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To Mum and Dad. For always believing.


Chapter One

“Keep still, will you? I only want to do this once.”
Pippa locates a suitable vein and jabs her needle into my upper
arm.

I hiss behind my teeth and fight the urge to clench
my fist. “You enjoy that way too much.”

She depresses the plunger on the syringe, forcing
fifteen fluid ounces of thin green fluid into me. “Just doing my
duty. Can’t fault me for that.”

Her smile is smug and knowing. Like usual.

A chill prickles at the site of the needle. It
spreads up my arm, a thread of ice that spirals out across my
shoulder and chest. No matter how many times I go through this, it
still freaks me out.

Pippa removes the needle and dumps the syringe into
a bright yellow bucket at her side, the one with the word
biohazard written on the side in huge black letters.

I roll down my sleeve and pedal my arm.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m done, right? I need to get out of here.”

She lifts another syringe, this filled with purple
fluid dotted with silver specks. “Not before your shot for turbo
coagulate and dialysis.”

“Already?”

“Six months. Just like always.”

I sigh. This one hurts more than the lupine immunity
shot. “We can’t skip it?”

The level look she gives me offers all the answer I
need.

“Fine, but hit the other arm, okay? Last time I
couldn’t lift my gun for three days.”

Pippa smirks and helps herself to the sleeve on my
left side. This time, she takes her time finding the right spot,
running her fingertip over and over the crook of my elbow until she
locates the vein she wants. “Steady,” she mutters.

I close my eyes.

The needle goes in.

At first there’s nothing, just slight pressure as
the plunger goes down. Then the burn begins, chasing away the cold
like a river of fire. It floods my arm within seconds, then my
chest, and fast across the rest of my body. Sweat breaks out on my
forehead. The examination room spins.

“Lie back, Dani. Come on, or you’ll pass out.”

“I’m fine.”

“Lie back. I’m not kidding.”

I obey, reclining on the soft, padded cushions while
my fingers prickle with pins and needles.

To the left, Pippa disposes of the second syringe
and grabs a clipboard from the cupboard. She scribbles a line of
notes and ticks a couple of boxes, her features creased in
concentration.

Posters on the far wall blur in and out. I focus on
making them clear, skimming the heading across the top: Clear
Blood Foundation: Supernatural Information Sheet #41. Sheets
one to forty are nowhere in sight, but sixty-five peels from its
position on the back of the assessment room door. I narrow my eyes
at it and pick out details on the toxicity of faerie blood.

“In small quantities, faerie blood is comparatively
harmless unless ingested. If at any point you suspect contamination
by faerie blood—”

“What are you talking about?”

“The poster. Fae.”

Pippa grins and hands me a small square of cheese
and a plastic cup of milk. “Nice try. You know those things off by
heart. I’m not letting you go for at least another ten
minutes.”

Busted.

“Come on, I need to get back to work.”

“This is work. Enjoy lying down for a second.
It won’t kill you.”

“It’s boring.”

She massages the back of her neck, then perches on
the only other chair in the room, a narrow, high-backed thing
against the far wall. “Then talk to me. I’ve not seen you for
ages.”

I roll the cheese between my fingers. Sip the milk.
Full fat. Yuk. “I’m good. It’s crazy at work, but it keeps us all
with something to do.”

“Same here. Jimmy’s disappeared, so we’re covering
his workload.”

“Who?”

“Tech guy, the one with the patches on his cheek. A
couple are on holiday so we’re short anyway, but he’s dropped off
the grid.”

“Sick?”

“Probably. Or high.” She gestures for me to keep
drinking. “He does it all the time. No doubt he’ll show up on
Monday wondering why we’re so upset.”

“Fire him.”

“Not my job. Anyway he’s too good, leading some
amazing chemical advances. Too bad for him if he misses the cool
stuff.”

Another glug of the milk. I cringe. Far too creamy
and rich for me. “Did you go for that job yet?”

“The researcher one?” Pippa rubs her stomach. “No,
I—I’m not sure it’s a great idea right now.”

“You’d be great at it. No one has a mind like
you.”

She smiles. “And you? What about that team leader
role?”

I shove the cheese into my mouth, chew and swallow
in one. “No thanks. I have a hard enough time managing my own
problems—why on earth would I want to be responsible for someone
else’s?”

“Because you’re capable.”

“You sound like Mum.”

Shrug. “It’s true. And before I forget…” She pulls a
fat leather watch from her pocket and overhands it my way.

I catch it and slip the straps around my right
wrist. It’s huge: a big round face and Roman numerals in place of
numbers. Heavy too, but only now do I feel dressed and complete.
“Thanks.”

“How do you feel now?”

Still shaky, but I’ve no intention of telling her
that. Instead I smile, swing my legs off the side of the bed, and
put the remains of the milk on the table. “Bloody brilliant. Can I
get back to HQ now?”

“Two more minutes. It’s my neck on the line if you
fall over when you leave. What are you doing later?”

“Probably sleeping. I had the late shift last night
and another one tomorrow.”

“So you couldn’t come to dinner with me?”

“Of course I could. When?”

She smiles. “Eightish? That Italian place on West
Side.”

Can’t help but shudder at that. “West Side? You
sure?”

“I’ve got something to tell you. Thought it would be
nice to do it over a quiet dinner.”

Her eyes are bright and lively, lit with a
mischievous light I remember well from when we were younger. “I
guess we could—”

Loud rapping at the window cuts me off. Pippa jumps,
one hand pressed her chest. I pull a knife from the sheath on my
right ankle.

“Danika Karson?” calls a gravelly voice. “Danika
Karson?”

I put the knife away. “Chill, Pip, it’s just
Norman.”

She exhales hard and fast. “Can’t it use the door
like everyone else?”

“Would you, if you had wings?”

Outside the window is a scaly, cat-sized creature
with tiny gossamer wings. Spider-like, it clings to the brickwork
and gazes through the glass with black beady eyes. “Danika
Karson?”

“Yeah, yeah, I heard you.”

As soon as the window opens, it’s inside, skittering
along the wall and along the table with a flick of its barbed tail.
It flops to the floor, then across the tiles, across my boot, and
up the leg of my jeans. Tiny claws scratch my skin through the
denim as it works up my body and onto my shoulder.

“Danika Karson?”

“It’s me, idiot, you know it’s me. Just give me the
message.”

The chittarik flicks out a long forked tongue,
lapping at my cheek. Only then does the inflection change. “Danika
Karson.” It lifts its chin, exposing a flapping pocket of skin
lined with tiny scales. A small, narrow tube nestles inside.

“Thanks.”

“Danika Karson,” it says once more. Brief pressure
on my shoulder, then the chittarik is airborne, fluttering
awkwardly back to the window. It wobbles on the sill for two
precarious seconds before throwing itself out into the air
beyond.

Pippa gasps. “We’re on the fifth floor.”

“He’ll be fine.” Already I’m opening the tube and
scanning the contents. The paper inside is blue. Damn.

What the hell have I done now?

“I know that look. What’s going on?” Pippa arrives
at my shoulder, straining to see the note.

“There’s a car waiting for me outside.”

Her eyebrows lift. “What did you do this time?”

Wish I could tell her. Instead, I tuck the message
and the tube in my pocket and snatch up my kit. Jacket too. “I’d
better find out.”

“Take it easy. No heavy lifting, complex machinery,
or—”

“I know, Pip, this isn’t my first medical. Speak
later.” I’m gone before she can reply.

 


* * *

 


Out on the street, my ride waits on the pavement
edge, a black limo with smoky windows and a private number plate.
Slouched against the bonnet, smoking, is a short, sallow-skinned
figure with warty features and a long, crooked nose. He grunts on
seeing me and tosses the remains of his cigarette in the
gutter.

“Agent Karson?”

I show him my ID.

“Good. Get in.”

“Where are we going?”

He glares, hot, yellow stare intense and searching.
“I’m not allowed to tell you that.”

I’d argue, but there’s little point. Goblins are
stubborn to the point of lunacy, and there’s no reason to believe
this one will be any different.

He wears plain blue, no emblems, crests, or weapons.
Not a SPEAR driver, then.

He waddles round to the passenger door and pops it
open, sweeping a bow so low and extravagant I can’t decide if he’s
making fun of me. Probably.

Inside, the seats are plush and leather. A tiny
fridge holds three bottles of water; beside that’s a button to
raise and lower the privacy partition. A glance at the dim windows
tells me the glass is reinforced as well as smoked.

What the hell is this?

A door slams. The limo rocks. A moment later we’re
on the move, pulling away from the pavement in a smooth U-turn.

I sit back, fasten my seat belt, and drop my jacket
into the footwell. “To the races, Jeeves.”

A grunt from up front. Then, with a whispering hiss,
the partition slides up.

Well someone is certainly lacking a sense of
humour.

Outside, Angbec fizzes with bright, excited energy.
I press my nose to the glass, enjoying the sight of it from a
position of comfort and ease. Not often do I visit this end of the
city without chasing someone, or needing medical assistance.

Restaurants, shops, bars, and clubs, all clustered
together in an untidy mishmash. Edane establishments stand
side by side with human ones, normal and accepted. This area,
affluent and expensive, is beautiful and perhaps the most
metropolitan part of the city. In amongst the humans walk other
creatures, from goblins to fae. They mingle easily, a sight that
continues to fascinate even after so many years.

I spot a bus shelter under repair, broken glass
pulled away by two men in high-vis jackets. The poster beneath is
pitted and torn, but just visible on the flapping paper is a
bright, sunny face and six words picked out in foot tall lettering:
New Law, New Order, New Mayor. In smaller letters beneath
that, a quick call to action: This year, vote for unity, vote
for change.

A snort catches in my throat. Unlikely that this new
candidate can be any worse than our current mayor; most parties
have the same stance on edanes.

The limo turns right, into the financial
district.

No shops now, but large imposing buildings, often
with security posted outside.

Five minutes later we stop outside a Victorian era
building with columns, flags, and two security trolls posted
outside. They wear blue vests and blank, vapid expressions.

“City Hall?” My chest tightens.

Really, what the hell have I done?

 


* * *

 


The goblin opens my door and I exit the car with my
hands thrust into my pockets.

Like other buildings in this district, City Hall’s
exterior is decorated in posters and pennants of blue. From a
banner above the entrance, a stern-faced man with frown lines and a
crew cut stares down on all those who dare enter. Vote
Mikkleson demands the signage beneath.

No thanks. At least the other guy knows how to
smile.

I hurry up the steps and pull on the doors, wary of
the trolls to either side. Either they know to expect me or they’re
off duty, because neither moves as I slip through. Inside, the
foyer is a high-ceilinged, echoing space, with elegant decor and
gleaming marble. The Angbec city crest glitters on the floor,
picked out in mosaic tiles of red, green, yellow, and blue.

I walk to the reception desk, straight into a woman
who promptly drops every folder, poster, and badge she holds.

The whole lot fans across the floor, a whispering
rush that does nothing to mask her grunt of frustration.

“Bugger, I’m sorry.” I scrabble to retrieve the
sheets and folders, bundling them up into my hands. A couple get
crushed, but not before I see smaller versions of the poster
outside the building—Vote Mikkleson—and the familiar colours
of the Clear Blood Foundation logo.

The woman grabs the packet of badges and a couple of
the folders and huffs a curl of hair out of her eyes. “No trouble,
neither of us was paying attention.”

I freeze, one hand flopped pointlessly on one of the
folders.

She’s blond. Full, bow-shaped lips teased with the
faintest lick of pink lipstick. Her dress suit is grey, just like
her eyes, and fitted close to a figure that is obviously willowy
and slender. Her shoes match too.

Wow.

“Uh, hi?”

She grins. Even her smile is perfect, white and
dazzling. “Good afternoon.”

“Yeah. Um. Hi.”

She holds out her hand and, for a truly crazy
moment, I wonder if she expects me to kiss her fingers. Just in
time I realize she wants her papers and posters. Or a
handshake.

“I’m Amelia Smythe, nice to meet you.”

I shake the proffered hand, then hand over the
slightly crushed papers. “Danika Karson.”

Her eyebrows give the faintest twitch. “Agent
Danika Karson?” Her gaze skims my face, then my shoulders,
lingering on the gun tucked beneath my left arm. The stare is hot
and intense, the grey of her eyes deep and all encompassing. They
must be contact lenses, right?

“Yeah, I guess.”

Again she reaches for my hand. This time her grip
lingers, cool fingers tightly gripping mine. “Then it’s truly an
honour to meet you. I’m a great…follower of your work.”

My brain is goo. The most I can manage is a timid,
“Huh?”

“With SPEAR? Youngest woman to join the regiment
since their foundation, yet the operative with the highest capture
rate ever known. Exceeded only by your exceptional kill rate.” Her
breathing hitches on the words kill rate.

My heart fights to escape my chest. “Just doing my
job.”

“Indeed. And you enjoy your job?”

For the first time during this encounter, my words
are firm and confident. “No, I love it. I’m making a difference.
Protecting people.”

She squeezes my hand one last time. Some of the
intensity leaks from her eyes. “Good. One should enjoy their
profession and yours is…important. Again, good to meet you. Have an
enjoyable day.” She settles her belongings more firmly in hand and
strides away.

I watch her go, confused by the little shudder that
ripples down my back. There’s something familiar about her, but a
woman that beautiful isn’t one I’m likely to forget easily.

“Everything okay, Agent?”

I yelp, leaping round to face the source of the
voice. That goblin, my chauffeur, wearing a smug grin.

“I’m fine. What do you want?”

“You forgot this.” He holds out my jacket.

I snatch it away and hurry towards reception.

 


* * *

 


Behind the desk, as wide as my bed is long, a woman
pauses her phone conversation long enough to smile and point to a
screen on the right.

She nods as I sign in. “Take this guest ID and wear
it at all times. Go to the security desk where they’ll frisk you
before heading upstairs.”

“I got a summons through my chittarik, any idea what
it’s about?”

She taps a few buttons on her keyboard, then studies
her own screen. “Nothing here, I’m afraid. They’ll tell you more
upstairs.”

The unease swells, but there’s not much I can
do.

At the security checkpoint, another security guard,
this one human, waits with a metal detector in his hand and a Taser
on his hip. He waves to a shallow tray on the edge of a conveyor
belt that runs into a scanning machine.

“Place all your belongings in the tray and raise
your arms.”

“That’ll take a while—are you sure?”

“Rules. Get on with it.”

I bite my tongue over the snarky response and begin
the laborious process of pulling off all my gear. Purse, ID wallet,
gun, silver darts, a pack of chewing gum, and three red Biros with
the ends chewed off. Next my utility belt which holds two throwing
knives, three holy water phials, a pack of UV glow sticks, three
clips of SPEAR issue bullets (wood, lead, and silver), a coil of
silver chain, a daisy pressed between two sheets of greaseproof
paper, and a single pebble of smooth, red-flecked obsidian. Oh, and
all the other knives secreted across my body.

The guard heaves a sigh.

“I did warn you.”

He shoves my tray through the scanner, then waves
the wand of his metal detector back and forth across my body. It
bleeps going over my watch. “Off.”

“It’s just a watch.”

“Take it off and put it in the tray.”

I wrap my hand around it. “I take this thing off
once a day and that’s when I go to bed. Beyond that and you’re shit
out of luck.”

His free hand drifts towards the Taser. “I won’t say
it again, miss.”

“It’s Agent, and you can get bent, tubby
gut.”

His lips draw back, showing blunt, nicotine-stained
teeth.

I lean my weight onto the balls of my feet.

Bring it on, arsehole.

“Let her in, Bobby.” This voice comes from beyond
the checkpoint, from a man standing at the bottom of the stairs. He
studies me, small dark eyes bright with interest.

Oh hell.

The security guard lowers his hand. “But, sir—”

“I called her here, and I’m already behind schedule.
Let her in.”

The guard steps back, sweeping a hand across his
body to gesture the way through. I treat him to the sweetest smile
I can manage before gliding through the checkpoint. It trills and
lights up with red warning lights, which stop as the guard slaps a
button on the side.

“Cheers, chief.”

Closer to the man on the stairs, I give him a quick
once-over. Tailored suit. Crew cut. Shiny shoes. The scent of cigar
smoke on his breath.

“Good to meet you, Agent Karson.” He extends a
hand.

I take it and immediately bite back a gasp at his
savage grip on my fingers. “Yeah, and who are you?”

He frowns and steps to the right, revealing another
of those garish posters, Vote Mikkleson in big, angry
letters, and I take a closer look at the stern face above it.

Oh. Shit.


Chapter Two

Sebastian D. Mikkleson. Ex-Marine, weapons
specialist, and current mayor of Angbec.

He sits behind an overlarge desk in an overlarge
chair, sipping from an overlarge mug of overstrong coffee. Thick,
bushy eyebrows hang low over his deeply set eyes, grey to match the
finely shaped beard and tash across his powerful jaw. I’d say his
campaign poster has had a little of the airbrush treatment.

The room matches the desk, obnoxiously big, but
spartan. Panelled walls and deep green carpets, like the study or
drawing room of some period drama. Another door besides the one I
used stands on the left, slightly ajar. A soft voice comes from
beyond it.

Mikkleson sets the coffee down and retrieves a cigar
from an ashtray on the corner of the desk. A long stream of
blue-grey smoke billows from his mouth. “You’re prettier than I
expected.”

“And you’re older.”

The eyebrows dip lower. “Miss Karson—”

“Agent.”

He grunts. “Agent Karson, thank you for
coming to see me at such short notice.”

“Didn’t get much choice, did I?”

“You’re agitated, Miss—Agent Karson. Apologies. I’ll
admit that summons wasn’t the most diplomatic way to get your
attention, but it worked, and once I explain, I’m sure you’ll
understand why I did it.”

I sit back, arms folded. I feel naked without the
gun beneath my arm, but at least I have my watch. Oh, and the
four-inch stiletto blade hidden in my ponytail. In your face, tubby
gut.

“I need you to find someone.”

I wait.

He stares.

“I’m not a…people finder, Mr. Mikkleson—”

“Mayor Mikkleson.”

Touché.

“Why haven’t you been to the police?”

He rolls the cigar between his fingers then relights
it, watching the nub of ash on the end grow. “This is a sensitive
matter. So close to election day, I can’t afford to have this
matter made public, as it no doubt would be if the police became
involved.”

“So hire a private detective.”

“I am.”

“I’m a SPEAR agent. We don’t hunt missing
persons.”

“I know exactly what you do, Agent Karson, and
that’s why I want you. You’re the best SPEAR has and your record
highlights you as the best possible candidate.”

“Oh yeah? And what parts of my record are we talking
about?”

He continues to stare. I glare right back.

This guy may be ex-military, but I’m pretty sure
he’s never stared down a vampire caught up in blood mania, or a
werewolf in moon fever. If he’s waiting for me to break, we’ll be
here a while.

“I’m willing to pay,” he says at last, “a
significant sum for your time, trouble, and, of course, your vow to
secrecy.”

I stand. “Sorry, Mr. Mayor, but no. I’m not
available for private hire.” I walk to the door.

“They have my son, Agent.”

Damn. I was so, so close.

 


* * *

 


I turn away from the door with a sigh. “Who has your
son, Mr. Mayor?”

“I’m not sure.”

Still near the door, I wait. And wait some more.

This time he looks away, fiddling with the end of
his cigar, which is no longer smoking. “I haven’t heard from him
for a week and a half. Usually he checks in, at least for money,
but there’s been nothing. I went to his house and it looks normal,
no signs of a struggle or forced entry.”

He shows me a photo from his inside pocket. It shows
a lanky lad with scruffy hair and goth style clothing. He wears
dark, miserable make-up and blows smoke rings at the camera.

“I found this in the sitting room.” Mikkleson pulls
a plastic evidence bag from a drawer in his desk.

I take it, watching his face, wary of the creases
around the corners of his eyes.

He’s scared.

The bag contains a narrow plastic tube, the length
of my index finger. A large hole at one end shows traces of fine
green dust.

My breathing hitches. “Shit.”

“I’m glad you understand. I also found this.”
Another bag, this one holding large flakes of a thick black
substance that crumbles as I tighten my grip.

“Fuck.” The single exclamation flees my lips before
I can catch it. “At his house?”

Mikkleson nods, no longer able to meet my gaze.

I return to my seat and kick both heels up onto his
flawless, polished desk. “Start from the top.”

He glances at my boots, then my face. A sigh. “A few
weeks ago the police raided a Faerie Dust cookhouse outside the
Veranna estate. My manifesto includes a crackdown on supernatural
crime and—”

“I don’t need the pitch. Just tell me what’s going
on.”

His lips tighten beneath the moustache. “Agent—”

“I’m tempted to leave right now and let the civvie
bashers know our mayor’s son is a drug addict. You’ve got sixty
seconds to convince me not to.”

His eyes widen. “The raid went well. We arrested
twelve people, and half that number won’t see the outside world for
five years.”

“So?”

“So, that was the largest cookhouse in the city.
There are others, but none of them produce with the speed and
quality that one did. Someone high up the chain is losing a lot of
cash.”

I drop the bags on the table.

Faerie Dust. A highly addictive substance made from
the bones of grass gnomes and a bunch of other chemicals I can’t
pronounce. The mix results in a fine dust that the user snorts for
a wild, soaring high. And, if they’re unlucky, paranoia, mania, and
violent fits. And death.

“Revenge, then?”

“Maybe. I’m an important man and this…cripples me.”
Mikkleson grits his teeth. “And there are other signs of vampire
involvement, beyond the residue I found at the house.”

Ah. Now it makes sense. But I want to hear him say
it.

“I don’t suppose you’ve reported this to SPEAR?”

“Nobody knows. Surely you understand the delicate
nature of this situation. I’m on the verge of winning the city for
my third term. I can’t afford a scandal right now.”

“And you’re trusting me, because…?”

He leans back. “Come now. Agent Danika Karson,
youngest female agent since the regiment’s foundation, highest
vampire kill rate in the city.”

“In the country, actually. Last I checked.”

He chuckles. “I’m willing to pay you significant
sums of money if you can find my son and keep it quiet.”

I bite my lip. This still feels wrong. Off, somehow.
“But I’m not for hire.”

The drawer rumbles again; this time as he pulls out
a pen and a pad of sticky notes. He scribbles on the top sheet,
rips it free, then slaps it on the table. “Are you sure?”

A glance at the numbers on that tiny slip of pink
paper and my mouth drops open.

“That’s right. Half now, and the other half on
completion. I’ll throw in a bonus too, if you deal with the ones
that took him.”

It’s an insane amount of money. Even for a man like
this.

He smiles now, slow and smug. “Not bad is it?
Perfect for that little project of yours.”

I sit straight. “Excuse me?”

“Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone. But that house
won’t stay on the market forever. If you truly want to buy it,
you’ll need to act fast before someone else scoops it up. Cipla is
popular these days, given the new renovation project.”

I grip the edge of the desk, my knuckles tight and
pale. “How do you know about that?”

“It’s my job to know.”

“The hell it is.” My voice leaps in volume. “And
when you say deal with them, what exactly are we talking
about?”

“I’m talking about the SPEAR agent with the highest
vampire kill rate in the country, doing what she does best.”

I force my fingers to relax. “This has to be a
trick. Did Quinn put you up to this?”

“I assure you, no trick.”

“You’re asking me to break the law.”

“I’m asking you to take on a job doing something we
both know you enjoy.”

“Vampires have rights.”

He grunts. “They shouldn’t.”

Can’t argue with that. But my gut won’t let it lie.
“And if I take this case, what then?”

Mikkleson leans across the desk, his cigar
forgotten. “You find my son with the utmost speed, tell no one of
your actions, and enjoy a significant payment when you’re done.”
One hand twitches the pen back and forth across his fingers, in
nervous spirals.

“No. Sorry, but I can’t.”

“I’ll double the fee.”

I stumble, halfway from my seat. It takes every
scrap of willpower to keep moving towards the door. “No.”

“Agent.” He hurries from behind his desk. Footsteps
pound the carpet. “Please, I’ve no one else.” An instant later he
grabs my shoulder and spins me round. “You’ve got to—”

My fist flies at his face.

Ex-Marine weapons specialist Sebastian Mikkleson is
pretty fast. But he’s not a SPEAR.

Though he ducks my fist, he drops straight into my
knee, which I’ve already hiked upward. It slams into his chin,
cracking his teeth together.

Mikkleson cries out, dropping at my feet.

The door flies open.

I turn again, whipping the stiletto from my hair,
holding it in a reverse grip, feet spread wide.

A troll lumbers through the door, knocking its head
on the frame. It looks at Mikkleson, then me, before roaring. It
lurches at me, an attack I dodge easily with lighter, quicker feet.
I end up on the desk, ready to jump again.

“Stand down.” Mikkleson spits a glob of red-tinged
saliva at the floor. “Cobble, I said stand down.”

The troll blinks stupidly, pointing at me, then the
stiletto blade.

“I’m fine. Go away. Now.”

I tense, prepared to spring.

The troll offers me one last confused glance before
plodding out. Once more it knocks its head and a fine rain of dry
soil cascades down its shoulders. The door slams.

I breathe again.

Mikkleson stands, thumbing blood from a cut on his
lip. “You’re the best agent SPEAR has. If you don’t help me, my son
is going to die.”

“How old is he?”

“Fifteen.”

I sigh. Jump off the table. As I return to the door,
I tuck the stiletto back into my hair. “When you transfer that
money, just send twenty per cent or my accountant will go nuts.
Divide the other thirty between my mum and sister.”

Confusion wells in Mikkleson’s eyes, followed
swiftly by relief. “Thank you. Thank you, Agent Karson.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” I drag the door open. “I need
to find him first.”

 


* * *

 


I use the cab ride back to HQ to ponder Sebastian
Mikkleson. While I can see why he’d prefer to keep the matter under
wraps, I’m surprised he’d turn to SPEAR. No, I’m surprised he’d
turn to me. My personal stance on vampires aside, my skill
as an agent isn’t the only part of my reputation to travel ahead of
me.

Unlike City Hall, SPEAR headquarters is a vast
modern monstrosity, built just after the inauguration of the
Supernatural Creatures Act in 2027. Three floors high and five
deep, the building houses training, office, and living spaces for
the city’s population of SPEAR agents. It also has laboratories,
holding cells, and interview rooms designed for all manner of
supernatural guests.

The staff entrance is a small, nondescript door to
the side of the building, almost invisible in the face of the
revolving glass ones presented to the public. I enter my code,
allow the retinal scanner to verify me, then walk through, into the
darkness. The door swishes shut on hydraulic hinges.

Silence.

Blue light flickers from a sensor in the ceiling,
scanning up, down, left, right. A fine mist of cool fluid hits my
left cheek, followed by a jet of something warmer on the right.

Blue fades to green.

“Authorized,” chirps a mechanical voice. “Karson,
Danika. Agent 2024011904A05.”

Darkness lifts as the hidden door ahead of me slides
open from bottom to top.

Beyond the security measures, the staff side of HQ
resembles a mash-up between a sci-fi novel and a vintage American
police station. Open plan, with a sea of desks arranged haphazardly
at the far end. The rest of the space is wide open, currently empty
except for one man with a mop and bucket, scrubbing absently at a
liquid red stain on the floor. My gaze travels up to the other two
floors, exposed by a gap in the centre that extends right the way
to the top floor’s ceiling. Men and woman walk back and forth, some
with stacks of papers, others with weapons, all with the same
steely focus in their eyes.

In the centre, hanging from the ceiling, is a
replica of the SPEAR insignia: a pair of crossed swords above a
single arrow, both surrounded by flares of light, picked out with
gold inlay. Our motto is carved beneath it, some pretentious
rubbish in Latin that I’ve never bothered to translate. I know
roughly what it means anyway, since it describes what I do every
day: protect and serve, learn and understand, hunt and
exterminate.

On the right, behind a Plexiglas wall, a batch of
new recruits work through training exercises with our hand-to-hand
coach. One trips and lands on his face before a woman who
enthusiastically punches the air. A second later, she falls and
slams into the Plexiglas nose first.

Behind them both, our training coordinator grins and
flexes his huge, bat-like wings. His lips move and though the room
is soundproofed I know what he’s saying. Again, little
meatsicles. Again.

Bloody gargoyles.

I cross the open area, gaze pinned on my desk.

Metal slides sharply over something soft. Soft
breathing. Light footsteps.

I dart left, flinging myself down and to my knees on
the wooden floor. I turn as I slide, facing the direction I’ve come
in time to see the man bearing down on me, axe in hand. He yells, a
wordless bellow of exertion, as he brings the weapon round towards
my head.

I lean flat on my back, blinking as the air swishes
past my face. Then I’m kicking out, flipping back onto my feet,
then down again, sweeping with my left leg.

The axe flies from his grip as he hits the floor,
skidding off the wooden surface to the carpet that marks the start
of the desks.

My fingers close on the stiletto, and then I’m on
him, point pressed to his throat, my knees weighing down on his
forearms. “Too slow, Noel.”

He struggles for brief seconds before relaxing
beneath me. He mutters something in Spanish, then adds, “I thought
I had you that time. You were miles away, sí?”

“And you breathe loud enough for six men. Better
luck next time.” I hop off his body and tuck the blade back into my
hair. When I offer my hand, he grips it tight and bounds to his
feet.

“Where you been, chica? The boss wants you.”

My lips twist. “I got a summons.”

Noel’s eyes widen. “Guau, what have you done
now?”

“Um…” I weave through the maze of desks towards my
own. “Nothing, just some admin cock-up at City Hall.”

My gut curls into uncomfortable knots.

“You okay, Dee-Dee?”

I clear my throat. “Fine.”

“Fancy a training session later? I got new moves to
show you.” He kicks and jabs at the air, light, quick motions on
the balls of his feet. “I get you this time, sí?”

“Maybe another time.”

“Oh, come, come.” He smiles, an expression so light
and sunny I almost want to give in. “We make bets on it.”

“Not today.”

My desk, when I reach it, is covered with small
brown pellets. Some are furry, others are moist, all of them stink
like the waste bins of a butcher’s shop. “Damn it, Norman. I told
you to use the tray.”

The chittarik peeps out from under my desk, small,
pointed face looking rueful. Kinda. “Danika Karson?”

“Yeah, yeah, come here, you daft thing.”

Clicking and chittering, he crawls up my jeans like
before and settles on my shoulder. The hard, curved beak nuzzles my
ear, then gently nips my lobe. An apology, I hope.

Noel chuckles. “You could use the post staff, like
normal person.”

“And miss the love and affection of my little baby?”
I pet Norman on the back of the head and he purrs softly. Or I
think he does. The sound is a gurgling cross between a growl and a
whimper, but that usually means he’s happy. “Anyway, it pisses off
Quinn something rotten. A few shit pellets on my desk is a small
price to pay.”

A soft, staged cough. “Speaking of…”

I spin around in time to catch Quinn sneaking up on
me.

Norman gives a little hiss, and I put my hand on his
back, pressing him onto my shoulder. Just in case. “Quinn.”

“Karson.” Her thin lips draw back in an ugly sneer.
“Where have you been?”

Knowing better than to wing it, I pull the message
tube and blue slip of paper from my pocket.

“What have you done now?”

Noel snickers.

I grit my teeth. “Clerical cock-up.”

“Good. Then I need you to look into a couple of
missing persons cases.”

“What?”

“Angbec police are swamped with calls from The Bowl.
They want a SPEAR to check it out.”

“We aren’t missing persons—”

“You are. For now.”

My face flushes with heat. Norman growls against my
cheek. I shift my grip to the base of his tail.

“If it has to be an Alpha, at least put a G3 on it.
I have other cases. Edane cases.”

Quinn’s smile is as broad as it is fake. “Taken care
of. Thought you’d be pleased since you enjoy working alone so much.
Without the backup of a team or the authorization of a G7.”

Bitch.

“I don’t enjoy—”

“That’ll be all, Karson. Report back to me at the
end of the week.” She nods at Noel and stalks off.

Norman lunges off my shoulder. Only a quick dive
stops him chasing down Quinn. I hug him to my chest, whispering
softly, crooning nonsense while he twitches and struggles.

“I know, baby, I know. She’s a hateful witch. Don’t
worry, I’ll take you to shit on her desk later, okay?”

Noel slaps my shoulder. “I’ll be in the sparring
room. Join me if you want to blow off steam, sí?” He makes a
beeline to his own desk.

 


* * *

 


I sit and scoop dried and fresh droppings into the
tray stashed beneath my desk. That done, I skim through the various
message tubes dotted across my workstation. Test results, lab
reports, case summaries. Nothing I can’t deal with later.

While Norman sits on my head and helpfully tangles
his talons in my locs, I kick my legs on the desk, pull out my
mobile, and dial.

“Hey, Dani, this isn’t a great time.” Pippa’s words
are clipped and hushed, nothing like her usual chirpy self.

“Quinn just reassigned all my cases and dumped me on
civvie basher babysitting duty. How she got as far as Grade Seven
is beyond me, the woman is a total bitch. I could strangle
her—”

“So head a team instead of avoiding your own—take
the team leader role.”

I snap my mouth shut. She has a point.

“Is that Danika?” A second voice thrums through the
phone line.

My fingers tighten on the mobile.

“No, it’s—” The rest of Pippa’s lie goes unheard as
a scuffle ensues on the other end.

That new voice: “Danika? Danika, baby, is that
you?”

I slump in my chair. “Hey, Mum.”

“When are you coming to see me? It’s been so
long.”

“I’m sorry, I—”

“What have I done that you won’t return my
calls?”

Six blind dates in three weeks? Each one an
unmitigated disaster. From allergic reactions to the prawn salad,
right up to escape through a toilet window, I’d say that’s reason
enough to avoid talking with my mother. And date number seven.

“I’ve been busy. Work is crazy and—”

“Take a holiday. All that fighting and hunting and
chasing, you deserve some R and R. How are your menses this
month?”

My fingers tighten on the phone. Norman stops
tugging on my hair and slithers down my cheek to peer into my
eyes.

Yeah, he gets it.

I lift him away from my face and dump his tiny body
on the desk. “You know our protection shots muck up our cycles. Ask
Pippa, she’ll tell you. Anyway, I’m fine.”

Mum harrumphs like an angry horse. “Shouldn’t be
allowed. How are agents supposed to plan for families if the drugs
you take destroy your inner body balance?”

Deep breath in. Then out. I’m not having this
conversation again. Not now. “Mum, can you pass the phone back? I’m
trying to arrange dinner.”

Delighted squeal. “Oh, perfect. I was thinking it’s
time we sat down together. Tonight? How’s eight thirty?”

“Actually, Pip and I were—”

“Make sure you change before coming out. No T-shirts
or trainers. What about a skirt? Or a dress? That red one with the
ruffled hem?”

I heave, just enough to bring a bitter taste to my
mouth. “I don’t do dresses.”

“I thought you liked red?”

“I do, but—”

“Good. Wear that and the earrings I got you for
Christmas.”

I cover my eyes with my arm, silently cursing my big
mouth.

“Sure, Mum. Whatever you say.”

“Great. Now, we’re going now. The pair of us will
see you later. Phillipa has some exciting news she can’t wait to
share, right, darling?”

Mumbles of assent from the background.

“Of course you do. See you later, Danika. Eight
thirty, don’t be late.” Gone.

Norman stares at me, black eyes wide and
unblinking.

At the far end of the office, another rookie slams
face first into the Plexiglas divide.

Yeah. Suddenly the thought of some one-on-one
sparring seems a wonderful idea.

 


* * *

 


Sweat streams down my jaw and chest. Stiffness in my
right shoulder and leg highlight where Noel clipped me with a
couple of lucky shots.

He stands in front of me now, the practice sword
resting on his shoulder, body at an angle. His hair is mussed up
and one cheek darkens with a fresh bruise. He walks favouring his
left leg and a tiny trickle of blood runs from a gash on his
forehead. I’ve never seen him look so happy.

“See?” he cries. “I told you, sí, I told you. One
day, I beat you. Today is that day.”

Swap my own sword from my left hand to my right.
“Not a chance, González.” My hips creak in complaint, but that
doesn’t stop me assuming the next defence stance.

To the right of us, Link lowers his wings across his
shoulders and folds his bulky arms. Eight feet tall, with thick
skin the colour of a holly blue butterfly, he grins, flashing
fangs. “He has you, Karson. You’re tired.”

“And you’re ugly,” I snap.

He chuckles. “Careful, little meatsicle, careful.
You’re good but I can still crush you.”

“Never managed it yet, buddy.”

“You may be faster, but I’m bigger, stronger—”

“Shut up and let me concentrate.”

We’ve pulled in a sizeable crowd, fighting as we
have for the last half hour. Many of my colleagues stand with their
faces pressed to the Plexiglas, and more than a handful of them are
passing around money.

Can’t help but wonder who they’re betting on.

In the middle of them, Quinn glares at us, her face
a glorious picture of rage.

Noel spies me looking. “You know, you could stop
baiting her.”

“And she could stop being a stuffy old cow.”

“Perhaps, instead, you do as she says? Just now and
then?”

“She’s incompetent. I know it, you know it, everyone
does.”

I flick the sword out and dart in, cutting high with
a sharp feint before swinging low. The wooden blades clack
together, a sound like twigs snapping.

“So do a favour for all of us, and take the G7 team
leader role.”

“You know I trust your judgement, but what the hell
makes you think that would suit me?”

A shrug. “You are strong, clever, and talented.
People resent you, sí, but they respect you too. You’d make a good
leader.”

“But then I’d have to put up with the likes of you
day in, day out. Pass, thanks.”

He takes the offensive, driving me back across the
training floor with a flurry of jabs and slashes. I block them all,
teeth gritted, eyes narrowed, focused wholly on the blade in my
hand. Feels good to be physical like this.

His blade slices the air above my shoulder, a hair’s
breadth from my cheek.

“Ah, close, sí? You yield?”

“Screw you.”

“Oh, Dee-Dee”—he pauses long enough to press his
free hand to his chest—“I have asked again and again. Do you now,
finally, admit your desire?”

“Do you have boobs?”

“No, no, I did away with those when I began training
with the weights. Now, I am all muscle.” A flex of his biceps to
demonstrate.

“Then our deal hasn’t changed. The day you beat me
fair and square is the day I let you take me out. I’ll even wear a
pretty dress.”

A sharp whistle through his teeth. “Now that I would
like to see.”

He stops, just for a moment, probably imagining
exactly that. I seize the chance and flick out with my blade. The
point slams into his chest, an obvious heart shot.

“Yes!” I toss the blade down and rub more sweat off
my face. “Better luck next time.”

Noel grunts and drops his blade beside mine. “Ah,
one day, Dee-Dee. Not this day and perhaps that’s best. I have much
to do tonight.”

“Watching porn in your underwear doesn’t count as
much to do.”

Again that hand to the chest, and a stream of
Spanish. “You wound me, Dee-Dee. So cruel, so cruel.”

“Shut up, you love it.”

“Sí, that I do.” He winks and joins me in the corner
of the sparring space where towels hang alongside a shelf stacked
with bottles of water. He opens one and gulps heavily, Adam’s apple
bobbing. The empty bottle clatters into the bin beneath. “A
gargoyle nests in a warehouse on Sith Street. Tonight, I take my
team to catch it.”

Link appears behind us, curious and wary.
“Wild?”

A nod. “Any help you can offer would be much
appreciated, amigo.”

I leave them discussing the upcoming capture.
Fascinating as it would be to see a wild gargoyle, right now, with
the adrenaline rapidly leaking away, the only thought left in mind
is that of a nap before dinner. Ugh. Dinner.

As I open the door, the excited chatter from the
crowd becomes audible. Money changes hands and several agents pause
to thank me or pat me on the back.

Glad to know I’m good for something.

Quinn snags my arm as I aim for the changing rooms.
It takes every scrap of willpower I possess to refrain from
punching her in the nose.

“Your form is sloppy and your footwork horrendous.
Fight like that out there and you won’t last a minute.”

I pull the sweetest smile I can muster. “I’m always
open to coaching. Should we go back in? We can go
hand-to-hand.”

She jerks free and scrambles back three awkward
steps. “You think I have time to waste, coaching the likes of you?
Speak to Link if you want extra training.” Without meeting my gaze,
she hurries away.

Bitch.

I stick two fingers in my mouth and whistle a sharp
high-low-high trio of notes. “Norman?”

Bobbing like a balloon, Norman flies towards me
above the heads of my fellow agents. He settles on my shoulder once
more, nuzzling my cheek with his beak as I head for the
showers.


Chapter Three

I arrive early at the Italian place. Good thing too,
because the heels I’ve worn to match this horrendous dress are near
impossible to walk in. I totter through the tables, following the
waiter who moves with the graceful, seamless glide of a
supernatural.

Trust Pippa to pick an edane-owned venue.

The waiter leads me to a circular table positioned
in the centre. When he pulls out a chair, I hang back, gripping my
flimsy cotton shrug around my shoulders.

“No. Put us near the wall, close to the toilets or
kitchens.”

He stares.

My skin crawls.

His eyes are purple. Only the iris, but that’s
enough to tell me this vampire is at least two hundred years
old.

What the hell is he doing waiting tables?

He leads me to a corner, illuminated by wall lights
and a trio of candles in brass candelabra. Two of the chairs are
positioned with their backs to the rest of the tables, but the
third is against the wall offering a clear view to the left and
right. Perfect.

“Ah,” he nods, “SPEAR?”

There’s no way he can know about the knife strapped
to the outside of my left thigh, or the stiletto tucked into my
updo, but that prickling discomfort in my skin intensifies. I force
myself to think of my sister, to remember that this venue was her
choice. It’s the only way to stop myself leaving.

“This establishment is fully licensed and registered
with the Clear Blood Foundation. If you’re looking for—”

“It’s my night off, Fangs. Just bring me the menu
and a jug of water, okay?”

His lips tighten. “Very good, ma’am. May I hang up
your outer garment?”

“Hell, no.”

He leaves, and I exhale, shifting my legs to
reassure myself of the knife hidden beneath the dress. I miss my
gun, but it’s better than nothing.

My water arrives with three glasses, each one
ringing with a handful of ice cubes shaped like roses. More ice
sculptures float in the jug that joins them, a mix of hearts and
teardrops.

“Anything else, ma’am?”

“No.”

His lips quirk at one corner. “Then here is the
menu.” He lays it in front of me and leaves.

Two minutes later, in a flurry of coat, scarf, and
handbag, my mother crash-lands at the table. “Sorry I’m late, baby,
I had errands. Seems Phillipa isn’t feeling well.”

My stomach knots. “Is she okay?”

Mum waves her hand. “Fine, just tired and nauseous,
it’s perfectly normal. We thought it best she stay home tonight and
catch up with you tomorrow.” She dumps her things on the now spare
chair and grabs my menu.

I slump. “So she’s not coming at all?”

“Nope. Just us.” Mum beams over the top of the
menu.

I sip my water and mentally scramble to find the
upside of a meal with only my mother for company.

 


* * *

 


The waiter is back again
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