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| was dreaming of cool flesh and sheets the color of fresh bl ood. The phone
shattered the dream |eaving only fragnents, a glinpse of mdnight blue eyes,
hands gliding down my body, his hair flung across ny face in a sweet, scented
cloud. | woke in ny own house, mles fromJean-Cl aude with the feel of his
body clinging to me. | funbled the phone fromthe bedsi de table and nunbl ed,
"Hello."

"Anita, is that you?" It was Dani el Zeeman, Richard' s baby brother. Daniel
was twenty-four and cute as a bug's ear. Baby didn't really cover it. Richard
had been ny fiance once upon a time -— until | chose Jean-C aude over him
Sl eeping with the other man put a real crinp in our social plans. Not that I
bl amed Richard. No, | blanmed nyself. It was one of the few things Ri chard and
| still shared.

| squinted at the glow ng dial of the bedside clock. 3:10 AM "Dani el
what's wong?" No one calls at ten after the witching hour with good news.

He took a deep breath, as if preparing hinmself for the next |ine.
"Richard's in jail."

| sat up, sheets sliding in a bundle to ny lap. "Wat did you say?" | was
suddenly wi de awake, heart thuddi ng, adrenaline punping.

"Richard is in jail," he repeated.

| didn't make himsay it again, though I wanted to. "Wat for?" | asked.

"Attenpted rape," he said.

"What ?" | said

Dani el repeated it. It didn't make any nore sense the second tinme | heard
it. "Richard is like the ultimte Boy Scout," | said. "lI'd believe nurder
before 1'd believe rape."

"I guess that's a conplinent," he said.

"You know what | nmeant, Daniel. Richard wouldn't do sonmething like that."

"l agree," he said.
"I's he in Saint Louis?" | asked.
"No, he's still in Tennessee. He finished up his requirements for his

master's degree and got arrested that night."
"Tell me what happened."
"I don't exactly know, " he said.

"What do you nean?" | asked.
"They won't let nme see him" Daniel said.
"\Why not ?"

"Momgot in to see him but they wouldn't let all of us in."

"Has he got a |lawyer?" | asked.

"He says he doesn't need one. He says he didn't do it."

"Prison is full of people who didn't do it, Daniel. He needs a |lawer. It's
his word against the wonman's. If she's local and he isn't, he's in trouble."

"He's in trouble," Daniel said.

"Shit," | said.

"There's nore bad news," he said.

| threw the covers back and stood, clutching the phone. "Tell ne.

"There's going to be a blue noon this nonth." He said it very quietly, no
expl anati on, but | understood.

Ri chard was an al pha werewol f. He was head of the |ocal pack. It was his
only serious flaw. W' d broken up after 1'd seen himeat somebody. Wiat 1'd

seen had sent ne running to Jean-Claude's arns. |'d run fromthe werewolf to
the vanpire. Jean-C aude was Master of the City of Saint Louis. He was
definitely not the nore human of the two. | know there isn't a lot to choose

from between a bl oodsucker and a flesh-eater, but at |east after Jean-d aude
finished feeding, there weren't chunks between his fangs. A small distinction
but a real one.



A blue nmoon meant a second full noon this nmonth. The nmoon doesn't actually
turn blue nmost of the time, but it is where the old saying comes from-— once
in a blue noon. It happens about every three years or so. It was August, and
the second full moon was only five days away. Richard's control was very good,
but I'd never heard of any werewolf, even an Ufric, a pack |eader, who could
fight the change on the night of the full nmoon. No matter what flavor of
ani mal you changed into, a |lycanthrope was a |ycant hrope. The full rnoon rul ed
t hem

"W have to get himout of jail before the full npon," Daniel said.

"Yeah," | said. Richard was hiding what he was. He taught junior high
science. If they found out he was a werewolf, he'd lose his job. It was
illegal to discrimnate on the basis of a disease, especially one as difficult
to catch as lycanthropy, but they'd do it. No one wanted a nonster teaching
their kiddies. Not to nention that the only person in Richard' s fam |y who
knew his secret was Daniel. Mom and Pop Zeenman didn't know

"G ve nme a nunber to contact you at," | said.
He did. "You'll conme down then," he said.
"Yeah. "

He sighed. "Thanks. Momis raising hell, but it's not hel ping. W need
someone here who understands the | egal system”

"I"ll have a friend call you with the name of a good | ocal |awer before
get there. You nmay be able to arrange bail by the tinme |I arrive."

"I'f he'll see the | awyer," Daniel said.

"I's he being stupid?" | asked.

"He thinks that having the truth on his side is enough."

It sounded |ike something Richard would say. There was nore than one reason
why we'd broken up. He clung to ideals that hadn't even worked when they were
in vogue. Truth, justice, and the American way certainly didn't work within
the | egal system Money, power, and |uck were what worked. O having soneone
on your side that was part of the system

| was a vanpire executioner. | was licensed to hunt and kill wvanpires once
a court order of execution had been issued. | was licensed in three states.
Tennessee was not one of them But cops, as a general rule, would treat an
executioner better than a civilian. W risked our lives and usually had a
hi gher kill count than they did. O course, the kills being vanps, sone people
didn't count themas real kills. Had to be human for it to count.

"When can you get here?" Daniel asked.

"I"ve got sone things to clear up here, but I'lIl see you today before
noon. "

"I hope you can talk sone sense into Richard."

I'd met their nother -— nore than once -— so | said, "I'msurprised that
Charlotte can't talk sense to him"

"Where do you think he gets this "truth will set you free' bit?" Daniel
asked.

"Great," | said. "I'lIl be there, Daniel."

"I"ve got to go." He hung up suddenly as if afraid of being caught. H s nmom
had probably cone into the room The Zeemans had four sons and a daughter. The
sons were all six feet or above. The daughter was five nine. They were al
over twenty-one. And they were all scared of their nmother. Not literally
scared, but Charlotte Zeenan wore the pants in the famly. One fam ly dinner
and | knew t hat.

| hung up the phone, turned on the lanp, and started to pack. It occurred
to nme while | was throwing things into a suitcase to wonder why the hell | was
doing this. | could say that it was because Richard was the other third of a
triunvirate of power that Jean-C aude had forged between the three of us.
Master vampire, Ufric, or wolf king, and necromancer. | was the necronancer
W were bound so tightly together that sonetinmes we invaded each other's
dreans by accident. Sometines not so accidentally.

But | wasn't riding to the rescue because Richard was our third. | could
admt to nyself, if to no one else, that | still loved R chard. Not the sane



way | | oved Jean-C aude, but it was just as real. He was in trouble, and
woul d help himif | could. Sinple. Conplicated. Hurtful
| wondered what Jean-C aude woul d think of ne dropping everything to go

rescue Richard. It didn't really matter. | was going, and that was that. But |
did spare a thought for how that m ght nake ny vampire |lover feel. H s heart
didn't always beat, but it could still break.

Love sucks. Sometines it feels good. Sometines it's just another way to
bl eed.

2

I made phone calls. My friend Catherine Maison-Gllette was an attorney.
She'd been with me on nore than one occasion when | had to nake a statenment to
the police about a dead body that | hel ped make dead. So far, no jail tinme.
Hell, no trial. How did | acconplish this? | lied.

Bob, Catherine's husband, answered on the fifth ring, voice so heavy with
sleep it was alnost unintelligible. Only the bass grow |et ne know which of
themit was. Neither of them woke gracefully.

"Bob, this is Anita. | need to speak with Catherine. It's business."

"You at a police station?" he asked. See, Bob knew ne.

"No, | don't need a |l awer for nme this tine."

He didn't ask questions. He just said, "Here's Catherine. If you think
have no curiosity at all, you' re wong, but Catherine will fill me in after
you hang up."

"Thanks, Bob," | said.

"Anita, what's wrong?" Catherine's voice sounded normal. She was a crimna
attorney with a private firm She was wakened a | ot at odd hours. She didn't
like it, but she recovered well.

| told her the bad news. She knew Richard. Liked hima lot. Didn't
understand why in hell |I'd dunped himfor Jean-C aude. Since | couldn't tel
her about Richard being a werewolf, it was sort of hard to explain. Heck, even
if I could have nentioned the werewol f part, it was hard to explain.

"Carl Belisarius," she said when | was finished. "He's one of the best
crimnal attorneys in that state. | know himpersonally. He's not as careful
about his clients as | am He's got sone clients that are known crim na
figures, but he's good."

"Can you contact himand get himstarted?" | asked.

"You need Richard's permission for this, Anita."

"I can't talk Richard into taking on a new attorney until | see him Tine's
al ways precious on a crinme, Catherine. Can Belisarius at |least start the
wheel s in notion?"

"Do you know if Richard has an attorney now?"

"Dani el mentioned sonething about himrefusing to see his | awer, so
assume so."

"Gve ne Daniel's nunber, and I'Il see what | can do," she said.
"Thanks, Catherine, really."
She sighed. "I know you'd go to this nmuch trouble for any of your friends,

you're just that loyal. But are you sure your notives are just friendly in
this?"

"What are you asking ne?"

"You still love him don't you?"

"No conmment,"” | said.

Cat herine gave a soft laugh. "No comment. You're not the one under
suspi cion here."

"Says you," | said.

"Fine, 1'll do what | can on this end. Let nme know when you get there."

"WIl do," | said. | hung up and called nmy main job. Vanpire killing was
only a sideline. | raised the dead for Animators Inc., the first animating

firmin the country. W were also the nost profitable. Part of that was due to
our boss, Bert Vaughn. He could make a dollar sit up and sing. He didn't like



that nmy hel ping the police on preternatural crinmes was taking nore and nore of
my tine. He wouldn't |ike ne going out of town for an indefinite period of

time on personal business. | was glad it was the wee hours and he woul dn't be
there to yell at me in person
If Bert kept pushing me, | was going to have to quit, and | didn't want to.

| had to raise zonmbies. It wasn't like a muscle that would wither if you
didn't use it. It was an innate ability for ne. If | didn't use it, the power
woul d | eak out on its own. In college there had been a professor who committed
sui ci de. No one had found the body for the three days that it usually takes
for the soul to |l eave the area. One night, the shanbling corpse had cone to ny
dormroom My roommate got a room sw tch next day. She had no sense of

advent ure.

| would raise the dead, one way or another. | had no choice. But | had
enough reputation that | could go freelance. 1'd need a busi ness manager, but
it would work. Trouble is, | didn't want to | eave. Sone of the people who
wor ked at Animators Inc. were anong nmy best friends. Besides, | had had about
as much change as | could handle for one year

I, Anita Bl ake, scourge of the undead -— the human with nore vampire kills
than any other vanpire executioner in the country -— was dating a vanpire. It

was al nost poetically ironic.
The doorbell rang. The sound made my heart pulse in ny throat. It was an

ordi nary sound, but not at 3:45 in the norning. | left ny partially packed
sui tcase on the unmade bed and wal ked into the living room M white furniture
sat on top of a brilliant oriental rug. Cushions that caught the bright colors

were placed casually on the couch and chair. The furniture was mne. The rug
and cushi ons had been gifts from Jean-C aude. H s sense of style would al ways
be better than mne. Wy argue?

The doorbell rang again. It nade ne junp for no good reason except it was
insistent and it was an odd hour and | was already keyed up fromthe news

about Richard. | went to the door with ny favorite gun, a Browning H - Power
9mm in hand, safety off, pointed at the floor. | was al nost at the door when
| realized | was wearing nothing but nmy nightgown. A gun, but no robe. | had

my priorities in order.
| stood there, barefoot on the el egant rug, debating whether to go back for
the robe or a pair of jeans. Something. If |I'd been wearing one of ny usua

extra-large T-shirts, |I'd have just answered the door. But | was wearing a
bl ack satin nightie with spaghetti straps. It hung alnost to ny knees. One
size does not fit all. It covered everything but wasn't exactly

answering-the-door attire. Screwit.

| called, "Who is it?" Bad guys usually didn't ring the doorbell

"It is Jean-C aude, ma petite.”

My mout h dropped open. | couldn't have been nore surprised if it had been a
bad guy. Wat was he doi ng here?

| clicked the safety on the gun and opened the door. The satin nightie had
been a gift fromJean-C aude. He'd seen ne in less. W didn't need the robe.

| opened the door and there he was. It was like | was a magi cian and had
thrown aside the curtain to show ny |l ovely assistant. The sight of him caught
my breath in ny throat.

His shirt was a conservative business cut with fastened cuffs and a sinple
collar. It was red with the collar and cuffs a solid al nost satiny scarlet.
The rest of the shirt was some sheer fabric so that his arnms, chest, and wai st
were bare behind a sheen of red cloth. His black hair curled below his
shoul ders, darker, richer sonehow against the red of the shirt. Even his
m dni ght bl ue eyes seenmed bluer framed by red. It was one of ny favorite
colors for himto wear, and he knewit. He'd threaded a red cord through the
belt | oops of his black jeans. The cord fell in knots down one side of his
hi p. The bl ack boots cane alnost to the tops of his |legs, encasing his |ong,
slender legs in leather fromtoe to nearly groin.

VWen | was away from Jean-C aude, away from his body, his voice, | could be
enbarrassed, scratchy with disconfort that | was dating him Wen | was away



fromhim | could talk nmyself out of him-— alnost. But never when | was with
him Wen | was with him ny stomach dropped to ny feet and | had to fight
very hard not to say things like golly.

| settled for "You | ook spectacul ar, as always. \Wat are you doing here on
a night that | told you not to conme?" What | wanted to do was to throw nyself
around himlike a coat and have himcarry ne over the threshold clinging to
himlike a monkey. But | wasn't going to do that. It |acked a certain dignity.

Besides, it sort of scared me how nuch | wanted him-— and how often. He was
like a new drug. It wasn't vanpire powers. It was good, old-fashioned |ust.
But it was still scary, so | had set up sone paraneters. Rules. He foll owed

them nost of the tine.

He smiled, and it was the snmle |I'd grown to both |ove and dread. The smile
sai d he was thinking w cked thoughts, things that two or nore could do in
dar kened roons, where the sheets snelled of expensive perfume, sweat, and
other bodily fluids. The snile had never made nme blush until we started having
sex. Sometinmes all he had to do was snmile, and heat rushed up ny skin like
was thirteen and he was ny first crush. He thought it was charnming. It
enbar rassed ne

"You son of a bitch," | said softly.
The smile widened. "Qur dreamwas interrupted, ma petite."
"I knew it wasn't an accident that you were in ny dreans," | said. It cane

out hostile, and | was pl eased. Because the hot sunmer wi nd was bl ow ng the
scent of his col ogne against ny face. Exotic, with an undercurrent of flowers
and spice. | alnobst hated to wash ny sheets for fear of |osing the scent of
hi m someti nes.

"I asked you to wear my gift so | could dream of you. You knew what | neant
to do. If you say other, then you are lying. May | come in?"

He'd been invited in often enough that he could have crossed ny threshold
wi thout the invitation, but it had beconme a gane with him A formal
acknow edgnent every tine he crossed that | wanted him It irritated ne and

pl eased ne, like so nmuch about Jean-C aude.
"You might as well cone in."
He wal ked past me. | noticed the black boots were | aced up the back from

heel to top. The back of his black jeans fit snmooth and tight so there was no
need to guess what he wasn't wearing under them

He spoke without turning around. "Do not sound so grunpy, ma petite. You
have the ability to bar ne fromyour dreans." He turned then, and his eyes
were full of a dark light that had nothing to do with vanpire powers. "You
wel comed nme with nore than open arns."

| blushed for the second time in less than five mnutes. "Richard is in
jail in Tennessee," | said.

"I know, " he said.

"You know?" | said. "How?"

"The | ocal Master of the City called to tell ne. He was very nuch afraid
that I would think it was his doing. H s way of destroying our triunvirate."

"I'f he was going to destroy us, it would be a nmurder charge, not attenpted
rape," | said.

"True," Jean-C aude said, then | aughed. The |aughter trailed over ny bare
skin like a small, private wind. "Woever framed our Richard did not know him
well. | would believe nurder of Richard before rape."

It was al nost exactly what |'d said. Whay was that unnerving? "Are you goi ng
down to Tennessee?"

"The master, Colin, has forbidden nme to enter his lands. To do so now would
be an act of aggression, if not outright war."

"Why should he care?" | asked.

"He fears ny power, ma petite. He fears our power, which is why he has made
you persona non grata in his territory as well."

| stared at him "You are kidding, | hope. He's forbidden either of us to
hel p Ri chard?"

Jean- Cl aude nodded.



"And he expects us to believe it's not his doing?" | said.

"I believe him nma petite."

"You could tell he wasn't |lying over the phone?" | asked.

"Some master vanpires can lie to other nmaster vanmpires, though I do not
think Colin is such a power. But that is not why | believe him"

"Wy t hen?"
"The last tine you and | traveled to another vanpire's |ands, we slew her."
"She was trying to kill us," | said.

"Technically," he said, "she had set all of us free save you. You she
wi shed to make a vanpire.”

"Like | said, she was trying to kill ne.

He smiled. "Ch, na petite, you wound ne."

"Cut the crap. This Colin can't really believe that we are just going to
| eave Richard to rot."

"He has the right to deny us safe passage," Jean-C aude sai d.

"Because we killed another master in her own territory?" | asked.

"He doesn't need grounds for his refusal, ma petite. He merely has to
refuse.”

"How do you vanpires get anything acconpli shed?"

"Slowy," Jean-C aude said. "But remenber, ma petite, we have the time to
be patient."

"Well, I don't, and Richard doesn't."

"You could have eternity if you would both accept the fourth mark," he
sai d, voice quiet, neutral

| shook ny head. "Richard and | both value what little is left of our
humanity. Besides, eternity ny ass, the fourth mark woul dn't nake us immortal
It just neans that we live as long as you do. You're harder to kill than we
are, but not that nuch harder."

He sat down on the couch, folding his I egs under him It wasn't an easy
position, wearing that much | eather. Maybe the boots were softer than they
| ooked. Naw.

He rested his el bows on the couch arm |eaning his chest outward. The sheer
red cloth covered his chest completely and left nothing to the inagination
H s ni pples pressed against the thin fabric. The red haze of cloth nade the
cross-shaped burn scar | ook al nost bl oody.

He raised hinmself upward with his hands propped on the couch armlike a

mermai d on a rock. | expected himto tease or say somnething sexual. |nstead,
he said, "I came to tell you of Richard' s inprisonnent in person.” He watched
nmy face very closely. "I thought it mght upset you."

"OfF course it upsets nme. This Colin guy, vampire, whatever the hell he is,
is crazy if he thinks he's going to keep us from hel ping R chard."

Jean-C aude sniled. "Asher is negotiating even as we speak to try and all ow
you to enter Colin's territory."

Asher was his second banana, his vanpire lieutenant. | frowned. "Wy nme and
not you?"

"Because you are nmuch better with police matters than | am" He threw one
I ong, leather-clad | eg over the couch armand slithered over it to his feet.
It was |like watching a |ap dance without a |l ap. To ny know edge, Jean-C aude
had never stripped at Quilty Pleasures, the vanmpire strip club he owned, but
he coul d have. He had a way of making even the snmall est novenent sexual and
vaguel y obscene. You always felt |ike he was thinking w cked thoughts, things
you couldn't say in nixed conpany.

"Way didn't you just call and tell me all this?" | said. | knew the answer,
or at least part of it. He seenmed to be as enanored of ny body as | was of
his. Good sex cuts both ways. The seducer can beconme the seduced, with the
right victim

He glided towards ne. "I thought this was news to be delivered
face-to-face." He stopped just in front of ne, so close that the slightly ful
hem of ny nightie brushed his thighs. He gave a small movenent of his body and
the satin edge of the nightie noved gently against nmy bare | egs. Mst nen



woul d have had to use their hands to get that kind of noverment. O course
Jean- d aude had had four hundred years to perfect his technique. Practice
makes perfect.

"Why face-to-face?" | asked, ny voice a little breathy.

A smle curled his lips. "You know why," he said.

"I want to hear you say it," | said.

Hi s beautiful face fell into blank, careful lines, only his eyes held the
heat |ike a banked fire. "I could not let you |l eave w thout touching you one
last time. | want to do the w cked dance before you | eave."

| laughed, but it was tense, nervous. My nouth was suddenly dry. | was
havi ng trouble not staring at his chest. The "w cked dance" was his pet
euphem sm for sex. | wanted to touch him but if I did, I wasn't sure where it
woul d stop. Richard was in trouble. 1'd betrayed himonce with Jean-C aude;
woul dn't et himdown again. "I need to pack," | said. | turned abruptly and
started wal ki ng towards the bedroom

He fol |l owed ne.

| put ny gun on the bedside table beside the phone, got socks out of the
drawer, and started tossing theminto the suitcase, trying to ignore
Jean- Cl aude. He doesn't ignore easily. He lay on the bed beside the suitcase,
propped on one elbow, long | egs stretched the I ength of the bed. He | ooked
fearfully overdressed against ny white sheets. He watched nme nmove around the
room moving just his eyes. He rem nded ne of a cat: watchful, perfectly at
ease.

| went into the nearby bathroomto get toiletries. I had a man's shavi ng
kit bag that | kept all the small stuff in. | was traveling out of town nore
and nore lately. Mght as well be organized about it.

Jean-C aude was lying on his back, long, black hair spilling like a dark

dreamon ny white pillow He gave a slight smle as | entered the room He
held a hand out to ne. "Join ne, ma petite."

| shook ny head. "If | join you, we'll get distracted. |I'm going to pack
and get dressed. W don't have tinme for anything el se.™

He craw ed towards ne over the bed, noving in a rolling glide Iike he had
nmuscl es in places he wasn't supposed to have them "Am| so unappealing, ma
petite? O is your concern for Richard so overwhel m ng?"

"You know exactly how appealing you are to nme. And yes, | amworried about
Ri chard. "

He slid off the bed, following at ny heels. He glided in a sort of graceful
slow notion while | hurried to and fro, but he paced me, matchi ng each of ny
qui ck steps with his easy ones. It was |like being chased by a very sl ow
predator, one that had all the time in the world but knewin the end it would
catch you.

The second tinme | alnost ran into him | finally said, "Wat is your
problen? Quit follow ng ne around. You're making me nervous." Truth was, his
body being so cl ose made ny skin junp.

He sat down on the edge of the bed and sighed, "I don't want you to go."

That stopped nme in ny tracks. | turned and stared at him "Wy, for
heaven' s sake?"

"For centuries | have dreaned of having enough power to be safe. Enough
power to hold nmy lands and finally, at long last, have sonme sense of peace.
Now | fear the very man who coul d rmake nmy anbitions cone true."

"What are you tal king about?" | cane to stand in front of him arns full of
shirts and hangers.
"Richard; | fear Richard." There was a look in his eyes that 1'd sel dom

seen. He was unsure of hinself. It was a very normal, human expression. It
| ooked totally at odds with the el egant nan in his peekaboo shirt.

"Way woul d you be afraid of Richard?" | asked

"I'f you love Richard nore than you love nme, | fear you will |eave ne for
him"

"I'f you haven't noticed, Richard hates ne right now He talks nore to you
than to ne."



"He does not hate you, na petite. He hates that you are with nme. There is a
great difference between the two hatreds." Jean-C aude stared up at ne al nost
mour nful ly.

| sighed. "Are you jeal ous of Richard?"

He | ooked down at the toes of his expensive boots. "I would be a fool if |
were not."

| transferred the bl ouses to one armand touched his face. | turned his
face up to mine. "lI'msleeping with you, not Richard, remenber?"

"Yet, here | am ma petite. | amdressed for your dreans and you do not

even offer nme a kiss."

Hi s reaction surprised nme. Just when | thought | knew him "Are you hurt
that | didn't give you a hello kiss?"

"Perhaps," he said very softly.

| shook ny head and tossed the bl ouses in the general direction of the
suitcase. | bunped his knees with my legs until he opened his legs and let ne
stand, pressing ny body the Iength of his. | put ny hands on his shoul ders.
The sheer red cloth was rougher textured than it | ooked, not soft. "How can
anyone as gorgeous as you are be insecure?"

He wrapped his arnms around ny wai st, snuggling nme against him He squeezed
his |l egs against nme. The |eather of the boots was softer than it |ooked, nore

supple. Wth his arms around me and his | egs squeezi ng agai nst ne, | was
effectively trapped. But | was a willing captive, so it was okay.

"What | want to do is go down on ny knees and lick the front of this nifty
shirt. I want to know just how much of you |I can suck through the cloth."

rai sed nmy eyebrows at him

He | aughed soft and | ow. The sound rai sed goose bunps up and down ny body,
tightening ny nipples and other places. H s | aughter was a touchabl e,
intrusive thing. He could do things with his voice that npst nen couldn't do
with their hands. Yet he was afraid |I'd | eave himfor Richard.

He rested his face on nmy chest, cradl ed between ny breasts. He rubbed his
cheeks softly back and forth agai nst ne, making the satin slide against ne,
until my breath cane faster

| sighed and | eaned nmy face over him folding our bodies together. "I don't
plan to | eave you for Richard. But he's in trouble, and that conmes before
sex. "

Jean-C aude raised his face to nme, our arns so entangl ed that he al nost

couldn't nove. "Kiss nme, ma petite, that is all. Just a kiss to tell ne that
you | ove ne."

| laid nmy lips against his forehead. "I thought you were nore secure than
this."

"I am" he said, "with everyone but you

| pulled back enough to study his face. "Love should rmake you feel nore
secure not |ess."

"Yes," he said quietly, "it should. But you |love Richard, too. You try not
to love him and he tries not to |love you. But love is not so easily slain -—
or so easily aroused."

| bent over him The first kiss was a nere brush of lips |ike satin rubbing
agai nst my nouth. The second kiss was harder. | bit lightly along his upper
lip, and he made a small sound. He kissed nme back, hands sliding to either
side of nmy face. He kissed me as if he were drinking me down, trying to lick
the Iast drops fromthe bottle of sone fine wi ne, tender, eager, hungry. |
col | apsed agai nst him hands sliding over himas if even ny hands were hungry
for the feel of him

| felt his fangs, sharp, bruising against ny lips and tongue. There was a
qui ck, sharp pain and the sweet copper taste of blood. He nade a snall
inarticulate sound and rolled over ne. | was suddenly on the bed with him
above me. His eyes were one solid glowing blue, the pupils gone in a rush of
desire.

He tried to turn ny head to one side, nuzzling at ny neck. | turned ny face
into his, blocking him "No bl ood, Jean-d aude."



He went alnost linp on top of me, face buried in the runpled sheets.
"Pl ease, ma petite.”
| pushed at his shoulder. "Get off of ne."
He rolled onto his back, staring at the ceiling, carefully not |ooking at

me. "1 can enter every orifice of your body with every part of me, but you
refuse me the last bit of yourself."

| got off the bed carefully, not sure ny knees were steady. "I am not
food," | said.

"It is so much nore than nmere feeding, na petite. If only you would all ow
me to show you how very nuch nore."

| grabbed the pile of blouses and started taking them off the hanger and
folding themin the suitcase. "No blood; that is the rule."

He rolled onto his side. "I have offered you all that | am nma petite, yet
you w t hhold yourself fromne. How can | not be jeal ous of Richard?"

"You're getting sex. He's not even getting dates."

"You are mine, but you are not mine, not conpletely."

"I"'mnot a pet, Jean-C aude. People aren't supposed to belong to other
peopl e. "

"I'f you could find a way to |l ove Richard's beast, you would not hold back
fromhim H myou would give yourself to."

| folded the last blouse. "Dam it, Jean-Claude, this is stupid. | chose
you. Al right? It's a done deal. Wiy are you so worried?"

"Because the nonent he was in trouble, you dropped everything to run to his
side. "

"I'd do the same for you," | said.

"Exactly," he said. "I have no doubt that you love me in your way, but you
love him too."

| zipped up the suitcase. "W are not having this argunent. |'m sl eeping
with you. | amnot going to donate bl ood just to nmake you feel nore secure.”

The phone rang. Asher's cultured voice, so |like Jean-C aude's: "Anita, how
are you this fine sumer eveni ng?"

“I'mfine, Asher. What's up?"

"May | speak with Jean-Cd aude?" he asked.

| al nost argued, but Jean-C aude had his hand out for the phone. | gave the
phone to him

Jean- O aude spoke in French, which he and Asher had a habit of doing. | was
gl ad that he had soneone to speak his native tongue with, but nmy French just
wasn't up to follow ng the conversation. | suspected strongly that sonetines
t he vanpires spoke in front of me |like you would speak in front of a child
t hat doesn't have enough grown-up talk to follow the conversation. It was rude
and condescendi ng, but they were centuries-old vanpires, and sonetines they
just couldn't hel p thensel ves.

He switched to English, talking directly to me. "Colin has refused you
entrance to his territory. He has refused entrance to any of ny people.”

"Can he do that?" | asked.

Jean- C aude nodded. "Qui."

"I am going down there to help Richard. Arrange it, Jean-C aude, or |I'Il go
down there w thout arrangenents being nmade."

"Even if it's war?" he asked.

"Shit," | said. "Call the little son of a bitch and let me talk to him"

Jean- O aude rai sed his eyebrows but nodded. He hung up on Asher, then
dial ed a nunber. He said, "Colin, this is Jean-C aude. Yes, Asher told me what
you have deci ded. My human servant, Anita Bl ake, wi shes to speak with you." He
listened for a noment. "No, | do not know what she wi shes to say to you." He
handed ne the phone and settl ed back agai nst the headboard of the bed as if
wat chi ng a show.

"Hell o, Colin?"

"This is he." His accent was pure Mddle Anerican. It made hi m sound | ess
exotic than some of them

"My nane's Anita Bl ake."



"I know who you are," he said. "You're the Executioner."

"Yeah, but |I'mnot com ng down there for an execution. My friend is in
trouble. I just want to help him"

"He is your third. If you enter my lands, then two of your triunvirate wll
be within ny territory. You are too powerful to be allowed entrance."

"Asher said you al so deni ed access to any of our people, is that true?"

"Yes," he said.
"Wy, for God's sake?"
"The Council, the rulers of all vanpire kind, itself fears Jean-C aude.
will not have you in nmy lands."
"Colin, look, I don't want your power base. | don't want your lands. | have

no desi gns upon you whatsoever. You're a master vanpire. You can taste the
truth in ny words."

"You mean what you say, but you are the servant. Jean-C aude is the
master. "

"Don't take this wong, Colin, but why would Jean-C aude want your |ands?
Even i f he was planning some sort of Genghis Kahn invasion, your |ands are
three territories away fromus. If he was going to try conquering soneone,
he'd pick | and next door."

"Maybe there's sonmething here he wants,” Colin said, and | could hear the
fear in his voice. That was rare with a master vanp. They were usually better
at hiding their enotions.

"Colin, I'll swear any oath you want that we don't want anything from you.
W just need for ne to cone down there and get Richard out of jail. Ckay?"

"No," he said. "If you come down here uninvited, it is war between us, and
I will kill you."

"Look, Colin, I know you're afraid.” As soon as | said it, | knew
shoul dn't have.

"How do you know what | feel?" The fear rose a notch, but the anger rose

faster. "A human servant that can taste a master vanpire's fear -— and you
wonder why | don't want you in my |lands."

"I can't taste your fear, Colin. | heard it in your voice."

“"Liar!"

My shoul ders were beginning to tighten. It doesn't usually take nuch to
piss ne off, and he was working at it. "How are we supposed to help R chard,
if you won't let us send anyone down there?" My voice was calm but | could
feel nmy throat tightening, ny voice going just a little lower with the effort
not to yell.

"What happens to your third is not my concern. Protecting ny |ands and ny
people, that is ny concern.”

"I f anythi ng happens to Richard because of this delay, | can nmake it your
concern," | said, voice still quiet.

"See, already the threats begin."

The tightness in ny shoulders spilled up ny neck and came out ny nouth.
"Listen, you little pip-squeak, | amconing down there. | amnot |letting your
paranoi a hurt Richard."

"W will kill you then," he said.

"Look, Colin, stay out of ny way, and |I'Il stay out of yours. You fuck with
me, and | will destroy you, do you understand nme? It's only war if you start
it, but if you start something, by God I will finishit."

Jean- Cl aude was notioning for the phone rather desperately. W westled for
the receiver for a few seconds while | called Colin an antiquated politician
and wor se.

Jean- C aude apol ogi zed to the enpty, buzzing phone. He hung the phone up
and | ooked at me. The | ook was eloquent. "I would say | am speechl ess, na
petite, or that | don't believe that you just did that, but | do believe it.
The question is: Do you understand what you have just done?"

"I amgoing to rescue Richard. | can go around Colin or over him It's his
choi ce. "

Jean-C aude sighed. "He is within his rights to see it as the begi nning of



a war. But Colin is very cautious. He will do one of two things. He will
either wait and see if you initiate hostilities, or he will try and kill you
as soon as you set foot on his lands."

| shook ny head. "Wat was | supposed to do?"

"It doesn't matter now. Wsat's done is done, but it changes the travel

arrangenents. You can still take my private jet, but you will have conpany."

"Are you com ng?" | asked

"No. If | arrived with you, Colin would be certain that we had cone to kil
him No, | will stay here, but you will have an entourage of guards."

"Now, wait a minute," | said.

He held up his hand. "No, nma petite. You have been very rash. Renenber, if
you die, Richard and | may die, as well. The binding that makes us a

triunvirate gives power, but it does not come without a price. It is not
nmerely your own life that you are risking."

That stopped nme. "I hadn't thought of it that way," | said.

"You will need an entourage now that befits a human servant of mne, and an
entourage that is strong enough to fight Colin's people, if need be."

"Who do you have in mnd?" | asked, suddenly suspicious.

"Leave that to ne."

"l don't think so," | said.

He stood, and his anger | ashed through the roomlike a scalding wind. "You
have endangered yourself and ne and R chard. You have endangered everything we
have or hope to have with your tenper.”

"It would have conme down to an ultimatumin the end, Jean-C aude. | know
vanmpires. You woul d have argued and bargained for a day or two, but in the
end, it would have come down to this."

"Are you so sure?" he asked.

"Yeah," | said. "I heard the fear in Colin's voice. He's scared shitl ess of
you. He'd have never agreed to us com ng down."

"It is not just me he fears, ma petite. You are the Executioner. Young

vampires are told if they are foolish, you will come and slay themin their
coffins.”

"You're making that up," | said.

He shook his head. "No, nma petite, you are the bogeyman of vanpirekind."

"If I see Colin, I'lIl try not to scare himnore than | already have."

"You will see him nma petite, one way or the other. He will either arrange
a neeting when he sees you mean himno harm or he will be there when they
attack."

"W have to get Richard out before the full moon. W' ve only got five days.
W didn't have tine to do this slowy."

"Who are you trying to convince, ma petite, me or yourself?"

| had lost ny tenper. It had been stupid. |nexcusable. | had a tenper, but

| was usually better at controlling it than that. "I"'msorry," | said.
Jean- Cl aude gave a very inelegant snort. "Now she's sorry." He dialed the
phone. "I will have Asher and the others pack."

"Asher?" | said. "He's not going with ne."

"Yes, he is."

| opened nmy mouth to protest. He pointed one long, pale finger at nme. "I
know Col in and his people. You need an entourage that is inpressive wthout
being too frightening, and yet if the worst happens, they nmust be able to
defend you and thenselves. | will pick who goes and who stays."

"That's not fair."

"There is no tine for fairness, ma petite. Your precious R chard sits
behi nd bars and the full noon is approaching.” He let his hand fall to his
lap. "If you wish to take some of your werel eopards with you, that woul d be
wel cone. Asher and Damian will need food while they are away. They cannot hunt
within Colin's territory. That woul d be taken as an act of hostility."

"You want ne to volunteer sone of the werel eopards as wal ki ng provisi ons?"

"I amgoing to supply some werewol ves as well," he said.

"I"'mlupa for the pack as well as Nimr-ra for the | eopards. You need to



run the wolves by ne, too." Richard had nade ne | upa of the werewol ves when we
were dating. Lupa is often just another word for the head wolf's girlfriend,

t hough usually it's another werewol f, not a human. The werel eopards cane to ne
by default. | killed their |ast |eader and found out that everyone el se was
pretty much beating the hell out of them Wak shape-shifters wthout a

domi nant to protect themend up as anyone's neat. It was ny fault, sort of,
that they were being hurt, so | extended ny protection over them M
protection, since | wasn't a werel eopard, consisted of nmy threat. My threat
was that 1'd kill anyone who nmessed with them The nonsters in town nust have
believed it, because they left the | eopards al one. Use enough silver bullets
on enough nonsters, and you get a reputation

Jean-Cl aude put the receiver up to his ear. "It is getting so that a person
cannot insult a monster in Saint Louis w thout answering to you, ma petite."
If | hadn't known better, |'d say Jean-C aude was angry with ne.

| guess, this once, | couldn't blame him

The private jet was Iike a long white egg with fins. Ckay, it was | onger
than an egg and nore pointy at the ends, but it seened just as fragile. Have |
mentioned | have this little phobia about flying? | sat in ny confy, fully
swivel, fully reclinable chair very upright, seat-belted in, fingernails
digging into the cushioned arnms. | had purposefully turned the seat away from
one of the many round wi ndows so | couldn't see out the side nearest ne.
Unfortunately, the plane was so narrow that | caught glinpses on the opposite
side wi ndows of fluffy clouds and clear blue sky. Hard to forget you're
t housands of feet above the ground with only a thin sheet of nmetal between you
and eternity when cl ouds keep floating past the w ndow.

Jason pl opped down in the seat next to me, and | let out a little yip. He
| aughed. "I can't believe you' re this scared of flying." He pushed his chair
with his feet, making it spin around, slowy, like a kid with Daddy's office
chair. Hs thin blond hair was cut just above his shoul ders, no bangs. H's
eyes were the same pale blue as the sky we were flying through. He was exactly
nmy height, five three, which nade himshort, especially for a man. He never
seened to mind. He wore an oversized T-shirt and a pair of jeans so faded they
were al nost white. He wore two hundred dollar jogging shoes, though I knew for
a fact he never jogged.

He'd turned twenty-one this sumer. He'd informed ne that he was a Gemi ni
and he was now | egal for everything. Everything could cover a |lot of ground
for Jason. He was a werewol f, but he currently lived with Jean-C aude and
pl ayed norni ng appetizer or evening snack for the vanpire. Shapeshifter bl ood
has a bigger kick to it, nore power. You can drink less of it than human bl ood
and feel a hell of a lot better, or so |I've observed.

He flung hinmself up fromthe chair and fell to his knees in front of ne.
"Come on, Anita. What's to worry?"

"Leave ne alone, Jason. It's a phobia. It has no logic. You can't talk ne
out of it, so just go away."

He sprang to his feet so fast it was alnost magical. "We're perfectly
safe." He started junping up and down on the floor on the plane. "See, solid."

| yelled, "Zane!"

Zane appeared beside nme. He was about six feet tall, stretched | ong and
thin as if there wasn't enough flesh to cover his bones. H s hair had been
dyed a shocking yellow, |ike neon buttercups, shaved on the sides and gelled
into small, stiff spikes on top. He wore black vinyl pants, like a slick
second skin, and a matching vest, no shirt. Shiny black boots conpleted the
outfit.

"You rang?" he asked in a voice that was al nost painfully deep. If a
shapeshi fter spends too rmuch tinme in animal form sone of the physical changes
can be permanent. Zane's gravelly voice and the dainty upper and | ower fangs
in his human nouth said he'd spent a little too nuch time as a | eopard. The



voi ce coul d have passed for human, but the fangs -— the fangs gave it away.

"CGet Jason away fromme, please,” | said through gritted teeth.

Zane | ooked down at the smaller nan.

Jason stood his ground.

Zane noved those last two steps to close the distance between them They
stood there, pressed chest to chest, eyes |ocked. You could suddenly feel that
skin-crawl i ng energy that |et you know t hat human was not what they were.

Shit. | hadn't neant to start a fight.

Zane lowered his face toward the shorter nman, a low growl trickling out of
his closed lips.

"No fighting, boys," | said.

Zane planted a big, wet kiss on Jason's nouth.

Jason jerked back, |aughing. "You bisexual son of a bitch."

"Now, if that isn't the pot calling the kettle black," Zane said.

Jason just grinned and wandered of f, though there wasn't a lot of roomto

wander anywhere. | al so have a touch of claustrophobia. | got it froma diving
accident, but I've noticed it's worse since | woke up one norning trapped in a
coffin with a vanpire | didn't like. | got away, but | |ike enclosed spaces

| ess and | ess.

Zane slid into the seat beside nme. The shiny black vest gaped over his
thin, pale chest, giving a glinpse of a silver nipple ring.

Zane patted ny knee, and | let him He was al ways touching people, nothing
personal . A lot of shapeshifters were touchy-feely, as if they were aninmals
i nstead of people and had fewer physical boundaries, but Zane had turned to
casual touch into an art form | finally realized that he touched others as a
sort of security blanket. He tried to play the dom nant predator, but he
wasn't. Underneath the show of teasing confidence, he knewit. He got really
tense if he was in a social situation where he had to stand alone, literally
wi t hout the touch of other flesh. So I let himtouch me when |I'd have bitched
at anyone el se.

"We'|| be on the ground soon," he said. The hand left ny knee. He

understood the rules. | let himtouch me when he had no business doing it, but
no long, lingering caresses. | was his touchstone when he was nervous, not his
girlfriend.

"I know, " | said.

He smiled. "But you don't believe ne."

"Let's just say I'll relax when we actually land."

Cherry joined us. She was tall and slender, with straight, naturally bl ond
hair cut very, very short and close to a strong, triangular face. The eye
shadow was gray, the eyeliner so black it |ooked |like crayon. The |ipstick was
bl ack. The makeup wasn't the colors |I'd have chosen for her, but it did match
her clothes. Black fishnet stockings, vinyl mniskirt, black go-go boots, and
a black lace bra underneath a fishnet shirt. She'd added the bra for ny
benefit. Left to her own devices, when she wasn't working as a nurse, she went
pretty much topl ess. She'd been a nurse until they found out she was a
wer el eopard; then she'd been the victimof budget cuts. Maybe it was budget
cuts, but then again, maybe it wasn't. It was illegal to discrimnate against
someone because they had a disease, but no one wants a wereanything treating
the sick. People seemto think |ycanthropes can't control thenselves around
freshly spilled blood. Sone of the newer shapeshifters would be in trouble,
but Cherry wasn't new. She'd been a good nurse, and now she'd never be a nurse
again. She was bitter about it and had turned herself into the slut bride from
Planet X, as if even in human form she wanted people to know what she was
now. different, other. Trouble was, she |ooked |ike a thousand other teens and
early twenties who al so wanted to be different and stand out.

"\What happens once we | and?" Cherry asked in a purring, contralto voice.
I'd thought her voice had been the product of too rmuch fur time, |ike Zane's
teeth, but nope, Cherry just had this wonderful, deep, sexy voice. She'd have
done good phone sex. She sat on the ground at our feet, knees out, ankles
crossed, making the short skirt ride up enough to show the hose were thigh



hi gh but still managing to cover the rest. Though in a skirt that short, | was

hopi ng she was wearing undies. |'d have never have been able to wear sonething
that short and not flash
"I contact Richard's brother and go to the jail," | said.

"What do you want us to do?" Zane asked.

"Jean- C aude said that he nade arrangenents for rooms, SO you guys go to
the roons."

They exchanged a glance. It was nore than an ordi nary gl ance.

"What ?" | asked.

"One of us will need to go with you," Zane said.

"No, 1'mgoing to go in there flashing ny executioner's license. |'m better
off on my own."

"What if the master of this city has his people waiting for you in town?"

Zane asked. "He'll know you're going to the jail today."

Cherry nodded. "It could be an anbush.™

They had a point, but ... "Look, nothing personal, guys, but you | ook |ike
the top half of an S and M weddi ng cake. Cops don't |ike people who | ook sort
of ... " I wasn't sure howto say it w thout being insulting. Cops were

nmeat - and- pot at oes people. They weren't inpressed by the exotic. They'd seen it
all and cl eaned up the ness. Most of the exotic that they saw were bad guys.
After a while, policenmen seemto think anything exotic is a bad guy; just
saves tine.

If | walked into the police station with Tweedl e-punk and Tweedl e-slut, it
was going to raise the cop's antennae. They'd know | wasn't exactly what | was
claimng to be, and that would conplicate things. W needed to nake things
easi er, not harder.

I was dressed in vanpire executioner casual. New bl ack jeans, not faded,
crimson short-sleeved dress shirt, black suit jacket, black N kes, black belt
so the | oops of mnmy shoul der hol ster had somet hing to hang on. The Browni ng
H - Power sat under ny left arm a famliar tightness. | was carrying three
bl ades. A silver knife in a wist sheath on each armand a blade in a sheath
down my spine. The handl e stuck up high enough that nmy hair had to hide it,
but nmy hair was thick and dark enough to do the job. The last blade was |ike a
small sword. 1'd used it only once for real to pin a werel eopard through the
heart. The tip had pushed out his back. A silver cross under the bl ouse for
true energencies, and | was packed for werebear, or alnost anything el se.
had a spare clip of normal bullets in my fanny pack just in case | nmet up with
a rogue fairie. Silver didn't work agai nst them

"I"ll go with you." Nathaniel slid in behind Cherry, pressing hinself
agai nst the wall of the plane and ny | egs. One broad shoul der rested agai nst
my jeans in a nice, solid weight. There was actually no way for himto sit
there and not touch nme. He was always trying to touch ne, and he was good

enough at it that | couldn't always bitch about it, |ike now

"l don't think so, Nathaniel," | said.

He hugged his knees to his chest and asked, "Wy not?" He was dressed
normal Iy enough in jeans and a tucked-in T-shirt, but the rest of him... Hs
hair was a deep, nearly mahogany auburn. He'd tied it back in a | oose
ponytail, but the hair fell like silken water to his knees.

Nat hani el gazed up at me with eyes the pale purple of Easter egg grass.
Even if he cut the hair, the eyes would have given himtrouble. He was short
for a man, and was al so the youngest of us, nineteen. | suspected strongly
that he was in the mddle of a growh spurt. Soneday, that short body was
going to match his shoul ders, which were broad and very masculine. He was a
stripper at Quilty Pleasures, a werel eopard, and once he'd been a nale
prostitute. I'd put a stop to that. If you' re going to be | eopard queen, you
mght as well rule. The rule was that none of the | eopards were whores.
Gabriel, their old al pha, had pinmped them out. Shapeshifters can take a | ot of
damage and survive. Gabriel had figured out a way to make that pay. He pinped
his kitties out to the S and Mset. People who liked to give pain had paid a
| ot of noney for Nathaniel, once upon a tine. The first time |I'd ever seen him



was in the hospital after a client had gotten carried away and nearly killed
him Admittedly, this was after Gabriel had been killed. The werel eopards had
tried to keep up the client list w thout anyone to protect themfromthe
clients.

Zane had tried to take Gabriel's place as pinp and bad-ass kitty, but he
hadn't been strong enough to fill the bill. He'd let Nathaniel nearly die and
hadn't been able to protect him

Nat hani el coul d bench-press a grand piano, but he was a victim He |iked
pai n and wanted soneone to be in charge of him He wanted a master and was
trying very hard for nme to take the job. W night have worked sonet hi ng out,
but being his master -— or mistress -— seened to include sex, and that | was
not up for.

"I"1l go," Jason said. He sat down beside Cherry and laid his head on her
shoul der, snuggling. Cherry noved away from him cuddling closer to Nathaniel
It wasn't sex, exactly, it was that the wereanimals tended to get up close and
personal with their own kind. It was considered sonething of a social gaffe to
cuddle up to a different sort of aninmal. But Jason didn't care. Cherry was
femal e, and he flirted with anything that was femal e. Nothing personal, just
habi t .

Jason wiggled his butt until Cherry was pressed between hi mand Nat hani el

"I"ve got a suit in ny luggage. A nice, normal, blue suit. I'll even wear a
tie. "

Cherry growmed at him It sounded all wong, comng fromthat pretty face.
| am not one of those wonmen who wants to redo other wonen. | don't care nuch

for makeup or clothes. But Cherry made me want to give her hints. If she was
pretty in the Bride of Frankenstein makeup, she'd have been a knockout in
somet hi ng that matched her skin tone.

| smled. "Thanks, Jason. Now, give Cherry sonme breathing room"

He pressed hinself even closer. "Zane gave ne a kiss to nake ne nove."

"Move, or 1'll bite your nose off." She gave an expression that was
hal f-snarl, half-smle, a threatening flash of teeth.
"I think she means it," | said.

Jason | aughed and stood in one of those |ightning-fast novenents that they
were all capable of. He went to stand behind ny seat, leaning his forearms on
it.

“I"1l hide behind you until it's safe," he said.

"Cet off the back of ny seat,"” | said.

He moved his arns but stayed standing behind ne. "Jean-d aude thought you
m ght have to take sone of us into police situations. W can't all look Iike

col l ege students and porn stars.”

The porn star comment was sadly accurate for all three of the werel eopards.
Anot her good idea of Gabriel's had been to star his people in porno filmns.
Gabriel did his own share of starring roles. He was never one to ask of his
kitties what he wasn't willing -— nay, eager -— to do hinself. He'd been a
sick son of a bitch, and he'd nade sure that his werel eopards were as sick as
he was.

Nat hani el had given nme a gift box of three of his novies. He suggested we
wat ch themtogether. | said thanks, but no thanks. | kept the tapes mainly
because | wasn't sure what to do with them | mean, he'd given nme a gift. |
was raised not to be rude. They were way in the back of ny video cabinet,
hi dden behind a stack of Disney tapes. And no, | had not watched them once
was al one.

The air sl apped agai nst the plane, making it shudder. Turbul ence, just
turbul ence. "You're actually pale," Cherry said.

"Yeah," | said.

Jason ki ssed the top of nmy head. "You know you're actually cute when you're
scared. "

| turned very slowy in the seat and stared at him | would have liked to
say | stared at himuntil his snle faded away, but we didn't have that kind
of time. Jason would grin on his way into hell. "Don't touch ne."



The grin wi dened. H's eyes sparkled with it. "Wo ne?"
| sighed and settled back into the seat. It was going to be a very |ong
coupl e of days.

4

Portaby Airfield is small. | guess that's why it's called an airfield
i nstead of an airport. There were two small runways and a cluster of
buildings, if three could be called a cluster. But it was clean and neat as a
pin, and the setting was postcard perfect. The airfield sat in the mddle of a
wi de, green valley surrounded on three sides by the gentle slopes of the
Snokey Mountains. On the fourth side, behind the buildings, was the rest of
the valley. It sloped sharply down, letting us know that the valley we were
standing in was still part of the mountains. The town of Myerton, Tennessee,
stretched below us in air so clean it sparkled |ike soneone had dusted the
clouds with ground di anonds. Wrds cane to nmind Iike pristine, crystalline.

That was the main reason one of the last remaining wild bands of Lesser
Snmokey Mountain Trolls lived in the area. Richard was finishing up his
master's degree in biology. He'd been studying the trolls every sumer for
four years between teaching full time. Takes |onger to get your master's
degree part tine.

| took a deep breath of the clean, clean air. | could see why Ri chard woul d
want to spend his sumers here. It was exactly the kind of place he'd enjoy.
He was into outdoorsy stuff in a big way. Rock clinmbing, hiking, fishing,
canpi ng, canoeing, bird-watching -— pretty rmuch anything you coul d do outside
was his idea of fun. Ch, caving, too. Though |I guess, technically, you're not
outside if you're inside a cave.

VWhen | said that Richard was a Boy Scout, | didn't nean just his nora
fiber.

A man wal ked towards us. He was al nost perfectly round in the m ddl e,
wearing a pair of coveralls with oil on the knees. Wite hair stuck out from
underneath a billed cap. Hi s glasses were bl ack-rimmed and square. He w ped
his hands on a rag as he wal ked. The | ook on his face was polite, curious. H's
eyes flicked fromnme to the rest of the guys as they filed out of the plane.
Then his eyes flicked to the coffins that were being unl oaded fromthe storage
conpartnent. Asher was in one. Damian was in the other

Asher was the nore powerful of the two, but he was several hundred years
younger. Dami an had been a Vi king when he was alive, and | don't nean the
football team He'd been a card-carrying, sword-w elding, marauding raider
One night he'd raided the wong castle, and she took him If she had a nane,
I'"ve never heard it. She was a master vanpire and ruler of her lands, the
equi valent to Master of the Gty when there is no city in a hundred mles. She
t ook Dami an on a summer night over a thousand years ago, and she kept him A
t housand years, and he felt no nore powerful in nmy head than a vanpire hal f
his age. |1'd underestimated his age by hundreds of years, because part of ne
just couldn't accept that you could exist that |ong and not be nore powerful,
scarier. Dam an was scary but not a mllenniumwrth of scary. He'd never be
nore than he was: a third or fourth banana for all eternity. Jean-C aude
bar gai ned for Danian's freedom when he came to be Master of the Gty. He

ransomed Damian. | never knew what it cost Jean-Cl aude, but | knew that it
hadn't been cheap. She had not wanted to give up her favorite whipping boy.
The man said, "I'd shake your hand, but |'ve been working on the planes.

M. Nley's man is waiting in the building."

| frowed. "M. N ley?"

He frowned then. "Aren't you M. N ley's people? MIlo said you' d be coning
in today." He | ooked back, and a tall man stepped out of the building. H's
skin was the color of coffee, two creans. His hair was cut in a wedge, |eaving
his el egant, scul pted face bare and unadorned. He was wearing a suit that cost
nore than nost cars. He stared at me, and even froma distance | felt the dead
wei ght of his eyes. Al he needed was a sign over his head that said Miscle.



"No, we're not M. Niley's people."” That he'd made the m stake nade ne
wonder who M. N ley was.

A voice called, "These are the people |I've been expecting, Ed." It was
Jam |, one of Richard' s enforcers. The enforcers were Skoll and Hati after the
wol ves that chase the sun and noon in Norse mythol ogy. Wien they catch them
it will be the end of the world. Tells you sonething about werewolf society
that their enforcers were naned after creatures that would bring about the end
of everything. Jam | was Skoll for Richard' s pack, which nmeant he was head
enforcer. He was tall and slender in the way a dancer is slender, all rmnuscles
and shoul ders pl aned down to a smooth, graceful machine of flesh. He was
wearing a white sleeveless nen's undershirt and | oose, tailored white pants
with a very sharp cuff rolled at the end of the pants | egs. Bl ack suspenders
graced his upper body and matched the highly polished black shoes. A white
linen jacket was thrown over one shoulder. Hs dark skin gl eaned agai nst the
whi t eness of his clothes. His hair was nearly waist length in cornrows wth
whit e beads woven through the braids. Last time I'd seen him the beads had
been nul ti col or ed.

Ed flicked a | ook back at Jaml. "If you say so," he said. He went back to
the main building, |eaving us to ourselves. Probably just as well.
"I didn't know you were here, Janml," | said.

"I''"'m Ri chard' s bodyguard. \Were else would | be?"

He had a point. "Were were you the night his body was supposedly attacking
t hi s wonman?"

"Her nane is Betty Schaffer."

"Have you tal ked to her?"

Hi s eyes wi dened. "She's already cried rape once on a fine, upstanding
white boy. No, | haven't talked to her."

"You could try and blend in a little."

"I"'mone of only two black men for about 50 miles," he said, "There's no
way for ne to blend in, Anita, so | don't try." There was an undercurrent of
real anger there. | wondered if Jam | had been having trouble with the |ocals.
It seened likely. He wasn't just African American. He was tall, handsone, and
athletic | ooking. That al one woul d have gotten himon the redneck hit parade.
The I ong cornrow hair and the killer fashion sense raised the question that he

m ght violate the last white nal e bastion of homophobia. | knew that Jaml
liked girls, but I was alnmost willing to bet some of the | ocals hadn't
bel i eved t hat.

"I assune that is the other African American guy." | was careful not to

point at MIo. He was watching us, face expressionless, but too intense.
Miuscl e recogni zes nuscl e, and he was probably wondering about Jami| just as we
wer e wondering about him What was professional nuscle doing out here in the
booni es?

Jam | nodded. "Yeah, that's the other one."

"He doesn't blend in, either,"” | said. "Wio is he?"

"His nane is Mlo Hart. He works for a guy nanmed Frank Niley who is
supposed to arrive today."

"You and he sit down and have a tal k?"

"No, but Ed is just full of news."

"Why does Frank Nil ey need a bodyguard?"

"He's rich," Jam | said as if that explained it, and naybe it did. "He's
down here doi ng sone | and specul ation. "

"Ed the plane mechanic tell you all this?"

Jam | nodded. "He likes to talk, even to ne."

"Cee, and | thought you were just another pretty face."

Jam | smled. "I'll do ny job when Richard lets ne."

"What's that supposed to nmean?"

"It neans if he'd et me watch over himlike a good Skoll is supposed to,
this rape charge woul d never have happened. |1'd have been a witness, and it

woul dn't be just her word against his."
"Maybe | should talk to Ms. Schaffer,” | said.



"Babe, you just read ny nind."

"You know, Jam |, you're the only person who ever calls me babe. There's a
reason for that."
Hs smle widened. "I'lIl try to remenber that."

"What happened to Richard, Jam|?"

"You nmean did he do it?"

| shook ny head. "No, |I know he didn't do it."

"He did date her,"” Jam | said

| looked at him "Wat are you sayi ng?"

"Richard's been trying to find a replacenent for you."

" So?"
"So, he's been dating anything that noves."
"Just dating?" | asked.

Jam | swirled his jacket fromhis shoulder to one arm snoothing the cloth
and not | ooking at ne.

"Answer the question, Jam|l."

He | ooked at ne, alnobst smiling, then sighed. "No, not just dating."

I had to ask. "He's been sl eeping around?"

Jam | nodded.

| stood there, thinking about that for a second or two. Richard and | had
each been celibate for years, separate decisions. |I'd certainly changed ny
lifestyle. Did | really think he'd stay chaste when | hadn't? Was it any of ny
busi ness what he did? No; no, it wasn't.

I finally shrugged. "He's not ny boyfriend anynore, Janmil. And he's a big
boy." | shrugged again, not really sure how | felt about Richard sl eeping
around. Trying very hard not to feel anything about it, because it didn't
matter how | felt. Richard had his own life to live, and it didn't include ne,
not in that way. "I"'mnot here to police Richard' s sex life."

Jam | nodded alnost to hinself. "Good. | was worried."

"What, you thought 1'd throw a fit and stormoff, leaving himto his just
desserts?"

"Somet hing like that," he said.

"Did he have sex with the wonan who's nmade the accusation?"

"I'f you mean intercourse, no. She's human," he said. "Richard doesn't do
humans. He's afraid they're too fragile."

"I thought you just said he'd been sleeping with Ms. Schaffer."

"Havi ng sex, but not doing the dirty deed.”

I wasn't a virgin. | knew there were alternatives, but ... "Wy alternative
nmet hods wi th humans? Why not just ... do it?"

"Doing the wild thing can rel ease our beast early. You don't want to know
what happens when you're with a human who doesn't know what you are, and you
shift on top of them inside them" A shadow crossed his face, and he | ooked

away.
"You sound like the voice of experience," | said.
He | ooked slowy back at me, and there was sonething in his face that was
suddenly frightening, like |looking up and realizing that the bars between you

and the lion at the zoo aren't there anynore. "That is none of your business."
| nodded. "Sorry, you're right. You' re absolutely right. It was too
personal . "

But it was interesting information. There had been a point where |'d pretty
much begged Richard to stay the night. To have sex with ne. He'd said no
because it wouldn't be fair until | saw himchange into werewolf form |
needed to be able to accept the whol e package. | hadn't been able to do that
once the package bled and withed all over nme. But now | wondered if part of
his hesitation had been sinply fear of hurting nme. Mybe.

| shook ny head. It didn't matter. Business. If | concentrated really hard,
maybe | could stay on track. W were here to get himout of jail, not to worry
about why we broke up

"We could use a little help here with the |uggage," Jason call ed.

He had two suitcases under each arm Zane and Cherry were carrying one



coffin. They | ooked |i ke pall bearer bookends. Nathaniel was |ying on his back
on the other coffin. He'd taken off his shirt and unbound his hair. H s hands
were fol ded across his stomach, eyes closed. | didn't know whether he was
pl aying dead or trying to get a tan

"Alittle help here,” Jason said, kicking his foot towards the rest of the
| uggage. Two suitcases and a huge trunk still sat unclai med.

| wal ked towards them "Jesus, only one of those suitcases is mne. Wo's
t he cl ot heshorse?"

Zane and Cherry put the coffin gently on the Tarmac. "Just one suitcase is
m ne, " Zane sai d.

"Three of themare mne," Cherry said. She sounded vaguely enbarrassed.

"Who brought the trunk?"

"Jean-Cl aude sent it," Jason said. "Just in case we do neet with the loca
master. He wanted us to nake a good show of it."

| frowned at the trunk. "Please tell me there's nothing in there that
Jean- d aude plans on nme wearing."

Jason grinned.

| shook ny head. "I don't want to see it."

"Maybe you'll get lucky," Jason said. "Maybe they' Il try to kill you
instead. "

| frowned at him "You're just full of happy thoughts."

"My speciality," he said.

Nat hani el turned his head and | ooked at ne, hands cl asped across his bare

stomach. "l can lift the coffin, but it's not balanced right for carrying.
need hel p."

"You certainly do," | said.

He blinked up at nme, one hand raised to block the sun. | moved until ny

body bl ocked the sun and he could | ook at ne without squinting. He smiled up
at ne.

"What's with the coffin sunbathing?" |I asked.

The smile wilted around the edges, then faded conpletely. "It's the scene
inthe crypt," he said as if that explained everything. It didn't.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

He raised just his shoul ders and head off the coffin |ike he was doing
stomach crunches. Hi s abs bunched nicely with the effort. "You really haven't
wat ched ny novi es, have you?"

"Sorry," | said

He sat up the rest of the way, snoothing his hair back with both hands in a
practiced gesture. He slipped a silver clasp around the hair and flipped the
tail of auburn hair behind his back

"I thought silver jewelry burned when it touched a |ycanthrope's skin," |

sai d.

He wiggled his hair, settling the silver clasp securely against his neck
"It does," he said.

"Alittle pain nakes the world go round, | guess."

He just stared at ne with his strange eyes. He was only nineteen, but the
| ook on his face was ol der, nuch older. There were no lines on that snooth
skin, but there were shadows in those eyes that nothing would ever erase.
Cosnetic surgery for the soul was what he needed. Sonething to take the
terrible burden of know edge that had made hi m what he was.

Jason |inmped over to us, loaded with suitcases. "One of his novies is about
a vanpire who falls in love with an i nnocent young human."

"You've seen it," | said.

He nodded.

| shook ny head and picked up a suitcase. "You got a car for us?" | asked
Janmi | .

"A van," he said.

"Great. Pick up a suitcase, and show ne the way."
"I don't do luggage."
"I'f we all help, we can load the van in half the time. | want to see



Ri chard as soon as possible, so grab something and stop being such a freaking
pri ma donna."
Jam | stared at nme for a long, slow count, then said, "Wen Richard

repl aces you as lupa, | won't have to take shit fromyou."
"Fine, but until then, hop to it. Besides, this isn't giving you shit,
Jam |. Wen | give you shit, you'll knowit."

He gave a | ow chuckle. He slipped his jacket back on and picked up the
trunk. It should have taken two strong men to lift it. He carried it like it
wei ghed not hi ng. He wal ked off w thout a backward gl ance, |eaving nme to get
the | ast suitcase. Zane and Cherry picked the coffin back up and wal ked after
him Jason shuffled after them

"What about ne?" Nat hani el said.

"Put your shirt back on and stay with the coffin. Wuldn't do to have
soneone nmake of f with Dami an."

"I know wonen who would pay ne to take the shirt off," he said.

"Too bad I'mnot one of them" | said.

"Yeah," he said, "too bad." He picked his shirt up off the ground. | |eft
himsitting on the coffin in the mddl e of the Tarmac, shirt wadded in his
hands. He | ooked sort of forlorn in a strange, macabre way. | felt very sorry
for Nathaniel. He'd had a rough life. But it wasn't ny fault. | was paying for

his apartment so he didn't have to turn tricks to make ends neet, though
knew ot her strippers at Guilty Pleasures who nanaged to nake ends neet on
their salary. Maybe Nathani el wasn't good with noney. Big surprise there.

The van was | arge, black, and | ooked sinister. The sort of thing serial
killers drive in made-for-TV novies. Serial killers did drive vans in rea
life, but they tended to be pale colors with rust spots.

Jam | drove. Cherry and | rode up front with him The |uggage and everyone
el se went in the back. | expected Cherry to ask me to sit in the mddle
because | was at |east five inches shorter than she was, but she didn't. She
just cramed into the van, in the mddle, with those long | egs tucked up in
front of the dashboard.

The road was well paved, alnmobst no potholes, and if you held your breath,
two cars could pass each other wi thout scraping paint. Trees hugged the road
on either side. But on one side, you caught glinpses of an anazing drop-off,
and on the other side, there was just rocky dirt. |I preferred the dirt. The
trees were thick enough that the illusion of safety was there, but the trees
fell away like a great, green curtain, and you could suddenly see for mles.
The illusion was gone, and you realized just how high up we were. Ckay, it
wasn't |ike Rocky Mountain high, but it would do the job if the van went over
the edge. Falling fromhigh places is one of ny least favorite things to do. |
don't clutch the upholstery like in the airplane, but I'ma flatlander at
heart and would be glad to be in the | ower valley.

"Do you want nme to drop you at the police station or take you to the cabins
first?" Jam | asked

"Police. Did you say cabins?"

He nodded. "Cabins."

"Rustic living?" | asked.

"No, thank God," he said. "lIndoor plunbing, beds, electricity, the works,
if you aren't too particul ar about the decor."

"Not a fashion plate?"

"Not hardly," he said.

Cherry sat very still between us, hands folded in her lap. | realized she
wasn't wearing her seat belt. My mother would be alive today if she'd been
wearing hers, so |I'm picky about it. "You' re not wearing your seat belt," |
sai d.

Cherry | ooked at me. "I'm squashed enough wi thout the seat belt," she said.

"I know you could survive a trip through the windshield,"” |I said, "but
havi ng you heal that nuch damage woul d sort of blow your cover."

"Am | supposed to be playing human?" she asked.

It was a good question. "For the townsfol k, yeah."



She fastened her seat belt w thout any nore arguing. The werel eopards had
taken ne to heart as their Nimr-ra. They were so glad to have soneone act as
protector, even if it was just a human, that they didn't bitch much. "You
shoul d have told ne we were trying to blend in. 1'd have dressed differently."

"You're right; | should have said sonething.” Truthfully, it hadn't
occurred to ne until just that noment.

The road spilled down into what passed for flatland here. The trees were so
thick that it was al nost claustrophobic. There was still a gentle swell to the
land, letting you know you were driving over the toes of nountains.

"Do you want us to wait for you outside the station?" Janm| asked.

"No, you guys sort of stand out."

"How are you going to get to the cabins?" he asked.

I shook ny head. "I don't know. Taxi?"

He | ooked at ne, the | ook was el oquent. "In Myerton, | don't think so."

"Damm, " | said. "Drive us to the cabins then. 1'll take the van back into
town. "

"Wth Jason?" Jamil| said

| nodded. "Wth Jason." | |ooked at him "Wy is everyone so solicitous of
me? | mean, | know there may be problenms, but you guys are being awf ul
cautious." | sat up straighter in the seat and stared at the side of Jaml's

face. He was watching the road like his |life depended on it.

"What aren't you guys telling nme?"

He hit his turn signal and waited for a pickup truck to go past, then
turned | eft between yet nore trees. "It'Il take longer to get to the cabins.”

"Jam |, what is going on?"

Cherry tried her best to sink into the seat, but when you' re nodel tall and
inthe mddle, it's hard to play invisible. That one body novenment told ne she
knew, too. That they both knew sonmething | didn't.

| looked at her. "Cherry, tell me what's going on."

She sighed and sat up a little straighter. "If anything happens to you,
Jean-C aude's going to kill us."
I frowned at her. "I don't understand."

"Jean-Cl aude couldn't cone here hinself,” Jam | said. "It would be seen as
an act of war. But he's worried about you. He told us all that if we let you
get killed, and he survives your death, he'll kill us, all of us." He watched
the road as he tal ked, turning onto a gravel road that was so narrow that
trees brushed the sides of the van

"Define all,” | said.

"Al'l of us," Jam | said. "W're your bodyguards."”

"I thought you were Richard's bodyguard?" | said

"And you're his lupa, his mate."

"I'f you're a real bodyguard, you can't guard two people. You can only guard
one at a tinme."

"Why?" Cherry asked

| |ooked at Jamil. He didn't answer, so | did.

"Because you can't take a bullet for nore than one person, and that's what
a bodyguard does. "

Jam | nodded. "Yeah, that's what a bodyguard does."

"You really think anyone's going to be shooting at Anita?"

"The bullet's a metaphor,” Jam | said. "But it doesn't matter. Bullet,
knife, claws, whatever it is, | take it." He pulled into a wi de gravel
turnaround and a huge clearing. There were small, white, boxy cabins scattered
around the clearing like a Motel 6 that had been cut into pieces. There was a
neon sign, pale in the sunlight, that said Bl ue Mbon Cabins.

"Anita is our Nimr-ra. She's supposed to protect us, not the other way
around. "

| agreed with her. I'd picked Zane and Cherry not for their bodyguardi ng
ability but because they didn't mnd sharing blood with the vanpires. Even
anong the werel eopards, nost of themdidn't |ike donating. They seened to
t hi nk being a bl ood cocktail for the vanps was worse than sex for noney. |



wasn't sure | agreed with them but | wasn't about to force themto do it if

they didn't want to. | didn't donate blood, and | was sleeping with one of the
undead.

"No," | said. "I didn't agree to this. | can take care of nyself, thank you
very much." | opened the door, and Jam | reached across and grabbed my arm

H s hand | ooked very dark agai nst the pal eness of my arm | turned very slowy
and | ooked at him It was not a friendly |ook. "Let go of ne."

"Anita, please, you are one of the toughest humans |'ve ever net. You are
t he nost dangerous human female |'ve ever seen.” H s hand squeezed just enough
for me to feel the inmmense strength in it. He could probably deadlift an
elephant if it didn't wiggle too nuch. He could certainly crush my arm

"But you are hunman, and the things you' re up against aren't."

| stared at him Cherry sat very still between us, half-pinned by Janm|'s
body "Let go of nme, Jaml."

Hi s hand tightened. It was going to be a hell of a bruise. "Just this once,
Anita, stay in the background, or you're going to get us all killed."

Jam |'s body was extended across the seat, across Cherry. | was on the edge
of the seat, butt half in the air. Neither he nor | were bal anced very well.
Hs grip was on the nmiddle of ny forearm not a good place to hold on

"What you fuzzballs keep forgetting is that strength isn't enough
Leverage, there's the ticket."

He frowned at me, obviously puzzled. H's hand tightened just this side of
serious injury. "You can't fight this, Anita."

"What do you want ne to say? Uncl e?"

Jam | smled. "Uncle, okay, yeah, say uncle. Adnit that just this once you
can't take care of yourself."

| pushed mysel f out of the van, tucking ny |legs so he was suddenly trying
to hold nmy entire body weight with a one-handed grip on ny forearm M arm

slipped through his fingers. | let nyself fall to the ground, going for the
| ong bl ade down ny back, not worrying about trying to stand. My right hand
went for the Browning, but | knew | wouldn't make it in time. | was trusting
that Jami| wasn't going to kill me. W were grandstanding. If | was wong on
that, | was about to die.

Jam | spilled over the seat, arnms reaching for nme, trusting in his own way
that I wouldn't blow his head off. He knew | had the gun. He was treating ne
i ke a shapeshifter who knew the rules. You didn't kill over small stuff. You
bl ed each other, but you didn't kill.

| sliced his armopen froma nearly prone position. There was a nonment of
utter surprise on his face. He hadn't known about the third blade or its
I ength, and getting sliced open is always a shock. He jerked backwards out of
sight |ike someone had pulled him but | knew better. He was just that fast.

| had tine to get to one knee before he bounded onto the hood of the van,
crouched like the predator he was. | had the Browning pointed at him | got to
my feet, gun nice and steady on the mddle of his body. Standing didn't help
things. | didn't shoot better standing. But sonehow | wanted to be on ny feet.

Jam | watched ne but nmade no nove to stop nme. Maybe he was afraid to try.
Not of the gun but of hinself. | had hurt him Blood was splashing all over
those pretty white clothes. His entire body vibrated with the desire to close
t he di stance between us. He was pissed, and it was four nights until ful
nmoon. He probably wouldn't kill nme, but | wasn't going to test the theory. He

could break ny neck with one blow. Hell, he could explode ny skull like an
egg. No nore chances.

| pointed the Browning at hi mone-handed, knife still in nmy left. "Don't do
it, Jamil. 1'd hate to | ose you over sonething this stupid.”

Alowgrow trickled fromhis Iips. The sound al one raised the hair at the
back of ny neck

The others were out of the back of the van. | had a sense of novenent.
"Everyone stay back," | said.

"Anita," Jason said, voice very calm no teasing, no jokes. "Anita, what's
goi ng on?"



"Ask M. Macho there."

Cherry spoke from her seat inside the van. She hadn't noved. "Janmi| was
trying to explain to Anita how she coul dn't handl e herself agai nst
shapeshifters and vanpires."” She slid very slowy towards the edge of the
seat. | kept ny gaze on Jami |, but ny peripheral vision was good enough to
catch the spots of blood all over the white skin.

"Stay in the van, Cherry. Don't press ne."

She stopped scooting along the seat and just sat there. "Jam| wanted her
to take a backseat when the action starts.”

"She is still human,"” Jam| growl ed. "She is still weak."

Cherry's deep, caressing voice said, "She could have sliced your throat
open instead of your arm She could have shot you in the head when you reached
for her."

"I still can," | said, "if you don't tone it down."

Jam | lay nearly flat on the hood, fingers splayed. H's entire body
trenbled with tension. Sonething |urked behind that human body, sw mm ng up
t hrough his eyes. Hi s beast pushed against his flesh like a | eviathan sw nm ng
just below the water, so you caught a dark glinpse of sonething huge and
overwhel mi ngly alien.

I'd turned ny body in silhouette, ny left hand with the knife behind ny
back, the back of ny hand resting lightly on the top of ny butt. 1'd fallen
into the stance | used at the shooting range when I was shooting targets. The
gun was pointed at his head now, because he'd | owered his body nmass until it
was the biggest target. I'd saved Jam|'s life once. He was a good man to have
at Richard's back, even if he didn't always like ne. | didn't always |ike him
so we were even. But | respected him and until now, | thought he respected
me. His little showin the van said he still thought of ne as a girl.

Once upon a tinme, it had bothered ne nore to kill people. Maybe it was
years of killing vanpires. They | ooked human. But somewhere al ong the way, it
just didn't bother me to pull the trigger. | stared at Janmil's face, |ooked
himright in the eyes, and felt that stillness fill me. It was |like standing
inthe mddle of a buzzing field of white noise. | could still hear and see,
but it all fell away so there was nothing but the gun and Janil and the
enptiness. My body felt light and ready. In ny saner nonents, | worried that |
was becom ng a sociopath. But right now, there was nothing but a very calm
know edge that I'd do it. I'd pull the trigger and watch himdie at ny feet.
And feel not hing.

Jam | watched ny face, and | saw the tension begin to | eak out of him He

stayed very still until that vibrating energy died down and that awful | oom ng
presence of his beast slid below the surface once nore. Then he very, very
slowy sat back on his knees, still watching nmy face.

| kept the gun pointed on him | knew how fast they could nove, fast as a

wol f, maybe faster. Like nothing this side of hell

"You really would do it," he said. "You'd kill ne."

"You bet."

He took a deep breath, and it shuddered down his body, remn nding ne
strangely of a bird settling its feathers. "It's over," he said. "You're | upa.
You outrank me."

| lowered the gun carefully, still looking at him still trying to keep a

feel for where everyone else was standing. "Please tell me that this wasn't
some sort of dom nance crap?"

Jam | gave a smle that was al nost enbarrassed. "I thought | was trying to
make a point, but I wasn't. |'ve spent the last nonth down here having to
explain to the | ocal pack how we ended up with a human |upa. How |' m outranked
by a human woman. "

I shook ny head and pointed the gun at the ground. "You stupid son of a
bitch. Your pride is wounded that |'m higher in the pack than you are."

He nodded. "Yeah."

"You guys just drive ne crazy," | said. | was alnpst yelling. "W do not
have time for macho bullshit."



Zane | eaned agai nst the van near Cherry. He was very careful to keep his
hands down and nove slowy, no sudden moves. "You coul dn't have taken Janil
wi t hout the knife and the gun. You won't always have themw th you."

"Is that a threat?" | asked.
He raised his hands upward. "Just an observation."
"Hey, folks." A man stepped out of one of the cabins. He was tall, thin,

wi th shoul der-1ength grey hair and a darker nustache. The hair and the lines
in his face said he was over fifty.

The body that showed fromthe T-shirt and jeans | ooked | ean and younger

He'd frozen in the doorway, hands on the wooden edges of the doorjanb.
"Easy there, little lady."

| pointed the gun at him because under that cal mexterior there was enough
power to raise goose bunmps on my skin, and he wasn't even trying.

"This is Verne," Jami| said. "He owns the cabins."

| lowered the gun to the ground. "He the local Ufric, or do they have
somet hing scarier hiding in the woods?"

Verne | aughed and started wal ki ng towards us. He noved in an al nost clunsy

roll like his arms and | egs were too long for his body, but it was deceptive.
He was playing human for ne. | wasn't fooled.

"You spotted nme pretty damm quick there, little [ady."

| put the Browning up because to keep it out would be rude. | was here as
his guest in nore than one way. Besides, | had to trust someone enough to put
the gun up. | couldn't keep it naked in ny hand the entire trip. | still had
t he naked bl ade, conplete with blood. It needed to be cleaned before | could
sheathe it. 1'd gummed up a couple of smaller sheaths fromnot cleaning them
wel | enough.

"Nice to neet you, Verne, but don't call nme little lady." |I started to wi pe

the bl ood on the edge of the black jacket. Black's good for that.

"Don't you ever give an inch?" Jam | asked.

| glanced at him There was blood all over his nice white clothes. "No," |
said. | notioned himover to ne.

He frowned. "What?"

"I want to use your shirt to wipe the blood off the blade."

He just stared at ne.

"Come on, Jaml. The shirt is already ruined."
Jam | pulled the shirt over his head in one snooth notion. He threw the
shirt at ne, and | caught it one-handed. | started cleaning the blade with the

unst ai ned part of the shirt.

Verne | aughed. He had one of those deep, rolling chuckles that nmatched his
gravelly voice. "No wonder Richard's been having such a hard tine finding a
repl acenent for you. You are a solid, cast-iron, ball-busting bitch."

| looked at his smling face. | think it was a conplinment. Besides, truth
was truth. | wasn't down here to win Mss Congeniality. | was down here to
rescue Richard and to stay alive. Bitch was just about the right speed for
t hat .

5

The outside of the cabins were white and | ooked sort of cheap. The
interiors weren't honeynoon cabins, but they were amazingly roony. There was a
gueen-size bed in the one | was given. There was a desk against one wall with
a reading lanp. There was an extra chair in front of a picture wi ndow. The
chair was blue plush and confortable. It sat on a small throw rug that | ooked
honemade and was woven in shades of blue. The woods were hardwood and pol i shed
to a honeyed gl eam The bed's conforter was royal blue. There was a bedside
table, conplete with a | anp and a phone. The walls were pale blue. There was
even a painting over the bed. It was a reproduction of Van Gogh's Starry
Ni ght. Frankly, any of Van Gogh's work done after he started going seriously
nuts creeps me out. But it was a good choice for a blue room For all | knew,

t he ot her cabins had matadors done on vel vet, but this was okay.



The bat hroom was standard white with a small w ndow hi gh over the bathtub
The bat hroom | ooked |i ke standard nmotel issue except for a blue bow of
potpourri that snelled |like musk and gardeni a.

Verne had informed nme that this was the largest cabin left. | needed the
floor space. Two coffins take up a lot of room | wasn't sure | wanted to have
Asher and Damian in nmy room permanently, but | didn't have tinme to argue.
wanted to go see Richard as soon as possible. W coul d al ways argue about who
got the vanps as bunk mates after | saw Richard

| made three phone calls before we went to the jail. The first was to the
nunber that Daniel had given ne, to let himknow we were in town. No one
answered. The second call was to Catherine to let her know |I'd arrived safely.
| got her machine. The third call was to the |l awer that Catherine had
recormended, Carl Belisarius. A wonman with a very good phone voi ce answered.
When she found out who | was, she was sort of excited, which puzzled nme. She
forwarded me to Belisarius's cell phone. Something was up, which was probably
bad.

A deep, rich, male voice answered, "Belisarius here."

"Anita Bl ake. | assune that Catherine Maison-Gllette told you who I am™

"Just a monent, Ms. Blake." He pushed a button and there was silence. | was
on hol d. When he cane back on the phone, | could hear wind and traffic. He'd
st epped out si de.

"I amvery glad to hear fromyou, M. Blake. Wat the fuck is going on?"

"Excuse me?" | said, tone less than friendly.

"He won't see nme. Catherine gave me the inpression that he needed a | awer
| traveled to this godless piece of real estate, and he won't see nme. He says
he didn't hire me."

"Shit," | said softly. "I"'msorry, M. Belisarius." | had a thought. "D d
you tell himthat | hired you on his behal f?"

"WII that nmake a difference?"

"Truthfully, | don't know. Either it'll help, or he'll tell you to go to
hel I . "

"He's already done that. | amnot cheap, Ms. Blake. Even if he refuses ny
services, soneone has to pay for the day."

"Don't worry, M. Belisarius. |I'll take care of it."

"Do you have that kind of noney?"

"How nmuch are we tal king about?" | asked.

He mentioned a fee. | did ny best not to whistle in his ear. | counted
slowy to five and said, calmy, "You'll get your noney."

"You have that kind of noney? | took Catherine's word for a |ot of things
on this. Forgive me if I'"'mstarting to be suspicious."

"No, | understand. Richard's giving you a hard time, so you're giving ne
one."

He gave a rough laugh. "All right, Ms. Blake, all right. 1'll try not to
pass the buck, but | want some assurances. Can you pay ny fee?"

"I raise the dead for a living, M. Belisarius. It's arare talent. | can
pay your fee." And | could, but it sort of hurt to do it. |I wasn't raised
poor, but | was raised to appreciate the value of a buck, and Belisarius was a
little outside of outrageous.

"Send word to Richard that | hired you. Call nme back if it nmakes a
di fference. He may refuse to see either of us."

"You're paying a great deal of noney, Ms. Blake, especially if |I take the

case. | assuned you and M. Zeenan were close in some way."

"It's along story," | said. "W're sort of hating each other right now "

"A lot of noney for someone you hate," he said.

"Don't you start, too," | said.

He | aughed again. H s |laugh was nore normal than his speech, al nost a bray.
Maybe he didn't practice his laugh for the courtroom | knew he practiced that
rich, rolling voice

"I"ll send the nessage, Ms. Bl ake. Hopefully, I'll be calling you back."

"Call me even if he says no. At least |I'Il know what to expect when | cone



down to the jail."

"You'll conme down even if he refuses to see you?" Belisarius asked.

"Yeah," | said.

"I look forward to nmeeting you, Ms. Blake. You intrigue ne."

"I bet you say that to all the girls."

"To very few, Ms. Blake." He hung up

Jason canme out of the bathroomas | hung up. He was wearing the suit. I'd
never seen himin anything except T-shirts and jeans or |eather and less. It
was odd to see himstanding there in a navy blue suit, white shirt, and a thin
white tie with a tastefully small design running through it. Wen you | ooked
close, the tie was silk and the print was tiny fleur de Iis. | knew who had
pi cked out the tie. The suit was a better cut than nmost off the rack, but
Jean-Cl aude had ruined ne for off the rack no matter how nice the fit.

He buttoned the first button on the jacket and snoothed his hands through
his blond hair. "How do | | ook?"

| shook nmy head. "Like a person.”

He grinned. "You sound surprised.”

| smled. "I've just never seen you look |like a grown-up."

He fake pouted at ne, |ip pushed out. "You' ve seen ne nearly naked and
didn't | ook grown-up?"

| shook ny head and smiled in spite of myself. 1'd changed ny clothes in
t he bedroom whil e he changed in the bathroom | found a few dark spots of
bl ood on the red blouse. As it dried, it would turn black and | ook even worse,
whi ch was why the bl ouse was soaking in the sink. Red shows bl ood no matter
what peopl e say.

The bl ack jeans had escaped unstained as far as | could tell. A few spots
of blood are hard to find on black. Black or navy blue hides bl ood best.
guess a really dark brown would work, but | don't own rmuch brown, so | don't
know for sure.

The fresh bl ouse was a pale, alnost icy, lavender. It had been a gift from
nmy stepnother, Judith. When | opened the box at Christmas and saw the pal e
bl ouse, | assumed she bought ne yet another piece of clothing that woul d | ook
better on her blond ice princess body than on nmy darker one. But the pure,
clear color actually | ooked pretty spiffy. 1'd even been gracious enough to
tell Judith I was wearing it. | think it was the first gift in ten years that
| hadn't exchanged. | was still O for 8 in the gift departnment for her. Oh,
wel I .

Bl ack dress pants with a belt w de enough for the Browning and w der than
was fashionable, black flats, and | was ready. |'d added just a touch of
makeup: eye shadow, mascara, a hint of blush, and lipstick. | tried not to
think why 1'd dressed up. It wasn't for the [ocal cops. Jason and | were
probably both overdressed for the locals. O course, if we'd shown up in jeans
and T-shirts, we'd have been underdressed. The only really good thing to wear
to neet police is a uniformand a badge. Anything el se and you are not in the
cl ub.

There was a | aw bei ng di scussed in Washington, D.C, right now that m ght
gi ve vanpire executioners what amounted to federal marshal status. It was
bei ng pushed hard by Senator Brewster, whose daughter had gotten munched by a
vampire. O course, he was al so pushing to revoke vanmpires' rights as |ega
citizens. Federal status for executioners, maybe. Revoking vanps' |ega
rights, | didn't think so. Sone vanpires would have to do something pretty
gruesone to give the antivanp | obby that rmuch push

In March, vanpire executioners had been officially licensed. It was a state
i cense because nurder was a state, not a federal, crine.

But | understood the need for federal status for vanpire executioners. W
didn't just kill, we hunted. But once we crossed out of our l|icensed area, we
were on shaky ground. The court order was valid as long as the state we
crossed into agreed to an extradition order. The extradition order was then
used to validate the original order of execution. My preference was to get a
second order of execution every time | crossed a state line. But that took



time, and sonetimes you'd | ose the vanp to yet another jurisdiction and have
to start all over again.

One enterprising vanpire crossed seventeen states before he was finally
caught and killed. The general run, if they run, is maybe two or three. Wich
i s why nost vanpire executioners are licensed in nore than one state. In our
own way, we have territories, sort of like vanpires. Wthin that territory, we

kill. Qutside of it, it's someone else's job. But there are only ten of us,
and that's not a lot for a country with one of the |argest vanpire popul ations
inthe world. W aren't constantly busy. Mst of us have day jobs. | nean, if

t he vanpires had been bad enough to keep us hopping, then they'd never have
made | egal status. But the nore vanps you get in an area, the higher your
crinme rate. Just like with hunans.

Having to stop every time you left your licensed area made it harder to do
our jobs. Having no real status as a police officer made it inpossible to
enter an investigation unless invited. Sonetinmes we weren't invited in unti
t he body count was pretty damm high. My |argest body count for a vanpire was
twenty-three. Twenty-three dead before we caught him There had been higher
body counts. Back in the fifties, Gerald Mallory, sort of the grandfather of
t he business, had slain a kiss of vanpires that took out over a hundred. A
kiss of vanpires is like a gaggle of geese; it's the group nane. Poetic, ain't
it?

The phone rang. | picked it up and it was Belisarius. "He'll see us
together. 1'Il try to have something to tell you by the time you get here." He
hung up.

| took a big breath in through nmy nose and let it out in a rush through ny
nout h.

"What's wrong?" Jason asked.

" Not hi ng. "

"You're nervous about seeing Richard," he said.

"Don't be so dammed smart."

He grinned. "Sorry."

"Like hell,"” | said. "Let's go."

Ve went .

The drive to Myerton took |longer than it had to because | was driving an
unfam liar van on very narrow roads. It nmade ne nervous. Jason finally said,
"Can | drive, please? W'Ill get there before dark."

"Shut up," | said.

He shut up, smling.

We did finally drive into Myerton. The town consisted of a main street that
was paved and | ooked suspiciously like a two-1ane highway w th buil di ngs
huggi ng the edges. There was a stoplight with a second, nuch smaller gravel
road spilling red clay dust across the blacktop. The town's only stoplight
made you notice the two fast-food restaurants and a nmom and- pop di ner that
actually had a bigger crowd than the Dairy Queen. Either the food was good, or
the Dairy Queen wasn't.

Jam | had given nme directions to the police station. He said to drive down
the main street, turn right. You can't miss it. \Wienever someone says that, it
means one of two things. Either they're right and it's obvious, or it's hidden
and you'll never find it without a detailed map where X marks the spot.

| turned right at the stoplight. The van hit a pothole and rolled like a
great beast treading water. | wi shed |I had nmy Jeep. The gravel road was the
true main street of the town. Buildings with a raised wooden sidewal k in front
of themlined one side of the street. | spotted a grocery store and a
woodwor ker's shop selling handnmade furniture. They had a rocking chair out in
front that still had rough grey bark on parts of the wooden frame. Very
rustic. Very nifty. Another shop sold herbs and honmermade jellies, though this
wasn't the tinme of year for it. Houses lined the other side of the street.



They weren't the newer M dwestern | ook that has taken over large parts of the
Sout h. The houses were nostly one story on cinder blocks or red rock bases.
They were covered with side shingles running strongly to off-white and grey.
One yard had a herd of ceramic deer and a crop of [awn gnones so thick, it
| ooked li ke they should be selling them

There were nmountains at the end of the street and trees like a thick, green
curtain. W were about to drive back into the forest, and | hadn't seen
anything that |ooked Iike a police station. Geat.

"It has to be right here," Jason said.

| checked ny rearview nirror, no traffic, and stopped. "What do you see
that | don't?" | asked.

"Shang-Da," he said.

| | ooked at him "Excuse nme?"

"On the porch at the end of the street."

| 1 ooked where he was looking. Atall man sat slunmped in a |awn chair. He
was wearing a white T-shirt, jeans, no shoes, and a billed cap pulled low Hs
tan stood out strongly agai nst the whiteness of the shirt. Large hands held a
can of soda or naybe beer. Just an early-norning pick-nme-up.

"That's Shang-Da. He's our pack's second enforcer. He's Hati to Jaml's
Skol I . "

Ah. The |ight dawned. "He's guarding Richard, so the police station has to
be nearby."

Jason nodded.

| looked at the slunped figure. He didn't |look particularly alert at first
gl ance. He al nost blended into the scene until you realized the T-shirt was
spotl ess and new. The jeans had creases as if they'd been ironed and you
realized though he was tanned, the skin coloring wasn't just fromthe sun. But
it wasn't until he noved his head very slowy and | ooked straight at us that |
realized just how good the act was. Even from a di stance there was an

intensity in his gaze that was al nost unnerving. | knew we suddenly had his
full attention and all he'd done was nove his head.
"Shit," | said.

"Yeah," Jason said. "Shang-Da's new. He transferred in from San Francisco
Bay pack. No one fought himwhen he cane in as Hati. No one wanted the job
that badly."

Jason pointed across the street. "ls that it?"

It was a | ow, one-story building nmade of white-painted cinder blocks. There
was a small, gravel parking lot out front but no cars. The van took up nost of
the parking lot. | parked as close to the side as | could, hearing the soft
swi sh of tree branches along the top of the van. There was probably a police
car out there someplace that woul d be parking beside ne. | think they had
room

There was a small wooden sign, elegantly carved, hangi ng beside the door
It read, Police Station. That was it, the only hint. Couldn't nmiss it -— Jam|
had a sense of hunmor. O maybe he was still pissed that 1'd cut him Childish.

We got out. | felt Shang-Da's gaze on ne. He was yards away, but the power
of his attention crept down ny skin, raising the hair on ny arms. | gl anced
his way, and for a second, our eyes met. The hair at the back of my neck stood
to attention.

Jason cane to stand beside ne. "Let's go inside."

| nodded, and we wal ked to the door. "If | didn't know better, 1'd say
Shang- Da doesn't |ike ne."

"He's loyal to Richard, and you've hurt him-- badly."

| glanced at him "You don't seemnmad at nme. Aren't you loyal to Richard?"

"I was there the night Richard fought Marcus. Shang-Da wasn't."

"Are you saying | was right to | eave Ri chard?"

"No. |I'msaying | understand why you couldn't handle it."

"Thanks, Jason."

He smiled. "Besides, naybe | have designs on your body."

"Jean- O aude would kill you."



He shrugged. "What's life without a little danger?"

I shook ny head.

Jason got to the door first but didn't try to open it for me. He knew ne
better than that.

| opened the nostly glass doors. | guess the doors were also a clue.
Everything el se on the street had doors like you' d see on a house. The gl ass
doors were nodern business doors. The interior was painted white, including
the I ong barlike desk across fromthe door. There were sone wanted posters
tacked to a bulletin board to the left of the door and a radi o system behi nd
t he desk, but other than that, it could have been the reception roomfor a
denti st.

The guy sitting behind the desk was big. Even sitting down, you had a sense
of size. Hi s shoulders were alnost as broad as | was tall. H's hair was very
short and still curled in tight ringlets. He'd have had to shave his head to
get rid of the curls.

My executioner's license is in a nice fake-leather carrying case. It had ny
picture on it and | ooked dammed official, but it wasn't a badge. It wasn't
even a license good in this state. But it was all | had to flash, so | flashed
it. I went in, holding the license out in front, because | was bringing a gun
into a police station. Cops tended not to like that.

“I"m Anita Bl ake, vanpire executioner."

The cop noved just his eyes; his hands were hi dden behind the desk. "W
didn't call for an executioner."”

"I'"'mnot here on official business,” | said. | stood in front of the desk.
| started to put the license away, but he held his hand out for it, and | gave
it to him

He studied the license while he asked, "Wy are you here?"

"I'ma friend of Richard Zeeman."

His grey eyes flicked up then. It wasn't a friendly | ook. He tossed the
i cense back on top of the desk

| picked it up. "lIs there a problem COficer ... " | read his naneplate,

Mai den?"

He shook his head. "No probl em except that your friend is a damed rapi st.

I never understand why the neanest son of a bitch in the world al ways seens to
have a girlfriend."

"I"'mnot his girlfriend," | said. "I'mexactly what | said | was: his
friend."

Mai den stood, and he | ooked every inch of his six-foot-plus frame. He
wasn't just tall; he was bul ky. He'd probably been a westler or a footbal

pl ayer in high school. The muscle had started to nelt into a general bul k, and
he was carrying about twenty pounds around the wai st that he didn't need, but

I wasn't fooled. He was big and tough and used to it. The gun around his wai st
mat ched the rest of him It was a chrome-plated Colt Python long barrel wth
heavy bl ack custom grips. Good for hunting el ephants, a little rmuch for
scaring drunks on a Saturday night.

"Who are you?" He pointed a thunmb at Jason

"Just a friend," Jason said. He smiled, trying to | ook harnl ess. He wasn't
as good at | ooking harmess as | was, but he was close. Beside Oficer Miden
we both | ooked sort of fragile.

"Her friend, or Zeeman's?"

Jason gave a big, good-hunored smile. "I'meveryone's friend."

Mai den didn't smile. He just |ooked at Jason, giving hima cold, hard stare
out of those dark grey eyes. Miiden didn't have any better |uck staring Jason
down than | did. Jason kept sniling. Miiden kept staring.

| finally touched Jason's armever so lightly. It was enough. He dropped
his eyes, blinked, but the smile never faltered. But it was enough for Maiden
to feel he'd won the staring contest.

Mai den | unbered out from behind the desk. He noved |ike he was aware that
he was big, like in his owm ears, the earth trenbled as he noved. He was big,
but he wasn't that big. O course, | wasn't going to point it out to him



A second man cane out of a small door to the right of the desk. He was
wearing a pale tan suit that fit himlike an el egant glove. The white shirt
was ribbed down the front, and he had one of those string ties with a hunk of
gold at his throat. H s eyes were large, black, and surprised when they saw
me. His hair was cut very short, but stylish. The hand he extended for me to
shake had a dianond pinkie ring and a college class ring on it.

"Could this vision of |oveliness be the infamus M. Bl ake?"

| smled before I could stop nyself. "You nust be Belisarius."

He nodded. "Call ne Carl."

“I"'mAnita, and this is Jason."

He shook hands with Jason, still smiling, still pleasant. He turned to
Mai den. "May we go see ny client now?"

"The two of you can go, but not him" Miden jerked another thunb at Jason
"Sheriff said let the two of you in. No one said anything about anybody el se.™

Jason opened his nouth. | touched his arm "That's fine."

"And the gun stays out here," he said. | didn't want to give up the gun
but it made nme think better of Maiden that he'd spotted it.

"Sure," | said. | pulled the Browning out fromunder the jacket. | hit the
slide and spilled the clip into nmy other hand. | jacked the gun open to show
t he chanmber was enpty and handed the whol e shooting natch to Miden.

"Didn't trust me to unload it for you?"

"I figured the Browning might be too small for your hands. Requires fine
nmotor skills."

"You giving me shit?" he said.

| nodded. "Yeah, |I'mgiving you shit."

He smiled then. He | ooked the Browning over before he put it in a desk
drawer along with the clip. "Not a bad gun if you can't handl e anyt hi ng

bi gger." He | ocked the drawer --— another brownie point for Miiden
"I't's not size that counts, Maiden. It's performance."
H's smle widened to a grin. "Your friend still has to wait out here."
"l said that was fine. | neant it."

Mai den nodded and | ed the way back through the door that Belisarius had
cone out of. There were two doors in the middle of the |ong, white hallway.
One said, Ladies, the other, Men

"I"d hoped you com ng out of this door neant you were visiting Richard.”

"I'mafraid not. M. Zeeman has not relented.”

"Rel ented," Miden said, "relented. Now, that's a nice | awer word."

"Readi ng i nproves your vocabulary, Oficer Miiden. You should try it
someti nme. Though | suppose you can get by with just |ooking at the pictures.”

"Qoh, I'mcut to the quick on that one," Miden said.

"I'f you cut us, do we not bl eed?" Belisarius asked.

Mai den shocked the hell out of me by giving the next line: "If you tickle
us, do we not | augh?"

Bel i sarius clapped softly. "Touche, Oficer Maiden."

"Big and well read," | said. "I'minpressed."”

He pulled a chain out of his pocket with keys on the end of it. "Don't tel
the other cops. They'd think I was a sissy."

| looked up at him all the way up at him "It's not reading Shakespeare
that makes you a sissy, Maiden. It's that damm gun. Only pansies carry that
nmuch hardware."

He unl ocked the door at the end of the hallway. "Got to carry sonething
big, Ms. Bl ake. Bal ances nme out when | run."

That made me | augh. He opened the door and ushered us through. He | ocked
t he door behind us and went down a long white stretch of hallway with two

cl osed doors on either side. "Wait here. I'lIl go make sure your boyfriend is
ready to see you."
"He's not ny boyfriend," | said. It was becom ng automatic, like an

i nvoluntary refl ex.
Mai den snil ed and unl ocked the door at the far end. He vani shed through it.
"You and O ficer Miiden seemto have hit it off, M. Blake."



"Cops dish out a lot of shit. Trick is, don't take it personally, and dish
back. "

“I'"I'l remenber that next tine."

| looked up Belisarius. "It mght not work for you. You're a |l awer, and
you're wealthy."

"And |'mnot an attractive wonman," he said.

"That, too, though that can work against me with policenen."”

Bel i sari us nodded.

Mai den st epped back through the far door. He was smiling |ike sonething had
anused the hell out of him | was betting | wasn't going to think it was

funny. "I told Zeeman that for a fucking pervert, he had a cute girlfriend."
“I"1l bet that's not what you said," | said.
He nodded. "I asked himwhy, with a nice piece of ass like you for his
girlfriend, he had to go out and rape sonebody."
"What'd he say?" | asked, face as blank as | could make it.

"He said you're not his girlfriend."

| nodded. "See, | told you so."

Mai den opened the door wi de and notioned us through. "Ring the buzzer when
you want out." We stepped through, and he said, "Enjoy," as he |l ocked us in.

They must have gotten a deal on white paint because the entire room was
white, even the floor. It was like standing in the mddle of a blizzard. Two
bunks, one on top the other, the bars on a small w ndow, even the toilet and
sink were white. The only color was the bars that formed a three-sided cage.
Ri chard sat on the other side of the bars |ooking at us.

He was sitting on the Iower bunk. His hair fell in thick waves, nearly
hiding his face. In the stark whiteness of the overhead lights, the hair
| ooked darker than its normal honey brown, alnobst chestnut. He was wearing a
pal e green dress shirt untucked, sleeves rolled back over nuscul ar forearns.
H s dark brown dress slacks were winkled frombeing slept in. He unfolded his
si x-foot-one-inch body fromthe bunk. The dress shirt stretched tightly across
hi s shoul ders and upper arns. He'd bulked up a little since last 1'd seen him
and he'd been pretty muscular to begin with. Once upon a tinme, it would have
been ny great pleasure to have peeled that shirt off and seen what was
under neat h, to have run ny hands over that |ovely chest and those strong arns.
But that was then, and this was a whol e new ball gane, one that | really
couldn't win.

Ri chard cane to stand at the bars, hands w appi ng around them "What are
you doi ng here, Anita?" His voice wasn't as angry as | feared it would be. He
sounded al nost ordi nary, and some tightness in the center of ny body rel axed.

Bel i sarius stepped away fromus. He sat at the table outside the cell and
began spreadi ng papers out of his briefcase. He tried to | ook very busy and
give us as nmuch privacy as he could. It was a nice gesture.

"I heard you were in trouble."

"So you cane to rescue ne?" he nade it a question. H's solid brown eyes
stared at me, searching ny face. His hair had fallen into his eyes. He
snoothed it back fromhis face in an achingly famliar gesture.

"I came to help."

"I don't need your help. | didn't doit."

Belisarius interrupted. "You' ve been charged with rape, M. Zeeman."

| turned and | ooked at Belisarius. "I thought it was attenpted rape."
"I"ve been reading the file while | was waiting. Once | had M. Zeeman's
perm ssion to act as his lawer, | got access to the records. The rape kit was

negative for senen, but there was evidence of penetration. Penetration is
enough to constitute rape."

"I never had intercourse with her," Richard said. "It never got that far."

"But you did date her," | said.

He | ooked at ne. "Yes, | did." There was a little anger in his voice now.

| let it go. |I'd probably be grunpy, too, if | were in jail on trunped-up
charges. Hell, I'd be grunmpy even if | had done it.

"The problem M. Zeeman, is that without senen sanples, you can't really



prove conclusively that you didn't violate Ms. Schaffer. If this is a franeg,
it's a good one. You dated the woman nore than once. She went out with you and
cane hone beaten up." He paged through one of the files. "There was vagi na

brui sing, some tearing. If she wasn't raped, it was still very rough.”
"Becky said she liked it rough," Richard said quietly.
"When did how rough she |iked sex come up in conversation?" | asked.

He met ny eyes, no flinching, ready to be angry if | was angry. "Wen she
was trying to get me to go to bed with her."

"What exactly did she say?" Belisarius asked.

Ri chard shook his head. "I don't remenber exactly, but | told her I was
afraid 1'd hurt her. She said if | liked it rough, she was my girl."

| wal ked away fromhimto stand | ooking at the closed door. | didn't want
to be here for this. | turned around, and he was already staring at ne,
al ready nmeeting nmy gaze. "lIs this why you wanted to see both of us at once? So
I'd hear all the details?"

He gave a harsh sound, al nost | aughter, but bitter. A strange |ook passed
over his face. Once |I could have read his every thought on his face, in his
eyes. Now | didn't know him Sonetimes | thought I'd never known him that

we' d both been fooling ourselves. "If you want details, | can give you
details. Not about Betty, but there's Lucy and Carrie and Mra. Especially
Lucy and Mra. | can give you details on them"

"I heard you'd been a busy boy," | said. My voice was softer than | wanted
it to be, but normal. | wasn't going to cry.

"Who told you to come down here, Anita? Who di sobeyed nme?" That first
prickling roil of energy crept through the room Sonetimes you could forget
what Richard really was. He was better at hiding it than any |ycanthrope
knew. | glanced at Belisarius. He seened oblivious. Good, he wasn't sensitive
toit. But | was. The power crept over my skin Iike a warm wi nd.

"No one di sobeyed you, Richard."

"Someone told you." Hi's hands flexed on the bars, rubbing over and over. |
knew he coul d have ripped themout of the floor. He could have knocked a hol e
t hrough the back wall if he wanted to. The fact that he was still in this cage
was only because he didn't want out badly enough to blow his cover. A
m | d- mannered juni or high science teacher could not bend steel bars.

| leaned close to the bars, lowering ny voice. H's otherworldly energy
breat hed along ny skin. "Do you really want to discuss this now, in front of a
st ranger ?"

Ri chard | eaned in so close his forehead pressed against the bars. "He's ny
| awyer. Doesn't he need to know?"

| leaned in so close | could have touched himthrough the bars. | wanted to
touch him He didn't seemquite real this way. "You really are a babe in the
woods on this one, aren't you?"

"lI've never been arrested before,’

"No, that was always ny job."

He al nost sniled. Sonme of that energy | eaked away. Hi s beast sliding away
i nside that perfect canoufl age.

| touched the cool, nmetal bars, sliding ny hands just below his. "I bet you
t hought you night be visiting ne |like this sonmeday, but not the other way
around. "

He gave a small snmile. "Yeah, and |I'd bake you a cake with a file init."

| smled. "You don't need a file, Richard." | slid ny hands over his. He
squeezed ny fingers gently. "You need a good | awyer, and | brought you one."

He stepped away fromthe bars. "Why do | need a | awyer when |I'minnocent ?"

Bel i sari us answered, "You've been charged with rape. The judge has refused

he sai d.

you bail. Son, if we can't break her story, you're looking at two to five
years, if we're lucky. The pictures are in the file. She was beat up pretty
bad. She's a pretty little blond thing. She'll come into court dressed |ike

everyone's favorite second grade teacher. The one you had a crush on that
snelled like lvory soap." He stood up and started wal ki ng towards us as he
tal ked. "We'll cut your hair --—"



"Cut his hair?" | exclained

Bel asarius frowned at nme. "Cut your hair, dress you up nice. It hel ps that
you' re handsone and white, but you're still a big, strong-looking man." He
shook his head. "It's not you we have to prove innocent, M. Zeeman. It's Ms.
Schaffer we have to prove guilty."

Ri chard frowned. "What do you nean?"

"W have to nake her | ook Iike the whore of Babylon. But first, I'll file a
nmotion that no bail is excessive for a first offense. Hell, you don't even
have a traffic ticket. I'Il get you bail."

"How long will it take?" | asked.

Belisarius |ooked at nme a little too hard. "Is there a tine limt |I'm not
awar e of ?"

Ri chard and | | ooked at each other as if on cue. Then he said, "Yes," and
said, "No."

"Well, which is it, boys and girls, yes or no? Is there sonething | need to
know here?"

Ri chard | ooked at ne, then said, "No, | guess not."

Belisarius didn't like it, but he let it go. "Okay, kiddies. I'll take your
word for it, but if this piece of information that | don't need to know comnes
up and bites ne on the ass, | will not be anused."

"It won't," | said.

He shook his head. "If it does, | will leave M. Zeeman high and dry. You
will be finding yourself a new |l awer faster than you can say penitentiary."

"I didn't do anything wong," R chard said. "How can this be happeni ng?"

"Why woul d she cry rape on you?" | asked.

"Sonmebody did it," Belisarius said. "If not you, then who?"

Ri chard shook his head. "Betty dates a lot. | know of at |east three other
men, nyself."

"We'll need their nanes."

"Why?" he asked.

"Son, if you are going to argue with ne every step of the way, this won't
wor k. "

"I just don't want to drag anyone else into this."

"Richard,” | said, "you are in trouble here. Let Carl do his job, please."

Ri chard | ooked at ne. "You dropped everything to ride to my rescue, huh?"

| smled. "Pretty nmuch."

He shook his head. "How d Jean-C aude feel about that?"

| |1 ooked away, not neeting his eyes. "He wasn't thrilled, but he wants you
out of jail."

“I"1l just bet he does."

"Look, kiddies, we don't have a lot of time here. If you two can't curb the
personal stuff, naybe Anita here should | eave."

| nodded. "I agree. You're going to have to tell himdetails about M.
Schaffer that | don't want to hear. And you need to be able to talk freely
about her."

"Are you jeal ous?" Richard asked.

| took in a deep breath and let it out. |I would have liked to have said no,
but he could smell a lie. I'd been doing okay until he'd made that crack about
Betty being his girl for the rough stuff. That had bugged me. "I have no right

to be jeal ous of you, Richard."
"But you are, aren't you?" he asked. He watched nmy face while he asked it.

| had to force nyself to nmeet his eyes while | answered. | wanted to dunk
nmy head, and | couldn't stop the rush of color up ny face. "Yeah, |'mjeal ous.
Happy ?"

He nodded. "Yes."

"I"'mout of here." | wote the phone nunber of the cabin on Belisarius's

not ebook and pressed the buzzer to be let out.

"I"'mglad you cane, Anita," Richard said

| kept ny back turned to the door, hoping Maiden would hurry. "I wish I
could say the sane, Richard."



The door opened. | escaped.

"Have fun visiting your boyfriend?" Miden asked as he foll owed ne down the
hal I .

| waited at the second | ocked door. "He's not ny boyfriend."

"Everyone keeps saying that." Miden unl ocked the door and held it open.
"Maybe it's a case of the lady protesting too nmuch."

"Take your library card and shove it, Maiden."

"Qoh," he said, "that was nasty. Wonder if | can think of a conmeback half
t hat good."

"Let me have ny gun, Maiden."

He | ocked the door behind us. Jason was sitting in the little row of chairs
across fromthe desk. He | ooked up. "Can we go home now?"

"Wasn't O ficer Miiden entertaining?" | asked.

"He wouldn't let me play with his handcuffs,” Jason said.

Mai den went behi nd the desk and unl ocked the drawer. He brought out the
Browni ng, slipped the clip back init, and pulled the slide back, which jacked
a shell into the chanber. He checked the safety and handed it to nme, butt
first.

"You think Myerton's dangerous enough to need to carry one in the chanber?"
| asked.

Mai den | ooked at nme. It was a long look as if he were trying to tell ne
somet hing. "You never know," he said finally.

We stood staring at each other for a few frozen monments, then | put the
Browning in the holster with the bullet ready to go, though | checked the
safety twice. Didn't usually go around with a live round in the chanber. Made
me nervous. Made nme nore nervous that Maiden might be trying to warn ne. O
course, he might just be yanking nmy chain. Sone cops, especially small town
ones, tended to give nme grief. Being a vanpire executioner nmade sone of them

want to trade macho shit with ne, like getting me to carry a live round in the
chanber.

"Have a nice day, Blake."

"You, too, Muiden," | said.

| had the door open, Jason at ny back, when Miden said, "Be careful out
there."”

Hi s eyes were guarded. There was nothing to read on his face. | amnot a
subtl e person, big surprise. "You got sonething to say, Miden?" | asked.

"I"'mgoing to be taking nmy lunch break after you |eave."

| looked at him "It's ten o'clock in the nmorning. Little early for lunch

don't you think?"

"Just thought you'd like to know |l won't be here."

"Il try and squelch ny disappointment," | said.

He flashed a quick grin, then stood. "I gotta | ock the door behind you,
since I'mleaving the desk unattended."

"Locking Belasarius in with R chard?"

"I won't be gone that long," he said. He opened the door for us, waiting
for us to go outside

"I don't like games, Maiden. \What the fuck is going on?"

He wasn't smling when he said, "If the fancy | awyer gets bail for your
boyfriend, 1'd | eave town."
"You're not suggesting he junp bail, are you, Oficer?"

"His fam |y has been here alnost fromthe first night he was taken into
custody. Before that, it was the scientists that he's been working with. A lot
of nice, upstanding citizens standing around for w tnesses. But the nice
upstanding citizens won't be here forever."

Mai den and | | ooked at each other. | stood there for a mnute, wondering if
he'd stop hinting and just tell ne what the hell was going on. He didn't.

| nodded at him "Thanks, Maiden."



"Don't thank nme," he said. He | ocked the door behind us.

My hand wasn't on the butt of the Browning, but it was sort of close to it.
It'd be silly to draw the gun on a nice August norning in a town with a
popul ation | ower than nost col |l ege dorns.

"What was that all about?" Jason asked.

"I'f we don't get Richard out, he's going to get hurt. The only reason he
hasn't been yet is that there have been too many w tnesses. Too nany people to
ask questions."

"If the cops are in on it," Jason said, "why would Miiden warn us?"

"He's not happy about being in on it, maybe. Ch, hell, | don't know But it
nmeans that soneone wanted Richard in jail for a reason."

A pickup truck pulled across the street in front of the little grey house
t hat Shang-Da was canped out in. Four nen junped out of the back. There was at
| east one nore in the cab. He slid out of sight, and they forned a semcircle
at the base of the porch. One of them had a baseball bat.

"Well, well,"” Jason said. "You think if we bang on the doors and yell for
police help, we'll get it?"

| shook ny head. "Maiden did help us. He warned us."

"I"'mall warmand cozy with the effort,” Jason said.

"Yeah," | said. | started wal king across the street. Jason followed a
coupl e of steps behind. | was thinking as hard as | could. | had a gun and
t hey m ght not.

But if | killed sonebody, |'d be bunking with Ri chard. Myerton's | ega
systemdidn't seemto take to well to strangers.

Shang- Da stood on the porch, |ooking down at the men. He'd taken off the
billed cap. His black hair was cut very short on the sides and | onger on top
The hair was shiny with gel but squashed flat fromthe cap. He stood bal anced
on his bare feet, long arns | oose at his sides. He wasn't in a fighting stance
yet, but | knew the signs.

Hi s eyes flicked to us, and | knew he'd seen us. The thugs hadn't yet.

Amat eur thugs. Didn't nean they weren't dangerous, but it meant you m ght be
able to bluff them Professional nuscle tended to call a bluff.

A small, elderly wonan canme through the screen door to stand next to
Shang- Da. She | eaned heavily on a cane, her back bowed. Her grey and white
hair was cut very short and permed in one of those tight hairdos that elderly
worren seem so fond of. She wore an apron over a pink housedress. Her knee-high
hose were roll ed down over fuzzy slippers. dasses perched on a small nose

She shook a bony fist at the nmen. "You boys get off ny property.”

The man with the baseball bat said, "Now, MIlie, this has got nothing to
do with you."

"This is nmy grandson you're threatening," she said.

"He ain't her grandson," another man said. He was wearing a faded flanne
rt open like a jacket.

"Are you calling me a liar, Mel Cooper?" the wonman asked.

"I didn't say that," Ml said.

If we'd been soneplace nore private, |'d have just wounded one of them It
woul d have gotten their attention and called the fight off. But |I'd have bet
al nrost any anount of money that if | shot one of them the nysterious sheriff
would ride to their rescue. Maybe the plan was to get nore of us in jail.

was too new on the scene to even nmake an educated guess.

Jason and | wal ked up onto the grass. Mel was the closest to us. He turned,
showi ng a stained undershirt and a beer gut beneath the flannel shirt. Ooh
char m ng

"Who the hell are you?" he asked.

"Well, aren't you just M. Snooth."

He took a nenacing step towards ne. | smiled at him He frowned at ne.
"Answer the fucking question, girlie. Wi are you?"

"Doesn't matter who she is,” the one with the baseball bat said. "This
isn't any of her business. Leave it alone, or you'll get what he's going to
get." He notioned with his head at Shang- Da

shi



"I get to the beat the crap out of you, too?" | said. "Ch, goody."

Basebal | Bat frowned at ne, too. | had two of them puzzled. Confusion to ny
eneni es.

The woman shook a bony fist at them again. "You get off ny property, or |
will call Sheriff WIkes."

One of the nmen | aughed, and another said, "WIkes will be along. Wen we're
finished."

Basebal | Bat said, "Come down off that porch, boy, or we're coming up after
you. "

He was ignoring ne. He was ignoring Jason. They weren't just anmateur
nmuscl e. They were stupid amateur nuscle.

Shang-Da's voi ce was surprisingly deep, very calm There was no fear in it

-— big surprise -— but there was an undercurrent of eagerness, as if under
that cal mess he was itching to hurt them "If | come down off this porch, you
will not enjoy it."

The man with the baseball bat wheel ed his weapon of choice in a quick
professional circle. He used it Iike he knew how Mybe he'd played ball in
hi gh school. "Oh, I'Il enjoy it, China boy."

"Chi na boy," Jason said. | didn't have to see his face to know he was
sm ling.

"Not very original is it?" | comented.

" Nope. "

Mel turned towards us, and another man noved with him "Are you nmaking fun
of us?"

| nodded. "Ch, yeah."

"You think I won't hit you because you're a girl?" Ml asked.

It was tenpting to say, "No, | think you won't hit ne because | have a
gun,"” but | didn't say it. Once you pull a gun in a fight, you' ve pushed the
viol ence level to a height where death is a very real possibility. | didn't
want anyone dead with the cops waiting to ride down and sweep us up. Didn't
want to go to jail. | have a black belt in judo. But Mel's conpani on was
al nrost as big as Oficer Miiden, and not half as pretty. They both outwei ghed
me and Jason by a hundred pounds apiece, or nore. They'd been big nost of
their lives. They thought it made themtough. Up until this nonent, it
probably had. In fact, it still might. | wasn't going to stand there and trade
blows with them 1'd | oose. Whatever | was going to do had to be quick and
take my opponent out inmmediately. Anything less, and | stood a very good
chance of getting seriously hurt.

I'd bet on ne against any bad guy ny size. Trouble was, as usual, none of
the bad guys were ny size. There was a tightness in ny gut, a nervous trenble.
| realized with sonmething close to shock that | was nore afraid right now than
| had been with Jami| in the truck. This wasn't a dom nance gane with rules.
No one was going to say uncle when soneone was bl eedi ng. Scared? Who, ne? But
it had been a long tine since I'd stood up to the bad guys without pulling a
weapon. WAs | becoming too dependent on hardware? Maybe.

Jason and | noved back, sliding a little away from each other. You need
roomto fight. The thought occurred that |1'd never really seen Jason fight. He
could have thrown the pickup truck they cane in across the street, but |
didn't know if he knew how to fight. If you throw human beings around |ike
toys, people can get badly hurt. |I didn't want Jason in jail, either

"Don't kill anyone," | said.

Jason smled, but it was just a baring of teeth. "Gee, you're no fun." That
first prickle of energy that said shapeshifter breathed al ong ny body.

Mel had been noving forward in a flat-footed, untrained novenent. No
martial arts, no boxing, just big. The other guy was in a stance. He knew what
he was doing. Jason could heal a broken jaw in less than a day; | couldn't. |
wanted Mel. But he'd stopped noving forward. There were goose bunps on his
hairy arns. "\Wat the hell was that?"

He was big and stupid, but he was psychic enough to feel a shapeshifter
I nteresting.



"Who the hell are we? What the hell was that? Mel, you need better
guestions,” | said.

"Fuck you," he said.

| smled and notioned himforward with both hands. "Cone and get it, Mel,
if you think you' re man enough."

He let out a roar and ran at ne. He literally ran at ne with his beefy arns
wi de |ike he was going to do a bear hug. The bigger guy with himrushed Jason.
| had a sense of movenment and knew Shang-Da wasn't on the porch anynore. There
was no tine to be afraid. No time to think. Just to nove. To do what |'d done
a thousand times in practice in the dojo, but never in real life. Never for
real .

| ducked Mel's outstretched arns and did two things al nbst sinmultaneously:
| caught his left armas he went past and swept his | egs out fromunder him

He fell heavily to his knees, and | got a joint lock on his arm | really
hadn't decided to break the arm A joint |ock on an el bow hurts enough that
nost people will negotiate after you prove just how rmuch it hurts. Ml didn't
give me tinme. | caught a flash of the blade. | broke his arm It made a thick

wet sound, flopping |oose |like a chicken wing bent backwards.

He shrieked. Scream ng didn't cover the sound. The bl ade was in his other
hand, but he seened to have forgotten it for the nonent.

"Drop the knife, Mel," | said.

He tried to get to his feet, one knee hyperextended to the side. | kicked
the knee and heard it give a deep, |low pop. A bone breaking is a crisp, sharp
sound. A joint doesn't break as clean, but it breaks easier

He fell on the ground, withing, screaning

"Throw the knife away, Mel!" | was yelling at him

The knife went airborne, |ost across the fence into the next yard.
stepped away from Mel, just in case he had another surprise. Everybody el se
had been busy, too.

The big one that had attacked Jason was lying in a heap by the pickup
truck. There was a fresh dent in the side of the truck, as if he'd been thrown
into the side of it. He probably had.

Athird man lay in a crunpled heap at the foot of the porch steps. He
wasn't noving. Another man was trying to crawl away, one |eg dangling behind

himlike a broken tail. He was crying.
Shang-Da was trying to break through the man with the baseball bat's
def enses. Jason was fighting a tall, thin man with ruscles corded along his

bare arnms. He was in a low fighting stance, Tae Kwon Do or jujitsu.

Shang-Da took two bl ows on each armfromthe baseball bat, then he took the
bat away from him He broke the bat into two |arge pieces. The man turned to
run. Shang-Da started to stab himin the back with the broken end of the bat.

| yelled, "Don't kill him™"

Shang-Da flipped the broken wood in his hand and snashed the unbroken end
against the man's skull. He went to his knees so suddenly it was startling.

The tall man fighting Jason crept forward in a fast crab novenent that
| ooked sort of silly, but his foot |ashed out and Jason had to throw hinsel f
back onto the ground. Jason kicked at him but the tall man | eaped over the
kick so high and so gracefully that he seened to float in the air for a
nonent .

Sirens wail ed, comi ng quickly closer

Basebal| Bat fell forward onto his face. He never tried to catch hinself.
He was out for the count.

The only one of the bad guys standing was the tall man. Jason scranmbled to
his feet quickly enough to stay just ahead of the punches and kicks, but not
wel | enough to hurt himback. Super strength does not nean super skill

Shang-Da started to nmove in to help.

Jason | ooked at Shang-Da, and that was all the tall nman needed. He | anded a
kick to the side of Jason's head that stunned himand [eft himon his knees on
the ground. The man turned and | saw the roundhouse kick comng. It was a kick
that could snap someone's neck. | was closer than Shang-Da. | didn't even



think about it. | noved forward and knew it wouldn't be in time. But the tal
man saw t he novenent. He switched his attention from Jason to ne.

I was suddenly in a defensive stance. He reversed the kick, and |I managed
to avoid it because he was off bal ance. There were two police cars skidding

down the street towards us. Shang-Da stopped nmoving forward. | think we both
t hought the fight was over. The tall man thought otherwi se.

The kick was just a blur of notion. | got one armup in a partial block. M
armwent nunb and the next thing I knew, | was flat on ny back staring up at
the sky. It didn't even hurt.

He coul d have noved in and killed me, because for a second, | couldn't

nove. There was no sound for that frozen second, just me on the grass,
bl i nki ng upward. Then | could hear ny blood pounding in ny ears. | took a deep
gasping breath and | coul d hear hunman voi ces agai n.

A man's voice yelled, "Freeze, notherfucker!"

| tried to say, "Colorful," but no sound cane out. | could taste blood in
my mouth. My face didn't hurt that much yet; | was sort of nunb. | opened ny
mouth just to see if | could. | could. My jaw wasn't broken. Geat. | raised

one armupward and managed to say, "Help me up."

Jason said, "They've got guns pointed at us."

MIllie came down off the porch with her cane. She | ooked funny from ny
angle, like a fuzzy-footed giant. "Don't you be pointing guns at ny grandson
and his friends. These nmen attacked them"

"Attacked then?" said a man's voice. "Looks l|ike your 'grandson' and his
friends attacked them"

| funmbled nmy ID out of ny jacket pocket and held it up in the air. | could
probably have sat up on ny own, but since I'd taken a hit, | mght as well use
it. I was hurt, and the nore hurt the cops thought | was, the less likely we'd
be going to jail. If only the bad guys had been hurt, then we'd have all ended
up in jail on assault charges or worse. | hadn't checked for pulses in at
| east two of the thugs. They'd been lying awfully still. This way we could al
press assault charges. They could put us all in jail, or none in jail. O that
was the plan. As plans go, |'d had better ones. | was lucky nmy jaw wasn't
br oken.

"Anita Bl ake, vampire executioner," | said. The announcenent woul d have had
alittle nore oonph if | hadn't been flat on ny back, but hey, you do what you
can. | did roll onto one side. My nouth had filled with enough blood that I
either had to spit or swallow | spat onto the grass. Even rolling onto ny
side made the world spin. | wondered for a second or two if | was going to
spit up nmore on the grass than just blood. The nausea passed, |eaving ne
worried about a concussion. |1'd had them before, and they usually nmade nme sick
to nmy stomach.

| couldn't see MIlie anynore, but | could hear her. "You put up those
guns, Billy Wlkes, or I will tan your hide with ny cane."

"Now, Mss MIlie," the nale voice said.

| repeated who | was and said, "I need sone help to stand. Can ny peopl e
hel p ne up, please?"

The mal e voice, Sheriff WIkes | presuned, sounded a little uncertain, but
sai d, "They can nove."

Jason grabbed the armthat was holding nmy ID up in the air. He | ooked down
at me and pulled ne to ny feet. It was too quick and | didn't have to pretend
that the world went spinning. Wien ny knees buckled, | didn't fight it. | slid
to ny knees and Shang-Da took ny other arm Between the two of them they got
me standing and facing the cops.

Sheriff WIkes was about five foot eight, and he was wearing a pale blue
Snokey the Bear hat and a matching uniform He |ooked trimand in shape |like
he worked out and took it seriously. The gun at his side was a ten nil
Beretta. It was hol stered. The day was | ooki ng up.

He stared at ne with eyes a dark, solid, trustworthy brown. He took the hat
of f and wi ped sweat fromhis forehead. H's hair was a pale salt and pepper and
made ne put his age at over forty. "Anita Blake, |I've heard of you. What are



you doing in our town?"

| spat anot her nouthful of blood into the grass and managed to stand nore
than sag between Shang-Da and Jason. Truth was, | could have stood on ny own.
But all the bad guys were on the ground. Even the one that had kicked ne was
down for the count. Shang-Da must have stepped in after I went down. | knew
Jason couldn't have taken the tall nan.

"I came to see a friend in your jail -— Richard Zeeman."

"Friend?" he nade it a question

"Yeah, friend."

There were two deputies behind W kes. They were both over six feet tall.
One of them had a scar that went fromeyebrow to jaw on one side. Jagged; nore
a broken bottle than a knife. The other deputy had a shotgun in his hands. It
wasn't pointed at us, but it was there. Scarface snickered at ne. The one with
the shotgun just stared with eyes as enpty and pitiless as a doll's.

Mai den was standi ng behind the others, hands in front, one hand cl aspi ng
his opposite wist. His face was bl ank, but there was an edge around his nouth
that said he was trying not to snile

"We've got to run you all in for assault,"” WIkes said.

"Great," | said, "I can't wait to press charges."”

He | ooked at ne, his eyes just a touch wide. "You're the only ones
standing, Ms. Blake. | don't think you have grounds to press charges."

| leaned a little heavier against Jason. Atrickle of blood ran fromthe
corner of nmy mouth. | could feel nmy eye already starting to swell. 1|'ve always
been a bleeder if you hit ne in the face. | knew | |ooked pitiful. "They
attacked us, and we were forced to defend ourselves.” | let ny knees slide out
from under ne. Shang-Da caught nme and lifted nme easily in his arnms. | closed

nmy eyes and curl ed against his chest.

"Shit," WIkes said.

"Look at that poor little girl, Billy Wlkes," MIlie said. "You going to
t ake her before Judge Henry. What do you think he's going to do to the rest of
t hese hooligans? He's got a daughter about her age."

"Shit," WIlkes said again with nore force. "Let's get everybody down to the
hospital. W'll sort it out there."

"Anbul ance is on its way," Miden said.

"One won't be enough,” WI kes said.

Mai den | aughed | ow and deep. "There aren't enough anbul ances in the county
for this many bodies."

"There woul d have been enough for three," WIkes said.

| tensed in Shang-Da's arns. He tightened around ne, one hand pressed
agai nst the side of ny head firmly enough that raising up woul d have hurt ny
face. | let the breath ease out of nmy body and concentrated on being still,
but I'd renenber what WI kes had said. W' d see who got the anbul ance ride
next time.
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It took one anmbul ance, one pickup truck, two squad cars, Santa's sleigh
and ne riding in the van for everyone to get to the hospital. Okay, not
Santa's sleigh, but we did look |like a parade. Nearly six hours later, we were
back in Myerton in the only interrogation roomthey had. 1'd been the only one
of the injured that got to | eave the hospital

The guy that Jason had thrown into the truck m ght have permanent spine
damage. They'd know when the swelling went down. Two of the three that
Shang- Da had knocked unconsci ous had regai ned consci ousness. They had
concussi ons but would recover. The third was still out for the count, and the
doctors were tal king about swelling of the brain and skull fractures. Shang-Da
had al so done the bad guy with the conpound fracture. | only had Mel to ny
credit, but he was in worse shape than the conmpound fracture. It takes a hel
of a lot of work to heal a joint break. Sonetimes you never recover full use
of the linmb. | felt sort of bad about that, but he had pulled the knife.



Bel i sarius had been a busy little lawer. He'd not only arranged bail for
Ri chard, but he'd al so been representing us for the |l ast hour or so. Richard
was a free man, tenporarily. If Belisarius could keep the rest of us out of
jail, he was worth the noney.

Wl kes didn't want to arrest us, but he wanted to take our fingerprints.
didn't have a problemwi th that until Shang-Da did. He really didn't want his
prints taken, which made both WI kes and nme suspicious. But if Shang-Da
woul dn't do it, then none of us would. | told Wlkes if he wanted our prints,
he had to charge us with sonething. He seemed reluctant to do that.

Maybe it was because |'d used my one phone call to contact a cop | knew,
who in turn had contacted an FBI agent | knew.

Having a call fromthe feds made WI kes junpy as hell. The bad guys had
anbushed us across fromthe police station. You didn't do a planned attack
right next door to the cops unless you were pretty sure they wouldn't spoi
the fun. The bad guys had known the police wouldn't help us. They'd said as
much during the fight, challenging MIlie to call Wlkes, like it wouldn't
hel p. But Wlkes's reaction to the call fromthe feds sort of clinched it for
me. Policenen are very territorial. No federal |aws had been broken. The FB
had no business in a sinple assault case. WIkes should have been pissed, and
he wasn't. Oh, he nmade noises |ike he was angry, and he was, but he should

have raised hell, and he didn't. H s reaction to everything was just a little
bit off -— alittle bit less convincing than it shoul d have been.

| was betting he was dirty. | just couldn't prove it yet. O course, it
wasn't my job to prove it. I'd come down here to get Richard out of jail, and

we' d done that.

Wl kes finally asked to speak with ne alone. Belisarius didn't like it, but
he left with the others. | sat at the little table and | ooked at WI kes.

It was the cleanest interrogation rooml'd ever been in. The table was pale
pi ne and | ooked handmade. The walls were white and cl ean. Even the |inol eum on
the floor was hospital bright. | didn't think Myerton got a Iot of use for the
room It'd probably started life as a storage closet. It had been al nost too
small to hold five of us, but there was room for two.

Wl kes pulled a chair out and sat across fromne. He clasped his hands in
front of himand | ooked at ne. There was a band around his head where the hair
had been pressed flat fromthe hat. There was a plain gold weddi ng band on his
| eft hand and one of those watches that joggers use, big and bl ack and
utilitarian. Since | had the lady's version of the sane watch on ny |eft
wist, it was hard to criticize.

"What ?" | said. "You going to give me the silent treatment until | scream
for nercy?"

He gave a very small snmile. "Made sone phone calls about you, Bl ake.

There's a lot of talk that you'll bend the law if you need to. That naybe
you' ve murdered people.”
I just looked at him 1 could feel ny face thinning out, blanking. Once

upon a time, every enotion |I'd felt had played along ny face, but that was a
while ago. 1'd perfected nmy blank cop stare, and it showed not hi ng.

"I's there a point to this conversation?" | asked.

The smile this tine was bigger. "I just like to know who |I'm dealing wth,
Bl ake, that's all."

"Good to be thorough," | said.

He nodded. "I got calls froma Saint Louis cop, a fed, and a state cop. The
state cop says you're a pain in the ass and will bend the | aw six ways to
Sunday. "

"Bet that was Freenmpunt,” | said. "She's still pissed about a case we

wor ked t oget her. "

He nodded, smiling pleasantly. "The fed sort of hinted that if you were
det ai ned, he mght find a reason to have the | ocal federal office to cone take
a | ook around."

| smled. "Bet you really enjoyed that."

Hi s brown eyes went hard and dark. "I don't want the feebies down here



messing in ny pond."

“I"1l bet you don't, WIKkes."

Hi s face tightened, letting me see just how angry he was. "Wat the fuck do
you care?"

| leaned across the table on ny el bows. "You should be nmore careful who you
do a frame-up job on, WIkes."

"He's a fucking junior high science teacher. How was | supposed to know he
was shacking up with the fucki ng Executioner?"

"We're not shacking up," | said automatically. | sat back in nmy seat. "Wat
do you want, W/Ikes? Wy the private tal k?"

He ran his hand t hrough his salt-and-pepper hair, and for the first time, |
realized how nervous he was. He was scared. Wiy? Wiat the hell was happening
inthis tiny town?

"I'f the rape charges di sappear, Zeeman is free to | eave town. You and
everybody go with him No harm no foul."

A sport's metaphor -— ooh, | was all a-tingle. "I didn't cone down here to
sni ff around your nmess, Wlkes. I'mnot a cop. | cane down here to get Richard
out of trouble.”

"He's out of trouble if he | eaves."

"I"'mnot his keeper, Wlkes. | can't prom se what Richard will do."

"Why does a school t eacher have bodyguards?" W kes asked.

| shrugged. "Why do you want the schoolteacher out of the way bad enough to
frame himfor rape?"

"We've all got our secrets, Blake. You nake sure he | eaves town and takes
his assassins with him and we can all keep our secrets.”

| looked at my hands spread on the smooth tabletop. | |ooked back up, net
his eyes. "I'll talk to Richard, see what | can do. But | can't pronise
anything until after 1've talked to him"

"Make himlisten, Blake. Zeeman is so clean he squeaks, but you and | know
the score.”

| shook ny head. "Yeah, | know the score, and | know what peopl e say about
me." | stood up

He stood up. We | ooked at each ot her

"I don't always pay attention to the letter of the law, that's true. One of
the reasons Richard and | aren't dating anynore is that he is so fucking
squeaking clean it nmakes ny teeth hurt. But we have one thing in comon."

"What's that?" WI kes asked.

"Push us, and we push back. Richard usually for noral grounds, because it's
the right thing to do. Me, because | amjust that unpl easant."

"Unpl easant,” W] kes said. "Mel Cooper may never wal k right again or have
the full use of his left arm™

"He shouldn't have pulled a knife on ne," | said.

"I'f there hadn't been w tnesses, would you have killed hinP"

| smled, and even to ne, it felt like a strange snmile, not hunorous,
unpl easant maybe. "1'll talk to Richard. Hopefully, we'll be out of your hair
bef ore tomorrow night."

"I wasn't always a snmall-town cop, Blake. Don't |et the surroundings foo

you. | will not let you and your people fuck with nme."

"Funny," | said. "I was thinking the very sanme thing."

"Well," WIlkes said, "we know where we stand."

"l guess we do," | said.

"I hope cone dark tonorrow you and your friends are on your way out of
town. "

| stared into his brown eyes. 1'd | ooked into scarier eyes, blanker, nore
dead. He didn't have the eyes of a professional killer. He didn't even have
good cop eyes. | could see the fear shiny and al nost pani cked around the
edges. No, |'d seen scarier eyes. But that didn't nean he wouldn't kill me if
he got the chance. Make even a good man scared enough, and you never know what
he'll do. Make a bad nman scared, and you are in trouble. WIkes probably

hadn't killed anybody yet or they wouldn't have franed R chard for rape.



They'd have framed himfor murder or just killed him So Wl kes hadn't slid
conpletely down into the abyss. But once you enbrace the scream ng darkness,
eventual ly, you kill. Maybe Wl kes didn't know that yet, but if we pushed hard
enough, he'd figure it out.
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By the time | got back to the cabins, it was after seven. It was August, so
it was still daylight, but you could tell it was late. There was a softness to
the light, a tiredness to the heat as if the day itself was eager for night.

O maybe it was just ne that was tired.

My face hurt. At least | hadn't had to have stitches in ny nouth. The EMS
guy on the anbul ance had said |I'd need a couple of stitches. Wen | got to the
hospital, the doctor said | didn't. A very bright spot for me. I'msort of
phobi ¢ about needles. But |'ve taken stitches with no painkiller and that
ain't fun, either.

Jam | was standing in front of the cabins. He'd changed into black jeans
and a T-shirt with a smley face on it. The T-shirt was cut across the niddle
so his abs showed. Though my dance card was full of attractive nen, Jam | did
have one of the nicest stomachs I'd ever seen. The nuscles stood out under the
tight smoothness of his skin like shingles on a roof. It didn't even | ook
real . Sonehow, | didn't think you needed cobbl estone abs to be a good
bodyguard. But hey, everyone needs a hobby.

"I"'msorry | mssed the fun," he said. He touched ny bruised Iip gently. It

still nade me wince. "I'msurprised you |l et anyone mark you."

"She did it on purpose,” Shang-Da said.

Jam | | ooked at him

"Anita pretended to faint," Jason said. "She |ooked really pitiful."

Jam | | ooked back at ne.

| shrugged. "I didn't let someone kick me in the face on purpose. But once
| was down, | did play up how hurt | was. This way, we could press our own
assault charges."

"I didn't think you lied that well," Jam | said.

"Live and learn," | said. "Were's Richard? | need to talk to him"

Jam | gl anced behind him at one of the cabins, then back to ne. There was a
| ook on his face that | couldn't read. "He's cleaning up. He's been in the
same clothes for two days."

| stared at his so-careful face, trying to figure out what he wasn't
telling me. "What's going on, Jam|?"

He shook his head. "Nothing."

"Don't give ne grief, Jam!|. | need to talk to Richard -— now. "

"He's in the shower."

| shook ny head, and it made nmy head hurt. "Screw this. What cabin is he
in?"

Jam | shook his head. "G ve hima few mnutes."

"Longer," Shang-Da said, his voice very bland.

Jason | ooked fromone to the other of them eyes just a touch wi de.

"What is going on?" | asked.

The cabi n door behind Janmi| opened. A worman appeared in the doorway.

Ri chard had her arms and seemed to be trying to push her, gently but firmy,
out the door.

The woman turned and saw ne. She had pale brown hair in one of those
hai rdos that seemartless and sinple yet actually take hours to do. She pulled
away from Ri chard and stal ked towards us. No, towards me. Her dark eyes were
all for ne.

"Lucy, don't," Richard said.

"I just want to snell her," Lucy said.

It was the kind of comment a dog might make if it could speak. Snell ne,
not see ne. W primates tend to forget that a |lot of other manmal s consi der
snel |l nore inportant than vision.



Lucy and | had tinme to study each other as she wal ked towards me. She was
only alittle taller than nme, maybe five foot six. Her wal k was an exagger at ed
sway so that the short, plumcolored skirt bloused around her and you got
glinpses of the hose and garters she was wearing underneath. She was carrying
a pair of black heels but wal ked towards us in a graceful, alnost tiptoe
nmoverent . Her bl ouse was a pal er purple, unbuttoned so that you glinpsed
enough of the bra to know it was black and matched the rest of the undies that
you could see. And either the bra was a wonderbra or she was, well, stacked.
She was wearing nore makeup than | ever wore, but it was well-applied and nade
her skin | ook smooth and perfect. Her dark lipstick was sneared.

| glanced behind her at Richard. He was wearing a pair of blue jeans and
nothing el se. Water still beaded on his naked chest. H's thick hair clung to
his face and shoulders in wet strands. He had her dark lipstick smeared across
his mouth |ike a plumcol ored bruise.

We | ooked at each other, and | don't think either of us knew what to say.

The wonman knew exactly what to say. "So you're Richard's human bitch."

It was so hostile, it nade ne snile

She didn't like the smle. She stepped into ne so close, |I'd have to step
back to keep the edge of her skirt frombrushing my legs. If I'd had any doubt
what she was, this close, her power danced over ny skin like insects swarning
over ny body. She was powerful .

| shook ny head. "Look, before we get into any arcane werewol f shit or
worse, personal shit, | need to talk to Richard about jail and why the I oca
cops went to the trouble of framing himfor rape."

She blinked at ne. "My name is Lucy Wnston. Renenber it."

| looked into her pale brown eyes frominches away. | was close enough to
see the small inperfections in her eyeliner. R chard had nentioned a Lucy in
jail. He couldn't be dating two of them could he? "Lucy -— Ri chard nentioned
you," | said.

She blinked again, but this time she was puzzled. She took a step back from
me to glance at Richard. "You nmentioned ne to her?"

Ri chard nodded.

She backed up and | ooked on the verge of tears. "Then why ... "

| glanced fromone to the other of them Wy what, is what | wanted to ask.
But | didn't. 1'd been enjoying disliking Lucy. If she cried, it nmight spoi
nmy fun.

| put ny hands up like | was surrendering and stepped around her. | wal ked
towards Ri chard because we had to talk, but seeing Lucy in her garters and
hose had taken a lot of the fun out of it.

It was none of ny business what he did. | was sleeping with Jean-C aude.
was all out of stones to throw So why was | having such a hard time not being
pi ssed? Maybe that was a question better |eft unanswered.

Ri chard stepped back out of the doorway so | could wal k past him He cl osed
t he door behind nme, | eaning against it. W were suddenly al one, really alone,
and | didn't know what to say.

He | eaned agai nst the door with his hands behind his back. Water beaded on
hi s naked upper body. He'd always had a nice chest, but he had been lifting
wei ghts since last I'd seen himwi thout his shirt. H s upper body was al nost

aggressively masculine, though still short of that overdone | ook that
bodybui | ders strive so hard for. He was slunped agai nst the door. It nmade his
stomach muscl es bunch. Once upon a tinme, | could have hel ped himdry off. H's

hair was starting to dry in a wavy mass. |If he didn't do sonething soon, he'd
have to wet it and start over
"Lucy drag you out of the shower without a towel?" The nonment | said it, |

wi shed | hadn't. | put nmy hand up and said, "lI'msorry. It's none of ny
business. | don't have the right to be catty with you."

He smiled, alnost sadly. "I think that's the second tinme |'ve ever heard
you adnit you were wong."

"Ch, I'mwong a lot. | just don't admit it out loud."

That made himsnile again, and it was alnost his nornmal smile. That bright



flash of perfect teeth in the permanent tan of his face. Mst peopl e thought
Richard was tanned. | knew it was skin color because |'d seen the whole
package. He was white bread, all Mddle American, with a fanmly that nade the
Wal tons | ook unfriendly, but a generation or so back was somet hing not so

whi te bread.

Ri chard pushed away fromthe door. He wal ked towards ne on his bare feet.
was nmore aware than was polite of the line of hair running down the center of
hi s | ower abdonen.

| turned away and said, "Wy did they want you in jail?" Business,
concentrate on business.

"I"'mnot sure," he said. "May | get a towel and finish drying off while we
tal k?"

"It's your cabin. Help yourself," | said.

He di sappeared into the bathroom | was left to | ook around. The cabin was
al nrost identical to mne except that it was yellow and it was nore lived in.
The cheerful conforter was pushed onto the floor in a sunny heap. The white
sheets were winkled. Richard was al nost fanatical about naking the bed.
Sonehow Lucy didn't strike me as the neat type. | was betting she had nussed
the bed. O course, there was a wet spot on one side, so naybe she'd had hel p.

| passed my hand over the damp sheets. Even the pillow was wet as if that
thick wet hair had laid across it. My throat felt tight, and if | hadn't known
better, 1'd have said there were tears in ny eyes. Naw, surely not. | nmean |'d
been the one that dunped Richard. Why should | cry?

The print above the bed was anot her Van Gogh, Sunflowersthis tine. |
wondered if every cabin had a Van Gogh print in a color that matched the
decor. Yeah, maybe if | concentrated on the roomi s furnishings, | wouldn't
keep wondering if Lucy had | ooked up at the nelting sunflowers while Richard

| cut that particular visual off. | didn't need to go there -— ever. D d
really think that Richard was going to stay chaste while | boffed Jean-d aude?
Did | really expect himto just wait around? Maybe | had. Stupid, but naybe
true.

The bat hroom door was still closed. |I could hear water running. Was he
t aki ng anot her shower? Maybe he was just wetting down his hair. Maybe. O
maybe he was cleaning off. Sex was never as neat as the novies nmade it. Rea
sex was messy. Good sex was messier.

Three nonths with Jean-C aude, and | was a sex expert. It was al nost funny.
I'd been chaste until he cane along. Not virginal. My fiance in coll ege had
taken care of that. 1'd fallen into ny fiance's arms with the trust that only
first love can give you. It was one of the last naive things | ever did.

Ri chard and | had been engaged, briefly. But we'd never had sex. We'd both
been chaste since our first experience in college with other people. Just a
personal choice that we both shared. Maybe if we'd given in to that |ust,
there woul dn't be so rmuch heat |eft between us. O course, lately, we'd been
nmostly fighting.

Ri chard had been too ki ndhearted, too tender, too squeam sh to rule the

wol f pack. He'd had a chance to kill the old Ufric, Marcus, tw ce; and tw ce
Ri chard refused the kill. No kill, no new Ufric. | urged himto kill Marcus.
And after he did it, | dunped him Unfair, wasn't it? O course, | hadn't told
himto eat Marcus, just to kill him What's a little canni balism between
friends?

The water was still running in the bathroom If | hadn't been afraid he'd
answer dripping wet in nothing but a towel, |I'd have knocked and asked himto

hurry. But 1'd seen enough of M. Zeeman for one day. Less was definitely
nor e.

There were pictures pinned above the desk. | wal ked towards them 1'd had
one senester of Prinmate Studies: North Anerican. We'd all called it trol
cl ass. The Lesser Snokey Mountain Troll is one of the smallest of the North

American trolls. They average between three and a half feet to five feet. They
are nostly vegetarians but will supplenment their diet with carrion and



insects. | let all the stats run through nmy head as | wal ked towards the

pi ctures. They were covered in blackish fur fromhead to foot. Crouched in the
trees, huddl ed together, they | ooked like tall chinpanzees or sl ender

gorillas, but there were pictures of them wal king. They were conpletely

bi pedal. The only primate except man that wal ked upright.

The cl ose-up shots of faces were startling. Their faces were nore furry
than the great apes and nore manlike. Some early theories had said trolls were
the mssing |ink between nan and ape. There had been at |east two fanbus cases
of circuses in the early 1900s that toured with trolls but listed themas wld
men. American settlers had been killing trolls for centuries. By the early
1900s, they'd been rare enough to be oddities.

Two t hings happened in 1910 that saved the trolls fromutter destruction
One: a scientific article was published that said that the trolls used tools
and buried their dead with flowers and personal articles. The scientist very
carefully did not project anything beyond the basic findings, but the
newspapers did. They declared that trolls believed in an afterlife, that they
bel i eved in Cod.

An evangelical mnister named Sinon Barkley felt that God spoke to him He
went out and captured a troll and tried to convert himto Christianity. He
wrote a book about his experiences with Peter (the troll), and it becane a
best-seller. Suddenly, trolls were a cause cel ebre.

One of ny biology profs had kept a bl ack-and-white photo of Peter the Trol
up in his office. Peter had his head bowed and his hands cl asped. He was even
wearing clothes, though Mnister Barkley was al ways di stressed that w thout
constant supervision, Peter disrobed.

| wasn't sure how good a tine Peter had with Barkley, but he saved his
species fromal nost certain extinction. Peter had been a North American Cave
Troll, the only species on this continent smaller than the Lesser Snokey.
Bar kl ey had been noved by the spirit of God, but he hadn't been stupid. There
had still been G eater Snokey Mountain Trolls in those days, eight to twelve
feet tall and carnivorous. Barkley hadn't tried to save one of them Probably
just as well. It would have been a real downer if the troll had eaten Barkley
i nstead of praying for him

Trolls were the first protected species in Anerica. The G eater Snmokey
Mountain Troll was not protected. It was hunted to extinction; but then, it
pulled up large trees and beat the tourists to death and sucked the marrow
fromtheir bones. Hard to get good press that way.

There was still a troll society called Peter's Friends. Even though it was
illegal to kill trolls, any trolls, for any reason, it still happened. Hunters
poached them Though staring into those too-human faces, | don't know how t hey

didit. Not just for a trophy.

Ri chard stepped out of the bathroomin a rush of warmair. He was stil
wearing the jeans, but now there was a towel on his head and a bl owdryer in
one hand. He had rewet his hair, though he seemed to have gotten all of himin
the shower to do it. Mercifully, he'd dried his chest and arns off. His arns
| ooked amazingly strong. | knew he could have tossed around snall el ephants,
regardl ess of how nuscul ar he | ooked, but the muscles hel ped rem nd ne.
Physically, he was a pleasure to gaze upon. But it nade ne wonder why he'd
been spending the extra tine on his body. Richard didn't usually sweat that
ki nd of thing.

| pointed at the pictures. "These are great." | smled and neant it. Once
upon a time, 1'd envisioned spending ny life in the field doing this kind of
work. A sort of preternatural Jane Goodall. Though truthfully, primtes hadn't

been ny main area of interest. Dragons, naybe, or |ake nonsters. Nothing that
wouldn't eat nme if it got the chance. But that had been | ong ago before Bert,
nmy boss, recruited nme to raise the dead and slay vanpires. Sonetines, even

t hough Richard was older than | was by three years, he nade ne feel old. He
was still trying to have a life amd all the strange shit. I'd given up on
anyt hi ng but the strange shit. You couldn't do both equally well -- or
couldn't.



"I"ll take you up to see them if you'd like," he said.

“I"'d love to, if it wouldn't upset the trolls."

"They're pretty accustoned to visitors. Carrie -— Dr. Onslow -— has started
allowi ng small groups of tourists to cone and take pictures.”

He'd nentioned a Carrie in the same breath with Lucy. Was this the sane
worman? "Are you guys that hard up for noney?" | asked

He sat down on the side of the bed and plugged in the blowdryer. "You're
al ways short of nmoney on a project like this, but it's not money we need. It's
good press."

| frowned at him "Wy do you need good press?"

"Have you been readi ng the newspaper |ately?" he asked. He renpved the
towel fromhis head. H s hair was dark and brown with noisture, heavy, as if
there was still water to be squeezed fromit.

"You know | don't read the newspaper."”

"You didn't own a television, either, but you do now "

| leaned nmy butt against the edge of his desk, as far away fromhimas |
could get and not | eave the room 1'd bought the tel evision so that he and
could watch ol d novies and vi deos.

"I don't watch nuch tel evision anynore."

"Jean-C aude not a fan of nusical s?" Richard asked, and there was that edge
to his voice that 1'd heard in the |last few weeks: angry, jealous, hurt,
cruel .

It was alnmost a relief to hear it. H's anger made everything easier
"Jean-Cl aude's not nuch of a watcher. He's nore a doer."

Ri chard's face thinned out, anger making his high, scul pted cheekbones
stand out underneath his skin. "Lucy isn't much of a watcher, either," he
sai d, voice | ow and careful

I laughed, and it wasn't a happy sound. "Thanks for making this easier
Ri chard. "

He stared down at the floor, his wet hair tucked to one side so his face

was in full profile. "I don't want to fight, Anita. | really don't."

"Coul d have fooled nme," | said.

He | ooked up, and his chocol ate brown eyes were dark with nore than just
color. "If 1'd wanted a fight, | could have just given in to Lucy. Let you

find us in the bed together."

"You're not mne, anynore, Richard. Wiy should it bother me what the hel
you do?"

"That is the question, isn't it?" He stood and started wal ki ng towards ne.

"Way did they frame you?" | asked. "Wy did they want you in jail?"

"That's you, Anita. Al business."

"And you let yourself get distracted, R chard. You don't keep your eye on
the ball." CGeez, a sports metaphor. Maybe it was contagi ous.

"Fine," he said, and that one word was so angry that it alnost hurt. "The
troll band that we're studying has broken into two bands. Their birth rate is
so low that they don't do that very often. It's the first recorded offshoot
for a North American troll troop in this century."

"This is all fascinating, but what does it have to do w th anything?"

"Just shut up and listen,"” he said.

| did. That was a first.

"The second smaller troop noved out of the park. They've been on private
land for alittle over a year. The farmer who owned the | and was okay with
that. In fact, he was sort of pleased. Carrie brought himup to see the first
troll baby born on his land, and he carried the picture in his wallet."

| 1 ooked at him "Sounds great."

"The farmer, lvan Greene, died about six nmonths ago. His son was not a
nature | over."

"Ah," | said.

"But trolls are a severely endangered species. And they're not |ike the
snail darter, or the velvet-back toad. They're a big, showy animal. The son
tried to sell the land, and we got it stopped legally."



"But the son wasn't happy with that," | said.

Ri chard smled. "Not hardly."

"So he took you to court," | said.

"Not exactly,"” Richard said. "W expected himto do that. In fact, we
shoul d have known sonethi ng was wong when he didn't keep us tied up in
court."

"What did he do?" | asked.

The anger was | eaking away as Richard tal ked. He always had to work really
hard to stay angry. Me, it was one of my best things. He retrieved the towel
fromthe bed and started drying his hair while he tal ked.

"CGoats started disappearing froma local farmer."

"Coats?" | said
Ri chard peered at nme through a curtain of wet hair. "Coats."
"Sonmebody' s been reading too nmuch 'Billy Goat Guff,' " | said.

Ri chard wrapped the towel nore firmy around his head and sat down on the
bed. "Exactly," he said. "No one who really knew anything about trolls would
have taken goats. Even the European Lesser Trolls that do hunt will take your
dog before they' Il take your goat."

"So it was a setup," | said.

"Yeah, but the newspapers got hold of it. W were still okay until the dogs
and cats started di sappearing.”

"They got smarter,” | said.

"They listened to Carrie's interviews where she di scussed food
preferences,"” he said.

I'd cone to stand at the foot of the bed. "Wy are the | ocal cops
interested in sone | and squabbl e?"

"Wait, it gets worse," he said.

| picked up the spilled conforter and sat on the edge of the bed with it
bundled in ny [ap. "How worse?"

"A man's body was found two weeks ago. It was just one of those horrible
hi ki ng accidents at first. He fell off the nountain. It happens,"” Richard
sai d.

"Havi ng seen sone of the mountains, |I'mnot surprised,"” | said.
"But sonehow the body was listed as a troll kill."
| frowned at him "It's not like a shark kill, Richard. How did they tell a

troll did it?"

"Atroll didn't do it," Richard said.

| nodded. "OF course not, but what was their proof, false or otherw se?"

"Carrie tried to get the coroner's report. But it was |eaked to the
newspapers first. The man had been beaten to death and had bites out of his
body fromanimls. Troll bites."

| shook ny head. "Anybody who dies in these nmountains is going to have
animal bites on the body. Trolls are known scavengers."

"Not according to Sheriff WIlkes," Richard said.

"What does the sheriff get out of this?"

"Money," Richard said.

"Do you know that for sure?" | asked.

"You nean, can | prove it?"

| nodded.

"No. Carrie's been trying to see if there's a paper trail, but so far
not hi ng. She's been chasing around, trying to get me out of jail for the | ast
few days. "

"I's she the sane Carrie you nentioned as a girlfriend in jail?" | asked.

Ri chard nodded.

"Aha," | said.

"Did you just say, aha?" he asked.

"Yes, and | apol ogize for it, but what better way to keep Carrie from
wor ki ng on the nystery than to put her boyfriend in jail."

"I"'mnot her boyfriend anynore," he said.

| hurried past that little bit of know edge. "lIs it conmon know edge t hat



you're not an item anynore?"

"Not really."
"Then that may explain why they wanted you in jail. They franed you for
rape because so far, Wlkes isn't willing to kill."

"You think that will change?" Ri chard asked.

| touched ny swollen lip. "He's already started upping the violence |level."

Ri chard | eaned across the bed until his fingertips touched the bruises on
my face. It was a tentative touch like a butterfly's wing. "Did Wl kes do
this?"

My heart was suddenly beating faster. "No," | said, "WIkes was very
careful to only show up after all the bad guys needed an anbul ance.™

Ri chard smiled, fingers tracing the edge of ny face, just beyond the
brui ses. "How many of themdid you hurt?"

My pul se was beating so hard, | was afraid he could see it junping in ny
throat. "Just one."
Ri chard scooted just a little closer to nme, hand still trailing up and down

nmy cheek. "Wat did you do to hinP"

| didn't know whether to nove away or cuddle nmy aching face against the
cool warmth of his hand. "I broke his armand leg at the joint."

"Why did you do that?" Richard asked.

"He was threatening Shang-Da, and he pulled a knife on ne.'
sounded breat hy.

Ri chard | eaned in close, then closer. He pulled the ridiculous towel from

My voice

his head, and his thick hair fell in chilled, wet strands around his face,
against my skin. His lips were so close to ny mouth, | could feel his breath.

| stood, stepping back fromhim the conforter still bundled in ny arms. |
let it fall to the floor, and we stared at each ot her

"Why not, Anita? You want ne. | can feel it, snell it, taste your pul se on
my tongue."

"Thanks for that visual, Richard."

"You still want me after nmonths in his bed. You still want ne."

"That doesn't meke it right." | said.

"Loyal to Jean-d aude now?" he asked.

"Just trying not to fuck up any worse than | already have, Richard. That's
all.”

"Regretting your choice?" he asked.

| shook nmy head. "No conment."

He stood and started towards ne. | put a hand out, and he stopped. The
wei ght of his gaze was al nbost touchable, as if | could feel what he was
thinking, and it was personal and intimate, and things we'd never done before.

"Sheriff WIkes says get out of Dodge by dark tomorrow, take our bodyguards

with us, and he'll just forget everything. The rape charges will vanish, and
you can go back to your normal life."

"I can't do that, Anita. They're tal king about hunting the trolls down with
guns and dogs. |I'mnot leaving until | know the trolls are safe.™

| sighed. "School starts in less than two weeks. Are you going to stay here
and | ose your job?"

"Do you really think Wlkes will let it go that |ong?" Richard asked.

"No," | said. "I think he or sone of his men will start killing people
first. We need to find out why this land is so valuable."

"If it's mnerals, Greene hasn't filed the report, which nmeans he doesn't
need governnment pernission and doesn't need partners."”

"What do you nean pernission and partners?”

"I'f he'd found, say, eneralds on |land that bordered the national park, then
he'd have to file the claimand try to get permission to place a mne next to
the park. If he'd found something that needed bl asting and hard mining |ike
maybe | ead or sonething, then he m ght need partners to help himfinance it.
Then he'd need to file a claimto show the prospective partners.”

"When did you start studying geol ogy?" | asked.

He smiled. "W've been trying to figure out what is on the land that is



worth this nuch trouble. Mnerals seemed the |ogical choice."

| nodded. "Agreed, but either it's not mnerals or it's something private,
and he doesn't have to share that info, right?"

"Exactly."

"I need to speak with Carrie and the other biologists,"” | said.

"Tonorrow," he said

"Why not tonight?"

"You said it outside: arcane werewolf shit."

"What's that supposed to nmean?" | asked.
"It neans that we're four nights fromthe full noon, and you're ny lupa."
"I heard you' ve been taking applicants for the job," | said.

He smiled, and it wasn't nearly enbarrassed enough. "You may find it
strange, but a ot of wonen find ne attractive."

"You know | don't find that strange,"” | said.
"But you're still with Jean-C aude," he said.
| shook ny head. "I'mout of here, Richard. I'll stay around and try to

keep you frombeing killed or getting any of our pack killed, but let's drop
t he personal stuff."

He cl osed the di stance between us, and | put ny hands up to keep himfrom
touching ne. My hands ended up pressed to his bare chest. H s heart thudded
agai nst my hands like a trapped ani nal .

"Don't do this, Richard."

"I tried hating you, and I can't."” He put his hands over m ne, holding them
agai nst the hard snoot hness of his chest.

"Try harder." But it was a whisper

He | eaned over nme, and | drew back. "If you don't dry your hair, you're
going to have to wet it down again.”

"Il risk it." He kept moving towards ne, |lips half parted.

| stepped back, pulling ny hands out of his, and he let ne. He was strong
enough that he didn't have to let ne, and that still bothered ne.

| backed towards the door. "Stop trying to love ne, Richard."

"I have tried."”

"Then stop trying and just do it." The door was pressed agai nst ny back. |
grabbed the doorknob wi thout turning around.

"You ran fromme that night. You ran fromne to Jean-C aude. You pulled his
body around you like a shield to keep ne away."

| opened the door, but he was just suddenly there, holding it half-cl osed.
| started tugging on the door, and it was like pulling against a wall,
i mobile. Hs one hand pressed flat on the door, against the pull of ny entire
body, and I couldn't budge him | hated that a |ot.

"Dam it, Richard, let nme go."

"I think you're nore afraid of how much you |l ove nme than you are of
Jean-C aude. At least with himyou know you're not in |ove."

That was it. | wedged ny body in the door enough so he couldn't close it on
me, but | stopped tugging on it. | |ooked up at him at every gorgeous inch of
him "I may not |ove Jean-C aude in the same way | |ove you."

He smil ed.

"Don't get cocky," | said. "I do love Jean-C aude. But |ove isn't enough
Richard. If |ove were enough, | wouldn't be with Jean-Cl aude now. |1'd be with
you." | looked into his big, brown eyes and said, "But I'mnot with you, and

love isn't enough. Now, get away fromthis damed door."

He stepped back, hands at his side. "Love can be enough, Anita."

| shook ny head and stepped out on the steps. The darkness was thick and
touchabl e but not yet solid. "The last tine you listened to ne, you killed for
the first tinme, and you haven't recovered fromit. | should have just shot
Marcus for you."

"I"d have never forgiven you for that," he said.

| gave a harsh sound that was al nobst a laugh. "But at |east you wouldn't be
hati ng yourself. 1'd be the nonster, not you."

H s handsone face was suddenly very solemm; all the light fled fromit.



"\What ever | do, wherever | go, Anita, | amthe nonster. You |eft me because of
what | am"

| stepped down onto the ground, staring up at him There was no |ight
i nside the cabin, and Richard stood in a darker shadow than the com ng night.
"I thought you said |I left you because | was afraid of how rmuch | |oved you."

He | ooked confused for a second, not knowing howto deal with his own |ogic
thrown back into his face. He finally | ooked at me. "Do you know why you | eft
ne?"

| wanted to say, "Because you ate Marcus," but | didn't. | couldn't say it
staring into his face, so ready to believe the worst of hinself. He wasn't ny
probl em anynmore, so why did | care how hurt his ego was? Good question. | was
out of good answers. Besides, maybe there was some truth to what Richard was
saying. | didn't know anynore.

"I"'mgoing to go to ny cabin, now, Richard. | don't want to talk about this
anynore."

"Afrai d?" he asked.

| shook ny head and answered without turning around. "Tired." | kept
wal ki ng, knowi ng he was watching me. The parking area was enpty. | didn't know
where Jam | and the others had gone, and | didn't care. | needed sone al one
tine.

| wal ked through the soft, sumer darkness. There was a spill of stars
overhead, glittering and edged by the dark shapes of |eaves. It was going to
be a beautiful evening. Sonewhere off in the distance, a high, clear how rode
the com ng dark. Richard had said sonethi ng about arcane werewolf shit. W
were going to have a moonlight janboree. God, | hated parties.
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| | eaned agai nst the door of my cabin, eyes closed, breathing in the coo
air. 1'd turned the air-conditioning on for ny two guests. The coffins sat in
the middle of the floor between the desk and the bed. Under the G rcus of the
Damed, deep underground, neither Dam an nor Asher slept until full dark. |
hadn't been sure if they woul d aboveground or not. So the air. Though
actually, it had been partly selfish. Vanpires in a closed, hot space tended
to snell, well, like vanmpires. They didn't snell |ike dead bodies. It was |ike
the snmell of snakes, and yet that wasn't it, either. It was a neck-ruffling
snel | . Thick, nusky, nore reptile than mammal. The snell of vanpires.

How could |I be sleeping with one of thenf? | opened ny eyes. It was dark in
the cabin, but there was still a faint push of illumnation through the two
wi ndows. A faint touch of |ight against the gleam ng feet of the coffins. Had
that small touch of natural |ight been enough to keep both vanpires conatose,
dead in their coffins, waiting for true dark? Somethi ng had, because | knew
that they were still and waiting inside the coffins. A small anount of
concentration, and | knew they were still dead to the world.

| strode between the coffins into the bathroom closed and | ocked the door
The darkness seenmed too solid. | turned on the light. It was white and harsh
after the darkness. | was left blinking in the brightness.

Getting a good | ook at nyself in the mrror was alnpbst startling. | hadn't
really seen the bruises yet. The corner of nmy left eye was a wonderful shade
of purple black, swollen, puffy. Seeing it made it hurt worse, |ike seeing
bl ood froma cut that doesn't sting until you notice it.

My left cheek was a wonderful shade of greenish brown. It was that sickly
green that usually takes days to acconplish. My lower lip was puffy. You could
still see the edge of darkened skin where it had bled. | ran my tongue inside
my mouth and could feel the ridge where ny cheek had been forced agai nst ny
teeth, but it was healed. | stared into the mirror and realized as sore and
awmful as it looked, it wasn't as bad as it should have been

It took ne a few nonents of staring to figure it out. Wien | did finally
realize what was happening, a rush of fear ran through nmy body fromny toes to
the top of nmy head. |I felt alnpbst faint.



I was healing. | was healing days worth of injury in only hours. At this
rate, the bruises would be al nbst gone by tonorrow. | shoul d have been wearing
the fight marks for days, a week at |east. \What the hell was happening to ne?

| felt Damian wake in his coffin. | felt it like a stab through ny body. It
staggered me agai nst the sink. | knew he was hungry, and | knew that he sensed
me near at hand. | was Jean-C aude's human servant, bound by nmarks that only
death woul d break. But Damian was mine. |1'd raised himand another vanpire,
WIllie McCoy, nore than once. I'd called themfromtheir coffins during
dayl i ght hours, safely underground, but the sun had been burning bright when
did it. One necromancer had said it made perfect sense. W could only raise
zonbies after the souls had fled the bodies, so | could only raise vanps when
their souls had fled for the day.

| wasn't even going to debate the vanmpires and soul issue. My life was

conpl i cated enough w thout religious discussions. | know, | know, | was just
delaying the inevitable. If |I stayed with Jean-C aude, | was going to have to
face the whole issue. No hiding. But not tonight.

Rai si ng Dam an had forged some kind of link between us. | didn't understand
it and didn't have anyone to ask advice of. | was the first necromancer in
several hundred years that could raise vanpires like zonbies. It scared ne. It
scared Dami an nore. Frankly, | didn't blanme him

Was Asher awake, too? | concentrated on him sent that power, nagic,
whatever the hell it was, outward. It brushed him and he felt ne. He was

awake and aware of nmne.

Asher was a master vanmpire. Not as powerful as Jean-C aude, but a master
nonet hel ess. That gave himcertain abilities that Dam an, who was by far the
el der of the two, would never have. Wthout the |link between us, Danian
woul dn't have sensed nme searching for him

| wanted a few nminutes to be alone and think, and | wasn't going to get it.
| didn't make themcall for me. | opened the door and stood franmed in the
light, blinking out into the thick darkness.

The vanpires stood |ike pale shadows in the gloom | hit the overhead
light. Asher threw his hand up to protect his eyes fromthe |ight, but Dam an
just blinked at me. | wanted themto cower back fromthe light. | wanted them
to | ook nonstrous, but they didn't.

Dam an was a green-eyed redhead, but that didn't really cover it. His hair
fell like a red curtain around his upper body, the hair so red it |ooked like
spilled bl ood against the green silk of his shirt. The shirt was a pal er green
than his eyes. They were like liquid fire, if fire could burn green. It wasn't
vampire powers that made his eyes gleam It was natural color, as if his
not her had fool ed around with a cat.

Asher was a bl ue-eyed bl ond, but again, that description didn't do him
justice. The waves of his shoul der-length hair were golden. | don't mean
blond, | mean gold. His hair was alnpost netallic inits glittering brilliance.
H s eyes were a blue so pale, they were alnost white, |like the eyes of a
husky.

He was wearing a white dress shirt, untucked over chocol ate brown dress
pants. Leather |oafers, no socks, conpleted his clothes. |I'd spent too nmuch
time around Jean-Cl aude to call it an outfit.

If you could stop staring at the eyes and hair | ong enough to see their
faces, Asher was the handsoner of the two. Dam an was handsone, but there was
a length of jaw, a less perfect slope to the nose -— small inperfections that
m ght go unnoticed if you hadn't had Asher for comparison. Asher was
beautifully handsone |ike a medieval cherub. Half of him anyway.

Hal f of Asher's face was the beauty that drew a naster vanmpire to him
centuries ago. The other half was covered in scars. Holy water scars. The
scars started about an inch fromthe mdline of his face so his eyes, nose,
and those full, perfect |ips remai ned untouched, but the rest was |like nelted
wax. Hi s neck was pale and perfect, but | knew that the scars continued at his
shoul ders. Hi s upper body was worse than the face, the scars rough and pitted.
But |like the face, only half of his body was scarred. The other half was stil



| ovel y.
I knew that the scars touched his upper thigh, but I had never seen him

conpletely nude. | had to take his word that the scars covered the space
between. It had been inplied though never stated that he was still capabl e of
sex but was scarred. | didn't know for sure, and | didn't want to know.

"Where are your bodyguards?" Asher asked.

"My bodyguards? You mean Jason and the Furballs?"

Asher nodded. His golden hair fell forward over the scarred side of his
face. It was an old habit. The hair hid the scars -— or alnost hid the scars.
He coul d use the shadows the same way. He al ways seened to know just where the
light would hit him Centuries of practice.

"I don't know where they are," | said. "I just finished talking to Richard.
| guess they thought we needed privacy."

"Did you need the privacy?" Asher asked. He | ooked straight at ne, using
the scars and beauty for a double effect. He didn't | ook happy for sone
reason.

"I't's none of your damm business,"” | said.

Dam an sat at the foot of the carefully nade bed. He snpot hed pal e,
| ong-fingered hands across the blue coverlet. "Not in this bed, you didn't,"
he sai d.

| came to stand beside the bed and stare down at him "If one nore vanmpire
or were-anything tells ne they can snell sex, | amgoing to scream"™

Dam an didn't smle. He'd never been a real happy canper, but lately was
even nmore serious than usual. He just sat there, |ooking up at ne. Jean-C aude
or even Asher would have sniled, teased. Damian just |ooked at ne with eyes
that held sorrow the way others' held |aughter

| reached out to touch his shoulder and had to sweep back a | ock of his
hair to reach it. He jerked back frommy touch as if it had hurt. He pushed to
his feet and went to stand near the door

| was left with ny hand out, puzzled. "Wat's wong with you, Dam an?"

Asher cane to stand beside ne. He rested his hands lightly on ny shoul ders.
"You are quite right, Anita. Wat you do with Monsieur Zeenman is none of ny
busi ness. "

| slid nmy hands over his, sliding ny fingers to intertwine with his.
renenbered the feel of his cool skin against mne. | |eaned ny back agai nst
him pulling his arms around ne, and | wasn't tall enough. It wasn't ny
menory. It was Jean-C aude's. Asher and he had been compani ons for over twenty
years, once upon a time.

| sighed and started to pull away.

Asher | eaned his chin on the top of my head. "You need soneone's arns that
you don't feel threatened by."

| |l eaned against him eyes closed, and for just a nmoment et himhold ne.
"The only reason this feels so good is that |I'mrenenbering soneone el se's
pl easure."

Asher gently kissed the top of my head. "Because you see ne through the
nost al gi a of Jean-d aude's nenories, you are the only wonan in over two
hundred years who doesn't treat ne like a circus freak."

| leaned nmy face against the bend of his arm "You are devastatingly
handsome, Asher."

He snmoot hed the hair fromny bruised cheek. "To you, perhaps."” He | eaned
over me and laid the softest of kisses on ny cheek

| pulled away fromhim gently, alnost reluctantly. Wat | renmenbered of
Asher was sinpler than anything I was trying to pull off in this lifetinmne.

Asher didn't try to hold ne. "If you were not already in love with two
ot her men, the way you | ook at ne m ght be enough.”
| sighed. "I'msorry, Asher | shouldn't touch you like that. It's just

"1 didn't know how to put it into words.

"You treat nme like an old lover," Asher said. "You forget and touch ne as
if you'd touched nme before when it is always the first time. Do not apol ogi ze
for that, Anita. | enjoy it. No one else will touch ne so freely."



"Jean-Claude will," | said. "These are his nenories."

Asher smiled and it was al nost sorrowful. "He is loyal to you and to
Monsi eur Zeeman. "
"He's turned you down?" | asked and wi shed | hadn't.
Asher smile brightened, then dimed. "If you would not share himwth
anot her woman, would you truly share himw th another man?"
| thought about that for a second or two. "Well, no." | frowned up at him

"Why do | feel |ike apologizing for that?"

"Because you share with Jean-C aude and nysel f the menories of Julianna and
the two of us. W were a very happy nenage a trois for alnpst |onger than you
have been alive."

Jul i anna had been Asher's human servant. She'd ended up burned as a wtch
by the sanme people that had scarred Asher. Jean-C aude couldn't save them

both. I wasn't sure that either of themhad truly forgiven Jean-d aude for
thi s oversight.

Dam an said, "If I'mnot interrupting, | need to feed." He was standi ng by
t he door, hugging hinself as if he were cold.

"You want ne to open the door and yell dinner?" | asked.

"I want permission to go feed," he said.

| frowned at the phrasing but said, "Go find one of our wal ki ng donors and
hel p yoursel f. Just our people, though. W can't hunt here."

Dam an nodded, standing up straighter as if he'd been hunched in upon
hinself. | could feel that he was hungry, but it wasn't hunger that rmade him
huddle. "I will not hunt."

"Cood, " | said.

He hesitated, with his hand on the doorknob. Hi s back was to me, but his
voi ce cane low, "May | go and feed?"

| glanced at Asher. "lIs he talking to you?"

Asher shook his head. "I think not."

"Sure, help yourself."

Dam an opened the door and slipped outside. He left the door slightly ajar.

"What is his problemlately?" | asked.

"I think he nust answer that question,"” Asher said.

| turned and | ooked at him "Does that mean you can't answer the question
or won't answer it?"

Asher smiled and his face noved freely, even the scarred skin. He was
havi ng consultations with a plastic surgeon in Saint Louis. No one had ever
tried to repair holy water damage on vanps, so they didn't know if it would
wor k, but the doctors were hopeful. Hopeful but cautious. The first operation
was still months away.

"It neans, Anita, that sonme fears are very personal ."

"Are you saying Danmian's afraid of nme?" | didn't try to keep the
ast oni shment out of mny voi ce.

"I am saying that you rmust speak to himdirectly if you want answers."

| sighed. "Great, just what | need. Another conplicated male in ny life."

Asher | aughed, and it slid along nmy bare arns |ike a touch, raising
goosefl esh. The only other vampire that could do that to nme was Jean-C aude.

"Stop that," | said.
He gave a | ow, sweeping bow. "M/ nost sincere apol ogies."
"Bullshit," |I said. "Go get dinner. | think the werewol ves are pl anni ng

some sort of party or cerenony.”

"You need one of us with you at all tinmes, Anita."

"I heard Jean-C aude's ultimatum"” | | ooked at himand couldn't keep the
surprise off nmy face. "You think he'd really kill you if sonething happened to
ne?"

Asher just |ooked at ne with his pale, pale eyes. "Your life neans nore to
himthan mne does, Anita. If it did not, he would be in my bed and not
yours."

He had a point, but ... "It would kill something inside of himto kill you
personal ly."



"But he would do it," Asher said.

"Why? Because he said he'd do it?"

"No, because he would al ways wonder if | allowed you to die as revenge for
his failure to protect Julianna."

Oh. | opened nmy mouth to say nore, and the phone rang. Daniel's voice cane
| ow and pani cked, backed by country nusic.

"Anita, we're out at the Happy Cowboy on the main highway. Can you cone
down?"

"What's wrong, Daniel?"

"Mom s tracked down the woman who accused Richard. She's determ ned to nake
her stop lying."

"Are they fighting yet?" | asked.

"Yelling."

"You out wei gh her by over a hundred pounds, Daniel. Just toss her over your
shoul der and get her out of there. She'll only make things worse."

"She's ny nother. | can't do that."

"Shit," | said.

Asher asked, "Wat has happened?"

| shook ny head. "I'll be there, Daniel, but you' re being a winp."

"I'd rather take on every guy in the bar than nmy nother," he said.

"I'f she makes a big enough scene, you may get your chance." | hung up. "I

cannot believe this."

"What ?" Asher asked again.

| explained as quickly as | could. Daniel and Ms. Zeenman were staying at a
nearby nmotel. Richard hadn't wanted them at the cabins with so many
shapeshifters running around. Now | wi shed we'd kept them cl oser to hone.

It woul d have been nice to have changed out of the bl ood-spl attered bl ouse,
but we were out of tine. No rest for the w cked.

The real trick was what to do with Richard. He'd want to conme al ong, and
didn't want hi manywhere near M ss Betty Schaffer

Legally, he could enter the bar and sit down beside her. There was no court
order to stay away. But if the sheriff realized we weren't getting out of
town, he'd |l ook for any excuse to get Richard back behind bars. | didn't think
Ri chard woul d have nearly as pleasant a second visit as he had a first. Their
anbush today had backfired. They'd be frustrated and scared. They'd hurt
Richard this tinme. Hell, they might hurt his nother. Charlotte Zeeman and
were going to have to have a little talk. Come to think of it, | was with
Daniel. I'd have rather faced a full-blown bar fight than have a talk with his
not her. At |east she'd never be ny mother-in-law. If | was going to have to
punch her out tonight, that was al nost conforting.
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Ri chard and | conpromi sed. He cane along and swore to stay in the car.
brought al ong Shang-Da, Jami |, and Jason to nmake sure he stayed in the car
t hough if push cane to shove, | wasn't sure they'd listen to me over Richard,

not even if it was for his own good. It was the best | could do. Sone nights
that has to be enough, because that's all you've got.

The Happy Cowboy, which was one of the worst nanes for a bar 1'd ever
heard, was on the main highway. It was a two-story buil ding that was supposed
to look like a | og cabin and managed not to. Maybe it was the neon horse with
its cowboy rider on the sign. The lights gave the illusion that the horse was
goi ng up and down, along with the cowboy's armand hat. He didn't |ook
particul arly happy riding the neon horse, but then maybe that was just nme. |
certainly wasn't happy to be here.

Ri chard had driven his four-by-four. He'd finally gotten around to
bl ow-drying his hair. It was a thick, wavy foam around his face and shoul ders.
It | ooked so soft, you wanted to plunge your hands into it. O again, naybe
that was just ne. He'd added a plain green T-shirt, tucked into his jeans, and
whi te joggi ng shoes.



Jam | and Shang-Da were riding shotgun in the mddle seat. Jam| was stil
wearing his cut-off smiley T-shirt, but Shang-Da had changed. He was all in
bl ack fromhis soft |eather |oafers to his belted dress slacks, to the silk
T-shirt and tailor cut jacket. His short back hair was gelled into a crop of
spi kes on top of his head. He | ooked rel axed and at honme in the clothes and
the hair. He would also look utterly out of place at the Happy Cowboy. O
course, being over six feet tall and Chinese put himbehind the gane when it

cane to blending in here. Maybe he, like Jam |, was tired of trying to pass.
That was why Jason, still in his grown-up blue suit, was with us. Nathani el
had wanted to cone, but he wasn't old enough to go into a bar. | didn't know

how good Zane was in a stress situation yet, and Cherry always nmade ne fee
vaguely protective, so Jason it was.
"I'f you're not out in fifteen mnutes, we're comng in," Richard said.

"Thirty minutes," | said. | did not want Richard near Ms. Betty Schaffer
"Fifteen," he said, voice very quiet, very low, very serious. | knew that
tone of voice. 1'd gotten all the conpromise | was going to get.

"Fine, but remenber that if you go to jail tonight, your nommay go with
you. "

H s eyes w dened. "Wat are you tal king about ?"

"What would Charlotte do if she saw her little boy being dragged away to
jail?"

He thought about that for a second, then bowed his head. He laid his
forehead on the steering wheel. "She'd put up a fight for ne."

"Exactly," | said.
He raised his face and | ooked at nme. "I1'l| behave for her sake."
| smled. "I knewit wasn't for mne." | got out of the car before he could

answer that one.

Jason settled into step beside me. He'd straightened his tie and buttoned
the first button on the jacket. He'd also tried to slick back his baby-fine
hair, but it escaped all efforts in tiny wisps. Hs hair was very strai ght and
very fine, and it would have | ooked better either nmuch shorter or nuch | onger
But hey, it wasn't ny hair.

We were both carded at the door by a nmuscular guy in a dark blue T-shirt.
The crowd was divided al nost down the middle. There was the tight jeans,
cowboy boots crowd, and the short skirts, business jackets crowd. There was
some intermngling. Sone of the women in cowboy boots had short skirts. Sone
of the business jackets were wearing jeans. It was the only al cohol for a
twenty-mle radius, and it served food. Were el se were you going to go on a
Friday night? 1'd have rather gone for a moonlit walk, but |I didn't drink
Cone to think of it, | didn't dance, either, though Jean-C aude was working on
both. Corruption at every turn

There was a |live band playing country nusic so loudly it mght as well have
been hard rock. A haze of cigarette snoke fl oated over everything like a
| ate-night fog. The entrance was on a little raised platformso you could | ook
around before plunging into the sea of bodies. Charlotte is actually an inch
or two shorter than | am so | didn't bother scanning for her. | |ooked for
Dani el . How many six-foot-tall, tanned guys wth wavy, shoul der-1length hair
could there be? Mdre than you'd think

| finally spotted himnear the bar because he was waving to me. He'd al so
tied his long hair back in a very tight ponytail, which was why scanning for
the hair hadn't worked. His hair was nearly identical to Richard s except it
was a nore solid brown, a rich chestnut. Hi s skin was the same tanned shade as
his brother's. The sane hi gh, scul pted cheekbones, solid brown eyes, even the
dinple in the chin. Richard was a little broader through the shoul ders and
chest, just physically nore inposing, but other than that, the famly
resenbl ance was al nost scary. Al the brothers |ooked Iike that. The two
ol dest had cut their hair, one of themwas alnost a blond, and the father was
going a little grey, but the five Zeeman nmen in one roomwas a testosterone
treat.

And the matriarch of this pile of masculine pul chritude was standi ng about



six feet fromher son. Charlotte Zeeman had short blond hair that framed a
face that | ooked at | east ten years younger than | knew she was. She was
wearing a butter yellow suit jacket over dress slacks. She was al so poking her
finger into the chest of a tall blond woman.

The second worman had a mane of curled blond hair, but | was betting that
neither the color nor the curl were real. It had to be Betty Schaffer, and the
nane didn't suit her. She | ooked |ike soneone naned Farrah or Tiffany.

| waded into the crowmd with Jason behind ne. The crowd was thick enough
that | stopped sayi ng excuse nme about hal fway across the roomand just started
pushi ng.

Atall man in a plaid work shirt stopped ne with a hand on ny shoul der.
"Can | buy you a drink, little |ady?"

| reached back and got Jason's hand. | raised it where it was visible.
"Taken. Sorry." There was nore than one reason |I'd wanted to bring Jason with
me to a bar on a Friday night.

He stared down at Jason, way down, nmaking a show of how very tall he was.
"Don't you want sonething a little bigger?"

"I like themsmall," | said, nmy face very serious. "It nakes oral sex
easier."”

We | eft himspeechl ess. Jason was | aughing so hard, he could barely keep
his feet. |I pulled himthrough the cromd by the hand. Hol ding his hand seened
to be hint enough for the rest of the cruising nales.

The crowd was cl earing around the bar. People had nmoved back to forma
semcircle around Charlotte, Betty, and Daniel. He had stepped up behind his
not her, laying a hand on either shoulder trying to pull her back. She shrugged
himoff rather violently and ignored him He let her do it.

Charlotte got up in the wonan's face. | was close enough to catch a word or
two above the band, "Liar ... whore ... ny son ... rapist ... " To hear even
that rmuch, Charlotte was scream ng at the wonman.

Betty was tall, but the spike-heeled boots put her at six feet. The jeans
were painted on, the blouse was mdriff, and there was no bra. She had small
enough breasts that she could get away with it, but it was still noticeable

and neant to be. She | ooked |like a cowboy hooker. Richard had dated her. It
made me think worse of him

Two | arge guys wearing T-shirts that matched the guy who had carded us at
the door were at the edge of the crowd. | think they were sort of puzzled by
Charlotte. She was tiny and fermal e and hadn't hit anyone yet. She al so | ooked
ol der than the general crowd, though not really Iike anyone's nother

Betty had finally had enough. She was screani ng back words |ike, "He did,
rapi st, bastard."

| let go of Jason's hand and stepped up beside them They both | ooked at
me. Charlotte was the nost startled. Her |arge, honey-brown eyes went w de.
She said, "Anita," as if no one had told her I was in town.

| smled. "H, Charlotte. Can we talk outside?" |I had to put ny face nearly
next to hers to be heard.

She shook her head. "This is the whore that's |ied about Richard."

| nodded. "I know. Let's take it outside, though.”

Charl otte shook her head again. "I amnot leaving until she tells the
truth. Richard did not rape her."

We were yelling, with our faces al nost touching, to be heard. "Of course,

he didn't,"” | said. "Water is wet, the sky is blue, and Richard isn't a
rapist."

Charlotte stared at ne. "You believe him"

| nodded. "I got himout on bail. He's waiting to see you outside."

Her eyes went even wi der, then she smiled, and it was beautiful. It was one

of those sniles that made you feel warm down to your toes. Charlotte was |ike
that. When she was happy, everyone around her was happy. Wen she wasn't happy
well, that spilled over, too.
She yelled in ny ear, "Let's go see Richard."
| turned to go through the crowd and heard a gasp. | turned to see Betty



Schaffer wearing the dripping remmants of a beer. Betty slapped Charlotte.
Charlotte returned the favor but with a closed fist.
Betty was suddenly on her butt in the floor, blinking up at us.

The bouncers noved in, as Charlotte noved in to finish the job. | threw
Charlotte over ny shoul der. She wei ghed nore than she | ooked |Iike she did, and
she was struggling. Unlike nost women, she was good at struggling. | didn't

want to hurt Charlotte, but she wasn't returning the favor. She kicked nme in
the knee and | dunped her onto the floor hard.

She lay there for a second, breath knocked out of her, staring up at ne.
Dani el noved forward to help her up, and | stopped himw th a hand on his
chest. "No."

The band had fallen silent with a last twangy guitar string. Into the
sudden silence, ny voice sounded | oud, "You can wal k out of here on your own,
or you can be carried out unconscious, Charlotte. Your choice, but you are
| eaving. "

I went down on one knee, carefully, because Charlotte didn't fight like a

girl. I lowered my voice for her ears alone. "Richard will cone in here in
just a few mnutes to see what's wong. If he gets near her again, the |loca
cops will revoke his bail and lock himup again." It was only partially true.

Legally, he had every right to enter the bar, but | was betting that Charlotte
didn't know that. Mst |aw abiding citizens woul dn't have.

Charlotte | ooked at ne for a second |onger, then offered me a hand. |
hel ped her stand, still cautious. She had a hell of a tenper once it got
started. Admittedly, it took a lot to get her this mad, but once she reached
it, it was every man for hinself.

She let me help her to her feet without trying to slug ne. An inprovenent.
W made our way through the crowd with Daniel and Jason trailing behind us. No
one crowded us as we went for the door. They stared, but didn't crowd.

The bouncer at the door said, "She doesn't come back in here.”

Charlotte opened her mouth to say sonething, and | gripped her shoul der
"Don't worry. She won't."

He | ooked at Charlotte but nodded.

| let her get about three good steps ahead of ne as we reached the parking
lot. Call it an instinct. She whirled, and | think would have hit ne, but I
was out of reach. She stared at nme with those big honey-brown eyes, nade
somehow pal er by the hal ogen lanps. "Don't you ever |ay hands on ne again,"
she said.

"Behave like Richard' s nother and not his outraged girlfriend, and
won't."

"How dare you!" she said. She noved closer. | noved away. | didn't really
want to have a fistfight in the parking lot of a bar with Richard's not her

"I'f anyone should be trying to beat the shit out of M. Peroxide Blond, it
shoul d be ne."

That stopped her cold. She stood straight and | ooked at me. | could al nost
see her sanity returning. "But you aren't dating himanynore. Wy should you
care?"

"That is the sixty-four thousand dollar question, isn't it?" | said.

Charlotte smiled suddenly. "I knew you couldn't resist ny boy. No one
could."”

"If he keeps dating everything in sight, | mght."

She frowned. "I can't believe he ever dated that thing," she said.

We both turned and watched Richard wal k towards us. There were nearly
i dentical |ooks on our faces. W di sapproved of Ms. Schaffer -— a lot.

Her first words were, "I cannot believe you dated that woman. She is a
whore. "

Ri chard | ooked enbarrassed, nmore than 1'd gotten fromhim "I know what she

is."
"Did you have sex with her?"
"Mot her!'"

"Don't you notherme, Richard Alaric Zeeman."



"Alaric," | said.

Ri chard spared nme a frown, then turned back to his nother. "No, | never
slept with Betty."

He was saying he'd never had intercourse with her. Charlotte would take it

to nean that no sex at all had happened, just like |I had. | renenbered what
Jam | had said about alternatives, but | kept quiet. | didn't want to upset
Charlotte, and I didn't want to know.

"Well, at least that shows better sense,"” Charlotte said. She wal ked up to

hi m and smoothed the front of his T-shirt, then bowed her head, and | realized
she was cryi ng.
| couldn't have been nmore surprised if she'd bitten him maybe |ess.
Richard's entire face crunpled into helpless lines. He looked at nme as if

for help, and |I backed up. | shook ny head. | was no better around crying
worren t han he was, maybe | ess.
He hugged her to him | heard her nmurnur, "I was so worried about you in

that awful jail."

| backed up out of earshot, and Daniel joined ne. He didn't seem eager to
join them either. O course, Charlotte didn't have to cry to unnman Dani el

"Thanks, Anita," he said.

| looked up at him He was wearing a red tank top that was al nost a tw n of
one Richard had. For all | knew, it was the sanme one. He | ooked tanned and
handsome and very grown-up. "You're assertive around everyone but your
parents. Wiy is that?"

He shrugged. "lIsn't everyone like that?"

| shook my head. "No."

Jason noved up beside us. He echoed ne: "No." Then he | aughed. "Of course,
nmy mot her woul d never have gotten into a fight in a bar, no matter what | did.
She's much too ... decorous."

"Decorous, " | said.

"My last roommate had a word-a-day cal endar,” Jason said.

"You' ve been reading again," | said.

He hung his head, |ooking abashed, then gave ne rolled eyes and a grin. It
was such a mix of shane and utter cuteness that | laughed. "I can't donate

bl ood and have sex twenty-four hours a day. There's no television at the
Crcus of the Dammed."

"If there was?" | asked.

"I"d still read, but don't tell anyone."

| put an arm around his shoul ders. "Your secret is safe with nme."

Dani el put his arm around Jason fromthe other side and said, "Wn't
breathe a word of it."

We wal ked towards the four-by-four, armin arm "If Anita was in the
m ddl e, this would be perfect,"” Jason said.

Dani el just stopped in his tracks, staring at Jason. | pulled away from
both of them "You just don't know when to stop, do you, Jason?"

He shook his head. "No."

Ri chard wal ked over to us. He sent Daniel to their nmother, and Dani el
didn't argue with the order. He sent Jason on to the car, and Jason didn't
argue. | stood | ooking up at his suddenly serious face, wondered what ny
orders were going to be, and bet | would argue with them

"What's up?" | asked.

"I"ll have to go with Daniel and ny nother to cal mher."

"I hear a butcoming," | said.

He smiled. "Butthere's a cerenony to neet ny lupa tonight. It's customary
bef ore two packs share a full mpon that they be formally introduced."

"How formal ly?" | asked. "I didn't pack for formal."

The smile widened into that wondrous snmile that was his nother's. It had
that same utter good humor to it. Contagious. "I don't nean that kind of
formal, Anita. | nean there are rites to observe."

"Rites, as in what?" | asked. | sounded suspicious, even to ne.

He hugged ne, spontaneously, not girlfriend-boyfriend, but just a



happy-t o-see-you hug. "I have m ssed you, Anita."

| pushed away fromhim "I nake a suspicious comrent and you say you've
mssed me. | don't get that, Richard."

"I love all of you, Anita, even the suspicious parts.”

I shook ny head. "Stick to business, R chard. Wat rites?"

The smile faded, the good hunor dying fromhis eyes. He | ooked suddenly sad
and | wanted to take it back, to have himsnile at nme again. But | didn't. W
weren't an item anynore, and he'd been dating little Mss Schaffer, the
cowgi rl hooker. | didn't understand that at all. She puzzled nme even nore than
Lucy.

"I have to go with nmy nother for a while. Jam | and Shang-Da can explain
what you have to do as my lupa tonight."

| shook ny head. "One of the bodyguards stays with you, Richard. | don't
care which one it is, but you don't go out there alone."

"Momw || not understand a chaperone that isn't famly," Richard said.

"Don't go all momma's boy on me, Richard. 1've had enough of that from
Dani el for one night. Explain it any way you like, but you aren't |eaving here
wi t hout backup. "

He stared down at ne, and his handsone face was serious, arrogant. "l am
Ufric, Anita. Not you."

"Yeah, you're Ufric, R chard. You're in charge, fine, then do a good job
of it."

"What's that supposed to nmean?"

"It neans that if the bad guys find you out alone tonight, they night not
wait to find out if you're |eaving tomorrow. One of themmight get a little
eager and try to hurt you."

"If it's not silver bullets, they can't kill ne."
"And how are you going to explain to your nother that you survived a
shotgun bl ast to the chest?" | asked.

He gl anced back at her and Daniel. "You cut right to the bone, don't you,"
he sai d.

"It saves tine," | said.

He turned back to ne. Anger had darkened his eyes, thinned out his face. "I
| ove you, Anita, but sometines | don't like you very much."

"I't's not me you don't like, Richard, not on this issue. You're terrified
that if Mormy Dearest finds out you're a shapeshifter, she'll think you're a
nonster."

"Don't call her that."

"Sorry," | said. "But it's still the truth. I think you' re underrating
Charlotte. You're her son, and she | oves you."
He shook his head. "I don't want her to know "

"Fi ne, but choose a bodyguard. Why not tell your momthat he's backup in
case the police try to nake trouble? It's the truth."

"As far as it goes," Richard said.

"The best lies are always at |east partially true, Richard."

"You're much better at lying than | am" he said. | |ooked for anger in the
words, but there was nothing. It was just a statenent of fact that left his
eyes enpty and sad.

| was tired of apologizing, so | didn't. "Do you want to take their car and
| can drive the four-by-four back to the cabins?"

He nodded. "I'll take Shang-Da with nme. He doesn't |ike you much."

"I thought he m ght have warnmed up to nme since the fight this afternoon," |
sai d.

"He still thinks you betrayed me," Richard said.

| didn't even try to touch that one. "Fine, I'll take Jason and Janmi|l with
me. They can give ne |lessons in werewolf etiquette.”

"Jason won't be much hel p. He's never been part of a healthy pack."

"What's that supposed to nmean?" | asked.

"It neans that because our old |upa was such a sadistic bitch, we were al
afraid of each other. A normal pack is nuch nore touchy-feely, nore casua



with each other."

"How t ouchy?" | asked.

He smiled, alnost sadly. "Talk to Jaml. He'll teach you and Jason, too.
He seemed to think about that.

"What about the werel eopards, and the vanpires?"

"I already asked Verne. They are our guests tonight."

"One big happy famly," | said.

Ri chard | ooked at ne. It was a long, searching look. It took a lot to neet
his eyes and not to flinch. "It could be, Anita, it really could be." Wth
that, he turned and wal ked to his nother and brother.

| watched himgo and wasn't sure what to make of his last comment. | used
to wonder why he put up with me, but after nmeeting his nother, | knew It had
taken ne three Sunday dinners to realize why Charlotte and | were either in
perfect agreenent or on opposite ends of any discussion. W were too nmuch

alike. Afamly, like a pack, can only have so nany al phas or it tears itself
apart. Only Richard's brother, Aenn, is currently married, and his wife and
Charlotte butt heads constantly. Aaron is a widower. I'mtold the fights

bet ween Charlotte and Aaron's deceased wife were | egendary. They'd all gone
out and married soneone |like nbom denn's wife, though full-bl ooded Navaj o,
was still petite, and tough. The Zeeman nen seened to have a weakness for
smal | and tough.

Beverly, as the only girl and the el dest, was wonderfully dom nant. She and
Charlotte had al nost not survived her teenage years, according to d enn and
Aaron. Bev had settled down, gone to college, nmarried, and was pregnhant with
her fifth child. She had four boys and was trying one last tine for a girl

I'd paid attention to Richard's famly because |I'd thought they were going
to be ny in-laws. That didn't seemlikely to happen now. Ch, well. | had
enough problems with my own famly. \Who needed a second one?
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Everyone was in ny roomgetting a lesson in werewol f etiquette. | sat on
the foot of the bed with Cherry perched beside ne. She'd washed of f the bl ack
makeup, and her face was pale and young with a dusting of golden freckles

across her cheeks. | knew she was ny age, twenty-five, but w thout makeup, she
| ooked younger. Like her own younger nore innocent sister. The new cl ot hes
added to the illusion. She'd changed into a faded pair of jeans and an

oversized T-shirt. O othes you woul dn't m nd shapechanging in. This close to
the full nopon, sonetinmes you got carried away and changed early. So |I'mtold.
So |'ve seen

Zane | eaned against the far wall, wearing nothing but a pair of jeans with
the knees worn away to holes. He'd kept the nipple ring. It |ooked very
noti ceabl e agai nst his bare chest.

Jason was wearing shorts that had started life as a pair of jeans. The
edges were ragged with strings |ike he'd picked at them The only other thing
he was wearing was an ol der pair of jogging shoes, no socks. He lay on his
stomach, head pointed towards us, with one of ny pillows bundl ed under his
chin, knees bent, feet kicking slowy in the air while he listened to Jaml.

Jam | paced back and forth in front of us in his little smley shirt. He'd
ki cked his shoes off by the door and paced on smooth, dark feet. Even just
wal ki ng he gave off an energy like a lowlevel current. The moon was nearly

full, and energy was easy to cone by.
W'd tried to include Nathaniel in the lecture, but we couldn't find him |
didn't like that nuch. 1'd been ready to man a full-scal e search, but Zane had

seen himgoing off with one of the fermal e werewol ves. The inplication seened
to be that they'd gone off for alittle one on one. So, no search, but |
wasn't happy about it. | wasn't even sure exactly why | wasn't happy about it,
but I wasn't.

Nat hani el needed to know some rudi nentary greetings because he was nmine. No
one had ever met a lupa that was also Nimr-ra for a | eopard pard, but Verne



had deci ded the | eopards woul d be included because they were mine. So they
needed the little greetings lecture. I'd sent Dam an and Asher out to find
Nat haniel . No one in Verne's pack expected the vanpires to be part of the
official greeting. In fact, it had been requested that they not touch any of
t he werewol ves unl ess offered. Strongly requested.

So it was just the four of us watching Jam | pace. He finally stopped in
front of me. "Stand up."

It sounded far too nuch like an order for ny taste, but | stood, |ooking up
at him

"Ri chard says you have a degree in biology."

Not the opening | was expecting, but | nodded. "Preternatural biology,
yeah. "

"How much do you know about natural wolves?"

"I've been reading Mech," | said.

Jam |'s eyes wi dened just a bit. "L. David Mech?"

"Yeah, you seemsurprised. He is one of the |eading authorities on wolf
behavi or."

"Why have you been readi ng hin?" Jam| asked.

| shrugged. "I'mlupa of a werewolf pack, but I'mnot a werewolf. There are
no good books on werewol ves, so the best | could do was research real wolves."

"What el se have you read?" he asked.

"OfF Wbl ves and Men, by Barry Hol stun Lopez. A few other books, but those
were the two best |'ve found."

Jam | smled, a quick baring of teeth. "You have just made ny job a | ot
easier."”

| frowned up at him

"The formal greeting is |like one friendly wolf greeting another. The point
is to get the nose back here," he touched the hair behind ny ear, gently.

"Do you rub the cheek al ong the other person's cheek like a real wolf would
do? I mean in human form you don't have any gl ands on the cheek to help you
scent nark another wolf."

He | ooked down at ne, solem al nost, nodding. "Yes, you do rub cheeks even
in human form Then you bury your nose in the hair behind the ear."

"How big is Verne's pack?" | asked.

"Fifty-two wol ves," Jam | said.

| raised eyebrows at him "Please tell nme that | don't have to rub faces
with every single one of them"

Jam | smled, but it left his eyes serious. He was thinking sonething.
wanted to know what it was. "Not with all of them just the al phas.”

"How many?"

"N ne," he said.

"Doabl e, | guess." | |looked up into his thoughtful face and just asked,
"What are you thinking so hard about, Janmil?"

He blinked at nme. "Wsat -- "

"Don't tell ne it's nothing. You went all solem and thoughtful about five
m nut es ago. \What gives?"

He stared down at ne. The concentration in his dark eyes was al nost
touchable. "I'minpressed that you bothered to research natural wolves."

"That's the third tine you' ve used the termnatural wolves. |'ve never
heard it before.”

Jason rolled off the bed to his feet. "W are real wolves part of the tine.
W're just not natural."

| | ooked to Jam |, and he nodded.

"So calling you guys real wolves is an insult?"

"Yes," Jam | said.

"Anything else to watch for?" | asked

Jam | | ooked at Jason. They exchanged a | ook that made nme feel excluded.

Li ke there was some unpl easant surprise coming and no one was telling ne.

"What ?" | said

"Let's just do the greeting,’

Jam | said.



"What are you guys hiding fromne?"

Jason | aughed. "Just tell her."

Alowgrow trickled fromJam|'s human throat. The sound al one raised the
hair on ny arns. "I am Skoll, and you have no nane anong the |ukoi. Your voice
is only the wind outside our cave."

Jason took a few steps closer. "The trees thensel ves bow before the w nd,"
he said. It sounded way too formal for Jason

"Good," Janil said, "you do know some | ukoi phrases."

"W were afraid to touch each other," Jason said, "not to talk to each

ot her."

Zane pushed away fromthe wall, noving between them standing close to ne.
"The moon is rising. Tine is passing.”

| frowned at all of them "I feel like you' re speaking in code and | don't

know how to crack it."

"Apparently, we have sone phrases in conmon,’
| ukoi and the pard."

"Great, the wolves and the | eopards share sone comon ground. Now what ?"

"Greet ne," Jam| said.

"Uh-uh," | said, "I"mlupa. You're just the Skoll, the nuscle. | outrank
you, so you offer me your face and throat first."

"She is your lupa, and our NNmr-ra, which is an equivalent rank to your
Ufric, she has the right to ask," Zane said.

Jam | growled at him

Zane noved behind nme, as if using me for a shield. It would have worked
better if he hadn't been nearly ten inches taller than ne.

"She refuses you," Janm| said. "You stand al one before ne."

"No way," | said. "Zane is mine. You aren't going to use himfor sonme macho
dom nant crap."

Jam | shook his head. "He moved into you, but you didn't touch him"

| frowed up at him "So?"

Jam | sighed. "All your reading has told you nothing about us."

"Then explain it to nme," | said.

Jason said, "Wen Zane noved in close to you, he was asking for your
protection, but you didn't touch him That's seen as a rejection of his
petition for protection.”

Cherry was still sitting very still on the bed, hands clasped in her |ap
"It's one of the rules that works the sane for the wolves and for us."

| glanced behind nme at them "How do the two of you know all this?"

"Wth Raina and Marcus in charge, we all got to do a ot of petitioning for
protection," Jason said.

"Gabriel spent a lot of tine with Raina," Cherry said. "W, the
wer el eopards, got to spend a lot of tine with the wolves."

"So when Zane noved up cl ose, what was | supposed to do?"

"Do you want to protect himagainst me?" Jam| said.

| stared up at that tall, muscular body. Even if he hadn't been a
| ycant hrope, he'd have scared me in a fair fight. OF course, nature had nade
sure there would be no fair fight. Jam | outweighed ne by a hundred pounds or
nmore. His reach was twice mne. H's upper body strength ... well, enough said.
There was no such thing as a fair fight between the two of us. That was why |
felt perfectly confortable using weapons.

"Yeah," | said, "I want to protect Zane against you. If that's what it
t akes. "

"Then touch him" Jam | said.

| frowned again. "Can you be a little nore specific?"

"The touch is what's inmportant,” Janil said, "not where or how"

Zane was standing at my back. | noved backwards until my back touched his
body. Qur bodies nmade a nice solid line. "Enough?" | asked.

Jam | shook his head. "For CGod's sake, just touch him" He notioned to
Jason. "Ask for my protection.”

Jason canme to his side with a smle. He stood very close but was careful

Jam | said, "between the



not to touch. Jami| put an arm across his shoul ders, obviously protective,
al nost a hug. "There, that's it."

"Does it have to be just like that, or can | touch himanywhere that's
noti ceabl e?"

Jam | nmade a small sound between an unph and a grow. "You are naking this
too conplicated."
"No," | said, "you are. Just answer the question."

"No, it doesn't have to be just like this, but it's best if you get in the
habit of making the offer |ook normal to people.”

"Why?" | asked.

"What if Zane were running fromme in public? He sees you through the
crowmd, cones up to you. Al you have to do is pretend to hug him or even kiss
him | know you've given himyour protection and none of the humans around us
know anything is wong."

| wasn't sure how | felt about not being included with the other humans,
but | let it go. | drew Zane out frombehind ne with a hand around his wai st.
I'd have been nore confortable if he'd been wearing a shirt, but hey, that was
nmy hang-up, not his. | made it nmy left arm leaving my right free. | also
nmoved back enough so that ny gun wasn't pressed up agai nst his body. Having ny
arm around Zane's wai st, standing a little apart, nmade the gun under my arm
very obvious. There were a lot of different ways to make threats. "Happy?"
asked.

Jam | nodded once very curtly.

Jason stepped away fromhim closer to Zane and ne.

"Jam|'s just mad that Zane told you he had to do a subm ssive greeting."

"And you've rem nded her," Jam | said.

"Qoh," Jason said, "I'mso scared."”
A roil of power prickled through the room | watched Jam|'s brown eyes
bleed to a rich yellow He stared at Jason with wolf eyes. "You will be."

Cherry slid off the bed, kneeling behind me. She reached a hand up to ne,
and | took it. She licked a quick tongue across my hand, a greeting that only
the | eopards used, then one slender hand went to ny leg, holding onto ny pants

like a small, shy child. She seened to think something bad was about to
happen.

| half expected Jason to cone to ne |like the werel eopards had, but he
didn't. He noved farther into the room away fromJam |, but he didn't ask for
hel p.

"What's the big deal ?" | asked. "Janmil just offers me his cheek first,
ri ght?"

"Ch, no," Jason said, "much nore fun than that."

That made me frown because | knew what Jason's idea of fun was. "Maybe
asked for sonething | don't understand."

"But you did ask," Jam| said, "and as our lupa it is your right."

I was beginning to suspect |I'd made a faux pas. That |'d asked sonethi ng of

Jam | he didn't want to give and | probably wouldn't like receiving. "If you
hadn't been such an asshole when we first got here, Jaml, 1'd probably Iet
this go."

"But ... " he said.

"But | don't back down, not to you."

"Not to anyone," Jason said softly.

That, too.

"I'f I refuse, it's challenge between us," Janm| said.

"Fi ne, but remenber, you've had your last free pass for the weekend,
Jam | ."

He nodded. "I see the gun."

"Then we understand each other," | said.

"We understand each other," he said. Janm | closed the distance between us,
eyes still an eerie shade of yell ow.

"Don't get cute, Jamil."
He gave a quick baring of teeth. "I am doi ng what you asked, Anita."



Zane noved behind nme, hands on ny shoul ders, but giving me nore roomto
nmove. Cherry huddl ed against ny legs. Neither of them noved away. | took that
as a good sign. | hoped | was right.

Jam | touched ny face very lightly with the tips of his fingers. "If we
were in public, it wuld be this." He bent downward and it | ooked |ike he was
going to kiss ne.

He did. A soft brush of lips, fingers still holding my face. He drew back
fromme. When he opened his eyes, they were still that rich, golden yellow It
was a startling col or against the darkness of his skin.

| had just stood there throughout, too startled to know what to do. Neither
the | eopards nor Jason called foul, so Jam| was doing what |I'd forced himto
do. Probably. If it had been Jason, |'d suspected sonme sort of ploy to steal a
kiss, but Jamil didn't play those kinds of ganes.

He stayed with his hands still cradling ny face. "But tonight won't be in
public. Between ourselves when no one watches..." He didn't finish the
sentence. He just |eaned over ne again.

Hi s tongue ran across ny |lower |ip.

| jerked back.

He let his hands fall to his sides. "You read the wolf books, Anita, | ama
subm ssive wolf begging a dominant's attention.”

"It's a variation of food begging by pups,” | said. "In two adult wol ves,

it's aritual of licking and biting gently at the nouth of the dom nant wol f
by the subordinate."

Jam | nodded.

"You' ve made your point," | said.

"The greeting | amtrying to teach you is |ike our version of a handshake.
You both offer your faces at the same tinme. It's nore like a kiss."

"Show ne, " | said.

He |l eaned into me again, but this time he didn't try to touch ny nouth. He
rubbed his cheek al ong mne, rubbing his face across ny ear until his face was
buried in the hair behind ny ear. H s nmovenent had put ny face against his
hair. H's hair was in cornrows, and the texture was rough and soft at the sane
tine.

Jam | spoke with his nmouth still against ny hair, "You have to bury your
face in the hair and snell the skin."
He burrowed his face into ny hair until he had to be touching skin. | heard

himbreathing in air. Hs breath was al nost hot against ny skin.

| tried to return the favor, but had to raise on tiptoe, one hand agai nst
his chest for balance. Zane slid away fromme, and | used ny other hand on his
shoul der. The cornrows made it easier to put ny face next to the skin of his
scal p. The braids noved around ny face like small thin ropes.

I could smell his hair straightener, his col ogne, and under all that was
him The nmoment his scent hit me, | felt a rush of power, and it wasn't his. |
suddenly knew that Richard was sitting on a bed, holding his nother. | felt
himlook up as if he'd see me standing at the foot of the bed. But | was mniles
away, standing at the foot of a different bed. W drewin the rich warm snel |
of Jam|'s skin, and Richard's power broke over me in a march of goose bunps.

Jam | drew back fromme, hands still on ny shoulders. His nostrils flared
while he drewin scent. "Richard -— | snell our Ufric. How?"

Zane pressed agai nst nmy back, rubbing his face against ny hair. Cherry had
curled herself around ny leg like a fetus. "She is your lupa. Bound to your
Ufric."

Jam | stepped back fromme, sonething very close to fear on his face. "She
cannot be bound to Richard. She is not |ukoi."

| moved towards him and Zane went to his knees behind me. Cherry let ne
go, hands sliding away reluctantly. They huddl ed together, hol ding each ot her

| spared them a gl ance and asked, "You guys all right?"

Zane nodded. "I saw you call the power of the marks once before, but |'ve
never been touching you when you called the Ufric's power. It's a rush.”

Cherry just stared at me, eyes gone large in a pale face.



"Don't | know it," Jason said. He was still across the room hugging his
naked chest, hands rubbing up and down his bare arns as if he were cold. He
wasn't col d.

| turned back to Jamil. "I ambound to Richard. It isn't the sane kind of
bondi ng that he'd have with another |ycanthrope, but it is a bond."

"You are Jean-C aude's human servant," Jam | said.

| hated the term but it was accurate, technically anyway. "Yes, | am just
as Richard is Jean-Cl aude's wolf to call."

"He cannot call our Ufric like a dog. Richard does not answer to the
vanpire's whins."

"Me, either,” | said. "Sormetinmes | think Jean-C aude may have bitten off
nore than he can drink with the two of us."

The door to the cabin opened, no knock, no prelimnaries. Asher stepped
through with Nathaniel in his arms. He was bundled into Asher's suit jacket.
What | could see of his |legs were pale and bare.

I ran forward. "What happened?"

Asher | aid Nathaniel on the bed on his back, trapping the jacket under his
body. He was nude except for the jacket. Nathaniel tried to curl up onto his
side into a ball, but Asher stopped him trying to snooth his |l egs down, to
make himlie still. "Lie still, Nathaniel."

"I't hurts!"™ Hi s voice was strangled, twisted tight wth pain.

| knelt by the bed, touching his face. He | ooked at me, eyes so wi de they
flashed white. H s mouth opened and a small npan escaped him Hi s hand cl awed
at the bedspread as if he needed to hold sonething, anything. | gave himny
hand and his grip was so tight | had to remind himnot to crush ny hand.

He muttered, "Sorry," then his spine bowed, body twi sting. Normally, seeing
Nat hani el conpl etely nude woul d have enbarrassed ne. Now | was too scared to
be enmbarrassed. There were bl eeding cuts on his chest, but they |ooked
shal  ow. Not hi ng seened wong enough for this kind of pain.

Cherry di sappeared into the bathroom | didn't think you were that
squeamnmi sh if you were a nurse

"Who did this?" | asked

"He is our nessage fromthe |ocal vanpires,"” Asher said.

"What message?"

Nat hani el twi sted on the bed, his other hand grabbing at my arm Two sl ow
tears trailed down his cheeks. "They kept asking ne why we'd cone here." He
threw his head back and forth, and | caught a glinpse of something on his
neck. | got one hand free and nmoved all that |ong, auburn hair so | could see
his neck. A vampire bite showed in the snooth flesh of his neck. The bite was
cl ean, neat, but the skin was slightly darker than it should have been

"Did one of you do this?" | asked.

"I took blood fromthe bend of his arm" Asher said. "That is Colin's
doi ng. "

Nat hani el ' s body eased agai nst the bed, the spasm or whatever passing. "I
told themwe were here to rescue Richard. | told themthe truth, over and
over." H s hand convul sed around mne, eyes closing as if he were riding a

wave of pain. After a few seconds, he opened his eyes, his hand easing around
m ne. "They wouldn't believe ne."

Cherry cane out of the bathroom She tried to push nme gently but firmy out
of the way, but Nathaniel clutched at ny hand. Cherry settled for naking ne
kneel by the head of the bed. He could still hold ny hand, but | was out of
the way. She began to explore the wounds on his chest. She was very
subm ssive, alnost untrustworthily so, but let soneone be injured and it was
like a different Cherry rose to the occasion. She became Nurse Cherry, as if
the leather-slut-fromhell was her secret identity.

"Do you have a first aid kit in this cabin?" she asked.

"No," | said.

"I"ve got one in ny suitcase in the other cabin," Cherry said.

"Il get it," Jason offered. He started for the door

"Wait," | said. "Jaml, go with him | don't want anyone el se taken



toni ght."

No one argued with nme. It was a first. The two werewol ves just went for the
door. Dami an had to nove out of the way for themto | eave. He shut the door
behi nd them and | eaned against it. H's eyes had gone a drowning, solid green
like emerald fire. His pale skin was taking on that translucent, al nost
glowing quality that the vanps get when their humanity begins to fold away.
Strong emptions will do that to the | esser vanps: fear, lust, anger

| looked at Asher. He was ... normal. He stood just back fromthe bed, that
handsome, tragic, face blank and enpty. It was so |like the expression
Jean- C aude used when he was hidi ng sonet hi ng.

"I thought Colin was either supposed to attack us directly or |eave us

alone," | said. "No one said anything about this kind of shit."
"It was ... unexpected," Asher said.
"Well, explainit to ne."

Dam an pushed away fromthe door, stalking into the room every novenent
tight with anger. "They tortured hi mbecause they enjoyed it. They're
vampires, but they fed off nore than just blood."

"What are you sayi ng, Danian?"

"They fed off his fear."

| looked fromhis glowing face to Asher, then back to Dam an. "You nean
literally, don't you?"

Dam an nodded. "The one who brought nme over was |ike that. She could feed
off of fear as if it were blood. She'd go for days feeding off of terror, then
suddenly she'd take blood. But she didn't just feed, she slaughtered. She'd
cone back to the chanber covered in blood, slick with it. Then she'd nake ne

" Hs voice trailed off. He | ooked at nme, his eyes were beginning to | ook
i ke naked green flanme, as if his power were eating the bones of his eye

sockets. "I felt it when we met Colin. | snelled it. He's like her. He's a
ni ght hag, a nora."
"What the hell is a night hag or a nora? And what do you nean, you mnet

Colin? | thought you rescued Nathaniel."

"No, they gave himback to us," Asher said. "If we did not see him the
message woul d not be conplete.”

Cherry interrupted us. "His pulse is thready, his skin is clanmy. He's
going into shock. The cuts on his chest are shallow Even two vanmpire bites in
one ni ght shouldn't put himinto shock. We heal better than this."

"There is a third bite," Asher said. Through it all, his voice had been
utterly calm as if nothing touched him

Cherry | ooked down the | ength of Nathaniel's body, then touched his thigh
She noved his legs apart. "Of course, the fenoral artery. Wiy is the skin
di scol ored on both bites?" She touched the skin of his inner thigh. "The skin
feel s al nost cold.”

Nat hani el withed on the bed. He let go of ny hand, reaching for me as if
he wanted a hug. He grabbed one arm and a handful of my blouse. H s eyes were
wild. "It hurts.”

"What hurts?" | asked.

"The bites are contaninated,” Asher said.

"What do you nean, contam nated?"

"Think of it as a poison."

"He's a wereaninmal, they're inmune to poisons,"” | said.

"Not this one," Asher said.

"What kind of poison is it?" Cherry said.

There was a knock on the door. Jason said, "It's us."

Dam an | ooked at nme. H s eyes had cal ned down to a soft glow, his skin
al nost back to the mlky perfection that passed for normal.

| nodded.

He opened the door. Jason cane in with a first aid kit bigger than nobst
over ni ght bags. Maybe Cherry had been a Grl Scout in another life. Jaml
foll owed behind Jason |ike a dark, solemm shadow.

"The kind of poison that nothing in that little bag will stop,"” Asher said.



| stared up at him suddenly realizing what he'd just said. "You nean he's
going to ... " | couldn't even say it.

"Die," Asher said in that sane utterly calm alnost mldly anused voice
that he'd been using since they first wal ked into the cabin.

| stood, Nathaniel's hands clinging to nme. |I |ooked at Cherry and she noved
into help me draw free of him | wanted to say things to Asher that | didn't
want Nathaniel to hear. Zane crawl ed onto the bed on the other side. Nathaniel
grabbed his hand and held on. Another spasmthrew Nathaniel withing on the
bed. Zane and Cherry held himdown, let himuse that crushing strength on
their hands. The two werel eopards stared at ne whil e Nathaniel thrashed, eyes

rolling back into his head. Zane and Cherry watched nme. | was their Nimr-ra,
their | eopard queen. | was supposed to protect them not drag theminto shit
i ke this.

| turned away fromtheir accusing, expectant eyes and noved with Asher to
the door. "What do you nean he's going to die?"

"You' ve seen the kind of vanpires that rot and re-formthensel ves?"

"Yeah. So?"

"One of thembit Nathaniel."

"I"ve been bitten by one of them Jason's been bitten by one of them
Not hing |i ke this happened to us." | glanced back and found Jason hol di ng
Nat hani el 's hand while Cherry started cl eaning the chest wounds. Sonehow
didn't think bandagi ng the cuts was going to help.

Jam | and Danian joined us. We stood in a little circle, talking, while
Nat hani el screamed. Asher said, "It is one of the rarest of talents. | thought
that only Morte d' Anmour, Lover of Death, the council menber could do this.
Colin chose his nmessages carefully. The slashes are harmfroma distance with
just a flexing of power."

"Jean-Cl aude can't cause harmfroma distance,” | said.

"No, and no one el se can spread corruption fromtheir bite. No one else in
this country."

"You keep saying corruption,” Jam | said. "Wat does that nean exactly?"
Cherry came to us with white gauze pads in her hands. Her pale freckles
stood out like ink on her suddenly pale skin. There was yell ow and green puss
on the gauze. "This came out of the chest wounds," she said quietly. "Wat the

hell is it?"

We all | ooked at Asher, even Damian. But | was the one who said it out
loud, "He's rotting. He's decaying while he's still alive."

Asher nodded. "The corruption is in his blood. It will spread and then he
will rot.'

| |1 ooked back to the bed. Jason was speaking | ow and softly to Nathani el
stroking his head like you'd confort a sick child. Zane was | ooking at ne.

"There has to be something we can do," | said.

Asher's face was as closed and careful as |I'd ever seen it. One of
Jean- C aude' s nenories of Asher went through me so forcefully that ny
fingertips tingled with it. It wasn't a nmenory of any one event. | recognized
the set of Asher's shoulders. | knew his body | anguage with a famliarity
built up of years of observation. Mre years than |'d been alive.

"What are you hiding, Asher?" | asked.

He | ooked at ne, pale, pale eyes blank, enpty, lined with those amazing
gol den eyel ashes |i ke shining lace. He smled. The smle was everything it
shoul d have been: joyous, sensual, welcomng. That snile went through ny heart

like a knife. | renenbered that face whole and perfect. | remenbered when that
sm | e had made ne catch my breath.
I shook ny head. The physical novenent hel ped. | shook off the nmenories.

They faded, but it didn't change what |I'd seen, what | knew. "You know how to
save him don't you?"

"How badly do you want to save him Anita?" H s voice wasn't neutral now,
it was al nost angry.

"I brought himdown here, Asher, | put himin danger. |'m supposed to
protect him"



"I thought he was supposed to be your bodyguard," Asher said.

"He's wal ki ng food, Asher. You know that. Nathaniel can't even guard
hi msel f."

Asher let out his breath in a long sigh. "Nathaniel is a pome de sang."

"What the hell are you tal king about ?"

"I't neans apple of blood. It is a sobriquet anobng the Council for willing
food. "

Dam an finished the thought. "The vanpire that feeds froma pome de sangis
duty bound to protect them |ike a shepherd keeping the wolf from his sheep.”
Dam an | ooked at Asher while he said it, and it was not a friendly | ook. They
were fighting about sonething, but there was no tine.

| touched Asher's arm It felt stiff, wooden, not even alive. He was
drawi ng away from ne, away fromthe room away from what was happeni ng. He was
going to let Nathaniel die w thout even trying. Unacceptable.

| made nyself grip that wooden, unalive arm | hated it when Jean-C aude
felt like this. It was a rem nder of what he was, and what he wasn't. "Don't
let himdie, not Iike this. Please, non chardonneret."

He junped like I'd hit himwhen | used the old nicknane that Jean-C aude
had used so many years ago. It neant literally, ny goldfinch, which sounded
silly in English. But the | ook on Asher's face wasn't silly. It was al nost
shocked.

"No one has called nme that in over two hundred years.
under my hand, feeling warm alive again.

"I don't beg often, but for this I will."

"He neans so nuch to you?" Asher asked.

"He's everyone's victim Asher. Soneone has to give a damn about him
Pl ease non --" He put his fingers over mny |ips.

H s arm sof t ened

"Don't say it, Anita, don't ever say it again unless you nmean it. | wll
save him Anita, for you."
| felt like | was mssing something. | could remenber Jean-C aude's pet

nane for Asher but | couldn't renmenber why Asher was afraid to try to hea
Nat haniel. As | watched himwalk to the bed, golden hair trailing like a
glittering veil across his shoulders, that m ssing nmenory seened very
i mportant.

Asher held his hand out to Dam an. "Cone, ny brother, or does the faned
courage of the Vikings fail you now?"

"I was slaughtering your ancestors before you were a gleamin your
gr eat - gr anddaddy' s eye."

"Shit, this is dangerous, isn't it?" | asked.

Asher knelt beside the bed. He | ooked back at ne, the golden hair sliding
over the scarred side of his face, hiding it. He knelt, all golden perfection
and smled, but it was bitter. "W can take the corruption into ourselves, but

if we are not powerful enough, it will enter us, and we will die, but your
preci ous werel eopard will be saved either way."

Dam an crawl ed onto the far side of the bed, noving Zane away from his spot
by Nat hani el's head. Nathani el had stopped screaning. He lay very still, skin
pal e, shiny with sweat. His breath cane in shallow pants. The wounds on his
chest were o0o0zing pus. There was a snell in the roomnow, faint but grow ng.
The bite on his neck still seened solid, but the skin of his neck was a deep
bl acki sh green like a bruise that was killing deep

"Asher," | said.

He | ooked at ne, one hand running al ong Nathaniel's bare thigh

"Dam an's not a master."”

"I cannot save your |eopard by nyself, Anita. Who would you save? \Wich
will you sacrifice?"

| looked at Danmian. H s green eyes were human again. He | ooked very nortal
curl ed besi de Nat haniel.

"Don't nake ne choose."

"But it is a choice, Anita. It is a choice."

I shook ny head.



"Do you want ne to save hin?" Dam an asked

I met his gaze, and didn't know what to say.

"His pulse is very weak," Cherry said. "If you're going to do sonething,
you better do it soon."

"Do you want nme to save hin?" Dam an asked agai n.

Nat hani el 's fast, gasping breath was the only sound in the sudden silence.
They all |ooked at ne. Waited for me to decide. And | couldn't decide. | felt
nmy head nod, alnost as if | wasn't doing it. | nodded.

The vanpires began to feed.

13

A feeding takes longer in real life than it does in the novies. Either it's
too quick or they do a fade Iike a 1950s sex scene. W all stood around the
room and wat ched. The room was qui et enough that you could hear the vanpires
maki ng smal |, wet noises as they fed.

Cherry knelt by the head of the bed. She checked Nathaniel's wist pulse

periodically. The rest of us had noved farther away. | ended up on the far
side of the room leaning my butt on the desk. | was working very hard at not
| ooki ng at the bed. Everyone noved around the room restless, enbarrassed, |
t hought .

Jason canme to stand beside me, leaning on the desk. "If | didn't know his
life was at stake, 1'd be jeal ous."

| looked at him trying to tell if he was teasing. There was a |l ook in his

eyes, a heat, that said he was not. It nade ne | ook over at what was
happeni ng.

Dam an had drawn Nat haniel's body into his arns, his |lap, so that he
cradled the smaller man alnost the full length of his body. Parts of Dam an's
body were |l ost to sight behind Nathaniel's naked body. Hi s armcradl ed the
smal l er man's chest against the green silk shirt. The pus had soaked into the
cloth in blackening streaks. Nathaniel's face was pressed by one pal e hand
into the vampire's shoul der. Dami an had cone from behind for the neck strike.
You coul d see the top of his bloodred hair, his nmouth | ocked over the wound.
Even fromwhere | stood, | could see Damian's jaws swal | owi ng.

Asher was still kneeling on the floor, one of Nathaniel's pale legs flung
outward so his foot hung in enpty air. Asher's face was buried in the man's
i nner thigh, so close to the groin that Nathaniel's slack genitalia touched
the side of his face. Asher noved his head slightly and a spill of golden hair
flung over Nathaniel's groin. It didn't hide it so much as have hi m peeki ng
out through it.

A blush fl owed over nmy face so hard and fast | was al nost dizzy. In turning
away, | caught a glinpse of nyself in the rooms only mrror. My face was
burni ng. My eyes | ooked wi de and surprised. It was junior high all over again,
stunbling on coupl es under the bl eachers, hearing their |laughter chase nme into
t he ni ght.

| stared at myself in the mrror and got a grip. | was not fourteen
anynore. | was not a child. | was not a virgin. | could do this with a nodi cum
of grace. Couldn't I?

Jam | had nmoved to the farthest corner of the room He was sitting there,
arnms tucked around his knees, face set in harsh lines, angry. He wasn't
enj oyi ng the show, either

Zane had noved back to | ean against the wall, arnms crossed. He was | ooking
at the floor as if there was sonething very interesting on it.
Jason was still sitting against the desk, watching the show 1 |ooked at

hi m wi t hout turning around. "You do realize that you' re the only one who seens
to be enjoying the view"

He shrugged, grinning. "It's a nice view"

| raised ny eyebrows. "Don't tell me you' re gay."

"Don't tell me you care,"” he replied.

My eyebrows went up a little farther. "My heart is breaking. I'll have to



burn all nmy lingerie." | kept watching his face. He was smiling but not Iike
it was a joke.

"Are you saying all that teasing is just an act?" | asked.

"Ch, no, | like wonen. But, Anita, alnpbst none of the vanpires in
Jean-Cl aude's inner circle are wonen. |'ve been acting as a porme de sangfor
two years. That's a lot of fangs sinking into your body."

"Is it really that close to sex?" | asked.

The hunor left his face and he just |ooked at ne. "You' ve really never been
rolled conpletely by a vanp, have you? | nmean | knew you had partial immunity
even before the marks, but | thought soneone sonewhere woul d have gotten to
you. "

"Nope," | said.

"Sonmetines |'mnot sure, but it may be better than sex, and al nost everyone
who' s been doi ng ne has been a guy."

"So you're bisexual ?"

"I'f what they're doing now counts as sex, yeah. If it doesn't then ... " he
| aughed, and the sound was so abrupt in the silence that | saw Zane and Jam |
junp. "If this doesn't count as sex, let's just say that 'where no nman has

gone before' no | onger applies.”

Dammed if | didn't want to ask who it had been. Maybe | woul d have asked,
but Cherry spoke and the nonent was gone. "His pulse is stronger. Losing this
much bl ood, he shoul d be getting weaker, but he's not."

Asher drew back fromthe wound. "We are not so rmuch drinking blood as
drawi ng out the corruption." He stood one hand under Nathaniel's thigh. He
nmoved the | eg back onto the bed, straightening his linbs as if he were a
sl eeping child. A nmonent before, it had been utterly sexual; now there was
something in the way Asher acted that was tender, careful

Dam an pull ed away fromthe wound. There was a spot on his lip, not red,
but black. | wondered if it had tasted bad. He wi ped the spot away with the
back of his hand. If it had been pure blood he'd have licked it off. So it
hadn't been pl easant.

He crawl ed out from under Nathaniel, |laying himcarefully on his back. He
drew covers over Nathaniel as he noved off the bed.

Cherry had her first aid kit open. She recleaned the chest wounds with
anti bacterial antiseptic. The first few sterile cloths came away sneared with
pus. W'd all noved next to the bed without realizing it. The snell was
stronger here, unpleasant, but fading. Wen the skin and wounds were
conpletely cl eaned, the flesh was whole, and bright red blood welled into the
sl ashes.

Cherry flashed the rooma smile so warmand bright that you had to smle
back. "He's going to be all right." She sounded surprised, and | wondered how
close it had been.

Soneone drew a hissing breath. | turned to the sound. Dam an was backi ng
up. He was staring at his hands. That pale, mlky skin was turning dark, a
bl ackness fl owi ng under the skin. The flesh of his hands began to peel back
whi | e we wat ched.
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"Shit," | said.

Dani an held his hands out to ne like a child that had burned its hand. |
didn't know which was worse, the terror in his face or the al nost resigned
l ook in his eyes.

| shook ny head. "No," | said, but ny voice was soft. "No," | said it
agai n, |ouder, stronger

"You cannot stop it," Asher said.

Dam an stared at the darkening flesh of his hands, soft horror on his face.
"Help me," he said, and he | ooked to ne.

| stared down at himand didn't have the faintest idea how to save him
"What can we do?" | said.



"I know you are accustoned to riding in on your white steed and saving the
day, Anita, but sone battles cannot be won," Asher said.

Dam an had gone to his knees staring at his hands. He ripped his shirt off
in pieces, leaving remmants of the sleeves on his arnms. The rotting flesh was
hal fway to his el bows. A fingernail split and fell to the floor with a burst
of somet hi ng dark and noi some. The snell was back, sweet and sickly.

"l heal ed Danmi an once of a facial cut," | said.

Dam an made a sound between a | augh and sonething nore bitter. "I didn't
ni ck nyself shaving, Anita." He shifted his gaze fromthe peeling flesh of his
hands to nme. "Even you can't heal this."

| dropped to ny knees in front of him reaching out to touch his hands.
Dam an jerked away. "Don't touch ne!"

| put ny hands over his hands. The skin felt alnost hot to the touch, as if
the corruption were cooking himfromthe inside out. The skin was soft as if,
if | pressed too hard the skin would give way like a rotted spot in an apple.

My throat was tight. "Damian, |'m... sorry." Dear God, it was an
i nadequate word. A thousand years of "life" and he'd given it up for ne. He
woul d never have taken such a risk if |I had not asked. It was ny fault.

The ook in his eyes was grateful, and pain-filled. He pulled his hands
gently out fromunder mine. Careful not to press too hard agai nst ny hands. |
think we were both afraid my fingers would sink through his skin and into the
flesh inside.

Hs face twisted in pain, and a small sound escaped his lips. | renmenbered
Nat haniel's cries of howit had hurt.
The ends of his fingers burst like overripe fruit, spilling sonmething black

and greenish onto the floor. It spattered ny arm The snell was growing in
si ckeni ng waves.

| didn't swipe at the drops on my armbut | wanted to. | wanted to slap at
themlike a spider, shrieking. My voice held sone of the strain | was trying
to keep off ny face. "I've got to at least try to heal you."

"How?" Asher asked. "How do, even you, begin to heal this?"

Dam an made a | ow whi nperi ng sound. Hi s body shuddered, face ducking, neck
twisting, and finally he screamed. Wrdl ess, hopel ess.

"How?" Asher asked agai n.

"I don't know," and | was scream ng, too.

"Only his original nmaster, the one who saved himfromthe grave, would have
any chance of healing him"

| | ooked at Asher. "I called Danmian fromhis coffin once. It was
accidental, but he answered to ny call. | kept his ... soul, whatever, from
fl eeing his body once. W are bound together, a little."

"How did you call himfromhis grave?" Asher asked.

"Necromancy," | said, "I ama necromancer, Asher."

"I know not hi ng of necronmancy," he said.

The snell swelled stronger. | breathed through ny nouth, but that just put
t he odor on the back of nmy tongue. | was alnost afraid to | ook at Dani an.

turned slowmy like a character in a horror novie, where you just know the
nmonster is right behind you, and you del ay | ooki ng because you know it will
bl ast your sanity forever. But some things are worse than any ni ghtmare. The
rot had noved past his el bows. Naked bone showed through the back of his hand.
The snell had driven all but the three of us back. | stayed kneeling in the
rotting fluid of Damian's body. Asher stayed close, but only I was stil
wi t hi n touchi ng di stance.

"If I were his master, what would | do?"

"You woul d drink his blood, take the corruption into yourself as we did for
Nat hani el . "

"I didn't think vanps fed on each other."

"Not for food," Asher said, "but there are many reasons to share bl ood.
Food is only one of them"

| stared at Dani an, watching the bl ackness spread under his skin like ink
| could actually see it sw nming underneath his flesh. "I can't drink the



corruption away," | said.

"But | could,"” Dam an's voice cane breathy w th pain.

"No!" Asher said. He took a threatening step towards us. | could feel his
power flaring out fromhimlike a whip.

Dam an flinched, but |ooked up at the other vampire. He held his hands out
to Asher, pleading.

"What is going on?" | asked, |ooking fromone to the other of them

Asher shook his head, face angry, but otherw se unreadable. | watched his
features smooth and grow bl ank. He was hi di ng sonet hi ng.

"No," | said, getting to ny feet. "No, you tell me what Dani an neant."
Nei t her spoke.

"Tell me!"™ | screaned it into Asher's cal mface.

He just stared at ne, face as closed and i npassive as a doll's.

"Damm t, one of you tell me what Danmian meant. How could he drink away his
own corruption?”

"If ... " Damian started.

"No," Asher said, pointing a finger at him

"You are not ny master," Damian said. "I nust answer."

"Shut up, Asher," | said. "Shut the fuck up and let himtalk."

"Wul d you have her risk all for you?" Asher asked.

"It does not have to be her. Only soneone with nore than human bl ood, "
Dani an sai d.

"Tell me," | said, "now "

Dam an spoke in a rushed whisper, voice edged with pain. "If | drank blood
fromone powerful ... enough. | mght be able ... " He shuddered, struggling,
then continued in a voice that was weaker than just a noment before. "M ght be
able to take in enough power to ... cure myself."

"But if the one he takes blood fromis not strong enough nystically to take
the corruption into hinself, then they will die as Damian is dying now, " Asher
sai d.

"I"'msorry," Jason said, "but count me out."

"Me, too," Zane said.

Jam | was across the room hugging his arnms. He just shook his head.

Cherry knelt by the bed. She said nothing, eyes huge, face terrified.

| finally turned back to Asher "It has to be me. | can't ask anyone else to
take the risk."

Asher grabbed the back of my hair in a novenent so fast | hadn't seen it
comng. He twisted ny face back to | ook at Danmian. "Is this how you want to
die, Anita? Is it? Is it!"

| spoke through gritted teeth. "Let go of me, Asher. Now "

He released me slowy. "Don't do this, Anita. Please, don't. The risk is

too great."
"He's right,"” Damian's voice cane in a bare whisper, so low | was surprised
I could hear it at all. "You could cure me but kill ... yourself."

The rot had spread up his arns and was gliding |ike sone nalignant force
underneath his coll arbones. His chest was |like glowing ivory, and | could fee
his heart thudding in his chest. | could feel it |like a second heartbeat in ny
own head. A vanpire's heart didn't always beat, but it was beating now

I was so scared | could taste sonething flat and netallic in ny nouth. My
fingertips tingled with the desire to run. | couldn't stay in this room and
wat ch Dam an nelt down into a stinking puddle, but part of ny brain was
screaming at me to run. Run sonewhere far away where | woul dn't have to watch
and | certainly wouldn't have to let those rotting hands touch ne.

| shook ny head. | stared at Damian, not at the rotting flesh, but at his
face, his eyes. | stared into those shining green eyes like bits of emerald
fire. It was ironic that as parts of himcorrupted and sl othed away, that what
was | eft had beconme its nost beautiful. His skin was polished ivory with a
depth of light like some white jewel. His hair seened to glow like spun
rubi es, and those eyes, those enerald eyes ... | stared at him nade nyself
see him



| swept ny hair to one side, exposing ny neck. "Do it." | dropped ny hand,
and the hair noved back to hide ny neck
"Anita," he said.

"Do it, Damian, do it. Now, please, before | |ose ny nerve."

He crawmed to me. He swept the hair aside with a hand gone bl ackened fl esh
and bone. He left a trail of sonething heavy and thick on ny shoulder. I could
feel that thickness sliding down ny shirt Iike a snail. | concentrated on the

soft glow of his skin, the inperfect slope of his nose where soneone centuries
ago had broken that perfect profile.

But it wasn't enough. | turned ny head to one side so he wouldn't have to
touch ne nore than necessary. | saw his head tense for the strike and I cl osed
my eyes. It was sharp like needles and it didn't get better. Dam an wasn't
strong enough to roll ne with his eyes. There would be no magic to take away
t he pain.

Hi s mouth | ocked agai nst the wound and he began to feed. | thought |'d have
to try and force ny power into himor |lower ny shields and let himinside ny
power, let himdrink it away. But noments after his teeth pierced ny skin,
somet hing flared between us. Power, bond, magic. It raised every hair on ny
body.

Dam an cuddl ed against the front of me, pressing our chests to one anot her
and the power burst over us in a rush that filled the roomwth sighing.
Distantly | realized that there was a wind and it was comi ng fromus. A w nd
forged of the cool touch of vanpire and the chill control of necromancy. A
wi nd forged of us.

Dam an was |ike a feeding thing at ny throat. The power took the pain,
turned it into sonething else. | felt his mouth at nmy throat, felt him
swal l owi ng ny blood, ny life, ny power. | gathered it all into us and thrust
it back into Damian. | fed it into himw th my bl ood.

| visualized his skin whole and perfect. | felt the power spill down his
body. | felt us push out the other. | could feel it flow ng out of us, not
onto the floor but into the floor, past the floor, into the ground bel ow. W
were exorcising it, ridding ourselves of it. It was no nore.

The two of us knelt bathed in power. A wind trailed Dam an's hair across ny
face, and I knew the wind was us. It was Dam an who drew back, trailing power
between us |ike the broken shreds of some dream

He knelt in front of ne, lifting his hands to nmy face. They were heal ed,
under the remmants of that black ooze, his hands were healed. H's arns heal ed.
He cradled ny face in his hands and ki ssed ne. The power was still there. It
fl owed over us, through his nouth, in a line of energy that burned.

| drew back from Dam an's kiss. | managed to sit up

"Anita."

| 1 ooked at Dam an.

"Thank you," he said.

| nodded. "You're wel cone."

"Now, " Asher said, "I think it is tinme for showers all around." He stood,

pants covered in black goop. It was on his hands, too, and | couldn't renenber
when he' d touched Dani an or the fl oor

| could feel the stuff clinging to ny bare back where Dam an had touched
me. My pants were soaked with it fromthe knees down. The clothes would have
to be burned or at |east thrown away. This was one of the reasons | kept a
pair of coveralls in ny Jeep to put on over ny clothes at crinme scenes and

some zonbie raisings. O course, | hadn't expected to get this nessy before
I'd even | eft the damn cabin.
"Showers sound great," | said. "You first."

"May | suggest that you go first. A hot shower is a wonderful |uxury, but
for Damian and ne it is a luxury, not a necessity."

"Good point," | said. My hair had kept the stuff from soaking to ny scal p,
but | could feel it when | touched ny hair.
It. | kept saying, "it." | was shying away fromthe fact that "it" was

Dam an's body rotted and | eaked out upon the floor. Sonetimes when it's too



horri bl e you have to di stance yourself fromit. Language is a good way to do
that. Victins beconme an "it" very quickly, because sonetines it's too horrible
even to say, "he," or "she." Wen you' re scraping pieces of someone's |oved
one off your hands, it has to be an "it." Has to be, or you run screaning. So,
I was covered in black, greenish it.

| washed mnmy hands thoroughly enough so | could dig through ny suitcase

wi t hout contam nating the clothes. |1'd picked out jeans and a polo shirt.
Asher appeared behind ne. | |ooked up at him

"What ?" | asked. It sounded rude even to ne. "I mean, what now?"

Asher rewarded nme with a smle. "We will have to neet Colin tonight."

| nodded. "Ch, yeah. He is definitely on ny dance card for tonight."

He smled and shook his head. "W cannot kill him Anita."

| stared at him "You nean we can't, as init's too hard a job or we can't,
as in we shouldn't do it?"

"Perhaps both, but certainly the latter."

| stood. "He sent Nathaniel to us to die." | |ooked into the suitcase, not
seeing it, just not wanting to | ook up. There was a rimof blackness at the
base of ny fingernails that the scrubbing at the sink hadn't lifted. There had
been a nonment when the power broke between us, and | knew it would work, but
until that second ... | had tried very hard not to think about it. It was only
after 1'd gone into the bathroomto clean ny hands off that | started to
shake. 1'd stayed in the bathroomuntil mnmy hands were steady. The fear was
under control, all that was |left was anger.

"I do not think anyone was neant to die, Anita. | think it was a test."

"A test of what?" | asked.

"How much power we truly have. In a way it was a conplinent. He woul d never
have contam nated Nathaniel if he thought we had no hope of saving him"

"How can you be so sure?"

"Because, to kill a pormme de sangof another master vanpire is a norta
insult. Wars have begun over |ess."

"But he knows we can't nake war on himw thout the Council hunting us
down. "

"Which is why we cannot kill him" Asher held up his hand, which stopped ne
with ny nouth open. | closed it. "The last naster you killed was threatening
your life directly. You killed her to protect yourself. Self-defense is
all owed. But Colin has not offered us personal violence."

"That is cutting it pretty damm cl ose, Asher."

He gave a graceful nod. "Qui."

"So if we kill himthe Council comes back to town and cl eans our clock."

Slight frown Iines showed between his eyes. | don't think he understood the
slang. "They will kill us," he said.

I'd met some of the Council, and | knew he was right. Jean-d aude had
enem es on the Council and now so did |I. No, | did not want to give the
ni ght mares of all vanpirekind an excuse to cone back to St. Louis and w pe us
out .

"What can we do? Because, mark ne on this, Asher, they will pay for what
they did to Nathaniel."

"I agree. If we do nothing to avenge the insult, it will be viewed as a
sign of weakness and Colin may cone against us and kill us."

"Why is everything so dammed conplicated with you guys?" | asked. "Wy
couldn't Colin just believe we'd come down here to rescue Richard?"

"Because we didn't leave town." Nathaniel's voice cane thin but steady from
the bed. He blinked Iilac eyes at me. Cherry had bandaged his chest and the
neck wound was covered with a | arge piece of taped gauze. | assuned the thigh
wound was simlarly covered, but the bedspread covered himfromthe wai st
down.

"When Richard got out of jail, Colin expected us to | eave town. VWen we
didn't, he thought we nmeant to take over his territory."

| went to stand by the bed. "Zane said you went off with one of Verne's
wer ewol ves. How did the vanps get hold of you?"



"Mra," he said

"Excuse ne?" | said.

"The werewolf's nane is Mra." He | ooked away fromnme as if he didn't want
to look me in the face while he tal ked. "She took nme hone. W had sex. Then
she left the room When she cane back the vanpires were with her." He | ooked

up at me. | found nyself staring down into his eyes and the need in them was
so raw it made ne flinch

"There were too many of themfor you to fight, Nathaniel," | said. "It's
okay."

"Fight?" He | aughed, and it was so bitter it hurt just to hear it. "There
was no fight. | was already chai ned down."

I frowned. "Why?"

He let out a long sigh. "Anita, Anita, CGod." He put one arm across his
eyes.

Zane cane to the rescue, sort of. "You know that Nathaniel is a
subm ssive?"

| nodded. "I know he likes to be tied up and ... " The light dawned. "OCh,
okay. | get it. Mra invited you home for some S and M sex."
"D and S, domi nance and submi ssion," Zane said, "but yeah."

| took a deep breath, nistake. The roomstill stank of bodily fluids, the
unpl easant kind. "So she wapped you up like a present and gave you to thenP"

"Yes," he said, softly. "The sex had been good. She was a good top."

"Top?" | asked.

"Domi nant," Zane said.

Ah.

Nat hani el curled onto his side, drawing the bedspread around him "The
master, Colin, paid her to bring one of us to them Anyone of us. It didn't
matter who. It could have been Jason, or Zane, or Cherry. One of their
animal s, he said." He huddl ed down into the blankets, eyes fluttering shut,

t hen open, then shut.

| looked at Cherry. "lIs he alright?"

"I gave himsonmething to help himsleep. It won't last |long. Qur
nmet abol i sms are too fast, but he'll get maybe half an hour, an hour if we're
[ ucky."

"I'f you're not going to take a shower, I'd like to," Dam an said.

"No, I"'mgetting in."

"But you can't wear what you've picked out," Asher said.

| frowned at him "What are you talking about ?"

"Jean- C aude sent a trunk of clothes just for this occasion,’

"Ch, no," | said, "no nore |eather and |ace shit."

"I agree with you, Anita," Asher said. "If we were sinply going to kil
themit wouldn't matter what we wore, but we are putting on a show as nuch as
anyt hi ng. Appearance will mtter."

"Well, shit," | said. "Fine, I'll dress up, we won't kill anyone, but you
better come up with sonmething that we can do to them They can't abuse our
people like this and just wal k away."

"They will expect retribution, Anita. They are waiting for it."

| 1 ooked at Nat haniel cuddl ed so deep in the blankets that only the top of
his head showed. "This retribution better be good, Asher."

“I will do ny best.”

he sai d.

| shook ny head. "You do that." | went into the shower w thout any clothes
to put on because the trunk was in the other cabin. | figured with both
coffins in nmy rooml didn't need the trunk. I'd really hoped we woul dn't be
opening the dam thing. | hated dressing up in normal dressy clothes.

Jean-C aude' s idea of dressing up was al ways worse.
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It took three rounds of shanpoo to get ny hair clean. The stuff on ny body
didn't seemto want to cone off unless | scrubbed. There is that point in the



m ddl e of the back that you just can't do yourself. It is one of the few areas
that married people have an edge on us single folk. |I finally had to turn the
shower on as high as it would go and just let it pound the mddle of my back
The stuff finally sloughed off and floated down the drain.

The stuff clung like nothing I'd ever had to clean off before. That
i ncluded real rotting corpses and zonbi es. None of it had ever been as tough
to get rid of as Damian's ... fluids.

Cherry was the one who knocked on the door and brought in a pile of

clothes. | didn't Iike any of them Too much leather for ny taste. It took two
trips back and forth, wapped in nothing but a towel, to find clothes that I
was willing to wear. There was one red | eather bodysuit that seened to be

not hi ng but straps. It mght be interesting for private use just between
Jean- O aude and nyself, but wearing it in public was definitely out.

| ended up in a short-sleeved, black velvet, mdriff top with such a | ow
neckline that it took a special bra under it just so the bra didn't show.
Jean- d aude had kindly packed the bra. It was one of those uplifting ones, and
if there was one thing ny chest didn't need, it was nore lift; but it was also
the only bra | had access to that plunged | ow enough that it didn't show with
the shirt. There was a velvet dress that would have needed the bra for its
neckl i ne, too. Jean-C aude had been a busy little vampire.

Everything fit perfectly, if you were willing to wear it. | picked a
| eather skirt as the lesser of evils. There was a pair of thigh-high black
boots that zipped in the back. The tops of the boots were wide and stiff and
open at the back. The fronts of the boots cane up to the absolute Iimt of ny
| egs, brushing ny groin at odd nmoments if | wal ked wong. The boots had to
have been custom mnmade for ne. | didn't renmenber Jean-C aude ever measuring ne
for shoes. He'd held pretty nuch every inch of nme in his hands at one point or
anot her. Apparently, that had been enough

But the leather skirt had belt |oops for nmy shoul der hol ster, and the
velvet midriff had enough sl eeves that the shoul der straps didn't dig into any
bare flesh. The side straps felt a little strange against ny bare sides when
noved, but it was doable. O course, there was no way to wear an inner-pants
hol ster in the skirt.

| had added the spine sheath down ny back and both wist sheaths. The spine
sheat h showed underneath the mdriff, but hey, they expected us to be arned.
Frankly, | wanted a second gun with me. One of the good things about flying on
Jean-Cl aude's private jet as opposed to an airline was that | had several guns
to choose from

It was a mni-Uzi on a shoulder strap. It had a clip that attached to the
back of the skirt so it didn't swing around too nuch, but you could pull it
out into the open with one hand.

VWen | put it on, Asher's only comrent had been, "W can't kill them
Anita."

| 1 ooked at the weapons that |'d laid out on one of the |ast clean spaces
of floor. There was an American Derringer, a second Browning H -Power, a
sawed- of f shotgun, and one punp-action shotgun

| looked up at him "I didn't bring everything | had.

"So glad to hear it," he said. "But the machine gun is a killing weapon,
not hi ng nore. "

"The reason I'min this outfit is because you said we need to nmake a good

show. Well, we can't cause harmfroma distance. W can't spread corruption
with any of your bites. What the hell are we going to do, Asher? Wat can we
possibly do that will inpress then?" | swung the Uzi into ny |left hand
pointing it at the ceiling. "If there's anyone with himtonight that we can
kill, I'"I'l kill themwith this."

"And you think that will inpress or frighten Colin?"

"Have you ever seen a vanpire cut in half by one of these?" | asked.

Asher seemed to think about that for a few seconds as if he'd seen so nany
horrible things that he just wasn't sure. Finally, he shook his head. "No,
have not."



"Well, | have." | let the gun swing back to the small of mnmy back. "It
i mpressed me. "

"Did you do it?" he asked, his voice soft.

| shook ny head. "No, just saw it done."

Jam | knelt beside ne. He was wearing something that had started life as a
bl ack T-shirt but had been cut so severely at the neck, arms, and midriff that
it | ooked nore like a wishful thought than a shirt. It covered his nipples,
and that was about it. But his upper body was muscul ar and inpressive nearly
bare. W were going for inpressive tonight. He'd gotten to keep his bl ack
jeans and | was jealous. But Jam| didn't belong to Jean-C aude, so there'd
been no tine to have sonme piece of leather specially made. Truthfully, |
hadn't been a hundred percent certain Janm| was even going to cone with us.
Not only was Janmi|l comng but so was Richard. Surprise, surprise. Jam | took
an arm oad of clothes for Richard to choose from Shang-Da was com ng al ong as
wel I, and he needed to change. Though he, like Jami |, had never bel onged to
Jean-C aude intimately enough to have specially nmade clothes. So it was
what ever they could find in his suitcase. Happy hunting.
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Dam an had refused to share a shower with Asher even though they were both
dirty and woul d need soneone to hel p scrape the stuff fromthe harder-to-reach

pl aces. 1'd suggested they share a shower because they were both guys. | knew
t hat Asher was bisexual, but | still had a hard time wapping ny Mdwestern
upbringi ng around the fact that it didn't matter what sex Asher shared a
shower with, he saw both as sexual objects. | knewit, and it didn't really
bot her ne, but every once in a while, the knowl edge surprised me. | don't know
why.

Asher cane out of the shower with nothing but a towel knotted at his waist.
Dam an went into the shower. The | ast of the night. Jason had hel ped Asher
scrape the harder-to-reach places. Jason didn't tease the vanpire. He just
went in, hel ped himclean up, and got out. I'd actually wondered, after
Jason's little confession, if he would tease nmen the same way he teased wonen.
Apparently not.

The scars on Asher's chest were very visible. As he wal ked, the scars on
his right thigh flashed fromthe towel. The rest of himwas a pal e gol den
perfection. He'd once known what it was like to walk into any room and have
peopl e gasp at his beauty. People still gasped, but not for the sane reasons.

Zane and Cherry were being very careful not to ook at him They kept their
faces bl ank, but their disconfort screaned how they felt.

Asher's face was bland, as if he didn't notice, but | knew he did.

Jason didn't | ook away. He'd pulled on a pair of |eather pants but waited
on the shirt and boots because he still had to hel p Dam an fl ake the gunk off
his skin. He sat on one of the coffins, swinging his bare feet, |ooking at ne.
H s eyes flicked to the vanpire, then back to ne.

Oh, hell. Who died and nade ne den nother? You'd think hanging around wth
this many preternatural studly guys would nmean there was a | ot of sex, and
sexual tension was in the air a lot, but nore than sex, was pain. | don't know

if it was because | was a girl, or what, but |I ended up doing a hell of a |lot
nor e hand- hol di ng than any of the guys. Maybe it was a girl thing. | certainly
didn't think of nmyself as particularly conpassionate. So why was it ne wal ki ng
across the floor to the vanpire?

Asher was kneeling in front of the trunk. H s back was snooth and al nost
perfect, only a fewtrailing scars where the holy water had dri pped down his
side. H s golden hair hung thick and wet, water trailing in silver lines down
hi s back. There weren't enough towels, so the guys were forgoing a second
towel for the hair.

| took the towel 1'd used for ny hair fromthe back of the desk chair. 1'd
put it there so it could dry. I went to himand put a hand on his shoul der. He
flinched, |lowering his head, trying to get the wet hair to cover his scarred



face. The gesture was automatic, no thinking required, and it hurt ny heart to
see himdo it

If we'd been lovers, I'd have licked the water off his chest, caressing ny
tongue down the deep scars, maybe even slid a hand under the towel. But we
weren't lovers, and |'d never seen himnude. | didn't know what was under the
towel. He'd told ne once that he was still fully functional, but that didn't
really tell me what he | ooked |ike under the towel. And as confortable as |
was with him | wasn't sure | wanted to know. If it was as bad as his chest, |

was al nost sure | didn't want to see. Yes, | admt there was a small part of
me that did want to know for sheer curiosity's sake.
| did the best | could. I laid ny face agai nst the roughness of his right

cheek. "What are you going to wear?"

He sighed and | eaned his face into me. One hand touched ny hand, sliding ny
arm across his danp chest. "I think we shall need to shock them | shall wear
very little."

I moved back enough to see his face. He kept nmy hand pressed to his chest,
resting on the snooth perfection of his left side. "You sure about that?"

He smiled but blinked at the same tinme so | couldn't read his eyes. He
patted ny hand and let me go. "I amaccustoned to the effect | have on people,
ma cherie. | have had centuries to use it to ny advantage."

| stood and draped the towel over his shoulders. "You'll need this for your
hair."

He grabbed the ends of the towel like a shawl, pressing the cloth to his
nose and nmouth. "It snells of the sweet scent of your skin."

| touched a strand of that heavy, gold hair. "You say the nicest things."
stared down into that face, into the frosted blue of his eyes, and felt
something low in ny body tighten. A sudden flexing of lust that made nme catch
nmy breath. Sonetinmes it happens. Sonmetimes it's just a gesture, a turn of the
head, and you catch your breath, your body reacts on a level that you can't
control. When it happens, you pretend it didn't, you hide it. Heaven forbid
that the object of such instant desire should know what you're thinking. But
tonight, | let it showin my eyes. | let himsee how he noved ne.

He took ny hand and laid a gentle kiss against nmy skin. "Ma cherie.

Jason canme to stand near us, |eaning against the nearest coffin as he'd
| eaned agai nst the desk. "Damm," he said.

"What ?" | asked.

"You' ve seen nme naked, or alnpbst. W' ve been up close and very personal."
He sighed. "And you didn't look at ne |like that."

"Jeal ous?" | asked.

He seened to think about that for a second, then nodded. "Yeah, | think I

am

Asher | aughed and it was touchable, caressable, like a feather trailing
down your skin held by a know edgeabl e hand. "In that snooth, perfect body, in
the full bloom of your youth, alive and breathing, and you are jeal ous of ne.
How | ovel y. "

A knock on the door saved us fromfurther discussion. | drew the Browning
and put my back to the wall near the door. "Wo is it?"

"I't's Verne."

| parted the drape and | ooked out. He seened to be alone. | opened the door
and ushered himinside. The noment his back was to me, | pressed the gun

barrel into his back and kicked the door closed.

He froze. "Wat's up?" he asked.

"You tell us," | said.

"Anita," Asher said.

"No, he's the Ufric. He's supposed to have his pack under solid control."

| felt his ribs expand through the gun barrel. "I can snmell the shit in the
carpet, the sheets. Colin pay a visit?"

| shoved the barrel tight enough into his back to |l eave a bruise. "He left
a present."

"He gave us one of his presents once,'’

Verne said. "I know what |'m



snelling in here because | held Erin's hand while he rotted to death."

"Why should | believe you?" | asked.

"I'f you have a problemw th Colin's people, why pull a gun on ne?"

"One of your wolves |ured Nathaniel away and delivered himto the
vanpires."

Again | felt the nmovenent through the gun barrel as he turned his head to
| ook at the bed. "Wy isn't he dead?"

"That's our business," | said.

He nodded. "Which of ny wol ves delivered your cat to Colin?"

"Mra," | said.

"Shit," he said. "I knew she was pissed that Richard had stopped seeing

her, but | never thought she'd go over to the vanpires."

Asher wal ked to us. "By rules of hospitality, you can be held responsible
for the actions of your pack."

"What can | do to nmake up for this breach of protocol?" The words sounded
way too formal for Verne's down-home draw .

| leaned into himbecause the gun couldn't get any closer w thout going
into his body. Had to make my point somehow. "How do | know you didn't tel
her to do it?"

"I told you what he did to Erin. Colin said we were getting above
oursel ves, forgetting that vanmpires are nore powerful than any animal. How the
hell did you cure your |eopard?"

"His nane's Nathaniel,"” | said.

Verne took a deep breath, let it out slowy. "How did you cure Nathaniel ?"

I flicked ny eyes past Verne's body to Asher. He gave the slightest of
nods, and | backed up enough steps that I'd be out of reach in case Verne was
upset about the gun. But | kept the gun pointed at him because | was stil
closer than ten feet. Even a normal man arned with just a knife can close that
di stance qui cker than nost peopl e can uphol ster a gun

"At great risk to ourselves," Asher said.

"How?" Verne asked. He noved towards the bed as if | was of no inportance.
Asher told himhow we'd heal ed Nat hani el

"And neither of you were poisoned by it?" Verne asked.

"Dam an was affected,” Asher said.

Verne searched the room "You nean the red-haired vanpire?"

Asher nodded.

"l can hear himin the bathroom He should be dead."

"Yes, he should be," Asher said.

Verne turned and | ooked at me then. "Qur varganor said she felt your power
tonight. Said you conjured up some sort of spell."

"I don't know the termvarganor," | said.

"A pack's wi se woman or wi se man, a witch usually, but not always.
Sonetimes just a psychic. Most packs don't bother with them anynore. How did
you save the vanpire once he started to rot?"

| holstered the Browning. One, | couldn't keep the gun naked in ny hands
forever; two, | was beginning to believe Verne. "I'm a necronancer, Verne.
Dam an's a vanmpire. | healed him"

H s eyes narrowed. "Just |ike that?"

| laughed. "No, not just like that. W damm near didn't save him but we
didit."

"Coul d you cure one of mny peopl e?"

"Did Colin do one of your people tonight?" | asked.

He shook his head. "No, but if we stand with you against him he will."

"Why woul d you stand with us on this?" | asked.

"Because | hate that bl oodsucking son of a bitch."

"If that's true, then Mra broke pack |aw, " Jason said.

Verne nodded. "Normally, I'd kick her ass. She di sobeyed ne, but she
i njured you. Your grievence takes precedence." He glanced at Asher, then at
me, as if he wasn't a hundred percent sure who to ask perm ssion of. "Wat can
nmy pack do to meke this right between us?"



| looked at him head to one side. | didn't |like the idea that one of his

wol ves had betrayed Nathaniel. It made me not trust him But | understood why
Mra was pissed. Richard had dunmped her. A woman scorned and all that.
"First, delay the greeting cerenony,” | said. "We're going to be ass deep

in vanpires; there won't be time for anything else tonight."
Ver ne nodded. "Done."
"And | want Mra's head in a basket," | said
"W need a place to neet Colin," Asher said.
"Qur lupanar is ready for conpany," Verne said.
"Mbst generous," Asher said.
It was generous. Maybe too generous. "You understand that we aren't going

to kill Colin for this. That whatever happens tonight -— unless he attacks us,
forces us to defend ourselves -— we'll be leaving in a few days, and Colin
will still be Master of the City."

"You nmean if | help you hurt him he may hold a grudge?" Verne said.

| nodded. "Yeah."

"Erin was a good kid. He wasn't even one of the young ones that had gone up
agai nst the vanpires. They picked hi m because he was one of ny wol ves."

"Nat hani el said that Mra had been paid to bring one of our aninals to
Colin," | said.

"It sounds like him" Verne's hands balled into fists, and his power noved
through the cabin like a line of heat. "lI've wanted himto pay for what
happened to Erin for ten years, but | haven't had the power to go up against
him"

"You don't want hi mdead?" | asked, and | sounded surprised.

"Colin, for the nost part, |eaves us alone. But better yet, he can't cal
wol ves. If we kill him a new master will nove in, naybe one that can contro
wol ves. Maybe one that is a bigger, nmeaner son of a bitch. Dead woul d be
great, but not until | know what it would cost ny pack."

"The devil you know or the devil you don't," | said.

Verne | ooked at me for a second, then nodded. "Yes."

"Great," | said, "let's turn up the fire under this particular devil and

roast his cojones.”
For one of the fewtines on this trip, everyone seened to be in agreenent.

I was used to killing vanpires, not punishing them because |I'd |learned a |ong
time ago that you either killed nonsters or left themthe fuck al one. Once you
pull on their tail, metaphorically speaking, you' re just never quite sure how
they're going to react. Sorry, cancel that. | knew exactly how Colin woul d
react. The question was how rmuch bl ood woul d be spilled and could we possibly
pull this off wthout getting sone of our people killed. | didn't give a damm
if we killed sonme of Colin's people, in fact, | was sort of |ooking forward to
it.

17

| wal ked through a world of silvered moon shadows and the bl ack outlines of
trees. The boots were | ow heel ed enough and they fit well enough that they
actually weren't bad for wal king through the woods. It wasn't the fit of
anything that made it unconfortable to be out in the woods; it was the heat
and the noise. There was sweat at the bend of ny knees underneath the nyl ons

and the leather. |'d added a | eather jacket, borrowed from Jason. The jacket
hid the mni-Uzi and the big | eather purse | had slung over one shoul der. The
purse was Cherry's and had a can of aerosol hair spray init. | had a golden

lighter in the pocket of the jacket. The lighter belonged to Asher. It was too
hot to be wearing the jacket.

Al that |eather crinkled and sighed every time |I noved. Under other
circumstances, it might have been interesting; as it was, it was irritating.
I mportant safety tip: Don't try to sneak up on people in new |l eather. At |east
not people with supernatural hearing. O course, we weren't sneaking up on
anybody tonight. The vanpires knew we were coning



Verne's people had delivered the nessage. Once Richard arrived on the
scene, My suspicious nature was ignored. If Verne said he told the vanps where
to neet and why, then of course Richard believed him Truthfully, so did I

but it still bugged me how easily Richard accepted Verne's word.

O course, Richard had been visiting with Verne's pack for several years
every sumer. He knew themas friends. | respected friendship; | just didn't
al ways trust it. Ckay, | didn't trust other people's friends. | trusted ny
own, because | trusted ny own judgnent. Wich nmeant, | guess, that | stil
didn't trust Richard's judgnment. No, | didn't.

Thi nki ng of himwas enough. | could feel himoff to ny left Iike a warm
presence noving through the sumrer night. | had a moment of feeling him
wal king. | could feel the rhythmof his body as he noved. | was al nost dizzy,

stunbling, as | pulled away fromthe inmage.

Zane took my arm "You all right?"

| nodded and pulled away. | didn't know himthat well yet. If | had a
choice, | wasn't that touchy-feely with people I didn't know. But the noment |
pul l ed away, | felt himshrink back. | knew wi thout any nagic at all that I'd
hurt his feelings. | was his Nimr-ra, his | eopard queen, and | was supposed
to like him or at least not dislike him | didn't know whether apol ogi zi ng
woul d make it worse or better, so | said nothing.

Zane noved off through the woods, |leaving me to nyself. He was wearing the
| eat her pants, vest, and boots he'd worn on the plane. Funny how Zane's
personal wardrobe was just fine for tonight.

Ri chard stopped noving and stared at ne across the yards that separated us.

He was dressed all in black: |leather pants and a silk shirt that clung to his
new, inproved, muscul ar upper body. He'd been lifting weights since
Jean-Cl aude | ast nmeasured himfor shirts. He stood there all in black, a color

I'd never seen himin. The noonlight was strong enough that | could see his
face in bold highlights; only the eyes were lost to shadow, as if he were
blind. Even fromhere, | could feel himlike a line of heat in ny body.

Earlier, Asher had made things in ny body go | ow and tight. But now,
standing in the hot, sumrer woods, watching the gl eam of noonlight reflecting
off the silk and | eather on Richard' s body, seeing his hair slide |ike a soft
cloud around his shoulders, it nade ny chest tight, closer to tears than to
| ust, because he wasn't nine anynore. Wether | liked it or not, whether |
wanted it or not, | would always regret not having been with Richard. I'd had
ot her opportunities in the past for being with other guys in intimte
settings, but I'd never regretted saying no before. In fact, | always felt
like 1'd dodged a bullet. Only Richard made nme regret.

He started wal king towards nme. It nade me | ook away as if we'd been at a
restaurant or sonething, and |I'd been caught staring at ny ex. | renenbered a
night just after college when |'d been in a restaurant with some friends, and
seen nmy ex-fiance with his newgirlfriend. He'd wal ked towards us as if he'd
introduce ne to her. 1'd fled to the |adies’ roomand hid out until one of ny
girlfriends came and told ne the coast was clear. Four years ago, |1'd run for
cover because he had dunped ne and didn't seemto nmiss ne. Now | stood ny
ground but not because | had dunped Richard. | stood ny ground because ny
pride wouldn't let me hurry away through the trees and pretend | hadn't run
away. | wasn't nuch into running |l ately.

So | stood there in the silvered dark, ny heart beating in my throat, and
waited for himto conme to ne.

Jam | and Shang-Da stood together in the dark, watching but not follow ng
him as if he'd told themto stay put. Even fromhere, | could tell Shang-Da
didn't like it. As far as | could see, Shang-Da hadn't changed cl othes. He was
still in his all-black, totally nonochronmed tailored suit, shirt, and
accessori es.

Ri chard cane to stand about two feet in front of me. He just | ooked down at
me and said nothing. | couldn't read his expression, and | didn't want to read
hi s m nd agai n.

| broke first, babbling. "I'msorry about that, Richard. | didn't nmean to



i nvade you like that. I'mnot very good at controlling the marks yet."

"That's all right," he said. Why is it that voices in the dark can sound so
much nore intimte?

"You okay with Asher's plan for tonight?" | asked, nmore for sonmething to
say while he stared down at ne than for anything el se.

Verne had | earned through Mra that Colin believed that Asher was his
repl acenent. Both nmasters were of an equival ent age. Colin was nore powerful
but much of that extra power could have been fromthe ties that nade him
Master of the City. It was the first time |I'd ever been told that just being
Master of the City gave you extra power. Live and learn

"l understand that Asher has to convince Colin that he doesn't want the
job," Richard said.

Asher had decided that the way to do that was to convince Colin he was
infatuated with ne and with Jean-Cl aude. | wasn't sure how | felt about the
plan, really. But we all agreed, even Richard, that the |ocal vanps woul dn't
believe that ties of friendship and nostal gia made Asher happy where he was.

Vampires are like people in one respect, they'll believe a sexual explanation
bef ore an i nnocent one. Even death doesn't change the human trait of being
willing to believe the worst of a person rather than the best.

"I't's none of ny business what you do or who you do it with, renenmber?" H's
voi ce was a great deal more neutral than his words.

"I was enbarrassed in the bathroom You caught ne off guard."

"I remenber,"” | said. He shook his head. "If we're supposed to flaunt our
power tonight, that nmeans we need to use the marks."

"Mra told themthat you were interview ng new | upas. They know we're not
an item" | said.

"W don't have to show them domestic bliss, Anita, just power." He held out
his hand to ne.

| stared at it. The last tine he'd | ed nme through sumrer woods had been the
ni ght he killed Marcus. The ni ght when everything had gone w ong.

"I don't think I can take another stroll through the woods, Richard."

Hi s hand closed into a fist. "I know | handled it badly that night, Anita.
You' d never seen ne shapeshift, and | shifted on top of you, while you
couldn't get away. |'ve thought about that. | couldn't have chosen a worse way
to introduce you to what | was. | know that now, and |'msorry | scared you."

Scared didn't quite cover it, but | didn't say it out |oud. He was
apol ogi zing, and | was going to accept it. "Thank you, Richard. | didn't mean
to hurt you. | just "

"Couldn't handle it," he said.

| sighed. "Couldn't handle it."

He held his hand out to ne. "I'msorry, Anita."

"Me, too, Richard."”

He gave a small smile. "No magic, Anita, just your hand in nine."

| shook nmy head. "No, Richard."

"Afrai d?" he asked.

| stared up at him "When we need to draw the nmarks, we can touch; but not
here, not now. "

He reached up to touch ny face, and | heard the silk of his shirt rip. He
| owered his armand put three fingers in the ripped seam "That's the third
time that's happened." He spread the seamon the other arm putting his whole
hand in it. He turned and showed ne his back. The seans at the shoul ders had
pul | ed apart on both sides |ike mouths.

| giggled, and | don't do that often. "You look like the Incredible Hulk."

He flexed his arnms and shoul ders |ike a bodybuil der. The | ook of nock
concentration on his face nmade ne laugh. The silk ripped with an al nost wet
sound. Silk sounds the closest to flesh of any cloth when you tear it; only
| eat her sounds nore alive under a bl ade.

H s tanned flesh showed pal e through the black cloth, as if sone invisible
knife were slashing rips init. He straightened up. One sleeve had ripped so
badly at the shoulder that it flapped around his upper arm The seans at the



top of his chest were like twin smles.
"I feel a draft," he said. He turned and showed nme his back. The shirt had
peel ed of f his back, hanging in tatters.

"It's trashed,"” | said.

"Too much weight lifting since | was neasured for the shirt."
"You are perilously close to being too nuscular,"” | said.
"Can you ever be too nuscul ar?" he asked.

"Yes, you can," | said.

"You don't like it?" he asked. He wadded his hands into the front of the
shirt and pulled. The silk tore into black shreds, ripping like a soft scream
He tossed the silk at ne. | caught it by reflex, not thinking.

He grabbed what was left of the shirt across his shoulders and pulled it
over his head, exposing every inch of his chest, his shoulders. He strained
his arms upward, meking the nuscles nold against his skin fromstomach to
shoul der.

It didn't just nmake me catch ny breath, it nade ne catch and hol d,
forgetting to breathe for a few seconds, so that when |I did renenber, ny
breath came out in a shaky gasp. So much for being cool and sophisti cated.

He lowered his arns and all that was left were the sleeves. He pulled them
off like a stripper removing |long gloves and let the bits of silk fall to the
ground. He stood | ooking at nme, nude fromthe waist up

"Am | supposed to appl aud or say, 'My, ny, M. Zeeman, what big shoul ders
you have'? |'m aware that you have a great body, Richard. You don't have to
rub ny face init."

He moved into me until he was standing so close that a hard thought woul d
have nade us touch. "Wat a good idea," he said.

| frowned at him because | wasn't followi ng. "Wiat's a good idea?"

"Rubbi ng your face in nmy body," he said, his voice so lowthat it was
al nost a whi sper.

| blushed and hoped he couldn't see it in the dark. "lIt's an expression
Richard. You know | didn't nean it."
"I know," he said, "but it's still a good idea."

| stepped back. "Go away, Richard."

"You don't know the way to the |upanar,’

“I"1l find it on nmy own; thanks, anyway."

He started to reach out to touch nmy face, and | al nost stunbl ed backi ng up
He flashed ne a quick smle and was gone, running through the trees. | could
feel the roil of power like wind in a sail. He rode the energy of the woods,
the night, the nmoon overhead, and if | wanted to, | could go along for the
ride. I stood there, hugging ny arns, concentrating everything | had on
bl ocki ng hi mout, cutting the power between us.

VWen | felt alone and | ocked within my own skin again, | opened ny eyes.
Jason was standing so close it made ne junp. It also made ne realize how
careless |1'd been

"Damm, Jason, you scared ne."

"Sorry. | thought soneone should stay behind and make sure no vanpires made
off with you."

"Thanks, | mean that."

"You all right?" he asked.

| shook nmy head. "I'mfine."

He grinned, and there was al nost enough noonlight to see the |aughter in
his eyes. "He's getting better at it," Jason said.

"Cetting better at what?" | asked. "Being Ufric?"

"Seduci ng you," Jason said.

| stared at him

"You know how | was jeal ous of the way you | ooked at Asher?"

| nodded.

"The way you |l ook at Richard ... " He just shook his head. "It's
somet hi ng. "

| took a deep breath and let it out slowmy. "It doesn't matter."

he sai d.



"It matters,"” he said. "It doesn't make you happy, but it matters.”

And to that, there wasn't a damm thing | could say. W started wal ki ng
t hrough the woods in the general direction everyone el se had been going. W
didn't need no stinking directions.
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We found the |lupanar, and we didn't need directions. W had Jason's nose
and ny ability to sense the dead. 1'd assuned that all |upanars were the sane,
but yards away fromthis one, I knew | was wong. \Watever |ay up ahead had

death mixed in with it: old death. It felt alnpst |ike a restless grave.
Sonetimes you'd be out in the woods and find one. An old grave where soneone
was buried without rites, just a shallow hole in the ground. The dead don't
much care for shallow holes. It needs to be deep and wi de or they get
restless. Cremation takes care of all of it, actually. |I'd never nmet a ghost
of sonmeone who had been cremated

We coul d see the soft shine of lanterns through the trees when Jason

stopped, touching my armfor attention. "I don't like what I'msnelling," he
sai d.

"What do you nean?" | asked.

"A body aboveground for a long tine."

"A zonbie?" | made it a question.

He shook his head. "No, drier, older than that."

We both | ooked at each other. | was pretty sure we were both thinking the
same thing. Rotting vanpire. | realized that | was clutching his arm and he

was clutching nine. W stood in the dark Iike children wondering if that noise
was really a nonster or if it was the wind. Neither of us took that next step
to find out. If we'd had covers, we'd have been under them

If we'd gone in there just to kill them 1'd have been all right. A
sl ash-and-burn operation was ny style lately. Every tinme we approached the
vanps on their own territory by their own rules, we got hurt. | realized
suddenly how rmuch | did not want to walk into that place and negotiate wth
the nonsters. | wanted to press a gun under Colin's chin and pull the trigger
I wanted done with it. | did not want to walk in there and gi ve hi m power over
me through sone ancient rules of hospitality anong the terminally anemc

Dam an cane gliding through the trees. He was dressed in the standard
uni form of black | eather pants so tight you knew that nothing el se was under
them but vanpire. But he was wearing a black silk T-shirt with a scooped neck
It |ooked alnost Iike a woman's shirt. Hi s shoul der-1ength hair hel ped the
illusion of femnity, but the chest and shoul ders that peeked out of the shirt
ruined the effect: masculine, definitely masculine.

Jason was wearing an al nost identical outfit, except the shirt and pants
were satin. Though the knee-high boots were identical. For the first time, |
realized that Jason was broader through the shoul ders than Dam an. Had t hat
just happened recently? | | ooked fromthe werewolf to the vanpire and shook mny
head. They grow up so fast.

VWhat | said out |oud was, "You guys | ook Iike backup singers for a Gothic
band. "

"Everyone's waiting for you," Dam an said.

| realized that | still didn't want to go. |I felt Jason shake his head.
"No, " he said.

"You're afraid," Dam an said.

Jason nodded. | frowned. Jason and | were both usually braver than this, no
matter what nasty things were in the next room-— or the next clearing, as the
case may be.

"What's up, Dami an? What's happeni ng?"

"I told you what Colin was."

"You called hima night hag. He can feed off fear. Was that supposed to be
a clue?" | asked.

"He can al so cause fear in others,

Dam an sai d.



| took a deep breath and forced nyself to relax ny hold on Jason's arm He
kept his death grip. "That makes sense,” | said. "They can al ways guarantee a
nmeal that way, right?"

Dam an nodded. "But he also enjoys it. Fear is like a drug to a night hag.
My old master said it was better than bl ood, because she could wal k through a
worl d of fear. If she desired it, she could nove through a world that
trenbl ed, ever so slightly, at her passing."

"And that's what Colin is doing tonight?" | said.

Jason dropped his hand fromny arm He stayed cl ose enough that our arms
brushed, but we weren't huddling in the dark like rabbits.

"I can usually tell when a vanmp is doing mnd stuff on ne. He's good."

"This is different fromthe other nmaster-level powers, Anita. My first
master said it was |ike breathing to a human, sonething you did wthout
t hi nki ng about it. She could intensify it, but she could never really stop it.
A low | evel dread surrounded her at all times."

"Was she scary in bed?" Jason asked. | think he neant it as a joke.

The | ook on Dam an's face even by moonlight wasn't funny. "Yes," he said.
"Yes, she was." He | ooked at nme, and there was an intensity in his face that |
didn't like. He actually reached out to nme, then let his hand drop

He finally said. "Sone of the masters can feed off of other things, not
just fear. "

"What el se?" | asked.

Asher breathed through my mind, and he nmust have done the sane to Dani an
because we both junped. Hi's voice cane |like a whisper in a nearby room al nost
as if it was sound wi thout words. "Hurry."

There was no nore tal k. W hurri ed.

The lantern Iight shone through the trees like small, yell ow nmoons. Dam an
glided through that last line of trees into the clearing. | didn't glide.
stunbl ed over the outer edge of the clearing. There was a power circle in this
| and so old and wal ked so often that it was like a curtain waiting to be drawn
around the lupanar. It would take al nbst no power to bring whatever was here
alive.

VWien | quit seeing with that inner vision and | ooked out into the clearing,
| stopped wal king. | just stood and stared. Jason stood and stared with ne.
Bet ween the two of us, we were getting pretty jaded, but the lupanar of the
GCak Tree Clan was worth a stare or two.

It was a huge clearing with an oak tree in the center of it, but that was
like saying the Enpire State Building is tall. The tree was |ike sone great
spreading giant. A hundred feet tall, rising up and up. There was a body
hangi ng from one of the | ower branches. It was nostly skeleton with dried bits
of tendon hol ding one armout. The other armhad disintegrated, falling to the
ground. There were bones everywhere under the tree. \White bones, yell owed
bones, bones so old they were grey from bei ng weat hered. A carpet of bones
stretched out frombeneath the tree, filling the clearing.

The wi nd pi cked up, hurrying through the forest. It sent the | eaves on the
oak rustling and whi spering. The rope on the skeleton creaked as it swung in
the wind. And with that one creak, ny eyes went back to the tree, because
there were dozens of creaking ropes. Mdst of them were enpty now, broken or
eaten to ragged ends, but those ropes creaked and noved with the wi nd, up and
up. | followed the ropes up to the top of the tree as far as | could look in
the dark by noonlight. The tree had to be over a hundred years old, and there
were ragged bits of rope at its top. They'd been hangi ng bodies on this tree
for a very long tine.

The skel eton rotated suddenly in the growi ng wi nd, jaw gaping, enpty
sockets reflecting the lantern light for a second. The tendons at the jaw gave
way, and the jaw hung, swi nging on one side, |like a broken hinge. | had a
horrible urge to run across that boneyard and yank the jaw away, or reattach
it, anything so that bit of bone would stop waggling in the w nd.

"My God," Jason whi spered.

Al | could do was nod. | wasn't rendered speechless often, but | had no



words for this.

Dam an had stopped and noved back to stand by us. He seened to be waiting,
as if he were our escort. | finally tore ny gaze away fromthe tree and its
awf ul burden. There were benches form ng three sides of a disconnected
triangle. There was enough room between each bench that no one was unduly
crowmded, yet the clearing felt crowded, alnost as if the air itself was thick
wi th things unseen, hurrying to and fro, brushing past me in a rush of
goosef | esh.

"Did you feel that?" | asked.

Jason | ooked at nme. "Feel what?"

| guess not. That meant whatever was crowding so close in the air wasn't
somet hing that a shapeshifter would pick up on. So what was it?

There was a vanpire staring at ne from where he sat on the near bench. H's
hai r was brown, cut short so his neck was pale and bare. H s eyes seened very
dark, maybe brown, maybe black. He smled, and | felt his power rush over ne.
He was trying to capture me with his eyes. Usually, | would have tried to
stare himdown, but | didn't like what | was feeling in this place. Power, and
it wasn't vanpires. | |ooked away from his eyes, studying the pale curve of
his cheek. His lips were full, with an upper lip that was set in a perfect
bow, very fem nine. The rest of the face was all points and angles; the chin
sharp, the nose too long. It was a face that would be honely except for that
nmout h and those | ong-lashed eyes, dark and drowni ng deep as black mrrors.

| didn't stare too long at those eyes. | was feeling unsteady, as if the
ground under my feet wasn't quite solid. Richard should have told ne about the
| upanar. Someone shoul d have prepared me. Later, |1'd be angry that no one had;
now, | was just trying to figure out what to do about it. If Verne's clan were

practicing human sacrifice, then it had to be stopped.

Dam an nmoved in front of me, blocking my view of the ethers. "Wat's wong,
Ani ta?"

| looked at him The only thing that kept me fromlosing it right then in
front of the other vanpires was Richard. He'd have never tol erated human
sacrifice. Ch, he m ght have come down here once, then never returned, and not
called the police, but he would never have returned year after year. He sinply
woul dn't have approved.

Maybe this was the way Verne's clan treated its dead. If it was anything
else, I'd call in the state cops, but not tonight. Not unless they dragged out
a screaming victim If they did that, then all bets were off.

| shook ny head. "What could possibly be wong?' | said. | walked into the
clearing, going for our own little group. It | ooked as if all three groups had
t he sane amount of people. That was pretty typical of a neet between
preternatural groups. You al ways negoti ated your entourage.

Ri chard stood and cane to nmeet nme. | took his hand when he offered it, but
strangely, right at that noment, | didn't care if he was wearing his shirt or
not. I was angry at him Angry at himfor not preparing ne for this place.
Maybe he thought that nothing shocked ne anynore, or maybe ... oh, hell,
didn't know, but he'd screwed up again.

So |l let himhold ny hand, and the touch of his flesh meant nothing. | was

too confused and working too hard on holding my tenper to be seduced right
t hen.

"Take the jacket off, child; let's get a | ook at what you' ve got," a voice
sai d.

| turned, slowy, to look at the owner of that voice.

The vanpire had hair that | would have called golden if | hadn't had
Asher's hair to conpare it to. The hair was cut short, all over. His eyes
could have been blue or grey in the uncertain light. The face had frozen

before he'd ever hit twenty. Still young enough that his face was thin and
snooth, as if he'd died before he'd been able to grow a decent beard.
He had the face of a child on a tall, gangly frane, as if he'd been awkward

inlife. He wasn't awkward as he stood. He cane to his feet in a novenent so
snooth it | ooked |ike dancing. He stood, and the bl ack-eyed vanp stood with



him coming to his side in a notion of long practice |like they were two parts
of a whol e.

There was one human wonan anong the eight of them She |ooked |ike pure
Native Anerican with waist-length hair that was as true black as nmy own. Hers
was straight and thick. Her skin was a dark brown, face al nost square, wth
| arge, brown eyes that had | ashes so thick that even froma distance they were
noti ceabl e.

If she wore any makeup, | couldn't tell. She was one of those wonmen that is
striking rather than beautiful, too strong featured for conventiona
prettiness, but you wouldn't forget the face once you saw it.

"Come on, girl, strip off," that young face said. "W've seen npost
everything everybody else has. | will be mghty disappointed if | don't get to
see your goodies, too."

The wonman's face remai ned marvel ously bl ank, but there was a tightness to
those strong shoulders, a slight turn to that long line of neck. She didn't
seemto be enjoying the show

Ri chard's hand tightened around mne. | thought at first he was trying to
warn nme not to get nad, but one glance at his face, and it was the other way
around. He was getting pissed. The night would go downhill pretty dam fast if
| was supposed to be the cal mone.

"Are you always this offensive, or am| getting a special treat?" | asked.

He | aughed, but it was just a |augh, ordinary, human. He couldn't do the
voi ce tricks that Jean-C aude and even Asher could do. O course, Colin had
other talents. I'd seen those other talents carved in Nathaniel's chest.

Asher stood. He'd started the evening wearing satin a pale icy blue only
two shades darker than his white-blue eyes. The jacket had darker bl ue
enbroi dery at the sleeves and lapels. It fastened with one of those cloth
| oops over a large, silk-covered button. The pants matched the jacket
perfectly. He'd tried the jacket on with no shirt. H's chest had been very
vi sible. The scars had seemed harsher against the soft blue cloth. He'd stared
at himself in the rooms only mirror for a long tine. He'd finally put a white
silk shirt on under the jacket.

Now that white shirt was in tatters. It |ooked like gigantic claws had
ripped at it. H s chest showed very plainly through the ruined cloth. There
was no blood. 1'd only seen three vanmpires that could cause harm from a
di stance. One of them had been a menber of their council. But none of them had
had the delicacy of control to shred cloth so close to flesh and not draw
bl ood. W were deep into the pissing contest. So far, Colin was w nning.

| 1 ooked at Shang-Da and Jam |, standing just behind the bench. They | ooked
unt ouched, unhar ned.

"Some bodyguards,"” | said.

"We're not here to guard vampires," Shang-Da said.

| |l ooked at Jam|. He shrugged.

Great, just great. Zane was standing even farther behind the wolves. He
didn't | ook any worse for wear, either, but he also | ooked lost, like the |one
teetotaler at a wine tasting.

"Was | supposed to stop hinP" he asked.

| shook ny head. "No, Zane. Not you." | spared a glance at Richard,
wondering why he'd just |et everyone stand around. Asher | understood. Asking
for help was a sign of weakness.

"Rermove the jacket, or I'll renove it for you," Colin said.

"Colin, you ve nade your point." The wonan's voice was surprisingly deep, a
rich, snmoky alto.

Colin patted her hand, smiled, but his words weren't gentle. "I wll tell
you when my point has been nade, N kki." He nmoved away from her then
di sm ssed her, and the pain of that dism ssal showed.

For a monent, anger flared in those dark eyes, and | felt her power. Her
power, not his. She was a witch or a psychic or sonething I had no word for
Humman in the same way | was human: barely.

The anger vani shed behind that dark, stoic face, but | knew what |'d seen



She didn't love him nor he her. But she was his human servant, bound for al
eternity, for better or worse.

"You want to see what's under the jacket," | said, "come over here and help
me out of it. It'd be the gentlemanly thing to do."

"Anita," Richard said

| patted his arm "It's okay, Richard. Chill."

The [ ook on his face was enough. He didn't trust ne to behave. Funny, in
our own ways, neither of us trusted the other.

| | ooked at Asher. We shared no marks. W couldn't read each other's
t houghts. But we didn't need to. W were getting our butts kicked because the
wer ewol ves weren't hel pi ng us.

| |1 ooked over at the eight werewol ves that were |local. Verne sat on the
bench with his wol ves poised around him Two of themwere in full wolf form
except they were the size of ponies, bigger than any normal grey wolf. Verne

was still in his T-shirt and jeans. No one had dressed up but us. Even the
other vampires were just in suits and dresses.
I'd never seen this many vanpires dressed so ... ordinarily. Mst of them

had a sense of style, or at least theater. They put on a good show. O course,
in the presence of the bone-draped tree who needed a better show? O course,
t he | upanar was supposed to be our showplace, not Colin's. Again, | wondered
if we could trust Verne as far as Richard thought we coul d.

| walked a little into the center of the triangle made by the three
benches. | waited for Colin to join ne.

He just stood there next to the bl ack-eyed vanp, smling. "Now why woul d |
waste the energy to wal k even a few yards when | can undress you from here?"

| smled and | nmade it mocking. "Scared to get too cl ose?"

"I admt you are a delicate little thing, but appearances are often

deceiving. | have used this youthful face of mne nore than once to fool the
unwary. | amnot the unwary, Anita Bl ake." He extended a pale hand, and | felt
the power thrill over ny skin before it slashed through the front of the

vel vet top. The cross spilled out of the velvet |like a captive star set free.
The cross flared white and | was careful to | ook sideways fromit. It burned
i ke magnesium so bright it was al nost painful. Crosses gl ow around vanps,

but they don't glow like small supernovas unless you are in serious trouble.

I'd never had one glow like this when | wasn't afraid yet. I'd al ways assuned
the cross reacted to ny level of fear like a holy mood ring. Tonight, for the
first time, | realized that it may have been ny faith that enabled it to gl ow
but once the faith was in place, sonething el se took over. Not my will, but

t hi ne.

Colin's vanpires reacted just as they were supposed to. They cowered,
throwing their arns or their jackets or in one case, a skirt, in front of
their eyes. Hding fromthe |light.

Except for Colin and the bl ack-eyed vanp. Why was | not surprised that
those two were ol d enough and powerful enough to face the cross? They weren't
happy about it. They were protecting their eyes, squinting against the light,
but they weren't cowering.

"Slash ne again, fang-boy, see what else falls out."

He did what | asked. | really hadn't thought he'd try. He slashed at ne
through the air, but the power fell away |ike water parting around a rock

"I'f you want to hurt me, Colin, you're going to have to get up cl ose and
personal . "

"I could have Nikki rip it fromyour throat."

"I thought you were hot shit, Colin. O is that just when you have young

men tied up and hel pl ess? Is that what you need to feel |ike a big bad
vanmpi re? Soneone tied up and helpless, or is it young nen that does it for
you?"

Colin said one word: "Barnaby."

The bl ack-eyed vanpire nmoved in front of Colin, closer to the cross. But he
st opped, unable to cone closer. Then, over the glow of the cross, | watched
Barnaby's face begin to rot. That snooth flesh sl oughed away, sliding in wet



gobbets of flesh down his face, until tendons glistened wetly and bone showed
as his nose coll apsed, showing his face like a skull covered by rotted things.

He |inped towards ne, one hand held out, and it rem nded nme of Dami an's
hands earlier in the night. The flesh bursting in a stinking wave of

bl ackness. Except there was no snell. The last vanp |'d seen who could rot at
wi Il had al so been able to control the snell, |ike a magical deodorant.
If it had been a fight, I'd have drawn a gun and bl own hi m away before he

took the cross, but this was a contest of wills nore than anything. If he was
vanmpi re enough to touch ny cross, then | had to be brave enough to |l et himdo

it. | hoped he didn't press it between our bodies. 1'd had one vanpire do
that, and a second degree burn on my breast wasn't ny idea of fun

The cross burned brighter and brighter as he cane for ne. | had to turn ny
head away fromthe light; it was so bright it hurt ne to look at it. | knew it

hurt the vanpire nore.
| felt that rotted hand slide across ny chest, |eaving sonething wet and
sem solid to slide between ny breasts. He grabbed the chain and not the cross,
smart vanpire. He jerked the chain and it broke. The cross swung into his arm
and the silver burned with a flame as white and pure as the |light had been
The vanpire screaned and threw the cross, which spun in a glittering arc

like a tiny comet until it was swall owed by the dark

As ny eyes adjusted to the dimlantern light once nore, | said, "Don't
worry about it, Barnaby, |'ve got extras."

He'd fallen to his knees, cradling his arm He was still a walking rotted

ni ght mare, but the flesh of his hand had bl ackened.

"But not everyone has your faith,” Colin said. Again, just like in the
forest, | didn't feel his vanpire powers reach out, but | was suddenly afraid.
Now that | knew what it was, it wasn't as bad, but it was different from any
other ability I'd ever sensed. Quieter sonehow, and nore frighteni ng because
of it.

"Bar naby, the young blond werewolf is very afraid of you. He's tasted your
ki nd before.”

Barnaby got to his feet and tried to nove around nme. | stepped in front of
him "Jason is under ny protection.”

"Barnaby won't hurt him just play with hima little."

| shook ny head. "I gave Jason nmy word that | wouldn't let the vanpire that
di d Nat hani el touch him"

"Your word?" Colin said. "You' re a nodern American. Your word neans
not hi ng. "

"My word nmeans sonmething to ne," | said. "I don't give it lightly."

"I can taste the truth of your words, but | say that Barnaby shall play
wi th your young friend, and you cannot stop hi mwi thout breaking truce.
Whoever breaks truce first will have the Council to answer to."

| kept nmoving with Barnaby so that he was slowy backing ne up, but | kept
getting in his way. "Colin, you can feel fear, so I'mtold. You can feel how
very afraid he is of your friend here."

"Ch, yes, | will feast tonight."

"You could break his mnd," |I said. Someone touched ny back and | junped.
It was Asher. 1'd been backed up all the way to the bench

Ri chard and his bodyguards had nmoved around Jason. They ni ght not protect
Asher, but they would protect Jason. Barnaby noved to one side, trying to get

around ne. | was forced to junp on and over the bench to put nyself in his way
agai n.

| put ny left hand agai nst that decaying chest. The right was on the butt
of the Browning. | made sure he saw it.

Colin spoke. Though Barnaby's body shoul d have bl ocked his view, it was
alnost as if he could see through the other vanpire's eyes. "If you shoot one
of my vampires, then you will have broken truce.”

"You sent Nathani el back to us dying. Asher said it was a conplinent of
sorts, that you truly thought we could cure him™"
"And you did, didn't you?" Colin said.



"Yeah," | said. "Well, let me pay you the sane conmplinent. | think if |
shoot Barnaby point-blank, he'll survive it. |'ve shot rotting vanps before,
and their clothes took nore danmage than they did."

"You can taste the truth in her words," Asher said. "She believes he'l
live, which neans it is not a breach of truce.”

"She believes it, but she hopes for his death," Colin said.

"Breaking the mind of one of our entourage,” Asher said, "will break the
truce, as well."

"I do not agree," Colin said.

"Then we've got a stalemate,” | said.

"I think not," Colin said. He turned to Verne. "Verne, earn your keep
Strip the young one of his protectors.™

Verne stood and his wol ves flowed around him They noved into the clearing
on a roil of energy that made the nape of ny neck dance and ny hand go for a
gun.

Ri chard said, "Verne."

But Verne wasn't | ooking at Richard. He was | ooking at me. He was carrying

a small covered basket in his hands. | didn't wait to find out what he had in
t he basket. | pointed the gun at his chest.
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"Ease down, girl," Verne said. "It's a present."
| kept the gun nice and steady on the center of his body. "Yeah, right."
"When you see what it is, you'll know that we aren't on his side."

"Don't pick the wong side, puppy dog," Colin said. "O | will nmake you
very, very sorry."

Verne | ooked at the vanpire. | watched his eyes bleed fromhuman to wol f
whil e he held that basket out to me. But he kept those angry, frightening eyes
on Colin.

"You have no animal to call,"” Verne said, in a voice gone rough and
growming low "You dare to stand in our place of power and threaten us. You
are |l ess than the wi nd outside our cave. You are nothing here."

"She is not one of you, either,” Colin said.

"She is lupa of the Thronnus Roke O an."

"She is human.”

"She stands between you and a werewol f. That's |upa enough for ne.
Bar naby had backed off. | don't knowif he thought 1'd junmp the gun and
shoot himor if Colin had whispered a new plan in his rotting skull. | wasn't
sure | even cared. There was a gl ob of sonething heavy and wet sliding down
into the bra. It was like feeling a tear slide down your cheek but worse, so

much worse. |'d resisted the urge to wipe it away with Barnaby staring ne
down. As soon as he crept back to Colin, | used nmy left hand to scoop the
| eftover part out and fling it on the ground.

"What's the matter, Anita? Too up cl ose and personal for you?"

| wiped ny hand on the leather skirt and smiled. "Fuck you, Colin."

Verne stepped into the center of the triangle alone. H s wolves stayed
huddl ed in front of the far bench. He cane to stand a couple of yards in front
of our bench with that basket in his hands.

| glanced at Asher. He shrugged. Richard nodded |like | was supposed to go
meet him A present, Verne had called it.

| went to nmeet him He knelt, setting the basket on the ground between us.

He stayed kneeling. | knelt, too, because he seened to expect it. He just kept
| ooking at me with those wolfish eyes. He still |ooked like an aging Hell's
Angel , but those eyes ... | wondered if | would ever get used to seeing wolf

eyes in a human face. Probably not.

| raised the hinged Ilid of the small basket. A face, a head, |ooked up at
me. | scranbled to my feet. The Browning just appeared in ny hand. | pointed
it at Verne, then the ground, then pressed the flat of the barrel to ny
f or ehead.



I found ny voice, finally. "Wat is that?"

"You said you wanted Mra's head in a basket. That if we gave you that, it
woul d make it right between our two clans.™

| took a sharp breath and blew it out. | |ooked down into the basket, stil
standing, still holding the gun like the confort object it was. The nouth was
open in a soundl ess scream the eyes half closed as if they'd caught her
nappi ng, but | knew they hadn't. Sonmeone had sinply closed the eyes after they
took her head. Even dead, like this, the bones of the face were delicate, and
you knew at | east the face had been pretty.

| forced myself to put up the gun. It couldn't help me now. | dropped back
to ny knees, staring at it. | finally |looked up at Verne. | was shaking ny
head over and over. | | ooked into his face and tried to read sonmething in it
that | could yell at or talk to. But the expression was alien, and it wasn't
just the eyes.

You' d think after all this time, | would stop forgetting that they weren't
human. But | had. |I'd been pissed, and |I'd spoken as if | was talking to
anot her human being, but | hadn't been. |1'd been speaking to werewol ves, and
I'd forgotten that.

| heard someone whispering, and it was nme. | was whispering, "This is ny
fault. This is my fault." | started to put nmy left hand in front of ny face,
and | caught a whiff of Barnaby's rotted flesh. It was enough.

| crawed to one side and vomited. | knelt on all fours, waiting for it to
pass. Wien | could speak, | said, "Don't any of you people understand the
tern? It's just a fucking expression!"

Ri chard was there, kneeling by me. He touched my back gently. "You told him
what you wanted, Anita. She had betrayed the pack's honor. It can carry a
death penalty. All you hel ped them choose was the nethod of execution."

| glanced sideways at him | had a horrible urge to cry. "I didn't nmean
it," | whispered.
He nodded. "I know." There was a |l ook in his eyes of such sorrow, of a

shared know edge of how many times you never really neant what you said, but
the nonsters were listening, and they always took you at your word.
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"I thought you were tough, M ss Bl ake."

Ri chard hel ped me stand and | let him | |eaned against himfor a second,
nmy forehead agai nst the snmooth skin of his arm | pushed away from hi mand
stood on ny own. | net Colin's eyes. They were definitely grey, not blue.

"I know we're supposed to go through all the protocol and waltz for a
while, Colin. But the last of ny patience is sitting in that basket. So state
your grievance and let's all get the fuck out of here.”

He smiled. "So tenderhearted, maybe your reputation is just talk after
all.”

| smled then and shook ny head. "Maybe it is, but since we're not supposed
to kill each other tonight, Colin, it doesn't matter."

Colin wal ked away fromne. He went to stand closer to his own peopl e but
faced Asher. | had been disnmissed as his own hunan servant had been di smi ssed.

“I will not be replaced, Asher."

"I have not cone to replace you," Asher said, voice enpty, neutral

"Why woul d Jean-C aude send a master al nost exactly nmy age into ny | ands
agai nst my express orders?"

"I could have hidden what | was," Asher said. "But Jean-C aude thought you

woul d misinterpret that. | canme in hiding nothing."

"But still you cane," Colin said.

"I cannot change what has happened,” Asher said. "Wat would satisfy us
al | ?"

"Your death,"” Colin said.

Everybody went very still, as if we'd all caught our collective breaths.

started to say sonething and Ri chard touched nmy shoulder. | closed ny nmouth



and | et Asher talk, but it was hard.

Asher | aughed that wonderful touchable |augh. "Breaking the truce, aren't
you, Colin?"

"Not if | kill arival sent to supplant me. Then | amnerely protecting
nmysel f and maki ng an exanple for other anbitious vanpires."

"You know | have not cone to supplant you," Asher said.

"I know not hing of the kind."

"l am content where | am"

"Why?" Colin asked. "You could be the nmaster of a city somewhere far from
their triumvirate. Why woul d you be content with | ess?"

Asher gave a very small smile. "I prefer gentler persuasions over power."
Colin shook his head. "I have been told you are in love with her, and with
Jean-C aude hinself. | have been told that you are beddi ng them both and that

is why the Ufric seeks a new lupa.”

"I'f he would only cooperate, it could be a happy foursone," Asher said.

Ri chard, startled beside nme, stiffened. It was ny turn to touch his arm and
keep hi mfrom sayi ng what he was t hinking.

"I have been told many things," Colin said. "My people have wat ched you
fromafar. W believe you are enanored of the girl and of Jean-C aude. W are
aware of your history together. We even believe that a | over of men |ike
yourself would do their Ufric if he would | et you. What we do not believe is
that you are bedding any of them W believe that this is a pathetic story to
save yoursel f."

| started wal king to Asher. The plan was that we would put on a mld show
of petting. I'd warned himit better be mld, but | never got the chance.

There was movenent in the dark. Dozens of vanpires appeared out of the
dar kness, encircling the clearing. Colin had been distracting us while the
vanmpires moved up to flank us, and neither Asher nor |, nor any of the
wer eani mal s had sensed them

"Let us have Asher and the rest of you may go free."

"You are breaking the truce now," Asher said. He sounded calm enpty, as if
Colin hadn't just demanded his death.

Verne strode forward. "This is our lupanar. W can close it to al

strangers."
"Not without your varganor. You left her safe at home just in case things
went wong. So protective of your human pet. | counted on it." He raised an

armas if summoning his people. "No one you have with you is witch enough to
i nvoke the circle.”

"I'f you kill Asher it will break truce."

"I will not harmJean-C aude's triumvirate. | merely renove a rival."

The vanpires noved up through the trees. They didn't hurry. They noved I|ike
solid shadows, slow, as if they had all night to tighten the circle and take

us. "Asher?" | asked without taking ny gaze fromthose sl owy nenacing
figures.

"Qui."

"Does this break truce?"

"Qui."

"Great," | said.

| felt himnove towards ne, but | had eyes only for the outer dark and that
ever-shrinking circle. | picked one vanpire out. Ml e, slender, youngish in

appearance. He wore no shirt. His chest was a pale, alnost gl ow ng whiteness
in the darkness.

"What is it, ma cherie?" Asher was standing very close to ne now | noved
himto one side with ny left armand brought the mni-Uzi out with ny right,
swinging it around ny body, shooting before I'd actually pointed so the
bull ets cut across the vanpire's legs, making himjerk. | grabbed it with both
hands and fought the gun to spray it back and fourth across his body. | was
screaming as | did it, wordless, not to sound nenaci ng. You couldn't hear the
screans over the machine gun. | screaned because | couldn't help nyself,
because the tension, the horror, something cane up nmy hand fromthe gun and



out ny nout h.

The bl ood that sprayed from his body was bl ack from di stance and night. It
| ooked like his body was torn in half by sonme giant hand. Hi s upper body fel
slowy to one side. His | ower body collapsed to its knees.

The circle of vanpires had frozen or had dived for cover. The silence was
t hunderous. My own | abored breathing seenmed painfully |loud. My voice cane
breathy, but clear, a shout, "Nobody nove, nobody fucking nmove!"

No one noved.

Asher's voice broke the stillness. "W can all wal k away from here tonight,
Colin."

"Inpressively violent," Colin said, "but I think you are m staken. Poor

Archie will not be wal ki ng anywhere."

"My apol ogies to Archie,” | said.

"I must have paynent for him M ss Bl ake."

"You can bill nme."

"Ch, | intend to, Mss Blake. | intend to take it out of your hide."

"How many of your people do you want nme to kill tonight, Colin? I've got
lots nore bullets.”

"You cannot kill themall, Mss Blake."

"Yeah, but | can kill about a half dozen and wound twi ce that many. | don't

see themlining up for it, Colin."

| badly wanted to see his face, but | kept ny attention on the vanps in the
trees. They hadn't noved. The vanpires already inside the |upanar were soneone
el se's problem M/ job was keeping the others at a distance. | think Asher
knew t he division of labor. | just hoped Richard did.

"I don't know how Jean-Cl aude runs his territory, but I know how | run
m ne. What you fail to appreciate, Mss Blake, is that nothing you can do to

themw Il make them fear you nore than they already fear ne."

"Death is the ultimate threat, Colin, and | don't bluff."

"Neither do I."

| felt something nove out through the trees. Power noving fromColin to
those waiting figures. | started to turn the gun fromthe darkness to Colin,
but Asher touched ny arm "He is mne. Watch the others.”

| slid the gun a fraction back to the still forms. "You get the Mster of

the City and | get all the rest. Sounds fair."

Ri chard noved up beside ne. "You don't get all of them" he said.

| wanted to ask if he would kill them If he would use that preternatural
strength to snap spines and tear their bodies apart with his bare hands as |
had done with the nmachine gun. But | didn't ask. How good Richard' s threat was
was between himand his conscience. The only thing that bothered ne about
Ri chard' s conscience was that | couldn't count on himfor a single kil
tonight. He'd hurt people and toss them around, but if he wouldn't kill, that
meant that he couldn't account for any of them There were over a hundred bad
guys, vampires, and only eight of us. Sixteen if | could count Verne, but I
didn't knowif | could count on himand his people. It would have been nice to
be able to trust Richard at ny back, but | didn't.

The vanpires out in the dark began to rot. Not all of them but damm near
half. 1'd never seen so nany. For a vampire to rot, it means that the vanp
that made them was the sane kind of creature. Which neant that Barnaby had
made hal f of Colin's people. No Master of the City would all ow any subordi nate
to have such power. But the proof was staring ne in the face with eye sockets
gone to black dripping ruin.

"You have been very bold, Colin, to share your power with your second to
this degree," Asher said.

"Barnaby is ny right hand, nmy second eye. Together we are a stronger naster
than either of us would be apart.”

"As are Jean-Cl aude and I," Asher said.

"But Barnaby is a corruptor. He brings that to the dance,” Colin said.

"What do you bring to Jean-C aude's dance, Asher?" Fear breathed through the
| upanar. | shivered as it prickled down ny skin, tightened ny chest, and tried



to stop ny breath in my throat.
"Ni ght hag," Dam an spoke, his voice a hiss. He spit on the ground in the
general direction of Colin, but he didn't wal k any cl oser.

"I snell your fear, Damian. | can taste it like rich, nutty ale on the back
of my tongue,” Colin said. "Your master mnust have been a fine piece of work."
Dam an nmoved back a step, then stopped. "You ask why Asher is content to

remain with Jean-C aude when he could go el sewhere and be his own master
Maybe he is tired as | amtired of the struggle. The in-fighting. The fucking

politics. Jean-Cd aude ransonmed nme fromny naster. | amnot a naster vanmpire
nor will | ever be. | have no special powers. Yet, Jean-C aude bargai ned for
me. | serve himnot out of fear but out of gratitude."

"You make Jean-Cl aude sound weak. The Council does not fear weaklings, yet
they fear him" Colin said.

"Conpassi on i s not weakness," Richard said. "Only those w thout conpassion
t hi nk ot herwi se. "

| glanced at him but he was |ooking at the vanpires, not me. The fact that
| felt it was a personal remark to ne was just me being overly sensitive.

"Conpassi on." Colin shook his head. He threw back his head and | aughed. It
was sort of unnerving. | kept ny attention on the outer darkness and the
wai ting vanps, but it was hard not to watch the |aughing vanpire. Hard not to
ask what was so funny.

"Conpassion,"” Colin said again. "Now that is not a word I would have used
for Jean-C aude. Has he fallen in love with his human servant? | do not think
love is the path to Jean-Cl aude's heart. Is it sex?" He raised his voice and
called to ne. "Is that it, Mss Blake? Has the seducer finally been seduced?
Are you that good a piece of ass, Mss Bl ake?"

That made my shoul ders hunch. But | kept ny eye on the other vanpires, the
machi ne gun held in both hands. "A |l ady doesn't kiss and tell, Colin."

That made hi m | augh again. "Jean-C aude woul d never forgive ne if | killed
the best piece of ass he's found in centuries. | say again, give ne Asher, and
the blond wolf. Asher's life and the wolf's fear at Barnaby's hands. That is
the price for safe passage through ny lands.”

It was ny turn to laugh, a soft, harsh sound. "Fuck you."

"I take it that is a no," he said.

"No," | said. | watched the vanpires out in the dark. They hadn't noved,
but somehow there was a sense of novenent, an increased energy. It was nothing
| could start shooting about, but | didn't like it.

"Does M ss Bl ake speak for all of you?" Colin asked.

"You can't have Jason to torture," Richard said.

"I would not willingly give up ny life," Asher said.

"The human servant speaking for all. How very strange. But if the answer is
no, then the answer is no."

Asher yelled, "Anital"

| started to rotate the gun back towards them but sonething slashed down
nmy face, over one eye. It made nme hesitate, one hand going over ny eye,
holding it. | had time to think, stupid, and start to | ower ny hand, start to
rai se the gun back up, and a vanpire slamed into ne, taking us both to the
ground.

I was flat on ny back with a woman on top of me, nouth w de, fangs snappi ng
at ny face like a dog. | pulled the trigger with the nuzzle pressed to her
body. The bull ets expl oded out her back in a rain of blood and thicker bits.
Her body danced on top of mine, twitching, jerking. | had to push her body off
of me, and when | could sit up, it was too late. The vanpires were inside the
| upanar and the fighting was joined.

| couldn't see out of ny right eye. It was too full of blood, and nore kept
pouring down. A figure appeared in front of me and | fired up the | ength of
its body until the bullets exploded its head in a burst of splattering rain. |
closed ny right eye and did ny best to ignore it. Nursing the wound was goi ng
to get ne killed.

| 1 ooked around for the others. Verne tore the head off a vanpire and sent



it spinning into the dark. Richard was at the center of a nob, alnost lost to
sight with bodies hanging off him Asher was covered in blood, facing Colin.
There were werewol ves everywhere in wolf or manwol f form Two vanps cane for
me and si ght-seeing was over

One of themwas rotting down to bones, the other was solid. | shot the
solid one first because he, | was sure, | could kill. Rotting vanps don't al so
die frombullets. The solid one fell to his knees in a spray of blood, face
split in half like a ripe nelon

The rotting vanp junped nme in a blur of speed and we went tunbling across
the ground as | tried to bring the gun up. The mouth stretched above ny face,
naked tendons straining between the bones of his cheeks, fangs came for ny
face. | fired into the body, but the gun was at a bad angl e and mi ssed
anything vital. Al I got for nmy troubles was the screamof a wolf, and | knew
that |'d shot sonmeone that was on our side. Shit.

| turned nmy head and the fangs sank through the | eather jacket into ny
shoul der. | screaned, ny hand funbling for the jacket pocket and ny backup
cross. Arotted hand caressed ny face, sliding over the wound above ny eye.
The | eather jacket acted as a sort of arnor, keeping the fangs fromgetting a
good | ock on my shoul der. The mouth worried at ny shoulder like a dog with a
bone, trying to dig through the thick |l eather into the flesh beyond. It hurt,
but not as much as it was going to hurt if | didn't do sonething.

The cross flared to life like a captive star, but the vanp had its face

buried in the leather. It couldn't see the cross. | swng the cross by the
chain into its bare skull. Snoke rose fromthe bone, and the vanpire jerked
its face back fromme, naked teeth opened in a scream | shoved the cross in

its face, and those teeth snapped at it like a dog telling you to stay away.
But those teeth caught the chain, and bit through it. There was a nonent where

even without nmost of the flesh left on the skull | could see surprise onits
face. I flung ny arms across nmy face and heard the dull explosion, the spatter
of debris. There was a sharp pain in ny hand, and when |I could | ook, | had a

bone shard in my left hand. | pulled the shard out, and only then did | bl eed.
The vanpire was just so rmuch mess scattered around me. The cross lay on the

ground still glow ng, snoke rising off its surface as if the netal had been
freshly made and quenched in the bl ood of the vanpire. | started to pick it up
by the chain, and N kki, Colin's human servant, was standi ng over me. | caught

the dull flash of her knife and rolled away, com ng to one knee with the
Browni ng i n one hand. She was right above nme waiting for an underhand stri ke,
but I wasn't standing, and she didn't have tine to change her strike.
started to pull the trigger and a werewolf barreled into her, took them both
off into the dark. Shit. What was | supposed to do, yell "nine" like in a
vol | eybal | game?

| heard Jason yelling. He was standing only about a yard away wi th both
arnms stuck through the chest of a rotting vanpire. He was pulling desperately
on his arnms, but they seened trapped, caught on the ribs. The vampire didn't
seemto nmind. It licked his face, and he screanmed. Another rotter was on his
back, riding him head back for a strike. |I sighted dowmn ny armat the head
and fired. The head jerked back, and brains spilled out a hole on the other
side in a dark gush, but the vampire turned its head slowy and | ooked at ne.
| fired into that calmface three nore tinmes in a tight cluster before the
head col |l apsed in upon itself |ike an enpty eggshell. The vanpire fell away
from Jason.

| wal ked towards Jason and the other vanmpire. Now it was the vanpire who
was struggling to get free of Jason, but they were entw ned |ike bunpers after
a car weck. | put the gun barrel under the vanpire's chin, ny other hand over
Jason's eyes to protect them and fired. It took three shots for the brain to
be destroyed and the body to go linp.

I moved ny hand from Jason's eyes, and he | ooked past ne, eyes w dening.
was al ready turning before he could yell, "Behind you!"

The bl ow cane before I'd finished the turn. My shoul der and arm went nunb.
My hand opened and the Browning slipped out while | was still trying to see



what had hit nme. | dived for the ground, rolling on nmy good shoul der and cane
up to my knee to see Nikki holding a very big stick. |I was lucky she'd | ost
the kni fe sonewhere.

| started to draw the big knife down ny back, but | was using ny left hand,
because ny right still wasn't working. Left-handed I was slower, and Ni kki was
unbel i evably fast. She noved in a blur of notion that was beyond human. She
was on e, slashing the air with the club, and | gave up trying to draw a
kni fe, and worked just at not being hit. The attack was so qui ck, so savage,
that | didn't have tinme to stand. Al | could do was roll on the ground barely
ahead of each bl ow

The jagged end of the branch sank into the ground next to ny face. She
struggled for a second to free it, and | kicked her in the knee. It nade her
stagger, but didn't dislocate it, or she'd have screamed. It did force her
back fromthe club. | rolled away, trying to get to ny feet. She grabbed ne,
and lifted me over her head |like she was bench-pressing ne. The next thing
knew | was airborne. | hit the ground just short of the oak, falling into the
bones beneath the tree hard enough that sone of them shattered. The jolt of
power that ran through nme from hands to knees drove what air | had left from
nmy body. | lay there hal f-stunned, not just from being thrown across the
clearing, but fromthe power roaring across ny body fromthe bones. It was
death magi c, and though different fromnine, it recognized me, recognized ny
power. | knew as | lay in the bones that | could bring the circle to |ife? But
what woul d happen when the wards flared to life? This pack worshi pped din. If
| set the circle of power would it count as a holy place? Wuld it suddenly be
like standing inside a church? It had possibilities if | could warn Asher and
Dam an.

| got painfully to ny knees and found that we were |osing. Everywhere
| ooked our people were buried under piles of vanpires. Asher and Damain were
still standing free, but both were bl eeding and Colin and Barnaby were
pressing the attack. Richard was conpletely lost to sight except for one arm
gone long with claws. Verne was standing with another werewol f in human form
It was a woman shorter than | was with short dark hair that touched her
shoul ders, dressed in a thigh-long T-shirt and pants. She | ooked small beside
Verne, but she was the only one of his people still standing. The others were
dead or dying on the ground.

My right hand was working again, just stunned not dislocated. Lucky ne. |
drew a knife fromone of the wist sheaths. It wasn't a bl ade consecrated to
ritual, but it would have to do.

| wanted to whisper to Asher and Damian for themto fly, but it was too far
away to whisper, and | didn't know how to talk directly to either of their
mnds. | did the only thing | could think of, | yelled. | yelled, "Asher
Dami an! "

They turned startled faces to ne.

| raised the knife so they could see it, and screanmed, "Fly, dam it, fly!"

Ni kki was alnmost to the bone circle. | screanmed, "Fly!" Asher grabbed
Dam an's wist, and | had to turn away before | could see themsafe. | had
monents to try and make this work. N kki had a power simlar to nmine. If she
figured out what | was trying to do she'd stop ne if she coul d.

| pressed ny hands to the tree trunk and the power breathed through nme. It
was magi ¢ that had been built with death, and that was ny speciality. The
nonment | touched the tree | knew that it wasn't human sacrifice, but that this
was where their nunin gathered. The spirits of their dead were here in the
bones, the tree, the ground. They filled the air with a whispering, tittering,
noi se that only I could hear

The | ukoi consume their dead, at |east part of them and the eating of
their flesh puts theminto some sort of ancestral menory. Munin they call them
after Odin's raven, Menory. They aren't ghosts, but they are the spirits of
the dead, and | was a necromancer. The nmunin |iked me. They eased around ne
like a cool caress of wind, entwining |like phantomcats. | could channel the
muni n, sort of like a medium at a seance, but nore, and worse. The only nunin



I"d ever channel ed had been Raina, the w cked bitch of the east. But when she
cane, it was like a battering ram Standing there in the m ddl e of hundreds,

t housands of munin, | knew | could open to them But it would be |ike opening
a door, an invitation. I could wallow in the past, live other lives. It was a
whi sper of seduction. Raina cane |ike a rapist, an overwhelnm ng force. Not a
sharing, but a taking.

However they'd tied their nmunin to this place it was bl ood magic, death
magic. | cut the palmof nmy hand and pressed it to the tree. | prayed, and
sprinkl ed bl ood on the bones at ny feet. The circle of power snapped into
place with a rush that raised my skin as if it would craw off ny flesh. |
i nvoked the circle. | called the wards. | worshipped, and it was enough

Shrieks, screans filled the night. The vanpires went up in flanmes. They
ran, burning, for the edge of the ward and all who nmade it across exploded in
a rain of burning bits and pieces.

| felt Dam an above nme, and Asher. None of the vampires left behind tried
to do anything but run. Mst fell into burning heaps on the ground w t hout
t aki ng anot her step. Anyone under a hundred di ed where they stood.

The 1 ndi an woman had cone to stand on the edge of the bone circle. She
stared at me while the vanpires screanmed and di ed, and the stink of burning
flesh and hair was thick enough to choke. Her face showed not hing. She'd
rescued the club.

Finally she said, "I should kill you."
| nodded. "Yes, you should, but your allies are dead and your naster has
flown away. 1'd get out while the getting's good, if | were you."

She nodded and threw the club to the ground. "Colin and Barnaby live, and
we will see you again, Anita."

"I look forward to it," | said. | was hoping that she wouldn't notice that
nmy back was pressed against the tree, because | wasn't sure | could stand on
ny own.

Ni kki nodded, and started to walk away into the dark, past the tree and the
bones. She spoke sonething then stepped through the ward. \When she stepped
t hrough, the magi c quenched, swall owed back into the earth.

She | ooked at me fromthe dark on the other side of the quieted circle. W
stared at each other for a long nmoment, and | knew that if we nmet again she

would kill nme if she could. She was Colin's human servant. It was her job.

| slid down the tree until | was sitting in the bones. My legs were too
weak to hold nme and a fine trenbling had started in nmy hands. | gazed out into
t he | upanar, gazed out over ny handi work. Sone of the bodies still burned, but

no vanpire nmoved within the circle. The vanpires were dead. Al of them
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Anot her fight, another shower. Rotting vanpire was not an odor you wanted
to wear to bed. My hair was still danp when |I called Jean-Claude to fill him
in on what we'd done. Ckay, on what |'d done.

| told himthe shortest version possible. H s response, "You did what?"

| repeated it.

Sil ence on the other end of the phone. | couldn't even hear him breathe.

"Jean-d aude, you still there?"

"I amhere, ma petite." He sighed. "You have surprised ne once again. | did
not see this comng."

"You don't sound happy," | said. "You know the news could be worse. W

could all be dead."

"l did not think Colin would be so foolish."

"Live and learn," | said.

"Colin was right to fear you, ma petite."

"I told Colin what would happen if he nmessed with us. He pushed the button
not ne."

"Who are you trying to convince, ma petite, me or yourself?"

| thought about that for a nonment. "I don't know "



"Are you adnmitting you were wong?" His voice held mld anmusenent.

"No." | tried to think howto say it. Finally, | said, "W were |osing
Jean-Cl aude. They were going to kill us. | had to do sonething. | wasn't even
sure it would work." | held the phone, and wi shed that he were here to hold
me. | hated the thought that | wanted himlike that. That | wanted anyone |ike
that. | hated needi ng people. They all had a tendency to die on ne. But |'d
have given a great deal for a pair of conforting arnms right at that noment.

"Ma petite, ma petite, what is wong?"

| rmotioned Asher over to the phone. "Talk to your second banana. Ask Asher
if there were other options. If there were other options, | couldn't see
them™

"There is sonething in your voice, ma petite. Sonething fragile." He
whi spered the | ast word.

| just nodded, and handed the phone to Asher. | wal ked away fromit huggi ng
nmysel f tight. Fragile, he said. Scared, nore like. 1'd scared mysel f tonight.
Sonething in the power | released had extingui shed the torches around the
| upanar. Those of us still standing had noved by the |ight of burning corpses.
It had been a scene right out of Dante's Inferno, and | had done it. The power
i nside of ne had done this thing. Yeah, scared about covered it.

Dam an canme up to ne. He whispered, "Jason's crying in the shower."

| sighed. Great, just what | needed, another crisis. But | didn't ask
qguestions. | just knocked on the door of the bathroom "Jason, you all right?"

He didn't answer ne. "Jason?"

"I"'mall right, Anita." H's voice, even over the shower sounded strained.
I'd never really heard himcry before, but that's what it sounded like, a
voice thick with tears.

| pressed the top of nmy head to the door and sighed. | did not need this
toni ght. But Jason was mny friend, and who else was | going to send in to
confort hin? Damian had cone to me with it. Zane didn't seemthe hand-hol di ng
type, and Cherry, well ... if |I was going to send another woman into confort
him it seenmed cowardly. Asher? Naw.

| knocked on the door again. "Jason, can | conme in for a m nute?"

Silence. If he'd been feeling anywhere near okay, he'd have made some ki nd
of joke about me finally seeing himin the shower. That he didn't tease ne at
all was a bad sign.

"Jason, can | cone in ... please?"
"Come in," he said finally.
| opened the door and the warm air fogged around ne. | closed the door

behind me. The room was soft and thick with warnth. It was hot, the noisture
beadi ng on every surface as if he'd cranked the shower up to as hot as it
woul d go. Hot as it would go was enough to scald the flesh fromyour bones, if
you were human.

The light left his shadow on the white shower curtain. He wasn't standing.
He was sitting on the floor of the shower, huddl ed.

| moved the towel fromthe lid of the stool and sat down with it in ny lap
"What's wrong?"

He took a deep sobbing breath, and even over the shower | could hear him
weepi ng. Crying didn't cover it, weeping.

| wanted to see himwhile | talked to him and | didn't want to see him
naked. Choi ces, choi ces.

"Talk to me, Jason. What's wrong?"

"I can't get it off nme. | can't get clean.”

"You mean netaphorically speaking or literally?" | asked.

"It's all over ne and | can't get it off."

| was being a coward and a prude. | reached a hand for the curtain and
slowy drew it back until | could see himw thout splashing the entire

bat hroom wi th water.

Jason had his knees drawn up tight to his chest, arms | ocked around t hem
The heat fromthe water was enough to nmake me draw back. H s skin had turned a
nice cherry pink but that was it. I'd have had blisters or worse by now



There were clinging patches of black goo on his back. The back of one arm
had a patch on it. He'd scrubbed and boiled hinmself nearly raw and coul dn't
get cl ean.

He stared strai ght ahead at the faucets, rocking ever so slightly. "I was
okay until | got in the shower and it wouldn't come off. Then | kept seeing
those two vanpires in Branson. | thought about Yvette, watching her rot. But
it's the two in Branson. | can still feel their hands on ne, Anita. Sonetines
| still wake up in the mddle of the day in a cold sweat, renmenbering.”

In Branson, M ssouri we'd taken on the |local Master of the Cty. She'd had
two young wonen that she was going to torture unless we gave her sone of us to
torture. They'd suggested that if Jason nmade love to two of the femal e vanps
they would let one of the girls go. | think he'd enjoyed it, at first, but
then they'd started to rot.

Jason had struggl ed away fromthem crawing against the wall. H's bare
chest was covered in bits of their flesh. A strand of something thick and
heavy slid slowmy down his neck onto his chest. He batted at it |ike you would
swat at a spider that you found crawling al ong your skin. He was pressed into
the black wall with his pants nearly to his thighs.

The blond rolled off her back and craw ed towards him reaching a hand out
that was nothing but bones with bits of dried flesh. She seened to be decayi ng
in dry ground. The brunette was wet. She lay back on the floor, and some dark
fluid rushed out fromher to pool beneath her body. She'd undone her own
| eather shirt, and her breasts were |ike heavy bags of fluid.

"I"'mready for you," the brunette said. Her voice was still clear and
solid. No human voi ce shoul d have cone out of those rotting |ips.

The bl ond grabbed Jason's arm and he screaned.

| shook ny head trying to clear the menory. It had haunted ny dreans for a
while just witnessing it. But for Jason it had becone his private phobia. One
of the Council's flunkies had been one of the rotting ones. She'd tortured
him too, because she |iked how very, very afraid he was of her. Yvette's
little tornent had only happened about two nmonths ago. Tonight's fun and games
had been far too close to hone.

| took off the wist sheaths and | aid themon the back of the stool. The
fact that I was wearing the wist sheaths when | shoul d have been getting
ready for bed said sonething about my own paranoia. The heat fromthe water as
| reached for the knob was al nost frightening. Years of being told, don't
touch, hot. | knew that fire killed wereani mals, but apparently heat didn't. |
turned the knob until the tenperature was sonething | could touch

Jason started to shiver alnbst as soon as the water began to cool. Frankly,
| was amazed that the cabin's hot water heater had kept up this long. The

floor was wet and the water soaked into the legs of ny jeans. | had anot her
pair | could change into.

I found the bar of soap but the washrag was black. | threwit into the sink
and got the last clean one. I'd have to renenber to ask for extra towels. |

shoul d have done that anyway.
Jason finally | ooked at me, a slow turning of his head. H s blue eyes
| ooked al nost glassy, as if he were slipping into his own version of shock. "I

can't go through it again, Anita. | can't.”
| soaped the clean washrag until it squished white suds. | touched his back
and he flinched. | would have given al nost anything in that noment if he had

grabbed for ne, or teased, or even made a pass. Anything to let me know he was
okay. Instead he sat there naked and wet and niserable. It made ny throat

tight, but dasm it if | cried, | was afraid | wouldn't stop. | was in here to
confort Jason not to make himconfort ne.

Wrse yet, | couldn't get it off his back. It had been hard enough to get
of f ny own skin, but the extra hour Jason had sat around waiting for ne to
finish my shower had turned the fluid into glue. I finally resorted to using
my fingernails, glad that I'd refused Cherry's offer of fingernail polish. |
woul d have chipped it all to hell. |I scraped it off a piece at atine with ny

fingers while the hot water ran and Jason shivered. But it wasn't the cold



that made hi mshiver. | was so hot in the noist heat, | didn't feel well.
I'd cl eaned everything but one |last patch low on his back, very low. It was
like the fluid had soaked into the band of his pants, |ow enough that the

curve of buttocks started just below the patch. | was squeani sh about that
one. Because, though Jason seemed unaware that he was nude, | was very aware
of it.

| was al so having troubl e keeping the oversized T-shirt I'd put on for bed
fromgetting wet. Norrmally | wouldn't have cared but 1'd forgotten to pack a
second nightshirt. | finally turned the shower off and adjusted the
tenmperature on the faucets so | had water w thout having to try and dodge the
shower .

I moved back to Jason and started peeling that |last patch off his skin. |
tried talking to get ny mind off of where my hands were. "W killed all the
vanmpi res, Jason. It's okay."

He shook his head. "Not Barnaby. We missed him and he was their creator.
can't stand the thought of himtouching me, Anita. | can't do this again."

"Then go home, Jason. Take the jet and get out."

"I won't desert you," he said. H's gaze stayed on ny face for a nonent.
"And it's not just because Jean-Cl aude wouldn't like it."

"I know that," | said. "But all | can do is swear to you that if it is
within nmy power to protect you from Barnaby, | wll."
| was leaning very close to him ny armdown the length of his back. 1'd

finally gotten over the enbarrassnent with the sheer concentration of prying
the dried bits fromhis body. It was |ike dissecting that frog in high school
It was gross until the teacher told me to cut out the brain. Then | got so
interested in scraping the skull away, ever so carefully, so as not to damage
the brain, that | forgot the snell, the poor pitiful frog, and just
concentrated on getting the brain out in one piece. My lab partner and | were
the only pair to get the brain out whole.

Jason turned his head towards ne, brushing nmy hair with his face. "You
snell |ike Cherry's base makeup."

| spoke without |ooking up. "I don't own any base so she put some of hers
on nme earlier. She wears base that is way too pale for her, so it works for
me. | thought | got all of it off."

"Hmm " he said. H's nouth was very close to ny ear

| froze in md-novenent. My body pressed agai nst his back, ny hand touching
the smooth skin just above his buttocks. There was a tension now that hadn't
been there. My pul se sped up with the awareness of his body, because
suddenly knew he was aware of ne. | got the last piece of dried goop off his
skin and took a deep breath. | started to | ean back and knew that he was goi ng
to try sonething. Part of me was nervous about it and part of ne was relieved.
It was Jason after all, and he was naked, and | was close, and it was Jason
If he'd let the opportunity pass, |'d have known he was hurt beyond anyt hi ng
could fix.

H's armslid around ny wai st, and he used that incredible speed that they
were capable of. | felt himlift me and we were just suddenly on the floor
with himon top. It was his legs on nmy legs that pinned ne. He used his arms
to keep his body raised enough that his groin didn't press into me, which of
course neant my view of his body was unobstructed. A mxed bl essing. He began
to lean his face down for a Kiss.

| put a hand on his chest and stopped the novenent. "Stop it, Jason."

"The last tine | did this you shoved a gun in ny ribs and said you'd shoot
me if | stole a kiss."

"I neant it," | said.

"You're arned," he said, "I'mnot holding your hands down."

| sighed. "You know my rule. | don't point a gun at anyone unless | plan to
shoot them You're ny friend now, Jason. |I'mnot going to shoot you for
stealing a kiss. You knowit, | knowit."

He smiled and | eaned in closer. My hand was on his chest but ny hand just
kept getting closer to ny own chest. "But | also don't want you to kiss ne. If



you're really ny friend, you won't do it. You'll just let me up."

Hi s face was just above nine so close it was hard to focus on his eyes.
"What if | tried for nore than a kiss?" He noved his face so his nouth was
hovering over my chest. | could feel his breath just above the soft |ine where
nmy breasts began.

"Don't push it, Jason. If | shoot you in the right spot, it won't kill you,
you'll be hurt, but you'll heal."

He raised his face back up to me. He grinned, and started to roll off of
me. The door opened and Richard was just suddenly standing there staring down
at us. Perfect, just perfect.
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"Wuld you believe | slipped?" Jason asked.

"No," Richard said. That one word was very col d.

"Get off of ne, Jason."”

He rolled to one side but nade no nove to grab for a towel. Richard threw
the towel at him Jason caught it, and his eyes sparkled with the effort not
to smle. Jason had a streak in himthat nade hi menjoy yanki ng soneone's
chain. He liked to stir the pot and see what happened. Someday he was going to
do it with the wong person, and he was going to get hurt. But not tonight.

"Cet out, Jason. | need to talk to Anita."

Jason stood and w apped the towel around his waist. |I'd sat up but hadn't
stood up. Jason offered me his hand. | alnost never let a man hel p nme stand,
sit, or do nmuch of anything. | took Jason's hand, and he gave it that little

extra pull that made ne bunp into himwhen | got to ny feet.
"You want ne to go?" he asked.

I moved a step back but let himkeep ny hand. "1'Il be all right," |I said
Jason grinned up at Richard as he wal ked out the door. Richard closed the
door, leaning against it. | was effectively trapped and he was angry enough

that the roomfilled with prickling energy.

"What was all that about?" he asked.

"I't's none of your business anynore, is it?" | asked.

"Earlier today |I thought you turned me down because you were being loyal to
Jean- d aude. "

"I turned you down because it was the right thing to do." | went to the
sink and started trying to clean the bits of black crud out from under ny
fingernails.

"If Jean-d aude finds out you're doing Jason, he'd hurt him maybe kil
him"

"Are you going to tell on us? Run hone tattling to our naster?" | |ooked at
himin the mrror when | said it. My reward was that he flinched. Alittle too
cl ose to hone, that comment.

"Why Jason?" he asked.

"Do you really believe that |I'mhaving sex with Jason?" | turned and used
the slightly danp towel to dry ny hands.

Ri chard just |ooked at ne.

"Jesus, Richard, just because you're junping everything in sight doesn't

mean | am" | sat down on the closed stool and tried to blot ny jeans dry with
the towel.

"So you're not sleeping with hinP"

The towel was not helping the jeans. "No, I'mnot." | threwthe towel in
the corner. "I can't believe you' d even ask."

"I'f you'd found me on the floor with a naked woman on top of ne, you'd have
t hought the same thing," he said.

Hmm he had me there. "All the wonen I'd find you with would be strangers
who are either dating you, fucking you, or both. Wat you saw on the floor was
Jason being Jason. You know how he is."

"You used to threaten to shoot himif he touched you."

| stood. "Do you really want me to shoot hi m because he nade a pass?



t hought one of our main problens was that you thought | shot first and asked
questions later. | think you called ne bloodthirsty." | pushed past him and
where our skin touched power flared like an invisible flane.

He moved back clutching his armlike it had hurt. But | knew it hadn't
hurt. It had felt wonderful, a rush of power to nake your hair stand on end.
It was little touches Iike that that |let us both know what it coul d be between
us.

| wal ked out. So there was power between us, so there was heat, so what? It
didn't change the fact that | was sleeping with Jean-C aude. It didn't change
the fact that Richard was sl eeping around. The fact that | was jeal ous of his
girlfriends and he was jeal ous of any man he thought | m ght be having sex
with was just a nasty cosnmic joke. We'd get over it.
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There were three people in ny bed; none of themwere me. Cherry and Zane
had curled up around Nathaniel l|ike fleshy security blankets. 1'd been
i nforned that the physical closeness of your group, whatever the animal
flavor, was healing both emptionally and physically. R chard had backed up
this bit of werelore, so the werel eopards got the bed, because Nathani el had
hysterics at the thought of being w thout ne.

So the werel eopards got the bed, and | got the floor. | nmanaged to get a
bl anket and a pillowto go with ny bit of carpet. W were in a new cabin.
Verne was going to try to clean the old cabin, but the bed and carpet were
probably a | ost cause.

| apol ogi zed for that, but Verne seenmed to think I could do no wong. He

was tickled pink, purple, and blue that I'd fried Colin's vanmps. | was not so
happy. Revenge can be a very scary thing. |If soneone had done to Jean-C aude's
vanmps what | did to Colin's vanps, I'd ... we'd have killed them

The bat hroom door opened and cl osed quietly.

| sat up, hugging the blanket around me. Jason threaded his way between the
two coffins. He was wearing a pair of silk boxers. He'd put themon |ast night
in the bathroom and come out without a word. I'd still been trying to convince
t he werel eopards that they couldn't all sleep naked.

Jason had wanted to sleep with them adding his otherworldly energy to
theirs, but they refused him Not because he was wol f instead of |eopard, but
because Cherry didn't trust himto keep his hands to hinsel f.

Jason paused in front of the bed, staring down at the pile of sleeping
wer el eopards. He ran his hands through his sleep-tousled hair. H's hair was
strai ght enough and baby fine enough that his hands could snooth the hair into
pl ace. He stayed near the foot of the bed, staring down.

| finally stood, wapping the blanket around me. | was wearing an oversized
sleeping shirt that hit me at mdcalf. One size does not fit all, but it was
still nightclothes, and | wanted somet hing between me and anyone el se. At
heart, | ama prude. | went to stand next to Jason, covered shoul der to foot
in the blanket. It wasn't Jason | didn't trust. It was everyone el se who nmade
nme unconfortabl e.

Cherry lay on her back, sheets tangled around her knees. She was wearing a
pair of red bikini underwear stretched tight across narrow hi ps. Her wai st was
very long so that she got height fromthere as well as those long | egs. Her
breasts were small and firm She sighed and rolled one shoul der, making the
fl esh of one breast nove, settling closer to the bed. The nipple tightened as
if sonething in the novenent or the dreamwas exciting. Or maybe she was j ust
col d.

| glanced at Jason. He was gazing at her |ike he was nmenorizing every
curve, the way her breast spilled to the side. Hs eyes were al nost soft as he
| ooked at her. Mdre than lust, maybe? O the way you look at a really fine
work of art, admiring it because you're not allowed to touch.

Neit her of the others were giving nearly as good a show. Nathaniel was
wrapped in a ball, head pressed to Cherry's waist. He was so bound in covers



that all you could see was the top of his head. He whinpered in his sleep, and
Cherry's hand touched the top of his head, her other armflinging out into
space, eyes still closed, still asleep. But even in her sleep, she reached for
him conforted him

Zane lay on the other side of Nathaniel, spooning his body against the
smal ler man's. But the covers had been dragged off him show ng the blue
bi ki nis he was wearing. The underwear | ooked suspiciously like Cherry's, as if
she'd had to give himsonething to wear to bed.

Jason had eyes only for Cherry's slender form | was surprised that she
couldn't feel the weight of his gaze, even in her sleep

| held the quilt in place with one hand and touched his wist with the
other. | crooked ny finger at himand led the way to the far corner of the
room as far away fromthe bed as we could get.

| leaned against the wall to the side of the wi ndow. Jason | eaned agai nst
the wall cl ose enough that his shoul der brushed the edge of the quilt. |
didn't protest because we were whi spering. Besides, after awhile, conplaining
about everything that Jason did just got tiresone. It wasn't really personal
He pushed his luck with everyone.

"Did you sense anyone the | ast watch?"

He shook his head, leaning so close that | could feel his breath against ny
cheek. "They're afraid of you after last night."

| turned to | ook at himand had to nove ny head back a little to be able to
focus on his eyes. "Afraid of nme?"

Hi s face was very serious. "Don't be coy, Anita. Wat you did | ast night
was i npressive, and you know it."

| hugged the bl anket around my shoul ders and | ooked at the ground. After
the rush of power had faded last night, 1'd been cold. 1'd been cold al
night. It was nearly ninety degrees outside. The air conditioner was whirring,
and | was cold. Unfortunately, it wasn't the kind of cold that blankets or
heat or even anot her warm body could chase away. |1'd scared nyself last night.
Lately, that took a |lot.

I'd seen the burning vanmpires in ny dreanms. They'd chased nme with
flame-covered arms. Their mouths opened in screans, fangs |leaking fire |ike
dragon's breath. The burning vanps had offered ne Mra's head. The head had
talked in its basket, asking, "Wiy?" Because | was careless didn't seemlike a
good enough answer. | ran fromthe dying vanpires all night |ong, one dream
after another, or maybe it was just one |ong, broken dream Wo knows? Either
way, it hadn't been restful

Ri chard had turned to me last night with the vanpire bodies still glow ng
i ke banked fires. He'd | ooked at me, and 1'd felt his revulsion, his horror
at what 1'd done, like a knife through ny heart. If things had been reversed
and |'d been the werewolf and he'd been the human, he'd have been just as
si ckened after the show with Marcus as | had been. No, nore so. The only
reason Richard hung around with nonsters was the fact that he was one.

Ri chard had gone off to his cabin with Jam | and Shang-Da. Shang-Da and
Jam | hadn't been horrified; they'd been inpressed. Though Shang-Da had said,
"They' Il kill us all for this."

Asher had disagreed. "Colin is a |l esser master than Jean-C aude, yet he
demanded the life of Jean-C aude's second, nme, and the sanity of one of his
wol ves, Jason. He overstepped his bounds. Anita nerely renm nded himof that."

Shang- Da had | ooked at the bl ackened corpses, slowy turning to piles of

ash. "You think any master vanpire will allow this to go unanswered?"

Asher shrugged. "It is no disgrace to | ose agai nst someone who has net the
Counci | and survived."

"Besides," Jami| said, "he'll be scared now He won't cone against Anita

face-to-face again."

Asher nodded. "Exactly; he fears her now "

"Hi s human servant, N kki, could have enabled the wards just like I did," |
sai d.

"I believe," Asher said, "that if his servant had power so sinilar to your



own, she would not have nmerely warned him"

"She'd have tried to keep ne fromsetting the magic free," | said.
"Yes," Asher said.
"She lied," | said.

Asher smiled and touched nmy cheek. "How can you be so cynical and be
surprised when people lie?"

To that, there was no answer. \Wat |'d done was just beginning to sink in
then. Now, in the light of mdday, not norning -— we'd nmanaged to sleep the
nmorning away -— | was cold with the know edge that what |'d done |ast night
hadn't used power fromeither Richard or Jean-C aude. Wat 1'd done |ast night
had been all ne. |I'd have been able to do it without a single vanpire mark or
a drop of extra power.

| hated it when | did sonething so i nhuman and coul dn't bl ane anyone el se
for it. Made ne feel like a freak.

Jason touched ny shoulder. | |ooked at him There must have been sonet hi ng
in my face, because the grin faded fromhis. H s eyes held that world-weary
sorrow t hat peeked through every once in awhile.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

| shook ny head. "You saw what | did last night. | did it. Not Jean-C aude.
Not Richard. Me. Just little old ne."

He put his hands on ny shoulders and turned me to look at himfull face.
"You saved nme last night, Anita. You put yourself between ne and those things.
"Il never forget that, ever."

| tried to | ook away, and he shook ne gently until | |ooked at him W were
exactly the same height, so it wasn't like looking up at him just at him All
t he teasi ng was gone. \Wat was | eft behind was sonething nore serious, nore

grownup, less Jason. "You killed to save us |last night. None of us will forget
that. Verne and his wolves won't forget that."
"Colin wn't forget it, either,”" | said. "He'll cone after us."

Jason shook his head. "Asher and Jami| are right. He's scared shitless of
you now. He won't cone near you."

| grabbed his arns, letting the quilt slide to the floor. "But he'll hurt
the rest of you. He'll try and take you, Jason. He'll give you to Barnaby.
He'll break you just to hurt ne."

"O he'll kill Asher,"” Jason said. "I know." He smiled, and it was al nost
his usual grin. "Wiy do you think we both stayed in here with you | ast night?
I, for one, wanted your protection."

"You know you have it," | said.

The smile softened. "I know. " He touched ny face gently. "Wat's wong? |
nmean really wong? Wiy do you |l ook so ... tornented today?"

"What | did last night wasn't very human, Jason. | felt Richard's horror. |
felt himthink of me as a nonster, and he's right."

Jason hugged ne. | stiffened at first, and he started to let me go, then I
rel axed against him | let himhold me, wapping my own arns around his back
I buried nmy face against his neck and had a horrible urge to cry.

There was a soft sound from behind us. | raised nmy head to | ook. The

wer el eopards were clinmbing off the bed, gliding towards us on human feet but
moving as if there were nuscles in their legs and hips and torsos that didn't
exi st in mne. Zane and Cherry withed and glided, nearly naked, towards us.
Cherry held Nathaniel's hand, leading himlike a child. But he didn't | ook
like a child as he padded towards us, naked. Undies woul d have hurt the upper
t hi gh wound. Now, as he came towards us, it was clear that he wasn't
conpl etely unhappy to see ne. O maybe it was waking up next to Cherry, or
maybe it was just a guy thing. Either way, | didn't like it.

| pushed away from Jason. He didn't fight it, just stepped back. He watched
t he werel eopards conme, but | don't think he was worried about it. In fact, |
could feel his energy prickle along ny skin. Strong emotions like lust will
make a shapeshifter's energy rise. The monment | thought it, | | ooked wthout
t hi nki ng. Jason was happy to see Cherry, very happy.

| 1 ooked away, blushing. | turned ny back on all of them arms hugging ny



si des.

Soneone touched ny shoul der. | flinched.

"It's me, Anita," Jason said.

I shook ny head.

He hugged ne from behind, arnms very carefully across ny shoul ders and no
lower. "I'mnot sorry you killed them Anita. I'mjust sorry you didn't kil
Bar naby. "

"Someone else is going to pay for ny bravado, Jason. Like Mra |ast night.
| do things, say things, around you guys, and it all goes wong."

Zane noved around in front of ne. | stared up at himw th Jason's arns
still around ny shoulders |like a bul ky necklace. Zane's brown eyes were as
serious as |'d seen themon this trip.

He reached out to touch ny face, and only Jason's arms tightening ever so
slightly kept ne from backi ng away or saying, "Don't." Touching didn't nean
the sane thing to |lycanthropes as it did to the rest of Anerican society. |
woul d say human, but there were a lot of countries that were nore into casua
touchi ng than ours.

Zane's fingers trailed down ny cheek while he studied ny face, frowning.
"Cabriel was our whole world. He and Elizabeth made us, chose us. As bad as
you think he was, Gabriel saved nobst of us. | was a junkie, but he didn't
allow drugs in his pard."

He |l eaned into me, sniffing along ny skin, rubbing his cheek so that I
could feel the fine stubble along his jaw "Nathaniel was a street whore.
Gabriel pinped himout but not to just anybody, not to everybody."

Cherry was on her knees. She took ny hand, rubbing her face against nmy skin
like a cat scent-marking. "I lost a leg in a hit-and-run accident. Gabriel
offered me ny leg back. He cut it off above the stunp, and when | shifted, the
| eg grew back."

Zane laid a gentle kiss on ny forehead. "He did care for us in his own,
twi sted way."

"But he never risked his life for us," Cherry said. She started Iicking ny
hand, again for all the world like a cat. She stopped |licking me seconds
before |I told her to stop. Maybe she sensed ny tension. "You risked your life
to save Nathaniel. You risked the lives of your vampires for him"

Zane cradled ny face in his hands, |eaning back so he could see ny face.
"You | ove Asher. Why woul d you risk him for Nathaniel?"

| drew back gently fromtheir hands until | was standing al one near the
door. | wasn't going to make a break for it, | just needed sone room

Nat hani el crouched in the mddle of the room He was the only one who
hadn't touched ne.

"l don't |ove Asher,” | said.

"We can snell your desire for him" Zane said.

Oh, great. "I didn't say | didn't think he was cute. | said | didn't |ove
him" My eyes slid to the coffin. | knew he couldn't hear me, but

Jason was | eaning against the wall, grinning at me, arms crossed over his

chest. The | ook on his face was enough

"I don't love him"

Cherry and Zane stared at ne, wearing al nost identical expressions, neither
of which | could read. "You care for him" Cherry said.

| thought about that, then nodded. "Ckay, | care for him"

"Why woul d you risk himfor Nathaniel?" she asked. She was still on her
knees. She went to all fours as she spoke. Her breasts hung down, noving as
she craw ed towards nme. |1'd never had a naked woman crawl towards ne, ever.
Naked nen, but not naked wonen. It bothered ne. Hompophobic? Who ne?

"Nat haniel is mne to protect. I'"'mhis Nimr-ra, right?"

Cherry kept crawling towards ne. Zane had dropped to all fours and was
joining her. Miscles noved under the skin of their shoulders, their arns,
muscl es that shouldn't have been there. They noved forward in a wave of grace
and nuscl ed potential, |ike violence contained inside skin. Except for
Nat hani el . He stayed crouched and immbile, as if waiting for sone signal



I |1 ooked past the onconing werel eopards to Jason. "Wat's going on?"

"They want to understand you."

"There's nothing to understand,” | said. "Colin hurt Nathani el because he
could, like you'd abuse a dog you didn't like. No one abuses ny friends. It's
not allowed."

Cherry had waited for Zane so that they noved in tandemtowards ne, a
nearly matched pair. They were alnost to nme, alnost wthin touching range, and
| didn't want themto touch me. Something was going on, and | didn't like it.

"Nat haniel isn't your friend," Jason said. "It wasn't friendship that made
you risk Asher."

| frowned at him "Stop helping ne."

Zane and Cherry | ooked up at me, and | think they would have touched ne but
weren't sure of their welcome. "CGabriel said he cared for us," Zane said, "but
he risked nothing. He sacrificed nothing." He raised up on his knees, close
enough that his otherworldly energy pressed |like a warmw nd agai nst ny bare
l egs. "You risked your life for one of us last night. Wy?"

Cherry rai sed up on her knees, and again it was |ike an echo. Their power
pressed against ne like a great, warmhand. Their intensity, their need,
filled their eyes. And | realized for the first time that it wasn't just
Nat hani el that was needy. It was all of them They had no home, no | ove, no
care.

"I't wasn't friendship,"

Zane said. "The wolf is right."

"You aren't having sex with Nathaniel," Cherry said.
| stared at them at those eager faces. "Sonetimnmes you do things just
because it's the right thing to do," | said.

"You risked Asher and Dami an, then you risked yoursel f," Zane said. "Wy?
Why ?"

"Why did you protect ne |ast night?" Jason asked. "Wy did you stand
bet ween ne and Bar naby?"

"You're ny friend," | said.

Jason smled. "Now, | am but that wasn't why you protected ne. You' d have
done the sanme for Zane."

| frowned at Jason. "What do you want ne to say, Jason?"

"The real reason why you protected nme. The sane reason you risked so nuch
for Nathaniel. Not friendship, or sex, or love."

"Then why?" | asked.

"You know the answer, Anita."

| looked fromhimto the two kneeling werel eopards. | hated putting it into
words, but Jason was right. "Nathaniel is mne now He's on the list of people
that 1'Il protect. He's mine, and no one can hurt himw thout answering to ne.

Jason's mine. You're all nmine, and no one hurts what's mine. It's not
al | owed. "

It sounded so arrogant saying it out loud. It sounded nedieval, but it was
still true. Sone things just are true; you don't have to voice them they just
are. And somewhere along the way, 1'd started collecting people. My people. It
used to nean friends, but lately, it neant nore than that, or less. It neant
people like Nathaniel. W certainly weren't friends, but he was mne, just the
sane.

Staring down into Zane and Cherry's faces, it was like |I could see all the
di sappoi ntnents, the small betrayals, the sel fishness, the pettiness, the
cruelty. | watched it fill their eyes. They'd seen so rmuch of it that they
sinmply couldn't understand ki ndness or honor; or worse, they just didn't trust
it.

"I'f you mean that," Zane said, "we're yours. You can have all of us."

"Have?" | made it a question

"They mean sex," Jason said. He wasn't smling now | wasn't sure why. He'd
been enj oyi ng the show a nonent before.
"I don't want to have sex with either of you, any of you," | added hastily.

Didn't want to have any m sunder st andi ngs.
"Pl ease," Cherry said, "please choose one of us."



| looked at them "Wy do you want ne to have sex with one of you?"

"You | ove sone of the wolves," Zane said. "You feel true friendship for
them You feel none of that for us."

"But you feel lust," Cherry said. "Nathaniel disturbs you because you find
himattractive."

That cut a little too close to hone. "Look, guys, | don't sleep with people
just because |I find themattractive."

"Why not?" Zane asked.

| sighed. "I don't do casual sex. If you don't understand that, |'m not
sure | can explain it to you."

"How can we trust you if you don't want anything fromus?" Cherry said.

| didn't have an answer for that one. | |ooked at Jason. "Can you help ne
out here?"

He pushed away fromthe wall. "I think so, but you may not like it."

"Explain," | said.

"The problemis that they' ve never really had a Nimr-ra, not for real
Gabriel was an al pha, and he was powerful, but he wasn't a Nmr-raj, either."

"One of the werewol ves described Gabriel as a lion passant, a passive
| eopard, one that had power but didn't protect,” | said. "The pard called ne a
| eoparde |ionne, one that protects, before they pronoted me to Nmr-ra."

"We called Gabriel leopard lionne," Zane said, "because he was all we knew,
but the wol ves were right, he was a lion passant."

"Great," | said, "soit's settled."

"No," Cherry said. "If Gabriel taught us anything, it was that you can't
trust anyone unl ess they want something fromyou. You don't have to | ove us,
but pick one of us for a lover."

| shook ny head. "No. | nean thanks for the invitation, but no thanks."

"Then how can we trust you?" Cherry asked, voice al nost a whi sper

"You can trust her," Jason said. "It's Gabriel that you couldn't trust.
He's the one that convinced you that sex was so damed inportant. Anita isn't
even sleeping with our Ufric, but Zane saw her | ast night. He saw what she
did to protect nme."

"She did it to protect her vampire. The one she cares for," Zane said.

"I don't feel for Damian the way | feel for Asher, but | risked ny life for
himlast night," | said.

The | eopards frowned up at me. "I know," Zane said, "and | don't understand
that. Way didn't you let himdie?"

"I'd asked himto risk his life to save Nathaniel. | try never to ask of
others what I"'mnot willing to do nyself. If Damian was willing to risk his

life, then | couldn't do |less."

The | eopards were lost. It showed in their faces, the tension that flowed
t hrough their power, as it breathed al ong ny skin.

"Am | yours?" Nathani el asked. H s voice sounded snall and | ost.

| |l ooked past the others to him He was still crouched, huddled in the
m ddl e of the floor. He was huddled in around hinself. His long, |ong hair had
spilled around him across his face. His flower-petal eyes stared out at ne
through that curtain of hair, like he was staring out through fur. |I'd seen
other lycanthropes that did that, hid behind their hair, and stared. Crouched
there, he was suddenly feral and vaguely unreal. He brushed the hair back from
one side, revealing a line of armand chest. Hi s face was suddenly young,
open, and raw w th need.

"I won't let anyone else hurt you, Nathaniel,"” | said.

A single tear slid down his face. "I'mso tired of not bel onging to anyone,
Anita. So tired of being anyone's nmeat that wanted ne. So tired of being
scared. "

"You don't have to be scared anynmore, Nathaniel. If it's within ny power to
keep you safe, | wll."

"I belong to you now?"

| didn't Iike the phrasing, but watching himcry, one crystalline tear at a
time, | knew that now wasn't the tinme to qui bble over semantics. | hoped



wasn't signing up for nore up-cl ose-and-personal care than | wanted, but |
nodded. "Yes, Nathaniel, you belong to me." Words alone rarely inpressed
shapeshifters. It was |like part of themdidn't understand words.

| held out ny hand to him "Cone, Nathaniel, come to ne."

He crawmed to me, not in that wild, ruscular grace, but head down, crying,
face hidden by his hair. He was sobbing full out by the time he reached nme. He
hel d one hand up to nme blind, not |ooking at ne.

Zane and Cherry had noved to either side, letting himconme close to ne.

I took Nathaniel's hand and wondered what to do with it. Shaking it wasn't

enough, kissing it seemed wong. | racked ny brain for anything on | eopards
and just blanked. The one thing that the | eopards did nost often was |ick each
other. | couldn't think of anything el se.

| raised Nathaniel's hand to nmy nmouth, bending over to press ny nouth to
t he back of his hand. | licked his skin, one quick novenment, and the taste of
himwas familiar. | knew in that nonment that Raina had licked this skin, ran

lips, tongue, teeth, down this body.
The munin welled up inside of ne, and | fought it. The nunin wanted to bite
his hand, to draw blood and lap it like a cat with cream The imgery was too

repul sive to ne. My own horror hel ped me chase Rai na away. | pushed her down
inside nme and realized that she never really left ne anynore. That was why she
cane so quickly and so easily. | felt her hiding inside me |like a cancer

wai ting to spread.
| stood there with the taste of Nathaniel's skin in my mouth and did what

Rai na had never done: | gave confort.

| raised Nathaniel's head gently until | could cradle his face between ny
hands. | kissed his forehead, | kissed the salty taste of tears fromhis
cheeks.

He fell against me with a sob, arns | ocked around ny | egs, pressed agai nst
me. There was a nonent when Raina tried to flare to life as Nathaniel's groin
pressed agai nst ny bare | egs.

| reached out to Richard, drawing on the mark between us. H s power cane to

my call like a warm brush of fur. It hel ped chase away that awful, stinging
pr esence.

| offered ny hands to the other |eopards. They pressed their faces to ny
skin, chin marking nme like cats, licking ne as if | were a kitten. | stood

there with the three werel eopards pressed to nme, borrowi ng Richard' s power to
keep Raina at bay. But it was nmore than that. Richard's power filled ne,
washed through me into the | eopards.

I was like the wood in the center of a fire. Richard was the flame, and the
wer el eopards warned thensel ves agai nst that heat. They took it into
t hensel ves, bathed in it, wapped it around thenselves |ike a prom se.

St andi ng there, caught between Richard' s power, the werel eopards' needs,
and that awful touch of Raina, |ike some foul perfume, | prayed: Dear Cod,
don't let nme fail them

24

The greeting cerenony that had been interrupted |l ast night was back on for
toni ght. One thing about the nonsters: You have to observe the rules. The
rul es said we needed a greeting cerenony, well, by golly, we'd have one.
Vengeful vanpires, or crooked cops, or hell freezing over, if there was a rite
to be perforned, or a cerenmony to be had, you went ahead with it. The vanpires
wer e worse about being cultured while they tore your throat out, but the
wer ewol ves weren't far behind.

Me, |I'd have ordered takeout and said, "Hell withit; let's try to solve
the nystery." But | wasn't in charge. Even crispy-crittering over twenty vanps
last night didn't nake me top dog or top anything el se, though Verne's
invitation had been very, very polite. Colin wasn't the only one who was
scared of me now.

Executing alnmost all of Colin's vanps nmeant that Verne's pack was in charge



now. They had the personnel to keep Colin from maki ng nore vanps. Apparently,
if there was no tie between vanmpires and wereanimals in an area, then whoever
had the strength could rule over the others. Until last night, Colin had kept
the wolves in line; now the shoe was on the other foot, and fromthe ook in
Verne's eyes, the shoe was going to pinch

It was one of those hot August nights that is utterly still. The world sits
in the close, hot darkness as if holding its breath, waiting for a cool breeze
t hat never comes.

But there was nmovenent under the trees. No wi nd, but novement. People crept
anong the trees. No, not people, werewolves. Everyone was still in human form
but you woul dn't have mi staken them for human. They eased through the trees
like gliding shadows, noving through the scattered underbrush al npst
soundl essly. If there had been even the snallest breeze to stir the trees,

t hey woul d have been soundl ess. But a brush of twig, a crunch of leaf, a
rustle of green |eaves, and you heard them On a night like tonight, even the
smal | sounds carri ed.

A twi g snapped off to ny left, and |I junped. Jam | touched ny arm and
j unped agai n.

"Damm, babe, you're junpy tonight."

"Don't call ne babe."

H's smle flashed in the darkness. "Sorry."

| rubbed ny hands al ong ny arns.

"You can't be cold," he said.

"I"'mnot." It wasn't cold that was trailing up and dawn ny skin |ike
i nsects mar chi ng.

"What's wrong?" Jason asked.

| stopped in the dark woods, knee-deep in sonme tall, |eggy weed. | shook ny
head, searching the darkness. Yeah, there were several dozen werewol ves
slinking around, but it wasn't the shapeshifters thensel ves that were freaking

me out. It was ... it was like hearing voices in a distant room | couldn't
under st and what they were saying, but | could hear them-— hear themin ny
head. | knew what it was; it was the nunin. The nunin in the |lupanar. The

munin called to nme, whispered across ny skin. They were eager for ne to cone,
waiting for ne. Shit.

Zane stared out into the dark. He was standi ng cl ose enough that | heard
himdraw a breath and knew he was scenting the wind. They were all turned out
into the night, even Nathaniel. He seemed nore confident than |I'd ever seen
him nore confortable in his own skin, no pun intended. Qur little cerenmony
this afternoon had neant sonmething to all three of the | eopards. | stil
wasn't sure what, exactly, it neant to ne.

They were all wearing old jeans, T-shirts, things you wouldn't nind
shapeshifting in, because one night closer to the full npon, accidents
happened. No, not accidents. | would get to watch some of themlose their
human shapes tonight. | realized that | really didn't want to see it. Not
really.

Asher and Dami an were not here. They had gone to spy or negotiate with
Colin and his remaining vanps. 1'd thought this was a really bad idea, but
Asher had assured nme that it was expected. That he as Jean-C aude's second
woul d carry the nessage that |, we, had spared Colin and his second in
conmand, Barnaby. We had allowed his human servant to walk fromthe circle. W
had been generous, and we didn't have to be. By their laws, Colin had
over st epped his bounds. He was the | esser vanpire, and we coul d have taken
everything fromhim

O course, the truth was that Colin and Barnaby had escaped. The only
person we allowed to escape was Colin's human servant. But Asher assured ne
that he could lie to Colin and that the Master of this Cty would never
realize it was alie

There was a tightness in ny gut at the thought of Dami an and Asher out
there alone with Colin and conpany. The vanps had rules for everything, but
they had a tendency to bend the rules until they were just this side of



breaki ng. C ose enough to get Asher and Dami an hurt. But Asher had been so
confident, and tonight | was playing lupa. One nonster at a time, | guess.

Anot her thing that was maki ng ne nervous was no guns. Knives were okay,
they substituted for claws, but no guns. Marcus had been the sanme way. No
Ufric worth his salt would let you bring a gun into their inner sanctum |
understood it, but | didn't have to like it. After what |'d done for Verne
[ast night, | thought the request for no guns was downright rude.

Ri chard had informed ne that ny killing of Colin's vanps inside the |upanar
woul d be our gift, the gift that the visiting Ufric and | upa gave to the
resi dent pack.

The gift was usually a freshly killed animal, jewelry for the lupa, or
somet hing mystical. Death, jewelry, or magic; it sounded |ike Valentine's Day.

I'"d put jeans on to protect my |l egs fromthe underbrush, even though it was
hot enough for ny knees to sweat. The only one of us wearing shorts was Jason
If his legs were getting scratched up, he didn't seemto nind. He was al so the

only one not wearing a shirt of sone kind. 1'd put on a royal blue tank top so
at least the top of ne would be cool. It did | eave the knives sort of visible,
t hough.

The big knife down ny spine was still invisible unless you | ooked really
hard at ny back. The tank top was thin material, and you could see the sheath,
t hough not in the dark. | had ny usual wist sheaths and silver blades on ny
forearns. They were very visible against ny skin. | had a new knife in ny

pocket. It was a four-inch switchblade with a safety lock. Didn't want to sit
down and stab nyself. This is one of those bl ades that comes straight out.
Yes, it is illegal. It had been a gift froma friend who didn't sweat
legalities much. So why have a four-incher that is illegal to carry in nost
states? Because at six inches, it wasn't confortable to sit down with it in ny
pocket. So nice to have friends that know your size.

| was also wearing a silver crucifix. | didn't plan on meeting any bad
vanps tonight, but |I didn't trust Colin not to try something. If he knew
enough about the greeting cerenony to know | wouldn't be allowed a gun, nowis
when he would junmp ne.

There were soft grey shadows under the trees. The npbon and stars were
bri ght somewhere overhead. But where we stood, the trees were a solid darkness

bet ween us and the sky. | felt al nmbst claustrophobic standing there in the
dar k.

"I don't snell anything but other |ukoi," Jason said.

Everybody agreed. Nothing but us shapeshifters tonight. No one but ne
seened to be able to feel that whispering echo. | was the only necronmancer in

t he bunch, so the spirits of the dead |iked ne better

"W need to be at the neeting place before the cerenmony goes any further,"
Jam | said.

| looked at him "You nean they've started the cerenony already?"

"The call has been given," Jason said.

He said it like callshould have been in capital letters. "What do you nean
the call has been given?"

"They' ve sacrificed an ani nal and smeared bl ood on the tree, sort of what
you did last night,"” Jason said.

| rubbed nmy arnms. "I wonder if that's why |I'm sensing the munin."

"When we snear bl ood on the rock throne, our spirit synmbol, it doesn't make
the munin come,” Jason sai d.

| shook ny head. "I've been in your |upanar, Jason; this one is different.
Their magic is different fromyours."

| felt something creeping through the trees. A roil of energy that nade ny
heart skip a beat, and then beat faster, as if |I'd been running. "Jesus, what
was that ?"

"She's feeling the call,"” Jason said.

"That's inpossible,"” Janm| said. "She isn't |lukoi." He stabbed a finger at
Cherry, Zane, and Nathaniel. "They don't feel it. They're shapeshifters, and
they don't feel the call to the |upanar.™



Cherry | ooked at us, then shook her head. "He's right. |I feel something
i ke a vague buzz through the woods, but it's nothing big."

Nat hani el and Zane agreed wth her

My skin rushed across nmy body like it was going to try to crawl away under
its own power. It was creepy as hell. "What is happening to ne?"

"She is feeling the call,"” Jason said.

"That is not possible," Jam | said.

"You keep saying that about her, Janmil, and you keep being wong," Jason
sai d.

Alow, growing snarl trickled fromJam|'s nouth.

"Stop it, both of you," | said. | |ooked behind me farther into the trees
until there was nothing but a wall of darkness shot by faint noonlight. Jason
was right. | could feel the magic. It was ritual nagic, and it was death

magi c. Lycant hropes' power cones fromlife. They are the nost alive
preternatural creatures |'ve ever been around, nore like fairies than hunans,
sometines. But this lupanar ran on death as well as life; it called to ne

twi ce. Once through Richard' s marks; second through ny necronmancy. | w shed
Ri chard were here

He'd gone to have dinner with his famly. Shang-Da had gone with himat ny
i nsi stence. Sheriff WIkes had to know we weren't |eaving town by now. It
wasn't just the |local vanpires we had to worry about. Richard had called on
t he tel ephone, saying they were running late, to start without him H s nother
just hadn't understood why he couldn't stay longer. Al of the Zeeman nmen were
so pussy whi pped -— ah, henpecked, sorry.

| started through the trees, and they followed nme. | clinbed on top of a
fallen 1 og. You never step directly over a |log. You never know if there's a
snake on the other side. Step on the log, then over. Tonight it wasn't snakes
| was worried about. | noved slowy, picking ny way through the trees. My
night vision is excellent for a human, and | could have gone faster. | wanted
to go faster. | wanted to fling nyself through the trees and run. | didn't,
but it was force of will alone that kept nme wal ki ng.

It wasn't just the death | was picking up on. It was that warmrising
energy that was pure lycanthrope. | knew | could sense sonme of this with
Ri chard hol ding ny hand. We'd done it before on a full moon, but never with ne
al one. Never just ne noving through the darkness trying to breathe past the
beating of my heart and the rush of soneone el se's power.

| whi spered, "Richard, what have you done to ne?" Maybe it was his naneg,
maybe it was just thinking of him but | suddenly felt himsitting in the car
| had a nonment of seeing Daniel driving. | could snell Daniel's aftershave. |
could feel the warmtightness of Richard's chest. | pulled away and was | eft
staggering. If | hadn't had a tree to hug, I'd have fallen to ny knees. I|f
that nmoment of sharing hit Richard as hard as it hit me, | was glad he wasn't
dri vi ng.

"Anita, are you all right?" Jason touched ny shoul der. And power fl owed
between us in a hot, skin-creeping rush. | turned to himand it felt like I
was nmoving in slow notion. | couldn't breathe past the power and the
sensations that filled my mind. |Inages, flashes, |ike watching a roomthrough
strobe light. A bed, white sheets, the snell of sex so fresh it was hot and
musky. My hands resting on a smooth chest. A nan's chest. That warm rolling
power that was pure |ycanthrope, pure beast, filled my body, like the man
under neat h me. Sharp, pleasant, exciting. The power spilled out ny fingertips,
pulling claws frommy hands |ike knives unsheathing. The beast pushed at the
snoot h skin of my body, tried to slip out and overwhel mnme. But | held it,
ti ghtened my body around it, and let only my hands turn nonstrous. C aws
sliced that snmooth chest. Bl ood, hot and fresh enough to taste on our tongues.

Jason stared up at me fromthe bed, still pinned by ny body, our body, and
he screaned. He'd wanted this. Chosen it. And still he screanmed. | felt his
flesh give under claws. Those hands struck again and again, until the white
sheets were spongy with blood and he lay notionless underneath us. |If he
survived, he would be one of us. | remenbered not caring if he lived or if he



died, not really. It was the sex, the pain, the joy of it all that mattered.

VWen | could feel ny body again, Jason and | were kneeling in the |eaves.

H s hands were still on ny arms. Soneone was screaming, and it was ne. Jason
stared at ne with a face alnost blank with horror. He'd shared the ride, but
it wasn't his nenory.

It wasn't Richard's menory, or mine. It was Raina's. She was dead but not
forgotten. She was why | feared the nunin. | was a necromancer with ties to
the wolves. The nmunin liked me. Raina's nmunin |iked ne best of all.

"What's wrong?" Cherry said. She touched nme, and it opened sonething inside
of me again. It welcomed Raina back with a rush that left ne screanming. But |
fought it this tine. Fought it because | did not want to see Cherry the way
Rai na woul d see her. Jason wouldn't care. Cherry would care. | would care.

There was a rush of sensations: skin danp with sweat, hands with |ong,
polished nails on ny breasts, those grey eyes staring up at me, nouth open
sl ack, shoul der-length yellow hair against a pillow Raina on top again.

| screamed and pulled away fromthem both. The images died as if a plug had
been pulled. | scrambled through the | eaves on all fours, eyes shut tight.
ended sitting, hugging ny knees to ny chest, face buried against ny |egs.
squeezed ny eyes so tight that | began seeing white snakes against ny eyelids.

| heard sonmeone nove through the crunching | eaves. | felt them hovering
over nme.

"Don't touch nme," | said. It was al nbst another scream

| heard whoever it was kneel in the dry | eaves before Jam |'s voice cane.
"I won't touch you. Are you still getting the menories?"

He didn't ask if | was seeing the nenories. | found the phrasing strange.

shook ny head without | ooking up

"Then it's over, Anita. Once the munin | eave, they're gone until called
again."

"I didn't call her." | raised ny face slowy and opened ny eyes. The summer
ni ght seemed bl acker sonehow.

"It was Raina again?" he made it a question

"Yes."

He knelt as close as he could get wi thout touching ne. "You shared the
menories with Jason and with Cherry."

| wasn't sure if it was a question or a statement, but | answered it:
"Yeah. "

"It was a full visual,"’
agai nst a tree.

Cherry had her hands pressed to her face. She spoke, face hidden. "I cut ny
hair after that night, after what she did to ne. One night with her was the
price for not having to do one of their porno nmovies." She jerked her hands
away from her face, crying. "God, | can snell Raina's scent." She rubbed her
hands agai nst her jeans, over and over, as if she'd touched something bad and
was trying to wipe it away.

"What the fuck was that?" | asked. "I've channel ed Raina before, but it
wasn't like that. |'ve got glinpses of nmenories, but not a full-blown novie.
Not hi ng |i ke that, ever."

"Have you been trying to learn to control the munin?" Janmi| asked.

"Just to get rid of it, them whatever."

Jason said. He was sitting with his bare back

Jam | noved closer to ne, studying ny face as if |ooking for sonething. "If
you were lukoi, I'd tell you, you can't just turn the nunin off. If you have
the power to call them then you nust learn to control them not just shut
them out. Because you can't shut themout. They'll seek a way into you,

t hr ough you."
"How do you know so rmuch?" | asked.

"I knew a werewol f who could call the munin. She hated it. She tried to
shut themout. It didn't work."

"Just because it didn't work for your friend doesn't nean | can't do it." |
could feel his breath warm agai nst nmy face. "Back off, Jam|."

He scooted back, but he was still closer than | wanted himto be. He sat



back in the | eaves. "She went crazy, Anita. The pack had to execute her." His
eyes went past ne into the darkness. | turned to see what he was | ooking at.
Two figures stood in the darkness. One was a woman with long, pale hair and a
I ong, white dress |ike something out of a 1950s horror novie. If you were
playing the victim But she stood very straight, very certain, as if she were
anchored to the ground like a tree. There was sonething alnost frightfully
confi dent about her.

The man with her was tall, slender, and tanned dark enough that he | ooked
brown in the dark. Hs hair was short and a paler brown than his skin. If the
worman seemed calm he seenmed nervous. He gave off energy in a roiling bath
t hat breathed al ong ny skin and rmade the ni ght seem hotter

"Are you well?" the woman asked.

"She shared the nmunin with two of us,"” Jam | said.

"By accident, | take it," the woman said. She sounded faintly anused.

I was not anused. | got to ny feet, a little unsteady, but standing. "Wo
are you?"

"My nane is Marianne. | amthe varganor for this clan."”

I remenbered Verne and Colin tal king about a varga-sonething |ast night.
"Verne nentioned you last night. Colin said he'd left you at hone to keep you
safe. ™

"A good witch is hard to find," she said, smling.

| | ooked at her. "You don't feel Wccan."

Again, | knew she snmiled at me. Her peaceful condescension grated on ny
nerves. "A psychic then, if you prefer the term"”
"I"d never heard the term varganor before last night," | said.

"It's rare," she said. "Mst packs don't have one anynore. Considered too
ol d-fashi oned. "

"You aren't lukoi," | said.

Her head cocked to one side, and the snmile was gone, as if 1'd finally done
somet hing worthwhile. "Are you so sure?"

| tried to get a sense of what had nade ne so sure she was human, or at
| east not |ukoi. She had her own energy. She was psychic enough for nme to
notice. We'd have recogni zed each other w thout any introductions. W m ght
not have known the exact flavor of each other's abilities, but we'd have
recogni zed a kindred or rival spirit. Watever power noved her, it wasn't
| ycant hr opy.

"Yeah, |'msure you're not lukoi," | said.

"Why?" she asked

"You don't taste |like a shapeshifter.”

She | aughed then, and it was a rich, musical sound that managed to be
whol esonme and earthy all at the same tinme. "I |ike your choice of senses. Mbst
humans woul d have said | didn't feel right. Feel is such an inprecise word,
don't you think?"

| shrugged. "Maybe."

"This is Roland. He is ny bodyguard for this night. W poor humans mnust be
wat ched over for fear that sone overzeal ous shapeshifter mght |ose contro
and harmus."

"Somehow | don't think you are that easy a prey, Mrianne."

She | aughed again. "Wy, thank you, child."

Her calling me child nade nme add about ten years to her age. She didn't
ook it. It was dark, but she still didn't ook it.

"Come, Anita. W will escort you to the lupanar." She held out her hand to
me like | was supposed to take it and be led like a child.

| looked to Janmil. | hoped sonmebody knew what was goi ng on, because | was
| ost.

"It's all right, Anita. The varganor is neutral. She never fights or takes
sides in challenges. That's how she can be human and run wi th the pack."

"Are we involved in a challenge or a fight that | don't know about ?"
asked.

"No," Jami| said, but he sounded uncertain.



Mari anne interpreted for me w thout being asked. "Introducing two outside
domi nants to a pack can lead to fighting. Having someone as powerful as
Richard is raising the hackles on our younger wol ves. Having himsleeping with
our pack's only two domi nant fenmal es nakes it worse."

"You nmean we may get into a pissing contest," | said.

"A colorful phrase, but accurate enough," she said.

"Ckay, now what ?" | asked.

"Now, Roland and | escort you all to the lupanar. The rest of you may go
ahead. You know t he way, Jamil."

"I don't think so," | said.
"No to what?" Marianne asked.
"Do | look like Little Red Riding Hood?" | said. "I'mnot taking a strol

in the wods with two strangers. One of thema werewolf and the other a ... |
don't know what you are yet, Marianne. But | don't want to be alone with the
two of you."

"Very well," she said. "Sone or all may stay. | was thinking that you m ght
like privacy to speak with another hunman tied to the |ukoi. Perhaps | was
wr ong. "

"Tormorrow in the light of day, we can talk. Tonight, let's just take it
easy."

"As you like," she said. Again, she held out her hand to me. "Come. Let us
talk as we all troop to the |upanar as one big, happy famly."

"You're making fun of me now," | said. "That won't put you on ny A-list."

"I make fun of everyone a little," she said. "I mean no harmby it." She
waggl ed her hand at nme. "Cone, child, the noon is passing above us. Tine
wast es away."

| wal ked towards her with nmy five bodyguards at ny back. | didn't take her
hand, though.

I was cl ose enough to see the condescending smile clearly now. Anita Bl ake,
t he fanous vanpire hunter, afraid of some backcountry w sewonan.

| smled. "I'mcautious by nature and paranoi d by profession. You' ve
of fered me your hand twice nowwithin just a few mnutes. You don't strike me
as someone who does anything w thout a reason. \Wat gives?"

She put her hands on her hips and tsked at nme. "lIs she always this
difficult?"

"Worse, " Jason sai d.

| frowned at him Even if he couldn't see it in the dark, it nade ne fee
better.

"Al'l I want, child, is to touch your hand and get a sense of how powerful
you are before we let you inside the boundaries of our |upanar again. After
what you did | ast night, sone of our pack fear you within the boundaries of

our lupanar. They seemto think you will steal our power."
"I can tap intoit," | said, "but I can't steal it."
"But the munin already reach out to you. | felt you call your munin. It

travel ed through the power we have called tonight in the lupanar. It disturbed
it like plucking on a thread of a spider's web. W cane to see what we had
caught, and if it were too big to eat, we would cut it |oose and not take it
hore. "

"The spider netaphor worked for maybe two sentences, then you lost ne,"
sai d.

"The | upanar is our place of power, Anita. | need to get a sense of what
you are before you enter it this night." The laughter was gone from her voi ce.
She was suddenly very serious. "It is not just our protection |I amthinking

of, child. It is yours. Think, child, what would happen to you if the munin
within our circle rode you one after another? | need to nake sure you can
control at |east that well."

Just hearing her say it made ny stomach tight with fear. "Ckay." | held out
my hand to her like we were going to shake hands, but | gave her my left hand.
If she didn't like it, she could refuse it

"Offering the left hand is an insult,"” she said.



"Take it or leave it, varganor. We don't have all night."

"That is nore true than you know, little one." She put her hand out as if
to touch mne but stopped with her hand just above mne. She spread her hand
above nmy skin. | mrrored her. She was trying to get a sense of my aura. Two
could play at that gane.

VWhen | raised ny hands up in front of ny body, she mirrored ne. W stood
faci ng each other, hands spread wi de, not quite touching. She was tall
five-foot-seven or five-foot-eight. | didn't think there were high heels under
that | ong dress.

Her aura was warm against ny skin. It had a weight to it, as if I could
have wrapped her aura in nmy hands |ike dough. 1'd never net anyone with such
weight to their aura. It confirmed ny first sense of her. Solid.

She pushed forward suddenly, w apping her fingers around ny hand. She
forced my aura back in upon itself like a knife thrust. It made me gasp, but

again, | knew what was happening. | pushed back and felt her waver.
She smled, but it wasn't condescending now It was alnost as if she were
pl eased.

The hair at the back of nmy neck tried to crawl down ny spine.

"Powerful," she said. "Strong."

| spoke around a tightness in ny throat. "You, too.

"Thank you," she said.

| felt her power, her nmagic, nmove over ne, through ne, like a rush of w nd.
She pull ed away so abruptly it staggered both of us.

W were |eft standing a foot away from each other, breathing hard like we'd
been running. My heart thudded in ny throat like a trapped thing. And | could
taste her pulse on the back of my tongue. No, | could hear it. | could hear it
like a small ticking clock. But it wasn't her pulse. | snelled Richard's
aftershave like a cloud that | had wal ked t hrough. Wen the marks were working
through Richard, it was often scent that |et me know what was happeni ng.
didn't know what had caused themto act up. Maybe the power of the other
| ycant hropes or the closeness of the full noon. Who knew? But sonethi ng had
opened ne to him | was channeling nore than the sweet snell of his body.

"What is that sound?" | asked.

"Describe it," Marianne said.

"Li ke a clicking, soft, alnobst nechanical."

"I"ve got an artificial valve in ny heart," she said.

"It can't be that."

"Way not? When | lean forward to the mirror to apply eyeliner, | can hear
it through nmy open nouth, echoing against the mirror."

"But | can't hear it," | said.

"But you are," she said.

| shook ny head. | was losing the sense of her. She was pulling away from
me, putting up shields. | didn't blame her, because, for just a second | could
feel her heart beating, |inping along. The sound hadn't made me sorry for her
or enpathetic. The sound excited me. | felt it pull things deep inside ny
body. It was al nost sexual. She'd be slow, an easy kill. | looked at this
tall, confident woman, and for a split second all | saw was food.

Fuck.
25

We foll owed Marianne and her guard, Roland, through the darkened trees. |I'd
have caught that damm dress on every twig and deadfall. Marianne fl oated

t hrough the woods as if the trees thenselves let her and the dress pass gently
t hrough. Rol and paced at her arm gliding through the woods |ike water down a
wel | -worn channel . Jami |, Nathaniel, and Zane noved just as gracefully. It was
the rest of us that were having trouble.

My excuse was that | was human. | didn't know what Jason and Cherry's
excuse was. | tried to step on a log and m ssed. | ended up on ny stonach,
arnms scraping along the rough bark. | straddled it |like a horse and coul dn't



seemto get ny leg over the other side. Cherry tripped on sonething in the

| eaves and fell to her knees. | watched her get to her feet and trip over the
same damm thing. This time she stayed on her knees, head down.
Jason fell in a tangle of dry tree roots at the end of the log | was

sitting on. He fell on his face and cursed. Wen he got to his feet, there was
a scrape on his chest deep enough to show bl ood, black in the noonlight. It
rem nded nme of what Raina had done to him She'd cut his chest to rags, and
there wasn't a scar on himfromit.

| closed nmy eyes and | eaned over the log, resting ny forearns on it. M

arms hurt. | raised nyself slowy and | ooked at them |'d scraped them up
enough so that blood was slowy filling the wounds in spots. Geat.

Jason | eaned agai nst the end of the log, far enough away that we woul dn't
touch. |1 think we were all still afraid of that. Didn't want a repeat.

"What's wong with us?" Jason asked.

| shook nmy head. "I don't know "

Mari anne was just suddenly there. | hadn't heard her come up. Was | |osing

tinme? Was | that out of it?

"You cast out the nunin before it was ready to rel ease you."

"So?" | said.

"So, that takes energy," she said.

"Fine, that explains nme stunbling around. \Wat about then? Wiy do they fee
i ke shit?"

She gave a very small smile. "You are not the only one who fought the

munin, Anita. It was you who called it, and if you had not been willing to
fight it, then the other two woul d have been hel pl ess before it, but they
fought it as well. They struggl ed agai nst the nenories. That costs."

"You sound |ike you know, " | said.

"I can call the munin. These chaotic flashes are what happens when you have
a munin that hunts you, and that you do not want to enbrace."

"How did you know it was chaotic?" | asked.

"I caught a glinpse or two of what you saw. The merest touch," she said.

"Why don't you feel awful ?" | asked.

"I did not struggle. If you sinply allowthe munin to ride you, it passes
much nore quickly and rel atively painlessly."

| hal f-laughed at her. "That sounds like the old advice of |ie back, close
your eyes, and it'll be over soon."

She turned her head to one side, long hair sliding over her shoulders |ike
a pal e ghost. "Enbracing the munin can be pl easant or unpl easant, but this
muni n hunts you, Anita. Most of the time, a munin that tries to bond with a
pack nenber does so out of |ove or shared sorrow. "

| just looked at her. "It isn't love that notivates this one.

"No," she said, "I felt both the strength of her personality and her hatred
of you. She chases you out of spite."

I shook ny head. "Not just spite. What little is left of her enjoys the
gane. She's having a really good time when | channel her."

Mari anne nodded. "Yes. But if you would enbrace her instead of fighting,
you coul d pick and choose anong the menories. Strong ones will cone easiest,
but you could control nore of what cones and how strongly it comes. |If you
woul d truly channel her, as you put it, then the imges would be less like a

nmovie and nore ... |like wearing a glove."

"Except that I'mthe glove," | said, "and her personality overwhel ns nine.
No thanks."

"I'f you continue to fight this nunin, it will get worse. If you will cease
struggling and nmeet her even partway, the munin will |ose sone of its

strength. Sonme feed off of love. This one feeds off of fear and hatred. Was
this the old lupa? The one you killed?"

"Yeah," | said.

Mari anne shivered. "I never net Raina, but even that small touch of her
makes me gl ad she's dead. She was evil."

"She didn't see herself that way," | said. "She saw herself as nore neutra



than evil." | said it like I knew, and | did know. | knew because |'d worn her
essence like a dress nore than once.

"Very few people see their own actions as truly evil," Mrianne said. "It
is left to their victins to decide what is evil and what is not."

Jason raised his hand. "Evil."

Cherry echoed him "Evil."

Nat hani el and Zane and even Janil, raised their hands.

| raised ny hand, too. "It's unaninmous," | said.

Mari anne | aughed, and again, it was a sound equally at home in the kitchen
or the bedroom How she managed to be both whol esone and suggestive in the
same breath puzzled nme. OF course, a lot of things puzzled ne about Marianne.

"W'|| be late," Roland said. H s voice was deeper than | thought it would
be, low and careful, alnost too old for his body. He | ooked peaceful enough
but | could look at himw th things other than nmy eyes. You couldn't see it,
but you could feel it. He was a nass of nervous energy. It danced along his
skin, breathing out into the dark like an invisible cloud, hot, al nost
touchabl e, |ike steam

"l know, Roland," she said. "I know "
"We could carry them" Jam| said
A thrill of power flowed through the trees. It caught at ny heart as if

sone invisible hand had touched ne.

"W nust go," Roland said.

"What is your problen?" | asked.

Rol and | ooked at nme with eyes that were a nice, solid darkness. "You are,"
he said. He spoke in a low voice, and it sounded like a threat.

Jam | noved between us so that ny view of Roland was al nbst conpletely
bl ocked, and | assuned, his view of ne.

"Now, children," Marianne said, "play nicely."

"W will mss the cerenony entirely if they do not hurry," Roland said.

"I'f you were a true lupa," Marianne said, "you could draw energy from your
wol ves and give it in return like a great recycling battery." It sounded I|ike
she'd given this lecture before. | guess every pack needs a teacher. | know
ours needed one sorely. | was beginning to realize that we were like children
that had been raised by neglectful parents. W were grown-up, but we didn't
know how t o behave.

"You' re psychic enough that you might be able to do it in a small way
wi t hout being |ukoi," Marianne said.

"I don't think I'd call being a necromancer the sane thing as being

psychic," Jam | said.

Mari anne shrugged. "It's all nuch nore alike than nost people wish to
acknow edge. Many religious groups are confortable with psychic ability but
not with magic. But call it what you will, it's either that or we call sone

nmore wol ves and throw you across our shoul ders. ™"

The real trouble was that | only knew two ways to call power. One was
ritual, the other was sex. 1'd realized a few nonths ago that sex could take
the place of ritual for me. Not always, and | had to be attracted to the
person invol ved, but sonetinmes. | didn't really want to admt to strangers
t hat sexual energy was one of the ways | performed magi c. Even though no
actual sex was involved, it was still enbarrassing. Besides, doing anything
sexual seemed |like putting out the welconme mat for Raina' s munin.

How could |I explain all this to Marianne w thout sounding like a slut?
couldn't think of a way to explain it that didn't nmake ne sound bad, so
wasn't going to try.

"Go on without us, Marianne. We'll get there on our own. Thanks, anyway."

She stanped her foot under that flow ng gown. "Wy are you so reluctant to
try, Anita?"

| shook ny head. "We can di scuss magi cal netaphysics tomorrow. Ri ght now,
why don't you take your wolf and go. We'll get there, slow but sure.™

"Let's go," Rol and said.

Mari anne | ooked to him then back to ne. "I was told to see if you were a



danger to us, and you are not, but | don't like |eaving you out here I|ike
this. The three of you are weak."

"We'll get over it," | said.

She cocked her head to one side again, hair sweeping like a white veil to
frame her face. "Are you planning sone sort of magic that you don't wish ne to
see?"

"Maybe," | said. Truth was, no. No way was | voluntarily touching Jason or
Cherry again, not tonight. But if Marianne thought we were going to do
somet hing mystical but private, she nmight go away. | wanted her to go away.

She stood | ooking at me for nearly a full minute, then finally sniled, dim
in the noonlight. "Very well, but do hurry. The others will grow inpatient to
greet Richard's human |upa. You have everyone's curiosity piqued."

"dad to hear it. The sooner you go, the sooner we can start.”

She turned w thout another word and started off through the trees. Rol and
trailed her, then took the lead. W all stood around waiting for Marianne's
white dress to grow di stant and ghostli ke through the forest.

Finally, Jason said, "Start what?"

"Nothing," | said. "I just wanted them gone."

"Why?" Jam | asked

| shrugged. "I don't want to be carried |like a sack of potatoes.” | started
wal ki ng, slow but sure, towards the | upanar

Jam | fell into step beside ne. "Way not try what she was suggesti ng?"

| wal ked carefully, paying a lot nore attention to ny feet than | usually
did. "Because outside of raising the dead, |I'mstill an amateur. It wll

probably take less tine for us to walk to the lupanar than for nme to do
somet hi ng nystical ."

Jason agreed with nme, which nade ne frown at him but it was still true. |
was |i ke soneone with a | oaded gun that didn't know how to shoot. | would be
struggling to figure out how to undo the safety while the bad guys shot ne a
mllion tines. About two nonths ago, the only other necromancer |'d ever net

had offered to teach ne real necromancy, not this voodoo dabbling | was doing.
He' d ended up dead before he could teach me much of anything. Funny how many
peopl e ended up dead after they net me. No, | didn't kill him

Cherry stunbl ed and went down again. Zane and Nat hani el were just suddenly
there, one on either side of her. They hel ped her stand, huggi ng each ot her
for a noment. Cherry slipped a hand around the wai st of both men, |eaning her
head for a second on Zane's shoul der. They wal ked this way through the
treacherous dark, Cherry |leaning heavily on her fell ow werel eopards. There was
a camaraderie between themthat hadn't been there before. Had | done that? Had
just having someone to protect themforged sone sort of bond? O had it been
Richard's prickling energy? | had a |l ot of questions and didn't even know if
t here was anyone who woul d know. Maybe Marianne woul d know, if | decided
could trust her.

Jam | offered ne his arm | waved himaway. | knew that Rai na had sl ept
with him and | did not want the menory. "Help Jason," | said.

Jam | | ooked at me for a second, then went and offered his armto Jason
who refused the offer. "If Anita doesn't need help, neither do I."

"Don't be a hard case,” | said.

"Now, that's the pot calling the kettle black," Jason said.

"If I offered you ny arm you'd take it," | said.

"An excuse to hang all over a pretty girl? Sure." Then he seened to think
about it. "But naybe not tonight. | can't call the munin, but there's
something in the air tonight." He shivered, rubbing his hands along his bare
arms. "COf all the nenories Raina had of nme, why that one?"

We were both slowy wal king as we tal ked. "The three things Raina |iked
best were sex and violence and terrorizing people. Mking you lukoi hit al
her buttons."”

Jason stunbled, fell to his knees, and just stayed that way for a second or
two. | waited with him wondering if | should offer to help himup. "I know
you wondered why | never did any of her porno novies."



"I guess. | nean you're not exactly the shy type."

He | ooked up at ne, and even by noonlight, there was a sorrow in his face
t hat was deeper and wi der than npst people ever saw. He was too young for the
ook in his eyes, but there it was. |Innocence |ost.

"Il always renenber the | ook on her face when she killed ne."

"She didn't kill you, Jason."

"She tried. It didn't matter to her whether | lived or died. It really
didn't."

That one shared nmenory, and | couldn't argue with him Raina's pleasure had
been nore inmportant to her than his life. Like a serial killer

Jason hunched in upon hinmsel f. "But she was ny sponsor, and | had to stay
with her until ny probation period was over. When | could, | got away."

"I's that why you went to stay with Jean-C aude, as his |lapwl f? To escape
Rai na?"

Jason nodded. "Partly." He | ooked up suddenly and grinned. "OF course,
Jean-d aude i s way cool ."

| shook ny head and of fered himnmy hand.

"Think we can risk it?" he asked.

"I think so. I'"'mnot feeling particularly nuninish right now "

He took ny hand and it was just a hand. His hand in mne. | helped him
stand and he staggered just a bit on his feet, which made ne wobble. We cl ung
to each other for a second like two drunks |leaving a party. | hugged him and

he hugged ne back. It was quick. He pulled away first, and | ooked al nost
enbarrassed. "Don't tell anyone | didn't take my chance to grope you when it
was your idea."

| patted himon the back. "Not a soul."

He gave ne his usual grin, and we started through the woods, walking cl ose
enough to catch each other if we fell. A breeze blew through the trees,
rustling everything. The woods were suddenly alive with sound. | turned ny
face to the wind, hoping it would be cool, but it was hot like the air from an
oven.

Jason's baby fine hair nmoved gently in the breeze. | heard himtake a deep
breath, then he touched ny arm He spoke low "I snell the man that | threw
into the truck yesterday."

We kept wal king as if nothing were wong. "Are you sure?" | asked.

| saw his nostrils flare as he tested the air. "He snelled |ike pepperm nt
Li fesavers and cigarettes.™

"A lot of people snell |ike peppernint and cigarettes,"” | said.
We kept noving, his hand on my armnow. "I also snell gun oil."
G eat.

Jam | was waiting for us just up ahead. The three werel eopards waited anong
the trees. Jam| cane back to us, smling, and envel oped both of us in a big,
hearty hug. "You guys are so damed slow tonight." He hugged us agai nst him
and whi spered, "I snmell two, maybe three, to our left."

"One of themis a guy | beat up yesterday," Jason said, smiling as if we
wer e tal king about something el se entirely.

"Revenge maybe?" He made it a question

"How far away are they?" | asked.

He drew back with a big very un-Jam | grin. He whispered, "A few yards. |
can snell the guns.”

| encircled his slender waist with ny arm and whi spered agai nst his chest.
"W don't have any guns. Any suggestions?"

Jason | eaned in, laughing, and said, "I don't feel good enough to outrun
them™

| patted his arm "M, either."

"I'f they're here for revenge," Jam | said, "then maybe they'll settle for
just the two of you."

| drew back fromhim | wasn't sure | |iked his reasoning. "So?"

"You stay here and make out. They nove up to get you, and | get them™
"They' ve got guns. You don't."



"I"ll send Zane and Cherry to the others. They'll bring reinforcenments. But
we can't let themfollow us to the lupanar. We can't take danger there."

"Sone werewol f rul e?" | asked
"Yes," he said.
"All right," | said. "But don't let themkill me, okay?"

"What about ne?" Jason said.

"Sorry. HHmeither."

Jam | |eaned into both of us. "l suggest the two of you get a lot nore
cozy, fast, or they're not going to buy it."

| transferred ny armto Jason's waist, but said, "How | ong have they been
wat chi ng?"

"Make them think you' re drunk, just in case they saw the screamn ng. Mke
out, but get on the ground as soon as possible in case they just decide to
shoot you." Wth that conforting thought, Janmi| went back to the others. He
wal ked away into the dark with the werel eopards. Zane | ooked at ne as they
wal ked away, but | nodded once, and that seemed to satisfy him He turned and
let Jami| lead himaway. | really was going to have to find the | eopards a
true al pha. They were all so damm submi ssive

Jason pushed me up against a tree.

"Watch it," | said.
He grinned at me. "W want it to | ook real, don't we?"
"I thought we had a nonment of real friendship bonding back there," | said.

Jason |l eaned in towards me as if he were going to kiss nme. "Just because
we're friends doesn't nean that | don't want to sleep with you." He kissed ne,
a soft brush of lips.

| frowned at him not kissing back. "Please tell ne that you don't want to
sleep with all your ferale friends."

He put a hand on either side of ny head, propping hinmself against the tree.
"What can | say? I'ma guy."

| shook ny head. "That's not an excuse."

He | eaned his whole body into me in a sort of standing push-up. The nuscles
in his arms swelled with the effort. "How about because it's ne."

| smled. "That I'Il buy." I put ny hands on his waist. He was | eaning
agai nst me but not too hard. He could have been taking a | ot nore advantage of
the situation than he was. | realized that he was being a gentleman. There was

atine not long ago that Jason wouldn't have made the effort. W were friends.
But we needed to get down on the ground, and this wasn't getting us there.

| glanced, as casually as | could, at the others. | could still see Zane,
and Cherry's hair gleanmed through the trees. | had a sense that Jam | and
Nat hani el were still with them but it was all that blond hair that made them

so visible. If the bad guys had a high-powered rifle, they could shoot us both
through the tree. Once the others got out of sight, they m ght do just that.

| slid nmy hands up Jason's chest. The skin was soft, but underneath, he was
very firm | knew what that smooth flesh felt |ike shredding under claws. It
wasn't the nmunin com ng back. It was just nme flashing on the vision. | balled
nmy hands into fists and forced nmy hands to his face. | didn't want to do
anyt hing that would rem nd either of us of what we'd just shared. There was
al ways the extra danger that it could bring Raina back. No, |I didn't want to
be channeling Raina with arned goons in the woods.

| cradled Jason's face in nmy hands, nmoving just ny head towards him As |

| eaned into him he |leaned nore into ne. | was suddenly very aware that his
body was pressed down the length of mne. It nade ne hesitate, but when his
lips brushed nmine, | kissed him | ran ny hand back through his hair, until |

had a handful of it.

| whispered into his mouth, "W need to get on the ground as soon as
possi ble."

He ki ssed ne harder, hands dropping to nmy belt. He slid his fingertips
inside the belt, and knelt in front of me, pulling me down with him | let
him He fell back into the | eaves and pulled ne down on top of him | propped
nmysel f on ny scraped forearns against his chest, sort of startled. | just



wasn't a good enough actress for this.

| could feel his heart thuddi ng under ny hands. He rolled me suddenly, and
| let out alittle yip of surprise. He ended very firmy on top, and | didn't
like it.

"I want on top," | said.

He put his lips next to ny cheek. "If they shoot us, | can take a bull et
better than you can." He rubbed his cheek along ny face, and | realized he was
doi ng the werewol f greeting. Maybe it was their version of a handshake, but
I'd never been tenpted to shake hands whil e maki ng out.

| whispered into his ear, which was very close to nmy nouth, "Do you hear
t hen®?"

"Yes." He raised his face enough to kiss ne.

"How cl ose?" | kissed himback, but we were both listening, straining to
hear. Here we were, lying on top of each other, bodies perfectly matched up
and we were both tight enough that | could feel the nmuscles along his back
knotti ng.

"A few yards," he said. "They're good." He rested his cheek agai nst m ne
"They nove quietly."

"Not qui et enough,” | whispered.

"Can you hear then?" he asked.

"No. "

We were both just staring at each other. Neither of us was naking rmuch of
an effort to kiss or anything else. I could feel that his body was happy to be

pressed up against mne, but it was all secondary. Men with guns were coning
Men who didn't |ike us very nuch.

| stared up into his eyes frominches away. | knew they were pal e blue, but
by moonlight they | ooked al nbst silver. "You' re not going to do anything
stupid like shield ny body with yours."

He pushed just a little with his hips and grinned. "Wy do you think I'mon
top?" The grin and the hip novenment were to distract me from how very serious
his eyes were.

"Get off of ne, Jason."”

"Nope," he said. He propped hinmself up on his arms, pressing into ne,
| eani ng over |ike we were kissing. "They're al nost here.”

| slid a knife out for either hand.

He whi spered against ny nouth. "W're supposed to | ook hel pl ess, renenber?
Bait doesn't go arned."

| could feel how very smooth his cheek was, snell his cologne. | stared
past the pale halo of his hair. "W just trust that Jam| and the rest will
save us, is that it?"

He licked ny chin, then ny nouth. | realized he was doi ng the subm ssive
greeting. He was begging me to go along. His tongue was very wet and very
war m

"Stop licking me, and I'Il do it," | said.
He | aughed, but it was high with an edge of tension to it. | couldn't
resheath the knives with himpressed on top of me, so | laid themdown in the

| eaves. | kept ny hands on them lightly, but tried to relax and | ook
harm ess. Wth Jason pressed on top of nme, kissing down ny neck, it was easy
to l ook hel pless. The rel axed part wasn't going to happen

| heard them now, noving through the dry |eaves. They were quiet. If |
hadn't been listening for it, | mght have thought it was w nd, an anim
nmovi ng through the undergrowth. But it wasn't. It was nen novi ng heavy and
secretively through the forest. Hunting. They were hunting. They were hunting
Jason and ne.

| saw the first one round the tree, and I wasn't a good enough actress to

| ook surprised. | just stared up at himw th Jason on top of ne, still kissing
the side of ny neck
He' d | ooked big yesterday. Fromflat on ny back, he was enornous, like a

two-1egged tree. The rifle in his hand | ooked | ong and bl ack and hostile. He
didn't point it at us, just held it in the crook of one arm A big smle split



his pal e face.

| heard the second nan before he touched Jason's shoulder with the tip of a
doubl e- barrel ed shotgun. The monent | saw the shotgun, | knew they'd cone to
kill us. You didn't go after people with shotguns if you just meant to scare
them not as a general rule, anyway.

If it were silver shot at this range, he could have killed both of us.
wasn't scared yet. | was pissed. Were the hell was our backup?

Jason raised his face slowy. The shotgun tapped his cheek al nost gently.
"My brother Mel sends his regards.”

| rolled nmy eyes to | ook past the shotgun. The man was wearing a bl ack
T-shirt with a Harley logo on it. Hs belly hung out over his belt. There was
a famly resenbl ance

| said very calmy, each word careful but not scared, "Wat do you want?"

Mel s brother | aughed.

The first man joined him

They stood over us with the guns and | aughed. Not a good sign. Were the
fuck was Jamil?

"Cet off of her real slow, " the first man said. The rifle was at his
shoul der now, snuggl ed agai nst his chin |like he knew what he was doi ng.

Jason | eaned over me until | was as hidden as |I could get under his body.
Bei ng short made it hard for himto shield me conpletely.

I told him "Cet off of me."

"No," he said. He'd seen the shotgun, too. And | realized he understood
what it neant. | was not going to let himdie a hero. | was certainly not
going to let himdie by spattering his brains all over ne. Sone things you
recover from Sone things you don't. Wping Jason's brains off ny face m ght
be one of the latter.

| let go of the knife in nmy right hand, letting the blade lie in the
| eaves. It took everything | had not to tighten ny grip on the one in ny left.
| tried to keep ny hand very still. In the dark, they m ght not notice. They
hadn't, so far.

"Cet off of her," the man repeated, "or | will shoot you both where you
lay. "

"Off, Jason," | said softly.

He moved enough so we could see each other's eyes. | |ooked to ny right at
the rifleman. Then | touched my chest and | ooked at Mel's brother. | was

trying to tell himthat the rifle was his problem and the shotgun was m ne. |

hoped he understood. Either he did, or he had his own plan, because he raised
very slowy and got to his knees. | sat up, not too fast, not too slow | kept
my left hand in the | eaves, knife gripped tightly.

The rifl eman said, "Hands on your head, boy."

Jason didn't argue. He just clasped his hands on his head like he'd done it
bef ore.

No one told me to put my hands on ny head, so | didn't. If we were |ucky,
they'd treat me like a girl. The rifleman had been unconsci ous when | hurt
Mel . The one with the shotgun hadn't been there. Wat had Mel told then?

The rifleman said, "Renenber me, asshol e?"

"I's he asking you or me?" | asked. | scooted in the leaves a little closer
to the guy with the shotgun.

"Don't get cute, chickie," the rifleman said. "W cane here for both of
you, but | want ny piece of this one first."

Jason flicked his eyes to me. "You nmust be |osing sone of your charm
Anita. He wants a piece of nme instead of you."

The rifleman had the rifle aimed very steadily at the middle of Jason's
chest. If it were silver ammp, he was gone. The rifleman said, "Chuck."

Chuck, the one with the shotgun, grabbed nmy left arm | opened ny hand and
let the knife fall before he raised ny hand free of the | eaves. The rifle was
too steady on Jason for me to try stabbing Chuck. If | were lucky, |I'd get
anot her chance. If | wasn't, | was going to come back and haunt Janil.

Chuck's hands were big and nmeaty. Thick fingers dug into nmy arm enough that



if I lived, I'd be bruised.

"I'f you don't do exactly what | say, your girlfriend gets it."

| wanted to say, "Wio wites your dialogue?" but | didn't. The shotgun
hovered about an inch frommy cheek. Pretty clear what it was. | could snell
the oil in the gun barrels. It had been cleaned recently. N ce to know of
Chuck took care of his weapon.

The rifleman did two things al nost at once: He stepped forward and reversed
his gun. The rifle butt smashed into Jason's chin. Jason swayed but didn't
fall.

The rifl e stabbed at hi magain, catching himhigh on one cheekbone. Bl ood
spilled in a black line.

| must have noved, because the shotgun was suddenly pressed agai nst ny
cheek. "Don't do it, bitch."”

| swal | owed and spoke very carefully with the cool netal against ny face.
"Do what ?"

"Anything," he said. He jerked ny armfor enphasis, grinding the shotgun

i nto ny cheek.

The rifl eman said, "The doc said you could have broken my spine. Said | was
lucky. I amgoing to hurt you, asshole, then I'mgoing to kill you. If you
take it like a man, 1'll let the girl go. You winmp out, and | do you both." He

smashed the rifle into Jason's mouth. Bl ood and sonet hi ng heavi er flew shining
in the noonlight. The beating began in earnest.

I'd seen people hurt on the judo mat. 1'd gone to martial arts tournanents.
I'd even been knocked out a couple of tines for real by bad guys. But 1'd
never seen a real beating, not like this. It was methodi cal, thorough
pr of essi onal

Jason nmade no nove to protect hinmself. He never cried out. He just knelt in
the | eaves and took it. His face was covered in blood. H's eyes fluttered, and
| knew he was close to passing out. | had to do sonething before he lost it.

Through it all, Chuck had kept the shotgun pressed to nmy face so hard
knew |1'd have the inprint of it on my skin. He never wavered, never gave ne
any chance to do anything. | was beginning to think that Chuck wasn't an
amateur. |'d given up on Janil or anyone else. It was just the four of us in
t he darkened woods. Just the smack of the rifle hitting flesh. The sound of
the rifleman's grunt of effort as he tried to make Jason cry out.

Jason finally slipped to his side. He tried to keep his hands up, but he
couldn't.

He | eaned on his arnms in the | eaves. There was a fine, visible trenbling in
hi s upper body. He was fighting to stay upright.

"Beg me to stop,"” the rifleman said. "Beg ne, and nmaybe 1'll just shoot
you. Beg me to stop, or I will fucking beat you to death."
| believed him | think Jason did, too, because he just shook his head. He

knew i f he gave the man what he wanted, he would finish it.

| felt something, a prickling rush of warnth. It was Richard. He was out
t here somewhere. He opened the mark inside ny body. It flowed over ny skin and
across Chuck's hand. "What the fuck was that?" he asked.

| didn't nove or say anything.

"Answer me, bitch, you trying some magic shit on nme?" He pushed the shotgun
in even harder. If he kept it up, he was just going to shove it through ny
cheek.

"Wasn't ne," | said.

He jerked ne to ny knees, and the shotgun wasn't pressed into ne anynore.

It was pointed out into the darkness for just a second. It was one of those
nmonents. Everything slowed down, as if | had all the time in the world to draw
the big knife down ny back. The knife cleared the sheath. The shotgun and

Chuck turned back towards ne. | used the nmonmentum of drawi ng the blade to
swing it down and across. | felt the tip catch Chuck's throat, and knew it
wasn't a killing blow Something fell fromthe trees above us. A shadow only a

little nore solid than the rest. The shotgun's barrels were like two dark
tunnel s pointed at my face.



| heard the rifle behind ne, but there was no tinme to | ook for Jason. There
was just the gun pointed at nmy face, the shadow that | didn't have tine to
| ook up and see.

The shadow fell between us. The shadow had fur. The shot gun expl oded on the
other side of that furred shadow. The |ycant hrope staggered backwards but
didn't fall. The shotgun expl oded again, both barrels. Before the echoes died,
| was scranbling through the | eaves, around the |ycanthrope. Chuck's eyes were
wi I d, showing white, but he had the shotgun broken down across his left arm
The two spent shells were gone and two nore were being shoved into the breech
He was good.

| shoved the blade just under his big shiny belt buckle. A shudder ran
through him but he slid the shells inside the breech. | shoved the blade in

until it grated on bone, spine or pelvic girdle, who knew. He slapped the
breech cl osed against his armlike he was skeet shooting. | pulled the bl ade
out of his body in a gout of bl ood.

He fell in slow notion, straight down to his knees. | lifted the newy

| oaded shotgun from his hands, and he didn't fight ne. He knelt in the | eaves
and blinked out into the darkness. He didn't seemto be seeing me now.

Soneone was scream ng, high and wild. | glanced behind ne, and it was the
rifleman. He was sitting on the ground with one arm pointed up in the
nmoonl i ght. The arm was m ssing fromthe el bow down. Jason was |ying very stil
in the | eaves. Zane was sitting beside himw th bl ood on the back of his
yellow T-shirt.

| stood and nmoved away from Chuck. He fell face forward into the | eaves. He
was alive enough to put his face to one side, but not to catch hinmself with
hi s hands. The werewol f that had saved nme was |ying on his back, gasping for
air.

There was a hole in his gut bigger than ny two fists. There was a bitter
snell alnmost like vonmit but ranker. His intestines had been perforated. The
snell told ne that. The gut wound wouldn't kill him Even if it was silver
shot, it wouldn't kill himright away.

The second wound was higher up in the deep, broad chest. H s black fur was

wet to the touch, soaked with blood. | could have shoved ny hands in the dark,

wet hole, but | couldn't see shit. |I couldn't see if the heart was damaged.
Hi s breat hing was wet, sloppy, alnost strangled. | could hear bubbling

com ng fromthe wound. At |east one |ung had been conprom sed, that's what |

was hearing. He was still struggling to breathe, so his heart had to be

working, didn't it?

Real werewol ves | ook sort of |ike novie wolfren, but the novies never quite
capture it. He, very definitely a he, lay on his back, gasping. It was like
wat chi ng a dream breat he, except this dreamwas dying. | thought it was one of
Verne's wolves, that | didn't know him Then | saw the remmants of a white
T-shirt caught on one shoulder like a bit of forgotten skin. | pulled gently
on the cloth, and saw the snmiley face on it. | stared into yellow wolf eyes.
Stared down at Jami|l. He'd done what a bodyguard is supposed to do. He'd taken
my bullet. | took off my shirt and packed it into the hole in his chest. It
took both my hands to cover the wound, to try and make a seal so he could
breat he again. So he wouldn't bl eed to death.

| whispered, "Don't die on ne, damm it," then | started scream ng for help.
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My hands were wet with blood. The shirt had soaked up what blood it coul d,
but nmore was pouring out. It was soaking into my jeans, covering mny forearns.
He stared at me with yell ow eyes, nouth open, trying desperately to keep
breat hi ng. Long-cl awed hands nade small convul sive novenents in the | eaves. A
prickling warnth spread under my hands. H's skin nmoved under ny hands I|ike
warm furry water.

Shapes appeared out of the darkness. They | ooked |ike people, but | knew it
was a lie. Wrewdlves -— | was eyeball deep in werewol ves.



"He needs a doctor," | said.

A dark-haired man with small, round gl asses knelt on the other side of
Jam | . He opened a | arge brown satchel and pulled out a stethoscope. | didn't
guestion it. Most packs had a doctor. Never knew when you'd need sone
confidential medical care.

He pushed ny hands fromthe wound. "It's healing. It wasn't silver shot."
He shone a penlight into the wound. "What the hell is in there?"

"My shirt."

"Get it out before the skin heals around it."

The wound was healing. My hand barely squeezed into the opening. | got a
handf ul of bl ood-soaked shirt and pulled. It canme out in a |ong wet sloppy
mess. Bl ood poured in a steady stream from one corner of the shirt. | let the
shirt fall to the leaves. | would not be wearing it tonight. | had a thought
that | was wearing nothing above the wai st except a black bra. | didn't care.

"I's he going to live?" | asked.

"He'll live."

"Promse," | said

He stared at ne and nodded. Stray noonlight nmade his gl asses | ook |ike
bl ank silver mrrors. "I pronise.”

| | ooked down into Jami|l's wolfish face. | stroked the fur across his
forehead. The fur was both rough and thick and soft. "I'Il be right back."

There were ot her people with Jason and Zane. Cherry with Zane, cradling
hi m Nat hani el was kneeling by them but his eyes were for ne. There was even
a man | eaning over the rifleman. He was tying a belt off on the stunmp of his
arm Good. | wanted himalive. |I had questions for himbut not yet.

| knelt by Jason. He lay in the |l eaves on his side. A woman was tending his
wounds. She was dressed in short shorts and a halter top, dark hair tied back
in a loose ponytail. It wasn't until she turned her head that | realized it
was Lucy. She held a penlight between her teeth and was searching Jason's
wounds with sure hands, as if she knew what she was doi ng.

She answered my question before | asked. "He'll heal, but it's going to
take a couple of days." Which neant if Jason had been human, the beating woul d
have been fat al

She | ooked at nme then. Qur eyes met frominches away. The nakeup was a

little |l ess severe, but the face was still pretty by noonlight.

| turned away fromher first. | didn't want to see what was in her eyes. |
just didn't want to know. | knelt over Jason, started to touch his face, then
st opped because the bl ood was still wet on ny hands.

He said sonething very soft. | had to | ean over himto hear it. "Let ne

lick the blood," he said.

| stared down at him eyes just a little wide. "You' re not dying, Jason," |
said. "Don't get cute.”

Verne said, "It's fresh blood, Anita. It's pack blood. It will help him
heal . "

| stared at him The local Ufric stood off to one side, tall and straight
and sl ender, letting his nedical personnel do their jobs. | started to ask him
where the hell he had been while we got cut up, but Zane nade a sound.

Zane seened to be healing just fine froma rifle blast that woul d have cost
a human his arm But it hurt, and he nmade small pain sounds while the doctor
wor ked on him

"The blood will help them heal,"” Verne said. "Especially blood from sonmeone
as powerful as you are. Marianne feeds the pack sonetines."
Lucy said, "It really will help him" Her face was neutral as she said it.

| 1 ooked down at Jason. Hi s face was a mask of bl ood. One eye was swoll en
conpletely shut. He tried to smle at me, but his Iips were so badly swollen
that the smle didn't work. It was like part of his face just didn't work
ri ght now.

| touched those wounded lips with nmy fingertips, brushed the fresh bl ood
across his lower lip. He rolled his lip under, tasting the blood. But the
novenent made himw nce. It hurt.



| laid two fingers against his lips and slid themgently into his nouth. He
tried to suck them but his nouth wouldn't work right. He licked the bl ood,
swal | owi ng al nost convul sively. | drew the fingers out, and his hand cane up
to grab my wist. | let himguide two new fingers into his nouth.

Ri chard spilled into the clearing, going to his knees in the | eaves.
Shang-Da was at his back |ike a good bodyguard. Richard's gaze net mine, and
just the glance opened me up to hima little nore. Wthout Jean-C aude to act
as a buffer, the marks between Richard and | were stronger. He knelt there,

his breathing conming in near-painful gasps. | could feel his chest rising and
falling, alnost as if | were breathing for him | felt himlook at the wonman
beside ne. | saw Lucy for a second as he saw her. | saw the rise of her

breasts swelling under the halter top
The Iine of her cheek half in shadow, half in moonlight. She raised her
face to nmeet ny eyes like she could feel ne |ooking.

"He still wants you," | said.
She gave a very small smle. "But not as rmuch as he wants you."
The marks between Richard and | quieted. | couldn't feel himbreathe or

what he was thinking. He had cut me off. Afraid of what |I'd see, maybe. "Wat
happened, Verne? They were supposed to be safe in your lands," Richard said.

Cherry answered, "Jam | sent the three of us for help. He" -- she pointed
to a shadowy figure on the other side of the clearing -— "wouldn't let us pass
into the lupanar. He wouldn't take our request for aid to Verne."

The man stepped forward so a patch of noonlight showed him tall, muscul ar

dar k- hai red, pale. "They are not pack. They have no right to denmand passage.”

Verne was just suddenly there, and the tall werewolf was on the ground. |
hadn't seen himnove. It was a speed that was dreanm i ke, inpossible. But 1'd
al nost seen it.

"I amUfric. | decide who is worthy and who is not, Eric. You are only
Freki, third in the pack. You have one nore battle before you can even
chal l enge nme."

Eric touched his hand to his face and cane away wi th something dark and
liquid. "I amnot challenging you."

There was nmovenent behind me in the | eaves. Zane was craw i ng towards ne,

t he wounded arm held close to his chest with a makeshift sling. "I came back
to help while Cherry and Nat haniel argued with their watchwolf." | could fee
an intensity to his gaze, even in the dark. "The blood's going to dry before
he gets to it all."” He stayed there in the | eaves, just out of touching

di stance. His shirt had been ripped off one side of his slender chest. It hung
in rags to one shoulder. He stared at me and even by scattered moonlight, |
could see the need, not in his face but in his body, the way he held hinself.
He was asking for nore than the healing of his body. If he hadn't been there,
Jason woul d be dead now. Even a lycanthrope has a linmt to the damage he can

t ake.

Jason held the palmof my hand to his nouth, licking with I ong, lingering
novenent s.

"You need the other hand?" | asked.

"I't will be dried before he can use it," Lucy said.

| stared at her and hated her just a little. Hated her for having been in
Ri chard's bed. Hated her for doing things with himthat |I'd never all owed
nysel f to do.

"The werel eopard doesn't need the blood," Richard said. "He'll heal without
it."

| just stared at himand held ny hand out to Zane. He crawled to ne on his
knees and his good arm | stared at Richard while Zane took ny fingers into
his mouth. He sucked on themlike a hungry child licking the |last bit of cake
from a spoon.

"He's mine, Richard, mne as much as Jason is. | amNmr-ra and lupa."

Ri chard stood. "I know what you are, Anita."

| shook ny head. "You have no idea what | am" The noment | said it, | felt
that warm growi ng presence. Minin rising inside of ne Iike a pool of warm



water, spilling upward. Richard's mark seemed to bring it on sonetines. O
maybe it was just the way he nade ne feel. Lust or anger or both. | didn't
fight the nunin.

Mari anne had said if | stopped fighting, that it would | ose sonme of its

control over me. | wasn't even sure | could fight it off conpletely. The best
I could do was control it. I let it flow over ne, down my arms into the two
nen.

Jason had worked his way to ny wist, tongue noving over the veins there.
He' d been hesitating over the snell of fresher blood so very close to the
surface. Now his good eye stared up at ne, wide, a little scared.

| smiled down at him and | knew that it wasn't just nmy smle. | was stil
here, but | wasn't exactly alone. Raina's thoughts lay over nmine like a veil.
| could see out, but it colored everything I saw. Her body, our body, wanted
t hi ngs, craved things that made me want to run screanming. But if | were
careful, | could use her as she used nme. It was |ike walking up a flight of
steep, narrow stairs with a cup of scalding coffee filled to the brim
Careful, oh, so careful or it spills over the edge and you get burned.

The alternative to letting the munin have a little fun was what happened in
the woods earlier. | did not want another full-blown menory with Jason and
Zane hanging onto nme. Not tonight, not ever. Jason couldn't handle it, and
nei ther could I.

| | ooked down at Jason. "It's all right, Jason. Enjoy the blood while it
lasts. | don't think you' re going to get this offer twice."

He ran his tongue up ny arm working hard against the skin |ike a cat
washing its own fur. Zane had sucked ny fingers clean and had rai sed ny hand
up in front of his face, cradled in his good hand. He was licking very slowy,
very thoroughly up ny palm

There was a sound behind us. | turned to see the rifleman. He was consci ous
and in sone pain. The doctor with the round gl asses was about to give hima
shot .

| called, "Bring himto ne."

The doctor and the werewolf with himl ooked across the clearing to Verne
and Richard. Richard had nmoved across to the other Ufric. They were
di scussi ng how everythi ng had gone wong. They could discuss things all night.
| wanted answers.

"Don't look at them Look at ne. And bring himto ne!" Raina's munin
swel | ed outward and burst over me, over Jason, over Zane. It spilled over Lucy
and brought a gasp fromher throat. Everyone in the clearing got a taste, a
preview if you like. It was getting harder to hold together. Harder to think

They dragged the rifleman over to me. | knew what | |ooked like. | was
wearing a black underwire bra that hid nore than nost bathing suits, but it
was still a bra. | was still covered in blood. Jason and Zane were |icking

bl ood from my naked skin. It was strange and nacabre and would work as a
threat very nicely.

The doctor and the other werewolf threw the rifleman down in front of ne.
Jason and Zane ignored him nouths on ny skin. Zane slid his mouth al ong the
edge of my skin, teeth grating ever so gently on the skin. His eyes slid to
the rifleman, and I knew we would put on a show for him

| felt Raina's munin like a warmglow. She, it, whatever, wanted to cover
Zane's mouth with ours and taste Jam|'s blood. Wanted to rip the bandage off
his shoul der and lick the wound. Wth the thought came the know edge that
licking the wound would nake it heal faster. Surely not.

The rifleman stared at ne, his eyes showing nostly white. | could feel his
breath, snell his fear. | could snmell his fear like a masm of sweat. | could
taste in his scent how injured he was. | knew his skin would be cool to the
touch fromblood loss. Al this froma snell. Shit.

"What's your nane?"

The question seenmed too hard for him

"We can check your wallet. Wat's your nanme?"

He made an involuntary nmove to his back pocket with a hand he didn't have



anynor e.
"I'f we get himto a hospital soon,'
reattach the arm"
"I'f he answers ny questions truthfully, you can take himto the hospital."
"What's your name?" | asked.
"Terry, Terry Fletcher."
"Ckay, Terry. Wio sent you to kill us?"

the doctor said, "they mght be able to

"I wanted to pay you back for making us | ook bad. That's all. Nobody was
supposed to die."

Jason had cleaned my armto the elbow | could feel the passage of his
tongue like a cool line running over and over ny skin. Hot where he stil

touched me, cool where he'd just been

"Lies won't get you to a hospital, Terry. Lies won't save your arm Wo
paid you to hurt us?" | asked.

"He'll kill me."

| 1 ooked at himand | aughed. The | augh was rich and thick enough to hold.
It rolled out of my mouth and it wasn't ny |augh. The sound raised the hairs
on the back of ny neck and nmade Jason hesitate, mouth pressed to ny arm

"Do you really think I won't kill you?"

A breeze had finally come up, hot and stale. Jason's nmouth was cool er.

H s mout h had heal ed enough to suck at nmy skin, but there was an edge of
swelling to the side of his nouth. | wanted to kiss the wound, lick it, see if
what | was being told was right. Could | really heal hinf

| looked at Terry. "Tell me who paid you to hurt us. Tell me who sent you
to kill us. Tell ne everything I want to know, and the good doctor will take
you to a hospital where they may save your arm Lie to me, and your armis
just so much neat. Lie to ne, and you die tonight, here, in this clearing. You
think it over, Terry. |I've got all night."

| |l eaned over Jason, drawi ng his nouth away fromny arm W kissed, and
could taste Jaml's blood, nmy skin, the faint remant of the perfune on ny
wist, and Jason's blood. His nouth had bled, and I could taste that, too. But
it wasn't bleeding now It was healing, and | could rmake it heal faster. It
took everything | had not to press ny nouth hard against his and force that
warnth into him everything | had not to press Jason's wounded body into the
| eaves and ride him

| drew away fromhim eyes closed. | opened ny eyes and | ooked at the nan.
Jason noved to my stomach, licking along the top of ny jeans. They were soaked
in blood, and wouldn't really dry while | was still wearing them Zane curved
around to ny back, licking along nmy spine. There was no bl ood there, and he
had to stop at the spine sheath, but it |ooked good for our captive audi ence.

"Talk to me, Terry. Once | start fucking one of them | really don't want
to be interrupted.” | leaned towards himjust a little, and he flinched.
drew away from Jason and Zane and crawl ed towards Terry. | made the novenent
everything it was supposed to be: fluid, dangerous, sexual. Even now, his eyes
kept flicking to nmy breasts so white against the bl ackness of the |ingerie.
Even now, he was still a man. | felt Raina's utter disdain of nen. Al that
sex, and it was nostly hate. How terribly odd.

She was enjoying terrorizing the man. H s wi de eyes, the quick breath, the

poundi ng of his heart. | could hear it. Hell, | could alnpst taste his skin on
nmy tongue. Food, he snelled |ike food.
"Who sent you, Terry?" | made it a whisper, intimate, for his ears only. |

reached out to him and when | trailed nmy finger down his cheek, he whinpered.
| leaned forward and licked a quick line the length of his face. "You taste
like food, Terry."

I could feel the others at our back. Verne's pack responding to Raina's
call. To ny call. Through Richard, | was nore lupa than | wanted to be. But
now, tonight, it had possibilities. They cane fromevery side, noving |ike
shadows. Creeping closer, nearer, drawn by ny desire and the man's terror

He stared at them watched them com ng closer with wide eyes. He turned his
head to watch them nmoving in. | kissed his cheek while he wasn't |ooking, and



he screaned

"Ch, God, please don't."

Raina's laugh fell fromny |lips. "Nanmes, Terry, nanes."

"Niley, Franklin Niley. He paid us to run you off, said the cops woul dn't
be a problem Then he said kill you. You especially. He said kill that bitch
bef ore she queers ny deal . "

"What deal ?" | whispered. Frank Niley was the enployer of the rnuscl eman
Mlo Hart. | hadn't seen himsince. He was here for |and specul ati on. Was he
t he buyer for Geene's | and?

Terry's eyes flicked around to the waiting werewol ves. "I don't know,
honest to God. | don't know. He paid us five hundred apiece to hurt you. He
made it five thousand for Chuck and me to kill you."

"Five thousand api ece?" | asked.

He nodded.

"It wasn't enough,” | said.

"We didn't know you was a werewol f. We didn't know what you were." One of
t he shadowy throng was sniffing his leg. Terry's voice rose a little higher
with every word. His next "I didn't know' was al nost a scream

Raina's nmunin was |ike a warm pul se behind nmy eyes. | |eaned into the man,
as if I'd kiss him He backed away but bunped into the good doctor. My nouth
hovered over the man's, but it wasn't a kiss | wanted. | stayed there,
hovering over his nouth, frozen, fighting not to lower ny nouth to his neck
Fighting not to sink teeth into his throat and tear. Fighting not to draw
first blood and let the pack feed.

| started crawing back fromhim as if | were the one that was afraid.
"Take himto the hospital ."

"You can't let himlive," Zane said.

"I promised himif he talked, we'd take him" | caressed Zane's face. W
stayed kneeling in the | eaves, close enough to enbrace when |I didn't renenber
nmovi ng that close. "Take him take the arm And Terry," | said.

The man wasn't | ooking at me. He was staring at the waiting wol ves.

"Terry," | said again. | was still caressing Zane, one hand buried in his

short, white hair.

The man | ooked at me, eyes flicking back and forth madly as if he were
trying to keep all of us in sight at once. "Wat? Wat do you want? You said
could go to the hospital."

"I'f you tell Niley about tonight, about what | am and what happened, ']l

kill you." | lowered Zane's face until | planted a gentle kiss on his
f or ehead.
"I won't tell. I won't tell anyone. Niley'd kill me if he knew | gave him
up. He'd fucking kill ne."
"Good," | said. | cradled Zane against ne. He began to |lick down ny neck.
He passed over ny shoulder, licking a small Iine down ny collarbone. He went
| ower, and | pushed hi m away, rough enough that he fell on his wounded
shoul der. The world was narrowi ng down. | was |losing the fight wth Raina.
"Cet himout of here -— now" | felt Iike |I was going blind. | could see,
but it was all different. |I was fighting her and she didn't like it. She'd

asked for violence, and |'d refused. She'd asked for sex, and |'d refused.
Even dead, she was a hard lady to say no to.

I covered ny eyes with nmy hands. | heard soneone noving towards nme. "Don't
touch ne."

"I't's Marianne, child. Tell me what's happening."

| lowered nmy hands until | could see Marianne. She was still in the white
dress with her long, pale hair. "You never nmet Raina, did you?"

"No, child."

| reached for her hand, and it was just a hand. There was no nmenory
attached to it. No horror that the munin could share. "Help ne."

She gripped ny hand with both of hers. "lIt's too late to force the munin
out. It nmust be nade to want to | eave."

| shook ny head. "She won't |eave."



"She's left you before."
I shook ny head harder until my hair slapped nmy face. "You don't know what

she wants. You don't understand what she wants. | can't. | won't."
Ri chard was there. He started to touch nmy shoulder, and I fell back into
the | eaves. One hand raised as if to ward off a blow | did not want to know

what Raina had done with himor to him That was one inmage | did not need.
"What's wrong?"

"The munin will not |eave until Anita does sonething it wants."
"You knew Raina," | said. "Tell her the kind of thing Raina enjoyed." It
was rising inside me. | couldn't stop it. It rose higher and higher until the

power spilled out of ny nouth in a shriek.

He started to touch me and I crawl ed away fromhim "No, no, no, no.
Mari anne caught ne, held me against her. She snelled like Ivory soap and
lilacs. | knew | could have broken her hold, but I didn't want to. | wanted to

be held. | wanted help. |I needed hel p.

She smoothed my hair, rocking me like | was a child. "Anita, you nust give
into the nunin in part. You ve done it before. Richard has di scussed past
events with ne. Wien the munin | eaves you this time, we will work together to
make sure this does not happen again."

| raised up enough to see her face. "Can you really stop this?"

"I can teach you howto stop it."

| stared into her pale eyes for a space of heartbeats. | could hear the
strange click of her artificial heart valve. The nunin was hinting that food
woul d do as well as sex. Not as well, but it would do.

| pushed gently away from Marianne. "You're just food to her." | craw ed

back from her, slowy.

Mari anne just watched me, kneeling in the |eaves in her white dress. She
was the only one in the clearing that was nore than a shadow. All that
whi t eness caught the moonlight and glinmered. She | ooked |ike a target.

| stood, my breath coming in ragged gasps. | could taste ny heart in ny
throat like a ball that | could have touched and played with. | |ooked around
the clearing, desperate for a way out. Sonething that Raina would be content
with and | could live with.

Zane was staring at ne. Raina wanted him But what she wanted had very
little to do with sex. | went to him He knelt in the | eaves, staring up at ne
with | arge eyes gone silver w th noonlight.

| fell to nmy knees in front of himand ripped the sling off his shoul der
He nade a small grunt of pain, and Raina liked it. The problemw th doing
something to get the munin out was that the nunin had to be in control enough
for me to be willing to do what it wanted. G ving her nore control seened |like
a bad idea. But what she wanted was to plant our mouth over the wound in his
shoul der, and |I couldn't do it sober. There wasn't enough Raina in ne yet to
put my tongue in an open wound.

| crawl ed away from Zane and found Jason. | stared at him He was al nbst a
safety zone for me when the nmunin had ne. The nunin liked him and | wasn't
afraid of him

I went to him kneeling on all fours in the |eaves, but knewif | touched
himand | was still fighting the munin, we'd get another rush of horror. If |
went to him it had to be for real. | had to be willing to give in, at |least a
little.

Hi s mouth was al nost conpletely healed. The swelling in his eye was better
The bl ood or the nunin -— it really was working. He was healing. | knew the
muni n could be used for healing on Iycanthropes. 1'd done it once before, but
not like this. That was back when Raina first nmade an appearance, and | hadn't
realized how much trouble I was in. Now | knew, and | was scared and hated it.
Rai na t hought that was hilarious, that dead, she scared ne nore than she had
when she was alive

I could feel her pleasure like a line of warnth through ny body. The echo
of her laughter chased through ny nmind and made gooseflesh on ny arns. Being
possessed by anyone woul d have scared me. Being possessed by a soci opathic



nynphomani ac sadomasochi st that | had killed personally was too frightening
and too ironic for words.

Jason |l ay back in the |leaves. | was very careful not to touch himas I
craw ed over his body on all fours. | knelt there on hands and knees and
stared down at him legs and arns wide so that we didn't accidentally touch

Hi s voi ce cane hoarse, rough, as if something in his throat were stil
hurting, "You have a pl an?"

"I'f I don't fight the rmunin, Marianne says no nmenories, just power."

He stared up at ne. "You going to kiss it and nmake it all better?"

| nodded, ny hair sliding over his face. "All better." | |eaned ny face
towards his in a sort of push-up notion. Qur lips brushed in a trenbling |ine,
and what not an hour before had been chaste and a little unconfortable was
suddenly changed. | broke the kiss and held ny body off of his with fingertips
and toes, ny body above his. | could feel the trenbling energy of his aura
under neat h me, pushi ng agai nst the power of ny aura, the power that was nunin.
| stayed above him not touching, staring into his face. Wen we kissed again,
t he power poured fromny nouth into his in a warm breath that burned through
our bodi es.

| let ny body drop against his in an abrupt, violent novenent that brought
a cry of pain fromhim The sound fell into ny nouth and was swallowed in a
wave of heat and power. | poured the munin into Jason. | poured me into him |
poured in through his nmouth, down through ny pores. Everywhere that skin
touched skin, | seeped into him | felt as if | were draining away into his
body.

He behaved hinself at first, hands at his sides, but the power rode us
both. Hi s arms | ocked behind ny back. Hs nouth searched nmine as if he were
climbing inside. | straddled his body and felt himhard and ready even through
our jeans.

He rolled ne over suddenly so that he was on top. My body did nothing to
protect itself. | locked nmy legs around his waist, and felt him punping
agai nst me. Each thrust made things low in nmy abdonen jerk and tighten

I swam upward t hrough the power and started pushing at his chest. W were

not doing this again. I was not doing this. "Of. Get off." My voice was
strangl ed, hoarse. | swallowed the munin back enough to struggle inside and
out .

Jason froze over ne, then collapsed on top of nme. H's heart beat
frantically against ny chest. H s breathing was rushed. He swal |l owed and
managed to say, "If | said it was too late to stop, would you believe ne?"

| started crawling out fromunder him "No," | said.

He rolled onto his back, freeing me to stand. The bruises were gone. H s
face stared up at me as clean and innocent as it started. If | could only get
this shit to work without the sex.

"My turn?" Zane asked. | turned, and he was kneeling in the | eaves. He'd
stripped off the remains of his shirt. | never really thought of Zane as a
guy, not like that. But now he was kneeling in a splash of noonlight so that
t he shadows and |ight showed the nuscles in his chest and stomach. His arns
were |lost in darkness. His face was a pattern of strong, clean flesh, glean ng

pal e, one half caught in shadows, |ike pieces of darkness. H's nipple ring
glinted silver, like a wink of an eye, an invitation. And that was all it
t ook.

| stood in front of him staring down, and did what the rmunin wanted. |
grabbed his wounded arm and jerked it upward, forcing the shoulder to its
fullest extension. He cried out in pain. The skin had cl osed over the wound,

but it was there below the surface. | pressed nmy nmouth to the wound and felt
the nmuscles torn. The bone already knitting, broken. | bit him sinking teeth
in enough to | eave a mark and bl ew power into his skin. |I healed it and fought

Rai na. She wanted to take a chunk out of his skin. A sort of joke, heal him
and hurt himat the same tine.

| pushed away from himbefore | could give in. | stunbled to ny feet and
realized that each tine | used it, the power was growing. It was filling ne



i ke anot her person, something growi ng inside of me, pushing at ny skin.

| staggered to Janmi|l and fell beside himto nmy knees. He'd changed back to
human form which neant he had been very hurt. | stared down at his nude body
and fought with Raina not to touch him Not to do what she wanted. O not to
do everything she wanted.

I ran ny hands over Janil's chest until | touched the wound. The skin was
cl osed, but soft. | knew | could force ny fingers inside him | knew | could
reach in and snatch his heart. Instead, | lowered ny face to his chest and
ki ssed the wound, gently, softly. | closed nmy eyes and took in the scent of
him the feel of his soft skin. Healing skin was al ways so soft, like a baby's
flesh, tender and smooth. | put nmy hands over the wound and thrust that warm
buil ding power into himlike a sword.

Jam|'s eyes flew wi de, and his spine bowed. He tried to scream and
stole it with a kiss. | rode his body, straddling not his groin but the
second, |ower wound. | drew back fromhis lips and forced my hands | ow on his
body. | healed him | felt it |leave ny body in a warmrush. My hands slid
[ ower. | brushed himand he was beginning to grow hard. | threw nyself off of
him She'd healed him Raina felt somebody owed her something for the healing.

I fought it until | fell back into the | eaves and screamed. My body withed
and it was like nmy left side wasn't talking to ny right. Like something was
breaki ng inside nme. That |arge, warm presence, that second body was trying to
rise to the surface, trying to break the surface. Raina's beast was trying to
cone out. Trying to nmake me lupa in truth, but ny body couldn't hold it.
Couldn't give it a home. | was human, and no matter how much power you shoved
into ne, that didn't change

Hands held me down. Richard's voice as if froma great height. "Wat's
happeni ng to her?"

"She's fighting the nunin." It was Marianne's voice. | heard her voice
close to ny face, but | couldn't see her. It was |like the world was vani shing
into the dark. "Don't fight, Anita. Whatever happens tonight, tonorrow | can

help you. Gve in and live, or the munin will kill you."

"Anita, please, please!" R chard again.

"She will kill you if she can. She will kill you fromthe grave itself,
Anita. Stop fighting. Enbrace it, or it will destroy you."

| screanmed, "No!" Then, suddenly, | could see again. | stared up into the
tree-lined darkness. There was a sparkle of noonlight through the |eaves. It
seened as bright as sunlight, only softer. | lay very still, blinking up at
themall. Richard had ny shoul ders pinned. Verne had my | egs. Shang-Da had ny
right arm Lucy had ny left. I'd been having convul sions. | remenbered that.

Mari anne was kneeling near mny face, keeping ny face still between her
hands. "Anita?" she made it a question

"I"'mhere." My voice was quiet but clear. |I felt light and enpty, but not
alone. | wasn't fooled. The nunin hadn't left. It wasn't finished.

"I's the muni n gone?" Richard asked.

Mari anne shook her head. "It's still here.”

It made me think better of her that she wasn't fool ed.

"Do we | et her up?" Verne asked.

"Anita?" Marianne asked ne.

"Let nme up."

They let ne go, slowy, as if alnost afraid. Afraid of ne or for nme, |
wasn't sure which. They noved away fromne. Only Richard stayed kneeling.

| eaned ny back against himand let himhold nme in his arns. | closed ny eyes
and let himtake it all away for just an instant. |'d never had anyone's arns
feel as safe as his. No one's.

My | eg brushed sonething in the | eaves. | pulled away from hi m enough to

find my knife. | sheathed it.

From across the small clearing, Jason said, "Here's the other one." He held
it up by the bl ade.

I went to him taking the blade fromhis hand. | could feel all of them
wat ching me. Like | was something new and uncertain that had just appeared.



sheat hed the second bl ade.

Jason grinned up at ne. "Don't take this wong, Anita, but someday |'d I|ike
to do that for real."

"Why not tonight?" | said.

Jason stared up at nme. "Wat did you say?"

| wal ked back across the clearing. | felt their eyes following nme as |
nmoved. | snelled of blood and power and flesh, and there was nothing better
than that for attracting werewol ves.

Ri chard stood there in his jeans and T-shirt. H's hair foaned around his
shoul ders, a soft, rich brown in the noonlight.

| grabbed a fistful of his T-shirt and forced his face | ow enough for ne to
kiss. The kiss was long and full, and he tasted all the blood I'd had. Every
skin 1'd touched. | pulled his shirt out of his pants in a long notion
runni ng ny hands across his bare stomach, across the smooth hardness of his
chest.

He grabbed my arms and pulled my hands away. "Wiat's wong with you?"

"I's she not good enough for you either?" It was Lucy striding towards us.
Her inpressive breasts strained against the white material of her halter top
Ei ther she had very |l arge nipples or she was cold, because the outline of her
ni ppl es was clear, even in this dimlight.

| stared up at Richard. |I'd been sleeping with Jean-C aude. He'd been
sleeping with Lucy and Mra -— nustn't forget Mra. It was fair that he had
other lovers. Really. But | hated it and hated ne for minding. Hated ne for
wanting him Hated ne for being with Jean-C aude and not being happy with it.

Hated ne for knowi ng that even if |1'd been with Richard instead, |1'd have been
m ssing Jean-C aude. | was fucked no matter what | did.

| knew as | stared at her that the hands that held ny arns with such tender
strength had cupped those |large, round breasts. | knew that she'd touched him

all of him That she'd held himnaked inside her. And | knew jeal ousy so
strong that the only word for it was hate.

| pulled away from Ri chard and unsheat hed one of the knives.

Shang-Da nmoved forward as if to step between us, but Richard stopped him
and nmade him step back. He just stared at Shang-Da until he stepped out of
reach, but you could tell fromhis face that he was really unhappy about it. |
didn't blame him Richard turned back to me, stared at nme, but nade no nove to
protect hinself. | don't know if he didn't believe I'd hurt himor was sure
couldn't. | was sure | could.

My hand was al ready on the downward stroke before I could stop nyself. |
sliced through his shirt, not deep, but the wound bl ed.

He wi nced, eyes so lost, hurt. Fuck him

Shang-Da was there, and it was Richard who struggled with him Richard who
kept himfrom grabbing me, disarmng me, hurting ne.

| put the tip of the blade against ny chest and drew downward over ny
heart. The pain was sharp and i medi ate, but it was shallow. | wasn't hurt.
The bl ood trickled down between ny breasts like tickling fingers. The bl ood
was very dark agai nst the whiteness of my skin.

Ri chard started towards ne, and Verne caught him "It's her choice," Verne
sai d.

"It's not her. It's Raina," Richard said.

But in a way he was wong. Raina had finally found sonething that called to
both of us. W both wanted himto suffer. W both felt betrayed. And neit her
of us had a right toit. W'd both betrayed himin our own ways.

Words that | didn't know spilled fromny lips. "Your heart to mine, mneto
yours. Lupa to your U fric. But not to your bed, nor you to mne." |I threw the
knife into the ground so it stuck, thrumrng. | could feel the blade in the
earth as if |'d disturbed sone | arge, sleeping beast. The power burst over ne
fromthe ground, fromne, and something let loose in a liquid rush inside ne.
| was dizzy and on ny knees wi thout neaning to fall.

| stared up at Richard, still struggling, and said, "Help ne." But it was
too late. | felt the munin blow outward like a wind. And every nman it touched



caught the scent. | could alnpst feel their bodies react. | knew what Rai na
had done, and if it were to be her last night in the driver's seat, she

couldn't have chosen better. Short of killing me, it was the perfect revenge.

| fell to ny knees, fighting not to finish the ritual, but I could fee
themin the dark, eager. | was giving off scent, and it wasn't just the bl ood.
The words were pulled fromny throat as if by a hand. Each word squeezed out
until it hurt to speak

"Claimne again if you can, ny Ufric." | stared up at himand saw t he | ook
on his face. It was wild, and part of nme was pleased. God help ne. My own
j eal ousy had given her the keys to me. | stared around at the shapes in the
dark. | could feel themlike a growing tension in the air. It was like the air

before a storm so heavy it was hard to breathe through the grow ng power. You
could feel the lightning growing in the air, com ng closer, but this stormwas
waiting for me. Waiting for nme to nove.

Mari anne was beside nme. "Get up," she said.

| struggled to my feet, and she hel ped ne.

"Now, run," she said

| stared at her. "Wat are you tal ki ng about ?"

"You' ve decl ared yourself Frejya. Now, run, before they | ose patience and
t ake you here."

| knew what she neant, but | had to have her say it out |oud. "Take ne?"

"I'f the munin does not come to the front, it will be rape, but it wll
still happen. Now, go!" She pushed me towards the dark. | stumbled and stared
around the clearing one last tine. Richard' s face was tornmented, horrified.
Shang-Da was at Richard's shoul der, and he was angry. Angry with nme. Jason's
face was as neutral as |1'd ever seen it as if afraid to show me what he was
feeling. | caught Roland's face, too. I'd met himan hour or two before, but
his face wasn't neutral. H s face was hungry, anticipatory. And |I knew t hat
they'd do it. That soneone, sonewhere would have ne unless | killed them Two
silver blades and an entire pack of werewolves. Not good odds. And Richard

woul d do everything he could to save me -— everything.
"Shang-Da," | said.
The tall bodyguard stared at me. | could feel the weight of his gaze in the

noonlit dark

"Richard's life means nore to me than ny own safety, Shang-Da. Don't | et
himdie," | said.

He stared at ne, then gave one sharp nod.

Mari anne grabbed my arm and said, "Go!"

I went. | flung nyself into the trees, into the dark beyond, and ran. | ran
as if | could see in the dark. Flinging nmyself into half-perceived openings,
trusting to the forest the way you trust to water, knowing it will part before
you w t hout question. | gave nyself over to the night woods like |I'd | earned
to do as a girl. You don't run in the dark in the forest with your eyes. You
run with the same part of your brain that nmakes the back of your neck prickle.
I ran and | eaped and dodged, and knew it woul dn't be enough
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A how cut the night in a long, nournful Iine. There were grow s and a
sharp whi nper, cut so short | knew someone was hurt, maybe dead. Wuld they
really kill each other for the privilege? Real wolves didn't do this shit.
Only people could take a nice, sane aninmal and screw it up this badly.

| slipped going over a log that was bigger around than a small car. | fell
spraming. | lay there for a nmonment on the ground, catching ny breath, and
didn't have the faintest idea what to do. | didn't so nmuch hear the werewol ves
as feel themin the ground under ny hands. | knew they were out there in a way
| hadn't before the munin invaded. | pressed nyself against the huge |og, and
nmy hands found an opening. It was partially hollow. | crawed into the black
opening, hand with knife in front of nme, half expecting to nmeet a raccoon or
snake, but there was nothing but the feel of the cool, rotted wood under ny



bare stomach and the weight of the great fallen tree above ne.

| knew they'd find ne. That wasn't the point. It would take thema little
time to get nme out of the hole. | was trying to buy time. | wasn't even sure
time for what. | needed a plan, and | didn't have one. The munin thought that
Ri chard m ght save us. That thought scared ne all on its own. Richard was sort
of squeam sh when it cane to killing. The thought that he night get hinself
killed trying to save me was al nost worse than nme getting caught. | would
probably survive being raped. | wasn't at all sure |I'd survive Richard's
death. O course, having never been raped, maybe | was junping to concl usions.
Maybe | woul dn't survive

| heard them nmoving around the | og. Mdre than one, nore than two. Three,
four? Shit.

Claws ripped at the rotted | og, and | screamed, one of those short yips
that is alnost exclusively a girl sound. | heard one of themrolling around on
the ground. | felt the rush of energy as he shifted into wolf form And just
like that, he was out of the running. If you |lost human form before the |upa
you were chasing, you couldn't mate with her. You went furry, you lost. The
rul es about going Frejya had never been witten for a human who had no ot her
shape. We'd lose the lesser wolves to their beasts, this close to full noon
with sex and violence in the air.

We'd maybe | ose half a dozen, nmaybe a dozen, to their beasts. Fifty wol ves
in Verne's pack altogether, a dozen hel ped.

Sonet hi ng heavy hit the side of the log. | managed not to scream At | east
that was an inprovenent. | heard the sounds of scuffling. At |least two of them
were fighting. But | was alnost sure there was a third.

The fighting stopped, and there was a |loud crack as if sonething brittle
and wet had broken. The silence was so heavy, ny heartbeat was thunderous.

The I og noved. | froze as if just holding very still would save ne.

The end of the log near ny feet lifted into the air. The cavity that had
hi dden nme kept me trapped as that one end raised slowy into the air. The
fallen tree was at least six feet around. | didn't know how nuch it wei ghed,
but it was heavy. A tall, bearded man was lifting it. He pushed it overhead,
pal ms flat against the wood. He smled dowmn at nme, his teeth white against the
bear d.

H s voice was nore grow than words, "Cone out, little one."

Little one? | crept very carefully out fromunder the huge log. It was a
crushing weight. A fine trenbling ran through his body all the way to his
feet. It was not effortless to hold the fallen giant up. | stayed crouched
just beside his leg. He'd have to put the | og down before he could touch ne.
Hs smle widened, as if not noving away from himwas a good sign for him

| shoved the knife into his belly and rolled away fromhim tearing the
bl ade al ong the neat of his stomach as | noved. He | ooked surprised as he fel
to his knees and the tree fell on top of him It pinned himto the ground, and
| didn't wait to see if he could get out fromunder it. There were two bodies
on the ground. One man's skull was snmashed open, and thicker things than bl ood
licked onto the ground. In the dark, everything was grey and bl ack. The second
guy m ght have had a pulse, but | didn't check. | ran

| felt the rushing of air and |ooked in time to see a blur of notion. A man
hit me fromthe side in a flying tackle. I was on ny back with himon top of
me, one arm pi nned between us. | had a second to recognize Rol and, then I
slashed at himwith the knife. He jerked back too fast to see, and his fist
was suddenly connecting with my chin.

| didn't pass out, but nmy body went linp. The knife fell fromny fingers,
and | couldn't stop it. Part of me was screaming silently. The other part was
saying, "Ch, what pretty trees." Wen |I could nove again, my jeans were
hal fway down ny thighs. The only thing that kept me that much dressed was the
jeans were tight and wet with bl ood. Wt jeans peel slowy.

"Rol and, don't do this."

He kept pulling on nmy jeans like | hadn't said anything. | didn't want him
to hit me again. If | passed out, it was all over. He was having trouble



getting my jeans over ny Ni kes, because the jeans won't go over ny N kes.

| raised up on ny elbows and tried to be friendly, reasonable, and wondered
where the hell ny knife was. "Rol and, Rol and, the shoes have to cone off
first.” Maybe if | were helpful, 1'd get brownie points. At |east maybe
could stall. Were was R chard?

Rol and wrapped ny jeans in one hand, effectively trapping ny feet. "Wy
hel p ne?" he said. Hs voice was still too deep for his slender chest, his
words still carefully spoken. That nervous energy still crawl ed along his
skin, vibrating like sunmer heat on a road. He was no different, but
everyt hing el se had changed.

"Maybe | just don't want you to hit me again," | said.

"l don't want to be stabbed, either," he said.

"Fair enough."

We stayed that way, staring at each other, ne propped on ny el bows, him
kneeling at nmy feet. It was alnmost as if he didn't know what to do next. |
thi nk he hadn't expected ne to be calm Crying, anger, nmaybe even eagerness,
he was ready for, but | gave himnothing. | was friendly, helpful, as if he'd
asked me directions to a restaurant | knew. | even felt calm strangely. It
had a faintly surrealistic air, as if it wasn't really happening. If he
touched me, it was going to seemall too real, but as long as he stayed where
he was, | was fine.

He pinned ny jeans with his knee and started taking off his shirt. The
shirt was okay. | was fine with that. He had a nice chest, pleasant to | ook
at. As long as his pants stayed on, | was fine. Wiere the hell was Ri chard?

He undid the snap to his pants, and ny nerves just weren't that good.
didn't want to try and contact Richard in case he was fighting. Using the
mar ks was distracting. But | wanted some help. | was betting that Rol and
didn't wear underwear. | won ny bet.

| sent out a call to Richard, and he was fighting. | saw through his eyes
for one dizzying second. He was fighting Eric. Geat. | broke contact as
quickly as | could, but I knew it cost hima second of concentration. | was on
ny own.

Rol and pushed his jeans to his knees and seenmed to think that was
sufficient, because he started to cram up ny legs. Ch, this was romantic.

It wasn't Richard who cane to the rescue. It was a man | didn't know He
tackl ed Rol and, much as Rol and had tackled me. They rolled off me and down a
small incline into a hollow. | started pulling my pants up as fast as | coul d.

There was a novenent behind ne, and | turned, pants just above ny knees and
no weapon in sight. It was Zane, one armheld tight to his chest. Nathani el
cane out of the dark behind him Nathaniel held out his one good hand to ne.
"Hurry."

| hurried. Nathaniel took my hand and pulled me into the trees. He ran |ike
liquid spilling through every crack and shadow. | tried to stay behind him
trusting that if his body could go through the openings, so could mne. |
j unped when he junped, weaved when he weaved, even if | couldn't see the
obstacle. His night vision was better than mne, and | didn't question it. |
had a sense of Zane behind us, followi ng |ike snmoke in our wake.

A chorus of how's broke out to our right. Nathaniel pulled ne faster
through the trees until | fell headl ong, and a jagged branch sliced ny cheek
open. It mssed my eye by a wish. "Shit, Nathaniel."

"They' re coming," he said.

"I know." | touched ny hand to ny cheek and cane away wth bl ood. "Fuck."

"I won't let themtake you," Nathaniel said.

| stared up at him He was only three inches taller than | was. He couldn't
have outwei ghed ne by thirty pounds. It was nuscle, but he was small. Size
counts if everyone you're fighting can lift large trees.

"They' Il kill you, Nathaniel."

He didn't |look at ne, just kept staring out into the dark as if he could
hear things | couldn't.

Zane | eaned against a tree, looking at me. Hi s good hand was rubbing his



bound armlike it hurt. | bet it did.

"I'f they take you, you'll fight," Zane said. "They'll kill you." He closed
his eyes. "This is one time when you can't protect yourself, but maybe we
can."

"You'll both die," | said.

Zane shrugged with his one good shoul der, casual, like it didn't matter

The thought cane that it would all be over if |I had sex. It would end then
and only then. Raina cane back in full force, spilling through ne. She wanted
Nat hani el , and that she could not have, not with ny body. Fucking Nathani el
woul d be Iike child molesting. | wouldn't do it.

Zane. Zane woul d do. Raina had always been fickle. | got a sudden visual so

strong it made me bl ush. Was there anyone that Raina hadn't slept wth?
wasn't going to do either of them No way.

Then they'll die. | wasn't sure if it was my thought or the nunin. Either
way, we were right.

Jason linmped into sight. |I knew himjust by the shape of his shoul ders and
his hair. Either I hadn't heal ed himconpletely, or he'd been in a fight.
Maybe both. 1'd broken contact before | finished. The nunin was saving the
deeper healing for sex. For her it was the toll to be paid for services
rendered. No paynent, no healing. Like a drug dealer giving just a taste.

Jason gave nme a very strange smle as he entered the trees near Nathaniel
and Zane. He slid down until he was sitting with his back against a small tree
trunk. He let out a sigh

We all |ooked at him A screamtore our gaze back to the woods. Qut there,
cl ose, they were fighting. Another how rode the still, hot air. The sound was
cl ose enough to make ny scal p prickle.

The trees we had stopped at were at the bottomof a hill. It was famliar
"Are the cabins just up there?"

"Yes," Zane said.

"I'f you go to the cabins, they'|l follow " Jason said. "Can't have the
tourists seeing it."

"Fuck that," | said, "Sone of themwon't follow to the cabins because of
the tourists. | say we go and board ourselves in."

"It won't end until someone wins," Jason said. He sounded tired or maybe
di scour aged.

"And up there are two vanmpires who are on ny side." | started up the hill.
Nat hani el and Zane followed at my heels. Jason just sat there. W were a
quarter of the way up the hill before he pushed to his feet to foll ow When
all this shit was over, |I'd ask what was wong. R ght now, there was no tine.

Fi gures appeared through the trees. Zane gave a little push to ny back
"Run," he said, "I'll delay them™

Nat hani el turned with him facing dowmn into the dark and the danger

"No," Zane said, "you go with her, Nathaniel." He |ooked at nme. "I'm

| earning what it nmeans to be an al pha. Nat haniel doesn't know how to fight."
Nat hani el | ooked fromone to the other of us. He finally settled on ne.
"What do you want nme to do?"

| thought about that for a second, studying Zane's so-careful face. "I'd
say cone with ne, but I'mnot |eaving Zane behind."
| reached back and touched Zane's hand. "I won't |eave you to die."

"Dam it, Anita, if you're not here, they won't kill us. They'll just hurt

us and go after you," Zane said.
"I"'msort of bait," I said.
"Yes."
"Don't die on me, okay?"
“I"1l do ny best," Zane said.

| squeezed his hand. "Don't do your best, just don't die. You, either," |
said to Jason.

He shook his head. "I have to stay with you. Richard s orders."

"\Why 2"

He shook his head and gl anced back at the dark figures noving through the



trees. Closer, always closer. "Later. Now, we nove."

He had a point. W noved and | eft Zane alone in the dark with at |east five
figures gliding through the trees. They put on a burst of speed as we neared
the crest of the hill. | cleared the hill on nmy knees, and we were at a
flat-out run across the gravel parking |ot.

| thought, Dami an. He opened the door as if |I'd spoken. He was standing
there with a surprised ook on his face. It isn't often you see a
t housand- year-ol d vanpire shocked. | had a monment to think how we nust | ook
Me bl oody, in just the black bra and bl ood-soaked jeans. Jason running with a
noti ceable Iinp. Nathaniel running full out behind us.

We cl eared the doorway. Dami an shut the door behind us. He | ocked it
wi t hout being told. Smart vanpire.

"What -— " he started to say.

"Bl ock the wi ndows and door," | said.

Asher grabbed the heavy wooden desk like it weighed nothing and shoved it
over the window. "Do we have nails, or aml| forced to hold it in place.”

Sonet hi ng struck the wi ndow, shattering glass around the edges of the desk
like glittering rain. Asher was staggered backwards. Dam an joined him and
t hey shoved the desk agai nst the wi ndow. The door shuddered as sonethi ng heavy
threwitself against it.

"He's not going to make it in tine," Jason said.

Nat hani el stood in the center of the roomlike he was [ost. "What now?"

The door shuddered agai n.

Jason went to the door, leaning against it. "Nathaniel, help nme!" Nathaniel
joined him putting his shoul der agai nst the quaki ng wood.

Hands pushed past the edge of the table. Asher took one hand off the table
to break the wist |like match wood. There was a scream and the hand pulled
back.

He spoke as if he wasn't using alnmost all his strength to hold the table
agai nst the broken wi ndow. "May one ask why the |l ocal werewolf pack is trying
to kill us?"

"They're not trying to kill us," Jason said. "They're trying to fuck her."
He | eaned his entire back agai nst the door. Whatever was at the door |eft
abruptly, and Jason al nost fell against the suddenly quiet door

The wi ndow cleared, too. It was suddenly terribly quiet, too quiet, as the
ol d sayi ng goes.

"What is going on?" Dam an said.

"Later," Jason said. H's eyes |ooked alnost wild. "Ask ne why Richard told
me to stay with you."

| stared at him "Okay, why did Richard tell you to stay with ne?"

"This ends when you have sex with any of the |ukoi."

| stared at himharder. "Come again."

"I'f it looks Iike soneone else will get there first, he told ne to do it."
"Do it?" | said. | wal ked around to the nightstand. "You nean, do ne."
Jason had the grace to | ook down. He nodded.

| opened the drawer and took out the Firestar. | tucked it down the front

of nmy jeans. | took the Browning out next and clicked off the safety. "Nothing
personal , Jason, but |I've got a different plan."

"I didn't say | liked the plan," Jason said. "I may joke about it, and
woul d I ove to be with you, but Jean-Cl aude is ny master, too. He'd kill ne."

| glanced at Asher. He gave a very small nod. "Probably."

"And if you |l et soneone el se get to me because you were squeam sh?" | |et
it be a question.

"Richard doesn't kill easily," Jason said, "but if | |et someone rape you,

for that he'd make an exception.™

| waggled the gun in the air, barrel pointed at the ceiling. "Lucky for you
[''marned. "

Jason nodded.

@ ass broke in the bathroom "Shit!" W'd been stupid. "Stay at the doors,"
| said. | kicked the bathroom door in, already sighting down ny arm | had a



glinpse of a man trying to squeeze a |l arge body through the small w ndow. |
hit the wildly swinging door with one hip and fired into the nass of the man.
He screaned and fell back through the opening.

| yelled, "I've got this w ndow covered."

Sounds of fighting canme from outside the cabin. Screans turned into grow s.
| felt the rising energy and knew that people were |osing human form | could
feel them slipping away, slinking through the trees. | could alnost snell the

nmusk of their fur. The nunin swam back up so suddenly and so purely that |
st aggered agai nst the door that | was using to steady ny aim

| turned away fromthe wi ndow to stare across the roomat Jason. Raina was
fine with that. She didn't care who. If it caused Jean-C aude distress or cost

Jason his life, that was dandy. | slid down the door slowy, eyes closed, the
flat of the gun barrel pressed to ny forehead.

"Someone el se needs to do this window," | said. | hoped |I'd spoken al oud.
was having trouble telling.

Jason nust have filled themin because no one asked what was wong. | felt
Dam an brush ny |l egs as he went into the bathroom The feel of his passing
caused things lowin my stomach to clench. | glanced up at him and he was

frozen in the doorway as if he'd felt nmy body's reaction

He stared down at ne with his cat green eyes, and | knew as surely as |
knew anything that if | told himto come to nme, he would have done it. What |
didn't know for sure was why.

"Dam an, " Asher said, "the w ndow. "

Dam an stayed where he was, staring down at nme. "I can't."
"Order himto watch the wi ndow, Anita," Asher said.
I went to ny knees, free hand sliding up Damian's pants leg. | slid my hand

up his thigh and shook ny head. | grabbed a handful of his green silk shirt
and pulled himdown to ne. He stayed on the balls of his feet, knees on either
side of ny body. I went to ny knees and ki ssed him

| slid nmy tongue between the delicate points of his fangs. |'d perfected
the art of French kissing a vanpire. Practice, practice.

He tried not to kiss ne back. He drew back enough to whisper, "You taste
i ke bl ood, other people's blood." Then he | ocked his mouth to mine like he
woul d breathe ne into hinself. H s |ong, pale hands cupped ny face, slid
behind nmy head in the warnth of my hair.

| pressed ny body against him The Firestar was still in front of ny pants.
The gun pressed into his groin. | ground it into himuntil he made a small
pai n sound. The Browning was |ost on the floor

There was a sound at the bat hroom w ndow. | drew back fromthe kiss, and
Dam an began to run his lips down ny neck. | saw the man craw ing through the
wi ndow as if down a long crystalline tunnel

| tugged the Firestar fromny pants and pointed it. | sighted at the center

of his forehead. Hi s eyes w dened, and he suddenly spilled backwards into the
night. Not so far gone that he didn't want to |live. The question was, how far
gone was |7?

Dam an's nmouth hovered over the big pulse in ny throat. H's tongue curled
over it, caressing. He was asking for permssion. But it wasn't that kind of
bl ood | wanted to donate tonight. Raina had no interest in just opening a
vein.

I wapped ny free hand in his long, blood-red hair and jerked his face up
to me. "Don't bleed nme, fuck nme."

Asher yelled, "Jean-Claude will kill him"

"I don't care." The nonment | heard myself say it, | swam back up. It was
i ke pushing aside a wet curtain that clung to ny face, suffocating, trying to
mold itself to ny body and keep ne, drown ne.

| crawl ed away from Danian into the room | said, "Watch the dam w ndow,
Dam an, and stay away fromne."

He stood in the doorway, uncertain.

Asher said, "You heard your mistress. Do as you're told."

| heard himwal k into the bathroom Heard his boots crunch on the broken



glass. | stayed on all fours, nmy head hangi ng down, ny breath com ng in gasps.

The Firestar was still gripped in one hand. | squeezed it tight until my hand
ached. | ground the feel of the gun butt into nmy skin. This was real. This was
real . Raina was dead. She was just another kind of ghost, dam it.

| heard sonmeone crawling towards nme. | raised ny head to find Nathani el
staring at ne with lilac eyes. | screaned and scranbl ed back fromhim He was
a victimand Raina liked victims. | held ny hand out to himas if to ward off
a bl ow.

I ended with ny back against the bed, gun squeezed in both hands, rocking
back and fourth.

Nat hani el crawl ed towards ne. He craw ed |i ke he had nuscles in places he
shoul dn't have, in a graceful roll that was al nost snakelike, as if his spine
had too many parts. He put his face so close to nine that when he spoke, |
could feel his breath on ny face. "lI'myours, Anita. You are my Nnmr-ra. MWy
gueen." He was very careful not to touch ne. He stayed that |ast fraction of
an inch away, so that it was ny decision. But it wasn't nine

| tried to tell himto get away fromme, but nmy voice wouldn't work. |
couldn't speak. | couldn't nove. Al | could do was hold onto that |ast ragged
edge of control and not nove nmy mouth that |ast space. | fought with all | had
left not to kiss Nathaniel. Because whoever | fell on next was it. The munin
was wearing me down. Even ny self-control wasn't [imtless. | didn't want it
to be Nathaniel. That hel ped me hold on

There was a knock at the door. It was so unexpected that | screaned. The
scream pushed Nat hani el back to his knees, a little farther out of reach, but
still too close.

Asher asked, "Do you open it?"

| shook ny head, not as a no, but | couldn't say. | couldn't think. | was
fighting too hard to not throw nmy clothes off and fuck sonething in the room
That was taking about all ny concentration

Maybe Asher figured that out for hinself, because he said, "W is it?"
Very civilized

The answer shocked us all, | think. "It's Richard."

Jason was on his feet, opening the door, before anyone could tell himto do
it. The outer surface of the door was clawed and broken. Richard stood there
in the doorway. His T-shirt was in rags, still clinging to his shoul ders but
so ripped apart that you could see the bl oody wounds in his tanned skin. He
wal ked through the door a little unsteadily. Zane and Shang-Da cane behi nd
hi m

Zane | ooked unhurt, but Shang-Da's face had been opened from forehead to
chin. His eye sat in a nask of blood. He closed the door and | ooked at ne with

cool eyes.

| was glad to see all of them But |I couldn't nove. If | noved, it was
over. | was putting everything | had into just staying where | was. If | noved
anyt hing, the control was gone. A tear squeezed out of one eye and fell in a
hard, hot |line down nmy cheek. | stared up at Richard and wanted to say so many
thi ngs and couldn't say any of them W rds would break me into a mllion
glittering pieces.

Ri chard wal ked to ne. He stood over nme, staring down. | didn't |ook up. He

didn't so nmuch kneel as collapse to his knees in front of ne.

| put out a hand to steady him and the munin spilled across ny skin like a
flanme. The Firestar fell to the floor with a thunk. | grabbed a handful of the
torn T-shirt, balled it into both my fists, and pulled himthose |ast few
inches into a Kkiss.

Hs lips were dry. | licked his nouth, running nmy tongue over his lips
until they were |like wet, rubbed velvet to kiss. | slid ny hand inside one of
the tears to trace the cut I'd nade over his heart.

His breath cane out in a sharp hiss as if it hurt. He grabbed ny wist. |
slid my other hand inside the tear and found anot her wound to probe. He
grabbed both my wists in his hands. You forget how large Richard is. He
doesn't seemintimdating physically, but he could have held both ny wists in



one hand. He forced ny arns back at ny sides. | tried to pull mnmy hands free,
and his grip tightened. He | eaned over ne, but not for a kiss.

He licked the edge of the knife wound on ny chest.

| gasped, half in pain, half in pleasure.

He ran his mouth down the wound until he cane to the soft upper part of ny
breast. He bit gently into nmy flesh, not hard enough to | eave a mark, just
hard enough that | felt his teeth. | nade a snmall noan.

He raised his face to l ook at me. He let go of nmy wists and put a hand on
either side of ny face. He trapped ny face between the strength of his hands
and forced me to stare into the perfect chocol ate brown of his eyes.

"Anita, can you hear ne?"

| tried to nove forward for a kiss, but his hands held me trapped. My hands
found his chest, explored the smooth flesh, the torn wounds. | tried to press
nmy body forward against his, but his hands held ny face, and I couldn't go
cl oser.

"Anita, Anita, talk to ne. Are you in there?" The grip on ny face was
al nost pai nful .

| didn't push the munin aside. It fell back. | felt Raina | eave ne enough
for me to answer. "I'mhere.” It was a whisper

"Do you want this?" he asked.

| started to cry; huge, silent tears slid down mny face.

"Do you want me now, like this?" He shook ny face between his hands, as if
he coul d shake nme back to mysel f.

I slid nmy hands over his, cupping himagainst ne while | cried. Did | want
hin? "Yes," it was a whisper

"Now, |ike this?"

The question was too hard for ne. | curled ny fingers against his hands,
trying to nmove themfromny face. | started tugging at his hands. "Kiss ne,
pl ease, kiss ne. Please, Richard, please!" | was crying again and coul dn't
have said why.

He | eaned into me, hands still on either side of nmy face. He kissed ne. Hs

lips pressed against nine |like heat. H's tongue parted ny lips, and | tried
again to nove forward, but his hands held ne. He | eaned into ne, pressing his
nmout h agai nst mine. He kissed me |like he was tasting ne, as if he'd reach into
my mouth with his tongue and his lips and pull me inside out.

| shuddered in his hands fromthe feel of his nouth. Eyes closed, ny hands
linp at ny sides, letting himdo it all. H's hands slid, very slowmy, fromny
face. He never stopped kissing nme as his fingertips slid down ny bare
shoul ders. Hi s hands hesitated over the shoul der straps for the spine sheath,
as if he didn't know what to do with it.

| opened ny eyes, started to lift nmy hands up to help him He grabbed ny
hands and held them down at ny sides. "I'Il figure it out," he said softly.

| stared up at him | could barely breathe around the need. | wanted his
naked skin pressed against mne. | grabbed one of the tears in the T-shirt and
ripped it wider. "Of."

He shook his head. "Not yet."

I wanted to fall on himlike a ravening wolf, and he was so controlled. |
could feel his need. Feel his need as great as ny own, and yet he could knee
there, so close, so very close

"Everyone out," Richard demanded.

I'd forgotten that we still had an audience. | hid ny forehead agai nst
Ri chard's chest. My hands slid behind his back, trying to press nyself agai nst
hi m

Asher said, "What of the other wolves?"

"I made a pact with Verne. It's over except for this."

| stared past Richard's broad shoul der into Asher's scarred face. H s face
was carefully blank, enpty, unreadable. |I had a thought: what was he hiding?
But nmost of my thoughts were the scent of Richard' s skin. The smell of fresh
bl ood. The clinging scent of earth and pine and | eaves. The light, salty dew
of sweat on his body. There was no roomfor regrets. There was only the warnth



of his body pressed agai nst mne

"I'f you take her like this, it will be very like rape," Asher said

"I"'mgoing to try very hard for it not to be," Richard said.

Asher gave a small sound that night have been a | augh. "Bonheur," he said,
and left. Good luck, he'd said. He'd said it in French, and it made ne think
of Jean-d aude.

So close to the warnmth of Richard's body | could feel himhard and ready,
and | thought of Jean-C aude. | wanted to wap nyself in Richard. | wanted to
pull himaround nme |ike a bl anket, but what would ny other |over say? That
t hought pushed the munin away better than anything el se had.

Months in Jean-C aude's bed, and | still wanted Richard. Iwanted Richard
not Raina, not munin. Iwanted him | wanted himso badly | couldn't think
about anything but the feel of himin ny arms. But it wasn't fair, not like
this. Not with Raina riding ne.

She poured over me like a warmbath. This was her price. This. That she be
here with us for the first tine. That even this would al ways be part hers. My
skin ached to be touched. My body hurt with a need I'd never known.

VWhen the door closed behind them Richard pulled nme away from his body. He
held ne awmay fromhimw th his hands on ny forearnms while | struggled to get
closer. | needed him Needed him

| reached for him crying, "Richard, please, please."

He spun ne around until | fell against the foot of the bed. He put a hand
in the mddle of ny back, keeping nme turned away fromhim He slipped the
shoul der straps of the spine sheath off, sliding themdown nmy arns. He threw
the sheath across the roomto bang into the wall. Then he | eaned over ne, a
hand on either side of the bed. He | eaned his face over until his hair brushed
nmy face. He nol ded his body against mine, arnms wapping ny arnms agai nst ny
chest. He held ne with his body and his arns, pressing us so close | could
feel his heart beating against ny back.

He whi spered agai nst ny cheek. "If at any time you want to stop, say so,
and it's over. I'Il go."

| made a small sound very like a whinper, and said, "Fuck me, Richard, fuck
me, please."

A shudder ran through his body fromtoes to head, and his breath fell out
in a long sigh. He pulled back enough to undo the back of ny bra, then he slid
it slowy off my shoulders. He used the bra straps to lower nmy arnms to ny
si des again. He pushed the bra off nmy arns, and it fell to the floor

Hi s hands slid over ny waist. H s hands felt hot. He slid upward slowy, so
slowy that | wanted to cry out. H's hands spilled over ny breasts, cupping
them kneading them H's fingers rolled ny nipples, and | did cry out.

He turned ne to face him al nost throwi ng me against the bed. His arns
| ocked under ny buttocks, and he lifted ne, still on his knees. Hs nmouth
found ny breasts. His tongue flicked across ny nipple, fast, quick, wet.

| leaned into him and his nouth slid over ny breast, sucking it. The fee
of his nouth on me was al nmost too intense. It made me want to cry out, to
squirm to say stop, and never stop. | made a small sound like a sob as he
rel eased ny breast in one long pull so that the nipple stretched between his
teeth. He nmoved to the other breast, harsher this tine, using nore teeth. He
bit gently around the soft tissue of ny breast, then |licked the nipple,
rolling it with his tongue. He gave one quick bite that hurt, and I was
suddenly on the floor |ooking up

He knelt over me and put his hands into the tears in his T-shirt and ri pped
it open, exposing the hardness of his chest, his arnms. There were two sl ashing
cl aw wounds, one high and one | ow. The hi gh one had gone over his nipple, and
bl ood had dried on the tip of it.

| sat up and reached for him He didn't stop me. | ran my tongue over his
chest, over the wounds, and he gasped. | licked a quick tongue over the bl oody
ni ppl e, and when he didn't chase me away, | |ocked ny mouth around it and fed.

| sucked the wound clean, pulling hard enough that | reopened the wound.
It was his turn to cry out. He pushed ne back to the floor, gently. He took



of f ny shoes and socks, and | let him M heart was beating so fast it hurt,
pounding in nmy throat |ike a trapped thing.

Hi s hands went to the tops of my jeans. \Wen the top button went, it made
nmy stomach jerk. He unzipped ny pants and started sliding themdown ny hips. |
hel ped hi m push the drying cloth down my legs. He pulled the jeans off in one
last notion, and | was left lying, wearing nothing but the black panties that
had mat ched the bra.

He was on his knees, staring down at ne. H's hands went to his own jeans,
unsnappi ng them He hesitated. "I've wanted this for so long, Anita. Wanted
you like this, but not "

As nmuch as Raina and | hated each other, her essence and | had a nonent of
perfect understanding. | went to him kneeling.

"Ch, no, you don't. Don't go all Boy Scout on nme now." My hands fini shed
unzi ppi ng his pants.

He caught ny hands, eyes searching ny face. "It's you again."

"Yes," | said, "it's me." | pulled ny hands out of his, and he let ne.
"Undress for nme, Richard; let me see you naked."

"You' ve seen ne naked before," he said softly.

"Not like this," | said. "No stopping, no questions."

He stood up. "This will change everything for nme, Anita. It has to change
some things for you, too."

| covered ny eyes with nmy hands and gave a little scream "Ch, for God's
sake, Richard, stop talking. I want your hands on my body. | want you inside
me so badly | can't think. How can you stand there and be reasonabl e?"

Sonething fell across ny hands and face. It was his jeans and underwear. |
sat up and found Richard naked. | just | ooked at him The perfect golden brown
of his skin was uninterrupted fromthe curve of his calves to the narrowness
of his hips, the swelling of his groin, the flat hardness of his chest, and
the sweep of his shoulders. His hair fell across one side of his face in a
gol den brown mass that left half his face in shadow.

| stood and wal ked towards him | was scared. Nervous didn't cover it.
Scared and eager. | put my hands on his chest and rose on tiptoe to offer him
my lips. We kissed, and the novenent nade ny body fall full against his. The
feel of himhard and naked with nothing between us but the black | ace panties
made me shudder and fall back fromthe kiss.

H s hands caught nme around the wai st and kept us pressed together. Then he
was suddenly on his knees, hands pulling down ny panties in a notion so quick
it was violent. | was suddenly naked, with himkneeling in front of ne,
staring up. There was a look in his eyes that made things all over ny body
ti ghten.

He put his large hands on the insides of my thighs and spread ny | egs. He
slid his hands along ny thighs until they cupped ny buttocks, bringing ny
groin against his face. He laid his cheek against ne, licking a quick line
along nmy hip. My heart was beating so hard, | couldn't get a good breath, but
| could talk. "Please, Richard, please. Please."

He slid one hand between ny thighs. One finger slid inside nme. | shuddered,
head back, eyes cl osed.

"You're wet," he said.

| opened ny eyes and stared down at him "I know." My voice sounded
br eat hy.

"Raina was |ike that."

"She still is," | said. "Make her go away."

He licked the inside of ny thigh, forcing ne to spread ny |egs just by
licking, nuzzling his mouth against ny skin. The first touch of his tongue
between ny | egs nmade nme gasp

He kissed ne there like he'd kissed ny nouth, all tongue and exploring. He
licked me in long, sure strokes, then he found just the right spot and sucked.
| could see his eyes staring up at ne while he did it. There was a dark |ight
in his eyes, sonething nore primtive than we have words for. It had nothing
to do with being a werewol f and everything to do with being a man. It was



waves pul sing along my body. The sensations were overwhelning. It felt so good
it was al nost too nuch, a pleasure so great it was alnost pain. He pulled ne
into his mouth until the warmh spread fromnmy groin upward in a golden rush
that left the world hazy and edged with white gauze |like | was seeing through
amst. Wth the last drop of pleasure, | felt Raina | eave. The munin was gone
when he lowered nme to the floor

Hi s mouth was glistening. He used the remains of his shirt to wipe his
mout h. He said, "I could always go brush my teeth."

| just shook ny head. "Don't you dare." | held my arms out to him

"I s she gone?" he asked.

| nodded. "Just nme, just us."

"Good," he said. He noved over ne and laid his naked body the |ength of
mne. He was too tall for mssionary position. |I'd have suffocated against his
chest. He propped hinself up on his arnms in a sort of push-up position. He
slid inside ne, and it was tight and wet and | could feel every inch of him
working its way inside of me. When he was sheat hed inside of me, he stared
down at me. Hi s eyes had gone that startling anber of a wolf. They were al npst
orange gold in the tan of his face.

He worked in and out, once, twice, three tines, gently, as if making room

Then his hips caught the rhythm 1 slid nmy hands to his buttocks until | could
cup themwhil e he pushed hinself inside me. | dug ny fingernails into the
snoot h hardness of his flesh. He punped faster, harder, still holding nost of

his wei ght on his arnms and shoul ders.

| raised my hips to nmeet his body. Wthout his body trapping me under him
| could nove. A rhythm began between us, a wave of novement and heat and
muscl es novi ng toget her

Sonet hi ng opened inside of me, inside of him | felt the mark that bound us
open like a door. What fell through that door was a warm gol den, rush of
power. It spilled over me, into ne. It raised every hair on ny body as if it
were an electric current.

Richard lifted me in his arnms, still sheathed inside ne. He half-carried
me, half-flung ne to the bed. He collapsed on top of ne, and | was | ost under
the warnmh of his skin and the weight of his chest. It was as if his power
rode ny skin; every thrust sent a line of warnth pouring inside of ne. It was
as if | were bathing in the golden warnmth of his body inside and out. It grew
in golden pulses with every thrust. The pul ses turned to waves that made ny
body tighten around him

He cried out, but didn't conme. He raised back up on his arms, only his hips

and legs pinning me to the bed. H s eyes were still anber, still not human,
and | didn't care. | watched his beast ride up through those alien eyes. |
watched it | ook down at ne fromRichard's face. | watched thoughts slide

across that handsone face that had nore to do with food than sex, and not hing
to do with | ove

H s hands flexed in the bed on either side of me. | heard the cloth tear
ripping. | turned ny head and saw his hands | engthening, turning into human
claws. Those claws ripped the mattress with a thick, tearing sound.

| stared up at Richard and couldn't keep the fear off ny face. "Richard," |
sai d.

"I woul d never hurt you." He whispered it, and when his hands convul sed in
the bed, bits of white bedding sprang in the air.

| said, "Richard!"™ My voi ce was high, not panicked, but close.

He sliced claws down the Iength of the bed and pulled out, rolled off ne.
He rolled onto his side into a tight ball. H's hands, his claws were | ong and
thin with his fingernails turned into sonething nonstrous, dangerous.

Shit.

| snoot hed ny hands down his back. "lI'msorry, Richard. I'"'msorry."

"I won't change during sex, Anita, but this close to the full moon, it's
hard." He turned his head to | ook up at me, and his eyes were still anber. H's
hands began to re-form shrinking back to human. | watched them change, felt

the rush of energy like a wave of dancing insects on ny skin.



| knew that if | left himlike this, he'd never recover. It wasn't ny |oss,
not really. It was that this would confirmhis deepest fears: that he was a
monster and only fit to be with other nmonsters. Richard was not a nonster. |

believed that. | trusted himnot to hurt nme. | trusted himnpbre than | trusted
nysel f someti nes.
"Roll over," | said.

He just | ooked at ne.

| rolled his hips over, and he let ne. He wasn't conpletely hard now.
Not hi ng |i ke having your | over screamfor help to take the fun out of it. |
touched him and he shuddered, eyes closing. | held himin ny hands and
stroked himuntil he grew warm and hard.

| slid over him and he was alnbpst too big fromthis angle, alnopst too
much. It was nore intense with me on top, sharper sonmehow. A small npan
escaped him

"I love you, Richard. | love you." | nmoved above himw th himso deep
inside me, it felt like I should be able to taste him

Hi s hands slid around nmy waist, then to ny breasts. The feeling of his
hands on me while |I rode his body was al nbost too rmuch. | noved ny hips gently
at first, then faster. | forced himinto ne, hard and fast and deep, until |
wasn't sure if it felt good or hurt.

| felt the orgasmgrowing. |I felt it filling me up like warmwater in a
cup, filling fromthe bottomup. | felt it flow over ne in small spasns.

Ri chard' s breathi ng changed, quickened, and | knew he was cl ose. "Not yet,"
| whi spered, "not yet."

He dug his hands into the bed on either side of ne. | felt his hands go.

felt themslip their skin. | felt it like the small release it was, |ike an
echo of what his body was doing inside of nme. The claws tore into the bed Iike
nails. | heard the mattress material nake that heavy ripping sound, and it was
too late.

The orgasm caught me in a burst that bowed ny spine and made nme cry out. It
washed over me in a skin-shifting, nerve-junping dance as if every part of ne
were trying to | eave every other part behind. For a shining second, | felt
ski nl ess, bonel ess, nothing but the warmroll of pleasure and the feel of his
body underneath ne. Only his body anchored ne, only the feel of him going
inside me in one great rel ease rem nded ne where | was, who | was.

| opened ny eyes and found his eyes brown and human. He raised his hands to
me, and | fell against his body. | laid ny head on his chest and felt his
heart beating against my cheek. | lay there feeling his body pul se underneath
me. Hi s arms hol ding ne.

He | aughed, and it was joyous. He raised nmy face to his and ki ssed ne
lightly and carefully. "I love you, too," he said.
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Warm He was so warm He? My eyes were w de open, and sleep fell away I|ike
a crash of glass. | was left lying in bed with ny heart pounding and a tanned
armflung across ny stomach. | stared up that armand found Richard on his
stomach, hair flung over his face like a curtain. I was |lying on ny back
sheets down past ny wai st, trapped under Richard' s arm

| raised my head back and found Van Gogh's Sunfl owersabove the bed.
Ri chard' s cabin. W'd done too much damage to m ne

| had a very strong urge to pull the sheets up and cover ny breasts. Ckay,
okay, Richard had seen the whol e show | ast night, but this norning, |I wanted
to cover up. | was enbarrassed. Not big, awful enbarrassed, but little,
confused enbarrassed.

| realized | was lying there with nmy arns tucked across ny chest, as if |
was hiding. Richard' s arm|ooked very dark against the pale white skin of ny
stomach. Jean-d aude had remarked that ny skin was al nost as pale as his. 1'd
had enough nmoral problems with premarital sex with the undead. My one confort
had been that | was nonoganobus. Now | didn't even have that. Woredom had



finally arrived just as ny G andnother Bl ake had al ways warned. In a way, she
was right. Once you have sex with anyone, sex becomes nore of a possibility
with others.

The drapes in the cabin hadn't been pulled conpletely. Mrning sunlight
fell through the white sheers and spilled over the bed. |I'd never seen a nan's
body by norning light. I'd never slept with a man and awakened beside him OCh,
once with Stephen, but fully clothed with guns and bad guys about to cone
t hrough the door isn't quite the same thing.

| reached out towards Richard' s arm tentative. You' d think after what we
did last night, 1'd be braver, but | was alnost afraid to touch him 1'd had
sexual fantasies about Richard, but this -— this was the big one. To wake up
beside him warm and alive. God forgive ne, but | valued that.

I touched his armlightly so that all | really touched were the snall
gol den hairs, no skin. | brushed upward just above the skin until there was
not hi ng but the bare skin of his upper armand shoulder. | drew ny fingertips
over the warnth of his skin. He was incredibly warm Warmer than skin
tenmperature, alnost fevered

| felt himwake, a tension in his shoul der and back that hadn't been there
before. | turned ny head, and his brown eyes were staring at ne through the
thick curtain of his hair.

He rose up on one el bow and snoothed his hair back fromhis face. He
smled, and it was the sane smle that had nelted nme into nmy socks a hundred
times. "CGood norning," he said.

"Good nmorning," | said. | had pulled the sheets up over my breasts w thout
t hi nki ng about it.

He wi ggl ed cl oser, which nmade the sheets at his waist slide down to revea
t he snmoot h expanse of his buttocks. He kissed ne, soft, tender, then rubbed
his face along ny cheek until his breath was warm agai nst ny ear, then farther
back into ny hair. He was giving me a wolf greeting. He kissed lightly down ny
neck and stopped at ny shoul der, which was about all that was uncovered.

"You seemtense,” he said.

"You don't," | said.

He | aughed, and the sound made me shiver and snmile at the sanme tinme. It was
a laugh 1'd never heard fromRichard. It was very nasculine, very ..
somet hi ng: possessi ve, satisfied maybe.

| felt heat creep up ny face. Being that enbarrassed made nme feel silly for
bei ng enbarrassed. "Onh, hell."

"What ?" he asked. He stroked the side of ny face.

"Cuddle with me, Richard. Sex is great, but when | thought of this nonent,
| thought of you hol ding ne, spooning ne."

H's smle was gentle, pleased. He turned on his side and even spilled the
sheets back over his waist. He raised his upper arm

| rolled onto ny side so nmy back faced hi mand snuggl ed agai nst his warm
body. He was a little tall for spooning, but we w ggled around with nuch
giggling and stupid coments until we found a position that felt right.
wrapped his armaround nme, sinking into the warm curve of his chest and al
the rest, and let out a sigh. The feel of his naked groin pressed agai nst ne

wasn't so much exciting as it just felt right. | felt possessive of his body,
of him | wanted to hold himlike this forever

Hi s skin was al nost hot. "You feel |ike you' ve got a fever," | said.

"It's the full noon," he said. "By tonorrow ni ght when the noon is
conpletely full, nmy base tenperature will be over a hundred and one."

He pushed ny hair aside until he could nuzzle the back of nmy neck. It nade
me break out in gooseflesh. | squirnmed. "That tickles."

"Yes," he said, "it does." | could feel himgrow ng | arger agai nst my body.

| laughed and rolled over on ny back. "Wy, M. Zeenan, you seem happy to
see ne."

He leaned in for a kiss. "Al ways."

The kiss grew, becom ng nore. | noved ny body against his and had one | eg
wr apped around his buttocks when he scooted back, going onto his knees.



"What's wong?" | asked. W'd already established |ast night, after it
woul d have been too late, that | was on the pill. He'd been nicely horrified
when he thought of it. Since werewol ves can't get or carry di sease, once the
pregnancy i ssue was addressed, you were safe. Wich al so explained why I
wasn't worried about |icking blood off of the |ycanthropes |ast night. G oss,
but not dangerous.

"l can't," Richard said.

| 1 ooked down the length of his body. "Oh, I'd say you're ready."

He bl ushed for nme. "You saw nme |l ast night, Anita. One day closer to the
full moon, ny control will be worse, not better."

I lay back on the bed. "Ch." | was di sappointed. Mnutes before, 1'd been
worried that we'd given in to our lust, and now | was sad that we couldn't do
it again. Trust ne to be | ogical about my nen.

"I"'mglad you're disappointed, too," he said. "For a nminute there,

t hought you were going to get up out of bed, say it had all been a terrible
m st ake, and go back to Jean-d aude.™

| covered ny eyes with my hands, then nade nyself |ook at Richard while

said it. He sat there | ooking too scrunptious for words, but | couldn't let it

slide. If he was thinking this meant |1'd dunp Jean-Cl aude, | couldn't let it
slide. But | wanted to. "Wat do you think last night meant, Ri chard?"

The smile faded around the edges but didn't disappear conpletely. "It neant
something to me, Anita. | thought it meant something to you."

"It did. It does. But ... "

"But what about Jean-C aude."” Richard said it softly, but it had to be said
by soneone.

| nodded, hugging the sheet to my chest. "Yeah."

"Can you go back to just dating himafter |ast night?"

| sat up and reached for his hand. He gave it to ne. "I've m ssed you so
much, Richard. The sex is nice, but ... "

He rai sed eyebrows. "Nice, just nice?"

| smled. "It was wonderful and you know it. And you know that's not what |
meant . "

He nodded, hair swinging into his eyes. He brushed it back. "I know |['ve
m ssed you, too. |I'mlost on weekends w thout you."

| pressed his hand to ny cheek. "M, too."

He sighed. "So you're going to be with us bot h?"

| let his hand fall to my lap, still holding it. "You' d go along with
t hat ?"

"Maybe." He | eaned in and kissed ny forehead, ever so gently. "Notice
didn't ask you to give himup and just date ne."

| touched his face. "I know, and |I'm both relieved and surprised. Thank you
for not asking."

He pull ed back enough to see ny face clearly. He | ooked very serious. "You
don't like ultimatums, Anita. If | push you, I'lIl lose."

"Way do you want to win, Richard? Way don't you just dump ne?"

He smiled. "Now she gives ne the choice."

"I'"ve given you the choice before," | said. "I nean, | know why Jean-C aude
puts up with ne. | help his power base. You' d be better off if you picked out
a nice, safe werewolf for your lupa. | hurt your power base."

"I'min love with you," he said sinply.

"Why do | feel like apologizing for that?" | asked.

"I'"ve been doing a |lot of thinking about why | couldn't hate you. Wy I
couldn't let you go."

"And?" | had pulled the sheets around nme |like a nest so | wouldn't be
naked. |f somewhere in this conversation he did dunp ne, | didn't want to be
naked. Silly but true.

Naked didn't seemto bother Richard. Frankly, it was distracting to me. "I
need a human girlfriend. I need someone who isn't a nonster."

"A lot of humans woul d be happy to be your snuggle bunny, Richard."

"I found that out," he said, "but | didn't have sex with any of them™



"\Why not ?"

"Farther away fromthe full noon | have better control. The eyes don't go,
| et alone the hands. | can pass for human, but |I'm not human. You know what |
am and even you al nost couldn't accept it."

There was nothing | could say to that, so | didn't try.

He | ooked down at the bed, fingers playing along the edge of the sheet. H's
voi ce grew very soft. "My first year in the pack, one of the other new wol ves
had a human girlfriend. He crushed her pelvis while they were making | ove."

My eyes widened. "Alittle too rough,” | said.

Ri chard shook his head. He let his hair fall this time, hiding nost of his
face. "You don't understand, Anita. Strength is strength. W can pick up small
cars and throw them If you don't realize your own strength, you can't contro
it." He | ooked at ne suddenly, staring out at me through his hair. It was a
gesture that Gabriel had been fond of, as if the hair were conforting or
rem nded themof fur. "You're the first nonlycanthrope |'ve ever had sex with
since | becane one."

"I"'mflattered, | guess.”

"I was still scared I'd hurt you like ny friend had hurt his girlfriend or
in a thousand ot her ways. During sex you lose control. That's part of the fun
| can never | ose control, not conpletely, unless |I'mwth another
| ycant hr ope. "
| looked at him "What are you trying to say, Richard?"
"I"'msaying you date both of us. Have sex with both of us. | will hate it
but ... "

| stared at him | didn't Iike that he didn't want to finish the sentence.
Made ne nervous. "Wat, Richard?"

He brushed his hair back with both hands until his face was clean and
tight. "You date both of us, and I'lI|l keep dating other |ycanthropes."

| just kept staring at him

"Say sonething," he said.

| opened nmy mouth, closed it, tried again. "You nmean you'll keep having sex
with Lucy."

"Not Lucy, she's ... You've net her. She could never be |upa of our pack."

"So you're going to keep auditioning |upas?"
"I don't knowif |I amor not, but | knowif you sleep with Jean-C aude,
have the right to sleep with other people."

| couldn't exactly argue with him but | wanted to. "You're still trying to
get ne to give up Jean-d aude."

"No," he said. "lI'mjust saying that if you' re not nonoganous to ne, then
why should |I be nonoganobus to you?"

"No reason, | guess. Except ... | thought we | oved each other."

"W do. | do." He stood and picked up his jeans fromthe floor. "But you
don't love me enough to give up Jean-C aude. Way should | | ove you enough to
gi ve up everyone el se?"

| stared at himand felt tears begin to fill my eyes. "You bastard."

He nodded. He slipped into his pants without underwear, zipping carefully.
"The real bitch is that | do | ove you enough to give up everyone else. | just
don't know if | can share you with Jean-Claude. | just don't knowif | can
stand the thought of you in his bed. The thought of himbeing with you Iike
that drives me ... " He shook his head. "I'mgoing to take a shower. |'ve
still got trolls to study."

I couldn't even begin to think about what he'd just said. It was too much
all at once. Wen confused, concentrate on business.

"I need to come with you and talk to the biol ogists. W need to find out if
Franklin Niley is the buyer for the land. The guy who I ost his armlast night
was afraid of him It takes soneone pretty scary to make a nman hesitate when
he's surrounded by werewol ves. Your normal real estate types don't have that
kind of juice."

Ri chard strode back to the bed. He picked ne up around the waist and ki ssed
me. He crushed ne against him like he'd craw in through ny nouth and pull ne



around him | was breathl ess when he sat nme back down on the bed.

"I want to touch you, Anita. | want to hold your hand and do silly, goofy
grins. | want us to act |ike people who are in |love."

"We are in love," | said.

"Then for today, let's throw all the doubts out. Just be with nme the way
I've al ways wanted you to be. If | want to touch you today, | don't want to be
afraid not to. | want what happened | ast night to change things."

| nodded. "AI'l right."

"You don't | ook sure," he said.

"I"d love to go around hol di ng your hand, Richard. |I'mjust realizing that

Oh, hell, Richard, what am| going to tell Jean-C aude?"

"I asked Jean-d aude how much difference the marks made to you, how nmuch
harder you were to hurt physically. He figured out why | was asking. | ended
up telling himthe whole sad story about ny friend and his dead girlfriend."

| looked at him "Wat did he say?"

"He said, 'Trust yourself, nmon am . You are not your friend with his so-sad
tale. And Anita is not human. Through us she is nore than that. Both of us
huddl e around her hurmanity like it is the last candle flame in a world of
dar kness. But by our very |love, we make her |ess human, and nore.' "

My eyebrows went up. "You remenbered all that?"

Ri chard | ooked at ne, and it was a long, considering | ook. He nodded. "I
renenber ed because he's right. He's right. W both | ove you in our ways for
simlar reasons. It isn't just power that draws himto you. You saw himas a
nmonster. The fact that you don't anynore nmakes himfeel less |ike one.™

"It sounds like you guys have been having some | ong conversations."

"Yeah, it's been a real male bonding experience." He sounded bitter, tired.

"It also sounds like you discussed whether you were going to nake |love to
me with Jean-d aude before you discussed it with ne."

"Never directly," he said. "Never word for word."

"It still sounds an awful lot |ike asking permssion," | said.

Ri chard was back in the bathroom doorway. "Wat would you have done if we'd
made | ove and Jean-C aude had tried to kill nme afterwards? Wuld you have
killed himprotecting ne?"

| just looked at him "I don't know. | ... | wouldn't have let himkil

you.
Ri chard nodded. "Exactly. Wether Jean-C aude killed ne or | killed himor

whet her you killed one of us, even if we survived the death with the marks

draggi ng us down to the grave, even if you and | survived, you' d never forgive

yourself for killing him You d never recover fromit. W' d never have a life
toget her. Even dead and gone, Jean-C aude woul d haunt us."

"So you tested the waters,” | said.

Ri chard nodded. "I tested the waters."

"You asked his perm ssion," | said.

He nodded, again. "I asked his permssion."

"And he gave it," | said.

"I think that Jean-Cd aude knows if he kills me, you would kill him That
you'd sacrifice all of us for one of us."

It was true. It sounded sort of stupid put that way, but it was still true.

"I guess | would."

"So if | can stand it, and you want to do it, you date both of us. You
share both of our beds." H's hands balled into fists at his sides. "But if I
can't have nonogany fromyou, you can't have it fromne. Fair?"

| 1 ooked at himand gave the barest of nods. "It's fair, but | hate it. |
hate it a lot."

Ri chard | ooked at nme. "Cood," he said and cl osed the door. A nonent |ater
| heard water running. And | was left naked in his bed with everything I'd
ever wanted offered to ne on a silver platter. So why was | sitting there,
huggi ng ny knees to ny chest and fighting not to cry?
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| wanted to get dressed. |1'd brought mnmy suitcase over fromny cabin for
just that reason, but | needed a shower. |I'd had too nuch fighting, too nuch
sweating, too nuch blood, too nmuch sex last night not to shower. So | sat
huddl ed in a nest of sheets that snelled of R chard' s col ogne, ny perfune, the
sweet scent of his skin, and sex. | had managed not to cry. In fact, if
Ri chard had just adnmitted undyi ng nonogany to ne, |'d have joined himin the
shower. But he hadn't, and | was confused.

There was a knock on the door. It startled me, and | al nost just ignored
it. Alnmost pretended we were still asleep or otherw se occupied, but the
second knock was nore insistent. The third was so firm the door shook

"Police, open up."

Police? "I'mnot dressed. Just a minute." | really hadn't packed a robe.
But | also had a sudden bad feeling. If he just wanted us out of town, why
cone this early? Wiy wouldn't he give us tinme to pack and get out? Unl ess he
didn't care if we left anynore, at |east not on our own. Maybe he'd known
about the hit last night. Maybe he meant to kill us. 1'd dealt with rogue cops
before, once. It nmade everything harder. If | met themat the door with a gun
it would give them an excuse to shoot me. If | didn't protect myself and they
shot me anyway, |'d be pissed.

"Open the fuck up, Blake."

| didn't pick up my gun, | picked up the telephone. | didn't call a |lawyer
Carl Belisarius was good, but not good enough to help nme stop a bullet. |
call ed Dol ph. What | wanted was another w tness that couldn't be shot. A cop
in another state seenmed a good bet.

The phone was near ny pillow. The pillow had the Browning under it, but if
| had to go for the gun, | was dead.

Dol ph answered with "Storr."

"It's Anita. WIlkes and his deputies are about to break down ny door."

"\Why 2"

"Don't know yet."

"I"'mputting a call through on the other line for the state cops there."

"Why? Because the cops broke down ny door when I didn't open it?"

"I'f you don't want help, why are you calling, Anita?"

"I want to be on the phone to another cop when they come through the door."

| could hear Dol ph breathe for a second or two, then, "Don't have your gun
in your hand. Don't give them an excuse."

And the door burst open. Miiden was first through the door. He cleared the
door going low. The tall deputy with the scar took high. They both trained
guns on me. Maiden's big forty-five |ooked right at home in his big hands.

| just stood there, one hand clutching the white sheet to my chest, the
phone in ny other hand. | was very careful not to nove. | stood frozen with ny
heart beating so hard it filled ny throat like air.

Dol ph''s voice was in ny ear: "Anita?"

"I"'mhere, Sergeant Storr." | didn't yell it, but | nmade sure ny voice
carri ed.

Sheriff WIkes came in behind his deputies. H s gun was hol stered. "Put
down t he phone, Bl ake."

"Wy, Sheriff WIkes, fancy neeting you in Richard' s cabin on such a |ovely
nor ni ng. "

He strode across the roomto ne. He yanked the phone from ny hand, and

didn't fight him | didn't think he was here to kill anyone, but he was here
to hurt. | was going to try very hard not to give himan excuse to do it.
What ever he did today, | wouldn't make it easier for him

He put the phone to his ear just |ong enough to hear Dol ph, then hung it
up. "A phone call won't save you this tine, Blake."

| 1 ooked up at himand gave himbig brown eyes. | did everything but
flutter nmy lashes at him "Do | need saving, Sheriff WIkes?"

The phone rang. W stood there, letting it ring. Seven rings and W1 kes
picked it up and hung it up again without putting it to his ear. He was so



angry, he was shaking. A fine trenmor ran through his hands, his arns. Hi s face
was flushed with the effort not to do sonething violent or regrettable.

| stood there as neutral as | could manage. Looking as harmess as | could
manage. Wth ny long hair tousled fromsleep, wearing nothing but a sheet, it
wasn't hard to | ook harn ess.

The bat hroom door opened, and Richard just stood there in nothing but a
towel. @uns turned and pointed at him He froze in the doorway with steam
curling around him spilling out into the roomlike clouds.

There was a | ot of scream ng. Cops yelling, "Hands up! Get on the floor!"

Ri chard | aced his fingers on top of his head and took it all pretty calmy.
He'd heard them He'd stepped out of the shower, know ng they were out here.
He coul d have gone out the wi ndow, but he hadn't.

O course, if they really thought we were dangerous, they'd have gone in
after him But they'd let himcome out to us. They weren't treating us like
crimnals. They were acting like the crimnals.

Ri chard was on his stomach with Miiden's gun pressed to his back. Handcuffs
went on. The scarred deputy pulled himto his knees, using his long, wet hair.
The towel stayed on. Tough towel .

The phone rang. It rang three times. Each one seened | ouder than the |ast.

W1 kes grabbed the entire phone and jerked it out of the wall. He threw it

against the far wall, where it lay silenced. He stared down at ne, breathing
so hard it | ooked pai nful

He spoke very carefully, as if afraid to yell, afraid that if he | ost
control of even his voice, it would be over. "I told you to get out of ny
town. "

| kept mnmy voice very soft, very unthreatening. "You gave nme until sundown
today, Wlkes. It's not even nine o' clock in the norning. Wat's the rush?"

"Are you goi ng today?"

| opened ny mouth to lie. Richard said, "No."

Shit.
W1 kes grabbed nme by the armand pulled me towards Richard. | tripped on
the sheet, and he dragged nme the last few feet. | put nmost of ny effort into

clutching the sheet to ny chest. Bruises were okay; being naked in front of
them was definitely not okay.

Wl kes half-threw me, hal f-dropped ne on the floor beside R chard. Richard
tried to get to his feet, and the scarred deputy hit himin the shoulder with
the butt of the shotgun

| touched Richard's arm "It's all right, Richard. Everyone just be calm™

The scarred deputy said, "God, you are a cold bitch."

| just |ooked at Wl kes. He was the one in charge. He was the one who woul d
dictate how bad this was going to be. If he stayed calm so would the others.
If he lost it, we were in deep shit.

Wl kes just stared down at ne. Hi s breathing had eased, but his eyes were
still wild. "Leave town, M. Zeeman. Leave town today."

Ri chard opened his nmouth, and | squeezed his arm He'd tell the truth
unl ess | made himshut up. The truth was not what we needed right now.

"W'll |eave, WIkes. You ve nade your point," | said.

W1 kes shook his head. "I think you're lying, Blake. | think Richard here
is planning to stay. | think you'd say anything to get us out of this room
ri ght now "

It was the truth, and that nade it hard to argue. "W'd be fools to stay,
Wl kes."

"I think Richard is a fool. A softhearted, tree-hugging liberal. It's not
you we have to convince, Anita. It's your boyfriend."

| didn't argue with the boyfriend part. | couldn't anynore. | |eaned a
little into Richard. "How do you plan to convince hin"

W kes said, "Thonpson."

The scarred deputy gave up his place in back of Richard to Maiden. Maiden
| ooked uncertain, as if things were noving too fast for him but he kept his
gun out, not pointed at Richard, sort of resting against his face.



"Thonpson, we never patted Ms. Bl ake down for weapons.™

Thonpson smiled, a big, good-hunored smile. "No, we did not, Sheriff." He
grabbed two handfuls of sheet and dragged ne to my feet. He jerked hard enough
that | stunbled into him He | ocked one arm behind ne, holding me agai nst him
H s Sam Brown belt pressed into ny stomach but kept the rest of himfrom
t ouchi ng me.

| felt nore than heard Richard behind ne. | |ooked back. Miiden had traded
his gun for his baton. He had the baton underneath Richard's chin, pressed
agai nst his throat above the Adami s apple so he woul dn't accidentally crush
his wi ndpipe. It |ooked |ike Miden had had training.

Thonpson said, "Don't struggle yet, lover. You ain't seen nothing to get
excited about yet."

| didn't Iike the sound of that at all. He grabbed the sheet and tried to
tear it out of my hands. | fought him He stepped back fromne, holding the
sheet, and yanked. It was hard enough | stunbled, but | kept the sheet.

"Thonpson," W I kes said, "stop playing goddam tug-of-war and do it."

Thonpson slid his fingers down the front of the sheet and gave it all he

had. It pulled me to ny knees in an ungraceful heap, but | won. | kept the
sheet. | was pissing himoff, not my best idea, but |I'mnot good naked. |
never feel nude. | feel naked.

He grabbed me by the back of the head and used ny hair to throw ne up
agai nst the bed. | could have pulled away if | wanted to | eave a handful of
hair and blood in his hands, but it would hurt, and unless | was willing to

start killing people, this was going to happen. The nore |I fought it, the
worse it was going to be

As long as it was just a little slap and tickle for Richard's benefit, |
could handle it. That's what | told nyself while Thonpson yanked ne hal f
across the bed by ny hair.

He held nme down by my head, putting enough weight on that one armthat it
al nrost hurt. The sheet had pulled down fromny back to ny waist. He jerked it
down farther, exposing ny butt.

| struggled just a bit then. He pressed down so hard on ny head that ny
face was pressed into the bed enough that it was difficult to get a ful
breath. The mattress wasn't firm enough for this shit. | lay very still. | did
not want himto push ny face down into the mattress. Passing out would be bad.
You never wake up better off than you started.

"Stay," Thonpson said, "or I'll put handcuffs on you."

| did what he said. Richard could break a pair of handcuffs. | couldn't. As
much as | loved Richard, | didn't want himto be the only person free in a
room full of cops gone bad. If it really came down to having to fight our way
out it would mean killing. To nmy know edge, Richard had never killed a human
bei ng. He was squeani sh enough about killing other shapeshifters.

Thonpson pulled nmy arnms out from under ny chest and spread ny arms to
either side on the bed. He slid his hands over ny hands, ny arms, as if bare
skin could hide any weapons. H s hands slid down ny bare back, sloping al ong
my wai st and |ower. Hi s hands slipped over ny buttocks and between ny thighs,
spreading my legs. It was too remniscent of last night with Richard, too
intimat e.

| raised up. "What is this, a rape thene down here?"

Thonpson sl apped ne on the back of the head. "Be still, or I'll nmake you be
still."” But his hands weren't playing with ny thighs. He could hit ne nore and
harder if his hands didn't wander |ower.

"This can all stop, Richard,” WIlkes said. "This can all be over. Just
| eave. "

"You'll kill the trolls,” Richard said.

| turned to look at Richard. | wanted to screamat him "Just lie!" W'd
figure it out later, but | wanted himto just lie now | couldn't say that out
loud. | stared at himand did sonething | had rarely attenpted. | tried to
open the bond between us. | reached out to himnot with nmy hands or with ny

arms, but it felt Iike reaching. | noved out towards himw th things I



couldn't see but could feel. | opened sonmething inside him | felt it give.
saw the widening of his eyes. | felt the beat of his heart.

Thonpson grabbed ny shoul der and shoved me back to the bed. It broke ny
concentrati on.

There was a knock on the door. The other deputy, who had been with Thonpson
that first day, stepped into the doorway. He gave the room a once-over, eyes
lingering on ne on the bed, but his face stayed neutral. "There's a crowd
gat hering, Sheriff."

"A crowd?" WIkes said. "The tree-huggers are out studying their precious
trolls. If it's just the bodyguards, fuck them"

The deputy shook his head. "It's a shit |oad of people, Sheriff."

W kes sighed. He | ooked at Richard. "This is your |ast warning, Zeeman."
He wal ked over to nme, and Thonpson backed off. He squatted so we'd be eye to

eye. | gathered the sheet and turned to neet his gaze.

"Where are Chuck and Terry?" he asked.

| blinked and kept ny face neutral. Once, not long ago, | wouldn't have
been able to do it. Now ny face gave nothing away. | was as bl ank and enpty as
the white sheet around ny body.

"Who?"

"Thonpson." W/ kes st ood.

| felt Thonpson nove in from behind ne.

"Does he do all your dirty work, WIkes? You aren't man enough to abuse an
unar ned wonman?"

Wl kes hit ne a backhanded sl ap that rocked ne against the bed. | tasted
bl ood. | probably could have bl ocked the slap, but that woul d have nmade the
second bl ow harder. Besides, |'d asked for it. |I don't mean | deserved it. |
mean | preferred WIkes to Thompson for abuse. | never wanted to be at

Thonpson's nercy without Wl kes there to rein himin. Thonpson wasn't a cop
He was a goon with a badge.

The second bl ow was a slap, the third was anot her backhand. The bl ows were
qui ck and hard and left my ears ringing. | saw spots of |ight against ny
vi sion. The proverbial stars, and he hadn't even closed his fist.

W1 kes stood over nme, breathing too hard, hands in fists at his side. That
fine trenbling was back again, as if he was fighting not to close his fists.
W both knew if he did, he wouldn't stop. If he hit ne even once with his
fist, it would be over. He'd hit ne until soneone pulled himoff. | wasn't a
hundred percent sure that there was anyone in the roomwho would pull himoff.

| stared up at himwith a trickle of blood at the corner of ny nmouth. |

licked at the blood with nmy tongue and stared into Wl kes's brown eyes. | saw
t he abyss down at the end of his gaze. The nonster was there, barely caged.
I'd underesti mated how cl ose to the edge Wl kes was. | knew in that nonent

that this last warning was just that: a last warning. A last chance, not just
for us, but for Wlkes. A last chance for himto wal k away w thout any actua
bl ood on his own lily-white hands.

The deputy by the door said, "Sheriff, we've got over twenty people outside
here.”

"We can't do this with an audience," Miden said.

W1 kes kept staring down at me, and | held his gaze. It was alnost |ike we
were both afraid to | ook away, as if even that small nmovenent woul d uncage the
nmonster. Maybe it wasn't Thonpson | should be afraid of.

"Sheriff," Miden said softly.

"I'n twenty-four hours," WIkes said, voice squeezed down until it was
al nrost painful to hear, "we'll file a missing person's report on Chuck and
Terry. Then we'll be back, M. Blake. W'll be back, and we'll take you in for
guestioni ng regarding their disappearance.”

"What are you going to wite down in the report as to why you thought I
m ght know where they are?"

He went back to staring at me, but at least the fine trenbling had stopped.

| kept ny voice neutral but said, "I'msure sone of the tree-huggers called
the cops last night. But no one came. You're the lawin this town, W]IKkes.



You're all these peopl e have between them and the bad guys. Last night, you
didn't cone because you thought you knew what was happeni ng. You thought Chuck
and Terry had gotten carried away. So you cone by this norning to pick up the
bodi es, but there aren't any bodies."

"You killed them" he said, his voice soft and tight.

| shook ny head. "No, | didn't." Wich was technically true. | hadn't
killed them I'd killed Chuck but not Terry.

"You're saying you never saw them|ast night."

"I didn't say that. | just said | didn't kill them™

W kes gl anced behind at Richard. "The Boy Scout didn't do them"

"Never said he did."

"That little guy you were with, Jason? Schuyler? He couldn't have taken
both of them"

"Nope," | said.

"You are pissing me off, Blake. You don't want ne angry."

"No, | don't, Sheriff WIlkes. | really don't want you angry. But | am not

lying. | did not kill them | don't know where they are." That at |east was
totally true. | was beginning to wonder if Terry had ever made it to the
hospital, and | was beginning to think he probably hadn't. Did Verne's pack
kill himafter | prom sed himwe wouldn't? | hoped not.

"I"ve been a cop for |onger than you' ve been alive, Blake. You nake ny
bul I shit meter go off. You're lying to me, and you're good at it."

"I didn't kill your two friends, Sheriff. | don't know where they are now
That's the truth.”

He hunkered back down beside ne. "This is your |ast warning, Blake. Get the
fuck out of nmy town, or | amgoing to drop-kick you into the nearest hole.
I"ve lived here a long tinme. If | hide a body, it stays hid."

"A lot of people go missing around here?" | asked.

"M ssing people are bad for tourism" WIkes said. He stood. "But it
happens. Don't let it happen to you. Get out now, today. If you' re not gone by
dark, it's over."

| stared up at himand knew he nmeant it.

| nodded. "W're history."

Wl kes turned to Richard. "Wat about you, Boy Scout? You agree? Is this
enough? O does it have to get worse?"

| 1 ooked across the roomat Richard and urged himto lie. Miden still had
a baton stretched across his throat. The towel had slipped down, and he was
naked, with his wists still in cuffs behind his back

Ri chard swal | oned, then said, "It's enough.”

"You're out by dark?" WIkes nade it a question

"Yes," Richard said.

W1 kes nodded. "I can't tell you how happy | amto hear that, M. Zeeman.
Cone on, boys."

Mai den very slowy took his baton away from Richard's throat and stepped
back. "I"Il take the cuffs off if you prom se to behave yourself."

"It's over, right, Richard?" WI|kes said. "Take the cuffs off. They won't
give us any nore trouble.™

Mai den didn't | ook as convinced as WI kes seened to be, but he did what he
was told. He took the cuffs off.

Ri chard rubbed his wists but didn't bother grabbing at the fallen towel.
Wt hout clothes, R chard was nude, not naked. He was confortable. Most
| ycant hr opes were.

Mai den foll owed W1l kes to the door, but he kept an eye on both of us, as if
still expecting trouble. A good cop never turns his back conpletely.

Thonpson was the | ast to nove towards the door. He said, "Lover's thing is
al nost as big as you are.™

Not hi ng el se he'd done had made ne blush, but that did. | hated it but
couldn't stop it.

He | aughed. "I hope you don't |eave town. | hope you stay, because | really
do want anot her chance to be al one together."



"My new goal in life, Thonmpson, is to never be alone with you."

He | aughed agai n. He | aughed whil e he wal ked out the door. The deputy that
kept conpl ai ni ng about the crowd left. Only Maiden waited in the door for
W | kes.

The sheriff said, "I hope we never neet again, Blake."

"Ditto, Sheriff,"” | said.

"M. Zeeman." He gave a nod as if he'd just pulled us over for a traffic
stop and let us go with a warning. Hi s entire body | anguage changed as he
nmoved through the door. Just a good ol' boy talking to some strangers about
t hat di sturbance |ast night.

When the door closed behind them Richard crawed to nme. He started to
touch ny face, then stopped, fingers hovering helplessly around nmy face. "Are
you hurt?"

"Alittle."

He hugged ne, pulling me gently in against his body. "Go honme, Anita. Go
back to Saint Louis."

| pulled away enough to neet his eyes. "Ch, no. If you stay, | stay."

He cradled ny face in his hands. "They'll hurt you."

"Not if they think we really left. Can Verne's people hide us?"

"Who do you think is outside in the crowd?"

| looked up into his open face. "Did they kill the other man? Did Verne's
people kill Terry after they left?"
"I don't know, Anita." He hugged me again. "I don't know. "

"I promised himhe'd live if he told us what he knew "

He pull ed back, holding ny face in his hands. "You could have killed him
during the fight last night and not blinked, but because you pronised him
safety, you're upset.”

| pulled away from Ri chard, standing, tugging the sheet out from under his
knees. "If | give ny word, it means something. | gave my word that he'd |ive.
If he's dead now, | want to know why."

"The cops are on the other side. Don't piss Verne and his pack off, Anita.
They're all we have."

| knelt by the suitcase on the other side of the bed and started getting
out clothes. "No, Richard, we have each other and we have Shang-Da and Jason
and Asher and everyone we brought with us. If Verne's people went behind ny
back last night and killed Terry, we don't have them They have us. Because we
need them and they knowit."

| stood with an arnful of clothes and shuffled towards the bathroomw th
the sheet still around nme. For sone reason, | just didn't want to be naked in
front of anyone right now, not even Richard. | nmade one stop on the way. | got
the Browning out fromunder ny pillow and piled it on top of the clothes. No
nore goi ng unarned for the rest of the trip. If soneone didn't like it, they
could lump it. That included my nearest and dearest. Though, to Richard's
credit, he didn't say a word about the gun or anything else as | closed the
door.
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| wanted a long, hot shower. | settled for a brief, hot shower. I'd called
Dol ph back first to let himknow | wasn't dead. But all | managed to do was
| eave a nessage. | was hoping to give himthe nane Franklin Niley and see if

there was any crininal connection. Dol ph didn't usually share police info with
me unl ess we were involved in a case together, but | was hoping he'd nake an
exception. Dirty cops are one of Dol ph's least favorite things. He m ght help
just to spite WI kes.
| put on white jogging socks, blue jeans, and a royal blue tank top. 1'd

put a short-sleeved dress shirt over the tank top to canouflage the Browni ng.
The hol ster would chafe a little around the edges, but when it cones to sunmer
wear for concealed carry, the options are not Iimtless. |I'd have worn shorts
if I hadn't planned on tranping through the woods after trolls and biol ogi sts.



| was trading being cooler for protection fromthe underbrush.

| sneared hair goop through my curls while they were still danp, conbed it,
and the hair was done. Since | didn't bother with nakeup, it was a quick
shower. | stared into the oval of mirror that I'd cleaned off with the towel.
The rest was still lost to steam The bruises fromthe original beating were

gone, swallowed into nmy skin as if they'd never been. But ny nouth was
slightly puffy on one side, and a spot of red sat on my skin near my nouth
like a wound. At this rate, | could have a beating a day and be healed in tine
for the next one.

There were voices on the other side of the door. One of the voices was
Ri chard. The other voice had a | ow bass runble to it that sounded |ike Verne.

Good; | needed to talk to him There were nore voices. | heard Nathaniel's
voi ce, high and clear: "I didn't know what else to do."
The gang was all here. | wondered what the topic of conversation was. | had

a few ideas.

| put the Browning down the front of the jeans. As long as |I didn't sit
down, | was okay. The barrel was too long for confortable sitting. | opened
t he door, and the conversation stopped like 1'd pulled a switch. Guess | was
the topic of conversation.

Nat hani el was standing the closest to me. He was wearing silky jogging
shorts and a matching tank top. His long hair was in a thick braid down his

back. He | ooked Iike an ad for an upscale gym "I was on guard, Anita, but
they're cops. | didn't know what to do." He | ooked away, turned away, and
had to catch his armto turn himback to ne.

He turned those big lilac eyes to ne.

"Next time, just yell a warning. That's all you could have done
differently."”

"I suck as a bodyguard," he said.

This was sort of true, but |I didn't want to say it to his face. There
really wasn't much he coul d have done.

| 1 ooked across the room at Shang-Da. He was sitting with his back to the
wal I, bal anced effortlessly on the balls of his feet. He was dressed in black
sl acks and a white, short-sleeved shirt. The claw marks on his face had turned
to angry red welts. Wat should have been scars that he would carry for the
rest of his life would be healed in a couple of days.

"I'f you' d been on duty, Shang-Da, what would you have done differently?"
kept hold of Nathaniel's armwhile |I asked it.

"They woul d not have gotten past nme without your perm ssion."

"Wul d you have fought themif they tried to handcuff you?"

He seemed to think about that for a second or two, then | ooked up at ne. "I
don't like being handcuffed."

| pulled Nathaniel into a half-hug. "See, Nathaniel, there are bodyguards
who woul d have gi ven them an excuse to start shooting. Don't worry about it."
But secretly, | planned on Nathani el never doing guard duty al one again. |
al so pl anned on the same for Shang-Da. For very different reasons, | didn't
trust either of them al one.

Verne sat in the big chair by the window Except for the T-shirt being
different, he was dressed as |1'd first seen him Maybe that was all he had.
Jeans and an endl ess supply of different T-shirts. He'd tied his long, greying
hair in a | oose ponytail

Ri chard had put on a pair of jeans and blowdried his hair, but that was
it. He'd go an entire day wearing nothing but jeans or shorts, slipping on
shoes only if he had to go outside. The shirt only appeared when he was goi ng
out. Richard is confortable with his body. O course, when you' ve got a body
like his, why wouldn't you be?

"Are you okay?" Verne asked.

| shrugged. "I'Il live. Speaking of living, howis ol' Terry? Did the
hospital get his armreattached?"
Ri chard reached his hand out to ne. | hesitated, then took his hand. | let

himdraw me to ny knees beside him | took the Browning out fromny jeans so



could sit between his legs. He fol ded nme back agai nst his bare chest,
jean-clad knees on either side of ne. Hs arms were warm and very solid. |
| eaned ny head back against his chest. | kept eye contact with Verne the
entire tine.

It didn't hurt that | had the Browni ng naked in ny hand.

Ri chard ki ssed ny danp hair. He was trying to renind ne to be a good girl
To not start another fight. He was right, in a way. W certainly had enough
fights on our plate without starting another one.

"Answer ne, Verne," | said.

"Most of ny pack passes for human, Anita. Do you really think sonme shithead
woul d have kept his mouth shut?" He | eaned forward in the chair, hands cl asped
together. M. Sincere.

"He was our only link to the other bad guys, Verne. The only one that was
willing to talk to us."

Ri chard's arms wapped just a little tighter around nmy arms. | realized
that if he squeezed, | wouldn't be able to point the gun. "I'mnot going to
shoot him Richard. Chill, okay?"

"Couldn't | just be huggi ng you?" he asked, voice so close to ny ear
could feel his breath.

"No," | said.

H's arms slid to either side, |oosely around ny wai st, which put his hands
almost in ny lap, since | had nmy knees up. Under other circunstances, it would
have been an interesting position, but when | have a point to make, | don't
di stract.

"The pack is ny priority, Anita. It has to be."

"I woul d never do anything to endanger your pack, Verne. But | gave ny word
that if he told us what he knew, we'd take himto the hospital and let them

try to reattach his arm | gave my word, Verne."
"You take your word that seriously," he said.
"Yes."

"I respect that," he said.

"You killed him didn't you?" | asked.

"Not personally, but | gave the order."

Ri chard's arnms tightened around ne. | felt himstruggling to rel ax agai nst
me. He rubbed his chin against ny wet hair, hands rubbing up and down mny bare
arnms |ike you'd soothe a dog that you were afraid was going to bite someone.

"And | gave ny word," | said.

"What can | do to nake this right between us?" Verne asked.

| wanted to say, "Nothing," but Richard was right. W needed them O we
needed soneone, and they were all we had. What could he do to make this right?
Rai sing the dead was ny departnent, and bringing himback as a zonbi e woul dn't
be the same thing, anyway.

"Truthfully, Verne, | don't know. But I'Il think of something."

"You nmean, |I'Il owe you a favor," he said.

"A man's dead, Verne. It would have to be one hell of a favor."

He | ooked at ne for a | ong, measuring nmonent, then nodded. "I guess so."

"Ckay," | said, "okay. W'll leave it there for now, Verne, but when | cone
up with sonething to ask for or of you, disappointing ne again would not be a
good idea."

He gave a quick smile. "I don't knowif I'mlooking forward to you and
Roxanne neeting or dreading it."
"Who' s Roxanne?" | asked.

"His lupa," R chard said.
Verne stood. "Richard said you and Roxanne would |ike each other if you

didn't kill each other first. | know what he neant now. " He wal ked over to us.
He held his hand down, as if offering to help nme off the floor. But call it a
hunch, | thought it was nore than that.

Ri chard's arnms opened, and | took Verne's hand. He didn't so nuch pull ne
to ny feet as just hold nmy hand while | stood. The other hand still held the
Br owni ng.



"I'f you ask for sonething that harns ny pack, | can't prom se that. But
short of that, you have nmy word. Ask it of me, and it's yours." He grinned
suddenly, then | ooked past me to Richard. "God, she is a tiny thing."

Ri chard, w sely, did not coment.

Verne knelt in front of me. "To seal ny word, I'mgoing to offer you ny
neck. You understand the synbolisn®"

| nodded. "If | were a wolf, | could tear your throat out. It's an act of
trust."”

He nodded and bent his head to one side so the big vein in his neck was
just below the surface stretched tight under the skin of his throat. He kept
hold of ny hand the entire tine.

I glanced back at Richard. "What am | supposed to do?"

"Kiss the big pulse in his neck, or bite gently over it. The harder you
bite the less you trust the person, or the nore dom nant you see yourself to
them™

| stared down at Verne. He was being very good. No trickle of power escaped
him and | was holding his hand, skin to skin. I'd felt how powerful he was;
he coul d have made ny skin crawl if he'd wanted to.

I squeezed his hand and noved to stand behind him | tossed the Browni ng on
the bed. | ran my hand along his neck, finding the big pulse with ny
fingertips.

| | ooked at Richard. You could al nost see the "no" on his face -— the
near-warning not to do what I was thinking of. Which in a way made it all the
nore tenpting.

Verne drew ne down towards him pulling nmy hand across his chest |like I was
hugging him It brought ny mouth down to his neck, as if he'd done this
bef ore.

He snelled warm as if he'd been out in the sun. The scent of trees and the
ground itself clung to his skin. | ran ny nose just above his skin. | could
snell the blood. It was as if the skin on his neck was grow ng thinner and
thinner, until there was nothing between the snell of sweet bl ood but a
pliable warnth, as if the skin itself alnbst didn't exist.

My mouth hovered over that pulsing warnth. | was drowning in the snell of
his body. The need to place nmy mouth over that pulsing, living thing was
al nrost overwhelnming. | didn't trust nyself to do it, or rather, didn't trust

nmysel f not to do too nuch. Did Richard go through life tasting other people's
bl ood? Could he feel their life Iike sonething fragile and touchabl e?

Maybe | hesitated too | ong. Maybe Verne felt the power that was trying to
overwhel m ne. Hi s power broke over my body in a shivering rush that made ne
gasp. And it was too much. Too tenpting a drink to offer a starving man.

My teeth closed over that evaporating warnth. The meat of his neck filled
my mouth. My tongue found his pulse, and | bit down, trying to carve that
j unpi ng, beating thing out of the flesh.

Hi s power roared over me, and sonething inside of me poured back Iike two
tidal waves crashing, churning, destroying. Far below, there was a land and a
beach, and it was all washed away in the poundi ng, drowning depths.

| felt eyes open, and they weren't ny eyes. Jean-C aude opened his eyes al
those mles away, surprised froma sleep that should have | asted hours yet.
Shocked awake by his hunger, my hunger, our hunger, being fed.

Hands dragged me off of that pul sing warnth. Hands prying me away. | cane
to nyself with Richard pulling me into the air, conpletely hel pl ess. Verne
still had my hand. He was holding on, trying to drag me back. Hi s neck was
bl eeding. A near perfect inprint of ny teeth sat in his flesh. His hand fel
away as Richard pulled ne off of him

Verne's eyes | ooked heavy-lidded. He drew in a | arge, shaking breath and
| aughed. The | ow chuckl e made my body react. "God, Jesus, girl, what the hel
was that ?"

| didn't fight to get back to him | didn't fight to finishit. | lay
passive in Richard' s arms, blinking in a spill of norning light, staring at
what |'d done to Verne's neck and not understandi ng.



VWen | could talk, |I asked, "What the hell was that?"

Ri chard cradled nme in his arms like | was a child. Since | wasn't sure
could stand, | wasn't bitching about it. I felt distant and |ight and
horri bl e.

He hugged ne against him kissing ny forehead. "Us being together has
strengt hened the nmarks. Jean-C aude thought it might."

| stared up at Richard. | was still having trouble focusing. "Are you
sayi ng that us having sex strengthened his hold on both of us?"
Ri chard seenmed to think about that for a second or two. "It strengthened

our hold on each other."

"Put nme down."

He did what | asked. | slid to ny knees, unable to stand, and pushed his
hands away when he tried to help. "You knew and you didn't tell ne."

"Wuld it have nade a difference |last night?" he asked.

| stared up at him tears threatening, and | wanted to say yes, but |
didn't lie. "No," | said, "no." Last night it would have taken a hell of a |ot
nore than the know edge that the marks woul d strengthen to keep ne out of
Richard's bed. O course, last night | hadn't understood what it neant. Last
night I hadn't just tried to eat my way through a man's throat.

| got to nmy feet and fell a second time. It wasn't |ack of energy. It was
al nrost |ike being drunk. But it wasn't a downer. It was defiantly an upper
"What is wong with nme?"

Shang- Da answered, "|I've seen vanmpires do this. If they drink someone
powerful or drink too much ... power."

"Shit."

"I"'mfeeling pretty damm good, nyself," Verne said. He touched the bite on
his neck. "l've never let a vanmpire do me before. If it feels that good, maybe
|'ve been mssing out."

"Better," Nathaniel said. "It can feel nuch better than that."

"It wasn't vanmpire," Richard said, "it was power. Verne's power, mne
Anita's, and Jean-d aude's."

"Sort of a preternatural suicide cocktail," |I said and giggled. | lay on
the floor, hiding my face behind ny hands and fighting an urge to roll in the
afterglow. | wanted to take the feeling and wap it around ny body like a
bl anket. And down the long, glowing warmth, | felt a darkness. | felt
Jean-C aude like a black hole sucking in all our warnth, all our life. And in
that nmoment, | knew two things. One, that he'd known when Richard and | nade
love. That he'd felt it. Two, that as he ate fromour lives, we ate of his
dar kness. W drank that still, cold death as surely as he tasted the

sun-warmmed flesh and pul se of our bodies. And we all drew power fromit. The
light and the dark. The cold and the hot. Life and death. As the marks drew us

closer, the lines between life and death would blur. | felt Jean-C aude's
heart beat earlier than it had ever beat in over four hundred years. | felt
his gladness, his joy init. At that noment, | hated him
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Two hours later, Richard, Shang-Da, and | were tranping through the woods
in search of biologists and trolls. W had until dark to get out of town, and
since we really weren't getting out of town, we might as well continue wth
our original plans. W left everyone el se behind scurrying |ike ants, packing,
packi ng, packing. W would pack and |l eave. In fact, we were supposed to cal
the sheriff when we were ready to | eave. Wl kes had kindly offered us an
escort out of town -— before dark. After dark, | think the offer was a bull et
and a hol e sonewhere

| followed Richard through the woods. He noved anmong the trees |like he
could see the openings or as if, as he noved forward, the trees noved around
him | knew that wasn't true. |1'd have felt the presence of that mnuch
preternatural energy, but Richard made it | ook easy. It wasn't being a
werewol f. It was being M. Qutdoorsman. Hi s hi king boots were nicely broken



in. His T-shirt was blue green with a picture of a sea cow, a manatee,

swi mming on front and back. | had the identical T-shirt at home, a gift from
Ri chard. He'd been disappointed that | hadn't packed mine. Even if | had,

woul dn't have worn it. | wasn't nuch into the Bobbsey Twin | ook for couples.
Besides, | was still angry with himin a vague sort of way. | should not have
been the only one of the three of us who didn't know what it would nean for
Richard and me to have sex. | should have been told that it would bind us al
cl oser.

O course, it was hard to be mad at himwhen the T-shirt clung to his body
like a thin, second skin. Hs thick hair was tied back in a | oose ponytail
Every tine he passed through a bar of sunlight, his hair glowed with streaks
of copper and gold. It was hard to be angry when the sight of himnade ny
chest tight.

Ri chard noved smoothly ahead of us. | followed in nmy N kes, not doing too
bad a job. 1'mokay in the woods. Not as good as Richard, but not bad.

Shang- Da, on the other hand, was not a woodsman. He noved through t he woods
al nrost daintily, as if afraid of stepping in sonething. H's black dress slacks
and fresh white shirt seemed to catch on things that didn't bother either
Ri chard or ne. Shang-Da's shoes had started the trip black and polished to a
fine sheen. They didn't stay that way. Dress shoes, even nen's dress shoes,
aren't neant for walking in the woods. 1'd never net a city werewl f before,
but no ampbunt of physical grace nade up for his total lack of familiarity with
t he out-of -doors.

There was a breeze today. The trees rustled and hushed with the wind. It
was a cool sound high up in the trees, but the wi nd never cane near the
ground. We noved through a world of green heat and solid brown tree trunks.
Sunlight glittered on the [ eaves, hitting the ground in shining yell ow patches
bef ore we noved into heavi er shade. The shade was a few degrees cool er but
still heavy with heat. It was al nost dead-up noon, and even the insects had
fallen quiet with the heat.

Ri chard stopped just ahead of us. "Do you hear that?" he asked softly.

Shang- Da sai d, "Soneone crying. A woman."

| didn't hear a damm thing.

Ri chard nodded. "Maybe a woman." He eased through the trees in a novenent
that was al nost a run. Crouched, hands al nost touching the ground. Hi s power
spilled back fromhimlike the bubbling wake of a ship.

| followed him | tried to | ook where | was going, but | stunmbled and fell
Shang-Da helped me to ny feet. | jerked away from himand ran. | stopped
| ooking at my feet or the trees. | stared only at Richard' s back, his body. I
m m cked his novenents, trusting that if he could nmake the openings, so could
I. | leaped over logs that | didn't see until he noved over them It was
al nrost hypnotic. The world narrowed down to his body speeding through the
trees. Again and again | al nost careened into trees, pushing my body to nove

too fast. | was noving faster than my mind could work. If Richard had junped
off acliff, 1'd have foll owed, because | was just moving. It was like I'd
given up everything to ny body. | was just nuscles working, |egs running. The

world was a blur of green and Iight and shade and Richard's body sliding at a
run through the trees.

He stopped like a switch had been thrown. One minute running, the next
stopped, no in between. But | didn't bunp into him | was stopped, too. It was
like a part of nmy brain | couldn't access had known he woul d stop

Shang-Da was at my back. He stepped close enough for ne to snmell his faint,
expensi ve aftershave. He whi spered, "How did you do that, human?"

| glanced at him "What?"

“Run. "

| knew that runnmeant nore to the |ukoi than the word said. | stood there,
covered in a light dew of sweat, barely breathing hard, and knew t hat
somet hi ng had happened that hadn't before. Richard and | had tried to jog
toget her before, and it hadn't worked. He was two i nches shy of being an
entire foot taller than me. A lot of that was leg. H s speed for jogging was



running to me, and even then, | couldn't keep up with him Add the fact that
he was a |ycanthrope, and, well, he was too fast for ne. The only other tine
I'd kept up with him had been with himholding nmy hand, with himpulling ne
along with the marks and his power.

| turned to | ook at Shang-Da. There mnust have been sonething on ny face,
some soft astoni shment, because his expression softened to sonething al nost
like pity.

Ri chard noved away from us, and we both turned back to follow his progress.
As ny pul se slowed, | could hear what they had heard ages ago: crying --—

t hough that was too soft a word for it. Someone was sobbing as if their heart
wer e breaki ng.

Ri chard noved toward the sound, and we followed him There was a huge
sycanore in the mddle of a clearing. On the other side of the tree's |arge,
(patchy) trunk, a worman huddl ed. She had squeezed herself down into a small,
tight ball, her arms huggi ng her knees. Her face was thrown up to the
sparkling sunlight, eyes squeezed shut, blind.

She had brunette hair so dark it could have passed for black, cut very
short. She was white with a fringe of dark |ashes pasted to her pal e cheeks.
Her face was small and triangular, but beyond that | couldn't describe it. Her
face was ravished with tears, eyes swollen, skin reddened. She was snall,
dressed in heavy khaki shorts, thick socks, hiking boots, and a T-shirt.

Ri chard knelt in the | eaves beside her. He touched her arm before he said
anyt hi ng, and she screaned, eyes flying wide. There was a nonent of utter
pani c on her face, then she threw herself against his chest, wapped her arns

around him and fell into a fresh bout of sobbing.
He stroked her hair, nmurnuring, "Carrie, Carrie, it's all right. It's al
right."

Carrie. Could it be Dr. Carrie Onslow? It seened likely. But what was the
head bi ol ogist on the troll project doing having hysterics in the woods?

Ri chard had slid conpletely down into the |eaves. He'd pulled her into his
lap like she was a child. It was hard to judge, but she seemed tiny, smaller
than | was.

The crying eased. She lay cuddled in his lap, held in his arns. They'd

dated. | tried to feel jealous, but I couldn't nanage it. Her distress was too
extrene.

Ri chard stroked the side of her face. "What's wong, Carrie? Wiat's
happened?"

She took a deep breath that shuddered as it escaped her lips, then she
nodded and blinked up at Shang-Da and ne.

"Shang-Da." Her eyes turned to ne. She seened enbarrassed that we'd seen
her |l ose control. "I don't know you."

"Anita Bl ake," | said.

Her cheek rested against Richard' s chest, so all she had to do was roll her
eyes upward to look at him "You're his Anita?" She nmade it a question

He | ooked up at ne. "When we're not mad at each other, yes.”

| watched her rebuild herself, gathering her personality back around her
like layering clothes against winter weather. Her eyes filled while | watched
until her face burned with intelligence, with a force, commitnent, a
determ nation that shone so fiercely it seemed to thrumthrough her skin.
wat ched her and knew instantly why Richard had dated her. Staring down at her
| was glad she was human, glad he woul dn't be having sex with her. Because
just a few monents in her presence, and | knew that this one, this one could
be trouble. That was the real danger with not being nonoganous. It wasn't
really the sex, though that bugged nme a lot. It was the fact that it neant the
ot her person wasn't satisfied, that they were still looking. If you're stil
| ooki ng, sometimes you find it, whatever it is.

| didn't Iike staring down at this woman who was obviously in pain and
t hi nki ng about my own problens. | didn't like the fact that | was a little
afraid of her. I nmean, | was human, and he'd had sex with nme. | hated that
this was what | was thinking before anything. Hated it a | ot.



She started to push away from Ri chard' s arns.

| said, "Don't nove on my account." It cane out dry and sarcastic. Good,
better than wounded and confused.

Ri chard | ooked up at ne. | couldn't read his expression, and | rmade sure
m ne was pl easant and gave hi m not hi ng.

Dr. Carne Onslow gl anced up at Richard, frowned, then finished pushing
away. She slid out of his lap to | ean against the tree trunk. Small frown
lines had forned between her eyes, and she kept glancing fromRi chard to ne,
as if she were confused and didn't like it.

"What ' s happened, Carrie?" Richard asked again.

"W went out today just before dawn, as usual." She stopped talking,
staring at her lap, then took a deep, shaking breath. Three breaths and she
seened better. "We found a body."

"Anot her hiker?" | asked.

Her eyes flicked to me, then back to her lap, as if she didn't want any eye

contact for the story. "Maybe, it was inpossible to tell. It was a wonan,
beyond t hat " Her voice failed her. She | ooked up at us, small eyes
shimering with fresh tears. "I have never seen anything so horrible in ny

life. The local police are saying that our trolls did it. That this is proof
that that hiker was a troll kill."

"Lesser Smokey Mountain trolls don't hunt and kill humans,” | said.

She | ooked at nme. "Well, something did. The state police wanted ny expert
opi nion on what could have done it if it wasn't trolls." She buried her face
in her hands, then raised her face |ike soneone com ng out of deep water. "I
| ooked at the bites. They were made by something with a prinmate jaw
structure.”

"Human?" | of fered.

She shook her head. "I don't know. | don't think so. | don't think a human
mout h could do that kind of damage." She hugged hersel f, shivering in the
heat. "They'll use this to try and call in sone bounty hunters and kill our
trolls, if they can prove that the trolls did this. | don't see how we can
stop themfromeither killing themall or shipping themto zoos."

"Qur trolls did not kill a human being," Richard said. He touched her
shoul der when he said it.
"Somet hing did, Richard. Something that wasn't a wolf or a bear or any
| arge predator that |'ve ever seen.”
"Did you say that the state cops are on site?" | asked.
She | ooked up at me. "Yes."
"Did you call then®"
She shook her head. "They arrived shortly after the local police."
I'd have | oved to know who called them though if the | ocal cops suspected

it was either a homcide or a preternatural kill, it was standard op for them
to call either the staties or the |ocal vanpire hunter, though adnmittedly only
if they thought the kill was sonme form of undead.

"Was the body found near a cenetery?" | asked.

Dr. Onsl ow shook her head.

"Why?" Richard asked.

"It could have been ghouls. They're cowards, but if she'd fallen and
knocked hersel f unconsci ous, ghouls would have fed on her. They are active
scavengers."

"What's that nmean?" Dr. Onsl ow asked. "Active scavenger?"

"It neans if you're wounded and reduced to crawing, you don't want to be
in a ghoul -infested cenetery."

She stared up at nme, then finally shook her head. "No graves. Just in the
m ddl e of our land. In the niddle of the trolls' territory.”

| nodded. "I need to go see the body."

"Do you think that's a good idea?" Richard asked. He kept his voice as
neutral as he coul d.

"They' re expecting her," Dr. Onslow said

It surprised us all. "What do you mean?" | asked.



"The state police found out you're in the area. Evidently, your reputation
i s good enough that they wanted you to see the body. They were trying to reach
you at your cabin when | left."

How conveni ent. How weird. Who had called the staties? Wwo had put ny nane
in front of then? Wo, who, who?

“I"1l go look at the body then."

"Take Shang-Da with you," Richard said.

| looked up at the tall man's face. The claw marks were still red and sort
of gruesone | ooking on his face. | shook ny head. "I don't think so."

"I don't want you going alone,"” Richard said.

Funny how he wasn't offering to come with me hinself. He was going to stay
here and confort Dr. Onslow. Fine. | was a big girl

“I"1l be okay, Richard. You stay here with the good doctor and Shang-Da."

Ri chard stood. "You're being childish."

| rolled nmy eyes and notioned himover away fromDr. Onslow. When | was
sure she couldn't overhear us, | said, "Look at Shang-Da's face."

He didn't gl ance back. He knew what it |ooked Iike. "What about it?"

| stared up at him "Richard, you should know as well as | do that if you
have soneone eaten to death by a nysterious critter, werewl ves are always top
of the hit list to blame."

"They try to blame a ot of things on us," he said.

"So far, Wlkes and his men don't know what you are. If we show up with
Shang-Da cut up like this and then he turns up healed, they' |l figure it out.
Wth a body on the ground, you don't want themto figure it out."

"Shang-Da won't be healed by nightfall,"” Ri chard said.

"But he'll be nore healed than he is right now It isn't human to heal that
fast. If Wlkes finds out that we haven't really left town, he'll use
everything he has. He'll out you or charge you with this crine.”

"What coul d have killed this woman?"

"Wn't know until | see the body."

"I don't want you going there alone. I'll go with you."

"The police don't like it when you bring your civvie boyfriends to crine
scenes, Richard. Stay here; confort Dr. Onslow "

He frowned at ne.

"I"'mnot being catty, Richard." | smiled. "Al right, not very catty. She's
shook. Hold her hand. 1'll be okay."

He touched my face gently. "You don't need much hand- hol di ng, do you?"

| sighed. "One night with you and | nearly eat Verne's neck. One night, and
| just ran through the woods like ... like a werewol f. Just one | ovemaki ng
session, and you say you knew it was a possibility. You should have at | east
tried to tell ne last night, Richard."

He nodded. "You're right, | should have. | don't have any excuse good
enough. I'msorry, Anita."

Staring up into his so-sincere face, it was hard to be angry. But it wasn't
hard to be distrustful. Maybe Richard had been | earning nore from Jean-C aude
than just how to control the marks. Maybe |ying by om ssion was contagi ous.

"I need to go see a body, Richard."

Dr. Onslow pointed nme in the right direction. | started off through the
woods. Richard caught up with ne. "I'Il walk you."

“I"'marned, Richard. I'll be okay."

"I want to go with you."

| stopped and turned and stared up at him "I don't want you with nme. Ri ght
this nmoment, | need you to be somewhere el se.™

"I didn't nean to hide things fromyou. Everything happened so fast |ast
night. | just didn't have time. | didn't think."

"Tell it to someone who cares, Richard. Tell it to soneone who cares."
wal ked away into the trees, and he stayed where I'd left him | felt himwatch
me as | noved through the trees. | could feel the weight of his gaze like a
hand on ny back. If | |ooked back, would he be waving? | didn't |ook back. I

| oved Richard. He loved ne. | was sure of those two things. The one thing



wasn't sure of was whether that |ove would be enough. If he slept with other
wonen, it wouldn't be. Fair or not, | wouldn't survive it.

Ri chard said he hadn't asked ne to give up Jean-Cl aude. He hadn't. But as
long as | shared ny bed with Jean-d aude, Richard would sleep with other
worren. As long as | wasn't nonoganpbus, he wouldn't be, either. He hadn't asked
me to give up Jean-Cl aude. He'd just nade sure that | wasn't going to be happy
in either bed. | could have themboth as long as Richard slept around. | could
have Richard all to nyself, as long as | gave up Jean-C aude. | wasn't ready
to make the second choice, and | couldn't live with the first. Unless there
were a third choice, we were in trouble.
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The nurder scene was in the mddle of the woods. Five nmiles fromthe
nearest road good enough to take even a four-wheeler, according to Dr. Onslow.
It was a great place for trolls, but not for conducting a police
i nvestigation. They were going to have to hike everything in, and when the
time came, hike the body out. Not pleasant, not fast.

One good thing about the isolated | ocation was no gawkers. |1'd been to a
| ot of nmurder scenes, but the only ones without an audi ence were either at
really odd hours or in the mddl e of nowhere. The odd hours weren't enough if
there were peopl e nearby. People would clinmb out of their beds before dawn to
see a corpse

Even wi thout the civvies, there was a crowd. | spotted the uniformnms of
W kes and one of his nen. | was really |looking forward to seeing them again
today. The state troopers were thick on the ground along with sone
pl ai ncl ot hes state detectives. | didn't have to be introduced to themto know
they were cops. They noved around the scene with little plastic gloves on
squatting on the balls of their feet rather than kneeling on the evidence.

Yell ow crime scene tape wapped around it all like a ribbon on a package.
There was no uniformon this side of the tape because no one expected conmpany
fromthe direction opposite the road. | was wearing the Browning and the
Firestar and the knife down my spine, so | dug out ny license and held it
al oft as | ducked under the tape. Eventually, sonmeone would see ne and sone
uni formwoul d get yelled at for letting me cross the perinmeter without being
spot t ed.

A state trooper spotted ne before I'd cone down the hill very far. They'd
made a wide circle of tape, and he'd been standi ng near the upper edge of it.
He had brown hair and dark eyes and a sprinkling of freckles across his pale
cheeks. He wal ked towards ne, hand out, "I'msorry, mss, but you can't be in
here.”

| waggled the license at him "I'mAnita Blake. | heard you guys were
| ooking for me. Sonething about a body you want ne to take a peek at."

"A peek," he said. "You want to take a peek at the body." He said it sort
of soft, not like he was teasing me. His dark eyes stared past ne for a
second, then he seened to renenber where he was. He held his hand out for ny
l'i cense.

| let himtake it, look at it, read it twice. He handed it back to ne. He
| ooked down the hill to the knot of people. He pointed. "The short man in the
bl ack suit, blond hair, that's Captain Henderson. He's in charge."

| just |ooked at him He should have taken ne to the man in charge. No way
woul d a cop who didn't know me let ne walk a crime scene unacconpani ed.
Vanpi re executioners aren't civilians, but nost of us aren't detectives,
either. 1'mone of the very few who deals so intimately with the police. In
Sai nt Louis where nost of the cops knew me by reputation or on sight, | could
see it. But here, where no one knew ne, no way.

| read the trooper's nameplate. "M chaels, is it?"

He nodded, and again his eyes weren't |ooking at me. He wasn't acting |ike
a cop. He was acting scared. Cops don't spook easily. Gve thema few years on
the job, and they perfect jaded indifference: been there, done that, wasn't



i npressed, didn't bother to get a T-shirt. Mchaels had sergeant bars on his
uniform You didn't get sergeant stripes in the state troopers by getting
shook at every crine scene.

"Sergeant M chaels," he said. "Is there sonething | can do for you, M.

Bl ake?" He seened to be rebuilding hinmself before ny eyes. It rem nded nme of
the way Dr. Carne Onslow had recovered. H s eyes |ost that vague, glassy |ook
He | ooked at ne straight on, but there was still a tightness around his eyes,
al nost |ike something hurt. What the hell was down at the bottomof this hill?
What coul d make a seasoned cop | ook |ike this?

"Not hi ng, Sergeant, nothing. Thanks." | kept my |icense out because | was
al nost sure to be stopped again without a police escort. A woman was throw ng
up by a small pine tree. She and the nan hol di ng her forehead wore Energency
Medi cal Services unifornms. It's a bad sign when the EMS techs are throw ng up.
A very bad sign.

It was Mai den who stopped nme. W stood there for a second or two just

| ooki ng at each other. | was standing uphill, Iooking down at him

"Ms. Bl ake," he said.

"Maiden," | said. | left off the officer on purpose, because as far as |
was concerned, he wasn't an officer. He'd stopped being a cop when he becane a
bad guy.

He gave a small, odd, smile. "I'll take you through to Captain Henderson
He's in charge."

"Fine."

"You mght want to prepare yourself, Blake. It's ... bad."

“I'1l be all right," | said.

He shook his head, | ooked at the ground. Wen he | ooked back up, his eyes
were enpty, cold cop eyes. "Maybe you will, Blake, naybe you will. But | won't
be. "

"What's that supposed to nmean?"

"Who the hell is she?" It was Captain Henderson. He'd spotted us. He cane
up the hillside in his dress shoes, sliding just a bit. But he was deternined
and knew how to walk in the | eaves even in the wong shoes. He was about
five-eight. with short, blond hair. He had odd eyes that changed col or as he
nmoved t hrough the dappled sunlight. One nonent pale green, the next grey. He
cane up to stand between the two of us. He | ooked at Maiden. "Wo is this, and
why is she inside nmy perineter?"

"Anita Bl ake, Captain Henderson," Miden said.

He | ooked straight at me, and his eyes were cool and grey with swirling
fl ecks of green. He was handsone in a clean-cut, ordinary sort of way. He
m ght have been nore than that, but there was a harshness to his face, a
sourness, that robbed him of sonething |ikeable and pl easant.

No matter how funky the eye col or when he | ooked at nme, the eyes were
di stant, judging, cop eyes. "So you're Anita Bl ake?" H s voice was al npst
angry.

| nodded. "Yes." | didn't let the anger get to nme. He wasn't angry at ne.
Sonet hi ng was wong. Sonethi ng beyond the crine itself. | wondered what.

He | ooked ne up and down, not sexual, but as if he were taking ny neasure.
| was used to that, though it was usually a little |less blatant. "How strong's
your stomach, Bl ake?"

| raised eyebrows at that, then smled

"What in the hell is funny?" Henderson said.

"Look, | knowit's bad. | just left your sergeant at the top of the hill so
spooked he woul dn't cone near it a second tine. Maiden here's already told ne
it's amful. Just take nme to the body."

Hender son stepped up, invading the hell out of nmy personal space. "You that
confident that you can take it, Bl ake?"

| sighed. "No."

The no seenmed to take some of the anger away. He blinked and took a step
back. "No?" he said.

"I don't knowif | can take it, Captain Henderson. There's always the



chance that the next horror will be something so awful, 1'll never recover
Sonet hing that stains nmy mind and sends me scream ng. But so far, so good. So,
take me to see the grisly remains. The foreplay is getting tiresone."

| watched the enotions play over his face: amusenment, then anger, but
finally, amusenent won. Lucky ne. "The grisly remains. Are you sure you're not
a reporter?"

That made me smile. "I'mguilty of a lot of sins, but that's not one of
them™

That made himsmile. Wien he smled, he | ooked ten years younger and was
nmore than just ordinarily handsone. "Ckay, Ms. Blake, followne. 1'll take you
to see the grisly remains."” He | aughed soft, |low, and deeper than his speaking
voice, as if when he sang he m ght be a bass. "I hope you're as anusing after
you' ve seen the show, Ms. Bl ake."

"Me, too," | said.

He gave ne a strange |l ook, then led the way down the hill. | foll owed
because it was ny job. An hour ago, |'d have said the day couldn't get much
worse. | had a sinking feeling it was about to get worse -— nuch worse.
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The body lay in a small clearing. | knew it was human because they told ne
it was. It wasn't that the body didn't | ook human, exactly. The shape was
there enough that | could tell it was lying on its back. It was nore that ny

m nd refused to acknowl edge that this could have been a human being. My eyes
saw it, but ny mnd kept refusing to put the pieces together, so it was |like
| ooki ng at one of those pictures where you stare and stare until the hidden
shapes spin out in 3-Drelief. It |ooked as if there had been an expl osi on of
bl ood and fl esh, and the body had been at the center of it. Dried blood spread
out fromthe body in every direction, as if when the body were noved there'd
be a body-shaped cl ean spot, |ike an ink blot.

| could see all that, but still ny eyes couldn't make sense of it. My nmind
was trying to protect ne. It had happened before -— once or tw ce. The smart
thing would be to turn and wal k away. Let my mind have its confusion because
the truth was going to be one of those nmind-blasting monents. |I'd jokingly
told Henderson at the top of the hill that some things stain the mnd. It
wasn't funny now.

| forced nmyself to look at it, forced nyself not to | ook away, but the

sumer heat wavered around nme in a sickening rush. | wanted to cover ny eyes
with ny hands, but | settled for turning away. Covering ny eyes would | ook
silly and childish, Iike blotting out the worst of a horror novie.

Henderson turned when | did. If | wasn't going to | ook at the body, then he
woul dn't, either. "You okay?"

The worl d stopped spinning like a ball that had slid to a stop. "I wll
be." My voi ce sounded breat hy.

"Cood, " he said.

We stood that way for a few seconds nore, then | took a shall ow breath. |
knew better than to take a deep one this close to the body. | had to do this.
Trolls didn't do this. No natural animal did this. | turned slowy around to
face the body. It hadn't gotten any better

Henderson turned with me. He was the man in charge. He could take it if |

could. | wasn't sure | could, but since | was out of other choices ..

I'd borrowed surgical gloves. Soneone had of fered me heavier plastic gloves
to go over. AIDS, you know. | declined. One, nmy hands would sweat. Two, if |
had to feel the body for clues, | wouldn't be able to feel shit. Three, with
three vampire marks on nme, | didn't sweat AIDS anynmore. | was free from
bl ood-borne disease, so 1'd been told. | believed Jean-C aude on this one
because he woul dn't want to lose me. | was a third of his triunvirate. He

wanted nme safe. In the back of nmy head a voice said, He | oves you. The voice
in the front of ny head said, Yeah right.
"Can | track up the blood pattern?" | asked.



"You can't get close to the body unless you step in the blood," Henderson
sai d.

| nodded. "True. So you've videotaped it, gotten all your pictures?”

"W know how to do our job, M. Blake."

"I"mnot questioning that, Captain. | need to know if | can nove the body
around, that's all. I don't want to fuck up the evidence."

"When you're done with it, we'll be bagging it up."

| nodded. "Ckay." | stared down at the body and suddenly could see it. Al
of it. | hugged my arnms across ny stomach to keep ny hands from covering ny

eyes. The nose had been bitten off so that it was just a bloody hole. The lips
were torn away until teeth and the bones of the jaw were visible under the
drying bl ood. The nuscles of the jaw were nissing on the side facing ne.

What ever had done this hadn't just taken a quick bite. It had sat down and
fed.

So many bites, so nuch mssing flesh, but nost of it too shallowto kill. |
said a short prayer that nost of the bites were postnortem Even as | prayed,
| was pretty sure | wouldn't get a good answer; there was too nuch bl ood.
She' d been alive through most of it. Intestines spilled out of the ripped
jeans in a dried nest covered in thicker things than bl ood. The out house snell
of her lower intestines being ripped would have faded by now. One snell dies,
but there's always another. Her body had started to ripen in the sunmer beat.
It is asmell that is hard to describe, both overwhel mingly sweet and bitter
enough to gag. | took shallow breaths and stepped onto the dried splatter

Sonet hi ng noved through me |ike a phantom bl ow. The hair on the back of ny
neck tried to craw down ny spine. That part of ny brain that had nothing to
do with cars or indoor plunbing and everything to do with running and
scream ng and not thinking at all, was whispering now. It was whispering that
somet hi ng was wong. Sonething evil had been here -—- not just dangerous, evil.

| waited to see if the feeling would grow stronger, but it faded. It faded
like a bad menory, which probably neant |1'd wal ked through the edge of sone
kind of spell -— or rather, the remants of one, a nasty one.

You didn't call something this evil without a circle of protection either
for the sorcerer to stand in or for the beastie to be put inside of.
searched the ground, but there was nothing but blood. The blood didn't forma
circle of protection. It was just splatter, mess, no pattern

| should have known there woul dn't be anything that obvious. The police
aren't practitioners of the arts, though that is beginning to change, but you
can't be a cop long and not | ook for signs of magic when the shit is this
strange

The scene | ooked undi sturbed, but that didn't nmean it was undisturbed. If
someone were really good at magic, they could nake you not see sonething. Not
true invisibility. Humans don't do that. Physics is physics. Light hits a
solid object and bounces. But they can make the eye reluctant to see, so that
you keep | ooki ng past sonething and your nind doesn't register it. Like
| ooking for a set of car keys that is sitting in plain sight, lost for two
days.

| squatted beside the body. | didn't have the coveralls | usually wore at
mur der scenes and didn't want the blood to soak into ny jeans. | was stil
huggi ng nysel f. There were things here that sonmeone didn't want us to see. But
what ?

Henderson called, "W found the wallet. Do you want the |D?"

"No," | said. "No." | wasn't being clever. | just didn't want a nane, an
identity for the thing at ny feet. 1'd done the trick of turning the body into
an it. It wasn't real. It was just something to be studied, exam ned. It had
never been real. To think anything else at that noment woul d have had ne
vomting all over the evidence. |I'd done that only once, years ago. Dol ph and
the gang had never let ne live it down.

The eyes had been clawed out and left to dry into bl ackened | unps on the
cheeks. Long hair was plastered along the side of the face, stuck to one
shoul der. Maybe blond hair fromthe color. But it was hard to tell with all



t he soaked bl ood. The long hair made nme think female. My eyes travel ed down
and found the remains of clothing. The bl ouse had been reduced to a | unmp of
cloth under one arm The chest was bare. One breast torn conpletely off. The
other deflated |ike a balloon as if something had eaten the flesh out of the

mddle, like a kid sucking the jelly out of a donut.

It was an unfortunate choice of nmetaphors, even in ny own head. | had to
stand up. | had to wal k away, blowi ng air out very fast and too shallow. |
went to stand beside one of the trees that edged the clearing. | had to take
deep breaths, but that neant the odor went down strong. That sweet, sweet
snell slid along ny tongue and coated the back of my throat until | couldn't
stand the thought of swallow ng but didn't know what else to do. | swall owed,
and the snell slid down, and ny norning coffee inched up

| had two conforts. One, |I'd managed to get outside the blood pattern to
vomt. Two, | didn't have much in ny stomach to come up. Maybe this was one
reason that |'ve stopped eating breakfast. | get a lot of early-norning body
Vi ewi ng.

| knelt in the dry |leaves and felt better. |I hadn't thrown up at a crine

scene in a long time. At |east Zerbrowski wasn't here to rib me about it. |
wasn't even enbarrassed. Was that a sign of maturity?

Mal e voi ces behind nme. Sheriff WIkes saying, alnost yelling, "She's just a
civvie. She shouldn't be here. She isn't even licensed for this state.”

"I"'min charge here, Sheriff. | say who stays and who goes." Henderson
wasn't yelling, but his voice carried

| grabbed the tree trunk to help me stand, and my armtingled so hard it
al nrost went nunmb. | stood, pushing away fromthe tree, nearly falling, but I
kept ny feet. | |ooked up the snmooth trunk. About eight feet up was a
pent agram carved into the bark of the tree. The cut had been darkened with
bl ood. Wth the dried blood rubbed into it, it was al nost invisible against
the dark grey bark, but there was also a spell of reluctance on it. So that no
one had | ooked, not even ne. Only when | touched the tree did | sense it. Like
all illusion, once you see it, you knowit's there.

| looked at the other trees and found a bl oody pentagram carved into each
one. It was a circle of power, of protection. Acircle forned of blood and the
land itself. Wccans -— witches -— can use their power for evil if they're
willing to pay the price in karma. \Watever you do, good or ill, cones back to
you threefold. But even a wi ccan gone bad wouldn't carve up a tree. Had the
trees, the land, thenselves, been invoked? That m ght mean an el enental. They
could be nasty. But they didn't feel evil. They felt angry if you nessed with
their | and, but they weren't evil, nore angry-neutral. 1'd gotten that whiff
of evil as | passed through the circle. Evil with a capital E. There just
aren't that many preternatural critters that trip that particular wre.

"Captain Henderson," | said. | had to say it tw ce before they stopped
argui ng and | ooked at ne.

They both | ooked at ne. Neither |ooked friendly, but at |least | knew who
they were mad at: each other. Local cops don't |ike anybody horning in on
their turf. It was normal for the |l ocal police to resent outsiders. But | knew
that Wl kes had nore to protect than his turf. He nmust be frantic having rea
cops here now. But now wasn't the tinme to spill the beans. | had no proof.
Accusing a policeman of corruption tends to upset the other cops.

"Did you see the pentagrans on the trees?"

The question was strange enough that they both stopped being angry and paid
attention. | pointed the pentagrams out, and like all good illusion, once
showed them they could see it. The enperor has no cl ot hes.

"So?" W kes said.

"So, this was a circle of protection, of power. Sonething was called here
to kill her."

"The marks on the trees could have been here for days," WIkes said.

"Test the blood on the pentagrans,” | said. "It won't be hers, but it wll
be fresh."

"Why isn't it the victim s?" Henderson asked.



"Because they used the blood to seal the circle. They had to have the bl ood
bef ore the death."
"It was a human sacrifice then," Henderson said.

"Not exactly," | said.
"This was a troll kill," WIlkes said. He didn't sound sure; he sounded
desperat e.

Henderson turned to him "You keep saying that, WIkes. You keep saying it
was trolls."

"That biol ogist herself said it |ooked |like primates. It sure as hel
wasn't a person. There aren't that nmany primates runni ng around the Tennessee
hills."

"She said humanoid," | said.

They bot h | ooked at me again.

"Dr. Onslow said hurmanoid. A lot of people assune humanoi d nmeans primate,
but there are other options."

"Li ke what?" W/l kes said. H's beeper went off. He checked the nunber, then
| ooked at ne. "Excuse ne, Captain Henderson."

Henderson | ooked at me. "Do you and the sheriff have sonme sort of history,
Ms. Bl ake?"

| frowned. "Hi story? How?"

"He was very certain that you shouldn't be anywhere near this body. He was
al so very certain that this was a troll kill. Very certain.”

"Who cal l ed you guys then?"

"An anonynous tip."

We | ooked at each other. "Wo suggested | get to join the fun?"

"One of the EMS crew. The man's usual partner nmet you last night."

| shook ny head. "I don't know him"

"His regular partner is a girl. Lucy something."

That expl ai ned Lucy's nedical know edge, and why she wasn't working on the
day of the full moon. Don't want to be around fresh blood with the nmoon al npst
full. Too tenpting. Too chancy.

"I remenber her vaguely, | guess.” | renenbered her nore than vaguely, but
the last tine |I'd seen her was just after |1'd nurdered soneone, so | was goi ng
to be fuzzy on the details. For one awful nonent, | wondered if Henderson had
been trying to trick ne and the body was really Lucy. But the height was
wrong. The woman had been tall, not my size. Mst of the wonen that Richard
dated were short. | guess if you've got a body type you like, you stick to it.
My choice of victinms seemed to be a | ot w der

"Why did they need a power circle, Ms. Bl ake?" Henderson asked.

"To keep in what they called.”

He frowned at me. "Like you said before, the foreplay is getting tiresone.
Just tell me what the fuck you think it was."

"I think they called a denon."

H s eyes wi dened. "A what?"

"A dernon," | said.
Hender son just | ooked at me. "Wy?"
"When | crossed the circle, | got that feeling of evil. No matter how

nmonstrous the critter, it doesn't feel the sane as sonething dedicated to evil
and no ot her purpose.”
"You see many denons while you' re out slaying vanmpires, M. Bl ake?"

"Once, Captain, just once. It was ... " | stepped out of the circle of
power, and | felt better. They'd done their best to hide the traces, but
things like this have a tendency to cling. "I was called into a case that they

t hought was a vanpire, but it was denoni c possession. The woman ... " |
stopped agai n because | didn't have words for it, or no words that woul dn't
seemsilly, nmelodramatic. | tried to tell the story by sticking to the facts.
Me and Sergeant Friday.

"The wonman had been an ordinary housew fe, nother of two. She'd been a
di agnosed schi zophreni c, Captain. Her particular brand of craziness was al npst
a multiple personality disorder, but not that clear-cut. She was like the



little girl with a curl in the mddle of her forehead. \Wen she was good, she
was very, very good. A nodel churchgoer, teacher of Sunday school. She canned
her own vegetabl es, sewed doll clothes for her girls. But when she was bad,
she sl ept around, abused the kids, hung the family dog froma tree."

Henderson rai sed an eyebrow at that. For a cop, it was pure shock. "Wy
wasn't she in a hospital ?"

"Because when she took her nedicine, she was the good nother, the good
wife. | talked to her when she was 'well,' and she was a very nice person. |
saw why the husband tried to hold on to her. It was tragic in the true sense
of the word that her own brain chenmistry was destroying her life."

"It's sad, but it's not denonic," Henderson said.

"Nei ghbor hood pets were vani shing, showi ng up drained of blood. | traced it
to the woman. Her history of nmental illness had raised flags with the cops. So
far, just sad, right." | stared off up the hill at the cops and the techs and
everyone. They were not | ooking down the hill. No one wanted to hang around
this one. Even if you aren't truly sensitive to the psychic, we all have
survival instincts that work better than we do. Everyone would be reluctant on
this one, and they woul dn't know why.

"You still with ne, Blake?" Henderson asked.

"Sorry. The night we arrested her, two uniforns had had to drag her out of
anot her man's bed, handcuffed. They didn't have another female on site that
night, so |l rode in back with her. She was | oud and boisterous, flirting with
the nmen, being snotty with ne. | don't even renenber what | said, but I
renenber the | ook on her face when she turned to me. We're riding in this dark
police car, and as she turns her head to look at nme, the hair on my body stood
up. There were no gl owi ng eyes, no snell of sulfur, Captain Henderson, but I

felt evil rise off of her like sone disturbing perfune.” | |ooked at him and
he was scrutinizing nmy face like he was trying to nenorize it. "l don't scare
easy, Captain, but for that instant, | was scared. Scared of her, and it

showed on nmy face, and she | aughed, and the nonment was gone."
"What did you do?"
"I recomended they do an exorcism"”
"Did they?" he asked.
"Not the police, but her husband signed the papers for it.
"And?" Henderson said.

"And it worked. If she stays on her nedication, the mental illness is under
control. The possession didn't cause the schizophrenia."
Hender son nodded. "W all get the lecture in training that nmental illness

can open a person up to denonic possession, Ms. Blake. It's |like PCP but
wei rder. "

"Yeah," | said. "PCP doesn't cause people to levitate."

He frowned at me. "Did you w tness the exorcisn®"

| shook ny head. "I won't talk about it. | especially won't talk about it
here and now. Words have power, Captain. Menories have power. | won't play
intoit."

He nodded. "Are you positive humans didn't do this?"

| shook ny head. "They ate her to death. It ate her to death. A person
m ght be able to bite your throat out and do sonme of this damage, but not al
of it."

"I'f you told me this was a possession, I'd call my chain of command and
start looking for a priest; but Blake, do you know how rare overt denonic
attacks are?"

"Probably better than you do, Captain. |I get called in for all sorts of
weird shit."

"Have you ever seen a demon kill a person by straight attack, not
trickery?"

"No. "

"Then how can you be so sure?" he asked.
"I told you why I'm sure, Captain. Once you've been in the presence of the
denoni c, you don't forget what it feels like." | shook ny head and fought the



urge to take another step away fromthe body.

"But 1'm not an expert on denobns, Captain Henderson. | suggest you contact
a priest. I'malso not an expert on this kind of magic. Call a local witch to
ook it over. They may be able to give you nore information. The best | can do
is general stuff.”

"Coul d you have called a demon and made it kill her?"

| frowned at him "What are you talking about ?"

"Just answer the question, Ms. Blake."

"I raise the dead, Captain. | don't do denons."

"A lot of people don't see that big a difference between the two."

"Great, just great. You call ne down here. | tell you it's black magic, and
now you're going to blame ne. | don't feel |ike being the toasty end of a

wi tch hunt, Captain Henderson."

He smiled. "Just answer the question. Could you do it?"

"No, | could not do this. Trafficking with the denmonic taints the soul. |
may not be a perfect Christian, but | amtrying."

"Fucki ng vanpires taints the soul, too, Blake."

| stared up at him | l[ooked at himfor several |ong seconds, because what
| wanted to do was hit himor screamat him No, hit him But | couldn't do
that. | settled for one of those smles you get sometines when what you really

want to do is hurt someone

"Fine, Captain, fine. This was powerful magic, and | have a reputation for
powerful magic. It's not your fault that you don't understand the vast
di fference between the two schools of magic. Lack of education, can't hold
that against you." My voice said plainly that | wanted to. "But if | were
going to kill someone, |'d probably just shoot them That would at |east put
me near the middle of the suspect list, not the top."

"I heard that about you. That you were a shooter."

| |ooked at him "Heard from whon?"

"Cops talk to one another, Ms. Blake. If she'd shown up with a bullet in
her head, then |I might believe you did it."

"Why would | kill some unknown woman?"
"But she isn't unknown, Ms. Blake." He was watching me very closely.
| glanced back at the body. | |ooked down the length of it. There was

nothing that | recognized. O all the wonen |I'd net since | came here, none
were tall enough for the body. Except one.

| turned back to himand felt the blood drain fromny face. "Wio is it?"

"Betty Schaffer, the woman who accused your |over boy of rape."

The world swamin stripes of color and heat. Sonmeone was hol di ng ny el bow,
and only that kept nme standing. Wen ny vision cleared, Henderson had my arm
and W1l kes was back. "Are you all right, M. Blake?" WIkes asked.

| looked himright in the eyes and didn't know what to say. Betty Schaffer
had been worse than nurdered. If the ritual was done right and the person was
in jeopardy, not pure, like being a traitor or a liar or |echerous, then the
soul could be taken with the life. I'd only seen one body that had been kill ed
inritual for a denon, and it had been nothing like this. The sacrifice had
been killed with a knife, but the soul had been taken. And | couldn't raise
the body. If a denpbn was involved with the death, then the body was just so
much clay. | had no power here.

Wl kes couldn't have called a denon. None of his nen had the power. Wo
could have done it? No one |I'd net since | arrived had that kind of power and
that kind of taint.

Before | could think of anything to say, WIkes spoke first. "You've got a
call. | think you should take it."

He was afraid 1'd talk. Trouble was, | didn't have any proof of anything.
Hell, 1 didn't even know what was goi ng on. What was on this ordinary | ooking
land that was worth killing over? Wiy did the trolls have to be gotten rid of?
WaAs it just so the land could be sold? O was there a darker purpose? Someone
had called a denon to try to nake it look like a troll kill. I knew why they'd
done it, but not who. | even knew why it was Betty. She'd conprom sed herself,



put herself at risk for that kind of cerenony.
Movies try to give us shit about needing virgins and purity for sacrifice,

but true evil doesn't want to kill and send purity to heaven. True evil wants
to corrupt good, and once the good are dead, they are beyond the devil's
reach. But the inpure, to sacrifice them to kill them-— well, the devil gets
hi s due.

Wl kes took my armas if to help ne.

"Don't touch me, WIlkes. Don't ever touch ne again."

He let his hand fall. Henderson was watching us |ike he was seeing nore
than we were telling. Cops are good about that. G ve them anythi ng suspi cious,
and they'll put two and two together and make ten to twenty-five to life.

Wl kes | ooked at nme. "Could it be werewol ves?" H s voice was quiet.

| couldn't keep the shock off ny face. | fought to regain my nice, blank
face, but it was enough. WI kes knew what Ri chard was -- sonehow he knew --—
and he'd try to blane Betty's death on Ri chard. Wrewol ves were a good
scapegoat, and a lot nmore fun to believe in than denons.

He pulled a cell phone from his pocket. He punched up a nunber. "She's

right here." He handed the phone to ne.
Hender son was watching us |like we were entertaining. | took the phone. The
voi ce on the other end was a man, and | didn't know him
"I amFranklin Niley, Ms. Blake. | think it is time we neet face-to-face."
"l don't think so," | said.

"Wlkes told me that you have spoiled our little plan about blam ng those
pesky trolls for the death. But it is not too late to blame your |over. How
many people will believe his innocence once they find out he is a werewol f?"

"I don't know what you're tal king about," | said.

| had to turn ny back on Henderson's alert eyes. His attention was a little
too intense. WIkes wasn't watching ne. He was watchi ng Hender son
Unfortunately, turning around put ne back to staring at the corpse. | turned
to the side and stared off through the trees.

The voice on the phone was cultured, alnost too well-mannered for confort.
"Come, Ms. Bl ake, let us not play ganes, the two of us. | know what M. Zeeman
is, and once he's accused, a sinple blood test in the jail will prove ne
right. He'd lose his job, his career, and perhaps be executed. You have hired
an excellent attorney; ny congratulations. But if he is convicted, then it is
an automatic death sentence. Juries have a strong tendency to convi ct
nonsters."

"I"'mlistening."

"Meet me at the diner in town. A public place, so you'll feel safe.”
"Way do you want to neet?" My voice was grow ng progressively |ower,
whi speri ng.
"To beg you one last tine to | eave town, Ms. Blake. | have no wish to cone

agai nst you. The spirits say that to cone against you is death."

"Spirits?" | whispered

"Meet me, Ms. Blake. You and M. Zeenman. Meet me, and | promise you it will
all be over. You will leave town and all will be well."

"I don't trust you."

"Nor should you," Niley said. He | aughed, deep and rich. "But neet ne at
the diner, Ms. Blake. I'll answer your questions. I'Il tell you why | want the
| and. Once mny peopl e have nade sure you're not wearing a wire, |I'll answer any
direct question you have. Surely that tenpts you."

"You sound like a man who knows a | ot about tenptation, M. Niley."

He | aughed agai n. "Money tenpts many people, M. Blake, and | have a great
deal of it."

I'd been wal king slowy away from Henderson. "You going to offer me noney?"

"No, Ms. Blake, that is what won a certain officer of the lawto ny canp --—

and his men. | do not think noney is the key to your soul."
| didn't Iike the way he said that. "What do you want, N ley?"
"To talk, that is all. | would swear to you or pronise you your safety, but

| do not think you would believe ne."



"You got that right."

"Come to me, Ms. Blake. Let us talk. After | have answered your questions,
then you can deci de whether to | eave or stay. Now, would you be so kind as to
put the sheriff back on the phone?"

| turned back to the waiting men and held up the phone. "He wants to talk
to you again."

W1 kes came for the phone. It was just the two of us by the body when he

tried to take the phone. |I held onto it. |I leaned in close to himand said,
"Money doesn't spend in hell, WIlkes. The devil deals in a different coin."
He jerked the phone from my hand and wal ked away into the trees, listening

to the voice in his ear. The voice that had offered hi mnoney to sell out
everything he was or mght have been. The notive | understood |east of all for
mur der or betrayal was greed. But dammed if it wasn't a popul ar notive for

bot h.
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Ri chard hadn't said a word since we started the drive to the diner. He'd
pul | ed the rubber band out of his hair and played with it, stretching it w de,
letting it relax, open, close, open, close. He didn't usually have nervous
habits. It wasn't a good sign. | pulled into the parking |Iot and shut off the
engine. Richard was sitting in the mddle with his long | egs drawn up. He'd
wanted nme to drive. Sonething about being nore easily distracted this close to
the full noon. Shang-Da sat on the other side, his face calm Every tinme |
| ooked at him the horrible claw marks seened to be snoot hing out. By
nightfall tormorrow, he'd be clean. It was inpressive, and it would mark himin
everyone's eyes who saw himas what he was: a shapeshifter

We sat there a nonment, listening to the engine tick. "You' re not going to
do anything stupid, are you?" | asked Richard.

The rubber band broke with a snap, junping for the floorboard. "Whatever
makes you think that?"

| touched his arm He |ooked at ne. H s eyes were perfect chocol ate brown,
human, but there was sonething in the depths of those human eyes that was
other. H's beast crawl ed just behind those true, brown orbs.

"Can you sit through this without losing it?" | asked.

"I can."

"WIl you?" | asked.

He gave ne a tight smile, and | didn't like the ook on his face. "If | let
this much anger out in public with the noon overhead, | might shift. Don't
worry, Anita. | know how to deal with ny rage." He seened very self-contained,

as if he'd pulled back into hinmself, behind walls of careful construction. But
behi nd those walls was a vibrating, nmenacing thing. If Niley's sorcerer were

i nside, he or she would recogni ze sonet hing was wong. O course, they knew
what Richard was, so it was all right, | guess.

Shang- Da handed Richard a pair of black w aparound shades. He took them and
slipped themon, running his hands through his hair, fluffing it around his
shoul ders. Anot her nervous gesture.

"I've never seen you wear sunglasses," | said.

"It's in case ny eyes change," Richard said.

| glanced at Shang-Da and his naked eyes. "What about you?"

"I didn't date the girl. | didn't even like her."

Ah. "Great, let's go."

The nmen wal ked at my back |ike bodyguards. Their energy swirled behind ne
i ke some kind of psychic wall. It made the skin along ny back tight and
itchy. | pushed through the glass doors of the diner and stood there for a
nmonent, searching for Niley.

The di ner was a 1950s throwback, long and narrow in front, with a w der
area to one side that looked like a later addition. There was a | ong counter
with little, round stools. The place was full of locals and fanilies that
mat ched the out-of-state |license plates in the parking |ot.



The waitresses wore pink unifornms and small, usel ess aprons. A blond
waitress cane up to us, smling. "R chard, Shang-Da, haven't seen you in here
all week. Knew you couldn't stay away from Al bert's hash browns."

Ri chard flashed her that smle of his that has been known to nelt wonen
into little quivering puddl es. The fact that he's unaware of the effect nakes
it all the nore devastating.

Shang- Da nodded at her, which for himwas a rousing hello.

"Hi, Aggie," Richard said. "W're neeting soneone. Frank Niley."

She frowned, then nodded. "They're over there at the big table around the
corner. You know the way. 1'll bring water and nenus in just a sec."

Ri chard | ed the way through the crowded tables. W went around the L-shape,
and at the end of it, against a bank of wi ndows that overl ooked a very pretty
mountai n view, was our party.

The African American bodyguard, M| o, was one of three nen at the table. He

stood when he saw us. He was still tall, leanly rmuscled, with square-cut hair,
handsome in a cold sort of way. He had a long coat on, and it was too hot for
| ong coats.

| grabbed Richard's arm slowed him "Please," | said.

Ri chard stared down at me from behind black | enses, his eyes lost. 1'd
never realized how nmuch of his expression was in his eyes. | couldn't read
what he was thinking. Wth some effort, | mght have found out, but the |ast

thing | wanted to do was activate the marks in front of Niley's people.

Richard let me walk a little ahead of him Shang-Da had put a sport jacket
on over the white shirt and black slacks. He'd surprised me by having a
snub-nosed thirty-eight, chrome-plated. It had a paddle holster and fit at the
smal |l of his back w thout breaking the line of his jacket. Wien |'d questioned
the gun, he'd said, "These are not policenen."

The I ogi ¢ was sound, and he'd checked the gun automatically to see it was
| oaded. He handl ed the gun like it was habit. He was the first |lycanthrope 1'd
ever met who carried and seenmed confy with it.

It was actually nice to not be the only person on our side with a gun

There were two men still sitting. One was under twenty-five, with curly
brown hair cut short and a w de, alnmost surprised face. Not Niley. The other
one was well over six feet and nust have wei ghed close to three hundred
pounds. He gave the inpression of size without being exactly fat. H s hair was
bl ack and receeding sharply in front. He'd done nothing to hide this fact.

Rat her, the rest of his hair had been buzzed very close to his head, making it
all the nmore obvious. The lack of hair made his face seemtoo small for his
broad shoul ders.

The dark pin-striped suit sat over his white shirt, smooth and costly. He
wore a vest but no tie. The wide, white collar showed a curl of greying chest
hair. He smled as he watched us nove through the tables of tourists and their
scream ng children.

H s eyes were pleasant and enpty |ike an anused snake. He waved | arge
bl unt-fingered hands. Gold rings glittered fromevery finger. "Ms. Blake, so
good of you to cone."” He didn't stand for nme, which nade me wonder what was in
his lap. A sawed-off shotgun, maybe. O naybe his overly mannered speech was
an affectation, and he didn't know the actions that went with it. O maybe he
didn't consider ne a | ady. Maybe.

Shang- Da had noved to one side so that he and M|l o were facing each ot her
I narrowed ny focus to Niley and the younger man. He | ooked benign, |ike he
shoul d have been sitting at one of the other tables, surrounded by norma
peopl e doi ng nornal things.

Niley offered me his hand. | took it. H s handshake was too quick, barely
touching. "This is Howard."

Howard didn't offer me his hand, which made nme offer ny hand to him H s
big brown eyes got even bigger. And | realized that Howard was afraid of ne.

I nteresting.

"Howard doesn't shake hands,” Niley said. "He's a rather powerful

clairvoyant. |'m sure you understand."



| nodded. "I've never net a strong clairvoyant that would willingly touch a
stranger. Too much crap to pick up.”

Ni | ey nodded, small head bobbing on his w de shoul ders. "Exactly, M.
Bl ake, exactly."

| sat down. Richard slid into the chair beside ne.

Ni |l ey's eyes noved fromne to Richard. "Well, M. Zeenman, we neet at last."

Ri chard stared at himfrom behind dark gl asses. "Wy did you kill her?"

The abruptness of it made even ne w nce.

| must have nmade some novenent, because Richard said, "I didn't cone here
to play ganes."

"Nor did I," Niley said. "If you will acconpany me to the nen's room |
wi Il check you for listening devices. Mlo will check your bodyguard."

"Shang-Da," Richard said. "H s name's Shang-Da."

Niley smiled even nore broadly. If his snile kept getting wider, soon his
face would just split open

"Of course.”

"Who gets to search nme?" | said. "Howard?"

Ni | ey shook his head. "My other associate is running a little late today."
He stood and there was nothing in his lap. Paranoia. "Shall we, M. Zeeman?
May | call you Richard?"

"No," Richard said, voice deep and low, as if he wanted to say nore.

| touched his armas he noved past ne. | |ooked up into his face, trying to
tell himwith a |look not to do anything stupid.

Ni |l ey took Richard' s other arm slipping it through his like you'd walk arm
and armwith your lover. He patted Richard's arm "My, aren't you a handsone
fellow"

Ri chard gave ne a look as Niley led himaway. |'d have given a great dea
to see his eyes at that noment. Usually the bad guys make noves on ne.

Shang- Da noved back so M1 o could cone out from behind the table. They
noved of f together, not touching, the tension between themthick enough to

SWi ng on.

| was left with Howard and ny back to the door. | changed chairs, sitting
where M| o had been, so | could see the entrance. It put ne closer to Howard,
and he didn't like that nuch. | snelled a weak |ink

"How good are you?" | asked.

"Good enough to be scared of you," he said.

| frowned at him "I'mnot one of the bad guys, Howard."

"I can see your aura," he said in a voice that |I could barely hear above
the murmur of voices and silverware.

The waitress came with gl asses of water and nenus. | assured her the others
were coming back to the table, but | wasn't sure if all of us were ordering.
She left with a smle.

| turned back to Howard. "So you can see ny aura. So what ?"

"I know how powerful you are, Anita. | can feel it."

"I can't see your aura, Howard. | can feel a little of your power, but not
much. Dazzl e ne. Show nme what you can do."

" \Nhy 2"

"Maybe |'m bored."

He licked his lips. "G ve ne something benign. No weapons, nothing nagic."
That sort of cut down on ny options. | finally took the cross around ny
neck off and handed it to him | pooled the chain into his hand. "Don't touch

nmy skin with your hand," he said.

| let the last of the chain spill into his hand and was careful not to
touch him He closed his hand over the cross. He didn't close his eyes, but he
wasn't seeing the restaurant. He | ooked past it all, and | felt his power

ripple over nme like a tiny electric current.

"I see a woman, ol der, your grandnother." He blinked and | ooked at ne. "She
gave you this when you graduated high school ."

| nodded. "Inpressive." |'d started wearing this particuliar cross just
recently. | valued it, and 1'd had a | ot of crosses taken from nme over the



years. But lately, I1'd felt the need of sonething special. G andnother Bl ake
had given it to me with a note that said, "May your faith be as strong as this
chain and as pure as this silver." Lately, | needed all the purity | could
get.

Howard's eyes went past ne, staring at sonmething at the end of the room
H s breathing had stopped for just a second, l|ike an inaudible gasp.

| turned to see what had captured his attention so thoroughly. The man was
close to seven feet tall and had to weigh over five hundred pounds. H s face
was totally hairless, not just clean shaven. He had no eyel ashes, not hing;
snooth and unreal. His eyes were a nearly colorless grey too small for his
| arge face. He wore a black shirt untucked over black sl acks, black shoes. The
skin of his arns and face were unbelievably white as if the sun never touched
hi m

The man didn't make ny skin creep with power. In fact, he was too enpty,
wal ki ng towards us, as if he were shielding hinself.

| stood up. Partly it was his size. Partly it was the | ack of anything from
him like he wasn't there. | didn't like it when someone worked that hard to
shield thenmsel ves. It usually neant they had sonmething to hide. If this was
the sorcerer that had killed Betty, | knew exactly what he was hiding.

The man stopped in front of us. Howard hugged hinmsel f and nade
i ntroductions. "Linus, this is Anita Blake. Anita, this is Linus Beck."
Howard's voice was higher than it should have been, |ike he was scared. He
seened to be afraid of a |ot of people.

Li nus Beck smiled down at nme. Hs voice, when it cane, was shocking, a
delicate soprano of a voice. "So happy to neet you, Anita. So seldomdo | neet
a fellow practitioner of the arts."

"We don't practice the same brand, Linus."

"Are you so sure?" he asked.

"Positive." Even standing, | had to crane ny neck upward to see his face.
"Why does Niley need a first-rate clairvoyant and a sorcerer?"

Li nus Beck smiled, and it | ooked genuine. "You know the correct term | am
pl eased. "

"dad to hear it. Now, answer the question."

"When | have checked you for wires, then all will be answered.™

| looked at those large, white hands and didn't want himto touch nme. There
was al nbst no hair, even on his arnms. It was |like a golden down, like the arm

of small child. Sonmething clicked in nmy head, and | stared up at him Maybe it
showed on nmy face. Maybe he read ny nind, though I don't think so.

"My manhood was sacrificed many years ago so | could better serve ny
master."

I blinked at him "You're a eunuch."

He gave a snall nod.

| wanted to ask why but didn't. There was no answer that woul d make sense,
so why bother? "What flavor are you, sociopath, psychopath, or schizophrenic?"

He blinked small eyes, the smile fading. "M sguided people have told nme |
was crazy, Anita. But | did hear voices, ny master's voice."

"Yeah, but were the first voices your master or just bad brain chem stry?"

Hi s frown deepened. "I don't know what you nean."

| sighed. He probably didn't. Sorcerers were people who got their magic
t hrough demonic -— or worse -— power. They bargai ned for what they got and
bartered their souls for noney, confort, lust, power. But some were a version
of possession. People weakened by sone flaw mnental illness or even a flaw of
character. The right kind of flaws can attract evil

Niley | ed the other nmen back around the corner. He and Richard were not
hol di ng hands anynore. Richard's face was tight and angry. Shang-Da and Ml o's
faces gave nothing away as if nothing had happened. Niley | ooked happy,
pl eased with hinself. He cl apped Linus Beck on the back, and the eunuch raised
the other man's hand to his nouth and kissed it.

Maybe | didn't know as much about eunuchs as | thought | did. | thought it
nmeant sexl ess. Maybe | was w ong.



"Linus will search you for wires, then we can talk."

"I don't want himtouching me. Nothing personal, Linus."

"You fear ny master," he said.

| nodded. "You bet."

"I must insist it be Linus, in case you have sone nagic or other about your
person that would disturb us."

| frowned at him "Like what? The holy hand grenade?"

Ni | ey waved the comrent away. "Linus nust search you, but if you like, you
can have one of your nen acconpany you."

| didn't like it, but it was probably the best offer we were going to get.
The waitress came to take our order, and | realized | was hungry. You learn to
be able to eat in the midst of disaster and gore, or you get another |ine of
wor k. They served breakfast all day. | ordered pancakes and mapl e-cured bacon

Ri chard | ooked shocked. "How can you eat ?"

"You either learn to eat in the mddle of disaster and gore, or you get
anot her day job, Richard."

"Very practical, M. Blake," N ley said.

| looked at himand felt a small, unpleasant snile curve ny lips. "Just of
late, M. Niley, |'ve becone very, very practical."

"CGood," he said, "very good. Then we understand each other."

| shook ny head. "No, M. Niley, | don't understand you. | know what you
are, and what you'll do, but | don't understand why."

"And what am |1, M. Bl ake?"

The smile grew. "A bad guy, M. Nley; you' re a bad guy."

He nodded. "Yes, | am Ms. Blake. | ama very, very bad guy."

"CQuess that makes us the good guys," | said.

Niley smled. "I know what | am M. Blake, and | amcontent with it. Are
you cont ent ?"

We | ooked at each other for a long nonent. "My state of mind isn't really
any of your business."

"Answer enough," he said.

"Let's order," | said.

Everyone ordered, finally even Richard. Wen the waitress wal ked away,
Li nus, Richard, and | headed for the rest roomso he could search nme for
i stening devices and magi cal booby traps.

I only had one question. "Which bathroomare we going to use?"
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We used the men's room Linus's hands felt strangely soft as if there were
no muscl es under his skin, just bones and flesh. Maybe he'd given up other
things to serve his master. He was creepy, but he was thorough. He even ran
his fingers through nmy hair, which nost people forget to do. He behaved
hi nsel f, even when his hands were on delicate areas. He didn't give Richard
any reason to grunp at him M, either

We all trooped back out to the table. The food hadn't arrived yet, but ny
cof fee had. Everything goes down better with coffee.

We were again in the chairs with our backs to the door. If we'd gotten
there first, they'd have had these chairs, so it was hard to bitch. Linus sat
on Niley's right. | realized why we weren't in a booth. Linus wouldn't have
fit.

"You wanted to talk, Niley. Talk." | sipped coffee. It was bitter and had
been on the burner too long, but there's no such thing as undrinkable coffee.
| did hope the food was better

"I want you to | eave town, Anita."

"Wl kes and his men already covered that. W told themwe were | eavi ng by
sundown, " | said.

"I know what you told the good sheriff,” Niley said. He wasn't sniling now.
H s eyes were cool, the hunmor dying fromhis face like the sun sinking away,
| eaving the world to darkness.



"I don't think he believes we're leaving, R chard,” | said.

"l don't care what he believes," Richard said.

| glanced at Richard. He was sitting with his arms crossed, staring at
Niley. It would have been nore unnerving w thout the manatee T-shirt, but he
got the point across. So nuch for Richard playing clever repartee with ne. |
left himto his quiet anger and pl owed ahead al one.

"Why is it so inportant that we get out of town, N ley?"

"I told you. The spirits say to cone against you is death."

| shook nmy head. "Wiat spirits?”

"Howard uses the Quija board as well as his other gifts. The spirits warned
of a Lady Death. A woman that woul d be ny undoing. W were warned of this in

connection to this purchase. Wien | heard your name nmentioned, | suddenly knew
who Lady Death was. The spirits say that if | conme against you directly, you
will slay me."

"So you sent Wlkes and his bully boys around to scare me off."

"Yes, and | hired two locals to kill you. Are they dead?"

| smled. "I didn't search you guys for wires, nowdid I?"

He seemed to find that anusing. "l suppose not. But | assume the two nen
wi Il not be conming back for the second half of their payment."

"You can assunme that," | said.

The waitress came with our food. W were all utterly quiet as she set the
pl ates down. She put syrup in front of me and asked if we wanted anyt hi ng
el se. W all shook our heads, and off she went.

| stared down at my pancakes and bacon and wi shed | hadn't ordered them |
wasn't in the nmood to spar anynore. | just wanted this over.

"I'f you' re not supposed to confront ne directly, then why the change of
pl ans? Wy this neeting?"

He smiled and cut a piece of his country onelet. "Anita, do not be coy. |
t hi nk we both know that W1 kes does not have the stomach for this work. He may
work hinmself up to shooting you, but he is not up to truly scaring you away.
Hs threat, shall we say, lacks a certain fright factor." He took his bite of
onel et and chewed.

"I's the threat next?" | said, pouring syrup on ny pancakes.

He smil ed, dabbed at his nmouth with a napkin, and shook his head. "Let us
save that for last. Now, ask your questions.”

"Why do you want this piece of |and?"

Ri chard shifted in his chair, |eaning forward. He'd been wonderi ng about
that particul ar question |longer than | had.

"There is a relic on that |and somewhere. | need to own the land so | can
tear it up and search for the relic."

"What relic?" | asked.

He smiled. "The lance that pierced Christ's side."

| stared at him | stared at himlonger. He didn't seemto be kidding.

"That is a myth, Niley."

"You don't believe in Christ?"

"OfF course | do, but a Roman | ance doesn't last for thousands of years. It
was | ost | ong ago."

"Do you believe in the Grail ?" he asked.

"The Grail is a historical fact. It's been found and lost twi ce in recorded
hi story. The spear has never been authenticated. It's passed around like the
bones of some saint, but it's just bait for the gullible."

"Do | look gullible, Anita?"

"No," | said. "How did it get to the nountai ns of Tennessee?"

"The spear was given as a private gift to President James Madison."

| frowned at him "I don't remenber that from history class."

"It is listed anong the gifts froma certain Mdeastern principality. One
spear. Roman. Unfortunately, it was one of the itenms that went nissing after
the British burned and sacked Washington, D.C., in 1815."

"I remenber readi ng about the burning of the White House during the War of
1812. Val uabl es went nissing. So, say you're right. Howdid it end up here?"



asked.

"Howard has chased it here through his psychic gifts. The spirits have | ed
us to this place. W hired a diviner, and he traced off the boundaries of our
search area. That area lies within Geene's land."

"Search the land," Richard said. "You don't have to buy it to do that. You
don't have to disturb the trolls to search for a spear."

"It could be buried anywhere on the land, Richard. | don't think G eene
woul d appreciate us tearing up his property unless we owned it."

"I'm amazed that Geene is still alive," | said.

"We | ooked into his father's will. Did you know that if the man's son dies,
the | and beconmes an ani mal preserve? He was enanored of your trolls, M.
Zeeman, was the |ate Farner G eene."

"l didn't know that," Richard said.

"Why shoul d you? John Greene, the man's son, is trying to sell to us. He
told us all the provisions of his father's estate. He was conpl ai ni ng about
them but it saved his life. So we rmust buy the land, and the trolls must be
gone for that -— unless you will sinply stop fighting the sale in court."
Niley smled at Richard. "Wuld you do that for nme, Richard? Wuld you just
let us buy the land? | promise we will disturb your trolls as little as
possi ble."

Ri chard | eaned over to me and whi spered, "Are you running your foot up and
down ny | eg?"

| |ooked at him "No."

Ri chard scooted his chair back with a | oud scrape. He noved cl oser to ne,
one arm goi ng around the back of nmy chair. "Once you own the Iand, N ley, you
can bull doze it, and we can't stop you. The only thing we can do is stop your
pur chase. "

"Ri chard, you disappoint me. After our little tete-a-tete in the bathroom
| thought we were friends."

Ri chard bl ushed al nost purple fromhis neck to the roots of his hair. "Wy
did you kill Betty?"

"Why, to frane the trolls for the death of a person. | thought you woul d
have figured that out by now "
"Wy Betty?"

Li nus answered in his high, nusical voice. "She was a liar, a traitoress,
and a wanton thing. She opened herself to evil."

Power breathed off of Richard fromthe arm agai nst ny back. An al npbst
vi sible aura of heat rose around him It clicked with something deep inside of
me. | put a hand on his thigh. He junped until he realized it was nme, then
settled back. | thought soothing thoughts at him But what he was thinking of
was Betty, and the thought was strong enough that he made me flash on her
body. | had one quick visual of her torn breasts, and he stood so abruptly his
chair fell to the floor. H s hands were on the table, and he swayed softly. |
t hought he might faint.

| started to touch him but was afraid to, afraid he'd see nore. Shang-Da
cane to take his arm

The voi ces around us had qui eted, hushed. Everyone was | ooking. "Please,

Ri chard, sit down," | whispered

Shang-Da helped himsit. W all waited quietly, watching each other unti
t he voices around us rose and everyone went back to eating. Howard whi spered,
"Your auras converged for a noment. They becanme one piece and flared. Wat are
you to each ot her?"

Ri chard' s voi ce squeezed out, "Betty wasn't perfect, but she didn't deserve
to die like that." He | eaned his face down toward the table, and | realized he
was crying.

| touched his back, tentatively, rubbing it in small circles. "Your plan to
bl ane her death on the trolls is a bust. Now what ?"

"It doesn't matter what we're going to do next, Anita. You will be out of
town. "

"W told WIlkes we were leaving," | said.



Ri chard took off the sunglasses and wiped at his eyes with his pal ns.

"Look at me, please, Richard,"” N ley said.

Maybe it was the please; for just an instant, Richard | ooked across the
table. For an instant, Niley saw his eyes. "Such pretty brown eyes. You are a
| ucky wonman, Anita."

Ri chard started to push to his feet. | laid a hand on his arm Hi s nuscles
were hard and so tense they thrumed with, | think, a desire to junp across
the table and hurt N ley.

"I want to rmake sure that you are gone. Lately, the spirits have told
Howard of a beast that will aid the lady. | think I am]l ooking at the beast."

"How did you find out?" | asked.

Ri chard slid the glasses back in place and slid his chair back into the
table. H's shoul ders were hunched so hard, the T-shirt was straining at the
seans.

"The | ocal vampires don't like you nmuch," Niley said. "I approached them
trying to gather information about the spear. Some of them have been in this
area for |long enough to have w tnessed the event. Sadly, they had not, but
they told me interesting things about you and Richard and the Master of the
City in Saint Louis. They said you were a nenage a trois, though R chard seens
reluctant to adnmit an interest in nen."

"Don't believe everything that you're told, N ley, especially from people
who don't like us. Your enem es always nmake up better runors than your
friends."

Ni | ey pouted. "Ch, dear. Then my advances have been very unwanted indeed."

He | aughed. The snmile faded. "I think it is tine for the threat."

"Knock yourself out," | said.

"I think a tranquillizer dart froma distance for Ri chard. Wen he wakes,
he will be bound by silver chains and on his stonmach, naked. | will rape him
and I will enjoy it. Then | will let Linus slit his throat, and Linus wll
enjoy that." He turned cold eyes to ne. "You, Anita, | will give to Linus for

his naster."

Linus turned to ne. He | ooked the sanme, but the skin on ny back tried to
detach itself and crawl away and hide. Every hair on nmy armstood up in
nervous rows. Evil whispered through that bright diner

Howar d gasped, huggi ng hi nsel f.

| stared at Linus and didn't try to hide it. | was scared of himand what
lay inside him

Ni | ey | aughed, deep and pleasant. "I think we understand each other at
last, Anita."”

Ri chard turned and | ooked at Linus. The hair on his arms was standi ng at
attention, too. He spoke, looking directly at the sorcerer. "How you are
fallen from Heaven, O Day Star, son of Dawn!"

At the first line, that awful power receded, the skin creeping a little
| ess. Linus's face was no | onger pleasant.

Ri chard said, "How you are cut down to the ground, you who laid the nations
low You said in your heart, 'l will ascend to Heaven; Above the stars of God
I will set ny throne on high.' Isaiah.” Wth the last line, the scent of evi
retreated. It lingered |like perfume in an enpty room but it was closed down
for now.

"I npressive, Richard,” Niley said. "So you are a true believer."

Ri chard rose slowy fromhis chair. He put a hand flat on the table and

| eaned across it. |I felt the prickling rush of energy like a hot thread pulled
across ny skin. He lowered his sunglasses just enough for Niley to see his
eyes, and | knew what he was doing. | knew that N ey was watching those brown
eyes change to wolf anber

Ri chard spoke I ow and carefully. " "And the light shineth in darkness; and
t he darkness conmprehended it not.' " He slid his glasses back over his eyes,
stood, and stepped away fromthe table. He held his hand out for ne. | took
it. I let himlead nme out of the restaurant. Shang-Da foll owed at our backs.

| risked a glance back. | didn't turn to a pillar of salt, but | saw



Niley's face. And | knew, knew w thout doubt, that he would see us dead.
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| didn't even ask Richard if we were leaving town for real. | knew the
answer, and frankly, I was with him On the off chance that N ley was right
and the spear was here, we couldn't let himhave it. But it was nore than
that. Richard had drawn a line in the sand; good versus evil. Good can't tuck
tail and run. It's against the rules.

It took about three hours for us to pack and pretend to | eave town. W put
Jam | in the back of the van with a coffin on either side of himto keep the
stretcher from sliding around. Nathaniel had nmanaged to get his | ower back
sliced up defending ny honor. Though he admitted that he hadn't been fighting
so nmuch as getting in the way of an eager werewol f. However it happened, he
got to ride in the back with the injured, probably stretching on top of a
coffin, for all | knew Cherry rode in back with them-—1 think to act as a
peace officer. Janm !l didn't seemto |like Nathaniel nuch. | drove the van.
Richard followed in his four-by-four with Shang-Da, and all the equiprent he'd
brought for an entire sunmer of canping and studying |arge primates. Everybody
el se rode with ne.

Sheriff WIkes sent Miiden and Thonpson to escort us out of town in a black
and white, or in this case, a blue and white, but the effect was the sane.
Thonpson waved nerrily as we drove past themout of the city limts. It would
have been childish to give himthe finger, so | didn't do it. Zane did it for
me. Jason bl ew them a Ki ss.

We drove for over an hour to a prearranged rendezvous with Verne. W
couldn't all stay at one house. Too many new people m ght raise suspicions, so

we divided up. | didn't like it, but | had to agree that all together we nade
too good a show.
| ended up driving to Marianne's house. | rode in the back of her truck

wi th Zane, Cherry, and the coffins. Nathaniel got to ride in the truck cab
because of his claw wound. Zane's gunshot wound seened to be healing a | ot

faster than the claw marks. | wasn't sure if it was because Nathaniel was a
slow healer or if bullet wounds just heal ed faster than cl aws.
The open bed of the truck was a very rough ride. | wedged nmyself in the

corner near the cab, with Dam an's coffin pressed against ny ribs. If |
pressed ny head back against the truck to brace ny neck, nmy teeth rattled. If

| sat up nmore, ny neck snapped with every pothole. It was |like an endl ess
beating, until nmy bones thrumed with it and | had a headache the size of
Idaho in the mddle of nmy forehead. The sun was |like a smear of yellow fire in
the sky. It beat down unblinking, unrelenting, until sweat ran down ny face
and ar rs.

Zane was in the corner opposite me, shoved agai nst Asher's coffin. H's
bl ack T-shirt had nolded to himlike a sweaty second skin. Cherry had chosen a
white T-shirt today. The reddi sh dust of the road clung to the white materi al
and mngled with the sweat until it was |ike dried bl ood.

My hair had turned into a mass of sweaty ringlets. Not those cute Shirley
Tenmple ringlets. Nothing that neat, just a curled nmess. Zane and Cherry's hair
just lay slick and flat against their heads.

The three of us made no effort to talk. W settled into the heat and
bone-jarring ride like it was a kind of coma, sonething to be endured rather
than shared

The road spilled onto a paved road, and the sudden snoot hness was al npst
startling. | could hear again.

"Thank God," Cherry said.

Mari anne yell ed back to us, "Car com ng, hide."

We all wiggled under the top layer of the tarp covering the coffins. There
was a second tarp and ropes underneath nme. The tarp snelled nmusty and dry. It
was a toss-up whether it was cool er because of the shade or hotter because of
the lack of air. | thought | heard a car go by in a spill of gravel, but



Marianne didn't tell us to get up, so |l didn't. | could see Zane through the
hot di mess. W | ooked at each other with dull eyes; then | smled. He sniled.
It all started to be funny. You just reach a level of disconfort where you
ei t her scream or |augh.

The truck lurched to a rattling stop. In the sudden silence | could hear

Zane laughing. Cherry's voice cane clearly, "Wat in hell is so funny?"
"W're home, boys and girls,” Marianne said. "You can cone out now. "
Zane and | crawled out into the open air, still giggling. Cherry frowned at

both of us. "What is so funny?"

We bot h shook our heads. You either got the joke, or you didn't. It could
not be expl ai ned, not even to oursel ves.

Mari anne canme to stand near ne. "I'mglad to see you're in a better nood."

I ran ny hands through nmy hair and coul d al nbst squeeze the sweat out of
it. "Mght as well be in a good nbod. The day's not going to inprove."

Mari anne frowned. "Pessim smis unbeconing in one so young."

She stood there, |ooking cool and collected, wearing a sleeveless white
shirt tied off at the waist. It wasn't a mdriff but gave the illusion of one.
A pair of pale blue shorts and flat, white tennis shoes conpleted the outfit.
Her pale hair was in a bun. The hair was all streaks: silvery grey, pale
bl ond, and white. Fine lines showed at her eyes and nmouth that hadn't been

visible last night. Over fifty, but like Verne, her body was still thin and
firm She | ooked cool, confortable, and far too cl ean
"l need a shower," | said.

"l second the notion,
Zane just nodded.
"Wl come to ny hone," Marianne said.

The truck was parked in a gravel driveway of a two story white house. The
house had yell ow shutters and a pink clinbing rose up one side of the front
porch. There were two tubs of white and pink geraniunms at the bottom of the
wi de porch steps. The flowers were |ush and well watered. The yard was brown

Cherry said.

and dying in the sumer heat. Actually, | approved. | didn't believe in
watering grass. A small flock of speckled hens pecked in the dry dirt of the
yard.

"Nice," | said.

She smled. "Thank you. The barn is over that way, hidden by the trees.
|'ve got sone dairy cows and horses. The garden's behind the house. You'll be

able to see it fromyour bedroom™

"Great, thanks."

She smled. "Wiy do I think you don't care about nmy tomato crop?"

"Let nme take a shower, and I'Il care,” | said.

"We can unload the coffins, then your two werel eopards can take a bath.
hope there's enough hot water for three baths. If two of you could double up
it would conserve water."

"I"'mnot sharing," | said. | |ooked at Cherry.

She shrugged, "Zane and | can share."

It nust have shown on ny face, because she added, "W aren't l|overs, Anita.
Though we have been. It will be ... a confort to touch each other. It's not
sexual. It's ... " She | ooked at Marianne, as if for help.

Mari anne smled. "One of the things that binds a pack or a pard into a unit
is touch. They touch each other constantly. They groom each other. They care
for each other."

| shook ny head. "I'm not sharing a bathtub."

"No one is asking you to," Marianne said. "There are many ways to forge a
pack bond, Anita."

"I"'mnot part of the pack," | said.
"There are many ways to be part of the pack, Anita. | have found ny place
anong them and | amnot |ukoi." She left Zane, Cherry, and ne to unload the

coffins while she took Nathaniel off to lie down. Cherry and Zane hel ped stow
the coffins in the basement, then went off to take their communal bat h.
The entrance to the basenent was outside, |ike an ol d-fashi oned storm



cellar. The back door was all screen and wood. It clanged loudly as the
wer el eopards went inside. Marianne net me at that door, stepped through that
door, and bl ocked ny way.

She was smiling and cal mand seenmed at peace in the center of her universe.
Just seeing that content | ook on her face made ne itchy and unconfortable.
Made me want to scream and | ash out until her universe was as nessy as my own.
How dare she be content when | was so confused?

"What is so very wong, child? | can hear your confusion |ike bees buzzing
in the walls."

There was a stand of pine trees near the back of the house like a Iine of
soldiers. The air snelled |like a perpetual Christnmas. | usually like the snell
of pine, but not today. | just wasn't in a Christmas nmood. | |eaned agai nst
t he weat hered boards of the house, while she stayed on the snmall back porch
| ooki ng down at ne.

The Firestar dug into ny back. | pulled it out and shoved it down the front
of nmy jeans. Fuck it if somebody saw

"You saw Verne," | said

She | ooked at ne, grey eyes calm unreadable. "I saw what you did to his
neck, if that is what you nean."

"Yeah, that's what | nean."

"Your mark on his neck proves two things to all of us. That you consider
yourself his equal -— no small boast -— and that you are not happy with his
hospitality to date. Are either of these untrue?"

| thought about that for a nonment, then said, "I don't acknow edge anyone
as dom nant to ne. Maybe they can beat the shit out of me or kill ne, but
they're not better than | am Stronger doesn't nean better or nore dom nant."

"There are those who woul d argue with you, Anita, but | amnot one of
them™

"And no, I'mnot happy with the hospitality to date. | destroyed nost of
Colin's vanpires for you guys. Verne was pleased as punch, but he still didn't
et me have nmy guns last night. If 1'd had nmy guns | ast night, then the bad
guys woul dn't have nearly killed Jam | and Jason and Zane -— hell -— and ne."

"Verne regretted | ast night or he would not have offered hinmself to you."

"Great, fine, but | didn't mean to mark him | didn't mean to do it. Do you
understand, Marianne? | didn't do it on purpose. Just like last night with the
munin, this morning | wasn't in control. | was seduced by the scent of blood
and warmflesh. It was ... creepy."

She | aughed. "Creepy? |Is that the best word you can come up with, Anita?
Creepy. You are the Executioner and a force to be feared, but you are still so

young. "

| |1 ooked up at her. "You nean naive."

"You are not naive in the sense that it is usually meant. | am sure you
have seen nore blood and death than | have. It stains your power, this
vi ol ence. You both attract it and pursue it. But there is sonething about you
that stays fresh and sonehow perpetually childlike. No nmatter how jaded you

grow, there will always be a part of you that would be nore confortable saying
"golly' than 'goddamm."' "
| wanted to wiggle under the intensity of her gaze, or run. "I am/losing

control of ny life, Marianne, and control is very important to ne."

"I would say that control is one of thenost inportant things to you."

| nodded, ny hair catching on the peeling paint of the house. | pushed away
fromthe boards to stand in front of her in the dusty yard. "How can | get
back control, Marianne? You seemto have all the answers."

She | aughed agai n, that whol esone-bedroom sound. "Not all the answers, but
t he answers you seek, perhaps. | know that the munin will come for you again.
It may be when you | east expect it or when you need your precious control the
nost. It may overwhel myou and cost the lives of people you hold dear as it
could have last night. Al that saved Richard fromhaving to kill to get to
you was Verne's intercession.”

"Raina would I ove that, to drag one of us down to the grave."



"I felt the nunin's pleasure in destruction. You are attracted to viol ence,
but only as it serves a greater purpose. It is a tool that you use well. Your
old lupa was attracted to violence for its own sake, as a destructive thing.
Destroyi ng was what she was about. It is nicely ironic that soneone so
dedicated to negativity was also a healer.”

"Life is just full of little ironies," |I said. | didn't try to keep the
sarcasm out of ny voice

"You have a chance to make her nunin, her essence, into sonething positive.
In a way, you night help her spirit work through sone of its karma."

I frowned at her.

She waved her hands. "My apologies. I'll keep the philosophy to a m ni mum
| believe | can help you call and tame the nunin. | believe that together we
can begin to harness all the different kinds of power you are being offered
now. | can teach you to ride not just the nunin but this master vanpire of

yours, and even your U fric. You are their key to each other, Anita. Their
bridge. Their feelings for you are part of the binding that has been w ought
between the three. | can make you the rider and not the horse.™

There was a fierceness in her face, a force that nade ny skin react. She
meant what she said; she believed it. And strangely, so did |

"I want to control it, Marianne, all of it. |I want that nore than al nost
anything right now If I can't stop it, |I want to control it."

She smled, and it nmade her eyes sparkle. "Good; then let's begin with our
first lesson.”

| frowned at her. "What |esson?"

"Come into the house, Anita. The first lesson is waiting for you if your
heart and m nd are open to it." She went back inside without waiting for ne.

| stood there for a monent in the sumrer heat. If my heart and mind were
open to it. What the hell did that mean? Well, as the cliche goes, only one
way to find out. | opened the screen door and wal ked inside. Lesson nunber one
was waiting for ne.
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Mari anne led ne to the roomwhere she'd settled Nathaniel. It was a | arge
bedroom downstairs. Hours earlier, the roomwoul d have been filled with
morning light, but now, at nearly three o' clock in the afternoon, the room was
dim al nost dark. The wi ndow was open, and a breeze had finally found us,
spilling the white lacy curtains into the room A small oscillating fan sat on
a kitchen chair so the fan could cool the bed. The wall paper was off-white
with a fine line of pink flowers. There was a |arge brown water stain in the
corner of the ceiling like a giant Rorschach ink blot.

The bed was a brass four-poster that had been painted white. The bedspread
was quilted and | ooked honenade with a | ot of purple- and pink-fl owered
fabric. Marianne had fol ded the bedspread and placed it on top of a large
cedar chest that was under the wi ndow. "Too hot for quilts,” she'd said.

Nat hani el |ay naked on the pink sheets. Marianne tucked the sheets to the
tops of his thighs, patting his shoulder in a notherly sort of way. | would
have protested his state of undress, but | could see the wounds clearly for
the first tine.

Sonething with claws had swi ped hi mw de and deep, starting about the
m ddl e of his back and sl ashing downward across the right side of his
buttocks. The wound was deep and ragged on his back, growi ng nore shall ow as
it worked down his body. It rmust have hurt to have clothes over it, hurt a
| ot.

| was surprised that Nathaniel hadn't flashed ne his wounds earlier. He
usual ly went to great lengths to show nme his body. Wat had changed?

Mari anne pointed to the phone beside the bed. "In case your police friend
calls you. |I've got a cordless phone for normal calls, but | use the bedside
phone for pack business."

"So no one can accidentally nonitor the cordl ess phone,"” | said.



Mari anne nodded. She wal ked to the vanity, which had a heavy oval mrror
and marbl e knobs on the drawers. "When | was a little girl and | was hurt or
| onely, especially when it was so hot, ny nother would unbraid ny hair and
brush it. She'd brush it until it lay like silk down ny back." She turned with
a brush in her hands. "Even now, when | amlow, one of ny greatest pleasures
is for some friend to brush my hair."

| looked at her. "Are you suggesting | brush your hair?"

She smled, and it was bright and charnming, and | didn't trust it. "No, |
am suggesting you brush Nathaniel's hair."

| kept staring at her. "Come agai n?"

She wal ked towards nme, offering me the brush, that too-cheery snmile on her
face. "Part of what nmakes you vulnerable to Raina is your own squeamn shness."

“I''m not squeanish.”

"Prudi shness, then," she said.

| frowned at her. "Wat's that supposed to nmean?"

"It neans that every tine one of the |ycanthropes disrobes, you get
enbarrassed. Every time one of themtouches you, you take it sexually. That
isn't always what they nmean. A healthy pack or pard is built up of a thousand

gentle touches. A nillion small conforts. It's like building a relationship
with a boyfriend. Every touch builds and strengthens it."
My frown deepened. "I thought you said it wasn't sexual."

It was her turn to frown. "A different nmetaphor then. It is |like building
your relationship with a newborn baby. Every touch, every time you feed him
when he's hungry, change hi mwhen he's wet, confort hi mwhen he's frightened
-— the everyday intinmacies forge a bond between you. True parenthood is built
over years of interdependency. The bond between the pack is built nuch the
same way."

| glanced back at the bed. Nathaniel was still lying there naked except for
the sheets on his legs. | turned back to Marianne. "If he was a newborn baby,
I'd be fine with himbeing naked. | mght be afraid I'd drop him but |
woul dn't be enbarrassed.”

"And that is precisely ny point," she said. She held the brush out to ne.
"I'f you could control the nunin, you could heal his wounds. You could take his
pain."

"You're not suggesting that | purposely try to call Raina?"

"No, Anita. This is the first |lesson, not the graduation exercise. Today, |
sinmply want you to begin to try and be nore confortable around their nudity. |
believe that if you can desensitize yourself to the nore casual sexua

situations, that Raina will have | ess hold on you. You draw away from
situations like this, and that |eaves a void, a place where you will not go
willingly. So Raina spills into that void and forces you to go nmuch farther

t han you woul d have gone on your own."

"And what good will brushing Nathaniel's hair do?"

She held the brush inches fromne, arnms folded. "It is a small thing,
Anita. Athing to give himconfort while we wait for Dr. Patrick to cone.
Patrick will give hima local for the pain, but sonetine before he is finished
stitching himup, the painkiller will wear off. Their netabolismis too fast
for a local, and giving nore than that can be tricky. It can be deadly in one
with such a | ow aura of power as Nathaniel."

| stared up at her, neeting those calm serious grey eyes. "You' re saying
that he'll be stitched up without a painkiller."

She just | ooked at ne.

"And that's ny fault because | could heal himif | could control the
muni n. "

Mari anne shook her head. "It is not your fault, Anita, not yet. But the
munin is a tool |ike your guns or your necromancy. Once you learn how to
control it, it can do wonderful things. You nust |look at the ability to cal
the munin not as a curse but as a gift."

| shook ny head. "I think you' ve exceeded the | esson for the day,

Mari anne. "



She sm | ed. "Perhaps. But take the brush, do this one snmall thing. Not for
me. Not for Nathaniel, but for yourself. Take back that piece of you that
| ooks away fromhis body. Gve Raina | ess ground in your heart."

"And if | can't help being enbarrassed or thinking sexual thoughts and
Rai na cones up and tries to eat me, what then?"

Mari anne's smile widened. "Then | will help you, child. W will all help
you. That is what a pack is for."

"Nat haniel isn't lukoi any nmore than | am" | said.

"Lukoi or pard, it nmakes no difference to you, Anita. You are queen of both
castles. Gowing confortable with one will help with the other."

She actually took ny hand and pried it out fromunder nmy el bow She put the
hai rbrush in ny hand and closed ny fingers over it. "Be with him child. Wit
for your phone call. Answer only the bedside phone. Only pack will call that
nunber. You can't possibly answer ny other phone because you are in another
state. Do not answer the door, either."”

"You sound |like you're going somewhere,"” | said.

"You must learn to be confortable around your people, Anita. That neans
wi t hout ne | ooki ng over your shoul der."

She pulled me towards the bed by the arm She tried to nake nme sit on the
bed, but | just didn't bend with it. Short of pushing nme onto the bed, she had
to | eave ne standi ng.

She tsked at me. "Stand here and do nothing. It is your choice, child, but
at least stand here." She left.

| was left standing in the mddle of the roomwhere 1'd foll owed her, I|ike
a child not wanting to be left alone on the first day of school. The brush was
still in ny hand. The brush | ooked as antique as the rest of the room It was
wooden but painted white with a shine of varnish. The varni sh had a webbi ng of
cracks but held. | ran the pale bristles over the back of ny other hand. They
were as soft as they |ooked, silken |like a baby's brush. | had no idea what
the bristles were nmade out of.

| glanced back at Nathaniel. He was watching me out of those eyes of his.
H s face was neutral as if it didn't matter, but his eyes weren't neutral
They were tight, waiting for the rejection, waiting for me to | eave him al one
in the strange room naked and waiting for a doctor to conme and stitch himup
He was nineteen, and lying there with that raw |l ook in his eyes, he | ooked it.
Hel I, he | ooked younger. The body was great. \When you're a stripper, you' ve
got to take care of yourself. But the face ... the face was young and in the
same gaze old. Nathaniel still had the nost jaded eyes of anyone |'d ever net
under the age of twenty. No, not jaded, |ost.

I wal ked around to the far side of the bed. | laid the hairbrush on the
pillow on the enpty side of the bed.

Nat hani el noved just his head, turning to look at me. No, to watch ne. He
wat ched ne |ike every noverment was inmportant. It was a |level of scrutiny that
made ne want to squirmor blush or run. It wasn't exactly sexual, but it
wasn't exactly not sexual, either

No matter what metaphors Marianne used, this was not the sane thing as
caring for an infant. Nathaniel was young, but he was definitely not a child.
At least not childlike in the way that woul d have made this confortable.

| slipped off the short-sleeved shirt. There was no one to see the shoul der
hol ster, and it would be cooler. O course, it would really be cooler if |
took off all the guns and the spine sheath, but | wasn't that hot. | did |ay
the Firestar under the pillow It had a short enough barrel to sit or |lie down
with it, but there is no such thing as a truly confortable gun to wear if
you' re |l ounging around. Guns aren't designed for confort. It's one of the few
things that are worn, nostly by nmen, that are as unconfortable as a pair of

hi gh heel s.

| crawl ed onto the bed, kneeling, still not within touching distance. He
was so easily hurt that | had to say it out loud. "I'mnot upset with you,
Nat haniel . | just don't like playing student."

"You |ike Marianne, but you resent her," he said.



That made me blink a couple of tines and stare at him He was right, and it
was nore perceptive than |1'd ever expected from Nat haniel. Hearing himsay
sonmet hing that smart nmade nme feel better. If there was a brain in that body,
then he wasn't just a submissive ness. And maybe, just maybe, he was
sal vageabl e, saveable. It was the npst positive thought 1'd had all day.

| crawled to Nathaniel's side, brush in hand. | stared down at him
stretched across the bed, eyes watching nme. The look in his eyes stopped ne.
It was too intense.

Maybe he sensed it, because he turned his head back so that | couldn't see
his face. All | could see was all that long, auburn hair. Even in the dim
light, it was an incredibly rich color. The darkest auburn |I'd ever seen that
was still truly auburn and not brown.

| snoot hed ny hand through his hair. It was |ike heavy silk, warmto the
touch. OF course, that could have just been the room The fan swept over the
bed, ruffling the sheets, passing like a cool hand over ny back. Nathaniel's
long hair stirred in the fan's caress, the sheet over his thighs blow ng |like
a hand had noved them He shifted as the fan passed over his bare body. Then
stillness. His hair, the sheet, everything utterly still while the fan nade
its circuit. It swept back, spilling over everything in reverse; the pink
sheets, Nathaniel's hair, my chest this time, blowing ny owm hair back from ny
face, then past us, and the heat wapped around us like a suffocating hand.

The breeze fromthe wi ndow had died. The white curtains lay |like a painting
until the small fan spilled over them | knelt in the hot roomwth the only
sound the whir of the fan and the small tick it made every tinme it canme to the
end of its cycle.

| stroked the hairbrush through his hair, and the stroke ended | ong before
| got to the end of the hair. 1'd had hair down to ny butt once upon a tine
when | was about fourteen. But Nathaniel's hair was knee length. If he'd been
a wonan, |'d have said his hair fell like a dress around him The hair lay in
a soft, silken pile beside his body so it wouldn't brush the wound. | lifted
the hair in ny arns, and it was |ike holding sonething alive. The hair poured
t hrough nmy hands with a sound like dry water, a rushing noise.

| had enough trouble taking care of shoulder-length hair. | couldn't
i magi ne the anount of effort that just washing it nmust take. | was either
going to have to divide the hair to either side and actually get up and nove
fromside to side, or sweep the hair back behind his head so it spilled across
the bed. | voted for that.

| pulled his hair behind his back and spilled it behind his head. He noved
his head as if snuggling into the pillow, but other than that nmade no novenent
and sai d not hi ng.

"How you doi ng?" | asked.

"I"'mfine," he said. H's voice was soft, neutral, alnost enpty.

"Talk to me, Nathaniel," | said.

"You don't like it when | talk to you."

| leaned over him snoothing the hair back so | had a clear view of his
face. "That's not true."

He turned his face enough to | ook up at ne. "Isn't it?"

| leaned back fromthat direct gaze. "It's not you talking |I mnd
Nat haniel . It's your choice of topics."

"Tell me what you want ne to say, and I'lIl say it."

"I can tell you what not to say," | said.

"What ?" he asked.

"Don't tal k about pornographic novies, sadomasochism sex in general." |
t hought about it for a second or two. "That hits the usual things you say to
piss me off."

He | aughed. "I don't know what else to tal k about."

| started combing his hair across the bed. The stroke was firm and fl ow ng,
then | actually had to pick the hair up to finish the stroke. The fan hit ne
with an arnful of hair, and the hair spilled around nmy face in a
vanill a-scented cloud that tickled ny face and neck



"Tal k about anything, Nathaniel. Tal k about yourself."

"I don't like to tal k about myself."

"Why not?" | asked.

He raised up enough to look at nme. "You tal k about yourself."

"Ckay." Then | didn't know what to say. | just suddenly couldn't think of
where to start. | smled. "Good point, forget |I said it."

The phone rang, and | gave a little yip. Nervous? Wio nme? It was Dol ph
"Ani ta?"

"Yeah, it's ne."

"Franklin Niley, unless it's a different guy with the same nanme, is an art
deal er. He specializes in nystical artifacts. He's not picky about how he gets
them either."”

"How not picky?" | asked.

"He's based out of Mam. The cops there would like to tie himto at | east
hal f a dozen hom ci des but don't have enough proof. Every town he visits on
busi ness, peopl e di sappear or turn up dead. Chicago P.D. nearly got himon the
death of a wi ccan high priestess |last year, but the witness went into a
nmysteri ous coma and hasn't come out yet."

"Mysterious coma?" | nade it a question

"The doctors think it was magi c of some kind, but you know how hard that is
to prove."

"What do you have on his associ ates?"

"One hasn't been with himlong, a psychic naned Howard Grant, young, no
crimnal record. There's a black bodyguard, MIlo Hart. He's got a
second-degree bl ack belt in karate and has been in the pen once for attenpted
murder. He's been beating people up for Niley since he got out of prison five
years ago. The third is Linus Beck. He's been in twice. Once for assault with
a deadly, second tinme for nurder."

"Lovely," | said.
"It gets better," Dol ph said.
"Better?" | asked. "How much better can it get?"

"Beck's murder conviction was a human sacrifice.”

| let that sink in for a second or two. "How was the victimkilled?"
"Kni fe wound, " Dol ph said.

| told himabout the body I'd just finished seeing.

"Direct attack by denons went out with the mddl e ages, Anita."
"They wanted to make it look like a troll attack."

"You' ve talked to them" he said

"Yeah. "

n W]y?ll

"They wanted to threaten ne," | said.

| heard papers rustling on the other end. "Why did they want to threaten
you?"

| told Dol ph al nost everything. | also told himl couldn't prove a dam
t hi ng.

"I talked to a cop in Mam . He said that Niley adnmitted two nurders to
him told himdetails, but not under Mranda and not useable in court. He
likes to taunt."

"He thinks he's untouchable,” | said.

"But the spirits say you're going to kill him™"

"So his pet psychic says."

"When | put out the name and asked for info, police all over the country

and out of it are willing to give ne anything they got, if we can just nai
this guy," Dol ph said.

"A bad guy's, bad guy," | said.

"He's not above doing his own killing, Anita. At least two of the dead nen

down in Mam, they think were Frank's personal kills. You watch your ass I|ike
a son of a bitch. If you have anything that even | ooks |ike proof of a crine,
call me."

"You don't have any jurisdiction here," | said.



"Trust ne on this, Anita. You come up with sone proof, and | can get you
somebody down there with jurisdiction, ready and willing to put this guy
away. "

"He on the blue hit parade?”

"He's made a career out of breaking the | aw and has never seen the inside
of a jail cell for nore than twenty-four hours. A lot of people in a lot of
states would |ike to see himgone."

"I'l'l see what | can do," | said.

"l don't nmean dead, Anita. | nean arrested.”

"I knew what you neant, Dol ph."

He was quiet for a second. "I know you knew what | neant, but | thought I
should say it, anyway. Don't kill anyone."

"Wuld | do something so illegal?"

"Don't start, Anita."

"Sorry. Thanks for all the info. It's nore than |I'd hoped for. After
nmeeting him |'mnot exactly surprised by any of it. He is a very creepy guy."

"Creepy -— Anita, he's a hell of a lot nore than creepy."

"You sound worried, Dol ph."

"You're down there without a safety net, Anita. The cops are not your
friends."

"That's an understatenment," | said. "But the state cops are down here on
the nurder now. '

"I can't come down there," Dol ph said.

"I would never ask you to."

He was quiet so long that | said, "Dol ph, you still there?"

“I"'mhere." He didn't sound happy. "You know how | told you not to kil
anyone?"
"Yeah," | said.

“I'"ll deny this in court, but don't hesitate, Anita. If it conmes down to
hi m or you, make the right choice."

My mout h was hangi ng open. "Dol ph, are you telling ne to murder himif |
get the chance?"

Dol ph was quiet again. Finally, he said, "No, not rmurder, but | am saying
don't let himget the drop on you. You do not want to be at this man's nercy,
Anita. Some of the bodies they've found have been tortured. He's real creative
about it."

"What's in that file that you haven't told me about, Dol ph?"

"They found one man's head floating in his pool. There were no nmarks of a
weapon, |ike the head had been pulled off. They never found the body. It al
reads like that, Anita. Not just violent but weird shit."

"You going to post bail if | nail himand get caught?"
"You get caught, we never had this conversation.”
"Mumis the word," | said.

"Watch your back, Anita. Niley doesn't have any linmts. That's what al
this paperwork means. He's a total fucking sociopath, Anita, and Beck and Hart
are the sane thing."

“I"1l be careful, Dolph. | pronise."

"Don't be careful, be ruthless. | don't want to be identifying what's |eft
of your body after he gets through with it."

"You trying to scare ne, Dol ph?"

"Yeah," he said, then he hung up.

| hung the phone up and sat on the bed in the hot, hot room and | was

afraid. I was suddenly nore afraid than | had been since we got here. Dol ph
didn't spook easily. 1'd never heard himlike that, not about anything or
anybody.

Nat hani el touched ny leg. "Wat's wong?"

| shook ny head. | couldn't shake the bad feeling. Dol ph, M. Law and
Order, had encouraged nme to kill someone. Unprecedented. The police were
telling me to break the law. Too weird. But underneath the wondernent of it
was the fear, a fine, trenmbling sense of unease. Denpobns. | didn't |ike denons.



They didn't give a shit about silver bullets or much of anything else. Richard
felt strong in his faith. | envied himthat. Iwas having a crisis of faith
right now. | nean, | was sleeping with the undead and had cheated on one | over
with another. | also had a few nore kills to ny credit than the last time |I'd
been touched by the demonic. | wasn't feeling particularly pure and holy right
now. You needed that against denons. You needed surety.

Nat hani el laid his head on ny thigh. "You |l ook like you' ve seen a ghost."

| stared down at the naked man with his head in ny lap. No, if | ran up
agai nst a denon now, my house was nmade of glass, and nothing throws stones
like the demonic. They know just where to hit so that the whole dam thing
cones crashing down around your ears. | was really not in the nood to find out
how far fromgrace |1'd actually fallen
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Cherry cane into the room She'd slipped into a pair of jean shorts, and a
white mdriff tank top. Her small breasts were pressed against the thin

material. | was a little too well-endowed to ever dream of going w thout a
bra, but small or not, in that top she needed a bra. | was a prude.
Her short yellow hair was still danp. She stalked into the roomon those

I ong | egs, managing to look both slutty casual and unnaturally graceful
Just wat ching her walk into the room nmade nme want to nove Nathaniel's head

out of ny lap. Force of will alone kept me fromscooting away fromhim W
weren't doing anything wong. But it bothered ne.

"Your turn," Cherry said. "I'Il wait with Nathaniel."

"l's Zane out yet?"

| caught movenent in the hall, and it was Zane. He was wearing jean shorts,

too, and nothing el se. The ever-present nipple ring was the only thing on his
pal e, thin chest.

"Don't you ever take that thing out of your chest?" | asked.

He smiled. "If | take the ring out, the hole will close up and I'Il have to
get it pierced all over again. | mght get the other nipple pierced, but I
don't want to have to redo the first one."

"I thought you liked pain," | said.

He shrugged. "In sonme situations with naked wonen, yeah." He touched the

ring, pulling on it until the nipple stretched just a little. "The actua
piercing hurt like a son of a bitch."

| looked at the slender, too-thin chest, especially the part right next to
his right arm There was a dark area where the shoul der attached to the chest,
but that was all.

"Is that all that's left of the bullet wound?" | asked.

Zane nodded and sat down at the foot of the bed, crawling onto the covers
so he was beside Nat haniel and far too close to ne. "You can touch the wound
if you want."

I frowned. "No, thanks." | started to back off the bed on all fours,
spilling Nathaniel's head gently to the covers. | stopped myself. Marianne
said that Raina fed on nmy enmbarrassment, ny prudi shness, that if |I could be
nore confortable around small stuff, Raina would | ose sone of her power over
nme. Was it true?

| wasn't attracted to Zane. That nonent |ast night had been pure Raina. She
seened to have been attracted to anything that had a pul se and sone things

that didn't. | gritted ny teeth and reached out towards Zane.

He went very still, face suddenly serious, as if he had some clue how nuch
it cost me to reach out to him | ran my fingertips over the wound. The skin
was snooth, shiny like a scar but softer and nore pliable. |I found nyself
runni ng ny hand over the wound, exploring it. It felt strangely plastic, and
at the same tinme soft, |ike baby's skin.

"This feels ... cool."

Zane grinned. It rem nded me of Jason and that one thought rel axed a
tension in ny shoulders that I hadn't even known was there.



Cherry canme up behind himto slide her hands over his shoul ders, massagi ng
them "I never get over being amazed at how we heal ."

| wanted to take ny hand back, just because Cherry had touched him too.
forced myself to keep ny hand on the wound, but |1'd stopped exploring it, just
touching it was all | could manage.

"The muscles can get tight when it's healing,"’

Cherry said. "You get spasns

around it, like the body heals too fast for the nmuscles to keep up."
| took nmy hand away slowy. | sat on the bed watching Cherry nmassage Zane's
shoul ders. Nat haniel nuzzled my leg, rolling his eyes up to ne. | didn't nove

away fromhim and he seemed to take that as permission to roll his head onto
nmy thigh. He nestled against ne with a contented sigh

Zane rolled onto his back on the other side of ne, not touching nme, but
wat ching nme. His eyes were very careful

Cherry stayed kneeling on the foot of the bed, watching ny face. They al

watched ne like | was the center of their world. 1'd seen dogs in obedience
trials watch their owners that way. In dogs it was a good thing. In people it
was unnerving. | didn't have a dog because | didn't feel responsible enough to

take care of one. Now | suddenly had three werel eopards, and | knew | wasn't
responsi bl e enough for them

| laid nmy hand on Nathaniel's warmhair. Zane stretched his full six-foot
frame, fingers and toes straining, spine bowng |like a big cat.

| laughed. "What am | supposed to do, rub your tunmy?"

Everyone | aughed, even Nathaniel. | realized with a shock that it was the
first time I'd ever heard himlaugh. The | aughter was young, high-schoolish.
Lying naked in ny lap with claw marks on his butt, and he was | aughing, a
full-throated, happy sound.

| was happy to hear it, and nervous. They were trying to nake ne their
hone. Because that was what an U fric was supposed to be, and a Nimr-ra, or
Nimr-raj, for a guy, was the equivalent. Strangely, there didn't seemto be a
wer ewol f equi val ent of a queen wolf. Sexisn? Or sonme arcane shit | didn't
understand yet? I'd ask Richard | ater

"I'"ve got to go take ny bath, guys."

"W could help," Zane said. He licked ny arm grimaced. "I like the taste
of sweat, but the gravel dust ... "

Nat hani el raised his face enough to lick my other arm H s tongue ran down
my armin a long slowglide. "I don't mind the dust," he said, voice | ow and
sof t.

| slid off the bed, calmy, slowy. | did not go yuck, or scream | was
very calmand very relieved to be standing on the floor. The bed had suddenly
becorme crowded. "Thanks, but the bath will be fine. Don't answer any phone but
the one by the bed, and don't open the door to anyone but Dr. Patrick."

"Aye, aye, Captain," Zane said.

| slid the Firestar down the front of ny jeans and picked up ny suitcase
fromagainst the wall. | glanced back at the three of themfromthe doorway.
Zane had | ain down on the other side of Nathaniel, only propped on his el bow,
one hand touchi ng Nathaniel's back. Cherry had curled at the foot of the bed.
She was running her hand up and down his thigh. Either the sheet had slid off
or she'd noved it so she could touch him There was nothing sexual on their
faces, nothing overt.

They | ooked Iike the opening scene for a porno novie to nme, but | was sure
that when | left the room nothing would happen. There was no anti ci pation
bet ween them no eagerness to have ne gone so they could be al one. Their eyes
still followed me. They touched each other for confort, not for sex. The
di sconfort was mine, not theirs.

"I"'msorry I went with Mra," Nathaniel said suddenly.

That stopped nme in the doorway. "You're a big boy, Nathaniel. You had every
right to find soneone. It was just your choice of partners that was bad."

Zane began to rub his hand up and down Nat haniel's back, like you' d pet a
dog. Nathaniel |owered his head so his hair slid around himlike a veil
hiding his face. "I thought you were going to be my mstress, my top.



t hought for a long tinme that you understood the game. That you were telling ne
not to have sex with anyone. | was so good. | didn't even touch nyself."

| opened nmy mouth, closed it, opened it, and didn't have a damm thing to
say.

"When you finally gave ne perm ssion to have sex with you, it could have
been straight vanilla. It was the waiting, the build-up, the teasing that
woul d have nade it enough.™

I found ny voice. "I don't know what vanilla means, Nathaniel."

"Straight sex," Zane said, "normal stuff."

| shook ny head. "Whatever, | amnot playing with you, Nathaniel. | would
never do that."

He | ooked at ne sort of sideways as if afraid to look me full in the face.

"I know that now It was this trip that | realized you didn't even know we
were playing a game. You aren't teasing ne. You don't think about ne at all."

That |ast sounded sort of pitiful, but I couldn't help that. "I keep having
to apol ogi ze to you, Nathaniel. Half the time |I don't even know what |'m
apol ogi zing for."

"I don't understand how you can be ny Nimr-ra and not be ny top, but I
know now that you see it as two separate things. Gabriel didn't."

"What is a top?" | asked.

Zane answered for himagain. "A dom nant to Nathaniel's submssive. A
submissive is called a bottom™"

Ah. "I amnot Gabriel,” | said.

Nat hani el | aughed, but it wasn't a happy sound. "Wuld you get mad if |
said sonetimes | wi sh you were?"

| just blinked at him "I'mnot nad, Nathaniel, you just puzzle the hel
out of ne. | know |I'm supposed to be taking care of you, but | don't know how
to do it." He was |ike sone exotic pet that |I'd been given as a gift, but the
instructions didn't come in the box.

He | ay back down on the pillow, head turned so he could see nme. "I went
with Mra when | realized you weren't there for ne."

"I amthere for you, Nathaniel, but not in that way."

"I's this where you tell me we can still be friends?" He | aughed, and it was
har sh.

"You don't need a friend, Nathaniel, you need a keeper."

"I thought you were going to be ny keeper."

| | ooked at Cherry and Zane. "How about you guys?"

"Nat hani el is the nobst " Cherry hesitated, "the nost broken of us.
Gabriel and Raina made sure we were all bottoms; it was all we were trained
for. They were the tops, always, but ... but Nathaniel ... " She finally
shrugged.

I knew what she nmeant. Nathaniel was the weakest of them The one who
needed the nost care.

| set the suitcase down and went to kneel by the bed. | brushed his hair
fromhis face so | could see his eyes. "W'll all be there for you, Nathaniel
W are your pard. Your people. We'll take care of you. I'll take care of you."

Tears filled his eyes. "But you won't fuck ne."

| took a deep breath and stood. "No, Nathaniel, I won't fuck you." | shook
nmy head and picked up nmy suitcase. 1'd had all | could take for one afternoon

If Marianne wasn't happy with this little |lesson, then screw her. Mybe it
wasn't supposed to be sexual, but thanks to the way Gabriel and Rai na had
treated the werel eopards, sex did keep comng up. | was alnost afraid to hear
what Marianne's solution to that one woul d be.
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I ran out of hot water before | filled the tub, and | didn't care. The
small white-tiled roomwas hot enough that a truly hot bath seemed a bad i dea.
The single wi ndow was set high in the wall, so if | was careful, | wouldn't
flash. So | kept the w ndow open, even the drapes, hoping for a stray breeze.



| sank down into the | ukewarm water w thout a bubble in sight. There was
not hi ng but Ivory soap and a partially burned white candle on the corner near
the faucet. | put the Firestar on the small corner beside nmy head. |1'd tried
the Browning there, but it was too big and kept trying to slide into the

wat er .

| was conpletely underwater, rinsing off ny hair, when | heard the door
crash open. | surfaced, sputtering, groping for the Firestar. | had the gun
poi nted before I even saw what was com ng through the door. Even when | could
see, it didn't nmake any sense.

There was a wonan in the doorway. Physically, she was small, about ny size,
but she seemed to fill the roomas if she took up nore space than the eye
could see. Her hair was |ong and brown. The bangs had been allowed to grow and
were thinned until the hair covered her face past her nose like a veil. The
hair was tinted ever so slightly blue. She wore a jean jacket with no sl eeves.
One bare, nuscul ar, tatooed armwas hol ding the door so that the force of its
being kicked in didn't send it flying back in her face. Under other

circunmst ances, |1'd have been sort of disdainful, except for the roil of power
pouring fromher. She |ooked |ike she'd gotten lost on her way to a punk biker
bar. Psychically, she felt like a wind fromthe nouth of hell, hot and
unfriendly.

There was so rmuch power in the tiny room | felt |like the bathwater should
start to boil. | kept the gun very steadily pointed at her chest. | think it

was the only thing that kept her just inside the door. The | ook on her face
was pure rage.

Wat er dripped down ny face fromny hair, tangling in nmy eyel ashes.
bl i nked, resisting the urge to wi pe the water away with ny hands. "One step,

just one, and I will pull this trigger,"” | said.

Rol and appeared behind her in the doorway. This just got better and better
He was still tall, tanned, with his short, curly hair. H s brown eyes swept
the room and stayed on ne, crouching naked in the tub. | kept the gun on the

worman, but it was tenpting.

He touched the woman's shoul ders. He spoke in that low, rolling voice of
his. "Roxanne, trust ne, she will kill you."

It made me not want to shoot himafter all.

A second man peeked into the room He was taller than Rol and, which nade
hi m over six feet. | had enough of a glinpse to know he was Native American
and had | ong, black hair. Then he ducked back, eyes averted, a gentleman. He
sai d, "Roxanne, this is not appropriate.”

Roxanne shook off Rol and's hands and started to walk farther into the room

| fired the gun inches fromher head. The sound was thunderous. The bull et
took a bite out of the door and buried into the wall behind. It was a G azer
Safety Round, so the wall stopped it. | wasn't afraid of it going through the
wal | .

My ears rang with the shot in this tiny, tiled room For a second, if
someone spoke, | couldn't hear it. | kept my eyes on Roxanne. She had stopped
nmoving. | had the barrel of the gun sighted in the niddle of that pretty face.
It took a second or two of staring to realize that under all the tattoos, the
funky hair, and the power, she was pretty. It was a traditional
girl-next-door pretty. Maybe it was the reasons for the tattoo and the hair.
When nature nmakes you | ook whol esone, there are ways to cheat.

"Come on, Roxanne," Roland said, "back away."

She just stood there. Her power breathed around ne like a warmcloud. It
was continuous and nearly suffocating. |1'd never been around any shapeshifter
that had this kind of raw power. O never around one this powerful who didn't
even try to pass for human. Roxanne didn't vibrate with power. She was power.
And | was about two seconds away from snuffing it out.

"You would really kill nme," she said.

"In a heartbeat,"” | said. | was getting tired of crouching in the water.
Made it hard to be tough. O course, being naked didn't help, either

"Why didn't you kill ne just now?"



"You're the lupa for Verne's pack. Killing you would rain all sorts of crap
down. But | will do it, Roxanne. Now, back out of the room close the door
and let me get dressed. If you still want to talk, fine, but don't ever, ever
pull shit like this again."

"Wthout that little gun you wouldn't be so confident."

"Yeah, it's a real confidence booster. Now, get the fuck out of the room
or I will shoot you."

Mari anne was suddenly in the doorway. "Roxanne, let's go have sone tea and
let Anita get dressed.” | don't know what Marianne did, but even | felt
calmer. It was |ike she projected cal mand peace into the room

Roxanne | et Rol and and Mari anne drag her back through the door. Roxanne

pointed a finger at me. "You insulted my Ufric, and you will pay for that,
with or without the gun."

"Fine," | said.

The door cl osed behind them The |ock had shattered in a pile of splinters.
Cherry's voice cane through the door. "I'll stay outside the door until you're
out. | can give you a warning if any nore bad guys cone."

Bad guys. WAs Roxanne a bad guy or just psycho? | was betting on the
latter.
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| got dressed in record time. Black jean shorts, red short-sleeved knit
top, white jogging socks, black N kes. Normally, I'd have left off the
shoul der hol ster inside a house, but | threaded it through the belt and
slipped it on. The black hol ster | ooked very stark against the red shirt. |
put the Firestar down the front of the shorts in the Uncle Mke's Sidekick
hol ster that it usually rode in. | left off the spine sheath. The | eather was
beginning to snmell like sweat. | was going to have to let it dry out before
could wear it again.

| sneared hair goop on the hair and let it go. It'd dry onits own. Call it
a hunch, but | didn't think Roxanne was the patient type. If | took the tine
for makeup or blowdrying my hair, she nmight cone | ooking for me. | don't
normal Iy fuss, anyway. In truth, the only reason I'd planned on it was the
fact that Richard was coming with Dr. Carrie Onslow, and | was feeling
i nsecure. Me, insecure. How sad.

Ri chard had spent a great deal of the day with Dr. Carrie Onslow. | was
jealous and hated it.

O course, first | needed to go confront a pissed-off werewolf. | could
figure out what the hell | was going to do with Richard after | talked to
Roxanne. One thing | was pretty sure of, if | killed her, it would be war
between the two packs. | did not want to bring that on our people, not if it
could be avoided. Anita, the politician -— now, thatwas sad.

| opened the door. Cherry |ooked up at me from her seat on the floor. There
was sonething on her face, a hesitation, that nade nme say, "What?"

She pushed to her feet, using the wall. "You just look ... aggressive."

"You nean the guns?"

"The guns, the red and black. It's all very stark and out there."

"You think | should be wearing pink and sonething frilly to cover the
guns?"

Cherry smiled. "I think that Roxanne is al nbst psychotically dom nant, and
if you go down there dressed like that, she'll take it as a sign that she's
got to be just as aggressive."

"You don't even know her," | said.

She said, very sinmply, "Do you think I'm w ong?"

Put that way ... "I don't have anything pink and frilly in ny suitcase."

"How about sonething not black, not red?"

| frowned at her. "WII| purple do?"

"It would be better,"” she said.

I went back in and changed into a top that was identical cotton knit, scoop



necked, but royal purple. |I had to admt that the purple was softer. | kept
t he shoul der hol ster on but transferred the Firestar to the small of my back
Theoretically, | could drawit fromthere, but it was not ny favorite
position. The only shirt | could find to match the purple and cover the
shoul der hol ster was thin and bl ack and nyl on, which half defeated the point
of wearing the cotton shirt to begin with, but | had to adnit that it |ooked
better. It was still black and not cheery, but it wasn't so aggressive. You
couldn't see the guns. | could have wal ked into any mall in the country and
not gotten a second glance. O course, if | noved fast, the shirt would bl ow
back and flash, but hey, | wasn't planning to go joggi ng.

| opened the door a second tinme and said, "Better?"

Cherry nodded, smiling. "Much better. Thank you for listening to me. | know
it's not one of your best things."

"I amnot going to drag Richard's pack into a war because | couldn't tone
it down a little."

The smile w dened into sonething gentle and al nost heart-warm ng. "You are
a good lupa, Anita, a good Nnmr-ra. For a human, you're positively
excellent."

"Yeah, but the human part is still true."

She touched ny shoul der. "But we don't hold it against you."

| looked at her to see if she was kidding nme, but | just couldn't tell. "I
t hi nk Roxanne will hold it against ne."

Cherry nodded. "Probably. They're all waiting in the kitchen."

The kitchen was tiled in black and white with some cracks starting in the
high-traffic areas, but the floor was mopped within an inch of its existence.
The tile gleanmed softly in the indirect light that touched the wi ndows. Like
t he bedroom Nat hani el was staying in, it would get nmorning |ight but not
aft ernoon. Roxanne sat with her back to the door. The edges of the white
tablecloth trailed in her |lap. There was a stiffness to the way she held
herself that said she knew | was there, but she didn't turn around.

Mari anne sat across fromher with a china teacup and saucer in front of
her. She | ooked at nme |like she was trying to tell ne something with her eyes,
but | didn't know what that sonething was.

Rol and stood in the corner next to a hutch that held the china that matched
the cup. He had his arns crossed and | ooked very bodyguardi sh.

The other man I'd glinpsed stood in the opposite corner |like a second
bookend. His arnms were crossed, and he | ooked very bodyguardi sh.

That was the only thing that was simlar. Okay, one other: They both had
great tans. But | suspected, like Richard, that the new guy wasn't just
tanned. His skin was a rich brown, his brown eyes al nost perfectly al nond
shaped. They were alnobst too small for the rest of that face. It was al
angl es, hi gh cheekbones, broad forehead, hooked nose. Every feature he had was
aggressively male and ethnic. His hair was |long and bl ack and noved |i ke silky
wat er as he | ooked at ne. The hair was a solid blackness |Iike ny own, that
bl ack that has blue highlights in the sun

He was also at l|least six foot two, maybe an inch taller, with shoulders to

mat ch. He | eaned against the wall, exuding a sort of easy physical energy like
someone who knew his potential and didn't sweat proving it.

"That's Ben. He's your replacenent Skoll until Jaml is healed.”

| wanted to turn down the offer of putting ny life in a stranger's hands,
but was al nost sure it would be considered an insult. | nodded. "H ."

He nodded back. "Hello."

Roxanne turned in the chair, sliding her |legs so she was sitting sideways
in the chair. "Verne neant our wolf to be an apology for allow ng your people
to be injured on our lands." She | ooked full at nme and those brown eyes were
not friendly. "I think it is you who owes us an apol ogy."

"Apol ogy for what?" | asked.

She stood, and that energy spilled through the roomlike water, swirling
around the ankles, rising to the knees. Her power spilled outward, upward, as
if she would fill the roomw th the breathing warnmth of her presence.



She was so powerful, it made nmy throat tight just standing this close to

her. "Shit," | whispered.
"You marked Verne as if he were the | east of us and not the greatest."
"You nean the neck thing," | said.

She sl anmed the chair back into the floor. It fell with a |oud crash.

| didn't go for a gun, but it was an effort.

Roxanne stood there breathing far too fast and far too shallow Strong
enoti on makes the energy spill worse, and her anger made the power bite and
dance over ny skin in a tight, electric dance.

Cherry noved up a little behind nme. Zane appeared in the doorway and
fl anked her. They stood to either side and a little back |ike bodyguards.
They'd do their best, but | didn't want to test them agai nst Rol and and Ben.
was pretty sure who would win, and it wouldn't be us.

"I amsorry that | marked Verne," | said.

"Li es," Roxanne sai d.

“I truly didn't nmean to do it."

She took a trenbling step forward. | didn't step back, but maybe | should
have. She was too damm close. At this range, | might get the Browni ng out, but
if I did, I'd have to use it, because she'd be on top of me in seconds.

"Can soneone pl ease explain why she's so pissed, and what we can do about
it that won't end with one of us dead?"

Mari anne stood slowly. Roxanne's head pivoted, and the intensity in that
gaze, even turned to another, made ny skin junp. Marianne held her hands pal m
out and advanced slowy around the table towards her | upa.

"Roxanne sees the marking as an insult to Verne and the entire pack,"

Mari anne sai d.

"I got that," | said. "I didn't mean it to be insulting. | didn't nean to
doit at all."

Roxanne's head turned slowy until she was staring at nme. Her eyes bled
frombrown to a rich, startling yellow while | watched.

| put ny hand on the butt of the Browning. "Ease down, wolf-girl."

A low, runmbling growl crawl ed out of that slender throat.

Mari anne said, "If you truly didn't mean to be insulting, then would you be
willing to make anends?"

| kept ny gaze on Roxanne but answered, "How would | make anmends?"

"W could fight," Roxanne said.

| looked into her nearly glowing yellow eyes. "I don't think so."

Mari anne was standing sort of between us w thout actually standing between
us. "You could offer your neck to Roxanne in a public cerenony."

My eyes slid to Marianne, then back to the werewolf. "I amnot letting her
near ny neck in public or private, not on purpose.”

"You don't trust me," Roxanne said.

" Nope. "

She took another painfully slow step forward. Marianne did step between us
then. If Roxanne noved forward another inch, her shoul der would bunp Mari anne.

"There is another cerenony," Marianne said.

"I amnot offering Roxanne ny neck," | said.
"No neck offering, but you do exchange bl ows."
| felt my eyes widen. | stared at the nearly snarling woman across from ne.

"You must be joking. She'd kill ne.

“I"1l let you hit ne first," Roxanne said.

"I've read this story. No thanks."

Roxanne frowned. "Story?"

"Sir Gawain and the Geen Knight," | said. She still |ooked puzzled. "The
Green Knight lets Sir Gawai n have the first blow Gawain cuts off his head.
The G een Knight picks up his head under one arm and says, 'My turn, a year
fromnow ' "

"Haven't read it," she said.

"I't's not top twenty reading list, | guess. Anyway, the point is the sane.
I can hit you as hard as | can, and it won't hurt you. You can flick your



fingers in nmy direction and break ny neck."
"Then we fight," she said.

My hand was still resting on the Browning. "I'Il kill you, Roxanne, but
won't fight you."

" Cowar d! "

"You bet," | said.

| felt Richard brush over me, through ne, like wind. He'd recogni zed

Roxanne's car and was letting ne know he was about to bring a human into the
nmess. A human who didn't know who the nonsters were
| 1 ooked away to see his shape outside the kitchen door, and | shoul dn't

have. | didn't so nuch see Roxanne's fist as sense the novenent. My hand was
al ready on the Browning, only seconds to pull it, but that blur of novenent
caught ne in the chin. |I had the sensation of falling, but I didn't remenber

hitting the floor or didn't feel it.

| was on the floor looking up at the white ceiling. Marianne was beside ne.
Her |ips were noving, but no sound came out. Sound finally came through with
an al nost audible pop like a small sonic boom

Scream ng. Everyone was screanming. | heard Richard' s voice and Roxanne's
and others. | tried to sit up and couldn't.

Mari anne touched my shoulder. "Don't try to nove."

| wanted to see what was happening, but | couldn't make ny body nove. |
could feel it, but it was |ike a great weight along ny body, as if what |
really wanted to do was sl eep

| flexed nmy right hand, and it was enpty. |'d dropped the Browning

somewhere. Frankly, | was just happy to be able to nove ny hand. | wasn't
joking when |I'd told Roxanne she could break ny neck without trying hard.
| kept flexing things, waiting to be able to stand up. | was finally able

to nove ny head enough to see the rest of the room Richard had Roxanne around
the waist, feet conpletely off the ground. Roland and Ben were trying to pul
Ri chard off of her. Shang-Da was trying to get Dr. Carrie Onslow to go back
out si de the kitchen door

Roxanne squirned out of Richard's arms. She strode over to me, and Zane and
Cherry noved like a wall between us. She shoved between the two of them
scream ng, "Your turn, bitch! Your turn!"

She was standing there, sideways, with the two werel eopards trying to hold
her without hurting her. Her right leg was flexed forward. | think only
Mari anne heard me say, "My pleasure.”

| kicked Roxanne just bel ow the kneecap, aimng up. The kneecap popped out
of its socket, and she went down shrieking. | kicked her twice in the face.
Bl ood bl ossoned from her nose and nout h.

| got to nmy feet. No one tried to help me. The room had suddenly fallen so
qui et, you could hear Roxanne's breathing, too loud, too fast. She spat bl ood
on the floor. | wal ked around her and the werel eopards until | was close to
the table. Ben and Roland still held Richard, but it was |ike they'd forgotten
why they were doing it. Shang-Da picked Carrie Onslow up and carried her out
the door with her yelling, "Richard!"

It was one of those nonents when tine seens to slow and stretch and happen

too fast all at the sane tine. | heard Roxanne say, "I wll kill you for
that!" But | don't honestly renenber whether | picked the chair up before or
after she said it. | only renenber having the chair and when she | eaped at ne,

| smashed the chair into her like you' d use a baseball bat, taking the arns
way back, throwi ng ny shoul ders and back muscles into it. The shock of the
blow I eft ny fingers and hands tingling, but | kept the grip on the chair.

Roxanne was on all fours on the floor, but she wasn't down. | raised the
chair for another blow as her power flowed over nme |like a scal ding w nd.
smashed the chair down with everything | had. She caught it and tore it out of
ny hands.

| backed up and pulled the Firestar

Rol and yell ed, "No guns!"

I glanced at Richard. He said, "No guns.'

The | ook on his face was enough.



He was scared for ne. So was |

No guns. Were they kiddi ng? Roxanne tried to get to her feet, but the knee
woul dn't hold. She fell, and the chair thudded into the floor. She screaned
and threw the chair at ne. | had to dive for the floor to avoid it.

She canme for me on hands and one leg in a noverment alnpbst too fast to
follow | had plenty of time to shoot her, but | wasn't supposed to shoot her
| crab wal ked backwards, trying to stay away. The Firestar was still in ny
hand. | yelled, "Richard!"

The marks suddenly opened between us like a floodgate. | was bathed in the
scent of his skin and the distant nusk of fur.

Roxanne hesitated in that maniac, skittering crawl. Her pretty face began
to stretch outward as if a hand were pushing out fromthe inside. A nuzzle
bl ooned in the middle of that human face, covered in human skin with a Iine of
lipstick where lips used to be.

| reached down that |ine of power between Richard and nyself. | wapped the
scent of him the feel of him the jittering play of energy. | could suddenly
feel the noon in the daylight sky, and knew -— knew in every cell of my body
-— that tonorrow night was it, tomorrow night | would be free. And for an
instant, | wasn't sure whose thought that was, Richard' s or his beast's.

| left the Firestar on the floor and got to my feet with the w ndow behind
me. | knew Richard wouldn't let her kill me, but | also knew she was going to
hurt ne. 1'd throwmn a werewol f through a wi ndow once upon a tinme. It had
stopped the fight. It was all | could think of. O course, Roxanne had to
cooperate and run at nme like a maniac to set herself up for the throw If she
cane at nme slower, it wouldn't work.

She came at ne slower, in a linmping run. | was out of ideas. One thing
knew. If she touched ne with those claws or that nmouth, | mght be a lupa for
real next nonth. Tinme was in that crystalline run, slow and fast, slow and
glitteringly fast. | thought of several things to do and wouldn't be fast
enough to do any of them But |I'd go down trying.

Ri chard was yelling, "No claws, Roxanne, no cl aws.

| don't think Roxanne heard him She swi ped at me with those nonstrous

claws, and | ducked under the swinging arm | ducked blows that were too fast
to see, avoided her like | knew where she'd be. It was Richard, the nmarks, but
it was too confusing, too new for ne to be able to fight with it. | could use

it to avoid her, but only for so |ong.

| ended up on ny back, on the floor, pointing the Firestar up at her. She
was conming with claws and teeth, and | was out of options.

The door burst open, and Verne yelled, "Roxanne, no!" | felt his power
crash through the roomlike the lid on a boiling pot, sonething throw over
the heat, to hold it, contain it, but it didn't stop it.

Ben and Rol and were suddenly hangi ng onto Roxanne, dragging her back from

me. |If Verne had given an order to them | hadn't heard it. Roxanne was
cutting themup, slicing their arms open, and they were taking it.

Verne was still yelling, "I lied, Roxanne. | lied. She didn't proposition
ne."

Roxanne went very still in their arns. She spoke around that only partly
human mout h, "Wat did you say?"

Lucy cane in behind Verne, through the still-open door. She shut the door
and | eaned against it, smling, enjoying the show

"I said, | lied," Verne said. "I'"'man old nan, and you are beautiful and

powerful and thirty years younger than | am | told you when she marked ny
neck that she propositioned nme. She didn't."

Roxanne rel axed in the grip of her bleeding bodyguards. You could feel the
tension seep away, and with it her flesh. Her face, her hands, flowed unti
she stood human agai n. Her nose was bl oody where |I'd kicked her.

"You can let nme go," she said. "I won't hurt her."

They didn't let her go. They | ooked at Verne.

"How about mne, darling?" he said. "You going to hurt ne?"

"When we get hone, I'Il kick the shit out of you, but not here, not now. "



Verne smiled. Roxanne smiled. And both snmiles were the same. It was nore
than lust, though that was mxed in with it. It was a | ook that couples have,
like a secret |anguage, a | ook that excludes everyone el se and cannot be
expl ai ned.

| looked at Richard. "They be crazier than we are."

He smiled at ne, and the smle warned me down to my N kes. | sniled back
and realized with a jolt that tingled through nmy entire body that we had our
own secret |look. God, |I'd missed him

Lucy stalked into the roomon a pair of platformshoes, purple
short-shorts, and what | ooked |ike a |avender bra but probably wasn't. She
sashayed up to Richard, slipping both of her arns through one of his.

"He's rejected ne for you, sweetie," she said in a voice that was too
pl easant for the anger in her eyes.

| looked at Richard. "I don't think he dunped you because of ne."

She pushed away from Richard to stand in front of ne. | had the gun in ny
hand. | figured | was safe. The marks with Richard faded, pulled back
repl aced with the knowl edge that we were a couple again. | valued that a hel
of a lot nmore than the marks.

"I can do things for himin bed that your human body coul d never do. | can

t ake every ounce of strength, every thrust, and it just feels good. It doesn't
have to be gentle with nme, careful with ne."
VWiich hit alittle close to hone, which is ny only excuse for what | said

next. "Cee, Lucy, | don't know He spends one night with me and drops you like
yesterday's news. Either you're not that good a lay, or |I'mbetter."

Her face narrowed down, eyes wi de; for a second, | thought she might cry.
didn't want her to cry. That would spoil it and make ne feel like a shit.

Lucy turned away from me, bringing her hands to cover her face. Dam.

| |1 ooked past her to Richard. The | ook on his face was not happy with ne. |
couldn't blanme himon this one.

| didn't see Lucy turn, | felt it. |I felt the air nove as she whirled. Her
hand caught me across the face. | had the sensation of falling, but if | hit
the ground, | didn't renenber it.
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I woke to darkness and the smell of clean sheets. | blinked at the strange
wi ndows and the spill of moonlight on the floor. | didn't recognize the room
Once | realized | wasn't anywhere |1'd ever been, tension filled me |ike water.
| heard someone behind nme, and that raised the tension another notch. | tried
to lie still, but I knew ny breathing had changed. |If they were human, they
m ght not have noticed, but | just didn't know that many humans ri ght now.

"Anita, it's Damian."

| rolled over onto ny right side, and it hurt. My right arm was bandaged
fromnmy palmto about the middle of ny forearm It didn't hurt that nuch, but
| couldn't remenber how |I'd injured it. The vanpire was sitting in a chair by
the door. Hi s long, red hair |ooked a strange pale brown in the dark. He was
wearing the vest and pants of a very nice, probably tailored, business suit.
It might have been bl ack or navy or even dark brown. Hi s skin glowed pale
agai nst the darkness of the cloth.

"What tine is it?" | asked.

"You're the only one wearing a watch," he said.

| raised nmy left hand in front of ny face and hit the little button that
made it glow The gl ow seened brighter than it shoul d have because of the

darkness. "CGod, it's after eleven. |'ve been out for hours.” | lay back on the
bed. "Did it occur to anyone to take ne to a hospital ?"
"The sun's only been down for a little over two hours, Anita. | don't know

what choi ces were made. \Wen Asher and | woke, we were in the basenent here.
W fed, then | took Richard' s place here by your bed."

"Were is Richard?"

"I think he's at their lupanar, but I'mnot certain."



| glanced at him He seened sonehow distant. "You didn't ask any
guesti ons?"

"I was told to stay here and guard your rest. What nore did | need to
know?"

"You aren't a slave, Dam an. You're allowed to ask questions.”

"I got to sit here in the dark and watch you sl eep. What nore could your
pet vampire ask?" That last had a bitter edge to it.

| sat up slowy because | still felt wobbly. "Wat's that supposed to
mean?" | tried to prop ny back agai nst the heavy wooden headboard but needed
nmore pillows under me. | tried to push themunder ne with ny right hand, and

it hurt. It was a nice, sharp ache.

"I remenber Lucy hitting me, but what happened to ny arnP"

Dam an put one knee on the bed and hel ped prop the pillows under my back
He even found an extra one for me to lay ny right armon. "Richard said Lucy
tried to pull your armoff."

That bit of know edge left nme cold and scared. "Jesus, a woman scorned. "

"Pillows better?" he asked.

"Yeah, thanks."

He got to his feet and started to nove back to the chair.

| said, "Don't." | held ny left hand out to him

He took ny hand. His skin was warmto the touch. There was a |light dew of
sweat on his palm Vanpires can sweat, but they don't do it often. | squeezed
his hand, staring up into his face. The noonlight was strong, so | could see
his face. H s skin was pale, alnmost |umnous. Those brilliant green eyes were
just liquid darkness by noonlight. | drew himto sit beside ne.

"You' ve fed tonight or your skin would be cold, so why the sweat?"

He drew his hand out of nmine, turning his face away. "You don't want to
know. "

"Yeah, | do." | touched his chin with ny fingertips, turning his face back
to me. "Wat's w ong?"

"Don't you have enough to worry about w thout bothering with ne?"

"Tell me what's wong, Damian. | mean it."

He let out a long, shaking breath. "There; you've done it. A direct order."
"Tell me," | said.

"I was happy to sit here in the dark and watch you sleep. |I think if

Ri chard had known just how happy, he woul d have made Asher do it."

I frowned at him "You' ve |ost ne."

"You feel it, too, Anita. Not as strongly as | do, but you feel it.

"Feel what, Dami an?"

"This." He placed his hand against ny face, and I wanted to rub my face
against his skin. | had a nonentary urge to pull himdown on the bed beside
me. Not for sex, necessarily, but to touch him To run ny hands over that pale
skin, to bathe in the power that aninmated his flesh

| swal | owed hard and drew back from his hand. "Wat is going on, Dam an?"

"You're a necronmancer, and |'mthe wal ki ng dead. You've raised ne fromthe
dead twice. You've called ne once fromny coffin and once back fromthe edge
of true death. You've healed me with your powers. | amyour creature. | have
made vows of loyalty to Jean-C aude as nmy Master of the Cty, and | honor
them but you | would followinto hell itself. Not out of duty, but out of
desire. | can think of nothing better than to be by your side. Nothing pleases
me nore than doi ng what you ask. Wien |I'mnear you, | find it very hard to do
al nrost anything large, |ike feeding or |eaving your presence, wthout asking
your perm ssion."

| just stared at him | didn't know what to say, not unconmmon for ne today.
But with himsitting so close in the dark room | had to say sonething.
"Damian, | ... | didn't nmean for anything like this to happen. | don't want
you to be some sort of undead servant."

"I know," he said. "But | also understand why the vanpire council nade it a
habit to kill necromancers. | don't serve you out of fear. | want to do it.
When | amwith you, | am happier than without you. It's a little like being in



| ove, but ... much nore frightening."

"I knew we had a connection. | even knew why we had it. | just didn't have
any idea it was this strong for you," | said.

"I didn't realize you felt drawn to ne as | amto you until last night. You
coul d have chosen Asher. He adores you, and you renenber being in his bed. But
you chose me to kiss. Me to hold. | don't think it was an accident."

| shook ny head. "I don't know. | don't remenber everything clearly from

last night. The nunin is sort of |ike being drunk."

"Do you renenber what you said to ne?"

"I said a lot of things." But nmy voice was soft, and | was very afraid
did remenber the phrase he was searching for

"You said, don't bleed nme, fuck ne."

Yep, that was the phrase. Just renenbering it was so enbarrassing,
squirmed. It was ny turn to ook away. "It was the munin talking," | said.
"You're one of the few nales that | hang around with that Raina never had sex
wi th. Maybe she wanted sonething different."

He touched ny face, turned ne back to nmeet his eyes. "That isn't it, and
you know it."

| pulled back fromhis hand. "Look, nmy plate is like full to overflow ng
with guys right now I'mflattered, thanks for the offer, but no thanks."

"And how happy are you with the two nen in your bed right now?" he asked.
"You' ve had sex with Richard now, and the marks are binding you tighter than
ever."

"Did everyone know that was a possibility but me?" | asked.

"Jean-C aude forbade me fromtelling you. | thought you had a right to
know. "

"I felt Jean-C aude wake this norning before ten. | felt him wake, Danian
| felt the fierceness of his joy, his triunph." | tried to cross ny arns over
nmy chest, and the right one wouldn't cooperate. "Damm it to hell."

"I was the servant of my original mstress for a very long tine, Anita. The
t hought of being your servant, anyone's servant, terrifies ne." He touched the
bandages on nmy right arm "But | see themusing you, Anita. | see them
wi t hhol ding i nformation fromyou." He cradl ed ny bandaged hand in both of his.
"I swore oaths to Jean-Cl aude, but it's your power that makes ny heart beat,
your pulse | can taste like cherries on ny tongue."

| drew ny hand out of his. "Wat are you sayi ng, Dam an?"

"I'"'msaying that you shouldn't be the only one of the three that doesn't
know what's going on."

"And you can tell ne," | said.

He nodded. "I can answer your questions. In fact, if you make them orders,
| can't refuse to answer them"

"You're handing nme the keys to your soul, Dam an. Why?"

He smiled, teeth a dimwhiteness in his face. "Because | serve you before

serve anyone else. | tried fighting it, but | can't. So I'mthrough fighting.
| give nyself to you willingly, even eagerly."

"I'f you mean what | think you nmean, didn't Asher say sonething |ast night
about if | had sex with you, Jean-C aude would kill you?"

"Yes," he said.

| looked at him "I may be good, Dam an, but no one's worth dying for."

"I don't think he'd kill me. Jean-C aude has questioned nme about the bond

feel with you."

"He has, has he?"

"Yes, and he's pleased. He thinks it's another sign of your increasing
powers as a necromancer. He's right."

"Jean- C aude knew you were obeying me w thout wanting to, and he didn't
tell nme?" | said.

"He thought it would upset you."

"When was he going to nmention this little fact to ne?"

"He's the Master of the City. He doesn't answer to me. | don't know what he
plans to tell you or when."



"Ckay, what other powers can | expect to gain through the nmarks?"

He | ay down on the other side of the pillow he'd gotten for my injured arm
He propped hinself up on one elbow, |ong legs stretched out the length of the
bed. "Their physical strength, their sight, hearing. You could gain al nost
every power they have without giving up your humanity. Though you'd probably
have to take the fourth nmark to gain the full powers."

"No, thanks," | said.

"Eternal life without having to die for it, Anita. It's tenpted many over
the centuries.”

"I"ve had too many surprises in the last tw days, Damian. |'mnot tying

nysel f any cl oser to Jean-d aude.”

"You say that now, but let a few nore years pass, and you nmay change your
m nd. Eternal youth, Anita. It's not a small offering."

| shook ny head. "What el se can | expect fromthe marks?"

"Theoretically, any power they possess."

"That's not typical for a human servant, is it?"

"They all gain sone strength, stam na, healing, resistance to injury,
imunity to disease and poi son. Though again, wthout the fourth mark, |'m not
sure how nuch of that you've gained. |I'mnot sure Jean-C aude or Richard know,
either, until you pull another rabbit out of your hat."

"WAs the munin a surprise to thenP"

"Ch, yes," Damian said. He lay his head on the edge of the pillow | wasn't
using. He rolled onto his back so he was | ooking up at nme. "Jean-C aude knew
of the nmunin, but hadn't really thought that they were the spirits of the dead
and what that would nean for you. Even necromancers of |egend don't contro
the munin."

"The necromancers of |egend don't have a bond with an al pha werewol f," |
sai d.

"That's what Jean-C aude thinks, too."

| settled lower in the nest of pillows. "It's so great that he's tal king
about me to everyone but ne."
Dam an rolled so that he was staring up at ne. "I know how nuch you val ue

honesty, and in all honesty, Jean-C aude could not have known that you woul d
gai n these powers. A hunman servant is a tool to be used, so it is good if it
is a powerful tool, but you seemto be gaining such power that it may, at sone
poi nt, be questionable who is master and who is servant. Perhaps it is the
fact that you are a necromancer."

"Jean-Cl aude told nme before | took the marks that he wasn't sure who woul d
be master and who woul d be servant because of my necromancy. But he didn't
really explain it. | guess | should have asked."

"If he'd told you all this before the marks were offered, would you have
t aken t hem upon yoursel f?"

"I took the marks to save both their lives, not to mention my own."

"But if you'd known, would you have done it?" He rolled onto his side, face
so close to ny arm | could feel his breath against ny skin.

"I think so. | couldn't let themboth die. One, maybe, | could have | ost
one of them but not both. Not both, if I could have saved them"

"Then Jean-C aude has kept all this fromyou for nothing. He's angered you
for nothing."

"Yeah, |'m pissed.”

"I't makes you not trust him" Dam an noved that one inch closer until his
cheek rested agai nst ny upper arm

"Yeah, it nmakes me not trust him Wrse yet, it nmakes me not trust
Richard." | shook ny head. "I never thought he'd keep anything fromne, |et
al one things this inportant.”

"I't makes you doubt them" Dam an said.

| stared down at the vanpire. Just his cheek rested against ny arm The
rest of his body stretched down the length of the bed but didn't touch ne.
"This doesn't seem|like you, Dam an."

"What doesn't seemlike ne?" he asked. His hand slid fromwhere it rested



on his side to the sheets. That one pale hand | ay between our bodies, not
touching, just ... waiting.

"This, all this, it's not you."

"You don't know anythi ng about ne, Anita. You don't know what |'mlike, not
really."”

"What do you want from me, Dam an?"

"Right now, to put this hand around your waist."

"And if | said yes?"

"I's that a yes?" he asked.

VWhat woul d Richard say? What woul d Jean- O aude say? Fuck them "Yes," |
sai d.

He slid his hand over my waist until his armrested across ny stomach. It
woul d have been natural to cuddle the body after the arm but he didn't. He
kept that artificial distance between us.

| ran ny left hand up and down that pale arm playing over the small hairs
on his arm It felt terribly right to touch him as if I'd been wanting to do
it for a very long tine. | didn't want himto hold me. | wanted to hold him
It was a very different feeling than what | felt for Richard or Jean-d aude.
Dam an was right; it was the necromancy. It wanted to touch him explore the
edges of the power that bound us, the power that animated him

My own personal power is closer kin to Jean-Claude's than to Richard's. It
is a cool power, like an unfelt wind that plays over the mnd and body. | let
that cool thread spill out through nmy hand, down Damian's arm | thrust it
into himlike an invisible hand, shoved it into that pale body and felt an
answering spark deep inside him | felt my power flare and recogni ze a piece
of itself. Whatever had ani mated Dami an before was gone. | ani mated Dani an
now. He was truly mne, which, of course, was not possible.

He slid his body that |ast inch so that the length of himlay against ne
fromny waist to ny feet. He slid one |l eg over ny |egs, pressing hinself
agai nst ne.

"You're trying to seduce me," | said. But ny voice was too soft, too
private.

He laid a soft kiss on my arm "Am | seduci ng you, or have you al ready
seduced ne?"

| shook ny head. "Get up and get out, Danian."

"You want nme. | can feel it."

"The power wants you, not ne. | don't want you the way | want Richard or
Jean- d aude. "

"I"'mnot asking for love, Anita, just to be with you."

| wanted to run ny hands down his body. |I knew that | could explore that
body, touch every inch of it, and he wouldn't stop nme. It was both inviting
and frightening.

| slid off the bed, letting Danmi an have the whole thing to himself. | could
stand, no dizziness; great. "W are not doing this Danmian. W are so not doing
this."

Dam an propped hinself up on his el bows, watching ne. "If you give ne a
direct order, | must obey you, Anita. Even if that order contradicts one that
Jean- d aude has given ne."

| frowned at him "What are you sayi ng?"

"Don't you wonder what else he's forbidden me to tell you?" Dami an asked.

"You little bastard."

He sat up, swinging his long |l egs off the side of the bed. "Don't you want
to know?"

| stared down at himfor a heartbeat. "Yes, damm you, yes, | want to know. "
"You have to order me to tell you. | can't do it otherw se.™
| almost didn't do it. | was afraid of what he would say. Afraid of what

el se Jean-Cl aude had been hiding fromnme. "I order you, Danmian, to tell nme al

the secrets that Jean-C aude has forbidden you to tell ne.
His breath cane out in a long sigh. "Free at |ast. Jean-Cd aude, Asher, and
even nmy master are all descended fromthe line of Belle Mrte, Beautiful



Deat h. She is our council master. Have you ever wondered why hundreds of years
ago, mnost personal accounts of vanpires said they were hi deous nonsters,
wal ki ng cor pses?"

"No, and what does that have to do w th anything?"

"I"'ve waited a long time to tell you this, Anita. Let nme tell it.

| sighed. "Fine, tell ne."

"No one thought of a vanpire as a sexual object in the seventeen hundreds.
There were a few tales of beautiful vanpires, but they were all tricks, not
real. But then things changed. Mst personal accounts speak of beauty and

great sexual allure.” He slid off the bed, and | backed up. | didn't want him
too close. | wasn't sure who | trusted less: himor ne.

VWhen | backed up, he stopped noving and just stood there, |ooking at ne.
"The Council decides which of themw Il send their vanmpires out to nake nore.

For thousands of years, it was the Queen of N ghtmares, our |eader; or Mrte
d' Amour, the | over of death, and the Dragon; but they grew tired of the ganes
and retreated inside the council chambers. You rarely see them

She- Who- Made- Me took nme to court with her nore than once. It's where | net
Jean-C aude. Belle Mrte, Beautiful Death, sent forth her people to popul ate
the world with vanpires. Jean-C aude, Asher, and | descend fromher line. Even
her bl ood cannot make the ugly beautiful, though all is inmproved by her touch
but it is nore than that. Some in her |ine have the power of sex. They live on
it, breathe on it. They feed on it like Colin and ny old master fed on fear
They can gain power through sex and use it as a second lure for nortals." He
st opped and | ooked at ne.

"Finish it, Damian," | said.

"Jean-Cl aude is one of these. In another tinme, he would be considered an
i ncubus. Asher and | are not like him It is a rare power, even anong those
who descend nore directly fromBelle Mrte."

"So Jean-C aude can feed off of sex like Colin can feed off fear. So what?"

Dam an noved towards ne, and | let himtouch ny shoulder. "Don't you
under st and? Jean- C aude gai ns power through sex, not just intercourse, but
sexual energy, lust. It means that every tinme you have sex, it is power. That
every intimte act between the three of you binds the marks tighter and
i ncreases your power."

| felt alnmost faint. "When was he going to tell nme?"

"I'n Jean-d aude' s defense, he says it didn't work this way the first tine
he marked you. The sex wasn't such a strong power focus. You were three nmarks
deep before you broke away, and it didn't work like this between you. He
thinks it's the addition of Richard that's pushed it over the edge."

"What do you get out of this, Dam an? What do you get out of telling nme al
this?" | stared up at himin the dark

"My mstress controlled me for centuries with her fear and her sex. You
deserve the truth, all of it."

| pulled away fromhim turned my back on him It made perfect sense.
Jean- C aude gave off sex |ike other people wore cologne. It explained why his
first business was a stripper club -— lots of sexual energy to feed off. Did
it change anything? | wasn't sure. | just wasn't sure.

| stared out the wi ndow, forehead pressed to the cool glass. The curtains
blew gently in the night breeze. "Does Richard know that Jean-C aude is sone
ki nd of incubus?"

"l don't think so," Dam an said.

Power breathed on the wind. | could alnost snell it |like ozone in the air.
It raised the hair at the back of my neck. It wasn't vanpire or shapeshifter
| recognized it for what it was: necronancy. Somewhere cl ose by, sonmeone was
using a power very simlar to mne

| turned to Damian. "Colin's human servant, is she a necronmancer?"

He shrugged. "I don't know "
"Shit." | cast outward, searching for Asher. My power touched hi mand was
t hrown backwards, out, away. | ran for the door

Dam an foll owed ne, asking, "What is it? Wiat's w ong?"



| had the Browning naked in my hand when | hit the yard. Dam an saw t hem
before |I did, and he pointed at them Colin's human servant stood at the edge
of the trees, alnost |ost in shadows and darkness. Asher stood a few yards in
front of her. He was on his knees.

| fired at her as | ran. The shots went wild, but it broke some of her
concentration and | could feel Asher again. His |life was being pulled out of
himlike a fish on a string. | could feel his blood thundering agai nst his
skin. H's heart leaped in his chest |ike a caged thing struggling to get out,
and it was her his heart was trying to get to, as if she could pull his heart
fromhis chest froma distance.

| forced myself to stop running. | stood there and sighted down ny arm |
felt nmovenent from above. | looked up in time to see Barnaby's pale face
coming at nme like sone giant bird of prey, then Danmian was off the ground and
the two vanmpires rolled into the sky, struggling.

| was cl ose enough to see Asher's face now. He was bl eeding fromevery
openi ng; eyes, nouth, nose. He was a mask of blood; his clothes were soaked in
it. He fell forward onto all fours.

| shot the woman. | shot her in the chest twice. She fell slowy to her
knees, |ooking at ne. She | ooked surprised. | heard her say, "W're not
allowed to kill each other's human servants."

"I'f Colin hadn't known I'd kill you, he'd have cone hinsel f."

That made her smle for some reason. She said, "I hope he dies with ne."

Then she col | apsed facedown on the ground. Even by moonlight | could see the
exit holes in her back |ike great gaping nouths.

Asher stayed on all fours, blood dripping fromhis nouth. | knelt by him
touched his shoul der, and the shirt was bl ood-soaked. "Asher, Asher, can you
hear ne?"

"I thought it was you," he said, in a voice thick with things that should
never be in a living throat. "I thought it was you calling ne." He coughed
bl ood onto the ground.

| looked up into the sky, and there was no sight of Danmian and Barnaby. |
screamed for help, and no one answered.

| put ny arns around Asher, and he collapsed into nmy lap. | cradled as much
of himinto ny lap as | could get. | had to | ean over himto hear his voice.

"I thought you had called ne out into the night for a rendezvous. Isn't
that ironic?" He coughed so hard that it was hard to hold him Thicker things

than bl ood spilled fromhis nouth. | held himwhile he bled his |life away on
t he ground and screaned, "Dam an!"

| heard a distant scream but that was all. "Don't die, Asher, please,
don't die."”

He coughed until sonething dark and bl ack came out his nmouth. Bl ood poured
out of his nmouth in a near steady stream | touched his skin, and it was coo

to the touch.

"I'f you fed off of one of the |ycanthropes, would it be enough to save
you?"

"If it's soon, perhaps." Hi s voice was soft and thick

| touched his forehead and came away with chill sweat. "How badly are you
hurt ?"

He ignored me, speaking very softly, "Know this, Anita, that seeing nyself
t hrough your eyes has heal ed nmy heart."

My throat was tight with tears. "Please, Asher, don't."

A drop of pure blood slid out of his eye. "Be happy with your two beaus.
Don't make the same mistakes that Jean-C aude and | made all those |ong years
ago." He touched ny face with a hand that was slick with blood. "Be happy in
their arms, ma cherie.”

Hi s eyes fluttered. If he passed out, we might lose him There was nothing
in the night but the sounds of cicada and the wind. Were the hell was
everyone?

"Asher, don't pass out."

Hi s eyes fluttered open, but he was having trouble focusing. |I felt his



heart hesitate, skip a beat. He could live without his heart beating, but I
knew that this time, when the heart went, it was over. He was dying. N kki had
broken himinside too badly for healing.

| put ny right wist, encased in white bandages, in front of his nouth.
"Take my bl ood. "

"To drink fromyou is to give you power over any of us. | do not want to be
your slave any nmore than | already am"

| was crying, tears so hot they burned. "Don't let Colin kill you. Please,
pl ease!” | held himagai nst me and whi spered, "Don't |eave us, Asher." | felt
Jean-C aude all those mles away. | felt his panic at the thought of |osing

Asher. "Don't |eave us, not now, not now that we've found you again. Tu es
beau, mon anour. Tu nme fais craquer.”

He actually smled. "I shatter your heart, eh?"
| kissed his cheek, kissed his face, and cried, hot tears against the harsh
scars of his face. "Je t'enbrasse partout. Je t'enbrasse partout. | kiss you

all over, non anour."

He stared up at ne. "Je te bois des yeux.

"Don't drink me with your eyes, damm it, drink ne with your mouth." | tore
t he bandages away frommy right wist with nmy teeth and put ny bare, warm
fl esh against his cold lips.

He whi spered, "Je t'adore." Fangs sank into nmy wist. It was sharp and
deep. His nmouth | ocked against ny skin. H's throat convul sed, swall ow ng.
stared into his pale eyes and felt something in nmy head part |like a curtain,
sone shield shattered. One nonent it was one continuous ache al nost
nauseating, then there was nothing but the spreading warnth. | didn't even
have tinme to panic. Asher rolled over my mind like a warmlip of ocean
pl easurabl e, caressing. It burst over me in a skin-tingling, breath-stealing
rush that left nme gasping and wet. Then Asher was kneeling above me, |aying ne
gently on the ground.

| lay, staring at nothing, riding the sensations up and down ny body. 1'd
never let any vanpire do ne like this, never let themsteal ny mnd while they
stole ny blood. | hadn't even known he could do it. Not to ne.

He kissed ne on the forehead. "Forgive me, Anita. | did not know that
could enbrace your mnd. | did not know that any vampire could.” He stared
down at my face, searching for sone reaction. | couldn't give himone yet. He
drew back enough to see nmy face clearly. "I feared you woul d possess ne as you
possess Damian if | fed fromyour blood w thout using any of ny powers. | did
try to scale your shield, break your barriers, but I did it to protect mnyself
fromyour power. |I did not dreamthat | could breach such inpenetrable walls."

He started to touch nmy face, then stopped, his hand falling to his lap. "The
mar ks that bind you to Jean-Cl aude protect you from hi menbraci ng your m nd

But he was never as good at this as | was. | should have thought of that
before. "

| just lay there, half-floating. Nothing was real yet. | couldn't think
coul dn't speak

He raised ny hand and pressed it against his scarred cheek. "I drew back as

soon as | realized what | had done. It was just, how do you say, a quickie. It
was only a small taste of what it could have been, Anita. Please, believe ne."

He stood, and | couldn't follow the nmovenent. | lay on the ground and tried to
t hi nk.
Jason knelt beside ne. | was aware enough to wonder where the hell he'd

cone from He wasn't staying at Marianne's. O was he? "It's your first tine?"
he asked.

| tried to nod but couldn't.

"Now you know why | stay with them" he said.

"No," | said, but ny voice was distant as if it wasn't ny voice at all
"No, | don't."

"You felt it. You rode him How can you not |love it?"

| couldn't explainit. It had felt wondrous, but as the gl ow began to fade,
the fear welled up big and bl ack enough to swallow the world. It felt amazing,



and that had been a "quickie," as he put it. | never wanted anything nore from
Asher. Because if it was much better than this, | might chase the rest of ny
days for another taste. And Jean-C aude could not give it to me. The marks
prevented himfromrolling ny mnd. It was one of the things that nmade the

di fference between servant and slave. | would never get this with Jean-d aude,
never. And | wanted it. | hadn't wanted Asher to die. Now | wasn't so sure.

Asher canme back to stand over ne. W stared at each other. There were
people in the dark now Soneone had a flashlight. They flared it over me. |
was left staring in the brightness, nearly blind. The Iight stood harsh on
Asher's face, highlighting the reddish tracks of tears. "Don't hate nme, Anita.
| could not bear it if you hated ne."

"I don't hate you, Asher." My voice still sounded thick and heavy w th that
gol den edge of pleasure. "I fear you."

He just stood there, tears sliding down his face. The tears slid in reddish
[ines down the snooth skin of his left side. The tears got lost in the scars
on the other side, and were beginning to collect in a reddish stain on the
stiff skin. "Wrse," he whispered, "worse, | think."

42

| kicked everyone out except Jason. He got to stay because they started
arguing that | couldn't be left conpletely alone. Had | forgotten that people
were trying to kill me? Had | forgotten that Jean-C aude had said he'd kil
themall if | died? That last did not win friends and influence people with
me. My comment had been, "If we all died, | guess that'd solve everything."
Whi ch sort of put an end to the argunents.

Jason lay on the bed propped in the nest of pillows. He tried to roll onto
his side, then stopped in mdnotion with a small sound of pain. He noved
stiffly, like things hurt, which was what had gotten hima place on the bed
i nstead of the chair.

| was pacing the room | had a little circuit nmapped out. Foot of the bed,
wi ndows, far wall, near wall wth the door.

"You know t hat you've wal ked past the foot of the bed twenty tines, and
that's just since | started counting," Jason said.

"Shut up,"” | said. 1'd put all ny guns back on, not because | thought I
needed them but because they were fam liar. The tightness of the shoul der
hol ster, the digging of the Firestar in its inner-pants hol ster nade ne fee

nore |ike nyself. | was the only one of the three of us who carried guns. It
was one thing | knew that | hadn't gotten fromeither of them It was nine
@uns, this particular brand of violence, was all mine. | needed sonething that

was all mne right now

Jason noved over on his side, slowy, an inch at a time. It took himunti
I'"d made the circuit and was back at the foot of the bed before he nade it to
his side with a ook of relief. He and Jam | had been noved to this house so
that all the injured could be in one place. Roxanne was just down the hal
with Ben sitting guard. Apparently, 1'd been channeling enough of Richard's
power that they thought she mi ght have a concussion. | wasn't sure if Ben was
supposed to be guarding her fromne or the other way around. Dr. Patrick was
down in the kitchen stirring the stew that Marianne had | eft us. Zane and
Cherry were here, but all the other shifters had gone to the | upanar. They
were going to finish the ceremony that had been interrupted | ast night. Bully
for them

Asher was somewhere in the house. | didn't know where and didn't want to
know. Too nuch was happening too dammed fast. | needed some tinme to regroup
And | wasn't going to get it.

There was a knock on the door

"Who is it?" | asked.

"I't's Dam an."

"Go away."

"There's a vanpire down here with one of Sheriff WIkes's deputies. They



say they have to talk to you or Richard. They aren't treating this like police
busi ness. "

That got ny attention. | stopped pacing and went to the door. Dami an stood
there, still wearing the vest that Barnaby had ripped all the buttons off of.
When Colin's human servant died, Barnaby had given up the fight and fl own
away. Damian's suit was black in bright Iight and nade his skin | ook
unbel i evably white.

"What did they say exactly?" | asked.

"Just that they had a nmessage for the two of you from Frank Niley."

"Fuck," | said, softly.

"They're sitting in the kitchen with Dr. Patrick and Asher."

"Tell Roxanne and Jami| that the bad guys are here. I'lIl go down and talk
to them"

"The man has a gun," Dam an said.

"So do I," | said. | walked down the hall, and Damian fell in step behind
ne.

Jason called fromthe door. "Wait for ne."

"Foll ow at your own pace, Jason. |'mnot waiting for you to trip down the
stairs.”

"Don't let her get killed, Dam an," he said.

| called back over ny shoulder, "He'll do what | tell himto do." An hour
or so of thinking about everything | had | earned had not inproved ny nood.

| clattered down the stairs. Damian followed |ike a soundl ess shadow at ny
back. Wiy hadn't WI kes and his nen storned the place? |1'd really expected
themto just start shooting if they found out we hadn't left town. What
message coul d they have from N | ey? And where did the vanpire cone in? Dol ph
hadn't nentioned anything about Niley traveling with a vanp. Dol ph hated vanps
enough that he would have nentioned it. So many questions, and for once, | was
going to get them answered al nost as soon as | thought of them How
refreshing

The kitchen | ooked normal. They'd scrubbed the blood off the Iinol eum and
pl aced a fresh lace tablecloth on the table. Deputy Thonmpson sat in one of the
kitchen chairs. He was in civvie clothes, no uniform A tall, thin vanmpire
that |'d never seen before sat in the chair beside him Dr. Patrick sat in the
chair facing themw th his back to the hallway, to us. Nathaniel took up the
| ast chair. He was staring at the vampire.

Zane stood with his back against the sink. Asher |eaned agai nst the china
cabi net cl ose enough to Thonpson that he could have touched him and certainly
could prevent himfrompulling the gun. The gun in question was a Berretta 10

ml in a shoulder holster. Sane gun as on duty, just in a different holster
Letti ng Asher that close was carel ess, but Thonpson didn't seemto think that.
He smiled at ne, and the smle was confident, arrogant, |ike he had ne

where he wanted ne, and | couldn't do anything about it. Wat was goi ng on?

"How d you find nme?" | asked.

He stuck a thunmb in the vanpire's direction. "The local Mster of the City
told us he could still feel you in town. They hel ped us hunt you down.
Evidently, you're easier to find than your boyfriend. Sonething about your
power attracts them"

| stared at the vanpire. Hi s face was unreadable, pale and enpty. Hi s eyes
were dark grey, his hair straight and black. It was cut short and snoot hed
back over his forehead in a ponmpadour. That was what they'd called it in the
fifties. The hairdo matched the feel of himin nmy head. He wasn't fifty years
dead yet.

"What's your nane?"

"Donal d. "

"Hi, Donald, nissed you at the wienie roast."

Anger flared across the vanmpire's face. He wasn't old enough to hide it.
"You told ny master that you were here just to get your third out of jail.
Once you had acconplished that, you should have gone hone. You pretended to
| eave town but did not. If you had sinply left, we would have accepted the



mur der of our people. By staying, you show that you intend to possess our
| ands and ny nmaster's power."

"Have you tal ked to your master lately?" | asked. "O nore inportantly, has
he talked to his human servant |ately?"

The vanpire glared at ne, but there was no power to it. "Colin is injured
but not yet dead. But the Council will slay you for ... killing his servant."
Asher said, "A human servant gives up their safe conduct if they attack

anot her vanpire directly. That is Council law. Anita did nothing that the

Council will hunt her for. If Colin persists intrying to harmus, it is he
the Council will hunt down and destroy."

"Enough of the vanpire crap," | said. | turned back to Thonpson. "So,
what's the nessage? | thought if we were still here after dark, Frank was

going to do us all personally."

"d' Frank seenms scared shitless of you. Howard keeps mumbling that the
signs are real bad, that they need to | eave town now. That if they stay,
you'll kill themall."

| raised an eyebrow. "Having met Niley and his crew, |'mflattered at being
t heir bogeyman. Now, what the fuck is the nessage?"

Thonpson brought a small white box out of his pocket. It was |ike sonething
you' d buy an inexpensive necklace in. He held it out to me with a smle that
was so unpleasant, it nade ne afraid to take the box.

"It won't bite," he said.

| glanced at Asher. He shrugged.

| took the box. It was tacky on the bottom | raised it to see a brownish
stain on the white cardboard. The box was |ight but not enpty. "Wat's in
her e?"

"Don't want to spoil the surprise,” Thonpson said.

| took a deep breath and lifted the Iid off. There was a | ock of hair,
curled over some cotton. The hair was long and thick and chestnut brown, tied
with a bit of red ribbon Iike you'd use on a present. | lifted the | ock of
hair and it fell across ny palm The cotton it had been resting on was stained
at one corner. Stained reddi sh brown.

| fought to keep ny face blank. "So?" | said.

"Don't you recognize it? Zeeman's baby brother donated that."

"You didn't get blood cutting Daniel's hair," | said.

"No," he sniled, |laughed, squirmng in his chair like a kid who coul dn't
wait for the rest of the joke, "There's another little present in the box.
Lift up the cotton."

| laid the hair on the table. It lay there curled and gleanming. | didn't
want to lift the cotton. | didn't want to see what else they'd cut off of
Dani el . The one consolation | had was that of the many awful possibilities
that flashed through nmy mind, nost of themwere too big to fit into the box.

| lifted the cotton and fell to ny knees |ike someone had struck ne. |
knelt there, staring down at the tip of a little finger that was far too
delicate to be Daniel's. The nail polish on the finger was still perfect,
snoot h, pal e. Nothing decl asse about Richard's nother

Dr. Patrick had to |l eave the table and throw up in the sink. Soft touch for
a doctor and a werewol f.

"What is it?" Cherry asked.

I couldn't speak.

Asher answered because he could see over ny shoulder into the box. "It's a
worman' s finger."

Jason had just entered the room "Wat did you just say?"

The vanpire, Donald, said, "Wat have you done, hunman?"

"W have Richard's brother and his nother," Thonpson said. "I thought we'd
just kill you, but Niley's paying the nmoney. He wants to give you a way out
besides killing. He seenms to think if he doesn't try to kill you, you won't

try and kill him Funny, ain't it?"
| finally | ooked up, away from Charlotte Zeeman's finger. "What do you
want ?"



"You | eave town tonight. W release Richard s nother and brother tonorrow
nor ni ng, when we're sure you really are gone. If you don't leave this tine,

Niley will keep trinmng pieces off of Zeeman's family. Maybe an ear next
ti me, maybe sonething bigger." He was grinning as he said it. Thonpson was a
sadi stic brute, but he didn't understand nme at all, or he wouldn't have been

sm ling.
There was a | ook on Donald the vanpire's face that said he did understand
ne.

| stood up very slowly. | laid the box on the table beside the | ock of
hair. My voice was amazingly calm alnost enpty of inflection. "Were are
t hey?"
"W | eft them safe and sound,"” Thonpson sai d.
"I did not know what they had done," the vanmpire said. "I did not know they

had mutilated your third s famly."

| shook ny head. "You see, that's the problem Donald. Wen you play with
bad guys, you can't control how bad they are. You both just |left Daniel and
Charlotte, just left themthere."

"Yeah," Thonpson said. "A' Don here picked me up in his car."

| was staring at the finger. | couldn't seemto not look at it. | raised ny
eyes to Donald the vanmpire. "So, you both know where they are,"” | said.

Donal d's eyes went w de. He whispered, "I didn't know. "

Asher noved forward and | aid hands on Thonpson's shoul ders.

Thonpson wasn't worried. "If anything happens to us, they'll do worse to

both of them Richard's nomis a real attractive woman. Be a shane to change
that."

Donal d said, "I am sorry about what they did, but nmy orders are the sane.
You nust | eave our territory tonight."

"Use the kitchen phone. Tell themwe give. Tell themdon't hurt them and
we're out of here.”

Thonpson smirked. "No, no phone calls. They're giving us two hours. Then

if we're not back, they' Il start cutting things off that will affect a | ot
nore than her typing."
| nodded and pulled the Browning. | pointed it and shot it in one notion.

didn't even renmenber aining. The vanpire's head exploded in a cloud of bl ood
and brains. The body rocked back and fell, taking the chair with it.

Asher held Thonpson in his seat. Sone of the blood had splattered
Thonpson's face. A glob of something thicker than blood was trailing down his
forehead. He was trying to bat at the piece of flesh, but Asher held him

| took the gun out fromunder his armand pointed the Browning at his
f or ehead.

Thonpson stopped fighting and glared up at me. | had to give himcredit.
Covered in blood and brains, held down by a vanpire, staring at the barrel of

a gun, and he was putting on a brave show. "Kill me, it won't get you anything
but themcut to pieces."

"Tell me where they are, Thonpson, and I'lIl go get them"™

"Fuck you! You're going to kill ne, anyway."

"I give you ny word that if you tell us where they are, and we get them out
alive, you get to live."

"I don't believe you, bitch."

"Problemwi th being a traitorous, untrustworthy, wetch, Thonpson, is you

begin to believe everyone else is the sane way." | put the safety on the
Browni ng and rehol stered it. He watched ne do it, puzzled. "I keep ny word,
Thonpson. Do you want to live or not?"

"Niley and Linus Beck are a hell of a lot scarier than you will ever be,
chickie."

He'd called nme bitch and chickie. He was either stupid, or ... "You're

trying to get me to kill you."

"If I talk, ny life is over. And Niley won't just shoot me." Thonpson
stared up at nme, and there was a knowl edge in his eyes that he was al ready
dead. It was only a matter of how and who. And he preferred ne, now, to N ley,



| ater.
"He doesn't fear death,"” Asher said softly.
| shook ny head. "No, he doesn't."
"We could call the cops," Jason offered.
"I'f he's not scared of you guys, he won't be scared of the state cops." |

stood staring down at Thonpson. "I don't know what |'mgoing to do with you,
Thonpson, but I'Il tell you what | won't do. | won't sit here for two hours
and watch the time tick away. | won't let Daniel and Charlotte die."

"Then | eave town," Thonpson sai d.
"I"ve met Niley, Thonpson. Do you really expect nme to believe that he's
ng to let them go?"
"He said he would."
"You believe hinP" | asked.
Thonpson just | ooked at ne.
"I didn't think so."
Asher's fingers kneaded the man's shoul ders al nost |ike he was massagi ng
them "There are other things to fear besides death, Anita. If you have the
stomach for it."

| looked into that beautiful, tragic face and couldn't read it. "Wat do
you have in m nd?"

"An eye for an eye, | think," the vanpire said.

| stared into crystalline blue eyes and let the idea growin ny head like a
horrible flower. A lot of people who could face being shot, quick death,

go

bl anched at torture. | was one of them And that's what we were tal king about.
"I believe the deputy will tell us where they are within the next half
hour, if we are ruthless,” Asher said. "I will do the dirty work, as it were.

You need only permt it."

Thonpson | ooked worried. "Wat the fuck are you tal king about?"

"Jason," | said.

He cane to stand beside ne. He stared down at what lay on the table. He
didn't say anything, but tears slid silently down his face. He'd been over at
t he Zeeman house for a lot of Sunday dinners.

"Hel p hol d Thonpson," | said.
Jason went to stand on the other side, pinning one armto the top of the
tabl e. Asher still held his shoul ders.

| | ooked at Asher and nodded. "Do it."

"Damian, if you would be so kind as to fetch ne a knife. One with a
serrated edge would be best. It will go through bone better."

Dam an just turned and wal ked across the kitchen. Zane and he started
openi ng drawers.

"What are you going to do?" Thonpson said.

"Cuess," | said.

"I didn't cut anything off of that bitch. | didn't touch them It was that
strange goon that N ley has. Linus Beck. He cut the finger off. He did it. |
didn't do anything."

"Don't worry, Thonmpson. We'll get to Linus. But right now, you're all we've
got."

Dam an had a big serrated butcher knife. He stal ked towards the table with
it.

Thonpson was struggling now. It was hard to hold himsitting. "Better take
himto the floor," | said

Nat hani el hel ped. They hel d himfacedown, one on each arm Nat hani el
pinning his |l egs. Thonpson was a big, strong nman, but he couldn't fight them
They were too strong. Far too strong.

Thonpson was screani ng. "Fuck you!"

Dani an held the knife out to Asher. "I'Il hold him"

| touched Dami an's arm and shook ny head. "No, I'll do it."

Dani an | ooked at ne.

"The rule is never ask anyone to do sonething you won't do yourself. If |
can't do this, then we won't do it at all. W'Ill find another way."



Jason | ooked up from hol ding the struggling man. "There is no other way."
I'd never seen such rage in his eyes.

"Could you do it?" | asked. "Could you chop himup?"

Jason gave a slow nod. "I could bite his fucking fingers off one by one for
what's in that box." He seenmed to nean it, and it nade ne think | didn't know
Jason at all.

"W can do this, Anita," Asher said, "and it will cost us nothing."

"I't should cost, Asher. If we're going to do sonething this evil, it should
bot her whoever does it."

"It isn't evil," Asher said. "It is practical. It is even justice."

| held nmy hand out for the knife. "It's evil, and we all knowit. Now, give

me the knife. Either |I can do this, or we do sonething el se.™
Dam an just stood there, holding the knife. "Let me do this for you, Anita,

pl ease. "
"Gve nme the dam knife."
He gave it to me because he couldn't do anything else. | knelt down by

Thonpson. "Where are they, Thompson?" | asked.
"No, no, Niley told ne what they'd do to me if | hel ped you. He's fucking

crazy."
"Wait," Zane said. He had found a small cleaver. "This will work better."
"Thanks." | took it, checked it for balance. | wasn't sure | could do it. |
wasn't even sure | wanted to be able to do it. In fact, | knew that | hoped
couldn't doit. But if we were really going to do this, | had to be the one. |
didit, or we found anot her way. Charlotte Zeeman's finger was lying in a box.
In less than two hours, they'd cut something else off. 1'd killed the vanpire,

splattered Thonpson with bl ood and brains, and he wasn't talking. He was a
mean son of a bitch, but he was tough, too. Charlotte and Daniel didn't have
time for himto be tough. W had to break him and we had to break himfast. |
gave myself all the reasons. They were good reasons, real reasons. And still,
| didn't knowif | could do it.

"We'|| start with a finger, Thonpson. Just like Linus did," | said.

He was screanming, "Don't, please, don't! Oh, God, don't!"

Asher was | eaning alnmost his full weight on the flat of the man's palm
forcing his fingers to spread wide. "Tell me where they are, and it won't
happen, " | said.

"Niley said they'd cut ne open and nmake nme eat ny own intestines. Says he
did it once in Manmi. | believe him"

"I believe him too, Thonmpson. And you don't believe we'll do it, do you?
You don't believe we're as crazy as Niley."

"No one is as crazy as Niley."

| raised the cleaver up. "You're wong." | stayed frozen for one |ong
monent. | couldn't make nyself start the stroke. | couldn't do it. Daniel,
Charlotte.

"Has Niley raped Daniel yet?" | asked it in a voice that was so enpty, it
was like I wasn't there.

Thonpson stopped struggling. He lay very still. He rolled his eyes upward.
"Pl ease don't."

| stared into his eyes when | said the next, "Did you rape Charlotte
Zeeman?" | saw the fear in his eyes. That flash that said he'd done it. It was
enough. | could do it. God forgive nme. | got the little finger and the tip of
t he next one, because he noved. But they got better at hol ding hi mdown, and
got better at cutting. Thonpson told us where they were keeping Dani el and
Charlotte Zeeman. In less than fifteen mnutes he would have told us the
ingredients to the secret sauce or anything el se. He'd have confessed to
killing Hoffa, or dancing with the devil. Anything, anything to make it stop

| threw up in the corner until there was nothing but bile, and my head felt
like it was going to explode. And | knew that 1'd finally done something that
| wouldn't recover from Somewhere in the first blow or the second, |'d broken
somet hing i nside nyself that would never heal. And | was content with it. If
we got Daniel and Charlotte back, | was content with it. A hard, cold knot



filled me. It was beyond hate. | would make them pay for what they'd done.
would kill them | would kill themall.

| felt strangely light and enmpty, and | wondered if this was what it was
like to be crazy. It didn't feel too bad. Later, when the shock wore off, I'd
feel worse. Later, I'd wonder if there had been another way to get Thonpson to
tal k. Later, I'd remenber that | wanted to hurt him wanted himto craw and
beg. That | wanted to take all the hurt that had happened to Charlotte and
Dani el and carve it out of his flesh. Now we had to go rescue Daniel and
Charlotte. Oh, one last thing. Thonpson was scream ng, high and piteously,
i ke a wounded rabbit.

I shot himin the head. The screani ng stopped.

43

I was driving the van down narrow gravel roads in the dark. 1'd insisted on
driving because | wanted sonething to do. | didn't want to just sit and stare
out the window. But | was beginning to think I should have | et soneone el se
drive, because | didn't seemto be too real yet. |I felt light and enpty,

shocky, but not guilty. Not yet. Thonpson had earned his death. He'd raped
Richard's nmother. They'd tortured Richard's nother. They'd raped Dani el
They'd tortured Daniel. They all deserved to die.

Jam | and Nathaniel were in the back of the van with Roxanne and Ben. The
| upa would not be left out of the fight, even though she'd had to be carried
out to the van by her bodyguard. | didn't have time to fight with Roxanne, so
she got to cone.

Jason and Dr. Patrick got to ride up front with me. Zane and Cherry had
been sent to the lupanar to get Richard and the rest. But we weren't waiting.
| didn't trust Niley not to get creative. No, | didn't trust Linus and his
mast er. How rmuch control did N ley have over his pet psychopath? They'd
al ready raped them What el se had happened to them by now? Niley had no rules.
| knew that.

| was gripping the steering wheel so hard it hurt. The headlights cut a
gol den tunnel through the blackness. Trees crowded the road so cl ose that they
scraped at the van's roof with thick, clawing fingers. The trees seened to
squeeze down around us like a fist. The headlights gl owed over the dirt road,
but it wasn't enough light. It would never be enough light. There wasn't
enough light in the world to chase away this darkness.

"I can't believe you did that," Patrick said. He was on the far side,
pressed agai nst the passenger-side door as if afraid to get too close to ne.

Jason was in the mddle. "Let it go, Patrick," he said.

"She chopped himup like an animal, then she shot him™

This was the third time he'd said pretty nuch the exact sane thing.

"Shut up," Jason said.

"I will not. It was barbaric."

"I"'mnot having a good night, Patrick. Drop it," | said.
"The fuck you say," he said.

"Thonpson was screaming, in pain," | said.

"And you killed him" Patrick said.

"Soneone had to finish it," | said.

"What the hell are you talking about? Finish it!"™ H's voice was rising, and
| was begi nning to debate how angry Roxanne would be if | shot him After what
I'd already done tonight, it didn't seemlike such a big deal

"How | ong have you been | ukoi ?" Jason asked.

The question gave us a nonent of surprised silence, then, "Two years."

"And what's the rule about hunting?" Jason asked.

"Whi ch one?"

"Don't be coy, Patrick," Jason said. "You know which one."

Patrick was silent |ong enough that the only sounds were the whir of the
engi ne, the wheels on the road. The van rocked softly over the rutted road.
WAs it just ny imagination or was there a sound underneath the engine's roar



a high, keening, screanf? Naw, ny inmagination. My inagination was not going to
be nmy friend for a while.
Patrick finally said, "Never begin a hunt unless you nmean to kill."
"That's the one," Jason said.
"But this wasn't a hunt," Patrick said.
"Yes, it was," Jason said. "W just weren't hunting the deputy.”
"What's that supposed to nmean?" he asked.

| answered, "It neans we're hunting the people in that house."

Patrick turned a pale face to me in the dark. "You can't mean that we are
to kill all of them Only one man cut off her finger. Only one man is guilty."

"They watched. They did nothing to prevent it. It's the sane as doing it in
the eyes of the law, " | said.

"You are not the law, " he said.

"Ch, yes, | am"

"No, you're not. Damm it, no, you are not!"

"Anyone who harns the pack w thout just cause is our eneny," | said.

"Don't quote pack lawto me, human.”

"How do we deal with our enenies?" | asked.

Jason answered, "Death."

"Mbst packs don't hold to the old | aws anynore, and you both knowit,"
Patrick said.

"Look, Patrick, | don't have tine to explain it all, so here's the Reader's
Di gestversion. Niley and crew raped and tortured Richard' s nother and brot her
W are going to kill themfor that. All of them™

"What about Sheriff WIkes and his nmen?"

"I'f Thonpson hel ped rape Richard's nmom then he wasn't the only one. Anyone
who touched either of themis dead. Do you understand that, Patrick? Dead."

"l can't do it," he said.

"Then stay in the car," | said, "but shut the fuck up or I'mgoing to shoot
you. "

"See," he said, "see, your conscience is bothering you."

| glanced at himhuddled in the dark. "No, ny conscience isn't bothering
me. Not yet. Maybe later. Maybe not. But now, tonight, | don't feel bad about
what | did. | wanted Thonpson to hurt. | wanted to punish himfor what he did.
And you know what, Patrick? It wasn't enough. It will never be enough, because
I killed himtoo fucking quick." Tears were threatening at the back of ny
t hroat agai n. Wen the nunbness and anger wore off, | was going to be in
trouble. | had to hold onto the adrenaline, the rage. It would see ne through
the night. Tomorrow, well, we'd see

"There had to be another way," Patrick said.

"I didn't hear you offering any suggestions at the tine."

"What's bot hering the good doctor," Jason said, "is that he didn't say
anything. He didn't do anything to stop us."

| appreciated the "us."

"I didn't hold himdown," Patrick said. "I didn't touch him"

"Al'l you had to do was say, 'Stop, don't,' but you kept quiet. You let us
chop himup. You let us kill himand didn't say a damm word," Jason said.
"Your conscience wasn't working so hard while he was still alive."

Patrick didn't say anything for a long tinme. W bunped over the road,
avoi ding tree branches and dirt-filled holes. There was not hing but the
dar kness, the gol den tunnel of headlights, and the engine-filled silence. |
wasn't sure silence was ny favorite thing right now, but it was better than
listening to Patrick tell ne what a nonster | was. | agreed with him which
made it harder to hear

Then something filled the silence that was even harder to hear. Patrick was
crying. He huddl ed against the far door, as far from both of us as he could

get, and cried softly. Finally, he said, "You're right. | did nothing, and
that will haunt nme for the rest of my days."
"Join the club,” | said.

He peered at ne through the darkness. "Then why did you do it?"



"Sonmeone had to."

"I will never forget the sight of you chopping himup. This little girl
The [ ook on your face when you killed him God, you | ooked blank |ike you
weren't even there. Wiy did you have to be the one to do it?"

"Wuld it have been better if one of the guys had done it?" | asked.

"Yes," he said.

"Please don't tell me this is some macho shit. That you're this upset
because a girl did it?"

Patrick snuffled. "I guess it is. | nmean, | guess it wouldn't seem so
horrible if one of the others had done it. You're this pretty little thing.
You shoul dn't be choppi ng people's fingers off."

"Ch, please," | said.

"I will go to ny grave seeing the | ook on your face at the last."

"Keep it up, and you'll go sooner than later," | runbl ed.

"What did you say?" Patrick asked.

"Not hing," | said

Jason made a snmall sound that m ght have been a laugh. If he only knew how
unfunny the comment had been. | was having enough trouble with what 1'd just

done. | didn't need a sobbing Jimny Cricket to enphasize the fact that 1'd
fallen into the abyss. The nonster wasn't breathing down ny neck; it was

i nside ny head. Inside ny head, fat and well-fed. What nmade me so sure the

nonster was home was the fact that | didn't feel guilty. | felt bad because
was supposed to feel bad and didn't. | had to have some personal |ine that

could not be crossed, and |I'd thought torture was it. And |I'd been w ong.

Tears tightened ny throat, but 1'd be dammed if 1'd cry. It was done. | had
tolet it go -— or at |least push it back | ong enough to get the job done. The
job was to rescue Daniel and Charlotte. If | didn't get themout, then it had
all been for nothing. |I'd added a new nightrmare for nothing. But it was nore
than that. | couldn't face Richard if | let themdie. I'd been angry with him
pi ssed, but now |l wasn't. |I'd have given a great deal for himto hold ne right
now. O course, he'd have probably agreed with Patrick. Richard would be a
very wise man if he didn't attenpt to | ecture ne tonight.

But it wasn't just Richard. 1'd net the entire Zeeman clan. They were so
close to perfect that it made ny teeth ache. The family m ght never recover
froma loss like this. My fanmily hadn't. | was counting on Daniel and
Charlotte to recover fromthe torture. | was counting on them being strong
enough to not let that alone be enough to destroy them | hoped |I was right.
No. | prayed | was right.

Thonpson had told us what roomthey were keeping themin. It was in the
back, near the woods, as far fromthe road as possible. Not a surprise. There
m ght have been information that Thonpson had that coul d have been useful
Maybe | shoul d have used less torture and nore threat. Maybe that woul d have

gotten us nore detailed info faster. Maybe, maybe not. | was new at
interrogation by torture, |acked the proper technique, | suppose. | would have
said |'d get better with practice, except | wasn't doing it again. | m ght
have the scream ng neenies forever fromjust this one incident, but if | did
it again, it was over. They'd have to wap nme up and put nme away. | kept
flashing on the feel of the cleaver biting into the floor. | renmenbered
thinking that | didn't feel it go through the bone. | just felt it bite into
the floor underneath. | saw the fingers go in a wash of blood, but not as much

bl ood as you'd think, for some reason

"Anita, Anita, the turnoff."

I blinked and sl amred on the brakes, throwi ng everyone forward. | was the
only one wearing a seat belt. | usually renenber to have everyone buckle up
Carel ess of ne.

Jason peel ed hinmself off the dashboard, pushed back to the seat, and said,
"Are you okay?"

| backed the van up slowy. "I'mfine."

"Liar," he said.

| eased the van back until | could see the white sign that said, "G eene



Val |l ey House." You didn't expect to find a house with a name at the end of a
dirt road, but there you are. Just because the road isn't paved doesn't mean
t he people don't have style or maybe pretensions. Sonetimes it's awfully hard
to tell the difference

This road was gravel. The gravel pinged agai nst the underside of the van,
even at less than twenty mles an hour. | slowed down further. Roxanne knew
the house. She'd grown up with the Greenes' son. They'd been best friends
until the hornones kicked in and he started trying to play boy to her girl
But she knew t he house. There was a cl earing about hal fway down the road where
we should park the van. The clearing was right on schedule. | pulled the van
into the weeds. They whi sked agai nst the netal, whipping the tires. The bl ack
van was sort of invisible, parked in the trees. It was also sort of wedged. W

woul dn't be moving it quickly. O course, | wasn't planning on us having to
make a run for it. My priority was to get Daniel and Charlotte out as unharned
as possible. | had no other priority. It made things sinple. W secured the

host ages, then we kill ed everybody. Sinple.
Part of nme hoped that Richard got here in tinme for the assault. Part of ne

didn't. One, | wasn't sure how he'd take the news about his famly. Two, |
wasn't sure how he'd take nmy game plan. And | didn't want to argue. 1'd paid
the price to get here. W'd play it the way | wanted it.

Soneone touched my arm and | jumped so badly | couldn't speak for a
second. My heart filled nmy throat until | couldn't breathe. "Anita, it's
Jason. You okay?"

The passenger-si de door was open, and Patrick wasn't in sight. |I heard

nmoverrent coming up on ny side of the van. It was Nathaniel. He tapped softly
on the window | lowered it.

"Everyone's out of the back," he said.

| nodded.

"Gve us a few minutes," Jason said.

Nat hani el went back to the rear of the van w thout another word. He did
foll ow orders well

"Talk to me, Anita."”

"There's nothing to tal k about."

"You keep staring off into space for mnutes at a tine. You' re not even
here. We need you for this to work. Daniel and Ms. Zeeman need you."

My head turned slowy of its own accord, and I glared at him "I have done
my best for themtonight. |I have gone above and beyond ny personal best for
t hem t oni ght . "

"Until they're safe, it's not over."

"I know that. Don't you think | knowthat? If | don't get themout alive,
then what | did was for nothing."

"And what do you think you did?" he asked.

| shook ny head. "You saw. "

"I hel ped hold himdown."

"I'"'msorry about that."

Jason put a hand on each shoul der and shook nme gently. "Damm it, Anita, get
agrip. It isn't like you to wallowin the horror. You re a good soldier. You

kill and keep going like you're supposed to."
| pushed himaway fromnme. "I tortured a man, Jason. | reduced himto
somet hing that withed on the floor, mewling with terror and pain. And
wanted to do it. | wanted himto hurt because of what they'd done to Charlotte
and Daniel. | wanted to do it." | shook my head. "1'll do ny bit tonight, but

forgive me if it's alittle harder to keep going than normal. Forgive nme if
' mnot superwoman, after all."

"Not superwonman?" he excl ai med, putting a hand on his chest in nock
surprise. "You've lied to nme all these years!™

It nade ne snmile, and | didn't want to smle. "Stop it."

"Stop what? Cheering you up? O is life supposed to stop because you did
something horrible? 1'lIl tell you the real horrible truth, Anita. No matter
what you do or how bad you feel about it, life just goes on. Life doesn't give



a fuck that you're sorry or upset or deranged or tornented. Life just goes on
and you gotta go on with it, or sit in the mddle of the road and feel sorry
for yourself. And | don't see you doing that."

"I amnot feeling sorry for myself."

"You aren't all broken up about Thonpson. You're broken up because of what
you did to Thonpson and how it makes you feel. You don't give a rat's ass
about him You're just weeping and gnashi ng your teeth about how rmuch of a
nmonster you are. Well, | get enough of that from R chard. | don't need it from
you. So get your act together. We' ve got people we care about to save."

| stared at him "You know what's really bothering ne?"

"No, what ?"

"I don't feel bad about cutting Thompson up. | think he deserved it."

"He did," Jason said.

"No one deserves to be tortured, Jason. No one deserves what we did -- what
| did -—to him That's what the front of nmy brain keeps telling nme. It keeps
telling me | should feel sorry about it, horrified. This should be sonething
t hat breaks ne. But you know what ?"

"What ?" Jason asked.

"It won't break me, because right now the only thing | regret is that I
didn't have enough nerve to cut off his dick and keep it as a souvenir for
Richard's mom Killing him even torturing him wasn't enough. The Zeenans are
like the fucking Waltons. To think that anyone could come in and take that
away -— spoil it forever -— just makes ne so angry -— so angry that all | can
do is kill them Kill themall. There's no regret in me." | |ooked at himin
the dark. "There should be regret for sonething, Jason. | can kill and not
blink. Now |l can torture and not regret it. |'ve becone one of the nonsters,
and if it will save Richard's famly, | am happy to be one."

"Feel any better?" Jason said.

"Yeah, | do. I'ma nmonster, but it's for a good cause."

"To save Richard's nom 1'd do a hell of a lot worse than cut a few fingers
of f," Jason said.

"Me, too," | said.

"Then let's do it," he said.

We got out of the van and went to do it.
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Everyone had nelted into the woods |ike stones thrown on the surface of
some dark | ake. Even Ben, who was carryi ng Roxanne, had vani shed. | noved
through the trees at a slower, nore human pace. Nathaniel stayed with me |ike
a well-trained dog. |I alnost wished he'd gone off with the others. H s conpany
was not conforting because though he was abl e-bodi ed and a werel eopard, |
wasn't sure | should be taking himinto a fight.

He crouched beside nme, hand on nmy arm pulling me down. | went to ny knees
beside him gun ready. He pointed to our right, and | heard it: someone
crashi ng through the underbrush. It wasn't one of us.
| put ny mouth near his ear. "Get behind whoever it is. Drive themtowards
ne."

He nodded and slipped into the trees. | got behind a |large tree, using it
as a shield. My plan was to shove the Browning into whoever it was and find
out what was happening in the house.

Soneone gasped, and now they were running full-out. | felt the novenment in
the trees without really seeing it. The shape-shifters were driving him
towards me. Nathaniel had found the others and spread the word. If it was sone

i nnocent hiker ... | couldn't think of an apol ogy strong enough. Ch, well.

A figure crashed through the trees and right past me. | had to grab his arm
and spin himaround into the tree to get his attention. | shoved the gun
barrel under his chin and only then realized who | had. It was Howard the
psychi c.

"Don't kill me," he gasped.



"Why not?" | asked.

"l can help you."

"Start talking," | said.

"MIlo and Wl kes's deputies are up there, arguing about who gets to kil
the man."

| pressed the gun barrel into his throat until he had to go on tiptoe. He
was making a wild sound high in his throat. "Did you enjoy Charlotte Zeeman?
Was she a good | ay?"

He tried to talk but couldn't do it around the gun barrel. | thought about
shoving the barrel through his throat until he gagged on his blood and died. |
took a deep breath and eased down enough for himto speak instead. "Dear God,
| didn't touch the woman. | didn't touch either of them |1'ma clairvoyant,
for God's sake. | couldn't bear to touch someone during a rape or torture,”
Howar d sai d.

| believed him And | knewif later | found out he was |lying, the world
wasn't big enough to hide him | knew with a cold certainty that if he were
guilty, he would pay. "You said Daniel's at the house? Were's Charlotte?"

"Ni |l ey and Linus have taken her to use her blood to call up his denon.
They' re going to have the denpn search the land for the lance. Niley plans on
| eaving tonight."

"You can't send a dermon to find a holy relic,” | said.

"Li nus thinks the blaspheny of it will appeal to his naster."
"Why are you runni ng away, Howard?"

"There is no spear. | lied."

| eased up on the gun nore and blinked at him "What are you talking
about ?"

"You know how hard it is to make a living as a clairvoyant. So many
horri bl e menories, and you usually end up working with the police for no
money. |'d been using nmy powers to get nyself in good with wealthy people who
weren't so careful about the law. |'d prom se them sonething, but it wouldn't
be real. Then they'd be too enbarrassed to go to the police about it. O
couldn't conplain that they got cheated out of a stolen object. It worked.
only swi ndled crooks. It worked."

"Until Niley," | said.

"He's crazy. If he ever finds out | tricked him he'll kill ne and have
Li nus feed ny soul to that thing."

"They're going to kill Charlotte to try and find something that isn't even
here, you asshole."

"I know, | know, and I'msorry. | amreally, really sorry. | didn't know
what he was capable of. Ch, CGod, let me go. Let ne run away."

"You're going to get us into that house. You're going to help us rescue
Dani el . "

"There isn't tine to rescue themboth," Howard said. "They're going to kil
the man and sacrifice the woman now. If | get you into the house, the woman

wi Il be dead before you can get to her."
Roxanne appeared on the other side of the tree, just there, l|ike magic.
Howard gasped. "I don't think so," she said. She opened a mouth full of fangs

and snapped them near his face. Howard screaned

She pressed clawed hands into the bark of the tree on either side of him
and clawed long furrows in the bark. Howard fainted.

| left himw th Roxanne and the vanpires and Ben. Wen he cane to, he'd get

theminto the house and they'd rescue Daniel. |I'd take the rest and rescue
Charlotte. There would be no choosing. No either/or. W would save them bot h.
| had to believe it as | threw nmyself into the black woods. | unl eashed that
power inside ne and sent it outward, casting like a net to catch ... a faint,
ruffling scent of evil. They'd know | was coming now, but it couldn't be
helped. | ran like I'd run earlier in the day with Richard. | ran as if the
ground told ne where to go, and the trees opened up |ike wel conm ng hands.

ran in the dark and couldn't see and didn't need to. | felt Ri chard running,

running towards us. | felt the hard edge of his panic and ran faster
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They' d chosen the top of a hill that had once been meadow, but sone tine
today they'd bush-hogged all the grass and nmeadow flowers so that the hill was
bare and broken under the rnoonlight.

In the novies there would be an altar and nmaybe a fire or two, at |least a
torch. But there was nothing but darkness and a silver wash of noonlight. The
pal est thing in the clearing was Charlotte Zeeman's skin. She was tied naked

to stakes driven into the ground. | thought at first she was unconscious, but
her hands fl exed and strai ned against the ropes. | was both happy to see her
still fighting and sorry that she hadn't passed out.

Li nus Beck was wearing the proverbial black hooded robe. | guess if it
saved ne from seeing himnaked, | could live with it.

Ni |l ey stood by Linus. He was dressed in the same suit 1'd seen himin
earlier. They'd drawn a circle on the ground with sonething dark and powdery.
Charlotte was inside the circle. She was food for the denon, bait.

W1 kes stood not eight feet fromne, to ny right. He had a hi gh- powered
rifle and was searching the darkness.

Linus's voice rose in a singsong rhythmthat filled the night with echoes
and nmovement as if the darkness itself shivered at the words.

Nat haniel and | lay on the ground at the line of trees, watching. Jason and
Jam | were supposed to be on the other side of the clearing. A nonent of
concentration told nme where they were. The marks with Ri chard were open and
roaring. |'d never been so aware of the scent and sounds of a summer night. It
was |ike my skin expanded outward, touching every tree and bush. | was liquid
and barely contained within nmy skin.

| felt Richard and the others noving through the trees like a solid w nd.
The | ukoi were coming. But they were miles away, and the spell was al nost

conplete. | could feel it growing, swelling, |ike a dank, unseen fog. The evil
was com ng
There were shots fromthe house, echoing up the hill. WIkes turned towards

themand | went to one knee and sighted down my arnms. The first shot hit him
in the mddle of his back. The second shot took hima little higher up the
back because he was falling to his knees. He stayed notionless on his knees
for one of those seconds that |asted an eternity. | had time to put a third
bullet in his back.

A bullet hit the tree next to ny head, and | rolled back into the
under brush. Three nore shots hit the bushes where I had been. Niley had a gun
a semauto that might hold eighteen bullets if he'd nodified the clip. Not
good. O course, it mght hold only ten. Hard to tell in the dark fromthis
di st ance.

| sidled up to a tree, leaned ny armagainst it, and sighted on his shape
in the bright darkness. | pulled off one careful shot and he went down. |
wasn't sure how badly he was hit, but 1'd hit sonething. He fired back, and
hit the ground.

Nat haniel crawled to ne on his belly. "Wat do we do?"

Ni |l ey yelled, "You cannot cross the circle, Anita. If you kill us, all you
can do is watch Charlotte die."

| risked a peek. Niley had taken cover. | could shoot Linus, but I wasn't a
hundred percent sure what that would do to Charlotte. | didn't know what the
spell entailed. | just didn't know that rmuch about sorcery.

"What do you want, Niley?"

"Throw your gun out."

"You throw yours out, too, or | shoot Linus."

"What happens to Charlotte if Linus dies in mdspell?"

"I"1l take my chances. Throw out the gun."

He stood and tossed the gun off the side of the hill. | couldn't hear it
hit over Linus's chanting, but he'd done it. |I noved out of the trees and
tossed the Browning away. | still had the Firestar



"The ot her gun, too,
t oday. "

| tossed the Firestar away into the broken grass. It was all right. This
wasn't about guns anynore.

| felt the spell close. Linus's last word reverberated on the night like a
great brass bell that had been struck slightly off-key, but it echoed for al
the flatness of the note. It echoed and grew until the skin on ny body tried
to crawl away and hide, creeping as if every insect in the world were under ny
skin. For a second, | couldn't breathe or nove. Then Niley's voice cane, "You
are too late, Anita. Too late."

Charlotte was screamni ng through the gag on her nouth. Scream ng, over and
over again, as fast as she could draw breath.

| stared across the nmeadow and found that there was sonething else in the
circle. | wasn't sure if it was the blackness of it that nade it hard to see,
or if it was |ike snoke, never exactly one shape. It seened to be about nman
hei ght, maybe eight feet, not much nore. It was so thin that it |ooked like it
was made of sticks. Its legs were |longer than they shoul d have been, bent

Ni |l ey said. "Renmenber that Linus searched you earlier

wrong sonehow. | realized that the longer | stared at it, the nore solid it
was grow ng. The neck was a | ong serpentine, bent back on its shoulders like a
heron, and it had a beak for a mouth. If it had eyes, | couldn't see them The

face | ooked blind and only half-fornmed.

"You are too late," Niley said again.

"No. I'mnot." | stood and wal ked out of the trees. Niley seened terribly
confident now that the denon was here.

"Only Linus can send it back to whence it came. If you harmhim then it
will certainly devour the fair Charlotte.”

| ignored himbecause | knew the plan was for the thing to eat Charlotte.
Let themthink | believed they intended to save her. Let themthink she was

still useful as a hostage. | wanted to get close enough to see the circle of
entraprent they'd put up
Charl otte had stopped screaming. | could hear her voice trapped behind the

gag, but she was speaki ng now, not scream ng. A strong woman, a very strong
worran.

The denon paced the edge of the circle, flicking a long, thin, whiplike
tail. It was becom ng progressively nore agitated, nmoving around the circle
like a prisoner trying its cell.

"The circle is conplete,” Linus said. "You are m ne to comand."

The denon hissed at him and the sound made the inside of my skull ache. It
turned and gazed at nme, though it had no eyes. | was on the edge of the circle
now. | could see that Charlotte had cl osed her eyes, and | knew now what she
was doi ng. She was praying.

| dropped to ny knees beside the circle. | didn't feel anything fromit.

Whi ch neant it wasn't neant for nme. \Watever it was neant to keep in or out,
wasn't one of them "She's pure, Linus. She's pure of heart and soul. She
isn'"t a fit sacrifice for this thing."

"The pure are a rare and fine treat for nmy master."

"No, you can't feed her soul to it, Linus. Her soul is spoken for, and this
t hi ng cannot touch her."

The denon nmoved as far away from Charlotte as the circle would allow It
wasn't happy. "Gve it its orders, Linus," Nley said.

"I offer you a sacrifice of flesh and bl ood and soul. Take this ny offering
and do ny bidding."

The denon noved to stand over Charlotte. It snapped its beak next to her
face, and she shrieked. The prayers stopped, and it |aughed, a sound like
grindi ng net al

"It's acircle against evil, isn't it, Linus? Just evil."

"You're a necronmancer," Niley said. "You are evil."

"Don't believe everything you hear or even read, Nley."

The denon raised fingers to the noonlight, fingers that ended in bl ack
kni ves. Charlotte opened her eyes and screanmed. The Lord's Prayer would have



been reasonabl e, but | blanked. Al | could think of was Christmas. "And there
were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over
the flock by night." | stepped over the circle. It was nothing to nme. It was
meant to keep out and in evil. | wasn't evil.

"And, lo, the angel of the Lord cane upon themand the glory of the Lord
shone round about them and they were sore afraid.”

The denon was chattering, snapping at ne, razor claws slicing around ne
like fan blades, but it didn't touch ne. "And the angel said unto them Fear
not; for behold, | bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to al
people.” | knelt and started untying Charlotte. Wen | pulled her gag away,
she started to recite with me. "For unto you is born this day in the city of
David a Savior, which is Christ the Lord."

| cradled Charlotte's naked body in my arms. She clung to nme and cried, and
| was crying, too. And | knew | had to get us out of that circle because
only renenbered about three nore verses.

"And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wapped in
swaddling clothes, lying in a manger." Charlotte couldn't stand, and | had to
hal f carry her. W stunbled near the edge of the circle, and the denon rushed
us in a wave of clattering, snapping, horror. "And suddenly there was with the

angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God, and saying ... " | stared
down at the circle as | prayed, that carefully constructed circle ... "glory
to God in the highest, and on earth, peace, goodwill toward nen." | erased the
circle with ny hand. | broke Linus's circle of protection

The denon threw back its head and shrieked. The sound was |ike a rooster's
crow or maybe a grow or maybe sonmething else. It was as if even hearing it, |
couldn't hold it in my mnd.

It rushed out of the circle and fell on Linus. It was his turn to scream
and scream as fast as he could draw breath. Blood flew in a wash, sprinkling
us like rain.

And suddenly, there were flashlights and nen yelling, "FBI. Don't nove."
FBI ?

The flashlights found the denpbn. The light glistened on the beak, and bl ood
shimered on it as if it had bathed init. If they hadn't tried to shoot it, |
think it would have left themalone. But they fired into it, and |I pushed
Charlotte to the grass, hiding her body under nine

The denon rushed into the feds, and they started dying. | yelled, "Bullets
won't work! Pray. Pray, damm it, pray!"

| tried to | ead by exanple and found finally that | could renmenber the
Lord's Prayer. A man's voice echoed mne, then another. | heard soneone el se
doing the 'Bless ne, oh, Lord, for | have sinned" I|iturgy. Sonmeone el se was
praying, and it wasn't Christian. H ndu | think, but every religion has
denons. Every religion has prayers. Al it takes is faith. Nothing like a
real, live denon to give you sone of that old-tine religion

The denon stood with a man's body raised to its nmouth. The neck was cut and
it was lapping the blood with a long, sticky tongue. But at least it wasn't
killing anyone el se.

Prayers rose up into the darkness, and | bet none of them had ever prayed
so hard, in church or out. The denbn stood on its crooked | egs and wal ked back

to ne. Charlotte was nmuttering a new prayer. | think it was the Song of
Sol onon. Funny what you'll renmenber under stress.

It pointed a long finger at me and spoke in a voice that was deep and
rusted as if it wasn't nuch used. "Free," it said.

"Yes," | said, "you're free."

The beak and the blind face seened to waver. For just an instant | thought
| saw a man's face, pure and al nost shining, but | would never be sure. It
sai d, "Thank you," and vani shed.

Feds were everywhere. One of them gave Charlotte his coat that said F.B. I
on the back. | helped her sit up and slip the coat over her. It hit her at
m dt hi gh.

Sonetimes, it was good to be small. One of the feds turned out to be



Mai den. | just stared up at himin shock

He smiled and knelt beside us. "Daniel is all right. He's going to nake
it."

Charlotte grabbed his coat sleeve. "What did they do to my boy?"

H s smle vanished. "They were going to beat himto death. 1'd called for
backup, but ... They're dead, Ms. Zeeman. They won't ever hurt you again.
amso sorry that | wasn't there earlier today to help you, both of you."

She nodded. "You saved ny boy's life, didn't you?"

Mai den | ooked at the ground, then nodded.

"Then don't apol ogize to nme," she said.

"What is a federal agent doing posing as a snmall-town deputy?" | asked.

"When Nil ey came nosing around down here, they put me under with Wlkes. It
wor ked. "

"You called the state cops,"” | said.

He nodded. "Yeah."

Anot her agent cane over, and Mai den excused hinself.

| felt Richard arrive. Felt themslip through the trees. And | knew t hat
sone of themat |east weren't in human form

| called the agent over that had given Charlotte his coat. "There are sone
wer ewol ves in the woods. They are friends. They were coming to help. Don't |et
anyone shoot them okay?"

He stared down at ne. "Werewol ves?"

| looked at him "I didn't know the FBI was going to show up. | needed the
backup. "

That made hi m | augh, and he started telling everyone to put their weapons
up and not to shoot the werewolves. | don't think everyone was happy about it,

but they did what they were told.

A woman in EMS gear knelt by us. She started | ooking Charlotte over,
shining lights in her eyes and asking silly questions, like did she know the
date and where she was.

Ri chard was suddenly there, still in human form though he'd stripped down
to jeans and his hiking boots. Charlotte flung herself fromny arns to his,
crying all over again. | stood up and left Charlotte to her son and the
medi cal crew

Ri chard grabbed ny hand before |I could wander off. He stared up at ne,
tears shining in the noonlight. "Thank you for ny nother."

| squeezed his hand and left themto it. If | didn't |eave them al one,
was going to cry again.

Anot her EMS cane up to me. "Are you Anita Bl ake?"

"Yeah, why?"

"Franklin Niley wants to speak with you. He's dying. There's nothing we can
do for him"

I went with himto talk to Niley. He was lying on his back. They'd set up
an |V bag and tried to stop the bl eeding, but he was cut up pretty bad. |
stood so that he could ook up at nme w thout straining.

He licked his lips, and it took himtwo tries to speak. "How did you pass
the circle?"

"It was meant to trap evil inside or keep it out. I"mnot evil."
"You raise the dead," he said.
"I"'ma necromancer. | was kind of doubting where that put ne on the scale

of good and evil, but apparently God's okay with it."

"You stepped into the circle not knowing if you would be safe?" He was
frowni ng, clearly puzzled.

"I couldn't just sit there and watch Charlotte die."

"You woul d have sacrificed yourself for her?"

| thought about that for a second or two. "I didn't think about it that
clearly, but | couldn't let her die, not if I could save her."

He wi nced, closed his eyes, then | ooked at ne. "No matter what the cost to
you personal | y?"

"l guess so," | said.



He | ooked past ne, eyes starting to lose their focus. "Extraordinary,
extraordinary." His breath sighed outward, and he died. The EMS crew fell on
himlike vultures, but he was gone. They never got hi m breathing again.

Jason was suddenly beside nme. "Anita, Nathaniel's dying."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"He caught two bullets in the chest when people were shooting at the denon.
The feds were using silver shot because they knew what Linus was."

"Ch, God." | took Jason's hand. "Take me to him"

There were paranedi cs on either side of him There was another IV, and
they'd set up a lanp. Nathaniel's skin was pale and waxy in the light. Sweat
covered himlike dew. When | knelt beside himand tried to push my way past
t he paranedics, his pale eyes didn't see ne.

| let the paranedics push me out of the way. | sat there in the weeds and
listened to Nathaniel try to breathe through two holes in his chest. The bad
guys hadn't shot him He'd gotten caught in stray fire fromthe good guys. It
was just a stupid accident. He was going to die because he'd been standing in

the wong place at the wong tinme. No, | would not |let an accident take him |
woul d not | ose another person | knew to bad timng
| | ooked up at Jason. "lIs Marianne here?"

“I"1l look." He went running into the chaos.
Nat hani el ' s back bowed upward. Hi s breath rasped out. He |l ay back on the

ground, horribly still. One of the paranedics shook his head and got up. He
took some of the equi pnent and went to hel p soneone el se.
| crawl ed around to take his place at Nathaniel's side. | |ooked across at

the other paranedic. It was a woman with a bl ond ponytail.
"I's there anything you can do?"
She | ooked at nme. "Are you a friend?"

| nodded.

"C ose?"

| nodded.

"I"'msorry," she said.

I shook ny head. "No, | won't let himdie." |I wasn't evil. Everything that
I'd done, and ny faith was still pure. Wen | spoke the words, they were just
as real to me as when |I'd nenorized themall those years ago for the Christmas
pageant. The words still noved nme. | never doubted God. | doubted ne. But

maybe God was a nore generous CGod than | allowed himto be. Jason was there
with Marianne.

| grabbed her hand. "Help me call the munin."

She didn't argue, just knelt beside ne. "Renmenber the feel of his body.
Remenber his smile. The snell of his hair and skin."

| nodded. "He snells like vanilla and fur." | knelt by him touching his
skin, but it was already growing cool to the touch. He was dying. | didn't
feel sexy in the least. | felt sad and frightened. | bowed ny head and prayed.

| prayed to be opened to Raina. | prayed to open nmy eyes and | ook at Nat hani el
and feel lust. It was a weird thing to be praying for, but it was worth a try.
| felt that measure of calmthat | sonetinmes got when | prayed. It doesn't
mean you'll get what you asked for, but it does nean that soneone is
[ i stening.

| opened nmy eyes slowy and stared down at Nathaniel. There were | eaves in
his long, unbound hair. | pulled themaway. | held his hair in ny hands and
buried ny face init. It still snelled like vanilla. | rubbed ny cheek agai nst
his, burying ny face behind his ear into the silk of his hair. | laid a hand
over the wounds with nmy face still buried in his hair. He nade a snall pain
sound when | touched him | don't knowif it was the pain sound, the faniliar
snell of his body, or the prayer, but Raina spread through ny body like flane.
The munin rode nme, and | opened to it, no fighting, no struggle. | enbraced
it, and her laughter rolled out of my lips. | rose up on ny knees and stared
down at Nat hani el

I wasn't horrified anynore. Raina thought it would be a grand thing to fuck
himas he died. | laid ny lips against his, and his lips were cool, dry. |



pressed ny mouth over his and felt that fire pour into his nouth from nine

My fingers found the wounds in his chest and stroked them pushing ny
fingers into the wound. The paranedic tried to pull ne off of him and Jason
and sormeone el se pulled her away. | dug into the wound until Nathaniel's eyes
opened and he noaned with pain. H's eyes fluttered, pale, pale lilac in the
artificial light. He | ooked up but didn't see me, didn't see anything.

| covered his face in soft kisses, and each touch burned. | went back to
his mouth and breathed into him Wen | drew back, his eyes focused. H's
breath eased out in something too lowto be a whisper. "Anita."

| straddled his body and laid ny hands on his bare chest. | covered the
wounds with my hands, but | touched the inside of his chest with sonething
other than ny hands. | could feel the damage. | could roll his damaged heart

in the heat that fell fromny hands, that sank into his skin, that filled his
flesh.

I was burning alive. | had to feed the heat into him Had to share this
energy. My hands left the wound on his chest and funbled at ny shirt. The
dress shirt came off and vani shed into the grass, but the tank top was trapped
under the shoul der hol ster. Hands hel ped nme slip the hol ster off my shoul ders.
It flopped heavy and awkward over nmy hips. | undid the belt and I think it was
Mari anne who helped nme slip the belt out of the loops. | know it was Marianne
who stopped me from undoing my pants. Raina snarled in nmy head.

Hands caressed up ny bare back and | knew it was Richard. He knelt behind
me, legs straddling Nathaniel's legs, but putting no weight on them He
cradl ed me back against his body. | was suddenly aware that we were the focus
of the pack. They surrounded us like a wall of faces and bodies.

Ri chard' s hands slipped off the spine sheath and the bl ade down ny back
H s hands found ny bra strap and undid it. | started to protest, started to
hold it, and he kissed ny shoul ders, sliding his |lips down ny back and sliding
the bra away. He whi spered, "Bare skin is best for this." That prickling rush
of energy filled the watching |ukoi, filled themand spread into nme. The
energy of the munin fed on that power, grew until | thought nmy skin would
burst with it.

Ri chard guided ny body to Nathaniel's. My bare breasts touched Nathaniel's
chest, a brush of velvet skin against the torn flesh of his snpboth chest.
shuddered against him and that heat spilled frommy bare skin. At first it
was as if my naked fl esh rode above his skin on a pool of sweat, then I felt
the flesh give. My body fell against his with a sigh, and it was as if our
bodi es became plastic, liquid. Qur bodies nelded together into one flesh, one
body, as if | were sinking into his chest. | felt our hearts touch, beating
liquid against one another. | healed his heart, closed his flesh with nine

Nat hani el 's nmouth found nmine, and the power flowed between us |ike breath
until it raised the skin frommy body, and there was nothing but his arms
around ne, his nouth on me, ny hands on his body, and distant |ike an anchor |
felt Richard, and beyond himthe rest of the pack. | felt themoffer their
energy, their power, and | took it. And beyond that, distant as a dream |

felt Jean-Claude. | felt his cool power join with ours and strengthen; life
fromdeath. | took it all and thrust it into Nathaniel until he tore his nouth
frommne and cried out. | felt his body give under nmine, and his pleasure
rushed over nmy skin, and | threw it out into the waiting pack. | took their

energy and gave t hem back pl easure.

The nmunin left me in that rush of startled voices. Raina had never been
able to take power fromothers. That was ny doing. So even the bitch of the
west had never pleasured this nmany people at once.

| sat up, still straddling Nathaniel. He | ooked up at nme with his lilac
eyes and sniled. | ran ny hands over his chest, and there was no wound, only a
healing scar. He still |ooked pale and awful, but he'd live.

Ri chard offered nme the dress shirt 1'd dropped. | slipped it over ny
breasts and buttoned it. | didn't know what had happened to the rest of the
cl ot hes. Jason had ny shoul der hol ster and knife. The inportant stuff.

VWen | tried to stand, | stumbled, and only Richard' s arns kept ne



standi ng. He hel ped ne through the crowd. They touched ne as we noved through
running their hands along ne. | didn't mind or didn't care. | put nmy arm
around Richard's wai st and accepted it for tonight. I'd worry about what it
all neant tonorrow, or maybe even the next day.

Verne stepped out of the crowd. "Dam girl, you are good."

Roxanne was at his side. "I'mheal ed. How did you do that?"

| smled. "Talk to Marianne." | kept wal ki ng.

The paranedi cs were rushing forward. | heard the woman say, "Holy shit!
It's a miracle." And maybe it was.

Ri chard said, "I won't be |ooking for another lupa."

| hugged him "No nore auditions?"

"You are ny lupa, Anita. Together we could be the nost powerful mated pair
|'ve ever seen."

"I't's not just the two of us that nake us powerful, R chard. It's
Jean- d aude. "

He kissed ne on the forehead. "I felt himwhen you called the power. | felt
hi m gi ve his power to us."

We'd stopped walking. | turned to look at himin the nmoonlight. "W are a
threesonme, Richard, like it or not."

"A menage a trois," he said.

| raised my eyebrows. "Not unless you' ve been doing nmore than just tal king
with Jean-C aude. "

Ri chard | aughed and hugged ne. "He hasn't corrupted nme quite that far."

"dad to hear it." W wal ked down the hill, holding each other. Charlotte
was |lying at the bottomof the hill on a stretcher

She reached her hands up to both of us. One of the hands was thickly
bandaged. She smiled up at us. "Wy didn't you tell me, Richard?"

"I thought it would nake a difference. |I thought you would stop loving ne."
"Silly ass," she said
"That's what | told him" | said

Charlotte started to cry softly, pressing Richard' s hand to her lips. |
just smled and held her hand. Life wasn't perfect, but standing there
wat chi ng Ri chard and his mother, holding their hands, it was cl ose.
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Dani el 's nose was badly broken. The perfect profile isn't quite as perfect.
He says the wonen love it, nakes him|l ook tough. Daniel has never spoken to ne
about what happened. Neither has Charlotte, but on the first Sunday dinner
after they both got out of the hospital, she broke down and cried. | was the
one who went into the kitchen first. She let ne hold her while she cried,
saying how silly she felt, that everything was all right. Wy should she be

crying?

If | could do resurrection for real, I'd bring Niley and all the rest back
and kill themnore slowy.

Richard's family thinks | can do no wong, and they are not being subtle
about their plans. Marriage -— we should get married. Under other

ci rcumst ances, not a bad idea. But we aren't a couple. W're a trio. Hard to
explain that to Richard' s folks. Hard to explain that to R chard.

Howard Grant, the psychic, is in jail for fraud. He confessed to sone
things he'd done in the past. | told himif he didn't spend sone tine in jail,
I'd kill him His greed had started everything. He didn't touch Charlotte or
Daniel. He was horrified at what Niley was and what was happening, but his
lies set it all in nmotion. He couldn't get away scot free. | just gave hima
choi ce of punishnents.

The police think Deputy Thonpson fled the state. They're still |ooking for
him and none of us are talking. | don't know what Verne's pack did with the
body. Maybe it's hanging on their tree waiting for a Christmas that will never
cone. Maybe they ate him | don't know, and I don't want to know.

The Vanpire Council didn't send anyone to kill us. Apparently Colin



overstepped his bounds. W were within our rights to kill him and his people.
He didn't survive his servant's death. There is no new Master of the City yet.
Verne and his pack are in no hurry for Colin's replacenent.

| wake fromdreans that aren't nmy own. Thoughts, feelings, not my own. It
i s overwhel m ng enough to be in love, in that first heat of lust, but the
mar ks are sucking ne inside both of them They're swallowi ng ne up. Every act

of sex nakes it worse. So ... no nore sex. | have to get control of the marks
first.

VWen | was sleeping with both of them Richard catted around. Now that |'ve
gone celibate, so has he. Jean-C aude, | think, knows I'mstill |ooking for a

good excuse to say, "Hah, see, you don't really | ove ne.
hinsel f |ike some dark angel

| took a nonth off and went back to Tennessee to |earn from Marianne.
Learning to control the nunin is helping me to control the marks. Jean-C aude
as nmy only teacher is just not a good idea. He has too nmuch invested in ne.

So he's behaving

I"mlearning to put up barriers. Barriers so tall, so wide, so solid, that I'm
safe fromboth of them Safe behind ny walls.
But sex brings all the barriers crashing down. It's like drowning. | think

if I allowed it, and they allowed it, we could becone |ike one organismwi th
three parts.

Ri chard doesn't seemto see the danger. He's still naive, or perhaps | just
don't understand him | |ove him but even thinking his thoughts, feeling his
enotions, he's still a nystery to ne.

Jean- Cl aude knows the danger. He says he can keep it from happeni ng, but I
don't trust him | love him sort of, but |I don't trust him I've felt his
chortling joy as the power of the triumvirate grows.

He told ne once he I oved me as nmuch as he was able. Maybe he does, but he
| oves power nore.

So, celibate again, damm it. How to be chaste with the two preternatural
studs of all time at my beck and call? Be out of town.

|'ve taken every animating job out of town that | could for three nonths.
spend weekends with Marianne. | have a great deal of power inside ne, not the
mar ks, but me. |'ve avoided confronting that power as much as possible, but
Jean-Cl aude has forced ne to face it. | have to learn how to control the
magi c.

It sounds silly that someone who raises the dead for a living has been
i gnoring that she has magic inside her, but | have. |I've always |earned the
mnimmto get by. That's over.

Marianne tells me that | have the tools to survive in the triunvirate.
Until | feel confident in those tools, |I'mavoiding the boys. Three nonths of
not touching either of them O no one sharing ny bed. Three nonths of not
being lupa. | had to | eave the pack to |l eave Richard. But | couldn't |eave the
wer el eopards. They don't have anyone else but ne. So I'mstill Nmr-ra.
Marianne is even teaching me howto forge the | eopards into a healthy unit.
She and Verne.

|'ve abandoned as much of the preternatural stuff as | can. | have to find
out what's left of who | thought | was.

| faced a demon with ny faith and prayer. Does that mean God has forgiven
me nmy sins? | don't know. If He has forgiven ne, He's nore generous than | am



