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Once a Predator

 

The dark, throbbing music blasting through the club’s speakers pulsed in Quinn’s bones. Every drumbeat wiped her thoughts from her mind, and left her scrambling to recapture them. All around her, people twenty years younger than her shouted over the music. Judging by the amount of what? and huh? she heard, few of them could hear each other—or even themselves—over the beat.

The smell of overpriced drinks, all of them too sweet and too strong, hung thickly in the air. The floor was sticky with the spilled remains of said drinks. Every step threatened to glue her sneakers to the floor—not proper club shoes, but it had been twenty years since she’d owned a pair of those. She kept trying to avoid the puddles, but the jostling crowds always pushed her in exactly the direction she didn’t want to go. She was no longer in practice at navigating through a loud and unruly crowd, and she was decades too old for this place, old enough that she was invisible to most of the people here.

There was a time when this place—the music, the crowd, even the smell—would have brought her to life, instead of making her feel like she needed a nap. The beat would have resonated in her blood, until she had to resist the urge to dance. Once, she would have been holding one of those drinks, pretending to sip at it, savoring the sweet sharp smell of the hunt.

And not all those instincts were gone. As much as she wished she were back home, curled up on her couch watching the news with a glass of wine in hand, she could already feel the old familiar adrenaline pumping through her veins. Her vision narrowed. The relentless beat faded as her hearing focused in on the snatches of conversation that might be important. Out of reflex, she scanned the crowd for any telltale signs of sharp teeth, or pointed ears, or hair in places where humans shouldn’t have any. Searching for predators. Searching for her prey.

Once, she had been the apex predator. But not for a long time. She had always thought she didn’t miss it. Risking her life every night—if she could call it a life. Always hunting, always alone.

But tonight, underneath the fatigue and the headache and the ache of her aging bones… tonight was the first time in twenty years she had truly felt alive.

That feeling was almost enough to make her forget the sick fear that had driven her here. It was almost enough to make her forget who she had come here looking for.

Almost.

She did another quick scan of the crowd. In this surging mass of humanity, it was close to impossible to distinguish one person from another. Especially as out of practice as she was. These days, the only times she came anywhere near a crowd involved her standing off to the side, safe and invisible behind her camera. But even with her skills this rusty, it was easy to see that the throng didn’t include any men who stood a head taller than everyone else, with eyes so pale a gray they were almost white. And she didn’t see those familiar waves of dirty blond hair, curling over his ears just the way she liked it. She was the only reason he kept it that way, as he reminded her every morning when he ran a comb through it. Keeping it that long made him feel unkempt, he always said with that teasing smile of his, but if it made her happy, then he—

She cut herself off midthought. This wasn’t the time. She could be his wife again when she got home. When she stumbled through the door at midnight, and found him at the kitchen table eating a late dinner, home from a long and boring night of working late rechecking numbers, just like he had said. When she had proved herself wrong, and her biggest problem was coming up with an excuse for where she had been… then she would start thinking about his smile again.

Until then, she was only the hunter. There was no room for anything else.

Back in her hunting days, there never had been.

“Quinn? Is that you?” a voice screeched in her ear.

She whirled, and was halfway to throwing the speaker to the ground before she recognized Ellie. She caught herself in time, and changed the motion to an awkward hug. She hadn’t realized how close to the surface her combat instincts were—even now, when she hadn’t fought or even trained in twenty years.

Although that wasn’t entirely true, was it? She had done her old drills this morning, all two hours’ worth. And the morning before. And the morning before that.

But not because she planned on fighting anyone. Just because she, like every woman her age, needed something to help fend off middle-aged spread. She had tried the yoga thing, but it had left her bored and restless and ready to punch her chirpy instructor in the face. Inner peace had never been her style. So she had abandoned the class and started up her old routines again. That had been five years ago. Since then, she had never missed a morning. She hadn’t realized, until she had started it up again, how much she had missed it. How much more at home it made her feel in her body.

But it wasn’t training. It was just exercise. Despite what Julian would have said if he saw her, it wasn’t some sign of a desire to go back to her old life. That was why she got up at five in the morning to do it—so she could avoid his inevitable misinterpretation, and the weeklong sulk it would bring on.

Ellie was staring. “What are you doing here?”

She didn’t have an excuse ready. She had never needed one before. In the old days, she had never needed to answer anyone’s questions. She hadn’t had any family since she was twelve, and the Order had never asked questions as long as she got the job done. Which was why she had been able to get away with all those long dates with Julian in places like this, when she was supposed to be out hunting.

And it was why, when she tried to answer Ellie, the best she could do was a stuttering, “I… uh… what are you doing here?”

Ellie’s eyes hardened. “Kay told me she was going to a sleepover tonight. She forgot her phone, so I drove over there to bring it to her. Guess what? No sleepover. A friend of hers told me I might find her here.” The anger in her voice wasn’t enough to conceal the fear underneath. Or maybe Quinn could just smell it, now that she was back in predator mode.

“Do you want help finding her?” Quinn regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth. She was here on a mission. She couldn’t afford to split her focus.

But Ellie’s daughter was only sixteen. Too young for this place, and easy prey for whatever predators might be out there. Even the purely human ones. And since she and Julian couldn’t have children of their own, Quinn had poured all her maternal instincts into Kay since she had first found out Ellie was pregnant. If Kay needed help, it didn’t matter what Quinn could or couldn’t afford.

Ellie sagged against her, clutching at her arm. She hadn’t expected the touch, and once again she had to fight the reflex to throw Ellie to the ground. But Ellie didn’t seem to notice. “That would be wonderful,” she said, the words coming out on a sigh of relief. “If you’re sure it wouldn’t interrupt… whatever you’re doing.”

“I’m here to get pictures for some new local-interest site,” said Quinn, her tongue finally landing on the right excuse. Almost. She realized, a second too late, that she didn’t have any of her equipment with her. “Or rather, that’s what I was supposed to be doing. I forgot my camera, if you can believe that. Now I’m just here staring down a wasted night and pondering my lost youth.”

Not for the first time, she wished she had gone with her first impulse all those years ago, and become a cop after resigning from the Order. She hadn’t done it because she had known that after more than a decade of fighting from the shadows, she would never have been able to confine herself to the light. To policies, and procedures, and triple-checking her paperwork.

She had gone with photography instead, a half-remembered childhood interest from the days before her parents had died and the Order had plucked her from the foster-care system. Photography was… fine. It gave her a mental challenge, if not a physical one. And it paid decently, assuming she could find work, which wasn’t hard now that she had a reputation. There was no point in asking for more than that, right?

But it didn’t make for a good excuse in times like this. Not the way, say, a murder investigation would have.

But flimsy or not, the excuse worked. Ellie even laughed, although her heart clearly wasn’t in it. “Well, if you’re sure you wouldn’t mind sticking around…”

But Quinn was on the move again before Ellie had a chance to finish the sentence. Old habits. In the Order, she had always worked alone. If anyone had paid her enough attention to speak to her, the only question had been whether they were the type of threat she would need to fight, or the type to get away from before they realized something wasn’t right about her. She hadn’t known what friends were, back then, except that they were something for people who weren’t her.

Until Julian. If friend had ever been the right word for him.

She swept her gaze over the crowd again. This time, she wasn’t looking for Julian anymore, but for Kay’s bright pink hair. Three times, she started toward a glint of pink, before she realized the person she was chasing looked nothing
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