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Once upon a time, a mother pig decided to send her three little piglets into the world, to find and fulfill their own fortunes.

The first little pig didn’t understand why he should have to work to win that which all his life had been given him freely. He journeyed south, to a land covered in tall grasses and short trees. Using that which he could reap about him without much work, he built a home of reeds and straw.

The second little pig knew that some measure of prosperity came to those who made effort, as all his life he had had to beg for his due share from his bigger brother, while careful not to raise his ire. He moved deep into a forest, where the trees gave plenty without taking much in return, and, in the shade of the canopy, grew comfortable in his arboreal abode.

The third little pig, however, the youngest of them all, had lived his life watching his brothers grow healthy but docile from their mother’s preference. As the littlest and smallest, he was often left to fend for himself. He understood that his best chance lay in industrious effort and making use of the resources he could gather. He worked the ground, crafting firm a foundation, and from the earth he heaved made bricks, and of bricks, a home. Though the sun shone above, he knew the storms would come. When they did, his house would stand strong.

One day, a wolf found Mother Pig and made to eat her. With her dying breath, she taunted him, “O, Wolf! You have come here looking for fat and tasty piglets to feed upon, and you’ve found only me. Feast upon me, if that is your will, but my piglets have gone forth from this place and beyond your reach!”

When he licked clean the last taste of Mother Pig from his teeth, the wolf turned his nose to the door, and followed the first scent he found. It led to a land of grass and trees. As he came upon the abode of the first little pig, he threw his head back and howled, “Little piglet, one in number. Sent from home, and cast asunder. Think you may hide in a house of straw? I will rend thee with my mighty maw.”

The little pig thought the wolf full of himself, not knowing he was, in fact, full of his mother. He looked up from his abode and answered, “Silly wolf, you shall not eat me. Go from here, I entreat thee.”

“I am the wolf, of whom Fortune spoke. I’ll huff and I’ll puff, and on your bones I’ll choke.”

The wolf opened his mouth and let out a mighty growl, and barely did the little piglet get away. But get away he did, squealing his way to the home of his brother in the bower of trees. Both piglets trusted the forest to hide them. The wolf, however, followed not his eyes, but his nose, and soon came to where the second piglet dwelled. Walking among the trees, he lifted up his voice and said, “Little piglets, two in number. Sent from home, and cast asunder. Think you may hide in a valley of trees? I will rend thee and eat as I please.”

The little piglets trusted the mighty trunks around them, and said, “Silly wolf, you shall not eat two or one. Go from here, your plot’s undone.”

The wolf answered, “I am the wolf, of whom Fortune spoke. I’ll huff and I’ll puff, and on your bones I’ll choke.”

The wolf opened his mouth and let out a mighty growl, and barely did the little piglets get away. But get away they did, squealing all the way to the home of their littlest brother. No simple home was his abode, however. The littlest pig needed the mightiest defense, and so he built a fortress of brick and mortar. Even still, the older piglets had grown frightened, knowing how close they had come to death. Their youngest sibling assured them that they should not fear; the abode in which he dwelled was far beyond what a single wolf could penetrate. But if they wished to stay safe, they may take shelter within while he sent the wolf away.

When the wolf came, he called out, “Little piglets, three in number. Sent from home, and cast asunder. Think a wall of stone will stop me? I will rend thee, and eat all my trophies!”

But the youngest piglet did not quake. He crawled atop the brick wall and called down, “Oh, brave wolf, far have you come. And I, for one, can do the sum, that three piglets in these walls do dwell, and if huffed, these walls you may fell. But there is no need for prattle, nor for us to battle. For I wish only to survive, and you wish only for to thrive. Two piglets I offer you as tribute, to send thee away without dispute. Give word to me that you shall not eat me, and I will give thee my brothers freely.”

The deal being done, the wolf entered, whereupon he found the two piglets who had escaped their fates before. Though they tried to flee, the brick walls of their brother’s home kept them in. When the wolf stood before them, he let out a mighty growl, whereupon both brothers found terror took them before even a single tooth pierced their hides. After he had devoured both, the wolf thought, “Indeed, I am sated. But hunger will find me again. Surely, I am not bound to keep a promise I made to a piglet. But now, I am tired, and I need to rest. I shall sleep here in the hall of the littlest piglet, and when I arise, he shall be my meal.”

But the piglet knew that he could not trust the word of a wolf. Lithely, he made his way downstairs, cloaked in the darkness of a new autumn moon, and found the wolf sleeping off his filling meal. He went to the nearby fireplace and took the logs one by one, building an enclosure around the wolf. When at last the wolf lay slumbering in a wooden tomb, the little piglet lit the pyre, and danced with glee as both the wolf and his brothers baked within.
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With growing scorn, she observed the revelers in the street below. Brünhild Kline detested revels. She abhorred festivity. She disparaged all those who celebrated Mardi Gras without a care for this world or the next.

And yet, she so wanted to be one of them. It could never be, of course. Duty. Duty to herself, to her kind, and to her birthright had kept her grounded and alienated since she was a little girl. The only time she’d forgone the burden laid upon her as a red matron, indulging her heart instead of obeying her head, had laid the foundation for the battle taking shape just over the horizon. The cynical voice deep within her said this was one war her stoicism and command could not win. Brünhild persisted. She would win, must win. It was her duty.

A string of plastic beads landed by her feet where she perched on the balcony just as this thought crossed her mind, just as her indulgence opened the door to the suite in the background.

A metallic clack echoed off the thin, pasteboard walls covered in faded yellow wallpaper. Brünhild kept her eyes on the street below; she did not require the benefit of vision to sense his movements. His presence had always registered on a visceral level; the first time they’d met, it had been what drew her to him. Over the years they’d spent together, she’d become numb to the sensation. But now, after eight months of separation, it pricked at her, like a tantalizing form of foreplay.

Her knuckles became pearls on the railing of the balcony.

“I wasn’t sure you would come.”

Pietro’s hands ran over her hips, his grip firm as he pulled her back into his frame and lowered his mouth to the junction of her neck and shoulder. Heat crawled under her skin, electrifying her senses.

“Could I deny you?” he mumbled against her skin.

No, he couldn’t. The fact both thrilled and saddened her.

Brünhild closed her eyes against traitorous thoughts. “After what I did to you, I’m not sure how you can even bring yourself to speak to me.”

He nipped his way up to her earlobe. “I understand why you banished me.”

“I didn’t banish you.”

She yielded to Pietro’s attempts to pull her away from the line of sight of the drunken masses below. An amorous couple on a balcony in the midst of this celebration wouldn’t get a second look, but if their eyes glowed silver in the haze of night, avoiding attention might prove difficult. She only wanted his attention.

Her breath caught as his hands worked at the belt buckle. “The red matron banished a member of her clan who had openly defied her.”

“I know.”

“And yet, you still desire me.”

It couldn’t be a question. There was no doubt of it. Brünhild merely stated an intellectual observation.

“Blame it on my Latin blood if you must. You knew that when I chose you, you would be the only for me. It is an eternal fact.” Hot breath over her eyes whispered the words that had always made her knees go weak.

And Brünhild Kline did not have weak knees.

“I am your sacrifice.”

For the first time since Pietro had entered, a pang of guilt licked at Brünhild’s resolve. She loved her husband; she had always loved her husband. But when they had decided to be together, the red matron made it clear that her first priority would always be to her clan. Pietro was already so gone on her by then, he’d have agreed to anything to be with her. Little had she known the depth to which his self-sacrifice would be forced to plunge.

“It must be torturous to you, to be…” Brünhild bit her bottom lip as her husband managed to pull her shirt off over her head. “…separated.”

Bare from the waist up, she turned in his arms, ran her hands over his shoulders, and laced her fingers behind his neck. She’d never known of eyes so black, and when the silver hue overcast them, Brünhild felt no full moon could ever be more beautiful than her husband’s hungry gaze.

“Each breath is death.” The kiss was light, foreshadowing the rapture to come. “Reanimate me, mi amor. Sálvame.”

Later, as they lay in the bed, spent and euphoric, the hum and squeal of the streets unfettered by the late hour, Brünhild sensed that Pietro wouldn’t remain mute on the elephant in the room much longer. At last, he invited it into the open.

“It would have been fine, if she’d been a yellow.”

“Perhaps.”

Pietro hitched himself up on one elbow, running the finger of his free hand over her flushed cheek. “Then why did you stop it? Do you doubt Consuela’s valor?”

“Not in the least. Your cousin is a righteous hood, and she honors the yellow bloodline with her leadership. But our daughter… I cannot risk putting her under anyone else’s command. Gerwalta’s power will be too great, and her blood, too much of a temptation.”

“Then why leave her defenseless?” Pietro queried, the smile chased from his face. “Why relinquish her powers? Is she in any less danger because she’s a huey?”

Brünhild shook her head. “I didn’t relinquish her.”

From elbow to palms, Pietro jolted up, his unkempt, gray-streaked black locks flipping. “But I saw you do it. I heard you speak the words.”

She rolled over, her gaze falling softly over memory. “There is no such thing as being relinquished. It’s an old hood’s tale, one we mothers tell our children to scare them into submission. I did nothing more than hit her with silver flame. It would have shocked her, temporarily damaged her, but no matron can take her power away. She believed it, and the silver flame added to the perception. The mind is a powerful thing, Pietro. Gerwalta’s, more powerful than most.”

No need to look at Pietro to sense his confusion. She could feel a vague sense of it tingling in the air around her. “You used silver flame on our daughter, when we both know that—”

“We know nothing,” Brünhild interrupted as she slipped from the bed and grabbed her clothes from the floor. “We can’t. Gerwalta isn’t you, and she isn’t me. There hasn’t been a child like her born for centuries. Neither you nor I have any idea what the effect will be.”

“There was an effect,” Pietro countered. “Cody says she is relinquished. The wolves can’t sense her anymore, nor she them.”

Brünhild frowned; whether it was because her banished husband had just admitted to staying in contact with her custodial pack, or because he knew more about the state of their daughter than she did, she couldn’t say. “The longer it takes her mind and her body to realize she’s not, the better. Perhaps the Ravens will not be so eager to get their fangs on her if they believe her a huey.”

“We should have told her about them long ago. Ignorance is never an excuse, but we’ve made it her only choice.” The matron’s groom shook his head. “It’s already been months. How much longer can we hope for the effects of the silver flame to last?”

Through a squinted gaze, she scrutinized his expression. “Not too much longer. Besides, it could be a benefit to her for the time being, being perceived as weak. A dull blade inspires less terror, though its potential to kill is no less.”

“Then we must hope her edges sharpen soon.”

The red matron spun, her dulled pupils growing silver. “Why?”

Pietro stood, ambivalent to his nudity. Unlike her, he felt just as strong in his own skin as when he donned his hood. “They are planning on going after the Ravens.”

“When?”

“After graduation. And that boludo wolf is going with them.”

Brünhild wondered if her husband’s dislike of Tobias Somfield was simply because the latter was a werewolf, or because Tobias was English. Argentines could hold a grudge.

“Good.”

Any heat remaining between them dissipated with the spike in Pietro’s anger. “Good? How can you possibly think our daughter spending time with that mutt is good?”

She crossed to him and planted a kiss on his pursed lips. “Because then they must come back within three months, mustn’t they? Otherwise, the wolf will go moon mad. And in the meantime, Markus will shadow them.”

“Markus?” Pietro repeated, as though it were a word in a foreign tongue whose pronunciation was uncertain. “You want to send Markus to Istanbul?”

One perfectly drawn eyebrow arched. “Is there something wrong with that? You know he’s had some fascination with the Dracule since he was a child. He is young, but he is a fine and righteous hood.”

“Yes, but he is…” Pietro smirked as his hands pantomimed whatever words could or would not come from his mouth.

“I am aware of my nephew’s proclivities. It is irrelevant. He is the right man for this situation. Besides, he is more vested in her safety than any other under my command.”

Her husband flinched at the implication. Banished, Pietro could offer no official duty as a member of the House of Red, even if only by marriage. Taken in by his cousin, a yellow matron, he also could not elect to make the journey himself. After the standoff with Brünhild, Consuela’s readiness to upset the indomitable red matron so soon was small.

“You still hold hope that Markus and Geri will someday be joined.” He side-eyed his wife. “I fear that’s a stock which holds no cattle. It’s against both their natures.”

“What do their natures matter?” Brünhild pulled on her second boot, making the leather creak. “It was against my nature to marry you, but I did.”

“And you regret every day of it,” Pietro said flatly.

This was one thing of which she wanted Pietro to be certain. “I have never regretted who we are, Pietro. I’ve only regretted who life forced me to be, and what it cost us all.”
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“GODDAMN IT, GERI! DO WE LIVE WITH A YETI?”

A hot iron pressed to my feet would not have woken me faster. I found my silver blade in hand and held ready for attack. Luckily, reality caught up just in time.

Any other person might flinch at having their roommate brandish a knife. At the very least, they might give said roommate TEN FREAKING MORE MINUTES TO SLEEP IN ON THE ONLY DAY OF THE WEEK THEY COULD. Amy, however, had danced this dance before.

“Put your butter knife away. Like I said, I’m a New Yorker. It ain’t a gun, I ain’t gonna run.”

The silver blade found its way back into the sheath hidden under the pillow. “And this is why werewolves make better roommates.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Nothing.” The pillow’s warmth had already started to leach away. “It’s Sunday, Amy. Why, in the name of Godric’s Hollow, are you waking me up before nine?”

“Because our bathroom sink looks like the floor of a dog-grooming parlor, and your boyfriend—”

“For the five thousandth time, Tobias is not my boyfriend.”

“Since he’s your shack-up honey, then, I’m laying the ability of our bathroom to be braided at your feet.”

Chances of getting back to sleep: zero.

Chances of me being required to decontaminate the bath: higher than James Franco at a Snoop Dog concert.

I rolled out of bed, pushing sleep from my eyes and eking resolve into my determination. “And for the six thousandth time, I’m not sleeping with Tobias.”

“Methinks the lady doth protest too much.”

“Fine, we are technically sleeping together, as in we slumber in the same room. Rarely, when we’re both home and sleeping at the same time. And FYI: He makes his bed on the floor.”

In a discount dog bed I’d brought home as a practical joke and which he actually decided he liked.

The blonde cocked a hip and twirled a braid around her finger. “Send him to my room, then. I mean, really… Minus the fact that his personal hygiene practices are seriously deficient, and that he has some sort of obsession with dumplings that I’ll just never understand, why can’t the two of you get together? I know his wife died, but that was, like, a year ago. Even Puritans would roll their eyes at you.”

Cast the girl in one university production of The Crucible, and suddenly she thought she had a PhD in American history.

How could you explain to your huey roommate that the man who had been sleeping in your room since the beginning of the school year was a widower werewolf who would never love again, and that she stood as much chance of a hook-up with him as grapefruit taking on a semitruck? You didn’t. You just rolled your eyes, sighed, and repeated your boilerplate response.

“Tobias and I are only friends. It’s never going to happen between us, and most importantly, it’s never going to happen between the two of you either. So just let it go.”

Just as I turned to the coat closet to grab the bucket full of cleaning supplies, the front door opened and the werewolf with burning ears came in.

He was suspiciously unshaven.

“Ladies.” Tobias pushed a cardboard tray holding two cups of coffee toward us. I had never thought that werewolves were psychic, but could there be any doubt he’d foreseen Amy’s anger? “Mocha for Geri, soy milk latte with two pumps of mango syrup for Amy.”

Even a werewolf would flinch when a huffy, blonde New Yorker growled.

Amy snatched the coffee away in a fit. She pointed a finger in Tobias’s chest with her free hand. “This doesn’t excuse anything.”

And with that, she went in her room and slammed the door.

Tobias’s confusion drew lines in his forehead. “What was that about?”

A methodical sip of mocha with my eyes open and staring over the rim of the cup at the werewolf proceeded my answer. “Did you shave last night before you left for work?”

“Yes, but I…” Memory called up guilt and invited it to the party. “Shite, I didn’t clean out the sink.”

Shoving the basket of cleaning supplies into his arms, causing him to drop the empty tray, I nodded. “Yet, Tobias. You mean you haven’t cleaned out the sink yet.”

A werewolf could pull off an amazing amount of reticence once you got to know them. Without further prompting, Tobias snatched the fallen coffee caddy from the floor, went to the bathroom, and began to excavate.

“Quickly, please!” I called at the door. “I just got up a minute ago, and nature is calling on speed dial.”

He paused to look at me back over his shoulder. “Do you think sometimes that there’s reasons hoods and wolves aren’t supposed to be bosom buddies? I don’t want to know about your toilet habits. We’ll never be that close.”

“This from the man who yesterday told me and Amy not to open Netflix until he got out of the pisser.”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

He shrugged as the last bit of hair-flecked soap scum transferred onto the sponge. “Because I’m a guy.”

“And THIS is one of the reasons why hoods are matriarchal, because we clearly are the better sex.”

When I slipped back out of the bathroom a few minutes later, he took up the conversation right where it had left off.

“Speaking of sex…” Tobias grinned. “Guess who’s coming back on a midnight flight?”

Any ire within me faded in the wake of such a delicious tease. “He’s coming tonight?”

“That part will be up to you, won’t it?” Looking all smug and superior, Tobias nodded as he deposited the bucket back in the coat closet. “Got the word from Inga’s assistant last night. No idea if they found out anything, though. I don’t think Clark is that in the loop on his boss’s personal life.”

The reminder that Inga Rosethorn was the center of WWL gossip as having a boy-toy lover, i.e., my boyfriend, Caleb Helsing, and that she regularly whisked him away to exotic, foreign locales, burned in my gut. Even though I knew the rumors were nothing, and that Caleb himself admitted that, for once, he didn’t enjoy his sex-god reputation, the fact that that woman put her fangs on him regularly to drink his blood and keep herself alive still smarted.

“It’s about freaking time. They were only supposed to be gone for ten days. I want to know what the hell they were doing for a whole month.”

“I can draw you a chart of the mechanics, if your mother never gave you the talk.”

My fingers pinged his rock-hard chest. “They are not sleeping together.”

“Why shouldn’t they be? After all, you and Caleb aren’t.”

“Oh, I see. ‘Toilet habits’ you want nothing to do with, but my sex life is open grounds for analysis.”

“You don’t have a sex life, Geri. You have to actually have sex to have a sex life.”

I crossed my arms in the perfect act of childish petulance. I could tell the werewolf that Caleb and I had actually decided we’d make the beast with two backs when he came back to town, and that that, in part, was why his being gone so much longer than anticipated was so annoying, but why should I? “And just what makes you think we’re not sleeping together?”

“Because you don’t smell any different.”

“I’m not going to believe for a second that makes any sense. Got any other theories?”

I almost dropped my coffee when Tobias put his arms around me and pulled me to him. Within moments, my body went into high alert. My breath hitched when Tobias lowered his mouth to mine, just inches away from kissing me. He might be an ass sometimes, but he was, in fact, a very sexy ass (with a very sexy ass) who loved to tease me with his looks. With his shoulder-length brown hair tied behind his head, his biker-inspired stubble, and a body that set off the tingles, the werewolf’s human form could make a nun give up her vows.

A knowing smirk pulled taut the corners of his mouth. “Once you’ve been with him, I won’t be able to do this to you.”

I tried to keep myself in control, even as little demon voices called out inside me. Kiss him. Take him. Be with him.

“I’m not a wolf, Tobias. I won’t bond with him that way. I won’t have what you and Kara had.”

The reminder of his slain mate’s name loosened a bit of his hold on me. Still, his hands stayed on my waist as he tried to shake off the sadness. “If he doesn’t at least make you feel like you should, then you shouldn’t be with him to begin with.”

Just at that moment, Amy’s door opened as she emerged with a backpack slung over her shoulder. As soon as she caught sight of us, instead of going all squeaky with delight at our proximity, she just rolled her eyes and huffed.

“Oh, my god, will you guys just fuck already and get it over with? This will-they-won’t-they thing is getting really tedious.” Without giving me a chance to respond, Amy pushed a plain white envelope into my face. “Here.”

I broke away from the werewolf to take it. “What is this?”

“Your tickets.”

“Tickets?” Tobias said, moving to the fridge to grab a pint of milk to chug. We’d given up on coaxing him into using a glass months ago. “Tickets for what?”

“For my play,” Amy said. “Remember? My senior performance for my drama minor? You two said you’d come cheer me on.”

Nervous chuckles filled the room as Tobias and I exchanged manufactured smiles. “Oh! That’s tonight? I must have forgot to put it on my calendar. But, yeah, looking forward to it.”

“I’m not, but I’ll be there.” Tobias winced when I elbowed him in the side. He quickly got the hint and corrected his rudeness. “I mean, I don’t like being in tight, packed crowds. Of course, I’ll be there, Amy. It’s the least I can do to thank you for letting me move in.”

Amy admonished him with a glare. “The very least. Especially since I didn’t let you move in. In fact, I remember the promise being ‘it’s only for a few weeks until he finds a new place.’ Curtain time is seven-thirty. I have to go. We’re sneaking in one more dress rehearsal before show time. See you tonight.”

The second the apartment door closed, Tobias spun on me.

“Okay, two things. One, please tell Amy about Caleb so she stops trying to make you and me happen. And two: please, please, don’t make me go to this.”

“I can’t tell Amy about Caleb. Officially, Caleb doesn’t exist, remember? He’s contraband. And two, I’m not making you go. I’m going to support my friend.”

His knuckles blanched as his hands became fists at his side. “And de facto, that means you’re making me go.”

“It wasn’t my decision for your alpha to order you to ensure I never went outside without a supernatural escort at night. Believe me, having you walk me to Caleb’s apartment, then waiting for me outside isn’t my idea of convenient.”

“Well, at least we can come together on that,” he huffed. Tobias leaned against the wall, disguising a yawn with the back of his hand.

“Go to sleep. Comfortably.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I thought you told me no more sleeping in my wolf since that time Amy almost walked in on me?”

I waved a dismissive hand. “You heard what she said. She’ll be at the theater the rest of the day. I’m just going to take a run and spend the rest of the day studying. I can’t believe I only have one more final exam and then I’m free.”

“You’re an ex-hood who’s likely on the kill list of a fifteenth-century Transylvanian vampire prince. Free is the last thing I’d call it.”

“Dr. Taylor’s threat to my long-term well being seems more imminent at the moment. I’ll grab my things from the bedroom so I don’t have to come in and disturb you later.”

“Actually, then, that sounds like a right good thing.” Tobias’s hands went to the row of buttons running down his shirt, starting at the top, opening a pathway my eyes longed to tread. Suddenly, he paused, meeting my stare. “I thought ‘all the better to eat you with’ was my line.”

I shook my head and stuttered through embarrassment. “Sorry. I just…”

A catch of sorrow crept into his voice. “Yeah, I know. You miss your boyfriend. But maybe hold that heavy-lidded-eyes-and-parted-lips thing for Caleb. He’ll appreciate it more. Now, weren’t you going to take a run?”

I clapped my hands and rushed into my bedroom to ferret out two sets of clothes. “Yes! I definitely need to take a run.”

And then, maybe, a cold shower.
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The show starts in three minutes. Where in the hell are you?

Walking.

“Walking” is a verb. The question I asked can only be answered by a NOUN.

Bloody Chicago.

Bloody? Did you have to use that word? You do know I have a legendary clutch of vampires who want to kill me, right?

Keep it up, and there’ll be a werewolf too.

Just tell me when you’re going to be here already. Or should I wander the streets unprotected and look for you?



“Don’t you fecking dare, Geri.”

Mesmerized. I was freaking mesmerized. The werewolf who had just walked into the theater lobby had two fashion modes: security uniform for when he was at work at WWL, or blue jeans and tees when he wasn’t. Three, if you included fur as a mode. What Tobias did not do, or at least had not done in the time I knew him, was formal.

Where he got the three-piece suit from, I couldn’t begin to imagine. The things I actually could begin to imagine, however, were not appropriate for a woman with a boyfriend. The man defined the term “rugged hot.” His ever-present stubble combined with the dark navy of his slacks and jacket to present a rock-star-at-the-Grammys feel.

The illusion of him as a confident, easygoing playboy melted away, however, as Tobias observed the packed theater lobby. Werewolves were creatures who favored wide open spaces or forests. Crowds distressed them. Suddenly, I realized how much I was asking Tobias by being here. His heavy breathing wasn’t from rushing over; it was born of anxiety.

I wrapped my hand around his and flinched when his grip tightened. “Just a bunch of hueys. No threats. Focus on me.”

“I’d focus on you better if you had dressed up like I did.”

“Tobias, no one is dressed up like you.” I pulled him towards the entry, digging the tickets out of my pocket.

“I’ve never been to an actual theatrical performance before. This is how everyone dresses for the annual Royal Variety Performance they have on the telly back home each year.”

“Well here, on the northside of Chicago at the WCU Arts Complex, jeans are just fine. Not that any woman here between the age of eighteen and eighty is going to complain, mind. But where did you get the getup?”

“I called Igor to ask where I could get a suit on short notice. Twenty minutes later, there was a tailor at our door. Seems like being rich lets you do things like make all manner of manservants magically appear. We should definitely try being rich sometime.”

The usher guided us to our seats in the third row, stage left, right on the aisle. Hopefully having access to an escape route would ease Tobias’s nerves somewhat.

“If I were still a hood, I could wield silver, and make us very, very rich. Not as rich as Igor, I’m willing to bet, but comfortably cozy.”

With a newfound revelation, his head swiveled in my direction as he settled into his seat. “Bullocks, I’ve never thought of that. Why aren’t all hoods rich, then?”

“Discipline. Values,” I answered. “We can’t make silver, so what we do have, we hoard. Besides, you can’t exactly toss a few ducats up on the counter to pay for things, can you?”

Other theatergoers milled around. As expected, women eye-screwed Tobias as they walked by. It was nothing new. Women were drawn to the wolf, and I frequently got acidic glares from those who thought I was touting hot property out of my price range. Normally, I’d just ignore the fact, but today, when he was already nerve-wracked from being enclosed on all sides by hueys who liked Arthur Miller, chancing anything setting off Tobias’s protective instincts seemed like a bad idea.

I unlaced our fingers and drew back my hand, only to have him snatch it back and wrap the back of my hand in both his paws.

“Please.” He stroked my knuckles like he was petting a cat’s ears. “If it’s okay?”

“It’s okay.” I leaned into him, easing the strain on my arm on the armrest. “Only you’re going to have to put up with my head on your shoulder or my hand’s going to go numb.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“A numb hand is a terrible thing.”

He coughed a laugh as the house lights started to lower. “Always ready with a quip, aren’t we?” Before I knew what was happening, and done before I believed it, Tobias turned and kissed my forehead.

The next hour and a half was the longest of my life. He never let go of my hand, and I never picked up my head. That was, at least, until the end of the third act.

I couldn’t recall if Amy had shared with me many details of the play in which she was starring. For example, I didn’t remember hearing her say she was, in fact, the star. Her ability to pull off the part of the deceptive, selfish, manipulative Abigail Williams astounded me. The character Amy played was the antithesis of her own. I wondered if her ability to render the role so believable was just her doing the opposite of what she herself would do. Except for the part where she wanted to sleep with John Proctor so bad. That was full-on Amy Popowitz.

Tobias leaned down to me, his voice barely a whisper. “I’ve seen the film version of this at least ten times. I don’t remember fog.”

I shrugged. We’d read it in high school in our stilted teenage awkwardness, but I couldn’t stand Winona Ryder in anything. “Everything’s more dramatic with a fog machine.”

As the billowy clouds filled the stage, however, the growing worry on the faces of the acting company suggested the fog was assuming an unwritten walk-on role. All about the stage, college kids dressed up as Puritans looked on with utter bafflement as the low-pressure system entering stage left stole the scene.

Amy shook away her confusion, trying to recover her character and get the cast to do the same. “Oh, Mary, this is a black art to change your shape. No, I cannot, I cannot stop my mouth; it’s God’s work I do…”

My roomie’s hands went to her throat as another of the cast members shouted out her complicated line, “Abby, I’m here!”, followed by a guy I knew to be a freshman wearing a gray wig adding, “They’re pretending, Mr. Danforth!”

Amy fanned herself, the fog thickest around her. “Oh, please, Mary— Don’t… Don’t…”

When Tobias yanked back his hand and stood, my first impulse was to bemoan the loss of my headrest. A moment later, the actors themselves began to scurry around the stage. The fog cleared for just a moment, and what the fuss was punched me in the stomach. There, nearly doubled over, stood Amy, her hands on her throat, her face red, the other members of the cast attempting to pull away the white collar of her costume as she gasped and coughed.

“Tobias?”

He didn’t look at me. He didn’t hesitate. One moment he was beside me, and the next, he had bounded up on the stage and had Amy in his arms, rescuing her from hitting the ground in the nick of time.

“Call an ambulance!” he bellowed, and even as he moved, the fog moved with him.

The fog moved with him.

“Oh, my god. Amy!”

The werewolf leapt off the stage just as the director ran on, his eyes tracking Abby Williams.

“My star! My ingénue!”

The crowd gathered in, making my stomach tighten. Tobias had been nervous in a group of this size in tight quarters; what was he going to do when he thought they might be intending to harm her? Was he going to wolf out right here and blow our cover? Would the yellow matron who controlled this territory send one of her righteous, or would Consuela come in person to terminate my friend? More importantly, what in the hell was wrong with Amy?

A man on a cell nearby put a hand on my shoulder. “The paramedics are on their way. You know her?”

I nodded. “She’s my roommate.”

The man acknowledged me with a jerk of his head and pressed the cell back to his ear. “Okay, I’ll ask her. The dispatcher wants to know if she has any allergies.”

“She’s allergic to cats.”

“And what medical conditions. Does she have any of those?”

“It’s not a medical condition!” I dropped to my knees and tried to do the impossible. My hands strained the smoke, but I couldn’t find anything tangible. The vampire who was doing this had no interest in being caught. “Leave her alone, asshole!”

Just as Amy’s face went from red to purple, Tobias sucked down air so deeply, he had to arch his back to contain it. As he exhaled with all his might, the fog blew away, but not before an airy voice whispered in my ear.

You have been warned. Stay away.

And then, the vampire was gone.
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“This is all my fault.”

Tobias played with a strand of my hair that had come loose from my braid and fallen across my eyes. My head moved in time with the cycles of his breath. “No, it’s not.”

I sat up and glared at him. “So it’s pure coincidence that my best friend was just attacked by a vampire in front of a large crowd?”

“Of course, it isn’t coincidence, but that doesn’t mean it’s your fault. Don’t own their shame, Geri.”

I’d been arguing the point with him in the hospital waiting room for the better part of two hours. He wasn’t going to budge, and neither was I. A quick sweep of the waiting room confirmed that, other than a shabby, bearded man wrapped in three layers of flannel snoozing on a pleather-wrapped loveseat, we were alone in the sterile, copacetic space. Other than the faces on some thirty-odd magazines spread out over every flat surface, no one was around to hear us.

“They know about us,” I concluded, changing lanes. “The Ravens know we’re coming for them. Now that graduation is near and we’re about to leave for Istanbul, they’re sending off warning shots.”

“Seems that way.”

The flat tone of Tobias’s response made my head swivel. “Doesn’t that bother you?”

“No, I think it’s a good sign.” My dumbfounded expression forced him to continue. “Of course, I’m pissed they came after Amy, but they wouldn’t send a warning to us if they didn’t see us as some sort of threat. Yes, Geri, they know we’re coming. And now, we know they’re scared.”

“You know, this kind of shit is originally why I left home to come to Chicago. All I wanted was to be normal, not to have anything like threatening vampires or crazy wolves—no offense—hounding me. But instead of getting out of the supe world, I’ve only succeeded in sucking Amy into it.” The memory of seeing my roomie fainting, turning unnatural colors as the life leaked from her, reverberated in my mind, sharpening my anger. “I’m going to kill Vlad myself.”

Tobias grinned and pulled me back to his chest, kissing my forehead and encircling me with his arms. “That’s my girl.”

A rush of warmth flowed through me, and for a moment, it was almost like I’d recaptured my hood senses. My eyes tilted up to Tobias’s; his beard didn’t hide his smile. Was he feeling it too? The glow of it overpowered my senses. I opened my mouth to speak when a bell rang, followed a moment later by the elevator doors at the far end of the lobby opening.

I was out of my seat the moment he appeared. Igor, grinning in amusement, sidestepped Caleb and I as we devolved into hormonal creatures, more octopi than humanoid. Even if it was a hospital, truth was truth: I hadn’t seen the guy in a month.

“Thank god you’re okay.” The slayer covered my face in kisses as I wrapped my arms about him. “You are okay, aren’t you?” Another kiss on the cheek, another on the nose, all as I bobbed my head to answer his question. “I was so worried when you called. Igor picked us up and brought me straight here. Damn it, I missed you, Ger-Bear.”

The woes of the world took a respite when his mouth finally lowered to mine. Caleb’s kiss was like the man who gave it: full of sunlight and warmth, and as likely to set me afire. I allowed myself three seconds of dismissing everything that existed besides him and me. When Igor started to get the rundown from Tobias, however, the time and place slapped me back into the moment.

“It was one I hadn’t smelled before,” the werewolf was saying to the patron of the Dracule line. “Musky, spicy, like a shop that sells incense.”

“And the accent?” Igor asked, his eyes unfixed as he sorted through his memories.

Tobias shook his head. “I didn’t hear it. Only Geri did.”

That was news to me. Caleb and I uncoiled as I walked toward the vampire and the wolf. “What do you mean, you didn’t hear it?” I asked. “Your hearing is, like, ten times better than mine, and it was so loud.”

Igor repeated my previous scan
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