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“OH, YOU HAVE GOT TO be shitting me,” Xander said, as a dozen werewolves appeared in the mouth of the dead-end London alley.

“Sorry,” said the dark-haired woman who’d lured him here on the pretext of helping her—apparently fictional—sister who had supposedly been attacked by a young boy with glowing eyes and fangs. She sounded genuinely sheepish as she jerked her chin at the man next to her, who was decked out in chains and ripped camo like some sort of cut-rate Mad Max reject. “He didn’t think you’d come if you knew what we really were, vampire.”

“Smarter than he looks, then,” Xander observed, thinking privately that it wasn’t a very high bar to reach. “Good to know.”

The alpha werewolf’s answering smile was thin and cruel. “You’d be amazed.” He cocked his head. “No doubt you’re getting ready to fly away home, little vamp, but you should hear what I have to tell you first. I’ve got something you want.”

“You think so?” Xander asked, affecting boredom to cover his irritation at having fallen for a pretty woman’s damsel-in-distress act. “What is it? Fleas? Kibbles? A squeaky toy? Maybe a nice, meaty bone?”

That cruel smile never wavered. “I’ve got that little baby vamp Manisha described to you, all chained up in iron shackles, so he can’t get away. Interested, now?”

Yes. Of course he was interested now. Because if what the alpha was saying about holding a child vampire prisoner was true...

“God, I fucking hate werewolves,” Xander told him, tone still conversational. “Have I mentioned that yet?”

“Oh, well. Off you flap, then,” the leader said, making a shooing motion with one hand. “Nothing stopping you, is there? Not unless you want us to take you to see Junior first...”

Xander gritted his teeth, wanting nothing more at that moment than the human ability to crawl into a bottle, get blind, falling-down drunk, and never crawl back out.

“Fine, Fluffy,” he grated. “You win. Take me to see this alleged vampire, and I won’t brandish the rolled-up newspaper.”

Fluffy’s flat, hard eyes were starting to make Xander’s skin crawl, quite honestly. But he held back any further insults as Fluffy shrugged a brawny shoulder.

“That’s real magnanimous of you, mate,” said the werewolf. “Best follow us, in that case. Dawn’s coming soon. You wouldn’t want to get a terminal case of sunburn, now would you?”

Actually, mate, Xander thought sourly, you might be surprised. Lately, that prospect has been growing more appealing by the day.

* * *
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Manisha Sadhu was living a nightmare. With the green-eyed vampire and her other pack members in tow, she followed meekly behind Crank, the alpha werewolf. She and Sangye—the young boy she’d been meant to protect—had been handed to Crank like chattel a couple of weeks ago. Since then, he’d pretty much owned them both, body and soul. Before all this started, Manisha used to think she understood what reality was. She’d known evil existed in the world, of course—these days, you’d have to be blind, deaf, and stupid not to realize that evil existed in the world.

But... werewolves? Vampires?

Two weeks ago, she’d been a glorified nanny. No, even that was too generous. She was barely more than a housekeeper, included as part of the small retinue of people helping to hide Sangye in London. She’d been chosen for the position mostly because of her stint in British schools as a teenager and her distant family connections in the UK. After a roadside bomb in Tezpur killed Sangye’s Regent and his teachers, he and his remaining retinue fled India for the West in hopes of finding less chaos there.

They should have known better. At first, it seemed that things might work out for them. They had a strong case to offer the Office of Tibet in London when they appealed for asylum, and they’d been awaiting official word while staying in a private house where they would not draw unwanted attention. Then came the terrible evening that would live in Manisha’s dreams forever.

The sound of fists pounding on the door. A harsh shout to open up for the police. Bhuti, the most senior of Sangye’s surviving teachers, had opened the door, saying that there must have been some mistake. Half a dozen black-clad men immediately swarmed in, breaking Bhuti’s neck as Manisha watched in horror from the second story balcony.

She still remembered the smell that rose around the intruders like a cloud—in fact, some days she thought she would never be completely free of it. It was the smell of the grave. The smell of death. They moved quickly through the house, choked-off screams marking the senseless murders of the others who had been staying on the first floor. 

Manisha ran into Sangye’s bedroom and started yanking frantically at the window, trying without success to open it while his mother clasped the boy in her arms and attempted to keep him quiet. She’d hoped that if his mother Jampa held Manisha’s legs while she lowered Sangye out by his hands, maybe the two of them could get the six-year-old down safely from the second story. But then it was too late. 

One of the men kicked the flimsy bedroom door off its hinges even as Manisha searched around for something heavy enough to break the window’s glass. Huge forms rushed in and overpowered them. She struggled, certain that she was about to be killed like the others. A cold laugh came from the open doorway.

“Oh, how utterly delectable,” said a voice with an oily Eastern European accent. “You have truly outdone yourself, my Master.”

The speaker was tall and broad-shouldered, dressed in sunglasses and a dark, tailored suit that contrasted sharply with the black military gear the other men were wearing. He also didn’t appear to be conversing with anyone presently inside the room. A chill skittered its way up Manisha’s spine.

Jampa was weeping now, straining toward her son. “Please,” she begged in broken English. “Please, no! He is boy... just small boy!”

“Who are you?” Manisha snapped, trying not to gag at the stench now choking the bedroom. “I demand to know what agency or organization you represent!”

The man in the suit came closer, his sunglasses reflecting her frightened face in stereo. 

“You demand?” he asked, clearly amused. “Well, if you demand it of me, then I will tell you that as far as you’re concerned, I am here on behalf of the Ministry of Death.”

A moan of fear escaped Jampa’s throat, and she sagged in her captor’s grip. From across the room, Sangye watched the man, wide-eyed, but still maintaining that otherworldly aura of calm and serenity that drew in everyone who met him.

“Why?” the boy asked simply.

The leader regarded him for a long moment, tilting his head as if to get a better look at him. “Because taking a bishop and a queen with a single move is far too tempting an opportunity to ignore.” His attention shifted to the goon holding Manisha. “Cuff that one and take her outside to the van. If she doesn’t keep quiet, gag her.”

Her captor zip-tied Manisha’s hands behind her back and dragged her down the stairs, past Bhuti’s broken body, and outside to a waiting black van. Manisha clamped her lips together, not wanting to give the goon an excuse to gag her before they left the house. As soon as they were outside, though, she started shrieking like a banshee for help. Within a second, a meaty, stinking hand slapped across her mouth. She bit down hard on his clammy flesh, choking on the bile that tried to rise, but the man didn’t even flinch.

He shoved her into the back of the van and stuffed a wad of cloth in her mouth, tying it in place to keep it there. Manisha’s eyes watered, and she jammed herself into the corner, as far away from him as she could get. They stayed like that for what seemed like an age, even though it was probably no more than an hour—if that. Manisha’s heart pounded, her head joining in with a throbbing rhythm as time dragged on.

Eventually, the van door opened again, and two more goons squeezed in with Sangye shackled between them. Manisha whimpered around the gag—heavy iron manacles bound the boy’s wrists, ankles, and neck. He was fighting them with far more strength than a terrified child should possess; moving and flailing so much that Manisha couldn’t get a proper look at him. 

Jampa was conspicuously absent.

The goons clipped the heavy chains fastened to the shackles to solid steel rings welded to the van’s frame. Manisha’s guard situated himself on the bench opposite her in the other front corner of the cargo area. He drew a wicked-looking dagger of some dark metal. It looked like iron, as well, but... who made daggers out of iron? The other two guards released their grip on the chains and stepped quickly down from the back of the van, slamming the doors behind them.

Sangye stilled for an instant, and Manisha drew in a sharp breath when she saw his glowing red eyes in the near-darkness. As if the small noise had drawn his attention, he stared at her for the space of two heartbeats, and lunged. She shrieked in terrified surprise, the noise muffled by the gag. The heavy shackles pulled the boy to a stop less than an arm’s length away from her as she scrabbled as far back into the corner as she could get.

The van was moving now. The intermittent sodium-yellow glow of streetlights streaming through the van’s tiny, barred windows transformed Sangye’s face into something monstrous. There was no recognition in his expression, and his teeth gnashed at the air as he strained toward her. She could see the wicked points of fangs glinting beneath his curled lips as his jaws chomped mindlessly on nothing.

The breath shook loose from her chest in a rush. Manisha started screaming again, the gag absorbing the sound with its smothering bulk. She screamed and screamed, and didn’t stop screaming until the goons came back to drag Sangye away from her, still fighting to free himself from the shackles.

Whoever would have guessed that nightmarish van ride would only be the beginning? Suit-and-sunglasses had a guard haul her out after Sangye, and the black-clad men deposited them both in an abandoned basement. The place had been fitted with cells that would have been right at home in a dungeon somewhere, but the rest of the building looked like an old warehouse. She hadn’t recognized any other buildings or landmarks during the brief trip from the van to the large double doors leading inside.

She was thrown into an empty cell, and from the horrible growling, choking noises nearby, Sangye had been dragged into the one next to her—probably still shackled, based on the casual way the guards exited and closed the door behind them. Manisha’s knees went weak, and she sank down onto the filthy floor, tears squeezing from between her eyelids. She felt horribly lightheaded, and desperately thirsty as the cloth stuffed between her lips leached the moisture from her mouth.

Some time later, the door to her cell opened. She staggered clumsily to her feet, her balance thrown off by her bound hands. In the absence of any other viable plans, she charged toward the path to freedom. A ragged man with an unkempt gray beard grabbed her and held her with effortless strength as she kicked and struggled. Over his shoulder, she caught a glimpse of the Suit, his pasty face twisted in cold amusement behind the concealing dark glasses.

Graybeard dragged her back to the center of the cell, whirled her around in his grip, and buried his teeth in her shoulder, ripping out a chunk of her trapezius muscle. She screamed again, hoarse and muffled by choking cloth. Just as abruptly as he’d attacked, he let her fall to the ground. Pain exploded behind her eyes.

Manisha’s consciousness wavered in and out, Graybeard’s voice sounding like it was echoing through a tunnel as he growled, “Awright, now give me the damned money. Can’t believe you talked me into turning a new bitch for Crank—that mangy bastard.”

Her hearing faded, returning a moment later. “...sure this will make it a worthwhile venture for you. Now, leave.” That was the Suit’s voice, she thought dazedly.

A few more grumbled words, and then one set of footsteps came closer while another departed. A hand—soaked in so much aftershave she could hardly breathe without choking on it—pulled the gag from her mouth.

“Why?” she rasped, echoing Sangye’s plaintive question from earlier. She could feel blood trickling down her shoulder to pool beneath her.

“Very simple,” said the Suit. “You’re one of the vampires’ whores. I could sense it as soon as I got close to the boy. But your pet nightcrawler will hardly be able to reclaim you under the circumstances. Not now that you’re a werewolf.” He laughed. “It’s so much more of a blow this way. Much better than simply killing you, only for you to be reborn yet again and return as a threat in a few short decades.”

A werewolf? At the time, she’d tried to dismiss the nonsensical, unbelievable words. Now, some thirteen days later, she knew better. Something inside her had changed the moment she’d been bitten. She felt trapped here with the pack as surely as Sangye was trapped in his iron shackles, and her time was running out. The full moon was in two nights, and according to the others, once she’d transformed into a wolf for the first time, she would never be able to escape this curse.

Even now, the wolf trapped inside her drove her inexorably to stay with the pack. She could feel it cower and bare its throat whenever Crank so much as looked at her. If she had been alone, she knew she would have given into despair and stopped fighting. But it wasn’t just herself that she needed to worry about. 

Sangye was here, too.
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THE DAY AFTER THEIR capture, Manisha heard Sangye weeping quietly in his cell. Crank came in not long after, supremely confident in his power over her as the alpha wolf. He’d cut the zip-tie binding her hands behind her back; given her food and water. Specifically, he’d given her a joint of some kind of raw meat still clinging to the bone. She’d fallen on it and torn it free in great chunks with her teeth.

Manisha was a vegetarian. She had been one her entire life.

But now, to her horror, she found that she was merely a wolf in human’s clothing. After she’d eaten, Crank took her into Sangye’s cell and told her to look after him. Told her that he was a vampire now, and would need to drink human blood. He carelessly informed her that he would have a homeless person or a runaway brought in, and instructed her to try and keep Sangye from killing them too fast when he fed.

Then he left, slamming the cell door behind him.

Sangye’s face was smeared with rusty tear tracks that looked like old blood. “Kumari Sadhu?” he asked in a rasping voice, addressing her with the same respectful honorific he’d always used. “I have done something unforgivable.”

It was so like his old demeanor that she didn’t even think. She just stumbled forward and dropped to her knees, wrapping him up in her arms.

“No,” she said, her voice sounding watery. “It’s the men who took us who have done unforgivable things.”

“You’re hurt,” Sangye murmured. “And you don’t smell... right. What happened?”

The throbbing agony in her shoulder had faded to a dull ache with unnatural speed over the course of the hours she’d spent huddled in her cell. The wound should have been debilitating, left untreated as it had been. Yet she’d almost forgotten about it upon seeing Sangye.

“I’m all right,” she managed. “Don’t worry about it. Something has been... done to us, and I don’t understand it. But I swear to you that I’ll protect you and get us out of here somehow.”

Even then, the fear she’d felt at the prospect of leaving this place—of disobeying the alpha werewolf who’d brought her food and told her to care for Sangye—made her realize that her words could well be a lie.

She told herself that going along with the leader was just smart strategy. She would ingratiate herself. Gain his trust. It only made sense, right? Inside, though, she worried that if and when an opportunity came, whatever shred of humanity she had left wouldn’t be strong enough for her to take action. But she had to be strong enough. She had to be strong for Sangye. She’d just given him her word, after all.

As promised, Crank delivered a shaking teenage boy to the cell less than a day after he’d said he would. Sangye only closed his eyes and turned his head away, though Manisha could see the glint of fangs peeking out from under his upper lip in the harsh light of the naked bulb overhead. She had tried to share some of her meager ration of food and water with him, but he could barely choke it down. Anything he did manage to swallow came right back up.

At first, Crank was impatient. He slashed the kidnapped teen’s arm with a switchblade and pressed the sluggishly bleeding cut against Sangye’s mouth as his victim wailed and begged. Again and again, Sangye only turned away and clamped his lips together tightly. On the fourth day, he met the teenager’s eyes with his glowing ones after refusing the blood. A moment later, the struggling adolescent went calm and still, the fear draining from him like water from cupped hands.

Crank gave Sangye a narrow-eyed stare and shrugged. “Suit yourself, pipsqueak,” he said. “You’ll give in before you starve to death, I’ll wager.”

Knowing Sangye as she did, Manisha wasn’t so sure about that, but she kept her doubts to herself.

“Why are we keeping him here like this, anyway?” she asked, caught as always between the part of her that insisted the word ‘we’ was a part of her ruse to gain Crank’s trust, and the part that thought it sounded quite natural to lump herself in with the other werewolves. “What do you need him for?”

“Bait,” Crank said. “For a bigger fish.” He smiled down at her and lifted a large, callused hand, brushing a strand of Manisha’s hair back and hooking it over her ear.

And that was when she realized she had even more problems than she’d previously thought.

Though she felt hopelessly alone in her unfolding predicament, the reality was that the warehouse teemed with werewolves. The others in the pack came and talked with her sometimes. Really, she thought they came to gawp at Sangye, but at least they talked to her while they did it. 

That was how she’d learned that unless the man who’d bitten her died before the next full moon, she’d be stuck as a werewolf forever once she’d undergone her first transformation. It was also how she learned that Crank used to have a lover—his mate, the others called her—but that she’d been killed a few months ago. The middle-aged woman who’d shared that particular bit of gossip had looked at Manisha with an air of speculation as she spoke.

And now Manisha knew why.

Crank started making little possessive gestures like that whenever he was around her over the next few days. Each time he did, the wolf in her preened, even as the human in her quailed. After the full moon, would she mindlessly fall into the arms of this creature who thought nothing of kidnapping innocents and keeping a six-year-old child manacled in a cell? Would the last trace of her free will be lost with the turning of the lunar month?

Desperation clawed at her, yet she was no closer to having a useful plan of escape than she’d been on the night Graybeard had torn a bloody chunk from her shoulder and changed her. She could try to run, fighting her new pack instincts all the way, but she didn’t know where the key to Sangye’s shackles was being kept. She had no way to free him from this place, and she feared that even if the police believed her far-fetched story, by the time she got anyone in the outside world to take action, Crank would simply have pulled up stakes and moved somewhere else.

And all that didn’t even take Mr. Suit-and-Sunglasses into account. He’d known exactly where Sangye was being kept, even though the location of the private house where they were staying was supposedly secret. Add in the goons’ military garb, and who knew whether the police and government could be trusted to help her in the first place?

The next morning, Crank called the pack together to talk to them.

“All right, you lot,” he said, his voice booming around the empty warehouse. “We’ve got us another vamp to catch. My contact says one of the bloodsuckers is definitely in London. We need to find him and draw him here.”

“Does your bloke know where he is?” asked one of the men—a grizzle-haired old grump who called himself Patch.

“Just that he’s in this area,” Crank said. “If Kovac gets close enough to pin down this nightcrawler’s exact location, then the nightcrawler will be able to sense Kovac in turn, and he’ll know he’s being watched. It’s up to us to stake out the likely spots where a freak might go to feel right at home. You all know the drill. We’ll start looking tonight. And when we find him—” Crank’s eyes fell on Manisha, pinning her, “—I want Brown Eyes here to draw him out into the open.”

Manisha’s heart beat faster. It was a test of her loyalty to the pack, she knew, and she probably didn’t want to know what would happen if she failed it. But could it also be an opportunity in disguise? How crazy would she have to be to run away from werewolves, and straight into the arms of a vampire?

Yet... she’d held a vampire in her arms these last many nights. She’d held a small boy. He’d been turned into the ravenous monster she’d seen in the van, true. Now, though, he was to all appearances the same sweet child he’d been before. A serene, loving boy who refused to drink the blood of innocents even as he slowly starved to death.

“Why does this contact of yours want to catch vampires, anyway?” she asked.

Crank gave her a sour look. “No idea, luv. All I care about is that there’s money and power at stake. Working with him is good for the pack, and if it’s good for the pack, then it’s what we do.”

And so, several days later, that was how Manisha found herself marching back from a nightclub in Lambeth toward the warehouse in Battersea along with a dozen werewolves and one very brassed-off vampire. A note bearing a hastily scribbled plea for help burned a hole in her pocket. She’d spent the last hour second-guessing herself over the contents and handling of that note. She probably should have slipped the wad of paper to the vampire when she first approached him in the club, but she’d told herself she wanted to get a look at him first, and see if she could feel him out a bit before deciding whether or not to trust him.

Then she’d told herself that giving the note to him while they were still in the club would mess up Crank’s plan and expose her, because she hadn’t thought to write “play along” at the end of the short message. He’d have paused to read it, probably questioned her, and Manisha wasn’t stupid enough to think that Crank didn’t have someone in the club watching her every move.

On the walk to Battersea, she felt too exposed. The others were all around them. They’d see if she tried to pass something to him. And to make it worse, she still had no idea if she could even trust him or not. In the club, he’d been cold and brusque when he thought she was seeking help for her injured sister. When Crank and the others arrived, he’d been openly hostile.

But he’d also been completely un-cowed by Crank’s presence. Indeed, he was the first person she’d seen who didn’t show the alpha werewolf the slightest bit of deference. Or the slightest bit of respect, for that matter. Watching the vampire’s careless disregard for the pack of werewolves hemming him in, Manisha had felt her pulse speed up, though she couldn’t have said if it was with dread or excitement. Would this pale, handsome creature truly be powerful enough to back up his casual arrogance, if it came down to it?

Could he get Sangye away to safety somehow? Protect him from Crank and the others? She decided with sudden certainty that he was the best chance she was likely to get. She would have to beat back the cowering wolf inside her long enough for her human self to take this gamble.

Her chance came as they were descending the dark staircase leading to the warehouse basement. She positioned herself near the vampire, suddenly wishing that she had some sort of a background in either sleight of hand or pick-pocketing. He was understandably wary of his surroundings, his eyes glowing with an unnatural green light in the dim illumination.

Crank was ahead of them, not looking back, and the others were giving the vampire a healthy bubble of space inside the enclosed area. With a deep breath, Manisha eased the sloppily folded paper scrap out of her battered jeans, and tried to judge the best moment to slip it into his pocket.

He stiffened as her hand brushed the fabric of his tailored trousers, and her breath stuttered. God, how had she ever thought she could be subtle enough to pull off something like this? His hand darted out with inhuman speed, clasping her wrist in an uncompromising grip. Without warning, electricity jolted through her like she’d been struck by lightning. She gasped and jerked free, nearly tripping down the stairs in her haste.

She cast around with wide eyes. Panic gripped her throat as she became abruptly aware that every gaze in the stairwell was now pinned on her... and on the vampire who was standing two steps above her, staring down at her with shocked green eyes.
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XANDER’S FIRST THOUGHT when the jolt of raw power went through him was no. His second thought was also no. And his third thought was oh, fuck no.

All eyes were on the pair of them as they stood staring at each other in consternation. The woman recovered first. She surged up the steps separating them and slapped him full across the face with a strength that seemed less than werewolf, somehow, though it was certainly more than a human of her size should have been able to muster.

It was a toss-up what was more distracting—the shock of electricity as their skin connected, or the flare of pain as her nails dug furrows in his cheek. His hiss of surprise was unfeigned, but her strategy wasn’t a bad one under the circumstances. Circumstances, he realized, which could hardly be worse. He’d felt her slip something into his trouser pocket, and now he could just about detect the crinkle of paper inside. A note? 

There was no way to confirm it right now—Fluffy was already charging up the steps two at a time, his face locked in a scowl. The other werewolves looked on uncertainly. 

“He tried to grab me!” his erstwhile damsel in distress accused, her mahogany eyes flashing fire.

With difficulty, Xander rallied his wits enough to play along with the game, even if he didn’t know yet what the stakes were. Or what the rules were, come to that.

“She got too close,” he said, in an approximation of the same cold, bored tone he’d used in the alley. “Keep your puppies under control, mate. This shirt is fucking Versace. I don’t need someone shedding on it.”

The werewolf alpha moved the woman aside—not gently, but also not with undue force—and then he was in Xander’s face. Despite Xander being a step higher on the stairs, they were more or less eye-to-eye. Somewhat to his surprise, he felt testosterone-fueled anger rising in his chest at the open challenge from another male, even if it was a male from the wrong fucking species. The primitive reaction threatened to belie Xander’s cold, superior bastard act, even though it would be the height of foolishness to engage with this prick in a stairwell while surrounded by ten other hostile-looking werewolves.

Still, the choice to dissipate into mist when a meaty hand closed on the front of the aforementioned Versace shirt was a shockingly difficult one to make in the face of his desire to start removing body parts instead. Or, at least, in the face of his desire to attempt removing body parts. Xander had never actually brawled with a two-meter-tall alpha werewolf before, and had no idea how the brute’s strength would match up against a hundred-year-old vampire’s.

This, he told himself very firmly, was obviously not the time or the place to find out, no matter what his instincts were screaming. He materialized at the base of the stairs, striving for cool and unruffled rather than flustered, pissed off, and in desperate need of a drink. Interestingly, he realized that the marks of the woman’s nails on his left cheek had not immediately started to heal.

“Holding your little prisoner back here somewhere, are you?” he asked, as the flicker of a weak, vampiric presence teased his awareness. With an effort of will, he put aside the inconceivable revelation he’d just experienced a moment ago in favor of the thing he’d originally come here to investigate. Even so, he felt hyper-aware of the crinkling paper square nestled in his pocket... and of the female werewolf now emerging from the stairwell.

Xander didn’t wait for Fluffy to answer, or for the others to catch up with him. The shadowy presence inside his mind was its own guide. He reached out mentally, moving toward it. 

Can you hear me? he sent, and received a faint sense of confusion or query in reply.

The weakened vampire was in a cell near the far end of the underground level. Xander dissipated again, flowing through the small, barred window set in the heavy door. He reformed to find a boy of perhaps six or seven manacled to the concrete wall with iron. The child looked awful—emaciated and frightened. His dark eyes were defined by the graceful sweep of epicanthic folds, and his face would have been soft and round if not for the hollows under his cheeks.

Xander’s immediate thought was, his essence feels like Snag’s... but that was ridiculous. The child before him was freshly turned and desperately fragile—about as far from the millennia-old, silent head-case of a vampire he’d left back in Damascus in terms of age and power as it was possible to be.

“You’re like me,” the boy rasped in accented English.

“So it would seem,” he said, a bit faintly. Outside the cell, he could hear cursing and the scraping of keys. “Quickly, now—I can feel that you need blood.”

He crossed the distance separating them and offered his wrist. The boy’s face twisted up.

“No,” he whispered, to Xander’s consternation.

“Why—” Xander began, only to be cut off when the door clanged open. Fluffy stood in the gap, an iron dagger held in one meaty paw. Behind him stood six other burly male werewolves, similarly armed.

“Get him,” the alpha snarled, and lunged through the door.

Xander growled in frustration. “Oh, for god’s sake—”

In the absence of intelligent alternatives, he dissipated for a third time and rushed toward the aboveground level of the warehouse before Fluffy could decide to do something predictable—like threatening the boy if Xander didn’t return to human form.

I’ll come back, I promise, he sent as he swirled away, adding, hang in there, kid, only to wince at the faux pas an instant later as he remembered the iron shackles.

There were several broken windows on the ground floor that no one had bothered to board up yet. Beyond them, the sun was poised to rise above London’s jagged skyline. Since the alternative to making a run for it was to hover around the ceiling of the warehouse all day hiding from the mongrels, Xander flew a couple of blocks over, riding the wind currents and keeping to the shadows. Thankfully, he slipped through a ventilation pipe in a convenient office building before the first rays of sun could singe him.

Inside, he found a comfortable looking corner office, did a quick scout for security cameras, and reformed into solidity when he didn’t find any. A couple of quick flicks drew the blinds across the large windows, cutting off the threat of the encroaching morning light. According to the clock on the wall, it was barely after five a.m. Figuring he was unlikely to be disturbed as long as he kept half an ear out for the maintenance staff, he flopped down in the desk chair.

Under the circumstances, leaving had clearly been the only reasonable thing to do. A long-buried streak of stubborn male ego had tried to goad him into attacking Fluffy in the stairwell. Now, the same stubborn streak insisted that leaving the woman and the boy behind felt an awful lot like running away with his tail between his legs.

In his defense, Xander had always enjoyed a good brawl—even more so, now
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