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      Dressed for the Hunt

      
        
        Fire is one choice

        but they come back enraged

      

        

      
        Time is no good either

        for they can never age

      

        

      
        A fool will turn to water

        but they refuse to drown

      

        

      
        Death only greets a werewolf

        in her finest silver gown.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Too Late

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hattie

      

      

      

      Hattie could tell Papa had been drinking. She could smell it on him when he stepped through the door of their shanty, his beard thick with alcohol and sweat, stumbling over his own two feet. The squat wooden building shuddered as he shoved the door open. Dwindling orange sunlight trickled in, bringing with it dust and sand from the road. On instinct, Hattie shoved the bag of crackers she was munching on into the pocket of her skirt. Papa didn’t need to see that, especially when he was drunk as a skunk. He would accuse her of stealing it, which she had, but that was beside the point. What did he expect her to do when the house didn’t have a scrap of food? Sometimes he forgot he had a daughter at all.

      Sitting up straighter, she swallowed down the remains of a cracker. “You’re home early.”

      “Yeah, well, you ain’t my boss,” he grumbled. Hattie had to bite back a retort. She sometimes fancied telling Papa’s boss that he liked to duck out of the mines and stay at the bar too late, but if she did that, there would be no shanty to return to. Papa tried to pull off one of his shoes, but ended up falling instead. He slammed onto the dusty floorboards, which creaked under his weight. He blinked for a moment as if slow to realize he was on the floor, then he threw his head back and laughed. His breath smelled rancid.

      Hattie frowned. “You didn’t get paid, did you?”

      Papa stopped laughing and stared at her in confusion.

      “Papa, please don’t tell me you drank all our money again.”

      He scrunched up his face as he thought for a moment, then looked around the room. “We all out of food again? I thought we just got some. Did you eat it all already?”

      Hattie sighed and sat back in the rickety wooden chair. “That was two weeks ago, Papa.”

      He looked at her again. A look of true embarrassment blanched his ruddy cheeks. “Hang on, I think I have some left.” He pushed his fingers into his pocket and pulled out a sweaty dollar bill. A few bits fell and clattered on the floor. Hattie got to her feet and braved the smell, crouching to pick up the few coins.

      Papa stared at her as she picked up each bit off the floor. “You put up with so much from your old Papa.”

      There was a warmth in his voice that she didn’t get to hear very often these days. It reminded her of how it used to be, back before Mama died, back before he took to the drink like water. Hattie tried to smile. “I love you, Papa, even if you drink too much.”

      She had reached forward to pick up the last bit when Papa reached over and pulled the bag of crackers out of her pocket. “What’s this?”

      She closed her eyes for a moment. “It was a gift,” she lied.

      Papa put his head up and she could see the exhaustion on his face. “Hattie, you can’t go stealing things. One of these days, someone is going to catch you, and I won’t be able to do anything about it.”

      “What was I supposed to do?” She grabbed the bag back and stuffed it in her pocket.

      “Do you know what they do to thieves in these parts?”

      She knew, and she didn’t care. No sheriff would hang a child, especially a hungry girl just looking for a box of crackers to get by. She picked up the last bit and headed for the door. Her father watched her with red-rimmed eyes.

      “If your mother was alive, you’d have a better life here,” he said.

      “And you’d still be drunk all the time,” Hattie spat before she hurried out of the house and down the steps, dodging any further words from him.
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        * * *

      

      Hattie hadn’t meant to be out so late. She got caught up picking out groceries. It wasn’t every day she got to wander the store and ogle all the food after living off crackers for days. Then the old grocer accused her of window shopping instead of buying. The look on his face when she pulled out Papa’s dollar was priceless!

      She had a whole crate of food, almost half her size. She wasn’t used to carrying so much. When her arms got tired, she stopped by the Crimson Theater and peeked inside to watch the funny lady on stage. When everyone cheered and clapped, Hattie couldn’t help but join in. She had never seen a lady on stage before and she wondered what it was like making so many people laugh and cheer. Maybe one day she would get to be on stage, too. Then her Papa would never drink all their grocery money again.

      The red velvet curtains closed. She had been watching the show for a while. So she huffed a sigh and reached down again for the crate, resting it against her hip as she carried it back to the shanty. She watched her step to keep from stepping in any horse manure. As she left downtown Peridot, the dark night swept over her, chilled and windy. Stars flooded the night sky but they were distant lights, not enough to illuminate the shadows in this part of town. She walked down the dusty street, passing dozens of shanties like the one she lived in. Their wooden homes were barely built strong enough to keep out the wind. A few people eyed her from the shadows, but she wasn’t afraid. Hattie had lived here all her life. She knew these people.

      Finally, she reached her home. She put down the groceries on the bottom step and arched her back, feeling her muscles ache.

      “Papa, I’m back!” She waited for him to come outside. Maybe he would be hungry after sleeping off his drink. But Papa didn’t appear. She sighed and climbed the steps, pushing open the door in a huff. “Papa?”

      The door leaned at an odd angle and the rickety wooden chair she had sat in earlier lay on its side. What concerned her most was that one chair leg was broken and hung on by a few splinters of wood. She crouched down beside it, trying to figure out what had happened. Then she saw the blood on the corner of the seat. Her heart pounded in her ears.

      “Papa?” she called again, her voice filled with panic. Only silence replied. She grabbed the dangling chair leg and yanked it off the seat, then she went back outside.

      She wanted to call to him again, but the darkness of the night seemed overwhelming now. Down the steps, she tripped over the crate of food in her panic. Most of the shanties out here were dark. The wind made a hollow sound and blew sand into her eyes. She wiped at them in annoyance, before she spotted movement farther down the street. A tall man, maybe Papa’s height, stumbled between the houses and away from the main road.

      It could be Papa, but it could have been whoever must have attacked him. She gripped the chair leg in her hand and ran after him.

      Hattie was an excellent runner. Years of having to outrun angry shop owners and kids meant she was one of the fastest sprinters in Peridot. Sand kicked up as she dodged a pile of debris and leaped over a set of angled stairs. She could still make out the man’s shape loping ahead, but not much farther.

      Pushing black hair out of her face, she darted up toward him. That’s when she realized he was dragging something behind him. No, not something, someone.

      “Papa!” she cried, hoping he would wake up, fight back, help her. Instead, the loping man turned around and his face was pale and gaunt. “Let go of my Papa!” she cried, crouching down beside her father and pulling on him.

      “Hattie…?” Something dark and wet was on the side of Papa’s face and he couldn’t seem to open his eyes, but her heart soared at hearing his voice. Then she felt a painful tug on her arm and was lifted off the ground. She screamed as the man brought her up to his face, but she still held the chair leg in her other hand. She swung it with all her strength at his arm, his face, his head, but even when she slammed it into his mouth and split his lip, he didn’t even wince. Then he flung her, and she slammed into the side of a shanty house. Splintering wood surrounded her as darkness consumed her.

      The loping man picked her up under one arm, then he reached down and grabbed her Papa and dragged him. He took them far away from the shanties, away from prying eyes or ears, and away from the safety of Peridot.
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            Pursued in Peridot

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Agency for the Betterment of Supernatural Creatures

          

        

      

    

    
      Colton hated waiting rooms. He didn’t enjoy sitting in a cage while someone more important carved out time to see him. It always rubbed him the wrong way and made him feel unimportant. It didn’t help that waiting rooms were for things he didn’t enjoy, such as seeing a doctor, being suspected of a robbery, or, in this case, meeting his new boss.

      He drummed his fingers on the edge of the table beside him, ignoring the sweat marks left behind on the thick varnish. The room was full of chestnut furniture that smelled freshly polished. The oily scent clung to the back of his throat. It wasn’t that strong to humans, but to werewolves, it was a mild form of torture. He tried to keep his leg from bouncing.

      The heavy door at the end of the room opened and a tall man with dark, umber skin emerged. He wore an immaculate tan suit, quite rich, which was strange for someone who worked at the Agency.

      “Mr. Fen,” he said with a wide smile, “sorry to keep you waiting. Come on in. I just have a few more things to finish before we can talk.”

      Colton rolled to his feet, removed his Stetson hat, and wiped his sweaty hand on his duster coat before shaking the man’s hand. His new boss’s wealth had taken him off guard, but it was Colton’s inability to figure out what he was that made him uncomfortable. Almost every member of the Agency was some kind of supernatural being. He wasn’t a werewolf, and he didn’t smell like a vampire. Colton didn’t have an inexplicable sense of dread come over him, so he couldn’t be a wendigo, either. Nothing about him seemed unusual, and that normality made Colton uneasy. He was just a rich human who was far more put together than Colton.

      “Not a problem, sir. I’ve got nowhere to be,” he said.

      His new boss chuckled. “It’s good to meet you in person. Grady speaks highly of you.”

      “I’m surprised. Grady doesn’t speak highly of anyone. It’s a pleasure to meet you too, Mr. Tep.”

      “Please, call me Mekhu.” He gestured into his office. “Why don’t you come in and take a seat?”

      Colton had the strange sensation of walking into a sacred space when he stepped through the threshold. While the waiting room smelled of buffed oils, this place was the exact opposite. The window was open, letting in the sounds of the bustling city below along with all the scents that came with it. Beneath the city smells of horses and the occasional automobile, some unusual ones lay just below the surface. It was difficult to resist openly sniffing the air. He wandered away from the open window and toward the bookshelves. There were some books, but what caught his eye were the trinkets sitting on a low shelf, intended to be missed by casual guests.

      Little jars stood with various animal heads on top used as lids. One was a cat, another might have been a bird with a long beak. Colton was no historian, but he could tell they were ancient. He squatted down to look more closely at an ornamental human skull in the back, but he suspected there was more to it.

      “Are you an anthropologist, Mr. Tep?” Colton asked.

      Mr. Tep sat at his desk rifling through paperwork, and looked up to give a wide smile. “I see you’ve found my collection.”

      Colton stood up straight and put his hands into the pockets of his coat. “I guess that’s where you got the money from, selling off whatever you stole from those tombs in Egypt?”

      He laughed. “You’re mistaken, Mr. Fen. I’ve never stolen once in my life, merely claimed what was mine.”

      Colton smirked. “I guess one man’s otherworldly riches are another man’s property.”

      Mekhu pursed his lips. “The Agency for the Betterment of Supernatural Creatures: we employ the skills and knowledge of many shades of the supernatural, as you know, Mr. Fen. That also means that it doesn’t take much to offend.”

      It took Colton a minute to realize he had said something wrong, and he hadn’t even sat down yet. “Sorry, sir.”

      Mekhu smiled again. “Why don’t we just do what’s best for both of us and start over? How does that sound?”

      He swallowed down the lump in his throat and settled down in the seat opposite his new boss. “My apologies. I have a bad habit of poking around too much.”

      Mehku laced his fingers together. “Always the detective, I see. I understand your compulsion, Mr. Fen, but it’s that attitude that will end up getting you killed on assignment in the Agency. You need more tact.”

      He resisted the urge to dig his nails into the wooden arms of his chair.

      “Now I understand that on your first solo assignment down in Clarkville, Texas, you mistook starved vampires as gruesome monsters. Is that correct?”

      Colton felt his heart skip a beat. This wasn’t supposed to be a scolding, he wasn’t supposed to be in any trouble. He was only supposed to come, meet his new boss, and get his next assignment. Somehow he had messed it up quick. His right leg bounced up and down.

      “It wasn’t quite like that, sir. I didn’t know what they were until I was locked in with them.”

      Mehku shook his head. “Yes, and you almost got killed.”

      Colton sucked in a breath, trying to find the right words. “I don’t know about that…”

      Mehku sat back in his chair, steepling his fingers. “Grady speaks well of your detective skills, and your physical prowess. While I can attest somewhat to your sleuthing skills, I think your social skills are severely lacking.”

      Colton frowned.

      “You haven’t been assigned a partner yet either.”

      That wasn’t a question, but a statement. Still, Colton felt compelled to answer. “No, sir.”

      Mehku got to his feet and walked over to one of the open windows. Looking out, he clasped his hands behind his back. The room fell silent, and Colton felt that strange sacred feeling settle over him again like a cloak.

      “Do you know what I find sad, Mr. Fen? Every single one of our kind is damaged in some way. I encounter it every day amid our organization, and it frustrates me to no end. When the Agency began forty years back, I had hoped that it would help our kind to thrive even if it was under the nose of humans. I wanted us to succeed.”

      The silence stretched between them, and Colton searched for what to say.

      “It might be sad, sir, but at least more of our kind are alive. I don’t know where I would be if I wasn’t here.”

      Mehku spun around with a smile. “That’s it! I know who to pair you with.” He rushed over to his desk with long strides and flipped through papers. “You need a partner who will balance out your social difficulties, someone who has a way with smoothing over your awkwardness. Your strength and detective skills should work well with his finesse and persuasiveness.”

      Colton forced himself to let go of the arms of his chair as he shifted to get a closer look. “I know this is probably a bad question, but do I have to have a partner?”

      Mehku only glanced up from his papers. “Grady Walker, he’s the werewolf who trained you, right?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “He explained you have trouble working with others. Based on my brief interactions with you, he was spot on. Now I understand that even in the Clarkville incident, you struggled to control your wolfish side.”

      Colton sighed, hating how much he had underestimated this whole meeting. “But I did control it, sir, yes.”

      Mekhu nodded. “I’ll take it. With your new partner, Mr. Dalton, at your side, it should help.” He scribbled some notes out on a few pages, then leveled Colton with a powerful gaze. “I was not cursed to be part wolf, Mr. Fen. My curse was… different.” He glanced away for a moment, and Colton saw only a brief reflection of fear in his face before it clouded over again. “I know how it feels to be overwhelmed by a curse. Just know that you aren’t alone. We all struggle with our unique needs and desires. It’s difficult sometimes, but remember: you have friends here willing to help. We must be strong and work together if we are to help our kindred.”

      Colton nodded, unable to find the right words. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate it.”

      Mekhu smiled. “I mean it. Now your new partner is a theater owner who lives in a little spit of a town known as Peridot back in Texas. Before I give you this assignment, I need your assurance, Mr. Fen.”

      Colton blinked. “What for?”

      “I need to know that you and Mr. Dalton will work together. I need to know that you’re willing to put in the effort. Otherwise, you’re wasting your time here. This Agency is about helping others, and if you can’t collaborate and work with others, you can’t help here.”

      Colton clenched his jaw. One moment he’d felt like Mekhu was sympathetic to his cause, and the next, he was threatening him with getting canned. He pushed down the frustration and focused on choosing the right words. “I’ll do my best, sir. I always do my best.”

      Mekhu nodded. “Good. I believe you’re good for it. Please don’t make me regret it.”

      Colton nodded and took a shaky breath.

      “Now, we’ve had a string of disappearances out there, and although we know that some rogue werewolf packs live in the vicinity, I don’t think that’s the true cause. That’s why we want a team to go out there and find out what’s happening to the humans.”

      “Excuse me for asking, sir, but if only humans are targeted, then why are we being sent in? I thought we existed for the betterment of supernatural creatures, not humans.”

      “You know how humans are, Mr. Fen. You and I both used to be them. They’re easily frightened, and once they learn about these disappearances, they’ll aim their fear on anyone. They’ll destroy any threat they come across. Unfortunately, our kind always become casualties when humans are afraid.”
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            The New Partner

          

        

      

    

    
      The train whistle shrieked steam into the purple evening sky. When Colton stepped off the train, his boots crunched on the gravel. He was one of only three people who disembarked at Peridot. Clearly, it wasn’t a favored destination for travelers.

      Judging by the gaps he could see between the boards that made up the walls of the train station, it was built quickly by people who probably didn’t know what they were doing. That was a common story out west. The goal was to expand as quickly and efficiently as possible, not necessarily build a structure to last.

      Colton walked past the building through the gravel and came to the dirt road that signified Peridot’s main street. A little sign with handwritten letters confirmed it. Every little town out west had a Main Street, all looking like they had popped up overnight. A town always began with a road. Colton started down it, eyeing the surrounding shops.

      Mr. Tep hadn’t been joking when he called Peridot a little spit of a town, either. But Peridot looked older than most of the towns he had visited out west. Despite the newness of the train station, shanties lay in the distance, looking at least twenty or thirty years old. It was a strange place, the mixture of new and old slammed together, all in the middle of nowhere.

      As night advanced, the general stores were closed and most of Main Street was empty, save for the inn with its candles burning for weary, late-night travelers. The theater, though, glowed so brightly from all the lanterns that it lit up the street. It was clearly the biggest attraction in town.

      Colton stepped up to the front of the place, eyeballing the stained bat-wing doors and the large sign above painted in shiny black and red paint with fancy lettering: The Crimson Theater. Colton shook his head. When Mr. Tep gave him the name of the theater that his new partner, Rennick Dalton, owned, he had thought it would be hard to find. He hadn’t expected this.

      The fancy sign up top didn’t fit the faded wood of the neighboring shops. In fact, it didn’t fit most of Peridot. It was too garish and rich for a place so embedded in the sand and grit of its surroundings. A trio of men stepped out of the theater, laughing loudly into the cool night air. One of them nearly tripped down the steps in a drunken haze. They dragged themselves down the street toward the shanties.

      Music and more laughter came from inside the theater. There were probably a ton of people inside. His skin crawled at the thought. He tried to stay away from crowds on most days. It was too risky for a werewolf like him. But Mr. Tep had told him he needed to be more social. He needed to get used to collaborating. Apparently it started here at The Crimson Theater.

      He took a deep breath and steeled himself before stepping inside.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Colton stepped through the doors, the thick tobacco smoke made his throat itch. His eyes burned for a moment as he adjusted to the cloud that permeated the upper half of the room. His gaze fell on the luxurious red curtain drawn closed on the stage. Another prop that appeared too good for the ramshackle town. Opposite the stage and along the wall to his left, the bar was thick with people. Colton had to step aside when someone pushed through the doors behind him and nearly ran him over on their way to the bar.

      Realizing he wasn’t ready to brave the crowd of people, he looked through the tables laid out in front of the stage. He tracked down a haggard waiter with a platter of glasses held overhead. He cocked an eyebrow. The waiter was a woman. Women weren’t permitted to serve alcohol back East, but things were obviously different out here. She squeezed through pockets of people with the deftness of a house cat toward the back of the bar. Colton blocked her path, earning a scowl.

      “My apologies, ma’am, but I’m looking for Rennick Dalton,” Colton projected to be heard over all the people.

      She jutted her chin to the far wall beyond the bar and snapped, “With the sharks.”

      With practiced ease, she slipped around him and into the crowd near the bar. Colton grumbled and followed her. Regardless of how many people were there, he needed to brave it to get to the gamblers on the other side. The crowd was so thick, Colton had to bring his arms in to squeeze past. He clenched his teeth at the crush of them. He squeezed around a group of four or five men who looked like they could barely walk straight. It was hard to tell if they really were though. Pickpockets would pretend to be drunk when they really weren’t. Bars were the perfect hunting ground for thieves, something Colton had learned the hard way when he was younger. He had made sure to clean out his exterior coat pockets earlier, but he still thought he felt at least one attempt as he maneuvered through the crowd.

      Through the thick mass of people, he could make out the card tables in the distance. He stepped down the few steps that separated the bar from the gambling tables and took a deep breath. Even though the air here reeked of equal parts smoke and sweat, it was still better than being crushed in the crowd.

      Two large, round card tables sat near the wall, both packed with poker players. At the farthest one sat Rennick Dalton. It wasn’t his expensive, light blue suit that made him so identifiable, or the three buxom women who were huddled around his chair. Werewolves could always pick out a vampire in a crowd, and vice versa. Outside of the Agency, werewolves and vampires were natural enemies, fighting over lands and their human livestock. Within the Agency, though, their kind often worked together.

      To Colton’s eyes, Rennick’s supernatural qualities were obvious. The man’s eyes caught the candle light more than they should. His wavy blond hair fell too perfectly around his cheekbones, and his pale skin didn’t reflect the harsh conditions of living out on the frontier. He didn’t look like a man who had grown up here under the hot sun and surrounded by sand. In fact, he didn’t look like he’d worked a day in his life.

      What disturbed Colton were the women huddled all around Rennick. The brunette behind him massaged his shoulders as he played. The blond woman gripped his arm and occasionally leaned over to glance at the other players. A woman with bright red hair sat backwards in a chair on Rennick’s other side, with a cigarette hanging out of her mouth as she viciously grinned. Were they his bodyguards or lovers? Did they know what he was?

      Colton leaned his back against the wall and watched the women in particular, planning his approach. He wanted to wait until they finished their game because he didn’t want to draw too much suspicion. Then a large man at Rennick’s table stood up. He was built like a person who spent most of his time in the mines, with powerful arms and a squared frame. As he got to his feet, he shoved back his chair so hard it slammed into the bar rail behind him and cracked. The loud noise quieted the room.

      “No!” he cried in a drunken slur. “Not her!” He produced an old but well maintained Colt .45 in one hand and aimed it at Rennick’s forehead. In the space of a few seconds, the mood of the room shifted.

      The brunette woman behind Rennick screamed and flattened herself against the wall. The blond shot to her feet, and the redhead leaned her head back and cackled. The scream set off a panic. Shoved back chairs squeaked and glasses fell from the shaken tables, shattering on the floor. The cheerful piano music came to a dead stop, and the performers who had just entered on stage froze. The other poker players around Rennick’s table stood and backed away with raised hands. Everyone in the room held their breath and fear held the air tight.

      Colton clenched his fists against his own impulses. Fear had no scent, but the wolf inside was always eager for it. The muscles in his shoulders tensed and his body went rigid, preparing to pounce. He forced himself to breathe slowly and ignore the hunger pangs that hit him. It would be different if there were only a few terrified people nearby, but with so many, it was difficult to maintain control. He reached out and took hold of the back of a chair, digging his nails deep into the wood. The pain kept his mind focused.

      For just a moment, Rennick glanced away from the gunman and caught Colton’s eye. Recognition was there, acknowledgment, too, and perhaps just a tinge of fear. He recognized what Colton was. Colton hoped that was a good sign. Then Rennick turned to the gunman and was all smiles as he stared up at the man aiming a gun at his skull.

      “Why must you always be such a sore loser, Sherman?” Rennick asked.

      “She’s the only one I have left, you cheat!” Sherman’s arm wavered as he spoke. “She’s my favorite!”

      The redhead by Rennick giggled into her fist, trying to stay quiet.

      Rennick gave a gruff sigh. “You can always find more horses. Besides, you’re the one that offered her up.” He placed a forearm on the table and leaned forward. “If you don’t like the stakes, stay out of the game.”

      Sherman cocked his gun. “I had you! There’s no way you could beat a full house twice in one night!”

      “Look!” Rennick put his arms into the air and rolled back his sleeves to reveal his bare arms underneath. “I’m sorry luck hasn’t been on your side today, but perhaps I can help with that.” He reached into the pile of bills beside him on the table and placed a small stack in front of Sherman. The gunman blinked and reached for them.

      “Ah-ah!” Rennick placed a hand over the bills with a sly grin. “Put the gun down.”

      Sherman hesitated, “But⁠—”

      Rennick snapped his fingers. “Come on now. Dallying just might change my mind.”

      With the huff of a child, Sherman obliged and put the gun on the table, then he reached for the bills. Rennick slid the gun to his side of the table with one hand and passed the bills to Sherman with the other.

      “Alright then. Are we settled?” Rennick glanced around at his wary companions around the theater. “Come now, you all act like you’ve never seen a gun before! And where is that music?”

      The piano started up again. The performers on stage continued with their skit. The tension in the room eased and the redhead starting laughing again, much to the annoyance of the other women. Suddenly, it was as if nothing had happened, as though Rennick hadn’t nearly had his brains splattered all over the walls.

      Colton pulled out his flask and took a sip, hoping the cheap whiskey would help take the edge off his nerves. As the fear dwindled, so did his symptoms, but his hands still shook. To anyone else he might look terrified, but that wasn’t at all the case. The wolf in him fed on fear. Fear triggered its attention, and when it awoke, an unwanted transformation usually wasn’t far off. Colton hated being near crowds. He never knew what would trigger him. He took another sip from his flask before pocketing it again.

      “Come on!” Rennick smiled, organizing the remainder of his winnings. “I’m still in. Isn’t anyone else?”

      “Sorry, Rennick.” A man with a thick bristled beard shook his head as he gathered his meager funds from the table. “I think I’m out for the night.”

      One by one, the players collected the few earnings they had and left. The blond woman told Rennick how wonderful he was and the brunette beamed at him. The redhead got to her feet, still shaking her head and laughing. He was fairly certain the blond and brunette were Rennick’s lovers, but he had no idea about the redhead.

      “Fine,” Rennick muttered as he dumped his cash into a small satchel. He met Colton’s gaze for just a moment before turning his attention back to the table. “Maybe I should retire for the evening.” Reluctantly, he let Sherman take back his gun, but not before the brunette emptied out the bullets first. The three women escorted Rennick to a side door behind the poker table that looked like it led to the back halls of the theater.

      Colton watched them. His new partner had one hell of an ego, but this might be the only chance he had to get Rennick’s attention. He stepped past the first poker table, intent on talking to Rennick directly, but just as he got close to the door beyond the second table, the blond cut him off, her flaming red gown so close it grazed over his boots. Her flowery perfume nearly made him sneeze. She shook her head at him, and Colton was confused.

      Rennick paused and looked Colton up and down. “You’re here to see me, I presume?”

      “Yes, about a business matter.”

      He smiled, “Of course it is. Follow me.” He opened the door and stepped through. Colton started in behind him, but the brunette, a woman with eyes the color of a Texas sunset, glared at him.

      “Ladies first,” Colton muttered. He took a step back and held the door for the three ladies. He couldn’t quite figure out why they were so obsessed with Rennick. Perhaps he paid them to stick around, or perhaps he had some kind of mind control over them. The blond glanced back at him and whispered something to the redhead, who cackled again. Colton frowned, but closed the door behind him as he stepped into the hall.

      Compared to the main room, the hallway was eerily quiet. The voices and music were still there, but muffled and distant. Unlike the train station, the theater was built well. He wondered if it had been built with hay or sod to insulate the walls from the main room. If Rennick had built this place from the ground up, then this hallway had been clearly made for privacy.

      The women walked ahead of Colton, determined to keep him separated from Rennick. Colton needed to get him alone so they could talk, but three nosy women around made everything more complicated. He couldn’t bring up the Agency business in front of three humans. Rennick pulled out a large keyring and unlocked one of the doors, holding it open for them. After the women entered, Colton looked into the room and stopped short. It was a large bedroom with a bed against one wall. This wasn’t a place to talk about business.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “My room, obviously,” Rennick crooned. “You don’t like it?”

      Colton stepped toward him, blocking the doorway. He had tried to be patient, but Rennick was treating this like a joke. If they were going to be partners, then lines needed to be drawn. “I told you I had business to talk about. Is this where you conduct your business?”

      “You mean this isn’t the business you meant?” A smirk played at the corners of Rennick’s lips. “I’m insulted! I thought you might like the ladies’ company. They’re very good at making guests feel at home.”

      Colton sighed. “Kick them out or we don’t talk at all.”

      “Kick out my ladies? You daft beast.”

      Colton blinked.

      “I always try to give your kind the benefit of the doubt, but I don’t know why I even bother. At the end of the day, you’re nothing more than a rude cur, aren’t you?”

      The slur caught Colton off guard. It was an old insult, one Colton hadn’t heard since he was a child and first been turned. Shame forced him into a stunned silence. Rennick planted a hand on his chest and shoved him through the door. The push was hard enough Colton was knocked off his feet. He hit the wooden floorboards hard, and his lungs forgot for a moment how to breathe. Before he fully realized he was on the ground, a forearm pressed tightly against his throat.

      Too late. Colton pulled at Rennick’s arm. He should never have underestimated him. Each Agent was an expert killer; Rennick was no exception. In a matter of seconds, Colton had been brought to the ground at his mercy. He was definitely more than a simple card shark.
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        * * *

      

      Rennick wasn’t the first vampire Colton had encountered. He had witnessed their frightening speed, but this was his first time on the receiving end of an attack. Laying on the ground with his throat burning and his eyes fixed on the ceiling fan above, Colton wondered how he could have missed the signs. Rennick hadn’t known him from any other wolf on the street. He clearly had no idea who he was.

      “Now that I have your full attention, we can talk,” Rennick said, loosening his grip a tad. “Tell me where to find the leader of your little pack, and you might survive this night.”

      Colton tugged on the arm, giving him just enough space to speak. “I’m not in a pack. I’m from the Agency!” Despite Rennick’s speed, Colton had him beat in strength. He almost had enough room to pull his head free.

      “No, no.” The vampire sighed. “I don’t think you understand how this game works.” With his free hand, Rennick revealed a dagger. “You know what this is, don’t you? I’ll bet your brothers and sisters do, too.” The blade was simple and unembellished, but the handle made Colton loosen his grip. Made of silver, it had a wolf’s silhouette carved into it. Colton let go. “That’s a good boy.”

      As soon as Colton lowered his hands, the vampire’s grip tightened again.

      Rennick laughed. “Oh come now, the fact that you’re still breathing means I haven’t completely decided to kill you yet. Let’s try again, shall we? Who is your leader?”

      “No leader,” Colton choked. “An Agent!”

      Rennick laughed, “An Agent, really? Don’t you think I would have been notified? You’re not very imaginative, are you?”

      “Breast pocket.” Windpipe on fire now, it was all he could do to utter those two words. Stars danced around his vision, and he wasn’t sure how long he could stay awake.

      Rennick sighed; one of the women stepped forward to check Colton’s pockets. Colton could barely see her, but her flowery scent was unmistakable. The blond in the red dress. Had the women been standing there the entire time? Did Rennick routinely kill in front of them? She reached around his flask and pulled out the letter Mr. Tep had given him days ago. She stood there for a moment, likely holding it up for Rennick to read.

      Rennick’s grip loosened, then released completely. Colton gasped painfully at precious air. It took a while to work up the energy to open his eyes again. Rennick stood over him with the letter in his hands.

      “Well, crap. I guess I owe you an apology, Mr…” He looked at the letter again. “Fen. Fen? Are you Chinese or something?” Colton lay there trying to figure out if he could even talk let alone answer such a flippant question. “I’ll admit I don’t usually pry, not in these parts at least. People can get downright defensive about family, you know?”

      Colton croaked, “Jesus, if I say yes, will you shut up?”

      Rennick gave a wide smile. He leaned down, took Colton’s arm, and pulled him into a sitting position. Colton groaned, took the drink Rennick offered him, and knocked it back without asking any questions. His throat rebelled against the decision as the strong whiskey burned everything. He coughed into his elbow.

      Rennick sat down on the floor beside him. They were sitting in the doorway to his bedroom. Colton had no idea where he’d gotten the whiskey from. “Feeling better?”

      “You treat all your friends so well?”

      “Only flea-bitten ones. Though you would be surprised. Some men enjoy when I play rough.”

      Colton blinked.

      “I’ll admit, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a friendly wolf in these parts.” He looked down at the letter in his hands. “Why didn’t I get notified you were coming? I mean, it’s a good thing I prefer to talk before I kill.”

      Rennick spoke quite casually about killing him, but Colton understood his perspective. Rennick was likely attacked by wolves on a regular basis. Being such a visible vampire in a small town was dangerous. He gave off all the signs of someone used to being hunted, from the slight fear Colton had sensed at the poker table, to the unexpected assault here in the bedroom. It made him realize just how on edge Rennick must be out here, especially for a lone vampire.

      “I assume there’s a wolf pack nearby?” Colton grunted.

      Rennick got to his feet and stepped through a side door. “It’s a small group, but damn persistent. For a while there, I was killing at least one a month!”

      Once a month? That was more than just a passing interest. Those wolves were targeting him. It didn’t make any sense, though, especially considering how many Rennick had probably killed. Most werewolves chose to live in a pack for the safety it promised. He had heard plenty of stories of wolves who had lost their lives to superstitious townsfolk or zealous hunters. The problem with a pack, though, was they ran the gambit from small, harmless communes to enormous, ruthless mafias. The fact Rennick had fended them off for so long was puzzling, especially considering most vampires would have fallen prey to them within a few months and Rennick looked to be flourishing.

      “How do you manage it?”

      “What, killing them?” He laughed. “I think you saw my methods. They’re rather effective!”

      “No, surviving on your own. I was told you built this place from the ground up. That takes more than just time, especially when you’ve angered a local pack.”

      Rennick was silent a moment. “I did nothing to anger them, just so you know. Ever since I arrived, they’ve been trailing me.”

      “Do they have a leader?”

      “Does it matter? Even if I could kill the leader, they would just get a replacement and continue hunting me. Not that I wouldn’t relish taking his head first.” He sighed., “I’m looking forward to being relocated after this next assignment.”

      A shirt was tossed out and Colton arched his eyebrows. It was odd for a man to start undressing in the next room without any warning, especially considering they just met, but this was the West. For all he knew, Rennick was the pinnacle of normal in these parts. That was when Colton noticed the three women that had been Rennick’s companions were missing. Despite being distracted earlier, he should have heard them leave. “What happened to your friends?”

      “Hmm?” Rennick sounded like he was muffled beneath clothing.

      Colton got to his feet, planning to check the hallway. “Your lady friends?”

      “Oh!” Rennick laughed, “You mean them?” He snapped his fingers and suddenly the three women appeared in the room, standing around a desk covered in papers, all wearing innocent smiles. What were they? A moment ago the room had been empty. Now they were approaching him. He could hear the billowing of their skirts as they moved, see they were breathing, and smell their perfume. No doors or mechanisms announced their arrival. As he studied each of them, a wave of uneasiness settled on him. It nagged at his senses. It felt familiar somehow, but he couldn’t place why.

      Creatures pulled from thin air. Spirits given form at the flick of a hand. At one time, it might have sounded like a bizarre magic show, but then realization dawned. These were Rennick’s creations, his illusions.

      Grady had taken him once to visit a girl living in a special orphanage in North Carolina. Her parents had been killed by a vampire hunter, and she had been taken in by the Agency. A full vampire, her room was completely boarded up against the daylight. Colton remembered her sitting on the edge of her bed amid candelabras, her dark hair long and limp around her frail features. She hadn’t spoken a word since they had rescued her six months before, but she had a friend, a pet cat who meowed happily at her and nuzzled her hand regularly. Colton had spoken to the girl for a full thirty minutes and even petted and scratched the cat himself. Only later had Grady had explained the cat wasn’t real. The girl had created it to have a friend after her parents had been slain. She might not be willing to talk, but the fact she created a friendly cat to keep her company was a sign she was healing slowly.

      Colton stared at each of the three women, noticing now their similar smiles. They each had the same height, and they had similar dresses, just in different colors.

      “You created them,” he said.

      “Absolutely.” By the tone of his voice, Rennick was soaking up his reaction. A quick glance over, and he saw Rennick had poked his head out of the closet, exposing his bare shoulders, just to watch him squirm. “Do you like them?”

      Colton stared at the women, gaze flicking between each of the people before him. They were illusions, not real people, but just as tangible. Grady’s words came back to him, in that voice like a slow, patient storm. “A vampire’s illusions are the breath of thought brought to life,” he had said. “Just as powerful and just as deadly. Few can manage them, but be wary of those who can.”

      At the time, Colton had found it hard to imagine how a pet cat could be deadly, but now he understood. Only a handful of vampires could create them, and only the oldest bloodlines had the power to do it.

      “The blond is especially delicious, don’t you think?” Rennick gushed. “I saw that crimson dress in a Wells Fargo catalog a few weeks back and instantly thought of her.” He paused and watched Colton while he drummed his fingers on the door frame. “Goodness, don’t leave me in suspense now! What do you think?”

      “I just… I’ve never seen them as people before. I hadn’t realized how lifelike they could be.”

      Rennick shrugged. “They’re good, but my father’s were far better. He could make dozens of them.”

      A shudder went through Colton at the words. A vampire strong enough to create troops of followers at will, illusions that couldn’t truly be destroyed, and who obeyed his every command. That kind of power was the stuff of legends. Even if Rennick’s women were pale shades of his father’s, they were still more impressive than the vampire child’s cat. Rennick could create his own entourage whenever he wanted them. It made sense now why he was able to handle the city on his own, even with the interest of a nearby wolf pack. It also shed some light on how dangerous their assignment might be. Rennick was a powerful Agent.

      “Your father must be very powerful if you inherited his skill,” Colton said.

      Rennick’s amusement faded as he stepped out of the closet, pulling on a shirt. “I guess.” He snapped again and the three women vanished as quickly as they had appeared. “Look, I need to make a few stops before we head out.” He pulled a wide-brimmed hat on and stopped to adjust it in the mirror. “My place first to get some supplies, then to see Mary and let her know I’ll be leaving, and then⁠—”

      “We don’t even know where we need to go yet.”

      “Oh yes, and determine our assignment. I suppose Mr. Tep didn’t give you very much to go on, did he?” Rennick sighed and proceeded to push Colton out the door. “I swear, for such a powerful group, you would think they could get their letters sent out to me on time.”

      Colton followed Rennick down the hallway and back into the theater. The smoky room made Colton cough for a while, which seemed to amuse Rennick. As they made their way through the room, Colton noticed how much more confident Rennick seemed compared to earlier. Without thinking Colton was a threat, he moved like the owner of the Crimson Theater should instead of as a shifty card shark. Again, Colton was surprised he hadn’t picked up on Rennick’s nerves earlier. It was something Grady always chastised him for: lacking perception in people.

      They walked past the poker tables, full once again. Several anxious eyes looked up when he and Rennick passed them, as though his mere presence was enough to lighten their coin purses. Rennick assured them all he had no intention of joining their games, which lightened their moods. He stopped to chat with several men for a moment, so Colton moved ahead towards the main stage, grateful to avoid the bar this time.

      Raucous laughter filled the main room. On stage, a man had partially covered himself with a checkered blanket and a woman ran around in circles screaming and beating Confederate soldiers with a picnic basket. The soldiers were trying to run past them to escape from gun blasts sounding in the distance, but the woman with the basket was causing them more trouble than the fake gunfire. Colton watched for a while, chuckling along with the audience every time she clocked a man in a gray uniform with a basket. He didn’t even notice when Rennick had finished up, and approached beside him.

      “Do you like it?”

      Colton shrugged. “It’s different.”

      Rennick rolled his eyes, “You were laughing just a moment ago. I saw you.”

      He shrugged, “It’s not that funny.”

      Rennick pointed to the woman with the basket, “Would you believe me if I told you she writes most of our shows?”

      “Really?”

      Rennick nodded. “Everyone is always surprised. They ask me how I’m still in business,” he said with a gleam in his eye. “These comedies are more popular than our dancing girls.” When Rennick put an arm around his shoulders, Colton had to keep from flinching. His neck was still sore from getting pinned earlier. “Maybe once we’re done, you’ll get a chance to see the whole thing. I guarantee you’ll find it better with a few drinks in you.”

      Colton pulled away from Rennick’s arm with a sigh. “I doubt it.”

      Rennick smirked. “Fair enough.” He led the way to the bat-wing doors, weaving in and out of the crowd, shaking hands, and occasionally mixing coins with handshakes to a few favored employees. Colton couldn’t figure out if Rennick did it just to be seen as a generous owner, or if he was trying to impress Colton.

      Once they reached the entrance, Colton leaned closer to Rennick to ask. “Is there going to be a problem with you just walking out?”

      “It’ll be fine. They’re used to it by now.” Rennick shouldered through the doors, but Colton paused. He turned back again toward the stage, scanning the crowd. He felt like they were being watched, but he couldn’t spot anything unusual.

      “Come on,” Rennick called back to him. “My place is just a short walk.”
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