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      There was a time I spent my days in front of my computer, writing about cultural issues and events in an effort to pay off my ever-increasing credit card debt. On occasion, mainly when I’d been a hermit for too long, I’d grab my laptop and venture to the nearest coffee shop. Sometimes I’d even smile at the other patrons over my caramel latte.

      It had been four days since my life had changed, and I already missed the monotony. Some people were made out to be investigative reporters who lived life on the edge and got a kick out of flirting with danger. I was not one of those people.

      Yet here I was, once again traipsing through the most crime-infested city in North America in search of clues that would pull me deeper into St. Anthony’s seedy underbelly.

      I pulled my coat tighter around myself in an attempt to hide from the other people hurrying along on the wet pavement. Not that any of them paid me any notice—they were all as eager as I was to get out of the rain. I told myself that my sense of foreboding was purely a result of knowing what would happen if the wrong people found out that I was still digging where I had explicitly been told not to—AKA the convoluted link between the mayor and the supes that I had inadvertently stumbled upon while blogging about my meeting with St. Anthony’s favorite hero.

      Lightning. I frowned at the thought of the superhuman who had been my unwitting access point to the darker part of the city. He might have saved me from a robbery at our first meeting, but he’d also pulled me into this mess. And he was the reason I’d met… him.

      The Shade.

      A shiver traveled down my spine at the memory of the man who had saved my life just last night, but demanded my submission in return. The Shade—the man rumored to have caused a thousand deaths and have a dark pit where his soul was meant to reside—had killed the men sent to torture me for information I didn’t possess. He was no hero, yet he had been my only salvation from an untimely, and undoubtedly very unpleasant, death.

      I could still feel the pleasurable tenderness deep inside from where he had joined his body with mine amid the broken bodies of my attackers, and I hated myself for the immediate clenching from down low at the thought of it.

      I had never had sex like that, never even thought my body was capable of such excruciating pleasure—but it really shouldn’t matter. The Shade was evil to the core, and I certainly shouldn’t be getting all hot and flustered thinking about the most shameful thing I’d ever done.

      Superhumans. Nothing but goddamn trouble.

      And that was exactly why I was here now, on my way to digging myself deeper into the corruption in hopes that I would somehow be able to take control of my own life, and not depend on either supe to save me again. As much as I would have been screwed without The Shade’s intervention last night, I didn’t exactly have much faith in my continued survival if I relied on him or Lightning to get me out of this mess. They clearly had their own agendas, and being on either of them would likely get me into more trouble than any human being could handle.

      The mark on the back of my neck, left by first Lightning and then The Shade, throbbed at my rebellious thoughts. I reached up to rub it, annoyed with the way the contact made my nipples tighten. There hadn’t been any visual blemish on my skin from the last bite, but I could feel it buzz every time my thoughts drifted to either of the two men who had thought they could claim me.

      Hopefully it would go away on its own soon.

      My morose thoughts were interrupted when my gaze landed on the sign for Freeman Street. I turned right down it, keeping my eyes peeled for number 17. Thankfully, the area was well-lit, and I found the apartment building easily. Now all I needed to do was to convince my unsuspecting lead to talk to me.

      I rang the buzzer to the address I’d found online and waited. The rain was coming down heavier now, and I huddled up in my coat and prayed Aaron would let me in before it soaked through to my clothes and skin.

      “Yeah?” a male voice, scratchy with electronic disturbance, asked from the entry phone.

      “Aaron Kempf?” I moved closer to the small box to make sure he could hear me over the noise from the street. “My name’s Kathryn Smith. I was wondering if I could speak with you? It’s about your friend, Peter.”

      A long silence followed.

      “Hello?” I half-shouted after half a minute without a reply. “Can you hear me?”

      No reply. I pressed the buzzer again, thinking the connection must have been cut.

      “Oh, don’t stand out in the rain, sweetheart. You’ll get soaked to the bone.”

      I nearly jumped out of my skin at the friendly voice sounding from right behind me. I whipped around and came face to face with an old man wearing a hat and holding an umbrella. He smiled at me and pointed the keys in his hand toward the door. “Here, why don’t I let us in so we can get out of this dreadful weather?”

      I stepped out of his way with a grimace I hoped mimicked his smile, too astonished that anyone in this city trusted a stranger enough to just up and let them into their building like this to respond. Apparently, my drowned-mouse impression left me looking very non-threatening.

      “Thank you,” I managed as I slipped past him and into the stairway.

      “Who are you here to visit?” the old man asked while we entered the small elevator. It was a tight squeeze fitting the two of us and his umbrella into it, but at least it seemed in a good enough state that I shouldn’t worry about its capability of carrying more than one passenger. Not like the elevator that went up to my loft, which, frankly, seemed like a game of Russian roulette every time I got into it.

      “Aaron Kempf.” I pressed the button for the third floor. The old man pressed the button for the fourth, then clasped both hands around the handle of his umbrella, his bushy eyebrows raised.

      “Is that right? I never thought him much of a ladies’ man. Always seemed fonder of the boys, if you know what I mean.”

      I cleared my throat uncomfortably and offered him a smile. “I’m just a friend.”

      “Hm. Well, if you fancy a cup of hot tea to warm up on after visiting your friend, my apartment is 4B.”

      My smile turned tight and I felt a blush threaten to creep up my neck. Great. It wasn’t that I was unaccustomed to getting hit on by elder gentlemen—something about being a curvy girl seemed to draw them in, where their younger peers tended to completely overlook me. Maybe it was a leftover from times where food had to stretch for longer, and a chubby woman was easier to keep fed.

      “Thanks, but I’m headed straight home after. Can’t keep the boyfriend waiting.” Yes, the “fake boyfriend” story. I was the only girl I knew of who frequently had to use that trick on pensioners. I shuffled closer to the wall and shot a desperate look at the display letting us know what floor we’d reached.

      “What a pity,” he said, offering me another smile. “Do come by if you change your mind.” Then the elevator pinged, announcing that we’d reached the third floor, and I heaved an inaudible sigh of relief. It’s not that I feared the old guy would force himself on me or anything—and if he did, I’d probably be able to outrun him even with my poor shape—but at age 26 I was still terrible at dealing with any sort of male interest. Probably because it was so scarce.

      Perhaps I should just be thankful that this guy at least wasn’t evil incarnate.

      When the elevator door closed behind him I pulled my wandering thoughts together before they could once again stray to last night and all the things I really didn’t need to think about right before an interview. I was somewhat successful, and when I finally knocked on Aaron’s door, my focus was once again on the task at hand.

      I could hear movement on the other side, and then the rattling of the chain before someone finally opened the door a few inches.

      “What do you want?”

      I frowned at his hostile tone. “Aaron? I just wanna talk. About Peter.”

      “I don’t know anything about him. You need to leave.” He started to close the door again, but I jammed my hand against it and stopped him.

      “I know that’s not true—I’ve seen the pictures of you two. Please, I really need to know what happened to him. I think… I think maybe the same thing is going to happen to me.” Saying it out loud sent chills through me, but it got Aaron’s attention. He stopped pushing against the door, and a moment later, he peeked out at me from behind the chain. His brown eyes were still narrowed, but as he took in my soaked and disheveled figure, they softened notably. Apparently, my appearance didn’t scream “crazy serial killer.”

      “Can I come in, please?” I pressed, doing my best to look as nonthreatening as I possibly could. For a short, chubby woman who’s just been soaked to the bone, that’s pretty damn nonthreatening.

      Aaron nodded and unhooked the chain so he could let me in.

      I stepped into the small hallway and turned toward the young man I’d effectively stalked to get my answers. Hopefully, it would be worth it.

      “Why do you think what happened to Peter is going to happen to you?” he asked as he guided me into a small, cluttered living room. “And what exactly is it you want from me?”

      “I wrote an article about the mayor relying too much on the superhumans, and how corruption is spreading like wildfire. Last night, someone attacked me.” I clenched my hands, trying to keep my voice even. “Someone out there thinks I know something more than I do, and I need to figure out what is going on if I want a fighting chance at living through this. I know Peter disappeared after… after writing an article about something similar. I thought maybe it was connected?”

      “And that I would know something?” Aaron shook his head, his lips pressed into a thin line. “Look, if the same people who went after Peter are after you, then I don’t want to get involved. Peter wasn’t the only one who disappeared—his two roommates, his sister and parents did, too.”

      I frowned. “I didn’t see any mention of that when I researched it. You would think⁠—”

      “That six people disappearing would have made the news?” He slumped down on the rickety sofa and stared into the room. “I don’t think you know who you’re dealing with.”

      I felt like the wind had been knocked out of my lungs. Sure, being attacked by five armed men in an alley had put the amount of danger I was in into sobering perspective, but to exterminate Peter’s entire family along with his roommates? That was a level of evil I couldn’t wrap my mind around.
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