




    
     
      Werewolf Vixen
     

    

    
     She had the most erotic mouth he’d ever seen—full, sweetly curved, naked of paint.

     “You’re beautiful,” she murmured, tracing her long, slender fingers over the curve of his chest. “Are you real?”

     “As real as you, my dream,” he said.

     Then her witchy gaze captured him, silver with magic. She bent to kiss him, her mouth wet and burning. As she moaned against his lips, he set himself to pleasure her, swirling his tongue between her teeth. Her corner teeth felt oddly sharp, but he didn’t care.

     He caught the back of her head in one hand. Her hair felt as soft as a cat’s fur. Discovering the sensitive whorls of one delicate ear, he stopped to explore. Unlike his own, it wasn’t pointed. “You’re human,” he murmured.

     “Not really,” she whispered…
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      PROLOGUE
     

    

    
     The Palace of the Cachamwri Sidhe
401 A.D., Christian Calendar
2033rd year of Dearg Galatyn’s Reign

     Llyr Galatyn paced the chamber, fear and hope warring in his chest. If anyone could save his father from the wound he’d suffered, it was Merlin. The alien wizard’s powers were greater than any Sidhe’s.

     But the Dark One who had struck down Dearg Galatyn was also a creature with vast powers, and the magic that had tipped its poisoned blade was slowly eating the Sidhe king from the inside out. None of the Sidhe healers had been able to reverse the spell.

     Dearg was perilously close to death.

     “Do stop that pacing,” Ansgar Galatyn growled. “You wear on my patience.”

     As if he’d ever had any. Still, Llyr obeyed, moving instead to the window to look out at his father’s garden. The sound of falling water pattered from the nearest of the three fountains, and a deceptive peace lay over the flowers bobbing gently in the night breeze.

     Dearg had always loved his roses.

     Grief rising, Llyr breathed in their rich perfume. Just that morning, the stench of the battlefield had gagged him as he and his father fought the Dark Ones who had ambushed them. The war to save their human cousins from the demonic invaders had been costly indeed. “If Merlin can’t reverse the spell, Father won’t last the night,” he said. “I don’t know what I will do without him.” The thought of the old man’s death lay on his heart like a stone.

     “Well, I, for one, plan to make a great many changes.” There was a note of menace in Ansgar’s voice.

     Llyr looked over his shoulder. His brother lounged in his favorite chair, dressed to catch a woman’s eye in a blue tunic, thick hose, and boots, all richly worked with gems and gold thread. He’d braided sapphires into two locks of his hip-length black hair. There was no grief at all in his slight smile.

     With his father dying, Llyr had donned a plain black jerkin and leggings; he hadn’t had the patience to fuss with full court garb. “Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself?”

     The smile turned into a sneer. “You can’t imagine he’ll name you his heir? You’re a child.”

     He was one hundred and two. Though young by immortal standards, he was no child. Ansgar, on the other hand, was two centuries older.

     Llyr’s first memory was of his brother’s kick.

     He’d always known why Ansgar hated him, and he was just angry enough at his brother’s callousness to use that knowledge now. Flexing an arm, Llyr drew attention to the outline of a dragon curled around his biceps, shimmering with ancient magic. “You may be firstborn, brother, but you’re not the Heir to Heroes.”

     Rage leaped in Ansgar’s eyes. Despite himself, Llyr had to control his flinch. When he’d been a child, his brother often beat him when he wore that look. Afterward, Ansgar would use his magic to heal Llyr’s injuries so he could deny the crime if the boy was foolish enough to go to their father. Then he’d beat him again for tattling.

     Llyr hated his brother with a pure, incandescent passion. He also knew if Ansgar became king, it wouldn’t take him long to see that Llyr met with a fatal accident.

     But before Ansgar could spew more of his venom, the door of their father’s chamber opened. Llyr turned, hope leaping.

     It was dashed at the look on Merlin’s ageless face. “There’s nothing we can do,” the alien wizard said, as his mate Nimue slipped out after him. “I have attempted a dozen spells, but the poison overcomes them all.” His gaze met Llyr’s in warm sympathy. “He wishes to see the two of you.”

     “Finally.” Ansgar rolled out of his chair and strode eagerly toward the chamber door.

     Llyr frowned at Ansgar’s back, wondering whether his brother’s hands were entirely clean in the ambush that had left their father dying. Surely even Ansgar was not capable of such treachery. If Llyr ever discovered he had been…His fingers tightened on the hilt of his sword as he followed his brother into the chamber.

     He saw with bitter cynicism that Ansgar had fallen to his knees beside the old man’s bed, holding Dearg’s hand, shoulders shaking in a fine imitation of grief. “Father,” he said, voice breaking. “Oh, Father…”

     Dragon’s Breath, Llyr ached to call his brother out, but the side of Dearg’s deathbed was not the place to do it. The old man loved Ansgar with a father’s doting blindness.

     Controlling his anger, Llyr moved to the other side of the bed and took his father’s icy hand. Tears welled in his eyes as he looked down into Dearg’s face, and he blinked them back fiercely.

     The king had been youthful and handsome just that morning, but barely five hours after the ambush, his face was as drawn as a skull. The body that had been so powerful when they’d sat down to breakfast now appeared little more than a bundle of dry twigs, and his opalescent eyes were dull and filmy.

     “Father,” Llyr managed, a dozen desperate words flooding his tongue. He didn’t think he could say any of them without losing control of his grief. The king’s fingers tightened on his in response.

     “Listen, my sons,” Dearg husked. Each faint syllable seemed a work of vast effort. Llyr and Ansgar had to lean close to hear him. “My time is short. I will not speak of my love for you. You know of it.”

     “Oh, whatever will I do without—” Ansgar burst out.

     “Shh…listen. I cannot leave one of you the kingdom and give the other…nothing. There’d be…trouble. Our people have had enough”—he had to stop and pant before he could finish—“enough of war.”

     Llyr ached to deny he’d lead a rebellion if Ansgar became king, but he held his tongue. For one thing, he wasn’t sure it was true. Ansgar would be a nightmare as king. Even war would be preferable. But Dearg had never seen his eldest son’s faults.

     His father gave them a tight, painful smile. “So it’s fortunate I have…two kingdoms for…for my two sons.”

     Ansgar stiffened. “What?”

     “You, Ansgar, will be king of the Morven Sidhe…while you…you, Llyr, will hold the Cachamwri throne.”

     “No!” Ansgar spat, throwing aside the old man’s hand as he exploded to his feet. “You can’t give the Cachamwri to this puppy! I was to rule both kingdoms—I am firstborn! The Morven are a conquered people, while we have ruled the Cachamwri ten thousand years.” He shot a deadly glare at Llyr. “I will not take his leavings.”

     Dying or no, Dearg’s icy will showed in his eyes. “You lack the mark, Ansgar. The king of the Cachamwri Sidhe…must wear Cachamwri’s Mark. As the Heir to Heroes…Llyr can call the Dragon…in the hour of our greatest need. As he must answer when Cachamwri calls. This is our pact with Cachamwri, the Dragon God.”

     “This for your pact.” Deliberately, Ansgar spat on the floor beside the bed. Furious at the insult, Llyr dropped a hand to his sword. “Cachamwri is a fool, if he’d choose this whelp to wear the Mark over me.”

     “No!” Dearg rapped out with surprising strength. “You will not kill one another. Heed me now!”

     The brothers turned, startled, as the king lifted one frail hand. Magic flared around it, sparking and glowing.

     
      Whoooom!
     

     Before either could react, the magical blast slammed into them both with a cold, burning ferocity. Each cried out in shock. “What have you done, old man?” Ansgar gasped, falling to one knee as Llyr struggled to hold his feet.

     Dearg’s hand fell weakly to the bed. His voice dropped to a faint, dying whisper. “If one of you attempts to slay the other with magic, my curse will turn that magic on you threefold. I will not have you…fighting…No more…war…” His eyes went fixed as his spirit fled.

     “He used his own life force to power that spell,” Llyr whispered, stunned. “Why would he…?”

     “Because he knew I’d kill you the first chance I got,” Ansgar snarled, climbing to his feet, his eyes blazing with fury in his white face. “So I’ll just have to look for another way.” He whirled and stalked out the door.

     Llyr didn’t turn as the door slammed behind Ansgar. Slowly, he sank to one knee at his father’s bedside and took the cold, still hand in his. Dropping his forehead against Dearg’s icy fingers, he wept.

     One Year Later

     Llyr sat on the throne that had once been his father’s, looking over intelligence reports from his spies in the Morven Kingdom that Ansgar now ruled. His brother had been all too busy of late, ordering the execution of those who complained about the freedoms he’d stripped from the Sidhe accustomed to his father’s kind hand.

     So far, though, he’d made no move against Llyr. With any luck, Dearg’s protections would be enough to make sure that dubious peace continued.

     As if the curse was insufficient, Dearg’s will ordered that if either king tried to kill the other by physical means, the nobles of both courts were to rise against him and strip him of his crown. Llyr wasn’t sure it would be that easy, but hopefully the provision would never be put to the test.

     Hearing the throne room’s double doors open, he glanced up. “The wizards Merlin and Nimue,” his guard captain announced in ringing tones.

     Llyr straightened as the two aliens strode across the throne room toward him, both smiling. The lovers looked like mortal youths—barely old enough to be lovers—but an air of power hung around them that proclaimed they were far more than they seemed. He put his reports aside and gave them a welcoming smile. “Well met, my friends.”

     The two didn’t kneel, and Llyr didn’t ask it of them. Their eyes held such age and wisdom that he found them slightly intimidating. “You look better,” Nimue said in her delicate, chiming voice. Blond, lithe as a nymph, she wore a delicate froth of ivory silk that belled around her tiny feet. “I am pleased to see your grief weighs less heavily on you, Your Majesty.”

     “I only wish we could have done more for your father,” Merlin added with a sigh.

     “I was grateful you made the effort,” Llyr told him. “None of our Sidhe healers were able to help him either.”

     Merlin shrugged. “It was the least we could do, after all Dearg did to help us drive off the Dark Ones.”

     His father had been skeptical of Merlin and Nimue when the alien couple had first arrived on Sidhe Earth two years before. After all, the last group of starfarers the Sidhe had encountered had been the invading Dark Ones thousands of years before.

     It had not been an auspicious introduction. The Dark Ones preyed on the life force of others through murder and torture, and they had decimated the Sidhe people. It had taken centuries and the help of Cachamwri himself to banish them.

     Even then, the Dark Ones had only fled to the next dimension over, Mortal Earth. That world was a copy of the Sidhe version except that magic barely functioned there. As a result, the humans who occupied it had no magical abilities, and the Dark Ones had been able to prey on them with impunity.

     At least until the starfarers Merlin and Nimue arrived and convinced Dearg to help them drive the Dark Ones from Mortal Earth. Dearg had finally agreed, fearing the Dark Ones might otherwise decide to attack the Sidhe again.

     In the end, the Sidhe and their allies had defeated the demons and imprisoned their leader, Geirolf. Unfortunately, that victory had cost the lives of Dearg and two thousand Sidhe warriors.

     With an effort, Llyr lifted his head and shook off his grief. “Have you selected your champions yet?”

     Merlin had told him the two aliens intended to create a race of guardians who would guide and nurture the human race into adulthood. To that end, they had created a magical grail that would genetically alter those who drank from it, making the women magic-using Majae, and the males, powerful vampire shape-shifters.

     The wizard nodded. “Actually, that’s why I’m here. My Magekind—”

     “Magekind?”

     “That’s what we’re calling our creations,” Nimue explained in her soft voice.

     “They need a base of operations on this dimension’s Earth,” Merlin explained. “Because they have so little magic on their own, they’ll need to live here to replenish their powers.”

     Llyr sat back on his throne with a frown. “Merlin, this world belongs to the Sidhe. I don’t want an alien colony here.”

     “You need not worry, Your Majesty. Avalon will be located on the other side of the planet from the Sidhe kingdoms.”

     And the Sidhe bred so slowly, it would be millennia before there need be much contact between the two realms. Particularly given their recent casualties. “Still…”

     Those wise, dark eyes gazed into his. “I believe you’ll come to find them useful allies, Llyr.”

     Which, coming from Merlin, sounded like a prophecy he didn’t dare ignore. He sighed. “Very well, then.”

     “Good. They’re a decent lot, especially King Arthur and his knights.” Merlin hesitated, his young face troubled. “But if there is ever trouble with them, we have created a safeguard race.”

     “Another one?” He wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that. “Are they going to want to live on this Earth, too? Merlin—”

     “Oh, no,” Nimue said quickly. “They’ll live among the humans on Mortal Earth. We call them Direkind. They’re a race of wolf-shifters.”

     “If my guardians trouble you or try to enslave the mortals for whatever reason, you’ll find allies in the Direkind.” Merlin spread his hands in a graceful gesture. “They will help you deal with Magekind, should it ever come to that.”

     “Let’s hope it doesn’t,” Llyr said coolly.

     “I’m sure it won’t,” Nimue said. “So. We must say our farewells then.”

     “Oh?”

     “Yes,” Merlin said. “Our work on mortal Earth is complete. We have another race to attend to now.”

     “Ah. Safe journey to you, then.”

     “And good fortune to you, King Llyr Galatyn,” Merlin said. He lifted a slender hand, and a dimensional gate swirled into being before them. With an offhand wave, he and Nimue stepped into it. Even as they did so, Llyr thought he saw the aliens become something…else. Then the gate was gone.

     He sat a long time, wondering exactly what it was he’d seen.
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     The Grand Palace of the Cachamwri Sidhe, Mageverse Earth
The 1604th year of Llyr Galatyn’s Reign

     Llyr opened his eyes to see a woman standing over him in slim and glorious nudity, her body gleaming in the moonlight. As is the way in dreams, he didn’t question who she was or what she was doing in his chamber. He only gazed at her and felt his need rise.

     She was all lithe muscle, like a young cat, with small, sweet breasts and rose nipples rising flushed and swollen. But it was her scent that teased him to full, aching hardness—the scent of woman and deep forests and wild, ancient magic.

     And passion, feral and urgent.

     Yet though desire surged in response to her body, her eyes drew his soul. Almost too big for her sensual face, they shone wolf-pale under the darkness of her short-cropped black hair.

     “I’m in need,” she said in a low voice that seemed to cup his sex in heat. She had the most erotic mouth he’d ever seen—full, sweetly curved, naked of paint. “Will you make love to me?”

     “Yes. Oh, yes.” Llyr watched hungrily as she slid onto his bed with the weightless grace of someone far stronger than she should be. “We’re going to be together,” he told her, knowing this was more vision than dream. “Soon, we’ll meet each other.”

     “Not soon enough,” she said, her eyes going even paler until they glowed like molten silver. “I burn tonight.”

     “Come to my arms then,” he said, reaching for her. “And I’ll make you burn even brighter.”

     She slid the length of his body, her skin so hot and smooth, he gasped in pleasure. “You’re beautiful,” she murmured, tracing long, slender fingers over the curve of his chest. “Are you real?”

     “As real as you, my dream,” he said, and cupped one sleek breast. She sighed and let her head fall back. He sat up and drew her astride him, groaning at the sensual delight of her silken backside settling over his thighs. A cool breeze blew into his face from the open window, blending the scent of Sidhe roses and the potent musk of her arousal. A fountain tinkled from the courtyard, a backdrop for her sigh.

     Her witchy gaze captured him again, silver with magic. She bent to kiss him, her mouth wet and burning. Llyr set himself to pleasure her, swirling his tongue between her teeth. Her corner teeth were oddly sharp, but he didn’t care.

     He caught the back of her head in one hand. Her hair was as soft as a cat’s fur against his fingers, and he stroked it, loving the sensation. Discovering the sensitive whorls of one delicate ear, Llyr stopped to explore. Unlike his own, it wasn’t pointed. “You’re human,” he murmured.

     “Not really,” she whispered, and pulled back to look at him with those burning silver eyes.

     It was then that he knew. “Oh,” he said, “that’s going to be a problem.”

      

     
      King Llyr Aleyn Galatyn jolted awake to find himself naked and alone, his cock hard as a broadsword. He looked around wildly, but all he saw was the pale gleaming marble and gem-inlaid wood of his chamber. His magical lover had vanished, as if she’d never been there at all.

     Which of course, she hadn’t been.

     He fell back against his silken pillows with a huff of frustration, eying his rampant prick. It seemed to eye him back. “Yes, I know, I woke too soon,” he told it, smiling in reluctant amusement.

     Then, with a sigh, he took his shaft in one royal hand and attended to the problem himself.

      

     
      Diana London sat straight up in her bed, panting and sweat-damp.

     The beautiful blond man was gone.

     She rolled out of bed to stand in the moonlight, gasping with frustrated need. Every nerve burned with erotic hunger. She shut her eyes, remembering the way he’d looked sprawled across those dark sheets of his, his hair a fan of gold beneath his broad, muscular shoulders. He was built like a runner, lean and long and sculpted, with eyes that gleamed up at her like opals, filled with magical sparks of color. When they’d kissed, his wide, firm mouth moved against hers with such delicious skill, she ached even more just thinking of it.

     And his cock…

     Better not think about his cock. Not when she was alone with the Burning Moon blazing in her blood.

     She’d never had a dream so intense, so real. So erotic. The need for release burned in her blood until her skin felt small and tight.

     Diana glanced at the nightstand where she kept the vibrator that had become a necessity since her Burning Moon began. She grimaced. The dream had ignited a hunger cold plastic couldn’t soothe.

     She needed to run.

     Diana strode naked to the window and jerked up the sash so hard, the glass reverberated with a booming rattle. A cool breeze blew in, chilling the sweat on her body as she stared out into the night. The moon rode full over the shadowed trees behind her house. A whippoorwill called, its voice high and mournful in the darkness, sounding as lonely as she felt. Traffic sighed from the interstate. Somewhere a train whistle blew a long, wailing note.

     The wooden privacy fences on either side of the yard were higher than a man’s head. No one could see her.

     Stepping back, Diana closed her eyes and concentrated. Magic raced over her body in a wave of burning sparks. She caught her breath in a gasp as muscle knotted and bones and reshaped themselves. Sinking to the floor, she felt the telltale itch of fur rippling its way across her skin.

     When Diana opened her eyes again, she was a wolf.

     Bounding through the window, she began to run on four swift paws, trying to escape her clawing need for the dream man’s touch.

      

     
      “It’s bald-faced police harassment, is what it is!” Clara Davies leaned onto the podium and glared. Her thin, wrinkled face was so flushed, Diana was half afraid she’d keel over where she stood. Even her carefully teased blue-tinted perm vibrated with her rage.

     At the front of the room, the seven members of the Verdaville City Council wore expressions of polite skepticism. Diana gave silent thanks that the council was pleased with her work as city administrator, or Davies’s accusations might have met with a different reception.

     Which wasn’t going to stop the old bat from trying to take Diana down anyway.

     Clara pointed a gnarled finger in her direction. “That woman has ordered the police to torment my Roger. He can’t set foot out the door without one of this city’s hick cops pullin’ him over or charging him with beating up on some tramp.”

     “Diana,” Mayor Don Thompson said, making a show of giving her an evenhanded stare. He was a tall man who’d probably been handsome in his youth, with spadelike hands and a long nose. In her more whimsical moments, Diana suspected he used that Romanesque snout to sniff the political winds. “Is there any truth to this?”

     She fought to keep her angry frustration off her face. Dealing with idiots didn’t normally bother her, but it was her Burning Moon, and her patience wasn’t what it should be. “No one is harassing Mrs. Davies’s son, Mayor Thompson. Roger has a hot temper, and he’s a bit too willing to take it out on his girlfriends, the police, and anybody with the bad fortune to encounter him when he’s drunk. Which is most of the time, judging from his three DUIs in the past six months.”

     “You see?” Clara shrilled, her wrinkled face going mottled. “Lies! Nothing but lies! My Roger does not drink. I raised him to be a good Christian boy. I did my duty!”

     “I’m sure you did,” Diana retorted coolly. “But he’s a man now, and you can’t control his behavior anymore.” If you ever did. “Which makes it our job.”

     “Your job,” Clara sneered. “You’re not a real cop. You just like to put on that blue uniform and prance around giving people a hard time.” She turned a fulminating glare on Thompson. “I told you three years ago you shouldn’t hire her. Women have no business in positions of authority. She certainly doesn’t.”

     “Now, Clara—” Thompson began.

     “You listen to me, Don Thompson,” the old woman snapped, pointing a gnarled finger at him. “You tell her to quit passing herself off as a police officer and leave Roger alone, or I’m going to sue her and this city. And you, too!”

     Gathering up her purse with a jerk, Clara wheeled around and stomped from the council chamber, her mint polyester slacks whispering with every step.

     Well, that was over. Diana relaxed as the mayor announced the next item on the agenda, and the council segued into an argument over window treatments for City Hall.

     After the confrontation with Clara, her head was pounding and her nails had grown beyond the limits of her champagne polish. She carefully fisted one hand around her Cross pen to hide them.

     Most of the time, being Direkind was no big deal. The whole bit about turning into a ravening monster every full moon was a load of crap. She kept her human intellect even in wolf form, and she’d never killed anybody in her life.

     In fact, eleven months out of the year, Diana actually enjoyed being a werewolf. It certainly came in handy in her job as volunteer police officer. Her nose for drugs and fleeing suspects had raised the Verdaville Police Department’s conviction rate 30 percent.

     But one month a year, she went into the werewolf equivalent of heat as her hormones ran wild with the drive to mate. It was like PMS squared, with a side order of nymphomania.

     All with no suitable male in sight.

     That was when being Direkind seriously sucked. Her body demanded sex with such savagery, there were times she could barely resist the need to molest the first hapless male she met.

     But somehow she’d always managed. She knew all too well that if she lost control, she could end up infecting somebody with Merlin’s Curse. And if he couldn’t handle it, her brother would have a duty to kill the poor bastard to keep him from exposing them all.

     It was a tightrope Diana had been walking every year since she’d turned fourteen, including all five years as city manager of Verdaville and an even smaller town before that. You’d think it would start getting easier.

     Instead it only got harder.

     And listening to the council snipe about the merits of blinds over drapes wasn’t exactly helping. Diana jotted down notes, fighting to concentrate.

     But despite her best efforts, her thoughts began to wander. The man’s powerful torso gleamed gently in the moonlight, muscles flexing in long ripples as he swept his silken blond hair back from an arrogantly handsome face. Opalescent eyes gleamed as he watched her come to him. “We’re going to be together,” he told her. “Soon, we’ll meet each other.”

     Just the memory of his deep male purr drew Diana’s nipples into peaks under her blouse, making her glad for her linen jacket. When she crossed her legs in the matching charcoal slacks, she could smell her own heat.

     God, if only there really was some safe, luscious sex god around to take the pressure off. The Burning Moon seemed worse this year than it ever had been before.

     Glancing around the room, she saw a man in the audience staring at her, his eyes hot and glazed. Diana swore silently. Men weren’t consciously aware of her scent, but they still reacted to the pheromones her body produced during the Burning Moon. Which didn’t make the lust any easier to deal with.

     “What do you think, Diana?” the Mayor asked.

     Her eyes flicked back to the council table to see all seven members staring at her.

     “That decision is up to the council. I’ll do whatever you direct.” After a delicate hesitation, she suggested, “Maybe this is a good time to bring the question to a vote.”

      

     
      With the meeting over at last, Diana retreated to her office to pack up for the night. She was just collecting her purse when Thompson spoke from the door.

     “Just wanted to let you know, we’re all real pleased with this month’s financial report,” the mayor said. “City’s in good, solid shape. Think we’ll be able to avoid a tax increase this year?”

     She slung her purse strap over her shoulder and eyed him. This time of year, she never liked being alone with a man, even one a good thirty years older than she was. Not that she couldn’t handle him if he got obnoxious. Tall and wiry though Thompson was, her Direkind strength gave her the edge even in human form. Still, having to fend off a pass would certainly complicate her life.

     “I haven’t finished compiling the budget, but I see no reason we’d need an increase,” she told him cautiously. “Revenues seem to be hitting the two million mark, which is enough to run the city.” Diana grimaced. “As long as the fire department doesn’t wreck another aerial truck, anyway.”

     “Good. That’s real good.” Thompson’s bony face twisted into the good ol’ boy grin he often used to set opponents up for the kill. “Thing is, there’s more to running Verdaville than understanding budgets.”

     
      Yeah? That’s not what you said three years ago, when you hired me to save your ass after you ran this town into the ground. “Oh?”

     The grin faded. “You need to watch Clara Davies, Diana. Her son’s a bastard, but she’s got influence. She could stir up a whole lot of people if she takes it into her head. And we don’t need that kind of grief.”

     Diana didn’t quite manage to bite the words back in time. “So, what? You want me to let Roger skate the next time he beats the snot out of his girlfriend?”

     Thompson made a placating gesture with his big, spadelike hands. “Now, I didn’t say that, Diana. You’re a smart girl. You’ll do the right thing when the time comes.”

     Steaming, she watched him flash that grin and saunter out of her office. I am a professional city administrator, Diana mentally chanted. Professional city administrators do not turn into wolves and bite the mayor on the ass.

     Even when he really, really deserved it.

      

     
      By the time Diana left the building, it was after ten P.M. and the city hall parking lot was deserted. As she locked the front doors, she looked up to scan the redbrick front of the building, automatically making sure none of the floodlights had burned out. Doric columns flanked either side of the two-story double doors, and the windows reflected her face, pale against the darkness.

     Once upon a time, the structure had been the main office for a textile plant. Diana suspected its resemblance to a Southern plantation had been intended as a subliminal message from company management. Y’ all don’t get uppity, now. That message went double for the city’s employees, at least as far as the council was concerned.

     “Hey, Diana!”

     She turned to see a Verdaville police car pulling up to the curb behind her. The blue Ford Crown Victoria bore the city’s coat of arms on its front doors, picked out in gold paint. “Hey, Jer! What can I do for you?”

     The officer hooked one arm out his open window. “Chief needs you at a crime scene. Want to follow me?” Jerry Morgan was a short, stocky ex-Marine whose usual expression was a sly grin. Tonight he looked pale and tense.

     Diana frowned. Jerry was a Desert Storm vet; he liked to say his tour of the Highway of Death had left him with a cast-iron stomach. Anything bad enough to make him blanch had to be pretty damn bad. “I’ll get my car,” she told him, and strode to the spot where she’d parked her ten-year-old Honda.

     The trip did not take long. No drive within the Verdaville city limits did. Two minutes after leaving City Hall, they pulled into one of the mill villages that formed the core of the town.

     The little clusters of homes had been built by the town’s textile plants as employee housing. Most of the four-room houses dated from the 1920s, when employees rented from the mills, picked up their mail in the mill office, and shopped in the company store. That lifestyle had slowly disappeared as Verdaville had grown. Even so, the town had been left with a gaping economic wound when the plants closed, one that still hadn’t healed two years after the last one shut its doors.

     Plant closures or not, though, the villages were tight-knit little communities where everybody knew everybody else. Diana wasn’t surprised to see a crowd gathered outside the yellow police tape strung around one particular bungalow. Anywhere else, this kind of group would have worn avid expressions of morbid curiosity. Here, they visibly grieved for somebody they’d probably known all their lives.

     She knew there would be relatives in the crowd, too, notified by neighbors the minute the cops pulled up—all of them ready to pounce on the first authority figure to show his or her face.

     Sighing in resignation, Diana reached into her glove compartment for her badge and gun. After she and Chief Gist had reached their understanding, she’d obtained a commission as a reserve officer, training for six weeks in everything from how to shoot a gun to issuing traffic tickets. Such volunteer cops were invaluable to small-town departments that couldn’t afford much manpower, and Verdaville’s ten-man police force was no exception.

     Sometimes, though, her badge was a mixed blessing. This was one of them.

     Knowing what was coming, Diana felt her stomach tie itself into a knot as she got out of the car. She’d barely managed to clip her badge onto her belt and slip on her shoulder holster before somebody in the crowd called her name.

     Oh well. She really hadn’t thought she could get through this mob without being recognized anyway. She made the front page of the local weekly too often.

     As one, the entire bunch surged in her direction, voices lifted in anger, fear, or distress. “Miss London, do they know—”

     “Have they caught—”

     
      “…need to see my brother!” That last was a howl from a sobbing young woman whose face was swollen with tears. She tore herself from the restraining hands of a young man and lunged to grab Diana’s wrist. “You’ve gotta tell me what happened! Is he dead? They said he’s dead. Please, please tell me what’s going on!”

     Diana froze, battling half a dozen conflicting instincts. She’d never liked being grabbed, but this was a particularly bad time of year for a stranger to lay hands on her. Especially a woman.

     It took her a moment to squelch her more lethal impulses enough to speak. “I probably know less than you do right now. If you’ll let me by, I’ll send the chief out to talk to you.” Her voice emerged at a rumbling register that didn’t sound quite human. Oh, hell.

     The woman jerked away from her as if scalded. Fear blazed up on a score of faces as those near enough to hear shrank back. “You…you do that,” she managed finally, obviously trying to convince herself she’d imagined whatever she’d seen in the city manager’s face.

     “I’ll send the chief out in a minute.” Diana nodded shortly, put her head down to hide her burning eyes, and strode toward the front door of the house. The crowd melted from her path. Humankind might be at the top of the food chain now, but they still knew a predator when they saw one.

     Whether they could admit it or not.

     
      Dammit, Diana thought. I’ve got to watch that. In old movies, pulling crap like that was what got the torch-carrying mob after the monster.

     “Sorry I wasn’t here sooner,” Jerry panted from behind her. “Had to park up the street. By the time I got back, they were all over you.” She looked around to see him wearing an apologetic smile. He’d evidently missed her near trans formation. “Maybe you should start keeping your uniform at City Hall so you can change. Public’s not as obnoxious when you’re in blues.”

     She grinned, remembering some of her own recent adventures. “Unless they’re drunk. Then they’re worse.”

     He grinned back. “There is that.”

     Jerry led the way up the irregular cement steps and pushed open the screen door. As Diana crossed the narrow front porch behind him, she automatically sized up her surroundings. The white vinyl siding was relatively new, though she’d bet the house itself was pushing ninety. The shutters and wooden door were the same shade as the steps, though in the dark it was hard to tell the color. Even so, she could make out the wooden swing hanging at one end of the porch. A couple of lawn chairs stood across from it, looking out over a postage-stamp yard that had been recently cut. There was no trash or beer bottles in the yard. The owner might not have much money, but he’d cared about appearances.

     Poor bastard.

     Jerry paused in the act of reaching for the door to meet her eyes. At five-eleven, she was actually an inch taller than he was, a fact that had never stopped him from trying to protect her like the Southern gentleman he was. Diana wouldn’t dream of telling him just how little she needed his protection. “It’s pretty bad,” he warned her.

     “I figured that out. Please tell me it’s not a kid.”

     His white smile flashed in the dim light. “Grown man.”

     “Good.” She grimaced. “I hate it when it’s kids.”

     “Everybody hates it when it’s kids. But what the killer did to that guy—well, it’s sickening.”

     He opened the door. Death spilled out with the ripe stench of blood and human waste. Even in this form, Diana’s sense of smell was so acute, she had to swallow hard. “What’d they do, gut him?”

     “Pretty close.” Jerry lifted a brow at her as he led the way inside. “You could tell that from the smell?”

     “I’ve got a good nose.”

     “That ain’t exactly a blessing in here.” He jerked a thumb at a closed door to the right. “Chief’s in the bedroom. Unless you need me, I’ll be in the kitchen.”

     “No, that’s fine.”

     Jerry gave her an absent wave and headed across the little den for the even smaller kitchen, where male voices rumbled in conversation. The Sheriff’s Office must have sent men to help out, since the Verdaville PD couldn’t muster enough people for a crowd on its own.

     Somebody laughed, but the sound held the strained note of a man trying very hard not to think about whatever he’d just seen.

     Oh, yeah. This was going to be bad.
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