race. The apocalypse’s aftermath rippled endlessly through a charred, miserable, and broken society, one that made every day a dreary endeavor. 
 
   And yet her skin smelled of milk and blood, honey and something innocent, a flower of some kind…
 
   “I have to go,” I told Davey. 
 
   He rose, concerned, and his eyes darted back and forth between Peter and me. My adopted son’s loyalty was torn, but he was officially an adult now. He didn’t owe me anything. Besides, he was a wolf, too. Another potential monster. 
 
   I smiled. “No hurry,” I lied, and turned on my heel. I hadn’t expected him to follow, yet was a bit miffed when he didn’t. No one spoke to me. Everyone stared, watching the only human exit the room. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Clifford
 
   I had fallen asleep on the mat again, surrounded by the stink of rubber, sweat, and blood, made grimy by dozens of pounding feet. 
 
   The filthy, glorious song of my people. 
 
   Dry mouth, dehydration, eyes aching. I rolled to my feet, crossed the gym, and pulled a gallon-sized sports drink from the fridge. I guzzled the salty orange concoction and contemplated the merits of taking a shower. I abandoned the argument when I glanced out the window. 
 
   The sun winked over the barren divot of Crone’s Crater, named such after a mutt went rabid and ate his aged, wheelchair-bound mother. When the city investigated, they found several buried remains. Apparently the big bad wolf had eaten quite a few grannies. Tragically, tragedies were not unheard of, and the demolition crew simply bulldozed the entire lot. Now my gym faced another dismal crater on the wrinkled, warty face of Phoenix. 
 
   Sunrise meant I was late.
 
   I strolled to the room at the back of the gym, my makeshift living quarters. I’d given up my apartment since I spend all my time at the gym and didn’t need a bed somewhere else. In addition to a desk, my office had a mini fridge, a microwave, a hotplate, and a slender mattress. All the thrills and frills of college dorm living. 
 
   I kept a stash of food supplies in tower of green milk crates beside the tiny fridge, and I rummaged through the makeshift pantry for an industrial-sized tub of peanut butter, a barrel of strawberry jam, and two loaves of bread. I spread one loaf on my desk and plastered it with a thick layer of gooey peanut butter. The process slowed somewhat on account of me eating every fourth sandwich. I had scraped the bottom of the strawberry jam and switched to grape when I scented them. 
 
   The backdoor was unlocked, as usual. It creaked open, pulled by brown fingers. Two heads appeared, one above the other as they checked out the scene, cocked their heads, and listened. Cautious, today. I bit into a sandwich and waited, watching their skittish, efficient surveillance. When they saw no one was there but me, they opened the door the rest of the way. 
 
   “Dude, you’re a sleepyhead today,” Rocket said. His cheeks and hands were grubby with street grime. His jeans were stained with filth and something purple, and he wore three shirts despite the fact that it would soon be over a hundred degrees outside. 
 
   “Sleepyhead, huh? Guess you better get in here and help me.” 
 
   He scampered inside, and his equally dirty brother, Touchdown, followed. Rocket reached for the peanut butter. I tapped the back of his head. “Wash your hands, kid.” 
 
   They crowded the sink, shoving their hands under the water without pushing their sleeves up. Rocket smelled dehydrated, so I put a cup on the sink and grabbed a towel. Touchdown held out his hands. He was maybe seven years old, or a small nine years, and his hand didn’t fill my palm. I dried his tiny fingers while Rocket drank noisily from the cup. They smelled of oil and mold, dirt, and canal water. They’d been sleeping in an abandoned garage, probably. Maybe a mechanic’s place. 
 
   “You boys sleeping in Old First Federal?” I said. 
 
   Touchdown shook his head and didn’t say anything, but I felt his fingers stiffen. A jolt of fear ricocheted through his heartbeat. Rocket said, “You know how we are, bro. Gotta keep fluid, gotta roll with them punches.”
 
   “How about we roll over here and get these sandwiches made?” I said, pushing Touchdown’s now-wet sleeves higher. His stick wrists were dark from the sun. His black hair smelled like cobwebs and prepubescent sweat. Not all of the stench was coming from the boys. 
 
   “Wanna tell me about your friend at the door?” 
 
   “That’s Nancy.” Rocket looked, saw she hadn’t come forward yet, and called her. “Hey, Nancy, come meet Uncle.”
 
   Uncle wasn’t my name any more than Rocket was his, but I suppose if life dumps you on the street without parents, call yourself whatever you want. 
 
   A small girl, about Touchdown’s size, timidly slunk into view, practically clinging to the doorframe. Eyes like saucers. Her ‘fro went in too many directions at once and was flat on the left. The amount of dirt crusted on her skin made the boys look like debutantes. 
 
   “Hi, Nancy.” 
 
   She didn’t answer and didn’t move, so I continued making sandwiches with the boys, who smeared the peanut butter and left thumb prints in the bread and licked their fingers every time they thought they could get away with it.
 
   Nancy stayed in the doorway, quiet, frightened, and starving. Every now and then she’d scratch her head, and I worried about lice. She smelled so rank that if a monster tried to eat her, he’d spit her back up. She desperately needed a shower, yet I was a grown man and a stranger. I sure as hell couldn’t find a way around that awkward fact, and so I didn’t say anything. 
 
   Rocket talked and talked, as he was prone to do, and we were merely the audience for his ongoing stream of social commentary and self-aggrandizement. When two loaves of bread were turned into sandwiches, the boys took three each and three for Nancy. I gave them three packages of god-awful toaster pastries with hard frosting shells they somehow adored. 
 
   “Make sure Nancy gets one of these,” I said. 
 
   Her stink ate at me, and the level of negligence soured my gut. I didn’t even try to meet her eyes. Today, she was too scared. The showers were always open, and the boys were required to use them at least once a week. If she stuck around, she’d catch on. Kids did better on the streets than normies expected. 
 
   Provided they stayed away from the shanty towns, those clusters of despair rife with ugliness, madness, and illness. Kids were downright doomed in those places, abused in ways that would make any decent heart sick. 
 
   “Thanks, Uncle,” Rocket said. They scampered off. The sun shone golden and promised sweltering heat. I set the remaining sandwiches into the cooler bolted to the back of my building and went to shower before classes started.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   The dead man was gone, but his stink remained.
 
   Ammonia and lemon and gangrene. 
 
   I circled the spot on the kitchen tile as if he’d appear at any moment, but he didn’t. More’s the pity. I’d love to shoot him again. A million and a half times. 
 
   The house was quiet. Sterile. Somehow completely independent of me. Usually, the place felt like home. Haven. Fortress of Solitude, a roof over my contraband, and a small part of the world that actually belonged to me. 
 
   After the home invasion, the duplex felt alien. Had that scratch always been there? Did I have enough ammo in the kitchen pantry? Had any neighbors seen the intruder, maybe even let him in? If he had killed me, how long would it have been before someone found the body and reported my death?
 
   I set my keys on the counter. The clink chimed through the entire house. Echoed like wind chimes. I considered a shower, but immediately decided against it. I wasn't ready to get naked in my house yet. Wasn't comfortable. 
 
   Something scratched the floor behind me. I turned. An ugly, gnarled tabby cat sat by the stove, twitching its grimy tail. Its ragged ears and wide face boasted many an alley-way fight. It bared teeth and breathed through its mouth. 
 
   I hate cats. 
 
   This particular bastard belonged to my kindly neighbor, and therefore I couldn't shoot it.
 
   “Shoo,” I said. 
 
   It flicked its tail like a villain would rack a shotgun. 
 
   “Get!” 
 
   It didn't get. It hissed, stretched its forepaws, and languidly thrust its butt in the air. The orange cat pivoted one-eighty and flicked its tail. 
 
   “How the hell did you get in here?” I grabbed a pan, about to bludgeon the thing with a skillet. It spun and glared. Hackles rose. We froze, staring at each other. A moment passed. We both moved at once: me charging the cat, the feline mysteriously darting out of sight and somehow out of the house. Like the furry bastard had never been there. I put down the pan, cursing under my breath. 
 
   My house didn’t feel right. Neither did I. My nerves crawled, and I needed to shed my skin.
 
   I called my dermatologist. 
 
   Doc pushed things around and created an immediate slot for my appointment. She must have seen the explosion on the news. Since a Rejuve treatment was the worst thing since the Black Plague, I wouldn’t be safe to drive myself. I called my partner, Andreas Sarakas, who gave me the lecture of a lifetime in five minutes flat. Something about me sneaking out of a hospital while suicide bombers were trying to find me.
 
   I removed my clothes and made the mistake of passing in front of a mirror, catching a glimpse of my body’s violent history. Supernatural animals had taken bites of flesh from nearly every part of my body, save the outside of my elbows, forehead, hands, and feet. Claw tracks, tooth marks, surgery lines, and ridges from skin grafts covered everything else. In a beauty contest, Frankenstein would have won. 
 
   Moving like a drunk leper, I slid into fresh sweatpants and a black tee. 
 
   I waited on the porch, soaking up the sun, but nothing felt right. Eighty degrees outside, and despite the sun on my flesh, I remained chilled. Untouched and unresponsive. I didn’t like it. I turned my arms over, examining the thick, heavy scarring. Limbs like asphalt, shaken and crumbling in the wake of an earthquake. 
 
   Something was wrong.
 
   Maybe I was in shock? 
 
   My neighbors slithered toward their Cadillac CTS, probably off to catch church services. James Briggs was a black man with white hair, a desk job body, and a young gorgeous wife. She waved, terse but smiling. He didn't acknowledge me. I wasn't too hurt. He was an Evangelical Christian attorney and I was a gun-toting, single parent atheist with direct ties to the devil. He may not have burned any crosses in my yard, but he hadn't called the police, either. Cést la vie. 
 
   Andreas Sarakas pulled into the drive, jazz music humming from his Tahoe. 
 
   Jazz meant he was stressed. 
 
   I certainly wasn’t going to tell him about the abominable corpse recently scraped off my tile by monster allies. 
 
   My body acted like I had gained thirty pounds since I sat down. Rising from the step took considerable effort, which I tried to hide from Sarakas. Unsuccessfully. He flew from the vehicle in a flash, grabbing me by the arm and hoisting me.
 
   At first, I didn’t feel his hand. I saw it: big, creamy tan, blunt fingernails. Couldn’t feel it. My gut heaved. Had I been drugged? Was I sleepwalking? Was I…dead?
 
   I grabbed his hand and squeezed. He winced.
 
   “Hey,” he said. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, just…y’know.”
 
   “Bombs take things up a notch, don’t they?” 
 
   I slumped. I’d gone from being assaulted by random Nazis and picketed by preachers to jihadist assassination attempts and home invasions. Sarakas had my Jerichos in his hand, hanging from a holster which I’d left at the hospital. The Israeli weapons gleamed in the light, two Jericho 941s, Baby Eagles, a .45 loaded with more sentimental value than any sane person would invest. They had been my lifeline for years, my lucky charms. Ugly and mean, with a rickety safety and a long history of saving my ass. 
 
   I could kiss him. 
 
   “Have you eaten yet?” he said.
 
   “No point. After these injections, I’ll be puking for days.” 
 
   “Yeah, they’re wicked. I should have my thigh retouched, but I’ve been procrastinating.” He looped an arm under my shoulders. His black hair smelled like pine and musk, followed by the flirty depth of his aftershave. While I waddled like the Tin Man, he helped me to the vehicle.
 
   His face had leaned out and a tight, aggressive tone hit his flesh. Stress. He'd lost body fat, looked harried. Like maybe his partner had been conspiring with highly contagious werewolves and disappearing from hospitals, harboring fugitives, pirating blacklisted literature, trafficking drugs, and getting almost-blown-to-shit by random terrorists. 
 
   He deserved better. 
 
   Hell, it would be the best thing for him if his girlfriend (the pretty, sophisticated, and intelligent woman) declared he should never see me again. 
 
   I should request reassignment, but that would wave a huge red flag at a time when my life couldn’t withstand an ounce of scrutiny.
 
   Sarakas should distance himself from me, and I should distance myself from my criminal friends and my career. I courted contradicting lifestyles: shooting rabid mutts and towing the company life on pro-human evolution while playing with the pirates after hours and facilitating illegal activities. Each action could earn me a Government Issue execution. 
 
   I couldn’t exactly stop, could I? 
 
   My life was saturated with dissidents needing protection. Davey was a mutt who happened to be dating a mutt, who coincidentally lived in a house full of illegal immigrants, who also happened to be mutt revolutionaries. Meanwhile, Big Fed employed me to kill the creatures. As a government mercenary, I partnered with my best friend to kill the diseased fiends. To top it off, a wolf queen wanted me to oust vampire villains and help her lupine civil rights campaign. 
 
   I was doomed.
 
   Sarakas grinned, and his smile beamed warmer than the sun. Maybe everything would be okay. When he opened the door, a whiff of rich, dark coffee swung my way. 
 
   “Oh. My. God.”
 
   He chuckled, and we leveraged my body into the seat. “I took the liberty of stopping for your favorite Americano.” 
 
   “My hero.” I grabbed the cup. “Seriously.” 
 
   His hands left my thighs, yet only a whisper of pressure changed. I fumbled with the cup, nearly cutting it in half with an out-of-control grip. Christ.
 
   The coffee was hot on my tongue. Couldn't taste it though. I shook my head. Jeez, I was jacked up. 
 
   He turned down the music, and I felt a lecture coming on. 
 
   “I worried about you,” he said. 
 
   “Sorry,” I said, immediately guilty. 
 
   “You should have called.” 
 
   “I know.” 
 
   “I left messages.” 
 
   “My phone battery died.” 
 
   “Don’t you have wireless charging? Where were you last night?” 
 
   “Sarakas, look, I'm sorry. I went off the rails after bomb crap. Felt a little...distraught.” 
 
   “You don't say.” 
 
   “I do say. I mean, I don't know what you want from me. I'm really tired.” 
 
   “You shouldn't have left the hospital without telling anyone.” 
 
   “I know.” 
 
   He sighed and turned the music up. I sipped the coffee, barely tasting it. 
 
   “The coffee is good.” 
 
   “You're welcome.”
 
   He drove the way a ballet dancer swirled across the stage. His Tahoe had nice body language, slinky style. No one ever honked at him or flipped him off, unlike a certain passenger of his. 
 
   “How are things?” I said, hoping to spark a generic conversation.
 
   “Tad from PR spun the bombing, supplied your statements, and worked the public into a good frenzy. The assault on the federal building and America’s token gun-slinging gal sparked a political wildfire. Good news: funding shot through the roof. Bad news: you might have to make an appearance on the primetime newsfeed.” 
 
   “Shoot me now.” 
 
   “By the by,” he said. “You’re suspended for three weeks.” 
 
   “What!” 
 
   “Whoever rescued you—whoever jumped on that bomb—they disappeared. Poof. Kaid, someone demolished an ambulance to retrieve them. No one was hurt, but your EMT friend, Liza, was scared out of her mind. Now some people are wondering if the drama was prearranged. Certain individuals speculate you knew both the bomber and the supposed savior.”
 
   “Certain individuals?”
 
   “Mullen.”
 
   A chill ran up my spine at the sound of the Trigger’s name. If anyone could discover my secrets and destroy my life, Mullen had both the desire and the firepower. If he learned I collaborated with mutts and even harbored one, no one would be able to save me. Not even the almighty Svetlana. My whole life dangled on a delicate string, and I couldn’t find my footing.
 
   Andreas said, “After Vincent's death and a traumatic incident wherein a goddamn suicide bomber tried to hug you, Director Santi thinks we need time to deal with the shock—”
 
   “I'm not traumatized!” My temperature rose with the lie.
 
   “I have to assume you are.”
 
   “Andreas—” 
 
   “Take the three weeks, Kaid. You need it. Plus, you don’t have a choice.” 
 
   I desperately needed the time off. I absolutely couldn’t take it. “Andreas, you can’t leave me sitting at home for three weeks. Not this time—”
 
   “Suck it up. The decision has been made.” 
 
   Grumpily, I drank my coffee and rejoiced that I hadn’t mentioned killing an assassin in my kitchen last night. Sarakas would have flipped for sure. 
 
   Three weeks? What kind of bullshit was that? Maybe he didn’t think it was a raw deal; he could spend the impromptu vacation with his perfect girlfriend. No one egged his house or burned crosses in his yard or entangled him in international terrorist groups. 
 
   The company RFID tag around my neck jabbed me and took its reading. The fascist program reduced my DNA code into an algorithm to communicate with a watchdog program, declaring exactly where I was. If not for my favorite tech pirate, Rainer, the tag would tattle on me all day long. Rainer somehow managed to get the RFID to ‘lie’ by creating a DNAcoy, the only reason I could get away with half the crap I did. Regardless, the tag gizmo pricked me at random intervals, which was disconcerting as hell. I could never forget it, like a three ounce anvil around my neck.
 
   Exhausted, I fell asleep on the drive. When I woke, Andreas’ short black curls were the first thing I noticed. He needed a haircut. His blue eyes looked like winter-struck clouds. 
 
   Dr. Robles met me in the lobby before I even gave the receptionist my name. Sarakas sat down to read an idle magazine. His shirt gathered over his sidearm and tightened across his lean abdomen. I wasn’t allowed to take weapons into the exam room. I pulled a Glock from my pants, flicked on the safety, and passed it to him. Our fingers touched, but I barely felt it. 
 
   Like a ghost in my own life. 
 
   Unarmed, I went with the doctor. She asked me to hop up on the table where a clever machine hovered above and mapped my body. Bones, blood, tissue, brain. All there, yet distended and completely irrelevant. She voiced a laundry list of injuries and concerns, growing more heated by the moment. I ignored her for the most part, staring at the monitors and the fat webs of hard damage beneath my skin. 
 
   “Whoever pulled the shrapnel left metal in you,” she hissed, offended by the poor work. “What’s with the forearm? Are you tangling with threshing machines now?” 
 
   Her jaw clicked as she ground her teeth. She wheeled her chair away from the monitor, folded her arms, and looked me square in the eye. 
 
   “Do you know why it’s called Gorgonblood?” 
 
   “Myth says blood taken from the right side of a Gorgon contained magical properties.”
 
   “And blood from the left side?”
 
   “Poison.” 
 
   “Precisely. Every cure has a cost. Ms. Durant, your body is healing remarkably. Unfortunately, it is also turning into stone.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Your considerable, compounding scar tissue is hardening at such a rate that it has started to crack. Here and here, see these? Fission seams. You’re breaking, Kaidlyn. If these weak points start to split, you can wind up with torn or severed muscles, not to mention more grafting and rehab time. See this area above your hip? This scar band is starting to separate. Worse, Gorgonblood scars put down roots. They go deep. When it tears, it will sever your abdominals. Starting to look like Humpty Dumpty, sweetheart.”
 
   She’d never called me sweetheart before, which meant it was really bad.
 
   “We’ll have to purge,” Doc said. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “We’re going to pull your blood and filter it. Returning you to neutral, so to speak. The current concentration of Gorgonblood is wavering near toxic levels and may impede my ability to do my job. You need to lay off the pills, agent.”
 
   “I’ll try.” 
 
   “The drug doesn’t go away and it doesn’t burn clean. Its residue clogs everything. Furthermore, we will have to remove significant scar tissue. Laser cutting makes it easier. You’ll look better than you have in years, but sadly…”
 
   “It’s going to hurt.”
 
   “That’s putting it mildly. I recommend a medically induced coma.”
 
   “Seriously? Man.”
 
   “The work I’m discussing will involve extensive, deep tissue reconstruction and I’d like to utilize a new—”
 
   “Are you sure this is necessary?”
 
   “Unless you want to be confined to a wheelchair.”
 
   “How soon would I land in a wheelchair?”
 
   “Maybe next week. Maybe next month.”
 
   “Jesus.” I rubbed my head. “But a coma?”
 
   “Ms. Durant—”
 
   “For how long?” 
 
   “Two weeks.” 
 
   She leaned forward. The freckle beside her eye danced with stress. A wisp of hair crossed her forehead while she made her case. I didn’t hear a word. 
 
   Two weeks of…nothing. No murder attempts. No drama. No wolves. No pirates. No sudden kisses. No sudden death. No expectations. Simpy sleep. Mindlessness. 
 
   A man with a bomb strapped to his chest had tried to hug me. 
 
   Laughing all the while.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “Let’s do it.” 
 
   She sat back, interrupted, startled. 
 
   “Let’s get it done,” I said.
 
   She smiled. “Thank you.” As if I was doing her the favor. “Usually, I’d spend more time talking this through with you and give you a chance to wrap up some odds and ends, but I have a feeling you’ll chicken out if I don’t act immediately. I’ll tell your partner.”
 
   “I should…”
 
   She waited. 
 
   I shook my head. “Never mind.”
 
   She left. Quiet, chill, I waited until she returned. I felt tight, anxious, half dead, and utterly alone. 
 
    “Ready, sleeping beauty?” She arranged needles, tubes, and equipment. Her hair fell across her cheek, obscuring all but her mouth, and I flinched.
 
   She looked precisely like my dead mother.
 
   Drugs took me, slipped me under a warm blanket, tucked my dreams into the corner, and settled down like a leviathan. Drippy pipes. Machines, blades, monitors. The sound of construction. A jackhammer, ratta-ratta, tap-tap. The taste of strong coffee lingering on my tongue.
 
   Then nothing.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Clifford
 
   I was busily minding my business when I smelled trouble.
 
   Big trouble, of the vermin variety. 
 
   Like rats, this particular mutt kennel carried a scent around with them. Cheap housing, cheap booze, too much sour meat, and utter lack of self-discipline.
 
   Sick animals sleeping near asbestos and rat poison. 
 
   I glanced out the window. All my classes had finished and my students were gone. Thankfully. The parking lot was empty save my worn Rodeo hogging a spot near the carniceria where I bought embarrassing quantities of questionable cheap meat. 
 
   My visitors slouched. Bad posture, bad intent, plus generally weak spines. The first wore gaudy gold chains, slick shirt, and greased hair. Primped as much as his broke ass could handle. His buddy wore yellow and twice as many chains. Shiny shoes. Hard hands, pointy eyes, and a shifty habit of glancing over their shoulders. 
 
   Cowards. Thugs. The whole ratty lot of them.
 
   I could lock my door and see if they’d break it. They might. Then I’d have to dig deep into shallow pockets and pay for replacement glass. If I wanted an excuse to kick someone’s ass, surely I wouldn’t have to sacrifice a window.
 
   “Clifford,” the first said. I remembered him, vaguely, as a bookie who couldn't balance his books. Took bets on illegal fights involving humans and dogs, not always on separate rosters. His name was Scritch, like scratch an itch. Before his disease, he weighed in at a buck twenty, couldn't handle his booze, and somehow managed to slip his dick into a dozen women without ever keeping one. 
 
   Not my favorite guy.
 
   His partner was unknown to me. Bigger, hungrier, eyes like magnets. Intense but flat. Nothing good going on in there. His yellow shirt reminded me of caution cones on a wet floor. 
 
   No doubt I could easily take them both, so I figured I could afford to hear them out. Briefly.
 
   “What do you want?” I said. “Open classes aren't until Thursday. Should stop by, Scritch. I'll teach you a thing or two.”
 
   He reddened, but his friend didn't blink or flinch. Tough guy. 
 
   “I need to talk to you about something, Cliff,” Scritch said.
 
   Hated when people called me that.
 
   “Speak, then,” I said. 
 
   “Things ain’t right around here anymore. Tell me you didn’t notice the city feels different. Maybe you noticed strange mutts around.”
 
   “No stranger than you.”
 
   “Mutts are coming from overseas, Cliff. They're crossing our borders and slinking into our cities. They're buying houses, businesses, and scooping up people's debt. They're bringing their friends, throwing parties, and wiping some of our brothers right off the map. They strolled in and stole our land, Cliff. In weeks, maybe even days, we'll be completely outnumbered.”
 
   “Sounds awful.”
 
   “This is serious, man. I mean, this bitch ambushed twenty of our men. Her filthy, cowardly crew surrounded them and killed them, no fighting chance. Twenty brothers gone in a flash.”
 
   “I only have one brother. Ain't you, is it?”
 
   “Don't be that way. Some Russian cunt slaughtered Iago's wolves. That’s my kennel, my friends. She came onto our land and attacked without provocation. Iago, he's trying to protect his city, you know? These foreigners come in, acting like they own the place, ripping territory away from our people. We can't allow it. Someone has to stand up. Someone has to make them pay.”
 
   “And you think Iago is that someone.”
 
   “If we unite, we can stop this invasion. Cliff, Clifford, we can end the chaos. We can end the city’s downward spiral. If we stand together, pull our resources, and build a stronger pack, we'll be unstoppable.”
 
   “Not my concern.” 
 
   “Join us, Cliff. Clique up. Become one of us again.”
 
   “I was never one of you.”
 
   “Things have changed. Nothing is the same anymore. Everything that's happened in the past, it's in the past, y'know? Forgotten, poof. No harm no foul.”
 
   “I haven't forgotten what was done to me, and I sure as hell am not going to jump on Iago's bandwagon. That mutt is foul, Scritch. Rotten like dead meat in maggot city. Doesn't have anything to do with me.”
 
   “You should reconsider,” his friend in yellow said. I didn't spare him a glance. Could break his neck in a flash, toss him in the dumpster out back, and no one would notice.
 
   “Remember Little Jamey?” Scritch said. “They killed him, Clifford. Desecrated his body. Poor Jamey.”
 
   I crossed my arms and ignored the memory of Jamey’s quick-dealing sneaky hands, contagious laughter, and endless stream of endearing, stuttering profanity.
 
   “Your people need you, Cliff.”
 
   “I don't have a people, and I don't need one. Certainly don’t want back into a group that only cares for me when it benefits them. I do not need your politics, idealism, tyranny, and hedonism. I'm good. Right here, all by myself, I'm happy. Got it? Take that back to where you came from. Spread the message around. I'm not joining anyone. Ever. I like that you dressed up all pretty for me, though. Definitely makes an impression.” 
 
   Scritch bristled. His friend cocked his head, watching with sneaky eyes, like something that would creep up on me from behind in a dark alley.
 
   “I can see this is a bad time,” Scritch said. “We’ll stop by later. Think about it, would ya? Don’t pass up an opportunity to be someone who matters.”
 
   I didn’t make any promises. I turned my back. Utter dismissal, a bit stupid. While they left, I reached behind the small counter at the entrance and retrieved the joint I had rolled and hidden for emergency use. Like for when assholes who stank of sick dogs pissed me off and threatened to start a turf war. My fists thickened with swelling bones. I flicked a lighter and sparked the joint. Breathing deep, I pulled in the sweet, acrid crackle of powerful, cheap weed.
 
   I drank in the smoke, held it deep, and filled my being with it. Closed my eyes and tried to meditate and be grateful for life and calm my heartbeat. Tried to squish my anger and indignation into a tiny wisp of smoke, like I could exhale and never see that particular anger again.
 
   The smoke almost covered the scent of my newest visitor. 
 
   “Hey, gorgeous,” she said.               
 
   My heart stammered. My gut sank. My teeth sprouted and smoke escaped. I brought the joint back to my lips and dragged the futile drug into my lungs, even though the pot’s relief couldn’t stand up to this trial. I pinched it off, hid the joint, and tried to rally strength. 
 
   I didn’t wanna. Didn’t want to turn. Certainly didn’t want to see her. Couldn’t bear the sound of her voice. Her angry, entitled voice, completely different from the intoxicating, sultry tone she took when she wanted something.
 
   Should have locked the door.
 
   I turned. 
 
   She. Was. Perfect. 
 
   Hourglass. Firm. Shapely. Legs a man would die for. Ass that could change the world. Eyes... Lord, how had I forgotten? What was I doing? Look at those lips…she wanted me to kiss her. Then she’d wrap those legs around me and we’d fuck for days.
 
   I grabbed an orange from the fruit bowl on the lobby counter, began methodically peeling it. Invigorating citrus oils burst under each twist of my thumbnail.
 
   Satan incarnate, that’s what she was. I dared to look up.
 
   God, I wanted her. 
 
   I returned to the task of busily peeling the orange. 
 
   “Who was that leaving? Are those promoters?” She thought the two thugs were involved in the pro circuit. How cute. I shrugged. Wasn’t her business anyway. Of all the times for her to visit. What did she want? 
 
   There I was, staring at a complete stranger, seeing a woman I once loved. 
 
   She hadn’t even bothered to tell me before—
 
   A growl hit my throat, and I shook my head to jar it loose. She had been MIA for months, and now she dropped in and the first words off her lips had to do with my potential to earn money. Clearly, I meant jack shit to her. “What do you want, Mercedes?”
 
   Her hip swung left, her tits arched, a pout took her lips. What an act. A very sexy, dangerous act. 
 
   “I miss ya, baby.”
 
   “Baby?” I said, throat like granite, blood reaching a fever pitch. “Get out.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Get. Out.”
 
   “Don’t be that way.”
 
   “Why did I have to find out from your mother? Your mother, of all people!”
 
   She crossed her arms under her tits. Boing. Didn’t matter how juicy that golden standard of cleavage looked, I was mad. Too mad. I could break her neck and toss her in the dumpster, but a hundred dicks would notice her absence.
 
   Wasn’t always that way. Once, she liked to cook. Laughed at stupid reality shows. Collected unicorn figurines. She used to light up a dance floor, not a pipe. 
 
   She could have—
 
   I slammed shut all the ideas of what she could have been, or what we could have done together. She killed all of that, and I sure as hell couldn’t get near her. For better or worse, one of us would end up dead. Fever struck my eyes and I knew it would end with her body in a gutter. 
 
   “I’ll give you three seconds to leave before I scar you up so bad even Fat Louie won’t take a crack at your slit.”
 
   Her cheeks paled, more because of what she saw on my face than the language.
 
   “One.”
 
   She spun on her high heels and walked her high ass out of the building, an extra swagger and an extra hurry in her step.
 
   The squashed orange dripped from my fist. 
 
   This wasn’t working.
 
   I needed something more than pot.
 
   And I knew who could help me. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Clifford
 
   The Rubicon Café occupied prime real estate in Red Sector, the singular remnant of sexual freedom and open market in the city. Despite being completely illegal, it was a low violence area. People journeyed to Red to cure their troubles, not to start trouble, and the crowd looked out for each other. Prostitutes knew it was the safest place to pick up a john, and clients could find the cleanest, most businesslike exchange of anything they were in the market to buy. 
 
   Me, I needed drugs. Better ones, or more of them.
 
   Old bus stops, unused by public transit, had become small pods of entrepreneurs and venture capitalists.
 
   Shoulder to shoulder on the sidewalk, the crowd shuffled politely, everyone with a destination in mind. I inhaled the combined perfume of people in various degrees of filth and cleanliness, under the influence of a plethora of substances or states of mind, some stinking of desperation, others reeking of food, chemicals, and oils. A lot to process. I headed for a bus stop with tires and a green barrel on its small mesh roof. 
 
   Usual bustle, typical hustle. Kids bartered and hawked stolen goods. Ladies sold their goods as well, helping the nearby condom vendor with a convenient merchandising opportunity. 
 
   I bought a pack of condoms from the street vendor outside. Not that I was getting laid, but I wanted to loiter and scope out the street. On impulse, I bought a lice kit, too, in case the girl Nancy got brave enough to let me help her. Or maybe keeping her stinky was a good idea, a self-defense mechanism against pedophiles on the street.
 
   Someone intentionally touched my elbow, and I turned. 
 
   “Hey, Hunter. Man, how ya been?” I said. He had grown thicker since I last saw him, looking manlier for it. His tall mohawk, once green, was now fluorescent orange. “Haven’t seen you in ages. I hear you’re off the grid.”
 
   “As much as possible. Ditched my phone months ago, staying away from tags and terminals. Figure it’s for the best.” The kid could play Scrabble like none other. Knew how to make a sale. Golfed like a pro. Had impeccable taste in booze. Underemployed, for sure, wasting away. 
 
   “What do you need, man?” he said.
 
   “Something stronger.”
 
   “Stronger than what? To do what?”
 
   “To cure what ails me.” The ass knew exactly what I wanted to sedate. 
 
   “Wanna grab a beer?” He tipped his head at the café. 
 
   “Sure.” I caught his scent as we walked on. Beer, yes, fresh pork, new salty skin, a satisfied thing in his bones, and the smell of Rainer. All over. Hunter had shed recently, and the shirt he wore belonged to Rainer. Jealous of the shed and the beguiling perfume of a complacent wolf, I stifled hunger in my gut. My pulse clamored over my heart, trying to incite a riot.
 
   Hunter plopped down in the corner booth away from the window. The proprietor, Ruby, arrived with a pitcher of amber beer. Handcuffs lurked in her pocket, both for business and pleasure. She winked and sauntered on her way. Hunter poured two glasses. 
 
   “How’s life treating you these days?” he said.
 
   “That depends on what you’ve got for me.” 
 
   “Right to the sale, huh? No foreplay or anything? I’m feeling cheap over here. What’s a guy have to do to get some attention?” He batted his eyelashes hard enough to send a choppy breeze at my face. He tried to purse his lips but he was smiling too much to pull it off.
 
   I laughed, took the beer. He was right. I was high-strung and rude. His fluorescent mohawk stood tall and proud. I’d never seen him so relaxed. Usually, he didn’t take to crowds, yet here he was, chilling out in the busiest diner in Red.
 
   “You’ve got something new,” I said. “What are you on?”
 
   “While there does happen to be something special on the market these days, I’m not taking it.”
 
   “Really? Because you look all…radiant and shit.” 
 
   He sipped his beer and leaned in. “I’ve been changing more often.”
 
   I squinted. “How often?”
 
   “A couple times a week.” 
 
   “Jesus, man!”
 
   “I know. At first, I thought, it’s crazy. I mean, what am I thinking, right? How can indulging the wolf possibly be a good idea? Surprise: it doesn’t get worse. My beast and I, we’re working things out. Getting to know each other.”
 
   “Right.” I call bullshit.
 
   He chuckled and threw his palms up. “I know how it sounds.”
 
   “Do you? Next you’ll be telling me about the wonders of yoga and the power of the earth’s erogenous zones or something.” 
 
   “Don’t discount yoga. Tantric sex is nothing to laugh at.” 
 
   “You’ve got a girl, don’t you?”
 
   He blushed from the neck up. “I can’t lie, there is a dame…”
 
   “Did you say ‘dame’? What is this, a film noir?”
 
   “Trust me, dude; she’s a dame. A straight up high class, smooth svelte—” 
 
   “Dame. Right. I heard you.”
 
   “Long story short, I want her. And now I’m clean.”
 
   “No drugs at all?”
 
   “Nada.”
 
   “Hunter, I ain’t your dad or nothing, but that sounds like a whole heap of bloody trouble waiting to happen.” 
 
   “Trust me. I know. I ran through all that in my head. But this woman, she’s clean, too, and she’s got her beast wrangled like a hogtied lamb—”
 
   I leaned in so fast the table slammed into my chest and spilled some beer. “Hunter, are you telling me this chick is L-pos?”
 
   “Hey, ‘chick’ can be construed by some as derogatory language.”
 
   “God, Hunter! You’ve always been so careful, but this? Human women are crazy enough, but you go for a female with extra lunacy and homicidal tendencies built in?” How young, stupid, and careless can one boy get?
 
   He bristled. “I might be young and stupid, and all those other adjectives running through your head, but I know a few things.”
 
   Had I spoken aloud? I leaned back. Shit. Of the two of us, I was the one out of control. I wiped at beer sloshed on the table. 
 
   He sipped his drink. I echoed his movement but didn’t taste the beer. I focused, taking a moment to calm my pulse. 
 
   “Out there all alone, man, you won’t last long. The whole lone wolf motif is bullshit. The only wolves that walk alone are the ones too old, too sick, or too twisted to be in a pack. And you aren’t any of those things.”
 
   There I was, being lectured by a kid.
 
   “You said there was something new?” 
 
   “Yeah. The doc has been cooking up a batch of awesome. It’s a bit hard on the sedative side of the spectrum, but the tail is smooth. Longevity varies with time and dosage, but most guys don’t find the short end of the buzz until four to six months in. Treat it right, and you won’t build up an immunity until next summer. Of course, the more you take, the faster your body rejects it. The drug is called Xen. With an X, of course, because the doc is snarky like that.” 
 
   “Sounds like quite the wonder drug.” I trusted Hunter more than other dealers, but his lofty language made it sound too good to be true. “If it doesn’t work—” 
 
   He laughed. “It works, better than you’d hope. But I’m serious about the timing, Clifford. Too much, too fast, and you’ll be digging for a new drug in a couple weeks. Unfortunately, this is the best thing on the market right now. If you burn through it, you’re out of luck.”
 
   “Alright, so how much? And how much are you carrying?”
 
   “I don’t have any on me, and I can’t give you any today on account of you being followed—”
 
   “Followed?” 
 
   “Now don’t start swinging your head around. With hundreds of people around—hell, maybe if you were clean, you might have noticed the straggler at the end of the block.”
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   I started to stand, ready to go and throttle the person tailing me. Hunter shook his head. “Not the time nor place, Clifford. If you start a fight in this condition, you’ll shed, and people will die.”
 
   I sat, legs aching to walk outside, fists yearning to beat someone into the pavement. 
 
   “Things are changing,” Hunter said. “The city—our people—are on the brink of a schism. Groups are polarizing, motives are shifting, numbers are realigning, and it isn’t leading up to anything good. I can’t tell you what to do, but be careful about who you throw in with.”
 
   “I’m not throwing anything in with anybody. It’s me and my gym, that’s all I have in my life and all I need. I don’t play politics.”
 
   “Sometimes politics play you.”
 
   “Shit, you’re full of fortune cookie wisdom today, aren’t you?”
 
   He shrugged. “Here’s what we do: you drop payment at The Flagon, a bar at the other end of the sector. When payment is received, a third party will deliver the goods. I understand that no one likes to drop cash cold without receipt of goods. Therefore, to establish credit, the first hit is on us.”
 
   “How fast can you get this to me?”
 
   “I don’t deliver and I don’t accept payment.”
 
   “That’s too many people knowing my business, Hunter.”
 
   “Not really.” He slid a card across the table. “When you pop in at the bar, you pay for your drink with this card. Rainer sees the account ping, and he takes the Xen payment from your card. No actual cash exchange occurs. One of his trusted runners will bring you the shipment.”
 
   “Can they drop it somewhere so I don’t have to meet anyone?”
 
   “No. The drug is in the experimental stages, Clifford, and Doc is constantly improving his art. There needs to be some point of contact to make sure you’re handling the drug okay and that the drug isn’t handling you. If you burn too fast and rampage on someone, we have to be able to bury the connection before it bites everyone in the chain. We’re trying to protect everyone.”
 
   “Yeah, I get it. Who will be making the delivery?”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s like a double blind method. I don’t know the cow, the mule, or anything. I only know you and Rainer.”
 
   Leaving Rainer with all the incriminating knowledge. 
 
   Maybe I should keep using pot. It was a flash in the pan but easier to explain. If I was caught with a mutt-only drug, it would be impossible to claim I wasn’t diseased. 
 
   Hell, if I ever had to explain what I was or wasn’t, chances were I was already dead regardless of what I was smoking. I hit the bottom of my beer, and Hunter poured more. 
 
   “Okay. Let’s do this.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   Spent days waking from the coma, stuck between neither here nor there, and dreams started to leak in. Benign at first, visages of mountains and skeletal highways. Then came crowds of debris and piles of people, stacked up, rolling together like tumbleweeds. Opened my eyes after a marathon of attempts and saw the angriest person in the world. 
 
   Andreas stood glowering, arms crossed, with a shit-storm of negative thoughts clouding his eyes. 
 
   “Crap,” I grumbled, sounding drunk.
 
   “I have half a mind to shoot you,” he said.
 
   Nausea gyrated up my body and I turned my head to puke. Dr. Robles was ready, bin in hand. My skin burned, fragile like crepe paper about to go up in flames. My organs bounced around and elbowed my stomach, agitating my sickness. My arteries felt bruised, my arms were thin. Veins protruded on the back of my hands. 
 
   Two weeks without moving, eating, exercising, or thinking. Rehab would be required to get me back up to par. I felt soft and embryonic. 
 
   Two weeks without killing someone or someone trying to kill me. It was worth it, despite the pain seared down to my bones.
 
   I turned to the doc. “I’m gonna need some more drugs. I feel weird.” 
 
   “My associate performed current therapy to rehabilitate certain muscle groups.”
 
   “Current? Like, electricity? Jeez, Doc.” 
 
   “You’ll find enhanced dexterity, possibly increased strength. I know your job is important to you, and I wanted to keep you in top condition. I’d like to utilize your metrics in my research.”
 
   Dr. Robles smelled of buttery popcorn and sweet soda. I puked again and she wrinkled her nose. 
 
   I raised my hand in a salute. “I am ready to go home.”
 
   “Aftercare demands a week of restricted bed rest,” she said.
 
   “You have until noon tomorrow.”
 
   “Three days.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “And you’re signing up for the full rehab schedule.”
 
   “Deal,” Sarakas interjected. He stared at me. “She’ll make every appointment.”
 
   “Well, of course,” I said. “What do you take me for?”
 
   He didn’t answer, probably because he’d been taught how to be polite. 
 
   She wrote a list of prescriptions long enough to make a novella and forced me to sit in a wheelchair, but I didn't argue about the last part. I was too busy trying to breathe without falling over. She caught me at the door, gently touching my elbow with her open palm. 
 
   “I may have made a mistake,” she said.
 
   My gut sank. “What do you mean?”
 
   “When you went under, we filtered your blood, but it was gunked with debris from multiple chemical remnants. Your body tried to reject the cleaner blood, acting septic. I called your next of kin.”
 
   My gut sank further. “Oh.”
 
   “If I had realized...” She cleared her throat. “Well, you never updated your file, and I had an uncomfortable conversation with someone possibly no longer in your life.” 
 
   My father. I nodded. “No worries.”
 
   “One more thing.”
 
   “Isn’t there always?” 
 
   “Do not, under any circumstances, take any more Gorgonblood. Not one ounce, not until your body is ready for it.”
 
   “How long until I can use it again?”
 
   “At least nine months. Maybe twelve.”
 
   I blinked. “Nine months.” 
 
   Impossible. Not in my line of work. Not if I wanted to stay mobile and breathing. I haven’t gone nine months without being hospitalized for the past six years. “Whatever you say, Doc. And thanks for going all-in. I feel loads better.”
 
   She smirked. “Well, I'm sure you will soon. Besides, you're coming back for a checkup.” She gave me a vomit bag.
 
   Sarakas wheeled me out. The sun streaming through the window felt like a solar flare. He pulled sunglasses from the top of his head and handed them to me. Better. I squinted at him, and he didn't try to make eye contact. He and I were overdue for an uncomfortable conversation. Or six.
 
   He drove and I focused hard on staying upright without spewing on his upholstery. Didn't have anything to say. If he had anything to say to me, he couldn't find the words. Probably for the best. His disappointment and anger filled the vehicle and attempted to smother me.
 
   God, it was too much. Maybe Dr. Robles could put me in another coma. Not likely. I couldn't sleep the rest of my life away, could I? 
 
   I'd feel better when I had my guns. 
 
   “Clearly, I'm mad at you,” Sarakas said.
 
   “I gathered.” 
 
   “Hopefully you understand why.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Kind of.”
 
   “God, Kaidlyn. If you were a man I'd punch you right now.” 
 
   “Did Doc tell you how bad it was? My scars were turning to cement. Like, starting to crack and stuff—”
 
   “I don't give a shit. Common courtesy says when you check out for a two week coma, you have the goddamn decency to mention it to the people who worry about you.” 
 
   “Dr. Robles said she would tell you.”
 
   “Oh, she told me all right, and then she had security escort me out.”
 
   “Really? Dr. Robles did? I can't imagine. Why would she do that?”
 
   “Well, I might have thrown a chair.”
 
   I stared at him. A smile started on my face, completely independent of the guilt and turmoil rolling through my gut. Sarakas, losing his temper, and throwing a chair? Oh, I would have to pull security footage on that one.
 
   He sulked self-righteously while I grinned for a moment, then the humor faded. When he drove me home, the neighborhood looked different. Thinner, I suppose. The tall, useless fence seemed wan. There were fewer cars, more weeds, and less activity. People had moved out, clearing a blast radius for my disastrous presence. 
 
   Lights were on inside. Davey was home. Uneasily, I considered that facing him might be worse than facing Sarakas. Then again, what teenager wouldn’t love to have free run of the house for two weeks? 
 
   My teenager, as it turns out. 
 
   He stood in the kitchen, arms crossed, feet crossed, closed off and grumpy while his towering boyfriend made dinner. Sarakas knew both Davey and Peter were mutts, and his posture grew guarded. He hadn’t turned anyone over to the feds—miracle of miracles—but he sure as hell wasn’t comfortable with the situation. Andreas took my bag to the room and left me to face the music.
 
   “That wasn’t fair, Kaid,” Davey said.
 
   I grappled for a witty retort, but my chest clogged like a truck stop drain. 
 
   “Do you have any idea how I felt?” he said.
 
   “I chickened out. I simply wanted some time—”
 
   “You don’t get to disappear and turn your back on everyone. People depend on you, and you’re being a bitch. And a coward.”
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Why did you let this particular cluster of violence put you on the run? People try to kill you, like, all the time! All of a sudden you turn into a sissy and hide under the bed—” 
 
   “Excuse you!”
 
   “—Without saying goodbye. Without me knowing the severity of your condition, giving me two full weeks to worry about how you might up and die. You aren’t immortal, Kaid, you’re only a human.”
 
   And he wasn’t. Barring violence, he might live forever. I had a ticking clock and was surrounded by a crap storm of ways to be killed. For some reason, he cared about that a lot. Despite the constant doom and gloom billowing around him, his inner light glowed unmolested and unharmed. 
 
   “We’re all mortal, Davey,” I said. “Human or not.”
 
   Tragically, everyone around him was a threat, including the man he had fallen in love with. Peter was a foreign enemy on domestic soil, regardless of the casual way he maneuvered through my kitchen and the culinary masterpiece he was undoubtedly cooking. The Russian mutt was far too familiar with my boy and my house. 
 
   “Now that I’m home, Peter doesn’t spend the night without my permission.”
 
   Davey’s face went through a few contortions: embarrassment, anger, confusion, teenage stubbornness. I gave him my immobile stare long enough for him to realize I wouldn't be talked down. He said, “You suck.”
 
   “Yep.” I saluted. Silently, Peter stirred steamed vegetables and continued prepping dinner. Everyone else had heaping piles of deliciousness, and I got chicken broth. Even that was almost too much for my stomach, but I didn’t admit it. Supper was a terse affair providing little conversation. Andreas checked his watch a few times but stubbornly didn’t leave until Peter kissed Davey’s forehead and slipped out the door. Finally, Andreas patted my arm, said goodnight, and left. 
 
   My body hurt all over as if a brutal sunburn had scorched down into the bones. My guts cramped and battled the food. Rejuve treatments could really jack someone up. I felt slow but light, as if pounds of scar tissue had gone missing. 
 
   I stood in front of the mirror and slowly unclothed, one piece at a time, examining my old, new body. At first glance, a stranger wouldn’t notice the difference. The plethora of scars remained glaringly evident, but the severity of clusters, ridges, and seams had lessened. As if the Doc had taken her hand and smoothed wet clay into the gaps of my body. The metallic sheen of silver-saturated sodium sulfadiazine smudged deeper pocks and ruts, but my surface area had been sanded down and polished. I imagined Doc taking a potato peeler to me, shaving off pieces, dropping them to the floor like curled wood shavings.
 
   I twisted to the left, and the worst of the binding tissues had disappeared. Whorls of bright pink flesh showed between wrinkles in old damage. I leaned back, rolled my neck, and tossed my head. Doc helped me with the surface, but the real difference moved beneath the skin, deep down. She restored enough mobility to push me three years into the past. The same woman who urged me to retire had gifted me with a body that could survive another five years of brutal abuse. Ironic. 
 
   I ran a bath as hot as my newest flesh could tolerate and slid into the tub. Heat ripped over my nerves and went straight to my head. Vertigo pushed me through a spinning tunnel and I couldn’t feel my fingers again. Dark circles shoved through my eyes and my spine forgot how to work. Impact roused me, and dull pain in my freshly bruised skull told me I’d fainted. Completely different kind of pain than claws and fistfights and explosives. 
 
   The doorknob slowly turned, hesitant, and finally clicked open. I was weak, punch-drunk, and too exhausted to manage more than a flicker of alarm. The door crept open and Svetlana stood there, leaning somewhat heavily on the handle. Her hair swayed in a ponytail. She wore a thin green sweater, jeans, and heavy boots.
 
   Her smile didn’t bother being sheepish. Not an ounce of guilt in her. She watched the parts of my body visible above the tub, despite my wet hair plastered down my neck, shoulders, and chest. 
 
   My light-hearted breath hesitated to pass my lips as if she might disappear with the slightest waft of air. Like a figment of a dream. While I’d been in a medically-induced coma for aggressive cosmetic surgery, she had recovered from the bomb blast enough to stand on her own, without the slightest hint of a duct tape girdle. Her knuckles turned white on the doorknob, and I realized we hadn’t been talking, simply staring at each other. 
 
   “Excuse you,” I said. 
 
   She cleared her throat and came in, a few steps, heavy enough to appear convincingly mortal. Closed the door and leaned against it, staring. The steam made me flush. 
 
   “Appears we are both alive and well,” I said.
 
   “So it seems.” Her voice came rough and slick at once, friction oozing down my spine, the deep roll and echo of an impossibly rich sound. 
 
   I wanted to pounce on her but luckily didn’t have the energy. 
 
   Her teeth caught her lower lip for an instant, and she stared, thinking potentially dirty thoughts. I felt like a target twice over: once for the murky sensuality lurking in her eyes, again because I was a wounded lamb in the presence of a hungry wolf. She pushed away from the door, cords of muscle slinking in her forearms. I thought briefly about weapons and their potential use, then I watched the way her nipples beaded under the sweater despite the cloying warmth of the room. 
 
   I cleared my throat. She sat on the rim of the tub, hip balanced over the side, and dropped a hand in the water. Her fingers dangled near my calf. Her perfume slipped into me like a rising cloud of honey smoke. She’d been near a wood-burning fire, a primitive ashen cologne, which served to remind me of the fire at her house and the quagmire of violence that haunted our every waking moment. 
 
   “How are things?” I said. 
 
   “Things,” she cooed, “are fine.” 
 
   My throat tightened as her eyes slipped from mine, veering down my body and surveying the landscape. My thighs clenched together while the dwindling logical portion of my brain tried to remind me that she was a predator who ate body parts when she was upset. Moreover, the nearest firearm was behind her, stashed under the sink, and I’d never get to it in time. 
 
   Yet her eyes held nothing but dark mischief, a seductive glint, and, dare I suspect, a glimmer of concern for my wellbeing. The sun-loved skin of her wrist bumped against the porcelain tub. Her short nails wavered in the water, a scant inch from my skin. Was she about to touch me or did the water create an optical illusion? Did I want her to feel me? Did I dare reach out and touch her? The sharp smoke tangled my nerves, sparking my concern. 
 
   “What’s going on, Svetlana?” 
 
   She smirked, whispered bits of something in Russian, and splashed me with a dainty wave of her fingers. Avoidance, utterly and entirely, but it was hard to care given the way she stared at me. Like I was reborn. Had I been so awful before, so scarred, that this was such an improvement? Resentful and self-conscious, I crossed my arms over my chest, covering at least that much. I was in the bath, after all, but couldn’t muster the appropriate indignation. Swore the water was getting hotter, though. 
 
   I was afraid of her, but not. A mixture of wariness, curiosity, affection, and revulsion. Talk about screwed up. And then she did it: her fingers touched down on my knee, a kiss of flesh, and I felt it. Through the old knots and new skin, the subtle friction of her fingertips danced down my flesh, somehow tying my entire body into a livewire.
 
   My body became far too aware of her hand traveling north from my knee. I cleared my throat, tried to think of words. “Umm…”
 
   “When they told me about your…sabbatical, I thought, what are they hiding? Maybe you are dying, and no one will say.” 
 
   “I’m not dying.”
 
   She brushed and errant hair behind her ear. “I worried you had been black-bagged, stuffed in a terrorist cell and water-boarded for fun.” Her hand flitted from my leg and flicked more water on me. “Would not have thought you could peel years off your life while shortening mine with worry.” 
 
   “I don’t need a lecture from you, too.” 
 
   “Maybe you do.”
 
   “Go screw yourself.” 
 
   She smiled. “You and your head.”
 
   “My head, what?”
 
   “You act like you’re never going to die.” 
 
   “I won’t. I mean, not over anything silly.”
 
   “Silly. Like pipe bombs and assassins?”
 
   “You might be immortal, but I refuse to die,” I said. “Nothing’s going to kill me until I don’t have a choice in the matter. Kinda puts us in the same boat.” 
 
   “You don’t say.”
 
   “I do.” 
 
   “Davey was worried.” 
 
   “He has Peter.”
 
   “Yes, he has Peter.” 
 
   Did I detect a hint of disdain in her voice? She reached and took a portion of my hair in her palm, sniffing it. Self-conscious, I wondered how it smelled to her heightened senses. Her face revealed nothing, and I wanted to kiss her. 
 
   “Svetlana?”
 
   “Kaidlyn.”
 
   I clasped her hand as it clutched my hair and pushed it away. I felt bones and iron strength and warmth and utterly unbreakable flesh. Couldn’t bear it, and yet I struggled to let go. I abandoned her hand and crossed my arms over my chest once again. Defensive. Small. Exposed. 
 
   “Why are you here, Svetlana?” 
 
   “To see you.”
 
   “I mean, what for?”
 
   “For the sake of seeing you.”
 
   “Don’t talk in riddles.”
 
   “Don’t ask silly questions.”
 
   I huffed. She grinned and picked up a loofah. “Shall I bathe you, princess?”
 
   “Don’t you dare!”
 
   Her throaty chuckle filled the room, mysteriously doubling the amount of steam. Good god, the woman was going to kill me. Literally and figuratively.
 
   “I’m tired,” I said, both a lie and the truth.
 
   She smiled again, a left bound twist of her lips. “Yes, I’m sure. Shall I call you tomorrow, then?” 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She stood slowly, stiff and reluctant. Her green sweater was stained at her side, made brown with something wet.
 
   “Svetlana, what is that?”
 
   A strand of blood leaked from under her sweater and met her hip, where a drop fell loose and plummeted into the tub. Ruby red in hot water, a viable contaminant. Faster than my next thought, she seized me and dragged me from the tub, her inhuman strength clearing me from the danger zone. Whirling and breathless, I slammed against her, clumsy as all hell. She winced. Nauseated even more, I reached for the sink, trying to hold myself up without the aid of her frightfully solid arm around my waist. I leaned against the sink, naked, and reached for a robe. 
 
   Cursing in Russian, she pulled the plug on the tub, watching the condemning drop disappear. She blushed as if embarrassed and scoured for any other leaks. I opened the medicine cabinet and passed her a thick helping of gauze. 
 
   “What happened?” I said.
 
   “A mere tussle, nothing more.”
 
   “A fight with a mutt?” 
 
   She sighed, stuffing the gauze under her sweater. “Ms. Durant, not every creature with teeth is a wolf.”
 
   “A vampire?” 
 
   She winked and walked toward the door. I didn’t try to follow and certainly didn’t watch her backside as if I was interested in chasing her and touching her. While I had slumbered through a leisurely two-week pity-party, she waged war on multiple fronts. She only wanted my help in one thing, but I had tucked tail. 
 
   Why would she bother to come and see if I was okay while she was oozing blood? Maybe it was a manipulative tactic: showing up wounded, exhibiting concern, and tweaking any heartstring that may have survived my callous life. 
 
   Or maybe she actually cared?
 
   She wasn’t beyond using diplomacy to position herself at a more favorable angle, and I was too scared to imagine she might have visited out of pure concern for my welfare. 
 
   The lady had me in a tizzy of confusion.
 
   I turned and faced the mirror. The tail end of a damaged tattoo on my hip had all but disappeared. Once, I had loved that ink, and now it was gone. I felt slimmer, less like an aquatic sponge, more like a real human shell on my bones. Still queasy. I needed to get in touch with my body again. To reclaim my machinery. 
 
   I dragged ass to the treadmill. Dust covered her buttons. I stepped on, barefoot. I meant to start at a walk and work my way through a nice, responsible progression, but within a few paces I was sprinting clumsily, heaving like an elephant in labor, burning and aching and nearly choking on my breath. 
 
    The impact of my bare feet, the burn of my lungs, the tremble up my thighs, and the cramps in my calves were all good things. Hamstrings started to tweak in a dangerous manner. Knees threatened to cave. Only survived forty seconds before I puked into the nearest trash can. Afterward, I surrendered, lurched to bed, and collapsed on the familiar blanket. 
 
   Then I was walking through the woods while the moon rose above the trees. Zelda strolled by my side. Her white summer dress swirled with pink and blue flowers, white shoes protected her feet. Together, we gathered stones by the light of the moon. Her pockets were full and mine were empty. The trees pointed out the best stones, sweeping their long twiggy appendages toward the pearly rocks. Zelda bent and picked up a stone so large she needed both hands. Smiling, she lifted it toward me. I reached for it but I couldn't get a grip. The stone fell, and Zelda disappeared. I spun in a circle but she wasn't there. 
 
   A shadow moved. Svetlana posed by a tree as blood blossomed on her sweater. She turned, and I saw past the ribs. Where the heart used to be, a hole tunneled to the other side. Moonlight came through. 
 
   I reached for her, but like with the stone, I couldn’t get a grip. She fell. Disappeared. I was alone. A wolf howled in the distance. I reached for my gun, but the holster was empty. My hand ran across my body for a weapon. As the bedside .45 slipped into my hand, I came fully awake.
 
   I journeyed to the kitchen, turned on the gentle light over the stove, and started to heat milk for hot chocolate. Glancing at the clock, I wanted to shrivel up and hide. Truly, was a good night's sleep too much to ask for? Davey came quietly to the kitchen, wearing pajama bottoms but no shirt. His pale skin was reflective. I could see individual ribs. I made an oath to fatten him up.
 
   I quietly portioned marshmallows into two mugs and topped it with hot chocolate. When I handed him the mug, he whispered, “It's been a while since we've done this in the middle of the night.”
 
   We used to have simultaneous nightmares, but he was coping better. 
 
   When I had bad dreams as a child, my mother would make cocoa half-stuffed with miniature marshmallows, plus all the hugs I could handle. That was forever ago. Hugs were weird, but I made a sufficient cup of cocoa. He peered over the marshmallows. I may have overdone it. We held our cups and felt steam rise against our faces. The cocoa was too hot to drink, but we sniffed in anticipation. Davey took his first sip and offered me a smile.
 
   We drank our cocoa in slow sips, using spoons on the melted, gooey marshmallows. Standing in my dark kitchen with my boy, drinking cocoa, being sleep deprived, one accident from bankrupt, on the verge of war with a career on the rocks, suddenly life was good. We would be okay.
 
   When everything was broken, I fixed something. Anything. Simply one piece set right, a mere morsel of sanity and rightness to grasp, a parachute, a lifeline. 
 
   I knew precisely what I needed to do. We finished the cocoa and quietly returned to our beds, where I slept peacefully until the clock sounded.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Volunteering to question a vampire fell into the same category of stupid as conspiring with mutts and terrorists, but there I stood, curiosity burning a hole in my common sense. 
 
   I preferred to avoid the creatures altogether. The world didn't know much about them, even though the Church claimed to be the presiding expert. A decade ago, the creatures went public, championed by popular religion. Most vamps stayed out of public venues and off the radar. I met three live vampires in my lifetime, which was more than enough. Two had inspired deep, gut-wrenching revulsion and the desire to stomp on their heads. The other was entirely different, and I never wanted to see him again. 
 
   If only.
 
   I called his office to make an appointment and suffered through a labyrinth of automated options, none of which resulted in speaking to an actual person. So I went while the sun shone hotly in the sky, hoping to avoid a face-to-face encounter.
 
   Sigurd, the most famous vampire on the planet, had become the spokesperson of his species and mutated into a religious icon. People sainted him and tagged his name next to the Virgin Mary in their prayers. Some said he was an angel, some speculated he was a brother of Christ. Whatever. 
 
   His vampy, reclusive ass remained virtually unseen. Which suited me fine: I didn’t actually want to see him. A phone interview would be good enough. 
 
   The outside of his estate operated very much like the perimeter of the FBHS building. A standard office skyscraper with all the windows blacked, tall iron fence protecting his front door, an impressive security detail. The vampire even hung a big Do Not Disturb sign, which plenty of people ignored. I navigated a swarm of paparazzi, vampire-loving church-goers, and panty-tossing groupies.
 
   My RFID clearance caught the security's attention. I waited while they verified my identity, and then they let me through the gate where I had to wait at the bullet-proof barrier. A trio of security guards eventually let me in and closed the door, trapping me between two panes of bulletproof glass.
 
   Rumor said Sigurd's lobby was guarded by a creature who never slept and never left, something not human and not vampire. A watchdog and attendant, lawyer and publicist, it was his only confirmed companion. She appeared human. Classically beautiful. Her hair gleamed the color of Sedona soil, parted on the side and drawn into a chignon. Her high-waisted skirt started below her ribs and hugged all the way to her knees, topped with a wrinkle-free blouse.
 
   “Ms. Durant, how can we help you?” She held a sleek, transparent tablet. 
 
   “I would like to make an appointment to speak with Sigurd. When he has time, I mean. I can leave my phone number.” 
 
   She tapped her finger on her tablet and gave me a stern look. “In regard to official business of the Federal Bureau of Human Safety, please understand we do not wish to be associated with any organizations.”
 
   “My inquiry is more of a personal nature.”
 
   She cocked her head. Her eyes glazed over. Hollowed-out eyes, absent of light. Her pupils pulsed like a throbbing heart. Was she high? She gave me the creeps. 
 
   “I can see you’re all very busy,” I said. “I don’t need face time with Mr. Sigurd. A few minutes on the phone will do. I'll gladly wait for a call, you know, in the comfort of my own home.”
 
   “We will see you now.” A switch flipped and she smiled as if she was bursting with faith, hope, and love. Scared the crap out of me. An earpiece rested in her ear. Someone spoke to her through electronic means. No telepathic nonsense. I was officially being a ninny.
 
   Why would Sigurd actually agree to see me? Our last interaction hadn’t exactly been civil.
 
   “Wait, right now?” 
 
   Daylight shone into the lobby, warm on my neck. High noon. The assistant typed a security code onto a panel and the glass slid away. Reluctantly, I entered the lobby. Her desk was centered in the large sparse room. The floor was made of polished blue stone, the walls were matte gray. Various treasures sat on pedestals, bragging wealth. Centuries of vampire junk must be worth a fortune. Sigurd wouldn't run out of wealth if he lived for another thousand years.
 
   She said, “Go to the eleventh floor. Take the stairs. We do not like elevators, and they have been turned off.” 
 
   Eleven flights of stairs: plenty of time to make the smart decision and turn around. Yeah, right. I can do this. It's only one vampire. I came armed with my Jerichos and the Glock, plus a small blade, but I didn’t feel safer. As far as monsters went, Sigurd was out of my league. 
 
   What the hell was I thinking? I had no backup plan.
 
   Soon, I didn’t think of the vamp at all. My muscles ached from crossing the parking lot, and now I faced enough stairs to induce another coma. Within moments, my heart pumped like a jungle drum and my skin leaked sweat. I grabbed the rail, eyes down, forging ahead, step by agonizing step. When my quads could take no more, I glanced up. Saw the number seven painted in jaunty red print. Four floors to go. 
 
   “Shit.” I heaved, I grumbled, and I trudged. Leaned against the wall. Puked and laid down on the cold floor. May have passed out for a moment. Sopping wet, shaking, I stood and carried on.
 
   When I finally opened the stairwell door on the eleventh floor, I expected to see some sort of activity. At least some furniture. The room sat bare except for numerous paintings on display. I didn't see the vampire and was reluctant to leave the perceived safety of the stairwell. My fingers tingled with the same adrenaline that hit when I expected a mutt to attack. I had the horrible feeling I was walking into a trap but wasn’t smart enough to leave. 
 
   I entered the empty room. The door closed behind me, and the click echoed.
 
   Since no one was there, I perused the gallery. Comforting scenes of riverside picnics, little Amish children and animal studies; a theme of relaxation. My heart rate began to settle. My fingers regained sensation. The paintings looked tasteful and nice, but art was really Davey's forte. He'd have fun in this room. 
 
   Exhausted, I sat on the floor and stared at a picture of a collie playing with a red ball. The collie, shoulders low to the ground and its tail in a playful swing, reminded me of a mutt about to pounce. Which made me wonder where the hell Sigurd was and why I waited. 
 
   Then I inhaled something exotic, both soothing and stimulating, the scent of magic mixed with ginger. He crept behind me, but instead of feeling alarmed, I was practically sedated. A unique drunkenness set in.
 
   He stood several paces behind. The vampire’s straw-colored hair looked sun-kissed, which was an odd impression to get from a vampire. His silky olive shirt paired well with his gray slacks. His hands hung harmlessly by his sides. His face bespoke the patient countenance of a loving professor.
 
   Gorgeous.
 
   “I puked in the hall,” I said. My legs seized and cramped. Struggling to stand, I slowly got to my feet. He watched me the way an arsonist might examine a burning building.
 
   “Do you like the paintings?” His warm voice carried. Joy smoothed my tension. I wanted to confess random, long-dormant sins. I wanted him to tell me everything would be okay because I might believe it if he said so. I wanted to sit down—kneel, really. Pride suffocated the craving. 
 
   If I needed to kill him, I damn well better take the heart.
 
   “Does this particular painting captivate you?” 
 
   “My boy, Davey, is the artist,” I said. “Personally, I can't tell good art from bad and don't understand half the crap people call art these days, but I'd be willing to say Davey can paint better than this.” I stopped abruptly. I had been babbling, and I told a stranger Davey's name. Shit. It was like someone slipped me a rape drug. I tried to remember if the secretary had touched me at all. She hadn't, but something was wrong. 
 
   Sigurd's pleasant expression didn't change. He stood motionless. I blinked. His chest wasn't moving. If not for the glint in his eyes, he might have been a standing corpse. A pleasure to look at, but certainly not human.
 
   He said, “Why are you here?”
 
   “I have some questions which you seem best suited to answer.”
 
   “Does your new skin cause you pain?”
 
   “What?” Sheesh. Abnormal creatures and their sense of smell. “Yes.”
 
   “Is it a dull pain or a sharp one?”
 
   “Dull and constant, but some movements make it grab sharply.”
 
   I fidgeted, not liking that a vampire was so interested in my body. He took a breath: a long shallow one like he was testing the air, seeking my scent. A shiver coursed down my spine, but a tingle in my blood revved my heart and almost had me offering a wrist. 
 
   Which illuminated the trouble with the other type of vampire: they were downright mystical and shit. In the presence of this particular monster, I believed in God again. His beauty, musical voice, and dictatorial eyes…
 
   Jesus, Kaidlyn, get a grip.
 
   “Oh, stop,” he said. “You are responding to my smell. The power in my blood draws you to me, as nectar lures the bee. Assuredly, this is nothing more than well-evolved chemical responses, Ms. Durant. You cannot help yourself, and watching you struggle grows tiresome. What questions do you have?”
 
   “I'd like to talk about your role as the Chosen Disciple.”
 
   “I wouldn't. Also, I do not donate to or affiliate myself with government—”
 
   “I'm not panhandling.”
 
   His eyes locked on me with scope-like precision. “Did you interrupt me?”
 
   “You jumped to the wrong conclusion.” Arrogant bastard.
 
   “Are you inquiring about my divine connection to the Christ? Would you like to hear about miracles?” He sounded entirely disinterested and condescending. 
 
   “Were vampires honest about their origin?”
 
   “Would the answer change what I am, Ms. Durant? You do not want money and you do not want a god. What can you possibly desire of me?”
 
   “Are vampires responsible for the way the world views mutts?”
 
   “I am not.”
 
   “I meant vampires in general, not you specifically.”
 
   “Are you planning to leave the FBHS?”
 
   “Not particularly.”
 
   “Then I cannot imagine why you would care.” He waved his hand. “If the truth makes no difference, your questions are a waste of time.”
 
   “From what I understand, you've got plenty of the commodity to spare.”
 
   He blinked. “A waste of my breath, then, and I do not like breathing.”
 
   Disturbing. 
 
   I persisted. “Rumor says that vampires and their money begat the FBHS.”
 
   “Not my money.”
 
   “Nothing to do with you, I get that. You've made it quite clear you have no desire to be affiliated with the bureau. Or perhaps you wish to disassociate yourself from the vampires who support the notion?”
 
   “How did you come by the rumor?” 
 
   “Is that important? You haven't answered any questions yet. Are all vampires this frustrating, or is it only you?”
 
   He said flatly, “It is not only me.”
 
   “Good to know.”
 
   “You do not like me, Ms. Durant, and I can sympathize. Most vampires do not even like one another. My reluctance to answer your questions is borne of the fact that I do not care for the ones whom we are about to discuss.”
 
   “Are you one of the Devoted?” I said. His gasp twanged like a rubber band. I jumped back. “What was that?” 
 
   A slight tip of his lips revealed he was laughing at me. 
 
   “My diaphragm, Ms. Durant. I told you, I do not like to breathe. It causes mild discomfort, like the stretching of an atrophied muscle. The tightness would lessen if I led a more robust existence, but I prefer to be sedentary.” He circled to the left, taking his eyes off me. The ginger wafted around, growing stronger and more pleasant as he moved.
 
   “Can you tone that down?” I covered my nose.
 
   “Says the one who smells of raw flesh and blood. Is my aroma uncomfortable and you want it gone? After you, human.” He touched the frame of the painting I had been eyeing. “Are you wearing a recording device? I must warn you, I rather despise those, and I’ll kill you for it.”
 
   I swallowed. “I have a phone, but it is not recording.” 
 
   “Fair enough. What do you know of the Devoted?”
 
   “The religion worships vampires alongside Christ,” I said.
 
   “The Devoted began as a sect of vampires who fervently worshiped the Christ, mostly as a round-about way of worshiping themselves. The current cult which you see in the press is a convoluted, human rendition. I do not share their way of thinking. Nothing but a tedious, roundabout way to affirm one’s hedonism, if you ask me. Which you did.”
 
   “Did the vampires lie about Christ?”
 
   “They told the truth as they know it, and it is as accurate as any witness testimony can be when accumulated long after the fact. The sect began rather harmlessly, but when the Black Madonna started a civil war and left the vampire fate to the world, the Devoted quickly gave mortals a rosy glass through which to view our story. We are all, both you and I, monsters…until compared to a greater monster, a monster poised to take the fall for abhorrent deeds. Thus, the Devoted nailed wolves to the public cross. By extorted fear, vampires became friends of the people. Touching, is it not?” 
 
   “A decade of war came from a public relation campaign?”
 
   “The Devoted preach Evil, Miss Durant. It is the cornerstone of their faith.”
 
   “So lykos become the scapegoat for vampire sins?”
 
   “I appear human. Mongrels do not. They easily become the greater evil.”
 
   “To what end? What's the ultimate plan? This crusade can't go on forever.”
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “Because,” I said. He stared. I wasn't smart enough to come up with a better reason on the spot. As a government merc, I was hard pressed to tell a vampire that murder was immoral. Moving on. “Where did the Devoted get their money?”
 
   “I am not an accountant,” Sigurd said, full of disclaimers.
 
   “Can you tell me about a vampire from Moscow? The name is Alexei.”
 
   He stared for a long, uncomfortable moment. His power tingled through me like a vibrating tuning fork. Finally he moved, brushing his hand over the air between us. I watched his fingers, languid as a passing current. Why not let him touch me? What could possibly go wrong? His fingernails gleamed. I jerked back before he could reach my skin. His hand dropped to his side, but he stepped forward. 
 
   “Who told you this name?”
 
   I didn't answer.
 
   “A mongrel told you? You smell of so many dogs.” He stepped closer.
 
   “Keep your nose away from me. This olfactory shit gets creepy.”
 
   “Alexei,” he said, as if the name itself was disdainful. He clasped his hands behind his back and turned away from me. “Despite his low birth, Alexei aspired to make an empire for himself. He usurped half of Russia and killed every master vampire poised to threaten his station.”
 
   “Your people allowed Alexei get away with that?”
 
   “Most vampires don't care. Alexei is something of a pariah even among the isolationists. The strength of his bloodline discourages argument. Anyway, if you could find a volunteer with enough brass, enough stupidity, to walk up to Alexei and tell him he's being brutal and selfish...well, not many argue with self-nominated gods. Alexei has the will of an old Israelite god. You can't argue with something containing such vicious, jealous authority.”
 
   “Moses did.”
 
   “Yes, Moses. And Abraham, as well.” His lips arched with a rare grin. His smile lit me up, inside and out. Then the smile fell off his face like an anvil. “Both asked God to spare the people He claimed to love. How brave! Likewise, are you trying to convince Alexei not to kill the ones he loves? Have you seen him?”
 
   “No, I merely heard the name. How can I find another vampire, one who might be able to lead me to those who are spinning the political wheels?”
 
   “To what end?” 
 
   “To make them stop.”
 
   “Why should they?”
 
   “Vampires and lykos are making war and my people are dying.”
 
   “Which is not inherently bad,” he said.
 
   “Neutrality is a coward's banner, Sigurd.” Oooh, was I ever toeing a line! But I couldn't help it. He knew the truth, but his indifference killed people and allowed the persecution of those like Davey. Sigurd took a step toward me and I retreated. 
 
   “Come with me, Ms. Durant.”
 
   He walked by, smelling erotic. 
 
   “Call me Kaidlyn,” I said, happy that he wanted to spend so much time with me. Goddamn it! Needed to remember to keep my distance. He climbed the stairs and I gave him plenty of room. “You don't use elevators?” 
 
   “I do not like small spaces.”
 
   “So I guess you don't sleep in a coffin.”
 
   “No, I do not,” he said flatly. No sense of humor. 
 
   My legs were on fire. My lungs couldn’t grasp enough air. He stopped every few paces, waiting, sniffing. It was creepy as all hell.
 
   We trudged up a few more floors and he opened the door, revealing a massive room with two desks and mounds of art. One of the desks held a computer, the other supported a book nearly a foot thick. Sigurd approached the gigantic volume. The black leather cover looked ancient. Its pages were thick and yellowed, with perfectly uniform script written in a language I couldn't identify.
 
   “A book of names,” he said, “a history of the vampire race chronicling all the way back to when they claim the Christ died. So many names. Thousands. Maybe tens of thousands. I do not know how many of us there are or were, and I do not care. Not a single name in this book could cause me to shed a tear. Line up these individuals and their entire house, burn them all to a cinder, and I would not even reschedule my afternoon tea.”
 
   The monstrous book could hold a lot of names.
 
   “I am not a coward, Kaidlyn. I simply do not give a shit.”
 
   I absolutely believed him.
 
   “You’re suggesting the vampires who outed the wolves and concocted the FBHS are written in this book,” I said.
 
   “This book is not to be seen,” he said. “Not by you.”
 
   “But I'm looking at it right now.”
 
   “And do you read Arabic? No? Then it has not been seen.” Sigurd stepped closer, and I held my breath to avoid his seductive odor. His voice, coaxing, said, “Have you seen any other pages from this book or heard any other vampire names?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “If you have seen pages, I would like to know whose house has been flaunting their book.”
 
   “I heard Alexei’s name, nothing more,” I said.
 
   “How long can you hold your breath?”
 
   I stepped away. “Will you help me find other vampires or not?”
 
   “Try bleeding more often; you'll find one eventually. Go away, agent. I have a plane to catch and I want to eat first.”
 
   Eat.
 
   I quickly started walking toward the stairs, but then I turned to ask one last thing. His face killed the question in my throat. There was nothing to his expression. Any emotion or pleasantry he had shown me thus far was only a mask: tabula rasa. I decided to shut my mouth and keep moving. As I hurried down the stairs, the secretary hurried up. Dinner.
 
   No law prohibited the donation of blood to a vampire, and it had become commonplace. The church even had a registry for volunteers who offered dinner to random vamps. Devoted followers carried donor cards, pledging their blood and life to vamps in a Confirmation ceremony. If Sigurd munched on his secretary, it wasn't my business. If she ended up dead, the case would go to a different division. 
 
   It pissed me off nonetheless. No one gets to sit back and leech off people while claiming neutrality. Not on my watch. If cows were at war with pigs, I'd have the decency to worry about the future of my bacon cheeseburgers.
 
   Bastard.
 
   I escaped unscathed and pretended my heart thudded from exertion and not relief. In the lobby, the secretary buzzed me out, and I stared at her like an idiot. I had just passed her on the stairs! Finally, I realized the trick: she was a twin. 
 
   As the security hustled me out the door and escorted me through the mob, the absurdity of the whole thing struck me. Hard. People worshiped Sigurd like a god. As if he descended from Christ’s direct bloodline. Humanity prayed to him, and he didn’t give a rat’s patoot about anything other than his collectibles. The vamp had the audacity to be more concerned about his political neutrality than the misconceptions which led to the genocide of an entire race. 
 
   Sigurd’s diplomatic, pedantic ass would help me whether he wanted to or not. I planned to do something incredibly stupid and insane, the mere thought of which made my fingers go numb and nearly gave me the shits.
 
   Gonna get myself killed. 
 
   Luckily, I knew a tech-savvy pirate who could outmaneuver any security system on any grid and happened to enjoy mischief. I turned on my black cell, which was free from Big Fed’s prying eyes and open for illegal communication. I used my silver phone for work because it had a constant federal wiretap and GPS system; it was a huge tattletale. Keeping the phones straight was literally a matter of life and death.
 
   I called Rainer for backup, hatching my plan, recruiting his brain power, and offering what intel I could. He promised to put his devious pirate mind to the task. I drove to the nearest all night restaurant and drank cup after cup of coffee, paired with a few cinnamon rolls and a batch of French fries. Eagerly, I waited for the silver phone to buzz in my pocket.
 
   It turned into a long night. 
 
   When Rainer texted a smiley face, I hopped up, feeling like James Bond, and drove immediately to his bunker. 
 
   Blasting the radio and singing along with the gritty vocals of Zakk Wylde, I was alert and almost happy. Maybe Rainer had something good for me, like a blacklisted gem of literature. I loved finding illegal treasures that most people would never see, simultaneously hoisting a big 'screw you' to the government that tagged me like an animal and tried to control every aspect of my life. 
 
   My soothing guns sat pleasurably on my hips, the black phone occupied my pocket, and a to-go mug warmed my hand. I sipped hot coffee, sighed, and cruised down empty highways after curfew. Red Sector was beautiful at night, filthy with colorful people and street vendors. Ignoring swells of prostitutes and smugglers, I navigated past the street fairs toward Rainer’s hidden lair. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   I pulled the sweatshirt hood over my head and walked into an adult toy shop. Gigantic prosthetic dicks and silicone toys hung proudly on a wall behind the flavored lubes. A pit bull, Rufus, hopped up from his bed near a rack of fleshlights and fell snout-deep in my crotch before I closed the doorway. 
 
   I pushed his nose away and gave him a good rubbing scratch down his spine. Tongue lolling to the side, he ate up the attention. Ironic to let a pit bull guard a mutt hideout, but Rufus was a friendly dog who took his job seriously. Which was, initially, to scare away dog haters.
 
   The place buzzed with males and females of all age, in various states of dress. They saw me and their eyes unanimously widened. We all froze and stared at each other. I recognized two of Erik’s lieutenants: Quasi with his greasy hair combed away from the old scar on his face, and Biscuit, who paused with a submarine sandwich halfway to his mouth, his young hips leaning against the counter where a middle-aged lady with giant tits flirted as he ate.
 
   “Hey,” I said. 
 
   The crowd broke. More than half of them bolted for the back door. Fast. Mutts, all of them. And they recognized me. Chills jolted down my spine, but I put my hands in the air. Don't shoot, I mimed. I tucked my chin and strolled to the back of the porn shop. As I passed Biscuit, he reached out. I sidestepped and bumped into a rack of furry handcuffs.
 
   “Everything okay?” His crystal-clear eyes worried while his nostrils flared. I imagined the stink of weakness drifting from my clothes.
 
   “Fine,” I said. Still didn't want him to touch me, though. Quasi rounded the other side of the rack, and I poised to pull a gun if he got closer. The two mutts triangulated and circled. At least, that's what it felt like.
 
   Quasi said, “Ground rattlesnake can help you heal. Curanderismo.” 
 
   The cinched flesh over his eye and mouth gave him a perpetual grimace, but he seemed decent and didn't hate me. I liked those qualities in people. He tucked his head and left.
 
   “Good luck,” Biscuit said. He chomped into the sandwich and followed Quasi out the door. Weird. Not sure where I would find rattlesnake meat though. Or did he mean the rattler's rattler? As I stood there thinking about it, the lady behind the counter glared at me for chasing off her underage eye-candy. Whatever. I rolled my eyes and continued to the back of the store.
 
   The brief conversation only served to remind me that I'd been caught in the middle of a mutt shit storm where people from all sides occasionally tried to kill me. I grew angry all over again. 
 
   I hurried to the back, sneaking into a jerking booth with suspicious stains. Eek. The rear panel slid back, offering a short, steep stairwell. Dark, concrete, and much like a prison block. 
 
   I met more mutts coming up. I recognized one. Heathcliff wrinkled his nose at me and slunk against the wall. He stunk of pot, and wore black rimmed glasses. We didn't speak to each other.
 
   The last reinforced door opened and the sweet aroma of marijuana lingered in the den. The army of computer screens blinked, processing and performing according to Rainer's every whim. He wore beach shorts with highlighter yellow piping and a lime tank top so bright it hurt to look at him.
 
   Rainer smiled. Mirthful, mischievous. 
 
   “Durant! Glad to see you’re up and about. Miss you and hope you’re well, all that. Now, I need your help.”
 
   “Rainer, about our joint acquisition—”
 
   “Later. First I need to secure payment. In trade. Remember how I decided to use you for important deliveries of hard-to-transport goods?” 
 
   “I shuffle your pirate treasures around sometimes, yeah. That’s a particularly suspicious twinkle in your eye. Makes me nervous. What do you want now?”
 
   “I have a Xen delivery I need to be processed immediately. A low-risk drop. No cash pick up, simply a deposit.” 
 
   “I don’t know about this,” I said.
 
   “What’s the problem?”
 
   “I’m a mutt-killer by trade.” I lifted my shirt enough to flash the holster of my silver-loaded firearm. “And you want me to traffic mutt-suppression meds?” 
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “Maybe use someone else? Someone not armed with Ag rounds?” 
 
   “Too many people know you come here, Kaidlyn. They know who you are. Some are speculating that you might turn wolves over to the FBHS. We need to make a statement that justifies our collaboration and proves your dedication.”
 
   “And hawking your fancy pharmaceuticals will implicate me further in your seedy underworld, shoveling more shit on my head if you decide to bury me.”
 
   “Seedy?” He sniffed. “I resent the choice of words, but yes, that’s the desired effect. Do these urgent pill drops for me and you’ll prove that you are willing to lay down with dogs.”
 
   We paused. He blushed. 
 
   “Figuratively,” I said, trying not to recall a lip-lock with a certain mutt queen. “And you think it's a good idea for me to meet this particular mutt?”
 
   “Yes, I do. He's a decent guy. A little high-strung, fatigued, works hard. Try not to shoot him on sight.” 
 
   “Rainer, you want me to meet a skittish, unknown mutt and sell him illegal drugs? I mean, the possibility of everything going wrong at once is fairly high.”
 
   “I know you, Kaidlyn. You're ready for this. Plus, you don't have much of a choice. How else are you going to afford the next installment of Gregory's Political Symposium? I mean, with all your medical bills, Davey's curriculum, and a handful of Down-boys to pay off, you'll be broke for decades. And then there’s this last favor. I had to shut down a whole vector, did I mention that? My fingers are cramping from all the code I had to type…” 
 
   “You're a dick.” 
 
   He winked and handed me a slip of paper. His smirk grew increasingly impish. I had a good reason to distrust his grin. All of his plans were hatched at someone's expense and for someone's benefit. 
 
   “You’re a royal pain in my ass, Rainer. How did I get messed up with you?”
 
   “Now, don’t be cruel. I understand you’re tired, sweetheart, but there's nothing you can't accomplish with dedication and a touch of faith.”
 
   “Faith? Who needs faith? I'm not—” I read the name and address. “You gotta be kidding me. Is this a joke?”
 
   “A cosmic one, yes!” He chortled. “What a coincidence, right?”
 
   “You can’t expect me—” 
 
   “Oh, get over it. I think the lady doth protest too much. You’re making the drop and you know it.” 
 
   “I want good news now,” I growled. “Tell me about the goddamn book.”
 
   He spun in his chair, hopped up, and crossed the room. His fine hair brushed across his bare back, curtaining the ripples of flesh from long-ago damage. At least he no longer hid the scars from me. 
 
   He gathered a chunk of green velvet, unwrapping it as he returned. Inside the plush blanket sat a fat book with black leather binding.
 
   Sigurd’s book of names.
 
   My pulse danced a jig. The vampire would have my head for this.
 
   “I saw the security at that place,” I said. “Dare I ask how you got inside?”
 
   “An apprentice of mine is a bit of a pickpocket. Works magic with locks, and once I dropped the power grid, he slipped inside. I swear, if I didn’t know better, I’d think he was a magician. Like, with real magic.” 
 
   Since my Wiccan neighbor had recently performed a protection spell that may or may not have helped save my skin during a home invasion, I kept my mouth shut. I simply didn’t want to deal with the possibility of more supernatural gunk smudging my world. 
 
   He extended the book, but I didn’t touch it. A chill wrinkled my spine like he had offered me a slimy carcass. 
 
   “I don’t want to keep it, Rainer. I simply need it translated.”
 
   “What kind of operation do you think I run here? The first thing I did was completely scan it into multiple electronic formats, and I sure as hell don’t want this stinky vampire smut lying around my sanctuary. Get it out of here before it gives me hives. I agreed to help you steal the secret book, but I am not getting involved in vampire politics.”
 
   “Please. You didn’t hear anything I said after ‘secret book.’ You were dying to help me.” 
 
   “And I did. Take the book and get it out of here.”
 
   I didn’t want to, but since had I orchestrated the theft, it was my responsibility. When did I go from being a gunslinger to a paperboy? Meanwhile, vamps ruled the world, my goddamn ribs hurt like a mo-fo, and my arch enemy frolicked through the pasture of anonymity and insanity.
 
   I dragged out a chair, sat, and crossed my ankles on his desk. I kept my tone conversational and hoped he wouldn't realize I was itching to kill something.
 
   “Busy around here these days, huh? Lots of folks upstairs, business booming, that sort of thing. By the way, Rainer, can you tell me where I can find this Iago character?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Curiosity.”
 
   “Well, hun, I can't tell you anything.”
 
   “It's for the boys,” I said. Killing Iago would be for them, sorta.
 
   “No can do, Quark baby.”
 
   “Sure you can. You can do anything, Rainer. That's why you're my hero.”
 
   “I can't give you a mutt's address, especially his. He's trouble.”
 
   “Oh? I hadn't noticed. I only want to talk to him about some of this theories, pick his brain a bit.” Pick it with a baseball bat. Rainer spun in his chair and stared at me like a God-appointed disciplinarian.
 
   “No.”
 
   “How about any surveillance footage you might have discovered from the night of my home invasion? I’d like to see how the mutt got past the security walls. I won’t do anything nasty, I swear, but I need to prevent further intrusion.” 
 
   “Kaidlyn, listen to me: no. I'm not giving up one of my people when you're in such a mood.”
 
   “What mood?” I feigned innocence.
 
   “You're carrying, like, five guns. That's definitely a mood.”
 
   “At least give me a full name.”
 
   “Nope.” He shook his head.
 
   “The name of someone who might maybe know a neighbor who might—”
 
   “Kaidlyn! No. What if Iago came asking for your name? Do you think I would give it to him?”
 
   “Apparently, he already knows a great deal about me. He sent a fucking dog assassin to my door, remember? And I'm standing in the dark with my cock in my hand, so to speak, pants pulled down or whatever while my friends prepare for war. Your misplaced loyalty comes at a shitty time.” I folded my arms over my chest. “After all this, you're picking Iago over me?” 
 
   “Don't try to twist my integrity into a game.”
 
   “Sometimes your intelligence is inconvenient,” I said, exasperated. 
 
   I collected the epic, heavy book and left. By the time I hit the freeway, the sunrise was bright enough that I slid on sunglasses to prevent myself from squinting to sleep.
 
   Fallen businesses and empty lots cluttered the skyline. I drove out of south Red Sector and paused where a demolition crew with yellow hard hats chipped away at a half-crumpled apartment complex. 
 
   The city underwent constant beautification to convert the empty slums into greatly needed cemeteries. Scavenger drones flew constantly, scouring the city and nearby wilderness, spying on the living while gathering bones. The old remains were rarely identified, but Big Fed didn’t burn them because that’s what happened to the monsters’ waste. Humans needed to be buried, a frivolous yet unquestionable segregation. To be fair, the cemeteries were beautiful.
 
   For a moment, I sat in the truck and watched the men working the ruins like ants running over the detritus of picnic leftovers. They’d pull up all the dead flesh and replace it with something pretty. A little cosmetic surgery to make the world prettier.
 
   As if that would fix anything.
 
   I put the truck in gear and drove.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   I held two gym memberships: one at Crueger’s for conditioning and one at Clifford’s for combat skills. Clifford mastered a smorgasbord of disciplines including Kenpo, jiu-jitsu, judo, and more. I didn’t visit his place so much anymore, most because it was a pit of steamy testosterone and, at the end of the day, I had tits. 
 
   It is what it is.
 
   Clifford’s dojo sat on the eastern side of a lot next to a swap meet and a butcher shop. His place was huge, run-down, clean, and peaceful. Black rubber mats covered the floor. The support beams were wrapped in mats so no one bashed their head open. Colorful stacks of Olympic weights lined the walls, sectioning off a dozen canvas punching bags. It wasn't a place for show-boaters or hot heads. Clients didn’t come to Clifford's to play, but to work hard sweating, bleeding, blackening eyes, and earning muscles that ached for days.
 
   The man—mutt—in question gleamed with sweat, his cotton tank damp. His bloodline ran from the South Pacific Islands, and his body—yeow. Lithe, predatory gait. Hardcore masculine with superb heavy eyelashes. His wet hair was short enough that no one would get a grip on it. He gave the punching bag a good thrashing and moved ceaselessly around the bag like a shark in a feeding frenzy.
 
   I walked to the edge of the mat, as far as I could go without removing my boots, and watched him with a mixture of admiration and trepidation. That right cross was wicked. If he rampaged, the collateral damage would be massive.
 
   He finished a combination with a knee to the canvas bag's gut, then turned.
 
   “A little early for training, isn’t it, Kaid?” 
 
   “I’m not here for that.”
 
   “Good. You look like shit, and I’d hate to take advantage. Now, why are you staring at me like that?”
 
   “Like how?”
 
   “Like I ate your kitten.” He offered a sexy smile. “And not in the fun way.”
 
   “You know who I am?” I said.
 
   His mood swung like a pendulum from flirty and jovial to sinister and alert. His jaw thickened ever so slightly. If I didn't know what to look for, I would have missed it. He blinked, and the tone disappeared from his face. His body, however, lurked with tension. 
 
   “Everyone knows who you are, Princess. Pride of the bureau and all that glorious celebrity nonsense.” 
 
   I sighed and held out the tins. “Rainer sends his regards.”
 
   He stared quietly, nostrils flaring. Scenting me. How many times had we touched each other on the mat, in a clasp or with fists, grappling, sweating—had we bled, either of us? The disease was contagious to various, unpredictable degrees. Had he ever leaked contaminant on me?
 
   I wagged the tin emphatically.
 
   “You have to be shitting me,” he said. “Is this a trick?”
 
   “Unfortunately, no. C’mon. I’m not nearly that clever.”
 
   “How are you acquainted with Rainer?”
 
   He didn’t take the tin, so I lowered my arm. “He’s a popular guy.”
 
   “Either you did something bad and he’s blackmailing you, or you need something he’s got.”
 
   “A bit of both.”
 
   “Are you currently thinking about shooting me?”
 
   “No,” I lied. “I didn’t realize you take Xen.” 
 
   “You mean you didn’t know I was a mutt.”
 
   “I thought your tone was off, but assumed it was only pot.” I narrowed my eyes. “Ever see a mutt with the munchies? Not pretty.”
 
   He wiped his nose and shrugged. “I need something extra for sparring Fridays. Everyone bleeds on Fridays.”
 
   “Should skip the classes this week. Saturday is a full moon.”
 
   “Can't start skipping. People will notice.” His brown eyes tracked me as I extended two tins. “If this is entrapment, I’ll chew through you before they put me down.”
 
   “You can try.” 
 
   “This is so…”
 
   “Ludicrous? I know. Gonna make me hold these forever?”
 
   The cords in his thick neck grappled and breath fluffed up his chest. A million things could topple the domino, push the disease to consume him, and cause a shed. He wouldn’t lay down; he would die violent. I knew what silver could do to a wolf. I didn't want to see his mutt. Seeing it meant killing him.
 
   He took the tins. His hands wore a beautiful shade of almond. His fantastic forearms brandished cords of thick muscle. 
 
   “How recently have you shed?”
 
   He chuckled. “Pleading the fifth, Kaidlyn.”
 
   “If you ever need to, there's a panic room...”
 
   “The bunker? Naw.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Not a fan of certain mutts.” He shrugged a cannonball shoulder.
 
   “Like Erik?” 
 
   “You know Erik?” 
 
   “A bit. He's not always there.”
 
   “The smell of him makes me hostile. Makes me want to shed fast and tear him up.” His lip pulled back from his teeth. His amber eyes swirled with rich hues, reminding me of stiff whisky illuminated by a roaring fire. Alpha male competition, or something deeper?
 
   “Maybe Erik isn't all bad?” I said, digging.
 
   “He's a thug.” 
 
   “I’ll concede he does have thuggish ways on occasion.”
 
   “They're all thugs, or nearly. They gather like a bunch of jocks for a keg party, acting like there's nothing wrong with them, that they're invincible. His kennel will get killed off eventually.” 
 
   I didn't say anything. Erik and I weren't on the best of terms. He didn't like that I killed his rampaging mutts, and I didn't like that he couldn't control his kennel. I returned my thoughts to the man before me.
 
   “Rainer is a good guy. He'll do right by you.”
 
   Clifford nodded. He bent and gathered some bills tucked under the mat. He handed payment to me. Hot, damp fingers tapped against mine. I suppressed a shudder and resisted wiping my hand on my pants. L-strains weren’t known to pass through any avenue other than blood, but his skin burned mutt-hot.
 
   “You know you can always come back and train with us anytime. The boys miss you.” He fingered his knuckles, checking for loose ends on the tape.
 
   “Other than Friday fights, anything bothering you lately?”
 
   He frowned. “Are you my psychologist now?”
 
   “Maybe.” Strangers were in town, mutt conflict ignited across the city, and Xen couldn't fix everything. “I'm working a riddle.”
 
   “An FBHS riddle?” he said.
 
   “Nope. Just me asking.” I watched his face, but he didn't believe me. Didn’t trust me. Had no reason to. I sighed and sat on a wooden bench beside the mats.
 
   “I found myself tangled up with Rainer due to my love for blacklisted literature. Then I fell deeper into the underground when I adopted a survivor named Davey. Life is a briar patch, you know? Easy to stumble into the labyrinth, harder to find your way out of the maze.”
 
   “How does that reconcile with your habit of killing mutts?” 
 
   “Turns out I prefer to shoot them when they’re homicidal monsters trying to eat an entire school bus full of kiddy-steak.” 
 
   “Huh.” He grunted, whiskey eyes flashing. “What does FBHS think of your activities?”
 
   “The bureau encourages employees to volunteer in our local community.” 
 
   He smiled. “Right.” 
 
   I shrugged. “You've got my number.”
 
   “In case I need some silver in the noggin?”
 
   “Or whatever.”
 
   “Fine.” He smiled. “It’s kinda nice to meet someone more screwed than me.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Don't take any shit, huh?”
 
   I nodded. He returned to the canvas punching bag. I watched his movement with adoration. The man was a good fighter, crazy strong, and a dozen types of attractive, but he fought a disease I'd never truly understand.
 
   Someday, maybe soon, I would have to kill him.
 
   It would be easier than he’d expect. He had seen me fight on the mat, all fair and noble-like: he didn't know about me and guns in the real world. No tap out, no sportsmanlike rules. If I had to kill him, I'd do it fast, sudden, and no closer than I needed to be. I'd look into his eyes and pull the trigger and pile his death on the heap of graves I carried with me.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   I glanced at my watch, late for brunch with Sarakas. My partner was a very forgiving, easy-going man, provided I arrived on time. I scurried into the greasy spoon where we habitually indulged our appetite and saw Andreas sitting with impeccable posture in our usual booth. His great body wore an anti-drug tee and trim jeans. An unbuttoned long sleeve shirt covered his guns, leaving him innocuous while he glanced at his watch.
 
   I slid into the booth, weary and more than a tad sore from climbing a vampire’s ivory tower. Waitstaff brought a cup of coffee and a carafe.
 
   “Moving stiffly,” he said.
 
   “Didn’t have time for yoga this morning,” I snipped. Instantly, I checked myself. No reason to bitch at him; none of this was his fault. My old trainer, Clifford, was a mutt. The disease surrounded me. Hell, one more L-pos person in my life and Sarakas would be able to smell it on me. 
 
   Hot coffee flowed through me like happy lava.
 
   “You’re late,” he said. “By half an hour.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Well, I invited Vanessa to come down. Thought you’d skipped out on me.”
 
   “Oh.” The girlfriend was on her way. “That’s fine. Cool.”
 
   He squinted. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Don't worry, Andreas. I'll won’t shoot her without a good reason.” I patted his hand without thinking. My hand dropped away like it was made of stone. He pretended it never happened.
 
   “What was your relationship like with your mother?” he said.
 
   Kinda wanted to stab him with a fork all of a sudden. 
 
   “Since you know my mother died a long time ago in an attack, I have to wonder why you’re asking.” 
 
   “I met Vanessa’s mother.”
 
   “Oh? I mean, of course you have. Y’all are getting serious and stuff. And?”
 
   “I don’t like her.”
 
   I laughed. “I am not sure you’re supposed to. Reports of man vs. mother-in-law conflicts are global and eternal.”
 
   “It’s not like that.” He spun the coffee mug between his hands, focusing hard. “You’ve met people who are pretty and perfect on the outside, and charming. Kind. Funny. At least, that’s how they look at first, until the shiny newness wears off and you realize you’re being artfully poked with a stick?”
 
   “Her mother pokes you with sticks?”
 
   “No, not me. Vanessa. Her mother…I don’t know. Did your mother criticize you with every compliment and comment? Like, subtly?”
 
   “My mother—” My throat hardened. “Look, Sarakas, I don’t remember much about her. When we argued, it was because I did something stupid. I mean, you know me. I’m always doing something stupid. She didn’t like me spending my college money on a motorcycle or ditching class, etc. Motherly stuff. She didn’t pick on me for the fun of it.”
 
   He leaned back. “I don’t like the woman. She’s a slow poison.” 
 
   “Have you talked to Vanessa? If you’re so sure about this, you should talk.”
 
   “How can I? I mean, what’s the proper script for ‘I-hate-your-momma’ conversations?”
 
   “Jeez, I don’t know. But people like you’re describing, they need boundaries. If you don’t set some, she’ll be poking both Vanessa and you with progressively sharper sticks for the rest of your life.”
 
   “Damn.” He rubbed his neck. “You’re surprisingly good at love advice. When’s the last time you were in a relationship? Have you ever had to meet someone’s mother?”
 
   Never. “I don’t like this conversation anymore.” 
 
   He quirked an eyebrow. “Fine.” 
 
   “What’s been happening at the office?” 
 
   “Increased security measures are in place.”
 
   “After the bombing. Convenient.”
 
   “No one expected something like that to happen, Kaid. We have never had the conflict explode on our stoop before. Usually we need to hunt the problem and chase it through the streets. It doesn’t knock on our front door and try to obliterate us all. Everyone is shaken, understandably. Newsfeed won’t let up about the terrorist threat. This isn’t going away.” 
 
   “I know, I know.” Tiredly, I sipped my coffee and prayed for an instant caffeine jolt. The waitress stopped by and took our order. “Waffles with extra syrup, hash browns crispy, bacon, sausage, and four eggs hard, no runny yolks.” Her brow quirked the way a woman’s does when she sees a slender person order too much food while they themselves are struggling with ten extra kilos. Since she had already judged me, I added an extra order of bacon.
 
   Sarakas ordered the same with extra waffles. Our habit of gorging ourselves on Sundays made me smile. Something like hope warmed inside me. Maybe things would be okay.
 
   “Should we have waited for Vanessa?” I said.
 
   “She’s fine. She’ll order fruit with cottage cheese and pick at half a bagel.” 
 
   He knew her eating habits. Of course: that’s what couples did. 
 
   “Doc said you skipped your physical therapy appointment yesterday.”
 
   “I climbed, like, fifteen flights of stairs. What else could therapy offer?”
 
   “What the hell are you doing climbing that many stairs? Ever hear of a goddamn elevator?”
 
   “Didn’t your mother teach you not to curse in front of ladies?”
 
   “You’re no lady.”
 
   “Fair enough. I’m fine, Sarakas, a bit sore. Like a good burn.” 
 
   “Overexerting yourself will inhibit recovery as quickly as doing nothing.” 
 
   “I got it. I’ll be good. I’ll be back at work sooner than you think.”
 
   “Human resources is recruiting like it’s going out of style,” he said, resuming work chatter. “The rookie docket is full for the next couple of weeks, and we’ll be testing them in the field. Everyone is short on manpower, so everyone will be involved in training.”
 
   “Yay.” 
 
   “Yoshino is pestering the tech department for extra funding. He’s trying to develop a code to calculate the probability of a contaminant taking root in a person.”
 
   “How does he expect to do that?”
 
   “He’s making assumptions based on genetics, social conditions, age, hormone levels while coming in contact with the disease, whatnot. All figurative. He’s even taking the moon phase into consideration.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “Might be nothing, might just as easily pan out.” He sipped his coffee. His expression fell from thoughtful to somber. “Team C lost Jerome and Taylor. They responded to a call about a suspicious prowler and ended up walking into a mutt fight between two animals. Both agents died. They bagged one mutt but the other got away.”
 
   “Crap,” I said. “Any luck finding the stray?” 
 
   “Not so far. Both were untagged, and the dead mutt wasn’t in our database. DNA didn’t cross-reference with anything. The growing pile of unknown factors is making twitchy hunters more nervous. We’re beginning to suspect an untagged population whose numbers are growing exponentially.”
 
   “Speculation based on fear?” I said, staring at my coffee cup.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   An instant of crippling paranoia struck me. If he asked me outright about the number of mutts I knew, would I lie? Convincingly? What else could I do? 
 
   Food arrived, and I was starving. We ate in silence for a moment before Vanessa found us. Her chic white shirt draped professionally around her slender form, her khakis were impeccably pressed. Her contagious smile made me grin. 
 
   “Kaidlyn, so glad to see you’re better. You look great!” Her green eyes shone with genuine kindness. She patted my arm and sat beside Sarakas. He scooted plates aside to make room for her beautiful hands to rest on the table. 
 
   The waitress came by and Vanessa ordered: “Seasonal fruit with cottage cheese, and half a bagel, butter on the side. Green tea, please. Thank you.”
 
   Sarakas smiled at me like we were sharing a joke. Vanessa noticed. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Nothing.” He kissed her quickly and gently on the cheek. She grinned and started talking about how he shouldn’t use so much syrup or he’d get diabetes, at which point he made a show of dumping extra syrup on his waffles.
 
   Sarakas and Vanessa shared a smile that bespoke of many breakfast kisses, of warm hands clasping in the evening, and a hundred phone conversations full of sweet nothings. 
 
   Watching two people get along, I remembered how much I sucked. I made everything awkward and uncomfortable. I laughed at the wrong things. Hell, I occasionally took a swing at offensive people. 
 
   But mostly because I was selfish. 
 
   I craved a moment of solidarity with someone who wasn’t constantly hunted and afraid or defensive and violent (like myself). Sometimes I felt like the only thing on the planet. 
 
   Mostly, I wanted that moment back, when ten minutes prior it was simply me and my best friend in the world talking about the potential end of said world. A moment when he might understand, make things better, or say something copacetic. 
 
   Christ, I was jealous. 
 
   I shoved a sausage in my mouth and tried to think of something to add to their conversation. Came up with nothing. Shoveled another sausage past my lips, on the brink of choking. 
 
   Vanessa’s perfect chignon reflected crisp sunshine while my bird’s nest hadn’t been brushed.
 
   She smelled like daffodils and sunshine and something entirely feminine wrapped in prim flower petals, preserved for a museum audience. Plus, she had a heart of gold. Sarakas had a glow about him. Worse, despite my ugly envy, I was happy for him. 
 
   I swallowed heavily, cramming a quarter pound of low-grade meat down my throat at once. Felt like I might have a heart attack, if only the bastard organ would catch up with my mood and keel over.
 
   I sipped my coffee and tried to pay attention, but conversation rolled around me, bubbling and bustling and I couldn’t keep up with the whitewater rapids of an intimately familiar couple. 
 
   Svetlana promised to call, but she hadn’t.
 
   I waved for the check. Sarakas didn’t notice, not even when I discretely pulled out my wallet and paid for everything. He probably didn’t consider that he was parading a perfect, heartwarming relationship in front of a woman who couldn’t manage much more than a one-night-stand. The dude was in love.
 
   I never felt more selfish and lonely.
 
   So I made small talk about the upcoming holiday and the weather and awaited the moment when I could escape without insult. 
 
   I went home and found Davey lounging on the couch, talking on the phone with the love of his life, chittering and giggling. I scurried to the shower, stood under hot jets until my eyelids couldn’t stay open, and crawled into bed like a worm burrowing into mud.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Work was a coming home party that no one attended. A cake sat on my desk wearing orange frosting with green letters that said, “Welcome back, Kaidlyn.” The office was empty. I sat down in my rolling chair and stared at the frosting, which had started to melt. What a thoughtful, depressing bit of slop.
 
   The walk into the building had been quiet, sans the usual protesters with warring signs, political jargon, and religious bull swarming my vehicle. Today, the place looked deserted despite the extra security everywhere. The threat of bombs clearly reduced the civilian presence and rallied gun-toting feds to the frontlines. They had nodded respectfully as I cruised by in my silver truck. The whole assembly carried a funereal quality. 
 
   I picked up the phone and dialed Yoshino, the team tech guy. 
 
   “Hi,” I said, and couldn’t get another word out.
 
   “God, Kaidlyn! I mean, Ms. Durant. I am so happy you are back! How are you feeling? Do you need anything? Can I make a coffee run? The cafeteria makes a new dark roast and I know you like—”
 
   “Thank you, Yoshino. Actually, it isn’t coffee that I need. Can you start pulling some data for me?”
 
   “Sure, absolutely.”
 
   “You know how I’m constantly having trouble with political deviants? Well, on the night of the bombing, someone broke into my home.”
 
   “Oh, that’s awful. Jeez, of all the luck.”
 
   “Right? I need any video feed can find on the night of the bombing that might show how someone got into my neighborhood and home. If we can track the intruder back to where they started—”
 
   “I’ll do what I can. What’s wrong with people these days? I’ll get right on it, Ms. Durant. I have to warn you, though, vandals are out of control in this city. They’re tearing down cameras. I don’t know what’s gotten into everyone, but we’re losing eyes all over the city.” 
 
   My hopes sank. “Do what you can. And thanks.” 
 
   After hanging up the phone, I pulled my baseball cap and ran my hands through my hair. Might have forgotten to brush it. Yoshino did great tech, but he wasn’t a Rainer. If cameras were falling, I wouldn’t be getting any info from the FBHS feed.
 
   Keats strolled into the office, a happy grin on his grown cherub face. His hair had been expertly tousled by two toddlers’ fingers. He started to spread his arms, clearly expected a hug. Swallowing a sigh, I obliged. He smelled like baby powder and musk. I quickly disengaged.
 
   “You look thinner, Keats. Don’t tell me your wife’s diet is actually working.”
 
   “Tragically, yes.”
 
   “Want some cake?” I hooked my thumb at the confection. His eyes lit up, but he shook his head. I snorted. “Very convincing. Why don’t you help yourself and I will pretend it never happened?” 
 
   He beelined to the cake. I laughed. Chad Keats was a genuinely good man. He believed in family, country, and God. He respected, honored, and protected everyone around him. I couldn’t fathom where all that goodwill came from. It was rather tiring to watch, and it filled me with weary dread because, eventually, he’d die. 
 
   I tired of being around good people. Tired of worrying about when I’d have to watch them die because I failed to save them.
 
   Oracio Gracie entered the office, burdened with two boxes of donuts and a cloud of aftershave. 
 
   “Hey, shorty,” the pretty asshole said. “Glad you’re back.”
 
   “Yep.” I helped him with the donuts. 
 
   “Looks like Doc sand-blasted away some of your ugly. How do you feel?”
 
   “Sunburnt. Nauseated by the sight of your shirt. What color is that? Puce?”
 
   “Stylish, that’s what color it is. Too bad they couldn’t surgically remove your attitude. Might make you more tolerable. Femme, even. You need a spa day.” 
 
   “I’d be better served shooting someone.”
 
   “Ha! You’ll be condemned to desk duty for sure.” 
 
   “Haven’t I suffered enough?”
 
   “Not nearly.” Sarakas arrived rolling a dolly full of file boxes. A bit of a twinkle in his eye. “The boys will be running blood kits while you scout priorities and catch up on paperwork.” 
 
   “Just so you know,” Keats said, “We're dumping at least half of these reports on your desk on our way out.” 
 
   “Not fair,” I said. 
 
   Sarakas said, “Durant, you need to compile a list of 3-tier potentials, establishing priority of investigation based on case urgency and trend speculation.” 
 
   “Copy.” I grabbed a few muffins. The boys trooped out of the office and I settled into my chair, relearning the feel of government subjugation. 
 
   A mere forty minutes into the reports, my mind was sufficiently scrambled, and I wanted nothing more than to smash my skull against the wall. I took a coffee break and a pee break, and desperately tried to brainstorm a reason to avoid reports. 
 
   Joy of joys, my phone rang. 
 
   The caller, Contrell, was local PD, in charge of investigating some of the more unusual homicides, so the call would prove a mixed blessing. 
 
   “Hi,” I said.
 
    “Durant, so glad you’re back, et cetera, what-have-you, and I need you at a scene.” After a pause full of weight and intrigue, he said, “Immediately.” 
 
   “Nice to hear from you, et cetera. What’s up?”
 
   “I’d rather show you.” He provided an address and I promised to drive with my usual intensity. The crime happened outside of the old federal business park and lingering financial buildings, on the grounds of a hollowed-out bank which was now better suited to housing hordes of vagrants. 
 
   Contrell stood by one of the vandalized doors, puffing on an e-cig. The vapor pluming from his e-cig smelled like fruit candy, a definitive change from the usual cinnamon juice. I approached and he handed me a set of gloves.
 
   “Got your name all over it,” he said, deadpan, humorless. “Literally.”
 
   Apprehensive, I walked side by side with him into the building, past a pair of officers with grim faces and nervous stances. I nodded, noticing how their eyes lingered longer than was polite. 
 
   Contrell, likewise, stared at me. I had fed my hair into a ponytail under the ball cap, and the unusual move left my jaw, throat, and neckline bare. Worse, I wore a short sleeve shirt with a swoop neck. How could I have forgotten to cover up? I usually hid the hodgepodge of scarring, but Doc’s work left me more confident. Or maybe hanging out with wolves left me less concerned about people’s reactions.
 
    Contrell eyed the remnant scarring as if he’d only now realized the extent of the damage. After he scar-gazed for a while, I cleared my throat. He dislodged his stare.
 
   The building stank like a rancid barnyard. Windows were boarded over, but broken glass spread all over the dingy, grimy floor. Residue from homeless cluttered inside the shanty house. Miniature tents, large cardboard boxes, clusters of shoddy trash-villages, as it were. Shopping carts full of collections, bagged supplies, stuff barely identifiable as trash. Bits of luggage, worn and dirty. The sprawl was tipped, rummaged, and in general disarray. Empty cans, beer bottles, sooty fire pits. Birds soared across the high ceiling. 
 
   A smear of blood, about a gallon’s worth, sprawled on the filthy tile. A kill spot without a corpse to show for it.
 
   Contrell led me through the clutter toward the open, dusty, unlocked safe. Huge. I hesitated at the doorway, unwilling to be trapped in a giant steel box behind a foot-thick unbreakable door with no combination. A spry fear charged through me, a twinge of claustrophobia. Contrell waited without saying anything, bless his heart, and I followed him through the mouth of the cave and found a small trail of blood.
 
   He stood four paces out from a raw drop of meat on the floor. Pink globule covered in pale skin with a pert nub on top. 
 
   “It’s a tit?” I said.
 
   “Sad to say.”
 
   “A boob?”
 
   “When I saw it, I thought, y’know…”
 
   “You assumed it belonged to me.”
 
   He shrugged, embarrassed, rubbing his wedding band. He tipped his chin and sent my attention further into the vault. A second identical meat glob rested behind the first, rolled on its side, as it were, nipple facing us. Blood watery and pink over its surface. The vault shrank three sizes and I turned around, keeping the exit in sight, drawing on the hope of that open door. Nauseated, I felt coffee swirling through me like a flushed toilet bowl. My hand wavered, reaching out to touch the wall until I found my balance again. 
 
   Contrell politely kept his mouth shut. 
 
   I pivoted and looked at the pieces again. Saw a smear of writing encircling the second boob. Brown letters spelled DURANT, a message drawn in what smelled like offal. Classy. 
 
   “Jeez.” The pit of my stomach grew and grew into a huge hole that might swallow me. “It’s got my name all over it.”
 
   “Yeah. Crappy fan club, Kaidlyn.”
 
   “Crappy. Ha ha. That’s funny because it’s written in poo.”
 
   “You need a minute?”
 
   “I don’t see what a minute will fix. We’re still looking for a body?” 
 
   “Haven’t found anything.”
 
   “And you happened to stumble on the scene? I don’t see any press hovering around.”
 
   “Body parts are no longer breaking news. Isn’t that a sad commentary?” He sneered. “I don’t like our chances on this.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Hard to identify boobs without a body. The flesh appears to have been severed by a large serrated knife, independent of tooth or claw. Not to say a mutt couldn’t use a knife, but the choice of instrument drastically reduces our chance of narrowing down the type of monster.” 
 
   “Fair enough. Yet if they posted my name on it, I’m going to assume it’s a beastie of some sort. Don’t suppose we have any witnesses?” 
 
   “Everyone had cleared out. We did find one guy passed out in the old fountain. Don’t know how reliable he’ll be, considering he smells like he’d been drinking gin all night.”              
 
   We strolled outside, and I gratefully breathed fresh air, cool for the time of day. The vagrant sat on the edge of an empty fountain, head drooping, limbs like cooked noodles, holding a bottle of nearly-gone gin. I passed some cash to the officer posted at the entrance. “Go to the convenience store across the street and grab as many sandwiches as this will buy, plus some Pedialyte,” I said. “Please.” 
 
   Our potential witness swayed while upright. Drunk. Beard looked infested. Grime all over his jacket, soot on his pants, and hard to say for certain, but none of it looked like recently shed blood.
 
   “But for the Grace,” Contrell mumbled.
 
   “What's that?”
 
   “My mother used to say, ‘but for the Grace of God’ or something. I think it means we're all on the brink of hell, if not for Grace. Anyway, I know religion isn’t your thing. The guy’s name is Nick.” 
 
   I approached the drunk at the fountain. “Hi, Nick.” 
 
   He raised his head and exhaled heavily through wet lips. “Have a dollar, misssy? Ssanta needs to keep those elves fed ssso they can make toysss. Trainsss. Little planesss made out of balsam wood that actually fly when you toss them. Love those. Don't understand the video gamesss. Wazzz wrong with them old toysss?”
 
   “I’m with you, Nick. Kids these days, right? Why don’t we talk about what happened last night. If you give me a statement, I'll buy you a sandwich.”
 
   Nick pointed at me and talked to Contrell. “Thisss is a good girl you got here. Better marry her quick 'fore some guy ssswoops in. Hey, hey, girlie, you want to get married?”
 
   “That's sweet—” I started.
 
   “Got a dollar?”
 
   “Right. Did you see any suspicious characters last night?”
 
   “Suspicious? Ha, ha, but...I'm....uh....” The glimmer of light in his eyes disappeared. He stared blankly, eyed me from head to toe.
 
   “Nick?” 
 
   “You play cardsss? Have a deck? We can drink together,” he said.
 
   “Would you like to ride downtown with us? We'll get you cleaned up and find you something to eat,” I said.
 
   “Yeah. Yeah, lesss do that.” He stood and swayed. While he stabilized himself, he looked at the cops all around. “Nah. I don't think so, nah. I didn’t sssee nothing. Wasn’t no one. All gone ‘cept a titty.”
 
   “A woman was butchered in there,” Contrell said. “Someone sliced a woman up and left pieces on the floor like garbage. Why don’t you tell me what you saw before I start to assume you’re responsible for that woman’s death?”
 
   Nick grabbed his skull. “Sssaw nothing, not no one, not me.”
 
   “Not a single person?” I said.
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “Nick, did you sleep here last night?”
 
   “Nah. Under the eavesss.”
 
   “Okay, so you slept in the park? Did you sleep here the night before? Maybe the night before that?”
 
   He thought, exhaled gin. “Maybe.”
 
   “Were there a lot of people here?”
 
   He nodded eagerly. “Fifty. No, a hundred.”
 
   “Thanks, Nick.” I pulled out my wallet and slipped him a single dollar, enough to satisfy the bargain without giving him booze money. The officer came back with a bag of sandwiches and another of Pedialyte, which I passed to Nick. “Get some food in you, okay?”
 
   Nick took the goods and scampered off before we could change our minds. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said to the officer, idly watching Nick careen down the street. Contrell crossed his arms. “Let’s go back inside.”
 
   He grunted and we trooped back to the scene of the obscene crime.
 
   “Nick is definitely not our guy, and I have worse news.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re looking for fifty to a hundred missing people.”
 
   “How do you figure? I mean, everyone runs off when violence happens, right? They were scared and they bailed. It’s understandable.” 
 
   “Leaving everything they have in the world? Their lifeline, resources, food, and blankets? Not likely. Someone snatched them.” 
 
   “Goddamn it, Durant. Why, pray tell, would anyone steal homeless people?”
 
   “Because they’re socially expendable? I truly can’t imagine.”
 
   “Jesus Christ, what’s the goddamn world coming to?”
 
   “Everything else okay? Not for nothing, but you’re usually more chipper and optimistic. I’m supposed to be the sarcastic asshole, remember?”
 
   “This kind of stuff makes me grumpy.”
 
   “Mm-hmmm.”
 
   He kicked a bottle and the glass tinged away. Hands shoved into his pockets. His normally well-groomed hair lacked product. We saw each other occasionally throughout the years, usually at disgusting, confounding crime scenes, and had developed something of a friendship. 
 
   “My wife wants to move out of the city. She pulled the boys out of school, left the church. Even threatened to take the kids if I don’t get with the program. Said she can’t take this life anymore.”
 
   “And what do you want?”
 
   “Look at this crap, Kaidlyn. Someone’s gotta clean it up.”
 
   “Which law says that someone has to be you?”
 
   “Taking my wife’s side? Some kind of female solidarity bullcrap? You think I want this? That I love arguing with my wife about how the whole world is devolving into a nightmare purgatory, and then I have to come to work and see breasts hacked up and left on the floor?”
 
   “Sucks.”
 
   “Damn right it does.”
 
   “Let someone without kids and a wife do the dirty work. You’ve got a family to take care of, and I know you know that’s important. If she’s really gonna take the kids, and if leaving Phoenix is really what’s best, you gotta be the man to be there for them. That’s what you signed up for. Let the hopeless jackoffs like myself deal with this dismal crap. You go raise a generation of better people.”
 
   “You’re an asshole, you know that?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   He puffed on his fruity vaporizer. Stared at the scene.
 
   “Bad portent, Durant,” he said. “Someone doesn’t like you much, and I worry the sentiment is escalating.”
 
   I sighed. “Such is life.”
 
   “Take this as a threat. A public, gory threat from a sicko.”
 
   “I’ll double precautions.” Double ammo, I meant. 
 
   “I’ll keep you in the loop as much as possible. And we’ll probably have more questions.” 
 
   I nodded and got my ass out of there, miserably contemplating a poor corpse somewhere missing parts. After climbing into my beautiful silver truck, I blasted the speed metal to knock any errant thoughts from my head. Certainly tried not to picture disembodied breasts.
 
   In no hurry to return to work at a dismal office and consider a wretched crime scene, I deterred for a coffee break. My favorite coffee joint, Narcissistic Beans and Things, had recently reopened after an incident involving a bloody mutt erupting behind the register and bleeding all over the tile. It happens. If I was lucky, they wouldn’t realize it was me who incited the monster to shed and then shot him, causing him to leak contaminant all over the floor. For the shop’s epic roast, I could risk being recognized or embarrassed. 
 
   The shop sat empty, and business had clearly taken a hit. I strolled toward the unmanned counter as the door chimed shut. Menu looked similar, so I already knew my order when the barista arrived. 
 
   “Large dark roast with a shot of espresso, black.” My voice echoed in the empty room. “Make that four coffees with cream on the side. And I’ll take four chocolate muffins and an assortment of whatever other pastries you have, as long as it adds up to a dozen.” 
 
   If my team came back in time, they could share the bounty. If they didn’t, well, I wouldn’t have to buy dinner. I paid and wandered over to the nearest book shelf, scanning the titles. All safe, artsy material. Nothing contraband, of course. I sighed, thinking I would have to offload some of the illegal reading material I had at the house. Needed to keep cycling through, couldn’t hold on to anything for too long. Rainer could help me move the more difficult items (the we-could-all-get-shot-for-these items).
 
   A series of stones sat on one of the shelves. I only recognized a few, but I’d seen similar crystals in Zelda’s garden. 
 
   The whir of the espresso machine finally stopped, drawing my attention to the counter. I gathered my order while the barista looked me over.
 
   “You look like a LEO,” she said. I glanced at her again, truly seeing her for the first time. Black hair done in a pile of intricate braids, tiny stud in her nose, red lips that spread into a rather warm smile. 
 
   “Is it that apparent?” I said.
 
   She shrugged, a dainty motion that brought my attention to her shoulders. Her shirt was one of those that covered one shoulder and left the other bare, which was enough for me to see that she was tan, fit, and wasn’t wearing a bra.
 
   “I think it’s your posture,” she said. “You have great posture.” 
 
   “Oh. Thanks.” No mention of the three guns. 
 
   “I’m Jasmine,” she said, and it occurred to me that I should have at least asked for her name. 
 
   “I’m Kaid,” I said.
 
   “Well, Kate, nice to meet you.” She grinned in such a way that I couldn’t bear to correct her. 
 
   Damn, business must really suck if she was this happy to see me. 
 
   She passed me a cup tray and a bag of treats, then returned to her chores. I stared at the side of her short, slim body for a while before it occurred to me that my business there was done, and then I wandered out of the shop, feeling incredibly stupid for an unknown reason. 
 
   As I parked the truck, I realized I’d forgotten to leave her a tip. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   As I drove back to the office, Rainer called. I snatched the black phone, hoping for good news. 
 
   “I'm having trouble with our new project,” he said. I imagined the stolen book, currently wrapped in plastic and secured in my gun safe. Sigurd would kill me when he found out, so I hoped the information was good.
 
   “What's the problem?” 
 
   “Can't find an accurate translator. Some of the language is old. It contains Aramaic, Greek, different hieroglyphs, and stuff I can’t recognize. Whoever wrote the book was very multilingual and switched in and out of languages seamlessly. Tragically, some of the languages are dead, which totally muddles the translations.”
 
   “The information has to be somewhere. We don't have much time.”
 
   “I know, believe me. Look, most of what we’ve translated seems to be an elaborate, gigantic family tree. So and so begat so and so who begat twatface and whatever, on and on. Some silly names, too, like Ana the Pious, Blasphemer of Saints—in what world is a blasphemer of saints considered pious? Occasionally, the author mentions an estate somewhere, but it’s done in riddle as well. I’m telling you, Quark, this book is half babble.”
 
    “It has to mean something. Don’t try to interpret it, just translate it. We’ll sort through the rubble later.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it’s consuming my time. You’re going to owe me big.”
 
   “Something tells me you already have my penance lined up.”
 
   “You know it,” he said, a smile in his voice. 
 
   “Anything about a vampire named Alexei?”
 
   “Let me check.” After a moment, he said: “The Elder or the Younger?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Well, the Elder’s name is something like ‘Kinslayer’ and the Younger is referred to as ‘The Cannibal.’ The book makes much ado about that, calling him the ‘Hungry Heart’ among other things. Probably not a good sign. Why?”
 
   “Svetlana mentioned a vampire named Alexei. He sounded like bad news.”
 
   “Judging from their nicknames, you wouldn’t want to meet either of them.”
 
   “Thanks. And thanks for the effort. Keep me informed.”
 
   I had the kind of grumps even coffee couldn’t kill, brought on by a crapload of bad news all at once. I craved a few shots of tequila. Instead, I drank the delicious coffee and ate a chocolate muffin. 
 
   Keats and Rosco loitered in the office, picking at microwave noodles. By the time I finished handing out coffee and sweets, they didn’t think to ask where I’d been. Sarakas opened the door with his foot and deposited a stack of files on his desk. 
 
   “We received an anonymous tip about a potential kennel, and the powers that be require an invasive tag run.” He paused, his ice blue eyes catching mine. His face emulated concern, both professional and personal. “Want to sit this one out?”
 
   “Kind of.”
 
   “Are you not operational?” Keats said. 
 
   I sighed, trapped. Physically, I hadn’t felt better in years, but the last time I went on a raid, the most invincible guy in the world had killed himself. Visions of Vincent’s bloody face flashed through my skull. My stomach rolled into a knot and smacked itself around. I swallowed. Ultimately, having a bad attitude wasn’t a valid reason to send my team alone into the fray. 
 
   “I’m good,” I said. 
 
   “What do we know?” Keats said.
 
   Sarakas spread out a file. “Intel claims there’s a hostel in Red Sector that caters to juvenile offenders, runaways, and vagrants. Some stay for a night, but others have lived there for months. The absentee proprietor, Richard Lee, made a comment in the public forum which construes him as a mutt sympathizer. Suspicious minds believe he’s harboring dissidents, maybe even L-pos youth. Our mission is to tag everyone in the establishment as peaceably as possible.” 
 
   “Red Sector?” A frown weighed my face. “We don’t usually bother with rumors from inside the zone. What changed?” 
 
   “What changed? Are you joking? There have been attacks on your life, Kaid. You were standing by the gates, surrounded by security, and a suicide bomber came at you. In public, in the middle of a crowd, despite our safety measures, you nearly died. Our investigation led nowhere. The FBHS is serious about managing public opinion, and it isn’t enough that we focus on disease containment. Attacks against federal agents on federal property will not be tolerated. If invading Red Sector prevents further assaults on my team, we’ll mount the goddamn cavalry, understand?”
 
   Luckily, no one had told him about the severed boob yet. I swallowed, nodded, and reached for a donut to distract myself. The powdered sugar was like mortar in my mouth.
 
   “We’re going to raid a potential kennel the size of a hostel with only the four of us?” Keats said. “Saying the team is light would be an understatement.” 
 
   “We’re going to double down with Vincent’s old crew,” Sarakas said. “There’s some promising talent onboard. Kaid has worked with some of them before.”
 
   The day Vincent’s jaw was torn off and he shot himself in the head.
 
   My mentor, Vincent, had been a gnarly old misogynist with a military backbone, grumpy until the moment a mutt infected him. With typical FBHS devotion, he offed himself. Muzzle against his flesh, eye drooping down his mauled face. The way his body simply dropped…
 
   Sarakas and Keats discussed the public climate and possible backlash from Big Fed venturing into Red Sector with three teams of government mercenaries. The last blatantly freedom-loving sector was no longer off-limits, and the FBHS was escalating its response to mutt sympathizer. Bad news.
 
   Red was Rainer’s territory and raiding it would cause trouble. I would have called, but I had left my safe black phone in the truck. I needed to contact him somehow. The tag on my neck poked me and took a DNA sample. The bureau’s spy gizmo made me frown and rub my throat. My fingers bumped against a necklace Rainer had given me: a likeness of the Mother Mary, one of Rainer’s devices in disguise. The DNAcoy interrupted my tag feed whenever I needed to go into stealth mode for my illegal activities. Rainer monitored the icon and would notice if I activated it. Yet I used the DNAcoy to enter Red all the time, and he might not perceive the warning. If he did get the message, what would he do? Send mutts after us? 
 
   My fingers hovered over the button. Activating it would be a betrayal. It meant turning on my team and possibly getting someone killed. Who should I protect: my guys or Rainer’s guys?
 
   “Let’s get the team,” Sarakas said. 
 
   My hand dropped without triggering the device. 
 
   We collected our bullet vouchers, suited up in full gear, and I performed the busy work of double and triple checking all my straps, mags, and weapons. Flak vest sat like a familiar, futile weight on my chest. It stopped mutt teeth, sure, but all my limbs were exposed and therefore received most of the damage. A helmet and visor would try to protect my head from monster canines who liked attacking throats and faces. 
 
   The idea of running with a big team was not comforting. It should have been. Instead, I found myself wondering which of us would be dying today. Who wouldn’t make it home? Whose meat would we be scraping off the floor? 
 
   Rashad crumpled his soda can like a frat boy and tossed it over his shoulder. It pinged off the wall and landed in the trash. He belched, wet and loud. My palms itched with the urge to slap his face. The compulsion reminded me of my mother and then I wanted to crawl into bed.
 
   Not much of a professional mercenary. What the hell was I anymore? Slabs of rehabilitated meat covering old wreckage.
 
   Admittedly, watching Vincent commit suicide and feeling the splash of his blood on my face had kicked me deep and rattled something loose. If I failed to pull myself together, I was going to get someone killed.
 
   I cracked my knuckles, trying to get my head in the game. 
 
   Rashad tossed me a soda. I caught the cold can, and its weeping condensation splashed on my cheek. Cool like rain. He smelled like the underside of a fruit bin, sweet, ripe, starting to turn. I didn’t want him to die. Didn’t want it to be my fault. Didn’t want the goddamn soda, either. 
 
   I let the carbonation settle a bit before popping the tab. The syrup hit my stomach hard, sugar fizzled through my bloodstream. The sweet stink of Rashad’s living, organic body accompanied the syrupy citrus flavor. I’d be goddamned if I watched him die today. 
 
   Time to grow some balls, Durant.
 
   St. Pierre, as cute as ever, chattered with Rosco. Sherlan, a wannabe preacher, prayed with Keats. Fowlkes arrived with his large automatic weapon and token twitch. He, Rashad, Sherlan, St. Pierre, Jones, and I had run with Vincent on the day he died. One was missing. 
 
   “Where’s Jones?” I said.
 
   “Q-ward,” Fowlkes said. Quarantine meant Jones had been mutt-injured. I didn’t inquire about the prognosis. Their all boasted a red X under their names, a Do-Not-Resuscitate order. Fuckin’ fatalists. 
 
   Sarakas came to stand beside me, bigger than I remembered. I wanted to say that I had missed him, but I choked. It wouldn’t have come out right anyway. 
 
   Rancid smoke crept up behind me, crunching my spine like a hammer. Mullen, the bane of my existence. I glanced up to see him staring at me, and then I couldn’t risk looking away. Couldn’t show fear or agitation. He lit a fresh cigarette, and inhaled it hard and fast. His face stretched like a serpent’s as it unhinged its jaw. 
 
   I wondered if he knew about the disembodied boobs. I wondered if the idea made him hard in his happy place.
 
   “Got skin work done,” he said. I didn’t answer. Sarakas watched us from a pace away, poised like he might come and defend my honor if Mullen stepped out of bounds. 
 
   Mullen’s matching gear proclaimed he was going with us. The sociopath mercenary had taken a special interest in me, and by special, I meant he scared the shit out of me. 
 
   I hated him. I’d kill him if I got the chance.
 
   He caught my gaze, saw something there, and blinked quickly. A cold smile boiled over his lips. He inhaled, and the tobacco withered down to his unflinching fingers. 
 
   Locked and loaded, the combined team scurried into three vans and started out. My vest cinched tight but the gear felt light. Quick on my feet, my body proved more dexterous and reliable than it had in years, and I intended to make good on its promise. 
 
   No one dies on my watch, not today. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Red Sector amazed me. Its push for personal liberty was so blatant, insistent, and habitual that Big Fed stopped trying to remove its cancer of human freedom and resigned to isolate it. Enforcement rarely entered Red and never breeched the neighborhood for anything minor.
 
   And yet there we were, about to raid a hostel over one mildly sympathetic statement. The world was going to hell in a tamale cart. 
 
   Our inconspicuous vans were conspicuous in a sector where the motif was loud, vibrant, and trashy. A few beer cans pelted our windshield as we drove by. I pictured Rainer at his computers, alerted by his network of cameras and spies, watching us as we invaded his neighborhood. What would he do? When he learned I rode in one of the vans, what would he think?
 
   We parked downwind of a three story old house. It had slivers of windows, a jungle of ivy, and mismatched siding. Quilts blocked the windows like curtains. A campfire pit sat on the front lawn. A forest of laundry lines held ragged clothing. Stacks of mismatched bicycle carcasses and several attempted renovations sat on a makeshift workbench. Shopping carts from all over the city. Wildflowers, weeds, enormous basil bushes. Streetlights shone in multicolored waves of blue, red, and yellow. Patchouli accompanied the fading campfire smoke. 
 
   We approached sleeping bags encircling a burnt out rubbish fire. Bodies were tucked inside, easy as pie. We advanced from the east, circumnavigating the house while Team J fell upon the sleeping bags. Scarcely a chirp. 
 
   Sarakas and Keats in front of me, Mullen behind me. Basil leaves crunched under my feet as we moved low along the outside. Hostel door sat open, hundreds of names etched into its faded red paint. 
 
   Five guys congregated in the kitchen, loading up on pancakes and passing cans of Mexican soda. Long hair and dreds and tattoos on their faces and necks. Slouching and chuckling and teasing one of the kids about someone named Linda. Didn’t notice us yet, stacked outside the open door, brushing against the climbing ivy. Sarakas gave the pull-and-go signal. He and Keats advanced together, buttonhooked in opposite directions. We peeled off, left-right-left. 
 
   “FBHS,” Keats announced. “Everyone on the floor! Down, down, down!”
 
   Soda cans flew as the startled young men threw their hands in the air, went white, and made stupid faces. No one had sensed us coming. One thought about running, a slow afterthought that came too late. I planted my knee in his neck and pushed him face-first into the table.
 
   Not a wolf in the room, I could tell right away. Faces, postures, and breathing were all wrong. We secured them quickly, zipping their limbs into flexicuffs, bundling pedestrians like livestock.
 
   Commotion from the next room. Keats, Rashad, and Sherlan advanced while Sarakas and I wrangled the last body. The boy smelled of dragon’s blood incense and pot. 
 
   Someone screamed. A girl. 
 
   Tension in my thighs. We advanced quickly. It flew at me and I ducked. The airborne lamp crashed by my head, ceramic shards dancing off my helmet. Beer bottles clattered on the floor, clinking like wind chimes.
 
   Four bodies, one down, three upright, one female. Pink and yellow hair. She might have been sixteen, but who can tell these days? Face lifted and caught the meager light. Shiny cheekbones revealed her disease. Mutt. I lifted my weapon. My heart paced forward, picking up speed, gathering weight of gravity. She grew more excited.
 
    “Stop,” I said. For god’s sake, control yourself.
 
   A lanky kid crashed through the door and bull-rushed Sherlan, taking him down in a confusing bundle of limbs. Rashad immediately stepped in and pistol-whipped the boy with the butt of his rifle, dropping him like a sack of stones.
 
   She snarled, and everyone looked. A gunshot flared. Silver slammed across her back, tearing through her shirt and streaking blood along her shoulder blades. Before another bullet could be fired, the door burst open. I swung my weapon around but not fast enough. A bare-chested man with a yellow beanie and jeans tackled me. Lean. Dense. Packed like a stone. 
 
   Mutt number two.
 
   We flew. My helmet cracked the wall, brain sloshed inside my skull. No breath, ribs twanged by anvil impact. We fell together, and somehow all his density landed on my foot with a snap of pain. Color bled and I couldn’t think. Weapon stuck between us. A scream, not mine, but the girl’s. The man’s breath fogged my visor and I couldn’t see. 
 
   Pulse like machine gun cadence.
 
   I fumbled at my hip, touched the sidearm, freed it, and found his flesh with its nose. Bullet by bullet, I pushed him off me. Silver felled him. I panted, hot and agitated and completely disoriented. Pushed the visor off my face. Cold air, pot, and potpourri. The young man at my feet shook and quaked, but the bullets had found his heart. He was on his way out. Mutt magic gave him the strength to roll over, crawl four paces, and try to stand. 
 
   Sherlan grabbed the girl, hoisted, and pushed her against the wall. She head-butted him, cracking his helmet. He shot her twice in the chest. She fell with a short shriek. Hit the floor. Contaminated blood dripped between Sherlan’s eyes. He yanked off his cracked helmet. “Dirty bitch.”
 
   The man at my feet shouted, loud, heart-torn. Guttural. A beast rolled through him as he reached for the disappearing girl. Mullen shot him in the head. The boy’s hat jarred loose and his brain spilled. He fell flat, dead. 
 
   Bright orange hair ruffled from under the hat. Fluorescent orange, point of fact. My heart stopped. My brain didn’t want to admit it. I stuck my boot under his shoulder and turned him over. The mandarin hair clung to the shadow growing along his jaw. He must have been so proud of those whiskers. So young and irrevocably broken.
 
   Hunter. Erik’s wolf. 
 
   My fingers went numb. My weapon slipped down onto the sling. 
 
   A sound filled my head, almost like the ocean. I smelled salt, flowers, and graves. Vomit charged up my throat. I reached for my knees, but then my vision rolled and there was nothing to catch me. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   “Told you she wasn’t ready.” Sarakas sounded angry. I couldn’t breathe. 
 
   “She’s always ready,” said Mullen. The snake. 
 
   “Bullshit. I’ve never seen this happen before.” 
 
   Thankfully, I passed out again. 
 
   Woke tucked in a hospital bed with IVs in my arm. Sarakas sat bedside wearing his gear. Bags under his eyes. Christ, I would kill him if I kept this up. 
 
   “I feel much better,” I slurred, sedated by something.
 
   “Shut the fuck up.” He crossed his arms and stared. 
 
   “I thought your mother told you not to curse in front of ladies.”
 
   “You’re no lady.” 
 
   “Fair enough. Wanna hand me that bedpan?”
 
   He did. I puked. He passed a cup of water so I could rinse and spit.
 
   “Guess how many broken ribs,” he said. “Go ahead, guess.”
 
   “Two?”
 
   “Three and a half.”
 
   “How does one have half a break?”
 
   “Shut up. You’re pissing blood, too. Kidneys suffered trauma from the impact. Your foot has a series of fractures. You’re a mess. They put Gorgonblood in you again, Kaid. Your body nearly cracked into pieces because you were overdosing on the healing cocktail, and as soon as you get back on the job, you’re jumping into the fray and guzzling up more of the damned stuff.”
 
   “Take the volume down a notch, please,” I said. 
 
   “When were you going to mention a psycho left body parts with your name written on them?”
 
   “Didn’t seem relevant,” I moped. Sheepish. 
 
   “Oh. Relevant. Huh. Have you lost your goddamn mind?” 
 
   “I get it, it sucks. Today really sucked, but you’re mad at yourself, too. Mad because you let me go on the raid.” 
 
   “Take time off,” he commanded.
 
   “Freakin’ hell, Sarakas! Stop saying that! Whenever something comes up, you prescribe vacation days. What am I supposed to do with myself?”
 
   “Recover, that’s what. You accompanied your team on a raid today, and you couldn’t hold yourself up. Flat out fainted.”
 
   “After all the killing—” 
 
   Hunter. Dead. Brains on the floor. 
 
   I heaved and choked and puked. Andreas was right there with the pan like a pro. My ribs flared with bursts of white hot agony. Pain shot through my lungs until I felt like I was breathing through a sieve. Unfit for duty, absolutely. 
 
   “Yeah, maybe a few days,” I said. 
 
   “Try weeks of bed rest.” 
 
   I might have argued, but I puked instead. Broken ribs felt like a fat elastic band barbed with spikes constantly constricting my lungs. I was in no shape to do much of anything.
 
   “It’s entirely possible everyone in this city hates you,” Sarakas said. 
 
   “At least five percent of people who know me like me.”
 
   “Maybe three percent, max. You are a walking freakin’ target, woman. From now on, you’re wearing your vest every single day. Do you understand?”
 
   “That’s excessive.”
 
   “Promise me, or you aren’t getting out of here. I’ll have you locked in q-ward and leave you quarantined until you listen to reason.”
 
   “You can’t do that!”
 
   “Benefits of being team lead.”
 
   “Asshole. The power shot right to your head.”
 
   “Promise!”
 
   “Fine, yes! I promise! Keee-rist.”
 
   “When you get back on duty, if you get back, you’ll ride with someone constantly. Not a footstep without a partner by your side, got it?” 
 
   “What do you mean if I come back? Let’s not take this too seriously.”
 
   “Hacked breasts are pretty serious, Kaid.”
 
   “Yeah.” I clutched my blanket. “That was screwed up.”
 
   His pale face, jawline speckled with shadow, appeared absolutely distraught. If I kept pushing him, he’d crack. Or retire me. 
 
   “Maybe I need the time,” I said. 
 
   Besides, when Erik found out I killed one of his crew, he was likely to hunt me down and rip my heart out. Literally. I had killed one of the thirteen, his quaint council of wolves trying to organize like the Knights of the Round Table. 
 
   Hunter was a sweet kid. Sensible. Good taste in beer. 
 
   I had my hands on him, and I had not recognized him. He had simply been a threat, a mutt, and I responded automatically. Had he known it was me? When he had his hands on me, snarling in my face, crushing me against the wall—had he smelled who I was? Had he expected me to do something different? 
 
   I would never know.
 
   And Erik wouldn’t care. Every mutt in his kennel knew where I lived. They would kill me and probably Davey, too, if I didn’t do something. 
 
   And I had no idea what to do.
 
   The hospital confined me for the agonizingly boring duration of four days, during which time I had nothing to do but harass nurses, sleep like a log, and eat like a picky infant, after which point they crammed a cane into my hand and practically shoved me out the door. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   “Kaid, there's a man sitting on your porch.” 
 
   I jerked into full alert mode, a quiver of worry tearing my gut. Sarakas had driven me home from the hospital, and I’d fallen asleep on the way. I squinted across the dark yard, saw the shape and posture of the man, and recognized it, but it confused me. Like seeing a complete stranger and mistaking them for a loved one. It couldn't be him. But it was. I’d know that truck anywhere.
 
   The big pickup had been red once, before tactical camouflage became a necessity on the farm. Heavy rails protected the side panels and an extra grill guard protected its heart. An empty machine gun mount sat on its roof. Errant bullet holes punctured the passenger’s door. The vehicle belonged in deep country, far from civilized society. 
 
   I had the unmistakable urge to run, a childish, impulsive need to flee.
 
   “Who is it?” Sarakas said.
 
   Well, what do you know? “My father.”
 
   “Your father,” he repeated dumbly. “Kaid, isn't your father dead? I always thought he was dead. You never talk about him. Your dad is alive? In case it isn’t already clear, you and I are going to have a serious talk.”
 
   Owen Durant stood when he saw us, and I hunkered down in the seat like I could disappear. I needed a game plan, a battle strategy. Or a new identity in a different state.
 
   “Are we going to go talk to him?” Sarakas said. 
 
   “Think he'll still be here if we circle the block?”
 
   “C'mon, Durant.” When I reached for the morphine bottle, the derivation left his face, replaced with concern. “Are you in pain?”
 
   “I'm anticipating some.” 
 
   “Get out of the goddamn truck,” he said, snatching the pills. 
 
   “Don't get pushy, asshole.” I hadn’t seen my father in years. I couldn't imagine why he'd be sitting on my porch. Then it hit me; he must be dying. I tried to understand what that would mean. Surely something monumental, something exquisitely important. I should feel devastated or at least angry, but I was tired and wary. I wanted to know what the trouble was so I could go to sleep.
 
   “Shit.” I clutched the cane and limped out of the truck, hopping to avoid putting weight on a fractured foot. I applied my weight to the cane, an embarrassing device. Unfortunately, I needed the damn thing. Badly. The great part about wearing a Kevlar vest all the time was that it actually supported my battered ribs. My body felt like a sack of bludgeoned potatoes, but that wasn't the only reason I lagged. It was like my heart threw all my innards into the dirt to make room for a giant mysterious ache. 
 
   Dad was a man's man from the depth of his soul to the scuffs on his boots. He held two fast-food cups: one for coffee, one for tobacco spit (the latter looked horribly like the former). When mom was alive, he chewed only after they fought. After a row, he wanted “to bite the shit out of something.” 
 
   Cancer. It had to be cancer. We gazed at each other. I tried to see something in his face that I could understand, but suddenly I was six years old again and my parents were omnipotent mysteries.
 
   I said, “Andreas, this is Owen. Owen, Andreas.” They nodded to each other. I fell back on the obvious. “I didn't know you were coming.” 
 
   “It was a spur of the moment decision.” His voice loomed powerfully even after all these years: a pulpit sound without any of the simpering inflections. I leaned against the railing to take the weight off my foot. Dad set his spit cup on the rail. His sweatshirt was so old I recognized it. Pleated trousers. His hair had thinned, giving him a new, naked forehead. He didn't look sick, but he was the type of stubborn that would keep chewing even if they removed his cheeks.
 
   I leaned against the porch and tried to catch my breath. Locked my knees to stay upright, pure stubbornness keeping me on my feet.
 
   “I'll wait inside,” Andreas said. I wouldn't be getting any help from him. He let himself in with his own key. Owen, ever vigilant, noticed. At least he waited until Sarakas was out of sight before he said, “Boyfriend?”
 
   “Friend and partner.”
 
   Owen stared at me. More accurately, he studied the network of scarring that covered every visible bit of skin south of my jaw. He had never seen me this way before. Media edited my visage so I appeared as the conquering hero, not a chew toy. I stood immobile, stubborn if not proud, and tried to ignore the quagmire in my gut. Struggled not to feel like a mortified little girl. The last time we’d seen each other, I had been seventeen, freshly traumatized yet unblemished. Dad surveyed the mess of cumulative damage until his jaw clicked. The sound drew him out of it.
 
   “Nice truck,” he said.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You're breathing shallow.” 
 
   “Tender ribs.”
 
   “Heard someone in a suicide jacket exploded near you. That accurate?”
 
   I shuffled, slouched, and stated the obvious: “I was treated and released.”
 
   “Terrorist bomber detonated beside you. Coincidence or no?”
 
   “Weeks ago. I don't want to talk about it.” I stuffed my hands so deep in my pockets that the seams nearly split. 
 
   “You’ve been comatose.”
 
   “Medically induced. No biggie. Did you get a deer last season?”
 
   “Eight point.” He shrugged modestly. The motion was a perfect duplicate of my shrug, and my brain ran out of ideas. He sipped coffee. “Caprelan got a nice doe. He said you have a boy staying here now.” So much for client-lawyer confidentiality.
 
   “Yeah, but Davey recently turned eighteen. Doesn’t need a custodian anymore.” I crossed my arms. My knuckles hurt, especially the left hand, like arthritis was setting in early. I tried to focus. “How long have you been here?” 
 
   “Couple hours.”
 
   I nodded at his cup. “Want a refill?”
 
   “No, it's late and you look tired. I got a hotel room.”
 
   Thank Buddha-Christ.
 
   “I’ll stop by tomorrow. Might as well meet the boy.”
 
   “Uh, sure. Why not.” Let me sleep now, and I'll put up with anything at all tomorrow, I swear. I'll be a freaking angel.
 
   “Good night then,” Owen said.
 
   My father and I stood there for a second longer, wondering if there was something else we were supposed to do or say. Neither of us actually did anything. My father shrugged, spat tobacco over the railing, and left in his truck. I retreated inside and locked the door behind me.
 
   “Davey must be out,” Andreas said. “Tomorrow, we’ll talk about your commitment to his house arrest. I'm sleeping on your couch tonight.”
 
   “Sure. Whatever.” I looked at him and saw what my father saw: tall, dark, handsome, and respectful. I had an awesome best friend who happened to be a ceaseless nag. “Blankets are in the hall closet.” 
 
   I left him to it, kicked off my boots before I plopped on the bed, scarcely pulling a corner of the blanket over me before I fell asleep.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Broken ribs and bruised kidneys eliminated any possibility of comfortable sleep, but the injured foot really took the cake. My nerves rioted. Relinquishing the good fight, I took morphine. The drug put me out for half the night. Pain pooled through my entire body, like blood coming to rest at the bottom of a corpse. The bruising on the back of my ribs and kidneys and hips felt hard, like a scab, possibly an effect of the Gorgonblood I shouldn’t be taking. I imagined my injury shattering like glass and decided getting out of bed required too much effort. Pointless. Better to stay as still as possible and hope the pain went away. 
 
   I tried to lay on my left side and ease the ribs, but once broken, there was no easy position. The morphine had worn off, so the pain returned and I couldn't sleep, yet I was so tired my eyelids hurt. My skull was stuffed with cotton and thorns. I had a dozen painful thoughts and none of them really registered. When I fell asleep, it was tiresome and scratchy at best. One part of my brain didn't shut off and kept waiting for things to go BOOM.
 
   My psyche wavered on the more delicate side these days.
 
   I fell asleep and found myself digging through a pile of skinned bodies. I opened my eyes, and my living room was precisely as I left it; nothing dismembered or dying, no skinned bodies left on the floor by hunters too lazy to dig a mass grave.
 
   Something alarmed me. I pried my eyes open to see the dim light of dawn shoving itself rudely into my window. Noises came from my kitchen. I took the .45, set both feet on the floor, and pain shot through me. I stifled my gasp, grabbed the cane, and staggered to investigate. My father and Sarakas stood near the coffee pot while my partner discussed the recent case involving torsos with missing body parts. I had completely forgotten about Owen, but I wasn’t surprised he was up so early. No matter when he went to bed, he woke by summer's dawn. 
 
   The old man drove across the country without double checking his information: plumb insane. Maybe he had Alzheimer's and forgot why we had avoided each other for six years.
 
   I limped to the bedroom to dress and brush my hair so I'd look less like a crazy person. I dressed moderately: only one gun. My worn-down body labored to catch and keep a full breath. 
 
   I needed a battle strategy to get out of this situation without faking my death. If I was especially unlucky, I could end up explaining to my father why I had a werewolf in my house. Worse yet, we could talk about my feelings. 
 
   Where was Davey? Add that to the ever-growing list of shit I couldn’t do anything about. I hated that freaking list.
 
   One disaster at a time, starting with a mini family reunion.
 
   Trying to hide my laborious breathing, I crossed the kitchen and sat next down at the counter. Andreas watched as if at any moment I would explode and take us all to a fiery grave. Maybe not such a stretch of the imagination. 
 
   Andreas said, “I'm going to use the shower.” Any lame excuse to escape the emotional firing zone. If he knew my father, he'd realize there weren't going to be any therapeutic, regurgitated emotional displays. This was no doubt going to be inventory and a pep talk. 
 
   My father’s old sweatshirt draped over a chair at the table. My brother, Jacob, had worn the same one in blue. In fact, he’d been wearing it when I shot him to death in the kitchen all those years ago.
 
   Owen made hot chocolate, the cup stuffed high with marshmallows. I poked the white mass with my finger and the marshmallow bobbed.
 
   “I may have overdone it,” he said. 
 
   Something hard and grainy sat on my chest. I held the mug with both hands so he wouldn't see my fingers shake.
 
   “Drink it quickly, and then you can have an adult beverage.” He hooked his thumb at the coffee pot. His right hand was a few fingertips short from an IED during a war he didn't talk about. “How's your leg?”
 
   “Fine.” I looked around the kitchen for a topic or an escape route. 
 
   “How did you sleep?” he said.
 
   “Fine. What are you making?”
 
   “Egg sandwiches.”
 
   “Awesome,” I said and meant it. His breakfast solution involved bacon stacked between two fried eggs, sandwiched in buttery toast, glued together with cheese. 
 
   “A man spends the night on your couch but he's not your boyfriend,” Owen said, drawing attention to Sarakas' blanket and pillow.
 
   “Guess so,” I said.
 
   “Prospective boyfriend?”
 
   “He's got a girlfriend. She's perfect. A classy social-working lawyer.”
 
   “Strikes me as more of a hunting buddy than a champagne and opera guy.” 
 
   “He's both.”              
 
   Owen spread bacon evenly in the skillet.
 
   “You seemed to like exotic types in high school. What was that boy's name, the one you almost took to the homecoming dance? Nakamura. Had a twin sister, the cutest kids around.”
 
   I hadn't thought about that in years. “The chess nerd.”
 
   “A certain dress is gathering dust in the attic. Remember it?”
 
   “Daisy yellow. What was I thinking?”
 
   “Beauty and the Beast, probably. As I recall, you were jealous of her library. Didn't the girl who loved that monster wear yellow?” He sipped his coffee and examined me. I hated the fact that a stage of my life included a Disney movie. 
 
   I said, “Should throw that dress away. It's horrible.”
 
   “Does this Sarakas fellow like yellow?” 
 
   “Are we really gonna fixate on who I'm dating? Or rather, not dating?”
 
   He turned to the skillet, showing me his back. “Cast iron is the best for cooking. This cheap stuff will erode on your food and poison you,” he said. 
 
   I stared at his cup of tobacco spit. “Yeah, I'll keep an eye on the poison.”
 
   His eye twitched. He never had a lot of patience, and I excelled in testing its meager supply. A lot of people have a voice in their head warning them not to say stupid things. Mine had run away with the same voice that warned people not to poke the monster with a stick. I sighed. If he started yelling and I started yelling, a whole bunch of irreparably stupid junk would come out. We probably wouldn't stop fighting until the day we died. If I kept my head down, I could get through this. 
 
   “Good chocolate.” 
 
   He shrugged. I was starting to hate that damn shrug. Did I look as irritatingly nonchalant when I did it? Most likely.
 
   “When does the boy get up?”
 
   “Whenever. Davey is home-schooled.” I certainly didn’t want to tell Dad that I had no idea where the boy was, although I suspected he spent the night at the Russian house with his older boyfriend. I certainly didn’t want to hear Dad’s opinion on that, either. 
 
   “It's bad for boys to sleep all day. Leaves no time for becoming a man.”
 
   “It's only six a.m.” We looked out the window at the same time, noting that dawn wasn't yet on the horizon. “What was it in Michigan, about thirty degrees?”
 
   “About. I can't believe your weather. Never thought you'd live in a place with palm trees and no grass.”
 
   “Some people have grass,” I defended. “Winter in Arizona actually lends itself to decent grass. It's not entirely barren.”
 
   “Good. I bought myself a new place. A hunting shack.”
 
   “Oh yeah? Where?”
 
   “Prescott.”
 
   I choked on the hot chocolate. “Prescott, Arizona?” 
 
   “Figured I might do some elk hunting.”
 
   “You don't need to buy a house to go hunting. Think more long term.”
 
   “Caprelan tells me the life expectancy of a full-time field agent is fewer years than you've already put in. My lifeline is officially longer than yours.”
 
   “Cute fact.” A little grumpy now. “I'm fine.”
 
   “You're fine. I'm fine. We're all simply grand, when you're not standing in front of pipe bombs, that is. Only your house smells like bleach and the grout by the pantry is unnaturally clean.” 
 
   I looked, a sure-fire admission of guilt. I grumbled, “Sherlock fucking Holmes.” 
 
   “Watch your mouth. We both aren’t sleeping well. Are you drinking?”
 
   “No.” I wasn't up for a lecture. Five minutes ago I was weepy over hot chocolate, but now I felt indignant.
 
   “Good idea, considering the uncivil temper you inherited. Furthermore, you shouldn’t bring your firearm to the breakfast table.”
 
   “Yeah? Well, you should stop chewing. So there.” My father gave me a look so authoritarian that I was once again reminded not to mouth off to my superior. I wasn't smart enough not to add, “Mom wouldn't like it.”
 
   “She wouldn’t want us to do penance on opposite sides of the country.”
 
   “We aren't doing penance. We've got nothing to feel guilty about.” 
 
   “I know. Doesn't mean we don't both have regrets.”
 
   “I don't regret what I did.” My voice rose.
 
   “Fine, but I do. I'm getting old, young lady. I refuse to ignore this wake-up call. And if I fall and break a hip, I certainly don't want to end up on Aunt May's couch drinking gruel through a straw and watching soap operas while her rat of a shiatsu uses my pillow as a fire hydrant.”
 
   “God. What a bleak picture.” Recalling Aunt May, it was a likely scenario.
 
   “I'm your father, and you're my baby girl. This is what’s left of the family your mother and I made together, and I'm not going to let us disappear the way her garden went to hell.”
 
   “Her garden is gone?”
 
   “Completely over-run.”
 
   That kicked me deep.
 
   “I'm moving to Prescott soon. I'd like you to come visit.”
 
   He set a plate in front of me. The bacon pressed between the egg and toast smelled fantastic. Davey came through the kitchen door, started, and stood with his hand on the doorknob, staring at my father. 
 
   The little brat hadn’t come home last night.
 
   I gestured. “This is my father, Owen Durant. Owen, this is Davey.”
 
   “Morning, son,” Dad said.
 
   “Hello.” 
 
   “Do you ever feed this kid, Kaidlyn?” 
 
   “Crust of bread every now and then.” 
 
   He studied the scars on Davey's arm, remnants from a savage mutt attack. Owen’s eyes grew sad and cold all at once. He was thinking about my brother Jacob, we both were. Misery, anger, and injustice swirled in me. I hated it: the memories, the frequent trauma, the pity and judgment aimed at victims. If Dad flinched and ran for the hills, then I’d be precisely where I left off yesterday, no more and no less. 
 
   Davey hugged himself, curling up a bit.
 
   “Don't slouch,” Dad said. Having heard that precise chastisement a million times, I smiled. I nudged the stool beside me and Davey slunk across the room to sit. I patted his back, mostly to check his temperature and gauge his wolf’s emotional state. He'd be okay if Owen didn't push. 
 
   “You drink coffee, don't you?” Dad said.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Davey said. 
 
   Dad gave him black coffee, no cream or sugar. “Puts hair on your chest.”
 
   “Ugh,” I said, pouring coffee into my emptied cocoa mug.
 
   “All boys aspire to have hairy chests,” Dad said.
 
   Davey sniffed the food. “Smells good.”
 
   Someone knocked on the door. I peeked and saw Zelda standing outside. With no good reason not to let her in, I braced myself and opened the door.
 
   “Kaidlyn, you always have such handsome visitors, how can I resist the urge to see what lovely thing rolled up on your doorstep?” She saw my father, paused, and touched her hair. “Oh, hello.” 
 
   “Big flirt,” I whispered. She winked.
 
   “Not what you were hoping for, I assume,” my father said.
 
   “Yet not disappointing. I'm Zelda, and this is my monkey bread.” She set the steaming dish on the counter and extended her hand. Owen collected her fingers the way old gentlemen did, lopsided and not at all like a respectable handshake. Ick. Zelda’s lashes fluttered at two thousand beats per minute.
 
   “How many handsome men come to see my daughter?” Owen said. 
 
   Uh-oh.
 
   “Look at her,” Zelda said. “What sensible man wouldn't court her?”
 
   “Not helping,” I chimed.
 
   “She doesn't wear lipstick and she can't cook. I figured that would slow the stream of incoming testosterone,” my father said.
 
   “That's what microwave dinners are for,” Zelda said.
 
   “And take-out,” Davey said.
 
   “God,” I groaned.
 
   “Well, there is always the chance my baking will rub off on her. Kaidlyn, why don’t I make a charm to help you in the domestic arena?”
 
   “Charm?” Owen said.
 
   “Yes, a small token to draw the Goddess' love.”
 
   “You're Wiccan.”
 
   “Practicing witch, at your service.”
 
   He frowned. “That isn’t something you should readily confess.”
 
   “Oh, come now—”
 
   “Are you aware that a woman was burned alive in Utah last week? Her only crime was growing too many herbs in her garden. People aren’t comfortable with witchcraft, young lady.”
 
   “Like father, like daughter,” she cooed. “Kaidlyn is constantly reminding me to be more careful.” 
 
   “How about that bread?” I said.
 
   “Good thing I made a double recipe. This may be my best ever. Kaidlyn, sweetie, if you ever want to learn how to bake something…oh, if only I could remember what the special ingredient was.”
 
   “Didn’t you write it down?” Davey said.
 
   “No. Every recipe should contain something unexpected. Help me remember. Kaidlyn, if you were to make the best monkey bread in the world, what would the special ingredient be?”
 
   “Rum.”
 
   “I don't think that was it. Either way, perhaps we'll know after we eat it. You aren't diabetic, I hope,” she said to my father.
 
   “No, but I may be in twenty minutes. How much syrup is on that cake?”
 
   “The stickiness makes it yummy.”
 
   “You'll have the boy on ADD meds.” 
 
   “Nonsense. He'll burn right through it. Promise.”
 
   Owen’s eyes narrowed. “How much time do you spend with my daughter?”
 
   They spoke like I wasn’t in the room and they were authorized to make parenting decisions in my house, regarding me, an adult fully capable of screwing up my life all on my own. Sheesh. 
 
   “Time to eat, huh?” I said. 
 
   Glass shattered. Something slammed into the living room. I pulled my sidearm and made a wait here gesture while Davey sprinted past Zelda, yanked open the pantry door, seized the shotgun, and racked a shell. Owen grabbed Zelda and pulled her behind him, drawing a .45. 
 
   I landed on my feet. Pain shot through my foot and rampaged up my spine. Ignoring it, I limped into the living room as Davey covered me, shotgun on his shoulder like a pro, while Sarakas charged down the hall, holding his gun and wearing only a towel. 
 
   Glass covered the carpet and a brown lump sat on my sofa. Another bomb? 
 
   “Get back,” I shouted. I lunged and grabbed it, a stupid reflex.
 
   “A brick,” I announced, cautiously moving the edge of a curtain and peering down the street. I heard the car squealing away but couldn’t see it. 
 
   “What’s the point of living in a gated community if your neighbors hate you as much as the rest of the world?” Sarakas said. Water beaded on his naked chest, dripped from his wet hair. I pursed my lips, Zelda stared, and Davey cleared his throat. Sarakas blushed. “We aren’t done with this conversation,” he warned, then retreated.
 
   “Are you ladies alright?” Dad said.
 
   Zelda stood arms akimbo. “Kaidlyn, you keep a shotgun in the pantry?”
 
   Sheepishly, Davey returned the weapon to its place.
 
   “Bombs and bricks?” Dad’s face flushed. “Anything else should I know?”
 
   “Don’t lecture me,” I said, adrenaline tripping. “You haven’t the right!”
 
   “Now, now,” Zelda interrupted. “We’re all tense because of the body parts that a homicidal maniac left for Kaidlyn. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. Well, I for one need some sugar to calm my nerves. Monkey bread, anyone?”
 
   Dad’s mouth fell open, and I hastened to avoid the pending conversation. Lungs burning me, ribs digging into my chest, unable to breathe; I didn’t have the energy to argue. I holstered my weapon and examined the brick. No message, simply a random projectile of hatred. I tread back into the kitchen and grabbed my cup of coffee, downing it like a shot. An orange cat leaped through the broken window and sauntered over to Zelda. Gnarly bastard curled around her ankles and begged for scraps while my father quirked an eyebrow. 
 
   My father pulled a flask from his back pocket and poured some into my mug, then topped off his coffee. Whiskey, from the smell. We drank simultaneously while Zelda sliced into the confection. 
 
   An hour later, we stood outside near the big camo truck. With all the chaos, I'd forgotten he and I were so uncomfortable with each other we could barely breathe. Now, I could look at him and inhale without choking. Didn't mean I wanted him to stay, though. 
 
   Dad held Zelda's monkey bread in tin foil.
 
   “I didn't want to argue about it and risk hurting her feelings.”
 
   “You don't say,” I murmured. Great: septuagenarian romance. Then again, he had spent several years alone. “Zelda's one hell of a cook. And she wears lipstick.” 
 
   My father pretended he didn't know what I was talking about. “I figured it might bribe my way past a few checkpoints.” 
 
   I tried not to smile. “Thanks for breakfast.”
 
   “We both know why that boy is in your house.” 
 
   “What do you think you know?”
 
   “I remember Jacob’s face, right before…I’ll remember it forever.”
 
   “Not everything is about that.” 
 
   “Probably, but Davey almost has Jacob's eyes.”
 
   True. I hadn't really acknowledged it. The realization made me want to cry, and I blamed that reaction on the damn painkillers. “He is a decent kid.”
 
   I slumped against the truck while Dad stood as straight as ever. Weak on my feet, I saved my strength for the conversation we were about to have. Real dialog was unlike us. 
 
   “Dad—”
 
   “Do you think if we had known about Jacob—”
 
   “Nothing would have changed. What he caught was a wicked, evil strain. It burned too hot to manage. Came too fast. He combusted. Feral strains, you know, they’re unpredictable. Nearly unstoppable. Plus, lykos didn't officially exist then, and there were no experts. Hell, I'm still trying to figure them out. Jacob didn't have a chance, and he didn't give us any time.” It was something Dad needed to hear, something no one else could have said so that he'd believe it. Other people didn't know, but I did. And the truth: “It wasn't your fault.”
 
   “That's your professional opinion?”
 
   “Yes,” I said.
 
   “Does it help you sleep at night?”
 
   “Fuck no.”
 
   “Language,” he said.
 
   “Right. Sorry.”
 
   He shuffled slightly. I think he was wrestling with the idea of hugging me. The embrace would lead straight to weeping, and I refused to cry in front of the man. I killed his son, after all.
 
   “Thanks, dad,” I said, and patted him on the arm. Compromise. He gently squeezed my elbow, and then got in the rustic vehicle. He locked the door and started the loud engine. I waved, leaned on the cane, and began limping back to the house. When I turned Dad was sheltering his eyes from the sun despite it being an overcast day. I didn't want to know if his eyes were troubled with tears.
 
   As my father drove away, an odd weight slipped off me, something I hadn’t expected. We’d had a real conversation about heavy crap, and it put me at ease. I thought, if I die now, at least I wouldn’t leave anything undone. 
 
    I trudged back into the house where the boys stood expectantly in the kitchen.
 
   Andreas said, “How come you didn't mention your dad was alive?”
 
   “Yeah, how come?” Davey said. “He makes a mean sandwich and he’s clearly awesome, so why did everyone think he was dead?”
 
   “We don't see each other much, is all,” I defended.
 
   “Why should we trust you if you can't share stuff like this with us?” Davey’s hair was especially bouncy to match his teenage angst.
 
   “Drop the attitude before we start arguing about where were you last night.” I sighed. “Look, I'm suffering an emotional hangover right now. My head hurts, my chest burns, and I might puke. Can we leave this off until a better time?”
 
   “Right,” Davey said to Sarakas. “How much do you want to bet we never see this conversation again?”
 
   I snorted, praying they’d forget this ever happened.
 
   “I have to go to work,” Sarakas said. “I’m going to stop in tonight to check on you, and tomorrow we can catch the game. Don’t leave this house.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “Okay, jeez.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
   With murderers prowling around and leaving very personal messages for me, we needed to take precautions. Especially if I wasn’t able to be home all the time. Davey would have to learn to defend himself with or without guns. 
 
   As soon as Sarakas backed his vehicle out of the drive, I unscrewed a bottle of Gorgonblood that’d I’d secreted from the hospital and tucked between the mattress. Sure, I wasn’t supposed to take it, but hell. Doc might have fixed my body up, but she couldn’t remove the circumstances of my life. My body might be able to last longer, but my life expectancy was still the same: short and bleak. Pushing my body to heal before its time while murderers left dismembered breasts on the floor with my name on them, well, it seemed worth the risk. 
 
   I’d shatter to pieces before I let something happen to Davey.
 
   Mostly, I took the pill because I was lazy, impatient, and ultimately didn’t care. I’d been patched, fixed, quilted, modified, and healed so many times because I needed to be functional. People depended on me. I needed to be at my best if I wanted any chance of survival. I couldn’t ignore a quick fix to patch me up and get me back in the game. 
 
   Besides, it’s only this once. Then I’ll be good.
 
   I swallowed another pill (surely two wouldn’t kill me) and shuffled my drug-dependent torso into the kitchen. Three guns on my body, only one concealed, and enough ammo to kill a tank. Davey immediately guessed something was up.
 
   “I thought we weren’t supposed to leave the house,” he said.
 
   I leaned my ass against the wall and rolled my eyes. “Seriously, dude, you need to stretch the rules a smidge.”
 
   “Maybe we should play it safe for a while. I’m technically a terrorist and a public threat. I think I’ve bent enough rules already.”
 
   “Well, maybe one more. It’s for your own good.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows, carried my coffee for me, and watched me limp to the truck. On account of my broken foot, I kindly let him drive and directed him toward Red Sector.
 
   I loved Red. Looked like a carnival half the time, like a ghost town the rest of the day. Beyond a labyrinth of barricades outside Red, I pointed him to Clifford’s dojo. The gym was empty in the morning, and we'd need the privacy. We parked and Davey said, “What are we doing here?”
 
   “You're learning self-defense.”
 
   “Perhaps we didn't make this clear, but I'm contaminated.” 
 
   “And undisciplined and untrained. Clifford can help change that.” I began the process of leaving the vehicle, juggling my weight to step down without plopping face-first. 
 
   “What if I hurt him?” he said.
 
   I smiled. “That's not likely.”
 
    “Why not?” Davey examined the dojo with trepidation, dragging his feet. “Have you worked out with this guy?” 
 
   “For a while, yes. He’s a good teacher and an excellent fighter. You can learn a lot from him.” 
 
   “I don't like violence.”
 
   “This isn't about liking violence. It's survival.”
 
   “I don’t want to endanger him. How could he teach someone like me?”
 
   I touched Davey above the elbow, which I meant to be comforting, but it didn’t help. “Take deep breaths, and we'll go ask.”
 
   Utilizing Davey’s arm, I meandered my broken ass into the building. The only light shone from the hall near Clifford’s office in the back, and he emerged in an instant, frowning, clutching a gas station coffee cup in his hand. 
 
   “Durant? Good morning, sunshine.” He winked, but he wasn't at ease. No one wanted a visit from a dirty cop early in the morning. When he saw I brought company, he tossed the cup over his shoulder. It sailed into the garbage pail.
 
   “What's wrong?” he said.
 
   “I have a new student for you. He'll need private sessions, which I’m willing to pay extra for. Clifford, this is Davey.”
 
   I was being an ass, bringing a strange mutt without warning, outing him to Clifford, and demanding they train together. It was a nasty thing for me to do to someone so early in the morning.
 
   Clifford held out his hand. My boy hesitated a second before accepting. As they shook hands, the men evaluated each other.
 
    “Ever trained before?” Clifford said.
 
    “No.”
 
   Clifford dropped the hand and looked at me. “This is the Davey? Yours?”
 
   “Yep,” I said.
 
   “I see.” He crossed his arms, then turned toward me to conspire. “I think you're overestimating my abilities.”
 
   “You’re extremely qualified.”
 
   “This will be difficult for me.”
 
   “How's that?”
 
   “He's a mutt,” he whispered, as if Davey couldn't hear.
 
   “And?” 
 
   “I've never trained a mutt before.”
 
   “You're strong enough,” I said. “How different can it be?”
 
   He blinked at me like I'd spoken Hungarian. “You're joking, right?” 
 
   He set his hand out, palm up, and Davey hesitated. The palm was wide and brown, thick and strong. Davey's was small, lean, and timid. He moved cautiously because we all knew Clifford was up to something. I waited, considering logistics and how quickly I could draw a weapon.
 
   Davey finally slid his palm into Clifford's. Clifford squeezed Davey's hand so tightly both their fists instantly whitened. Davey groaned deep in his throat. He tried to pull back, but Clifford didn't let go. Davey was trapped. A blush rose to his cheeks and his forehead shone. His jaw tightened and widened. His fingernails began to outgrow his fingers. Clifford's grip tightened, straining, arm bulging. Davey dipped, nearly going to his knees. A sweat broke through his cotton shirt. His lip pulled back from his teeth.
 
   “Clifford,” I cautioned. 
 
   A bone cracked. My hand zoomed to a weapon. Clifford's face thickened. Sweat beaded above his lip. He reacted to the sight of Davey's distress, the heat of his hand, and the snarl of teeth. They were going to shed in front of me. I'd have to kill them both, starting with Clifford. 
 
   Why did I think he could handle this? I had wagered my life and Davey’s on Clifford's self-control. 
 
   I was wrong.
 
   My throat tightened and my spine tingled.
 
   “Everyone back off.” I resisted the urge to clear the firearm and escalate the situation. Davey's face, blotched white and red, bulged in odd directions. Clifford released his hand. My boy retreated several paces and cradled his damaged appendages. Clifford turned away. His shoulders hopped as he regulated his breathing, but he’d otherwise recovered. 
 
   Davey huffed like a pregnant woman at Lamaze class, but he slowly reined himself in. His bones normalized and slithered down to a respectable size. His skin stopped stretching. Pain snagged his breath.
 
   He wiggled his fingers, watched them move, and made sure his artist's hand wasn't permanently damaged. Bruising set in, but the fracture had already sealed. Mutt power. He curled his hand into a fist and gave Clifford the most volatile glare I'd ever seen come from those rainy gray eyes. The pain-fear left anger behind. 
 
   Anger, unfortunately, was also a mutt catalyst. 
 
   Clifford said, “Durant, you know tempers flare when things get out of hand. Amplified by a mutt temperament, it's a recipe for disaster. Especially with trauma victims. I don't have the control. Neither does he.”
 
   “Start slow. Be cautious. I'll chaperon.”
 
   “And what will you do if things go sour? Kill us both?”
 
   “Tranquilizers. You'll take a snooze and try again next week.”
 
   “Why do you want this?”
 
   There were a lot of answers to that question. I chose the simplest, truest one. Sometimes honesty got you exactly where you wanted to be. “I don’t want him to die as a victim.”
 
   Clifford sighed in defeat. Anyone could see Davey was a sweet kid with “victim” written all over him. Davey’s downward glance nearly broke my heart. He knew he was dead meat.
 
   “Don't you know anyone better suited than me?” Clifford said.
 
   “Every strong mutt I know is either embroiled in kennel politics or homicidally insane. I need an independent without sleazy motives. You'll do.”
 
   He returned his amber gaze to Davey. “Are you up for this?”
 
   Davey shrugged. “You backed down from the change super-fast.”
 
   “It gets better with practice,” Clifford said.
 
   “Guess I need practice.”
 
   I smiled. I couldn't help it. My little Davey was all grow up.
 
   “You are pretty when you smile,” Clifford said, watching me.              
 
   “I am also heavily armed.”
 
   “Learn to take a compliment.”
 
   “So you're going to help, right?”
 
   “Bring him by on Thursday mornings—early, early morning—and on Sundays. Come dressed for action. And get him some gloves with a lot of elasticity.”
 
   “Thanks, Clifford.”
 
   “Don't get too excited. It's going to be rough, and you'll pay handsomely.”
 
   “I figured.” 
 
   “What’s with the busted ribs and internal trauma?” he said. 
 
   “All in a day’s work.”
 
   “Maybe you need a new job.”
 
   “Gosh, look at the time.” Arms akimbo, I watched Davey. “Are you okay?” 
 
   Davey said, “See you Thursday.”
 
   “Yeah,” Clifford said, understandably reluctant. He didn't want to end up splattered in an FBHS bag. If things got out of hand during a training session with Davey and they shed, both of them could easily be killed or publicly outed and consequently killed. Even if Clifford never shed again, his business would be dead, his freedom forfeit. And what if he got past my tranks and managed to kill Davey? Then we'd both be to blame for the young man's death. I should go before we all changed our minds. Nearer to the door, I stopped. Someday I would learn to let things go (but not today).
 
   “How did you know he was L-pos?” I said. 
 
   Clifford shrugged. “It's not something I thought about, but something I knew. Like I could smell it on him, like I could see it sleeping in his bones.”
 
   “And you knew what he was?” I asked Davey.
 
   “Not until he touched me.”
 
   “How did you know then?”
 
   “Power,” Davey said. “Metaphysical heat.” 
 
   Abstract answers didn't help me.
 
   “And his shedding was prompting you to shed,” I said to Clifford.
 
   “Once we touched, it was nearly impossible to resist. If he was standing across the room, it might not have been an issue. But this close—” Clifford crossed his arms. “My mutt wanted to join him. It's a compulsion. Makes it easy to imagine why mutts get into kennels.”
 
   “Has anyone approached you about joining a kennel?”
 
   “Yes,” he said. I waited, but he said nothing. 
 
   “And you declined. Why?”
 
   “It was Erik.” Clifford’s you're-an-idiot tone didn’t deter me.
 
   “If a kennel appeals to you, why not join one? Erik can't be the only one trying to organize your kind.”
 
   “My kind?” He snorted.
 
   I shrugged. Not the most polite way to say it, but it was true. I stared at him for a moment, hearing nothing as a wave of numbness floated through my skull. He was beautiful in every sense of that trite word. And strong. His skin practically glowed with sweat, his muscles surged with stamina, and his eyes embodied the golden sunlight like a gilded gem. Flesh and bone. Someday I might have to plug silver into his skull and stop him in his tracks. 
 
   While my body turned to stone, his naturalistic flesh struck me as envious. I wanted to push him down to the floor to see how it felt. To see what he’d do afterward. 
 
   Not worth the risk.
 
   Clifford said, “People join together for strength. I don't feel that joining Erik would make me stronger or safer. I felt that it would simply get me killed.”
 
   “And if you came upon a strong group of mutts?”
 
   “I don’t want that crap, Kaidlyn. I’m not cowing to a bully, and that’s what most kennel masters are. I spent my whole life avoiding the biggest tyrant I know—my mother—and I’ll be damned if I cower to a lesser asshole. All I want in the whole world is to train and teach. I’m not joining anyone. Besides, I like my autonomy. This is all I’ve ever needed, and I won’t trade it.”
 
   “People give up a lot of things for safety,” Davey said.
 
   “The stronger you become, the less you need to give up.”
 
   “Some things we sacrifice to be stronger.” 
 
   “Philosophy before noon makes me tired.” Clifford wasn't in the mood to talk about sacrifice. Neither was I.
 
   “See you later,” I said.
 
   “Yeah,” Clifford said.
 
   “Thanks,” Davey said.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   We were down to monosyllabic responses. I was being a pain in his ass. He regretted agreeing to my request. He didn't like that Davey's plight manipulated him into playing with other mutts, as he zealously avoided doing. We left while we were ahead (though not as far ahead as we'd have been if I kept my mouth shut). Clifford and Davey would be going through a crate of Xen by the time they were through training together. I had a feeling I'd pay for all of it. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   I slept for a day. Possibly two. Sarakas brought boxes of files I’d requested and some old movies because I didn’t prescribe to cable or satellite television. “You’re working from home,” he said. “Stay busy and keep out of trouble.” 
 
   “Ha, sure.” I chuckled, nervously recalling how I’d run out of the house and tested fate the instant he had stepped away. He stayed for brunch and even cooked. Andreas had many talents, but neither of us were culinary artists. Still, he made good in my kitchen, whipping up a buffet quantity of macaroni and cheese, four cartons of bacon, and two pots of coffee. He’d grown accustomed to Davey’s hyperactive appetite, but the mac’n’cheese meant Sarakas was in a foul mood. Moping, even. His phone buzzed like an angry insect, which he ignored.
 
   “Something going on at work?” I said. 
 
   “Never you mind. Want more coffee?”
 
   “C’mon, I’ll be working from home, right? Clue me in.”
 
   “Detective Contrell from PD keeps sending files to the office, names of people who may have gone missing at the dismemberment scene. Vagrants and druggies, mostly, seventeen so far. No luck in the missing person department, though.”
 
   “No bodies?”
 
   “Nothing. In case you’re getting any ideas, we gave him strict instructions not to call you and relayed that you are unfit for duty. He sends his regards.”
 
   “Decent guy. Good cop.”
 
   “Why does he think you know more than you’re saying?”
 
   “Don’t know. I mean, I don’t know more than I’m saying. Any more parts?”
 
   “With or without your name on them?” 
 
   I groaned. “What parts, where?” 
 
   “A tongue in Sector Nine.” 
 
   “South of Red,” I said, thinking. 
 
   “Mean something?” 
 
   “Not really. Maybe. Someone might be taunting people in the sector.”
 
   “Any idea who?” 
 
   “Vaguely, no. I never met the guy. Your face is turning red.” 
 
   “Driving me crazy, woman.” His hands raked through his dark hair. “I know it’s hard to stay in the house, but I want you to know I appreciate the effort. Despite hating the phrase ‘for your own good’ I think we both recognize that this truly is. For your own good, I mean. Lay low, focus on your recovery, and you’ll be back to work soon.”
 
   “Yeah. Cool.” 
 
   “Need anything? Food, movies, books?” 
 
   “My work computer,” I said innocently. He could trap me at home, but he couldn’t stop me from researching the current bane of my existence. 
 
   His phone rang, and he immediately answered. “Hey, sweetheart,” he cooed, voice shifting gears. I ignored the dim musical tone of Vanessa on the line. Sarakas plopped a heap of gooey pasta in front of me. I felt five years-old, the troublesome younger sibling. What a pansy I was, letting Contrell handle my case, nursing broken ribs when I damned well had the drugs to make my body better—consequences be damned—and allowing a grown man to make me dinner while his girlfriend wondered where he spent his spare time. 
 
   Not cool. I needed to fix my life, pronto, before its nasty whirlwind sucked all these good people down with me. 
 
   As soon as Sarakas left, I forced myself into the constriction vest the hospital gave me for my broken ribs and painfully struggled into a boot. My broken foot stayed in a cast with a hard plastic frame. Reaching too far in any direction stabbed my breath away and scraped my lungs along a cheese grinder, but I was determined. I strapped on my guns, both the belly band and thigh holsters. Four guns warranted a jacket to cover at least half of them, and I evenly distributed magazines along my body. Like I prepared for war or something. Mostly, I compensated for the fact that I couldn’t move quickly without my lungs crumpling.
 
   I secreted into my bedroom and slipped another pill from the stash under my bed. Two more Gorgonblood pills down the gullet, and I made the call. 
 
   Contrell answered on the first ring. “Aren’t supposed to talk to you.”
 
   “I won’t tell if you won’t. Any progress on those missing persons?” 
 
   “None. It’s like they up and disappeared.”
 
   “Do you think PD rounded them up and took them beyond city limits?” 
 
   “No one fessed up to it.” He sighed, inhaled, and I pictured him puffing on his e-cig. “Is this the reason you called?”
 
   “Why do you say it like that?”
 
   “Because I recently got word of another scene involving parts without a corpse. Figured you might have heard something.”
 
   “Jeez, another one? Where?”
 
   “Sector fourteen.”
 
   “Come pick me up?” I said, “Can’t drive with my foot like this.” 
 
   “Be there in fifteen.”
 
   I buzzed him through the subdivision gate, collected my cane, and began the trek outside. I sat on the porch, breathing heavy, and within a few minutes his car rolled to a stop near my garage. He opened the door while I struggled to my stupid feet. “Need help?”
 
   I waved him off and lurched into the vehicle. The car smelled of cinnamon and coffee. Two cups sat in the cup holder and he handed me one. What a sweetheart.
 
   “Thanks,” I sighed. 
 
   “I’m being rude here,” he prefaced, “but I thought the Bureau would pay their token Princess better. This duplex is antiquated.”
 
   “They pay me fine. I spend a lot on medical bills and Davey’s education.” And ammo and illegal books. 
 
   “Should get a security upgrade,” he said.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   He shrugged and we went on our way. 
 
   “Let’s brainstorm,” he said. “Where would someone hide homeless people? Hard to be discrete about the kidnapping and transportation of over fifty people. Traffic cameras spotted a cargo van and an ice cream truck nearby, neither of which could hold that many bodies all at once. They drove in opposite directions and exited the city. None of the vehicles were registered in the last decade and the owners are listed as deceased.”
 
   “Did any surveillance drones report a sign of the bodies or trucks?”
 
   “Not yet,” he said. “If we’re assuming they didn’t leave of their own volition, why would someone steal homeless people?”
 
   “I hate to imagine.”
 
   “Try.”
 
   I sighed. “If a normie took them, I’d say it could be for a lot of reasons. Not your typical murderer, since most of those seem to prefer a lot of one-on-one alone time. I mean, the average freak would pick them off one by one or in small groups, right?”
 
   “Right. I got that far. Keep thinking.”
 
   “Grabbing a whole bunch at once makes me think it’s either a big event or the murderer has a deadline. The abductors didn’t care if we knew they were up to something.”
 
   “Up to what, though? Organ harvesting?”
 
   “Crossed my mind. In which case we’re thinking highly specialized abductors. Might send some feelers out into whatever informants you have with an ear to the underground.” 
 
   “But so many? Maybe we’re over-estimating the number of victims.”
 
   “Yeah, possible.”
 
   “And if something unnatural took them?”
 
   “Dinner, presumably.” 
 
   “God, I hate the way your brain works.”
 
   “Seriously, I mean, fifty people could feed a lot of monsters. And I know for a fact humans grossly underestimated the number of vampires in this city and they’re actively converting.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Can’t say.” 
 
   I sipped the hot black coffee while he sucked on the nicotine stick, filling the car with cinnamon. “You think vampires did it? Kaidlyn, that’s not good news.”
 
   “I don’t think anything. We’re hypothesizing, right? For all we know, those vagrants were black-bagged to support the Beautification project.”
 
   “Except we found pieces of people and your name smeared on the scene.” 
 
   “Yeah, there’s that. Sadly, I am incredibly unpopular with every type of everything out there, and my ugly mug hits the newsfeed constantly. Anyone with a grudge or a passionate psychosis could easily target me.”
 
   “Any hate mail? Any threats louder than most?”
 
   “Other than dismembered tits? No.”
 
   I drank the coffee, he smoked, and I began craving cinnamon rolls. 
 
   “Kaidlyn, promise not to tell Sarakas I called you. He’s likely to beat my ass for dragging you into the field.” 
 
   I chuckled. “I’ll do my best to keep it on the down low.”
 
   “What’s up with you guys?” He waved his hand. “If you don’t mind me saying, you two are usually inseparable. Something going on?”
 
   “Look here, detective, not everything in life is a great mystery needing to be solved.” I toyed with the lid of my coffee cup. “Just had a run of bad luck is all, and he’s worried about it.”
 
   “Given the trail of body parts leading to you, I understand. I would have stuffed my wife into a roll of bubble wrap and shuffled her to the most secure safe house within a hundred kilometer radius. Preferably underground.” 
 
   “Well, I sure as hell am not going to be shuffled away for safe keeping.”
 
   “I didn’t think you would.”
 
   Contrell drove west of Whitesnake Crater, the barren ground of Phoenix’s second largest mutt massacre, when a wedding went bad years past and dozens died. He approached a segmented neighborhood south of the freeway. The low-grade fence surrounding the area was a patchwork of useless materials, particle board leaning up against mounds of junk, dead cars, and scraps. As if a junk heap would protect them from a monster who could shuffle through cement walls. 
 
   A trio of girls loitered at the gate, being questioned by two police officers. The ladies wore skimpy red and black to advertise which gang protected their illegal trade. Contrell flashed his badge and drove into the neighborhood. Broken furniture on the curb, sofas and recliners on the porches. Cheap plastic liquor bottles peppered the streets. 
 
   Police vehicles cut off the street, and activity thickened around a flat, ugly, oversized building which might have once been an office complex. Its small parking lot filled with police vehicles and some civilian cars, everything from a beat up Honda to a Rolls Royce. 
 
   We parked and Contrell gave me two pairs of gloves.
 
   One step inside, I knew two things. First, something had died in there. Second, we were in a whore house. The plush drapes, fringed curtains, and gaudy chandelier looked straight from a cheap porn set. A desk for check in, comfortable seating in a waiting area, some stools where bouncers might post, and a wide open coat room. No patrons. Low murmurs led us to the next room where the real action had occurred.
 
   A large social area was filled with comfortable, once-luxurious furniture showing more wear than care, and to the left, a fully stocked bar. Whiskey glasses and beer bottles lay abandoned or overturned. Plush pillows askew, not a body in sight. A discoloration stained the carpet, marked with yellow evidence cones, like a macabre highway leading behind a lacy partition. PD took photos but stood back when we approached. Harrowed, sympathetic looks came my way, curdling my stomach. 
 
   My cane clicked on the floor while I lurched with as much dignity as I could muster, bracing myself. Body parts, again, but different. No epidermal layer, only red muck. My last name had been carved into the tile above it, done with such force that the surrounding tiles were all cracked like a spider web. Stretched out on display, the organ like an oddly squashed flank steak. 
 
   “Anyone know what that is?” My mouth was incredibly dry, stuck together. 
 
   “Female reproductive system.” Contrell’s voice startled me. I’d forgotten he was there. I looked at him, confused, and he said, “Fallopian tubes, ovaries, bits of bits.” 
 
   Everyone gawked at him. “My wife recently had a baby,” he said.
 
   We stared at the girl parts on the floor while I decided, based on the quantity of blood, that the vivisection occurred while the victim breathed. Again, no body left for us to see. Why take the dead with them? Wouldn’t the impact be greater if they left the corpse behind?
 
   “Congrats,” I said. Contrell blinked at me. “On the baby. Boy or girl?”
 
   “Girl. We named her Rosalie.”
 
   I nodded, brain oddly numb, like maybe the Gorgonblood turned the gelatinous mass between my ears to stone. The parts: boob, tongue, and womb, the last found at a whorehouse. Why? Surely more than shock value. In simple terms, any part of the human body could be alarming if removed from context, specifically, if severed from its owner. This killer specifically targeted the female aspect of me. 
 
   “Someone is offended by me,” I said.
 
   “You think?”
 
   “Because I’m a girl, I mean. Society attributes a lot of labels to me, and all of them could easily be targeted by hate groups. I’m a federal agent, a merc, a mutt-killer, the poster child for a government crusade who has also been linked to vampires, plus various other roles—” pirate, murderer, atheist, hypocrite—“but this murderer says what offends him most. He hates that I’m a girl.” 
 
   “Stupid thing to protest in this day and age, isn’t it?”
 
   “Not if I belittled him. An embarrassed dude is a dangerous thing, but to be embarrassed by someone he considers inferior? That’s so much worse. He’s pissed and deeply offended, partly because I’m female.”
 
   “The question becomes, who did you piss off? Scorned lover? A secret admirer?”
 
   “Dude, it’s not like that. This mug only looks good after newsfeed photo edits.” I shrugged. He kicked his shoe and tried to speak, but I interrupted. “Let’s hypothesize.” 
 
   “Fine. You’re implying the killer is a sexist, egotistical, possibly narcissistic jackoff with a bad temper.” 
 
   “Maybe not much of a temper. I mean, this isn’t a rage kill. This is methodical. Deliberate.” 
 
   He crossed his arms. “Maybe the killer is not as restrained as he is efficient. I mean, he knew he had a timeline. He needed to get in, abduct or kill two dozen people, leave a message, and get out without raising the alarm. Seems like he satisfied all requirements.”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Who have you offended?”
 
   I snickered. “Who haven’t I? I mean, I shove priests and scorn the church, I hate PETA and they hate me, I instigate vampires, I shoot people on a weekly basis, I haven’t had a real relationship in a long time, and an assassin tried to blow me up on federal property. It is harder to find someone not offended by me than someone who is.” 
 
   “I’d wager more than one man is behind this,” he said. “Imagine trying to run off with a few dozen people. How do you get them out, unnoticed?”
 
   “I’d use a big team and a lot of tranquilizers.”
 
   “Exactly. This—” he waved at the ovaries “—probably represents a secondary agenda.”
 
   “Makes sense. Unfortunately, that theory makes it less likely I can help identify this group. I mean, if they’re not out to get me specifically but wanted to make a statement, then we have to look at people who are only kind of irritated by me, which makes for a much longer docket.” 
 
   “Start thinking. I want names. Pages of names. This cannot continue.”
 
   “Agreed.” 
 
   An officer came in from a room branching to the left, deeper in the house. Plump, sweaty, pale. “We found a survivor.” 
 
   We abandoned our brainstorming session and scurried to the next room to meet our potential witness, who had tucked herself into the closet to hide from the monster. She was young.
 
   Contrell introduced himself to a perturbed, road-weary thirteen year-old whore. Her red and white dress zipped up the front for easy access. 
 
   “You’re safe now,” Contrell said, and then he asked where her mother was.
 
   After a round of hysterical chuckles, she pouted with a sickening imitation of womanly seduction. “I could be your mommy,” she cooed.
 
   “Out,” I said. I pushed the closet door further open, edged past Contrell, and pointed with the cane. Her eyes dropped to my weaponry. The butt of a .45 conveyed more than my body language. She crossed her skinny arms and clammed up.
 
   He turned to the nearest officer. “Get CPS, a blanket, and a bottle of water.” 
 
   Blood dried on her fingers, and her hair was awry, but she looked more irritated than traumatized. Very unusual. Most people who witnessed murders were significantly more stressed, blubbery, and grateful to be alive. Not like a spoiled child who lost cell phone privileges. 
 
   “Would you like to come out of there?” She shook her head. 
 
   We should have removed her from the scene before questioning her, but she didn’t feel right.
 
   “Are you wounded?” I said. She shrugged.
 
   “How much did you see?” I said. 
 
   She snorted and didn’t answer. Hostile witness. 
 
   “I need you to tell us what you heard or witnessed,” I said. “You’re impeding a federal investigation.” 
 
   “What are you gonna do?” she said. “I’m twelve. You can’t process me. If you put me in the system, my daddy will steal me back, and then he’ll put me to work. You can’t stop it.” 
 
   “Tell us who runs the house,” Contrell said. “We’ll lock him up so he’ll never hurt you again. You’ll be free, and we’ll get you situated with a family who cares enough not to sell you piece by piece.”
 
   “Fuck off,” she said.
 
   I leaned into her smug face. “See that meat in there? Someone’s internal organs are no longer internal. Chances are you knew her. Now, her girl parts are torn out of her body and left on the floor like trash. Is that how you wanna end up? Talk tough all you want, but when shit came down, you hid in the closet. So you tell me, immediately, who you were hiding from.”
 
   “Leave me alone, cop bitch,” the kid said. Contrell spun the wedding ring on his finger, a scowl on his face. Probably imagining what a screwed up world she knew, the same world his daughter would have to navigate.
 
   “Durant,” someone said. I wilted at the sound. Rosco strolled up with a rookie whom I’d never met. “Thought you were on leave. Does Sarakas know you’re here?”
 
   “She’s essential to this police investigation,” Contrell said. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m essential,” I parroted, a big ass grin on my face. 
 
   “Bullshit,” Rosco said. 
 
   “Do you mind?” I said. “We’re in the middle of an investigation.”
 
   “Why don’t I ask Sarakas about that?”
 
   “Yeah, why don’t you? Then ask him to wipe your ass and tuck you in.”
 
   “Would you two get a room?” the girl said. All of the adults frowned at her. 
 
   “Okay, miss sassy pants,” I said. “Out of the closet and into Child Protection Services with you.” 
 
   I reached down and grabbed her arm, skin on skin contact. It stung me, and I snatched my hand back as if on fire. “She’s feverish. Everyone back. Get out.”
 
   “Overreacting, Durant?” Rosco said. 
 
   “Look, asshole—”
 
   “She’s a kid,” Contrell said. 
 
   “We’ve visited some nasty scenes,” I said. “And call me silly, but I think most people who see such human wreckage tend to be a bit more addled. Sometimes they’re downright troubled. Not her. This snarky adolescent is hiding something.” 
 
   “Durant, I’m telling you—”
 
   “And I’m telling you—”
 
   My eyes lodged on her face, and her gaze met mine full on. Arrogant. A sneer in her stare. Up to no good. Eyes reaching a fever pitch.
 
   Rosco shoved me aside and reached for the kid.
 
   I punched him. It was a reflex, a climax of spite and resentment, topped off with a dash of fear. He staggered left, cheekbone split and bleeding. Red dripped over his face, trickling onto his green shirt. 
 
   Shit.
 
   He gingerly wiped his cheek with the back of his hand. Mouth soft with surprise. His eyes hardened like ice. 
 
   “Yeah, uh—” I stuttered. 
 
   His vibrant blood struck the air, waving at the girl like a red flag in the bull arena. The girl’s prey drive kicked in. Her veins thickened under human skin, and the human element fell away from her eyes. In a split heartbeat, she lunged to her feet.
 
   I dropped the cane, drew my weapon, and pulled the trigger. The silver round punctured the hide under her chin. I fired again, bellowing. She took a drunken sidestep and collapsed, crashing into the closet wall. My heart jackhammered at my soft ribs, but she was dead. Panting, tingling with pain and urgency, I looked at the officers.
 
   Contrell’s sidearm wavered in my direction. Pointed at me. The three cops in the room trembled, guns aimed unconvincingly at my chest, which made the reptile part of my brain squirm. I glared. “Lower your goddamn weapons.” 
 
   In the next moment, Rosco was in my face. Bleeding, shrieking like a banshee. “You’re fucking losing it, Durant! Crazy bitch, you shot a kid! And you hit me? In my goddamn face? Are you kidding me? What the hell is wrong with you?” He shoved me again, and I considered hitting him again.
 
   “You never listen!” I panted while my lungs seized and adrenaline tripped through my bloodstream. 
 
   Rosco stuck his fingers through his hair so hard he might pop holes in his skull. Red face, he ranted. “A kid so young can’t be L-pos. Even back when I started, I wasn’t that stupid.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure you were.” 
 
   He turned and kicked the door several times while his cheek bled from where I’d punched him and his face turned red. The rookie stood in the corner of the room, white like a ghost. I glanced at Contrell and my gut pinched. He didn’t look like he believed me, and it occurred to me that he hadn’t holstered his weapon, so I didn’t holster mine. He doesn’t trust me. Eyes sharp, he stared while Rosco shouted:
 
   “You are out of your mind, Durant. Admit it. You don’t know what you’re doing anymore. And you hit me! You’ve gone nuts. Lost your shit, flat out, you cracked. Shot a kid because you’ve finally lost your last crumbled marble.”
 
   “Uh, no, that’s not what happened. Dude, she was infected. Look at her mottled skin, her eyes—”
 
   “Her eyes look weird because she’s dead! Because you shot her!” He pushed me again, pressure gouging at my ribs. I shoved him back. Rosco ranted. “Jesus, Mary and—” 
 
   “Oh, get off it!” I pointed at the young corpse. “She’s got mutt dust on her.” 
 
   “She’s in a filthy closet. She’s got dirt on her.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? Pull her out. Let’s take a closer look.” I knew I was right. I was positive. I mean, she had that itch, the L-pos glint in her eye. I hadn’t shot an innocent kid.
 
   Had I? 
 
   Christ.
 
   Every fiber and nerve of my being tightened and hummed. If I had read her wrong, if I overreacted, I’d have to live with a kind of unshakeable guilt. The men stood around me, accusatory and uncertain, and their condemnation filled me with doubt. 
 
   I hated it. 
 
   Worse, Rosco should be standing by me, defending me, because we were on the same side. The side that didn’t question what we had to do to survive the monsters nipping at our heels. My trigger finger saved his ass many times, and he shouldn’t be interrogating me, embarrassing me. He could question me later, in private, not in front of strangers, discrediting me in a hysterical tantrum. 
 
   Rosco and Contrell pulled the limp, dead child out of the closet. Her dress slid and revealed a bite on her upper thigh, near her crotch, half-healed from her near-shed, clotted with mutt clay.
 
   “Shit,” Contrell said. 
 
   “How the hell?” Rosco said, and I nearly punched him again. I reached down and measured the bite with my hand: about ten inches across. I grabbed the cane, despite being so full of adrenaline I could run a marathon, and clip-clopped away. 
 
   Red from the girl’s L-strain smeared my double-gloved hand. Maybe the scent would stick. I pulled the gloves inside out and kept them. 
 
   My body swelled from Gorgonblood edema and yesterday’s exertion. The pressure shoved against all my injuries, reminding me I was on the brink of breaking into pieces.
 
   I needed to slow down. 
 
   PD hovered throughout the building, drawn by the sound of gunfire and arguing.
 
   “Get me a plastic bag and take me home,” I told a young officer near the door. He nodded, unspeaking. I shoved the dirty gloves in the bag and sat in his cruiser, brewing, thinking, and seeing the girl with the discrete, deliberate bite on her tender childish thigh. A feral wolf with a highly contagious strain had left the girl to make a statement. “Put an APB out on the homeless guy, Nick,” I texted Contrell. “He’s probably infected.” 
 
   I didn’t add that I suspected the kidnaped undesirables were all, down to the last, dead or infected. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
   An unknown number buzzed my work phone. I resisted, but curiosity got the best of me. What if they canceled my leave and brought me back to work? I grabbed the phone and hopefully punched the button.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Durant.” Mullen’s voice shot through me like a jagged arrow. 
 
   “I’m on leave,” I said. “Taking some time. Have a nice day.”
 
   “Heard you assaulted Rosco.”
 
   “He exaggerates. Look, I have something in the oven. I gotta dye my hair. This is a bad time, whatever—”
 
   “Remember, it isn’t always the biggest, most poisonous snake that does you in. Sometimes, it’s the tiny gnat who ruins everything. Clean up your act. I would hate for someone else to kill you before I get a chance to enjoy myself.”
 
   “Chance to do what, precisely?” 
 
   Dial tone answered me. My guts twisted in a quagmire of briars.
 
   Great. The company psycho made private calls. I shuddered. Jesus, my brain bucket was shaky. I was done with body parts, harassing phone calls, self-doubt, and self-pity. Ice cream: that’s what I needed. A quart of ice cream would give me the attitude adjustment I needed, and then I could research these disappearances with gusto. 
 
   I concealed an extra pistol and limped into my beauteous truck, blasting heavy metal, cruising through my suburb, and jumping onto the freeway. 
 
   Chocolate. I needed loads of chocolate. 
 
   Or maybe whiskey. Chocolate whiskey?
 
   I slipped across three lanes and sped up, eager to get away from the nervousness in my stomach. Traffic has a body movement that’s a lot like a dance, and the way I drove extorted that movement, taking advantage of others’ steady driving. A beige sedan risked merging into the lane behind me, forcing it, in a hurry. 
 
   I was being tailed.
 
   My jaw dropped. What now? Psychos? Brick-throwers? Mutts? Mullen? Vampires? A reporter? Could be anyone. 
 
   “Oh no, you don’t,” I growled. Careening off the freeway, I slid toward sector eight which was rife with business districts and parking garages. I skirted off the ramp, around a corner, and gunned it into a covered parking structure. The sedan followed at a discrete distance. 
 
   I cruised to the end of the parking garage, slammed on the brake pedal, grabbed the emergency brake, cranked the wheel, and spun a bootleg turn. My tail swiveled before I straightened and punched the gas, heading directly toward the vehicle in pursuit. Head on.
 
   The startled ass swerved at the last moment, over-corrected, and scraped his entire left panel down a cement column to avoid smashing into the wall. I circled around, boxed him in the corner, and exited the cab. While he wavered between getting out of the car and ramming my big truck, I drew my .45 and pointed it at his window.
 
   “Out.”
 
   His hands popped up. He was young, thirties, chin-length blond hair in a ponytail. Short beard.
 
   “Out. On your knees,” I ordered.
 
   “Look, I’m not comfortable—”
 
   “No one gives a shit. Get out of the vehicle and get on your knees.” 
 
   He did, reluctantly. Plaid shirt, jeans, good sensible boots. Built with wiry muscle and long limbs. The man looked handsome on his knees, that’s for sure. I walked around him and pulled a Glock from a holster at the small of his back. Untagged, illegal weapon. I slipped it into my waistband while he kept his hands in the air.
 
   “I’m here for your own good,” he said.
 
   “Whatever. Who hired you?”
 
   “Top…Master Sergeant hired me.”
 
   “Who the hell is—”
 
   “Your father! Your dad. Christ, lady, would you lower the weapon?”
 
   “My dad hired you? To do what, exactly?”
 
   “Protect you.”
 
   “Protect me? Do I look like a goddamn damsel in distress?”
 
   “More like the damsel who causes distress, if you ask me.”
 
   “Damn skippy. Call him and tell him I’m fine, and then go away.”
 
   “Can’t do it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I am not telling the Master Sergeant Durant ‘no.’ Uh-uh. Not a chance.” 
 
   Theatrically, I cocked the weapon.
 
   “Answer’s still no, lady. No disrespect, but the old man is scarier.” 
 
   “Scarier than a bullet in your leg?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
   “You are aware that I shoot people for a living?”
 
   “I’ve heard.”
 
   “Call him.”
 
   “You call him.”
 
   “I don’t have his number. Give me your phone. Slowly.” 
 
   He slipped his hand into his pocket, an action that tightened his jeans around his groin. He slid the phone across the concrete. I didn’t want to make the call any more than he did. The stranger’s blue eyes, clean beard, trim body, and nice hands offered a welcome distraction.
 
   “You’re kind of cute,” I said. 
 
   “Uh…thanks?”
 
   “How’s about you and I slip into the back of your spacious vehicle, and then go our separate ways? No harm, no foul.”
 
   He paled. “You’re his daughter. He’d kill me.” 
 
   I checked the phone for ‘MSgt' and dialed. He answered on the second ring.
 
   “What happened?” Owen said.
 
   “What happened is your dude doesn’t drive as crazy-awesome as I do, and I caught him tailing me. C’mon, dad, this is silly.”
 
   “Now, young lady—”
 
   “Owen, I can take care of myself.”
 
   “Bricks, bombs, body parts—”
 
   “I know what I’m up against. I don’t need a babysitter, especially someone who only carries one sidearm. What is this, the Old West?”
 
   “He has Ag rounds,” Owen defended.
 
   “I appreciate this, kinda, on some level, but I have to refuse your bodyguard. I worked at the bureau for six years and I know the risks. Plus, I don’t want this guy to get in the way. Or hurt. Tell him that he’s fulfilled his assignment and he’s free to go.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “Dad—”
 
   “No, you listen here, young lady. I can protect you however I choose. It’s my right as a father.”
 
   “Normal father-daughter trends are not applicable to us. Make him leave me alone, or I’ll have to convince him to see the argument my way.”
 
   “Won’t happen. Ashe is an excellent soldier. He’s a real man, and he won’t balk at whatever danger lurks around the corner.”
 
   I lowered the phone.
 
   “Ashe, is it?” I said.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Don’t ‘ma’am’ me. My father is unreasonably upset because he hadn’t talked to me in years and then he tuned into my life at an inopportune time. He’s all emotional, up in a tizzy, and isn’t thinking straight. Why don’t you pack your bags and get the hell away from me?”
 
   “I took this assignment—”
 
   “He’s not in the military anymore, you shithead.”
 
   “All the same, I am not tucking tail and running away.”
 
   “Look, I’ve had a challenging couple of weeks, and I’m surrounded by some rough characters. Makes me a mite twitchy in the trigger finger. I would hate for something to happen to you while you’re skulking around behind me.”
 
   “You’re actually providing me with reasons you do need protection.” 
 
   “Ashe, sweetie, I can’t have you following me, tripping over dead bodies, or becoming a dead body. This is for your own good.” 
 
   “I’ll decide what’s for my own good, if it’s all the same to you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Last chance,” I warned.
 
   “You’ll have to get used to me.”
 
   “No, I don’t.”
 
   I pulled the trigger. The bullet zinged the outside of his thigh. He bellowed and fell onto his back, clutching his leg and checking the damage. 
 
   “Oh, relax,” I chastised. I put the phone back against my ear. “Don’t send anyone else, Owen. Leave me alone.” I hung up and gleefully slid the phone into Ashe’s pocket. Radiant heat slipped into my fingers, cruised up my forearm, and brought to sharp attention how odd my life was. “Should have made out with me instead.”
 
   “You’re insane!”
 
   “It’s a flesh wound. There’s scarcely any blood. Now, back off.” 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
   When Rainer called my super-secret, high-tech black phone, I was grateful for the interruption. Until I heard his frantic tone. 
 
   “We have a problem! Sigurd came back early. The lojack we commandeered on his assistant's vehicle shows him heading directly toward Svetlana's house.” 
 
   I quietly considered the information, trying to think.
 
   “Kaidlyn?” he said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Dead vampire kings start wars.” 
 
   “I'm on my way. Why is he going there? How did he find her in the first place?” I said. “Why would he think she had anything to do with this?”
 
   “Focus. Sigurd will soon be face to face with Svetlana. He’ll be perfectly upset, and she's generally homicidal in regard to vampires. The Chosen vamp will be walking into a house full of werewolves. We are so screwed! Sigurd is like, the city icon. He can't die over this. If an emissary of god is killed by a lykos, the entire city will go nuts. Mob chaos.”
 
   “Any hope for lykos equality will be shot to hell.”
 
   “Hurry. And worse, Quark: if Sigurd somehow kills Svetlana, what will we do with the Russian kennel? They'll want revenge. It will be a massacre.”
 
   “Goddamn it. The vampire should know better than to knock on the Big Bad Wolf's door.” I hung up and drove fast even for me.
 
   Sigurd pounded on Svetlana's door like he’d break it down. His assistant stayed in the car and waved cheerfully as I passed. Just another day in the neighborhood.
 
   “Wait!” I said. He turned on me. His slight frame and immaculate silk looked garish against the dilapidated house. 
 
   “How dare you!” He snarled, teeth and tongue looking devilish.
 
   My breath trembled. I grew feverish like someone caught me in a heinous crime. As if I had blasphemed a god. I shook my head, trying to toss off his mystical effects. “Don’t piss her off.”
 
   “She stole my book!”
 
   “Not really—shit.” The thumping had continued although Sigurd wasn't touching the door. The wolves were trying to stop Svetlana from getting out. If the practical, murderous Svetlana was upset, heads would roll. Literally. “Sigurd, you need to leave. She isn't herself.”
 
   He addressed the door. “If you do not let me in, I will burn the house down around you and everyone inside.”
 
   I groaned. “Don't threaten the children.”
 
   The beast stopped beating on the door. Sigurd smiled as though he was getting his way. She's getting a running start. “Get out of the way! Get down!”
 
   The door splintered on impact and knocked Sigurd aside. Peter must have gotten in the way because he tumbled through the air. Svetlana rolled to her feet and charged before Sigurd could recover. Too quick to follow. Naked as a jaybird, Svetlana sunk claws and teeth into him. Her body swelled with odd angles, a jaw full of mismatched teeth, and a widening skull. Vamp blood poured between her jaws. He pounded on the back of her head and neck with his fists. He grabbed her by the hair and tore her teeth back from his collar. His clavicle cracked and the bite bled fast. Too fast. She rooted her face in his chest like she planned to chew through to his heart. 
 
   I pulled a gun, fired at the dirt, and yelled, “STOP!”
 
   They didn't.
 
   The vampire bit down on her neck. Svetlana roared and threw her head. She punched him so hard his brow bone cracked, but his bite didn’t loosen. 
 
   I holstered the gun, sprinted across the porch, grabbed the garden hose, and turned the cold spray on the wrestling monsters. Sigurd and Svetlana shrieked, a sound all mixed up with howls and snarls. Peter grabbed Svetlana and pulled her away. 
 
   “Y'all can't act like children when the fate of Phoenix rests on your shoulders,” I said. Adrenaline hummed through my meat. I gripped the hose like a lifeline, worrying they'd go right back at it and I'd be forced to shoot them.
 
   Svetlana trembled. Steam rose from the bite mark as though she was allergic to vamp saliva. Furious red streaks flared from the wound. Sigurd wasn't doing so well himself. White, drained, and shivering, yet somehow more gorgeous. Luminous. And he smelled like heaven. As he panted rapidly, his lungs crinkled. His blood-starved flesh gleamed pearly white. What if he died? 
 
   God might strike us down.
 
   “Why are you breathing all of a sudden?” I said.
 
   “His body used up all its oxygen, and now he needs blood to heal,” Peter said. “He’s starving.”
 
   No one volunteered. Svetlana heaved, clenched her wound, and smiled as she prepared to watch him starve to death.
 
   “I don't think you understand who this is,” I said. “If this thing dies, it will devastate your cause. The world will burn you as devils.”
 
   “Vampire,” she spat. “We're both monsters, you and I, both diseased. But you pretend to be God's heir and paint me as the devil's bastard.”
 
   “You are nothing but a petty thief,” Sigurd said. “When I heard you were here, I knew who stole my book.”
 
   Until then, I had forgotten how it started. I clenched the hose and tried to formulate an excuse. Nothing came out. I considered slinking away but my legs anchored to the spot.
 
   “I haven't the slightest idea what you are babbling about,” she said. 
 
   “My heritage, my book of life. You stole it! Bitch! Fiend! And therefore you should very well admit to knowing what it is.” 
 
   “She didn't take your book,” I said. “That was all me.”
 
   “A book of life? Filled with vampire names?” Svetlana smiled. The grin took over her face and her teeth gleamed. “Kaidlyn, you sly little thing.”
 
   “Return it,” Sigurd said.
 
   “She'll do no such thing,” she said. “We’ll publish it and reveal the names of your people. When humans realize the scope of your true population, when they catch wind of the murders your kind commits, they’ll see you for the threat you are. Hell, humans might decide you are more evil than me. Your empires will revolt and persecute you. And why not? You never know when the religious community has a genocide up its sleeve. Could be all sorts of fun and games.” She grinned, eager about the prospect of a war waged on vampires.
 
   “I want my book. Don't make me get it myself.”
 
   She laughed. “You are fading, vampire. You haven't the strength.”
 
   “Don't be so certain. I have many names.”
 
   “You can have your book back when I am done with it.”
 
   “Who said I'm giving it to you?” I said, but they ignored me.
 
   “Harm the book and I'll kill you,” he said.
 
   “I will not ruffle a single page, but I will copy it and distribute it to the masters of every kennel I know.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   She frowned. “I will publish your bloodline. I will give your enemies the name of your kin. I will tear up the roots of your lineage and toss them in the open field to die under the sun.”
 
   “Oh, stop with the drama. I don't give a blasted sod what you do with any copies. I want the original back, now. Or by God's wounds, there will be more violence, Svetlana of Moscow. Alexei’s whore. Return my birthright, or I will not be so polite.”
 
   She put her hands on her hips. A puzzled expression wrinkled her face. She could read the beat and pulse of every emotion I had, but she didn't understand him. “You don’t care about my intentions to reveal your kind? Why?”
 
   “The book was a gift.”
 
   She folded her arms over her chest. “From whom?”
 
   “None of your business, hound. You are not the keeper of the book, nor are you my kin. And thank heavens for that!” He lifted the blood-soaked shirt away from his skin and grimaced. “Invite me in.”
 
   “Absolutely not. You are not welcome. Is that in any way unclear?”
 
   “Don't be superstitious. I don't need permission to cross a threshold.”
 
   “That's not it. I simply don't want your stink on my upholstery.”
 
   “I do not stink,” he said, indignant.
 
   “You do, actually,” I said. “Like dusty ginger and prayer candles.”
 
   He glared at me.
 
   “Who told you Svetlana was in town?” I said.
 
   “Alexei the Younger, the Cannibal and Devourer of Hearts. Look here, I’m rather irritated. I want my book, a fresh shirt, and a piece of chewing gum.”
 
   A vampire asking for gum? I blinked. Sigurd licked blood from his fingers. 
 
   “Behave yourself or leave,” Svetlana said. “If you try anything rude, I will bleed you.”
 
   “Why, I never! You’re the rude one!”
 
   Svetlana squinted, gauging him. She touched the bite mark on her neck and looked…amused. Sigurd interested her. Granted, the blood on his marble skin reminded me of Christ depicted in marble, and I imagined Svetlana taking him into her arms as in Michelangelo’s Pieta. I shook my head to clear the vamp-perfume. Svetlana smiled like she was planning something messy. Peter touched Svetlana's arm, getting her attention.
 
   “Svetlana, Sigurd is the Golden Disciple. People hang pictures of him beside Christ and the Virgin.”
 
   “Well, then, I suppose his highness can come inside. This once. For a mere moment. Only until we settle this matter.” 
 
   “Great,” I said. “See you later.”
 
   I turned around and squished my nose into Peter’s chest. The behemoth stood like a wall, eyes as stern as a librarian’s. “Come inside,” he said. “Have a drink.”
 
   “I’m trying to cut back—”
 
   “Did you or did you not steal the book that started all this?”
 
   Grumbling, I pivoted and nearly smashed into Svetlana. “Cripes!” 
 
   She was naked. And wet. She reached for my hand. I drew back, avoiding her and the blood contaminant all over her body. 
 
   “You need a shower,” I said. 
 
   She set her hand on the small of my back, the weirdest, most natural thing ever. I didn’t move. Without trying to lead me around, she let her hand drop and walked toward the house. A hodgepodge of wet wolves and a bloody vampire followed. Surreal. I went with the flow, entering the den of monsters. Svetlana led us downstairs where I sat on the longest couch in human history. The basement was reinforced, built like a survivalist bomb shelter. She and Sigurd went to shower. Separately, I presumed.
 
   The youngest werewolves, Vanya and Averill, shuffled a deck of cards dealt a poker game in the middle of the floor. The older girls dragged clothes from their rooms, hoping to dress Sigurd like a doll. I sat in a room with a dozen mutts, mostly strangers, and contemplated calling Erik’s boys. Doing so would put them in the line of fire, so I didn’t. 
 
   I didn't want to have to worry about anyone, especially since I felt the urge to kiss Sigurd's feet in one instant and the drive to blow his brains out in the next.
 
   I texted Rainer: Crisis averted. Momentarily.
 
   Sigurd reappeared, his hair wet and shining like bronze. He wore a purple robe with a train that dragged behind. The delicate fabric flattered his lithe, statuesque frame. The girls giggled and cooed in Russian. He crossed his arms and stared at me like it was my fault.
 
   “Why did you take the book?” he said. Ah, yes. This was my fault.
 
   “Your attitude pissed me off. It was too much apathy for one day.”
 
   “You burglarized my estate to inspire compassion?” 
 
   “I can't explain my emotional response to a creature who has none.” 
 
   “I have emotion.” He frowned. 
 
   “No, you don't. At least, not human emotion. You're dead.”
 
   “No, I'm not. I'm completely organic.”
 
   “Organic things die and therefore can be dead.”
 
   The vampire crossed his arms. He might have been pouting.
 
   “Don't forget, I saw your face,” I accused. “I saw it. There was nothing there. No humanity, no godliness, nothing but....nothing.”
 
   “Like your face, when you kill mutts?” Sigurd said. “On the news screen, I saw your face, and there was nothing.”
 
   I hated him then, and I didn't have anything else to say. The vamp and I stared at each other. 
 
   He smelled like heaven on earth.
 
   Like a scientist examining a sexy alien lifeform, Tatka analyzed the length of his pale body. Her gaze flickered and lingered on his collarbone.
 
   “Your bone is not set good.” Tatka’s words came with a fat Russian accent. “I fix for you with a wrench and sledgehammer.” 
 
   Sigurd narrowed his eyes but didn’t respond. 
 
   “Want some pain? Maybe like it?” she said. “Scared?”
 
   “Tatka, leave him alone,” Kliment said. “Not your business what he likes.”
 
   “Not your business who I talk to. Vampire, do you have family in Russia? I have family in Russia. Somewhere. Maybe we know each other, as they say, down the road.” Her English wasn’t great, but she was after something. “Maybe you help me find someone, and I help you set bones. Maybe you help me find, or I help you break rest of bones.” 
 
   “Finding people is not my job,” Sigurd said. “And for the last time, my bones are fine.”
 
   Svetlana returned cleaner, wearing a man’s oversized white shirt. She poured vodka, drank a huge swig, and refilled her cup.
 
   The youngest L-pos I’d ever seen, Vanya, pranced up to the master vampire. I cringed when he got within arm’s length. Like most kids, Vanya was utterly senseless of danger. The four year-old stared at the vamp and said, “Fangface.”
 
   I laughed. “Where did you hear that?”
 
   “Television.”
 
   “What do they call you, brat?” Sigurd said.
 
   “Vanya,” the little mutt replied, not the slightest bit intimidated by the strange vampire. He pointed at Svetlana and played his trump card: “She can kill you.”
 
   “I can kill you,” Sigurd countered. Svetlana pretending she wasn’t watching and examined her vodka instead. He stared at her for a long while, watching the way her white dress shirt clung to damp flesh. “Control your little orphans. I want my book. Do not make me find it myself.”
 
   Svetlana sipped her vodka. “What do you know about Alexei?”
 
   “I have nothing to do with the rude cretin. Now, about my book—”
 
   “Have you seen his god-plague?” 
 
   “What does that mean?” I said. 
 
   “Strong vampires can have powers that resemble biblical miracles, the stuff of plagues,” she said. “Alexei controls a blood plague. He can bring blood in unnatural ways at unnatural speed. He can bleed you to death through the prick of a pin. The nearer he is to your heart, the stronger his talent’s effects.”
 
   Note to self: don't let Alexei near me. Easy to remember. I didn’t like that sort of power, the kind reminiscent of magic and gods.
 
   “You brought him to my door,” Sigurd said. 
 
   “Are you related?” 
 
   Sigurd blinked and did not answer. She rolled her glass between her fingers and rubbed the bite on her neck. Was it painful? She caught me looking and quickly dropped her hand.
 
   “Do you have the book?” Sigurd said. “Or shall I search Kaidlyn's things?”
 
   “Stay the hell away from my things.” The idea of him in my home made me want to shoot him and stomp on the remains.
 
   Svetlana said, “Let Alexei come. I’ll kill him, simply tell me how.” 
 
   “Excuse me,” I said. “I don’t want another vampire in my city. I will not tolerate another heart-eater on my streets. No. Absolutely not. Disinvite him, get rid of him, whatever. Sigurd, Svetlana, you’re playing with disaster.”
 
   Sigurd pointed at me. “What good is my book to you?”
 
   “You were being an ass. Look, you already asked me that question, and it isn’t my fault you can’t understand. The truth of the matter is this has nothing to do with you. I needed the book. While I was researching wolf trends and statistics, much of it didn't mash up. Like puzzle pieces from three different puzzles. History predicts every L-pos creature will explode in violence and kill every god-fearing thing within the blast radius. After considerable real-world experience, I learned wolves of a certain caliber and discipline could live with the disease. Hell, some wolves were really old. Like, ancient. Maybe they had been living in secret for centuries. 
 
   “Yet suddenly, out of the blue, the lykos plague erupts like wildfire and wipes cities off the map? It doesn’t make sense. Jesus, it feels orchestrated. Yet who would benefit from such a thing? Vamps are doing pretty well for themselves, all gilded and holy and whatnot. I need to investigate further. Maybe the vamps have a clue to the overall riddle. If the book is a list of vampire names and countries they have homes in, it can help shed some light on the problem. Somehow, someone on that vampire dance card has to know how the myths started and how to fix it.”
 
   Sigurd stared like he didn’t care. Svetlana looked ready to kiss me.
 
   She said, “I do not understand why you did not bring this book to me.”
 
   “Would you use it to learn the truth, or would you start killing vampires?” 
 
   She caught a bit of vodka from the lip of the glass and sucked it off her finger. I watched, entranced for multiple reasons. Again, she caught me looking. I quickly sipped some tea. It singed my tongue.
 
   “Can I have the book?” she said.
 
   I swallowed. “No.”
 
   Sigurd said, “The audacity! Don't you know who I am? Telling me what to do with my city! You would worship me if I was so inclined. And what a fine vassal you'd make! Offering such a vein from such a body. You'd dig your heart out for me if I asked. You would bow down to the scent of god.”
 
   “And I would shoot you,” I said. 
 
   “We have two pressing concerns,” Svetlana said. “Alexei and the book. Now, Alexei will die because he has systematically threatened and murdered my people. His death has nothing to do with vampire lore or politics. I simply won’t permit him to exist any longer. When I am done with him, I will investigate the ledger and discover who turned the world against me.” 
 
   “Let's not argue over actions completed long ago,” Sigurd said. “We could be here all night digging skeletons out of closets.”
 
   “Is Alexei of your bloodline? If I kill him, will I have to go through you?” Svetlana said. He didn't offer anything but his blank mask. 
 
   “Let's pretend you can kill Alexei,” Sigurd said. “If you take his heart, you know what that may do. You could inherit a trace of his god-plague.”
 
   “Is that possible?” I squeaked.
 
   Sigurd nodded. “It has happened on occasion, especially if the donor and recipient share a spiritual connection.”
 
   “Donor and recipient? You make it sound clinical and voluntary,” I said.
 
   “Sometimes,” Sigurd said.
 
   “So Svetlana might gain vampire voodoo?” 
 
   “Radi boga,” she said. “I hope not.”
 
   “Why?” I said.
 
   “Because it would be too much. And it would be…dirty. Vampire powers, eck. I don't want to rule the world, I want to keep my family safe.”
 
   “Gracious of you to say so, but what happens a few years down the road, you may get bored. If we let you stay here now, can we be assured that you won't carve off more of my territory for yourself?” the vampire said.
 
   “Oh, please,” she said. “I've already offered to leave Phoenix.”
 
   “So you say,” Sigurd said. He set his elbows on his knees and leaned in, robe parting, chest exposed, ginger ambrosia drafting outward. “What one says and what one does are often two completely different and very telling things. You come here, steal my things, lure a vampire to my city, and say you do not plan me any harm. How can I believe that?” 
 
   “If you will not accept my word that I will not strike out at you, then what other assurances can I give?”
 
   “Give me Vanya,” Sigurd said.
 
   “Excuse me?” I said.
 
   “You know as well as I that it is customary for courtiers to sacrifice before asking favors. I know a mutt who gave twenty of his kennel to honor to my sister. I don't wish to do as she did (I don't care that much for the liver) but I will accept a gift as collateral. Look at those baby eyes, cupid cheeks! What a prize for my court. I shall keep Vanya as my pet collateral, and if you ever decide to strike out at me, I will eat every ounce of wonder from his bones.”
 
   “Absolutely not,” she said. “I sure as hell am not courting you. And whose head would you offer me in trade? You are alone here, and you have nothing worth my Vanya.”
 
   “I can make your life miserable,” Sigurd said. “This is my land. I make the laws here. One murmur from me and throngs of vampires will rise up against you. You won't be able to step over a gutter without someone going for your throat.”
 
   “Gutters,” she said, “that is a vampire's true place. Be grateful for the peace I offer you and do not push me to war. I could spawn a dynasty on American soil before you could realize what you've lost. Before you know it, you will think that Satan himself has built a summer home in Phoenix.”
 
   He pointed. “You do not trust me, I do not trust you.”
 
   “Assume that if I wanted to kill you, I would have hours ago. We'll assume if I wanted your city, I would have already burned your home to the ground. You think I don't know where you sleep? You think you are safe to threaten me? The only things that save you are my civility and my word.”
 
   “Ah, Svetlana, what a tyrant you are,” he said, as though he had validated all his concerns. She sighed and set her head on her hands.
 
   “There is no winning with your logic.” She slapped her knee. “Everyone believes very easily whatever he fears or desires.”
 
   “Don't quote a Frenchman to me, mongrel, especially in an attempt to be insulting,” Sigurd said. Anger added extra heat to his ginger aroma. Like something fresh from the oven, doubly enticing. Suddenly the vodka wasn't the only substance in the room my body craved. “Give me the boy or I’ll simply take him.”
 
   “Go! If you come near my home again, I will kill you,” she said, eyes blazing, voice rumbling. “If you so much as knock on my door, I'll tear you to shreds and feed your meat to the pups!”
 
   “This is stupid,” I said, in response to everything.
 
   “Sigurd has requested ransom. Vanya is too young. I will go.” Tatka stood, offering herself. Svetlana slapped Tatka. The girl crumpled on the couch and bled.
 
   “Do not bargain with your life in my house!” 
 
   Sigurd said, “It is my right to demand an offering, isn't it, Svetlana? Now I want a gift, something precious to you. And she did make the offer. How kind. How sweet. And isn't she a glorious sacrifice?” He smiled a casual, evil smile and reached for the bleeding girl.
 
   “Over my dead body,” Svetlana said. Peter stood beside her while Sigurd hissed. I didn't want to have to shoot. I didn't think I could kill him. 
 
   Sigurd pushed his luck, held his hand out to Tatka. “She offered. Willingly! You have no power to recant another's offering! Once said, it cannot be unsaid, and now she is mine.”
 
   “I'll kill you,” she said. “You want your threats? You may have them! If you play these vampire games with me and my children, I will kill you. And I will not stop. I will kill anyone that stands with you. I will slaughter you and defame you and burn your icons to the ground.”
 
   “Play nice, Svetlana,” Sigurd said.
 
   “I'll burn you to ash!” 
 
   I stood beside Peter and pulled my gun. Didn't point it yet.
 
   “You would stand against me?” Sigurd said, surprised. “Wait, listen, mortal; don't you see the glory of God?”
 
   “I'm standing right here and I say the game ends now,” I said, trying not to breathe in his glamour. Sigurd reached for me. “Don't you touch me.” 
 
   Playing games with the lives of children and the fate of an entire people. 
 
   Repulsion chilled my spine. Sigurd stomped his foot and shook his head, like a toddler ready for a tantrum. For once, I didn't want to comfort him. Svetlana seethed, full to the rim with hatred, ready to tear the vampire apart molecule by molecule.
 
   “I'm hungry. Give me something,” Sigurd said. The last bits of his blood ran to his face, but he hadn't fed after the violence. He was hungry and grumpy. His eyes flashed and he looked devilish. 
 
   Unthinking, my gun rose and targeted his face. The hungry, dead eyes, like a snake crawling under my shirt and slinking around my neck. 
 
   Svetlana was about to take out his heart and show it to him. Her teeth grew, a deliberate show of strength. He held out a hand as if he’d ask her to dance. I stared at his alabaster palm, slender fingers, and nails like sea shells.
 
   “Give me another taste,” he said. The focus of the conversation shifted from Tatka to the Queen of Moscow. She rubbed her neck, massaging the wound Sigurd had given her. He didn’t look sorry about the bite; he looked like he wanted another hit. The weird thing was I think she wanted to taste him, too. Just for the hell of it, to give him a spin around the block. “You smell sweet,” he said. “Give me another taste. I deserve it.”
 
   She pounced on him like a wrecking ball. They tumbled into the wall. The whole house shook on its foundation as the monsters tussled. The basement filled with a chorus of wet flesh smacking, things cracking, screeching, hissing, and howling. They tore into each other. A garden hose couldn’t fix this. 
 
   The room filled with people drawn to the commotion. Young, old, in between, about forty of them. Forty mutts and little ol’ me. Sigurd screeched, redirecting my attention. 
 
   I said, “Is she going to kill him?”
 
   Peter shrugged. “Is he trying to kill her?”
 
   Kliment said, “Jesus,” and shouldered past us. He leaped into the fray, straining to pull Sigurd off Svetlana, but he wasn't making any progress. 
 
   “Stop, or neither of you will ever see that book again!” I said. 
 
   Svetlana paused. Her hands were claws, but the wolf was otherwise contained. Such strength before she even shed made me consider buying a bomb shelter of my own. Sigurd struggled beneath her, hair mussed, and robe torn. If she wanted his heart, she would have had it. Her shirt gaped to reveal a horrid bite mark above her left breast. They couldn't keep their eyes to themselves. Flustered, flushed, they made eyes at each other. Shit. They may want to fight, but they wanted to fuck, too. Or maybe they were hoping to donate body parts to each other. Yikes.
 
   The vampire bite on her chest steamed. Peter sniffed at the wound and wrinkled his face. Maybe a chemical in Sigurd's saliva reacted with her blood.
 
   I said, “Why are you pestering Sigurd?”
 
   She shrugged. “He smells good. His perfume rings of heaven, his bite burns like hell.” Sigurd’s mouth gaped like she had called him beautiful in a thousand tongues. Then she punched him in the jaw. “Now he smells even better.” 
 
   He slapped her. She laughed, lip bleeding, and lunged. It could quickly become a rapacious slugfest. Peter caught her out of the air and wrapped his arms around her waist.
 
   “Don't digress,” he said. She grinned, all giddy and shit. Sigurd shuffled his feet and pulled the scrap of robe around him like he was shy. His pupils weren't responding. Whatever they were doing made them high.
 
   “Oh my god.” I whapped myself on the forehead. “Does this mean you two aren't going to kill each other?”
 
   Svetlana laughed and reached for me. I stepped back and bumped into Vadik. His arm slid around my shoulders like we were on a date. I pushed him.
 
   Sigurd wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “I want the book.”
 
   “I don’t have it,” Svetlana said. “Bargain with Kaidlyn.”
 
   “I'm not giving it back,” I said. “I stole it fair and square.”
 
   “She has a point,” Svetlana said. “You didn't keep it safe. Left it for anyone's taking. If you aren't strong enough or clever enough to keep it, it's fair game. And if you let a human take it, then you have no authority to make demands.”
 
   He slumped and put his head in his hands as though her logic was infallible.
 
   “I must barter for my own things? Insanity! What do you want?”
 
   “Tell Svetlana how to kill Alexei.”
 
   “No,” Svetlana said. “Use the favor for something you desire.” 
 
   Sigurd waved his hands. “I can’t tell you how to kill him if I don’t know who he’s been eating.” 
 
   “I’m so confused,” I said, yet Svetlana nodded as if he made perfect sense.
 
   “Perhaps a painting you admired,” he said. “Money? Shiny things? Candy?”
 
   “A public statement,” I said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “A press statement. You emphatically declared that you had nothing to do with the vampires’ holy crusade against mutts. I want you to say so publicly. Don't have to name names, but I want the public to know at least one powerful vampire doesn’t support mutt genocide. After, you can have the book.”
 
   Svetlana smiled at me like I was just the cutest thing.
 
   Sigurd’s face fell to nothingness. He was deep in thought, a quiet that stretched to an absurd length while I fidgeted and considered all the ways this fiasco could backfire on me. “In the event that Svetlana kills Alexei, I will make such a proclamation. One statement comprised of three hundred and thirty-three words, and I expect the book when I finish speaking. If Svetlana dies, you will return my book and I don’t have to discuss any genocidal nonsense.” 
 
   “Deal.”
 
   “As for you.” He pointed at Svetlana, and then lost his words. Finally he said, “If I have to see you again, you're a dead one.”
 
   “Back at you, vamp.”
 
   Sigurd left, abandoning me in a room full of werewolves, both old and new. I beelined for the door to get the hell away as fast as possible. 
 
   “Not so fast,” she said, voice like a lover’s rich saunter. Helplessly, I paused. And once I paused, I was stuck. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said. “For running interference on the whole pipe-bomb thing.”
 
   She waved me off. “All in a day's work.”
 
   “Naw, I threw a tantrum about your loyalties, and yet you came through.”
 
   “My pleasure.” Her nonchalant tone implied that she had nothing better to do than hop on explosives. My expression must have been absurd because she laughed. “Come with me.” 
 
   We strolled into an open, industrial-sized kitchen with buffet-length counters. She sauntered to a line of refrigerators, opened one, and offered me a beer. I took it without thinking, walking deeper into her den, closer to her soothing scent of candy and blood. 
 
   “How is Davey?” she said.
 
   “Good. Weathering the storm.”
 
   “He can come here anytime. If he needs company or a place to shed…”
 
   “He hasn’t needed a place. He doesn’t. He’s fine.” I sipped the beer. “He doesn’t do that.” 
 
   “Almost year without a change?” Aghast, she wrinkled her nose. “How unnatural.”
 
   “Adds up to a lot of full moons without submitting to the disease. Hell, he believes he never needs to change.”
 
   She clammed up and drank her beer. 
 
   “Svetlana,” I said, leaning closer.
 
   “Yes, Kaidlyn?” 
 
   “That's the face you use when I say something that isn't true and you decide it's best not to correct me. What are you not sharing?”
 
   Sheepishly, she said, “The full moon, or the moon in any given phase, has no command over wolves.”
 
   “The full moon doesn't induce shedding?” I perched on a barstool.
 
   “Some wolves believe they must change every full moon and therefore make a ritual of it, but this is not a necessity. It's also a legend that should not be discouraged because if everyone expects lykos to shed during that time, then every wolf can have an alibi on full moon nights.”
 
   “Mutts started the full moon myth?”
 
   “It’s more like a fairy tale that we did not try to disprove.” 
 
   She reached into the fridge for two more beers. I didn't protest. She popped the beer tops, gave me, and then sat beside me. She pushed her hair into a ponytail, and it was damp at her temples. Her cheeks were rosy, her lips red. My stomach hitched. 
 
   I had consumed too much beer too fast. 
 
   Her skin, mottled around Sigurd’s bite, was otherwise tan and smooth. When her forearm rested beside my scarred one, I remembered some of her damage; a tulip-sized ax wound on her back, the circular rings on her wrist. I wondered if the bomb left marks on her stomach. Then I found myself thinking about the tight skin of her belly, the lithe power hidden in her touchable torso.
 
   “At least the silver bit is true,” I said, bringing myself back into the conversation.
 
   She shrugged. “In the eighteenth century, silver wasn't part of the mythology. The silver allergy didn't show up until about two hundred years ago. Which leads us to believe it was not always part of the equation.”
 
   “So how did it happen?”
 
   “There are theories.” But none she wanted to share with me.
 
   “How long can mutts live? How old are you?”
 
   She gave me a look that ended the conversation. Her body, dense with muscle and magic, burned near me. Her skin, as resilient as it was lovely, felt like silk and steel. I knew, because she’d embraced me once. Felt like forever since she clutched me and kissed me while I somehow forgot to shoot her. 
 
   She turned slightly, stretching across the counter for a platter of cheese. Meanwhile, I couldn’t keep my eyes off the outward curve of her breast coddled by the white shirt. I chugged the beer, almost choking. She passed the platter of cheese, picking a piece of yellow whatever and plopping it into her mouth.
 
   “I’ve been craving cheese and butter recently, probably to help with healing,” she said. “My body wants healthy fats.” 
 
   I smiled. “Most people think butter is unhealthy.”
 
   “Most people think they know more than they truly do.”
 
   She moved some hair from my cheek. When I twitched, her hand dropped to grab another chunk of cheese as though I hadn’t shied from her. The woman terrified me. Her mutt was as big as a rhino. She killed people with the same concern that normies use when making a shopping list. She brought war to my city. And she smelled of sweet caramel, iron-thick blood, and rich porter. 
 
   “I have to go,” I said. She nodded, not meeting my eyes. However, I felt her gaze on me as I walked away.
 
   Outside, the vampire lurked, waiting. My hand flew compulsively to my weapon, which he didn’t notice. Brow scrunched, arms folded, he remained deep in thought.
 
   “How did you get into my house?” he said. “Past the securities and the charms, how did you manage it? Not by yourself, I imagine.”
 
   “I have ways.”
 
   “You have connections,” he corrected.
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “Eh…” His eyebrows jerked further up his quizzical forehead. “And these connections who have these ways, could they find someone for me? Like…a person, per se?”
 
   “Possibly. Who are you searching for?” 
 
   He stared at me, eyes like pennies, face of a statue. His lip trembled once, as if on the brink of speaking, then he shook his head. 
 
   “How did you find Svetlana?” I said. “How did you end up on her doorstep?”
 
   “I have connections of my own. A decent witch can find many things.” 
 
   “But not the person you want help searching for? Per se?” 
 
   The monster turned, mumbling in a foreign language as he stumbled down the steps and escaped in his town car. Weird. My night had seen so much absurdity that I chose to ignore it all. 
 
   When I got home, Davey was sleeping on the couch. His hair was ruffled, his torso bare, and his fingers twitched in a dream. Mouth slack, unpresuming.
 
   Something about watching a person sleep made me think all things were possible, that the world had a chance at hope and peace and love. 
 
   Above all things, love.
 
   I slept like a baby.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
   After a twenty minute lecture from Sarakas about my failure to stay in the house, he finally gave up, popped a couple of beers, and sat next to me with a deep-dish pizza to watch ancient Jet Li movies. Mid-fight scene, a chill rippled over my skin, bringing goosebumps to the surface. Instinctively, I slipped my hand on my holster, which alerted Sarakas that something was amiss. 
 
   Honey sweet perfume rolled over me, edged with the scent of copper. 
 
   The doorbell rang, and I already knew who was on the other side. Eyes as big as saucers, I glanced at Sarakas, wondering if I could stuff him in the closet before she got inside. Nope. She twisted the doorknob, opening it as if the thing wasn’t locked. Her brunette hair swayed in a cute ponytail, and she smiled like a kid in a candy shop. 
 
   “Kaidlyn?” Andreas set down his beer and angled for a weapon without taking eyes off her. He could see she was dangerous behind her strong supple body, the long brunette hair and warm brown eyes.
 
   “Excuse us, would you?” she said.
 
   “It’s fine,” I said. “We need to talk about stuff.”
 
   “Stuff?” he said, blinking. “Usually when you say stuff, it refers to something both intimate and short-lived…” He trailed off. His eyes slid along her body, back to her face. Suspicion clouded his gaze. “Kaid—”
 
   “We’re fine, Sarakas. Truly.” 
 
   He thrust his hands on his hips, practically calling me an outright liar. “What’s your name?” 
 
   Svetlana, the Wolf Tyrant of Moscow, held out her hand and opened her mouth. He would recognize her name and shoot her. 
 
   “Andreas, buddy,” I said. “You need to give us a minute.” 
 
   “I’m Svetlana.” She ignored my warning, hand extended. Sarakas blinked and put the pieces together. 
 
   “You broke into Kaidlyn’s house a few months ago and threatened her.” 
 
   “To be fair, Ms. Durant shot me for it.” 
 
   “The mutt—”
 
   “Wolf,” she corrected. 
 
   “I’m a federal agent!” Flabbergasted, he threw up his hands. 
 
   “So I’ve heard.” Her hand waited and never wavered. Open palm, calm stance, vulnerable, blatant, and nonchalant. They might kill each other, yet she held her ground while he processed epic info.
 
   “You’re ruining her life,” he said.
 
   “Not fair,” I argued.
 
   “She’s been nothing but trouble.”
 
   “That is true,” I admitted.
 
   He glowered at her. “I could shoot you.”
 
   “You could,” she said, waiting.
 
   Finally, Andreas looked at me. “Kaid?”
 
   “If she wanted to kill me, I’d be dead,” I said.
 
   Svetlana pulled her hand back and stuffed it in her pocket, feigning sheepishness. He glared like he’d found the devil herself. “Fine. Whatever. I’ll be right outside.” 
 
   He strolled away, and I caught Svetlana watching his backside with far too interested an expression.
 
   “That is my partner, Andreas Sarakas,” I said. “And he’s my best friend. Don’t ever try to hurt him for any reason.” 
 
   “Now, why would you think—”
 
   “Svetka!”
 
   “Oh, fine. I promise.”
 
   “Swear. I mean it.”
 
   “I swear on pain of death.” She slowly crossed her heart, and my eyes planted on the motion while she purred, “Never ever, cross my soul.”
 
   I blinked. “Why are you here?”
 
   “He is cute.”
 
   “Yes, he is. Now, what do you want?”
 
   “I want the vampire’s book.”
 
   “Rainer says it is useless, nothing but a list of names, a gigantic family tree. Nothing about who might have sabotaged the wolves’ good name.” 
 
   “I disagree. The book refers to Alexei as the Cannibal, yes?”
 
   “But you already knew his nickname.”
 
   “Which validates the accuracy of the book’s recollection. If the Cannibal is known as such, then other names might offer insight to deeds or god-plagues. If I know their names, their talents…There are hints in those pages, Kaidlyn. Riddles of truth. Perhaps keys to the entire kingdom.” 
 
   I shuffled my feet. “What do I get out of this?”
 
   “A kiss.”
 
   My cheeks flared. “I’m serious.” 
 
   Her smile indicated she was, too. Jesus. Talk about being in over my head. 
 
   “What do you want?” she purred, which tangled my head in a boiling, fluffy knot. Unable to answer the question, I stood dumb while she came closer. Her sweet wild scent, the lecherous grin, the brazen eyes and striking body. 
 
   “You’ll owe me a favor someday?” I said.
 
   “Sure.” Her smile dimmed, and she slid past me, stalking my coffee pot instead. A slow sigh leaked from me. Not regret, surely.
 
   “Maybe a few names,” I said. “Anyone in particular?”
 
   “Anyone who is in Russia.”
 
   “We can only guess…sometimes there are no estates listed.”
 
   “We can begin with the ones who are in the book. I want to know who lives in my country, turning my people against me. I should be prepared for any vamps to move on me when I kill Alexis.”
 
   “Any word of him?”
 
   “He is not at home; this is all I know.” 
 
   “If I give you vamp names, you aren’t simply going to kill them, are you?”
 
   “Kaidlyn.”
 
   “No, Svetlana, I am not ordering hits on every vampire in Russia. You can’t execute them. It’s wrong and Sigurd will blame me.”
 
   “Protest received. Morally, you are covered. Your conscience is clear.”
 
   “Not good enough.”
 
   “Do you actually care?” She frowned. “They’re vampires.”
 
   “It’s the principle. What if they haven’t done anything wrong?” 
 
   She scoffed. “They’re vampires. Plus, their species wants to eliminate mine!”
 
   “Which is unfair, right? So you wouldn’t go and play the same genocidal game, would you? That would be so…hypocritical.” 
 
   “If I say I will give each name fair consideration, would that appease you?”
 
   “Define fair.”
 
   She laughed. “Awful. You’re impossible sometimes. Did anyone ever mention you should have been a lawyer?”
 
   “My dad. When I was two.” 
 
   A chuckle rolled up her throat, curling around me like a delicious syrup. I wanted to plant my lips on hers, which would be totally inappropriate. We were discussing murder, after all. 
 
   “Svetlana, I understand you and Erik and everyone else in the world are involved in a power struggle over this territory, but don’t forget it’s my city, too. My world. I have to live in it, so don’t go mucking it up.” 
 
   She smiled over the rim of her coffee cup. I wanted to shoot her and kiss her at the same time. I needed to get laid, fast, with someone who wasn’t going to start the next apocalypse. While warm turmoil sang through my veins, she sipped her coffee in feigned oblivion. As if she didn’t know she affected me. 
 
   “I mean it, Svetlana. This book is not a golden ticket to start another war.” 
 
   She set the coffee cup down with a click.
 
   “I like what you’ve done with the place.”
 
   “Davey did it. He painted, cleaned, and restored the hardwood.”
 
   “It does feel like him, doesn’t it?”
 
   “He’s been staying at your house, right? With Peter? I can tell he’s only here when he thinks I’ll be home.”
 
   She shrugged, but it wasn’t because she didn’t know. She knew, alright, and she was either using it to her advantage or saving it for leverage. Peter was part of her holy trinity, three mutts who collaborated to unify the entire species and fight for equal rights. 
 
   Rights which were won by tearing bodies apart in dark alleys. Maybe that’s what she wanted: a war on the streets, blood flowing through the gutters. 
 
   “Relax, darling,” she said. “I’ll take care of him.”
 
   Could have been ominous, but instead, it was a promise. She actually liked Davey, was impressed by his fortitude and integrity. I know this because she was the one who outed him to me and revealed not only was he L-pos, but he was gay.
 
   Two reasons to get black-bagged and murdered in the modern age. 
 
   “Can you do something for me?” I said.
 
   She cocked her head. “Maybe.” 
 
   I retrieved the dirty gloves I’d kept from the murder scene. “When I was mutt-wounded, you were immediately able to tell if I was infected or not. I wonder, could you identify a mutt from the blood or saliva left on its victim?”
 
   She didn’t answer the question, but she took the plastic bag. She opened it and sniffed its contents. A frown creased her forehead. She sniffed deeper, even turned to the side and shut her eyes like it would help her sense of smell. 
 
   “This is not good, Kaidlyn,” she said. “Not good at all.” She tucked the evidence into her pocket. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “The wolf…”
 
   “Iago?”
 
   “No. Not as we thought. The odor is ancient. Feral. Perfume so strong it is like acid. Maybe the wolf is with Iago’s plot, but it is much worse.” 
 
   “We need to find Iago. If we get him, then we can bag this other wolf.”
 
   “You are not to go anywhere near these crime scenes or this wolf. Is that understood? I forbid you.”
 
   “Oh, you forbid me?” My volume rose along with my temper. “You aren’t my queen, Svetlana. You aren’t my boss. Technically, you aren’t anything. And you sure as hell do not get to tell me how to do my job.”
 
   Her cheeks flushed, her jaw twitched. Brown eyes flashed golden honey. My breath caught in my throat. She’s going to shed and kill me.
 
   “Easy,” I said. 
 
   Her mouth widened with a sneer. “You ask too much. Pushing me. Keeping your secrets and pushing me for more. Who do you think you are?” 
 
   “And you’re not keeping secrets?” I countered, forgetting the goal was to keep her calm. “Like you’re so goddamn forthright?” 
 
   “I could strangle you,” she growled. 
 
   “Likewise, bitch.”
 
   She grunted and turned her back. While she took a moment to calm herself, I admired her posture and watched her mouth. A mouth she had kissed me with. 
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Perhaps a name for an address,” I bargained. “Tell me where to find Iago, and I’ll give you some vampire intel. I need to know where the bastard lays down to sleep.”
 
   “Not him. He’s mine, when the time is right.”
 
   “Not fair. His mutt came to my house. He tried to kill me, wanted to blow me to smithereens. I get a crack at him.”
 
   “No cracks at nothing. He attacked my home! My children! You have no more right to him than I.” 
 
   “Fine. Let’s kill him together. No more Iago, home invasions, or turf war.” 
 
   Frowning, she crossed her arms. “He is currently Erik’s trouble.”
 
   “Excuse me?” 
 
   “Two kennel masters in the same city; it is their battle. Afterward, I will negotiate with the victor. Do not forget, I am scarcely more than an ambassador.”
 
   “When it’s convenient,” I said. “You strolled into Phoenix and crushed a trail of enemies, but all of a sudden you’re shy and diplomatic? Bullshit.”
 
   “This is the bargain upon which Erik and I agreed. I shall not interfere with his city, I simply move my children on the outskirts to keep them safe. While Erik and Iago divide territory, fight for manpower, and negotiate their respective levels of manliness, I am to be silent and observant. Besides, if I solve all of Erik’s troubles, I only serve to make him weaker. And pampered. He’d resent it.”
 
   “Don’t do this to me. Don’t make me helpless to protect the people who are important to me.” 
 
   “Iago is not mine to bargain with. Neither is he yours to kill.” 
 
   “Then to hell with you!” I threw a coffee mug at her. It was empty. She ducked. I felt even more ineffective. “Get out of my house.” 
 
   “Kaidlyn, ljubonvnik,” she cooed.
 
   “Don’t ‘beloved’ me. Don’t you dare. Get out.” 
 
   God, I was being such a girl. She stood, staring, no doubt deciding if it was best to navigate my anger or give me a chance to cool down. In the end, she set her mug down, strolled past Sarakas without so much as a glance, and disappeared down the street. 
 
   Sarakas waited a moment longer, watching her movement and scanning the neighborhood. Then he returned to the house, locked the door, and threw the bolt. Tension grabbed his shoulders like I’ve never seen before. He was mad at me. For me, maybe.
 
   “The wolf queen of Russia,” he said. “Kaidlyn, didn’t you shoot her once?”
 
   “Yes, but I haven’t had to since.” 
 
   “Svetlana, the mutt kennel master—”
 
   “Andreas, please.”
 
   “How could you—And what the hell are you thinking?”
 
   “The city’s wolf population is dividing into factions. Not simply along the fault lines, but the species are in-fighting too. Something big is coming: a schism, a reckoning, a new age—”
 
   “An Armageddon.”
 
   “Yes, that too.” 
 
   “Listen to you! Wolf population? Are you kidding me? The only wolves you should know are the ones you’ve killed, and now you’re talking about them as if they’re a cultural entity. How many are there? How many do you know? And Davey hasn’t joined a kennel, has he? What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “I’m simply saying that discontent will boil up in the streets and someone needs to minimize the disaster. Svetlana can help reduce collateral damage.”
 
   “You’re standing amid chaos and fraternizing with the enemy.”
 
   “There hasn’t been much fraternizing with anything,” I said, trying not to get excited about the idea. 
 
   “Do not downplay what is happening here. I tried, Kaidlyn, I really did. I accepted Davey when he discovered he was L-pos. I didn’t turn him into the bureau because I thought you could—maybe—get it under control. As if you knew what you were doing! Turns out you’ve simply lost your mind.”
 
   “Some days, maybe.”
 
   “This will get you killed, Kaidlyn. You’ll be dead, Davey will be dead, and you’ll probably bring everyone else down with you. Everyone. This could get me black-bagged and tortured in a cell for two decades, just this conversation!”
 
   “I know, that’s why I asked you to leave.”
 
   “As if you’re looking out for my best interests? God, Kaidlyn…she’s a predator.”
 
   “I know. She also saved my life. Jumped on a pipe bomb for me, remember?” 
 
   He crushed his fingered into his hair, mussing it, growling with stress. “And how in the world did she live through it?”
 
   “She’s a pretty big mutt. Old, too, I think. Maybe.”
 
   “We should follow her. Find out where she’s staying. Put an end to it.”
 
   “That won’t help, Andreas. You’ll only get yourself killed.”
 
   “You already know where her kennel is, don’t you?”
 
   “Please, Andreas, let’s drop this.”
 
   “Did you sleep with her?”
 
   “Is that important in the grand scheme of things?”
 
   “Might clue me in to whether or not you’ve completely lost your mind.” 
 
   “Well, I haven’t.”
 
   He groaned. “I hear a ‘yet’ in that statement.”
 
   One can hope. I cleared my throat. “Point is, I won’t help her start a war, and she hasn’t tried to kill me recently. Plus, she promised not to hurt you, so you’re safe.”
 
   He scoffed. “This is insane. No one is safe. Kaid, you are an FBHS agent. You eliminate L-pos individuals for a living. It’s in your bloody job description. You cannot harbor a mutt, no matter how great a person Davey is, without it impacting your job. I mean, he’s eighteen now. I thought I had adjusted to the situation, but now you’re playing politics with psychopathic kennel masters and who knows what else. The phrase ‘conflict of interest’ doesn’t begin to touch on the conundrum you’ve created. You will need to choose. Are you going to stand with the L-pos sympathizers, or are you going to be an agent? You can’t do both.”
 
   “I am not stupid, Andreas. I know it’s duplicitous, and—”
 
   “You have to kill her. I’ll help. We’ll get the team.”
 
   “And who is next? Davey? Should we kill him, too?”
 
   “That’s not the same and you know it.”
 
   “Actually, I don’t know it.” I sighed. “Sarakas, we are in the profession of killing mutts. It’s our job. Hell, it’s a habit. A fear-based, instinctual reaction.”
 
   “Instinctive, yes. Like killing snakes.”
 
   “Not all snakes are poisonous.”
 
   He crossed his arms. “And you think…what? Svetlana is the equivalent of a Gartner snake in a nest of vipers? Harmless?”
 
   I laughed. “Not harmless, no. But I think she can tame the other vipers.”
 
   “God!” He grabbed his head like I had kicked him in the temple.
 
   “Andreas, do you remember when you found out about Davey?”
 
   “Yes. So?”
 
   “His confession to you was one of the scariest moments of my adult life. I thought for sure you wouldn’t accept him, or worse, you’d try to kill him. Then what would I have to do? Choose between you? I was petrified.”
 
   “Kaid—”
 
   “Shut up, buffoon. I’m being honest here, and it’s painful. Back then, you trusted me to manage Davey’s condition because you know that I know mutts. I know them like no one else. You said so. I need you to trust me now. Svetlana—she’s going to change the game.”
 
   “Undoubtedly! She’s about to bring open war to the streets that you and I have sworn to protect.”
 
   “She’ll make things better, Andreas. She has the experience, the wisdom, and the power to create a safer world—for wolves and people alike.”
 
   “You truly believe that?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, amazed by my confidence. I did believe it. Go figure.
 
   “Quit,” he said. “Quit the bureau, Kaidlyn. The more mutts you’re involved with, the more dangerous your life becomes, and the riskier it is for you and Davey. Jesus, Kaid. This is going to get both of you killed. Call HR and discuss a severance package. After your recent injuries and the threats against your life, it wouldn’t be a hard sell with upper management.”
 
   “I can’t quit, Andreas. If I resign for no apparent reason, after all I’ve been through—after all the blood—suspicion will fall on me. How do you think Big Fed will respond if I turn over my tags? They gave me a nickname like I was royalty. I mean, Jesus! They’ll put my life under a microscope, and I can’t escape that level of scrutiny. Hell, they might execute me. I’m stuck.” 
 
   “No one is stuck. There are always choices, a way out.” 
 
   I raised my eyebrows. He sank down in a chair and plopped his jaw in his hand. “Okay, you might be stuck.”
 
   “Hey, I’ll be alright. Life is complicated. No biggie.” 
 
   “Complicated?” He chuckled, absent amusement. I went to the fridge.
 
   “Want a beer?”
 
   “Yeah. One for each hand.” 
 
   I passed him a dark brew, recalling a time when he bitched at me about my drinking, not about harboring terrorists and dangling myself in the middle of an upcoming supernatural war. He had the palest blue eyes. A five o’clock shadow roughened his jaw. His fingers were long, fingernails cropped incredibly short. 
 
   “Kaid—”
 
   “Maybe it’s time to distance yourself. If something happens—hell, when something happens—you should establish plausible deniability. You need a cushion so the vortex called my life doesn’t suck you in with it.”
 
   “Never. I will not abandon you to all this crap.”
 
   “You know I’m right.”
 
   “I happen to know for a fact that you are rarely right.”
 
   “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes and sat next to him, reveling in the subtle heat of his normal, mortal nearness. 
 
   “Are we gonna watch the movie or what?” he said. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
   I stayed in the house, slumbering, fidgeting, cleaning firearms and digging up contraband, considering resale and future renovations, and basically trying not to drive myself crazy. 
 
   Deep behind the common sense portion of my brain, a childish yearning goaded me to call Svetlana. Thankfully, I couldn’t bear to pick up the phone. What if she ignored my call? Hell, what if she answered? What would I talk about? Crippled by the awkwardness of a pretend conversation that wouldn’t happen, I decided the last thing I needed was my everyday routine of being trapped in my house. 
 
   My foot healed enough that it wasn’t painful to drive, so I decided to cruise downtown and get myself another amazing coffee. 
 
   Narcissistic Beans was empty despite the warm, glowing sign above the clean, welcoming building. I sighed. Kill one guy with a contagious disease on the floor and people get squeamish. Shaking my head, I parked in front where everyone could see my gorgeous truck and know at least one citizen wasn’t scared to death of the place. 
 
   The cold air conditioning blew the sweat right off my cleavage, which I should have covered anyway. Brandishing my scars made everyone uncomfortable. I reached behind me, grabbed the fabric at my spine, and yanked it down to pull my neckline up, effectively hiding an extra three inches of old wreckage. 
 
   The barista didn’t notice me over the sound of the burr grinder whirring through whole beans. Espresso vapors filled the room like a sacred perfume. A sugary, caramel concoction baked in the kitchen. I inhaled as deeply as my sore lungs allowed. If the universe prepared a heaven especially for me, it would have smelled precisely like same. Except for the quintessential easy listening tunes droning in the background, it was perfect.
 
   I strolled toward the counter, taking my time. An abandoned book sat on one of the tables: A History of Spectacularly Great Escapes. I picked it up and strolled to the bookcase.
 
   The argument with Sarakas roared in my head. Maybe I wasn’t stuck. I had choices, they were simply hard to recognize and difficult to make. Yes, the bureau would make my life miserable if I quit, but if I left town, they’d have to hunt me down first. If I stayed away from concentrated areas, Big Fed’s chances of finding me were few. If I abandoned the house without putting it up for sale, chances are no one would know I left until I was long gone.
 
   Head north, leave word for my father via Zelda.
 
   But I was flat broke. Davey’s adoption, medical bills, and education sapped my income. My only savings were stuffed in a dusty old car hidden in a junkyard, and it wasn’t a lot of funds. 
 
   I could unload my literary contraband through Rainer and liquidate a few weapons through private sales. Within weeks, I could have enough money to fund a reasonable escape.
 
   Of course, such drastic measures would mean saying goodbye to people like Zelda, Andreas Sarakas, and Davey. Chances were he’d prefer to stay with his boyfriend. Fortunately, Peter was the best bodyguard a person could choose. Davey would be okay. 
 
   After a fashion.
 
   If I left Davey to Svetlana’s care in the dog house, her kennel would ultimately destroy all his chances of normalcy. He would never have a regular life. Probably never go to college. Never have a house and picket fence, or whatever kids dreamed of after the apocalypse. 
 
   The RFID tag around my throat snipped out and took a DNA sample. Keeping me in line, checking my vitals, tearing my privacy to shreds. 
 
   Fuck it. I was out. Done. Time for me to make arrangements. I needed money for Davey and I needed an immediate exit strategy requiring minimal bloodshed.
 
   I shoved the book of great escapes back on the shelf. 
 
   Someone touched my arm, jerking me from my daydreams. My stomach smashed into my tonsils and I reached for my sidearm. My weapon cleared the holster as my elbow smashed into a soft tit. The woman squeaked and bent over, clutching herself.
 
   “I’m so sorry!” A flush swelled under my chest and cheeks. I holstered the Jericho and reached for her elbow. “Are you okay?” 
 
   She looked up at me and laughed painfully. Her beauty and humor struck me dumb. Zero brain cells left. My hand embraced her elbow, skin on skin. Normal heat, normal bones. I considered letting go, but didn’t actually release her. I noted the silver nose ring and jet black hair.
 
   “It’s a silly book,” she said. 
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Half the heroes in the book were captured again. They only tasted freedom for a moment, and then it was gone.”
 
   I dropped her elbow. “You don’t say.”
 
   “I would have written it differently.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “I’d choose the ones who escaped and returned to fight. People like Henry Box Brown.” 
 
   “Who?”
 
   “He was a slave in early America. His family was sold off, so he stuffed himself in a crate and mailed it up north. When he arrived, he was a free man, and he became an active abolitionist.”
 
   “Huh.” 
 
   “Dark roast with a double shot?” she said.
 
   I smiled. “Thanks.”
 
   “Kate, right?”
 
   “Kaid.”
 
   “Well, Kaid, nice to meet you. Kind of.” She rubbed her breast and pulled a face. “That’ll bruise.”
 
   “Sorry!” A blush rushed to my face and I couldn’t leave fast enough. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
    
 
   Sarakas brought sandwiches, and we settled down to watch a soccer game. An hour later, Davey walked in, nervously clenching something in his fist. He opened his palm and showed me a tiny pill. Morphine. I quirked an eyebrow, not sure I wanted it.
 
   “Doctor's orders,” he said. “For our sake. I hate hearing the breathy pain sound you make. It's pitiful, it sparks my appetite, and I have bad news.”
 
   Uh-oh. I accepted the pill. Davey and I hadn't talked about how addictive painkillers could be, but it didn't seem important then. Mostly because I was in pain and predators might find that yummy. I slipped the morphine under my tongue and chased it with cool coffee. Davey leaned against the doorway.
 
   “Peter called,” he said. “Something came up…” His eyebrow rose, presenting a question to the government spooks in the room. How much should he reveal?
 
   “Go ahead,” Sarakas said. “I can take it.”
 
   “Someone sent a dismembered corpse to the Russian house with Svetlana’s name on the box. The wolves think vampires did it.” 
 
   Sarakas’ jaw fell. 
 
   “Whose body parts?” I said. “What parts? How was it delivered?” 
 
   “Wolf parts, from the smell: heart, tongue, hands. A young male. Peter wanted to make sure we were being extra careful.”
 
   “Who the hell mails organs to people?” Sarakas said. “What kind of shit are you two involved in? Why am I the only one acting like this is serious?”
 
   “Peter will take care of it,” Davey said, stars illuminating his worried eyes.
 
   I pointed at him. “I did not approve of all the romance going on around here. Christ, we're in the middle of an apocalyptic war.”
 
   “I'm eighteen. I don't need your permission to love someone.” 
 
   I covered my eyes. “Hell.”
 
   “Kaid,” Andreas said. “How close to an apocalyptic war are we?”
 
   “Pretty darn. I mean, strange vampires are coming to town and threatening Svetlana’s people, but no one cares. Hell, the government is engaging in mutt genocide with public support, and I have some awful suspicions regarding the missing persons case Contrell is working. Plus, someone is out to get me, for real.” 
 
   I revealed too much on account of the morphine. Shenanigans with Svetlana left me worse for wear, pained and exhausted. Between the drug and the beer, I was dangerously close to stupid.
 
   “Are you sure this isn’t half paranoia?” Suspicion clouded his pretty blues.
 
   “They came into the house,” Davey said. “After the bomb, a killer broke in and tried to murder Kaidlyn in the middle of the night. She barely survived. If I had been home, he might have killed me.” 
 
   Andreas paled. “What? How?” All at once, he reddened and shot out of his seat, spilling his beer. “How dare you keep something like that from me? Goddamn it, Kaidlyn! I deserve to know. I’m your friend, in case you forgot!”
 
   “How much do you really want to know, Sarakas? I mean, where’s the line? My life is pretty damn muddled, and I don’t know how much to divulge. I mean, I want you to have plausible deniability. I’m trying to protect you, Andreas. You’re, like, my best friend ever.”
 
   He stuffed his hands under his arms and hugged himself. “Look, I think we are both in way too deep, past the surface stuff. There is no plausible deniability for me, and we have to face that. I need to know everything, Kaid—” 
 
   “Kaidlyn,” Davey whispered. His tone was a hundred-percent warning, and it chilled me to the bone. I pulled my sidearm. Sarakas drew his weapon, looking for something to target. We stood while Davey’s nose twitched and his eyes glazed over.
 
   Quiet. The universe lulled: no birds, no neighborhood murmur. A drone whispered overhead and kept going, but I wasn’t at ease. A vehicle pulled to a stop out front. I peeked through the window shade and saw a Hummer parked at the curb with its driver leaning against it. A big, bright thing with more ego than sense. The vehicle was ridiculous, too.
 
   Erik. 
 
   He stood with his arms crossed, ankles crossed, unsmiling, white hair blowing in the gentle breeze of a brewing storm. Cryptic. Skin the powdery shade of flawless milk. 
 
   Built like a freight train on growth hormones. 
 
   He could have approached the house. He didn’t.
 
   He might have shouted obscenities and threats. He didn’t.
 
   He was strong enough to stroll in and kill me, no questions asked, but he stood, waiting, staring at me across the yard and through the window. Dammit, he must have learned that I killed Hunter. He probably came for blood.
 
   Erik was a force to be reckoned with, even in his normie flesh. As a wolf, he kept a kennel full of rambunctious monsters in check and even killed four vamps in one sitting. I had one comfort; if he passed the security gate without scratching his vehicle, it meant Rainer had hacked the tech to let him in, and I didn’t think Rainer would hand me over for execution.
 
   However, the stillness resting in that massive man gave me pause and tickled a stash of primal fear in my lizard brain. Someday, that wolf would be at my throat. It was inevitable. I should kill him for the sake of it, a preventative measure. Theoretically, I had backup now. I might not get the opportunity again. Sarakas and I together stood a chance. A slim one. 
 
   The Jerichos contained enough silver to take down the average wolf—which Erik wasn’t. The gun safe held three boxes of Ag rounds and Sarakas surely had a few mags on him. 
 
   “Kaid?” Sarakas said. 
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   He came to the window, looked, and saw Erik. His jaw dropped and then clacked shut. “Never seen an albino before. He’s big. Do we need to kill him?” 
 
   “Maybe someday,” I said. “Possibly not today.”
 
   “He’s goddamn huge. Kaidlyn?”
 
   “I don’t know, Sarakas.” 
 
   “What do I need to know?”
 
   “Sometimes he wants to kill me, sometimes not. He might have a personal vendetta against me, on account of us killing at least one of his wolves during the Red hostel raid.”
 
   Davey gasped and covered his mouth. “Hunter?”
 
   I didn’t answer. Sarakas whapped his forehead.
 
   “Kaidlyn, this is why you can’t do this crap! How the hell do you expect to survive this when you’re standing at ground zero for where these two worlds collide? You’re like a fault line. Now there’s this hulk of a dog in the front yard, and we’re debating whether or not to start shooting. There shouldn’t be any hesitation.”
 
   “Let me talk to him.”
 
   “You can’t talk sense to mutts—” 
 
   Davey cleared his throat and Sarakas shut up, his icy beautiful eyes flashing with anger and chagrin. 
 
   “You said you wanted to know everything,” I accused. “Be careful what you ask for. Maybe both of you should head to the truck. I’ll get you a head start.”
 
   “No,” Davey and Andreas said. I didn’t deserve these boys. I would get them killed. I reached for the door handle
 
   “Stand up straight and don’t get winded,” Andreas said. “You don’t want to look like a wounded animal.”
 
   “He can smell my injuries from here,” I said, recalling the massive bruise on my kidneys and the fact that I’d only recently stopped peeing blood. The broken foot had healed considerably with the artificial stimulants I’d been taking, but Erik would know I was a gimpy gazelle.
 
   Sarakas paled. “Davey, is that true?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “Kaid, under no circumstances are you to go out there. Don’t you dare step foot outside this house.”
 
   “Lock the door behind me,” I said.
 
   “Not a chance.” Sarakas groaned. “You have two minutes to prove he’s peaceable before I start shooting.”
 
   I held the Jericho as I stepped out of the house and kicked the door shut.
 
   Erik’s expression was guarded. White hair, pink eyes, disturbing heat. Even more disturbing teeth, of which I had a great view. His lips parted wider as he breathed through his mouth, then he clamped his teeth together. 
 
   I stood aside, watching him, hating knowing that he could crush my head in his palms like a ripe tomato. Ag rounds itched in my guns. Self-preservation screamed that I raise the weapon, plug him good, and bury him deep.
 
   Hell, he probably hoped I’d try.
 
   He hadn’t stepped foot on my property. Instead, he waited for me to decide what I would do. I began the long journey across the yard. My heart thundered like I was walking to my execution, but instinctively, I thought, this isn’t how he would kill me. He wants something.
 
   “You owe me a life, Durant. Hunter was my friend.”
 
   Guilt smacked my weary lungs. Useless to try and explain that I’d been doing my job, and maybe Hunter should have run instead of coming at a team of agents. I didn’t imagine the company line would sooth Erik’s anger. The FBHS didn’t permit mutts to live, and Hunter would have died whether he surrendered or not, which wasn’t fair. Life wasn’t fair, and Hunter’s death proved as much. 
 
   Erik, the monster with forearms the size of my thighs, believed I owed him a blood debt. Odd that he wasn’t already at my throat. Odder still that he’d come to my house, completely outside of Rainer’s bunker where we were occasionally forced to politely avoid each other. What the hell could he need from me, and how much pride did he have to swallow to show up at my doorstep?
 
   “If not for your Russian connections, you’d be dead,” he clarified. “Talk to Svetlana. I want our peace brokered before shit hits the nocturnal fan.”
 
   Ah, yes. He wouldn’t kill me in retribution until I fell from favor with the werewolf queen, Svetlana, who could wipe out his clan. 
 
   Despite his tentative peace treaty, if he came at me, we’d both bleed and one of us would not walk away. 
 
   His long white hair and ghostly pallor seemed airbrushed, almost gleaming. He was angry tonight, his skin taut. Bulbous muscles, achromatic skin, the stature of a god, and the strength of an incoming airliner. Yet, he could easily grace the cover of some smut novel with his sweeping hair and muscles up to his chin. 
 
   A wave of absolute curiosity ran through me and sparked a mad impulse. If I raised my weapon and shot him, I would get to see his wolf. Up close, personal. Wasn’t worth dying over, though. Considering he fought his way to the top of the mutt-food chain, he could definitely take me. 
 
   Not to mention his habit of removing his enemies’ heart. I revisited the idea of shooting him between the eyes.
 
   “How long have we been out here?” I wished I hadn’t taken the morphine. My sluggish blood pumped slowly, leaving me faded, my consciousness watery. Hell, I might have been dreaming.
 
   Erik shrugged. “A minute.” 
 
   “My partner promised to shoot you within two minutes if you haven’t convinced him that you’re domesticated and stuff.” 
 
   His anger charged the air. Hair rose on my arms, my serpent brainstem tingled, and indignation followed. 
 
   “I didn’t invite you, Erik, and you didn’t call. Notice how I'm not shooting you? We've come so far.” I smiled. “Are you coming in or not?” 
 
   A face popped up behind the illegally shaded window. 
 
   “Christ on a stick!” I jumped back three feet, pain lancing through my foot. Peavey, one of Erik’s lieutenants, was ex-military, tan all over, and had a habit of roaming around naked in broad daylight. Today he wore clothes, which was good or bad, depending on how one chose to look at it.
 
   “What kind of partner are we talking about?” Peavey said. “Are you keeping a sexy lady in there or what?”
 
   “My work partner. But he is sexy, if that’s your type.” I winked at Peavey. He stuck out his tongue. 
 
   Erik opened the door, revealing Peavey and Marc, both friends of the late Hunter. I blinked a few times in dumb surprise as Marc got out. He was tall, bald, black and beautiful, a closet bookworm who worked security at a loud nightclub. Three mutts, two agents. What could possibly go wrong? 
 
   “Y'all are stupid,” Peavey said. “Not one FBHS agent but two? You've all lost your minds.”
 
   “You'd rather sit in the driveway?” I said.
 
   “No sense giving your partner a chance to ID me, too.”
 
   “He's good people.”
 
   “I don't care if he's Gandhi reincarnated. He's people and I'm a mutt. How do you see that working when push comes to shove?” He wasn't saying anything untrue or neurotic. He was being honest. Secondly, I didn’t care.
 
   “I don’t need this. Y’all came to me.” I pivoted to hobble back across the yard. Erik watched, but Marc scooped his hand behind my knees. I reflexively jammed my sidearm into his sternum. “The heck are you doing?” 
 
   “Your breathy moans are driving me mad.”
 
   “If plan on carrying me, you've got a re-education coming.”
 
   “Fine.” He slid his forearm under my armpit and around my back. Hot, firm. At least he came to stand at my left, leaving my dominant side free. He smelled of lemons and musk.
 
   Sarakas stood on the porch, hand on holster, spooked by Marc’s move. I shook my head before my partner pulled his favorite Glock. 
 
   Marc helped me with the door, and then we were all inside, standing in my living room. Sarakas set his hands on his hips (only a breath from his gun) and gave us the once-over. Might as well make introductions.
 
   “This is Erik. He's kinda a big thing.” I laughed because he was a big thing: all muscle and testosterone. No one else found it funny, so I shut up. I was nervous and fuzzy.
 
   “Kennel master,” Erik specified with brute honesty.
 
   “Oh.” Sarakas rocked back on his heels and glared at me. “Kennels?”
 
   “Wasn't my idea,” I said.
 
   “But you knew! Christ, Durant! What did we talk about?”
 
   “Everyone needs somewhere to be safe.” 
 
   “Well, thank you Mr. Fucking Rogers.” He waved his hands. “Kennels are statistical fucking disasters! What the fuck are you thinking by condoning this?”
 
   “Wow. Three f-bombs in a row,” I mused. He reddened, and I think he had it on his mind to hit me.
 
   “Still trust him?” Peavey said, his voice thickening with monster energy.
 
   “Sarakas isn't going to crack over this.” Why? Because knowing that Svetlana jumped on a bomb for me softened his heart. A mutt nearly died saving my life, in public, against all common sense. Sarakas respected it. He was predictable in that brothers-in-arms way, and we had a solidarity that only happened when people were at the same end of the battlefield. “He’s good people.”
 
   “I hate you right now,” he said.
 
   “No, you don't,” Marc said. We looked at him. His eyes were oddly mischievous, and when he smiled his teeth were a dentist's orgasm. “This man smells like someone who doesn't hate anyone right now.”
 
   “Smell?” Sarakas said. “You can smell that on me?”
 
   “Yeah, that takes some getting used to.” I leaned in and whispered, “I've been afraid to masturbate for weeks.”
 
   Sarakas gaped. Davey blushed and covered his eyes.
 
   “Uh, excellent hearing, too,” Peavey reminded.
 
   “Right, that too. A man mentions pulling his pud and it's a hilarious part of life. Women, on the other hand, can’t talk about masturbation without men getting all revved up. Life is unfair.”
 
   “This is so inappropriate,” Davey groaned. My nervous honesty embarrassed us all.
 
   Erik said, “How about you shut up and we all sit down?” 
 
   I eagerly settled onto the sofa, eased back, and exhaled to adjust my lungs and ribs. Erik, the brave asshole, sat next to me, and his hair billowed with a motion I'd only seen on shampoo commercials. His long white locks were straight, smooth, and freshly brushed. I leaned over and smelled it. Juniper, musk. Somehow fitting. At least it wasn't apple scented. I smiled and leaned back. Everyone stared. “What?”
 
   “That was a very mutt-like thing to do,” Peavey said.
 
   “I was curious, is all.” I blushed.
 
   “Next time, be curious in your own space,” Erik said. They were right. The gesture was canine-like or romantically inclined. Couldn't decide which would be worse. I was spending too much time with these people.
 
   “She's on morphine,” Davey said, quick to excuse my behavior.
 
   “So, is the Russian bitch dying or what?” Peavey said. 
 
   “When no one answered our calls, we drove over to see what was going on,” Erik said. “Peter didn't let us in the house. Dude was like a wall. Haven’t seen them since, and it has been weeks.”
 
   “All three of you visited immediately after the bomb incident?” I said.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, no shit. The strongest wolves in your kennel showed up like the three musketeers when she happened to be on the brink of death. How could Peter know you weren't there to finish her off?”
 
   Erik thought about it for a second. “Valid. Maybe he was protecting her, maybe he was hiding something. Maybe he plans on running her play without anyone knowing she's incapable of defending herself.”
 
   “Except that she’s alive and well,” Sarakas said. “She visited a few days ago, trying to wheedle information.”
 
   “Info on whom?” Erik said.
 
   “Alexei and friends,” I said. 
 
   “Who is Alexei?” Sarakas said.
 
   “Alexei is a vampire,” Davey said. “An old one. They call him Alexei the Cannibal, and he has an ongoing coup with Svetlana.”
 
   “Vampires!” Andreas said. “Mutts and kennels are one thing, Kaidlyn, but vampires too? And one nicknamed ‘The Cannibal’ nonetheless! Are you ever not doing something potentially stupid?”
 
   “No. Not really.” 
 
   Sarakas looked scared out of his wits. I'd had a few months to contemplate these ideas, but he met them all at once. He stared, shaking his head. “I’m going to get some Thai food. Everyone had better be gone by the time I get back.” He stomped out the door. 
 
   Erik picked up his phone. “Rainer, hi. Watch the partner, make sure he doesn’t do anything dumb.”
 
   “Hey,” I said. “If he does anything dumb, no one handles it but me. He’s mine, and you don’t get to touch him.” 
 
   Davey snorted with laughter. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “That was a very wolfish thing to say,” Erik said. 
 
   “Oh, shut up. What now?”
 
   “We'll have to assume Svetlana is pissed and on the hunt,” Marc said. “She’ll start killing bloodsuckers and start an interspecies war. Is there any way we can encourage Sigurd to do something? Aren't vampires territorial? Does he have the clout to deport Alexei?”
 
   “Sigurd doesn't give a flying poo about us,” I said. “He might encourage Alexei to eliminate his Svetlana problem. They certainly were at each other’s throats, literally and figuratively.”
 
   Everyone stared.
 
   “What?” I said.
 
   “Explain what you mean,” Erik said.
 
   “Well, at the house, Svetlana and Sigurd had a weird thing going on, kind of a sadomasochism play where they wanted to see who was stronger but still wanted to f—” 
 
   “Sigurd the vampire met with Svetlana the wolf? Christ!” Erik said. “Why am I only hearing about this now?”
 
   “It didn’t strike me as relevant?” I said. 
 
   Erik leaned in real close. Super, duper close. I could see each individual eyelash. “Tell me everything.” 
 
   “Sigurd knows of Alexei, the vamp challenging Svetlana. He sure doesn’t want Alexei coming to his city. He relaxed when he realized how much Svetlana wants him dead, so I guess Sigurd wants him dead, too. Politics, right? And Sigurd has a book of names which I probably shouldn’t have stolen—”
 
   “Wait, wait,” Marc said. “What?”
 
   “Sigurd hopes Svetlana will kill Alexei,” I said. “Apparently the strange vamp is on his way to eat Svetlana’s heart out or something.”
 
   “Jesus.” 
 
   “I know. Vampires, right? Now, riddle me this: is it the vamps or the mutts who are leaving slop in my city? Someone is leaving female hamburger with my name on it. Davey said someone mailed Svetlana bloody body parts. What do you guys know about it?”
 
   “Heathcliff,” Erik said. “The parts belonged to Heathcliff.”
 
   My jaw dropped. “Black rimmed glasses, freckles, pre-med?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s him.”
 
   “I just saw him—”
 
   “Well, he’s dead. And someone is using my mutts to send a message to the Russian wolves. My people are paying for her sins, and the corpse reeked of vamp spit. I hope I don’t have to explain how angry I am.”
 
   Angry enough that he’d come to me for support. 
 
   Peavey hooked his arm over the back of the couch. “Most likely, the vampires don’t care whose body they were tearing apart. They needed a wolf to send their message. They will probably leave us alone if she's gone.”
 
   “Iago is out there, stirring up trouble,” Marc said. “Right now, Svetlana faces war on two fronts: vampires and wolves.”
 
   “Excuse me,” I said. “I thought Erik was supposed to take care of the Iago issue. What’s the hold up, slacker?” 
 
   A growl rose from Erik’s throat. His cheeks flushed. 
 
   “Kaidlyn,” Marc said. He shook his head.
 
   “Maybe she’ll leave,” I said. My stomach quivered, briefly nauseated. “If she wants to hold the territory, she will need more wolves.” 
 
   “She wouldn't have to look hard to find them,” Marc said. “Her territory in Russia covers two hundred and fifty thousand square miles and contains the world’s largest forests. She could hide a lot of wolves between St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Nizhniy. Not to mention Sakura's ties with Japan and Peter's influence in Germany. She has the manpower and the means, and I think vampires provided her with motive.”
 
   “Oh, crap,” I said. “We're discussing a world war.” Not that it didn’t make sense. If vampires truly maneuvered the entire world to kill wolves as part of a PR campaign, then the war already began over ten years ago.
 
   “Other vampires and lykos will stand up,” Davey said.
 
   “Not to be redundant,” Marc said, “but vampires cannot fight during the day. And when is the last time they've done anything as a group? Plus, if Svetlana convinces the wolves that vampires have deliberately turned them over to the public for a genocide, as she claims, no wolf will stand in her way; they'll fall over themselves to join her.”
 
   I groaned. “Shit keeps piling up. Marc, how do you know all this?”
 
   “I've been doing research, listening when they talk.” 
 
   “Why don't we ask Peter what's going on?” Davey said.
 
   “He may be the most hospitable and diplomatic of the Russian werewolves, but he is on their side, not ours,” Erik said. “When it comes down to it, he will do what Svetlana tells him to. He loves her and he belongs to her.”
 
   “And so he's automatically the enemy?” Davey said.
 
   “Potentially,” Erik said. Davey's eyes narrowed to a tiny flicker of blue. It was a conversation for another time, and not one Erik was qualified to have.
 
   Peavey paced. “We'll ask our people to keep eyes and ears open for vampire movement. It would be nice to get to Alexei before the public starts worshiping his holy vampire ass.”
 
   “Last thing we need is a shining vampire martyr,” Erik said. “We need to stop Alexei before he makes any trouble. I won’t allow one bloodsucker to ruin the future I intend on building for my wolves.” 
 
   It dawned on me. “I think we’re too late. Sigurd used some antiquated phrases, but he mentioned how someone would court a vampire by offering sacrifices, collateral, and gifts. Said his sister received twenty mutts as a present. Lately, I’ve been working some missing person cases. Over seventy people are gone.” 
 
   “And?”
 
   “Maybe they’re gifts. Suppose a mutt is trying to buy a vampire’s favor, and they’re snatching people and wolves to pack onto a pretty silver platter. Like a welcome basket of supernatural snack food. And if power can be exchanged through the consumption of organs—”
 
   “Wait, what?” Sarakas said.
 
   “Apparently the idea of eating the heart of one’s enemy to gain vitality has credence. Sigurd warned Svetlana about what would happen if she dared to eat Alexei’s heart.”
 
   “Oh, God,” Sarakas said. “So someone wants wolves to feed a beast?”
 
   “Seventy wolves?” Erik said. “How could anyone wrangle that many?”
 
   “Because they start human,” I said. “A wolf with a super-rabid strain bites them and changes them all rapid-quick. Bam! New wolves, gifts for a visiting vampire lord.”
 
   “Or a new army,” Marc said. “A rabid strain is hard to find. Took me four months to finally change.” 
 
   “I was a slow burn, too,” Peavey said. “Took three.” 
 
   “I haven’t shed yet,” Davey confessed. “I’m coming up on a year.” 
 
   “Jesus,” Peavey said, eyes full of sympathy. My boy shuffled his feet, embarrassed, somehow emasculated in a roomful of carnivorous alpha males.
 
   “So how do we find a fast-burner?” I said, distracting them from Davey’s plight. “Who can contaminate people so quickly?” 
 
   “Sometimes you can smell it.”
 
   “Well, I can’t. What else should I look for?” 
 
   They all shrugged. 
 
   “You need a wolf to smell the infection,” Erik said. 
 
   I huffed. “Too many things depend on unknown variables.”
 
   “Svetlana needs support,” Erik said. “She'll kick the vampire's ass and continue business as normal. She's one of the few females I believe can handle herself, in skin or fur. She’ll kill the vamp and then it’s back to business.” The admiration in his eyes leaned toward sticky sweet. 
 
   “Are you going to make her your woman?” I said.
 
   “A marriage of convenience?” He smirked. “At this point, why not? But I don't think it will come to that. If she wants war, an agreement with me won't stand in her way. Besides, she's got Russia to worry about, and I'm not leaving the States. It wouldn't be anything but ceremonial.”
 
   “The vampires,” Davey said. “What are we going to do about them?”
 
   “Hey,” Erik said. “Russian mutts aside, this is our mess, our city, our kennel. She was—is—a great example of what we can be. Now we have to prove it to ourselves. It's time to let people know that there's no shame in being what we are. We can be strong and civil, and we don't need Svetlana for that. Our people will remain united without her if we have to. Everyone else can roast in hell. This is my city, and I won’t give it up.”
 
   Davey looked relieved. 
 
   “Kaid, walk me out,” Erik said. The wolves left, and he lagged behind.
 
   “What?” I said, suspicious. “You’re going to try and kill Svetlana, aren’t you? You’ll wait to see who survives the vampire fight and then you’ll get rid of her.” 
 
   “I don't think I'll have to kill her. If she was going to be an evil tyrant, she would already be one. There's a reason she's playing nice, and I think that's largely because Peter got all queer on your kid.”
 
   “Both insightful and ignorant.”
 
   “Don’t rock too many boats at once, that’s what I mean.” 
 
   “Why am I always to blame for this? Vampires and wolves, I’m neither! Why can’t you guys deal with each other and leave me out of it?” 
 
   “Everything hinges on something,” he said, obscure. His glorious powdery skin was almost transparent, and his blood surged with power. I watched him, thinking about the wolf in his veins, wondering what he had up his sleeve. His arms, like a railroad, went forever. I wondered if he blushed in the heat of passion. 
 
   “What do you want from me?” I said.
 
   “Nothing. Tell her I’m not her enemy yet.”
 
   “Yet?” I snorted. “That’s half a threat. What if she doesn’t care?” 
 
   “Then I’ll destroy her,” he grinned. “With gusto.” 
 
   “Erik, about Hunter—”
 
   “Do me a favor,” he said. “Don’t talk to me unless it’s business.” 
 
   That, I could do. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Davey showered at three o’clock in the morning. I started some coffee and pulled out an urn of protein powder. Today, the post-workout supplement was breakfast. I was a horrible parent. 
 
   I hoped Clifford would help. I hoped Davey could tolerate Clifford and the physical, confrontational training. I chose loose fitting clothing and selected three Down-boys for the trank gun. On a good day, I wouldn't have to use a single one. In a worst-case scenario, I'd need all three and a few mags of silver. 
 
   I returned to the kitchen where Davey poked at the protein powder.
 
   “I take it this is breakfast.” He scrunched his nose.
 
   “At least it's chocolate.” 
 
   He crooked an eyebrow and scooped some powder into a glass of milk. He wore MMA shorts and a tank top, his hair was tied back into a perky, blunt ponytail at the back of his head. 
 
   “Desperate times,” he said.
 
   “Exactly.” I tossed him an apple. “There. Part of a complete breakfast.”
 
   “Maybe you should put me in charge of groceries.” It was a great idea. 
 
   He reached out and rubbed my arm above the elbow, sliding his hand on my skin for a moment. Then he patted me and wandered off, biting into the apple. I didn’t remember him ever touching me like that before. It rattled me, making me wonder if I was ready for all this. Not just the dojo, but the strain of protecting him from all the potentially lethal people I regularly pissed off. I should probably stock up on ammo.
 
   “When can Peter spend the night again?” he said.
 
   Now would be the appropriate time to conjure patience and understanding. Only I didn’t have the stamina for it. 
 
   I smiled (more like baring my teeth) and said, “Get in the truck.” Glaring and grumbling, he got in the vehicle. We pulled into the dojo's parking lot. Clifford's shades were drawn, but a haze of light slid under the door.
 
   “What if I can't do this?” Davey said.
 
   “You can.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “I'm not, but I know you'll do your best. Mostly because there's a Down-boy with your name on it. Either you act all respectable and well-behaved or you'll spend a gruesome day suffering outrageous nausea.”
 
   Davey shook his head and left the truck. 
 
   I knocked on the dojo door but didn't wait for an answer. The door was unlocked, and we invited ourselves in. Clifford sat ringside, eating oranges, looking slightly unrested. Orange peels curled around his toes, the scent of citrus sharpened the air. His eyes were tight and weak around the edges.
 
   “Morning,” I said.
 
   “Good morning. Want an orange?”
 
   “Nope. Thanks though.”
 
   “How are you doing, Davey?” Clifford eyed my boy, dissecting his lines and corners. He felt different: haggard. Maybe he had a negative reaction to the Xen?
 
   “Are you okay, Clifford?”
 
   “Sleep-deprived. Nothing to worry about.”
 
   “We can come back later.”
 
   “I'm fine.” He finished the fruit, licked his fingers, and stood. A big boy. Davey’s eyes widened as if he read a threat printed on Clifford's biceps.
 
   Clifford tossed me a roll of athletic tape. “Get him ready. Gotta piss before we start.” He disappeared in the back of the dojo.
 
   “Smells like jock straps in here,” Davey whispered.
 
   “You’ll get used to it.” 
 
   I gestured for him to hold out his hands. I wrapped his wrists, taking the time to feel the temperature of his skin and rate his pulse. Stable. For now.
 
   “Something is wrong with Clifford,” Davey whispered. 
 
   Crap, he noticed too? “Something bad?” 
 
   “Not really. Just different.”
 
   “I'll keep an eye on it. Make a fist. Does it feel good and tight?”
 
   “Yeah. Is he really going to hit me in the face? He’s three times my size.”
 
   “Life doesn't pair fighters by weight class. Clifford will teach you, but he isn't going to damage you.” I hope. 
 
   “Ready or not, here I come.” Clifford carried focus mitts under his arm. I stepped back so I could keep both mutts in view. “Any formal training?” 
 
   “No.” Davey watched the focus mitts like he expected a massive beating.
 
   Clifford raised his hands and crooked his fingers. Davey cautiously extended his wrapped mitts. Clifford checked the wraps and said, “Nervous?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You'll get over it. Leftie or righty?”
 
   “Left.”
 
   “Okay. That's your power hand. You'll stand broad-based, right foot forward, weight evenly distributed. Keeps you faster on your toes. Remember, keep your chin down. Right now, you’re hanging it out there. Easy target with surprising fragility. Wave your chin and see how fast someone drops you. Universally, the temples, chin, and back of the skull are bad places to be hit. If you have to absorb a blow to the head, take it at your hairline. Your skull is thick there.”
 
   “Are you advising me on the best way to get hit in the face?”
 
   “Yep. I'll also show you how to fall and how to strike, and then we'll touch some ground work. Most fights end up on the ground. Ideally you don't want it to go there, but you should be prepared if it does. Now, make a fist.”
 
   Davey did, leaving his thumb sticking straight out. Clifford took Davey's hand and flicked the thumb. 
 
   “That begs a broken appendage. Tuck it into your palm just below your curled fingers. You'll be hitting with these two knuckles primarily, but you want to cock your wrist a bit so you have a straight line from your forearm to the striking point. Some of the strongest strikes come in a straight line. We'll start there and build on that.” 
 
   Clifford grabbed Davey's wrist and pulled him off balance. Davey's body tightened, and Clifford said, “Broaden your stance. You want strength and stability. And loosen up.” Clifford shook Davey's arm. “Now, extend your arm with a quick snap, and that's a jab. Breathe while you strike, exhaling with the blows. And relax.”
 
   Davey couldn’t relax. 
 
   Clifford pushed Davey's fists up. “Your jab returns here to guard your chin. Your chin should be tucked and protected as much as possible. Tuck it into your shoulder when you take hits—and you will—that way you'll avoid their damage potential and you can keep fighting. When getting knocked out means more than the end of the fight—like maybe the end of your life—you do whatever it takes to stay in it. Are you listening?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good. Now, a cross requires you to pivot your hips to feed the motion of your power hand. You want your entire body behind it, not only your upper body strength.” Clifford demonstrated, screwing his hips into it. Davey sort of shook his hips and mock-punched the air. Clifford grabbed Davey's cross and his hip and pulled them forward at the same time. A blush swirled up Davey's neck to his cheeks.
 
   “It's a contact sport, kid,” Clifford said. Acknowledging the blush made Davey blush further. One of the major differences between MMA lessons and karate lessons; even in training, the ground and pound got physical fast while karate was all about form. In training, people touch a lot and hard, but it’s all business. 
 
   Clifford stepped back and slipped his left hand into the focus mitt. “Let's try a few hits. Jabs and crosses, low power for now. You want to practice the motion so you get a feel for the technical aspect of it. Here we go.” He held up his target hand. Davey stood there with his fists closer to his navel than his chin.
 
   “Get your hands up,” Clifford said. “Up by your chin.”
 
   Davey did as told, peering awkwardly from behind his fists.
 
   “Jab. Pop the red dot on my mitt.” He whapped the mitts together and the vinyl slap made Davey jump. “Breathe and jab.” 
 
   Davey popped out his right fist. I'd seen worse, but he leaned too far.
 
   “Stay centered over your feet, and keep your chin down. Now, try it again,” Clifford said. Davey punched the mitt again, but he brought his arm back toward his gut and left it there. “Keep your guard up. As you extend your punch, keep that chin in your shoulder and your other hand positioned near your chin. Protect yourself.”
 
   Davey nodded.
 
   “Jab, cross, maintain that guard.”
 
   Davey jabbed. By the time his fist tapped the mitt, his other hand floated down and left him open. Clifford swung the padded mitt and bopped Davey on the outstretched chin. It was not a solid hit and it wasn't overly fast, but it startled the shit out of Davey. He stumbled back, misplaced his feet, and swung his arms like windmill eaves. He fell. 
 
   Clifford surged forward to help, probably, but even to me it looked like a lunge. Davey flung a total haymaker and popped Clifford on the chin. It surprised everyone, most of all Clifford. When he wiped his mouth, a blood smear streaked his forearm. He snarled. His teeth were red, and my brain screamed, Here we go. I almost pulled the wrong gun, but at the last second I left the Jericho in its holster.
 
   Davey bore his teeth and scooted back across the floor, his face pink and strained. His hands grew hard and enormous underneath the athletic tape. Clifford’s roar quaked through the room. Red saliva strung along his prominent, sharpening teeth. His jaw grew wide to accommodate the enormous canines, and his skin flaked over his forehead and cheekbones. His limbs lengthened and gathered bulk, his rib cage began to look more like a knobby barrel. In the span of three seconds, I had two mutts shedding at once. Clifford stood too close to Davey. I raised the trank gun. 
 
   “Clifford, stop or I'll trank you.” 
 
   And if the Down-boy didn't work?
 
   Then today would be the day I kill Clifford.
 
   He crouched, facing the wall, cradling his head in ill-proportioned hands. His taut skin gleamed with the sheen of mutt clay. His back throbbed with breaths so rapid it was a wonder his lungs didn't pop. He fought through it, body shaking with muscle spasms. Vigorous sweat wet on his clothing. Turning his back on the person with a gun wasn't a very mutt-like thing to do, which meant Clifford's brain still worked human-style. 
 
   Davey gasped on all fours, enlarged hands ripping the athletic tape. His warped jaw receded. The mutt retreated since his enemy no longer snarled above him.
 
   “How's it going, Davey?” I said, as if nothing was amiss. His eyes focused on me as his teeth shrank to a size appropriate for a human mouth. His tongue wet his cracked, dehydrated lips. He examined Clifford, edging toward him.
 
   “Not the best idea,” I said. 
 
   Davey approached non-aggressively, nearing Clifford’s tense body. Davey said, “Relax. You'll get over it.” His voice fell octaves below its normal pitch, but his smart ass remark broke the tension. Clifford’s growl turned into a laugh. An embarrassed one. He had lost control. He found it again, but so many things could have gone wrong. Especially since I abandoned the drugs for a loaded .45. Clifford rubbed his head and face with his strong human hands. Flakes of clay crumbled to the mat.
 
   “Hard feelings?” Davey said.
 
   “None,” Clifford said.
 
   “Blood on your mouth.”
 
   “Already healed.”
 
   “Everyone okay?” I said.
 
   They nodded. Clifford glanced at me, saw my sidearm in my hand, and caught my eyes. His gaze was as sober as a nun on her knees. 
 
   “Well, boys, I think we’re done for today. Davey, go wait in the truck.”
 
   He glanced at me and didn’t argue.
 
   As soon as he left, I holstered the Jericho, walked over to Clifford, and slapped him across the face. Very fucking hard across the face. Which was entirely stupid because he could have stopped me in a dozen painful ways. My actions were more foolhardy considering he was a mutt, yet he took it and bled. He knew he deserved it.
 
   “How dare you,” I hissed. “You stop taking Xen on the day I bring an unstable mutt over for you to get physical with? Endangering my son? Kee-rist! You said a clean mutt was a dead mutt, so imagine my goddamn surprise. What the hell were you thinking?”
 
   He put his finger in his mouth to feel the tear on his lip. His fingertip emerged red with blood, and I jerked away from the contaminant. He scowled at my subconscious reaction.
 
   “You're upset because this would be hard to explain at the office,” he said.
 
   “No joke. It would have been impossible to explain how my adopted kid and my trainer were both mutts. I have silver in this gun, Clifford. I thought I'd have to kill you, and that would make for a shit day.” I put my hands on my hips. “Why did you stop using Xen? With your temper and surroundings, why risk it?”
 
   “I'm a drug addict, Kaidlyn.” His face puckered in a sneer of disgust. “A goddamn druggie. Me. I spent my entire career promoting clean competition. I've never used steroids or growth hormones and I always looked down on the guys that did. Yet here I am, smoking pot and popping Xen every day, getting high. I'm always high.” He folded his arms. “I reached for a pill a hundred times yesterday, and when I wasn't aching for the Xen, I craved pot. It's despicable, and now that it's gone, I'm wrecked. I won’t live dirty, dependent, and addled.”
 
   “Should have warned me.” 
 
   “You already figured it out, you simply didn't think about it.”
 
   “Are you clean for good?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   I sat on the mat, put my elbows on my knees, and rubbed my temples.
 
   “Everything will be fine.” He touched my hand. His grip was boiling, wet, and sandy. Contagion, mutt clay, and supernatural heat. The size of his hand and the almond color of his skin engulfed my fingers. A blush rose on my cheeks.
 
   “Oh, for heaven's sake. I have to go.” 
 
   “Kaid?” Clifford said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Don’t ever hit me again.” 
 
   “Sure.” Next time I’ll shoot you. 
 
   Outside, Davey leaned against the truck. “I messed up, didn't I?”
 
   “Nah. Everyone has a first day.”               
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24 
 
    
 
   Leaving Clifford's dojo with Davey, I wondered how big of a mistake I had made. Hell, add it to the shit-pile of stupidity I'd undoubtedly committed. I was winging it, trying to save someone who needed more help than I could offer. Davey’s fate was sealed. He would die at the hands of an agent with a silver-loaded whatever, or rival wolves might kill him, or vampires. Jeez, he might die of heartache when the war tore him and Peter apart. 
 
   What the heck could I do against that? 
 
   How would jujitsu help anyone? 
 
   Strong-arming Clifford into teaching Davey had been a placebo to make me more comfortable about the crazy world my kid had to live in. 
 
   My truck gleamed in evening light, a silver beacon on the horizon of a dingy, dirty parking lot in a low-rent part of town that was falling down and tattooed with awful graffiti. The dojo offered meager light in the ruined plaza. 
 
   I heard a shuffle, a fidget of rubber soles on rough asphalt. I pushed Davey against the truck, and he caught the rear panel a moment before he would have fallen on the pavement. 
 
   I turned and confronted a stranger. 
 
   He stood shorter than me. Skinny. Greasy hair. Stupid gold-ish jewelry. Five steps away and far, far too close. Eyes suggested he wasn’t going to ask for spare change. Hostile face, tightness inside his eyes. Bad energy.
 
   “Back away,” I said. His fists pressed against his thighs.
 
   “Make me,” he growled.
 
   “Oh, really?” My stupid pride eagerly ruffled at his grade-school taunt. I showed him my holstered weapon. His breath accelerated, but he didn’t look surprised, meaning he probably knew who I was. Bad news. Was he Rainer’s? Erik’s? Regardless, the mutt wished me harm. My heart slipped into a premeditated pace. “You’re in my space. Back up before I take it personally.” 
 
   “Stay away from Clifford. He doesn't belong to you.”
 
   “He doesn’t belong to anyone.”
 
   “We don't need an ugly slip of gash turning his head.”
 
   “I guess your mama never taught you how to speak to a lady.”
 
   “You’re no lady.”
 
   “Why does everyone say that?” 
 
   “Cliff is ours, so run your bitch ass out of here.” 
 
   “Make me.” My grin filled with mirth and violence. I knew, before he twitched toward me, that he would push me too far. He would make me draw and shoot, and I kinda looked forward to it. 
 
   “Get out of here, bitch. Leave the boy. We'll take him, too. He’ll like us.” 
 
   My smile died. I wasn't having fun anymore. I’d die before they took my kid. More importantly, this stranger needed to die.
 
   When worse came to worse—which it was about to—I was cornered. Davey’s riled wolf lingered behind me, pacing near the surface and begging to shed. A strange mutt snarled in my face, and Clifford lurked within shouting distance. If the stranger took my blood, Davey and Clifford might shed and fight for my scraps. 
 
   As if sensing my logic, the stranger’s lips pulled back and revealed swollen gums. A monster lurked inside his grin, ready to spring. He stood too damn close. He slouched—slunk—forward a few inches in a split instant. My fist missed his chin and caught his throat. He gagged while his maw split open and showed teeth. Lots and lots of growing, sharpening teeth. 
 
   He lunged. My pulse clobbered my heart.
 
   I drew, clearing the holster. The grip felt like a stone, rough, unhewn, sticking to my tense palm. I shot him in the pelvis, dropped his center right out from under him. Stopped him in his tracks. 
 
   The pain brought up his wolf but the potency of a single Ag round slowed his change. The beast clamored to the surface like a snake crawling out of the mud. Sludgy. Filthy, an unclean shed. Reeked of hobo body odor. He was sick. Discordant. A bad wolf. 
 
   His rickety beast scrambled and heaved, surging up from the pavement. Eyes big like tea cups. I aimed above his snout and squeezed the trigger. The shot took him precisely above the nasal cavity. The brain sat low in mutts, not necessarily between the eyes but definitely deep behind the muzzle. He roared, and blood dripped over the dingy fur on his jaw. His forelegs scratched at the pavement, dragging his body closer even as his eyes swung wild. 
 
   The poor thing needed more silver. I exhaled, squeezed, and dropped bullet after bullet into the surging, expanding pulp of a monster with garish teeth. 
 
   Davey panted behind me, and I smelled more than heard him puke. 
 
   My heart staggered under the speed of my pulse. 
 
   The attacker’s tacky gold chains laid in the blood beside my tire. 
 
   The weak wolf only ate four more Ag rounds before the silver put him down. Unfortunately, I had used the Jericho, a tagged weapon which logged each discharge in a federal archive of easily retrievable electronic data. Shit. A tactical reload occupied my hands while I checked the lot for more bad guys. 
 
   Davey gagged and huffed, a sound both repulsive and revolted. I grabbed his elbow, and my fingers slid on the slick dust coating his skin. I slipped my hand into my pocket and jabbed him with a Down-boy dose, praying the chemical cocktail would do its job.
 
   Davey continued a slow trudge toward the change. Shoulders outgrew his form, skull fattened, and teeth struggled for room inside his mouth. Crap. I didn’t want to see his wolf. I didn’t want to have to kill him. Maybe I could distract him with the dead mutt’s leftovers? 
 
   Clifford sprinted from the dojo, drawn by gunfire. He eyed the prone, dead body as it deteriorated from its canine form. “Jesus, woman. You have the worst bad luck, and I think it’s contagious.”
 
   “He came at us.” 
 
   “I get that, but do you know who this bastard works for? An even bigger bastard. Now I have a dead punk belonging to a psychopath sprawled in front of my dojo, reeking up the place. What am I supposed to do with that?”
 
   “Well, I could have the feds come pick him up,” I snipped.
 
   “God!” He whapped his forehead.
 
   “Davey’s edging right now, Clifford. I can’t guarantee a Down-boy will keep him down, know what I’m saying?”
 
   “Well, he can’t shed here. He’ll ruin my facility.” He pushed his hands through his short hair, then rubbed his eyes with his palms. “Leave the body. Take Davey somewhere safe.” 
 
   “What are you going to do with the corpse?” 
 
   “Does it matter? Go!”
 
   I turned away from Clifford to deal with Davey.
 
   He stirred as if in a drunken slumber. He shouldn’t have been cognitive given the quality of drug pulsing through his system. He should have been in a coma, completely nauseated and stupefied for hours. It was a bad sign, meant his L-strain was of a more resilient variety. I yanked him up, but his bones were dense with wolf-magic. I could scarcely move him. 
 
   I supported Davey's weight with my hip and shoulder, grappling for the keys.
 
   “I'm gonna puke,” he said. 
 
   “Please do it before you get in the truck. I mean, I empathize with how you are feeling right now, but please don't puke on my carpet.” 
 
   His dopey smile glistened. “You love the truck more than me.”
 
   “Remains to be seen. Get in the truck, Davey.” 
 
   “Kaid, that's some good shi—” His eyes drooped and his weight dropped.
 
   “I need you to stand up, Davey. You get up this instant, do you understand?” He twitched and heaved but didn’t rise. “Stand up!” I grabbed him and yanked. His skin burned hot, like, white coal hot. Bones thickened in my grip. He felt so heavy, like he was turning into a Buick. I couldn’t hoist him. 
 
   Clifford helped, and we manhandled him into the seat. His head fell back, drooling. I got in the truck, flipped on the Kovak light, and tore onto the street. 
 
   “Hold on, Davey. Focus on breathing. You can do this. Count slow breaths. Exhale hard. Hang in there. We’ll get you a room, hold on.” I called Rainer on the black phone, said, “I'm on my way,” and didn’t wait for a response.
 
   Our ETA was ten minutes, which could feel like forever for a mutt in limbo. Davey would shed in my truck. I had two silver mags in my Jerichos, and in a few minutes I might be forced to kill him. 
 
   Adrenaline shook up and down my frame.
 
   His face, as red as blood, looked like something even a garden gnome would find repulsive. The angles and form were all bad. His brow, cheeks, and snout protruded. His jaw widening at the corners. His pink tongue pressed past his lips. His gums filled with oversized teeth. He hugged his legs. His elbows were swollen and knobby like a camel's joints. His fingernails rose and grew past his fingertips. He loomed dangerously so close to a shed, but I couldn’t let panic show on my face.
 
   “You did good, babe. Real good.” I slid my hand into my pocket and flicked the lid off another Down-boy. “I'm going to take a tranquilizer out of my pocket.” 
 
   Before I finished speaking, I jabbed the Down-boy into his thigh. He whimpered, arched, and shoved his face into the seat. His wet skin boiled. His shirt was damp with sweat. His temperature soared another few degrees when the disease in his marrow realized something was wrong, then he started to ease.
 
   For a moment. 
 
   He cramped into a ball, fetal. “I can’t,” he said. “Can’t.” 
 
   “Sure you can, hun. Breathe. Easy as pie.” Oh god oh god oh—
 
   “Don’t,” he gasped, “I don’t—” A sound roared out of him, something akin to a chainsaw and an animal in pain. He grabbed the last trank from me and stabbed himself in the throat. The drug hit him like a toxin. He convulsed, saliva dripping on his lips.
 
   “There you go, hun,” I said, panicking. “Rest now. You did great tonight.” 
 
   His eyes fluttered and rolled while his teeth grew. The disease overwhelmed the medication. I touched his forehead, which practically bled mud. An unnatural fever raged within his bulbous brow. He fought the wolf over and over, until he was covered in the mutt’s unformed clay. He grabbed my hand, trapping my palm against his skin. Driving with one hand and leaving my other on his face meant no hands with which to draw a weapon. His fingers nearly crushed mine. Grip as strong as a vice, bones like iron rods. I could break my hand tearing it free.
 
   Fabric tore across his shoulder blades. His lips stretched wide open and glistened with viscous fluid. He huffed. Teeth swelled into fat spikes, edging his mouth. The vehicle shrank around his expanding form, shoving claustrophobia down my throat. 
 
   “Take it easy, Davey. You’re golden. You got this.”
 
   He didn’t have it. 
 
   We wouldn’t make it.
 
   Resigned, I pulled off the road, stopped under an overpass, put the vehicle in park, and took a deep breath. The night remained unusually dark, absent streetlamps on this side of town. A splattering of stars decorated the sky. Heat radiated from his body and fogged the glass, overwhelming the night like a heavy rain cloud. 
 
   The budding monster wheezed and growled beside me. 
 
   So this is how I die, I mused.
 
   I dug for my inner calm, tapping a reservoir which helped me face frantic carnivores and tax audits. He’d shed or he wouldn’t. I’d kill him or I wouldn’t. All I could only deal with it when it happened. He was my Davey and there were no guarantees. If I stopped acting like a pansy, he might calm down. I inhaled slowly. No problem here. Nothing to see. As if I habitually held hands with an emerging monster. 
 
   “I’m here, Davey. Relax, son.” 
 
   His breath filled the truck like the puff and snort of a dragon stirring in its den. I pictured the disease lurking in him, a leviathan ready to explode from his flesh, a lumbering beast with no sense and a raging appetite. His shed could kill me, squish me inside the truck before he got his teeth or claws in my flesh. I clicked the lock on the door, ready to bolt. I should exit the cab and create enough distance between us to draw my weapon and aim without worrying about getting cramped and forced immobile. Could escape now, see what happened. He probably needed space anyway. I could get at a safer distance, call Peter, and see if the boyfriend could calm Davey down. 
 
   I should shoot him flat out and erase the threat. 
 
   Self-preservation, really. No more tiptoeing around my own damn house, surrounded by monsters. Who was I kidding? In this world, I would always be surrounded. 
 
   I didn't shoot. I didn't draw my weapon. Heck, I didn't get out of the truck. I closed my eyes and took a long breath filled with the animalistic scent of an incoming wolf, the lingering perfume of the day’s coffee cups, and the somewhat corrosive scent of my own sweat dripping between my breasts. My brain churned through images of his ragamuffin hair in the sunlight, his angular fingers hard at work on a canvas, the quiet and serene way he battled the memory of his dead family, and how he’d become my family. 
 
   This was my Davey. I sure as hell didn't go through all the trouble of keeping him safe just to kill him after a bad day. I exhaled, resting in an epiphany that was neither blindness nor wishful thinking. I had faith. More than loving him, I trusted him. He wouldn’t hurt anyone, not even if the mutt came. Therefore, regardless of my discomfort, he would remain safe and breathing as long as it was viable. 
 
   I touched his flesh. He was wet, dusty with grime, and vibrating with magic. Hair rose on my arms and along the back of my neck. His creeping heat twisted my spine, jump-starting a primitive fight or flight impulse. My teeth clacked together as my trust wavered. Kill him or run? I wouldn’t do either: I would accept him and only kill him if I absolutely had to.
 
   My fingers ran down his arm, over the squirming cords of muscle, fattened bone, and boiling skin. His heavy grunt of surprise alarmed me. His eyes slithered toward me, half full of evil. Blackness swirled into his blue irises, an inkblot overwhelming the sky. 
 
   “No biggie.” I tried to recall soothing words my mother might have used. I had nothing, so I pet his skin like he was one of Zelda’s cats.
 
   His flesh rippled as the disease followed my hand, tracking my blood scent through his skin. I ignored the feral movement and exhaled smoothly. My Davey, not yours, I warned the beast. And I’ll fight for him.
 
   “There, there,” I said. 
 
   A coarse growl split the air, shoving a chill over my skin. His voice see-sawed back and forth as if cut by a ragged, rusty-toothed saw. Mirth lit his eyes. He threw his head back, and a chorus of jagged vowels ripped from his throat. 
 
   Not a howl: laughter.
 
   Davey chuckled again, the sounds less horrific now. He tried to talk, but his vocal cords were choked by the swelling disease. His tongue was too fat, and the bones of his face hadn’t decided where they wanted to be. 
 
   His wrecked, exhausted human voice pushed the monster out of the way. He laughed until he ran out of breath, and then we both smiled with relief.
 
   Then we ignored the awkward silence and refused to fill it with platitudes or apologies. I wiped the condensation off the windshield, rolled down the window, and drove home. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 25
 
   Clifford
 
   A tire track ran through the puddle of blood, leaving the tread stamped in glistening trails. Blood leaked from stank meat, no less appetizing due to its smelly layers. 
 
   Heaven help me.
 
   I turned away from the mess. Pop, pop, pop. My white knuckles cracked from the pressure of my fists. My stomach growled as hunger streaked through me like molten spikes. Near-crippling pain. I needed a bite. A nibble to hold me over. 
 
   That’s one way to dispose of a body.
 
   Meanwhile, I loitered on the side of the road with a dead guy, apparently waiting for someone to drive by and see me. I glanced around the neighborhood, which was largely deserted. The carniceria had closed for the evening, and the lot across the street was empty, per usual. Crone’s Crater was practically a graveyard already. Great place to bury a body. Who would notice a few more bones? The hard part would be getting the corpse across the street without losing my mind and munching on it.
 
   I had never seen a dead body before.
 
   Watched someone get shot once. Saw plenty of broken bones and sports-related injuries. Interfered with a violent mugging. Never touched a body dead while it was still warm. 
 
   A part of my brain registered the magnitude of this moment. Handling, moving, and disposing of a body should be somewhere among the top five first moments. Losing one's virginity, wedding day, birth of a child, my own death. Hiding a government mercenary’s leftover corpse should rank up there somewhere. Maybe not that bad, really, since this wasn't actually my kill. 
 
   Felt odd about that. Coming across another predator's kill and taking it for myself. A primitive part of me worried that she'd come back and I'd have to fight her for my dinner. Which was stupid. Because first of all, Finders keepers, and second, I wasn't really going to eat it. 
 
   Promise. 
 
   My stomach growled like it didn't believe me. 
 
   Hell, I didn't believe me, either.
 
   A breeze thick with meat smells brushed past me and chilled the wetness on my face. Drool ran down my chin.
 
   I salivated over the carcass in the dirt. 
 
   I crossed my arms and clenched myself, grappling with my heartbeat and struggling to get a hold of my human reasoning. My humanity, I suppose.
 
   The wolfish part of me knew eating the body was the best way to dispose of it. Crunch-crack through the bones. Munch and tear up the tendons and thick steaks. The slack body could satisfy my mutt. Maybe it would ease my gnawing hunger. In death, Scritch could prove useful. 
 
   I turned my back on it, staring into the blackened, garish sprawl of post-apocalyptic Phoenix. 
 
   Civilization, as it were. 
 
   Dinner and madness laid behind me, spreading its ichor over the pavement. 
 
   A city slumbered in front of me, ripe for the taking. How many people could I eat before someone stopped me? Hell, maybe no one would stop me. 
 
   Headlights flashed on the overpass. Someone else journeyed out past curfew. I should stop stalling and get the dead body off my front yard.
 
   Despite not wanting to touch it with my hands—in case doing so led me to sink teeth into it—I reached for the cadaver. My fingers shook. Like a ninny. I clenched my fist. What kind of man is brave enough to consider eating human flesh but proves too cowardly to touch it?
 
   Growling, I reached down and hauled the limp, heavy, floppy corpse up and threw it over my shoulders. Its blood trickled down my arms and, God, my famished flesh burned. Heat roared to the surface, as if the beast inside me followed the drip of movement. 
 
   Hellish torment clenched my veins, gripping each vessel in razor wire. 
 
   Panting, hunched, I staggered.
 
   As if I carried a piano on my back. 
 
   Needed to hurry. 
 
   With the waifish fiend oozing onto my shirt, I sprinted across the road, over the ditch, and into the wasteland of Crone's Crater. Dust puffed up at each footfall, clouding the night around me, hopefully obscuring my actions from any passing eyes. I threw the body down.
 
   Old, cracked fragments of jagged bones scattered in the dirt beneath my sneakers. Unmarked, disturbed graves and trash heaps surrounded me like a city of prehistoric mound builders. 
 
   I began digging, using my hands before I thought about it. Scraping, grabbing at the earth. Frantic, like it was my sin I needed to bury. All the while, the scent of sick but supple flesh drew my nostrils. Trickled through my brainstem. Sharp bits of bone cut my fingers as I pawed through earth so hard it sanded at my fingertips. Pain added another layer to my hunger, doubling it, heaping WANT on me, showering me with NEED. 
 
   Dirt flew. 
 
   My hands had grown to claws before I realized it.
 
   Fat, oddly-boned and poorly proportioned, my almost-mutt mitts made excellent shovels. 
 
   I kicked Scritch into the shallow, sloppy grave and covered him head first. Like a child playing in the earth, I dragged sweeping armfuls of loose dirt toward the shameful remnant of a life wasted. Meat, wasted.
 
   I stood and backed away. Silt flew around me in a dervish, muddying my eyeballs, scraping down my throat as I panted. The mound sat, like a forlorn lump, a monument to my stupidity. Getting involved in feds and other mutts? 
 
   What an imbicile.
 
   Should have shooed Scritch away for good. Durant, too. I turned around and started back to the small, cramped office in the back of my semi-successful imitation of a human life. 
 
   A series of trucks rolled down the street, cruising on the overpass and heading to the freeway. A scent of trapped cattle, sick canines, and filthy remains swelled through the night, pouring from the trucks. My ears twitched. Whispers reached me. Gasps, howls, wails, the culmination of miserable prey. 
 
   A chill roamed down my spine. My stomach churned with dread and fear. 
 
   Human cattle. Three trucks’ worth. They circumvented the city and drove into the night, escorted by two vans. The scent of wolves rolled past the prey aroma. Rabid, feral, overwhelming. Jesus. Christ. 
 
   I stood dumb. Deer-in-headlights. 
 
   The caravan disappeared and its stink wafted away. My heart beat at my ribs. Pre-fight adrenaline charged my entire frame. The wolf lurked in the current of my blood, tempting me.
 
   Rage followed. 
 
   I walked to the edge of my territory, pulled out my dick, and pissed. I walked, pissing furiously on the dry earth, circling my dojo even after I ran out of juice. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 26
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   I’d finally done some grocery shopping and was unloading bags when the doorbell rang. I peeked out the window. Zelda stood in a purple paisley dress, holding a platter. More like a bribe. She whisked past me, the folds of her skirt sweeping against my jeans.
 
   “Morning, Zelda,” I said. 
 
   “Good morning to you, Kaidlyn. A perfect morning for Madelines and tea. I brought the former hoping you'd have the latter.”
 
   I found my tea kettle, set it to boiling, and provided ceramic mugs. Zelda uncovered the Madelines and jam. The aroma of sugar and vanilla wafted toward me. I picked up a confection and bent it. Its buttery flesh split with a waft of steam. “Zelda, you're amazing.” 
 
   She smiled. “Try the jam.”
 
   “Morning, Zelda,” Davey said.
 
   “Wow, dear, you look positively healthy today. You've got color in your cheeks and everything. Doesn't he look robust, Kaid?”
 
   “He does.” His red shirt with the Super Mario mushroom complemented his creamy skin tone. Davey gave an aw shucks face, grabbed a Madeline, and escaped back out the door and away from our scrutiny.
 
   “You're making good decisions with him,” she said. 
 
   “Thank you.” The wise and powerful Zelda sat across from me and offered me another tidbit of information.
 
   “I’ve been thinking, dear, and we need to discuss your father.”
 
   “Dang, look at the time.” 
 
   “Don’t ignore the universe when it speaks, because it will only speak louder. Painfully loud. Besides, you promised we’d talk more often, remember? Now, when family comes calling, they appear for a reason.” 
 
    “Oh? Well, I’ll certainly take that into consideration. What’s in this jam? Is that lavender?” 
 
   “We aren’t done, missy. He’s concerned about you.”
 
   “He’s concerned?” I gasped. “You’re in cahoots with my dad!”
 
   “Is it true that you shot his young soldier in the leg? Ashe was such a gentleman. He loved my apple fritters, and that man can dance, by the way. Proper ballroom dancing.” She sighed. “That’s so rare these days.” 
 
   “Ashe?” I squeaked. “You met Ashe? And you fed him? Zelda! What have we talked about? Strangers can be dangerous.”
 
   “Stranger-danger be damned, I’m a grown woman, and I’ll talk to any hot, sexy, adorable nibblet of manflesh whenever I wish. Now, given the course of violence the past few months, I can’t ignore this. Remember, I saw you huddling in my bathtub with blood and rot on your skin after that thug pushed past my protection spell and attacked you. Owen has a reason to be concerned.”
 
   “Owen? You’re on a first-name basis? It’s a conspiracy! I’m doomed.”
 
   “Ashe is fine, by the way.”
 
   “And wiser, I hope.”
 
   “Kaidlyn—”
 
   “I appreciate the concern, however, I’ve been working this gig for years. I’ll be fine. The worst is probably over.”
 
   She sighed. “Promise you’ll take precautions.”
 
   “Promise.”
 
   “Please stop shooting handsome young strangers.”
 
   “That I can’t promise.” 
 
   She wagged her eyebrows. “Maybe I’ll resign myself to bandaging their wounds, feeding them cookies, and gazing adoringly into their lovely eyes.”
 
   I chuckled. 
 
   “I'll take off, dear. I want to download today's gossip columns and comb through the mess for any occult news.” 
 
   She waved and let herself out. Davey returned with more groceries, plopped them on the counter, and popped another confection into his mouth. 
 
   “Mmm,” he said. “Oma is giving me a horrible sweet tooth.”
 
   “She'll do that.” I started to unload the grocery bags. He scampered over and rescued some items before I shoved them in the fridge.
 
   “I’m making omelets,” he said. “Want one with sausage?”
 
   “Maybe after a few more cookies.”
 
   “Sugar isn't a major food group.” He smiled.
 
   “It is in this house, buster. Why are you grinning like that?”
 
   “Because a certain agent could have shot me last night. I mean, it would have been less trouble, right? You shoot me and Clifford, file some paperwork, and it's the end of that story. Would be the easiest way to do it. But you didn’t. I think that’s a pretty damn awesome reason to be in a good mood.”
 
   Did he remember I killed someone last night? I stuck a confection in my mouth and struggled with a response. My attempt was short-lived. 
 
   A vehicle pull up to the house. I darted out of my seat to peek through the window. Andreas’ Tahoe sat in my drive. A mixture of good-bad feelings stirred in my gut, then he and Rosco emerged and started toward the porch.
 
   “Damn,” I said. “One thing after another.” 
 
   The question remained, which crime was I about to get in trouble for? Killing a mutt in a dark parking lot without reporting it? Collaborating with a mutt named Clifford who may or may not be good at disposing of a body? Or harboring another mutt, Davey, who nearly shed on the side of the road? Any of a dozen other treasonous crimes?
 
   Davey ruffled his hair, fluffing it in anticipation of meeting the pretty, stylish Rosco. He was not going to meet Davey, not if I could help it. If the pseudo-Catholic agent got vocal about current church opinion, I’d have to shoot him. I turned to Davey. “Go to your room.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You heard me. Scoot.”
 
   “That's the most motherly thing you have ever said.” 
 
   He went smiling to his room. I opened the door a sliver before the agents could knock but didn’t leave enough space for them to get by without shoving.
 
   “Morning Kaidlyn,” Sarakas said. “Are you going to let us in?”
 
   “You? Sure. Him? I'm thinking no.”
 
   “C'mon, Durant, this is important.”
 
   “Important like I should ask if you have a warrant or important like Rosco knocked up some broad and got the clap in one fell swoop?”
 
   “I swear to God—” Rosco started.
 
   “What? What do you swear?” I said.
 
   “Let us in, Durant.” Sarakas sounded tired.
 
   I stepped back from the door and let them pass, giving Rosco plenty of space. Ignoring him seemed like the best option. “Come in. I'll make coffee.”
 
   “Where were you last night, Durant?” Rosco said.
 
   “None of your business.”
 
   “Your handgun discharged Ag rounds,” Andreas said. 
 
   “Accidental discharge. Why are you keeping tabs on me, Sarakas?” I kept my voice more inquisitive than accusatory. He was between a rock and a hard place, and I had put him there. Goddamn secret-sharing, what a stupid idea.
 
   “I filed a suspicious behavior complaint against you,” Rosco said. 
 
   “My suspicious behavior? I cautioned you against a potential, but you ignored your senior associate and almost got yourself eaten. Ever hear of negligence? And stupidity?”
 
   “You hit me,” Rosco said.
 
   “You pushed me, jerkwad.” 
 
   “Where were you last night?”
 
   “Bootie call,” I said.
 
   “How much did you have to pay for it?” 
 
   I smiled. “Now this is getting fun.”
 
   “Both of you need to stop being bastards.” Sarakas set his hands on his hips, which made him look like my father. I pressed a coffee mug against his chest, and he dropped his arms to take it. “Look, Kaidlyn—”
 
   “I’m done with your shit,” Rosco said. “I don’t care what kind of superstar, affirmative action Rambo-Barbie you think you are. We can subpoena your phone records, firearm, and tag data. I will find out what you’ve been up to and have you deemed unfit for service.”
 
   “You could do all that, but it would take a long time and I'll lie about it anyway. That’s a lot of work simply to cover for your inability to take a hint, which endangered your teammate and officers on the scene. Besides, are you willing to wager that the bureau wants you more than they want me? I mean, wouldn’t they just fire you for trying to take out their PR Princess?” 
 
   I bluffed. I knew I was expendable. We all were.
 
   “Why not simply tell us where you went?” Rosco said.
 
   “Because it falls into the none-of-your-business category. I'm entitled to my privacy when I'm off the clock.”
 
   “You're up to something,” he said. I wiggled my fingers and hummed a spooky tune. His face blossomed pink and tightened with anger. Sarakas positioned himself between us in case he needed to break up a fistfight.
 
   “Bring Davey out here,” Rosco said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Rosco wants to talk with him,” Sarakas said.
 
   “Maybe Rosco can sod off,” I suggested.
 
   “You don't get the benefit of the doubt this time,” Rosco said. “You told FBHS agents that you are willing to lie to us. That’s a felony.”
 
   “Only being honest,” I said, smiling.
 
   “Kaidlyn,” Sarakas chastised. I put my hands on my hips. I could shoot Rosco, then inevitably Sarakas, or I could hope Davey could meet the belligerent feds without growing agitated. 
 
   “You have no right to make demands of me.”
 
   “We may not have the right, but we have the authority,” Rosco said. 
 
   Sarakas looked like someone shoved a cactus in his mouth.
 
   “Isn't that the truth,” I said. “Wait here.”
 
   I walked toward the bedroom, and heard Rosco say, “Want me to guard the back door?” Rolling my eyes, I opened the bedroom door. Davey sat cross-legged on the floor, eyes closed, meditating. His breathing was sturdy. 
 
   “They want to talk with you. Are you up for this?”
 
   “Yeah. What's one more asshole?”
 
   “An asshole with a gun.”
 
   “Yeah.” His cheeks grew pink despite his assurances. I reached out to touch his wrist. I only wanted to feel his temperature, but he thought I wanted his hand. He clasped my palm in his fingers and sighed. “Your hands never shake.” 
 
   “We’ll be okay.” 
 
   He stood, taking my hand with him. He led the way down the hall, dropping my hand at the last minute.
 
   Sarakas said, “Hey, Davey, how's it going?”
 
   “Hi. What’s up?”
 
   “This is Rosco,” Sarakas said.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Davey said. Rosco held out his hand, leaving Davey little choice but to touch him. They shook. I watched Rosco's face for any suspicion, but he hadn’t come for Davey. He was after me. 
 
   He released Davey's hand after a few pumps.
 
   “Davey, do you have any idea why Kaidlyn left the house last night?”
 
   “I was asleep,” he said. Diversion, and not a good one. Avoiding a question by answering a similar one was novice stuff. Crap. Davey might avoid a shed, but he was a bad liar. 
 
   “Would you say that Kaidlyn has been behaving oddly the past week?”
 
   “She's been stressed out,” Davey said. “My rehab cost a fortune and I got kicked out of school. Then her old partner, Vincent, died and someone tried to blow her up. That would make anyone act oddly.”
 
   “Any unusual visitors?”
 
   “Like, besides you? Her dad came to visit after the explosion,” Davey said. 
 
   “Any idea why Kaidlyn might fire her handgun outside of work?”
 
   “Shooting? No, I don’t much care for guns.”
 
   “Video show her speeding across town toward Red Sector. Any idea why?” 
 
   “Well, I think she's got a boyfriend she hangs out with, Clifford? Because the truck always has food wrappers from this round-the-clock Mexican restaurant near his gym. And he's totally sweet on her.”
 
   Huh?
 
   Davey explained, “He's a good looking guy with big eyes. You know, he's got all these muscles and stuff. Amazing overall tone, quite picturesque. Lovely skin, too. He lives near Red.”
 
   Sarakas said, “Clifford who?”
 
   “You know, she trains with him at the gym. MMA stuff. I considered getting into the sport. Do you think it will help in a fight?”
 
   “Not as much as a Glock.” Sarakas frowned. 
 
   “I can't own a handgun for another three years.” Davey shrugged. “Crazy how I can join the army and kill people at age seventeen, but I can't drink or buy pistols. Does that make any sense to you?”
 
   That's my boy.
 
   “You’re eighteen now, aren’t you, Davey?” Rosco said. “You’re no longer a minor, therefore Kaidlyn is not your guardian. Why are you here? What’s the nature of your relationship?”
 
   “We're done,” Andreas said. “Let's go, Rosco.”
 
   Rosco stepped into me, glowering into my face. His breath fanned my cheek. Too close for comfort. “I'm watching you, Durant. You’ve losing it. You’re done.”
 
   “What a lovely glass house you have, Rosco.”
 
   His eyebrows flattened and he gave me his poker face. Funny how people with something to hide suspect everyone else of harboring dark secrets. Eventually, he and I would need to come to terms before we offed each other. 
 
   “Rosco,” Sarakas said.
 
   “You know she's hiding something,” Rosco said.
 
   He didn’t want me suspended, he wanted me gone. Deemed incompetent. Sarakas already knew I was a mutt sympathizer, and he recently learned that I lied a lot. I'd cracked some of his trust, and Rosco aimed to exploit the weakness. Nice, in a Machiavellian sort of way.               
 
   I looked at Davey. “Clifford?”
 
   “Nothing I said was particularly untrue. You eat at Filiberto's all the time.”
 
   “Don't you think you went overboard with the muscles and eyes bit?”
 
   “Also true. And do you think he would have agreed to train me if he wasn't a teeny bit sweet on you? You aren't that good at laying guilt trips.”
 
   “Oh, dang. We were supposed to go to Clifford's today.”
 
   “He'll forgive you. Especially if you say thanks.”
 
   “Should I tell him about the Russian mutts?”
 
   “Yes.”              
 
   I didn't have anything to add or say, so I walked back into the kitchen to pour a cup of coffee. Dealing with Rosco left me agitated.
 
   “Maybe you should take a nap,” Davey said.
 
   “Yeah.” I surprised him by agreeing. “Wake me if there's trouble.”
 
   He saluted. “Guard dog at your service.”
 
   “Funny.” I went to my bedroom, removed the holster, the Glock, and the boots. I laid down on the covers and closed my eyes. Just a wink of sleep, enough to make it through the day. That's all I needed. A few minutes, I promised myself, and then I zonked out entirely.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 27
 
    
 
   Food vapors woke me.
 
   “Do you want dinner?” Davey said, surrounded by a full ham shank, a vat of salad, and a heaping bowl of mashed potatoes. 
 
   “No, I’m going out.” 
 
   “We need to talk.”
 
   “Crappiest way to start any conversation ever. Okay, shoot. What's up?”
 
   “I don't want to take Xen.”
 
   “Regularly? Today? What do you mean?”
 
   “Ever. I don't want to take it ever again. I don’t want Xen or Down-boys. They both feel sick and dirty.”
 
   “Davey, you’re L-pos. The disease is virile, aggressive, and degenerative. The urge accumulates. I hear the hunger never ends. You need something to take the edge off, and there’s no shame in that. Sedatives prove helpful. So far, the experimental drug works better than most, but even then…a lot of mutts don't last. Your L-strain burned past three heavy tranquilizers. Wanna know how many mutts kick the sedatives and then kill people? I've got a list of names a mile long.”
 
   “I hear you, I do. And I understand. But you're missing the bigger picture.”
 
   “What's that?”
 
   “I've got three people intimately aware of mutt function who can help me. You will teach me things most mutts never have the opportunity to learn. Like, you're the keystone here, and I need your support because I'm dead without it. Even on Xen, it is only a matter of time. While you’re teaching me the basics of survival, Clifford can teach me to deal with high-stress situations.”
 
   “You said three. Three people.” I had a sinking feeling. “Who is the third?”
 
   “Svetlana is not on Xen and neither is Peter. Her people weren't drugged up, as far as I can tell. That's a whole kennel of mutts who coexist with each other and are integrated with society without the aid of drugs. Which means it is entirely possible.”
 
   I cringed. He was right, and I'd be seeing more of Svetlana. “Davey, this social experiment will end poorly.”
 
   “I have to believe I can do it.”
 
   “Belief isn't always enough.”
 
   “However, belief, knowledge, and preparation is a powerful combination.”
 
   “You want to go cold turkey with the help of an illegal, possibly insane support group.” I groaned, sick to my stomach. Maybe some mutts could live drug-free, but I wasn’t interested in the risk. Why? Because Davey's life depended on a delicate balance, and if I let him down, I would have to execute him. 
 
   Death was not a pleasant alternative to Xen. 
 
   “We both know, if you convince me to stay on the drug, it won't work indefinitely. You’ve said a hundred times that it’s simply a bandage, not a cure.” 
 
   “Even Clifford takes Xen,” I argued.
 
   “Not all the time,” Davey countered. “And when you think of it, he doesn't hang out with strong mutts, he plays with normies. People are aggressive, sweaty, and they bleed on his mats. He takes Xen because he stands in front of a steak buffet. Besides, you’re putting too much faith in drugs. Those tranks you praised were supposed to knock the monster out of me, but it didn’t work. Three shots in, and I still had to anchor on you, otherwise I would have lost it.”
 
   “Anchor?”
 
   “Y’know, like, you grounded me. Spiritually. Whatever, I don’t want drugs.”
 
   “Goddamn it.”
 
   “Are you mad?” He stood motionless and watched me.
 
   “I hate that I'm going to agree to this.”
 
   “Because you're thinking about worst case scenarios.”
 
   “You should, too. Most of those what-ifs are based in reality.”
 
   “Kaid, I think we can agree Xen is not the answer. It's a crutch that will make me weaker and weaker until it doesn't work anymore. Then I'll die. I'll kill someone and then I'll die. I don't want to go out that way. I don't want the Xen.”
 
   “Maybe you don’t need it. Maybe there’s no point.” 
 
   I slipped the Jericho from its holster, set it on the counter, and slowly I spun it until the pistol pointed at him. My finger wasn't anywhere near the trigger, the safety remained on, but his face flushed and his nostrils flared. His body began to curl as if he had a sudden cramp. 
 
   Mutts who weren't comfortable with their shed always curled up like a baby. He might go right here, right in my kitchen. 
 
   “What are you feeling now?” I said.
 
   “Irritated. Cheap tricks won’t push me, Kaid. At this point in our relationship, it’s insulting you tried. You aren’t what I needed to be afraid of.”
 
   “What do you need to fear?” 
 
   “Myself. Or rather, I should fear being afraid of myself.”
 
   “Dang.” 
 
   He had me from every angle. I sighed. I was not doing the best thing. The right thing, maybe, but that wouldn't matter when it backfired and someone got hurt. It's all fun and games until a werewolf munches on your eyeballs. 
 
   “Davey, this needs to be a group effort. I must know everything you are feeling. If you see anything or hear anything that might trigger you, I need immediate honest details about the situation.”
 
   “In exchange, you need to tell me everything you know about my condition, all the trends and pitfalls,” he said. “And you have to keep an eye on me when I work with Clifford. Sometimes you can tell when I'm close to shedding before I have a clue.”
 
   “We are probably going to get ourselves killed. The both of us, or possibly one of us will kill the other.”
 
   He smiled softly. “Couldn’t imagine putting my life in more capable hands.”
 
   My gut seized like I had a cramp and something happened to my eyes. “I gotta go. Errands.”
 
   His knowing grin chased me out the door. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 28
 
    
 
   I told myself I shouldn't do what I was about to do: meddle. I hated meddling, especially if it happened in conjunction with an apology. Coincidently, I also hated apologizing. 
 
   I smoothed the shirt over my breasts and checked all my guns, which were locked and loaded with Ag. Sighing, I went to further complicate Clifford’s life. I bought a heap of food from Filbertos as a cheesy peace offering. He greeted me at the door, arms crossed, leaning against the frame.
 
   “Hi,” I said.
 
   He stared blankly. Silent treatment, or an attempt to make me uncomfortable? God, he was beautiful. And doomed. And luscious in the fading sunset.
 
   “Sorry about killing a guy in your parking lot,” I said. He didn’t move. My apology missed the mark. I shifted nervously. “Sorry for leaving the body?”
 
   “Do you want to tell me why an FBHS agent came to see me this afternoon?”
 
   “Ah, shit.” I had completely forgotten about that.
 
   “Yeah. 'Aw shit' is right.”
 
   “Did they give you a hard time?”
 
   “It was one guy named Agent Sarakas. Asked me where I was last night. Asked me if I was with you. Implied we were intimate.”
 
   “Crap.” So much for the alibi.
 
   “I told him yes,” he said.              
 
   “Huh?” I blinked.
 
   “I figured it was important. Besides, if they bust you, they will bust me. After that, he shut up and left. Makes me think he didn’t come on official business, that it was personal. Which is it?”
 
   “It has the potential to be both. He's my partner. Can I come in and talk?”
 
   He jerked his chin at my food. “Is that a bribe?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Cupcake, you're lucky I'm hungry.” He stood aside. I hesitated, not sure if I wanted him at my back. “Skittish today, Kaid? If we are pretending to sleep together, you should come in.” 
 
   “Right.” 
 
   “Maybe a kiss at the door, in case we’re under surveillance.” 
 
   I chuckled. “Nice try.” 
 
   His grin proved gorgeous, and I walked by. Heat radiated at me, accompanied by the smell of a virile man with fresh sweat on his skin and orange oil wafting from his fingers. 
 
   He’s a mutt, I reminded myself. 
 
   He closed the door behind me. His students had all gone and the giant shades were drawn on the windows. We were relatively secure. He straddled one of the benches and stared expectantly. I straddled the other end of the bench, leaving him less than an arm’s length away. Grappling distance. He stared at me with eyes that gleamed amber in a certain light. I passed him the carryout.
 
   “Why does the FBHS think you and I are sleeping together?” He cracked open the cartons.
 
   “I needed an alibi and Davey improvised.”
 
   “Now your agent partner thinks we're intimate. Which only makes sense, of course. We're both attractive, aggressive people. If you were driving to see me in the wee hours of the morning, we would definitely be fucking. A lot.” 
 
   “Huh.” I couldn't argue with that. At least, I couldn't argue about it while I checked out his amazing eyelashes and perfect cheekbones.
 
   “Where were you this morning? You were supposed to bring Davey by.”
 
   “You're not curious about what brought a nosy federal agent to your door? Or whether or not we’ll see murder charges?”
 
   “If you want to tell me, fine. Otherwise, I assume it’s taken care of.”
 
   “You are a good person, Clifford.”
 
   “Bribes and flattery. Must really have something nasty up your sleeve.”
 
   “More truth than flattery.” 
 
   I told him about the death threats, work friction with Rosco, and the tenuous situation between Erik and I. Left out most of the details, but even the bare bones were incriminating. And I told him about Svetlana and how she jumped on a terrorist’s pipe bomb to save a crowd. Clifford was the first mutt I spoke to who hadn't heard of her. I found it refreshing. I ended, “Despite an exploded spine, she didn't shed.” 
 
   “Then she isn't a mutt.”
 
   I smiled because that had been my instinct. “She's a mutt. I'm certain.”
 
   “That kind of tolerance is not possible. Some mutts shed over paper cuts.”
 
   “I was there.” 
 
   He frowned and finished the chicken burritos. “Why are you telling me this?”
 
   “You asked!”
 
   “But you didn't have to tell me.” He licked his thumb, sucking off some errant hot sauce. “You want something.”
 
   “Davey’s getting off Xen. During the shooting, he was drugged to the point where he was incapable of protecting himself. That can’t happen again. The creep who assaulted us the other night…”
 
   “The one you shot.”
 
   “Yeah. The sleaze ball made a bunch of claims about you belonging to someone. Sounded like he was recruiting you. He offered to take Davey off my hands. I respect you, Clifford, that's why I entrust Davey to you. With these guys lurking around, though…I mean, if you’re thinking about joining someone’s kennel, I need to know. Davey is in a tangled political web already. I can’t endanger him by letting him get caught between too many alliances.”
 
   “I’m not joining anyone, Kaid, no matter how much anyone threatens.” 
 
   “Good. Now, tell me who is after you and how I can find them.”
 
   “I’m not letting a broad fight my battles, Kaid. Furthermore, I’m not giving any mutts over to the FBHS.”
 
   “Fine. Help me teach Davey how to kill.”
 
   He froze. “No.” 
 
   “If I hadn’t shot that skumbag, he would have taken Davey. The death threats I receive have reached an all-time high, and I can’t protect Davey all the time. You saw him, Clifford. You know he needs more than a bit of confidence.”
 
   He ran his hand over his super short hair, guilty and flustered. “You’re assuming I know how to kill someone. As far as I know, sweetheart, you’re the only murderer in the room.” 
 
   I sat back in my seat. Yeah, I assumed he had experience with the rougher side of combat. 
 
   “Look, Kaidlyn, I've carried the disease for a while. I'm getting to know it. I'm not some short-tempered pubescent boy. I've fought to control my anger for years, and I'm one-up on it. I spent time in the corner, being pounded on, getting worked over. I took it, fought myself as well as them, and I learned to cope. You’re asking me to take someone like Davey and show him how to become a killer.”
 
   “He needs to do what’s necessary to survive. He doesn’t hear me because I’m all about guns. You’re a mutt. Talk to him about what that means.”
 
   “Once you go down that road…once someone dies, you can’t take it back.” 
 
   “I’d rather have him breathing.”
 
   “Whatever the risks? If we teach him to kill, there’s always a chance Davey will end up like Iago.”
 
   My temper flared so fast and hot that Clifford reared back, face as red as sunburn. Hands on the bench, he watched me like I’d attack him. Wolves picked up on micro signals, and I tended to emote the angrier side of myself. 
 
   “What do you know of Iago?” I growled.
 
   “Back up, girl. You’re like a goddamn solar flare.” His hackles rose, literally. Cheeks and spine beginning to fatten and flex their supernatural potential. I ignored him and popped a leftover jalapeno slice into my mouth.
 
   “I would like to speak with this Iago.”
 
   “Not a good idea, Cupcake. No one in their right mind wants to meet Iago, and you wouldn’t survive the introduction. Plus, I couldn’t give mutt information to an agent, no matter how cute you are and how much of an asshole he is.” 
 
   “Clifford—”
 
   “I knew Hunter.” 
 
   My gut sank. “He was a good kid.”
 
   “Did you know he had fallen in love?” 
 
   “I hadn’t known.” My voice sounded oddly blasé while I recalled Hunter’s eyes, the perfunctory bullet entering his skull. That could have easily been any of the dozens of mutts in my life. 
 
   “Helping you means hurting someone else,” he said. “I won’t do that. Personal feelings aside, I advise you to get out of the business, or one day, maybe, it will be someone you love that you have to kill.” 
 
   Again.
 
   “Can’t. Quitters go under the microscope. They’ll tear my life apart and no matter how well Rainer hides me, they’ll find something. If my life comes crashing down, there will be collateral damage. That’s not a threat; that’s a fact.”
 
   He shrugged. “I think you’re screwed.”
 
   “And you? Iago thinks he owns you. He sent a guy to threaten you.”
 
   “I appreciate the pep talk, Kaid, but I'm going to continue exactly as I am: running this school and keeping to myself. I have a disease, and that’s the end of it. I’m not joining a club, I’m not playing by anyone else’s rules. I have nothing to do with anything. This is my life, right here in the dojo. The end. I don’t give a shit about the rest of the diseased population. I can’t afford to. I mean, what do you think I am? An activist? A Mother Theresa? Fuck that. I have a life to live, and the disease won’t stop me. Neither will any other asshole. Let the world burn, if it wants to. I’ll be here, doing my thing.”
 
   “As if it the world has nothing to do with you.” 
 
   “It doesn’t.”
 
   “You can’t just close your eyes and wish the world away, Clifford.”
 
   “I’m not wishing anything. I’m minding my business. You should try it.”
 
   “Okay,” I said. He could do whatever he wanted, sure. “During the Second World War, Germans were pretty much killing everything they considered undesirable. Jews, of course, which everyone knows. Also socialists, homos, the handicapped and infirm. The sick incurables. A German pastor wrote some ditty about the extermination and how those capable of standing against the Nazi party kept quiet, because they weren’t targeted, and eventually, of course, they were. Because hatred like that keeps coming and ultimately doesn’t give a shit about who it crushes. We all live in this crap world, Clifford, and we can’t pretend otherwise.” 
 
   “Now you’re preaching. I don’t appreciate it, especially coming from you.” 
 
   “Fine.” I stood up to go.
 
   “This is my life, Kaidlyn. Teaching martial arts, living it, is all I ever wanted to do. Heaven help me, I’ll do it to my last breath. Everyone else can rot in hell.”
 
   I shrugged. “I see that.”
 
   “Kaidlyn.” He sighed. “Eliminating Xen is a bad idea. Dangers hide everywhere, and everything provokes. It's not like there’s only one landmine here and one trigger there. The need to shed builds up, compounding, gathering speed. It doesn't go away; it gets worse. Eventually, we all give in to the compulsion.”
 
   “Does it ever lessen?”
 
   “Not until after a shed.” He crossed his arms. “Having lycanthropy is like living every day with an escalating migraine. It never relents, it's not something that can be ignored. Then, after a good shed, the pain goes away and there is such energy, such...bliss. Makes someone want to dance, sing, and fuck everything.”
 
   “Singing, huh?” I tried to imagine Clifford frolicking through a sun-lit field of daisies and singing Afternoon Delight. The image started a smile, which quickly faded. “Davey hasn't shed at all.”
 
   “Then when it happens, it's going to be bad. Epically, horrifically bad.”
 
   “Can I ask about your first time?”
 
   “That's hugely personal.” From the brightness of his eyes, it had been spectacularly good and bad for him.
 
   “Yeah. Never mind.”
 
   “It was the most painful thing I'd ever experienced, and then one of the most fulfilling. Exhilarating. Satisfying. I was lost to it.”
 
   I wanted to know more, but he'd told me enough already. “I'll be in touch.” 
 
   “I've come to expect it.” He winked. “Bring more hot sauce next time.”
 
   Was Clifford sweet on me? I shook my head. We were on familiar terms because we trained together and he helped me hide a dead body, end of story. Besides, he was attractive and aggressive and hadn't made a move, which meant he wasn’t interested. Determined not to think about it anymore, I turned. 
 
   A door slammed in the back of his place, startling me. I pivoted and set hand on my weapon, but Clifford didn’t get out of his seat. 
 
   “Come on out, guys,” he said. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
   The sound of breathless, childish cries accompanied a shuffling patter of feet. Two kids ran from the hallway behind the shower room and scurried into the gym. Based on the smell, dirt, and ragged clothing, they were vagrants. A brown boy and a black girl staggered toward Clifford. The girl stopped at the sight of me and hung back while the boy threw himself at Clifford and babbled in a senseless, sobbing manner. Unconsciously, I took a step back from the display of youthful distress accompanied by the stink of rotting apples and stank water. 
 
   He babbled, blah blah blah Uncle, wah, wah, Uncle. It dawned on me that Clifford had a whole life I didn’t know about. He patted the kid on the back, and the trainer’s huge hand covered the kid from shoulder to shoulder. He didn’t seem to mind the smell. 
 
   Clearly, I wasn’t needed there on account of me not knowing the kids and having absolutely zero skills with prepubescent humans. I took another step back, but Clifford had a look on his face, something that seemed, dare I say, maternal?
 
   “Now, Touchdown, relax,” he said. “Ain’t nobody gonna get you here. Go ahead and tell me what happened.”
 
   Blubber, blubber, murmur, murmur. I couldn’t make heads or tails of it.
 
   “Where’s Rocket?” Clifford said. 
 
   The boy wailed further, clenching and panicking and in a downright tizzy. Clifford tried to comfort him. “Okay, I got you, buddy. No one is gonna get you while I’m around.” Touchdown, or whatever his name was, clung to Clifford’s leg like he’d need to be surgically removed. Tears streaked the mud on his face. 
 
   Maybe this was none of my business. 
 
   I crept toward the door.
 
   “Kaidlyn,” Clifford said. “I’d say you owe me a favor, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Oh, well, I don’t know if I’d say it like that…”
 
   He went behind his counter and handed me a pair of small boxes, distracting me from a well-warranted sensation of dread building in my spine. The cartons contained lice shampoo and a delousing kit. My eyes must have been as big as hockey pucks. 
 
   “Nancy needs a shower,” he said. The girl and I looked at each other, our eyes equally big. 
 
   “Dude,” I said, “I am not a babysitter. Hell, I don’t have a single maternal instinct in my body.”
 
   “I’m taking care of your kid. It’s time you reciprocate.” 
 
   “Not fair.” It was completely fair. I sighed. “C’mon, hun. Looks like we don’t have a choice. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
   Nancy hugged herself, and no doubt she was equally concerned about my ability to successfully pull this off. I examined the ratted, six-inch knot of grime atop her head. “I need clippers.” She frowned, I frowned deeper. Clifford procured the item, and then Nancy and I trouped to the locker room. 
 
   I figured she’d put up a fight about the clippers, but she didn’t. She stood like a soldier by the trash can while I whirred away, trudging the electric trimmer through her hair as close to the scalp as I could safely go. I set my teeth when I saw what the poor kid’s head looked like under the mess, and then I got to work. 
 
   I had to read the directions on the box twice and felt like an idiot the whole time. Treating it, getting everything deep in, combing the eggs out. The process was so laborious and studious that I didn’t speak, and neither did Nancy, and the entire thing passed without us saying a word. 
 
   When I needed her to bathe, I simply turned on the water and helped her undress, gently pulling her frail arms out of the crusty, disgusting clothing. I coaxed her into the shower and gave her the soap, and she started to wash herself, rubbing the bar over her tummy in the same methodic circle.
 
   She was under the water for several minutes before the first layer of filth rinsed away, and then I could see the nubs of her spine and ribs more clearly. Also, bumps caused by fleas, and old burns made by cigarettes. By then my heart felt sick and I wanted to puke, but I kept it down.
 
   I grabbed a wash cloth and helped her with the hard-to-reach areas, cautiously keeping my touch fleeting and gentle. Bruises up and down her shins, blisters on her feet, scraped ankles. The kid was a mess.
 
   I turned and gathered her clothing, tossing the nasty mess in the trash next to her ruined hair. 
 
   She attacked me: screeching, claws out, digging at me like a lunatic. Shocked the hell out of me. My first impulse was to put a bullet in her. I tried to catch her hands before she damaged either one of us, but that proved difficult. The girl’s arms were surprisingly frantic and strong for a kid so small and famished. I worried simultaneously about accidently breaking her and that she might scratch my eyes out.
 
   “Take it easy,” I yelled, which didn’t help. I grabbed a towel and caught her in it the way a person would catch a small, feral animal in a net. 
 
   Clifford was at the door by then, demanding, “What did you do?”
 
   “She’s just—”
 
   Touchdown launched himself at me to defend Nancy. He wailed on me with haymakers and crazy kid kung fu. I tried to be patient, but he bopped me in the eye. “Enough!” I snarled, and Clifford dragged him away.
 
   “I threw her damn clothes away, that’s all,” I said. “She’s not putting those rancid things back on.” 
 
   “She probably thinks you’re trying to keep her here. Sometimes, when people don’t want you to leave, they take your clothes. No one is going to run away naked, are they? Especially not girls.” 
 
   “Well, Jesus.” What he said made sense, but how was I supposed to know? I took off my shirt, leaving me in a sports bra with my guns out, and pulled it over Nancy’s head. Trapped her arms at her sides until we sorted out the sleeves. Then she and I stared at each other, panting, flushed, all riled up. I set my hands on my hips and addressed Clifford.
 
   “Satisfied?” 
 
   He stared at my torso like he’d never seen it before, and I realized he hadn’t. His jaw clenched and his teeth set, and he examined the furrows and knots of old damage. Mutt-wounds, which I happened to be brandishing in front of a mutt fully capable of causing more such wounds. 
 
   This could escalate.
 
   I caught his eyes. Oh, it escalated alright.
 
   His smile started at one side of his lips, grew, and brightened his whole face. A twinkle struck his eye. “You look surprisingly hot for a chick who is way out of her league,” he said.
 
    “Shuddup,” I grumbled. “What’s the deal with the kids crying?” 
 
   Clifford looked at Touchdown, who had stopped wailing during his assault and now stood with arms crossed, frown on his face, glaring at me. Clifford nudged him. “You know the deal. If you want to sleep on the bed, you have to take a shower.” The kid’s lower lip wriggled. “No exceptions.” He ushered Touchdown to the shower, drew the curtain, and crossed his arms. 
 
   I waited for an explanation.
 
   “Rocket and his brother, Touchdown, were scavenging near a fast food joint in Sector Nine. A group of three men found them and took Rocket. Nancy hid, and they left Touchdown behind because he was too small.”
 
   “Where did they take him?”
 
   “Don’t know.”
 
   “Who were the guys?”
 
   “Don’t know.”
 
   “Were they wearing gang colors? 
 
   “He’s about seven years-old, Kaid. How is he supposed to know?”
 
   “Maybe he’s seven, but he’s a street kid. How old was Rocket?”
 
   “About twelve, give or take.” 
 
   “They thought Touchdown is too small for what?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “Clifford, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but things aren’t looking good for Rocket.”
 
   “Think I don’t know that?” 
 
   “Have you heard anything from anyone about who might be responsible?”
 
   He sighed and shrugged his meaty cannonball shoulders. I opened my mouth to argue and he tipped his chin, distracting me. I glanced over. Nancy wavered, eyes almost shut, rocking back and forth.
 
   “Is she sick?” 
 
   He rolled his eyes. “She’s tired, Kaid. C’mon, let’s get you both situated. Touchdown, don’t forget to clean the gunk behind your ears.” He turned from the locker room and I followed, figuring Nancy would either come with us or wait for Touchdown. Her soft pat-pat steps trailed behind me, and we went to Clifford’s office-apartment combo. He rolled the blanket back from the bed and left it open for Nancy, not bothering to coerce her. He turned and rummaged through a short stack of shirts, chose one, and handed it to me. 
 
   I blinked.
 
   “You’re distracting,” he said. I didn’t know whether to be flattered or embarrassed, so I took the shirt and slipped it over my head. It smelled good. It smelled like him. Damn it. Talk about distracting.
 
   “I have strong yet unconfirmed suspicions about who might be doing this.” I said. “If I’m right, it’s the same group of people who are leaving body parts for me in place of a calling card.”
 
   “Body parts? Why haven’t I heard about this in the news?”
 
   “Because it’s confidential and the vics are all undesirables. I think the kidnappers who have been stealing vagrants all over the city are running low on stock and decided to snatch homeless kids. It’s pretty apparent that bad guys are recruiting for seriously bad reasons. Competing kennels—” 
 
   “Kaid,” he said, sounding exhausted. “Stop. I don’t know who’s doing what and I don’t care. I can’t care. I’ve got too many things happening right here.”
 
   Nancy had crept into bed, quiet as a mouse. In the neighboring room, Touchdown turned off the shower. 
 
   “Clifford, what are you going to do about Rocket?”
 
   “I’ll walk the neighborhood and ask around.” 
 
   I nodded. “I’ll alert the detective on the case.” 
 
   “That’s it then,” he said. I shrugged and left him with his orphans. Unsure if I accomplished anything, I crept back to my truck, dialed Contrell, and told him about the child-snatchers.
 
   “Jesus, just when I thought it couldn’t get worse,” he said. I agreed, and we hung up. I drove home, smelling Clifford’s scent on the shirt the whole way. For an instant, I wished his bed hadn’t been occupied. 
 
   As if I didn’t have enough trouble.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 29
 
   Clifford
 
   Third class finished slamming each other, wedging for position, scraping elbows, wrenching limbs, testing joints, and dragging wet skin across the mats. A drop or two of accidental blood from the ground and pound drills, no slamming. The more experienced students, ready for a professional career, came earlier than the rest and stayed later, too.
 
   The windows hung open, letting in the cooler evening air. The sun had gone down when I wasn't looking. The air grew warm with the promise of summer. My shoulders ached from being the guinea pig for a dozen students, teaching beginners to take a fall, teaching intermediates to take a hit and bring someone down, working on the up and coming talent, and polishing my game with the local talent.
 
   The stink of something wild, wet, and gangrenous slipped through my window. So faint, yet so out of place. I scarcely noticed it, probably wouldn’t have, except it was completely wrong. If I had been high, it would have caught me by surprise. 
 
   I wasn’t high. The beast lurked beneath my blood, tunneling through my bones. It smelled them a mile away. 
 
   I dropped the towel.
 
   Didn’t bother locking the door. It wouldn’t stop him, anyway.
 
   He lumbered from the dark like a leviathan sliding out of a tar lake. Thick, leisurely, like a bored rhino. I considered his throat (fat like a railroad beam), his gait (seamless) and his elbows (capable of telegraphing the movement of dangerous hands). I didn’t watch his face because it couldn’t be trusted.
 
   Immediately, I knew everything I’d learned on the mat didn’t matter right now. This wouldn’t be that kind of fight. Like staring at Hannibal Lecter when he already had the knife and fork set next to the dinner napkin. Not only was Iago crazy, he worshiped crazy. He liked the gore. Liked it better if he had an audience. Which he did.
 
   Scritch’s friend sauntered to his left, smiling like the pussy whore who recruited the neighborhood bully to beat someone’s ass because he was too pansy to do it himself. Didn’t matter.
 
   Only one way to survive: go for the throat, no games or rules or playing smart. Kill him. Both of them. I laughed, half a growl, recalling the irony of Durant asking me to teach her kid how to kill. I had avoided killing for so long. Avoided temptation, ignored them, skirted enemies, and kept my head down. No longer.
 
   Time ran out. End of the line.
 
   My heart flushed with joy. No more hiding. Fuck it. Fuck them. 
 
   I laughed, loud and hysteric and rich with a monster’s tune. 
 
   My blood paced with wolf magic, a vibrant frequency unlike anything I’d felt before. Pure. Feral. Hungry but purposed. Dumping the drugs was the right decision. My beast shone more brightly for it. A perverse bliss filled me. I was alive. I’d kill to remain so. And the wolf gave me a fighting chance. I could tear his throat out. 
 
   He smelled of rats and something serpentine. Cold and wrong. A sick, rabid animal. He should be avoided. He should be put down. Jesus, what was that stink? My hackles rose, spine rippling, and revulsion caught in my throat. My growl rumbled loud. 
 
   “Refusing to join us, that’s one thing,” Iago said. “I could have lived with that. Then you go and invite a wolf here, a stranger, and try to build him up. A wolf that belongs to my enemy. What were you teaching him? Little punches, cute kicks? How to be a ninja? Should have stayed away from him. Sent him packing. Should have never involved her.” He raised his arms with mock theatre. “What am I supposed to do with you?”
 
   “I’m running a business here,” I said. “That’s all I’m doing.”
 
   “Well, your business is getting in the way of my business.”
 
   I shrugged. “Tough luck. That’s capitalism.”
 
   He smiled a full-blown grin. “Always liked you, Cliff. Had a lot of potential. It’s a shame, but I have to make an example of you. I’d like you to suffer. A lot. And if you don’t mind, I need you to deliver a message to your bitch friend.”
 
   “You’re not going to fight me, Iago, because you might lose. You’ve always known that’s a possibility, which is why you left me alone for so long. I might kick your ass and tear your throat out, and you’d hate for anyone to catch wind of it. You won’t take the chance.”
 
   He laughed, good natured, like Ol’ Saint Nick, stomach bouncing. “See why I like you? Hell, initially I hadn’t planned on killing you. Had different ideas. Could be convinced to change my mind, though. Don’t forget, I’m not a complete idiot. Kinda clever, truth be told.”
 
   Nubs of my spine shot up, each vertebrae struggling to get through the skin, to push my body into dust and thrive as a beast. Teeth gathered ache, growing fast and hard, slicing through my gums. My knuckles creaked against each other as they swelled. And the rat scent grew and grew, from behind me as well, circling. All around me. They had come like a hoard, a stinking, hungry, savage, and sick army of Iago’s minions. Severely, fatally outnumbered. 
 
   I roared as my skin tore. A fury of bones and muscle crushed my organs with blinding pain. Overcome, I shed, at once, into a blissful, furious creature full of outrage and rage and grit. Succumbing to the beast I’d fought so long was the most beautiful and feral feeling.
 
   Surrounded like a gazelle, running was pointless, fighting was hopeless. Of course, I fought anyway. The wolf in me would have it no other way.
 
   Never fought as a wolf before. 
 
   The dumbest came first, lunging at my haunches. 
 
   I ate at his face and his throat as if each of my teeth had a separate, raging appetite. When the blood came it was different. Not like getting punched in the teeth and tasting copper. The blood showered like a gift, a reward. I wanted it. I deserved it. The flavor grabbed my throat and made me choke. Stingy, sour blood from a sick animal, a weak animal. I took his life and his head. 
 
   The next assailant came, and I moved on his balance. Used my weight. Smeared frothy blood on him while he stumbled and I tore into his veins. Within seconds, another dog ate at my back, trying for my spine. Fang, teeth, hot spit, wet mouths, drooling lips, and the stink of breath filled with dumpster food and rat carcasses. 
 
   Iago didn’t bother to get into the fray. Of course, he hadn’t planned on challenging me forthright. He brought an army, played the numbers, and delegated the fight, turning my murder into a bonding group activity. Training helped at first, when the bastards came in threes or fours. When they swarmed like a legion of mad dogs, I was finished. 
 
   I had two thoughts: I hadn’t eaten dinner yet, and if Mercedes hadn’t betrayed me, I might have held a son before I died.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 30
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   Dreamed of rabbits and lawnmowers, a nasty mix. 
 
   I got out of bed, my entire gut cold, and wrapped a robe around myself. Gun weighing down my pocket, I shuffled to the kitchen to see if there was something yummy in the refrigerator. As I walked past the window, I recognized something unusual about the view.
 
   Someone was in my yard. 
 
   My heart and blood stopped at once, and I stood dumb. At first the shadow looked like two men in tactical gear crawling through the gravel. On closer examination, I saw a mutt decked out in full fur. I couldn't determine make or model, but it was definitely a mutt. It did not move. Silver-loaded Jericho in one hand, I tip-toed to the living room and listened for telltale sounds of gunmen or monsters. I nudged the door open, brought up my firearm, and viewed one slice of the yard at a time to eliminate surprises. When I was reasonably sure no other lurkers were around, I stepped onto the porch. The night was clear and dark.
 
   With my gun at low ready, I approached the animal and stopped at a distance. The mutt didn't move. Unstable breath. Broken. The fur looked brown in the night. The sheen of intestines glowed next to ivory bones. Pieces of its hide were MIA. 
 
   The creature had been thoroughly mauled.
 
   Blood pooled in the gravel, but I didn't see a trail. It had been dumped by someone who wanted to send a message. Which begged the question: who was the victim? Its eyes rolled open and found me. It whined, a sound so gut-wrenching that I nearly put it out of its misery. I raised the weapon but didn’t pull the trigger. Maybe because I might know the mutt. Maybe because I had turned into a sissy. I lowered the gun, ran to the house, darted to Davey's room, and shook him awake. He jerked with a start, frantic for a moment.
 
   “Kaidlyn?”
 
   “I need your help. Follow me. Leave the lights off.” We made our way through the house. “A mutt is laying in the yard. It’s hurt, so I need you to help me carry it.”
 
   “We're bringing it in the house?”
 
   “The sun will rise soon, and we can't very well leave it for the neighbors.”
 
   “Kaid, I never thought I'd have to point out something so obvious. It isn’t safe to manhandle an injured animal, especially if we don't know who it is. What if it doesn't know us? It’s in pain and will lash out. I've been contaminated, you haven't. I don't want you to get hurt.”
 
   “Wow, you’re really sweet. And you're right about all of it, but it has to be done. I hoped you could do most of the heavy lifting since I'm guessing it weighs half a ton.”
 
   “And what will you do?”
 
   “I'll be holding the gun.”
 
   “Doesn't sound fair.” He smiled.
 
   “The other option is to tie it to the truck and drag it into the garage. Time-consuming, not to mention painful on the part of the mutt. Probably wouldn't make a difference at this point, since it's so badly injured. But I can't lift it, Davey.” And I was human. “I shouldn't even be touching it.”
 
   “Right. Let's go.”
 
   “Don't stand between us.” I opened the door. “Keep my line of sight clear.”
 
   Davey sniffed the air, a look of confusion making his mouth soft. He held up his hand to quiet me as if silence would help him smell better. He trotted across the yard, his feet crunching over the gravel, disregarding caution. “Davey!” I hissed, following him. He dropped to his knees beside the damaged mutt, reached with one hand to touch its matted fur.
 
   “Oh sweet Jesus,” Davey said.
 
   “Careful how you touch it.” 
 
   “Oh, fuck. Kaidlyn, this…that's…Clifford.”
 
   “Clifford?” I heard, but it didn't register. The wolf's strained breath slipped out with a squeak and a whine. Davey touched the mutt's head and jerked back.
 
   “His face is soggy. Not wet with blood, but like the bones are pudding.”
 
   “We have to get him inside in the light to see how bad this really is.” I didn't want to see the damage under an honest light: it would be ugly. “Clifford, honey, we have to move you. And it's gonna hurt like a bitch, but you have to let us do it, okay?” I turned to Davey. “We need to go before someone drives by or a drone flies over.”
 
   “Okay.” Davey crouched by the mutt's hips and slid his hands under. The mutt lifted his head enough to snap his teeth and whimper in protest, but he wasn't breathing well enough to put up a big fuss. We carried him into the house, juggling a bit to get through the door frame. I closed the door behind them and dropped the gun into my pocket.
 
   I shoved the dining room table over to the wall. “Put him on the floor. Make certain all the blinds and curtains are drawn, and then we'll turn on the lights.” I went to the thermostat and jacked up the heat. If Clifford wasn't in shock now, he would be soon.
 
   Davey knelt by Clifford. “This is bad, Kaid.”
 
   “I know. Get towels and the first aid kit.” I fingered my hair into a ponytail and discarded the robe, shoving the sleeves of my cotton shirt up past my elbow. I took a breath to fortify myself and flicked the light switch. The sight of Clifford made Davey drop the first aid kit.              
 
   Clifford was, well, demolished. Open fractures on three visible ribs and his foreleg. Avulsions covered his shoulders and ran from the back of his head to his hips. Slabs of flesh were missing from his sternum. He had lost an ear. His eye jutted out of the socket. Blood leaked from his nose and throat. Someone had eaten his haunches. His guts draped on the floor, and strands were missing. And those were only the injuries we could see. The quantity of saliva and foam on his muzzle made me immediately think rabies, but the sound of his breathing told me his airway was busted or stuffed up. 
 
   “God!” Davey covered his mouth and turned around. 
 
   “Davey, take the hose and douse the blood in the front yard. I don't want to see the slightest trail of blood. When you are done, call Rainer and see if he has video of the street. I want to know who did this. Meanwhile, I’ll try to stop the bleeding.”
 
   With one hand shoving a dish towel into the gaping neck wound, I picked up the phone and called Svetlana. She answered, appropriately grumpy for someone being woken at three in the morning: “What!”
 
   “I have an injured mutt, and I know jack shit about wolf first aid. I don't know what to fix first. Compound, open fractures, ribs poking out. Major hemorrhaging. Punctured lungs. He's missing about three square feet of meat, and his eyeball leaked from his face. I need someone to fix him.”
 
   “Let me send my physician and a surgical team right over. I'll wake the anesthesiologist and the radiologist. They should arrive within the hour.” 
 
   “Really?”
 
   “No. There's no trick to mutt healing, Kaidlyn, and there certainly isn't a handbook. We simply tape things in place and let the wolf heal us. The strong survive, the others don’t.”
 
   “Bitch, I don't want him to die.”
 
   She sighed, and I could feel her gather patience. “Evidence of silver?”
 
   “Not that I see.”
 
   “Has the heart or the brain been removed or eaten?”
 
   “What? Ew. No. But they dug awful deep on his chest.”
 
   “Then he will heal.”
 
   “Just like that?”
 
   “Yes. Poof. Magic.”
 
   “I don't need your sarcasm, asshole,” I said. “I’m calling in my favor.”
 
   “You have seen a mutt heal, correct?”
 
   “No, I usually leave them dead, no healing allowed.”
 
   “Kaidlyn, he will recover. If his heart and skull are intact, you can assume they either didn't want him dead or didn't know how to kill him. Are you sure he wasn't hit by a truck?”
 
   “Only if the truck was hungry.”
 
   She sighed. “Feed him well. Keep him in mutt form as long as possible; his body will work faster that way. If he tries to revert to flesh, set a bone or something. The pain will keep the wolf’s nature active. Although I suggest you let someone who already has lycanthropy do that part. He will protest more violently as he recovers.”
 
   “What about Gorgonblood?”
 
   She sighed, and I heard blankets rustling. “Not all wolves react positively to the serum. It can kill their magic if the chemistry is wrong. I do not believe it is worth the risk.” 
 
   I sighed a frustrated sound of disappointment. 
 
   After a pause, she said, “Do you know this person?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then I am sorry. Do you want me to come over?”
 
   “Is there anything you can do?”
 
   “I can punish the person who did it to him, but otherwise, not much.”
 
   “Then there's no need for you to be here.”
 
   “Take two aspirin and call me in the morning,” she said. 
 
   “Thanks, wise ass.” I hung up. Davey looked at me expectantly, and I shrugged. “She says keep him in his fur and he’ll heal himself.”
 
   He waved his hands at the mess of Clifford’s flesh. “Freakin' serious?”
 
   “She said we can help by setting things straight and feeding him. Maybe we should at least tuck the eyeball back in its home.” The notion of touching Clifford's free falling eyeball was icky to say the least, but I couldn't risk his face healing while the eyeball sat on his cheekbone.
 
   “I don't think I can,” Davey said. “I'm sorry, Kaid, but the idea of it makes me sick and hungry. I’m wondering how his marrow tastes. I'm sorry.”
 
   “Okay, better to keep your distance.” I stared at Clifford, thinking that Davey might eat him or I might get eaten by him. Fun times. Davey moved aside so I could put pressure on the neck wound. 
 
   “Who did this, Kaidlyn?” Davey said, wiping his hands on his pants.
 
   “It's more a question of how many than whom,” I said.
 
   “Why drop him here?”
 
   “I have no idea, Davey.”
 
   “I don't think he's breathing.” 
 
   I looked: no movement. We waited eagerly, guts aflutter and air hard in our throats. This wasn't supposed to happen. Clifford's chest rose slightly, the breath rattled through him and then stopped. We waited for it to start again. It didn't. I pet the only portion of him that didn't have an open wound; a patch of fur near his armpit. My hand came away with an invisible but gritty coating. Mutt dust. He began reverting to flesh.
 
   “No, no, no,” I pled. “Clifford, don't you dare! He's backing down. I don't know if he can handle the shock in his human skin.”
 
   “What do we do?”
 
   “I'll line up some of these open fractures. The pain might stop his change. Grab the two-by-fours leftover from your studio renovation.” 
 
   I turned my attention on Clifford and the fact that I needed to prod an injured, contagious animal. Not smart. I put on my newest flak vest, which fit almost too tight for my frantic breaths, and pulled my old leather riding jacket from the closet to add additional protection for my arms. Unfortunately, most animal injuries were to the face and hands: not a useful thing to remember at such a time.
 
   Davey returned with the scrap wood. 
 
   “Go ask Rainer for adrenaline shots. Don't tell him who they're for unless you have to. If we're lucky, the shots will induce shedding and keep Clifford furry. Feel free to use the Kovak light.”
 
   I grabbed my old flak vest and a roll of duct tape, then collected a few bottles of clean water. I set the items down and got on my knees to work. The worst part was that I'd need both hands, which meant not having a gun to back me up.
 
   “Clifford?” 
 
   He didn't respond, so I took a deep breath and touched him. His fur was lukewarm and wet. It disintegrated under my hand. The broken bone had torn through flesh and muscle in several places. Soft tissue was jacked. Flaps of errant muscle resembled a crude pile of worms.
 
   “Don't bite me,” I threatened the unconscious mutt. I arranged planks on both sides of his massive foreleg, and touched the bone with my finger. The ragged, hemorrhaging marrow felt like greasy frosting. He didn’t notice my finger, since the inside of the bone didn’t have nerves in it. Gagging, I stacked my hands together and laid them flat on the bone and shoved. The huge bone slid back into a briar patch of flesh. 
 
   The wolf roared and tried to get up. His gigantic skull cracked against my shoulder, tossing me back. He thrashed for his footing, but too many bones were broken. When he wore himself out (which didn’t take long, considering) I approached him again.
 
   I put my palm over the wet, gelatinous meat and pushed the bone back inside. Clifford's body trembled with seizures or death twitches. A sound rose from deep in his lungs, and his chest heaved. I ran my fingers along his limb, pushing this way and that, trusting feel rather than sight. Certain I couldn’t do any better, I duct-taped the wooden planks on all sides of his mangled leg and duct-taped the crap out of it.
 
   After his legs were set, I pushed on his intestines. The springy, membranous texture made my gut swirl. I gagged. Take a breath and do it. The air thickened with all the smells coming from the body, so I held my breath. I applied the rest of the duct tape across the split in his gut, trying to keep the insides inside. Bile rose. I rushed away from Clifford to vomit unceremoniously into the sink. I ran cold water over my hands until they were clean enough to cup water over my face.
 
   I turned back to the body: duct tape, gaping wounds, and matted bloody fur. 
 
   Jesus.
 
   “That's some medieval shit, buddy.” 
 
   I wasn't done. I pushed the ribs down, trying to make them into a familiar shape. His muscles trembled deep under his fur. As I pushed on the last protruding rib, Clifford jerked. His head came around, and his teeth latched onto my forearm. The sight of his maw on my limb startled me before I realized I felt pain. I stopped dead still, waiting, calculating how long it would take to my gun versus how long before his teeth worked through the jacket. Lucky for me, someone had knocked out his canines. He whined in the back of his throat, lips twitching like he would growl but didn't have the air for it.
 
   “Hi, Clifford,” I said, as if we were about to discuss the morning weather. The free-range eyeball bounced and swung disturbingly. He released my arm and his head thunked to the floor, where he concentrated on breathing. I really should do something about that eye. “We have to restore your ocular cavity to some sort of shape. I'm gonna try something, and it will hurt.”
 
   I washed my hands in the sink and searched through the silverware drawer for a serving spoon. I crouched by Clifford and straddled his head. He was huge. His mutt skull barely squeezed between my thighs, and I had no hope of pinning him down. Except, of course, that he lingered on the brink of death. 
 
   His eye dangled near crushed facial bones and swollen flesh. 
 
   Dirty work, but someone has to do it. 
 
   I put the back of the serving spoon against his ocular cavity, pushing the mess aside enough to create space for the eye. At least the optical nerve hadn't been severed. With my fingers, I scooped the eye back into the socket. He huffed, whined, and smeared snot and bloody froth on the floor. 
 
   I had thought it would be easier to look at him with the eye back in place, but it was worse. Those brown eyes belonged to my friend, and I manhandled his insides in a way no one ever should. I ran to the sink in case I puked again. I didn't. The moment passed. I threw the serving spoon in the garbage because I sure as hell wasn't going to eat anything it touched. 
 
   I returned to Clifford. His eyes were closed, but he breathed. Slight improvements, but I was grateful. I sighed. 
 
   Soon he'd need food to fuel his recovery. I searched the fridge for the leftover ham, dumping it onto a platter. I set the food by his head and poured him a bowl of water. As if he was a goddamn pet. Christ. I plopped down on the linoleum to monitor his breathing. The wound on his throat stopped bleeding and struggled to stitch itself back together. 
 
   “Clifford?” 
 
   He didn't stir.
 
   Someone had dumped him in my front yard like trash. I couldn't decide if it was a threat or a setup. No. This was an act of terrorism. They wanted to scare me by brutalizing someone I cared about. Clearly, I didn't have the ability to protect everyone from all the crazies with an agenda. I was horribly outnumbered and far too busy. 
 
   Clifford might die on my linoleum. Goddamn it. This shouldn't have happened. I sat in blood and worried he might die and I’d never get to the bottom of it.
 
   Davey ran into the house with a fistful of syringes. “Rainer didn't ask why, he simply gave these. Will they be enough?”
 
   “I hope so. We'll keep a vigil, taking alternative shifts. I don’t care how much adrenaline we use, Clifford can’t shed down.” 
 
   “Kaid, Rainer wouldn’t tell me who did this. Maybe he didn’t see anything or maybe he’s protecting someone. It gets worse. Clifford’s dojo is on fire. The fire department is trying to hose it down, but there's not much left but a few beams and cinders.”
 
   I gasped like a girl. “He loves that place!” I stared at the unconscious mutt. He would be heartbroken. Presuming, of course, his heart wasn't literally broken. Each breath carried light moans of pain.
 
   “K-Kaid,” Davey said. “Y-you've got blood, like, all over yourself.”
 
   Red coated my hands, soaked deep into my pants and pajamas. Clifford's strain scoured my skin, and the contaminant was still warm. I clenched my teeth and tried to recall if I had any cuts or scrapes that the disease could slip into. 
 
   Logically, the damage was already done. I was either contaminated or I wasn't. Even so, the occasion warranted a shower. “I'm going to shower,” I said. “Make sure Clifford stays in his fur.”
 
   While showering, all I could think about was the dojo. It was one thing to give a man the walloping of his life, another thing entirely to destroy his heart and soul. Someone really had it in for Clifford, and giving me a message may have been an afterthought. I told myself not to take it personally. 
 
   Yeah, right. 
 
   I dressed, brushed my hair, and went to see what the progress was. 
 
   Clifford remained a gigantic wolf. Unconscious, looking like vulture-chow.
 
   Davey said, “He almost came completely back to flesh before the adrenaline kicked in. He did say something though.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Iago.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 31                            
 
    
 
   I woke slouched in a kitchen chair while Davey pressed a convulsing mutt down onto the floor. Spots of skin appeared under its red fur, ribs popped up through shrinking flesh, and the snout receded before my eyes. Clifford’s lungs heaved with irregular, hard breaths too large for his airway. He retched and wheezed sick, dying sounds. His body disintegrated as his mutt magic abandoned the fight against shock. Davey stabbed him with a syringe of adrenaline.
 
   Clifford's ribs jolted up and down like a Clydesdale was stomping on him, and then the mutt roared. Brilliant new fur pushed through his skin with a puff of clay. He heaved, eyes rolling. His improvement was so promising that I didn't mention the L-pos drool slipping from his mouth or the puddle of urine on the floor. Davey sat back on his haunches, allowed the empty needle to drop from his hand, and heaved a sigh of relief.
 
   “Crazy night,” Davey said.
 
   “You can say that again.”
 
   “Iago again?” 
 
   “Believe me, I'll get him.” My promise made us all feel better. “Coffee?”
 
   He nodded. I stood up to make the pot, but Davey fell asleep on the couch before the coffee brewed. 
 
   Clifford remained mutt-face down on my floor, but I was tired of staring at him and doing nothing. I poured myself a cup of coffee, turned off the pot, and grabbed a couple of extra silver-loaded magazines on my way out the door. Climbing into my beautiful truck soothed me like a motherly hug and a mug of hot cocoa. My guns sat reassuringly, and I’d doubled down on Ag rounds. 
 
   How did I fall so far into a bunch of crap? It started with one mutt, one crazy she-wolf strolled into my house and tipped the dominoes. One brief moment when I didn't follow the rules and landed waist-deep in a world I couldn’t escape, where mutts deposited brutalized mutts on my doorstep. 
 
   I turned the key in the ignition and backed out of the garage. Blasting the music and singing along with Tom Araya, I felt alert and almost happy. I could fix this. I could put a bullet in the right wolf at the right time and kill half the stress in my life. 
 
   I drove to the dojo. It was, most definitely, burned to the ground. I circled the building to see if I could spot any lurkers, then parked the truck in front. Waited to see if anyone had something to say about me loitering around. Mostly, I tried to think. 
 
   Not too long ago, Iago attempted to kill me. Twice. Now he played around, leaving body parts and threats, taking his time. What changed? How had I gone from being his number one threat to an idle tease? 
 
   He took hostages, making an example by leaving only one vic at a time. He found someone to contaminate large numbers of people with a quick-moving strain. 
 
   He was building an army. 
 
   Svetlana obsessed over vampire business, yet Iago didn’t make a move. Why not? Surely he had the numbers by now. Unless he had a bigger end game than a battle of attrition. Iago had something up his nasty, sociopath sleeve. 
 
   If only I was smart enough to discover his trick before it killed me. 
 
   I left the truck to stretch my legs, cautiously approaching the charred building. It stunk with a smoke-and-entrails kind of stink. Bloodstains on the pavement, a few chips of meat left drying in the hot sun. Smears left by footfalls, dragged bodies, splatters and circles and so many mutt-prints that I felt dizzy. Judging from the distance of blood trails, the nearby torn-up sod, and cracked asphalt, Clifford had put up quite a fight. 
 
   I followed the tracks around back. A whole herd of mutts with feet the size of bowling balls should be easy to follow. Hell, the trail could lead me to their lair. That hope died when I saw the tire tracks. The mutts had loaded up into a big vehicle, probably a sixteen wheeler or trailer. 
 
   I called Yoshino. “Can you track a large vehicle that might have left Crone’s Crater last night during the fire?”
 
   “Sure, I’ll get right back with you.” 
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   I hung up and turned around. I could see my silver truck through the ragged skeleton of the burned dojo. Couldn’t help but feel it was my fault. The sun beamed down on me with full summer heat, stamping my skin with sweat. I slipped sunglasses onto my face and stared at the lot. Felt like I was forgetting something. 
 
   Wandering around to the front, I leaned against my truck and stared at the road. If I needed to hide an army, which direction would I go? Out of town? Heading away from the cameras would put them in heavy drone territory, victim to fly-by scanning. They’d have to go really far out.
 
   Yoshino returned my call. “The nearest functioning camera is at the highway overpass. I’ve got an ice cream truck, a moving van, and a sixteen wheeler hitting the junction within half an hour of the fire.”
 
   “Can you track all three?” 
 
   “Sure, to a point. Looks like the ice cream truck leaves the city on the eastbound, though, while the sixteen wheeler heads westbound. Any idea which we’re most interested in?” 
 
   “Both. Where does the moving van go?” 
 
   “Back to the rental lot. Problem is, both of the other vehicles leave city limits, and I haven’t found a place where they reenter surveillance points. As far as I know, those trucks are not in Phoenix.”
 
   “Thanks. Let me know if they pop up.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   We ended the call. I turned the phone in my hand, worrying the buttons, nibbling on my lip. I didn’t want to make the call, but I was mad enough to ignore my pride. 
 
   I called Erik. “Clifford is at my house.”
 
   “Why?” he said. “What’s he doing there? How do you know him?”
 
   “Iago and his crew did a number on him. A real gangland beat down.”
 
   “That sucks.”
 
   “Yeah, it does. Plan on doing anything about it?” 
 
   “If Clifford had joined me, I'd be all over that, but Iago and I have a spoken agreement that we don't interfere with the recruitment of lone mutts. Shit happens.”
 
   “The problem isn’t going away. He dropped Clifford on my doorstep.”
 
   “You aren't in my kennel either.” 
 
   “Tell me how to find him.”
 
   “Then you'll get yourself killed and the Russians will take it out on me. You shouldn't be out on some vendetta, and I'm not going to help you. We have other things to worry about.”
 
   “Damn you,” I said. “Remember the tantrum you threw over my supposed lack of loyalty?” 
 
   “Tantrum away to your heart's content. If you were one of my mutts it would be my concern, but you're not, so it isn't. This here is your problem.”
 
   “Erik? Fuck you.”
 
   He hung up and I cursed like a renegade pirate.
 
   I put the phone in my pocket. Movement at the corner of the decimated building caught my attention. My hand found my sidearm before I processed the sight of a small creature, curled up and hugging herself: Nancy. Her shorn head and sticklike body made her look like a boy. She still wore the shirt I had given her. I scoured the area for Touchdown but didn’t see him. She came alone. With her knobby knees tucked under her chin, she looked pathetic and miserable.
 
   Like a deer in headlights, I watched her. She watched me. Finally, I pushed my sunglasses higher onto my nose and glanced around. Chances were she’d be fine on her own. Street kids were tougher than nails. Maybe she didn’t need my help.
 
   I kicked the dirt with my boot. Sweat soaked my sports bra, and indecision made my heartbeat writhe. “Wanna come with me?” 
 
   She didn’t move for a long, quiet moment. I sure as hell wasn’t going to beg, but I did open the passenger side door. She stood and started over, walking at first, gaining momentum until she nearly ran. I helped her into my towering truck, secured her seatbelt, and closed the door. No idea what to do with her then. 
 
   I got in and we drove toward my house. I mean, seriously, what choice did I have? Besides, she might be a witness. I chuckled, but even to me it sounded empty and pathetic. What an idiot I was. 
 
   We drove in silence while she strained to look out the window. She was too small for the seatbelt, and chances were an airbag would squish her, so I drove slower. When we reached my suburb, I parked at Zelda’s house. Certainly couldn’t take Nancy into my place; Clifford might get it in his mind to eat her. 
 
   I helped her out of the truck. Her dark eyes bounced around and took in Zelda’s fairytale cottage with a wild garden, climbing ivy, glorious blooms, and flock of cats. With her feet on the ground, Nancy was reluctant to let go of my hand, and I didn’t fight it. I led her to the porch where the evil tabby cat swiped at my head. I resisted punching the furry bastard in the face and knocked. 
 
   “It’s open,” Zelda called. 
 
   “What did I say about locking your doors?” 
 
   “Darling, you should know by now how hopeless this argument is.” She came from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a floury apron. “Oh, and who is this?”
 
   “This young lady is Nancy.”
 
   “Hello, Nancy. Do you like cookies?”
 
   Nancy didn’t answer. 
 
   “Maybe you can help me,” Zelda said. “I made far too many cookies this morning. See, I tried to perfect a recipe, and I kept adding this and that. Ginger. Cinnamon. Honey. Almonds. Soon I had piles of cookies and no one to eat them.”
 
   “Well, I like cookies,” I said, heading toward the kitchen. Nancy could have released my hand, but she didn’t. Soon we were both seated at Zelda’s counter. 
 
   “What are you two young ladies up to today?” Zelda poured three glasses of milk and set mounds of cookies in front of us. My mouth watered while I chose an almond-chocolate chip concoction.
 
   “Nancy and I had a rough night. I figured I could call Vanessa, Andreas’ girlfriend? She works with child services and might be able to help Nancy get adopted.” Zelda and I looked at Nancy. The girl was a mess, and orphans were a dime a dozen. Her chances were slim. “She may need someplace to stay for a while.” 
 
   “We can swing that, provided Nancy has an open mind. You aren’t afraid of witches, are you, Nancy?” 
 
   The girl’s eyes grew as big as the cookie in her hand. 
 
   Zelda chuckled. “We’re harmless, mostly. I’ll give Marigold a call and see if she can spare a cot for a few nights. You remember Marigold, don’t you, Kaidlyn?”
 
   “Sure.” I scrambled my memory bank. Zelda wasn’t fooled. 
 
   “Nancy, Marigold is a nice young witch and a great dancer. In fact, Kaidlyn and Marigold danced together quite a bit during the Sabbat. Do you know what a sabbat is?”
 
   While Zelda explained, I blushed. Marigold and I had shared more than a dance, but the young lady had grown squeamish when she saw my scars and learned how awkward I became without tequila. 
 
   My elderly neighbor charmed our visitor into another stack of cookies and a relatively relaxed state, while I tried like heck not to bewail my complicated life. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 32
 
    
 
   A decrepit green truck pulled into my driveway. “Watch Nancy, would you?” I said, quickly leaving Zelda’s kitchen and crossing the yard. Two of Erik’s mutts stepped out into the sunshine. Marc’s vivid pink shirt said Security, so I figured he had come from work. 
 
   “Christ,” Peavey said, eying me up and down. “Have enough guns?
 
   “No, actually. Why are you here? Why not call first?” 
 
   “We're here to help with the heavy lifting.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Rainer said you've got a recovering mutt in the house and you need supplies. Wouldn't say who or what happened, but he sent us with a few sides of beef.”
 
   “I didn't ask him to. And I don't have that kind of freezer space. Am I supposed to keep a dead cow in my closet?”
 
   “That's why he sent a freezer chest.” Peavey opened the tailgate, reached with one hand to snag the freezer, and dragged it across the truck bed. I punched his arm. “Ow!” he said, fake-complaining the way men only did when women hit them. Punch him in the face with a wrecking ball and he'd take it; a girl touches him and he whines like a baby.
 
   “At least pretend not to have superhuman strength. My other neighbor is a lawyer who found God and occasionally sets burning crosses in my yard.”
 
   “Where to, lady?” Peavey said.
 
   “You can put the freezer in the garage.”
 
   Marc took one end of the freezer and helped Peavey carry it inside. He stared at me and I recognized his we-gotta-talk face.
 
   “Want some coffee?” I said. As if on cue, Davey came out with three mugs, reminding me the walls were thin and mutts had great hearing. Marc accepted the coffee, sniffed it, and ventured a sip. Stalling. “What?”
 
   “Erik and Svetlana nearly came to a diplomatic arrangement, and suddenly she's dragging her feet. She’s taking her time, which is totally suspicious considering her pushy entrance. Now that everything is going smoothly, it’s like she doesn't care. According to Rainer, Svetlana was set to leave the country last month, but she canceled her flights.”
 
   “Okay. And?”
 
   “If there's anything you can do, you know. I want you to keep her here.”
 
   “How am I supposed to manage that? Her boy, Alden, can out-maneuver any tech we'd try to block them with, and the FBHS shouldn't know she exists. If I wanted to arrest her for something, I wouldn't have to look too hard, but I'd rather not sic the bureau on her.” 
 
   With the aftermath of FBHS raids fresh in my head, my imagination had no trouble providing pictures of dead children. The idea made the coffee go sour in my troubled stomach. 
 
   “I wasn't referring to your connection with the bureau. Svetlana is way out of their league. I meant personally. If there was anything you could do...personally.” 
 
   “Marc, I haven't a clue what you're talking about. Here's a novel idea: talk to her yourself.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said in a thanks-for-nothing tone. He set the coffee cup on the rail. He met my eyes, and his gaze held a storm of accusation and disappointment.
 
   “What do you expect from me?” I snapped. “What's this about, Marc?”
 
   He pushed his hands deep into his pockets. He was gorgeous, a height and grace that mingled perfectly with the strength of his structure, the roundness of his shoulders and skull. Sometimes he looked at me as if I was the biggest problem in his life. 
 
   “We have the potential to change the world, Kaid. I hope you realize that.”
 
   He walked away, leaving me to think about possible revolution.
 
   Before they loaded into the truck and pulled out of the yard, Zelda's door opened. She made her way across the yard with a pan in her hands, hoping to meet the guys, but they escaped with a simple wave and drove down the street. Zelda recovered and walked over to me, the long linen on her floral dress gliding over the gravel in my yard.
 
   “Lots of activity around here. Now, take these cookies. I figure Nancy and I will head into the city and do some shopping.”
 
   “Okay. Be careful. She doesn’t seem like she’ll appreciate crowds.”
 
   “I hear you, dear. Is everyone okay?”
 
   “There have been a few hiccups in that department.”
 
   “Thought so. Oh, and I have something for you. Beside cookies, I also whipped up some Kyoto powder. Now, it's a little off my beaten path. See, it comes from a hoodoo recipe but proves to be as effective as many healing powders I've tried.”
 
   “A hoodoo remedy called Kyoto powder? A name like that, I'd have expected it to be Japanese. What's in it?”
 
   “Clove buds, vanilla beans, blossoms, a few miscellaneous things, and a dash of myrrh because I like to put that in all my healing remedies. Brush it on the forehead of whoever is hurt, pack it in the wounds, and sprinkle it around the bed.” She dropped a leather satchel into my hand and kissed my cheek. 
 
   I felt overwhelmed. With mutts bringing meat and Zelda offering potions, I an astonishing sense of community smacked me in the face. For the first time, the idea of a kennel didn’t terrify me. Davey came out onto the porch, freshly showered.
 
   “What's going on?”
 
   “Marc asked me to investigate what’s going on at the Russian house, and why peace talks have died out.”
 
   Davey spun on his heel. “I have to change my clothes.” My eye started twitching. I snatched him before he could get away. He pulled against my hand, but not hard enough for me to let him go. 
 
   “What do you know,” I said.
 
   “Svetlana is pissed at Peter. She threatened to throw him out of the house, but she changed her mind. Which is rare, I guess, for her not to follow through on a threat. Everyone thinks she’s taking too long to recover from the wounds, but if you ask me, she’s fine. She’s…moping, or something. Like, the other day, someone boxed in the car she wanted to drive, and so she moved the other vehicle. With her bare hands. Flipped it over and dragged it out of the way. So I’d say she’s fine, physically. She’s simply perturbed and easily provoked.” 
 
   “Perturbed,” I repeated. When a wolf as violent and tyrannical as Svetlana felt irritated, she left bodies in her wake. “What did Peter do?”
 
   Davey blushed all the way to the roots of his hair, a giant flag of guilt.
 
   “Did they hurt you? Davey! You need to make this situation clear before I decide to do something rash.” 
 
   “God, Kaidlyn,” he whined.
 
   “Pardon me while I grab more silver rounds.”
 
   “Christ. Wait. I don’t know when it happened, but Peter abdicated his throne. He gave up his rights to Germany without so much as a fight or a resignation letter. Told Svetlana he quit so he could focus on issues at the house.” 
 
   “Issues at the house? You mean, he quit so he could be with you.”
 
   “He passed up a throne for me. How am I supposed to respond to that? I didn’t ask for it, that’s for sure. Hell, I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing with myself, and he’s making monumental sacrifices—these huge decisions—without talking to me first.”              
 
   I pulled on his arm. “Sit down.” He did, and I folded my hands in my lap. “Peter is a big boy. He can make his own decisions. And Svetlana loves you both, so it will be okay.”
 
   “Yeah, she loves him. Doesn’t mean she won’t kill him if he pisses her off.” 
 
   I knew that to be the truth. “Even if Peter makes those choices, it doesn’t mean you owe him anything. Nothing you don’t want to give, anyway.”
 
   “It may be possible that Peter loves me. Like, really truly.” Wham, right to the heart of it. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
   “I guess you do what feels right.”
 
   “Okay, yes, but there’s Svetlana and Erik and Iago and all these absurd politics. Life was complicated before, but now…”
 
   “Complicated things can work.” 
 
   I didn’t know anyone less unqualified to give love advice, and Davey happened to fall in love at an inopportune time with an inconvenient person. Peter was a strong mutt with a mountain of global responsibilities. Not to mention, the church persecuted homosexuality as much as witchcraft and people occasionally died over the issue. The romance was a bomb waiting to detonate. Frustrated, I promised myself I wouldn't scream. 
 
   “How does Peter make you feel?” I said.
 
   “Well, he makes me feel strong. Which is weird, because he is way stronger than me. When people find out about my violent history, they either feel pity, like oh, poor baby, or they act like I'm unclean. Peter says, okay, want something to eat? He accepts me. I feel like I can identify with someone on a level that’s been previous unattainable. And it isn't because we both have such shitty past; it's the way he is.”
 
   He loved Peter with his whole beautiful, selfless, innocent heart.
 
   “And yet?”
 
   “What if I’m reading too much into it? I mean, it’s not like I’m an expert. I don't know what he wants from me, or if he truly wants me at all. What if he’s a really good actor? Do you think Svetlana ever encouraged him to be friendly?”
 
   “I don't see Peter as the type to fake affection. Even if Svetlana asked him to have, y’know, whatever with you, he wouldn't enjoy your presence so much. I’ve seen how Peter looks at you. He flat out loves you, dude.”
 
   A blush crept into Davey’s cheeks, but he didn’t look pleased for long. We had the same fear. What would Svetlana do about all this? Peter was her right-hand mutt, and he planned to abandon her carefully orchestrated revolution.
 
   The breakup could turn bloody.
 
   I patted Davey’s hand and smiled like everything would be okay, hoping he wouldn't realize how full of shit I was. “Be careful, yet follow your heart. And if he does anything, anything, to endanger your well-being, you'll never see him again.”
 
   Because I'll kill him.
 
   Davey went to dress. Before my head stopped spinning, a van pulled up with a big, dark, handsome man behind the wheel. Speak of the devil. I stared at him. Glared, more accurately, but I couldn't help it. My pulse raced. My heart goose-stepped around in my chest. All I saw was a strange mutt slapping a great big target on Davey's heart. Peter may have sensed my animosity because he didn't get out of the vehicle. Instead, he waited for me to come to him. I had a lot of crap to say, but I decided not to say any of it.
 
   Mostly because I was the biggest hypocrite, wondering if Svetlana had come with him. Was she here? Would I get to see her caramel eyes and smell her skin? I opened my mouth with a dozen questions and no logic—
 
   Tatka popped out of the van. Her blond hair bobbed in a ponytail and her sweatpants were stained with grease. Her tank top bore signs of rust, or blood, and grass stains. She carried a tool chest and approached the house like she was invited. 
 
   I stood in her way. “What are you doing?” 
 
   “Want him fixed or not?” Her Russian accent proved hard, heavy, and mean. My gaze dropped to the tool box. 
 
   “What exactly are planning?”
 
   She rolled her eyes and went around me. 
 
   Davey came out of the house, dressed in a clean pair of black jeans and a matching black shirt. A smile took Peter’s eyes hostage. I gave up, took the hoodoo powder and the cookies, and went inside. 
 
   Tatka walked around the red mutt on the tile. Her bare feet added dirt to the dried blood. She poked him with her toe, but he didn’t move. Ah, crap. Had he died while I wasn’t looking? Worry knifed my stomach.
 
   Clifford lifted his wolf head and stared at me. His eyes blinked, presumably working, and he directed his glare at Tatka. I sighed a big breath of relief and said, “Hey, buddy,” all warm and welcome, before I paused to consider how hungry he might be and that he might want to eat me. The duct tape holding him together was matted and repulsive, and the wounds were puckered and inflamed. Was he taking too long to heal? How much time did he need? Why was everything so subjective and mystical?
 
   The kitchen door crept open as Davey came in. “Peter brought a big freezer chest, which we’re setting up in the garage next to the one Rainer sent and adding a few racks of meat for Clifford.”
 
   “Oh,” I said. “Well, I guess chunks of raw meat fixes everything.”
 
   “Meat helps.” Tatka had yet to touch the wolf who needed doctoring.
 
   “Are you going to get on with it?” 
 
   “Getting to know each other takes time.” The brat sniffed and huffed. Clifford’s nostrils fluttered and his breathing hitched. Paws twitched like a dog chasing an animal in its dream. He wanted to get up but couldn’t. She crouched alongside, not staring him directly in the eyes, setting her toolbox on the ground and making preparations. His snout sauntered closer, huffing as he sought to smell her bare, dirty feet. Weird introduction, but then, at least he wasn’t trying to sniff her backside. 
 
   Tatka’s toolbox held a medieval torture arsenal with wrenches to boot. 
 
   “Uh, no—” I began. She shushed me with Russian noises. 
 
   “Fluid in his lungs,” she said. “No good.”
 
   Faster than a blink, she produced a long metal tube and rammed it, without ceremony, through Clifford’s torso.
 
   “Holy popsicle sticks!” I shrieked. Impaled, Clifford found the energy to thrash. Fluid oozed through the tube, looking red and yellow, infectious and bloody. The stench was foul, turning my stomach. “I don’t know how much of this I can take.”
 
   “It is not for you to take,” Tatka said, pulling out a power drill.
 
   “Oh, hell no.” 
 
   Vadik came in, wearing a serious look on his face. He pushed up his sleeves, winked at me, and went to hold Clifford down. I escaped into the garage. Peter and Davey loaded chunks of wrapped meat into a newly-established freezer. The sparkle in Davey’s eyes made me sick to my already nauseated stomach. 
 
   I interrupted their sweet nothings. “Does Tatka know what she’s doing?” 
 
   “More than most,” Peter said. His long black hair sat in a ponytail at the back of his neck, and the shadow on his jaw was as dark and sexy as the rest of him. 
 
   “Svetlana probably knows more,” I argued. Why couldn’t she be here? Was she avoiding me? “Why didn’t she come?” 
 
   “This is not her wolf,” he said. “She pledged neutrality throughout all local skirmishes. We’re already toeing the line.” 
 
   “I hate politics.”
 
   He smiled. Whirring commenced from inside the house and I shuddered. Peter wiped his hands on his jeans, leaving pink streaks of animal fluid, then he reached past Davey and retrieved a bottle of amazingly good scotch from a grocery bag. He twisted the cap and offered me the first swig. I was tempted to drain the entire bottle. 
 
   “Thanks, but no,” I said, battling an urge too strong for my own good. I shouldn’t indulge in anything hard enough to make me sloppy or relaxed. Especially with a house full of infectious monsters operating on a contagious, doomed victim whose heart had nearly been removed by a pack of feral, rival mutts. Ah, hell. I took the bottle before he bothered to give me a second chance. Scotch hit my tongue. It burned so good. 
 
   “Would it be rude to ask how she was dealing with everything?” I said.
 
   “Yes.” He shrugged. “She is the strongest wolf I know.” 
 
   “I’d like to talk to her.”
 
   “Have you tried calling her on the phone?”
 
   Guilty. I hadn’t reached out until Clifford was dying on my doorstep. The woman scared me, and not only because she was a fearsome, fearless monster. My trepidation had more to do with her pure voice, her sure grip, and the molten caramel gaze. I had told Davey to go with what feels right. What a class A hypocrite I was! I sipped the scotch. 
 
   “We almost had Iago,” Peter said. “Then we lost him.”
 
   “Lost? Aren’t you like bloodhounds or something?”
 
   “He tucked in somewhere. We’re trying to flush him out inconspicuously.”
 
   “Hell, do it conspicuously. I don’t care! How is this guy evading two kennels of the most intimidating, powerful wolves in Phoenix? Yet no one wants me to help kill him, when clearly I’m better suited for the job. What the heck?”
 
   “Kaid—”
 
   “One of his lackeys attacked us outside of our friend’s dojo. Twice now, Davey could have become Iago’s collateral damage. Why the hell aren’t you doing something?”
 
   “Kaidlyn,” Davey said.
 
   “Don’t interrupt me when I’m ranting. Someone needs to end that homicidal lunatic, and no one will help me. This big shiny knight here isn’t getting it done. Peter, you might invest a teensy bit more energy in protecting your lover.”
 
   Davey paled, Peter reddened, and I expected to start shooting. The sound of a power drill whirring in my kitchen didn’t help. Peter’s lips twisted like he wanted to talk, but his rage and teeth had grown too big.
 
   “Peter, you should totally be on my side. This has gone on too long. Iago needs to die. Now. How are we going to fix this?”
 
   He cleared his throat. “We don’t know where he is, Kaid. We’ll kill him when we do.” He looped his arm around Davey, kissed his temple, and said, “Maybe Davey should stay at the house until this is over.”
 
   “Ah, hell no. There’s no evidence you can keep him safer than I can. How many wolves do you have over there? Huh? And yet they can’t track down one mutt in this godforsaken city? No. Handle it, Peter, and I’ll feel better about letting Davey staying over. Until then, I’m not letting him out of my sight.” 
 
   “Remember I’m eighteen and can think for myself,” Davey said.
 
   “Think about how you’re going to encourage Peter’s kennel to handle their business before I have to do something drastic.” I pointed at the kitchen. “Do you know what they did to him?”
 
   “I can smell the damage.” Peter’s face sported three shades of red: rage, frustration, and shame.
 
   “That could have been Davey. How does that make you feel?” 
 
   “Woman, you’re testing my—”
 
   “I don’t give a crap, Peter. Man up, as they say. You’re the bloody king of Germany, and you’re letting a thug terrorize your lover’s home. Think on that. I remember everyone telling me to stay out of it, that you’d handle it. Doesn’t look handled to me.” 
 
   “It’s not your business, Kaidlyn.” 
 
   My head roared with white noise.
 
   Peter stood six inches taller than my six feet, and I wanted to punch him. Mostly because he had inside info and was holding out. Also, because he saw her every day. He had so much love from and for others. Me, I was still scraping an inch of self-loathing off my heart to see if anything underneath survived.
 
   Oh, the drama. Being a bitch wasn’t getting me anywhere. 
 
   I handed him the scotch, and he swigged it. 
 
   “That’s my friend, Clifford, being operated on by a teenage carpenter. He helped Davey and I, even gave me an alibi when law enforcement questioned him. He also disposed of a body, the assailant who tried to kill me and steal Davey for Iago’s gang. You owe that man, Peter. Owe him more than a chunk of meat, that’s for sure.”
 
   “You’ve made your point,” Peter said. “Now it’s time for you to back off.” 
 
   Probably. 
 
   Tatka and Vadik left the house. Vadik tossed an air kiss in my direction, and they loaded into the van. 
 
   “Peter—”
 
   The big German lug stared at me. “Iago is frantic. He’s scraping the gutters and only finding broken wolves, and he knows it. Let him build a herd of mad dogs. Svetka’s army of children will decimate and embarrass him. He won’t come out of hiding, especially because he knows Svetlana is a solid match for him. Wait until he’s cocky and comfortable, and he’ll reveal himself.” 
 
   Peter produced keys, kissed Davey on the cheek, nodded at me, and then left.
 
   Wait? Patience wasn’t my strong suit. I went inside. Clifford lay prone.
 
   And why the hell was I holding a hoodoo sack?
 
   “I'm supposed to put some of this powder on your forehead and such.”
 
   I swear the wolf rolled his eyes.
 
   “Yeah, silly, huh?” I set the powder as directed. All in all, I'm not sure it did anything. Desperation, not hope, led me down this nutso, pagan path. 
 
   I was out of options. None left. No one would help me. The worst part was the thought ticking around my brain, the thing I was going to do in order to fix this.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 33
 
    
 
   I called Yoshino to get the highly private number. Just looking at the digits scrawled in my stressed penmanship nearly gave me the runs. 
 
   I counted breaths to avoid hyperventilating and dialed, shoving the phone hard against my ear to stop myself from hanging up. 
 
   “Mullen,” he said. 
 
   I cleared my throat. “Hi. It’s Durant.”
 
   “I know who it is.”
 
   Of course, he did. 
 
   “Are you going to talk, or should I speculate on what you’re wearing,” he said. I could hear his serpent satisfaction and imagined him smiling.
 
   The idea would put me off my feed.
 
   “I might need your help,” I said. 
 
   So this is what it feels like to sell one’s soul. 
 
   His rich, deep chuckle was deceptively warm. He took real pleasure in my statement, and I had to clench my flapping heart into a ball and carry on.
 
   “I need help finding someone who doesn’t want to be found. All the other avenues have dried up.” 
 
   “Yes, I imagine I’m the last resource on your long, questionable list of contacts. Why do you think I can help?”
 
   “The creature I’m hunting is dangerous, your caliber of dangerous. Since you handle all the high-risk potentials and professional psychos, I figured you might have an angle I haven’t yet considered.”
 
   He exhaled, and I pictured him smoking, eyes digging into the distance, a smile creeping along his vicious lips. “You’re after the ones who keep leaving women parts with your name on them.”
 
   “Bingo.” A spark of hope flickered. “Are you working the case?”
 
   “No, but I find it interesting.” 
 
   Yuck. I bet he did. “Any insight to share?”
 
   “We’re hunting for a team of fifteen to twenty guys. At least a few of them have been trained enough to bag game and discretely relocate it.”
 
   The ‘game’ he referenced was human beings, so I kept my mouth shut.
 
   “You’re under the impression these are mutts,” he asked. I could tell it was a question because of the following pause, not because of his tone.
 
   “Aren’t they?”
 
   “Presumably, but not necessarily.”
 
   “Contaminated witnesses were left at each site.”
 
   “Sure. Doesn’t prove anything though. I traced one of the groups, and the trail led me to the old municipal airport in Scottsdale. No one flies from there anymore. Abandoned hangars are lovely places for a bunch of felons to hide.”
 
   I sat up straight, excited. “You found them?”
 
   “What was left of them. Most of the bad guys were gone, but a few bodies remained. The corpses showed evidence of animal mauling, but not by mutts.”
 
   “What kind of animal?”
 
   “I can hear you getting excited,” he said. “Breathy. Are you flushing? Touch your cheeks. Tell me if they’re warm.”
 
   “Fuck yourself, Mullen.”
 
   He chuckled, completely unfazed. “Vampires, Agent Durant. That’s what kind of animal. At least two, judging from imprints left on the victims.”
 
   “Are you sure you know what a vampire bite looks like?”
 
   “You called me for a reason, and it isn’t because I’m a rookie.”
 
   “Vampires and mutts hate each other,” I said. “Why would they team up?”
 
   “Good question, isn’t it.” 
 
   “Jesus.” Sweat tickled my neck. “Were you able to learn where they went?”
 
   “No.” A hint of irritation tinted his voice. The great hunter was perturbed. “Is there anything you care to add that might expedite the conclusion of this issue?”
 
   I considered giving him names, dates, and suspicions. I stood there, knowing he could take what I knew and find Iago faster, but at what cost? He’d find Clifford, Svetlana, and Erik. Possibly Rainer and the whole network. And he’d take it upon himself to kill them all. Maybe even Davey. So I said, “Gosh, can’t think of anything.” 
 
   “If I were you, Durant—by which I mean, if I was a woman in your shoes—I would expect them to come for me. I’d take your adorable piece of cannon fodder, Davey, and I’d send him as far away as possible. I’d secure a last will and testament, and I’d prepare to die.”
 
   “Aren’t you a ray of sunshine?”
 
   “Call me when they come knocking. I’d love to listen to you die.”
 
   He hung up before I was capable of breathing again. 
 
   It was happening. Race wars. World war.
 
   I texted Rainer on the black phone. “My colleague found evidence of both mutts and vamps at a crime scene and suspects they are working together.” I sent the same text to Peter. I received zero responses. 
 
   Irritated, stir-crazy, I decided to make coffee. Only, we were out of beans. Grumbling, I stomped to my truck and tore out of the suburb, pounding my code into the gate. I drove senselessly for a while but resisted going to the grocery store. Too many people. My skull itched with a headache and my fingers cramped with tension. Coffee was probably the last thing I needed. Liquor would be better. A tranquilizer would be best. 
 
   I pulled into the coffee shop, which had gone from my favorite shop to the only one I frequented anymore, and caught them before closing time. 
 
   “Can I get a large dark roast?” I said.
 
   “Sure.” The barista smiled bigger than my tone deserved. “Extra shot of espresso?” 
 
   I nodded helplessly. Her dress was fluttery, whimsical, and lavender. Feminine to the extreme. She whirled around and started a single drip coffee while I watched. She briefly revealed a tattoo on the back of her thigh of a full moon centered on the oculus of a black feather, like something stolen from a ghostly peacock. I shook my head to distract myself. 
 
   “Can I have a pound of roasted beans?” I said.
 
   “We sell beans in kilos.” 
 
   “Okay. Two kilos of the dark stuff.” 
 
   “Any pastries, Kaid?” she said. What a memory. What a body.
 
   “Have you eaten yet?” 
 
   She blinked twice, three times, and smiled. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Pastries,” I admitted.
 
   She laughed. It was joyous. “Why not? Let me finish this. Are you in the mood for frosting or something healthier?”
 
   “Definitely frosting.” 
 
   It was exactly what I needed: something normal, simple, and sweet. She brought two slices of carrot cake to the couch, flipped the closed sign, and sat next to me. 
 
   “The frosting has something special,” she said. “It’s so light it’s almost a meringue.”
 
   “Nice.” My appetite surfaced and I hoisted a fork. 
 
   “I almost couldn’t get the peaks to hold, but I finally won.”
 
   “You made this? Seriously?”
 
   She chuckled. “Don’t look so shocked! And don’t be too impressed, either. It’s not my recipe, I simply followed the directions.” 
 
   “Still, that’s impressive.” 
 
   She shrugged prettily. 
 
   “Riddle me this.” I turned toward her and hooked my elbow on the back of the sofa. “Why are you so blasted happy all the time?”
 
   She burst out laughing. 
 
   “No, I’m serious. This place can’t be pulling a profit, and the neighborhood is going downhill. Heck, the whole world is plummeting downhill. On top of everything, you’re Wiccan, which puts you on society’s list of persecuted rabble.” 
 
   She hesitated and slowly brought the fork to her mouth. “Wiccan, huh?” 
 
   I pointed to the crystals on her bookshelf. “My neighbor has a similar collection. I can’t remember their names, but I know they all have a mystical purpose. You should guard them more carefully or someone might find out.”
 
   “And so what if they find out?”
 
   “Did you hear about the witch burned in Seattle two weeks ago?”
 
   “You’re sweet.”
 
   “I’m talking about life and death,” I grumbled. “Nothing sweet about it.”
 
   She poked my knee with the fork. “Have you heard about what metal does to your psyche?” 
 
   “Uh, no. But I’m sure it’s fascinating.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Okay, smart ass. Look, metal blocks a lot of energy. Like lead and Superman, right? How he can’t see through it with his x-ray vision?”
 
   “Was that a comic book reference?” I clutched my chest. “Be still my heart!”
 
   She poked me with the fork again, laughing. “Listen, okay? So, metal, it stands in the way of other energies. And while you’re putting all your trust and faith in cold steel, a rainbow of beauty goes ignored. It’s unbalanced but understandable, and the effects are completely reversible.” 
 
   “You’re saying there’s a cure?” I teased. 
 
   “Absolutely.” 
 
   “This, I’m dying to hear.” I sipped my coffee. “How can I be cured?”
 
   “Come home with me.” 
 
   I choked on the coffee and couldn’t stop gagging. She whacked me on the back and chortled, her eyes filled with merriment. 
 
   “Look, uh—”
 
   “It’s a bad night for you, I can tell,” she said. “Maybe next time.”
 
   “Yeah. Maybe.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I’m a patient person.”
 
   “Yeah, I can see that, but…I’m kinda a mess. A big, heaping, stinky mess.”
 
   “Aren’t we all?”
 
   “No,” I said, unable to stop my eyes from roving over her. “Not all of us.”
 
   She blushed. “Walk me out. I can clean this up tomorrow.” 
 
   I gathered my goods and walked her to the door, watching while she locked up. The idea of curling up with her in a warm place was so tempting, but I couldn’t escape the gut-feeling that something would go horribly wrong. I’d jack it up somehow. I remembered why I came out in the first place. 
 
   My life was filled with psychos, murderers, and several types of fanged monster. I couldn’t burden a pleasant stranger with my crap. Maybe when things calmed down. 
 
   I walked her to a green car and opened the door for her.
 
   “Let me give you my number,” I said. She winked and held out her hand. No pulling out a cellphone to type in the number, no, she expected me to write on her palm. Heart dancing, I reached for a pen and collected her warm, dry hand in my grip. I managed to write the digits neatly despite my level of distraction, and then I closed her safely in the vehicle. She waved, started the car, and drove off. 
 
   I watched her lights fade down the street and then climbed into my truck.
 
   God. What a wonderful world.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 34
 
    
 
   When I woke, Clifford slept with his chin propped up on the bed, naked. Human. I whapped him with a pillow. He jerked awake. His golden brown eyes opened normally, revealing gorgeous color. He was recovering. And nude. 
 
   “The hell are you doing?”
 
   He yawned and looked down. “I was a mutt when I fell asleep.”
 
   “As if that gives you permission to creep into my room, on my bed?”
 
   “I clearly slept on the floor. Besides, watching you snooze is nice. Being around you makes me feel at peace. More now than ever.”
 
   “What's special about now?”
 
   “You nursed me instead of killing me, for one, and then you took me in. Plus, you're cute when you're not talking.” 
 
   “Ass.”
 
   “Those were Svetlana's people who came to help me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Maybe I should have met her. That girl, Tatka, she was amazing. I never thought women could turn and still be so…together. Is Svetlana the same way?”
 
   “Even more so.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “How nice of Svetlana to help everyone work out their issues.” I snuggled deep under the covers. I wasn't pouting, I swear. Clifford slid under the blanket. “Dude! Hello! You're naked!”
 
   “Which is why I'm hiding politely under the covers to prevent you from checking out the merchandise.” 
 
   I gave him room. I didn't want to feel his body, and not for modesty's sake. I didn't know how to touch Clifford. If we weren't fighting and he wasn't dying, I couldn't touch him without facing my attraction. I had absolutely no reason to touch him except to fuck. Hard. For a long time. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he said.
 
   “What? Of course! I'm always okay. Why? What are you saying? Maybe you should mind your business.”
 
   “Jeez. Just asking.”
 
   “That's precisely the problem.”
 
   “Maybe you need another nap. I know I do.”
 
   I should have taken the lovely barista up on her offer last night, if for no other reason than to spend some of my pent up energy. 
 
   “Your partner is out there,” Clifford said.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Sarakas. He’s here. Stopped by to check on everything.”
 
   “Did he see anything?”
 
   “Not really. He thinks I’m human. Davey told him I got beat up to send you a message, but he doesn’t know I’m a mutt or that the fight was between mutts.” 
 
   “Okay. How are your internals?” I said. “Any pain? Trouble breathing?”
 
   “Everything is sore. Swollen. I’m exhausted. And hungry.”
 
   “You ate, like, three cows.”
 
   “Where did you learn adrenaline keeps the mutt in fur?”
 
   “Rainer. Are you going after Iago?”
 
   He sighed and rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand. “If I ever come across him again, I won't be able to curb my temper, but hunting him down feels like vengeance. Dirty. Time to get on with life. Besides, I'm all better now. Wanna feel?”
 
   I smacked him with a pillow because I couldn't convincingly say no. Smiling, his eyes constantly golden brown and sunlit, he put his hands up to defend himself. Christ, he was hot. I slid the pillow back under my head and folded my hands over the covers in case my fingers tried to feel him without my permission.
 
   Clifford said, “If you give me some clothes, you can take me home and I'll finally be out of your hair.”
 
   I didn’t know what to think. “Are you certain you should be alone? You've endured a traumatic event. There's space in the duplex. Boys on one side of the building, me on the other. Sounds like a plan.” I didn't know where I came up with these brilliant ideas, but they would get me in trouble. “I don't think you should be out there on your own until this is resolved.”
 
   “I consider it resolved.”
 
   “Well, I'm not the liberal stoic you are.”
 
   “I lost the fight, Durant. The end.”
 
   “Yeah, a fair fight that was! Jesus. I should have taken pictures because you must have forgotten what you looked like. No one should take a beating like that.” Well, maybe some people, but not Clifford. I took a settling breath. “At least stay until Iago is dealt with.” 
 
   “I don't have a choice?”
 
   “Nope. I have tranquilizers, and you did say you needed a nap.” I smiled. 
 
   “I have to resume classes as soon as possible. My students are probably wondering what happened. I haven't made any calls, contacted anyone, or left any notice. Nothing.”
 
   I turned on my side and set my chin in my hand. “Your dojo burnt down.”
 
   Shock struck his amber eyes. “What?”
 
   “They burnt it to the ground. You won't be hosting classes for a while. And your home is gone.”
 
   “Motherfucker!” The stoic threw back the covers, leaped to his feet, and paced. “Twisted cocksucking bastard!” Naked, he stormed back and forth, his face thick, voice dropping, doodle-berries swaying. He grabbed a lamp—my lamp—and chucked it against the wall. I couldn't tell him to calm down; he loved his place. I loved it. But the crash of the ceramic lamp brought Davey and Sarakas to the door. Both bare-chested, hair mussed, and alarmed. Sarakas held his gun and blinked at a naked Clifford.
 
   “Give us a second,” I said. “He recently learned his livelihood burned to a crisp.” 
 
   Clifford paced, growling, knuckles popping and white. 
 
   “A psycho tries to kill you and you're nonchalant, but this has you upset?”
 
   “Oh, I'm not upset! I'm homicidal! I'm going down to Toreno's to end—” His voice dropped, cheeks and ribs filled out, breath smacked hard. Homicidal, indeed.
 
   “About that,” I said. “You need help killing Iago. Erik won't back your play unless you clique up. I, however, am an FBHS agent, and I can shoot the bastard in public if I wanted. Provided I find him. So here's the plan. You tell me where Iago is and what he looks like, and I'll call in a raid.”
 
   “I can't.” 
 
   “Sure, you can. When you think about it, this is all you can do. If we let Iago get away with this, the next victim he beats within an inch of its life will be our fault. I don't want that on my conscience. Do you? What if he picks Davey?”
 
   Clifford actually thought about it. Yea for insincere guilt trips.
 
   Sarakas said, “Kaidlyn, can I speak with you outside?”
 
   He was wrecking my progress. Sarakas had the gaze of a school marm, and I felt a lecture coming my way. I slipped out of the bed and met Sarakas in the hall. “What?”
 
   “Outside the house, not outside the door. Superhuman hearing and all that.”
 
   “Right.” He was catching on. The sun scorched my face and made me squint. Sarakas grabbed my elbow in a tight grip. “You can't call a raid on someone simply because he roughed up your boyfriend.”
 
   “Not my boyfriend.”
 
   “He was naked in your bed!”
 
   “Platonically nude. Like a kitten and nothing more.” Okay, now I was full of crap. “He was beaten nearly to death and dumped in my yard without clothes. This is the first moment he's been full flesh since.”
 
   “You can't use mutt information to call an FBHS raid.”
 
   “I'm not going to.”
 
   “You just said—”
 
   “Of course, I did, but you didn't test the BS with your Kaidlyn-filter. When I said I'd call in a raid, what I meant was me with thirty pounds of Ag rounds and the trusty AR-10, no FBHS included. I can't order a hit on a mysterious mutt without raising all sorts of incriminating questions.”
 
   “Instead, you plan a solo hit off the books? Crazy and stupid.”
 
   “Iago beat Clifford so badly I shoveled his eye back into his skull with a serving spoon. So no matter what your argument is, I automatically win. Plus, Iago dumped him on the lawn as a warning to me and the boys.” I pointed at his nose. “Don't tell me I'm being crazy.”
 
   We stood eye-to-eye, giving me plenty of time to stare down his pearly blue gaze. I wanted to explain how awful the mess of Clifford’s body was, how it felt to put his ragged pieces back together again. Somehow, Sarakas understood simply by seeing my face. 
 
   “It was that bad?”
 
   “I had to push his ribs back into his body. Poking out like weeds.”
 
   “Exactly my point. You can't take on this Iago guy, especially if he's got a gang of mutts willing to hurt people so badly.”
 
   I flapped my hands. “Do I let gang beatings and brutal initiations continue? What if he decides to make an example of Davey? Wanna see that play out?”
 
   “If this mutt is so violent, we'll get him on something. Yoshino can scour the system as a potential's acquaintance. He'll be tagged when we have man hours.”
 
   “We never have man hours.” And I already tried.
 
   “What's Iago's last name?”
 
   “Don't know.”
 
   “Well, what does he look like?”
 
   “Dunno.”
 
   “Not helpful.”
 
   “No joke. If I can convince Clifford to turn on the guy—”
 
   “Then Clifford's people will consider him a traitor. He'll be a pariah at best, killed at worst.”
 
   “Granted, I hadn't considered it, but Iago will be dead. Ends, means, and justification all wrapped up nicely with a peaceful bow on top.”
 
   “Wait, Kaidlyn. Give us time to help without jeopardizing your life.”
 
   I looked into his pale blue eyes. “Do you really want to help or are you only talking me down?”
 
   “I'm still here. What do you think?”
 
   “You're right,” I sighed. “I'm being impetuous.”
 
   He grinned. “Did you just admit that I'm right?”
 
   “Enjoy it while it lasts.”
 
   “While I'm on a roll, I’ll say, it's none of my business what you do—”
 
   “Let me get a pen. I've got to write this down.”
 
   “Kaid, be careful with all these wolves. I understand where you’re coming from, I do, but you have to be more cautious. Not every stray is a loyal companion. Eventually, one of them will turn on you.”
 
   “I hear you, but it’s hard to care. I mean, no one is safe anymore. Loyalty is hard to find.”
 
   “So I hear.”
 
   “Sarakas?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Remind me why we do what we do?”
 
   “Someone needs to stand for something or the whole planet goes to shit. We protect humanity from the monsters because no one else dares. We kill what everyone fears.”
 
    “Don’t worry. You’re still my best friend, no matter how many canine-inclined individuals are around.” 
 
   “Wise ass.”
 
   “Speaking of asses, I don't suppose you have spare clothes in the Tahoe.”
 
   “Only jeans and some gym stuff. Why?” His eyes narrowed. “You want the naked non-boyfriend guy to wear my pants?”
 
   “It's not a metaphor! Stop being such a baby and hand over the goods. He won't fit into any of Davey’s things; he's got fifty kilos on him.”
 
   “You’re his height. Give him a pair of yours.”
 
   I grinned. My jeans would hug Clifford's ass in tight, pornographic ways. And as far as asses went, he had a very fine one which I had recently seen naked.
 
   “Oh my God,” Sarakas said. “The idea turned you on! Unbelievable. You're driving me crazy.”
 
   “You seem extra mad. Did you sleep here last night? Did something else happen?”
 
   “Something is always happening—”
 
   “Does Vanessa know you’re here? She’s gonna be mad at me, Andreas.”
 
   “God. Women.” He stormed to his vehicle, grabbed the jeans and some flip flops, stomped back, and thrust them into my arms so hard it rocked me back. 
 
   “Thanks!” I said. 
 
   He mumbled under his breath and stalked back to the Tahoe. He drove away, his brow lowered and lips grumbling. One day, he and I would have another uncomfortable talk. I bit my lip and looked down the hall to make sure Clifford didn't sneak up on me, naked.
 
   Davey said, “You've got man troubles.”
 
   “Yeah? Well, so do you.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes. I wasn't in the mood to be analyzed or lectured, and he shouldn't have brought it up. Last thing I wanted was another discussion of my life, feelings, or intentions. Granted, deflecting the subject to Peter was not the kindest move on my part. I had no strength to argue. Davey faced love's potential disaster, and he didn't need an additional fight with me. 
 
   “Sorry. I need a nap.” I backed out of the room. 
 
   Clifford was asleep in my bed, but he stretched himself awake when I came in. He stood, completely naked and completely at ease with his body's morning rigidity. I didn't turn around. Firstly, this was my room, and secondly, I think he wanted to make me uncomfortable. I impressed myself by not blushing. 
 
   Full frontal Clifford was everything a girl could hope for. I considered dragging him into bed, recovery be damned, and taking the visual offering to a new sexy level. He may have sensed—or smelled—my intentions because he sucked in a breath and his dick bobbed. He turned around and reached for the pants while I tried not to mope about the rejection.
 
   The pants fit, nicely snug in the hips and ass. The flip-flops were almost too narrow. I gave him a green shirt from my closet. It stretched tightly over his chest, but at least his six-pack was covered. 
 
   “I should be going,” he said. “I need to see my mother.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I had a near-death experience, Kaid, and I'm going to see my mom. Haven't talked to her in quite some time, and the reunion is long overdue. I have been avoiding this for too long. I'm going to tell her about my disease.”
 
   “Bad idea. Way, super bad idea. People don’t always respond well. She might panic.”
 
   “Panic?” He snickered. “Clearly you don’t know my mother.” 
 
   “You’ll regret it.” 
 
   “Probably.” He would do it anyway.
 
    “Let me know what happens.” Or I'd read about it in the news.
 
   “Yeah.” He tried to smile. His whiskey eyes burned like two gentle candles in a window amid the blackest storm. I should stop him and convince him not to trust people. It seemed like a lot of work and more than a bit hypocritical.
 
   I wanted to hug him. Clearly, the semantic result the nightmarish world we lived in. I reached out, both hands flopping wearily, and he met me in an embrace. It was still and strong. We pushed each other away in the same instant, not hostile, but like we had to set that boundary down again. He gave a wave and walked out the front door.
 
   I knew, I knew in my heart, that I would never see him again.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 35
 
    
 
   My phone erupted with calls and messages. Apprehensive, I answered Contrell’s call first.
 
   “Are you watching the news?” he said.
 
   “Just tell me.”
 
   “There’s a head with your name on it hanging from a power line in Red Sector. The head is female.”
 
   “Oh, crap.” Svetlana? Someone else? “Who?” 
 
   “We have suspicions which are in the process of being confirmed. Your name is carved in blood on the victim’s forehead. Some of the officers who aren’t as familiar with your, uh, personage, ahem, I mean scars…they thought it was you.”
 
   “Contrell, c’mon. Who is it?” 
 
   “When is the last time you spoke with Jasmine Elyea?”
 
   “Jasmine?” I floundered. Who? Finally, it came to me. I gasped. “No.”
 
   “You were close?”
 
   “She’s a barista at a coffee shop. We talked a few times. Jesus. God. I saw her two nights ago. She was fine. They hung her head? Where’s the rest of her?” 
 
   “I’m not done with my questions, please,” he said. “Your tag puts you at her place of employment on a regular basis. Were you intimate?”
 
   “No. I mean, maybe we almost kissed, but nothing happened. And don’t you dare get judgmental with me, Mr. Jesus-pants. She was a sweet person. We flirted, and I walked her to her car. Wait, since when do you have the authority to pull my tag pings?”
 
   “Corpses have appeared with your name on them, Durant. Duh, I’m investigating you. The bureau was reluctant to release the information, but they loosened up after you punched a fellow agent while on leave.”
 
   “I hit Rosco while helping at your crime scene. Probably saved his life.”
 
   “This has to stop, Durant. I’m pursuing all avenues. What did she drive?”
 
   “A green Kia. Uh, maybe ten years old.” 
 
   “Any idea what she’d be doing in Red?” 
 
   “No. I mean, she seemed like the high on life sort, not the kind to get high or do illegal things. I can’t really speculate since we weren’t close. Were there bite marks on her? Small imprints, not a wolf but maybe a vamp?”
 
   He sucked in a breath. “Are you suggesting vamps, who are church-protected and god-sent creatures, did this to Ms. Elyea?” 
 
   “I hate to speculate, but yes. Hell yes. Jesus. Jasmine. She was so lively. Contrell, mutts and vampires are behind this. They’re working together—” 
 
   “Kaidlyn, hush. You can’t say that to anyone. Not the press, not the FBHS, no one. If vampires are involved, the church will be neck-deep in this, and they already threatened your life.”
 
   “Pfft. They threaten me a few times a year.”
 
   “This is serious. I need hardcore, solid, irrefutable evidence.”
 
   “It will never be enough. You could have live videofeed of those leech assholes fang-deep in a virgin and they wouldn’t give a shit. The world does not care. We need more. Can you find any evidence of anyone else, vamp or human or leprechaun, who might have been in the area during the murder?”
 
   “Most of our surveillance research is outsourced to AmeriFreeCorp. I can ask them—”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “AmeriFreeCorp. A surveillance—” 
 
   “PD outsources research?” 
 
   “Sure. I mean, that’s how anyone gets past the intense labor costs of doing everything themselves. Any company who can’t afford to waste payroll outsources.”
 
   “Jesus. Outsourcing. That’s the answer.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That’s why the murders haven’t matched the villain I had in mind. Contrell, the bad guy is outsourcing his murder. He’s fucking paying someone else to do his bad deeds. Jesus. Everything makes sense now. Why would a mutt use a serrated blade to sever a boob? The answer is, he didn’t. He paid humans to do it for him. God. This is worse. Cheap. Dirty—”
 
   “Can you come in and give me a written statement, not via email but in person—oh shit. They’re here. The church is here.” 
 
   “As good a confirmation as any.”
 
   “Gotta go.” He hung up. 
 
   The church would claim the crime scene, boot Contrell, eliminate evidence, generate a cover story, and kill anyone who said otherwise. They’d done it before, they’d do it again. The police couldn’t help. Jasmine’s killers would get away with it, protected by the current holy order. I sent a follow-up text to Svetlana, Peter, Rainer, and Erik: Urgent, need to talk.
 
   I rolled up my sleeves, went to the gun safe, and opened it. I dragged out three boxes of Ag rounds in .45, two of Ag .38, and two Ag .380 and set them on the table. A long knife came from the safe next, and I strapped it to my left ankle since a gun holster already occupied my right. Finally, I slid into a Kevlar vest and threw a shirt over it.
 
   I pulled out my phone to see if I missed an alert during all the clunking of ammunition. Nothing. Christ, they left her freakin’ head. I should have gone with her. I should have followed her home and seen her safely to the door. I hadn’t. Hell, I had barely remembered her name.
 
   Jasmine.
 
   Totally my fault.
 
   Storming to the living room, I dragged the shotgun from under the couch. Then I scrounged my bedroom for my Colt M4. Yes, I kept serious firepower near my bed. Any self-respecting government merc has a few tricks up her sleeve. I added these to the stockpile of goods on the table. 
 
   I slipped the Jericho 941s out of their holsters and laid them on the table. They were ugly-beautiful, like pugs and most infants. Somewhere in their makings was a tag which monitored my firearm usage. I could disable it, but that would set off an alarm. Better to go in with guns blazing and create a cover later. If I lived. Better to beg forgiveness than ask permission. I replaced them with untagged, highly illegal Glocks.
 
   I checked my phone. Neither Rainer nor Peter had texted me back. I called Svetlana and she didn’t pick up her goddamn phone. I dialed Erik and the bastard ignored me. Enough. I was done. 
 
   I stomped to Davey’s room and pulled the sound-blocking headphones off his ears. “You have to leave.” 
 
   “What?” he said, dropping the sketch he was working on. 
 
   “I’m serious. Get out. Now. Go to Peter’s. I’m buying you a plane ticket to Michigan, and you’ll stay at the dog house until it is safe. Git. Now.”
 
   “Kaidlyn, I’m not going any—”
 
   I pulled my sidearm. “I ain’t kidding.”
 
   “You won’t shoot me.”
 
   “I will, just a little bit. You’ll heal.”
 
   “Kaid—”
 
   I clicked the safety off. His eyes widened, nostrils flared, and he decided I was serious. I called a taxi for him while he packed a small bag under duress. On the way out, he saw the artillery weighing down my kitchen table. His skin grew clammy and he gasped. I shoved him into the taxi before he could argue. 
 
   “Call me in the morning.” He made me promise, like I was simply in a mood and needed time to get over it. I closed the taxi door, sent him on his way, and breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   Returning to the house, I put arms akimbo and stared at my supplies. Not nearly good enough for me. Fortunately, I had grenades stashed away for times like these. I took the items out to my truck, set them behind the seat, and hid the mess with a blanket. I backed out of the garage. Zelda and Nancy loitered in the front yard, playing on the swing. I waved. 
 
   Might not see them again.
 
   I clicked the DNAcoy, a gizmo from Rainer which dropped my tag signal and kept my movement off the radar. Contrell, and anyone else watching, would think I remained at home. 
 
   My good explosives were stashed in a getaway car I had hidden in a junkyard next to a chop shop. The yard, mechanic shop, and tavern belonged to a loveable criminal named Brutus. 
 
   I drove up to the door and strolled into the bar, the Brethren’s Balm. The bar was as colorful as the man himself. Only an old guy with a mullet and gold teeth could surround himself with cross-dressing taxidermy without it being unforgivably weird.
 
   “Goddess!” He stretched his arms in the air. “Boys, say hello to the lady!”
 
   A pair of fat, tatted, obvious ex-cons punched tunes into the jukebox. They nodded at me as I approached the bar and sat down. 
 
   “What will it be today, young lady? Coffee? Soda?”
 
   “Whiskey, double, no ice.” 
 
   He blinked. “Well, now, I didn’t expect that. What happened to AA?” 
 
   “I shot my sponsor.”
 
   “I can’t decide if you’re joking.”
 
   I shrugged, and he poured the drink. He had meat tags on his knuckles, the name Brutus in age-smudged jail ink. I didn’t snoop into his past and he didn’t snoop too far into mine, and he was solid. Potentially dangerous, sure, but solid.
 
   When he set down the whiskey, I took my first tentative sip. I expected something caustic, but he’d given me the good stuff. 
 
   “I need to check on the Buick,” I said.
 
   “Why do I get the awful feeling you’re about to do something stupid?”
 
   “Hey, now, I would resent that if it wasn’t so glaringly obvious.” I winked. 
 
   “Can’t help but notice the bulletproof vest. Interesting fashion statement.” He crossed his beefy arms over his big gut. Man loved his bacon and doughnuts, for sure. A guy after my own heart. “So, whatcha mad about?”
 
   “Everything, apparently.” 
 
   “Should take one of my bikes out. Get some wind in your hair. Feel the stress float right off ya. Hundred-thirty on open road and you’ll see the world anew.”
 
   “World looks fine from where I’m sitting.”
 
   “Boy, you’re really mad,” he said, topping off my whiskey. “Wanna tell me about it? Maybe Uncle Brutus can help.”
 
   My eyes slipped up and caught his. Whatever he saw in my gaze wiped the humor from his face. He nodded, put an empty glass on the bar, and set the bottle within arm’s reach. Then he circled the counter and heaved his bulk onto a barstool. He politely kept about five feet between us and poured himself a drink. 
 
   He sipped, I sipped. 
 
   “Those boys and I would be happy to help you get where you’re going,” he said. I glanced over my shoulder. The big ol’ biker boys stared, leaning on pool cues, watching to see if I wanted to ride out with a posse. 
 
   “’Preciate it,” I said. “But it isn’t that kind of ride.”
 
   “What kind do you think I mean?” 
 
   The sort someone comes back from. “Can I see my car or what?”
 
   “There’s a penalty, seeing as you missed happy hour. You owe me interest.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?”
 
   “Yep. I’m interested in having a question answered.”
 
   “Better not be too steep.” 
 
   “What did you want to be when you grew up?”
 
   I laughed, loud and surprised and bitter. “You wouldn’t believe me.” 
 
   “Try me.”
 
   I down the last bit of whiskey in my glass and looked at the old man. Sixty, maybe, gut like a beer keg, eyes like sunshine. “I wanted to be a motorcycle mechanic. Are you gonna let me visit my car or what?”
 
   He blinked. I’d surprised him. His answering grin gleamed with gold teeth. He slammed his whiskey and lumbered around the bar. I followed. He led me through the garage which smelled blissfully of grease, oil, and rubber. Could have had this life, if mutts hadn’t tried to eat the world and vamps weren’t sucking on the scraps.
 
   We journeyed out of the garage and past several lines of cars in various states of disrepair. Some were about to be scrapped for parts while others were probably staged for other paranoid criminals. 
 
   I had stashed a getaway car at Brutus’ for nearly three years. A sturdy vehicle with an engine I could tinker with, nothing complicated, a bit harsh on gas mileage, but dependable. She had cash of various makes tucked along her frame, papers for a new life, and bullets both mundane and silver. Three month supply of MREs, med kits, and hiking gear. Freedom on wheels. My get-out-of-jail-free card for when my life was irrevocably fucked. 
 
   Considering what I planned, I’d never have a chance to use her. 
 
   The Buick had a healthy coat of dust, the paint bubbled on the hood, and a crack had appeared on the rear windshield. Brutus tucked his hands into his pockets. “Sorry about the windshield,” he said. “Surveillance drones. Y’know, they don’t make them like they used to. The slightest nudge with a .22 and, blam, the gizmos drop right out of the sky.” 
 
   “Not your fault. Completely understandable.” 
 
   He tucked his lip, feigned a sheepish expression, and returned to the bar. Alone, I approached the trunk, set my hand on the hood, and slid a key into the lock. When it clicked open, I caught the rigging that would detonate the IED in the trunk and defused it. Once the trunk opened without exploding, I retrieved a modest stash of hand grenades. Only five, to be precise. 
 
   A lady can never have too many accessories. 
 
   I resealed the trunk with its excitable failsafe and patted the hood as if it was an old family pet. Our time together and its fickle offering of security had come to an end. 
 
   I bypassed the bar and went back to my truck, tucking the grenades in back with the rest of my stash and leaving without so much as a fare-thee-well. 
 
   Dusk smudged the horizon. 
 
   Tonight there would be a reckoning. People would die. Probably a lot of them. Me, too, possibly. If Iago ended among the dead, I was okay with that. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 36
 
    
 
   Svetlana called. Davey had probably tattled on me and reported I’d gone crazy. With a push of a button, I let it go to voice mail. Five seconds later, she called again. 
 
   No. Not going to let her talk me out of anything. I had a plan, sort of, and I had the firepower, but mostly I had a burr up my ass. During his rant, Clifford had mentioned a bar called Toreno's. If I poked around, surely I could find someone to torture for Iago’s location.
 
   I ignored Svetlana’s call twice more before I finally picked up.
 
   “I’m not listening,” I said. 
 
   “You need to come to the house.” 
 
   “No. Screw off.”
 
   “If you don’t come voluntarily, I will send a horde of wolves to stuff you in a van and drag you here against your will.” 
 
   “Well, that’s just rude. And good luck catching me.” 
 
   “Kaidlyn!” She sighed, her voice rich and thick and smoky. “Grant me one night, Kaidlyn. Stay tonight, and we will consider our options tomorrow morning when the day is fresh and the sun is shining. Davey is here, and he wants you to come. We’re roasting pork in the pits, and there will be plenty to share. There’s beer—”
 
   “I will not party with a bunch of neutral diplomats. Everyone is tip-toeing around the issue, and I am damned tired of playing games. Do you know how hard it is to know who is behind the mess and yet not be able to separate his head from his body because everyone who should want him dead, all his enemies, are protecting him! Don’t know where he is, my ass! Tell you what I’m going to do! I’m taking my stash of explosives and weapons, and I’m going to make the heavens rain fire. I’m going to find—”
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “This has gone on too long. I will fix it. Come over. Bring everyone. In fact, I’m calling Erik right now. No more players on a chessboard. No more setting our ducks in a row. We will find a way to end this trouble.”
 
   “Oh.” I blinked. “No, this is a trick. You’re stronger and smarter than me, but I won’t be fooled. I got shit to do, woman.” 
 
   I hung up. She rang back. Growling, I clenched my white knuckles on the steering wheel and tried to ignore her, but it didn’t work. I answered the phone.
 
   “I’m damned mad, Svetlana! Like really, really pissed. It’s not right, it’s not fair, and it’s a blasted tragedy—”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “No, you clearly don’t—”
 
   “If you come tonight, right now, I will have a squadron of wolves escort Davey up north to safety. No planes. No records. If you book him a flight like you’re undoubtedly thinking, he’ll leave a trail for your enemies to follow. They will snatch him at the airport or when he lands far away, and you’ll have sent him to his death.”
 
   “Why, you low down, dirty, sneaky—” I slammed on the brakes and steered to the side of the road. Panting, angry, and completely outwitted. One night in exchange for Davey’s guaranteed safety? The trade was too good to ignore, which she undoubtedly counted on. Manipulative bitch. “No tricks.”
 
   “None. I promise.”
 
   “Promise me something else.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “If Peter wants to go with Davey, you will let him. Without consequence.”
 
   Silence absorbed the line. She loved Peter. They’d been through ceaseless war zones, fighting for each other, killing and surviving. He was king wolf in her triad. If she made this promise, she’d lose him. We both knew it. 
 
   “I’m hanging up,” I said.
 
   “Wait.” She sighed. “We both know the day is coming. The first time I saw him look at Davey, I knew it was only a matter of time. After twenty years—”
 
   “Do we have a deal or not?”
 
   “If he wishes to go, I will let him. Of course, I will.”
 
   “I want to believe you.”
 
   “You think I’d hurt Peter?”
 
   “No. You will let him go if you must, but you might fail to mention he’s free to leave. He’s been your partner for two decades. Does he even think he has a choice anymore?”
 
   “Kaidlyn.” Her rich voice rode the surface of a growl. “I have promised to do as you wish, but I will not be interrogated. I know Davey loves strawberries on his cheesecake, but I wager you prefer caramel.”
 
   “Now we’re talking. I’ll be there.” 
 
   “I expect you soon.”
 
   I pulled a U-turn and tried to relax deep in the seat, keeping my mind blank as I drove. Svetlana had something up her sleeve. I didn’t care. She couldn’t stop me without killing me. If the mutts decided it was time to kill Iago, I’d have reinforcements. If not, the plan remained the same. 
 
   Cityscape faded away and I passed through the ghost towns, the shanty remnants of neighborhoods which had migrated closer to the core city. The dilapidated structures, half rubble, usually housed illegals and homeless. Normally, I’d see people milling about. Today, nothing. No one in sight. As if they’d all vanished. Dread turned my gut. 
 
   I cruised down the highway, watching the landscape grow more cluttered and tattered with post-apocalyptic debris littered along the roadside. Here and there, a scavenger reaped metal for scrap, but the good stuff had been lifted years ago. 
 
   Svetlana’s enormous house, dark sky, and shading trees could have come straight from a B-grade horror flick. I parked where I was least likely to be boxed in and double checked my Ag rounds. Confident my firearms were as ready as could be, I crossed the lawn. 
 
   Tatka had remodeled with absolute simplicity, doing the work of a master carpenter who knew without a doubt the house would need to be rebuilt often. The grounds swelled with the boisterous revelry of too many wolves. A crowd of teenagers lounged on the porch, smoking. 
 
   Lucy sat, first and foremost, offering tobacco to everyone in sight. Her goth get-up, fake black-purple hair, and overwhelming makeup hid every ounce of natural beauty she had, a miraculous feat. She was possibly the most beautiful person I’d ever seen, yet she wore the mask of a court jester. She flicked a lighter and illuminated the stark tattoo of a cross on each middle finger, which she brandished often. Teenage angst overdone and shoved into one package.
 
   Her accomplice, Silvershot, was a whip of a young woman with short white hair and cyan irises. Athletic, rude, and aspiring to be street muscle. Peavey, Erik’s wolf, had a thing for her, but he currently put his energy into flattering another female. Silvershot’s stiletto-sharp eyes promised a fight to the death if the flirt didn’t stop his evil ways. Lucy passed Peavey a cigarette, distracting him while the victim of his flirtations escaped. Silvershot snorted. Without puffing, Peavey passed the cigarette to Alden, a tech savant who covered Svetlana’s tracks as well as Rainer covered mine. 
 
   The mutt twins, Kliment and Vadik, eagerly refilled their mugs from a keg of dark beer on the corner of the porch. Another dozen teens were new. Svetlana’s numbers had been growing. Again. Marc poked his head out of the house long enough to catch my gaze. He waved his fingers to invite me inside.
 
   I was late to the party. Everyone was there, including Erik’s lieutenants. 
 
   Svetlana took her hair out of the ponytail and pulled her hands through it, trying to work out the stress and snarls. I watched her for a moment, simply because I couldn't think of anything else to do. My throat clammed up like a bear trap.
 
   She came toward me with a beer in each hand, but her smile was the best offering. As if she hadn’t ignored me for weeks and forgotten to call. As if she hadn’t been blasé about my friend nearly dying on my front yard. I wanted to kiss her, and then I wanted to punch her. 
 
   Then again, the beer was cold. Her hand brushed mine while she transferred the bottle. She winked and clinked my bottle with hers. Her nostrils flared. No sense pretending she couldn’t smell explosives and munitions on my skin. 
 
   She gestured to the couch, an invitation which I ignored.
 
   “I’ve been bitching about Iago for weeks,” I said. “Why are we only now doing something about it?”
 
   Svetlana sipped the beer. “Why don’t you try the roast? Eat, drink, and be merry. We’ll discuss business as soon as the children are in bed.”
 
   I growled. “I want to talk about it now.”
 
   “Alden tells me Rainer has finished translating the vampire lineage, though he couldn’t procure a copy for me. Rainer is surely one of the most adept guardians you could have entrusted with digital information.”
 
   “So that’s why you’ve been stalling? Waiting for the vampire book of names? While you’ve been playing at who-has-the-smarter-computer-nerd, vampires are killing innocent people and mutts are snatching children from the streets.”
 
   “I need to know how far the involvement goes, Kaidlyn. I must know that we aren’t unknowingly pinching only one head off a hydra without killing the entire beast. I am not the sort who wages war without knowing the battlefield. Do you think I ruled Moscow for decades without acquiring patience and employing thorough violence? Besides, I had hoped the assets already in play would quickly end Iago. Unfortunately, this hasn’t happened.”
 
   “Oh, unfortunate?” I stepped into her and jabbed the neck of my beer bottle into her chest. “People died while you twiddled your thumbs.” 
 
   “And your thumbs as well,” she said. “You’ve been twiddling, too. Without the quality information you could have provided, I have to scour the city brick by pebble to find my enemy. Don’t expect me to drop everything for your problem.”
 
   I wondered how many bullets I could drop in her skull before she killed me.
 
   “Svetlana, you’re obsessed with vamps. They aren’t the only villains in the world. What about crazy Iago and his merry mutts?”
 
   “As you surely know by now, our two species rarely play on separate stages. We have been at each other’s throats since the beginning of time. The war runs deeper than one mad American wolf killing innocents in the desert. There’s more going on than you know.”
 
   “Then tell me. I know vampires are involved somehow. When you visited me after my coma, you bore wounds from a vampire fight. Clue me in?” 
 
   “Yes, I have been distracted. The greatest enemy my bloodline has ever known, the creature who thwarted my civil rights movement in any way imaginable, has up and disappeared. Poof. One night he slaughters innocents in Kiev, the next it’s as if he never existed. His estate sits empty.”
 
   “Maybe he’s on vacation? Maybe he died?”
 
   “Alden discovered Alexei’s accounts have been used in Boston. Do you know how rare it is for a vampire to cross the ocean?”
 
   “They don’t cross bodies of water? Seriously? I thought that was myth.”
 
   “They can, they simply don’t like to. Alexei abandoned his estate only twice this century. The last time he did, the goddamn apocalypse began.”
 
   “Do you think he had something to do with it—going public?”
 
   “I cannot say. However, when vampires convene, the result is never pleasant. Now we know my greatest adversary has stepped foot on your country’s soil. He’s stateside, and he’s up to something. This is a creature who eats organs like vitamins! Surely you can agree I should find him and stop him? Everything else must wait. Erik can deal with Iago. I must kill Alexei. When he is dead, my family will be safe and I can go home.”
 
   “Fine, but that’s your business. Frankly, it’s getting in the way of mine. The mutt is after me, Svetlana, so I don’t give a shit about your world war. Jasmine’s killers wrote my name on her, which has been happening to murder victims across the city. I assumed it was Iago because he had tried to kill me twice already. Or three times. I lose count. I can’t fathom why your vampire nemesis would be after me, so I’ll leave him to you. Iago is the cause of my problem, so I’ll end him. One way or another.” Even if I have to die doing it. Even if—heaven forbid—I have to recruit Mullen to help me. 
 
   “Why are you so upset about this girl?” she said. “Of all the human pieces in the city, why did this girl’s death bother you more than anything?”
 
   “She had nothing to do with your war or your civil rights campaign. To be fair, she had nothing to do with me, either. She certainly didn’t deserve to be butchered simply because she was in the wrong place.” 
 
   “Did you sleep with her?”
 
   “How is that relevant?”
 
   “We aren’t talking about this now.” 
 
   Svetlana turned her back like we had never shared a kiss or a care in the world, and walked into the kitchen, leaving Peter to deal with me.
 
   I chugged half my beer. “Tell me where Iago is.” 
 
   He smiled like he found me funny. 
 
   “Are you leaving Phoenix with Davey or are you staying with her?”
 
   His smile died, and his eyes sought Svetlana. He wouldn’t leave her. Maybe he couldn’t. I hated him. I hated him and I wanted to kill him. How dare he break Davey’s heart! Why wasn't anyone telling me the truth? Why didn't the whole world go and leave me alone?
 
   “Be patient,” Peter growled, abandoning me. 
 
   Erik strolled from the back porch, dressed in grey and black. His white hair was bound in a ponytail, and black contacts hid his pink albino eyes. Marc strolled at his side, holding two beers, one of which he handed to me. I guzzled the remainder of my current beer and eagerly took the next. 
 
   Erik was all business. “Did she tell you she’s leaving?”
 
   “She mentioned it.”
 
   “Do you believe her?”
 
   “She bit off more than she can chew over here.”
 
   “More like she doesn't want to be here when things go to hell. She'll be on the other side of the ocean if we start killing each other.”
 
   “I have a suggestion,” I said. “Marc goes with Svetlana to make certain she's not plotting all sorts of evil while we're sitting here like a target.”
 
   “Marc?” Peter said, popping his head out of the kitchen. I had forgotten about supernatural mutt hearing. Everyone in the room could eavesdrop on my conversation. Peter and Erik looked at each other. Marc's eyes widened.
 
   “He's intelligent and loyal,” I said. “He knows more about both sides of the argument than anyone, and I trust him. He'll be a buffer between Erik's temper and Svetlana's temper, allowing correspondence to continue. This way, peace talks won't be abandoned.”
 
   “You trust him?” Peter said.
 
   “Yeah, so?” He made it sound like I didn't trust anyone.
 
   He mulled it over. “It is a possibility.”
 
   “Good,” Erik said, like it was his idea.
 
   Svetlana skyrocketed into the room and scared the poop out of me. Her head turned right and left and paused, skull cocked to the side.
 
   “Problem?” Peter said.
 
   “Get my ookami up here,” she said. “Sakura!”
 
   A whisper, like a moth batting its wings, drew my attention to the stairs. Sakura shimmied up from the basement. I ached to tear out her spleen and smother her with it.
 
   The Japanese enforcer loosened the straps of her summer dress and stepped out of the pink cotton. I glanced away. She threw the dress at me, forcing me to catch it and see her lithe flesh and smirking eyes. Rage curdled my blood.
 
   God, if you're up there, lend me a lightning bolt, please.
 
   She sprinted through the kitchen and out the back of the house, into the dark night and the three hundred acres of forest and stone around the estate.
 
   “Tatka!” Svetlana grabbed the teenager by the elbow as she tried to follow Sakura to the yard. Tatka’s bones were too big and broad, her elbows the size of apples, her shoulders a foot too wide. About to shed. Svetlana snarled into her face. “Gather the youngest children in the basement. As soon as you can, take them into the woods. We will regroup later. Carbine, Kliment, Vadik, clear the way for Tatka.”
 
   I glanced at Erik to see if he thought the behavior was warranted. His eyes were rosy. Completely, through and through, pink. The black contacts fell away as his skull enlarged. A chill shivered through me. A wolf howled wildly outside.
 
   And then we heard popcorn popping, but it wasn't quite that. Peavey and I hit the floor. Gunfire, amongst a mutt gathering? The FBHS had finally come knocking. I could only hope to give the children a chance to escape. I pulled a gun, but I only had four spare magazines and three handguns on me. Where's the M4 when I need it? 
 
   In the truck, if I could get to it…
 
   I peeked over a window sill.
 
   A single mutt rounded the house and sprinted through the massive yard, her bluish-gray coat glowing like steel in the moonlight. The roar of vehicles and gunfire followed her. She howled again, and the wicked sound was accompanied by a grin...Sakura. Her broad paws drummed over the dirt as a trail of armor plated Humvees followed her. She ran like a rabbit coursing, lunging in unpredictable directions, turning on a dime, leading the attack vehicles on a merry chase. A gunman on the roof of each vehicle sprayed bullets at her. Snarls and racka-racka cut through my brain.
 
   Peavey shed into a Rottweiler the size of a grizzly. My heart crashed up my throat. The house contained a hundred ravenous wolf monsters. Children, too. Not all of them could be as controlled as my friends. Youth came from everywhere, clamoring into the room. Panic rose among them. Vanya, the four year-old, and Averill, seven, came hand in hand. Two dozen more kids about Averill’s age swelled behind them, ranging from toddler to adolescent. Jesus. I hated seeing L-pos kids. 
 
   Three things happened in an instant:
 
   Peter made a meteor-like dash out the door. 
 
   Svetlana shed in a stream of gold and bolted so fast I could scarcely see it. 
 
   The kitchen crowded with shedding wolves. Furniture toppled, china crashed. 
 
   I got the hell out of the way. Screaming continued, and the sharp pitch turned into a snarl. Tatka shouted in Russian and herded children toward the basement. The sound of a drunken loon rose above everything else. Davey screamed. Fear and adrenaline squished my lungs. 
 
   “Davey, where are you?” Panic charged up my throat. Where was my boy? “Davey! David Aberdeen!” 
 
   I couldn’t see him. I pulled my sidearm but didn’t know what to shoot. I crouched low and positioned myself by an open window where I could sneak a peek. 
 
   Chaos. Enormous wolves and big machine gun ruckus took over the terrain like the thunder of angry gods. I shut down for a moment. I might die tonight, and that sucked. The assault vehicles were low, plated things topped with machine guns. I fired but didn't penetrate their armored sides. Of course not. The mercenaries were safely tucked inside their shells.
 
   The scene became a pandemonium of fur and metal.
 
   Sakura ran with mercenaries on her tail. She spun and leaped and pivoted, a decoy buying time while the rest of the pack rallied. She led the Humvees toward the impregnable corner of trees where she was surrounded, no, where she led her enemies into a trap. She twisted and turned, dodged and ducked, romped and raced like a pole-jumping horse. As if she was having fun at the mercenaries' expense. She paid for it, taking bullets as she soared over the vehicles and romped in their blind-spots, distracting them by being impossible to catch. 
 
   Within seconds, the cavalry arrived.
 
   Svetlana led the stampede of wolves descending upon the armored trucks. Like a mighty, massive bull, she tucked her shoulder and rammed the first vehicle with such veracity two of its tires rocked in the air. Machine gun fire pelted her honey fur. Two black wolves with white faces joined Sakura and smashed into its side. The vehicle flipped and rolled twice, crushing the gunner. A crowd of wolves pushed side by side to tear at the vehicle. I couldn't see beyond a swarm of wolf flesh. Metal screeched. Bullet-resistant glass broke. Screams rode the air. Men died.
 
   A Humvee circled and splattered the crowd of wolves with gunfire. Sickening howls and cringing werewolves told me some bullets struck home. I couldn't see who was injured, didn't know who was who. No way to predict our losses. 
 
   Svetlana rammed another vehicle, tossing the gunman from his roost. He clung to the machine gun and shots flew wild. She dipped her ferocious head and swung her Herculean neck. The plated vehicle soared end for end before the heavy engine block dug into the ground and brought it to a stop. It sprawled helplessly on its back like a beetle. Men poured out. Mutts swarmed them. 
 
   More windows broke in the house as fully-furry wolves leaped into the yard and joined the fray. At first, a dozen, then thirty, then more, all tearing in. Wolves of every color, size, skull shape, and capacity for murder swarmed the assault vehicles. 
 
   Me? I stayed the hell out of the way, gun on low-ready as I squatted an arm’s length from the wall and waited for an opportunity to sneak behind the madness, get to my truck, and grab weapons I knew could make a difference.
 
   Another vehicle circled Sakura, but wolves joined her, taking bullets together. Soon a dozen mutts ganged up on the assault vehicle. Snarls. Screams. The continuous blast of weaponry. They smashed into war like defensive linemen and tipped the vehicle onto its side. 
 
   Sakura jumped up and perched on the side panel. She grabbed the axle in a way I've never seen, as if the mutt had thumbs, and then she snapped it off and used it to beat her way into the Humvee. She shed down as she raged, and by the time she broke inside, her naked human hands grabbed a man and pulled him out. She shed back into the beast while he screamed, and then she tore into his throat and tossed him aside. 
 
   Peavey and Silvershot ripped the doors from the vehicle and chased out heavily armed black-clothed men. Submachine gun fire blared for an instant before the humans were incapacitated. A wolf bit down on a body and dragged the struggling human a few paces before tearing it in half.
 
   Evidently, the front yard was way too chaotic. If I could circle around back, I might be able to reach my truck without incident.
 
   Gunfire persisted, clumped in pockets of human desperation, and their bullets weren't entirely wasted. A wolf so gray it was tinted green fell heavily atop a man it tried to kill; a thousand pounds of flesh crushed the villain. A broken creature dragged its ruined hindquarters before being put down. A white wolf took silver bullets to the face but charged through and slammed its skull into the gunman, crushing the small body against the Humvee. 
 
   Bullets sprayed the house, blasting glass. I needed a bigger gun, like, immediately. I visualized where my truck stood in relation to the kitchen, about forty yards from where I crouched. I rose enough to peer through the window.
 
   Madness. Absolute havoc. The largest kennel grouping I'd ever seen swarmed a warzone littered with human and mutt debris. Bodies everywhere, furry and normal alike. Howls surrounded me, scraping in from the dark as the wolves roved through the woods. 
 
   A vehicle erupted. Wolves cowered from the heat and plumes of rancid scent. A bright jet of fire caught on fur. A mutt screamed, caught between a beastly leviathan and a man. He sprinted, biting at his own flesh, panicking as the smell of burned hair covered the lot. A brave wolf lunged past the fire and chomped down on an assailant’s skull. Wolves snapped up men who escaped the fire.
 
   Engines revved. Two humvees barreled through a throng of gigantic carnivores. Damaged wolves lurched in zombie burlesque. Broken, dying, fighting, snarling into the mouth of death. Hackles up. I spotted a honey colored wolf, splotched with blood, chomping through a perennial vein. Relief: at least Svetlana lived. Smoke billowed from dying vehicles. People screamed as teeth tore them to pieces. Ground troops maneuvered through the wreckage, and the mutts were outnumbered by mercs with serious firepower. Christ, it resembled a small scale invasion. 
 
   I crouched, scared to hold my head up for any length of time. If I circled around back, I'd have a better chance of getting to the truck alive. My body didn’t want to move. It liked huddling down, keeping small. I had never been in a firefight before. I was a killer, not a soldier. Logic generated a million reasons to sit down, shut up, and wait for the bad guys to go away. 
 
   If only. 
 
   No one would come to save me. The idea that someone should was completely ludicrous. I was Kaidlyn goddamn Durant, gov’t merc, sanctioned murderer, protector of the innocent. And I sure as hell wouldn’t turtle-up and die, not when there were folks who needing killing. My magnificent truck contained serious firepower, and by golly, I intended to use it. I trotted toward the sliding porch door, staying low. 
 
   A merc slipped around the house, aiming to enter from the rear. I dropped him before he realized I was there. The next guy wasn’t taken by surprise, and I lunged behind the industrial kitchen counter. Heavy rounds blasted into the cupboards. 
 
   Poor Tatka would have to remodel. Again.
 
   I stayed away from the walls and poked around the corner enough to find a target. Shot the rifleman as he circled the counters. His shoulder swung out, arm flew wide, but he didn't drop. Body armor. He leapt in the opposite direction. His firing ceased as if he needed to reload. The lapse in gunfire tempted me to pop out. Maybe he ran dry? I didn’t believe it. Didn’t feel like any time had passed since his friend fell dead. More likely, he gave me a chance to be stupid while he tried to pinpoint my location. My eyes shot around the kitchen, finding my bearings in a half-familiar place. 
 
   Caught the sheen of his visor reflected on the dishwasher. Fired over my shoulder to the left, drawing his attention. My bullet splintered into the fridge and he pivoted from me. I took a gander around the cabinet, claiming enough space for my firearm to pump rounds in his direction. Didn’t stop until his body hit the floor. 
 
   A tactical reload gave me time to think and distanced me from stupid shock. This wasn't the bureau. They would have called me, wouldn't they? In the very least, Rainer would have noticed their movement. 
 
   Independent contractors? Iago had outsourced his work again. 
 
   A smaller mutt smashed through the wall like a cattle-sized wrecking ball. I shrieked in surprise and stuffed myself behind Svetlana's trio of steel fridges. The beast passed so close its fur tousled my hair. Heart pounding, I clenched my weapon like a lifeline and squished myself between the industrial refrigerators.
 
   Maybe if I stayed down, the hit team would spread out into the yard. If I didn't draw attention to myself, maybe they'd miss me. 
 
   The mutt staggered and bled, flanks failing, guts dripping. I didn't recognize it, but it must have been young. Shots hissed closer to me, coming from the rear. Jesus. The assault team was everywhere. They breached the house through the hole the mutt had made. Men—ones on two legs and carrying rifles—pursued the wounded wolf across the kitchen, firing rapidly. Professionally. The wolf wailed, the cry of a dying animal, and it filled me with fear. Not because the creature was scary, but because it would shift back and I might see who had died. It might be one of my friends or one of the children. 
 
   Panicked sounds caught my ears, and my heart stopped. 
 
   Children were in the house.
 
   The squad perked at the noise. They knew, and now they’d purge the building, killing everyone. I wanted them all dead. Mostly, I wanted them to stop. 
 
   How the fuck was I going to take on a squad of guys? I had modest concealment but zero cover. I'd have to pull them deeper into the house, away from the spacious kitchen and foyer. If I could make it to the stairs...
 
   With my firearm in hand and my heartbeat splattering like grenades through my chest, I lurked in the corner behind the fridge, terrified they might see me first, petrified because I had only pulled the maneuver on mutts, never on trained humans. 
 
   All the hunting trips with Dad and his old Ranger buddies when they wouldn't shut up and I had to listen, a thirteen year old girl, as if I had half a clue, sitting in the garage with my brother, Jacob, after his first tour: the insight might pay off. 
 
   In a squad this small, the man taking up the rear carried the SAW, a squad automatic weapon. And I wanted that badass hunk of metal. 
 
   These men came for my friends and family. Given enough time, they would clear the massive house, find dozens of children, and slaughter them. Certainly weren’t coming for a tea party. They needed to die, and I felt generous enough to help them. 
 
   Adrenaline and anger smothered my confusion. The world clicked into its rightful place, leaving me vindicated, angry, and on autopilot. Rage pushed into my hands, shoving numbness aside, reacquainting me with the texture of my pistol grip. 
 
   Always knew I’d die with a gun in hand.
 
   The team trouped by, put the wolf down with rousing finality, and began to clear the room. The last man, the gunner, was my target. He bore the big, mean muscle of a man who grew strong for one explicit purpose: killing. By dumb, fat luck, I had his back. I crouched low. Despite the thunder of blood in my ears, I could hear his footsteps above all else. I tracked the noise until I had a good angle. I poked around, aimed, and pulled the trigger. Mutt-hunting habit had me searching for a spine. 
 
   I shot through his ass, aiming north, hoping to plug as many bullets under that vest as it took to get what I wanted. His body twitched as the .45 dumped energy into his innards, making soup. His blood hit me. Several bullets later, he fell. I snatched his weapon as he went down. Even mortally wounded, he held on. A death grip. I stomped on his throat and shot him in the groin with my .45. I holstered the sidearm, ripped the SAW from his arms, and ran like hell. 
 
   Bullets tore into the hallway as I dove left into Tatka’s workroom, leaping over dismembered furniture and a clutter of power tools. The side door let me circle around, setting a loop for the team following me. I tucked my Glock into its holster and two-handed the huge SAW. 
 
   Christ, the weapon was heavy. Bulky. I resented its fearsome weight slowing me down despite the fact that I needed it to survive. Bullets lanced into the walls behind me, and I felt like a rabbit on the run. I fought the sensation. If panic shot from my heart to my head, I was dead. 
 
   Needed to syphon the squad, clog them in doorways, and kill one by one. “
 
   Doorways are called ‘funnels of death’ for a reason,” Jacob had said.
 
   I ducked behind a corner in the hallway, ten meters from the stairs, and set low to the ground. Body weight slightly forward, crouched, weapon moving to high-ready.
 
   I closed my eyes for a moment and imagined how they would enter the room, claim corners of domination and establish interlocking fields of fire. Even with mediocre training, they’d clear the room quickly. They had to go through the door or backtrack, go around the room, and come down the hall. Two different funnel points. 
 
   Men came through, releasing cover fire as the operator braved passage. Bullets hissed. I squeezed the trigger, hung on too long, and fucked up his torso with a slurry of lead. Bullets came at me. Some had backtracked and I took fire from two directions. 
 
   If I could make it to the stairway, I would force them into pursuing me single file with nowhere for them to hide. I needed to be fast. If they caught me in the stairwell, I was as fucked as I planned for them to be. 
 
   I gasped three fast breaths, turned, and charged up the stairs. Legs burning. Lungs flailing. Heart about to burst. Goddamn fat ass gun. 
 
   Reached the top of the first stairs and turned on the half landing, hunkering behind the wall and panting like a wildebeest in labor. Breath like thunder in my ears, I tried to hear their movement. Nothing. Other noise rolled in, but I couldn’t hear the team. 
 
   Where the hell were they? 
 
   Something tinged on the wall at corner of the landing. I snatched a brief glance around the corner but didn’t see a single man. 
 
   A lime-shaped thing rolled for a bit and laid still. 
 
   A grenade. Well, fuck me. 
 
   I threw myself deeper into the hallway and hunkered face-to-the-wall. Hand of God knocked me against the wall. No breath left in me. Blinked out, flickering blackness, like bad film at an old theatre. Bad brain. Faulty machine. Reboot. 
 
   “Sarakas, tell me why we do what we do.” 
 
   “We kill what everyone fears.”
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “Because no one else dares.” 
 
   What the fuck was I doing on the floor? Why did I smell smoke? Did the toaster malfunction again? Jesus, I hurt. 
 
   Hail fell on me. Plaster rained beside my fallen body and sprayed me with debris. A chunk of wall came down. Glass from the broken window glittered atop the mess. 
 
   Napping in the middle of a freakin’ firefight. Move, or lay down and die.
 
   As soon as the dust settled, their train would be moving up the stairs to finish me off. I crawled, belly to the floor, dragging the SAW and its huge drum. Poked my head low and saw them, sure enough, moving in a rapid train up the staircase. 
 
   A wolf the color of dried blood flew out of nowhere and tackled the last man. It sunk tooth into his hamstring and dragged him deeper into the dark house. He screamed, shots firing wildly. Distraction. I took advantage. I flopped belly down atop the staircase, raised the SAW. Squeezing the trigger was like dragging an anvil toward my chest. 
 
   Brass showered from the ejection port like confetti. The recoil pushed me back, scooting me across the floor.
 
   I tried to aim, possibly, but mostly I was determined to pull the trigger for as long as possible. For an eternity. Bullets ripped into them, shredding past their vests and punching into their legs. The men dropped like sacks of overripe meat. Bits spattered the grenade-torn walls. The drum ran empty and the last of its percussive recoil echoed through my body. 
 
   My jaw hurt from clenching my teeth. Shoulder ached from the stock. 
 
   I waited for signs of enemy life, but there were none. 
 
   Jesus, I had nearly died. How the hell had I made it so far? Elation filled me. Heat swirled with billowing noise left from the explosion. Wasn’t done yet. More men would be searching the house, probably on their way now.
 
   I ejected the empty mag and noticed white letters scrawled across the butt stock: SLUGGER. Made me smile. The lunatic grin stayed on my face as I pulled a Glock, staggered down the steps, and put celebratory bullets into the chest of each fallen man. Both riflemen had carried extra SAW drums to support their dead gunner, so I grabbed two. 
 
   Palm up, I grabbed the charging handle, yanked it toward me, and slid it back until it locked. Pushed the safety rightward. I fumbled the tabs for the feed tray cover, fingers feeling like cement. Tucked my head in case shit came back at me. Flipped the feed cover up, swept it for remnant casings, flipped the feed tray, and fondled it. Watched my fingers, hearing Davey say, “Your hands never shake.” Well, my heart trembled like a motherfucker. Fed the drum into the machine, laid the brass down, and loaded with links on top. Brass to the grass.
 
   Dad swore his daughter would never go into the armed service, never, not over his dead body. Look at me now, Owen. Pulled the cocking handle rearward, rode it home, heard it click. Pushed the safety leftward. 
 
   Screams and percussive gunfire surrounded me on all sides, riding the roars of the massive wolf pack. A blast went through the house, shaking everything. The enemy breached the house. And by breached, I mean drove through the goddamn wall. Any number of armed men could be inside the vehicle. 
 
   Holy elephants, nothing ever came easy. 
 
   I panted. Someone else panted, too. I glanced up and saw the dark red mutt looking at me, fresh red on its muzzle. The eyes struck me as discerning, intelligent. Tatka. Gunfire came from the kitchen. Her hackles rose.
 
   She stood, the lone wolf between a death squad and dozens of children. She was only a child herself. She would fail and die. Her haunches bunched. 
 
   “Wait,” I said. She didn’t. Bullets clouded the space around her. Stepping into the hallway was suicide. Can’t go through? Go around. I turned and charged up the stairwell toward the grenade-hole in the wall. I cradled the carry handle in my left hand as I grabbed the edge with my right. 
 
   Swung out. Dropped into the backyard. The battlefield overlapped along the sides of the massive house, but no one noticed me. Both man and monster were too busy carving holes in each other with teeth and automatic weapons. I ran for the porch, breath wracking my chest, nerves numb and tight. Came through the kitchen where the squad entered. A Humvee parked near the counter atop a demolished dining table. 
 
   The newest batch of bad guys posted on the far side of the kitchen, shooting down the hall. Killing Tatka. 
 
   I sprinted the short distance to their vehicle, cowered behind the engine block (finally some decent cover), and dropped the SAW onto its bipod. Slithering belly down, I pointed the barrel in their direction and squeezed the heavy trigger. Didn’t let up. 
 
   Shot them in the back because fuck them. There were goddamn kids in the motherfucking basement, and these asses were cashing checks. 
 
   The butt stock nodded against my shoulder to the tune of two hundred rounds in a fraction of a minute. Couldn’t hear shit. Watched blood bloom and bodies drop like sacks of grain. The SAW punched numerous, surprisingly small holes in simple, organic systems. The end. 
 
   Guess some things came easy after all. 
 
   Getting off my gut took a feat of inhuman strength. Felt like I ran two marathons back to back. The dead gunner should be carrying another two plastic drums filled with more happy ammo for me. I snatched them both and reloaded, watching for signs of life. The house looked like someone tried to build a highway through it. 
 
   “Tatka!” I shouted, surveying the wreckage of a house. Saw the dark-furred mutt dragging herself down the hallway, chest a ruined sieve. She snarled at me and I backed off. What the hell could I do for her anyway? Gunfire faded, but we weren’t in the clear yet.
 
   I charged into the yard. A throng of monstrous canines enveloped the remaining attackers. A man in a burning Humvee shrieked and flailed, taking a long time to die. I shot him. His screams had barely compared to those the lykos tore to pieces. They were merely eating and playing, arguing over limbs. 
 
   Two nearly identical black wolves with white faces sunk their teeth into a man who'd lost his leg. The human screamed until Kliment and Vadik pulled him apart in a toothy tug-of-war. Alden and Silvershot shared a meal near the basketball hoop. I turned away, my stomach heaving, beer foam floating up my throat. I puked into the grass.
 
   Glancing over the expansive yard, I could have been standing in a mutt apocalypse. Cleanup would be a bitch. Human remains littered everywhere, now little more than a grisly buffet. 
 
   Peter met me there, naked. Another naked man, fifty if he was a day and shaved bald, furry chest, faded blue tattoos. Svetka loped toward the house. Blood coated her muzzle and splotched down her fur. A heavy limp marred her gait, and she bit at her own flesh, digging at silver bullets. Marc arrived, bloody and naked. Carnal, visceral. I tried not to look at his two-legged form. 
 
   Erik walked up to me, bipedal. Too bad I had missed seeing his wolf. 
 
   “That's everyone,” he said. His sizable teeth were the last to fade.
 
   “Tatka’s pretty fucked up,” I said. 
 
   “Lots of people are.” 
 
   “Screw you, Erik.” 
 
   He shrugged. Marc said, “I’ll help her,” and jogged into the house. 
 
   “They underestimated us,” Erik said. “One guy said, there were only supposed to be thirty-six kids, right before I removed his larynx.”
 
   A massive honey-toned wolf strolled our way. Svetlana shook herself like a dog shaking off water, and the beast gently receded. A blackness flared in her eyes until only the creamy caramel remained. Her skin, shiny and damp, flushed from the effort. She turned her head to each side, cracking her neck twice, and did a heavy-metal move to flip her hair back. Her perfect nipples were mauve. 
 
   “Keeping that?” she said, voice like smoldering beast. Her eyes tagged the weapon, Slugger, which I clutched tightly. 
 
   “Forever,” I said. “She’s mine now.” 
 
   She smiled, eyes roaming my body, checking for injuries or whatever. I tried not to squirm. 
 
   “House meeting,” she told Peter.
 
   “HOUSE MEETING!” he bellowed. Werewolves, some in fur and some in bare skin and others, still in clothes, appeared from all sides. Vadik and Kliment stopped arguing over who got to eat the bones and loped over. I recognized others, bloody but standing: Silvershot, Alden.
 
   “Listen, everyone,” she said. “Until we know to what extent this location has been compromised, we're conducting a three stage evacuation. The play is Drunken Elephant. Everyone and anyone who can shed down fast or who has their skin, load up and ship out. Vadik, Kliment, Alden, and Lucy will each drive a van. I want you gone in three minutes, tops.”
 
   “Peter, survey the yard,” Svetlana said. “See if anyone can be saved. Everyone else, divide between furry and wounded. Furry sheds down and evacuates. Three days, no contact.” The black wolves with the white faces nodded. “Anyone with silver in them, your first order of business is to pluck it out.”
 
   Svetlana turned to the man with blue tattoos. “Carbine, you and Sakura have cleanup duty.” 
 
   He smiled pleasantly and winked at the Japanese mutt. “Clock's ticking,” he said. German accent. Sakura’s stomach swelled with all the flesh she had consumed, and she twirled like a six year-old girl showing off a pretty dress.
 
   “Three days, no contact,” Svetlana told Carbine. He bowed and followed Sakura into the darkness. “Erik, you should get your boys outta here.” 
 
   “I'm not leaving wounded behind,” Peavey argued. 
 
   “I can take some kids with me,” Erik said. “There's room for eight to twelve in my H2, and Rainer has medical facilities. We'll lay low and await your call.”
 
   She nodded and turned away, heading toward the house and shouting miscellaneous orders at capable pack members. 
 
   Bodies, naked ones, laid among the carnage. The nude bodies of werewolves who had died and shed down. Of the dead mercenaries, most of the meat had been eaten. Sakura and other badly wounded wolves scavenged through the mess, eating. I tried not to watch. 
 
   My body trembled, wired like I fell against an electrical fence.
 
   Cold. My fingers wet with blood. Bodies all around me, vehicles burning, random werewolves dragging away pieces to eat in private. My chest wasn't working properly, everything strained tight, and my muscles began to heave. Like hiccups wracked my whole frame as stress poured through me like the running of the bulls. We all nearly died. Vadik and Kliment ate people parts. I couldn't stop it, couldn’t save anyone. The war grew too big for me. I trembled. The smell of cooking pork (or bodies in smoldering grass) made me puke again. 
 
   “Davey?” I was afraid no one would answer, and no one did. He could have burned up, been crushed, or shot down under a pile of bodies. I walked over the torn turf, around heaps of bodies in different degrees of regression. Calling his name, growing hoarse waiting for a response. Christ, if Davey had died…
 
   I trekked inside the dilapidated house to find the giant, dark boyfriend. 
 
   The living room had become a medical triage station. Contaminated blood leaked and smeared as mutts rummaged through mutt flesh to dig out mundane rounds. I ignored most of it. Tried not to look at the child whose face was half demolished with bullets, didn’t listen to the writhing girl with the irredeemable chest wounds. 
 
   “Peter,” I said. “I can't find Davey.”
 
   “Svetlana needs me here,” Peter said, red fingers deep in L-pos flesh.
 
   “I don't need you,” she said. “Go find Davey.” 
 
   His eyes narrowed to slits. Suddenly, we were up to our necks in a new argument, one based entirely in subtext. Shit.
 
   “Even if I find him, I'm not strong enough to carry him,” I said.
 
   “Peter, go get Davey.” Svetlana rooted through Tatka's chest.
 
   “You need—” he protested.
 
   “I don't need! Now go!”
 
   Peter stormed away. I followed, eager to find Davey before I fainted from fatigue. Peter stood on the rickety porch, head high, eyes almost closed, nostrils flaring. All I could smell was burning wreckage, roasting flesh, gas, and spilled guts. He walked around the house, heading toward a canopy of trees. I followed. 
 
   A Humvee sat in the darkness, doors ajar. I raised the SAW and prepared to meet more hired guns. Blood and bone splinters in the grill, human bodies in the grass. Dead for a while. 
 
   A big wolf whined, lying on its side between trees which had fallen in a collision with the vehicle. His pelt was a brindle of almond, mahogany, and black. His rich warm fur was splotched with blood. His eyes rolled as pain contorted his body. I hadn't seen the mutt before, but I knew who he was. 
 
   Oh, shit. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 37
 
    
 
   I knew this moment had been coming. I agonized for months, losing both sleep and brain cells over this precise instant.
 
   “Hi, Davey.” 
 
   When Peter saw Davey, he lost the attitude. He knelt, investigated the wounds, and didn't seem to think they were fatal. Davey stared off into the smoldering battlefield, heaving, twitching, and ignoring us. His muzzle was red. A few nearby bodies had their throats turned out. Davey killed the humans and ate on them some. I didn’t care. 
 
   I crouched and examined him, trying to keep concern off my face. I couldn't see where the blood started. His head remained intact, brain safely where it was supposed to be. The wheeze in his whimper indicated lung damage. I didn't know what to do. I mussed the blood on his chest, looking for the entry wounds. If his heart wasn’t too ravaged and the bullets were merely lead, he should survive. Provided he believed it. If he thought he was dying, he might. 
 
   “Davey, sweetie? Don't shed down. Stay with your wolf, okay? You'll heal faster as a mutt.” 
 
   He needed meat, but the other kids were gorging themselves on the fresh stuff and there wasn't much left to pick at. God, three minutes ago it was the grossest thing, now I was thinking long pork might help Davey heal. 
 
   Peter kissed the wolf’s forehead, but Davey ignored him. His body trembled with cold shock. A large, shaggy German Shepherd dragged a length of intestine in his maw. A twinkle brightened his canine eye. Vanya, the baby boy wolf. I worked very hard not to see the meat offering as a human part. He dropped the viscera, but Davey didn't move. Vanya sniffed, huffed at the wounds, and laid beside Davey. Peter caressed Davey’s cheek.
 
   “It's okay, babe,” he said. “No one can stay human forever.”
 
   I recalled Davey voicing with innocent determination that he would never, ever shed, and now he was all decked out in fur. 
 
   “Are you kidding? You're pouting?” I said. “Christ, Davey, I thought you were seriously hurt! How could you do that to me?”
 
   He looked like the only one in the world with a reason to kill himself. 
 
   Peter’s eyes narrowed. “His humanity is important to him, Kaidlyn.”
 
   “Davey, you are all the good parts of whatever is human, and there is no shame in being L-positive. You'd be dead right now if it wasn't for the disease. So get over it, buddy, because I love ya.” I ruffled the fur on the top of his skull. “Now go get some real food to cure your raspy breathing.”
 
   He heaved himself up, aided by Peter, and I clutched the SAW like a flotation device. Davey’s coat was the most beautiful brindle, an aurora of earthy browns and reds. I nearly lost him. If it wasn't for the lycanthropy, Davey would be dead, blasted open by mercenary lead. My body shook, but the crisis was over. 
 
   As soon as he disappeared from sight, a numbness fell on me. Hard. With adrenaline gone and the fight over, my system crashed. I performed a tactical reload, took an inventory of my Ag rounds, and slid everything back in place.
 
   A glance around the yard revealed the wreckage of battle. Blood. Bodies. The stink of urine and offal. Oily smoke. Naked carcasses of wolves who shifted as their magic died. Once again, I was at Svetlana’s house as the smell of scorched flesh filled the air.
 
   I wandered back to the ravaged house.
 
   Marc met me at the door. “Four dozen dead,” he said. I had nothing to add. Pain sounds led us to their makeshift operating room. A dozen bleeding wolves in fur and half as many 'doctors' were forceps-deep in wolf fur, plucking silver and lead. They worked quickly, tossing bullets aside and sending wolves on their way. A houseful of wounded mutts, and there I stood, like an idiot. 
 
   Peavey went to Silvershot. “Want help with those?”
 
   “They will find their own way out,” she said. Her naked body clung to a wider bone structure but the fur was gone. Bullet holes splattered her thighs and flanks, but they weren't bleeding. She looked content to let her body do the work.
 
   “Up,” Peavey said, in a squad-leader tone, nodding at another counter-top. Surprisingly, she listened. He washed his hands. Cross-contamination wasn't an issue, but I supposed it was uncivilized to spread blood from wound to wound.
 
   Silvershot's skin had healed over her wounds. Her body pushed the bullets out to the surface where they laid under the skin like big pimples. Peavey used a scalpel to cut the bumps and pluck the bullets away. He remained intent on his task while she watched him intensely. Her cyan and white eyes glimmered. 
 
   Monsters in love. 
 
   Vanya slept and ran in his dreams, like a puppy chasing phantom rabbits.
 
   Peter arrived with Davey, who was stuck in a gangly bipedal stage with thick bones. A grouping of scabs peppered his chest and side, and he munched on a ham shank.
 
   “Are you okay?” I said.
 
   “Peter removed the lead, but it still hurts.” He ran his hand over his chest and frowned. “Like phantom bullets.”
 
   “Your body hasn’t caught up with itself,” Peter said. “The nerves are registering alarm, even though there’s nothing to be upset about.”
 
   A black mutt trotted into the room, dragging a beef torso. He left the corpse at my feet and sat back, wagging his tail. “Uh, I'm going vegan,” I said. “But thanks.” He didn't give me time to reconsider before he started munching.
 
   “I'll load the trailer with everyone in fur,” Sakura said, wearing a towel.
 
   “Vanya, honey, can you shed back down?” Svetlana said.
 
   He squinted and licked his lips with a long canine tongue. His face scrunched up with effort as he tried to go back to human skin. His eyes leaked tears and his breath stopped and his ribs convulsed. He looked like he might shit himself.
 
   “Never mind, hun.” 
 
   “We're heading to a safe house,” Peter said, taking Davey's hand. 
 
   Davey looked at me, “Can we go?”
 
   “Sure,” I said. He was safer with Svetlana's people.
 
   “Go,” Svetlana said. “Last train leaves the station in ten minutes.”
 
   They roused, fur sluicing away. Naked and bandaged, mutts scrounged for clothes. I took it as my cue to leave. Svetlana touched my shoulder, halting me. 
 
   “I will bring you some clean clothes,” she said. “And a beer.”
 
   All sorts of mess had dried and hardened on me, and the offer was tempting, but I hadn’t forgotten why I’d come. Iago needed to die, now more than ever. He expected to buy himself time with his hired guns, but I had a surprise. I’d hit him before either he or Svetlana saw it coming. 
 
   “Thanks, but I can change once I get home.”
 
   “Nonsense. I'll find you something clean. Hand me that medical tape, would you,” Svetlana said. 
 
   Why did I feel like she was stalling? I passed the roll of tape so she could finish strapping gauze onto Tatka's side. She pointed at Silvershot and said to Peavey, “Carry her. She hibernates after a shed and won't wake for hours.”
 
    Davey passed Tatka a towel to wrap herself and Peter helped her up.
 
   “We're going,” Peter said.
 
   “Three days,” she reminded. He kissed her and left.
 
   “Bye,” I said to the boys. “Be safe!”
 
   I watched from the window until they loaded into the van and drove away.
 
   “Clothes are this way,” Svetlana said. I followed dumbly, like a lobotomized sheep. 
 
   “I am not giving up this house,” she said. “When I find Alexei, I’m going to tear off his silly beard and mount it on the wall.”
 
   “What about the god-plague stuff?” I said. “I thought he had magic.”
 
   She smiled a wicked grin. “Don't be so worried.”
 
   I hated how she could smell my doubt. We trailed into a remarkably undamaged master bedroom. 
 
   “You didn't ask how I knew Sigurd didn't do this,” she said.
 
   “Okay, how? You trust him a bit, don't you?”
 
   “No, I tapped his phones.” She walked into her bedroom, strolled to the large closet, and pulled open the doors. She peered inside, hands on hips, looking for something she wanted to give me. I wandered over to the bookshelf. Half the titles were in Russian or Japanese. I said, “Do you speak Japanese, too?”
 
   She nodded. “French, and a bit of Mandarin. Czech, Italian, Hungarian, Serbian, Portuguese...” I didn't know if that was the end of the list or if she was done talking. She gave me a shirt and a pair of jogging pants, soft and smelling of lavender. “To sleep in.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said. “But I'm not sleeping here.”
 
   “Of course not, we'll find a hotel.”
 
   “I have things to do at home.”
 
   She blinked and cocked her head like she didn't believe it.
 
   “I don't sleep well in strange places.” 
 
   “I cannot convince you to go with us tonight?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Very well. I must at least walk you out. What if your vehicle is damaged, or assassins lurk in the shadows?” 
 
   “Don’t be over-dramatic,” I said, worrying about bullet holes in my truck. I hurried through the cinders of the ruined living room. Svetlana shuffled after me and reached my side by the time I exited the house. We circled the truck.
 
   I gasped. “Bullet holes!”
 
   Her night vision was far superior to mine, and she said, “No real damage. No leaking fluids.”
 
   “Great.” I sighed. Brutus could fix it. “G'night then.”
 
   “Not so fast, ljubonvnik.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “I am going with you.” She climbed into the passenger's seat.
 
   “Uh...no. No, you aren't. Why would you?”
 
   “How do you feel?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Fine,” she repeated. “And tomorrow you will say you are fine, and when hell has bubbled into your world, you will also say you are fine. I know better. You smelled of unpleasant things before you came here, before this safe place was attacked. You are upset, and I will stay with you tonight.”
 
   “I am not upset!” I said. She buckled her seat belt and waited for me to drive. Unbelievable! Crazy woman thought she could barge into my life, muss it up, and order me around. Well, I wasn't taking it anymore. Arms akimbo, I glared. “Hold on, little miss sweet cheeks—”
 
   “Get in so we can discuss what to do with this Iago character.” 
 
   “Now we’re talking.” I set the SAW with the other weapons, hopped in the truck, and rubbed my hands together. “Please tell me we get to kill him.” 
 
   Unlike me, she actually knew who the guy was. Even if we didn't come to an agreement, I might glean enough information to find him on my own.
 
   “Drive,” she said. I did. She pulled her tangled hair into a ponytail. “We will kill him. Publicly.”
 
   “Huh. We should rethink the last bit.”
 
   “He has been stealing normies and converting them into wolves, making an army of his own, and leaving a mass grave of failures.”
 
   “I suspected as much. Why didn’t you do something sooner?”
 
   “We only recently found the dumping site. Contamination for fun, for the purpose of building a hoard of disposable, sick mutts…” Her teeth clacked together with rage. “It is a vampire’s idea. They breed humans like stock, slaves like cattle, and relics become nothing more than trophies.”
 
   “Slaves? Relics?”
 
   “Yes, Kaidlyn. Let’s not stray from the topic by discussing the seedy underground habits of the earth’s most loathsome creatures. We can assume Iago is in league with the bloodsucking leeches, who undoubtedly bankrolled tonight’s entertainment. A filthy business. I could permit the noble struggle of mutt against mutt, but I will not tolerate vampiric meddling.”
 
   “Racist,” I said. She ignored me.
 
   “Wolves need to make it clear these tactics will not be tolerated. The wolves of Phoenix already know Iago is a manipulative thug, and they will recognize why we must kill him. To that end, he must be killed by a mutt. Not by an agent, but by one of his own.”
 
   “Jesus. So how do I help?”
 
   “You can be present to make a statement and send a good message. When I kill Iago and you do not shoot me (and I expect you to refrain from shooting me), we promote the idea that wolves have the right to live so long as they behave.”
 
   “Right. Then the FBHS will have you silver-stuffed. Not a good plan.”
 
   “Can we stop for coffee?” She pointed at a fast food place. Coffee, regardless of the quality, would be welcome. We went through the drive-through, quiet until we pulled away. 
 
   “You don't know what going public could mean. As soon as they see your face, you'll forever be targeted. A dozen other countries will figure out who you are and want you extradited to their country. A political struggle will ensue, and you'll be treated like shit until someone finally gets to claim you. Then, you'll be killed. Your kids will be found and destroyed.”
 
   “If I appear with a wolf's face, they’ll have no human likeness to research.”
 
   “You'll be shot dead before you get a chance to kill Iago.”
 
   She smiled. “There are ways to move things which should not be seen.” 
 
   I narrowed my eyes. She was remarkably cheerful given everything that had happened. I sipped mediocre coffee and thought about her proposal. It would never work. The first hundreds of wolves who fought for their rights would become martyrs, pure and simple. People weren't ready to talk about these sorts of things. All civilians knew were the massacres they saw on television.
 
   “Killing him in a quiet, confined place is always a way to go,” I said.
 
   “He should die for a reason.”
 
   “I don't like him and he's dangerous. It’s reason enough for me. He targeted Clifford because he knew no one would stand up to him, and he wanted to make certain I saw the bloody result. His lazy, enterprising ass found a sugar daddy to fund his revolt, which makes him repulsive. He is a bully among thugs, and he has some silver coming to him.” If I got to Iago before Svetlana, I would end him simply. “Where will we find Iago? And when do you want to do it?”
 
   “You'll be told when the time comes,” she said. 
 
   Jesus. Everyone was too hush-hush about this guy. Who could I squeeze for information? I had plenty of mutts to interrogate. Biscuit! Cute as a virgin button and likely to do anything for someone with boobs. Not his fault. He was young, maybe sixteen years-old. If I couldn't be charming enough (a likely possibility) I could encourage him with silver.
 
   “Kaidlyn,” Svetlana said.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “What are you plotting?”
 
   “Nothing. Sheesh.”
 
   “And you expect me to believe that?” She smirked. “What are you thinking?”
 
   I smiled, delighted to turn the tables. “I'm not telling.”
 
   She chuckled and drank her coffee. I parked the truck in my garage and slithered out. Svetlana said, “Your ribs sound loose. Want help?”
 
   “Back off, doc.”
 
   I limped inside and set Slugger on the counter. Before I even turned on the lights, Zelda stood on my porch and pounded on the door. I answered, opening the door a smidge.
 
   “Lurkers!” She raised a battle fist. “Men, lurking! And not the usual PETA folks, I don't think. They parked outside and waited for two hours before they gave up! I wrote down their license plate. Almost called it in, but thought you should decide what to do with it on account of everything that's been happening here.”
 
   “What were they driving?” I said.
 
   “An ice cream truck of all things!” she said. “The nerve! I was suspicious and went over to buy a Popsicle—”
 
   “You didn't,” I groaned. Zelda could have gotten herself killed. A refrigerated truck was definitely suspicious. They had come for me and I missed my chance to blow their brains out. 
 
   Zelda wasn't impressed either. “And they told me, quite rudely, to go away. They were considerably impolite with their language.”
 
   “Not to be preachy, but here's a life lesson; don't walk up to creepy people who loiter in vans.”
 
   “They could have at least apologized for not having ice cream in the truck.”
 
   “What did they look like?”
 
   “Middle-aged white American males.” She handed me a piece of paper with a license plate number written in pink marker. “They looked like church-going gents, but there was something creepy about them.” 
 
   “Thanks, Zelda. You're wonderful for keeping an eye out. Next time, call the cops, okay?”
 
   “Well, I called the only person I could think of…”
 
   “Oh, god, Zelda! Who? Who’d you call?” 
 
   “Your father. Hasn't he called you?”
 
   “We aren’t really that kind of family.”              
 
   “Well, dear, someone must keep him apprised, don’t you think? What if something had happened and we didn't call? And hasn’t he finished his business in Prescott? It'd be horrible letting him think no one cared about him. Now, will you call him in the morning, sweetie?”
 
   Grinning, I promised. The emptiest promise I ever made. Zelda left with a smile and a skip in her step. As soon as I closed the door, Svetlana stepped out of the shadows.               
 
   “Speaking of lurking,” I said.
 
   “Your father was here?” 
 
   “And now he's gone. So, there's the couch.”
 
   “I noticed.”
 
   “Blankets are in the closet down the hall.”
 
   “Mm-hmm.”
 
   “Guess we better get some sleep.”
 
   “That would be the wise thing to do.” She stared with a gaze like razors. “Perhaps we can talk about your feelings.”
 
   “Or not.”
 
   Svetlana reached out and firmly collected my hip in her hand. Her grip was strong and hot, and it pulled me in. And she kissed me. And there I was, letting her. Liking it. Her kiss was dry, as chaste as a French-kiss could be. She had a small mouth, a sleek, hot tongue. The smell of her encased me, sweet, creamy. Her skin felt equally smooth. My tongue met hers, rolling around it. She tasted of coffee, beer, tomatoes, and salt. And heat. Her kiss was neat and snug, mine became warm and rippling. When she pulled away, my face followed her.
 
   “Oh, God,” I murmured.
 
   She watched me like she was waiting for me to get angry. When I didn't, she gathered her shirt at the hem and pulled it over her head. New bullet-bumps puckered along her chest and shoulders, but they mightn't scar. Despite plenty of opportunities to see her naked, the sight didn’t lose anything with repetition. My eyes fastened on the erotic blood-lilac shade of her nipples.
 
   There was, however, a hesitation: what the hell was I doing? Since I was staring at her breast, her lovely flesh, I ventured a guess that I was genuinely aroused by the prospect of Svetlana's tongue, teeth, and flesh, and the thought of her flesh beneath my teeth and tongue. I wanted her.
 
   Her hands slipped around me and under the shirt, cupping my spine with unbelievable heat. Being touched by her was the most fascinating, necessary thing in the world. But she moved too slowly. I tried to be patient, I swear I did, but I was frantic.
 
   She must have picked up on my urgency, but her kisses remained leisurely and patient. If she thought this was going to be slow and polite, she had another thing coming. 
 
   I grabbed her by the hard meat of her arms and pushed her. Her calves hit the sofa and she sank down. She smiled in the dark before I kissed her and climbed on. Her hands caught my bottom and cradled me there. We fit well together, better than I expected. Our legs were folded together, and I set neatly against her hips, nestled over the slight rise of her pelvic mound.
 
   I bit one of those strong female shoulders. After biting, I kissed. After kissing, I licked. Her body became a new terrain where everything deserved to be nipped and tongued. She pulled at my shirt. The holsters got in the way, and I ceased kissing her so I could strip the .45s. Her hands rode up my sides. I shivered. She threw my shirt aside and pulled me forward.
 
   “Your scars gleam silver in the dark,” she whispered, caressing the puckered groupings of tissue along my belly and ribs. Her mouth found my nipple and my breath flared out of control. She flicked a button on the jeans and her hand slid inside. I was ready to be touched, and I tried to arch toward her, but she had a way of evading me, staying barely out of reach. I wanted to beat her with a stick and make her touch me.
 
   “Goddamn it,” I told her. 
 
   She pushed me over the back of the sofa, her breasts on my shoulders. With her body curled behind me, I figured maybe she was finally getting around to the good stuff. She slid fingers along me. I was so wet. With tiny flicks of her fingers, she brought me panting and trembling into an explosive orgasm faster than I could have done it myself.
 
   Somewhere along the line I was no longer supporting my own body weight. Belly down on the hardwood with her nestling on my back, I tried to get some air. My body shuddered with aftershock.
 
   “Holy god,” I whispered, voice quaking. She chuckled against my neck, a sound so deep and sensual that I wondered how wet she was. My hand journeyed down to explore.
 
   “Kaidlyn,” she murmured, breath falling hot against my neck.
 
   She grabbed my arms and pulled me up. I laid on her, our bodies somehow well-tuned and well matched. Her breath came gently on the top of my head and she cupped my face. It didn't feel as awkward as it could have. Actually, it was kind of nice.
 
   Which was when things started to go wrong. Her body twanged. Everything tightened: spine, muscle, skin, even her breath. I looked up, wondering if I did something wrong. Her caramel eyes flashed dark with something deadly, and she pushed me away. 
 
   Gun! 
 
   I reached under the couch and pulled a Glock from discarded holsters. She sprinted toward the door to investigate. The window broke with a pop and Svetlana stiffened. Pop, pop. She tore at her belly with one hand and grabbed a curtain to hold herself up. Three short darts stuck in her flanks. She jerked four more out of her abdomen. Her ribs and shoulders widened. The beast pushed against her skin as she tried to shed, but another splattering of tranks in the span of a second put her down. 
 
   Tranks, not silver bullets. They—whoever they were—knew who and what she was, and decided to take her alive. They probably didn’t need me. I was making my last stand, and they literally caught me with my pants down.
 
   Belly to the floor, I used the couch as concealment and scrambled toward the SAW on the kitchen counter. I'd kill as many as I could before they got her.
 
   Movement sounded outside the living room, the crunching twist of a boot on gravel. I pictured them edging along the front of the house, prepared to enter my home. 
 
   Someone flanked the duplex and entered soundlessly, which I discovered right about the time someone shot me in the ass with a dart. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 38
 
    
 
   Something poked me awake. Waking induced vomiting. Rolling over so as not to choke on vomit made me puke more. Every neuron in my brain screamed. The agony pushed me back into a dark unconsciousness, but it didn't last.
 
   Alarm jolted me out of a blurry dream. A rosy cheeked, creamy skinned girl about thirteen years-old stood near me with a syringe. Her pink princess dress had blood on the hem, and she smiled like something out of a cheap horror flick. I was too sick to panic. I hoped she would put me out of my misery. She tossed an empty syringe over her shoulder and unwrapped a new one. Smiling, she jabbed me again. She emptied most of the syringe before I grabbed her wrist and pulled out the needle.
 
   “The hell is that?” I said. She showed me the wrapper: adrenaline. Not a bad idea. Whoever nabbed me didn't want to wait for me to wake on my own, which meant I didn't have much time. My heart tripped at a million miles an hour, filling me with the pressure of a steam engine. I rolled away, curling up to cover myself, and puked again. I was doubly naked: no clothes, no guns. Totally helpless.
 
   Water dripped in the background. I squinted at my surroundings: a hollowed out, cave-like warehouse without windows. Possibly underground? Circular, like a silo. Didn’t feel like anything I recognized. 
 
   My heart sunk.
 
   An equally naked Svetlana hanged from the ceiling in bright silver chains, wearing a silver collar on her neck. A man sprayed her with a hose, but she didn't stir. He was only a few good paces away. Despite the nausea, I stumbled up and tried to tackle him. Cumbersome, like a drunk monkey. He backhanded me so viciously I flew several yards and fell unconscious again.
 
   The darkness lagged and I revived to the sound of someone laughing: Svetlana’s voice, but not a joyful sound. I touched my face, found my cheekbone bleeding and mushy. The blow hadn't helped my headache. The villain was strong but didn't feel like a mutt. I struggled to raise my swirling head. 
 
   Svetlana dangled like a piñata in the center of the room. She spoke Russian. The words sounded sweet as a lover's nothing, but her eyes spelled murder. She knew the man.
 
   I'm not sure how I expected Alexei to look. Maybe something bald and wretched, a creature resembling Nosferatu more than Sigurd. He was tall the way she seemed to like her men but too thin, sacrificing an otherwise good shape. Dressed like he tripped down the hill of time and gathered bits along the way, scarf and kerchief and odd shoes. He sported a Vandyke beard.
 
   Movies and literature romanticized vampires, but anyone who faced a vamp without glamour should expect primitive, primordial fear. His face would be handsome if it had any semblance of humanity. The unfinished mask remained empty a human heart or soul. 
 
   Svetlana was my best chance of getting out alive, but she was chained to the ceiling with vomit splattered at her feet. Not a hopeful situation. The only visible door was twenty meters behind Alexei and Svetlana. I could not run. I didn't have the juice. Could barely contemplate standing. 
 
   While I looked around, halos fell from my murky vision. Maybe if I stayed on the floor and rested, I could gather enough strength to make another go at the vampire. But how do I kill the creature without a gun, fire, or a stake? This was a horrible time to wing it. Svetlana saw I was conscious. She didn't draw any attention to me, but she switched to English.
 
   “Sticks and stones, Alexei,” she said.
 
   “You are a consistent and inflamed boil on my ass,” he said. “Why are you causing me such strife? You trouble my cities, wage war on my subordinates, and disrupt my agenda. Don't you know how busy I've been? You are like the apocalypse with tits! Worse yet, you are causing me sincere financial stress.”
 
   She snickered while he ranted.
 
   “And you have no trouble running obedient dogs throughout the world, gathering hordes of unclean mutts, all of which worship you. Do you understand what you’ve done to my reputation? Where do you see this going, Svetka, with all your little gangs and riots? Such a waste! You are exhausting yourself to no end. When your rebellion is done and the dust has settled, your species will find themselves precisely where they've always been: under my thumb. How will you ever change that?”
 
   She smiled. “I could bite off your thumbs.”
 
   “Always with a crude response. But then, I do like them violent.”
 
   “Let me down, and I'll show you violent.”
 
   “I do hope so. We shall celebrate my stateside visit with a bit of sport. Tonight, I am entertaining a significant family. Milan will be attending. You do remember his wonderful gambling vice? He presented me with a wager, the old fool. He claims to be in possession of the most ruthless mutt ever to exist. Quite the bastard of a beast, so I hear. Milan wagered his mutt could beat my mutt in a friendly fight to the death. What do you think, darling?”
 
   “I'm not your mutt.”
 
   “You are if I say so, and I do. Concern yourself with two things: regaining my favor and winning this fight.”
 
   “Or else?”
 
   “Or else I'll leave you in those silver razor chains while I initiate raids on your kennels in Kiev, Moscow, Rome, Prague, and Berlin. Tomorrow, five more cities. Maybe the humans won't kill everyone, but damage will be done. Your festering sore of a revolution will be revealed. The weak and unlucky shall die. Unfortunately, so many of your children are weak and unlucky.”
 
   Svetlana hanged in the chains. Motionless. Her face remained as slack and unyielding as physically possible. She mirrored Alexei's face. What else could she do? Foam at the mouth and shout undignified phrases? I hoped she was smart enough to keep passion under wraps until she could put it to good use. 
 
   Alexei touched her foot, running his jeweled finger along her instep. I looked around for a weapon, a brick, anything…
 
   “Still need convincing, love?” he said. “I’ll happily arrange for the rest of your brood to be rounded up, pelted, sold, or traded to my associates. Many vampires are intrigued by my ingenious approach to solving the conflict with your species.”
 
   “Consumption wasn't your idea, asshole,” she said. “Your impotent brain didn't create shit. I’ve never met a more unoriginal and downright boring vampire.”
 
   “I have made Consumption stylish again, which is what matters.” Alexei circled, watching each pulse and tic of her. “Think of all the vampires I could inspire if I were to dissect and donate a kennel of hot young mutts. The little ones make the best party favors since their meat is so tender. Not good for much else, are they? I loathe to keep them as pets. Their whimpering and howling quickly become tiresome. I hear humans have devices they use to deter canines from barking. Do you think I should invest in this? Or maybe removing the vocal cords entirely would be the best alternative. What do you say?”
 
   Svetlana didn't say anything. He threatened to drag her children to a chop shop and harvest their organs for a vamp buffet. 
 
   “You're a bastard,” I said. His eyes cut to me, and I met the cold gaze of something reptilian. Whatever allure the Sigurd had, Alexei lacked. Looking into his eyes, I wanted to stomp his face down into the hard cement of his warehouse. Unfortunately, I was the weakest creature in the room, unarmed, and my mouth tasted of vomit. I didn't even have a shoe to throw. Svetlana shot me a warning glance. Since I couldn't breathe without feeling torn up, I decided to keep to myself for a while.
 
   “If you must have added incentive,” he said. “Consider what the other mutt will gain from the wager. With you dead, Phoenix will fall to a mutt who colludes with vampires and won’t hesitate to ruin everything you worked for. He’ll overrun your flea-bitten house and destroy your clan. While Milan and I will oust the pompous ass, Sigurd, from his roost, the victorious mutt will singlehandedly strangle your revolution.” 
 
   She said, “Who do you want me to fight?”
 
   “Does it matter?” Alexei said.
 
   “Let me down. I'll kill this mutt for you.”
 
   He laughed. “I'm not about to set you free without some show of loyalty. I won't allow an animal to embarrass me in front of my visitors. Prove you deserve to fight for your people. Start winning me over. Show me you know your place, mutt.”
 
   “Why would I do that?” Her voice was tired and disinterested.
 
   He smiled a grin which showed all his teeth in their full potential. “Listen to you. Even begging, you're so full of pride. This is a safe place, dear. You can talk to me. Why not admit, Svetlana, that you don't believe your own words? You don't want to struggle in this endless battle against my kind. Don't fight me, edelweiss. Look at you: chained up, miserable, and in pain. You've done this to yourself. You're nothing without me. Don’t you realize what I’d do for you? I can keep you in comfort. You’ll be safe, fed, and content. Submit to my authority, and you'll never know want. Aren't you tired?”
 
   “Nothing a nap won’t cure.”
 
   “So clever. Damned witty. Thinks she knows everything. Strong, yes, but not stronger than me. Not crueler. I can make you suffer in ways you’ve never dreamed. I can take everything from you.”
 
   “Big talk,” she said. “Little man.” 
 
   “Not as little as you wish to believe. I’ve built a great reputation through painstaking massacre and deliberate murder. Don’t forget who I am: the Bloodied Fist, the Hungry Heart. You are nothing but the curr who tries to weaken my name and degrade my legacy. I have plans for you, Svetka, and my reach is longer than you could ever imagine.” He held out his hand. “Baby doll, come here.” 
 
   I thought he was talking to Svetlana, but then the girl in the pink dress with white lace and blood stains circling the hem, she emerged from the shadows as if she’d always been there. Hauntingly, she walked to Alexei like a child approaching an altar. As if she’d been schooled in communion and Jesus and the Holy Ghost and yet had no concept of sin, no reference point for guilt. I thought, she looks familiar. 
 
   Twelve years-old, sick, and delicate. And she reached out, this baby doll, and took his hand.
 
   “Don’t,” I said, but she already had. He patted her hair, silver rings gleaming above her blond curls. He snuggled her against his side, paternal and familiar. The visage of a doting parent. His fingers slipped along her chin and angled her face upward. Fingers denting her plush cheeks.
 
   “Don’t,” I said, but he already did. His hand curved down the way someone would soothe an injured pet, only his claws sank into the pale flesh below her chin and he dragged the sharp points around, scratching savage gaps in her tiny throat. 
 
   Please, please let her be a vampire or a wolf or some other monster…
 
   She immediately bled and began to die. Alexei dropped her. She fell to the ground and did not get up. The macabre pitter patter of her shoes scuffing the stone accompanied my heaving breathing.
 
   “The poor darling,” Alexei said. “It came with dreams of seeing its long-lost sister and reuniting the family. You did this, Svetlana. Tore them apart.” 
 
   He wiped his bloody hand on the girl’s dress.
 
   “I’ll kill you,” Svetlana said. “I’ll tear off your beard and bring it to Tatka, and she’ll destroy your bloodline. I will point and laugh while your dynasty fades to dust under the raging temper of a child wolf.” 
 
   I stared at the child, apparently Tatka’s sister, and promised I’d help. If Tatka wanted to slaughter anyone, I’d be there with a machete and Ag rounds to avenge this dead girl. Because it was stupid. And senseless. Killing children to make a point...it was sacrilegious and inhumane. 
 
   Smug and unconcerned, Alexei lifted his hands. “Why fight it? Do you really believe you deserve better than me?”
 
   “Yes,” Svetlana said. 
 
   He laughed like they were sharing jokes at happy hour. “You are a liar and a hypocrite. Your species is shit and you know it. Despite your rebellion and the futile speeches, when you get off the soapbox, you see your kind for what it really is: an abomination, a pale shadow of my glory, an ugly rendition of everything unnatural. The twisted cobwebs under creation's musty ass…that's what wolves are made of.”
 
   “Not true.”
 
   “Why else do you remain barren? Why so vigilant with your infectious blood? After all these years, you've contaminated no other creature. Innately, you know your species is a disgusting divergence of nature.”
 
   Svetlana ground her teeth. “What do you want?”
 
   “Make a mutt for me,” Alexei said. “Prove you're willing to work with me and not against me, and I will release you to fight for your people. Defy me, and I'll throw off the wager and have everyone killed.”
 
   I began to get a bad feeling. Had I been smart, I would have stopped to wonder why Alexei bothered keeping me alive. He didn't say outright it was me he intended to sacrifice in the demonstration, but clearly my death was on the agenda. I rolled onto my side and pushed myself upright. With a hand on the wall, I might be able to stand. Running, however, was completely out of the question.
 
   Svetlana said, “What could contaminating someone possibly prove?”
 
   He snagged a lock of her hair, sniffed it, and examined it. “I might see such unprecedented cooperation as indication of your ability to follow orders. How else can I trust you to play along when Milan brings his mutt to my cage?”
 
   “You know I don't have trouble killing,” she said. 
 
   “Ah, yes, I know! How many nights, sweetness, have we spent in our pursuits? Countless starry evenings in a hunt so invigorating, so poignant, that afterward, forever, all other meals are doomed to pale in comparison. The finest wines become nothing but sawdust on my tongue. Our ballet, our war…was there ever so great a declaration of love? How often, fang to claw, must we dance? You are the song of my winter heart.” He appeared mesmerized by the individual strands of her hair as it sifted through his fingers. “You know me because you are mine. And I would never let you go. Come with me, edelweiss, and be my hot winter storm.”
 
   Her look permitted nothing. “Milan and who else?” 
 
   “You know the old goat. He flocks with his full buffet of twinks. Pan, Weinstein, and Gatell of House Jasher will witness the wager. And don't even consider losing! I've bet half of France on this. If you don't come through, I'll punish everyone I can get my hands on. Starting with your bratty infant, Vanya. Now, set yourself to the task and make that thing a mutt.”
 
   That thing being me.
 
   “No,” she said.
 
   “Would you throw your entire kennel onto the chopping block for one girl?” Alexei said. “Good enough to fuck but not convert?” 
 
   “No reason to be crude,” I said.
 
   Alexei said, “If you don't want her, I don't need her.”
 
   He reached for me. I kicked him in the patella, nearly losing my balance. He dipped and fell to his knees. I backed along the wall, putting distance between us. Alexei hissed. His face contorted, eyes sinking deep in a skull that grew too long. His mouth stretched and snaky fangs gleamed. My blood pumped madly, wildly, and there was enough adrenaline in my system to jump-start a Buick. He slashed at me, fast, and nicked me with his fingernail.
 
   The minute scratch bled like arterial spray. 
 
   Alexei was doing his vampire plague, commanding my blood. I clenched my hand on the mark, using pressure to try to staunch of blood. It didn't help. Red gushed over my fingers, leaving me swooning and panicking against the stone wall. After all the shit, this was how I died: scratched by a vampire. Not quite a warrior's death. I screamed in his face, assailed him with my horrible breath, then head-butted his nose. He bellowed, back-pedaled, and cursed in a language I didn't understand. He grabbed me, but his hand slipped on the blood. I fell and didn't have plans of getting back up.
 
   Maybe it was for the best. Would it be so awful to die human? 
 
   “Wait,” Svetlana said. “Let me down. I'll play your game.” 
 
   “I'm dying just fine on my own, thank you very much,” I said, vision swirling. Alexei snapped his fingers, and my hand magically stopped bleeding. He flipped a switch, preserving me for his theatrics.
 
   I did not want to be a mutt. I didn't want to die either, but shit. I hoped Svetlana had a trick up her sleeve, but when Alexei unchained her, I quickly learned otherwise. Her face was quiet and empty, like she was no longer a person, only an object. It did not bode well for me.
 
   She rotated her sore shoulders, stretched and cracked her knuckles. Without meeting my eyes, she stalked me, closing the distance at a steady, determined pace. “Don't make this difficult, Kaidlyn.”
 
   Yeah, right.
 
   “Svetka,” I said. She didn't hesitate. Alexei stood back and smiled. Dizzy from blood loss, nauseated from the tranks, and without my guns, I couldn't fight the meanest mutt around. I might as well be naked on a silver platter. Her chin dipped, and her spine sloped. 
 
   “Don't,” I said, but she pounced anyway.
 
   I threw myself back and kicked my legs up. My heels struck her chest. Her density throbbed down my legs, startling me with her weight, and I launched her back. She fell, grunted, and immediately rose to her feet. Nonplussed.
 
   “Stop!” I shouted. 
 
   Her eyes didn't even see me. There was no talking her down. She decided what she needed to do, and her will was absolute. Her hands swelled, fingers sharpened. She snatched my ankle and swung it out from under me. Wham. I landed on my back, teeth clacking, breath knocked around. I elbowed her in the face as she crawled up my body, but she took it three times and continued coming. I had seen her kill an assault vehicle; what hope did I have? 
 
   The silver collar cut at her throat as her body thickened with the change. I grabbed the collar and held her off, struggling to keep her teeth away from me. The collar’s spikes cut my fingers as I sawed it into her throat. 
 
   I needed a plan B.
 
   She didn't give me the time. 
 
   Her claws stuck deep beside my breast. I had no breath. She dragged the claws south to my hips. I screamed. The pain erupted like a mushroom cloud of agony and fire. My body rose as if jolted by electricity. Her disease scorched me. Her maw opened wide and bit my shoulder. Mutt teeth sank so deep they ground on bone. My bone. I ran out of scream and couldn’t catch my breath.
 
   Svetlana rolled off, turned her back, and walked away. 
 
   My body shuddered and quaked, nerves trying to sort out the trauma. The tears on my chest and ring of tooth marks on my shoulder burned like fresh lit gasoline. My gut and ribs surged with cold. Fingers numb. Spine shuddered and danced. Shock. Definitely going into shock. 
 
   Alexei laughed and left. I didn't care. I remembered the little girl in the whorehouse, infected with a strain so rampant she could shed hours later. 
 
   Some strains ran hotter.
 
   I was screwed. As if her bite wasn’t enough, her contagion spilled into all my open wounds. Damage done. I could only hope my body died before the disease set in.
 
   Maybe she was bluffing. After all my field wounds, a part of me hoped nothing would come of it. Just another day in the life.
 
   The unraveled flesh didn’t hurt like it should have. Bad news. Shock, of course. Significant blood loss made everything dreamy. The stone wall of the circular pit became fascinating, like a spacious mausoleum built for me. I touched my sides, checking the extent of damage from feel alone. My hand came back slick with blood, watery with intestinal goo. I was done for, but death took longer than I expected.
 
   The first time I saw Svetlana, I knew the bitch would kill me. Somewhere along the way I'd forgotten how dangerous she was. I became careless because she rocked my world. And now I was simply waiting to die. 
 
   Pathetic.
 
   My vision went myopic as my head filled with the sand of shock. Left arm and shoulder ruined, right oddly undamaged, legs still weak, guts tentatively contained. No weapons. How could I kill the bitch without a gun? Clap my hands and believe in fairies? Getting off my back seemed like a good way to start. All my movements came slow and careful, like a drunk person pretending not to be intoxicated. 
 
   Upright, I got a better look at myself. Seeing didn't help; I swooned at the sight of my solar plexus naked under the claw marks, the sheen of intestines waiting for the remaining peritoneum to give and let fall. Her claws were so sharp the wound could have been made with knives. What worried me was how little it bled. My legs shook like I was trying to punt the globe across the galaxy. My body slunk, suggesting a passive death might be a good option. Perhaps I could rest until I had a plan. 
 
   Svetlana came into my world of vision, and I stopped caring about a plan.
 
   “You should sit,” she said. Rage boiled up in me, and my uppercut caught her perfectly under the jaw. She dropped the case she was carrying and rose a few comical inches off her feet. “Christ!” 
 
   The follow-up punch landed straight on the silver collar and pushed it deep into her neck. She covered her throat and roared. Since I couldn't stand without the wall's support, I wasn't equipped to do much else. I could club her with the big case, but I didn't think I'd be able to stand upright once I bent over. 
 
   Svetlana said, “I might have deserved that.”
 
   “Might have? Cunt!” I tried to kick her, but she swept aside my flailing leg.
 
   She grabbed my shoulder and shoved me to the floor. I groped at her wrist but wasn't in any shape to stop her. She opened the case which was loaded with medical supplies from a century past.
 
   What the hell was she doing? I was dying. 
 
   “You ruined my life.”
 
   “Don't be all melodramatic. I didn't ruin anything. I bought you time.”
 
   “What?”
 
   She wrapped a bandage around my stomach. “You took it well.”
 
   “I've had practice. Explain why I shouldn’t be mad at you.”
 
   “You know jack shit about vampires, so let me educate you. They don't bluff about violence. Ever. They never lie about their intentions when it comes to blood. At the rate he was bleeding you out, you had about a minute to live. After he killed you, Alexei would have done precisely as he said. He would have ordered raids on my cities and killed thousands of my children.” 
 
   “You contaminated me,” I hissed.
 
   “And you need to get over it. We have more pressing matters.” 
 
   “I'll never forgive you.” 
 
   She didn't answer. Bitch. I hated her. Sure, she sacrificed my humanity for a chance at Alexei. She won time for our last stand, but I still wanted her dead.
 
   She pulled out a dusty blood bag and a needle thick enough to penetrate a rhino’s hide. I didn't like the look of it. “What's your plan?”
 
   “We need to get fluids in you. This is carpenter's blood. It's probably the best thing the vampires ever did.”
 
   “I don't want vampire blood in me! Are you insane?”
 
   “Relax. There's nothing innately vampiric in there. Consider it a superfood. I need you capable of moving by the time Alexei's guests arrive.” She jabbed the needle in me, perfectly placed but like a battering ram.
 
   “Ga!” 
 
   “You're useless without a gun,” she said.
 
   “I'd be offended if it wasn't so accurate.”
 
   “Milan likes to travel with a posse of well-armed pretty boys. It's all for show, a habit he picked up during the regime change in North Korea. Usually the boys are chosen for looks and not their skill with firearms, creating the perfect scenario for you to get your hands on a weapon. I'll fight whatever mutt Milan's favoring this month, and Alexei will be in good spirits if I win. He'll be in a hurry to get blood-drunk and consume his prize, which would be a great time for you to do your Rambo-bit and eliminate as many as you can.”
 
   “If you win? You're possibly the biggest mutt I've seen!”
 
   “I'm sitting on the side-effects of a dozen tranquilizers, plus I've had silver in contact with my bloodstream for days. I haven't eaten. Not to mention, you keep hitting me. It is entirely possible I'll lose.”
 
   “What happens if you lose?”
 
   “The objective remains the same: kill Alexei. If I can't, you must. The only alteration to our plan, if at all possible, is to warn Peter of an eminent raid.”
 
   “Right. And how do we get out? Are you familiar with this place?”
 
   “Kaidlyn, we probably won't be getting out. We need to end Alexei before he kills a lot of people we love. Davey spent the night with my wolves, remember? If my children get raided, yours does too.”
 
   Nothing like the grim truth. 
 
   Being dead didn't sound like such a bad thing. I was awfully fascinated by the multiple tones to her hair. A slip of grey at the temples, the whimsical mark of age. She was immortal, and yet I could see the soft peachy fuzz on her arms, the flutter of her lashes. Kissing Svetlana seemed like a pleasant way to pass the next few moments. My limbs and fingers tingled. 
 
   Jesus Christ, I was high. “What the hell is in this?”
 
   “It will accelerate your healing and help your wounds scab by the time the show starts. Try not to bleed until after Alexei is dead, or he'll call your blood and you'll be dead in minutes.”
 
   Right: the vamp had wicked powers, and his guests would have a few tricks up their sleeves. God-plagues, as Sigurd had called them. I didn't believe in gods, but now I had to fight some. Svetlana and I were not leaving Alexei's pit of games alive.
 
   “How do we stop him from using his powers?” I said. “A cross, holy water?”
 
   “Those don't do crap, sweetie. Useless folklore. I've heard the right combination of chemistry and will can resist vamp glamor.”
 
   “You've heard?”
 
   “I have reason to believe it’s true.”
 
   “What can we count on?” I said. She sighed and ran her hand through her hair, picking at clumps of blood. She didn’t answer. I changed the subject, rummaging through the case. “What kind of first aid kit doesn't have any sharp objects in it? Life sucks sometimes. And this stuff makes my skin itch.”
 
   She picked up my left hand and examined the cuts on my fingers. The marks scabbed over, inflamed at the edges. I couldn't make a tight fist, but my fingers functioned. Carpenter's blood was amazing! Or did the healing result from something worse? I swallowed, my throat dry and hoarse. “I have lycanthropy, don't I?”
 
   “All I can smell is the silver around my neck and Carpenter's blood. Given all the strains you’ve been introduced to, you have a weird immunity. I don’t know. Maybe. Either way, don't count on shedding to help us. You know I had to do it, right?”
 
   “We'll discuss that when we're done with this.” I didn't want to argue again because I was scared. Not simply about her fight with the mystery mutt or Alexei's divine metaphysics. When she didn’t meet my eyes, I discovered what scared me the most: she didn’t think we’d make it. 
 
   I snatched her hand. The skin was tight, feverish. She was sickly and silver-bound but determined. I had never met a person as stubborn and confident. She couldn't lose. No way. 
 
   Another frightful thought, the one making it hard for me to breathe, was unrelated. “What if Alexei already give the order to move against the kennels? What if our kids are already dead?”
 
   “He hasn't. Alexei wouldn't waste his only bargaining chip on a mutt fight and sacrifice future hopes of blackmail. He's more economical. This is not his big plan, this is a test.” She was so sure, her face soothing and calm. Perfect poker face, one I couldn't get past. 
 
   I leaned back and propped myself against the wall. Each time I blinked, the comfortable darkness grew more appealing. It swelled, warm and cozy. Inviting. Nonjudgmental. I could sigh into a long comfortable rest. Svetlana slapped me; I had dozed off.
 
   “Is it time?” I said.
 
   “Almost.”
 
   “How long can you stall?”
 
   “Not very. Alexei has seen me kill before. He knows I don't play around when the work needs to be done, and he'll be angry if I lead him on. And I do not think I have the stamina to drag out a fight to the death.” The skin around her neck flushed deep red. Streaks of poison spread inside her flesh. The silver worked away at her, weakening her defenses, sickening her wolf. She handed me a wad of black clothing.
 
   “A dress?” 
 
   “A cassock to cover your nakedness,” she said. “Milan doesn't like women, and Alexei won’t offend him until the wager is won. Vampires are explosive creatures, Kaidlyn, so don’t instigate anything until after the fight. I apologize in advance. If I lose, I mean. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Honestly, what are the odds?”
 
   “Have a little faith.” She crossed herself and winked. The red streaks from her throat reached down through her breasts, staining her with scarlet ribbons. 
 
   Silver poisoning. 
 
   We would fight anyway, despite—or because of—the likelihood that we were doomed. “How big is Milan's posse of armed models?”
 
   “Anywhere from three to twelve. Kaidlyn, expect that some are Lazarites.”
 
   “The hell is that?”
 
   “Lesser vampires. Um, assembly line model? Strong, hard to kill, not as tough as Alexei’s ilk. The Exalted like him keep the company of Lazarites, but it’s a convoluted class system. When Alexei mentioned an entourage, it could be entirely made up of vampires, and he wouldn’t think to anything of it.”
 
   “Bastard couldn't have one human boyfriend, he needs a posse of blood-suckers? When will they be here?”
 
   “They already are. Alexei said the fight starts soon, which could mean five minutes or five days.” 
 
   “I prefer the five-day time frame.”
 
   She smiled. “Don't suppose you can play the distressed damsel?”
 
   I sighed, exasperated. “Am I supposed to charm a bunch of gay men?”
 
   “Being stuck with a gay vamp doesn't make a vassal gay.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Are you scared?”
 
   “Of course.” I felt dumb because she asked, dumber because I told the truth.
 
   Svetlana froze, and her eyes hazed. Her nostrils flared. A bad premonition smacked into me as she focused her wolf senses. Stress tightened her mouth. 
 
   “What?” I whispered.
 
   “We know this mutt,” she said. My stomach turned. I thought, please, not Peter, not Erik, not Marc, not any of them, please-please-please. Then the door opened and the parade commenced.
 
   My brilliant powers of deduction led me to believe the naked male was a mutt while the man in a lemon colored suit was Milan. The mutt proved massive: not tall like Peter or too muscular like Erik. His black body was thick and rotund, but it couldn't be mistaken for fat. He was a linebacker, a barrel, an unstoppable object. His thighs were redwood trunks, his arms like beer kegs. His skin shone with an oil that glowed from his bald head to his stout ankles. A slather of chest hair led south and displayed other impressive features.
 
   His size alone didn't bother me. His walk was worse. He didn't waddle or lumber but moved with a languid stroll of lethal confidence. He could take on the Phoenix Cardinal's entire defensive line before breakfast. I had never seen him before. Who the heck was this guy?
 
   “Iago,” Svetlana said. 
 
   Anger detonated. This was the bastard who terrorized mutts and left Clifford for dead on my doorstep. The evil cunt knew where I lived. He sent people to kill me. Twice. He threatened Davey. Twice. I wanted to pull out my IV and stab him in the eye with the needle. 
 
   Tonight's agenda: kill Alexei for Svetlana, kill Iago for Davey and Clifford, and then kill everyone else for myself. No small task.
 
   “Svetlana.” Iago’s eyes roamed over her nakedness, making slow business of his inventory. He was barking up the wrong tree. Svetlana embraced her nakedness. She didn’t need another person to confirm her strength and beauty. He couldn’t rattle her with cheap tricks. God, I loved her. He wagged his dick. She didn't respond.
 
   The vampire, Milan, was not a pretty creature. His forehead and chin overwhelmed his face. With his short frame and inanimate eyes, he resembled a well-dressed garden gnome. The posse of gorgeous gunmen were armed. Most were dangerously thin with dull eyes. Disinterested. They smelled vaguely of opium. Others, thicker ones with muscle on their frames, appeared more organic. Tactile. Maybe human? Overall, twelve others accompanied Milan, three of whom were armed with shoulder rigs, leaving their jackets unbuttoned. The other boys wore clothes too tight or too scant to hide weapons without involving lubricant. Servants brought ornate chairs.
 
   Three bodyguards stood behind Milan's chair, a blond, a brunette, and a redhead. They weren't siblings, but their facial features were similar, like Milan accessorized their bone structure. The redhead in the middle was all business; his stance left him light on his feet and quick to kill. Mean eyes. Note to self: kill him first. The blond was next. Despite a mild limp, his lithe body and alert hands spelled trouble. 
 
   I loitered on the floor, ignored by all until Svetlana snapped, “Get out,” and I realized I reclined in the circle where they'd be fighting.
 
   Scowling and moving extremely slow, I hitched off the ground. Black stars danced around me. I staggered, woozy and injured, and edged behind the crowd, falling into line beside the blond guard with the limp. He carried black circles under his eyes. I rested my hands on my knees, trying not to puke again. I didn't want to open the scabs on my chest, but my breath might tear through my meat and leave my heart buck-naked. 
 
   “Are you okay?” He reached for my elbow. A bodyguard should never take his eyes off his charge. I nodded, delighted because what he'd done was unprofessional. It also meant he could be distracted by boobies. He stood close, weighing only about eighty kilos, gun pressing against his formal wear. Tempting to have a gun nearby, hard not to take it. Patience was not my strong suit. 
 
   He waited for me to speak, eyes oddly glued to mine.
 
   “Come here often?” I said. 
 
   His brow puckered as gave me the look I deserved. So much for being a flirt. His hands were long, hard, and linear to perfection. Trim beard, blue eyes, handsome. Humane. He shouldn't be here. Point of fact, he looked familiar. Or maybe I was out of it.
 
   I stared at the audience. A dozen…things. One glance at their eyes revealed more vampires than I anticipated. The chill in my spine verified the abundance of predators. Jesus. Svetlana had her work cut out for her, but I faced a hoard of carnivores with no moral objections to making a meal out of me. 
 
   Milan said, “Will she fight with the silver on her neck? My dog shouldn't have to bite through poison when he kills her.”
 
   “Is he so lazy?” Alexei said. The vamps stared at each other for a full two minutes, during which time I wondered if they fell asleep and I should make for the door. Alexei lifted a key from his pocket. He unlocked Svetlana's collar, made a grand show of removing it, and displaying the red, raw mess of her throat. I winced at the sight of the molten streaks, the oozing dark blood and gangrene edges. She ignored him and studied Iago with a singularity that scared me.
 
   Her chest inflated with breath and life. Despite the circumstances, I had never seen her so alive. Feral. Magnificent. 
 
   She can totally win.
 
   Then he shed.
 
   Iago's mutt broke out, catapulting through the shell of a man to become his beast. Grizzly brown fur with black accents along his spine, fluffy and fearsome, as massive as a furry rhino. “Kee-rist,” I said under my breath. Knowing what the bastard was capable of and seeing his bulk tempted me to call in an air strike.
 
   His cannonball paws scraped the brick as he paraded in front of her, showing off. She didn't look impressed. He roared. The primal sound grabbed my spine and shook me. Svetlana didn't shed. She stood, naked and womanly, like little Miss Riding Hood facing the big bad wolf on steroids. What was she still doing in her skin? Did the silver repress her ability to shed? I reconsidered our odds of success, which were slim enough already, and I was tempted to start my Rambo-thing right then and there. 
 
   Iago growled like a jet plane singing bass. He gave her plenty of time to respond. She didn't, and his patience ran out. I barely saw the spring before he was airborne, launched at Svetka. A world of doom and claws came at her. 
 
   She stood, complacent, so small in her human skin. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   The instant before he landed, she took two strides and slid on her hip like she was going for a home run. She avoided impact with his colossal body. Her form disappeared beneath his brown barrel of a belly. He reached for her, teeth snapping, but she was too small. She slipped inside his stance, rocketing between his guard, playing his size against him. 
 
   She shed claws first, digging into the meat of his underbelly. Blood splashed her as razor talons cut deep. Her beast rolled through her bones, doubling her size in an instant. She buried her forearms in his navel before her wolf finished emerging. Iago thrashed above her. He bled on her tawny fur, roaring and rolling, trying to evade her. She shimmied up and stayed with him. Let him know she wasn’t to be trifled with. This wasn’t a game. It wasn’t sport. She had no intention of contending for a championship belt. She wounded him deep before he realized she wasn’t all pretty for show. She went for blood, and she got it. Every time. 
 
   She dug into the side of his throat, close to important arteries.
 
   They clamored for each other's necks, massive teeth tearing deep to catch the good stuff.
 
   I’d seen murder, mutt rampages, and general bloodshed. Child’s play.
 
   This was feral nature at its fiercest simplicity. 
 
   Their sounds became unbearable, a demonic howling and growling that made a person realize how vulnerable flesh was. Mortal. Frail. Helpless. Their snarling made my bones ache. Beside me, the blond clenched his fists and set his teeth as if he storming into battle. 
 
   Bite for bite I'd call it a draw, but Svetlana's teeth were seriously sharp and Iago was much larger. Could go either way. If Iago killed Svetlana, I wasn't optimistic about my chances of killing the spectators.
 
   In the arena, they spun and pursued each other's necks and faces with their teeth. Shoving into each other, angling for superior position. She kept her bite on his neck even as he went for hers. 
 
   Iago landed his bite over her spine and shook her. Flesh tore from her spine, revealing nubs of bone. She sailed. Her body smacked cement. The impact rang through the arena like a gong. For an instant, she didn’t move. My heart sank. He landed atop her, and her hind legs flopped like dead weight. He snarled and opened his maw. Gigantic teeth lashed at her flesh. Her hind paws scratched at the dirt, trying to get up while her opponent stood above. 
 
   Iago had good leverage and teeth stuck on her shoulder. He tore up the flesh, ripped the skin, and revealed muscle. The sound of tearing flesh filled the room. She snarled, screamed. He shook his head, jerking her, revealing his superior size. For a moment, all four of her feet scraped the air. Helpless. Little. Over-muscled. Outdone. I contemplated my options, realizing she might not make it. He’d kill her, eat her, and what next? 
 
   I’d be alone against the monsters. 
 
   My body tingled. My lungs pounded hot air.
 
   She chewed into his armpit, found a vein. 
 
   He bled. And bled. And bled. 
 
   Despite the loss of blood and flesh, she shouldered into him and slammed his bulk against the wall hard enough to shake bricks lose. His grip jolted off her shoulder and he resumed his hunt for her throat. She lunged down, her huge jaws catching his foreleg near his foot. She set her bite, shouldered into him, and swung her head. 
 
   Bone cracked. He yelped. She dove for the other limb, chewing his legs out from under him. He couldn't support his weight on his forelegs, and he reared back, open and exposed. She took his throat, digging deep and catching the tubes, cutting his air, opening the artery. 
 
   He flailed and gargled, kicking at her, but she dug deeper in his neck and hung on. She dragged him a few paces across the floor, her impressive body heaving his mass and surprising us all. Not a breath sounded in the arena as we watched her wolf decimate his throat. It wasn't long before he stopped struggling. I heaved a sigh of relief.
 
   Alexei hopped on his feet, celebrating. “I knew it! Yes, I knew it! Now Berlin is mine as well! Pack your bags and pay up, Milan. You lost!” He made an energetic show of waving his hands in the air and twirling around like a crazy person. 
 
   Milan scowled, and his companions cowed. Behind Alexei's back, Svetlana rooted her snout deep in Iago's chest. Her satisfied growl drifted under Alexei's victory speech. She ate Iago, but not the soft bits. Bones snapped as she crunched into his ribcage. I could understand if she was hungry, but we had vampires to kill and this was no time for a snack. 
 
   On a mission, she found the morsel she wanted. Growling, she backed away with Iago's heart in her maw. She shook her head and dragged Iago's body a few paces before the heart tore completely free.
 
   “You are about to lose your prize,” Milan said, interrupting Alexei's song and dance. Alexei turned. 
 
   “No!” he said. “Bad girl!” He ran across the room. Svetlana trotted away, growling like a disobedient puppy while Alexei chased her. “Put that down! It's mine, and I don't want your drool on it!”
 
   Milan chortled. “It should be introduced while it's hot.” 
 
   Alexei realized he was making a scene and gave up chase. He pointed at her, his hand like God's descending from the heaven of the Sistine Chapel. Her oozing wounds gushed blood, a torrent dripping down her honey fur. Bleeding out. Her side heaved, blood drained. Svetlana whimpered and hunkered down. 
 
   She started to regress, her size slipping, fur dusting off. Her paws resembled hands again: long fingers, claws, thumbs. The heart was stuffed inside her shrinking jaws. Alexei grabbed for his portion, wrestling for the heart within her receding muzzle. Instead of releasing it, Svetlana snapped her jaws and gobbled it down, swallowing a morsel so big she should have choked on it. The bleeding along her body stopped. 
 
   “Bitch!” Alexei said. She smiled, enough human in her face to make it a wicked grin. Then she lunged, too fast for me to account for, and landed on Alexei. They somersaulted together and crashed into the wall.
 
   I took it as my cue. I slid the back of my right hand across the blond's chest, fingers under the jacket, and grabbed his shoulder rig. It made a nice handle. I stepped in and thrust my hip back against his, pulling him over my body and throwing him to the floor. I elbowed his throat and pulled a gun from his holster. Once I had the weapon, I backed away from his body, which put me in a position to target the brunette bodyguard. I put him down with two shots and kicked the blond in the head. The third bodyguard grabbed his gun from the holster but my trigger finger was quicker than his pull. Practice came through for me in the end, and he fell dead. I kicked at the blond’s again, but he rooled and my heel glanced off without doing the intended damage. 
 
   The back of my mind still thought he looked familiar. 
 
   Svetlana and Alexei rolled on the ground in a good, old fashioned slugfest. A lesser vampire came at me with complete disregard for the gun. I emptied the mag in him center mass. The impact sent him reeling and screeching. He clutched the bullet holes in his chest, pushing at the blood streaming out. He examined the mess on his fingers, then glared at me and hissed. 
 
   Nothing could ever be easy. 
 
   I lunged at the brunette's corpse, retrieving his gun, and emptied another mag into the vampire's head. Each bullet popped in and sprayed out the back, but except for looking not-so-pretty, the lavender vampire wasn’t significantly deterred. Its chest heaved and rasped as it breathed. Each step was heavy and uncertain, and it glared at me with one half-mussed eye, tilting its head slightly to the left. The other eye was jacked, bullet-ridden. The mutilated vamp didn’t move quickly, but his friends realized my bullets hadn't done much. They smiled ecstatic grins. Something had to kill these guys.
 
   A gunshot snapped through the room and one of the vamps fell. It writhed and screeched and scratched at its eyes. 
 
   The blond bodyguard came to my side. I bobbed the gun around to point at him. He ignored my weapon as if he wasn’t my enemy. Had to be a trick. I prepared to shoot him anyway, but the sound of running feet drew my attention. 
 
   The human girl the vamps brought for lunch attacked me. I heel-kicked her in the chest and she tumbled like a weak gazelle. The bodyguard did nothing and the snack wanted to protect her attackers? Kee-rist. The world had clearly gone mad. 
 
   “Destroy and separate the head and heart.” The bodyguard retrieved a discarded gun and reloaded it with a mag from his jacket. “So far you've only slowed it down and made it hungry.”
 
   “Why do your bullets hurt worse than mine?” 
 
   “S7 rounds,” he said. “Blinds them and hardens their blood.”
 
   As if that explained everything. Fine, so my bullets were useless. How else could I destroy a vamp’s head and heart? Fire, then. The primitive element cured most things supernatural. 
 
   I set down the empty gun, kept the loaded one, and reached for one of the oil lamps. Might as well see how they burn. Quite well, as it turns out. And as a small blessing, the dying vampire clung to his friends as if a hug could save him, succeeding only in setting them aflame, too. 
 
   Milan tsked. He stood with his hands clasped, watching us as if we were a late-night infomercial and he couldn’t decide what we were selling. Nonchalant about his dead acolytes. His face had no life in it, and his unfinished humanoid mask gave me the creeps. He said, “You’ve inconvenienced me. Now I must find three more matching bodyguards.”
 
   “Life is hard,” I said as I swapped mags. Since only two guards had died, the statement implied bad things for the blond guy. Who was the dude, anyway? The man fired into Milan’s chest until his mag ran dry.
 
   “Wicked!” the ugly vampire raged. “You villainous, filthy, unworthy creature! Abhorrent. Vile. Ungrateful!” 
 
   Milan stomped his feet like a child and lifted both arms for an embrace. An invisible, singing whip rent the air. A slash of blood tore blondie's chest. He shouted, arching in pain. The phantom lash sang again, and another ribbon of blood flared across his chest. He was being flogged right in front of me, like some biblical punishment. 
 
   Milan had god-like tricks of his own. 
 
   The clothing tore across the man’s chest. Blood fled down his body. The vamp walked closer, ranting in Old Testament poetics, but I could scarcely hear him over the man’s screams. The thrashing intensified like proximity played a part.
 
   I slammed the mag home and shot the vampire in the side of the head. The bullet smashed into his skull but didn’t come out, which didn’t cause him any great inconvenience. Fuck. 
 
   Milan’s next lash laid so deep that the human’s flesh split down to the bone.
 
   I ran, leapt, and punched him in the head. I yelped as it broke. My hand, not his head. We fell together. I grappled to his back and clenched him in a rear naked choke. Oddly enough, I never stopped to wonder if a vampire could be strangled. My grip locked down without affect. His blood was lukewarm and scented of pine and limestone. He grabbed my hand and squeezed the broken bones. I shrieked as he pried apart my hold.
 
   “Kaidlyn!” The bodyguard knew my name? He came at us from the side, knocking me loose. He pulled a bullpup machine gun from his spine—what the fuck—and shoved the weapon into the vampire’s chest. 
 
   “Ashe!” I realized, fumbling for a weapon to help him. His handsome face stretched open in a feral war cry as he blasted away. The resounding thunder left us deaf. How the hell had he gotten there? Jesus, please tell me my dad isn’t here somewhere, too. His flayed flesh and shredded muscle made his aim sloppy.
 
   Milan clenched Ashe’s throat, and it wasn’t looking good. I crawled to a fallen guard and fumbled at his holster, dragging a firearm free. As Ashe turned purple, I stagger-crawled back over, jammed the muzzle against Milan’s throat where his spine would be, and fired away. 
 
   Fired until empty and nothing remained of Milan’s throat but a ratty stump looking like a seriously frayed sweater. I grabbed the spine with my bare hands and stomped on his head. Something had to give. 
 
   Alexei raged in the background, somewhere close to dying. He threw his god-plague frantically, attacking all of us, even Milan. Alexei's power shut me down so fast my heart nearly burst and my vision swamped with black brilliance. We bled profusely from nose and ears, lashes and cuts. I became magically painless. The slippery mess of my corporal flesh slithered away from my brain. My strength dissipated like a fog. I fell until the impact of the ground jolted my bones. I sighed, relaxing into my last moments on earth.
 
   My cheek rested on the wet, smooth floor. Swampy blood, an unnatural sludge that reeked, coated my nostrils and throat. I looked for Svetlana. She crouched on Alexei, naked as a jaybird, drenched in dark blood. Her skull, ribs, and claws maintained a mutt's stature, but her flesh gleamed hairless and pink, stretched taut over a gargantuan, misshapen mess. She laced her fingers in Alexei's ribs and pulled him open, cracking him like a roasted chestnut. Breaking his chest released a high volume scream. The terror and rage in his voice struck my soul, made me think of the end of the world. Her body started to swell and shed but didn't finish. Svetlana gobbled at his heart, tearing the organ from his body until she ripped it entirely free and swallowed it down. 
 
   Blood stopped coming from her. A final trickle of black leaked over her lip. She toppled to the side, eyes rolling heavenward, fingers thrashing. Her head shuddered, twisted, and she caught my gaze. Her pupils were small, unresponsive. Svetlana coughed blood as dark as molasses and then laid still. 
 
   Iago dead? Check.
 
   Alexei dead? Yep.
 
   It had been a short to-do list, but I couldn't remember anything else.
 
   I was done.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 39
 
    
 
   I lit up with pain, brilliant and parenthetic. The room hummed and burst with noise, light, and atrocious odors. I gagged and coughed. My eyes cracked open and light flooded in, but I couldn't see. It wasn't dark, but I was blind. I shrunk from the brightness and started to panic. I didn't know where I was. My entire body, from the first molecule on my scalp to the last cell on my toe, raged with agony. My teeth hurt. My hair ached. My chest burned like they opened me for a double biopsy without anesthetic.
 
   This was wrong. I knew hospitals, I knew drugs, this was wrong! I should have been floating in and out on a nice cloud of drugs, disorientation, and shock. Not this all-encompassing pain.
 
   Someone grabbed my wrist. It hurt! The smell of cotton, alcohol, body odor, blood and blood and blood. Caked in my nose and throat. Everywhere. Someone chanted until the syllables began making sense. The violent superfluous sounds receded and I understood my name, recognized the power of the voice, and yet I didn't know whose it was. I tried to say, run! Run or they will kill you! I didn't know who 'they' was or who I tried to warn. 
 
   It had my wrist, and the pain drive itself up my arms. My pulverized fingers were useless. 
 
   The world grew gray at the corners, a glaring, offensive white-gray. My vision struggled to clear. It was very important this drowsiness disappear. I tried to roll over, away from all the light and hands at me, and I heard someone say, “She's yanking the IV!”
 
   And logically, I thought hospital, but it smelled all over of blood, new blood, rotting blood, animals, and chemicals to cover it all up. A scent of coffee and peroxide clubbed me. Someone's hair brushed on my face. I knew the scent. 
 
   I cried out. “Davey?!”
 
   “Kaid!” 
 
   It was so loud I covered my ears. “Stop screaming!” 
 
   I had the distinct impression I was the only one screaming.
 
   “Kaid,” he whispered, and laid his hand on my arm. It hurt. I screamed like I was on fire. He jerked away. His hair made a swirl of color. The world bloomed black and a million watts of white, but his hair had tint, glorious multiple shades of brown, mahogany, cherry wood, almond, hints of red.
 
   “There's blood. It's all over. Bring me a gun.”
 
   Davey said calmly, quietly, “There is no blood, Kaidlyn. It was a dream.”
 
   “It stinks so bad. I'm clotted with it. Why are you lying to me? There's blood all over, I smell it. Don't lie to me. I want my Jerichos!”
 
   “You're in the bunker. Rainer’s giving you morphine to help with the pain.”
 
   “No morphine! It's bad for me. Get Liza.” I wanted my regular EMT. Something wasn't right. I didn't know why I was so upset, only that I couldn't help it. How much morphine did they give me? Drunk, swooning, fascinated with the endless pain radiating from my hands and ribs. 
 
   “Kaid—”
 
   “Leave me alone! Get Liza.” 
 
   I didn't like needles. I didn't want to be calmed down. I wanted to know where everyone was, where the blood came from, and if Alexei survived.
 
   “Who's Liza?” Davey said. 
 
   This wasn't getting me anywhere. I scratched the needle from my arm. 
 
   “Kaid, stop!” 
 
   I could see the distinct shape of his face now. The blue-rain of his eyes opened like the sparkling sun-lit waters of a swimming pool. He flooded the world with color. Something jack-hammered at my arm, impaling me: another needle. Huge, invasive, glaring. My panic deepened. I thrashed. 
 
   On one hand, I couldn't imagine why I was so upset. It was like someone stuffed me full of all the hormones that made middle-aged women watch soap operas and eat truckloads of chocolate. What’s your problem, woman? Nothing seemed right. Davey cried; he wasn't going to help. I shouted, “Svetlana! Svetka!” She would come for me, and everything would make sense.
 
   No one came, nothing but the drugs.
 
   My hands drifted away, my mind followed. I fell senseless for a while.
 
   Words rose and crashed above like they had to travel through water to get to me. Drawn out, echoing, muffled. Drugs. I had to focus on the voice in order to see if it was real. My brain wouldn't lie to me, would it? The deep man voice, the worried tone, was as familiar as family. I opened my lips to speak but my tongue adhered to the roof of my mouth.
 
   “And she was screaming about blood. What’s happening?”
 
   I opened one eye at a time and squinted in the ferocious glare of white that blanketed everything. At first I thought I was blind, then I thought the lights would blind me. I floated: cloudy with a chance of rain. My hands hurt. I felt like my heart had been donated to science but they forgot to stitch me back up and bury me. The room stank of blood, meat, wet dirt, and mold. The swarm of blood alarmed me. It wasn't only one type, but a matted stench with several potencies, ages, and frequencies.
 
   Can blood have a frequency? 
 
   “She’s confused. Hallucinating.” Another voice, more familiar, more recently inside my head. Davey said, “I think we should cut off the painkillers.”
 
   I opened my eyes to let in a paper-thin jet of light. The beacon agitated my migraine, a sharp, piercing agony that I welcomed because it meant the drug haze didn't have absolute control of me anymore. I didn't attempt to move. It burned when I moved, and by “it” I mean everything. I tested my fingers first. Knuckles creaked like rusty door hinges. Toes, when I stretched them, swelled as if I'd smashed them with a mallet. I couldn't get my bearings. My house was about to fall upon a wicked witch and little people would strike up a song.
 
   “Hey,” Rainer’s voice rolled softly, like he was talking to a kitten. He leaned over the bed and the necklace holding his wedding ring dangled near my chest. His looming face held fatigue and strain, and he wasn't smiling. Things were not okay.
 
   I wept without knowing why. My heart heaved as if it had been hacked off at the seams. The rest of the world swirled among confusing pain. “It's so bright.” 
 
   Davey shaded my eyes. I tried to grab him and pain tore through my marrow. “Freakin’ ow!”
 
   Rainer said, “During the fight, you broke a few bones. Again. Quite severely. Do you want more morphine?”
 
   “No!” 
 
   “Have some morphine,” he said.
 
   “Okay, but only a bit. Not too much, hear me? I need water. I smell blood. How did I get here?”
 
   “What do you remember?” His brown hands passed me a cup of icy water, straw inside. Heaven. As I sipped at it, I thought about the question.
 
   “Alexei was killing everyone, and then Svetlana killed him.”
 
   Another man crouched next to Davey. I focused, squinted. Erik. For the first time ever, I was glad to see him. Unfortunately, I didn't know what to say about it. His white mane shone like a halo. His pink eyes gleamed like rose quartz.
 
   “You're cute sometimes, you know that? And a bastard.” 
 
   “You've gone all gushy on us, girl?” Erik said.
 
   “Yep, and you have the most beautiful hair.”
 
   He crossed his bulky, lily-white arms. “How much morphine are you on?”
 
   “You’re almost as pretty as Marc,” I said.
 
   They laughed. “Thank you, I think,” Marc said, stepping closer to the bed. My eyes clouded and swirled. I hadn’t seen him a few yards away. What was wrong with my eyes?
 
   “Hey,” I whispered. “Hey, Marc, break me out of here? I hate hospitals.”
 
   “This isn't a hospital,” Rainer said. “I'm offended by the accusation.”
 
   “You have needles and paper gowns, which makes this a hospital. Christ, but the morphine is burning through me. I’m hot. How long have I been here?”
 
   “Two days,” Rainer said. “Your friend is here as well.”
 
   “What? Who?” 
 
   “Your bodyguard,” Erik said. “When Zelda saw someone suspicious parked across the street, she called someone. This man came and tagged the truck with a tracker. When the henchmen nabbed you, he found where they ditched the truck and found you in the vamp’s hideout.”
 
   “And where is he?”
 
   “He’s on life-support, Kaid.” Rainer pulled the curtain away from the neighboring bed, revealing the immobile, unconscious man. Black and blue and pale in between. Monstrous bandages over his chest. Because of me.
 
   “Will he come out of it?” 
 
   “He’s human, and I’m not equipped for this. I mean, I spend half my time trying to keep hungry mutts from eating him. He probably needs a real hospital.”
 
   “They’ll pull the plug on him,” I said. “What about Gorgonblood?”
 
   “Tried it, didn’t help. The Russian house stole something from the vamps, an awesome healing stuff with aggressive compounds called Carpenter's blood. It accelerated your recovery. Unfortunately, he isn’t responding well to the treatment. He’s resistant.”
 
   “Svetlana said it involves mystic chemistry. What else can we do for him?”
 
   “I can try to keep him alive this way, or I can ship him to an expensive facility and see if they can keep him alive.”
 
   “Or I could contaminate him,” Erik said.
 
   “No way. His name is Ashe. We aren’t going to make that decision for him as if he isn’t a person.”
 
   “He’s going to die, Kaidlyn. I can smell it.”
 
   “God, Erik, don’t push me to make a choice. It isn’t fair.”
 
   He snorted. “When is life ever fair?” 
 
   “He saved me. Helped me kill the vampires.” And now he lay comatose, waiting for someone to pull the plug. I would have to tell my father. Rage pushed my heart. “I told him! I said it was dangerous, to leave me alone. No one listens, goddamn it.”
 
   “If he listened, you’d probably be dead.”
 
   “Hmph. You’ve explained how he found me, but how did you?”
 
   “The dummy didn’t know how to properly hide a phone,” Rainer said. “I tracked Zelda’s call to your father and your father’s call to Ashe’s cell.”
 
   “What else did you find? What about the vampires?”
 
   “Dead. Burned to dust and bone. It's over, sweetie. Rest. Recover.”
 
   I ran my hand down the length of my body to feel what kind of mess Svetlana had made of my underbelly. Pain rose upon contact, like needles jabbing the skin underneath my palm. It didn’t hurt nearly as bad as it should have. My hand, in fact, felt brutalized while my abdomen only felt tender. “How does my hand hurt when my sides have healed?”
 
   “Tatka said reoccurring injuries can be stubborn. You've ravaged those bones so often, now you'll have to be patient. Bed-rest should help with everything else.”
 
   There was something they weren't telling me. I looked at each of them, thinking of how they only spoke when spoken to, and they didn't say anything beyond the minute concerns I voiced. The four of them were hiding something, and I began to panic for no apparent reason. 
 
   “Get Svetlana. I want her now. Right freaking now.”
 
   They looked at each other, sharing a dismal expression.
 
   “Quark, sweetheart,” Rainer said. “Svetlana is dead. She died before we found you. We tried everything to resuscitate her. At one point, her heart pumped a few times, but it didn't hold. She's been legally dead for two days.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “It’s true,” Erik said. 
 
   I shook my head and turned my face to the pillow. Hot tears leaked, but I didn't try to stop my silent crying. “Did they bury her yet?”
 
   “No,” Davey said. “There was talk about sending her back to Russia to be buried, but Peter won't let anyone take the body. When they tried to remove her, he hospitalized three mutts. He sits and talks to a corpse, Kaid. He doesn't eat, hasn't slept. He doesn't talk to me. He won't let anybody near her. He acts like one day she'll snap out of it.”
 
   “Dead two days,” Erik said. “No brain activity, no heart function, no breathing. People don't come out of that.”
 
   “Does he understand she's dead?”
 
   “Kaidlyn, he's lost his mind,” Davey said. “He sits in the room and reads to her. He brings her food that goes uneaten. Every day, he sets a beer next to her bed. Every day. And he sleeps next to her. Next to a corpse.”
 
   The image made me sick. “Oh, God.”
 
   “There's no talking to him.” Davey’s eyes were red rimmed, the skin bruised. Alexei's death may have killed Svetlana, but its aftermath might kill Davey. 
 
   Marc touched my arm. “I saw Peter, Kaid. Convince him to change his mind or he might kill somebody.”
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “We can't leave her body to rot. We'll have to take it away soon, and he's not going to let it go easy.”
 
   It: Svetlana, the corpse. 
 
   “Svetlana is in your bed,” Davey said. “Peter thought the smell of you might rouse her.”
 
   “Huh.”
 
   “Where are the twins? And Tatka?”
 
   “Don't get mad,” Davey said. “The Russians bought a second house near Casa Grande. Many of them will stay there while construction commences at the original house.”
 
   “A second house? How many mutts are invading my state? How many does she have, Davey?” 
 
   “After recent losses, closer to a hundred, by my guess. I can’t be sure.”
 
   “Many of the wolves are in the second home,” Marc said, “but Svetlana is at your house, along with Peter, the twins, Vanya, and a few others.” 
 
   I groaned. “Tell me they’re being discrete for the neighbors.”
 
    “Kinda. It's a tight fit. Sleeping bags have taken over the living room. I think Sakura and I spent the last five days glaring at each other, and Erik is almost hoarse from chastising hyper kids. Alden broke two lamps and three plates. I think he’s also constructing a satellite in your backyard. Vadik and Kliment threw each other down the stairs and broke through the drywall.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “I'm almost certain it was an accident. Zelda has been force-feeding Biscuit. Meanwhile, her horde of cats is having a fit. Vadik and Kliment turned your office into a mini concert theatre. The bathrooms are always occupied, and you're all out of food.”
 
   “Wonderful.” I tried to sit up and decided immediately to take it slow. The room—or was it my head—somersaulted off a ten story building and splashed into an ocean of nausea. “Get me clothes.” 
 
   “You should rest,” Rainer said.
 
   “Yeah. Get me some clothes.” 
 
   “Davey packed some things.” He pulled a gym bag out of the closet and brought it to the bed. “Let me remove the IV—” 
 
   I pulled it out. I'd had enough needles in me to know how they went in and out, that they hurt both ways. He helped me sit up, and I realized I was completely naked under a frail paper gown. I was in a room full of men, Davey and Erik included.
 
   “Turn around, all of you,” I said. They obliged without the slightest hint the gesture was in vain. They had patched me up and certainly seen me in the buff. Anyway, I slipped the robe off and took a closer inventory of my body. Someone had stitched up the claw marks digging between my breasts to my gut, the sight of which made me pale and gray. It itched and looked like a six week-old injury. Carpenter's blood was awesome!
 
   I struggled into a baggy, saggy jersey three times my girth. The effort exhausted me, considering I was recently mauled and eviscerated. I had to stand up to put sweat pants on, which required clutching Rainer's shoulder while Davey held the pants. I didn't bother looking in a mirror. I was guessing I fell somewhere between the shoulda-been-dead and the returned-from-the-dead look.
 
   Standing was okay when two strong men acted as crutches. It was the moving part that took the real effort. “Where is my truck? I have to talk to Peter.”
 
   “One of us should go with you,” Erik said.
 
   “He won't hurt me.” 
 
   “Maybe, maybe not,” Erik said. “I’m not taking the chance.” 
 
   “I’m not your goddamn wolf, nor am I your responsibility.” 
 
   “Shut up, Kaid. We’ll argue when you’re better. Promise.”
 
   I snorted, and Marc offered me his shoulder to lean on. The door lurked impossibly far away, and a stairway waited beyond that. A physical feat of disastrous proportions. My boy lagged behind. 
 
   “Davey, aren't you coming?” 
 
   “Peter doesn't want to see me.”
 
   “Don't be ridiculous. Of course, he does. Why wouldn’t he?”
 
   Davey shrugged. “My absence makes this easier for him. And Rainer is real nice about letting me sleep in one of the hospital beds.”
 
   “You're kidding me. Peter effectively kicked you out of your own home? Not if I have anything to say about it! I'll talk to him.” 
 
   Davey hugged me, which was at first a surprise and then a comfort.
 
   My truck wasn't there, so we loaded into Erik's obnoxious and roomy H2. Erik drove—rather slowly in my opinion. I wanted to see how fast the souped up ride could go. Instead, I fell asleep. I woke when the vehicle parked at my house. Lucy, Silvershot, and Vadik grouped on the porch, smoking. At least they weren't smoking inside. The sun was up, and the house looked different.
 
   “What did they do to the house?”
 
   “Repainted it,” Marc said. “It's the same color, but new paint. See, they were driving us batty, and so we gave them stuff to do. Kliment and Vadik replaced the rain gutters and eaves, and a whole slew of them remodeled the other side of the duplex. What else? A new post for your mailbox, fresh rock in the front yard, and Cebylle and the girls fixed your garden.”
 
   “I don't have a garden!”
 
   “You do now,” he said. It was home, but not home. Too many people. Sighing, I let Marc help me out of the Hummer and to the porch.
 
   Vadik reached out and ruffled my hair. “Babe.” One look, and I knew he hadn't been sleeping or eating. I hugged him. His hands wavered with surprise.
 
   “Peter will be okay,” I said. His muscles relaxed a bit and he hugged me back, hard and urgent-like. We parted. He smiled, a real-person, real-boy kind of smile. Silver lip rings danced as his lips widened into a grin. Kliment kissed my cheek. They smelled of pine, hard clay, and bacon. 
 
   “They are in your room,” he said. 
 
   The house was a mess: cushions off the sofa, blankets everywhere, dishes in the sink, a broken potted plant upside down on the kitchen tile, fast food boxes everywhere. It looked like a frat house after pledge week. Averill and Vanya played Monopoly on the floor with three others I didn't recognize, but they were really fighting over the money.
 
   “Holy shit,” I said.
 
   “Don't look.” Erik hurried me along to the bedroom, but he forgot the Queen of Moscow lay dead in my bed. Did I really want to see Peter hover protectively over a dead Svetlana? I told myself I had seen worse. I almost believed it. I grabbed the door handle without knocking. Surely, Peter could smell me, so an introduction seemed redundant. I opened the door and leaned against the frame. I wasn't trying to look cool; I was tired, breathless.
 
   “Hi,” I said.
 
   He slouched in my chair, holding a book, his legs stretched long in front of him, crossed at the ankles. His hair was so unkempt and snarled it might as well go to dreds, and he had the mass secured in a bulky ponytail. If Davey looked sleep-deprived, Peter resembled a drug addict on a bad bag.
 
   Svetlana laid flat on the bed with a sheet tucked up to her shoulders. The gray streaks in her hair looked wider, brighter. Her face was flaccid, there was no movement under her eyelids. I walked around. My gut twisted, but I had to look at her. This close I could pick up her hand, but I didn't.
 
   I didn't have to touch her to know she was dead. She had a look to her, an unmistakable pallor and weight. In death, all things are heavy, aspiring to weightlessness. Her face held the cinched smile of the deceased. The possibility she might not be dead slashed at my heart, and I discarded the hope. Rigor mortis was responsible for her death smile. 
 
   I looked away. A silver cross dangled from the lamp on my nightstand. It certainly wasn't mine. I remembered she had crossed herself before the fight to her death. 
 
   “Was she Catholic?” I said.
 
   “If you speak about her in the past tense, I will toss you out the window.”
 
   “Is she?”
 
   He shrugged. “If she is, it happened before my time. Aren't you Catholic?”
 
   “Nope.” Another chair sat in the corner of the room. I evaluated how much effort it would take to pull it bedside. 
 
   “Planning on staying?” he said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He rose, dragged the chair across the room, and set it beside the bed. I sat down, observing how his veins pushed against his skin, trapped atop muscle, uncushioned by fat.
 
   “Have you eaten anything?” I said. 
 
   “Don’t pander to me. I know how this looks, and I don't give a shit. Svetlana is not going to be buried.”
 
   “Then what? We keep her here while she decays in my bed?”
 
   “What do you smell?”
 
   “Odd question, but okay.” I inhaled. “Spring-scented fabric softener, rubbing alcohol, the kids smoking.”
 
   “And?” 
 
   I sniffed the air, wading through it like water. A constant background smell lingered, like aromatic white noise. “Something sweet, like cotton candy and warm milk.”
 
   He smiled, a real one. “Exactly.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “Svetlana?”
 
   He nodded. Shouldn't she smell dead? I mean really, she's dead. Where's the odor? The more I thought about it, the less sense it made. It was eighty-five degrees, yet she smelled sweet and clean. “Have you bathed her?”
 
   “No,” Peter said. “She doesn't sweat, so there isn't a need.”
 
   “Now, in theory, if she was dead, she wouldn't sweat.”
 
   “If she was dead, she'd smell dead.”
 
   “But there's no heartbeat, no breathing, no brain waves.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Peter, we classify that as dead.”
 
   “Humph,” he said, as though I was narrow-minded. He’d gone freaking crazy. Maybe I hadn’t asked the right questions.
 
   “Have you tried to wake her?”
 
   “I shook her, slapped her, and called her names. We tried ice water and adrenaline. The kids gathered around and pleaded with her. Vadik brought in his guitar. We even tried cutting her, thinking pain could bring her around. Nothing. We couldn't even draw any blood.”
 
   “Because dead blood coagulates.”
 
   “Kaid—” Peter grabbed my wrist, hard, like maybe he planned on tossing me out the window.
 
   “It's a fact! You couldn't get any blood because it either gunked up or Alexei bled her dry.”
 
   “Kaid.” His eyes were bright, like he had been sitting on a theory he couldn't wait to test. “What was Svetlana doing when she died?
 
   “So you admit she's dead.”
 
   “What was she fucking doing!” It was a monster's voice.
 
   “We were all bleeding to death, and she took Alexei's heart.”
 
   “And then the bleeding stopped, right?” He grinned. “The only way a non-vampire can withstand a vampire is through chemistry and will, remember? She wanted to make sure she didn't die before Alexei could be killed, so she shut down her blood. Remember when the man came after you with a pipe bomb, she jumped on it, took the hit, and didn’t shed? She locked up the magic. Afterward, she didn’t shed—couldn’t—even though it would have helped her heal. Now, how is that possible? She shut down the wolf, Kaidlyn, and she did the same with Alexei. She stopped him from reaching her blood, Kaid. She stopped her blood altogether. Naturally, her heart refused to start again. She's on lock-down.”
 
   In a freaky way, he almost made sense. “So she willed herself to death?”
 
   “Her body may not be infallible, but her will is.”
 
   “Without brain function, how will she realize Alexei is dead and it's okay to release her magic?”
 
   “If I could knew—”
 
   “Tell her.”
 
   “I've tried, over and over I've tried. The children have tried. Dav—” He cut himself off.
 
   “Why aren't you talking to Davey?”
 
   “It's getting late.” Peter patted my good hand. “You must be tired.”
 
   “Peter.” I could see the fear in him, in his pores, in his heart. “Help me understand why you are turning away from Davey. He doesn't get it, I don't get it. Nothing makes sense.”
 
   He heaved a sigh and crossed his arms. Talking about feelings wasn't something I enjoyed, yet there I was, dragging Peter into the emotional muck to see what he shoveled out.
 
   “Svetlana came to America to find a safe place for us. She found someone to take care of the children, a place they could rest happily, a free place. With people who love them. She began filling the holes she would leave behind. Then Davey entered the picture…” He trailed off. “Do you know what she told me before she was taken by Alexei? She told me if it all went bad, she wanted me to save Davey instead of her. She had found someone to take care of me, and I let her. Christ, I practically gave her permission to die.”
 
   I offered my hand, and he clutched it to his chest, grip hard and urgent. 
 
   “God, Kaid,” he said. “That night, I insisted she needed me, but I didn't tell her how much I needed her. What if she thinks I don't?”
 
   “So you think if you refuse to love Davey, Svetlana will feel your need and come back to you?”
 
   “God, I sound so stupid.”
 
   “It's not stupid, Peter, it's desperate. And it's something Davey doesn't understand. He only sees you turning your back on him.”
 
   “I love him so much.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Peter reached out and held Svetlana's dead hand. “I can't replace her. I can't even begin to try.”
 
   “Davey doesn't want to replace her. He only wants you to be happy,” I put my hand atop the dead woman's.
 
   Ee-yeck.
 
   Peter said, “What happens if she never comes back?”
 
   “Then I imagine they will bury her.”
 
   His gray-green eyes narrowed. “Shitty bedside manner.”
 
   “I have as many as zero answers.” 
 
   He sighed and set his head back trying to get comfortable. He was wired and desperate. “I don’t know what to do, Kaid. For the first time since the Kriegsmarine, I am at a complete loss. Theoretically, the mutts in important positions have a plan for her demise, but that’s only theory. What am I—”
 
   “Did you say Kriegsmarine?” I froze. He froze. “Isn’t that like…WWII?”
 
   “Maybe I misspoke—”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Rude! Don’t you know you shouldn’t ask someone their proper age?”
 
   Quietly, I juggled the information. Watching Davey be romanced by someone I thought was fifteen years older was one thing. Watching my boy being toyed with by someone who was immortal… Christ on a stick. But then, wasn’t Davey immortal too, now? Provided we could keep him from getting shot to death or pulled apart by wolves? Too many questions. 
 
   “Lay down so you can get sleep,” I said.
 
   “I don't want to sleep.”
 
   “Then lay down anyway, because I'm not sleeping on that bed and I want to prop up my feet.”
 
   He stood, abandoning the chair, stretching a mile high.
 
   “You're like forever tall, you know.”
 
   He huffed and stretched out next to Svetlana. Haggard fatigue clouded the symmetry of his handsome, brooding face.
 
   “Do you want some hot chocolate?” I said.
 
   He gave me an odd look, as if I was the crazy person. I shrugged and arranged myself as best I could atop the two chairs. He watched me warily the whole time, like I might steal Svetlana away and burn her while he slept. His anxiety crept into me, pore by pore. The terror that Svetlana was dead, the agony of putting Davey aside, the grand echoing hollowness to his heart. The air, heavy as dark matter, pressed me down and troubled my breathing. Even with my eyes closed, I knew he guarded Svetlana against me. 
 
   “God, Peter. Stop.” I swallowed, harassed by a tightness in my throat. “I’m not going to steal her from you.” 
 
   Slowly, the tension eroded away. His heart eased its chaotic beating. Stress markers faded from his hormones. Gradually, he fell asleep.
 
   For good measure, I eased a small case from the nightstand, selected a tranq, and popped it in his leg. He didn’t even stir. I watched him, his black-as-night hair spread over the pillow, the shadow on his jaw, his hunter’s bow mouth. He’d die for Svetlana, and he’d die for Davey. We had that in common. I promised, “I won't let them take her, either.”
 
   Some guard I was. I fell asleep.
 
   A scent crawled up behind me, and I knew who it was without opening my eyes. A dry-ginger sweet aroma scrambled up my spine like an animal with a hundred sharp legs, a hundred tickling antennae. The vampire was in my house. No one asked me if he could come in! He had no business at Svetlana's bedside. What the hell could he possibly want? 
 
   Odoriferous. Nothing but trouble. If he knew how much the dry-earth musk of his vampire flesh offended me, he'd run away.
 
   “Kaidlyn?” Sigurd said. How I hated the fragrance he flaunted, a perfume designed to make me love him. Well, I didn't. He didn't feel like god anymore. Hand rising, he reached for me.
 
   “Don't move,” I snipped.
 
   He stopped. The sight of him in my house was wrong. Indecent. Violate. I wanted to break him open, pluck out his eyes, rip up each blood vessel, and get to the metallic heart. I wanted to drag him around by his hair and tell him he was beautiful.
 
   “Who let you in my house?” 
 
   “The mongrel, Erik.”
 
   “What do you want?” I spoke through my teeth.
 
   “I want to see the wolf who killed Alexei.” 
 
   I crossed my arms and glared. 
 
   “Sedate the guard dog and take her away. Burn the remains.” Sigurd watched her. “End it quickly.”
 
   “Do not give me orders in my house, vampire. If you touch either of them, I'll tear you apart. Why are you here? To make certain Svetlana stays dead?” 
 
   “You think she is?” 
 
   “I don't know.”
 
   He folded his hands in front of him. “Did she eat Alexei's heart?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did he die?”
 
   “Are you joking? She ate his heart! Seriously, what kind of question is that?”
 
   He didn't answer. I wasn't sure if it was because he didn't have anything to say or if he was hiding shit. God, he could really use a good slap across the face. He sniffed and flapped his hands in the air as if shaking water from his fingers. 
 
   “A vampire heart is a recipe for certain uncertain disaster.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I perked up. “You think she might survive?”
 
   “In the beginning, there were two sorts of vampires: those born of blood and those brought back by miracle of life.”
 
   “Uh, okay. Pretend I understand. Why the history lesson?”
 
   “New vampires are commonly created via blood transfusion, and the creator’s blood can determine how strong the new vampire will be. Svetlana ate Alexei's heart, which is a transfusion of sorts, and he was a strong vampire.”
 
   “Svetlana may have vampirism? How is that even possible? She’s a wolf.”
 
   He smiled, and it threw me. He sat like a grinning cherub, and I didn't know whether to smile back or kick him out. “Many things are possible, Kaidlyn.”
 
   “Has this happened before?”
 
   He cocked his head and didn't answer.
 
   I growled. “Provided she's cross-contaminated, how do we wake her?”
 
   He gave me his blank face. “Let me taste her.”
 
   “What? No!”
 
   “It may revive her, like a magical kiss.”
 
   “Sleeping beauty? C'mon. You're not going near her.”
 
   “Isn't it worth a try?”
 
   I hesitated and hopped from foot to foot. What's the worst that could happen? She'd die? We were past that point. “Make it fast.” 
 
   He took Svetlana's wrist, turned it up, and bit. His teeth sunk past the maternal vein. I didn't want to know what it tasted like. Cold, dead meat, blood thickly congealed in the tracks. Made me want to vomit. Made me hungry. He suckled, clamping his lips tight over her skin. Nothing happened. His mouth left a wet ring, but the bite mark was a puckered, bloodless print. He dropped her arm and it fell like a log. He smacked his lips.
 
   “Well?” I said.
 
   “Nasty aftertaste.” 
 
   Thump. 
 
   I twitched. “The hell was that?”
 
   “My heart,” he said. I waited, listening, but didn’t hear another beat. The vamp ignored me while I tuned in, but Peter’s rhythm was the only mortal music I heard.
 
   Erik came in, brought food, and flipped on the light. Excitement about what he carried overwhelmed my concern over the vampire. I tore the bag of Thai food out of Erik's hands, sat down on the floor, and popped open cartons. The noodles were too spicy and there wasn't enough meat, but I was so hungry. I plowed through the food in an unladylike fashion.
 
   “Have they tried bringing food to Svetlana?” I said.
 
   “She's already dead, Kaid,” Erik said. “I don't think we should let Peter stay here. You realize he's sleeping next to a corpse? He needs to talk to someone, and Davey may be the place to start.”
 
   “Peter talked to me. He'll come around as soon as Svetlana wakes.”
 
   “Kaid! Don’t—”
 
   “It's eighty degrees in here, Erik. Do you smell a corpse?”
 
   He frowned. “No.”              
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   I hoisted the fork, but a juicier smell struck me and pulled longing deep from my gut. 
 
   Sigurd stood over Svetlana, his dripping wrist pressed over her lips. Rage dizzied me. I wanted to dig out the sweet smell and leave him a dry, useless husk, a truly-dead dead thing. Overwhelming anger, inexplicable cravings, and a temper nearly beat me senseless. I dropped my fork, swooning and drunk. 
 
   Erik grabbed Sigurd by the scruff of his neck and threw him against the wall, which cracked. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   Sigurd gathered himself. “Many poorly-made vampires only rise to blood.” 
 
   I watched his wrist heal, thinking about how he might taste. Despite being an immortal, he bled as easily as anyone. 
 
   Hesitantly, as if he knew my thoughts, Sigurd said, “Kaidlyn?” 
 
   “God, I don't know what's come over me.” A ravenous hunger lurked around the edge of my thoughts.
 
   “What do you need?” Erik said.
 
   “My hand really hurts, and my head is heavy. I'm nauseous, buzzing on painkillers, and I'm hungry.”
 
   “I'll order more food. And you!” Erik pointed at Sigurd. “Don't try that shit again. I don't know what twisted ideas you've got, but you ask permission to breathe in this house.”
 
   “My permission.” I pointed at Erik. “And you ask permission to make people ask permission in this house.”
 
   “You're serious?” he said. “You want to fight about it?”
 
   “Maybe. Hows-about you make a call for more food?”
 
   Peter cried out, an alarming sound followed by a fat thump as he fell off the bed. I half-crawled, half-stumbled across the room. He was on the floor, legs tangled in blankets. He scampered to his knees, peering onto the bed through a tumble of hair.
 
   Svetlana gagged, coughed, and puked up a splatter of chunky black blood.
 
   “Oh my sweet fucking Christ,” I said. 
 
   Svetlana raised her head and screamed silently. At least, it looked like a scream. She dragged air into her lungs with a dry, choking sound. Peter crawled onto the bed and touched her. His hand flinched. From the pallor of her skin, I guessed she was cold. I was looking at a corpse, but she lived. Her body shook with tremors. Great, hacking shakes jolted her limbs.
 
   She threw back her head and screamed for real. I’d never heard such a sound, like a swarm of cicadas, the grind of metal ears, and the shriek of a wounded animal. So loud, so fierce. We all ducked like her voice was a weapon. I covered my ears and shrank into a ball. Goosebumps jolted over my flesh. Even Sigurd cowered, but he was the first to recover. Before her scream faded, he sniffed closer to the bed, investigating her. He cocked his head near her chest, listening to her heart. 
 
   A crowd poured in with Vadik and Kliment at the head of the kennel. They didn't say anything. I bet on scared-fucking-speechless. Peter wrapped her up in his arms, holding her against his heat. I grabbed the blanket off the floor and threw it on her, mostly to add heat, partially to cover her nakedness. Peter cried huge, raspy sobs, careless of the fact that he was a macho, full-grown man with a crowd of onlookers.
 
   “Holy shit,” I said.
 
   Erik asked Peter, “Do we need a blood transfusion? Does she need more blood?” He stepped toward Sigurd in case someone needed to bleed.
 
   “Sweet of you to offer,” Sigurd snipped.
 
   Her eyes lightened, turning caramel instead of dead brown. 
 
   “How you doing?” I said.
 
   She laughed and coughed watery blood. Peter wiped at it with the hem of his shirt. She clenched him, gripping the thick muscles of his arm so hard his flesh bruised. He kissed her forehead and rocked her. 
 
   Vadik, Kliment, and Tatka crept forward. She saw them and gasped, a happy, desperate sound. Her fingers fluttered, not entirely under her control. They threw themselves on her lap and legs, crying and stuttering bits of Russian at her. The kids pushed each other around to get to her, and they all talked at once. She was covered in messy, sloppily placed kisses, her attention tugged in several directions. Vadik crawled right up on the bed, set Svetlana's feet in his lap, and curled up around her shins. Vanya climbed up, gave her a bottle of vodka, and received several cheek kisses for it. She couldn't stop smiling.
 
   With her heart and lungs working, the blood—in whatever shape it was in—began to oxidize and slug through her arteries and veins. Her white, dead skin had tracks of purple and blue. Somehow, her will had been working before her heart, her mind before her blood. Peter slid out from under Svetlana and pushed more pillows under her shoulders, helping her sit upright. He kissed her hand, and then it dropped lifelessly to the bed. Well, not quite lifelessly, not anymore. 
 
   “The other children?” she asked Peter.
 
   “All well and accounted for.” He wiped at her lip with his thumb. She kissed his hand, and he kissed her small mouth. He cupped her face in his hands, thumbs rubbing her cheekbones. Her eyelashes sparkled with tears. A bit of color rose in her cheeks.
 
   Then she looked at the rest of us, Sigurd and me. Erik smiled, slowly, and she smiled back. She looked, and it dawned on her that someone was missing.
 
   “Where's Davey?” She watched me for indicators that the boy had died. I shook my head and arched an eyebrow at Peter. She grabbed him by the hair. “Where is Davey? You bring him to me, you stubborn suka. Go out and get him or…or you're grounded.”
 
   Erik burst out laughing. Peter didn't look properly chastised: more like a kid on Christmas morning. He kissed the top of her head. “Need anything?”
 
   “I'm hungry. Fried chicken and doughnuts?”
 
   “Oh!” I said. “I second that.”
 
   He walked by Sigurd and said, “Don't touch her while I'm gone.”
 
   The vampire didn't make any promises.
 
   She patted Vanya's head. “I need rest. Vadik and Kliment, you boys take Vanya. Tell the others I'm alright, I'm simply not up to much company.”
 
   “Yes, mother.” Kliment was pale and shivering. The back-from-the-dead bit rattled him. The twins kissed her goodnight and pried Vanya off her. She kept the vodka bottle. 
 
   Erik sat in Peter’s chair near the bed and tucked the blanket around her feet. 
 
   “Do you need blood to live?” he said.
 
   “I am not a vampire!” A growl crept into her voice.
 
   “Then what are you?” 
 
   “I'm freezing.”
 
   “We can find more blankets.” 
 
   “Mmmm.” She looked at the door. She didn't want blankets, she wanted Peter back. Erik brought another blanket from the hall closet and spread it over her, tucking it around her body. She grabbed his hand. He went entirely still, waiting. She squeezed him repeatedly, like he was a lump of rising dough. What did she really think of him? How did her beast experience his scent? I thought he smelled delicious. She squinted at midair, as if she couldn't think of anything else she was supposed to worry about. The children were safe. The bad guy was dead. What next? She looked around the room, lost, and squeezed Erik's hand as if she was testing her own strength. 
 
   “Are you a vampire now?” Erik said. No answer. Her face chilled. She didn't want to talk about it. Fear sparked in her eyes, a slow, building terror. 
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You want some hot tea or something?” He pulled his hand loose and snatched the vodka.
 
   “That would be nice, but don't go taking my bottle too far. I haven't decided how much I like you yet, and it might sour relations.”
 
   Erik smiled. “You like me.”
 
   She hmphed, flustered and noncommittal, and he went to make her some tea. She was left, empty handed, staring at the vampire and I. 
 
   “Can you command blood?” Sigurd said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Alexei's god-plague. Do you have it?”
 
   “I don't know,” she said.
 
   “During the last moment of his life, what did you want from him?”
 
   “I wanted him to die,” she said, slowly, aggressively, as if Sigurd was being thick headed. “Considering I recently rose from the dead, do you mind if we wait a few days before we do a supernatural inventory? Blasted vampire, you drive me to drink! Where did my vodka go?” 
 
   “There's a beer beside the bed,” I said. “Peter brought it.”
 
   “How has he been holding up?”
 
   “Not well at all. He wouldn't admit you were dead. He blamed himself for your death and pushed Davey away because he thought you had forgotten how much he loved you. The basics.”
 
   “I imagined it was something along those lines.” She sighed and picked up the beer. “Silly boy. He knows I don't like warm beer.”
 
   “You have nothing to say?”
 
   “What should I say?” Her voice rose. “I died! I know I was dead. He should have known it, too. The fool hoped to pull the right strings at the right time and he would never have to be alone. He thought so, I didn't. I told him so.”
 
   “But he was right,” I said. “You're still here.”
 
   She gazed at me. Stared, really. Discerning at first, but then her attention wavered. She tried to chase her thoughts, and I wondered how scrambled her brain was.
 
   “How do you feel? I mean, do you feel like yourself, or what?”
 
   “Or am I a monster, a zombie?” She shrugged. “I am cold throughout. I haven't felt such cold since I was a pureblood human. A proper vampire has a lower core temperature, though this is absurd. I don't know what it means.”
 
   Erik returned with a steaming cup of tea in one hand, a large slab of raw beef on a cooking tray, and a damp towel over his shoulder. We straightened at the sight of thirty pounds of meat, and I was jealous. She fell on the meat like a ravenous wolf—thank goodness—and I fixated on her gaping wet mouth. When she finished, he passed her the towel to clean herself. Finally, he gave her the teacup. She smiled at its heat. 
 
   “Get as much sleep as you can as fast as you can, Svetlana. When the Russian community learns you rose from the dead, you'll be up to your eyebrows in shit.”
 
   She groaned. 
 
   Erik smiled. “A devil’s work is never done.”
 
   “Hmmm.” She smiled into her tea. Erik started to leave. She touched his arm, skimming the soft skin inside his elbow. His face fell neutral, so if she had pissed him off, he was getting better at hiding it.
 
   “Sleep,” he said, and left without another word. Svetlana tossed aside a one of the pillows stuffed behind her head and pulled the covers up to her chin, leaving a trail of blood.
 
   “Ah, shit,” she said. The bite on her wrist opened and gushed. Since she couldn't afford to lose more blood, I grabbed a towel and seized her wrist. Already, the blood was slowing. I watched it slide under the wound, through it, but not falling from it. Yikes. God-plague.
 
   “Looks like you've got a handle on things,” I said.
 
   “Wrap it anyway.” 
 
   With my good hand and her help, we wrapped the wound.
 
   “What now?” 
 
   “Sleep.”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   She sighed. “I don't have any immediate answers, Kaidlyn. I didn't plan on this. I expected to stay dead.” She scooted down and rolled onto her side. She fidgeted and moved onto her other side. She threw the remaining pillows off the bed, then she turned back over and looked at me, pulling the blankets up to her chin. Her husky voice filled with concern: “Will Davey give Peter a hard time?”
 
   “Nope. Well, maybe a bit at first, but Davey is the forgiving type. Peter would have to do something really, really stupid to get rid of him.”
 
   “Good.” She yawned. “Happily ever after. The end.”
 
   “Was there ever a doubt?” I had doubted it all along. Still did. Svetlana offered a vague, nondescript gaze, which I had come to recognize as being deliberately, deceptively thought-free. It meant she was avoiding unpleasant truth.
 
   “What?” I said.
 
   “We did come rather close to major disaster. On the first day we met, I figured I'd have to kill you.” She patted my hand, glad it was behind us. I wasn't sure it was. We had come close to fighting to the death, and still might have to. I wasn't keen on my chances, provided I even saw her coming.
 
   “Harsh,” I said.
 
   “Exitus acta probat, Kaid. The end justifies the deed.” A shrug accompanied her delicate smile. “Peter argued with me. Asked me not to kill you. He resents collateral damage and worried Davey would suffer. In the least, the boy wouldn't have forgiven us, and Peter wasn't ready to lose him. Do you know how fortunate it was that I decided to visit you at your home? How serendipitous that Peter saw him? Because of Davey, Peter never relented in his pursuit of peaceful diplomacy. If not for them, my arrival would be referred to as the Phoenix Wolf Massacre, wherein all of Erik and Iago's supporters would have been killed to expedite my coalition. History changed, all because of one pretty artist and a soft-hearted romantic.”
 
   “A war stopped by love?” I snickered. “Sounds like a bad movie.”
 
   “Mm-hmm,” said the creature who had been dead three days.
 
   Could I ever trust her? Sadly, yes. It was her, through and through, despite vampire or wolf blood. Svetlana knew where love belonged, where fear and hate belonged, where murder belonged. She was practical enough to call a spade a spade and keep on living. Even after her death.
 
   “Peter was right about you,” I said. “You are incorrigibly willful.”
 
   “Believe it.” She rubbed her face with her palm.
 
   “You must be tired. I can't imagine what it feels like to rise from the dead.”
 
   “I am tired. Especially now Alexei is dead—finally, thoroughly dead—I feel like I can finally get a good night of rest. But I don't want to sleep yet. I want to see Davey and Peter. I want to know they aren't playing sacrificial games.” She patted the bed beside her. I was the only one left in the room and had no reason not to slide under the covers. We were both exhausted and I remained fully dressed. What could happen? She smiled as I nestled beside her. Her hip was cool to the touch. Her eyes fluttered as she tried to stay awake. She settled her head on her pillow and reached for my hand, her motion so slow it seemed like a mirage.
 
   “Kaidlyn Durant,” she said. “Where are your guns?”
 
   My hand jerked and reached for my Jerichos which weren’t there. I hadn't put them on. Through all this, I had forgotten the trusty firearms. 
 
   “Christ,” I said. 
 
   I was infected. I'd completely forgotten the circumstances that led her to bite the shit out of me. Goddamn woman contaminated me! This would be a good time to shoot her in the face if I had a freaking gun. 
 
   No wonder I was ravenous. “You bitch.” 
 
   “It's not the end of the world.” 
 
   The complications arising from my contamination would be insurmountable. At the very least, I'd have to take Xen. With my temper, no way I lasted a week without crazy sedatives.
 
   Footsteps came rapidly down the hall, and a scent of chamomile and acrylic paints soared into the room. Davey saw Svetlana, the live pink flesh of her, and his jaw fell down. “Good Lord.” 
 
   Peter stood behind him, holding sacks of food.
 
   She patted the bed. Davey approached slowly, like a fawn aware of danger. Svetlana touched his hair. Her hands were steady. He reached, and his fingertips brushed her face. She must have been warm enough, alive enough, to satisfy his anxiety. He released a breath.
 
   “My God. What happened? What did you do?” 
 
   “Nothing,” she said, the biggest understatement ever. His hand trembled while he touched her face.
 
   “Boo,” she said, and he flinched. She laughed, and he gave her a little push. 
 
   “That was so mean. You’re really alive?”
 
   “Cogito ergo sum. I think, therefore I am.”
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Like I could eat the mattress and sleep for a year.”
 
   “He brought food.” Davey refused to look at Peter.
 
   “Did he apologize profusely?” she said.
 
   Davey shrugged. 
 
   Svetlana clicked her tongue. “The thing about Peter is that he can be immensely difficult and rather stubborn. He can be so happy about something, yet he forgets to stop hopping with glee and simply appreciate its value.”
 
   “I'm standing right here,” Peter said.
 
   “Good. Keep standing there.” Svetlana kept her eyes on Davey. “Sometimes, men think they're acting with their heart, but really, they're being dull-witted.”
 
   Davey fought a smile. “Dull-witted, you say? That's the same as ignorant, right? And foolish? Dopey? Slow? Brainless?”
 
   “Vacuous,” she said.
 
   “You have a wonderful grasp of the language.”
 
   “Why, thank you.”
 
   “Alright!” Peter said, “I'm sorry, okay? I wasn't thinking. I worried Svetlana was forever and ever dead! Can you stop berating me?”
 
   “No,” Svetlana said. “I don't think you've apologized enough.”
 
   Peter dropped the food in my lap and crouched by the bed.
 
   “Davey—” he said. Svetlana's arms came around and grabbed Davey, pulling him onto the bed.
 
   “Too late!” she said. “He's mine now!”
 
   Peter leaped up and straddled them both. “I'll fight you for him,” he promised. She laughed, winked at Davey. They both rose up and pushed Peter off the bed. He landed on the ground with thunk and pretended to pout. Davey shook his head, not falling for it. Peter got to his knees and leaned into Davey. “I'm sorry.” 
 
   “How sorry?” Davey said.
 
   “Completely and utterly.”
 
   “Don't ever do that to me again.”
 
   “Absolutely not.” Peter kissed Davey. Softly, at first, then like the world depended on it. Davey kissed him back, a half-angry kiss. I cleared my throat. They looked at me.
 
   “Svetlana hasn't eaten in a week and she's been dead for days. Show some respect and give the poor woman her food. Don't forget mine while you're at it.” 
 
   Svetlana sat up so fast she put a hand to her head. “Whoo!”
 
   “Ljubonvnik?” Peter said. “Are you well?”
 
   “Da. What did you get?”
 
   “Kentucky fried chicken and Dunkin' Donuts. Welcome to America.” He kissed her but held the food behind his back. She growled at him. “What?” he said. “What's that you're saying? You'll have to speak up. I'm a little vacuous.”
 
   “Pest! Give me the food!”
 
   He chuckled and handed her one of the bags. Svetlana tore into a chicken leg and passed the bag to Davey. Peter ruffled my hair and kissed my forehead. Everyone was acting extremely comfortable and relieved. Disaster averted. “Help yourself,” he said. Fortunately, he brought enough for everyone, and I wolfed down a lion's share of chicken. The sun started coming up, blinking through the shades. We munched in silence for a while.
 
   “I have a conference with Kiev,” Svetlana said.
 
   “Two days ago,” Peter said.
 
   “I need to go to Montreal.”
 
   “Cebylle went for you,” he said.
 
   “But—”
 
   “Your opinion on these matters is irrelevant, considering you were dead three hours ago,” Peter said. “The entire lykos community is in an uproar, equality legislation has appeared in Parliament, the house is at ground level, not to mention Adena needs a new car, Averill wants piano lessons, Alden won’t stop hacking into porn sites, and Vadik needs a job that doesn’t involve pole dancing. You don't get to argue decisions I made while you played dead.”
 
   Svetlana chuckled. She finished off a chicken breast, drank the remainder of her tea, and patted her belly. She sighed, smiling, looking half drunk.
 
   “Don't fall asleep yet,” Peter said. “You haven't eaten any of the donuts.”
 
   She gave a noncommittal moan and nestled against him. “How is Josef handling Moscow?”
 
   “It can wait.” He kissed her head and tucked the blanket around her.
 
   “Svetka,” Peter whispered. She mumbled something in Russian that I didn't understand. From the look on Peter's face, it didn't make sense to him, either.
 
   “What did she say?”
 
   “Something about giving the dog a peanut butter hat. She's probably dreaming.”
 
   “You think she'll be okay?” Davey whispered. 
 
   I shrugged. “She looks coherent, like herself. Her memory seems okay. She ate real food. I think she should be fine.”
 
   “When I first saw her, I don't know what I thought. People don't really rise from the dead, do they? I mean, vampires are real, so I guess they can rise from the dead, but…shit. I mean, if that can happen, what can't? It's like physics don't apply anymore.”
 
   “Just because we can't explain it doesn't mean it's a miracle. She's truly alive. Her body is producing new blood, consuming real food. A freshly raised corpse craves only blood; Svetlana wanted fried food.”
 
   “After all this time, she should have been brain dead,” Davey mused. “The brain starts to deteriorate after a few minutes without oxygen.”
 
   “But she had her head, her heart, and her will,” Peter said. “You can't kill a vampire without destroying the head and heart. Maybe even though the wolf died for a moment, the vampire blood sustained her. And her will is like a thing of gods. Plus, she knew how Alexei can work blood. With knowledge and conviction, she may have been better equipped to be dead than most people.”
 
   “Well-equipped to be dead? There's an interesting idea.” I wasn't sure we’d ever know for certain what had happened. 
 
   Sakura entered with a perfume of ammonia and cherries. Having a sociopath in my house made my hackles rise. Erik was hot on her heels. Svetlana woke instantly.
 
   “Svetlana,” Sakura said. “When are we leaving?”
 
   “Three days,” she said.
 
   “That's foolishness,” Peter said. “It is too soon to fly. We can set up a phone conference. You won't even have to leave the comfort of your bed.” He smiled like he was already making plans concerning the 'bed' part. Svetlana looked pained. Dread covered her face.
 
   She said, “Peter, I'm leaving.”
 
   The entirety of her kennel stilled, breathless.
 
   “For a week or so?” Davey said.
 
   Svetlana shook her head.
 
   “Svetka, what are you doing?” Peter said.
 
   “What I said I would do, ljubimyj.”
 
   Erik remembered. “You promised us you wouldn't stay.”
 
   She nodded. I remembered her saying she'd leave, several times actually, but when she kissed my face I didn’t think it was a goodbye. It felt like we'd be talking about it tomorrow. Peter laughed, lifting his hands. “This is foolish. Erik, come now. Kaidlyn? This is foolish.”
 
   Svetlana said, “Peter, let's not do this. I will be leaving as the negotiations required. Before I even arrived, you knew I would leave. You became so excited I was alive you forgot it wouldn't have mattered. Peter, you heard me give my word.”
 
   He grabbed her arms and shook her. “Don't you dare. Don't you dare think you can leave us. Svetka, you cannot return from the grave only to walk away from us. You cannot.”
 
   “You heard me, Peter. You supported me. Did you think I would lie? Did you think I never meant it? Don't be a fool.”
 
   He slapped her. The mark glared from her temple to her chin. “I wish you had stayed dead!”
 
   Blood stained the side of her mouth. “No,” she said. “You don't.”
 
   Peter raked his hands through his hair. “Fuck this.” He turned on his heel. His boots pounded across the room until Erik barred his path.
 
   “Stay,” Erik said, like Peter was an ill-behaved puppy. Peter's face wore the focus of a crazy man who finally located the perfect target. Kill the kennel master and Svetlana can stay. Eliminate the competition, and she won't have to keep a promise to a dead man. Peter grabbed Erik's skull and head-butted him.
 
   Erik roared, blood coming from his nose. Peter didn't back down. He started swinging, and he knew what he was doing. He wasn't merely big, strong, and pissed off. He knew the soft spots, nerve clusters, and ways the body simply should not move. If Erik had been under the impression that Peter was a weaker man because he kissed men, he was about to have his mind changed for him. 
 
   The dervish of violent manflesh crashed through my wall, clearing a space and showering debris. Blood splattered the tile before any of us could get to them. Davey rose, but I grabbed his arm. “Stay out of it.” 
 
   Something broke. Maybe my house, maybe their bones. “Jesus!”
 
   I got up and charged the two. “Stop, you assholes!” I tried to shoulder my way between them—a bloody miracle they didn't catch me with an elbow or a fist—but they were committed to pounding the shit out of each other. Erik threw me back, out of the way. I flew, but Svetlana caught me. She set me aside and walked toward the two men. Taking her sweet time. She grabbed them by the throat, one in each hand, and separated them.
 
   She yelled, “Stop! You are done!” They tried to push through her. She held her ground, fending off two large men. Peter had knocked Erik's hair from the ponytail, and it flew in a disheveled mass around his face. His skin flushed with anger and the blows they’d exchanged. Both bled. 
 
   “Now, you two boys will sit down and behave yourselves. If you're intent on playing these silly games, play them later when I am not so tired.”
 
   Svetlana took a step away.
 
   “A promise is a promise,” she said. “You have no right to change it, Peter. This doesn't mean I don't love you.”
 
   “How can you?” Davey said. “How can you say things like that and then walk away? It doesn’t make any sense. If this is some type of lesson, some kind of punishment, it is misplaced.”
 
   “No joke,” Vadik said.
 
   “I am waging dual wars,” Svetlana said. “Vampires are snapping at my jugular across the globe, and I cannot play nice with the neighborhood boys in their clubhouse. I am not a lapdog; I am an autocrat. You don’t know what the word means, let alone how to deal with me. I have much work to do. I have genocides to halt and heads to tear off. The war against the vampires will happen. I will not tolerate a world that forces my children to live and breathe in blood.”
 
   She pointed at Erik. “And don’t pretend you’d welcome me! Don’t tell me you want to rescue all the little Red spies and open your arms to ‘them Russians.’ And you all thinking you are the best and the biggest, saying, 'oh, look how America is the land of the free and we are so mighty.' Well, I have news for you! We have the power to change this, us, the people in this room. But my greatest allies are too busy flexing their biceps and measuring their cocks. Stop wasting my time. Furthermore, I will not be told my words and vows have no honor!”
 
   Erik pointed at her, victorious. “That’s precisely what I’m getting at.”
 
   She glared at him.
 
   “This, leaving your children here, is a disaster.” Erik said, “It’s a cold war waiting to happen. You aren't simply stepping back, Svetlana, you're opening graves. Look how Peter reacted at the thought of losing you, and he has only a fraction of your rage. Once upon a time, he stopped you from slaughtering us. Yes, I heard. He’s your conscience. What will you be capable of if he isn’t with you? Who will you become? Don’t forget, we know your capacity for violence. The bodies of your enemies have decorated my streets. Pair that cruelty with a will so absolute it defies a vampire’s death? You’re not going anywhere. I need your firepower on my team. And even more importantly, if you ever change your mind about our peace, I want to see it coming.”
 
   “I promised—” 
 
   “Yes, yes. Promises were exchanged. And what now? When you're bitter and alone, you'll look back at us and remember how we took your kennel, your children, and your loves. You'll be in Russia, scowling across the ocean, cursing us. You'll want me to suffer. Maybe not immediately, but eventually, you will put people into graves over this. You and I may have avoided one battle, but another waits in the wings. If I let you walk away, you will return in force. I cannot allow it.”
 
   She rolled up her sleeves. “Then come finish it,” she said, in a lullaby voice, as if she was talking to a child. “Come, mutt. Play your cards.”
 
   “I'm not a fool. At the slightest trouble, you will cut us out of the coalition.”
 
   “What do you think to give, you poor devil? Show me the fruit that rots before you pick it.”
 
   “But, my good friend, there will also come a time when we shall want to feast upon something good in tranquility,” Erik said. “Faust.”
 
   I was surprised, but not nearly as much as Svetlana. Her brow wrinkled. “Are you challenging me or not?” 
 
   “I propose a bargain,” he said. “An insurance policy, if you will. You promise to spend at least four months of the year in Phoenix, or I will not accept your peace. If you leave me here to clean up our mess, I will gather your mutts to me and organize my own resistance, and I’m sure to fuck it up.”
 
   She put her hands on her hips and pivoted. “I do not like ultimatums.” 
 
   “Not an ultimatum, it's penance. You ruined one of our best assets. Kaidlyn was our most likely avenue to mutt equality. You promised peace and then you contaminated her. Therefore, you owe us.”
 
   “Dude, I am not ruined—” I started.
 
   “Shut up, woman,” he said. “I'm making a damned good point. Svetlana promised not to harm our people or interfere with our private kennels. In contaminating you, she violated both promises, and we hereby hold her responsible for wrongdoing. Penance for which will be time spent here, with us. Svetlana, you ate the pomegranate seeds, and now you're part of both worlds, whether you want it or not. There isn't a safer way. This coalition will secure our collective future.”
 
   “Erik, happy endings are only the pauses between disasters,” Svetlana said.
 
   He crossed his arms. “Your children will assimilate, and you will witness it. There is no need to separate you from your love ones or your country. If you leave empty-handed, there will be problems. Incurable problems. If you stay here, the conversation doesn't have to end. We can resolve issues, answer questions, ask questions, and become a working team. If you leave, our peace is dead. More children will die. Maybe not yours; they are all so strong now, even Vanya. But this is war and children will die. If you want to stop that, you will ally yourself with us.”
 
   “Svetlana,” Peter said. “What Erik says makes sense. Imagine—”
 
   She put up her hand. “Let me think, Peter. These ideas excite me too much.”
 
   She looked exhausted. Maybe she truly didn't need us. Erik could be replaced. We all could. She walked absently over the detritus of my destroyed wall and crawled back into bed. I looked at Peter. “What do you think she'll do?”
 
   He shrugged, staring at me, accepting Svetlana's decision. If it was me who loved her, I would have chased her down. If it was me, I wouldn't let her go.
 
   I followed her scent, trailed her to the bed, and slipped under the covers. The others left us alone, and I pondered her fantastic perfume, her smooth skin, the bulk of her shape next to mine. She hadn't reminded me of the sex we had before the abduction. She hadn't tried to kiss me. Was my scent unwelcoming now that I was L-pos? How selfish of me to want attention after everything. 
 
   Eyes closed, she turned her head and breathed deep. Her nostrils flared as she scented me, and then she pressed lips against my forehead. Her warmth and pulse filled me to the absolute brink. I smelled the hot, hollow waves of her need, a desperate need to love us, to be with us. Her eyes shone bright with a mixture of molten gold and caramel. Her warm, savory milk scent, rent open with longing, filled my nostrils and turned my heart. I held her hip, and she clasped my ribs. 
 
   She pulled blankets up and was asleep before I could wrestle more covers for myself. I rolled into the ambrosial scent of her, into the smell of sweet, honey milk. I wanted to call it mine, to declare her a part of my life, but I didn't want the fight that came with it. And with Svetlana, there would always be a fight. We were both scary bitches. 
 
   Sensing—smelling—my nearness, she tipped her head a bit. Her forehead touching mine. She mumbled something about pink bunny rabbits and continued sleeping. Weird.
 
   I slept.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 40
 
   Clifford
 
   Her house reeked with the familiar combination of mint vapor from her electric smoker and the bleach her housekeeper employed in dizzying quantities.
 
   My spine felt hollow, as if it was missing some magic. As if my wolf ran out of energy trying to heal me. I could barely walk without limping from the massive beating. I didn’t think I could shed if my life depended on it. My torso still burned where ribs had stabbed through. 
 
   The housekeeper opened the door, having spotted me in the camera and recognized me despite the fact that I hadn’t visited in four years. Wordlessly, she escorted me inside. 
 
   I inhaled another odor: balsamic vinaigrette. My brother used to tease Mother about the quantity of salads she consumed daily (five) and that she’d turn green and pickle herself with all the vinegar-coated spinach. 
 
   He had been the one who could joke with her and even make her smile. 
 
   I followed the trail of her expensive, complicated chemical perfume, the scent of which struck me as odious and bitter. Plumes of it, all around, concentrated in her office which she called ‘the veranda’ even though it wasn’t. The closer I came to her door, the more my heart stuttered. This was a dreadful idea. Nothing in the world could be worse than facing her again. Couldn’t believe I had come here voluntarily. 
 
   No family portraits on the walls. She had never been the sentimental type. I wonder how she managed to do any mothering at all, given her predisposition to professional aloofness which recently served her so well. 
 
   The house displayed how she struggled with her growing wealth. My mother, who never cared for possessions, art, or things she called “trifles,” had gathered a fair representation of useless, pretty knickknacks in so many disharmonious styles I suspected they came as gifts from suitors, both romantic and political.
 
   As if she’d ever been one for romance.
 
   My heart pounded like a seven year-old who received a poor grade on a report card. The childish trepidation made me feel silly. I was a grown man, and she was still my mother. 
 
   A fact I resented more than anything in the world. 
 
   She wasn’t an awful person, but she was a great politician. 
 
   And a Devoted disciple, apparently. A huge religious cross with an ankh’s head hung on the door, which I opened as quietly and gently as I could manage.
 
   She didn’t see me. Completely unaware and basking in her work, she failed to notice my entrance. Her pantsuit was apricot, wrinkle-free, and her sensible pumps were the same pearly white of her pearl necklace. Class, all Jackie Kennedy, fabricated from a picture she found in her youth featuring the First Lady riding shotgun beside the soon-to-be-dead president. 
 
   I always wondered why the image struck her. Maybe she saw beauty standing near catastrophe and wanted to be the one in the chaos. Her black hair, dark as obsidian, fell in a classic bob. Her face didn’t show her age. No wrinkle, sunspot, or blemish. A mouth so flat and lithe she could articulate entire speeches with minimal movement. 
 
   Her hands, however, showed her age. Her mortality. Plump veins pressed against the time-softened skin on the back of her hands.
 
   Who was this woman?
 
   “Mother.” I came to stand in the room and stare across the way, watching her stand with impeccable posture as she read a stack of papers an inch thick.
 
   She fell still, freeze-frame, and waited a whole five agonizing seconds before she looked at me. Her expression felt practiced: the appropriate mixture of patience and irritation at having been interrupted. A “this better be good” expression. Within the perfect mask, her pupils engorged. Dilated. She didn’t put the papers down. She didn’t come any closer. She did nothing but wait for me. When I proved to be tongue-tied, she said, “Clifford.” 
 
   Her singular tone triggered old wounds. I wanted to rage, scream, and run away. Would it kill her to hug me? Say something nice? At least smile? 
 
   I shoved my hands into the pockets of Kaidlyn’s boyfriend’s jeans. 
 
   “Mother,” I finally articulated, feeling as dumb as shit.
 
   “Yes?” 
 
   As if I was an assistant seeking a raise.
 
   “We need to talk.” Lame. “Do you have a moment?”
 
   “That is something you should have inquired about before you arrived, I imagine.” She plopped the report on the desk and stared at my pants. The shirt, belonging to Kaidlyn, stretched around my shoulders tight enough to pop the seams. Mother saw my muscles, which she commonly referred to as vulgar and pedestrian. She was mortified that her son could pass as a day laborer. 
 
   “I need to speak with you.”
 
   “Seeing as you’re already here.” She entwined her fingers and stood at ease, the way she posed on stages if another politician bothered to talk.
 
   “We haven’t seen each other in a long time.”
 
   “That’s a fact.”
 
   “Do you want a cup of tea?”
 
   “I have already had my morning cup.”
 
   As if the extra dash of caffeine might kill her poker face. The woman was a wall, five feet and two inches of immobile stone. 
 
   “I saw the cross on the foyer. I didn’t realize you had become religious.” 
 
   “The Devoted are quite popular.”
 
   “I bet that’s good for votes,” I joked.
 
   “It is.” 
 
   I gave up with any attempt at small talk. “My life has changed a lot recently. The dojo, well, it’s gone. It burned to the ground.”
 
   I planned to talk about myself but discussed the gym instead. She hated my place, and I certainly wasn’t inciting pity or compassion. What was I doing here? She didn’t want anything from me. This couldn’t possibly do me any good.
 
   “I’ve been watching you on television.” A flat out lie. I couldn’t bear to see her performances. She was the cold, solid, stoic professional politician people craved in this era. In fact, she’d done a lot to encourage movement away from rambunctious, preacher-type politicians to the cold fish bureaucrats who were unimpressed by the apocalypse. She promised the city nonplussed peace and an unwrinkled human experience where all the violence, poverty, and monsters couldn’t hurt anyone. Certainly couldn’t inconvenience anyone. She directly supported and financed the FBHS, putting silver in Kaidlyn’s Durant’s gun. 
 
   Oh, the irony. 
 
   She waited, poised, and growing less impressed by the second. So much for my education. I couldn’t even form a complete sentence. 
 
   “I ran into some trouble recently.”
 
   Without comment, she reached for the checkbook.
 
   “God, Mother, that isn’t why I’m here.”
 
   “I can’t imagine why you came. Simply tell me.” 
 
   “What I am about to say is highly personal and very sensitive.” 
 
   “Perhaps it doesn’t need to be said.” 
 
   “Probably not, but I plan to say it anyway.” Eventually. “I seem to have come down with something akin to…well, I am L-positive.”
 
   No break in demeanor. She took the news the same way she could withstand a competitor’s devastating rhetoric. Although I couldn’t see it happen, I knew she was breaking the information into tiny pieces and playing it against other semantic bits and scraps of rhetoric rolling around in her mind. 
 
   “I have been L-pos for—”
 
   “No,” she said, calmly, the same way she declined a cup of tea. 
 
   “Pretty sure.” 
 
   Her hands fell from their poised clasp. I watched them slowly clench into fists, two tiny hands like birds’ eggs that I could cup in my palm.
 
   “I won’t accept it.” 
 
   “This has nothing to do with what you are willing to accept. Mother, I am contaminated, and that is a fact.”
 
   Her face fell with utter disappointment. 
 
   “How could my last son do this to me?” she said. In one question, I heard all of her disdain and mourning for him, her loss and anger, all wrapped up. I wanted to strangle her. Blood rose throughout my body, as if rage pushed everything to the forefront.
 
   Finally, it sank in. Her face paled as blood retreated from the surface of her skin. Panic hormones tagged her scent. Hatred rushed up, nipping at fear’s heels.
 
   “Mother,” I said. Maybe the rage changed my features because she froze. Aghast. Then she trembled, hating me. Fearing me. Terror pulsed through her neck, blood thundered from her tripping heart, and she stood before me, outraged, victimized, hands shaking with injustice. 
 
   “I’m going to be okay,” I said, although deep down I knew this wasn’t her concern.
 
   “What if someone discovers you?” 
 
   “I can handle myself, but I wanted you to know.” 
 
   “Why? Why would you put me through this?” 
 
   As if everything was about her. As if I had deliberately sabotaged her next campaign. 
 
   “I don’t know what you expect from me,” she said.
 
   “Nothing. I mean, nothing. Jesus. I thought you should know.”
 
   “No civilized person comes out and says such things. It’s rude.”
 
   “Oh, is it? How uncouth of me.”
 
   “Don’t take that tone with me, young man.”
 
   Her words were flat, her voice almost benign, worse than an epitaph. And she, so good at working through problems and packing chaos into manageable issues, stood waiting for me to say something better, to take it back and pretend we’d never spoken.
 
   Next, she said: “Who knows you’re diseased?”
 
   “How is that important?”
 
   “You come to me after all this time, confessing to your filth, making me complicit to your disease, and I want to know why. Why? Whenever a man wants to confess, it’s about death or a woman. Did you kill someone?”
 
   “No, I—” 
 
   “There’s a girl, isn’t there? Someone infected your mind, and now you want me to condone your sickness. Well, I won’t do it.”
 
   “This has nothing to do with anyone.” 
 
   “Understand you are endangering her as well as me. Both of us could be black-bagged for this conversation. Would you do that to her? To me? How dare you be so selfish? What do you expect? Forgiveness? Salvation?”
 
   “Don’t be contrived.” 
 
   “Oh, now I am being lectured for my behavior, as if I deserve any blame!”
 
   “Mother—”
 
   “Don’t ‘mother’ me. Don’t you dare! I have lost my last son today.”
 
   “Don’t be dramatic. I am standing right here. All you have to do is look at me. Stop and look at me, and tell me we can talk about this.”
 
   She stopped. She looked at me. She said, “We have nothing to talk about.” 
 
   “Despite disowning him, you love him and support him from afar. I mean, that’s what the Devoted cross is really about, isn’t it? Can’t you try to consider what I’m going through? Mother.”
 
   “It’s not the same. Go away. Get out of here.” Her authoritarian voice held no remorse and certainly no wiggle-room. She had made up her mind. Couldn’t imagine what I expected of her. And he, wherever he was, remained the beloved son, while I proved worse than a nuisance: I was inconvenient. 
 
   I turned and left, dragging ass down the steps, thinking about how dumb I was. Incredibly, incurably stupid. So stupid, in fact, that I failed to think about the true enormity of my unsalvageable mistake. 
 
   I made it about two blocks before they descended. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 41
 
   Kaidlyn
 
   I woke. No dreams. The room was dark and my veins were hot. I was a mutt nearing a shed, a disaster waiting to happen. All those years avoiding the disease and somehow emerging unscathed from the fray, and Svetlana gave it to me as easily as if it was the common cold. She ruined everything, and she didn't care. 
 
   A bloody mutt. 
 
   This was the end of my life, the roadblock in my career, the guillotine dropping on everything I ever had. Lycanthropy proved the end of me, the murderer of who I was. I would never have another normal moment. I cried fat hot tears of self-pity, tears so monstrous and angry they would have cap-sized Noah's ark and ended the world. Every mutt-massacre I'd ever seen rolled through my head, only this time I had caused the gore. I was the one who couldn't cut it, couldn’t bear the burden of a disease destined to ruin lives and destroy families. 
 
   I was never, ever going to get out of bed. As soon as Svetlana woke and left my side in the morning, I would kill myself. There would be a backup Glock under the bed. I always kept a weapon within arm’s reach of my pillow. A silver bullet was already in the chamber. Muzzle in my mouth, metal taste like blood on my tongue, silver ejaculating through my brain. Then again, Kliment had shot himself in the head and survived, saved by the wolf inside him. I needed to know it would be final. No putting me back together again.
 
   I should tape a hand grenade to my throat, pull the pin, and use the gun before it detonated. Safer for everyone. My brain splatter was the honorable way to keep everyone safe.
 
   I could not live as a hazard to the people I loved. I knew myself, my weakness, my temper; I was a walking minefield. I should probably do it now, before someone figures it out or wonders why I'm digging out my stash of explosives.
 
   I opened wet eyes and saw Svetlana watching me. Moonlight dripped down her cheeks. Her eyes glowed like molten honey. She gave a warm, honest smile.
 
   “Come with me,” she whispered. Her eyes twinkled with pleasant mischief, and I didn't ask questions. She pulled me out of bed, stole some of my clothes, and took my keys. I didn't complain. I was too tired to make trouble. We tiptoed past sleeping werewolves. There was zero likelihood they didn’t notice our escape, but no one protested. Svetlana and I got into my truck. 
 
   My neighborhood slumbered peacefully. Zelda's garden appeared dark and mysterious, like a great place to roll around and take a nap, if it weren't for all those pesky cats. 
 
   Svetlana drove while I stared into the night. Rain began splattering against the windows, and I fell asleep to the sound of it on the glass. I woke when she stopped driving. The sky was mostly dark with tinges of silver and pink on the skyline. She had driven to the woods at a higher elevation where the air sat fifteen degrees cooler. We both got out of the truck. I stretched, and my body loved it. 
 
   She started to undress. I watched, of course, my pulse clamoring and my mind oddly at peace. Her flesh was more alive than anything I'd ever seen. I smiled and followed suit. The chill tightened my body with goosebumps. I threw my clothes in the truck bed, and my boots clanged.
 
   “What now?” I said.
 
   “Run.” 
 
   “Where?”
 
   She shrugged, a smile breaking joyfully over her face. Her cheeks were pink, her eyes darkening. “Run.” Unable to explain what I felt, I laughed. The sound rose in me like a great torrent breaking free. She turned and trotted away, looking over her shoulder to see if I'd follow. Laughing, I charged after her. The stony earth scratched at my feet, the cold air threatened to freeze my lungs, but a heat pushed through me and surged up into my skin. 
 
   I never knew such joy.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 42
 
   Clifford
 
   Metal groaned beneath me. Iron scratched at my throat. The irritation wasn’t enough to distract me from the rank stench of a hundred corpses, a dozen expiring bodies, and a putrid, sour stink of wolf gone mad. Burning meat. Diesel fuel and blood baked into brown clay. All around me was dust, dirt, feces, the fear-stink of sour urine. Bodies sprawled around me, limbs all tangled up and sweaty, skittish: L-pos and human alike, packed like sardines into a cargo hold. Their heartbeats echoed my own hyperventilating organ. 
 
   She did this to me. 
 
   Iron on my wrists, cutting deep, silver burning at the cuffs. The collar jabbed at my skin as inward facing spikes dug into my swelling flesh. The truck heaved, hydraulics whirred, and it dumped us out like trash. Sunlight burned my face, scorching me with light and absurdly impartial warmth.
 
   Creeping my eyes open, I blinked to clear blood from my eyelids. Cement walls towered around me, topped with a forest of curling razor wire, glinting in the sun. Limbs bumped and battered me as the cluster of prisoners writhed like a mass grave unfurling into bits of ribbon. 
 
   My beast began to stir, beaten and howling, flexing through my body like a crippled bone. Blood came from my throat. My hand clasped the iron collar as its long spikes dove into my flesh. Half-heartedly, I tried to coax the mutt down, but I knew, I knew in my heart, that it was hopeless.
 
   I was going to die.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   The vampire rose at dusk and came to the lobby of his glass tower to release his statement, which was precisely three hundred and thirty-three words: 
 
   “In the recent past, Father brought forth onto humanity a new nation conceived in security and fortified by the unification of two races against a third. Fertilized with terror, bloodshed, and ignorance, we dedicated ourselves to the purification of Earth. Our combined species waged a war of attrition upon a lesser species. The battle was designed to remove their entire likeness from existence.
 
   “Our noble intentions are soaked with blood. This holy war, consecrated by various people of power and influence, flows from a tide of unknowing fear. Sentient creatures always fear what they do not know, and so little is known about so little, that mistakes have naturally been made. It is useless to argue who has made the greater error or who may have orchestrated such mysteries. Instead, I dare say only that they are felonious. 
 
   “I expect most the world will resist this revelation, driven mostly by cognitive biases and misplaced religious fervor. Nevertheless, I believe that those with good reason will recognize similar good reason and strive to correct our combined errors. 
 
   “I do not suggest we forget the many lives we have tragically lost. The world will remember atrocity on both sides. For every human slaughtered, wolves were also slain. For every slight, mutts have paid a high cost. Evil’s debt cannot be placed entirely on a mongrel’s shoulders, for they cannot help being what they are, as the Fates have given them no higher charge but to heed their basest nature. 
 
   “While it is my understanding that not all monsters are created equal, this does not mean all fiends are deserving of death. I have met and known wolves as capable of using both peaceful discretion and designing violence as any given human.
 
   “Let my will be known—as a vampire, a father, and a friend—that every individual of every unique species should be offered the same goodwill and due process as any other civilian. As a nation concerned with fairness, we cannot leave inequity unresolved.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   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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