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      The sound of bone splintering never ceased to be sickening.

      Human, werewolf, or other, it mattered not. The vampire’s ribs broke as a great, dark wolf hit him from the side, burying its teeth in the undead flesh of his shoulder and whipping its head side-to-side in a thrill of predatory frenzy. The sawing action wrenched the vampire’s fangs from my neck and sent him sprawling to the earth. His brief shriek sent a flock of birds slumbering in a nearby tree hurtling skyward all at once, their black shapes flapping against an even blacker sky. Stars disappeared and reappeared in the feathery, panicked eruption. A hot spray of my own arterial blood burst against the underside of my jaw and splattered my cheek, where it rapidly cooled.

      My hand slapped against my neck like a blind, wounded animal. Slippery fingers sought purchase. Pressure. Pressure, or I would bleed out.

      The vampire launched himself at the wolf with a power beyond human musculature. Their bodies collided and flew across the grass together in a tangle of limbs. The echoes of their mingled pain ripped the night asunder. Their screams were a chorus hell might disgorge.

      Cold leached heat from my torso where the blood snaking from my neck soaked through my coat in an expanding circle.

      Sleep. I wanted it more than I wanted air.

      To be home, in my bed, my cats warming my feet. Had I seen them for the last time?

      My hand dropped palm-up in my lap. Warmth surged from me in time with my heart’s final song.

      The world was dark.
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          Two weeks earlier…
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      “I am not a werewolf.”

      Ravenous yellow eyes pierced me with animal hunger. He wouldn’t be denied.

      “Don’t do this. We both know it can only lead to pain.” But my words fell on ears deaf to reason, pleas, and tears. Hunger deepened his warning whine to a growl.

      He leapt.

      Claws dug into my flesh through the fabric of my jeans and apron as he used my body to heft the last of his considerable bulk up to the counter.

      You’d miss the jump too, if you were the feline equivalent of a Brinks armored truck.

      “For God’s sake, Gilbert!” I screeched. “How many times have we been over this! No jumping on the counter! You’re not as young as you used to be.”

      Gilbert padded over to the stove and hovered at my elbow like a furry dirigible. I sank my ladle into the stockpot and coaxed the succulent roast to the surface. “See? It hasn’t even finished boiling yet. And we have to roast it after that to caramelize the edges.”

      Eyes narrowed, Gilbert considered the pork-perfumed steam.

      “Fine, but if you burn your tongue again, I don’t want to hear any bitching.” I forked off a tender corner of the meat and dropped it on the counter. Gilbert paused to bend his twitching pink nose to the morsel. I pinched a bite for myself.

      “You’re right,” I said. “Needs more salt.” I tossed in a generous pinch of sea salt from the ramekin on the counter and clamped the lid back onto the pot.

      A fun-house version of my own face stared back at me from the domed copper surface. My mane of wild hair shone a darker shade of the same red-amber. The usual gray-green of my eyes was burnished brassy in the glow of my kitchen’s single bulb. I bared my teeth at myself and tried a growl. The resulting image would have failed to frighten a gnat.

      “Totally not a werewolf,” I said. “Seriously. Would a werewolf cook Schweinsbraten? I don’t think so.”

      Gilbert looked up from licking the lingering juices from the counter.

      “Don't look at me like that! So, I like meat! So what? You like meat. Does that mean I might be a cat?”

      Ears rotated away from me, Gilbert resumed scraping the tiles with his tongue.

      “Tune me out if you want, but you know I’m right. Me? A werewolf? Come on! Abernathy is out of his fool mind.”

      Abernathy.

      Otherwise known as Mark Andrew Abernathy.

      Otherwise known as my boss.

      Otherwise known as six feet five inches of muscled, dark-haired, bedroom-eyed yum.

      Otherwise known as a 431-year-old werewolf.

      As if discovering my boss is a werewolf wasn’t enough to drive me into a box of Girl Scout cookies, he’d recently informed me that I was a werewolf too. Or a werewolf heir. Which, as I understood it, meant that I was one genetic twist away from having an excuse never to shave my legs again. Talk about complicating the ever-loving shit out of things.

      “And I don’t care if am his gallery assistant. Asking me to clean out Mrs. Kass’s studio is just wrong. I mean, she tried to kill me.”

      The late Mrs. Rosemary Kass had recently been relieved of her head by a Remington M870 Pump shotgun operated by one of the gallery’s other resident artists, Scott Kirkpatrick. Of course, she had been on the verge of ordering her psychotic werewolf daughter, Penny, to eat Abernathy’s heart at the time. Admittedly, my recollection of the events was somewhat suspect as Mrs. Kass also had her mangled half were-lady paw clutched around my neck and was threatening to disembowel me.

      She was a multitasker.

      A thump resounded across the scarred wood floor of my kitchen as Gilbert dove off the counter. I followed him into the living room/boudoir/couching area of my studio apartment, where he assumed his regular post on the couch’s arm over the old brass radiator. The radiator, along with the quirky angles and niches of this converted Victorian in Georgetown, Colorado was one of the reasons I had chosen this place post-divorce but pre-Abernathy.

      “Just because she and her daughter wanted me dead doesn’t prove I’m a werewolf. Or a werewolf heir,” I pointed out. “It’s a case of mistaken identity. Someone needs to lay off the paint chips in their Alpo.” I plopped down on the couch next to him and kicked my pig-slippered feet onto the coffee table. “I mean, Penny tried to kill you too, and you’re not a werewolf.”

      At this, Gilbert rose, turned a half circle, and gave me his wide rump.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Sore subject. And I guess she didn’t try to kill you as much as eat you, per se.”

      His tail began to flick.

      “I know, I know,” I sighed. “Back to the roast.”
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      At five foot eleven inches, I could reach stuff on the top shelf at the supermarket, which came in especially handy at the liquor store. This particular skill was also of considerable value the following morning as I went through the process of de-junking Mrs. Kass’s old studio at The Crossing. I may have initially lied my way into a job at the combination art gallery/oddities shop, but had since found ways to make myself both indispensable and endlessly irritating to Abernathy, the complex’s owner.

      If Costco gave out samples of crazy old lady house as opposed to chicken sausage, Mrs. Kass’s studio was what they would look like. A tiny, eight by ten cross-section of lavender-scented, fur-covered, object-crammed hell. I had filled five economy-sized trash bags full of assorted junk to clear a pathway to open the window. The garbage on either side of the path was piled as high as my shoulders everywhere except the small space she’d left for painting. Her neglected easel sat in one corner of the studio. Her palette lay on top of a pile of rags, the blobs of oil paint on its surface drying into colorful scabs. Worn paintbrushes did headstands in a mason jar of turpentine. The earthy scent of linseed oil still clung to the air.

      I sat on a wooden orange crate and watched the dust motes perform a Brownian dance in the half-light, procrastinating further action. Winter’s chill had loosened its stranglehold, and spring waited with bated breath to descend.

      In the ten years I’d lived in Colorado, I’d managed to finish a master’s degree in art history as well as a remarkably unsuccessful marriage. The divorce was final as of a couple months ago, but I’d seen precious little of Dave LeDouche since Abernathy drove him up one of the gallery walls by his scrawny neck. I would have suspected Abernathy of eating him if I didn’t already know he had better taste.

      With my thirties speeding toward me like a fiery asteroid, I was forced to admit that I was nowhere near where I intended to be by this age. No kids, no career, and nothing to show for my life thus far but a studio apartment and three cats.

      Yes, I was aware of the stereotype, and no, I didn’t want to talk about it.

      My job as Abernathy’s assistant kept me flush with enough cash to keep my fridge stocked with exotic cheeses. Hazard pay for looking after a ramshackle pack of werewolves. Not exactly what I’d had in mind when I’d been a little girl, but then, I heard the monster truck driver market was pretty saturated these days.

      I tried to think of the money as I sat in Mrs. Kass’s studio dragging up uncomfortable memories and convincing myself to do something about the clutter. Three solid hours of work had failed to turn up anything of interest. I suppose I had been looking for something that would make sense of all I had seen and learned in the past few weeks. Like the fact that all the gallery’s resident artists were werewolves and that one of them had been sent to kill me.

      I shoved myself up off the crate and shook out a new bag to resume my pitch and shove, beginning with the avalanche of old newspapers in the corner.

      “Ayeeee!” A high-pitched scream echoed off the walls of the gallery, sending a rush of ice water down my spine.

      Flinging my bag aside, I sprinted out into the hallway. There, in front of the wall connecting their studios, Steven Franke and Scott Kirkpatrick—two of The Crossing’s resident artists—were engaged in a scuffle. Only Steven Franke was still human (I use the term loosely where Steve is concerned) and Scott Kirkpatrick, in the form of a tiny ginger wolf, was latched on the Steve’s calf.

      “Get him off!” Steve shrieked, hopping and shaking his leg. “Geddimoff, geddimoff!”

      Kirkpatrick as a werewolf was a less than threatening sight. As a man, he could pass for an extra in Munchkinland—squatty, round, and in possession of a rather impressive orange mustache. As a wolf, well…he could probably pass for the unholy lovechild of a Pomeranian and a rabid fox: fluffy red fur, stubby legs, a bottlebrush tail. Currently, his yappy little mouth was locked onto Steve’s pants leg and he was emitting a shrill, squealy growl.

      I lunged forward and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck. “Let go!” I shouted in his perky ear. “Let. Go!”

      He resumed his growling and narrowed his eyes at me.

      “No! No bite!” I said, thumping his snout with two fingers. He turned loose of Steve’s leg, and I used the moment to shove him backwards and away from Steve. His dainty paws scratched the hardwood as he slid across the floor.

      “Stay!” I ordered him.

      “Phew,” Steve said, straightening his lanky form and brushing fine blond hair out of his green eyes. “Thanks a bunch.”

      “Let me see.” I pulled the leg of Steve’s green and red plaid pants up to his knee. Kirkpatrick hadn’t broken the skin, but there was a pale mound of pinched flesh rising on his hairy white leg. Purple-blue blood had already begun to collect around the circumference of the wound.

      “Look what you did!” I said, turning to Kirkpatrick. “You—Mother of God!”

      Kirkpatrick, now human, sat naked on the wood floor. I’d caught a peripheral of ginger pubes and Kirkpatrick junk beneath. I clapped a hand over my eyes before I went blind altogether.

      “For God’s sake, put your pants on!” I said.

      “You’re kneeling on them,” he grumbled. Grumbling was mostly what Kirkpatrick did.

      I shoved them toward him across the floor. “What the hell was this all about?” I asked Steve.

      Steve straightened his pants leg and pulled his black Smashing Pumpkins t-shirt back down over his bony chest. Today he was wearing his usual uniform of Chuck Taylors, suspenders, studded bracelets and belt. He smoothed his blond hair and checked his lip and eyebrow piercings.

      “I was doing my morning lunges in the hallway—”

      “He was making a racket,” Kirkpatrick interrupted. “I was trying to work.”

      I felt my eyes working their way through an epic roll. The first time I’d met Kirkpatrick had been on my first day as Abernathy’s assistant. Kirkpatrick had stomped in his office to complain about Steven Franke Jazzercising in the studio next door, and Abernathy had come down to break up the fight. I’d fallen in love with Steve instantly. Kirkpatrick, I had wanted to kick in the shin. The urge hadn’t lessened any over the few weeks of our acquaintance.

      “You were doing lunges,” I reminded Steve.

      “Right, I was doing lunges and Scott starts talking to me through his slot.”

      I glanced over to Kirkpatrick’s door. He had installed a sliding peep-slot that allowed him to abuse visitors without the inconvenience of opening his door. I had been on the receiving end more than once. I wondered if there was a catalog for misanthropes where he found this kind of stuff.

      “I told him to keep it down!” Kirkpatrick stalked over barefoot.

      “Right,” Steve said. “I told him I had to do lunges to get the quads pumped on account of I have a hot date with Shayla tonight.”

      Kirkpatrick surged at Steven again, sandwiching me in between them as his stubby arms grappled to get at Steve’s throat. At barely five foot, Kirkpatrick didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of getting good purchase. Meanwhile, I had ginger chest hair shoving against my bicep like a wiry sweater. I dug an elbow into his sternum and shoved him back.

      “Knock it off before I slap a shock collar on you!”

      “And that’s exactly what happened,” Steve said, rubbing his pants leg where Kirkpatrick had bit him. “I told him I had a date and he went all Old Yeller on me.”

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I asked Kirkpatrick.

      “He did it on purpose!” Kirkpatrick snarled.

      “Did what?”

      “Shayla! He went after her on purpose. He knew I—” here, he stopped himself and looked at the floor. He shifted feet and kicked imaginary dirt.

      Steve had been chasing Shayla as long as I’d known him but had only recently worn her down. She worked at the coffee shop next door we all frequented, as there was no bathroom in the gallery. She had a smart mouth, lots of tattoos, pin-up girl good looks, and cobalt blue hair. It wasn’t hard to see why Steve and Scott both had the hots for her.

      “Dude, I didn’t know,” Steve said.

      Rather than explain himself, Kirkpatrick stomped into his studio and slammed the door. The metal slat rattled, mirroring his indignation. His fishing vest, hat, socks and shoes were still in a tangled pile on the floor. I kicked them over to his door.

      “Don’t sweat it,” I said. “There’s no way you could have known. Kirkpatrick hates everyone. Or at least pretends to.”

      “You know I’d never do anything to hurt him,” Steve said. Worry looked unnatural on his boyish features. I’d seen him attacked by rival werewolves, wounded nigh unto death’s door, and still the sunny smile rarely slipped from his face (or muzzle, as the situation might have it). His concern at having upset one of the most irritating people I’d ever known was doubly endearing.

      “So, you have a date with Shayla?” I asked, hoping to shift back to happier topics.

      Steve snapped his suspenders and did a little jig. Impromptu dances were part of Steven’s M.O. That, and occasionally singing his own theme music.

      “I know right? Persistence. People don’t know. Two years of asking and she finally succumbed to my many charms.”

      “What do you have planned?”

      “Planned?” At six foot two and skinnier than a starved stick, Steve produced some serious mother hen urges in me. Mostly, I wanted to tuck him into a basket and cover him with blankies.

      “Your date,” I said. “Don’t tell me you haven’t planned anything. You’ve had two years to think about it, after all.” I already knew the answer to this. If Abernathy had taught me one thing, it was that werewolves weren’t so hot with the planning. Shedding, fabulous. Fighting, splendid. Planning, utter shite. Consummate planner that I was, I regarded this as more evidence of my non-lupine status.

      Steve blinked at me.

      “All right,” I said. “Take notes.”

      He jogged into his studio and came back with a paper plate and a purple crayon.

      “Can you cook?” I asked him.

      “Is a duck’s ass watertight?”

      “I would certainly hope so. All right. What can you make?”

      “Peanut butter and potato chip sandwiches, pickle omelets, Cheetos casserole…”

      “Never mind,” I said. “Change of plans. You want Cooper’s on the Creek. That’s where you’ll take her to eat. I know the chef there. I’ll call ahead for you. He’ll treat you right.”

      “Score! I know right where that is.” He made some notes on the paper plate.

      “Good. I’m not a big fan of movies on the first date. Any ideas for something you could do after dinner?”

      “They’ve got a house band playing down at Mother’s Saloon.”

      I thought of the little dive bar down the street from the gallery with its neon specters and sticky tables. Not ideal, but a convivial atmosphere nonetheless. “That will do.”

      “Thanks, Hanna, I owe you one!” He held up a hand and we knuckle bumped. I mostly connected. We’d definitely gotten better at this, I was happy to note.

      “Happy to help,” I said.

      He sauntered into his studio and resumed doing whatever it was Steven did with most of his day. I couldn’t venture a guess what that might be.

      I turned back to Mrs. Kass’s office to face my doom. Garbage bag in hand, I began to sift through the sloping pile of newspapers. Abernathy wasn’t the only one who collected newspaper clippings about murdered women, it seemed. In Abernathy’s case, it was a record of someone out to frame him. In Mrs. Kass’s case, they were trophies.

      As I’d learned shortly before Mrs. Kass got herself headless, she’d been making Abernathy’s girlfriends into midnight snacks to nurse a little blood grudge against his father, Joseph Abernathy, who had unwittingly made her a half-wolf by knocking her up. The offspring of that little dalliance, Abernathy’s half-sister, Penny, had attacked Steven and I and ended up getting her heart eaten by Scott Kirkpatrick.

      It was a pity Dr. Laura wasn’t on the air anymore. All of this could have been avoided with a simple telephone call.

      I made my way through the stack, sloughing off layers of dust and sneezing until my nose was swollen and raw from being wiped with a paper towel swiped from my desk supply.

      About halfway through, I hit pay dirt.

      Picking up the crumbling yellowed paper, I read, and re-read the headline.

      “Local Sales Rep Killed in Head On-Collision with Semi Truck.” Biloxi, Mississippi Sunherald, March 5th, 1996.

      Tucked into the bottom of the article was a picture—a face I would know instantly and forever.

      It was my dad.
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      Abernathy’s door swung open and hit the wall by his leather couch with a satisfying slam. I found him seated behind his wide oak desk with his fingers steepled under his chin—his habit whenever he was mulling over something he didn’t feel like sharing. His lips were tight and his chocolate brown hair disheveled, a sure sign he’d been running his hand through it while he worked out a problem. In Abernathy, this signaled exasperation or exhaustion. It was a little early in the day for either.

      Ignoring these signs as well as the unfettered view of his sculpted forearms, I launched into the spiel I’d been planning all the way across the gallery. I marched across his office and slapped the newspaper on his desk. “What the hell is this?”

      His dark eyes climbed my rib cage, neck, and jaw before finally meeting mine. When he spoke, his rich baritone held a trace of amusement. “I’m no expert, but it appears to be a newspaper article.”

      “Yeah. Got that. Why the hell is there an article about my dad’s death in Mrs. Kass’s office?”

      He opened his mouth, but I held up the Shushing Finger, unwilling to be interrupted.

      “You know, I’m getting a little sick and tired of everyone knowing more about my whole damn life than I do. Mrs. Kass couldn’t have found her ass with a telescope and a map. Where did she get this?”

      “Hanna—”

      “What does my dad have to do with anything? What are you not telling me?”

      “Hanna—”

      “Don’t Hanna me. You know, this stony stoic act of yours is getting pretty Goddamned old. I saw you naked, remember? And you saw me covered in blood and a catalog of other bodily fluids I’d rather not repeat. Let’s not pretend there’s a lot of mystery between us, shall we?”

      Behind me, someone not Abernathy cleared his throat.

      Abernathy raised his eyebrows and tilted his head at an angle to acknowledge the throat-clearer. “As I was saying. Hanna, I would like to introduce you to a friend of mine.”

      I turned to see a man seated behind me on Abernathy’s leather couch. He leaned forward with his elbows resting on his knees and ran a paint-stained hand through his thick mop of red-orange hair.

      “Hanna, meet Vincent Van Gogh.”
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      My eyes registered his brown tweed suit, his worn hobnail boots, the rocky outcropping of his jutting forehead and brow. The downslope of his cheeks into a jaw of broken granite dusted with stubble-like yellow-orange lichen. His eyes were blue-green quartz set deep into the cavern shadowed by bushy orange brows.

      “You’re Vincent,” I stammered. “You’re Vincent Van Gogh.”

      He stood and offered me his hand. Vincent Van Gogh offered me his hand.

      “Hanna,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      What happened next, I take no responsibility for.

      Abernathy ought to have known better. If he had done his homework on me, he would have had a whole section on “prone to spastic outbursts in the presence of the following: food (any kind), anything remotely associated with unicorns and super-famous artists that supposedly died centuries ago.” And cheese.

      I snared Vincent’s hand and started jumping up and down.

      “Ohmygod ohmygod!” I shrieked. “You’re Vincent Van Gogh! Like the Vincent Van Gogh! Like my favorite artist of all time, Vincent Van Gogh! Oh my God! Oh my God! I can’t believe you’re really here! Here!”

      Eventually my words gave way to one long, high-pitched, tea-kettle resembling “Squeeeeeee!”

      Off balance from my continual leaping, I collided with Vincent’s chest and wrapped him in a bear hug as we fell backward onto the couch. Seconds later, I was peeled from him by a steely arm around my waist. Abernathy plopped me back on my feet and helped Vincent into a seated position.

      “Sorry,” Abernathy apologized. “She can be a little excitable.”

      “This is Vincent Van Gogh!” I said to Abernathy, “Vincent Van Gogh!”

      “I’m aware.”

      Little dots swam at the edges of my vision. My breath hitched in and out of my chest like an overworked bellows.

      Abernathy dropped both hands onto my shoulders.

      “Breathe Hanna,” he said. “Breathe.”

      “Vinnn,” I panted. “Vannnn!” My knees began to buckle.

      Abernathy guided me down on the couch and tucked my head between my knees. After a moment, the lights started to come back on.

      “Will she be all right?” I heard Vincent ask.

      “I love you,” I said, looking at Vincent from under my thigh. “Not in a creepy way. I mean, I’m usually not creepy. I almost never stalk anyone. I’m not saying I’m going to stalk you.” I laughed nervously. “That would be ridiculous. Me stalking Vincent Van Gogh. Holy shit. You’re Vincent Van Gogh. I’m sitting on a couch. With Vincent Van Gogh. Do you like cheese?”

      I heard Abernathy’s sigh of exasperation.

      “You’re right,” I said. “What a stupid question. ‘Do you like cheese?’ Of course you like cheese. You’re from Holland. Well, the Netherlands. I mean, shit. Sorry. You’ve lived everywhere, I know. Like Arles. Oh my God, I loved that yellow house in Arles. Gaugin is an idiot, by the way. I’d never have left you. Ear or no ear.”

      I gasped and sat bolt upright. “Your ear!”

      Swiveling, I checked one side of his face and then the other. “I knew it was a rumor! I knew you’d never do that. He’d never do that, I said to myself. Vincent Van Gogh would never do that.”

      “I did do that.” His voice sounded like coffee grounds and smoke.

      “Of course you did. You’re an artist. You suffered for your art. Not in a hokey Don McClean sort of way. Have you heard that song? Wanna make out?”

      “Well I—”

      “Who am I kidding? You wouldn’t listen to Don McClean. Not that I have anything against him. He’s a great guy and all, but Vincent Van Gogh listening to Don McClean? That would be like Shakespeare picking up the latest Miley Cyrus, which is just ridiculous. Speaking of which, is he still alive too?”

      Abernathy gave me his polite “Hanna you should really stop talking” smile. I’d seen it more than I like to admit. Even worse, it was usually warranted.

      “Shakespeare wasn’t a werewolf,” Vincent said. “I would wager he’s resting peacefully somewhere.”

      Longing colored his voice as he spoke the word “resting.”

      “A werewolf? Shakespeare?” I laughed.

      Only then did the syllogism present itself in my head: Vincent Van Gogh is still alive. Vincent Van Gogh is a werewolf.

      “Oh my God!” I shot up from the couch. “Vincent Van Gogh is a werewolf!” I looked from Abernathy to Vincent and back again. “You’re a werewolf!”

      “It would seem so,” Vincent said.

      “Glad you’ve caught up with us.” Abernathy’s expression was lodged somewhere between irritation and “Dear God please rescue me from the seventh level of hell.”

      “Hey, considering I’ve had my life threatened, discovered that all my coworkers are werewolves, and learned Vincent Van Gogh is still alive all in the course of a week, I think I’m doing pretty damn good not to be sitting in a corner sucking my thumb.”

      Abernathy’s look said, “I could think of other things for you to suck.”

      My look said, “I could really use a doughnut right now.” Truthfully though, that’s how I looked most of the time.

      “So,” I said, turning to Vincent. “What brings you to our little hamlet?”

      “Someone is hunting werewolf artists,” Abernathy answered for him.

      “Hunting?”

      “Killing, murdering, making dead,” Abernathy helpfully explained.

      “Yeah, I got that part,” I said. “Where? How?”

      “It began with Gaugin,” Vincent replied. “At first—”

      “Paul Gaugin?”

      “Yes,” Vincent said.

      “Paul Gaugin is still alive?”

      “He was, until a month ago.” Vincent brought one paint-flecked boot to rest on the opposite knee and smoothed his rumpled pants leg. His raw-knuckled hand was accented by paint settled into the deep cracks in his roughened skin.

      “Is everyone a werewolf?” I blurted.

      Abernathy raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Except for me of course,” I added. “Because I am definitely not a werewolf. But everyone else. You know. Are werewolves. Or...is a werewolf. Is a werewolf? That doesn’t seem right.”

      “Hanna’s in denial about her heritage,” Abernathy said, resuming his station behind the desk.

      Vincent nodded knowingly.

      “Am not!” I said.

      “Sounds like denial to me.” Abernathy folded his arms across his chest, leaned back in his chair, and propped his feet up on the polished (by me) oak expanse. He knew I hated it when he did that.

      I pulled up my pants leg. “Do you see any fur here?”

      “Actually—” Amusement danced across Abernathy’s lips as he considered my leg. Stupid acute werewolf vision.

      “I haven’t shaved for a couple days! Bad example.”

      Abernathy smirked. I hated it when he did that too.

      “Anyway,” I said. “Someone killed Paul Gaugin? Where, when?”

      “Ate his heart, to be precise. About a month ago in Scranton, Ohio.”

      “What the hell was he doing in Scranton, Ohio?” I asked.

      “Teaching math,” Abernathy replied.

      “Paul Gaugin was a math teacher in Scranton, Ohio,” I repeated. Somehow this was even harder to accept than Gaugin being a werewolf.

      “But he died,” I said. “You died. I must have read a thousand biographies about you.”

      “I tried to die,” Vincent said. “It didn’t work. As for Gaugin, those are the rules. Anyone in the public eye has to die at some point. What you do after that is up to you.

      “Right,” Vincent continued. “It started with Gaugin. Then Cezanne called me a couple weeks ago, insisting he had been receiving threatening messages. He was dead a couple days later. Also missing his heart.”

      This business with the hearts I had only learned about recently. While silver did slow a werewolf’s healing process substantially, eating a werewolf’s heart was the only way to ensure death. As humans aren’t usually in the business of running around eating each other’s hearts, death by heart-eating was a sure sign of werewolficide.

      “Yesterday, I found Manet,” Van Gogh continued. “Same story.”

      “Okay,” I interrupted. “Exactly how many werewolf artists are there?”

      “A few,” Abernathy answered.

      “Would this be an example of your talent for understatement?”

      “Perhaps,” Van Gogh added.

      “Shit on a shingle.” I flopped back onto the couch, equal parts excited and irritated by this revelation. On the one hand, I was sitting next to the Vincent Van Gogh. On the other hand, whodafuq cares! I was sitting next to Vincent Van Gogh!

      “That is why I’m here,” Vincent explained, speaking to Abernathy.

      He reached into his pocket and withdrew a creamy linen envelope, looked at it for a moment, rose, and handed it to Abernathy.

      Abernathy opened it and extracted a sheet of parchment, holding it to the light. He frowned.

      “What?” I asked, “What is it?”

      Abernathy looked to Vincent, who nodded. I crossed the wood floor and took the envelope.

      The paper’s mottled brown edges suggested its age. It felt dry in my fingertips. Drawn on its surface in scratches of ink was a portrait of Vincent Van Gogh, flayed and missing his heart. It had been rendered with a masterful hand in a style I didn’t recognize. Worry eroded a canyon in Vincent’s massive brow. He looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks.

      “When did you get this?” Abernathy asked.

      “Yesterday. It was at my lodgings when I returned from finding Manet.”

      “Who would want to kill great artists?” I wondered aloud.

      Abernathy looked not at me, but at Vincent. “Vampire?”

      A noticeable chill descended into the room on the wake of this one word.

      Vincent’s body stiffened. “This could be so. Even with the treaty, the grudge between our kinds is ancient and well-tended. You know this better than anyone.”

      “Treaty?” I asked.

      “An agreement established long ago to end the warfare between our kinds,” Abernathy explained. “But there have been times when it’s been broken. It doesn’t end well.”

      “We have been friends for many years,” Vincent said to Abernathy. “I wouldn’t ask for your protection under normal circumstances, but I didn’t know where else to go. Whatever or whoever is killing our kind will not stop. And by all accounts, I am next.”

      “I know!” I raised my hand. “I know!”

      “Hanna, this isn’t a classroom. Just say what you—”

      “Me! Pick me!” My hand flapped in Abernathy’s direction.

      “Yes, Hanna. Go ahead.”

      “You should stay here! We have two open studios. And Mark is super-good at protecting people! Right? Right, Mark? I mean, he’s kept me alive, even when Mrs. Kass, Penny, and his crazy-ass sister wanted me dead. And I even tased him and ran away and he still caught up with me.”

      Abernathy’s jaw ticked.

      Nice, Hanna, said the little voice in my head. Way to bring that up. Abernathy could still eat you, you know.

      “I could get a studio all set up for him,” I said to Abernathy. “And I would take care of him. I could make sure he has everything he needs. It wouldn’t be any work for you. I promise.”

      “Hanna, that’s not necessary,” Vincent said. “I couldn’t ask you—”

      “Please?” I whined.

      “Hanna, he’s a person, not a—”

      “Pleeeease!”

      “Oh, all right,” Abernathy sighed.

      “Yaaay!” I seized Vincent by the shoulders and bouncing up and down. “He said you could stay!”

      Vincent grabbed the edge of the desk to avoid being knocked over. “Yes,” he said. “I heard that.”

      “As much as it pains me to admit,” Abernathy said, “Hanna is right. This is the safest place for you, all things considered.”

      “Do you have a bag?” I asked. “Did you drive? Can I help you bring anything in from your car?”

      Vincent indicated a scarred and beaten leather bag by his equally scarred and beaten leather boots. “This is all I brought. I can send for the rest.”

      “I’ll show you your studio,” I said, tugging his arm.

      “I guess I’m going to see my studio now,” Vincent said to Abernathy.

      “It would appear so.”

      Vincent exited the room first and walked toward the stairs.

      “It’s Vincent Van Gogh!” I mouthed to Abernathy, pointing to Vincent behind his back.

      Then, with the inexorable slowness common to glaciers and tectonic plates, Abernathy’s lips curved into a smile.
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      “This is where we host our monthly shows,” I announced, steering Van Gogh through the gallery, the familiar squeaking of the old wood floors announcing our passage. “The oddities shop is down the hallway past the artist’s studios. Do you want me to show you now?”

      “No,” he grunted.

      “Alrighty then. Well, in that case, here’s your new digs,” said as I was throwing the door to Rob Vincent’s studio wide.

      Giving Rob Vincent’s studio to Vincent Van Gogh had a round, satisfying sort of parity. I could marry their images in my mind with little effort. Greenish eyes, reddish hair, kind hearts and few words.

      I stood in the doorway and watched as Vincent walked the perimeter of the room, his hands laced behind his back. His boots produced a deep echo on the dusty wood floor. With Steve’s help, I’d wrestled out Rob’s pottery wheel and tucked it away into storage. No matter how many times I swept and mopped, traces of fine clay remained on the floor, haunting this studio like a ghost.

      “Good light,” he said.

      “I thought you’d like it. It’s south facing, which is excellent for painting. I read that in a biography, I think, that you favored light from the south when you’re painting.” I would really have to work on not talking about him in the past tense.

      “Ooh!” I said, “I’ll be right back,” I ran across the hall to Mrs. Kass’s studio and grabbed her old easel. I maneuvered it through the slim pathway I’d created for myself, knocking over piles in my wake.

      “Here,” I said, setting the easel up in the corner. Jogging hither and yon across the hall three or four times, I’d acquired for Vincent a stool, a stand for his paints and palettes, and the mason jar of brushes and turpentine.

      “There are paints in there,” I panted, “d’you want those too?” I made a mental note to renew the membership for the Gold’s Gym tag hanging neglected on my key ring. If a few trips across the hall were enough to rob me of my breath, I could be made into wolf-meat without much effort.

      “No,” he said. He lifted his leather satchel and patted it. “I have what I need here.”

      “Canvases!” I said. “You’ll need canvases, right?”

      “Yes, I suppose I will.”

      “Back in a jiff,” I said, racing over to Steve’s studio and pounding on the door.

      Steve answered it palette in hand. He was still arrayed in his painting ensemble, which consisted of a leopard print bathrobe over his clothes, a neon-green sweatband, and an ascot.

      “Nice get-up,” I said.

      “You like? The robe keeps paint off my clothes. And the sweatband keeps the hair out of my eyes.”

      “And the ascot?”

      “Makes me feel fancy.” He arched a brow in his best approximation of patrician scrutiny.

      “Right.” Steve had a way of making me forget everything I had intended to say to him. It came back to me in a rush. “Oh my God, Steve! You’re not going to believe who’s in Rob’s studio!”

      “Vincent Van Gogh?”

      “Ugh! You are the worst kind of person. Couldn’t you have guessed something lame and let me have my moment?”

      “Could have,” he said. “If he wasn’t standing right behind you.”

      “Steven Franke!” said Vincent, stepping forward. They embraced each other amongst hearty claps on the back.

      “You know each other?”

      “Oh yeah,” Steve said. “We go way back!”

      “How long has it been?” Vincent asked.

      Steve blew out a puff of air as he considered. “Mardi Gras? Five years ago? But that weekend is kind of a blur, if you know what I mean.” He jabbed a bony elbow at Vincent’s ribs.

      At this they laughed together with the shared intimacy of an inside joke.

      “It’s wonderful to see you again,” Vincent said, shaking Steve’s hand. “We should have dinner.”

      I felt a little pang of jealousy. Everyone knew Vincent Van Gogh but me. Vincent Van Gogh wanted to have dinner with Steven Franke. Meanwhile, I’d probably end up at home with a TV dinner and back episodes of Cupcake Wars.

      “Steve has a date,” I interrupted. “But I could take you to dinner.”

      “I do indeed.” Steve winked. “Maybe we could all hook up at the Alpine afterwards? Whaddya say?”

      “The Alpine?” Vincent asked.

      “Local libation distillery,” Steve said. “Down the street.”

      “I would like that very much, my friend,” Vincent said.

      “It’s a date!” Steve held up his fist and he and Van Gogh gave each other a knuckle bump. Perfect on the first try. And this from a guy who was about 130 years older than me.

      “Do you have any extra canvases?” I asked Steve. “I’m trying to get Vincent set up across the hall.”

      “Oh yeah, for sure.” Steve wandered over to the corner and dug out a few clean canvases in a variety of sizes. “Will these do?”

      “Yes, perfectly.” Vincent took them and turned back toward his studio. “Until tonight,” he said to Steve over his shoulder.

      “Vincent! Er—Mr. Van Gogh,” I called. “What about dinner?”

      “I’d rather not. I have work to catch up on.” He closed the door to the studio behind him without another word.

      I felt my bottom lip quiver. I bit it hard, hoping the pain would arrest the tears threatening to spill from my eyes. “He doesn’t like me,” I said to Steve. “Vincent Van Gogh doesn’t like me.”

      He waved me off. “Pffft. Vincent’s never been much good with the ladies.”

      “But I was charming,” I insisted. “I made all my best jokes. I’m even wearing my good bra.”

      “Don’t read too much into it, doll,” Steve assured me.

      “You do know who you’re talking to, right? I read into fortune cookies.”

      “Wouldn’t it be awesome if fortune cookies were all vaguely threatening?” Steve asked. “Like, you open up your cookie, and it says, ‘You will choke on the curry chicken.’”

      I snapped his suspenders.

      “Youch!” he said, massaging his chest. “That caught me jubblies.”

      “You really don’t think it’s personal?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Don’t fuss over him. Female attention wigs him out.”

      “Oh. Right. I knew that.” In my mind, I replayed the awful scene of me jumping up and down and squealing, knocking Vincent over on the couch, grabbing his hand and shaking it like a dead rat. Christ, I’d all but humped his leg.

      I might have considered it briefly.

      “You’re coming to the Alpine tonight, right?” Steve asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Bars really aren’t my scene.”

      “Aww, come on. It’ll be a blast! Maybe you could convince Mr. A to come. We could make it an office shindig.”

      “Somehow I can’t see him agreeing to that,” I said. Picturing Abernathy at a bar was akin to imagining a lion chilling at the duck pond.

      “He might, if he knew you were going, seeing as he’s all about body guarding you these days.”

      I considered this. Mrs. Kass and Penny were dead, true enough. But Abernathy’s sister, the one who had apparently wanted me dead in the first place, was still kicking around out there. There were worse fates than sticking close to Abernathy. “Good point. I’ll ask him.”

      “Giddyup!” Steve said.

      To illustrate his point, he grabbed some imaginary reins and galloped a little a circle around me while making a clicking noise with his tongue.

      I gave him a swat on the flank. “Hi ho, Silver!”

      Steve winced.

      “Sorry,” I said, “I keep forgetting. Hi ho…some other famous horse!”

      He galloped past me into his gallery and resumed working on his canvas.

      I pointed myself toward Abernathy’s office and trudged up the stairs.

      One way or the other, I was going to get the answers I’d come for when he’d derailed me by throwing Vincent Van Gogh into the mix.

      Some people will do anything to avoid a simple conversation.
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      Abernathy’s uncanny ability to disappear whenever I had a pressing question, while impressive, was also irritating as hell. I paced around his empty office for a moment, then checked under his desk to satisfy a nagging doubt.

      I had hidden under there once when I thought Abernathy might decide to snack me down like a Triscuit. I mean, I might have been snooping at the time, but still maintain that it was totally justified. Abernathy’s scorecard had three dead lady friends, sans throats, and I had a hunch he might be responsible.

      The newspaper I’d slapped on his desk had mysteriously vanished as well. I should have known better than to leave it, given Abernathy’s reputation for losing/hoarding written materials.

      “I’m gonna touch stuff!” I said aloud. I’m not sure what I expected to happen exactly. Abernathy dropping down from the rafters, or walking through a wall. Strictly speaking, I didn’t think that was a werewolf thing anyhow.

      “Ooh!” I said. “Forbidden phone! I think I’ll make a phone call!”

      Abernathy’s phone was, in many respects, a reflection of Abernathy himself: beautifully made, older than dirt, and definitely hiding something. In my previous snooping expeditions, I had discovered that rotating the brass dial just so caused a bookshelf to swing open and reveal a secret compartment.

      Bitchin’, right?

      Only, the secret compartment housed Abernathy’s collection of diaries dating back a couple centuries. Also, there was that whole book full of his dead girlfriends with pictures of me at the end. Understandably, I was a little freaked out. Turned out, he had the pictures as he was assigned to protect me by someone whose identity he still refused to divulge. His refusal to divulge things had gotten us into a little trouble now and again. Like, right after I found the pictures of myself, and he magically appeared in his office. Tasing him was a perfectly valid response, given the circumstances.

      Unfortunately, Abernathy didn’t seem to be over it just yet.

      “Here I go!” I said. “Definitely dialing now!”

      When he didn’t materialize after a few seconds, I gave the ancient rotary dial a turn.

      Nada. No swinging bookshelf, no secret compartment. I turned the dial again. No movement. Not even a squeak.

      “Huh,” I wondered. “Must be broken.” I picked up the heavy enameled receiver and held it to my ear.

      “It’s not broken,” Abernathy’s voice said from the phone. I yelped and dropped the receiver. It landed with an accusatory thud on the oak desktop.

      Abernathy appeared in the doorway and returned his cell phone to the pocket of his alarmingly well-fitting dress shirt.

      “How did you—”

      “It dials my cell.”

      “But it used to—”

      “Yes, it used to open the secret compartment. Now, it dials my cell.”

      “But, you can’t even text!” I said.

      “I have people, remember?” Abernathy grinned.

      I wanted to slap the self-satisfied smirk right off his delicious face. “So, the secret compartment?”

      “Gone.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s not a very good secret compartment if you know where it is,” he said.

      “Must you always be so, so…secretive? I’m your assistant. We’re supposed to be heavy into the communication, remember?”

      “You may be my assistant, but you are also one of the worst snoops I’ve encountered in four and a half centuries on this planet.”

      “Well if you would tell me what I need to know, I wouldn’t have to snoop.”

      “What you need to know, and what you want to know are two very different things, Hanna.”

      Had I mentioned how much I really really hate it when Abernathy’s right? I shoved myself out of his chair and marched around his desk to meet him head-on.

      “What I want is to not get eaten by one of your crazy-ass relatives. I need enough information to keep my ass alive.”

      “You tased me!” he bellowed. “How the hell am I supposed to keep you alive if you incapacitate me and take the fuck off?”

      I threw my hands up in disgust. “I knew you were going to bring that up!”

      “Forgive me if the memory is still fresh. It did happen all of a week ago.” Anger drove threads of gold into Abernathy’s normally burnt umber eyes. Something altogether predatory sharpening the stony features of his face.

      “You know, if you told me what the hell was going on for once, I wouldn’t need to tase you.” The finger I poked at his chest met a rock-solid pectoral.

      “Giving you information is like filling a blender with nitro glycerin. One twitch and we’re all screwed.”

      My eyes narrowed into tight slits. “Are you calling me unstable?”

      “You? Unstable? Hell no. Toddlers are unstable. Two-legged chairs are unstable. You are a fucking volcanic eruption wrapped in a five-alarm squall towing an earthquake.”

      “This from the guy that keeps his dry-cleaning in a pile on his office floor!” It was a lame rejoinder, and we both knew it. I kicked the pile for emphasis, sending items of clothing flying. A pair of his boxers caught on my heel and I had to shake them off.

      “I thought I had an assistant to take care of that.”

      I gasped. Now that was a low blow. “You know what? I came up here to invite you out to—”

      “No, you didn’t,” he interrupted. “You came up here looking for your newspaper.”

      “Which would be where, exactly?” I asked.

      Abernathy gave me his patented impenetrable smile.

      “Fine! You’re not invited.” I turned on my heel to stomp out in a huff.

      “Oh, yes I am,” he said. “I ran into Steve downstairs. He invited me.”

      “Well, if you’ll be there, I won’t go.” I knew this stubborn, powerless tone of voice a little too well. I’d shaken hands with it a number of times in my brief and stupendously unsuccessful stint as a daycare lunch lady.

      “No fur off my ass,” Abernathy said. “Give my regards to Katherine. And try not to squirm if she goes for your intestines. It just excites her.”

      “Katherine?” I turned on my heel and glanced back at Abernathy.

      “My sister.” We had never spoken her name aloud. He was pulling out the big guns now.

      “Are you actually threatening me into going to a bar?”

      “I told you,” he said, settling down into his chair and folding his hands behind his head. “I don’t make threats.”

      I blew hot air out my nose. This short exchange left me feeling exhausted and raw. Especially since I had been in the wrong for a solid seventy five percent of it.

      “Whatever,” I said, employing a much-loathed catch phrase of my generation. It bugged the hell out of my mother. I took a shot that it might irritate someone fifteen times her age.

      “I’ll pick you up at eight,” he said.

      “I can drive myself,” I insisted.

      “It wasn’t a request.”

      “What? Now you’re driving me everywhere too?” I asked.

      “After dark, yes.”

      “Marvelous,” I drawled. “I’ll be sure to keep you on speed dial for emergency tampon runs.”

      I waited for the customary revulsion that took hold of every man on the planet at the mere mention of the word “tampon.”

      Abernathy leaned forward and rested his elbows on his desk. “Hanna,” he said, his voice low and flinty like a sword’s edge, “I’ve crushed men’s skulls with my bare hands and ripped their hearts out with my teeth. You think you can shock me? Think again.”

      So I threw my shoe at his head.

      He batted it out of midair and sent it hurtling into a bookcase.

      I took a moment to relish the expression on his face. “You looked pretty shocked just now,” I said. Too proud to retrieve my shoe, I turned and clomped unevenly out of his office to the small landing at the top of the stairs that served as my workspace. Sitting down at my desk, I kicked off the other shoe, grabbed the can of Cheez Whiz from the food stash in my drawer, and squirted a goodly dollop directly onto my tongue.

      Desperate times, and all that.

      Abernathy’s shadow crawled across my desk. I didn’t look up from my monitor.

      “You threw a shoe at me.” His words were bricks.

      Ignoring him, I squirted more Cheese Whiz into my mouth. I took my time working it over, savoring it like a cow chewing cud.

      He slammed my shoe down on the desk and stalked back to the office, banging the door shut behind him. The muffled sounds of crashing and muttering exploded behind it.

      I felt a twinge of satisfaction. If I couldn’t be right, I could be irritating.
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      “What do you think?” I asked the three sets of eyes regarding me from strategic positions on the bed, couch, and combination scratching post/cat tower.

      My cozy studio apartment was small, but well suited to me and my three feline roommates, Gilbert, Stella, and Stewie. Once the home of a wealthy iron merchant, it had since been divided into four apartments to accommodate Georgetown’s small but loyal crop of locals. With its high ceilings, antique fireplace, and claw-footed tub, it appealed to the hopeless romantic in me. It started life as my post-divorce landing pad, but felt more like home these days.

      I opened the door to my tiny closet and checked myself in the full-length mirror. I had dressed for revenge, selecting a boob-hugging red sweater and short black skirt. Feeling bold, I went commando for all of two minutes before I slid on some black bikini panties.

      Showered and shaved, I’d taken extra time applying coal-black liquid eyeliner and Jezebel-red lipstick. Four-inch red patent-leather stilettos and a couple pairs of socks stuffed into my bra completed the outfit. I had to duck under the doorframe in the bathroom to put a couple last curls into my hair. I spritzed perfume onto my pulse points as I heard a sharp rap on my front door. 8:00 P.M. on the button.

      Abernathy.

      I took my time opening the door and leaned on the frame. “Well, if it isn’t the warden.”

      If I had dressed for revenge, Abernathy had dressed for incineration. He had traded his standard slacks for a pair of jeans that fit him like sin fit the devil. No button-up shirt this time. A plain black t-shirt afforded me a distracting view of the sloping planes of muscle that carved his chest and arms. Sweet baby cheesus on a cracker.

      “Would that make you my prisoner, then?” he asked.

      I felt a little stab of victory as his gaze traveled down the length of my legs and back up toward my face, lodging for a brief moment at chest height.

      “This is a work outing, not a bad porn movie.” I turned from the door to gather my coat, purse, and keys. “And prisoner is a rather strong word.”

      “So is fuck,” he said, “but when it’s applicable...”

      A mini atom bomb landed in my stomach and exploded ripples of heat outward. “And who says it is?” My voice may or may not have cracked.

      “Those shoes.”

      “Like them?” I tried to casually fling a scarf around my neck but mostly succeeded in throttling myself.

      He grunted. Grunted. A deep, primal sound rumbling from the thick expanse of his chest.

      Why had I worn this again? Who the hell was I kidding, thinking I could out-sex Mark Andrew Abernathy? The man was sex.

      “Down boy,” I joked.

      “Can I trust they won’t be used as projectiles aimed at my person?”

      “As long as you behave yourself. Shall we?” I opened my door and motioned him out. “Be good!” I called to the three cats, locking the door behind me.

      Abernathy stood at the top of the stairs and waited for me to descend first. I could feel his attention trained on me with every step. Thankfully, I managed to get down the last stair without falling on my face.

      On level ground, I sashayed out to Abernathy’s old Rolls Royce Phantom, gleaming and sinister in the early spring night. He held the door open and closed me inside, then walked around the back of the car to slide into the driver’s seat. I’d made the mistake of honking at him while he walked in front of the car once as a joke. It cost him five thousand dollars and a new hood, and nearly cost me a pair of underwear. I had learned my lesson. So, apparently, had he.

      We motored over to the Alpine in tense silence. The air of the car’s interior thick and heady. When Abernathy pulled up to the curb and cut the engine, I shot out of the car, grateful for the noise and distraction of all the bodies milling in and out of the building. The muffled strains of a live band escaped in bursts onto the street as patrons entered and exited the bar.

      Steve, Shayla, and Vincent were already seated at a table in the back. Steve was positively conservative in gray slacks, piano-key suspenders, and a blue button up shirt. Shayla wore a vintage black cocktail dress and had her cobalt hair styled like a 1940’s pin-up. Her killer tomato-red smile shone as she laughed at something Steve said.

      Vincent, on the other hand, looked utterly miserable. He wore the same clothes I’d seen on him earlier, only now they were rumpled and flecked with paint. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to his elbows, revealing arms colored by rainbow splotches. One hand was wrapped around a drink, the other was propped against his forehead.

      I wondered how Steve had introduced him to Shayla. Come to think of it, how much did Shayla know about Steve and his condition? I decided to say little and take my cues from everyone else.

      I picked the seat closest to Vincent, strategically putting a table between Abernathy and me.

      “Greetings and salutations!” Steve said.

      Shayla reached across the table to give me a hug.

      “You look gorgeous,” I said into her neck. “How was dinner?”

      “Oh man,” Steve said. “They had the place shut down when we got there. I guess someone dumped dish detergent into the fountain and the suds were leaking into the restaurant.”

      “Steve cooked for me,” Shayla finished.

      “Oh?” I felt a momentary surge of panic.

      “Yeah! Have you tasted this guy’s Cheetos casserole? Shit was epic!”

      Steve breathed on his nails and pretended to buff them on his shoulder. “Culinary prowess is but one of my many, many skills.” He winked at Shayla.

      She rolled her eyes at him, but rested a hand on his knobby knee.

      “And how was your day?” I asked, turning to Vincent. “Are you getting settled in all right?”

      “Horrible,” he said.

      “Oh. I’m sorry.” I began reviewing the telephone book sized mental catalog titled “Things I Could Have Done Better.”

      “Nothing was right. The light, the paint. I can’t think in there, I can’t think at all.”

      “Is there—” I began, ready to sally forth with a dozen offers of things I could fix for him, things I could change.

      He clapped his glacier green eyes on mine—the first time all day he’d looked directly at me.

      “There’s nothing! Nothing left in the entire world. Nothing new, nothing interesting. Can you show me one original idea? One unique thought among these dirges of overfed brainless animals? No one works anymore. No one cares. No one believes anything. What’s left for someone like me? I have to watch it all and never die. I should have stayed. I should have let it kill me.”

      He hadn’t blinked. I felt the electric intensity of his powerful mind, seething there in the darkness behind his eyes. It felt like looking directly into the sun, with its unbearable, unending energy. It was too much.

      It was Steve who finally spoke. “Vinnie, my man, you have got to lighten up!” He slapped him on the back and raised his glass. “Bottoms up,” he said.

      Vincent chuckled. It was nearly impossible not to be charmed by Steven Franke, as I knew firsthand. He lifted his glass and they downed their drinks together. The sound of thick glass making contact with the wood table conjured our server.

      “Get you something?” she asked the table.

      Her voice had the gravel of a five pack a day smoking habit. The fingers holding her pad were stained nicotine yellow, roughly the same color as her cottony, bleached-out hair. I’d seen her sad brown eyes before on frescos of Catholic saints, or mourners at the deposition of Christ. Her slanting nametag read “Mary Ellen.”

      “Shots of 151,” Abernathy ordered. “For the table.”

      Mary Ellen winked at him with mascara-gunked lashes. “You got it, handsome.” She flipped her pad closed and hobbled over to the bar.

      “151? Are you mad?” The disbelief in my voice sliced through the smoky haze floating above the clank of pool balls.

      “Scared?” Abernathy taunted.

      “Like hell.” A little.

      Mary Ellen returned with our drinks: five poison-lethal little shot glasses on a corkboard tray. As she docked on the table, Abernathy handed over a wad of bills.

      “Open a tab for us,” he said, and winked at her. “And keep them coming.”

      “Anything for you, cupcake,” Mary Ellen croaked, setting a shot down before each of us.

      I looked down at mine with consternation. I knew damn well that if I ingested anything stronger than a glass of wine, I’d be prying Abernathy’s zipper open with a crowbar before the night was out.

      Abernathy raised his glass. Everyone followed suit, then looked to me. I floated mine up slowly.

      “To art,” Abernathy said.

      “To art,” we echoed.

      If I’d ever had a compulsion to swallow molten lead, I supposed this was about what it would have felt like. Fumes dissolved my nose hairs as I panted and hung my tongue out. My eyes watered. “That was good,” I whispered.

      “Not too strong for you?” Abernathy asked.

      “Pfft. German constitution.” The heat in my belly had barely begun to seep into my limbs when the next round of shots arrived.

      Mary Ellen slid up next to Abernathy and palmed her tray. “You ready for this, sugar?”

      “Oh yes,” Vincent answered. “Quite.” His gaze fixed on her face, and he smiled.

      Smiled, Goddamn it!

      Was he flirting with her? I didn’t have ample time to consider. Abernathy slid shots around the table.

      “Your turn,” Abernathy said, turning to Steve.

      “To Cheetos!” Steve crowed.

      “To Cheetos!” We parroted.

      Down the hatch. Not as bad this time. A shudder worked its way up my spine and I shook my head like a dog. Heat suffused through to my fingertips and settled stone-heavy in my belly.

      Mary Ellen arrived with another round of shots.

      Vincent grabbed them and passed them around. This time, he didn’t completely scowl at me.

      Hey! said the little voice in my head, Vincent Van Gogh likes us! Drinks for everyone! I noticed the tidy shot sitting in front of me. Ohai! said the little voice in my head. Drinks! Apparently, the little voice was getting lit along with the rest of me.

      Steve turned to Shayla. “What’ll it be, doll?”

      Shayla smiled at him. “To love.”

      “To love!” We thundered.

      Another shot slid down. I was beginning to feel pretty good. Not only pretty good. Fantastic. Maybe the most fan-fucking-tastic anyone had ever felt. Ever.

      On Vincent’s round, we toasted to beauty, and he winked at Mary Ellen. Again. When she shuffled away, I leaned over and smiled at him. At least, I hoped it was a smile. I couldn’t feel my face, strictly speaking.

      Steve, Shayla, and Abernathy had become engaged in a spirited debate about whether Smurfette was a slut. As if there was any question, offered the little voice in my head. She’s the only female Smurf in the colony, and yet new little Smurfs kept appearing in the series? I’m sorry, but she was Smurfing every Smurf in that entire Smurfing village.

      I waited until they were sufficiently wrapped up in the discussion and took my chance, aiming my cleavage in Vincent’s direction. “Hi,” I said.

      Vincent looked past me to where Mary Ellen drooped against the bar. Didn’t he see I was being all cute and alluring? I tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Hi there,” I repeated.

      “Hi,” he muttered.

      “You’re super-famous you know.”

      “And dead,” he replied.

      “Not to me.”

      He snorted. “I might as well be.”

      “Why would you say that? Your paintings changed the world. There are millions upon millions of people that love you. I love you. I love everything you ever painted.”

      “You can’t love what you don’t know,” he said. “What you know is what you read in books. That is what you love.”

      His words stung, even through my pleasant alcoholic haze. He got up from his seat and disappeared into the crowd.

      Steve, Shayla and Abernathy had fallen silent.

      “Don’t take it personal kid,” Steve said. “He walks around with a lobster up his ass half the time.”

      I nodded and blinked away tears. That was the trouble with alcohol. You didn’t get to pick which emotions it dragged to the surface.

      Mary Ellen arrived with the next round of shots, but I was no longer in a celebratory mood.

      Abernathy sunk my drink and his, Steve downed Vincent’s in addition to his own, and Shayla put down the last.

      “No man left behind!” Steve declared.

      “You guys are nuts!” I shouted over the house band.

      “Supernatural constitution,” Abernathy added.

      “Oh. Right.” Just how much alcohol would it take to get a werewolf drunk?

      I stopped counting shots at fifteen.

      At which point, Abernathy’s face began to look…different. Gone was the perma-trench of low-grade irritation dug between his eyebrows. The corners of his sculptured lips were not—in fact—being dragged earthward by the burden of ensuring the safety of my general person.

      This must be Abernathy relaxed.

      Vincent lurched back toward our table, angular cheeks rosy beneath their copper stubble, a half-empty bottle of Absinthe clutched in one hand. He plunked the bottle down in front of me and dropped a heavy arm across my shoulders.

      Yep, I observed, completely soused.

      “You want to know aboudart?” he slurred. “Drink this.”

      The delicate scent of licorice and fennel on his breath belied the brute mechanics of his impaired motor functions.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said. My buzz was wearing off, and reason returned in increments. “Mixing liquors equals instant hangover. No bueno.”

      “You want to know me?” He belched. “Drink.”

      Was I really being peer-pressured to drink by Vincent Van Gogh? More important, was it actually working?

      The bottle’s pale green glow looked like something out of a twisted fairytale. I grabbed it gulped, fire snaking into my belly.

      Vincent slapped me on the back and shook my shoulders. “Now! Now you understand!”

      “Pretty good,” I answered.

      Vincent took this as affirmation of his drink of choice. He grabbed the bottle and put back several swigs.

      “Thank you!” The lead singer on stage shouldered his guitar slugged down some bottled water. “We’re going to take a little break now, and turn the mike over to you!” Several hoots and hollers rose from the crowd.

      “That’s right, it’s karaoke time!”

      More cheers.

      “Burn it down!” he shouted, exiting the stage.

      The room had begun to melt. In the mirrors backing the stage, neon lights blurred with faces and sounds until everything was an unintelligible sensory soup.

      “Did you hear what I heard?” Steve asked. He tucked his hands in his armpits and flapped his arms like chicken wings. For Steve, this was an indication of excitement rather than an indictment of cowardice. Why poultry equated to eagerness in his mind, I would never know.

      “Come on!” he said. He stood and tugged Abernathy’s arm. “Come on!”

      Abernathy begrudgingly rose from his chair. I still had enough motor control to admire the view as he and Steve walked toward the stage. And I wasn’t the only one. Ladies’ heads turned toward him, tulips bending toward the sun.

      I shoved Vincent after them.

      “Go on,” I said. “You’re part of this.”

      The artist rose and with great effort, staggered in their general direction.

      Shayla came around the table to sit beside me. “Are they really doing this?” she asked.

      “It would appear that way.”

      She sighed and rested her chin in her hands.

      On the stage, Abernathy whispered something to Steve, who nodded emphatically, and leaned over to the DJ. The DJ gave him the thumbs up.

      Meanwhile, I wanted to crawl under the table and not come out. The crippling embarrassment I felt for anyone who happened to sing in public made karaoke akin to recreational flaying in my book.

      When the first few notes plunked out into the bar, a bawdy cheer rose from the crowd.

      “Oh no they didn’t,” I said aloud.

      “Oh, yes they did,” Shayla countered.

      Abernathy took the lead, to my abject horror, and bellowed the song’s opening line in the key of dying cat.

      “Hey, Little Red Riding Hood! You sure are lookin’ good! You’re everything this big bad wolf could want!”

      “AWOOOOOOOOOOO!” Steve and Vincent howled in unison.

      Shayla and I fell into an uncontrollable fit of hiccupping giggles.

      “Oh. My. God,” I gasped.

      “How—” Shayla panted. “How can a man that hot sing—” she snorted. “Sing. So. Bad!”

      Despite Abernathy’s caterwauling, the women in the audience had begun to swarm the aisles. I saw a pair of panties sail toward the stage.

      “Oh, God,” I said. “Shit!”

      Vincent had stripped off his shirt and was swinging it around his head like a helicopter blade as he gyrated his hips.

      “Pfftbwahahaha!” Shayla exploded.

      “Gaahh!” I shrieked.

      Vincent had whipped his belt off now and was headed straight for zipper town.

      I flailed my arms until I caught Steve’s attention and pointed toward Vincent. Steve bear-hugged him from behind and pinned his wrists at his hips.

      “Close call,” I said.

      “Werewolves,” she shrugged.

      “So, you know?” I asked, a bit too toasty to be shocked by anything just now.

      “Oh yeah,” she said. “For a long time.”

      The boys were making their way back to the table now, mobbed by adoring female fans.

      “It doesn’t bother you?” I said. “That Steve’s a…you know?”

      “It’s not like I’m in a position to judge.” Her Monroe piercing caught a smudge of neon as she smiled.

      She read the confusion on my face. Truthfully, I was surprised I could still manage facial expressions at this point.

      “Oh!” she said. “They didn’t tell you?”

      “No one tells me shit.”

      She leaned in confidentially. “I’m a Nereid.”

      “A Nereid,” I repeated. “As in, a sea nymph?”

      She nodded. I looked at her with this new knowledge coloring my thoughts. Her wide green eyes, her deep blue hair. Damned if she didn’t look exactly like a sea nymph.

      “The hair?” I asked.

      “Natural,” she replied.

      “Hunh,” was the most intelligent response I could manage. And then: “Wait. Okay. If werewolves are real, and Nereids are real, what else is real?”

      “Everything,” she said.

      “Everything?” I repeated.

      “Everything,” Shayla confirmed.

      “Like, everything everything?”

      She nodded.

      “Vampires?” I asked.

      “Yup.”

      “Ghosts?”

      “Check.”

      “Satyrs?”

      She shuddered. I could tell she had some personal experience with this one. “Ick. Yes, unfortunately.”

      “Unicorns?” I gasped.

      “Yes ma’am.”

      Abernathy plunked down on the stool next to me. He had lipstick smeared on his cheek and his shirt was torn. I punched him hard in the shoulder, as much for the shirt as for his stingy knowledge sharing policy. And maybe a little for the singing.

      Luckily, the alcohol numbed the ache in my knuckles.

      “Nice to see you too,” he said.

      “You didn’t tell me there were unicorns!”

      “You didn’t ask,” he shrugged.

      “Holy shit!” I squealed. “Unicorns!” I kind of wanted to gallop around the bar, but thought better of it. It was a little crowded for galloping anyhow. “Can we go see them?” I begged Abernathy.

      Abernathy laughed. “I’m afraid not,” he said. “They’re not so keen on werewolves, as it happens.”

      “Well I can go see them,” I said.

      “I thought you said she was a werewolf?” I heard Shayla stage whisper to Steve.

      “Not you too!” I moaned.

      “I’m not here to judge,” Steve said, his hands held aloft and open.

      Even eight sheets to the wind, I could tell when I was being humored. “I’m nodd a werewolf.” I said, trying to conjure certainty and sophistication. I really hoped my face was calm. Was I blinking too much? I felt like I was blinking too much.

      Vincent, Steve, and Abernathy broke into howls of laughter.

      I didn’t have enough fists to punch everyone. “I’m not!” I insisted, slapping my hands on the table.

      “Hanna’s right,” Shayla said, her voice soothing and agreeable.

      “Thank you,” I said. At least there was still female solidarity in the world.

      “I’m sure everyone writes their name on a package of steak four times before putting it in a fridge,” she added, mentioning an incident that had heretofore only been known between the two of us.

      This brought on a new gale of laughter from the table.

      “So!” I protested. “I like steak! So what?”

      Abernathy’s big rib cage shook with silent mirth. He had his head buried in his arm and was thumping the table with the palm. In the handful of times I’d seen him laugh, it had never approached anything like the pee-your-pants hysterics I was witnessing. At my expense, no less.

      “Oh, you can all go to hell!” I said, shoving myself up from the table.

      “Been there, too hot for a T-shirt,” Abernathy said.

      Steve sprayed his drink out his nose and cackled like a hyena.

      Please God, let there be enough motor coordination in my legs to stomp off. No such luck. I sidled into one of the bar’s many pool tables and tried to act nonchalant. “Sorry,” I said.

      Abernathy caught me up by the arm. I tried to shake him off and elbowed him in the jaw. “Oops,” I said. Perhaps a little half-heartedly.

      “Why is it when I’m trying to save your ass, I get tased, kicked in the head, elbowed...” he trailed off.

      “Karma, would by my guess,” I replied.

      Beyond the bar’s general din, the room had gone silent. No one was willing to follow up Abernathy and crew on the karaoke floor, I guessed. I saw Vincent belly up to the glowing jukebox and pump some change in. Grabbing a surprised Mary Ellen, he relieved her of her tray, and dragged her toward the dance floor. The first sultry strains of Prince’s Purple Rain rang through the bar.

      People scooted around Abernathy and me, knocking us into each other as they made their way past us toward the dance floor.

      “Dance?” Abernathy asked.

      “Hell no.”

      “What are you afraid of?”

      Everything. “I’m not afraid of anything,” I said. “I doubt you can dance any better than you sin—”

      He scooped my feet out from under me and princess-carried me to the mingling bodies of the dancing crowd. My hands went straight to my ass to make sure my panties weren’t on display for the whole bar. Thank God I’d worn them.

      He dropped my feet to the ground but kept one arm wrapped under my shoulder blades. Abernathy’s other hand closed over mine. I hooked my finger through one of his belt loops. Strange, the sensation of being made to feel small. In my heels, I generally towered over both men and women. The crown of my head scarcely grazed Abernathy’s nose.

      “What’s wrong with the way I sing?” he asked, moving us to the sultry sway of the music.

      “Does your acute hearing extend to your own voice, or are you in denial?”

      He deposited my hand on his shoulder and trailed his hand down to rest at my waist. I felt tingles in nerve endings I didn’t even know I had. The tips of his fingers were perilously close to panty land. He pulled my hips closer.

      Mostly, I figured, because he knew it would make me squirm.

      I arrested the movement of my body when I felt thigh meet thigh. “Uh-uh,” I tisked. “Rules say we have to fit a Bible between us.”

      “Whose rules?” he asked.

      “Lutherans,” I said, remembering the awkward church socials of my youth.

      He crushed his body into mine. “I’m agnostic,” he said.

      God, he smelled good. Soap, warm skin, fabric, and Abernathy.

      I felt the muscles of his back move under my palm. When had my hand gotten there?

      Aww fuckit, said the little voice in my head. I leaned into him, let the ladies press into his chest, and rested my head against his shoulder.

      I felt his fingertips flex against the skin of my back where my sweater had risen.

      The sensations became too many to track. It was like leaning against a wall. Finally, something in the universe bigger than me.

      And hard.

      “Is that a brick in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?” I mumbled.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a book, which he moved to his back pocket instead.

      “Oh,” I said.

      A book. Because most normal people walked around with books in their pockets.

      He pulled me back into him and brushed his lips by my ear. “Want to try it now?” he whispered.

      God, did I want to try it. Goosebumps raced up and over my scalp. My nipples ached against the socks stuffed into my bra.

      “Mind if I cut in?” asked a silky female voice.

      We both turned to locate the source.

      It was Abernathy’s formerly dead girlfriend, Helena.
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      Only, Helena didn’t look dead. She looked hot. Her killer body was stuffed into a miniscule midnight blue dress with lots of perky, tawny skinned boobage spilling from the top. Silky black hair fell around a face with features with the severe, unforgiving beauty of a glacier. She looked at Abernathy like he was lunch. She didn’t look at me at all.

      Just as well.

      I had sort of tripped her the last time we met. And split her lip.

      And this had been a few hours before Mrs. Kass had torn Helena’s throat out and did her damnedest to frame Abernathy for the murder. Unfortunately, it appeared Mrs. Kass might have turned Helena into a werewolf—or something—in the process.

      Thus far, I had come across werewolves of two kinds: those born to it, like Abernathy, and those made by accident, like Mrs. Kass. Based on the evidence, werewolfiness could be communicated through bodily fluids, though I suspected death might also be a requisite part of the process. It would have been easy enough to have Abernathy answer those questions, but then he’d bring up the whole “Hanna you’re a werewolf heir,” discussion.

      Awkward.

      “Hello, Mark,” Helena purred, her voice rich as thick, dark honey.

      “Helena,” he said.

      “You’re supposed to be dead,” I reminded her.

      “Still keeping her around?” Helena said to Abernathy, ignoring me. “I could keep you company, if you’re that hard up. You used to like my company, Mark.”

      “And you used to be alive,” I said.

      “Get gone, bitch,” Helena growled. “Mark and I have some business to discuss.” She slid her arms around his neck, wedging her body between us.

      I looked to Abernathy.

      “Wait for me at the table,” he said.

      My heart sank. If our relationship had any pattern, it was gorgeous supernatural supersluts wedging themselves between Abernathy and me. This dance always ended the same way: with me being summarily dismissed.

      “Later dishrag,” Helena smirked.

      I briefly considered karate kicking her legs out from under her, but thought better of it and wandered back to our table. Steve and Shayla had opted to sit out Purple Rain.

      “You and Mr. A huh?” Steve waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

      “Uh, no,” I said. “But Mr. A and Funbags McTitsicle? Sure.”

      Abernathy and Helena moved together between the crush of bodies. She all but had her thigh fastened to his hip as she leaned into him and whispered close to his hear. Images of Abernathy and Helena in flagrante delicto barged into my brain. It had been with Helena, after all, that Abernathy engendered noise complaints via her landlady.

      And it was also the landlady who identified Abernathy as a potential suspect in Helena’s murder.

      It had only been my second day as Abernathy’s assistant when a homicide detective showed up and grilled him about missing girlfriends while I pretended to do some filing.

      Detective Morrison. Now there was a whole other set of problems I was trying not to think about.

      “Hey,” Steve said, derailing my reminiscence, “wasn’t she—”

      “Yup,” I answered.

      “And now she’s—”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Shee-it,” he said.

      “Pretty much,” I agreed.

      If Mrs. Kass weren’t already dead, I’d be of a mind to kick her wrinkly ass to China and back. I hadn’t liked Helena when she was a human. As a werewolf, I liked her even less.

      Purple Rain ended the bar fell silent.

      I held my breath, looking through the crowd to see if Abernathy would return to our table. When the bodies dispersed, he and Helena were nowhere to be seen.

      “Did you see Mr. A leave?” I asked Steve and Shayla.

      “He better not have,” Shayla said. “He offered me Rob’s job working the front desk of the oddities shop earlier. I need to make sure it wasn’t the sauce talking before I tell my dickweed boss to suck it.”

      “I don’t see him.” Steve said, worry flattening his normally effervescent voice. “It’s not as if he blends in, you know?”

      Oh, I knew.

      “Hold on,” I said, pushing my way through the crowd past the long stainless-steel bar and out the front door. In the rainbow vomit of the bar’s neon lights, I stared in disbelief at the empty spot where Abernathy’s car had been parked.

      “Sonovabitch! He left me.”

      Before I could make my way back into the bar, people began spilling out into the street. I caught snatches of conversation through the commotion as people scattered to the wind.

      “Did you see that?”

      “Dude is crazy!”

      “Holy shit!”

      “Fuckin’ psycho!”

      Not good, predicted the little voice in my head.

      I waited for a break in the stream and pressed my way back into the bar. The sound of breaking glass and a man’s frenzied scream rose above the bleats of the retreating crowd. It was Steve’s voice I heard next.

      “Vince! Man! Calm down!”

      Mary Ellen and a couple bartenders hunkered down behind the counter. Vincent stood beyond the empty tables wielding a stool over his head. His eyes were wild and glassy with rage. Flecks of white saliva dotted his goatee.

      Could werewolves get rabies? I wondered.

      The mirrors at the back of bar lay in shards on the floor, having been shattered by another of Vincent’s flying stools. Several pool sticks lay broken on the floor by overturned tables.

      Vincent howled in rage and flung the stool at the old jukebox in the corner. Josh Groban’s sick-making rendition of Starry Starry Night burped but didn’t stop.

      Steve took a couple gentle steps toward Vincent, but froze when the artist bared his teeth, and growled.

      With one swift motion, Vincent leapt onto the jukebox, overturned it, then pulled the now exposed wires out of the wall. Sparks danced across the bar’s wood floor, and at last, the room dropped into deep, ominous silence.

      A strobe of red and blue caught the scattered remnants of broken mirror as a police car pulled up to the curb in front of the bar.

      “Well, this will be a delight to explain,” I sighed.

      A wave of hot, buzzing irritation flooded into me. Fucking Abernathy. Leaving me here to deal with this mess, and this after insisting on driving me in the first place.

      And probably so he and Helena could bang like a screen door.

      Uniformed officers were pushing their way into the door now, three of them in all, weapons drawn.

      I reflexively raised my hands to the sky. They motioned me out of the way.

      Mary Ellen waved to one of the officers and pointed over to the corner where Vincent was now pulling electrical components out of the jukebox.

      The officers stepped cautiously over the debris and trained their guns on Vincent.

      Steve, Shayla, and I traded looks.

      “Down on the ground!” the foremost office barked.

      Vincent looked up as if interrupted from reading a book.

      “Down on the ground!” he repeated.

      Confusion crossed Vincent’s face as he looked to the officer, then to Steve, then to the ruins scattered around the bar. Recognition arrived at its own leisure.

      He cast his eyes downward, raised his hands, and fell to his knees.

      The officer motioned to his two colleagues. One descended and cuffed Vincent while the other recited his Miranda rights.

      When they marched Vincent past me toward the doors, he caught my eye. The pure, undisguised shame and suffering written on his face landed heavy as a brick in my chest.

      “I am sorry,” he mumbled.

      “It’s all right,” I said, aiming what I hoped was an expression of understanding and non-judgment at him.

      It was after midnight by the time Steve, Shayla, and I were allowed to leave. One of the officers, the doughy one with pores the size of potholes, had stuck around to take statements from us, as well as the bar’s remaining employees.

      I asked him for details about where Vincent was being kept and when I could bail him out. Abernathy would be funding that little mission tomorrow morning.

      Officer Pillsbury (as I had christened him) pulled out his cell phone and made a call. We were all treated to his half of the conversation.

      “Hey man, you around…Yeah. I need a ride back to the station…Because they had to take the psycho in…Kiss your mother with that mouth? Alpine…See you in a couple.”

      “Looks like I’m grabbing an Uber,” I said, meeting Steve and Shayla back at the table. “Seeing as Abernathy has yet again pulled his vanishing act.”

      “I won’t hear of it,” Steve insisted. “We’ll drop you off on our way.”

      “Really,” I said, shrugging into my coat. “You don’t have to do that. I don’t want to ruin date night.”

      “With all due respect,” Shayla said, tucking a tendril of blue hair behind the shell of her ear. “I don’t think it was you who ruined date night.”

      I glanced at the utter wreckage of the bar. “I suppose that’s a fair point.”

      We made our way out into the quiet street where Steve’s black 1965 Volkswagen Beetle waited at the curb. I felt certain the car, too, would have worn suspenders if it could have.

      Steve slapped his coat pocket. “Oops,” he said, “must have left the keys in the privy. Back in a tick.”

      The rumble of a big engine echoed across the night air.

      Abernathy? No. The Phantom’s distinctive growl was unmistakable.

      An old Crown Victoria turned onto Rose Street and crawled to a stop in front of us. My stomach flipped as soon as the circa 1970’s metal flake gold paint came into focus. Only one man would have the pure, unadulterated testicular gumption to unapologetically captain such a beast.

      Detective James Morrison.

      He’d been the lead investigator in the string of Abernathy’s dead lady friends, and ultimately, the one who’d matched Mrs. Kass’s DNA to DNA found at all the crime scenes. After hounding Abernathy like a hunting dog for the better part of a month.

      Also, I’d slept with him a little.

      In my defense, I was very scared, very lonely, and convinced my boss was eating people at the time. I’d seen Morrison once, briefly, since the long night we spent in my bed (and on my floor, the coffee table, the couch, etc.). He’d made his intentions unmistakably clear in a parting note.

      “I plan to fuck your brains out as often as you’ll let me.”

      He’d also left me the Taser that became the subject of much consternation for Abernathy.

      So…complicated.

      I stood there with the silent darkness of the mountains all around me and wondered how long I could pretend not to see him.

      Morrison opened the door and unfolded his lean six-foot frame from the driver’s seat.

      The Greeks would have hated his face. It was a study in insolence, all incongruous angles and unyielding lines. No subtlety lived in his hard jaw, no god-like Olympic beauty in his smart mouth and sleepy hazel eyes. His gray slacks and button up shirt hid the body of a street fighter; one honed more by testosterone than time spent in front of a gym mirror.

      I’d licked some of it.

      “Took you long enough,” Officer Doughy said, pushing past me.

      Morrison ignored him, looking me over from heels to hair, pausing briefly at my stuffed bra. I knew that he knew in an instant.

      He remembered.

      Heat bloomed in my face and rolled downward. At that moment, if I could have unzipped my skin and hopped out of it to disappear into the night, I probably would have.

      “I don’t suppose you had anything to do with this,” Morrison said.

      And oh Lawd the things that voice did to me. Auditory scotch, it both filled my senses with smoke and left everything it touched warm and tingling in its wake.

      “Sir, I am entirely insulted by the implication,” I said.

      Morrison made a show of scanning the street. “Where’s your boss?”

      If I had a wedge of brie for every time he’d asked me that...

      I suspected Morrison had never forgiven Abernathy for being proved innocent of any wrongdoing in the deaths of Helena Pool and Amy Grayson.

      “It’s after ten,” I said, glancing at my phone. “My Abernathy tracking system is only active between the hours of eight and six.”

      “Are you waiting for someone?” he asked. “I don’t see your car.”

      Steve returned then, happily saving me from having to answer that question.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Had to fish my keys out of the toilet. Must have fallen out of my pocket while I—”

      Shayla brought a finger to Steve’s lips. “Thanks for sharing, babe.”

      “Everyone ready?” Steve asked.

      “Yep!” I replied a little too eagerly.

      “I’ll take her home,” Morrison said.

      “No, that’s all right—”

      Morrison slung an arm around my shoulders. “You kids have a goodnight,” he said to Steve and Shayla.

      He would remind me they were on a date so I couldn’t protest.

      Morrison evicted his comrade from the Crown Vic’s passenger seat and held the door open for me. “She’s sitting there.”

      The officer waddled around to the back seat and settled himself in. I slid into the car.

      The last time I had been in this seat, Morrison had dragged me to the crime scene of Amy Grayson, determined to show Abernathy was bad news, even if he had to rub my nose in her mangled throat. “If you don’t mind dropping me off first—”

      “Police station’s closer,” interrupted Pudgy from the back seat. He’d taken down my address as part of my statement, damn him.

      “I’m afraid Officer Birch is right,” Morrison agreed.

      Really, I’d just wanted there to be another person in the car when Morrison dropped me off. No room for awkward conversations that way...

      “Poker on Saturday?” Officer Birch asked as he shifted his bulk to exit the car.

      “I’ll bring the beer,” Morrison said.

      These kinds of details bothered me. Morrison and I had shared an act (okay, acts) more intimate than almost any other experience of human life, and yet, I knew next to nothing about him. Other than his wife had left him for a carnie. And took his dog. It was this revelation that was the precursor to our night of conciliatory bone-jumpings.

      Romantic, no?

      Morrison said nothing as the Crown Vic wound its way through the silent streets of our sleepy Colorado town. Every so often, and with what I hoped was great stealth, I flicked a sidelong glance at him. Like the good cop he was and the good man I suspected him to be, he kept his eyes on the road and his hands on the wheel.

      Meanwhile, my head swam with the concentrated cocktail of scents I knew to be uniquely Morrison. A dizzying mix of old leather, laundry detergent and warm skin.

      About two blocks from home, I quietly unbuckled my seatbelt and slipped my purse strap over my shoulder, preparing for a hasty exit. Truth be told, I would have dive-rolled out of the car while it was still moving, if I could have done it gracefully.

      “Well,” I said, as we pulled to a stop. “Thanks for the—”

      “I’m walking you to your door,” Morrison informed me in his authoritative cop voice.

      Being a rules-following stickler since I’d dropped onto the planet, I found it nearly impossible to disagree.

      He killed the engine and followed me up the sidewalk, the echoing of our steps on the pavement somehow illicit in the velvet night.

      “Thanks again,” I said, stopping at the main door to the house while giving him my best “your work here is done” smile.

      “Your door,” he replied.

      I punched in the entry code and trudged up the carpeted stairs, turning to face him when we reached my front door. “Okay then.”

      Morrison didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Only looked at me.

      The air around us crackled with the same dense quiet that lives between the arc of lightning and arrival of thunder.

      I needed him to leave. I needed him to turn right around and take the whole of his adorably rumpled trench coat wearing, brown sugar fudge hair having, entirely edible self out of my proximity.

      He didn’t.

      Then—who had I been kidding, I ask you—we were kissing.

      His mouth covered mine as he shoved my back against the door. The taste of him, the pure chemical loveliness of this man exploded across my senses as heaviness gathered in my belly.

      “You going to let me in?” he breathed, hot against my neck. “Or should I fuck you right here in the hall?”

      A question that detonated an atom bomb of need through all my component parts.

      He punctuated it with hands on my ass as he ground my hips against his to illustrate he was perfectly capable of carrying through on his threat.

      I had the door unlocked in record time.

      He pushed the door closed behind us, stripped me of my purse and coat, and bent me over the couch’s arm. An appreciative hand trailed up the back of my thighs as he slipped my damp panties down to my ankles. “I like you in a skirt.”

      I heard the clink of his belt and zipper, the metallic crinkle of a torn foil packet, and he was inside me.

      He grabbed my hips and buried himself with one perfect charge.

      If he had remembered, I had forgotten. Forgotten how delicious this felt. Forgotten the breathless frenzy of his hunger. Forgotten how good it was to slake every want in him.

      I ended up face down on the couch with Morrison sandwiched against my back, his face buried in my hair as our breathing slowed.

      “And you weren’t going to let me in,” he teased.

      “I still maintain,” I panted, my lungs compressed from his weight on my back, “that this was a bad idea.”

      “Was it?” he asked.

      “Mmmhmm,” I mumbled into the couch.

      He was up and kneeling in the next moment, his knees planted on either side of my thighs as he peeled my sweater up over my head and unclasped my bra with an expert flick. My skirt was next, sliding down to join the pile at my feet.

      I moved to kick off my shoes, but he reached back and clasped my ankles.

      “Leave them,” he ordered.

      Somehow, keeping the shoes on made me feel more rather than less naked. Which, I suspected, was exactly what he wanted.

      Pushing the pads of his thumbs into the tense muscles of my lower back, he then worked them upward with expert strokes.

      He’s giving me a massage?

      Morrison was not above fighting dirty as I’d learned the night after he’d dragged me to a crime scene. Then, it had been Krispy Kremes that got him in the door.

      And also into my panties.

      Rough palms addressed the roughly softball-sized knots in at the base of my neck. He slid his hands back down my spine and began nibbling the sensitive skin over my ribs, working his way downward to the ticklish spot above the indentation of my hips.

      My whole body shuddered when he flicked his tongue against the small of my back.

      Slowly, deliberately, his fingers slid under my hips and pulled them upward off the couch to meet the evidence of his thoughts on the subject.

      “Again?” I asked, marveling.

      A frenzied half hour later, we lay in a sweaty, tangled heap on the couch,

      his heart tap dancing against my cheek through thick wall of his chest.

      “Yep,” I sighed. “Definitely a bad idea.”

      He batted my bare back with a throw pillow. “Brat.”

      “Dick.” I yelped as he rolled us onto the floor.

      “Third time’s a charm,” he said.
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      The next morning, unusually well-rested and refreshed after a night of nocturnal gymnastics, I was on the point of departing for work when, reaching into my purse for my keys, I found it.

      It was a good likeness, really, I couldn’t argue with that. The gray-black lines captured my face and hair with neatness and economy, adjectives I had altogether decided would never be applicable to the auburn weeds that grew on my head.

      It was my naked, disemboweled body I took objection to. That, and the fact that I had been drawn on a cocktail napkin from the Alpine. More disturbing still: the realistic nature of the rendering. Those were my hips all right, my calves, my thighs. Whoever had drawn this had seen me naked, no question.

      A little bell dinged in my head at the moment of recognition. Whoever had drawn this had drawn the sketch of Vincent Van Gogh I’d seen yesterday in Abernathy’s office. Six years of analyzing slide after slide in a darkened room while I furiously scribbled art historical essays into a blue book had left me with enough skill to decide this definitively. I stroked the outside of my thumb with my forefinger out of reflex. It had become a method for predicting success. After a particularly good essay, one where the ninety minutes flew by without reckoning, my thumb went numb from the pressure applied by the ink pen.

      Now it was my heart, not my thumb, which refused sensation. I sat down hard on the couch and dropped my keys on the coffee table. The purse’s weight in my lap felt alien and alive. I had carried this message home with me from the bar.

      I dragged the lake of my alcohol-sodden memory. No boogeyman’s face leapt at me from the darkness. No obvious characters lurked in the shadows neon lights failed to reach.

      Helena?

      Square peg, round hole.

      A drawing of this delicacy seemed a far reach for a woman whose vocabulary was restricted to primarily four-letter words. She was more likely to blow her nose in your pants than she was to slip a beautifully drawn sketch into your purse.

      As any rational adult would in the face of carefully illustrated death threats, I wandered to the kitchen and pulled a soul-fortifying chocolate Pop-Tart out of the cupboard.

      As if things weren’t complicated enough. What, with a werewolf boss whose psycho sister wanted to wear my skin like a pashmina and all. Then there were the werewolf co-workers, one of them being Vincent Van Gogh, who I still needed to be bailed out of jail for having a four-alarm derpisode in a local bar. And let’s not forget the whole ‘Hanna is a werewolf heir’ thing. Now, someone wanted my insides to become my outsides.

      “Ridiculous,” I said aloud to Stewie, Stella, and Gilbert who had gathered around my ankles.

      “You don’t think I’m a werewolf, do you?” I asked.

      Stewie and Stella looked ambivalent. Gilbert alone offered a throaty meow. It sounded like tacit agreement with my previous statement but was most likely something closer to, “Make with the Pop-Tart scraps, bitch.”

      It was usually about food with Gilbert.

      I could relate.

      Midway through Pop-Tart number two, I had ruled out all options save one: Who or whatever was hunting the world’s famous werewolf artists was now hunting me. Abernathy needed to know.

      I spritzed extra perfume on my clothes and hair, knowing already Abernathy would be able to smell Morrison on me, even after a shower.

      This was bound to be an ugly conversation.

      Tendrils of guilt crept into my chest. Had I not slept with Morrison (again), I would have had the moral upper hand, pure and simple. I’d traded away my chance at righteous indignation, and for what?

      The answers to this question were many, and none of them complimentary.

      Still, Abernathy had ditched me at the club and left with Helena. He could hardly complain about my finding an alternative source of transportation home.

      Right, said the little voice in my head. You were supposed to ride home with Morrison, not on him.

      And how did I know Abernathy wasn’t screwing Helena seven ways to Sunday? Who the hell was he that I needed to answer to him anyway?

      Someone capable of spreading you on toast.

      Oh, right.

      I weighed Abernathy’s ire against the source of the gory napkin sketch.

      Sometimes it was the devil you knew.

      I tossed the last chunk of my Pop-Tart to Gilbert and locked up my apartment.

      Buckminster, my 1967 Ford Mustang Shelby GT350 (I know, right?), was hunkered at the curb, waiting for me.

      A fine coat of dew had settled on the car’s glossy black paint in the early morning hours. The sky beyond had not yet committed itself to rain or shine

      I turned the engine over and attempted to coax heat from the engine block as I pointed the Mustang toward the gallery. Would there be no end to these cold, unfriendly mornings?

      Spring always seemed to take too long to find its way into Georgetown, nestled in the great purple shadow of the Rocky Mountains. Every day I looked for the first shoots of tulips stretching their pale green fingers toward the sky. But it would happen all at once, as it always did. I would awake to find the mountains clad in a jacket of jaunty green after a month’s worth of chilly rain.

      Not today though.

      Today, the only little sprouts were those clad in jackets and backpacks hurrying along to school. I felt the familiar twist in my gut at the sight of them.

      Being an only child, raised by my mother and grandmother after my father’s unfortunate pissing match with a semi-truck, the whole concept of family had always been a little tweaked for me. I wanted one, at least, in the abstract sense. The stability of a husband, house, and kids all sounded nice on paper.

      I seemed to run aground in the implementation phase of this archetype. I’d tried for stable and ended up with stale.

      What I had now defied classification.

      What I had now had a tail and teeth, and a Rolls Royce Phantom already parked at the gallery.

      Shit.

      I had hoped to beat Abernathy in, to stage myself at my desk on the landing outside his office looking helpful and officious as opposed to late and slutty.

      So much for hope.

      Vincent, I thought. I would lead out with Vincent.

      We still needed to bail him out of jail. A common goal to glaze over our actions of the night before.

      Only Vincent was leaving Abernathy’s office as I crested the stairs. A night in the pokey had done little to improve his humor—or his looks. Whorls of red-orange hair stuck out in every direction from his disheveled head. Daubs of purple-gray rimmed the deep hollows of his eyes and haunted the embankment below his jutting cheekbones. His paint-stained suit looked like a wadded tissue.

      “Hey!” I said. “You’re out!”

      Vincent looked past me without meeting my eyes and clomped down the stairs. Whether he was motivated by shame for himself or dislike for me, it was impossible to say.

      Another option down the drain.

      “You’re late,” Abernathy said, materializing next to my desk.

      I did my best not to jump and squeal. I really hated it when he did that whole werewolf fast-moving thing.

      Show off.

      He looked dark and dangerous today, in beautifully tailored black button up shirt and charcoal gray trousers. A wall of molten obsidian, towering next to me.

      I took a moment unwrapping my scarf and coat to buy myself some time. “You’re early,” I answered.

      “Me? Been here for hours. Well, not here. I had to bail Vincent out, of course.”

      “That was very nice of you,” I said.

      “Nice?” Abernathy chuffed. “No. I don’t do nice. I do smart.”

      I’m smart! shouted the little voice in my head. You could do me!

      “Okay, very smart of you then,” I corrected, slinging my coat over the balcony and clicking on my desk lamp. I picked up a pile of papers from the edge of my desk and pretended to leaf through them. Anything to avoid his gaze. All too well, I knew the razor-sharp edge creasing Abernathy’s voice.

      “What about you?” he asked.

      “What about me?” I said.

      “Do you do smart?”

      “You want my transcripts?” I said with far more levity than I actually felt.

      He was stalking a predatory circle with words, tightening his approach as each answer brought him closer to my true position.

      “What I want is for you not to go running to Detective Morrison at every opportunity.” The rough edges on his words rubbed a raw patch under my skin.

      “Is that what I did?” I asked, slipping in behind my desk to fire up my laptop.

      “You tell me.” Abernathy crossed his hulking arms across his chest and skewered me with his dark gaze.

      “If you would have been there last night, you’d know,” I said.

      Abernathy shook his head in disgust. “So, that’s what this is about.”

      “Oh yes indeedy. This is about you ditching me and leaving me to deal with the fallout of Vincent and his four-alarm freakout.”

      “I didn’t ditch you,” Abernathy said. His voice was quieter now, colored by realization of something he’d missed.

      “You totally ditched me. Just like you did in Germany.”

      “Excuse me all to hell for fighting off a rival werewolf who wanted to make pâté of your insides,” Abernathy growled. “And for the record, I had people watching after you in both cases.”

      “Great!” I said. “Now Helena wants me dead too?”

      “Penny,” Abernathy explained. “Penny wanted to make pâté of your insides. Helena wanted…something else.”

      “Oh, I’ll bet she did,” I snorted.

      “Here’s a question,” Abernathy said. “When have you ever been right about something you thought I did?”

      His stare skewered me to the spot, leaving me no room to search my memory for an example that supported my contention.

      “Plenty of times.”

      “Such as?” he prodded.

      My mind flapped around like a panicked bird, running into glass doors in every direction. “That’s beside the point,” I said, hating the pathetic cliché even as it left my mouth.

      “The point would be what?”

      Truthfully, I had kind of lost track myself.

      “The point is,” I paused, as much to come up with a point as for dramatic emphasis, “you took off with Helena and left me sitting there at the bar with not a single word. It made me feel…” I hesitated, searching for one word that could express the boiling mix of disappointment and sadness that yawned opened when someone who had insisted that they would be there for you, with you, decided not to be. At being left. At being un-chosen. “Alone.”

      Abernathy’s expression softened. “That’s it?” he asked. “Really?”

      “This is really a revelation? No offence, but it’s kind of amazing you’ve survived 431 years passing for human. We have these things called emotions. You know, those warm fuzzy things you get—”

      “I’m a werewolf, not a Vulcan,” Abernathy interrupted.

      I begrudgingly gave him points for working a Star Trek reference into the conversation. Not that I was about to let it soften my anger, though. Nothing short of producing Patrick Stewart holding a platter full of cheese would buy him a ticket out of this one.

      Okay, maybe Patrick Stewart and some American cheese singles. A girl could forgive a lot for Patrick Stewart.

      “I have emotions,” Abernathy continued. “I don’t let them rule me. And don’t be in such a hurry to lump yourself in with humans. You’re not—”

      I held up a hand to silence him. “Shhhhht! Stop right there.”

      “Hanna, you can’t—”

      “La la la la la!” I sang.

      “Hanna, stop being a chil—”

      I plugged my fingers in my ears and closed my eyes. “I can’t heeear you!”

      Abernathy grabbed both my wrists, yanked them away from my head, and pinned them to the desk.

      “Hanna, we will talk about this, one way or the other,” he promised.

      “I. Am. Not. A. Werewolf!” I yanked my hands from under his and folded my arms across my chest.

      “Correction,” he said. “You’re not a werewolf yet.”

      “Yet?” I asked. “What do you mean yet?”

      “Just what I said.” Infuriating smugness crept across his features.

      “Are you saying I’m going to randomly wake up with fur and a tail one day?”

      “That’s up to you,” he said.

      “How can it be up to me? I kind of thought this was an all or nothing proposition. You either are, or you aren’t. And I aren’t.”

      “Aren’t yet,” he corrected.

      “Ugh! Could you speak plainly for once? These cryptic answers aren’t buying us squat.”

      “You are a carrier, Hanna,” he explained. “You already have all the necessary biological material required for transformation. The only thing you lack is a catalyst.”

      My mind flicked back to college chemistry and the violent reactions I’d witnessed when volatile materials kissed and consumed surrounding matter.

      “What kind of catalyst?” I asked.

      Abernathy leaned forward, rested his hands on my desk, and pinned me with his gaze. “Me,” he said.
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      Ever gasp so hard you almost swallow your own tongue?

      I had.

      My face underwent a small grand mal seizure as I attempted to process this information. I blinked. My mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. My eyebrows scrunched together. Un-scrunched. I might have swallowed my tongue a little. “You?” I asked.

      “Me,” Abernathy said. “Or any other alpha male.”

      “Right. And how exactly would you be a catalyst?”

      “You don’t want to talk about this, remember?” Abernathy said, turning and walking toward his office.

      “I don’t!” I said, scampering out from behind my desk.

      “And you’re not a werewolf anyway, right? So, none of this really matters.”

      “It doesn’t!”

      Abernathy sat down in his wide leather chair and clasped his hands behind his head. I tried not to notice the way his tailored dress shirt strained across his chest.

      “But, you know,” I continued, seating myself on his couch, “seeing as I work with a whole pack of werewolves, it wouldn’t hurt to know a little more about the nuts and bolts, so to speak.”

      “You really want to know this?”

      Yes. No. Maybe. Definitely not.

      I nodded.

      “Mating,” he said.

      “What about it?”

      “That’s the catalyst.”

      “You’re saying that if you have sex with a werewolf, you become a werewolf?”

      “Not sex,” he said. “Mating.”

      “What’s the difference?” I realized my error immediately as Abernathy’s face split into an uneven grin. “Tell, don’t show,” I added.

      Abernathy leaned forward and sighed. A sound I recognized from a day long ago when I’d asked my mother why the boy next door had a worm in his pants. “An alpha male werewolf in human form can have sex with any number of human women, so long as he is careful.”

      “You mean, so long as he doesn’t knock her up.” I had learned this firsthand at the end of Mrs. Kass’s half-human, half-wolf maw.

      “Correct,” Abernathy said. “A human woman carrying the offspring of a werewolf can become an incubator for the combined genetic material.”

      “Kind of a hybrid?”

      “Yes, in a manner of speaking. But, it’s possible for a human to be a carrier of the genetic material without it being active.”

      “Like a recessive gene, then?”

      “Not exactly,” he replied. “In humans, if a recessive gene isn’t expressed when DNA formation is complete, it will never express. In werewolves, if the recessive gene is introduced to a dominant gene at any point, it triggers.”

      “When you say introduced—”

      “By mating,” he said.

      “Mating,” I repeated.

      “Fucking, screwing, nailing...” he trailed off.

      “What about biting?” I asked. “Can the DNA be transferred to a carrier that way?”

      His stoic expression was hijacked by a lascivious grin.

      I rolled my eyes. “Not that kind of biting. Being attacked, I mean.”

      “Not a single bite, no,” he said. “Not enough genetic material is transferred. But if a person is mauled to death, then yes, it’s possible. Not guaranteed, though.”

      “You know, this is not the conversation I thought it was going to be.”

      “How is that?” Abernathy asked.

      “This is like all scientifically sound and shit,” I said. “How do you even know all this?”

      “Mendel.”

      “Not Gregor Mendel? Father of Modern Genetics?”

      “Who else?”

      “But he wasn’t—was he?”

      “Why do you think he went into genetics?” Abernathy asked, his brow raised.

      “He was a friar!” I protested. “He crossbred peas.”

      “What was he going to do? Run a werewolf breeding program out of St. Thomas’s Abbey?”

      “Fuck me.” I sank back into the couch and considered the ceiling.

      “Was that an offer?” Abernathy’s focus distilled into a single point somewhere between my heart and haunches.

      Yes. No. Definitely not. Maybe? “It was an expression. And when did you become Pervy McPerverson, by the way? You used to be colder than day-old penguin pudding.”

      “Am I frightening you?” he asked.

      “No.” A little.

      “Trust me,” he said. “If I come for you, you’ll know. And you’ll like it.”

      My heart took off at a gallop and pumped hot blood to my face. And lower. I grasped the first question that floated through my foggy brain. “So, hypothetically speaking, if I were a recessive female and I never mated with an alpha male...”

      “You could live a nice cozy human life and die a blue-haired raisin in about fifty years.”

      A whole future painfully condensed into one terse sentence. Could it be as simple and empty as all that? I felt the familiar cotton-headed confusion of one learning a new language. Each word came with not only a literal meaning, but centuries of context, subtext, and association. It was difficult to formulate effective questions when I didn’t even know what I didn’t know.

      “Just to make sure I’m understanding this correctly, a werewolf and a human can mate without any issues, provided there are no offspring?” I reviewed.

      Abernathy shook his head. “They can fuck, yes, but it’s not mating.”

      “Because mating only happens when at least one dominant werewolf and someone who at least carries recessive werewolf DNA is involved?” How was I even speaking this sentence? When had this become an actual “thing?”

      “Correct,” Abernathy said.

      “But how would I, I mean, how would someone know if they were mating? What if a recessive...slept with a dominant werewolf without knowing?”

      “No dominant wolf would ever fuck a recessive without the recessive knowing.”

      “Why not?” So far, the werewolves I had come across had been a lot like a box of assorted doughnuts. You couldn’t always tell what was on the inside by the way they were frosted. And the ones with evil filling didn’t seem to give a rip about rules and consequences.

      Abernathy’s face grew solemn. “Werewolves mate for life, Hanna. It’s not a casual proposition.”

      My heart tripped over a park bench and ate gravel. For life could be a really long time, if Abernathy was any indication.

      “Well that limits the options, doesn’t it?” I mused aloud. A notion slammed into the train of thought stalled on the tracks in my head.

      “Have you...that is, you’ve never...” I trailed off, hoping Abernathy would finish the difficult part for me.

      He merely sat there, eyebrow raised, dark eyes focused on my twitchy face, a bemused smile playing about the corners of his mouth.

      “You’ve never mated then?”

      Lord knew I had seen plenty of women in Abernathy’s orbit, but none of them struck me as mate material. Except maybe Helena. Who was a werewolf now, and would look spectacular on Abernathy’s arm, I noted with no small amount of dislike.

      A hot jet of jealousy seared my gut, even as I realized the utter hypocrisy of my position--well, positions--with Morrison.

      “Well—” Abernathy began.

      “Knock knock!” sang a feminine voice.

      Speak of the devil and you shall see her stilettos.

      Helena walked into the room as if it were a runway in Milan, her black leather boots beating an expensive tattoo against the wood floor. She had traded her usual high-dollar BDSM mistress ensemble for something closer to naughty librarian—a snug gray pencil skirt and low-cut blouse that was a hair's breadth away from turning its buttons into bullets. Her glossy black hair had been twisted into an elegant chignon.

      And she smelled good.

      “Ready, Mark?” she asked Abernathy.

      His name on her lips made me feel like I’d swallowed an egg.

      I still couldn’t bring myself to call him by his first name, most of the time. I would attribute it to respect for my elders if I didn’t want to tear his clothes off and ride him like a pony. But then, it was precisely this desire that made it impossible for me to maintain eye contact with Abernathy for any length of time. A characteristic I’d developed in first grade during the regrettable Scott Johnson fiasco. His vomiting in the lunchroom upon learning of my feelings for him was pretty impressive, if not mildly scarring for life.

      Abernathy rose behind his desk and shrugged into his suit coat.

      “I’m afraid we’ll have to continue this discussion later, Hanna,” he said.

      “Where are you going?” I asked, hoping I’d managed to keep the note of desperation out of my voice.

      Helena whipped her head around and gave me a snotty smile. “Shouldn’t you be filing or something?”

      “Shouldn’t you be rotting or something?” I answered.

      Abernathy came between us and steered Helena out by her elbow. He threw me a sop as he pushed her out the door.

      “We’ll finish this when I get back,” he said.

      God help me, I had liked Helena so much more when she was dead.

      Dead, she’d had a kind of pathos that allowed me kind feelings for her.

      Alive, I mostly wanted to kick her in the shins.

      Still, whatever Abernathy’s relationship to Helena before, if he slept with her now, it would be mating, and I couldn’t see Abernathy signing on for that.

      Mildly comforted, I forced myself up out of my chair and down the steps to the gallery below. The load-bearing walls of exposed brick presented an arresting contrast to the blank white post-modern cube where we routinely hung artwork for The Crossing’s monthly gallery shows.

      During the course of the last show, my first while employed with Abernathy, I’d had the opportunity to become familiar with each of the resident artists’ work. Two of those four artists were dead now. My feelings for the two remaining had become increasingly complicated.

      They’d both played a part in keeping my pathetic ass alive. Scott Kirkpatrick, by blowing Mrs. Kass’s head into kibbles and bits, and Steve by chasing me across the country to protect me from Mrs. Kass’s crazy-ass daughter, Penny.

      If Kirkpatrick’s demeanor made me want to perpetually punch him in the throat, his art had played a significant role in scooping out a place for him in my heart.

      Abernathy had originally described him to me as a wildlife painter, but I what I had seen seemed more akin to portraiture, executed with a hand as fine as any found in the Louvre.

      Even now the haunted eyes of Kirkpatrick’s animals stared at me from the gallery’s empty walls. As he was fond of reminding anyone unfortunate enough to be within earshot, Kirkpatrick was the gallery’s best-selling artist, and his work didn’t stay on the walls for long.

      I looked down the hallway of artist’s studios and experienced a moment of vertigo, something out of a funhouse gone wrong. What did I know about what lay beyond these doors?

      Only what I had discovered behind one of them.

      I let air in my lungs float me like a balloon to the second door on the left.

      My hand closed over the brass handle and I promptly lost my nerve. My forehead came to rest on the cool varnished wood.

      “S’matter doll?” Steven Franke’s voice was equal parts startling and soothing.

      I spoke to him without turning. “I need to finish cleaning out Mrs. Kass’s studio. Vincent Van Gogh hates me. Helena’s back from the dead. I kind of slept with Morrison again. I’m pretty sure there’s a couple people that want me not alive anymore. And I might be a werewolf.”

      From my peripheral vision, I saw Steve start bending at the knees and hopping toward me like a giant, deranged rabbit. He folded his arms, dropped into a squat and started kicking his legs out in a Russian Kozachok.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I giggled.

      He straightened himself and thumbed his suspenders. “Got your head off the door, didn’t it?”

      “I kind of want to put it back now,” I said.

      “Come on. None of those things are that bad.”

      “Really?” I searched his earnest green eyes and hopeful smile for some path to redemption.

      “No,” he said. “That was actually a really shitty list. But I wanted to make you feel better.”

      “Thanks a load,” I replied. I returned my forehead to the door and looked at my shoes. Pretty cute shoes, at least.

      “Okay, people wanting you dead sucks the donkey,” Steve said. “But we’ve all been there.”

      “Not me,” I said. “Not before now. I managed to live twenty-eight years without people wanting me dead.”

      “What about Dave?” Steve asked. “He probably wanted you dead at least a little.”

      “Way to bring up the ex-husband. How about you wander back into your studio and find me some turpentine to drink? Might be less painful.”

      Steve shuddered. “Dude,” he said. “I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      “Steve, you know I love you, but you pretty much suck at making people feel better.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Let’s look at this realistically.” He walked over to the wall next to Mrs. Kass’s door and sat down against it in an invisible chair.

      “I’ll help you whip Mrs. Kass’s studio into shape, no biggie there. Detective Morrison is a pretty cool cat, and you have needs, right? People might want you dead, but Mr. A won’t let them make you dead. And being a werewolf is friggin’ awesome.”

      “Except for the whole being a werewolf part,” I said, flooded by memories of Abernathy pale and sweating on the floor of his hotel room when we’d traveled to Germany. The sickening noise of Mrs. Kass’s bones unhinging. Steve’s throat whistling like a tea kettle as it healed from Penny’s vicious attack.

      “You really oughta try it,” he said. “I think you’d like it.”

      I laughed bitterly. “Ahh yes, but to try it, I have to mate apparently. Abernathy said I’m a ‘recessive.’ A carrier.”

      Steve nodded and brought a fist to rest under his chin. Rodin’s Thinker he was not. “Kind of a big decision.”

      “Uh-huh,” I replied. My forehead was going numb.

      “Hey!” he said, shooting up straight.

      Truthfully, I was relieved to see him upright again. My thighs had begun a sympathetic twitch in the presence of his extended wall-sit. “What?” I asked.

      “Vincent Van Gogh!” Steve stage whispered.

      I looked over at the door to Rob Vincent’s old studio. What Vincent Van Gogh did behind it now, I couldn’t say. “What about him?”

      Steve looked from left to right with shifty eyes. “I think I know how we can make him like you.”

      A little sparrow fluttered in my heart. “How?”

      “As it happens, Vincent asked to crash at my pad,” he informed me.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Shayla is coming over tonight,” Steve said. “What if Vincent stayed with you?”

      “Two dates in a row?” I asked, Vincent temporarily forgotten.

      After last night’s festivities, I was thrilled to bits Steve and Shayla could make any kind of lasting connection.

      “What can I say? I’m irresistible.” Steve wiggled his shapely blond eyebrows.

      “I can’t see Vincent being thrilled with that arrangement,” I said.

      “He’s a bohemian. It will serve his sense of sacrifice. And,” Steve dropped one lanky arm across my shoulders, “there’s no way he could not like you after a night at your pad. You’re totally un-unlikable.”

      “I have three cats,” I reminded him.

      Steve waved a hand at me. “If you don’t win him over, Gilbert will. They’ve got kindred spirits, you know?”

      Steve had cat-sat for me while Abernathy and I were in Germany and in the course of two days, he had cured Gilbert of a penchant for vomiting in my shoes and made his prescription for feline anti-depressants obsolete. Though we’d never discussed it, I suspected Steve’s particular werewolf proclivities included pet whispering. “I don’t know…” I hesitated.

      Truthfully, I’d come to appreciate the solitary space of my studio apartment with its lack of social requirements. My well-worn sweats and baggy t-shirt beckoned from the claustrophobic closet in my living/bedroom. Entertaining Vincent would mean disruption of my nightly rituals.

      I kinda had a thing for my sweatpants.

      “Please?” Steve implored.

      Which, in the end, decided it. Steven Franke was pretty much the equivalent of every baby animal in the entire world distilled into one suspender-wearing, impromptu-dance-doing, quasi-humanoid. “Oh, all right,” I said. “You have to be the one to tell him though, okay? He mostly refuses to acknowledge my presence.”

      “Sure thing, doll,” Steve said. He cracked his knuckles and did some stretches that made me wonder if he had different muscle groups than your standard human being. But then, the word standard didn’t apply to Steve in any sense. “So, should we do this?”

      I took a deep breath and handed him one of my grandma’s favorite platitudes: “No time like the present.”
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      “Hungry?” I asked.

      Vincent Van Gogh sat staring blank-faced out the window on the passenger’s side of my Mustang. Both arms of his paint-stained suit coat were wrapped around the battered leather knapsack in his lap. I sincerely hoped the matching suitcase in the trunk contained a change of clothes and a toothbrush, at least.

      His grunt could have been a yes or a no, depending on who did the listening.

      “I’ll cook us some dinner, and you can shower, if you want,” I offered. “You probably haven’t had much chance to shower...and stuff.”

      He made no reply.

      “Do you like cheese?” I asked. “I have lots of cheese. Wensleydale, Stilton, Manchego…”

      This elicited a heavy sigh from Vincent.

      “Of course, I have other things if you don’t like cheese. Pop-Tarts, Frosted Flakes, homemade jam—” I looked over to find him picking at the paint on his nails. “And you’re not listening to a word I’m saying.”

      Hell with it, I thought. Let him be all silent and melancholy.

      What lived in my own head was something between melancholy and acrimony. Abernathy hadn’t returned at any time during the six hours Steve and I spent dragging bags out of Mrs. Kass’s studio. The space was nearly clear now, and in need of a stringent cleaning, which I was prepared to supply on the morrow.

      But not even the grueling physical labor was sufficient to exhaust my brain’s capacity for speculation.

      I had, at alternate points during the afternoon, placed Abernathy and Helena somewhere in the Caymans, or back at his place (the location of which I still didn’t know), or tucked away in a cozy lodge in the mountains. The tableau’s backdrop changed rapidly, but the activity always remained the same: Abernathy and Helena sipping expensive martinis and screwing like rabbits. These thoughts did little to improve my humor.

      Steve had left early to get ready for Shayla, and I had packed off a reluctant Vincent and headed homeward.

      “Well,” I announced. “This is it.”

      Vincent insisted on carrying his own bags upstairs.

      I unlocked the door and shuffled through the familiar darkness to flick on the lamps. “This is Vincent Van Gogh. He’ll be staying with us tonight,” I announced to the three furry missiles darting around my legs.

      Feline principles of egalitarianism dictated that until the evening meal had been set, they were honor-bound not to acknowledge any human presence.

      I parceled out tuna to three bowls and fished a stockpot out of the cupboard.

      “The bathroom is back here,” I called to Vincent from the kitchen. “If you want to shower.” My second deliberate attempt at self-care by suggestion.

      Vincent stood in the living room with his back to me. I considered the odds that I could nail him in the back of the head with my grandmother’s wooden rolling pin from this distance.

      The odds were not good.

      I slammed the pot down on the counter and marched out to the living room. “All right,” I said. “I don’t know what’s with you, but this going to be one helluva long—”

      He turned to me a face wet with tears and pointed to the wall bearing several bookcases. Real estate in my apartment was precious, but a girl had to have her priorities.

      “These books,” he said. “They are about me.”

      Indeed, Vincent Van Gogh had commandeered four separate bookshelves and was threatening to annex a fifth. I felt like staring at my shoes and kicking the carpet. Several prints of my favorite Van Gogh paintings also plastered the walls of my kitchen. He hadn’t seen these yet.

      “I studied 19th century art in college,” I explained. “You were my favorite. You’re a lot of people’s favorite.”

      He sat down hard on the couch and buried his face in his hands. “No.” This one word wasn’t so much spoken as torn from his throat. “I don’t deserve it. They don’t know. No one knows. I will never be good enough.”

      The words cracked against my sternum heavy as hammer blows. Now here was a sentiment near and dear to my heart. Every word of praise, every achievement, every friendly smile was undeserved. All good things in my world had to be earned daily.

      Vincent Van Gogh, arguably one the most famous and talented artists the earth had ever known, had an inferiority complex.

      I walked over and laid a hand on his back. “You changed art. You changed the world,” I said. “There is no way to measure your magnitude. Saying you’re not good enough is like saying the stars aren’t good enough. Their light can’t be qualified in terms of good enough. We only see that it is, and the night is brighter for it.”

      He ran both hands through his hair and wiped his eyes with his coat sleeve.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “You have only known me for a day, and I have caused you nothing but difficulty.”

      “Don’t you apologize to me, Vincent Van Gogh. Meeting you is pretty much the coolest thing that ever happened to me.”

      He gave a derisive snort. “I doubt this.”

      “Well, you are a pretty shitty drunk. I’d be all right if that didn’t happen again.”

      “It won’t,” he promised.

      “Speaking of drunk, could I interest you in some wine? I was going to make pasta for dinner.”

      “That would be delightful,” he said. “But if you don’t mind, I should shower first.”

      “Be my guest,” I invited. Success!

      Vincent emerged half an hour later in a cloud of steam, shaven and combed, his wet hair the color of old copper. His loose brown slacks and button-up shirt suitcase-rumpled but clean.

      I handed him a glass of wine and took the boiling pot of pasta to drain at the sink. Tiny molecules of steam heated my wine-blushed cheeks as I shook the colander. After removing the loaf of herbed Italian bread I’d set to warm in the oven, I dressed the pasta with a glug of glass-green olive oil, chili flakes and generous shavings of Parmesan cheese.

      We ate in companionable silence at the coffee table and managed to finish off the bottle of wine. I opened another and refilled our glasses.

      Vincent sank back into the couch and laced his fingers across his stomach. “That was very good. Thank you.”

      “I’m glad you liked it.”

      “You like to cook?” he asked.

      “I like to eat. The cooking developed by extension.”

      “You do it well,” he said.

      I dragged the toothsome crust of my bread across my plate to capture the last smears of oil and cheese. “Thanks.”

      The old brass radiator behind the couch knocked and groaned to life. Early spring hadn’t quite stretched its warming fingers into the night.

      Emboldened by wine and a belly full of carbs, I let a question slip. “Can I ask you something?”

      “You just did.” Vincent smiled.

      I shook my head fondly. Werewolf humor tended toward the octogenarian set. “Can I ask you something else then?”

      “If you must.”

      “How long have you known Mark?”

      Vincent’s considerable brow creased into a canyon. “About eighty years. We met in Paris. He was running around with Dali at the time”

      “Dali?” I asked. “The Dali?”

      “The same.”

      “And is he—”

      Vincent nodded.

      “Butter my ass and call me a biscuit. How many famous artist werewolves are there anyway?” I asked.

      He jerked his head toward my bookcases. “You have more than a few living over on your shelves.”

      “Bernini?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “Caravaggio?”

      “Definitely,” he said.

      “Frida Kahlo?”

      “You did see her eyebrow, yes?”

      “Good point,” I said. “Picasso?”

      “Self-important asshole maybe, but no, not a werewolf.”

      “But some of those artists lived to be older. How does that work?”

      “Werewolves aren’t immortal,” Vincent explained. “How long we live and how quickly we age is dependent upon many factors.”

      “Such as?” I asked, taking a sip of wine.

      “What bloodline we come from. Those from older lines, purer lines, tend to live longer than those of mixed blood. Of course, those who are made werewolves later in life will never be younger than when they are made. Those who are born to it age more slowly.”

      Abernathy, as far as I knew, had been born a werewolf like his father before him. Steve and Scott Kirkpatrick, I had never asked. “Which are you? If you don’t mind my asking.”

      “I was made,” he said. His eyes took on a distant quality as he replayed a memory in his mind.

      “Who made you?”

      “A woman,” he said. “A prostitute.”

      This seemed fitting. Vincent’s fabled love of the common man’s plight had led him to some of the world’s seedier circles. It wasn’t difficult to imagine him running afoul of a werewolf in the heady gaslight. “I’m sorry. That couldn’t have been pleasant.”

      “I tried to kill myself,” he said. “In more ways than you can imagine.”

      Indeed, I’d only ever heard of one of them, the one that made it into the history books. “When you shot yourself—”

      “It was a silver bullet, yes. I died, I was buried, I came back.”

      My mind conjured the little cemetery in Auvers, France where Vincent and his beloved brother Theo had been laid to rest side by side. Had he returned to the graveyard to watch Theo laid low only months after his own demise? He’d been sensitive about the trouble he’d caused Theo in life. I couldn’t imagine him returning from death to bring his younger brother further pain.

      “What have you been up to since then?” I asked with as much brightness as the conversation allowed. “It’s kind of a trip, right? Everyone mourns that you never lived to see how famous you’d become. And here you are!”

      His smile was thin and sad. “Here I am.”
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      Vincent Van Gogh snored.

      I added this to the growing list of Things They Didn’t Teach Me In Grad School, right after ‘Vincent Van Gogh was a werewolf.’

      I had stolen about an hour of sleep under the cover of the three pillows packed on top of my head to drown out Vincent’s sonorous epiglottal sawing.

      Vincent rose early and insisted on walking the mile to the gallery. I beat him there by a good fifteen minutes and launched my assault on Mrs. Kass’s studio.

      Neither Abernathy nor Steven Franke were present when I arrived. I took this as a bad sign for the former and a good sign for the latter.

      While I scrubbed the dust-caked baseboards with an old toothbrush, I plotted the conversation with Abernathy in my head. I might start out with the silent treatment. Maybe a few one-word assurances that I was fine and cared nothing of his whereabouts of the previous day. Then, perhaps, flat discussion of business. We needed to get someone in to run the oddities shop, which had been closed off since Rob Vincent’s untimely demise.

      Not that Abernathy needed the money. As far as I could tell, when God needed a loan, he came to Abernathy. But still. Appearances and all that.

      I would ignore him all morning, show him how cool and disinterested I could be. How little I cared if he was shagging Helena rotten.

      Would he be able to smell Vincent on me? I wondered.

      I hoped so. Let him think what he wanted.

      When he’d groveled a little bit, I might let him—

      “Hanna.”

      I shrieked and knocked over my bowl of bleach water.

      Abernathy leaned in the doorway, tempting as the devil’s linebacker. Big, bad, and built for sin.

      I, on the other hand, was kneeling on all fours, wearing yellow rubber gloves, and had hair stuck to my forehead with sweat.

      This was so not how this morning was supposed to start.

      “Compromising position,” he said.

      “Spare me.” I got to my feet and shucked my gloves to the floor. I shoved past him in the doorway and had to duck under his arm.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Glad you could join us today,” I huffed. “Will you be around for any length of time? I’d just like to plan.”

      “Look, Hanna, about yesterday—”

      I held up a hand. “None of my business, as Helena pointed out.” I turned on my heel and broke toward the stairs.

      “Hanna, we need to talk.”

      I paused on the bottom step. “You’re right,” I said. “We need to talk about getting someone to run the oddities shop. There’s the next gallery show to plan. Do you have a date in mind?”

      “Hanna. That’s not what I—”

      “Oh, right.” I said. “Your phone messages. I can go grab those.”

      He was already in front of me before I could turn. I collided nose first with his chest.

      “That’s cheating,” I said, backing away.

      “Will you cooperate?” he asked. “Or do I have to sling you over my shoulder and duct tape you to the couch in my office?”

      Kinky. I knew this threat was viable from firsthand experience. I briefly considered not cooperating, mostly because being slung over Abernathy’s shoulder was kinda hot. And also afforded a first-rate view of his ass, as I knew from experience.

      “Fine,” I conceded.

      “After you,” he said.

      I gave an exaggerated sigh and marched up the stairs and into his office. He closed the door behind us.

      “I don’t know why we’re doing this,” I said. “We both know the question I’m going to ask, and we both know damn well you won’t answer it. What’s the point?”

      “What was I doing with Helena?” Abernathy guessed. “You’re right,” he said. “I can’t answer that.”

      “I’m shocked,” I said. “Shocked.”

      “If I didn’t know better”—Abernathy smirked— “I’d say you were jealous.”

      “Jealous? That’s absurd. What or who you do on your own time is none of my business.”

      “Ironic,” Abernathy sighed. “You’re fucking the cop and you’re pissed at me because you think I’m fucking Helena.”

      Truly, the irony wasn’t lost on me, but I saw this as no reason to interfere with a good argument.

      “Fucked,” I pointed out. “Past tense.”

      “Two nights ago isn’t exactly the distant past.”

      “And how did I end up with him that night?” I asked. “Let me think...”

      “Let’s not go through this again,” he sighed.

      “You were the one who dragged me up here.”

      “Not to do this.”

      We sat in silence for the space of a few moments. I examined the backs of my hands. They were dusted with a fine layer of powder from the rubber gloves. Not exactly as glamorous as Helena’s iconic red claws. I longed for the days of our early relationship when conversation was rare and uncomplicated, if not uncomfortable. Back when he was still pretending to need an assistant and I was pretending to be one. “Why am I here?”

      “Discussions of theology fall outside of my purview, I’m afraid,” Abernathy said.

      “No. Why am I here with you? You don’t need or want an assistant. The whole thing was a ruse you set up so you could keep an eye on me. Not that I don’t appreciate the money. I do. But this is turning into a hot mess, and it’s not helping either of us.”

      Abernathy gazed out the window at the bruised sky. The spring storm weather reports had called for appeared to be arriving early today. I couldn’t help but feel our continued clashing had conjured it. His face in profile seemed softer today, clouded with an emotion I couldn’t identify. “This is the safest place for you.”

      Was it though? Whether in or out of Abernathy’s presence, I always seemed to be in the path of larger forces. There was precious little space I could occupy by my own choosing as of late.

      “You say that, and I know you mean it. But do you even know if it’s true?”

      “It’s what I believe,” he said. “Knowing is a presumption. I’ve lived long enough to learn that much.”

      In his expression was written volumes of a story I hadn’t enough years to read. All his long life, the places he had been, the things he had seen—both terrible and beautiful. The enormity of his existence in the world poured into me until my heart ached with the effort of containing it.

      We had passed far beyond my realm of experience. I had to search for new words to describe this place. “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “For what?”

      “For everything.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

      If he only knew. I had a whole life of sorries jailed behind my ribs. I pressed my lips tight for fear they would start spilling out. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know what this is.” I don’t know what I am, were the words I couldn’t speak for fear of making them true.

      “None of us do,” he said, answering even the words I left unspoken.

      “So what do you do?” I asked.

      “Live,” he said.

      “Live!” I shouted, remembering the drawing in my purse. In the course of the past twenty-four hours, I had completely forgotten to mention it to Abernathy. “Speaking of living—” I began.

      “Goddamn motherfucking shit-eating assclown!” The angry words echoed through the gallery. Someone or something was pounding up the office stairs at a frightening pace. Abernathy was already on his feet and across the room when I looked over at him. He flung the door open to reveal Shayla, foaming at the gills.

      Literally.

      She stomped into the office and planted her hands on her hips.

      “It’s like this,” she said. “I’m working for you now, because I’m awesome, and you need me. And if that disgusting piece of shit letch I was working for at the Dusty Dahlia hits on me one more time I’m gonna rip out his intestines and make balloon animals out of them. All right?”

      Delicate red envelopes of skin puffed below her jaw line. When flat, they were artfully concealed by the intricate tattoos that snaked up her arms and curved around her neck. Fire flashed in her green eyes, making them stand out all the brighter against the deep blue of her hair.

      “Of course. I would be happy to have you,” Abernathy said. “I pay in cash.”

      “Fine by me. I want fifteen an hour. I’m worth it.”

      Abernathy stuck out a hand. “Deal.”

      They shook on it.

      “I’ll be down in the shop, then,” she said.

      Abernathy reached in his suit pocket and tossed her a set of keys. “For the shop door and the register,” he explained.

      Shayla stuck them in one of the many pockets on her patch-laden green army jacket. “Roger that.”

      Alone again in the office, Abernathy turned to me.

      “It’ll be nice having another woman around,” I said. “You know. One that’s not a homicidal half-werewolf sent to kill me.”

      “That did make things awkward,” Abernathy agreed.

      I took a deep breath and went for the obvious segue. “Speaking of people sent to kill me—“I fished in my purse, pulled out the napkin, and handed it over to Abernathy. “I’ll ask you not to look too closely at the anatomical details, if you don’t mind.”

      His eyes darkened as he studied it. “Why did they smudge out your face?”

      I looked at the drawing from over his shoulder. “Oh. Sorry. That’s chocolate. I had a cookie in my purse.”

      He was silent for several moments.

      “So?” I asked. “What do you think?”

      “Whoever wants Vincent dead wants you dead too,” Abernathy said. “What else is there to help with?”

      I blinked at him in astonishment. “And this doesn’t concern you?”

      “Of course it concerns me. But it doesn’t surprise me.”

      “I suppose these kinds of death threats are totally normal in the werewolf world,” I said.

      “Pretty much. There’s always someone wanting to eat your spleen and piss into your eye sockets, it seems.”

      “Peachy,” I snorted.

      “All the more reason for you to stick around here. At least until we figure out who wants you dead this time.”

      “You really know how to comfort a girl,” I said, flopping down on the couch.

      His amber-brown eyes went a shade closer to garnet as he hovered over me. “Would you like me to think of a better way?”

      My heart fluttered in my chest, sending a jolt of electricity clear to my toes. I sat up and crossed my legs.

      “That’s okay,” I said, drawing my knees to my chest to put much-needed distance between us. “I’m good.”

      He gave me one of his enigmatic smiles and pulled his paper planner out of his top drawer. My attempts at getting him to adopt Google calendar for scheduling had been largely unsuccessful up to this point. But the planner was forward progress, at least.

      “In the interest of avoiding further warfare,” he said, “I am informing you that I have dinner plans this evening.”

      Acid boiled in my stomach. “Oh?” I asked, hoping I sounded casual.

      “Yes.” He offered no further explanation.

      “May I ask with whom?”

      “A friend,” he answered.

      “Helena’s a friend now?” The words were off my tongue before I could arrest them.

      “As it happens, the dinner is not with Helena.”

      I felt a small measure of relief. “Does the security of the free world depend upon my not knowing who you’re going to eat with tonight? Why is this a big deal?”

      An exasperated sigh escaped his lips. “Tooloozelatremph,” he mumbled.

      “What was that?”

      “Toulouse. Lautrec.”

      “Toulouse Lautrec!” I shot off the couch. “Really?”

      Abernathy leaned his head against his palm, his preferred gesture of long-suffering in the face of my geek-outs. “Yes,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Oh, please can I come? He was in my thesis! I wrote about his work! Please!”

      “Hanna, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said slowly.

      “Why not?”

      “He likes to keep a low profile. It’s essential to his cover. The last thing he needs is someone shrieking ‘Toulouse Lautrec’ in a room full of art patrons.”

      “I’ll be good! I promise! I won’t even say Toul—” I stopped myself abruptly. “That name. See? I can not say it. Look how good at not saying it I am.”

      I stood silently with my lips pressed together. “See?” I erupted. “I just not said it for thirty seconds!”

      “Hanna,” he sighed.

      “Please.” From somewhere in the rainbow-hued, cheese-addicted carnival of spazzery that I understood to be my soul, I dredged up a modicum of solemn sincerity.

      “All right.”

      I leapt at him across the desk, throwing my arms around his neck. “Thank you so much!”

      “I really need you to be calm though,” he half said/half choked.

      “Pfft,” I said, releasing him to stand upright. “I can be calm. I’ll be so calm. You have no idea how calm I’ll be.”

      A small smile ghosted the corners of his mouth.

      “We need to leave here at five o’clock,” he said. “Dinner is in Golden at seven.”

      “Golden?” I asked, crestfallen. “But that’s way down the canyon. It’s supposed to come down like gangbusters tonight. Are you sure that’s safe?”

      “The Phantom can handle it,” he assured me.

      “Does it have snow tires?”

      Irritation creased Abernathy’s features. “Do you want to come or not?”

      I clamped my mouth shut and nodded.

      “Good.” His words fell with finality that brooked no argument.

      “Just looking out for your well-being, boss,” I said.

      “Appreciated,” he said, turning at last to his work, “but not necessary.”

      How wrong he was.
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      “I’m not going to say I told you so...”

      “Then don’t,” Abernathy grumbled.

      I glanced at his face in profile set against the snow-caked window of the Phantom’s driver’s side door. His features had a hard set I recognized from the time he drove me back to Georgetown after I tased him and ran away. This was not an Abernathy to be trifled with.

      We had made it through most of the canyon without incident, but now, on the outskirts of Genesee Park, we ran nose first into a howling wall of wind and snow. Cars wandered off the road like fumbling sheep and headlights only served to give further glare to snowflakes as large as cotton balls. Even with Abernathy’s supernatural reflexes, it was a struggle to keep the Phantom in forward motion. I cast a guilty thought toward my cats at home, hoping we’d get back before an indecent hour.

      I pulled my cell phone out of my purse and scanned the digital display. 6:30 p.m. exactly.

      “Should we call Toulouse?” I asked. “Let him know we’re running late?”

      “Be my guest,” Abernathy said.

      “Do you have his number?”

      Abernathy reached into his coat pocket and handed me the iPhone I’d made him purchase only a few weeks earlier. Even in the darkness I could see deep gouges in the phone’s scarred surface.

      “What the hell happened to this?” I asked, looking closer. “Wait, are these teeth marks?”

      “I got frustrated,” he said.

      “So you chewed on it?”

      “A little,” he mumbled.

      The image of Abernathy in wolf form angrily mouthing the phone in frustration threatened to bend me double with laughter, but I suspect this would do little to endear me to my already irritated boss. “I can see why you’ve avoided technology for so long.”

      He made no answer.

      “Glad to see you’ve mastered the art of contacts,” I said, scrolling through dozens of female names. A little pin of irritation poked at the space between my eyes.

      “Those are business contacts.”

      “Uh-huh,” I grunted. “The Little Guy? Would that be Toulouse?”

      A grin lifted the corner of Abernathy’s mouth facing me. “Yes.”

      “I’m gonna tell him you said that,” I teased, and poked the call button. It took a few tries to register through the scratched screen’s surface. I pressed the phone up to my ear and was surprised by the deep, resonant voice that answered at the other end.

      “My friend!” said the voice.

      “Close. This is his assistant, Hanna Harvey. Huge fan of your work, by the way,” I gushed.

      Abernathy rolled his eyes. I considered frogging him in the thigh but thought better of it. Progress.

      “Anyway,” I continued, “I wanted to let you know we’re running a little late. We’re stuck on the freeway.”

      “Not a problem.” Toulouse said. “They will hold our table. Tell Mark to drive safely.”

      “Thank you. I certainly will.” I disconnected and slid the phone back into Abernathy’s pocket. “Toulouse says to drive safely.”

      “He would,” Abernathy replied.

      I wasn’t sure what he meant but didn’t want to ask for fear of further darkening Abernathy’s mood.

      “Where we eating?” I asked.

      “The Fort.”

      “Ooh! I’ve always wanted to try that place!”

      “Toulouse likes wild game,” Abernathy offered. “They serve a decent assortment.”

      I regretted not having asked about dinner earlier so I could peruse the menu online. I often found it difficult to make a decision on the spot without ample time to consider. What if I picked the wrong thing? What if I broke for the free-range chicken when I should have gone with the chops?

      These were the kinds of missed opportunities that kept me up some nights.

      Fifty-three very long minutes later, we rolled into Golden and found an open spot close to the restaurant.

      I eyed the three-foot drift outside my car door and considered my options. If my life had a personal theme, it would be choosing the wrong shoes. Tonight’s were black satin peep-toe pumps to match my little black dress. Only, they didn’t match the early spring blizzard so well.

      Abernathy came around to my side of the car and offered me his arm. I grasped his bicep with both hands as we made our way over the curb onto the sidewalk, where he helped me pick through the treacherous piles of snow and even skipped me over a puddle.

      The perfume of roasted meat bathed us as the maître d’ opened the door to our approach. My salivary glands contracted painfully and I was suddenly ravenous.

      We found Toulouse seated at the bar. For an absurd moment, I wondered if he hadn’t selected it in part due to the height of the chairs.

      “Henri!” Abernathy called.

      Lautrec swiveled in his chair, his abrupt little legs pushing him around to face us. “Mark!”

      My first full impression of him was not of size, but of obsessive neatness. Lautrec’s compact proportions seemed to be perfectly suited to his well-groomed economy. Any larger, and he would have been messy. He wore a tailored suit and vest with a pristine white button up shirt. His silk tie looked expensive, his shoes did not.

      He came down from the chair with a practiced hop. Abernathy bent to embrace him as they clapped each other heartily on the back.

      For a moment, all I saw was the top of Toulouse’s neatly combed dark head. He turned his face up to gaze at me from beneath heavy lids and thick brows. His coarse features were an interesting contrast to his mannered attire.

      “And who is this?” he asked Abernathy. His rich, commanding voice seemed polished by a continental precision.

      “This is Hannelore Harvey, my assistant,” Abernathy said.

      “Hanna,” I clarified, offering him my hand.

      He took it and pressed his lips to my knuckles. A curious warm sensation traveled up my nerve endings. Never before had my hand been kissed.

      “I am—”

      “Henri Marie Raymond de Toulouse-Lautrec-Monfa,” I whispered. I cast a smug glance at Abernathy to ensure he’d caught my obedience to his request.

      “Pretentious, isn’t it? She knows, then?” he asked Abernathy.

      Abernathy nodded.

      I assumed they meant the whole werewolf thing.

      “I’m just Henri, these days.” He pronounced ‘Henri’ in the American fashion with the hard ‘R’ and long ‘Y’.

      “Not to me, you’re not.” I winked at him.

      “I believe our table should be ready. Shall we?” Lautrec nodded curtly to the attractive college kid in black slacks and a white shirt, who darted over and grabbed Lautrec’s drink before leading us to a table.

      We were seated at a four-top nearest the wide wall of windows at the front of the restaurant, affording a cozy view of the street through the swirling snow.

      I lost sight of Henri completely until the waiter pulled out a chair and covertly slipped a booster seat onto it. Henri hopped up into it with surprising grace and the waiter helped to shuffle it into place. He caught my eye and indicated the chair next to him, which I gratefully took. This was already going significantly better than my interactions with Vincent, I was happy to note.

      Abernathy took the seat across from me and pushed his chair back to accommodate his long legs.

      Our server hovered at the end of the table. “May I begin any appetizers or cocktails for you?” he asked.

      Henri looked to Abernathy, then to me. “Will you join me for a Tremblement de Terre?”

      “Earthquake!” I said, excited to dust off my college French.

      “Half absinthe, half cognac,” Toulouse said to the server, who nodded and wove away through the tables.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen if we had been carded. Abernathy and Toulouse had to have fake driver’s licenses, didn’t they? A birth year of 1681 was bound to raise some eyebrows. I made a mental note to ask Abernathy for his precise birth date at some point.

      “Should we start with the beef carpaccio?” Toulouse suggested. “I hear it’s excellent.”

      My stomach squirmed a little at the prospect of uber-rare beef, but I didn’t want to appear uncultured. “Sounds delightful,” I lied.

      The server reappeared with our drinks and took our appetizer and dinner orders. I opted for the Crispy Southern-Style Duck with a wedge salad and extra bleu cheese. Abernathy and Toulouse both went in for the Trio of Wild Game, a fittingly carnivorous assortment of venison, buffalo, and elk.

      Toulouse held up the glass of amber-yellow liquid drew it under his nose, inhaling deeply as his heavy-lidded eyes fell closed. A small smile worked at the corners of his neatly trimmed goatee.

      “To beauty,” he said, nodding toward me.

      I felt a flush pushing to the surface of my cheeks. I took a sip and tried not to cough.

      An earthquake indeed. The warming liquid punched flavors into my palette as it slid down my throat. Licorice, at first—that would be the absinthe—with something fruity on its heels. It finished wooden and damp, like a forest floor and wet leaves.

      Lautrec necked his drink and clunked the glass to the table.

      Abernathy swirled his and looked out the window at the storm.

      I sat brimming with unasked questions, taking delicate hummingbird sips. Alcohol had a propensity to loosen my lips, and I was determined to keep the promise I’d made to Abernathy.

      Seeming to sense my impending explosion, Abernathy opened the floor. “What brings you to the area, old friend?”

      “Ahh,” Toulouse scolded. “Direct as ever.” He folded his arms on the table and leaned in conspiratorially. “Do you want the good news, or the bad news?”

      “Good!” I said.

      Abernathy shot me a look.

      I consulted my drink. Gone. Oops.

      “Good then,” Toulouse said. “I am here for a show. My paintings are selling again. My new ones,” he added, looking to me.

      “That’s wonderful,” I said. “I’d love to see them!”

      “Perhaps after dinner.” Toulouse said with a gentle incline of his head. “If there is time.”

      Abernathy offered him a non-committal smile.

      “Most of us have to surrender our craft, at some point,” Toulouse explained to me. “In the best-case scenario, the world would brand us forgers. In the worst--”

      “Right,” I interrupted. “That makes sense.”

      “Sometimes, if we are clever enough, we can do what we love and still maintain our anonymity.”

      The server came and deposited an elegant white plate draped with paper-thin slices of silky beef in our midst. Additional dishes bearing root vegetable chips, horseradish sauce, and shavings of cheese encircled it round about like ladies in waiting.

      “Another round, if you please,” Toulouse said.

      “Of course,” said the server.

      Abernathy shot the remainder of his drink, took off his suit coat and rolled his sleeves to the elbow. I could respect a man who altered his outfit in preparation for eating.

      “Mademoiselle,” Toulouse urged, nodding toward the appetizer.

      Never one to stand on ceremony, especially when food was concerned, I forked up a slice of beef, laid it across a chip, and topped it with a goodly gob of horseradish.

      “Down the hatch,” I said. The beef’s tender marbling melted in my mouth against the palate-opening spice of the horseradish. At the end, the crunchy texture of the chip pulled all the flavors together on my tongue. “Moh God,” I moaned.

      Toulouse reached over and pinched a slice between two fingers and proceeded to bolt it down. Abernathy did the same.

      “You guys should really try this,” I said, building another bite. “You’re missing out.”

      “Gess in the way,” Abernathy mumbled around a mouthful of beef.

      “Carnivores,” I sighed.

      The waiter showed up with the second round of Earthquakes.

      “What’s your bad news?” I asked, fortified by enough alcohol and cow flesh to stomach anything at this point.

      Toulouse nodded and snagged another slice of beef. “Someone is trying to kill me,” he announced.

      Abernathy paused with his hand halfway to his mouth. “What happened?”

      Toulouse wiped his fingers on the pristine napkin and fished inside his jacket pocket. My heart skipped a beat as he withdrew a tobacco-colored fold of paper. His delicate hands gingerly flattened the drawing out in the space on the table not occupied by dishes.

      The wad of beef in my stomach threatened resurrection.

      I knew this hand. Knew the nuances of its lines and the delicacy of its details. Part of its oeuvre was still in my purse. In this new work, Toulouse’s small body lay pinned out like a dissected frog. His organs spewed from his body like streamers from a morbid party popper.

      Abernathy and I caught gazes.

      “You’re not the only one,” Abernathy commented.

      “You know about the others, then?” Toulouse asked. “Cezanne, Gaugin?”

      “And Manet,” Abernathy answered. “Vincent told us.”

      “I’d heard Vincent was around,” Toulouse said. “How is he?”

      “The same,” Abernathy said.

      Toulouse nodded knowingly.

      I glanced at Abernathy.

      “Vincent also received a drawing,” Abernathy reported. “And so did Hanna.”

      “Hanna?” Toulouse asked. Recognition dawned on his features and he looked at me. “You? Why?”

      “She’s an heir.”

      “May be an heir,” I declared.

      “An heir,” Toulouse repeated in hushed tones. “I thought all the old lines were gone.”

      “They are,” Abernathy said. “Nearly.”

      Our server bustled by and I grabbed him by the apron strings. “Vodka martini, extra dirty.”

      “I’ll have one of those as well,” Toulouse said.

      Abernathy pushed back in his chair and stretched out his legs. His foot shoved between my shoes felt like an innuendo.

      The third round of drinks arrived at the same time as my salad and I was distracted from all conversation in a nirvana of crisp lettuce and creamy Maytag bleu cheese. I traced the perimeter of my plate with a finger and licked the last of the dressing.

      Abernathy and Toulouse watched this with interest.

      I felt a little rush of blood to my head. Clearly, I was rusty at eating with other people. Cats didn’t judge.

      Emboldened by alcohol, I pulled from my drink the toothpick bearing two olives and slipped one between my lips and forced it off with my tongue. Delicate shards of ice bobbed against my lips as I took a salty sip.

      “Any idea who might be sending these little sketches?” I asked.

      Toulouse picked up his martini glass and brought the rim to his mustache, sipping gently. “That is the million-dollar question.”

      Our server arrived balancing a tray of entrees and slid them around the table.

      We tucked into our meals in relative silence with the question still hanging in the air. Abernathy ate with his hands while Toulouse opted for the fork and knife.

      I dragged a bite of tender duck through the black currant demi-glace and closed my eyes to savor it. Both Abernathy and Toulouse were watching me when I opened them.

      “Do you have any ideas?” I asked Abernathy, hoping to anchor the conversation elsewhere.

      “Lots,” he said. I couldn’t decide from the direction of his gaze which breast he was lusting after—mine, or the duck’s.

      “About the drawings,” I clarified.

      Abernathy tore a chunk of venison off with his teeth and chewed thoughtfully. “Nothing viable,” he said at last.

      “What about Katherine?” Toulouse asked.

      The name caused my stomach to lurch. Apparently Abernathy’s sister had made a name for herself in the werewolf world.

      “Not her style,” Abernathy answered.

      I looked around the restaurant as we finished off our meals. Elegantly dressed patrons leaned across the white tablecloths and enjoyed intimate conversation. I wondered if any of them strayed to topics as strange as our own.

      Snow was now drifted up to waist height against the window near our table and showed no signs of slowing.

      “May I bring a dessert menu?” our server asked as he collected our plates.

      “As much as I’d love dessert,” I said, “if we don’t get out of here soon, we may never get home.”

      “Where is home?” the server asked.

      “Georgetown,” I answered.

      He looked grave and shook his head. “The canyon roads are completely shut down. A semi overturned. It will probably be at least a few hours. Hotels are filling up.”

      I felt a pang of guilt for my three cats at home. I’d fed them and flicked a light on before we left. Still, I should have turned on Animal Planet.

      “You should stay in my loft above my studio,” Toulouse offered. “I’ve rented a chalet nearby.”

      The thought of sharing space with Abernathy overnight caused me a moment of sudden panic. “But I don’t have any overnight things,” I protested.

      “Neither do I,” Abernathy said.

      “Yeah, but you’re a man. You would only have packed a pair of pajama pants and a toothbrush.”

      Or just the toothbrush, his expression said.

      “There are some basic toiletries there,” Toulouse added. “You are welcome to whatever you find.”

      “I can’t,” I said, “my cats—”

      “Will be fine,” Abernathy finished. “In any case, we don’t have much choice. The canyon is closed.”

      “Isn’t there some back way we could take?” I heard the edge of desperation in my voice and knew I was starting to look ridiculous.

      Abernathy took the napkin from his lap and set it on the table. “Thank you, Toulouse. I think that would be best.”

      It was decided.
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      We climbed the creaking stairs to the loft above Toulouse’s studio, where a queen-sized bed was tucked under the slanting eve of the exposed wood rafters.

      I kicked off my heels and padded barefoot over to the window. Red taillights formed clogs in the winding streets down the hill. People like us, stuck here for the evening, but with no place to stay. Movement in my peripheral vision drew my gaze.

      Abernathy, unbuttoning his shirt.

      “Hey!” I said. “Whoa! Shared places aren’t naked places.”

      “I’m not sleeping in a dress shirt, Hanna.” He draped his shirt over the railing so it wouldn’t wrinkle.

      “The pants stay on,” I said.

      “Have it your way.” He turned his back to me and stripped off his undershirt.

      I tried not to gawk. Really, I did. But Abernathy shirtless was the equivalent of ten-car pile-up next to a train wreck right before an oil tanker explosion.

      He was surprisingly un-hairy for a werewolf. All the better to admire the impossible lines of his musculature. The sharp shadows cut by the muscles of his shoulders and playing across his broad back would be a charcoal artist’s wet dream. I could imagine an art student wearing their graphite down to a nub trying to capture the inguinal ligaments that cut a dangerous “v” over his hips before disappearing into his pants.

      And his arms. It was a wonder the man found dress shirts at all.

      He caught me staring and smiled. I quickly looked away.

      The bed springs bounced behind me as Abernathy flung himself down.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see him stretched out with his hands clasped behind his head.

      He glanced at the opposite side of the bed. “I don’t bite.”

      I unhooked my necklace and set it on top of the dresser. “We both know that’s not true,” I said, working the backs off my earrings before removing them and setting them beside the necklace.

      “Well, not unless provoked,” he added.

      You’re going to run out of things to take off warned the little voice in my head. I took a deep breath and wandered over to the bed where I primly sat down on the edge.

      Then I was pinned under Abernathy.

      “Hey!” I yelped. “No fast-moving!”

      “Is this what you’re afraid of?” he mocked. “The big bad wolf?”

      I looked at his arms and pectorals poised above me in perfect flexion.

      Actually, I’m afraid I might molest you while you sleep, said the little voice in my head. “I’m not afraid of anything.”

      He snapped at the air and I shrieked. A rich, warm laugh shook his rib cage. He rolled away and clicked the lamp off. Darkness fell in the loft interrupted only by a square of pale blue light streaming in from the attic window.

      “Goodnight, Hanna,” Abernathy said, rolling onto his side with his back to me.

      I crawled under the covers and clung to the extreme edge of the mattress. “Night,” I replied.

      Goodnight, sleep tight. Don’t let the werewolves bite.
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      Abernathy was a spooner.

      Who knew?

      I awoke hours later with one massive bare arm draped over my waist, his forearm pressed against my stomach, his fist curled under my sternum.

      The warmth of his chest burned through the thin fabric of my dress down the length of my back where our bodies met. My heart picked up to a jog as my waking skin became aware of additional sensations. His knee wedged between my bare thighs, his breath against my neck. I needed to scooch away before my heart’s pounding roused him from sleep.

      I held my breath as I took his wrist in two fingers and tried to lift it away from me. It slipped from my grip and plopped down on my ribs. Gods, but he was heavy. Gingerly, I shifted my weight forward and tried to wiggle away but his arm snaked back around me and pulled me tight to him.

      “Where’re you going?” His voice was deep with sleep and tickled as he murmured against my neck.

      Goosebumps rode up my neck and erupted over my scalp. “Nowhere,” I answered.

      “Good,” he replied. His arm had released its lock on my chest and his hand traced a path down my ribs and over my hipbone. My stomach shuddered.

      “Ticklish?” he whispered.

      “Uh-huh.” I concentrated on keeping my breath level and calm. I was in imminent danger of breaking out into a pant.

      His hand slid under my dress and traced the line of my panties against my stomach. He brushed his lips against the sensitive spot below my ear. Crippling desire crushed me like an aluminum can.

      Was he even awake? Did I want him to be?

      I cleared my throat. “Mark?”

      “Mmm?”

      “Are you awake?”

      He dug his fingers into my hips and dragged them back to meet his.

      My eyes popped wide open.

      Part of him was awake all right. Breath hitched in and out of my chest as a ribbon of words slid through my brain. Huge. Hot. Heavy. Hard.

      “Hanna,” he said.

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      His palm found my cheek, turning my face to his. The moonlight reflecting from fallen snow carved his features from stone. It was the face of a king. The face of a god.

      “Look at me,” he said.

      Of all the words in the many languages he knew, why these? I couldn’t. I wanted this. I wanted him. It was too much to bear. “I can’t.”

      “You can.” His lips brushed my forehead, my eyelids, my jaw. “See? Easy.”

      And it would be easy. If I moved my head only a fraction…

      “I’m afraid.”

      He raised himself on one arm to look down at me so I could look up at his big, beautiful body. “I know you’re not ready,” he said. “That’s not what this is. You want to know what you are. You want answers. Take them from me. I can show you.”

      Hunger beyond reason whipped through me, every cell screaming with blind, animal need.

      “This has to be your choice,” he urged. “Choose me.”

      The world was spinning away from me. My life, everything I knew. Half a breath, fractions of an inch—all that separated me from what I was, and what I could become. Fear seized my chest, forcing out the words. “I can’t.”

      With a half grunt/half growl, he pushed himself away from me.

      “Mark, please don’t—”

      But he was already gone.
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      It was official. I had been ditched.

      Again.

      The knowledge was a boulder in my gut, blocking the path for any lucid assessment of the situation.

      I wandered down into the studio to check the street-facing windows and found the Phantom absent. Dialing Abernathy's number for the 200th time, I was again rewarded with the system-generated message. I left yet another entreaty for him to call me back, knowing my efforts were futile even as I spoke.

      Abernathy never checked his voicemail. I’d had to empty it for him on several occasions when clients called the gallery, frustrated at being unable to leave a message because his box was full.

      Curled up by the arm of Toulouse’s scarred leather couch, I set my cell phone face down on the cushion next to me.

      You’re that girl, the little voice in my head announced. The one that leaves fifty messages on some guy’s voicemail. This is probably going to be on Buzzfeed tomorrow.

      “Nice try,” I answered. “Abernathy thinks the Internet is something Alaskan fishermen use.”

      I’m sure Helena could show him. After she’s done laughing at you. I’ll bet she would kiss him. He wouldn’t even have to ask her. They’re probably together right now. Sweaty and naked—

      “Stop!” Cold sweat slicked my palms as nervous energy started my knees shaking. A dark volley of thoughts punctured my mind. Sometimes I managed to bat them away before they stuck. Other times, they found their mark.

      Minutes dragged on like hours as I consulted the windows for even the faintest difference in shade. I would wait for morning's first light and acquire a shuttle home.

      Sometime after newspapers were delivered but before the first pots of coffee started perking, there came a brisk knock at the door.

      My heart did a somersault. Abernathy?

      I bolted to the door and nearly brained myself yanking it open. At first, I thought it had been a prank. I saw nothing but an expanse of snow-blanketed street front.

      Then I looked down.

      Toulouse stood on the doorstep, cane in hand, looking freshly pressed and well rested. “Bonjour, mademoiselle.” Had he still sported his iconic bowler hat, I imagined he would have tipped it. “You slept well, I hope.”

      He stepped past me into the studio.

      “Yes,” I lied. “Very.”

      “Mark asked me to come and collect you this morning. It seems he had to depart abruptly.”

      Pain shot through my chest. “You've heard from him, then?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Rather early this morning.”

      Sure, Abernathy would talk to Toulouse Lautrec on the phone.

      “Are you ready now,” he asked. “Or should I return later?”

      “Now would suit me fine. Let me grab my things.”

      “Did you find the bed comfortable?” he called from downstairs.

      Right up until Abernathy got all pawsy. Okay, maybe a little after that too. “Yes. Thank you for letting us borrow it.” As I slid on my shoes, I noticed Abernathy's dress shirt and undershirt were still slung over the railing.

      He'd run shirtless out to the Phantom in a blizzard? Really?

      I folded both articles of clothing and stuffed them in my oversized purse. I stole a moment to powder off my nose before shrugging into my coat. It would have to do until I got home to a shower and a change of clothes.

      “My car is down the block,” Toulouse said as I descended the stairs. He locked the door behind us and I followed his hobbling step down the street where a Hummer H1 idled at the curb.

      I tried to keep the word 'compensating' out of my head. The tank was nearly half the width of the narrow street.

      He pressed a button on his keychain and the driver and passenger's side doors yawned open. A small chrome staircase unfolded itself from the car's running boards on the driver's side.

      Snapping my jaw shut, I maneuvered into the passenger's seat.

      The car's leather interior was a garden of sprouting levers and flashing lights. The gas and brake pedals had been replaced by hand-operated gears and buttons.

      A good thing too, judging by the way his shiny black shoes dangled from the driver's seat.

      Toulouse laid his cane in a custom holder in the cup rest and jabbed a button on the steering wheel. His seat rose, aided by unseen hydraulics, until he could see over the dash. He glanced over at my goggle-eyed gaze and smiled. “I find this a useful way to travel.”

      “I'll bet,” I said

      Golden looked cozy in the purple pre-dawn light. A thick coverlet of snow had been drawn over rooftops and trees, sidewalks and streets. Flakes of snow still fell half-heartedly from the heavens, but I could tell by the sky's patchy clouds that the sun would be out before long. Soon clumps of snow would be sliding off roofs pitched for that very purpose and puddles of slush would muck up the streets.

      Toulouse didn't feel the need to fill the silence with awkward conversation as we rolled through the canyon, and I was glad. All the questions burning in my belly the night before had evaporated with the blue light of morning. Beyond art, the one topic we had in common was one I'd rather not discuss at present. Perhaps Toulouse knew Abernathy well enough to understand this.

      In either case, I found his company easier than Vincent's. Toulouse emoted a kind of flashing energy that mirrored the quick pastel strokes of his sketches. Vincent, by comparison, pulled energy from every available source and converted it to unwieldy, overpowering bursts I found difficult to endure.

      At last, Toulouse pulled up in front of the familiarity of the old Victorian I called home in Georgetown and brought the tank to a grumbling idle.

      The stab of awkwardness accompanying my departure didn't fail to materialize. Funny, when something as mundane as social awkwardness presented more worry than finding out Toulouse Lautrec was a) still alive and b) a werewolf.

      “This is me,” I said, gathering my things. “I feel bad you had to drive me all the way down here. Can I give you anything for gas? I can't imagine this gets very good mileage.”

      “La Gouloue?” he laughed. “Her charm lies not in her fuel economy.”

      I laughed, feeling pleasure at understanding his reference. La Gouloue, a 19th century can-can dancer at the Moulin Rouge, had been one of Lautrec's favorite subjects. Her famed appetite and generous proportions saw her christened 'the glutton.' An apt name for a Hummer H1, I decided, as I found the passenger door’s handle. “It was a pleasure meeting you.”

      “I won't be seeing you at the gallery, then?” Toulouse asked.

      “Oh, will you be around? I had assumed—”

      “I had thought to spend a couple days in the area,” he said, and glanced at the back seat, where I had neglected to notice a suitcase. “Catch up with Vincent, perhaps.”

      “That would be lovely. I guess I will see you around, then.”

      “You may count on it.” He gave me a nod of his neat, dark head.

      I tried to exit the car more gracefully than I'd entered it, but to no avail. My feet landed squarely in a freezing puddle. I waved to Toulouse, hoping he wouldn't be able to see where I stood. When La Gouloue rounded the corner, I limped on frozen toes to the house's main door.

      The moment I pushed through it the unmistakable smell of death assailed my nostrils. My stomach rolled over as I clutched a sleeve to my nose. Fear reached icy fingers through my ribs. My cats.

      I raced up the shared apartment stairs and found the answer in a matted ball in front of my door.

      Roadkill.

      Roadkill on my doorstep.

      It might have been a raccoon at one point, judging from what was left of its mangled tail. The majority of its body had been crushed beyond recognition. Judging by the odor and dark, coagulated blood oozing onto my welcome mat, the poor thing had been dead for at least a couple of days. The lack of bloating might be in part due to the unheated foyer’s frigid temperature.

      Stuffed in its maw among the broken teeth was a yellow Post-it note bearing one word. “Hanna.”

      I doubled over, and retched, dry-heaving in the hallway.

      My hand dove into my coat pocket, closing on keys to unlock the door, which I hastily slammed behind me.

      All three cats lay sprawled out on the bed in blissful repose. They seemed unbothered both by my absence and the presence of rotting vermin on the other side of the door.

      “You guys didn't see who left that thing, did you?” I took their silence as denial of any relevant knowledge “Okay. Better take care of Rocky Raccoon before the neighbors find him.”

      I traipsed into the kitchen and retrieved the box of trash bags, deciding this was a triple-bagging proposition. Five layers of sandwich bags became makeshift gloves. Only after I’d donned them did I remember the smell, clumsily shoving plugs of tissue up my nose with my plastic paws. “All right. Let's do dis.”

      I opened the door, folded up the doormat around the whole mess in a gruesome burrito and shoved it in the bag. A puff of fetid air blew out the top as the raccoon hit bottom. My tissue plugs failed to repel the onslaught. “Phew!”

      At least the coagulated blood hadn't worked through to the carpet.

      I pulled the drawstrings and tied them tight, then held the trash bag out at the extreme length of my arm and hauled it downstairs where I catapulted it into the shared garbage bin on the curb. I shucked the bags from my hands and indulged in a full body shiver of disgust. Thank God it was garbage day.

      On my way back in, I left the house’s front door cracked open in hopes of clearing out the scent of poor Rocky.

      Next, I emptied a can of Lysol onto the carpet, my door, the doorknob, the stairs, and anything else in the path of my judicious spray. “Better.”

      Now, to boil myself.

      The house's old pipes coughed as I cranked the water in my shower to steaming and stripped in the bathroom. Under the scalding spray, I scrubbed my skin until it was pink and raw and washed my hair three times.

      “Who would have done this?” I asked the cats as I applied my makeup.

      My problem was not too few suspects, but too many.

      Dave, my weasel of an ex-husband; Abernathy's sister, Katherine; Helena; the mysterious psycho who had gifted me with the drawing.

      The possibilities were endless, really.

      I dressed warm for the weather and made a half-assed attempt at round-brushing my hair as I cooked it under the blow dryer. Straightened, the mass of my auburn hair reached down to the curve of my waist. Past time for a trim.

      I'd sort of been focused on other things, of late. Like the fact that I might be a werewolf. I studied my image in the mirror, looking for anything that might amount to a sign of recessive lycanthropy.

      But it was the same old Hanna looking back at me—auburn haired, green eyed, pale skinned.

      Hungry.

      By the time I bundled up and left the apartment, only the faintest sickly-sweet aroma remained. It would likely be gone altogether by the time anyone else left the building.

      The young, newly married student couple next door who screwed like rabbits wouldn't emerge from their love nest until about 9:30 a.m. The guys who shared the downstairs apartment probably wouldn't be able to separate the odor from the morning musk generally attending the area in front of their door.

      I spent the better part of half an hour brushing away snow and chipping ice from the Mustang's windows with a canceled credit card. If I missed having a man in my life for any reason, it would probably be this.

      My fingers were stiff and numb by the time I finally slid into the car and cranked the engine over. While I waited for the block to heat up, I consulted my cell phone on the off chance that Abernathy had decided to call.

      Nothing.

      Still, I expected to see him at some point today. He generally turned up within a few hours of mysteriously disappearing. I wasn't sure what code directed his behavior in these times, so I couldn't fully predict his actions with any accuracy.

      Maybe I just hoped.

      I hoped I would have an opportunity to apologize for my awkwardness. I hoped I'd be able to win him back to a smile so we could forget whatever unpleasantness had passed between us. I hoped things would go back to normal—whatever normal was in our situation.

      Though Abernathy's Phantom was not at the curb, I found his office occupied.

      Not by him.

      Why? I asked the universe. Why do you hate me? I've tried to be good. I brake for pedestrians. I take in stray animals. And I almost never fornicate. Okay, twice in two weeks, but still. It had been a years before that.

      “Helena,” I said by way of both a greeting and a curse.

      “Secretary,” she replied.

      She was seated in Abernathy's chair with her knee-high boots stretched across the piles of papers I had neatly arranged on his desk yesterday afternoon. Dirty snow dripped from the leather and left water spots on some of the documents awaiting his signature. She'd thrown her coat on the floor.

      My eye began to twitch. “Would it do me any good to ask why you're here?”

      “I might ask you the same question.” Her dark brows were quotation marks around a quizzical expression.

      “I work here,” I said.

      “Is that what you call it?” She yawned and stretched, looking around Abernathy's office. “I have to admit, I'm rather impressed with what you have set up here.”

      “What do you mean 'what I have set up here?'”

      “Oh, come on,” she smirked. “Between us girls. How did you manage it?”

      “Helena, I have plenty to do today. Do you want to start making sense so we can move this along?”

      Her laugh filled the air like a bolt of tumbling velvet. “Seriously. We both know what this is. What I don't understand is how a wet little rag like you managed to pull it off.”

      “This is really fascinating and all, but if you're planning on doing the enigmatic villain thing, it would really help me out if you came back later. You see, I've got to get the catering ordered and—”

      “Mark looking after you because you're too pathetic to watch your own ass. Meanwhile, you're sponging off him like some kind of parasite. Letting him pay your bills.”

      “Hold the fuck up.” I strode across the wood floor and leaned across the length of her boots. “I work for my money. And not the kind of work you used to do, for the record.”

      Her eyes glittered as mascara-weighted lashes flew toward her eyebrows. “He was mine. He was mine until you came and screwed everything up.”

      “You are out of your leather-loving mind, lady. I'm his assistant. That's it. And do you honestly think I could make him do one damn thing he doesn't want to do?”

      “It doesn't matter,” she sighed, suddenly calm. “He's coming back to me.”

      “Congratu-fucking-lations, psycho! Now get out.” I pointed toward the door.

      Her crimson lips pursed into a smug smile. “I'm not going anywhere. Mark and I have a date.”

      I looked around the room for effect. “Looks like you got stood up.”

      Her smug smile slipped from its moorings. “Where is he?”

      “Not here,” I answered. I wasn't about to admit that I didn't know. Did that make me a hypocrite?

      “I can see that, you stupid twat,” she spat. “When will he be back?”

      Oh no she di'int, sang the little voice in my head, taking off her earrings and handing over her beer. I had about e-goddamned-nuff of this shit.

      I came around the desk slowly and waited until I had her full attention so she could see the crazy flashing in my eyes. “Call me a twat again, and I'll shove my silver letter opener so far down your throat that you'll be shitting nickels.”

      “Ha!” she scoffed. “You wouldn't—”

      I leaned closer. “Know what silver does to mutts like you?” I purred. “No? Well, I do. And I'd enjoy it.”

      Her dark eyes were wide with shock.

      “Boots. Off. The. Desk.” I growled.

      She snapped them down to the floor.

      “Now march your ass out of this office.”

      The muscles in her jaw twitched as she rose, marched across the floor and grabbed her coat. “You'll be sorry. I'll make sure of it.”

      “Take a number,” I said.

      I waited until I heard the front door to the gallery slam to exhale. This bravado shit was harder than it looked. I collapsed into Abernathy's chair and rested my cheek against the cool oak desktop. It still smelled of the lemon essential oil I'd liberally applied at its last cleaning.

      “Well hey there, darlin'.” The husky voice rolled across the room and snapped out like an unfurled carpet.

      I dragged my head up off the desk to see an unfamiliar figure standing in Abernathy's doorway.

      Denim. And lots of it.

      Too-tight denim jeans, a faded denim shirt open to mid-chest, a worn denim jacket. A bright copper belt buckle winked in the lamplight of Abernathy's office. A sweat-ringed cowboy hat threw most of the visitor’s face into shadow. I guessed he employed the hat more to add a couple of inches to his stature than for any practical purpose.

      He wore his chest hair like an accessory.

      I tried not to wrinkle my nose. “May I help you?”

      “Oh, I think you may,” he drawled. The accent seemed as affected as his ostrich-skin cowboy boots, which echoed a little too insistently against the wood floor as he crossed the room. Probably added an extra half inch to the heel cap.

      Upon closer inspection, I decided he was probably in his late fifties by the weather-worn look of his skin and the silver shot hair that curled from under his hat brim.

      “Great,” I said. “What can I do for you?”

      His smile made me want to take another shower.

      “You can mate with me, gal,” he winked.
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      “I'm sincerely hoping I misheard you,” I said.

      “No m'am,” he declared.

      I gawked at him open-mouthed. “Mate with you? Are you serious?”

      “Word on the street has it that you're a 100% grade-A pure alpha female without a mate.” He looked around Abernathy's office. “In fact, I'd figured you'd a had a line out the door, by now. Thought I might have to run off summa the competition. Name's Randy Lee Roberts.” He held out his hand.

      “Uhh...” was the most intelligent response I could manage.

      “Way I see it,” he continued, “you need a real man. Not one of these glasses-wearing sissy boys who sits behind a desk.”

      I wondered if this might be an oblique reference to Abernathy, though I couldn't imagine such sentiments leaving Randy’s lips had he ever met him.

      Randy punctuated his point by lifting one flat jeans-clad butt cheek and leaning it on the desk. He brought an elbow to rest on his short thigh and tucked a fist under his chin. If he were at all attractive, he would have looked like an ad for Stetson aftershave. “What do ya say, gal?”

      All I could see was the patch of wiry chest hair reaching anemone-like from between the pearl snaps of his denim shirt. My brain was devoid of all reason and logic.

      He squinted at me. “You touched in the head or somethin'? They said you's pretty sharp for a woman.”

      For a woman. “I'm sorry,” I finally managed. “I think you're mistaken.”

      “She talks!” he exulted.

      “Yes,” I said. “I talk.”

      “So, talk to me, sugar. Whaddya think?”

      “I think you have a grudge against your shirt buttons,” I replied. “Beyond that, I think you're regrettably misinformed. I'm not an alpha. I'm not even a werewolf.”

      The Adam’s apple on his neck bobbed up and down as he threw his head back and hooted. He slapped his thigh and wiped a tear from the deep crow's feet branching out from his eye. “A girl with a sense of humor. I like that.”

      “What's so funny?”

      “Darlin', I tracked your scent from three counties away. If you ain't a werewolf, then you mugged one and took her pherrymones.”

      “Pherrymones?”

      “Sorry to get all scientific on ya. I know you gals aren’t big on science. Pherrymones is—”

      “Pheromones,” I corrected. “And I know that they are.”

      “Well shoot, I wouldn't mind havin' me a gal with a brain.” He winked at me.

      “Look, Randy. I'm not sure how to tell you this, but there aren’t enough years left in my life to enumerate the ways in which this isn't going to happen for you.”

      He planted a hand on the desk and leaned in toward me. “Come on now, girl. I'm an alpha, you're an alpha. You know it makes sense.”

      “You're an alpha?” I chuckled. Admittedly, I had grown accustomed to Abernathy as the measuring stick for the archetypal alpha male. He left some big pants to fill.

      Literally.

      Randy's chin lifted and his spine took on steel. “’Course I am. Fifth generation alpha male werewolf. American born n' bred.”

      “Alpha or not, has this bit ever actually worked for you? Showing up out of the blue and asking people to mate with you? I've heard better lines at a bar.”

      “Gals love me,” he sniffed.

      “Good. Why don't you go and get you one of those gals, then.” A Texas twang still lived in the spaces between my mannerism and memory—its unassuming sarcasm was my mother tongue.

      “’Cause none of them is a pure alpha. That's why.”

      “And neither am I,” I said.

      “You keep tellin' yourself that, darlin,’” he laughed, pushing himself up from the desk. “Think it over. I'll be around.”

      God, I hope not, said the little voice in my head.

      He took an extra-long time swaggering to the door, perhaps hoping I'd be checking out the rear view.

      I wasn't.

      “Did that seriously just happen?” I asked the empty office.

      Footsteps on the stairs drew me out of Abernathy's chair. I was relieved to see a familiar face. Shayla.

      “Howdy,” I called down to her.

      “Hey lady.” She grinned up at me.

      She was channeling Betty Page today, with blunt blue bangs across her forehead. The rest of her hair was wrapped in a bandana tied at the nape of her neck. She wore jeans, a t-shirt, studded wrist cuffs and an apron. The Monroe piercing in her lip sparkled like a melting snowflake.

      “Who the hell was that marching out of here looking like Dwight Yoakam's backwoods cousin?” she asked.

      “Randy Lee Roberts. Or so he introduced himself.”

      “What did he want?”

      “A kick in the pants, mostly” I answered.

      “Don't they all?” she smiled.

      “Well said.”

      “Do you have any cleaning stuff I can borrow?” she asked. “That shop has more dust than a nun's panty drawer.”

      “Do I have cleaning stuff,” I scoffed, walking around to the filing cabinet and pulling out the bottom drawer. “Welcome to the Holy Land.”

      “Shit, yeah!” She tucked some cleaning gear into the apron pockets and pushed a few escaping hairs back into the bandana. “How was dinner last night?”

      “It was good,” I shrugged.

      “Just good?” A cobalt blue eyebrow arched toward her hairline.

      I debated on whether to expound. Pressure at the base of my throat told me I had tears on standby. It wouldn't take much to give them a path out. “Yeah. No. I mean, it was really good. I got to meet Toulouse, which was amazing.”

      “Dude,” she said. “I would do him. Total munchkin daddy.”

      I thought of his lingering kiss on my hand, the warmth it had sent up my arm. “Definitely doable,” I agreed.

      “I'm surprised you made it back last night with that crazy weather,” she said.

      “We didn't, actually. We got stuck.”

      “What?” she asked. “What did you do?”

      “Toulouse has a studio in town. We crashed in the loft.”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Her bee-stung lips slanted into a smirk. “Back the truck up. We?”

      Shayla had ribbed me about Abernathy a couple times since the disastrous evening at the Alpine. She made it plain that if she were in my spot, she would have been tapping Abernathy's ass like a keyboard.

      “Yes,” I said. “We.”

      “And?” I could practically see the white caps of excitement in her seawater eyes.

      “And nothing. Nothing happened.” Well, almost nothing.

      “Seriously? You were trapped in an enclosed space with that man overnight and you didn't jump him?”

      “Nope.”

      Disappointment softened her features. She shook her head. “Damn shame. Where is he, by the way? I have a few questions about the shop.”

      I tried to conjure casual confusion to my face. “I'm not sure.”

      “Did he mention when he'd be in today?”

      “I'm afraid not.” Please don't ask anything that will make me admit that he ditched me, I silently willed her.

      A shadow flickered in the golden-green depths of her eyes. “Will you send him my way when he gets in?”

      Phew. “Sure thing.”

      “Thanks, lady,” she said.

      “My pleasure.”

      She skipped back down the stairs and disappeared into the hall.

      I sat down at my desk and considered my options for the day. We had a gallery showing scheduled for a week's time. Ads should be made and posted in the usual places. Catering could be ordered. Then there was the matter of artwork. I'd need to see what Steve had that would need framing.

      I flipped open my laptop and pulled up the distribution list I had created for sending out updates and announcements. Under my supervision, we'd managed to build a healthy male cross section into The Crossing's patrons.

      Not that I hadn't loved watching Abernathy get mobbed by crowds of adoring “art lovers” all evening last time. I cracked my knuckles and tried my best to come up with a witty email announcement.

      After I clicked send, I felt a little ping of satisfaction as the RSVPs started rolling in almost immediately.

      Totally providing value, I reassured myself.

      My heart leapt when the door to the gallery pushed open. I jerked around and peeked through the stair railing, hoping to see Abernathy's familiar hulking silhouette.

      No dice.

      The man who strode across the gallery instead wasn't a total disappointment. He could have walked straight off the cover of a Harlequin paperback. Clad in jeans, a biker jacket, motorcycle boots, and white t-shirt, he radiated bad boy in a big way. His shoulder-length dark blond hair hung long and loose at his collar.

      He cradled his motorcycle helmet under one arm and scanned the gallery.

      Then he sniffed the air.

      Oh. Shit.

      His head snapped up and his gaze latched on to me like a Hanna-seeking missile. He whipped off his sunglasses and bee-lined straight for the stairs.

      I could still make a break for Abernathy's office and lock the door. Nothing good could come of this.

      Instead, I shoved my nerdiest reading glasses on my face and fixed my gaze on the laptop. Maybe I could pretend not to see him. Maybe he'd go away.

      “Ahem.” He plunked the motorcycle helmet on my desk.

      “Oh,” I said, pretending to see him for the first time. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” His voice was the auditory equivalent of maple syrup: rich, dark, tinged with smoky sweetness. I really liked maple syrup.

      “Can I help you?” I gazed past his head to the wall. He was entirely too handsome to look in the eye.

      “That's entirely up to you.” His smile held much more than simple humor.

      Best to take care of this directly, I decided. “I'm not a werewolf,” I informed him. “Whatever you've heard, it was wrong. Sorry for the inconvenience.”

      “Heard?” he said. “I haven't heard anything.”

      “What?” Had I just denied being a werewolf to a potential customer? Nice, Hanna.

      “Well in that case—”

      He was already behind me with his arm around my neck and his lips crushed against my ear. My shriek was muffled against his rough palm.

      “Do you have any idea what your scent is doing to me?” he breathed. “I've been hard for hours. How about I bend you over this desk and fuck you until you beg?” he growled. “I could make you like it.”

      Fear pushed out everything but the beating of blood in my throat. I shook my head no to the extent his grip would let me.

      His leather jacket creaked with the force of holding me still. My heart was a wounded bird flapping around the cage of my ribs.

      I could bite his hand. Could I get down the staircase quickly enough? Would Shayla hear me if I screamed? Would it matter?

      “You want me,” he whispered. “I can smell it.” His hand snaked down my stomach toward the waistband of my jeans.

      Thump.

      I was free. The arms holding me went limp and he collapsed in a heap on the floor behind my chair.

      As he fell, a figure emerged behind him.

      “Mademoiselle,” Toulouse said, tipping his cap to me with the tip of his cane. “Silver.” He nodded toward the cane's ornately-carved handle.

      Without a word, he picked up motorcycle guy by the scruff of his neck and threw him over the railing. The sound of wood and bone splintering as they made a hasty introduction echoed through the gallery.

      I gawked at the dark, tidy little man standing in front of me. “Holy shit! Are you some kind of werewolf ninja?”

      Toulouse’s smile was warm with amusement. “A lesson you are too young to have learned yet, mademoiselle. Size is not a reliable indicator of strength.”

      Something about the way he said size brought a little bubble of heat to my cheeks. I glanced down over the railing. I was pretty sure legs weren't supposed to bend that way, even in werewolves. “You ain't whistling Dixie.”

      “If you will excuse me.” He bowed. “I will see our guest out.”

      His gait made a strange little rhythm on the stairs—step, step clunk, step, step clunk.

      The sound that followed, motorcycle guy's body flying through the plate glass window, was musical as well. Thousands of tinkling glass shards erupted outward to the sidewalk, mingling with remnants of ice like distant, more dangerous cousins.

      Toulouse looked up to me and gave a little salute.

      “I, uh,” I said, looking from Toulouse to the window. “I'll call someone. For that. The window. And the floor.”

      He smiled and resumed his step, step clunk toward the artists' studios.

      I glanced at the clock. 10 a.m. and already I had discovered roadkill on my doorstep, had a run-in with Helena, and been propositioned by two different werewolves. One of whom was now lying in a crumpled pile on the sidewalk.

      This was shaping up to be a really shitty day, all right.
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      The afternoon found me overseeing the crews replacing The Crossing's picture window and damaged floorboards.

      Luckily, the body responsible for both had picked itself up off the sidewalk and rode away on a Harley. Werewolves weren't much for involving the authorities, as it happened.

      “Looks as if you've had quite a morning,” said Dermot, the fuzzy-eared, middle-aged owner of Quick Fixes Home Repair. He handed over an invoice for the tidy sum of $1257.83.

      “You might say that. Is cash okay?” I asked.

      “Better than okay.” He reached up to twist the hair sprouting from the top of his ear like the edge of a mustache.

      “One second.” I jogged into the oddities shop where Shayla was showing a customer a set of brass teeth. “Going to grab some cash for the repair guy,” I called to her.

      She nodded.

      I hadn't wanted Dermot to follow me for fear his eyes might bug out of his skull at the sight of the funds Abernathy kept in his antique cash register. During my first attempt at organizing the shop, I'd discovered a half million and change wadded in various sections of the drawer.

      I pulled out fifteen hundred dollars to cover the bill and tip and folded it into my pocket, making a mental note to pay Shayla for her first week as Abernathy had done for me in my early days as his assistant.

      Dermot was digging in his ear with a screwdriver when I returned. He wiped the blob on his pants leg and stuck the tool in his pocket.

      “Here you are, sir.” I handed over the bills.

      He took the wad and fanned it out for a quick count. “Well, I sure hope you don't need me again,” a grin split his mottled chin, “but if you do, it's been a pleasure working with you.”

      He dug around in the pockets of his coat and handed me a fridge magnet shaped like a hammer. “Call Quick Fix for a Quick Time!” shouted the cartoony font from the hammer's head.

      “I appreciate you taking care of this so quickly.” I found shaking his hand to be a bit crawly.

      “Anytime,” he winked.

      Shit. Not another one. If ear hair was any indicator, Dermot was a decent candidate for lycanthropic leanings.

      Relief washed over me when he collected his crew and they piled into the flatbed truck. The new window afforded a crisp view of activity on the street. Perhaps I'd mention to Abernathy that it might not be the worst idea to replace all the Crossing's windows.

      If he ever returned.

      It was nearing four p.m. and there had been no sign of him all day.

      A rat had set to gnawing the pit of my stomach. Being in Abernathy's world without his physical proximity left me feeling empty, exposed. There was too much space for me to occupy comfortably on my own.

      I wandered back into the oddities shop to watch Shayla in action, craving another presence. She was born for this, I had to admit. Her open, effusive manner built an instant rapport with anyone who set foot in the shop, while her tough-as-nails exterior guaranteed she'd take no shit from customers, whether buying or selling. Meanwhile her sapphire hair and brightly painted arms lent her an air of credibility as someone who knew a bit about the extraordinary in an ordinary world.

      While she finished up a sale, I counted out a week’s worth of pay and tucked it into an envelope.

      “I'm kind of liking this,” she said, joining me behind the counter.

      “You're really good at it.”

      “You think so?”

      “Please. You're like a fish in water. No pun intended,” I added. Was Abernathy's eyeroll-worthy sense of humor finally rubbing off on me?

      “Well, it sure beats slinging chow at a bunch of cheap-ass no-tipping gits,” she said.

      “I could see that.” I picked up the envelope and handed it over it her. “Before I forget.”

      “What's this?” she asked.

      “It's for this week,” I explained. “Abernathy pays in advance.”

      “This keeps getting better and better,” she said.

      “Glad to hear it.” The smile slouching across my face felt a little wilty.

      She leaned her elbows on the counter and shifted feet and gears. “So, can I ask what happened this morning? Or would that be prying?”

      “The window?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I was afraid you might ask that.”

      “You don't have to tell me if you don't want to,” she assured me. “Only you probably do because I'll just bug you if you don't.”

      “Toulouse,” I said. “Made a Frisbee out of a dude who had it in his head I was a) a werewolf and b) going to wax his chassis whether I wanted it or not.”

      “Ahh,” she nodded. “That's got to suck. Are you holding up okay?”

      I would have been fine had she not asked me this question. I could hold my shit together with the efficiency of the best stony-hearted bastards the planet had to offer. Right up until someone asked me how I was doing. A sigh wrung tears to my eyes. “Shayla, I have no idea what the hell I'm going to do.”

      “About what?” she asked.

      “This whole stupid werewolf thing. Half a year ago I was a happily-married grad student with a perfectly normal life. My life now makes a three-ring circus look like an afternoon at the library.”

      “Were you?”

      I stopped short, derailed by her words. “Was I what?”

      “Happy,” she said.

      Such a question. I flashed back to the morning of my graduation from grad school. Shortly before her death and my divorce, my grandma had flown out to see me clomp across the stage and receive my useless master's degree in art history. As I dressed for the festivities, my grandmother knelt on the floor of my marital bedroom. Her fuchsia fingernails scratched Gilbert’s ears while the sunlight streamed through her cloud of perfectly coiffed platinum hair. “Are you happy, Hannalein?” she had asked.

      I couldn't answer then. I couldn't answer now.

      “If you were happy with that life,” Shayla continued, “something tells me you'd still be living it.”

      “Maybe,” I conceded.

      “Quit trying to figure it all out,” she said. “Just let it happen.”

      “Oh honey,” I laughed. “If only.”

      All my life I'd been turning the crank, knowing the second I stopped the world would fly off its axis.

      “How well has it worked for you? This controlling the universe thing.”

      I took a quick mental inventory. “Pretty shitty, actually,” I admitted.

      “There you have it.” Shayla snapped her fingers to mark the arrival of her point.

      “Quit making all the sense,” I sighed.

      “I'll work on that.” She winked.

      “Well, I think I might knock off early and drown my sorrows in a pound of smoked Gouda.” I hadn't yet recovered from my sleepless night, and the day more than seemed to warrant an indulgence.

      “Sounds like a plan,” she said.

      I made to walk around the counter, but she caught me by the shoulder and wrapped me in a good, strong hug. “Whatever you are,” she whispered, “you kick ass in my book.”

      “Likewise,” I said.
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      Shopping for cheese was about as close to a religion as I strayed these days. It required me to venture to hallowed ground, spend time in quiet contemplation, and make a monetary donation in exchange for my sins.

      You could imagine my consternation, then, when someone began rubbing his ass on my leg smack in the middle of Sunday services.

      My hand hovered above the Cathédrale De Meaux triple cream brie as I looked at the offending party, certain at first it must be some sort of mistake. “Excuse me,” I said, scooting out of his path.

      “No worries.” He backed into me once again and resumed rubbing.

      I couldn't properly judge his height with the bend in his waist. It wasn't a bad ass, necessarily, and was attached to a broad back clad in a pullover hoodie. He wore a baseball cap, khakis, and skater shoes. I figured him to be a few years younger than me based on the attire.

      “Um, what are you doing?” I asked.

      “Scent marking,” he commented.

      Even worse that I thought. “Right. Want to knock it off?”

      “Can't,” he said. “The others will be here soon.”

      The others?

      A mother pushing a cart-full of urchins clapped her hand over the eyes of the oldest and brusquely rolled on. This was quickly becoming embarrassing.

      “How about, knock it off or I'll beat the snot out of you with this baguette.” I regarded the slender stick of carb-laden goodness in my basket. It was made after the French fashion and possessed a thick crust to contrast a chewy interior. Not the purpose for which I'd intended, but it might smart a little.

      “There!” he said. “Now you belong to—”

      The blur of a fist and the sound of skin and bone colliding with skin and bone.

      Abernathy? The flame of hope flickered and died. Not Abernathy. Another face I didn't recognize.

      The butt-rubber was sent flying into the cheese counter and landed ass-first in the Parmigiano Reggiano. I said a silent prayer for my fallen comrades. At least it wasn't the brie.

      “Touch her again, and I'll break your leg off and shove it up your ass!” threatened the puncher. He was about my height, solidly built, dark complected, and had an acidic edge to his voice that reminded me of marinara. He wore his hair shaggy around sharp features.

      People were gathering now, rubbernecking among the produce and deli meat. I wondered if I could crawl under the reduce-priced baked goods rack without being noticed.

      “Dude!” said the ass-rubber. “I have dibs! I marked her!”

      “You didn't call shit!” his opponent shouted, shoving a hand in his chest. “I've been following her all day. She's mating with me.”

      Before I could consider the implications of his statement, a fist was driven into the back of his head. He blinked twice, fell forward, and ate linoleum.

      The crowd collectively winced. I looked for the blow's point of origin.

      Oh shit.

      Motorcycle guy had returned. Any wounds from his earlier conversation with wood floor and glass window had healed up nicely. “You fuckers are dogmeat. This bitch is mine!”

      All hell broke loose.

      The combatants disappeared into a cloud of dust and only snatches of limbs and symbolically illustrated curses were visible, bringing to mind the Heathcliff cartoon catfights I’d watched as a girl.

      Half of the crowd stared at the twisting tornado of their battling bodies. The other half—the women, mostly—stared at me. “Timeshare salesmen,” I shrugged.

      Now they were distracted, I grabbed the brie and made for the self-check register. Best to get out of here before the police arrived. Bag in hand, I scurried out to the parking lot to find what looked like a Siberian Husky having a leg lift on the Mustang's driver's side front tire.

      “No!” I shouted. “Bad! Bad—”

      But it wasn't a dog. A dog wouldn't have made an obscene gesture with the wide pink blade of its tongue. Nor would it have winked at me. “Shoo!” I insisted. “Scat!”

      In my peripheral vision, I saw three bodies hurtling out of the store after me.

      “Aw shit!” I grumbled. Desperate times. I reached into the grocery bag and brought out the baguette. I waved it in front of the Husky's nose. “Here! Here boy!”

      His nose twitched as he caught the scent.

      I held the baguette up over my head and wiggled it. “Are you gonna get the stick? Are you gonna get it?”

      The powerful forebody crouched down on its forepaws. His tail wagged like a bushy windshield wiper.

      “Go!” I shouted, sailing the bread as far as I could out into the street. He darted out in front of a car. It slammed on the brakes and jumped up on the curb to avoid hitting him.

      I leveraged the moment of crowd confusion to slip into my car and hightail it out of the parking lot. “The fuck was that?” I huffed.

      The first time men chased after me, and they had to be werewolves. Had I mentioned that the universe was a dick?

      Thank God I'd made it out with the cheese.

      I gave the Mustang a little more gas than I'd usually employ and took the corners at a squeal, needing to get home and put a couple layers of wooden doors between me and any would-be suitors.

      The Mustang fishtailed up to the curb in front of my house, and I scanned the street before gathering my bags and dashing across the lawn. I locked the main house door behind me and hoped my fellow residents remembered the four-digit pin code. Let them call the landlord if not.

      My hand dug around the expanse of my purse searching for keys as I ran up the stairs.

      I didn't need them.

      The door to my apartment sat ajar, the sliver of darkness beyond an echo of every childhood fear. An undefined threat left much more room for the imagination to play.

      I stood paralyzed at the top of the stairs and considered my options. I could turn around and run back out of the house. And wait for the pack of hormone-crazed werewolves to catch up with me.

      I could call Morrison. And tell him what, exactly? There might be someone in my apartment? What would happen after he arrived?

      In the end, it was the cats who decided. Whatever might be in there, it was in there with them. The thought made me nauseous.

      I arranged the keys in my fist as I'd seen someone do once in a self-defense video and prepared to meet my doom.

      My heart hammered in my chest as I reached in the door and slapped blindly for the light switch. When the familiar shape materialized under my fingers, I flicked it up and forced myself into the apartment.

      No murderers. No maniacs. No blood.

      No, none of those things.

      Something much worse.

      “Well hey, gal,” he drawled. “Been waitin' for ya.” Randy Lee Roberts sprawled naked across my bed like a sagging, middle-aged Olympia. Against my will, my eyes followed the patterns of nature, seeking the areas of greatest contrast first. In Randy Lee, these were the places where his marshmallow-white body met the tanned patches of skin on his neck and wrists. I would bet dollars to doughnuts his forehead would be white as well—if he weren't still wearing his cowboy hat. But this, he'd kept, along with the ostrich skin boots.

      And the carpet of chest hair, of course.

      He petted the bed in a lazy circle. “Plenty of room for you, sugar.”

      Finally, I found words. “What the fuck are you doing in my house?”

      “Doin' you a favor,” he said.

      “Get out! Now!”

      “Now you don't mean that.” His mock-wounded expression was performed with a porn star’s sincerity.

      “Out!” I pointed toward the door. For his sake, I hoped to God my cats were hiding under the bed. If this piece of shit had laid a paw on them, I would hunt him down and gut him like a catfish.

      “But you ain't seen what I got for ya.” He looked down to where the pale tube of flesh lay like a recumbent slug against his thigh. “Goddamn it! Not again!” He grabbed his member and gave it a little shake.

      “You and your limp dick have about ten seconds to get out of my apartment,” I warned.

      “Gimme a second,” he said. “I can bring the General around.”

      “One,” I counted.

      “Come on, Custer!” he said, poking at his junk. “Rally the troops! We got a job to do. Don't let me down!”

      “Two,” I continued.

      “This is Little Bighorn, boy!” he said to his crotch. “The fate of the Union lies on your head! Now ride boy! Ride!”

      “All right,” I said. “You just changed my mind.”

      “I did?” he asked hopefully.

      “Yep.” I turned on my heel and walked into the kitchen.

      “Kitchen, huh? I could use a little somethin' to eat.” I saw him scooting off the bed.

      He didn't even have time to duck.

      My grandmother's heavy wooden rolling pin sailed straight and true. It nailed him in the forehead with a satisfying thock.

      He staggered back a few steps. “What the he—”

      Whack. This was the wooden spoon connecting with his thigh.

      “What are you—”

      Ping. Colander.

      “Are you...are you throwin' things at me?” he asked, squinting into the dark kitchen.

      Clang. Shit. The stockpot had missed.

      “You are crazy!” he marveled. “Touched in the head, like I said.”

      I grabbed my German forged-steel meat cleaver and sauntered out into the light. Its balanced heft was a comfort in my hand. “Randy Lee, you have no idea.” I slung back the cleaver and whipped it toward his feet. The blade sunk smoothly into the wood directly between his boots.

      He grabbed his clothing, balled it against his crotch and backed out of the door.

      I slammed the door shut, threw the deadbolt and latched the chain. On a hunch, I dropped to my knees and lifted the bed skirt. Three sets of eyes shone from the space between floor and box spring. “Thank God. Did that nasty man scare you? Momma will get you some tuna.”

      Three furry bodies came flying at the sound of the can opener buzzing to life. I divided the can between their designated bowls and set them on the floor. If only my serenity could be bought that cheaply.

      Before I could enjoy my reward of cheese, I stripped and Lysoled the bed to rid it of any lingering Randy Lee cooties and pulled on new sheets. Next, I dragged a quilt down from the closet. It would have to do until I could take my fluffy down comforter to the laundromat.

      I checked to make sure the windows were locked and gazed down at the empty streets. It occurred to me how little of the world was illuminated by the contrivances of man once the sun descended. Too many places for something to hide.

      Instead of returning the cleaver to the butcher's block, I tucked it under the pillow on the unoccupied side of my bed.

      Showered and clad in sweats for the benefit of an adjustable waistband, I proceeded to construct my plate. Eating in this way fed not only my body, but my soul. I had always been a grazer and happiest when I could knit together delectable bits from about twenty different meals. In times of desperation or greed, I'd been known to forgo the plate altogether and take my evening meal standing in front of the fridge.

      Tonight, I wanted the luxury of single-minded consumption. I grabbed a couple slices of trashy white bread in place of the lost baguette and sliced a creamy wedge of cheese. It was nearing room temperature now and would be at peak flavor. A daub of orange-fig spread and a handful of olives I’d rat-holed in the pantry completed my plate.

      I walked it out to the couch and remoted on the TV. The day had given me far too much to consider and I didn't want to do any considering just now. I needed a steady stream of nonsense to drive the unwelcome thoughts from my head. In the absence of vodka, Cupcake Wars would have to do.

      My happy cheese-induced coma ended abruptly with the sound of breaking glass. I jerked upright and bolted to the window but saw no one in the street.

      It was times like this I really regretted living in an old house where doors lacked peepholes. I muted the TV and listened.

      Grunts in the hallway. Footfalls on the stairs.

      The sounds came closer.

      Something made a violent impact on the other side of my door. Then, silence.

      My heart thundered in my chest as I leaned into the bed and slid the cleaver out from under the pillow. I held it at attention, ready to strike.

      When I could bear the suspense no longer, the pig slippers on my feet shuffled a reluctant path to the door. I unlatched the deadbolt but left the chain engaged as I slowly inched the door open.

      There on my doorstep, in the precise spot that had been occupied by a creamed raccoon earlier that morning, lay Vincent Van Gogh. I whipped the chain off the door and crouched down beside him. “Vincent! What happened to you?”

      His body looked smaller when not supported by the force of his conscious presence. Mud caked his shredded standard-issue brown suit coat and pants. The hard lines of his granite face bore extra crags where flesh rose in angry welts. One eye was swollen shut and marred with spreading purple-blue stains. Drying blood crusted his mouth and streaked his goatee with a new shade of red.

      Vincent uttered a broken moan.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let's get you inside.” I looked his body over and decided under the arms was as safe a place to grab him as any.

      He sucked air through his teeth as I dragged him in the apartment and wrestled him onto the couch.

      “Sorry.” I opened his coat and examined his shirt, checking for any signs of more serious wounds. Finding none, I went to the kitchen and retrieved my first aid kit, a washcloth and bowl of warm water. Like all the other werewolves I knew, I suspected Vincent would heal from his wounds by morning, but I saw no harm in helping him along where I could.

      The Absinthe on his breath fumed into my nostrils as I leaned over his body applying the warm, wet cloth to the gashes on his face. The results of another drunken brawl, perhaps? His barrel chest rose and fell in a shallow rhythm somewhere between sleep and sorrow.

      The washrag released a pink-red cloud as I sank it into the steaming bowl on the coffee table and began a second round, coaxing up the crusted blood with gentle strokes. I let the cloth rest on the deep fissure of his split lower lip for the space of a few breaths to soften the dark clot. He caught my wrist as I reached back to the bowl.

      “Why?” The hard gem of his open eye had recovered some of its glittering intensity.

      “Why what?”

      His grip loosened incrementally. “Why do you do this?”

      “’Cause you're bleeding all over my couch,” I said. “You're a mess.”

      “You don't need to do this. I will be fine.”

      “If you didn't want overbearing fussing, you fell on the wrong doorstep. Any pathetic creature who shows up here gets the house treatment. Except for the raccoon,” I added. “Wasn't much I could do there.”

      “Racoon?”

      “Long story.” I rinsed the rag and dabbed at his goatee. Blood was a pain in the ass to get out of hair once it dried. Knowledge I'd rather not possess.

      “I dreamed of my brother,” Vincent sighed.

      “Theo?” I asked with pounding heart. His name was a prayer on my lips.

      Theodorus “Theo” Van Gogh, named for his reverend father, was one of two brothers and three sisters in Vincent's family, and the only human being on earth Vincent managed to sustain an intimate relationship with. I'd devoured the books of their letters to one another, stretching across the short years of their shared life. Though younger by three years, Theo had been Vincent's rock, his ardent supporter, and often, his savior.

      Having no siblings of my own, theirs was a bond that fascinated and troubled me. What was it like to look into the face of another human being who shared not only your features, but the fabric of your soul?

      “We were boys,” Vincent said. “In early summer, we would hide in the fields between father's sermons. There were flowers. If we ran fast enough, the colors ran too. Like streaks of paint. Red, yellow, green, blue.” A single pink tear leaked from his swollen eye. “He was beautiful.”

      I wiped the tear away with my lukewarm rag. “I'm sorry,” I said.

      His eye fixed on my face. “You should run too.”

      “Run? Why?”

      “You are young. Too young to face this danger. I am old. I deserve to die.”

      “No.” My throat closed over at the very thought of the world losing Vincent Van Gogh twice. “What you deserve, the world isn't capable of giving you. And maybe that's why you want to die. But you don't deserve death, and whether I deserve it or not, I won't run.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Because once you start, you can never stop. It's no life.”

      “Wise,” he said. “And also foolish.”

      “Me in a nutshell.” I slicked antibiotic ointment on the worst of his wounds, hoping it wouldn't interfere with whatever cellular magic occurred during the expedited healing process.

      “You are lovely,” Vincent said.

      “Tell that to my sweatpants,” I snorted.

      “You are. The world should know more women like you.” His tongue sounded heavier. Steven had told me once that sleep aided healing. Vincent needed a reboot. That much was clear.

      I pulled the quilt off my bed and draped it over him. “Sleep,” I said, and kissed a spot of unbroken skin on the broad slope of his forehead.

      I hoped the thing that hunted us could spare at least one night's peace.
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      “Oh God,” I sighed. The Mustang eased to a premature halt halfway down the block from The Crossing, arrested by sight of a sidewalk choked with bodies.

      Men.

      The ages varied as widely as the body types and clothing: old and young, short and tall, husky and thin. And yet, the one thing they had in common was something the eye couldn't see.

      Werewolves, all of them. I thumped my forehead against the steering wheel.

      “What are they doing here?” Vincent asked. The wounds on his face had knitted themselves closed overnight, as I anticipated. His eye had all but shed all its swollen tissue. The trace remaining looked more like the side effects of deep sleep than mishap. He'd dodged all questions regarding the cause of said wounds, even in the face of my epic home fries.

      “Waiting,” I said.

      “For what?”

      “For me,” I answered.

      Vincent’s eyes scanned the crowd. “Ahh…”

      Heads were beginning to turn our direction. Whether a result of the sounds of engine idling or my scent ebbing onto the morning air through the Mustang's exhaust, I couldn't say.

      I eased into a parking space down the block, though the curb in front of the gallery was yet unoccupied.

      Abernathy, where are you?

      “Forgive me,” Vincent said.

      “For wha—”

      Amazing how quickly skin went numb when crushed between bone and rock. At least, that's what it felt like—being kissed by Vincent Van Gogh. If the force of his passion numbed my chin, the bristles of his goatee revived it. Numbness became heightened sensitivity in the places where he rubbed me raw. I felt the suggestion of his teeth against my lips.

      When he drew back at last, he wrestled for air.

      A wave of unreality invaded the small space we shared. It wasn't a car, but a time machine. Had I dreamed of this?

      The spell was broken with the sound of Vincent opening the car door and pushing himself out. I blinked rapidly to gather my scattered wits and followed him down the sidewalk.

      Bodies began to rearrange themselves, heads turning in our direction.

      Vincent cleared his throat. “Listen!” Chatter died away to a hushed trickle. “She has chosen!”

      The crowd's collective gaze hit me like spelunking hooks as each pair of eyes anchored on me, searching for signs to confirm Vincent's assertion. All journeys ended on my lips.

      I draped my arms around Vincent's neck and leaned into him. A brawny, possessive arm wrapped itself around my waist.

      Shoulders slumped. Moans were uttered. Among the dispersing bodies, I noted all three participants from last night's grocery store festivities: marinara man, skater dude, and motorcycle guy. The last moved away slower than the rest, his embedded gaze like a tether holding him near me.

      Something ugly lived in the lines of his smile.

      “They'll be back,” Vincent said. “Or others will. But this will buy us time.”

      Could such a dear commodity be so cheaply bought? I rotated my lips to make sure enough blood had returned to facilitate speech. “Thanks.”

      Vincent jerked a nod and strode through the door to the oddities shop. I followed on his mangled coat tails.

      “What the hell happened to him?” Shayla asked.

      I wasn't sure if she detected some lingering note of injury, or if she noticed that Vincent's suit hadn't healed as easily as his face. “Damned if he'll tell me.”

      “They're so secretive!” she grunted.

      “Steve too?” I asked.

      “Oh my God.” She rolled her eyes. “You can't ask him shit. He starts getting all vague, trying to distract me.”

      “Yes!” I agreed. “And the verbal hand-waving. Holy shit.”

      “Oh, I know! We're having a perfectly routine conversation and it's all 'Hey look! A deer!’”

      “Ugh!” I snorted. “I hate it when they do that!”

      We laughed as long as our shared frustration would allow.

      “So,” she said. “Those weren't customers out there, I'm guessing.”

      I looked at the now empty sidewalk. “That would be a no.”

      “Who were they?” she asked.

      “Have I mentioned how much I like your hair?”

      “Nice try.”

      “Just guys,” I shrugged.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Okay,” I admitted. “Not just guys. Werewolf guys. Hard-up werewolf guys. Well, except for Randy Lee. A suitcase full of Viagra couldn't make him hard-up.”

      “Did Mr. A give any indication as to when he might be in today?” she asked.

      I was relieved to be moving away from this conversation but equally alarmed by the new topic. “Sure didn’t.”

      She blew air out of her bee-stung lips. “I hope I'm doing this right.”

      “You can't do any worse than I did. I bought a dead cat on my first day.”

      “You’re shitting me.”

      I nodded. “Well, a mummified cat. I think the more disturbing thing is that I sold it about half an hour later. Couple of kids were all over it.”

      “No accounting for taste,” she said.

      “Well, I better at least go pretend to work,” I sighed. “I'll be in Mr. A's office if you need anything.”

      “Roger that.” Shayla saluted.

      I took a detour to pass by the artist's studios. I hadn't seen hide nor hair of Scott Kirkpatrick since his tussle with Steven Franke in the hallway. As much as I would like to give him a super-sonic wedgie on occasion, I figured I should probably make sure he hadn't died.

      Before I could consider a possible course of action, I spotted Steven Franke.

      He lay on his back in the hallway with both gangly legs extended toward the ceiling, balancing a lemon on each bare foot.

      “Morning, Steve,” I said.

      He turned his head to one side without jeopardizing the fruit. “What's shakin', doll?”

      “What's with the lemons?” I asked.

      “I've been feeling a little under the weather. I read that citrus is supposed to be good for the immune system. Not much of a lemon guy, and it said you could apply it through the bottom of the feet.”

      “Right. I think they meant you could apply the lemon oil to the bottoms of your feet.”

      “Ohhh! That makes sense. ‘Cause my feet are numb and this isn't doing shit, far as I can tell.” He kicked the lemons off his feet and brought himself to a seated position.

      “You have any work that needs to be framed for next week?” I asked him. “It's about that time.”

      “Yepper. I'll get you measurements.”

      “Perfect.” I looked toward Kirkpatrick's door. “Have you seen him lately?”

      “Nope,” Steve answered. “I even did some Jazzercise this morning to see if he would come yell at me but, nothing. Nada.”

      The little filament of worry expanded in my chest. “Do you know where he lives? Maybe we should go check on him.”

      “I don't. I'm afraid Scott hasn't been heavy with the cocktail party invites over the years. At least, not where I'm concerned.”

      “Or anyone else, for that matter.” I'd never really given much thought to Scott's life outside studio hours—where he lived, what he ate, what he did, when he left for the day. Hell, I didn't even know what car he drove. “Do you think Mr. A would have anything on him?”

      “Possible,” Steve said. “If you can find it.”

      “I'll nose around.”

      Steve pushed himself to his feet. “Toulouse and Vincent wanted to get together after work today. You in?”

      “After what happened last time, I'm not sure that's such a great idea.”

      Steve waved a hand. “I'll keep a better eye on Vincent this time. It will be fine.”

      I thought of the rangy horde in front of the gallery this morning. There were no guarantees they wouldn't return. But was I any safer at home? At least out with Steve, Vincent, and Toulouse, I was guaranteed a dedicated taskforce.

      Anyway, I could use a little distraction. “All right.”

      “Excellent! Catch you later, then.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I waited until Steve was in his studio then pecked on the little metal slat on Kirkpatrick's door.

      No answer.

      I pressed my ear to the cool wood door. No telltale signs of life presented themselves in the space beyond.

      Bereft of answers, I trudged up the stairs to my desk and unloaded my purse and coat. The door to Abernathy's office was open. No Helena camped at his desk today, thank God. Surely Abernathy would have Kirkpatrick's contact information written somewhere. The question was where.

      I pulled on the top desk drawer and found it locked. As was the next drawer down, and the drawer after that. “Since when?” I asked the empty office.

      The cabinets yielded a similar result. All locked, save for one.

      “Finally,” I said, yanking the door open. That's when I saw the note.

      Hanna, was written on the front in Abernathy's distinctive looping script.

      My stomach somersaulted. I unfolded the thick, creamy paper and devoured his words.

      Dear Hanna, Snooping again are we?

      “I'm not snooping,” I answered aloud.

      Before you deny it, realize that I'm not there to argue with, and you found this note because you've tried all the other drawers and cabinets.

      Shit. I really, really hated it when he was right. Had I mentioned this?

      Since I know how you love to find something juicy, I left you a little present. Perhaps it will help you understand a few things.

      I looked into the cabinet and met a familiar sight. A book. The book. The book tracking the women in Abernathy’s orbit. Tucked away in the secret compartment in his office, this tome contained pictures, articles and obituaries. I alone among all entries had never met a grisly end.

      Yet.

      The note ended simply. Yours, A.

      PS: You were snooping.

      How clearly I could hear his voice in my head. An acute ache settled in my chest. I folded the note and tucked it in my pocket.

      The book's weight felt like an indication of its importance as I carried it to Abernathy's desk.

      I started in reverse this time, having found my pictures at the end. But they had been torn out. Ragged edges still remained where they had once been.

      “Why would he do that?”

      Amy Grayson's picture was next. Amy had been a consultant at Borders Art and Frame, the one who helped frame all the paintings for the last gallery show. Abernathy had left the event with her, according to Morrison, and she’d been found dead the following morning. Hers was the body Morrison had dragged me to see, bent on convincing me of Abernathy's guilt.

      I studied Abernathy's script below the newspaper cutout covering the details of her murder.

      Talked with Amy after gallery show. Looking to quit Borders and open her own business but needs seed money. Discussed making a loan. Why was she targeted?

      I didn't like where this was going. Not one bit.

      I flipped to the next page, Penny's page. Even now, the sight of her platinum bob and elegant features sent fear arching through my chest.

      Had a run-in with rival werewolf in Germany. Wouldn't say why she'd come. Left her alive, pending more research. Cost me the flight home with Hanna. Should have made her pay for it. Getting soft in my old age.

      My heart pounded in my ears. 'Cost me the flight home with Hanna.'

      I turned the page to find Helena's insolent smirk and wide dark eyes.

      Helena Pool. Hunted me down for killing her father. Too young to remember the abuse? Thought she was being followed. Kept her close under pretense of a relationship. Suffered from delusions, began believing the relationship was real. Did someone else believe it too? I failed her.

      Blood drained from my head and darkness crept into the corners of my vision. I blinked it away.

      Abernathy had been protecting Helena. They'd never been in a relationship. An altogether different vision of Helena began to form in my mind. A beautiful dark-eyed little girl with her black hair stuck to her cheek by tears. This is how Abernathy had first known her.

      Any hatred in my heart for her vanished, replaced by a dull ache. Tears stung my eyes and leaked down my cheeks. I closed the book.

      How could I go through this much of my life being stupid and wrong? How many chances did someone like me deserve?

      I went out to my desk to retrieve a tissue from my purse, but found Abernathy's shirt instead. I pressed it to my face and breathed him into my lungs. Far from drying my tears, this brought on a fresh wave of sorrow.

      Please come back, I willed him. Please.

      “Wooohoo!” A victorious yelp broke the silent stillness of my grief.

      I looked over the railing and gasped.

      Randy Lee bolting to the stairs, naked save for his hat and boots. “I've got it!” he shouted. “A four-alarm stiffy! The General is reporting for duty!”

      I scrambled in my pencil holder and palmed Clancy, my trusty silver flying pig letter opener. A saner woman might have disposed of it after pulling it from between Penny’s ribs. “Stop right there!” I bellowed down to Randy.

      “Come on girl!” he said, taking the stairs two at a time. “A stiffy like this only comes around once in a blue moon! Charge!”

      “I don't care if it comes around once a millennium. This isn't happening.” I brandished Clancy out in front of me.

      He came to a halt inches from the letter opener's pointed tip. “You tellin' me you're really gonna pass up on this?” he said, gesturing to the area below his belly button.

      I kept my gaze fastened on the sweaty brim of his hat. “I'm tellin' you if you don't take your naked ass back downstairs, I'm gonna shove this silver letter opener somewhere the sun don’t shine.”

      A little vulgar, perhaps, but effective, given the horrified expression on Randy Lee's face.

      Then I was falling, pinned under Randy Lee. Stupid werewolves and their stupid fast-moving.

      A flash of silver. A familiar thump.

      Randy Lee's expression of concentration gave way to confusion and then utter bliss. His full weight collapsed on top of me, only to vanish a split second later as his body was wrenched upward and flew gracefully over the balcony railing.

      “Mademoiselle,” Toulouse said with a nod of his tidy, dark head.

      “I'd really like it if we could go one morning without you having to rescue me from some random werewolf molester.” I pushed myself up to my feet and tugged my clothing back into place.

      “As would I, mademoiselle,” he said. “But according to Mark, that is unlikely.”

      “What do you mean? What did he say to you?”

      Toulouse shifted uncomfortably on his abbreviated legs and looked out over the gallery. He wasn't supposed to tell me. “He said I was to protect you. That there would be many seeking you for the next several days.”

      “The next several days? Why?”

      Toulouse unscrewed the top of his cane and brought it to his lips. He tossed back a sip and patted his mouth with the handkerchief taken from his coat pocket. Liquid courage, I supposed, for what he had to say next. “Your cycle.”

      “My cycle? What do mean my cy—” The results of some quick mental math flashed across the screen in my head. My cycle. I hadn't been on birth control since the divorce. I would be ovulating some time in the next couple days.

      Toulouse cleared his throat. “Yes, well. That is what he said. I am to protect you in his absence.”

      “Just until he gets back then?” I asked.

      Toulouse took another slug from his cane and met me with a level gaze. “Mademoiselle, he is not coming back.”
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      Until this moment, I had never registered a revelation as physical pain. I felt as if someone had dropped a cinder block on my chest. “Not coming back?”

      “I am sorry,” he said.

      “I want to talk to him,” I insisted. “I want to hear it from him.”

      “I'm afraid that is not possible.”

      “Why not?” Tears were backing up at the base of my throat. I could feel them chopping my words short, crowding out my thoughts.

      “Those were his instructions.” Toulouse looked down to the gallery floor where Randy Lee shifted and moaned. “Pardon me.” He screwed the handle back on his cane and clopped down the stairs, as much to escape me, I suspected, as to see to Randy Lee.

      A flesh-colored blur sailed across the gallery.

      At least he'd thrown him through the window on the opposite side. Now they'd match once I had it replaced. Still, I'd have to talk to Toulouse about using the door next time.

      I sat down at my desk and peeled the Quick Fixes magnet off my desk drawer.

      “Another window?” Dermot asked several minutes later.

      “And the floor. Again.”

      “Good hell, girl. What kind of business you running there?”

      “You want the work or not?”

      “Half an hour okay?” He seemed preoccupied. I pictured him digging in his ear with another tool. Perhaps a file this time.

      “Fine,” I said.

      Another $1500 saw everything righted.

      “Your love life could bankrupt this place.” Shayla bent over her lunch of take-out sushi and bolted down a large bite. I wondered if the seaweed had something to do with her choice of meals.

      “Love has nothing to do with it,” I pointed out.

      “If you say so,” she mumbled around the mouthful of fish.

      I wandered back to my desk and checked my email. If RSVPs were any indication, the next gallery show would have record attendance.

      And Abernathy wouldn't be here to see it.

      My purse beckoned from my peripheral vision. I refused to let myself indulge in another sniff of Abernathy's shirt. Not yet, anyway.

      He would come back.

      He had to.

      Didn't he?
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      “Look, Steve. I don't think it's a good idea.” I stood in the doorway to Steve's studio five minutes before our merry crew was set to depart and did my level best to beg off.

      “Aww come on, doll. It'll be a blast!”

      “I don't really feel like being around people tonight. I'd drag the party down.”

      “Good then. Don't be around people. Be around werewolves!”

      “I'm not up to it. Maybe another time,” I suggested.

      “Don't tell me you are not going.” Vincent's voice came from behind me. I turned and looked over my shoulder to find him dressed in fresh brown slacks and a blue button-up shirt that shot sapphire into his eyes. He must have escaped to clean up at some point.

      How many pairs of brown pants could one man own?

      “You must come. I'm your mate, remember?” Vincent winked.

      I hadn't counted on peer pressure from Vincent Van Gogh. I told myself it wouldn't matter if I refused, that there would be other opportunities like this.

      “Yes,” echoed Toulouse, joining the group with his distinctive three-tap gait. “You must.”

      “I'll even be the designated driver,” Steve said. “All you have to do is show up and have a good time.”

      “Guys,” I said. “This isn't fair. You're totally ganging up on me.”

      They looked at each other and shrugged. Apparently 'fair' meant little against the prospect of achieving a desired course of action in the werewolf world.

      Steve grabbed my wrists and swung them side-to-side in a mock dance. “Peeease,” he begged, the baby talk sending a hook directly into my heart.

      As if I could resist such boyish charm.

      “All right,” I sighed. “I'll go.”

      A cheer rose up in the group, drawing Shayla from the oddities shop. She had her coat and purse and twirled the keys around one finger. “All locked up. Are we ready?”

      “Ready as I'll ever be,” I replied.

      “Where we headed?” Steve asked.

      “Not the Alpine,” I broke in. “We've sort of been banned for life.”

      Vincent's shoulders slumped and he considered his paint-splattered boots.

      “Mother’s?” Shayla suggested.

      I gave an involuntary shudder. If the Alpine catered to the young and hip, Mother’s Saloon catered to the middle-aged and trashy. Still, there wasn't exactly a proliferation of options.

      “Works for me,” Steve agreed.

      It was close enough to walk. We found a table in the corner and shed our protective layers.

      Our server was a skinny kid with ear gauges and an overbite. “Welcome to Mother’s,” he said. “What can I get for you?”

      We ordered the first round of drinks and shouted small talk over the droning thump of club music.

      Toulouse, apparently, couldn't wait until the drinks arrived. He unscrewed the top of his cane and tipped back a swallow.

      “Whatcha got in there, comrade?” Steve asked.

      “A kiss from my muse.” Neon lights swam across the surface of Toulouse’s dark eyes.

      Vincent eyed the cane longingly.

      An ominous feeling filled our little corner with silence.

      “Now,” Toulouse said as the drinks arrived, “there can be absolutely no karaoke tonight. We need to remain inconspicuous. There may be hunters in a place like this.”

      I took a fruity swallow of white wine probably poured from a box. “Hunters?”

      “Werewolf hunters,” Toulouse explained. “They often frequent karaoke bars.”

      “Karaoke is kind of a big deal with werewolves,” Steve added. “Goes back to the whole howling at the moon thing.”

      All the more proof I'm not a werewolf, I thought to myself.

      “Right,” Toulouse said. “Remaining unremarkable is essential. We should all bear this in mind.”

      Five drinks and one cane's worth of Absinthe later, Toulouse was shirtless on stage humping the microphone pole and singing a rousing rendition of Colour Me Bad’s mid-nineties anthem, “I Want to Sex You Up.”

      “So much for remaining inconspicuous,” I snorted.

      His voice was a considerable improvement over Abernathy's. This much I had to admit.

      Abernathy.

      The wine buzz made my thoughts harder to corral. I caught a few escaping in his direction. What was he doing now? Was he alone? Was he thinking about me?

      A grinding mass of bodies coagulated on the dance floor. Sensory memories of Abernathy pressed against me erupted on my skin. I swallowed more wine, hoping to wash down the feelings.

      “You up for a caper or two?” Steve asked Shayla.

      “Always,” she grinned.

      This left Vincent and me alone at the table. I fidgeted with a damp cocktail napkin and tried not to think of the one still tucked away in my purse.

      Vincent's rough hand closed over my palm and he tugged me toward the dance floor. “Come. Dance with me.”

      “Oh, no. That's okay.” I smiled, shaking my head. “You really don't have to do that. I don't mind being the wallflower.”

      “You think I ask out of pity?”

      “I know you do,” I said.

      “Pity is for the weak and stupid,” he stated. “You are neither. Dance with me.”

      The earnestness in his eyes sliced through the smoke and noise. I reluctantly rose and followed him out.

      He danced like a peasant, full of clumsy boyish energy and enthusiasm. His steps belonged to the bygone era of rowdy pubs and bawdy music wrought by bowstrings. The crowd parted around us as Vincent moved us through a complicated series of hand-offs, tucks, and dips. Faces blurred behind him as we spun together, faster and faster until I was sure we would take flight. We laughed like children.

      The song ended and the crowd clapped for us as much as Toulouse. I hugged Vincent. “Thanks. I needed that.”

      He bowed.

      “If you'll excuse me,” I said. “I think the wine has finished its lease.”

      “Of course,” he nodded.

      I pushed through the crush of bodies and was relieved to find no line for the potty. The muted club music pulsed through the door as I washed my hands and prepared to rejoin the party.

      Pausing, I flicked at a spot of mascara on my cheek and saw a face behind me in the mirror. I gasped, whirled around, and crashed back-first into the sink.

      Motorcycle guy—wearing his leather jacket, ripped jeans and an ugly smile.

      “Don—” But he had his hand clasped over my mouth before I could finish the word. His arm wrapped around my body like an iron band. He dragged me kicking and thrashing back into the stall.

      “Shh,” he whispered against my neck. “Save your screams for when I'm tearing you in two.”

      He kept his hand pressed against my mouth and pinned my chest with his forearm. His other hand went straight for the zipper on his jeans and he pulled himself free. He smiled at the shock in my eyes. “Scared? You should be.”

      I tried to bring my knee up into his crotch, but he caught it and shoved it down as easy as brushing away a fly.

      “Very naughty.” He tore open the button on my jeans and forced his hand down the front of my panties. “Been thinking of me?”

      Panic raced through my veins, threatening to rob me of any remaining rational thought. I tried in vain to land punches on his head, his face, his shoulders. I screamed against his palm until I could taste copper.

      He only laughed and ground his erection against my hip. “You want it. I know you d—”

      The stall door swung inward and cracked the back of his head with shocking force. His eyes went crossed and his knees gave way, sending him head-first into the toilet.

      I prepared for myself for the familiar sight of Toulouse saluting with his cane.

      But it wasn't Toulouse.

      “Helena?”

      “No shit,” she drawled.

      “But how did you—why did you—” Relief rushed over me. “Thank you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don't get all sappy on me. This doesn't change anything.”

      I maneuvered over Motorcycle Guy's tangle of limbs and stepped out of the stall. “Why save me, then? I would have thought you'd leapt at the chance to see me suffer.”

      “Because I need you alive,” she explained. “I know you know where Abernathy is, and you're going to tell me.”

      “I appreciate what you did, Helena. But I don't know where he is any more than you do,” I admitted.

      “Don't lie to me!” she shouted, suddenly irate. “You owe me. Where is he?”

      “Helena, I don't know.”

      I caught the briefest flash of childlike disappointment in her eyes. Damned if she didn't look like a little girl playing dress-up for that split second. “You expect me to believe that—”

      “He ditched me, okay? He took the fuck off and left me in Golden and I haven't seen him since! Happy now?”

      “He ditched you?” she snickered. “Really? That's fabulous!”

      “Yeah. Fanfuckingtastic.” I remembered my jeans and reached down to button them.

      “You really don’t know where he is?” she asked.

      “Not a clue.”

      “Well this was a waste.” She heaved a disgusted sigh and stomped out of the bathroom and into crowd.

      I leaned into the stall and flushed the toilet with Motorcycle Guy's head still in it. He deserved worse than a swirly, but sometimes you have to take what the universe gives you.

      By the time I got back to the table, I found Shayla sitting there all alone. Steve, Vincent, and Toulouse were back on stage treating the crowd to a rousing rendition of “Who Let the Dogs Out?”.

      “Back at it, I see,” I commented.

      “Yup.” She stirred her whisky sour with the cherry-skewered plastic sword.

      I weighed the merits of sitting down and keeping her company against getting the hell out of here and wiping tonight off the books. “I think I'm going to head out. I'm not feeling it.”

      I couldn't bring myself to mention getting attacked in the bathroom, weary of being the perpetual target.

      “Be careful.” She rose and gave me a squeeze.

      “Will do,” I said.

      It was not yet late enough for the streets to be empty—a fact I was immensely grateful for. Every footstep had me checking over my shoulder, searching the shadows for some new threat. I peeked beneath the Mustang as well as in the backseat before I let myself in and locked the doors behind me. My eyes drifted to the rearview mirror every few seconds to see if anyone tailed me home.

      Once I pulled up to my curb, I made a run for the house and locked the main door behind me. My apartment was still closed and locked. A good sign. Inside, I locked and bolted the door behind me, shoved a kitchen chair under the doorknob, and checked all the windows.

      Only when this was completed did I hang my purse and coat on hooks near the door and dish out the cats’ dinner. I built a small fire of Duraflame logs in the old fireplace and put the tea kettle on to boil while I took a hot shower and washed the bar smell out of my hair.

      Scrubbed and shiny, I brought a mug of tea to the couch and propped my pig slippers up on the coffee table. My purse hummed a siren’s song from its perch in the hallway.

      Times like this made me infinitely glad I lived alone.

      I opened the purse and reached in to retrieve Abernathy's shirt, but my fingers closed over something else instead.

      My heart sank. I knew by the size and shape what I could find when I brought it out into the light.

      It did not disappoint.

      Another cocktail napkin. Another drawing. Only this time, I was not only disemboweled, but also decapitated. In my hand, I clutched my own bleeding heart.
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      Sleep wouldn't share my bed. Every creak had me holding my breath, and in an old house, there were many. When dreams came, they were thin, dark, and full of symbols that evaporated when I woke. They left only a feeling of unreality that stretched through the usually comfortable rituals of my morning. I stood longer at the sink, paused in the middle of rooms, forgetting why I'd come or what I'd meant to do next.

      Finding a dead squirrel on my doorstep did little to help.

      It was three-dimensionally challenged like its raccoon friend, and also bore a yellow sticky note with my name in its mouth.

      Shuffling into the kitchen, I grabbed a gallon-sized Ziploc bag and a spatula. Squatting at the doorstep, I slid the spatula under the squirrel and slipped it into the bag like furry pancake. Squirrel,bag, and spatula were flung into the shared trash bin’s yawning black maw. It was beginning to look a little like Pet Cemetery around here.

      I ran back upstairs and washed my hands three times before collecting my things and locking the door behind me.

      The world seemed safer in the daylight. But sunshine was little better than Fool's Gold, I knew. There were creatures walking the world who hadn't the patience to wait for nightfall, and they were more than deserving of my fear.

      I looked the Mustang over and slid behind the wheel, locking the door after me.

      Though my job might come with a few unwelcome occupational hazards—such as the occasional werelady wanting to eat my heart—I couldn't really complain about the morning commute. Four minutes saw me door-to-door.

      I pulled up and parked behind Steve's VW Bug. I hadn't noticed any new cars at the shop the past couple days. Had Steve and Shayla been riding together?

      Both parties in question were in the oddities shop. Shayla had ascended an ancient-looking ladder and was nosing through boxes on top of a bookshelf that had been repurposed as a display cabinet.

      “I'ma shake this ladder,” Steve teased.

      “Don't you do it,” Shayla replied, mimicking his affected dirty southern accent.

      “I'ma do it.”

      “I'ma kick you in the head if ya do.”

      They already sounded like a married couple. I felt a little flicker of pleasure in my acid heart. “Morning, guys,” I said.

      Steve turned his head at an owlish angle to look at me while still holding the ladder steady. “Yo yo!”

      “Mornin’!” Shayla called over her shoulder.

      “What's with giving us the slip last night?” Steve asked. “You missed an epic shindig. Toulouse was burnin' it down.”

      “Sorry. I felt like the north end of a southbound mule.” Also, I was attacked by an oversexed werewolf in a bathroom stall.

      “S'all right. There'll be other nights,” he reassured me.

      Oh joy, snarked the little voice in my head. “Speaking of Toulouse, has he been in yet today?”

      “Haven't seen him,” Shayla said, her voice muffled as she dug through a box. “Holy shit. Are these teeth?”

      

      “It was a pretty late night,” Steve added. “I'd be surprised if we saw him before noon.”

      Some bodyguard Abernathy's left me. “What about Vincent?”

      “He bailed too,” Steve said. “Right after you left. Said it wasn't really a party without you.”

      “He did not!”

      “Did too. Told ya we'd make him like you. Leave it to Johnny Danger,” he snapped one of his own suspenders and the ladder wobbled precariously.

      “Both hands, if you please,” Shayla called down.

      Steve resumed his position, adding support with one plaid-pants clad bony thigh to make up for his lapse.

      “Like is a pretty strong word at this stage of the game.” I hadn't mentioned my and Vincent's impromptu sleepover the night he showed up bruised and bloodied on my doorstep.

      “Who could not like you?” Steve said.

      I laughed. “You want a list? There's a person leaving roadkill on my doorstep. There's Abernathy's crazy sister who probably still wants me dead. Then, Helena, who wants me to die in a fire. And oh yes, the person sending me these.” I dug out the most recent napkin and held it up for Steve to see, positioning my fingers to cover the naughty bits.

      Steve’s eyes were as wide as duck eggs. “Holy shit! Where did you get that?”

      “From my purse. Someone snuck it in while we were at the bar last night.”

      “But when?” Steve asked.

      “My best guess would be sometime after Toulouse started licking the microphone, but before he started dragging his butt across the stage.”

      Steve appeared to ponder this for a moment. “We were all up on stage by then.”

      “Yup,” I confirmed.

      “This is one sick puppy,” he said, and shuddered. “No telling what someone like this could do.”

      I shot Steve a look. “You really are remarkably bad at this whole make people feel better thing.”

      “Werewolves,” Shayla grunted from up the ladder. “Not very good with the tact.”

      “Sorry,” Steve mumbled. “But really. Who would draw something like that?”

      “Hell if I know. But whoever it is, they've sent them to Vincent and Toulouse too.”

      Steve's green eyes brightened as the light bulb clicked on behind them. “Is that why Vincent's here? And Toulouse?”

      “Vincent yes, Toulouse no,” I answered.

      “Toulouse is just visiting then?” Steve asked.

      “Sort of,” I said.

      “Why only sort of?”

      Leave it to Steve to gallop head-first into a question I didn't want to answer. I'd come this far... “He's my new babysitter. While Mr. A is gone.”

      “How long will he be gone, then?” Shayla had stopped rummaging around in the box and was looking down at me.

      “I don't know,” I answered. “Maybe forever?”

      “Forever?” Shayla gaped.

      “That's what Toulouse said.”

      “Nah,” Steve waved a hand, then quickly placed it back on the ladder. “He'll be back.”

      “You really think so?” I asked, far too much hope in my voice.

      “Oh sure.”

      There was nothing like the weight I needed in his statement to be convinced.

      Before I could quiz him further, the shop door jingled open and Scott Kirkpatrick came waltzing in.

      He looked precisely as he always did, and yet nothing like himself. Same fishing hat, same khakis, same vest, even the ubiquitous penny loafers. But in his hands was a drink tray with four lidded Styrofoam cups, and on his face...was a smile.

      “Morning all!” He bounced over to the counter and began unburdening the drink carrier. “Venti chai tea latte, extra whipped cream,” he said, handing one of the cups to me.

      “And a triple hot chocolate, strawberry syrup, one shot of espresso.” Kirkpatrick set the second cup on the ladder rung nearest Steve’s hand. “I took a chance on what you'd want,” he said, looking up to Shayla. “Salted caramel mocha okay?”

      “Okay?” she asked. “It’s fuckin' fabulous!” She came scrambling down the ladder and snatched it from his hands.

      My guess was she hadn't been around Kirkpatrick enough to be as stunned as Steve and I, who both stared at the coffee in our hands like alien life forms fresh off the saucer.

      Kirkpatrick snagged the last coffee for himself, then jumped, clicked his heels, and skipped off. The sound of his whistling echoed off the gallery walls as he made his way to the studio. He didn't even slam the door.

      Steve and I turned to each other, mirror images of open-mouthed, slack-jawed wonder.

      “What. The hell. Was that?” I stuttered.

      “If I didn't know better,” Steve said, his eyebrows dancing a lascivious wiggle, “I'd say someone was giving free rides on the 'ole baloney pony last night.”

      Shayla and I grimaced.

      I opened the lid and sniffed. “Doesn't smell poisoned.” Not that I would have any earthly idea what poison smelled like. Save for cyanide, which smelled like bitter almonds. And even that, I'd only heard about on TV.

      I took an experimental sip. Cool, creamy whipped cream bobbed against my lips as the deeply spiced tea slid down my throat. “If it's poisoned, I'ma be dead soon, ‘cause this is awesome.” I took another slurp.

      Steve and Shayla did the same.

      “Holy shit,” they agreed in unison.

      “Right?” I said. “Do you think it could be a trick? Maybe there's Ex-Lax in here or something?”

      We each took another sip and smacked a few times to taste for trace amounts of laxative.

      “Tastes clean to me,” Shayla observed.

      Steve stretched his bird-like neck and squinted out the shop windows, which were damn near crystal clear these days under Shayla's judicious application of newspaper and ammonia.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Looking for zombies,” he said. “I’m pretty sure this might be one of the signs of the apocalypse.”

      But what passed by the window next wasn't a zombie. Something even more dangerous.

      “Hey!” Steve said, “Is that—”

      “Yes,” I grunted, briefly considering ducking behind the counter.

      Morrison shoved through the door looking tired and pissed off. Bloodshot eyes, stubble on his jaw and coffee stains on his shirt. His tie would be wadded in the back seat of his Crown Vic along with the fast food-wrappers and discarded receipts by now.

      Steve, our resident welcoming committee, held up a hand and waved. “Hey hey, night jack. What's shakin'?”

      “The usual,” Morrison grumbled. His hazel eyes fixed on me. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Ahh,” Steve mused. “Hot on the trail, savin' the dames from the droppers, givin' the butter n' egg men the bum's rush to the cooler, sendin' those gowed-up flim-flammers for a hike on their getaway-sticks.”

      Morrison looked at Steve, then back to me. “What the hell did he say?”

      “Don't worry about it. We can talk upstairs.”

      Steve gave me a little wink and a thumbs up behind Morrison's back.

      I scowled at him. There would be none of that.

      I waited for Morrison to take the stairs first, partly so I could admire the view, and partly so I didn't have to worry about him following me.

      Tension hung in the air as I shut Abernathy’s office door behind us. Morrison eased himself onto Abernathy's couch and pulled a small notepad and pen from his dress-shirt pocket. My stomach did a somersault.

      This was to be an official visit.

      “We have a problem,” he said.

      “And what would that be?” I seated myself on the opposite end of the sofa, leaving a leather cushion safety net between us.

      “You were at Mother’s Saloon last night?” he asked.

      “Briefly.”

      “How briefly?” His eyes were less bedroom and more interrogation room now.

      I did a little mental math. “About half an hour.”

      Morrison reached back into his pocket and withdrew a small photograph.

      “Do you recognize him?” he said, holding it out to me.

      Little stars burst at the edge of my vision. Motorcycle guy. I took the luxury of a couple seconds to formulate my thoughts before answering. “I saw him at the bar last night, yes.”

      “Saw him? That's it?” The skin around his Morrison’s eyes contracted a fraction—a change unobservable by someone who hadn't watched his face in moments of passion.

      “Yes,” I lied. “Why?”

      “He was found dead last night.”

      I resented his tendency to deliver news in the monotone heaviness of revelation. Shock plucked at my nerve endings. “Where?”

      “In the women's restroom of Mother’s. Bartender found him folded up in a locked stall shortly after closing.”

      I didn't ask his name. I didn't want to know it. Oh God. If the cause of death was drowning...

      “Missing a few important body parts,” Morrison added. “Like his heart.”

      Relief and revulsion fought for space in my chest.

      Who? I wondered. Why?

      “We ran all the tabs from last night, and your name popped up on the list,” he continued. “Seems a few witnesses saw him follow you into the bathroom at one point.”

      I couldn't decide what emotion powered his voice. Curiosity? Anger? Jealousy? “He did,” I agreed. “He looked like he was pretty sauced.”

      “I guess I'll have to wait for the lab results to see how far gone he was,” Morrison said.

      A little burp of panic burst in my chest. How long would it be before Morrison discovered Motorcycle guy had no blood alcohol level to speak of? I nodded.

      “Did you see him talk to anyone while he was there? Was he there alone?”

      “I'm not sure,” I said. “I only ran into him one time.”

      Or rather, he ran into me.

      “Did you notice anything odd while you were there? Anyone acting strange? Fights? Confrontations?”

      I had already scrutinized my memory for details after discovering the cocktail napkin. No one stood out from the usual crowd of rowdy drunks and revelers. “Not that I remember.”

      “Who else was there with you?” he asked.

      “Steven Franke and Shayla Vandemeer, who's running the oddities shop these days.”

      He scribbled their names on his little pad. I knew he'd be headed their direction next. “I was wondering about that. Who else?”

      Saying 'Vincent Van Gogh' and 'Toulouse Lautrec' seemed like a remarkably bad idea. Not to mention, I had no idea what would be on their driver's licenses, should he care to look.

      I conjured my best confused look and chewed my lip. “A couple of friends of Steve's. I forget their names.”

      “What about your boss?” he asked.

      “No, he opted out.”

      Morrison looked around the office, probably searching for signs of Abernathy's presence.

      “Is he around today? I'd like to chat with him.”

      “I'm afraid he's not,” I said.

      “When will he be back?”

      “I'm not sure.”

      “You mean he didn't tell you?” he asked.

      “I'm his assistant, not his mom.” Now there was a frightening thought. I knew of Abernathy's sister, and he'd mentioned his father. Was his mom still kicking around there?

      “That's it?” Morrison said. “Nothing else to report?”

      I shook my head no.

      His eyes narrowed another fraction. “You're sure?”

      “Yep,” I said. “I'm sure.”

      He clapped his notepad closed and stuck it in his pocket. Then he leaned over and crushed a kiss on my lips that could have melted diamonds. The couch squeaked as we slid down.

      “Whoa,” I panted, pushing my hands against his chest. “What are you doing?”

      “Taking a coffee break?” His fingers wandered up my thigh and found the button to my jeans.

      I grabbed his wrist. “You're not serious.”

      He wrapped his hand around mine and moved it to the front of his pants, where Isaac Asimov's immovable object lay in wait for me.

      “Oh no. This is not happening.” I snatched my hand away before my resolve crumbled.

      I had to admit, the thought of revenge-fucking Morrison on Abernathy's couch held a certain allure. Right up to the part where Abernathy hung Morrison's intestines around the office like Christmas garlands.

      If Abernathy ever returned.

      “Your place? Tonight?” he whispered against my ear.

      “Won't you be tied up?” I asked, thinking of the investigation.

      “We could do that too.” He nipped at my earlobe and followed teeth with tongue.

      “I don't think that's such a good idea.”

      “We're back to that, then?” He met my silence by brushing his lips against my ear. “I could make you come in less than two minutes,” he whispered.

      My body rewarded him with a shudder, knowing he spoke the truth.

      Hunger awoke in my gut. I briefly considered how long it would take me to rip Morrison's pants off with my teeth. It would be so easy to say yes. He would drive every thought out of my head, warm the empty space in my bed, remind me what it was like not to be alone.

      “I can't,” I said, resenting the words even as I spoke them.

      He gusted a heavy sigh and pushed himself up from the couch.

      “You know how to reach me,” he said. “If you change your mind.”

      And I would.

      About thirty times before the day was through.
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      Toulouse had the classic look of a regretful drunk. He sat on Abernathy's couch and barraged me with painfully articulate speech and brightness bordering on shrill—a simultaneous denial and rebuke of the hangover he was suffering. He paused to unscrew the handle of his cane and tip back a swig.

      Hair of the wolf.

      “Are you all right, Henri?” The use of his first name was a presumption, and one I hoped would underscore the intimacy of my question.

      “I'm afraid I've been a little tired,” he said.

      “Is that all?” I asked.

      He looked down and picked at imaginary lint on his coat sleeves. “That is all.”

      I took in the expression on his face and volleyed a guess over the net. “You didn't by chance receive another drawing, did you?”

      He looked up from his lap. “How did you know?”

      “Wait here.” I walked out to my desk and pulled the napkin out of my purse. Its unnerving presence pulled a scowl to my face. Throwing modesty to the wind, I handed the napkin over to him.

      He held it close to his face. I assumed he had traded in his wire-rimmed glasses for contacts sometime in the last century.

      A frown tugged his mustache down his cheeks. He handed the napkin back over to me, then reached into the pocket of his jacket and withdrew one of his own.

      In this new rendering, Toulouse had been drawn and quartered. His small body neatly divided into five pieces floating to the four sides of the napkin like errant buoys.

      I returned the napkin to him, and he took another swig from his cane as he tucked it back into his pocket.

      “I've lived this long. And I stand to be ended by someone who doesn't even have a basic understanding of proportion.”

      “I suppose that would be a pretty hideous insult,” I said.

      He tipped the cane all the way back and drained it.

      Even in the warm lamplit glow of Abernathy's office, I could see the spidery red capillaries on Toulouse's nose, the dry, dark patches under his eyes.

      “I'm not one to judge, but it's a little early, isn't it?”

      “For me,” Toulouse said, “it's always late.”

      I couldn't help but feel I had contributed in some way to the strain etched into his face. “You don't have to stay here, you know. It wasn't fair for Mark to ask you to look after me.”

      His tired smile shoved a skewer through my heart. “It's more fair than you know.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It's a long story,” he said. “An old story.” It was the end of a discussion. Not the beginning.

      The phone in my pocket buzzed. A number I recognized as Borders Art and Frame shop. I'd given them a meager five paintings to frame for the fast approaching show.

      “I don't suppose you have any work you want to sell?” I asked, half desperation, half jest.

      “Always,” he said.

      “Would you consider showing at our next gallery event?” Asking Toulouse Lautrec, whose paintings hung in museums around the world, to display his work in our little gallery felt a little like asking Shakespeare to teach high school English. But he was gracious.

      “Absolutely. Do I have enough time to send for some of my works from Golden?”

      “Is five days enough?”

      “Plenty,” he confirmed.

      “Excellent! You'd really be saving my bacon. We're kind of short on artists presently,” I pointed out.

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      “Do you think Vincent would be willing to show anything?” I asked.

      “That, I can't say. I haven't seen any of his work in ages. He doesn't like anyone to watch him paint.”

      “Maybe I'll ask.” If Steve's comments were accurate, I might be able to persuade him.

      “Well, I had better make a few calls.” He leveraged his now empty cane to push himself up from the sofa and hobbled out of the room. His limp was more pronounced today. A result of his microphone humping and butt-dragging perhaps?

      Vincent might be in his studio now. I decided to follow Toulouse down and try my luck while the topic was fresh in my mind. I jogged down the stairs and tapped on the studio door.

      After a moment, I heard the sound of boots shuffling against the wood floor. I thought I could hear the thin silt of clay dust softening their sound.

      The door opened a crack and Vincent peered out at me. “Yes?”

      His abruptness startled me, set me back. “Hi, good morning. Er, afternoon. Whatever it is.”

      He looked at me but made no answer.

      “Right. Um. We have a show coming up next week. A gallery show. We put work up, people buy it, that kind of thing. I was wondering. I mean, what would you think about showing some of your work?”

      “No,” he said. The door slammed in my face.

      My eyes stung from the sudden gust of air. I blinked rapidly.

      A door swung open across the hall.

      “Hey! Hanna!”

      It was Kirkpatrick. I looked behind me and to both sides. Was there some other Hanna? I was almost positive he'd never spoken my given name. Mostly he referred to me as “her” and gave me the stink eye. “Yes?”

      “Is it too late to get works framed for the show?”

      “I'm pretty sure we can arrange it. How many do you have?”

      “Twenty. Is that too many?”

      I felt my eyes widen until my eyelids twitched. “Twenty?”

      “That's too many, isn't it? I only had five, but then I got on a kick this morning. And then pow! Fifteen more!”

      I pulled the phone from my pocket and checked the time. “You painted fifteen canvases in an hour?”

      “Oh, sorry,” he said. “No. Sixteen, but the last one isn't worth showing, really.”

      “Why not?”

      “It's, uh, private,” he said.

      “Ahh. Gotcha.” Eew. “Do you have measurements?”

      He handed over a yellow Post-it with canvas sizes and framing notes. My throat contracted. Could Kirkpatrick be behind the roadkill on my doorstep? It might explain his suddenly ebullient demeanor. “Thanks.”

      “No problem. Love your sweater, by the way,” he said. “That's a great color on you.”

      I wandered back to my desk in a stupefied daze and called the Art and Frame shop. I read over the dimensions and promised cash at the end of the call. They were all too happy to comply.

      My thoughts turned to Vincent.

      Steve had to have been wrong. That, or Vincent suffered from a lifelong case of bipolar disorder. He ran hot and cold as effortlessly as a faucet. Yesterday he had kissed me to send my would-be suitors packing. Today he told me to kiss off.

      Still, his actions had been effective.

      No lines of werewolves waiting outside for me this morning. No Randy Lee running starkers through the gallery. No windows to replace. Perhaps I was over the hump.

      But then, these were patterns I had no familiarity with.

      For all I knew, they'd be back by lunch.

      Save for Motorcycle Guy, of course.
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      “He's very prolific,” I said. After a good boinkfest, the little voice in my head supplied.

      The woman shifted her weight from one foot to the other, looking like she had somewhere to be. Her shapeless body was a sack of potatoes under a dress she'd paid too much for.

      “I don't know,” she said. “I have a vision. And my vision is teal. I'm not sure this would fit.”

      My feet ached. I massaged the muscles of my lower back and tried not to look at Kirkpatrick's painting. It was too beautiful to send home with this tasteless lump of money.

      Bodies moved around us, the sound of their collective conversations like a high-frequency buzz suspended in the air just above our heads.

      Someone grabbed my ass.

      I wheeled around, but found no one but the woman's husband, a thin milk-toast of a man, who I sincerely doubted would be capable of determinedly aggressive behavior.

      “What do you think?” the lump asked him. The man glanced at the painting's price for the tenth time and scratched his chin.

      “It's up to you, of course.” He attempted a shrug, but the effect was all wrong. His shoulders jerked and his worried eyes never left her face.

      “I suppose we can always resell if it doesn't match the couch.” She yawned.

      The protuberant Adam's apple on milk-toast's neck bobbed as he swallowed his objection.

      “We'll take it. Checkbook,” the lump said, poking a finger into her husband's birdlike chest.

      He reached in his coat pocket and handed it over, then turned mechanically so she could use his back as a makeshift desk. She scribbled figures on the paper and tore it from the checkbook.

      “Excellent,” I said, taking it from her. “I'll be a moment drawing up a receipt.”

      The gallery show had broken all previous attendance records within the first thirty minutes. Paintings were walking out the door left and right, and Kirkpatrick was the unlikely belle of the ball.

      The handful of women currently surrounding him laughed in time with his mannered gesticulations. This was a vast improvement over the last gallery show, wherein Kirkpatrick had locked himself in his studio and refused to come out.

      I gave a little wave to Steve and Shayla, who were stationed by the food table. They'd put in extra hours helping me hang paintings before the show, and we'd all skipped dinner in the rush.

      I intended to pay a little visit to the table myself, as soon as I could wrap up this transaction.

      A whoosh of air, a chill on the back of my neck, and all sound in the room died for a split second. “All right! Who the hell grabbed my boobs?” My eyes darted around the room.

      Several people looked over at me like I might be “touched in the head,” to borrow a phrase from Randy Lee.

      Randy Lee. Could he be grab-assing his way around the gallery?

      As quick as they could move, werewolves didn't have the invisibility thing licked, to my knowledge.

      I searched the crowd for the tell-tale sight of denim, or a Stetson that said all hat and no cattle.

      But I saw nothing.

      A woman in a sexless black suit and a bun tight enough to pull hair follicles into tiny hills on her scalp snagged me at the base of the stairs.

      “Excuse me,” she sniffed. “Are you in charge here?”

      “For the moment,” I sighed.

      “Well I wasn't aware that animals were allowed in the gallery, but someone's dog left a...deposit,” she said, pronouncing the word with distaste, “in the corner over there.”

      “Animals?” I repeated.

      As if on cue, two canine bodies came ripping through the crowd, eliciting gasps of dismay and confusion as bodies cleared their path.

      Oh shit.

      If I found out what werewolf was responsible for popping a squat in the gallery corner, I'd have his pelt for legwarmers.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I'll take care of it.”

      She stalked off with her nose scraping the ceiling.

      I jogged up the stairs two at a time, stuffed my pockets with paper towels, and leaned over my desk to write up an invoice.

      Hands grabbed my hips and a heavy body leaned into me. Panic flooded my nervous system with adrenaline. My elbow sailed backward of its own accord, connecting with bone, eliciting a grunt of pain.

      “Jesus!” Morrison's voice was muffled behind the hands cupped to his nose. Blood leaked through his fingers.

      “Oh shit! I'm so sorry!” I grabbed a wad of tissues from the dispenser on my desk and handed them over to him. He took them and wiped his hands, then pressed them to the base of his nose.

      “You startled me,” I said.

      Morrison massaged the bridge of his nose and wiggled it, presumably to check for breakage. “A little touchy, are we?”

      “No. Just tired of getting grabbed all the damn time.” Irritation not caused by Morrison flamed anew in my chest.

      “By who? Who grabbed you?” By the darkness in his hazel eyes, I knew his wires were dangerously close to being fried.

      Fatigue had loosed my tongue. It was hard to keep track of who knew what details these days. “No one. Sorry, it's been a crazy night.”

      We hadn't spoken since the tense conversation in Abernathy's office. I had spent the days in-between throwing myself into planning the gallery show, giving extra attention to details that crowded unwanted thoughts out of my head.

      His eyes swept over the milling crowd in the gallery below. Something told me his presence here wasn't purely social.

      “Who is that?” he asked.

      I followed his line of sight to Toulouse, who was making his fifth trip to the wine table.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “The little guy. With the cane,” he said.

      I smiled, then frowned, remembering Toulouse's appellation in Abernathy's contacts. “Him? That's Henry.”

      “Henry?” Morrison repeated.

      “Yes. One of our new resident artists.”

      “Looks like Toulouse Lautrec,” Morrison observed.

      My heart began to thump. Morrison knew just enough about art to be dangerous. It had been at the last gallery show when he'd rattled off a laundry list of obscure Post-Impressionists. Damned if Lautrec wouldn't fit nicely into the crew of his favorites.

      “I hadn't noticed,” I lied.

      “Fits a description given by one of the bartenders at Mother’s,” Morrison added. “Was he one of Steven Franke's friends with you that night? Never was able to catch up with either of them.”

      I really didn't like where this was going. Thank God Vincent had made himself scarce tonight. “Yes, he was with us.”

      “Huh.” A crease began to develop between Morrison’s brows, his eyes narrowed a fraction. He was picking up a scent. “I might need to go down and say hello.”

      “I'll go with you,” I said.

      I led him down the stairs and had him wait while I delivered the invoice to milk-toast, who was guarding his wife's purchase like a loyal dog. She had moved on to look at something else. “Here you are,” I said, handing over the yellow carbon copy.

      He looked down at the paper like it might be a death warrant. “Thank you”

      “Do you want me to wrap the painting for you?” I asked.

      “No,” he said, gingerly lifting it from the wall. “She wants it now.”

      “Okay then. Thanks for your patronage,” I said.

      He nodded and worked his way through the crowd with the painting tucked under his arm.

      It was a non-trivial task locating Toulouse once we were on ground level. He tended to disappear in a crowd. I took a shot that he wouldn't have wandered far from the wine bar.

      I came up behind Toulouse and tapped him on the shoulder, catching his eye as he turned, trying to communicate all I couldn't speak.

      “Henry,” I said. “There's someone I'd like you to meet. This is Detective Morrison.”

      I stepped out of the way to allow Morrison and Toulouse to make their introductions.

      Morrison bent at the waist and offered his hand. “James Morrison.”

      Toulouse swayed a little, reached for his hand, and missed. He giggled.

      I indulged in a mental facepalm.

      “I'd like to talk with you,” Morrison said. “Perhaps we could set up a time for you to come in?”

      “Come in?” Toulouse asked.

      “To the station,” Morrison explained.

      “I like stations,” Toulouse said. “Trains are the best way to travel, aren't they?”

      Morrison shot me a glance. “Maybe I'll stop by tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow! Tomorrow! I love ya! Tomorrow!” Toulouse sang.

      “Might be a good idea,” I added, preparing to shoo Morrison away.

      “Anyone ever tell you that you look like Toulouse Lautrec?” Morrison said.

      Toulouse looked confused for a moment. “But I am Toulouse Lautrec,” he answered.

      I felt my eyes go wide. I scanned Morrison's face and was relieved to find concern instead of shock or disbelief.

      He smiled at Toulouse and leaned in close to whisper in my ear. “This is as drunk a motherfucker as I’ve ever seen. Does he have a ride home?”

      I exhaled the breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding. “Absolutely. I’ll make sure he doesn’t drive.”

      “You oughta take this act to Vegas,” Morrison laughed. “You'd make a killing.”

      “But I don't like killing,” Toulouse pouted. “Killing is bad.”

      Then he threw up on Morrison's shoes.

      The splattering sound of stomach contents meeting wood floor drew the gaze of the surrounding crowd. A little chorus of disapproving 'ews' worked its way around the circle.

      “Sorry,” I apologized. “He hasn't been feeling very well.”

      “Neither would I if I drank an entire bottle of Shiraz,” Morrison said, shaking chunks off his shoes.

      How long had Morrison been here, exactly?

      “Let me grab some napkins.” I pushed my way through to the food table and flagged Steve over.

      “Swingin' bacchanalia, doll,” he said.

      “A little too swingin'. Could you come help me with Toulouse? He yarked all over Morrison's shoes.”

      “Doing the hokey croakey,” Steve grimaced. “Not good.”

      “Definitely not good,” I said.

      “Morrison's here?” Steve asked.

      “He is indeed.”

      Steve scanned the crowd. “Not a casual call, I’m guessing.”

      “It usually isn’t with him.” No, Morrison almost always had an agenda. Sometimes the agenda involved murder. Sometimes fucking. Neither option was a casual proposition with Morrison. “I’m thinking we need to keep him away from Toulouse.”

      “Johnny Danger's on it,” Steve saluted. He gave me a double barrel thumbs up.

      He followed me over to where Morrison stood in a puddle of rainbow vomit. I peeled off a couple napkins and gave them to Steve, who took them over to Toulouse. I handed some to Morrison, who bent and mopped the mess from his shoes.

      Steve walked Toulouse across the gallery and toward the artist's studios. Painters' rags and turpentine might work as well as anything to clean him up, I supposed. I took the remainder of the napkins and addressed what was left of the sour wine-scented mess on the floor.

      Again with the cocktail napkins.

      It amazed me how quickly life could develop unintentional themes. First, death threat drawings, and now, puke detail. After all of this, it wouldn't surprise me if the mere sight of a cocktail napkin could send me into hysterics. I'd have to make a point of avoiding party stores. And weddings. There were always cocktail napkins at weddings. Monogrammed cocktail napkins no less—an even more horrifying prospect.

      Morrison leaned down to help me with the last of it, then bunched the whole sodden mess and carried it over to the trashcan.

      In moments like these, it was difficult not to stick myself to his back like a Velcro midget and never let go. But then, his wasn't the most stable star to hitch a wagon to. He'd told me this himself.

      Come to think of it, I wasn't positive I even had a wagon anymore. Pretty sure it had been repossessed during the divorce.

      “Thanks,” I said, upon his return.

      “I would say, 'my pleasure,' but I kind of have this commitment to honesty.”

      “Understood. Hand sanitizer?” I offered.

      “Please.” I tried not to look too closely as his hands as I squeezed a fat dollop in his palm, then my own. The memory of their skill was still a little too fresh.

      “Where's your boss?” he asked, rubbing his palms briskly. “He's usually skulking around at these things.”

      The dreaded question at last.

      “He kind of owns the place,” I said. “I don't think that qualifies as 'skulking.'“

      “Well, whatever you want to call it. Where's he doing it?”

      “In what capacity are you asking?” He wasn't the only one who could answer a question with a question.

      “In the capacity of wanting to know where he is.”

      “He's around.” I shrugged.

      Technically true. Surely he was around somewhere.

      “Haven't seen him around,” Morrison said. “At least, not for a few days.”

      “Now who's been skulking?” I asked.

      “The professional term is investigating.” He gave me a satisfied smirk.

      I met it with a raised eyebrow. “And why are you investigating Abernathy? Is he a suspect in the murder?”

      “Suspect is a strong word,” he said. “Perhaps person of interest would be more appropriate.”

      “Has Abernathy ever not been a person of interest for you?”

      Irritation creased his features. I'd hit my mark.

      “He wasn't even with us that night, remember?” I added.

      “Which means he doesn't have an alibi.”

      “Why would he need one?” I asked.

      “I'm not saying he does,” he answered.

      “You're sure saying a hell of a lot for not saying anything,” I said.

      People were milling about us now, Toulouse's gastronomic geyser forgotten. I was glad for his sake. I wanted to the crowd to swallow me up and make all of this go away.

      “Eeep!” I squeaked, as a hand spanked my butt.

      “What?” Morrison grunted. “What's wrong?” His eyes were already stabbing around the gallery, his hand hovering inside his coat where his duty piece hid in an underarm concealment holster.

      “Nothing,” I said, and faked a hiccup. “Must be the hummus.”

      “Hanna,” Morrison said. “You're holding out on me.”

      At that precise moment, I wasn't certain how he meant it. It was true in many senses, and the reason for all was the same.

      “I need to get back to work,” I said, and pushed away from him.

      He pulled me back by the waistband of my slacks and spoke close to my ear. “Hey. I'm sorry. You're busy, and I'm being a dick. I want to see you, okay? I suck at shit like this.”

      His words were arrows, their flinty tips easily piercing my heart. I needed to hear this.

      But not from him.

      “Can I see you?” he asked. “After this?”

      And then I saw her.

      Slicing through the crowd like a dark blade, headed in our direction. Helena.

      Helena whose murder investigation had brought Morrison into my orbit. He'd know her on sight. His propensity for memorizing the details of a woman's face and body was well known to me.

      If I thought Morrison's introduction to Toulouse would be awkward, Helena's would broach a different stratosphere all together.

      Helena Pool, this is Detective Morrison. You probably don't remember him, but he investigated your murder. And Morrison, you remember Helena. Hasn't her throat healed nicely? She's a werewolf now. So is Abernathy, by the way. Oh, and I might be too. Neat, huh?

      I closed my eyes and rolled the dice. “Yes. On one condition.”

      I felt his hot exhale against my ear. He'd been holding his breath. Not good.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You'll leave. Now.” I read the confusion in his face. “I can't concentrate with you here.” It was difficult for me to say how much I hated myself at this moment. “Meet me at ten?”

      “I'll be out front,” he said.

      To my great relief, he left. Cutting a path directly out the front door without crossing Helena.

      It was my turn to exhale.

      I grabbed a glass of wine from the table and downed it.

      Helena's self-satisfied smile flew ahead of her like a flag caught on the wind across the field of battle.

      “Helena.” Her name had become my ubiquitous one-word greeting. Nothing else seemed to do.

      “Not a bad turnout,” she said, surveying the crush of bodies.

      “Is that a compliment?”

      Before my arrival, she'd helped Abernathy arrange a couple gallery shows, according to the late Mrs. Kass. I couldn't imagine her feeling anything but consternation for my success.

      “An observation,” she said.

      I wondered if she'd taken to reading the dictionary in her idle hours. Helena's vocabulary tended toward four-letter words, in my experience.

      We stood side by side for a moment. She in her five-inch platform stilettos and me in my sensible flats. We were roughly the same height. “Would I be accurate in supposing you haven't come just to torture me? Seeing as you're being all civil.”

      “Torture you?” she asked. “Why would I do that?”

      “Funny,” I said, “I kind of thought that was your hobby.”

      “My hobby?”

      “You know. Calling me a dishrag, a bitch, a secretary, and generally making my life miserable.”

      “I didn't do that,” she said. “Did I?”

      I would have assumed I'd wandered into the Twilight Zone, were it not for the earnest regret in her wide amber eyes.

      “Are you okay?” I asked. “Do you want to pull my hair? Spit at me? It might make you feel better.”

      “Why would I need to feel better?” She asked, her face guileless and radiant. “I’m feeling fabulous.”

      “Glad to hear it,” I said. “Any particular reason?”

      She gave me an enigmatic smile.

      The skin on my scalp prickled. “You found him, didn't you?”

      “Found who?” Her look of confusion appeared genuine.

      “Abernathy! Who do you think?”

      “Oh, him? He's in London,” she yawned.

      I grabbed her by both shoulders. “London? How do you know?”

      “A lady never kisses and tells.” She winked.

      I repressed the urge to say 'Since when were you a lady?' as I suspected this wouldn't help my cause. “How come you're not already there then?” I asked instead.

      “Lost interest,” she sighed.

      “Uhh...” I stammered. Helena admitting she lost interest in Abernathy was akin to William Shatner ousting his toupee.

      It just wasn't done.

      “Anyway,” she said, “the information was easy to come by. I'm surprised you didn't already know.”

      “Wait, what? How? Who? Who told you?”

      “Kirkpatrick,” she said. “One screw and he gushed like a schoolgirl. Have you seen him, by the way?”

      My brain threw on the breaks and nearly hit the dashboard. Good thing for mental airbags. “Kirkpatrick? You slept with Kirkpatrick?”

      “Yes ma'am.” She indulged in a stretch. “Goddamned tripod, between you and me. Still can't walk quite right,” she smirked from the side of her mouth.

      I fought a shudder of revulsion.

      A lightbulb blinked on. “You slept with Kirkpatrick? Like, really? For real?”

      “Well, we didn't really sleep. But yes.”

      “You know werewolves mate for life, right?” I asked.

      

      “For life?” She laughed, a high tinkling sound like an avalanche of bells. “Please. Fairytales are bullshit.”

      “I could be wrong,” I admitted. “But I have it on good authority.”

      “What the hell is mating, anyway?” she asked. “I only fucked him.”

      “Well,” I began, “when a mommy werewolf and a daddy werewolf love each other very much, they give each other a very special hug. Then poof! They're mated for life.”

      “You're telling me that if two werewolves have sex, they're mated for life?” she repeated.

      I felt a sudden rush of gratitude for Abernathy, who had taken the time to explain all of this to me before I'd run into it unwittingly. It wasn't like they gave out handbooks on the topic. Someone really ought to write one. I could see it already: So Now You're a Werewolf: The Go-to Guide for Avoiding Hairy Situations.

      “There are a few exceptions, as I understand it,” I answered. “But generally, speaking, yes.”

      “What exceptions?” Her voice had taken on a desperate, shrill quality.

      “If both werewolves are untransformed recessives, for instance.”

      “Plain English!” she cried.

      “I don't think you don't qualify,” I said.

      “I don't believe you,” she said flatly.

      “You could be right,” I shrugged. “What do I know?”

      “What's to prevent me from deciding I don't to be mated anymore?”

      “Nothing, as far as I know. But then, I'm not really sure what the rules are,” I admitted.

      “But I didn't know!” she insisted. “It doesn't count if you don't know, does it?”

      “I really couldn't say.”

      “You're making this up, aren't you?” she asked. “Because you hate me.”

      “Helena, as much as I might have wished crabs on you once or twice, I don't hate you. And I'm not making this up. I'm not that sadistic.”

      “Okay,” she panted. “Everything's okay. Maybe this won't stick. I can still sleep with other people. I'll sleep with one now. That could undo it. Right?”

      Her eyes darted around the crowd like a refugee searching for escape. They fixed on a tall drink of water with wide shoulders and a tight ass. She grabbed him by the neck and kissed him like the recipe for salvation might be lodged in his esophagus.

      He gasped like a fish out of water when she released him.

      “Fuck!” she shouted. “Nothing!” She grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me. “I sucked face with a guy that was hot as fuck and I didn't feel a fucking thing!”

      “Call me,” said the guy as he staggered away.

      “No,” she said, releasing me. “No. No, no, no! This isn't happening.” Her red claws dug into her mass of dark, silken hair.

      I almost felt sorry for her.

      Almost.

      A burst of cackling female laughter drew Helena's gaze. Across the gallery, Kirkpatrick was surrounded with a fussing, flirting swell of the soccer moms who mostly formed the group of his acolytes. The one who had been laughing reached out and squeezed Kirkpatrick’s arm.

      “Oh, hell no,” Helena growled. Her eyes narrowed to glassy slits as she marched through the crowd, caught the poor thing up by her hair and dragged her out the gallery door like a sack of trash.

      At least she hadn't tossed her out the window.

      The rest of Kirkpatrick's fan club dispersed like pool balls breaking.

      “He's mine!” Helena shouted. “You all hear me? Mine!”

      She marched Kirkpatrick toward his studio by the back of his neck.

      Juxtapositions of disparity held a fascination for me. Helena, long and slender in her stilettos, was easily half a foot taller than Kirkpatrick, whose proportions tended more toward oil barrel than oil derrick. Part of me, a very small part, mind you, wanted to see what she would do to him.

      There were a lot of other parts that didn't.

      Like my leg.

      Furry haunches pushed rhythmically against my knee as a large set of paws wrapped around my waist.

      I looked down, shocked and stupid, incapable of major motor function.

      The Husky look-alike who'd anointed the Mustang's tires was humping my leg.

      “Hey! Get! Get off!” I shrieked, shoving the furry body away.

      People around me were laughing, pointing, making snide comments.

      “If I find out whose dog this is, they're banned for life!” I grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and marched him to the gallery door. “Out!” I shouted, pushing him out onto the sidewalk.

      I dusted off my hands and looked longingly at the food table.

      “Looks like a good idea,” a voice drawled in my ear.

      I knew its owner by the wave of nausea that descended over me. “Randy Lee.” It was more observation than greeting.

      He wore his usual uniform of head-to-toe denim, complete with exposed thatch of salt and pepper chest hair. His gleaming copper belt buckle was nearly the size of a dinner plate. Compensating much?

      “Are you the sonovabitch that's been grabbing me all night?” I hissed.

      “You liked that, did you?”

      Only this voice didn't belong to Randy Lee. It belonged to another face I recognized—one from the unfortunate cheese case incident. Marinara man.

      He pushed his dark, disheveled hair out of his eyes and fired a wicked grin at me.

      “Naw she didn't like it,” Randy Lee answered for me. “Can't ya see this gal's got her panties in a bunch?”

      “She's not wearing panties,” Marinara drawled. “She’s wearing a thong. I'm guessing your vision is as weak as your pecker,” he taunted.

      Now it was my hands that flew to my butt. How the hell did he know I was wearing a thong? The whole purpose of enduring four hours of butt-floss was to NOT have a panty line.

      “Why you low-down skunk-lickin' sonova whore,” Randy Lee growled. His weathered fists balled at his sides. People had begun to look over as they caught the harsh sibilants of their terse words.

      This was going nowhere fast.

      “Whoa!” I interrupted. “This is not happening. You boys take it outside. Or preferably down the street.”

      “We ain't goin' nowheres till you choose,” Randy Lee announced.

      “Right,” Marinara agreed. “You choose, and we call this off right now.”

      “That's easy,” I said. “I choose neither of you.”

      “That ain't how it works little lady,” Randy Lee said. “You gotta choose one of us.”

      “Says who?” I asked.

      “Says this,” Marinara grabbed my hand and pressed it to the front of his jeans.

      Good hell, I thought, looking around the gallery. How did this man find pants?

      “Show off,” Randy Lee pouted.

      “Jealous?” Marina replied.

      Randy Lee lunged at him, sandwiching me in between a rock and a hairy place. I shoved them apart and grabbed them both by their ears.

      “Youch!” Randy Lee whined. “Leggoa me!”

      “My piercing!” howled Marina. “You're gonna rip it out!”

      “It seems we're having trouble listening,” I said, dragging them through the crowd.

      They hopped along beside me as we shoved our way to the quiet hallway between four studio doors.

      “All right,” I said. “Fight to the death. Go!”

      They stood there looking at each other and massaging their ears.

      “Come on! I'm waiting. Let's see it. I want throat-tearing. I want heart-eating! Impress me.”

      “But,” Marinara interrupted. “But this isn't what's supposed to happen.”

      “Naw,” agreed Randy Lee. “This ain't what's s'posed to happen at all.”

      “What?” I challenged. “You think you can growl and flash a hard-on and I'm going throw myself at you? A little pissing contest and this little gal will roll over? Well get the fuck real! Do you have any fucking idea what you're up against? Neither one of you could even hold Abernathy's fucking jock-strap!”

      “Abernathy?” Marinara asked. “Who's Abernathy?”

      Randy Lee drew circles around the ear covered by his hat brim. “Sounds like a made-up name to me. I think she's a little touched in the head,” he stage whispered.

      “You're damn right,” I said. “I'm touched in the head. I'm a lot touched in the head. And you both have about two seconds to get your asses out of this gallery or I'll rip your testicles off with my teeth and sauté them in herb butter.”

      I sucked air in through my teeth and smacked my lips.

      And they peed their pants.

      I watched the dark stains spread across their trousers with a little bubble of triumph rising in my chest.

      As they turned and ran toward the door with hands cupped over their crotches, I indulged in a bit of self-congratulatory bravado.

      “That's right!” I shouted. “You better run!”

      Shayla cleared her throat. I hadn't even heard her come up behind me.

      “Please tell me you saw that,” I said. “No one's ever there to see it when I do cool shit.”

      Her smile set off my “I'm being humored” alarm. “I didn't do that, did I?”

      She shook her head no. “Pee is water. Salty water.” She wiggled her ring-clad fingers. “It's a nereid thing.”

      “Dude!” I said, my burst bubble of triumph forgotten. “You can make people pee their pants?”

      She nodded. “Provided the mineral contents are right. I'm not much good with vegans. Or people on a low-sodium diet.”

      “Sciencey shit again,” I marveled. “Who'd a thunk?”

      Steve emerged from his studio, shutting the door carefully behind him. “Toulouse is lying down.”

      “Good,” I said. “Will you do me a favor?”

      “Of course,” he said. “You name it.”

      “I need you to watch my cats.”

      “Hell yeah! It will be a party! Why?” he asked.

      “I’m going out of town. I’m hoping it won’t be for more than a couple days.”

      “Sweet! Is Toulouse coming with you? Is this official business?” he said, giving me his patented boyish eyebrow wiggle.

      “No. In fact, I need you not to tell Toulouse I’m leaving.”

      “Why? Where are you going?”

      I braced myself for the words I needed to say. “I can’t tell you.”

      Steve’s stricken expression had me doubling down on the self-loathing. “Why not?”

      “Because eventually, Toulouse is going to ask you where I am, and I don’t want you to have to lie.”

      “Call me crazy,” Shayla chimed in, “but if Abernathy asked Toulouse to protect you, isn’t your taking off on your own a really bad idea?”

      “You saw Toulouse tonight. He means well, and he’s saved my bacon a couple times, but he’s crumbling. He can’t keep me safe. Not forever.”

      “You’re going to find Abernathy,” Steve said. His skin was pale beneath his freckles.

      I didn’t answer.

      Steve lunged forward and shocked me with a crushing bear hug. His heart beat against me through the thin wall of his ribs and chest. “Please be careful, Hanna. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you.”

      “You’ll never have to find out, Steve. I’ll be back. I promise.”
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      I had another promise to keep first—my visit to Morrison. My last act before closing the gallery down for the night—second to last, if you count picking up the pile of wolf scat in the corner—was to spend my rent money on a ticket departing for London at 6:15 a.m. the following morning. Its presence in my purse made my fingers itch as I wandered around Morrison's living room and perused his bookshelves.

      Other than a faded green armchair and ottoman, they were the only pieces of furniture in his sparsely appointed townhouse. His ex-wife had taken the rest, as I remembered.

      Morrison moved around the kitchen making us a late supper of omelets. The banging of pots and pans performed a comforting symphony, the merry hissing of shallots and browned butter the lyrics of a song I knew by heart. A bottle of white wine sat chilling in a copper bucket of ice. The unmistakable clink of glass bottles in the trash was like the crash of cymbals as he swept in the cooking waste. Apparently the monkey was still firmly planted on his back.

      I lingered in the shadows of the living room and watched him work from a safe distance. He'd rolled up his shirtsleeves to the elbows and shed his tie at the door. The smile of his white undershirt curved against the smooth skin of his neck. The recessed lights of the kitchen's vaulted ceiling cast a glow on the brown sugar of his hair—in need of a trim, I noted. He whipped a dishtowel over his shoulder with practiced grace.

      In the interest of not humping him on the kitchen counter, I returned my attention to his bookshelves. A finger skimmed across the shelf's surface came back completely clean. The titles were arranged alphabetically and sorted according to size.

      But it was when I came to the shelf allocated solely to William Blake, his poetry as well as his art, that I realized I was in trouble. We owned many of the same books—from Dante Alighieri and Joan Didion to Barbara Kingsolver and Thomas Harris. He had Shakespeare's complete works bound in leather. Leather, that man.

      Detective James Morrison—my soul mate on book pages.

      I kicked off my shoes and felt the delicious stretch in my tendons as I padded barefoot into his dining room. The walls were not bare, as I had suspected they would be, but covered with paintings. Their subjects ranged from mountain landscapes to delicate still lives.

      “I didn't know you collect,” I called into the kitchen.

      “I don't,” he said.

      “What about these?” I asked.

      He looked at me through the arched cut-out that lead into the kitchen. “Mine,” he said. He dried his hands on the dishtowel and aimed a remote at the sleek black stereo. Otis Redding's soulful auditory sex echoed through the vaulted space in the kitchen.

      I felt a familiar tug south of the border. Otis Redding had been responsible for one or two moments of bad judgment on my part. Would tonight be a third?

      I wandered over to the counter and rested my elbows on the breakfast bar. Morrison handed over a glass of wine.

      “When you say mine…”

      “I painted them,” he said, taking a sip from his own glass and setting it back on the counter.

      “You painted these?”

      “Don't act surprised.” With an expert flick of his wrist, he folded the omelet over itself and slid it onto a plate. Steam curled from the sunny yellow eggs. I knew without sampling they'd be perfectly cooked—yielding and tender on the tongue and creamy within. The plates he withdrew from the oven didn't match, nor did the silverware he slid across the counter. “I hope sautéed mushrooms and Gouda are okay. I'm between shopping runs.”

      I thought offering to bear his children might be a touch too overzealous, so I opted for, “That's fine,” instead.

      We ate in comfortable silence using the ottoman as a dinner table. Our glasses of wine rested on a couple books on the carpet—titles he'd insisted could be spared for the cause. Blue-orange flames danced in the gas fireplace. I wanted to curl up in front of it like a cat and forget the world existed.

      “Since when did you paint?” I asked him.

      “Since always.”

      I forked off a bite of egg and moaned as the flavor of the smoky Gouda exploded onto my tongue.

      “I would advise against that,” he said, sharp-eyed gaze fixed on my mouth, “if you plan to make it through dinner.”

      “Noted.” Chewing chastely was an effort. “You're really good,” I said, nodding toward the dining room. “You never wanted to make a life out of it?”

      “I married young.” He shrugged. “We couldn't eat paint.”

      “Your ex-wife?” I asked.

      He stared down at his plate. “Yeah.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Nineteen,” he said. “She was pregnant.”

      I felt a little pang of shock in my chest. Morrison had never mentioned having any children.

      Something hardened in his features. “She didn't live long. The baby.” Flames from the fireplace danced on the glassy surface of his eyes.

      “I'm so sorry.” The words felt lame and inadequate, but they were all I had.

      “Anyway.” He picked up his wine and drained it. “I couldn't try again, after that. I couldn't face it. I was a coward, I guess. I think it ruined us, in the end.”

      “You can't blame yourself,” I said

      “Old wounds.” He shook his head and gave me a rueful smile. “Enough about me. I want to talk about you.”

      “Me? What about me?”

      “How about why you're lying to me. Can we talk about that?” The words were delivered so smoothly I wasn't sure I'd heard him right.

      Pinpricks scattered over my face. “What do you mean?”

      “You don't want to be here. You only agreed to see me tonight to get rid of me. I want to know why.”

      “I didn't—”

      “Don't,” he interrupted. “I know when you're lying. You start blinking. Your pupils dilate. You blush. And you bite your lip.”

      I released my lower lip from my teeth and blinked.

      Shit.

      “You were lying about what happened at Mother’s Saloon. You were lying about Abernathy. You were lying when you said you couldn't concentrate with me around. I didn't want to call you on it. I thought I could find out for myself. I can't. Now I'm asking you. What's going on?”

      “I...” I paused, searching for something true I could give voice. “I can't tell you.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ.” His fork clanked against his plate. He pushed himself up and started pacing. “You're covering for him.”

      “Abernathy didn't kill Motorcycle Guy,” I blurted.

      Morrison came to rest with his forearms against the fireplace mantel. “Who the fuck is Motorcycle Guy?” His voice sounded tired and sad.

      “The murder victim. At Mother’s.”

      “And how exactly do you know he rode a motorcycle?” Morrison turned and skewered me with his gaze.

      I looked away.

      “Goddamn it, Hanna. Don't do this. Don't put me in this position.”

      “I'm sorry. I wish...” It was no use searching for the right words. There weren't any. “I wish there was something else I could say.”

      He turned to face me with a body I knew as much by sensation as by sight. At that moment, it seemed his passion, not the fireplace, cast the flickering shadows across the carpet. “You could say you'll stay tonight. You could let me take you upstairs. You could stop protecting everyone else. You could let me keep you safe.”

      The memory of sleeping in the circle of his arms came back to me in a painful sensory rush. But it was comfort, not safety, and I'd come to know the difference.

      “You can't keep me safe,” I said. “Not from this.”

      “Not if you don't tell me what's going on,” he urged.

      I wrapped my arms around my knees and turned my face to the fireplace's warmth. “I can't.”

      “I could arrest you,” he said.

      “For not answering your questions? This isn't even an official interview.”

      “You have an unpaid ticket,” he said. “From two years ago. You have a warrant out for your arrest.”

      “You ran me?” I demanded.

      “Yes. This morning. If you were in custody, at least I would know you're safe.”

      My mouth opened and closed several times before words made their way across my tongue to validate the movement. “You want to talk lying? Ask yourself if it's only my safety you're concerned about.”

      “What the fuck are you trying to say?”

      His voice bore a dangerous edge. But I was tired of standing still to spare the ice the trouble of breaking. Sometimes destruction came as a relief when you'd lived too long under the threat.

      “Come on, James. You've been sniffing around me since you first marched into Abernathy's office. Bag the assistant, then bag her boss. It's never been about you and me. It's about you and me and him.”

      Morrison picked up his plate and hurled it at the wall. Ceramic shards skittered across the hardwood floor. I wondered what an archaeologist would conjecture about this scene thousands of years from now if it went uncleaned.

      His face told me what I hadn't known when I'd spoken the words: they were true.

      And now he knew that I knew.

      He sank to his knees beside me. All the air seemed to rush from him, leaving him as empty as I felt. Under different circumstances, he might have been praying.

      I felt him from where I stood on the knife's edge. The slightest breath in either direction and my course would be decided.

      “Go,” he said.

      “What?” I searched his profile, seeing on only half his face an expression more broken than the shards at our knees.

      “Go,” he repeated.

      There had been no exchange of material goods between us. And yet the moment demanded I return to him any increase I'd had of his benefit. I pulled his face to mine and restored to him every measure of passion he'd gifted to me through our frenzied encounters—every heartbeat, every sigh, every murmured worshipful word.

      Then I ran.
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      “Mademoiselle, there has been another murder. The detective, he asks for you.” Fear forced Toulouse's voice into a higher octave than I was accustomed to. Or perhaps it was my phone's voicemail that distorted his usually rich baritone.

      Another murder. Who had it been this time? I assumed if it were anyone Toulouse knew, the message would have included a name. Please, oh please, let it be Randy Lee, the little voice in me wished.

      Not a very nice thing to think, but then, jet lag tended to torpedo whatever was left of my mental reserve typically dedicated to social niceties. I gave the little voice the benefit of the doubt.

      Listening to Toulouse's second message, I determined it definitely wasn't the voicemail making him sound like he'd been huffing helium. He wanted to know where I was, when I was coming back.

      By the third voicemail, he sounded more like a teakettle than a human being. Between the squeaking and rapid French, I caught something about Abernathy ripping his heart out his asshole and using it to paint the walls. But then, my French was a little rusty.

      His were not the only messages.

      Steve had texted me pictures of himself with the cats. They all sported matching red bandanas tied at the neck. “Having a spaghetti western night with el gatos! My epic meat sauce is a big hit.”

      I would have thought myself too tired to smile before this. However exposed I may have felt at present, it did my soul a measure of good knowing my babies were so well protected.

      I tucked my cell phone back in my coat pocket and pulled the notebook from my carry-on bag. Seated on a sterile gray bench in London's Heathrow airport, I took my first lurching steps down the path I hoped would lead to Abernathy.

      In the course of organizing his office, I'd run across evidence of his ties to London. I harbored a hope, however misguided, he might slide into tracks he'd already traced through this city.

      Ede & Ravenscroft, London tailors founded in 1698, topped the list. Below that, Dulwich Picture Gallery, est. 1817; and Allens of Mayfair, London's oldest butcher.

      But it was L. Cornelisson and Son I was determined to visit first. Not only did they deal in paints and supplies to the like of Lucian Freud, but they were located on Tottenham Court Rd., a place I'd wanted to visit since my first viewing of CATS. After that, perhaps D.R. Harris—official chemist to Abernathy as well as the Prince of Wales.

      However eager I might be to start, they would all have to wait until morning. The digital display on my phone informed me it was nearly midnight London time. First on the list for tonight was to find a place to crash. I'd paid myself from the register before leaving after the gallery show—roughly a thousand dollars to cover the week Abernathy had been absent.

      Exchange rates weren't in my favor, but somehow the Euros in my wallet made me feel like I belonged. I joined the throng of people pushing toward ground transportation where I ran into black coat-clad chauffeur holding a sign with “Hannelore Harvey,” scribbled across its face.

      He tipped his hat to me as I approached. “Evening Mam,” he said, his accent of the kind with tidy clipped edges like topiary in an English garden.

      I blinked at him, frozen and confused. “You're not...you're not here for me.”

      “’Course I am Mam.” He smiled. “You are Hannelore Harvey, are you not?”

      He'd pronounced my name correctly. Very suspicious.

      “I am,” I answered.

      “How many Hannelore Harveys can there be in London?” His chuckle sounded warm, fatherly.

      “But I didn't arrange for a chauffeur.”

      “Well, I was arranged for all the same,” he reported.

      “By whom, may I ask?” My mind was already throwing off possibilities. Had Steve blabbed? Could Toulouse have arranged this? Or Abernathy, if someone had given him a heads up?

      “’Fraid I don't know, Mam. I only go where me supers tell me.”

      I scrutinized the lines of his ruddy face. Probably murderers, werewolf, serial, or otherwise, didn't have such deep laugh lines. And eyes with wrinkles born by frequent grinning. Still, hopping into a car with a complete stranger seemed unwise, no matter how serendipitous his arrival. “They told you to come pick me up at the airport. What else?”

      “Only that I was to take you wherever you asked to go.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, Mam.”

      I stared at him through narrowed eyes.

      “May I get your baggage then?” he asked. His Adam's apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed nervously. I was scaring him.

      My gut said he seemed like a nice chap. It also said I was exhausted.

      “All right,” I said. “But anything funny happens and I'll probably shove your head through the driver's side window,” I warned.

      “Very good, Mam,” he agreed, and tucked my carry-on bag into the car's trunk.

      I got into the back and made sure the door was unlocked should I need to make a moving exit.

      His presence on the opposite side of the car had me realizing how insular the little bubble of my life had been lately.

      “Where to Miss?”

      “London proper,” I said. “Do you know any decent places to stay? I'm a girl on a budget.”

      “Indeed I do, Miss.” He winked at me in the rearview mirror.

      Please don't be a werewolf, I implored him silently. No unibrow, I noted. I felt comforted, though I had never determined if this was an accurate predictor of werewolfism.

      I hadn't realized I'd fallen asleep until I woke.

      “Here we are then,” the cabbie announced.

      My eyelids felt like they'd been lined with 30 grit sandpaper. The cold on my cheek informed me I'd drooled on the windowsill. “Where are we?” I asked, blinking at the window.

      Through the sticky lenses of smeared eyes, I saw the well-lit facade of a five-story hotel stretching down the block. Windows of glowing gold winked at me through the screen of naked tree branches tangling their fingers toward the sky.

      “The Hotel Corinthia, London, Mam,” he answered.

      “This looks 'spensive,” I yawned. “Is there a hostel nearby?”

      “I think you'll find the rates reasonable Mam.” His smile held a secret I was too exhausted to search for.

      “If you're sure.” I blinked rapidly and shook my head. “How much do I owe ya?” Clumsy fingers fumbled in my purse.

      “Not necessary, Mam.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Paid in advance, Mam,” he said.

      “Paid in advance? By whom?” I demanded.

      He only smiled. “I'll see to your luggage.”

      Out of the car, then, and popping the cab's trunk, I pushed myself out of the cab and stretched the stiff muscles of my back and legs. The night seemed to settle on my skin, cold, heavy, and wet. I pulled it into my lungs, feeling it root out the recycled air of ten hours spent on an airplane.

      The cabbie swung my carry-on bag out with a practiced energy and leaned the handle into my hand.

      “Can I at least give you a tip?” I offered.

      His laugh was rowdy, maybe a touch delirious. “After what I've been paid? I wouldn't hear of it!”

      Neither, as it happened, would the desk clerk in the Hotel Corinthia's expansive marble lobby. My room, too, had been paid in advance by a party no one seemed willing to name.

      “What about a credit card?” I asked. “For incidentals?”

      “Already received, Miss Harvey.”

      The nametag clipped to his charcoal gray pinstriped suit aligned to the breast pocket with painful precision.

      “Christopher,” I read. “You seem like an intelligent fellow. I'd feel much more comfortable staying here if I knew whose name was on the bill. Does that make sense?”

      “Perfect sense,” he agreed.

      “And?”

      His impenetrable smile of dazzling white confirmed what I had already suspected. They paid him indecent amounts of money to man the registration desk in the wee hours of the morning. He was used to refusing requests, when necessary, from the most demanding and moneyed clientele on the planet. There was no chance of him telling me anything my mysterious benefactor didn't want me to know.

      “I fully plan on renewing this argument tomorrow morning,” I informed him. “I'm much more convincing with ten hours of sleep under my belt.”

      “I have no doubt of it, Miss,” he agreed amiably. Even being humored by him was a pleasure.

      My room had a view of the London Eye. The glass carriages were still at this time of night, the whole Ferris wheel-like structure casting a blue-white miasma on the Thames's shifting surface. Further upriver, the Houses of Parliament stood at attention on the river's edge, the warm glow of their night lighting failing to compromise the unyielding façade—the architectural equivalent of Britain's fabled stiff upper lip.

      The Golden Jubilee Bridge adjacent to the hotel reflected against the dark waters like a study done in gray scale. Only the streetlights fencing the bridge's length burst like wheeling stars against the reflection of a full moon on the water.

      My eyes drifted to the sky, where they found the glowing silver orb hiding behind shredded curtains of cloud. The halo leaking into the black sky around its perimeter was a mocking echo of holiness. Night was no home to the virtues owned by saints, though it held miracles aplenty for those with eyes to see.

      As Vincent had.

      This was a scene he'd dearly love to paint. Part of me hoped whatever hunted us—me, Toulouse, and Vincent—might decide to come after me first so they could know a measure of peace. What other gift could I give to the artists whose work had reached into the black hole where I'd lived so long?

      In paintings, the laws of the universe only applied where they were employed, and could be set aside altogether, as Vincent often illustrated. In his work, I found freedom. Stars could cartwheel, branches could embrace, and the very blades of grass could shudder under the appreciation of human touch. This was a place where the world I loved could love me back. Where leaves chose to fall when I walked beneath their tree, knowing their passage would be marked by my eye and their final song released by my desire to hear them crackle underfoot.

      I turned from the wide window and commenced with my hotel ritual of turning on every lamp in the room. The bellhop, who had also refused a tip, had set my carry-on case on a standing rack near the bathroom door. I shrugged out of my coat, kicked off my shoes, and dug around in the case to locate the toiletries I'd need to take a shower. I tossed my nightgown at the bed, where a small army of throw pillows threatened to annex vast areas of the down comforter if not beaten back by the nightly turndown.

      The ceiling was too high to feel comfortable, and the tall, dour drapes were something out of a Vincent Price movie. I expected a skeleton on wires to come dancing out at any moment.

      Though I dearly loved my Belle Epoque artists, I was also a child of modern technology. La Vie Boheme would never own my whole heart until it provided a suitable counterweight to a four-sided shower with programmable full-body jets. Ideals of poverty and sacrifice were quickly washed away under the spray of twelve independently moving shower heads.

      Why hadn't I married for money again?

      Oh, right. That love thing.

      I stood in the delicious spray of hot water until I resembled a six-foot prune, then shrugged into a thick white terry cloth robe and slippers. Probably they could fit into my carry-on bag when I left.

      Lured by the siren song of what I suspected were 1000 thread-count sheets, I tucked myself into bed, robe and all, and set my phone alarm for seven a.m. Sleep came quickly, even amid the glow of the five different lamps I'd left on to keep the bogeyman at bay.
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      Sometimes revelations arrive in an order that doesn't serve. The first: I had to pee. The second: there was a man in my bed.

      I could feel his heartbeat under my cheek. This sensation, combined with the hand tracing lazy circles at the small of my back, pulled me from the cocoon of my dreams and dumped me into a bath of ice water.

      I blinked into complete darkness. The lamps had been turned off.

      Instinct fired up the engine of panicked thoughts as fear awoke in my belly. Scream? Run?

      I concentrated on keeping my breathing even so I wouldn't alert him while I tried to assess the situation logically.

      The good news: I wasn't dead. If he wanted to kill me, he could have done it pretty handily while I slept. The bad news: the man was naked and had gotten into my room despite the locked door. This had “werewolf mating attempt” written all over it.

      The engine at last dropped into gear, and I shoved myself away from him and slapped at the bedside lamp.

      We were both temporarily blinded.

      His features slowly swam into focus.

      “Christopher?” I asked, blinking sleep out of my eyes.

      “The same,” he confirmed.

      A quick scan of the room revealed his pin-striped suit folded neatly over the back of a desk chair, name tag still affixed above the pocket. An extra key to the hotel room sat conspicuously on the table near the door.

      He lay with one arm propped up on the pillow, the sheet drawn up to his lean waist. His gaze fixed not on my face but my nipples.

      Nipples! Shit! I'd fallen asleep in the robe and must have rolled out of it at some point during the night.

      I dragged the down comforter up and clasped it to my chest.

      “What the hell are you doing in here?” I demanded. “Get out! Now!”

      “I thought perhaps we might—”

      “I don't care what you thought! You broke into my room!”

      “Well technically—”

      “Technically I ought to beat your head in with this lamp. Get out!”

      He appeared crestfallen. “I'm sorry,” he apologized. “We don't get many good-looking birds”—he paused—“you know, like you, coming through.”

      “What do you mean like me?”

      He cleared his throat. “You know, young attractive females without er.... a mate.”

      “I hate to disappoint you,” I retorted. “But I'm not a werewolf.”

      His youthful, handsome features were transformed by amusement. “I'd have sooner believed you weren't a woman.”

      “Stick around much longer, and you'll have trouble convincing your next conquest you're a man.”

      “I believe I take your meaning,” he said, and whipped back the covers to push himself up from the bed. “I'd appreciate if you'd not mention this to the management,” he said, hopping into his slacks. “I rather like this position.”

      Of all the hotels in London, I get stuck in the one with a werewolf registration attendant.

      Still, he'd made signs of leaving politely once asked. He had pretty much every werewolf I'd run across licked on this point.

      “On one condition,” I said, an idea popping into my head.

      “And that would be?” he asked.

      “Tell me who's paying for this room.”

      “Ha!” he chuckled. “If I did that, I'd stand to lose much more than my job.”

      “Oh well,” I shrugged, reaching for the phone on the nightstand.

      “Wait!” he interrupted.

      My finger hovered over the concierge button. “Yes?”

      But he said the magic words: “Room service?”

      “What about it?” I asked.

      “I could arrange yours free of charge.” He smiled hopefully. “For your entire stay.”

      I reined in thoughts of warm scones, clotted cream, and freshly-squeezed orange juice. “And there will be no other unwelcome visits, I am assuming?”

      “Only welcome ones, from now on.” His voice suggested he hadn't given up on the idea of winning me over.

      Good luck, kiddo. “All right.”

      He heaved a sigh of relief, scooped up his coat, and stepped back into his mirror-shined shoes. “I'll be going, then.”

      I threw the dead bolt and shoved a desk chair underneath the door handle as soon as he was gone. My phone alarm buzzed and vibrated on the nightstand and I crawled across the expansive bed to shut it off.

       As if having my bed invaded wasn't bad enough, he had to wake me up before my alarm. Inconsiderate little prick.

      Okay, maybe not little.

      I had missed calls and text messages waiting.

      All from Morrison. Probably about the new murder, I suspected. As curious as I was about the victim, I couldn't let myself think of it now. It would be too easy to get pulled back into that world and the problems that awaited my return. For once, I had a clear purpose. I would follow it until no other options were available to me.

      I left the texts unread and the voice messages un-listened to and dragged myself out of the bed. Next, I fired up the Nespresso coffee machine stationed on the wet bar and went for round two with the shower heads while it was perking.

      On the off chance I might actually succeed in my ass-backward attempt to find Abernathy, I spent extra time on my hair and makeup, and chose a form-fitting sweater and jeans. I'd packed leather boots with a low heel under the assumption I'd be hoofing it around London town.

      But hoofing was not in my future, it seemed.

      The same gleaming black Hackney carriage that had hauled me from the airport last night was parked at the hotel's curb, complete with the same ruddy-faced driver leaning up against the driver's side door.

      “Morning, Miss Harvey.” He tipped his cap.

      “You're back,” I observed.

      “Yes, Mam. At your service.”

      “You have my name,” I said. “May I ask yours?”

      “Name's Philip,” he reported. “Folks call me Pip.”

      “You're kidding! Like the Dickens' character?”

      “Yes, Mam, just like,” he confirmed.

      “Well, Pip, what exactly were your orders regarding my transportation?”

      His eyes remained focused on the sidewalk. “Only that I was to take you wherever you needed to go, but drop you off at La Gavroche at 12:00 p.m. sharp for lunch.”

      La Gavroche! The little voice in my head erupted. The first restaurant in London to be awarded three Michelin stars! A fount of useful knowledge, that little voice.

      It was a good thing my mouth was more practical than my mind. “La Gavroche? Are you mad? There's no way in hell I can pay for that!”

      “You won't be paying, Miss. You'll be...met.”

      “Ahh,” I said, the wheels finally turning. “Met by whoever is paying for all this?”

      “I can't say, Miss.”

      “All right, then. Let's roll.”

      He opened the back door to the car and waited for me to be fully seated and buckled before closing it. I had to admit, this beat the hell out of elbowing my way into the crowds at the infamous London tube and consulting awkward fold-out maps.

      “Where to, Miss?” he asked.

      “L. Cornelisson and Son,” I answered without hesitation. “That's on—”

      “Great Russell Street off Tottenham Court Road,” he finished for me.

      “Right,” I agreed.

      Pip slid through London's narrow streets as easily as walking down a path in the park.

      Hyde Park. I hoped I'd have time to make my way there before the day's end. I'd dreamed of its arching canopy of trees and rain-soaked insistently green lawns.

      L. Cornelisson and Son’s unassuming green facade was a mere eight-minute cab ride away. From here, I could run to the British Museum in less time than it would take me to bolt down a gas station hot dog.

      I could eat much faster than I could run, for the record.

      “I'll wait here for you Miss,” Pip said, pulling the cab up to the curb.

      “Thanks, Pip. I won't be long,” I promised. I hoped I wasn't lying.

      Oh, the scent of this place. If nature could produce an essential oil equivalent of every artist's studio I had ever wandered through, it would smell like this. Masculine, earthy, gummy, waxy, resiny, elemental.

      The shelves ahead bore jars more like lanterns, so bright were the pigments they held. The colors within could shame a rainbow. Eye-frying yellows, mossy greens, somniferous blues, sultry purples, and bloody reds were only the beginning. Below them, tubes of pre-constituted oil paints hung suspended by their stems like wine glasses.

      Small black three-legged stools squatted in the aisle waiting to give a boost to anyone that dared approach the holy of holies on the top shelf.

      On the opposite side of the aisle, colonies of brushes congregated in their separate compartments according to purpose and proclivity: laying broad patches of sky, scrubbing in blades of grass, brushing in tree branches, or peppering the sky with birds.

      On creaking floorboards, I made my way to the back of the shop where rows of brass handled drawers beckoned. I pulled out one drawer after the other, transfixed by rows of pastels tucked neatly away in their trays like colonies of sleeping children.

      “May I help you?” The words belonged to a silky brunette in a floral print dress and baggy cardigan. Her hair was pinned back from her face in a messy bun skewered by a paintbrush. She wore an apron the same shade of green as the shop's facade. I felt an instant geeky kinship with her.

      “I certainly hope so,” I admitted. “This may seem like an exceedingly strange question,” I began.

      “My favorite kind.” She grinned.

      “I'm not looking for supplies. I'm looking for a person.”

      She gave me an expression of mock consternation. “Fresh out. I think we've ordered them in though. Truck comes on Thursday.”

      “Damn my luck,” I sighed. “You haven't any Mark Abernathys then, I take it.”

      This time her look of concentration seemed genuine. “Abernathy,” she repeated. “Why does that sound—oh!” Her chocolate eyes burst with amber flame. “Yes! I remember!”

      She took off without warning, aimed at the u-shaped wooden desk at the shop's heart where other aproned employees and patrons gathered. I followed her over to where she parked in front of a computer console and tapped rapidly on the keys. “That's it!” she announced, and spun the screen to face me. “Mark Abernathy. Places an order every month. Contents vary, but the order is right as rain. Paints, brushes, palettes, thinners.”

      A thin film of sweat slicked my palms. I was suddenly more nervous than I would have been had she found nothing at all. “Has he been here in person, do you know?”

      Her pretty mouth twisted in a sideways scowl. She had a blind person's ignorance to the expression on her own face. It was intensely charming. “I don't think I've met him. What does he look like?”

      I figured “like sex deep fried and covered in cheese” might be a hint too vague. “About six foot four, dark hair, dark eyes, built like a rugby player, sharp dresser,” I rattled off.

      Her eyelids lowered a fraction. “Definitely hasn't been in here,” she reported. “If he's anything like you described, I'd remember.” She had a touch of the naughty librarian in her, this one. I felt a little flicker of relief that Abernathy had never met her.

      “If he should drop by, do you think you could give me a call?” I asked her. “I can leave my information.”

      “Of course.” She smiled and slid a neat stack of Post-its across the desk. My stomach did a mild death-roll as the memory of helpfully labeled road kill flooded my mind. I took a steadying breath and scribbled down my information. “Thanks. I appreciate your help.”

      “Anytime.” She winked at me.

      I made my way out of the shop and slid into the back seat of the cab.

      “Strike one,” I announced. “Ready for our next adventure?”

      “Of course, Miss.” Pip straightened his cap and brought his gloved hands to the shiny, onyx steering wheel.

      “Allens of Mayfair,” I announced. I knew better than to read him the address.

      “Yes, Miss.”

      We wound west down Grosvenor past four story buildings long ago converted from private homes to sleek offices for private banks and hedge fund managers. The shops in this area were some of the most expensive in all of London, according to Pip.

      Allens of Mayfair was no exception.

      The expansive quantities of wood on the floor and walls gave the shop the look of a giant butcher's block. Save for the glass, against which pressed cuts of meat in a display as brazen as anything found in the Moulin Rouge. Sexy five-rib joints of Scotch beef clad in in the softest cloches of snowy white begged to be taken home and given the laziest of massages with herb and oil. Links of sage and onion sausage draped themselves seductively among the verdant parsley. More exotic cousins like capon, blesbok, and oryx offered options for the more adventurous palate.

      “Help you, Miss?” White-sleeved, black-aproned, and blue-eyed, the young butcher smiled at me from behind the counter.

      I sucked saliva from my mouth so I could speak without a lisp. “Maybe. I'm looking for someone.”

      “I'm afraid our selection doesn't quite include game of the two-legged variety,” he joked.

      “I'm relieved to know it. This particular specimen would be a customer, I think.”

      “Ahh. Those, we have, most days.”

      “Mark Abernathy,” I said. “Do you know him?”

      He looked thoughtful for a moment. “Abernathy,” he repeated.

      “Abernathy?” This was a shorter co-worker shouldering a gray tub of chickens, wings folded primly beneath their backs in a final prayer. “What about him?”

      Blood thumped through the veins in my neck and made me feel lightheaded. He knew him. “You know him?”

      “’Course I know him,” he chuckled. “Ain't many men who will pay a thousand quid to have a steak shipped overnight.” He shrugged the tub down to the counter and started laying out the chickens in the display case as gently as a mother laying a swaddled bundle in a cradle.

      I ogled their breasts, I admit it. “When did he do that?”

      “’Bout a monf ago. Prettiest ribeye I'd ever seen. I'd half decided to propose marriage to it, afore he ordered it.”

      Realization fell over my shoulders like a lead blanket. The ribeye Abernathy had given me after ditching me in Germany. He'd paid a thousand dollars for a single steak. For me.

      “Has he been in here recently? Do you know how to get a hold of him?”

      “’Fraid not, love. He places shipping orders mostly, these days.” He picked up the empty tub with its anointing of pink juices and shouldered it once more to carry it back to where the magic happened.

      “Can I leave my contact information?” I asked the blue-eyed butcher still hovering in front of me. “In case he comes around?”

      “Of course, Miss.” He slid a scrap of brown butcher's paper and a marker across the counter. Instant sensory memory overwhelmed me as I rested the pads of my fingers on it. Abernathy's note accompanying the gift of steak recited itself in my head.

      Hanna, Sorry for last night. I hope this will meat your needs.- A.

      Amazing one could experience a physical ache for the author of such horrible puns.

      I scribbled down my contact information as I had at L. Cornelisson and Son and passed it back over the counter. “Thanks,” I walked reluctantly out of the shop without purchasing a single thing.

      “Any luck, Miss?” Pip asked as I slid back into the cab.

      “About the same as the last,” I sighed.

      He pulled a pocket watch from his coat and flicked it open. “Still have half an hour until we're due at La Gavroche,” he reported. “Is there anywhere else I can convey you in the meantime?”

      I blew a puff of air from my lips. The next option seemed like a long shot. “Ede and Ravenscroft?”

      “On Chancery Lane. Very good, Miss.”

      He turned the engine over and guided us back into traffic.

      I hadn't plotted my hunt with efficiency, having chosen the options by process of superstition. Our path led us to retrace our steps east back toward the Thames past Charing Cross—where the Mall turned into Strand. How strange to encounter names I'd once learned as a pewter top hat in a game of Monopoly in this context. But then, five-year-old girls know little of love.

      And werewolves.

      I held red phone booths and double-decker buses in my sight as long as the muscles in my neck would allow as I craned and gawked out the cab's windows. Was I really here? In London?

      Est. 1689, proclaimed the gold lettering emblazoned above the door to Ede & Ravenscroft. In the shop windows, suits and ties lined up like headless iterations of James Bond's wardrobe on display. God help the man who wore these suits if I ran across him.

      “Back soon,” I promised Pip.

      The rich polished cherry wood interior of the shop set off the deep emerald carpet sinking underfoot. I spied a set of mirrors where a woman well past middle age stood on a small platform. Visions of Alice in Wonderland played across the screen of my mind, vastly aided by the compact man kneeling at her feet and fussing with his pocket watch.

      I cleared my throat.

      “Excuse me, I'm wondering if you can help me.”

      His small dark eyes flicked over me from behind the thick black rims of his Gucci glasses.

      “Well, that depends if me assistant will quit flickin' his knickers and get out here and finish measuring this bloody old cow. No offense, love,” he said, patting the Rubenesque haunch of the woman standing in front of the 360-degree mirror. Half of his L’s had been bent into W’s that I could only describe as posh cockney.

      “Yah?” she asked.

      For her sake, I was glad English wasn't her first language.

      “Jesus Christ, Peter!” the man called toward the curtain leading to the back of the shop. “This isn't bloody Narnia! Come out of the wardrobe already!”

      Speaking of coming out...

      The tailor squatting with a measuring tape near the woman's knees wore red leather loafers and deep purple pinstriped slacks. His shirt looked to be black silk beneath his matching purple argyle sweater vest.

      His chirpy teakettle voice bordered on nasal, but it might have been owing to the pins tucked into one corner of his mouth.

      “Actually,” I explained, “I'm looking for someone who's a customer of yours.”

      Peter chose this moment to emerge from the back of the shop with arms full of bolts of fabric. Behind the stack I could see only ice-blue eyes rimmed with dark lashes and a crown of dark blond hair.

      “Praise the bleedin' messiah,” the tailor sang. “Now get your perky arse over here and finish me off.”

      But Peter wasn't listening. He had deposited the fabric on the counter and was staring at me with undisguised wonder.

      “Bloody hell, Peter,” he snapped. “Wipe the drool off your gob and get crackin'. Like he's never seen a female werewolf before,” he muttered.

      Peter scampered over and took his place at the tape measure. The tailor stood up and dusted off his slacks.

      “Excuse me?” I said.

      He clasped my hand with skin made smooth by an emollient I suspected I’d need to pawn the Mustang to afford.

      “Allan Ede,” he announced, with an exuberant wiggle of my arm. “You'll have to forgive him love, he's trapped in here with a bloody queen all day. Our clientele doesn't gen'rally include a passel of available young alphas.”

      “But I'm not a werewolf,” I insisted.

      Allan threw back his head and cackled, revealing a set of small pearly white teeth. The two in front were a shade longer than the rest, lending him a kind of rabitty cuteness.

      “Right love, and I'm bap-slapping hetero alpha me-self. And she's petite while you're at it,” he said, jerking his head toward the woman in the mirror, whose underarm flaps swayed gently as she lifted her arms to accommodate Peter's measuring tape.

      “You're...you're both...” I struggled with the words, still not quite used to them being used so casually in conversation.

      “Werewolves, yes,” he giggled. “As is she. Been fittin' werewolves for a long time, love.”

      The woman smiled at me in the mirror, presumably recognizing the “w” word.

      “Actually, it's one of your clients I came to ask you about. Mark Abernathy. Do you know him?”

      “Mark!” he yelped. “Mark Abernathy! Do I know Mark blinkin' Abernathy! Love, I changed his furry ickle nappies! Known him since he were just a pup what done a shit on his father's Persian rug! Do I bloody know him,” he sniffed.

      “I'll take that as a yes.” How old would this make Allan, exactly?

      His demeanor took a hairpin turn from chatty to catty. “And what d'you want with him?” he asked, his eyes narrowing behind his thick lenses. “If it's protection you're after, I might as well tell you he's got 'is hands full with some big-haired Yank what's always eating cheese.”

      Were these Abernathy's words? Or his?

      “Now you wait one minute, slim! My hair is not big it's thick. And I am not always eating cheese. Do you see me eating cheese right now? Do you?”

      His eyes grew as wide as the thick lenses of his glasses would allow.

      “Oh mah God, it's you!” he quacked, clapping his hands together and jumping up and down like a schoolgirl. “Peter! Peter it's her! Oh! This is so exci'ing!”

      “Oooh!” grunted the woman and rubbed at a spot on her hip. “You poke me!”

      “Well you ought to be grateful,” Allan snipped, sliding a sideways glance at her. “’Ats as close as you're like to get to a shaggin' these days.”

      “Cor,” Peter whispered. “A bonafidey heir in our shop!”

      Allan stood on tiptoe to look out the shop's front window.

      “I'm surprised you ain't got a line out the door followin' you. I tell you, if I weren't the biggest bum chaser this side of the drink, I'd be on you quicker'n you can say pass me yer underpants an’ that, are ya with me?”

      “Sure,” I said, not with him at all. “Whatever. About Abernathy. Have you seen him lately?”

      “’Course I've seen 'im. He's comin' in for a fittin' this afternoon. Grown up to be right sexy bastard, i'nt he?”

      My heart leapt up into the saddle and took off at a gallop. “He'll be here? When?”

      “Oh God, let me fink.” His lips pulled back from his teeth in a grimace while he considered. “I fink it were two o'clock. S'at right Peter?”

      “Two o'clock,” Peter agreed, still staring at me. I guessed he was too young to be as aggressive as his eyes suggested he might like to be.

      “I fink I have his local number somewheres round here,” he said, digging through papers at the counter.

      “He has a local number?” I asked.

      “He ought to, ‘avin a flat here for the last three 'undred years,” he said pushing a Rolodex across the desk. “’Ave a root round there, love. Bloody Rolodex. Dust-gatherin' bit of rubbish. Recently passed me millennial and the vision's goin' these days. You'll prolly spot it quicker'n I can.”

      My fingers flew through the neat stack of cards. No Abernathy to be found.

      “I'm not seeing it.”

      “Been bothering him to get a cell for years y'know,” he said, draping a hand over my wrist. “He's a bit like me gran, really. Knows bugger all about technology. Such a stubborn thing.”

      “Don't I know it,” I agreed.

      “Why don't you come back round at two o'clock then?” he offered.

      “Try and stop me.”

      He pushed up the silky cuff of his shirt and consulted his watch. “Aww shite. You know I'd love to have you stay for a bit of a chin wag, but I've got a wedding party coming round and all the groomsmen are likely to think you're the mutt's nutts. Any hanky panky and there won't be a wedding and there goes me commission. You take me?”

      “Maybe?”

      “Here's me card,” he handed it over and gave my cheek a quick peck. “Give us the bells if you need anything.”

      “Wow,” I said, smiling. “A cell number, email address, and a website.”

      “I may be older'n Nefertiti's tits, but I'm a keen bitch for business.” He winked.

      “See you later, then.” I sent a wave in Peter's direction, mostly because I enjoyed watching someone else blush for a change.
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      “I say, I'd rather like to slap your baps,” the buck-toothed Mâitre d’ of La Gavroche announced upon hearing I was here to meet someone, but didn't know the party's name.

      I had to hand it to the London werewolves. They knew how to ask politely. Still, a direct request deserved a direct answer. “Die in a fire, Limey.”

      “Very good, Miss. I'll show you to your table.”

      If I had been nervous about the sweater and jeans I'd chosen this morning before departing the hotel, the cozy red bar put me at ease. The walls were the deep scarlet of the Baroque room at the Louvre and accented with furniture of red and green plaid. I followed the coattails into La Gavroche's main dining room, where walls of hunter green and lacquered wood created an artificial night. Wall sconces cast feeble glowing squares in between prints from artists I held as friends: Picasso, Chagall, and Miro, to name a few.

      I scanned the tables looking for faces and counting heads. When I didn't find the face I sought, I pulled in as much information as I could. The dining room accommodated sixty, sixty-five max. The wide-spaced tables dotted across the dark patterned carpet were an uncommon sight to a Yank like me, accustomed to seating for maximum profit, even at the most expensive restaurants I'd been privileged to visit.

      He led me to a corner where my mysterious host was slouched at the table like Bacchus: long-limbed, beautiful, and bored.

      His face was an experiment in excess. Heavy-lidded eyes sloping downward at the corners, lips too full for decency, and a chin heavy enough to have drawn the hand on which it rested by gravitational force.

      This image of perpetual indolence was crowned by shoulder-length golden brown hair with waves as uneven as the sea. Only the color of his eyes retained any measure of sharpness—an unyielding gunmetal gray, a hairsbreadth darker than my own.

      His acknowledgement of my arrival was limited to the slight lift in one corner of his mouth.

      When he made no sign of rising, the Maître d’ pulled my chair from the table and tucked it under me as I sat.

      A curt nod, and the Maître d’ disappeared, leaving me alone with him.

      His first words to me were: “Take your coat off. It must be bloody hot in here.”

      English accent. But something else too.

      I pushed my purse under the chair and shrugged out of my coat, watching his face for some sign of reaction. He gave away nothing.

      “I suppose I should thank you,” I began.

      “Don't,” he interrupted. “I've no use for pleasantries.”

      Old, I decided. Too old to be human. But not a werewolf.

      At least, he didn't feel like a werewolf.

      “Forgive me,” I said. “I'm not used to having a driver and a hotel room well over a thousand dollars per night paid for in advance.”

      “Ahh.” The ghost of a grin haunted his long face. “You're a cynic.”

      “A cynic?” I asked.

      “A cynic knows the price of everything and the value of nothing,” he proposed.

      “If you're thinking to impress me by quoting Oscar Wilde,” I drawled, “you're—”

      It was his sudden toothpaste-ad-smile that stopped me. But it was the realization following this that extended the silence. You'd think meeting Vincent Van Gogh and Toulouse Lautrec would have warmed me to the concept. I waited for the familiar twinge of excitement and disbelief.

      It didn't come.

      “There's only one person who smiles like that at the mention of Oscar Wilde's name,” I said at last. “And that's Oscar Wilde.”

      “More clever than I expected,” he yawned. “But then, you are an heir.” Disdain required more passion than he seemed willing to attach to the word.

      “That point is debatable. But what are you?”

      He leaned across the table, piercing me with his iron gaze. “You don't know?”

      “Not a clue,” I admitted.

      A waiter in coattails deposited a martini glass on the table in front of me. Even in the dim restaurant, I recognized the briny liquid within. Vodka martini, extra dirty.

      “Whatever you are, you've done your homework,” I observed, and took a sip. “Crystal,” I added, flicking the glass to release its bell-like ring.

      “I have the most simple tastes,” he said. “I am always satisfied by the best.”

      Quoting himself. Of course he would. “I recall something to that effect.”

      He heaved a world-weary sigh and leaned his elbows on the table. “Talking like this is exhausting, isn't it? Tedious. Let me save you the effort and me, the boredom. I heard an heir was on her way to London, and I thought you might amuse me. I sent my driver, paid your room, and arranged for you to be brought here.” He scrubbed his face with his elegant long-fingered hands. “I'm beginning to think it a mistake.”

      “My apologies,” I smirked. “I left my twirling baton back at the hotel.”

      “Better,” he said.

      I drained the remainder of my martini, slid off both of the olives, and chewed them.

      Powered by a surge of warmth in my belly, I spoke my mind.

      “You want to cut through the bullshit? Let's cut through the bullshit. I needed a room, and you paid for one. I'm only here because I thought there was a chance the man I'm looking for might have been my benefactor. I'm exhausted, starving, and too tired to fall all over myself trying to impress you. You're bored and sadistic, and I'm too hard up to have scruples. As much as I love you and your work, I'd just as soon be on my way if we have nothing to offer each other. I've got enough cash in my purse to buy a tube pass and doner kebab, so let's not drag this out any longer than necessary.”

      I shrugged into my coat and shouldered my purse, precisely as the waiter arrived with a pristine white plate laden with the loveliest cheese soufflé I had ever clapped eyes on. A pool of foamy glowing gold burnished with caramelized bits and bubbling from the broiler.

      I stared, mesmerized, as Barry White sang against a 70's porn soundtrack playing in my head. Oh yeah, baby. Put me in your mouf. You know it's right.

      “Is that...double cream?” I asked helplessly.

      “Soufflé Suissesse,” the server announced. “Our signature dish. A gruyere and aged English cheddar soufflé baked and finished on double cream.”

      I sat down hard and glared across the table at Oscar, who now looked very amused.

      “You ordered this?” I asked him.

      One heavy eyebrow rose in reply.

      “Bastard,” I muttered, tucking my purse back under my chair. “Lay it on me,” I nodded to the waiter.

      He set it down on a tablecloth I was certain cost more than gowns worn to the Oscars.

      I didn't bother removing my coat. Though I generally ate nearly everything with a fork, I grabbed for the polished silver spoon as it would allow me to scoop up the burnished double cream along with my soufflé.

      Definitely not an establishment run by werewolves.

      Spoons clanked against ceramics, sending a singular note of pleasure into the lunch crowd's quiet hum.

      What I brought to my lips was the nearest to heaven I was likely to stray.

      Oscar leaned across the table, showing more interest than I would have thought him capable.

      “How does it taste? Describe it,” he ordered.

      “Silky.” My eyes fell closed as I turned my attention inward to intensify the experience. “The egg whites are a delicate carrier, thousands of tiny bubbles. And the double cream…it's milky at first, then yields to pure round fattiness hiding sharp bits of cheddar. Then there's the nuttiness of the gruyere, pulling it all together on my tongue.”

      His eyelids lowered and his eyelids rolled back in his head. “Yes,” he sighed. “I remember.”

      I shaved off another miserly bite, wanting to extend this pleasure as long as humanly possible. I paused with the spoon halfway to my mouth. “Why don't you have one?”

      His features pulled themselves into something like surprise. “Can't,” he insisted. “Special diet.”

      Somehow, I couldn't imagine that Oscar Wilde would be part of the gluten-free or vegan sects.

      Duh, offered the little voice in my head. “You're a vampire.”

      “You are quick.” It was impossible to tell from his tone how he meant it. His every word dripped with disdain.

      “I try,” I said, shoving the spoon into my mouth. If the first bite had been heaven, the second was nirvana. “Oh my God.” When I opened my eyes again, I felt a rush of relief at the quantity that remained on the plate.

      “Is He?” Wilde asked.

      “Pardon?” I mumbled, numbed by cheese and martini.

      “Your God. Do you believe?”

      “It's an expression,” I answered.

      “I'm aware,” he said. “Still, do you?”

      “You really know how to kill a girl's cheese buzz.”

      “A simple question. Is an answer too much to ask in repayment for your meal? Indulge my curiosity. Humor me, if you must.”

      I set my spoon down and considered for a moment. There wasn't room for God and soufflé on the same plate. “I don't know what I believe. I try to be a good person.”

      He rolled his deep-set eyes. “It is absurd to divide people into good and bad. People are either charming or tedious. That is all.”

      “A delightfully cavalier thing to say. But not even you can really believe that.”

      The waiter arrived with another dirty martini and basket of warm brioche and butter. I was beginning to regret opting for cute over comfortable when choosing my jeans this morning.

      “Why shouldn't I believe it?”

      “I didn't say you shouldn't believe it, I said you couldn't.” The brioche yielded easily under my fingers, releasing a sacred sigh of steam as it divided. I smoothed an indecently thick layer of butter over its already buttery interior and took a bite.

      “Tell me,” he insisted. “How does it taste?”

      I offered him the still-steaming unbuttered half. “Smell. That's half of tasting, isn't it?”

      He caught my wrist in a metal grip and cold sank into the bones of my hand. The bread fell from my numb, aching fingers and rolled to the table.

      “I can't,” he whispered.

      He rotated my hand until the delicate network of veins beneath my translucent skin were exposed to the lighting's feeble glow. One long finger traced a faint purple-blue pathway until it disappeared into the thicker flesh of my arm. “Save for this.”

      He released my wrist and my gaze together.

      I clenched my hand into a fist to forced blood back into my fingers. It moved sluggishly through my veins as if reticent to expose itself to his hungry gaze.

      My mind floated away from my body like a balloon on a string. I grasped the silver spoon on my plate, it being the nearest thing to an anchor I could find. The next bite of soufflé seemed depleted somehow. The egg whites had begun to sink at room temperature, the cheese losing intensity of flavor as it cooled. Fat congealed around the plate's perimeter like ice forming on the edge of a pond. I set down the spoon and reached for the martini.

      The salt of olive juice and bite of vodka, at least, did not disappoint.

      “Should I describe this too?” I asked.

      Oscar forced air from his nose. I supposed this was the closest thing to a laugh he was capable of, considering he didn't breathe. “Martinis are one of the few experiences of life worth remembering.”

      “On that, we have an accord,” I agreed, sipping at my drink. “What were we talking about?”

      “God,” he supplied.

      “‘When the gods wish to punish us, they answer our prayers,’” I quoted.

      “You have read me.” He leaned across the table like I'd finally introduced a subject worth discussing.

      “I studied salacious women in art in the 19th century,” I laughed. “You could sooner study Moses and not read the Bible.”

      This drew a near-smirk.

      “The Bible,” he snorted. “At least I openly admitted writing fiction. Not so with God. Or at least, those who claimed to speak for Him.”

      “I don't want to talk about God,” I said. “God hates me.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “And if the Easter Bunny hated you, would this put you off your lunch as well?”

      I grabbed the butter knife and aimed it toward the ceiling. “Lightning rod.”

      Oscar looked to either side, then looked up. “It seems you've been pardoned.”

      “Lucky me.”

      “If there were a God, why would he hate you?” he asked. “What hideous thing have you done?”

      I pretended to consult my watch. “How much time do you have?”

      “Forever.”

      “You can't taste and you can't smell.” I observed. “And you can't die?”

      “One of the very few advantages of being dead already.”

      “What's it like?” I asked. “Dying?”

      “Like living,” he conceded. “Only less painful.”

      The waiter came and swapped my cooling cheese soufflé for a plate of berry-studded jelly surrounded by a moat of vanilla-flecked crème anglaise. A crisp tuile cookie leaned into the luxuriant pool like a sex-drunk sailor.

      “And what about this?” I asked, taking up the new spoon the waiter had deposited with dessert. “Is this painful?” I shaved off a bit of the rubied mound and dragged it through the delicate custard. It exploded on my tongue like the first blush of spring: wine-soaked gelatin melting into bright pops of gently poached fruit, all underscored by a base note of velvety richness.

      Oscar watched my face, his gunmetal eyes shot through with threads of pale platinum longing. “It's not painful now. But what happens when it ends? When the last bite is eaten, and there is only a memory of the pleasure? And when the memory begins to fade, what then?”

      I paused with the spoon halfway to my mouth. A drop of pink-streaked cream fell toward the table in slow motion. Time seemed swollen, distended, unwieldy.

      “Life, living, being alive,” he continued, “it is all based on one elemental reality. Everything ends. Food rots, people die, and everything wastes.”

      “Not everything,” I countered, my own voice sounding somehow foreign to me.

      “Everything,” he reiterated. “Even the intangible.” He reached across the table and gathered up my left hand in his and turned it palm up. The tip of his finger traced the place below my ring finger where a callous from my wedding ring still lived.

      “Do you remember how it was in the beginning?” he asked. “When the scent of him could drive you into heady hysterics? When you could have crawled into his skin and it wouldn't have been close enough?”

      I nodded, my eyes prickling with unshed tears. I did.

      “Where is it now, the love you felt for him so desperately? Where, the passion? Where, the surrender? Gone. The same way everything goes. The people who loved you, the people you love. The dreams you labored for. Gone. You gave everything and have nothing. And this is life. This is all life is. Endings are all you will ever have.”

      The world wheeled behind his head. I heard only his voice, saw only his face. His words fell like hammer strokes on my soul. Cool tears slid down my cheeks. I didn't remember when I'd begun crying. “I don't want to hurt anymore.”

      He pulled a silk handkerchief from his pocket and traced the wet tracks on my face. “I want to show you something. Come.”

      He rose and walked around the table, drew me up by the hand he hadn't released. I could no longer feel my fingers. The cold climbing up my bones had ceased to ache. Holding his arm, I walked, though no ground came up to meet my feet.

      The restaurant fell away and we were outside, in the fog. No chill bit my cheeks, no damp settled upon my skin. Cars passed without sound. People spoke without words.

      Scenery was a painting. Colors ran together, formed objects, dissolved, reformed. Time had never been invented. Night was a shroud pulled overhead.

      “We're here.” He peeled my hand from his arm and stepped away.

      Sensation shot from the soles of my feet through the top of my head, then traveled like an electric current to the tip of every finger. Every cell in my body vibrated like a limb deprived of blood. Pain sang through every pore. I found I could no longer support my own weight.

      I fell.

      The first sound I heard was my teeth crunching together; the first thing I tasted was blood.

      Scent returned next. Rain, damp earth. Then touch. Wet grass beneath my cheek, throbbing in my tongue where I'd bitten it.

      “I am sorry. You wouldn't have come with me otherwise.”

      He looked like a grasshopper when he crouched, his long legs doubled over to themselves and jutting out to either side.

      Speaking felt like moving my tongue through tar. “What’s…happening?”

      “You're waking up,” he explained. “You've been dead for eight hours. Now your body is living all that time at once.”

      “Dead?” Even this one word felt like four syllables.

      “Perhaps dead is the wrong word,” he amended. “Think of it as suspended animation.”

      Thought returned in uneven bursts. It was dark. It was night. “Where am I?”

      “Hyde Park. I thought it would suit your romantic sensibilities.”

      Hyde Park. Hyde Park was in London. I was in London. I jerked into a sitting position, my head snapping in every direction in quick succession.

      “Give yourself a moment,” he advised.

      Fine droplets had settled in his wild, wavy hair. The lamppost caught them from behind, endowing him with a thin, ethereal halo.

      Even in the shadows, I knew his face. I'd seen him in books.

      “You,” I said. Words were coming easier now.

      “My favorite topic.”

      “You're…you're Oscar. You're Oscar Wilde.”

      “All my life,” he confirmed.

      Flashes of memory burst across my brain as it struggled to reconstruct the day in reverse. Lunch. The driver. The tailor.

      “Oh God,” I gasped.

      “Not yet,” Oscar replied. “But I'm trying.”

      “Abernathy. I was supposed to go back to the tailors to meet Abernathy.”

      I'd missed him. I'd come all this way, tracked his movements, found him. The realization rivaled the pain still ebbing away from my body.

      He had been at the tailors, and I wasn't there. Had I left lunch when I'd threatened to, I'd be with him now instead of in a dark, deserted park under a sky blacker than coal.

      Maybe I could still find him. I'd call Allan. He'd given me his card. It had his cell number. Maybe he had told Abernathy he'd seen me. Maybe he would know how to find him.

      I reached to my shoulder out of reflex.

      My purse. Where was my purse?

      “I'm afraid you left it at the restaurant,” Oscar said. “Tucked neatly under your chair.”

      “What did you do to me?” I asked.

      “Freed you,” he answered.

      “Freed?” I accused. “How is taking over my mind and stopping my life freeing me?”

      “You said you didn't want to hurt anymore. I took your pain away.” His eyes were steely, cold.

      “You took everything away.” Warmth leaked down my chin as the blood pooling beneath my tongue followed the words out of my mouth.

      The dark trees were a green blur in my peripheral vision as I flew backward. A tree crushed against my spine. I could feel every vertebra against the rough bark even through my coat.

      Wilde’s tongue swiped against my chin a split second before his mouth closed over mine, drawing every microscopic red blood cell that had accumulated, then demanding more.

      My thoughts began to scatter, my memory faded. The world around me quieted and feeling fled.

      His lips were ice dragged across my jaw and down my neck.

      “Let go, Hanna,” he invited.

      Weakness. It turned my limbs to rubber. I summoned every remaining wit to the resistance. “No.”

      “Do you really think it is weakness that yields to temptation?” he murmured. “There are terrible temptations which requires strength, strength and courage to yield to.”

      Fangs sank into the tender flesh of my neck, and yet, I felt no pain. Only a sense of shifting. Life moving away from me, turning its attentions elsewhere.

      A delicious heaviness crept into my body. Heat drew up from my extremities and pooled in my core, where it escaped from my neck in time with gentle pulls. The ground rose up to welcome me.

      I was home.
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      “One day in London and she gets 'erself attacked by Oscar fucking Wilde. I tell you, Mark Andrew, you've got your hands full wif this one. So you fink ‘e’s the one what been killing wolves and sending notes and all ‘at?”

      The words drifted by me like leaves on a stream.

      “I do. How much did you give her?” Another familiar voice drawing me down from the bodiless ether.

      “Enough to pull her frough, but not enough that she'll be growing a tail and all that.”

      “Allan, her line is strong. If you gave her too much—”

      “You fink I don't know that, you daft pup? I've got about six hundred bloody years on you, don't forget. You asked me to do it, and I done it. You want I should've let her snuff it? And stop your bloody pacing. It's not like you're expectin' a litter.”

      “Shhh,” I murmured. “I can't hear my dream.”

      “She's comin' round, in't she?”

      My eyelids opened a fraction. Dark shapes hovering over me.

      “Wakey wakey eggs and bakey,” a voice sang. A cool, dry hand brushed hair from my face.

      I pedaled my feet and stretched my toes, feeling silken fibers against every inch of my skin.

      These were sheets a girl could get used to.

      Wait.

      “I'm alive!” I announced as my hand dove beneath the sheets. “And I'm naked!”

      Allan Ede perched on the edge of the bed like a vigilant rabbit clad in a turquoise velvet jacket and pinstriped slacks. Abernathy's hulking form loomed in shadow against the windows next to the bed. His broad back turned to us.

      “S'right,” Allan confirmed. “You looked like someone had rolled you through a slaughterhouse. Had to get you cleaned up.”

      My hand flew to my neck. The skin was unbroken but felt bruised.

      “’Fraid you'll 'ave one hell of a hickey, love,” Allan said. “But you'll live.”

      “What…what did you do?” I asked.

      “Saved your life,” Abernathy growled without turning. “That's what he did.”

      “Thanks. For that,” I offered lamely.

      Allan waved me off. “It were nuffink. I'd do anyfing for that brooding git over there and he knows it. Asides, he was the one had to fend off Wiwde. I had to keep you from ta'en a dirt nap.”

      The dark wolf. Abernathy.

      Allan pushed himself up from the bed and retrieved a parcel of neatly folded clothing tied with white twine.

      “I took the liberty of bringin' some clothes for you. They ought to fit. I may be losin' me good looks, but I can still size a lady at twenty paces.”

      “Thank you.” I hugged the bundle to my chest.

      “That's the bafroom there if you want to get changed,” Allan said, nodding toward a door opposite the windows. Come on,” he tugged Abernathy toward the door, “let's give the poor fing some privacy to slip into her knickers.”

      Abernathy followed Allan out of the room with not a single glance in my direction.

      Even alone, I couldn't bear to walk stark naked across an unfamiliar bedroom. I dislodged the flat sheet from the end of the bed, wrapped it around me like a toga and shuffled to the bathroom.

      Allan hadn’t been exaggerating.

      I stood naked in front of the full-length mirror and assessed the damage. My body was a carpet of livid purple-blue bruises, the worst of which spread across my neck like a mottled smear of soot.

      On the bright side, with a bruise like this, probably no one would be looking at my hair. It smelled like shampoo and looked like a forest fire. I quietly prayed it had been Allan, not Abernathy, who had washed it along with the rest of me.

      In the bundle, I found a black cashmere turtleneck, tailored jeans, silk panties, warm socks, and one hell of a push-up bra. Tucked between the layers of clothing was a travel case with cosmetics I would never be able to afford on my own dime. He'd even included black liquid eyeliner.

      It was impossible to describe how fiercely I loved Allan in this moment.

      I dressed, coaxed my hair into a thick braid, and applied makeup with a mortician's zeal. By the time I was done, I could almost pass for living.

      Following voices out to the kitchen, I found Allan nosing through an expansive stainless-steel fridge. “Cor blimey, Mark. Haven't you got anyfing but meat in here? Like a bloody caveman you are.”

      “What else is there?” Abernathy replied.

      The sight of him standing in front of the windows was enough to stop my breath. His dark hair was longer than I remembered it, his jaw covered by the early stages of a full beard. Angry red slashes etched his arms, his neck, his face. Oscar had given as good as he'd got.

      Abernathy saw me and turned away, gazing into the adjacent fireplace. He was an expanse of shade among the dancing flames.

      I ambled up to the breakfast bar and was greeted by a sight that sent a jolt of pure, clean joy straight to my heart. “My purse! How did you find it?”

      “’At would be Mr. Wonderful over there,” Allan answered. “Showed up for his appointment, caught your scent, and took off like a bat out of hell.”

      I took a moment to digest this. Abernathy's appointment had been at two o'clock. Oscar and I had left the restaurant by then, hadn't we? I flogged my memory, scraping for more facts, but met only a wall of shifting fog. “But you didn't find us until nightfall.”

      Abernathy made no reply.

      “You mean he ain't told you about vampires?” Allan asked.

      “He doesn't tell me about anything,” I said, hoping to irritate Abernathy enough to draw him into the conversation.

      Allan unfolded a bundle of brown butcher's paper to reveal a beautifully marbled porterhouse steak. My mouth flooded with saliva as sudden, ravenous hunger exploded in my stomach. It took every ounce of self-control I had not to devour the steak raw, to tear its silky fibers with my teeth.

      Allan caught the look in my eye.

      “Sorry, love” he said. “Side effect of the, er... cocktail I had to give you. You've got a few more wolfy bits in you ‘an before.”

      He dusted the steak with salt and pepper then dropped it into the pan he'd been heating on the stove top. The sizzle of meat making contact with heat sent a fresh wave of desire reeling through my body.

      “Lookit me,” Allan said. “I'm a bloody Marfa Stewart, I am.”

      Allan turned from the stove and leaned his elbows on the counter. His lips pulled away from his teeth in a grimace in the expression I had come to know was Allan thinking. “Where were we?” he asked.

      “Vampires,” I reminded him.

      “Right, vampires. Vampires don't have a scent trace, you see.”

      “Unless they've killed recently,” Abernathy added.

      “Right,” Allan agreed. “It ain’t their scent, but the blood you can smell. You can't track a vampire the way you can a living fing.”

      “But I would have left a scent trail from the restaurant.” I interjected.

      “Ahh!” Allan said, raising his slim index finger. “Now ‘at's the tricky part. A vampire ain’t simpwy dead. They're un-alive. ‘Ats what they trade for immortality.”

      “They can suppress life,” Abernathy explained. “Their own and others.”

      Allan shot an irritated glance at Abernathy. “Will you be tellin' the story then, Mr. Crankypants? Or should I go on?”

      Abernathy turned back to the window.

      “Fink of it as an anesthetic,” Allan continued. “You suppress life, you suppress everyfing about life. You suppress your scent. And the longer you're wif a vampire, the more effective it becomes.”

      “You’re saying they're basically giant undead mosquitos,” I concluded.

      “Precisely,” Allan agreed, turning back to the stove to flip the steak.

      “How did you find me then?” I asked.

      “You were lucky,” Abernathy answered. “Oscar likes to play with his food. He likes to watch the life come back before he takes it. When the life comes back, the scent comes back. And when it’s been concentrated for eight hours—”

      “Ahh,” I said.

      “He's a feeder to boot, that Wilde.” Allan added.

      “A feeder?” I asked.

      “Not in the kinky sense,” Allan explained. “Like those people what make their partner cram their gob so they can shag a fatty. Vampire feeders like to feed their victims certain foods to improve the flavor ‘afore they kill.”

      The dirty martini, the cheese souffle, the brioche, the Beaujolais and fruit jelly. Oscar has been seasoning me.

      I sat down hard on a barstool. I couldn't have made a bigger mess of this if I'd tried.

      Allan plated the steak and slid it across the counter along with a fork and steak knife. “Eat up then. We've got to get your body making its own blood again. You won't want my bitchy owd cells running fings any longer than you need ‘em.”

      “Your cells? I have your...how did you—”

      Abernathy and Allan exchanged glances.

      “You don't wanna know, love. Trust me,” Allan said.

      “Good enough for me.” I sliced off a giant hunk of steak and bolted it down with minimal chewing. “This is good.”

      “’Course it is,” Allan agreed. “I made it, didn't I?”

      I stole glances at Abernathy as I stuffed my face. He remained turned to the windows, watching the street below.

      This was his flat, I realized. Leather couches, minimal furniture, no electronics, but enough art on the walls to outfit the Vatican.

      But it was worse than that.

      Either Abernathy knew the best copyist in the history of man, or he had millions upon millions of dollars’ worth of previously unknown paintings stashed here. Rembrandts, Raphaels, Caravaggios, Monets, Van Goghs.

      Van Gogh.

      Lautrec. Steven Franke. My cats.

      I cast a hopeful thought homeward. Please let everyone be all right.

      The world lay in wait for me on the other side of the ocean. Someone still wanted me dead. I would have to go back and face it all. But would I face it with Abernathy by my side?

      My reverie was interrupted by a jangly rendition of “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” from Allan's suit coat.

      He pulled an iPhone out of his pocket and scowled at the number. “Oh, Christ. Here we go.” He thumbed the screen up and brought the phone to his ear. “What is it, Peter?”

      He was silent for a moment.

      “Again?” he asked.

      He looked at me, rolled his eyes and mimed shooting himself in the head.

      “Tell ‘er that I'd rather ‘ave me ballocks strapped to an anvil and frown from a cliff.”

      He paused, listening. “Fine, I'll be there in ten.”

      He slid the phone back into his pocket. “It looks like I'm off. Queen Elizabeth's in the shop and she's insisting on a personal fitting. Virgin Queen me shiny white arse.”

      “Queen Elizabeth? Like the Queen Elizabeth?” I asked.

      “Who else?” Allan said. “A personal fitting without an appointment. Who the hell does she fink she is?” He gathered up his keys from the counter and slipped into his black overcoat. “I fink you have everything pretty well under control here. You have me cell if you need me.”

      I rose from my stool and hugged him. “Thank you, Allan. Thank you for everything.”

      “You're welcome love,” he coughed, and pecked my cheek. “Now let go afore you crush my ribs. You'll need to be careful of that the next couple days. Just until everything works out of your system.”

      “Noted,” I said.

      “See you around, Mark Andrew,” he said to Abernathy, who nodded in reply.

      The flat seemed larger, emptier once his vibrant bustling energy followed him out the door. Now there was only Abernathy, and silence.

      “Why does he call you Mark Andrew?” I asked.

      Abernathy didn't turn to look at me. He took his time deciding whether to respond. “Andrew is his middle name too. I was named for him. He and my father were old friends.”

      It was hard to imagine Abernathy senior palling around with colorful, effeminate Allan. But then, I knew almost nothing of him, and now wasn't the time to ask.

      I finished my steak, washed my plate, and set it in the drainer. Anything to delay the inevitable.

      At last, I wandered into the living room and sat on the couch, tucking my legs under me. I rearranged the words in my head a dozen times before I opened my mouth. In the end, the simplest configuration seemed best.

      “I'm sorry,” I said.

      His laugh was cold, bitter.

      “I never meant for any of this to happen. I wanted—” I took a deep breath, deciding what my next words would cost me. “I wanted to find you.”

      His broad back walled me off from the expression on his face. “And what if I didn't want to be found?”

      I had no answer.

      “You didn't think about that,” he answered for me. “There's only what Hanna wants. To hell with what's best for everyone else. Consequences be damned.”

      “I wasn't trying to—”

      He turned from the window and pierced me with an icy stare. “Do you think it matters? What you were trying to do? What matters is what you did do. And what you did was put the entire pack in jeopardy and nearly get yourself killed in the process. And for what?”

      “To find you! That's what. You take off and leave me without a word, and I'm supposed to accept without question that you're doing what's best for me? Do you have any idea what's been going on since you've been gone? Toulouse is having a complete alcoholic meltdown, Vincent is shrinking under the weight of his self-imposed exile, people are being murdered, and the threats won't stop. Something is hunting your pack and you turn tail and run. What have you been telling yourself to make that okay?”

      His shoulders sagged and he turned back to the window. “The pack is safer without me. I can't protect them. I can't protect you.”

      “That's bullshit,” I accused, rising from the couch. “You can protect them. You have protected them. It's me you're running from, and I want to know why.”

      “Hanna, I'm not—”

      “Tell me why!” I grabbed him by the shoulders and dragged him around to face me.

      Abernathy howled his frustration. My arms were pinned to the wall in a blur of movement. His words were hot against my ear.

      “Because I can't protect you from myself. I can smell you, I can taste you, I can hear the blood throb in your veins because you want me. And I want you. I want you in ways that murder my sanity. I want to kill every man who's ever touched you. Every man who's ever thought about touching you. Instead I have to watch you screw around with pathetic fucks like Morrison, knowing damn well he can't give you a hundredth of what I can. Knowing what I could make you feel. I could take that from you if I wanted to, and I would take it now if it were only another sin upon my damned head. But there's no undoing what I would do to you, and what I won't do, what I can't do, is take your choice.”

      I kissed him.

      Hard.

      Lost in sensation. The feel of his lips, his scent, his heat.

      I kissed not only his lips, but the mind that governed them. I kissed all the thoughts that mind owned, both beautiful and savage. I kissed him until I could taste the loneliness of the old soul bound to the body crushed against mine.

      He pulled himself away. “Hanna,” he panted. “Don't. I can't. I can't trust myself—”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him back to me. “I don't want to trust you tonight,” I whispered, and bit his ear.

      His growl was as much animal as human. He lifted me by the undersides of my thighs, drove me into the wall, obliterated everything but the impression his body made against the space around my heart.

      His lips came down on mine, communicating with sensation desires too deep for words. I wrapped my legs around his waist and felt the savage pleasure of what I'd caused hard against me as our mouths made wordless demands of each other.

      He tore my sweater down the front and pulled the remnants from my arms. The sound of its ripping woke a sympathetic ripple of pleasure from my neck to my knees. His hands were on my waist, my back. “Oh God,” he said against my lips. “Your skin.”

      “Show me yours,” I demanded, yanking his undershirt up his muscled back.

      He shrugged out of it faster than I could see, and his breath caught as he rent my bra in one easy tug. A rumble resonated deep in his bare chest as his body made contact with mine. Naked skin on naked skin.

      He left my mouth at last, lifted me higher, dragged his nose down my neck, scenting me, moving gently over bruised areas, devouring everywhere else. The feeling of his lips and tongue against my sternum became unbearable. I reached between us and shoved my hand down the front of his pants.

      His sharp intake of breath had me wondering when he'd last been touched this way. He bit my shoulder, pulled me hard against him as he spun us from the wall.

      We sank to the rug together, the firelight at his back a pale flicker next to the inferno in his eyes.

      He knelt over me, knees on either side of my hips. I held his gaze as he unbuttoned my pants and pulled them down my legs with patience bred by centuries.

      As soon as he was within reach, I yanked down his zipper, breaking the button on his pants. He was naked beneath—a sight that robbed me of breath.

      I shoved him onto his back and traced the line of his inguinal ligaments with my lips. My mouth spoke silent words of worship to his absolute perfection.

      His muscles jerked as I tasted my passage across his skin, providing a terrain of varied tension for my delectation.

      In this moment, I could only lament that Michelangelo, himself an ardent admirer of the male form, had never taken the aroused male body as his subject. For surely, if ever there was a sight deserving of immortality in stone, it would be what I now beheld.

      This too, I addressed with my tongue, carving in flesh what a chisel rightly should have owned.

      I watched the changes in Abernathy's musculature affected by his ragged breath as I took him in my mouth and wrote a sonnet on his skin.

      “Hanna,” he gasped. “Enough.”

      I increased the pressure, unwilling to surrender the heady sensation of Mark at my mercy.

      His hands seized my shoulders, pulling me up the length of his body until we were again face-to-face. He rolled me under him, my wrists fastened in his hands.

      To be pressed beneath him felt like going home. His weight was my safety and my shelter, and nothing could touch me save through him. He pushed himself up on elbows and dragged his stubble-roughened face down my stomach, up the insides of my thighs.

      His tongue pressed into my belly button and trailed lower to find the edge of my panties. He caught the lacy border in his teeth and pulled them off without the aid of hands.

      At last, his passion outran my thoughts and there was no time. The sensations were too many, the feelings too great. I gave myself to them all.

      His hand played my body like the strains of a symphony he himself had written. The perfection of his pressure, the fluid movements of his fingers like a conductor's baton. And then, there was his vibrato.

      My body folded up like a fan, convulsing head to toe in spasms of pleasure. Far from abating my hunger, the quaking redoubled it. Mark swallowed my screams and gave me a low, vibrating rumble of approval in return.

      And yet for all I felt, the song of my longing had only one word. “Please,” I begged.

      “Don't,” he warned. “Don't say that to me.” He ceased all movement and froze me in his frenzied gaze.

      “Please. I want you.”

      Mixed hungers flashed in his eyes. He roared and shoved himself away from me.

      Then threw himself out the window.

      The fourth story window.

      Naked.
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      “A simple 'no' would have sufficed.” I stood in the open doorway of Abernathy's flat dressed in a pair of his boxers and one of his undershirts.

      Abernathy's attire was less formal—stark naked save for the newspaper clutched to his groin to cover the bits and pieces. Water dripped from him to the wood floor and mingled with blood from the lacework of scrapes and gouges left by the broken window. Where he'd been for the last half hour, I couldn't tell.

      But he'd come back this time.

      Progress.

      I scooted out of the way to grant him access.

      “It was fuck you into oblivion, or throw myself out the window,” he said. “I made a snap decision.”

      “Some people take cold showers,” I pointed out. “Cold showers don't require stitches.”

      “I'm a werewolf, not a college freshman, Hanna,” he growled. “I could fuck you in a bath of ice water.”

      A little spiral of heat snaked to my belly.

      He tossed the sodden newspaper onto the coffee table and strutted naked as a jaybird through the flat to the bathroom.

      Abernathy's butt made The David look like he had two marshmallows stuck to his back. I trailed after him, careful not to trip over my jaw as it dragged along the floor.

      How was it possible for a man to look bigger out of clothes than in them?

      A cold breeze whistled in from the broken window in the bedroom, making fluttering ghosts of the curtains.

      I plopped down onto the bed and wrapped myself in the down comforter. Abernathy's scent burst in a cascade of lights across my brain. Never had I considered this aspect of being a werewolf. Where scent wasn’t one sense, but all of them. Commingling colors, flashes of vision, memories of touch, of sound.

      I buried my nose in the blankets, the sheets, his pillow. Inhaling, drinking until there was nothing but Abernathy in my heart, my head, the whole of the earth.

      A crippling wave of desire rocked my body and robbed me of all thought. The comforter pooled around my ankles as I rose from the bed. I shed the t-shirt next, followed by the boxers. Cool, damp air danced gooseflesh into my skin as I walked across the floor and into the bathroom.

      Abernathy's shape moved beyond the steam-fogged shower glass like the specter of my deepest desires made living.

      I slid the door open soundlessly and slipped in. His head was tilted back beneath the spray of a showerhead mounted near the seven-foot mark. His eyes were closed, his hands working through his hair. Even in this simple act, muscles tensed in his chest, his stomach, his arms. The water seemed worshipful as it traced his every line with slippery fingers. Already, the cuts had begun to sink below the surface of his skin.

      Seeing the broad, muscled planes of his back, I could no longer refrain. I pressed my aching nipples into him and slid my hands down his hips, where they rested for a nanosecond before he whipped around and pinned me to the shower's marble wall.

      “Jesus Christ, Hanna,” he gasped. “You scared the ever-loving shit out of me.”

      “Me? Scare you? I thought you were the big bad wolf. And Little Red Riding Hood has been very very bad,” I purred.

      He searched my face. “What's gotten into you?”

      “Nothing yet,” I reported. “But I'm hopeful.” I dragged my nails down his back, bit his neck where it met the smooth mound of his trapezius muscle, followed it with my tongue.

      His breath quickened against my chest as his hands tangled into my wet hair.

      Aand we're back! sang the little voice in my head.

      This was what it felt like, being trapped between a rock and a hard place. Why was everyone always bitching about it, anyway? This was awesome!

      “Hanna,” he whispered.

      “Mmm?” I hummed against his neck.

      “We can't do this here.”

      “Why?” I asked, trailing my hands down his back and sliding my stomach against his entire, slick length. “I like here.”

      “If I fuck you against a marble wall,” he seemed to lose his breath, “I'll break you.”

      An unbearable heaviness gathered below my stomach. I licked water droplets sliding down his pectoral muscle. “I'd love to see you try.”

      He shut off the shower and scooped up my slippery naked body. I would never tire of being carried this way.

      He lowered me to the bed and slipped his hands from under me as gently as one might release a dove. My body undulated toward him in an unbidden, instinctual display.

      The sound of a drawer sliding open and shut.

      “What are we hiding in there?” I panted. “Whips? Chains? Bring it on, big boy. I can handle it.”

      “Even better,” he replied.

      Snick.

      Cold metal encircled my wrist.

      “Handcuffs, huh? Kinky.” I licked my lips.

      Abernathy stood and walked to the bathroom and returned with a towel wrapped around his hips.

      “No need to dress up on my account,” I informed him.

      He whipped the towel off and proceeded to pat down his hair and body, then crossed over to the antique wardrobe in the corner. He pulled out a pair of boxers and stepped into them.

      “Hey!” I said. “How come you're getting less naked? That's not how this works.”

      He pulled a t-shirt over his head and went to a separate closet to retrieve a pair of slacks.

      I was impressed he could zip them up, given his current situation.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded.

      “Leaving,” he said.

      “What? No! Why? You can't!”

      His face was the textbook of long-suffering. “Hanna,” he sighed. “You're reacting to the werewolf DNA. It magnifies appetites. You don't want me any more than you want to be a werewolf. You can't control your urges at present and I need to get out of here before I do something we'll both regret.”

      “But I won't regret it,” I promised. “Not even a little bit! Look at me. Do I look regretful?” I tried to force my face into something resembling stoic grace.

      “You're staring at my hard-on,” he pointed out. “And you're drooling.”

      I used my free hand to wipe my chin. “So? People drool. People drool all the time. Babies! Babies are people, right? And they drool. This is completely normal.”

      “Right,” he answered, clearly unconvinced.

      He left the room and returned with a plastic drop cloth, which he duct taped around the broken window to keep out the cold.

      “I'll collect you tomorrow,” he reported. “We need to get back.”

      We. I loved this word on his lips.

      “But what about the window?” I reminded him. “I don't think I'll be safe here all alone.”

      “What makes you think you're all alone?” he remarked. “I have people, remember?”

      This was not going at all the way I wanted.

      Time for plan B.

      “Don't go!” I begged. “I won't try to hump you anymore. Really!”

      “Especially if I'm not here to hump,” he said. “Goodnight, Hanna.” He wandered over to the bed and kissed my forehead.

      I made a grab for his package with my free hand. “Shit! Sorry. I didn't mean to do that,” I apologized.

      “It'll pass,” he said.

      “No, it won't,” I whined. “I've wanted to grab your package since the day you hired me.” Apparently, my mental filter had given out about the same time as my sweater.

      He gave me a disarming grin as he made for the door. “I know.”

      “Hey!” I yelled. “What if I have to pee?”

      Silence. The sound of a door closing and locking.

      “Keys are in the drawer,” he shouted from the street.

      By the time I freed myself and got to the window, he was long gone.
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      I awoke in the lonely watches of the night to my phone buzzing on the selfsame nightstand where I'd stashed Abernathy's cuffs and keys.

      I rolled over and squinted at the display. Had it been any other person on earth, I would have buried my head in the feather pillow and ignored it. “Hey Steve, whassup?”

      A hitching breath crackled over the line.

      Alarm bells rang down my spine and I was suddenly, completely awake.

      “Steve? Steve, what's wrong?” I insisted.

      “He's dead,” he whispered.

      Cold dread poured into my chest. “Oh God! Gilbert?”

      “No.” More breaths. —“T-Toulouse.”

      “Toulouse! Oh Steve—” My voice broke. “When? How?”

      “Morrison found him,” Steve whispered. “In the alley behind the gallery. This afternoon. He was torn.”

      This single word wrung from him a terrible ache that cleaved my heart in two.

      Pain and sorrow were wrong in Steven's voice. They didn't belong. A soul as kind as his should never hurt this way.

      Hot tears sprang down my cheeks, as much for Steve as for Toulouse. Brave Toulouse who'd faced every kind of rejection and sorrow and survived. Survived, and made sure I'd survived, more than once. Toulouse who'd looked upon the guttersnipes, the used-up whores, the world's unwanted ones, and found beauty. And the world was a measure less beautiful now, without him.

      The sound of Steve's broken, quiet crying on the other end of the phone filled me with a hot, terrible rage. It burned the sorrow from me like the sun peeling away fog, and my purpose was clear.

      When I spoke next, my voice contained a flinty edge altogether foreign. “Steve, listen to me. I found Abernathy. I found him and we're coming home. It's going to be okay. We're going to make everything okay.”

      “Okay,” he breathed. “Be careful. Love you, doll.”

      “I love you too, Stee,” I whispered, this abbreviation an endearment that felt somehow foreign and deeply right.

      I waited for him to disconnect the call, then punched in a different number. Answer, I willed him.

      He did.

      “Mmph,” Abernathy mumbled.

      “Where are you?”

      “On Allan's god-awful purple couch,” he yawned. “Why?”

      “Get here. Now. Toulouse is dead.”

      A beat of silence.

      “If this is a creative booty call, I’m going to be very upset.”

      “Don't flatter yourself,” I said.

      “On my way,” he replied.
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      If I'd expected the trip home to be an opportunity for bonding over a shared tragedy, I was sorely mistaken.

      Abernathy slept like the dead.

      And snored.

      Like, a lot.

      The flight attendants might have brained him with his own tray table, had I not explained most apologetically about his lifelong battle with sleep apnea and our trip to London to seek out specialists.

      Was heinous snoring a werewolf thing? I wondered, remembering Van Gogh. I mentally put a notch in the “Reasons to Stay Human” column in my head.

      Had I known what awaited us at the end of the jetway upon our return, I would have savored every minute of the ten-hour epiglottal serenade.

      I froze mid-step among the stream of deplaning passengers and Abernathy crashed into my back, knocking me to my knees.

      “Hannelore Harvey,” Morrison said, and helped me up. But instead of releasing my hand, he clapped a handcuff on it. “You're under arrest on an outstanding warrant for an unpaid moving violation.”

      “What the hell is this?” I demanded. “What about our luggage?”

      “I'm sure it will still be here when you get out. If you get out,” he said toward Abernathy.

      Officer Pudgy of the Alpine bust looked at Abernathy, looked at Morrison, and looked back to Abernathy. If Abernathy decided to run, or worse, fight, Pudgy would be sludge on the airport's worn carpet.

      He knew this, but feared Morrison more.

      “Mark Andrew Abernathy,” he announced, “you're under arrest for the murder of Henry Fielder.”

      Huh. That must be the name on Toulouse's driver's license. Good to know.

      Morrison's eyes fixed on the purple-red bruise peeking out of the extra turtleneck Allan had sent with Abernathy. How Allan knew what fate befell its predecessor, I'd rather not think.

      But Morrison knew nothing of that. I watched a notion solidify in his head as he cast an icy stare at Abernathy. He pulled my other hand behind my back and fitted the opposite wrist with the matching bangle.

      I tried not to be turned on. I blamed the lingering wolfy bits.

      “You have the right to remain silent—” Morrison began.

      Abernathy spoke his last words of the evening against the steady hum of Morrison's automatic recitation. “Hanna, don't talk.”

      They marched us toward the airport's central escalator, gathering stares and whispers from weary travelers and huddled families alike.

      “Oh, go spawn,” I shouted.

      And so our long journey ended not at home, but the police department, where we were ushered into side-by-side interrogation rooms. Abernathy gave me a last warning glance before Morrison drove him through the door.

      Officer Pudgy guided me to a cracked plastic chair before releasing me from the cuffs.

      Later, I regretted spurning his offer of coffee as I shivered beneath the air conditioning vent. Who the hell ran an air conditioner in March, anyway? My tax dollars at work, I supposed.

      I drummed my fingers on the scarred surface of the pressed wood table and examined its dented metal legs. I couldn't imagine interrogation room furniture garnered much of a budget. The stained gray carpet had only cement beneath.

      “Sorry, Allan,” I said aloud as I stretched the luscious sea-green cashmere sweater over my knees and down to my ankles to conserve core heat. Thirty more minutes of this, and I'd probably cop to being the second gunman on the grassy knoll.

      The rumbling of Morrison's voice filtered through the wall.

      How had he known where to find us? Probably tracking Abernathy’s credit card transactions.

      Abernathy had only recently acquired one after months of resisting my repeated pleas. “Do you know how easy those records are to access?” he’d asked. Especially if they’ve successfully tagged you as a murder suspect and gained a warrant.

      Probably I shouldn’t have secured our tickets home with it. A pang of guilt stabbed me in the gut.

      Morrison’s voice ratcheted up now, slowly reaching fever pitch via the unending train of his rant. My brain still housed the sound of his unfiltered scream, though in much different context. Now I encountered its natural conclusion.

      A violent impact on the other side of the wall shot me out of my sweater and saw my hands clapped over my mouth.

      It was followed by another.

      And another.

      Then, the sickening sound of flesh covered bone meeting flesh covered bone.

      Another impact. Wood breaking.

      Mark! Stop! Don't fight. They'll count it as guilt.

      Silence.

      The door to my tiny room wrenched open and Morrison thundered in, out of breath, knuckles bloodied, eyes crazed.

      I understood.

      The whole horrific weight of what this would mean for him, for us, descended to my shoulders.

      “Oh God, James,” I whispered. “What have you done?”

      “You let him,” he accused, pointing to my neck. “You let him do that to you.”

      “Please, listen.” I pleaded.

      “I don't know how I didn't see it,” he continued. “Making excuses for him, defending him. All the signs. I know this.”

      “He didn't,” I insisted. “He didn't do anything.”

      “Stockholm Syndrome,” he diagnosed. “You're afraid. And you should be. He killed him. The—you know.” He paused and held his hand out at hip height.

      “Henry,” I supplied.

      “Yeah. Him. There was a dagger. Your boss's prints were all over it.”

      A dagger? Steven had said 'torn.'

      “That's not possible,” I said. “I was with him. You saw us getting off the pl—”

      “He could have flown out right after the murder.”

      “We were coming back from London. James, think about this!” I reached out and grabbed one of his hands in both of mine, trying to anchor him to some sense of reason.

      He looked down at our hands, yanked me out of my chair, pushed the sleeves of my sweater up my arms. His eyes snatched over the blue-green stains like phantom fingers on my skin.

      “I'll kill him,” he said. “I'll put a bullet in his fucking head and end this.” Somehow the cold rationality in his voice was infinitely more frightening than the attendant rage I'd heard through the wall.

      He made a move toward the door and I shoved myself in his path.

      “James! He would never hurt me! I would have died if it weren't for him! He saved my life! For God's sake. Think about what you're doing.”

      Morrison shook his head. Violent thoughts crashed around his brain. “Who did this to you?”

      Why, it was Oscar Wilde! Notable 19th century writer and expert self-publicist! He’s a vampire! Fitting, right?

      “We were mugged in London. Both of us.”

      “The fuck you were! The only bruises that motherfucker has are the ones I gave him. Not even one fucking defensive wound.”

      A sharp knock on the door.

      “What!” Morrison shouted.

      Officer Pudgy was whiter than a snowman's ass. I saw in his wide, glassy eyes everything the sounds next door hadn't told me. Two more uniformed officers hovered behind him in the hallway.

      “Morrison, you gotta come, man.”

      Morrison cast a last glance in my direction. “I will find out what happened, Hanna.”

      When he was gone, I plopped down in the plastic chair and hugged my knees back into my sweater.

      Seconds later: “What the fuck do you mean there's no body? Where the fuck did it go? I saw him loaded into the ME's van myself. You were there for Christ's sake!”

      Muted, mumbling voices.

      Then Morrison again. “This fucker isn't walking. Not this time.”

      More voices.

      The unmistakable sound of a metal file cabinet sustaining an impact.

      Then silence.

      A judicious little knock on the door.

      Pudgy's face appeared once more in the doorway. “Miss Harvey, it's...er, your—”

      “Her attorney,” a confident male voice finished for him. “You can leave now, Officer Birch.”

      Birch excused himself and the attorney filled the doorway. Expensive suit, distinguished face, artfully contrived salt and pepper hair. I was pretty sure I'd seen him on more than one TV commercial.

      “Richard Strunkwhite,” he said, offering a perfectly manicured paw. His hand lotion was better than mine.

      Abernathy ambled up behind him looking like he'd spent the night in a tumble dryer full of bricks. He held a blood-soaked tissue to his bottom lip.

      “Mark!” I flew out of my chair and crashed into his chest.

      His sharp inhale of breath made me wince vicariously. “Give me thirty, Hanna,” he croaked. “The ribs.”

      “Sorry,” I said.

      “Shall we?” Strunkwhite suggested.

      Morrison was nowhere to be seen as we followed Strunkwhite out of the police station and up to the black Porsche Carrera GT napping at the curb. The engine was still warm.

      Okay, so maybe Strunkwhite was pretty good at this lawyering stuff.

      “I'm afraid she's a two-seater,” Strunkwhite apologized.

      “We don't have far to go,” Abernathy pointed out. “Hanna can sit on my lap.”

      Yeah. ‘Cause that won't be erotic.

      “What about our cars? And our luggage?” I protested. “They're still at the airport.”

      “We'll get them tomorrow,” Abernathy explained. “Richard's going to drop us off at my spare.”

      “Your spare what?”

      “Car,” he said.

      “Right. Because everyone has a spare car or two hanging around.”

      Strunkwhite beeped the car open and slid behind the wheel. Abernathy ducked in first, then slid the seat back as far as it would go.

      He patted his thighs and gave me a crooked smile.

      I exhaled a heavy sigh and maneuvered myself in, impressed that I only managed to elbow Abernathy in the ribs once while getting settled. My head scraped the car's roof.

      The immaculate interior smelled of leather and expensive aftershave.

      “You have a bony butt,” Abernathy observed.

      “Do I?” I asked, and wiggled side-to-side to dig further into his thighs.

      “Oof!” he grunted.

      We purred down the quiet after-midnight streets while Abernathy and Strunkwhite talked shop.

      Meanwhile, Abernathy's growing erection pressed into the small of my back. He traced the outside of my hip with his finger on the side Strunkwhite couldn't see. The window was beginning to fog.

      And what was Abernathy hoping to accomplish with his sly exploration?

      Maybe he figured the extra wolfy bits had worn off.

      Maybe he was sorely mistaken.
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      Nothing like the smell of death to throw icewater on the ole libido.

      Abernathy had been good enough to humor me, I'll give him that. After we picked up his spare car—a 1929 Rolls Royce, no less—I'd insisted that we go to my apartment first thing to check on the cats.

      He'd caught the scent as soon as we pulled up to the curb. I'd hit it a split second later, my enhanced senses yet another side-effect of the Allan infusion I’d received.

      “Oh God,” I sighed. “Not again.”

      “Again? What do you mean again?” Abernathy’s body tensed, ready for whatever retaliatory action might be called for.

      “It's this cute little thing someone's been doing,” I explained. “Leaving dead animals on my doorstep. Very creative. Lots of fun.”

      Then I caught it.

      Another scent.

      “That cock-sucking sonovabitch! I'll kill him!” I was out of the car and across the lawn in a vacuum of airless sound. I burst through the front door and flew up the shared stairwell. Randy Lee's protuberant Adam's apple bobbed under my palm as I pinned him to the wall outside my apartment.

      His ostrich skin cowboy boots dangled just below my knee.

      “You,” I hissed. “You've been leaving these on my doorstep.”

      I felt him try to swallow.

      “Gwell,” he gulped. “I had ta show you how dangerous the world can be...for a gal like you. Show,” he had to pause for air before he could continue, “show ya you needed a man around. To protect ya.”

      I tightened my fist. His eyes bulged.

      “And who's going to protect you?” I purred.

      Randy Lee's eyes fixed on a point over my shoulder. “Him?” His voice harbored a note of pleading I found repellent.

      It would be so easy to crush his throat. So simple. Like crumpling a paper cup.

      I felt Abernathy behind me at the top of the stairs.

      “Hanna,” he cautioned, “he's not worth the cost of clean-up.”

      Pure, gorgeous adrenaline surged through my veins. It seemed such a shame to waste it. My fingers sank into the flesh below his jaw. His breath ceased beneath my grip even as his heart began a wild, desperate dance toward death.

      “Hanna,” Abernathy urged.

      I released my grip, and the spell was broken. He fell, panting, to his knees.

      “Thank God you was here,” Randy Lee gasped. “This gal needs a man to talk sense to her.”

      His ribs snapped like chopsticks beneath my sneaker as I kicked him in the lungs. He fell face-first into his own road kill.

      A dead cat this time. Designed, no doubt, to play upon my worst fears.

      I stepped on his spine, pinning him in place. “You come near me again, you come near my home again, and I will tear your coward heart from your chest and make it into a tea cozy, you understand me?” I leaned forward on my heel, introducing a new series of pops within his back.

      “Yes!” he howled. “Yes ma'am!”

      “Good. Now get the fuck out of here. And take this poor animal with you.”

      He scrambled to his feet, tucked the stiff cat under his arm and tripped down the stairs.

      I flipped open the lock, pushed through the door, and dropped my purse and coat on the couch.

      Then was promptly shoved against a wall, face first.

      Abernathy was at my back, his hands pulling my hips into him, nipping the back of my neck.

      “Whoa! Hey! Weren't you the one who cuffed me to a bed last night so this wouldn't happen?”

      “What you did…how you are right now,” he panted, “is how you would be all the time. If I fucked you. If I made you mine.”

      “Now who's being affected by my werewolf DNA?” I teased.

      His hand slid down the front of my pants, into my panties. He grunted appreciatively at what he found. “Both of us, apparently.”

      He shoved his other hand up my shirt, pushing my bra out of the way.

      I pressed my hips into him, grinding my ass against his hardening cock. Had I done that to him? The heady rush of power swept over me.

      Every ounce of desire in my body distilled to this single point of focus: I wanted him. All of him, deep enough to shatter the dull ache that was spreading wicked waves inside me.

      “You're not ready,” he breathed, his hand working at a depth that would drive me to madness or bliss. “We both know it.”

      I contracted around his fingers.

      “Jesus Christ,” he moaned, withdrawing his hand.

      He peeled my shirt and bra over my head. Fingers dipped inside the waistband of my panties, sliding them down my hips with my pants. I heard the sound of his clothing rustling, then his hand captured the base of my neck and pressed me into the wall.

      His lips were at my ear. “Don't. Move,” he ordered.

      With the patience of a saint, he slid between my thighs. Not inside me, but against me.

      He exhaled a breath he might have been holding for a thousand years.

      His fingers sank into the flesh of my hips and in that moment, I would have sworn that I could feel the ridge of every fingerprint. The electric pause. The the sound of our ragged breathing. The need radiating from every cell of his body. The answering call in mine.

      The want. The ache. Every memory of every moment spent in his presence. His scent. His taste. This man. This animal. My protector. My guardian.

      He moved. Angling my hips downward to meet him as drew himself back again and again.

      Friction.

      The spreading slickness between my thighs should have reduced it. Should have lessened, not increased, the heat building between us. It didn’t. Fire danced across my skin.

      Whether it was Abernathy’s proximity, or the last of Allan’s blood blooming in my veins, I couldn’t say. But I could taste Abernathy’s torment on the air. The sacrifice of his restraint at war with the animal need to fuck, to conquer, to own.

      He fought it for me.

      For me, this centuries-old being denied himself what he could easily take.

      His battle spread to my body. My knees weakening with the need to have him inside me. My lust stunned mind sending out dire warnings of what having him inside me would do.

      It was everything. It was nothing.

      It was Abernathy.

      Abernathy driving me to the brink again, and again and always pulling me back before I went over.

      In the end, the cliff found me. It wasn't sensation but sound that brought it.

      “Hanna. Oh God, Hanna—”

      “Mark,” I cried. It was a plea and a warning. The quake rolling out from inside threatened to leave our world naught but a pillar of white ash.

      His arms were around me, keeping me from falling.

      His roar rattled the windows and ripped up and down my spine like lightning as he shot searing bursts against the small of my back.

      He held me this way until our breathing slowed.

      “So,” I sighed, breaking the silence. “How long will these extra wolfy bits last again?”

      “Long enough to drive me out of my goddamn mind, apparently.”

      Something plucked at my heart. Was that all this was, then?

      He reached down and retrieved his undershirt, which he dragged across my back. Abernathy. Mark Andrew Abernathy, my boss. This big, beautiful, sexy, stoic man-wolf wanted me.

      “Good thing we came to check on the cats,” I said, changing the subject. “I think they're totally okay.”

      If by 'okay' I meant staring at us in the feline equivalent of open-mouthed wonder. Three furry bodies all in a row, looking up at us, unblinking. Mostly, I think they were trying to figure out if what they'd just seen had anything to do with them getting a can of wet food in the near future.

      “Are cats ever okay?” Abernathy asked.

      To my utter surprise, he caught me under the shoulders and at the back of the knees and carried me to the bed.

      He tossed me up, eliciting a yelp of the girliest kind. I fell to the bed and bounced. He vaulted over me and yanked the covers over us.

      Beneath the blankets, he pulled me to him, tucking an arm beneath my hips and pressing his chest against my back. His long legs fit against mine like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.

      “So, we're sleeping then?” I asked, after a beat.

      “Mmmhmm,” he answered.

      “What about Toulouse? Shouldn’t we try to find him? They said the body—”

      “I heard them. If he’s not dead, he’s recharging. So should we. Can’t do much like this.”

      “Like what?”

      I felt him smile against the top of my head. “Fucking and fighting share a lot of common ground for us.”

      Us. Werewolves.

      “But we didn’t fuck,” I pointed out.

      “Looking to remedy that situation?” His fingers flexed against my skin.

      “No. But you said—”

      “For God’s sake, Hanna. I know what I said. No, we didn’t fuck. But coming still counts. I need to recharge. You need to recharge. Now sleep.”

      “But we're naked,” I insisted.

      “I've noticed.” I heard the sleepy smile in his voice.

      “I can't sleep naked.”

      “I can't sleep in clothes,” he answered.

      Why, why did this make me want to ride him like a carnival pony?

      “Try it,” he urged.

      I'd love to, the little voice in my head replied to the invitation he didn't know he'd given.

      He rocked me in the cradle of his body, his breathing a gentle sway.

      I was out.
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      Then there was the matter of Abernathy's morning wood to address.

      We did.

      Twice.

      I lay face down on his chest, tasting his sweat. “We…we were supposed to be recharging.”

      “You grabbed my cock,” he panted.

      “It woke me up.” And it had. Twitching against my naked back in the pre-dawn darkness.

      “I feel fucked,” he reported. “But without the fucking. How do you do that?”

      “You've been around four centuries,” I replied, rolling off him. “You tell me.”

      “I would,” he said. “If anyone had ever done it before.”

      I mentally gave myself a gold star. I'd given him something new in 431 years of life. “Which reminds me,” I said. “Who was your last?”

      His breathing pattern changed. “My last what?”

      I pushed myself onto my elbows and looked him in the eye.

      “You didn't screw Helena, or Penny, or Amy Grayson, or anyone else I thought you screwed. So, who was your last?”

      He pushed the blankets away and wandered over to the kitchen entryway and collected the pants he'd shed while introducing me to the wall. “We need to get to the gallery.”

      I sat up with the covers clutched to my chest. “Sore subject?”

      “When did you get your last drawing?” he asked. His undershirt stayed where he'd dropped it; he opted to go straight for his button-up shirt instead. It had acquired a few new creases from a night on the floor.

      “When did I…what?” I asked.

      “The last drawing, when did you get it? They got to Toulouse. You may be next. Or Vincent,” he added.

      I blinked into his insistent gaze. “Forgive me. Multiple orgasms tend to slow my thinking.”

      The ghost of a smile haunted his lips. “What did I tell you about recharging?”

      I dragged the lake of my memory. Much had happened since then. “We went out for karaoke. A couple days after you left. Shayla, Steve, Vincent, Toulouse. I found it in my purse when I got home. I left early.”

      “Shit,” he muttered.

      “What?” A foreign heaviness settled in my limbs as I pried myself from sheets still warm from Abernathy’s body.

      “Shayla,” he said.

      “What about her?” I asked.

      “I don't know how I didn't see it.”

      “What?” I repeated.

      “She was there. Both times you got drawings. She was there.”

      “And?” I challenged. “So was Steve, and Vincent.”

      “What do you know about Nereids?” he asked.

      “Everything you've told me,” I said. “Which would be...oh hey! Nothing!”

      He rolled his eyes. I was rubbing off on him.

      In more ways than one.

      “Tell me you didn't research Nereids after you found out,” he said.

      “Of course I did,” I said. “But I wanted to prove a point.”

      “Then you know they hold a grudge,” he explained. “For millennia.”

      “You don't really think Shayla could be behind this,” I insisted. “What would she want with famous artists? And their hearts were eaten out, remember? Isn't that a strictly werewolf thing?”

      “Not strictly,” he pointed out. “Werewolves aren't the only ones who know how to kill werewolves.”

      I wrapped myself in the bed sheet and shuffled over to the couch, finding it hard to think naked in bed. “Okay. But why her?”

      “You researched Nereids. But there's a few things the encyclopedia won't tell you,” Abernathy reported.

      “Right. Like that no one reads encyclopedias anymore, for instance.”

      “You want your nipples bitten, young lady?” he threatened.

      My eyelids lowered a fraction.

      “Nope, hasn't worn off yet.” He stepped out of arm's reach and continued. “So, werewolves and Nereids have a common ancestor.”

      “Ancestor?”

      “For lack of a better term,” he replied. “We are all of us ruled by the moon.”

      “Oh my god! The ocean. And the tides. They're controlled by the moon too!”

      “You're pretty quick,” he observed. “For a gal.” He imitated Randy Lee's accent with frightening acuity.

      “We can't be friends anymore,” I informed him.

      “Okay by me,” he said. “I'm not in the habit of fucking my friends.”

      “Or me, for that matter.”

      His pupils dilated, his expression grew serious. “If you're ready to be a werewolf. I'm ready to make you one.”

      I turned the question inward.

      My brain squinted at it, shrieked in horror, turned, ran face-first into a wall, and slid, unconscious, to the dirt.

      Time to fight fire with napalm. “Werewolves mate for life, or so someone told me. Wouldn't your offer be tantamount to a marriage proposal?”

      The word marriage seemed to steal some wind from his sails. Or blood…from wherever.

      “Think about it,” I urged. “Hundreds, maybe thousands of years, of me, nagging you to pick up your socks, bitching about you not keeping track of your receipts, rolling my eyes at your hideous puns, talking about cheese constantly...”

      He popped the top button on his shirt. “Point taken.”

      “So, Nereids and werewolves,” I reminded him, changing the topic for us both.

      He was generous enough to run with it.

      “Hate each other, generally. Admittedly, the werewolves are mostly to blame. Many of them regard sea-creatures as the sort of red-headed stepchildren of the supernatural world, and it shows. Have you seen the shit 19th century artists turned out on the sea nymph theme? Could you be any more insulting?”

      Bouguereau's slick, plentiful sea-washed nudes swam into my brain. “I can see what you mean.”

      “And all the artists who've been killed, what century did they belong to?” he reminded me.

      “It still feels like a stretch,” I said.

      “You don't find it the least bit suspicious that after two years of telling Steve to eat shit, suddenly Shayla is all over him?”

      “Maybe a little,” I admitted.

      “Think about it,” he continued. “She up and quits her job at the Dusty Dahlia right after Vincent arrives on the scene. She inserts herself into the business, gets close to you, to Steven. Think of all the information she'd have access to.”

      “But that theory doesn't account for one particular divergent detail,” I countered.

      “And that would be?” he asked.

      “Me,” I said. “What do I have to do with all this? I'm no artist. Why would I be a target?”

      “Hmmm,” he hummed with exaggerated wonder. “You wrote your thesis about images of exoticized women in 19th century art, you unapologetically adore 19th century artists, and you're a werewolf heir. You're right. What the hell does this have to do with you?”

      “My thesis was not about exoticized women in 19th century art. It was about powerful women who freed themselves by breaking the rules. And frankly, I'll thank you for not talking about it until you've read it.”

      “N 17.02 .C377,” Abernathy recited.

      “What the hell is that?”

      “That would be the call number for your thesis at the college library. Checked it out the day after you shoved your phony resume across my desk. I figured if your fiction was that good, your non-fiction might be worth checking out.”

      “You,” I said. “You went to the college library.”

      “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      “A four-hundred-year-old werewolf tooling around with a bunch of twenty-something co-eds? How did you find my thesis? I thought they did away with the card catalog a while ago.”

      “I followed your scent, Hanna. Maybe you shouldn't have cuddled it quite so long before you sent it to be bound.”

      I was on the point of denying this when I remembered the night I'd spent with it tucked under my chin. It was the physical manifestation of two years of my life's work, and the closest thing to a legacy I was likely to have.

      “Fine,” I said. “You read my thesis. You really think that's enough to make Shayla want me dead? She doesn't seem the type.”

      Abernathy and I had lost enough time this morning. I opted to skip a shower and went straight for the closet to slip into clean undies, jeans, and a sweater. The sooner we got to the gallery, the better.

      “And what about Mrs. Kass?” Abernathy said. “Did she seem the type? What about Penny?”

      Penny.

      The name infused me with instant, potent rage. I remembered Steve’s pale, crumpled body in the deserted parking lot. The panicked moments before I'd known if he would survive.

      This memory fused itself to a thread of worry that vibrated through my chest. I'd texted Steve last night to let him know we'd made it home. Had he ever texted back?

      I'd been a little too distracted to check, what with the arrest and the humping and all. If Allan's transfusion of wolfy bits had given me extra powers, it had also robbed me of the few I came by naturally.

      Constant anxiety and neurotic over-analyzation, for instance. Or maybe it was the almost-sex with Abernathy that'd done that.

      I maneuvered out of the closet and snatched my phone from my purse.

      No messages. No calls.

      I pushed Steve's number on the speed dial and listened as it rang once, twice, three times.

      “Please answer,” I breathed. “Please.”

      “Hello!” Steve's voice sang in warbling falsetto. Relief washed over me, only to be torpedoed a second later as the song continued.

      “Is it me you're lookin' for? I can see it in your eyes! I can see it in your smile! So leave me a message, and I'll call you back in a while!”

      “Lionel Richie,” I groaned to Abernathy, who was sitting on the bed and holding my concerned gaze. He seemed to understand.

      “Hey Steve, it's Hanna. Call me back as soon as you can, okay?”

      I disconnected and returned my phone to the purse. “This isn't like him. He always answers. Even when he's on the toilet.”

      Abernathy's face mirrored the worry I felt in mine.

      “What about Vincent?” I asked him. “Have you heard from him lately?”

      “No. But that's not unusual for him.”

      I tried Shayla's number next.

      Again, no answer.

      “Shit.” I disconnected before leaving a message. “You don't happen to have Kirkpatrick's number, do you?”

      “Kirkpatrick may be the only person who hates cell phones more than I do. He doesn't have a number.”

      “Fuck!” A seriously icky feeling descended over me.

      “Gallery?” Abernathy suggested.

      “Hell yes.” For all that yet remained undiscovered, one thing I knew.

      If that bitch had laid one flipper on Steven Franke, she'd be eating sushi through her ear hole by the time I was done with her.

      For her sake, as much as for mine, I hoped Abernathy was wrong.
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      We found the gallery locked.

      “It's 11:00 a.m. on a Thursday,” I said. “Shayla should be here. Someone should be here.”

      Abernathy flipped a brick open and punched a code into the hidden control panel. A light blinked green and the lock slid open.

      We pushed through the door and went straight down the hall to the artists’ studios. All four doors sat closed, the hallway dark.

      I worked my way down one side while Abernathy took the other.

      Locked, all of them.

      We met again in the center of the hall.

      “Kirkpatrick has never missed a day,” Abernathy said. “Not in all the years he's been painting here.”

      “Oh,” I said, remembering. “He's actually missed a few days lately.”

      Abernathy’s features twisted in confusion. He didn't know.

      “He, uh. He and Helena sort of accidentally mated,” I explained.

      “What?” he demanded. “Helena and Kirkpatrick? She would never—”

      “Never is a long time, apparently. Seems she rode him like a honkytonk bull to pump him for information about your whereabouts. She got what she wanted, but mysteriously lost interest after that. That's how I knew where to come looking for you, and also why she didn't find you first.”

      “Huh. Didn't see that coming,” he said.

      “Neither did she. I guess she didn't know about the whole mating for life thing,” I added.

      “That's because I wasn't about to tell her. I agreed to teach her what she needed to survive, nothing more.”

      “That's why she was following you around?” I gawked at him. “Werewolf lessons?”

      “You've discovered how disorienting it can be,” he added.

      Did I ever.

      “Coming back from the dead comes with its own set of complications,” he continued. “She blamed me for her creation, and about that, she was right. I owed her at least that much.”

      “I suppose.”

      Abernathy's brow furrowed. “Steve never locks his studio. Why would it be locked now?”

      I looked at the door, longing for the comfort of his gangly leopard print-clad frame to materialize there.

      Abernathy strode purposefully toward it and delivered a kick below the antique brass knob. It flew open with a brief, splintery sound of protest.

      Everything remained as I remembered it. Walls plastered with posters of Chuck Norris, easel by the window, microwave on an end table in the corner, mini-fridge with assorted Hungry Man TV dinners. His scent still hung in the air. A mix of t-shirt fabric, incense, and unconditional love.

      Abernathy kicked open Kirkpatrick's studio next, then the one Toulouse had occupied recently.

      Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

      Vincent's door yielded as easily as had the others.

      I stepped in and froze, my heart flying up into my throat.

      “Oh my God,” I breathed.

      The drawings were as skillful as all the others I'd seen. Including the two still hiding in my purse.

      But there were more, many more to keep those company. Climbing the walls like the leaves of some sick and twisted vine, hanging from the ceiling, carpeting the floor.

      The canvases and easels I'd given him the day we’d met remained unused, shoved in the corner behind the door.

      Abernathy followed me in, his shoes setting the drawings rustling like autumn leaves.

      My eyes swam through the sea of hatred and came to rest on the one object in the room different from all the rest.

      A photograph pinned to the one space left deliberately blank on the wall opposite the South-facing windows I'd been so excited to offer him.

      I shuffled through the papers to get a closer look.

      The edges were browned and frayed, eaten away by time. Two faces smiled out from the thick, tea-colored paper. Two men with arms slung over each other's shoulders. Two men with features so alike, and yet, so different.

      The realization came as a gasp even before I had words to marry to it.

      “He's not Vincent! Oh my God, Mark! He's Theo!”

      Mark’s answer was something between a gurgle and a gasp.

      I saw his face first, his dark eyes wide with surprise. Then, a single red rose blooming below his sternum, lengthening as the tip of a blade ripped upward to the base of his throat.

      My limbs were frozen in space. I couldn't move, couldn't breathe.

      Abernathy fell to his knees, his face a mask of surprise. Blood leaked from the corner of his mouth and dribbled in a common stream to the stain spreading on his shirt.

      And as he fell, I saw.

      Vincent, or the man I had known as Vincent, behind him, his hand still clenched in a fist around the handle of the blade he’d let fall with Abernathy.

      He'd want the silver to stay. For as long as it was there, Abernathy would not heal.

      Abernathy's arms spasmed backward, seeking in vain the weapon buried in his back. He tried to push himself up from his knees, his shoes slipping on the shifting papers. He came up, stumbled, fell once more.

      Theo kicked the blade deeper, releasing a spray of bubbling blood from Abernathy's mouth.

      “Mark!” I screamed. At last, I lunged toward him, but was met mid-air by the violent impact of a body colliding with mine.

      I heard the sound of my skull cracking against the wall behind me and sensed the texture of the photograph beneath my hair.

      Would it be streaked with my blood?

      Darkness.
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      Pain.

      In my wrists, my ankles, my neck, my back.

      Rope against my joints.

      My body exploded in a sudden attempt at flight, but only produced a sound as a result. The scraping of wood against wood.

      I was tied to a wooden chair. Its hinges squeaked as I jerked against the ropes.

      “It's the one from his painting,” a voice informed me. “I've kept it.”

      I forced my eyes open and found a face hovering above mine.

      He'd shaved the goatee. His jaw lacked some of his brother's tectonic insistence.

      “Theo,” I whispered.

      “Yes.”

      My head was an uncontrollable weight. It lolled forward, and I found true horror at my feet.

      Blood. My sneakers reflected in the dark pool.

      Abernathy, ashen, curled around its border. His eyes blank, fixed on some point in distant space. Delicate curls of smoke worked skyward from the place where the silver blade was buried in his back.

      “Mark!” I cried.

      His eyelids twitched.

      “He's alive,” Theo informed me. “Barely. I made sure of it. I had expected more of a fight. In fact, I owe you thanks.”

      “Me? Why?”

      His grin was far more frightening than his grimace. “For what you did this morning. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen his strength this thoroughly…consumed.”

      Guilt. Fear. Anger. Shame. It was a wonder one heart could house them all. “Why?” I asked. “Why have you done this?”

      “He knows.” Theo nudged Mark with a blood-spattered boot. “Don't you Mark?”

      Abernathy blinked.

      “He killed my brother. He killed,” his voice broke, “Vincent.”

      “Theo, Vincent was very sick. He killed himself—”

      The blow rocked my jaw, set my teeth grinding across each other. Pain sang up my neck and into my head. Colored lights burst in my eyes.

      “No!” Theo spat. He was in front of me then, his boots in Abernathy's blood.

      “Vincent didn't kill himself. He killed him. Abernathy, and other vultures like him. They mocked him. They scorned him. They made him an outcast. Vincent, who was more beautiful than them all. And yet they live! They live, the ones that drove my brother to take his own life. Parasites that lived on his genius, his goodness, his passion. But no longer.”

      He kicked Abernathy in the ribs, smearing more of his own blood across his shirt.

      “You could have saved him,” he accused Abernathy. “You bought his work, didn't you? He was good enough for that. You knew he'd make you a rich man someday. And he has, hasn't he?”

      “You could have put him in your Paris gallery. You could have persuaded your clientele to buy his work. But you didn't. Did you?”

      Another kick.

      Theo stumbled pulling his boot from the deep, sucking wound in Abernathy's chest.

      “Theo!” I shouted. “Stop. He didn't mean to. He couldn't have known.”

      “He knew,” he replied. “And he did it anyway. He's done it for centuries. Buy art from those who can barely buy themselves bread, lock it away until they've died and it becomes valuable. Oh yes, he knew. He knows everything, doesn’t he? But there are still things I can teach him. He'll know what I felt. How it feels to watch someone he loves die.”

      Theo reached into his back pocket and produced another knife. Its curving blade arched backward like a tooth a predator might lose during a feeding frenzy.

      Blood glued drawings he'd never sent to the bottom of his boots as he walked around behind me.

      “Shall we hear her scream?” he asked Abernathy. “Vincent screamed before the end found him.”

      Abernathy’s shallow breaths quickened pace.

      Intense pressure and searing pain dove into my shoulder and found their way out of my mouth in a brief eruption of sound.

      “No,” Abernathy groaned. Pupils dilated, arm jerking like a dying animal, his cold hand grasped my ankle. Long legs sought purchase on the floor, scattering papers, spreading blood.

      But it was no use. He collapsed again to the floor.

      “Yes,” Theo voice hissed behind me. “I know that look. I've worn it. When did you first know you loved her? When she was a copper-haired girl lying in a hammock under the aspen trees, watching the leaves beat like little hearts? When she danced barefoot in summer rain puddles? When she leapt like a gazelle from hay bale to hay bale under a stormy sky?”

      Recognition dawned. I had done these things. How did Theo know?

      “You didn't know I was watching too, did you Mark? Watching, and waiting. Waiting until you'd loved her as long as I loved Vincent. Only then could you understand what you'd done.”

      The sensation of cold on my cheeks informed me I was crying. Was this irony? Love had driven me to study Theo. Hate had driven him to study me. Since I was a child? It couldn’t be. “Mark, How long? How long have you—”

      Theo, still behind me, bent over and rested his chin on the shoulder he'd stabbed, his cheek rough against mine. I felt him smile. “How you love your secrets,” he whispered to Abernathy. “You won't mind my sharing a few, of course. Since you will both die.”

      A grunt escaped Abernathy.

      “It seems he'd rather I not tell you.” Theo stood, lifting his face away from mine until his voice again became a disembodied entity. “Will you honor his last wish?”

      I looked down into Abernathy's eyes. He'd used what little strength he yet possessed to fix them on me. What had I expected to see? Regret? Longing? Love?

      Instead, I saw fear.

      Fear.

      Not fear of death. Fear of truth.

      “Tell me,” I said.

      Theo laughed, delighted. “Isn’t she much more than you wanted? Much more than you’d hoped for?” His voice seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere. “He loves to play the savior, Hanna. But can you truly be a savior if you only rescue from damage of your own making?”

      Pain made words harder to form. Cold tingled from my shoulder down to my fingers. “What are you talking about?”

      “I'm not the only one he robbed of a brother,” Theo said.

      Abernathy's gaze fell to the wooden planks.

      My experience with the world of werewolves had been short and brutal, but one thing I understood: death was a part of this life. “He protects people. He does what he has to.”

      A rough hand swept hair off my clammy neck. Theo’s mouth brushed by my ear. “What he did to your brother was perfectly reasonable then, I’m sure.”

      My lungs shrank to a tenth of their normal size. There wasn’t enough air in this room. This city. This universe. “I don't have a brother.”

      “No,” Theo said. “Not anymore.”

      Gooseflesh pricked at my scalp. I stared down at Abernathy. His eyes reflected only dark blood. “What do you mean?”

      “He took him from you,” Theo explained. “The same night he took your father.”

      The room spun around me, a hurricane of paper and ink. “My father...my father was killed in a car accident.”

      Theo arrived in my peripheral vision as he walked the line where wall met floor. The sun streaming in the window shot orange sparks into his hair. “Yes. Abernathy's clean-up crew is legendary. All that matters is the story he wants you to hear. The story he wants everyone to hear. Have you had no experience with this?”

      I reached for air.

      I had.

      My father. My brother. What had Abernathy done? His reticence to share knowledge with me made terrible, perfect sense. He had been keeping things not to protect me, but to protect himself.

      “He's been watching you since that night,” Theo said. “The night your father died. How old were you?”

      “Four,” I answered. “Almost four.”

      “A time when you should have been carefree. Playing. Dreaming. Not attending a funeral.”

      And with these words, a memory kicked its way to the surface of my mind’s dark lake. The smell of lilies. Airless space perfumed by flowers and mourners. Legs. Black slacks. Panty hose. Heads hung low. Regrets spoken against necks, and shoulders. A long, burnished wooden box. And next to it, a smaller box of the same color and style. Why had I thought its purpose was to hold the flowers my father had been sent?

      I searched Abernathy’s eyes. Please, I willed him. Tell me this isn't true.

      He looked away.

      “No!” This small word tore its way from my throat like an atom bomb. “No!” Years of grieving stacked themselves upon me all at once. The family I might have had, the childhood I might have known. The safety of a father, the love of a younger brother.

      “Yes.”

      Pain bloomed anew in the ruined muscles of my shoulder as the serrated teeth of the wicked blade jerked out of my body.

      An arc of silver flashed overhead, ethereal as lightening. I followed its trajectory as I had done during every storm, even when it ended in the meat of my thigh.

      This, new, specific pain was almost a relief. It brought me out of myself.

      “How does this feel?” he asked Abernathy. “How does it feel to hear her screams? To know you have failed to save the one you love?”

      Love.

      Pain dug hot burrs into my belly, and I gagged. “He doesn't love me. You are wrong.”

      Theo’s answer saw the dagger pulled from my leg.

      My screams were lost in an explosion of breaking glass. Shards bit into my neck and scattered across the floor in a crystalline blur.

      Theo crashed into the back of my chair, sending it toppling over Abernathy. I came to rest on my side, facing the door Abernathy had kicked in, my back to his.

      A small, dark wolf tore at Theo's neck, its claws dug into the backs of his shoulders. Theo flailed at the beast blindly, trying to slap it from his back.

      Toulouse.

      The knowledge was sudden and sure.

      I worked at my bonds. Slickened by blood, my wrist slid beneath the rope. Skin tore as I yanked a hand free.

      It hit upon cool ivory.

      The silver blade in Abernathy's back.

      Its handle was within my reach.

      I closed my fingers over it and pulled, feeling it slide against flesh and bone. I cut the rope holding my remaining wrist and ankles and rolled out of the chair.

      Even free from silver, Abernathy did not move.

      Did I want him to?

      An animal shriek split the gallery.

      The dark wolf's compact body now tangled with a flame-colored blur of limbs and teeth. Together, they were smoke and fire, locked in a dance to the death.

      I pressed a hand beneath Abernathy's chin and turned his face toward mine.

      His eyes sank to the side. I moved into his gaze, asking questions I knew he hadn't the strength to answer.

      Answer.

      He would. I would make sure of it.

      The rapidly healing meat of my thigh meant I was still infused with Allan's powerful blood. Maybe, if there was still enough…moving behind Abernathy, I took the dagger in my right hand and held it over my left palm.

      Do this fast, Hanna. I closed my hand over the blade, feeling its razor edge bite into my skin. One deep breath, a quick jerk, a new ribbon of pain.

      Quickly, I pressed my blood-rubied palm against the cooling flesh at the wound in Abernathy's back.

      Cold seeped into my fingers, traveling up my arm to find my heart. Each beat drove flashes of ice through further from chest. It was rippling outward. Leaving me.

      Whatever Allan had given me was leaving me and pouring into Abernathy.

      Numbness lingered in its wake.

      It was done.

      Abernathy dragged a breath into his lungs. His eyes scrambled across my face. “Hann—

      “Save it,” I said.

      I yanked my hand away from his back.

      Silver-white tendons flexed like puppet strings within the deep gash as I moved my fingers. I was no longer healing. I was bleeding.

      “Sorry about this. Hold still.” I grabbed the torn edge of Abernathy’s shirt with my good hand and ripped away a long scrap. Nothing near a professional bandage, but it would soak up some blood.

      A terrible yelp, then an animal scream. While I had been focused on Abernathy, Toulouse and Theo had taken their battle elsewhere.

      Abernathy moaned, rolled, tried to push up, and fell. “Fuck,” he grunted.

      “Stay,” I said, putting a hand on his chest. I grabbed the silver blade and pushed away from Abernathy, running toward the studio.

      The wall came down on their surging bodies. Bricks and dust scattered across the wood floor. In the clearing dust, I saw Toulouse's body pinned under the debris.

      Theo lost no time, leaping onto him, teeth tearing at his throat.

      No extra strength rose in my blood, no supernatural power gave me strength. I had only will and time.

      “Theodorus Van Gogh!” The voice was mine, and not mine. Eternally calm. Harder and older than stone. Deeper and wider than the ocean.

      His head snapped toward me for the split second I required.

      I launched myself at him, hugged his sleek, canine body against mine, and rolled him off Toulouse.

      We came to rest on a bed of bricks and broken drywall. They ground into my back as I wrapped my legs around Theo's writhing flanks and tried to keep him from righting himself.

      He locked onto my forearm, ripping skin, crushing bone.

      The pain was exquisite.

      I remembered the silver blade only as I began to lose my grip on it, the nerves in my hand near destruction.

      With all I had left, I drew my arm back and sank the blade down into the wolf’s chest.

      I felt it glance off a rib.

      Too low.

      But enough to distract.

      He sprang to the side, his body whipped around, trying to shake the blade out. He forgot the wall behind him, forgot its supporting brother had already fallen.

      I heard his spine snap as the bricks fell, his body breaking under the weight.

      And when the dust cleared, he was only human, like me.

      Smoke joined the dancing dust particles, rising from where the dagger lay buried.

      I rolled myself to my feet and scrambled over to him.

      He made no move to fight but grabbed my hand and drew it up his body. Then, he wrapped my fingers around the blade's handle. “Take it,” he coughed.

      If he had strength enough to wrap my hand around the blade, he had strength enough to pull it out. “Take it?” I repeated, not understanding.

      “Take...my heart.” His pale blue eyes, much like his brother's, bore into mine.

      “Take your—” Shock descended. Words evaporated.

      “Please,” he begged.

      “Why? Why now?”

      “I brought Vincent what vengeance I could. It is finished. You loved him. You loved my brother. Because you loved him, kill me.”

      “Theo, please. Don't ask me this—”

      “Take it!” He grabbed for my throat, and I read the depth of desperation in his eyes. He wanted to be done, but he would kill me if I didn’t kill him.

      I grabbed the blade from his lung and sank it through the space in his ribs, straight through the muscle of his heart. A scream tore loose from my throat as I felt it drive home.

      A sigh escaped from his lips like a prayer, rising heavenward.

      The handle pulsed within my hand for a few beats.

      Theo's eyes fixed on a point over my shoulder, his face alive with sudden excitement. “Vincent?” He fell back to the gallery floor, his features beatific with release.

      My sobs came in earnest. I'd killed him. I'd killed Theo Van Gogh, the one person in the world most loved by Vincent Van Gogh.

      I laid my hand against his chest, warming the place where the knife protruded.

      “I'm sorry,” I whispered, hoping against hope he could hear me. “I'm so sorry, Vincent.”

      In this place of sorrow too deep for words, I understood.

      Theo loved Vincent so fiercely for the same reasons I had.

      I loved him not because he was beautiful, but because I hoped he would have seen beauty in me. I would have been transformed under his brushes—my artifice stripped away and layers of paint left in its place. This new skin would have shown me what I hoped I was all along: beautiful, like him.
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      “Not so much fun, is it?” I asked.

      Abernathy pulled against the handcuffs binding him to my headboard. He'd slept for the better part of three days.

      Toulouse had been kind enough to help me get him home, though Abernathy sustained a decent concrete burn to the forehead in the process. Slung over Toulouse's shoulder, half of Abernathy dragged along the ground. Height was a definite liability when it came to being transported as dead weight by someone as vertically challenged as Toulouse.

      I'd cuffed him once he began to stir.

      “Your sense of irony notwithstanding,” Abernathy said. “You realize I could break the headboard and the cuffs easier than you can destroy a wheel of brie.”

      “Maybe,” I agreed. “If they weren't made of silver.”

      “Silver?” he repeated, giving them another yank. “Where the fuck did you get silver handcuffs?”

      I saw no compelling reason to mention Morrison had left them under the pillow after our last sleepover. He'd had them custom made, the naughty boy. “That's not important.”

      Abernathy’s chocolate-colored eyes narrowed. “I happen to think it is.”

      “Well, we're not here to talk about what you find important, are we?”

      “I guess you're running the show,” he said, jiggling the handcuffs. “You tell me.”

      “Think you could show a little more gratitude to the person who saved your life?” I sat down the edge of the bed.

      “I don't remember that,” he said.

      “That would be because you had been gutted like a fish. From behind.” I sat back into the couch and relished the expression of confusion on his face.

      “Theo,” Abernathy whispered.

      “Then you remember that much, at least.”

      “Toulouse?” he asked, putting puzzle pieces together.

      “Fine. He was only dead enough to take a ride in the ME's van and end up in the morgue. Morrison interrupted Theo before he could finish the job and he took off. Theo sent Steve, Shayla, and Kirkpatrick on a wild goose chase to New York looking for us. I guess he told them we'd been attacked coming back into the country and needed reinforcements, or something to that effect.”

      “What happened to Theo?” Abernathy’s face held something near panic.

      “Toulouse,” I answered. “Toulouse ate his heart.”

      “And what happened to the body?”

      “I took care of it. You're not the only one with resources, you know.”

      “You consider Morrison a resource?”

      “Morrison is on suspension,” I informed him. “A result of your little face to fist conversation with him. Officer Birch, his replacement, is considerably less sharp and more eager. He was all too happy to discover evidence the man I killed in self-defense could be connected to two recent local murders as well as a string of killings across the United States and Europe. He jumped at the chance to stick that feather in his cap.”

      “Then what’s left to discuss?” Abernathy’s shoulders flexed as he rotated his wrists within the cuffs.

      “You don't remember what Theo told me?” I asked.

      He shook his head.

      “About my father. And my brother.”

      I tried not to notice the way his pectoral muscles strained when his arms sagged against their silver restraints.

      “My father didn't die in a car accident. Did he?” I asked.

      “No,” Abernathy admitted.

      I pulled my legs up on the bed and sat cross-legged, preparing for the heavy revelations. “What happened to him?”

      “I had hoped to have this conversation under different circumstance.” He looked up at the handcuffs, then down at the sheet pulled up to his waist.

      “So much for hoping.” I shrugged. “Spill it, Abernathy.”

      He exhaled a gust of air. “Your father was a good man, Hanna. But he didn't know about your mother until after she was pregnant with you. And he was madder than hell when he found out.”

      “What about her?” I demanded.

      “That, like you, she was a werewolf heir.”

      I had barely come to accept that Abernathy might be right about my origins. Never once had I allowed myself to wonder what the word heir even meant, nor how I had come to be one. “My mother was an heir?”

      “Yes. Like your grandmother before her, and your great-grandmother before—really? You're not going to let me out of the cuffs for this discussion?”

      Drawn by his deep, rumbling voice, Gilbert, Stewie, and Stella had jumped up on the bed and were sniffing around him. Gilbert curled onto his lap while Stewie and Stella settled down by his feet.

      “Not only am I not letting you out of the cuffs, but if you disturb my cats, I'll tighten them.”

      Abernathy sighed. “Where was I? Right. The reason your line is pure is because there have been no transformations in your line since I was a boy. All the women in your family chose human mates and had only one child each. A daughter.”

      Christ on a popsicle stick. I knew this. I'd always know this. I was the only child of an only child of an only child. It had seemed mostly like a fun familial quirk to discuss with my science teachers.

      “It's no coincidence either,” Abernathy explained. “Every woman in your line is informed what she is when she comes of age. Before she knows, she is untouchable within the werewolf community. It's one of the few rules our kind observes faithfully. But after she knows, she’s fair game. For threats as well as propositions.”

      I thought of recent events, the pack of werewolf suitors. His words had the ring of truth.

      “The threats would be why your ancestors chose human mates,” he continued.

      “What if one of my ancestors had a son instead of a daughter?” I asked.

      “Untransformed werewolf heirs always have a daughter as their firstborn. The recessive genes determine it. Provided the woman chooses a human husband and has only one female child, the line will remain human, and no existing lines are threatened.”

      My brain felt like scrambled egg. “But what about my grandmother? She chose a human husband, and he was murdered.”

      “Yes. And when that happened, your grandmother did something no one had ever done, Hanna.”

      “She sought out a man she already knew to be a werewolf, asking protection for her and her unborn daughter. That man was my father.”

      Windows began to align.

      Our trip to Germany to see his father after he'd been attacked. His roots there. My roots there.

      “Unfortunately for your grandmother, my father is a waste of flesh and bone.” Abernathy’s eyes darkened with an emotion his face refused to acknowledge. “The task fell to me.”

      “Wait. You protected my grandmother and my mother?”

      “And you,” he added. “I didn't interfere. Not until your father. I explained to him what would happen if he and your mother had a second child, but he couldn't accept it. He refused to believe.”

      “And they conceived again?”

      “Yes,” Abernathy confirmed. “But there were complications.”

      A memory began to surface. My mother laying on the couch, crying, sweating. Doctor appointments, then an extended stay at the hospital. UCLA. My father had watched me then, leaving me with my grandmother to babysit when he drove up on the weekends.

      “They never told me,” I said.

      “No,” he admitted. “They were afraid she would lose the baby. They didn't want you to know that kind of loss.”

      “How is her losing the baby your fault?” I asked. “Theo said you robbed me of a brother.”

      “Your mother didn't lose the baby, Hanna. They kept her until they could deliver him. He lived in the ICU for weeks.”

      “But my mom came home without a baby.”

      Abernathy shrank visibly. “Yes. I drove her home. I was to do the same for your father and your brother in a separate trip.”

      How strange to think Abernathy had been so close to me all this time. Had I looked out the window the day my mother came home, I would have seen him. A sudden chill took me. “That's how it happened. On the second trip.”

      “Yes.” His dark eyes took on a haunted, hollow quality as he stared into the middle distance.

      “Tell me,” I said.

      “I tried to make sure they would be safe. But your father took your brother and left before I returned. Didn't check him out from the hospital, skipped the discharge paperwork.”

      “By the time I caught up with them—” His voice broke, his eyes glassed over with unshed tears.

      I cried for us both. “They were dead.”

      Abernathy drew a deep breath.

      “Your father was dead Hanna.”

      I looked into his eyes, took his meaning.

      “Your brother was alive. Barely. Then, I finished what they started. In one that small, it didn't take much.”

      “Finished what? What does that mean?”

      “I made him a werewolf that night. I kept him alive with my blood. But because I made him, he was no longer of a pure line.”

      I couldn't breathe. Blood rushed to my face. “But if he was a werewolf—”

      “Yes,” Abernathy said. “He lived. But even no longer pure, no longer an heir, I knew he'd never be safe. Not as long as he was associated with your family. I gave him to another family to raise, watched over him, and when it was time, I brought him to be with me. As I did with you.”

      I shook my head, tears pouring down my face. Knowing, disbelieving. “My brother is—”

      “Steven Franke.”
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