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CHAPTER ONE

This is it, Kate thought.

She’d run into a blind alley and she knew they were right behind her. “Tom!” she yelled, clutching the stitch in her side. “Tom, where are you?”

The biting Chicago wind seemed to snatch the words from her lips. No answer. All she heard was her breath as it came in sharp, ragged gasps, clouding out into the freezing, snow-filled air.

Without Tom by her side Kate suddenly felt totally lost. They’d split up and fled when they’d realized they were being followed. The gang had gone after Tom—but then a car had come out of nowhere, picking up Kate’s trail.

Smoothing long straggles of hair from her forehead, Kate frantically searched the alley for a place to hide—but she was cornered.

The car slowly drew up, filling the entire alleyway, its headlights blinding her.

Then, with a quiet click, the driver’s door opened.

“Stay away from me,” Kate gasped.

Her words were answered with a hunting roar, followed by the hard smack of something heavy on metal.

A shadowy creature, sleek and sinewy, was now crouched on the hood of the car. It was something between a wolf and a man, deep-chested and covered in dark, lustrous fur, its sharp ivory teeth bared.

Kate screamed and shrank away as the creature pounced at her. But as it landed at her feet, she saw that its eyes were deep brown and soulful. Human eyes. Tom’s eyes. She fell to her knees beside him. “You found me,” she breathed.

Tom turned toward the car blocking their way and roared defiantly, then shattered one of its glaring headlights with a swipe of his club-like paw.

Tom’s encounter with the gang must have brought on his lupine change. But Kate wondered with uneasiness how he’d dealt with his attackers.

From the car Kate heard a familiar rough English voice.

“Tom, you stupid hairy sod. This is a rental car and I’ve got no accidental damage coverage.”

“Blood?” Kate called out in disbelief.

“Out for blood, the trouble you two have put me to.”

Adam Blood climbed out of the driver’s seat into full view, tall and clean-cut, in a heavy black overcoat, a rueful half-smile on his handsome face and snowflakes catching on his dark floppy hair.

Tom relaxed his fighting stance and sank back onto his haunches.

“You scared me half to death!” Kate yelled at Blood. She shook her head in disgust. “First you arrange to meet us and don’t show. Then we get chased through the streets by a gang. And ...” She slammed her hand down on the dented car hood. “And then you come after me in this thing!” The words spilled out in a great flood of relief.

“You ran so damned fast, I wanted to make sure I didn’t lose you!” Blood protested. “You two have been bloody hard to find!”

“Well, congrats. Here we are.” Half slipping in the snow, Kate went forward and grabbed Blood in a clumsy embrace. “Thanks,” she said.

“This kind of thanks I can handle,” he murmured, his breath warming her ear as he hugged her back. “But Tom’s not going to jump up and lick me, is he?”

“Ha ha.” She glanced behind her. Tom was lying down now. With the immediate danger past, his human self would soon begin to reassert control. “I thought you were never going to show,” she hissed into Blood’s neck reproachfully.

“Ditto. But do you really think I’d miss out on a jolly Christmas reunion, Trolly?”

Kate smiled. Trolly—short for Troll Lover, her online alias.

Clinging to Blood, the scent of his expensive cologne took her back to the time she’d first met  him in the flesh in New Orleans. Once the head of a misfit group keeping tabs on the dark, supernatural side of the city, he had become a good friend to her and Tom. More than that, he’d saved their lives.

“Come on,” said Blood, extricating himself from her hug. “It’s brass monkeys out here. Get in the car and I’ll take you to whatever fleapit you’re staying in.”

“We’ve got a place in Uptown,” Kate told him, “and yes, it is a fleapit, but I can’t wait to get back there.”

“Get in, Tom, as long as you’re not shedding....” He trailed off, peering over Kate’s shoulder. “Oh.”

Kate turned and saw that Tom had transformed back to his human form. A little sting went through her at the sight of his naked body facedown in the slushy snow, slim and muscular. “He’ll freeze to death,” she muttered to Blood. “Give me your coat.”

“Just call me Santa.” Blood sighed, unbuttoning his heavy overcoat. “Three days early.”

Kate wrapped the coat around Tom, who was starting to shiver. He looked up at her, his deep brown eyes glinting under his dark brows, hair damp and spiky. She just wanted to gather him up and hold him close. Feel the deep heaving of his chest, his arms around her waist ...

Don’t go there, she told herself, helping Tom to his feet.

“Those assholes had me trapped,” he muttered  through chattering teeth. “They herded me into an alleyway, then ...”

Kate shuddered. “They attacked you?”

“It was more like they were just ... provoking me. Pushing me around. Trying to—” Tom broke off, looked into her eyes. “Trying to make me change.”

“And they got what they wanted,” Kate muttered. “You think they knew you were lupine?”

He nodded. “They had badges on their jackets—silver wolf heads....” He clutched the overcoat tightly about him. “Anyhow, I took them by surprise. Leapt past them before they could stop me.”

“Look, are you going to say hello to me or what, you rude little sod?” called Blood impatiently.

Tom turned to Blood and forced a weak grin. “You made it.” He reached out his hand, and Blood shook it firmly. “Better late than never, huh?”

“Late?” Blood frowned, opening the Mercedes’ rear door for them. “If anyone’s late, you are.”

“We waited for you to show for hours!” Kate protested.

In truth, they’d been waiting for weeks, since they’d first arrived here in Chicago. It had been Blood who’d told them that he’d heard some big lupine event was being planned in the city. He’d warned them to stay away—he’d certainly intended to. But Kate and Tom had known that if there was an opportunity here to halt the lupine community’s  quest for power, then it had to be taken. And a few days ago, to their relief, Blood had e-mailed to say he was going to join them after all.

“Those coded messages of yours are too much.” Blood scrambled into the driver’s seat. “I thought ‘21 Always Jealous WS’ meant nine o’clock on the twenty-first between Evergreen Street and West Schiller....”

Kate shook her head. “Nuh-uh. You got the nine o’clock and Evergreen part right, but WS stood for winter solstice—that’s the twenty-second.”

“Today,” Tom said pointedly.

“Well, pardon me, I’m sure,” grumbled Blood as he started the car. “Got worried sick when I couldn’t find you last night. Been driving around looking for you pretty much ever since.”

Kate fluttered her eyelids. “Nice to know you care.”

“Didn’t know whether the ’wolves had got you or the cops,” said Blood mildly, pulling away down the deserted street. “I take it you’re both still wanted for that double homicide in New Orleans?”

Tom nodded and grimaced. “You were there. You know we’re innocent.”

“You’re the only one who can prove it,” Kate added. “Who’d believe me if I told them?” Blood pointed out. “I’d just be incriminating myself. Besides, I’m older than you two. They’d blame it all on me for corrupting you, stick me in prison or  something.” His voice suddenly became terribly English and refined. “And honestly, can you see me in one of those ghastly orange uniforms?”

Kate smiled. Blood was apt to slip into this voice; he worked selling upmarket real estate and found the accent often impressed his customers. “Let’s just hope the police don’t stop you now for driving with one headlight out,” she remarked.

“We’d better get well away from here,” said Blood, heading toward the highway. “If Tom was seen in ’wolf form, he may have caused a stir. And if the police stop our car looking for witnesses ...”

“Good paranoid thinking,” Kate said.

“Thank you.”

Kate stared out of the window, willing herself to relax a little. She was no stranger to paranoia herself—nor to horror. Her whole family were pureblood werewolves, which meant that the lupine gene was in her—just waiting to be activated by mating with a lupine partner. Kate had railed against her lupine destiny. In the end, her parents had taken matters into their own hands: they’d abducted Tom and bitten him, turned him ’wolf so he could turn her.

Luckily Tom had been able to resist the lupine toxins. Instead of turning into a full-blown werewolf, he had become a wereling—a werewolf who retained enough humanity to temper the savage lupine nature. Together he and Kate had escaped her family and gone on the run.

I should’ve stayed put, she thought miserably.  Should’ve stayed blissfully ignorant. She’d always known the secret lupine community stretched clear across the United States, around the world, even. But she’d never imagined that some of the ’wolves, tired of skulking in the shadows, were already plotting the day when they would come out into the light to run wild in the world of humans ... or that her own unbalanced mother would become one of their ringleaders.

“Well, whatever the circumstances,” Tom said from the backseat, his face angled to the hot-air blast of the rear heaters, “it’s good to see you, Blood.”

Blood nodded. “I was hoping to see you less hairy, Tom. I take it you couldn’t find Big Chief Medicine Man Jicaque and his patented werewolf cure?”

“Oh, we found him, all right,” Kate answered sourly. “In New York. And he could’ve healed Tom. He’s healing other lupines there right now.”

“So what went wrong?” asked Blood.

“Nothing,” Tom replied. “Except I realized that while we’re still fighting the lupines, my own ’wolf might just come in handy.”

“Well, I’m glad you’ve found a use for it,” Blood said dryly. “But I imagine our friend Takapa has a good use for it too—stuffed and mounted on his wall, once he’s taken you apart cell by cell.”

Kate shuddered and turned away at the mention of Takapa’s name. Somewhere out in the city’s darkness, that evil albino freak was up to something. He supposed himself the great savior of the lupine race—utilizing modern science in his quest to lead all werewolves into a glorious new age of freedom.

“We managed to sabotage Takapa’s lupine army in New York,” Tom said, “but so far, we’ve learned sweet nothing about what he’s planning here in Chicago.”

“I may be able to shed some light on that,” said Blood.

Both Kate and Tom sat up straight in their seats.

“But first I’ll tell you why I decided to join you in your little escapade,” Blood began. “I was hanging out incognito in the Hamptons and was quite enjoying myself—until someone tried to kill me.” He sighed. “By the size of his teeth, he must’ve been sent by your beloved mother, Kate. Perhaps because I am the only person who might be able to clear your names.”

Tom stared. “What happened?”

“Much like you did tonight, I ran like bloody hell.” Blood shot them a glance in the rearview mirror. “Then, having got my breath back, I decided it might be a little healthier to celebrate the festive season with friends.”

“And when they didn’t want to see you, you looked us up?” Tom asked dryly.

Blood grinned. “Thought I’d take pity on my favorite urchins. Season of goodwill and all that.”

“What you’re saying,” Kate interrupted, “is that you’ve woken up to the fact that you’ll never be safe anywhere until we end this whole nightmare for good.”

“What a ray of sunshine you are, Trolly.” Blood sighed. “Still, if we’re going out, we might as well go out in style. I’ve booked a suite at the Drake Hotel for the festive season. Would you care to join me?”

Kate smiled wryly at Tom. “Gee, he really is Santa Claus.”

“The suite comes with an extra guest room.” Blood craned his neck around for a moment and winked at them. “Twin beds only, I’m afraid.”

Kate’s mouth went dry and she flushed when she realized Tom was also suddenly quiet.

“Twins are perfect,” Tom mumbled.

“Yeah,” Kate agreed faintly, resting her hot cheek against the window’s cold glass. “Perfect.”

Blood took a sharp turn, heading for Lake Shore Drive.

As he neared the intersection, Kate saw four men standing on the corner. Dressed in black leather, they were almost one with the night, but she caught the glint of something shiny on the heavy jackets they wore. A shiver went through her. “Slow down,” she told Blood.

Tom saw them too. “Same guys,” he breathed.

Kate noticed the silver wolf’s head each man wore pinned on his chest. The men stared back at Tom and Kate. One pulled out a cell phone.

“Okay, let’s get going,” Tom said. “Like, now.”

“Make up your minds,” grumbled Blood as he put his foot down.




CHAPTER TWO

They cruised through the thin traffic on Lake Shore Drive. The night was so black, Tom found it hard to see where lake ended and sky began; they were just one long, rumpled sheet of darkness behind the streetlamps. As Blood left the highway and headed west into Uptown, the urban sprawl stole back some of the sky. There was still plenty of life around this part of Chicago in the small hours, beneath the twinkling Christmas lights strung up above the streets: drunks mooching around the littered sidewalks, stray couples fumbling behind Dumpsters, excited groups of young people spilling out of clubs, everyone laughing and swaying, filled with festive cheer.

Merry Christmas. Yeah, right.

He was wishing more and more that he’d taken the cure when Jicaque had offered it to him. He’d said you had to really want the cure to make it work, and at the time Tom had been more concerned about the big picture. He knew that he and Kate would only be safe if Takapa and Kate’s psycho  mother, Marcie Folan, were stopped for good.

Two months ago, flushed with their victory in New York, Tom had felt that might just be possible. Now, after so many weeks feeling cold and hungry, struggling to contain his ‘wolf side, he was worn down. If he’d taken the cure, he’d be normal and he and Kate might actually stand a chance.... Deep down Tom knew that just wasn’t possible. There was nowhere to hide, as Blood had discovered. There were too many ’wolves, too widespread. They had to fight back.

As Blood turned the car onto their street, Kate pointed out the apartment. It sat above a boarded-up deli, its two dark windows staring out blankly over the rest of the run-down block.

“Delightful,” Blood observed as he pulled up.

“It’s somewhere to crash,” Tom said.

Blood gestured to the cracks and chasms in the brickwork. “Looks like a juggernaut beat you to it.”

Kate unlocked the door. Tom and Blood followed her up the damp wooden stairs to the first floor.

From the look on Blood’s face Tom guessed he’d rather be standing barefoot in a nest of vipers.

“How do landlords get away with off-loading slum rooms like this?” Blood demanded.

“By not asking awkward questions or for any references,” Kate replied simply as she worked the key into the lock.

“Is that a fact? How saintly of him,” Blood replied.

“Uh-huh,” Tom said. In truth, their landlord was a fat pig who owned a string of dingy diners. He had used them as slave labor, insisting they work long shifts washing dishes in lieu of rent. After that, going out ’wolf hunting had been almost a pleasure.

Kate pushed open the door and led the way inside. “Excuse the mess. We don’t have many guests.”

“Medusa’s bum crack,” muttered Blood as he stepped into the room. He shook his head in horror. “I don’t blame you.”

Tom looked around and realized he’d grown used to the squalor. One big musty room served as bedroom, kitchen, and living room. Kate’s bed was a mattress on the floor in one corner, while Tom made do with the sagging couch. Thrift store clothes were strewn over the grungy carpet. Dirty net curtains stuck to the condensation on the windows. The bathroom was covered by a plywood screen instead of a door. The room was filled with the gurgles of rusting sewer pipes and the stench of blocked drains.

“Pack your bags and let’s get you out of this dump and into a hot bath,” said Blood. “Now!”

Kate grinned at him. “Can I marry you?”

“Get in line, Trolly,” Blood replied. “And Tom ... just get dressed.” Then he gestured to the homemade paper chains hanging from the ceiling. “Nice touch, by the way. They really transform the place.”

“I want to be an interior designer when I grow up,” Kate said, equally deadpan. She had torn up an edition of the Chicago Reader to make the paper chains one night in an attempt to cheer Tom up.

Tom hadn’t had the heart to tell Kate how miserable the decorations made him feel. They reminded him of all the family Christmases he’d spent as a kid, warm and snug, stuffed full of food and without a care in the world. His parents ... Joe, his brother ... what kind of Christmas would his family be spending this year? First they’d thought Tom was dead—and now that he was a murderer....

“Now, then,” said Blood, his voice bulldozing through Tom’s dark thoughts. “While you two are clearing out of this hovel, I’ll tell you what my contacts have told me about this pureblood gathering that’s got the lupine world all whipped up.”

Tom turned his back to pull on a pair of boxers and some jeans beneath Blood’s coat. “We’re listening.”

“First of all, Takapa, our favorite homicidal albino, is leasing a couple of properties here in Chicago—including an industrial building on the West Side. He’s been taking delivery there of some pretty high-tech laboratory equipment.”

Tom shrugged off the coat and searched self-consciously for a stick of deodorant. “Sounds like he’s up to his old tricks, messing with ’wolf genetics.”

“So what’s new?” Kate said, shoving a bundle of clothes into a plastic bag.

“What’s new is something very old,” replied Blood, producing a gilt-edged square card from the pocket of his suit jacket with a flourish. “I managed to procure this from a rather specialist burglar of my acquaintance. He finds a ’wolf address, waits until a full moon, to be sure they’re out on the hunt, then burgles the place in peace.”

“Nice trick. It’s got to beat washing dishes, anyway.” Kate plucked the card from Blood’s outstretched fingers and began to read aloud. “‘The Bane Gallery cordially invites you to a private viewing of König man, to be held on December 25th.’”

“Christmas Day?” Tom said in surprise.

“Lupines aren’t real big on human holidays,” Kate replied. She read on. “‘Having lain preserved for centuries in a peat bog outside of Gottenheim, Germany, König man was recently discovered ... blah, blah, blah ...”’ Kate arched her eyebrows. “Sounds real fun.”

Tom pulled on a pale blue T-shirt and a gray sweatshirt. “Why would the purebloods be so interested in some ancient stiff pulled from a swamp?”

“My guess is it’s a coded summons of some kind,” said Blood. “Might be nothing to do with a man or a bog whatsoever.”

“The invitation says that accommodation will be provided—at someplace called Brook Mansion,” Kate said.

“The other property Takapa is leasing,” Blood  informed them. “My realtor contact here tells me it’s a very nice place. It seems Takapa is determined to impress. Brook Mansion was set up as a luxury hotel, but the owners went bankrupt. Takapa started leasing it three months ago. As far as my contact knows, it’s standing empty.” He nodded at the invitation. “In anticipation of this gathering, I imagine.”

“At least we have some real leads now,” Tom said.

“What about the mysterious Sunday, the local who’s been posting in the chat room?” asked Blood, taking back the card.

Kate screwed up her nose. “Don’t talk to us about Sunday.”

Tom nodded bitterly. “We’ve arranged to meet up with him four times this month, and he’s blown us off every time. He’s got to be a phony.” Tom paraphrased one of the posts in a high-pitched, whiny voice. “‘My dad’s been abducted by ’wolves—they’re forcing him to do weird experiments and now Takapa wants to kill me. Please, will somebody help....’”

Kate nodded, stuffed the plastic bag in her backpack, and flung some more clothes in after it. “I figure it’s a ’wolf feeding a line to people like us and seeing who bites—so they can bite back.”

“Well, I’m not so sure,” said Blood. “I had altogether too much time on my hands hiding out in the  Hamptons, so when I read Sunday’s postings, I did a trawl through Chicago missing persons reports.”

Tom nodded. “And?”

“All your usual reports of punk kids and street trash gone astray, of course, but ...” Blood paused impressively. “Also missing are three quite eminent scientists. All in the last six months and one just before Sunday started posting—a guy called John Walker.”

As he spoke, a screech of brakes sounded in the quiet street outside.

Tom cast a nervous glance at Blood and Kate, crossed to the window, and peered outside.

At first the street seemed still, nothing but a flurry of flakes drifting onto the quiet street. Then he noticed the big red car parked across the street, the only one aside from Blood’s that wasn’t sporting a glittering white carpet of snow on its roof. Three or four guys were huddled inside.

“Shoot,” he breathed as Kate came to join him. “I think we’ve been followed here.”

“Not hard to spot a Mercedes in this neighborhood, I suppose,” said Blood, rubbing his hands together briskly. “Okay—you’ve officially finished packing. Let’s get out of here.”

“Too late,” Tom murmured. The driver’s door had swung open and a tall Asian guy dressed in black leather emerged. Three other men—one black, two white—gathered behind him. Their silver  wolf’s head badges glinted brightly in the moonlight.

The Asian guy looked straight up at the window, scowling like he could see Tom and Kate through the filthy curtains. For a moment a lupine glint of yellow showed in his black eyes. The other men followed him, dark and silent as shadows, over to the street-level door that led up to the apartment.

“They’re coming,” Kate said, her voice hollow as she stalked over to the mattress to grab her things. “And they’re ’wolf.”

Blood looked at Tom expectantly. “So you’ve got an escape route worked out, right? In case any howling heavies come to call?”

“Bathroom window,” Tom said. He swung his backpack onto his back and slung open the bathroom’s flimsy plywood screen. “It’ll be a tight fit but...”

He stuck his head through the small window—and saw a dark shape shift in the shadows below. “No go,” he reported grimly. “They’ve got it covered.”

They heard banging downstairs.

Kate shook her head. “That door wouldn’t keep out a determined hamster.”

“Time for plan B, then,” ventured Blood.

He led the way out onto the landing, hammering echoing up the stairs.

Blood pulled a face. “Bollocks. No place to hide.  Looks like we’re shafted, kids.”

Kate frowned. “That’s plan B?”

“Screw that,” Tom muttered. He crossed the landing to the neighboring apartment and took a savage kick at the door—then swore loudly. It felt like he’d broken every bone in his foot, and the door remained shut.

Kate gave a high, almost hysterical laugh. “Last action hero.” She kicked the door herself but with no more success.

“Allow me,” said Blood, and shoulder-charged the door. With a terrific, splintering crash it burst open.

“Just so you know,” gasped Blood, clutching his arm. “That noise wasn’t the door, it was my sodding shoulder.”

Tom shoved Kate ahead of him into the dark room. They’d never heard a sound from their neighbors in all the weeks they’d been here, and as his eyes grew accustomed to the dark, Tom saw that the place was entirely empty, nothing but dust and a few scuttling roaches.

With the sound of smashing wood and glass, the door downstairs finally gave way.

“You realize we could be thrown out of the local neighborhood watch for this?” muttered Blood as he tried to swing the splintered door back shut. But the latch was smashed and the door wouldn’t stay closed.

“Where do we hide now?” Tom hissed as heavy footsteps started clomping up the stairs.
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