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chapter 1

| hated the amdl of this place: concrete and inditutiond. Antiseptic. But dl the deaning in the
world couldn't cover up the unhappiness, the sourness, the faint smdl of urine. The anger.

The guard at the door of the vidting room pointed me and Ben to empty chairs & a table on one
sde of aglass partition. The room held haf a dozen cubides like this. Only a phone line would connect
usto the other sde.

| was shaking. | didn't like coming here. W, | did, and | didn't. | wanted to see him, but even
being here as a vistor made me fed trapped. The Walf sde didnt handle it very well. Ben squeezed my
hand under the table.

"You okay?' he said. Ben had been coming here once a week to see Cormac. | didnt come
quite as often—once a month, for five months now. 1'd never get used to this. In fact, it seemed to get
harder every time, not easier. | was S0 tense, just being here exhausted me.

"I think so," | said. "But this place makes me nervous.”

"Dont let him see you upset,” he whispered. "We're supposed to be supportive.”

"I know. Sorry." | held his hand with both of mine and tried to stop the trembling. 1 was
supposed to be the strong one. | was supposed to be the one who helped Ben keep it together, not the
other way around.

On the other side of the glass, a guard led out a man wearing an orange prison jumpsuit. His light
brown hair was cut shorter than it used to be, which made his face seem more gaunt. | tried to convince
mysHf that he wasn't thinner. His mustache was the same as dways. So was his goic frown.

My smilefdt diff and fake. Cormac would know it was fake. Had to be cheerful, couldn't let him
See me upset.

He was handcuffed. When he picked up the phone to talk to us, he had to hold both hands up to
hisface. Ben hed our phone between us. Leaning close, we could both hear.

"Hey," Ben said.

"Hey." Cormac smiled. Broke my heart, hm amiling like that behind the glass "Thanks for
coming."

"How you doing?'

Cormac shrugged. "Hanging in there. No worries.”

He was here on fdony mandaughter charges. He'd killed to save my life, and now he was serving
timefor it. I owed him a huge debt, which hung on me like lead weights.

It could have been worse. The only way we could dl st here amiling a each other was thinking



of how much worse it had dmost been. One or dl of us dead, Cormac in here for life—

He didnt seem to begrudge me the debt. Right from the start, held approached the prison
sentence as doing penance, just like he was supposed to. Just another obstacle to overcome, another
river to Cross.

Ben handled this better than | did. "Y ou need anything? Besides a cake with afile baked in?'

"No. Just more of the same.”

I'd been ordering books for him. It had started out as a joke after 1I'd accused him of being
illiterate. Then it turned earnest. Reading kept hismind off being trapped. Kept him from going crazy.

"Any requests?’ | said, and Ben tipped the mouthpiece so he could hear me.

Cormac shook his head. "I'm not picky. Whatever you think is good.” | had a lig of classcs |
was feeding him. But no Dostoyevsky.

We had an hour for amdl talk. Very amdl talk. | couldnt say I'm sorry, because then I'd get
upset. Leave on a happy note. Ben and | wanted to make sure Cormac got out of here in one piece, or
a least not any more damaged than he was when he went in.

"Would you bdlieve some of the guys listen to your show?' Cormac said.

"Redly? That's kind of weird."

"I tdl them you're not that mean in person. I'm ruining your reputetion.”

"Gredt," | said, amirking. "Thanks" Ben chuckled.

"You two look good,” Cormac said, leening back in his chair. "You look good together." His
gnileturned satisfied, amost. Comforted.

Hed told us both to look after each other. Like he couldnt trust ether of us to take care of
oursalves, but together we'd be okay. He was probably right Ben and | had cobbled together our little
pack of two, and we were doing okay. But it dill fdt like we were missing something. He was sitting
across from us, on the other sde of the glass. And we were dl pretending like everything was okay.

A guard loomed behind Cormac. Times up.

"Il see you next week," Ben said.

Cormac sad, to me specificaly, "Thanks for coming. Everyone in here's ugly as shit. It's nice to
see a pretty face oncein awhile”

Which broke my heart again. There had to be more | could do than St here and be a pretty face,
however pretty | could possibly be with my pae skin, blond hair tied in a short, scruffy ponytail, and eyes
on the verge of crying. | wanted to touch the glass, but that would have been such a diché and hopeless
gediure.

He put the phone back, stood, and was gone. He dways waked away without turning to ook,
and we dways stayed to watch him go until he was out of Sght.

Ben put his hand on my shoulder, urging me away. Hand in hand, in slence, we left the prison
gates and emerged into too-bright summer sun and a baking parking lot. Quietly we dipped into the car,
Benin the driver's seat. Then the blowup happened.

He closed the door, settled for a moment, then hit the steering whed with a closed fist. Then
agan, and again, throwing hiswhole body into it. The car rocked. | just watched.

After amoment, he douched back. He gripped the steering whed, bracing himsdf. "I hate this. |
hate that he'sin there, and there's nothing | can do.”

He blamed himsdf as much as | blamed mysdf. If | hadn't needed saving, if Ben had found the
right legd out— and there was Cormac, accepting it dl without complaint. He and Cormac were cousins.
They'd grown up together, looked out for each other, and now they were helpless.

| touched his forearm and squeezed, like | could push out the tenson. He sighed.

"Let'sget out of here" | said.

Friday night, time to party.
"Good evening, and welcome to The Midnight Hour. I'm Kitty Norville, your ever-cheerful
hostess. Tonight it's dl vampires, and dl cdls | want to hear from you about those myderious



bloodsuckers of the night. Questions, problems, nothing's off-limits. Tdl me a sory I've never heard
before. It's getting pretty tough to scare me these days, but 1'd like you to try. Or even better—Ilet's see if
someone out there can give me alittle hope. 1've had one of those days.”

| was such alucky girl. After doing this show for two years, my monitor ill lit up with cdls. My
ligeners had been waiting with their fingers on the speed-dia button. One of these days, 1'd ask for cdls
and the phones would come up slent. Then I'd have to retire for sure. But this wasn't that night.

"Our firg cal this evening comes from...Maedar...Maedar? Is that right?"

"Yes itis" Thelight mae voice managed to drip with pretension.

"Your parents actudly named you Maedar.”

"No." He sounded pouty. “That's the name | chose for mysdf. I'm preparing for my new identity.
My new life"

Inwardly, | groaned. A wannabe. Even more pretentious than the red thing. "Am | to understand
it, then, that you want to become a vampire?'

"Of course. Someday. When I'm older.”

It clicked then—the voice, the name, the utter cheese of it dl "Wait a minute—how old are you?
You're supposed to be eghteen to cdl in" The kid had lied to my screener. Fifteen, | bet. And to his
credit smart enough to know how much it would suck to get frozen at age fifteen for dl eternity.

"I'm ageless" he said breathily. "Agdess as the grave.”

"Okay, this is not the kinderbat poetry hour. Youll want—oh, |1 don't know—ypublic access
tevison for that."

The pause was ominous. Then, "Whoa, what awicked cool idea”

Dear God, wha have | done? Hurry, move on quick before | get into more trouble. "I don't
know what your question was, but you're leaving now. Bye. Please, somebody with sense cdl me so we
can discuss Byron or something. Next cdler, hello.”

"I knew him, you know." This was a suave mde voice, coolly assured. The red thing. An older
vampire showing off his hard-earned ennui.

"Knew who?'

"Lord Byron, of course.”

"Really," | drawled. "You know, there are about as many vampires who say they knew Byron
as there are reincarnation fresks who say they were Cleopatra in a past life. Which would mean Byron
had, like, hundreds of obnoxious Smpering twits trailing after him. When he redly only had Keats and
Sdley.”

The guy huffed. "How very droll.”

"I'm sorry, you jugt hit one of my buttons, you know?'

"Youve never consdered that perhaps one of those vampires who say they knew Byron might
be right?'

"Okay, fine. You chilled with Byron. Y ou want to tel me what he was like? Him and the others?
Hey, maybe you can answer a question for me—that other guy who was there the night they told the
ghogt dtories and Mary Shdley came up with Frankenstein, the one whose name | can never
remember—"

"Polidori.”

"Uh, yeah. Him." Oh crap, what if this guy redly had known Byron? Was | going to sound like a
royd idiot? "l dways wondered why he never amounted to anything.”

"He was what we cdl a hanger-on. Mary was the redly clever one.”

| grinned. "I dways thought so. Now, | don't think you cdled jugt to tak about the Romantic
poets. What's on your mind?'

"Dedtiny."

"Right, the big question. Like, why are we here, what's the point to life, that sort of thing?'

"I'm curious to hear what you think about it."

| pouted. "That'smy line"

"Areyou going to tel me?'



| Sghed loudly to make sure the sound carried into the mike. "All right. I'll bite. Here's what |
think, with the cavest that | may be wrong. | think we're here to make the world a better place than we
found it. I think we don't dways deserve the cards that we're dedlt, good or bad. But we are judged by
how we play the cards we're dedlt. Those of us with a bum ded that makes it harder to do good—we
just have to work alittle more is dl. There's no destiny. There's just muddling through without doing too
much damage.”

Mot of thetime | even bdlieved that.

"Hmm, that's very nice" the vampire said, coy and condescending.

"All right. I know you're just trying to bait me. Why don't you come out and say what you want
tosay."

"You talk about us, vampires and lycanthropes, like we're &fflicted. Like we have a handicap.
And if your god isto pass as human, to blend in with society, then | suppose it is a handicap. But have
you ever thought that we are the chosen ones? Fate marked us, and we became wha we are. We are
superior, chosen by destiny, and one day we will rule the world. The Families know this They are
grooming us, the masters of the night, to be the masters of everything. Were the top of the food chain.
One day humanity will see the truth of it."

By thistime, I'd heard a dozen versons of this shtick. Fortunately, vampires only ever talked
about teking over the world.

When they stopped talking about it, I'd start to worry.

"Why are you tdling me this?'

"I want you to know the truth.”

"W, thank you for the public service announcement. I'm cutting you off now, youve had a little
too much ego tonight. Next call—ooh, | think | might have a debate for us here. Hello, Jake? Y ou're on
thear. What do you have for me?'

"Um, Kitty? Oh, wow. | mean—hi."

"Hi. So you have a response to our esteemed vampire cdler.”

"Oh, do | ever. That guy is so full of'—he paused amusngly to censor himsdf—"crap. | mean, |
redly want to know where | can get in on some of this vampire world domingtion action. 'Cause I'm a
vampire and I'm stuck working the night shift & a Speedy Mart. I'm not the top of any food chan.”

"You're not part of a Family?'

Jake chuckled. "If it weren't for your show | wouldn't even know about Families™

Thiswas the part of my show that freaked me out alittle. There were people out there for whom
| was ther only source of information, who used me as a lifding, ft fdt like a burden. | had to sound
encouraging to someone who'd been dedlt a truly shitty hand: working the night shift at Speedy Mart for
dl eternity.

| said, "I know this is persond, but | take it that you were made a vampire under violent
circumstances, againgt your will."

"Got thet right. And if destiny had anything to do with it, I'd sure like to know why."

"l wish | had an answer for you, Jake. You got one of the bad cards. But since you and | both
know there's no destiny involved, you have a choice on what to do about it"

"I redly just wanted to tdl the other Sde of the story. My side. That guy wasn't spesking for dl
vampires. Thanks for ligening."

"That's wha I'm here for. I'm going to move on to the next cal now, okay? Good luck to you,
Jake"

And so it goes.

| heard from men, women, vampires, humans, human servants of vampires, people who were
funny, sad, logt, and angry. The problems ranged from dlly to terrifying. | heard stories of people trapped
in lives they hadn't expected, couldn't escape from. A lot of the time | didn't know what to tdl them. |
was totdly inadequate to dispense advice—I could barely take care of mysdf. Ealy on, though, I'd
learned that alot of times people just needed to vent, and they needed someone to ligen. People were
desperate for conversation, and many of them didn't have anyone to talk to.



Tdking about it made a thing—a problem, a weakness, a fear, a hope—more s0lid, and easier to
confront. Easier to control.

| would do wel to remember that in my own life

"I've got time for one more cdl. Becky, you're on the air.”

"Hi, Kitty," said awoman who sounded like she was on edge. "This isnt about vampires. | hope
that's dl right. It's important, | think."

At the end of the show, it didnt much matter. "What's the problem?" | didn't doubt that she had a
problem. | recognized that tone. The screener had put in "domestic abuse” as the topic.

"I'm a werewalf, I'm part of a pack, and I'm worried. Ther€'s a new wolf. She's redly young,
redly vulnerable, and the dpha male—he's teking advantage of her. But it's worse than that because he's
beating up on her. This goes way beyond the dominance and submissve crap. The thing is, she won't
leave. I've tried to tak her into going away, but she refuses. She won't leave him. | don't know what to
do. How can | make her see that she doesn't have to put up with this? That she shouldn't? She won't
gtand up for hersdf.”

The story sounded way too familiar. My firdg three years of being a werewolf, 1'd been on the
bottom rung, completdly submissve to an apha who was borderline abusve. But the pack meant
protection, and | didn't want to leave. A time came when | had to choose between the pack and my own
life—my show, my gods, my future. And | picked me. I'd never looked back.

Despite my experience, | didn't know what to tdl her.

| said, "You should be given some credit for wanting to help. But sometimes that isn't enough. As
hard as this sounds, there isnt much you can do if this person isn't willing to take that step for hersdlf. I'm
sorry.”

"But—" she said, and sighed. "I know. | know you're right. | just thought there might be atrick to
it

"You can be afriend to her, Becky. Keep taking to her. And maybe you could lead by example.
Maybe you should both leave town." | wasn't dl that hot on the pack structure. My bias showed.

"That's hard to do," she said. "I'm safe here. But | can stand up for mysdf. She can't.”

"Then dl you can do islook out for her the best you can. Good luck to you, Becky."

You can't save everyone. I'd learned that.

| lightened my tone to wrap up. "All right, my friends, were about out of time. How quickly it
goes when we're having fun. I'll be counting the hours ‘il next week. In the meantime, a bit of shameess
sdf-promotion: don't forget that my book, Underneath the Skin—that's right, my book, written by me,
dl about suff | want to talk about—will be on sdein a few weeks. Like you weren't getting enough of
me dready. Stay safe out there. Thisis Kitty Norville, voice of the night.”

Cue credits, with wolf howl—my own wolf howl, recorded especidly for the show.

| was exhausted. Sometimes doing a show left me so buzzed that | couldn't deep until morning.
Not tonight. | couldn't wait to get home and crash. | fdt like I'd been awake for days.

After chatting with the producer and finishing some paperwork, | headed outsde. In his car,
iding by the curb, Ben was waiting to pick me up. | hopped in on the passenger side, leaned over for a
quick kiss, and smiled. Now this was alovely way to end the night.

"How did it go?' Ben asked on the drive home. We were renting a place in Pueblo, a hundred
miles or so south of Denver.

| pulled the dadtic off my ponytall, sheking out my hair and scratching my head. | wanted a
shower. "Great. It was a good night. But it redly wore me out."

"You okay?"

| was dways worn-out, lately. A condition of success was what | told mysdf. "Yeah," | said with
asgh and closed my eyes. | could fed Benin the seat next to me, a comforting presence.

Benand | never decided to be involved in a rdaionship. We'd fdlen into the role of committed
lovers by accident. Which was to say, both of us beng werewolves, our wolf sides had bonded
immediatdy and formed a pack. Our pack of two, | cdled it. A mated par. This made it sound like our
wolf sdes and our human sides were two different beings, separate, digtinct. But our human sdes hadn't



ressted the impulse. It had been easy, fdling into each other's lives like this. Ben and | had been friends
before held become a werewolf. Given time and opportunity, maybe we'd have become something more.
I'd never know, now. Most of the time, | could ignore that niggling worm of doubt that hinted that this
waan't right. That this had somehow happened againgt my will. Ben was a good man, and | was lucky to
have imin my life. We looked out for each other. But sometimes our relationship seemed a little bit like
being in limbo. We were jugt dong for the ride.

| dept like arock and woke up nauseous. 1'd been working too hard, | told mysdf. | hadn't had
enough to eat the day before, but | couldn't bring mysdf to eat anything for breakfast. This morning, this
day, was the day of the ful moon. We had to drive, get out of town to someplace where we could
Change in safety. Our safety, and everyone e<g's.

"You okay? You're looking a little green around the gills" Ben said as we packed the car.
Usudly on full moon days, | was the one asking himiif he was okay. He was ill a new wolf, Hill learning
to control himsdf. | studied him; he seemed a little pae, a little tense. He had this habit of digtracting
himsdf from his troubles by worrying over me.

"Jug alittle off," | said. "Not ready for tonight for some reason."”

He gave agim smile He was garting to understand.

Our territory was in the foathills of southern Colorado. Three hours of driving brought us to a
remote nationd forest area. No camping dlowed out here, no stray hikers to worry about. Wed be
isolated.

We arrived and sat in the car.

"You're dill looking off," Ben said again.

“I'mfine”

"Areyou sure? You don't—" He paused, purang hislips, dearly uncomfortable. "You don't amdl
right."

| stared at him. "I don't smell right?*

"I don't know, | can't explainit. You just amdl off. Never mind."

Great. Now | smdled off. | grumbled, "I'm just tired.”

"BEven now?'

Now, full moon night, was when the other haves of our beings had their time. The wolves got to
run, and they tore to the surface with dl the power of the wild creatures they were. It fdt like getting
drunk, like being high, and however much we said we hated it, we couldn't wait to run out there and
Change. The Change drew us.

| felt duggish.

"I'm okay," | said. "Let's get this over with."

We I&ft the car and hiked into wilderness.

Ben was getting good at contralling his wolf. This was his fifth ful moon. He could make it from
the car to the woods without logng it and sorouting claws. Almog, he could hide any sgn that he was
about to shift. But | could tdl: his heart rate was too fast, and he was swesting.

We had a den, a shdtered place to keep us out of Sght, warm and safe. We stripped and
stashed our clothes: shirts, jeans, and shoes. The moon was risng, bright enough to cast shadows through
the woods.

Ben looked out into those trees, his breath fogging a little in the codl ar. | moved around him,
touched his arm, did my hand across his shoulders. He was pae in the moonlight. His skin was hot; he
shivered under my touch. He turned and bent his head to me, kissed my ear, my neck, nuzzing. | pressed
mysdf againg him. Naked in the woods, bathed in moonlight, every nerve charged with feding—this was
Wolf'stime. | began to see him through Wolf's eyes, fierce and full of life

He breathed by my ear, "You fird thistime. | want to watch you.”

| smdlled him: skin and sweat, pheromones, desire, need. "Youll be okay?'

"l think s0."

I'd dways waited, meking sure Ben was okay while he shifted. Comforted him. He probably
didn't need supervisng—it was for my own peace of mind. Our wolves cdled to each othe—they



wanted to shift together. Could he keep it together while watching me?

Maybe he just wanted to seeif he could keep it together.

"Okay," | said softly. | kissed him; he kissed back hungrily, but | pulled away—teasing. | couldn't
hdp it. It was her, the Walf, daring him to chase her. She fdt his need and stoked thefire.

| backed away, step by dow step. | was so hot, had so much energy tied upin aknot inmy gut |
could have screamed. It scratched at my skin, fighting to get out. All | had to do was breathe out, let go,
and it would tear out of me. | hed Ben's gaze. He crouched, his hands clenched into figts, his breathing
coming too fast. But his gaze was steadly.

All & once | released it, bent my head, doubled over, and as the val dipped my vison
blackened.

Shakes out her fur, and every hair is charged, sparking. Coils her muscles, ready to run—
she trotsin place, a spring and a jump, raises her head, and meets the gaze of the one she travels
with, the pale figure watching her with wide eyes.

Hereis her mate—dtill on two legs. She gives a little whine, a short bark, calling to him.

"God, look at you. You're amazing."

She trots forward, nudges him. He reaches for her, rubbing the not-paws along her coat.
The stroking is both odd and pleasurable. She squirms away, whines again— now, it's time, come
now—

And so he does, doubling over, groaning, and the sound changes, becomes less wrong and
more right, until itisa howl, and she joins in, filling the woods with their song. He gasps a little,
il not used to hislegs and fur and voice. Sill a pup, but stronger every time. All her hopes and
desire and power go out to him—they rule these woods together. She greets him, licks him, nips
him, lets him do the same to her, they writhe around each other, a tangle of fur and muscled
bodies.

Then he launches into the forest. It's a surprise—he leads the chase this time. She has to
scramble to keep up. They hunt, nose to the ground, following the zigzag patterns of their prey.

He's the one who finds the deer, a small one but large enough to feast on, upwind o it
hasn't sensed them. Together they pause. Can they do it? They've never hunted anything so large
together. He is eager, he's tasted blood, has hunted it, and the lust of it fills him because before
anything else they are hunters. He makes a frustrated whine, because she hesitates. He wants to
leap at it, tear into its haunches, bring it down. Together they can, one at its haunches, one at its
throat. She knows this, can see the image in her mind. His limbs are trembling, he wants so badly
to chase it down.

But she holds back.

Then it's gone. Raising its head, twitching its ears, it senses something that makes it run,
leaping around trees and bushes. Too much work to chase it down now.

He shakes himself, scratches the dirt in frustration, pins his ears at her. She snaps at him
and trots away, in search of some easier creature that she can catch with little effort.

In a moment he follows, because they're pack, and they hunt together. Rabbit instead of
deer, but blood is blood in the end.

chapter 2

| didn't fed good.
| never fdt great after a ful moon night, but that not feding good was like a hangover after a



party. You suffered and didn't complain, because you'd had your fun and this was the price. Rather, the
Woalf had her fun and left me to ded with the consequences.

But right now, | redly didn't fed good. | fdt sick, which was weird, because | hadn't been sick
since becoming a werewolf. The same thing that made me a werewolf made me immune. Indestructible,
amod. | curled up on my side, holding my stomach, which churned with cramps. No, it wasnt my
somach, it was lower than that. Deeper. Like mengtrud cramps, but 1'd never had them this bad. My
inddes fdt like they were grinding themsaves up.

"What's wrong?' Ben shifted behind me, where he'd been nestled adeep. He propped himsdf on
an elbow and kissed my shoulder.

| mugt have let out a groan or something. "I don't fed good.”

"What isit?"

"I don't know. Cramps or something.”

“They dways this bad?'

"Ben, we've been living together for five months, you should know the answer to that." He glared,
unamused. | shook my head. "No, never."

"What ese could it be?' He was stting up now, his hand on my arm, frowning worriedly at me.

"l don't know." That came out with a definite whine.

"Should you go to a hospitd or something?”

"I never have to go to the hospitd "

"Kitty, what if thisis serious? Y ou've been tired and sick for weeks."

"It's just cramps. What else could it be?’

"I have no idea whét it could be—cancer? Y ou accidentally swallowed a butcher knife lagt night?
| don't know."

"Werewolves don't get cancer.”

"Kitty." He bowed his head. "Never mind, do what you think is best.”

"You think | should go to a doctor."

"Can you even St up right now?"

| didn't want to think about Stting up, | hurt that much. Which meant maybe he was right.

"I don't have hedlth insurance. Werewolves don't need hedlth insurance." | reached for his hand,
he took it, held it. He gave me that exasperated look he dways did when | was being stubborn.

"One checkup won' break the bank."

"But what if something's redly wrong?'

"You sad it yoursdf—werewolves don't get sick.”

“Then | don't have to go to the doctor.”

We glared. He looked away fird—deferring to the more experienced. A submissve wolf. He
dug my clothes out of the hole we'd stashed them in and threw them a me.

"Let's get moving, then see how you fed."

"Ben?'

"HTT?

| held his arm, pulled on it, drew him close. Kissed him, and was happy when he amiled. "Let's

Back at home, | returned my mother's weekly Sunday phone cdl. Every Sunday she caled, like
clockwork. She'd known | was out for the ful moon, but she'd left a message anyway. "Cdl back when
you can, let me know everything's okay.” She tried to be supportive in her own way. She'd convinced
herdf that my being a werewolf was like joining a dub that did some vagudy dangerous and thrilling
activity, like rock dimbing.

"Hi, Mom."

"Hi, Kitty. How was your weekend?"

Oh, | turned into a walf, killed something, woke up naked in the middle of the woods, went



home, and brushed my teeth a haf-dozen times to get the taste of blood out of my mouth. "It was okay. |
haven't been feding too grest, | think something's stressng me out.”

"Any ideawhat?'

"Maybe it's the book coming out. I'm worried how it's going to do.”

"Itll be fine—I've read it, it's aredly good book. People will loveit."

"Y ou're my mother, you're supposed to say that."

"Of course | am," she said happily.

And who could argue with that? "Ben thinks | should go to the doctor."

"It certainly couldn't hurt. It might make you fed better if they can tdl you that nothing's wrong.”

And if something was wrong? What was the locd generd practitioner going to know about
lycanthropy anyway?

"Nothing'swrong,” | indsted.

"Of course not," she said. "Nothing's ever wrong urtil it is™ Her tone had become serious.

"What's that supposed to meaen?'

She paused, like she was trying to decide what to say. Then she Sghed. "It meansiit's better to be
safe than sorry.”

"Mom, is something wrong?' The conversation had gone a bit weird.

"Oh, no, not redly. | just think Ben'sright isdl.”

| couldn’t win. | was besieged. "Okay. I'll think about it."

She changed the subject. "When are we going to meet this Ben character of yours?"

She knew | was living with Ben; | couldn't keep him a secret. Sheld expressed a great ded of
worry that, out of the blue, 1'd gpparently shacked up with my lawyer. | didn't tdl her héd become a
werewolf in the meantime,

"I don't know, Mom. Maybe Chrigmas?'

"Kitty. That's months off. That's mogt of the year off.”

"You aren't even ecdatic that I'm bringing up the possibility of coming home for Chrigmas this
year?'

"Il admit, that would be nice"

"Il talk it over with Ben. Maybe we can work something out for this summer.”

She seemed to be happy with the compromise, because she changed the subject, moving on to
the topic of family, Dad and my sster and her brood, like our typicd cdls. The whole thing was
comforting. No maiter what | did or what happened to me, Mom was dways there with her phone calls.

After I'd hung up Ben said, "I'm ill not ready to meet your family.”

"Youll notice | didn't commit us to anything."

"I'mjust ssying."

| dmog argued. | could have said dl sorts of things, needled him, picked at that sore spot until it
festered: why not, what's wrong with my family, you just don't want to admit that we're in a relaionship,
and s0 on. | started to say these things, just to see what his reaction would be.

But | let it go, because | wasn't ready for that argument any more than Ben was ready to meet

my family.

| started bleeding that afternoon. | should have been relieved—my period, that's dl it was. But it
was late, there was too much, and something about it wasn't right. So | went to the doctor on Monday.

The nurse drew blood. The doctor wanted a urine sample. She wanted me to grip and St on the
examination table in a flimsy paper shirt. Then she poked, prodded, dl the rest of it. In the five or S0
years snce the lagt time I'd been in a doctor's office, | hadn't missed it, not once, not at dl. The place had
awerd smdl. Everything was disinfected to within an inch of its life, but the antiseptic only covered up an
underlying odor of illnesstdling me that sick people passed through here dl day long.

| sat there for an hour, waiting. When the nurse poked her head in and said | could get dressed, |
nearly sprang off the table.



"Is Dr. Luce coming back? Did she say anything?'

"Sell be with you in just a minute”

The door closed, and | dressed quickly. A knock came amoment later. It cracked open before |
sad anything, and Dr. Luce, a busy middieaged woman, short, with graying har and a fancy
multicolored patterned lab coat, hugtled in.

"Good, you're dressed. If youd take a seet there?”

She took the chair at the desk, | sat in the one right next to it. My stomach was jumping with
anxiety. She wasn't amiling. If nothing was wrong, she'd be amiling. She glanced at my hands, which were
kneading the fabric of my jeans, then met my gaze.

"Kitty, did you know you were pregnant?'

| froze, mouth open. Tha wasn't what | thought she would say. In retrospect, | should have
expected it. All the Sgns were there: the exhaustion, the nausea, which was how everyone said it started.
But that didn't gpply to me, apparently. For some reason | couldn't process the question. She waited
patiently, but my mouth was too dry to speak. | had to swalow a couple of times.

"No. I mean—no. Were? Were pregnant?"

"You've had a miscarriage. I'm very sorry.”

"Oh," wasdl | could manage.

She launched into the prognosis. "You're fine You're going to be fine, I'll say that firgt off. I'm not
surprised you didn't know, you were probably only three or four weeks along based on the hormone
levds. Youll experience cramping for a few more days; | can give you a prescription for that. This is
actudly farly common..." And so on. | wished Ben were here. | very much wished Ben were here to
hold my hand.

"I recommend waiting several months before trying again.”

"I wasn't trying thistime" | blurted.

She pursed her lips. "Then | recommend taking extra care with protection for the next few
months™

Protection, hah. Mornings after aful moon, with the Wolf dill so close to the surface, filling me,
curled up with Ben, protection wasn't exactly the firg thing on my mind. In fact, that was probably when
it had happened—Ilast full moon. | was embarrassed to admit that | didn't know enough about my own
cycle, my own plumbing, and the whole process to know if that was when it could have happened.

"Doctor, you saw my record. My..." Um, what should | cdl it? "My preexidting condition. What
impact does that have on any of this?'

"Yes, the lycanthropy. I'm afraid | have no experience with thai—it hasn't made its way to the
literature yet. | don't even know where to go to find out. Do you have any contacts? Anyone you could
ak?'

"Yeah, | think | do. Thanks."

| accepted dl her advice and the prescription form in a daze. She kept asking if | had any
questions, and | couldn't think of any. | should have had questions, lots of questions. But the whole world
hed gone fuzzy, like | was looking &t it through afilter.

| made it to my car and found my cell phone.

After two rings | heard, "Hello, Dr. Shumacher.”

Dr. Elizabeth Shumacher was the new head of the Center for the Study of Paranatura Biology,
the government research branch that redly ought to start sending out bulletins to people like Dr. Luce.
But redly, how often did any doctor expect to see someone like me show up in ther wating room?

"Hi, Doctor, it's Kitty Norville"

"Oh! Hi, Kitty, how are you?' She sounded chearful and genuindy happy to hear from
me—unlike her predecessor, who had dways acted like he was starring in a py drama.

"Okay. | have a quegion: What do you know about |ycanthropes and pregnancy?'

"Not awhole lot. The research hasn't gotten thet far. Everything | have on fileis anecdota.”

"What do the anecdotes say?'

"W, everyone I've talked to, everything I've heard or read, says that femde lycanthropes don't



oet pregnant.”

"No, that cant—"

"Rather | should say they don't Stay pregnant. They can conceive, but the embryo doesn't survive
shape-shifting. They miscarry every time. My guess is a femde lycanthrope may become pregnant many
times and never redize it, Snce shéell never be more than a couple of weeks dong before she has to hift.
If the iming is right she might be as much as a month dong. But I'm guessing that's rare.”

Haly shit. | leaned back in the seat, holding my forehead, feding ill dl over again. Feverish, |
wanted to throw up. | rolled down the window and let in clear air.

Dr. Shumacher kept taking in the manner of a scientist who's launched in on a topic she finds
utterly fascinating, without much thought about her audience's reaction. "It makes sense, if you think
about it. The mutation has to reproduce via infection because biologicd reproduction is impossible This
is probably true of vampiriam as wel. The same mechanisam in vampiriam that stops aging prevents the
cdlular growth required for biologica reproduction. Formulaing a theory dong these lines is pretty high
onmy lig..."

She mugt have known something was wrong when | stayed quiet for so long. She sad,
"Kitty—why are you asking this? Has something happened?'

"It's about afriend,” | said blithey, trangparently. She'd guess the truth. "I'm asking for afriend.”

Why didn't | know this? Why had this never come up before? Why hadnt Meg—the dpha
femde of my old pack, who'd hed my hand when | was new, then driven me out when | wasnt—told
meany of this? Had she known?

Why didn't any of ustak to each other? Warn each other?

"Youll cal me if you need anything, yes? You're my primary informant, you know," she said,
concerned. | couldn't tdl her. | didn't fed like talking about it.

"Yeeh, yeah. I'll cdl. Thanks" | moved like a robot to put away the phone.

| hedd my stomach. Why had | never thought of this before? Why had | never considered? |
hadn't wanted kids. | didn't want to be pregnant. This shouldnt matter. Then why did | fed gutted? |
hadn't known, so it shouldn't mean anything. But it did, and the shock of that was one shock too many.

Ben came home from a courtroom appearance late that afternoon. He found me gtting in the
kitchen, the lights out, working on my third beer. | hadn't filled Dr. Luce's prescription. Alcohol seemed
to work judt fine | was garting to fed very, very reaxed.

He st his briefcase on the floor and pulled up the chair across from me. "What happened?”

| took a deep breath. 1'd been rehearang this carefully. My brain was hazy, though, and it came
out weird. Obliqudy. | spoke too dowly to make sure the words came out right. | must have sounded
nuts.

"Have you ever had the experience of not knowing you wanted something until someone told you
you couldn't have it?"

"I don't know. I've dways kind of wanted a Porsche. Can | have one?' His atempt a a amile
faded.

| closed my eyes and shook my head. "Thisis different. Thisis...it's screwing with me and | don't
know what to think."

"Kitty. Stop taking around it. Tdl me what's wrong."

Mine His. It had been both of ours. "The doctor said | had a miscarriage. | cdled Shumacher a
the Center, and she told me lycanthropes dways have miscariages Tha shgpe-shifting and
pregnancy...it doesn't survive. | thought—I guess | assumed that if | wanted to have kids someday, it
wouldn't be a problem. | just assumed. | never even asked. But | can't. And | didnt think I'd be this
upset about it. I'm sorry, I'm not making any sense” | took a swig of beer and turned away to hide my
face.

He didn't say anything. | couldn't guess what he was thinking. Wasn't sure | wanted to know. So
| didn't look at him. | tried to block out the world, so | wouldn't have to process anything that wasn't in



my own head.

Then he moved. Slipped out of his char and knelt next to mine. Put hisarms around me, hed me
agang him, lad my head on his shoulder, and murmured, "Shh."

He knew | was aying before | fdt it mysdf. He saw it coming, but | didn't know it until 1 was
sobbing onto his shoulder and kneading the shirt across his back with Hiff fingers.

After I'd cried mysdf out, we migrated to the sofa, where | lay curled up againgt him, snuggled in
hisams.

"Did you know you were pregnant?’

"No. | should have known. Should I have known? Y ou think I'd know something like that."

"I don't know anything about it."

"I'm kind of glad | didnt know. What if I'd known, gotten used to the idea, maybe even gotten
excited, and then—" | shook my head. "Does that sound weird?'

"I don't know. What would sound normd?'

"This happens dl the time, people go through thisdl the time. Why isit so...What about you? Do
you want kids?' | twisted around so | could see him better.

He waited along time before he said, "No."

"Then you're glad it turned out this way."

"Kitty, no, it's not like that." He blew out a frustrated sgh. "A year ago it never would have
occurred to me that it was even a posshility. That I'd be living with someone and that the issue would
even come up. | might have changed my mind. | don't know."

Nether did I. A common phrase, latdly.

| suggled closer. "'l fed like someone's taken something away from me. It makes me angry.”

We mugt have stayed there for hours. | was intensdly grateful. | didn't know how | expected him
to react | wouldn't have blamed him if held run screaming. But | needed to be close to him, and he
Stayed.

I'd started to fdl adegp—it must have been close to midnight—when the doorbell rang. The
fresking doorbell.

"Who the hdl isit a this hour?' Ben said, grumpy.

"Vampire?' | muttered.

He gave me the amirking you can't be serious look. Neither one of us moved. We couldn't be
expected to answer the door a midnight.

But the bdl rang again, longer, like our vigtor was leaning on the button.

Ben groaned. "It's an emergency. Hasto be.”

"Lights on. Can't pretend were adeep.”

Making a production out of it, he extricated himsdf from my grip and stood. "You say, I'll check

| didn't argue.

A ful minute later | heard from the front door, "Kitty? It's for you."

| had no ideawho it could be. | didn't know anyonein Pueblo besides Ben.

| trudged to the front door. Ben gripped the handle of the open door and looked back a me.
And there, on the other Sde of the threshold, stood Rick. The vampire.

| needed to stop making flippant remarks like thet.

"Ohmy God. Rick."

"Hi, Kitty." His height was average and his features pae, vagudy aristocratic, like a figure from
an old painting That may aso have been the way he carried himsdf—straight-backed, self-possessed.
Nothing would ever make him lose his temper. His dark hair was brushed back from his face and just
touched his shoulders. He wore dark dacks, a well-pressed shirt, smart shoes—and an overcodt, in
summer.

Rick was an odd duck. He was dfiliated with Arturo, the Master vampire of Denver, but he dso



maintained a degree of independence. | wasn't sure what he did for Arturo, or what he got out of the
asociation. | wasn't exactly an expert on vampire internd politics. | did know he was a least a couple
hundred years old, and he'd been in the region for much of that time. He had some great Old West
gories. In the past, we'd done favors for each other, passng dong useful information. Neither of us was
asterritoria as others of our kind.

"Wha are you doing here?'

"It'salong story. May | comein?' He gestured at the threshold.

| had to invite himin. He looked a me, waiting, and | stared back, stupefied.

Ben inched closer to me and said to my ear, privatdy, "He samdls dead.”

"Yegh," | whispered back. "That's how vampires amdl.”

"Itswerd." He glared Sddong at Rick.

The vampire waited quietly. | couldn't decide whet to do.

"Do you trust hm?' Ben said. Ben and Cormac had been vampire hunting together. We'd never
redly discussed how Ben fdt about vampires, but | knew he didn't think well of them in generd.

"I wouldn't be hereif it wasn't important,” Rick said.

Rick had never given me a reason to be suspicious of him. | thought of him as one of the good
guys Hed done me favors. Stll, | couldn't help but fed like | was going to
regret this. 6

"Come onin" | said with a 9gh, and stepped aside. Rick stepped across the threshold, hands
stuck in the pockets of his overcoat.

| sneaked a glimpse out a the curb. | wanted to see what kind of car a vampire would drive.
Fully in character, | spotted a BMW convertible, slver and zippy. No way anyone in this neighborhood
drove thet car.

| gave alow whigtle. "Nice"

"Thanks" Rick sad.

Turning back indde, | closed the door. "I'd offer you something to drink, but, well—no way. No
offense”

"That'sdl right. | had a drink before | came.”

Ben shook his head, scowling. To me he said, "I hate vampires.”

Rick wore an amused amile. "Kitty, it's been awhile. How are you?'

"Now's not redly a good time to ask that. I'm kind of drunk." And sick. Sick a heart. "Um, this
ismy friend, Ben. Ben, Rick."

"Ben O'Farrdl, isnt it?" Rick said.

Ben's back tightened, his shoulders bunching like hackles rigng. A response to danger. He
looked hard at Rick. "Have we met?'

"No. But you have an entry in the same file Arturo keeps on tha bounty hunter, Cormac. It
doesn't say anything about you being a werewolf."

| thought for a minute Ben was going to jump him, the way every muscle in his body seemed to
quiver. | ressted an urge to grab him and hold him back. But | had to admit, | was dso creeped out that
Arturo was keeping files on Cormac and God knew who dse. Me, mogt definitdy. Couldn't help but
wonder what it looked like.

Trying to exude cadm, | touched Ben'sarm.

"You going to take that information back to him?' Ben asked.

"No," he said.

"Rick—how did you find me?'

"Matt gave me your address.”

Matt, the engineer from KNOB, my old radio station. "Okay, now did he give it to you, or did
you, let's see, how do | put this...persuade him to give it to you?'

"He, ah, might have taken alittle persuading.” He actualy smiled at thet.

| rolled my eyes. | was sure Matt was fine. Rick probably hadn't needed to do more than ook
himin the eyes and work alittle of his vampire mojo on him. If | asked Mait, he wouldn't remember what



hed happened.

"Can we St down somewhere?' Rick said.

We retreated to the living room. Ben and | sat on the sofa, and Rick found a chair to pull across
from us. He sat, then leaned forward, elbows on knees. He seemed casua, dmog friendly, a odds with
the usud vampire sense of sophistication. Most vampires liked to be the coolest thing in the room. Rick
usudly didn't bother with the pretension. The BMW notwithstanding.

He hesitated, studying me and Ben both, szing us up. | didn't look draight back a him. Didn't
mest that hypnotic gaze.

"I need your help," he said.

| couldn't guess what he could possibly need from me that would drag him dl the way out here
from Denver. "What kind of help do you need that you couldn't just cal?!

He said, "I'm gaing to move againg Arturo. I'm looking for backing."

He surprised me into saring back a him. He wanted to stage a coup and take over Denver? |
hadn't thought he had that kind of ambition in him. Hell, he'd told me he didn't have that kind of ambition.
Something had changed, obvioudly.

"Why?"

From an indde pocket of his overcoat, he drew out a folded piece of paper—a newspaper
aticle. After unfolding it, he offered it to me. It showed a front-page story about a series of attacks that
hed taken place a a downtown nightdub. No one had been killed, but at least three people had been
taken to the hogpital with severe bite wounds. The victims claimed vampires had attacked them—though
the vampires must have been pretty doppy if the people even remembered being attacked. According to
the article, the authorities were skeptica, but in this day and age they were consdering dl options. The
atide adso induded a quote from the CDC asauring people that a Smple bite from a vampire would not
infect them with vampiriam. That didn't stop people from fresking out.

Thefact that Rick was showing me this suggested it redly had been vampires.

"I'm afrad he'slodng contral.”

Pat of a city's Master's job was to keep things like this from hgppening. Keep the city's
vampires under control. If they weren't controlled, people could die. When people died, the authorities
got interested, and vampires didn't want that kind of attention if they expected to maintain their little
empires.

"Therés more" Rick continued. "If he's perceived as weak by outsiders, others could move in to
take control. He's in danger of losng his authority. If he seeks help from outside, he's in danger of losng
his autonomy entirely."

"Other Masters are moving in? Besides you?'

"It's complicated. But | don't want to see control of the region fdl into the wrong hands.”

"And your hands are the right ones?"

He presented those hands in a gesture of offering.

My gut feding liked Rick. But | didn't know much more about him than that. Not enough to fed
confident that his hands were the right ones. But | trusted him more than | trusted Arturo. Arturo hated
my show and had tried to have me killed to get me to stop. Just on that basis I'd rather have Rick in
charge.

"What an | supposed to do?'

"The Denver werewolves will side with Arturo. Arturo has Carl and Meg's dlegiance” Carl and
Meg, the dpha pair that headed the Denver pack. Not my favorite people in the world by along shot. In
fact, 1I'd be happy if | never heard their names again.

| did not like where this was going.

Rick said, "If you could take over the pack—"

"No," | said.

"Y ou're strong enough. Especidly with help." He glanced at Ben suggedtively. Like he thought we
would make a good dpha pair.

Thiswas crazy.



"No. No way. | logt that fight. I'm in exile, and you know what? | like being in exile. | don't want
to go back. They can keep the damn pack. I'm sorry, Rick, but you're going to have to find another way
to get the werewolves on your sde.”

"The sStuation's changed since you left. Degenerated. How long have you been gone, sx
months?"

"Eight. Nine, maybe."

"Three more from your pack have died in that time. Carl and Meg killed them. You and T. J.
dirred up the rest of the pack, and those two are bardly maintaining contral. It's unhedthy, Kitty. It's on
the verge of anarchy. It needs help to make it safe for its members again.”

| couldn't save the world. | couldn't solve everyone's problems. | was bardly keeping my own life
together.

"What makes you think | could do that?'

"Because you dmogt did it eight months ago. Y ou've grown stronger since then. | can tdl just by
looking at you."

"No."

Ben took my hand, squeezed it. His turn to comfort me, now. He said, "Kitty's right, this isn't the
best time to talk about this"

"I'm sorry, but I'm running out of time" he said. "The dty is running out of time. Some vampires
don't care about control.”

| shook my head. "Rick, | can't save everyone. The thing is, | like being a rogue. | like being on
my own. | like not having to worry about a pissy dphalooking over my shoulder dl the time, or worrying
what a dozen other werewolves are doing behind my back. | get to have my own life”

"Your own life—with your mate."

Pack of two. | kept forgetting. "That's right.”

"What would it take to bring you back to Denver?' Rick said.

| glared. "Nathing will bring me back to Denver. I'm sorry."

"Wdl. Thanks for your honesty.” He stood and shook out his coat.

| walked him to the door, with Ben lurking behind us, trying to be menacing and unobtrusive at
the same time. It made him look surly.

To Rick | said, "It's anfully truding of you, tdling me what you're planning. There's a lot of
people in Denver who'd like to know about it."

"If you were on good terms with any of them, | might be worried." He amiled a crooked amile
"Y ou're truging enough to invite meinto your home. I'm returning the favor.”

| wouldn't have thought twice about inviting a friend into my home. But Rick gave the action
gravity. In hisworld, one couldn't take such invitations for granted. | wondered: Had he expected me to
sy no? Would he have turned around and driven away if | hadn't offered the invitation? Had he only told
me his plans after | passed thet test?

"When'sit happening?' | asked, testing this new trust we'd gpparently established.

He shrugged. "I'm 4ill marshding forces. Soon."

"How do | find out how it dl turns out?'

"Come to Denver in amonth or so. Seeif anyone tries to kill you." That amile again.

"I hate you people. | hate this crap."”

"Then gay in Pueblo.” With a sarcastic edge he added, "I'm postive no one will bother you
here

That was some kind of dig, | was sure.

He was hdfway down the walk to his car when | leaned out the doorway. "Rick? Good luck.”

He glanced & me over his shoulder, buried his hands in his pockets, and continued on.

Ben came up behind me, body to body, and put his hand on my hip. "I don't have to tdl you that
guy made me nervous, do 17

"Yeah, wdl, let's hope you never meet the guy he's trying to replace.

"That's the guy with afile on Cormac.”



"Denver's Master vamp."

"I didn't know Denver even rated a Master vampire. Y ou've met him? What's he like?'

"Letf'sjust say Rick has hiswork cut out for him."

| squirmed out of his embrace just enough to close the door, then pulled mysdf back into his
ams. The beer hit me dl a once, and | was about to fdl adeep on my feet. | tugged at his shirt and
hoped my voice wasn't too durred. "Let's go to bed.”

The getting drunk worked, because | fdl adeep without thinking of babies, miscarriages, blood,
vampire wars, or much of anything &t al.

My cdl phone, stting on the bedstand, rang. | jerked awake, feding like someone had hit a gong
over my face. Then the headache struck. | groaned and burrowed under the pillow.

"Are you getting that?' Ben sounded annoyed.

"What timeisit?'

"Ealy.”

And the damn phone kept ringing. | grabbed it and checked cdler ID. My parents number
showed on the digplay. It was Tuesday, not Sunday, Mom wouldn't be caling if it wasn't Sunday. Unless
something was wrong.

| pressed the talk key. "Hdlo?'

"Kitty?" My father answered.

| sat up. Something was wrong. | loved my dad, and we got dong great—at least snce I'd
moved out on my own. But he never caled me. A sudden wave of gooseflesh covered my arms.

"Dad, hi."

Ben propped himsdf on his elbow, watching me, his brow creased with concern. Held probably
sensed something in my voice, and in the way my whole body went rigid.

"Can you come up here today? This morning?'

"What isit? What's wrong?'

"Your mother's checking into the hospita.”

"Wha?' My voice came out too high-pitched. "Why, what for?' Ben's hand moved to my leg, a
comforting pressure.

"Did she tdl you she went in for a mammogram last week?"

"No. Wait a minute—how long has she known about this?' Sheld known something was wrong
during our phone cal on Sunday and didn't tdl me. My eyes stung, suddenly, panfully.

Dad took a deep breath—a cadming breath, preparing for expogtion. It couldn't have been that
bad, | told mysdf. If Dad could be cam, nathing could be that wrong.

"She went in because she found alump,” he said. "It could be nothing, it could be benign. Theyl
remove it and run the tests. Shell only stay there overnight. It's perfectly routine.

Was he trying to convince me, or himsdf?

Dad continued. "She didn't want me to tdl you. She said she didn't want to be a bother jugt in
case it turns out to be nothing. But | think it would mean alot to her if you could be here”

If not for her, then for him. Maybe the weight of fear and uncertainty would be easier to bear if
there were more of usto carry it.

"Yegh, sure I'll be there. What time? Where?' | took the phone to the next room in a search of
pen and paper. Found it, scribbled down Dad's indructions. Repeated them dl back. Mundane details
kept the brain numb.

"Sorry about waking you," he said. "'l wouldn't have caled if | didn't think it was important.”

"No, it'sfine I'm glad you cdled. Dad—how are you doing?"

"It'sgoing to be fine. Well go in and get this taken care of, and everythingll be fine" He spoke
with an edge of desperation. He said the words asif he thought speech would make them fact.

"That didn't redly answer my question.”

After a pause, he said, "I'm holding up. Mom's the important one right now."



"Yegh. I'm coming up. I'm leaving right now."

"See you soon."

We hung up. | set down the phone and returned to the bedroom. | started pawing through the
clost for clothes. My hands were shaking.

"Kitty?' Ben said, watching me from the bed.

"I have to go to Denver. | have to go right now."

"Jud like that? Exile over?'

"Ben—it's my mother."

"l know, | heard."

| thought about teking a shower, to wake mysdf up. No, too long. Clothes—jeans, T-shirt. No,
something nicer. Blouse. | dressed quickly. Put my hair up.

Ben dressed as well. He followed me to the front of the house, watched me scoop up my bag,
rush around looking for shoes—then he took my car keys out of my hand.

"I'mdriving," he said.

"You don't have to go."

"Kitty—you're a wreck. I'm driving."

| started crying. Ben hdd me. It only lasted a minute, then | pulled mysdf together. No time to
panic. No time for despair.

In ten minutes we were heading north.

chapter 3

Hghting with morning traffic, it took us three hours to get to Denver. Ben knew where the
hospitl was and drove us draight there. "I'm not just a lawyer,” hed explained, grinning. "I'm an
ambulance-chasng lawyer."

Good thing he came dong. The parking garage was packed, but he patiently wound our way up
each leve until we found a spot. Then | couldn't figure out what button to push on the eevator to get us
to the hospitd lobby, and once in the lobby | stood a the end of intersecting corridors and froze,
uncertan where to go. Ben steered me in the right direction each time, findly pointing me to an
information desk.

| held my stomach, which ill hurt. Cramps 4ill gnawed & me. My insdes emptying themselves
out. | was dill sick.

"Dont say anything,” | said, walking close to Ben. "Dont tdl them about it. The miscarriage, |

"Okay."

| leaned on the informetion desk. "I'm here to see Gall Norville, she was supposed to check in
thismorning.”

The receptionist took way too long to type in the name and search in her database. Almog, |
was ready to believe that it had al been a mistake. Mom wasn't redly sick, she wasn't here at dl, it was a
big misundergtanding, and 1'd get to throttle Dad over it later.

"Here sheis™ the receptionist said brightly. "In the outpatient ward, she's scheduled for surgery in
an hour, but right now she'sin room 207, one floor up, then turn right.”

| was dready away from the desk and on the move toward the eevator. Ben said, "Thank you,"
behind me.

The evator moved too dowly. | wanted to growl at it. Ben and | stood together, Sde by Sde,
ams touching. The touch camed me alitile. At the very leas, it kept me from screaming.

One floor up, the elevator opened into a standard indtitutiond corridor: off-white floor and walls,



fantly humming fluorescent lights, doors and hdlways branching off. | saw people moving, things
happening, but only focused on the numbers above the doors. Turn right, 201,203...

The door to room 207 stood open. | had no idea what I'd find insde. | crept in, shoulders
bunched up, so tense | thought 1'd break.

Everybody was there—my whole immediae family. Mom, Dad, big sster Cheryl, her husband
Mark, ther two kids. Mom lay in bed, wearing a cloth hospital gown. The bed was cranked up so she
was Stting up, and she had my sixteen-month-old nephew Jeffy in her lap, entertaining him with a suffed
tiger. Three-and-a-half-year-old Nicky was with her father, dtting in a char in the back. She was
red-eyed, face squished up, crying and unhappy, like she could sense that the grown-ups were upset but
couldn't understand why—only that something was wrong. Mark was trying to distract her. Cheryl st in
achair next to the bed, hovering over Jeffy, and my father, Im Norville, hovered over her.

"Hi."

Everyone looked a me. For a moment, the amiles stopped being so forced.

"Kitty!" Mom said, laughing.

| practicdly fdl on top of her in my rush to hug her, however awkwardly, with me leaning over
her and her pushing off from the bed. "Y ou're here, you're redly here!” she mumbled into my hair.

"Why didn't you tdl me? Y ou should have told me™ | muttered at her.

"That's exactly what your Sgter said,” she answered.

"Mom!"

She shrugged, unapologetic.

Jeffy blinked at us, kind of blankly, and batted the tiger. We regarded each other. "Urn, he's
gotten bigger, hasn't he?' He was bardly stting up by himsdf the last time | saw him.

"Wdl, duh," Cheryl said, grinning & me.

| had to hug everyone then, moving around the bed to get to my sister and Dad.

"Thanks for coming,” he whispered.

"Had to," | sad.

| waved at Mark and Nicky. Mark waved back, and Nicky stared. My arrivd seemed to disrupt
her blubbering, and now she seemed as blankly fascinated by the new ariva as her brother. She hadnt
doubled in gze like Jffy had—I actudly recognized her from our lagt vist. But she dealy didn't
remember me. | wasn't enough a part of her life for her to remember.

Kids. Dammit. Those two were as close as | was ever gaing to get.

No tears, not here. | stood back and took a good look at my family. My firg family. We looked
like afamily—dl of usrdatively athletic, fit, like some kind of country club advertisement. Mom and Dad
met on thelr college tennis team and ill played a couple times a week. Dad's brown har was going a
rather disinguished gray. The girls dl had the blond hair, though Mom's had amost turned the color of
ash.

For amoment, Mom didn't look like Mom. She hadn't put on makeup, her chinlength hair was
draght, undyled, and the hospita gown left her looking lumpy, untaillored. Mom was an extremdy
put-together woman. This verson of her was unmigtakably ill. She had no overt symptoms. She amiled
eadly enough. But the anxiety was there, in the tenson of her jaw and hands.

Dad saw Ben firs. Ben had dipped in quietly and leaned againgt the wdl by the door. Dad's gaze
drew everyone else's attention.

Wel, | hadn't quite planned this to happen this way. Nothing to do but plunge ahead.

"ThisisBen," | said. | went to grab him and pull him forward, guiding him by the elbow. | pointed
and introduced. "Ben, thisis my mom and dad—Gail and Jm. Cheryl, married to Mark over there, and
the rug rats are Jeffy and Nicky."

"Hdlo, Ben,"” Mom said with arich amile and insufferable smugness. "It's so good to findly meet
you in person.”

Ben very palitely shook hands with my parents. "Mrs. Norville, Mr. Norville”

"God, thisis s0 high schoal,” | muttered, suddenly feding sxteen years old. Weren't things like
introducing your sgnificant other to your parents supposed to get easier?



"Please, cdl me Gall," Mom purred, looking pleased as anything.

The room was dmogt cheerful, the walls painted rose, the blanket on the bed a happy yelow.
They'd tried to add some brightness to the inditutiond setting. But it dill smelled like a hospital. And
Mom was ill sick.

"What's going on? What's happening?’ | said.

Mom brushed it dl away. "I'll be fine. One way or the other, I'll be fine. The biopsy might even
come back negative, and I'll have nothing to worry about. But even if it is mdignant—I'll have a little
radiation therapy, and itll dl be gone. | won't even have to stop working. It's dl going to be fine"

She was the only one in the room who was amiling. | looked a my dad. | had never seen that
expression on his face. | hadn't seen that expresson on anyone's face. He was anguished in a way tha
was more than trying not to cry—he never cried. It was like he was weatching the world fdl apart, and he
believed he was the one who had to hold it together. | assumed held taked to Mom's doctor, that he
knew everything Mom did about the Stuation. For some reason, he didn't share her sunny proclamation
of the outcome. Surdly it was too early to be glum. Wasn't it too early to expect the worst? Even if she
redly did have breast cancer?

Right now, Mom wanted us dl to be as chearful as she was. Wanted us dl to beieve that
everything was going to be okay. Maybe she was right. A little surgery, a little radiation. Cancer wasn't
an automatic death sentence. Thousands of women survived this. Mom would be one of them.

Before they wheded her off for the surgery, Mom sgqueezed my hand. "If | had known dl it
would take to get you to come home was getting cancer, 1'd have done it sooner.”

Sick or no, | could have dapped her for that. "Don't joke like that, Mom."

She had the good grace to look abashed. "I'm sorry, you're right. It's just so good to see you.
Y ou're not going to run off again, are you?'

| shook my head. "I'll be right here when you wake up.”

"Good."

And that was that. The surgeon had a very soothing demeanor. When he said thiswas dl routine,
nathing to worry about, | started to believe it. We waited in one of those generic hospital waiting rooms,
with plagtic chairs and out-of-date magazines fanned out on the tables. Fake plants and pictures of
flowers continued the atmosphere of forced chearfulness. Ben was very patient, Stting with me the whole
time Dad asked him dad-type questions about work: So, son, what is it you do for a living? Ben
managed to answer without bringing up any of the more sordid taes from his practice. Like Cormac, for
example. Dad made smdl tak about his banking job. And there were aways the kids to distract us. They
turned out to be very ussful for that. | watched them reading—ypretending to read—their board books
and flinging thair suffed toys. Ben watched me watching them, and we didn't say a word.

Mom sailed through the surgery without a hitch. The surgeon was sure held removed the whole
lump—nobody had said tumor yet—but the test results wouldn't be in for a week. So now we waited.

After the surgery, Ben and | went home—a new home this time, a least for me. He had a
second-story condo north of the Cherry Creek area. In his absence, it had gone a bit sde. Mothbaled. |
hadn't let him come here himsdlf, not with the chance that Carl might find Ben and hunt him down as an
invading rogue.

It was a bachelor pad, with little in the way of decoration. The living room had a cushy lesther
couch and aflat-screen TV. An old coffee table had books, magazines, and file folders piled on it. Half
the room was an office a desk in the corner was covered with work except for an empty space about
the dze of a laptop computer. There was a bacony off the living room. The kitchen was smdl, and the
sngle bedroom wasin the back. | had an urge to go snooping through dl the cupboards and closets, to
uncover his secrets.

"It didn't burn down," he said, dosing the door behind him. "I'm dmost shocked.”



"How long have you lived here?'

"Four years maybe. | liked the place, the price was right." Moving over to the glass door to the
ba cony, he looked out over hisview of the city, a carpet of treetops and stretch of buildings. He took a
deep breath and exhaed. "It's good to be back. I've missed it."

To tdl the truth, I'd missed Denver, too. My favorite restaurants, my old samping grounds, the
line of mountains to the west. But | couldn't enjoy being back. Too many worries.

| dropped my bag and sat on the sofa. Clasped my hands together and looked around, nervous.
Exile over, jud like that. 1'd been displaced for months, since | left Denver. Now | was back, and | ill
fdt digplaced. | was a guest in a strange house.

Ben continued. "'l guess we should go for groceries. | had my mom clear out dl the food when
ghe looked in on things for me. At least the fridge won't amdl like sour milk."

Bardy ligening, | leaned back, holding my head. What was | going to do? I'd have thought I'd be
used to my lifefdling apart by now. It seemed to happen o often.

He dumped onto the sofa next to me. "You want to check out the bedroom?' He had an
obnoxiouslilt to his brow.

"I bet you say that to dl the girls” | said.

"I can tdl you're not impressed by the place.”

"It's not that. I'm just not sure what to do next.”

"I suggested the bedroom—"

| groaned in mock anguish and curled againg him, cuddling there, looking for comfort. "I haf
expect Carl and Meg to break through the door."

"Are they redly that bad? You told me dl the shit they did, but dill. Are you sure you're not
building them up in your mind, meking it worse?"

| stared at him. "Trugt me, I'm not making it worse. They killed my best friend." Carl, murderer,
rapist, and Meg the raging bitch egging im on. Match madein hell.

Ben played with my hair, and | settled down, rdaxing to his touch. This was his place, it smdled
likehim, and | fdt safe. Modtly safe. | Sghed again.

"I'm not sure what to be more freaked out about,” | said. "My mom, or me, or the pack. Or
Rick. God, if Rick finds out I'm here héell take it the wrong way."

"How's he going to find out you're here? Denver's huge, no one's going to know you're here.”

"Oh, Ben, you're so cute when you're being cludess™

"And you're cute when you're being paranoid.”

"It's not paranocia—"

"When they're redly out to get you, | know. Remember what you told me, when | freaked out
and sat there whining about not knowing whet to do?!

"No, what?' Whining, just like he said.

"Get back to work. The cure for everything."

My old radio gtation, my old home base, KNOB, was in Denver. Maybe | could go back. I'd
love to see Matt, Ozzie, and the whole gang.

"Everybody would know to find methere” | said.

"So don't tdl anyone you're there. Y ou think they're going to post a watch on the front door?”

"Maybe"

"Hne | give up. Hide out here the whole time. But if you start dimbing the walls, I'm kicking you

| lasted awhole day before | left Ben's condo. He didn't have to kick me out. The next day was
Friday, and | had the show to do. | couldnt let a little thing like parancia— however justified—keep me

away.

The KNOB huilding hadn't changed. It was a seventies brick pile, three stories, tucked away on
agde drest. If it didn't have the grove of antennae on the roof, it could have been anything.



| dunk through the front door, the prodigd daughter returned.

| didn't recognize the woman at the receptionist's desk. She was my age, wore glasses, and was
poring earnestly over some kind of paperwork. She didn't look up, and | didn't know wheat to do. Should
| just wak in, asif | gill worked here? Had they given my office to someone else?

In keeping with my generd mood, | sneaked past her and took the dairs to the next floor.
Avoidance was dways a good strategy. Second floor was offices, third floor was studios and libraries. |
hed an urge to go dl the way up, to take in the atmosphere and amdls of the place. | wanted to find my
favorite squishy chair and giveit a spin. I'd spent alot of time here, firg as an intern, then as a regular DJ
before | started the show. Thiswas whereit dl started. | was too young to be feding this nogtdgic.

Maybe that was why | avoided the third-floor studios and went to the second floor to find Ozzie,
the station manager and my boss. | should have called fird. | should have given him some warning.

| reelly ought to stop second-guessing mysdif.

Creeping like an intruder, | listened for voices, trying to guess who was here and where Ozzie
might be. Maybe | hadn't been gone dl that long. Some of the same flyers were up on the bulletin board,
the same notices to please clean your crap out of the fridge in the break room and to sgn up for the
employee picnic.

"Kitty!"

Matt—young, stocky, his black har in a ponytall— appeared around the corner at the end of the
hdlway. He ran the show for me, fird live and then remotely when | had to go on the road.

| grinned wide and squedled judt alittle. "Matt!"

We ran into each other and hugged. Ah, | was home.

Matt talked amile aminute "What are you doing here? | didn't know you were back, why didn't
you cdl? Hey—we're dl set up for the show to broadcast in Pueblo, are we going to have to move
evarything back here or are you just dropping by or what?'

We separated, and | hemmed and hawed, sheepish. "I'm back, | guess. It was kind of sudden. Is
that okay? Is there a problem?”

"There shouldn't be—"

"Kitty!"

And there was Ozzie, coming around the same corner Matt had. Ozzie was an aging hippie type,
thinning ponytail, and—geez, he'd grown a beard. Wild.

"Hi, Ozzie"

He swept me up in a hug that lifted me off the floor. Even after everything that had happened, dl
the publicity, | didn't fed like a werewalf here. This was the only place | was a DJ firg and a lycanthrope
second. It fdt gredt.

"What are you doing here?' he said, a familiar scowl on his face. He was the kind of manager
who got grouchy when things didn't go as planned. "I thought you weren't coming back. We turned your
office into a storage clost.”

That answered that question.

"Change of plans. Sorry | didn't cdl, it was kind of lagt minute” Very lag minute. Had it redly
only been two days snce Dad cdled with the news aout Mom? "Is it a problem? Can we do
tomorrow's show here?'

"Yeah, sure, of course. Matt?' Matt gave a dhrug that Ozzie took to mean yes. "No problem. So
what brought you back? Is everything okay?"

| made a decison. Herein this space, everything was okay. All problems stayed outside, and this
was home.

"Bverything'sfing" | said and amiled.

| crept through the next week like | was moving through a minefidd—careful where | stepped,
waiting for an inevitable exploson. | settled into a kind of routine, dbet a sressful one. Modtly, the stress
came from waiting for the phone cal about Mom's biopsy. The one that said whether she had cancer,



and if so what kind and how bad, and where did things go from there. Ben and | went back to Pueblo
briefly to collect afew badongings and the other car. The move to Denver was garting to fed permanent,
even though | kept thinking if the test came back negative, | would flee town again.

| avoided downtown and the northwest foothills where the pack modly ran. Anyplace where
anyone supernatura hung out that | knew of, | avoided. | didn't go out much. KNOB, Ben's place, Mom
and Dad'sin Aurora. That wasiit. | caught up on alot of reading.

Ozzie didn't clean out the supply closet formerly known as my office, but he gave me a new one,
an egqualy cozy holein the wall that had been waiting for a new marketing assstant that hadn't been hired
yet. The place rapidly devolved into a state of messiness that made it 1ook like I'd been working there for
months. Newspapers and magazines piled a a corner of the desk, piles of letters and emails—| had to
ded with it directly now, insteed of having someone esefilter it—and aradio tuned to KNOB. It fdt like
| never |eft.

Right down to the phone ringing more than | wanted it to. And it sill made me jump out of my
sin. 1t was my cel thistime.

"Hi, thisis Kitty," | managed to answer in afriendly enough tone.

"W, it's the famous werewolf Kitty Norville" said acynica femde voice.

| knew that voice. | put afake smileinto my tone. "Detective Hardin. Hello."

Detective Jess Hardin had gotten caught up in a spate of werewalf killings that happened before
| left Denver. She was unusud in that | had told her a werewolf was involved, and sheld believed me,
before anyone ese even acknowledged the existence of werewolves. She was ahead of the curve. | liked
her, except she was dways cdling me and asking difficult questions. | was her go-to person for cases
involving the supernaturd.

"A question for you: Are you keeping up with things back in Denver?

Shedidn't know | was back. She'd caled my cdll; | could be anywhere. 1t fdt like a tiny victory.
Keeping my head down seemed to be working. Now if | could just keep from letting it dip that | was
back in Denver. Then shed sart coming to see me in person, to show me bodies that had died
gruesomdly.

| remembered Rick's newspaper article. "l heard about the nightdub vampire attacks. Have they
got you looking into that?"

"Only on the Sde. The attackers were vampires, and we ve got descriptions. We're staking out
the mogt likdy dubs—in a manner of speaking. But I've had a different problem thrown at me."

"Oh?"

"I've just been made the head of the Paranatura Unit of the Denver PD." Her voice was wry, like
thiswas a big, ironic joke. "I'm getting to write the law enforcement book on this Suff."

"Great. Congratulations. | think. So tdl me, if the cops have to lock up a werewolf on the night of
aful moon, what do they do?'

"Pant the bars with Slver."

Damn, she was good. "And what about a life sentence for a vampire?'

"That one we haven't quite worked out. I'm kind of in favor of giving the vampire a cdl with a
nice southern exposure.”

And this was the person writing the book on paranormd law enforcement? "Detective, not that
thisisn't pleasant, but do you need something from me?'

"Can't fodl you."

"I sensed it with my keen animd ingtincts.”

She actudly chuckled. "Right. This whole legend about vampires and mirrors. That ther
reflections don't appear. How much of that is true and how much is bogus?'

| shrugged, even though she couldn't seeit. The uncertainty carried into my voice. "I don't know,
| haven't redly had a chance to test it."

| should have. | should have been more observant. I'd met plenty of vampires, but a the moment
| couldn't remember any rdevant detalls, like a reflection in a glass door or a distorted imagein a piece of
finechina. No doubt about it, vampires were weird, and powerful in ways they didn't reved to anyone.



Had | amply failed to notice their reflective properties, or was there something about them that drew the
eye, the attention, away?

"Why do you ask?' | said.

"I have to ask mysdf some questions: If they redly don't show up in mirrors, do they show up on
film? |s there something about the way they reflect light, or bend light, that keeps them from appearing in
mirrors that would affect how they appear on film?'

"I don't know. | could ask around for you."

"I'd appreciate it. | have survellance camera footage from a convenience store robbery that
happened downtown a couple days ago. It got handed to me because something about it isn't right. You
can see the perpetrators, right there by the register, collecting the cash. But they're not redly there. It's
like they're ghodts, or afterimages. A double exposure, maybe. The clerk, the other customers, everyone
ese in the image is clear, except for these two blurs. And on top of that, none of the witnesses
remembers what they look like. The clerk remembers being robbed, but she can't describe the thieves,
can't remember what they said, if they held agun on her, or what. It sounds fishy to me”

It was certainly an interesting bit of speculation, though | hadn't ever heard of a vampire robbing
anything. Most of them preferred to make ther money with long-term investiments. "l can't recall ever
seding a photo of avampire. But | never redly asked.”

"Any lead will help. The department's resdent skeptics are suggesting that ‘vampire redly means
'l have no fucking clue.’ I'd love to prove them wrong.”

"Soif | see a couple of vampires carrying bags of cash, | should cal you."

"You got it."

She 9gned off, and | was grateful that she hadn't asked when | was coming back to Denver, or
asked to send me copies of the images from the surveillance footage so | could give her my opinion. I'd
half expected her to.

That wasn't the only cdl | had that day. Oh no, they dways camein droves.

The next cal came to the office phone, forwarded to me from KNOB's man line. The answering
voice was confident and saccharine—someone in show business. | recognized that tone. "Hi, Kitty
Norville? My namé's Judy Jones, do you have a minute?"

"Sure. What've you got?'

"I'm a publicis here in New York City, and | have a dient who | think you'd love to have on
your show, if youll let me arrange it."

| got cdlslike thisdl the time. My show didn't have a huge audience, but for some people it had
the right audience, which was more important. A quick interview on my show meant great free publicity
for them.

| could dways say no. My next question was the obvious one. "Whao's your dient?’

"Have you heard of Mercedes Cook?'

"Yegh. She's a legend on Broadway. Been playing leading roles for, like, forty years. Why do
you think she's a good fit for my show?"

Jones's voice took on atone of amusement, like she was tdling a joke and wasn't going to reved
the punch line. "Ms. Norville, I'm going to have to ask you to keep the rest of this conversation in drict
confidence. Can you do that?

Could | keep a secret? | dways answered that question the same way. "Sure. What's this 4l
about?"

"People are garting to ask questions about Ms. Cook's career. As you said, she's been playing
leads for forty years. Romantic leads. She hasn't aged aday since her firs spot on the chorus line in the
gxties"

A chill crept up my spine. | hadn't thought of it. | wouldn't have thought of it. I'd have written it
off to plastic surgery or a great makeup job. I'd have figured Mercedes Cook was one of those lucky
people who hit twenty-five and didn't seem to age for the next couple of decades. Bt if that was <0,
Judy Jones wouldn't have been cdling me.

I'd never been in the same room with Mercedes Cook to amdl her, to be able to tdl if she wasntt



quite human.

"Goon," | sad.

"After dl this publicity about the paranorma over the last year, which you might be aware of—"
Uh, yeah, did she think? "People are darting to ask the right questions about Ms. Cook and her
remarkable career. The bottom line is we'd prefer to make this announcement on our own terms rather
then have some reporter splash thisdl over the nightly news. What could be more perfect, Ms. Norville?
Americasfirg cdebrity werewolf conducts alive interview with Americas first celebrity vampire.™

Perfect, indeed. One of the country's most beloved stars of one of its most beloved
inditutions—a vampire? Oh, the conservative witch hunters were going to have a fied day with this. She
totaly hadn't been on my lis—my potentid vampire lig that included every celebrity who looked younger
then plastic surgery could explain.

And | couldn't tdl anyone. Jones was smart—shed given me a very good reason to keep the
secret. | had to, if | wanted to get the exdusve story. Bresking this kind of news on my show? Hal This
was too cool.

| took a breath and tried to sound nonchdant. "That's quite intriguing, Ms. Jones. | think | can
make the time to have Ms. Cook on for an interview." | acted like | was poking through a caendar.
"Yes, I'm sure | canfit her in. When is she available?!

"Isthis week too soon? Shell bein Denver for her concert tour.”

"Thisweek isfine

"I can arange for her to come to your dudio for an interview. I'm assuming that would be
convenient?'

"Yes, yes, of course. Il make sure we're set up on thisend.”

"That's great. Would you like tickets for her concert?"

Why the hdl not? "That would be great. Thanks™"

"Il beintouch."

She clicked off, and | had my show for the week dl set up. Belaedly, | redized | had admitted
that | wasin Denver. But surdy the publicist couldn't reved that to anyone who would cause trouble.

After the show, 1'd have to cdl Detective Hardin and tdll her that Mercedes Cook had hundreds
of publicity photos and severd videos of her musicds. Vampires did appear on film, and something else
hed robbed that store.

chapter 4

Judy Jones reserved tickets for me for the Thursday night concert. Not only that, but | had an
invitation to vist Mercedes Cook afterward, with a backstage pass. | was sarting to fed like some kind
of big deal mysdf. Thiswasdl to butter me up so I'd give aflatering interview. We'd see about that.

| had two tickets, and | wanted a date. Ben didn't want to go.

"Thet redlly isnt my kind of thing," he said, working at his desk the day before the concert.

"Have you ever even been to a show like this? World-class singer, world-class concert hdl, itll
knock your socks off."

He spared a brief glance over his shoulder. "I'm redly not dl that into music.”

Oh, now hetdls me. "Ben, | started my adult life as a radio DJ. You can't live with me and not
be into music. Are you saying thet dl the times | blast The Clash while meking dinner you haven't been
into it?'

"To be honest, | modtly tuneit out.”

How the hdl do you tune out The Clash? Turned dl the way up? Once again | reminded mysdf
that Ben and | were together by accident. Did we even know each other, redly?



"Ben, I'd redlly like to go to this. Together.”

He leaned back in his char and sghed. Still wouldn't look a me. "Can't you get someone d<se to
go? Maybe your sger.”

Uh, no. Not the same. "You know how you keep saying that we've never been on ared date?"
We were living together, desping together. We were practicaly married. We'd skipped clean over the
whole dating thing and went draight into settled. | wanted to change that. "Can this be it?"

Fndly, he turned, stared a mein a way that was amogt a wolf chalenge—asking for a fight or
offering to give one. Then, he gave ady hdf amile

"Areyou asking me out?' he said.

"Yeeh, | am."

"W, okay then."

| turned my gaze to the celing, as if that would tdl me how his brain worked. "Youre redly
obnoxious, you know that?"

He was dill grinning when he turned back to his desk.

| convinced Ben to dress up—auit, tie, the works. | knew he could pull out the GQ palish for
important courtroom appearances and high-levd mestings. The rest of the time, not so much. But we
were having a night on the town, and | wanted to go dl out. Who knew when we'd ever do anything like
thisagain?

He finished dressng while | was in the shower, and | hurried because | didn't want to be that
stereotype of the woman who takes forever to get ready while the guy isin the living room glancding at his
watch. Hair dried and up, makeup on, earrings, necklace, little black dress, and strappy heds. | was
probably way overdressed, but | didn't care. The dress was a dingy Slk number with spaghetti straps,
sexy without being trampy. 1'd only worn it once before—it had given me good luck then. | contorted in
order to see mysdf in the narrow full-length mirror, making sure the skirt was dl smoothed out, that a few
wigps of hair were atfully arranged around my face—and rearranged, and arranged again—and that
everything wasin order.

"Kitty, we'd probably better—" Ben's steps approached just as | bent over to adjust a strap on
my shoe one more time. "Wow."

He stopped in the doorway. He stared. | straightened and stared back. The look in his eyes—I
found mysdf blushing in places | didn't know | could blush.

For his part, Ben was wearing his best courtroom suit, charcod gray, perfectly tailored, with a
rust-colored tie. The lines were smooth, giving hm a dim, fit gppearance, an imege of power and
privilege. His hair was atouch too long to lay dicked back, so it flopped over his forehead, with a rakish,
mischievous air. Put a pair of Ray «Bans on him, he'd be downright scary. Dreamily scary.

"Wow yoursdf,” | said. | resisted an urge to lick my lips, but | did gulp alittle.

"You, ah, clean up pretty wdl." His voice seemed a bit subdued, and he'd started fidgeting with
his cufflinks.

"You, too." | didn't have cuff links to fidget with, so | laced my fingers together behind my back.
The blushing was getting worse. My whole body was turning red, 1 was sure of it. Did he have any idea
just how...how amazing he looked?

"Can | kissyou?' he said, kind of offhand, asif we hadn't kissed a hundred times before and the
thought had just occurred to him.

Inreply, | took adow step toward him, and another. Before | knew it, he touched my face and
brought our lips together. The kiss was hot, hungry. | hed him and pulled mysdf close to him. His hands
dipped down my back, one of them moving farther, cupping my bottom. Just a thin layer of slk lay
between us. And 4ill, we kissed.

Wefindly pulled apart to catch our bregth.

"I suppose we should do this sort of thing more often," he said.

"Yesh," | sad, whigpering, alittle shaky. All of a sudden, | didn't want to go to the concert. | was



dill holding on to him.

He ducked his gaze. "'l was going to say—we'd probably better get going. WEll be late"

"Yesh." We dill didn't move,

Then, a dmog the same moment, we started giggling. | pressed my face to his shoulder to stop
mysf, and he hugged me, and the intendty of whatever had just happened went away. Mogly, it went
avay.

| said, grinning, "Hey, wanna go on a date with me?"

"Absolutdy."

We looked like a million bucks. Staking arm in arm, we crossed the courtyard of the Denver
Center for the Parforming Arts, a collection of theaters in the heart of downtown, to the doors of the
concert hal. We turned heads, the two of as. Like we were in a commercid for diamond jewdry or a
music video. Sure, we were way overdressed compared to a lot of the crowd—why did some
Coloradoans think it was okay to wear jeans to a symphony concert?—and it made us stand out, but in
the kind of way thet the stares told me that they dl wished they could be us. My grin fdt slly, but | felt
better when | glanced a Ben and saw the same grin on him. The dpha pair indeed.

| even dmog forgot that | was supposed to be in hiding. | kept tdling mysdf that none of the
Denver wolves would be here, lycanthropes avoided crowds like this and the vampires didn't hang out
here. I'd be fing, judt fine. | didn't wilt in the middle of the crowd. | fdt on top of the world.

We collected our tickets from Will Cdl, were ushered to our seats, and seitled in as the
orchestra was tuning up. The lights went down, the conductor appeared, and the orchestra launched into
an overture.

Then she appeared, entering stage right.

Mercedes Cook had ivory skin and brick red hair, the rich color and sheen of Sk, rippling past
her shoulders. A midnight blue, shimmering gown dung to her dim figure. Her limbs were dender, her
face arigtocratic, like that of a Greek statue. | couldn't tdl her height from where we sat, about hafway
back in the orchestra section. She seemed to fill the stage. She seemed bigger than life.

| was close enough that the hdl's air-conditioning system carried her scent to me—the cold, clean
scent of avampire. If | hadn't been warned, 1'd have been shocked. She moved with such energy, such
vibrancy. A consummate performer, she had a spark in her gaze.

| could guess her dory: shedd dways aspired to the stage. A tdented performer, vampirism
waan't going to hdt her amhitions. Maybe she even sought out the vampirism, or encountered the
opportunity and grabbed it as a chance to hold on to that dusve advantage of youth and beauty. Sheld
been on stage since the sixties, when her offidd biography set the start of her career. Maybe sheld even
been around longer, a vaudeville performer or dnger in the twenties and thirties who disappeared and
changed her identity to start a career on Broadway. That would take a bit of research and digging. | was
hoping | could get the scoop from Mercedes hersdf.

Vampires didn't need to breathe. Thar blood was borrowed, and their hearts didn't beat. They
exiged in akind of gasis, never decaying, and never experiencing the cdlular processes of life But they
used their lungs, inhding ar in order to speak. And to Sing.

Mercedes's vocd cords didn't suffer at dl from her being a vampire. She was a belter, yet her
mezzo voice rang like a bell. She sang show tunes and torch songs. Fadt, jazzy pieces and dow, bluesy
pieces. Some | recognized, some | didn't. Every one of them had me at the edge of my seat. She owned
that stage, and she needed the full orchestra to keep up with her. Nothing else possibly could.

She spotted me. From the stage, she looked right & me, caught my gaze, and she knew who |
was, could tdl what | was from forty feet away. Her amile thinned, her eyes narrowed into a sultry gaze,
amaog but not quite winking & me. Then she turned, and it was dl part of the song, dl part of the act.
Every person in the audience probably imagined she was looking right at them.

Part of me didn't trust her talent. Vampires had...something. Energy, power, presence. They
were seductive, they spent decades practicing being seductive. More than that, some of them could
entrance you with a look. Hypnotize you. You'd follow them anywhere without knowing what was

happening. They lured ther prey to them.



She might have been cadting that spell over the whole audience. Ben's jaw was open.

She gave two encores, then the lights came up, and it was over. | shook my head, like | was
trying to clear afog from my mind. The spell was fading. | reached over to close Ben's mouth for him. He
blinked, also spellbound.

"Shesimpressve" he said.

"Want to meet her? I've got a backstage pass.”

"Areyou kidding?"

"Perks of the job, baby."

"Did—was | imagining it? Is she redly—"

"Yeah. That'swhy I'm here. Come on."

| grabbed his hand and pulled him into the aide. Back in the lobby, | followed my nose to a Sde
corridor that led to a plain-looking door. We dipped through it to the chaos of backstage. Cables and
lighting fixtures decorated shadowy concrete wadls. Vevet drapes hung from a cdling that was logt In
darkness. The whole thing was, strangdly, both cozy and indudtrid. Musicians carried ingrument cases
from the brightly it stage.

| didn't spot anyone who looked officd. At most rock and pop music concerts, a whole barrage
of gaff and bouncer types would have stopped us from getting this far. 1'd marshaded my speeches that
would get me past them to see Mercedes. But no one paid atention to me here. | was dmost relieved
when | spotted someone dressed dl in black and wearing a headset. Even then, | had to intercept her.

"Can you hep me? | was invited to vigt with Ms. Cook after the show, do you know where |
can find her?"

Judt like thet, the techie showed Ben and me to a back hdlway where the dressng rooms were.

"Wd|?' | asked Ben. "Reedy for this?'

He shrugged. "It's your show."

"Remember, she's avampire. Totaly creepy. Don't let her seduce you.”

"Hey," he said, indignant, and | knocked.

"Comein," said Mercedes Cook in her rich mezzo.

| opened the door inward. As | did, the gunning redhead seated at a long, brightly lit makeup
table turned to me. She'd put a black slk robe over her gown. Her face was perfectly made-up, if thickly
for the bendfit of the stage. Cosmetics masked the usud pale vampire complexion. She looked dive,
more o than any vampire I'd ever met. And her image showed in the mirror, perfectly clear.

Vases of flowers covered the table and spilled onto the floor nearby, giving the room a tropicd,
heady atmosphere.

"You mugt be Kitty Norville'" she said.

| offered my hand to shake, and she did, amiling indulgently. Her grip was cool. | gestured over
my shoulder. "Thisismy friend, Ben."

"Great show, Ms. Cook," Ben sad diplomaicdly. He stayed a step behind me, ready to let me
make my own mess.

"Thank you very much," she said, flashing a brilliant amile. "Please, come in, have a sedt. | think
there are a couple of extra chars here" We found the chairs, and | scooted mine close to her, like we
were a couple of old friends.

| rardly had a chance to prep for an interview like this, meeting the subject beforehand and
getting afed for how they'll respond to my questions. In moments, Mercedes put me a ease. Already |
could fed that she was going to give a great interview.

"Thanks so much for the tickets. We had a greet time"

"I'm glad. | had a good audience tonight, but | dways wonder. Maybe they're just being palite”

Friendly, endearing—she didn't even tak like a vampire Maybe she was young—for a
vampire—and hadn't yet acquired the arrogance of centuries. | started to ask, then thought | should save
it for tomorrow's interview.

"If you're up for taking cdls during the interview tomorrow, youll get to ask your fans directly.”

"I'm looking forward to it. I've done lots of interviews, but never anything like this™ That amile



glittered. Not a hint of fang showed. She genuindy seemed happy about the interview. "1 want to thank
you for giving me this chance. Once | decided to tdl the world what | am, | had to decide how to do it.
Bang on your show seemed like such afun dternative to a Suffy press conference.”

| was sought after. My show had credibility. | could have burst with pride.

| tried to Stay grounded. "Going public will change everything. No one will ever look at you the
same. This could end your career.”

"Or raiseit to an entirdy new level. Going public certainly hasn't hurt your career.”

"I can't argue with that. But most of thetime | fed like I'm madly treading water just to keep from
going under.”

She laughed, a muscd sound—of course. "Oh, that doesn't have anything to do with being a
werewolf. That'slife”

She had apoint. | just smiled. "l won't be offended if you decide to back out of the interview.”

Don't worry, Kitty. I'm not exactly an innocent young thing in this business. It's my choice to go
public, and | know what I'm doing."

These kinds of interviews involved a bit of give and take. We were both after publicity, but
idedly we wouldn't sound sdf-serving. We wanted to be entertaining. | wanted the whole thing to sound
like a pleasant conversation. And at the same time | wanted to get as much informetion as | possibly
could.

My smile turned dy. "Jugt how 'not young' are you, if you don't mind me asking?'

"Why is that the firg thing anyone wants to know about you when they find out youre a
vampire?' Her gaze became hooded, her amile mysterious.

Ahwel, it was worth a try. "Morbid curiosity, | think. Can | ask if you beong to a Family? Do
you have a Master or someone you had to argue with about this?"

"No Family. I'm the Master of my own little world. | likeit that way."

"Amen" | said. "l figure in the interview well get the big news out of the way, Il ask a few
questions, then open the lines for cals. Sound good?”

"Fabulous”

“Then I'll see you & the gation a eeven tomorrow night. Y ou have my number? Youll cdl me if
you need anything?'

"Il be fine, thank you," she said, another laugh hiding in her voice. "Thanks again for agreeing to
do this"

"My pleasure.”

We shook hands, she and Ben amiled at each other, and we made our way out of the theater. |
was dmogt skipping, | felt so good.

| chatted a Ben. "Thisis going to be great. She's so cool, she so doesn't act like a vampire. Most
of them are total snobs, and | was thinking snob and Broadway star to boot, shell be terrible. But she
was totdly decent. My audience Il love her”

An amused smile touched Ben's lips. "Maybe it's because she's been passing as human. She's like
you—you spend enough time acting humean, you seem more human.”

"Hmm. You may have something there” | mentaly wrote it down for the interview tomorrow. |
could useit to launch awhole discussion. Oh, | was so looking forward to this.

"It's nice to findly see you in a good mood," Ben said.

| was in a good mood, wasn't 1?7 Grinning, | hugged his arm. "How long do you suppose | can
mekeit lag?'

"Youll have to find away to stay distracted, so you're not worrying about anything.”

Even mentioning worries darkened the edges of my thoughts. Stay distracted. Jugt like he said. |
pulled hisarm over my shoulders and pressed mysdf close, so we waked body to body. "And how do
you suggest | do that?'

He stopped and cupped my face to kiss me, along, sensud caress of lips, filled with heat and
longing. My scalp flushed and my toes curled.

| pulled back and smiled. "That's a gtart,” | said.



We went sraight home, and Ben made sure | stayed distracted for a good long time.

Ancther Friday night arrived, right on schedule.

| sent one of the interns—one who loved show tunes and would be awed by her presence—to
the KNOB lobby to wait for Mercedes Cook and escort her to the studio.

Ten minutes ahead of schedule, Mercedes swept into the studio, gracious and scintillating. | was
heartened thet it didn't seem to be an act. Maybe she was like this dl the time. She wore a black
camisole, matching cardigan, and a long, sweeping skirt with sandals—comfortable and perfect for
summer, while dill managing to digplay the height of fashion and panache. Her har was tied back in a
bun, and beaded earrings dangled from her ears. I'd never possess that much flarr if | lived a thousand
years.

| greeted her and introduced her to Matt, then showed her to her seat. The intern scampered into
the booth to watch. Even Matt seemed a little awestruck.

"Here's your headphones, your mike—" She adjusted the mike hersdf and threw me an amused
glance—shed done this before after dl. She could take care of hersdif.

"Thirty seconds, Kitty," Matt caled from the booth.

"You ready for this?' | said to the singer. | for one was thrilled. This was the same sudio where
I'd announced on the air, for the whole country to hear, that | was a werewolf. This was perfect. Kismet.

"More than ready,” Mercedes said, seeming just as excited as | fet. She perched a the edge of
her seet, leaning on the armrest. | couldnt tel if her poise came from her beng a supernaurdly
self-possessed vampire, or a world-class performer. She blurred the lines.

"Then here we go." Matt counted down, and routine took over. The opening chords of CCR's
"Bad Moon Rigng" played, but faded quickly to be replaced by a recording of Mercedes Cook snging
Cole Porter.

"Good evening, fathful ligteners, this is Kitty Norville here with The Midnight Hour, the show
thet isnt afraid of the dark or the crestures who live there. Tonight | have a very specia guest with me,
someone who in her own way iswell acquainted with the night, Broadway legend Mercedes Cook. She's
been a leading lady on the Great White Way for forty years now and shows no sgns of dowing down.
Mercedes, wecome.”

"Thank you, Kitty. I'm happy to be here We'd agreed beforehand not to mess around, just get
draght to the purpose of her being here, then ded with the falout. Away we wernt.

"Mercedes, I've had alot of people asking mewhy | invited you onto the show. Of course | have
ahuge respect for Broadway theater, but musicds aren't my usud topic of discusson. Would you like to
tdl our ligenerswhy you're here?"

"W, it's because I'm a vampire. | thought it was time people knew that."

Straight to the point, clm and collected—of course she was, she was a professond actress. |
hed goose bumps. Through the booth window, Matt was sheking his head, with an expression like he
was whidling low. Theintern's jaw had dropped.

"All right,” | said. "Remember, folks, you heard it here firgt. | might as well ask the two questions
everyone wants to know about vampires Firgt, how old are you?'

"Oh, don't you know it isn't polite to ask agirl her age?’

"Thet never stops me. Not even alittle hint?'

"What if | said | got my start in vaudeville?' Hal 1'd guessed right! " Oh, that would be cool. Now
that you're out of the vampire closet, any chance youll release some photos? Let us know what acts you
were part of? Any secret recordings folks can dig out of their attics?'

"I don't know, | never redly thought about it. | ought to see what | can come up with. Now, you
sad there were two questions. What's the other?”

"How did you become a vampire?"

She got thisdy look, and the expresson carried into the tone of her voice. She knew how to be
cagey and charming at the same time. "That's dmogt as bad as the fire.”



"Did you choose to become a vampire?'

"Yes | did"

"Did you do it for your career? Did you want to stay young for the sake of your career?”

"Not precisdly. It was more complicated than that— these things dways are, aren't they? |
wouldn't want any young actress ligening to think that vampiriam is a viable way to boost her career. In
the end, there are alot of drawbacks. | remember when | was asked to Sng in the Macy's Thanksgiving
Day Parade, and | couldnt explain why | had to say no. I've made vampirian work for me because |
wanted it to."

"Along those lines, you have what I'm sure lots of actresses wish they could have—eterna youth.
But do you ever regret that you won't get to play some of the great roles for older women, like in Hello,
Dally! or Arsenic and Old Lace?"

"That's exactly one of the drawbacks. | do regret it sometimes. It would be ironic if | ever
decided to try for a part like that and had to wear aton of makeup to look old."

A vampire with a sense of humor. | loved it.

"What do you think will happen to your career now? Now that you've said you're a vampire,
how will things change?'

Mercedes said, "I'm taking a risk. I'm gambling that my reputation as an actress and singer will
outweigh my identity as avampire. It's atest, redly.”

"Are you adso maybe betting that audiences will want to come see you because youre a
vampire?'

"Maybe," she said.

"Has being a vampire helped you in other ways? Youll stay young-looking, but what about stage
presence? Your ahility to connect with an audience? | saw your show, and | have to say it was dmost
upernatura.”

"Thank you, | think. But you're talking about the powers vampires are reported to have. The
mind control, that sort of thing." She said it wryly, like it was a joke, an urban legend that had no basisin
redlity.

"That'sright.”

"I was an actress and snger before | became a vampire. | redly hope my tdent ismy own.”

Thet didn' redly answer the question, which shouldn't have surprised me. "Wédl, Mercedes, are
you ready to tak to afew ligeners?'

"Sure, that sounds like fun.”

The board was dl lit up—like the lights of Broadway. Ha.

"Hdlo, Frankie, you're on the air. What would you like to ask Ms. Cook?"

"Oh, my God, | knew it! | just knew it! You had to be a vampire, you haven't changed a bit in
forty years."

"Youve been afan for along time, then?' Mercedes said, alaugh behind her voice.

"No—I mean, | haven't even been alive that long!"

| butted in. "Wow, Frankie, you redly know how to make agirl fed specid.”

"You know what | mean. What | redly want to say— it was only a matter of time, with so many
actors and actresses these days who seem ageless. It can't dl be plagtic surgery. | want to ask Mercedes
if she knows any other cdebrities who might be vampires™

"It's not my place to reved such information. 1'd certainly have hated it if anyone else reveded my
nature before | was ready.”

"Not even any guesses?'

| interrupted. "'l do have to wonder if coming out as a vampire will be the next cool thing. I'l let
you know if | hear anything. Next cdler, hdlo."

"Ms. Cook, I've been afan of yours for ages. You mus have such a unique perspective. How
has musicd theater changed over the course of your career? You've seen the whole higory of it. You
could probably write a book."

"What an interesting idea, maybe | will."



| had alot more musicd theater fans among my audience than | would have expected, and | was
thrilled to no end that they asked intdligent questions. Mercedes never seemed bored. A few numbskulls
cdled in demanding to know how to become vampires. Mercedes politdy used my line—that this wasn't
alifestyle she advocated. We were here to tak about problems and issues, not to advertise. The whole
thing managed to stay pretty light—right up until the end.

"All right, | think we've got time for one or two more. Next cdler, helo.”

Thecdler had alow mde voice, like he was spesking close to the phone and didn't want to be
overheard. "Mercedes. | can't help but wonder what you get out of thisreveation. | know vampires, and
| know you—at least by reputation. And everything you do has a purpose.”

It hadn't occurred to me until that moment that her reputation among vampires might be as
something other than a great Broadway actress.

| said, "You seem to be taking about a different Mercedes Cook from the one stting with me in
the sudio.”

"Perhaps | am. Remember, she didn't dtart out as the person with you now. She's probably
reinvented hersdf a dozen times over the decades.”

"And you know this how?"

Theline clicked off.

Mercedes and | exchanged a glance—she atfully arched her brow, shrugged a little, as if to say
she didn't have any idea what that was dl abouit.

"Weé're back to the age question,” | said. "Y ou're dill not going to tel me, are you?'

"No, I'm afrad not."

"To that mystery cdler, I'd like to say, | can see exactly what Mercedes gets out of reveding her
nature. It's the samething | got. A lot of crazy publicity.”

Putting a purr in her voice she added, "And maybe | thought it was time vampirism had as pretty
apublic face as the one Kitty's given lycanthropy.”

| blushed. That kind of compliment could keep me going for weeks. "It looks like that's dl the
time we have tonight, folks. Thank you to everyone who caled in with your great questions, and a very
hbig thanks to you, Mercedes.”

"Y ou're very welcome, Kitty."

"Good luck with the new direction in your career. Until next week, I'm Kitty Norville, voice of
the night.”

After the interview, Mercedes sgned a CD for the intern and shook hands with Mait. | walked
her down to the lobby mysdf. | hated for the evening to end. | wasn't an actress or musdan like
Mercedes, but | knew about the rush of being "on" for a couple of hours and trying to come down from
thet high of giving a good show. | fdt like running around the block a few times

Instead, | gushed at her. "Thanks so much. | think that was one of my best interviews ever."

"Mine, t0o," she said. "It's hard to bdieve it's over. Cat's out of the bag, as they say. | hardly
know whét to do with mysdf.”

"I know exactly what you mean.”

She graced mewith that brilliant smile. "I'm staying on in Denver a few more days. Come have a
drink with me tomorrow evening a the Brown Palace. Bring that nice gentleman of yours.”

"Areyou taking a drink at the bar, or something ese?' Always double-check what a drink meant
when vampires were involved.

She laughed. "Fgure of speech. The drinking will be conventiond.”

The Brown Pdace—fanciest digs in Denver. When ese was | going to have an excuse to hang
out there for an evening? Not to mention, | wanted to learn as much as | could from Mercedes while |
hed the chance. The interview had been good, but there was dways more. Like that age thing, for
darters.

"Great. Well be there” | said.

"Wonderful. Ask a the desk, they'll send you up to my suite. I'l tdl them you're coming.”

"Cool. Thanks"



We went outside into the quiet dark of a late, late night. Mercedes paused and took in a breath
of the chill ar. Thiswas her dement, and she amiled, sseming to reve init. A career as a Broadway star
was perfect for her; | imagined her leaving through the stage door and taking a breath like thet after every
show. Not for the oxygen, but for the atmosphere—the smdlls, the sharpness of it.

Her limo was waiting. | didn't think alimo had ever been on this street before. Seaing it here was
surred. The chauffeur opened the door, and she waved a me as she dlimbed ingde.

Basking in the glow of sweet success, | watched her drive away.

The next day, Ben went to Canon City to check on Cormac. The trip would take most of the
day, but he assured me held be back in time for drinks at the Brown Palace. He might get down with this
whole dating thing yet.

| cdled Hardin. Now that the news had broken, | could explain that yes, vampires did show up
onfilm: Mercedes had appeared in thousands of publicity photos over the course of her career, as wdl
as a dozen video recordings of her performancesin various musicas. And she'd certainly appeared in her
dressing-room mirror. Hardin didn't sound particularly pleased when | told her. Apparently, sheld been
looking forward to pinning this on one of the undead. "I have a dream," she told me, "of someday
watching someone be given a hundred-plus-year prison sentence and actudly being able to serve out the
whole damn thing." Her passion on the subject was dmost admirable. Frightening, but admirable.

After that, | fielded cdls and answered messages. Mercedes wasn't giving any interviews today,
30 | was the next best thing, and lots of reporters from most of the mgor papers and news magazines
wanted to tak to me about lagt night's show: How had | learned about the actress's vampiriam, what
impact did | think the revelaion was going to have on her career, and so on. | was happy my show could
dill generate some buzz. | even managed to work in some plugs for my own forthcoming book. Publicity
was a wonderful thing.

Then | went to Cheryl's for lunch with her and Mom. Girls day in, Cheryl caled it.

| was late. Sheld moved right before | |eft Denver and | hadn't been to the new place yet. | made
a couple of wrong turns. The place was in Highlands Ranch, pretty swank to my eyes. Then again, I'd
spent most of my adult lifein one-room gpartments and wasn't redly one to judge. Cute tract houdng, a
bit too pastel a shade of blue. The trees were dl new, thin, and tied down with wires.

All amiles, Cheryl, Jffy propped on her hip, let mein. Sheld locked her golden retriever in the
backyard, but | could hear it barking. | couldn't get within twenty feet of the dog without it fresking out. It
could tdl what | was and didn't like me at dl.

She sad, "Sorry, I'm il getting ready, come on to the kitchen." She led me through the spacious
front room to a sunny kitchen.

"Mom's not here yet?'

When she looked back a me, she winced dightly, her amile turning gpologetic. "l told her to
come an hour later. | thought maybe we should talk, you know—alone. About her.”

My firg thought, aside from the gut-stabbing reminder that Mom might be serioudy ill, was, Oh
God, it's started. Thelate-night talks where we figured out what to do with old Mom and Dad, now that
they're getting on in years. We used to joke about it, how they'd better treat us right because we'd be
picking their nurang home. | didn't think I'd have to face this for red for another twenty years. No, thirty
years.

Stubborn, | said, "Oh yegh, and she isn't going to guess tha we're up to something when she gets
here on time and sees that I'm actudly early.”

Cheryl set Jeffy down in a playpen, where he immediatdy found something plastic and colorful to
bang againg the bottom. She straightened and ran her hands through her hair, pulling strands out of the
pony tal. All at once, she looked ten years older. She looked tired. Of course she looked tired, she was
amother.

"I know, | know," she said. "l just thought it would be better if we could plan—"

"Scheme behind Mom's back, you mean?'



"Okay. Yeah. It was stupid. I'm sorry."

| leaned on the counter. Couldn't hdp but amile. "When we were kids | dways thought 1'd be the
one to settle down, house in the suburbs, two point five kids, and that you'd do something crazy like Sng
inarock band or something. Now look a us.”

Cheryl had amogt been a punk in high school. She'd missed the height of the old school red dedl
by afew years, but she lisened to the music and wore the surplus amy jacket and combat boots. Lost
more safety pins than most people see in a lifetime. Four years younger, 1'd worshipped the ground she
walked on and borrowed dl her tapes, locking in my muscd tastes forever. Hafway through college,
sheld grown out of it. Finished a degree in computer science and did the IT management thing. Met Mark
and became a suburban datistic. Mostly shedd grown out of it. | occasondly caught her wearing a
Ramones T-shirt, asif to say, | wasn't always like this.

Today, her T-shirt was plain blue, faded from many washings, like her jeans.

"It's funny how medting Mr. Right can change your perspective.”

"l guess 0."

"This Ben guy—is he Mr. Right?"

| wished | knew the answer to that. | shrugged. "Who knows."

She said, ady and knowing lilt to her voice, "Thereés ill time. You may Hill get sucked into that
suburban two point five kids thing."

My expresson froze into a polite smile. | didn't want to tdl her. | wasn't ready to tdl her about
the kids thing. We had more important things to talk about.

"So what about Mom?' | said.

"What are we going to do?"

"It's not redly up to us, isit? She'sabig girl.”

Cheryl started pacing. "I know, but she's going to need help, we're going to have to hdp her, if
she has to have more surgery and chemotherapy we're going to have to look after her, aren't we?!

"I think you're jumping the gun here. Why don't we wait until we know how serious it is before
we dart fresking out.”

"So we can make important decisions while we're fresking out?"

"Bridges, Cheryl. Well cross them when we get to them.”

"We have to be ready for the worst, we have to be ready to hdp.”

"Wewill be" | said. "We totdly will be, whatever it takes."

"Then you're staying? That means youll be around, you won't go zipping off across the country at
the drop of a hat, without tdling anyone." She didn't ask this casudly; she leaned in, glaring with a kind of
desperation, dmost but not quite jabbing her finger a me.

Thiswasn't about Mom at dl, | redlized.

"Cheryl, what are you asking? You want to make sure that if Mom needs hdp it won't dl be
you? Is that it?"

We stayed like that, Saring at each other. It was dmos wolfish.

The door opened, and Mom's voice called, "Hello, Cheryl? Kitty? Is that your car out there?"

How could she sound so damned cheerful? She ought to be mentally curled up and quivering like
the rest of us.

All smiles, Cheryl went out to meet her, our conversation forgotten. "Hi, Mom! Were in here!”

Jeffy was on his feet, leening on the rall of the playpen, taking & me, but | couldnt understand a
word he was saying. | regarded him a moment and said, "She's dill crazy after dl these years, ian't she?'

Nicky had stopped Mom—Grandma—in the living room, and the two of them were gushing a
eech other about toys when Cheryl and | arrived. Now the whole house was filled with hugs and
gredtings. It was dl very girly and domestic. Mom seemed to have recovered from the surgery. And why
wouldn't she? Perfectly routine, everyone kept saying. Asif the words "perfect” and "surgery” belonged
inthe same sentence. She was sore, though she tried to hideit. She managed to hug us without usng her
right arm. If she was nervous about waiting for the results, she hid that as wll.

Cheryl had sandwiches waiting in the kitchen, and we settled down to eat. Nicky pedled the



crugts off hers. Mom helped her.

Thewhole time, Mom talked about nothing in particular, filling the slence so the unspoken worry
couldn't be mentioned. Cheryl kept glandng at me, her expression prompting me, like she wanted me to
sy something. Wanted me to ask Mom if she needed help. But | wasn't going to bring up anything. She
was the oldest, that was her job. | didn't careif | was the saf-help guru in the family.

When she got the test results, Mom wouldn't even have to tdl us. | didn't know why Cheryl was
s0 worried about hdping her—the more | thought about it, the more | thought Mom wouldn't want our
help. Sheld get through as much of this as she could dl by hersdf.

That was what I'd have done. At leadt, I'd have tried.

For this afternoon, a least, | pretended that nothing was wrong and enjoyed the day with my
mom and sister. The last time we'd done a girls day like this, Nicky had been a squirming baby.

| was the one who broke up the party, snce | had to get home and get ready for this evening. |
sad good-bye to the kids—Nicky seemed to remember me from the hospita—and hugged Cheryl while
trying to transmit don't worry vibes. | couldnt tdl if it worked. Then Mom and | hugged, careful of her
right sde.

"Youll let me know if you need anything, right? If there's anything | can do to hep?'

She pulled back and gave me a wry look. "You never let me help you, why should | be any
different?'

Cdled that one, didn't 1? "Because...l don't know. | just wanted you to know you could cdll
me"

"I know. Thank you, dear." Smiling, she kissed my cheek, and that was that.

chapter 5

The Brown Palace Hotd was a downtown icon. Built during the gold rush days when Denver
was filled with nouveau riche who wanted a taste of high society, it was a landmark and a status symboal.
Presidents stayed here. Really posh. I'd have expected nothing less from Mercedes.

The clerk at the front desk directed me to Mercedes's suite. | dragged Ben to the eevator. Hed
been waiting in the lobby, hands shoved in his trouser pockets, gazing around at the artwork, fireplaces,
daned glass, and foliage. He wore a jacket but no tie. Edging more toward scruff than polish, but he sill
looked great. For my part, | wore a skirt, dress shirt, and hedls. Fdlt pretty good, even though it wouldn't
messure up to whatever Mercedes was wearing.

"You're sure about this?' he said as we went down the hdlway. Hed been muttering about
waking into the spider's parlor.

"Why wouldn't | be?'

" don't trust vampires.”

"And how many vampires do you actudly know? That you didn't stake?"

"I haven't staked that many vampires.”

| stopped and stared a him. I'd been joking. I'd known held sometimes helped Cormac on
vampire hunting jobs before Cormac went to jal. But we'd never talked about it." "How many have you
Staked?’

After a pause, he sad, "Two. That'sit."

"That's enough, don't you think?'

"And | helped with four of Cormac's.”

"Exactly how many has Cormac staked?'

Hejugt amiled.

Those guys drove me crazy. | huffed and stalked on ahead. HEd caught up by the time |



knocked on the door to the suite.

From within, Mercedes cdled, "It's unlocked, comein!"

| opened the door and stepped into a spacious Stting room, furnished with big, velvety armchairs
and chaises, grouped around a fireplace and mahogany coffee table. Rich carpets and crystd lamps gave
the place a warm, opulent atmosphere.

Directly across the room, Rick stood up from a brocade-upholstered chair. He was suave and
polished as ever, but hdd himsdf tautly, like he was nervous. His hands clenched at his sides, but his face
was neutrd.

"Shit!" | glared a him, frozen.

"That's quite a gregting. | assume you two know each other?' Reclined on an antique sofa,
Mercedes regarded me camly.

| should have known, | should have expected. She couldn't be here without drawing the attention
of the local vampires. | was so focused on her | forgot about the big picture. | even forgot about looking
after my own ass. Closing my eyes, | took a deep breath to try to collect mysdf. Then | sudied
Mercedes Cook. She wore a smoke-colored, dinky dress made of a lacy fabric that seemed modern
and antique & the same time.

"Uh, yeah," was dl | could manage. My secrecy was wdl and truly blown, it looked like. |
wondered who else knew | was back in Denver?

Rick recovered from what | took to be shock—clearly held been as surprised to seeme as | was
to see him. Which meant that for some reason Mercedes hadn't told im | was coming. But what was he
doing here?

Regaining hisusud cam, he returned to his seat. "Back in Denver, | see” FHat statement.

| could argue, make excuses, play dumb. Or play it sraight. Redly, this was none of his damn
business. "Lookslikeit," | said, amiling as amigbly as | could manage.

"Interesting,” was dl he said. No why or how or when.

"How long have you two known each other?' | asked. They exchanged one of those glances that
suggested along association—the suppressed smiles and questioning 1ooks in the eyes. Trying to decide
how much to tdl, whether to tdl anything at al.

Mercedes took the initiative. "Oh, we've known each other quite some time, haven't we?"

"Come on, youre vampires," | said. "What does that mean? A decade, or a century or threg?"

"You and Rick are friends" Mercedes said. "Do you know how old he is?'

| gudied Rick, who remained impassve. Were we friends? | wasn't sure I'd go thet far. | knew
him without knowing anything about him. | fdt like I'd sumbled into some kind of game, or long-running
joke. "Two fifty," | said. Meaning two hundred fifty years.

Mercedes glanced a him, her amile widening. "Oh, my, we are keeping secrets here, aren't we?'

| blinked. "How old is he? How far off am 17

"I told you, Kitty, it's not polite to talk about age." She smoothed out her dready perfect skirt
and changed the subject. "At some point | suppose I'll pay my respects to Arturo. Are you friends with
hm as wdl?'

| frowned. "I know him. I'd redlly appreciate it if you didn't tell him I'm back in Denver.”

"Sounds like there's a story behind that,” she said. No assurances that shed keep my secret. |
had to reassess my impresson of her completely. I'd taken her at face vdue— she came across as a
young, vibrant, successful performer. That was a persona, the one she wanted me to see—and to be fair,
that was exactly what she was. An actress. And I'd fdlen for it. Undernesth was something else,
manipulative and dark. Vampire. Ben was right—again. He stood close to me, our arms touching.

"It'sredly not that interesting. If I'm interrupting, | can leave”

"Oh, no, please" Mercedes said, looking genuindy put out. But | didn't trust the expression. |
didn't trust her anymore—and she knew it. | could see it in her dlittering eyes. She'd played me and been
happy to do so.

| should have walked out of there right then.

"Come and st with us. Rick was tdling me about the Stuation here, anong our kinds. I'd like to



hear your opinion as well." She gestured at chairs near Rick.

| looked a Ben. He sad, "It's your cdl.”

They were vampires, but | didn't think they were gaing to hurt us. Not here, anyway. We went to
gt, while| tried to cdm my racing nerves. The coffee table held a bottle of wine dready uncorked, and
four glasses poured and waiting. | chose one and took a gip. By then | needed a drink.

Four glasses. But vampires didn't drink wine,

A knock sounded on the door.

"Ah, that should be my other guests”" Mercedes leaned back and donned a amile

Other guests. | looked at Rick, to see his reaction; he frowned and straightened to the edge of his
sedt. He hadn't expected anyone d<e either.

| set my glass of wine on the table and braced.

The handle turned. The door opened inward, as if in dow mation. | could amdl them before |
saw them, | could hear them breathe, and | recognized the besats of ther hearts. All my senses were
pushed to ther limits, waiting. | knew it dl, | knew everything, | knew before the door opened dl the way
and they walked into the room.

Cal and Meg. Arm+-in-arm, looking sullen.

| stood and stumbled back, knocking over my chair. My body fdt like fog, drifting, meting away.
| wasn't here, | couldn't be here, | couldn't move. Every pore burned. | wanted to vomit, but was too
shocked.

Carl saw me and turned animd. He didn't shift, but his wolf came to the fore. It was amazing to
watch. Our gazes met, and he lunged. His back bowed, his ams bent, his fingers locked into claw
shapes, dl in preparation of charging me. His lips rippled back in a snarl as he bared his teeth. A growl
burred deep in his throat. The sound pinged a memory inmy hind brain, turning my limbs to ash.

Arturo, who'd entered behind the couple, caught Carl as he took hisfirs step toward me. The
apha werewolf lunged, and Arturo—svelte, blase Arturo, Denver's Master vampire—dropped him
where he stood by grabbing his arm, putting a hand on his neck, and squeezing. Carl arced his neck,
gasped a breath, and stepped back, arresting hislunge. Arturo didn't even appear strained.

"Margaret, you too! Stop!" Arturo's voice lashed, and Meg, Carl's mate, cowered, lurking on
Carl's other sde, kneading his arm like she might pull it off.

Arturo glared at us. Only ten feet separated us. | didn't remember moving, but Rick stood on one
sde of me, Ben on the other, and both had death grips on my arms, holding me back while | struggled
agang them. My throat was sore—from growling. Without being conscious of it, I'd maiched Carl's
lunge. 1'd been ready to meet him head-on and fight, right here in the eegant suite.

Rick dipped in front of me, blocking my view. "Cdm, Kitty. Stay cam,” he whispered.

Fight him, fight him, get out of here, fight, run, escape—

Wolf swam at the front of my mind, pure indinct driving me.

| shut my eyes tight and gasped a breath that sounded like a sob. Took another, steadier breath,
and stamped on the Wolf, tamped her down tight. Deep breath, keep it together. Focused on Ben's
touch on my arm, his warm, safe scent inmy nose.

Carl sruggled briefly againgt Arturo's grip, and | wanted to scream.

"Ah" Mercedes said in her sugary, stage-diva voice. "That's why you left Denver."

Bitch. "You knew. You set thisup." My voice dill growled.

She shrugged, just a bit. "l wanted to see for mysdf.”

"Let me go. Please let Ben and me go," | said softly, wel aware that Carl and Meg stood
between us and the door, that we'd have to get past them to escape.

Mercedes didnt speak, and the tableau didnt change. We stood like statues, waiting for
someone to cough. For someone to break.

"You're playing games" | said, my panic risng.

"Oh, no, thisisn't a game, thisis palitics. Rough palitics™ she said.

Arturo, bless his undead heart, sounded as irate as | fdt. "Mercedes, she's right. You're playing
games, and keeping leashes on a pack of werewolves is not how 1'd planned on spending my evening.



Meg!"

The dpha femde—nemeds rivd, chigf bitch of my nightmares—had crept around her mate.
Caefully, she stood in front of Carl and held hersdf draight. She didn't attack, didn't make the least Sgn
of aggression. She jugt studied me. Me and Ben both. Ben's shoulders tensed, like hackles risng.

Meg had long, straight black hair, deeply tanned skin, unidentifigbly ethnic festures. She had a
wild and exotic look about her, and a dim and powerful build. She was dressed for an evening
downtown—a rust-colored blouse, dark dacks, high-heded sandals, jewdry. 1'd been used to seeing her
inthe outdoors, in a T-shirt and jeans. Carl, wearing shirt and dacks, hadn't changed much—he was tdl,
sx-five or s0, and broad to match, dl muscles and quivering temper. You didn't chalenge Carl. You just
didn't.

Unless you were my best friend T.J. T.J. had chdlenged, and Carl had killed him for it.

For the moment Meg had taken up her old role of ingtigator. She'd poke and prod until | lashed
out, then let Carl take me down. Now Ben, the newcomer, the unknown in the room from her
perspective, occupied her attention. She took along moment to stare a him. | willed Ben to stay calm, to
day quiet. | didn't want him reacting—either aggressively or submissively. | didnt want him to give her
any points by admitting, however inadvertently, that she was stronge.

When Meg spoke to me, it was like glass shaitering. "You redly did it. You went and made
yoursdlf a mate so you could come back here and take over.”

Gah, same old Meg. Some things never changed, and my next few breaths were camer. "No,
Meg. That's wha you would have done."

Cal sad, "l told you not to come back. | told you I'd kill you."

| argued. Maybe they'd see reason. Maybe they'd be reasonable. "I'm not here to make trouble,
| promise | don't want any trouble. My mom's sick, Carl. | had to come back, just until she's better.” I'd
dipped into the old pattern, groveling before him, begging, head bowed, douching. I'd fought hard so |
wouldn't have to do that anymore. T. J. died so | wouldn't have to do that. | conscioudy straightened my
back, draining agang tense muscles. Made mysdf astdl as | could. Didn't tremble. | met Carl's gaze.
Didn't quite offer achalenge, but | had to face him as an equa. No—I had to bdieve | was better.

"If you don't want trouble then who ishe?' Carl nodded at Ben.

Ben stood close enough, just behind my shoulder, that | could fed his body heat. He hadn't
cowered before Carl's and Meg's bluster. | sensed some tenson, some anxiety in him. But his back was
graight, and his gaze steady. | was glad to have him at my side.

"He's afriend. He's only here because of me. You can leave him done.”

Carl didn't like him. He didn' like the presence of a competent, sdlf-assured mde who didn't
owe him loydty. Ben could stand there without flinching and Carl would take it as a chdlenge.

But Ben didn't just stand there. Oh, no.

"So you're Carl," Ben said, taking a couple of dow steps forward and studioudy looking Carl up
and down. "I thought you'd be tdler."

| mentaly slapped my forehead. But | had to admit, Ben aways knew just what to say.

Snaling, Carl sprang forward, hands outstretched, fingers clawed. | braced, preparing to dodge,
then run like hell. Ben, damn him, didn't flinch at dl because he must have guessed what was coming next.

Agan, Arturo stopped Carl. In aflash of movement, he grabbed Carl's am and twisted it, usng
the bigger man's momentum to divert im and drop him to his knees. His breath heaving, Carl struggled,
his eyes gleaming with animd ferocity, ready to rip out of the vampire's grip. But with his hand on Carl's
shoulder, Arturo only had to squeeze once to quiet him. | didn't know where the drength came
from—Aurturo seemed to exert no effort.

Arturo said, "Let it go."

"They're a threst—"

"They've made no chdlenge. Let it go, Carl."

Carl kndt there for a moment, panting, then shrugged away from Arturo's grip.

Mercedes said, "This is utterly fascinating." She continued to play the gracious hostess. "Come,
gt. I've dready poured the wine. To let it bresthe.”



| had backed toward the wall, kegping hold of Ben's deeve, letting Rick stand between us and
the others. "I'll gay right here, thanks" | murmured.

Carl started to move forward, but Arturo stepped in front of him. "No, you two are saying right
there. | won't have you dogs messing up the carpet.”

Arturo never logt his composure, his offhand manner and focused gaze. His apparent age was
late twenties, but he had the weight of centuries behind his eyes. He had golden hair pulled back in a
ghort tail, and an arigtocratic face.

He and Rick exchanged a look, and | couldn't read it. The two were close in age—both
apparent and actud, from what | could gather. Age meant power among vampires, and the two should
have been rivas, but they'd coexisted in some kind of dliance for years. Arturo was the Master in
Denver, but Rick had some amount of autonomy within that territory.

Did Arturo suspect that Rick wanted to change the Stuation?

For now, they only seemed to want to coordinate ther efforts at keeping the wolves under
control.

Mercedes sat back and observed the drama she'd orchestrated. "Hmm, maybe the stuation here
it as chaotic as 1'd been led to bdieve. Y ou boys seem to have thingswell in hand."

"No thanks to you," Arturo spat in his refined accent. "What's your business here, Mercedes? Is
it anything more than poking a stick in the burrow to see what strikes?”

"lant that enough?' she said.

"More than enough,” he said, wearing a tight smile. "How long will you be here?’

"Oh, afew more days. Maybe aweek. Or two." She lifted her hand and studied her fingernals, a
contrived gesture worthy of the stage.

Thiswas Arturo's territory as far as vampires were concerned, and he controlled it the same way
Cal contralled it among the werewolves. He could tdll her to leave. He could make thrests and carry
them out. So why didn't he? What was her power here?

"Dont look so put out,” she sad to Arturo. "I'm only here out of curiodty. | heard some
rumblings and | thought 1'd come and make some observations.”

Arturo's gaze narrowed, Szing her up. "For whom? Who are you working for these days,
Mercedes?'

The question chilled me.

Everyone looked at her. But she was used to being the center of attention and didn't wilt.

"I'm scheduled to gtart rehearsals next month for a revivd of Anything Goes. | suppose you
could say I'll be working for the production company.”

Arturo rolled his eyes and turned away.

Mercedes said, "If you tdl me graight out, wel and truly, that dl is cam here, that the rumors
that your Family is ungable are unfounded, I'll amile sweetly and believe you. | can see that the wolves
have some problems, but don't they dways? Tdl me, Arturo, that you are the Magter here and tha you
have no rivas"

Arturo glanced at Rick. | would have wilted under that glance. For his part, Rick didnt flinch. He
met it square and didn't say a word.

"l am the Master here, and | have no rivas" Arturo said—to Rick. Not to Mercedes. She
observed the subtlety with alilt to her perfectly plucked brow.

Oh, this was going to get ugly.

| raised my hand. "Since you obvioudy don't think too much of us, can we leave? Please?!

"Kitty," Mercedes said. "You and your mate carry yoursaves like dphas. Two dpha pairs can't
live within the same territory. It can't be done, you know it."

| looked away to hide my amile. "See, | think it can. I've seen some interesting things since | |€ft.
I've seen two dozen lycanthropes packed into a room, with none of them fighting. If they dl agree to it,
they can get dong. Carl, | promise you, | don't want this territory. I'll stay out of your way if you just
leave Ben and me done. I've dways been sraght with you.”

He grimaced. "Just you being hereis a threat to my authority.”



No, your incompetence is a threat to your authority. | didnt say it. What | did say wasn't
much better. "Can you just for aminute try to act like araiond human bang?'

On cue, he growled.

Rick gave me alook over his shoulder. "Y ou're provoking him."

| couldn't help it. "Sorry."

Mercedes Sghed dramaticdly. Could she Sgh any other way? "'l can see we won't have any kind
of cvilized conversation with dl of you here. Kitty, you'e right, you and yours should probably leave.
Thank you for coming, especidly since the circumstances were a bit...staged. You—" She pointed at the
trio by the door. "Y ou will let them leave

Who was she to command us dl like that? | suddenly didn't want to go, just to be contrary.

"Rick, will you escort Kitty and Ben out? Thank you."

In a strange choreography, Arturo steered Carl and Meg away from the door, while Rick cleared
apath for me and Ben. Herding werewolves. It was dmogt laughable.

| paused for alook back. Mercedes sat like a queen on her sofg, a totdly different woman from
the one I'd met two days ago. | didn't know who she was. Carl, ganding off to the side, dill looked like
he wanted to jump out of his skin to get me. The gratifying Sght of Meg hiding behind him didn't even
make mefed better.

"Thanksfor the drinks" | said with pure sarcasm. Then | got the hdl out. Rick followed us into
the hdl and closed the door. With that sound, aweight lifted. | dumped back againg the wal and sighed.
Ben watched patiently—far too camly in my opinion. | resisted an urge to fdl into his ams and dtart
blubbering.

"l hate him," | muttered, wiping away afew dtray, stressed tears. "'l hate him so much.”

"Let'sgo," Rick sad. "The more distance between you the better."

| grilled him as we rode the eevator to the lobby. "So. When | asked if there was another Master
moving in and you said 'not exactly,” were you talking about her?' He grimaced, which was dl the answer
| needed. "What did you tdl her? Did you have any idea what she was going to do in there?"

"Um...not exactly,” he said softly. His face was taut, strained. He was worried, and that made
me worried. "l went to her for information. Maybe even to find out which of us shed support. Our
conversation never got that far.”

"Whois she redly?"

"The Magter vampires have dways known she's a vampire. She's moved as an envoy between
the dities for decades. As a peaformer, she traves fredy, and by tradition vampires like her have
immunity, even outside the protection of the Families. In a sense, she's a member of dl the Families. And
none of them. The system helps keep the peace. But it's dso started wars. If | were smart I'd wak away.
Leave town and find someplace e, like I've dways done before.”

"Why don't you?'

"Because sooner or later, I'm going to have to make a stand. | like it here. | like the people” He
looked squardly a me. "Seems as good a place and time as any.”

Wed reached the lobby by that time, and stopped near the front doors, hifting out of the
doorman's hearing.

"What does 'sooner or later' redly mean to a vampire?'

He sad, "It means not thinking about the future. It means there is no future. Theré's only now,
and what you can protect now. Sooner or later is dways now."

"Protect. From what?'

"Predators” he said. "She's 9zing us up. Shell take the news to the other Families It isnt like it
was a hundred years ago, when Arturo settled here. There are no new cities to build. A vampire who
wants to be a Master has to become one by force. Or guile. If word gets out that Denver is undable,
otherswill come. Scavengers. If | wanted to be redly sniger, I'd say that someone sent Mercedes here
to gir things up. To make the Stuaion unstable. More ungtable, thet is”

"How long has she been doing this? How old is she?'

"God knows. | should get back to it." He turned back to the elevators. Ben took my am and



drew me away, out the hotd's front doors.

"Wil, that was fun," he said with fase brightness.

"You see wha were deding with?' | marched dong the sdewak, quickly putting distance
between me and that place. We'd parked in alot a couple of blocks up the Street. | couldn't get there fast
enough.

"Sure. There were alot of redly insecure people in that room.”

| dmogt laughed, except | suddenly fdt like | was going to throw up. Spent adrendine. "Yesgh.
Did you have to provoke him like that?' | said. | could gill see the look on Carl's face.

"He's abully. | love bullies. They have such big, shiny red buttons to push.”

He was such alawyer.

"Didn't he make you at dl nervous? The walf sde, | mean. Didnt he make you want to ether
grove or crawl out of your skin?'

"Yeah, but you were with me so | fdt okay. | fed okay when you're around.”

| could have hugged him for that. But it was too much responsibility. | didnt want to be apha,
not even of a pack of two. "That's nattering. Most of thetime | fed like I'm fdling apart.”

"But you havent actudly fdlen." His smile was tight, anxious. Usng humor to combat the fear.

"Youre insufferable, you know that?' | held his arm, both gaining and giving comfort with the
touch.

It didn't entirely help.

"Oh, my God. I'm fucked. | am o0 fucked." | started shivering when the cool evening ar got to
my swesty skin. Or it could have been the churning in my gut. | walked faster, asif | could flee my own
reaction.

Ben kept up, stayed dongside me, watching me. "I've never seen you like this. It's kind of
fresking me out.”

| stopped and doubled over, dutching my stomach.

Run. We can run. Get away, out of histerritory, far away—

"Kitty." Ben put his hand on my back, a comforting pressure. "Keep it together.”

Anyone passing by would have probably tsked at the scene, maybe amiled in amusement—some
chick drank too much at the bars, and her atentive boyfriend was looking after her. How cute. My Wolf
was right on the surface, though, fighting. Carl brought her out and | couldn't put her back.

"Kitty."

| concentrated on Ben's voice, his touch, humean skin againgt humean skin. His padm did across my
shirt. Focusng on my spine, | straightened—stay upright, vertical backbone, not horizontd, not like Woalf.
| took deep, careful breaths.

Ben took off his suit jacket and put it over my shoulders. | dung to it tightly, snuggling into its
warmth. His arm across my back, we walked on, close together, our bodies touching. Our pack of two.

"If he finds you aone, hell kill you, won't he?' he said.

"I think s0."

Wed traveled another block before he said, "Right. Just aslong as | know where we dl stand.”

Then, findly, | did laugh.

chapter 6

| felt betrayed, and | couldn't even say by whom. Not by Rick—he'd seemed as much avictim of
the evening as anyone. Then again, some of it was him; he must have talked about me to Mercedes.
Gave away pieces of my history that put mein danger. | wanted to be angry a Arturo, but he'd probably
saved my hide back there. Carl and Meg—of course, 1'd fdt betrayed by them along time ago.



Mercedes Cook. Now, there was a character. She was up to something. Sheld set thet little
gamein motion. Put the pieces into play to see what would happen.

Redly, | had no one to blame but mysdf for walking into the trap.

"Kitty, can you come here aminute?' Ben cdled to me from the kitchen, leaning over the counter
that overlooked the living room. | |eft the desk and computer to St on the bar stool, where he indicated.

We sayed like that for a long minute, looking across the counter a one another. Now what?
What had | done wrong?

| was about to say something when he put a gun on the counter between us. It made a dunking
noise, a sound of findity. It was chillingly black.

| stared a it. Guns were Cormac's thing. Having the gun here, without Cormac, was
just...wrong.

"What's this?' My voice seemed smdl.

"Ninemillimeter Glock semiautometic, wegpon of choice of lav enforcement officers
everywhere. Compact, light, has some kick because of that, but it's worth the trade. It can dill do a far
bit of damage."

Dread fdl like aweight over me.

He continued. "We're not strong enough to take on Carl and Meg hand-to-hand. We need other
advantages.”

Like hell. "Ben, no, I've never touched aguninmy life—"

"That's why I'm taking you to a range where you can practice.”

"No. No no no. It's cheating. We're supposed to use claws and teeth. Surviva of the fittet—"

"Law of the jungle crap?' he said. "You don't think they'd chesat given hdf a chance?"

As amatter of fact, they had cheated. T. J. had agreed to wak away when Carl killed him. | just
didn't want to have to use agun.

"Doit for me" he said. "Itll make me fed better. If you run into that guy done, | want to know
that you can drop him where he stands."

| couldn't believeiit. | couldn't believe it had come to this.

When | got my voice back | said, "Is this one of Cormac's?' For a minute it fdt like the bounty
hunter was with usin spirit.

Ben shook his head. "Did you think he was the only one with a concealed weapons permit?’ His
gmileturned dy.

Widl. You learn something new every day. Even about the guy you're degping with.

The shooting range was in alow concrete building north of town, in the suburbs. 1t might have
been any business, and I'd have probably overlooked the unobtrusve sgn, black print on white,
announcing guns, anmo, range. SEVEN DAY S A WEEK.

Insgde, the place samdled like Cormac. Rather, Cormac smdled like a gun shop, if | had ever
known what agun shop smdled like. Gun ail, metd, burned powder. That said something about Cormac.

Ben picked up a couple boxes of bullets, headsets for ear protection, and safety glasses from the
guy a the counter. Boy, there were a lot of guns locked up behind the glass case under that counter.
They dl looked dark and angry.

At the back of the shop, past the double metd doors, came the sound of gunfire. Two guns, |
thought, firing dightly out of synch. One was faster than the other.

His hand on my back, Ben steered me toward that door.

The back room was sraight out of a police drama— various booths opened into a long halway.
Targets hung on linesin the back. The people in the two occupied booths ignored us.

Ben was dl busness and got sraight to work.

"Hra off, her€'s the reason so many accidenta shootings happen with semiautomatics”” He
clicked alatch, and the dlip dropped out of the gun's grip. Then he did back a release, reveding the bullet
dill in the chamber. "Lodng the dip doesn't mean the thing's empty.”



He tipped the gun, knocking the bullet into his hand. Closed the release. "Now it's safe” He
pointed to the target, pulled the trigger a couple of times, and nothing happened.

"Rule number one, never point a gun—empty, loaded, whatever—unless you plan on firing it. If
you point it & a person, it means you want to kill them." He dipped the spare bullet back in the dip, put
the dip back in the gun, pulled back the dide, chambered the round. Live and loaded. Rock and roll.
Shit.

"Rule number two, if you need to kill someone, make sure the thing's loaded.” He grinned.

"Y ouve been hanging out with Cormac too long,” | said.

"Yeah, wdl," he said, and Ieft it at that.

"Who taught you dl this? Rule number one, rule number two." He handled the weapon like hed
been doing this hiswhale life. Maybe he had. HE'd grown up on aranch on the northern Front Range.

"My father."

"Your freeky militia father who's in jal?' Yes, my boyfriend had quite the history. Two of his
three closest relatives were doing time,

"Yep." He amiled. He handed me safety equipment. "Put these on.”

How the hell did | ever get mixed up with him? | was a nice girl from the suburbs. | put on the
glasses and earphones, which mastly muffled my hearing, but | could sill hear him as he instructed.

Hold it like this, sght dong these two points on the barrd, don't jerk at the trigger—sgueeze
dowly as you exhde. He fired, then fired again. The gun exploded with noise.

| flinched. Nothing good ever happened when | heard that sound. | was glad of the ear
protection in this enclosed concrete space. We looked across to the target—he'd made two little holes
off center, within the black circle.

"Now, you try." He handed the thing to me.

| took it like it was dive and had teeth. Sghing, Ben stood behind me, cupped his hands around
mine, and guided them into place, showing me how to hold the thing: right hand on the grip, left hand
underneath, steadying it. Our bodies pressed close together.

Okay, this part was kind of sexy.

"Dont brace your ams" he said by my ear. "Redax. Now, breathe out, tighten the trigger—"

Supersengitive, it fdt like it only moved a millimeter before it clicked and the gun jumped in my
hand. Boom, loud as an explosion, | fdt it in my bones. My whole arm tingled. My heart was begting fast
for no good reason.

"Hey, | think you actudly hit the target.” He pointed to a white tear on the edge of the paper, far
outsde the cirdle of black.

"I don't think | was even aming." | furrowed my brow at the weapon.

" couldnt tell," he said sarcadticdly. "Try again.”

He reminded me to am dong the sights, but he didn't guide me this time. | was on my own. |
fired. It ill made my armstingle, but | was ready for it thistime. Again, | hit the target, but not the black
crcle

"Agan." So | did, again and again and again. Went through four dips, fifteen rounds each, so that
| was standing in a mess of brass casings. | got used to the noise, got used to the way the shots rattled
my ams. And that was the point.

By the last dip | hit the black circle every sngle shot. | regarded my handiwork with grudging
admiration. | didn't want to fed proud about this.

Ben crossed his arms and nodded, seemingly satisfied. "Now pop the dip. Check the chamber,
make sure it's empty.”

| did, dutifully, like | was some kind of army trainee.

"Now, don't you fed better?' he said.

"No. Can we go now?'

Back inthe car, | asked, "Y ou're not going to make me carry a gun around with me dl the time,
areyou?'

"Not yet. Have to get you a permit fird."



| just couldn't win.

| spent that week at work handing the fdlout from Friday's show and introducing Americas firg
celebrity vampire. Bitterly, now that | was dedling with a manipulative player rather than a genid actress.
Although a couple of cdls from the agents of people who wanted to be the second ceéebrity vampire
were avfully intriguing...l sensed aredity TV show in the making.

| didn't have the license or the gun when | got shanghaied in the parking lot outside work.

If you want to make yourself hard to find, you're supposed to vary your route between work and
home. Leave a unpredictable times. Make your schedule unpredictable. Get a P.O. box, hide your home
address. Get an unlisted phone number.

But everyone could find me at KNOB. They were waiting for me after dark.

"Hi, honey. Love your show."

| heard her and amelled her at the same time, my nostrils widening as soon as | stepped outside
and took in the night air. She was cold, she had no heartbeat—undead. Vampire. She leaned on the wall
right outsde the door, ams crossed. Her thick brown hair was tied in a wild ponytall, her skin was
porcdan pae and smooth. She wore a black lace camisole, lesther pants, and high-heded black boots.
And sunglasses. Her red lips amiled.

She wasn't one of the locals. The vampires in Arturo's dan had more style and less punk-ass
stereotype.

"Who the hdl are you?' | said, quiet and wary.

"Sheswith me” The guy just appeared, behind me, leaning on the other sde of the door. He had
the same pae skin, spiky black hair, and sunglasses. Leather jacket, T-shirt, jeans. That same wicked,
predatorid amile

Fuck.

| walked forward, like | could pretend they weren't there. A second later, they stood beside me
agan, and each one had a grip on my arms.

| Sghed. "What do you want?'

They both grinned, having too much fun with their game.

"We warnt to tak," the guy said.

"I'm ligening."

"Not here" he said.

Of course not. Side by side, holding me tight, they steered me to a black SUV parked around
the corner. Strangdy, rather than panic | fdt an odd sort of fatdism settle over me, like | findly had too
much to ded with. | didn't have any anxiety left to muster. Maybe they weren't planning on killing me.
Maybe they'd started a fan dub and just wanted me to give a little tak to the gang. Maybe they were
going to lock mein a shipping crate and =l meinto davery.

See, whatever it was, | just couldn't think of how bad it could possibly get. My imaginetion falled
me.

| made a token effort to escape. | braced my arms and dropped my weight back—and was
shocked when | actudly broke out of their grips. Blinking, | looked at them looking back at me. Then the
Woalf took over and ran. | turned and launched mysdf in the same step, dashing down the sidewalk.

Seemingly without moving, without effort, they grabbed hold of me again. | didnt even sense
them moving. In one breath | was running, and in the next | jerked back, flaling like a fish on a line. They
heuled me back toward the SUV. | managed to get my feet under me, so | wasn't completely dragged.

"Cute" the woman said. "Red cute. Though | can't blame you for trying.”

"Thanks" | muttered.

She went around to the passenger side, the guy shoved me in through the driver's Sde, and they
pinned me between them as they dimbed in.

"Dont worry," she said. "Thisll be fun."

Y eah, right. They both looked to be in thelr twenties. They seemed young, as vampires went.



They were having too much fun with it.

They didn't blindfold me. They didn't care if | knew where we were going, which boded both
wdl and ill. Maybe they redly did just want to talk. But if they were planning on killing me, it wouldn't
metter if | knew where we were going.

| put on an ar of bravado. "You guys are from the Eighties, aren't you?"

She giggled and put her am across my shoulders, pressing far too close to me for comfort.
Goose bumps broke out over my ams. She said, "That's exactly what he said you'd say.”

"Who? Who sad I'd say that?"

Nothing. The guy grinned, and she kept ifling giggles.

| dumped back agang the seat and eyed him in the rearview mirror. Except he wasn't there.
Leening forward suddenly, | checked the side mirror—I should have seen him there, but | only saw the
back of the seat, bathed in shadow. But the mirror thing was bunk. 1'd seenit.

"What are you doing?' the woman asked, watching me crane my neck, trying to look a a
different angle.

Sounding more panicked than | wanted, | said, "Do you guys cast reflections in mirrors or not?"

She grabbed the rearview mirror and tilted it toward herself—and | caught a glimpse of her, right
therein the mirror, indl her poofy-haired glory.

Then he took hold of it and turned it toward him. And | didn't see anything. Maybe an extra
shadow. He did it quickly, then moved the mirror back to its origind postion, like held only been
adjuding it.

"You mean it turns on and off?" My voice was a tad dill.

"Itsdl tricks of the light," he said. The woman only smiled.

Oh, great. What couldn't vampires do? | sat back and stayed very dill and quiet for the rest of
the trip.

After a hdf hour of driving, we ended up south of the freeway, near Broadway, behind a
one-story, windowless, warehouse-type building. The area was dl sed and concrete, desolate a this
time of night. | could scream, and it wouldn't do any good.

She dragged me out of her sde of the car. Her grip was firm—no bresking out of it this time,
especidly when he joined her.

Ingde the warehouse, the space was lit by emergency lighting, dim circles around the perimeter,
leaving much of the place in shadows. On top of that, crates and boxes formed wadls and canyons,
dozens of palets wrapped in plagic and wating shipment. This was a working warehouse, besides
whatever hideout these guys were usng it for.

| samdled people. Beings, rather. Both vampires and lycanthropes were here, and the scent
crowded together so | couldn't tdl how many there were. The shadows hid them well, but | sensed them
there, watching. | kept close to the door. Maybe | could run, if they gave me a chance.

A low growl echoed, and something animd and musky approached. It was canine, but not walf,
and it had a diginctive...something else. A touch of human. | backed toward the door, my shoulders
bunched up.

The thing moved into the light, and I'd never seen awthing like it. As large as a Gresat
Dane—bigger, even—it stepped lightly on dender legs. Its body was deek, its coloring mottled—ed,
white, yellow, and black splotches decorating it, like it had had a run-in with a paint set. It had a boxy,
doglike face and huge, desert-dwelling ears that focused on me like saidlite dishes.

| couldn't help but stare at it, which it took as a chdlenge, lowering its head, Sraightening its tall
like a rudder, and growling.

"Hush, Dack. Be 4ill." A voice spoke from the darkness, and the creature looked toward it,
flatening its ears and dropping itstall.

The leader was here, and | knew hisvoice. Rick gave the animd a quick scratch behind the ears
as he approached us, emerging from shadows.

"Rick, you bastard! What the hdl's this about?!

The animd started growling again, and | backed up. Again, Rick shushed it, murmuring gently.



His power was subtle, but indisputable.

When he entered into view, so did hisarmy. They came into the light, just enough so | could see
them—s0 they could see me, Sze me up. Seven lycanthropes and two more vampires, besides the ones
who'd ambushed me. One of the vampires was a woman. So was one of the lycanthropes—and she
wasn't awalf. | couldn't tdl what variety she was. A diverse and terifying group, they dl looked tough,
and they dl frowned. Some of them carried wegpons—guns, knives. | wouldn't want to meet any of them
inadark dley.

| swallowed back my fear. "So. Am | here to be threatened or recruited?'

Rick said, "l wanted to show you how vulnerable you are. Y ou need me as much as | need you."

"And how exactly isfacing off with Carl and Meg supposed to make me less vulnerable?’

He had the decency not to answer that.

"Rick, | want to go home, and | want you to take me. Not Sid and Nancy over here”

"Chalieand Vidld," he said. "Ther names are Charlie and Violet." The pair of vampires leaned
agang a nearby wall. | swore the woman, Violet, was smacking a piece of chewing gum. Charlie amiled
enough to show fang and gave awiggle of hisfingers.

| nodded toward the strange, leggy creature. "And whét is that thing?"

"African wild dog, lycanthropic variety. Dack and | are old friends™

The anima—person, | forced mysdf to acknowledge, snce I'd sensed it from the firs—didn't
appear any more friendly after the introduction. | kept my distance. Rick whispered to him, and the dog
turned and trotted away, close to the wal of the building. Waking the perimeter, keeping guard.

Moatley didn't begin to describe this group.

Then he introduced me to dl of them, the nine others, asif | would remember their names. As if
knowing their names would give me some stake in the outcome of this confrontation. One of them, the
womean lycanthrope of unknown variety, flashed asmile and said, "'l love your show."

What else could | do but mutter, "Thanks™" Then | stepped close to Rick and said oftly, "It's
going to take more than thisto get rid of Arturo.”

"Yes It's going to take the city's werewolves supporting me" Rick said.

"No. Evenif | thought | could take on Carl and Meg, evenif | took over the pack, | wouldn't do
it and then turn my wolves into cannon fodder for your little war."

"And that is exactly why you should lead the city's wolves, and not Carl. Carl wouldn't hesitate to
use them as cannon fodder."

"Y ou're trying to turn this back on me, to appeal to my sense of duty. It's not going to work. Just
this once I'm going to be sHfish and stay the hdl out of it."

"Youll have to do what you think isright, of course.”

"Oh, no you don't! Y ou're not going to guilt meinto this"

"Wow," sad Violet. "You were right, Rick. She is kinda jumpy.”

"Kitty, let's take awak," Rick said, nodding toward the door.

Charlie stepped forward, frowning. "You sure it's safe?!

"Il be fine" he said. He opened the door and gestured me outside. Dutifully, 1 exited.

| was happy enough to be outsde the close, Suffy ar of the warehouse, and the amdlls and stares
of beings who didnt much care for me. Were-African wild dog? If | hadnt actudly seen him...l
wondered what he was like as a human.

Rick guided our walk aong the wall, gaying in the shadows and out of the dreetlights. He kept
his gaze forward, like he wasn't at dl concerned. We reached the corner of the building, and he dill didnt
say awthing. | couldn't say that | knew him dl that wel, but he seemed unusudly pensve. Lot in
thought.

“They don't trust you," he said findly. "They think I'm making a mistake, trying to recruit you. |
thought if they met you, they'd change their minds™

"Rick, I've got my own worries right now. I've got too much to lose to...to fight someone ese's
war."

"I thought maybe you'd be interested in revenge.”



| shook my head. "I put too much distance between me and them to want revenge anymore.”

"T. J. would have sded with me without any doubts."

"Dont you dare use him as a pawn in this”" | said, my voice rough. "He doesn't deserve that."
Even though Rick was right. "I'm sorry.” His voice was muted. We walked a few more paces, until the
Slence was too much.

"Chalieand Vidlg," | said. "Whered you pick up those two?'

He actudly amiled, an offhand amused amile. "Charlie was turned about forty-five years ago by a
West Coast vampire of my acquaintance—a bit power hungry, a bit mad. | helped Charlie escape from
his Family. About thirty years ago, he met Violet and turned her himsdf. They decided they were made
for each other, and | can't say | disagree. They've operated independently since then. They seem to have
alot of fun being petty outlaws—it tends to make the Families twitch.”

"So they're not from the eighties™

"They got abit galed there, didn't they? Charlie owes me afavor, so he came.”

The others probably dl had stories like that. Rick had helped them, now they answered his call.
But would they be enough to confront Arturo?

"Isthat everyone you have? Are others coming?'

"I could use more," he said. "'l ought to have more to face Arturo.”

"You're tdking like thisis going to be awar. Like you and Arturo have armies. |Is that what this is
going to be? Vampires and werewolves batling in the Streets of Denver? That can't happen. Il tdl the
police—I have a contact with them.”

"This has been going on for hundreds of years under the noses of mundane authorities. No one
will notice."

He was right. People like us were killed dl the time and no one much noticed. Through most of
higory thereld been a curtain drawn over our world.

"That's changing. The Denver PD has a Paranatura Unit, did you know that? If bodies dart
turning up, they'll notice. Look at how the newspaper played those nightdub attacks. You can't operate
under the old assumptions.”

He studied me siddong. "What's your story? Y ou're on edge, even more paranoid than usud. It's
more than your mother'sillness, isnt it?"

| dmog told him. It was on the edge of my tongue. | hadn't told anyone but Ben, and for a
moment | thought that if | told Rick about the miscarriage, it would explain everything. Hed leave me
done.

| ought to be milking it for dl the pity | could.

"Rick, it'sdl | can do to take care of mysdf right now. | can't hdp you." | didn't want to get
involved. | couldn't get involved.

He nodded, lips pursed thoughtfully. "I'm going to move soon. | have to do this before Mercedes
leaves town. She has to spread the word that a new, stronger Master isin control here, and that Denver
is off-limits."

"What's the deal with her? How isit she has both you and Arturo cowering?'

He smiled, awry and bitter expression. "A Master vampire is a Master only as long as other
vampires recognize him as such. Arturo will be desperate to prove that he's dill in charge. And she has
the power to decide that he isn't. When she moves dong on her concert tour, the news of that will
Spreed.”

"So she's the vampire gossp mill and everyone tries to get on her good side? It can't be that
ample. What happensif she decides to nudge things aong in one direction or another?"

"Maybe well find out. Kitty, | know you have pressing concerns, but if Carl and Arturo win, you
won't be able to stay to help your mother. Youll be in danger, and you see how easy it isto get to you."

"Youretrying to scare me. I've dready been scared. It's alot harder to terrify me these days.™"

" imagine so. Just remember, fear is good. Fear isa survivd mechanism.”

"And atool used to manipulate others. Rick, | need to get back."

"All right.” We turned the corner to where hisdick BMW was parked.



We drove the whole way back to KNOB without saying a word. He stopped in the parking lot
next to my hatchback and let me out without argument. He didn't have to do that. Carl or Arturo would
have kept me locked up, just to show who had the power.

It occurred to me that Rick was one of the good guys.

"Thanks" | said, dimbing out of the car.

"Jug a minute. Take this™ He reached over and offered me a dip of paper. It had a phone
number written on it.

"Thisyours?' | said, and he nodded. "In case | change my mind?'

"Or if you need my help."

| couldn't decide if the gesture was out of optimiam or pity. | stuck the number in my pocket.
"Rick. How old are you?'

He shook his head, quirking asmile. I m not going to answer that.”

"If | keep asking, you might one of these days."

"I admire your persstence, Kitty."

| dmogt laughed. "At least somebody does. Good luck, Rick."

"I'mthinking I'll need it."

| closed the passenger door and he drove away, and | wondered if I'd ever see him again.

When my cdl phone rang the next day, | checked the cdler ID and my heart caught in my throat.
It was Dad.

"Hi, Dad? What isit?'

Like | was afraid he would, he said, "The test results came in." His voice was serious, tired. Bad
news, | was ready for bad news. "It's postive. Mdignant. She's going in this afternoon to tak to the
doctor."

"Do | need to come over? Do you want me to come over? What can | do?'

Nothing. Nothing but St here and worry.

"I'm going with her to the doctor, but if you could come over for dinner, | think itd be good. |
think it would hep."

"Redly?'

He sghed. "I don't know. This happens to people every day—but it feds like were the firg
people in the universe to have to ded with it. Does that make any sense?’

"Yegh, it does. You want me to pick something up? Chinese? Pizza? Just so no one has to
cook."

"Sure, that sounds great. How about Sx?'

"Il be there. Thanks for cdling, Dad.”

"See you soon." | clicked off the phone and started crying.

Ben had a new case to work on and begged off for the evening. Cheryl had dso bowed out of
dinner. One of the kids had caught a cold, Mark was working late, they didn't want to be a bother. A
dozen excuses. But | wondered: Now who was shirking her filid duties?

| arrived at my folks place with a bag full of take-out Chinese and a chearful disposition.

Mom took the bag from me as | asked, "What did the doctor say? What's hgppening?' | didn't
even say hdlo fird. She was back to her put-together sdf, her fashionable blouse and dacks, with the
right amount of jewelry and makeup. But she seemed harried.

"Let's egt fird," she said. She wasn't amiling.

Dad came in from the kitchen and hugged me— something he never did, not right away like this.
His face was pae, and he wasn't amiling either. Slently, the three of us put out plates, spooned out rice
and dir fry, and settled into it.



Thiswas the most stressful med 1'd ever eaten. Not that | could honestly say | ate anything.

"How's work?' Dad asked findly, fdling back on the standard question.

| blathered on, determined to keep the grim slence from fdling again. It had definitdy been an
exating weekend, even after leaving out dl the uff about Carl and Meg, vampire politics, learning how
to shoot, and instead gticking to the upcoming book release and how greet it was that | could bresk a
dory like Mercedes Cook being a vampire. Running my mouth aso meant | mogly moved my food
around on the plate without redly esting. Mom and Dad did the same. At this rate, the leftovers would
last a week.

Mom pushed her plate away fird, and Dad and | graiefully followed uit.

"Jdm, would you clean up, please? Kitty and | can go have our talk."

In reply, he kissed her cheek—a communications shorthand after thirty-five years of comfortable
marriage—and collected plates. Mom took my hand and led me to the living room. We sat Sde by side
on the sofa

"Okay," | said, trying to be brave. "How bad isit?'

"It's a little worse than we thought. They didn't remove dl the cancer, it turns out. It's invasve.”

"What does that mean?' And how could she be this calm?

She shrugged goicdly. "It means things are a litle more serious is al. I'll need more surgery.
They want to remove lymph nodes for testing. If it spread, | may need chemotherapy as wel as radiation.
Il be alittle sicker for a little longer. The prognoss is good, it's dill good.” Her amile went tight and
grained. The power of postive thinking and dl that. You had to be postive. "They're recommending
agoressive trestment, and they want to start right away. That would mean more surgery in aweek or o."

| choked on the words. "Tha soon? Isn't there something else, another way—"

"WEell see. I'm going to get a second opinion. But redly, the lump was there, the spot on the
mammogram is there, only an idiot would daim that nothing was wrong."

She turned her gaze to the caling;, her eyes were shining. "You know what's strange? I'm not
even thinking about mysdf right now. I'm thinking about you girls, my darling girls. My Aunt Petty died of
this and now | have it, so it obvioudy runsin the family and if you and Cheryl ever get this I'll be so0...50
...upset.” Like she couldn't think of anything stronger to fed than that.

"Mom." | held her hand in both of mine, squeezed until she looked a me. "Don't worry about me.
| won't get it. | can't get it. I'm a werewolf, werewolves don't get sick. They don't get cancer.”

| froze, because aterrible, ingdious worm of athought started in the back of my brain. A vicious,
hopeful thought.

My mind was in a panic, | couldn't speak. Mom didn't seem to notice. She touched my cheek
and rested her hand on my shoulder.

"You know, | look at you and | can't even tdl? | ill don't believe it mogt of the time. Y ou're not
amonder, | don't care what Time magezine says." The glintin her eye laughed slently at the joke.

| amiled back. | forced my limbsto relax. | acted normd. Asnormd as | ever could.

| didn't say, | could bite you, Mom. | could cure you.

chapter 7

A clock was ticking just behind my back. The noise of gpproaching doom was aways right
behind me, like Captain Hook's crocodile. | could never turn around fast enough to actudly see it. But it
was dways there, and | knew that soon the darm would go off. Theringing of it would break me. Mom's
aurgery, Rick's war, my career, my own rebdlious body—something was going to start ringing soon.
Then it would blow up, like atime bomb.

| was exhausted, waiting for the explosion.



"So then | said to him, look, | don't care if it is afull moon tonight, | want to go to the Coldplay
concert and you're gaing to take me. Y ou're just going to have to turn into a wolf some other night. And
you know what he says to me? He says—"

Thiscaler waswhy | didn't counsd people in person. If sheld been stting here I'd have throttled
her. "Let me guess. He says, 'Baby, | don't have a choice™

"Whl, yeah, except for the baby part.”

"Let me ask you a question, Mia. What have you done for im laidy?'

The pause lasted a beat. Then, "What do you mean”?'

"I mean have you ever done anything nice for your boyfriend?"

Mia gave an unattractive snort. "Why should 1? He's lucky to have me"

"Oh, honey, | used to beat up girls like you in grade school. Look, I'm as sympeathetic about
inattentive boyfriends as the next girl, but when he said he didnt have a choice about turning into a
wolf—he meant it. HE's supposed to be able to look to his girlfriend for support, right? 'Cause you
know, this whole relationship thing works both ways, give and take and dl that. And what do you do?
Ask him to do the one thing he can't. Could you be any more insengtive? Wait, don't answer that. Of
course you could. But I'm thinking he's the crazy one for putting up with your crap.”

"You can't talk to me like—"

"Ligen. You have so many problems with this boyfriend of yours, here's my advice. Break up
with him. Y ou'd be doing him a favor.”

"But | like dating a werewalf. It's cool."

"You can't have it both ways™ | clicked off the line, because redly, that conversation couldn't go
anywhere dse. "You like fur so much, buy a poodle. Except | wouldn't wish you on a poodle even.
Damn, I'm cranky tonight. Let's see, where do we go from here. Stan, you're on the air.”

"Hi, Kitty. Thanks for taking my cdl. Can you answer a question for me?'

"Il give it a shot.” | tried to learn everything about him from the sound of his voice mae,
indeterminate age. He wasn't overly emotiond: frustrated, depressed, sad, or angry. He was neutrd,
interested. His question could be about anything.

"A lot of people cdl into your show wanting to know about vampires and werewolves like they
admire them. Like they want to be them. But these are mongers we're taking about—they're not sants.
They're not something to aspire to. Evenif it is a disease, like you say, why would anyone want a disease
likethat? | don't understand. Can you explain what people see in the whole thing?' His question sounded
genuine. It didn't sound like a put-on.

| was sort of in his camp at the moment.

"I don't know, Stan. Different people see different things in it, | think. Some see glamour. Or
power. They fed helpless, and these identities are a way not to fed helpless. The thing is, people who
aren't vampires and werewolves aren't looking at the redity of it. Often they only see the stories, the lore,
the mydtique. They're basing their fedings on what they think those lives must be like. They don't see the
dark sde. Or if they do, they paint it in glamorous colors as well. It's exditing, it's dangerous. It's an
adventure. Maybe thet's it."

"Maybe?' He sounded skeyptical.

"You have to remember, | never wanted to be a werewolf. | never thought twice about it until |
landed in the middle of it. Frankly, | dill fal to see the gpped. But | will admit there are people who do.
Maybe it's a Smple case of the grass dways being greener on the other sSde of the fence.”

"You mean if they have cummy lives, they think it might actudly be better if they were a
vampire?'

"People are funny that way, aren't they? I'll tdl you what: I'll throw this one out to the listeners.
Giveme acdl. Tdl mewhy you want to be a vampire or a werewolf. Educeate me."

| went graight down the line, taking one cdl after another. Men, women, young, old, vampires,
werewolves, and everything in between. Some of them hated life, some of them loved it.

"It's the power. | want to have that kind of power." | heard that over and over again.

"l just dont fed like | fit in my skin. [—I don't think | was meant to be humen. But | see



wolves...and it feds like coming home. Does that sound strange? It sounds strange to me. I've never
talked about it with anyone before.”

"l want to live forever."

"l want to be immortd.”

"I'm afraid of dying."

"It hurts. If | was something else, maybe it wouldn't hurt. At least not as much.”

"l want to live"

" want to kill."

And findly, from a man who said he was a werewalf, "Here's the thing, Kitty. | didn't like being
humen. What is there to baing human? Y ou wake up every day, work your ass off just so you can barely
put a roof over your head and food in your stomach. If you're lucky you get a miniven and a trip to
Disneyland for the kids. This life, our life—dl that becomes secondary.” He gave a laugh. "It doesn't
meaiter anymore. It's asampler life. Theré's awhole other set of priorities guiding you."

"Blood," | said. "Control”

"Magic," he sad.

"The ultimete in escapism.”

"That'sright,” he said, like it was a good thing.

"Okay, thanks for sharing.”

On the other sde of the booth window, Méatt pointed to his wrist and mouthed the word "thirty."
Thirty seconds to wrap up the show. | rubbed my face; | was ready for the escape. "I don't know if any
of this answers Stan's question. My feding is there is no one right answer. The people who choose this
life, and the people who would like to, dl have their own reasons. I'll insert my standard disclamer here:
forget any romantic notions you have about vampires and werewolves. They're diseases. They're not
easy to live with. They change your life. And you can't go back afterward if you change your mind. This
isKitty Norville, voice of the night.”

Run credits.

"You okay in there?' Matt asked.

"Do | look that bad?'

"You've |ooked better."

"I've been better,” | said, and managed a smile This was one of those times, one of those
moments where everything seemed to pile up, and | didn't have a choice but to keep dawing my way up
and over the obstacles. Just get through it. | liked being human. | was willing to put up with those
paticular sruggles in exchange for the benefits of being human. Like chocolate and cable TV. Like
having my own radio show.

We wrapped up. More than ready to get home, | grabbed my things and headed for the Station
lobby, then outside. Since the other night when | met Charlie and Violet, | dways paused in the doorway
to take in the scent of the parking lot and street. If something was waiting to pounce on me, I'd spot it.
Then | could go back ingde and cdl for help. Rick had done what he'd intended—scared me. Put me on
my guard. But | wondered how long I'd have to go tiptoeing around my own life

Thething was, tonight, | hesitated in the doorway, and knew something waited out there. | caught
ascent of lycanthrope, a musky smdl where there should have only been people, cars, and concrete,

| should have panicked, but | didn't. While | might have expected the scent to beong to Carl or
Meg, it didn't. | sensed a hint of Carl—someone from his pack, then, but someone | didn't know. So
maybe Carl sent one of his thugs after me. But | didnt smdl aggression. | didn't fed like | was being
hunted. Stepping softly, | moved dong the wdl to the edge of the building, falowing my nose. Someone
was ddfinitdy here, watching me. Spying, maybe.

| had dmogt reached the corner when | said, "Who's there?"

| heard rudtling, like someone scooted away from the corner. | dipped around and discovered a
young woman pressed againg the wadl. She was thin, very young, with short blond har. She wore a
black baby doll T-shirt and faded jeans. She couldn't have been more than about nineteen or twenty and
looked especidly paein the shadowed, nighttime lighting outside the building.



"Hi," she said and ducked her gaze away from me, a d9gn that she didn't want trouble. Her
shoulders dumped, and | could imegine atal between her legs.

| stood quietly and smelled her: swesting, frightened, and wolfish. And one of Carl's. If he knew
she was here...| couldn't imagine that he knew she was here. If held wanted to pass dong a message, he
wouldn't have sent her—amall and cowering.

| avoided garing at her, but it was hard not to. | wasn't sure | knew what to do with this.

"What are you doing here?' | said.

"Becky said | should come tak to you."

"Becky." | drew a blank for a moment, then remembered a Becky among Carl's wolves.
Standoffish, another one that 1'd avoided because sheld been tougher than me.

Then | remembered another Becky, the werewolf who'd called into the show a couple of weeks
ago about a submissvein her pack who needed help. It hadn't occurred to me she'd been taking about
Carl's pack.

| gave her hdf asmile "You couldnt just cdl inlike everyone ese?' | thought | was being funny,
but she looked down, frowning. She inched away; any minute, she'd bolt.

We were in the open here, which made me uncomfortable. Just because she hadn't been Carl
didn't mean Carl couldn't sneak up on us. He might even be looking for her. Made me nervous.

Backing off, | said, "You want to come ingde and tak? Well stay in the lobby. I'l leave the door
unlocked.”

After a moment, she nodded. She ill wouldn't look a me. | turned and waked away, made
sure not to look back, but | could hear her following.

The security guy at the front desk waved a me as | returned to the lobby, and paid attention
when the woman followed mein. She glanced around and wouldn't leave the vianity of the front door.

"Everything's okay. I'm just going to borrow a couple of chairs” | told him, grabbing a couple of
the pladtic chairs from the wall. If she needed help, | didn't want to scare her off, and that meant leaving
her an escape route. | didn't want to corner an aready frightened wolf.

She was trying not to look scared. She kept pushing her shoulders back, trying to straighten up,
and her frown had dmost become a snarl.

| put the chairs by the door. We could talk out of anyone's earshot. "Sit."

And she did, just like that. Completely obedient. | bet Carl loved it.

| sat more dowly. "What's your name?’

"y

"And what's Becky want you to talk to me about?"

"I shouldn't be here" she said. "I shouldn't have come." She glanced at the door, as if expecting
monsters.

"Can you try for a minute to forget about the whole werewolf thing? We're just a couple of
people having a chat. | can't tak to you if you're scared of me"

She closed her eyes, took a breath, and that seemed to steady her. Her wolf lingered, though. It
probably never redly went away for her, and aways guided her responses.

"Becky wants me to get away from Carl. She wants me to leave town. You did it, and if | talk to
you, | might be able to, too."

"It'sredly not as hard as it seems.”

"But | don't want to." She started crying, quiet tears dipping down her face. | found a clean tissue
inmy bag and handed it to her. "He takes care of me, | owe everything to him, he's a part of me, | can't
leave that."

Then why are you crying? | wanted to ask. | let her talk.

"He's not an angd,”" she went on. "I know that. But he can't hdp it, he—" She sumbled to a stop.
Her rhetoric amazed me. Did she even redize what she was saying?

She was young and pretty. Carl treated the women in his pack like they were part of his own
persond harem. | knew firghand what he did to the young and pretty ones. He wasn't above smacking
them around.



"The thing about being a werewalf,” | said. "The bruises hed quickly. No one ever sees them.
Makesit eadser to just rall over and take it, doesn't it?"

Findly, she looked a me, redly looked a me, with astonished humen eyes. | understood, and
that surprised her.

"Thisiswhy Becky said | should tak to you," she said. | nodded.

"Jenny, do you mind if | ask how you were infected? How you became a werewolf? Y ou haven't
been one long, have you?'

Souching miserably in the chair, she looked away. Didn't say no outright, so | gave her time to
collect hersdif.

Fndly she sad, "I met hm a a dub a few months ago. Carl, I mean. He was nice. | liked him,
you know? He paid alot of atention to me. | took him home and dl.”

| listened, my brow furrowed in thought. This didn't sound like Carl. Carl, picking up girls in
clubs? And what did Meg have to say about this? | could guess that Meg had lost alat of points with him
during that last fight, the one that drove me out of Denver. Sheld made a bid for his postion as pack
apha, logt, and then groveled at his feet to beg his forgiveness. Hed given it, but held probably lord it
over her to the end of time. He could step out on her and she wouldn't be able to say anything. That was
dl | could figure.

We went out a couple more times. And then he told me. He told me what he was. |1—I didn't
bievehim at fird. | know werewolves are red, | saw you on TV that time, read the news stories. Bt |
didnt think 1'd ever actudly meet one. | thought it was some crazy new come-on, that he was trying to
impress me. | thought maybe he was crazy. But | played dong, to see what would happen. | told him if
he was redly a werewolf he should show me. He wouldn't, not at firs. He just taked about it, a little
more each time. He made it sound redly cool, redly great. Like it made you powerful, and the sex was
amazing, that you could smdl and see and fed things a human never could. He made it sound like a good
thing. And | findly said yeah, okay, Il do it. He was so happy when | said yes, | redly thought he was in
love with me, | redly thought he wanted us to be together. | didn't know about Meg or the pack or
anything. After, when he brought me to them, Meg said held just wanted a new pup.”

My heart jumped to my throat. | sat back and stared a the celing, taking a moment to catch my
breath. Jenny was young, blond, waiflike—like | had been when | joined the pack, a naive girl caught by
amongter on amountain trailhead, turned by accident. Carl hadn't been the one to turn me into this thing,
but held taken an interest in me after. Kept me under his paw, so to speak. Everyone knew | was his.
Apparently, after | Ieft the pack, Carl found a replacement.

I'd kill him. I'd fucking kill im mysdf the next time | saw him.

Right now, | had to pretend like | was doing the show, on the phone with some poor distraught
grl. I wasn't used to seaing the face in front of me, seeing the tears. | wanted to keep daing a the
caling. But | didn't.

"You know what I'm going to say, don't you? There's absolutely no reason to stay with him.
Abuse isdill abuse, and just because you're both werewolves doesn't judify a damned thing. You don't
have to stand up to him—jugt get ina car and leave.”

"But I'd just run into the same problem somewhere else. That's what Carl says, no matter where |
go therell be other...other people like us, and that they'll kill me. Hell protect me, he says he will—"

"Carl doesn't know everything. There are places you can go," | said. "Places where the other
wolves won't hurt you, where there aren't wolves at dl. I'll make some calls, I'l set something up.”

"Kitty, I can't. | don't have a car, | don't have ajob, | don't have any money—"

"Cal supports you, doesn't he? He said, don't work. Don't do anything. I'll take care of you, I'l
protect you, just do what | say and youll haveit dl.”

Agan, she nodded. HEd made that same offer to me. 1'd dung to my humanity insteed. 1'd had
the radio station and my show to pull me through, to give me something ese to live for. Jenny didn't have
that, obvioudly.

She dmogt seemed angry now. "It's easy for you to tdl me to get out. You stood up to him. You
adT.J"



"You never even knew T. J"

"No. But the others dill talk about him, when Carl and Meg aren't around. They say he's the only
one who ever stood up to him."

Like he was some kind of fucking folk hero. | wanted to scream a her. Wed failed. T.J. had
died, and I'd run like a coward. We were nothing to base a revolution on.

If I'd stayed with Carl, I'd be dead. It was that Smple. Carl would have killed me months ago,
because | couldn't have kept ralling over on my back for him. How long before that happened to Jenny?

| made a decison.

"Jenny, if you want to get out, I'll hep you. I'll find a place for you to go and make sure you get
therein one piece. But you have to warnt it, and you have to figure out what to do next. Before you met
Carl, what did you want? Were you going to school, was there a job you liked, anything? If you want to
get away from Carl, you need to learn to take care of yoursdf. You have to get a job, support yoursdf,
learn to contral the lycanthropy without him looking out for you. Do you understand?’

She thought for a long moment, staring out the window, letting tears fal, wiping them away with
the tissue. Then she shook her head. "But | love him. And | know he loves me, | just know it. HE'S S0
good to me the rest of the time, when he isnt—" She choked on the rest of the sentence. As wdl she
should.

| couldn't blame her, no matter how much | wanted to, because 1'd been in the same place, once
upon atime. What wasiit about guys like Carl that made girls like us throw oursdves at their feet?

Diggnginmy things, | found a business card. "Here's my phone number. Cal me, okay? When
you decide you're ready, cdl me"

She took the card, dutching it in both hands. She seemed alittle dazed, Saring at it like she didn't
quite know what it was. When | stood, so did she. | held the door open for her.

"When Carl smdls me on you, you're going to have to come up with a good explanation. And
held better not find that card.”

She paded alittle, and we went out to the parking lot.

"Do you need a ride somewhere?' | asked.

"No. | think I'll be okay. | just need to think."

"Yegh, you do. Be careful, okay?'

She looked a me. It wasn't a wolf's chdlenging stare. Rather, it was intense and studious. Like
she was trying to guess what 1'd do next—a subordinate watching her leader for a Sgn. She was making
mMe nervous.

"Yourenot a dl like Carl and Meg," she said.

| had to amile. "l think that's the nicest thing anyone's ever said to me”

She walked away, ducking to the back of the building and leaving by the dley.

| started for home, but | only drove a couple of miles before my cdl phone rang. It was Jenny
saying, "Can you come get me?"

Ben was waiting in the living room of the condo, Stting on the sofa, reading a magazine. When |
opened the door, he set the magazine aside and crossed his arms. He was wearing sweats and a T-shirt,
looking ready for bed. Only the living-room lamp was on, and the place seemed dark.

| pulled Jenny in with me and shut the door quickly. Glancing sddong at Ben, she huddled near
the wall, arms crossed, douching.

Ben sad, "Thisis kegping your head low? Avoiding confrontation?"

"What was | supposed to do?' | touched her shoulder, trying to ped her off the wdl. "Jenny, this
isBen. He's one of the good guys.”

"Geg, thanks" Ben muttered wryly.

"Ben, thisis Jenny."

"Hi," he said. She managed a brief amile

"Jenny, you need anything? Will you be okay while | make some cdls?'



She shook her head. "It smdls wrong, it's not like pack in here.”

"Different pack. Different territory.” | hadn't thought of Ben's condo as territory before—this tiny
little pocket of Denver that didn't belong to Carl. | liked the image.

"It'swerd."

"You don't have to gtay." And when she went back to Carl, shed andl like me. Sheld ardl like
adifferent pack, and Carl would know. God knew what he'd do abouit it.

"No, no—I'll say. | need to figure things out."

"That's the spirit. Do you want to see if maybe you can get some deep? Things might look better
inthe morning.”

"You can have the sofa" Ben said, paiting the lesther cushion next to him. "It's a great napping
sofa. I'll get some blankets.”

"That okay?' | asked her.

"It's up to you," she said.

"No, see, that's exactly the kind of thing you have to get over. If you're going to do this, you have
to make some decisions. Otherwise, youll let anyone who happens to come dong wak dl over you.”

She looked away. "Y egh. Okay."

Ben gave her blankets and a pillow, and Jenny curled up on the sofa, hugging a blanket around
her, and fdl adeep in seconds, like this was the firg red, rdaxed deegp sheld had in weeks. Months,
maybe.

We retreated to the bedroom.

Ben sat on the bed and watched me pace back and forth while | talked.

"I shouldn't be doing this. Thisis ridiculous. | can't protect her. | should never have brought her
here

"You redlize you look like an animd in a cage?"

That dways happened when | was nervous. | sat down with a huff.

"The pack's not any of my business. Not anymore. Why am | even getting involved?'

Hislips curled in a hdf grin, like he wasn't convinced by my arguments. Like he was about to say
something snarky. "Y ou've just given a dozen reasons why you shouldn't have brought her here. So why
did you?'

| shrugged. "It fdt like the right thing to do? The wolf side wants to keep her safe” | whined and
squeezed my hands over my head, like | could push some sense into my brain. "Youd think after this
long the wolf sde would stop surprisng me”

"She's like you were, isn't she?"

| wanted to argue. | couldn't possibly have been that bad, that hepless. Honedtly, though, |
remembered. Those early weeks, my firg time meeting the pack, surrounded by wolves, 1'd only wanted
to know what | had to do to keep from getting hurt, from making them angry. I'd been the mogt
submissve onein the room, to keep Carl happy, to make sure he protected me.

"Yegh. And if it weren't for the show and T. J. and leaving, I'd dill be like that. She said that's
why Carl turned her. He wanted someone like that again.”

"Jesus™ For along moment we sat quietly, letting the doom settle over us. Then he said, "I want
you to take the gun. Keep it with you. Well worry about the permit later.”

"Ban—"

"Hell come after you, sooner or later. You have to be able to stop him. And don't just keep it in
the glove box inthe car. Get a purse, carry it with you."

| drew a deep, frustrated breath. "Guns aren't dways the answer.”

"Not aways. Sometimes, they are.” He offered a gdling amile

"Who's the dphawolf here?"

"Dont packs usudly have two dphas?'

He was getting cheeky. | kind of liked it. | squeezed hishand and kissed him. "Thanks. | have to
go make some cdls”



Jenny dept for ten hours. The next day, she had the look of a fugitive—sunken eyes, permanent
frown. But she hdd hersdf alittle straighter, and she wasn't crying.

| knew of a couple of places where lycanthropes lived and didnt have packs. There were
werewolves there who'd look after her. They could hdp her find a job, get her on her feet. I'd waited
until morning to cal them, but | made one call before dawn. | knew & least one vampire who could find a
placein her household for a wayward cub.

I'd developed this network of friends without even redizing it. Ahmed, an amigble old werewolf,
and Alette, a surprisngly humane vampire, in Washington, D.C., both offered to take her in, if | could get
her out there. Ahmed gave me a couple of more names, lycanthropes in Los Angdes and Sesttle who
would help her, if she wanted to go there instead. He said that problems like this came up farly often, but
afew people had found away to ded with it. Battered lycanthrope shelters. Who'd have guessed?

At ladt, here was a problem | could fix. Here was someone | could wdl and truly help. When
Jenny woke up around lunchtime, | presented her with a page full of names and phone numbers.

"Do you want to go to Sesttle, L.A., or Washington, D.C.?"

She looked &t the page warily. "What?'

| tried to sound kind. "If you don't want Carl to be able to get to you, you have to leave town. |
have contacts. The onesin D.C., | know them and trust them. They gave me these other contacts, so
they're good. You can go, and you won't be aone. The people there are friends, they'll help you."

She dtared at the table, and at the glass of orange juice that was dl shed wanted for her late
breakfast. The findity of it must have sounded gartling. | couldn't imagine what was going on in her head,
with so much to think abouit.

"Itswhat | did," | said. "I Ieft. Thingsll be easier— they'll seem clearer when Carl isn't around.”

She swdlowed, and 4ill her voice cracked. "This woman in Washington, the vampire—you sad
she's nice?'

"Yeah, sheis. Maybe alittle snooty, but aren't they al? She likes taking care of people.”

"I think I'd like to go there,” Jenny said. "To stay with her.”

Alette was femde, and wasn't awerewalf. | wasn't surprised Jenny made that choice. "Then welll
getitdl set up. See? It's easy.”

She sniffed, and | was afraid sheéd start crying again. | didn't want her to start crying again. She
was going to get me started. But she amiled, for the firgt time she amiled, athin and shy expression.

"Thanks" she said. "Everything people say about you—Becky said you'd hdp.”

"I'm happy to," | said, and | was. It fdt like winning, and | didn't have to fight anyone, and no one
hed to die.

Over the next few days, we set everything up. In that time, | wouldn't let her leave the condo,
and | wouldn't leave her done. Ben or | stayed with her the whole time. Usudly me. Ben made her
nervous, and | couldn't blame her. | was congtantly looking out the window, checking the streets, jumping
whenever the phone rang. | expected Carl to show up any minute. He didntt.

Ben cleaned a couple of handguns and wore gloves while he loaded them with siver bullets.

| bought Jenny's plane ticket, gave her some extra clothes, and put her on the phone with Alette
S0 the two could get acquainted. Jenny's expresson was condantly numb, amost shocky, like she'dd
survived a disaster. Sheld given hersdf over to strangers and had succumbed to fatdism. For my part, |
wouldn't be happy until she was on the plane and away.

The best | could do was walk her to security. We lingered at the end of the line sneking its way
to the metd detectors and X-ray machines.

"You have my phone number. Cdl meif you need anything, anything &t al. If it doesn't work with
Alette, welll find something else. You have alot of choices, okay? Everything’ll look better when you get
to anew place.”

| wanted her to be happy and excited, but she ill looked terrified. "I've never been this scared.



Not even the firg time | shifted.”

"It's going to be okay."

"But | think | miss Carl. Isthat weird?'

How | could | convince her that she was doing the right thing? "Part of you dways will. | ill do
sometimes” Though the Carl | missed—the strong, protective Carl, the sex, the feding of being
adored—had faded to a very faint shadow. | mosly remembered Carl the dominearing, Carl the angry.
"But you have aright to your own life. You don't belong to him."

She nodded, her expression il uncertain.

"Cdl mewhen you get there, okay?' | said. "Make sure you meet Ahmed. He runs this bar, it's

"I know. Y ou've told me about it ten times now.” She flashed a amile. It made her face light up. |
could see why Carl had zeroed in on her. It just added fud to the fire, though, seeing how completdy
held managed to bury her persondity.

"Yegh. | have to admit, | think I'm kind of jealous. You get to start out on this great adventure.”

"It feds like stepping off a diff."

"Kind of does, doesn't it? You just have to remember your parachute.

We hugged. It was a human gesture, not a wolf one. She had to be able to draw on the human
Sde—the sde that knew she could live without Carl—if she was going to get through this.

| watched her disappear down the escalator leading to the trains that ran to the concourse. You
needed aticket to go any farther. | took that as a consolation. No one who could hurt her knew she was
here. No one could get to her. She was safe now.

"Misson accomplished?' Ben said when | got home.

"Yegh!" He met me at the door, and | folded mysdf in hisarms. "I need ahug." He obliged.

"What's Carl going to do when he finds out?"

| mumbled into Ben's shoulder. "Nothing he can do. Not if he doesn't know she got hdlp. As far
as he's concerned, she judt left. And there's nothing he can do about it."

| dmost wanted to cal hm mysdf and shout the words at him.

Ther€'s nothing you can do about it, you bastard.

chapter 8

Mom had a surgery dae Friday, baring unexpected test results or complications in the
meantime. The doctors were cdling it a "re-excison” and kept saying it was routine, but that was just to
make us fed better. They were dill cutting chunks out of my mom. | wanted to stop it if | could. But there
were no good solutions, any way you looked &t it.

After sending Jenny off, | had a free evening and spent it with Mom, working up the courage to
mention lycanthropy. It was a crazy, supid idea—I couldn't suggest that my own mother take up this life
I'd have to take care of her the way 1'd taken care of Ben when heéld been infected last winter. That had
been hard enough, watching him struggle with the changes to his body, what the pain did to him, knowing
what he was going through and being unable to make it any easier. | couldnt imagine Mom in that
gtuation.

But if it was a choice between going through that and losing her entirdly, it wasn't achoice a dl. |
hed to talk to her about it before the surgery.

We sat at the kitchen table and ate ice cream out of the carton. She'd handed me the spoon as
soon as | waked in the door. "Life is short," she said. "I'm going to be completely decadent this week.
To think, dl those years | was worried about my weight. If I'd known | might loseit dl in a heartbest, 1'd
have eaten more ice cream.”



"Mom, don't tak like that," | said hafheartedly.

She gestured for me to dig into the bucket. Rocky Road. The whole kitchen smdled like rich
chocolate. "I'm entitled to alittle grim humor.”

"It sounds like you're giving up.”

"Oh, no," she said around a mouthful of ice cream. She shook her head. "Not at dl. Trust me, |
won't give up. I've got too many reasons to stick around.” She sounded tough, like an Amazon or a
Vakyrie, with a tone of fight in her voice that she usudly only revealed when she talked about her tennis
matches. | was proud of her. She'd survive this Sheld survive anything. She took another bite and
continued. "Nicky and Jeffy—those are two big reasons right there. | can't wait to see what they're going
to turn into. Can you? And you—don' think that just because Cheryl has kids you're off the hook. I'm
going to stick around and see what your kids are going to turn into.”

| started crying. Couldn't help it. | didn't want to cry; | wanted to be strong. But | did, my face
turned away.

Mom set down her spoon and stared at me, looking shocked. "Kitty? Oh, don't do that. It's too
soon for that." She went and retrieved a box of tissues from the kitchen counter.

| should have told her straight off when it happened. Too late now. | tried to speak, but my throat
hed closed up. The words wouldn't come. | grabbed a whole handful of tissues and tried to pull mysdf
together. Patiently, she waited, gtting across from me on the edge of her seet, like she was redraining
hersdf from coming over and gathering mein her arms. But | wasn't four and this wasn't a skinned knee,
50 she waited. Findly, | got it out.

"It's not that." Not yet, anyway. "l had a miscarriage” Had to get it out dl a once, somehow,
around the blubbering. | wished | could say it without crying. "A couple of weeks ago. | didn't even
know | was pregnant.”

"Oh, honey, I'm sorry."

"I didnt want to say anything, because we were dl worried about you. You were more
important.”

"You should have said something.”

"I know. But—there's more. It's the lycanthropy, the shepe-shifting—itll cause a miscarriage
every time. | can't have kids a dl. And | didn't think I'd care, | didn't think it would meatter, but | do, it
does—"

Then, she came over and put her arms around me. We stayed like that a long time, hugging. She
kept saying, "It's okay, itll be okay." And | marveled that she could even say that, with everything that
hed happened to us.

As much as | might want to turn four years old agan and have my mother take care of me, |
couldn't. And | couldnt keep this up dl night. My eyes hurt. My whole face hurt. | pulled away to grab a
new handful of tissues.

"I jus wanted a normd life" | said, my voice thick. "I aways thought | was going to have a
normd life"

Smiling awise, knowing smile, Mom brushed a wet strand of hair out of my face. "Nobody gets
anormd life Y ou think it's normd, then something like this happens. You find a lump. You get bitten by
something out in the woods. And you think, WWhy me? But the universe says, 'Why not you? And | think
about how very lucky weve dl been. I've been maried to my best friend for thirty-five years. My
beautiful girls are making their way in the world. Most people don't have it this good.”

"So something was bound to come dong and wreck it, isthat what you're saying?"

She shook her head. "It's not wrecked. I'm very lucky to have thislife | think that luck’ll hold for
alittle while longer. | can handle a lump or two. And you—you've hed on this long, Kitty. You've been
through so much. | can't imagine anything keeping you down for long. WEell be fing, were dl going to be
fine"

It was a mantraof pure fath.

She kept on with the ice cream, and | switched to hot cocoa. My insdes needed warming, and
my throat needed mdting.



| couldn't not say it any longer. If | was going to make one reveation tonight, 1 might as wel
make them dll. I'd stopped crying and fdt alittle less wrung-out. | gripped my mug and made a start of it.

"Mom, | have to ask you something. You may not like it, but | have to say it and | want you to
think about it, serioudy, before you blow me off. Lycanthropy—it does something. Like what | told
you—!'ll never get cancer, I'll never get sick. If you were infected, if you were bitten right now—it would
cureyou. It's a trade-off, | know. The lycanthropy, it's hard to ded with. But...it would cure you. You
wouldn't have to go through this surgery.” She could keep her body intect.

She let her gazefdl to the table, to where her hands lay folded over one another. "What exactly
are you sying?'

Asif | hadn't dready spelled it out. "I can cure you. | think | can cure you." It was insane, but it
was dso a shred of hope. That hope burned in me,

"By turning me into a werewalf," she said, her voice goneflat.

"Yes. | haven't redly thought out the mechanics of it, but I'm sure—"

She held her hand in a cadming gesture, and | stopped. "Do you know that this is a cure? Have
you tried it? Do you know anyone who's tried it?"

No, but I didn't want to say that. "I'll have Dr. Shumacher talk to you. The datas dill a little fuzzy
because it was secret for so long, but she has the case files—"

Agan, Mom stopped me.

"The surgery's scheduled for Friday. It's dl settled.”

"You can change your mind. Y ou have afew days to think about it."

For amoment, she looked like she was going to argue. She wore a familiar, pensive expression.
Like | was about to do something stupid and she was going to let me, so I'd learn a lesson. | was trying
to save her, and | was the one who fdt like an idiot.

"Il think about it," she sad findly.

| wanted Mom intact, hedithy, strong. | knew thiswould work. 1 knew it.

"Il come see you Friday. Okay? Cdl meif you need anything." If you want me to do it. If you
change your mind.

"I'd like thet."

"I loveyou." It came out desperate, like I wasn't going to have another chance to tdl her.

"I love you too."

We hugged. She fdt amdl in my embrace. For the firg timeinmy life, she fdt frail.

Dad waked me to my car. We went dowly, enjoying the warm evening.

"How do you think she's holding up?* he said.

| shrugged. "I was about to ask you. | have no idea if she's redly bang that pogtive or just
putting on a brave face."

He chuckled. "Youd think I'd be able to tdl the difference, wouldn't you?'

"Dad, | may have said something that upset her. | think that lycanthropy might cure it. The
cancer, | mean.”

He leaned againgt my car and gazed up the street, not redly looking at anything. "l can't dam to
know too much about it, but thet sounds like a cure that's not a whole lot better then the disease.”

| gazed heavenward. 1 was only trying to hep. "I know, | know. But—if things get bad, if the
doctors can't do anything..."

He shook his head. "We haven't gotten there yet. It's going to be fine. Everything's going to be
fine"

My eyes were dinging then. "Okay. I'll see you later, 'kay?'

We hugged, and he watched me drive away.

On the way home, my cdll phone rang.
"Kitty, it's Tom." Tom was one of vampire Midress Alette's people. Chauffeur, vaet, human
servant—and a grandson many generations down the line. Part of her family in every sense of the word.



"Hey, what's up? Did Jenny get in okay?"

"That'swhy I'm cdling. Her flight came in, but she wasn't on it."

The question had been rote; I'd asked it fully expecting a postive response. No dternative was
possible. My stomach froze.

"What do you mean she wasn't on it?'

"Thearline says she didn't check in at the gate. She never got onto the plane. We can't find her.”

"I walked her to security mysdf. She couldn't have not gotten on that plane. Maybe the airline
mede a migtake."

"I suppose it's possible. Does she have a phone?!

"No, she doesn't. There has to be an explanaion. Maybe | gave you the wrong flight number."

"Il make another pass through the airport. Maybe give Ahmed a cdl.” Ahmed was the closest
thing the D.C. lycanthropes had to a leader. She might have found her way to him. | had to hope
something like that had happened, that shed madeit to D.C. and just missed Tom somehow.

"Il try to find something out on this end." And what happened if she hadn't gotten on the plane?
Why wouldn't she have gotten on the plane? L& me know as soon as you find out anything.”

"Will do." He clicked off.

There had to be a good explanation. | went home and made some phone cdls.

The airline showed that Jenny had been issued a boarding pass, but she hadn't checked in at
boarding. Her seat was empty when the plane took off. Had she maybe Changed flights? Changed time
or destination? The reservation person said thered been no change to her ticket after the boarding pass
had been issued. It was like shed disappeared. | talked to arport security. They said they'd check
survelllance camera footage, to find out what had happened. If someone had come after her. That was
my biggest fear. Somehow, some way, Carl had found out and gotten to her. It wasn't just possible, it
would be easy. But I'd have hoped that Jenny would have enough confidence, enough strength, to
scream if he tried to take her.

| cdled Hardin and tried to report Jenny as missng. But she hadn't been gone long enough.
Unless | had any ideas about where to look for her, or who might have information, the police couldntt
help. "Carl," | said. "Hell know something.” | told her how to find him.

"Il see what | can do," she said, but her tone wasn't encouraging.

I'd been at it for hours, gtting at the kitchen table with a phone book, trying to think of more
people to cdl. Ben camein, dressed for bed.

"Kitty. Stop. Ther€'s nothing e'se you can do."

"There has to be"

"You can get some deep.”

"No, she's out there, she'sin trouble.”

"Maybe—maybe she changed her mind" | stared a him, bleary-eyed. He sghed. "Maybe she
decided not to go to D.C. Maybe she found another way out and thought it was better if no one knew
where she was going.”

Maybe. It was possible. "Do you redly believe that?'

He gave afadidic srug. "l don't know. But there's nathing | can do about it.”

"Youre not even trying." | rubbed my forehead. He was right, | should get some deep. Go to
bed at least. Didnt think 1'd be able to deep.

He touched my shoulder. It was meant to be a comforting gesture, but | was o tense, | flinched.
He took a step back, hand raised defensvely.

"You okay?' he said.

"I just want to keep trying. There has to be something ese | can do.”

Ben garted to say something, but turned and went back to the room instead.

| joined him an hour or so later, findly putting the phone away, shutting out the lights. Giving up.
"Ben?'



He didnt react. Already adeep, his bresthing was deep and steady. | dimbed into bed next to
him, secretly hoping he would wake up and hold me. But he didntt.

When | arived a& KNOB the next day, | had a vistor wating in the lobby for me.

| walked through the door, and she stood up from a lobby chair, crossed her arms, and regarded
me with an irritated frown. She wore rumpled dacks and a jacket, with a blouse open a the collar.
Well-worn business wesar. A redl working woman. Her dark hair was pulled into a short ponytail.

"Detective Hardin," | said, unable to sound happy about seeing her. "Hi."

"Nice to see you, t00," she said wryly. "Why didn't you tdl me you were back in town?"

"I've been trying to keep my head down.”

"Not doing a very good job."

"Tel me about it," | muttered under my breath. "Had any luck with your robbers?’

"Not yet. I've had to put thet aside for now. Ancther case has come up. I'd like you to look at
something." She pulled an attaché case off the chair.

"It's not autopsy photos, isit? Because I'm not redly in the mood for autopsy photos.”

I'd meant it as ajoke. In our last set of encounters, Hardin kept asking me to look at bodies and
tdl her if awerewolf had ripped open thar torsos and torn them to pieces.

But her expression didn't change. She frowned, expectant and impatient. "Crime scene photos.
Homicide"

Damn.

"Is there someplace we can talk in private?" she finished.

"Do | haveto?' | dmogt whined.

At leagt her amile was sympathetic. "I'll owe you a favor. Never underestimate the power of a
cop owing you favors."

Fine. Whatever. "Updairs conference room."

| led the way, surreptitioudy glancing over my shoulder & her. | could fed her dudying me, as a
prickling up and down my spine. | made the trip as short as | could, and she got right to work, pulling a
hendful of five-by-seven photos from her case and spreading them on the table. Ten of them lined up.

Each one showed a face, some of them merdly spattered with blood, some of them drenched, so
that their hair was red and plastered to their skin. Some of them showed dashes across cheeks and
throats—claw marks. A couple had jagged wounds, pieces of flesh torn and hanging. Teeth marks. All of
them had their eyes closed. My gut twisted.

"Wegot a911 cdl a around 3:00 am. from a warehouse south of downtown," Detective Hardin
explaned. "Thisis what we found when we got there. We traced the 911 cdl to a mobile phone dropped
just ingde the building. It might have belonged to one of the victims. We couldn't get prints off it. All the
vidims were indde. All of them showed 3gns of struggle, like thered been a fight. A redly nasty fight—
no wespons, dl hand-to-hand. Or daw and fang to hand. All ten victims tested postive for lycanthropy.
Do you know any of these people? Can you identify them?"

These were Rick's lycanthropes. Despite the blood, | recognized them. No Sgn of the confident
pack he'd gathered looked out a me now. | touched the pictures, lining them up.

"We ds0 found three sets of what might so be remains, but there's not much there. Some ashes.
| think they might have been vampires. Theré's no way to ID them.”

Only seven of these were Rick's. Two others were wolves from Carl's pack. Tough guys who
didnt mind fights. Both had been wolves for over a decade. One of them worked as a bouncer in
Denver. Now they were dead.

The tenth photo was Jenny. Her throat had been torn out. | couldn't see her neck, only a pulped
mess. She was wearing the shirt sheld had on yesterday. Blond hair made a tangled, bloody frame
around her. Her face was only speckled with blood and seemed incongruoudy relaxed, dmaost peaceful.
Sheld found another way to escape.

"You do know them," Hardin said.



I'd lifted Jenny's photo and couldn't turn away from it. | couldn't fed what my face was doing,
what expresson Hardin saw on me. | only knew that | couldnt talk. My throat had shut tight, my voice
hed died.

"Kitty?" the detective prompted.

"She wasn't supposed to be here" | said, forcing it out. The effort made my voice taut to the
bresking point. "She was supposed to be on an arplane. She's the one | told you about lagt night.” She
was supposed to be free now.

Gently, Hardin drew the photo from my hand and put it back with the others. "That on€e's odd.
Her time of death came about seven hours earlier than the others. Her body was I€ft there. She didn't die
with them.”

No, Carl had killed her before and then dumped her with the rest. | had to assume it was Carl.
He might have had help with the rest, but held killed Jenny dl by himsdf. But how had he found her?
How had she let him find her? How had he stolen her past airport security?

Theimplication of the rest of the photos only settled on me dowly, the shock wave after the initid
blagt of seeing Jenny dead: Rick's coup had failed. One of those piles of ash might be him. | had no way
of knowing if held died. | might never know. Seven lycanthropes, three vampires— that was amost
everyone.

"Arethey dl wolves?' I'd never seen Rick's henchman Dack as a human. | couldn't know if one
of these was him. "Was there any other kind of lycanthrope?’

"Thetests aren't that good. | can tdl you lycanthrope or not. Not which flavor. Yet."

"What happened?’ | said softly, though | could aready guess. | aready knew.

"These seven died from wounds inflicted by other lycanthropes. They practicdly had their hearts
ripped out." She grouped five of the photos together, the ones with the worst of the blood and mess. A
lycanthrope could survive alot of damage, but not that. "These three, the bites are smdler, human-szed,
and the victims died of blood loss. Vampire, | assume. | have to make some cdls to verify that. What |
don't know: Were they part of the same pack, or were they from two different packs having a conflict?
Do vampires ever get involved in this sort of thing? What can you tdl me about this?'

This wasn't just about the vampire and werewolf territories anymore; a third one had gotten
involved: the law enforcement jurisdiction. How would she trest this sort of thing going on in her territory?
| didn't want her involved. She and her people couldn't handle it. Unless she could, of course. She was
open-minded about this. She had educated hersdf. She had slver bullets.

Maybe | didn't want to see what would happen if she took on this mess and was able to handle
it.

"Detective, if | tdl you, you have to promise to stay out of it. To keep your people out of it."

" can't promise thet," she said, sheking her head, dearly offended. "I've got murder victims, I've
got higher-ups breaething down my neck. What am | supposed to tdl them? The werewolves are just
getting alittle fagty?"

"Thisignt like anything you've ever dedlt with before. Y ou have to beieve me” What could | tdl
her that would convince her to back off? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. That was what made her a good
cop.

| didn't want the cops involved. This whole thing would turn into us againgt them againg them. |
didn't want another front to worry about. | didn't want Arturo to decide that Hardin was arivd as wall. |
didn't want him to put her in danger.

"Kitty, | want to understand this. | need your help if I'm going to understand it."

Then again, maybe she would be on my sde. Maybe she could hdp me find out what had
happened to Rick. Maybe she had the solution: throw them dl injail.

| wanted to run. | had this sudden, overriding indinct to just run.

"Therédsawar on," | said.

A besat. "You're kidding."

"No, I'm not. It's over territory, over who gets to cdl themselves the Magter vampire of the city.”

"Denver has a Master vampire," she sad flatly, disbdieving. Why didn't anyone think Denver was



important enough for a Master vampire? Inferiority complex?

"Yeah. But it could dl be over now." They were dl dead. We were dl dead...| grouped the
photos Rick's seven, Carl's two, and Jenny, off by hersdf. "These...they were working for the
chdlenger's faction. These two are locd. Jenny shouldn't have been there a dl. | can't explainit.”

"The lycanthropes work for the vampires?'

"Sometimes, yeah."

"Which faction do you belong to?"

| shook my head in vehement denid. "I'm staying out of it. | tried to stay out of it." 1'd only sided
with Jenny.

"They were strangers in town," Hardin said. "So this chalenger brought them in to confront the
locd Master and local wolves, who fought back."

"That'sright." Hardin was sharp.

"Then dl | have to do is go to this Master vampire and charge him with ingigeting a dozen
murders”

| dmogt laughed, but my voice turned rough. "Do you redly think it'd be that easy? Look what he
did to them." What held do to me, if he found me...And Ben. Had they found Ben? | had to cdl Ben.
We had to get out of here. "You don't know whet they're like, what 1've seen them do—"

"Kitty, let me ask you a couple of questions. Just yes or no. Dont try to explain it to me. Okay?"

"Uh...yes?"

"Magter vampires—if | understand the concept correctly, they dam certain cities as ther
territories. They have or create flunkies, other vampires, sometimes human servants, to do ther bidding.
Is that right?’

"y es"

"And if another vampire—with his own flunkies— moves into the city and wants to become
Master of it, they fight. Thiswar you're talking about."

| nodded.

"Right. You know what I'm going to do? I'm going to treat this like any other gang operdting in
my jurisdiction. Thisis gang-related violence. And if there's agang war going on on my turf, I'm going to
crack down. And you can pass that dong to any vampires you happen to chat with, okay?'

| nodded. | loved Detective Hardin, redly | did. She was an awesome, kick-ass woman cop.
Didn't take any crap, didn't put up with any nonsense. | didn't want to end up on her bad side.

"Gredt. I'm glad we've had thislittle chat. Y ou have my number in case you have any other bits of
enlightenment for me?'

"y es"

"Good. Because | don't care what they are, or who they think they're Master of, nobody gets
away with thisin my city."

She gathered her photos and left. 1'd hdf expected to be arrested, to be questioned about how
much | knew— to be forced to lead them to Arturo a gunpoint. | knew where he kept hislair.

But she let me go because she was going to tall me. She was going to have people watch to see
who | talked to, who tried to contact me, and they'd follow those threads until they had someone they
could charge.

| dmogt ran after her and begged to be taken into protective custody. Surdy no one could get to
meif | was locked in ajal cdl. But then I'd have no place to run.

| caled Ben on my way home. Every ring he didn't pick up terrified me. | was too late. They'd
gotten him, Carl had tracked us and | was next—

"Yesh?' Ben findly answered.

| sumbled over the wordsinmy hurry to speak. "Ben, we have to get out of town. We have to
leave right now, we can't stay, we—"

"Kitty, whoa. Sow down. What happened?’



"She's dead. | don't know how Carl got to her but he did, and Hardin showed up at work with
the photos and helll know we helped her. He's probably looking for usright now.”

He didn't have to ask who was dead. "But you took her to the airport. How did he get to her?
How did he get her away from there to kill her?’

"I don't know! It doesn't matter now. It'sdl over."

"Where are you?'

"On my way home."

"WEell talk when you get here. Stay cdm, okay? Keep it together.”

Hed picked up my catchphrase, the thing | told mysdf when Wolf came too close to the surface,
when her ingtincts started to override reason.

| nodded, which wouldn't reassure him on the other end of the phone. "Okay. I'll be okay." No, |
wouldnt.

"Il see you soon.”

"Okay," | said, and we both hung up.

Nobody tried to kill me between the parking lot and the door of Ben's condo. It seemed like a
miracle

He was gtting on the sofa, waiting for me, looking far too cam. | wanted him to have guns on the
coffee table. We had to circdle the wagons, defend the Alamo.

We regarded each other in a moment that fet anti-climactic. Where was the panic? The hyseria?

He said, very cadmly, "What happened?’

| heaved a frustrated Sgh. "There's no time, I'll explain while we drive. We have to leave now."

| went to the bedroom, found a duffd bag, and started shoving clothes into it. | didn't care what
clothes—a handful of underwear, some shirts, some jeans. Pack it up, jump in the car, and go.

"What are you doing?' Ben said softly, patiently, like a parent with a kid throwing a temper
tantrum. Waiting me oui.

"Leaving. Rick made hismove and lost. He's probably dead. Jenny is dead, | couldn't save her,
Carl got to her somehow. And héll kill me, and you, and there's nathing we can do.”

"Kitty—it's not your fault Carl got to her. You tried. You did what you could.”

"I can't fight him. | can't even ingtigate alittle avil disobedience.”

Closzt to bed, afew more clothes. Couldn't get the zipper closed, so | pulled something out and
threw it asde. Had to get my toothbrush in there.

"Youd leave while your mom's sick? Abandon her too?’

Sheld undergtand. If | explained that saying here was going to get me killed, shed want me to
leave. | didn't answer. | turned my back to him, moving to grab my bag.

Hetried again. "What if there was away to stand up to them without fighting. There's got to be a
way to compromise—"

"That's the lawyer in you talking. These people don't understand law, or compromise, or taking.
There's no plea bargains here. It's dl violence and hate” My throat was tight, my voice thick. "You don't
know what they're like, you don't know, you haven't seen the worst of it, I've tried to keep you safe from
that and here | am dragging you into it—"

"Don't worry about me. | can look out for mysdf.”

"No, Ben, you can't! You don't understand, you havent seen wha he's like, wha he can do.
You think dl werewolves are like me, but they're not, most of them are fucking insane—"

"Like you? Like me?'

He was being far too rationd. "You know what | mean.”

"All' 1 know is you're garting to amdl more like awolf than a human and if you don't St down and
pul it together you're going to lose it.”

Didn't have time for that. Thiswas atime to let Wolf's ingincts guide me. We were in an enemy's
territory, we couldn't fight, so there was only one thing to do. | had to make him understand that. "Come
with me, Ben. You haveto."

He hegtated, and | could see the wheds working in his mind, as he edited his own speech.



Thought of one thing to say, then rgjected it.

"I'm gaying," he sad findly. "Do whatever the hdl you want, but I'm not running.” He walked out
of the room.

Funny thing was, that pause gave me a chance to catch my breath, and to redize tha he was
right. That had been the Wolf freaking out, and she was right on the surface, blurring my vison. | wasn't
thinking straight.

| sat on the bed and stuck my head between my knees, drawing in long breaths. Keeping it
together.

| caled after him, hating how plaintive my voice sounded. | didn't want to have to beg. "Ben, we
can't ay here. They'l kill us"

He reappeared in the doorway, not looking any more amenable or sympathetic. We might
manage our own little avil war right here.

"No, they wont," he said. "You say | haven't seen the worst of it, but you don't know anything
about what | have or haven't seen. And | can take care of mysdf, no maiter what your apha attitude
says about it. Weve got weagpons. If we make a stand, they'll leave us adone. I'm willing to make that
gand even if you're not. Thisis where | live. I'm not going to go running away to Pueblo just because
you're chicken and you've got your tal between your legs. And | hate that that isnt just a metaphor
anymore." He ran his hands through his hair. He was breathing hard, and smdled a little more walf than
humen.

| wasn't keeping it together. | wasn't ligening to reason. The pack of two was breaking up. No, it
wasn't, thiswas just a pause, a hiccup.

"Arewe a pack or not?' | said.

Softly, he said, "'l don't know."

It was something of an epiphany, that the inginct to run was stronger than the need to stay with
him. To defend him. As he said, he could look out for himsdf. He had guns on hisside.

Bag over my shoulder, | stalked out.

chapter 9

| drove south. 1'd done this before. Run away, abandoning my family, KNOB, everything. | had
to ask mysdf: What was so important, what was so traumatic, that it was worth giving up dl that?

Nothing, came the obvious answer, clear as abel. Nothing was worth giving up dl that. In those
terms, facing Carl was agmdl price to pay to keep my life. Either way, | risked losng everything.

Maybe that was why | found mysdf turning off the interstate at Highway 50, going west toward
Canon City. | went to the prison, went through their security routine, and waited in that stark, stinking
room for Cormac to emerge. | didn't bother trying to be cheerful, not thistime.

| didn't have anyone ese to tak to.

Clad in his orange jumpsuit, his expresson neutrd, he sat and picked up the intercom phone.
Bdaedly, | did the same. Even then, we only stared at each other for a long moment. He was clean,
hedthy-looking, his hair and mustache freshly trimmed. He looked rested, even. This was what keeping
out of trouble did for him.

"Hi," | said.

"I wasn't expecting you," he said. "What's wrong?'

| dmost laughed. My firg impulse was to deny that anything was wrong, but that would have
been araging lie. | glanced away, wondering how bad | redly looked.

"Isit that obvious?'

"Yesh," he said.



"Every time we come to vist, Ben makes a big deal about being upbeat. We have to be cheerful,
to help keep your spirits up. But | redly need to tak."

"Don't worry about me. Tak, if you need to."

" don't know where to gart.”

"Ben told me about the miscarriage. I'm sorry.”

For a flash, | was angry a Ben for saying anything. But | guess he had to tdl someone, and
Cormac was his friend. Truth be told, Cormac's satement had startied me. That a remorseless killer like
hm was capable of tha kind of sengtivity, to even register what something like that might do to me. |
knew I'd done the right thing, coming here to tak to him. He was my friend, too, even consdering the
killer part.

"Thanks But that isnt the worst of it," | said. "My mom isredly sick. And the Stuation in Denver
just exploded. | tried to stay out of it, honest | did—"

Cormac ducked hisface to hide a grin.

"Hey, don't laugh."

"Kitty, when have you ever been able to stay out of anything?'

| glared. "You should have met me back when | was quiet and unassuming. | used to be a nice
gr.”

Cormeac had the good grace not to respond to that. "Tdl me the Stuation.”

| did, my voice hushed, not sure who might be ligening in, not sure if what | was saying would
even make sense to someone ligening in. The description sounded like a war, a nasty guerilla war where
both sdes occupied the same territory and no clear lines of engagement existed. Attacks came a any
moment, treachery was the norm, and both sides fought with their own sense of righteousness.

"I wish you could come to the rescue this time" | said, amiling weekly. "I don't know what to
do."

"You have two choices Y ou leave Denver. Or you fight to win."

"We can't win, they're too strong. I've dready left—"

"And how long before you go back the next time? Y ou won't stay away. That's why you need to
win. So you don't have to keep running. And Ben won't leave, SO you need to go back and cover his
ass”

| leaned my head on my hand. He wasn't tdling me anything | didn't dready know. | just had to
hear it. And it wasn't anything Ben hadn't dready said. But | expected to hear it from Cormac. Cormac
was the one who talked like that. | dill had this attitude that | was supposed to be protecting Ben. Maybe
| should have listened to him.

"Right, fine, okay. But | don't know how to fight awar."

"Then don't fight one. Not sraight out, not like this Rick guy's been doing. Y ou're going to have
to do this down and dirty. Draw them out. Split them up. Get them looking over their shoulders at every
little shadow, then movein to clean up. | could do the whole thing mysdf with enough planning.”

"l don't think | have alot of time for this"

"Then youll have to move fast."

Carl was only as srong as the whole pack. And the pack was wesak, at least according to Rick. |
couldn't gauge Arturo's rdationship with hisfollowers as easily. Rick had tried to catch Arturo off guard.
But held dso wanted to go after them in a draght fight, amy to amy. We couldn't do that. We had to
use our strengths as outsiders. Not dependent on the system. Not invested in the syslem. We couldn't go
inand replace Carl and Arturo. We had to bust up the whole deal and start from scratch.

Asuming Rick was dead, 1'd have to go after Arturo mysdlf. Or convince him that Denver was
better off with mein charge of the werewolves. Compromise with Arturo? Maybe | could do it.

Cormac continued. "Remember, you're hunting predators. With them, it's dl about territory. You
take their territory, you take their power. When you draw them out, you can't leave them standing. Are
you ready to do that?"'

| nodded quickly, not wanting to think about that part just yet. "Rick tried it and falled. They got
hm a his base. He didn't have a chance to bring the fight to them.”



"Then he's got a leek,” Cormac said. "Someone fed the bad guys his plans, and they knew
exactly where and when to find him."

That was so ample | dmog cried. But dl Rick's people were handpicked, Rick wouldn't have
brought them in if he couldn't trust them. Maybe there was a spy on the outsde. Someone who could
move fredly, collect information without anyone redizing she was doing it. Mercedes Cook?

In spite of mysdlf, | was garting to make a plan.

Cormac spoke softly, adding to the clandegtine fed of the conversation. "Youll have to keep this
quiet. Avoid the cops. They just mess everything up." Cormac would know al about that. He'd saved me
and five others by shooting dead the creature thet threatened us. But when it was dl over, the police only
saw a dead woman and Cormac danding over her with a amoking rifle.

| winced. "The cops are dready involved. Y ou remember Detective Hardin?'

"Shit" Make that ayes.

"But dill..." The wheds were turning. | had to think about what advantages | had and how |
could use them. "She wants to tregat this as a gang war. She wants these guys as badly as | do. If | can
use her to do some of the dirty work"— like, shooting people—"thetll leave mein the clear.”

"That's atricky gamble to make."

"Yesh." But | could make it work. | started to think | could make it work.

"Do you dill have the Jeep?' Cormac said. "Does Ben have it?'

"Yegh, it's a hismom's place.”

"Go get it. Pop the hood. On the indde edge, on the I€ft, there's one of those magnetic boxes for
gspare keys. The key init isfor a storage unit at a place on 287, south of Longmont. Ben knows where.”

"Storage unit—storing whet?"

"Suff you might be able to use.”

"Cormac—"

"I'd goin and clean up the town mysdf if | could. But | can't, so | want to make sure you have
the tools for it."

Cormac had his own persond armory in a rented storage locker. He never ceased to amaze me.

"Ben took me to arange. Taught me to shoot.”

"Good," he said.

"l don't want to be a part of thiskind of life" | said.

"Sometimes you don't have a choice," he said. "When you're the only one around who can make
adstand, you don't have a choice. Not if you want to be able to deep at night."

| wasn't thinking of doing this because | wanted to, or because | thought it'd be fun. | was doing
thisfor Jenny, for Ben, for mysdf, to keep those of usleft dive safe. | was doing thisfor T. J. It was what
held have done.

Cormac was much better suited for aworld where wars happened.

"Can you deep a night, Cormac?"'

"Mog of the time. When I'm not thinking about you." He grimaced. "I shouldnt have said that.
Sorry."

"No," | said softly. "I'm sorry."

His voice was low, drawn from a dark place. "Sometimes, | wonder what would have happened
if I'd shot him. After he was hitten. If I'd killed him like he wanted me to. And then, whet if | came to see
you. To tdl you what happened. You'd be dl sympathetic. You'd tdl me how sorry you were, youd start
crying, I'd hold you, and then—"

"Cormac, stop. Stop it. You don't actudly wish..." | couldn't even say it. Cormac and Ben were
like brothers, he couldn’t wish Ben dead.

"No," he said. "Only sometimes.”

"That's psychatic.”

"'Sociopathic' is what the prison psychologist wrote down.”

"Geez, Cormac—"

"No, never mind. It's dl just thinking." He glanced away, hiding his expression. "I don't think it



would have worked out. At the end of the day....it just wouldn't.”

That little mischievous bit of my brain reared her catty head. | narrowed my gaze and said, "Bt it
might have been fun finding out.”

"Yeah," he sad, amiling.

For this moment at least, and maybe for a few future ones, things were dl right between us. I'd
come to him for help, and held given it, and we'd made afew confessons and cracked afew jokes in the
meantime. Jugt like friends are supposed to.

He said, "You look after yoursdlf. Look after Ben. Remember, you're hunting predators. It's
different from deer and rabbits. Predators get angry, not scared. Y ou know that."

Then the vigt was over. The guard led hm away, and | fled the prison.

Back on the road, | hit the interstate and headed north, back to Denver.

As | drove, the firg thing | did was cdl Detective Hardin. She owed me a favor, and if this
worked right, she wouldn't even know she was paying me back.

"Itsme" | said when she answered her phone.

"Please tdl me you've got something for me”"

"l do, but you're not going to like it" Or even beieve it, for that matter. But Hardin had
demonstrated a great capacity for beieving the unbdievable.

"I rardly do," she said.

"Mercedes Cook. You heard about her, right?"

"The singer. You had her on your show aweek or so ago, announced that she was avampire.”

"She'sin the middle of it. She's not the Master or the chdlenger, but she's been egging them both
on. You might not want to confront her directly. Vampires can be kind of manipulaive.

"Il keep that in mind. Is she dill in town? Do you know where she's gaying?'

"She was daying a the Brown Pdace. | don't know if she's ill there. She's in the middle of a
concert tour, so she should be pretty easy to find wherever sheis”

"Thanks. | knew if | gave you a day to think about it, you'd come around.”

"Yesh," | sad. "Tha's exactly what happened.”

It was suppertime when | got back to Ben's place. | hadn't looked a my wetch in hours. I'd
spent the whole drive back thinking. Planning.

No palice cars waited in the parking lot, no crime scene tape wrapped the building. If Carl and
Arturo had moved againg us—or rather moved againg Ben since I'd abandoned him—it hadn't been
here.

Maybe, 1 hoped, they hadn't known where to find Ben. And if | was redly lucky, Ben hadn't
gone looking for them. | went in, dmost expecting the place to be trashed, with 9gns of a massve
gruggle, and Ben dead, torn to bits dl over the living room. If | had found that, | would have taken the
gunwith its Siver bullets and gone after Carl mysdf. It wouldn't have mattered if Meg and the rest of the
pack daughtered me after, aslong as | was able to shoot him firdt. | braced mysdf for what | would have
to doif | found Ben dead.

But the condo was fine. Ben was at the dining-room table, egting some sort of carryout food
draight from the carton. He didn't seem particularly surprised to see me.

In fact, he glanced at his watch. Humorlesdy, he said, "Back aready? It hasn't even been twelve
hours. | figured it'd take at least twenty-four to grow your spine back."

Ben was peafectly dl right. Why had | even worried? But there was a semiautomatic pistol Stting
on the table next to him.

| didn't look, didn't say aword. Didn't even stop. | did not need that kind of crap right now.

| went gtraight back to the bedroom and looked for the pair of jeans I'd been wearing the last
time | saw Rick, when he gave me that phone number that 1'd shoved in my pocket. If | was lucky, it
hadn't gone through the wash yet.

As it happened, I'd put the jeans in the duffd bag I'd taken on my short-lived retrest |1 should



have done thisfirg thing, right after Hardin's visit, before ever leaving town. Rick was probably dead, but
| had to try. Maybe held escaped.

It was twilight; the sun had set. | dided, and the phone rang, and rang. The certainty that Rick
hed been one of those piles of vampiric remains that Hardin had found settled on me, the weight of doom
denchinginmy gut. | wasn't surprised, but | was sad.

Then, the phone clicked on. "Yes?'

It was Rick.

"Ohmy God, youre divel"

"S0 to speak. Kitty—are you dl right?'

| didn't know. | didn't want to tak about me. "Detective Hardin came to see me this morning.
She had pictures from the warehouse. Arturo and Carl hit your place, didn't they? What happened?'

“They surprised us" he said smply. | could imagine him shrugging. "It was a daughter. A few of
us were able to escape—Dack dragged me out of there himsdf. Charlie and Vidlet made it out.
Impeccable surviva indinctsin those two. But...that's dl. All I've been able to contact.”

"Hardin has ten dead lycanthropes and three dead vampires™”

"Damn," he whispered. "That's everyone. And some of theirs”

"Rick, have you conddered that someone gave Arturo your locaion and the timing of your
attack?"

"Of course | have™" he said. "Mercedes maybe. Or one of Arturo's people followed us. | wasn't
careful enough. Obvioudy." He sounded anguished.

"We have to talk. Where can we mest?'

After a pause, he said, "It's too late for that, Kitty. It's over. | made my move and logt.”

| wasn't going to let him get away with that. "And what now? You run away? Like | did? |
thought you were doing this out of a sense of righteousness, not for power. You dont want Arturo
running this town.”

"The cost has dready been too high."

"Rick. Please. Just talk to me, face-to-face."

"Wha made you change your mind?'

"Hardin has ten dead lycanthropes. Only seven of them were yours. Two were Carl's. The tenth
was mine”

"Oh, no. Ben—"

"Ben'sfine This was someone d<e. I'll explain later. Tdl me where and when.”

He gave me the name of a bar on Colfax. Thetime midnight.

As| ended the cdl, | looked up to find Ben standing in the doorway. "Do you want me to go
with you?"

"Only if you want to," | said. | wouldn't look at him.

"l want to."

"Okay. | have another errand to run before then. Il come back to pick you up." | was dready
headed for the door. | had to keep moving, Ietting the adrendine push me forward. Otherwise, I'd mdt.

But | managed to turn to him before | left and said, "Thanks"

Next, | wanted to find out what happened to Jenny. Why had she Ieft the arport when she was
just an hour away from being free forever? Then how had Carl found her, and why had he seen her as
enough of an enemy to tear her throat out?

| used to be part of that pack. | expected that | dill knew mogt of its members, and that | il
knew how to find afew of them. But | couldn't be sure of trusting any of them. That approaching any of
them wouldn't get Carl on my tail.

Before | left, | checked the glove box. Yes, Ben's gun with its Slver bullets was dill there. Ben
was S0 utterly practica, and | was ill mad at him. | dammed closed the glove box and hoped | wouldn't
need the gun, thereby proving him right again.



| knew Shaun from my days in the pack. He kept to himsdf mogtly, and that was why | looked
for im fird. Like most werewolves, he was part of a pack for safety, for the protection of numbers, the
reassurance of a regular territory to run in on full moon nights. He didn't make trouble, he paid proper
respect to the dphas, and thereby maintained an equilibrium. He wasn't one of the ones so blindingly
loyd to Carl that hed fight and die for him. | was counting on that—and counting that | could run fast
enough if I'd judged wrong.

Conversdy, | had to hope that even though he was a loner, he knew enough about the pack to
tdl me what had happened to Jenny.

Back in the old days—only a year ago, | had to remind mysdf that 1'd left the pack less than a
year ago—Shaun had worked a a trendy bar and café in Lodo, near the basebadl stadium, as a cook,
usudly during the late shift. Funny, how many lycanthropes liked working late. Firs, | caled to ask if he
was dill working there. He was, and in fact had been promoted to the head of his shift. The guy had
some amhition, it seemed. | showed up at the place alittle after the evening rush and made my way to the
back entrance. An open doorway in the back dley led to a clean, white work area and kitchen. A
busboy dropped a bag of trash in a nearby dumpster, and voices, ratling dishes, and the sound of
Soraying water drifted out, a counterpoint to the sounds of traffic nearby. The smdl of rich food and
wonderful spices overpowered the city amdls entirdy, wafting out on the hot ar sailling from the kitchen.
The comforting scent made me amile.

"Hey," | cdled to the kid as he turned to go back indde.

"Yeeh?' He was surly, wary, bent on his task, and probably not used to seeing blond chicks
wandering out back.

"Can you tdl Shaun someone's out here to talk to him?*

"He know you?'

"Tdl him it's Kitty." | decided to be honest. If Shaun didn't want to come talk to me, I'd march
ingde and talk to him instead.

The bushoy nodded and went back in, leaving me to scuff my sneakers on the asphdt for severd
minutes | didn't want to go in there. I'd prefer doing this outside, in the open. Neutrd territory—plenty of
€scape routes.

| shouldn't be doing this. Leaving town was a perfectly viable option.

A young man of average height and solid build appeared in the doorway, leaning on the jamb,
ams crossed, shoulders hunched. The watchful, defensive posture suggested he wasn't going to start a
fight—but he wasn't going to give ground, ether. He had short, dark hair, and coffee-and-cream skin,
wore a chef's white smock over his shirt and jeans, and had the wild, fur-under-the-skin scent of a
lycanthrope. Someone who didn't know what to look for would never seeitinhim.

"Hi, Shaun,” | said, hoping | sounded friendly and non-threatening. "How are you?"

"Wha are you doing here?' he said by way of gregting. Didn't bother trying to sound friendly,
and | couldn't blame him.

"Tdl me about Jenny."

Shaking his head, Shaun looked away. "I can't talk to you. Carl is pissed off. I've never seen him
as pissed off asheisat you." And that was saying something. A lot of things pissed Carl off.

"Not as pissed off as he'sgoing to be," | said, donning aterrible sweet smile.

Shaun had pulled himsdf from the doorway and started to wak back insde, but my words
stopped him. Sowly, he looked back over his shoulder. His body was taut with fear, uncertainty—the
gdiff shoulders, the clenched fists. Ready to run, ready to fight if cornered. | recognized the stance
because I'd fdt it mysdf so many times. He studied me, his dark eyes shining.

"Youre going to doit," he said. ™Y ou're going to take him down.”

Not "you're going to chdlenge him," or "you're going to try to take im." He said "you are." Like
he believed | could. That sent a charge through me, a brush of static that made my hair rise. He thought |
was stronger—maybe | could get him to side with me. Maybe.

"Right now, | jus want to know wha happened to Jenny. | put her on a plane. She was
supposed to be on a plane and away from Carl. How did he get to her?"



His stance changed. Some of the caution dipped, replaced by...something. | couldn't read the
new tenson tha creased his features. Could it be grief? | waited for him to collect himsdif.

When hefindly spoke, his voice was soft and hestant.

"She cdled him from the waiting area. | think she chickened out. She talked a lot about getting
away, when he wasn't around. But it was like taking about winning the lottery. Nobody believes it, you
don't believe it yoursdlf. Then sheld turn around in the same bresth and say how much she loved him.
How she wouldn't want to hurt him. Like it didn't matter how much he hurt her." His expression turned
bitter. "When she disappeared, | was happy. | thought she'd redly done it, gotten away from him, left
town. | didnt care how, | didnt care where, just that she was away. But she caled him, and Carl talked
her out of it. Pulled out dl that 'we're a pack, we're family, | need you' shit. He dill had a hold on her. |
cant redly blame her—it's hard walking away. Y ou know that."

| shook my head. "It isnt hard. The hard part is knowing that if 1'd done it sooner, T. J. might ill
be dive"

"Yesh"

"She cdled him. He picked her up a the airport. He took her—where? To their house?' Meg
and Carl had a house west of town, againg the foothills, with easy access to wilderness for running on full
moon nights.

"They didn't get that far," Shaun said. Quickly he added, "I wasn't there. | heard about it later. I'd
have tried to stop himif 1'd been there. But I've been saying away from him. He's wrapped up in some
of Arturo's shit right now, and | don't want to have anything to do with that.”

"There were some other lycanthropesintown,” | said. "Strangers. Carl sent the pack after them.
He left Jenny with the rest of the bodies. He must have picked her up at the airport knowing he was
going to kill her."

"You know hm aswel as| do. You tdl me"

"You knew what hed do, and you didn't even try to stop him."

"What did you expect meto do?' he shouted.

| didn't flinch, because his anger wasn't directed at me. Not that it mattered, because | was angry
enough at mysdf. I'd been so0 close. Sheld been so close. How could she have waited by the curb, how
could she have gotten into his car, knowing him the way she must have known him? Knowing that he
wouldnt not hurt her, at the very least? Knowing that he was capable of killing her.

| blamed it on the stupid security rules that meant | couldnt wak her to the arplane without
buying a ticket mysdf. | should have known that it wasn't enough to see her wak through that metd
detector. | shouldn't have breathed that dgh of rdief until 1'd gotten Alette's cal that she'd arrived safdly.
Why was | so goddamned trusting! | could imegine what Carl had said to her: You need me, | can take
care of you, you're just a pup, you're too weak to be on your own, let me come get you, I'll save
you from yourself. HeEd have worn her down until there was nothing left. No confidence, no
purpose—no sdf.

And part of her loved him despite everything. Of course shed cdl him. Of course shed dart to
doubt, without someone tdling her everything she had to gan by leaving him. | leaned againg the
soot-stained brick wadl of the adley, wiped my eyes, and sniffed back tears. It didn't help. | fdt battered
and exhausted.

"At least you tried,” Shaun said. "It's more than anyone dse did." He glanced away—hbearing his
own part of the shame.

"You couldn't stand up to Carl any more than she could,” | said. "T. J. was the only one.”

"Iliked T. J" He gave alittle shrug and a sad amile. "Everybody liked T.J. He was the best of us
After he...you know. There didn't seem to be much point in stlanding up to Carl.”

There had to be away to do this with brains ingtead of brawn. | hadn't gotten this far on my
less-than-brute strength.

| looked a Shaun—then tried to look into him. Looked a him like | could see everything: his
mind, his soul, his fears. A wolfs stare. "If 1 need you. If | cdl on you—will you come? When | put
together a plan, will you stand with me?'



His indecison was plain. He shuffled his feet, looked skyward, and winced, squinting into the
dreetlight. Didn't want to answer. Didn't look a me. | didn't want to push him—I was asking alot of him:
to break ranks, to possbly put hislife on the line. But | didn't have time to wait.

"Shaun?' | spoke With an edge. | had to meanit. | had to sound like | knew what | was doing.

He took a deep breath, then he looked a me. "If it'sa good plan,” he said. "Yes"

| felt alittle bit stronger.

"Thank you,” | said. "I'll let you know when."

| walked away without looking back. Turning my back on him was a 5gn of trugt, and a sgn of
power. Wolf'ssgn.

Now, about that plan...

AsBen and | drove to meet Rick, Hardin cdled back. | hadn't expected her to have anything so
soon. She quickly dashed my hopes for progress.

"Cook checked out of the Brown Padace on Monday," she said. "By dl accounts, she's Ieft
town."

On the one hand, | was relieved. She wouldn't be around to mess things up anymore. On the
other hand, we couldn't learn anything more from her.

Hardin continued. "Funny thing, though. All her concerts for the week have been postponed.”

"She could be anywhere, then."

"I've got someone going over the hotdl's security tapes from the last week. Maybe we can track
down a few of her associates. See if anything links her to the warehouse or this Master vampire of
yours."

It seemed like little enough to go on, but | wasn't going to complain. "Thanks, Detective."

"Something | can't figure out,” she said. | braced for a difficult question until | redized a laugh hid
behind her voice. "Am | doing you afavor with dl this or are you doing me one?'

"Maybe well just cdl thisone awash,” | said. She clicked off.

Rick had picked what must have been the seediest dive avalable on East Colfax. When | told
Ben the address, he'd done a double take.

"You are not going there," he said.

"How do you even know about this place?"

"If | told you how many assault cases come out of that bar, you'd fant."

"And how many of those have you defended?’

"Enough to know we have no business beng there” Ben might have been a few steps up the
mord and socid ladder from Cormac, but thet dill left hm a few steps down from normd. Many steps
down from normdl.

"Rick Il look after us"

"Like he looked after the rest of his people?’

"You don't have to comeif you fed that way."

"Y ou're not going there done.”

His vehemence gave me a warm feding, even in the midst of the argument. He likes me...We
hadn't stopped the catty back-and-forth for days, it seemed like. We were learning each other's sore
spots, and we were both the kind of people who would pry a those spots. | didn't know how to stop.

The place wasin an old brick storefront, and it didn't have asign. If you didn't know it was here,
you didn't belong. That kind of place. | fdt like I'd stepped into a gangster movie, and that didn't comfort
meét dl. Bars covered the windows. The entrance even had a set of bars on a sorm door. A weedy ot
next door served as a parking lot, which was full of amix of old modd beaters and shiny new pickups. A
few Harleys occupied the sdewdk in front. No 9gn of Rick's BMW. But Rick was too smart to bring
thet car. Or maybeit had dready been stolen.



Thiswasn't a sting 1'd ever imagine finding Rick in. This wasn't the kind of place I'd expect to
find any vampire in. They tended to prefer sophisticated, eegant. They didn't spend centuries practicing
thar charm and accumulating their power so they could hang out in places like this.

Ben indgted on entering firdt, pulling me in behind him while he scanned insde. My eyesight
adjusted to the gloom, while my nose worked. The place reeked. Alcohol, modly Stde beer.
Working-class swesat. Tobacco and harder drugs. Meth, maybe, not because | recognized it but because
itwasasmdl | didn't recognize, and that was one | hadn't encountered. And more—the vomit may have
been scraped off the floor, but the smdl was 4ill there. | didn't imagine hedth inspectors ventured near
here too often. | tried to breathe through my mouth.

A loud TV over the bar to the left showed a basebal game. Rickety tables and chairs filled the
rest of thetiny space. The floor was concrete. Most of the tables were occupied, and a crowd lined the
bar, chatting, laughing, and watching the game. A group sat in a corner, watching the TV and sharing a
couple pitchers of beer. Another group was playing darts in the back. The bartender was deding a
glance at the game while he wiped down the counter. Maybe this place wasn't so bad, eveniif it did seem
like rock-bottom. Even gangsters needed to chill out sometimes.

One of the hunched figures a the bar was Rick, transformed. The Rick | knew wouldn't have fit
in here. HEd have gotten hodtile, sdeways looks from everybody here, and he probably would have
been mugged on hisway out. But Rick was smart, and he knew this.

This Rick hadn't washed his hair in a couple of days, and it hung limp and dightly greasy. He
wore a worn-out flannd shirt over a plain black T, frayed jeans, and work boots. He looked like
someone who'd spent dl day working a an unpleasant condruction site, the kind where workers got
paid under the table. Ligtlesdy, he watched the game and gripped amug of beer in both hands.

If I hadn't scented the undead chill of vampire, 1'd never have spotted him.

| approached, and Ben followed a step behind—taking my back. He was close enough for me to
elbow his ribs the minute he said something snide. Rick glanced over his shoulder as | reached him.

"See" hesad, "l knew if you met me here, you'd be serious”

"You're a bastard for bringing her here” Ben said.

Rick quirked aamile at me. "l think he likes you."

Thiswas impossble. They were impossible. "Are we going to talk or just bitch a each other?!

"Therésatable” Rick nodded and made to get up.

"Ah, snce you're not going to be usng that, Il take it." | took charge of his beer. Rick didn't
argue, and Ben rolled his eyes.

The table was dready occupied by atdl blond man, burly and scowling. Both his skin and his
hair looked sunbaked. He leaned back agang the wdl and had a view of the whole place. Rick was
ganding next to him before he looked up and amiled. It was a hard-edged, cold smile | didnt think he
could gmile any other way.

"I think you've met Dack," Rick said.

He did, in fact, have the same scent as the creature in the warehouse. | could dmost see the
spindly, big-eared dog-thing behind his eyes. Both his incarnations had a watchful air.

"Hi," | said, trying not to sound nervous. "Nice to see, ah, the rest of you."

He smirked. "’ Ullo." Even in the Sngle word, an unidentifiable accent came through.

"You want to keep an eye out?' Rick said, taking his own sedt.

"Can do." Dack pushed off from the wal and stood, his movements dow and deliberate. Like he
hed a powerful body and used it sparingly. Without another word he picked up his beer and moved to
take Rick's sedt a the bar. He was dso dressed in denim and flannd. Unless they'd been watching,
people might not notice the two had switched places.

Rick gestured for me and Ben to join him.

"Can you trus hm?' | asked Rick. The lycanthrope seemed to be watching the game,
unconcerned. | wondered if he could hear usfrom here.

"I do," Rick said. "Though | suppose | have reasons not to. He's saved my life a couple of times
now. I've saved his That has to count for something.”



| understood those kinds of cdculaions. "Where's he from?"

"South Africa. I've known him for fifteen years, Kitty. Longer than I've known you."

"That's not the only criteria for trusting someone.”

"But it's a good one for knowing someone.”

"Somebody had to have sold you out, Rick. Can you trust Charlie and Violet?'

"Can | trust you? Y ou knew where we were. It's avery short lis of people who did."

"But why would | tdl anyone?' | said, dmogt hrilly. "What reason would | have?"

"For protection. Maybe you made a ded with Arturo or Mercedes. | don't know, you tdl me"

Great. We were dl paranoid now. And | couldnt even blame him for questioning me. | took a
deep breath and tried to sound reasonable and not like a traitor. "I didn't know when you were planning
on moving. | didnt know enough to be able to sl you out. You're the one who came to me. Don't go
putting me on the spot now."

He glanced away.

| Sghed. "Rick, if you don't think | can help you, if you don't trust me, tdl me now so | can get
the hel out of here"

He studied me—and | met his gaze square on, vampire mojo or no. If it would give hm some
kind of reassurance, it was worth the risk.

Andif I didn't trust him not to pull one over on me, | had no business being herein the firg place.
Thelogic of it was Smple.

He looked away fird. "Let's move on."

Ben had brought dong today's paper. A story on the front page related the gruesome discovery
often mauled bodies in an indudrid warehouse. The firg paragraph of the story included mention of the
involvement of Hardin's Paranatural Unit in the investigation, and the fallowing concluson that vampires,
or werewolves, or some combingtion of the above were involved. The rest of the article didn't reved too
many details. Hardin had given me more information a her briefing this morning. Hard to believe it was
only this morning. The editorid pages contained a long rant about the danger paranormd dements
obvioudy presented to the public, bringing up the spate of aleged vampire assaults a downtown
nightdubs last month, and demanding to know when the authorities were going to do something about
containing the menace. Never mind that dl the victims had dso been paranormd, and the paranormd
hadn't presented such an obvious menace before this daughter.

Before this, no one outsde the paranorma community ever heard about daughters like this.
People went missng, that wasiit.

"Why didn't Arturo clean up the mess?' | asked Rick. "He's Denver's Master. 1'd have thought
he'd want this covered up. He wouldn't want the atention.”

"Youre right, but Dack caled 911 just before we escaped,” he said. That solved that mydery.
"Arturo's people didn't have time to do anything before the police showed up.”

"That must have driven him crazy,” | said.

"Not that it does us any good. Whether he got rid of the bodies or not, my people are dill dead.”
He rubbed a hand over hisface.

"Oh, but it does do us some good,” | said. "Because now we have Detective Hardin on our sde”

"You look like someone who has aplan,” he said.

"l do."

The three of us sat close, heads bent, in what seemed to me to be an obvious conspiracy. | told
them what Cormac and | had discussed—paraphrasing, while talking about territories and predators,
drawing them out, and making them panic.

| didn't mention the bounty hunter; nonetheless, Ben spotted me. "That sounds like one of
Cormac's plans. Y ou went to talk to Cormac.”

"I hadn't planned on it," | said. "It just sort of happened.”

"Therés someone who could be very useful right now,” Rick said.

"If you can postpone your revolution for another four years or so, he might be avalable" Ben
sad, cutting.



"Afrad not,” Rick replied.

"We have to get Carl and Arturo a the same time” | said. "Whatever we do, we have to get to
them both, so they can't help each other.”

"That was my plan the lagt time. Now we have to do it with fewer people and them fully warned.
I'm ready to give the whole thing up as logt.”

"And where will you go? Wha Magter is going to let you stay in ther city knowing you tried to
pull a coup in Denver and falled?'

He didn't answer, which was dl the answer | needed. Vampires preferred cities because of the
larger feeding pool, and for the greater anonymity. | couldn't picture Rick fending for himsdf in rurd
America

"I've survived thislong. I'll find away."

"No. Well draw them out. We dont drike a them— we drike near them. Theyll have to
respond, and that's when we get them.”

Ben said, "Theyll respond. Do you know what that means? They'll strike at what's vigble That's
you, Kitty."

"Then we know right where they'll be." My amile fet maniacd.

"No. Because they won't go after you directly. Theyll do exactly the same thing—they'll strike
near you." He spoke with vehemence, his words pointed. Like | wasn't hearing him.

"I'm not very good &t this sirategy thing, Ben. What are you saying?'

"Your family," Rick said. "They'll strike a your family.”

Ben added, "Your parents, your Sster, her kids."

Supidly, | blinked a him. "They wouldn't."

"Look what Carl did to Jenny. He would,” Ben said. "Are you ready to play that game? Are you
reedy to use your family as bait?'

| rubbed my face, which had suddenly flushed hot, and tangled my ringersin my hair. Fghting for
mysdf was one thing, even fighting for revenge was one thing. Ben put thisin such stark terms, and he
was right. Yes, Carl and Arturo would target my family. They were easy enough to find, in the phone
book and everything. And yes, if | continued on, I'd be knowingly putting them in danger. Knowing that
Carl and Arturo would go after them meant | was uang them as bait. | was scum for even thinking of it.

But | did it anyway.

The words that came out of my mouth next didn't fed like mine | couldn't fed mysdf speak
anymore. "Then at least well know where they'll hit next. We know where Carl and Arturo will be, and
we can be ready for them. Well keep awatch on my folks, on Cheryl. Well move them. We can protect
them. If we can protect them, itll work."

"Itsarik," Rick sad.

My eyes weren't even focused anymore. "We have to get them before they can hurt anyone.
WEell get to them before they get to me" My family. They wouldn't even know what was happening, |
couldnt explain dl this to them. | could just hear what Cheryl would say if she knew. How dare you
even think of this If anything happened to Nicky and Jeffy...And Mom would be in the hospitad
tomorrow. | should call her.

"I think we can do it," Ben said. "l think we can protect your family and take care of those two."

"You do?' | sad hopefully. His gaze looked as maniacd as mine fdt. We both knew that Carl
redly did need to go. Utterly and completely. We both believed it was worth the risk.

Rick said, "If | can get Arturo done, without any of his minions, without the lycanthropes backing
him, | can take care of him and the rest of the vampires

"Then I'll have to take care of Carl—"

"Can you?' he said. "l saw you with him. He's il your dpha, on some levd. You 4ill bdieve
he's stronger than you.”

That made me mad. | didn't even want to consider that he might be right. 1 wanted to growl. Ben
touched my hand.

"Rick. | candoit," | said. "Are you with us?'



Rick's hands, resting on the table, clenched into figts, and his glare turned inward, to thoughts |
couldn't guess at. He had the look of a predator dl right, one that was cornered and growing dangerous.
"If you're willing to risk everything for this, how can | refuse?'

"Wedill need aplan,” Ben said with aamile.

| was stronger than Carl. | had to believe that. What could | do that Carl couldn't? What did |
have that Carl didnt? When | thought about it in those terms, the answer was easy. Smple, redly. Been
gaing mein the face the whole time.

What did | have that Carl, and Arturo for that matter, didn't? The Midnight Hour.

chapter 10

| cdled Mom in the morning. She didn't answer her phone. Dad didn't answer his. They'd dready
Ieft for the hospitd | was guessng. Mom never gave me an answver to my question. No—that was the
answer. She hadn't changed her mind. She wouldn't let me save her. Weld have to trust the doctors and
modern medica science to do it.

Totdl the truth, | was glad. And if science didn't work, if the surgery didn't remove it dl, well...1
could ask her again. And again...

| left a message gpologizing for not being there. Sheld want the whole family there as they
whedled her into surgery. She'd be disappointed. But right now | fdt like the best way | could protect my
family was by saying away from them.

We had a plan, but had to wait to put it in motion, and it was killing me. The show wasn't until
Friday night. | had to make it al the way through Friday, firs. We had alot to do to get ready.

And if we were on the move, Carl couldn't find us.

Ben and | drove to Longmont to take alook a Cormac's storage unit.

The Jeep was parked a Ben's mother's house, a bungaow near downtown, one of those cute
little houses built in the thirties, dl brick and tiny rooms, with a porch in front and a shed out back.

"I ill haven't met your mom,” | said as we walked around back to the end of the driveway.

"She's a work now. Let's get this over with, | don't want to explain to her why we're getting into
Cormac's Jeep."

| couldn't blame him. Cormac hunted vampires and werewolves because that was what his
father—Ben's mother's brother—had done, and their father before him. It ran in the family. Ben's mother
knew enough to guess what kind of trouble we'd gotten involved in. Ben hadn't yet told her that held
been infected with lycanthropy, that he'd become one of the family's enemies. | wasn't sure she knew that
we'd shacked up together.

It wasdl just aswell.

The key was right where Cormac said it would be, and Ben knew the storage place it went with.
Cormac had rented a smdl unit, the sze of a wak-in closet. This was somehow comforting. 1'd been
afrad that Cormac needed a warehouse to contain his arsendl.

"Y egh, thisll definitdy be useful,” Ben said after stepping into the closet and turning on the light. "I
think some of it's my dad's. Cormac moved it off the ranch when it looked like the Feds were going to
hau himin."

Ben's father—Cormac's uncle—had been active in a militiain the nineties. He was now serving
time for illegd weapons possession and conspiracy charges. Ben hadn't spoken to him in dmogt a
decade.

Mogt of the stash was organized, stacked neatly on shelves, rifle cases on the bottom, other
boxes and meta cases higher up, boxes of bullets, and | didn't have to look to know that many of them
were slver. In the back, longer weapons lay propped in a corner: javeins, spears—even some of those



tips gleamed slver. Severd crossbows of various shapes and srengths lay on another shelf. Cormac
could kill anything, dmogt any way he wanted to with this duff. He must have been gathering the
collection for years. Or maybe he'd inherited it. The wood on some of the pieces seemed well varnished
and amelled of age.

Ben brought an empty box from the car and started putting itemsinto it. He opened cases, chose
or rejected individud weapons based on no criteria | could name. Then he packed severd boxes of
ammunition and covered a pair of the crossbows with a tarp before bringing them into the light and
loading them into the trunk.

"Point of no return,” | said softly.

HTT?

"Isthis going to work? What if | get everyone killed?'

"Second thoughts?' he said, leaning on the doorframe.

"It's got to be done. | don't know how dseto do it."

Ben gave my arm a comforting squeeze. | was too startled to respond.

It had been my idea to go to the shooting range next and get some more practice. | had a feding
| needed dl the practice in the world, and it ill wouldn't be enough. We spent an hour shooting, burning
through severd boxes of plain anmunition.

| was garting to understand the attraction of shooting things Modtly it was the noise. Even with
the earphones, each shot burdt like an exploson in my head. The noise traveled through my bones. It
rattled loose everything ese, the worries, anxieties, fears. All that remained was the noise and the
punctured target a couple dozen yards away. | was getting better. All the shots hit the paper now. Most
hit the center of the black target.

Benand | didn't say aword to each other.

Back at the car, Ben put on gloves and reloaded the dips with Slver bullets.

"Where does Cormac get those?' | asked. "Is there some kind of mal order cataog? A Web
gte?'

"Therés aguy in Laramie who makes them,” Ben said. "Been doing it for years.”

"Everybody get them from this guy?"

"No. Other people make them. There's acommunity out there—Cormac's not the only one who
does what he does."

| should have known that, but it was dill a sobering thought. Shining a light into this shadow
world didn't illuminate much of anything. It only made more shadows. Darker shadows. All this time, dl
these miles, | was dill ignorant.

"Community, huh? Is there a union? Conventions?'

Hejugt amiled.

| picked one of the slver bullets from the box and held it in my bare hand. Ingtantly, it started to
itch, and a rash developed, splotchy red. | kept it inmy pam, leting it burn,

"What are you doing?' Ben said.

| didn't know. Letting the pain grow, | stared a the shining capsule in my hand. It gleamed,
brighter than the ones we'd spent on paper targets, like a bit of frozen mercury or a piece of jewdry,
beautiful amodt. Like magic. Thislittle thing could kill me. And | held it, inert. Like playing with fire,

Ben picked it off my hand and did it into the clip. | rubbed my hand on my jeans. Sowly, the
pain and the rash faded.

"Maybe we won't have to shoot anyone,” | said. "Maybe they'll just leave. Maybe | can convince
them to leave town, leave us done”

Ben took along pause before saying, "Maybe."

"I don't want to have to shoot anyone, Ben."

Ancther long pause. "Then it's a good thing Dack and | are around.” He packed the guns into the
trunk and went to the driver's sedt.

"Thisll work," | said as we drove away.

"Yegh," Ben sad.



Nether one of us sounded sure.

Fndly, it wastime.

Rick settled into the chair in the studio. He looked digtinctly nervous, his gaze unsettled, his skin
too pae, even for avampire. | wanted thisdl to be over just to see Rick back to normd. | was used to
seeing him confident and even amigble.

At least he was back to the suave Rick | was used to, dl polish and expensve dothing.

"I'm only here because | have nothing to lose," he said.

"Oh, don't sound so glum. Thisll be fun!”

Mait back in the booth didn't look so sure. Rick also looked skeptical.

"Humor me alittle longer,” | said. "Then itll be dl over."

"I leave it to you. You're the professond.” He put on the headphones, glaing a me. "l have a
gmdl request, though. Y ou need to cadl me Ricardo.”

"That your red name?'

"ItsaMaster's name."

And that was another thing about vampires Why did they have such a problem with nicknames?
"Whaever you say."

Nothing more than sheer, pigheaded enthusasm was carying me dong a this point. Show
business, baby. Matt counted down, and the music cued up.

"Good night, everyone, and welcome to The Midnight Hour. It's vampires again tonight. It might
sound like I've been doing a lot of shows on vampires lady, but that's just the way it goes. There seem
to be alot of them around at the moment. This time it's vampire palitics. Like any other community, they
have their leaders, their followers, their structures, their organizations—and their problems. Here to hep
us talk about vampires wily ways and notions is a very specid guest: Denver's own Master vampire,
Ricardo."

Thiswas going to piss alot of people off. Kind of like kicking a wasp's nest.

"Hi, Ricardo, how are you thisfine evening?'

"I'm just wonderful,” he said, gritting his teeth but managing to sound honest. The microphone
would hear honest, at least. "It's an honor to be on your show."

"Thank you, that's great to hear,” | said. "I was arting to think most vampires put up with me
because they think I'm cute and harmless.”

"Oh, | wouldn't accuse you of that."

"Wat—which one?' He just amiled. "Right, moving on. Tonight 1'd like to delve into some of the
secrets, the hows and whys. The questions that never see the light of day, so to speak. Buit fird, do you
think you'l get in trouble for answering such questions? For bresking the code of secrecy?'

"Oh, probably. One thing or another will get mein trouble.”

"S0 being a vampire is dangerous Suff.”

"Yes Usudly. People assume immortdity comes with vampirism. But you'd be surprised how
much work the immortdity takes. The old vampires are dangerous because they know what it takes to
urvive”

"Take note of that dl you wannabes out there. So, Ricardo—how did you become the Magter of
Denve?'

"Hnese" he sad, his face perfectly draight. "Sometimes it's just a matter of waking in and
sying, 'Herel am.""

Ohmy God, | loved it. "Isthat how such trangtions usudly take place?"

"Usaudly they're quite violent. Vampires are territorid. Taking another vampire's territory isnt
something to be done lightly. But | firmly believe this territory is better off in my hands than my
predecessor's.”

This sounded like a politicd campaign, which was exactly the right description, | supposed.
Except the tactics threastened to get much more vicious



"Better off? How?"

"Sder

"For vampires—"

"For everyone."

"Wait aminute, | may not know much, but | know vampires keep to themsdves. Mot of the fine
citizens of Denver have never interacted with a vampire and wouldn't know one if they met one. How
does a city's Master vampire keep the city safe for everyone?' | knew the answer; this was for the
benefit of my ligeners.

"Because when a Master vampire can't control his followers, the rest of the city's vampires, then
no one is safe from them. They will hunt indiscriminately, uncontrolled. They'll kill. Most people never
notice vampires because they're kept in check. They don't kill for blood. When that control is gone..."
He l&ft the statement hanging ominoudy. "It's the same with werewolves, you know that.”

The sysem—adphas commanding their packs, Masters contralling the vampires—had been
handed down for centuries. Most of our kinds knew they had to stay hidden to survive, to avoid the mob
with torches and pitchforks scenario. Occasiondly, though, we had rogues who lacked common sense.
We had to police oursaves. The sysem was archaic, born in the days of monarchs and empires. It
showed, even in someone relatively down to earth like Rick.

"I do, and well maybe get to that later in the show. But her€'s a question for you: Do you think
maybe the system is outdated?' That caught him off guard. He narrowed his gaze a me. | sad, "I don't
expect you to tdl me your age—I havent yet gotten a vampire to admit his age—but tdl me this were
you born in a country with a king? An absolute monarch, in the days when that actudly meant something
more than getting chased by paparazzi.”

Cautioudy, he said, "Yes™

| filled in afew holes. HE'd been born in Europe, a least a couple hundred years ago. With a
name like Ricardo, that probably meant Spain. Lots of holes remained, like when hed become a
vampire, when held come to America, and—the eternd question—how old was he really?

"Then does Denver even need a Master, or do you think the system is outdated?’ | honestly
wanted to know, and | had no idea what he was going to say.

"I thought you were supposed to be making me look good.”

"I decided to go for heavy-hitting philosophy instead.”

He took what | threw at him in stride, with a narrow gaze and nary a beat missed. "l think we
dready answered that question. You've met some of the vampires in question, and | don't think you'd
redly want them to have free run of the city."

It was hard to tdl the difference from my end. They dl seemed arrogant and sdfish. They dl
wanted you to know they could own you if they chose to, if they didn't have someone like Arturo holding
them back.

"Youve got apoint,” | sad.

Rick continued. "The sysem it absolute. The Master isnt an absolute monarch. The
relaionship works both ways—it's based on a more ancient, feudd form than anything most modern
people are used to deding with. Vampires put themselves under control of a Magter. In return, the
Master owes them protection. And if a Master can no longer provide his followers that safety—that's
when the system fdls gpart.”

"And you're saying Denver's old Master couldn't provide that protection for his followers™

"Yes | am”

"Let's open the line for calls now and see what other secrets we can pry from Ricardo. Hello,
Amanda, you're on the ar.”

"Hi, Kitty, thanks for taking my cdl!"

"No problem.”

"And Ricardo, oh, my God, thisis such an honor.” 1'd warned Rick about the hero worship. Even
after dl these cdlls, it was a bit perplexing.

"What's your question, Amanda?' | said.



"Ricardo—are you, like, hot?"

Rick blinked and looked a me with an expression that said help? | just grinned. | was the master
here, and | had absolute power. | wanted to see him sweat it out. Do vampires sweat? Why didn't
anyone ever ask if vampires sweat?

"Would you mind explaining the question a bit more?' Rick said, very diplomaticaly. | gpplauded
hm glently.

"I've seen dl these movies and stuff, and the vampiresin them, they're just so good-looking. So |
just wondered if it was like thet in red life. Are dl Master vampires totally irresstibly good-looking?”

At lagt, Rick was gmiling. He might even have been blushing a little. "I'm afraid | don't fed
qudified to, ah, pass comment on my own appearance. Kitty—you want to offer an opinion?'

"He's not bad. He's got alittle of that tall-dark-handsome thing going.”

“Thank you. Too kind," he said, with plenty of sarcasm.

"Jug keep in mind, Amanda, what vampires redly want isyour blood, and the way a lot of them
get that is by looking as attractive as they possbly can. They use hotness as a lure. They're like those
deep-sea fish with the tentacle lights”

Rick raised an eyebrow a me and mouthed the words tentacle lights?

"Anyway, moving on, next cdl pleese—"

And so it went. | had to shove the plan to the back of my mind and concentrate on the show. |
wanted every show to be the best it possibly could, and having Rick on was something 1'd wanted to do
right from the start. That part of it, | enjoyed immensdly.

After the firg hour, | started to worry, because I'd expected a reaction by now. | had my cdl
phone ready. Dack was keeping waich a my parents house, Ben a my mom's hospita room, and
Charlie and Violet were watching Cheryl's place. They had ingructions to cal 911 if anything was about
to go down. This was an emergency, wasn't it? | figured a bunch of wailing Srens would & least make the
bad guys pause. Tha was dl we needed— a pause during which we could evacuate.

My cdl phone stayed quiet. What was happening outsde the sudio? Dare | ask?

Then it came. Thefirg hornet left the nest, stinger dl ready to go.

Matt cut in over my headset. "Kitty, line three's up.”

That was the private line, in case someone had to get through the rest of the phone chatter to talk
to me. Only afew people knew the number. But | had a good idea who this one was.

| punched theline "Hdlo," | said carefully.

"Kathering, | have no idea what you think you're doing, but you will pay for this Do you
understand me? | would have left you done but you've chosen sdes and now—"

Bingo! Bait taken. Now time to set the hook. | switched the phone line over to live "Hdlo,
Arturo! Thanks for cdling. You're on the ar here a The Midnight Hour."

"Oh, no," he said. "No you don't. | won't be a party to this™ His fury made his accent thicker. It
log some of its aristocratic edge, meking me wonder: What had Arturo been before held become a
vampire?

"I've got Ricardo here," | said. "Wannatak to him?"

"Rick," Arturo said darkly, "thiswill win you nothing, you know thet."

"Think of it as an opening sdvo,” Rick said.

| sat back to watch the fireworks.

"You werent able to take over when you had an amy a your back. What makes you think you
can do it usng a radio show?"

"Because you weren't this angry when | had an amy,”" Rick said.

"Youll regret taking thisfight into the open.”

"I'm not the one who left a warehouse full of bodies for the police.”

"Katherine will regret taking this fight into the open.”

"She understands the risks as wel." Rick and | exchanged a glance, of understanding and
resolve. | fdt like we were soldiers on the same battlefield. Once more unto the breach, dear friends...

"I don't think she does,” Arturo said, his tone sharp. | could imagine him spitting as he spoke.



"You haven't told her dl that the Masters do. Y es, we control the vampires, yes we keep order. But you
havent told her everything, have you? Y ou haven't told her about the stakes, about whet seisout there,
hungry for these cities—" Rick looked uncomfortable, and | knew Arturo was right. Rick hadn't told me
everything. The rant reached a fever pitch. "When Denver fals because you couldn't hold them back—"

"Why are you so sure | won't be able to protect this aty?' Rick countered.

"What the hdl are you guys taking about?' | interrupted, dumbstruck. "Hold what back?'

They both fdl dlent. Oh, this was the big story. This was the secret lives of vampires coming to
light for dl to see. "What are you afraid of?' | prompted. "What are vampires afraid of ?*

"Lodng contral,” Rick said softly.

"Control,” | sad. "Is that it? Like, fresking out, going nuts, snging show tunes, that sort of
control ?*

"Vampires are about control,” Rick said.

"Power," Arturo added. "What kind, and who controlsit."

"I have news for you, guys. That's what everyone's about. Most people only aspire to having the
power to control their own little lives, but there it is. The only difference is how completely enamored
vampires are of their own perceived importance.”

Rick started to interrupt. "Kitty—"

"You, too, Rick! You're not exempt from this. Y ou may be better than most but you're dill Stting
here taking about how you know what's right and you know what's best. Wdl I'm sorry, but you're
going to have to start taking the rest of usinto account!” Whoa, that rant had been building for a while. |
managed not to gpologize for it; it needed to be said.

A pause hung for a moment—deed air. My thoughts had scattered, and | quickly marshaled them
to try to follow my diatribe with something clever.

But Arturo spoke firdg. "Rick. You do not have the resolve to play this part. You want a savo, |
will show you asdvo."

He hung up.

That was when | noticed Mait waving over the board, pointing a his watch. | hadn't been
watching the time, and I'd dmaost missed the end of the show.

| talked fast. "Right. | have about twenty seconds to explain what just happened. I'm not sure |
can, except to say tha yes, Ricardo here's afriend of mine and he's got some rivas out there. Any of you
looking to vampiriam to solve your problems, keep that in mind. Youll only trade one set for another.
Stay safe out there and I'll return next week. Thisis Kitty Norville, voice of the night.”

The onair 9gn dimmed, and | could see Matt's Sigh of rdief from here,

"You're right, of course" Rick sad quietly. "Weve spent centuries ruling our worlds a the
expense of others. It's a hard habit to break."

| tried to make my amile friendly. "Nice of you to say so. But well have to discuss the paliticd
philosophy of the whole thing later. Remember, that was only phase one.”

Mait came in from the booth. "Kitty, what's going on?*

Rick and | were aready on our way out the door. "I'l let you know when it'sdl over."

"I don't like the sound of that."

"Good. You shouldn't. Matt—do me afavor and if anything weird starts happening around here,
you see any people who don't look right, anyone who shouldn't be here, or if anyone turns up missng
unexpectedly, cdl 911. Don't wait, don't hesitate. Just cdl.”

"Kitty, what the hdl—"

"I'm sorry. | can't explain. I'll seeyou later.” |1 hoped. My heartbeat fdt like a jackhammer in my
chest. Carl and Meg wouldn't have to lift a claw to kill me. Stress would do it just fine

We left the studio with about four hours until dawn and waited in front of the building. Not much
time for what | wanted to do. Ben was dready waiting in the parking lot. Shaun pulled up in his car right
on schedule, just after the show, like | told him to. My pack was growing, | thought with trepidation.

Wed ruffled Arturo's feathers, now it was time to ruffle Carl's. | had to keep moving, plowing
ahead asfast as | could, before | had second thoughts. It wasn't too late to back out of the whole thing,



was it? As Ben and Shaun approached, | said, "Hi, guys”

They eyed each other warily, and ther gestures were uncanny. Their wolves were spegking in
their Sdeways glances, the way they avoided staring a each other directly, the way they made sure not to
approach each other, but to approach mein pardld, not coming near each other. They were szing each
other up without offering a chalenge. Did they even redize they were doing it?

| made mysdf relax, to keep the tenson in the ar from spiking any more then it aready had. |
needed these two to cooperate. To trust each other. | needed them to be a pack, even though they'd
never met each other.

"Ben, this is Shaun. Shaun, Ben" They didn't offer to shake hands. Just nodded in
acknowledgment, keeping their gazes down, mantaining an easy distance between them. Ther noses
were working, though, their nodtrils flaring.

"He's yours?' Shaun said, and | heard an unspoken question in his tone: HE's your mate, your
alpha, and | must defer to him as well?

"That'sright,” | said. He nodded, then moved a step back, giving Ben precedence. Making way.

God, this was weird.

"All right," | said. "Let's get amove on."

"Kitty, good hunting,” Rick said, moving off to his BMW. He was going to the hospitd to keep
watch over my mom, at least until dawn. "And be careful.”

"You, too."

The three of us piled into my car.

"Where we headed?' Shaun findly asked as | turned onto Highway 6 toward Golden. | hadn't
told hm the details. | just said | needed a warm body for an expedition. He'd been trusting enough not to
ask any more questions.

"We're going to the Park and Ride on 93. Well drop the car off and head into the hills Then we
gart marking territory."

"You're kidding," Shaun said.

"Gives a whole new meaning to the phrase ‘pissng contest,' " Ben said, grinning.

Shaun whigtled low. "Carl's going to hate this™

"That's the idea. It's not a ful moon, so he won't be out. None of the pack’ll be out. He won't
know what we've done until he steps out of the house tomorrow morning and takes a big breath of air.” |
didn't want to be anywhere near him at that moment. If we did it right, hed smdl it on the air: foreignness,
invason, another pack moving in. He'd smdl us.

"I've never done anything like this before. It sounds like fun,” Ben said. | couldnt tdl if he was
joking. And | fdt terrible, because even though hed met Carl and Meg, heredly had no idea what | was
getting him into. He might have helped Cormac hunt vampires and werewolves on occason, but hed
never had to fight for dominance as one of them. His battles were usudly in courtrooms, where people
followed rules.

Hying by the seat of my pants didn't begin to cover this.

"You're crazy," Shaun muttered. "We are so dead. Were so gonna die”

Ben looked a him over the car seat. "Then why are you even here?'

"Weé're not going to die,”" | said. "Well keep moving. We won't stop long enough for them to be
able to find us"

Shaun wouldn't let up. "That's fine for you to say as a human. But are you going to remember that
great plan as awolf? How am | going to remember it?"

"Il remind you," | said, low enough for it to be taken as a growl. Tha and a quick glance in the
rearview mirror made him settle down. He actudly cringed a bit.

A girl could get abig head over that kind of power. Not now, though. | had a job to do.

"Shaun, if you're not sure about this, you don't have to do it. I'll let you out, take you back,
whatever."

"No, I'm sure. I'm just nervous. That'sdl."

He might have said scared and it would have been as true.



"I know. Just keep thinking about the big picture. Thisis supposed to make everything better in
the long run. Thisis supposed to keep people like Jenny from getting killed.”

"Yeeh, | know."

Ben put his hand on my thigh—a touch of comfort. |1 hadn't redized how tense | was until |
twitched a the pressure. But his touch tranamitted cam. Stay cam. Thisll work.

We arrived dl too quickly. Quicker than | thought we would. No traffic at 2:00 am. Maybe that
wasit.

"We can dill change our minds™ | said after | shut the engine off.

"Yourethedpha" Ben sad. "Ian't that what you keep saying? It's not up to us”

"Ben—" It came out as awhine.

"Are you guys married?' Shaun said. "'Cause you sound married.”

| leaned my forehead on the steering whed and groaned. "How did my lifeturn into this?' | didnt
even want to see how Ben was taking the comment.

Shaun quickly said, "No, it'sin a good way. Way better than Carl and Meg.”

"What do they sound like when they argue?' | said.

"They don't argue. They don't even talk to each other. Compared to them, you guys are Ozzie
and Harriet."

Ben patted my arm. "Come on, dear. When thisis dl over, we can go home and you can make
me amartini and fetch my dippers.”

We dimbed out of the car. "Oh, no. | don't think s0."

Ben glanced a Shaun. "See? No Ozzie and Harriet here.”

Shaun shook his head, and | had a snesking suspicion he wanted to laugh.

A ridge of hills and ravines ran north and west from here, leading up to the Hatirons, roughly
marking the western edge of Carl's territory. He and his wolves ranged farther into the mountains on
occasion. But the foathills and plains dong this stretch were ther favorite somping grounds. Kicking the
wasp nest. Yeah.

Wolf coiled ingde me, like my ingdes were pacing even though | wasn't. For once, we agreed on
something. She was as pissed off a Carl as | was. Carl was bresking trust with his wolves, hed killed
wolves under his protection. He wasn't a good adpha, and we had to do something about that.

| walked up the side of the hill, beginning the trek into wilderness. | sensed rather than saw Ben
and Shaun hesitate, then follow. Evenif one of them had spoken, had cdled to me, | didn't think | could
answer. Not with human words. | was entering Wolf's world.

Firg thing was to find a den. | found one where stands of pine trees started growing, up in the
hills near Cod Creek Canyon. Trees stood over a shetered hollow. It couldnt be seen a dl from
downdope. We could stash our clothes and have a safe place to come and deep it off. And it was
reldively near the car for that fast getaway come morning.

| started stripping, pulling off my shirt. Shaun did the same. Ben watched us.

"Thisis weird," Ben said. "Daing thisin front of a stranger. It's like having sex with the curtains
open.”

He didn't have any experience with a red pack, where naked wasn't sexud, it was just naturd.
Hed only ever Changed when it was the two of us. And yeah, curled up together the next morning, sex
was usudly involved. | couldn't blame him for making the connection. But | did anyway.

"Would you get your mind out of the gutter?'

"Can we trust him?" Suddenly he sounded serious. And he was right. This was war, and there
were spies. | only knew Shaun as someone from my old life who didn't like Carl.

"You can trust me" Shaun said, his shirt off, his jeans unzipped, haf undressed. "I trust her." He
gave me that look that a subordinate gives his dpha That focused gaze, waiting to be told what to do,
when to jump.

| hadn't done anything to earn that trust. Not yet. | didn't deserve it. | hadn't been able to save
Jenny. | nodded to him, dl the acknowledgment | was able to give.

He finished undressing, and a sheen of sweat covered his skin. His hands were shifting already,



thickening, and his back hunched. Ben saw it; hed clenched his own hands into figts, and his hair was
damp. He was closg, too.

"Ben." | touched his hand, and it uncurled to grasp mine. | drew close to him. "I need you, okay?
| need your help. | can't do this by mysdf."

"You seem to be doing just fine" His cheek brushed mine His other hand caressed my back.
God, | wanted him. | wanted to ditch this whole thing and run into the woods with him.

We kissed, and the touch was hat, tense, desperate. A last kiss before battle.

"Later," | whispered, hoping he'd been thinking the same thing. He nodded.

Nearby, Shaun gave a grunt—or what had been Shaun gave a grunt. In his place, a dark and
slvery wolf shook out his fur and turned to us with gleaming eyes. Histal was low, questioning.

Ben was trembling, holding in his own wolf. | started unbuttoning his shirt. "Come on. It'stime”

We got mogt of his clothes off before he fdl, kicking on his pants as he shifted, bones mdting and
skin diding, the other form burgting out of him, swallowing him. He didn't make a sound, kept it dl in and
just let it happen. Howing like water was how | thought of it. His wolf was rusty gray, tuming to cream
on his nose and bdly. The two wolves approached each other, heads low, siffing. Ben growled and
Shaun ducked, damping histal between his legs. That was dl it took. Pack order established. Ben was
adphamade Weirdly, | was proud of him.

| looked a my two wolves. When | kndlt, they came to me, rubbed againg me, amdling me, and
| stroked them. "Thank you for bdieving in me" | said, and maybe they understood and maybe they
didnt. But Ben wagged histal once.

Go go go—

And Walf was right, | couldn't hold it any longer.

Thisiswar.

This is battle, this is chaos, this is breaking taboos, edging into the territory of another
pack. Seeking out this alien scent, letting it surround her—the nearness of danger makes all her
hair stand on end, and a growl is ready to break loose in her throat.

And yet, she seeks it out, and the danger thrills her. She knows. We are stronger, we will
win, we must.

She has a pack. A small one, but hers, and they follow, her mate and the other at her
flanks. With their ground-eating strides—sometimes trotting, sometimes loping— they cover miles
of ground on plain and hill. All the while, at junctures and borders, they mark. At the reeking
places where the other pack has marked they especially linger.

There is joy in this as well, and she stops her followers to play, leaping at each other,
snapping, yipping. Her mate finds a rabbit and they eat. Then they range again, mindful of the
battle.

She feels the dawn approach rather than notes any sign of it—the lightening of the sky,
the first songs of birds. Just as the urgency of war drove them for the few hours of night, the same
urgency tells her they must be away from here by daylight. They must deep, so she leads them
back to their den. The three of them settle down, curled up nose to tail, touching, safe in each
other's company.

| woke up in a strange place, with strange pressures around me. | lie on my side, on dry grass
with pine boughs overhanging. Ben was in front of me, his head againgt my chest, one arm over my was,
the other tucked between us. He was snoring a little—it was awfully cute. Another body pressed close
agang my back, breathing deeply in deep. Shaun lay againg me, back to back.

A pack. Waking up in a dog pile of naked bodies, safe and comforted by ther warmth. I'd
forgotten what it was like. | wanted to reve in the feding for hours.

But we weren't safe. We were in enemy territory, and we'd set a urinary time bomb that would



be going off any minute now.

| elbowed Shaun and shook Ben. "Come on. We have to get going. Up up up, guys”

Ben groaned and took afirm grip on my arms, holding me in place while he sdled closer to me.
His eyes were closed, and | couldn't tdl if he was awake. Then he started necking me, working his way
to my ear, where he started nibbling.

He sure knew which buttons to push. | just about mdted. "Ben...this...thisisnt—" Oh, come on,
alitle voice sad... Thiswas jut fine. Make that a big voice.

Oh, no. There were so many reasons why this wasn't the time or place for this "Ben. Wait." |
pulled avay and took his face in my hands. Findly, he opened his eyes. Then glanced over my shoulder,
to where Shaun was gtting up and weatching us.

"Dont stop on my account,” he said with a laugh behind his leer.

Ben gave me alook—amirking and dearly annoyed. "I didn't Sgn up for this”" he said, nodding a
Shaun.

"You didn't 9gn up for any of this™ | kissed his forehead.

"Ozzie and Harriet," Shaun said, sheking his head again.

| glared. "Let's get out of here”

Shaun was amiling, seeming far more content with the world than he had aright to be. "It's good
to have you back, Kitty. Back and dl grown up.”

| thought about what | must have looked like through his eyes I'd been wesk. I'd fdt amdl,
vulnerable, a everyone's mercy. Then | disappeared for months and came back waging war. And this
made him happy? He mugt have seen something 1'd missed.

"Thanks" | said and held my hand to him. He clasped it, securing a bond of pack, of friendship. |
was ready to pull both of them into a group hug, no matter how much Ben grumbled about it.

But Ben was looking out, across the hill, through the trees. " Someone's coming.”

Shit. Too late. We'd waited too long.

"Who?' | whispered. The three of us had straightened, lifting our faces to the air, smeling—three
wolvesin human form, aert and wary, dl senses firing.

Shaun said, " She's coming from upwind. She wants us to know she's here.”

She. Meg, | thought in a panic. | took a deep bregth, catiching the smdl that Shaun had found.
Human and wild—lycanthrope, yes. And femde. But it wasn't Meg. I'd recognize Meg. Her scent lived
inmy nightmares.

Meg wouldn't give us any warning. Sheldd pounce, and she wouldn't be aone. This was one
person, and Shaun was right; she was giving us a good long approach. We waited, dill and quiet, until
she emerged from the trees. She was average height and build, with an edge: sharp features, wiry limbs
Her auburn hair was short, brushing around her ears. She wore atank top and shorts, and she might have
been anyone out for a morning stroll, but for the look in her eyes. hooded, anxious. Her jaw was s&t, and
her shoulders tense, a hit like rigsng hackles.

"Becky," | sad.

She was another one of Carl's, a couple years older than me both in chronologica age and in
time as a lycanthrope. She was tough, mantaining a spot in the middle to upper end of the pack
hierarchy. She was one of the ones who thrived in this life. My firg thought: | had underestimated him.
Carl had expected something like this and sent a patrol. He was ready for us, and we'd been caught.
Wed logt. Stting here in the great outdoors, naked, aong with the two men, | couldn't help but fed like
I'd been caught at something illicit. That made me blush, and the blushing made me angry.

But then, she'd been the one who tried to hdp Jenny. What was she doing here now?

"What are you going to tdl Carl?' | said. "You going to run back and tdl him we're right here,
easy pickings? Is that what he sent you out here to find?"

She shook her head, and her voice was low. "He didn't send me. | came out here for a walk. To
think. | do that sometimes. Then | smelled you and followed you here.”

| was taken aback. "Carl doesn't know we're here?!

"Oh, he will. You guys were busy last night." A gmile flickered, and she looked away. To the



wolves, that was a gesture of peace, of submisson. It heartened me.

"You're going to tdl him."

"No," she said. She licked her lips. Gaze downcast, she said, "l want to join you. Take me with
you."

chapter 11

Wed goaded our rivas, with this bright idea of luring them into the open. They'd be angry,
unprepared, and—I hoped—they'd get stupid. It looked nice on paper. At least it would have if | had
written any of it down.

In the meantime, the four of us grabbed breskfast. | now had a pack of four. How had that
happened?

Over coffee, Shaun told me what had been happening with the pack. "You remember Gabe?"!

"The bike courier from Boulder, right? Thirty Something. Ran marathons.”

"Right. He was the firg one. After T.J., Carl flipped. Kept thinking others would try it. That we
were dl quedtioning his authority. He had to dap everyone down to prove his point. Most of us rolled
over and took it. You know how it is But Gabe...Gabe thought he could tak to Carl. Reason with him.
Apped to the human side. But Carl..." Shaun shrugged, looked away, to collect himsdf. "Carl went too
far. Gabe ligened to your show, you know. Didn't tl you. Didn't dare tdl Carl. But he redly liked what
you had to say. About being human. | think...I guess he thought he had to try."

Great. Now | could lay im on my conscience, too. Made me question dl over agan if | was
ready for this

"And it's kept hgppening. Carl makes examples, keeps throwing his dominance a us. And we
keep quegtioning him. 1'd like to have my own place someday. Start my own restaurant or bar or
something. But Carl's made threats. Says hell make sure the place snks. He doesn't want anyone but
himin charge of anything. | can't make a move with himin the picture. | don't want him trying to shut me
down like he tried to do with you." He nodded a me. "Then he starts dragging us into Arturo's turf war,
not even thinking twice about getting us dl killed. I'm not sure he even sees people anymore when he
looks at us"

Rick had said it had gotten bad for the werewolves here. This was the firs chance I'd had to
redly tak to them.

"Jenny wasn't grong,” | said. "She wasn't confronting him. Did he just lose it or what?"

Becky nodded. "It's like he can't control himsdf anymore, and Meg isnt any help, she's right
there with him. God, Jenny. | thought if | could get her away from him, sheld be safe. | thought if anyone
could convince her, you could, Kitty. | should have looked out for her better, if we had dl just looked
out for hee—" Shaun rested a hand on Becky's arm, quiting her.

| hadn't rediized how much T.J. had been a buffer between me and Carl. How much his presence
hed saved me from some of Carl's ire. Another debt | owed him, that | could never repay. Jenny hadn't
hed someone like T.J. looking out for her.

From the firgt, Rick had told me that the pack wasn't hedthy. A pack needed baance. Checks
and buffers. Everyone needed to take part, to share in the respongbility. Carl had cowed everyone, and
subsequently, had collected dl the power. He couldn't carry it dl by himsdf.

She continued. "It's like we've been waiting for something to give, waiting for something to bresk,
to shake things up. Weve just been waiting for a chance to bring him down.”

"And you think that chanceisme” | said.

"It'd better be" Shaun said. "Or we're dl dead.”

Frustrated, | said, "Why are you guys putting so much faith in me?"



Becky didn't even have to think about it. "We dl saw what happened to you in Washington, D.C.
And you came through. You're strong. I've been ligening to your show. | can hear it in your voice,
You're anaturd |eader. We've been wating for someone to follow.”

| wasn't ready for this. | just wanted to get rid of Carl, | didn't want to take over the whole pack.
Right?

| took a deep bresth. This was one of those moments where everything might change. | fet the
tracks of my life curve in a new direction. "If you guys believe that, then you need to bdieve that | can't
do it by mysdf. | need your help.”

Becky ducked her gaze. "It1l come down to afight. Well have to fight, we know that.”

| shook my head. "Not if | can hdp it. I'm not that good in a fight. I'm happier usng wit and
guile” | braced, waiting for a sngppy remark from Ben. He only raised an eyebrow. In respect of his
refraning from commenting, | refrained from kicking him under the table.

"Heréswhat 1'd like you to do," | said. "Cdl up everyone from the pack you think you can tak
into leaving. Or at least into not standing with Carl when the time comes. We need dlies, and you know
the pack better than | do now. The more defectors we can get before afight, the better off well be."

Shaun grinned. "I'd love to see Carl sanding there dl done, when he thinks he has a ton of
backup.”

"I don't want everyone to leave right away,” | said. "Once they leave, they can't go back. Bt if
they stay, they might be able to let us know what he's up to."

"Or give him a fase sense of security,” Ben added.

"They'd have to be redly careful,” Shaun said. "Carl and Meg would both pick up on it if they
thought someone was turning on them.”

"Then maybe it'd be better for them to just leave. | don't want anyone to get killed because of
me. Anyone e

"Don't worry about us," Shaun said.

"Were going to need hdp before it even gets to Carl and Meg," Ben said. "We're expecting them
to go after dternate targets. Well need hdp—"

"Alternate targets?' Becky said, her brow furrowed.

"Probably Kitty's family. We have to make sure they don't get hurt.”

Becky st her jaw, and Shaun nodded with new resolve. The pack will grow, we will win this
war. Wolf was sure of it.

"Thank you,” | said. "Have you guys had enough deep? Are you okay with keeping watch
today?"

"WEell be fine. Don't worry about us™ Shaun said.

| dropped Shaun and Becky off at the KNOB parking lot. "Well cdl if we see anything,” he said,
before leaving. They left together in Shaun's car.

Almog,, it fdt like a plan. Ben and | headed back to the freeway.

Some research into wolf behavior—wild wolves, not the lycanthropic variety—suggests that the
dphas of a pack aren't necessarily the strongest, biggest, and toughest wolves, contrary to conventiona
bdief. Instead, the leaders were sometimes the wolves best able to keep peace. They were the most
diplomatic, the ones most able to negotiate compromise and organize the pack into the most efficient unit
for hunting prey and raissing young. The dphas were the ones who were best able to keep more members
of the pack dive.

Thiswas atheory | chose to embrace. Carl was undoubtedly the strongest, toughest walf in this
pack. But the pack wasn't hedthy. He wasn't kegping his members dive.

| had to believe | could do better.

We had one more stop before we could go home. We met up with Dack & the bar on Colfax.
Or rather the parking lot of the bar, snce this time of day the place was closed. It looked plan and
derdlict in the morning light.



He was done, driving the SUV that Charlie and Violet had been driving last week. When we
arived, he was leaning againg the hood, arms crossed, staring out a the world through a pair of aviator
sunglasses. He looked tough and worldly.

"What's the story?* | asked, getting out of the car.

He shrugged and spoke in his round South African lilt. "Nothing to tell. Nothing happened. The
vampires are bedded down for the day, your family'sdl right.”

My nerves trembled with rdief. "Thank you, Dack," | said. "Thanks for watching out for me”

He amost sounded amused. "No problem. What's next, then?"

"Waiting. See who jumps first. Keep your phone on, be ready to move when something happens.
Maybe you should get some deep for now."

"Penty of timefor that later,” he said.

He started to get back in the car, but | stopped him. "Dack?"

"Yesh?'

| collected stories. That was how | kept doing the show week after week. There were dways
new stories to tel, each one stranger than the one before it.

"African wild dog?' | said. "You want to tdl me where that came from?'

His amile went crooked. "Don't know. I've only met one other. The one who turned me™"

"Whereishe?'

"I killed him."

Ah. Right. That wasn't redly a surprise. "So you're the only one?!

"Only one that | know of. Haven't redly gone looking for others.™

"And you met Rick how?'

He grinned. "Rick said you were a nosy one."

"l talk too much. That's my superpower. | dill want to know why the world's only were-African
wild dog is here working for Rick."

Dack had hired muscle written dl over him: the wdl-built frame, the wary stance, the attitude of
bullheaded confidence. | recognized it from Cormac. This was a guy you'd want watching your back. If
you could trust him.

"Vampires are strong,” he said. "It's a good thing, having a vampire owe you a favor. You want
to be with the strongest.”

"And that's Rick?"

Hejug amiled.

"WdI then,”" | said. "On to the rest of the plan, then."

With that, we zoomed off in our respective cars and charged up our cdl phones. | began to think
thismight turn out dl right.

On the drive home, | dozed and kept jerking awake, waiting for a phone cal to tdl me something
hed happened, Carl or Arturo or someone under ther orders had struck. When the phone findly did ring,
| dept through it. | only woke up because Ben stopped the car.

"I wonder what they're waiting for," he said, speaking into my phone. | couldn't hear the voice on
the other end of the line. It wouldn't be Rick, not during full daylight. After ligening a moment, he said,
"We're going to get some deep. Cdl if anything changes.”

He looked a me. Bleary-eyed, | stared back a him. "That was Shaun. No sgn of anything.”

"Where is he?'

"Kegping an eye on your sister's place. Your dad's at the hospitd, and | figure their security can
look after your folks during daylight hours.™

That made sense, not to mention the place would be busy during the day. | hoped Arturo and
Carl were dill sane enough not to want to draw too much public attention to this.

| ought to go. | told Mom I'd go see her. But | couldn't, not in the middle of this | didn't want to
bring more trouble down on them.

"Cheryl's gaing to start wondering why strange cars keep parking outside her house."

"I bet she doesn't even notice.” He handed my phone back to me,



Moving a hdf speed, | dimbed out of the car. "Ben? Why are you doing this? You keep saying
you didn't 9gn up for this like you don't want to be here, but then..." | traled off, not sure what | meant.
Hed turned out to be good at this, legping to the fore, kegping me going. What would | have done if it
hed just been me?

I'd have run away.

"Were pack,” he said. "Isn't that what you're dways saying? We have to stick together.”

That would dways be an acceptable answer. That would dways be there to fdl back on. |
wasn't stisfied with that answer anymore.

"Will that be enough to keep you and me together?!

"I hope 0." He waked away.

Sowly, | followed, letting my brain run down so | wouldn't have to think anymore.

Arturo and his vampires couldnt move until nightfal. Carl probably wouldn't make a move until
he did, which might have been why he hadn't come looking for me. Maybe they wouldn't srike at dl. As
the slence drew on, as the cdls from my lookouts didnt come, | didn't start to hope. 1'd become too
cynicd for that. Too many blows had undermined my safe little life.

| was trying to nap on the sofa when the cdl came. | lunged for my phone on the coffee table.

"Yes? What isit?'

"It's Becky." She sounded breathless, panicked. "l just got off the phone with Mick."

"Mick, the short guy with the brown hair?' One of the tougher wolvesin Carl's pack.

"Y egh, yeah. He says Carl's on the hunt. He's cadlled in everybody, he's going after you.”

| sat on the edge of the sofa. "Here? He's coming here?' That would be best. If he was going to
go after anyone, | wanted it to be me. | was ready for him.

"No," Becky said, and | could imagine her sheking her head vehemently. "He—Mick |
mean—sad Carl wants to hit you where itll hurt the mogt. It's like he's not even pissed off a you, he's
pissed off at what started this whole thing.”

"Where?' | asked anyway.

"The radio gation. He's going after KNOB."

"When?'

"Now, he's headed over there right now!"

chapter 12

"What does he think he's going to do? Kill everyone there? Does he redly think held get away
with that? Or maybe he just wants to pee on the rugs,” | grumbled a Ben as we got in the car. He didnt
answer, just wore his amirk and gave me his hawk's stare. His courtroom lawyer, moving in for the kill
hawk stare. He dmogst seemed to be enjoying himsalf.

He drove, and | let him because | had thingsto do. I'd signed off with Becky, after asking her to
cdl Shaun and whoever else she could get to meet us there. We could have oursaves a regular rumble. |
ought to decide whether | wanted to be the Sharks or the Jets.

| had an advantage over Carl: an in with the Denver police. | caled Hardin.

"Hardin here"

"It's Kitty, | need your hdp.”

"What's wrong?' She sounded serious and businesdike, which heartened me.

"I think I'min trouble. It's the werewolves, they're after me"

“This has something to do with your little gang war, doesn't it? I'm not going to pick Sdes.”



"My little gang war? | didn't start it, I'm just trying to clean it up!"

"S0 you admit you're involved?'

| couldn't say anything right, could I? " think these are the werewolves involved in those murders
a the warehouse.”

"Areyou sure?"'

Then | redlized that while | trusted Becky, we had no reason to bdieve that Mick was tdling her
the truth. Mick might not redly be on our side. Carl might have told him to feed us the informetion, give
us afase lead while he struck a another target.

At least, | might think thet if | believed Carl had a clever cdl in hisentire brain.

"y es"

"Where?'

"At the gation. At KNOB."

"I suppose you're headed there now?' | told her yes, and she said, "I'll meet you." And hung up.

Looked like we were going to have usarumble.

"You ready for this?' Ben said.

"I don't know."

"How many people you think hell have with him?!

"SX, seven maybe. Moreif Meg iswith him, too."

"And weve got the Denver PD. Not bad. What happens if Hardin and her people are late?
Three of us can't fight seven of them. Four if Shaun gets thereintime.”

"Maybe | can tak to Carl. Tk him out of this"

"Like Gabe did? Y ou bring the gun?'

"No," | said softly, knowing what hed say to that. | was being weak. | was in denid. "Maybe |
can claw him to degth.”

"No worries. I've got the extrasin the trunk.”

Extras. Flurd. The more tired | got the more ludicrous this plan sounded.

"l don't want to face him again."

"You only have to face him until the police show up. Remember this isnt about you. It's for
Jenny.”

That got me angry dl over again. That, and the fact that Carl, predictably, hadn't gone after me
directly, but after something close to me. The part of me held never been able to touch—my job. What a
jerk.

Far too quickly, Ben's car roared into the station's parking lot. Becky was dready there, and
Shaun pulled in right behind us. They were hunched and wary, in defengive fighting stances. They |ooked
like they might spring into bettle, or legp back in the car and drive off a the dightest hint of danger. |
couldn't decide which.

| jumped out of Ben's car before it stopped completely. “Is he here yet?'

Before they could answer, a truck pulled up to the curb, tires squeding, not even bothering to
take the few extra seconds to swing into the parking lot. Carl and another man dimbed out. He was
another werewolf. A bresth of musk and wild came with them, fur and skin, and something foreign. An
enemy, an intruder. Opposing pack. Another truck and three more followed them. No Meg. Somehow,
thiswas ardidf.

| didn't have time to go for the weapons in the trunk. They spotted us. Without hestating, Carl
saked toward the door. He was huge, tdl and muscula—a mongter even if | didnt know his other
nature. His brown har and beard needed trimming, and his whole manner was as animd as it could be
without him shape-shifting completely. His pack held back, wary, waiching what we would do.

Near the doors, | moved to intercept him, trugting that Ben would watch my back.

"Stop!" | cdled a him.

Carl didnt dow. "Who told you | was coming here? Who warned you?'

"You can't be here, Carl. You need to leave" Brave words. Stupid brave. | braced like my dight
body could actudly stop him, or even give him pause.



He bent his arms, cocked his figs, and | knew the move hed throw at me. He'd punch up with
one, drive down with the other, trgoping me and smashing me into the ground. His lips drew back in a
sal.

| waited for him. | knew what was coming, and | waited. When the blow came, double fids
moving like | knew they would because I'd seen this before, | ducked. | wasn't there, and when he
lurched into the space | used to be, | shoved. Planted my shoulder in the soft space under his rib cage
and pushed.

He sumbled but kept his feet, and for a moment we both froze, saring a each other, panting
though our expended effort so far had been dight.

After dl thistime, something il bound us. Because of that, we couldn't tear each other apart like
animas. The thought came to me, incongruous: | used to have sex with this man. | dmogt laughed. |
couldn't remember what he tasted like.

"Stay back!" Ben shouted. | didn't look away from Carl, but in the corner of my vison | saw Ben
move forward, holding a gun out and ready to fire. Carl's followers had spread out, arranging themselves
inalineto movein on us—awolf pack surrounding weak and injured prey. Ben hdted ther advance.

"You got Slver?' one of them said.

"You bet your ass," Ben answered. "Now let these two have their little chat.”

The wolves stayed back.

That left me and Carl to hash it out.

"What did you think you could do here?' | said.

"You invade my territory, | can do the same. | can tear you apart.”

"The police are coming. They'll arrest you. It won't take them long to figure out what you did to
Rick's people.”

"That's none of ther business™ A tacit confesson. He didn't even try to deny it, or pretend that
he didn't know what | was taking about.

"You're a murderer! That isthar busnesd"

He donned athin smile "Y ou shouldn't have come back. Y ou shouldn't have gotten involved.”

"Yesh," | said. "Sucks to be me”

"Now, | attack you, and your boyfriend shoots me. Is that your plan?’

It would be so easy. End it—or at least this hdf of it— right here. Then Hardin would drive up,
see Ben with a smoking gun, and throw himinjal. | didn't think | could handle thet. Not again.

The plan was to hold Carl here long enough for Hardin to come get him. We'd come out of this
with our hands clean.

"Only if he hasto,” | said.

"You should have quit when | told you to. None of this would have happened, not Washington,
not this. The police shouldn't be involved in this—they wouldn't be, if you'd just shut up. If you'd done
what | told you to, | would have kept you sfe.”

"Like you kept Jenny safe?

Something changed in his expression. 1'd managed to cdm him—hed stayed in one place, I'd
kept him talking. But a rage burned in his eyes now. His skin flushed. The snarl returned.

"She left me”

"You should have let her go."

"She belonged to me—"

"She didn't belong to you! She didn't belong to anybody!”

Roaring, he lunged. Startled, | rushed backward, dmaogt tripping on my own feet. He sparked the
flight indinct— the two-legged, human verson of it. | put up my arms to protect mysdf from the coming
blow. Not very efective.

He grabbed my arm, swvung me, and dammed me againg the brick wal of the building. Stars
burst inmy head and my vison went dark for a second. Wolf sprang to life—run, claw, fight, rip, run
—torn between fear and anger. | fdt her inmy bones.

"Kitty!" That was Ben. Don't shoot, | wanted to say, but couldn't. As soon as he turned from the



henchmen to shoot Carl, they'd soring on him. He had to hold them back; he couldnt fight them dl.
Becky and Shaun didn't have guns, and | didn't think they could take them dl on.

| couldn't speak, because Carl had his hands—thick, powerful hands—around my throat and
hed lifted. My feet kicked at ar. Lungs fought for nonexistent breath. | gripped his wrigt, dug in my nalls,
tried to pull his hand away, to flal a him, but he pinned me to the wal without effort. | couldn't even look
a him. He forced my face up to afading sky.

Jugt when | wanted to ask where the hdl Hardin was, police Srens wailed. Tires squedled. Doors
dammed. Impeccable timing.

No, not timing. Intent. She'd probably waited right around the corner, out of sght, until Carl did
something that they could arrest him for. Get him for assault now, prove the warehouse murders later,
after they dready had himin custody. | thought | was usng her for muscle, but she was usng me for bait.
Wonderful.

"Put your hands up! Move away from her! Let her go and step away!" Fve or Sx voices
screamed that at once.

Carl's hand tightened around my neck, and | fdt the vibration of his growl.

Please, please...

| recognized Hardin's voice, "Mr. O'Farrell, put down your weapon! Let us handle thid"

Then handle it, goddammit!

The voices were ill shouting at Carl to let me go. We could dl get shot to pieces right here. |
hed to assume that Hardin had issued slver bullets to her people.

Then, my back did againg the wall and my feet touched ground. Air flooded my lungs, which
rattled as | gasped. But he didn't let me go. | looked at his eyes, which were fire, bestid. His body was
dl sweat and musk. The fur, his wolf, were close. If he sprouted daws right now, he could rip out my
throat. Sash the jugular and I'd bleed out before | hit the ground.

"Dont doit," | whispered. "Youll die hereif you do it."

The cops were dill shouting, " Step away now, now!"

And | thought he was going to do it, Slver bullet in the back or no, | thought he was going to rip
my throat out.

Wha happened next happened very quickly. Carl made one of those sudden moves—the ones
you're not supposed to make around the police when they're pointing guns a you. | couldn't guess what
he planned—if he wanted to get shat, if he thought he could move faster than bullets. Or if he Smply took
achancein the hopes that it just might work.

He grabbed my wrigt and yanked. | flew from the wdl and into the open—~between him and the
cops.

A gun fired.

A punch naled into my back. | stepped forward to keep my baance. Then, fire. Fierce pain
through my chest dropped me. Like something had exploded insde me. My knees cracked on the
gdewak.

Carl ran around the corner and away, defended by his shied.

"Sawyer, hold fire, hold!" That was Hardin, sounding fierce.

The world stopped for a moment. | couldnt see anything outsde of mysdf, | couldn't hear
anything but my blood inmy ears. | was bregthing fast but wasn't getting any oxygen. Blood covered my
hands—it was dl over my chest, soaking my shirt, dick and red.

Shot, I'd been shot. My next breath squeaked. | ought to do something, | thought vagudy. |
ought to scream or cry or something. | ought to fdl down and die aready.

But | stayed kneding, staring a my own blood on my hands like it was part of a movie. Just art,
or ketchup, or something. My breathing dowed, and with the fresh oxygen my vison cleared. And |
redized the burst of pain had faded to an ache.

| pulled down my collar, wiped away blood, tried to find the hole—the bullet had gone dl the
way through between my heart and my collarbone; there was the wound, covered in caked blood.

Already clotted. Already heding.



Someone's hands touched my face and forced me to look up. | flinched, startled, because |
hadn't known anyone was there. Ben hedd my face and studied me with awild gaze. His heart was racing.
| could hesr it.

"Kitty," he said roughly.

| dumped, gripping his arms to keep mysdf upright. Every musde had turned to molasses. My
laugh sounded more like a gasp. "It wasn't slver.”

He dumped, too. We were in danger of mdting into the ground. "Not slver.”

| nodded quickly, and he pressed his face to mine "Oh, my God," he Sghed near my ear, then
kissed my cheek. | dung to him.

Hardin barked a question. "Officer Sawyer—you're not packing slver?'

"Uh...no, maam. Didn't have time to file the requisition form." He sounded sheepish.

Thank God. Thank you thank you thank you...

"Next time, get those bullets. And don't fucking shoot the informant!”

Thiswasn't over. | fdt a new pain—not from the wound, which had faded. Something ese tore
a my gut. Wolf. We'd been attacked. We'd been hurt. Now, it was up to her to protect us. She surged
through my blood, took hold of my eyes, my senses. My whole body tensed as she seized me.

"Ben." My voice grated through my clenched jaw. | was Changing; it was coming so fad.

He knew what was happening. He pulled me to him, held me tight, and hissed inmy ear. "Keep it
together. Deep breaths, Kitty. Hold it in."

My skin was diding, my bones mdting, | thrashed a my clothes, had to get them off, had to get
away—

"Hardin, get your people out of herel” Ben shouted. Findly giving in to what was happening, he
ripped off my shirt and tugged at my bra.

Wrenching out of Ben's grip, | screamed.

Dizzy, angry. Can't see straight. Chest aches—injured. Not for long, already healing, but
the pain lingers. So does the anger.

She kicks at the ropes that trap her, tangle her legs— remnants of the old shape. Hadn't
gotten rid of that false skin in time. It's come so quickly, so unexpectedly. But sheisin danger. She
has to protect hersdlf, and she can run faster on four legs than on two.

An attack, hunters on all sdes of her, cornering her— Her other half recognizes the
two-legged hunters with their handheld burning deaths. Must defend herself. There—the one
whose hand smells hot, burns with the scent of sulfur and oil. He's the one who hurt her.

She lowers her head and growls.

"Oh, my God," the voice behind her says. "Becky, Shaun, stop her!"

Nothing can stop her. Her body iswind, her claws are blades, her voice is thunder.

Now her target smells like fear. Swveat has broken out on his skin. When he takes a step
back, she knows she has him. She will rip his flesh and taste his blood. Her lips draw back from
fierce teeth and a salivating mouth as she launches herself toward her victim. She runs, her claws
scraping on the pavement. Digs into the ground, leaps, stretching for him, and his scream thrills
her blood. Her paws are on him, her rough pads scraping his false skin, and he falls—

A body intercepts her, knocking her away from her prey. She lands on her feet and looks.
The attacker crouches, facing her, staring her down. Daring to stare her down. She pants and
takes the scent of the intruder— one of her kind, one of her pack. The new female.

And before she can strike at her, to put her in her place, hands—human, naked hands—
grab her from behind, pull at her, hold her. She snarls, fights, twists, dashes with claws, with
teeth. Two of them hold her back. They are pack. They can't do this, shell show them, shell show
them who's strongest—

The place is chaos. There is running and shouting. Stll can't see straight for all the chaos.

"Kitty! Hold till, just hold till! ™



Even as the growl rattles her lungs, a hand on her chest and a voice by her ear make her
pause.

"Sh, Kitty. It's okay, you're safe. You're safe.”

She stops struggling; the two-legged wolf holds her back.

Thisis her mate who holds her, who soothes her. Whining softly, she turns to him, licks his
hand. He tastes like home.

"Sh," he keeps murmuring. "We're okay. WEre going to be okay. "

He radiates calm and she believes him.

Then the whole pack is there. Her little pack, all of them with her, all of them safe. She
leans close to her mate, presses her body full against him, panting shallow breaths because she's
il nervous. Still waiting for an attack. Have to trust the pack to take care of each other. She
trusts her mate with all her being. Letting her muscles relax, letting the anger seep away, she
settles into his arms.

"I don't know enough about this," he says, his voice strained. "I don't know if she's going
to be okay. "

"She'll be okay, " says the other. "Once she deeps shell be fine. Try to get her to deep. "

So the voice continues, close to her ear, breathing comfort into the fur of her neck.
Furless, clawless hands stroke her flanks, a strange and soothing touch.

And because he smells and sounds and feels like home, she settles with him and closes her

eyes.

| remembered being shot and started awake.

| lurched up onto an elbow and looked around. | wasin a corner of the KNOB lobby, wrapped
ina scratchy wool blanket, and curled up on the cold tile floor. Underneath, | was naked.

Ben was ganding nearby, taking to Detective Hardin and a couple of other cops. Ozzie was
there, too, and some other KNOB daffers. The dtation manager wore a worried frown and rubbed a
hand through his thinning hair. Some of the cops were taking statements. Red and blue lights flashed
agang the front windows.

Ben turned around before | could draw breath to speak. Quickly he came over and knelt beside
me. | screwed up my face and fdt vagudy ashamed. | pulled the blanket tightly around my shoulders.

"What happened?' | said, my voice scratching.

"You got shot,” he said.

"I remember that. What about after?"

"You didn't hurt anyone.”

| gave a thin laugh. "Thank God for amdl favors” In truth, this rdieved me immensdy. | fdt
lighter.

Idly, he tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. Bloodstains covered his shirt, complete with
handprints and streaks from where I'd grabbed his arms. "How do you fed?’

"Crappy. | didn't want to hurt anyone” The horror of it took a long time to sdtle over
me—Injured and frightened, 1'd shifted in the middie of a crowd of people I'd have done it and not
thought twice. 1'd have just been defending mysdf. "I can't believe | got shot.”

"Tdl me about it." He sat beside me and tucked me under his shoulder, wrapping his am around
me | snuggled in closer. "Hardin sent a couple of cars after Carl. They're cordoning off the neighborhood
to look for him."

"They won' find him."

"I know. She took the rest of hisguysinto custody. She thinks shell find forensic evidence linking
them to the warehouse. She seems to be having a good time with dl this™

"She wants to try out her siver-lined jal cdl.”

"Wedl, more power to her."

The woman hersdf came over then, looking tired but smug. | had an impulse to stand—I didnt



want to have to look up a her. From wolf eye level no less. But | was too tired, and Ben was too
comfortable. Bleaily, | stared up at her.

Wary, she studied me, edging toward me like she might toward awild animd. Which | supposed
| was. Sheld seen me shift—seen both haves of my being. I'd attacked one of her people, though the
specific memory was fuzzy. But she seemed to have the intention of tregting me like a humen being.
However much of a sruggle that would be. She visbly gathered hersdif.

"How are you?' she said. The concern was touching.

| shrugged, then winced, because | ill hurt some. My ribs fdt bruised, and my whole body fet
pounded. "I've been worse."

"For what it's worth, | apologize. Officer Sawyer's going to get a reprimand. Just because you
weren't permanently hurt doesn't mean he gets away with shooting a civilian.”

"Andif hed had slver bullets?' | said. Both Ben and | stared up at her, waiting for the answer.

"Jud be glad that he didn't." She waked back to her people and the cleanup.

| didn't even want to think about it. "I need my clothes.”

"They kind of got trashed. You ready to get out of here?"

| propped mysdf agangt Ben and braced againg the wall to get mysdf to my feet. My muscles
popped, and my bones creaked. Ben pulled me to my feet without effort. | let im hold me up. 1'd turned
Woalf twice in the last twenty-four hours. 1'd never done that before, never turned a second time so soon
after the firs. Almog,, it seemed the pieces hadn't come back together quite right. Fur Hill peeked
between the cracks. Walf Hill looked out of my eyes. My brain fdt fuzzy, the world looked strange; the
shadows seemed to loom.

He must have noticed me craning my neck and squinting, trying to focus.

"Y ou're going to have to deep aweek when thisisdl over," he said.

God, that sounded so nice..."l could just let Carl kill me. Sleep dl | want then.”

He gave me an odd sideways |ook.

Kitty! Areyou dl right? Ozze intercepted us. He was actudly wringing his hands.

"Il be fing" | said. Though | must have looked awful, dl tangled hair and bloodstains. "So, are
you worried about me, or are you redly worried about your cash cow?'

He gave me alook that was hdf hurt, haf admonishing. "Geez, Kitty, giveit arest. When | heard
the gun and they told me who got shot | about had a heart attack. Don't ever do that again.”

| samiled tiredly. "I'll try not to. Ozzie, have you met Ben?

Ben said, "He introduced himsdf while you were adeep.”

Ozzie pointed a him. "Don't let her get shot again.”

"I think we'd better get home and cleaned up,” he replied.

Ozzie found me a T-shirt and swests from the stash of KNOB giveaways. | could add them to
the million KNOB T-shirts | dready had. | was just grateful not to have to drive home naked.

During the ride home, Ben kept asking if | was okay. Huddling in the passenger seat, | kept
muttering thet | was fine.

Fndly, he gave a frugtrated sgh. "Y ou're damned lucky, you know that?"

Yeah, | was. | had to remember that. | amiled at him. "Thanks. For taking care of me."

"Were pack."

| wished he would stop saying that. | wasn't sure why it was garting to piss me off. He wasn't
sying anything that wasn't true. Maybe because it sounded like a cop-out. Like if we weren't pack, hed
have been out of here along time ago.

chapter 13



The car's tires squeded as Ben swung into the parking lot of his building. With his help, 1
sumbled out of the passenger seat and limped toward the front door. | hurt dl over. The bullet wound
itsdf had faded to an ache, but the shock of it, the shagpe-shifting, and waking up on the hard floor had
wracked my whole body. | wanted a very hot shower.

Ben stopped before we reached the front of the building, and | lurched to a hdt besde him. |
started to ask why—I wasn't redly paying attention, not like | should have been. | was lulled into a fdse
sense of security, tucked sugly under Ben's arm. But then | saw Cheryl marching toward us on the
gdewak. She wore her usud T-shirt and jeans, and a furious expression. | hadn't seen that expression
since she caught me borrowing her Metdlic Mayhem nail polish when | was deven.

Out of dl the trouble | was currently facing, | hadn't expected this.

"What's she doing here?' | muttered.

"She'syour sgter,” Ben said. "You tdl me”

I'd done something. Something so horribly wrong and sinister she had to come in person to chew
me out. And | thought | knew what it was. "Mom went in for surgery yesterday,” | said. "l wasnt there”
No, | was at the shooting range, learning how to be akiller.

A sudden cold washed through me, and | tried to dismissiit. If something had gone wrong with
the surgery, someone would have caled me right away, not waited a day.

"Cheryl, what's wrong?' | said when she was close enough.

She put her hands on her hips. "I've been waiting for you to get back. I'm taking you to the
hospital to see Mom since you can't seem to be bothered to get yoursdf over there™ Then her eyes grew
wide, and the color Ieft her face. She was garing a Ben's bloody shirt. The blood had turned dry and
crunchy. My own shirt had a Szable spot of blood on the upper chest, where the wound was dill lesking.

"Haly crap, what happened to you guys?' She started to look a bit green.

"l got shot," | said.

"You what? Oh, my God. Why aren't you in a hospitd?' Her voice was going shrieky.

| was so not in the mood for any of this

"Because I'm awerewolf and it wasn't aSlver bullet.”

"Ohmy God...whét...what have you gotten yoursdf into?'

| only sghed. This would take way too long to explan. In my slence, Cheryl kept going, and |
redized that this whole talking too much thing wasn't just me. It ran in the family.

"Kitty, what is going on? Are you in some kind of trouble? Is that why you couldn't go to the
hospitd? And you—" She pointed a Ben. "Thisdl started when she met you. Thisisyour fault, isn't it?"

"Actudly, no,"” Ben said, full of mock cheerfulness. "Kitty made this mess pretty much on her

Please, let me pass out now. | didn't want to have to tak to ether of them anymore.

"Ligen, Cheryl, can you not tdl Mom and Dad about this?* 1 could imagine Mom's reaction
exceeding Cheryl'slevd of hygeria

"Not tdl Mom and Dad? Are you crazy?"

"Oh, come on, what about dl those times you sneaked out of the house and told me not to tel?
And that time Todd came over—"

"But you did tdl!" she screeched.

"No | didn't, they figured it out on their own because you were an idiot!"

Ben was rubbing his forehead like he had a headache,

| took a deep breath and tried to start over. "I'm trying to keep you guys out of this"

"Kitty!" Cheryl said, meking the word part demand, part reprimand, pat plea She was four
years older than me. Our relationship had started on a foundation of years of forced babystting and
commands from our parents that were dl some variation of "Cheryl, look after your sgter." After she left
for college, my teenage years continued in pure, unsupervised bliss Our lives diverged radicaly after that,
but we loved each other. We were family. And the tone of voice she was usng now evoked a long
hisory of responghbility and authority.

| spoke as cdmly as | could. "Cheryl, I'm sorry | haven't been to the hospitd yet. I'm sorry |



can't explain everything. I'm okay. | got shot, but I'm okay. I—I think you should go home, or go back to
Mom, or whatever. I'll cal later. | redly need to take a shower."

"No," she said. "No, enough of this, you haven't been draight with any of us since this happened
to you. You know those old ligts, how to tdl if someone's a drug addict? The secrecy, the lies, the weird
behavior—that's you! That's totdly you!"

Wow. She had a point. Now if | could just quit beng a lycanthrope. "What the hdl are you
going to do about it—run an intervention?' God, this wasn't going well. | had to get her out of here.

Besde me, Ben diffened, his atention suddenly drawn elsewhere. He turned, his nose flaring,
taking in a scent. He started to unzip my backpack, where held stashed a handgun.

"What isit?' | said.

"Do you amd| that?'

| took a deep bregth to taste the air.

"Kitty, what isit, what's going on”?"

"Bequiet," | said, draining my ears.

Then | caught it. Ben had only been awerewolf for afew months, but he had a better nose then |
did. Something was out there, something wrong. An dien touch in the air. Wolf, but not pack. No. Oh,
no. Hardin hadn't found Carl. Single-minded, bruta Carl who probably only had one thought in his pea
brain right now: me. He'd tracked us here, we were dl doomed.

But this andled femde. This smdled familiar.

Ben drew the handgun from the backpack.

"Hdy shit! You have agun!" Cheryl cried.

"Cheryl, can you go back to your car and get out of here, please?’

"What's hgppening? I'm not leaving until you tel me what's hgppening!”

The figure, the intruder, findly appeared, coming around the corner behind Cheryl, moving
toward us. Kegping Cheryl between us.

"Cheryl, move, please” | begged. My siger findly turned, to see what we were daring a—to
see what was behind her.

"He wanted me to check if you were dill dive” Meg said.

Ben dropped the bag and amed at her, ams and gaze steady. Meg stopped and looked Sartled
for amoment, like she was about to turn and fleg, like she thought he might shoot. She wore jeans, a tank
top, and sandas, and her long black har draped over her shoulders. Her skin was tanned brown, her
features were fing, exotic. 1'd aways thought she was beautiful.

Ben didn't shoot her outright. He was a lawyer, he was rationd. He knew what this would ook
like when the cops arrived. Once she redlized that, Meg relaxed allittle and crossed her arms.

She kept talking. "He said, 'Don't confront her. Don't let her see you. Her bad-ass dpha mades
got agun. Don't push them," he said. | think he's afraid of you."

"Thet warms my heart,”" | sad flaly. "What about you?"

She didn't come any closer, which was sort of an answer. "You were smarter than me, picking
somebody to turn," she said. "But how did you convince a sane man to let you bite hm?' She talked like
he wasn't even here. Ben didn't flinch.

A year or s0 ago, shed made a bid for Carl's place by picking an dpha mde to replace him. By
making an aphamae to replace him. The plan had backfired horribly. The guy had been psychotic and
couldn't handle the lycanthropy. A lot of people died.

"I didn't bite him. I didn't turn him. | just happened to be there to pick up the pieces. That's why
we're together.” And | liked him. I'd picked up the pieces because | liked him. Couldn't lose Sght of that
detall. 1 ought to tdl him. I let my hand brush hisleg. Hiswhole body was tense. | wasn't sure he even fdt
me.

"Whatever you say," she said with a smirk, like she didn't believe me. Like she didn't respect me.
We weren't equas in her eyes, but her body language spoke differently. She kept her distance. She
looked Ben up and down like he was a piece of mest.

"What do you want, Meg?' | sounded exhausted.



"I don't suppose you'd tdl me where Rick is?'

"You were never very good at subtlety and intrigue, were you?'

"You give us Rick, well let you leave Denver again. You and your mate both.”

"Don't you get it? | don't want to leave. | can't leave. Everything | have is here, and if you won't
leave me done, then I'll fight."

Then she looked a Cheryl. She had to guess who she was to me—the same blond hair, short
and tucked behind her ears. Same face. Even alittle of the same smdl—our human family.

"You have a lot to lose" Meg said. She took a step toward my sigter, reaching out like she
wanted to touch her. | dmog grabbed the gun from Ben's hand and shot her mysdf. No one was going
to touch my family. Cheryl had the sense to step back.

Get away from her, Ben said, holding her in the gun's Sghts.

| kept mysdf from rushing at Meg, claws outstretched. Camly, | said, "All the more reason to
fight"

Thet raised her hackles. "You think just because you're famous that protects you? That you can
wadtz in here and take over? Tha well just bow down to you? It takes more than that to be an dpha
You don't know anything. Y ou may have fooled the people who lisen to your show, but you don't know
anything!" She started to march off.

"Meag?' She hdted, gpparently willing to listen.

We were just posturing. This was the growling stage. She wouldn't start a fight without backup. |
began to relax. The old fears started to fade. She was dl bluster. More than that, though, she was just
wrong.

"Have you ever been pregnant?’ | asked it on an impulse, out of curiosty. | just wanted to know.

She dmogt chuckled. "Werewolves don't get pregnant. We can't get pregnant.” She said this with
anair of triumph, asif | had just demonstrated my lack of knowledge, and she was happy to rub my face
init.

| amiled sadly. | remembered Dr. Shumacher's words, that most women lycanthropes smply
might never redizeif they got pregnant. Maybe Meg just didn't know.

"You're wrong. We can get pregnant. The pregnancy doesn't survive shape-shifting. You might
never even know it."

She gaped a me, astonished, like I'd dapped her. How many woozy, crampy mornings was she
looking back on? How many times had she just written it off to an odd cycle? | didn't want to know.

"Meg, you're ignorant, youre a blockhead, and me waltzing in here and taking over has got
nothing to do with me being famous and everything to do with you being completely usdess. You and
Carl both." 1 managed to say that whole thing without raisng my voice.

Snaling, she resumed her retrest.

Only after we heard her car door dam, the engine start, and the tires ped out of the parking lot,
did Ben blow out a breath and lower hisgun. | sat down right there on the Sdewalk because my legs had
turned to goo. Sheer willpower had been keeping me on my feet, but blood loss and nerves findly got the
better of me.

Ben kndt and put his hand on my shoulder. "Y ou okay?'

| leaned into him. "Tha thing | said, about picking up the pieces and that's why were
together—that's not judt it. | mean, there's more than that, right?'

"We should have this conversation later,” he said, glancing at my sister, who was sanding over
us, looking down with bugged-out eyes.

"What was thet dl about?' Cheryl said, even more hysericdly, though it didn't seem possible.

"l sad it was along story,” | Sghed as Ben hauled me to my fest.

"No, not the mess. Not just the mess. | mean about the pregnant part.”

| figured Mom had told her, but apparently not. | couldn't even look at her. Ben pulled me close
and put akisson my hair, over my ear.

"Areyou pregnant?’ she said.

| smiled thinly. "Not anymore.”



"Oh, geez. I'm sorry." She said it to both of us, and she looked sad.

| took her hand and squeezed it. She squeezed back, and our argument disappeared. "Cheryl,
theré's kind of a war going on. | need you to go home, stay indde. Keep everyone indde. Dont let
anyone in unless you know them redly wel. If you see anyone outside the house, if you see anything
odd—if anything even feds odd—call 911 and tel them you have an intruder in the house. Don't even
hestate"

A hgt—"

| held up my hand to stop her. She was going to ask, again, wha was going on. "Tha woman
and some other people would happily kill meif they got the chance. We're not going to let that happen.”

"Kitty—"

"Where's Dad? Is he at the house?"

"No, he's gaying with us while Mom'sin the hospitd.”

"Good. It's going to be okay. I'll cdl you later. I'll see Mom as soon as | can.”

"Okay," she said, and sounded young. Then she hugged me, bloodstains and dl. "Be careful.”

"You, too."

We watched her return to her car and drive away. Ben kept hold of the gun the whole time, in
case .omething dse lurked in the shadows. Without a word, we made it ingde. | made it into the shower.
My upper chest had a puckered spot of skin where the bullet hole had been. That was it. | kept picking
a it; it was heding, dmost smoothing out under my touch.

| didn't want to leave the stream of water. | didn't want to go back to the war. But | did.

| asked Ben, who was meking food, "Any word?'

"Nope."

"Areyou sure?'

"y es"

Evening came, and we didn't get any cdls. No one had spotted Carl after the KNOB attack.
Hardin said sheld put a stakeout at his and Meg's house, but the place seemed to be empty. That meant
Carl and Meg had run for the hills. They could be anywhere now. Arturo and Rick would be waking
soon. Arturo would do something—he wouldn't St back while Rick chdlenged him. The trouble was, |
couldn't guess what held do, where held send his people, who held attack fird. | had to wait for acdl.

| was becoming a control freak. It was part of leading a pack.

Ben made chicken and pasta for supper. He was a decent cook—yet another reason to keep
hm around. But | couldn't eat. | stood by the door to the bacony, saring out. From the table, where two
sets of plates and utensls were set out with a ceramic bowl of food in the middle, he pestered. "You
need to edt."

"l cant.”

"You should.”

Pouting, | sounded like a spoiled child. "I just cant.”

He dropped hisfork on his plate, making aringing noise. The slence after was rigid with tenson.
After along moment he said, "I wish | could fix everything. | wish | could makeit dl go away. But | cantt.
So | thought, I'll make dinner. Maybe that'll help. But | guess not.”

He wore a white T-shirt, jeans. Hislight brown hair was a hit too long, rumpled from him running
his hands through it. His face was lined, tired. Full of character. He looked like a freeking rock star. |
couldn't take my eyes off him. | wanted to ding to him like a leech.

"Thank you,” | said, on impulse. "Thanks for standing by me."

The amile grew wider, and he bowed his head. "Well, you know. We're—"

| held up a hand to stop him. "Dont...say it. Just don't.”

"I don't know what dse to say." Roughly, he stood from the table. Grabbed the bowl of pasta
and shoved it into the fridge. The whole appliance rattled. | was rdieved, though; for a moment | thought
he was going to throw it.

"You don't have to say anything.”

But he kept going, coming out to the living room. "Maybe you're right, maybe you've been right



dl dong, that if we weren't both werewolves we wouldn't be together. That we'd have no reason to be
together."

"l never—"

He waved me off with a frustrated brush of hisarm. "No, | know you've never said it. But you've
been thinking it right from the start. And | wanted you to be wrong. | wanted to prove you wrong. But
hey—you're never wrong."

"Ben!"

But he was dready marching back to the bedroom, where he dammed the door behind him. |
curled up on the sofa and covered my face with my hands. What happened if | won this war, yet logt
evaything | was trying to save?

When my cell phone, gtting on the coffee table, rang, my brain rattled. All my nerves twitched. It
was like | forgot what to do with it, then | rushed to answer.

"Good morning," said Rick.

And so it starts. "Hi."

"What's been happening? Anything from Carl?

"He went after KNOB," | said.

"And?

This was actudly dmogt working. | ought to be pleased. "Hardin has four of his wolves in
custody. Carl got away. Hardin has people looking but they haven't found him." I'm not sure | wanted
them to. | wasn't sure they could handle a cornered wolf.

"And you're dl right? Y our people are dl right?'

| hesitated, then decided thered be time for the long verson laer. "I'm fine We're dl fine
Anything happening on your end?"

"Yes Charlie and Violet saw Arturo leave Obsdian. | want to movein while he's gone," he said,
and his voice was too cdm. Vampiric, | redized. The ity could be crumbling around him and his tone
wouldn't change.

Thisfdt like atrap. | could seeit. We were supposed to draw Arturo out, not race into the heart
of histerritory. "You can't take his stronghold. Hell have people protecting it—"

"It's his stronghold, which means hell have to come back. I'll wait for him, then take him."

"But Rick, where is he? Whereéd he go?'

"I was hoping one of your people had spotted him."

"I haven't heard anything." | gripped the phone and gritted my teeth. My spike in anxiety seemed
to be making up for hiscam. "This could be a trap. He leaves, makesit red obvious so you know about
it, and as soon as you show up he busts your ass.”

"That'swhy I'd like you and Ben to come help me. And any of the other werewolves you can cdl
on."

My firg impulse was to ydl a him. Did he think we were his lackeys? Did he expect to be adle
to cdl on ustheway Arturo caled on Carl? But that had been the arrangement—an dliance to help each
other. My getting cold feet didn't change thet.

"What about Carl and Meg? Where are they?' | said.

"Agan, | was hoping you'd have heard something.”

"Geez, Rick, what do you expect meto be able to do? | can't battle alar full of vampires. | can't
ask anyone ese to do that.”

Ben had emerged and was leaning on the wal by the sofa, watching me, brow raised in a
question. | found | couldn't look a him. But | could fed him, amdl| his presence washing over me.

Theflavor of Rick's cdm changed, taking on an edge—tension, held tightly in check. "You can't
quit now, Kitty. You're way beyond beng able to back out of this. I'm moving on Obsidian, and youll
help me because you can't let Arturo win this”

He was right. I'd set this series of events in motion. Backing out now would mean losing. This
wasnt a game where | could pick up my pieces and go home. But | 4ill didn't like it. "Have you given
any more thought about who your spy is?"



"I'm not convinced there is one. | think Arturo had one of us followed and got lucky with the
warehouse. Ligen to me. We trap Arturo—I only need to get him done for a few minutes, and | need
you to watch my back. Dack, Violet, and Charlie are dready here. When Arturo's gone, he won't be
able to hdp Carl and Meg. Then we can take them out.”

"Or we can take them out fird—they're scared, we riled them up.”

"Y ou've seen them, then? Y ou've confronted them?"

| hestated. "Yes"

"And they're dill dive?'

"The cops were there, there were too many people, | couldn't jus—"

"But you see, Kitty: | can. You've taken usthisfar. Let me carry usthe rest of the way.”

| covered the phone and stared at the caling. Point of no return. 1'd sped by it without even
noticing.

Ben went to the door and picked up my backpack. He stayed there, waiting. He had a trunk full
of gear that said we could do this. Damn Cormac and his armory.

| turned back to the phone. "When should we be there?!

"Now."

| hissed out a breath. "Okay. Fine. We're on the way. I'm going to make some cdls. Youd
better keep your phone handy in case | find out thisisdl some horrible trick."

"Will do. Park a block south of the building and I'll meet you."

| shoved the phonein my pocket. When | reached the door, Ben handed me my bag.

"Were going to Obsdian?' he sad.

"Yesh"

"Then let's go." He was outside before | could say anything. Like I'm sorry.

In five minutes, we were on the road. Ben drove, his atention focused. Not looking a me, not
sying aword. | wanted to cry. But | had those cals to make.

"Shaun, it's Kitty."

"What's hgppening?' he said, his voice urgent. We'd dl been waiting by our phones.

"Rick's moving, but | need some eyes. Any word where Carl and Meg are?!

"'Someone's watching the house. I'll find out.”

"And if anybody spots Arturo, | want to know about it.”

"Gat it. I'll cdl back inaminute™

He was graightforward. Religble. A good lieutenant. 1'd been lucky, finding him when | did. Or
maybe my indincts were better than | thought they were. Some of my indincts, anyway.

| was torn between wanting to make more cdls, and wanting to leave the line open for Shaun and
Rick. | risked one. Cheryl answered the phone.

"Hi, Cheryl?'

"Kitty, oh my God, are you okay? |s everything okay?'

"l was going to ask you the same thing." | couldn't tdl anything by her voice. She dill had the
hygerica edge going.

"Everything's fine here. Dad Ift the hospitd after dinner. Mom was adeep. They've dill got her
doped up pretty good. But everyone's fine. We haven't seen anything.”

Good. "That's whet | wanted to hear. | have to get off the line, but I'l cal again. Maybe I'll wait
until morning if everything's okay."

"Be careful

"Thanks"

| clicked the line off and waited for Shaun to cal back.

Ben kept looking in the rearview mirror, repeatedly, more than the average driving maneuver
warranted.

"What isit?"

"I think we're being followed."

Oh, that was dmost funny. | twisted around to look out the back window. "Are you serious?



"Could you be alittle less obvious?' Ben said.

"But thisis hilarious. We're baing followed? Redly? Do | get to shoot out the window next?'

"Kitty, gt down.”

| faced front and sat. By then, we'd pulled off the freeway at Colfax and turned east.

That was when the red and blue flashing lights started.

"Gredt," Ben muttered, shifting the whed to pull us over to the curb. "Unmarked police car." Sure
enough, a dark sedan, unmarked and unremarkable, pulled up behind us. The lights flashed from a pand
on the back of the sun visor, behind the windshield.

"I, uh, don't suppose we could outrun ‘em?’

Ben gave me another look. The annoyed look that had become so common. He said, "No
gtuaion has ever been improved by trying to outrun the cops.”

The sedan’s driver sde door opened. Somehow, | was unsurprised when Detective Hardin
stepped out.

| put my hand on the door handle, preparing to pile out to confront her, but Ben sad, "Don't.
Weve been pulled over, we're going to sit and wait like good little citizens”

He hdpfully rolled down the window. When Hardin leaned in, she was amiling.

"Hi," she said.

She was supposed to be one of the good guys. She may not have believed it, but we were dl on
the same sde. | couldn't et her hold us here. So | did the only thing | could—I let my big mouth get the
better of me.

"Detective—what the hdl are you doing here? Are you till following me?!

| should have guessed that she was used to me by now. Her expression didn' flicker. "Yep. You
seem to know where dl the interesting people are.”

Grest. Just greet.

She went on. "Those guys we caught today seem perfectly willing to rat out everyone involved.
They just want to be let out before Tuesday. What's Tuesday?!

"Next ful moon," | said.

Hardin winced. "Right. Got it. So. Who are you going to see now?"

Then my phone rang. | swore, as soon as this night was over | was going to shove it down the
garbage disposal.

"Yesh?'

"Kitty, it's Shaun. Becky tried to cal Mick—he was waiching Carl and Meg's place. But we
can't get hold of him. Something happened, they may be on to us”

"Mick was out at their place?'

"He was supposed to be."

"Look, the cops have someone staking out ther place and havent seen anything. Would Mick
have followed them into the hills?'

"Maybe"

"Someone should go check on him. We need to know what they're doing out there.”

"Becky and Wes are on it.”

"What about Arturo?'

"No sgn."

| groaned. "I don' like this"

"Can | hdp?' he said.

"Keep looking out at my sgter's, but have your phone handy. We may need some ass-saving
later on.”

Hardin was garing a me. "Arturo? Denver's Master vampire? The one | want to pin those
murders on”?'

"Uh, yeah." Ben could jump in to save me anytime, but he seemed happy to st back and watch
medig my own hole.

"You going after im?' the detective asked.



"It's more like we're trying to keep him from coming after us."

"I thought the best way to do that was to stay home and not invite themin."

"Um, yesh. Usudly."

"I want this guy, Kitty. Help me get him."

"Can you handle him? Can you redly handle hm?'

"A trunk full of stakes and holy water says| can,” she said. "I've been doing my homework."

"You have no idea what you're getting into," Ben said.

"I'm looking forward to finding out,” she said.

My phone chose that opportune moment to ring. Again. It couldn't possibly be anything good.

"What!" | said.

"I'd like a word with you, Katherine. We need to end this, before we see another bloodbath.”
Arturo, as refined as ever. My skin pricked; the hair on my neck prickled. Where was he? And what
was he doing? How badly were we dl screwed thistime?

| hoped my voice didn't shake too badly. "A word with me? Why not Rick?"

"Youll see. | want to dedl with you and you done.”

"I think thisisatrick. | think itsatrap. No, | wont do it."

"Oh, youll come speak with me”

| laughed. "I will?"

"Yes Because I'm standing next to your mother's hospita bed.”

The phone clicked off.

A dckly, hot/cold fever washed over me, and my gut melted into my feet. My lips went numb. |
couldn't fed anything. | leaned back againg the headrest.

"Kitty?' Ben said. "What's wrong?"

"What isit?' Hardin echoed.

My voice didn't work. This was Rick's fault, | wanted to scream. Wanted to growl. Walf started
thrashing—ypack wasin danger. My human pack, but ill. Had to run, had to fight. | swallowed, counted,
coiled the fear deep indde. Kept it together.

"Kitty," Ben said in a low voice, drawing me back to mysdf. His hand clamped over my am, a
Seadying pressure.

"Thet was Arturo.” | gestured with my gill-on phone. My hand was sheking. "He's got my mom.”

The pause only lasted a beat. "Do you know where?' Hardin said. She had her radio in her hand.

| nodded and told her the hospitd. "She just had surgery.”

Hardin was taking into her radio, caling for backup.

"Ben, we have to go hdp my mom,” | said, and at the same time more thoughts dammed into me.
More implications. This wasn't an accident. This was a setup. "Arturo knows Rick’ll go after Obsidian.
Itsatrap.”

Quickly | dided Rick's number. It rang. And rang, and rang. "Shit."

"Il go,” Ben said. "I'll get to Obsidian to hep Rick. You go with Hardin to the hospitd.”

| looked at Hardin. "Is that okay?"

"Sure. Come on." She headed back to her car.

Squeezing Ben's hand, | said, "Be careful.”

"You, too."

| jumped out of the car to fallow Hardin. | only got about hafway when | heard, "Kitty!"

Ben I€ft the car and trotted toward me, hefting my backpack. | met him hafway, the late-night
traffic roaring past us. Over us, the dark sky was washed out by dity lights

"Dont forget this" Ben handed me the bag. It had a weight snugged firmly indde that had
become familiar. The handgun. "l put some stakesin there, too."

"Cool. Good."

Then he kissed me. Hand on my cheek, holding me steady, he covered my lips with his and
urged open my mouth. | responded, mdting againg him. The movement lingered, passionate, flusing
through my whole body. The touch was fire. | wanted to fdl against him and keep him that close to me



forever. My hands clenched on hisarms.

He pulled away. "Be careful,”" he said, his voice tight. Then he retreated to his car. His jaw was
taut, lips frowning, determined and driven.

That kiss was dmogt like saying goodbye.

"Kitty, come on!" Hardin caled from indde her car.

Then we were back to the gangster movie. Ben drove off.

Hed bedl right, | knew he would.

| climbed into the passenger seet of Hardin's car, and we peded back onto the road.

"Lucky girl," she observed, her amile amused.

"Yeeh," | sad, dill bresthless. Yeah, | was.

chapter 14

She switched on dl the Srens and lights, and we sped off a superspeed. | had calculated twenty
minutes to get to the hospital. We might make it in ten.

"Tdl me about Arturo,” Hardin said, totaly cam, not at dl like she was speeding down Denver's
Streets at eighty miles an hour.

Where to gart? "Hée's a vampire. | don't know how old. Maybe two or three hundred years—"

"You know, | can't even comprehend that," she said, giving a short laugh. "He was dive when
George Washington was dive. What does that mean? How does thisguy look at the world?"

"It means we don't matter to him," | said. "Weé're just aflashin the pan.”

"What ese?'

"He has flunkies, followers. | don't know if hell have any of them here. I'm guessing he |eft them
to guard the homestead. Bt if they are here, they'll protect him."

Her expression pursed, contemplating the dilemma: they were vampires, mongters, and she could
plow right through them to get to her quarry. But they were dso individuds who were entitied to due
process.

“If we do run into them, how do | stop them? Can | do it without killing them?’

"I don't know. Lots of things|l hurt them: sunlight, holy water. Maybe even garlic. Staking's what
kills them."

"So those stories are true.”

"A lot of them, yeah."

"Good." She reached to her collar and pulled a chain with a cross pendant from under her shirt.
She et it hanging over her collar.

We arrived at the hospitd. After hours, the place seemed dmost cam.

"All right, where's my backup,” she muttered as she pulled up to the curb dong the emergency
drive. At this hour, that was probably the only entrance that would be open. | was out of the car and
running for the doors before Hardin even stopped the car. "Kitty, wat!"

| didn't. Incongruoudy, the place was brightly lit, like a beacon. The rest of the world was so
dark right now.

Insde, | hit the linoleum and didn't stop. | looked for a sgn that would tel me how to get to the
man part of the hospitd, and where | could find Mom's room. | mugt have looked dangerous because a
uniformed security guard, hand on his belt, moved to intercept me.

| redlized: | could knock him over. Let out alittle bit of Wolf and knock him aside. But | didn't. |
begged.

"I need to get in, one of your patients may be in danger! Please!”

Hardin had followed close behind me and flashed her badge. "Let her through.”



The guard stepped aside, and | ran past him. Vaguely, | was aware of Hardin following. | didnt
wait for her. | only had one thought in my head: Please, let her be safe.

Up some dairs, through a door, down a hdl, and around a corner, we came to her room. |
amdled her. The door was open, and it was dark. The bed and its occupant were visble only by pae
light bleeding from the halway. Mom was adeep, her head tilted dightly on the pillow, arms resting on the
blanket, tangled in a mess of 1V tubes and wires. Around the odors of illness and medication, | smdled
her. She was breathing, her heart pounded steedily, she was dive. But pde. Her face was lined, even in
deep.

Stting in a char by her bedside, tilted with a view toward the door, watching her deep, was
Arturo.

Blood throbbed in my skull, and | thought | might faint.

"How did you get in here?' | said, my voice shaky. This could go very badly. "What are you
doing?' I'd been told that the prohibition aganst vampires entering without invitation didn't gpply to
public, commercid property. Apparently, the hospital room was public space.

His gaze shifted to me dmogt lazily, unconcerned. He struck such an incongruous picture: he
gorawled in the plagtic chair like it was a throne, one leg stretched before him, both elbows resting on the
thin arms. He wore tailored dacks, a white shirt buttoned at the collar, and a suit jacket. On him, the
ensamble looked formd, eegant. He was a Victorian gentleman landed in the modern age.

Hardin joined me, blocking light as she stood in the doorway. She hed her gun amed at the
vampire. No, it wasn't agun. It was a hand-sized crossbow, with a wooden shaft loaded.

"Dont move. I'll shoot,” Hardin said, authoritative and coplike. Arturo appeared unconcerned.

"Detective Hardin, I'd like you to rest for a moment,” Arturo said. He spoke dowly, with an
amost musicd tone. He'd caught her gaze. The two were looking into each other's eyes like they were
the only people in the world.

| knew she wouldn't be able to handle the vampires.

"Lower your wegpon, please” he sad. And she did. She looked relaxed, but her face hed a
quizzicd expression, her brow dightly furrowed, like some part of her wondered why she was obeying
him. Some part of her dill held on to hersdlf. Nonetheless, she'd fdlen under his spell.

"Arturo, stop it," | said.

"Detective Hardin, step into the halway for a moment. Lean againg the wall and rest. Thank
you."

Hardin dipped out the door, dumping againg thewadl as if she redly had decided to rest there a
moment.

| was dl done with him. My ill mother and him. Quickly | wiped a tear away. It was dl over. All
of it was for nothing.

"What do you want?' | whispered.

"I only want to tak," he said. "We're both safe here. We can't do battle here”

"You—you won't hurt her?" | was arying anxious, Slent tears, and | hated that | was doing it. |
fdt so weak and helpless.

Sowly, absently dmost, he shook his head. "I could save her, if you like"

He could drain her, tun her, and in three days shed become like him. Invincible, immortd,
cured.

"So could I. | offered. She refused.”

"Shel's awise woman.”

"Yes, sheis"

"Carl hasto go. | see that. | told him not to drike & you. | told him that sunt last night was a ploy
to draw us out. That if we stayed cam, you couldn't touch us. I'm not surprised he didn't ligen to me™"

"He's predictable” | said.

"Areyou ready to replace him?"

"y es"

"I could help you."



He could. In aword, a gesture, he could destroy Carl and Meg. All I'd have to do was step into
the vacancy. That, and sdl my soul to Arturo.

" can't owe you anything, Arturo. | don't want to be in your debt for this™

"I thought so. | had to try, though. Carl didn't have your scruples when he took me up on that
offer.”

| hadn't heard that story. | hadn't ever thought about the dphamade Carl mugt have had to fight to
replace. When 1'd been attacked, infected, when 1'd joined the pack, Carl had seemed like a god,
enduring and eterndl.

Arturo stood in a flud movement, incomprenensbly graceful. He was gtting, then he was
ganding, his hands curled behind his back. He neared my mother's bed and leaned over it.

"They didn't remove it dl," he said, scrutinizing her, sudying her with a narrowed gaze. "Shelll
have months of chemotherapy ahead of her. Even after that it could come back anytime, anyplace. Her
bones. Her blood. Her brain."

"How do you know that? Y ou don't know that.”

"I fed itin her blood. | fed it traveing." He held a hand, spread flat, a few inches over her chest,
like heredly could fed tiny cdls of cancer wresking havoc. "Her blood is sck.”

| choked on a sob. My voice scraped like sandpaper. "Please, Arturo. Leave her done”

When he touched Mom's face, alight brush of fingers dong her chin, | dmost screamed.

"What would you do to keep her safe, Katherine?"

Arturo had never been able to bring himsdf to cal me Kitty. The name was benegath his dignity.
Now when he said my full name, it fdlt like fingers curling around my throat, squeezing.

"Anything," | whispered.

His hand rested on my mother's throat, where he could squeeze and drangle her. "Youll take
Carl's place. Youll answer to me”

"You can't do this" An empty, unconvincng denid.

"But | have done ever so much worse to get where | am.”

| flashed on the memory of him dropping Carl with a twist of his arm. He'd incapacitated Hardin
with aword. He was too strong, | couldn't stop him.

| wished | had telekinesis, to throw him across the room. | wished to bring down lightning bolts
from the sky. | wished for a bag of garlic and a bottle of holy water. | wished | was rdigious and wore a
cross around my neck.

| considered. | took a step back, into the doorway, where | could see Detective Hardin leaning
just outside. Her cross would hurt him, but it had to touch him.

"Kathering"" Arturo said. "You shouldn't have to think about this. | can fed her pulse under my
hend. | can stop it."

| needed another few seconds.

"Ben, too," | sad, ddling. | turned my back to him, feigning despair, to hide what | was doing
when | shifted asde the collar of Hardin's shirt. "Don't hurt him. Ben and | for Carl and Meg."

"Of course. | assumed as much."

Hardin didn't move, didnt so much as blink. Her eyes were haf-lidded, saring a nothing. |
touched the chain, and my fingers started to itch. It was slver. Damn.

Oh, wdl. I'd just have to cope. Gritting my teeth againg the ging, | gripped the slver cross and
chain and yanked. The laich broke, the necklace fdl into my hand. The itch of the Slver againgt my skin
turned into a burn.

"What are you doing?'

"Méking sure Hardin's dl right. Youll let her go, too? She doesn't know what she's dedling with.”

"She won't even remember what happened.”

"I don't want to be your lackey."

"l don't want alackey, | want a partner | can trug.”

Hands a my sdes, clenched into figts, gritting my teeth againgt the searing pain of the glver, |
moved toward the bed, my gaze downcast. | would not look into his eyes.



My mother dill dept. Arturo's touch was o light, he didn't wake her. | stared at that hand. | put
my own on the edge of the bed, like | was preparing to surrender, to hand mysdf over to him. This had
to work.

"I think," | said dowly. "I think you should leave my mother done.”

| put the cross on his hand.

Like a snake had hitten him, he flinched away, jerking his hand back and cradling it to his chest.
The cross spilled onto the sheet covering Mom's chest. | picked it up and |t it dangle, so he could see
what it was, ignoring the pain it caused.

"Get out,” | said, dill not looking at his face, those eyes. | had to assume he was glaing a me.
When he didn't move, a rage bubbled within me. Weeks of frudration, fear, and pain boiled. Damn the
ones who had made melivein fear.

"Get out! Get out of herd" This came out as a growl, and Walf stared out of my eyes, flexed
ingde my hands, my fingers curling like claws. | would Change right now and legp on him. Maybe held
be able to stop me. And maybe he wouldn't.

He moved toward the doorway, and | followed. | watched his shoulder, not his face. A rumbling
inmy chest fdt like the start of a growl. | wanted to rip his throat out. My mouth hurt from wanting to
grow fangs.

Hislips turned in a careful amile. Lowering his gaze, he gave a smdl bow, his hand 4ill clenched
to his chest. The gesture was courtly.

Then he fled before me, like anyone would before a ravening wolf.

Actudly, as much as | would have liked to see him run from me, he medy turned to the
doorway and vanished with a bresth. |1 shook my head, convinced I'd seen it wrong. Hed managed a
vampires exit, the moment of shadow and the disappearance.

| clutched my stomach and fdt like the luckiest gifl in the world. He'd left me and Mom aone.

And my hand fdt likeit was going to fdl off.

"Gahl" | dropped the cross and chain onto Mom's bed. That was where | wanted to leave it,
with her, in case he came back. | stretched my hand—a rash severe enough to show raised wdts
covered my pam. "Shit,”" | muttered.

"Kitty? Hm...what timeisit? It's dark." Mom turned her head and mumbled, sounding very smdl
and logt.

"Sh, Mom. It's okay. Everything's okay. Go back to deep.” | touched her hand, her forehead,
brushing aside strands of ash-colored hair. | tried to sound soothing and not rattled. "Just go back to
deep. I'l come see you laer.”

"All right.”

"I love you."

She amiled briefly as she drifted back to deep. Stll drugged out on painkillers, she'd never redly
woken up.

Rdieved, | Sghed. She was safe. Sheld be safe. Could | collapse yet?

"Where is he? Whered he go?' Hardin appeared in the doorway again, crossbow in hand, her
gaze wild.

"He's gone. You dill want to arrest Denver's Master vampire?!

"Jesus Chrigt," she hissed. She rubbed the back of her neck, where the chain had broken off.

"Detective, could you do something for me?'

She joined me by the bed. "Is she dl right?"

"Yegh. Could you tie this chain around her somehow? | don't want to touch itif | don't have to." |
showed her my injured pam.

"That'smy cross," she said.

"I had to borrow it."

She congdered me a moment, then shook her head. Her taut expresson managed to convey
both trepidation and annoyance. But she did get the chain tied around Mom's neck.

"The dlver did that to you?'



Winang, | nodded. "With siver bullets, it's not the bullet that kills a werewalf. It's the Slver
poisoning the blood.”

"Not very pretty | bet.”

"No, | imagine not.”

Sraghtening, Hardin regarded me. The trepidation was fading, losng to a severe look of
aggravation. "Y ou're going to have to explain what that bastard did to me"

"The vampire hypnotic voodoo."

"Uh. Yeah."

"How do you think they get people to stay dill while they drink their blood?"

She scowled. 'l hate it when this crap actudly makes sense”

"Dont look at his eyes next time, okay?"

"Let's get going.”

| touched Mom's hand one more time. She was degping, and the cross was visble, lying a the
hollow of her throat. She was as safe as | could make her. Which wasn't very. | hated to leave.

"Shell be okay," Hardin said, touching my arm. “I'll make sure security is watching her room.”

Like that would help. Arturo would just work hiswiles on them.

"Il have them gring garlic in the doorway." She grinned, but it wasn't much of a joke.

We heard pounding footsteps ahead of us. Four cops, running down the corridor. Hardin's
backup.

"Took you guys long enough!" she barked a them. "Come on, we're heading out.”

They shrugged and mumbled excuses. But | looked a the clock—the whole exchange with
Arturo had only taken a couple of minutes. We hadn't been here that long. Time had stretched to make it
Seem 0.

After Hardin had a word with security, we walked out of the hospita together. ™Y our boyfriend
was going to this guy's home base. Where?!

"You know Obgdian? That art gdlery on Fourteenth? He's in the basement.”

"How many people has he got with him?’

"I don't know. I've seen as many as twelve or fourteen. All vampires.”

"W, this ought to be fun. Sawyer, you got that surveillance file on Mercedes Cook? She's a
known associate. We might get some idea of what well find there.”

"Yeeh, it'sin the car.”

"Sawyer," | muttered. "lsn't that the guy who shot me?' The cop in question ducked and ran
ahead of us. Avoiding me. Oh, it was him.

"Letit go, Kitty," Hardin said. Then, "Sunglasses.”

"What?"

"You think sunglasses would work againg that hypnotic crap?' She pulled a pack of cigarettes
and a lighter out of her pocket and went through the ritud of lighting up. Her gestures were manic,
determined.

"I don't know."

Officer Sawyer handed her a manila folder, which she handed to me. Then she gathered her
people around her: four uniformed officers who looked ready for war. | was frankly dumbstruck.

Nodding at the four officers, dl men, dl tough-looking, she said, "Tdl them what you told me.
Everything you know about what to expect from the vampires™

| repeated it dl, every bit of vampire lore | knew, everything | had seen with my own eyes. They
were gtrong, they could drop grown men without effort, they could control your will amply by looking
into your eyes. They were hard to kill. They had the experience of decades. Arturo had centuries behind
him. How could | make them understand that?

The officers stared back a me, just as eager, just as ready. They'd heard what 1'd said, but |
waan't sure they understood it. This mugst have looked like some kind of video game to them. | was
sending them to their doom.

Hardin followed up with indructions. "Don't get separated. Stick with your partner, keep your



eyes on each other. You see someonein trouble, cal for backup. 1 don't want big heroics on this. We're
deding with unknowns here."

Wed go in three cars. Hardin directed one of the patrol cars to stop in front, while hers and
another parked in back. No flaghing lights or srens. We'd sneak in.

"Theyll know," | said. "Before we even get out of the car.”

"Then well be ready for them,” she said, confident.

Were dl gonna die, a voice in me wailed. Not the Woalf. | could tdl, because the Wolf was
urging me on. We must destroy those who harm us. We must do battle.

| didn't know which indincts to ligen to anymore.

chapter 15

During the drive, | flipped through the file folder containing the information about Mercedes
Cook. The police had managed to cull a handful of photos from the hotd's security cameras—digita
images printed out on plain paper. They showed her in the hotd, modly, interacting with the Staff,
entertaining vigtors, many of them recognizable locd celebrities. Some of the pictures were blurry—like
the closed-circuit footage from the convenience store robberies. Vampires, not wanting to be seen.
Maybe Arturo.

One of them stopped me cold. In it, | recognized the hdlway outsde Mercedess suite & the
Brown Paace. A man was entering the room, his head up, his face clear. He hdd himsdf with a
confidence that showed he belonged there. He knew what he was doing, and he had a plan. The man
was deeply tanned, with sun-burnished blond hair and rugged, windblown skin.

It was Dack. | remembered now what held said: It's a good thing, having a vampire owe you
a favor. You want to be with the strongest. And he hadn't answered when | asked if that was Rick.
Evidently, he didn't think so. With a anking feding, | redized that we'd found the spy in Rick's camp.
And | had no way to reach Rick to tdl him, not if he wasn't answering his phone. Dack was there, with
him now, no doubt preparing to stab himin the back. And Ben was there, too.

The whole thing had fdlen apart. | wondered if it was too late to grab Ben and run away.

"You recognize that guy,” Hardin said, glancing over.

"Yegh. | think were dl screwed.”

"WEell see about that. He a vampire, too?"

"No. He's alycanthrope.”

"Everyones got slver bulletsthistime. | checked.”

"Grest. I'll make sure I'm standing behind you dl.”

"Probably a good idea”

Thiswas insane.

| cdled Rick again, to tdl him about Dack, but he Hill didn't answer. Then | cdled Ben. Who
didn't answer.

Obgdian was in a nicer part of downtown, a sreet filled with chic restaurants and funky
boutiques, hdfway between artsy and gentrified. The art gdlery was a front; the interesing bit was the
basement. Stairs around back led to the heart of Arturo's empire,

| checked where Rick had told us to park, and Ben's car wasnt there. Ben wasn't there. Maybe
that was a good thing. Maybe it was dl dready over. Maybe they were okay.

Hardin digtributed equipment from the trunk of her car to her people crosses, stakes, hand
crossbows with wooden bolts, spray bottles of what | assumed was holy water. | took a handful of
stakes and a cross, sed, the Sze of my hand. | decided thet if dl dse faled, | would depend on my
ability to run like hdl. 1 dung my backpack over my shoulders.



Thus armed and prepared, we approached the building. | couldn't imegine what this must 1ook
like from the outsde. Five cops, dadking purposefully toward a dark building, carrying crossbows and
crosses—they could only be hunting vampires.

The place was an isolated box surrounded by parking lots. | hesitated, hoping to smdl something,
sense something. But the street was Slent, and the building looked dead.

Hardin pointed a her officers. "You two, watch the front. Don't let anyone leave.”

The rest of us headed for the stairsin back.

She sad, "You're a dvilian. I'm not going to ask you to do thisif you don't want to. But if you
think you can hdp—"

"Maybe | can, maybe | can't. But I'l go." I'd started thisthing, | had to see it through.

Rick's Beamer was parked in back. He was here, somewhere, fighting for his life or aready
dead. A couple of other cars were here. Not Ben's.

Hardin repeated indructions to the remaining officers. "Don't let anyone down those gairs, don't
let anyone leave.”

The lagt two cops—our rear guard as wel as our backup—stayed behind, while Hardin and |
made our way into the pit.

"Y ouve been here before, right?* For dl her efforts with the anti-vampire gear, shed reverted to
habit and hdd her gun a the ready. Shocking mysdf, | recognized the type—a nine-millimeter
semiautomatic.

"Yesh," | sad. "But it's been awhile”

"Tdl me whét to expect.”

"Therésameta door a the bottom of the airs. It opens on a hdlway. There's a closed door on
eech gde. | don't know what's behind them. Therée's another door at the end of the hdll. It leads to what |
guess you'd cdl hisliving room.”

Actudly, it was more like a throne room, or a receiving hal—a holdover from an age of palaces
and courts. There wasn't a modern equivaent. This was where Arturo held court, and where Carl would
cometo pay his respects, negotiate a dispute, or do what he needed to do to keep peace between our
kinds. Usudly, Carl would bring his own retinue, enough of his pack to make a show of grength, to
baance the dozen or so vampires Arturo digplayed on his sde. Sometimes, held bring me, when he
needed a pretty young thing at his side to boost his own ego. An dpha could increase his sanding by
showing off how many helpless cubs he could protect. That was what 1'd been to him—a helpless child.
I'd hated those outings. 1'd hated being put out for show.

One of those times, I'd met Rick. I'd been young— both agewise and wolfwise. I'd only been a
werewalf for a year. Rick had been standing watch at the basement door, and I'd sneaked out when Carl
wasn't paying atention. | couldn't leave without Carl entirdy, so | stuck around, Stting on the concrete
steps, and chatted with Rick. He was the first vampire who ever deigned to speak to me at dl. He could
tdl | was new to it dl, and he was kind to me. After that, the whole place had seemed a little more redl.
More bdievable. Vampires became alittle less scary.

If Arturo had returned from the hospitd before us, I'd expect to find him in tha room,
surrounded by hisminions | had no idea where Rick might be. Almog, | expected him to ill be standing
guard a the door at the bottom of the steps. 1'd St down again and have a nice chat. Hed tdl stories
about Denver during the gold rush: The displacement in time, the sense of d§a vu, was viscerd.

Hardin led the way down the gtairs. | followed, continudly looking over my shoulder.

At the base of the gairs, the metd door stood open.

Behind us, in the dley wed just |eft, a man screamed.

Then another voice: "Officer down!”

Two shats fired. Hardin charged back up the dairs. | charged after her. | didn't even get a
chance to look through the door to see what might follow us.

At the top of the stairs, Hardin shouted, "Freeze! Freeze right there!” Then, "Dammit!”

Sheld pressed hersdf to the wall and looked out at the dley. | crouched beside her, usng the
darwel for shelter.



One of the two cops—I recognized Sawyer—turned back and forth, as if searching for quarry
that was no longer vishle. He hed a gun in one hand and a spray bottle in the other. His arms were
trembling. Nearby, the other cop lay ill, facedown on the ground. | didn't see any blood on him, no
wounds. That didnt mean anything. | looked up, back and forth, dl around. Vampires could fdl on us
from above.

"Sawyer, whered he go?'

"I don't know, he just...just disappeared. Vanished."

| closed my eyes and took a deep, steady breath. The ar was 4ill tonight, dl the summer hesat
leached away leaving a cdm, damp chill. Good. Without a breeze, the assalant couldn't stay downwind.

Vampires smdled dead, but only partly. They were dead without the decay, the rot. They lacked
heartbests; they were cold. Any blood and warmth they had was stolen from a living body. They smdled
out of placein the world, like they'd stepped out of it somehow.

| searched for that now, tasting the air, Ietting thet little bit of the Wolf into my conscious mind so
| could use those senses. | only needed a locetion, a direction where | could point Hardin and Sawyer.

| smdled vampires everywhere.

My heart racing, | pushed mysdf agang the Sde of the concrete stairwell. Until something
moved, until we spotted one of them, we couldn't do anything. Wed be wading what pathetic
ammunition we brought by shoating at shadows. Fring blasts of holy water a nothing.

Sawyer kndt by his partner and touched his neck. He had to set down one of his wegpons to do
it, and to my dismay he st down the spray bottle. Not that | had fath in the spray bottles,
notwithstanding the holy water in them. But the gun probably wouldn't do any good.

"Hes dive" Sawyer cdled to us. "Just knocked out, | think."

"Can vampires do that?' Hardin whispered to me. "Jugt knock someone out?"

| didn't answer because | saw a flicker of something dodging from one shadow to the next.
"Sawyer, behind you!"

He whirled, saw the figure who had appeared indantly and dlently behind him. The assallant, a
pae man dressed smply in dark dacks and a shirt, raised his am in preparation of ddivering a blow.
Sawyer reacted indinctively, driven by panic, bringing his gun to bear and firing. Trigger-happy bugger,
wasn't he?

Caught in the chest by the shot, the vampire staggered back a step. But he didn't fdl. | didn't
gardl blood. He didn't react again, except to square his shoulders and focus his gaze on Sawyer. He
closed the distance between them in a second. He was a flash of movement.

"Shit," Sawyer murmured as the vampire drew back hisfig and finished the interrupted strike. He
backhanded Sawyer with little effort. The vampire bardly moved. | wouldn't have guessed the force of it
would be enough to bruise him, but Sawyer Ieft the ground entirdly and crunched on the asphalt a few
feet awvay.

After a heart-wrenching moment, Sawyer moved. Not quickly, but he moved. He started to push
himsdf up with his arms, but only managed to roll himsdf onto his back. He lay there, gasping.

"You are under arrest!" Hardin screamed at the vampire. She amed her gun a him, no matter
how little good it would do.

"Hardin, use your crossbow,” | muttered. In response, she fumbled between the weapons. |
approached the vampire cautioudy, cross raised, like | could coax him away from the fdlen man.

The vampire looked at us and smiled. Then, he ignored us and continued after Sawyer.

Hardin's belt radio cackled to life, but the voice spesking through it was muffled. It sounded like
one of the other cops who'd come with Hardin. Shots fired at the front of the building. She muttered an
expletive, but didn't otherwise respond. We couldn't do anything about it right now.

Two more vampires ran at us from the side of the building. Both youngish, one dark-haired, one
tdl and blond. With a gasp and an unhedthy dose of fataiam, | cut to intercept them, holding the cross
like a shidd.

Sawyer was moving, trying to gt up. He didn't see the threat behind him. Hardin fired her
crossbow. The vampire flinched, brushing at hisarm. The bolt fdl; it hadn't stuck.



Hardin cursed and grabbed at her belt for the pouch that held more bolts.

| put mysdf between the newcomers and Hardin, misting the air around me with holy water. That
dowed them. It kept them from doing that thing where they moved too quickly to track. But it wouldn't
last. | fumbled for the stakes Ben had stashed in the backpack.

When the blond one swatted & me, | let loose another volley from the spray bottle. Water
squirted out and caught his hand. He rubbed it absently, not at dl incapacitated. It might as wel have
been a swarm of gnats. Then he backhanded me out of the way. | didn't even see im coming. | was sure
I'd been out of range. | was standing, then the next moment | was facedown on the asphalt, spitting out
grit. The stakes spilled out of the backpack.

In front of me, the fird vampire stepped on Sawyer's chest, shoving him to the ground, then
twisted his head. It was an inhuman move, reguiring inhuman strength. And inhumen senghilities. | heard
the crack. Saw Sawyer's head flop back down, unsupported. Heard the beat of his heart go out. The
vampire dropped Sawyer to the pavement.

"No! " Hardin screamed, then fired her crossbow again. And again. A bolt struck the vampire's
shoulder, another histhigh.

She didn't see the vampire stlanding behind her.

The blond one was standing over me.

| grabbed a stake and dammed it into his foot. Sharpened hardwood, it went right through that
shiny leaether shoe. Snarling, he pulled his foot away and kicked, but | had a little superhuman speed of
my own, and | was ready for him. | rolled, another stake in hand. Angry now, he rushed me. | let him. |
ducked. Bracing my arms, | held the stake up and prayed.

| felt his chest give out on top of me. Then, his weight shoved me to the ground, pinning me. He
was a newer vampire—mere decades old. He didn't tun to ash, a hundred years of decomposition
caching up to him. When | shoved him away and looked, he was desiccated—qgray flesh, sunken
cheeks, hallow body. His clothes hung on himin tatters, and the stake remained poking out between ribs.
His clouded eyes stared a me.

Swallowing back a scream, | looked away.

The second vampire had closed Hardin in an embrace from behind and touched her neck with his
lips A wicked amile on hislips, the first one launched himsdlf into a run toward her. Even restrained, she
dill held the crossbow and managed to get one more shot off. This one landed true and buried itsdf in his
chedt, in his heart.

He hdted sharply and touched his shirt, picking at it, like he was trying to pull it out. Snarling, he
looked at Hardin, stepped forward like he might attack. Then he started disntegrating, before he even fell
over. Bit by bit, he turned to the ash of the grave. He fdl to his knees, then his knees weren't there
anymore. He never took his rabid gaze off Hardin, until he was lying fiat on the pavement, and his face
itdf disappeared into dust. Nothing left but ash.

Giving a shout, Hardin struggled, trying to twist out of the second vampire's grip, but his hold was
too strong. Blood trickled from his mouth, down her neck.

| moved as fagt as | could, which turned out to be pretty fast, and grabbed two stakes, just to be
sure. Putting dl my speed behind the blow, | crunched both stakes into his back.

He dropped Hardin, who sumbled away. Arcing his back, he fdl to his knees. Didnt make a
sound. Like the blond one, he was new. He didnt turn to ash, instead becoming a corpse before our
eyes. Flesh and dothing dissolved, hanging on bleached bones. He smdled like mold.

"Jesus Chrig!" Hardin pressed a hand to her neck and stared at her attacker. "Am |— Oh, God,
am | going to turn into one of those?' She looked &t the blood on her hands.

"No," | said, panting. "They have to drain you. If they only take alittle you're okay."

She didn't look okay. Panic burned in her eyes and she was dmost hyperventilating.

"Detective,” | said, catching her attention. "Breathe.”

She nodded quickly and took a deep breath. That dowed her down. She found a handkerchief in
apocket and hdd it to the wound on her neck.

| knew, but | had to do it anyway. | touched Sawyer's neck, feding for a pulse that wasn't there.



His neck was twigted a a strange angle, and his eyes were open, saring. He didn't deserve this.

"Sawyer?' Hardin caled. | shook my head.

| looked for the others | knew must be out there. And there she was: a pae, svelte woman & the
top of the stairs, blocking our way down. She had white hair and an icy expression.

"Sdla” | murmured. "What's the ded? Where's Rick? Where's Ben? They're supposed to be
here"

"None of you are supposed to be here" She stalked toward me.

"Detective?' | murmured.

"Out of anmo,” she said as she went to retrieve the bolts she'd aready fired.

Great. I'd dropped the cross to do the stake thing. | didnt think | could stake her by
surprise—she was ready for me. | quickly retrieved what | could, shoving everything back in the pack.
The spray bottle dill had some holy water iniit.

| met Stella face-to-face. Or as face-to-face as possble, consdering how tal she was.

"Jud ahint," | said, letting my mouth do whet it did best—run away with me. "Did you get Rick?
At least tdl me whether or not you killed him. I'm sure you'd love to tdl me how completely we screwed
up." But she didn't tdl me that we screwed up. She didn't tdl me where Rick was. Maybe because she
didn't know.

| hadn't noticed any other evidence of dead vampires gpart from what we'd just made. | was
willing to hope Arturo's gang hadn't killed Rick before he got insde. Hed evaded them. Thiswasn't over.
| let her come closer. Let her think she didn't have to work for this one.

"Come on, you can tdl me. I'll beg for it, will that make you happy? What's going on? Is Arturo
here? Is Rick?' And Ben, where was Ben, goddammit?

"Oh, you haven't completely screwed up,” she said, wearing a pained amile. "Youre in the
process of completely screwing up.”

She was within arm's reach and dill talking when | let loose with the spray bottle.

The mig caught her in her pretty marble face. She heditated, blinking, confused, like she didn't
know what had just happened. A rash broke out, red spots gppearing on her mouth and cheeks and
radiating outward. Then, she sneezed, then started coughing. Her eyes widened in shock, and she
clutched her throat.

Vampiresonly draw air in order to speak. I'd certainly never heard one sneeze. But she'd been
opening her mouth to say something, had just happened to draw a breath, and thereby inhded a fine mig
of holy water, which had gotten into her nose, sinuses, and throat. From what 1'd observed, holy water
hed agmilar effect on vampires that slver had on lycanthropes—it produced an dlergic reaction on the
skin, rashes, hives, that sort of thing.

| tried to imagine bresking out in hives in my snuses and down my throat. And | thought, Oh,
yuck.

She didn't stop coughing. She dropped to her knees, and the rash erupting over her face turned
fiery.

By that time Hardin had returned, her newly loaded crossbow trained on the incapacitated
vampire.

"She out of commisson?' Hardin asked. | nodded quickly. Stella didnt seem concerned with
much of anything at the moment but her own discomfort.

The radio a Hardin's belt was cdling again. She ran for the front of the building, and | chased
after her.

"Lopez, tak to me" Hardin called.

Snesking a look around the corner, | could see the two officers, back to back, weapons
out—one had a gun, the other a crosshow. Both of them looked wild-eyed and on the verge of panic,
waiting for an imminent attack.

"I don't know!" Lopez, the one with the gun, caled back. "There were three—"

"—four," the other cop said. "Four of them."

"I don't know, three or four of them, | thought we were finished. But they just disappeared.”



| dill hated when vampires did that. Reflexivey, | looked behind, up, dl around, waiting for
another shadow to move and strike.

"They won't have gone far,” Hardin said. "Keep waiching."

Agan, | turned my noseto the air. | had other ways of watching. They were here. | could amdl
them, even differentiate individuals. They had different flavors to their scents, but | couldn't quite identify
them. Part of it was the nature of the place—it dl belonged to vampires. We could get rid of them dl,
bulldoze the building and plant a garden, and some of that undeadness would il linger.

We stayed like that, sdled in place, waiting for shadows to strike.

Fndly, Hardin said, "WdI? We scare them off or what?' She samdled of nervous sweat, but her
manner was cdm. Lopez and his partner didn't bdieve it—they remained back-to-back, tense and
ready.

| wasn't willing to make any guesses. The street was quiet. Nothing could possibly happen on a
Street this quiet.

"I'm going to go back to check on Kramer," Hardin said. "Cdl me—"

Lopez fired another shot.

"Would you stop doing that!" And there was Charlie, ydling at the officer and rubbing & a
gmoking bullet holein his T-shirt. He came around the corner and dropped a body—vampiric, mae, built
like a fighter—in front of us. He looked me up and down. "What are you doing here?'

Hardin's cops trailed after him, gill tense to the point of quivering.

"Wheres Rick?" | shot back. "Where's Ben? Ben was coming to help but | don't see his car—"

"Rick's downgtairs. | need your hdp, Violet's hurt."

"Wait aminute, isthis another vampire or what?' Hardin said.

"He's one of the good guys” | think. "Charlie, Detective Hardin, Detective, Charlie. So is that
ouy dead or what?' A dead vampire decomposed. This one hadn't, so what was he, knocked out?

How do you knock out a vampire?

But Charlie didn't answer. He grabbed my shoulder and pulled me around the opposite corner.

Lopez pleaded with Hardin, "What the hdll is going on?’

"I don't know. Follow Kitty's lead, keep your eyes open.”

Propped againg the wdl, safein a shadow, lay Violet. A gligening trall streaked the front of her
black shit— blood, streaming from a gash in her neck. Something had ripped hdf her throat
out—vertebrae were vishble. The shredded wound wasn't bleeding anymore—adl the blood had drained
out. Lopez turned away, a hand covering his mouth.

Her eyes were closed; she didnt move. | couldn' tdl if she was dead. More dead. All vampires
andled dead. It looked like dl the blood she'd borrowed—that was why vampires drank, to replace the
blood they'd lost when they were turned—had spilled out, and maybe she was gone forever thistime,

Charlie kndt by her and tenderly cradled her in hislap. "Viol, Violet baby, | brought hep. Stay
with me now, okay?' He stroked her cheeks, her har, clutched her hand, and she didn't respond. "Kitty's
going to help, okay? Hang on for me, baby."

"What can | do?' | murmured, my heart breaking over the scene.

Charlie looked a me. "She needs blood so she can hed. Strong blood.”

Of course she did. She didn't even need much, amouthful or so. 1'd seen how this worked.

"Do | haveto?' | said, windng.

"Please. Judt a litle” I'd never seen such a look of pleading on anyone's face, much less a
vampires.

| nodded. "Detective Hardin, do you have a jackknife or something?'

She stared. "Y ou can't be serious”

"Yes please” | said softly. "And you might want to pay atention. This gets pretty interesting.”

She didn't have one, but Lopez did, athin penknife on a keychain. It would have to do.

| knelt by Violet, pulled open the blade, and before | could flinch or change my mind, | drew it
across my left forearm. It cut deep. | didn't look at it. Almog, it didn't hurt—until my blood hit the air.
Then it sung vicioudy. | gritted my teeth and held my arm over her lips



Chalie tilted Violet's head back, holding her jaw in order to ease open her mouth. The firg
drops that fdl from the wound hit her cheek, drizZing a scarlet line to her jaw. But by the time the
dripping blood became a steady Stream, it fell sraight into her mouth. Like giving water to someone dying
of third.

Because of my rapid hedling, the stream of blood didn't last long before clotting, and the cut
scabbed over as we watched. But Violet didn't need much. After the firs few drops, she closed her
mouth by hersdf. Her throat moved, swalowing. We could see the exposed muscles and tendons of her
neck working. Then, her throat started heding. | headled quickly, but this was faster, skin creeping,
dretching to cover flesh and blood that now glowed with life. Hardin murmured an expletive.

Viodlet licked her lips, catching the stray drops, draining forward for more. She winced in pain,
then leaned back, stling into Charlie's |ap.

"Charlie?' Her voice was amdl, childlike.

"Y esh, baby?'

"It hurts"

"It won't, inaminute.”

Her kin flushed, gaining some color as my blood took effect. Her fingers moved, then her hands,
then she stretched her ams to grip Charlie.

He helped her st up, and dl a once she seemed like sheld only been sick, maybe hungover, not
drained of blood and near desth—or what meant desth to vampires.

"Shit," she muttered. She picked at the blood on her dothing and grimaced. "All this good gtuff
goneto waste."

"Feding better?' Charlie said.

Her answer sounded tired. "Yesh."

"Youre welcome" | said, rubbing the newly hedled cut on my arm. It had aready turned to a
closed, pink scab.

| noticed two stretched-out piles of ash on the concrete nearby. The ones who got Violet, | was
guessing. Charlie hadn' let them survive.

So. Had we gotten them al?

"How many more are there?' | said.

" don't know," Charlie said. "Three, maybe four. Maybe more downgtairs. Rick wanted them dl
dive. He wanted everyone dive"

"Kitty, are these good guys or what?' Hardin demanded.

Viole purred, "Ooh, | wouldn't say good guys.”

Hardin opened her mouth for a retort, but then narrowed her eyes. "Do | know you two? Have |
seen you before?”

Charlie and Violet glanced at each other, then back at her.

"I don't think s0," Charlie said. Violet giggled. Right, so Bonnie and Clyde were back to normd.

| wanted to grab them both by their necks and shake them. "Is Rick downgairs?'

"y egh”

"What about Ben? And Dack, we have to find Dack, he's working for Mercedes.”

Charligs amilefdl. "Shit."

"We have to tdl Rick."

Hardin pointed a Lopez. "You two, cal for backup, check on Kramer out back.”

"Where's Sawyer?' Lopez asked. Hardin just shook her head.

"Therés another one of those things down out back, keep an eye on her." Shefired off the patter
of indructions.

"Things?' Charlie said. "She cdls us things?'

Then Violet jumped to her feet and braced, preparing for afight. "They're ill out there.”

| didn't see anything but shadows, and they were everywhere.

Charlie grabbed my arm. "Go downgairs. Tdl Rick what's happening. Go!" He shoved me on

my way.



Hardin and | ran to the back, passng Lopez, who was taking into his radio. Cdling for backup.
LopeZs partner had a crossbow trained on Stdla, but she was doubled over and croaking. Hardin led
with the crossbow, moving cautioudy aong the wall. The basement door Hill stood open. | couldn't hear
anything from indgde. Slowly, Hardin leaned around the doorway for alook, then dipped into the hdlway.
| followed.

The hdl was carpeted with a dark-colored berber. The lighting was muted, atmospheric even.

Two figures lay shoved up againg the wall, appearing dead. The two side doors stood open; the
rooms ingde were dark.

"More vampires?' Hardin said. | nodded. An unconscious vampire might as well have been a
body—ypad e, waxen, not bregthing.

And once again, how the hell did you knock a vampire unconscious? I'd have to talk to Rick
about thet |ater.

We hurried down the hdlway. Hardin kept the wegpon trained on the bodies the whole time.

| said, "Remember, don't look—"

"At their eyes, | know."

The door at the end of the hdl was dready open, into a room tha looked like it came from
another world. We inched forward and peered in.

The place was marvelous, with low celings and brocade fabric draping the wadls. Bronze lamps
gave out soft light, and the carpet was thick and lush under our feet The colors were luscious to the eyes,
the fumishing opulent, and at one end stood an actud dais, a raised platform decked with Perdan rugs
and antique furniture. The centrd piece was a throne, upholstered in red plush with gilt carving on dl
surfaces.

Rick sat on the throne, gripping the scrolled edges of the armrests, and leaning forward. Arturo
stood before him, alook of fury twisting his face. Rick had done exactly what he said held do: come here
to wait for Arturo.

Rick sad he only needed a few minutes done with him. He should be legping, attacking. Why
was he hestating? The longer he gave Arturo, the more chances Arturo had to spesk, to act, the better
chance he had of winning.

"It takes more than gtting in that chair to take my place" Arturo said.

Rick looked to the doorway, where we were sanding. Hardin had her crossbow ready, but
moved it back and forth between them, like she didn't know whom to shoot fird.

"Stand down, Detective,” he said. "I'm going to do thisright, and that means not staking him."

Hardin shook her head. "You—" she spoke to Arturo, "are under arrest for assault.”

Arturo spared a quick glance over his shoulder. "Katherine, have you changed your mind? My
offer dill stands.”

| couldn't answer, not even to shake my head. Hardin and | needed to get out of here. This was
more of a window into vampire politics in action than most people outside their world ever got. | was
drangdy fascinated. At the same time, | wanted to be anywhere but here. This was going to get very,
very messy.

Rick spoke, hisvoice even. "The fact that I'm here, that you haven't been able to stop me, shows
that you're weak. It'stimefor you to step asde.”

"Are you giving me a chance to concede?' Arturo said, laughing.

"y es"

Sill amiling as if deeply amused, Arturo shook his head. "You are too soft for this Ricardo.
Y ou're too wesk to St in thet chair.”

"Actudly, | plan on replacing this chair with something a little more practicd.”

"Why is everyone ignoring me?' Hardin said.

"Because they think we're bugs” | reminded her. Rather than being frustrated, though, | wanted a
bucket of popcorn.

Arturo sad to Rick, "You don't have the years to do that. You don't have the time dretching
behind you, supporting you. You need age to take my place.”



"Oh, that's the game, isit? You have no idea how old | am." He was cadm. Relentlesdy cam.

Arturo's expresson fdl, and he said, angrily, "How old, then?"

| had pegged them both at about two or three hundred years old, by inference and rumor. Rick
had controlled those rumors, evidently. With age came strength and power. He'd kept his hidden.

Rick—Ricardo, | suddenly saw the difference—studied his rivd, as if he could ped back the
skin, yank out the secrets he wanted smply by looking. When Arturo took a step back, his hand
touching his cheek, rubbing it dmogt like it hurt, | missed what had happened, if anything had actudly
happened. Then | smdled it: blood in the ar. Arturo looked at his hand, which was covered by a sheen
of red. A film aso covered his cheek, hisjav—dl his exposed skin. He was swegting blood.

Teeth bared, fangs showing, Arturo stared a Rick in a panic. Was Rick doing this? Making
Arturo swest blood? Drawing the substance out of his body?

When Arturo glared back a Rick, atempting to sun him, or hypnotize him, or knock him
unconscious like those vampires in the hdlway, or draw blood through his pores—he couldnt. It didn't
work. He didn't have the years, the power.

"I followed Coronado into this country, Arturo. | have age," Rick said.

Five hundred years old. He was over five hundred fucking years old. Arturo gaped a him.
Arturo, who was only two or three hundred years old. Only.

Rick carried hisfive centuries wdl. He didn't let on that the weight of those years pressed on him.
The old ones tended to get smug, becoming bored and arrogant as they grew powerful and isolated. Not
him. He acted like he dill had discoveries to make. Like the world was dill fresh to him. He'd mided us
dl.

"You dont," Arturo said in a breathless tone that betrayed his beief—and his fear. He wiped his
cheeks, rubbed his hands, smearing red over his skin, but he couldn't wipe it off.

When Rick stood and stepped toward the younger vampire, Arturo sumbled back, losng dl his
grace, dmog fdling. Rick pressed forward, grabbing hold of Arturo's collar, hoiding him upright,
trgoping him. He locked gazes with the other vampire, and Arturo froze. Like he was only mortd, a
vulnerable humean trapped in a vampire's stare.

Rick had intimidated him into submisson. Holy cow.

"Ricardo. Step away from him, please.”

A curve of color that had seemed just another part of a tapestry moved forward. Mercedes
Cook, emerging from the shadows. Wearing a tailored jacket, long skirt, and hedled boots, she waked
with confidence, head high, eyes haf-lidded, like she was onstage, on show. And she |&ft no doubt as to
who was redly in control here.

Of course she hadn't left Denver, not with the Stuation sill unresolved.

"Mercedes," Rick said, grimacing. He didn't turn away from his quarry. "What's her price? How
much are you paying for her to keep you in power?"

"Price? I'm not paying anything! She has no power here!” But he glanced at her, uncertain.

"Mercedes?' Rick sad again, this time questioning the woman.

Her poise was deeply practiced, unflgppable. The end of the world would not shake her.
Humanity would destroy itsdf with nuclear bombs or rampant plagues, and vampires like her would stand
among the ashes, imperious.

"Arturo and | haven't made aded. Yet. Arturo? It's not too late”

Sill dangling in Rick's grip, Arturo stared, his eyes widening. "It was you. All dong, it was you."

And | saw it then mysdf: the nightdub attacks, the bodies Ieft in the warehouse for the police to
find, dl of it giving the impression that Arturo was logng control. Indirectly, sheld inspired Rick to rebedl.
Sheld made Arturo seem—and maybe even fed—weak. All so she could grdll in here and offer to
rescue him.

"Kitty, what's going on?' Hardin whispered.

| shook my head. I'd have to explain it |ater.

Rick stared, like the same redization had just dawned on him aswel. He said, "Why? Why back
him?'



"The known quantity is dways to be preferred,” she said. "Always mantain status quo, when the
datus quo in question is suffidently under control.”

"Under control!" Arturo said. He kept looking around for followers who were dl unconscious or
dead. "Whaose control? No one controls me!”

"The Long Game put you here, Arturo, and the Long Game will keep you here because you are
week."

Arturo's expression turned cold. Frozen and disbdieving.

For my part, | wished | could hit pause and rewind to play that bit over. The Long Game?

"What interest do they have in Denver?' Arturo said, his voice fdlen to dmogt a whisper.
"Denver is nothing to them.”

"Bven a pawn may threaten the king."

She glanced & me, then, and | dmost squeaked. | had nothing to do with any of this, | was an
innocent bystander, an accidenta witness who wanted nothing more than to flee.

Her atention on me lasted less than a second, less than the blink of an eye. How had she put so
much meaning in that short a space of time? Then she was regarding Arturo again.

"Youve reveled in your power here for quite some time by loca standards. As long as Denver's
been a city, youve been here. Youve grown comfortable, complacent. Youve log dght. You've
forgotten that thisian't about you." She approached them step by step, like alion. No, a jackal waiting to
clean up the pieces.

"You—" he spoke to Rick, "you're fighting them. Y ou've dways been fighting them, haven't you?
Youll keep thisdty out of their hands.”

"I will."

Arturo's amile changed, thinned, turned dy. It became the familiar anug expresson he usudly
wore. "Then | concede. Denver isyours. I'll leave here forever.”

Rick said, "Mercedes, you're here as a witness. Is tha enough? Do you accept that | am now
Master of Denver?'

Mercedes's voice chimed with hidden laughter. "Where will you go, Arturo?'

"Back to Philaddphia | have friends there.”

"Friends like me?' she said. "Friends who are dso playing the game? Will they want you back?'
Arturo's expression turned stricken.

She was two drides away from Rick. Sheld never said her age. I'd guessed that it was young,
less than a hundred years. But she was an actress, and she had disguised hersdlf. She carried hersdf with
a confidence that exceeded even Rick's. Having seen what Rick could do to Arturo, | could amost
imagine what she could do to Rick.

| was way out of my league here. | knew that, | accepted that. But | dso knew that | absolutely
did not want this woman poking her gicky undead fingersinto my city.

| sorang forward, spray bottle in one hand, cross in the other, both stuck out in front of me,
braced in my grip like they were Ben's gun. "Stop.”

Mercedes arched a perfect, questioning brow at me. She dmost seemed amused.

"Itsholy water," | said.

"Oh my." She amiled, but she didn't move.

What the hdl good was a spray bottle of holy water going to do? She could bat it out of my hand
ina second.

Hardin stepped up beside me. "Stop! All of you, put your hands up!"

Mercedes amiled a Rick. "You have minions That's so swest.”

Rick said, "Mercedes, yes or no: Do you accept that | an now Master of Denver?'

"What does it matter if she acceptsit or not?' | said, losng patience. " She's not even from herel™

"Do not ignoreme! | said hands up!" Hardin sounded flustered.

Something happened. Rick moved, then a shadow fdl over Hardin, and her crossbow
disappeared. He broke the weapon over his knee and tossed the pieces asde like they were nothing.

"Hey!" she said.



"Both of you stay out of this™ Rick said roughly. ™Y ou have no idea what's happening here.”

"Explain this to me, Kitty," Hardin said.

"Rick wants to be the new Master of Denver. Mercedes wants to stop him."

"I'm here to arrest that guy.” She nodded a Arturo. "That'sdl | want."

Rick never took his eyes off the other vampires. "If anyone but me removes Arturo, my authority
here will be suspect. Your answer, Mercedes.”

"Why are you even asking her?' | said. "Jugt kick her butt!"

Rick said, cutting, "I can't do anything to her if | want the city."

"Diplomatic immunity,” Mercedes said.

"But she isn't exactly being neutrd here—"

"Kitty, be quiet, please," Rick said, ice cold. "Mercedes?'

"No," Mercedes said. "l will carry word that Denver is torn between two Masters and ripe for
the taking." When she reached for him, Rick stepped back. If | didn't know better, 1'd have sad he
looked afraid.

Enough. | shot her. Sprayed her. Whatever.

My hand was sheking, and she twisted out of the way. Somehow, sheld seen it coming,
anticipated me in the protracted way vampires saw time. The arc of water only caught her arm.

She didn't make a sound, not so much as a hiss of pain or anger. Splotches of water marred the
deeve of her jacket. The water probably hadn't even soaked through.

Something hit me. The water bottle went flying in one direction, smacking againg the wall behind
me, and | couldn't breathe. A weight dammed into me, and | crashed to my knees. Mercedes grabbed
my throat and squeezed, holding me iill. | clutched her wrist, scraiched at her am, trying to free mysdif.
| gasped for air. She could kill me with one hand.

She sad, "And you have both let the wolves here become unruly. You ought to be ashamed of
yoursaves”

"Right" Hardin said. "That's it. I've heard enough. You're dl under arrest!" Sheld retrieved the
Spray bottle and held it trained firmly on Mercedes. Not that that had done me any good.

With her other hand, Mercedes batted the spray bottle out of Hardin's grip. The cop sumbled
back.

"Mercedes, let her go," Rick said.

She didn't. My vison started to go splotchy, and agrowl forced its way out of my throat. Inside,
Woalf was thrashing. We could claw her, we could run—

Somehow | knew that | could turn Wolf, and Mercedes would keep her grip on my throat and
dill be able to strangle me.

"Mercedes!" Rick lunged a her.

"No!" Arturo grabbed hisarm and stopped him. He took Rick's wrigts, then placed Rick's hands
back on his own collar. "Do it. You planned it this way dl dong, so get it over with." Then he became
cam. Almog pulled himsdf into Rick's embrace. For a moment, he was ill the Master.

"Arturo—"

"I am not their pawn. I've not lived for three hundred years to be their pawn. Youll stand against
them.”

"I didn't want this"

"Oh, yesyou did. Ricardo, do not waste my blood.”

Mercedes let me go. | collgpsed, dutching my neck and coughing. | could fed bruises where
sheld squeezed. Hardin touched my shoulder.

For the firg time that evening, desperation touched the singer's voice. "Arturo. Three hundred
years on this earth and you won't even fight for your life? | don't believe you.”

Arturo let out a bitter chuckle. "Three hundred years on this earth and | was never once my own
man. | seeit so clearly now. And | thought | had nothing left to learn.”

A look passed between him and Rick. Then, Rick struck.

| flinched at the speed of it. Thiswasn't hgppening. | kept tdling mysdlf this wasn't happening.



Rick struck at Arturo's neck, biting into his throat. Arturo's head whipped back. His teeth bared
inpain, and his hands dug into Rick's arms, the tendons of his fingers taut againgt his skin. One of his legs
kicked out, but Rick braced him to hold him in place, to keep him upright. Rick's mouth stayed pressed
to histhroat, lips working as they sucked, for what seemed along time,

Mercedes |ooked away.

| noticed it in Arturo's shirt firs—the fabric of the deeves collapsed. The effect spread to his
pants. The dothing wilted, withered, then the fabric itsdf blackened and crumbled, tuming to ash. The
body within decayed— three hundred years in a few minutes—shriveling, desiccating, turning black,
turning to ash. It spread to his neck, his head, his golden hair turning white, then to powder. And dill Rick
pressed his face to it. He dropped to his knees, supporting Arturo—what remained of Arturo—as he
disntegrated.

Fndly, when nothing was Ieft, Rick straightened, Sfting gray ash through his fingers and wiping it
from his face. The dust smudged the front of his dothing and streaked his deeves, which dso showed
dansof blood.

Arturo wasn't an evil person. An ambiguous person, maybe, who'd done some pretty bad things.
But | hadn't wanted to watch him die. It washim or Rick, | kept tdling mysdlf. Him or Rick.

Rick turned to Mercedes. "I have his blood. Blood isdl, and dl that was hisismine. Hisland, his
people, his power. Mercedes, you go, you tdl them that this dity ismine, and that it iswdl defended.”

"I should arrest you. For murder. Both of you,” Hardin whispered. Her eyes had gone wide,
shocky amodt.

"He died three hundred years ago,” | whispered. Wasit dill murder? Semarntics, at this point.

"You have no jurisdiction here, Detective,” Rick said.

Mercedes had to collect hersdlf. Her expression froze in an indifferent mask, and she smoothed
out her skirt and jacket.

Before she moved away, she sad, "Kitty, you kept asking about my age. You should know,
because | want you to, that | am older than them both." She indicated Rick, and the dust on the floor that
hed been Arturo. Then, she walked away, through the door, vanishing into shadow.

Hardin was garing a that dust. To Rick she said, her voice hushed, "Tdl me you play by a
different set of rules than he did. That | won't find warehouses filled with ripped-up bodies. Tdl me |
won' regret hdping you."

"You won't," Rick said.

It couldn't be that Imple. The Long Game, shéd said. | wondered who Rick would have to
defend his place againg, and what he would have to do againg them.

"Thisis so Twilight Zone. | need to go check on my guys” Hardin said, running a hand through
her hair. "I'm going outside for a cigarette.” She reached into her pocket and went out the door.

Rick douched, like he was tired. "It's over."

"But she's dill out there" | said. My voice cracked, dill injured. "Mercedes. What if she comes
back? Y ou could have stopped her.”

"No, | couldn't. Her status protects her. 1'd forfeit everything I've won if | destroyed her.”

Vampire politics. | didn't care anymore. | had work to do. "Rick, there's a problem. Detective
Hardin's people have pictures of Dack at the Brown Palace—"

"What?' Rick said. He 4ill had Arturo's ashes smudged dl over him. My stomach turned, and |
swallowed back bile

| said, "They went over security footage from the hote and found pictures of Dack going to see
her. | think he's been tdling her and Arturo everything. He's your spy. It makes tota sense—she knew
your people were at the warehouse and told Arturo, she told Dack to cdl 911 so when the police came
bresthing down Arturo's neck held need her help to get the Stuation back under control. He even saved
you because she wanted you dive to put more pressure on Arturo.”

Rick didn't react right away. His gaze turned to Arturo's chair. His expresson was impassve.
Then, dl he did was whisper, "Not Dack. | don't bdieveit."

"You want me to go get the pictures? What ese would he be doing there?!



He turned away, giving his head a shake, a harsh movement when | was used to seeing nothing
but grace from him. "Damn,” he murmured.

"Where is he?' | asked. "Is he here? How much does he know about what we planned? And
Ben was supposed to come find you—"

He pursed hislipsin awry amile. "Dack’s not here"

"Then where is he?'

"I sent im and Ben to go after Carl and Meg." His voice was hitter. He lowered his gaze.

| could only stare a him, frozen. More than numb. The words hed spoken sent the world
crumbling apart around me, and my blood hummed inmy ears.

"Youvekilled hm," | said starkly. "Dack’s teking him into a trap. They'll tear him apart.” Unless
Shaun and Becky's friend Mick was out there, and if anyone ese was out there who could save him, and
if Carl and Meg hadn't dready killed them dl. Too many ifs They might al be dead.

"I knew—I believed you wouldn't be able to face Carl and Meg. Part of you dill sees them as
dominant over you. There's too much history between you. Ben agreed with me. So he and Dack went
after Carl and Meg without you. It seemed like the right thing to do. They were supposed to take care of
it while | faced Arturo. We'd finish it dl in a night.” He'd become emotionless, his voice monotone. If |
punched him now he'd probably stand there and take it.

He didn't have tha right, to decide | couldnt face my old dphas. He didnt know me, didn't
know what drove me. Neither he nor Ben had the right to make that decison. To take that away from
me The mess they'd created because of that might very well be irreparable. | didn't know which of them
| was more angry at.

Time enough for getting pissed off |ater.

"Rick. We have to go after them. Now."

"It'sdmogt dawn. | can't. Kitty, Ben's strong, he's resourceful. Maybe he's okay—"

"Like hdl! One man againg the three of them? When it's probably a trgp?’

"I'm sorry," he said, sounding smdl, surprisngly young.

"Give me your keys" | held out my hand. "Your car, give me the keys now."

"It's too dangerous by yoursdlf. Find someone to go with you—"

All I could think about was finding Ben. "Just give me the keys."

He did, pulling them out of his pocket and tossng them to me. | was on my way to the door as
soon as | caught them. | ill had my backpack, which had everything | needed.

"Kitty—"

| didn't turn around.

In the corridor, | nearly ran into Charlie and Violet. They were carrying inert vampires into the
lar. Stela, unconscious, her face thick with hives, was among them. Charlie said Rick hadn't wanted any
of the vampires killed. | understood now: they had been Arturo's. Rick had taken Arturo into himsdf, and
now they were Rick's, and Charlie and Violet were bringing them underground before dawn. Rick hadn't
wanted to waste any of his potentid followers.

Right now, it would be easy to see him as conniving and sdfish as the rest, ready to sacrifice
anyone.

"Hey, Kitty, alitle hep here?' Charlie said. | walked right past him. "Hey!"

| ignored him. | could only think of the car, the road, the route to Meg and Carl's house, where
Dack mug have taken Ben. My Ben.

Outside, the sky was lightening—twilit blue on the edge of gray. Rick was right—dawn was
close. | hadn't redized how much time had passed. How much time had passed snce Dack and Ben
went after Carl and Meg? How long ago had they killed him?

The dley behind Obsidian was broken by many sets of flashing red and blue lights. Ambulances,
police cars. EMTs were checking out Kramer. A couple of cops were putting up yelow tape around the
whole parking lot. A couple, wearing latex gloves and carrying crime scene equipment, crouched by
Sawyer. Invedigaing. Hardin was near one of the ambulances, nurang a cigarette and taking on a
phone.



| walked past them dl.

"Kitty!" Hardin called. "Hey, Kitty—"

| jJumped into Rick's car and drove. Had to drive fast, focused. | knew the route, | knew what
waited for me.

The sports car was unlike anything 1'd ever driven. Little seemed to separate me from the
pavement; the car was low, the tires humming, and it responded to the tiniest touch. A har-thin turn of
the steering whed had me zipping around corners. The barest press of the gas pedad made the car shoot
ahead. | never even looked at the speedometer to see how fast | was going. The world scrolled past me.
This time of night—of morning—I had no traffic to contend with. The feding was close to running free,
on four legs, over open, unbroken country, the wind drawing fingers through the fur on my body.

| am a hunter. | will stalk them and strike.

| shook my head and refocused, because for a moment my vison had wavered and gone gray.
For amoment 1'd seen the world in wolf tones. Had to stay human. Wolf couldn't drive the fresking car.

Or hold the gun.

chapter 16

The ky was pde now. Take care of him, Cormac had said. Keep him out of trouble. How
would | ever be able to face im again? What would | say? I'd gotten Ben killed. | wiped tears from my
face.

How was | going to keep going without Ben?

No timefor that. | am ahunter. | can areedy taste their blood. My mouth waters for it. | let thet
part of Wolf edge into my mind. Our territory, our mate, they can't do thisto us.

Welve learned to fight. Well show them. Or die trying.

They lived at the edge of town, near the foothills, on a chunk of land with a backyard that opened
to wilderness. This was the heart of their territory. The pack came here to run on ful moon nights. Even if
they weren't at their house, they'd be around here. | was betting Dack knew exactly where. Ben and
Dack would have gone here to find Carl and Meg, and Carl and Meg would draw Ben here to kill him. |
knew thisasif | had amdled ther trall the whole way.

Carl's truck wasin the driveway, but the house was dark, like no one was home. But it was dso
the crack of dawn, so who knew. An unmarked sedan sat hdf a block away; someone in the front seat
was Spping coffee and looking bored—Hardin's stakeout. | drove another couple of blocks. There, on
the Street outside a state park trail-heaed, Ben's car was parked.

My heart lurched and a new wave of nausea struck me. Like morning sickness, like a
miscarriage. Impending death, seitling in my gut.

| passed Ben's car and drove a few yards farther, peering through the cottonwoods to the open
fidd beyond, hoping to spot something, looking for Sgns that they were near. Couldn't see anything. 1'd
have to go looking for them. | stopped, shut off the car, and reached for my bag.

If you need to kill someone, make sure the thing's loaded. That was what hed sad. |
remembered dl hisingructions, like he was sanding behind my shoulder, whispering to me. | could fed
hisarms around me, guiding my own.

| popped the dlip. Full up, bullets gleaming slver. Sid it back into place and chambered a round.

Sure didn't take long to get into this gun thing, did it? | wished it were over so | could curl up and
be sick. But the Wolf whispered, | am a hunter.

The world wavered to gray again. It was the dawn, it was the Walf's 9ght. It drove me on.
Steadied me. Could only think of one thing now: them, and desath.

"Rick? Rick, what are you doing here?' Dack came through the stand of cottonwoods, walking



toward the street. He saw the BMW, recognized it, assumed.

My firg catch.

| stepped out of the car. Thank God the BMW was low to the ground—I could actudly look
over it without appearing ridiculous.

"Rick's not amorning person. You know that," | said.

Dack froze, and his eyes grew round. He hadn't expected to see me. Absolutdy hadn't expected
to seeme.

"Wheres Rick?' he said carefully.

"The basement of Obsidian.”

A hgt—"

"Arturo's gone. Rick's ordered Mercedes out of town. And we know dl about you." | rested the
gun on the roof of the car. ™Y ou should have sided with the strongest vampire.”

He ran. Didn't even hedtate. Flat out sprinted toward Ben's car. Quickly—bdatedly—I raised
the gun and fired. Squeezed the trigger, and again, and both times the weapon jumped in my hand.
Forgot Ben's whipering voice, everything he taught me. Didn't hit Dack—one of the trees shredded
splinters, where | accidentally shot it instead. By then Dack had ssfdy climbed into Ben's car and had
lurched it around in a U-turn to drive away.

Son of a bitch had stolen Ben's keys.

Ben.

| let Dack go and ran to the trees. Did some quick math—fired twice, fifteen rounds, thirteen |eft.
Should be enough. If | could keep my am graight, | only needed two. | followed my nose.

There they stood, in a fidd on the other Sde of the cottonwoods, out of view of the Street. Al
three of them. Ben was on his feet—but Carl was holding him there, ganding behind him, wrenching both
his arms back and pinning im immobile so Meg could torture him. Blood covered her, spattering her
face and soaking her dothing. She was letting her wolf dide to the fore, and her hands had turned to
claws. She had been dashing at Ben. | was twenty paces away, but | could make out wounds. He had
cuts, pardld lines across his cheeks and across his neck as if someone with claws had grabbed him there
and squeezed. His shirt was shredded, dripping with blood.

She had been taking him apart, piece by piece, while Carl hdd him ill.

| painted this scene by inference, because they had paused. Meg had taken a few steps away
from Ben— probably drawn by the sound of gunfire, trying to decide whether to go see what was
wrong.

| wanted to watch Ben, find some sgn that he was moving, that he was going to be dl right, that
they hadn't gone too far and thet hisinjuries wouldn't kill him. We were less than a mile from where T. J.
hed died, after Carl ripped out his heart. | couldn't waich that again. | couldn't take that happening again.
It was dl | could do not to scream in agony.

Meg saw me and snarled. Beyond words.

Dack had ddivered him, and they were dedling with him. Then, Ben's keys in hand, Dack was
probably leaving to go get me, lure me out here on some pretense. Maybe hed say hed hep me rescue
Ben. That had probably been part of ther ded with Arturo—Carl and Meg could keep the pack, but
they had to get rid of me and Ben. Or maybe it had been Mercedess idea. Like Rick, we were too
independent, too much trouble. She sent her minion to get rid of us.

They'd planned on killing the three of us—me, Ben, and Rick—the same night we planned on
killing them. It had dl come down to who got there fird.

| had a flagh: dl the things | could say to Meg, dl the mercy | could show her—stop, get avay
from him, don't make me do this. Get out of Denver, you get the same ded Carl gave me, go away and
never return.

She moved toward me, her bloodied hands clenched, shoulders tight like hackles, and | sensed
the attack she was about to make—the tensing muscles, the quickening stride. | stood my ground. She
was 0 fixated, so high on adrendine and victory, she didn't see the gun | hdd a my Sde, behind my
thigh, out of sght.



She thought she had the power here, but she didn't. That knowledge gave me strength.

Thistime, | was cdm, and Ben's ingructions whispered a me. Take a breath. Hold the gun in
both hands. Aim. Exhde dowly. It only took a second. Her eyes registered a moment of surprise. She
hadn't expected to see a weapon.

| amed for her head. Fired. Fired again.

One bullet hit her shoulder, another her chest, sending out sprays of blood. She spun back and
fdl. Didn't even cry out.

Carl ducked, flattening himsdf on the ground. Released, Ben fdl beside him—not moving. |
choked on a cry.

Meg writhed on the ground. | kept my distance. The gun was warm in my hand. | hdd it sraight
before me, Sghting down the barrdl. The wounds hadn't killed her. I'd have to finish it. | didnt want to
have to do this, please, God, don't make me do this...

Then, she walled. Seized by pain, she arced her back, flung out her arms, dutching at the grass.
Her head tipped back, and her mouth opened wide, screaming. | smelled something—ill and rotten, it
came from her, growing until it vied with her norma human-wolf scents. The wounds didnt smdl just of
blood. Sickness oozed there, too, Something sour and burning, growing to be overpowering.

| stepped closer.

Meg didn't notice. All her muscles clenched, pulling her body into a trembling, fetd form. The
wounds, marked by bloody splatters, had blackened. The vansin her neck had blackened, showing the
trail of poison carried from the wounds by her bloodstream. In another moment the searing trails of Slver
poisoning traced down both her arms, into her face. Under her dothing, they would soon mark out her
whole body.

She stopped shaking. Her eyes and mouth had frozen open, and her fingers remained tensed in
the shape of claws. They were only fingers now, harmless, and covered with blood.

"Oh, my God," breathed Carl. | turned to look at him, and he scuttled away from me. Afraid of
me. | wasn't even pointing the gun a him.

Oh, this moment was along time coming.

Moving toward him, | raised the gun, amed it. | forced mysdf to step dowly, exhibiting cam,
exhibiting power, when dl | redly wanted to do was throw mysdf to the ground & Ben's sde. Or let
Wolf come out and rip into Carl. | could dmost fed his blood on my tongue.

Ben moved, garting to St up—dive. He was dive. He clenched his jaw, grit his teeth, bent over
in the wracked pose that meant he was fighting his walf, trying to keep from shifting. All that pain and
anger cdled hiswalf up, and he was fighting it. | couldn't go help him yet.

On hisfeet now, Carl was dill backing away.

"Kitty," he said, his voice sounding different than 1'd ever heard it. Tighter. Higher. Fearful. Close
to panic. "Dont...don't do this. | know you don't want to do this Kitty."

Behind him, something moved in the scrub, where trees started growing at the base of the hills A
wolf, moving in from the wild, trotted toward us. Then another. These were large—too big to be wild
wolves. These were wolves that conserved the mass of their human halves—a hundred fifty, two hundred
pounds maybe. Big, but Hill lithe, trotting smoothly and with purpose.

Behind them came a person—a woman, naked, flexing her muscles, her ams and hands, in a
familiar gesture. She was about to shift.

| took a deep bregth, trying to scent a nonexistent breeze, catching what odors the morning ar
carried. The pack. This place dways smdled like pack—this is where they gathered, where they made
their home. But this amdl was dive, not a passive scent left behind on a place. The pack was here, now.

| ventured a look around. On dl sides of us, people approached. | counted four, then sx, then
nine, and more. Shaun was one of them, coming from the street. He gave me a nod of acknowledgment.
They weren't dl dead. They'd found us.

Cal saw them, then. For jus a moment, a hairsbreadth of a moment, he smiled, amost
relaxed—he thought he was saved, that his pack would rescue him.

But they weren't his pack anymore, and they al moved toward him. Ther glares hed mdice. In



return for the abuse he'd handed out, on behdf of the ones he had killed, they wanted blood.

Carl's expresson turned to panic.

He raised his hands in a pleading gesture. "Kitty, no, no, please! Il leave. Il leave Denver, |
won't come back. It1l be yours, itll dl be yours™

"It's dready ming" | said.

His face went dack, asif the musdles gave out. The wolves, on two and four feet, came closer.

"Please let me go, Kitty." He sounded like alittle boy. "Il never bother you again."

My mouth was dry. But | had to see this through. | couldnt turn away. "Youll leave Denver,
never come back?' | said. "Same ded you gave me?'

He nodded quickly. "Yes, yed"

A dozen mongters wanted his blood.

"I'm sorry, Carl. That's not for meto decide.”

The pack closed the cirde around him. A wolf clamped teeth around his waist, another raked
claws down his back.

Carl screamed and started to Change. Hiswolf had sensed the danger and had clawed itsway to
the surface. His face stretched, growing a snout. His reaching arms bore claws, his skin shone with fur.
But it was too late. The others were too many and too strong. They overwhelmed him, swalowed himin
ther crowd. | logt gght of him, but dill heard him. His screams came fast and desperate, turning
high-pitched and squedling, like the wailing of a dog, then gurgled to slence. They tore him apart.

| dropped the gun and ran to Ben.

"Ben! Ben, hold on, please—"

"Kitty!"

Already stting up, he fdl into my arms. We dung to each other, asif afraid of drowning.

My armstight around him, his blood soaking into my clothes, smearing on my face, | kept saying,
sobbing, over and over, "Dont die, don't leave me, don't ever leave me”

For dl hisinjuries, he squeezed back just astight. | couldn't breathe, and that was okay.

"I'mdl right,” he said, hisvoice weak. "I'll be dl right. | won't go."

"I love you. | love you, Ben."

He kissed me. He could only find my ear because | pressed mysdf so tightly to him, my face
agang his neck. | responded, turning so my lips met his. He held my heed, his fingers digging in my hair,
and we kissed. | could taste the blood on hislips and face. | didn't want to come up for air.

Ben dumped againg me, and | had a moment of panic. Maybe he wasn't dl right after dl, maybe
he was dying, maybe—

He rested his head on my shoulder. Hed let himsdf relax, settling into my embrace. He wasn't
going to shift, he wasn't going to die.

He murmured, " She kept saying, ‘Well give you back to her in pieces. Well show you to her in
pieces, before we take her apart.’ And dl | could think was, Don't hurt her. Please don't hurt her."

Together, we sghed. The world had paused for amoment, and we took advantage of it.

"Areyou sure you're okay?"' | tried to get alook at him, a hisinjuries. But | didnt want to move.
| wanted to keep him close.

"I fed like shit," he said, and chuckled. "Dack's with them, he's one of the bad guys.”

"I know. He's gone, he went away."

"Did we win? Did the good guys win?'

"Y egh, the good guys won. Let's take alook at you."

He winced as he graightened, and we surveyed the damage: bruises everywhere, cuts on his
ams. His shirt was so torn it practicdly fdl off him. Sash marks covered most of his body. Face, neck,
chest, somach. They looked deep and oozed red. The skin around the wounds separated when he
breathed. She'd wanted to make it dow, which | supposed | ought to be grateful for. It kept him dive for
me

"Ohmy God," | whispered, winang in sympathy.

He shook his head. "It's dready better. Now that she's stopped, it's better.”



"You should lie dill for awhile™

"Aslong as you keep me company.”

| smiled. "Okay."

The noise from the pack—ugly, wet noisess—had stopped. The wolves remained. Most had
Changed to their four-legged sdves, pushed over the edge by the blood and violence. But they were dl
cdm now, lying down, licking their paws, or each other's muzzles. A couple of human forms sat among
them, watching them. Ther arms were bloody.

There was no sgn of Carl.

The wolves gathered around me and Ben. The whole crowd of them, over a dozen, formed a
crde around us. When they noticed me looking a them, they glanced away, bowed their heads, lad
back their ears, lowered ther tals. All sgns of submisson. All body language that said, You are the
leader now.

"I'm not ready for this”" | whispered into Ben's neck.

"Didnt you say you wanted kids?'

Not like this. One kid, maybe. A child of my own flesh and blood. Not...not a dozen killers.
Siill, I giggled, high-pitched and nervous.

"O dpha, my dpha" Ben said, and | punched his arm—very gently. He kissed my forehead.

Shaun hadn't joined the othersin the kill. He'd stayed back, near me. Watching over us.

"You okay, Ben?' he asked.

"Getting there." He showed no indination to try the next step of sruggling to his feet, but that was
fine We could stay here awhile. We were safe now.

"What are you doing here?' | said, choking on the lump in my throat. "All of you." A couple of
the wolves had perked up their ears, ligening to us.

"Mick was wetching the house, but when the cop got there he went into the hills Lost phone
reception, so Becky and Wes came looking for him. They caught Carl and Meg's scent and followed
them. Then Rick called me about Ben and Dack. He said he sent the cops here as wdl. They should be
here any minute

| let out a bitter laugh. Rick probably thought caling the cavary made up for sending Ben into
danger inthefirg place.

"Thank you,” | said, instead of swearing a blue streak.

"You looked like you were doing just fine" Shaun said.

| shrugged. To be honest, | was glad to not have to shoot Carl in the end. | didn't regret not
being the one to pull the trigger on him.

"Wolves hunt in packs,” | said, and left it at that.

Police srens howled, far & firdt, but quickly growing closer. Sounded like three or four cars.

| Sghed, resigned. | didn't know how | was going to explain dl this.

"Wed" Shaun cdled out to one of the pack who was ill human. The man stood, displacing a
couple of wolves who'd settled in near him. Wes trotted over. "Help me clean up.”

Before moving off to where Meg lay, Shaun said to me, "Well take care of it."

The two men pulled Meg's body off the ground, hoiding its aams over their shoulders. Meg's
long, dark hair fdl forward, masking her face. Quickly they dragged her into the hills out of sght. There
were places they could make bodies disappear. The pack cleaned up its messes. | watched her go,
surprised at the hate ill weling in me a the Sght of her. Gone, she was gone, | had to remind mysdf.
She couldn't hurt us anymore.

Ben brought me back to earth.

"Nice of them to give us some warning,” Ben said. "It's Detective Hardin, isnt it?'

"Oh, probably."

"Should we go meet her? Whered you put the gun? Ergn—" He tried to get to his feet, then
dumped back, hdted by pan.

"I dropped it. I'll look for itin aminute. Hardin'll take care of hersdf.”

Sure enough, five minutes later, Hardin and a haf-dozen officers came from the Street, emerging



around the cottonwoods. They fanned out, like they expected resistance in force, and they dl had
wegpons drawn.

The wolves, the pack, had gone, fading into the hills Only Ben and | remained, covered in drying
blood, gtting in the dry summer grass, drenched in the mormning light.

| put my hands harmlesdy inthe ar and tried not to look like a target. "Hi, Detective.”

"Kitty? What's going on here? |'s everything okay? Oh, my God!"

Sheld gotten her firgt look at us. We were a mess.

"Itsover. It'sdl over,” | sad.

She hesitated, dearly at aloss for words. Not that | could blame her. Frankly, | didnt much care
what she made of dl this anymore. She could figureit out on her own.

"Do you need to go to a hospitd?' she sad findly, picking what seemed to be the most
immediate problem.

Ben wore a punchy grin. Either he was feding better or hed completely logt it. "Naw. | just need
to spend a day in bed with my girlfriend taking care of me”

Awe, he was s0 cute. A day in bed...sounded great. | wondered—was he too hurt to cuddle?

| asked, "Do you need us for statements or anything or can we go?'

"I ought to lock you both up," she said.

| batted my eydashes innocently. Please, no more, just let me deep. ..

She dghed. "Go. But I'l cdl you later.”

"Thanks. Oh—and Dack's dill loose" | said.

Hardin shook her head and smiled. "My guy staking out the house caught him speeding in a car |
suspect is stolen. We've taken himinto custody.”

"Slver-painted cd|?"

"You got it."

"And everyone lived hgppily ever after,” Ben said, amiling vacantly.

Wow, | needed to get him home before he redly did lose it. "Come on, Prince Charming." He
hed to lean on me and move very dowly, but he managed to stand. He was creaking like an old man.

"Dont forget the gun,” Ben said.

Hardin looked a me. Watched me the whole time while | hunted around in the grass. | findly
found it by the smel of spent powder.

"Do you have a permit for that?' she demanded.

"Yes | do," | sad quickly, returning to Ben's side.

She opened her mouth, pointed a me like she was going to say one thing. Then she shook her
head. "Y ou stay out of trouble. Try to Stay out of trouble.

| samiled. "Thanks, Detective." | pulled Ben's am around my shoulder and encouraged him to lean
on me as we walked.

| couldn't guess what Hardin and her people would make of this. They'd find alot of blood on
the ground. A few shdl casings. But no bodies. Nothing ese to pursue. It ended here. Maybe, findly, it
ended here.

Ben and | traveled to the street by the trailhead, and | walked him toward the BMW.

"Wow. You upgraded,” Ben said.

"It'saloan.”

"I hate to get blood dl over that nice leather seet.”

Too lae. I'd dready opened the door and lowered him into the passenger seat. "It's Rick's car.
Hell appreciate it."

As we pulled out to the road and headed for home, Ben murmured, "The world looks better in
the light, doesn't it?"

Morning was progressing nicdly. In the east, the sun had risen fully, and the sky had findly turned
blue I glanced a him—hed closed his eyes, and his breathing had turned deep and regular. Hed fdlen
adeep.

| amiled. "Yesh, it does."



Epilogue

About a week later, at twilight, | went to Carl and Meg's house. The place had an empty,
haunted ar to it. | wasn't sure what would happen to it. Ben said the bank would probably foreclose
when the next couple of payments didn't come in. They'd discover it was abandoned. Maybe Carl and
Meg would be reported as missng, if they hadn't dready, and if they had awill or next of kin the house
would go to them. If not, everything would go up for sale, and that would be that.

| had decided to move the pack to a different den. | wasn't sure where, yet. A few days ago
we'd spent the lagt ful moon—our firg under the new management—in nationd forest land due west of
Denver, dong I-70. New territory for us. Untainted, | thought of it. The night went smoothly. The pack
fed wel on deer, dept and woke camly. | was dill getting used to the way they dl douched and ducked
thelr gazes around me.

| was rdieved that I'd managed to keep everyone safe. That was my job now. keeping them
safe, keeping the peace.

| wasn't sure | wanted to do wha Carl and Meg had— buy a house and make the place home
for both halves of my being. Or if | wanted to find an even wilder place and save it for the wolves. For
the pack. Maybe I'd put it to a vote.

In the meantime, | had to come here one lagt time. 1'd picked up some flowers on the way
over—a mixed bouquet, not too big. Lilies, daisies, baby's breath. Happy, colorful flowers.

T. J. hadn't had a funerd. He didn't have a grave. But | remembered the spot where held died,
thirty yards or so from the house, toward the hills among the prairie grass and a améttering of pine trees.
At leagt, | thought | remembered the exact spot. | wanted desperately to remember where that was, but |
hadn't been thinking clearly that evening.

Waking out, | found the place where the shape of the ground looked right, dong with the
placement of the trees, the distance from the house, and the line of the hills T. J.'s blood and scent had
been washed away by a winter full of snow and spring ful of rain. | smeled the pack, dl the other
werewolves running and breething. But not him.

| sat on the ground and lay the flowers on the spot.

"Hi, T.J"

It hadn't even been a year Snce he died, but sometimes it fdt like forever. He fdt like a digtant
memory. Then, suddenly, I'd fed a stab through my heart dl over again. 1'd hear a sad song, drink bad
coffeein an dl-night diner like T. J. and | used to do after | got off my shift a8 KNOB, and dl over again
I'd be s0 angry that he wasn't ill here.

It was a beautiful summer evening, the sky darkening to a deep shade of blue, a cool wind
washing away the day's heat. The scent of the hills swept over me.

| kept talking. Explaining. "Well. We got them for you. Revenge and dl that. | fed bad because |
didn't mean to. | didn't want to shoot her, [—"

| stopped, swalowed, shut my eyes. I'd killed her. And those two vampires, couldnt forget
them, however easy it would be to cdl them mongters, inhuman, inconsequentid. They'd been people,
too. This wasn't the firg time 1'd killed someone, but the firg time it had been Wolf who did it, out of
inginct and self-defense, and held been a wolf and deranged to boot. It had seemed like a dream. And
Arturo's two vampires had been to save mysdf and Hardin. It had happened so fag, it hardly seemed
red. But Meg had been dl me, wide awake, pulling the trigger. As much as | hated her, it dill left a
hallow spot ingde me. 1'd done something a normd, avilized person wasn't supposed to be able to do. |
could Hill see the look on her face.

| wondered if | was ever going to have to do this again. The thought left me drained.



| tried again. | had to talk to T. J. "I didn't come back here wanting revenge. But maybe | should
have. Maybe | should have been trying to get back at them dl dong, and—" | wiped my eyes. I'd never
stop crying, would 1?7 "So here | am. Back where | started. | just wish you were here, too. | don't think |
can do this. Even with Ben, I'm just not sure.”

Then, the wind stopped for a moment, and the world became very ill. Quigt, like the pause
before aggh. A while back, a medium—a channeler, the red dedl, not a fraud—told me that T. J. was
looking out for me. That some part of him was weatching—not a ghost, not an angd, nathing like that.
Judt...a presence. A voice. It sounded like my own conscience reminding me. Straightening out my path
alittle I heard it now.

I'm proud of you, Kitty. You'll do fine.

Or maybe | imagined it. Not thet it mattered. It sounded like what held have said, if hed been
here.

| smiled. "Thanks"

| returned to the street, to my car, and drove away.

Detective Hardin took me out to lunch. Nothing fancy, just a hamburger place near the police
dation. But it made me nervous. | wondered what she wanted.

After we ordered and the server moved out of earshot, she pulled a manila folder out of her
attaché case. | knew it. Please, no bodies, no blood, no mauling, no death. | didn't want to help on any
more Cases.

"There's been another robbery,” she said.

| needed a minute to think about that. | was expecting desth and mayhem and she was taking a
robbery? Oh, yesh—Ilast month, the case she was working on before dl the other crap happened.

"Any new |eads?'

"Oh, | think s0." She handed me the folder.

| opened it and found a couple of photos. They had the familiar, low-res, black and white
appearance of security footage. The setting was your average, soda and cigarettes suffed convenience
gtore. The Ste of Hardin's robberies maybe? Instead of a blur at the counter this time, a very clear, very
familiar figure stood collecting the goods. Male, dark hair, sunglasses. His partner, a woman with a big
ponytail, looked straight a the camera and waved. Charlie and Violet.

| couldn't help it. I covered my mouth to gtifle alaugh. All atrick of the light.

Hardin jabbed her finger at the picture. "l knew | recognized them. We never got a clear shot
before, but | jus knew. I'm gonna get those two. Do you know I'm about to write a memo
recommending that twenty-four-hour convenience stores put garlic and crosses in their doorways? | can't
bdieve I'm going to do that."

"If it makes you fed better, robbery is benesth most vampires. | think those two do it because it's
fun. For them,” | quickly added. Actudly, the more | thought about it, the funnier the whole thing got.
Vampire crooks? Perfect. Just perfect.

"I'm dill going to get them." She put away the folder. "I don't know how, but I'm going to do it."

That was next on her lis—shed gotten werewolves into custody. Now she had to figure out
vampires. And if anyone could doit...

That made me wonder. "Last ful moon. What happened with those werewolves you arrested?”

She blew out a Sgh. "I commandeered a whole row of cdls at county. Put siver paint in them,
put each one in a separate cdl. Got dl my people out and watched the whole thing on closed arcuit TV.
Never seen anything likeit." She shook her head, and her gaze turned vague, diding to a different place,
like she was recdling a nightmare. | supposed she was. "One of them kept throwing himsdf againgt the
bars. | thought he was going to kill himsdf. In the moming he had welts dl over his body—from the
slver, not from bruisng. The others snarled at each other for twenty minutes, then paced back and forth
dl night. We had our own zoo. But it worked. | think we can hold them as long as we need to."

"Give them something to egt next time. Raw mest. It might settle them down.”



"Okay. Thanks."

| was curious. "What did you think of Dack?"

"I had to look in an encyclopedia to figure out what he even was. African wild dog? Where do
they come up with this shit?'

| shrugged. Who knew? It only demonstrated that just when you thought you'd come to the end
of what could possibly surprise you, something did.

"I'min over my head," Hardin said. "I keep wondering which one of these things is going to get
me. | keep going like this, something isgoing to get me"

| couldn't argue. She was like me. When this happened to me, I'd started reading. Delving. And
that only touched the surface of what might be out there.

"Do you remember Cormac?' | said.

"The n? The one that went after you? Yeah."

"You should talk to him. He'sin Canon City, in prison—"

She snorted, interrupting. "About time. That guy's a menace.”

Yeah, wdl..."His family's been doing this sort of thing for generations. He knows things that
aren't in the books. He can help you. Give you some advice, maybe."

"So, | go tak to him, pick up some pointers, maybe get afew months shaved off his sentence for
hdping out?"

| perked up. "Can you do that?'

Now she sounded frustrated. “I'll consider it."

Which was something. For once, | fdt better after a meeting with Hardin, rather than worse.

And this seemed as good atime as any to ask the big question. "Do you want to come on the
show? I'd love to interview you. One of the firg paranatura cops in the country—"

"No," she said, glaiing and stabbing into her newly arrived plate of french fries with her fork.

Ahwdl. | couldnt haveit dl.

Mercedes Cook resumed her concert tour. The fdlout from the public announcement of her
vampiriam was mixed. She was taken off the cast of the Anything Goes revivd. The producers were
farly blunt about not wanting to be a party to the potentid irony of having a vampire play the role of
evangdizing chanteuse Reno Sweeney.

But her concerts sold out for the remainder of her tour. She added another dozen shows, and
those sold out. She wasin demand.

| had afeding the whole performance gig was a Sddline for her, and she didn't much care about
getting kicked off the mudca, or that her concert popularity was skyrocketing. For her, it was dl a
means to an end.

| wondered: In how many of those cities on her tour did she ingpire mayhem? How many
revolutions did she leave in her wake?

And how many others like her moved from place to place for the purpose of manipulaing the
players on their own persona game boards?

And findly, & long lagt, the book came out.

Check another one off the "dream come true" lig. | got to Sgn books at the Tattered Cover
Bookstore. Awesome,

The |late-evening event was totaly last minute. | hadn't planned on it—because | hadn't planned
on being in Denver when we were sdtting up dl the publicity. But, as they often do, the plans changed.
And there was the book, in hardcover, with the title blazoned across it: Underneath the Skin. With a
cheesy subdtitle, "Life and Lycanthropy,” which explained it dl, redly. The picture was from my trip to
D.C. lag fdl, me waking through the crowd on the last day of the Senate hearings, my face looking up,
determined, ready for the baitles ahead. | hadn't fdt like that when the picture was taken. I'd fdt like |



was drowning. Benin his polished lawyer guise was a my side, cadm and ready for anything. He'd helped
me get through it.

Better yet, people even showed up. A whole line of them. How cool was that? The line even
stretched to the end of the room. A redly interesting mix of people made up the gathering. Some of them
| expected: a couple of clusters of folks dressed dl in black, with sripy stockings, corsets, dyed hair,
eyebrow rings, the whole nine yards. They stood right next to people who would have been a home a
my parents country club. And everyone in between.

| even smdled a couple of vampires and lycanthropes.

Because of that, | wasn't surprised when the line moved forward and Rick appeared in front of

We regarded each other for along moment.

| spoke fird. "Did you get the car back okay?

"Yes | even refrained from sending you the deaning bill for the interior.”

"You mean you didn't jus—"

"Ah, no. | have some dignity left.”

| grinned at him. | had to appreciate a vampire with a sense of humor.

"l wanted to thank you,” he said. "I couldn't have done it without your help. I'm glad everything
worked out." Meaning: he was glad he didn't get Ben killed. Mg, too.

"S0 you owe me big-time, right?" He only smiled. "Can | ask you a question?”'

"You can ask."

"What's the Long Game?'

He considered a moment, glancing briefly around at the line of people waiting to get their books
sgned, at others who might be ligening. | didn't expect him to actualy speak. But he did, his voice low.

"Vampires have long lives. Long memories. Thar drategies aren't planned in terms of years or
decades, but in centuries. From the start, they've asked the question, how much power can they get?
How much can they control—how many lives, how many cities? Can anyone control it dl? What would
happen if one person—one being—could contral it dl? That's the Long Game."

"Contral it dl,” | said, beffled at the concept of trying to plan anything past next week. And here
we were taking about centuries. "Why? Who'd want to?'

"That isa question | hope | never learn the answer t0." He seemed tired. Sad, maybe. The amile
hid pain. "Some of us refuse to be a party to it. We keep our pockets of chaos operating.”

"Thisign't over, isit?'

He shook his head. "Well dways have to watch."

For usurpers, for invaders, for the ultimate evil descending upon us and steding our souls. All of
the above. | didn't want to know.

| changed the subject. "Someday you have to tdl me about Coronado. | want you to tdl me
where you came from and how you got here. The whole story. No dodging.”

"All right. | will, someday."

Then he produced a copy of the book, which hed been hiding behind his back. He gave me a
gotcha look. "Can | get mine Sgned, too?"

Happily | took it and wrote with the mogt flourishing handwriting | could manage: To Rick:
Always look on the sunny sde of life. Love, Kitty.

Then Ben and | got this great idea. Well, | had the idea— borrowed it from Ahmed, the
werewolf I'd met in Washington, D.C., who didn't hold with packs and fighting. But Ben made it happen.
Found the place and did the paperwork to set up the business.

He let metdl Shaun about it.

| picked up Shaun &fter he got off work and took him to the storefront on the east side of
downtown. It had been a bar and grill until a few months ago, and would be again, or something like it,
maybe, with luck. Shaun knew the place. He gave me a startled look when | pulled out the keys for the



front door.

"It's yours?' Shaun asked.

"Benand | picked up thelease” | led Shaun ingde.

Thefixtures had been gutted, which was fine, because | hoped we could redo it dl. The bar and
shelves behind it were intact, but everything dse was a wide open expanse of hardwood floor. Potentia
incarnate.

| told him about D.C. "Theres this place run by awolf named Ahmed. It isnt anybody's territory.
Anyone's welcome there, as long as they keep the peace. Wolves, foxes, jaguars, lions, anybody. People
come there to talk, vist, drink, play musc, relax. No pressure, no danger. You understand?' He nodded,
donning adow gmile. "Rick's Café" | shook my head. "No, it's got nothing to do—" His grin broke full
force. "Not that Rick. Casablanca.” Oh, that Rick. "Yes. Exactly. Ahmed subsidized his place with a
restaurant, but this has to be ared business. It has to support itsdf, and there aren't enough lycanthropes
around here to do that. So it has to be red, open to the public, everything, and dill be a haven for people
like us. And we need someone to run it. Do you think you can handle it?"

"Taotdly,” he sad, not even a spot of hedtation, which gave me confidence. "Absolutdly.
There—that's where the stage goes, for live musc." He marched to a corner and turned, sweeping a
arde with hisarms. His eyeslit up with plans. "And no TVs. | hate TVsin bars. And maybe we can have
aprivate room in back for the pack."

His enthusaam was infectious. This was going to be good, | could fed it. He said, "You know
what you want to cdl the place?’

"I've had some ideas. Do you have any suggestions?' He was dlill looking around, gazing in every
corner, dudying every wal. "New Moon," he said.

| could aready hear Billie Holiday playing on the sound system. | could amdl beer and fresh
appetizers, hear an espresso machine hissng away in the corner. Sense the press of bodies around me,
dl of them amiling. Nobody fighting.

"I likeit," | said.

"WEell stay open dl night,” he continued. "Feed the nightdub crowd on weekends. WEell need a
liquor license, and—"

He kept going, spinning out plans, and | happily basked in the knowledge that | had chosen my
minion well.

In the end, Mom was right. She'd been right the whole time, every sngle phone cdl she made to
me when | was on the road, asking me when | was going to come home, making dl those pleas. She
knew, and | should have known, that 1'd come back eventudly.

For Mom's birthday, we had a big party a their house. The spirit of celebration was headier than
usud. After fadng the posshility that one of these birthdays we wouldn't have her anymore, we were
determined to make a production of it Cheryl had decorated the living room with streamers and
baloons—which the kids couldn't keep their hands off. Then JEfy started crying when Nicky popped
onein hisface, and well...Cheryl suffed dl the baloonsin a closet after thet, and Dad distracted the kids
with wrapping paper and boxes, the best toys ever. 1'd brought a huge ice cream cake. The whole family
was there, relatives | hadn't seen in years stopped by, and with dl the cake, snacks, and sodas, the
whole place smdled like too much sugar.

The medica gurus decided Mom's cancer was Stage |l. The prognosis was 4ill good, as she
kept saying. She was recovering from her second chemotherapy treatment. We'd tried to schedule the
party so shed be modly over the effects, and the plan seemed to have worked. She was up, wdl, and
amiling. She il had her hair, but not her appetite. We'd filled the house with her favorite foods, and she
couldn't eat any of it. But she didn't complain. She was determined to put on a good show for our guests.

| fdt a shadow over her, from what Arturo had said at the hospitd. That she was dill sick, the
cancer was dill there, waiting to drike. | thought about tdling her, with the idea that she could do
something about it, we could attack it, redly stop it. But | didnt tdl her. No maiter what we did, we



couldnt know if the cancer was dl gone. And Arturo could have been lying about it. All we could do
was wait, which we'd have had to do anyway.

Cheryl and | were friends again. Not that we'd ever stopped being friends. But we were sigters,
and sometimes that was different. We could take each other for granted.

We sat on the sofa together, kvetching.

"It was cool havingaDJ for a 9der,” Cheryl said, pouting a little "l miss you just playing musc
dl the time. You used to dig up the best guff.”

"Likeyou ever ligened," | said. "'l dways did graveyards.”

"What do you think | listened to when | was up with the babies a midnight?*

She had apoint. | let the warm glow of the compliment settle over me. My sster, my big sdter,
ligened to my shift. "'l used to think you had the best suff. | think you're the one who got me started on
the whole music thing."

She narrowed her gaze. "Did you ever give me back that Smiths tape?

"Oh no, we are not darting that again—"

Mom, as usud, intervened. "What about you, Ben— what kind of music do you ligen to?"

"He doesn't likemusic,” | said, glaring.

Ben occupied a nearby armchair, nibbling at a piece of cake and trying to be unobtrusve. He
looked at me, faigning shock and hurt. At least | thought he was feigning.

"I never said that," he said. "I grew up watching MTV judt like everyone d 2"

Chearyl said, "And he's old enough to remember when MTV played musc.”

| rolled my eyes. "Ah yes, the battle cry of Generation X." Now | had them both glaring a me. |
gave up. | stood and headed toward the kitchen. "Anyone ese want a soda?’

Mom watched dl this, beaming, queen of dl she surveyed. | stopped to hug her as | passed her
chair. She was dill sore, but her returning hug was strong. Sheld make it, | knew she would, no matter
what Arturo had said.

When | closed the fridge, | looked up to find that Ben had followed me into the kitchen.

"Can | tak to you aminute?' he said.

"Wha is it?" Something serious, | thought. Had to be. He had this look on his face, this
too-somber and intent expression, like he was getting ready to do something difficult. To defend a dient
he knew was guilty. To break up with a girlfriend.

We stood for a moment, regarding each other, leening Sde by side againg the counter. My arms
were crossed, his hands were shoved in his pockets. He was working up to saying something, and |
wished he would just come out with it. | was Sarting to get nervous.

"Can | ask you a question?' he said.

"l think | dready said yes, didn't |?*

He pulled his hand out of his pocket and held it out to me. It was cupping a box. One of those
litle black velvet boxes from jewdry stores. | stopped breething. Honest to God, | stopped breething.

"I thought since we seem to have gotten the wolf side dl straightened out, if maybe you'd want to
make it offidd on the human sde" He opened the box, which was good, snce dl | could do was stare a
it, completely dumbstruck. Sure enough, there it was. A diamond ring.

| looked at him. "Y ou—you're joking."

"Oh, come on, even I'm not that big of ajerk. No, I'm not joking. Kitty—marry me."

And | dill couldn't breathe. My eyes were ginging. | knew whet to say. A ghill, obnoxious voice
ingde me— the DJ voice, I'd dways thought of it—was screaming, Say yes, you idiot! Yed

Thiswas the most surred thing that had ever happened to me. Then | redized—it was o one
of the coolest things that had ever happened to me. | was about to burst, and that was why | couldnt
speak.

But something was wrong. | swallowed, thinking there must be some kind of mistake. "It's Slver.”
"Ah, no. White gold. | thought itd be funny." He shrugged and gave me the most sheepish,
adorable grin I'd ever seen.

And it was funny, and | laughed, and threw mysdf a him, dinging to him, and he held me tight



enough to bresk ribs, and | said it, "Yes, yes, yes™"

"What the hell's gaing on in here?'

Ben and | pulled apart. My sster stood in the doorway. | was surprised to notice | didn't fed a
dl like sheld caught me a something, like | usudly did. No, | fdt very, very smug.

Cheryl continued giving us her demanding big sster glare. Ben regarded her a moment. Then,
with an obvious and dramatic flourish, he took the ring from the box, held it up to show her, lifted my left
hand, and dipped on the ring. He looked back at her with a smug glare. | was grinning like an idiot.

She shrieked loud enough to crack glass. Ben cringed.

"Oh my God" Then she ran to the next room and shrieked again. "Oh my God! Guess what
guess what guess wha—"

At leagt sheld left Ben and me aone again. | pressed mysdf close to him and nestled happily in
hisarms. He held me like he wasn't going to et go anytime soon, which was just fine.

| fdt him breathe out along sgh. | could dmog guess what he was thinking: That's going to be
my sster-inlaw? He said, ™Y ou have too much family, you know that?'

"Impossible” | said. "You can never have too much family."
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This was embarrassing. | never thought I'd become such a vidim of tradition. Yet here | was,
looking at the dressesin a bridal magazine.

And liking them. Wanting them. All that satin, gdlk, taffeta, and chiffon. White, ivory,
cream—there's a difference between white, ivory, and cream, | learned. | could even wear rose or ice
blueif | wanted to be daring. Then there were dl the flowers and jewelry. Diamonds and Slver. If only |
could wear slver without bresking out in welts. Okay, gold then. | could do gold. I'd be a princess, a
vidon, absolutely sunning. And dl | needed was a ten thousand dollar dress.

"I can't believe it costs this much to take a couple of pictures™ Ben muttered, sudying the
brochure for a photographer, one of a dozen or so wed collected. All the brochures—caterers,
reception hdls, DJs, tuxedo rentds, and a dozen other services | didnt even know we _ needed—lay
piled on the table between us, dong with magazines and notepads filled with ligs, endless lids, of
everything we were supposed to be making decisons about. We didn't even have a date for the wedding
yet. My mother had hdpfully delivered dl this informetion to me. She was very excited about it dl.

We sat at atable for two in the back of New Moon, a new bar and grill near downtown. | had
hoped we'd be out of the way of the noise a the bar, which was crowded with a group of after-work
bus nesspeople, and the diners in the rest of the place. The place was busy, dmog filled to capacity.



Which was good, fantastic even, because Ben and | were the restaurant's primary investors.

"Wedding photography's big busness™ | said, not looking up from the magazine full of dresses
thet cost more than | made in ayear a my firg job.

"It's a racket. What if we got my friend Joe to do it? He's pretty good with a camera.”

"lant he the one who's the crime scene photographer for the Denver PD?"

"Gy

| shook my head. My wedding was not going to be a crime scene. Not if | could help it. "Do you
think | should go deeveless? Something like that?' | held up the magazine to show a perfectly airbrushed
modd in awhite satin haute couture gown. | wondered if my shoulders were too bony to pull off a dress
like that.

"Whatever you want."

"But do you like it?'

Hedghed. "l likeit just fine"

"Youve sad that for dl of them."

"I'm not going to be looking at the dress. I'll be looking at you."

And that was one of the things that made Ben a keeper. | got a litle misty eyed. He was
thirty-four years old, alawyer in private practice, and rough around the edges, because most of the time
he just couldn't be bothered with appearances. It gave hm amog rebdlious good looks. His shaggy
brown hair was dways in need of a trim, the collar of his shirt stayed open, and his suit jacket and tie
could usudly be found in the trunk of his car. He aso had a amile to sgh over. He was amiling now.

We might have sat there saring godfily a each other dl night. HEd only proposed a month ago,
and we were dill in the firg flush of it al. Once again, | was amazed a how reedily | had fdlen into the
stereotype. | was supposed to be cool and cynicd.

Shaun interrupted us, bopping over to our table. "Hey, you guys need anything? More soda?
Water?'

Shaun, late twenties, brown skin and dark har, smultaneoudy hip and unassuming, managed
New Moon. Hed jumped in to make the place his own, doing everything from hiring s&ff to setting a
menu. He was dso a werewolf. In fact, | counted six others here tonight, dl part of our—Ben's and
mine—pack. This was going to be a werewolf wedding. It seemed like a formdity, because our wolf
halves had established us as the mated dpha pair. | wouldn't say it was againg our wills, but it dl seemed
to happen very quickly. Our human sides had taken a little while to catch up. But they did, and here we
were, getting married. We were both il alittle shell shocked.

| had wanted New Moon to be a haven for people like us. Neutrd territory, where lycanthropes
of any description could gather pescefully. So far so good. The place had an interesting andl—the
acohal, food, and people smdl of any downtown restaurant, ong with the amdl of the pack. Fur, musk,
wild. My pack, didtinctive as a fingerprint, and because New Moon had a touch of that, it fdt safe. Here,
my human and wolf Sdes came together, and it fdt like home.

"I'mfine Actudly, we should probably roll out of here soon." | started gathering up the mess on
the table.

Shaun regarded dl the amiling faces of beautiful brides. "You pick a date yet?'

"Not even close” Ben said.

Crouching by the table now, Shaun rested his elbows on the table and looked like he was sttling
infor along chat. His grin seemed amused. "Are you changing your name?'

"Please. That's S0 last century,” | said.

"Hey, what's wrong with O'Farrell?" Ben said.

| glared. "Kitty O'Farrell? That's not a name, that's a character in a bawdy Irish balad.”

Fortunatdy, | didn't have to explain mysdf any further, because they both laughed.

"Il catch you guys later,” Shaun said, departing for other chores,

"You know, were not any closer to making any decisions than we were when we sat down.”
Ben now regarded the brochures and paperwork with something like hatred.

"I can't make any decisons” | said. "l keep changing my mind, that's the problem.”



"Then why are we even doing this?'

"Because you asked me to marry you, remember?"

"But do we redly need the big production? We could just go to cty hdl and fill out the
paperwork.”

"If we did that my mother would kill us™

Mom wanted a big wedding. And these days it was redly, redly hard to say no to my mother,
who was a third of the way through chemotherapy treatments for breast cancer. She hadn't been crass
enough to drop "'l may die soon so you'd better get married now” kind of hints. But then, she didn't have
to. She just had to look a me, and her thoughts bore into me like laser beams.

"Sheld understand. She's not unreasonable.”

"What does your mom say about it?'

"She's ecdtatic that | found someone willing to shack up with me at dl.”

That left me gigdling. When | thought about it, Ben was right. | didn't want abig wedding. | didn't
want to have to decide on a caterer, open or cash bar, and | cetainly didnt want to hire a DJ who
couldn't possibly do as good ajob as | could, having started my professond life as a lae-night radio DJ.
But | did want the dress. And | wanted to do something a little more interesting than waiting in line at
some government office so we could sgn a piece of paper.

That got methinking. | tapped my finger on a catering menu and chewed on my lip. What if there
was away to save dl the time, the organizationa nightmare, and yet ill have the spectacle? All the fun
without the headaches? | had an idea.

"What are you thinking?' Ben said, wary. "Y ou've got that look."

"What look?"

"Y ou're planning something.”

What the hdll? The worst he could do was say no, and that would just put us back where we
started.

"LasVegas" | sad.

He stared. ™Y our mother redly would kill you." But he didn't say no.

"You can do nice weddings in Vegas" | sad. "It isnt dl Elvis minigers and drive-through
chapds™”

"\ egas”

| nodded. The more | thought of it the better it sounded. "It's like the wedding and honeymoon dl
rolled together. We'd go draght from the ceremony to the smimming pool with a couple of froufrou
drinks with the little umbrdlas™

Hejus kept looking a me. We hadn't been together dl that long, not even a year. Before that he
was my lawyer and dways seemed mildy in awe of the problems | managed to get mysdf into. But |
couldn't aways read him. The relationship was dill too new. And we ill wanted to get married. God
hdp us.

Then he turned his amile back on. "Big, scary werewolf drinking froufrou drinks?'

"You know me."

"Vegas" he said again, and the tone was less questioning and more thoughtful.

"I can get online and get us a package rate in an hour.”

"And we won't be paying four figures for a photographer.”

"Exactly. More money for froufrou drinks."

He shrugged in surrender. "All right. I'm sold. Y ou're such a cute drunk.”

Uh...thanks?"But I'm 4ill getting aredly great dress.” Maybe something in red. Me, Las Vegas,
red dress...Forget the briddl magazines, | was ready for Vogue.

"Fne, but | get to take it off you a the end of the day."

Oh yes, hesa keeper. | amiled. "It's aded.”



