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      My name is Thea, and I’m a monster hunter. Or a monster, depending on who you ask…

      My dad trained me to be tough and ruthless, so I could replace him someday as head of our shifter clan. Then I discovered my father wasn’t the man I thought he was. So I went freelance instead. Now, I fight for the underdogs my dad used to exploit. Sure, I get paid. But I don’t do it for the money…

      So when a rogue werewolf I’m hunting turns out to be innocent, I want to know who framed him, and why. His name is Marcus, and with his broad shoulders and piercing eyes, he can certainly take care of himself. But someone wants him dead. And I want to keep him alive… At least long enough for me to figure out what he’s hiding.

      Because Marcus is more than just your average shifter. He’s something much stranger, and much more dangerous. An ancient secret lurks behind his fierce, smoldering gaze.

      And once it’s revealed, it could tear this world apart…
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      Tonight is basically paradise for vampires.

      And vampire hunters.

      It’s four in the morning, and the streets of Hollowmore are almost empty, except for stragglers from raves and glamour clubs making their way home to pass out. The lurid spotlights beaming up from the casinos and high-end hotspots across the Dwell still paint the clouds pink and purple, swirling in hypnotic, unending patterns. It’s always night in that part of town, after all.

      The sun never comes up over there; the lights never go out; the party never ends.

      But when a bloodsucker turns up anywhere else in the city, the deep quiet before sunrise is their favorite time to slink out in search of prey. Which is why I’m the lone Arcanskin heading across town at this hour.

      Coasting on a high-altitude current keeps me well above the trickle of bat-winged Demonskin fliers that venture outside their territory, and since the beat of my own feathered wings can stay shallow and quiet up here, I won’t be noticed by any surface-dwellers, either, shifter or not.

      I poke my phone with numb fingers, confirming that I’m still on track toward my target. It’s probably too much to hope that the icy howl of the wind in my face will soothe the headache pulsing behind my eyes. That dull throb has been there for days now. But the Hollowmore PD pays well, and reliably, which is more than you can say for a lot of clients. I can’t afford to turn down a job from them just because I picked a shitty time to quit smoking.

      The address they gave me is North of the Dwell, close to the clear line where patches of dark parkland interrupt the twinkling constellations of streetlights more frequently. That’s Harahel, and it’s Clawskin territory; the police would have to come up with a lot more cash if they wanted to send me there. Unlike the shifters of the Arcanskin and Demonskin clans, the Clawskins get more than just wings when they change. They take full, formidable animal forms, claws and fangs included. Nobody is interested in tangling with them.

      The rooftop where I finally touch down is in a neighborhood not claimed by any of the clans. Barrow Knoll, my phone labels it, helpfully flagging three nearby restaurants and a laundromat. I stuff the device back in my pocket and shift, shrugging my huge, feathered wings away. Fully extended, they span more than twelve snowy white feet—not exactly inconspicuous. They might as well be a trumpet fanfare. Arcanskin! No access to magic without sunlight! Easy pickings if you feel like sticking it to the rich and powerful!

      But without my wings, without light to bring out the Arcanskin glow of my skin, I’m just a random chick in jeans and a ratty leather bomber jacket. I rearrange the straps of my crossbow sling to let the weapon hang at my shoulder, cocked and ready—no more than a shadow behind me until I swing it forward into my hands.

      From the rooftop, the block below is all narrow streets lit by old lamps glowing dull orange, narrow houses with postage stamp yards, way too many dark nooks and crannies between them. Three humans have turned up dead this month within half a mile of here, bled gray-white from ragged puncture wounds in their necks.

      After they found a werewolf in the same state, the police came to me. Sergeant Fiduci’s brisk tone—We’ve got a Thea special—didn’t betray any urgency. But the sergeant, unlike her predecessor, knows when she’s in over her head, and she’s not about to fuck around with a vampire hungry enough to go after other hybrids. It needs to be put down, and fast.

      An old metal fire escape lets me steal down to street level, the butt of the crossbow a familiar weight against my thigh. A bass beat thumps from a passing car and fades back into silence. The rain has left the pavement smelling faintly of worms. I keep my steps brisk and ordinary, pull up the hood of my sweater so my white-blond hair won’t catch the streetlights. No shifters here, no sir. Just a harmless, tasty college kid.

      Our vampire must have made itself a lair somewhere around here—a parking garage, a crawl space, something like that—and this neighborhood is chock full of boarded up basement windows, broken foundation vents, garages with rickety doors. No wonder they haven’t found the thing yet. It might even have more than one burrow.

      The police have narrowed it down to this block, at least, but having to get hunting warrants from the General Assembly slows them down. Most vampires aren’t dangerous enough—or with it enough—for that to be a problem, but this one is running circles around them.

      I suppress a sigh and pinch the bridge of my nose; the headache doesn’t retreat. Well, hopefully my target will make life easy for me.

      A furtive movement in the shadow of a deep doorway catches my eye: a crescent of a white upturned face, a delicate hand clutching an arm. Two people, tangled up together in the corner. You could almost dismiss them as a passionate couple—but then the hand slackens and falls away, dangling limply, and the other figure leans in farther, shoulders hunched. And the breeze carries a characteristic stench: old blood and rotting meat.

      Ha. I’m in luck.

      My fingers twitch toward the crossbow, but even if my aim is true, the wooden quarrel—a tidy substitute for a stake—could go right through the target and hit the victim, and collateral damage is really bad for business. I’ll have to separate them before I can do anything. I sigh. So much for stealth.

      My voice ricochets down the silent street. “Hey! Get a room!”

      The figure hunched in the shadows whips around to face me, snake-fast, its mouth a dark smear in a ghostly face, eyes a hectic gleam at the bottom of bruised hollows. Yeah, that’s right. I fall back a step, a hand over my mouth, playing prey. Come on.

      It lets the previous object of its affections—a girl with a sweep of dark hair—crumple to the ground. She hits the stone floor of the alcove with hardly a sound, her head lolling. Hopefully she’s still got enough blood left to make it. The vampire, emerging into the orange haze of the streetlights with his bloody lips quirked into a smug smile, used to be a guy about my age, in an expensive-looking jacket and the kind of pants you have to get a crease pressed into. Figures. My ill-fated year and a half at college was full of douchebags struck from the same mold.

      He’s fast, obviously, when he comes at me, covering ground like he’s on a reel of film, jumping forward at double speed. But I’m faster. I haul back and punch him in the face.

      He lurches back, staggering, but he’s surprised more than hurt. At least he’s not smiling anymore. I launch myself at him while he’s still off balance, landing one more blow before he recovers enough to block the next one and forces me to dodge a punch of his own.

      Not bad. He’s surprisingly controlled and economical; most vamps are flail-y, telegraphing their strikes all over the place. He must have had some training or something while he was still alive. I snap his head back with another punch and grab hold of a fistful of fabric to yank him toward me, a hand on the hilt of the sword stuck through my belt, ready to draw its crackling blade of blue-white energy and take his head off to get this over with.

      But with a twist and a ripping noise, he yanks out of the coat, leaving it dangling in my hand, and darts back out of the light, into the dark canyon of an alley. I allow myself a grunt of irritation as I pelt after him.

      The alley is crowded with garbage cans and probably illegal building additions, a lightless obstacle course of a corridor with no space to maneuver. He loses a precious second heaving a dumpster over on its side, and I’m up and over it faster than he expected, finally catching up.

      “Wait,” he gasps, managing to knock my next blow aside. “I could be useful! I have information!”

      Yeah, right, but I’ll play along if it’ll give me an opening. “Oh yeah?” I flex my fingers. “Like what?”

      “There are others like me,” he pants. “I know them. I can take you to them!”

      “Uh-huh.” I edge closer, hand dropping to my sword hilt; he falls back. Keep talking, leech. “I’m sure you’re the toast of the vampire social scene.”

      “There have been meetings!” he insists. “Underground! Don’t you want to know where?”

      He thinks he’s the first one to try wheedling his way out of a well-deserved grave, apparently. What a tool. There is no vampire social scene, no meetings. There can’t be. Vampires are driven by need. They can’t plan, they can’t organize, and they’re definitely not interested in each other’s company. All they can focus on is blood, hot and fresh, and they’ll throw each other under the bus to get at it without a shred of hesitation or remorse. Crabs in a bucket.

      I try for a considering face. “Look⁠—”

      Before I can turn my innocuous step forward into a lunge, he’s sprung first, lips peeled back to expose pointed fangs, and I’m bowled ass over teakettle, something snapping horribly beneath me. The crossbow. Shit. High walls and barred windows and someone’s sad string of twinkly patio lights whirl around me as I tuck into a painful roll, ramming the reinforced toes of my boots into the vampire’s gut and launching him over my head and into the dumpster with a crash.

      And I don’t need the sword after all. I have those patio lights. Solar patio lights.

      I fling an expert lance of will at those dim, flickering bulbs, and a ray of light—sunlight, white and searing—arrows back. My target barely has time to spasm into a rictus of agony before he’s gone, transmuted into falling ash in an instant, crackling hiss. I’m left sprawled full length on the ground, gasping scorched air and spitting out sifting flakes of fried vampire.

      ‘Oh dear.’ I’m up on my elbows before I realize the drawling voice is speaking in my head. ‘I seem to have missed the show.’

      “Hero.” I drag myself to my feet, probing at my bruised back and wincing. “How many times do we have to have this conversation?”

      The owner of the voice peers up at me from the pavement: what looks like a cat, blending into the night except for the white patch on her chest and her luminous eyes, as round and gold as coins. Her black coat is untouched by the mess of powdery ash the vampire’s demise has left scattered all over.

      ‘It is a tiresome one,’ Herodotus agrees, flicking her tail disdainfully. ‘But if you insist on revisiting the subject, I shan’t stop you.’

      “Stay. Home.” I lean over her for emphasis. She yawns extravagantly in response. “You’re going to get one of us killed.”

      ‘You seem to be managing that part adroitly enough yourself.’

      “I’m still here, aren’t I?”

      Hero, losing interest, turns her attention to nosing around in the vampire’s crumpled clothes. ‘Ah,’ she sighs, and her fur brightens momentarily, as if a light were shining on her from somewhere. ‘Delicious. Considerate of you to leave scraps for me.’

      “Knock yourself out.” I pull my phone from my pocket. The screen is spiderwebbed with fresh cracks; I knew I should’ve shelled out for that protection plan. The keypad still works, fortunately, and I put in a quick call to 9-1-1, summoning an ambulance for the girl the vampire was snacking on. A quick inspection by flashlight reveals that the crossbow is in worse shape than I am; one of its curved arms has cracked, leaving the string limp. I liked the ash-wood laths on this thing for the extra supernatural kick—combined with the oak tiller and the hawthorn quarrels, it’s got the whole proverbial charmed trio—but here, as I was warned, is the downside: there are limits to the strength and flexibility of wood.

      I sling the weapon back over my shoulder and turn the flashlight to the pavement. It takes a few minutes of scuffing through the ashes to find what I’m looking for: a tooth, long and sharp, all that’s left of my target. I pocket it to hand over to Sergeant Fiduci.

      It’s coming up to five o’clock, and I’m sore and grumpy and my head still fucking hurts, and the sergeant won’t be on the clock until ten. I should snatch a couple of hours of sleep while I can. But then again, I could stop by the building that houses my poky little excuse for an office; Anika will be opening up the cafe downstairs—the Perky Bean—at six. I’m definitely not bugging her about repairing the crossbow, she’s got a backlog a block long as it is…but the thought of one of her breakfast sandwiches, all oozy cheese and chewy bacon and sharp tomato jam, pops into my head with such sudden, ferocious clarity I swear I can smell it. My stomach growls.

      “I’m getting a bite to eat at Anika’s,” I tell Hero, who’s still prowling around the alley, glowing faintly in the dark as she laps up the residue of my magic. “Are you coming?”

      Hero, licking her lips as she finishes her meal, doesn’t even turn around; her tail twitches once in lazy dismissal and she winks out of sight. That’s a cat sidhe for you. She probably won’t pop up at the Bean until the second Anika lights up her own powers, and then she’ll meow piteously, like it’s been weeks since she last fed. I roll my eyes and head for the street so I can shift back into my wings.

      But another voice makes me jump as my feet hit the sidewalk.

      “Nice fireworks, Arcanskin.”

      The words aren’t loud, but they’re deep and gravelly. A big man, easily six and a half feet, leans casually against the brick wall of the building to my right. Khakis, big boots, a puffy vest over a gray sweater, an unruly beard.

      “Thanks.” My tone is flip, but I eye him warily. Everything about the guy screams Clawskin. The musky animal smell, the unassuming style, the burly build, even the way he carries himself; there’s a groundedness to him, an unshakable presence, like a boulder. I bet he’s a bear when he shifts. And he doesn’t sound thrilled to see me.

      “Pretty ballsy of you,” says a new voice, “splashing magic around like that in these parts.” Oh, hell, there’s two more of them, strolling up on my other side, hands in their pockets: another man and a woman, both tall and brick-solid. “Who the hell are you, anyway?”

      “Call me Thea.” I stuff my own hands in my pockets, mimicking their posture, and shrug, forcing a smile. “And I just about got jumped by a bloodsucker, so, you know. You do what you gotta do.”

      “Don’t try to be cute,” another one snarls behind me. Despite her moon face and braids, this girl’s smaller, edgier, her hands in fists, spoiling for a fight. “You were chasing him. You should know better than to bring your fight onto our turf.”

      “Uh, excuse me.” I lift my eyebrows, but hold my hands out, placating. “Last I checked, Harahel was that way. Since when is this a Clawskin neighborhood?”

      “You planning to argue with us about where our borders are?” The first guy again; he speaks mildly, but his eyes have a hard gleam in the orange glow of the streetlights.

      “Just clarifying, is all.” This is bullshit, but I’m outnumbered and surrounded, and they’re not called Clawskins for nothing. What would I be facing here if they decided to shift, as if that bear guy wasn’t enough? Mountain lions? Wolves? I can always take to the sky, but springing my own wings at this point would be a clear escalation, and I don’t want to gamble on being fast enough to leap clear of them. I might have turned my back on the Arcanskins, but that doesn’t necessarily matter; some of them will jump on any opportunity to stir shit up with the other clans. If I get into it with the Clawskins, the repercussions for the whole city could get ugly really fast.

      “Look.” I back up a step. “I didn’t mean to step on any toes. I’m just here on a job, okay? The guy I fried killed a werewolf on top of three humans. He was getting dangerous, and now he’s off your hands. Right?”

      “We’re perfectly capable of looking after our own territory,” the jumpy woman snaps.

      “Well, obviously.” Keep smiling, Thea. “Call it a favor.”

      The first guy’s posture eases a little, but the other woman folds her arms. “A favor? From an Arcanskin? With what kind of strings attached? We can’t trust you, birdie.”

      A chorus of agreement meets that statement, and their ragged circle closes in by a step. Well, this about fits with how my night has been going. Maybe I should have checked my horoscope or something before leaving home. I put my hands on my hips, curling two fingers around the hilt of my sword, but the touch of the leather grip is cold comfort.

      If I have to pull it out, I’ll really be screwed.
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      “What’s going on here?”

      The voice cuts through the tension like the tolling of a bell—not so deep as bear guy’s, but it carries the weight of authority, and my interrogators snap around to face it, standing a little straighter. A wiry silhouette with hair hanging in loose, gray-streaked waves strides into the circle, and the streetlight falls on a woman’s weathered, frowning face, painting it with deep lines of shadow.

      “We found this Arcanskin throwing her weight around.” Of course it’s the edgy chick who speaks up first. “She ashed a vampire just down here, Lady Espina! Right under our noses!”

      Espina. Perfect, now I’m really in it up to my eyeballs. That’s the Clawskin clan’s head family; this lady, who studies me with dark, unreadable eyes, is probably on the Charter council.

      Edgy chick fidgets in the silence for a second, but apparently can’t help herself. “We can’t let them just waltz into our territory and start⁠—”

      “Technically,” Lady Espina interrupts smoothly, not looking away from me, “we’re still in Barrow Knoll. Which we’re here to protect, not claim.” Edgy chick opens her mouth to protest, but bear guy puts a hand on her shoulder with a warning look. “And in any case, I don’t think you understand what you’ve almost stepped in, here. What are you called, Arcanskin?”

      “Uh.” I have to clear my throat. “Thea. Ma’am.”

      A smile tugs humorlessly at the corner of her mouth. “I thought so.” She turns to the rest of them. “You see before you a scion of the Grove family, kindred.”

      The name sends heat rushing to my cheeks like a slap in the face. “I’m not⁠—”

      But my protest is lost in a collective indrawn breath, a murmur of…what, surprise? Disgust?

      “Then what is she even doing here?” one of them demands, lips pulled back in revulsion. “Is she just…tweaking our noses because she knows we can’t touch her? Or what?”

      “I told you,” I snap. “I was here on a job. For the police, if you really want to know. I’m no scion of anything. I work alone.”

      “Vampire hunting? For the humans?” Lady Espina’s smile tilts. “And what does your esteemed father think of that?”

      Who’s tweaking whose nose? “You’d have to ask him.” Carefully, I unclench my jaw. “We don’t really talk.”

      “Well, your job is done,” edgy chick sneers. “So get the hell out of here already.”

      “And next time,” Lady Espina adds, with no trace of indulgence left on her face, “give our clan the respect and the wide berth it deserves.”

      I don’t need to be told twice; I shift into my wings and snap them open. “You got it.”

      And then I’m airborne, their burly shapes dropping away below me, lost behind the buildings. I heave a deep breath of cold air, then another, adrenaline thumping through my head as the streetlights dwindle back to distant firefly lights.

      I’m rattled, and I’m mad that I’m rattled. I’m relieved, and I’m mad that I’m relieved. There’s a reason I don’t use my father’s name. I don’t need his fucking protection. Not that he’s particularly interested in extending it at this point. But he doesn’t have to. He doesn’t have to lift so much as a finger. He’s made sure of that.

      I hate the way people’s faces change at that single syllable. It’s like a spell. A curse. Grove. I wish someone could enchant me some scissors so I could snip it right out of my life.

      Whatever. I’m not thinking about my family drama anymore. Behind the clouds, somewhere, the sun is coming up, turning the orange-lit dark a dingy gray. The Dwell is a dark line winding its way through the city, and I follow it eastward toward a friendly face, a cup of hot coffee, and blessed breakfast.
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        * * *

      

      It’s gotten later than I thought. The café’s already open, the bell jingling discreetly as I push through the door. Anika, her black hair swept up in her habitual messy bun, looks up from behind the counter, where she’s ringing up a tray of coffees for a guy in a business suit, and points to the nearest table: a tall, steaming mug and a plate with a little paper-wrapped packet are already waiting for me. Anika might be only human, but I swear she has her own superpowers.

      “You’re a saint.” I drop the crossbow sling across the back of the chair and tear the sandwich open. It’s still hot enough to burn my tongue, but I don’t care. Sweet, greasy perfection. I let out a little moan of satisfaction. “How did you know–?”

      “Well, it is your usual.” Anika slides into the seat across from me. “As for knowing you’d show up this morning, well, let’s just say I have my sources.” She doesn’t point out that I’m probably here more often than in my office these days. I can’t help myself; the coffee is too good. I might be getting used to the company, too.

      ‘You’re welcome,’ Herodotus deadpans, materializing beside my plate.

      I tear off a sliver of bacon for the cat. Magic is what she needs to survive, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t enjoy meat.

      “Rough night?” Anika arches her brows over the black frames of her glasses.

      “Something like that.” I recount my misadventures—the douchey vampire, the threatening Clawskins. I leave out the broken crossbow, and instead unload about getting lumped in with my horrible family by a total stranger. I wasn’t going to get into that part, but it’s hard to resist when I know Anika will understand. The Singhs are hot shot lawyers with offices in an Old Hollowmore skyrise, serving the wealthiest clients the city can offer up, human and supernatural alike. They might actually be as disappointed in their daughter for serving coffee, making sandwiches, and tinkering with fix-it magic as my father is in me. Plump, nurturing, down-to-earth Anika would be as out of place in the shark tank of Singh & Singh LLC as I would be at one of my family’s glitzy soirees.

      ‘If you hadn’t dismissed me so summarily, I could have helped,’ Hero sniffs. ‘This is what you get for wandering around without backup. Even the police aren’t that foolish.’

      “Yeah,” I snort. “Because you could’ve taken them out with one paw.”

      ‘I fail to see what’s amusing about this notion,’ Hero returns primly.

      “Seriously, Hero. You didn’t see the size of these guys. If they’d shifted on you, they could have had you for breakfast in one gulp.”

      The cat eyes me. ‘You have clearly never tangled with a Sidhe.’

      Big talk from such a small creature, but it’s true: I’ve never seen Herodotus in a fight. Maybe I’d be less skeptical if I had. Despite all her boasting, she’s pretty cagey about what she can actually do, other than the teleporting—and even that, apparently, has limits. Our theory is that she can’t pop out of sight if someone’s touching her. She jumped for a table once just as Anika was pulling it aside, resulting in a desperately undignified scrabble, and if Anika hadn’t managed to scoop her up just in time, she’d have fallen right off onto the floor. The two of us laughed until we cried, but Hero, despite her obvious mortification, didn’t vanish into the ether until Anika had finally set her down.

      “What’s your count, by the way?” Anika asks.

      “Still zero, thank you very much,” I grumble into my coffee. Zero cigarettes in a whole week. I drain the last of the strong black brew like I can wash the twitchy longing away with it. Anika gives me a knowing grin.

      My phone pings from my pocket, the chime reserved for my work email. No rest for the wicked. I sigh and pull it out as Anika takes my empty mug. Sure enough, it’s an inquiry from my website, though I have to scroll down past the smashed part of the screen to read it properly. I have a situation that requires your particular talents. Please contact me at your earliest convenience to discuss. Well, a girl’s gotta eat. I fire back a message suggesting a time this afternoon. The reply arrives only a moment later, confirming.

      Anika takes the phone, startling me, and taps a brown finger against the screen. The glass makes a faint, crystalline crunching sound as it knits itself back together.

      “Oh,” I say, startled, as she hands it back. “Thanks. I didn’t know you could do that.”

      “It’s made from an aluminosilicate, and it uses organic LED,” she says matter-of-factly, letting Hero lick the residue of power from her fingers. “It can conduct tech witchery no problem.”

      I blink. “Well, that technobabble you just came out with definitely sounded like an incantation to me.”

      Anika scoffs. “Whatever, neophyte. I heard that’s not the only piece of equipment you busted tonight.”

      I glare at Hero, who returns the look serenely, and haul the crossbow up onto the table. Anika leans over it, running her fingers over the slack bowstring and the broken lath.

      “How did you manage that?”

      “Talent,” I mutter.

      She hefts the weapon, her lip curling in distaste. “I’ve never understood what you see in this old clunker. It’s so heavy and awkward. You might as well be hauling a tuba around.”

      “It’s fine if you strap it on right,” I protest. Anika gives me a look over the rims of her glasses. “What? You just need to get used to it, that’s all. Besides, it’s a classic.”

      She turns it over, sights down the flight groove, fingers the metal stirrup.

      “I’m not great with wood,” she says clinically, “but if you’re not opposed to some upgrades, I could probably work something out for you. Be a lot cheaper than taking it to the bowyer, that’s for sure.”

      “Anika, your workbench is overflowing. You really don’t have to jump in and fix everything just because I’ve been dumb enough to make a mess of it.”

      “Well, someone’s got to.” When I make a face, she puts a hand on my arm, her dark eyes unexpectedly earnest. “Thea, seriously. One of these days, when you get in a fix, you’re just going to have to shut up and let someone help you out.”

      I press my lips together, biting back what I ought to say. That my line of work—my life—is too dangerous for that. That I can’t afford to lean on anyone. That when I get in a “fix,” people die.

      “I should go.” I clear my throat, avoiding Anika’s gaze. “I wanna wash the vampire bits out of my hair before it’s time to collect my paycheck.”

      “Ew.” She wrinkles her nose. “Well, I’m keeping your tuba hostage. I’ll text you when I’m done tinkering with it.” She levels a warning glare at me. “And you’d better not try to pay for breakfast this time. You didn’t even order it.”

      I wave her off. “Far be it from me.” But when she heads to the back to stow the crossbow in her workroom, I tuck a twenty under the sugar dispenser. By the time I’m out the door, looking forward to the prospect of a hot shower and a bit of padding in my bank account, I feel almost cheerful.
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      Hollowmore PD is headquartered in a squat, square building made of brown brick that started life as a warehouse or something just after the war. The rank and file, charmingly, refer to it as the “brick shithouse.” Between stained ceilings, mouse traps in the corners, and a basement that reeks of mildew, the place makes it pretty clear that the General Assembly’s preaching about law and order doesn’t rank very high on Hollowmore’s list of priorities. It’s the humans who insist on the police; the treaty just means that the clans are willing to tolerate them.

      We don’t need to be involved, is the usual explanation. We shifters have the Charter council to govern our affairs. The GA can take care of their own business as they please, as long as they’re using their own funds to do it. And as long as they remember their place.

      I grimace and take a long slurp of coffee, shaking off the thought. That’s something my father used to say. Probably still does.

      The coffee from the donut shop on the corner isn’t as good as Anika’s, but it’s hot, and the paper cup warms my hands as I make my way up the stairs. It’s never warm enough inside the station—except in summer, when it’s stifling—but at least the door falling closed behind me cuts off the mean bite of the wind.

      I’m handing over my ID for Danielle, the weary-looking receptionist on duty, when Detective Benson saunters up to the counter.

      “Thea,” he says, saluting me with his own coffee, “how’s it hangin’?”

      “Free and easy,” I tell him, signing the form and accepting my visitor tag. “You, on the other hand, must still be in the doghouse.”

      “Ha!” Detective Tanner, shrugging into his coat as he hurries past, punches Benson’s arm. “She’s got your number, doesn’t she?”

      Benson gives Tanner the finger, but the look he gives me is sheepish. “Is it that obvious?”

      He smooths his tie self-consciously, but he’s no more rumpled looking than your average plainclothes cop. It’s actually the smell that gives him away: the faint swampy whiff still clinging to him says he must have shaved in one of the station’s more functional bathrooms this morning. But I’m probably the only one who can tell. Lucky for him, there aren’t any shifters on the force.

      “Don’t worry, you’re dapper as ever. What can I say, some of us around here put our energy into deduction instead of seduction.”

      He snorts. “Yeah, which is why we pay you the big bucks, right?”

      More like the spare change. “You know it. Speaking of which, I’m here to see⁠—”

      There’s a shout and a crash from down the hall, followed by an avalanche of running footsteps. The figure thundering toward me is massive as a stone outcropping and similarly colored, skin a mottled, mossy green-gray, with steely hair and heavy brows set in a ferocious scowl. The uniformed officers dashing after the creature look like toys by comparison.

      I shove my coffee at Benson and propel myself right into the troll, driving my shoulder into his thigh from the side and flinging my arms around his legs. He might be practically twice my height, but I’m stronger than I look, and my tackle sends him stumbling sideways; I let my grip slide down just far enough to hook his feet out from under him and topple him to the ground.

      By the time I’ve scrambled back to my feet, panting, the rest of the officers are on him, two with knees on his back, two more wrestling the troll’s massive fists into magically reinforced cuffs.

      Benson, with a coffee cup in each hand, stares at me. Danielle is already typing again.

      “That,” I tell him, “is why you pay me the big bucks.”

      “Damn,” he says, duly impressed, and hands me back my drink.

      “All right, Thea?” Officer Kerrigan’s red hair is coming out of its no-nonsense bun; she looks thoroughly harassed. Benson runs a hasty hand over his own hair, straightening up a little, but Kerrigan doesn’t so much as glance his way. Poor bastard.

      “I’m fine.” I manage a reassuring smile.

      “I thought he was going to mow you right down.” She vents a sigh. “Goddamn rock pile.” The troll casts her a poisonous glance over his shoulder as the other officers haul him to his feet and march him back down the hall.

      “What’s he in for?” Trolls don’t usually make trouble by themselves, but they don’t tend to be picky about who hires them. Though their typical gigs are as bouncers, bodyguards, or security, it’s not unheard of for them to accept more unsavory assignments.

      “He’s an art thief,” Kerrigan replies, and I choke on my coffee. “I know, right? Next we’ll have nymphs running ghoul-fighting rings. But he’s managed to lift, like, two millions’ worth of pre-war oil paintings and antiques.” Benson whistles at the number, trying to edge his way into the conversation, but Kerrigan doesn’t notice. “It took this whole elaborate undercover op to catch him out, too. You should come out for a drink with the squad sometime, we’ll fill you in.”

      “Sure,” I say brightly. “Sometime. That’d be great. But for now, Benson’s gonna help me track down Sergeant Fiduci.” I wave my visitor pass at him, and he sighs in resignation and digs out his own swipe card.

      “Good luck,” Kerrigan says wryly. “I hear the body board’s full up today, so she’s running around like her hair’s on fire.”

      “Must be a full moon,” I say, retreating with Benson in tow.

      “Stay safe,” Benson calls over his shoulder, and he’s at least rewarded with a polite smile.

      The Supernatural Violence Unit is up two flights of echoing stairs and down a narrow hallway. Benson swipes his card through the lock and ushers me into a cramped, utilitarian space with concrete walls, sputtering fluorescent lights, and grimy windows along one side overlooking a parking lot. Desks are crowded back-to-back into clusters of two with aging computers perched atop them. Taped up above the water cooler is a printed photo of Detective Snyder sound asleep in his chair; this time he’s been photoshopped into a war zone with bombs going off all around him.

      “Are you ever going to give the poor guy a break?” I ask Benson, grinning. “That was months ago. He had a new baby at home.”

      “Are you kidding?” Benson shoots back. “Sleepy Snyder’s practically a legend now. He’s SVU’s very own meme.”

      Fiduci isn’t at her desk, but that doesn’t mean it’s hard to locate her. The adjoining meeting room is mostly soundproof with the door closed, but the sergeant’s muffled shouting drifts through the barrier. Benson winces.

      “You’ve got some kind of timing today,” he says.

      I shrug. “I can wait.”

      “Just don’t get your head bitten off or anything, okay?”

      He gives me a friendly clap on the shoulder and makes his way over to his desk in the corner, where Rodriguez, his partner, is glaring into the computer screen; she spares me a glance and a wave. I lean against Delacroix’s vacant desk, nursing the last of my cooling coffee, and study the body board, the whiteboard tracking the month’s caseload. It is full, and mostly with red ink, which stands for open cases. And down the column for Perp. Spec.—perpetrator’s species—single question marks jump out over and over. There are almost as many of them as the usual vamp.

      Interesting.

      When the door to the meeting room finally opens, it’s Captain Montgomery who stalks out, grim-faced. He leaves a little silence in his wake as he marches out of the office.

      “Thea,” Sergeant Fiduci says wearily from the doorway. I’ve never been sure of her age—her close-cropped, tightly curled hair is untouched by gray—but I could swear there are lines etched into her dark face that weren’t there when I saw her a few days ago. “Come on in, but keep it quick. I’m up to my ass in alligators here.”

      The first thing that snares my attention as I walk in is the lurid red splashes pinned up on the board beside the meeting table. Crime scene photos—gruesome ones. A lower jaw ripped entirely off, studded with a few bloodstained teeth and trailing mangled strips of raw, red meat. A limb—it’s impossible even to identify if it as an arm or a leg—shredded down to ragged bone. Other pictures capture walls and pavement soaked black with blood. Among them, a printed map of the area around Dwellsdown and North Carriage Road—an intersection on this side of the river, not far from its banks—is peppered with little red pointers, with the end of a little laneway x-ed out in red marker.

      Sergeant Fiduci sinks heavily into a chair, reminding me to tear my gaze from the images.

      “That meeting sounded, um, animated,” I venture.

      She snorts. “It’s budget season. Everyone’s favorite time of year. Let’s hear your report.”

      I pull the tooth from my pocket and hand it to her, giving a quick summary of how things went down.

      “Pretty standard stuff.” I can’t help glancing back to the board. “Unlike that.”

      Fiduci follows my gaze and sighs. “Hell of a mess, isn’t it?”

      “Is that the work of the question marks from the body board?”

      “The latest, anyway.” She nods toward the map. “X marks the spot. It’s a little dead-end alley. And those were the only pieces of the victim we found. The place would’ve been a perfect vampire haunt, but this is hardly their style. Not exactly drain-em-and-ditch-em.”

      I nod agreement. No vampire would bother getting that violent. They’re only interested in one thing. “And werewolves don’t get that strong. Even when they do turn.” Unlike shifters, werewolves have no control over their transformation. Their bites are vicious; even if the victim gets proper treatment to stave off the curse, those teeth leave nasty scars. But tearing someone to pieces?

      “Not usually,” the sergeant says grimly. “A rogue werewolf is one of the theories we were considering. But nobody on the registry is capable of something like this. The hospital’s Lupine Safety Department confirmed that much.” She rolls the vampire tooth between her thumb and finger and eyes me speculatively. “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in looking into it for us? Just, you know, putting out some feelers in the supernatural crowd to see if there’s any rumors that might shed some light?”

      Two police gigs and a private client. I might be able to make that credit card payment after all. “You’re not going to send Benson to exercise his natural charm?”

      “And get him into more trouble at home than he’s in already?” Fiduci’s lips twist in brief amusement. “We’ve got our hands more than full. And we’re not getting the new hires the top brass promised last year, either. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised after Governor Payne’s little speech the other day.”

      I didn’t watch it, but I caught the gist from my 2TheGround feed. It involved lots of thinly veiled whining about how the Charter Council is starving human infrastructure in Hollowmore, leaving his General Assembly sub-council to wring blood from stone. I mostly scrolled past the commentary, but it seemed to involve a lot of eyeroll emojis from supernaturals and humans alike, along with some dunking on the platform’s usual “down with
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