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Synopsis

Reylan’s last assignment for The Arcadia Trust
brought a rebellious human servant under his roof, and a volatile
werewolf lover named Jorgas into his bed, leaving the self-reliant
Blood Shade--known to the outside world as vampires--in no hurry to
risk his immortality for them again.

But when a new terror starts disappearing humans from
a bad part of town, Reylan must do everything in his power to keep
Sydney’s supernatural factions from the brink of war. Having an
ambitious, meddlesome human in the mix is only going to make things
worse...especially when that human is Jorgas’s father.

Reylan will need all his determination and cunning to
keep the peace under his roof, between the night’s power brokers,
and in his lover’s troubled heart.
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“Baines’s brave new underworld is well devised,
multilayered, and dense with political and personal agendas―and
it’s frightening: so much so that I found myself looking over my
shoulder more than once at night. The Orchard of Flesh
manages to be a luxuriantly ample and yet easy read about the
ever-hungry and never quite sensually satisfied.”―Felice Picano

Puppet Boy

 


“Right from the start, I was gripped by this story.
Eighteen-year-old Eric’s mom has a busy career, leaving him alone
for months at a time…This is the type of book best read without
knowing any specifics, so I’m not going to spoil it for you. Just
know that you’ll laugh your head off, be horrified, and question
your sanity…or Eric’s. A total mindfuck and one of the more
creative books I’ve read in a while.”—Outlaw Reviews

The Beast Without

 


“I would highly recommend this book to anyone who
likes a good old fashioned paranormal story with man-eating
werewolves and snarky, brutal vampires. Christian Baines has struck
gold with his debut novel, and I know I will be one of the first in
line for his next books.”—The Novel Approach

“What an excellent take on vampires and werewolves.
The Beast Without is such a far cry from the Twilight
movies and other more current representations of these two
supernatural beings…The plot is just as twisted and deceptive as
the characters. Baines has really done justice to each element
here. Both the story line and supernatural beings are totally
worthy of each other, working their magic on the reader from page
one. Baines’s style of writing is smooth, his descriptions vivid
and sometimes almost graphically realistic…I highly recommend this
rich and rewarding take on vampires and werewolves, especially for
those of you tired of sparkle.”—Scattered Thoughts and Rogue
Words
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Chapter One

I wet my lips, unable to quell my faint arousal as
the first drop of blood broke from the man’s skin. The scent had
been lingering on the air for the best part of an hour. No matter
how careful the man’s master had been, there was no containing that
delicious aroma. The withdrawal of the first needle sent the sweet
liquid dripping down its owner’s pale flesh. It flowed into the
shallow gullies of a former six-pack that had long been padded out
by the comforts of a double-income-no-kids lifestyle. I heard a
faint whine from beneath the man’s hood, to which his master
lowered an attentive ear, wiping the rich nectar away with a
handful of tissue paper. The scent of it, however, still clung to
the air, tormenting me.

Ever since the bars and discos had emerged as prime
feeding grounds, slowly replacing the smoking lounges, dog tracks,
and speakeasies, I’d wondered at the sheer imagination of humans
when it came to realising their physical and social
perversions.

Nightclubs remain a particular fascination. In
Sydney, my home for close to thirty years now, I usually rotated my
patronage around three or four clubs at any given time. The present
list included Fantasy, an aviary for young, pretty, and emotionally
fragile birds of paradise, newly flowering to adulthood and
discovering the club scene, and Blaze, for those who’d decided a
life of slavery wasn’t such a terrible thing, provided it was spent
in service to the gym, protein supplements, and trance music.

Then there was Sulphur. Not that I consider BDSM or
leather bars to be anything novel. I’d seen them swing over the
decades between this look and that. Moustache to baby face, back to
beard, provided it accentuated the obligatory flannel. Skinny if
you were submissive, muscles required if not. Rubber allowed,
rubber allowed but not encouraged, rubber required, women welcome,
women unwelcome, women preferred, Victorian overtures a bonus…I’d
seen hideaways such as this in many cities over the years, the most
entertaining and creative having dotted Berlin during the Weimar
years.

Your imagination, vivid though I’m sure it is, can’t
even begin…

Sulphur also offered patrons a straightforward,
unapologetically sexual antidote to the sometimes immature and
bitchy tone set by the likes of Fantasy. I smiled at the notion of
tonight’s demonstration gracing that stage, then shook the thought
away as the squeal of some disgusted young twink pierced my
hearing. I had to wonder. If humans knew the true nature of the
beings that walked among them, would they throw terms like “blood
play” around quite so liberally?

In the unlikely event you’re still unsure, yes. I am
of that most fortunate of races that will never know the suffering
of age. I sustain this immortality through the drinking of blood.
You may refer to our kind as Blood Shades.

In polite society, we do not use the “v” word.

I’d positioned myself in the corner, dressed
modestly by the standards of those around me. A short rubber tunic
encased most of my torso, ending just a few inches above the belt.
My pants were of the same substance and didn’t leave an inch to
breathe. A faint smile warmed my lips as I glanced around the room.
My outfit may not have been standard wear for a man of over one
hundred and fifty, but such things are made easier when the world
takes you for a sprightly twenty-four.

That’s how old I was when my Blood Shade nature
usurped its human shell. This natural phenomenon, strictly
inherited through one’s family line, can lie dormant for
generations. But when it takes hold…well, let’s just say having
one’s blood vessels rewire themselves to the digestive system while
still conscious is an experience one doesn’t soon forget.

My Mannequin, Brett, stood at my side, cutting a
handsome figure in the dim, fiery lights of Sulphur. I’d afforded
him only a small pair of leather shorts, offset by what could
generously be called a sleeveless shirt. A dozen light chains hung
off a pair of thin leather shoulder pads, draping his otherwise
naked chest and back. Another chain at the base connected them,
serving as a seam. Flimsy, but smart-looking leather cuffs bound
his hands behind him.

No doubt binding my Mannequin in leather while I
sported rubber violated some unwritten dungeon code, but the
majority of Sulphur’s kinksters were far too polite to say as much,
and when Brett’s survival depended upon regularly imbibing my
blood, the disapproval of some fetish fashion cop was the least of
my concerns.

His shirt had been a sentimental choice. It reminded
me of the one he’d worn the night of our first meeting. It too had
been adorned with chains. Then by chance—my version of the story
and I’m sticking to it—our second encounter had seen him mortally
wounded by a werewolf. Drinking my blood had spared Brett a painful
and premature end, healing his wounds and granting him some of my
ability to overcome almost any mundane injury or disease.

Such powers of course, do not come free. Dependent
on my blood for the rest of his natural life, Brett now belonged to
me.

As a bead of sweat trickled down over his ear, Brett
flicked his tongue over his lips, trying to keep them moist as he
surveyed the room. I assumed this was his first visit to such a
club. I too might have been nervous as a first timer, watching some
burly gentleman withdraw carefully placed skewers from his victim’s
skin.

Another trail of delicious red seeped from a new
wound.

I could stand it no more. I needed to feed, and so
did my Mannequin. With a light tug on his chains, I took Brett
upstairs where the party was in full swing. We found a spot leaning
comfortably against an empty boot blacking station. I watched my
Mannequin settle on a woman with long black hair, who’d draped
herself over another patron. He was gasping for air. I shot Brett a
knowing glance. Staring was just rude, and common rudeness, I could
not abide.

“Wait here for me.” I drifted through the club to a
wide-eyed young man I’d spotted across the room. The boy wasn’t
dressed for Sulphur. He seemed instead to have stumbled in from
Blaze after a drink or pill too many and had, no doubt, been
slogged an extra cover charge for not adhering to code. But his
gaze was one of wide-eyed longing, and the muscles beneath his
tightly drawn T-shirt twitched in sympathy with another young man
bound to a Saint Andrew’s cross, enjoying the hot purple pleasures
of an electrical prod.

I can’t read minds, but I can read bodies. I know a
human swimming in desire when I see one. Finding a position near
the boy, I feigned interest in the same show. He looked up
defensively, as though I’d intruded on some private
performance.

I had perfect control from the moment his eyes met
mine.

His name didn’t matter. All that mattered was his
pulse. Its gentle, constant vibration battered the cusp of his neck
as he stared at me, his resistance swept away by curiosity and
wonder. By lofty Blood Shade standards, I consider myself average,
but in that moment, I was the most beautiful creature this human
had ever seen. I slipped a gentle hand under the lip of his shirt,
caressing the small of his back.

The older man’s sub was still gasping, a ridiculous
grin on his face as each new shock from the prod sparked its own
moment of sensual glee.

I didn’t need such gadgets. My very touch commanded
a direct link to the nerve centre of my companion’s brain. Before
long, he too began flinching, sharing in the same sweet pain as his
entertainment. Finding nervous links to his fragile mind, I
enthralled him with harmless little shocks. The boy moaned,
catching his breath between pulses, his human mind easily fooled
into feeling precisely what it desired. He finally collapsed
against me, his soft neck resting on my shoulder, his weight
against my chest.

“Fuck, you’re hot.” His voice was a barely conscious
whisper.

I kissed his cheek as he nuzzled my neck, and then I
led the frightened animal away from the electric mayhem that had so
captured his imagination. A collar would have suited him well, but
I was prepared to work with what I had. The boy regarded Brett with
curiosity and more than a little desire. Not that I could blame
him.

Understand that Blood Shades are asexual beings. My
fondness for men is a simple matter of taste. They’re also simpler
and easier to manipulate than women. I do, however, still
appreciate the aesthetics of a good companion, just as I recognised
Brett for the handsome man he was, endowed with an endearing
vulnerability and firmly entrenched heterosexuality.

Our new friend raised a hand and touched one of
Brett’s chains, running his fingertips over the red letters I’d
instructed Brett to scrawl on his chest to ward off any
talent-scouting doms.

Owned by master.

Brett flinched uncomfortably at the boy’s touch.

I shot out a hand and grabbed my prey, whose face
contorted as I pinned him against me. “Learn to read, boy. He
doesn’t belong to you.” Gently but firmly, I wrapped my arms around
him, soothing and calm after the scolding. As he moaned in
appreciation, I almost let him go. His desires were all too easy to
read, and there was no fun in that. But both Brett and I were too
hungry for games.

Brett flexed his shoulders, straightening his chains
as he watched the young man nuzzle me. “Reylan?”

“Patience,” I muttered, letting my prey dab my vest
with his tongue. I could smell the elixir flowing inside him, hot
and inviting.

“How…how long?”

Perhaps the sexual atmosphere of the club was
clouding Brett’s self-control. He shouldn’t have been this hungry.
Not after all the work we’d done, building up his endurance.

“I said, be patient.”

Keeping our lifestyle hidden from human sight is the
best defence we have, and not one I was prepared to risk by feeding
Brett in public. Not that I had to worry about the boy in my arms.
He could hear us well enough, but he’d never question the words
under my influence. Perhaps I could get away with feeding Brett
here. The patrons of Sulphur were a worldly lot, more likely than
most to look the other way or dismiss it as some macabre party
trick.

“Please,” Brett whimpered without glancing at my
prey, though the boy watched him with keen interest.

A pained, dejected look crossed his face as I held
my prey tighter against me, stroking his hair again. “What’s your
name?” I asked.

“Quentin,” he replied, his voice as low and soft as
Brett’s stammering.

“Quentin, this is Brett. I gather you like him?”

The boy nodded, looking Brett up and down with keen
desire as my Mannequin shifted uncomfortably.

“Reylan, please, I need it,” Brett begged.

“He’s yours? You own him?” Quentin asked.

“I do. He’s being naughty at the moment.”

“Reylan, I want to go home,” Brett protested. “Can
we go home, please?”

“Can I use him?” Quentin asked, glancing over at
Brett. “I mean, would you like some help with him, Sir?”

Brett was beginning to shake as he stared at me. It
was no act. He needed feeding.

“No, you may not,” I said, answering both of
them.

“Can I just watch then?”

I looked between the two. I had too much class to
pimp out my Mannequin, but if it was a show Quentin wanted, then a
show he would get.

“Reylan!” Brett stumbled to his knees as I shot out
a hand and grabbed his chin. When a Mannequin is starved, their
every function begins to cloud, to stutter and break down until
they’re barely a shell. I wouldn’t do that to Brett, but we were
nowhere near that point yet, and I was trying to teach a lesson in
self-control.

Keeping a firm hand on Quentin, I ran the other
through Brett’s soft, dark hair.

“What’s wrong with him?” Quentin asked.

Curiosity. I don’t like human curiosity.

“He’s hungry,” I replied truthfully.

“Can…can I feed him?”

Oh, the answer to that question!

“No. I’m sorry. You really can’t feed him.”

I heard the leather bonds snap, right before Brett
grabbed hold of my belt. I couldn’t sustain this charade. If Brett
had broken out of his cuffs, I’d overestimated his endurance. He
needed to feed, which meant so did I. Right there and then. I took
Quentin’s chin in one hand and flicked my tongue over his lips. As
the man opened his mouth, I carefully pierced a dead spot on his
tongue, allowing just the faintest hint of blood to flow. Not bad.
A little underdeveloped, but not bad at all.

Brett stared at us in jealous dismay.

Quentin reached down to him, running his fingers
over the curve of Brett’s neck. With the grace and agility of a
startled cat, my Mannequin sprang back against the wall, away from
the intrusion.

I grabbed Quentin’s wrist, tight enough to make him
wince. “I’ve told you once. He’s mine, alone.”

I gave Brett what I hoped was a reassuring nod as he
re-steadied himself on his knees. It wouldn’t be long now. Taking
Quentin in my arms, I reached under his shirt and teased him with
the cold touch of my fingertips. He strained against my embrace as
I held his body against mine, secure as he could dream.

And in that state, I bit him.

Humans don’t scream once you’ve reached this point.
That’s the beauty of it. Once you solidify your hold over their
mind and body, you can do very little to cause them pain. Quentin’s
eyes shot open as he realised my teeth had punctured his throat.
Smooth blood rushed to greet my hunger. Quentin heaved against me,
now lost to the beauty of the experience. Far from protesting my
kiss, he implored it, unable to break free.

I could hear Brett’s panting and whining as he
watched the change within me. I was growing stronger, and to his
eyes, more alluring. The aromas of blood, sweat, pain, and sex
filled the space between us. For a moment, his whimpering made me
fear he’d jump me mid-feed in an effort to take what he desired.
Such a panic could kill Quentin, and that was a complication I
could do without. Only the careless killed their prey without
provocation, along with the stupid, and, in some cases, the
insanely cruel. But Brett, to his credit, kept his composure until
I’d finished.

I released Quentin and licked his wound closed,
gently resting him against the wall. His eyes flittered as he tried
to take hold of me again, pushing his erection against my
thigh.

Brett bounded up to me like a puppy and clasped my
wrist. I gently slapped his face to settle him, then brought the
wrist to my mouth and punctured it. He grinned as he pressed the
wound to his mouth.

Quentin pulled his shirt up over his head, laying
bare a smooth, powerful torso before rubbing his hand over the
clear show of approval that had swelled his jeans. “Will you own
me?”

Having somewhat regained his senses, Brett stood up
and shot Quentin a furious look. Perhaps to Brett’s mind, I
belonged to him as much as he did to me. The insane jealousy of a
Mannequin was not unheard of. To lose their Blood Shade was to lose
the being that kept them alive, after all.

Nor did he share Quentin’s penchant for
humiliation.

“I’m sorry, the position has been filled,” I
replied, taking Brett’s arm and leading him away.

“Please?” Quentin called.

I paused for a moment, looking him over as he thrust
his chest forward. I reopened the wounds in my wrist. Dabbing a
finger in the blood, I dragged the words over Quentin’s chest, red
letters glinting under the dim light. In his dazed state, did he
even know what I was doing? I stepped away to reveal the words
Just Owned, painted in blood across his chest.

“Wait…wait, you mean…?” Quentin stammered.

I hushed him with a gentle kiss before leading Brett
out.


Chapter Two

“Once you’ve dressed, you’re free to go home,” I
called, loud enough for the showering Brett to hear. “Or stay if
you’d prefer.”

He’d said little on the way home. We’d changed into
less conspicuous fashions, of course, but embarrassment hadn’t been
the issue. Tonight had been a challenge for Brett, as deliberate as
it was taxing. In the month or so that I’d owned him, he’d returned
to me at least four nights a week to feed and to learn more about
his new abilities and the nature of our existence, both his and
mine. He’d barely been able to stand leaving my side at first,
resting the day away on my couch as I slept. While the evening at
Sulphur had been a trial, it was at least progress.

I curled up on my lounge, the faint strains of Bizet
warming the tone of the room as Demetrius, the overfed ginger fluff
ball that passed for my cat, jumped into my lap. Almost five in the
morning. Nothing to do now but wait for the sleep dawn would
bring.

Brett emerged a moment later, the blood and grime of
Sulphur washed from his chest and legs as he took his clothes from
the back of my couch.

“Not staying then?” I didn’t look at him.

He looked up at me, visibly shaken. “I know how you
live, Reylan. How you survive and feed.”

“I would hope so, by now.”

“Yeah, exactly, and I…I can’t do this!”

“What can’t you do?” I asked, having heard this song
before. “You don’t have to feed from these people. You’re not a
Blood Shade. You still have your own life.”

“You…you always feed off guys.”

“Not always,” I corrected him.

“Close enough. To do that, you usually pose as a gay
guy, right?”

“It’s the simplest way.”

“I’m not gay. You know that.”

“That is, as I’ve told you before, completely beside
the point. I’m not asking you to sleep with my companions. You
don’t even have to talk to these men if you don’t want. I could
summon a call girl, if you’d like.”

“Reylan! Geez! Look, I like gay people just fine,
but tonight freaked me the hell out.”

I lowered my eyes just slightly. “I’ll remind you,
then, that Sulphur is not a gay club. It is a BDSM lounge and play
space. The differences are many and varied, and Sulphur is more
varied than most. You have to understand—”

“Understand what? What was I supposed to get out of
tonight? You strung me up like prize meat in chains, drained that
guy right in front of me, and…you made me beg you, Reylan! Don’t
ever do that again!”

I tried to keep my expression free of sympathy or
condescension. “That wasn’t my intention, but endurance needs
exercise. This, I’m sorry to say, is the price you pay for your new
life. Without drinking a little of my blood every few days, you
will die. Tonight was about handling deprivation when what you
needed was right in front of you.”

Brett’s eyebrow twitched as he considered my words.
“You mean like the guy putting skewers through his mate’s
chest?”

“Precisely. I was hungry too, Brett. I’m not going
to make a habit of depriving you. But in the future, you may well
face circumstances that keep us apart. You might even have sweet,
life-giving blood staring you in the face while I’m not there to
feed you. When that happens, you need to suppress that hunger. I
won’t have it on my conscience if you die because I didn’t prepare
you for this existence.”

“But that other guy? That gym dude you picked up?”
Brett demanded.

“My meal for the night. Dumb, impressionable, and
easily swayed into believing our feeding was a sexual act. The best
kind from which to feed.”

“You were all over him!”

I paused, a smile crossing my lips. “Why do you
care? Do you love me, Brett?”

“What kind of fucked up question is that? Of course
I don’t!”

“But you do care for me?”

He shrugged. “Yeah, I guess I do. I like being with
you, doing things for you, making you happy.”

“Would you say you’re attracted to me? When I touch
you, do you feel pleasure?”

“I…I don’t…well, yeah, I guess so.”

“But you’re not attracted to men, are you?”

“No. Just you.”

I grinned at him. “Tonight, I pushed you to your
limit, and you almost lost control. Yet you didn’t. I don’t scold
you for that. I applaud you. This jealousy is the beast now living
inside you. It loves me unconditionally because I gave it life.
Were you to give it unbridled control, you would serve me, worship
me, most certainly want to go to bed with me, and probably kill for
me if the need arose. You cannot let that thing take over. Your
human life is over, Brett. For all mortal purposes, you are dead.
But I didn’t give you a second chance just to see you suffer. A
Mannequin’s existence can become something wonderful if you nourish
it.”

Brett took his shirt off the couch and slipped it
over his head, sniffing away the first hint of tears as the truth
in my words hit home.

I pretended not to notice. “I thought I told you, no
more pills.”

“Huh? I’m no—”

“Brett,” I cautioned. “Blood Shades are experts at
reading human body language. I know when you’re flying. Not that
I’m prudish, I just have no idea how they might react to my blood.
The mix might do nothing, or it might send you running down the
street naked in a trance, going door to door, banging away on drums
and belting out Pink songs at all hours, which, for all my powers
of hypnosis and persuasion, would be most uncomfortable to
explain.”

Finally, Brett smirked, pulling on his jacket and
thrusting both hands deep into his pockets. I knew I wasn’t his
first addiction. The night of his making had seen his dealer
killed. He’d found another in less than three days, and, frankly, I
didn’t need the competition. Besides, I hated encouraging the drug
trade. Hypocrisy be damned! How would you like it if some bastard
was out poisoning your food supply for a quick buck?

“See you,” he said, leaning down to kiss me.

I tilted my head, letting him graze my cheek. New
Mannequins have a nasty habit of not letting go if you let them at
your lips, and after tonight, I was not prepared to further test
Brett’s self-control. After a quick hug, I locked the door behind
him and retired to my bedroom, ready to greet the dawn’s promised
sleep.

“Ross! What the hell are you doing?”

A Blood Shade of just under forty, Ross had been my
protégé for several years and in that time, had earned the right to
be considered not just my equal, but a very dear friend.

Such rights did not extend to surprise appearances
at the foot of my bed.

Nature had blessed him with each and every tool one
of our kind could desire—devastatingly good looks magnified by
generations of strong Italian genes, not to mention an inimitable
way with women for which most mortal men would have killed.
Qualities that his talents as a Blood Shade had only enhanced over
the years.

Those looks lit up in an insufferably playful grin.
Yes. Congratulations. You’ve managed to sneak inside my home and
bedroom without being seen or heard. Your prize will arrive in six
to ten business days. Arsehole.

“What brings you here?”

He walked over and kissed my cheek. “Not what, it’s
who.”

“I thought she didn’t want to know me?”

“She” was Patricia Bakker, head of the Arcadia
Trust, a loose alliance of local non-humans. Blood Shades,
Shapers—witches, to the uninitiated—and Cloak Walkers, humans whose
condition rendered them invisible once they reached adulthood. It
seemed werewolves, or Flesh Masters, as they preferred to be known,
had also fallen under Patricia’s gaze of late. All in all, it was
an interesting vocation for a garden-variety human. Even more so
for a former nun.

“I’m sure what she does in the name of research,
interspecies relations, or whatever she wants to call it is all
very noble, but she still annoys the hell out of me. What does she
want?”

“Well, for a start, she wanted me to see how you and
Brett were getting along,” Ross said.

“Getting along? What does she think he is? My
roommate? A pet?”

“Getting warmer.”

“It’s none of her concern. I can manage my own
property.”

“She also has a little assignment, if you’d be so
kind.”

“So kind, eh?”

“Her exact phrasing may have been firmer than
that.”

“Ahah.” I lay down on the bed, staring at the
ceiling. “Not a chance, my friend.”

“She needs you, specifically.”

“Needs me? No, Ross. That would require her to trust
me. She doesn’t even like me.” I knew precious little about the
Arcadia Trust, but my first and, I hoped, last effort on their
behalf had come perilously close to sealing my untimely demise. See
my previous note about werewolves. I was in no rush to repeat
it.

Ross got up and opened his jacket, tossing me a
yellow envelope full of papers.

“And this is what?”

“Everything you need to know, including an address
she’d like you to check out tomorrow evening. Early, if you can
manage it.”

“No.”

“Will you at least open the envelope? Please?”

His persistence raised my curiosity. I sliced open
the envelope with my fingernail and caught the bundle of
photographs and clippings that spilled forth. There was a family
photo, a photocopied pension card, a mug shot, a list of names with
dates for “scheduled resettlement…”

“When did Patricia start meddling in indigenous
affairs?” I asked, tracing the photo of the Aboriginal girl with my
finger. She couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven, holding her
mother’s hand, smiling happily despite her tattered clothes. I
recognised the background, too. The mural marked the Redfern
housing estate, where a long ago government had effectively
ghettoised part of the local indigenous community under the
pretence of assisted housing. Like many “white man knows best”
projects before it, the estate had only isolated and impoverished
them further. The government had then put the ghetto out of sight
and out of mind, allowing every cretinous dealer, thug, and low
life to take advantage of the area’s stagnant rents and gorge upon
any hope that remained.

That hope had resurfaced six months ago, with a
newly elected council boldly declaring it would clean out the
estate and rebuild its housing, allowing it to fulfil its original
vision—or become a fixer-upper for moneyed hipsters should the
current residents choose to move out.

No prizes for guessing which option its developers
were banking on.

“That’s Tina Morgan,” said Ross, nodding at the
little girl’s photo. “She and her mother went missing three weeks
ago. They left an aunt on the estate, and there’s been no word
since. You’ll find a similar story behind each photo. The community
there is pretty tight. If someone moves across the country, someone
nearly always knows why and where. People have gone missing over
the years, of course, but they’ve usually turned up in one or more
pieces after a few days. Not this time, and never five in a matter
of weeks.”

“And the police know this, but aren’t lifting a
finger because it’s more profitable for every white pocketbook
concerned if these people disappear quietly,” I deduced.

“There’s a few black pocketbooks interested, too,”
Ross added. “Let’s just say community spirit isn’t all it once
was.”

“I assume Patricia thinks this is the work of
something not entirely human? That is, if she’s bothering me about
it.” This was all I needed. Some untutored Blood Shade, stupidly or
cruelly killing its victims. Or maybe were we facing… Oh. No. Hell,
no. “If she thinks I’m tracking down another werewolf for her,
then—”

“She doesn’t involve herself if she thinks the
problem’s entirely human. You know that. But no, she’s not sending
you after another werewolf. That much I can promise.”

Nor did it seem likely, in fairness. A werewolf who
didn’t leave a mess once the beast took over was a rare thing. In
that state, their rational mind was powerless. My last assignment
for the Arcadia Trust had seen me involved with two werewolves,
both young men from Sydney’s affluent North Shore. One of them, an
otherwise bright, handsome boy named Simon, had died as a result of
being unable to control his changes.

More specifically, I’d been forced to kill him.

The other, Jorgas, had seemed honourable in his own
strange way. Yet, prior to my meeting him, at least four humans had
died as a result of his nature, a fact I’d helped him to conceal
from the Arcadia Trust and others. Struck by guilt, he’d promised
to kill me one night for protecting him, though exactly what that
meant, I couldn’t say. Did he fear he’d lose control of his inner
beast, adding me to its list of victims? That danger was nothing I
didn’t already know.

“No werewolves,” Ross repeated slowly, as if he
could read my thoughts. Perhaps we’d simply known one another that
long. “Just check the place out tomorrow night. Patricia said you’d
know why she wanted you.”

I poured the remaining papers out of the envelope
and shuffled through them. “Did she also say what I’m supposed to
look for?”

“She said you’d work that out, too.”

“Really not loving the vagueness, Ross.”

He zipped up his coat, ready to take his leave.
“I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

I kissed him farewell and set to work, skimming over
the more tedious details of the estate’s proposed revitalisation.
Cultural centre, sports hall…nothing of any interest to me or any
other supernatural being. I wondered whose arm had been twisted or
broken to obtain the list of investors. Again, nothing of
intere…

William Myers.

I stared at the by-line of a solicitor’s letter,
just to make sure my eyes weren’t playing tricks. The work of
Patricia Bakker seemed much more important, now I had a letter from
Jorgas’s father in my hand.


Chapter Three

The address within the package had been largely
redundant. I knew precisely the hell I’d been sent to, and it
wasn’t, as some faint glint of hope had led me to suppose, some
plush office Myers kept in North Sydney. Whatever Patricia wanted
me to find was at the housing estate. That meant braving the
streets of Redfern on foot, since even the greenest of Sydney cab
drivers flatly refused to come within a five block radius.

If the back streets of Darlinghurst were an
ill-advised venture for any human without escort after dark, then
walking through Redfern at such an hour was the equivalent of a
blind cat roaming a rocking chair factory full of hyperactive,
psychopathic poltergeists. Despite my supernatural advantages, I
was in no mood to expose myself by using them against some street
thug.

I reached the estate unhindered, though there was
little to see once I arrived. Street lights had years earlier
become targets for any local kid with a good rock-throwing arm and
too much spare time. School? Not likely. The estate did, to my
limited knowledge, run its own kindergarten program, and the older
children were welcome to attend state school in a nearby district.
But the money that had flooded the surrounding suburbs in recent
years had left Redfern and its children behind, making school an
utter humiliation. That’s assuming the older kids and toughs who
roamed the street even let them attend. Attacks and bullying of
students from the area had been the subject of more than one news
report in recent years, but that was about all anyone outside
Redfern knew about it.

I exchanged a silent look with a woman whose dark
face froze, illuminated in the moonlight as she saw me. I offered
her a steady nod I hoped confirmed me as a friend. I couldn’t blame
her for turning away. The only white faces that came down her
street after dark wanted trouble, and I doubted they were as pale
as mine.

I shivered as a cold wind swept up from Redfern
station, which ran adjacent to the estate. The train stopped, but
few commuters emerged. Those that did stayed in silent huddles,
keeping safety in numbers until they were at least two blocks away.
Why they felt safer there, I couldn’t say. Redfern’s woes extended
well beyond the estate’s boundaries.

I reached the community centre’s dimly lit side door
and took out the key provided by Bakker. It made sense. If the
Trust had procured confidential papers pertaining to the estate’s
fate, a back door key had to be well within their grasp. But it
still begged the question, why did they need me? What could I hope
to find that they couldn’t already obtain? Or had someone else
obtained it first? A valid concern, considering the door was
unlocked.

A security guard? Not a chance. Security on the
estate was a lost cause, and nobody in their right mind would be
working this late. My unexpected companion and I were here for the
same purpose, and I didn’t like the list of potential reasons for
that at all.

I dismissed the more extreme possibilities. Bakker
may not have liked me, but she had no reason to set me up with some
elaborate trap. Ross would never allow it. That meant I had a
rival. I moved swiftly and silently through the complex, the
darkness no hindrance to my Blood Shade vision. My ears, likewise,
attuned themselves to any possible movement. The faint rustling of
paper, padding footsteps, a closing or opening door…

Click.

I silently powered up the stairs to the noise’s
source, no more than ten metres from the stairway, by my
estimate.

The solitary open door made guesswork unnecessary.
One human burglar wouldn’t pose a problem, provided I didn’t leave
a mess. But I couldn’t make that assumption, especially now he’d
made himself scarce, likely detecting my presence. I could still
smell him. He’d practically bathed in cheap, hastily applied
cologne so overpowering that any natural scent, including the scent
of his blood, completely eluded me.

Clever boy.

But if he was still in the room, he wasn’t
announcing himself.

The top of the desk was spotless, so any clue to be
found there was now firmly in the hands of my pungent friend. The
conspicuously locked drawer, however…Let’s just say my rival wasn’t
the only one to know a thing or two about thievery. I took an oddly
expensive-looking pen from the top of the desk and neatly crushed
it beneath my palm. Carefully fishing the metal bit from the
fragments, I set to work on the lock. It sprang free after a minute
or so, rewarding me with…more paperwork than I could possibly go
through before the intruder returned.

I fear a Blood Shade’s talents for speed reading
have been grossly exaggerated over the years, but I flicked through
what I could. “Plans for relocation,” indeed. The full course to
the amuse bouche procured by the Trust, including a dossier on each
family facing eviction in the proposed redevelopment. Nothing
linked to the supernatural in any—

A handwritten letter in such a dry bundle of
paperwork might as well have had a spotlight on it. Particularly
one stating that under no circumstance should any unforeseen
resident “movements” be reported to the police. One signed with a
single initial. C.

The cheap paper and crude presentation surprised me.
It certainly wasn’t the style of the only “C” I knew in Sydney’s
supernatural circles, who just happened to be the most powerful
Blood Shade in the—

I doubled over as the pain ripped through my side.
Before my breath could return, a black cloth fell over my face. I
tried to swing around but only managed to stumble, clumsily
collecting a desk lamp with my fists. Still, my opponent’s cologne
bath now worked against him. I could smell him coming. I ducked a
fist that came flying at my face and charged, striking his
muscular, shirtless form hard and sending him sprawling on the
ground with a loud grunt. I never killed for sport, but if he was
willing to attack me for whatever had brought him here, I was more
than willing to remove the threat. Besides, I’d not yet eaten and
this one, judging by the solid feel of him, could well have been a
very tasty—

A low growl, which was anything but human, made me
back off immediately. I whipped the black shirt off my head and
stopped dead in my tracks, staring at the tattoo of the tiger’s
tail that curled down his back. I jumped as the head whipped
around, hate-filled yellow eyes staring at me from a still mostly
human face. Even in the dark, I could see the bared, elongated
teeth, sharp points glinting as his back rose into a threatening
arch.

“Jorgas…” I stammered, raising my hands where he
could see them. “Listen to me. Remember my voice? It’s Reylan. I’m
not going to hurt you.”

Whether releasing the wolf improved his vision I
couldn’t say. But he had to recognise my voice. The eyes soon
returned to their natural dark brown, widening with
astonishment.

“What…what the fuck, man? What are you doing here?”
He got to his feet, breath heaving, his natural scent finally
breaking through the ocean of cologne as he wiped the sweat from
his body and slipped his T-shirt on.

I tried and failed to dismiss the faint rumble this
set off in my stomach. “You’re asking me that question?”

He flicked out a cigarette and lit it, staring at me
with undisguised disdain. So much for not leaving evidence, not
that I supposed it mattered now. Who was going to report a break-in
at a Redfern housing estate? The police would laugh, assuming they
didn’t seize the chance to come down and crack a few skulls.

“I asked first,” he muttered, cracking his neck as
he suppressed the last traces of the beast.

That was the petulant Jorgas I remembered. I guessed
there was no harm in telling him.

“Some of the people who live here have gone
missing,” I explained. “Your father’s name came up. That’s the only
reason I’m here.”

“Yeah, no shit. He’s been after this contract for
more than a year.”

I nodded. “I thought he was a corporate defence
lawyer?”

“Who told you that?”

“Simon.”

A silence thicker than Jorgas’s cologne filled the
space between us. Simon was the young werewolf who’d taken the fall
and died by my hand for Jorgas’s killings. Granted, he’d been
trying to kill us both at the time, and I probably would have done
the very same again. But not given the choice. Part of me believed
one always had a choice.

“I don’t know what Dad’s up to. I don’t live there
anymore.”

“Where are you living? Not on the street, I
hope!”

“It’s none of your business! I’m doing all
right.”

“I see. And break and enters? Is that how you’re
supporting yourself?”

“No.”

“Then why are you here? Is it about your dad?”

“Fuck off! What is your problem?”

“When I help the only man I’ve ever slept with more
than once to cover up a series of murders, it’s a problem for me
when he up and disappears!”

“Aww, sweet,” he sneered. “Are you working for that
nun now?”

“Are you? Because I honestly have no idea! You
haven’t contacted me. Not once. Never mind what you and I did, or
what we went through together. Plus you’re still new at this whole
werewolf business.”

“Flesh Master,” he corrected.

“Oh, you’ve got the pretentious part down, I see.
Well done. What about your changes? Have you learned to control
those yet?”

“Well, you knocked me to the fucking floor, and I
managed to keep it in.”

“Barely. And I didn’t know it was you!”

“Likewise. I don’t know why you’re here. This shit
doesn’t involve you.”

On the contrary, I was starting to suspect it did.
“So, tell me how it involves you. Did someone hire you, or is this
about Daddy?”

He shifted uncomfortably. “Just leave it alone. I’m
doing okay.”

“Jorgas—”

“Reylan! I said leave it.” Even as he tried to avoid
my gaze, part of him couldn’t help but shoot me nervous
glances.

“Jorgas, look at me.”

When he didn’t answer, I stepped closer and reached
out a hand.

“Don’t…flatter yourself,” he said, knocking it
away.

I could have asked him dozens of things. Why he
wasn’t living at home, for one. But I decided to go with something
more immediate. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

He acquiesced with a sullen nod. “Enough.”

“I see. But you’re not going to tell me what it
is?”

He grimaced, abruptly striding past me out into the
hall. “I’ll see you around.”

“Hey.” I caught his arm, faintly relieved when he
didn’t shake it off. I picked up what was left of the crushed pen,
scrawled my phone number on a piece of doodling pad, and offered it
to him. “If you need anything…”

“I know where you live,” he said, taking it. Without
another word, he was gone.

*

The solitary black car parked on the street made
such a bizarre addition to the estate that it drew my eye
immediately. Anyone who’d driven down here by choice at night, much
less stopped the car, showed either awe-inspiring stupidity or
enough insurmountable gumption to make any mugger or car-jacker
think twice.

When the passenger’s side door popped open, I
understood why.

“Sister Bakker
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