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			Prologue

			He was desperate for a hit. Junkyard dog desperate.

			Stephen eyed the late night sky as he drew closer to the grimy club bordering Block E. Thunder rumbled like timpani, and the chains on his motorcycle boots rattled as he walked. Rubbing at the gnawing behind his breastbone, he unconsciously paced his movement to the beat thumping out of the club called Subterranean.

			He stopped dead when he turned the corner. An overflow crowd seethed in the Indian summer heat, and two huge bouncers flanked the door like implacable marble columns. It had been a long time since he’d had to wait on the wrong side of the velvet rope, and he wasn’t about to start now. Christ, he needed something, anything. His skin felt ready to burst off his bones.

			He took a shaky breath, knowing that he’d have to play the “do you know who I am?” card and hope for the best. How low could you go? But he had to get in. Now. Straightening his shoulders, he walked alongside the line, his eyes flitting over the people who waited. Where were the couples with their hands on each other’s asses? With their tongues down each other’s throats? Right now, even inhaling some secondhand lust might ease the clawing and scratching on the backside of his ribs.

			“Stephen! Is that Stephen?” The woman’s high-pitched squeal floated into the humid night air, setting off a chain reaction that sounded like birds chirping in an aviary. Excitement pulsed. He huffed quickly, but it was there and gone. He turned on a carefully calibrated showman’s smile, dripping accessibility and “so pleased to meetcha!” to pull more of the crowd toward him.

			It worked better than he’d hoped. He was quickly surrounded, then swamped. Energy swirled, momentarily soothing the infernal gnawing behind his sternum, but it didn’t last long. He desperately worked the crowd like the pro he’d become, shaking hands, accepting kisses, dodging a few wandering tongues, suckling on a few choice others. Energy surged, and he inhaled greedily. More, more. Men wearing baggy jeans and black T-shirts knocked knuckles with him and flashed devil horns while their friends’ camera phones clicked. Snippets of conversation eddied around him: “Steve, Stephen? Stefan? I don’t care what his name is, I just want to…” “Drummer for Scarlett’s Web, idiot.” “He’s a lot… smaller than he looks on stage.”

			Two women bookended him and kissed his cheeks as their friend snapped pictures. He felt a hand creep along his hip, then cup his groin. “You’re going commando, aren’t you?” the chick on the right breathed into his ear.

			He grinned but didn’t answer, setting off more squeals. No one noticed that the grin didn’t meet his eyes; they never did. Dread rose like water in a leaky boat. Her hand is right on my dick, and I don’t feel a thing.

			The pulsing music beckoned, crooked its finger from the door. If touch alone wasn’t doing the job, maybe a music chaser would do the trick. He waded toward the door, pulling the crowd along in his wake. An elbow tagged his kidney, and he felt fingers yanking at his shirt. Someone grabbed a handful of his ass. “Leave me some skin, love,” he called back, a smile pasted on his face as he tugged his butt out of the man’s grasp. This could get ugly.

			All momentum stopped when a glacial blonde stepped in, pushed a black Sharpie into his hand, and pulled up her halter top to expose her world-class Scandinavian rack. A small space cleared around them, and cell cameras clicked as he grinned, cupped her right breast in his trembling hand, and scrawled his autograph just above her stiff pink nipple. A punch of lust glittered in the air—hers, for him, and the crowd’s, for her—but once again, the energy dissipated too quickly. It was there, then gone. His frustration surged.

			“Hey!” the blonde said, recoiling from the shock he’d delivered with his hand.

			He kissed her cheek in apology, shoving down the panic. What the fuck was that? His body was acting like a blown transformer, sparking and crackling. Not normal, not good. “Sorry, love.” He had to get inside. Now. He raised his arm and caught the eye of one of the 300-pound badasses at the door. The bouncer dove into the melee and snagged him around the waist, half-carrying him out of the crowd to the door.

			“Thanks, man,” Stephen said, tucking in his rumpled shirt. “That got a little more out of hand than I thought it would.”

			The bouncer grinned and straightened his immaculate suit coat. “No problem. Everyone’s excited about tomorrow night’s show.”

			“Well, thanks. You really saved my skin.” He tried to slip a folded bill into the man’s kielbasa-fingered hand.

			The bouncer waved it off and unhooked the black velvet rope. “Glad I could help. You enjoy your evening now, sir.”

			Curses, squeals, and offers of blow jobs rained over him as he shouldered his way into the club. The thing in his chest had nibbled on appetizers, but now it was simply ravenous. Standing in the cave-dark entryway, Stephen wiped at his clammy forehead with his T-shirt sleeve and let the tsunami of sound pound over him.

			A small zing, then… nothing.

			Sex, then. He’d have to hook up with someone.

			Oooh, what a horrible problem to have. He almost laughed. He was living the life, nailing groupies left, right, upside down, and sideways, but the sad truth was he didn’t even enjoy it anymore. Nope, shuttling his dick in and out of a warm, willing body had become a means to an end: Just produce the orgasms that would feed the beast. And it had been fun at the beginning of the tour, grand fun. Men, women, anything in between—it didn’t matter. Two at a time, three at a time, groups—hell, whole parties. A week ago he’d been so desperate he’d had a three-way in a fetid festival Porta Potty. Their road manager was still scrubbing the pictures off the Internet.

			The thing was always hungry, never satisfied. But now that the band was back on home turf, he didn’t have to make do with weak humans anymore. He just had to find… some of them.

			A cloud of the club’s energy—gutter-glam techno, grinding dancers, blinking lights, and the scents of spilled beer, stale cigarettes, and hot, clean sweat—drifted over him as he walked from the entryway into the club. Pheromones permeated the place like sweet chloroform, and he huffed greedily as he approached the dark wood bar. Yeah, this is more like it.

			“Diet cola, no lime, please.” While the pierced and tattooed bartender poured his drink, he scoped the place out, mentally sorting energy into groups: light and shadow, sound and silence, smells, people touching each other. They all produced energy which he could use, but tonight he needed… Ahhh. Jackpot. A good dozen patrons who had that something extra blipped strongly on his internal radar.

			The bartender—a vamp, he thought, but having escaped to the planet only a few years ago, he was still learning these nuances—placed his drink in front of him and waved off his money.

			“On the house, man,” he said, acknowledging Stephen’s identity with a nod. He held out his black-nailed hand for Stephen to shake. Bracelets clanked. “Welcome home. When did you guys get back to town?”

			“The tour bus just pulled in,” Stephen answered, taking a sip of his drink. Were their comings and goings really the source of so much interest? “I thought I’d reacquaint myself with the nightlife before Scarlett starts cracking the whip.”

			The bartender moaned playfully. “Jesus, don’t torture me like that.” He acknowledged the approaching waitress’s hollered order with a nod and gestured back to Stephen’s drink. “Let me know when you’re ready for another.”

			Stephen thanked him, dropped a ten-spot onto the bar, and turned toward the dance floor. Bodies blended and writhed to the bass-heavy beat, and his toe automatically tapped like he was behind his kick drum. Humid colognes drifted through the cramped space, and Stephen scanned the crowd. Who would it be tonight? The leather-clad, Cuervo-sipping redhead eyeballing him from the end of the bar? The Beckham-looking guy drinking beer who sat with his dark-haired friend at the table tucked into the corner? Both of them? All three?

			A laugh drew his attention back to the dance floor, where a tall brunette danced with two friends. She was dressed like most of the other women in the club, in low-riding jeans and a knit halter top that clung to excellent breasts and exposed a taut stomach—but in his eyes, she lit up like she was radioactive. Her pleasure and happiness crackled through him like a Fourth of July sparkler. He watched her whirl and grind in time to the blinking lights for a good half hour, saw her cheerfully decline offers to dance from three men and one woman. She finally separated from her friends and peeled off to the restrooms.

			She was the one. For tonight, anyway. He levered himself off the bar and followed.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			“Shit. Shit, shit, shit.” Lukas Sebastiani pounded down the narrow stairs separating his warehouse living space from the business floors of Sebastiani Security, tucking his black T-shirt into yesterday’s jeans on the run and trying not to trip on his boot laces.

			He was late.

			As he thundered down the hallway, several employees working the night shift craned their heads above cubicle walls then descended, like Whack-A-Mole gophers.

			Lukas shouldered into his office, dropped into the battered leather chair, elbowed a pile of case files out of the way, and quickly fired up the secure computer and one of the oversized monitors on his desk. “C’mon, c’mon,” he muttered, his large hands twitching over the keyboard. The Council meeting had started over an hour ago—a 3:00 a.m. start time to accommodate the vamps—and Sebastiani Security’s proposal to allow their newest employee unlimited access to the archives was first up on the agenda. Lukas looked at his watch. “Damn.” Council meetings were run with unwavering efficiency. Thankfully Jack Kirkland, Sebastiani Security’s managing partner, had authorization to issue the Security and Technology seat’s vote.

			He flexed his stiff shoulders, rolled his neck. What a shitty start to the night, and the long day to come. He’d been rocked from sleep by waves of lust, pain, and lightning-hot adrenaline that he’d been forced to gulp like he was being water boarded. The tastes and smells had twisted on his tongue, filled his nasal cavities—pinecones, ashes, ozone—and, just in case he hadn’t gotten the message the first time, he’d vomited it right back up.

			Lukas closed his eyes and drew in a careful breath through his teeth. Someone had died. One more person he hadn’t been able to save.

			The sour aftertaste still sat on the back of his tongue, rolled in his stomach like a greasy stew, and he couldn’t get the scent of ashes out of his nostrils. Reaching for the ever-present bottle of antacid on his desk, he cursed his hyperactive senses. Why couldn’t he be more like his father, his brother and sisters? All incubi absorbed emotional energy for sustenance, could sense and interpret the emotions as they were absorbed, and take vicarious pleasure in them. But through some quirk of genetics, Lukas’s interpretation abilities were snarled—he sometimes tasted emotions, sometimes smelled them—and however he experienced them, they were always heightened.

			Some fucking gift. He pulled the wastebasket closer to his chair as his stomach lurched.

			But his genetic quirk had a practical application. Because he could taste and smell emotions, he could sometimes match an emotional energy signature to the person who’d experienced the emotion—like a glorified police dog. He took calls from their police force at all times of the day or night, visited grisly crime scenes, to gather that one additional piece of the puzzle before the taste or smell dissipated. It was just one more piece of data, like DNA, nothing magical about it. And not admissible in court. It took strong detective work to connect that taste to a specific person.

			Lukas sighed and keyed his obscenely long password. What had happened? To whom? He’d learned from experience that he’d just have to wait. But damn, it was frustrating. He wanted to do something physical, hit the street, make some calls. Anything but sit here and attend a fucking meeting.

			Be careful what you wish for, you just might receive it. He’d asked for this. In the aftermath of the attacks of September 11, 2001, and the uptick in Homeland Security surveillance, he’d convinced the Council that a Security and Technology division with full voting rights was necessary to manage the risks to their people, to keep their species’ existence under humanity’s radar. And now attending meetings was part of his job, and took way too much time. What the hell had he been thinking?

			He leaned in for the retina scan. His gritty eyes stung. The only reason he was awake now, sitting at his desk with shower-wet hair, burning eyes, and pillow creases on his face, was that Jack had sent a message to his mini-comp from the boardroom. Its vibrations against his bedside table had woken him up, annoying as a buzzing mosquito.

			His eyes darted to another monitor, to where the Hot Sheet taunted him with its serene Code Green status indicator. There were a few yellow blips here and there, reflecting their police force responding to calls, but the overall status was green.

			Bullshit. He did not have time for this PowerPoint rodeo. He needed to be out on the street, looking for… He dropped his head into his hands. He had no clue what to look for. But he’d be doing… something, instead of sitting in his office. If he looked long enough, he’d find someone doing something they shouldn’t be doing.

			The conferencing software finally engaged. It was officially too late to go to the break room and snag some coffee.

			His hair was soaked. He considered blocking outgoing video, but then decided not to. It wouldn’t be the first time that he’d attended a Council meeting looking less-than-professional, but with a couple days’ worth of beard and dripping-wet hair, right now he probably looked like a wild man. His father was going to shit an elegant brick, ask to meet with him afterward to discuss appropriate protocol now that Lukas held his own Council seat.

			As water dripped down his neck and saturated the soft cotton of his T-shirt, the conferencing software worked its magic. On his monitor, he watched a holographic version of himself, dripping hair and all, shimmer into his chair next to a suited-up Jack. The boardroom chairs were too damn small for someone their size to sit in all day long, but somehow Jack managed to look like he was ready to walk a fashion runway—and kick a few asses along the way. But him? Even his holograph looked uncomfortable, spilling over the arms of the seat.

			He took a minute to blink away the cognitive dissonance this technology produced in him. But it was worth it, because another benefit of attending the meeting holographically was that the distance buffered the buffet of tastes which inescapably leached from the group. While most of the women on the Council had fruity essences that combined very pleasantly, he didn’t think his stomach was up to Krispin Woolf’s mothballs tonight.

			“Good morning, thank you for joining us, Mr. Sebastiani,” Willem Lund, the Chairman’s executive assistant, greeted him, his fingers tapping as he efficiently took notes at his keyboard.

			“Sorry I’m late, Willem,” Lukas said, zooming his camera to the boardroom’s windows to ensure the security screens were engaged. Even though it was still dark, and the Sebastiani Labs corporate campus was located way out in the boonies southwest of the Minneapolis metro, you could never be too careful.

			He then pulled back so he could see the whole room. The Sebastiani Labs boardroom looked like any large conference room found in corporate America—if that corporation had lifetimes of experience, proprietary technology, and obscene financial assets at its disposal. Against a side wall, a tableclothed credenza groaned with a selection of juices, water—fresh and saline—and synthetic blood. And coffee, damn it. A huge silver urn of coffee.

			A pale maple table dominated the room, large enough to seat the Council members, their Seconds, and Willem. His father, Elliott Sebastiani, sat at the head of the table wearing an exquisitely tailored steel gray suit, his lighter gray hair brushing his shoulders. Willem Lund managed the meeting from his seat at the Chairman’s right. At his father’s left, chic and intelligent, was Claudette Fontaine, representing the sirens, and probably holding his father’s hand under the table. Next to her sat Valerian, the elderly vampire historian and sage, who was leaning across the table to gently scold the Valkyrie Second, Lorin Schlessinger, about her wardrobe. Lorin was an archeologist, and in her cargo pants and denim shirt, she looked like she’d just come from the field. Next to Valerian, his chosen successor, Wyland, silently watched. Facing off with his father from the other end of the table was Krispin Woolf, the WerePack Alpha. Jack sat jammed into the chair next to Lorin, but unlike Lukas, he was far too urbane to allow any discomfort to show. There were several empty chairs. Annika Fontaine, the Siren Second, was not present. Neither was Lorin’s mother Alka, the formidable Valkyrie Chair, nor was Krispin’s son Jacoby.

			“So nice of you to roll out of bed and join us.” Krispin Woolf looked Lukas’s holograph up and down with distaste.

			“Mr. Woolf. Let’s get back to the agenda, please,” Willem said firmly. “Mr. Sebastiani, we were discussing a candidate to replace Dr. Sagan.”

			Krispin Woolf pounded his fist on the table. “Let the Humanity chair stay empty! It was a mistake to invite a human to join the Council in the first place, and it’s a blessing he died. For a millennia, each of the species has had Council representation. Species,” he repeated, looking directly at Lukas and Jack. “Not humanity, not Security and Technology. Species.”

			“Mr. Woolf…” Willem tried again.

			“Until Sagan and Kirkland joined the Council, humans had no idea we existed,” Woolf said. “We should never have confirmed our existence to even one human, much less two. And this morning we authorized a third.”

			Lukas could almost feel the other members of the board mentally push back from the table as Krispin Woolf derailed the meeting. He did the same, clicking the meeting’s “Step Out” option, flicking Krispin Woolf a virtual middle finger. With outgoing video deactivated, his holographic doppelganger sitting flash-frozen with eyes firmly rolled—oops—he could move freely about his office. He looked at the Hot Sheet again, still mocking him with its Code Green status. Nothing yet. When would something break?

			He sighed as he examined what remained of the Council’s agenda. Another petition from the Genetic Purity League urging them to require registration of bond relationships. A sentencing decision to be made for an incubus tailgater who’d huffed emotions off gang members robbing a gas station. Lorin had a status update on the Isabella dig, and would talk about actions under way to prepare for her mother’s upcoming sabbatical. Lorin hadn’t been interested in assuming temporary leadership of Sebastiani Labs’ Physical Sciences division during her mother’s absence—she practically lived up at the northern Minnesota archaeological dig which each season exposed more about their ancestors—but she wasn’t at all happy about reporting to her peer, by-the-book geologist and metallurgist Gabe Lupinsky.

			*ping*

			[JKirkland]: Woolf’s on a roll today. Earlier he asked Willem to cite the exact bylaw allowing a human to lodge a Council vote.

			From his vantage point, Lukas could see Jack surreptitiously typing on the mini-comp resting on his thigh. No one attending the meeting in person would know Jack’s entire attention wasn’t on Krispin Woolf’s bombastic performance.

			[LSebastiani]: <sigh>. I have zero patience for Woolf’s shit today.

			Lukas drew himself up to his full height, leaned in to his webcam, and toggled himself back into the meeting. Watched his virtual self loom over the boardroom table, as if he was about to reach across the table and… 

			A second box opened with a soft *ping.*

			[ESebastiani]: STOP.

			Lukas speared Woolf with his eyes, and then sat back in his chair.

			[LSebastiani]: Dad, this guy’s a waste of oxygen.

			Elliott Sebastiani sighed from his seat at the head of the boardroom table. “Krispin, we can’t keep revisiting this. We established the Humanity chair to pave the way for our eventual discovery, and the Security and Technology chair to manage the risk to our people in the meantime.” His voice got louder and firmer. “These decisions were made years ago and will not be revisited today. As for Dr. Brown, we need someone with her skills to secure our archives. Yes, her background is… unusual. But she’s the best person for the job. And she’s paid her debt to society.”

			Woolf shot up from his seat and pointed at Jack. “She’s his friend! How objective can their risk assessment be?”

			Elliott Sebastiani stood slowly. “Krispin. The vote to open our archives to Dr. Brown was taken and passed half an hour ago. The decision has been made. Please take your seat. Your opposition has been noted for the record.” Elliott looked to Willem, who nodded. “Let’s move on.” He sat down.

			Willem opened a new window in the meeting software, displaying a resume. “Back to our discussion about the candidate, theoretical physicist Dr. Michio Kaku. The floor is open for comments.”

			[JKirkland]: you OK?

			Lukas paused.

			[LSebastiani]: rough night

			[JKirkland]: ??

			[LSebastiani]: Waiting it out. What was the final vote for Bailey?

			[JKirkland:] 5/1, Weres against. Easy pass.

			Easy pass, my ass. It had taken a lot of legwork. But the vote had gone as he’d expected. He wouldn’t have brought this issue to the Council in the first place if he hadn’t secured the votes first.

			A luscious smell wafted from his doorway. Coffee. Dr. Bailey Brown, Sebastiani Security’s newest hire, computing wunderkind, convicted felon, and the catalyst of a multi-species dust-up she was at this moment blissfully unaware of, lounged against the doorjamb, sipping coffee from a gigantic insulated mug. The spicy roasted red pepper flavor Lukas had come to associate with Bailey—always thinking, always curious—hit his tongue. His stomach rolled as her essence mixed with the ash that wouldn’t go away, but he swallowed it down. Lukas hit the conference software’s PRIVACY key to block the meeting. “Hi, Bailey. You’re up late.”

			“Or early, as the case may be.” Bailey nodded in approval at his actions to secure his desktop—even from her. “You look…” She paused, then shrugged. “Well, anyway, good evening, good morning, whatever.” She took a noisy slug off the mug.

			Damn it. Right now, he would sacrifice his left nut for even one sip of that coffee.

			Lukas was glad the Council had authorized them to share their people’s history with Bailey, because after three months on the job, she was getting twitchy, looking for the next challenge. Jack had warned him that when Bailey got bored, she got curious. And so Lukas had put his fledgling political capital on the line with the Council, recommending that a human hacker work hip to hip with Valerian to digitize and secure their people’s most precious documents.

			If humanity had to learn that they shared their planet with other species, the Council was going to damn well control the timeline.

			Bailey walked up to his desk and extended the mug to him, and revealed her own, which she’d been hiding behind her back. Lukas raised the mug to his lips and sipped as if from a holy chalice. It was all he could do not to whimper as the viciously strong blend finally washed away the ashy residue of some sick fuck’s depraved midnight adventure.

			[ESebastiani:] Anything break yet?

			Lukas sighed. He should have known his father had felt something too.

			“I’ll let you get back to work.” Bailey turned away. “Catch you later.”

			“Thank you,” he called to her back. Lukas flipped audio and holo back on, and watched his body shimmer into his chair once again. Several of the Council members were typing, getting other work done, while Krispin Woolf busily worked Willem Lund’s last nerve.

			[LSebastiani:] Nothing yet

			[ESebastiani:] Tailgater?

			It hadn’t felt vicarious to Lukas. Whoever had force-fed him that noxious midnight snack had been wallowing in a swirl of pain and pleasure.

			[LSebastiani:] Don’t think so.

			“Mr. Sebastiani?” Willem said. “Lukas?”

			Oops. Busted multitasking. And Woolf’s cheekbones were rippling with anger. “I’m sorry, Willem. Could you repeat the question?”

			“Mr. Woolf has asked about the timeline on the archiving project.”

			“The archives will be opened to Dr. Brown today,” Lukas responded. “The timeline is hers to establish. We’ll report status at next quarter’s meeting. Willem, my apologies once again for pulling us off the agenda.”

			Lukas watched as Willem tapped at his keyboard and lodged an action for Sebastiani Security. Jack made a notation on his mini-comp, thank gawd. He did not have the patience to close action items—

			Saliva spurted, and the taste of wet ashes flooded Lukas’s mouth. At the meeting, his father’s eyes narrowed slightly.

			Lukas hunched over the wastebasket and vomited.

			Krispin Woolf spoke from the boardroom. “Well, at least there’s no messy cleanup on this end.”

			A red-rimmed dialog box exploded onto Lukas’s monitor as the Hot Sheet registered a Code Red. His mini-comp vibrated furiously. Finally. Lukas took a swig of coffee, swirled it around his mouth, and spit into the wastebasket. He clicked “Step Out” once again, and quickly read. Homicide. Werewolf club called Subterranean, two responders on scene. He saw Jack excuse himself and exit the boardroom.

			An icon pinged as Jack came online, and they both watched the split-screen live feed streaming from the headsets being worn by the Commander In Charge and his partner.

			“Don’t you dare yack at my crime scene,” Commander Gideon Lupinsky snapped to his trainee, who was identified at the bottom left of the video stream as “J. Williams.” Lukas blocked the rookie’s audio as his stomach lurched in sympathy. He opened up an audio channel to Lupinsky instead. “I’m here, Gideon.”

			Lupinsky stopped just outside the entrance to a public bathroom, creating an establishing shot for the record. “Call came in about fifteen minutes ago,” Gideon said, looking around the room slowly. “Cleaning staff found her after closing.”

			Lukas mentally sniffed. Ammonia. Incense, potpourri. Ozone? Something… electric. And yes, the slightest hint of ashes on the air. “Go ahead,” he said to Lupinsky.

			Williams, pale and clammy, re-entered the room, looking anywhere but at the body sprawled in the handicapped stall. He reactivated her audio.

			While Williams collected shards of broken light bulbs and placed them in evidence bags, Lukas watched Gideon snap on some gloves and approach the body. Unmistakably female. Brunette, looked to be about his sister Sasha’s age. Lukas quickly pushed the thought aside and focused on the details: jeans, a pair of those high-heeled boots he was amazed women could actually walk in, much less wear dancing. Her shirt was pushed down, exposing her breasts. It felt like a violation to film her condition for the record, but he told himself she was long past caring. Her face, neck, and shoulders were covered by waves of dark brown hair.

			Gideon looked around. “I don’t see a purse,” he said. He knelt next to her, sniffed. “Were.” He carefully swept her hair away from her face. And recoiled. “Holy shit.”

			Her identity kicked Lukas in the gut. Andine Woolf. Andi, Krispin Woolf’s daughter. He looked at the other open window on his desktop. Krispin Woolf’s day—hell, his life—was about to take a nasty 180.

			“What the…” he heard Gideon say. Lukas looked back to the crime scene.

			Andi Woolf’s ankle had twitched.

			“Jenny, call the EMTs,” Gideon rapped out to his partner. “She’s not dead. Move it!”

			Lukas absorbed the Commander’s shock and adrenaline as he moved with speed, preserving the scene now forgotten as Andi, sprawled in the handicapped stall, seized uncontrollably.

			Gideon leaned over her, examining her face, her crushed throat, the flecks of blood on her lips. Lukas could see the damage as well as Gideon could. Andi tried to drag breath through her ruined airway. No go.

			“Lick her,” Lukas said softly.

			Gideon’s head whipped up. “What? Jesus.”

			Lukas closed his eyes against the vertigo Gideon’s sudden motion had caused. “You’ll have to help her shift. She has a better chance of surviving in werewolf form.”

			“Jesus, I don’t know if she has the energy reserves to…”

			“She’ll die if you don’t,” Lukas snapped. “Just do it.” A sweet clover essence swirled onto his tongue. This girl wasn’t ready to die yet.

			Andi seized again, her head rhythmically bumping into the cold tile wall. Lukas saw Gideon reach to her, hesitate, then lay his hands on her torso, avoiding her exposed breasts, her damaged throat. And as Lukas had hoped, Andi instinctively responded to the scent of Pack pumping off the werewolf male kneeling next to her.

			Gideon pulled her out of the stall by her stiletto-booted feet, her head bumping over the rough floor tiles, her arms dragging overhead. As he dropped onto the floor and ranged his upper body over her bare torso, Lukas got a better look at Andi’s crushed throat, using the bathroom’s unforgiving fluorescent light to note the placement of the blooming bruises. Gideon finally lowered his head, dragged his tongue along her jaw line, over her open lips, over her cheekbones, eyelids, eyebrows. Gideon’s physical reaction pulsed through the room as he used his scent, his sexuality, to catalyze Andi’s shift.

			“C’mon, c’mon,” Gideon breathed as Andi’s nostrils twitched, her eyelids fluttered. “Good girl, good. Keep going.” He snuffled his nose into her ear, and a moan escaped along with her precious air.

			The bathroom door opened as the EMTs arrived. “Stay back,” Gideon ordered from his position atop her body. “Lupine, shifting. Get ready to intubate, her airway’s gone.”

			The EMTs goggled at the sight of the straight-laced Commander stretched prone over their patient.

			Time dragged as Gideon worked. He finally backed off as nostril became snout, as sleek brown fur sprouted over Andi’s ruined neck. Her torso pulsed. Whiskers sprouted. Her hands turned to paws, her fingernails to claws. And all the time she instinctively lurched toward Gideon. To Pack. It was wrenching to watch, and seemed endless, her bones shifting, popping, with yelps of pain coming from her mouth.

			“Shit, she’s losing it.” Gideon quickly shrugged off his jacket, unbuttoned his cotton oxford shirt, and pressed their torsos together, skin to skin. He grasped her head, brought their faces together, and locked his lips to hers.

			His desperation flooded the room.

			Several minutes passed. Finally, through Gideon’s vid feed, Lukas saw the color of Andi’s eyes as they fluttered open, then closed—a mossy green, like her father’s.

			“Gideon, let the EMTs at her now,” Lukas said softly.

			Through Jenny’s eyes, Lukas watched Gideon shakily lever himself off her body and lean wearily against the bathroom wall. “Okay,” he growled to the EMTs through a bloody, half-lupine mouth.

			The EMTs scooped Andi up, quickly found a vein, and inserted an IV. At the board meeting, Krispin Woolf listened while the siren, Claudette Fontaine, spoke, unaware that his daughter was fighting for her life.

			“Jack and I were attending a meeting with her father when you called,” Lukas said. “We can notify him and meet you at the hospital.”

			“Okay. Give us a few minutes here,” Gideon said as the gurney rolled briskly out of the bathroom, wheels clattering against the uneven tile.

			Through Williams’ video feed, Lukas watched Gideon raise his hand to his mouth, pause, put it back down again. Gideon looked to his trainee. “Can you bring the kit over here, Jenny? We’re going to have to process me for evidence.”

			Williams gulped audibly as she brought her commander the kit. Through her vid, Lukas watched Gideon extract a tarp and spread it on the floor, then step onto it. He removed a large evidence bag from the kit, set it on the tarp, and opened it. Snap. His gloves dropped into the bag. His shirt quickly followed. “Get a swab,” he said grimly. “I tasted semen.”

			Lukas’s stomach dropped.

			*ping*

			[JKirkland:] I’ll bring Krispin to the hospital.

			[LSebastiani:] k

			While Lukas opened a chat with his father and gave him a quick update, he saw Jack approach Krispin Woolf, put a hand on the man’s shoulder, talk quietly. The other man’s flint-tinged fear, his father’s horror, spilled onto Lukas’s tongue.

			Lukas sat for a moment, his bleary eyes staring sightlessly at the glowing monitors. Rancid tastes and toxic smells converged: the rookie’s diesel-tasting horror, Gideon’s soil-scented helplessness. Andi Woolf’s sweet, grassy musk. Cooling coffee. Krispin’s mothballs. His own vomit.

			As he took a healthy swig of antacid from the bottle on the desk, Lukas watched Claudette Fontaine rise and put her arms around Krispin Woolf.

			From this angle, Claudette looked more like Scarlett’s sister than her mother.

			Shit, where had that come from? Lukas wearily speared his hands through his still-damp hair. He’d managed to put the Scarlett’s Web show out of his mind, for a while, anyway. Thankfully, Scarlett Fontaine was Jack’s client, not his. Jack’s problem, not his. And if Lukas knew that her tour bus had already pulled into Underbelly’s underground parking ramp, right on schedule?

			It was only because it was his name on the door, not Jack’s.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Scarlett Fontaine tried not to wince as laughter exploded around the table like shrapnel. The band’s traditional “welcome home” celebration was just getting warmed up, and she could barely keep her eyes open. She rolled her shoulders and tried to get comfortable in the padded chair. Her apartment—her bed—was ten floors overhead, so close, yet so far away.

			Just hold it together a little bit longer. What’s a half hour more after a year on the road? She sighed and took a sip of the excellent Chianti that Flynn, Underbelly’s night manager, had just poured. “Mmm, just what I needed,” she said to Flynn, burrowing into his hug.

			“The wine?”

			“The hug,” she replied with a smile. “It’s good to be home.”

			“Glad to have you back. And don’t think I don’t notice how bony you are under that floppy sweatshirt. Are you okay?”

			No. I’m not. “Just tired,” she responded instead. And other than a raised eyebrow, he didn’t call her on it, thank the universe—not that he’d hold off for long. But she couldn’t explain how she felt to herself yet, much less to someone else.

			“Hey, Flynn!” a disembodied voice hollered from the club’s back office. “Are you going to close out the tills here or what?”

			Flynn hesitated.

			“Go count some money,” she said, shooing him with one hand and picking up the bottle he’d set beside her with the other. “You’ll have all the time in the world to browbeat me.”

			As Flynn departed, Michael, the band’s incubus lead guitarist, said something that made the group guffaw once again. Clangs and curses echoed from the industrial kitchen as the last pots and pans were washed. Plastic cups and bottles clacked as one of the closers pushed a huge broom across the darkened dance floor. Behind the bar, backlit liquor bottles gleamed like rough-cut jewels, and glasses clinked as everyone’s drink orders were filled. Sound bounced off every surface, hitting the back of her skull with the subtlety of a nail gun. She wanted to plug her ears. Put on her headset. Scream for silence.

			But if she let herself scream, she wouldn’t stop. So she breathed deeply, tried to push the noise, the panic, into the background. Focus on something else, anything else. Her eyes cruised over the plum-colored walls, nearly black in the shadowy light, and locked on to the most dominant thing in the room: the sculpture that surrounded the stage and formed most of the club’s west wall. Steel, aluminum, and pewter undulated three stories to the ceiling, in a functional piece of art that cleverly directed sound from the stage out into the performance area. It was gorgeous, and both Architectural Digest and Audiophile had featured it in their magazines.

			“Toasts!” Tansy, their valkyrie bassist, called from the far end of the table with a glance at her watch. “Let’s get this show on the road, people!”

			Scarlett smirked. Tansy’s bondmates, gorgeous twin vampires, were probably waiting up for her. Naked, in bed.

			“Stephen, here’s your—where’s Stephen?” Flynn asked as he strode from the back carrying the bottle of absinthe the drummer preferred.

			“He didn’t feel well and went home awhile ago. He’ll meet us at Crackhouse for brunch before sound check,” Scarlett said, referring to the other business housed in the Sebastiani Building. Her best friend Sasha Sebastiani managed both Underbelly and Crackhouse Coffee, and they also shared one of the building’s penthouse apartments with Scarlett’s sister Annika. “But he left me his toast.” She waited for the table to quiet down, for Flynn to fill a delicate glass with the glowing green liqueur. Scarlett raised it. “To groupies.”

			The toast was so like Stephen, and so not like Scarlett, that laughter rolled.

			“He’s the reason the tour bus smelled like sex all the time,” Tansy grumbled. “On the next tour we need to have a ‘no sex on the bus’ rule.”

			“You can’t be serious,” one of their roadies said. “Good luck with that.”

			“You and your rules,” Michael said with a roll of his eyes. “You’d have to wallpaper it from stem to stern to cover all the places Stephen’s had sex on that bus. And then he’d just find places no one had thought about yet.”

			“Those damn socks of his. Jesus, he’s got some foot funk,” Joe, the vampire who played rhythm guitar and keyboards, chimed in. He raised his creamy Guinness. “Here’s to clean socks.”

			“To 3:00 a.m. greasy spoon breakfasts!”

			“To room service!”

			“To Nessie, who got us here safely!” “Nessie” was the band’s nickname for their workhorse tour bus, which had covered over 50,000 miles on this last tour, with only one stop for repairs outside Calgary.

			A cheer went up. “Hear, hear!”

			“To the next tour!” someone called. Everyone groaned again. Scarlett laughed as she was expected to, but her gut bubbled in warning. “Let’s finish this one first, okay?” she said. “We do have one more show to go.” And she was dreading it.

			Flynn appeared at her elbow again and lifted the bottle of wine, but she put her hand over the top of her glass before he could pour. “Nope, I’m cutting myself off.”

			He peered at her. Too closely. “Good call. Ready to call it a night?”

			“Yes, yes, yes.” A yawn escaped, and she shivered through her layers. “Brrr. It was freezing when we left the hotel in Chicago this morning, and when we pulled in tonight, it was hot enough to steam rice. Now I’m cold again.”

			Flynn nodded in agreement. “Fall in Minnesota. Why do we live here again?”

			“So we have something to bitch about, of course.” Scarlett snagged her purse off the floor and stood.

			Accusations of “party pooper” rained over her as the others noticed she was leaving. “I’m following Stephen’s lead and getting some sleep. We have one more show, boys and girls, and I, for one, need my beauty sleep.”

			“Scarlett, what’s your toast?” Tansy called.

			Shit, the last toast was hers. She paused and closed her eyes. “To…” To silence, to solitude. To hibernating until the snow melts next spring. When she opened them, everyone was looking at her expectantly. No way could she say what she really felt. She picked up Stephen’s absinthe and raised the glass. “To our homecoming. To sleeping in our own beds tonight—whether alone or with company—and to a great show tomorrow night,” she finally said. A cheer went up as she drained the shot of glowing green liquor.

			She responded to the calls of “Good night” and “See you tomorrow!” with a wave and almost sagged against Flynn as he walked her through the unmarked door leading to the back of the house.

			“Want to raid the refrigerator, have a bedtime snack?” Flynn said as they passed the noisy kitchen.

			“No thanks, I’m not hungry.”

			Flynn eyed her. “You look like you haven’t been hungry for a while. You sure? How ‘bout a Milky Way milkshake?”

			Scarlett’s stomach lurched. “No thanks, I just want to go to bed.”

			They stopped at the private elevator leading to the penthouse apartments. Scarlett stood there blankly, blinking when Flynn pulled a card out of his pocket and swiped it. The elevator doors opened with a swish. Flynn bundled her in and smacked a kiss on her temple. “Welcome home, darlin’. Get to bed. Sleep well.”

			“Good night,” she called as the elevator doors closed. “Thank you, Flynn.”

			The butter-smooth ride to the tenth floor started, and she turned her back to the elevator’s smirking mirrored walls. She didn’t need an up-close-and-personal view of the damage the road had wreaked, thank you very much. Her weight loss and the condition of her skin had had Jesse, her bodyguard-cum-stylist, tsk-tsking for the last month or so. With no makeup on, her green eyes were the only shot of color on her face, and her red hair was wilted and limp. While Tansy had recently started complaining that her favorite leather pants were getting too tight— “too many damn Hot Pockets”—Jesse had had to alter some of Scarlett’s performance clothing. But on the plus side, shopping had been required. What woman didn’t get a zing out of buying her jeans a size—okay, two sizes—smaller than usual?

			The elevator drew to a stop, and the doors opened onto the dimly lit foyer for the two penthouse units on the top floor of the Sebastiani Building. Scarlett forced herself to move before the elevator doors closed on her and took her back downstairs.

			The foyer was blissfully silent. On the table directly across from the elevator, a Tiffany lamp burned in welcome. A trio of pictures of the aurora borealis still hung on the wall above the table, greenish blue magnetic sheets coating the night sky. A single, exquisite orchid stood in a crystal vase, its petals a pink so pale they seemed white. She picked up the small lavender note card leaning against the vase, and read. “Welcome home, darling. Love you, Mom.” Smiling, she touched the flower’s delicate petals with her forefinger, and then tucked the card in her back pocket.

			Elliott Sebastiani’s stately apartment was off to the right. She veered left, to the four-bedroom unit.

			Key, key… where was her key?

			It was a sign of everything that was wrong with her life that she didn’t know where her own damn house key was. When was the last time she’d unlocked anything other than a hotel room door for herself? She wearily opened her landfill of a purse, pawed through candy wrappers, pens, matchbooks from the clubs they’d played, enough tubes of lip gloss to stock a cosmetics counter, a stray tampon. Her wallet. She found the right card, slid it into the slot underneath the doorknob, waited for the light to turn green, and opened the heavy door. Closed it softly behind her.

			Home. She was home at last. Away from the incessant attention that made her feel like a wild animal pacing behind bars at the zoo. Alone. At least for a few hours. No autograph seekers, no star fuckers, no paparazzi. And, love ’em dearly, no band mates, no roadies, no crew. They were all overdue for some time to themselves. It had been months since she’d slept in her own bed, and it was just fifteen strides away. She just… had to convince her feet to move.

			She took a step in the dim light and promptly stumbled over a suitcase. “Damn.” Had she wakened Sasha and Annika? It had been so long since she’d been home that her roommates would be more apt to think a robber was opening the door than her.

			Nah. No robber would ever reach this door, because with his sister living here, and his father living across the foyer, Lukas Sebastiani had used every bit of his legendary skill to ensure the place was locked down tight.

			Her own safety? Just a happy coincidence. Lukas avoided her like the plague. She sighed. Yeah, okay, the avoiding was reciprocal, but occurred for completely different reasons. Lukas didn’t care about her, and she… cared too much. Hurt too much. But that was going to change. Once she felt better rested, she would deal with Lukas, once and for all.

			Scarlett made her way to her bedroom without turning on the lights or waking her roommates. She shut the door behind her, flipped the switch, and flooded the room with light. Though the turquoise walls glowed and there was no dust, the room felt a little sterile after such a long period of disuse. For a few minutes, she simply puttered, reacquainting herself with her things. A faint scent of rain permeated the room from a candle that someone—Sasha, most likely—had left burning in welcome on her bedside table. Passing the sound system, she unclipped her iPod—facetiously named Sigmund in honor of the psychiatrist Sigmund Freud—from the hip pocket of her jeans, docked it, and pressed Play. She barely blinked when the shuffle feature queued up Michael Jackson’s “Scream.”

			It just figured.

			As the music throbbed softly into the room, she trailed her hand over the intricate contemporary quilt covering her maple four-poster bed. Priceless, too precious to take with her on the road. The faerie quilt swirled with all the colors of the ocean: teal, turquoise, tanzanite. Indigo and midnight blue tipping to nearly black, the occasional flash of lime green. She’d commissioned it the day she’d turned eighteen, the youngest age the faeries would consider such a request—her illustrious lineage be damned—because in addition to providing warmth and beauty for a lifetime, faerie quilts catalyzed dreams, and such things could not be trusted to youth. During her hypnotic blur of an interview, Scarlett had apparently described her favorite childhood fantasy: She was a mermaid, swimming through the bath-warm tropics, caring for the creatures feeding near the towering kelp forest.

			Not a siren singing men to their deaths, thank you very much.

			Her eyes were drawn to the plum-framed Annie Leibovitz prints lining the walls, pictures of the musicians she respected, some of whom she’d been lucky enough to collaborate with and now counted as friends. Her own photograph by the famed rock photographer hung around the corner, tucked in the alcove which held her desk and computer—part of the collection, yet not. Hers was a matted pair of prints: first, the staged shot which had appeared in Vanity Fair about a year ago as part of a story on emerging female songwriters, Scarlett presented as a majestic siren luring ships into the cliffs with her voice, standing strong and sinuous on a bluff overlooking the pounding Irish Sea near dusk, barefooted on the rocks, arms stretched to the elements. Power pulsed off the picture, and Scarlett stared at it in amazement. Who was that? Was even a fraction of it real, or was it all smoke and mirrors?

			She looked at the second print and smiled. She and Annie were hugging after the shoot, Annie seemingly impervious to the weather, but Scarlett bundled into an ugly, ankle-length, down jacket, UGGs on her feet, knit cap on her wet hair, her hands wrapped around a steaming mug of tea. Bedraggled, runny nose, blue lips and fingernails.

			This Scarlett she had no problem recognizing.

			The bed called to her, but she checked for messages first, and then quickly flipped through the piles of mail someone had deemed important enough for her to see, but not urgent enough to deliver to her on the road. How did Garrett receive her mail? How had he delivered her latest house key when he was on the road with them most of the time? She’d never thought about it before. She’d gotten used to being hustled and bundled from location to location, conserving her flagging energy for the next performance. The road was a bubble in which real life fell by the wayside. An escape. Just like she’d wanted, had asked for.

			But now it was time for real life again. She wanted to sort through her own mail. She yearned to sort laundry into colors, choose which temperature to wash them in, turn the knobs. To go to the grocery store and choose her own fresh oranges, shop for her own damn tampons—not just have them magically appear when she needed them.

			Her face blazed with heat. Garrett even managed her period.

			She looked up to the picture of The Pretenders’ Chrissie Hynde, met her wise, kohl-rimmed eyes. Would Chrissie let some man manage her menstrual cycle? Hell no.

			She had to make some changes—starting with confronting her pitiful feelings for Sasha’s lunk of a brother.

			She made herself think back to Annika’s Succession Ceremony late last summer, the day her sister had officially become the Siren Second, a member of the Underworld Council. The weather that day had been hot and gorgeous, drenched in history, laughter, and sunlight. Held at Annika’s choice of venue, The Calhoun Beach Club in Minneapolis, the Succession Ceremony itself had taken place in one of the smaller private ballrooms, its French doors thrown open to the lake and the adjoining private beach which was theirs for the day. Though “succession casual” had ruled the day, the simple and moving rite had played out as it had for hundreds of years, with Wyland carrying the Council Tome to the front of the room where a candle-laden, white-clothed table had been set up on a riser. Valerian, resplendent in his black, grey, and white tapestry robes, had stood behind the table facing them, with Annika and her mother positioned on each side. Scarlett herself had been seated in the front row, hyper-aware of Lukas’s big body shifting uncomfortably in his chair at the end of the row. Even after Valerian had intoned the final emotional words of the ceremony—“All that was. All that is. All that shall be”—as he’d scribed Annika’s name underneath her mother’s with his flashy Mont Blanc pen, she’d been fine. But when each Council member had approached Annika, ceremonially kissing her forehead, heart, left cheek, right cheek, lips… Scarlett gulped.

			Admit it. Watching Lukas place his lips on her sister’s mouth, even platonically, had fractured something inside of her. And she’d ducked out of the after party, dialing up Garrett and setting tour plans in motion before she’d even left the Calhoun Beach Club parking lot.

			What had ever made her think that touring for over a year would be a viable solution, would anesthetize her useless, pitiful feelings? All she’d accomplished was burning herself out. The year swirled through her brain: sold out shows. Music and merch sales through the roof. Hundreds of thousands of hits to the band’s website, spiking when Scarlett herself posted in their online road journal. Yes, the tour had been successful beyond Garrett’s wildest dreams, but she’d been going through the motions for months. She couldn’t write for shit, and looked even worse. About halfway through the tour, she’d started singing other artist’s songs more frequently than her own because… it was easier. It hurt less to interpret the emotions in songs other people had written, and she did it very, very well. Wildly popular, Scarlett’s Web cover shows had become epic events, guaranteeing an emotional roller coaster ride one would never forget.

			But no one knew the sense of failure she felt every single night the band performed. It was bad enough she wasn’t writing her own music, but she was also too much of a chickenshit to sing her own backlist.

			She couldn’t think anymore, couldn’t focus. She lost her temper more easily than she used to. Her life felt like it was happening to someone else. And that was going to change, she affirmed as she undressed. She needed to feel her own feelings again, not run from them, no matter how painful they were. And she couldn’t move on until she confronted her feelings for Lukas Sebastiani.

			The bastard.

			Yes, it was time to get her life back on track. Scarlett climbed into bed naked, pulling the puffy quilt over her bare shoulders. Please, no dreams tonight. Because in her dreams, she tumbled in the sheets with a rock of a man, with the incubus who’d kissed her, devoured her, initiating her into womanhood so deliciously that she’d… screamed.

			Ruining her for anyone else.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3 

			The night sky was brightening, about to tip over to dawn, and the lobby of Memorial Hospital was filled with people who never expected they’d be making a pit stop at the emergency room. The sharp taste of iron spurted under Lukas’s tongue as yet another ambulance screamed to a stop at the entrance. Adrenaline pumped as the medical staff jumped into action like football players, choreography he’d become familiar with during the hours he, Jack, and Krispin Woolf had been waiting for Andi Woolf to come out of surgery. First, a medical response team trotted out the door and onto the field. They opened the ambulance door, listened to the EMT squatting like a coach in the back of the vehicle beside the patient. The sleepy resident quarterbacking the play then rapped out a jargon-filled stream of orders that Lukas sure as shit hoped made sense to someone. Snap goes the gurney. Gurney and passenger were quickly wheeled to the end zone.

			And sometimes screams fill the stadium.

			The place was bedlam. He was in the way everywhere he stood, and he’d seen way too much of the lower torso of a valkyrie straining to bring new life into the world, but he wasn’t going to leave until he talked to Gideon Lupinsky. Jack was in the cafeteria, getting them an umpteenth cup of awful coffee, and Krispin Woolf waited, tight-lipped, in a family room just down the hall. He’d declined Jack’s offer of coffee with icy politeness. “All I’d like is privacy, please.” Despite the closed door between them, Krispin’s misery leached into the lobby.

			Lukas’s mini-comp pinged. He edged into the doorway of an empty family room directly across from the nurse’s station, his stomach sinking as he skimmed the preliminary findings that the lab had routed to both him and Gideon.

			The skin they’d scraped from underneath Andi’s fingernails was incubus. Lukas sighed. Like they didn’t already have enough of a problem with bigots thinking incubi were uncontrollable sex fiends.

			Lukas stepped into the family room and sat on the institutional couch. Though the thing looked like a torture rack from The Inquisition, he was so damn tired that any horizontal surface looked pretty attractive right now.

			He’d been the first to arrive, beating even Andi’s ambulance, because Sebastiani Security headquarters was located a mere two blocks away from the hospital. Gideon and his rookie had been delayed at the scene, and Jack and Krispin had hit the morning rush hour exactly wrong, turning the drive from the Chanhassen boardroom from forty minutes into an hour and a half.

			And thank the aurora that Krispin had been delayed, because no father, no matter how much of an asshole, deserved to witness what Lukas had seen as the gurney carrying Andi had emerged from the ambulance. She’d looked positively feral, spontaneously shifting between human and werewolf and back again, growls and moans and groans mixing and pushing from her damaged throat like gritty asphalt. She’d clutched at her neck repeatedly, as if she’d tear it open herself if she could. The sour aftertaste of her terror still lingered on the back of his tongue.

			If someone did this to a member of his family, there’d be nothing left of the guy except a gut pile by the side of the road.

			The doctor who’d run alongside Andi’s gurney hours ago emerged from behind a closed door. Lukas watched as he rested his weight against the nurse’s station, swung a monitor his way, and started to type. When he finished, the nurse behind the desk pointed to Lukas, who stood as the doctor joined him.

			The doctor covered a jaw-cracking yawn with his hand and blearily eyed the couch before shaking Lukas’s hand. One of the laminated cards clipped to his coat pocket identified him as Dr. Adnan Penn, MultiSpecies Trauma. The picture on the card was as bad as anything the Department of Motor Vehicles had ever slapped on a driver’s license.

			“How is she?” Lukas asked.

			Dr. Penn dragged a hand through his short, coal-black hair. “We repaired the damage to her throat. She’s critical, in Intensive Care, but… holding. Werewolves are so damn strong,” he said with a shake of his head. “There’s a chance that the trach might be permanent, but…”

			The rest of his thought didn’t have to be said: better that than dead.

			“When can Mr. Woolf see his daughter?”

			“I’m off to see him next,” Dr. Penn said. “Commander Lupinsky is with Ms. Woolf, but he said he’d only be a few more minutes. Mr. Woolf will be able to visit his daughter after the Commander finishes.”

			Exhaustion pulsed off of Penn in waves, and Lukas had to stiffen his knees to stay standing as the other man spoke. “Mr. Woolf has authorized us to update you and the Commander if there are any changes in her status.”

			If Andi Woolf died.

			Penn reached for his waist as his PDA beeped. “Here comes the next one.” He eyed Lukas grimly. “Good hunting, Sir.”

			Across the hall, Gideon Lupinsky emerged from Andi’s room, an evidence bag in his hand and a phone clapped to his ear. He was still wearing the thin, half-translucent jumpsuit he’d put on in Subterranean’s women’s restroom after placing his own clothing into evidence. More waterproofing than anything else, cops usually pulled the jumpsuit on to protect their clothing at messy crime scenes. Gideon’s bright red boxer shorts were clearly visible, but from the rigid expression on his face, people being able to see his underwear was the least of his concerns.

			Down the hall, Dr. Penn escorted Krispin Woolf into his daughter’s treatment room. Suddenly the voices in the waiting room quieted to a hush, then excitement buzzed like a hive of bees.

			His father had arrived.

			He, Jack, and Krispin Woolf hadn’t been recognized by too many people in the waiting room, and those who had recognized them had clearly seen that they were occupied. But Council President Elliott Sebastiani, accompanied by Siren Leader Claudette Fontaine? It was too juicy to ignore, even in the land of Minnesota Nice.

			Where the fuck was his father’s bodyguard? Lukas stepped in front of their bodies with his own, quickly herding them to the family room he’d just come from.

			Lukas closed the door behind them and moved them away from the window. “Damn it, Dad…”

			Elliott sighed and hugged him. “He cleared the elevator, watched the doors close.”

			“If he’s not next to you, he’s not guarding your body.”

			“If you’re here, why should I bother him?”

			Lukas opened his mouth, then shut it. Now was not the time, and his father was right—he was here. He hugged his father back, then leaned down and kissed Claudette on both cheeks. He sensed his father’s concern—for Andi, and for Lukas himself—but a much more complex set of emotions swirled around Claudette: a woman’s fear that he recognized intellectually but couldn’t fully appreciate, a helpless, gut-burning anger, and… maternal concern.

			He tensed.

			Claudette had passed her aristocratic bone structure and coloring down to her younger daughter Scarlett in spades. What was it about the Fontaine gene pool that pulled at the Sebastiani men so strongly? Did his father feel yanked around by his gonads too?

			If he did, he seemed pretty damn happy about it. Elliott’s wife, Lukas’s mother Dasha, had been dead a long time, and Claudette, this woman who’d stepped in out of friendship and practically raised him and his siblings alongside her own little girls, had twined herself around their hearts. After years of guilt and denial, his father had finally reached out and taken what he wanted.

			Unfortunately, he couldn’t do the same.

			“How is Andi?” Claudette asked, her siren’s voice soft, empathetic. Lukas felt it comfort him, as she had no doubt intended. Yes, there was no doubt about it. Scarlett’s skill came down through the blood.

			“She’s critical but stable. They’ve repaired her throat, established an airway, and they’re keeping her sedated for the time being.” He stretched the stiffness from his shoulders. “She’s fighting.”

			Elliott took Claudette’s hand. “And Krispin?”

			Lukas shrugged. “He’s angry. Upset. Not talking too much.” Not talking aloud, anyway. But vengeance pulsed off the man as Lukas had easily interpreted the request Krispin couldn’t let himself speak: “Find who did this to my baby.”

			“His anger is understandable.” Claudette pulled Elliott to sit beside her on the couch.

			“Yeah.” Lukas plopped down in an adjacent chair, and they simply sat for several minutes, the bubbling of the saltwater aquarium on the table punctuating the silence. People walked by the closed door, some undoubtedly curious about what event had brought members of the Underworld Council to the hospital. They’d find out soon enough.

			Lukas relayed the information about the skin found under Andi’s nails. “Lupinsky is running like crimes, but nothing’s popped yet.”

			“Did you find anything at the scene?” his father asked.

			Lukas hesitated, his hand unconsciously rubbing his stomach. How to describe it? “Pleasure. Pain. Violence. All swirled together,” he said slowly. “And… ashes.” He shrugged. “But maybe someone was sneaking a smoke in the bathroom.”

			“Or not.” Elliott looked at Claudette, then back at Lukas.

			Claudette’s concern fluttered into the room like a hummingbird, tripping his internal security perimeter. Lukas sat up straight on the couch. Shit. This was about Scarlett. He opened his mouth to speak, but Claudette beat him to it.

			“Aah, Lukas. You read me too well.” She pushed her silver and red hair behind her ear, and it swept right back onto her cheekbone again. “With what happened to Andi tonight, I’m nervous about the girls. Annika is pretty good at taking care of herself, always has been, but Scarlett…” Claudette ticked off reasons on her slender fingers. “She’s a wide-open target when she’s performing. She’s not street-smart. And just coming off the road? She’s absolutely exhausted.” 

			Lukas snorted. “Yeah, a life filled with sex, drugs, and rock and roll might do that to you.”

			Claudette nailed him with a stare he usually didn’t see outside the boardroom.

			“Sorry.” Tipping his head back, he tried to work the kinks out of his stiffened shoulders, neck, and upper back. “It’s been a long day. I’m not usually so subtlety-impaired.”

			“Yes, you are,” she replied. “And you’re not being fair to Scarlett. But that’s an issue for another day.” Lukas sensed her finger hovering over the spring of a trap, and took a careful breath. She took Elliott’s hand again. “If there’s the slightest possibility someone is attacking the Council through their family members, Scarlett might just as well have a bull’s-eye painted on her back tonight.”

			To Lukas, a political motive for the attack on Andi Woolf seemed tenuous at best, but until he and Gideon could hit the street, he couldn’t rule it out, either. Couldn’t reassure her with empty platitudes.

			“We can’t rule out a political motive, but we haven’t found anything to support one either,” he responded. “Gideon and I have been at the hospital all night. Give us a chance to investigate, Claudette, to rule it out. As for the show tonight, you know that Underbelly is the safest place Scarlett could possibly perform. I’ve reviewed Jack’s security plan. It’s rock-solid. Jack will be there, right at her side.”

			“And you, Lukas? Where will you be?”

			Damn it. Lukas slouched back against the back of the couch and swiped his hands through his hair. He should have been better prepared for this. He knew the trap was about to snap shut; he felt the tension in the fucking hinges.

			“Lukas,” she pressed. “I want you there.”

			“No.” The instinctive response slipped out before he could stop it. He did not have time to babysit a spoiled rock star, especially this one—and not with Andi Woolf lying in a hospital bed, fighting for her life. “Claudette, I—”

			“I know you’re busy, and that you and Scarlett rub each other the wrong way. Nothing against Jack, but”—steel entered her voice—“I want you to keep watch over my daughter personally.”

			It was all Lukas could do to clamp down on manic laughter. If Claudette knew just how wrong he and Scarlett had rubbed each other, with which body parts, and how bloody long ago, he’d be strung up. There was no parental statute of limitations for what he’d done. He reached for his only argument. “Scarlett won’t agree.”

			“If you and Jack have problems with Scarlett, we can set Claudette on her,” Elliott advised. “She can be very persuasive.”

			Lukas remembered how Scarlett’s barely legal hands had felt on his younger body. Your daughter is no slouch in the persuasion department, either.

			Ah, shit. He stood and paced the small room, considering the ramifications of Claudette’s demand. Physical pain he could manage. Did, nearly every day. But standing in such close proximity to a siren who interpreted and amplified emotions with her voice? This particular siren, who he wanted with every cell of his body, but couldn’t let himself have again? She’d lead him around by the dick all night long.

			Clenching his jaw, he fought his mind back to Andi Woolf lying in her hospital bed. Was it a random attack, or politically motivated? Andi’s injuries went well beyond some guy—some incubus, Lukas made himself acknowledge—losing control, or not being able to handle his liquor. The taste of ashes gave them somewhere to start, but Claudette’s request would keep him off the street for nearly twenty-four hours.

			He couldn’t refuse.

			Like you wouldn’t have ended up at the show anyway, his mind whispered.

			He took a deep breath. He could damn well control himself around her. It would be tough, but he could do it. Even if it killed him. “Okay,” he replied curtly.

			Claudette stood and hugged him. Her relief smelled like fresh dandelions. “Thank you so much, Lukas.”

			His father joined them, wrapping his arms around them both. “Thank you,” Elliott whispered.

			His father had a pretty good idea what the request would cost him.

			“Well, then,” Elliott said. “We all have work to do, Lukas more than we do, I think. We should get going.” He turned to Lukas. “Will you be heading to Underbelly soon?”

			“A couple of hours more, I think. I have to touch base with Gideon first, then we’re going back to the scene. I’ll catch a shower and a change of clothes somewhere along the way.” Lukas looked at his watch and mentally rearranged his day. Any hope he had of catching a catnap had just been shot to hell. Where was Jack with the coffee? 

			He dialed his father’s bodyguard, telling him the president was ready to leave and that he and Madame Fontaine required an escort to the car.

			“Is that really necessary?” Elliott groused. “So annoying.”

			“Good.” Lukas stepped out of the room before his father and Claudette, assessing it for threats before they walked down the hall. “Would you rather have a female bodyguard? Have her pose as your girlfriend?”

			“There’s no need to get nasty.” Elliott grasped Claudette’s hand. As they rode the elevator down to the parking garage, Elliott turned to him. “Thank you,” he said again. “For everything.”

			“No problem. Just get in the car.” Lukas watched closely while his father’s stony-faced bodyguard ushered Elliott and Claudette into the backseat of the armored Town Car, and closed the door behind them. As the car pulled away from the curb, Lukas mentally penciled in a serious career chat with the guard. Elliott was increasingly in the public eye due to his “day job” as CEO of Sebastiani Inc., the technology research conglomerate whose activities and subsidiaries uncomfortably straddled the Underworld/humanity boundary. Despite the guard’s formidable qualifications, he wasn’t going to last long if he couldn’t push back against his father.

			Thankfully, Lukas could drop himself into the concert’s physical protection plan with barely a ripple; all he had to do was change clothes and plant himself backstage. The fact that Underbelly was a Sebastiani property meant that its physical layout was secure, but Sasha’s demand that Underbelly be buttoned up tight, but not visibly enough to impact the atmosphere of barely controlled hedonism that made it one of Minneapolis’s hottest clubs, had given Jack fits. Just last week Jack had supervised the installation of additional metal detectors, doorjamb prototypes supplied by Sebastiani Labs. Sasha and her team had ticket technology under control; no one would be able to counterfeit the tickets for this event.

			Lukas wondered yet again whether he and Jack should have worked harder to convince at least some of the Council members to watch the show remotely, from the boardroom. If anyone or anything got past them tonight, they could take out most of the leadership of the non-human citizens of the planet in one fell swoop.

			Why did his father have to choose now to get a love life? Lukas made a mental note to assess the security at his father’s penthouse apartment again, and to assign him—them—a larger protection detail. If Underworld Council leadership continuity wasn’t a big enough stick for Lukas to swing at his father, he would use Claudette’s safety. Ruthlessly.

			Extremely dirty pool, given how his wife—Lukas’s mother—had died.

			He walked back to the emptying waiting room, and saw Jack making his way down the hall. Bright yellow bananas peeked out of each of his suit pockets, and he juggled two gigantic cups of coffee. A good portion of a third appeared to be splashed down the leg of his Hugo Boss suit.

			“Hold on a sec,” Jack said into his headset as he approached. He handed Lukas one of the huge cups. “I had to fight a gurney for this. You owe me, big-time.”

			“I’m going to owe you even more before the day is through,” Lukas said with a sigh. “Slight change of plans for Scarlett’s show tonight.” He explained Claudette’s request.

			“I would have brought it up myself if she hadn’t,” Jack said. “I’m talking with Bailey now. I’ll ask her to meet us at Underbelly instead of the office this afternoon.”

			Lukas stared at him.

			“The meeting about the archiving project?”

			He’d forgotten all about it. The Council meeting and its contentious vote seemed like it had happened weeks ago. Lukas dragged his free hand through his hair, and took a slug of the coffee. It tasted like crankcase sludge, but it was caffeinated, and that was all that mattered right now. Jack was right; this meeting with Bailey couldn’t be postponed. Luckily one of them still had functioning brain cells.

			“Sure. Tell her to bring some party clothes.” They might as well drop her in feet first tonight and see how well she coped.

			Hell, what was he worried about? Bailey would cope better than he would.

			Jack handed Lukas two bananas, and then sat down on the couch to give Bailey instructions. Suddenly he pointed to the waiting room, to where Gideon Lupinsky had emerged from Andi’s room carrying more evidence bags.

			Adrenaline hit hard. Finally. Mouthing “later” to Jack, Lukas cut through the waiting room, taking a bite off a banana, fueling up on the run. Doing something, anything, would be better than all this sitting around.

			Sitting around gave him too much time to think—to think about Scarlett, the woman he couldn’t let himself have again.
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