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Chapter One

They are dirty beasts, but that is the way of it. We will throw the dogs a bone, Michael. Throw them a bone, and watch them lick our fingers.

“Throw them a bone,” Michael murmured. He pressed his tongue against fang, tasted sweet blood. Far below him, at street level, the vampire envoys floated single file down the narrow alley, winding around Dumpsters and rusting cars. Night, a cool breeze, the scent of rain, wet concrete shining with reflected light from apartment windows—the vampires were shadows passing over slick grit and filth.

Michael scanned the path ahead of them. He sensed no movement, no scent of human or steel. Nothing of the mechs, the mechanically enhanced humans of whom the city had so recently become aware. Nothing, even, of the wolves.

They are dirty beasts. Celestine’s words still whispered in his mind, her dry-silk voice soft, damning. Michael watched the top of her head, third in line behind Frederick: the envoys’ leader and Dumont’s hand-chosen negotiator.

Celestine’s pale hairless scalp stood out in stark contrast to her black belted robes. Michael imagined dropping on her, dislodging vertebrae with quick fingers, immobilizing her just long enough to keep her from the negotiations with the wolves. She was a bad choice for these talks—talks that had to succeed. Michael was not a man to admit weakness, but he could eat his pride this once. The humans had proven themselves strong in their first covert offensive against the vampires, and though it had been thwarted and the man who had ordered the assassinations was dead, other enemies existed. The promise was still there, the taste of violence.

The humans know we are vulnerable, soft in our luxury and unprepared for a hard fight. Worse yet, we have proven to them that we are aware of their existence. Now they have nothing to lose. They know we will come for them.

Michael had been alive long enough to know the dangers of calculated desperation. The danger to them all would be greater than ever, and despite his mixed feelings toward his own kind, the species had to be protected at any cost.

Even if it meant an alliance with the wolves.

I would have been a better choice as an envoy, Michael thought, and almost laughed—just as Frederick had laughed outright when Michael had challenged his part of this assignment.

So, now you wish to rejoin our kind? The outsider, reclaimed? A joke, Michael. You are the Vendix, the punisher, and that is all you are good for. You are not a diplomat. You do not do well with words or tact. Simply do what is expected of you. Hunt. Watch our backs from above. Keep us safe from traps.

Be a thug. Muscle. A hired sword.

Bitterness bloomed inside Michael’s mouth, down his throat and into his chest. The horrors of his past, the crimes he had committed—three hundred years later he still paid. He would always pay. It might be that redemption was something he would never be allowed to find. His role in society had been burned on his body for eternity.

Michael gripped the ledge he crouched upon, then jumped. An embrace—wind cushioned his body, sheathed him tight. He floated, toes pointing downward, arms loose at his sides. Black hair fell over his eyes; he pushed it aside, brushing metal. The gold filaments laced into his thin braids felt cooler than his skin.

He flew above and ahead of the envoys, scanning the shadows. Nothing at first, just the stillness of deep night. A rare quiet for the heart of the city, without the crush of traffic and quick-paced bodies. Perfect and lovely. This was the city Michael loved best, full of peaceful solitude. It was the kind of city to get lost in, without eyes to judge or pry.

For a moment, he thought he heard singing, faraway lilting, a man’s voice rimmed with shadow. Michael thought, That does not sound human—and then he stopped listening to the music, because less than twenty yards ahead of the envoys something large moved.

Wolf.

Michael sank swiftly, noting from the corner of his eye Frederick’s slowed movement, light flickering off the lead envoy’s rings. Silk flared around Michael’s legs as he alighted on the ground; he brought back his right hand, brushing the hilt of his sword, and looked deep into the gloom.

“Hello,” he said quietly.

He saw sleek fur, wiry legs. Golden eyes and glittering teeth. A low growl rumbled like thunder in the night air.

Michael did not respond. He waited, patient, aware of the envoys behind him, the heavy weight of their stares. He sensed their impatience. Irritation. Immortals, in a hurry. The irony was not lost on Michael, but it was troubling: a sign of nervousness that the mission—and Frederick, as its head—could ill afford. The wolves would smell weakness.

Bones crackled. The wolf’s jaw shifted, receded. Fur smoothed into naked skin. Muscles rippled in forelegs, expanding, elongating; paws became sinewy, masculine hands. Michael did not avert his eyes. Vampire and werewolf locked gazes—brown to golden—until, at the very last, when the animal had become man and there was nothing left but sweat and burning eyes, a hoarse note emerged from the werewolf’s throat and became, “Hello.”

“We are expected,” Michael said.

The werewolf’s spine popped. He was tall, with pale broad shoulders. A faint scar ran up his left cheek. Silver dusted his hair, although he had a relatively young face.

“The Grand Dame Alpha is waiting. I’m supposed to lead you underground.” His distaste was evident, profound.

Michael felt breath on the back of his neck. Frederick said, “We are ready.”

Michael twisted sideways, stepping close to the alley wall. The werewolf frowned as Frederick passed between them, followed closely by the rest of the envoys. The vampires each floated at least six inches off the ground, giving them a secure advantage in height. Michael heard the werewolf mutter obscenities, his feet slapping hard against the pavement as he loped ahead.

Michael watched the faces of every vampire who passed, noting their focused indifference with amused detachment. The only one who met his eyes was Celestine, and her dark gaze was sly, smug. Her thin red lips tugged upwards, and then she was gone, gliding past him down the alley. The record-keeper followed, and then the seven guards, their long embroidered robes concealing more weapons than they revealed, most of which were modern—handguns, stun rods, small explosives.

Quaint. Not very elegant.

Michael fell into a floating step behind the last guard. He sensed a tremor run through the vampire’s body, and smiled grimly. Psychopath, assassin, murderer, executioner—all of these were names other vampires had given Michael. All of these were names for their fear.

He almost touched his cheek, caught himself before he could show that sliver of weakness. The tattoo hurt. Centuries old, and still it pained him. Ink laced with gold did not heal properly, even in vampire flesh, and it would never fade or be absorbed by his body. He was marked, forever. Vendix. Punisher. Condemned to be alone.

Michael drew back, drifting higher, following the envoys at a discreet distance. No more werewolves revealed themselves. He watched as the envoys were led to a wide sewer grate. The werewolf guide leapt over the rusty steel bars and in one fluid motion swept down to yank them open. The hinges were surprisingly quiet; Michael heard only a faint squeak.

A voice rose up from the darkness of underground—hollow as a tunnel, brittle with well-worn age, feminine in a way that might have once been lovely but was now only wise.

“Welcome, vampires. Welcome to the home of Maddox.”

“Thank you,” said Frederick, his bejeweled hands clasped together. He bowed his head; a strand of black hair drifted over his shoulder, caressing the pale glow of his long neck. The other vampires also bowed their heads—as they had been commanded to do—though Michael did not miss the hard line of Celestine’s lips, nor the arrogance that narrowed the eyes of every vampire but Frederick.

You are not a diplomat. You do not do well with words or tact.

Maybe. But at least Michael knew enough to hide his emotions for the sake of politeness. At least he still remembered humility—or as much as was necessary to pretend at compassion.

“Jas,” said the voice in the darkness. The werewolf guide took a reluctant step back and gestured at the open sewer grate. His jaw was tight, his naked body rigid, coiled. Michael thought he might be shaking, and knew it for rage.

“Don’t you dare try anything,” Jas said. A sharp bark from underground made him flinch.

Frederick did not answer. He stepped off the alley ledge and drifted slowly down, down into the darkness of the werewolf tunnels. The other vampires followed, with more reluctance than was courteous.

Michael watched from above, waiting until the last guard descended. Jas looked up at him. The two men locked gazes and Michael felt the challenge and questions.

Just try something. And, Who are you?

Michael waited, silent, until Jas pulled back his lips in a silent snarl. His eyes flashed. Michael saw the hint of fur, the shift of his chin into something narrow and sharp. Then the wolf jumped down into the waiting darkness, and several pairs of hands emerged from the tunnel to pull shut the grate. Silence descended, the weight of the night bearing down into a hush. There was no singing anymore.

Alone, at last.

Michael drifted backward until his shoulders rubbed the alley wall. It was a small comfort, to be away from his own kind. He took some satisfaction in their fear, but it truly only served to heighten his isolation, the knowledge that he could never be part of them. That even if he wanted, they would never accept his presence.

Vampires did not easily forgive those who killed their kind—especially when the killer was a vampire himself.

His assignment was not yet over. Frederick had been very clear; Michael was to stay until the envoys reemerged. There was a three-hour deadline on the talks, enough time for the envoys to return home before sunrise. Each carried a special day-pack—enough makeup, sunblock, and shielding to protect him or her from the sun. Not that it mattered. Despite the official statements, the human offensive had begun: It was a return of the old days, if in a different fashion. There was no safety here, not when sunlight made it so difficult to pass as human.

We should have expected it. Michael tilted his head, struggling to see the stars beyond the glare of city lights and smog. Humans have always feared us, for good reason. And now with their numbers dwindling, birth rates declining … they cannot risk our presence, our promises of self-control.

Self-control. That was laughable.

He finally gave in and touched his stinging cheek, traced the hard round lines etched into his skin. No other Vendix was marked in this way. Only Michael.

For your past misdeeds, as well as the ones you will commit.

Michael pulled his hand away. He curled his fingers against the brick behind him.

Don’t, he told himself. Not now.

He heard laughter, then, distinctly male. Raucous, drunk, wild. The kind to avoid, if he were weak and human. The kind to avoid, even if he weren’t. He listened carefully, but the humans had an echo in their voices that meant distance—several blocks worth—and Michael felt little interest in investigating. As long as they did not approach the entrance to the tunnels, they could piss and vomit up their drunken stupor on any street they liked.

And then the laughter stopped. Suddenly, eerily. A curtain of silence dropped hard and fast, creating an expectant voice within the night: Not right, not right. Michael pushed himself away from the wall, drifting higher.

He had almost cleared the rooftops when he heard a whistle, a low catcall. Laughter, again, but lower this time. A promise. More silence … and then shoes slapping against concrete—hard, fast. More and more, a group of people running. Chasing.

A woman screamed.

And just as Michael shot into the sky, pursuing the sound of that terrified cry, the men began screaming, too.


Chapter Two

The Man was around, which meant that Keeli had to slip out of Butchie’s through the back, leaving Shelly in the weeds with five tables, one of which whose occupants had been screaming for their fries just before that familiar starched white shirt ghosted through the front doors.

“H.I. Bob is here,” Shelly whispered, and just like that, Keeli had to drop everything and dodge. Health Inspector Bob, aka The Man.

A man who had a distinct dislike for werewolves. Bob had already fined Jim Butchie three hundred dollars for keeping Keeli on as a waitress. Not that werewolves were the reason cited, but it didn’t have to be. The Man had a reputation, and every other restaurant in the city—the ones that didn’t discriminate—had suffered from his twitchy fingers and high fines.

Blame it on a new law from the Feds, which now required the Food and Health industry to screen all prospective employees for lycanthropy and other “aggressive” diseases. Employers weren’t supposed to discriminate based on blood-test results—that, at least, was still illegal—but enforcement was a joke. Humans were running scared nowadays. Or at least, a little nervous.

Keeli was lucky; she still had a job. Even the most progressive restaurants fired their nonhuman servers after a run-in with the Man. Of course, most restaurants weren’t owned and run by Jim Butchie, an ex-trucker who embodied the two most sacred words in Keeli’s vocabulary: fuck you.

Butchie’s was a greasy hole situated in the armpit of east downtown, the round and smelly fringe of the city. It had good cheap food, and was open twenty-four hours a day. Jim lived above his restaurant and could always be counted on to poke his nose into everyone’s business, at every hour of the day. Jim didn’t seem to need much sleep. One of the busboys had probably gone up to his apartment by now and told him about H.I. Bob.

Keeli crouched beside the dumpster on the other side of the restaurant’s back door. The smell was overwhelming, but she didn’t move. She listened to the dishwashers in the pit, young men, new to the country, chattering in a patois of Spanish, Chinese, and English that had become common in the lower classes. Keeli spoke it fluently.

She cleaned her fingernails to kill time, scraping out bits of food from beneath her long nails. She hated the feel of grease on her skin, her odor after a night on the job—the scent of wolf, drowned out by the scent of fries and hamburgers.

It could be worse. At least you have a job. You work in a place where the people like you.

Yes. She had nothing to complain about. Not like the rest of her clan, especially the men, many of whom were finding it difficult to land even grunt work. Everyone in this part of town knew each other’s business—especially if you were fang or fur. And no one was hiring fur.

Stupid vampires. Word gets out on the street that they’re lined up for shit, and suddenly life becomes difficult for all of us.

And it was only going to get worse. Everyone in the underground knew about the attack on the vampires. Rumor called it a rogue element of the human military, but that was shit, just some lame excuse. Keeli didn’t imagine for one instant the humans wanted the vampires around. Nor did she think they would stop at just attacking the vampires. The only surprise was that the werewolves hadn’t been targeted first. When it came to pure visceral reaction by humans, wolves usually got the boot up the ass before the fangs.

We just aren’t sexy enough. Keeli glanced down at her striped stockings, her scuffed Doc Martens. Her torn black T-shirt barely covered her lean midriff, and her spiked hair had been dyed a fresh shade of pink just that morning. Yeah, she radiated sex appeal.

Not. Of course, that was the way she wanted it. She was sick of expectations.

She heard Jim’s voice over the clanging pots and running water. Good, he was up. A moment later, H.I. Bob said something nasal, irritating. Hackles raised, Keeli edged deeper into the shadow cast by the Dumpster. The alley was poorly lit, but she always had trouble judging what humans could see or hear. Underestimating others is a dangerous thing, her grandmother had taught her. Arrogance leaves you vulnerable.

Vulnerable. Something Keeli had vowed never to let herself be.

She shifted, stretching cramped muscles. She did not like sitting still for long periods of time—it was the wolf in her, the need to run, to feel the ground beneath her feet, the rush of air in her hair, against her skin, drawing out each breath like it was her last living moment in the world. …

Keeli sagged against the wall, savoring the feel of the cool damp brick. Her fingernails felt too sharp. The wolf roiled within her chest, close to the surface. Too close.

Jim’s voice got loud and then receded, followed quickly by H.I. Bob. Kitchen inspection was over, which meant Keeli’s retreat was near an end. She’d have to go back in soon. She had responsibilities, tables waiting. Shelly needed help.

Keeli swallowed hard. It would be so easy to walk away from all this. But if she did, all her work—the slow process of proving her self-control to the clan and her grandmother—would be worth nothing. She could not allow that. She was finally making her own way, defying expectation. Nothing was worth losing that independence.

At the end of the alley, she heard a sudden burst of laughter. Men, drunk. Keeli’s lip curled. There were a lot of bars in east downtown, with patrons of the human and werewolf variety. The only difference was that werewolves rarely drank enough to become intoxicated. There was too much risk. Control over the wolf could be a tenuous thing—for some wolves more than others.

And let’s face it—no one likes a drunk, wolf or not.

Especially when they sounded like these guys. Keeli edged around the Dumpster, peering at the alley mouth. The back door of Butchie’s was close to the main drag, so Keeli had a fine view of the sidewalk. She heard the men coming, sounding four strong. A stumbling walk, alternating pace from fast to slow. A pause; the sound of a zipper. Pissing. More laughter.

I’ll have to remind myself not to walk that way after my shift. I have to deal with enough awful smells.

From the other direction came a new sound: soft soles, a light quick tread. A woman.

What timing. Keeli’s stomach tightened as the woman drew near. She would have seen the men by now, who were still motionless, loudly comparing the size of their dicks.

“Turn around,” Keeli breathed. “Come on, lady. Common sense.”

Keeli listened hard, heard a shift in the woman’s gait. It faded slightly, but not enough. Not enough. The woman crossed the street; the laughter stopped.

“Shit,” Keeli muttered. She glimpsed the woman on the other side of the street; walking quickly, almost stumbling over her feet, a short bulky figure wrapped in a long coat. Her curls were blond and bouncing.

Still, the men were silent. Keeli held her breath. Maybe these guys weren’t shit, maybe they would let the woman go. Maybe—

The whistles began. Even as Keeli stepped away from the shadows, moving toward the alley mouth, she heard more laughter, low and hard. A growl rose up in her throat.

“Sweet,” said one man, and another murmured, “Come on.”

Keeli burst from the alley just in time to see the men take off after the woman. Drunk, but quick, they crossed the street in seconds and ran her down. They became a circle of arms, rough hands; she screamed. There was no question of their intent.

Then Keeli was there and the wolf was high in her throat, clawing at her skin, roping muscle and bone. She felt a terrible strength, and the fury was worse, rage seething under the shadow of righteousness, hunger. She burst into the circle of men, breaking them apart with sharp kicks, slashing nails into flesh. Close up, they smelled like the docks—fish and machine grease, mixed with alcohol. They were big men, taller than her by a foot, with shoulders thick and broad.

Keeli slammed her foot into a kneecap, savored the sharp crack, the scream torn from the man’s throat. Hands wrapped around her waist. Keeli grabbed meaty fingers and yanked back; they snapped and she tightened her grip, twisting, grinding broken bone. Her assailant’s screams made her eardrums vibrate. He tried to wrench free, hauling Keeli off her feet. She tucked her knees to her chest and refused to let go. When he whirled near one of his wide-eyed friends, she kicked out, landing a boot heel into the man’s chin.

Fur pressed though her skin, sleek as her rage, consuming her body as she sank deeper into the fire. Yes, she thought. Yes. This is what I have been pushing away.

The man trapped against her screamed even louder. Keeli released him and fell to her feet. Her claws scraped concrete. The men ran—this time, away. But in two quick steps Keeli captured a straggler. Strong—the wolf in her was strong—she slammed him into the ground, wrenching his left arm behind his back. Canines slid gently against her lip; her jaw narrowed; her teeth jutted out, sharp. Keeli lowered her head.

She felt a presence, then, at her side. Strong hands grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked hard. Keeli did not think; she whirled, snarling, and sank her teeth into flesh. Blood filled her mouth, hot and bitter. It tasted good.

And then—oh, oh, shit, what have I done—the blood turned sour and she ripped her head away, gasping.

Gone too far, too far. She had bitten a human—and oh, if not one then how about another? Because she wanted it. In that moment she wanted blood, and there was still a man beneath her, the man she had been going to kill, and the old rage felt so damn good. …

Keeli leaned over and vomited. Again, she felt hands in her hair, gentler this time.

“It’s all right,” whispered a man, in a voice so dark that Keeli shuddered. Her gaze slid sideways and slowly, slowly, up.

Sagging leather boots filled her vision, and then black silk robes reminiscent of old Asia, belted tight around a narrow waist, hugging a lean chest and bony shoulders. She saw a pale and striking face, with more bone than flesh, framed by loose black hair threaded with braids. His right cheek glittered.

And his eyes …

Keeli stared for one precious moment, lost in the velvet underground of that deep-set gaze. And then came a click, the recognition of Something Not Quite Right, and she realized what he was, and what she had bitten. Relief made her weak, as did humiliation, but she fought for composure, stamping down another fresh swell of inexplicable rage.

“Vampire,” she growled, embarrassed at how her voice broke on that word. “Get the hell away from me.”

“No,” he said, so calm, so quiet. As though the warmth dripping on her hand, the blood from his torn arm, meant nothing. Her bite, meaningless. “Not until you release the human.”

The human beneath her trembled. She smelled urine, sour sweat. His friends were long gone. He was all she had left, and the wolf in her still wanted him dead. One bite, a breaking of his neck. He would never hurt anyone again.

Never again. No one’s ever going to get hurt again.

“You must calm yourself,” whispered the vampire, as though he could read her thoughts. He bent so close they brushed noses. Keeli froze. “Please. Control the wolf. You have witnesses.”

It was the “please” that finally dulled her anger—that, and the urgency in the vampire’s voice. Her gaze darted sideways.

Jim, Shelly, and a handful of strangers stood a short distance away. Everyone but Jim stared at her with eyes that seemed too full of shock, numb horror, to ever fade away into a forgivable memory. Shelly had her arms wrapped around the victim of the attempted rape, her straight red bob pressed against the woman’s blond curls. Jim stood over them both. He looked worried.

Shame burned away the rest of Keeli’s rage, sending the wolf in her into swift retreat. Everything she had worked for—trying so hard to fit in; to be, for once, more woman than wolf …

“This is not how you wish humans to remember your kind,” whispered the vampire, still close. His cheek shimmered: round lines, etched in gold. For the first time, Keeli noticed his scent—dry, with a hint of wild grass, horse hair. The taint of age. “This is not how you wish them to remember you.”

Keeli looked at her hands, still holding down her shivering captive. She was fully human again. Pink skin, clear nails. She let go of her captive and slid off his back. He continued to lie there, his eyes squeezed shut. She almost touched him—to comfort, to reassure—and then the memory resurfaced.

“He deserved it,” she said. “Deserved to be scared, for what he was going to do to that woman.”

“Maybe,” said the vampire. “But you would have given up your own life to do it. He’s not worth that.”

Keeli looked at the vampire—really looked, hard—and saw nothing but calm acceptance. No anger. She glanced down at his arm.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and it was one more shock to add to her collection: apologizing to a vampire. “Will you be all right?”

His mouth twitched. “I’ve had worse.” He stood and held out his hand. Keeli refused to touch him.

Awful, disgusting. Vampires are monsters.

Monsters beneath a veneer of refinement, big money. Hypocrites and fakes. Pretending to be better, more human than everyone else.

Maybe this one is different.

Yeah, and maybe she hadn’t just lost herself to the wolf.

Keeli pushed away, scrambling to her feet. She heard sirens and found herself saying, “You should go. The cops will be here soon. You don’t want to be involved. Not with what’s been going on. …”

The vampire hesitated. He glanced at Jim and the others, still hanging back, watching. “What of you? I can carry the both of us and fly—”

Keeli shook her head. “I don’t run. Ever.”

The vampire’s eyes narrowed. “And will you think I’m a coward if I leave?”

“You’re a vampire,” Keeli retorted. “I already think you’re a coward. Amongst other things.” She wondered why the hell she was even having this conversation.

Again, that odd twitch around the vampire’s mouth. “Good-bye, wolf,” he said.

“The name is Keeli, fang-boy.”

“Michael. And I’m not the only one with fangs.” He reached out, a blur, and brushed Keeli’s lips with cool fingertips.

She was too surprised to say a word—surprised at the gentleness of his touch, surprised at her reaction to it. She saw blood on his fingers; he had wiped her mouth.

“When they ask, you did not bite anyone,” he added quietly, and then the vampire leapt into the air. Up and up he went, a shadow passing into shadow, into the night, until he was gone, not even an outline against the dim stars.

“Thanks for helping me,” she murmured. The sirens were loud now, eardrum-shattering. She looked at Jim and Shelly, the weeping woman, her weeping attacker. Keeli squared her shoulders and prepared herself for a long and difficult night.


Chapter Three

Michael settled on a rooftop just out of the wolf-woman’s sight. From his vantage point he saw flickering strobes of red and blue approaching from several blocks away. Police. The wolf was right—it was dangerous to be involved in anything these days. And the cops might have a mech with them. There had been some discussion of experimenting with the engineered oddities, getting them from the military and putting them on the force to see how they handled the street. Michael had yet to see one himself.

He gazed down and, even in the darkness, bright pink hair snared his attention. The color could have been lurid, but on the wolf-woman—with her hair already thick and wild—it fit. Fit her pale skin, with the flush of anger in her cheeks. Fit the stubborn set of her small mouth, her delicate chin. Fit the brilliant blue of her intelligent eyes.

Keeli. He rolled her name around his tongue and decided he liked it—even if it did belong to a woman who bit vampires and kicked the shit out of human men twice her size.

She wasn’t herself. There was a madness inside of her.

Rage, awful and pure. He’d seen it before—in himself, no less. It was a powerful high to come down from, but the taste of his blood had smothered the unthinking nature of her anger. And for a moment—oh, the memory—the remorse in her eyes, the self-loathing, had cut him worse than her teeth. Michael knew that feeling all too well. He just had never expected to see it on the face of a werewolf.

He watched Keeli approach the humans. Some of them shied away, backing off with quick steps. Closer and closer she moved, until at last only four humans remained: a man, two women, the would-be rapist, who was still huddled on the ground. Keeli said something to them. The man nodded. The women remained very still.

Police cars pulled up, including an assault van, retrofitted for C.C.P.D.’s street-force grunts. Familiar figures poured from the vehicle, rifles raised. They had special guns, split-barrel activity, with only one button separating the different projectiles necessary against the city’s paranormal populations.

“Hands up!” shouted a lean officer, sporting close-fitting armor and a blond crew cut. He aimed his weapon at Keeli’s face. Jenkins always had good instincts for who was the nonhuman in a crowd—though in this case, it was self-evident.

But his intent was unjust, badly misplaced. Michael reached inside his robes and withdrew a small digi-encoder. He dialed a pager number. A moment later, everyone in the vicinity heard Jenkins’s side beep.

Keeli still had her hands up. Michael could not see her eyes from his vantage, but her body was rigid. The male human who had watched her take down the rapist talked heatedly to one of the cops.

Jenkins nodded at the officer nearest him—Sheila, Michael thought—and lowered his rifle. Glancing around, he walked across the street to a nearby alley. Michael flew after him.

Jenkins waited out of sight, his hands pressed together with his fingertips touching his chin. Pensive, as always.

“This is a surprise,” he said, when Michael landed. “Must be the first time you’ve ever paged me.”

“That werewolf committed no crime,” Michael said, wasting no time on pleasantries. Not that he ever did. Jenkins shook his head.

“Okay, should have expected that. You want to explain?”

Michael explained, and when he finished, Jenkins said, “It wasn’t exactly self-defense.” Michael’s jaw tightened and Jenkins held up his hands. “Oh, and you’re going to tell me that chunk outta your arm is just a scratch, huh? Yeah, didn’t think so. Listen, man, you know how it is. Any of you guys show angry fangs to a human, no matter the situation, and the law is gonna come down hard. I can’t change that. It was part of the truce.”

“She saved that woman from being raped.”

Jenkins shook his head. “How long have we worked together, Michael? How many years? In all that time, have I ever treated a vamp or wolf unfairly?”

“Not until now.”

“Don’t give me that. You helped make this street force what it is. Even if your name was never put to paper, you helped make the rules. And now you want me to break them for you?”

“Yes,” said Michael, humbling himself. “Please.”

Jenkins blinked, taken aback. “Is this personal?”

Yes. “No.”

Jenkins did not believe him—his expression said it all—but he stayed quiet.

Michael didn’t know why he cared. There was no good answer to his actions; this was simply instinct, inexplicable and mysterious. Keeli had to be saved—the years of incarceration the law said she deserved would kill her. Just one look in her eyes, and he knew that much. And with all that had happened in the city over the past two weeks …

For everything I’ve done wrong, if I can do this … just this. …

“All right,” Jenkins said quietly. “I’ll fix it. But she still has to go to lockup for the night. Processing. And there’ll be a fine. A large one.”

“How large?”

A look of sympathy passed over Jenkins’s face. “More than you can afford on your salary, bud.”

Embarrassing. Michael nodded and backed away, intent on leaving before he shamed himself any further.

Jenkins frowned. “Wait. There’s something else you should hear. Another vampire was killed. And this wasn’t some random skirmish or gangbang. We found the body on Fourth and Lexington about an hour ago.”

Michael went very still. “How did he die?”

“How do you think? Looked like his heart was ripped out. Along with his guts. We still need to check the DNA, but it looks like our serial killer, making his rounds.”

“A name?”

“Haven’t made the ID yet. There wasn’t much left. The body’s already turning to dust, but we got to it before full decay. Looked like he was ripped into with someone’s bare hands.” A lengthy pause, and then, “You know what we think all this sounds like.”

Werewolf.

Michael didn’t say anything; Jenkins already knew his thoughts on the matter. Despite the enmity between their two peoples, there had been no reported skirmishes between a vampire and werewolf for years. Certainly no mass murders. But now? With tensions rising with humans, and secret negotiations beginning between their two peoples? Too much coincidence. Something odd was going on.

“Still no leads?” he asked.

“Nothing. This case is fucked up, Michael. Our killer isn’t leaving behind any clues. Nothing. No DNA, no footprints, no witnesses. He’s too careful.”

“If you can’t confirm what he is, then why are you focusing on the wolves? The killer could be human. Vampire, even.”

Jenkins stared. “If you know a regular man or woman—and I’m not talking a fucking mech, here—who can pull a vampire apart like he’s string cheese, then hell, feel free to let me know.”

“It was that bad?”

“As bad as any typical werewolf kill.”

“Have the wolves been any help at all?”

Jenkins shrugged. “We’re working with their head honcho. Some old dame. She’s cooperating—on the surface, anyway—but so far it’s been a dead end. No one wants to talk to us.”

“I wonder why.”

“Funny. Thing is, there’s a rumor at headquarters about another roundup. People are getting nervous, Michael. I’m worried it’s gonna be Chinatown all over again.”

Chinatown, over a year ago. Seven humans had been killed in a brutal werewolf attack. Every single werewolf in the city was rounded up and interned until the murderer was found. Michael thought the wolves were lucky to have been released at all. There was still talk of confinement, walled neighborhoods. Hysteria and spilled blood never mixed well.

“I need your help,” Jenkins admitted.

“You have a werewolf liaison.”

“Not anymore. Our last informant turned up dead. Throat kill. Vampire.”

Michael shut his eyes. “This is getting out of hand.”

“Michael, come on. Gimme a break. We need you on this.”

He sighed. “I’ll do it, but the wolves won’t talk to me. I won’t even get through the front door.”

“You will. You’re good at what you do, Michael. Just give it a shot.” He looked nervous.

“What aren’t you telling me?” Michael said.

Jenkins glanced around, making sure they were alone. “There’s some bad shit going on in the department. No one’s saying anything, certainly not on paper, but the word is that we’re supposed to be completely hands off when it comes to crimes committed against nonhumans. More than usual. If a vampire or werewolf turns up dead, we’re not even supposed to look into it. ‘Just let it pass,’ they’re saying. Pass into what, I don’t know. Except if we do that, we’re allowing major crimes to go unpunished—and no one up top seems to care.”

Michael said nothing. He was not surprised.

“Michael,” Jenkins said slowly, watching his face. “What do you know?”

Too much. He wanted to tell Jenkins everything, but the man had a family and a career. And Jenkins was a good man; if he knew the truth, he would make a stink. He couldn’t keep his mouth shut when he got upset.

Michael clapped a hand over the man’s shoulder. “Nothing,” he lied. “But thank you for telling me what you have.”

Jenkins wasn’t buying, but he nodded. A faint smile eased the hard lines of his face. “What’s with the robes? You look like it’s Halloween.”

“Formal occasion,” he replied. “Thank you again, Jenkins. For that other thing. I … owe you.”

Jenkins muttered something under his breath, too quiet for even Michael to make out. He raised his hand in farewell.

As Michael flew from the alley, he glanced down. Keeli was in handcuffs, being led to the police van. The rapist was also in handcuffs, but still on the ground.

Michael hovered, studying Keeli. Perhaps she felt him, perhaps he wanted her to, but she looked up at just that instant and their gazes met.

A dislocating moment—thrills in his gut, weakness. It was like being human again, racing with the wild horses on the steppes with nothing but wind against his skin, grass hot and dry beneath his bare feet. Racing for life, desire, for the pure joy of speed.

Too much—the memories were too much. Shaken, Michael tore his gaze away and shot into the sky, running, still running. But for a different reason this time.

That was bizarre. Keeli watched the vampire disappear for a second time. The memory of his eyes lingered, and she shuddered.

“Hey now,” said the beefy man holding her arm. “Hold still.”

“Sorry,” she muttered, refraining from adding a more colorful description to her apology. She glanced at Jim, who stood on the sidelines with an expression of helpless fury on his weathered face. They hadn’t said much to each other before the police arrived, only enough to reassure Keeli that Jim knew why she had attacked those men. He’d been taking up for her with the police ever since.

“S’okay,” she said to him, as she was pushed into the van. She looked one last time at the woman whose life she’d saved, took in the gratitude, the lingering aftershocks of fear.

One good deed, she thought. One good deed and off to jail. Lovely. Her life was officially ruined. She wondered how she would survive, and whether the circumstances of her attack would make a judge more lenient. She doubted it. Strangely enough, she couldn’t muster much emotion about her situation—not even fear. Just a numb, hollow acceptance. Because this was what people had expected, wasn’t it? All those bastards had been right, after all.

Keeli sat on a hard, narrow seat bolted to the wall. The van was cold; it smelled like sweat, gunpowder, and exposed steel. Captivity, on wheels. Fear finally threaded through her chest. She quickly suppressed it. She would handle this, no matter what. She would.

The officer cuffed her feet to the floor. Silver, she’d bet, though her boots kept the metal from her skin. Her wrists burned. There would be marks—scars, even. It might take an entire week to heal properly. The sign of the Man carved into her body. A bad omen, for a wolf.

Yet deep down, Keeli thought she deserved it. She would have bitten—perhaps killed—that human. She certainly hadn’t hesitated when the vampire grabbed her. And that was the worst part. She had sunk her teeth into him, thinking he was human. Not caring if he were human.

That temper of hers is dangerous. You know what she’s like as a wolf. Her father was the same way. Berserker. Feral. All instinct and nothing else. It’s the Maddox blood. You know where that name’s from, right? Mad dog. The whole lot of them, mad.

A blond man entered the van—the same one who had taken off when his pager beeped. Keeli inhaled deep. Some scent clung to him, familiar.

“I’ll take care of her,” he said.

The first officer followed the implicit order without comment, though Keeli noted his hesitation. The doors shut behind him and Keeli was left alone with something even worse than the Man. A true-blue C.C.P.D. accredited Officer of the Law.

“You going to strip-search me?” she drawled, when the engine started and still the blond man seated across from her had not stopped staring. The sewn-on strip above his heart said jenkins. He looked like a professional, which was not all that reassuring.

The man snorted. “Just wondering what makes you special.”

“If I were so special,” Keeli said, annoyed and curious, “I wouldn’t be here right now.”

Jenkins smiled. “You don’t know. Great, I love this.”

Keeli pressed her lips together and the human shook his head. “Yeah, you’re right,” he said. He removed a key from his belt, and looked her hard in the eyes. Cool, assessing.

“I’m doing this because someone went to a lot of trouble for you tonight. You understand? Don’t make him out to be a liar.”

Keeli stared, mystified. It wasn’t until Jenkins bent and unlocked her feet, and then her hands, that she understood part of what he was getting at. She rubbed her burning wrists.

“But the law …”

“Is being bent for you just this once.” Jenkins tucked the cuffs into a deep pocket in his cargo pants. “No real jail time. Just a holding cell for the night. You go free in the morning, with a fine.” He pulled a med kit from the compartment beneath his seat and removed a white tube. “Burn gel. Specially made for silver poisoning.”

Keeli did not take the medicine. “What’s the price?”

Because even though she was a werewolf, she was also a woman—and some men got their digs that way. Jenkins scowled. He tossed her the tube and then leaned back in his seat with his arms crossed over his chest.

“No price, as far as I’m concerned. That’s between you and Michael.”

“Michael?” Keeli echoed. A flurry of images tunneled through her brain: dark eyes, strong hands in her hair, the urgency of his voice. A touch, on her lips. The sight of him hovering in the night sky, staring so hard at her. And his taste, that hard swallow of his blood that had gone down hot into her belly. …

She recognized the scent, then—the one she had noticed on Jenkins’s clothing.

“Why?” she asked, because it was the only word her voice would form.

“Don’t know,” he said, and Keeli sensed that he, too, was perplexed. “I’ve worked with Michael for a long time, and he’s never pulled a stunt like this. Had plenty of opportunities, too. You’re the first.”

A long time with the C.C.P.D? Michael was a liaison, then. A long-term backstabber to his own kind.

Must be real popular with other vampires.

Some werewolves served the same function, running part-time with the C.C.P.D., but they never lasted long. There was too much conflict and animosity. Clan comes first, was the old saying. You run apart, you stay apart.

It had to be the same with the vampires. The fangs were even more socially unforgiving than the wolves. But what would make a vampire set himself apart like that? And why would he help her?

“This doesn’t make sense,” Keeli said. “I don’t know this Michael. I don’t want to know him. He’s a vampire.”

Jenkins shrugged, though Keeli did not miss the hard glint in his eyes. “That’s your choice. I’d show a little more gratitude, though. He saved you five years hard time tonight.”

More than that, Keeli thought, still stunned. If she had bitten that rapist and infected him, it would have been life in prison. If she’d snapped his neck like she wanted to? Death penalty for sure.

Jenkins peered into her face. “Isn’t often people do nice things for each other.”

“Vampires aren’t people.” She spoke without thinking, the response automatic.

He blew out his breath, annoyed. “I was talking about you. Shit. I don’t know why Michael bothered, except you did something good tonight.”

“Is she all right?” Keeli asked, quieter. She tried not to feel embarrassed.

“Yeah.” Jenkins rubbed a hand over his face. “Scared shitless, but okay. She was lucky you were around.” He smiled, but it was without humor. Cold, even. “You want a job?”

“No,” she said instantly. “Hell, no.”

His smile widened. “Thought so.”

“An absolute disaster,” Celestine seethed, not waiting until she was clear of the Maddox tunnel, out of earshot of the werewolves, before speaking in loud strident tones a deaf man could have heard vibrating in his chest. Frederick gave her a hard look, but did not admonish her as Michael would have.

The werewolves, a handful who had gathered to escort the envoys from the tunnels, snarled. Michael thought they showed considerable restraint. Had Keeli heard such a statement from Celestine, he had no doubt she would have leapt on the vampire with her claws out, teeth bared.

And won.

Something similar might have already happened tonight, Michael thought, remembering what Jenkins had told him. He thought of Keeli again, the look of his blood on her lips. He wondered if anything happened when werewolves drank vampire blood.

“Is there something wrong with your mouth?” Celestine snapped at Michael as she passed him. Michael raised an eyebrow, noting the shocked expressions of the other vampires. No one, not even Celestine, ever spoke to Michael in public, and certainly not like that.

“My mouth is the same as it has always been,” he said, curious.

Celestine squinted. “You looked like you were smiling. It was disturbing.”

“My goal, my pleasure,” Michael said, and this time he did smile. Celestine looked away.

Frederick did not bid the wolves good-bye as he passed; he did not acknowledge them in any way. He did not greet Michael, either. The other envoys followed as Frederick stepped into the air, climbing stairs made of wind, a slender figure walking on shadows.

Michael did not follow. He remained by the Maddox tunnel, hands hanging loose against his thighs. He watched the werewolves. He did not know if they were negotiators, guards, or curious residents of the underground; it did not matter, either way. He was here because this was the closest clan within a fifty-block radius, and he assumed someone would know Keeli.

The sewer grate was still open; Michael sensed movement down below, the quiet hush of breathing. Jas appeared through the entrance, this time clothed in jeans and an unbuttoned denim shirt. He remained silent, as did the other werewolves. Michael raised an eyebrow. A staring contest ensued between the two men, but the vampire had eternity on his side. Jas blinked first. A low growl rumbled from his throat.

“What do you want, fang?”

Many things, Michael thought, but said, “I believe one of your wolves was taken in by the police. I made an arrangement with their chief officer. She’ll be released in the morning, but there will be a large fine attached to her arrest.”

Murmuring, feet shifting. Everyone looked unhappy, Jas most of all. He lowered his head, canines descending from an elongated face, inhuman muscles moving beneath his forearms. He stepped close, sniffing the air.

“Your scent,” he said, rough, gritty, and strangled. “Who was the wolf?”

Something is his voice made Michael think that Jas already had a good idea whom he was going to name. Jas just needed to hear it to have his excuse. So when Michael said, “Keeli,” and Jas lunged forward to grab him by the front of his robes, he was not terribly surprised. He felt the brush of claws against his chest as they pierced his clothing, heard wet cracking sounds as the other werewolves changed shape, dropping to all fours with hackles raised, heads ducked low with teeth bared. Michael did not struggle, but he did not lower his eyes, either. He was subservient to no one, especially a wolf.

Looked like his heart was ripped out. Along with his guts.

“Why did the police take her in? You have something to do with it?” Jas pressed close. His breath smelled like raw meat. His urgency took Michael aback—it was not just simple anger or hunger for a fight. This wolf was keenly afraid for Keeli.

Who is she to them?

“Enough.” A familiar voice, dry with age. The same voice that had greeted the vampire envoy. All the wolves but Jas stilled, quieted. Michael tilted his head enough to see fingers emerge from the darkness of the underground. The nearest werewolves resumed human form and with great care pulled on that frail hand.

An old woman rose up from the shadows. She needed no name; Michael knew who she was, simply by the strength of her presence. Silver hair hung in loose waves around a weathered face, delicate and translucent. Bright blue eyes, keen. A stubborn mouth.

This will be Keeli. In time, this will be her. Because, despite the difference in age, it was like gazing at a mirror image. The reactions of the werewolves suddenly made more sense.

And this old woman is their leader, no less. Maddox is more unusual than I imagined.

He remembered his manners, then, and bowed his head. “Grand Dame Alpha,” he murmured. “It is an honor.”

“Is it now?” she said lightly. “Then you would be the first of your kind to say so.” She glided forward, remarkably graceful for a woman her age.

“He smells like Keeli,” Jas said. “And he’s been wounded.”

“I can see that,” she said, looking at his arm. Michael had not wrapped his wound. The Grand Dame Alpha drew near. Her face was calm, but he sensed the urgency underlying her voice when she said, “Keeli. What trouble is she in?

Jas tightened his grip. This time, his claws drew blood.

Michael brought up his hands and in one smooth movement broke the werewolf’s hold. An easy thing to do—perhaps, even, humiliatingly so. Jas snarled, the scar on his cheek prominent and pale against his flushed face.

“Jas.” The Grand Dame was quiet, but even Michael heard the command. For a moment, he thought Jas would disobey, but the other wolves stared and he calmed. Sullen, angry, but obedient.

A fissure, Michael noted, as he turned to the Grand Dame Alpha with his hands loose and open. She will need to watch this one.

“Keeli saved a woman’s life,” he said.

“Saving a life is not usually grounds for arrest.”

Michael hesitated. “She was not herself at the time.”

The Grand Dame glanced down at his wounded arm. “Show me.”

Michael held out his arm. The Grand Dame leaned close, unafraid. She sniffed his wound; her body went very still.

“Did she kill anyone?” asked the old woman quietly. “Is she hurt?”

“No,” he said. He did not know what else to say. He remembered the horror on Keeli’s face, and could not bring himself to betray her struggle and shame with cheap words.

The Grand Dame studied his face. Michael wondered what she saw, the story he had left untold. Her gaze was strong, sharp. He felt her take in the golden tattoo on his cheek.

“Thank you,” she said. “You made an arrangement with the police?”

“They know me,” he said.

“Turncoat,” someone whispered.

The Grand Dame glanced sharply in the direction of that voice. A hush descended. Squaring her slim shoulders, she looked back at Michael. “We will remember your help.”

“There is no debt,” Michael said, turning away the precious gift of those words.

“There’s always something,” Jas said, and the Grand Dame Alpha did not quiet him.

“Not this time.” Michael turned around and left the wolves. Glass crunched beneath his boots, a distinct cutting sound, razing the stillness of the alley. He felt the werewolves watch him, their gazes curling around his body like smoke.

He did not take to the air until he was a respectable distance away. No one liked a show-off. Especially Michael.
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