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Prologue

The humans allowed Karr to wake up, which was their first mistake.

He opened his eyes inside a small, tight space where the walls were made of a heavy billowing cloth that flapped against a sharp wind. A tent. Except, the tent was rocking and bouncing like a wagon in motion, and the human men he glimpsed were seated around him on short benches. Eastern-bred, he thought. Dark hair, golden skin. Holding oddly shaped black sticks in their laps.

Weapons, whispered his instincts, reading danger in all the little details that had nothing do with the objects the men held. It was their cold, bored gazes, the uniformity of their youth, and their odd clothing. Karr knew soldiers when he saw them.

It took only seconds for him to make his evaluation, and less than that to realize he was strapped to a hard wooden plank too small for his body. The backs of his shoulders rubbed against a cold floor that felt like stone or metal, and thin leather restraints bound his chest, arms, and legs. He was nearly naked, and smelled like urine and dry bones. None of which was as disturbing to Karr as the fact that he was still alive. He had been quite clear about the matter. His friends had promised to murder him.

And so they had. He remembered.

Yet, here he was, breathing and conscious. Karr snarled, golden light swallowing his vision, burning him up from the inside until he felt as though the sun were exploding inside his chest. He heard shouts, but they sounded very far away, and he snarled as scales burst from his skin, his bones shifting, melting, his chest and limbs expanding painfully against their restraints. His fingers lengthened into long serrated claws.

The men hit him with the blunt ends of their black weapons. Karr ignored the pain. He twisted violently, throwing himself upward, and the plank he lay on crashed down hard against the floor. He did it again, and the wood splintered as his body continued to shift. He cut himself on the leather restraints. Blood trickled down his chest and arms. He howled with rage, and hearing his own voice again was a terrible, sickening thing.

The plank broke. Karr’s arms swung free. A small blunt object slammed into the side of his head, but he had already begun to turn, and in that small space his long reach and claws arced across soft, startled faces and throats. Blood sprayed. Men screamed, falling backward against the wagon’s cloth walls. Karr glimpsed sunlight.

He leaped wildly against the wagon walls, tearing at the heavy cloth with his claws. Hands tried to pull him back, but he could taste the heat of the wind and desert, and the need to feel the sun on his skin was so powerful, so terrible, he thought he might choke on his own heart if he did not break free.

He managed to burst through, and was momentarily blinded by the sun and a sky so blue his throat ached with nameless longing. He glimpsed large moving objects, glittering and shining, and then jumped away from the wagon with one powerful lunge.

Karr hit the ground hard and rolled. Loud bleating sounds filled his ears, and he sensed something large roaring toward him. He threw himself sideways again, and great dark wheels passed him in a blur, moving faster than anything he had ever witnessed. Everything was fast, he realized, struggling to stand, dazed by the assault on his eyes as he stared at squat square wagons, fully enclosed, moving without the aid of horses or men. Inside, faces. Men and women, staring out at him, wide-eyed and startled. He stared back, just as surprised. Beyond, as far as the eye could see, rose a metropolis, golden brown and white, shimmering in the sun. It stunned him breathless.

And then the wind shifted and he smelled her: a shape-shifter, pure-blooded and wild.

Too late. Pain exploded against his shoulder, and he turned, staggering, reaching back to find a long smooth object jutting from his body. Not a knife. More slender, rounded.

Karr’s vision blurred. He saw the shape-shifter, but not her face—just a glimpse of short blonde hair as she darted around him. He tried to follow but his knees buckled. Darkness fluttered. Voices shouted, but he understood nothing that was said. He tried to fight. He tried with all his power, staring down at his clawed hands, skin rippling with golden scales.

The shape-shifter’s scent made him sick. She said something to him, but it was nothing but a buzz in his ears. Karr collapsed on his side and closed his eyes, hoping for just a moment that he would not open them again.




Chapter One

It had been a long time since Soria had found herself in a crowd, and so she supposed she could be forgiven for having a case of the jitters, even when something as harmless as a staring child proved enough to make her hand shake.

She was in the Minneapolis airport, leaning against the counter of a small island Starbucks. It was early, not quite seven in the morning. She had paid for orange juice and happened to glance sideways, to her right, just as the cashier was carefully placing change into her palm. A child was tugging on his mother’s hand. Staring at Soria. A tousled, sweet-looking boy, maybe four or five. Nothing wrong with what he was doing. Kids were always curious.

But it took her off guard, and her hand trembled—so much so that the change slid and clattered to the counter, bouncing down on the floor around her feet. It should have been a small thing—it was a small thing—but it was also loud and awkward, and drew unwanted attention. Soria was very much tempted to grab her drink, leave the scattered nickels and dimes, and run.

She bent, her face hot, and glimpsed from the corner of her eye the long line of men and women fidgeting impatiently behind her. For one moment as her purse swung awkwardly from her left shoulder to hit the floor, she felt herself trying to reach out with her missing right arm to pick the change off the tile. All she got for her trouble was excruciating pain, a phantom echo where her limb should be, and another dose of humiliation. Bitter loneliness smashed through her heart like a fist. Her ghost fist, maybe, as stubborn about dying as she had been.

Beside her, someone knelt. Large, sinewy fingers enclosed her hand, and loose change was carefully deposited into her palm. The contact was brief but fiercely warm, and it sent a tingle through her. She had not been touched by anyone in a long time.

Soria poured the change into her purse, grabbed the juice from the cashier, and stepped away from the counter to make room for the next woman in line. Flustered, sweating, she finally gazed into the face of the man who had helped her. He was handsome, which was just her luck. His face was paler than his hands, but just as sinewy and spare. Light green eyes glinted with sharp intelligence, and his neatly trimmed dark red hair appeared skimmed with golden threads under the overhead lights. He was tall, with broad shoulders straining against a forest green cashmere sweater that hugged the lean muscles of his chest. A silver chain glinted around his neck, disappearing beneath his clothing.

“Thanks,” Soria said, feeling rather numb and scatter-brained.

“You’re welcome,” replied the man smoothly, and held out a thin folded airline envelope. “This dropped out of your purse when you bent down.”

It was her plane ticket. Soria wanted to kick herself. Again, she felt her brain tell her missing right arm to reach out—such a hateful sensation—and the pain that echoed through her head was nauseating and dull.

Soria awkwardly dumped her juice bottle into her purse and took the ticket from his outstretched hand. “Good thing you saw that.”

“Yes,” he agreed, not letting go of the ticket.

Soria hesitated, staring into his eyes, and all his attractive features faded into a blur. Uneasiness rolled through her stomach, into her lungs, into the lurch of her heart. Not simply because of his reluctance to release the ticket, and not just because the glint in his gaze suddenly seemed irredeemably cold. The man had switched languages on her. English to Welsh, she realized. And not just any Welsh, but an old dialect, practically medieval, and most certainly dead. And she—like an idiot—had responded without thinking. In the same tongue.

The man stepped back, still holding her plane ticket. Soria licked her lips, and in very careful modern English said, “Who are you?”

“Roland sent me,” he replied, still speaking ancient Welsh. “He needs you to come home, Soria.”

Home. Not just a place. Home was people. Home was old dreams.

Soria turned and walked in the opposite direction. Never mind her plane ticket; she could buy another. Never mind the job interview in New York with the U.N. If she missed that, there would be others.

She felt the ghost of her missing arm swinging from her body, that phantom limb, replete with an itch where her wrist should have been. She ignored the discomfort, wished she had some chewing gum to take the bad taste out of her mouth. Airport crowds passed in a blur, but she felt gazes flicker to her empty sleeve and then dart away. She did not know what was worse: those brief embarrassed glances or the people who pretended her disfigurement did not exist. That she did not exist.

You exist for someone now, she thought grimly, quickening her pace. Damn it, Roland.

Ahead, an impossibly slender girl stepped into her path, facing her. She was Asian, clad in a pink plaid miniskirt so short that if she had not been wearing cropped gray tights underneath, she might very well have been arrested for indecent exposure. A pink hooded sweatshirt clung to her torso, and her glossy black hair, streaked pink, was pulled up in pigtails decorated with plastic Hello Kitty beads that clacked when her head tilted. She wore a mockery of tennis shoes: hot pink and silver, raised up on an inch-thick sole. A messenger bag covered in yet more Hello Kitties slung loose over her flat chest.

Men stared. Women looked away. Soria stopped walking, light-headed. The girl’s age was impossible to determine—anywhere from thirteen to twenty, though her dark eyes were old as dirt and the set of her mouth was lethal. Soria herself was thirty years old, but she felt ancient and used when she looked at the girl, old eyes or not. She was no better than some grizzled gunslinger, too long alive in the world.

Heat settled in her chest, old instincts, raw and battered. She was not ready. She had retired. Everyone had agreed.

Soria turned her head, slightly. The red-haired man was behind her, close enough to touch. His gaze was assessing and cold. Like ice.

“We should talk,” he said, in perfect Gaelic; and then, in a Persian dialect that was just as old as his Welsh, he added: “If you please.”

Fear tingled through her. Intrigue, as well. Curiosity, she admitted, was what had gotten her into trouble in the first place, and here it was again, that same intellectual itch that was as dangerous as a gun to her head. A puzzle. A linguistic riddle.

“What,” she asked slowly, “does Roland want?”

“Your time,” the man replied in English, as a sea of travelers passed around them. The terminal was a long, winding hall of upscale shops surrounded by golden wood and the occasional elaborate sculpture—no doubt meant to imitate the warmth of some lodge, easy and comfortable. A good scream would draw hundreds of eyes.

But that old curiosity kept her silent, as well as nostalgia … and loneliness. She sensed that slip of a teen girl swaying closer, and stepped sideways so that she could keep both her and the man in sight. Cold amusement flickered through his eyes.

“My name is Robert,” he said. “My associate is Ku-Ku.”

“Bitter,” Soria replied, translating the girl’s name from Mandarin. “Appropriate, I assume.”

“In so many ways,” replied the man.

Soria did not want to know. “How can I be certain Roland sent you?”

Robert reached into his pocket and pulled out a battered silver bracelet: thick, scarred, and tarnished with age. A chunk of turquoise, like an eye, had been embedded in the cuff. Soria’s breath caught when she saw it.

He held out the bracelet. “He thought you would stay long enough for him to return this. Or at least, that’s what he told me.”

It was not proof, exactly, but Soria had no doubt that the piece of antique jewelry had come from her former boss. She took it from Robert, half expecting him to pull back at the last moment. The bracelet was cool in her left palm, and the old habit of slipping it over her right wrist was so strong that for a moment she felt the echo of silver sliding over her ghost skin.

“Roland can have my time,” Soria said hoarsely. “But he better make it good.”

“That’s up to you,” Robert replied, tearing her plane ticket in half. “But you know it will be interesting.”

Indeed, thought Soria, ignoring the phantom ache of her missing arm. With Roland and the other agents of Dirk & Steele, life was always a bit too interesting.

Roland had chartered a private plane to San Francisco. Soria spent the four-hour flight nursing her orange juice, which soon turned warm and tasteless. She did not care, just wet her tongue on the drink here and there.

Asking Robert questions was useless. She gave up after the first thirty minutes. He stayed at the back of the plane, reading an archaeology magazine and occasionally shaking his head. Ku-Ku sat beside him, gigantic headphones jammed over her ears, seat back, eyes closed.

Soria, after some careful maneuvering, managed to slide the bracelet over her left wrist. The silver felt cold and uncomfortable. She had not worn jewelry in a long time, but she did not remove it. She stared at the turquoise rock embedded in silver, swallowed some ibuprofen to dull the first tingle of a headache, and spent the flight trying not to think of much at all.

It had been over a year. San Francisco had not changed. It was early summer and still cold. Crooked streets, steep hills, crowded sidewalks. Business suits were mixed with chains and Mohawks; Victorian architecture crammed between modern office buildings and Art Deco landmarks. Soria had always thought that Bay Area neighborhoods felt like people: unique, constantly evolving, but with certain essential personalities that at all times stayed the same. She missed that—but not enough to move back. She liked her small condo in downtown Stillwater, with her view of the St. Croix River, even if she was considering jobs in New York City. Quiet had served her well for the past year, but she wanted to be useful again.

Robert drove a red Audi. Ku-Ku sat in the backseat. Soria glanced over her shoulder, and found the girl still listening to her headphones and cleaning under her nails with a rather large knife that looked better suited for a military commando than some kid.

Soria said, “Roland’s recruiting them kind of young, don’t you think?”

Robert glanced at her. “I never said we worked for Dirk and Steele.”

He spoke in Russian. Soria gripped her seat belt as he accelerated around a tight corner. “Roland wouldn’t send an outsider.”

A faint smile touched his mouth. “You assume too much.”

The edge of a cool blade grazed the side of her throat. Soria twisted, heart hammering, but Ku-Ku was still cleaning her nails. Looking like a bored teen, glued to her seat. She glanced up, though—just for a split second—and her eyes were cold and dead.

“Here we are.” Robert pulled off the road, parking in front of a familiar stout office building constructed from dark stone blocks and decorated with modernized elements of a Grecian and Gothic flair: stone pillars and rounded corners, smooth carved faces perched on top of the pedestals, gazing down at the street. Nine stories tall. Restaurants lined the first floor: a Starbucks, a small Italian deli and pizzeria, a little café specializing in gourmet chocolates.

Soria scrambled out, almost falling on her knees. She half expected to get stabbed or shot in the back, and hopped a few feet from the car before turning to gaze at Robert. He tossed her purse at her, and then leaned out to dump her carry-on suitcase onto the sidewalk. She paid no attention to her belongings, but instead watched him. Hands back on the wheel. No visible weapons. Cold green eyes.

Ku-Ku slithered from the rear, coiling sinuously in the passenger seat like a pink snake tattooed with white cats. Graceful, flexible. No sign of knives or headphones. The girl braced her pink tennis shoes against the dashboard, and smacked her chewing gum. Robert peered around her at Soria.

“Some advice,” he said, in Icelandic. “Don’t think about the arm so much.”

It took a moment for Soria’s mind to translate, which meant that—unlike the other languages Robert had spoken earlier—he was not fluent in this one. Not that it mattered.

“It’s none of your business,” she replied.

“Not yet,” he said enigmatically—and Ku-Ku, witha knowing smile, slammed shut the door. Soria watched the Audi accelerate back into traffic, cutting off several other cars that braked hard, blaring their horns. She stood there until its taillights disappeared at the intersection, feeling a bit like an alien marooned in a strange world, and then shook herself, clenched her teeth, and stooped to pick up her belongings.

The restaurants were the only public areas of the office building. No alleyway doors, no kitchen entrances. Concrete embedded with steel and lead sheeting lined the walls dividing the public from private, which was accessible only from one narrow street-side door lined with old-fashioned copper and leaded glass.

Soria stepped inside the alcove and pulled free her key. Despite removing herself from the agency, it had never occurred to her to cut all ties. Certainly not this key. Which, now that she was standing here, told Soria a lot about how much she had missed the place and its people. Enough to drop everything and follow a stranger.

This better be good, she thought, irritated at herself. Better be damn good.

Soria jammed the key into a copper faceplate set in the stone blocks of the alcove, unlocking the small compartment. A keypad and biometrics scanner was inside. She pressed her thumb to the screen, and then typed in the six-digit code. The front door unlocked. She kicked through her carry-on bag, and shut everything tightly behind her.

The lobby was quiet, the marble floors dark and shining. Only one elevator. Soria keyed in another code, and rode all the way up to the ninth floor.

She heard screams before she reached the penthouse. A man’s voice cut straight through the elevator shaft into her bones. Doors opened. Soria ran into a warm foyer, across scuffed and battered oak floors. Screams continued to fill the air, and then cut off into abrupt, terrible silence. Soria hesitated, heart pounding—and then continued down the long hall, slower now, more careful, blinded by a floor-to-ceiling wall of windows through which the afternoon sun was shining. She glimpsed low tables sagging with books, and soft overstuffed sofas piled high with papers. Nothing she could use as a weapon.

She entered the living room and immediately sensed movement on her left. A hand shot out and grabbed her arm.

“Soria,” Roland growled, holding her steady as she stumbled. It had been a long time since she had heard his voice, and it cut through her, more painfully than she could have imagined. For a moment she could not look at him; she could just stare at his feet, in socks, with those familiar holes in the toes.

But that hurt, too, and she forced her chin up, thinking, Brave girl. Be brave.

Little had changed. Roland was still a big man, scruffy and unshaved, with a hard-knocks face and brown hair that needed a cut. But a year had deepened the lines in his brow, and his blue eyes squinted at her with weariness. He looked terrible.

“So, you came,” he said gruffly, after a long moment of tense silence.

“You asked,” she replied, pulling away. “Who did I hear dying?”

Roland’s jaw tightened, and without a word he turned and walked across the room toward a flight of stairs that disappeared downward. Except for the first level, which was owned but not used by Dirk & Steele, all the floors of the building were part of the penthouse, but the only entrance was on the ninth. Soria jogged after him.

For as long as she could remember, the eighth floor had been part of a massive kitchen and dining area, large enough to accommodate a small army of loud and messy eaters. But the dining tables and couches had been removed, and now a thick glass wall blocked off the entire right side of the room. Smooth polished concrete covered what had been a hardwood floor, and concrete blocks covered the walls and windows. Clothing had been tossed on the floor outside the glass.

Inside, on the floor, curled a naked young man. All Soria could see was his long, lean back and dark hair, but she would have known him anywhere. The air around his body shimmered with heat.

“Eddie,” Soria breathed, and might have fallen on her knees in front of the glass had Roland not grabbed her arm and hauled her toward the stairs.

“Go,” he whispered roughly. “The kid’ll be embarrassed for you to see him like this.” Weak. Exposed. Helpless.

Soria stumbled backward, staring through the glass at Eddie. She thought she must be losing her mind. Lights danced in her vision. Roland shoved her again, and she scrambled up the stairs.

He joined her, moments later. They stood together, shoulder to shoulder, staring out the tinted windows. Soria glimpsed the blue edge of the bay, but it meant nothing to her. All she could see was the young man behind the glass, and then her own reflection: long black hair framing an olive-toned face and brown serious eyes.

“There was an accident,” Roland said quietly, his voice little more than a growl. “Happened in Africa. Kid got sick. Affected his control. Been like this for a little under six months. He’ll be fine for a while, then … fire. Fuck-load of fire.”

You should have called me, she almost said, before remembering that she had no telephone. “So you keep him in a cage?”

Roland shot her an angry look. “He can come out whenever the hell he wants. Eddie knows when he’s losing it. That’s the only safe room in this goddamn place.”

Soria closed her eyes. Her head ached, and a tingle ran down the ghost of her missing arm, a feeling so real and substantial she could almost believe, truly, that she was still whole. “If you’re not careful, Roland, he’ll never leave this building. He’ll become just like you.”

Or me, she thought at him, knowing he could hear her thoughts if she wanted him to.

Roland stiffened. “You know it’s different. A missing arm doesn’t kill people.”

Soria turned on him, and shoved her finger hard against his chest. “Eddie is only twenty years old. You let him start down this road, and he’ll spend his entire life too afraid to do anything meaningful. You’ll kill him.”

Roland grabbed her wrist, squeezing hard. “I didn’t bring you here for this.”

“Well, you got it,” she snapped, trying to remain unmoved by the anger and grief in his eyes. “Do his mom and grandmother know?”

“They think he’s overseas. He calls them every week. Writes postcards, and I have the others send them.” Roland released her slowly, almost wistfully; then he turned and threw himself down on the nearest couch, covering his eyes with one raw-knuckled hand. His stomach bulged slightly against his shirt. “He’s a good kid.”

Soria forced herself to breathe. Eddie was more than good. He was sweet, a genuine golden heart. And, it just so happened, a pyrokinetic. Able to start fires with his mind.

Dirk & Steele. To the public it was nothing but an elite, internationally respected detective agency—and that was the truth. But it was just one truth. Because the men and women who were part of the agency, Soria included, were not entirely human.

Psychics, shape-shifters, creatures out of legend. The world was a strange place. Got stranger every day. Soria’s personal library was filled with books on evolution, mutation, mythology—anything that could shed light on the how and why of those differences that separated the men and women of the agency from other humans. Soria still had no answers. But being part of Dirk & Steele allowed its employees the most basic opportunities to hide and work in plain sight, to do good under the auspices and protection of a legitimate, respected organization. Because even though almost no one in this world believed in magic—like, that a man could start fires with his mind, or read thoughts—such things were real, and did happen.

And, it was good to be useful. It was good not to be alone. To have friends who knew the truth.

We are family, she thought to herself, plucking at the wrist of her empty sleeve. One crazy, messed-up family.

Soria looked up and found Roland watching her. Reading her mind, perhaps. Or not. He had some morals. Soft heart, rough exterior. Like a big grizzly bear. Boss of them all, even though he was not the ultimate last word at the agency. That was a privilege retained by its elderly founders.

“I’m sorry,” he said finally, his voice little more than a quiet rumble. “About everything. I don’t think I ever told you that.”

“You wouldn’t leave this building to come to the hospital,” she reminded him.

Roland’s gaze hardened. “That’s not why you left the agency.”

Soria sat down on the couch, opposite him. “So why am I here now? Why did you send a stranger to track me down?”

Below them, at the bottom of the stairs, she heard clicking sounds, glass rattling. Roland rubbed his face, grimacing. “There’s a situation. We … found someone. He doesn’t speak English, or anything else that’s comprehensible. In fact, we don’t even think his language exists anymore.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Cocky woman. Trust me, it’s possible.”

She made a rude gesture. “In remote areas where native tongues are going extinct, outside influences are almost always to blame. But that does create some kind of universal commonality. Are you saying that this … person … has been so totally isolated that there’s nothing he understands? Not in any language?”

“Yes,” Roland replied, covering his eyes again. “Fuck, yes.”

Soria leaned backward, staring. “Is he a child?”

Roland shook his head, still not looking at her. Uneasiness made her stomach ache, and she twisted her empty sleeve in her fist. “Then who is this man?”

“We don’t know. But he’s not human. Not quite. And not being able to talk to him has limited some of what we can do. I need you to go and … speak his language. Evaluate whether he’s a danger to us.”

“To the agency,” she asked slowly, “or everyone?”

“Both,” Roland replied. “I wouldn’t have interrupted your new life if it wasn’t important. You’re the only one who can do this. The only one who can do it right. I promise … I promise it’ll be safe.”

“I’m not worried about safe,” she muttered, still fussing with her sleeve. “I’m just not certain I want to do this anymore.”

“Your mind works, doesn’t it?” he shot back. “You can still speak any language in the world, can’t you?”

Soria gave him a sharp look. “That’s not the point. I killed a person. I murdered a man in cold blood.”

Roland laughed bitterly, a familiar reaction that angered her now as much as it had a year ago. “Yeah. But he deserved it.”


Chapter Two

Death offered no respite from Karr’s nightmares, and resurrection was little better. Not that he had expected tranquility—not while alive, and certainly not while dead. Actions made echoes, from birth into eternity, and he had known very little peace in his life.

Karr was in a small room. Not a tent, not a wagon. Four solid walls and stone beneath him. He had been here for a long time, and while he had no clear recollection of how he had arrived, the presence of a pure-blooded shape-shifter did not bode well. He had not yet seen her face, but he could smell her. Every time the door to the room opened, her scent lingered.

Close. She was very close. Which only made Karr wonder why she had not yet cut his throat. It was no less than he expected. No less than what had been done to others of his kind. No less than what his own hands had done.

A single white light burned overhead with an uncannily steady flame. It was not fire but something different, perhaps born of magic or some arcane tinkering, such as those fast-moving wagons. This was a new world, he had decided, and one he was ill prepared to confront. Though if shape-shifters were still declaring war on the chimeras, then some things had stayed the same.

We must kill them first, Tau had told him often. We must destroy them.

And Karr still remembered, so clearly, what he had always said in return. They fear us. For good reason. So we will kill, but we will not destroy. We will have mercy. We will not be like them.

But he had, in the end. His worst fears had come true.

And he was alive again. Despite his friends burying him, despite bleeding to death in the catacomb.

The wound was fatal, Karr thought, feeling his side itch as it had, unmercifully, for what felt like days.

He could not move to scratch himself, or to feel for a scar. He could not move at all, not one inch. Iron surrounded his body. His arms and legs were pinned in place by a series of cold, thick bars, and his hands and feet had been wrapped in a heavy cloth made of linked iron ribbons. An iron collar bound his throat to the stone floor he lay upon, and every time he breathed, his chest expanded against yet more cold metal.

A soft sheet covered his loins, but nothing else. Sores were forming on his hips, but the pain was no worse than the boredom. There was very little to look at but the shining light and smooth stone walls. Nothing else was visible beyond the confines of the iron hood that had been placed over his head.

Clever, thought Karr coldly, forcing himself to be careful as he breathed. A small hole had been left for his nose and mouth, but the hood was already moist from his sweat, and hot. He could shape-shift, but his body would be too large for the restraints—he’d be risking impalement or a crushed skull. He had been lucky in that wagon; wood and leather could be broken or snapped, and nothing had covered his face. Here, now, a full shift would surely kill him.

Probably. Maybe. Death, apparently, was not so easy to come by. Karr wanted to know why.

So, patience, he told himself. Waiting, in utter stillness, for just the right opportunity. Little different than hunting, really. Less painful than his other brief incarcerations before and during the war.

But always, always, he felt the shape-shifter close by. That female. She stirred all kinds of unpleasant memories the longer he remained confined.

Until finally, again, something changed.

He had just been fed. Like a baby, fed, swallowing the mashed, tasteless food placed in his mouth, careful not to let any dribble past his lips because he knew his face would not be cleaned, his itches not scratched, his tears not wiped away when he slept, briefly, and dreamed.

Karr heard the door open and a tingle rode over his skin. With it, a familiar scent. Shape-shifter.

She moved slowly into the room. Quiet. He imagined the lashing of her tail, though he knew she walked on two feet. He could taste the feline in her scent, wild and musky.

Something else, too. Sunlight. Heat. She had been outside recently, or near someone who had. The new scent tasted sweeter than water, and he drank it in with restrained, careful greed.

The shape-shifter spoke to him. Her language was sly like her voice, and he understood none of her words. He did not need to. Karr found nothing reassuring in her tone, and when she finally stepped into view, allowing him to see her for the first time—and blocking out the light—her face was just as he had imagined: sharp and bony, and hard with a cold beauty that Karr suspected might frighten weaker men into instant obedience. Her hair was short and blonde, and a black patch covered one of her eyes. The other iris was golden but disfigured: the pupil was a slit, like a cat.

Caught between skins in a bad shift. Karr had suffered several of those himself, but had healed, in time. Time healed all, he had been told.

But not the heart, he thought. Not that.

The shape-shifter was not young … but not old, either. Well aged, Tau might have said. Karr watched her carefully, tension finally pushing through his tight control. She reminded him too much of the old queens of the southern clans—unpredictable in their rage and disdain, and pleased to have a chimera as their slave and plaything.

Her clothes were odd. That she wore anything at all was strange enough, but she was covered from neck to ankle in tight black cloth, the weave so fine it could hardly have been made by human fingers. Her feet were bare.

She stood above him, and for one brief moment he saw raw flickering tension in her eyes. Fear. She hid it well, but he knew what to look for. He had seen it often enough in her kind.

Her right hand flared with golden light. Spotted fur rippled over her skin, her fingers lengthening into claws. Razor sharp. She flexed each one of them, slowly. Watching him. Tension still twisting through her.

Karr braced himself, but instead of attacking him she said another word. Somewhere on his left the door opened. He smelled that fresh scent again, stronger now, as though a slice of the sun and wind had been cut for him and braided into flesh. Human flesh. He could taste that, too, now. A woman.

Her footsteps were slow but almost as light as the shape-shifter’s. Careful movements. Cautious. Or just curious. He had suffered idle eyes enough in his life. Anger curled through him, but he swallowed it down. Not yet. Now was not the moment to lose himself. He had done that in the wagon and failed to escape. Strategy was the key now. Strategy and deception.

Karr’s gaze ticked sideways as the human woman finally entered his line of sight. The hole in the iron hood framed her face for him, as did two long black braids, frayed and unkempt. A similar rugged wildness was in her eyes, which only enhanced the delicate beauty of her features. High cheekbones, a small mouth, long throat. She wore a man’s clothes, as all the women did in this place: black leggings, skintight, and a long, shapeless tunic made of blazing white cloth. Around her neck hung loops of lapis chunks, resting heavily against her olive-toned skin, a color that marked her as a woman of the desert or sea.

The desert, he decided, staring into her dark eyes, drawing in her scent until his chest pressed hard against the restraints—holding her within him, holding her until he thought he might choke without air. He exhaled slowly, still trying to possess that sunlit scent, and her mouth tensed, as if in pain.

The shape-shifter spoke, a melodic one-sided conversation that was soft and cold, and infinitely menacing. The human flashed her a hard, angry look; brazen, defiant, without a shred of fear. Startling, utterly unexpected. Karr had never seen a human look at a shape-shifter as an equal. Not with such confidence, or disregard.

The human muttered several sharp words filled with scathing disdain, and the shape-shifter tilted her head, a dangerous smile touching the corner of her mouth. Karr tensed, certain he was about to bear witness to death, and pain, and humiliation. No shape-shifter would tolerate such boldness from a human. The woman would not be suffered to live.

Do not, whispered the cold part of his mind. Do not care. Do not involve yourself. But the shape-shifter’s hand flexed, and he remembered screams—screams in the darkness where he had hidden the cubs, and the blood glistening on claws, on the mouths of the soldiers standing over him—and he tugged hard on his restraints. So hard the iron bit into his flesh.

The human woman gave him a sharp look, anger still bright in her eyes. No fear. Not even in her scent. He could not tear his gaze from her, not until he felt the shape-shifter throw him a cold, careless glance. It was a fleeting look that lingered and then sharpened. She gazed between him and the human woman, and her smile grew even deadlier.

It was too much. Karr threw himself against his bonds, fighting them in silence. The iron did not yield. Golden light spilled over his skin. Soft scales rippled, edged with fur, and the tender flesh of his wounds, incurred while breaking the leather restraints in the wagon, split open.

It hurt, but he did not stop. Not when the shape-shifter growled, baring her sharp teeth, dropping into a half crouch. Her musky scent grew stronger, bitter. Golden light trickled from her single eye.

The human woman stepped between them. She moved fast, with determination, and stood with her back to Karr, facing the shape-shifter. She did not say a word, but instead placed one hand against the shifter-woman’s shoulder, pushing her back. Firm, unflinching. Karr stopped straining against his bonds. Caught in the moment. Staring.

No one spoke. The human did not back down. Not even when the shifter-woman dragged one claw down her slender arm, looking past her, directly into Karr’s eyes. Karr kept himself very still, though the tension that rode through him could not be hidden; scales continued rippling over his skin and his muscles bunched against the iron. It felt good. So good he did not want to stop, even if it killed him.

The human glanced over her shoulder, meeting his gaze, and something wild fluttered through her expression: a fracture, small and pained. Without a word, she began shoving the shape-shifter toward the door. With urgency, determination. Anger.

He expected the shifter-woman to strike back, but instead she yielded gracefully, casting Karr a cold look that made his hackles burn. Whatever this was—this human, this shifter, this power struggle between them—he was still a prisoner. He was still her prisoner. And she wanted him to know it.

The shape-shifter stepped backward, followed by the human. Karr watched as much as he could, but the hood limited his peripheral vision. He heard the door open and close. Silence followed, though he could still smell warm sunlight. He strained for that scent. He listened painfully as feet scuffed the floor.

The human woman moved back into sight. Her cheeks were red, her dark eyes narrowed, her breathing just slightly rushed. But when she looked into his eyes again, there was still no fear.

Bold, striking. Few had ever fascinated Karr, but this woman did. He wanted to know what made her strong enough to compel a shape-shifter’s deference—and how she could look him in the eye without hesitation. When no one else ever had.

“Hello,” she said.

Karr blinked, staring.

“Hello,” said the woman again. It was not his imagination. Since his resurrection, he had not heard one word he understood. Not one. His brief attempts to communicate had brought him nothing but confused looks. Captivity was bad enough, but to be isolated in language was a burden he had wondered seriously whether he would be able to bear. Pain could be controlled. So could fear. But words, even the hostile words of an enemy, were still an anchor, a connection—the only thing, at times, that separated an animal from a man.

“Hello,” he said, his voice muffled by the mask. His throat hurt. So did his heart.

The woman drew in a slow, deep breath and nodded to herself, her gaze solemn and thoughtful. She began to crouch, must have realized that would take her from his line of sight, and moved even closer, up his body, until she stood by his shoulder. Karr could see her better there. He looked straight up at her—and realized, stunned, that she was missing her right arm. He had not noticed before. She had kept that side of her body turned from him. But it was clear now; her sleeve was empty.

Karr looked back at the woman’s face, and found her staring at him with a steely directness that sent a thrill of unease and confusion down his spine. Her scent altered, too. He tasted more of her anger.

“I would like to know your name,” she said, each word spoken slowly, carefully, her accent unlike any he had ever heard.

He almost told her. He came so close. It shocked him, the ease with which she made him want to talk. He had never given in so easily. Never.

A trick, he told himself. Mind games. They have known how to speak to you all this time, and now they put on a performance. They give you a woman who is no threat, who fascinates you. Who can talk to you. Lull you.

Bitter disappointment crawled up his throat. It was true. It had to be. It had been tried before in the first years of the war, but the human women tossed at his feet had been frail, timid creatures, shivering in his presence like newborn cubs. There was no fire in them. No strength and intelligence blazing in their eyes. Not a shred of defiance. They were nothing like this woman who stood above him.

She is not false, whispered his instincts. Look into her eyes. She has never been broken.

Neither had Karr. But he found himself close, in that moment. He wanted to be lulled. He wanted to be spoken to, so badly he could taste it. He was tired of fighting, then and now. He had been so disturbed by his own insanity that he had sought relief at the end of a sword; he had allowed himself to be buried alive for little more than the knowledge that he would never again be allowed to hurt the people he loved.

Karr said nothing. The woman tilted her head, frowning, and sat beside him, so close that he felt the heat of her body against his shoulder. Her scent, so full of sunlight, filled him with another kind of warmth that he refused to dwell on.

And yet … She rubbed her chin, silver and turquoise flashing along her wrist, and he found it impossible to look away from her face. He told himself it was for his own good, that he had to study her—divine her weaknesses, if he could—but the simple truth was that she intrigued him. And if he was going to die in this place, then at least it would be from torture and not boredom.

“My name is Soria,” she said.

And the rest was silence.

The next time you see Roland, Soria told herself, ten minutes later, you are going to kick his ass.

She already had it planned—a knee to his nuts and, once he was down, another good stomp. She was going to dance a goddamn jig on his testicles. Followed by a verbal browbeating that she hoped made his ears bleed.

Soria managed to hold it together until she left the holding cell. For years she had been good at compartmentalizing her emotions, staying cool and calm, focused under any condition: bullets, fire, stampede. The past year had frayed her edges, but seeing that man—that giant of a man strapped inside something that resembled a medieval torture device—sent her back to fundamentals.

Get the job done. Be calm. Focus.

Then freak.

Serena McGillis waited in the hall. She had already slipped her sunglasses back on, which so far seemed to be her only weakness: a reluctance to show her eyes. One eye was missing, the other golden and inhuman. Soria understood, but that was the only thing about Serena that made sense.

The shape-shifter was tall and sinewy, a cold blonde beauty who had to be in her fifties, though she hardly looked it. Her daughter, Iris, was married to one of Soria’s friends and colleagues. Everything else was a mystery.

Soria had never met Serena before this morning. She was not a member of Dirk & Steele; she belonged to another organization, one that until recently had gone unknown, unnoticed, and well under the radar. Serena was not one of the bad guys, so the others said, but she was not so good, either. Unnamed, relegated to shadows, she and her group took a pragmatic approach to problems—and they were particularly handy for fighting and undermining yet another organization that was, in fact, evil.

The Consortium: a criminal network made up of psychics engaging in everything from organized crime to human slavery and genetic experimentation. Because of them, Soria’s friends had been kidnapped and tortured. A lab in the Congo had recently been discovered full of human women impregnated with the sperm of captured shape-shifters. Serena’s own daughter had been targeted for capture and to become one of their breeders. Soria found the whole situation horrifying.

But this … this was right up there. Worse, it was her own people involved.

“You are so full of shit,” she said to Serena, who had seemed more bothered by the lamb chop served at breakfast than the wounded man imprisoned in the room behind her. Even now the shape-shifter showed nothing except a faint smile, more bitter than amused.

Serena replied, “If you think I overstated the danger, you are mistaken. He has already killed ten of my men. He would kill you, given the chance. Those restraints are the only thing that can contain him.”

“Funny you had them,” Soria replied. “You do this often?”

Serena’s mouth tightened. “This, or death. For one such as him, there is nothing between.”

Soria twisted her empty sleeve. Those golden eyes glimpsed inside that iron hood continued to burn through her; the entire memory of the man’s presence filled her with both unease and curiosity. She had felt something in his brain, felt his language move through her as though it could be held and tasted. It had taken her longer than usual to process that slow, steady feed, made her feel like a kid again, her brain thick with words, full and turgid as a water balloon just waiting to pop.

Ghost fingers tingled. Soria gritted her teeth. “Then why am I here? Why bring me all this way to talk to a shape-shifter you think is too dangerous to live?”

“What did Roland tell you?”

“Not enough. Certainly not why we would partner up with people like you.”

“And yet, you came.”

Like a fool, thought Soria, hearing the rich layer of contempt in Serena’s voice.

She let it slide, kept her gaze steady and cool. For ten years she had stood toe-to-toe with kidnappers, hostage-takers, murderers, presidents, military commanders, every manner of man or woman, good, bad, and downright disgusting. All of them had thought they were more dangerous than Soria, and all of them were absolutely correct. She had few skills as a fighter.

Yet, she controlled words. She was a link that bound strangers. She was the one who communicated needs and desires between parties. And that was a power all its own.

Soria stared at her reflection in Serena’s sunglasses. “I came because a friend said I was needed.”

“You are a convenience,” the shape-shifter replied dismissively, and brushed past to walk down the hall.

Soria followed, dogging the woman’s heels, refusing to be intimidated by the lethal flex of the woman’s right hand, which remained more leopard than human. Dark curved claws extended from the tips of Serena’s fingers, and she moved like a cat—aggressively graceful, hips rolling. Soria wanted to plant a boot up her ass.

The hall was short and poorly lit. Part of a maze. Soria had gotten off the plane in Beijing, China, only to be swept up by a portly little man who shuttled her north out of the city, driving through the entire night. Big, comfortable backseat, with a pillow and blanket. Soria had fallen asleep. Late this morning she had opened her eyes and found herself in a dusty village surrounded by the remains of an ancient crumbling wall. The streets were twisting, narrow, made of dirt; and the homes, built seamlessly together, had been crafted of stone and wood and clay. It looked remote, felt remote, and the children who lingered around the car when she stumbled out, bleary-eyed, squealed with delight when she spoke to them in their native language.

Khalkha dialect. Mongolian. Not quite to the border between that country and China, but close enough to taste grit in the air from the Gobi Desert. One of the boys, no older than eight, had asked immediately if she’d come about the bleeding soldiers. This question invited a hard shove from one of the older girls, who called him stupid and said that Soria surely had arrived to see the giant white man who had been hauled away from the military truck, ass first, unconscious.

Well, Soria had just seen the giant white man—nearly seven feet of him, if she had to guess. All muscle, all frustration, and definitely not human. She could believe that he had killed ten men. She would have believed he had killed twenty, with his bare hands, if Serena had said so.

Hello, he had rasped, from behind his mask. Hello, in a language that was utterly unfamiliar to Soria, in a voice that sounded like the very definition of pain.

It had been so startling to hear him. Soria still felt chills, though she was not certain why the memory of his voice haunted her. Perhaps because it was so very human. Perhaps because hearing him speak made him real to her in ways that merely looking at him had not.

He was real to you before, she chided herself. He was real.

Yet it was different, hearing him. Without a face to be an anchor, a body was only a fragment, an echo of a person’s existence. A body said too little about personality, or character. And the shape-shifter’s eyes had barely been visible inside the shadows of the hood. But his voice …

Soria tugged at her empty sleeve, breathing through gritted teeth. Enough, she thought angrily. Voices mean nothing. You have to go deeper.

If she was allowed to. This whole operation stank.

The shape-shifter led Soria up a narrow flight of stairs, directly into another small room made of stone. Unlike the cell, this was aboveground. A sliver of light pushed through a small window set near the ceiling. The air smelled musty, and everything was covered in a thin layer of dust. Northern China suffered from sandstorms blown in from the Gobi Desert. Years ago, Soria had spent time in Beijing, helping another agent investigate a kidnapping. She still remembered how impossible it had been to keep things clean inside the little apartment they shared.

A slender young Chinese man sat at a long wooden table watching a row of security monitors. Soria saw the door of the room she had just left, and on another screen, the captive shape-shifter. She leaned in, studying him, seeing him remotely—bound and hooded in iron which made him seem even more alien and strange. Far more so than she had felt sitting beside him on the floor, wondering what the hell she was supposed to do.

Serena’s hand was human again. The shape-shifter placed it on the young Chinese man’s shoulder as she bent to whisper in his ear. His expression never changed, but a faint flush stained his cheeks as he dragged a laptop close and typed on the keyboard. The screen darkened, revealing a frozen image from what appeared to be another security tape.

Not security, Soria realized, noting the eye-level angle of the picture, and the presence of color. A handheld camera.

“Watch carefully,” Serena said, as the young man hit another key.

No sound. Just film. Scattered men were holding flashlights, moving slowly down a long, rocky tunnel that gave the impression of being underground. It was hard
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