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About the Publisher

Prologue

A stedy wind howled. Like acolony of orange-vested ants swarming afreshly ssomped hill, workers
navigated the mess behind the mansion. The old house sagged and was collgpsing in placesthat were
cordoned off by bright yellow tape and sheets of clear plastic. At the back of the mansion, floodlights
illuminated amassive heap of rubble separated from the dilapidated structure by no more than twenty
yards.

Asnight had falen, the land beneath the workers' feet had grown hard and cold. Cloudsfilled the sky,
smearing away whatever light might have been cast by the stars and the milky half-moon peering down
upon the site. Scattered among different spots on the property, workers took measurements or huddled
around smdll heatersthat chugged next to portable generators connected to the mansion by thick cables.
Beyond the reach of those lights, the workers farthest from the house walked on the fringes of shadow.
One such worker stood motionless at the top of the heap, with one hand wrapped around athin metal
post and the other shoved deep into the pocket of hisdirty coat.

The worker shifted from one foot to the other, doing his best to keep his balance on top of what was
essentidly agiant pile of dirt, bricks, and cracked wooden beams. Removing the hand from his coat
pocket, he brought awalkie-talkie to his mouth and asked, “Did you hear that?’

A colleague near the western corner of the mansion pressed his eye against a small telescope mounted
onto atripod. When the walkie-talkie on his belt crackled to life, helifted it to his ear and replied, “You
sy something, Brian?’

“Yeah,” theworker on the pilereplied. “1 asked if you heard that.”
“Heard what?’
“Somekind of rumbling.”

The man at the telescope chuckled. “ The owner of this place said he heard screams afew times. Y ou
didn’'t hear screams, did you?’

Picking up on the sarcasm coming through the radio, Brian said, “No. It was rumbling. Like...under my
fedt”

“Just hold till s0 1 can get these measurements.” Squinting through the tel escope, he struggled to take
advantage of the pathetic light and scribble his notations into a notebook strapped to hiswrist.

“Can you even see me out here?’ Brian asked.

“Bardly, but | want to get this done so we can get the hell out of here. It s bad enough we' ve got todo a
topographical study of an old pile of garbage, but the deadline they gave usis complete—"

The view through the man’ s telescope turned black, making him think his eyes had findly been strained
past their limit. When the man looked up, he saw that someone had stepped directly in front of him to
gaze out at the heap of rubble.

“Hey,” theworker said from behind histripod. “ Are you supposed to be here?’

The figure blocking the telescope wore ablack coat that hung well past hiswais. It might have been
leather, but it had adicker, shinier qudity, asif it had been dippedin oil. Hewasatal, bald man with
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black marks on his neck that stretched al the way up the back of his head. Before the worker behind the
tripod could get a better look at the meandering tattoo, the stranger turned around and stared intently at
him.

“Scott?’ Brian asked through theradio. “Who isthat guy?’

Stepping out from behind hisinstrument, Scott replied, “I’m about to find out.” He lowered the radio and
raised hisvoiceto the level that usualy caused his subordinates to rethink whatever they’ d been about to
mess up. “What the hell are you doing out here? Don't you know thisis private property?’

The tone wasn't working on the bald man. His eyes remained fixed and he whispered, “ Stay,” asif
commanding an overanxious dog.

“What?’ Scott grunted. “All right. Whatever you'redoing, | don't got timefor it.”

Just then the ground rumbled and shook beneath Brian’ sfeet. He tightened his grip upon the post he'd
been holding for Scott to see but was unable to keep from falling as the hesp benesth him caved in.

Unable to hear the rumbling, Scott couldn’t missthe screamsthat followed.

The other ten workers, too busy to notice the man in the black jacket, now al looked to the heap where
Brian had been. Those who hadn’t seen him fall were drawn to his pained cries. Scott tried to rush past
the stranger in the black jacket to see what had happened to his partner but was knocked off hisfeet by
what felt like acement post damming againg his chest.

The bald man stood with hisarm effortlesdy outstretched after hitting Scott, asif working akink out of
his shoulder. Asthe other workers hurried to the top of the heap, the stranger crouched over Scott’s
crumpled body and grabbed him by the hair. The surveyor wheezed and fought to refill hislungsashis
head was yanked upward and pointed toward the heap. When hetried to pull away from the bald man’'s
grasp, Scott was driven to the ground by an elbow that pounded directly between his shoulder blades.
There was a sharp, burning pain a the small of hisback, followed by something sharp that ripped away
the side of Scott’s neck.

“I told you to stay,” the bald man hissed.

The screams from the collapsed heap became louder as more and more workers added their voicesto
the mix. Some of the workers disappeared as if swallowed up by the hegp itself. Othersran panicked
from the mound, wanting only to get away. Just...away.

Scott could hear long, controlled gasps coming from the man pinning him down. Fighting back proved to
be usdess. All he could do was watch helplessly as part of the heap rose up, stretched out, and swung at
one of the fleeing workers.

Come.

Scott couldn't tell if the word was a statement or aquestion. He didn't know if it was meant for him or
someone else. He couldn’t even tell if he' d heard it or thought it.

The figure emerging from the heap was just alump at firdt. It moved and swayed and flailed itsarms, but
it didn’'t seem ableto lift its own head. Asit kept moving, more of the dirt was shaken off. Once enough
of it fell away, the rough outline of shoulders and arms could be seen. Long legs, thick with muscle, held
the figure upright. Its arms were uneven, yet powerful enough to knock one worker off hisfeet and send
another to the ground amid the crunch of breaking bone. And still its head swayed back and forth like a
disconnected pendulum.



Some of the workers managed to get away from the thing, but they didn’'t make it far before the beast
legpt up high enough to close the distance between them. It clipped one worker’ s head as it landed, and
rolled for afew feet before scrambling back to itsfeet to dam afist into another worker’ s chest and tear
away achunk of flesh.

“Get them dl, Henry,” the man in the black jacket whispered. “ Gather every last one.”

Scott knew he had to get away from there or end up like Brian and the others. He had to move and call
for help, but the crazy bald asshole was pinning him down. As much as he wanted to run, as badly as he
wanted to fight, his body would not comply. When he redized he couldn’t fedl hislegs or arms, Scott
knew he was done. The ground was warm and wet with blood that had come from his own veins,
explaning the cold dizzinessfilling hismind.

The crazy man knelt beside him. Blood dripped from the man’s mouth and coated hishandsin adick
crimson paste. Every so often he glanced down at Scott, but most of his attention was fixed upon the
filthy thing that recklessy jumped from one worker to another, snapping legs and clubbing heads with
thick, flailing limbs.

“Leave someadive,” the crazy man whispered.

Then Scott heard agroaning wail that was too powerful to have come from any of the workers. The
sound aspired to be human, but fell noticesbly short of the mark. Asthe cry drifted through the air, the
monstrous shape near the heap of rubble turned toward Scott and rocked back and forth. Despite his
condition, Scott could till seethat figure standing there, looking back at him. It held onto Brian' sface
with one gnarled hand, leaving the rest of the worker’ s body to dangle limply like abroken doll. Thething
was amogt twice as big as Brian, but cowered asif afraid of something.

“I know you're hungry,” the bald man whispered. “ Gather them up and then you can feed.”
“Wh-Why...?" Scott moaned.

The bald man quickly glanced down, asif he' d forgotten Scott was there. Scowling in away that
reved ed the bloody fangs extending over his human teeth, he grabbed a handful of Scott’shair, lifted his
head off the ground and then dammed it upon a partidly buried rock.

As Scott drifted away, he heard the bald man softly whisper, “ Of course you know me, Henry. | am
God, and | have come to show you the new world.”

Chapter 1
Seditle, Washington

“What the hell isthat thing supposed to be?’

Cole Warnecki sguinted and leaned forward as he tried to come up with words to describe what he was
seeing on the monitor. Drawing a complete blank, he shook his head and replied, “1 don’t know. Some
sort of monster?’

The man next to Cole didn’t take his eyes from the thing that had caught his attention. He shook his head,
but not in the vaguely bewildered way that Cole had a second ago. “A monster or maybe some kind of
dien?

Cole snapped hisfingers. “A demon! That'swhat it is.”
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“What kind of demon?’
“Thekind that...wait asecond...maybeit’s some sort of guardian spirit.”

Jason Sorrenson shifted his eyes away from the thirty-two-inch screen, swiveled in his chair so he could
face Cole, then reached for apair of glasses. He did the dated wire frames into the grooves they’ d worn
over both ears and onto the bridge of his nose before asking, “Isn't this your game, Cole? Shouldn’t you
know exactly what every one of these things are?’

Cole kept looking at the monitor and the image frozen on it. In his hands he held a controller that was
connected to ablack video-game console on atable beside Jason’ s desk. Findly, Cole set the controller
down and pressed hisfingertips againgt his closed eyes. “ Shit, you' re right. Y ou know how crazy things
get when we' rethis closeto going gold.”

“Going gold? We re bardly through play testing and you think we' re ready to start manufacturing disks?’

Letting out a breath, Cole flinched as if someone had just blown pepper up hisnose. “A Cerberus!
That'swhat itid”

1] WI,H?’

“Y ou know, like one of those demon dogs from Greek mythology. But it' s different than those other ones
that showed up in—"

“Saveit, Cole” Jason wasin hismid-forties, but carried himself asif he had sixty yearsof grief on his
back. Leaning back, he sunk into the expensive padding of his chair, clagped his hands behind hisbading
head and stared at Cole through the dated wire frame glasses. His office matched the chair in comfort
and had enough windowsto fill it with whatever light the gray Seettle skies could offer. In comparison,
the rest of the officesin the building seemed like dungeons. Outside, a stiff breeze blew in from Puget
Sound; dl the bare branchesin the nearby park swayed in adow rhythm. Winter hadn’t arrived quite
yet, but the city looked plenty cold dready. “What's going on with you lately?’ Jason asked with more
concern than might be expected from someone so high on the corporate ladder.

Cole was about ten years younger than hisboss, but he let out asigh asif he wasthe older of the two.
Working hisway through the ranks of Digital Dreamers Inc. had been alabor of love, but timeslikethis
didn't fed so romantic. “1 don't know,” he said before his pause became uncomfortable.

“Do you want to abandon Hammer Strike?’

Glancing back to the monitor, Cole looked at the pause screen displaying the game' stitle and options.
“I’ve been working on Hammer for over two years. Giving it up now would just be...”

113 Layl?l
“| was going to say stupid, but | guess both are pretty close.”

Jason got up and sat on the edge of his marble desktop. “I’ d hate to lose you, Cole,” he said while
picking up hisown controller and hitting a button to put the game back into motion. “Y ou' re anything but
lazy, but you do seem sort of distracted.”

“That' sputting it nicdly. It fedsmore like I’ ve had my head jammed up my ass”

Chuckling under his bregth like a preteen boy too nervousto follow up hisfriend’ s swearing with abad
word of hisown, Jason let hisfingers drift effortlesdy over the game controller. He moved his



muscle-bound, onscreen avatar to one of the Cerberus-type creatures and used the titular hammer to
pound it into amess of pixilated gore.

Cole pinched his chin between a thumb and forefinger while watching Jason maneuver through the game.
“Do that combo | showed you.”

“Thekilling move?”
“Yeah”

Jason'’ sfingers flew through the prescribed set of motions, causing the digitized character to perform a
jerky dance. “1t’ snot working,” he said while shaking his head.

Coletook the controller from Jason’ s hands and went through the same motions, only abit faster. After a
few more attempts, he bounced the controller off the floor and turned his back to the screen. “God
dammit!”

“Maybe you need to take avacation. Y ou know....relax alittle?’
“I can't take avacation this close to the release date.”
“Sowell push the date back. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

L etting out a breath, Cole straightened up and turned around to face his boss again. He knew he might
not have been in the best shape of hislife, but with his naturd athleticism, he held up better than most
guys his age. Considering how much time he spent in front of a computer screen, hislack of agut was
even more impressive. He chuckled at his own expense and dropped back into his chair. “1 don’t think a
vacation iswhat | need, Jason.”

“I'm not letting you quit.” Lighting up like the power button on his game console, Jason said, “1 know!
What about Nora?’

“| haven't seen her for awhile”

“She works one door away from the programmers’ lounge. Y ou must see her every day.”
“I mean | haven't seen her....likethat. Not for awhile.”

Jason nodded dowly. “Why not?’

“Not just aboss, but areationship counsgor too? | think you should prescribe me some painkillers. You
know, the good onesthat put you to deep for awhile?’

“I just thought it would do you some good to get your mind off of work, and Noraseemsalot more
qudified than meto do that trick.”

Cole laughed and scooped the controller up from the floor. He only meant to test that it wasn't broken,
but quickly found himsdlf entering back into the digitd fray. “Maybe | will give her another call. She's
nice”

“Andfineashdl.”
“Don't let H.R. hear you say that, but yeah, she' shot.”

“All right, then. Take aweek off. Rest up and then come back to work so you can tell me about what



Norawore on your date. Fedl freeto be asgraphic asyou'd like.” Looking around asif hetruly feared
an H.R. bug on thewall, Jason added, “ But that’ sjust afriend talking.”

Cole knew it wastrue, that Jason was speaking as more than just a bosstrying to put an employee a
ease. Jason had aways been agood friend. In fact, he was the sort of guy who couldn’'t beaprick if his
life depended on it. That was agreat quality for aperson, but not for the head of agrowing company.
Fortunately, Digital Dreamers had more than enough professiona pricksto make up for Jason’s good
nature.

“Since l’m being forced away from here,” Cole said, “maybe | could do more than just sit around my
gpartment and try to get my hands under Nora s blouse.”

“What more do you need? What more would anyone need?’
“I don't know.”

“Sure you do,” Jason replied as he picked up acontroller for himself. “ Otherwise you wouldn’'t have said
anything.”

“Maybe | can get away and do something exciting. After putting together so many games, I’ ve been
thinking | could do an even better job if | had something real to draw from.”

Jason glanced at Cole just long enough for his character to get blindsided by a hulking swordsman
wearing glowing armor. “Y ou mean something more than those trips to the firing range or those ninja
classes? Were those even redl, or just semiclever waysto get some research money?’

“I dtill goto thefiring range,” Colereplied, “and those classeswerered.” After inputting a specific
sequence of button presses, his avatar reached over his shoulder and drew anew, impossibly big,
wegpon from an undersized holster. The weapon was a spear with a grip that wrapped around both of
the warrior’ sfists. The upper end narrowed into agleaming point, while the lower end forked open,
which camein handy to block an incoming blow from one of the game’'s demons. “I just put that wegpon
in. Pretty cool, huh?’

Jason didn't reply. He was too busy glaring intently at Cole.

Findly, Cole buckled. “All right. I went to two of those ninja classes before | quit. Too much jumping. |
only paid for amonth of lessons anyway.”

“Congder it my contribution for this vacation you need so badly. Although | don't think you'll find a
getaway advertised anywhere that’ d put you close to the sorts of things you put in your games.”

“Not even on the Internet?’
Without taking his eyes from the screen, Jason shook his head. “Not even on the Internet.”
“What about one of those extreme vacations?’

“Jesus, Cole. Didn't they stop doing that kind of crap ten years ago? If you want to snowboard, just do
it”

“Not snowboarding. Something better than that. Like a hunting trip.”
“Hunting? When have you ever hunted?’

“Never.”



“Then what made you think of it?”

Cole paused s0 he could skewer the last enemy on the screen with aflourishing combination. He then
waked his character over to Jason’s guy and stabbed him in the gut.

“You'refired,” Jason replied in amonotone. “ Clean out your desk.”

Ignoring hisboss, Cole said, “I got an e-mail awhile ago about some kind of hunting trip in Canada. It'd
be pushing it, but | should be able to get a seat on that plane before they’ re dl booked up. Firing some
riflesand crawling around outside would be great research for when | start in on Sniper Ranger 4 next
month.”

Jason shook his head and et out a bregath. “ Seems more like alame attempt to get Digital Dreamersto
pay for your vacation.”

“Woasit that lame?’
“Yeah”

“Whatever. That hunting trip in Canadais short aman. It's so chesp it'salmost free, and I’ ve even got
my own gun.”

That caught Jason’ s attention. “ Should | be worried by that?”

Coledid hisbest to scowl, but didn’t need amirror to know hewasn’t pulling it off. Aborting his attempt
at intimidation, he said, “My dad took me out afew times and |eft arifle at my placelast winter. | don’t
know what kind it is, but it should be dl right for hunting.”

“You redly don’t know how to hunt, do you?’
“Sort of. Well...”

Chuckling even harder, Jason set down his controller and leaned back into hischair. “ Persondly, | just
wish | could be there to see you on atrip with abunch of gun freaks.”

“Hunters, Jason. They're hunters.”

“It sounds like agood deal. Just promise meto take plenty of pictures and some video when you shoot
yoursdf inthefoot. | want to post it on our webste.”

Rather than try to stick up for himself, Cole said, “ The plane leaves the day after tomorrow.”
“Isn’t that short notice?’
“That’ swhy the tickets are so cheap, moron.”

Rather than trade any more insults with Cole, Jason said, “ Take your vacation. Since you decided to pick
up and leave this close to deadline, you get to gpologizeto al the websites and gaming magazines for the
delays”

Cole got up and tossed his controller onto the chair he’ d just vacated. “ Or | could refrain from telling
H.R. about how much you admire Nora' s—"

1] Go! ”



Col€ s gpartment was on the fourth floor of abeige, stucco building on Yae Avenue. He didn't think it
was quite worth as much as he paid to live there, but the owners were doing their best to give the place a
better image. Mogly, that consisted of spending money to print newdetters convincing tenants that the
chipped paint was stylish, rather than just repainting the damn walls.

The apartment had acquired an even more rumpled appearance once he put hisown thingsinto it. A new
couch and recliner sat amid a coffee table and lamps that had been with him since high school. His bed
wasfairly new, but the dining room table and chairs had come a ong with him after he moved out of his
parents homein Y akima. Of course, like anyoneesein hisline of work, the television and entertainment
center were top of the line and got upgraded whenever he received abonus, or smply couldn’t control
himsdlf while walking through one of the many € ectronics stores he frequented.

For the most part, Cole could relax in his gpartment. At the moment, however, the main thing on hismind
was getting out from within those walls, even if he had to scrape and claw to do so.

“Thisisanice place, Cole,” Norasaid as she wandered through the one-bedroom dwelling. “Kind of a
mess, though.” She was a nice person and agood friend. Any man with functioning senseswould readily
admit that she was appedling to every last one of them. Her voice was soft. Her hair and skin were
smooth. Her touch was gentle. Her curves were nicely proportioned. She even liked to play video
games, which was abonusif not absolutely necessary. All in al, Norashould have been everything he
waslooking for in awoman. Thered mystery waswhy having her in his gpartment made him want to
bolt for the Strest.

Cole looked up from the bag he was packing just long enough to glance around. The agpartment wasn't in
the best shape, but it had sure looked worse. “Messy? What do you mean?’

But Norawasn't biting. She lowered her chin and looked at him over the top of her glassesin away that
had made nearly every man in the Digital Dreamers offices mdlt at one time or another. “Where should |
sart?’ she asked. “How about the fact that you invited me over just so | could watch you throw clothes
into that old duffel bag?” Suddenly, her eyes widened and she clapped her hands together. “Arewe
going somewhere for the weekend?’

“Actudly, I'm the onethat’ sgoing away. Just me.”

The disgppointment in her eyeswasn't obvious, but it was there for anyone looking closaly enough to see
it.“Oh.”

“| asked you over asaway to...wrap things up.”
“Oh,” she said in amore somber tone.

Coletossed thelast pair of socksinto his bag and walked over to her. Norawas dmost astdl as him,
which put her well above an average woman' s height. Straight, dark blond hair hung past her shoulders,
and perfectly even bangs made a straight line over her eyes. Her glasses had quirky plastic frames and
lensesthat were too thick to be mistaken for afashionable attempt to look smarter. She alwayswore
skirts to accentuate her shapely legs, but never wore tight blouses or swegters.

The moment Cole stepped up to her, he could feed Noramoving closer to him. He placed hishandson
her hips, and in response she reached up and dipped her hands around the back of his neck.

Doing his best to ignore the ingtincts raging inside of him, Cole said, “Maybeit' s not such agood ideafor



you to be here”
“WI‘N’?’

“Because | don't want to give you the wrong impression.”

Her muscles tensed and the softnessin her expression faded a bit. “ Does this mean you' re breaking up
withme?’

“Comeon, Nora Weredly haven't been together for long.”

“I know,” she said while letting out a bresth and taking astep back. “It'sjust that | was afraid this might
happen from the first moment | thought about approaching you.”

“Y ou were going to agpproach me?’

She nodded with a hint of embarrassment. “I hung back because we work together and that can dways
get weird. But, we don't really get out and meet people anywhere dse. At least, | don't.”

“| don’'t either,” Cole quickly added.
“Then why bresk up?’

“Because|I’m going on thistrip to clear my head. The way things have been going, I'd like to wipe
everything away and start over.”

“Reboot theal” system, huh?’

It wasjust that sort of geek-talk that had captured his heart. That, and how good she looked in her short
skirts and button-down blouses while playing the newest build of Zombie House 6.

“You could put it that way,” Colesaid. “I didn’t think it would be fair for meto string you adong, take off
to reboot and then expect you to wait for me like some dutiful wife from an old war movie.”

Nora smiled and closed some of the distance she' d created with the backward step she' d taken. “One,
you' re not going to war. And two, thereisn’'t aman aive who could turn me into a stereotype. Most guys
would catch hell just for lumping meinto that category, and technicaly, | should hurt you for including me
with everything ese that’ sjust supposed to be wiped away.”

“Sorry about thet. | just—"

“Youjust talk afew steps ahead of your brain, Cole. | know that. Y ou’re a'so not most men.” She
pressed herself againgt him and whispered into hisear, “1 think it's cute that you brought me over hereto
get onemore bit of lovin' before you take off on your manly Canadian guy-fest.” Smirking &t the bit of
surprise she saw in hisface, Nora added, “But you' re right. We re not hitched, and there Il betimeto
see where we stand when you get back. For now, why don't | send you off in style, soldier?’

Cole nodded and kissed her. Nora'slips tasted like strawberries, and the skin under her sweater was
even smoother than it looked.

Chapter 2

Two dayslater
1,000 feet over Kunaklini Glacier
British Columbia
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Thetwin engine prop plane rattled around Col€' s body as another wave of turbulence struck it like an
invisble boot. High winds blew in from Silverthrone Mountain, raking dong the desolate, snow-covered
expanse to beat againgt the aircraft’ s hull like aset of iron claws. The sounds echoed within the metal
tube, which only had exposed bolts and rusted brackets where seats should have been. Fortunately, he
was wrapped up in enough thick layers of wool, down, and other winter gear that he could barely fed the
jagged points sticking up from the floor.

Although blue skies could be seen through the frosted, ova porthole windows, it was difficult to say
where the plane was in relation to the ground. The barren fields of ragged white could just as easily have
been fifty or fifteen hundred feet below. Colewinced and quickly rubbed his hands together; playing off
hisreaction asif it had been caused by the cold, and not to the ever-present fear of plummeting to his
desth.

Helooked toward the front of the plane, expecting to find the pilot fighting with the controls. The skinny
man behind the whedl seemed more concerned with adjusting his headphones, which didn’'t make Cole
fed any better about his prospects for surviving thetrip. The other five passengers didn’t have much ese
to offer him either. At the back of the plane were apair of young guysfrom UCLA who' d spent the
choppiest sections of the flight going through the motions of convincing each other they’ d been through a
lot worse. While they might have been fooling each other, they were obvioudy petrified, and that made
Colefed better. Misery might love company, but it sure as hell didn’t love being the biggest loser inthe

pack.
Just then avoice fought to be heard above the roar of the propellers. “Hey, man. You dl right?’
“I’'mjust freaking great,” Cole screamed to the guy directly acrossfrom him. “How about you?’

“Not too bad. Y ou fly much?’ Like Cole, he was stting on arough patch of sted floor where a seat had
once been.

“Sure| do, but thisismore like being insde atin can with wings.” The plane trembled then, causing every
screw inthe fusdageto cry for mercy. Cole gritted histeeth, forced a smile and added, “ Thisthing does
dill havewings, does't it?”

The other man looked through a plate-sized window and nodded. “We re still good. My name' s Brad,
by theway.” Hewas askinny guy with sunken features and wire-rimmed glasses held in place by an
elastic strap looping around the back of his head. Thick, curly, dark brown hair poked out from a dark
blue stocking cap. His smile wasn't affected by the turbulence or anything €l se around him, and it never
seemed forced.

Cole extended a hand wrapped up in an old pair of skiing gloves. “I’'m Cole.”

After pedling off hisown glove, Brad shook his hand. There was strength in Brad' s grip, which was more
than alittle surprising, congdering it came from aman who seemed to be outweighed by the winter gear
he wore. Cole couldn’t help but notice the fresh scars on the pams of Brad' s hands. “What' re you doing
out here, Cole?’

“I Sgned up for one of those extreme vacations.”

Col€e svoice carried farther than he' d thought because those last two words elicited around of shouts
and fist pumps from the college kids at the back of the plane.

Brad nodded to the frat boys and then rolled hiseyesto Cole. “Please tell me you' re not with them.”



“I might be. Actudly, they’ re probably why my tickets were so cheap. What happened to your hands?’

Twisting his hand so he could look at his pam, Brad glanced at the scarsfor an instant before pulling on
hisglove. “Burned it whilefixing my motorcycle.”

The college kids were either motorcycle ownersthemsaves or just generdly enthusiastic, because they
let out another round of noise.

Brad ignored the hollers from the back of the plane, lowered hisvoice and said, “Look at it thisway,
Cole. Those jocks back there will probably wind up passed out in a snow-bank twenty minutes after we
land.”

“They’ll probably wind up dead,” grumbled an older man sitting next to Brad.

Cole had noticed the grizzled man before but had almost forgotten about him. He wore less gear than
Brad, but his clothing and equipment had obvioudy seen far more use. Thelining in hisjacket was
shredded, and his black stocking cap was frayed al the way around its edge. His gloves|ooked as
though they’ d been stitched together from pieces of an old catcher’ s mitt, and his feet were covered by
thick, well-worn moccasins,

“Don’'t mind him,” Brad said. “He snot onefor theslver lining.”
Cole extended his hand to the older man anyway. “ Cole Warnecki.”

The older man looked at Col€' s hand asif he thought it might be diseased. Eventudly, helooked into
Cole' seyes and shifted hisjaw back and forth beneath athick layer of silver whiskers. “Gerdd Keder,”
he said while shaking Col€' s hand.

Where Brad' s grip had been surprisingly strong, Gerad’ swas just strong enough. In fact, the musclesin
hisarm and hand barely even tensed, making the old man seem like abow that had only been hafway
drawn.

“I know why he'shere,” Gerald said while hooking a thumb toward the large man who sat closest to the
pilot and hadn’t said aword since Cole boarded the plane at Anchorage. “What about you?’

“Extreme vacation,” Brad said.
More whoops from the back.
Cole nodded and put his back to the cheering section.

After Szing him up, Gerald shrugged and |ooked away. He didn’t seem to believe what he' d heard, but
he wasn't interested enough to dispute it. Crossing hisarms over hisfolded knees, Gerald rested his
forehead on them. Snores rumbled from the older man moments later.

The plane shook again. Thistime the motors sputtered and the sensation of dropping through empty air
swept through Cole' s somach like bad Mexican food on its return trip toward the top of histhroat.
Despite thefact that it was dready closeto freezing inside the plane, a cold swesat broke out beneath his
gedr.

“That’snormal,” Brad said in response to the question Cole didn’t need to ask. “We' re amost there.”
“Whether weland or crash, I'll just be glad to get the hell off thisthing.”

“Try closing your eyesfor afew minutes and picture something e se. That helped methefirst few times|



flawinacratelikethis”

Col€ sfirgt ingtinct was to picture the most recent night he' d spent with Nora. That didn’t do him any
good. Just the thought of being undressed made the cold seep that much deeper beneath hisskin. A few
seconds later he latched onto something that brought afaint smileto hisface.

“What' d you come up with?” Brad asked. “Hawaii?’
“No.”
“A wam fire?’

“Y ou know how, when someone travelsin the movies, they show ared line going from one dot to
another dot on amap?’

13 Y%.H
“That'sdl | got. At least ther€ sno turbulence on that line.”

Brad laughed and |ooked through the closest window. The portals were set at the height someone' s eyes
would beif their backsde werein asedt. In his current Stuation, however, Brad had to raise himsdf up
and then try to find a spot where the glass wasn't too cracked or iced over.

Asthe plane’' s nose tilted toward the ground, the frat boys at the back of the cabin put on their best
tough-guy faces.

The quiet man behind the pilot’ s seat stared, his eyes burning holes through the fusdage.
Gerad kept snoring.

Theredlinein Cole€' shead logt its apped before too long, so he went back to hisfirst thought. Mainly,
he kept replaying the moment when Noralet her hair hang fredly over her shoulderslike she was posing
for a photo shoot. Even after she' d stripped down that night, she left her glasses on. Cole didn’t know
why shedid that or why he' d gotten such akick out of it, but it was one hell of amemory to ponder
whiletrying not to think about the plane going down.

When the plane madeits fina approach, Cole didn’t open his eyes. He didn’t even glance out awindow
asthe airborne bucket rose and dropped afew more times amid the constant groaning of the frame and
wings. He couldn’t help wondering what it would fed likeif the plane cracked open and dumped him
onto the rocky, snow-covered ground below.

Findly, the whed s hit thelanding strip, damming him roughly against the steel benesth him. Beforethe
plane could roll to a complete stop, the squat pilot waddled from the cockpit and scratched beneath the
three grimy flanndl layers covering his belly. He kicked open the door and then climbed out asif hewas
late for an appointment to crash another plane. Y outhful enthusiasm brought the frat boys out next, and
surviva ingtinct forced Coleto follow.

Outside, it was cold enough to freeze the snot in his nose, but the crunch of actua earth beneath hisfeet
brightened his spirits. After that, awaving attendant wrapped in a parka, dong with afew well-placed
sgns, directed him to abench where he sat with his duffdl bag.

Cole steadied his breathing while staring at arectangle of bright yellow paint marking the pavement in
front of him. Beyond that, there was't much. The airport had one landing strip and apair of large shacks
to one sde. He thought he could see aroad |leading away from the smaller of the two shacks, but his



eyeballs seemed to be freezing within his sockets and preventing him from studying anything too closdly.
All the other passengers were huddled nearby, some of whom looked out into the white nothingness at
distant spots of more white. Coletried to see what they were seeing but only got an ache behind his
templesfor histrouble.

The frat boys were loaded up with equipment that still smelled like the inside of a sporting goods store.
Brad and Gerald carried bags that appeared to have been trampled by every form of transportation
known to man. The quiet guy was last. He had the most stuff to haul, and wouldn’t allow anyone else
touch it.

Stll feding thejoy of being dive, Coletapped Gerdd’ s shoulder and asked, “What' sthat guy’ s story?’
Gerdd looked over to the quiet man and then back to Cole before shrugging. “How should | know?’
“Y ou said you knew why hewas here”

“Hunting trip.”

“Oh. Did you tak to him?’

Gerdd shook hishead and fixed his eyes upon some of the quiet man’ s gear.

Following the older man’sline of sight, Cole spotted the rifle stocks protruding from ablack vinyl bag
held shut by zippers and metal clamps. “ Probably after moose or apolar bear or something like thet,
huh?’

“Sure after more than what you could drop with that popgun you' re packing,” Gerad replied.
Cole looked down at therifle he' d packed and couldn’t help but fedd more than allittle inadequate.

Brad sipped from aflask he' d been carrying inside hisjacket. Stepping up to Cole, he offered him the
flask and said, “We' re alittle too far south for polar bear. Are you sure you' re ready to be out here?’

“I’'mnot ready for it at adl,” Cole said as he gratefully took the flask. Despite being completely
unprepared for the harsh mix of whiskey and gasoline that Brad was drinking, he did his best to hold onto
hislast dignity and kept the liquor down. “That’ swhy there' sa perfectly quadified guide that’ s supposed
to be meeting me,” he croaked.

“Good. At least that way you should have a better than average chance of making it out of here dive.”
“Slightly better than average,” Gerald chuckled, before taking the flask from Brad’ s hand.

“What brings you out here, Brad?’ Cole asked. “I’m guessing you' re too smart to sign up for the same
trip as me and the party boys over there.”

“He brought me out here,” Brad replied while nodding toward Gerald. “We re meeting afriend who
owns acabin aways out from here.”

Cole spotted atruck rolling toward the spot that had been cleared in front of the bench. Recognizing the
name on the side of the canvas canopy as the one from histickets, he stood up. “Maybe we'll cross
pathsagain,” he said to Brad and Gerdd. “Thisismy ride.”

“Takealook around,” Gerald said. “It'sdl of our rides.”

When he glanced from side to side, Cole saw everybody from the plane standing up and looking at the



gpproaching truck. Sure enough, there were more than half adozen emblems painted onto it, ranging
from hotd logosto the gleaming “ extreme” maple leaf on top of Col€ sticket. The quiet man flipped up
his jacket collar and heaved the largest of his bags over one shoulder. The frat boys nodded like toys
stuck to a dashboard and dapped each other’ s hands, which caused the ends of their jester style
stocking caps to dance against their necks.

Before the truck came to a stop, the passenger door swung open and a burly man with athick beard
looked out and said, “Lookslike dl of yaare here. My name' s Sam and thisismy chariot. Hop on inthe
back.”

Colewaited for the othersto |oad their gear into the truck before climbing up after them. By now he
barely even felt theweight of hisduffel bag as helugged it behind him. On the other hand, he couldn’t fedl
histoes ether.

“Areyou surel’mintheright place?’ he asked as he dug histicket from ingde hisjacket and held it out
for Samto see.

Sam nodded without giving more than apassing glance. “Y ep. Thisisthe place”
“I thought thiswas a bigger group.”

“Thefour of you will be meeting up with the rest of the group about sixty or seventy milesfrom here.
From there, you'll dl head out together.”

“Thefour of us?” Cole asked astwo possibilities drifted through hismind.

“Y eah. Them other two with the funny hats and that guy with al the firepower are headed for the same
place. All of us need to makeit to Y orktown Lodge, and it getsred hard to find our way in the dark, so
let’ snot burn any more daylight.”

Colelooked into the cab of the truck and took a quick inventory of al the radios, transponders, and
GPS trackers bolted on or beneath the dashboard. “I1sn't that what al that’ sfor?’

Having burned through al of hisfriendliness, Sam sngpped, “Just get in, dl right? Thisain't exactly LAX,
and thereain't arow of cabslined up to take you to the spa. Thisisalittle airport that’ s about to close.
You're al headed to the same camp, and we' re not going to let you get lost. If you want to go home, run
back into that building over there before the owner of thisairport heads out for hisdinner.”

For amoment Cole considered following Sam'’ s advice. When he looked back at the airport, he was
quickly reminded that it wasn't much more than afour-room shack. The plane that had brought him this
far wasrolling to the opposite end of the runway and gunning its engines amid ageyser of smokeand a
roar that was nearly lost in the cold wind that whipped over the flat stretch of land.

Thankfully, his tomach was no longer churning and the fresh air was doing him more good than the
strongest brew from the coffee shop across the street from his office. Leaning forward, he asked, “ Could
| at least get you to dump those schoolboys into a snowdrift somewhere along the way?’

Sam grinned and patted him on the shoulder as he climbed back into his seat. “1’ll seewhat | can do,
buddy.”

By the time Cole walked around to the back of the truck, Brad was jumping down to greet him.
“| thought you' d gotten lost,” Brad said. *Y ou need some help with that bag?’



“Nah, it'sdl right. I've carried it thisfar, so | can carry it into atruck.”

“Actudly, you'll need to carry it up to the top of the truck. The Great White Hunter’ s taken up almost
every bit of paceingde”

Cole squinted through the glare of the snow on the ground and tried to make out the shapes huddled in
the darkness benegth the truck’ s tarp. He could see the quiet man sitting with his back againgt the farthest
end of the cab, his bags gathered around him like afort. The frat boys didn’t seem to mind sitting in each
other’ slaps, and Gerald had staked out a spot for himself. That left just enough room for Brad and
himsalf. Unless he wanted to balance his duffel bag on top of his head, Cole knew it had to go
somewhere else besides the back.

“God damnit,” he muttered.
Brad let out asympathetic laugh. “Comeon. I’ll climb up and you can hand it to me.”

“Don’t bother. I can haul mysdlf up.” But before Cole was even finished saying that, Brad had dready
taken hold of thetarp’ s frame and pulled himself onto the stedl arch.

Col€e sduffe bag was quickly brought up and strapped onto the truck using alength of rope provided by
Sam. He then barely managed to wedge himsdlf in between Brad and the cold, rusty tailgate before the
truck lurched forward.

Once the exhaust thinned out a bit, Cole was treated to a view that congtantly shifted between brilliantly
clear skiestorolling plains of snow. Scents from the truck mingled with the crisp taste of uncivilized air.
He had smelled trees and seen snow plenty of times before, but this was something e se. To comparethis
to the stuff back home would have been like comparing Mom’ s homemade cookies to the sweetened
disksthat came adong with afast food value medl.

For thefirst few hours of the drive, there was nothing but miles of flat, white ground in al directions. As
the sun worked its way across the sky, the truck rumbled past trees and frozen lakes. Cole even
glimpsed mountains here and there. He wasn't sure which mountainsthey were or if they werejust big
hillsthat he’ d mistaken for mountains, but that didn’t make them any less breethtaking. He spotted afew
animas running fregly aong the side of the road. One of them was some sort of bear, loping through the
snow faster than a creatureits size had any right to go.

Thefrat boys never stopped talking.
The quiet man stayed quiet.
Brad and Gerald swapped afew words now and then, but Cole couldn’t take his eyes from the view.

The longer he gazed outside, the more he wanted to see. Before he could give hiseyesarest, the sun
dipped benesth the horizon and the breath was taken from hislungsal over again. Brilliant hues of
orange and red became even crisper after being reflected off the pristine snow. Another bear sat aways
from the road, watching the truck passwith mild interest. Only after the shadows overpowered the light
did Cole shift hisfocus back to theinside of the truck.

Therewas no change in the quiet man, but the frat boys had finally shut the hell up. Cole couldn’t have
asked for anything more.

“We should be there before too much longer,” Brad said. “How'd you degp?’
“I didn’'t,” Colereplied.



“Y ou haven't moved for hours.”
“I' know. It’s been great.”

“For Chrigt’ s sake, leave him be,” Gerald grumbled. “Y ou talk any more and you' |l wake up them two
little shitswith the supid hats”

Chapter 3

Trangt Point #59
13 mileswest of the Klinaklini River

“We're here,” Sam said cheerily. “ Get your stuff and head for the lodge.”

When he lifted his head, every musclein Col€ s neck creaked like a bunch of gearsthat weretrying to
turn after being frozen in place. He, along with the rest of the men, jumped out and made their way
outside amid a caval cade of grunts and groans. The night was darker than anything he had ever seen.
Even though the stars glittered overhead like diamonds on ajeweler’ s cloth, that wasn't nearly enough to
put adent in the inky blackness that had settled over the world. When he looked up, Cole thought he
could seeinto eternity. When he looked back down, he could barely see the duffel bag that had been
tossed to the ground near hisfeet.

“Theré |l befood inthe lodge,” Sam said.

Colelooked to where some of the others were headed and saw alarge shack with smoke drifting up
from the roof.

“That' sthelodge?’ he asked.
“Yeah,” Brad said ashewalked by. “Cozy, ian't it?’
“Not exactly how | would describeit.”

Gerald wasthe next to walk by. He carried one pack over his shoulder and used aworn stick to keep
hisfooting. “ There' sfood inthere” hesaid. “1 cansmdl it.”

The quiet man waslast. He didn’t seem to mind the cold as he lugged his bags dowly through the snow
whilelooking carefully in every direction. When his eyes settled upon Cole, he stared him down until
Colelooked away. Only then did the quiet man resume his shuffling journey toward the lodge.

“Jesus,” Cole muttered to himsdlf. “ This |l teach meto buy avacation without ared travel agent to yell at
once | get back.”

The lodge turned out to be much better on theinsde. A large fireplace took up a huge section of thewall
opposite the front door. That way, the breeze from the door fanned its flames while providing immediate
comfort from the cold. There was dso akitchen supplying food to three large tables set up in themain
room. Seated at one of the tables was awoman with shoulder-length blond hair and athick sweater that
hugged her figure like asecond skin. Another man stood next to the coatrack, bundling himself up before
heading back into the cold. The two of them glanced at the front door and hafheartedly waved a the
new arivals.

“Bedsareinthere,” Sam said to everyone who walked into the lodge. He pointed to the only other
room, which wasto the right of the entrance.
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Having served timein summer camp in hisyouth, Coleinginctively went into the other room to stake his
claim on one of the beds. There were only six to choose from, and the frat boys had aready picked
theirs out. Cole dropped his duffel onto the bed at the opposite end of the room from the younger men
and headed back toward the smell of food.

Brad made himsdlf comfortable at the blonde stable. Her legs were curled up beneath her, so she leaned
one ebow on the table and used her free hand to play with some of the curls dangling from under Brad's

cap.

The cook was a burly man with abad head and full beard. At the moment, he was setting up arow of
wooden bowlsin front of him. After the neat row was completed, he used adented ladletofill them. The
amell drifting through the air told Cole that whatever wasin those bowls was hot and tasty.

The quiet guy headed for the other room and stayed there.
“Comeand get it whileit'shot,” the cook said.

Coledidn’t have to be asked twice, so he walked over to claim abowl for himsdf. “What isit?’ he
asked.

The burly man replied, “Just beef and potato stew. I’ sfrom my ma' srecipe, soif you got complaints,
keep’emto yersdf.”

After taking abite, Cole looked up and replied, “No complaints here. | just hope there s more.”

The cook dapped Cole on the shoulder and walked back to the stove. “1 got enough to feed a pack of
wild animasin here”

Colewent to atable and didn’t look up until he' d devoured haf of his second helping. When he glanced
around, he saw everyone scattered among the tables egting their medls. Naturally, the bros with the funny
hats settled in at histable to regde him with stories of how many different waysthey could drain abottle
and then fall down afterward. Looking around for abeam to hang himsdlf, Cole redlized that not
everyone from the truck was there after dl. Brad was till making good time with the blonde, but Gerald
was nowhere to be seen. Cole pushed away from the table before his new buddies could start in on tales
from spring break. After dropping hisbowl off at the kitchen, he stepped out through the front door.

Geradd was outside, sitting beside an oil drum that contained a crackling fire. Hishood was pulled up and
cinched tightly around his face to protect him from acold wind that cut like sharpened stedl. In defiance
of the fierce eements, Gerald remained focused upon atask that monopolized every bit of his attention.
No matter how hard the wind howled, the older man kept his hands moving and hishead low.

Asfar as Cole could tell, he was carving something into hiswaking stick. It had to be the same walking
stick that Gerald had before, but Cole only now noticed the groves worn into the wood. Hickering light
from thefire played across the intricate carvings aong the thinnest section of the staff.

“It' salot warmer indde,” Cole said.
Gerdd didn’t look up, but he did nod.

Coletook afew steps closer until he was able to reach out and warm his hands by thefire. “Thisfresh air
isdoing wondersfor my sinuses. I'm from Sesttle, so it practically takesamiracle to clear out the smell
of coffee groundsfrom my clothes” Laughing reflexively at hisown joke, he noticed that hiswasthe only
voice drifting through the air. “That one usualy goes over alittle better.”



“Not with someone who was born in Sedttle, | bet,” Gerad said sernly.
“Oh. Were you born there?’

Gerad kept hiseyesfixed firmly upon the smal knifein hishands as he smirked and replied, “Nah. Just
keeping you on your toes.”

“Heh. Good one.”

Gerad ran coarse fingertips along the wooden staff that lay across hislap. Despite the beefiness of his
fingers, he handled the jackknife the way a surgeon used ascalpd. Whilerolling the staff aong the upper
portion of his knees, he carved into the wooden surface in a constant flow of motion. Congdering how
thin the wood was on top and how hard he was working, it was awonder to Cole that he didn’t dicethe
geff into bits.

After afew seconds of working quietly, Gerald asked, “Y ou saw it, didn’t you?’
Colekept his arms stretched toward the fire and looked around. “ Saw what?’ he asked.
“During theride on the truck. Y ou saw that thing that wasfollowing us.”

“| did?’

Gerald nodded and flipped the staff around so the clean end was closer to hisjackknife. Probably
because of the flickering firdight, that end now looked thinner than the one with al the carvings. “I saw
you watching it. Y ou were probably wondering how athing that big could move so damn fast.”

Just as he was getting uncomfortable with the conversation, Cole made a connection in his head. “Oh!
Y ou mean those bears?’

Gerad nodded.

“There' s probably bearsdl over the place around here,” Cole said. “ Good thing we' ve got that nut job
with dl the guns staying here with us.”

“l guess”
“Therearen’'t any bears...you know...like, right around here, arethere?’ Cole asked.
“| don’t know. Why don’t you see for yoursaf?’

Cole looked up again and took some more time to study his surroundings. His eyes drifted toward the
trees that encroached upon the cabin from the north. They grew therein athick wall of large trunks that
seemed to be as solid as the black shadows between them; infused with some ominous presence or
possibly keeping one at bay. For a second, light from the fire seemed to catch afigure within one of those
distant shadows. Cole rubbed his eyes and took another |ook just to be certain.

Thefigure was gone. Looking up, he noticed something in the darkness that could only have been
reflections from the glittering array of stars over his head. “Looks safeto me.”

“Good,” Gerdd said as he reached down and brushed away some snow to revedl akit that was made
from afew sheets of leather stitched together and unrolled into amat. Various tools were kept in pockets
specidly made for them, ranging from picks and knivesto things Cole hadn’'t seen since his
leather-working unit in shop class. Gerald was using the rag in his hand, stained by some sort of
rust-colored polish, to smooth out some of the rough edges on the staff’ s fresher carvings. Therag left



behind awet smear, which he wiped away until the polish had been worked into the grain of the wood.
“Where are you headed from here?’ Cole asked. “Bear hunting?’

Looking up to the exact spot where Cole had seen those reflections, Gerald replied, “ Ain’'t no bears
stupid enough to go where | need to be.”

Suddenly, the cold air and stilted conversation took their toll. Cole looked over his shoulder and saw the
fire beckoning through the lodge’ s front window. “All right, then. Good luck with that,” he said to Gerdd.
“I think | smell hot cocoa, so I'll just eave you out hereto polish your stick.”

As heturned and started walking toward the lodge, he heard Gerald getting up. It sounded asif the older
man was having some trouble, or possibly losing his balance, which would account for the quick, heavy
scraping. Heavy breathing drifted through the air, followed by the smell of turned soil and freshly cut
timber. Even though he knew the older man would probably refuse any help, Cole turned around to offer

itanyway.
“Goindgde” Gerdd snapped before Cole had turned far enough to get alook a him. “Now!”

Coleturned away, but at the continued scuffling sounds, turned back to see a beast charging acrossthe
snow toward Gerad like arunaway tanker truck. It flew over the ground so quickly that its claws barely
seemed to push al the way through the snow. Steam poured from its flared nostrils and spewed from a
mouth filled with row upon row of jagged teeth, overwheming his senses. The beast cameto astop a
few yards from Gerald, its massive torso blotting out the moon and most of the stars.

“Holy shit!” Cole screamed as he legpt out of the creature’ s path. Hisfeet flew out from under him and
he hit the ground with a solid thump. Breath rushed from hislungs, adding to the panic that had aready
washed over him.

Watching the scene as if somehow detached from it, he couldn’t decide just what the hell the thing was. It
had the bulk of abear, but with larger hind legs and longer front paws. Daggerlike claws curled from the
ends of thick, gnarled fingers. It had a squat head with along snout. None of its teeth extended at the
same angle, and some had even ripped through the beast’ s cheek asit opened its mouth to let out a
rumbling, unearthly roar.

Whatever thething was, it didn’t seem to be interested in him. After craning its neck to find Gerad, it
charged straight toward the older man. 1ts upper body reared up and stretched outward at the same time
in acongtant flow of frenzied muscle. Theleft forepaw dammed down to grab hold of the earth whilethe
right was pulled back toward itslong, pointed ear. The older man was eclipsed by the enormous
creature, turning hisback to it while struggling to retrieve something from hiskit.

Despite his better judgment, Cole opened his mouth and hoped something intelligible would come out.
“Gerad! Look out!!”

The beast put its upper body muscles behind amighty swipe of itsfront paw and lashed out, but Gerald
was fast enough to roll away, so the thing only managed to kick up aspray of earthy snow. Letting out a
thundering growl, it dug its clawsinto the ground asif to punish the spirits that had forged it and propped
up thefront haf of itsbody with both front paws. Turning like amuscle-bound cougar, the beast shifted
itsweight to look at Cole.

A chill shot through Col€ s body as he wondered if he could gouge out one of the creature’ s eyes before
he was ripped into severd pieces.



Then the beast opened its mouth and let out aroar that was even louder than the first. Saliva poured from
the corners of its mouth and flew through the air asit lifted its head to the Sky. Itsroar then turned into a
howl.

Cole scuttled toward the cabin like a crab before flipping himsalf over and jumping to hisfeet. When he
turned around again, he caught aglimpse of Gerad rushing directly toward the cregture, to drive the
sharpened end of hiswaking stick into the mesat behind its right shoulder.

The beast turned then, and took another swipe at Gerald with its|eft paw, but the older man managed to
duck and roll out of itsrange. Now, Cole could seethat Gerald wasn't holding the walking stick he'd
had before. The weapon in the old man’ s hands looked like alongbow with a spearhead on one end.

Asthe creature swiped at him again, Gerald was quick enough to block the incoming paw with his
wespon. Even more surprising than the old man’ s peed was the fact that the wooden staff held up to the
beast’ s attack without exploding into ashower of splinters. Hisfists remained closed around the weapon
as blood began to trickle from under his palms. Cole saw three tips protruding from the upper end of the
gtaff. With thiswooden trident in hand, Gerad gritted histeeth and drove dl three pointsinto the
creature’ sside.

Coleyeled for help. Footsteps pounded againgt the snow and he turned to get alook a who was
coming.

Brad rushed outside, holding ashort machete in one hand. * Get behind me!” he said.
Cole was breathing so quickly that he was getting dizzy. “I’ll bring help,” he wheezed.

“No! Just get insde the lodge and stay there. Tdll the othersto do the same.” With that, Brad charged
the cresture.

Massive paws thumped againgt the frozen ground and a savage growl gave voice to ahunger that was
older than the dirt. Without knowing what else to do, Cole turned toward the lodge and ran for the
doorway.

“What the hell’ sgoing on out there?” the young guy in the jester cap asked. “What the fuck isthat thing?’

“I don’'t know what it is. Juss—" When he saw Jester Cap’s eyes open wide and the color drain from his
face, Cole quickly looked over his shoulder and saw the creature rushing toward the cabin with afera
goark gleaming initseyes.

Cole shoved the kid aside and dammed the door. Unfortunately, the creature didn’t need adoor. It tore
through door frame and wals dike asif the deven-inch-thick logs had been made out of cardboard.
From there, it planted its front paws againgt the floor and tore up severa planks beforeits elght-foot-long
body cameto a stop.

The quiet man emerged from the next room asif thiswas the moment he d been waiting for. In one hand,
he held a sawed-off shotgun, and in the other alarge-caliber pistol that reminded Cole of something he
might giveto one of the charactersfrom hisgames.

“Comeand get it, motherfucker,” were the first words Cole heard from him since the beginning of the
trip. Then the formerly quiet man pulled both triggers, filling the room with the roar of gunfire and the
stench of burned cordite.

The creature grunted as bullets met its body. Although it lowered its head and winced, it barely seemed
to acknowledge the ordnance that was being thrown itsway. What started as a grunt turned into more of



asniffle asthe smoke from the gun barrels drifted into its nodtrils. Letting out alow, rumbling growl, the
beast stalked deeper into the cabin.

From the corner of one eye, Cole could see aflicker of movement as the blond woman who had been
talking to Brad emerged from beneath the front table and crawled to another table, away from the action.
He rushed over to her, keeping his head down.

“What'sgoing on?’ the blonde cried. “Where did that come from?”’

“I don’t know.” Colewinced and pulled her closer to the floor as more gunshots blasted through the
lodge. Hisearswereringing, but he went through the motions of rubbing the woman’s shouldersand
covering her with hisown body. “1t'sgoing to bedl right,” helied. “ Everything will bedl right.”

She didn’t take much comfort from hiswords, but didn’t seem overly panicked either. With al the
growling and the gunshots, he realized that she might not have even heard him. They both kept their
heads down, wincing a the sounds of the creature somping so close to them. As much as Cole wanted
to run, there was nowhere for him to go. The beast’ s snarls seemed to come from every direction. Its
sepsrattled the floor of the entire structure.

Then the possibility of staying low and waiting out the storm was abruptly flung aside asthe heavy
wooden table was knocked off the ground and tossed across the room by a paw that swung through the
arr likethe arm of a catapult. Claws reduced the table to splintersin midair, followed by a second set that
diced over Cole€ shead, missing it by ascant few inches.

“Run!” he shouted.

The blonde' sface was drained of al color as she looked at him with the blank expression of alamb that
had aready resgned itself to being daughtered. Cole locked eyeswith her and shouted once more.

“Run!”
She nodded quickly and started to move.

There was nowhere for him to hide, so he stood and chased the woman he' d just sent away. No more
than four feet behind him the gun nut was shouting and firing round after round into the creature’ s chest.
Somewhere dong the line, he had swapped out hisfirst two gunsfor an automeatic rifle of questionable

legdlity.

The creature was on al fours now, tearing up chunks of thefloor asitsthick, shaggy limbs carried it
forward despite the hot lead being thrown itsway. Now that he was closer to the thing, Cole could see
the taut layers of muscle heaped onto its shoulder blades. Judging by the damage doneto the fur dong its
chest and ribs, those were the gun nut’ s primary targets. The lower half of the creature’ s body |ooked
trimmer now. Itshind legs were planted firmly against the floor and it stretched its neck forward with
jaws wide open, exposing glistening, crooked teeth. With one, snapping biteit turned its head sideways
and clamped down on the gun nut’ s chest.

Cole could only watch in horror. Hanging like atoy from the creature’ s mouth, his eyesimpossibly wide
and hisjaw strained open well past itsnormal limits, the man was unable to utter more than a strained,
wet gasp. Still, he managed to dam the butt of hisrifle against the creature’ s head. It loosened its grip on
him for an instant and then lunged forward again to Snk its teeth into the man’ s neck and shoulder. The
automatic rifle let out aprolonged burst. Pieces of the creature’ s coat smoldered and caught fire, but not
one drop of blood was spilled. Findly, the beast shook its head from side to sde until the body inits

jawvssamply fdl gpart.



Blood and flesh hung from its teeth as the creature reared up on its hind legs and clawed at the cabin’'s
roof, |etting out adeafening howl. Then it dropped back down so it could nip at the fires on its back.

“We vegot to leave,” Colerasped into the blonde' s ear. “We ve got to leave, and it hasto be right

Although shewas close to hyperventilating, the blonde replied, “Back door. . .in the next room.”

“Let’sget outside and get to the woods,” Cole demanded. “Maybe we can lose that thing or get some
help once we' re far enough away.”

That was al the blonde needed to hear. Keeping her head down, she gave the creature as wide a berth
as possible as she rushed around it and headed for the door to the smaller room.

Colefollowed her into the bedroom. When he caught sight of the two frat boys huddied in the corner, he
snarled, “What the hdll are you two 4ill doing here?’

There was aroar from the main room followed by heavy steps as the creature ssomped through a pile of
wet human remains. The young snowboarders nodded asif their heads were coming loose and got to
their feet. They had barely moved toward the smaller door that led outside when the light from the other
room was blocked by the massive creature’ s shaggy frame.

Crysalline, blue-gray eyesglittered in the shadow of the creature’ s brow. A few persistent flames
crackled from the fur on its back, but the monster let them burn while calmly ng the contents of the
smadller room. Those brilliant eyes fixed upon the college kids for amoment, causing Cole to step forward
and shout asif trying to scare astray dog off his porch.

The creature glanced at him only a second before baring its teeth and once morefixing its gaze
possessively upon the fresh meet in the funny hats. A growl churned at the back of itsthroat before
exploding into ablast of hot, fetid breaeth seemingly pulled from the bowels of hell.

The two boys jumped over the beds and raced for the back door. The creature reached into the room
with one paw and tore through the spine of the one wearing the jester hat with one swipe. Before the
cregture could take another step into the room, it buckled and let out a high-pitched yelp. When it raised
its head again, therewas afirein its eyesthat made its previous rage pal e in comparison.

Putting its back to Cole, it hunkered down and let out agrowl that sounded like an approaching freight
train. Cole shoved the blonde toward the back door but was reluctant to follow her. The second frat boy
was dready outside and running through the snow.

“Comeon,” shewhispered urgently. “ Thismay be our only chance.”

He waved her off while backing into a shadowy corner. “Go ahead. There' s other people ill in here.”
“They’'re dready dead or gone and there' s nothing you can do againgt that thing!”

“Gerdd and Brad were doing something!” Cole barked. “Maybe | can too!”

The blonde wasn'’t about to waste any more of her breath on him. With tears pouring from her eyes, she
bolted through the back door and ran away.

The creature was standing with its back to the bedroom, but was close enough for Coleto fedl heat from
thefirethat still souttered initsfur. Then it shook like adog coming in from therain and extinguished the
flames. It kept shaking until severd smal, dark objectsfel fromitsthick layersof fur and clattered to the



floor.

One of them rattled againgt the floorboards and rolled to within afew inches of Col€' sgrasp. He
snatched the object up, saw that it wasasmall chunk of warm meta that appeared to have melted. Then
he realized the metal hadn’'t melted, but had been squashed. Holding the object closer to hiseye, he saw
the digtinctive shape of the back end of abullet, dong with the gnarled remains of a caliber marking.
More of the flattened dugs rained down from the creature s coat then, pelting the floor like hail. Since
there wasn't any blood on the floor or on any of the bullets, it seemed that the earlier gunfire had been
wasted.

“Jesus,” Colewhispered.

The creature had stepped away from the door. The beast’ s hulking, battle-scarred form filled up most of
the room, but Brad and Gerald had taken up positionsto fight it. Thetriple points of Gerald' s staff had
been broken off into asingle jagged tip. Cole could aso make out spiked protrusions aong the handle of
the gaff.

Gritting histeeth, Gerad tightened his grip around the weapon, thorns and dl, and jabbed the spear into
the creature’ s side. Brad till wielded his blade, which Cole could now see resembled an e ongated spike
forged from dirty stedl. Although Gerald was carefully picking histargets and taking clean shots, Brad
swung the blade erratically. Oddly enough, the cresture seemed more concerned with that blade than the
spear, which continued to gouge into its flesh. Bloodied and barely standing, the men did their best to
coordinate another attack.

If the blood hadn’t been rushing through his head with such force, Cole would have been able to make
out more than afew words.

“Remember what | taught you,” Gerald said.

Brad nodded, gripped his wegpon by the blade and flung it through the air. It rotated during its flight and
landed solidly in the beast’ s chest. Asthe creature howled with pain, Brad drew an identical blade from a
scabbard at hiship.

The creature reflexively turned away from Brad, allowing Coleto see atrickle of blood from the spot
where the blade had hit.

Finally seeing a chance to do something other than run or hide, Cole rushed forward, reaching out with
both hands.

A chill spiked through his blood the moment the creature looked in his direction.

After another step, hislegs no longer wanted to work and he had to rely on his own momentum to carry
him forward. Hisleft hand snagged the creature’ s coat, which fdlt like a coarse, matted tangle of bare
wires and nylon cords. His right hand found the blade in the creature s chest and twisted it.

Gerad appeared then, next to the creature, and jabbed it with his wooden spear. He screamed
something to Cole, but it waslost amid the damming of Col€' sheart in his chest.

L etting out another thunderous cry, the creature whedled around and dragged Cole adong for theride.
Brad was cut down by asingle swipe from the creature s claws, and Cole was close enough to hear the
last sound the other man would make. As he fdlt the creature turning toward Gerad, Coletried to steer
him away by twigting the knife again.

Despitethe knifein itstorso, the creature till knocked Gerald through the air with a powerful backhand.



The old man’ s back dammed againgt anearby table and the wet crunch of breaking bonesfilled the
lodge.

There were more voices and more gunshots, but Cole couldn’t make out any details. He was dragged a
few more feet as more shots werefired. A bullet shredded through the creature’ s fur and thumped
againg what might aswell have been adab of solid rock.

More gunshots followed, and Cole recognized Sam’ s voice through the chaos. Something hit his shoulder
then and sent him skidding across the floor. His back and head knocked against awall, and afterward he
couldn't move amuscle. But he could still fed hisfist wrapped around the knife that he' d pulled from the
creature s body.

Sam shouted something and the cook shouted back. Their voices were soon engulfed by adeafening
howl asthe creature |legpt toward the kitchen.

Then consciousness dipped from Col€ s grasp.
Hedidn’t expect to wake up.

Chapter 4
Cole woke up, but wished he hadn’t.

Just lifting his eydids hurt more than the worst hangover of hislife. Hewas dumped over and jammed
againg awall. Hislungs burned with every bresth and hisribsfelt like they were about to rip through his
torso. If he hadn’t been wrapped up in so much bulky winter gear, he knew he’ d have severd broken
bonesto add to hislist of complaints.

Gritting histeeth, Cole pushed himsdf up and got to hisfeet. Whenever he thought he couldn’t make it
any further, memories of the creature got him moving again. For amoment he suspected he might have
taken aknock to the head and dreamt the rest. That theory was squashed as soon as he redized he was
gtill holding the wesgpon that Brad had thrown into the monster’ s chest.

It was heavier than he' d expected. Although it didn’t seem right to call the thing aknife, the wegpon
wasn't quite long enough to be amachete. He guessed that some of the guyswho' d worked on theline
of Digital Dreamers fantasy games would know more about swords and bladeslike thisone. Asfar ashe
was concerned, aknife was aknife. Thisknife, however, had intricate carvings etched into the blade.
Upon closer ingpection, the stedl didn’t just seem dirty. It was smeared with something, but the stregks
were on theinsde. It looked likeit should be dippery, but it wasn't.

Cole held the blade up for acloser look at the markings. They weren't any sort of writing he recognized,
but that didn’t mean much. If it wasn't English or programming code, he wouldn’t know it. Unfortunately,
he didn’'t have the time to stand there and ponder the mysteries of that blade. The scent of blood was so
thick intheair that it coated the back of histhroat.

The cabin had been completely destroyed, every table reduced to wood chipsthat stuck to the gore
drying on nearly every surface. On top of that, he had no idea how long he’ d been out, and hisonly red
hint was the daylight streaming through anearby window. Pushing his questions asde for now, he braced
himsdlf to get out of the cabin no matter how much it hurt to move.

Nothing vita seemed to be broken, but that didn’t help ease the pain that wrapped him up tighter than his
winter gear. Looking to the spot where he’ d landed, he noticed he' d missed hitting awooden beam by
about afoot and ahdf, and had dammed againgt arelatively smooth section of wall. Compared to the
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otherslaying nearby, hislanding had been more than lucky.

He recogni zed the jacket Sam had been wearing on abloody torso that lay upside down in acorner.
Brad was still nearby, but had been torn into unrecognizable pul p. He knew the mess againgt the wall
next to the bedroom door had once been the gun nut. Cole picked up therifle laying within afew feet of
the body and started to clean it off. Then, remembering how much good the rifle had done for its owner,
helet it dide out of hishands. The cook waslaying againgt the stove. His eyes were wide open and
clouded over, but Cole knew dead when he saw it. Nothing with any lifein it would have been as Hill as
the cook or any of the othersinside that cabin.

As heworked hisway to the front of the cabin, he fdlt like a passenger insde his own body. His thoughts
weren't exactly incomprehensible, but they came quickly enough to overwhelm him. He took afew
breaths, accidentdly filled hislungs with the stench of death and ran outside.

The contents of his somach hit the snow, where they were dmost immediately buried. Cole pulledin
some of the crisp morning air and felt alittle better. Ashis pulse dowed to apacejust shy of frantic, he
spotted movement afew yards away. His hands balled into fists and he suddenly wished he hadn’t | eft
the rifle behind. Squinting through the brilliant daylight, he sootted something shifting beneeth alayer of
freshly falen, freshly bloodied, snow. Taking afew tentative steps forward, he asked, “Who' sthere?’

No response came.
“Hey. You dl right over there?”’
“Is...it...isit gone?’ the shape asked.

Recognizing the strained voice, Cole rushed over and knelt down beside the shape. “ Gerdd?’ After
dusting off some of the snow, he spotted the older man’ s face beneath amask of frozen, crusted blood.
“Jesus, itisyou! | thought you were dead.”

Gerald was regaining consciousness quickly, and he sat up asif to take aswing a him. When hisfist
bounced off of Col€’ s shoulder, the older man let out a pained grunt. “I...was dead,” he said through
clenched teeth as he opened hisfist to let severa pieces of broken glassfal out.

“Almost,” Colesaid. “Sowas|.”

Although some smaler shards of glass were wedged into Gerald' sfingers, only onelarge rounded piece
had managed to puncture his pam. Now that Cole could look at the older man’s hands up close, he
noticed the thick tangle of scar tissue coating most of Gerald' s palms. Although they looked like burns,
there were severd rounded patches smaler than the size of adimethat stuck out from the rest.
Compared to the condition of Gerad’ sface, neck, and chest, however, the glasswedged into hispam
looked like a paper cut.

Col€e s hands hovered above the older man uselesdy. As much as he wanted to stop the bleeding, close
up the wounds, or do anything at al to help, he smply didn’t know how to do any of thosethings. “Try
tordax,” he said in the most comforting voice he could manage. “I’ll...uhh...1"ll get some help.”

Lurching toward Cole, Gerald grabbed hold of him with enough strength to knock him off balance. “No,”
he snarled. “Listen to me!” Somehow, the older man managed to St up and collect himsdlf; more wounds
reveded themselves as freshly falen snow fell away from his body. Gashesin historso and legs seemed
to go dl the way down to the bone.

“Holy shit,” Cole said. “ Y ou need to lay back down!”



“Shut the hell up and listen to me! Brad had two knives. That thing got one of *em. Do you think you can
find the other?’

“Yeah,” he said as he held up the machete for Gerald to see. “I grabbed one of them before | was
knocked out.”

“Good. There sacard inthelining of my coat...near the collar. Call the number on the card and tell them
what happened. Tell them you need to talk to Paige in Chicago. They’ll arrange for you to see her.”

“What? WEe re going to freeze to death or bleed out before—"

“Stop taking!” Gerad' s voice had ahint of the ferocity that shook Cole all theway down to the frozen
tips of histoes. “Paige needs to know what happened and that Brad and | won’t be coming back. More
importantly...she needsthat knife! We didn’t go through al thisto lose both of the damned things.”

Suddenly, the nightmare from the previous night rushed back to clamp itsjaws around Cole smind. “|
thought | could help,” he said. “I wanted to do more.”

Oddly enough, Gerad' s voice became steadier as Col€ s broke up. “You did ahdl of alot more than
most anyone dse,” he said. “When you tak to Paige, she'll know you did plenty. Be sureto tell her that it
took agoddamn Full Blood to put Brad down.”

“A what?’
“Jugt tell her that. Can you remember?’

Cole nodded, knowing it would take ahell of alot more than time or even another knock on the head
before he' d ever forget those words.

“That blade...the one Brad carried,” Gerald said. “Y ou need to bring it to her. Make sure Paige getsit.
Do you understand me?’

“| think so, but—"

Gerdd saized the front of Col€ sjacket with dmost enough force to pull Cole down on top of him.
“You'll takethat bladeto her! Y ou got to. After what you saw...after what you did...you ain't got
another choice! She'll know what to do!”

Cole could think of plenty of other choices. He could push that crazy old man away and do his best to
get back to civilization before he froze to death. He could lie to Gerad and tell him he’ d do whatever he
wanted just to shut him up. Actualy, hedidn’t think that would work on the old man. Gerdd' seyeswere
too clear for him to be fooled by such a pathetic smoke screen. Finally, Cole settled upon hisonly red
choice, the responsibility of carrying out aman’s dying wish settling upon his shoulders.

Petting the scarred hand gripping his jacket, Cole said, “All right. But | don’t know who Paigeis, and we
need to get to some police or amedica team or something before anything else.”

Gerad was garting to fade. “If you drag the copsinto this, it’ll just get them killed when that thing comes
back. Y ou know just aswell as| do that Mountieswill be scouring thisareafor agood long while trying
to figure out what happened. That Full Blood' s got your scent aswell asthe scents of everyoneesein
that cabin. It's hurt now, but—"

“That thing can smdl me?’ Cole snapped. “Isthat what you' re saying?’



Gerald nodded. “It knew we were here. It came here for areason. 1t'll be coming back even if the only
thing left hereis bodies. When the Mounties show up, they’ll just bring their popguns like that asshole
who got ripped apart in there.” In acool, level voice, Gerad asked, “When it does come back, whether
there are cops here or not, do you think there’ s adamn thing you or anyone else can do to keep that
monger from finishing what it sarted?”’

Coledidn’t haveto think very long before replying, “No.”

“Then dowhat | ask, Cole. Brad got himsdlf killed pulling that Full Blood away from you beforeit could
finish you off, and | don’t have enough in me to keep convincing you that you need to get the hell away
from this place and leave me behind.”

“All right,” Cole said with asingle determined nod. “But you can come with me.”

Shaking hishead, Gerald replied, “ Take the card from my collar. It has anumber for you to reach
someone, and they can get you in touch with Paige.” The words were spilling out of Gerdd like the blood
that had reddened the snow around him. “ Just mention me and Brad and tell her what happened here.
She'll help you get to where you need to go. You'll haveto travel, but you need to get that Blood Blade
to her.”

Cole nodded and reached for Gerdd’ s collar. “Where sthe card?’

Rather than explain, Geradd knocked Col€ s hand away and tore open hisjacket collar asif it was made
out of tissue paper. Hisfingers fumbled through the stuffing and emerged with alaminated business card.
“It'sright here,” he snarled as he dapped the card into Col€ shand. “I got a phone in my bag that works
damn near anywhere. Get it and cdl the damn number. That Full Blood could come back any time. Once
it' sclose enough to smell two moreliving soulshere, it’ll dl be over.”

Cole examined the card. It had two numbers on it, one of which was an 888 number, the other abit
shorter than a Socia Security number. Other than that, the only other thing printed there was the name:
MEG BR 40. Cole guessed that it was abusiness name or e-mail address, but didn’t take thetimeto
think it through more than that.

Looking up from the card, he noticed that the flow of blood from the wounds on Gerald’ sarms and chest
had stopped. In fact, those wounds were already dried and scabbed over. Asthe older man shifted upon
the ground, the flesh beneath histattered clothes actualy held together. “Don’t try to move,” Cole said.
“Y ou probably shouldn’t be Stting up.”

Anyonewith eyes could tell that Gerald shouldn’t even be breathing.

Gerad nodded as his scowl faded. He was Sitting up straight, blinking dowly and absently rubbing his
somach asif he had indigestion rather than gaping wounds. The older man must have shifted within his
shredded clothes, because the flesh that was visible through those rips was only scratched and smeared
with blood.

Colefound hiscell phoneright whereit should be. The cold piece of plastic felt like alittle dice of home,
and he merdly had to snap it open to get that comforting bit of technology to cometo life. Although the
phone' s screen showed the picture he' d downloaded brightly and clearly, it aso showed him two
disheartening words: NO SIGNAL. Hedidn't like leaving Gerald there, but he suddenly had alot to do.
He thought about where he might find amedica kit, some clean blankets, or even any survivorswho'd
escaped during the attack. Then again, he o redlized that if any other survivors had somehow escaped
the creature, they weren’t about to be tracked down by a panicked game designer from Sesttle.
Focusing on what he actualy could do, he headed back to the cabin



Theinside of thelodge didn’t look any better now than the last time he' d been there. He stepped over
human remains without actualy paying attention to what wasin front of him. When the smells got too
strong to bear, Cole opened his mouth and breathed that way.

“Badidea,” he groaned as soon as the smells were trandated into tastes and reached down to his
somach.

The cabin hadn’t grown in the last few minutes, so he spotted the bags scattered near the entrance fairly
quickly. After spending so many hours packed into that truck, he didn’t have any trouble picking out
which of those bags had been wedged between Gerad' s feet throughout the ride.

“I gotit!” Coleydled ashe hurried outside while holding up the bag asif he expected to get aprize.

Grateful tofill hislungswith fresh air, he walked about three more steps before he grunted, “ Damn. | was
going to get amedica kit whilel wasin there, but | got distracted.” He stopped afew yards shy of
where Gerad waslaying and set the bag down. “Actudly, distracted isn’t the word. Disgusted ismore
likeit. Infact,” Cole said as he swalowed a bit of bile that gurgled to the top of histhroat, “ how about
wetalk about something else? Or...since you weren't talking about it...why don’t | stop talking about
it?” Helaughed nervoudy, but cut himsdf short as soon as he saw that Gerald wasn't laughing. In fact, he
wasn't reacting at all.

Hewasn't even moving.
“Gerdd?

He had to be certain that Gerald was dead before he would leave him there to freeze. As soon as he
reached out to fed for Gerad’ s pulse, he was introduced to something even worse than the ftilinesshe'd
been expecting.

Beneath the collar of Gerald's coat, dark gray marks stained his neck asif dozens of threadlike tendrils
were creeping beneath hisflesh. Thelines dso snaked dong Gerad's arm from beneath his deeves. For
asecond Cole swore he saw those lines shake like shadows being cast by aflickering light. A smdll
syringe dtill protruded from the middle of the dark marking on Gerald’ swridt.

“Ohmy God,” Cole muttered as he reached out with one hand to touch the vein in the sde of Gerald's
neck. What hefedt instead of a pulse wasthe last, desperate twitch of another dark tendril wriggling
somewhere between the meat of Gerdd' sflesh and the outermost layer of his skin. Those dark gray
filaments stretched and strained asif doing their best to reach Gerad' sthroat from the inside.

Cole snapped his arm back with so much force that he nearly sprained his own elbow. A flurry of
obscenities poured out of him as he jumped to hisfeet and backpedaed from Gerald’ sbody until the
back of hished knocked against the bag he d brought from the cabin and his backs de thumped against
the snow. The sght of Gerdd' s contorted face was repulsive, but also mesmerizing. The gray threads
kept diding beneath Geradd' sflesh, wriggling like frantic tadpoles.

“He'sdead,” Cole said to himsdf. “He sdead. That'sdl | need to know.”

Snatching up aflannd shirt from insde Gerdd' s bag, he ran toward the road so he could sgnd for any
vehicle that might pass by. He made it about seven paces before remembering what the old man had told
him and the plan of action they’ d agreed upon. He fdlt like anidiot for agreeing to any of those orders.

Then he heard ahowl in the distance.

It wasn't like anything in the movies or nature shows he'd seenon TV. It was powerful and pained at the



sametime. It could have drifted through the air from milesaway or it could have originated from the
closest row of trees.

Colelaughed to himsalf and shook his heed. “1 gotta be out of my damned mind.”

Turning toward the cabin, he took another few steps and heard the howl again. It came from that
direction.

Hedidn’t know if there were survivors, where they would have gone or how long ago they’ d started
running. What he did know for certain wasthat the only thing he could do if he found that cresture was
makeit sck by clogging its somach with hisown body.

Hefting the bag over his shoulder, Cole turned from the cabin and ran.

Chapter 5

Coleran until hislegs could no longer carry him. Surrounded by tal trees and with the cabin nowherein
sght, hefelt safe. Then he realized the creature was probably more at home in those treesthan it had
been insde the cabin. Dropping Gerald' s bag, he leaned against the nearest tree and did down the trunk
until he was seated with hislegs splayed out in front of him.

“What the hell do | do now, Geradd?’ he asked aloud as he laughed and leaned his head back against the
tree. “Come on! Y ou wanna guide me? Show up and guide me! What' s the matter? There are mongters,
but no ghosts? Of course there aren’t any ghosts! A ghost would be too fucking hel pful right now, so
heaven forbid one might actudly show up to make my life easier!”

Cole was suddenly very conscious of the fact that sweat was freezing onto his forehead. When hetried to
touch his brow, he cracked the handle of Brad’ s knife against his head. Having forgotten he was even
carrying the knife, he set it down so he could open the bag and sft through it. Some of Gerdd' s clothes
werein there, dong with ashaving kit, books, apair of glasses, and then al the way at the bottom he
came upon an object that made him smile.

Recognizing the brand of the satdllite phonein hishand, Cole fought the urgeto kissit. “Screw it,” he
muttered as he placed his lips upon the plastic cover and gave it somelove. He dmost gaveit some more
when he flipped open the cover and saw one bar of signa strength showing up on the display. Sure
enough, the phone was connected to a satdllite service that had aways been too expensive for himto
use. Hetook Gerald’ slaminated card from his pocket and read it over so he could be sureto did the
correct number. The last thing he wanted to do was waste battery life on stupid mistakes. After checking
the number once more, he pressed the Send button and held the phone up to his ear.

Therewere afew clicks, followed by a series of beeps. Then, like asong from an angd, there came a
ring tone. Finally, someone answered.

“Héllo, thisisMEG Branch 40,” said the voice on the other end of the connection. It wasn't an angdl and
it sure as hell didn’t sound like someone who would be named Meg.

“Uh, hello?’ Colereplied.

“ThisisMEG Branch 40. How can | help you?’ The voice on the other end sounded like aman at least
ten years hisjunior, and more than allittle perturbed. After sghing heavily, the man asked, “Areyou
looking for anyonein particular or do you have an instance to report?’

“Aningance?’ Cole chuckled to himsdf and let out abreath. “1 sure do have an instance, but | don’t
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think you' d believe it enough to write it down in areport.”
((Try m”

Using acell phone and speaking to an annoyed operator had given Cole asmal dose of normality. He' d
a 30 settled down enough to remember why he' d dided the number in thefirst place.

“I need to spesk to Paige,” he said.
“Paigewho?’

And, with that one smple question, Cole redlized an important question he' d forgotten to ask Gerald.
“Uhhh, the onein Chicago.”

“Look, | understand you may be a bit confused right now,” the operator said in asurprisingly cam and
supportive tone. “1f you have someone you need to speak to, | can try to get you in touch with them. We
don’t have a Paige who works here, though. Y ou said you had an incident to report. Why don’t you start
withthat?’

Lowering hisvoice asif hewas afraid a nearby beaver might be eavesdropping, Cole said, “I’'m afriend
of Gerdd' sand he had this phone on him.”

“Gerdd, huh? Isthisaprank?’
“No. You'vegot tolisten.”

The annoyance was back in force within the young man’ s tone. When he spoke again, Cole had no
trouble picturing one of the skinny little code crunchersfrom Digita Dreamersrolling hiseyesand
doodling on whatever paper wasin front of him.

“Y ou got some story you want to tell?” the young operator asked. “ Then go ahead and tell it. Just make
it real funny or real dirty, otherwise I’'m sure I’ ve heard better from some of the other comediansthat call
lﬁ"

“Thereé saman named Gerald—" Cole started.
“Coal. I’'ve never had someone call with alimerick before”

“Just shut up and let mefinish.” Sensing he' d just bought himsalf no more than afew seconds of the
operator’s attention, Cole went for the jugular. “ Gerald' s dead.”

Without much of a pause, the operator said, “ All right. Have you been seeing this Gerald person or do
you just hear hisvoice? Are you certain the man you' re talking about is Gerald and not some other
manifestation?’

Cole stared down at the snow and then at the phone in his hand. Although he wasn't convinced he was
insane just yet, he was getting awfully close. “What in the hell are you talking about? Who are you?’

“ThisisMEG Branch 40, sr. Y ou dided us, remember?”’

Looking at the same words as they were printed upon Gerad's card, Cole asked, “Does MEG stand for
something?’

“Of course. We're the Midwestern Ectologica Group. Branch 40. Did you need another branch?’



“An ecologica group?’
“Ectological,” the operator clarified. “Asin spirits and other nonphysical entities.”
“Is*ectologica’ even aword?’ Cole asked.

“If you want to report amanifestation, get to it. The only reason | haven't hung up on you is because
you're caling from one of our satellite lines. Cometo think of it, whose phoneisthis? Did Walter put you
up to this? Goddamn it, he did, didn’t he? Or did you stedl this phone? Oh man, you' d bewiseto drop it
and run right now.”

Still looking at the card, Cole said, “1 have anumber to give you.”
“Go ahead.”

Herattled off the digitsthat were printed on the card benegth the phone number. At first he could hear
the operator grumbling something about sending Walter ascathing e-mail. But before Cole was halfway
through the numbers, the operator was scrambling frantically enough to knock something over on hisend
of the connection.

“Holy crap,” hesaid. “That'sa...you're...”

Hearing the panic and frustration in hisvoice did Cole abit of good. It seemed misery truly did love
company. “Do you need meto repeat that number?’ he asked.

“Hold on asecond.”

A seriesof clickswasfollowed by afew short bursts of static. Meanwhile, Colefdt his ssomach flop
again as he thought he' d been disconnected. When the operator’ s voice came back, it wasn't as clear as
it had been before, but there was more than enough intengity in it to make up the difference.

“I'mreally sorry about al of that before,” he said. “1 had to securetheline. Could you give me that
number one more time?’

Cole repeated the digits. Thistime he even included the dashes that were written between afew of them.
When he was done, he could hear the unmistakable clacking of fingers on akeyboard.

“Areyou Hill there?" Cole asked.

“Y eah, yeah. Just looking up your ident code.”

“|dent code?’

“Yeah,” the operator replied. “ It s short for identity code.”
“Clever. Who areyou?’

Unlike the last time he' d asked questions, the operator responded asif he actudly had someinterest in
helping, rather than just tolerating him. “We re the Midwest Ectological Group. We cover reports of
paranormd activity throughout the U.S. and Canada. Maybe you heard of us?’

“Nope.”

“WEe ve been on television afew times. Wdll, cable televison. Are you one of those...you know?’



Guessing it was easer to lie than try to figure out the proper response, Cole said, “Y eah. I'm one of
those,” and hoped for the best.

“Perfect! Thisisgreet! I’ ve never actualy caught one of these cdlls before. According to this code, this
phone belongsto Gerdd Keder? Oh...you sad...”

“Yeah. Gerdd' sdead.”

The silence on the other end of the connection was amost thick enough to seep through the devicein
Cole shand. Thewordsthat broke it were meek and genuindy regretful. “Right. Y ou mentioned that.
What about...Brad Books?’

“Brad too,” Cole replied somberly.
“Jeez, I'mredly sorry to hear that,” the operator replied.

Despite the awkward situation, Cole was grateful just to hear someone else’ svoice. “What' s your
name?’ he asked.

Judging by the silence on the phone, the operator was't used to hearing that question. “I'm Stu.”
“Hey, Stu. My name' s Cole Warnecki.”

“Oh...uh...you re not supposed to use last names on these calls.”

“Redly? Why?’ Cole asked.

“I don’'t know. That’ s one of the rules you guys use.”

“Fine. Gerald gave methis phone and this number so | could get in touch with awoman named Paige.
She' s supposed to bein Chicago.”

There were more clicks and clacks as Stu' sfingers flew over his keyboard. “ That would be
Paige...wdl...yeah. I've got aPaigelisted in Gerdd' sfile and she'sin Chicago.”

“I need to talk to her. Actudly, | need to see her. The only problemis|’m kind of along ways from an
arport or anything.”

“I know. The phone hasa GPSinit and I’ ve got your rough position on my screen right now.”

“Nice,” Cole said as he closed hiseyes and pictured himself asabrightly colored dot on the display
screen of the global positioning system that had recently been ingtdled in Jason’s company car. Asmuch
as Colegot logt, he till hadn't gotten high enough on the Digital Dreamersladder to warrant such afancy
expense. “Y ou guys have any way to get me out of here before | get ripped to pieces?’

“Oh sweet! Y ou mean you' re on site with one of those creastures?’

“Sure. Maybe | can snap afew picturesfor you before | get eaten,” Cole growled. “Why don’'t you just
tell me what the hell I'm supposed to do to get out of here? Gerald was pretty adamant that | don’t wait
for the cops.”

“Y eah, that would be way too messy,” Stu chimed in. “ There’ s someone in the area that should be able
to meet you somewhere within amile or two of your location. Up for awak?’

Coledidn’t answer right away because he was distracted by the sound of what might or might not have



been distant thunder. When the sound died away, he whispered, “I’'m up for arun. Just tell mewherel
need to go.”

“I’ve already sent word to one of Gerald’ s contactsin that area. Head due south until you meet up with a
paved highway that’ s running from northeast to southwest.”

“Hold on asecond. I'm acity boy. We don’t come equi pped with compasses.”
“Y ou don’'t have acompass on you?’ Stu asked.

“Jugt aminute.” Without waiting for confirmation, Cole set the phone down and started rooting through
Gerdd' sbag. Sure enough, hefound asurviva knife complete with acompassin the handle. Just what
every boy wanted for Christmas. Picking up the phone, he announced, “ Found one.”

“Good. Head south until you hit that highway. It shouldn’t be more than two or three miles.”

“Two or three miles?’

“Yeah,” Stu replied. “Maybe four. No more than five, though. | can’t get an exact fix on your position.”
“Never mind. I’'mon my way.”

“Do you need them to bring anything?’

“A divison of Marines and atank would benice,” Colereplied.

Stu chuckled and capped it off with asnort. “I mean like amedical kit or food or anything.”

Checking the phone' s screen, Cole saw that therewas ill plenty of lifein the batteries. Apparently,
Gerdd was one of thoserare, mythical breeds of men who had athousand dollar phone and didn’t have
it surgically connected to his ear long enough to wear the charge down.

“What' sthe matter?’ Stu asked intently. “Y ou sound hurt.”

“Not hurt,” Cole gasped as he zipped up the bag, then hefted it over his shoulder and started running.
“Just moving faster than | have for months. | redly need to start going back to the gym again.”

“You're pretty high up and it must be cold there. Let’s see...yep. | just checked the wegather in your
aea”

“Arﬂ?l
“It'scold,” Stu reported.

Now it was Col€ sturn to laugh. With hislegs churning through the snow and hisfeet dready tingling
within hisboots, he didn’t exactly have breath to spare. It did, however, fed good to take action rather
than just try and piece together what was going on. “What about Paige?’ Cole asked. “| till need to get
ahold of her.”

“I cantry to connect you if you don’t mind holding.”
“I've got nothing eseto do right now. If it soundslike I’m dying, just ignoreit.”

As Stu clicked away at hiskeyboard, he said, * Y ou gottatell me more about that creature sometime,
dude. I'll bet it was awesome.”



Now that he' d cleared the trees, Cole was dashing through awide-open field of snow. He could till hear
the occasional roar in the distance, but it sounded like it was getting farther away rather than closer.
When he thought he heard another animd’ s growl mixed in with thefirst, he put some more seam into his
strides and kept running. The compassin the knife handle rattled noisily within its plastic casing, but
indicated that he was more or less southward bound.

“Awesomeisn’t redly...theword...that comesto mind,” Cole wheezed.

Gerad s bag was strapped across his back, and the knife stuck out from one of hisjacket pocketslike a
mutated pen. Having seen afew moded s smilar to the old man’s satellite phone, Cole quickly found the
earpiecein one of the carrying case' slittle pockets. Once the piece was plugged into the phone and his
ear, Cole gasped, “Hello? Can you hear me?’

“Yeah,” Siu replied ingantly. “What' swrong?’
“Just checking the equipment.”
“Y ou sound alittle rough, but | can hear you.”

“That'snot surprising,” Colesaid. “If my legs don't freeze, they may just fdl off in protest. Not to
mention...the very digtinct.. . possbility of aheart attack.”

“Eh, don't be so hard on yoursalf. So is something chasing you? What isit?’

Before Cole was forced to make up astory that didn’t end with him being dapped around and tossed
aside, Stu interrupted.

“Just asec, Cole. I've got Paigeready tojoin in. Here sheis.”

The next voice that filled Col€ s ear was sharp and concise. Compared to Stu's easy rambling, this
woman sounded more like something stabbing him through the eardrum.

“Who isthis?’ she snapped.
“My name' sCole. I'm afriend of Gerad.”
“Never heard of you. How’ d you get this phone number?’

“Gerdd gaveit to me.” He had to stop so he could catch his breath. Thankfully, the terrain was kind
enough to dope downward and give him afew tal trees on either sde for cover, so hewasn't charging
like adark dot in the middle of awhitefield. The cold air must have been doing him some good, because
his bresth was coming easier and hislimbsweren't killing him. Either that or his body was just numb
enough to keep working through the agony that he' d earned from years of sitting on hisasswith a
video-game controller in his hand.

“Geddis...he's...” Wincing even though he didn’t know thiswoman, Cole forced himsdlf to spit out the
truth before he was cut off by any number of flukesthat could interrupt a phone signd from the middle of
nowhere. “He sdead.”

Instead of crying or expressing the shock he' d been expecting, the woman asked, “Was there anyone
dsewith him?’

“Yes. Brad was there.”

“|s he dead to0?”



Colefdt abit of rdief Snce hedidn’'t haveto spell it dl out. “Afraid s0.”
When she spoke again, Paige’ s voice was considerably less severe. “ And who are you, Cole?’

“I met Brad and Gerald on ahunting trip. Gerad told meto tell you what happened before you heard it
from anyone else. | know you may not believethisbut...hetold metotell you that it took a...it was...”
Gritting histeeth, Cole struggled to cut through everything €l se that had happened so he could focus upon
one particular moment. Findly, he remembered the exact words Gerald had used. “He said to tell
you...only aFull Blood could take Brad down. | don't know what that means. | may have gotten it
wrong, but—"

“Youdidn't get it wrong,” Paige said with atouch of sadnessin her voice. “ So they’ re both really dead.”

Now that he picked up on the sorrow he' d been expecting from the woman, Colefdlt like an assfor
wanting to hear it. “Yeah,” he said as he dowed to a stop and pulled in afew more breaths. “We were
attacked by some sort of animdl. | think it’ s <till chasing me.”

“You saw it?’ Paige asked. “ Y ou saw the Full Blood?’

“If aFull Blood isabig, ugly monster that can tear through aroom full of hunters and shake off automatic
fire then | saw it.”

“Areyou the only onewho survived?’

“I think s0,” Colereplied as he looked around. There was a surprising amount of distance already
between him and the cabin. Other than afew trees, he didn’t see much dse. “A few others made it out,
but I’ ve been hearing that thing prowling around. It might be after them.”

“Have the MEG guys arranged for someoneto pick you up?’
“Y eah. I'm headed there now.”

“Good. I'll find out who' s picking you up and get in touch with them. Thisis very important, Cole. Did
Gerdd or Brad give you anything to take back?’

“Yes. I'vegot aknife. Or maybeit’'sasword.”
“Perfect. Doesit have anything on it?’

“There' s some blood and some markings.” Chuckling, Cole added, “Honestly, | don't know what I’'m
looking for.”

“That's perfect. Keep the knifetheway it is, blood and al.”
“%.iaﬂy?i

“Yes” Paigesad. “Wrap it up and bring it with you. It' s very important. Have the police or anyone
found the bodiesyet?’

“I don’t think so. Gerad told me not to cal the police, and we re kind of out in the boonies here.”

“Good. Keep running and get to that pickup spot. I'll arrange to have you flown straight here as soon as
posshle”

“Hown?’ Cole gasped. “I need to get in touch with my job or my friends.” The notion of caling hismom



didn’t sound unappedling, but he wasn'’t about to make that known to acomplete stranger. “ After all
that’ s happened, | may not be able to get onto aplane. | sure ashell won't be able to get this sword thing
through security.”

“Don't worry about that. Just get to the pickup and we' Il take care of the rest. And don’t call anyone
else. Understand that? Nobody.”

“We?Who' swe? Cometo think of it, who are you? Why can't | cdl anyone?’
“Doyou redly want to drag any of your friends or family into this?’
“No,” Cole said without hegitation.

Paige laughed once under her bresth. “ Believe me, thisal may seem abit strange, but I’ m your best
chancefor making it out of there dive. Just do what | say and try to keep your head down.”

Cole noticed that she didn’t exactly guarantee that he was home free just yet, but he wouldn't have
believed such aclam anyway. It did him alot of good just to hear someone admit that things were ahell
of along ways from normd. “What'sa Full Blood?’ he asked.

Therewasno reply.
“Areyou some sort of scientist?’ Cole asked. “Isthat why you want that thing' s blood?’

“Y ou sound like you' re out of breath,” Paigefindly said. “ Just do me afavor, save whatever you' ve got
left and keep moving. Y ou' ve dready comethisfar, so don’'t messit up now.”

Cole nodded reflexively, even though there was nobody around. Asfar as he could tell, there was ill
nothing close enough to hurt him, but he started jogging, and then broke into arun just to be safe.

“Canyou gill hear me?’ Paige asked.

“Yeah. Judt...taking your advice.”

“Good. I'll see you when you get to Chicago.”
“Chicago?| need to go all the way to Chicago?’

The only thing he heard in response to his frantic questions was the crackle of static from his earpiece.
Cole wanted to yell at someone, but didn’t have enough breath. He checked the phone and saw there
was il some battery life and abit of signd strength, but the connection had been broken. Whoever
Paigewas, she'd hung up on him.

Hewent to pull the earpiece out and winced when it didn’t come loose. It seemed to have frozeninto his

ear, but camefree after abit of painful coercion. Without breaking stride, he shut the phone off, wrapped
the earpiece’ swire around it and stuffed the whole thing into his pocket. That left him with nothing but the
wind and the snow to keep him company.

The last time he had been forced to run more than half ablock, he was at the mercy of agym teacher
who had awhistle stuck between his teeth and arod shoved up his ass. Even then, he could at least dow
down when the overaged jock wasn't looking. Thistime, he had to keep moving. It wasn't aquestion of
if hewasin good enough shape or had enough breath in hislungs. It was asmple matter of survivd. If he
wanted to live, he had to keep moving.

Every so0 often Cole would stop just long enough to catch his breath and check the compassin Gerdd's



knife. He thought he saw spots drifting through hisline of sight, but ignored them. He thought hislegs
were straining to the point of ripping muscle from bone, but he ignored that aswell. All inal, hewas
amazed at how much he could ignore when he had areal monster tracking him down.

The highway was't much more than astrip of iced-over gray in the distance. If not for afew crooked
light posts, Cole might have overlooked it completely. By the time he caught sight of it, the thought of
getting killed by the creature didn’t seem so bad. At least that would have been quicker than dowly
fading within ashdl of hisown frozen swest.

It took the better part of an hour before he was close enough to actualy fed cement under his boots.
When hedid, his aching knees were the only things preventing him from dropping down and kissing that
dirty stretch of road. Col€' sjoy lasted al of three minutes before he redlized hewas till alone. There
was no truck in sght. There were no cars. Therewasn’t even anice, wel-lit gas station advertising good
eats and walnut bowls.

“What | wouldn't give for some good egts right now,” he grumbled. “Héll, I’ d even take anut bowl.
What the hell are those things, anyway? Am | saying this out loud? Can anyone hear me? Am | dready
dead?Why can't | stop talking?’

Cole stumbled aong the side of the road without knowing where he was headed. Since he might not be
ableto get moving again if he stopped, he just kept stumbling aong as he dug into his pocket for Gerad's
phone. Before he could mash his deadened fingertips against the keypad, he heard the ditinctive crunch
of something heavy against the snow. He closed his eyes and prayed for the sound of an engine rather
than agrowl.

For thefirgt time since he got alook up Katie Fenner’ sskirt in hisjunior year of high schoal, his prayers
were answered.

Thetruck looked like something from one of the hundred or so World War |1 games he'd worked on
over the years. It rumbled up to him, and the window was |owered so agnarled man wearing an orange
stocking cap could lean over and ask, “Y ou Cole?’

“Yeah.I...suream.”

“Youwannaget in?’

“Ohyeah.”

“It'sopen,” the driver said. “Hop insde.”

And Cole did need to hop because the driver wasn't about to hit the brakes. The moment his backside
hit the seet, he leaned back and let out abreath he might have been holding since he' d |eft the cabin. At
thetail end of that same bresth he started laughing. Oddly enough, the driver laughed aong with him.

“Fed good to be dttin” down, en?’ the man asked in an accent that had an equa chance of being
Canadian asit had of being abad impression of a Canadian.

“It sure does.”
“Who sent ya?’

Cole had peded his gloves off and was rubbing his handsin front of the closest vent. Hewas



concentrating so hard on thawing out hisfingersthat helet that question dip right past him. He sure didn’t
have any trouble hearing what came next.

The pistol was a .44 revolver, and it seemed to have materiaized in the driver’ s hand. When he pointed
the gun at Col€ s head and thumbed back the hammer, the click seemed to echo through the entire cab.

“| asked you aquestion,” the driver snarled.

“Gerdd,” Cole spat. “He...nowait! His name was Stu. He was on the phone and told me to come
here.” When he saw that his words weren't changing the driver’ s foul mood, he added, “And Paige too.
Shetold meto meet up with you. Infact, | think she said she might have called you about bringing me
something for the ride to the airport.”

The driver lowered his pistol before Cole had hisfourth nervous breakdown that day. Glancing toward
an expensive radio setup bolted to his dash, the driver grunted, “Just bein’ careful. Never know who
might be wandering along the road, en?’

“Yeah”
“I got some hot coffee and candy if you want. Paige said you might be hungry.”
1] Ii II p&”

Therest of the ride was spent in sllence. By the time they reached the airport, the sun was long gone and
the starswere out. Cole got some rest and was only forced back into consciousness when the truck
rattled to astop. It wasthe first time he' d been il the entire day.

“No need to open both eyes,” the driver said. “Once you' re in the plane, you can go right back to deep.”
“We're at theairport?’ Cole asked as he absently wiped at his eyes.
“Yep. Sounds like she'sall ready to go.”

Cole pushed open the truck door and was greeted by the rush of icy wind that carried the louder roar of
aplane sengines. Although he couldn’t be certain about the airport, he had a sneaking suspicion he'd
seen that plane before. Asif on cue, aman wearing the same three flannd shirtslayered on top of each
other waddled around the plane and waved toward the truck.

“That'sAndy,” thedriver said. “He |l betakin’ you al theway into Chicago.”
“I know who heis. He sthe same guy that flew me here.”
“Redly? Then you should fed right a home.”

While he might not havefdt right a home, he was dready feding the plummets and barrd rollsthat had
brought up everything in his somach on the way into Canada. “Can't we just fly onajet?’ he asked.
“It' d befaster. And...uh...wouldn’t kill me.”

“Ohaure” the driver replied as he pulled Gerald' s bag from behind the seat. “Y ou got anything in there
that you' d like to check through customs?’

“Point taken. | suppose that pilot knows how to fly into the States without hitting customs? Does he have
smuggling compartments under the seats?’

Chuckling, the driver replied, “Y ou watch alot of movies, don't you? Weain't terrorists. Andy goes



through customs like anyone el se. Private planes get alittle more dack on personal property, isdl. You
an't carrying any drugsor nothin’, areyou?’

1] NO_”
“All right then. Wouldn't want you making me look bad.”

Cole managed to catch the bag that was tossed at him before it knocked him in the teeth. After checking
to make sure he had everything, he asked, “ Does the pilot need a password to refrain from shoving agun
inmy face?’

“Keep up that smart mouth and I’'m sure he'll think of something you'll like even more. Y ou have agood
flight, now.”

Even though the driver settled behind hiswhed and gunned hisengine, Cole didn’t close hisdoor right
away. Instead, he extended a hand across the passenger seat and said, “1 don’t think | thanked you for
picking meup.”

“No. You didn't.”
“Wall...thanks. It'sbeen kind of arough day.”
Smirking, the driver shook hishand with almost enough strength to snap it off. “Comes with the territory.”

Releasing his grip on Col€e s hand, the driver eased up on his brake just enough for the truck to rall
dowly forward. Once the door had cleared Col€' s shoulder, it was pulled shut and locked with afew
quick swats of the driver’s hand. Even after the truck picked up some speed and rumbled away from the
arrport, Cole was still standing in the spot where he' d been left. Sowly, he dlowed some steam to drift
from his mouth and straightened himself up. Since there was nowhere dseto go, he hauled histhings
toward the plane.

“This extreme enough for you, dumbass?’ he asked himself. As he got close to the plane and started
tossing histhings on board, he put on a.smile and shouted to be heard over the propdllers. “ Any chance |
could get you to swing past Sesttle?’

The pilot grinned and replied, “Nope. But do me afavor and look around for some parachutes. The
safety ingpectors have redlly been busting my ass about that.”

Chapter 6

Approximately 30 miles southeast of
Madison, Wisconsin

It was acold day. Rain threstened to fall from gray cloudsthat rolled across a harsh autumn sky. A
sngle, navy blue van moved along adirt road and pulled off onto atrail that was't much more than a set
of crooked rutsin rocky soil. As soon as the van was far enough aong the road for the driver to spot the
collgpsed remains of the old mansion, he ped up, the whedl's spinning faster, kicking up agritty mix of
dust, gravel, and dead leaves. On the back of the van was the lettering MEG BRANCH 25.

Steve sat in the passenger seat and wastall enough for the top of his balding head to scrape the roof. His
rounded face had yet to digplay anything less than a smile as he told more than enough jokesto fill the
drivefrom Madison. “ That’ sthe place,” he said. “ Park anywhere you like.”

Thedriver wasin hismid-thirties, but had enough youthful energy in hiseyesto make him look at least
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five yearsyounger. His dark brown hair was buzzed close to the scalp and his face was clean-shaven.
Finding a parking spot wasn't difficult, and the driver pulled to astop just off the faded old road that led
the rest of the way to the mansion. “Y ou say this placeis haunted?’ he asked.

Steve nodded. “1 sure do, Jarvis” hereplied, usng the driver’ snamein away that seemed
well-intentioned but obvioudy didn’t set well with thedriver. “I could tell you plenty of storiesfrom
severa other people, or | could tell you afew of my own.”

Jarvis|eaned over the steering whed to get abetter look at the rubblein front of him. No matter how
much squinting or straining he did, he could gill only see the sagging remains of athree-story mansion.
The roof wasfull of gaping holes. One half of the building had fallen down dtogether. Even the fence
surrounding the place was rusted and broken in severa spots. “What' s anyone even doing out here?’
Jarvis asked. “The place looks pretty run-down.”

“Oh, itis. The property isgtill held by the origina family, and they’ ve been thinking about restoring the
entire mangion. It sabig undertaking, so alot of consultants have been coming and going to get alook
for themsalves. Some members of the family just want the land cleared off and sold, soit’s become sort
of atug-of-war.”

Nodding as he removed the keys from the ignition and pushed his door open, Jarvissaid, “Okay, let's
have alook around.”

“Don’'t you want to take any equipment with you?’

“Thisisjust awak-through,” Jarvis said. “Our closest tech crew isin Minnegpolis. I’ m going out to
Milwaukee on other business, so | thought I’ d take alook at the place rather than stick you at the back
of asx month waiting period.”

“Oh. All right. Do you ill want to hear the Stories?’
“Just tell me about your own persona experiences,” Jarvis replied.

That was enough to get Steve going. He excitedly recounted stories ranging from fedling like he was
being watched when poking around in dirty old roomsto sightings of glowing orbsin halways. He
capped it off by describing a shadowy figure lurking in a particular section of the house. When hetried to
get acloser ook, he heard screams coming from the basement.

For aseasoned member of the Midwestern Ectologica Group, it wasal pretty standard stuff. Jarvis
nodded and reacted accordingly when Steve got worked up about something, but he didn’t share the
other man’s enthusiasm. Al too often, old run-down houses were thought to be haunted when they were
smply old and run-down. Rotting beams creaked. Animals nested in basements and attics. Old pipes
moaned under proper weather conditions. For those reasons, all MEG branches sent scouts to potential
stesrather than waste the time and money it took to digpatch an entire team and its equipment for afull
investigation. In fact, Jarvis had some businessin Milwaukee, so he wasforced to take the job that
would normally be handed off to one of the MEG rookies. So far, he was confident that he wouldn't be
theretoo long.

“All right,” he said as he got to the front of the mansion, * show me the spots with the most activity.”

That brightened Steve' s face and he immediately launched into another story about screams and other
sounds that came from under the floor. By the time he was through with the basics of that story, both men
had their hard hats on and were walking through the sturdy, imposing front doorway.



Ashelisgened, Jarvis examined the old mansion with the help of aflashlight that could have easily
doubled for anightstick. It looked asif afew cleaning crews had been there recently to gather up the
rubble that had fallen when the main staircase collgpsed. Dirt was thick upon thetiled floor, and broken
furniture lay strewn along amost every wall. The upper portion of the staircase was propped up by
wooden supports that were too squared and clean to be anything more than amonth or two old. Most of
theflooring at the top of the staircase was gone, leaving awide balcony overhead instead of a proper
second levdl.

“You sad afamily lived here?’ Jarvis asked. “Did anyone die here?’

“Plenty of peopledied here,” Steve replied with aquick nod. “ Sometime in the late 1880s thiswhole
property was turned into an asylum by aman named Jonah Lancroft. Depending on which of Lancroft’'s
decedents you ask, he was anything from amisguided, poorly trained doctor to an overpaid prison
warden. Other members of the family say he was a philanthropist who tried to run areformatory for the
surrounding communities. Y ou can guess which sides want the place knocked down and which want it
restored.”

“Which sde of the fence do you land on?’

“Oh, I'd loveto see this place restored! I’ m the one who thought about getting it officialy declared as
haunted, so there’ d be some reason to keep it from being demolished. There' s aready been plenty of
interest from some of the Lancroft family in coming back hereto seeif they might recognize something of
Jonah Lancroft himsdf.”

Jarvis nodded and immediately regretted asking the question. From this point on he couldn’t alow himsdlf
to believe any of Steve' sstories. “ So you heard scraping sounds?’

“Y ep. They came from the floor.”
“You're sure there' s not just some animas scraping under the floor?”
“The sounds come from the places where workers have heard the screaming.”

“And you' re sure there’ sno animals? | mean, there were alot of farmhouses and woods around here,”
Jarvisexplained. “It could be damn near anything.”

Rather than put any more of his own claimsto the test, Steve nodded and said, “ That’ swhy we called
MEG. There are plenty of animals around here, but they don’t seem to cometoo closeto the place. In
fact, we haven't seen so much asa squirrel for weeks. We called you guys because nobody else will
check up on dl the other clams.”

“Likethevoices, hun?’
“Exactly.”

Jarvis siwung the flashlight toward the back of the foyer. Sunlight streamed through the holesin the roof,
contrasting with thick patches of shadow. There was more than enough dust in the air to turn the light into
agritty fog. Because of dl the years of construction work Jarvis had done before he could work full-time
at MEG, it was easy enough for him to guessthat the upper half of the manson wasalong way from
being close to code.

“Most of the voices and scraping came from the back of the house and the structure that used to be
there,” Steve said. “Should | show you?’



“Sounds good.”
“What if you hear anything? Shouldn’t you bring some of your equipment?’

Although their appearances on cable TV had done wonders for getting exposure and some funding for
MEG, it dso made people like Steve expect awholelot from scouting trips like this one. Just to put
those expectations to rest and keep on good terms with potentia clients, al scouts carried the bare
minimum wherever they went. Jarvistook ahandheld digital cameraand audio recorder from hisinner
jacket pockets and showed them to Steve. That was enough to make Steve nod anxiously and hurry
toward the back of the house.

“Only afew rooms on the upper floor were actudly used by the Lancroft family,” Steve said ashe
dipped into a voice that would have been perfectly at home on atour bus. “ The ground level wasfor staff
and visitors, while the basement levels were used to house the more docile patients. The main points of
interest areinthe old East Wing.”

Ducking beneath some haf-assembled scaffolding, Jarvis said, “ This place doesn’'t ook like much of a
reformatory.”

“Thereweren't alot of patients, realy. Not by our standards. Maybe only a couple dozen or so were
here at any given time, and they probably never saw this house after they wereinitialy brought here.
After that,” Steve said as he made it to the end of the cramped hallway, “they spent their timein the East
Wing”

Once out of the halway, Jarviswas led into what had once been a kitchen. Cracked counters were
blanketed in layers of dust and nailed to walls or merely propped up where they’ d once been. Aniron
stove, atable, and afew chairswere still in recognizable shape, but the rest of the room was completely
trashed. A few sections of new drywall had been stacked nearby, but weren't nearly enough to fix the
gaping section of wall that had crumbled off the back of the mansion. The hole was covered in the same
plastic that sectioned off many other rooms of the house, and it flapped with every passing breeze. The
tattered bottom edge of the plastic scraped againsgt afloor that could very well have been on the wrong
end of abombing run.

Jarvis stepped forward and made sure it was dl right to walk through one of the many ripsin the plastic
sheet that formed the back wall. Once he got anod from Steve, he walked through the plastic and into
the backyard. To befair, it was more of aback field. “What' ve you got back here?’ Jarvis asked. “Four,
five acres?’

“Threeand ahalf, actudly,” Steve replied. “But the East Wing only took up one.”

However bad the mansion |ooked, the East Wing looked worse. At least the mansion till had the general
shape of abuilding. All that remained of the East Wing was severa large piles of rubble that formed a
barn-sized heap. Some sections of the heap were so covered by dirt and overgrowth that they looked as
if they’ d been reclamed by the nearby hills.

“I’ve heard scraping and voices from over there,” Steve said as he pointed toward the heap. “Since
there' s supposed to be at least two levels of basement under al that, the surveyorstold usto stay away
until they were certain there wasn't going to be acave-in. That was enough for me to keep from getting
any closer thanthis”

“That and the scraping, huh?” Jarvis asked with asmirk.

For once, Steve didn’t return asmile. “ That' sright,” he said with asingle nod.



There was enough loose dirt to give the air a gritty texture that caught in Jarvis snose and formed a
crunchy layer between histeeth. “Where did you hear those sounds?’ he asked.

“I was walking around the rubble, looking for anything that could be salvaged. According to the records
we found, the East Wing was demolished somewhere between 1910 and 1915. It was avery modern
scientific facility for itstime, but al the equipment was said to have been | eft behind. Some of the rooms
had ceilings that opened up to let in the sunlight. Those rooms were supposedly buried and afew patients
were left down there when the structure fell. Ever since then, there' s dways been stories of ghosts.”

“I'll bet. Can | get acloser look?’

“We should gtick to the perimeter. The surveying crew started in on this spot afew months ago, but we
haven't gotten any results. Theré salot to dig up.”

Jarvis nodded as he continued walking forward. “I was a contractor for thirteen years before taking this
job, so | know my way around messes like thisone.”

Even though Steve didn’t seem comfortable with Jarvis continuing to walk onto the rubble, he wasn't
about to rush forward to stop him.

After dl the dark corners Jarvis had looked into, the fedling of being near something truly supernatural
was unmistakable. It wasn't anything as smple as achill or hairs standing up on the back of hisneck. It
was something deeper and more primal. Perhaps it was the same thing that made deer snap their heads
up as danger approached or that caused every cricket within earshot to stop their chirping at the same
exact ingant.

Like most people who lived or worked so close to such things, Steve had a so gotten familiar with that
sensation. “ Creepy, isn'tit?

“Y eah. What' sthat hole over there?”’

Steve kept his hands clasped casudly behind him and leaned forward. Making aface, he shrugged and
replied, “Don’t know. | haven't stepped foot out here since the surveyorstold usto Stay away.”

“And how long ago wasthat?”’

“A month or so. Too bad you couldn’t get here sooner. We could' ve crawled dl over thereif you'd
arrived before the surveyors came. They must be on vacation or waiting for supplies, because | haven't
heard from them for awhile.”

“Sorry about the ddlay,” Jarvissaid. “We get alot of different cdls.” He kept walking toward the hole,
which was ablack pit just big enough for arefrigerator to be lowered through it. The entrance to the pit
was tucked at the bottom of one of the dopes made up of cracked bricks and powdery mortar.
Everything from beamsto copper pipes stuck up from the debris, making the East Wing look asif it had
been crushed benegth the hedl of God rather than knocked over by mere mortals. “Isit dl rightif | get a
look insde?’

Steve winced. “It may not be safe and we may be liable for any accidents. Speaking of which, | redly
should have you sgn something just so—’

“I think | hear something.”
“Redly?



Jarvis scrambled to climb the closest pile of rubble before his guide could expand upon the legal
ramifications of doing so. Although the footing was shaky here and there, he felt asolid base under his
boots. Before he got to the edge of the pit, Jarvis hunkered down and steadied himsalf with one hand
while using his other to am the flashlight into the hole.

“What do you hear?” Steve asked. “Isit voices?’

When he leaned far enough for hisfront foot to dide, Jarvis crouched down to regain hisbalance. The
motion |oosened some of the rocks aswell asaclump of dirt from the edge of the pit, which dropped
down into the darkness to make an echoing clatter. The sound also triggered afew restless, snorting
breaths.

“Areyou dl right?” Steve shouted.

Jarvis swung his hand back toward the other man, which was enough to quiet Steve down. He then
amed hisflashlight toward a spot at the bottom of the pit where he’ d heard those noises. Thefirgt thing
to catch the glare of hisflashlight was the reflective tape on the edge of abright yellow vest. Next,
Jarvis seyeswere drawn to aseries of quick flicking motions coming from one section of the hole.
Laying there, curled up on its Side, was atwisted abomination of aliving thing.

Although it wore the shredded waistband and one leg of apair of jeans, along with afew shreds of an
oversized swester, the thing inside those clothes was far from human. In worse light and through a dense
fog, it might have been mistaken for alarge hound or wolf. Most of its body was covered in skin that
looked like a coagulation of fluid that had sprouted irregular patches of coarse hair. One of its knees had
the reversed bend of an animd’ s hind leg, while the other was still human enough to keep itswork boot in
place. Thelonger Jarvis shined hislight onto its face, the more the thing twitched and snorted its way out
of afretful deep.

Jarvis hoped to avert adisaster by moving the light away from the thing, but only managed to find two
more of them laying on athick bed of leaves and garbage afew yardsfrom thefirst one. One of those
thingslooked partialy human, but the other was gnarled beyond recognition. That one was larger than the
other two, and lay without any shreds of clothing on itsbody. Lighter hairs sprouted to form atangled
shell over abony frame. Its muscleslooked asif they’ d been tied into knots benegth its flesh, and at least
three of the ribs pressing againgt its leathery flesh were clearly broken. The longer Jarvislooked at the
things down in that pit, the more he wanted to figure out what the hell they were. And then, not long after
he noticed the dark glistening puddles on the pit’ sfloor, the scent of blood hit his nose.

Suddenly, the fretful breathing from the pit caught in the back of agnarled throat. Dirt scraped against
rock as one of the things shifted in the darkness.

Jarvis could fed thosethings eyes pivoting toward him without needing to see them. Naturd reflex got
him rolling away from the edge of the pit before one of the things caught sight of him looking down at
them. The moment his back hit the pile of rubble, he froze. The sound he' d made echoed through his ears
like an explosion, but it quickly faded; only followed by more shifting and a choking snore.

Doing his best to collect himsdlf, Jarvis got to hisfeet and hurried away from the pit as quickly and quietly
as he could.

“Find anything?’ Steve asked anxioudy.

“No, | just dipped alittle. There's...ahole. That hole over there. Seeit? Stay away from there. In fact,
don’t let anyone near it.”



“Isit about to collgpse?’

Relieved to have such agood excuse handed to him, Jarvis nodded and said, “ Y ep. It’s pretty
dangerous.”

“What about your investigation? Will you be coming back with ateam?’

Now that he couldn’'t smell the blood and couldn’t see those twisted, half-anima wretches, Jarviswas
ableto think alot clearer. “Yeah. I'll be coming back with ateam, but | need you to do me afavor.”

“What?" Steve asked as his eyeslit up with anticipation.

“It' svery important that this Siteisn’t disturbed any further. Spirits get agitated when their homes are
messed with, and if there' sany activity, we want to be hereto record it.” Sensing the gears turning within
the other man’ s head, he added, “When they’ re agitated, they just might disperse, so we may only get
one chance a recording some red good activity.”

Steve kept nodding passionately. “ All right. The renovations are already on hold, but I’ leave anote for
the caretakersto take some time off. Just let me know when you' re coming back.”

“Will do. Arethere any records or plansfor this place, because I’ d surelike to see them.”

“They'rein my office. I'll beright back.” With that, Steve jogged back toward the remains of the
mansion and headed for the quarter of the structure that had actually been rebuilt enough to stand oniits
own.

Once Steve was safely out of sight, Jarvis reached for his phone and flipped it open. The expensive piece
of equipment snagged afew bars of sgnd strength right away and made its connection as soon as he hit
the speed dia button.

“MEG Branch 25,” droned the voice at the other end of the connection.

“Hey Will, it sJarvis. I’ m at the Lancroft Reformatory. Look up Prophet’ s number, will ya?’
“Why don’t you haveit? Aren’t you supposed to be meeting him soon?’

“He s one of those guys. Y ou know the ones.”

“Oh. Give meaminute.” The sound of fingers clacking against akeyboard drifted through the phone as
Will asked, “Y ou find anything at Lancroft?’

“Yeah. It's something Prophet might know what to do with. There' s not enough timeto explainit to you
right now and | wish | could forget I'd even seenit.”

“One of those cases, huh? Sweet.”

Chapter 7

O’ HarelInternational Airport
Chicago, Illinois
Three dayslater

Cole was no stranger to flying. In thefirst few weeks after he was hired by Digital Dreamers, he'd been
forced to fly more than a southbound duck as he made the move from Modesto and got everything
sguared away. And once his job began, he was saddled with the chauffeur hat dozens of timesto pick up
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visiting executives when they arrived at Sesttle-Tacoma International. He d even been to O’ Hare afew
times.

Now, landing at O’ Harein asorry excuse for aprop plane was like ambling aong the Los Angeles
freewaysin an old pickup that couldn’t do more than forty miles per hour. By the time the landing gear
bounced on the tarmac, he was longing for the sweet touch of the customs officerswho' d sifted through
the plane and other things at asmaller airport in Montana.

While he' d been probed in Montana almost as much asthe planeitsdlf, hisluggage waslogged and the
bloody knife stashed in acompartment above the landing gear. The officer performing the inspection
went through the motions, but wasn'’t about to hold the plane up any longer than it took for the proper
formsto befilled out. Cole thought he saw some scars on the officer’ s pams that vaguely reminded him
of Gerdd's, but before he could decideif that wasimportant or not, the plane was on itsway to its next
refueling spot. He was more than happy to distance himsalf from what had happened up there.

The old plane had taken its sweet time getting to Chicago, which madeit easer for him to focus on more
immediate things, like deeping, being sick, or praying. Landing at O’ Hare took place in much the same
way': rough, yet successful. Even though he winced at the sound of dl those bigger jetsin the vicinity,
Andy touched down and taxied to his spot without a hitch. After they rolled up to one of the smaller
terminals, the engines were cut and Andy pushed open the door.

“Thisiswhere we part ways, Squid,” he said, using the affectionate nickname he d given to Cole after
watching him squirm during some of the rougher landings along the way .

Cole staggered down the bent metal steps leading from the plane. Almost as soon as he' d stepped onto
terrafirma, he was catching Gerad’ sluggage asit was tossed from the cargo hatch.

Hunching down beside the musty compartment, Andy asked, “Y ou got anything dse?’
“Yeah,” Colereplied as he hefted Gerdd’ s bag over his shoulder, “but it' sal back in Canada.”

“I don't think you'll want to go back to that cabin anytime soon. | heard some Mounties found the whole

bloody mess”

“What day isit?” Cole asked.

Andy looked at hiswatch. “Thursday. Looks like | made good time getting here.”
“Good time? | could’ ve driven here quicker.”

“So | had some stopsto make. It ain’t like you had to pay for your damn ticket. Besides, we had to kill
some time before our boy at the Montana customs office was on duty. At least you won't haveto visit
customs here. They got red fat fingers and know just whereto stick "em.”

Cole didn’'t want to argue, and he sure didn’t want to take this conversation any further. Instead, he
wanted to find anice, overpriced arport lounge where he could buy an obscendy expensive drink and let
nature take its course. Then again, the thought of those fat fingers was a difficult one to shake, and there
were plenty of other placesto drop too much on adrink.

“You'll want to go through there as quick asyou can,” Andy said, pointing to asmal building at the
perimeter of the commercid terminas. “ Anyone asks any questions about yer bags, just show 'em the
ticket you got in Great Falls. Don’t linger, though. Wouldn't be wise to push yer luck. Think you can find
yer way from here, Squid?’



“Y eah. There might be asign or two pointing to the front doors.”

The pilot waved at Cole asif sending back an order of undercooked chicken. “It'sbeena
red...wel...it' sheenred.”

Waking through the smdler building with dmost as many knotsin his somach as he' d had when running
away from the rampaging animal back in Canada, Cole nodded at apair of disinterested customs officers
while showing them the dip he’ d gotten in Montana. After navigating the crowded metdlic mess of
walkways, magazine shops, and overpriced fast food booths, he stepped outside of O’ Hare' smain
terminal. Now he just needed to make hisway to the rows of cabs, buses, shuttles, and other vehicles
lined up outsde the place.

Gazing longingly at the vehicles, Cole reached into his pocket for his phone. It had a strong enough signd,
but none of the phone numbers he needed. He flipped the phone shut and replaced it with the satellite
device he' d taken from Gerad. After pushing afew buttons and waiting through afew ring tones, he
finaly heard somefamiliar words.

“Héllo. ThisisMEG Branch 40. What can | do for you?’

“My nameis Cole and—"

“Hey Cole,” the operator replied. “Thisis Stuagain.”

“Don’t they ever give you aday off?’ Cole asked.

“Héell no. Ahh. | seeyou'rein Chi Town. Y ou need to hook up with Paige?’
“Just meeting her would do fine”

Stu chuckled and clacked through afew more keystrokes. “ Actudly, | was about to cal you. She
wanted to know as soon as you landed. Il patch you through.”

Before Cole could say another word to Stu, another voice came aong to replace his.
“That you, Cole?’ Paige asked.
“Yeah.I'mat O'Hare.”

“Great. Here' sthe address to meet me. Grab a cab and tell them to step onit. I'll pay for whatever you
can't cover.”

“All right.”
Paigerattled off an address and Cole repeated it back to her. Shethen asked, “You feding al right?’

“I think s0,” he replied with a grateful breath. “That plane ride was brutal. Maybe we could get something
toeat.”

“Sounds good.”

“Youlike pizza?’ After afew quiet seconds passed, Cole asked, “Would you rather have burgers?
Hdlo?

The line was dead. Even though the sillence of empty air was unmistakable, Cole held the phone down so
he could get agood look at the screen. “ She hung up on me,” he muttered. Rather than try to convince



himsdlf the state-of-the-art satellite connection had failed, he put the phonein his pocket and looked for a
ride.

The cab at the front of the line was driven by abad man in his early fifties chomping on apen cap. “Help
yawith that bag?’ he grunted as he jumped from the sputtering car.

“Asif your tip depended onit,” Cole replied.

The cabbie took that comment as it was intended and started laughing. “What' sin there? A bomb?’
Cole chuckled. “No. Just some—"

“It goesinthetrunk.”

The cabbie squinted at the security tags stuck to the bag and shut the trunk tightly.

He lightened up abit once he was back behind the whed with his backside pressed securely againgt his
beaded seat cover. “Where you headed?’ he asked.

Cole leaned forward and grunted as some of the pain from hisribs and back seeped through his body.
After reciting the address he' d been given, he added, “ There sabig tip in storeif you get me there rea

qui—

The cab lurched forward and squealed away from the front of the line with enough force to push Cole
into the trunk. The springs beneath him felt poised to snap through athin layer of upholstery that felt more
like wadded newspapers. Horns blared from hisleft and the whistle of the cop directing the cabs
sounded to hisright. Braking and damming on the gas afew more times amid aflurry of obscenities, the
cabbiefinaly made it to smoother waters.

Glancing into the rearview mirror, he asked, “That addressisin Cicero, ain't it?’
“Sure,” Colereplied, even though he had no clue.
“Y our lucky day, my friend. | grew up not too far from there.”

It did Cole plenty of good just to get some concrete under his feet and see some familiar buildings around
him. He might not have been ableto rattle off business names and addresses, but the city had afed toiit
that was judt...Chicago. Every time he visited the place, he' d sworn to come back when he had more
timeto look around. During one of the Digital Dreamers gaming tournaments that were held in Aurora,
he’ d gone to Chicago and had a hot dog that made him want to pack his things and move there. Right
now, the smplefact that Chicago wasn't Canada was more than enough to give the city afew starsin his
persond rating.

Coleleaned back and pulled in alungful of air that was saturated with too much freshener and ahint of
burnt exhaust from the heater. Chicago rolled past hiswindow in an endless stream of lights, dirty
buildings, and illuminated billboards. The sun had been setting when his plane waslanding, so it was
completdy dark by now. A commercid for an upcoming festiva by Lake Michigan sounded through the
cab’ s speakers, and the cabbie kept right on chatting throughout the entire duration of theride.

“You live here or you just visiting?’ the cabbie asked as he tapped the brakes.
“Vigting.”

“Wal, you should have agreat time while you'rein town.” With that, he brought the cab to astop and



pressed a button on hismeter. *'Y ou want help with that luggage?’
“We're here dready?”’
“I toldyal’d get you herefast, didn’'t |7’

“I guess| wasjust enjoying theride.” Cole got out as the cabbie waked around to the trunk. Although
he didn’t know what to expect, he hadn’t been expecting to be taken to arestaurant that was aready
closed up for the night. “Y ou sure thisisthe right place?’

Abruptly, the cabbielost his smirk and rushed over to hisside. “ That' s the address you gave mel” He
closed hiseyes, moved hislips as he grumbled to himself, and finally let out abreath. “Thisisthe place”
he sad defensively.

Colelooked at what was painted on the white walls near a set of thick, wooden front doors. There had
once been aname written over the door, but dl that was left was enough lettering to spell out RASA
HILL. Even though the numbers beside the door matched the onesin his head, he dug in his pocket for
his phone anyway. “ Stay here,” he said to the cabhbie. “Let me just double-check something.”

Heflipped open the satellite phone and started to did MEG'’ s number. Before he could finish, the
screech of rusted hinges caught his ear. He turned toward that sound and saw the front door of the
restaurant being opened by a short brunette.

“No need to waste your minutes,” she said while holding the heavy door open. Her faded jeans, black
shirt, and old tennis shoes were obvioudy more comfortable than fashionable, but didn’t take away from
the her trim, athletic figure. The hair pulled behind her head had atusded look about it even though most
of it was corralled by a couple of dastic ties. Despite the downward curve of her lips, her face retained
an undeniable attractiveness. Her nose was dightly crooked, asif it had been broken once or twicein the
pagt, but even that didn’t take anything away from her. Shelooked at him and the cabbie with an air of
authority that rolled off her like smoke.

“You must be Cole,” shesaid.

He nodded a bit too much in awesk attempt to mask the fact that he’ d been staring at her. The cabbie,
on the other hand, made no such attempt.

“I’'m Cole, dl right.” Looking to the cabbie, he added, “ This must be the right place after dl.”
“Itsurethehdl is” the cab driver said. “1 wasjust about to ask if | could stay mysdlf.”

“That won't be necessary,” the brunette said as she stepped forward to hand the cabbie some money.
Despite the fact that she was severa inches shorter than the older man, she dismissed him asif hewasa
schoolboy. “Hereyou go.”

“Thanksalot, maam. I'll unload thisbag and carry it insgde for ya.”
“I think we can managejudt fine”

“I lugged this stuff al over the airport. Another few feet won't hurt,” Cole said as he grabbed his duffe
bag from the open trunk and sucked in apained breath. “ Actudly, it may hurt just alittle.”

The brunette gave him aquick smile, took the duffel in one hand and walked into the restaurant. Cole
looked toward the cabbie just in time to see the driver’ s door close and the cab drive away.



The brunette waited at the door for him and held it open so Cole could walk inside. “1’'m Paige Strobe,
by theway. But | guessyou dready figured that out by now.”

“Hédlo, Paige. I'm the guy with bruised ribs who dragged his ass across the continent to pay you avisit as
acourtesy to your friends.”

Without moving from her spot by the door, Paige added, “ And I’ m the woman with the deed friendswho
arranged to have you brought dl the way out here.”

“Ouch. Guess | had that coming. Sorry about the attitude. It' sbeen along trip.”

“Don't fed too bad,” she said as she shut and locked the door once he wasinsde. “1 know you' ve been
through alot. I’ ve been just settling in here, so there’ salot on my plate too. Make yourself comfortable,
andyou'll just have to excusethe mess.”

The place was arestaurant, but looked asif it had been condemned for ayear or more. Some of the
tableswere in place and most of the lights worked, but there was alayer of dust on just about everything.
When he looked alittle closer at the floor, Cole could see a path through the dust that led from the front
door to the kitchen.

Seaing Paige was about to disappear through the kitchen door, he redlized he was being brushed aside
just like the cabbie had been aminute ago. More than that, he felt like an idiot for going through so much
bullshit to make such atedioustrip in thefirst place. He rushed to catch up to her, but before he could,
the door was dammed almost directly into hisface. “Hey!” he shouted as he pushed it open the door and
stomped into the next room. “I’ ve come along way and | think | deserve some explanations! Who the
hel areyou?’

Paige stood with her back to himin alarge, clean kitchen. She was behind a counter, so he could only
see her from the waist up. When she turned around, she looked at him with sharp eyes that weren't
exactly cold, but were along way fromwarm. In her hand wasasmal syringe. “Wereyou hurt in the
attack?’ she asked.

The concern in her voice was genuine, which shifted Col€ sfocus avay from hisanger. Hereflexively
reached for hisribs and took a shallow breath, but only got adight pinchin return. “I1t could have been
worse. | waswearing alot of layerswhen | got knocked around. Brad and Gerad drew that thing away
from me beforeit could...” That night at the cabin screamed back into histhoughts, and he did hisbest to
shove those memories back into the spot they’ d been hiding.

“Soyou'refedingdl right?’
“Yeah. Moreor less. | mean, | might have broken something, but it’ s better now.”

Paige nodded and raised an eyebrow to put theicing upon acute, sympathetic frown. “ Or maybe you
weren't hurt asbadly asit seemed at thetime.”

“No. | washurt. | wasdammed up againgt afreskin’ wdl!”

Keeping her eyeslocked upon him, Paige walked around the counter. Until that moment, Cole could say
that he' d rarely ever seen awoman saunter. There was no mistaking it thistime, however. Whether she
meant to do it or not, Paige’ swalk was most definitely asaunter. Considering the dow shifting of her hips
and the grip her eyes had upon him, he discovered he liked sauntering very much.

Once she got within arm’ sreach of him, she snapped out one hand to flick her fingers againgt hisribs.



“Whét the hdll?” he said as he was abruptly pulled from his happy place.

“If your ribs were broken, you' d bein tearsright now. Or closeto it, anyway. Seemslikeyou'rejust
bruised up. If you're ill hurting, though,” she added while holding up the syringe, “1 can help.”

“Y ou can help, huh? Oh no. I'm not letting you give me any drugs.”

Paige hdd out the syringe to show that it was only dightly bigger than the pencils handed out at miniature
golf courses. “If you must know, it'savitamin serum,” she explained. “1t’'Il makeit awholelot easier to
breathe and it might even give you abit more energy after dl the traveling you' ve done.”

“Y ou sound like you' re talking from experience.”

“I am. Areyou going to let me give you thisor not? | promiseyou'll fedl better.” When she saw the
uncertainty in hiseyes, she added, “1t' sthe least | can do for everything you' ve done so far.”

Cole placed his hands on the cool metallic surface of the countertop and let his head hang down. “If | can
have someice water, that would bejust fine.”

The moment those words were out of his mouth, Paige leaned forward and dapped her hand down on
top of his. She moved so quickly that he couldn’t even think about reacting before she dropped her other
hand and stuck the needleinto hisarm.

“Fuck!” he said reflexively.

She pushed down on the little plunger and then removed the syringe. “Don’t be such ababy. It salready
over.”

“I’'m not being a baby.”

“Yesyou are. These are the same needles | useto giveinsulin to my diabetic cat, and you' re pitching a
bigger fit than he ever did.”

Cole stared her dead in the eyes and lowered his voice to an intense growl. “What did you put in me?’

Rather than reply, she placed the needle on the counter, showed him her empty hands, then jabbed himin
theribs.

Coletensed and let out the first haf of a pained scream. The second haf didn’t come out because no
pain followed the punch. Looking down at himself, he patted his chest and tentatively pressed down on
what had so recently been the sore spots. “What in the hell?” he asked while patting his torso harder and
harder. “What the hell 7’

“Y ou swear alot, you know that?’
“Yeah? Wdl here' s some morefor ya. What the fuck isgoing on here?”

Paigelooked at him with the dightest trace of sympathy in her eyes. “Would you like something other
than water to drink?’ she asked through her laughter.

“l could use abeer.”
“How about some whiskey?’

“Even better.”



Walking farther into the kitchen, she made her way to alarge cabinet. It wasn't the saunter she’' d used
before, but her body naturally moved well enough to hold Col€ s attention. She reached indde the
cabinet and came out with a bottle in one hand and two shot glassesin the other. After setting the bottle
down on the middle of the counter next to the empty syringe, she placed one glassin front of her and the
other in front of him.

“If you'd like to Sit down at one of the tablesin the next room, we can talk like civilized people,” she
sad.

“I just hope you don't spike my drink or force meto fly to another part of the country in some milk crate
of anarplane”

“Or,” Pageadded inacoal, level tone, “you could dways leave.”

“Just walk out of here and try to buy acheap ticket to Seettle with whatever’ sleft in my wallet, huh?|
don’t even have my own luggage. |’ ve been wearing your friend’ s clothes since | bolted from that cabin.”
Suddenly hewinced, and added, “I’m sorry. | just meant that...”

“I know what you' re saying,” Paige said with asigh. “I could arrange for another planeticket.”

Cole nodded while shefilled his glass with whiskey. As much as he wanted to down the liquor, he waited
for her to sip from her own glassfirdt. Only then did he dlow himsdf to drink. He wasn't normally a
whiskey sort of guy, but the stuff did ahell of agood job loosening the knot that had been tied in his
chest.

“You're dying to ask questions. Where do you want to start?’ Paige asked.
“What did you inject mewith?’

“Vitamins...mogtly. Also,” she added, “it was an immunization. After getting into afight with thethingin
that cabin, there was achance of you...catching something.”

Cole s eyes widened and he straightened up. “Like adisease?’
“Sort of .
“How will I know if | haveit or not?’

“Since you haven't kedled over yet, I’ d say you should be fine. Apparently, that thing didn’t tear you up
too badly or draw too much blood.”

“I could vetold you that much,” he grumbled.
Paige shrugged and topped off their drinks. “ Better safe than sorry. Do you have another question?’
“Who are you?’

“My nameis Paige Strobdl, just like | told you before. Gerald and | worked together for awhile. In fact,
he was supposed to be the one moving into this place instead of me.”

“What kind of work do you do?’

Paige kept her eyes down. She reached for the whiskey, but didn't pick it up. “That’ salittle harder to
explan.”



“What about Brad? Was hein the same line of work?’
She nodded. “ All three of uswork for the same cause.”

“Oh Lord,” Cole moaned, “Isthisardigiousthing? | was going to guess adrug ring, with dl the syringes
and smuggling contacts, but. .. honestly don’t know which would be worse at this point.”

“It'snot either of those. Why don't | approach this another way?” Paige placed her handsflat on the
counter, straightened her arms and then shook her head asif slently agreeing to an unpopular decision.
Findly, she asked, “Why did you come here?’

The scowl on Col€ sface dissolved the moment he heard that question. He let out a breath and then
looked up to watch Paige’ sface ashe said, “Gerald’ sdead. So isBrad. Gerald wanted me to come here
and tell you about what happened persondlly, before you got the news from...well...1 guessyou may
have already talked to the cops sinceit took so damn long for meto get here.”

After abrief pause, Paigesad, “Goon.”

He recounted what had brought him to Canada, and Paige listened to every word. When he got to the
part of hisstory involving that night at the cabin, he reflexively picked up his shot glass.

“I don't know what it was,” he said. “At first | thought it was abear, then | thought it wasawolf. But it
was't any of those things. It was huge. I’ ve never even heard of anything like it. One guy shot it, but that
didn’'t do anything. Gerad and Brad tried to kill it. They lasted longer than most anyone, but | guessthat
thing findly got to them too.”

“Y ou guess?’

“I was knocked around pretty good,” he sighed. “1 woke up the next morning. There was blood
everywhere. Brad was dead, but Gerald was outside. He was hurt redlly bad.”

He paused to seeif he needed to give her amoment before continuing. Paige was ligtening intently, so he
went on.

“Gerad told meto call you. He said that | should come to see you in person to tell you what happened.
Heaso told metotdl you that Brad waskilled fighting a Full Blood. Does that mean anything to you?’

Paige kept staring straight at him, then findly looked away and nodded.
“Hegavemeacard and | called the number using his phone. Y ou must know the rest.”
“How was hein theend?’ she asked.

Colefdt asif hiswords were anchored down so heavily that it took extra effort to pull them up. “I don't
think he wasin much pain. It was so cold—"

“That’ snot what | mean,” she snapped. “Did he seem strange? Did he look strange?’
“Strange?”’
Paige scraped at the base of her throat and said, “Black marks here. Maybe they |ooked like ink?’

“Yes,” Colereplied astheimage was suddenly brought into sharp focus. “ Y es, he did have markslike
that!”



“Was he holding anything that looked like this?” With aquick flourish of her hand, Paige removed asmall
via from her pocket. It wasthe size of agtick of lip bam, but was actualy one glass tube inside another.
Theinner capsule wasfilled with dark liquid and there was alayer of cloudy water separating it from the
outer tube. Two small bumps extended from one side that tapered down to apair of small, clear pins
connecting the outsde of the vid to the inner capsule.

“He had something in his hand, but it was broken,” Cole said without taking his eyes from the peculiar
object resting in Paige' s grasp. Just then, he noticed the scarring on her palm. It wasn't quite as bad as
what had been on Gerald’ s hands, but was very smilar. “1 guessit could have been something like that.
Some of the broken glass stuck in hishand did look like those two things on the side of that tube.”

“And he got better,” Paige said more to hersdf than to him.
“Yeah. Hedid.”
“What happened after that?’

“Gerad died before | left. | don’t know for sure, but it looked like he injected himself with something.”
Thistime, Cole didn’t need to watch closdly to see areaction.

“Thank God,” she said whileletting out abresth and lowering her head.
“I mentioned he was dead, right?’ Cole asked. “He looked better, but he was dead by thetimel left.”

“I know.” Looking up, Paige showed him ardieved if somewhat tired smile. “ At least he' |l stay that way.
This” she said, showing him the glasstubein her hand, “is called a Resurrection Vid. It' sused to give
someone abit moretimeif they think that...well...if things get bad. The only problem isthat the stuff in
thisvia may cause some pretty bad side effects. Once someone’ s done what they needed to do with
their extratime, they inject themsaves with the antidote and nature takesits course.”

“Y ou mean they kill themsaves?”’

Paige shook her head. Although she seemed a bit frustrated, there was plenty of relief to dull the edge
that had been in her voice before. “If they’ reusing the vid, they’ redready going to die. If they don’'t use
the antidote, they’ll be turned into something else that will kill them off and turn them into something dse.”

Cole stayed still for amoment as hetried to think about what he should do next. Although he'd cometo
Chicago to put what had happened in Canada to rest, the whole thing just kept growing into something
more. Taking to Paige hadn’'t helped. In fact, meeting her had only presented even more information that
he couldn’t sort out. Instead of trying to make sense of anything else, he decided to stay confused. “All
right,” hesaid. “That'sit. I'm leaving. Thanksfor the plane tickets and whatever you shot me up with, but
I"ll just find my own way home.”

Paige got to her feet and moved around the counter to stand between him and the front door. “Don’'t
leave, Cole. Please.”

“I’ ve seen more than enough to keep me up at night, and | did what | promised to do for Gerad. I'll
leave your bloody knife here and then I’ m through. So long. Have anicelife”

“A Full Blood can track a scent for thousands of miles,” she said abruptly. “ And you wouldn’'t have
agreed to comethisfar if you weren't just alittle curious about what attacked you.”

Colelet out atired breath. “ Curiosity isonething. The stuff that’s going on here...| may not understand
it, but I know when I’'m over my head.”



“Taking what' sin the Resurrection Via wasn't easy. Therewasalot morerisk involved for Gerald than
if he'djust let himself fade away. He did that for areason, and only part of it wasthe job he asked you to
do. Consdering how much trouble you' ve already gone through, theleast | can do iskeep you dive until
we can figure out what attacked that cabin. If it wasn't aFull Blood, it till might be able to hunt you
down. Wouldn't you like to do something to keep that thing or otherslikeit from running around and
tearing people gpart whenever they damnwell fed likeit?’

“Sure, but...if I'mdoing dl of that, | want to know everything e se you haven't told me.”

Paige smiled like apoker player who' d gotten someoneto go al in when there wasn't acard in the deck
that could save them. “ Better yet, why don’t we take afidd trip? Bring that knife.”

Chapter 8

Cole knew he should have followed hisfirg ingtinct and gone home.

He also should have been feding pain in his battered body, but that wasn't acting like it was supposed to
either. Sitting in the passenger seat of Paige’ s used two-door Chevy Cavalier, he poked and prodded his
sdesand actudly hoped to fed agting. He felt something that shook him more than pain. He felt his
fingers pressing againgt hisribs, and that meant he wasn't just numbed by whatever Paige had given him.
Hisribs were better. In fact, they felt stronger than before.

“Y ou said there was a danger of some kind of infection,” he reminded her. “What was that about?’

Paige nodded but kept her eyes on theroad. “It’ll al go down alot easier once you see somethings
firsthand. Besides, the man I’'m taking you to see can explain it alot better than | can.”

L ooking out the window, Cole asked, “All right, then. Where are you taking me?’
“We re headed to The Levee”

Cole thought for amoment and asked, “Y ou mean like in that Led Zeppelin song? The Levee that
breaks?’

“Sort of .
“Is't that theold Red Light Digtrict?”

“That' sthe origina Levee. Thisissort of an homage,” Paige said, while letting the last word roll off her
tonguein away that put alittle grin on her face. “It’ sanice little stretch of road just south of the Loop. If
you' re looking for some exercise for your lower back now that you' rein better shape, I’ m sure we can
rent you apartner for the night.”

Cole studied her for asecond. Judging by the grin on Paige’ sface, her mind was in the same gutter as
his. “Y ou ' re talking about hookers.”

“Pretty much.”

Helet out asigh and shook his head. Even though the streets outside the car’ swindows il looked
vaguely familiar, they weren't nearly as comforting as the ones he’ d seen from the cab. “I must be crazy
to go dong with this”

“Y ou probably arealittle crazy,” Paige agreed. “But you must aso be something else to have madeit this
far. Gerald wouldn’t have sent you to me unless he saw some spark in you.”
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“I barely even knew the guy.”

“Exactly! You barely even knew him, but you still made apromiseto him and you kept it. Plenty of
people do thefirst part, but not many bother with the rest. Let me ask you something,” Paige said as she
turned off of 1-290. “What did the rest of those people do when that thing attacked?’

“And that’ s another thing! What the hdll isa Full Blood?’
“WE | get to that later. Just answer the question.”

“They screamed,” Colereplied. “They ran. They died. There wasawholelot of the last one going
around.”

Paige nodded and ran the tip of her tongue along her upper lip. “And what did you do?’

“Not much. | tried to get some of those people out of there. | tried to help Gerald or find Brad, but |
wound up getting my ass knocked againgt awall.”

“Youtriedtofight,” she said emphatically. Pointing afinger a him, she added, “Y ou tried to fight even
though you had no clue what you were up against and you had no weapon to use againgt it. You tried to
help those people, and when it was al over, you made a promise to a dying man and went through a
wholelot of crazinessto seeit through. That's extraordinary, Cole.”

Although he' d been ready to fire back with something else, he didn’t quite know how to respond when
shelooked at him with genuine admiration. “Uh. . .thanks?’

“What did Brad and Gerald do when the thing attacked?’
“I don’'t even know. All I do know isthat they were the only onesto even scratch it. They saved my life”

“That' sright,” she said while patting the bundle resting on Col€e sknee. “ And because you brought this
knife back, we'll be able to make that sacrifice worthwhile.”

No matter how many gruesome imagesfilled Cole smind, he couldn’t be diverted from the fact that
Paige’ shand wasin hislap. Sure, there might have been some sted wrapped in aplastic bag and cotton
rags separaing her from the rest of him, but he could fed the warmth of her touch al the way through
those things. Looking up at her, he raised his eyebrows and smirked.

“Good Lord,” Paige grumbled as she took her hand back. “I thought you were supposed to be
traumatized.”

“l am, but I'm not dead.”

Paige shook her hand while weaving between two carsthat had the nerve to uphold the speed limit and
replied, “1 canfix that red quick.”

“So tell me about the Full Blood,” Cole said, asaway to teer the conversation out of the weeds. “Was
Gerdd after that thing?”

“Wedon't know for certain it wasa Full Blood yet,” Paige declared. “But they sure ashell weren't in
Canadafor that. Full Bloods are smart, though, and somehow this one must have found them before they
could preparefor it.”

Cole looked out the window to watch as more of Chicago flew by. He pulled in adeep breath and let it
out through his nose.



“Y ou seem to betaking dl of this pretty well,” Paige said. “Better than Brad did, anyway.”

“Let meguess. You weredl chasing ghosts together or maybe trying to snap apicture of Bigfoot?’
“What?" Paige said as a scowl settled upon her face.

“That phone number,” Colesaid. “You know...Stu? MEG Branch 407’

Paige nodded and her scowl disappeared. “ Oh! The MEG guys. Wejust use those guys for
communications and the occasiond high-tech thingie.”

“High-tech thingie?'Y ou keep talking like that and you' Il ruin that tough exterior you' retrying to
maintan.”

Paige glanced over at him with acute smirk that made her nose crinkle. By now some more of her hair
had dipped from where it wastied in the back so it could dangle on either sde of her face. In the glow
from the cars and streetlights that rushed past the window, alight brown hue could be seen amid the
srands of black. “It'salong story, but the MEG guys investigate hauntings and demons and other crap
likethat dl over the country.”

“Ghogts don't rank as high as monsters, huh?’ Cole chuckled.

Shrugging impassively, Paige continued. “ The ectological group crossed our paths afew times after one
of the founders nearly got killed by aHalf Breed in western Nebraska.”

“A Half Breed?’

“More about that later,” she said while quickly waving away the questions Cole was about to ask.
“Anyway, MEG' sdready got an international system set up to communicate with al their members and
branches. Since they spend most of their time videotaping haunted houses or trying to talk to static,
nobody redly watchesthem too closdly in any officia way.”

“And anyone who might listen in on their networks wouldn’t be too surprised to hear talk about a
monster attack?’ Cole asked.

“Bingo,” Paige replied with asnap of her fingers. “They'reredly nice, but they get abit too anxious
sometimes. Whenever we run across something that’ s not too dangerous, we hand it over to MEG and
they put it on aT-shirt or sell it to some kook on eBay. We get our own little section of their network
and help with the technica stuff, and they get exclusivesthat no other paranormal club or tabloid would

ever dream of. Everybody’ s happy.”

“Yeah,” Cole grumbled as he looked out the window at scenery that appeared to be worsening with
every block. “Everybody’ sred happy. | understand Gerald wasn't your husband, but you don’t seem
too broken up about him or Brad dying.”

“Dying sure beatsthe dternative.”
“What' s that supposed to mean?’
“It meansthat the thing you saw in Canada wasn't the only thing out there.”

Cole gripped the door with one hand and the dash with the other. “Holy shit! There’ s one of those things
out here? We' re heading toward it?’

“No,” shesad impatiently. “Thereare dl kinds of different shepeshifters, just likethere are dl kinds of



other supernatura things out roaming around.”
“Likewhat?" he asked uneeslly.

Twigting her mouth in ashape that drifted from afrown to awince and back again, shereplied, “It's
actudly easer for you to seefor yoursdf. I’ m taking you to meet someone who will answer some
questions| have. Get agood look at him. Ask him anything you like. HE sadoctor, so helikes
explaining things, but also look and tell meif you saw anyone else like him up in that cabin.”

“How will | know if anyone looked like him?’

“You'll need acomparison. That’' swhy you' rewith menow.” Glancing over to hissde of the car, Paige
added, “You're quick.”

Watching the city roll past hiswindow, Cole waited for more of an explanation. When he didn’t get it, he
gritted histeeth and let out an exasperated sigh. The more he stewed, the more Paige seemed to enjoy it.
Finally, he snapped. “ So what e se are we talking about? Zombies? VVampires? Trolls? Hit me with it.”

Paige raised an eyebrow. “Two out of three ain't bad, but you only get to see one tonight.”
“What?’

Ignoring his question, she turned onto a dirty street that was populated with dirty men and women
dressed in next to nothing. Junkiestwitched in the alleys and car stereos thumped their basslinesinto the
cool breezes blowing in from Lake Michigan. “We re here,” shesaid. “ Stay quiet and follow my lead. If
anything happensto me, you get behind thiswhed and...oh, what the hell isthis?’

Before Cole could say another word, Paige stopped the car. She rolled down the window and within a
few seconds awoman with smooth skin the color of lightly creamed coffee approached her. Shewasa
thin, wiry Latinawearing atattered denim miniskirt and a bright red halter top beneath ajacket that
looked asif it had been made from avery unfortunate poodie. When she bent down to lean againgt
Paige’ swindow, the Latina pressed her pert breasts together in amove that had been honed to

perfection.
“Hola, chica,” Paige said with awarm smile and avoice that sounded closer to apurr.

The Latinareturned Paige’ s smile and upped the ante with adow lick of her lips. “Y ou like what you
ee?’

“I don’'t know. Areyou acop?’

Cole listened to the exchange as he spotted a blonde knedling over a scraggly looking guy with pasty skin
inanearby dley. Even from his spot in the car he couldn’t hel p noticing that the blonde s overly generous
breasts were about to explode from her white blouse. Turning asif she could fed hiseyeson her, the
blonde stood up and approached the car.

“Sure, I'macop,” the Latinasaid as she straightened up and lifted the front of her skirt to reved alittle
patch of pubic hair trimmed into the shape of a heart. “ See my badge?’

“What' syour name, sexy?’ Paige asked, staring at the dark veins on the Latina sthighsrather than the
little heart between them.

1] Rmud .”



“What about your blond friend over there?’

The Latinakept her eyeslocked on Paige asif her legs were dready entangled around her. “That's
Wendy. Shelikesto party too, but it’'ll be extra.”

“And why’ s Wendy feeding out in the open like that, Racquel ?’

As soon as she heard that, Racquel narrowed her eyes and curled her upper lip to reved asingle set of
fangs protruding from her upper jaw. Lowering her skirt, she growled, “Why don’t you and your friend
keep driving before you get hurt?’

“Y ou know the dedl, chica,” Paige said with adow shake of her head. *Y ou keep your feeding in private
without doing any real damage. That way, me and mine won't have to come down hard on you and
yours the way we cleaned out that bunch over on Lake Shore Drive.”

Wendy was still strutting toward the car. Her shirt was cropped short on the top and bottom to show a
belly that was just shy of being flabby. The pasty man was now sumped over so his upper body and one
arm flopped onto the sidewalk. Blood spilled from alarge wound in his neck to pool on the cement.

“Uh, Paige,” Cole muttered. “We might want to get out of here now.”

Paige glanced quickly toward the sidewak, spotted Wendy and the bleeding man, then dammed the car
into Park. Before Cole could do anything to stop her, she was out of the car and pushing past the Latina.
“In public and drinking someone dry?’ Paige growled as she moved toward the blonde. “ That’ sadesth

Sentencel”

“Hey, go fuck yoursdlf, shorty!” Wendy shouted as she spat some of the dead man’ s blood through the
ar.

Coledidn’'t need to see Paige’ s face to know that her fuse had dready burned right down to the chewy,
explosive center. The shift of her hips and the snap of her head as she flipped open her denim jacket to
reved the holster strapped under her left arm said more than enough.

Paige suddenly took a quick backward hop that bounced her against the mix of rust and flaking white
paint covering the Chevy’ s exterior. Less than asecond later Cole heard aloud thump. He wasn't quite
surewhat had dropped onto the stret, but it had to have been big. He swiveled in his seet justintimeto
notice alarge, gnarled figure behind the car, standing amid a cloud of exhaust fumes. Its head swung like
aloose pendulum at the end of its neck.

When he spotted Wendy again, Cole saw another man standing beside her. He had a shaved head and
eyesthat were narrowed by awide smile. His skin was chalky and pedling from what might have been a
horrificaly bad sunburn. Beneeth the flaking layers were black markingsthat were alot thicker than the
ones on the Latina s neck and thigh. While hers resembled veins that had been traced in black, hiswere
more like tentacles that flowed up from his neck, wrapped al the way around small, rounded ears, and
did up dong his skull. The tentacles met at the back of his head to form subtle ridges where they writhed
againgt the ngpe of hisneck. Hismid-length, brown legther jacket barely even rustled as heraked his
fingers down the front of Wendy’s chest, ripped away the flimsy materia of her shirt, and then grabbed
her roughly by one breast. Before she could react or even protest, he sank histeeth into the spot where
her neck met her shoulder. Lessthan asecond later blood began to spill from her shredded jugular.

“Paigel” Cole shouted. “We need to get out of here!”

But Paige had problems of her own. She and Racque had put their differences aside for the moment so



they could take in the sight of the gnarled, drooling figure loping toward the Chevy. Asthe thing walked,
it also seemed to grow until it was amost double the size of anorma man. After taking afew more steps,
it leaned forward and used one hand against the cement to support his upper body. Its head remained
low and hung to one side. When it tried to get a better look at the car in front of him, the lopsided thing
winced and |et out a pained groan. Putrid rags hung off its body asif they’ d grown there and partidly
rotted away. Matted hair sprouting from patches of his skin was amost long enough to cover him where
his tattered clothes couldn’t reach.

“Henry!” the bald man shouted. “ Catch!” With that, he lifted Wendy’ slimp body off the ground and
tossed it to the thing the way he might toss scrapsto adog.

Thick, jagged fingernails scraped against the pavement as Henry loped toward the body. His bare feet
dapped against the street inches from Wendy’ s half-naked body and he began clawing at her chest.
“Golden hair,” he grunted. “And the other. Dark hair. Want you both.” Fluid sprayed from Wendy's
ravaged chest cavity as Henry kept tearing her open. The stuff wasamix of dark red and oily black.

Paige drew a .45 pistal from the holster under her jacket, and the Latina beside her drew asmaller gun
from alittle pouch strapped around her waist. Both women pulled their triggers at the sametime, sending
their roundsinto Henry' sthick, dirty hide.

Colewanted to help, but programming video games hadn't exactly put him into the habit of walking
around with agun strapped beneath his arm. Hoping that he might find another weapon somewherein the
car, he reached for the first possble hiding spot he could think of. As hisfingers were fumbling with the
latch of the glove compartment, another set of thin, bony fingers tapped on the window afew inchesfrom
hisface. The bad man stared at him with aset of dark green eyesthat showed the dightest hint of black
threads wrapping around them from the insde of their sockets. He smiled widdly to show just how much
of Wendy’ s blood was smeared upon hislips and teeth.

“Y ou want to come out now, Skinner?’ the man on the other side of Cole€' swindow asked. “Or should |
comein there after you?’

Feeling every musclein his body tense, Cole leaned toward the open driver’ sdoor and shouted, “ Paige!
Let’'sgo!”

Paige had aready emptied her clip into Henry and was replacing it with afresh one. She fired another
two rounds into Henry’ s shoulder and side, only to see afew shreds of Henry’ s clothing and the upper
layers of skin disintegrate on impact. She might aswell have been shooting a aside of thoroughly frozen
besf.

If Henry even felt the bullets hitting him, he gave no sign. Heflailed and convulsed on top of Wendy ina
perverse set of motions, but wasn't invading her in the most obviousway. Rather than commit such a
recognizable sin, he was scraping at her chest with hisjagged fingernails. His hands, dick with the
blackened fluid of her blood, moved quickly enough to send agory spray through the air. Henry was
digging into the woman' s chest the way adog would dig into the earth.

After Wendy’ sribs had been pulled apart, he struggled to widen the terrible breach. The deeper his
hands scraped within her, the faster Henry’ sarmsflailed. As shelost the strength to hold her head up,
Wendy let out agasp and alowed her eyesto wander amid the stars above her.

“Get inthe car,” Paige said to Racquel.

Once Henry had ripped away the last layer separating him from his prize, he sopped and gazed down
into the hole he' d made, tearswelling at the corners of his eyes. Although his face was vagudly human,



the way it swayed loosdly at the end of his neck made the sight completely dien. It only got worse when
he reached into the savaged chest cavity and pulled out something that looked like ablack edl. Dozens of
thin black tendrils reached desperately into the blond woman, causing her to twitch and squirm asthey
fought to pull therest of itsdimy black massinto her. Unable to extract the black edl thing completely,
Henry leaned down and sank histeeth into the biggest section. As soon asthey punctured the filmy skin,
agreasy liquid rushed down his chin and into his mouth.

Although she' d been ready to fight Paige alittle while ago, Racquel accepted her invitation now by
jumping into the backseet of the car.

As soon Racquel’ s backside hit the upholstery, Paige jumped behind the whed and dammed the door
shut. “Watch yoursdlf, Cole,” she said as she gunned the engine.

Colelooked through hiswindow to find the bald man reaching out for him with hands thet werelike
skeletal claws wrapped in smooth, pale leather gloves. When the car sped away, the man leaned forward
and dlowed hisnailsto scrape noisily against the glass. Straining to get one more look, Cole was ableto
seethefigure casudly wave back a him. “What in the hell wasthat?’ he hollered.

“That'sMisonyk!” Racquel shouted as she stabbed her finger toward Col€ swindow. “ That’s him. Oh
my God, get out of herel”

“Who the hell isMisonyk?’ Cole asked.

“Meeshonyick,” Racquel corrected. When she pronounced the name, it wrapped around her tongue and
made her voice drop to an intimate purr.

“| don’'t care who heisor how you say it!” Paige shouted. Hooking her thumb toward Henry, she
snapped, “What was that?’

But Racquel wasn't able to answer any of the questions. Her face had logt its color, which made the
black lines beneath her skin stand out even more. Asif reacting to the chaos around her, thelines
retracted beneath the part of her that was covered by her shirt.

Paige gripped the steering whed! in one hand and took a corner amost fast enough to put the rusted
Cavdier onto two wheds. Ignoring Racqud’ s swearing and Col€ sinvoluntary, somewhat girlish yelp,
she handed her pigtal to him and said, “ There’ sfresh clipsin the glove compartment, Cole. Canyou
reload this?’

Desperate to rebuild the dignity he’' d just logt, he grabbed the gun and flipped open the glove
compartment. “Y eah. | can do that, no problem.”

“Good, because that thing with the appetiteis coming after us.”

Both Cole and Racqud twisted around to look out the back window. Sure enough, Henry was bounding
down the Street behind them, closing his distance from the car severa yards at atime.

“Start talking, Racquel,” Paige snapped. “What isthat thing?’

Sitting upright and straightening her top and skirt, Racquel did back into her street persona. She showed
Paige a bratty scowl and asked, “Why should | tell you anything? Just who the hell are you?’

“I’'m the one taking over Gerald' sterritory, and your friend should’ ve known better than to feed in
public. If that blond bitch hadn’t aready been torn apart, you know damn well I’ d be putting her down
mysdf!”



Although Cole was completely lost in the conversation, he was't about to turn his back on Racquel for
long. Looking up every couple of seconds from what he was doing, he could see the Latinatwitch at the
sound of asolid impact behind the car. Racquel didn’t even look behind her to see what had hit the
cement in the Chevy’ swake. As soon as Henry landed close enough for Cole to make out the dick
black ooze hanging from his chin, the Chevy was thrown into asharp turn and the engine roared toward
the upper limit of its performance.

“That thing’'sHenry,” Racquel said.
Struggling to get control after the maneuver she' d just performed, Paige asked, “What the hell isHenry?’

Racquel sank down into her seet. “1 don’t know what heis, but most of usdidn’t even think hewas redl.
Wendy used to talk about him. She said...” Asmuch asshetried to fight it, Racquel couldn’t keep
herself from wincing before her words stuck in the back of her throat. She swung her hand toward the
back window and then pulled it back again when Henry landed behind the speeding car and took a
swipe at the Chevy’ s bumper. Calcified nails screeched against rusted metal before the car was once
again out of hisreach.

Cole held the gun out toward Paige and said, “Here you go. | think it’sready.”

“Good,” Paige replied as she twisted the whedl to take another corner, scattering the group of kidswho
had been standing there. “Now do me afavor and shoot that thing.”

Colerolled down the window and stuck hisarm out before pulling it back in again. He shifted in his seat
and started to aim out the window but caught a very surprised glance from abar they were driving past.
Hetried shifting again, nearly dropped the gun, then fell back into his seat with afrustrated grunt. As
much as he wanted to |ean out the window and fire away, he grudgingly had to admit it looked ahell of a
lot eesier inthemovies.

“So, what about Wendy?’ Paige asked as shelooked at Racquel in the rearview mirror.

Racquel pulled in abresth to steady hersdlf. “ She’ s been listening to Misonyk and preaching dl his
bullshit to me and anyoneelsewho'd listen.”

“Okay, tel me about this Misonyk,” Paige said.
“Gerad knew about him,” Racqud replied. Didn't he tell you?’

“No. What's Misonyk been spreading around? And will you shoot aready, Cole? That thing aready
took my bumper off!”

“I’'mtrying! | don't do thisevery day, you know!”

“Fine” Paige snarled. “Both of you hold on.” With that, she blew past an expensive looking SUV and
gunned her engine down along stretch of road. She had to blaze through afew red lights along the way,
but it was late enough at night and in abad enough neighborhood for there to be aminimum of other cars
around. The only police car Cole spotted was parked outside a Jack in the Box four blocks ago.

Paige stared at the road intently, pulled the whed to the left and dammed on her brakes. She only
needed to watch the rearview mirror for afew more seconds before Henry landed on the street with a
loud thump and began damming his hands against the trunk. Throwing the car into Reverse, she stepped
on the gas and drove the Chevy right into Henry’ s gut. She kept the car moving until she pinned him
againgt atelephone pole. “ There,” she said as shelooked over to Cole.  Easy enough target for ya?’



Twisting around to lean out the window, he gripped the gun with both hands and took aim. Henry’s
lower body was crushed between the pole and the back end of the Cavalier, but he was till squirming
and dapping his hands againgt the trunk asif he wasn’t so much hurt by theimpact as confused that he
couldn’t move. Colefired and missed hisfirst few rounds. Cars screeched to a stop somewhere nearby
and srenswailed in the distance. Therewasn't alot of time before more people would be dragged into
thismess, and he knew it would be better for the copsto find a bizarre corpse than alive, heart-egting
freek. Helet afew more bullets fly and saw them hit their mark amid afine spray of dirty hair and ahint
of blood.

Gritting histeeth as he pulled the trigger again, Cole shook his head and fired hislast few rounds. “This
ign't doing much,” hesaid. “1 don’t even think I'm hurting it.”

The moment his gun was empty, Paige drove the Chevy forward afew feet, dammed it into Reverse and
backed into Henry again. The impact rocked everyone inside. Henry moaned and waliled, but wasn't
losing steam.

Paige shook her head, threw the car into Drive and sped away. Looking into the rearview mirror, she
nodded quickly and said, “I think that shook him up abit.”

Cole dropped back into his seat beside her and opened the glove compartment angrily. “Next time, tell
me before you do that! | was till hanging out the goddamn window!”

“Next timetry aiming for the head!” shereplied. “I thought you were the big video-game fresk. Isn't that
rule number one when shooting a something?’

Asmuch as Cole wanted to shout back at her, he didn’'t have much to say. Paige wasright about rule
number one. He reloaded the pistol, while shifting his focus between severa different spots. Racquel was
curled up in the backseat with her arms over her head. Paige was speeding toward a ramp that would
take her onto I-94. And most important, Henry was gtill shaking off the gunshots and impacts from the
Chevy when Colelogt sight of him.

“Keep taking, Racqud,” Paige said in amiraculoudy cam voice. “What's Misonyk been spreading
around and what the hell isthat Henry thing?’

Racquel sat up again, but didn’t even try to regain her composure. Instead, she rubbed her face with
trembling hands and replied, “1 need adrink, but nowhere around here.”

“Where should | go?’

“Try Oak Lawn. The only Nymar out there kegpsto himself and won't have anything to do with
Misonyk or anyonewho' d listen to him. Plus, he runsapizzaplace and it sopen al night.”

“Thank God,” Colesaid. “I thought it' d be forever until we got somefood.”

Paige smirked at him and dug her phone from her pocket. “I still want to meet up with Daniels, but he
should be able to meet usfor pizza. What' s the address, Racquel 7’

“Areyoutakin’ about that little guy from Schaumburg?’ Racquel asked.
Paigelooked at her in the rearview mirror. “Y eah.”

“He used to be one of Wendy’ sregulars, but he ain’t been in town for weeks. A lot of Nymar |eft after
Misonyk showed up, so he' s probably one of them.”



Asif on cue, Paige received a disconnect message from the number she'd dialed. “ Gresat,” she muttered
as she snapped her phone shut. “That’ sjust great.”

Colelooked at her with concern etched deeply into hisface. “We re sill going for pizza, though, right?’

Chapter 9

The placewas cdled DiGuido’s, and it was alittle family-style restaurant on aquiet street amid severd
drugstores and afew funeral parlors. Cole didn’'t pay complete attention to where they were going, sSince
he' d been more concerned with being chased by the twisted abomination that they left plastered againgt a
post. When Paige pulled to astop in front of the pizza place, he was hesitant to leave the car. Once
scents from the nearby kitchen drifted into his nose, however, he couldn’t get into DiGuido’ sfast enough.

Although DiGuido’sdidn’t appear to be open for business, the front door offered no resistance, and the
unusud party of three made their way to abooth against awal of fake wine bottles. The lighting was dim.
The tableswere just abit dirty, and the music sounded asif it never strayed from the Rat Pack’ s greatest
hits. Paige and Cole did into one side of the booth, while Racqud did into the other.

A perturbed man with agreasy shirt and an even greasier pron around hiswaist waked up to the booth.
The moment he got alook at the black markings on Racquel’ s neck and wrists, he lightened up abit and
asked, “What do youse guyswant?’

Since Racquel waved her hand to pass, and Paige seemed dow on the draw, Cole jumped in and
replied, “How about alarge sausage and mushroom?’

“No fungus,” Paigesad.
“Fine,” Cole said. “ Sausage and pepperoni. And black olives! How about black olives, too?’

The guy in the greasy apron nodded and turned his back to the booth. Cole was about to shout arequest
for garlic bread but was distracted by the sight of the black markings crawling up the back of the guy’s
neck. But fedling better just knowing food was on the way, he asked, “All right, so who' sgoing to start?”’

“I can't stay long,” Racquel said. “Henry is supposed to be able to sniff out a Nymar from miles away.”
“What'sa—" Cole started to ask, but was cut short when Paige’ s raised a hand.
“Who's Misonyk and what’ s he been telling you?’ she asked.

Racquel sighed like ateenage girl cornered into asex talk with her mother. Rolling her eyes, she
muttered, “Misonyk’ s been in town for afew months. Helaid low for awhile, but then word spread
about how he' s been preaching to everyone how they could gain power from drinking souls.”

“Drinking souls?’ Paige asked.

“Y eah. Draining people dry instead of doing things the norma way. | don’'t mean just killing them, either.

| mean drinking them dry. He' sdl about controlling minds, and sayswe can dl hear each other’s
thoughtsiif we juice up by killing as many humans as we can. And before you ask, he knows about
Skinners, too. He just don't give arat’ s ass about your rules. Some Nymar think he' sloco and just trying
to get big in Chicago. Othersthink he's God or some shit.”

“What do you think?" Paige asked. She had to wait to get her answer, because Greasy Apron came
back to set a pitcher of colaon the table along with three red plastic cups. He' d never asked about a
drink order and didn’t seem to care about one, since he turned and walked away.
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Racquel took one of the cups and poured some colafrom the pitcher. “1 know he'sloco, but | so
know he'snot just dl about ruling Chicago. He ain't even from here.”

“How do you know that?’

“Wendy told me. She' sbeen hangin’ with Misonyk for awhile and told me he comes and goes from
somewhere up in Wisconsain. What the hdll aguy like that would want in Wisconsin, | do not know.”

“Y ou' re sure about that?’

“Yeah,” Racqued said with an offended snap of her head. “ She told me he dragged her assdl the way up
to some old house up there so he could infeed offa her aong the way. | told her she wouldn’t come back
from there, but she went along anyway. She dways liked that kind of Stuff.”

“S0 how can someone like that just walk in and start doing whatever he wants?’ Cole asked. When he'd
started to ask that question, he could fed Paige bristle beside him. Once she heard it, however, she
seemed more interested in the answer.

Cocking her head, Racquel looked at Cole with a sneer that bordered on disgust. “Isthis guy one of
yours? He sure don't act like one.”

“Just answer the question,” Paige said sternly.

For thefirst time since they’ d lost Sight of Henry, Racquel seemed truly afraid. “ All right, whatever.
Misonyk’ s been telling everyone he' sgot away to control more than just Henry. He says he can call
down dl the shapeshiftersthat’ re snesking around and will use them to sniff out anyone he wants,
including dl you Skinners, and make you pay for what you did.”

“Chicago’ s been one of the quieter citiesasfar asthings go between us and the Nymar,” Paige said.
“What' s got Misonyk so upset?’

“I don't know! I'mjust telling you what he said. Persondly, | think he sblowin” smoke, but alot of other
Nymar out there think he’ s on to something. Mostly, they’ Il sign up with anyone who' s got a chance at
cleaning out Skinnersfor good. No offense or nothin’.”

“Nonetaken,” Paige said cheerfully.

“Anyways,” Racquel continued after drinking the rest of her soda, “Misonyk’ s been talking alot of shit
about killing Skinners, but he' s been killing more of usthan anything else. Some folks said he was feeding
Nymar to some fucked up pet or somethin’, but nobody redly believed it. | believe the hell out of it now,

though.”

“That'd be Henry?’ Cole asked.

“Yeah,” Racquel told him. “Wendy said they went to pick up Henry that time they drove out of town.
They picked up afew other Nymar along the way, some freshly seeded locals, | think, and he fed them
to Henry. Wendy was on drugs even before she got seeded hersdlf, so | didn’t know how much to

believe about that ether. Seemslikeit wasdl true. And if Henry' sredlly redl, maybe that stuff about the
shapeshiftersistoo.”

“Isthere anything ese you can tell us?’ Paige asked. “ Anything to help us catch Henry or Misonyk? If
he' s encouraging murder, he' s bresking the truce and you know we' Il go after him.”

“I wish you would go after him. Some friends of mine woulda doneit, but Misonyk’sold,” Racquel said.



“I don't know how old, but he can do thingslike get into your mind and stuff. It ain't anew trick, but
he' sreal good at it. Better than anyone | ever seen. And Henry....he follows Misonyk like a puppy. |
may just get the hell out of Chicago, like your friend Danids”

“IsHenry a...ishe...?’ Cole started to ask before he ran out of words.
Paige picked up hisdack and asked, “IsHenry aNymar?’

“You realy are new,” Racquel snipped. She shook her head and then looked at Paige asif she wasthe
only other one in the room. “Have you ever seen aNymar likethat?” she asked.

Paige shook her head.

“He could be one of them other weird shapeshifters, but | never seen one of them either.” Furrowing her
brow, Racquel asked, “ They don’t even come into the cities, do they?’

“No,” Paige said thoughtfully. “They don't.”

Racquel suddenly became even more anxious, and started diding out of the booth. “That’sal | know,
and | ain't staying here anymore. If what they say about Henry istrue, he can smel Nymar from miles
away and track us down like dogs. | dready knew Misonyk isloco, and it sure as hell ain't safeto be
around no Skinnerswith him around.”

“We appreciate the help, Racquel,” Paige said. “ Do you need aride somewhere?’

“Not with you,” shereplied with that familiar disgusted look on her face as she began moving away.
Tossing awave to Greasy Apron on her way out, she pushed open the front door and was already taking
acell phone from her skirt before the door closed behind her.

“Jesus, Cole,” Paige muttered.
Cole laughed and poured himself adrink. “1 know. | didn’t even realize she had pocketsin that skirt.”

Paige smacked him with the back of her hand and said, “ Thisisn’t funny. In fact, this could beredly

Savoring the genuine blissthat came dong with ignorance, Cole shrugged. “Since | don’t know much of
anything that you two were talking about, it doesn’'t seem so bad to me. And since we're here and
nothing strying to kill us at the moment, would you mind giving me some of those answersyou
promised?”’

Turning in her seat so she could face him, Paige grabbed the pitcher with one hand and filled acup. She
was smd |l enough to maneuver between the back of the booth and the table, so she managed to get one
foot propped up and tucked in closeto her hip. “1 was honestly hoping to have Daniels explain some of
thistoyou,” shereplied with atired but friendly grin. “What' s on your mind?’

“Firg of dl, what'saNymar?’

“That' sjust the fancy name the vampires call themselves. Kind of atechnica term.”
Colelaughed uneasily. “ Everyone' s got to have afancy name for themselves.”

“I know, right?’

“So they drink blood and all that?’



Paige nodded and shifted again. “A Nymar is actualy agrowth on someone' s heart. Kind of likea
tumor, but awhole lot worse. Asfar as we ve been able to figure out, thistumor—they cal it a
spore—attaches to a heart and uses blood to keep it going as it pumps something else to take the
blood' s place. The spore grows and spreads until you can see it under aNymar’s skin whereyou'd
normally see someone sveins”

“Those black marks?’ Cole asked.
Paige nodded and pointed toward him. “Very good. Gold star for you.”

Cole smiled asthe air was flooded with awonderful smell. Greasy Apron waked up to the table and set
down alarge pizzathat looked like aheavily loaded cardboard disk dathered in cheese, thick dices of
pepperoni, nuggets of sausage, and black olives. Scattered about the top of the pizzawere smdl pools of
grease. Ignoring the steam and heat rising from the pizza, Cole pulled off alarge square piece for himsdif.
Fortunately, the big guy who' d brought the ambrosia was quick enough to set a plate down before Cole
dropped anything on the table.

“Here' syer hill,” Greasy Apron said. “Y ou don’t got no escort anymore, SO get out as Soon as you can.
Infact, pay up now.”

Cole handed over some money. Instead of change, he got agrunt and a curt, upward nod from the other
man. Even though the pizza was about to melt his fingers together, Cole paused and asked, “ Should
l...uh...eat this?’

“Areyou avegetarian?’ Paige asked.
“No, but considering who or...what the cook is...”

“It' sfine” she said as she picked up apiecefor hersdf. “ Geradd actudly recommended this place to me
when | firg got to Chicago. He said it wasthe best pizzain town.”

Cole amiled gratefully and took abite. The greasy pizza burnt his tongue something terrible, but he kept
amiling dl the same. “Good Lordy, that' s fantagtic.”

“This” Paige said as she carefully took abitefor hersdlf, “isred Chicago style pizza. That thick pan crust
you see everywhere dseisfor thetourists. Anyway, as| was saying, the Nymar feed on humansto
replace the blood needed to keep the spore alive, but they can get what they need without killing. If they
do get overly zedous, we come in to show them why that’ s not such agood idea.”

“Y ou hunt them?’ Cole asked.

She responded with ashrug. It snot as bad as it sounds. Mostly, they keep themselvesin line and we
make a pretty good example of the ones who crossthat line.”

“Soyou'relike cops?’ Before he got an answer, Cole tensed and added, “ Speaking of cops, weren't
there cops chasing us before?”’

“Yep, but I'd say they’ re pretty busy examining those bodies and taking statements about Henry jumping
down the Street.”

“Y ou're not worried about them finding you?’

“Not redly. If there were witnesses, they’ d be distracted by dl the blood, the shooting, and that freak.
Consdering everything else we' re hiding from, the cops are the least of our worries. If the police are able



to figure out where we are, something alot worse would have aready wiped us out. Just to be safe,
though, remind me to swap the plates on my car before we leave.”

“Okay, but who's‘us ? Did Racqud call you Skinner?’

“We're cdled Skinners, Cole,” Paigereplied camly. “Gerad was one. Brad wastraining to beone. I'm
one”

“What'sa Skinngr?”’

“We track down things that most people won’t even believe are out there. Shapeshifters are the worgt.
They dways have been. They’re good at sneaking or blending in, so most of the world doesn’t know
they exist. They’re dso good at running and fighting, so the people who do ssumble on them don't live
long enough to tell about it. | don’'t know all the history and | doubt anyone does, but Skinnersteach
each other how to kill these things so we can try to take back our spot at the top of the food chain.”

Colelaughed under his bresth and asked, “Y ou mean we' re not in the top dot now?’

“Y ou saw that thing that killed Gerdld. Y ou’ ve met Henry. You tell me.” Paige leaned forward so she
could gtareintently at Cole. The passion in her voice made him fed asif they were the only two peoplein
the world. “Gerald saw something in you, Cole. I’ ve only known you for afew hoursor soand | can

dready seeit.”
“Seewhat? In case you haven't noticed, I’ ve been one jolt away from pissng mysdf.”

She shook her head and took another bite of pizza. “Y ou’ ve got good instincts and common sense,” she
sad in away that was as heartfelt as possible, considering dl the food in her mouth. “ That’ s not
something anyone can learn. Y ou' re either born with it or you' re not.”

Cole chuckled and kept eating. Now that his pizza had cooled abit, the square dice melted into cheesy
perfection on histongue. “ Common sense, huh? That’ swhy I’'m using wordslike ‘ monster’ and
‘vampire inared conversation?’

“Y ou gottatrust your eyes and ears. Believe me, most people would much rather believe what they’re
told to believeingtead of face the insanity that’ sredly around them. Y ou looked into that Full Blood's
eyes and stood your ground when the other survivors had aready run away or gotten themsalveskilled.”

Hearing her say that brought the memory of the creature’ s eyesinto sharp focus. For amoment the
coppery scent of blood drifted through his nose to mix with theinviting smells of sausage and perfectly
burnt crust.

“Why did you come dong with methisfar?’ Paige asked.
“Because | thought you were crazy and would try to kill meif | left?’

“You'recurious,” she said with aknowing grin. “And, deep down insde, there sapart of you that wants
to know what the hdll is happening and whét the hell elseis out there.”

“How do you know dl this?’ he asked.

“Because that’ sthe sort of thing every Skinner thinks. It swhat we dl fedl. Gerald sent you to me
because that’ s how we pass on what we know. We have to look for that spark in other people and hope
we live long enough to make sure there’ s dways afew more Skinners out there to keep fighting. That
Full Blood wasn't just awild mongter. It'ssmart and it’s powerful. Some say it can liveforever. There's



not alot of waysit can bekilled, but Skinners have found afew tricks that actualy work. Without us,
things like shapeshifters and dl the others out there could do whatever they like to humansasif wedidn't
even matter. We may not be the top of the food chain, but that doesn’t mean we should just haveto line
up for the daughter.”

As much as Cole wanted to dismiss her words, the picture she painted actualy made senseto him. Ina
way, that bothered him more than the rest.

“So what's a Full Blood?" he asked.

“They’ re shapeshifters. Compared to Nymar, shapeshifters are pretty rare. Full Bloods are the rarest of
them dl. They’ re the only onesthat are born what they are. They’ re not bitten by another shapeshifter,
under any sort of curse, or affected by any number of thingsthat can cause someone to change. They
jud...ae”

“IsHenry aFull Blood?’

Paige winced asif the question smply didn’t taste very good. Shefixed that problem by inhaling asquare
of pizzaand washing it down with some pop. “Honestly? | don’t know what Henry is. I’ ve seen a Fulll
Blood, plenty of Half Breeds, even afew Mongrels, but nothing like Henry. I’ ve never even heard of
anything that tore up and ate a Nymar like what we saw tonight.” Still contemplating that gruesome sight,
Paige shook her head and picked up a prime piece of sausage that had fallen onto the dented metal
serving dish that held the rest of the pizza. Suddenly, the dim lightsin the place flicked on and off. “| think
we're being kicked out of here,” she said.

“Y ou got that right,” the owner said as he stepped up to the booth with a cardboard box in his hands.
“Unless you want to start working for me, | don’t want you in my place. Bad for business.”

Cole did out of the booth, but Paige took her time before moving. Although she did inch her way to the
edge of the seat, she stopped with her legs dangling over the edge. L ooking up at him, she showed
Greasy Apron one of her tired yet cute smirks. “Wewon't be working for you,” she said, “but we could
arrange to do some favors now and then if you wouldn’t mind hel ping us out. What' s your name?’

After aheavy pause, Greasy Apron muttered, “ Just call me Manny. What kind of favorsyou talkin’
about?’

“Y ou know aNymear cdled Daniels?’

“Short guy with long hair and glasses?’

“Thet' sthe one.”

Manny nodded. “Y eah. HE sthe only one who orders the vegetarian special.”

“Danidshasared good paette, and | was hoping to get his opinion on something tonight. When Gerad
told me about this place, he mentioned the cook might have an even better paette.”

“That' d be me. What' sit matter to ya?” Manny asked with asigh that reflected amost as much
impatience asthe recent flickering of thelights.

She dug out the bundle from the inner pocket of her jacket and unwrapped it. Handing it forward, she
asked, “Think you can tell me what kind of blood thet iS?’

Manny took the knife from her, swiped hisfinger along the mostly dried, partialy sticky stresks of blood



aong the blade, then placed hisfinger on histongue asif sampling anew tomato sauce. “ Shapeshifter,”
he said. “Ain’'t Half Breed. Too pure for Mongrel. Could be Full Blood.”

“You'resure?’
“You asked meand | told ya,” Manny replied. “Now get out.”
Paige shrugged and took the knife back from him. “ Good enough for me,” she said to Cole. “Let’sgo.”

Once he and Paige were outside, Cole asked, “ That’ swhy that knife needed to be hauled al the way
back here?’

She shook her head without even trying to hide her excitement. “Nope. That just tellsmewhat it isand
what it can do. Sincethat knife actudly cut aFull Blood, it can kill aFull Blood. Only Blood Blades can
kill Full Bloods. And since these little babies only get stronger asthey soak up more shapeshifter blood,
thison€e sready to do some real damage. Plus, I’ ve got aproject of my own that’s been at a standstill
until right about now.”

Cole sighed and decided to let go of the next batch of questionsthat filled his mind. Instead, he asked,
“Weren't you supposed to swap alicense plate before we left?’

“Already onit,” Paige replied as she unlocked the trunk and searched insde. When she waked back
around the car, she was holding a screwdriver and two dented Illinois license plates that were different
from the ones dready on the Cavdier. “ This should keep any overeager cops from getting lucky and
stumbling on us. Fed better now?’

“Ohyeah,” Cole droned. “This makes everything just wonderful.”

Chapter 10

The drive back to Rasa Hill went by fairly quickly. AsPaige talked on her cell phone, Colelooked out
the window at the scenery and thought about what the hell had happened to him since he' d left Sesttle.

He' d seen men die. He' d seen mongters of severa shapes and sizes. Some of them had sharp teeth.
Some had big breasts. Some had both. His head spun and his stomach clenched as he redlized there was
gl ajob waiting for him back home. There were il reportsto be filed and levelsto test. Hammer
Strike had plenty of bugsinit, and he had forgotten to submit them al before packing up and heading into
Canada. He gritted histeeth until the car pulled to a stop behind the deserted restaurant. A dull ache
began tofill hishead.

Paige strode toward the building’ s back door in aquick, bouncy stride. She paused before going inside
and turned to glance back at him. “Y ou coming, Cole?’

“Yeah. | just need to check my messages.”

Although he had expected some sort of warning about keeping what he' d seen and heard a secret, dl he
got was ashrug from her. “Just let me know if you gtill want to go home. | can scrounge up some money
for aplaneticket.” She then held her own phone up to her ear and entered the restaurant.

Cole removed his phone from his pocket and was grateful to see the lights on the scratched plastic
surface tdling him he had coverage. It looked asif he might not have enough bettery life to check the
forty-six voice mails and sixty-seven text messages he' d missed. “ Good God,” he muttered as he |ooked
at those numbersagain. “ Areyou kidding me?’
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With asnap of histhumb, he moved the cover of his phone asideto reveal asmall keyboard and a screen
that |ooked complicated enough to enter trgjectory datafor abarrage of missiles. Since he didn’'t even
know what most of those blinking lights meant, he ignored them and sifted through histext messages. The
first few were of the“How’ syour vacation?” variety, and then they drifted toward the “Where the hell
areyou?’ end of the spectrum. Rather than start punching out replies, he swiveled the cover shut and
dided hisvoicemail.

The recordings were about the same as the text messages. After listening to thefirst five or six al theway
through, Cole started deleting them once he' d listened long enough to get the genera flow of the
message. After that, he deleted them after hearing the tonein the cdller’ svoice. Findly, he pressed and
held down the button that was the speed dia for Jason’s private line.

After afew rings the connection was made.

“Jason Sorrenson,” droned the voice on the other end.

“That’ s 0 pretentious when you answer that way,” Cole said. “ Can't you say hdllo like anormd human
being?’

“Cole?

“That'sme”

“Jesus, man, we were garting to think you' d gotten lost or weren't coming home,” Jason exclaimed.
Cole chuckled and ran hisfingers over hiseyes. “Afraid I’ d get addicted to maple syrup?’

“That or hockey. What have you been doing? Areyou still in Canada?’

“No. Actudly, I'm back in the States.”

“Y ou need aride from the airport?’

“Not that sate,” Cole added. “I’min Chicago.”

After adight pause, Jason said, “ That’ s not a state, moron.”

Colelaughed abit too hard at the snide comment, but couldn’t help himself.

“So why haven’t you come home?” Jason asked. “ A pool just got started around here that you shot
yoursdlf through some part of your body and were too embarrassed to cdl from the hospita.”

“What did you have your money on?’

“Theright shin. A grazing shot through theright shin. | know it sounds alittle obscure, but it's a better
payoff.”

“Asshole,” Cole muttered.
“Hey! Y ou don’'t even want to know where Nora put her money.”
“Isshe upst?’

“Shemissesyou.” Cole had no trouble picturing the crud grin on Jason’ sface as he added, “Kind of like
apet”



Before Jason asked about it again, Coletold him, “ Therewas...an incident in Canada.”
“That doesn’t sound good. Areyou al right?’

“Y eah. It was messy, but I’'m okay. Have you heard anything on the news abot...”
Once afew seconds had ticked by, Jason asked, “ About what?’

Coleredlized then that he couldn’t explain anything to him. He knew better than to try and lay out the
factsthat he' d been attacked by some sort of monster and was now in the care of a Skinner. Jason
wouldn’'t believeit. Nobody in their right mind would believeit. He, on the other hand, had no choice but
to believe. Evenif he might somehow manage to convince Jason, it sesemed acrud thing to do; kind of
like dragging a preschooler off the playground so you could explain topics like rape and war. Unless
there was agood reason, it was just mean to tell so much to someone who was so unprepared for it.

“Comeon, Cole,” Jason prodded. “ About what?’

“About some stupid American shooting himsdlf in theright shin.”
“Yed | just won enough to pay off my new home thegter.”
“Glad | could be of service,” Colereplied.

After the laughter died down, Jason asked, “When are you coming home? A lot of uswereredly
worried when we couldn’'t get ahold of you. | might have been worried too, if | didn’t aready know that
piece of crap phoneyou ingst on carrying couldn’'t get asigna beneath an antenna.”

“Leave my phone out of this. It wasn't her fault. Things have...changed.”
“Now that really doesn’t sound good.”

Although there was nobody to see the wince on hisface, Cole knew hisvoice would reflect it. “Theré sa
lot going on, but | should tell you | probably won'’t be back for awhile.”

“Aw, damn it. Areyou sure?’ Jason moaned.
“Yeah. If you want, | can sign into the system from here and—"

“WEe' retoo far along now to start sending stuff out of our own system. All we need is one asshole kid to
get hold of one of those screen shots or some of those character modelsand it’ Il be all over the Internet.”

“Free publicity,” Cole pointed out. “It's never abad thing.”

“Sorry, Cole. Y ou' ve earned the time off, but thisisahell of abad time to take so much of it.”
“Yeah, | know. | wouldn't even ask if it was't something redlly big.”

“Big enough to maybe give you some ideas for the next pitch meeting?’

Cole chuckled and let out abregth. “Hell yes.”

“Then do what you gottado. | know you wouldn't put mein this spot unless you had a good reason.”
“Thanks, Jason.”

“Canyou at least email me those bugs from Hammer Strike tomorrow?”



Cole nodded, then reminded himsdlf yet again that he was alone and said, “No problem.”
“How long are you gonna be gone?’ Jason asked.

That was the question he' d been dreading since he diaded Jason’ s number. “Honestly, | don’'t know. It
may beawhile”

A heavy sgh drifted through the earpiece. “ Asyour boss, I've got to tell you thismay cause some bigger
problems than just Hammer Strike.”

“I know,” Colereplied.

“Asyour friend, | just want to make sure there’ snothing else | should be worried about.”
Anything he should be worried about.

That one made Cole smile.

Once again resisting the urge to drop the bomb that vampires and flesh-eating monsters actually existed,
he said, “No. I'll check in beforetoo long.”

“I’m going to get back to deep now, since some of us need to go to work in the morning.”
“All right, Jason. Take care.”

The connection was cut after a short beep and a snap of static. Colelooked at the screen, but didn’t
know what he expected to see. After putting the phone in his pocket, he dug out Gerald' s satellite model.
He went through the motions of choosing one of the few numbersin the phone’ s memory and hit the
button to get the call ralling. It was answered after onering.

“MEG Branch 40.”

‘7

“Yeah,” the voice on the other end replied. “Isthis Cole?’
“Yesitis. Doesn't anyone else answer that phone?’

Therewas atired chuckle and the familiar clack of fingerson akeyboard. “1 practicdly live here.
Besides, this place has one hell of acomputer setup.”

“Really?’ Cole asked. “What' ve you got?’

“More than enough to keep tabs on lunatics like you. Also, | can play in three different Sniper Ranger 2
matches at the sametime.”

“ Sniper Ranger 2? What about Sniper Ranger 37’

That question caused Stu' s voice to dip into amore relaxed tone that hovered somewhere between a
whine and ayawn. “Three s not bad, but it' s got a crappy single player component. Two' sgot alot more
variety in multiplayer. Do you play?’

“Y eah. | worked on the teams that devel oped both of those games.”

Cole couldn’t be certain, but he thought he heard the sound of a desk being rattled as Stu sat up at
attention. “What?'Y ou work at Digital Dreamers?’



“Yeah. At least, | hopeI'll still be able to work there when | decide to go back.”

“Why would you ever leave ajob like that?’ Stu asked with genuine bewilderment.
“Thingsjust sort of happen, you know?’

“Oh...yeah. | suppose | do know. Still...awesome job! What did you do over at Dreamers?’

Chuckling while looking up at the clear night sky, Cole replied, “I worked on the single player campaign
for Sniper Ranger 3.”

“Of...courseyou did,” Stu groaned. “I’'m such atool.”

“But you' ve got good taste in games. Besides, you'll forget al about Two and Three once you get your
hands on Four.”

“There sa Sniper Ranger 4 coming out? When?’

“That' s classfied. .. but it might come out sooner if | decide to go home and get back to work. Y ou think
| should do that, Slu?’

There was a heavy pause as Stu caught his breath and truly thought about the question. It wasn't long
before he sad, “ That’ syour cal, dude. Sounds like you' ve got one hell of ajob waiting for you, but me
and everyone ese over here at MEG are ways wishing we could work our way into partnering up with
oneof you guys.”

“What do you know about. .. about these guys?’ Cole asked.
“We're not told alot, but we are given the occasond lead every now and then.”
“What sort of lead?’

“Every so often we'll get ardiabletip about where we can find someplace that’ s crawling with spectral
activity. There were afew demon hauntingsthat till give one of our founders nightmares, and we
wouldn't have known about those if not for you guys. Persondly, | got to study area Chubacabra that
one of Paige’ s buddies across the border ran into.”

“Awha?

“Chubacabra,” Stu repeated. “ Y ou know. A Goat Sucker. They'rein dl the tabloids, but they’re real
enough. | saw it myself. None of the zoologists believe me, but that doesn’t matter. None of us are here
to get published in ascientific journal. I’ d bet the magazine we put out on the Web gets read more than

those vy League rags anyway.”

Cole shook hishead and laughed. “ There' salot going on that | never knew about.”
“Yeah,” Stusghed. “Ain’t it greet?’

“Sort of .”

“Whether anyone knows about it or not, you guysdo ahell of alot of good. Especidly now with all
that’ s been going on.”

“What' s been going on?’



Stu clammed up so0 hard that Cole could almost hear hislips dapping together over the satellite
connection. In aguarded voice he eventudly said, “Let’ sjust say one of our guys down at Branch 25
caled in about some bunch of messed-up animasin ahole somewhere. Far as| know, you guyswere
aready told about it, s0 | probably shouldn’t say anything else. I'm sure Paige will fill you in. If | step out
of line, she might just pull me through this phone and dap the hell out of me. She sounds cute, but...”

“Don’'t worry,” Cole said as Stu fought for his next words. “I know what you mean, and you'reright.”

“I got somemorecalscoming in,” Stusaid. “All | cantell you isto take alook around and think about
what you might be able to accomplish with Paige and whoever e seisthere. | knew Gerald and Brad.
They were great guys who helped alot of people. Y ou could do alot worse for yoursdlf than by joining
up with the likes of them. Hope that helps.”

“Actudly, it does”

“Cool. Don't be astranger. Maybe we can run through afew rounds of Sniper Ranger sometime. I'd
loveto school another guy from Digital Dreamers.”

“Another one, hun?Fine. I’ ll defend the company honor later.”
“Tak toya” With that, Stu broke the connection.

Cole held the satdllite phonein his hand and ran his thumb aong the chipped plastic casing. He wondered
where that phone had been and what sort of impossible thingsit had seen. As helet his thoughts wander,
he reminded himsalf about Gerald' s face and the urgency that had been in hisvoice.

A cold breeze got him moving back to the restaurant. He walked in through the door and found himsalf
gtaring down the barrel of a shotgun.

“Holy shit,” he gasped.

Paige glanced at him over the shotgun and then lowered it. She held her phone up to her ear with her free
hand and nodded casually to Cole before getting back to her conversation. “Y eah, go on,” she said into
the phone. “What did the MEG guysfind?’

Holding up his hands, Cole said, “No problem. Honest mistake. Don’t worry about me.”

Paige smiled and nodded. “ Good. Thanks.” It wasn't clear whether she was talking to him or to whoever
was on the phone.

As sheturned her back to him, Cole couldn’t help but notice that she’ d changed into apair of black
sweatpants and amatching hater top. Although her attire was less provocative than afew outfitshe'd
seen a the gym, Paige' s curves were even more impressive now that they weren't hidden by jeansand a
jacket. When she waked toward the kitchen, her hips twitched more than enough to take his eyes awvay
from the shotgun she so casualy dung over her shoulder.

Suddenly, Paige turned around. The motion was so fast that it was dmost painful for him to pull hiseyes
up to amore appropriate leve. “1 need to go to Wisconsin. Are you coming with me or not?’

Having just noticed the freckles sprinkled along the smooth, tanned skin just above the dope of her
breasts, Cole had to use a completdly different section of his brain to form areply. “Huh? Are you talking
tome?’

“I’ve got one of our trackers on the phone,” she explained as she took the phone away from her ear.



“He sfound something that may be linked to Misonyk and this Henry thing. It sasmal road trip, but we
can seif anything' s hunting you by moving around. If nothing follows us, you should be clear...more or
less Youin?

“Yes,” hesad before he had a chance to think better of it.

Lifting the phone again, she sad, “ Y eah, theré Il be two of us. Where arewe meeting?’ After apause,
sherolled her eyes and groaned. “ Are you serious? Why?...Fine, we' |l seeyou there.” After hanging up,
she tossed the phone onto anearby counter asif afraid of catching something from it. Then sheturned to
him and asked, “Did any of those Nymar touch you?’

“Pardon me?’
“Not on your clothes, but on your skin. Even something like this.”

As she said that, Paige reached out to brush her hand dong hisarm. She was @ least afoot shorter than
him, but seemed even smaller now that shewasin her bare feet. When shelooked up at him, her easy
smile was framed by atusded mess of dark hair. She couldn’t have looked better than if she’ d spent the

day inaspa.

He tensed the musclesin hisjaw and forced a breeth out through his nose to keep from reaching out and
doing sometouching of hisown. Her fingerslingered upon hiswrist and sent achill straight through him.
“I don’'t remember,” he admitted. “ So much happened that it sdl running together.”

“Thismay sound weird, but did any of them...spit on you?’
Wincing, Colereplied, “No. | would' ve remembered that. Why?’
“Just to be safe, give meyour wrist.”

“Whichwrig? Thisone?

Cole extended hisright arm. Paige gently took hold of him and brushed her fingertips againgt hisskin. The
longer she touched him, the more Cole was worried he might dip and say something he couldn’t easily
explain. Finaly, sheencircled hiswrist with her fingers and ran her other hand dong hisarm so she could
push up hisdeeve. Every inch of theway was atest of hisresolve.

After aquick look at the veins on hiswrist, Paige smiled at him even wider. She didn’t take her hands
away just yet. “ There would have been some black showing up on you by now if any of them tried to
infect you, so you should be dl right. Just so you know, Nymar can produce venom like asnake. They'l|
spitit a you, and if it getsin your eyes, well, that’ sredly bad.”

“Itis huh?’

She nodded dowly and kept her eyeslocked upon his. *Y ou did redly well tonight,” she said as she
patted hiswrist and alowed his hand to dip free. “ Y ou didn’t panic and you kept me covered.”

“I didn’t panic? Y ou must not have been watching me very closdy.”

Paige laughed, but then pulled away and turned her head. He might have been overly tired or overly
optimistic, but he thought there was some color flushing into her cheeks. Before she pulled even farther
away, he reached out and closed his hand around her wrist. Before he could unleash the smooth talking
he' d planned in hismind, Paige lifted hiswrist straight up, to effectively and painfully lock the joint.



“Sorry,” she whispered as sheloosened the hold. “ Reflex.”
Now hewasthe oneto back off. “It'sdl right. My fault.”

Theway shelooked a him now, Paige might aswell have been staring a him through amicroscope.
Sowly, her eyes wandered down aong his body and then worked their way up again. 1t may get rough
around here, but I'd redlly likeit if you stayed. | can keep an eye on you better that way.”

“Wall,” Colereplied in the coolest tone he could manage, “maybe | should come along to keep you
covered.”

Paige amiled and patted his cheek with her free hand. As she turned around, she put just enough muscle
into her final pat to make it something closeto asmack. “ Y ou're cute,” she said. She picked up the
shotgun and angled the barrel to keep it from scraping against the floor as she walked away.

Even after some distance had been put between them, Cole could sill smell the scent of her hair and fed
the bit of sweat that had been on her scarred, yet soft hands.

“I'm going to jump in the shower,” she said. “Y ou' rewelcometo stay here tonight if you want. Thereé sa
cot inthefreezer. It sawalk-in and the refrigeration unit doesn’t work, so | was going to useit for asafe
room sinceit’sgot the thickest door in the place.”

“Sounds too good to betrue,” Cole groaned. “ By the way, what are the odds of that thing really tracking
medl the way from Canadato Chicago? | mean, aren’t there enough smdllsin this city to cover mine
up?’

Paige stopped and cocked her head to one side while keeping her back to him. Her hips shifted, drawing
his eyes and holding them for the duration. “1 once had a shapeshifter follow me for three months and
acrosstwelve states, but that was different. | wanted it to follow me. I’ d say there s about aten to fifteen
percent chance of that Full Blood losing interest in you. If you wanted to be safe, | could dways teach
you how to handle one of those thingsif they did find you.”

“Y ou mean liketrain mein the ways of the Skinner?’ Cole asked in avoice ripped from every cheesy
movietrailer he'd ever heard.

Paige walked toward adoor at the back of the kitchen that led farther into the restaurant. Since she till
was't looking back, he alowed himslf to fully savor the way the sweatpants hugged her tight, rounded
backside.

“I don’'t need apartner,” shetold him as she came to a stop near one of the back rooms, “but having one
would makethingsawholelot easier.”

“I think you' re forgetting something. | program video gamesfor aliving.”

“That was before, Cole. There' stoo much out there for aman like you to just turn hisback onit. If
you' rewaiting for asign or aprophecy or any of that sort of crap to let you know what to do, you'll be
waiting along time. | think you’ ve aready seen enough to know what you want to do.”

“Y ou got any advice?’

“Sure,” she said as she sauntered from the kitchen. “Don’'t gawk at awoman’s ass when she' scarrying a
shotgun.”

Chapter 11
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Cole dill couldn’t shake Paige s scent even after she d Ieft the room. He could still fedl her fingers
roaming over hiswrists and could imagine every strand of hair asit curled around her face. Her
movements ran beneath everything in his head like a current of energy. He could fed the heat from her
body no matter how many rooms separated them within that old restaurant.

Not that the cot in Paige s freezer didn’t sound gppedling. In fact, he looked insde the metalic room to
find asurprisngly comfortable living space. Therewas atdevison and, for abit of irony, amini fridge.
When he had just about convinced himsdlf that he might be able to make it through the night without
ripping through hisjeans, he' d seen Paige wak by with her hair dripping wet and athick, navy blue
terry-cloth robe wrapped around her. She' d been showing more skin when she wasin her swests, but
the thought that she was wet and naked beneath that Single garment was enough to drive him out of his
skull.

Since he il had his doubts about making the legp from video-game designer to mongter killer, he put
temptation behind him and called for acab. Paige had asked him to stay, but didn't take any drastic Steps
to keep him there. He needed some time to consider her proposition, and he couldn’t do that when his
mind was preoccupied. At least, that was the most polite term for what he wasfedling.

The Afton Inn wasjust off [-55 and could have easily been mistaken for athousand other hotels across
this and probably many other countries. Cole wasn't interested in ambience or uniqueness. All he wanted
was aclean bed, aplace to shower, and afree breskfast in the morning. No matter how many monsters
were out there, it just didn’t make senseto stay in ahotel that didn't at least serve breakfast.

The hotel’ s shower was great. Water trickled out like it was being spit from the nozzle, and it took half an
hour to warm up, but he was able to stand under it for aslong as he wanted without anyone else vying for
his attention. For the first time since he' d | eft Sesttle, he wasn't packed into a cab, plane, car, or room
with anyone else. As he stepped out of the bathroom with athin, overly bleached towel wrapped around
hiswast, he didn’t care about the fact that he didn’t have any clean clothes to replace the onesin aheap
on the bathroom floor. He didn’t bother sucking in the gut that had showed up in the days following his
thirtieth birthday. He just turned on the television and nodded as the screen glowed with an infomercia
about college girlsand al the glorious ways they could disgrace themsalves for afree T-shirt.

“Ohyeah,” Colesghed. “That' sthe good stuff.”

After he'd sat through thefirst run of theinfomercia, he heard a breeze rustling outside. He got up,
walked over to the window and pulled back the cheap curtain just enough to take in a scenic view of the
parking lot. He could even count the dents on the roof of adirty RV parked there. Shaking his head, he
wondered why the hell people bought RV's, only to park them at hotels. Then again, he'd never
understood the whole camping mentaity anyway.

When Cole looked down abit more, he caught sight of alatch at the bottom of the window. It wasrare
that hotels even alowed their windows to be opened, but he tried this one anyway. The latch popped
free of the window frame, alowing the window to swing open agood one or two inches before it was
stopped by a bracket. There was more than enough breeze to get through the narrow opening, so he
pulled in adeep breath. The air wasn't as crisp and clean asthe stuff he’ d sampled in Canada, but it was
cool and it put asmile on hisface. Asfar as he was concerned, savoring chegp thrillswasthe key to a
truly happy life. All he needed now was some of thet leftover pizza. Unfortunately, he hadn’t thought far
enough ahead to take the DiGuido’ sbox along with him.

Cole gazed out to the nearby street on the off chance that he might catch sight of a twenty-four-hour
coffee shop. Just as he was about to give up and pull the curtain shut, he noticed alarge cat peeking from
the shadows at the edge of the parking lot. It might have been adog, but its eyesreflected the hotel’ s



security light with afdline glimmer. Then the thing darted out of sght.

Someone dammed adoor in the hal, and he looked reflexively in that direction. A few heavy footsteps
stomped outside hisroom, making it seem very possible that he would be getting inconsiderate yetisas
his neighbors. All he needed now was a screaming baby added to the mix, and the Afton Inn truly would
be just like any other hotdl in the known universe.

Cole sighed and looked out the window asiif he could actualy watch his peace and quiet drift away. A
window rattled one floor beneath him, just asalean, gray paw reached up to get ahold upon his
windowsll. Long claws dug into the sill, alowing acreature with black and gray fur to scale the outside of
the hotd and climb up to hisroom.

Until that moment, Cole wasn't aware that he could cover so much distance by smply jumping
backward. He cleared the floor and flew back far enough to knock hislegs against the bed and land on
the starched, pae gold comforter. Losing histowe somewhere aong the way, herolled over the bed
until he dropped off the mattress and hit the floor on the other side.

Though he didn’t have any weapons and didn’t know what he was up againgt, he put his back to the wall
and stood up. Hewas sick and tired of running.

After opening the window with just enough force to snap the bracket holding it in place, the anima took
itstime crawling into Col€ sroom. Its body waslong and lean. Asit dowly crept over thewindowsll and
dropped onto the floor, the light in the room played off itswiry fur, shifting between hues of gray and
black. Sometimes the black patches seemed to overpower the gray. At other times, the gray nearly
swallowed up the black. Long front arms stretched out to bury claws into the stained carpeting near the
televison stand. Shorter, more muscular legs curled up behind the thing’ s narrow rump like afreakish cat

Qgetting ready to pounce.

Cole met the cat’ sglare but found it difficult to hold it for long. Its eyes were clouded over from the
ingde, but stared back at him asif they could see dl the way through to the wall behind him. Thin,
pointed ears twitched againgt the anima’ s head and then flicked straight up again. 1ts mouth remained
open just enough to show upper and lower sets of needle-thin teeth that fit perfectly between one
another.

“All right, shit bag,” Cole said as he planted his feet and grabbed the lamp from the bedside table. “I’ve
aready seen much worse than you. Show me what you got or get out of my room.”

Theanima dunk around the bed, itsfur glistening in the light from the televison. It was nearly aslong as
he was, but Cole had trouble distinguishing where the anima’ s body ended and the carpet began. He
chalked that up to the fact that agood portion of the room’ slight had been snuffed out when he'd
yanked thelamp’ s cord from thewall.

Lowering its chest to the floor, the gray cat raised its head and opened its jaws wide. Itshissing
exhaation and the scrape of its claws against the floor were nearly drowned by the sounds coming from
the televison, but Cole didn’t need to hear anything to know what was coming. Hetightened hisgrip on
the lamp and then threw it at the creature’ s head before it could lunge.

The animal pushed off with its powerful rear legs and sprung forward with both front arms extended.
Cole jumped away from the bed and heard the muted thump of itsbody hitting the wall behind him.
Reaching for the first wegpon he could get, he grabbed aluggage rack that was made of two bent meta
barsjoined by apair of screws. It was aweapon better suited for aprofessona wrestler, but it would
have to do. He raised the rack over his head and brought it down on the animal’ s shoulder.



Now that he was closer to the thing, Cole could tell there wasn't alot of meat beneath that shadowy fur.
He raised the rack for another swing but only caught empty air when he brought it down again. The cat
hunkered low to the floor and scurried into the corner formed by the bed and the edge of the room. Now
that the anima’ s back was to him, he was about to make his move when it whipped around to snap at his
fece.

Cole backed away while bringing the rack down to block the incoming mass of needle-shaped teeth. As
the cat’ s mouth scraped againgt bent stedl, he grabbed onto the other end of therack to keep it at arm’s
length. He pushed the rack away while the cat-thing chewed on the cheap metd like it was gnawing on
bone.

The room was arranged like any other hotel room, with the bed against awall shared by the bathroom.
Gritting histeeth and twisting both arms, Cole knocked the anima’ s head againgt thewall beside the
bathroom’ s door frame. It wasn't an earth-shattering impact, but it was enough to raitle the gangly
cresture. It shook its head and spat the rack from its mouth. After backing toward the same window it
had used to enter the room, it let out abarely audible growl.

“Too lateto cry now,” Cole snarled as he closed both hands around one end of the rack. Not caring
where he hit the thing, he lifted the rack over his head and brought it down in avicious blow that pounded
againg the floor and nothing €l se. He hopped backward while scanning the room.

The cat was difficult to spot. Its shape could barely be picked out againgt the floor or wall asit paced the
room, making it seem asif it had been partialy erased from sight. It kept its head low until the last
second, but the light from the televison eventudly glinted off itsfur. By the time Cole spotted that, the
creature was legping straight at him with claws bared. He sumbled away from the bed as claws scraped
againgt his shoulder. But before the creature could do any red damage, he hit it with the luggage rack.

The oversized cat let out a hissing snarl and tore up the mattress asit jumped onto the bed. The moment
it had Coleinitssights, it bounded forward and bared every tooth and fang in its arsena before catching
another glancing blow from the rack.

Cole turned away from another incoming set of claws while swinging the rack to bat awvay a paw. That
gave him enough timeto trip over the chair next to the open window. As he watched, the anima faded
into clarity. Black and gray fur shimmered until the cat looked more asit had when it crawled through his
window. Its eyes remained on him asit hopped down from where it had been balancing between the bed
and dresser. Hitting the floor with casual grace and no sound whatsoever, the creature paced toward the
window and faded completely from sight.

Holding therack in front of him, Cole circled away from the window until he wound up with hislegs once
more scraping againgt the bed. A few seconds later he picked out ablurry spot inthe air that definitely
was't caused by theirregular light from the television. As he watched, that blur dissolved to reved a
creature roughly the same size asthe big cat but without fur. In fact, its skin was smooth and flowed like
milk asit contracted into amuch more familiar shape.

Claws retracted and were covered up by distinctly human fingers. Paws shrank down and flattened into
feet and hands. A tail flowed up into a spot at the base of a human spine and just above avery feminine
backside. As hind legs became too awkward to crouch upon, the thing straightened them and stood
upright. By then the front legs had become dender arms and the feline facia features smoothed out into
those of awoman. Shelocked eyeswith Cole and smiled enticingly as blond hair flowed from her scalp
to unfurl until it hit her shoulders. Even though she stood naked before him without making amoveto
cover hersdlf, he was too distracted by her face to notice much of anything else.



“You?' Colegasped. “Thelast timel saw you...you were...”
She nodded and finished his sentence for him. “1 was running away from aFull Blood in Canada.”
“I thought you—"

When the phone rang, Cole nearly jumped out of hisskin. Right about then he redlized hewas just as
naked as she was.

Every time the phone rang, the woman' s ears twitched. “Aren’t you going to answer that?" she asked.

He kept his eyes on her as he walked around the bed and gathered some sheets to hold in front of him.
The only move she made was to back away, so he reached for the phone and picked up the receiver. At
least he till had something in his hand that he could use as aweapon. “Hello?” he grunted.

“Thisisthefront desk, Sir. Isthere aproblem in your room? I’ ve been getting noise complaints.”

“Uh...” Ashetried to think of what he should do, Cole watched the naked shapeshifter casualy cross
her arms. Sure she' d been a cat afew moments ago, but he couldn’t think of anything the guy at the front
desk of an Afton Inn could do about that. “ Everything' sfine now,” hefinaly said. “ Sorry about the
noise”

“Wadll, if there are more complaints, I’ [l haveto take action.”

“I know. Sorry again.” With that, he hung up and reached for the luggage rack.
“Thisiskind of funny,” the blonde said. “Last time | saw you, we were on the same side.”
“Andthelast time | saw you, you were human, not somekind of ...thing!”

If the blonde still had her fur, it would have bristled. “1’m not athing. | have aname, you know. It's
Jackie. And you don’'t have to take that tone with me. After the way you attacked me, you' re damn
lucky to bedive”

“| attacked you?’

Nodding dowly, Jackie said, “From the moment | camein. | thought you’ d be startled, but you redly hit
the ground running.”

“And you nearly ripped meinto pieces.”
“Y ou hit mein the head with alamp,” she retorted.

Stll feding the adrendine rushing through him, Cole tightened his grip on the phonereceiver. “I’vegot a
door inthisroom,” he snarled. 1t came with the rest of the room. Y ou could have used it instead of the
fresking window.”

“If you give meamoment, | can explain.” Her features softened in away that had nothing to do with her
shifting abilities; at least, not asfar ashe knew. 1 need to talk to you. If | got rough before, it was just
because you threw the first punch.”

Colereflexively garted to say something in his own defense, but cut himsalf short when hetook a
moment to think about what had happened. “1 guess you' ve got a point there. Did | hurt you?’

“No, but it lookslike | hurt you.”



Cole glanced down at his shoulder. Therewas along row of scratches, but only adight trickle of blood.
“I"'m not worried about that. | am worried you might have just changed to look like that woman from
Canada. For dl | know, you can changeto look like anything you want.”

“It wasredly me” shereplied. “Although,” she added while opening her arms, “1 was wearing abit more
at thetime”

Jacki€ s body was smooth and trim, but not perfect. Her breasts were pert and abit small, while her hips
werejust abit too muscular for histastes. Even S0, shewas doing ahdll of ajob of making him rethink
those tastes. “Why were you in Canada?’ he asked as away to test the identity she was claiming.

“| was at that cabin to meet with Brad,” shetold him. “Do you remember him sitting and talking with me
over dinner?’

“ Ya”

“I don’'t know if that Full Blood was after me or Gerad, but you' ve got to believe | didn’'t know that was
going to happen theway it did.”

All he had to do was think back to the panic in her eyesthe night of that attack for him to believe what
she was saying.

“I did my best to make sure that other college kid got away,” sheinsisted. “When | came back to check
onyou, | caught the scent of that Full Blood nearby. | tried to lead it away long enough for you to get
away. You vegot to believe me.”

Nodding, Coletold her, “I heard growling and sounds like that the whole time | was running.”

She nodded as well, but with alot more desperation. “That' sright! | wasn't ableto hurt it, but I could
outrun it onceit followed me.”

“So why go through al the trouble of coming here?” Narrowing his eyes, he added, “1 till don't think
you could have followed me dl the way here from Canada. Even if you had my scent or whatever, |
spent ahell of alot of timelocked up in aplane over athousand feet inthe air.”

Obvioudy impressed with hersdf, Jackie replied, “Y ou were on the phone most of the time before you
got to that truck. Chicago was mentioned quite abit.”

“And you heard dl that while hopping onto that plane without anyone noticing?’

She shook her head. “I went to an airport and bought aticket to Chicago just like anyone dlse. | had to
have beaten you here by at least aday, and | caught your scent about an hour ago. Believe me now?’

Before admitting defeat, Cole asked, “ So why the SpiderMan entrance tonight?’

“Y our new friend Misonyk has away of keeping tabs on my kind no matter what form wetake. The
window was the quickest way in and will be the quickest way out.”

Jackie walked to the television and turned it up. She seemed to enjoy sauntering naked in the cool breeze
that drifted in from the window. Cole had definitely acquired an eye for sauntering. After making her way
back to him, she spoke just loudly enough to be heard above the television. “I doubt they’ ve got your
room bugged, but Misonyk and hisfollowers could be listening from the hall or somewhere close.”

“What do you know about Misonyk?’ he asked.



“| contacted Brad about that maniac and the abomination that follows him around, but Gerald wouldn't
ligten. He didn't trust me or any of my kind.”

“What kind isthat?’ Cole asked.
“If anything, you’ d know us by what the Skinners and Full Bloods call us: Mongrels.”

Cole nodded and did his best to appear asif he' d heard more than a brief mention of that word from
Paige. “Why would Gerald and Brad have to meet up with you in Canada?’

Jackie blinked and lowered her head a bit. She stood close enough to him that her hair fell over one
shoulder to brush againgt her chest aswell ashis. Asit turned out, she was merely waiting for the
infomercid to kick back into another loud cycle. It wasn't long before the stedl drums and giggling coeds
wereat it again.

“Beforel left, Misonyk was spreading alot of wild ideas. But he wasn't much more than another crazy
Nymar until he had Henry enforcing hisword asif it was law. Henry may like feeding on Nymar, but he
can easlly become athreat to my kind. I’ ve been holding onto the Blood Blade so it could be used
againg athrest like that. If not for Brad, | would have kept it even though it’sa Skinner weapon. | should
have just kept it.”

She broke into her reserves of strength to keep the tears from eyes that subtly became feline before
shifting back again. “If the rest of my kind found out | played apart in trying to harm a shapeshifter, I'd
be considered atraitor and...| don’t even want to think about how they’ Il make an example of me. |

have aniece that lives up in Canada, and it was asfar away as| could get from here. Brad wasthe only
Skinner willing to trust me and come such along way at the request of aMongrd. | don’t know how that
Full Blood knew we werethere or if it just happened to catch our scent, but no Skinner will ever trust me

agan.
“Gerdd and Brad were the only two Skinnersthere,” Colesaid. “At leadt, | think they were.”

“It does't matter,” Jackie said solemnly. “The otherswill know. Everyone dways finds out everything.
I'msosckofitdl.”

“Where did Henry come from?’
“Someplace called Lancroft. It sup in Wisconsin, but | don’t know any more than that.”

Cole shook his head as the sensation of drowning once again swirled through his head. “Maybe you
should tell thisto Paige. She' Il know more about—"

“No,” Jackie cut in. Sheleaned against him so her breasts touched the front of his body. “ The only
reason | came dl the way back hereisto honor my deal with Brad. He...let’sjust say | owe him afavor,
and telling al | know about Henry and Misonyk was going to be my way of paying him back. After what
happened to him and Gerad, | know he would’ ve wanted someone else to hear this. | don't know if
you' re a Skinner or not, but | do know you can passthis along so it can do some good.”

“All right, then. What do you know about Misonyk?’ Cole asked.

“He s crazy and powerful, but that happensto alot of the older Nymar. He talks about daughtering
humansto drink their souls and nailing Skinnersto the floors of dark rooms. HE sinsane. That' swhy
most Nymar don’'t pay any attention to him. At leadt, they didn’t before Henry came aong.

“Henry isone of them,” she continued, “but he'saso one of us. I ve never seen onejust like him, but his



scent iscloseto aFull Blood' s. When Henry was just arumor among the Nymar, Brad was the one who
wanted to take action. The old man was content to let anything go aslong asit only killed Nymar, but |
knew there was moreto it than that. | could hear it.”

“Y ou could hear it?’

Jackie nodded and tapped the side of her head just above her ear. “1t was awhisper at firdt. | thought |
was hearing things or maybe. .. maybe going crazy. But it wasn't just methat heard. Every Mongrdl |
know heard it. Maybe every shapeshifter in the state could hesr it.”

“Whet did they hear?”

“Crazy thoughts at first,” Jackie explained, asif just the memory was enough to make her uncomfortable.
“Words that were strung together without a space or a breath in between them. Conversations with God.
Most of it didn’'t make any sense. When | got close enough to Henry to pick up histrue scent, | knew
those whispers were histhoughts. He screamed them from his mind. Stuck in there amid al the babble
and dl Misonyk’ s teachings was something else. It was one of the few coherent thingsin dl those
thoughts, and it was a gift that could only be given to us by that twisted piece of filth.”

Not knowing whether she was talking about Henry or Misonyk, Cole tried to push her through whatever
had caused her eyesto wander and her voiceto trail off. “I’'m listening.”

Her head flinched so she could look straight at him again. The ends of her hair tickled his skin. “ After
gpending so much time around the Nymar, Henry discovered the lie that we' ve al been told, and he
shouted it into the minds of every shapeshifter for hundreds of milesin every direction. By now al of them
may know.”

“Whet lie?’

Her eyes narrowed asif shewaslooking at him in anew way. “My kind should thank Henry for what
he' stold us. We should dl just pray that no Full Bloods were around to hear it.” Turning away from him,
Jackie headed for the window. “There salot of Nymar in Henry’ s scent, so maybe that part of him will
overpower therest.”

Fedling his urgency growing now that Jackie had already madeit to the window, Cole snapped, “What
lie?Y ou want to tell me these things, then start making sense!”

“I'vetold you plenty. Bring thisto one of your partners and they’ Il know what it means. Even if Misonyk
was using some sort of mental link to control Henry, those thoughts are being screamed out to the rest of
us. We know what Henry’ s capable of. Sooner or later he'll break free. When that happens...” She
pulled the window open with a hand that had aready begun to grow claws. “All | wanted to do was let
the Skinners know what they’ re up againgt. Y ou’ re the oneswho do the fighting, so use theweapon |
gaveyou. | haveto go. Henry will be ableto smel melong before| can smell him, and that wouldn’t be
good for ether of us”

Jackie turned her back to him and lifted one leg through the open window. Cole started to follow her and
sad, “Maybe you should tell Paige about this. | may not remember dl of it.”

“You' d better remember,” Jackiereplied. “’ Cause I’m done. | owed Brad abig favor, but I’ ve done
more than enough to seeit through. Best of luck to you, Cole. MaybeI'll look in on you again.”
Lowering her line of sght below hiswaist, she added, “Y ou’ ve definitely got some promise.”

Cole adjusted the sheet in his hand to cover himsdlf up. Before he could say or do anything else, Jackie



had shifted into her black and gray anima form. Her body smply flowed from one shape to another asif
she had smoke for flesh and water for bones. With one effortless leap, she jumped out the window and
was gone.

He didn’t bother looking outside to see where she went. He started losing sight of Jackie the moment her
fur had fully sprouted. He lunged for one of his phones and diaed the number for Rasa Hill. Paige picked
up on thethird ring, and he explained what had happened as she yawned on the other end. When hewas
done, Cole expected something drastic from Paige. What he got were afew smplewords.

“Get some deep,” shetold him.
“Ig't thisimportant?’

“Y es, but we both need afew hours deep. Besides, I’'m waiting to hear from a couple different sources
and we' re not going anywhere until 1 do. Just come back here early in the morning.”

“What about my wound?’
“It'sjust ascratch?” she asked.
“Yegh”

“Seepit off.”

“Thesethings are tracking me, Paige,” Cole snarled. “Gerald wasright. At least one of *em’ sgot my
scent, and | don't likeit.”

“Y egh, that’ s never fun,” Paige yawned.

“I won't be able to shake them, will 7’

After abit of a pause shetold him, “There safew options, but nothing’ s guaranteed.”
“What' sthislie Jackie mentioned? I sthat something you know about?’

“All Nymar lie,” shereplied smply. “We can sft through it dl later. Stop talking so much and get some
res.”

Coleran hisfingers dong the scratches on his shoulder and felt his ssomach clench. A while ago getting
back to anormd life seemed possible. He could aways settle back in and try to forget about the
welrdness he’ d seen. Now, the weirdness hadn't just beaten him up afew times, but had followed him
across nationa borders and shared afairly intimate moment with him. Therewas no easy way to forget
about that.

“I want in, Paige,” hesad. “ Since this shit isjust going to follow me around, I might aswell do something
more than wait for it to find me. It' s either become a Skinner or spend the next bunch of yearslooking
over my shoulder waiting for the next thing to track me down.”

Paige svoice was il tired, but it was also soft and comforting. “Y ou redlly need to deep oniit, Cole.
We'll talk about it more tomorrow. Areyou al right whereyou' re at?’

“Sure,” hereplied as helooked over at the window that was still hanging from its broken bracket. “I
think I can kissmy deposit good-bye, though. Do you think they’ [| come after me again?’

“Soundsto melike she could' ve killed you dready if shewanted. Y ou’ re welcometo stay here, you



know.”

Cole looked around at the shredded mattress and messy room. “I'll think of something. See you in the
morning, Paige”

Since Jackie had tracked him al the way from Canada, going to another hotel didn’t seem likeit would
do much good. He aso didn’t want to head back to RasaHill. After dl the shapely femae bodieshe'd
seen that night, he needed some quiiet time.

Chapter 12

The sun was making itsfirst gppearance for the day when Cole left the hotel. Rather than try to get
comfortable on abed that had been ripped apart, he' d wrapped himsdlf in the comforter and fallen
adeep inachair. After aquick and very cold shower, he climbed down aset of Sairs so hedidn’t have
to walk past the front desk on hisway outside. He smply didn’t want hisfree breakfast enough to take
the chance of being forced to make up areason for al the noise that had come from his room the night
before. After circling the building, he walked down the street and found a cab parked in front of alittle
drive-through coffee place.

Cole bought alarge Colombian blend and a bagel, hopped into the cab and gave the addressfor Rasa
Hill. When the cab pulled up to the abandoned restaurant, he spotted another car parked just outside the
front door. The early morning sun was obscured by athick patch of clouds, making it difficult for himto
see much of the car’ sdetails. Ditching therest of hisbagel and swigging the remaining coffee, he bolted
from the cab and rushed toward the restaurant.

The cabbie was quick to grab a chipped baseba |l bat from under his seat and take off after him. Heran a
few paces before | etting out a hacking cough that had been fermenting in hislungs since he' d first sarted
smoking nonfiltered cigarettes and shouted, “ Get yer assback here! Y ou owe me money, goddammit!”

Cole approached the front of the restaurant, pulled on the front door and found it locked. Without so
much as glancing back at the angry cabbie, he circled around to the side of the building.

“Hey!” the cabbieydled. “I'll kick yer assl”

The cabbieran asfast as hislegswould carry him, keeping his bat cocked near his head and ready to
swing as he approached the restaurant. When he cleared the front, he could see Cole around the next
corner farther aong the building. Then, from the shadows surrounding a stack of empty crates, apae
redhead stepped up and placed her hand around the cabbi€' s throat.

The redhead wasn't much shorter than the cabbie, but she looked to be at least fifty pounds lighter. Her
arms and legs were covered in black nylon. Whatever curves were present on her skinny figure were
accentuated by adark purple miniskirt and matching tube top. Darkly painted lips curled into asmile as
shetightened her grip upon the cabbi€ sthroat and absorbed a blow from the bat without so much asa
flinch,

“What' s the matter, cutie?’ the redhead asked as she smiled to reved one set of short, thin fangs that
curled down to brush againgt the side of her tongue. “Y ou'd get alot more action if you didn’t swing your
little bat around like that.”

As Cole rushed around the building, helooked for anything he could use as awespon. Thefirst thing he
grabbed was a tick. He replaced that with arock afew secondslater. By the time he got within sight of
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the restaurant’ s back door, he threw the rock away and replaced it with a piece of lumber from abroken
pallet. There was abunch of trash cans next to the back door, but he didn’t take one of those. He did
grab something else that seemed useful and then pulled at the door before he had enough time to think
better of it.

The door opened into adark and quiet storeroom. He stomped in to try and draw as much attention as
he could. “Paigel” he shouted. “Areyou in here?’

Therewas arustling to hisleft. When he turned, he tightened both hands around the makeshift weapons
he' d collected and prepared to put them to use. A man stepped through the door that led to the kitchen
and took amoment to look him up and down. He was around Col€ s height, had asimilar build, and a
rusty hueto hisskin. Stringy black hair was combed over to one side, but the other side of his head was
buzzed dmost down to the scalp.

The man took one step forward, squinted into the darkness and parted his lipsto show one set were
extended canines and the others, growing beside them, were thinner and curved.

“Where' sPaige?’ Cole snarled as he planted his feet and squared his shoulders.
“She'shere,” the man replied in asmooth, casud voice.

“| want to see her. If you' ve hurt her—”

“Takeit easy, dick.”

“Fuck easy!” Cole snapped. “ Anything that’ s happened to her, I’ [l make sure it happensto you twice as

Taking another few steps forward, the man said, “I don’t know who you are, but you got your signals
crossed.”

“I'll decidethat oncel see Paige.”

The man had both hands open and out to hissides. Lifting his chin abit, helooked over Col€' s shoulder
and asked, “How did this guy get past you, Steph?’

Cole grinned and shook his head. Before he could say anything about not being tricked to ook away, he
fdlt the gentle touch of fingernails againgt his shoulder.

“I had to take care of the cab driver,” replied the redhead in the nylon body stocking and tube top.

The sound of that voice and the brush of those nails caused Coleto twist around and take aswing with
the piece of lumber he was carrying. There was some power behind it, but his arm was batted avay with
just as much effort as the redhead had used to tickle his shoulder. Steph kept walking and then flicked
her fingernails against Colé€' s chin. Winking, she licked the edge of the dender fangs she had on display.
Her skin was the color of fresh milk, giving asharp contrast to the black lines running along her neck and
making her hair look just abit brighter than freshly spilled blood.

“Where' sPaige?’ Cole demanded. “Y ou can bring out dl the helpers you want, but if she's dead, you'll
al get piled up in the same corner!”

Steph stood in front of Cole with her hip cocked in one direction and her head cocked in the other.
Running her hand up between her breagts, she kept it going until she could dide her tongue out between
her fangs and lick her fingertips. “If that short broad with the dark hair told me you were coming, |



would veworn alittleless” Her eyes dowly moved down until she got alook at what Cole was holding.
Then her smile widened and she started laughing in away that was anything but seductive. “1 knew you
Skinners were low-tech, but come on!”

Thistime Cole couldn’t help but follow the vampire' s gaze. He was holding hislumber in onehand likea
sword, and atrash can lid in the other like ashield. All he needed to finish his outfit was a hat made out
of folded newspaper.

When Steph laughed at him even harder, Cole swung his left arm out to catch her with a backhanded
blow. Thetrash can lid banged against her torso, forcing her to take a couple sstumbling stepsto the side.
He moved around and built up some momentum so he could push her toward the back door and into the
bresking dawn.

Steph was till laughing, but she was aso trying to sink her nailsinto Cole sarm. Just as she was about to
reach around his bargain bin shield, she was knocked through the doorway with enough force to separate
aman’ s shoulder. Wincing while still moving backward, she didn’t truly look angry until her shoes
scraped againgt the ground and one of her heel's snapped off beneath her weight.

Lowering his shoulder, Cole gave one more push so the vampire was completely clear of the building. He
could fed the warmth of daylight in the air, but the sun wasn't quite high enough to clear the top of the
building acrossthe sireet. Raising his shield once more, he charged at Steph again. When he hit her, it
was like pounding againgt abrick wall. Even so, he swung his piece of lumber and connected with her
upraised arm. He followed up by driving the end of the lumber into Steph’s belly and pushing her beyond
the shadow cast by the restaurant.

She hobbled upon one broken hedl and spun away from him. When she whipped back around to face
him, her face wasilluminated by the risng sun.

“How do you like that, bitch?’ Cole asked victorioudly.

Steph stood there with her snarl in place. Shelooked up and squinted into the dull glow of the dawn, then
looking back at Cole, straightened and lowered her chin to display awell-practiced pout. “Oh help me,”
shedroned. “I am burning.”

Col€' s brow furrowed as he looked up to double-check that the sun was shining on her. It wasalong
cry from high noon, but that bright ball in the sky was pretty distinctive.

Now, Steph was laughing so hard she could barely form a sentence. Lifting one arm to placeit
dramatically along her forehead, she tossed her head back and let out asob that could have been
plucked from any daytime soap opera. “| am burning! Oh, curse you pure rays of the sun. Y ou have cast
me out and now | will surely perishiin astorm of ash.”

Letting out asigh, Cole grumbled, “1 get it. Y ou can cut the act.”
“You have dain me, vdiant knight,” shewailed. “Y our shield and magic hemet were too much for me.”
“I getit!” Cole shouted.

Since Steph was having too much fun carrying on and not burning in the sunlight, he went back insde, to
find her companion waiting for him. Thistime, however, the man was not alone.

“Cole?’ Paige said as she waked in from the kitchen. “When did you get here?’

Cole dropped histrash can lid and rushed to hold Paige at arm’ sdistance. “1 thought you werein



trouble,” he said whilelooking her over.

“That,” the man next to Cole said, “remainsto be decided.”

Ignoring the other man, Paige asked, “What happened to you, Cole? Did Steph try to hurt you?’
“No, but...the cab driver! He sright outside and he might have—"

“I told you | took care of him,” Steph replied as she stepped back inside.

“What did you do?’ Cole snarled.

Her lower lip drooping in amischievous pout, Steph replied, “1 paid him. He said you promised triple the
tip. You cost me everything | had on me, naughty boy.”

Cole pulled away from Paige and stood next to her so he was facing both Nymar with his back to the
wall. “All right. Someone—and | don't care who—just tell me what’ sgoing on here.”

Paige patted his back to let him know she was nearby. “| invited Ace and Stephanie here. We were just
about to talk business. Isn't that right, Ace?’

Now that he was closer to the other man, Cole could see the symbol shaved into the buzzed haf of the
Nymar'sscap. It wasasngle, threelesf clover straight off the ace of clubs.

“Y ou bet your assthat’ sright,” Acesaid. “And | wouldn’'t get too comfortable thinking thisisafriendly
vigit. Consdering how your boy treated Steph, | should start skinning some Skinnersright here and
now!”

Leaning over to whigper into Cole' s ear, Paigetold him, “They represent some of Chicago’ sfinest
working girls, including Racqudl.”

Cole shook hishead and let out atired laugh. “Y ou guys are undead and the best way to spend your time
isrunning hookers?’

“Working girls, cutie,” Steph said. “ And boys. Hookers are humans who give themsalves up to strangers.
We cater to your kind who pay usto be fed upon. They like the biting and al the rest, so we make sure
it' sworth the price. Maybe you should try it.”

“Well, we saved your working girl’slife,” Colesaid. “I don’t think we should be catching any grief for
that. Asfor the other thing...I'll pass”

“Racqud told us what happened,” Steph said. “ That’ swhy we haven't killed you yet. Thingsran awhole
lot smoother when Gerald was here. When can wetalk to him?’

“Never,” Pagesad coldly. “You'll tak to me.”

Keeping her sghts set upon Paige, Steph walked across the room asif trying to kick holesinto the floor.
“Fine. I’'ll say thisto you. Chicago isunder Nymar control! WEe' re the ones who tolerate Skinners being
here, and that’ s only because you' re good for keeping the assholesin line”

“Which assholes are we talking about?’ Paige asked with agrin.

“You're new around here, girlie,” she shouted as she poked a garishly painted finger at Paige. “ Y ou
don’t get to strut around like you own this place. Not even Gerald got to do that! If you want to strut in
thistown, you' re gonna have to pay your dues. Otherwise, Il gather up afew of my bitches and burn



you out of here.” Steph’s eyes darted back and forth between Paige and Cole. Up close, those eyes
looked green with aviolet tint. “How many of us do you think you could get before we killed you?’
Steph asked. “ Two? Three?’

“Maybe| couldjust get one” Paige said. “But it would be you. And when | got through, not even the
kids at the goth store in the mall where you got those shitty clothes would recognize you.”

Before Steph could respond to that, Ace stepped in to pull her back.

“Wetook Racquel away from those lunatics and let her go safe and sound,” Paige continued. “ Asfor
your girl Wendy, shekilled aman right out on the street for everyone to see. Y ou know damn well that
Gerdd or any other Skinner on this planet would have killed her after that, but neither one of useven laid
afinger on her. Some freak ripped her chest open and ate the spore attached to her heart. When the hell
have you ever heard of a Skinner doing that?’

Although Steph needed afew seconds to smmer down, the anger in her eyes faded away. She nodded
to Ace and ran her tongue dong her lower lip before admitting, “Y ou'reright. Still, you should ve waited
until we could introduce you around a bit before you started playing up the new sheriff in town thing. We
have a certain sanding in the Nymar community. Gerald must have told you.”

Paige nodded, but she didn’t look impressed. “Y eah, he told me some things. Can we move on?’
Steph and Ace looked at each other and then settled the matter with asilent nod.

“Wendy drifted over to Misonyk and lost touch with us,” Ace said. “Theway shetalked about him, it
seemed the last thing he would do is hurt her. We heard about how she died, but lately just about every
death’ s been blamed on that freak. We wanted to ook in your eyes when we asked about her just to be
safe” Glancing sdeways at Steph, he added, “ The ones who pointed the finger a you werein Misonyk's

pocket anyway.”
Rolling her eyes, Steph asked, “Have you heard of Misonyk?’

“Yeah,” Colereplied, so he could be something more than a casua amusement in the room. “We ve
heard of Henry too.”

“Good. What you need to know isthat most Nymar don’t give a shit about what Misonyk hasto say.
He s got the support of one coven at the very least, which comesto a dozen or so Nymar scattered
through the city who buy into dl of hisbullshit about drinking souls. They' re the ones bresking the rules
by killing humans and feeding in public. That sort of shit just cutsinto our profits.”

“What' s he say about drinking souls?” Paige asked.

Aceleaned againg awal and ran hisfingers dong the symbol shaved into hisscalp. “He saysthat if you
drink someone to desth, you get their soul. When you get enough souls, you get to tap into the Spirit
World. When you tap into the Spirit World, you can project your own spirit into someone €l se and then
tap it for even more power.”

“Nothing but a psychic pyramid scheme,” Steph said.
Asbad as hisfirst impression of the redhead had been, Cole couldn’t help but laugh at that one.
Paige wasn't asamused. “ Does any of this spirit drinking actualy work?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Acereplied. “Hisfollowers have gotten into afew heads, but most of *em have been human.



He sthe only onethat’ s been gettin’ into Nymar brains. | wouldn't have believed it until he pulled it on
me. Hetried getting meto tell al my employeesto sgn up with him. | dmost did it too, if it hadn’t been
for Steph.”

The redhead smiled proudly and stood up straight, asif she’ d just gotten a perfect score on her report
card. “Hetried whispering into my brain when Ace kicked him out of his,” she announced. “I’d rather
take my chances giving Henry aride before |’ d tell any of my girlsto follow someinfeeding assholelike
Misonyk.”

“Nymar are feeding on each other?” Paige asked.

Both Ace and Steph nodded. “1t dways happens every now and then,” Ace said, “but Misonyk isredly
pushing it. Normdly, the covens would do something about it themsalves, but Henry’ storn apart anyone
who'smade amove againg him.”

“I know,” Colereplied. “We veseenit.”

“And that' swhat | wanted to tell you,” Steph said as she stepped forward and did her fingers down
Cole schest. “If there's one thing you Skinners can do, it’skill freaks. Y ou kill Henry, and there' sa
reward in it for you. All the covens have pitched enough money into the kitty for you to set yourselves up
somewhere nicer than this dump. Y ou might even be able to buy aneat new stick and trash can lid.”
Smirking at Cole€' sglare, Steph turned away from him like he no longer existed. “Don’t look at melike
that, stud. My kitty doesn’t havethe money init, but | could do alittle somethin” somethin’ if you take
care of Henry.”

“You'll oweusplenty,” Paige sad. “But money’snot al we had in mind.”

Ace grinned and tapped Steph’ s shoulder to send her back afew steps. “Henry’ s head isworth the
money and plenty of favors down the stretch. Don’t worry about that. Just be quick, because Misonyk is
doing damage every day, and it an’'t just here.”

“Where else does he go?’ Paige asked.

Steph tagged hersdlf back in. “He drives up north. Sometimes he goesinto Indiana, but mostly he'sa
cheddar head. Misonyk covers histracks pretty well, but Henry don’t exactly fit in acar. Heruns and
jumpslikea...”

As Steph searched for an appropriate analogy, Cole asked, “Like aFull Blood?’

Paige got ready to smooth over Cole' s comment, but was surprised when she saw Steph nod and smile.
“Thisone hereissharp,” Ace said whilelooking a Cole. “ A bit loosein the head, but I like him.”
“Loose, huh?’ Cole asked. “Am | the pot or the kettle here?’

“I’ve never seen aFull Blood,” Steph admitted, “ but everything | heard about the big doggies say they
can run fast enough and jump high enough to go from one end of the Sate to the other in record time.
Y ou may be on to something...what was your name?’

“Cole” Acesad.
Steph smiled asif she’ d become absorbed in the act of rolling his name aong the back of her throat.

“So how much reward money are we talking about?’ Cole asked.



Before either of thetwo Nymar could answer, Paige overruled his question with one of her own. “Where
can we find Misonyk?’

“There sameeting between Misonyk and one of the Milwaukee covenstaking place at adiner right off
the highway,” Ace replied. “Wendy was feeding us some information to keep in our good graces, but it
looks like Misonyk found out about that and sicced Henry on her. | can give you directionsto the place.”

“Isthere anything else you can do on your end?’ Paige asked. “ Any way you could possibly get us any
more information about Henry? He may have shapeshifter blood, but he' sno Full Blood.”

Steph shifted her eyes over to Paige and said, “1 guess a Skinner would know that better than anybody.”
“Are there any more informants we should know about?’

“I wouldn’t count on anyone elsein Misonyk’ slittle group to be of any help after what happened to
Wendy,” Acereplied. “Once he' sgone, the rest should fal back into line. Therest of usdon’t havetime
to spy. We re ether leaving Chicago for somewhere outside of Misonyk’s ssomping grounds or trying to
keep an eye out for Henry.”

“Y ou guys dways know when to hide, huh?’ Paige asked.

Therewas an angry flash in Steph’ s eye, but she couldn’t exactly refute the accusation. “ Here' sthe place
where that meeting’ s being held,” she snapped as she produced asmall folded piece of paper from her
skirt pocket. “That'sdl we ve got for ya, girlie” With that, she raised her arm until Ace walked up and
put himself beneath it. Asthey stepped outside, both of them let out overly dramatic cries of pain about
therisng sun. Even asthe door swung shut, Steph’ s laughter could be heard echoing throughout the
restaurant.

“All right,” Cole said as he whipped around to look a Paige. “Why didn’t you tell me vampiresaren’t
afrad of sunlight?

“Who ever said that sunlight bullshit was red anyway? In fact, even in the movies, why would sunlight
work on them?’

“1 don’t know. It'sjudt...supposed to work!”

“Wdl, now that your training can officidly start, I'll fill you in on onething.” Paige lowered her voiceto a
whisper and said, “ Sunlight does’t bother vampires. If it did, they’ d dl explode on their own sooner or
later and we wouldn't have to put up with crap like that from assholes with clovers shaved into their
heads.”

After letting out asigh, Cole walked through the restaurant until he could take alook through the front
window. Not only was the parked car no longer there, but the cab was gone aswell. Since there wasn't
adead cabbiein sght, he guessed Steph redlly had just paid the guy and sent him away. “Istherea
handbook or something I'm supposed to get?’ he asked as he et the shades fal back to cover the
window. “Because al my years of researching mongters through comic books and TV haven't done me

any good.”

Paige laughed from the kitchen doorway. “Myths, legend, and folklore have been rotting kids' brainsway
before televison wasinvented, so don't fed too bad. Come onin here and let me get alook at you. Last
night, didn’t you say you were scratched?’

Colefollowed her into the kitchen, and Paige began rooting through one of the many sets of cabinets.
“Yeah, but it'snot bad.”



“Well, tell mewhat happened again while | get alook for mysdf.”

While he repeated everything about what Jackie had told him in hishotel room, Paige dabbed away the
flecks of dried blood from his shoulder and examined the scratches. They weren’t even deep enough to
need a bandage.

Upon reaching the end of his story, Cole asked, “ So what’saMongrel?’
“I'll tell you more about them later,” Paigereplied. “ Areyou sure dl you two did in that room wastak?’

There was no migtaking the intent in Paige' s eyes as she waited for Col€' s answer. The expression she
wore was encouraging, but aso abit scary. Cole knew he wasn't nearly agood enough liar to get one
past her when shewaslooking at him like that. Fortunately, he didn’t have to lie when hetold her,
“That'sdl wedid, Paige. Although, it seemed like there could have been moreif | was on my game.
What isit with thesethings al being so damn horny?”

She shook her head and laughed under her breath as she put away the medica kit. “Y ou know how
everyone aways talks about the oldest trick in the book? Wdl,” she said with an irresistible wrinkle of
her nose, “when awoman isdedling with aguy like you, that' sit.”

“Oh,” Cole grumbled. “Y ou don’t even sound surprised that Jackie tracked me down like that.”

“It'snot as miraculous asit sounds.” She walked to another bedroom that Cole hadn’t seen before. Even
though there was only a cot and afew piles of clothes, the room had adigtinctly femininefed. Paige
didn’t seem to mind those feminine things being on display as she sfted through them and selected some
to be thrown into an old gym bag. “ Once they track you to civilization, they just shift into their human
formsand follow you the ol d-fashioned way. After she got here, she could let you get a bit farther away
and till be able to sniff you out just fine. They'redl red good at that”

“How far away can they get and till keep tabs on me?” he asked.

Paige shrugged, sniffed ablack halter top for freshnessand said, “ Maybefive or six miles. Some of them
can get asfar asten or twelve without too much problem. It sort of depends on what they shift into.
That'swhy Mongrels are so tricky. Don't be so hard on yourself, Cole. Y ou've held up pretty well so
far. Charging in herethe way you did was very...” Pausing, she looked at him and smiled. “It was very
noble”

“I thought you were going to tdl meit was supid.”

“No. The thing with the trash can lid was stupid. And the part where you shoved Steph into the
sunlight...well, that was cute.”

“Lookslikeyou're packing for atrip. | take it we re headed into dairy country for awhile?’

Paige zipped up the gym bag. “Y ou got it. Thingsmay get alittle rough, soif you’ re serious about joining
up, you could start your training somewhere safer and learn another specidty. There' stracking, research,
invedigations...”

“Refrigeration, veterinary medicine, gun repair,” Cole added. “1’ ve seen the commercias. So what’ s your
Secidty?’

“I liketo get my handsdirty.”

“Andif | leave for somewhere safer?”’



“I'll send you a postcard from Wisconsin,” Paige replied. “ One of our own trackers spotted something
that could be connected to Henry, so between that and the thing at the diner the asshole with the
clover-shaped hair mentioned, | don’t know how long I’ll be gone.”

Coletook amoment to think about the choicesin front of him. On one hand, there wasthe very redl
possibility that Paige was alunatic who carried a wegpon everywhere she went. On the other hand, there
were other things out there that were awhole lot worse than guns.

“If you need to think it over...” Paige offered.

“No,” hereplied. “I’ ve aready done stuff that | never thought I’ d be doing without using a controller or
watching it on amonitor. These things know about me. They’ ve got my scent. I’ m on their radar.
However you want to say it, | don't like the thought of running or hiding for the rest of my life. If I'm
gonnagive skinning atry, I'd liketo stick with you.”

“You' resure?’ Paige asked. “Oncel take you past acertain point, there really isno turning back. These
things gossip and chatter worse than agroup of old ladies at abake sde. If you leave now, | might be
ableto help you stay hidden, and they’ Il probably loseinterest in awhile. If you' re seen with me or others
like me much longer, you'll be tagged as one of us and nobody will believe any different.”

“I kind of figured asmuch. Thisisn't exactly what | imagined I’ d do with my life, but | got to admit...it's
pretty cool.”

Paige grinned. “1 was hoping you' d seeit that way.”
The gym bag hit Cole squarein the chest like akick fromamule.

“Put that in the car while| get afew morethings,” she said. “ Then you need to show methe hotel room
where you were attacked.”

“That’ sokay. There snot much of anything left in there.”

“Very wrong, young one,” Paige said as she took on the tone of akung fu master from alate night movie.
“Y our opponent leaves more than words in her wake.”

“Huh?’

“Jugt get moving!”
Chapter 13

It took afew trips back and forth from the car and the restaurant to get all of Paige’ sthingsloaded up
and ready to go. Apart from the gym bag, there were pots and pans, some funky cooking utensils, and
some black plastic casesthat just looked like bad news. Before Cole could ask what wasin them, Paige
darted the car and revved the engine asif shewas going to fly away from there without him. He barely
managed to get into the car with dl hislimbsintact.

“You said you were a the Afton Inn, right?’ she asked.
“That’ sthe place. Are there gunsin some of those cases?’
“A fe/\/_”

Colelet it drop at that.
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Thesunwasout in full force, but didn’t shine down with enough hest to burn through the early morning
chill. Congdering it was autumn in Chicago, that Situation wasn't bound to get much better. Morning rush
hour was growing into aliving, sorawling behemoth, so Cole let Paige drive without any more
digtractions. Before too long he was busy hanging onto whatever he could as she wove between other
vehicleswithout the fear of amorta being. Doing hisbest to let go of hislovefor life, hetried to focuson
something morerelaxing. ...like the planeride into Canada

He still hadn't drawn afull breath by the time they’ d parked a the Afton Inn and headed upstairsto the
second floor. Normally, the cool, serilized air of avaguely nice hotel was enough to soothe his nerves.
Paceslikethat smelled like vacations or, & the very least, businesstrips where margina food was put on
the company’ shill. Thistime, even thefaint odor of chlorine didn’t make him smile. Instead of thinking
about whirlpools and saunas, he could only think about hissing blondes with sharp claws and greasy fur.

“Which roomisyours?’ Paige asked.

Cole pulled in a breath and dug the key card from his pocket. Walking to his door, he paused and asked,
“What if it sin there?”

“Y ou think that thing attacked you so it could use your room?’
“No...but...what if another one came back? | don’t have aweapon.”

“Wait right here,” Paige said. “I think | saw aluggage rack by the devator.”
Plugging hiskey card into the reader on the door, Cole grumbled, “ Smartass.”

When the light on the card reader turned green, he turned the knob and opened the door. Before he
could take astep inside, however, Paige walked past him and surveyed the room.

“Youmadeared messin here)” shesad.
13 Ya,].”
“Thet thing came in through the window?’

Cole walked into the bathroom, flicked on the light and gathered up some of the things he’ d lft in there.
“Y ep. In through the window, onto the bed, and back to the window.”

“I’ve heard of worse waysto spend anight,” Paige said as sheran her hand aong the carpet in front of
the TV. She rubbed her fingerstogether and shook her head. The expression on her face brightened
considerably when she saw the window, mostly shut againgt its splintered frame. Y ou said it came and
|eft through here?’

“| said it twice. Jesus, my credit card’ s gonnatake a hit for this damage.”

Running her hand adong the window, Paige grinned asif she’ d just looked under the bed to find awad of
cash the previous guests had left behind. “Bring me atowel, Cole. There' s some good stuff here.”

He grabbed a handful of towels from the segmented stedl rack above the toilet and brought them out to
her. “What sort of good stuff are you talking about?’

“How about this?’ Paige asked as she brought her hand around for him to see. At firgt glanceit seemed
there was nothing but waves of heast coming up from her deeve. With aflip of her wrigt, the back of her
hand became visible. She repeated thetrick by flipping her hand around afew more times. Now you see



it, now you don't.

“Wow,” hewhispered. “ That’scool.” After squinting and adjusting his eyes a bit, he could make out the
vague shape of Paige' s hand when she twisted it around again.

Grabbing one of the smaller towels Cole had brought her, she wiped off her hand and examined it to
make sure al her fingers were visible and accounted for. “Now | know why Gerald waswilling to go dl
the way to Canadato meet thisMongrdl. | bet he intended on getting some of thisinvisible Stuff after
Brad was done talking to her.”

“Henever told you for certain?’

“He mentioned her afew times when he was arranging for me to cometo Chicago,” she said while
holding up her hand to display afinger that had a hazy, mostly invisbletip, “but he hadn’t been ableto
track her too well. Gerad said she could secrete some sort of oil to coat her fur so she could...l don't
know how to explainit...”

“Bend light?”

Paige nodded as if Cole had guessed the number she’ d been thinking of. “More or less. Y ou got that
fromamovie, right?’

“About a hundred of them, and adozen or so video games,” Cole added. 1 was going to stedl that one
for one of my own.”

“Red origind.”
“Thanks”

“Anyway,” she continued, “ Gerdd told methisMongrel wasahell of aspy thanksto thistrick with
disappearing or bending light or whatever. She claimed to have some information, but Gerald didn’t trust
I,H.H

“Why not?’

“Because she' sahdl of aspy and he couldn’t track her. Let’ sjust say shewaslucky Brad was so new
at al thisor shewouldn’t have made it out of Chicago. Gerad wastraditional and it’s not Skinner
tradition to sit down and chat with shapeshifters. The only reason Gerald agreed to the mesting at al was
because the Mongrel had escaped and it was the only way to pick up her trail again. This stuff goesa
long way to recoup some of our losses. WE Il haveto do alittle fiddling, but there' s going to be plenty of
usesfor this”

“Fiddling. Red technica term, there. Do you think. ..she might have had anything to do with killing Gerald
and Brad? If she can change shape, maybe she could' ve changed into that other thing.”

Paige shook her head at that. “ That’s not how it works. | don’'t know any breed of shapeshiftersthat can
changeinto totdly different animas. Full Bloods can change afew different ways, but even their fur stays
roughly the same color and you' d never mistake onefor acat. Besides, her story about almost getting
killed ong with you holds up. Full Bloods and Mongrels hate each other, and that’ s not just colorful
language. We re taking hate. Cometo think of it, her being there might have kept you divejust by
digtracting that Full Blood long enough. And if she had anything to do with what happened to Gerald and
Brad, she wouldn’t be stupid enough to come dl the way back here so | could pick up her trail again.”

“A lot of what she said fitswith what Ace and Steph told us,” Cole pointed out.



“Y ep, and since there’ sno way in hell aMongrel would work with Nymar like them just to put together a
good story, it seems both sources hold up pretty well. Give me some more towels.” Once Cole handed
them to her, she carefully wiped up the greasy residue Jackie had left on the walls and bedside tables.

“So Full Bloods hate Mongrels,” he said. “ That’ sgood to know, | guess. Now, thesethings are
full-blooded. . .what?’

Going over another patch of residue that was on the dresser, Paige said, “ They’ re werewolves, Cole.
Nothing much can harm them, but whatever wounds they do get tend to heal up real quick unlessthey
were put there by charmed weapons like that Blood Blade. Those things are hard to make, and only a
few Gypsy families know how to make them. That’ swhy we' ve got to protect whatever blades we get
our handson.”

“A werewolf?’ Cole asked. “A rea werewolf?’ Helet out abreath and ran hisfingers over hishead.
“Doesit howl at themoon?’ he asked, and chuckled.

Paige nodded. “ Y ep. They do like to howl. They can change whenever they like, and asfar aswe know,
they can livefor over ahundred years”

“Yowza”

“Sorry, Cole. Usually wedon't just spoal it al out like this, but you' re kind of getting the crash course
since you' ve dready seen some of these things firsthand. To be honest, most of usdon’t get to seeaFulll
Blood for years. Living through it iseven morerare.”

“What wasthefirst you ever saw?’ he asked.
Reluctantly, she said, “A Half Breed. It was abad stuation, so just leaveit at that.”
“And they’ re not as bad as Full Bloods?’

She winced, and after amoment replied, “They're different. They can’'t change whenever they want and
they'rewilder. They aso...wdl...it'skind of hard to explain.”

“Do they live ahundred years?’

“Oh, no,” shequickly said. “ They’ re mean, strong, and very fast, but they can be put down like any other
big, ugly anima. When they change dl the way, it takes alot more. Big enough guns can do the trick, but
there are other methods that work awhole |ot better.”

“I wouldn't mind putting afew of those things out of their misery,” Cole said. “ After seeing what
happened in that cabin, it would do me some good to stand up to them.”

Paige bundled up atowel soaked with the residue. Sipping back into her kung fu voice, she said, “Now
isthe time for my disciple to settle a score of another sort.” Seeing the eager ook on Col€e' sface, she
added, “The hotd bill. Takethis.” She dgpped awad of money into his hand. “ Pay the bill, pay for the
damages, make sure nothing' s charged to your card, and then leave.”

After picking up hisfew remaining persond things, Cole headed for the door, but stopped short before
opening it. “1 just redlized I’ ve been wearing the same clothes so long that they’ re sticking to me.”

Unableto keep adtraight face, Paige said, “ That’ s probably how that Mongrel tracked you al the way
from Canada. If you need new clothes, we can get some on the way out of town.”



At the desk, Cole spoke to a perky little man with bad skin, aworse toupee, and a surprisingly genuine
smile. When he told him he was checking out, the clerk asked if everything was okay and then offered
him acomplimentary muffin. The clerk threw amild fit when he got the phone call from the maid he' d
sent to check on the room, but quickly camed down after Cole handed over enough cash to settle the
entire account. On hisway out, Cole took his complimentary muffin, then ducked back ingdeto snag a
second one.

Twenty minutes later he and Paige were headed north on 1-94. Paige was doing the driving while
munching happily on the treat Cole had brought her. She looked so happy that, if her mouth wasn't
duffed full a the moment, she might have been ready to sing.

“Whaki id di?’
“Did you actualy form words just now or was that some sort of code?’ Cole asked.

Chewing up the rest of the muffin and wiping the crumbs from her chin, she said, “What kind isthis? The
muffin?’

“Oh, uh, | don’t know. One of the dark, healthy looking ones.”

“Damn, that was good.” Reaching for the coffee she’ d bought at a gas station, Paige sipped from the
foam cup, blew on it, and then sipped again.

Ashewatched her, Cole couldn’'t help but amile. “Y ou’ re amorning person. Strike one.”
“Not amorning person, but | do like breakfast,” she amended.

“Now that you' re done stuffing your face, how about we pull over to get me some clothes? | think these
are about to gart walking on their own.”

She shook her head while taking another pull from her coffee, which resulted in dripping enough to
produce anice, dark stain on her shirt. “Not yet. There' san outlet mall near the sateline,” she said while
swiping at the spilled brew. “We'll stop there.”

“Likeyou're so strapped for cash. What about that bundle you showed me at the hotel ?’

“Those are funds to be used when necessary,” she said, asif quoting from amanual. “And before you
ask, they come from a pool made by other Skinners and any number of fine people who fed they oweit
to usto keep us properly outfitted.”

“ S0, you save someon€e' s ass from awerewolf and they chip in for the cause?’
“Pretty much.”
“I guessthat makes sense. So, what'saMongrel 7’

“They' re shapeshifters,” Paige explained. “But not werewolves. Werewolves turn into wolves, or
something along those lines. Mongrelsturn into everything else”

“Likewhat?’

Paige shrugged, and rolled down the window to | et a breeze rush through the car that felt just as capable
of separating flesh from bone as the subject of the conversation. “I’ ve seen some cats and foxes,” she



said casudly. “ One or two bears. Those are very tough, by the way. Snakes, lizards...”

Cole garted laughing, and wrapped his hands around his foam coffee cup. “It was area question, Paige.
No need for the bullshit.”

“I"'m serious” Holding up her hand to tick off her fingers, she added, “Leopards, tigers...but | haven't
seen dl of these mysdlf. Lions, coyotes...”

“Such crap,” he muttered.

Paige stopped, but only to take asip of coffee. Although there was still some good humor in her eyes,
there wasn’t enough there to make Cole certain she' d been kidding. Findly, she said, “ All shapeshifters
aretricky and dangerous. They don’'t need to feed on people, which meansthey don’t need to expose
themsdves like the Nymar. They' reterritorid, so they fight for turf and kill to keep it. One Skinner from
way back said he found evidence that shapeshifters used to try and live away from humans so they could
just do their own thing. According to him, the more humans pushed into the wilderness, the more the
shapeshifters pushed back.”

“Sounds like an environmentaist’ s worse case scenario,” Cole grunted.
“It may go abit further back than that.”

“The sixties?’ Cole offered.

“Eighteen Sixties, maybe.”

“Serioudy?”

Paige laughed and | et her foot off the gas so she could dide past a cop while doing something closeto the
gpeed limit. “Don’t sound so impressed. They’ re common legends and most are recorded in devices
called books. Y ou know, those things where words are written down on paper and not on a computer
screen?” Seeing the dry look on Col€ sface, she eased up abit. “ Skinners don't live forever,” she said.
“Consdering our line of work, we barely get to live aslong as Gerald. We mostly pass on what we know
one on one, but there' salot to be learned from history and folklore.”

“Do the vam—I mean Nymar, get to live forever?’

“I don't think s0. There are legends, but those could just be about one man living in the same castle,
passing his disease down to his servants or cousins or something. The legends about the Mongrels and
other shapeshifters have been proven, though. Y ou open up amythology book from just about anywhere
in theworld and you'll find werewolves, wereleopards, weretigers, you nameit. We' ve documented
enough actua sightingsto verify them and alot more.”

“Yeah,” Colesad. “So havel.”

“Thereyou go. Start keeping ajournal. That’ s not arequest either. We can't afford to open a school, so
we need to make sureto passit dong beforewe...” The casua, easygoing smile on Paige’ sface dimmed
for thefirgt timein awhile. Focusing on the road and hanging one arm out the window, she said, “When
wedie. Everything we' ve picked up builds on what everyone else has |earned. Hopefully, someday we'll
know enough to take back our spot at the top of the food chain. Until then, we' re just another bunch of
sheep hoping the wolves don't get hungry.”

“I likethe learning idea better,” Cole said.



“Sodol.”
After adeep breath, he asked, “ Areal Mongrelsinvisble?’

Paige settled right back into her comfort zone. “ They al have their own abilities. Some breeds don’t do
much, but others can surprise you. There' s dways something behind it that explains how they do their
tricks. Once we figure out some of those tricks, we can use them for oursalves.”

“That’ swhy you collected that grease from the hotel 7’ he asked.

“Y ep. With all the Skinnersin the world, there’ s bound to be someone who can figure out agood way to
usetheweird stuff wefind.”

“You don’t know how grest it isto hear you say that,” he said.
“Say what?’
“Theat something' sweird.”

Paige laughed a him and said, “ Y ou haven't seen the worst of it yet, my friend. Y ou' ve been redl lucky
to makeit thisfar. Just stay close to me and do what | say. When we reach that diner, let me do the
talking. When we meet Prophet, you listen and watch.”

“Prophet,” Cole repeated. “Is he psychic?’

“More or less. He clamsto have dreams about the future that are accurate enough for him to be in the
right place at the right time to catch certain people or track certain things. He mostly works as a bounty
hunter, but does some tracking for uswhen he can. Chargesan arm and alleg, but it' susually worthit.”

“Must be awfully niceto have apsychic on your sde”

She groaned and dowly shook her head. “He sagresat tracker, but alot of that’s pure talent. The
dreamshehasare...l don't know. At least he'sagreat tracker.”

Cole nodded and resisted the urge to chuckle. “How’ d you find thisguy?’

“Actudly, hefound one of us. A Skinner named Rico was doing work in St. Louiswhen heraninto this
guy who claimed to have a psychic vison or something that told him whereto find anest of mongters.
The psychic stuff sounded iffy, but heled usto aden of Half Breeds, so we put him on the payroll.”

“And hisname's Prophet?’ Cole snorted. “Maybe his mother was psychic too. Can't wait to meet him.”
“Hisname sWalter, and I’'m sure you two will get ong just fine.”

“Surel All of us Skinnersgot to stick together, right?”

“He snot a Skinner,” Paige said with alaugh. * Although we ve tried to recruit him more than once.”

“Aw, comeon. All you'd need to do isgo in there and bat those pretty eyelashesat himand | bet he'd
Ca/e_”

“Not every man's as easy to work asyou,” she sad.

Cole pulled in asharp breath and hissed, “ That one stung.”



Chapter 14

There wastimeto kill before the meeting at the diner Ace and Steph had mentioned. Paige wanted to get
there early, which till left them with an hour or two to hit the outlet mall. Cole picked up some new
clothes and they were out the door before he could try on hishaf-priced jeans.

The diner was supposed to be west of Milwaukee off of 1-94. Somewhere along the way, Cole dozed
off until he was awakened by a smack on hisarm. The second smack wasn't so subtle and nearly
cracked his head againgt the window. “What the hell?” he grunted as he sat up and immediately felt every
kink in his neck and shoulders.

“Get up,” Paige snapped. “There sarevolver in the glove compartment. Takeit.”
“Isit timefor the meeting dready?’ he asked as he fumbled for the gun.

“No, but there' s plenty of Nymar there dready.”

“How canyoutdl?’

Paige flexed her hand and steered the car off the next exit. “Y ou might want to stay in the car,” shetold
him. “If things get ugly—"

“If things get ugly, | doubt alocked car door will do me any good,” he interrupted.

She brought the Cavdier to astop and |eft her keysin theignition. “ Then get ready to drive avay,” she
sad. “If you haveto, just drive away and call MEG.” With that, she pushed open her door and jumped
out of the car, with Cole not too far behind.

They were parked in front of adiner that could have easily passed for an empty shell off the sde of the
road. The next lot over wasfilled with rows of broken gas pumps and asmaller building that was
completely hollowed out. Judging by the layers of filth on the pumps and the boardsin the windows of
the neighboring building, the gas station hadn’t been open for along while.

Seeing no movement through the diner’ swindow, Cole tucked the revolver under his waistband and
pulled his shirt over it. “What' swrong?’ he asked while running to catch up to Paige.

She kept flexing her hands and shaking them every now and then, asif working out abad cramp in her
wrists and fingers. Her eyes were fixed upon the diner and only darted to him for asecond. “Where's
that gun?’

“I'vegot it. We shouldn’t jus—"
“Keepitready,” shecut in. *You might need it.”

He drew the gun and checked it over. He wasn't an expert marksman, but he' d been to thefiring range
enough timesto know how to flick a safety off. Reflexively lowering hisvoice, he asked, “What' sthe
matter?’

“Something'shere,” shereplied.

That was enough to make Cole nervous. The parking lot had afew other carsinit, but even they had an
eerie emptiness to them. Since Paige was approaching the front door, he stayed beside her. The closer
they got, the more suspicious he became. Theair felt heavier, and asthey got closer to the diner, he
could see somekind of dark liquid staining afew of the windows.
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After afew more steps, aputrid mix of rusty copper and rotten meet hit Col€ s nogtrils.
“Jesus,” he groaned as he pressed a hand to his nose and mouth.

Paige shot an intent glare over her shoulder and shushed him, then held up her open hand in the universal
gesture used by crossing guards around the world.

Apart from telling Cole to stop, she dso gave him agood look at the scars on her palm, which now
looked like afresh case of poison ivy. Before he could get acloser ook, he heard something crash inside
thediner. That wasfollowed by afamiliar half groan and haf scream.

“If you haveto shoot,” she warned, “am for the head or heart. Follow my lead and make sure you have
agood target before wasting ashot.”

“And what if | need more than thisgun?’
“Ther€ smore wegponsin the trunk,” she replied.

The rancid smell was thicker now that they’ d taken afew more stepstoward the diner. Every time Cole
pulled in abresth, he swore he was coating the back of histhroat with blood.

“Theré salot of them,” Paige said. “It lookslike thiswasn't avery friendly meeting.”
“Isit the Nymar?’
She shook her head. “I don’'t know for sure. Could be Nymar. Could be shapeshifters. Could be both.”

Paige stepped up to the front door and pulled it open. They could now hear crashes and pounding from
ingde the place, but the main dining room was deathly still. Propping open the door with one foot, she
bent at the knees and reached for one of her moderately fashionable, black lesther cowboy boots. They
came equipped with sensible hedls and a club concedled in adeeve that ran along the insde of each calf.
Sheremoved aclub from her left boot while pushing the front door &l the way open. The blunt weapon,
made out of polished wood, was just abit shorter than her forearm. She winced as she tightened her grip
on the handle and took another step forward.

There was another scream from within the diner, followed by the crashing of plaster and wooden beams
as abody exploded through the narrow window where orders were placed and picked up. Chunks were
knocked from the wall around the opening, leaving only the meta shelf benesth the window intact.

Colewas so distracted by the sight that he didn’t notice the rest of the bodies strewn on the floor until the
arrbornefigurelanded on afew of them. Hefollowed in Paige s footsteps as she moved away from the
door and took up aposition next to a booth made for four. It currently held two dinerswho were
facedown and bleeding on amess of spilled nachos.

Now that Cole wasinsde, he was nearly overpowered by the stench of raw deeth filling the diner. There
were close to adozen corpseslaying at the tables or on the floor. Blood collected in pools thick enough
to ripple when another body flew through the opening in the wal and landed on the counter next to a
clunky cash register. Unlike thefirst body, the second one didn’t flop to the floor like abroken doll. He
was coated in drywal dust and paint chips, but Cole still recognized him as the man with the shaved head
who' d tapped on hiswindow while Paige and Racquel had tried to deal with Henry.

“Don’'t movel” Cole said as heraised his gun and took a hurried step toward the counter. He was
stopped by Paige' s hand, which dapped againgt his chest like an iron paddle. She pointed at the gaping
holein thewal behind the counter.



Another face peeked out from the kitchen. Long, stringy hair hung from Henry’ s scalp like amane, and
his drooping head wobbled asif only connected to his neck by avein or two. Henry gripped the edge of
the hole in the wall with thick fingers capped by long cracked nails. As helooked at them, he pulled
himsdlf toward the hole so he could launch himself through thewall a Paige. All she could do to defend
herself was raise her single wooden club.

Colelet hisingtincts take over and legpt toward Paige. Somehow getting to her before Henry, he
wrapped an arm around her waist so he could knock her to the floor. Henry flew over their heads and
crashed into a booth, breaking the table and crushing the dead people sitting there under his feet.

“Get off of me!” Paige snarled as she shoved her way out from under Cole and turned toward Henry.

Then Colefelt astedy hand grab his shoulder and haul him up to hisfeet. Twisting around to seewho’'d
grabbed him, he found himself staring into Misonyk’ s clouded green eyes. He didn’'t waste a second
before jamming the barrdl of hisgun into the Nymar’ s chest and pulling the trigger.

Misonyk staggered back, but only afew steps. He wore acasua gray suit and a starched white shirt that
were now coated in everything from blood and drywall dust to the oily black substance that coursed
through Nymar veins. His head hung forward, showing Cole the thick black linesthat writhed dowly, asif
caressing the top of his skull beneath hisscap.

“I'm glad you came,” Misonyk said in avoice that was steedy and calm despite the escalating war going
on behind him. “Now you can see what happens to those who defy me. Y ou can hear the symphony of
their cries. Areyou ready to sing for me?’

Cole pointed hisgun a the Nymar’ s chest and pulled histrigger again.

Each shot made awet impact and sent aspray of oily black through the air. Before Cole could fire
another shot, Misonyk snapped his hand out to grab hold of hiswrist. The Nymar tightened hisgrip and
twisted until Cole was gritting histeeth and hoping his arm would just hurry up and break so some of the
pain could ease up. Meanwhile, he got agood look at the freshly made bullet holesin Misonyk’ s chest,
which opened to reved gtrips of waxy muscle stretched over asolid plate of bone.

“Better than you havetried to kill me,” Misonyk said in arasping voice. “ Since | know you Skinners
enjoy your experiments, I'll try one of my own.”

Cole struggled to free hisarm, but it might as well have been caught in asted trap. He tried to point the
gun a Misonyk, but his hand was quickly twisted painfully back in the other direction. When hetried to
kick the Nymar, hisfeet dammed againgt solid, unforgiving muscle. As Coletried to think of something
else he could do, Misonyk peded back hislips and opened his mouth to show a second set of fangs that
did from his gums and curled down beside the straighter fangs. From the bottom jaw, athird pair of
shorter, thicker teeth sprung up like a set of stalagmites. Those worried Cole the most, since he knew
therewas no way in hell he’ d be able to shake freeif they sank into him. As Misonyk leaned his head
back, asubstance resembling spoiled milk dripped from the snakelike set of upper fangs.

Cole pushed against Misonyk to put as much distance as possible between them. He thought about
pulling histrigger, but knew that would only waste a bullet. And then, just as he Started to brace for the
inevitable, his hand dipped free. Staggering back againgt an upended table, he brought his gun around
and looked for atarget. Unfortunately, that meant both of his eyes were wide-open to catch the spray of
venom Misonyk spat into hisface.

Pain burned through his head. It was so intense that he crouched down and pressed both hands against
hisface. Even though the pistol grip was knocking against his head, he kept pushing, asif shoving his



eyebalsal theway into the back of his skull wasthe only option left open to him. “Son of abitch!” he
screamed.

Asthe pain soaked into him, it lessened enough for Cole to open his eyes. The good news wasthat he
could gtill see. The bad newswas that Misonyk had aready walked past Henry and was entering the
kitchen through a swinging door.

Coletried to rush after Misonyk, but his feet skidded on the dick surface of the floor. He felt the tendons
in hisknees and groin beg for mercy, but managed to shift hisweight and keep hislegs benesth him. Just
when he thought he’ d be able to stand up straight, he felt the impact of Henry’ sfists againgt the floor. The
thump was enough to loosen one of Col€' s heels and knock that leg out from under him. His ass hit the
bloody tiles and he reflexively reached back to brace himsdlf. As hisleft hand dapped against thefloor,
he raised hisright and fired around a Misonyk. The shot punched a hole through the door, which didn’t
prevent Misonyk from disappearing into the kitchen.

By now Paige had climbed onto Henry' s back and wrapped one arm around his neck. Sheraised her
other arm to lift something that most definitely wasn't the club she' d drawn from her boot. Thiswegpon
might have been made from the same materid, but it was almost twice aslong and had a handle that
wrapped around her wrists like petrified vines. The end was sharpened to a point, and Paige drove it
sraight down into the back of Henry’ s neck.

Henry let out ahowl as he reared back and threw both arms straight out. When he ran out of breath, he
stretched hisropy limbsto reach around and grab hold of Paige. Any other set of armswouldn’t have
been able to do much more than scratch or swat at her, but Henry’ s joints popped and cracked in every
direction. When he angrily punched the floor again, Henry made abig enough impact to keep Cole off
balance. Rather than continue to struggle after Misonyk, Cole turned his attention to the fight goingonin
front of him.

Henry’ sgnarled arms and dangling head al twitched with a collective set of muscle spasms. His upper
body swelled outward until the top of his head amost brushed the ceiling, and then he contracted in what
seemed to be adeep exhdation until hewas only dightly taller than seven feet. Thisalowed Paigeto
cinch her grip around his neck and wrap one leg around his shoulder. Every time she drove the pointed
weapon into Henry’ s body, the wound puckered up and closed on its own. Pasty fluid dripped from
Henry’ s mouth and dribbled from his chin. It looked like poorly mixed paint, mostly black but with traces
of dark red. Henry finaly managed to grab hold of Paige' sjacket and used it to throw her to the floor.
She extended both arms and landed with a solid thump, but broke her fal well enough to work her way
back to her feet.

Henry looked around with glazed eyesto survey the gridy messwithin the diner, and hisloud panting
caused his entire frame to rock back and forth.

“They were loud. God...God told meto kill them!” he shouted, using avoice that was dredged up from
the belly of aprehistoric beast. “Y ou won't lock me up again!” With that, his chest swelled and hisarms
flailed up over hishead. Henry’ sfistswere only loosely balled, but they ill took out chunks from the
counter asthey knocked againgt it.

Seeing that Paige had put some distance between hersdf and theflailing creature, Colefired hisremaining
bulletsinto Henry’ s chest. Theimpacts caused the gnarled tangle of humanity to take afew steps back,
which bought enough time for Paige to draw the second club from her boot. Smoke from the gun along
with everything € se must have affected his eyes, Cole redized, because the club now looked like a
sckle, complete with long, curving blade and a handle that wrapped around her knuckles.



“What do you want meto do?’ he shouted.

Before Paige could answer, aglancing blow from one of Henry’ sarms knocked thewind out of her. She
dashed a Henry' s ssomach with the sickle, stabbed him with the first pointed weapon, then ducked out
of Cole' ssght to avoid apowerful swing from Henry' sforearm.

“Paige!” he shouted.
“...hdp...me...”

Those words hadn’t come from Paige. They were week little mumblings coming from the counter in front
of the shattered section of wall where the order window used to be. Looking in that direction, Cole found
the first man who' d been tossed into the dining room.

“Please,” the man creaked. “Help.”

For the moment, Paige didn’t need any help. She was cracking the handles of both weapons against
Henry’ shead to make it looser than ever at the end of his neck. Henry wheeled around to face her,
which placed him between Cole and Paige. Once Henry stepped aside, Cole could see that Paige was
now carrying asicklein each hand. Although the curved bladesooked more suited for cutting wheet,
they diced Henry just fine. Paige bared her teeth in ahaf snarl and haf grin as she continued to swing.

“I can handle him while you reload,” she said to Cole. “If | don't make adent after afew moretries, am
for his head. Not anywhere else, you hear me? Just the head.” Without waiting for so much asanod
from Cole, she swung her right weapon toward Henry’ sribs. Henry turned and batted her awvay with
ease.

“Reload,” Cole grumbled. “Reload with what?’

Ashetried to decide if he should run back to the car and look for more bullets, he felt something grab his
shirt. Helooked down to find the man who had been begging for help afew moments ago.

Deciding to kill two birds with one stone, Cole reached down to support the man under onearm. “All
right,” hesaid. “We re going outside. Y ou gotta be quick, though.”

At firg it looked asif the man was agreeing with him by nodding weakly. After letting his head fal back,
however, he reved ed the fangs on his upper and lower jaws. There was no mistaking the hunger inthe
Nymar’s eyes as he set his sghts upon Col€e' s neck and lunged for it.

Throwing the wounded Nymar away from him, Cole nearly tripped over afew of the closest bodies.
Chunks of their necks had been torn out asif flesh had smply been scooped away from bone. That sight
only confirmed what he had already guessed asto the grip of those lower fangs.

The Nymar’ steeth clamped shut, but only after hisback had hit the floor. Having missed Cole without so
much as scratching him aong the way, the Nymar arched his back and let out an anguished moan.

Henry snapped his head toward Cole so quickly that it looked asif it might come off. When he caught
sght of the Nymar at Col€ sfeet, he cocked his head to one side until it wasamost level. His gaze was
knocked off-kilter once again as Paige dropped the handle of her weapon onto histemple and followed
up with akick that sngpped his chin straight toward the ceiling.

Whedling around in acrazed flurry of arms and fists, Henry knocked over tables and chairs with one wild
swing after another. He hunkered down until he was closer to the size of anorma man, but the shape of
his body was more gnarled and contorted than ever. Hisleft fist sailed toward Paige, but shewas ableto



hop away. Henry’ s knuckles sent achair flying, but his next attack was quicker.

Even though Paige was able to raise one of her wegpons as a shield, there was more than enough force
to send her skidding across the dippery floor. She grabbed onto atable and pulled it down with her so it
could shield her from Henry’ snext swing. A meaty fist cracked the thick plastic tabletop. Paige waited
for the next blow, but it didn’'t arrive. Instead, Henry loped over to the Nymar on the floor.

Colecircled around Henry and reached for Paige’ sarm to help her up, but amost got one of her
wesgpons jammed down histhroat. “Easy,” he hissed. “That thing’ s distracted.”

Paige blinked furioudy and gathered hersalf up so she was crouched behind the table and ready to
soring. “What' sdigtracting it?” she asked.

“Lookslike our friends with the fangs are good for something after dl.”

Taking aquick glance over the table, Paige watched as Henry stood in front of the Nymar and lowered
his head. He then wrapped both arms around himsdlf asif hugging his own stcomach. The Nymar tried to
scoot away, but Henry flew at him before he could get far. Shouting incoherently, Henry swatted at the
floor and sent tiles through the air. With the same reckless abandon, he swiped at the Nymar’ s chest and
ripped away severa layers of flesh and bone. “You!” Henry grunted. “ Justliketheotherd!
Judtliketheotherd”

The Nymar grabbed onto Henry’ swrist and had just enough strength to keep the gnarled fingersfrom
reaching into his exposed rib cage. Once Henry’ s hand came free, the Nymar flipped over and got to his
hands and knees. Dropping his face to the floor, he lapped up some of the blood that had pooled there
and then sent hisleg straight back to pound against Henry’ s midsection.

Henry skidded backward and crashed against the counter. His head lolled crazily as he stood up and
swelled to something even bigger than when Paige had been on his back. He howled something that
could have been words but were wrapped up in too much snarling to make any sense. Gripping the back
of the Nymar’ s head, Henry dammed the guy’ sface againgt the floor, his other hand sinking wrist-deep
into the middle of the Nymar’ s back. He pressed down even harder againgt the Nymar’ s head and pulled
his other hand up to send severd chunks of vertebrae through the air amid a spray of aily, blackened
blood.

“Y ou seen anything like that before?” Cole gasped.

For once Paige was speechless. She shook her head as Henry stuffed his face into the breach he'd
created and started gnawing.

Come.

The word rolled through the air, causing Cole and Henry to snap their heads up and look toward the
kitchen. Henry’ s mouth was covered in Nymar blood, and rubbery chunks of the spore dangled from his
teeth. Without amoment’ s hesitation Henry stood up and legpt for the order window. His second jump
took him out of sight completely.

“Comeon!” Paige shouted as she hurdled the overturned table.
Cole was moving before she' d given the order.

The kitchen was asmaller areathan the dining room, but wasin an equally messy state. Pots and pans
were scattered everywhere. Blackened hockey pucks that had once been burger patties sizzled on the
grill, and aman in awhite gpron and T-shirt lay on the floor with his neck torn open. Cole led the way



through aholein thewall that might have been adoorway before Henry had shoved throughiit.

The back of the diner was a gravel-covered lot with severa cars parked in arow. There were afew
more parked off to one sde, but they weren’t arranged as negtly as the first bunch. Pushing past Coleto
emerge from the diner, Paige held her arms up with her weapons flipped over her forearmsto protect her
face. But there was no attack coming and nobody was there to ambush them. Col€' s attention was
drawn to adark, late model four-door speeding away from the diner. Henry bounded adongside that car
like an obedient dog, then got in front of it with his next legp. The car |eft the diner behind amid a spray of
loose gravel that wasn't quite loud enough to drown out Paige’ s fierce swearing.

“Wecan dill catchit!” Colesad. “Let’'sgo!”
“Thisplaceisright off theinterstate. They’ |l bein the fast lane before we get the car started.”

Cole wanted to argue and drag Paige to the car, but after running around the side of the building, he saw
shewasright. The highway was less than ahundred yards away, and Misonyk’s car was dready pulling
onto it. “Sowejust let them go?’ he asked.

Paige let out the breath she' d been holding and nodded. “ There sa survivor insde. | saw her at one of
thetables.”

“And what if the survivor isn't human?’ he asked.

Holding up the weapon in her right hand to show Cole that it was the straight, sharpened stake, she
replied, “ One more body in there won't make much difference.”

Chapter 15

The survivor was awoman with rounded features and wire-framed glasses. Her reddened face was
streaked with tears, and her black, curly hair hung like a curtain over her eyes. Her asams weretightly
folded on top of the table and her head lay sideways upon them asif shewas either playing dead or being
punished for talking during story time.

“There'samedical kit under the passenger’s seat in my car,” Paige said as she crouched down beside
the woman’'stable. “Go get it.”

As Cole headed for the front door, he watched Paige gently examine the woman’s neck and wrists. He
ran for the car, waiting for police to skid to astop in front of the place or news helicoptersto gather
overhead. But there was none of that. It seemed everyone was perfectly content to drive by and listen to
their radios. Finding what he was after, he rushed back while trying to decideif he was grateful for or
disgusted by the absence of hisfellow man.

Paige smedicd kit was something that might have confused an army field medic. Opening like atackle
box, the kit contained everything from mundane bandagesto syringesfilled with stuff that he didn’t even
want to think about. After cleaning off the short-haired woman's minor scrapes, Paige bandaged them

up.
“What' s your name?’ she asked.

Thewoman had yet to speak after she'd sat up and alowed hersdlf to be cleaned off. In fact, it seemed
that she had yet to blink. After hearing Paige' s question, she twitched and replied, “ Jennifer.”

“What happened, Jennifer? Or should | cal you Jen?’
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Without meeting Paige' s eyes, Jen nodded and said, “ Therewas only four or five of usin here. Wewere
edting lunch when they came.”

“Who came?’

“The oneswith the...the oneswith the black...” Unableto finish her sentence, Jen reached up to brush
her fingertips along her neck.

“With the markings on their kin?’

She nodded again. “1 guess they were tattoos. They camein and they spread out and started looking us
over. That' swhen | thought they were going to hurt us.”

As Jen spoke, Paige removed one of the syringes containing the Nymar antidote from her kit and
discreetly cleaned the needle with an acohol wipe. “ Then what did they do?’

“They had...they dl had...they had long teeth. Fangs.” Letting her head fal forward, Jen gaveinto a
sobhing fit that shook her shoulders and drained the color from her face. Fortunately, Paige had aready
stuck her with the needle and removed it.

“Sometried to fight them,” Jen went on. “1 think they even fought each other. One of them bit my arm,”
she added as she held out the arm that Paige had aready cleaned and bandaged. “He was...| think he
drank...”

“All right,” Paige said. “What about the big one?”’

Suddenly, Jen’s eyes widened and she turned to look directly at Paige for the firgt time. “He came after
most of uswere dead! The oneswith the tattoos were al talking after they were through with us. One of
them said hewas here, but | didn’t know who they were talking about and | heard fighting in the
kitchen.” The more Jen talked, the more tears streamed down her face. Her voice streamed out of her in
much the same way. “ The ones with the tattoos started fighting each other. There were afew with guns
and some more ran outside. There was screaming and. ..and ripping sounds. It was worse than whét |
heard in here. It was...” Her words devolved into an indecipherable series of gasps and sobs.

Rather than ask her to go on, Paige patted Jen on the shoulder and asked, “Can you stand up?’
“I don’'t know.”

“Try for me, okay?’

With Paige' s help, she was able to get up.

“Don’t look around, Jen,” Paige said. “We re going to get you outside. There' safirein the kitchen, so
you need to get moving. Just look at the front door and nothing else.”

Although Jen was weak, she got moving once the F-word had been used. Fires had agood track record
of motivating any animal, whether they were hurt or not, and Jen was no exception.

Cole watched through the window as Paige led her outside. Jen was about Paige s height, but
outweighed her by at least thirty pounds. Even so, Paige carried her with ease and gently lowered her to
one of the cement blocks marking the nearest parking space. When Paige walked back insde, Cole
asked, “How isshe?’

“She'll bedl right. Arethere any more breathing?’



Cole shook hishead. “1 can only see afew bodies that ook human. Therest...” What he didn’t need to
say wasthat the rest were either leaking oily black liquid instead of blood or clawing at the ground with
gtiffening hands. Now that the diner was quiet, he could hear the sounds of dry snapping. The Nymar
bodies had dready become dry enough to crack and send flakes of skininto the air. Taking in the sight of
it al, hewondered if it was good or bad that he could remain in that spot without puking his guts out.

“I’ve got some good news,” Paige said after taking aquick survey of the bodies. “All these Nymar are
real dead and Jen’ s <till real human. She was bitten, but there would have been some of that black stuff in
the wound already if aspore had been passed into her. | gave her abit of the antidote anyway, but it's
not like Nymar can just reproduce accidentaly.”

“That puts them one up on humans, then,” Cole grunted.

Paige chuckled and took a closer look at the Nymar whose spine had been ripped out. “ Come over
here. Y ou should see this”

He stepped beside her and looked down.

Pointing at the black marks on the back of the dead Nymar’ s neck, she said, “ Just so you know, you can
aways get an idea of what you' re dealing with by looking at these marks. The older or stronger the
Nymar is, the blacker the marks are.”

“Wow. All this carnage and alesson too. Lucky me.”

“Thisisthejob, Cole. | didn't plan on this, but here we are. Y ou might aswell learn something before we
burn this place down.”

Rather than air out the questions that reflexively popped into his mind, Cole set them aside and reminded
himself he d rather st fire to the place than dlow anyone e seto eet there. “ All right. What next?’ he
asked.

“Y ou got acameraon that phone of yours?’
“Not just acamera, but afour megapix—"

“That' sayes,” Paige cut in. “ Take pictures of everything you can and follow me.” Without waiting for an
okay from him, she walked over to another one of the human bodies. “This,” she said as she pointed
down to the corpse’ s decimated throat, “ came from a Nymar feeding. And not one of those sexy,
moaning ones you seein the movies. Thiswas quick, violent, messy, and not at dl voluntary. If the
throat’ storn up like this, that means the Nymar clamped down with those thick bottom fangs. When
Nymar use those fangs, they’ re out for alot of blood in ashort amount of time. Whoever’son the
receiving end of that won't be ableto get away, and it samiracleif they survive”

While snapping afew pictures, Cole asked, “ So the Nymar came here and started feeding before these
people could get away?’

“If that was the case, they wouldn’t have missed Jen. Thisismore of a panic feeding. When Nymar are
caught by surprise, fed threatened, or just in ahurry, they feed on whoever is nearby to make sure
they’ ve got dl the strength they can to fight or do what they need to do. Thisiswhy we avoid fightsin
public. If you charge in without picking your spot and setting things up, innocents get daughtered.
Remember that, Cole.”

He shook his head solemnly. “There’ sno way I’ m forgetting this.”



Paige reached into the gaping hole in the Nymar’ s back. After feeling around abit, she withdrew her
hand and wiped it clean on the Nymar’ s deeve. “ Henry went straight for the spore, just like everyone's

been saying.”
“1 know it'son ther heart, but...what isit?’

“Onceit attaches, it spreadsitself throughout their whole body. Seethis?” Sherolled the corpse so Cole
could get agood look into the hole.

He dmost spilled his bregkfast onto the floor, but he did notice something. “1’m no doctor, but it dl just
lookslike mush in there. | don’t even see any organs.”

“That’sright,” Paige replied. “Once the Nymar attaches, it converts everything inside the person into one
big organ. It’ slike abug that’ sfilled with one kind of juice. That' swhy, if someone might be infected,
you treat them quickly. Once they turn, there’ sno way to turn them back. Not unless you can hollow
them out and replace everything.”

“Gotchya. Arewe done? Jen’ s till out there.”

After taking alook through the front window, Paige said, “ She still crying. She could use alittie more
time on her own.” Squinting at the window, she reached out to swipe something that |ooked like yellow
milk that had been spilled upon the glass. She rubbed it between her fingers, sniffed it, then said, “ Seethis
suff here? Thisisthe venom | wastelling you about. It can paralyze anyone within anorma person’s
gze Evenif it just getsonyou, it can make you dizzy. If it getsin your eyes, that’ sreally bad news. Smell
it

Cole sniffed at it and his tomach turned at the bitter smell. “What happensif | get that in my eye?’ he
asked.

“Didyou?’

“yes”

“When?" Paige snapped. “How much?’
“During thefight. It was—"

But Paige had dready rushed to her medicd kit and retrieved another syringe. She removed the cover,
dammed it into Col€e' s neck and pressed the plunger. She then used the same syringe to roughly extract
some of hisblood.

“Isthat sterile?’ he snapped.

Paige held the syringe up to the light and examined it. She let out a breath and asked, “Did Misonyk spit
thisstuff onyou?’

Even though he feared another needle in the neck, Colereplied, “Yeah.”
“Hopefully | got to you quick enough, but you should steer clear of him for awhile”
“Youthink?

Paige nodded and stomped toward the kitchen. “ Just go out front and check on Jen. Get her to the car
and ready to go. I'll be out soon. With al the grease that’ sin this kitchen, torching it shouldn’t be much
of aproblem.”



“Y ou said getting that stuff in my eyewasbad,” Cole said. “What' sthat mean?’

“Wél, some Nymar can control someonefor afew hours after they do that. It's only smple stuff like
making them obey easy commands, but the Nymar’ s got to be close.”

“Y ou' ve researched this?’

“No,” Paigereplied, “but another Skinner has. There are nerves that run from the eye straight into the
brain. | guess the venom works aong those lines.”

“Did this other Skinner figure out away to counteract it?” he asked hopefully.
“He still working onit, but it’s been rough since he blinded himsdlf.”
“That'sjud...that's...that’sredly great.”

“Go hdp Jen,” Paige said. “ She' s about to wander away.”

With his ssomach till on spin cycle, Colejogged out of the building and to the woman with the bandaged
hand. Jen was leaning againgt the car and facing the highway. He approached her dowly and announced
his presence by clearing histhroat.

She jumped, but relaxed when she saw him. “Areyou al right?’ she asked.

Cole nodded and told her, “More or less. | was more concerned about how you' d answer that same
Question.”

“I'm...wdl...l guessI’ll befine. Sooner or later.”
Cole leaned againgt the car next to her and crossed hisarms. “1 know just how you fedl.”

“I saw how you fought those things. | was too frightened to move and you two came in to chase them off.
| doubt you' re afraid of much of anything.”

“Y ouwouldn't be so impressed if you saw the mess | |ft in there.”

For asecond Jen just stared blankly at him. Once she dlowed hersdlf to laugh, the tired woman quickly
dissolved into amix of trembling giggles and choking sobs. Cole eased hisarm around her but didn’t
know what el se to do. Judging by the way Jen turned and pressed against him, he was doing more than

enough.
“Don’t worry about any of it now,” he said. “ Just try to breathe.”

Jen nodded and pulled in afew measured bregths. She held the air in her lungs and let it out as she forced
hersdlf to look back toward the diner. “ Thank you so much. | wish | could find away to thank both of
you.”

“And | wish we could have gotten here alittle eerlier.”

Jen wrapped her arms around him and squeezed him so tightly that he began to see stars. The anaconda
grip didn’t let up until the crunch of boots against gravel approached the car.

“We need to get going,” Paige said. Before she could say another word, she was nearly knocked off her
feet by ahug from Jen that was equally as enthusiagtic as the one she’ d given to him. Paige smiled and
rubbed Jen' s back asthe scent of burning grease drifted through the air.



“Good Lord,” Colesaid, catching sight of flames through the diner’ sfront window. “We redly do need
to get going.”

All three of them piled into the car and sped back to the highway.
“Why don’t you cal 911 before that fire getstoo big?’ Paige asked.

Coletook out his persond phone, flipped it open and then swore loudly. “No coverage. Freskin’
Wisconsn!”

“Freakin’ bad phoneismorelikeit.” Leaning to look at Jen in the backseat, Paige added, “ So far, that
phone of his makes a better camera than anything dse”

“Haha,” Cole grumbled. “It'salso got some pretty decent gamesonit.” Before he could expound upon
the virtues of playing Tetris during gridiock, he was connected to the authoritiesviaGerald' s satellite
phone. He cdled in thefire, pointed them in the right direction, then hung up.

“Now cdl MEG,” Paige said. “ She can make sure you don't get any cdlsfrom the Fraternity of
Frefighters bugging you about ticketsfor their charity banquets.”

“Huh?’

“MEG. Cdl MEG and tdll her your number’snow in the 911 system.”

Findly, Cole nodded and said, “ Oh, you mean MEG! Right.”

Paige looked in the back and started to say something but was cut short by Jen’s quickly upraised hands.
“Don’t want to know,” she said.

“Perfect,” Paige replied, nodding, and shifted her eyes back to the road. “ There' s another gas station at
the next exit. Y ou can wait there for awhile and then comefor your car later.”

Jen shook her head forcefully. “1 don’'t want to go back there. If that means abandoning my car, then so
beit. | left my purse back there aswell, so | might aswell complete the set.”

Digging into the pocket of her jeansjacket, Paige took out awad of money and handed it back to her.
“Takethisand get abusticket or aride or aroom or whatever you can. Y ou need to call anyone?’

“No. Wdll...I can do that when | get cleaned up.” Looking at the money, she asked, “ Are you sure you
can sparethismuch?’

“Yes. Takeit. You want usto drop you off here or—"

“Her€' sfine” Jen said. Holding the money in both hands asif cupping a head of lettuce, she said, “ That
truck stop would be good. Aren’'t there usudly showersthere?’

Cole nodded. “Y ep. And great food. Some of the best ham steaks I’ ve ever tasted came from truck
stops.”

Jen smiled warily and stuffed the money into her pocket. She didn’t say another word until they were
braking in front of a store that appeared to be stocked with everything from country music CDsto pecan
logs. Even then she seemed too tired to pull herself out of the car. Once she heard the sounds of
hydraulic brakes, talking, and other signs of normal humanity, she perked up alittle. “Thanks again,” she
sad.



Paige waved. “’Bye. Take care of yoursdlf.”

“If you...” Cole kept therest of his offer to himsalf, snce Jen was dl too anxiousto get out of the car.
He watched her go until she disappeared within the sorawling mecca of gasoline, beef jerky, and
ridiculoudly strong coffee. Once the door had rattled shut behind the woman with the curly hair, he
looked over to Paige and asked, “ Do we need any gas?’

“Yeah,” shereplied as she backed away from the entrance and drove past the pumps, “but we'll wait
until the next place”

“I don't think she'll say anything to anyone else. About us, | mean.”
“Mendther.”
“Should we even be worried about that?” he asked. “1 mean, don’t we swear anyone to secrecy?’

“It wouldn’t matter if we did. Most people just want to forget whatever they saw so they can get back to
what they were doing before.” Paige sighed. “The oneswho latch onto this sort of thing don’t usually
havealot of credibility anyway.”

Colerolled down hiswindow and let hisarm dangle in the cold breeze. With Paige’ swindow aready
open, adtiff wind blew through the car. Even though he could fed hisfingers sarting to tingle before the
car even got up to speed on the highway, he let them dangle. The cold washed through him and made it
difficult to focus on anything ese.

It wasnice.
“Should | cal MEG now?’ he asked.

Paige looked over at him and raised an eyebrow. She studied hisface for just long enough to get Cole
thinking there might have been something hanging from hisnose. “Areyou al right?’ she asked.

“What?’

“Y ou heard me. That wasalot to takein, even for me.”

“Areyou surprised I’'m not back there eating aham steak with Jen?’ he asked.

Without hesitation Paigereplied, “No, but fill...it wasalot to take in. Areyou dl right?’
Sowly, Cole nodded. “It’ sjust one more batch of strangeness heaped onto al therest.”

“It does seem to get hegped onto some of us more than others, huh?’

He shrugged. It was alot easier than trying to figure out why things turned out the way they did.

“Cdl MEG later,” Paigetold him. “Our phones are dl registered to fake names and addresses anyway .
They can send you anew SIM card registered to another fake name and that usually doesthetrick. If it
doesn't, there are plenty more phones out there. Just remember to think ahead whenever you—"

“When | use officid Skinner phone linesto contact the authorities. Got it.”
“I’ve got to admit, Cole. Y ou impressed me today.”

“Thanks. Now when do | get my own set of stakes?” He snapped hisfingersand said, “ Y ou're not



supposed to stake a Nymar through the heart! Y ou’ re aiming for the spore attached to the heart, right?”

“Now, you learn, young one. But astakewon't kill it unlessyou hit that spore just right. Thething
squirms around in there, so it’smostly luck if anyone getsalethd hit. Y ou stake avampire and it may be
abletolivefor along timewhilethe spore hedls. A big hit will take awhileto hedl, but it can be done.
Sometimes, if aNymar gets hit too close to the spore too many times, the spore can pull some bone
asdeto hide behind. Don't forget that thing isaive ingde of them. It'sgot amind of itsown.”

“That remindsme,” Cole said. “I shot Misonyk in the chest and it looked like there was solid bone
protecting his heart.”

“Yeah,” she sghed asthe day’ s events caught up to her in asingle rush. “ And that meanswe' Il need to
get red close and bered fast to take him out. 1t'll probably take an injection directly in the neck. How
areyour eyes, by the way? Getting any strange urges?’

“I' wouldn’t mind biting you in afew choice spots, but that’ s nothing new.” The moment that came out of
Cole' smouth, he flinched. “ Sorry, maybe | am possessed.”

Paige did her best to keep from laughing.

“S0,” he said in adesperate attempt to change the subject, “there’ s no turning a Nymar back into a
human. Does't the antidote cure them?’

“It reacts with the black stuff that contaminatestheir blood,” Paige replied in words till strained by the
laughter that flowed just beneath them. “Kind of like another virus that spreadsinsde and—"

“Moretechnica jargon,” Cole moaned. “I loveit. So the antidote cures them.”

“Onceit getsinto those black tendrils beneath their skin, it curesthem just like cyanide cures
depresson.”

1] Oh.”

“Don’'t worry about leaving abody ether. When aNymar dies, the thing insde them sucksup dl the
blood and water to try and stay aive. Whatever isleft will crumblein aday or two on itsown. Inject
them anywhere other than the black tendrils and you' Il either knock them out or give them awound it’ll
take weeksto hed.”

Suddenly, Colefdt asif therest of theworld was dipping away from him and he was standing on the
edgeof it al, just watching it go. Unfortunately, looking out the window or closing his eyes only made the
dizzinessworse.

Picking up on the change that had come over him, Paige asked, “Areyou dl right, Cole? You' re pde
and swesty.”

“I'mfine. | guessdl of thisisjust catching up to me.”

She kept her eye on him as much as she could without driving off the road. Even when she had to make a
few jerky correctionsto stay in her lane, she acted asif watching him was more important than plowing
into oncoming traffic. “ Are you sure about that? How are your eyes?’

“They fed fine. Maybealittle—"
They fed fine.



The voice was S0 subtle in the back of Cole’ smind that he could have easily mistaken it for hisown. He
began to nod and say the words he' d thought of , but suddenly redlized he hadn’t thought of them. He
shook his head and pressed his pamsto his eyes until red splotches danced in the darkness behind the
lids. “Maybe I’'m not fine. | think Misonyk got to me.”

No. It was nothing.

The voice drifted through Cole smind like agnat skittering into his ear, and was dready gone before he
had a chance to swat at the thing responsible for it.

“Yeah,” hesad. “He got to me. Maybe you should give me some more of that antidote.”

Paige looked over a him once more and then pulled the whedl toward the right shoulder of the interstate.
The tires screeched, skidded on the loose dirt on the shoulder, then the car came to a stop without a
magor incident. She got afew honks from some of the people who' d been directly behind her but ignored
them.

“If you just tell mewherethe stuff is, | caninject mysdlf,” Cole said. “No need for al of this”
“What do you hear?’

“Itwantsmetotdl you I'mfine”

“Do meafavor, Cole. Imaginetelling meyou ' refine. Focusonit redly hard.”

He let out a deep breath and then thought about saying those words. He imagined saying them to Paige
and then shook hishead. “1 can’t focus.”

Stll sudying him, Paige said, “ Think about what you' d say asif you were sSinging asong in your head.
Y ou know what | mean?’

“Yeah. Actudly | do.” At first he started to sing those words. He stopped himsalf and then used that
same inner voice to repest them.

“When you imagine saying them to me, it doesn’t matter if it's one hundred percent accurate,” she sad.
“Just make surethe basicsarein there and imagineit in away that’ Il makeit redly vivid. It does't matter
what you focus on, but it’ s got to be something you can truly hold onto. Think about it like you'd picture
one of those games you design. Once you're locked in, let the words go through your mind.”

Although he sarted off taking Paige s advice, theimagery wasn't sticking. It came and went like
scrambled porn on achannel he hadn’t paid for. The more hetried to zero in on it, the fuzzier it got.
Then, perhaps drawing inspiration from the comparison he’ d just made, he imagined Paige Sitting there
beside him in her sweats and hater top. He added a bit of water to her hair and beads of moisture
running along those sexy freckles that were scattered over her chest and the image became clearer. Once
he lost her clothes atogether and added more water running down her body, he wasin business.

“I'mall right, baby,” he said in hisinner voice to the Paige that was naked and smiling back at him.
“Isit working?’ therea Paige asked.

When he heard her voice, Coleredized it wasworking abit too well. He shifted in his seat, thanked the
god of denim that his jeanswere loosely cut, then nodded. “1 think so.”

It sdl right, he thought. I'm just fine, baby.



Very good.

Paige amiled in hismind, and when Cole focused on the redl world, he found her smiling there aswell.
She nodded and placed her hands back on the whedl so she could pull onto the road and bring the car
back up to speed.

“Misonyk is powerful,” Paigesaid. “I’ ve never heard of aNymar getting thiskind of range with any sort
of mind control before.”

“Aw, hdl.”

“Don’t worry and don't think too hard about it,” Paige said quickly. “It’ stricky, but we can work withit.
For the most part, aNymar that’ s linked to someone can make out more of what that person is seeing
than what they’ re thinking. He got to your eyes, remember?’

“Yeah,” Cole sad as he began squirming for avery different reason.

“He can read your thoughts, but only the ones you’ re broadcasting. Y ou know, the onesyou're really
concentrating on? The kind of stuff aredly good poker player might be able to read on your faceif they
looked at you hard enough.”

1] Okw.”

“I can't give you any more antidote for awhile, since you' ve adready had some not too long ago. We
don’'t want too much of that in your system. In the meantime, if Misonyk istracking us through you, you
can geer him away for awhile.”

“How do | dothat?’ Cole asked.

“Firg of dl, don’t look out the window anymore. Look down or a me or just close your eyes. I’'m going
to tell you directions that we want Misonyk to hear, and | want you to take in everything | say. Think
about it really hard and try to put those thoughts out there.”

“What if it doesn’t work?”

Paige shrugged and smiled at him. “ At best, it'll keep your brain busy enough that Misonyk won't get
anything but static from you. At the very leadt, you should keegp him away |ong enough for usto conduct
our business with Prophet.”

“Areyou sure about this?’

“Yeah...wdl...sort of.” Shecut hersalf short and reached over to rub Cole sknee. “ Just trust me,
okay?’

Cole nodded and focused on the touch of her hand upon hisknee. It hel ped feed his reserveswhen he
imagined her hand drifting abit higher up dong histhigh. “ Okay.”

“WEe |l be heading north on 94 dl theway up through Milwaukee,” she said asif teling him agtory that
she thought was enthraling. “ Around Milwaukee, things get sort of crazy, but we' |l catch 1-43 toward
Fox Point. From there...”

While listening to her go on about interdates, turnoffs, and rest stiops, Cole imagined that map in hishead
and the creeping red line that came aong with it. Oddly enough, that red line camed hisnervesjust asit
had when he' d been flying over Canada. Paige’ s voice was soothing and she went into more than enough



detail to add some texture to his mental map. Hisfocus remained on that map thanks to the naked
verson of Paige heimagined pointing to it while bending at the waist or arching her back like a naughty
meteorologist.

Hewouldn’t be able to watch the evening news the same way again, but & least he wasfinaly ableto
relax.

Chapter 16

By late afternoon Cole and Paige were driving on agray stretch of highway, beneath agray sky
surrounded by drab grasdands. Every now and then they would cross agrayish blue river and then it was
back to more greenish gray. At least, that’ swhat Cole caught from the reflected light that came through
the window.

Once Paige ran out of steam in her storytelling, she trusted Cole to occupy himsdlf and not give Misonyk
anything worth looking at. He' d never been more thankful to have Tetrison hiscell phone. Since he
couldn’t get asignal, his expensive device was reduced to making him swear out loud for along block
instead of a crooked one. He swore even louder when he accidentally looked up to give hiseyesarest
and found himsdlf staring at a sign announcing the river they were about to cross. It was some sixteen
gyllable Native American namethat he couldn’t pronounce, but he figured Misonyk might have seenit
too.

“What' s the matter?’ Paige asked.
“I looked out the window. Sorry.”

“It'sdl right. We re not supposed to meet Prophet for awhile, so I’ ve been tooling around in abig
circle. You want to get something to eat?’

Rubbing his eyes, Cole grumbled, “I want adouble burger with fries. If they don’'t havethat, I'll havea
chicken sandwich. But not grilled chicken. | want skin on there. If they have something spicy, I'll—’

Hewas cut off by the quick jab of aneedlein hisneck. “Damn!” he grunted. “ Did it have to bein the
same spot aslast time?’

“Stop whining. Do you fed any better?’

After afew seconds Cole touched his eyes and then blinked. “ Actually, yeah. There sno moreitching or
burning.”

“Y ou should be aspokesman for this stuff,” Paige replied. “ Side effects may include drows ness, nauses,
and diarrhea.”

“Pleasetdl meyou'rejoking,” he begged.
“Moreor less. It'sbeen awhile since your last dose, so you should befine. Still hungry?’

They stopped at afast food burger joint off of 1-43. It was one of those places that had overpriced food
to pay for the enclosed playground attached to it. At first Cole was just happy to be able to look around
freely again. After he' d gotten something in his ssomach, he and Paige sat outside to watch the sun set.
Despite the romantic possibilities, they smply killed time before driving the rest of the way to wherever
they were going to meet up with Prophet.

“So you don't think Misonyk can read my mind anymore?’ Cole asked.
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“Like there was much to read anyway,” Paige shot back.
“I'm serious.”

Shetook afew more fries from the cardboard container in her hand and stuffed them in her mouth. “I
doubt he could read your whole mind,” she said amid aspray of chewed potato. “But it' s nothing

“How do you know?’

“Becauseif it was, the other Skinners who went through the same thing would al be dead. He might be
ableto sneak in there again, but he' Il have to berea closeto doit. If he'sclose, thenit’ stoo lateto do
much about it anyway. WEe' re hoping to find Misonyk eventudly, so evenif hedoespick uponus,it's
not so bad as long as we get to hear what Prophet hasto say.”

Sitting perched on the edge of a curved plastic bench overlooking a string of gas stations and the ramp
leading onto the interstate, Cole asked, “ Doesthat ever bother you?’

“What?’
“Living likeyou' re dways one step away from afight.”

She shook her head and tipped the container back to empty the last, crunchy bits of friesinto her mouth.
“Nah.” Tossing the container into anearby trash can with awide smile painted on it, she checked her
watch and said, “ Timeto go.”

“Should | keep thinking happy thoughts?” Cole asked.

She stood up and dusted the crumbs of f the front of her shirt. *Y ou shouldn’t have much trouble with
that, considering where we' re headed.”

It was dark when they pulled to a stop again just under an hour later. They’ d driven afew miles off the
interstate and stopped at a spot without much more than asingle building and awhole lot of garish neon
toilluminaeit.

Paige got out of the car. “Leave any weapons here,” she advised. “Ther€ Il be metal detectors.”

Cole could hear the thump of anearby sound system rumbling through the window, but couldn’t see any
occupied cars nearby. There were plenty of vehiclesin the open lot, but not adriver to be found. He got
out and spotted Paige walking toward the entrance of a purple A-frame building. The blinking pink neon
sgn over the entrance matched the bigger sign elevated on apost and facing the interstate. Both signs
flashed, Shimmy’ s Gentlemen’s Club in curved lettering. Cole craned his neck and looked up at the
larger Sgn towering over the A-frame. Now that he was closer, he could see the outlines of women
hanging from thetall of the Y. At the moment, those outlines merdly sputtered with the crackle of failing
neon.

Heran to catch up to Paige, but she' d stopped before pulling open the club’ sfront door. When he got to
her, he asked, “ Shimmy’ s?Isit amateur night or do you just like—"

Paige brought her finger up to point a hisface so quickly that she dmost created abreeze. “Don't finish
that sentence. Prophet picked this place, not me. Do you have any of that money | gave you at the
hotel?”



“No,” Colelied.
“Great. Just great.”

Stepping through the front doors, they found themsalvesin asmal, narrow room. Three of the four walls
were covered in pictures of previous “ Festured Entertainers’ in various poses and glistening with baby
oil. Although Cole wouldn't have admitted to it, he recognized afew of those ladiesfrom featureshe'd
downloaded on company time. A diding window was built into the wall to the right of a blacked-out
glass door, which led into the rest of the club. By the time Paige stepped up to the glass door and placed
her hand on the pand with thewords COME ON IN printed on it, abading man with alight brown
beard leaned over to look through the diding window.

“That'll be twelve dollarsfor each of you,” he said. When he got alook at Paige, he gave her afriendly
amile

She sighed and dug into her pocket for some money. Although the man in the window looked her over, it
wasn't more than could be expected from any man who admired the sight of a petite brunette in tight
jeans. When she handed some money through the diding window, Cole beamed with enough prideto
light up the darkest of the club’ s corners. The only thing cooler than hitting a strip bar with awoman like
Paige was having that woman pay for his cover. But as much as he wanted to say something to
commemorate the moment, he kept his mouth shut.

After recelving two tickets from the bearded man, Paige handed oneto Cole and said, “Thisisgood for
your first drink. You try to buy alap dance and I’ ll knock you out.”

“Lap dance? Yuck,” he said with an exaggerated scowl.
Not buying his act for amoment, Paige pushed the glass door open and walked into the club.

Shimmy’ swasn't abig place. There was a pool table and dart board to theimmediate |eft of the
entrance, Situated next to a counter that sold T-shirts and porno DVDs. An average-size bar stretched
aong the left wall and was tended by abig guy in awhite shirt. At the moment, the only people Sitting at
the bar were women in dinky outfits and way too much glitter makeup to be patrons. The women smiled
and waved to Paige and Cole asthey waked by, but didn’t move from their seats.

Therewas asmdl stage to theright of the bar, but it was currently dark. All the action was taking place
on the main stage, which was straight ahead and surrounded by small tables. Asfar as strip bar stages
went, it wasn't anything specid. It had apole in the middle, was it by multicolored strobe lights, and was
surrounded by abrassrail and chairs. Only afew of those chairs were occupied, but that was about to
change. A busty, strawberry blonde, currently strutting toward the pole, was peeling off her bikini top
and swinging it over her head to the beat of an old hip hop song.

“I takeit you don’t go to placeslike this very often?’ Cole asked.

Paige kept walking toward the tables at the right side of the stage and had to shout to be heard over the
thumping bass. “What?”’

Now it was Col€ sturn to shout. “Have you ever been here before?’

“Not this place, but the last time | met Prophet, it wasin ashithole outside of Kansas City. Thisis
actudly alot better.”

“Redlly?’



She nodded. “I would have been hasded three times by now in that dive. Thisplaceisnice.” Asshesad
that, Paige returned the friendly nod she got from an approaching waitress.

“Hi guys” thewaitress said. “ Sit anywhere you like. Can | get you adrink?’
Paige handed over her ticket. “ Jack and Coke.”

“What about you, swestie?’ the waitress asked Cole.

“I'll just have aCoke.”

Shetook histicket and walked toward the bar. Even though she obvioudy had anice little body, she
wasn't dressed like she might be dancing that night. When Cole looked back to Paige, she leaned toward
him and said something that was swallowed up by the bass of the music and the hoots of the men near
the stage.

“What did you say?’ he shouted.
“Your drink,” she dlarified. “| cdled you apussy.”

Despite the fact that he should have been at least dightly offended, he couldn’t help but grin. There was
just something about hearing Paige say that particular word in those particular surroundings that made him
fed warmingde. Very juvenile, but very, very true.

“So where sthis Prophet guy?’ he asked.
“Just look for the buffet.”

He wasn't sure where astrip club might set up its buffet, and he sure didn’t mind having alook around.
Dancersin dl shades of hotness strutted from one table to another, bending down to stroke the
customers hands and ask for a private dance. The dancer on stage was down to afew bandannas
wrapped around her waist and nothing else. Another woman stood &t the edge of the stage waiting for
the next song to start. And there, like atoad sitting in the middle of aflower bed, wasthe buffet.

Asfar asfood serviceswent, it wasn't much. Therelooked to be lessthan fiveitemsin al, and none of
them seemed to have been touched. Cole amended that |ast observation when he spotted aman at a
table next to the short bed of hot plates, hunched down over at least three dishes piled high with food. He
couldn’t quite make out the man’ sface, but pointed him out to Paige anyway and asked, “Isthat him?”’

Shetook her eyes from the stage and looked in the direction he was pointing. “Y ep. That'shim.”
“Were you watching the dancers?’

“Comeon,” shesad quickly. “Timefor busness.”

“There'san ATM by thedoor, just in caseyou'd like—"

Shaking her head, Paige swung one arm back and effortlesdy snapped her hand against aspot in Cole's
midsection that robbed him of hisnext breath. By the time she made it to the table with the buffet’s only
fan, she was smiling warmly. “Hello, Prophet,” she said. “ Catch any food poisoning yet?’

The guy at the table was about a hundred pounds lighter than Cole would have expected for someone
with so much food piled in front of him. A black man with short, clipped hair, hewas dressed in old jeans
and adark, hooded sweatshirt. One leg was stretched out from under the table to stick awork boot a
little too far into the common wakway. Cole narrowed the man’ s age to anywhere in the late thirties to



early fortiesrange, but the black light hanging nearby made that adifficult call to make. A narrow face
and hooked nose dl pointed down to afairly well-trimmed beard.

“I’ve got business here thistime around, Paige,” the hungry man said. “| told you about the nymph | was
tracking.”

“Nympho?’ Cole asked anxioudy. “Point her out.”

“No,” Paige shouted over the music. “Nymph. Prophet aways comes up with some stupid excuse to
meet me a placeslike these. Thistime he' stracking woodland creatures.”

“Thisone doesn't live in the woods, obvioudy,” Prophet added. “Who' s thisyou brought with you?’
Sharp eyes sized Cole up in the amount of timeit took for himto lift acalused hand. Asfar as Cole
could tell, there were no scars on the man’s pams.

As Cole shook the man’s hand, Paige announced, “ Cole Warnecki, thisis Walter Nash.”

Doing his best not to match the other man’siron grip, Cole said, “1’ ve heard you aso go by Prophet.”
“The MEG guys came up with the name, but | don’t know you well enough for you to call methat.”
Coleraised his eyebrows and asked, “Y ou're apsychic?’

“If you' re expecting a prediction after this handshake, you'rein for ared disgppointment.”

“Jud tedl meonething.”

“What?" Wdter asked warily.

Cole glanced down at the plates, which he could now see were covered with mashed potatoes and some
sort of goulash. “That food any good?’

Sowly, Walter' s beard widened as the mouth benesth it formed avaguely demonic grin. “Yegh, it' sdl
right. All you can eat. Nobody ever triesthe food in these places, but | figureit’ s gottajust be catered
from somewhere so it should befine”

“And here| thought men were drooling over the dancers,” Paige grumbled as she sat down.
“Dancers are over there. Food sover here,” Walter said. “No reason | can't have both.”

Coletook aseat next to Water and turned his chair so he could stay in the conversation while aso
watching the stage. Since one song was fading into another, the strawberry blonde was at the farthest end
of the stage and reaching down to help the next dancer up. The new arrival wastal, dressed in an ouitfit
made of purple silk scarves, and had long, cod-black hair.

“What' ve you got for us, Prophet?’ Paige asked.

After setting down hisfork, Walter reached into the large pocket sawn on the front of his sweatshirt to
retrieve asmall spira notebook. He flipped the notebook open and studied the scribbles written there.
“It' saplace due west of atown called Milton, which is near Clear Lake. One of the MEG guys called
me, snce neither of you could pull yoursdf awvay from Chicago.”

“Did I tell you how much | appreciate you taking up some of the dack now that Gerald and Brad are
gone?’ Paige asked in asweet voice that Cole wasn't sure he' d heard before.



Water ateit up with asmile and said, “Not until right now, but it's no problem. Anyway, the MEG guy’s
nameis...Jarvis. He took me out to some creepy old house that had a pit in the back of it.”

“Did you say apit?’ Cole asked.

“Yes| did, and | checked it mysdlf. It could’ ve been a basement or cellar at onetime, but it'sapit now.
He says he saw some messed-up-looking animalsin there, but they weren't there when | was.”

“Y ou went to have alook insde?’ Paige asked.

Nodding, Walter flipped the page of his notebook and angled hishead asif he was squinting through a
pair of bifocds. “It' saHalf Breed den.”

The smile that had been on Paige’ sface disappeared. “Y ou're sure?’

“I may not hunt the damn things, but I’ ve tracked down plenty for you guys over the years. Therewere
Half Breedsliving there. | could smell *em. The pit looked big enough for threeto five of them, but |
was't about to crawl around to count the droppings for mysalf.”

Paige nodded.

“Since Half Breedsliketo run out in the open, | took adrive around that area,” Walter continued.
“There saspot about five milesfrom the den that’ sgot ‘werewolf hunting ground’ written al over it. It's
some lake called Osh Kong. .. Koshconnong...what the hdll isthat?”’

Paige leaned over and squinted at his notebook. “Lake Koshkonong. Isthat right?’

He nodded and said, “1t' s a pretty good-sized lake and there' s plenty of room for the thingsto run,
which iswhat they like to do asthe moon getsfuller. In any case, you should be ableto bait one from
there no problem. If they aren't at that lake, they’ll be close enough to catch the scent.”

“Okay,” Paigesad. “What ds=?’

“I’ve had afew dreams about werewolves, but some weren't werewolves. Onelooked like ablack and
gray cat, another looked like a panther, and one might’ ve been afreakin’ beaver or something, but
they'redl ugly and they'redl pissed.”

Paige laughed and glanced at Cole. “Soundslike Col€ sgirl. What el se?’

“I'm serious,” Walter said. “ Something’ s going on with these thingsthat’ sdrivin' them crazy. | don't
know when, but it'scoming.”

“What'scoming?’

“Blood. Lots of it. Goddamned Armageddon, from what | saw. Now, it may not be asbad as dll that or
it may beworse, but there’ sabig fight on the way. I’ ve dreamt it too many timesfor it to be bullshit.”

Paige’ s eyes drifted toward Cole, but he was too busy studying the brunette on stage. She danced
toward the pole asiif she floating through water, and when she got there, shetwirled around it fast enough
to send the scarves wrapped around her fluttering through the air until they practically dissolved.

“Wow,” hesaid.

Looking up at the stage, Walter smirked. “Y eah. That’s Tristan. She’ ssomethin’ else”



“Y ou were saying?’ Paige reminded him. “ Something about Armageddon?’

Walter pushed away his dinner and leaned back into hischair. “I’ ve dreamt it plenty of times. There' sa
lot of fighting and plenty of dying. It’ slike the beasts just decide to come in from the hills and take over.
They were even ripping through the pale kids like tissue paper.”

“Padlekids?’ Cole asked.

“You know...” Rather than finish his sentence, Water pointed to the spot in his mouth where aNymar's
fangswould be.

“Do you have anything more specific?” Paige asked. “ So far, you could be describing some sort of
hunting raid. Those have happened plenty of times.”

“This most recent vision was pretty specific. | saw it like | waswatching astory on the news. Top of the
hour stuff. Lots of gruesome pictures. Supposed to be some sort of massacre.”

“Could it have been symbalic or something?’

Although Tristan pedled away afew scarves so the lights bathed every curve of her naked breastsin a
soft, purple glow, Walter managed to take his eyes off her. It helped that she was shifting her focusto
Cole. “Would | bother you with some symbolic crap?’ Walter asked. “1 didn’t get an exact date, but
there were scores for a Buccaneers gamethat isn't supposed to be played for over aweek.”

“Y ou il watch the Bucs?’ Paige asked as she shook her head. “Why the hell should | evenlisento a
man who does something like that? Anything € se?’

Water nodded. “The massacre was supposed to bein Janesville. It salittle town about ten miles avay
from that house with the Half Breed pit out back. That tying anything together for ya?’

Mesting Wadter' seyes, Paigelooked asif she'd finally let her guard down. “Were the bodies charred

or—
“Or vampires or werewolves or some other strange shit?’
“Yeah,” shereplied. “ That sort of thing.”

He shook his head. “All | saw wasthat they were dl dead. Every last one of them. Likel said, it was
some sort of news report. There were just bodies laying next to some dirty cement building, and cleaning
crewswere—" Walter stopped himsdaf when he saw the waitress standing close enough to overhear. All
the color had drained from her face.

“Canl...get you anything ese?’ she asked.

“No,” Walter said with agrin. Once the waitress hurried away, helooked at Paige and grumbled, “ Grest.
Now I’'m gonna start getting treated like afreak around here. These girlsal swap stories about the
customers, you know. Especidly the weird ones.”

Paige shrugged and told him, “I think you earned that reputation just by being the only man stupid enough
to eat from the buffet. And since you' Il be on theweird list here, you might aswell come dong with usfor
awhile”

Walter shook his head and chuckled to himself. He kept on chuckling as he picked up hisdrink and
watched Trigtan climb the pole dl the way to the ceiling and then dowly turn herself upside down. “Every



freskin’ time. How many timesdo | gottasay no to this offer?”
“Y ou've seen for yoursdf that thingswill only get worse. With Gerad and Brad gone—"

“That' s enough of that,” Walter snapped. “I burned out my conscience way too long ago for guilt to
work on me. | don’t mind our arrangement and | don’t mind lending ahand after what happened to the
old man, but you gotta be brain dead and stupid to pick afight with these things on aregular basis. No
offensg, Cole”

“Nonetaken,” Colereplied as he tossed a quick wave toward the table and kept his eyeslocked upon
Trigean.

Paige looked in that direction aswell and saw Tristan scaling the pole once more. Thistime the dancer
made her climb with even less effort than it took most people to climb out of bed. Once she got to the
top, she repeated her trick of turning upside down and then eased her way back toward the floor. Now
that she was only wearing afinelayer of glitter, the trick was drawing alot more gpplause. When she
reached the bottom, Tristan let go and floated toward the stage so she could come to rest upon one
hand. After that, she twirled effortlessy around the pole and above the floor asif she'd somehow
switched off the laws of gravity.

“What the hell?” Paige muttered.

Cole shook his head as awide smile crossed hisface. When Tristan came to a stop, she was|ooking
graight at him. Dollar billswerelined up on dl sdes of the stage, but she crawled past them and perched
on the edge of the dance floor closest to him. She hopped up and snapped her head forward, whipping
her hair with enough power to send awave through the air and atorrent of gpplause through the crowd.
Dropping backward, Tristan caught herself with one arm, arched her back and placed one finger on her
inner thigh.

Just then, Cole swore he could fed her touching him in that exact spot. Tristan closed her eyes and let out
amoan that somehow drifted through the pulsing techno music in away that no human voice should have
been ableto do. Arching her back more and more, shelet her hair brush againgt the stage. Her finger
continued its upward journey between her legs and lingered in aspot that stopped the flow of singles
onto the stage and started aflow of fivesand tens. If she'd waited abit longer before rubbing her
fingertip dong thelittle piercing in her navel, she could very well have gotten hundreds a ong with the pink
dipsto afew cars.

Cole' s eyes widened as the ghostly touch worked its way through his body. Not only could hefedl her
fingers on him, but he swore his senses had been filled with amix of perfume and the dancer’ s natura
feminine scent.

“Jesus,” Paige said as she propped her elbows on the table and rested her head in her hands. “1 take it
that’ sthe nymph?’

“Ohyeah,” Wadter said with awry grin. “Lookslike you could use asmoke.”

“So that means she' s not only inhuman, but she’ sworking some sort of spell on thiswhole placeto stedl

“Hey!” Walter snapped as he stuck afinger in Paige’ sface. “Y ou keep yoursalves busy with the
werewolves and dangerous shit. If you so much as cause that lady to quit her shift early, | will persondly
end your life”



“Yeah,” Cole gasped once he had enough breath to do so. “Metoo.”

Sitting upright, Paige picked up her glass and promptly emptied it. After pulling open the top button of
her shirt so she could fan hersdlf, shesaid, “If dl she doesisthat trick, | might be able to look the other
way.” Theflustered look that had been on her face before was replaced by ady grin as she looked up
and added, “But | couldn’t guarantee the next Skinner that finds her will be so friendly. Some of our guys
are downright nasty.”

Water shook his head and scooped up some goulash with a dented spoon. “Y ou wouldn't hand some
petty thief over to be executed, Paige. | know you better than that.”

“Did you know | could arrange to give her a pass from anyone e se who happened to spot her?
But...that would only be afavor from one Skinner to another.”

“And herewe go again.”
Suddenly, Paige looked genuindly appdled. “What ever do you mean?’

Shaking his head warily, Walter placed a cigarette between hislipsand lit it. “Y ou might want to worry
more about your friend,” hewarned. “He s getting sucked in.”

Sure enough, Tristan wasleaning out from the stage and motioning for Cole to come closer with one
dowly curling finger. He drifted toward her like a cartoon mouse being pulled through the air by awhiff of
cheese, and by the time he got to the stage, he aready had hiswallet out.

“I’ve been coming to this place for afew weeks and | ill have ahard time resisting thet trick,” Walter
sad.

“I could redlly use some help on this, Prophet,” Paige said earnestly. “Y ou’ ve got some connectionswe
could useto get supplies, you'reahell of atracker, and you’ re good enough with agun to keep usall
dive”

“Gee” hegrumbled. “I'm feding al warm and wanted.”

“Cole sdoing good, but he' s till new to dl this. If there was just one Half Breed out there, we could' ve
handled it. Any more than that and we'rein aspot.”

“Then let me keep track of that den until you get someone elseto cover you.”

Shaking her head, Paige replied, “1 need to go there mysdlf. Those Half Breeds have probably dready
killed someone, and they’ |l keep killing as they creste more Half Breeds. Plus, there' s something else out
there”

“Thepdekids?’
“Anold Nymar. Ever hear of someone named Misonyk?’

Walter pulled in abreath and grimaced asif he'd put the wrong end of his cigarette into hismouth. “He's
been dtirring things up al around here. He s got that big freak with him too.”

She nodded. “ There saprice on hishead. A big one. You'll get acut if you help me bring him down.”
“How much?’

“It'sbeing put up by the Chicago Nymar. Those are some deep pockets.”



Walter'slips curled into asmirk. Gripping his cigarette between hisfirst two fingers, heleaned back and
nodded toward the stage. A skinny dancer with smooth brown hair pulled into pigtails was prancing to
the bests of an old Motley Crue song as Tristan gathered up her money. “Lookslike your partner’ sgoin’
for thewholeride,” he said.

Paige looked to the stage and spotted Cole standing at the opposite end, reaching up with one hand to
help Tristan down the steps leading to the floor. “Dammit,” she grumbled. “1I’ [l be right back.”

“Aw, let him have hisfun.”

After recelving aglance from Cole, followed by a shrug, Paige watched Tristan take Cole' shand and
lead him toward another room, which was sectioned off by ablack curtain. “Is she dangerous?’ Paige
asked.

“Only toaman’'swallet,” Water replied. “ Haven't you ever seen anymph before?’
“Nope. Why are you tracking this one?’

“Some poor asshole handed over something he wasn't supposed to so he could pay for atrip to the VIP
Room.”

Paige chuckled and rdaxed a bit. “If she’ slooking for anything valuable in Col€ s pockets, she'sinfor a
disgppointment.”

Chapter 17

Cole hadn’t intended on agreeing to a private dance. In fact, from the instant he got up from Welter's
table, hetold himself he wouldn't be convinced to pay for anything more than another drink or two. But
congdering the fact that he could till fed Tristan's hands running along his chest beneath his clothes
without her even touching him, he knew that saying no to her was going to be more than alittle difficult.

When he’ d walked up to the stage, he meant to give her adollar and sit back down again. She had, after
all, pointed him out and asked him to come over. Who was he to refuse a request from a naked woman
with abody straight out of a daydream?When he got closer, he could see the smooth texture of her face
accented by a set of very samal diamond piercings: onein her nose and one on her cheek just north of the
corner of her mouth.

“I’'mready for you,” she' d purred when he approached the stage.

Even asthose words reached into him to work their magic, he nodded and planned how he would refuse
the inevitable proposition.

“Want to come with mefor a private?’ Tristan asked.
Without hesitation, Colereplied, “Yes”

She smiled knowingly, made her way dong the side of the stage and got to the end just as the song was
over. Hemet her there, and could feel Paige’' s eyes on his back. He turned around, shrugged, then
alowed himsdf to beled awvay.

Tristan smelled swest, but not asif she' d been dipped in body spray. In her hedls, shewas abit taler
than Cole, and led him toward a back room asif taking a puppy for awalk. There was some small talk,
but Cole was more concerned with trying to remember how much money he actudly had on him. Before
he had too much time to ponder the many potentia hazards involved with asking Paige for aloan, hewas
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taken to asurprisingly nice back room. He was no expert in such things, but he wasn't expecting aplush,
softly lit lounge filled with leather sofas and potted plants. Tristan was al smiles as she showed him to the
biggest sofa, pushed him down, then climbed into hislap.

“Where are you from?’ she asked.
“Uh...Sedattle”

“Y ou come herealot?’

“Nope.”

Stll samiling asif he was spouting off supremely interesting bits of wisdom, Tristan sat with her legs draped
across hislap. “ Seettle’ snice. They don't know how to deal with snow, though.”

Amazed that she' d actualy been listening, Cole replied, “They sure don't, do they? Y ou ever been to
Oregon?’

The next song was only dightly muted within the room, and Tristan shifted so she was straddling him as
soon asit started. Her smilewas just sweet enough to be infectious and just crooked enough to be
genuine. “I lovetotravel. Mostly, | like northern California”

“Redly?1 never—" And then his breath was stolen from hislungs. Tristan grabbed hold of the sofajust
behind his shoulders and started grinding her breasts up and down aong the front of his body.

He could fed thetouch of her hair against hisface, which wasfollowed by the brush of her lipsagaing his
earlobe. Her next bresth was dowly let out to warm his neck as her fingernails did perfectly through his
hair. As much as he wanted to say something just to prove he was cool enough to keep talking, it didn’t
happen. He didn't even know what song was playing as Tristan writhed on him and then rubbed her
nipples againgt hislips. As she moved higher, Cole leaned back to enjoy the view.

“No touching,” she said with aplayful smile and alittle waggle of her finger.
He nodded and gripped the sofaasif in danger of faling off.

Thankfully, Tristan knew just how long to go before climbing down from hislap. She sood in front of him
and did her hands along her hips. With alittle twitch, she twirled around and backed up againgt Cole's
lap. From there she leaned back againgt him and reached over her shoulder to caress the side of hisface.
Looking down aong the front of her body, he saw a stretch of heaven below her waist, accentuated by a
dash of glitter. Tristan’s eyes were closed, afaraway look on her face.

The song was fading, but she kept writhing in asmooth, up and down rhythm. Not only wasit funto
watch, but Cole could once again fed the phantom touch of her beneath his clothes. Instead of spectral
fingersteasing his chest or legs, he could fed something else entirdly. At that moment, he had to look
down to make sure he was il dressed from the waist down.

“I don’t want to stop yet,” she purred. “How about we go for ahaf hour?’

“Sure,” hereplied quickly. He didn’t hear aprice, but he would have agreed to pay no matter what it
was. He did, however, hear another voice originating from the back of hismind.

Taste her.

Before he knew what he was doing, Cole followed the order he' d been given.



Everything happened very quickly after that.

Tristan was up, and with alittle help from some bouncers, Cole was opening the side door of the club
with hisface. About asecond later he hit alarge trash container and was introduced to the ground. After
the bouncers turned and walked back inside, the door dammed shut and Cole was aone to watch four
men step from the shadows. They surrounded him and leered down with faces framed by serpentine
black marks flowing up from their necks. One of them stepped forward and crouched down to Cole's
leve.

“Was she sweet?” Misonyk asked in the same voice that had hissed within Col€ sthoughts.

That got achorus of laughs from the other men surrounding Misonyk. Two of them were big enough to
block Cole sview of the parking lot smply by standing shoulder-to-shoulder. Compared to Misonyk,
however, the black markings under their skin were more like scribbles from afét tip pen. The fourth man
had an average build, which was mostly covered by adark blue overcoat. There were enough bulges
under that coat to make it obvious he was either heavily armed or trying to conceal some serious
glandular issues.

Even though his climb was anything but dignified, Cole got to hisfeet and stood up. “If getting me
bounced from astrip club isthe best you' ve got,” he snarled, “then that shit you spit on me must be
wearing off.”

“Ahh,” Misonyk sighed. “Very observant. And since you' re here now, | can fix that problem.”

Coletried to ignore the threat and buy himsdf sometime. By thelooks of it, he wouldn’t be ableto do
that without getting afew bruises. Nodding toward the two bigger guys, he asked, “ Are these the other
oneswho ran away from that diner like frightened bitches?”’

“No. Only Edward and | made it out of there,” Misonyk replied as he motioned toward his partner with
the bulging overcoat. “ The Nymar in this area needed to be shown what happenswhen | am displeased.
Making you pay asimilar price would be an even smpler matter.”

Confident that Paige would be along soon, Cole forced himsdlf to stand tall and regain some of the
dignity he’d lost during hisimpromptu exit from Shimmy’s. “Where sthat freak job pet of yours? Don't
you aways need Henry along to back you up?’

Misonyk lunged forward so quickly that Cole could hear the Nymar’ s hand dice through the air on the
way to histhroat. The moment Misonyk’ s fingers clamped around his neck, Cole grabbed the Nymar's
hand and tried to keep that grip from closing hiswindpipe. But though hisintentions were pointed in the
right direction, he didn’t have the muscle to back them up. Before too much longer, his back scraped
againg the large meta garbage bin as he was hoisted onto histiptoes.

“I can take my time now, Skinner,” Misonyk growled. “1 can make sure| do thejob right so there sno
way you can shake your mind free of me. | can command you to stay put and smile as| scoop thefat
from your belly and burniit in your outstretched hands.”

The venom was aready dripping from Misonyk’ s fangs as he opened his mouth to show the curved set
of teeth that did out of hisupper gum line. Even before Misonyk tried to bite, spit, or anything ese, Cole
could fed the Nymar’ s thoughts pushing againgt hisbrain like two oppositely charged magnets being
forced together.

And then, strangely enough, he was reminded of avideo game.



Actudly, he was reminded of a specific game, one of thefirst he'd designed. It was called Keeper of the
Vault, and it was asimple puzzler where one player was inside abox and the other wastryingto getin. A
secret he' d built into the game was alast line of defense that was a so one of the greatest weapons.
When one player findly broke into the vault, but before he could start sending in bombsto win the game,
the defending player had one chance to send abomb of his own through the hole the other had made. It
involved a drawn-out combination of button presses, and ruined the game once it had become common
knowledge among players, but it was agood idea at the time. And now it felt morelike his only hope.

As Col€e sstrength started to fade, Misonyk’ s thoughts imposed themsalves upon him. The Nymar drew
closer while gathering apool of venom onto histongue. The corners of Misonyk’s mouth curled into a
victorious grin, and he forced an obscene taunt into Col€ s thoughts.

As soon as Cole heard that foreign voice in hismind, he focused al of his concentration into one,
desperate shout from his own inner voice to push Misonyk out.

The secret weapon worked alittle better than he' d expected. As Misonyk released him, Cole was
thrown onto his back to drown in asea of aien memories.

Oneimagethat caught his attention was the eye of the Lord.

Chapter 18

Eagter Lake Village
1836

The bastard had gotten lucky.

That was the only explanation for it. Like any other monkey that had more persistence than brains, the
fool from Philadel phia had gotten lucky. Misonyk had heard about afool who' d attacked Nymar and
even ashapeshifter or two while surviving to tell the tale. VVery lucky, indeed.

Misonyk had no trouble finding the man from Philadelphiafor himsdlf. Asit turned out, the fool wasaso
acoward who'd brought others along to help fight his battles. The others might have talked loudly, but
they had shaky hands and frightened eyes. They came with wegpons from the Old World, and most of
them died like cattle. At the end of an exhilarating night, lightning was caught in abottle.

Misonyk was blindsided by a stake that pierced his back. When he' d turned to get alook at the one who
would make such acowardly attack, he felt another stake pierce hisside. That was followed by another,
but none of them were degp enough to bring him to his knees. All those blows did was prove that the
monkeys had listened to too many stories around their cooking fires before planning their little ambush.

At one point Misonyk even thought he smdlled garlicintheair.

That made him laugh.

When a spear was driven through his entire body to stop himin histracks, he stopped laughing. The man
from Philadel phiawas at one end of that spear. The Nymar within Misonyk’ s chest was at the other.

Misonyk dropped. The spear was broken off so only an inch or so of wood protruded from his chest.
After that he could only squirm and hiss as he was dragged to afilthy dungeon of a place that surrounded
him with blagphemous markings, his ears stuffed with pompous words and his nosefilled with the sench
of feces.

For years helay on that floor as men with smug faces came and went. At first they’d preached to him
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and asked why he did what he did, how he’ d become what he was. All Misonyk gave them was
profanitiesin every language he could remember. When he' d gathered up enough strength to spit at one
of them, the putrid jailer actualy collected the messfrom his own face and saved it. It seemed the
monkeys enjoyed walowing in thefilth of othersjust as much asthey enjoyed walowing in their own.

All thewhile, Misonyk could only think one thing: the bastard from Philade phia had gotten lucky. It was
the only thing that could explain how that fool had struck such ablow. Whileluck might have played a
part in putting that spear through his chest, there was no word to describe what possessed those
monkeysto lock himin aroom and prod him for their own amusement rather than finish him then and
there.

Every s0 often the pompous men would visit his cell wearing butchers' coats and gloves so they could
carve off pieces of him and then leave. Misonyk was impaed with sted spikes. He was drained of his
essence one drop a atime. He was cut open. His hair was plucked from his scalp. Holes were bored
into his head. But he took none of those things to heart. The monkeys, it seemed, even committed such
atrocitiesto their own kind. Misonyk could hear the human prisoners scream, even though he wasn't
willing or able to make asound of hisown.

One day blended into another, and the only way he knew time was passing was because of the hole that
had been cut into his celling. He d heard the monkeys chattering about him burning away in the sunlight,
but that never happened. While his skin might have crisped in the summers, hiseyes eventualy got used
to the glare and his body became accustomed to the warmth it usually shunned.

Ashelay there, growing numb to the endless violationsinflicted upon him, Misonyk became skilled a
playing the part of adead man. He allowed his eyesto glaze over and hisbody to remain as till ashe'd
been when he wasfirst dropped onto the floor. That way, the monkeys became more rel axed around
him. Even asthey stuck their hands and faces within biting range, they chattered about the other patients
in nearby rooms. Apparently, the room directly acrossfrom his contained avery specia case.

The voice coming from that room screamed much louder than the rest. 1t grew wilder asthe dayswore
on. Intimeit becameferd.

According to theidle chatter of the lazy monkeyswho tormented Misonyk, the wild patient had dso
been dragged to hisroom by the fool from Philadelphia. He was a young man who screamed and bit and
scratched at the orderlies that came to clean out hisroom. He choked on hisfood and gnawed on his
own fingers. There was even talk that he wasn't aman at al. And after afew patient years, Misonyk
arranged for avery persond introduction to that troubled young soul.

It happened on aday that started like any other. Before his door was opened, Misonyk tested his
musclesto seeif they would move. The sporeinside of him was gtill punctured, but it was dowly heding
around the chunk of wood that remained in his chest. Perhapsin afew more months he would be able to
gand.

Thistime, however, it was no orderly that came to torture and humiliate him. It was the man from
Philadel phiahimsdf. Thefool was astal and brutish as Misonyk had remembered. His graying hair was
gathered behind hishead in athick ponytail by ashort length of twine. Even the whiskers sprouting from
his gaunt face reflected how time was having itsway with him. Until he' d actualy seen how the years had
scratched that face, Misonyk wasn't aware that he' d been laying on that floor for so very long.

Stomping over to Misonyk as two of the regular orderliesfiled into the room, the fool dropped to one
knee and grabbed hisface in one hand. Misonyk tried to struggle, but the lucky bastard responded by
grabbing and twigting the stake in his chest asif working alever. When Misonyk was dmost unconscious



from pain, thefool from Philadelphiastuck hisfingersinto the swollen sack under theleft sde of
Misonyk’ stongue and pulled the ddlicate Nymar seedlings out from where they naturaly collected. The
seeds of his species might have gathered in adifferent spot than they did for humans, but that spot was
just as sengtive for aNymar asit was for any man. Misonyk tried to clamp down on the fool’ s hand, but
hisjaw was dready held in place by arusted meta wedge.

No one, human or Nymar, had ever wounded Misonyk that way. The pain spiked from that protected
sac under histongue, al the way down to the spore attached to his heart. Even through dl of that, he was
ableto hear thefool’ svoice.

“I imaginethishurtsyou,” the fool from Philaddphiasaid. “But | have dso gathered that you quite
enjoyed raping the women of the nearby towns until they’ d lost too much blood to provide you with a

That one made Misonyk smile. Such fond memorieswould sustain him for several more weeksin that
room.

“I would imagine their pirits are enjoying this show very much indeed,” the fool said as he pinched the
nerves that attached the seedling gland to Misonyk’ s jaw. The man then tore the sac loose and held it out
far enough for Misonyk to seeit before hefindly cut the last remaining nerve with aquick swipeof a
short dagger. “You'll roast in hdll for the snsyou committed againgt dl those good people, but not until
I”’m through with you. At least you'll do some bit of good before you rot away.” Looking over to the
other men who had filed into the room, he held the sac out until one of them stepped forward holding a
glassjar that was hdf full of acloudy liquid.

Once the sac was dropped into the liquid, the other man asked, “What should | do with this, Mr.
Lancroft?

Thefool from Philadelphiamade sure to lock eyeswith Misonyk ashereplied, “ Takeit to thelab insde
the mansion. And be careful. It' |l take along timeto collect another batch like that. Persondly, I’ d rather
kill this piece of manure rather than keep him divethat long.”

The rest of the men nodded and backed out of the room.

Thefool from Philadel phia knelt down so he could look into Misonyk’ s eyes. He pushed the lids open
and even pulled the Nymar’ slips up so he could get alook at the fangs extending from the gum line as he
removed the wedge. Misonyk snapped, but the fool’ s hand was pulled back with reflexesthat were
marginaly impressivefor ahuman.

“Lancroft,” Misonyk hissed.

The fool nodded and stood up. As he stepped out of the room, he turned to face the men in the hall.
“Kegp an eye on the vampire and see what' s bothering Henry. Work up anew schedule so both of them
can be observed for any changes.”

“Yes, ar.”

Misonyk reached his decision as one of his keeperswas about to lock the door to hiscell. Before the
men could get too far away, he pushed out aloud breath and used most of his strength to scrape hisleg
againg the floor. Thankfully, that was enough.

“Seeif he needsto betied down,” he heard Lancroft say. “I’ve got to look in on afew of the others.”

“Yes, dr.”



One of the remaining orderlies came back to Misonyk and stared down at him from a safe distance.
Misonyk could practicaly taste the fear dripping out of him. Forcing himself to groan and turn hisfaceto
one Sde was enough to draw the curious monkey closer. When the orderly was close enough, Misonyk
faced him again and spat venom into hisface. After dl thetime he’ d been laying there, he had collected
more than enough in histhroat to get the job done. Like agood, frightened little animal, the orderly
rubbed at hisface and eyesto make sure plenty of the cloudy fluid got whereit needed to be. Mere
seconds after wiping himsdlf off, the monkey responded to theintense glarein Misonyk’ seyes.

Come...closer, Misonyk thought. Each syllable grated againgt his agonized mind, but proved to be worth
the effort asthe orderly leaned forward.

Misonyk could have sunk hisfangsin then and there, but he ressted. He could have ordered the man to
remove the remnants of the spear in his chest and help him up, but Misonyk was too weak to put up the
fight that would be necessary to get him outside of Lancroft’ swalls. Since it would take along whileto
produce more venom, he used the chance he' d been given.

Get those spores. When Misonyk saw the confusion on the monkey’ sface, he added, The thingsin that
jar. Take them and give them to the wild man acrossthe hdl. Y ou will tell Lancroft the jar was dropped.
Do you understand?

The orderly glanced toward the door and nodded.

Come back...every day, Misonyk ordered, putting as much power into his thoughts that his weakened
body could manage. Blood you take from me...will be shared with him.

It took al of Misonyk’ s strength to project so many words, but he got them out. The monkey left and
pulled the door shut behind him. Even after he' d been locked into hisroom, Misonyk could watch from
his new puppet’ s eyes asthe jar was retrieved and then brought to the room across from his. Henry
fought and screamed, but the puppet carried out histask. A few of the monkeys came to help and might
have been killed by the wild man, but Misonyk knew that would only leave Henry with some
much-needed sustenance. Eventually, the fighting stopped and Henry’ s shouts were silenced.

Beforelong Misonyk’ s eyes snapped open and he fought the urge to scream. 1t wasn't normaly possible
for aProvider to pass a ong more than one seedling at atime, so that added afew more voicesto the
hellish symphony aready filling poor Henry’ s thoughts. The connection was made. The spores had been
fed to Henry, but now Misonyk found himself in the mind of amadman. It didn’t take long for him to
learn that Henry was no man. He was a creature struggling to find his new shape. A creature with ahead
full of demons preventing him from taking histrue form.

Misonyk closed his eyes and tried to block Henry’ s screams from his mind. The spore required time to
nest.

Time crawled dong.

The wild man grew wilder. Although he wasn't progressing as Misonyk had expected, Henry was indeed
ableto hear the thoughts that he sent him.

Lancroft and his hel pers continued to check in on him to see about harvesting spores to replace the ones
that had gone missing, only to find that some parts of Nymar physiology were dower to heal than others.

The link between Henry and Misonyk was strong, thanks to the multitude of sporesforced into Henry’s



body, but it wasn't anormal trangition from man into Nymar. Instead, the process was dowed by
something el se. The wildnessinside of Henry kept any of the Nymar spores from embracing his heart as
they so desperately wanted to do. The spores continued to grow, however, and were consstently fed as
Henry got his hands on more and more of Lancroft’' s men. Soon, Henry was strong enough to start

digging.

Poor Henry. He loved hisroom, but Misonyk pressed him to find away out. When the monkeys
couldn’t get close enough to touch Henry without losing a piece of themsealves, they started firing their
weapons into Henry’ s beloved room. They even tried to starve him and beat him into submission. It was
even rumored that somewhere along the way one of the workers had snapped poor Henry’ s neck.

Throughout thistime, Misonyk comforted Henry as any good L ord should. When the explosions came
and the floors above Misonyk’ s cell collapsed, the only thing he or Henry could do was listen.

Y earslater, as Henry kept screaming and scraping at hiswallswith torn and bloody fingers, Misonyk
urged him on. Thewolf insde of Henry kept him alive. It dso forced the sporesingde of him to squirmin
his belly, wriggle between his organs, and occasiondly fight one another like edlstrapped within a
suffocating prison. That struggle turned out to be ablessing, since it kept Henry awake day and night for
years on end so he could continue digging.

By the time Misonyk heard the crumbling of shattered stone and the splintering of reinforced wood, the
spear in his chest had amost rotted away. Since there was nothing on which to feed, it was al Misonyk
could do to keep himsdlf dert and ready to movein the event that Henry findly fulfilled hisLord's
commeand.

That day came after over one hundred years of imprisonment.

Misonyk could smell Henry’ sfetid hide and hear his nonsensical ravings as he' d scraped at the door that
had been shut so long ago. As soon asthat door gave way, Misonyk wanted to pounce upon the man
who'd opened it and drink until he could fed the spore swell once more within him. Insteed, al he could
do was lay benesth the dust that had formed afilthy cocoon around him and wait to see Henry with his
own eyes. When he did, Misonyk amost felt sorry for the poor wretch.

Almogt, but not quite.

Henry’ s body swelled and shrank, unable to stop as long as the Nymar spore fought the beast inside of
him for sole ownership of the man’s soul. Somehow, Henry managed to stand before Misonyk as his
head dangled at the end of a broken neck.

“God?’ the wretch whispered.

Misonyk turned his head, but just enough to crack the thick layers of filth encrusted upon his neck. You
must heal me, Misonyk thought. And then we can walk together.

For amoment Henry smply gawked down at Misonyk. After he moved closer, Henry' seyesfinaly
ettled upon the remains of the spear lodged in Misonyk’ s chest. The pain Misonyk felt as the remains of
Lancroft’ s weapon was pulled free was the best thing the Nymar had felt in al of hisyears. Pressing his
hand against the phantom splinters marking the spot where the spear had resided for dl that time, he
stood up and smiled at Henry.

The sounds of a changed world drifted from above the ruins of Lancroft. Machines rumbled and



humanity bleated their nonsense without so much as athought asto who might be listening. Misonyk was
hungrier than he' d ever thought possible. Stay here until | come back for you.

“Then can| wak?’ Henry grunted.

You'll beableto run.

Chapter 19

Present day

Cole staggered back and bounced off awall. The back of his head cracked against brick, which made
everything around him blur. When he blinked and struggled to regain his balance, he was no longer seeing
through Misonyk’ seyes or on Lancroft’sfloor. He was outsdein the cold night air asthe familiar thump
of bass echoed behind him.

“What did you do to him?’” Paige shouted as she moved to catch Cole before he bounced off anything
dse

Misonyk stepped back and wasimmediately flanked by the two larger Nymar with him. “Nothing yet,”
hesad.

As Cole steadied himsdlf, Paige stepped in front of him. “And if you try to get your hooksinto him again,
Il kill dl of you right here and now.”

Although the men flanking Misonyk were waiting for their orders, Misonyk looked asif he was merely
deciding which part of Paige he should rip off firgt. “Y ou should know better than this, Skinner,” he said.
“Defy meany longer and if Henry does’t kill you, my sect will complete thetask.”

“I’'m betting these four assholes and that freak are dl the sect you’ ve managed to scrape up. If you think
that’ s enough to keep the cops busy, then just keep making noise until they get here.”

Eyeing Cole furioudy, Misonyk wheeled around and headed for the parking lot. While the two bigger
Nymar followed him, the onein the bulky overcoat stayed behind. Asthe pounding rhythm inside
Shimmy’ sfaded from one rap song into another, the remaining Nymar reached benesth his coat and
brought out aweapon that |ooked like a cross between a shotgun and an automatic rifle. The wide black
barrel was easy to recognize, but the drum beneath the barrel gave the shotgun more of an edge. Cole
might not have known exactly what the shotgun was called, but he made anoteto find out and useit in
the next gamethat cdled for big holesto be punched through thingsin aloud fashion.

Paige crouched abit and reached toward the side of her boot where her club was hidden within its pouch
and beneath her jeans. “Just leave,” shesaid. “That is, unless you want thisto get real messy redl quick.”

Although the gun-toting Nymar didn’t seem impressed by her threet, he backed up astep anyway. Once
acar rolled up behind him, he got inside and didn’t shut his door until the car was moving too fast for him
to keep hisgun aimed at Paige.

“Stay right here, Cole,” shesaid. “I’ll make sure they’ re gone and then I ve got to have another ook
around. Assoon as | know it'ssafe, I'll bring the car to you.”

Cole dlowed himsdf to dide down againgt thewall until hisbutt hit the cold ground. Pressing his hands
agang hisforehead dleviated some of the throbbing in hisskull. After rubbing hisface and eydids, the
only moisture he felt was from the perspiration that had begun to work through his skin. Apparently,
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Misonyk had been too surprised by hismental maneuver to spit any more venom at him. A few minutes
later Paige stcomped from the front of the building to closein on the garbage bins.

“I swear to everything that’ sholy,” she growled, “if one more man staresa my chest tonight, I am going
to plant my boot in hisassl Would you believe some assholesin the parking lot were too busy watching
me to notice which way Misonyk went?’ Putting her hands on her hips and looking around asif searching
for someone to hit, Paige took afew more breaths and asked, “Y ou dl right, Cole?’

“Yesh. | wasjust—"
“Good,” shesaid. “Now let’sget out of here.”
“What about Misonyk? Ishe...gone?’

Paige hooked athumb toward the main parking lot and said, “ They left, but something else was sniffing
around here. It may have been another Mongrel or it may have been something worse. Whatever it is, it's
gonetoo.”

“And | thought you' d be anxiousto follow them.”

“Don’t need to. Prophet’ s agreed to hel p us and should be tailing Misonyk right now. He so gave us
some red good leads that point usto aspot west of here, so that’s where we' re going. Now why don’t
you tell me what was happening with you. When | heard you got bounced, | came outside and saw you
and Misonyk having some sort of speciad moment.”

Colefollowed her back to the parking lot, but couldn’t shake the fedling that someone else was going to
jump him at any second. He started telling her about what he d seen when Misonyk attempted to enter
his mind again, but gave up once they reached the car. “Wait a second. What was sniffing around here?’

“It was a shapeshifter. It wastoo far away for meto tell what kind, but it was ared big one with black
fur. 1t could have been just trying to draw me out far enough to take arun a me, but there snotimeto
worry about that. We need to get moving.”

“Could it have been Henry?’
Page shook her head. “I doubt it. No shapeshifters can change their markings that much.”
“He salot more than just some shapeshifter.”

Now that she’ d settled in behind the whedl, Paige looked over at him with an intense glare. “What did
you find out?’ she asked. “Did Misonyk do anything e seto you?’

Shaking his head enough to rattle his aching brain, Cole dropped into the passenger seet. “He didn’t get
any more of that shit on me, but | ill got that asshole rattling around in my head. Or...maybe| was
rattling ingde of his”

“All right,” Paige grunted as she threw the car into gear and sped toward the interdtate. “ Start talking.”

Coletold her what he' d seen from start to finish. When he was done, he added, “1 shouldn’'t have even
|eft the table back there. Thisismy fault, Paige. I'm sorry.”

She sighed again, but looked over a him reassuringly. “Don’t be sorry, Cole. There was nothing you
could have done. Nymphs have been tempting stronger men than you for ared long time.”

“And what about Misonyk being ableto track us?’



“If Misonyk went through the trouble of bringing you to him, his hold on you must have been weakening.
But that’ sonly the gtart of it,” she added. “ There' srumblings at the top of the food chain that isway over
our heads”

“How far over?’ Cole asked.

“Y ou don’t want to know.”

Therest of theride passed in relaive sllence.

Misonyk’ s presencein hismind was gone.

The shapeshifter with the black fur was nowhere to be found.

Apparently, those a the top of the chain didn’t need to explain themselvesto the lower links.

The hotdl they stopped at wasjust off the highway in aplace called Big Bend. For somereason, Cole
had expected to spend the night in arat trap with bugs on the walls and rusty water in the pipes. Instead,
Paige had pulled up to a place that might even have earned a star or two more than the Afton Inn. And
yes, it served free breakfast.

As soon as she unlocked the door to their room, she stepped inside, dropped her bags, and headed for
the bathroom. “Walter should be here before long,” she said through the door. “I need to get the stink of
al that cigarette smoke off of me.”

Cole pulled his collar up so he could take awhiff of himself. Although the odor of stale smoke permeated
his clothes, there was still more than enough of Tristan’s scent to overpower it. He savored the siveet
smdl and the memoriesthat came with it until the other odors crept back into his nose. “I thought you
said Walter wasn't a Skinner.”

“He snot,” Paige replied through the bathroom door. “He sonly dong thistime asafavor.” After that,
the bathroom filled with sounds of water running through the shower, mixed with afew contented sghs.

Cole sat on the edge of the bed, turned on the television and flipped through some reruns. He dug the
phone from his pocket and thought about giving Jason acal just to let him know hewas till dive. There
was gtill the matter of fixing those bugs for Hammer Strike, but the phone' s battery died before he could
scroll through his stored numbers.

“Cole?’ Paige said, while sticking her head out from the bathroom. “Could you bring me my bag?’

“It' sright there,” he groused as he shook his phonein the misguided belief that he could somehow
frighten the battery into charging up again.

“I' know, but...oh never mind.” Stomping out of the bathroom, she clutched atowd to her chest and
walked over to the bags that had been piled beneath a colorful sketch of oversized leaves. Her hair was
wet and pulled behind her head, showing off her high cheekbones and the crooked line of her nose. Even
though her expression was on the perturbed side, it somehow worked when combined with the
quickness of her movements and the water that had beaded upon her skin.

Cole watched her discreetly while playing with his phone, but redlized his subtlety wasn't quite up to par
when he saw the annoyed roll of her eyes. Shaking her head, she clutched her bag so it held her towel
againgt her stomach as she turned on the balls of her feet and stomped back toward the bathroom. The



damp towel spun with her and kept her front covered pretty well. Fortunately for him, the towel wasn’'t
wrapped al the way around and he was given aquick, glorious peek at her back. Paige’ swet hair hung
down to aspot just below her shoulder blades. The smooth curve of her spine was surrounded on both
sdes by taut muscle that led his eyesto the perfectly rounded curves of her buttocks.

After she' d disappeared into the bathroom, Cole tossed his phone onto a nearby table and walked over
to the plastic bag from the outlet clothing store they’ d hit earlier that day. Before he could pull the tags of f
his new shirts, the bathroom door swung open and Paige stepped out wearing abaggy T-shirt and a
clean pair of cutoff sweatpants. “No Walter yet?’ she asked.

“Not unless he' sgot some of that invishble crap on him. By theway, I’ ve got an ideafor that.”

“Saveit,” Paige snapped as she plopped down on the bed and searched for the TV remote. “I’m too
tired.” While she flipped through the channels, someone knocked on the door. “Could you get that?” she
asked.

“Isthis some sort of initiation thing? The rookie getsto do dl the grunt work?’
Withacute grin, Paigereplied, “Yep.”

He stepped up to the door and put one eye to the peephole. All he could see through the cracked
fish-eyelenswas atdl figurein along dark coat. The man had alarge suitcase in each hand and what
looked like an overstuffed gym bag under one arm. Without setting any of the bags down, thefigure
tapped hisfoot against the door and waited.

“That you, Water?’ Cole asked.
Behind Cole, Paige reached for another one of her own bags and found a .45 pistol.

“Yeahit'sme,” the man outside grunted as he lifted his chin to show hisfaceto the door. “And you're
about to get areal good look at my ass through that peephole if you don’'t open the damn door.”

Cole opened the door, but Paige didn’t lower her gun until she could see Wdlter’ sface. At the moment,
that face wasn't happy.

“Sorry about that,” Cole said. “ Just being safe. Need any help with those bags?’

“No, I’'vegot ’em. Thanksfor ruining Shimmy’ sfor me, by theway. I’m probably banned from there
now. Got a place for me to set these down?’

“Anywhereyou like, Wadter. Y ou want some coffee?’

“Already had plenty. How do you think | scrounged up al that gear Gerald left behind and madeit here
so quickly?’ He kept talking as he set up his cases so they were al evenly spaced on the bed that Paige
wasn't on.

“You did follow Misonyk, right?’" she asked.

Walter nodded. “Long as| could. That car was headed west when | lost it, but that means they were
headed toward Janesville”

“So they lost you?’ Paige groaned.

“They sure did. Oh, and they aso had arunning head start and could see damn near anyone pulling away
from that parking lot in their rearview mirror. Y ou want to hold that against me too?’



Reluctantly, Paige shook her head. * Sorry. Thanksfor trying, Prophet.”

“Wish | could’ ve done more, but | should be ableto pick up onthem later.” Tapping histemple, he
added, “1 know where they’ re going, remember?’

“Oh,” Paige grumbled skepticdly. “That’ sright.”

Motioning toward the second large case, Walter added, “ The Brownrifleisin there. It's not the .50 cdl,
but it should do dl right.”

“Oooh,” Cole purred as he reached out to touch therifle. “1’ ve been using these since Sniper Ranger 2!
Can | have alook?’

“Youwere aRanger?’ Walter asked.

“Oh, no. Sniper Ranger. It savideo game. I...uh...” The more he spoke, the more he wanted to go
gtand inacorner. “I design games. Never mind.”

“If you designed Sniper Ranger 1, you' ve got some answering to do. The specsfor most of those
wespons were ridiculous.”

“I know!” Colereplied. “I researched them dl for Two and tried to make it moreredistic.”

“I'll haveto givethat oneatry,” Walter said. “ Go on and see how shefeds, snceyou may just haveto
useit”

“1 don't want to brag, but | have fired one of these before and | was pretty good,” Cole bragged.

Looking over to Paige, Walter said, “Therounds are dl coated in the antidote, so it really doesn’t matter
wherethey hit. If it saNymar, it'll fed it.”

“| said | wasagood shot,” Cole repeated.

“Then hit them in the heart and you may kill one,” Walter explained. “I won't guaranteeit, though. If you
do haveto go up against ahuman, that thing’ll drop ’em just fine. A shapeshifter, though...”

“Speaking of shapeshifters,” Paige said as she handed over one of the bundled towels she' d collected
from thelast hotel room Cole had rented. “ Think you can get thisto Daniels?’

Walter carefully unfolded the towels, dipped hisfingersinto the greasy residue and whistled. By thistime,
thetowe looked asif it had ashimmering void inits center. “Oh, he'll have somered funwith this. Il
take mealittle whileto find out where he went, though.”

“Takeyour time, but I’ ve got first dibswhen he does come up with something,” Paigeingsted.

“Of course.” Whilefolding up the towels asif swaddling a baby, Walter nodded toward the gym bag and
sad, “ There smore antidote in there, but useit sparingly. It'sjust what was left behind by those guys
heading out to Philadephia. They mentioned something about Nymar being able to ingest more and more
of the stuff. Could be an immunity or possibly some sort of vaccine.”

Rolling onto her side, Paige furrowed her brow and asked, “ Any reason you didn’t mention a Nymar
vaccine before?’

“I passonwhat | hear to MEG. Don't you check in with those guys?’



“Yeah,” she said with adismissive wave, “but they’rekind of ...creepy.”

“They know their tech, Paige,” Walter scolded. “ They aso do adamn good job of putting up with the
likes of you. You shouldn’'t give’em such ahard time.”

“Wait until you get hit on by every geek that answers the phone over there and see how you likeit.”

Walter smirked and said, “Well, maybe if you use your sexy voice, those creepy guyswill help you
circulate these,” he said as he handed her a piece of paper that had obvioudy been torn from asmall,

spird notepad.
“Are these the new lottery numbers?’ she asked.
“Oh, yeah. Red winnerstoo. | canfed it.”

Cole st therifle down and lovingly paited the stock. “Lottery numbers? Did you get those from another
dream?’ When he didn’t get ajoking response, he snapped his eyes back and forth between Walter and
Paige. “Did he? Serioudy?’

Walter nodded.

“Don’'t get so excited,” Paige said. “He sonly right lessthan haf thetime. Aslong aswe spread the
numbers to different people around the country, the big hits barely even make the newsand we're all st
up for awhile”

Colée s skeptica grin dowly faded as he thought about al the times over the years when he'd seen
reports of abunch of people hitting the lottery and dividing the jackpot to something much lessimpressive
than the whole amount. “| dways wondered how that happened,” he muttered.

“What' s gonna happen,” Paige chided, “isthat you got to make awholelot of callsto awholelot of
people to spread awhole lot of numbers. Consider it another one of those initiation things.”

“| thought MEG was going to do that!” he said.

Paige shook her head and waggled the paper at him. “MEG doesalot for us, but those guys love their
websites. If these numbers found their way onto one of those, they’ d be worthlesseven if every single
one of them hit. By the way, you won't be e-mailing them either. Phone callsonly. I'll give you the
numbers.”

Once Cole had taken the paper from her, Paige began sfting through one of Walter’ s cases. When she
reached the bottom, she looked up and asked, “Didn't Gerald leave an armor kit with you?’

“I only have one pair of hands,” Walter replied patiently. “ See why | meet her at the strip bars, Cole?
Shel sawayswilling to get in and get out red quick. Meeting in the real world only leadsto me mixing up
another batch of something or bugging one of my suppliersfor something else. Makes me wish for the old
days before you folks knew | could get my hands on this stuff.”

“Y ou could aways just join up with us” Paige said as she picked up the TV remote and flipped through
afew channdls. “I could sure use the help, with the massacre we' re trying to avert. | still need to check
up on that Half Breed den and then try to make it to Janesville with time to spare.”

“Fing” Walter said as he motioned for Coleto follow him out of the room.

Paige nearly shot up from where she' d been resting. “ Y ou’ re going to help us full-time?’ she asked



hopefully.

“I'll cruiseinto Janesville, find that Nymar who left you in the dust tonight, seewhat | can see about a
massacre, and then point you in the right direction when you' re through cleaning out that den. You'll owe
me, and | still want acut of that money being offered by those pale kidsin Chicago. Now, I’ ve got some
more casesto haul up from my van and | don’t intend on doing al thelifting myself.” With that, Walter
turned and |eft the room.

“I'll give him ahand,” Cole said. When he reached the door, he stopped and turned to look at Paige.
She was laying on her side, propping up her head with one arm while using her free hand to work the
remote. “Water seemslikeabig help.”

“Heis”
“So what’ sthe difference between what he’ s doing and what he'd do if he was an actua Skinner?”

Slipping back into her kung fu master voice, Paige replied, “Bringing sword to battleground and wielding
it aretwo very different things, young one.”

Chapter 20

Paige woke Cole early the next morning. Wadter was dready gone, but was supposed to meet them at
the pit just west of Clear Lake. Cole grabbed some complimentary bagels and coffee from the lobby on
hisway out and then loaded up the car. Since it was early enough for the haze of dawn to il bethick in
theair, hedidn’'t mind letting Paige drive. In fact, hefdt pretty good just to bein some clean clothes. It
was't along trip, but he still managed to fal adeep somewhere along the way. When they arrived, they
spotted one van parked in front of a deteriorating old house. It was alarge, boxy model from ten years
ago that had plenty of room insde and plenty of rust on the outside.

The engine of Paige' s car was till ticking when the driver’ s ide door to the van's swung open and
Water stepped out.

“You found the place,” he said. “There sapile of rocks and crap out back. The pit’sin the middle of it
dl. You can't missit.”

Paige stretched her aams asif about to embark on aleisurely morning stroll. “ Can't you show uswhereit
is?’

“I’'m just acting as the scout on this one, remember? Y ou guys are the ones who' re crazy enough to poke
these man-eaters with a sharp stick.”

“I thought you said you' d be ableto give us more help than that,” she reminded him.

Water cocked his head to one sidein preparation to defend himsdlf. “I know what | said, Paige, and I'll
be able to help you even more than | thought. | had the same dream again last night and | managed to
write down afew things.”

“What kind of things?’ Cole asked with genuine curiosity.

Grateful to have amore receptive ear, Walter turned to him and replied, “1 saw the news report about
that massacre again, but there was someone reporting on the scene thistime. Shewas at apark in
Janesville and there was some big ugly building in the background. I got amuch clearer look at it thistime
around.”


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\bloodbladeskinnersbook1.html

Paigelet out ashort grunt of alaugh. “Red helpful.”

“Yeah,” Water snarled. “Itis. Janesvilleisn’t abig place. | looked it up and there are only about six
parks and afew golf courses, so it shouldn’t take me long to drive around and see which one matches
what | saw.”

“How long would something like that take?” Paige asked.

He shrugged. “I should have it narrowed down to afew possibles by the end of the day. By the end of
tomorrow, | could have the spot al picked out.”

Even though Paige was raking her fingers through her hair with amost enough forceto pull it out at the
roots, Cole was nodding enthusiastically. “Fine, Water,” she said. “Check out your hunch. Did you get
the rest of those things we needed?’

“Everything that wasin Gerdd' s persond stash,” he replied. “He might’ ve given some stuff to some other
partners, but thiswas al he wanted meto keepin my van. I'll leave it here for you.”

Paige nodded. “He dways trusted you, Walter. Wait asecond. Last night you said you had to go
scrounge for that stuff.”

“| stopped back at Shimmy’s” Water admitted with ashrug. “I’ ve till got other jobsto do, you know.”

“Go check out Janesville,” she said without the annoyed tone that had been in her voice before. “ Give us
acal assoon asyou find anything. Even if you don't find anything, check in tonight.”

“Yes, maam,” hereplied with aquick salute. He tossed afriendlier wave to Cole as he headed for his
van and unloaded afew things from the back.

Paige walked toward the house with quick, purposeful steps and stopped at the front door. “ Do we have
this place to ourselves?’ she shouted toward the van.

“Apart from the Half Breeds deeping out back, yeah,” Walter shouted back. “The ownersthink the
MEG guys are conducting one of their investigations over the next few days.”

Suddenly, Cole became very uncomfortable with the fact that their voicesrolled through the air with the
subtlety of an incoming thunderstorm. Even as he jogged to catch up to Paige, he winced with every
crunch of hishiking boots againgt the gravel. “Didn’t you say Half Breeds are werewolves?’ he asked.

“Yep,” shereplied as she stepped into the cavernous foyer of the mansion. *Real nasty onestoo.”
“Then shouldn’'t we be quieter?”’

She considered that for amoment. Leaning forward, she lowered her voice to a stage whisper and said,
“I think Prophet’slosing hismind.”

“Y ou don’t think there are any Half Breeds here?’ Cole asked hopefully.

“I believe what he seeswith his own eyes. What he dreams, though. . .that’ s another story. If thereisa
den here, any city within milesof it isin trouble. All that massacre talk could' ve just been run of the mill
extrgpolating. Psychics pull that shit al thetime.”

To drive the sense of foreboding even further into him, the next thing Cole heard was the spinning of tires
againg gravel and the howl of the old van’ s motor. The van sped away quickly and noisily. Onceit was
gone, the only sounds within the mansion were the tapping of hisand Paige’ s boots againgt the dirty floor,



and therustling of wind through broken walls.

While it was much too late in the year for it to be warm in Wisconsin, the air seemed even cooler insde
the mansion. Cole walked dong a path that wasfairly well marked by new boards upon the cracked
floor. Sawhorses connected by plastic tape kept them from wandering too close to crumbling banisters
or adangeroudy wesk section of celling. Even with al the precautions set up, however, he couldn’t help
but feel he was tempting fate just by being in that place.

“How are you doing over there?’ Paige asked.
“Funny you should ask.”
“Areyou hearing Misonyk’ svoice again?’

Coleblinked and had to struggle to pull himself off oneline of thought and onto ancther. “No. Didn’'t you
aready take care of that?’

She reached out to push aside the sheet of plastic that separated the kitchen from the backyard. “1f you
fed even the dightest twinge that Misonyk may be around, you let me know. Thisisimportant.”

After taking afew stepsinto the sprawling land behind the mansion, Cole saw the pile of rocks that
Water had mentioned. He aso saw a spot where the rubble dipped down into what could very possibly
be ahole or apit. There wasn't more than twenty to thirty yards between the back door and the start of
that rubble, but he suddenly felt asif it was severd milesaway. “Thisisit,” he muttered.

“We don't know that yet,” Paige replied as she curled her fingersin to scratch her pams. “But | think
we' re pretty close to something.”

“No. I meanthisisit for me. I’ve come so far that | won't be able to go back. | either get hunted down
by these thingsor | hunt them.”

Paige shrugged. “ That’show it isfor dl of us. Things may not have gone very smoothly here, but |
couldn’t have gotten thisfar on my own. Just having someone watching my back has been abig help.
Something' s happening and we re going to need al the help we can get when the time comes.”

Coledidn’t haveto ask if that time was drawing near. He could fed it gpproaching through the chill in the
arr, dl theway down to a subtle rumbling that seemed to be coming from miles benesth hisfeet. It might
not have been measurable by any scale, but it wasthere. He could fed it ftirring in the back of hismind
like the wind rattling the loose boards behind him.

“Okay,” he said as he walked forward to stand beside Paige. “Buit if I’m going up against another
werewolf, | want awespon.”

“Let’sget alook first. Thenwe'll get you armed.”

Although the sky was darkened by hues of gray and blue, the sun was poking through the clouds to cast
itslight onto the cluttered mansion grounds. That combination gave them adreary, washed-out hue that
smeared the natural colorsinto amixture that looked every bit asdippery asit felt. Morning frost had
settled in beneath the loose rocks at the top of the rubble. As Paige and Cole climbed over the heap,
they leaned down to support their weight with their hands aswell astheir feet. That way, when they were
ableto look into the hole on the other side of the ridge, only afew bits of dust trickled down to announce
their presence.

Cole couldn’'t see very much in the shadows below, but he could hear something that reminded him of a



train chugging through the far end of atunnd. As his eyes adjusted to the darknessin that hole, he could
just make out afew shapes down there. Thelittle bit of light that did make it dl the way to the bottom
wasjust enough to show afew skinny limbswith strands of wiry hair sprouting from them inirregular
patches. Judging by the way the shadows moved, the chugging he' d heard was severa sets of haggard
bregthing.

“Isthat...dive?’ heasked.
“Yep,” Paigetold him. “Both of them are.”
“I only seeone.”

She scooted in closer to him and placed her cheek againgt his so she could follow hisline of sight.
“There” she said as she reached out with one arm. “ See the other one?”’

For the moment, he couldn’t help but look over at Paige' s face. Now that he wasthis closeto her, he
could make out afaint array of freckles running aong the upper curve of her cheeks that had faded until
they wereadmogt invisible. Shelooked back at him then, surprising him. Oddly enough, considering their
circumgtances, shewas amiling.

“Down there,” she said softly. “Look.”

If he had been pulled from his thoughts any quicker, he would have gotten the bends. By the time he
shifted his gaze back into the pit, something at the bottom stirred within amessy bed of leaves. Hairless,
twisted legs kicked at the dirt and jagged nails scraped against rock.

“What arethey?’ he asked.
“Half Breeds”
“But they don’t look like werewolves. They don't even look like they can stand up.”

“They deep during the day,” Paige replied. “When the sun’ s out, they shift back into thisform. If they get
worked up, they can shift into their wolf form. They dmost dways change a night, and full moons are the
worst.”

“When do they turn back into people?’

Paige dowly shook her head. “ After they change thefirst time, they never change back into people. |
don't like thelooks of this”

“Tedl meabout it,” he grunted. “They look like big rats that were shaved by acheese grater.”

“There should be more of them. Walter was right. That den’ s big enough for three or four more of those
things”

“Three or four more?’

After nodding afew times, Paige crawled away from the edge of the pit. “Half Breeds like cramped
gpaces and don't pick large dens unless they’ ve got the numbersto fill them. The rest must be out
somewhere. If they weretoo far away to get back here when the sun came up, they probably dug in
wherever they wound up to deep through the day.”

“Canyou find them?’



She shook her head. “Only if | got redl lucky. Half Breeds can run along waysin ashort amount of
tirTe”

“What about Lake Kaoshkong or whatever that place was that Walter mentioned?’ Cole asked. “You
think they’ rethere?’

“Could be. Thislookslikeit's probably their main den, so they’ll al wind up back here. The bad newsis
that they may have picked this place for another reason.”

“Likewha?’

Paige shrugged as she backed away from the opening and got to her feet. “ They could be sticking close
to whatever is acting as the dphafor that group.”

“Isthere any good news?’
“The good news s that we' ve got some time to get you your wesgpon.”

Cole practicaly jumped to hisfeet as he followed her down the side of the heap. “| really can use that
rifle. | could also carry that Blood Blade. After dl, | did carry the thing dl the way from Canada.”

“I’ve got abetter idea,” she said. “Pick out astick.”

After dl the waking, climbing, and crawling he d been doing, Cole was swesting beneath the layers of
discount clothing he' d bundled around himself. He scratched at a spot where wool scraped against damp
skin and grunted, “Huh?’

L eading the way toward the edge of the grounds, Paige said, “Y ou heard me. Pick out astick. It'sgoing
to be something you use for aweapon, so make sureit’sagood one.”

“Didn’t you bring the Tacticd Rifle?’
“You need agtick.”

Colelooked around asif he expected a camera crew to jump out and start laughing at the dumbfounded
expression on hisface. All he saw was alot of brown, swaying grass and afew clusters of rocks
scattered throughout the fields that went on for miles before reaching the interstate to the west. The pile
of rubble was till where he' d | eft it, and the mansion was beyond that. “1 don't get it.”

Paige pulled in adeep bregth, bent at the waist and pulled out the twin clubs that she kept sheathed on
the Sides of her boots. “Here' swhat | picked when | wasin your spot. Y ou’ ve seen usfight with these,
Y ou're going to need your own.”

The expression on hisface shifted from dumbfounded to terrified. “Please don’t tell mel’m going to fight
thiswerewolf with agtick.”

“Y ou've comethisfar, Cole. Think about when you saw Gerdd fight that Full Blood. Think about when
you saw mefight that thing in the diner. Y ou want to know how to bring these crestures down? 1’ m going
to show you. Y ou' ve been lucky so far, but if you don’t get trained real quick, you're going to bered
dead. | honestly don’t want that to happen. Shapeshifters and even Nymar can take ahdll of alot of
damage from gunfire. Sometimes, the biggest guns out there don’t do jack. Skinners may have only

devel oped one wegpon for themsalves, but it worksreally well. Just trust me and pick out something so
we can get started.”



Cole' s eyeswandered toward the trees to the south and the pile that had already gathered at the base of
those trunks. Before he could take one step in that direction, he was interrupted.

“Actualy, dead wood won't work for this,” Paige said. “ The process only works on something with abit
of lifeleftinit. It sgot to be freshly cut or uprooted for it to be any good.”

Suddenly, he felt something swell up ingde of him that made him turn away from her and shout, “Thisis
fucking crazy!” Shooting a glance toward the pit, he bit histongue and listened for any trace of the ugly
things at the bottom of that hole. All he heard wasthewind. “I can’t do this,” he said in ameasured,
quieter tone. “I thought | could, but I guess...I’mjust not...I'mjust...I’m just some asshole who designs
video gamesfor aliving and scratches my ass on the weekends. | don’t do anything. | don’t even know
why you or anyone e se thought | could be some kind of fighter.”

Paige listened and her brown eyes watched him with gentle interest. Her face seemed softer than ever
before. When she reached out for him, her movements settled his uneasiness before her fingers had fully
wrapped around hiswrists. Once she had him, she held onto both of hisarms and pulled him closer so
she was certain to keep his attention.

“Ligtento me, Cole,” shesaid. “ Y ou'rethe ninth person I’ ve tried to train Since |’ ve been accepted asa
Skinner. Two of those others are out there doing their part right now. The other Six ran away crying when
they got alook at what they were supposed to be hunting.”

“Yeah, right,” he grumbled.

Her grip on hiswrigtstightened and her eyebrows shifted just enough to show thefirgt traces of aglare.
“Crying, Cole. Some screamed. Some sobbed. Some just ran. Y ou’ ve had plenty of chancesto run, but
you haven't. Y ou' ve done the best you could with what you had, and to be honest, you haven't had

“Gee. Thanks”

Although she smiled abit, she didn’t loose any of her intensity. “Thisisgoing to sound alittle corny,” she
continued, “but thereis such athing asawarrior’ sspirit. It'sin legendsfrom al over theworld and it
separates the people who stand and fight from the ones who run and hide or sit and watch. 1t’ s nothing
supernaturd. It'sjust something that some people have and some don't.”

Colefinaly did look away from her and toward the nearby patch of treesashe said, “A lot of my friends
joined the military after high school. A few joined the Navy and one wound up in the Air Force, but one

became aMarine. No...hewasaMarine. It' slike he was aways afighter. Didn’t care about the pay or

benefits. He just knew where he needed to be.”

“Warrior’ sspirit,” Paigesad.

“You'reright,” Cole said with anod. “That does sound corny.”

More clouds had rolled in, making the sky look more like something that would get under hisfingernailsif
he reached up and scratched it. Either he' d stopped thinking of his gpartment and job back home, or

he' d just lost the last strands of common sense that had clung to his brain for so long. Whatever it was,

he felt confident enough to take Paige' sface in his hands and kiss her the way he’ d been planning for far
too long.

Her lips were soft and just moist enough to glide over his mouth as he settled in to a comfortable spot.
Once his head wastilted just the right way and he’ d pulled in another breath, he leaned in closer and



dipped his hands through Paige' shair. Asthe kiss wore on, she melted against him. His hands wandered
down to settle on her hips, dlowing him to fed the muscles tensing beneath her clothes. Standing on
tiptoe, shefindly alowed hersdlf to lean back into the arms that were now wrapped around her.

“There' saHalf Breed out here, you know,” she whispered while Col€ slipswandered from her mouth
to her chin and then to her neck.

“Yeah,” he said as he nibbled a spot just beneath her ear. “Two of them.”

“They’ rewerewolves. Redlly fast and redly...” She had to pause as Cole hit a spot that took away her
next breath. Findly, shewasableto say, “...and redly mean.”

“I bet they are.”

Tightening her grip on him, she started to unbutton the front of his shirt. Once she had it open, she dipped
her hands beneeth the materid and ran them dl the way dong hisribs. “They can smdl usif they’re
awake,” shewhispered. “Maybe even hear us.”

Suddenly, the trees didn’t seem asfar away asthey had afew seconds ago. Before he knew what was
happening, Cole had Paige backed against one of those trees and was pressing himsdlf againgt her. He
could fedl her soft, warm lips on his chest as her hands continued roaming beneath his shirt. The cold air
snuck in aswell, adding another layer of sensation to those dready rolling through him. Ashe moved
closer to her, she arched her back and lowered her arms so she could grab hold of the tree beside her.

“I think you found my gtick,” Cole whispered.
A relaxed smile curled Paige' s lips up at both edges. “Not yet, but give me asecond.”

“No, thistree,” Cole said as heran hishand aong her arm to the tree she was gripping. “ This actudly
reminds me of something.”

Paige’ s eyes had been partly closed, asif she was dreaming. When she snapped them open, shewas
clearly awake. “What? Oh, you mean this?’ She turned to the side and |ooked at what she' d been
holding. The tree was actualy more of a sapling compared to the othersin the area. It was abit taler
than her, with atrunk as thick as abaseball bat and branches that had been picked clean by the crisp
autumn winds.

Although Cole was leaning more toward the sapling, his hand was till upon Paige' s hip. He glanced at
her and caught aflush in her cheeksthat didn’t have anything to do with the weather. “Y ou know
something?’ he asked.

“WI,H?I
“Thisisthefirg timeyou're not the one leading me around.”

Paige lowered her head and pulled in adeep breath before nodding dowly and then turning away from
him completely. Before he could get too worried, she turned back around to show him an embarrassed
gmile. “All right. If you want to keep strictly to business, that’ sfine”

“Oh sure” Cole chuckled. “ Asif you would have done anything el se with those things deeping right over
there. | gppreciate you not kicking my ass or anything for getting carried away like that, but | shouldn’t
have started anything we wouldn't be able to finish.”

Drawing the club from her right boot, Paige tightened her grip on its handle and held on as the wood



stretched out and curled at the end to form the curved sickle blade that Cole had sworn was another
weapon atogether. With one powerful swipe, she cut the sapling at its base and then lowered her arm.
As sheloosened her grip on the sickle, it flowed back in on itsalf to become the smple club it had been
before.

“I may be ascreamer,” Paige whispered, “but we could' ve done awhole ot out here before we' d ever
wake up one of those Half Breeds.”

Col€' seyes darted back and forth between her, the tree where she’ d been pinned, and the sapling that
now lay at her feet. “Don’t kid around like that, Paige. It' scruel.”

Dragging the tree behind her, she brushed againgt his body just long enough for Coleto fed the curve of
her hip as she passed him by. “Who' skidding?’

Chapter 21

When Cole saw the way Paige handled a hunting knife, he couldn’t decide whether he was aroused or
uncomfortable. It was adigtinction he hadn’t had to make since the tight gym shorts he' d been forced to
endurein junior high. She wielded the blade with speed and efficiency as she whittled the sapling down to
his specifications. While she did that, he was given the task of patrolling the property. After glancing a
few moretimesinto the dark pit where the bizarre creatures were sill deeping, he became accustomed
to the sight of them. Over the next hour and ahaf or so, the cold air seeped under his clothesand
brought asilence to the areathat normally only camein the dead of winter.

Rubbing his hands together while hunkering down to watch Paige some more, he asked, “ Can weapons
likethishurt aFull Blood?’

“Yes, and that’ ssaying alot,” she replied without alowing her handsto lose the rhythm she d built up.
“There' sonly three things that we know of that can kill aFull Blood and thisis one of them.”

Cole sface darkened as he thought about what he wanted to say. As much as he wanted to bite his
tongue, he couldn’t keep from telling her, “It didn’t help Gerald very much.”

If Paige wasfazed by that in any way, she didn’t show it. “ That's because he wasn't prepared. Y ou take
any boxer and tdl him he’ straining for afeastherwe ght match and then toss his narrow buitt into aring
againg a heavyweight who's carrying a dedgehammer in each hand and that boxer won't have much of a
chance. He' s got weapons, but they’ re just the wrong ones. | won't lieto you, Cole. Even with the
proper wegpons, we' re ahell of along way from having the upper hand.”

“But there’ s got to be a better way than swinging aspear at them,” heinssted.

Paige sat with her back againgt atree so she was facing the pile of rubble behind the Lancroft mansion.
She and Cole had moved farther into the trees so nothing could get behind them without rustling severa
yards of dead leaves or shaking awholelot of dry branches. As she got back to her work with the knife,
shesaid, “We can treat bullets to hurt some of these things, but not Full Bloods. Charmed weaponslike
that Blood Blade do alot of damage, but the Gypsies who craft them don't part with their secrets.”

“I"d think anyone who could make those wegpons would want to get them to the ones who can use
them.”

“Yeah,” shegrumbled. “That' s how you' d think it would work. Those families do thingstheir own way
and don't get along with Skinnerstoo well. It's some sort of feud from along time ago, but dl | care
about is here and now.”
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“We ve got aBlood Blade here and now,” he pointed ouit.

She shook her head definitively. “1 can't risk anything happening to that. That Mongrel in Canadawas
supposed to have two Blood Blades. Full Bloods are known to collect the things just to keep them away
from us, which was probably what brought that one running to Gerald and Brad. I’ ve got plansfor this
bladeand | can’t risk anything happening to it. Gerdld didn’t believe in my idea. He thought the blades
should just be used for fighting, and too many other Skinners agree. We don't need the Blood Blade
yet”

“ So those blades are the best way to kill one of those things?” Cole asked.

Shaking her head without taking her eyes from her work, Paige said, “ The only surefire wegpon to use
againgt any supernatura creature is another supernatura creature. Nobody knows the specifics, but they
can tear each other gpart just fine. It may be some sort of natural balance, but it didn’t help usuntil a
Skinner from a couple hundred years ago came up with what I’ m about to show you.”

“Will you show me how to get that stick to change shapeslike yours did?’ he asked.

“I can turn this stick into something that will hurt aHalf Breed. That’ sal we ve got timefor. Normaly, |
wouldn't even bring you on ahunt likethis, but we don’t have alot of choice right now. We'rethe only
two Skinnerswithin acouple hundred miles”

“What about Wdlter?’ Cole offered weakly.
“I counted him ashdf and you ashdf.”

Although that bent Col€' snose out of joint, he quickly snapped it back into place. “Y ou were probably
being generous where my haf was concerned. Will you at least show me how to swing that stick?’

“Sure,” she said as she tossed the trimmed sapling at him.

The gtick was somewhere between four and five feet long, and till fresh from getting its bark peded off
by Paige’ shunting knife. It fdt alittle damp in his hands and had plenty of give when he swung it back
and forth. Even though the ends had been whittled down to points, he ill would have been more
confident widding abroomstick.

“You aurethisisn’'t another initiation joke?’ he asked.

Circling himin dow, measured steps, Paige spokein asoft voice that madeit sound asif she had her
eyes closed and was describing something from adream. “Try to imagine fighting aFull Blood,” shesaid
from behind him. “Or imagine fighting that Mongrel. Y ou know how well you can move. Y ou know how
fast or dow or strong or flexible you are. What kind of weapon do you think you' d use?’

“When fighting a Full Blood?” hemused. “I’d cal in an air strike. Or how about a nice red button with a
few nukes on the other end of it? That sounds good.”

Paige laughed under her breath and then camly said, “Turn around.”

When heturned, he could hear the subtle brush of feet againgt the ground, which didn't a al match the
sght of Paige stepping forward while swinging both of her clubsat his head. He let out a surprised grunt
and turned at the waist while swinging the sapling up in both hands to protect hisface.

Stopping less than an inch before hitting him, she completed her attack by lightly tapping hisforearm with
the short blunt clubs. “Thereyou go,” shesaid. *Y ou should fight the way your instincts want to fight.



You'll need atwo-handed weapon.” As sheran aclub along the edge of hisarm that was facing toward
her, she added, “ And see the way this arm is turned more than the other?Y ou should be able to shift the
weapon to block with that arm, but you'll be ableto useit either way.”

“Actudly,” Cole said, “there was this one weagpon | designed for Hammer Strike that had these—"

Paige cut him short with apolitely raised hand. “Isit about this Sze?” she asked as she tapped the sapling
he was awkwardly gripping.

“Moreor less. Don't you remember when | told you about Hammer Strike while we were driving out
from Chicago?’

“No.”
“Before we got to the outlet mall,” he added. “Y ou know. It was the game with the Cerberus.”

Sowly, Paige began to nod. “ Oh yeah. Y ou got going about that a couple of times, but | sort of blocked
you out. Here,” she said as she tossed the hunting knife to him. “Y ou should do the carving.”

“I redly don’t know how to carve.”
“Y ou know how to whittle?’
“Bardy.”

“Sameidea,” she said. “ Just sharpen the ends the way they should be and get it down to the basic shape
you're after. I'll check onyou later.”

“What about the Half Breeds?’ Cole asked.

After glancing at her watch and then looking up at the bright gray sky, shereplied, “I’ll check on them
too, but they won’t be going anywhere until the sun startsto go down.”

“So they stay out of the sunlight completely? Doesiit hurt them or something?’

“If you looked like a peeled grape, you' d probably stay out of the sun too. Besides, they’ll be resting up
for agood run tonight.”

Cole caught her looking up toward the sky again. “Full moon?’ he asked.
She nodded. *Y eah. Unfortunately, that legend’ strue. Now get to whittling.”

By late afternoon Col€ sfeet were covered in wood chips. His hands were bleeding from several cuts
and splinters and his arms ached so badly that he prayed for them to fal off. In hislap, the fruit of his
labor rested like a pathetic mockery of the feeble efforts that had produced it. The crooked stick was
pointed a both ends and shaped roughly like athick bow. One end was thicker than the other and had
the beginnings of anotch carved into it.

“Behold,” he said as he held up the length of wood for Paigeto see. “I shdl nameit...aw, thisthing
sucks.”

She sat nearby, with cases she' d unloaded from the car on either side of her. Asthe day had worn on,
amells had drifted through the air from one of several holes she' d dug into the cold soil. Each of those



holes had asmall clay pot set into it. Now, she stood up, dusted herself off, and walked over to sit
beside him. “What’ swrong with it?" she asked.

“Firgt of dl,” hereplied as he tapped the rough notch, “thisis supposed to be like two points split apart.
Maybeit' sstupid, but it looked redlly cool inthe—" Before he could finish hiscriticism, metal diced
through the air as Paige swung the hunting knife straight down toward the stick. The blade landed in the
notch with asolid thunk and caused the wood to split another couple of inches down.

After twisting the knife to separate the two haves abit more, she asked, “Isthat morelike it?’

Colelooked at that end of the stick and nodded as he compared it to the forked tongue mode! of his
favorite melee wegpon from Hammer Strike. “Yeah! | don’t know if it'll do alot of damage, but that's
thelook of it.”

Taking the whittled piece of wood from him, she hefted it in both hands and nodded. “ Thisisn't bad. See
if you can get these points a bit sharper, though,” she said, handing the wood back. “Thenit’Il do plenty
of damage.”

Cole rested the bow-shaped stick across hislap and got back to whittling. Once Paige returned to the
clay pots she'd partiadly buried, he asked, “ So, | had thisredly great dream where | kissed you and you
seemed tolikeit. It seemed redl, but | guessyou weren't there.”

“I wasthere,” shesaid quietly.
“Maybe it wasn't adream, then. Maybe it was amistake?’

“I' hope not,” she replied as she lowered her head and kept stirring the mixture at her feet. “Y ou surprised
meand | ran with it, but maybe it wasn't the best time. Then again, who knows when theré |l be a better
time?’

“For tomorrow we die,” he declared. “Isthat it?’

“Could be tomorrow. Could be tonight. Maybe I’ ve just been living day to day for too damn long.” She
shook her head just enough for her hair to dip down into her face. “Y ou probably think I'm such a—"

“Hey,” hecut in. “If you can hep meturn this piece of crgp | whittled into anything more than aglorified
toothpick, I'll think you' re amiracle worker.”

Paige looked at him without saying aword. Slowly, the frustration in her eyes faded away. After holding
onto the silence that stretched between them for afew more seconds, she lifted asmall bowl from the dirt
and moved over to St beside him. She reached out to take a small rag from one of the nearby casesand
dipped it into the concoction. Cole watched her, savoring the grace in her movements, which brought out
the sublime in even the most mundane of tasks.

“Thisisaresin made from arecipe that dates back to the 1600s,” she said. “1 don’'t know the name of
the Skinner who cooked up the first batch, but | will tell you it works red well.”

“Do | need to learn how to makeit?’ he asked.

“Y es, but not tonight. Thisjust needs to be worked into the grain of the wood in athick, even coat.
Here” she said as she carefully handed it over. “Thisisyour job.”

“Should | get any on me?’



“Only if you don’'t mind losing the use of your fingers.” Paige smirked as she saw the panic that drifted
across hisface.

Assoon ashegot alook at that grin, Cole rdlaxed and smply held onto one end of the stick ashe
applied theresin like acoat of foul-smelling varnish. Before he was three-quarters done, he could hear
something creaking and sngpping like bones being bent until they broke.

“Isthat supposed to happen?’ he asked.
“Yeah,” Pagetold him. “That’ stheresin soaking in.”

Colelooked down at the stick and noticed how the sunlight was reflecting differently along the surface
where the resin had been applied as opposed to where it hadn’t. While the end he was using asahandle
dtill felt like freshly cut wood, the trested areas |ooked amost petrified.

“Coat therest of it,” Paigeinstructed. “End to end. Top and bottom.”

Only about aminute after the rest of the coat had been applied, she took the stick from him and tested to
make sure the varnish was dry. “ Show me how you'll wield it,” she said, and tossed it back to him.

Cole caught it and hefted it in his hands. Not only wasthe resin dry, but it made the stick somehow feet
lighter and stronger at the same time. Holding onto it stick so the bowed angle arced away from him, he
sad, “I guesslikethis, but I could dways switch it around.”

“You'll hold it thefirst way,” Paigetold him. “That’s going to be more effective. Now hand it back.
Quickly.”

He gave the stick back to her and watched as she used the hunting knife to hack at afew spots hdfway
along the length of wood. She split off afew thin sections, peeled them back, then dabbed moreresin
onto the spots of fresh wood that had been revealed. After repeating the process several moretimesina
few different spots aong the length of the stick, she dropped the rag and tossed the hunting knife so its
blade stuck into the dirt. Gripping the stick between the barbs she' d created, she dipped the barbs into
another one of the pots she' d been using to create one of her potent mixtures.

“When the time comes,” she said, “thiswegpon will saveyour life. It will be an extension of your own
body. It will be the only weapon you' Il need.” Asshelifted the stick, aclear, glistening string extended
from the barbs to the pot. It was broken by her finger, which she then used to smear the resin afew more
places. “When the time comes, you' |l hold the wegpon just like you showed me.”

“Those spikes are gonna get in my way,” Cole pointed out.
She looked up at him and nodded once.

He furrowed his brow and studied her face. He didn't exactly like what he saw. “Y ou want meto fit my
fingers between the spikes?’

“Thethornswill cut into your hands, but try not to think about that,” she explained as she handed the
weapon to him. “I1t’ s anecessary part of the process.”

Glancing between those thorns and Paige’ s hands, Cole could see thethick layers of scarsthat marked
her palms. He suddenly recaled seeing Smilar scars on the pams of dmost every other Skinner he' d
met. “1 need to tear my own hands open every time | usethisthing?’ he asked.

Paige shook her head reassuringly. “Not every time. Trust me, it looksworsethanit is. Just to get the fedl



of it, hold the weapon up like you' re blocking something.”

Tentatively placing his hands around the spot that had been carved into arough grip, he felt the wooden
barbs press againg his pams. “When'sthefirst time I’ m gonna have to do this?’ he asked through gritted
teeth.

Without amoment’ s hesitation, Paige drew one of her clubs and cracked it againgt the middle of the
gtick, causing some of the thornsin Col€ s handle to snap againg his hands. The rest pierced hisflesh and
dug into the meet of hishands.

“Holy...God...that hurts” he moaned.

She dropped her club back into her boot and leaned forward to examine his hands. Just when it seemed
that she was going to tend to his wounds, she pulled the weapon up from his palms and then forced it
back down abit farther. Thistime Cole was too shocked to make a sound.

“That’snot so bad,” shetold him. “We got what we needed on thefirst try. | know someone who had to
go four or five times before he got so much blood drawn.” As she spoke, Paige lifted the wegpon until all
the thorns came free of Col€' s hands. The ones that hadn’t snapped were coated with adick layer of
blood. A few of the broken onesremained lodged in hisflesh.

Cole smouth hung open and he held his hands out. Most of the color had drained from hisface ashis
fingersdowly trembled and curled in and out like squirming caterpillars. “What in the hell wasthat for?’

Having dready gotten hersdf situated on the ground with her legs bunched up benegth her, Paige dipped
onerag into the second of her concoctions. “It connects you to your weapon. It'|l aso toughen you up.
Bring methe smdl via on top of the case over there,” she said.

Cole pulled the largest of the broken splintersfrom his pam and flexed hisfist to work the pain out. It
stung like hell, but the pain was seeping into him and becoming essier to bear. After finding thevid she'd
requested, he asked, “Do | want to know what’ sin this?’

“Diluted Nymar venom. I’m going to mix it with your blood on these thorns so your wegpon will bond to
you and eventudly respond to your commands.”

“What sort of commands?’

“Onething at atime, young one. Come over here and watch what I’'m doing. Y ou're going to need to
learnthis”

“What about the Half Breeds?’ Cole asked.

“We ve got another few hours before they wake up. | just hope to teach you afew basic moves before
then.”

“How long before | need to fight?’

Paige looked up at the sky to check the moon and then looked at her watch. “Likel said...probably a
few more hours”

After modifying Cole' sweapon with her hunting knife, shetossad it back to him. Although the thornson
the grip were either cut off or trimmed down, the remaining ones were sturdier and a bit sharper than
their bigger brothers. Cole listened as she gave a quick rundown of what she was doing.



“Something in Nymar venom alows them to control someone the way Misonyk controlled you,” she
explained. “Basicdly, thisresin mixed with alittle diluted venom alows us to control our own wesgpons.
It' [l only work for you, though. For everyonedse, thisll just beastick.”

“And for me, it's something that shreds my damn hands anytime | want to useit.”
Paige shook her head dowly. “ The venom is diluted with Nymar saliva—"

“And it gets better!”

“That sdiva,” shecut in, “hasawesk heding property.”

“Heding?’ Cole asked.

“Nymar can hed up their victimsalittle bit, just to make sure the throats get ripped open enough to feed
but not enough to kill.”

“That’ snice of them.”

Meeting hiseyes, Paige said, “A besting heart makesit easier for them to get more blood from the veins.
That'sdl thereistoit. For our purposes, it keeps our hands from being ripped apart too badly. But,” she
added as she held up her own hand to show him the scars on her palm, “it’ s not perfect.”

Once the weapon was treated with the venom and another coat of the varnish, Cole was put through a
few pacesto practice using it. Thankfully, Paige dlowed him to grasp the weapon with hisfingers
between the barbs instead of on top of them. He was't allowed to bandage his hands, however. More
blood needed to soak into the resin. Tightening his grip on the weapon, he got used to the fed of it asshe
dowly swung one of her clubsat him. The two weapons knocked together, dlowing himto fed the
sturdiness of what had so recently been a sapling.

“So how come my weapon isn't half as cool asyours?’ he asked.

Paige sped up her attacks and watched every one of Col€ s movements. “Because it’ s not finished. Even
s0,” she added as she snuck in alower swing, “it’ll never be as cool asmine.”

“Just because you' ve got some magic kind of wood that changes shape.”
“WE | get to that part later. Right now, just try not to hurt yourself.”

They spent the next haf hour with Paige attacking and Cole defending in one of two basic ways. After
that, they switched roles and practiced for another hour with her showing him two smple waysto attack
after each defense. When shefinally called for him to take a break, he was ready to collapse.

“Y ou ready to meset your first Half Breed?’ she asked.

Coletried to laugh but could only manage afew short-winded gasps. “Just aslong as...you don't expect
meto...”

“Oh, you'll befighting,” she said before he could finish his sentence.

His mouth hung open but no words came out. After abit of coaxing, he finally managed to spit out,
“UnlessaHaf Breed is some sort of rabid dachshund, there’'sno way I'm ready to fight!”

Even though she’ d been working twice as hard as Cole throughout their sparring session, Paige was
practicaly jumping out of her skin for more. “1t’ s not about the moves,” shetold him. “It’s about the



warrior’ s spirit, remember?’
“| thought that was just ingpirationd bullshit.”

She shook her head as a hungry smile drifted onto her face. “ The Half Breedswill be coming for usas
soon as they wake up.”

“You can't serioudy expect meto do this. We ve only been practicing for a couple hours. How good
can anyone be after a couple hours?’

Paige eyed him for afew more seconds before easing up on her stance. “Fine. Would you fed better if |
told you there’ sa shotgun in the case behind me?’

“|sthere?’

13 Ym.”
“Thenyes” Colesighed. “1 fed much better.”

“You'll fill need to be ready to use some of those moves | taught you. All you're doing is stabbing like
it sagpear. If acaveman could figureit out, | think you' |l do just fine. It' s getting close to nightfdl,” she
added. “That meanswe till have timeto get into that pit and introduce ourselves.”

Some of the suppliesthat Paige took from the case included aflashlight and hunting knife for each of
them, some rope, and a plastic container about the size and shape of the one he had used for hisretainer
when he was in eighth grade. When he opened the plastic case, he saw two sculpted glassvidsand a
syringe. One of those vidswas very familiar.

“That' syour Resurrection Vid and dose of antidote to reverseit,” Paige explained.

“What about the other one?’ Cole asked as he eyed the vial that had a single ddlivery needle as opposed
to two.

“That’ swhat you take if you get mauled by a shapeshifter and survive,” shetold him. “I1t’II kill you quick
and painlesdy.”

“Jesus, you Skinners are morbid.”

“Just safe,” Paige said as she pulled out afase bottom from the larger case, then removed two sawed-off
shotguns. “If you ever see how aHalf Breed changes, you' Il know the dternativeisahel of alot better.”
She handed one of the shotguns to Cole and took the other for hersalf. Both had a mesh strap that
allowed the weapons to be dung over their backs so their hands were free. Leaving the rest of the
suppliesin the clearing, sheled the way to the pile of rubble. “When you use that weapon,” she
explained, “grab hold of thethornstightly. It'll be quick and may even fireyou up.”

“Stick versus shotgun? That sounds like an easy loss for the stick to me.”

Paige dropped to one knee once she got to the edge of the pit. Looking down to make sure the gnarled
creatureswere ill laying in their spots, she whispered, “Y ou empty both barrelsinto aHalf Breed's
head or chest and you should put it down. Of course, they do have atendency to rip apart everything in
the vicinity when they’ re wounded, so no wild shots.”

“If thisis payback for me getting frisky awhile ago, it' sabit extreme.”

“No, no,” she said with asexy grin as shetied alength of rope to astake she' d pounded into the ground.



“I get pretty frisky on full moonstoo. It' sashame you didn’t fed your wild side a bit more when we had
thetime.”

Before Cole could reflect upon what could have been, she was gone. She' d smply grabbed hold of the
edge of the pit, swung her legs over, and dropped into the shadows with the rope trailing behind her. He
glanced up at the darkening skies. There were sill clouds overhead, but they’ d thinned out into tattered,
smoky shreds. The sun had dipped below the horizon, which alowed agood portion of itslight to snesk
in benesth the clouds and wash over the rubble and neighboring mansion. When he craned his neck a bit
more, he could already make out the pal e shape of the moon hanging back like an actor waiting for his
cue. Helooked into the pit and was stricken by the vast contrast between that dirty hole and the sky
aboveit.

He expdled the breath he’ d been holding, dangled hislegs over the edge. ..and dropped.

Chapter 22

Col€ sfeet samacked againgt the dirt with ajarring impact. Pain shot up through his ankles, burned al the
way past his knees and settled into his hips. Switching on hisflashlight, he scraped hisfoot againgt the
ground and took alook at the ground beneath him. Thefirst few layers of dirt on the floor came away
easly to reved smooth, evenly placed bricks. He then saw that the hole was't actudly apit, but the
remains of an old room.

One side of the room was piled high with amixture of broken bricks, dirt, and rotted beams smilar to the
rest of the rubble aboveground. There was a distinct odor underground, however, which was only made
worse by the mangy, deformed crestures deeping noisily against one of the only wallsthat had remained
intact. Paigewasin that area, covering most of her flashlight's beam with the pam of her hand. Thelight
she cast was muted and reddened from being filtered through body.

“| seetwo of them,” she whispered. “What about you?’

Col€e sfirgt reaction was to look away from the closest Half Breed, asif the cresture was some pathetic
collection of remainslaying on the Sde of the road after being decimated by a passing truck. It had
looked strange from adistance, and was only stranger now that he was close enough to hear every last
oneof thething’ srasping, grunting breaths.

Pde skin varied in texture from smooth spots along its back to callused and wrinkled patches along its
limbsand side. Its face looked like something scul pted from wet clay by someone who couldn’'t decideif
they were making a pig, adog, aperson, or amonkey. Haf of a snout emerged from between misaligned
cheekbones and danted to one side asiif it had started to melt and then cooled. A thick, meaty tongue
lolled over its crooked jaw. Some of its teeth were dangeroudy sharp and others blunted and broken.
Greasy hair sprouted in tuftsthat didn’t even come closeto covering itswrinkled privates or sagging
teats.

One of the creature’ s hands sprouted wrinkled, clawed fingers. The other was definitely some sort of
paw. Both of itsfeet were drawn up closeto its torso, where they twitched and wriggled in fits of deep.
As Col€e' s eyeswandered aong the length of the creature’ s body, he couldn’t help but wonder if the
jagged bumpsin the thing’ s flesh were some sort of growth or broken bits of bone poking up from
benesth itsflesh.

“I’ve got one over here,” he reported. As he spoke, he noticed the chewed-up flaps of skin over the
creature s ear holes twitching afew times before coming to arest. “Wait asecond,” he added as his
flashlight wandered toward adark corner to reveal another figure huddled on the ground. “Make that
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two.”
“Damn,” Paige hissed.

Cole moved in adow crouch to keep his head from knocking against the fallen supports that kept the
ceiling from collapsing into the pit. He didn’t have to go far before noticing something about the deeping
figure he'd just found. “Thisone shuman,” he said. Upon spotting the dirty jeans, flannel shirt, and neon
ydlow vest wrapped around it, he asked, “Didn’t Walter mention something about asurvey crew that
was supposed to be coming out here?’

Paige s voice was faint as she whispered from another section of the pit, “'Y eah, but they were supposed
to stay away for afew more days.”

“Lookslikethey didn't follow orders.”

When Paige shined her light on thefigurelaying in front of Cole, sheilluminated the face of aman
somewherein hisforties. His hands were clasped to agaping wound in his chest. Blood had dried into a
crusty paste that held hisarmsin place. His eyes were partly open, but clouded over and unresponsive to
thelight.

“Oh God,” Cole moaned. “He' s hurt. He' s gotta be dead.”
“Comeover here,” shesaid. “That body’s probably just there for a snack.”

Hewas dl too happy to turn away from the gruesome remains and walk toward her light. Along the way,
he nearly tripped over a section of broken wall that protruded amost afoot from the floor. It wasn’t hard
to find other sections hanging from the ceiling directly overhead like rocky growthsinsde acave.
Swinging hisflashlight dong the ceiling, he said, “Looks like this used to be divided into smdler rooms.
Maybeit's some sort of basement?’

“There smorethisway,” Paige replied from a crooked doorway supported by crossed pieces of lumber
that seemed to have falen there when the rest of the place collapsed. Shining her light through the
doorway, she added, “Lookslike awhole halway. A lot of it'sin bad shape, but we should be able to
get through.”

“Gredt. Let’sjust get the hdl out of thispit.”
“Not until we put those Half Breeds down,” she said.

Cole wanted to keep moving, but Paige was blocking the way. Judging by the intensity of her stare, she
wasn't about to step aside any time soon. Doubting that he could force her to move, he nodded and said,
“Y ou'reright. These things have dready killed one guy and they’Il only kill more.”

“Just one? Y ou might not want to look in that corner.”

Following her eyesto the corner to hisleft, Cole found a collection of bones scattered among bits of
clothing matching the outfit worn by the dead guy in the opposite corner of the room. “All right,” he
sghed. “There stherest of the survey team.”

“If Henry isany kind of Full Blood, he could have made any one of these things. Aslong asal of them
are out hunting, there'll be even more. Let’ s clean these things out now before they wake up.”

“Should | usethe shotgun or the stick?’



“The gtick,” Paigetold him. “The wood needs to absorb shapeshifter blood, and the shotgun will only
wake the others up.”

“Got it,” Cole snapped before helost hisnerve. “The gtick it is.” Hereached over his shoulder to take
hold of the wegpon, which now had the fed of lightweight metal. After getting his shirt snagged by the
forked points a the bottom afew times, he finaly managed to wield it using both hands. He felt more
than alittle comforted just having the strange weapon in his grasp. He got an additiona boost of
confidence when Paige stepped up beside him with her own wegpons drawn.

The two closest Half Breeds were laying againgt the wall facing the doorway. Both crestures sprawled
with ther limbs at awkward angles and their heads tucked in againgt their chests. Of course, it would
have been difficult to think of a position where the creatures would have looked comfortable.

Paige approached a Half Breed and tightened her grip on one of her clubs. Now that Cole knew what to
look for, he had no trouble spotting the trickle of blood asthe barbsin her handle dug into her pam. A
few seconds later, the blunt end of the club stretched out to form a pointed stake. Holding the stake over
the top of the Half Breed' s spine, she whispered, “WEe |l take these two out together so onewon't get a
chance to wake the other. One quick, strong stab here will put them down quickly and quietly.”

“What about that one?’ Cole asked as he nodded toward the other end of the room, where the third Half
Breed waslaying.

“Thesetwo first. After we take out that other one, we can see what elseis down here. Y ou ready?’

Cole stood beside her and turned his weapon around so the single spearhead was pointed at the base of
the creature’ s skull. Just then, the creature twitched and kicked. Looking down at the pathetic thing, Cole
redlized he' d never killed anything bigger than aspider. Thelonger he waited, the more inadequate he felt
for only having been exposed to hislittle bit of rushed training.

Picking up on his heditation, Paige kept her own weapon steady and asked, “What' s the matter, Cole?’
“Why don’t we just shoot them? Wouldn't that be quicker?”

“Y ou miss the perfect spot and they won't go down,” she warned him. Y ou wound them and they’ |l be
even more of agoddamn nightmare than when they’ re hungry. They’ll kill just because they’ re pissed,
and it won't be pretty.”

“What about pulling out these supports?’ he asked. “We could cause a cave-in that would—"

“That might just bury them until they get really hungry and manage to dig themsalves out again. These
things arekillers, and thisisthe quickest way to get rid of them.”

Coletightened hisgrip on his wegpon and raised it again. He looked down at the Half Breed and saw a
mangled rat that was bigger than a German shepherd. He saw twisted limbs and broken bones. He even
saw what could have been atattoo on the thing’ sleft shoulder blade.

“What if | miss? What if 1—"
“Dammit, Colé! Kill it!”

Paige s voice echoed through the pit. It was al she could do to bresk through the haze settling into
Cole'shrain, but it was aso enough to wake the animals laying on the floor.

Paige’ sHalf Breed shook its head and rolled onto its belly so it could get itslegs benesth it. Thething



managed to stand up halfway before her stake was driven through the back of its head, instantly snuffing
out the light that wasflickering in its eyes. The Half Breed twitched and then dropped into ahegp of
bones and muscle.

Beneath Cole' swegpon, the other Half Breed pulled in aquick breath and let out awet hacking sound
that was part bark and part cough. Its eyelids snapped open to reved milky yelow eyesthat found himin
lessthan a second. It opened its mouth, showing him pointed fangs that pushed their way out through
shredded gums. Suddenly, Cole redized the creature was scrambling to its feet with its body pointed
away from him and its head twisted 180 degrees around to let out astrained snarl.

Acting out of purereflex, he jabbed his weapon downward, but buried the single spearhead into the
mesty portion of the thing’ s neck instead of the pot Paige had singled out. Ignoring the sharpened spike
gouging into itsflesh, the Half Breed sngpped at Cole with enough ferocity to clip its own tongue in half.
The only thing keeping it from eviscerating him was the spearhead that al but pinned it to the floor.

“Keepit there, Cole,” Paige said. “Nice and steady.”

In the space of afew seconds he could fed the resistance from the creature growing stronger and
stronger. Fur was sprouting from its back, and the ridges beneeth its skin were smoothing out to
disappear under thick layers of muscle. “I won't be able to hold it much longer,” he warned.

Paige’ s weapon shifted into the sharpened sickle, which she swiped acrossthe Half Breed' sthroat and
opened itsjugular. Now, Cole struggled to hold the creature as it thrashed and then finaly dumped to the
floor. Lowering hisarms, he placed one foot on the Half Breed so he could pull hisweapon free. Behind
him, frantic steps scraped againgt the dirty floor, followed by the impact of something heavy knocking
againg hisback.

Colefdl over and skidded until he hit the wall. His weapon was knocked from his hand and disappeared
from sight. Even before he could figure out how he' d landed, he reached for the shotgun dung across his
back. The moment hisfinger found the trigger, he saw the third Half Breed crawling toward him. The
creature was trembling like adrowned cat, fur spewing out to form athick coat over its skin. Claws
snaked from the ends of its paws and its gnarled face took on adistinctly canine shape. When the Half
Breed opened its mouth to let out avicious snarl, Cole pointed his shotgun at it and pulled the trigger.
The gun bucked in his hands and let out adeafening roar, sending aload of buckshot into the Half

Breed' sface.

Blood sprayed onto the wall behind the creature asit staggered back to bump against the filthy bricks. It
caught most of the buckshot in the mouth, losing a portion of itslower jaw and severd teethinthe
process. Itsfeet were still forming, which made it even harder for the creature to keep its balance when it
stepped into anearby pile of chewed body parts. Cole wanted to take another shot, but the gunin his
hands was empty. Instead of being able to pump in another round, he had to open the breech and
manualy fit in two more shells. Swearing under his bregth, he discarded the spent firearm.

“Y our weapon’sover there,” Paige said as she shoved past him and faced the disoriented Half Breed.
“Seeif you can get it!”

Colelooked around and spotted his spear under the hole that led back up to the mansion grounds.
Scrambling toward it, he saw more movement coming from the end of the room that wasfilled with
debris. A faint voice aso came from that direction.

“Someone...please help...” the voice groaned.

Cole hurried to that end of the room, figuring Paige had thingswell in hand. After crossing benesth the



hole that led outside, he saw what he' d previoudy thought was acorpsein aydlow safety vest. Not only
was the man dive, but he was crawling toward him, fingers scraping againgt the floor and eyeslocking
onto hiswith desperation that bordered on the fanatical.

“Please...you gotta....”

“Don't move,” Colesad. “Wé€l help you!”

Suddenly, the snarls behind Cole turned into amuted gurgle. After that, something heavy hit the floor.
“Stay away from him, Cole,” Paige commanded.

But Cole was dready reaching out for the wounded man. He would have been ableto get to him if Paige
hadn’t rushed over and pulled him back. She was saying something in ahurried series of words, but he
wasn't hearing any of it. She struggled to pull him even farther back, but he reflexively wanted to help the
man on the floor. And then, when he heard the first wet pops coming from the man’ s body, he couldn’t
get himsdf to look away.

Themanwason al fours, convulsing uncontrollably. Hisfingers clawed at the ground and hisfeet
thrashed againgt the unforgiving surface. When that first crack sounded out, the front part of theman’s
body fell forward. After the next pop, hisforearm folded in the middle and caused that shoulder to dap
againg the ground. Still propping himsdf up with his other arm, the man pushed againgt the ground and
kicked hislegs out asmore of hisbones cracked and sent jagged splinters up through his skin.

Craning his neck until he reached itslimit, the flailing man looked a Cole. By thetime his eyeslocked
upon the diver of darkening sky that could be seen through the hole in the celling, hisface exploded
outward to form aridged brow and blunt snout. For the first few seconds, the man’s head appeared to
have been crushed and reshaped by a set of crue, invisible hands. Therest of hisbody continued to
gpasm as more and more of his bones were snapped into piecesingde of him.

It was asound Cole would never forget.

The man on the floor struggled to pull himself up. Tearsrolled down hisface and the painin hiseyeswas
amost unbearable to witness. Even as hetried to reach out for Cole, his hand was reduced to arubbery
mass of broken bones encased in skin that somehow refused to tear. The convulsing figure struggled to
look up, until thelifein his eyes faded away and he dlowed his head to droop. From then on the
twitching and flailing of hislimbs made him ook more like a puppet being swung at the end of itsstrings.
The human ingde the thing gave no more resistance, since his body wastoo shattered to obey its
commands anyhow.

And then, somehow, the man looked up.

Muscles writhed and twitched as the nubs of broken boneswere pulled back down into him. Hisentire
shape stretched out and reformed into something more like the other wretches that had been curled up at
the bottom of the pit. Cole took one step back before hislegs gave out beneath him. Paige shouldered
him to one side so she could rush forward with her weapons aready swinging for the creature’ s neck.
The eyesthat met Col€ swere no longer those that had been begging for help afew moments ago. They
were cloudy, yellow and vacant. The voice that came from the thing' s reformed mouth was an inhuman
scream that mercifully ended as both of Paige’ s weapons dashed out and acrossto sever the newly
formed Half Breed' sskull from its body.

Cole couldn’t move.



He could barely even breathe.

Offering her hand to him, Paige said, “ There was nothing we could do for him, Cole. He was dead as
soon as he started to change.”

“But...he asked for help. He...hewaslooking a& me,” Cole sammered. “Hewasdive.”

She shook her head. “If awerewolf hurts you without killing you, it's probably infected you. Someone
like that can only be helped within thefirst few hours after they were hurt, and even then it’ s hit or miss.
Thefirg timethey change, it breaks every bonein their body. We know,” she told him with confidence.
“We velooked for ourselves”

After what he' d already seen, Cole didn’t want to press her for detalls.
“Areyou dl right?’ she asked.

Helooked down at the gruesome remains of the man in the yellow vest. The body wasn't even closeto
human. Those dead, ydllow eyes till gazed out into nothingness. Cole knew he' d probably be seeing
those eyesfor along time to come,

“Do you till want to check out this place or would you rather wait up top?’ Paige asked.
Cole nodded once and looked around for his wespon. “ Are there more like these things around?’
“Y eah. And every one of them can make more.”

“Then I’'m coming with you.” Shaking his head solemnly, he added, “Nobody deservesto suffer like that.
ltwes...”

“I know,” Paige said.

Standing in that spot, Cole moved his eyes back and forth. Thelast hints of sunlight trickled down
through the hole over hishead in adark red haze that faded by the second. Focusing on one of thewalls,
he asked, “Where saflashlight?’

“I'vegot one”
“Shineit on that wall right there.”

Paige holstered one of her clubs and quickly flicked the switch on her flashlight. Even before the wall was
illuminated, Cole moved forward and reached out to brush away some of the dirt and cobwebs
encrusted on the cracked vertical surface.

“These markings,” he whispered. “Do you know what they mean?’

Paige stepped forward and lowered her flashlight so the beam wasn't reflecting directly off thewall. After
studying the markingsfor afew seconds, she sad, “I don’t know exactly what they mean, but they're
close to the ones on the Blood Blade.”

“Isit some sort of language?’
“It could be some kind of ceremonid script or possibly an old Gypsy diaect.”

“But you can't read it?’



Chuckling once, Paigereplied, “I can teach you plenty of things, but ancient languages and ritua symbols
are out of my league.”

Coletapped the wal and glanced around. “1’ ve seen thisroom. Not the way it is now, but when dl the
wallswere up and the building wasn't collgpsed. Thiswas the room where Misonyk was kept. Thisis
where he was laying when he had the spear through his chest.”

“Areyou sure about that?’

“I remember those symbols. He used to look at them when he waslaying here. | saw it.” Cole shifted his
eyes down and began scraping at the floor with hisfoot. The dirt had formed athick shell over thefloor.
Although he' d hoped to see some sort of trace | eft behind from the vision hel d taken from Misonyk, al
he uncovered was more cracked bricks.

“Y ou're starting to sound like Prophet,” Paige grumbled. “Why don’'t we seewhat elseisin thisplace
and get out? There sgot to be more Half Breeds on their way. They wouldn’t just abandon aden as
good asthisone.”

“Oh yeah,” Cole said as he looked around at the bloody remains scattered upon the dirty mat of soil,
broken rock, and dead leaves. “ Primerea edtate here.”

Paige held her flashlight in one hand and one of her clubsin the other. Now that he knew what was aong
the handle of those clubs, Cole had to admire her for widlding it so fearlessdy. He found his own wegpon
and picked it up, careful to dip hisfingers between the thorns rather than place his hands on top of them.
Since the danger seemed to have passed, there wasn't areason to maim himsdf just yet.

“I think there' san infection from that stuff you used to coat thosethorns,” he grumbled as he followed
Paige out of the room. When he checked his palm, he found the woundsirritated but mostly closed. “It's
healing up pretty good, but my skinisburning. | don't think thisisgood, Paige.”

Heading for the doorway that led from the room, she said, “Y our blood bonds you to the weapon and
a0 to the venom. Everything Nymar reacts to human blood anyway, but you can't fed it until you get
closeto an actua spore.”

“So there’ saNymar nearby?’

She nodded. “ Just think of it asan early warning system. It’ Il work with shapeshifterstoo, now that
you' ve added some of their blood into theresin.”

“Wow,” he said with genuine admiration. “ Did you guys happen to get a Skinner who wasaso a
chemig?’

“No, a couple dozen Skinners worked on the formulafor God knows how long before it was perfected.
There just happened to be some useful side effects.”

“Were there any bad side effects?’
“Oh yeah,” Paige whispered. “But you probably don't want to hear about those.”

She walked into acrumbling, dirty halway beyond the door that led out of the Half Breed den. Taking a
few more steps, she siwung her flashlight, illuminating the walls and ceiling, which werein somewhat better
condition than the room they’ d just left. The hall ended afew pacesto theright, blocked off about ten
pacesto the left by tightly packed debristhat had settled into a solid barrier.



Having found hisflashlight, Cole shined it on the obstruction at the left end. It didn’t take much searching
to find the blackened scorch marks that formed aring al the way around the rubble blocking the rest of
the hall. “Looksliketherewas afire,” he said while brushing hisfingersaong the wdl. “Maybethis
hallway was blasted shut. Whoever did that must have redlly wanted to be sure nobody else got in here.”

“Or maybe they didn’t want someone getting out,” Paige added. “ Take alook over here.”

The wall separating the pit from the hallway was buckled and cracked. Most of the doors had been
wedged into their frames by the shifting of the building around them. The room shewas pointing a didn’t
even have adoor. It was directly across from Misonyk’ s old cell, and judging by the sounds coming from
ingde, it was currently occupied.

“Do you hear that?’ Paige asked.
Cole nodded. “ Should | get the shotgun?’

“No. I’'ve dtill got mine. But,” she added as she took alook into the next room, “I don’t think agun will
do ether of usany good.”

Col€ s hand reflexively tightened around hisweapon. Some of the thorns scraped againg hisfingers, but
he was more concerned by the way theirritation in his hand suddenly felt asif someonewas holding a
match againgt his skin. The wheezing voice coming from the next room, however, was more than enough
to digtract him from abit of pain.

While keeping her flashlight pointed into the room, Paige held her weapon so the curved blade was ready
to be swung.

As hefollowed her into the room, Cole noticed the etchings on the outside of the door frame. They were
smilar to the strange letters hel d seen in the other room, but the symbolsinsde this one had been
scratched and clawed until they’ d dmaost been gouged from the brick. Somehow, the marks still showed
up like stubborn water stainsin aleaky basement. The room stank of urine and worse. There were no
furnishings or anything elsein that cramped space gpart from afew short bones on the floor next to the
door and alarge figure rocking anxioudy in the opposite corner.

The beam from Paige sflashlight played dong the walls and reflected off the smooth, rounded surface of
Henry’ s corner. Even though it gppeared to have been made from the same brick asthe rest of thewalls
and floor, that corner had been worn down to glassy perfection, which hugged Henry’ s body like an old
rocking chair. Although that body was more compact than the last time Cole had seen it, Henry’ sflesh
was il gnarled and twisted into something dien and unnaturd. A holein the celling opened up to show
the bottom of apile of rubble that could very well have been the same pile he’ d scaled while searching
the mansion grounds. Dirt trickled in to patter upon the floor in adusty drizzle that blended nicely with
Henry’ svoice.

“I'mGod sfavoriteHespeakstomeandtogetherwemakeh armony,” Henry mumbled in asingle, continuous
stream. As he spoke and rocked, hishead lolled back and forth with a hypnotic rhythm. Hislips twitched
and his mouth hung open to reved afew sharpened teeth that had pushed through hisjaw and split apart
severd of hisold teeth in the process.  StandwaitstandwaitstandwaitwaitwaitforGodtocal lmyname.”

Paige stepped into the room, keeping her hands where Henry could see them. When she spoke, it wasin
asoothing voice that dmaost blended in with Henry’ s seamless mumbling. “Where sMisonyk?” she
asked. “Whereishe?’

When Henry shook his head, the disconnection from his spine madeit difficult for himto stop. “1 made a



friend,” hesaid in adower, clearer voice. “He's...likeme.”

From behind Cole, acoarse howl rolled through the subterranean confines. It was definitely coming from
outside, but that didn’t make Cole fed any better. The howl didn’t sound like it came from an anima nor
did it sound like it came from aman. It was more like the sound a demon would make while getting its
bony wingstorn off. After thefirst hellish roar, it tapered off into something more familiar.

Familiar, but il unnerving.
“Uhhh, Paige?’ Cole whispered.
Shewaved quickly at him and nodded. “ Can you hear that howling? Are those more like you, Henry?’

Curled up in hiscorner, Henry looked asif haf of hisbody masshad smply folded in onitself. Hisarms
were wrapped around his knees and his chest heaved with strained breaths. When he rocked forward to
get acloser look at Paige, it was easier to see the degp groove that had been worn into the corner behind
Henry aswell as beneath him. “They weren't like me. Not at first. God told meto hurt them, so | did. He
said they’d help us, and they will. They did. They liketo runwith me. They...likeme.”

“How many did you hurt?’

“Don’'t know. God didn’'t teach me to count. God told me about you,” Henry said as he bared histeeth.
“He said you wanted to kill me.” Furrowing his brow, he clenched his eyes shut and let out agroan that
boiled up from the back of histhroat. “ Y ou tried to kill me! | remember!”

Paige held her weapon behind her back. “I want to hear about God,” she urged as she took afew steps
toward Henry’ s corner. “What did God say? Where ishe?’ When she saw the happy gleam in Henry's
eyes, she added, “ Can you take meto him?’

Henry kept trying to see what was happening in the shadows behind her, but Paige pulled his attention
back to where she wanted it to be.

“I...didn"t mean to make her,” Henry said.

Paige narrowed her eyes and asked, “What?’

“I waslooking for someone. She reminded me of the pretty lady from the saloon.”
“Sdoon?’

Henry nodded, but could only manage adight bob before letting his head swing along its norma course.
“The golden-haired one. She...so pretty. Her friend was so pretty. | thought she missed me. They dl
screamed & me. Just likethey did thefirst timel...” Henry's eyes shifted and his brow twitched. On
anyone e se the expression would have seemed vaguely contemplative. On Henry it looked as though a
caterpillar was dowly crawling beneath the skin of hisforehead. “I don’t...1 don't...l hear Hisvoice
now. | hear him!” Suddenly, Henry twitched and he flopped into his corner asif he meant to curl into a
ball of filthy, knotted muscle. “God don't likeit when | think too hard.
AgoodmanobeyshislordandhonorsHimwithswiftstepsvhenHecalls™” In avoice that had suddenly cleared,
Henry said, “I’'m hungry. God will provide! Godwillprovide! I’'m so hungry.”

When he pulled himsdlf to hisfeet, Paige shouted, “Henry, no! Stay here! Tell me about God!”

But her words were lost amid whatever ese was swirling through Henry’ s mind. He shoved past Cole
and ran across the hall. Cole looked into the den and was just in time to see Henry squat beneath the



hole leading outside and then jump straight up throughtit.
“Cole?’ Paige cdled out from behind him. “Did he get away?’
“| sure as hdll couldn’t do much to stop him!”

“Grab one of those Half Breeds,” she said as she anxioudly patted Cole' schest, “and I'll help carry it to
thecar.”

“Y ou want to bring one of those dead things with us?’

“That’ sright. You madeit thisfar, so don’t punk out on me now. We need to get moving. Half Breeds
only howl for afew minutes before they start hunting, and we need to make sure we don’t lose sight of
them.” She made astraight linefor the Half Breed directly benesth the entrance in the celling. “Thisone's
perfect,” she said while pointing to the werewolf carcass asif it wasthe prettiest Chrigmastreein thelot.
“Hand him up to me and we can get the car started before the rest of those things start running.”

“What in the hell are you talking about?’

“Just doit!” she growled with more ferocity than the monsters outside.

Chapter 23

The phonein Col€ s pocket chirped initsfamiliar way. Despite the squedling of thetires against the
pavement and the dangerous pull of the steering whed in hishands, he reflexively dug the phone from his
pocket and flipped it open. Angrier at himsdlf for answering the damn thing than he was & the actua
ringing, he snarled, “ Y eah. What isit?’

“Y ou guys doubted me, but | found the place,” Walter said from the other end of theline.

“What?’

“I'min Janesville. I’ ve been scouting dl the parksal day long and | findly found one thet fits my vison!”
Turning his head away from the phone, Cole announced, “Walter found his park.”

Paige wasin the backseat with the dead Half Breed across her lap. Although the werewolf had shrunken
abit anceit waskilled, it didn't shift dl theway back to the putrid, gnarled thing it had been whileit was
adeep, and it was gill along ways from anything human.

“Gresat,” Paige said as she pulled up ahandful of the werewolf’ s fur and started cutting it away with her
hunting knife. “That just gives usafat load of nothing, since we ve aready found our own way to get to
Misonyk.”

Cole looked out the window at the stretch of 1-39 he was currently using as his own persona autobahn.
With the sun long gone and the full moon hanging overhead, the road was only illuminated by an
occasiond sreetlight and the rare billboard. The pae light coming from the moon was enough to put a
nice glow on Henry’ s back as he launched himsdf into the air to cover the ground at anywhere from ten
to twenty yards per jump.

“Yeah,” Colesaid. “Paige saysgreet job.”

Water dropped hisvoice until he was amost drowned out by the roar of the Cavalier’ s motor. “ A bunch
of Nymar are gathering, and it looks like on€' sin charge. He could be Misonyk. From what | can seg, it
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lookslike alot of these guysarefreshly turned.”

Suddenly, another shape bolted from the side of the road and flashed into Col€’ s sde mirror. The Half
Breed was one of two others that had showed up to how! at the moon near the ruins of Lancroft’' s East
Wing and had yet to stray too far from Henry. When the werewolves originaly bolted from the mansion,
they headed south. Although Henry stuck fairly closeto 1-39, the Half Breeds came and went like
flickers of shadow across the surface of achoppy lake.

“We should be there pretty soon,” Cole said. “Which park isit?’
“Pamer Park near 1-39. You can’'t missit. Just turn off a&—"

Suddenly, one of the Half Breeds dashed across the interstate in front of the car. Cole had to pull the
whed hard to theright to avoid hitting the werewolf, which caused him to swerve dmost directly into a
roadblock of twisted muscle. Henry sat in the middle of Col€e' slane. At thelast second, Henry hopped
back and swaitted at the Cavalier asif the car was a pesky insect.

“What the hdll are you doing?’ Paige shouted. “1’m working with sharp objects back herel”

Cole gritted histeeth and swerved back onto the road. Henry leapt over the Cavdier to land afew yards
ahead of it. The moment hisfeet hit the ground, he was running again. “ Gotta cal you back,” Cole said
into the phone before he flipped it shut and tossed it onto the passenger seat. Squinting into the rearview
mirror, he made sure Paige hadn’t cut anything that wasn't supposed to remain attached.

The backseat was dl but filled with dead werewolf. The Half Breed' sfront two legs were wedged
between Col€ s seat and his door, the curved claws scraping againgt hisleft leg. Itshind legswere
wedged in asimilar fashion between the passenger seat and that door. Paige sat with her legs tucked
benesth the carcass so her hands were free to work. The details of that work became alittle clearer
when Cole heard something that sounded like thick, wet canvas being ripped apart.

“Y ou might want to crack the window,” she said.

Before Cole could take acloser look, asmell hit him that made him regret that he had to breathe at dll.
“Good Lord!” he groaned as he lowered the window. “ Are you cutting that thing open?’

“Just taking some of thefur,” Paige said. “ Skinner isn't just aclever name, you know.”
“Jesus. | think I’'m gonna puke.”

“It'snot asbad asdl that. If you' d like alesson in what makes aHaf Breed tick, | could point afew
things out for you.”

“No thanks,” Cole said as he twisted the whedl once again to avoid another of the Half Breeds. “I'm
getting agood enough look for myself.”

Paige glanced through the side window and then twisted around to look out the back. She cursed loudly
and shook her head. “ The rest of them are splitting off on their own,” she said.

“Good! Maybethey’ll stop trying to run me off theroad!”

“Not good. Not good, at dl. If they split off, they’Il just go hunt somewhere e se. We Il have to come
back later to track them down.”

Before Cole could think too much about thet, he caught sight of Henry landing aways ahead of him on



the sde of the road. Henry turned and hunkered down abit, his eyes glittering in the glare of headlights
before he sprung toward the car with his arms held wide open.

“Oh shit,” Cole grunted. “Hang on!”

Fortunately, Paige didn’t have much room to move. She stretched her arms out and braced herself as
Cole dammed hisfoot againgt the brake pedd to throw the Cavalier into afishtail. He struggled to
straighten the vehicle' s course, but that didn’t seem like such agresat ideaeither.

Henry waited for him in the middle of the interstate. Swelling up to somewhere over seven feet tdl, he
lowered his shoulder and ran toward the car like alinebacker that had been deprived of red meat a
month before Sunday’ s game. Focusing so much upon Henry and his fight with the steering whed, Cole
amost didn’t notice that he was about to crosslanes and swerve into the path of an oncoming semi.

Spouting a blasphemous mixture of profanity and biblical references, he hit the gas, turned into his skid
and steered across the other lane. He headed straight for the opposite shoulder and somehow managed
to correct himsdf before going any farther. The semi rumbled past him while blaring its horn. Cole built
up speed along the shoulder and looked for a chance to swerve back onto his own side of the road.
There was another car behind the semi, which flipped on its blue and red lights as the entire car soun
around to come after him.

“Of courseit’sacop!” Cole shouted. “What the hell else would it be?’
Twisting to look out the back window again, Paige said, “I don't seeacop.”
“He smaking aU-turn and coming after me.”

“Then just gunit and get back over. Y ou've got plenty of timeto lose him.” With that, she diced off
another layer of fur and held it up so she could set it on top of the rest she'd collected.

For thefirst time, Cole got aclear look at what she was cutting. Although most of it wasthick, wiry fur, it
was attached to athin layer of skin. Most likely, that explained the smell now filling the car. The actua
werewolf carcass wasn't as butchered as he had expected. The spots where Paige had been cutting were
marked by skin that |ooked more like bare, leathery parchment. “I thought you were skinning that thing,”
he said.

“Thefur iswhat stops most of the bullets,” Paige said. “ Deeper layers of skin aretoo tough to cut. How
about you watch what you' re doing and let me handle this?’

Cole swerved into the right lane and looked around for Henry. Between the werewolf being skinned in
the backseat and the creature that was out to tackle his car, he found it somewhat difficult to focuson
something as normd as steering. Seeing police lightsflashing in hisrearview mirror, hesaid, “That cop’s
catching up to us.”

“It might be better if hedid,” Paigereplied. “Half Breeds do enjoy their bright, shiny things.”

Still watching the road behind him, Cole winced as he saw Henry veer off to rush the police car. Henry's
shoulder dammed againgt the cruiser and knocked it severd feet to one sde. “ Dammit!” Cole snarled as
he dammed on his brakes.

“What the hdl?’ Paige shouted from the backsest.

Ignoring her, Cole put the Cavalier into reverse and got it rolling backward down the interstate. Paige
kept cutting while leaning over to clear hisline of Sght. Pushing the reverse gear toitslimit, Cole backed



toward the damaged police car asfast as he could.

Henry had brought the cop to a hdt and was damming hisfists againgt the officer’ s hood while bellowing
wildly. When the cop fired afew shots a him, however, thingstook aturn for the worse. Henry
screamed loud enough to be heard over the whine of the Cavalier’ sreverse gear and stampeded the
police car to push it off the road completely.

Paige straightened up to look out the rear window, giving Cole another good view of the dead werewolf.
Now that it was missing agood portion of itsfur on one side, he could see the line of the creature srib
cage. Ingtead of the smooth ridges of bone, the Half Breed' sribs were dotted with bundles of ropy
materid at severd places. Even with such aquick look, he didn’t have trouble envisoning muscle or
snew bunched at those spotsto hold the Half Breed' s Skeleton together.

Henry and the Cavdier’ srear bumper collided with ajarring crunch, sopping the Cavaier initstracks
and nudging Henry astep or two away from the police car. Just as he thought Henry was about to fall
over, Cole saw the hulking figure stagger off the shoulder of the road and then jump straight up. A dent
amost as big as the Cavalier’ s hood buckled over Col€ s head as Henry landed on top of the car. After
that, Henry’ sgnarled, twisted hands began pounding against the windshield.

“All right!” Cole said as he put the car back into Drive. “Hang on!”
Paige lowered her head and braced herself as Cole hit the gas and got the car rolling forward.

“I’ve dways wanted to shoot up through acar roof,” Cole said. “Now’smy big chance! Hand mea
gun”

Shaking her head, Paige said, “If we could just shoot him, thiswouldn't be such a—L ook out!”

A muscular arm reached down to try and grab Cole through the driver’ s side window. Leaning in the
opposite direction, Cole twisted the steering whedl back and forth to shake Henry loose. After afew
attempts, Henry dropped down from the roof, hitting the pavement in an awkward heap.

The moment he found Henry in hisrearview mirror, Cole watched him pull himsdf up and legp into the
ar. Thetwisted figure landed in front of the Cavaier with aheavy thump and then jumped farther down
the road.

“He' sheaded south again,” Cole said.
“Good. What about the Half Breeds?’

Colelooked around, but could only see afew scattered streetlights and awhole lot of inky blackness on
either sde of theroad. “They’re gone. Should | go check on that cop?’

“If they were close enough to hurt him, we would' ve seen them by now. Just keep following Henry.”
“He s getting too far ahead!”

“Then just go to Janesville,” Paige replied. “Looks like whatever is about to happen will be happening
there. After dl the grief | gave Walter about the massacre, I'll never hear theend of it if he'sright.”

Checking hisrearview mirror as he somped on the gas pedd, Cole asked, “Y ou think there’ s gonnabe
amassacre?’

“Hopefully we' Il be ableto prevent it,” shesaid. “Now that | got my hands on thislittle beauty here, we



should stand a pretty good chance against Henry, Misonyk, and however many loca Nymar he managed
to scrounge up. After what he pulled at that diner, there' sjust as good a chance that those localswill be
out to kill Misonyk too. If it’ strue that the li€' s been shot down like your Mongre girlfriend said,
Misonyk and al the other Nymar must be getting ready for afight.”

“Sowhat’sthe big lie?” Cole asked as he fixed his attention to the road and enjoyed the rush of fresh,
cold ar againg hisface. “ Professond wrestling isredly fake?’

“Y ou know how the Nymar talk about their covens or clans or sects?’ Paige asked. “They clamtorule
Chicago and just about every other city worth ruling. They’ re supposed to patrol the streets and know
about everything that happens while they live forever and rule from their skyscrapers.”

“Yeah,” Colereplied. “None of those guys can say two words without throwing that crap at you.”

“That’ sthething. It's crap. Every last word of it. The Nymar can barely hold together loose associations
with each other. They might be able to manage a gang here and there, but that’ sabout it. Asfar as
holding acity...that'sjust ajoke.”

Cole waited afew seconds, glanced out the windowsto seeif they were being followed, then looked into
the rearview mirror again. “That'sit? That' sthe big lie?”

Paige chuckled as she took afolded bundle of black plastic from her bag. “That’ s al they need to keep
anyone who finds out about them quiet. Some poor fool who got bitten startsto panic but shutsup if he
thinks he’' s got to worry about some bunch of undead crimelords. Most humans are too frightened to go
againgt one Nymar, but the thought of awhole society of them carriesalot of weight even with some
very influentid people”

“But from what I’ ve seen, there are awholelot of them,” Cole pointed out.

“Sure, but they’ re not organized,” Paigereplied. “ There are awholelot of drug addictstoo, but they're
not about to get together and rule a city from the shadows. What it al comes down to isthat Nymar are
junkies. They’ re dangerous and more powerful than some poor schmuck who's hooked on crack, but
they re il junkies. A few of them are craftier than the rest and some of them kill rather than just feed.
Those are the oneswe re after. | would' ve told you sooner, but | had to wait until | knew you were
coming aong for thewholeride”

Laughing as he passed agreen mileage Sgn, he said, “ That ride’ samost over. Only about five more miles
until we hit Janesville”

“Y ou’ ve got to redlize how important it isthat you don't talk about this where anyone € se can hear,”
Paige said asif shewasdonein aquiet room with Cole instead of talking from the back of a speeding
car with adead werewolf across her 1ap. “ The Nymar’ s supposed infestation of the citiesiswhat keeps
the Full Bloods from making amove of their own.”

“I’ve seen one of those things,” Cole shot back. “Y ou can't tell methey’re afraid of Nymar.”

“Maybe not afraid, but awhole swarm of Nymar can bring aFull Blood down if they do it just right. It's
not pretty, but Nymar and werewolves are both supernatura and they can most definitely spill each
other’'sblood,” Paige said as she pulled afew of the Half Breed' steeth. “ The Full Bloods Say inthe
woods becauseit’ s easier than trying to invade a city held by both humans and Nymar. Full Bloods may
be damn near bullet-, fire-, and everything-else-proof, but Skinners and the Nymar are their only real
threats. Wefigured out the Nymar’ s bluff sometime ago, but if the Full Bloods bothered to do the same
thing, they might just decide to take arun at the more populated parts of the world.”



“l don't know,” Cole said. “Sounds like a stretch to me.”

“All right. What do you think would happen if al of America s enemiesfound out we d made up three of
the four branches of our military?’

Wincing, he muttered, “ Point taken.”

“The Nymar aso think their bullshit has been keeping Skinnersin line. For years they’ ve thought that the
only reason we haven't stcormed in to clean them out is because we' re afraid of going againgt the big,
dark overlords.” Paige spoke those last words with no small amount of sarcasm. “Aslong asthey think
they’ ve got us snowed, they won't look hard enough at usto know they outnumber us by at least twenty
toone”

“Samelie, different liars, huh?’ Cole asked.

“It'snot agreat system, but it’ s been holding things together for along time. If the Full Bloods and other
shapeshiftersaren’'t buying it anymore, it may just explain why they’ re getting so restless. Mongrels
usually stick to their own packs, but now are prowling into your hotel room. Half Breeds don’t obey any
rules, but Full Bloods sure never bothered sneaking asfar into civilization asthe one | saw outside of
Shimmy’s”

“You're sure that was a Full Blood?’
“Yeah”
“And what are we going to do about Henry?Y ou plan on gagging him with al that fur you collected?’

Paige let out abreath and began stuffing the werewalf fur into a casing that resembled two plagtic trays
held together by nylon sirgps. Congdering the weight on her Iap a the moment, the s mple movements
weren't easy. “I’ ve got some ideas about him. Did you see any black markings on him anywhere?’

Even though it was difficult to focus, Cole had seen Henry enough timesto have hisface imprinted on his
nightmaresfor agood long while. “ Actualy, no. Henry’ s pretty messed up, but not like the Nymar.”

“And if there are abunch of sporesin him like you saw in that vison you snagged from Misonyk, then
that would explain why Henry feeds off of other Nymar the way he does. If hisown sporesaren’t
attached to his heart, they can't feed on hisblood. They must be leeching off of him for whatever food
they canget.”

“And s0,” Cole added as he swerved around adow moving SUV with lowa plates, “he’ s got to eat
hedlthy Nymar sporesthat arefilled with al the stuff they’ d get if he fed theway Nymar are supposed
to?’

“Exactly! Kind of like when you crave peas even though you hate peas and it turns out your body just
needs whatever isin peas. Does that make sense?’

“It actudly does,” hereplied. “And that scaresme. Also, I’d redly like some peas. But | don’t know if
you should take what | saw in that vision too serioudy. For dl | know, | could ve been seeing whatever
crap Misonyk wasthinking at thetime.”

“Henry’ samix of Nymar and shapeshifter, dl right. | was close enough that | could fed it.” Paige had
pulled gpart the plastic plates and placed the Half Breed fur between them. Now that she was fastening
the plates together, the whol e thing looked like some sort of vest.



“Isthat what | think it is?" Cole asked.

She grinned and nodded. Holding up the harness to show him, she said, “ Standard level two body armor
on either Sde, with abit of goodness on theinside. Together, it'll stop afew bullets, uncharmed blades,
and even withstand ahell of alot of punishment from claws and teeth of the supernatural variety. There's
abetter way to put one of these together, but we don’'t have time. This should hold up well enough to get
me through the night. Since Henry is probably on hisway to Misonyk, and Misonyk is probably trying to
take over thisareq, it' sasafe bet that I’ 1l be wading into awholelot of trouble.”

“| thought you said Nymar couldn’t take anyplace over,” Cole pointed ouit.

Paige shrugged and pulled the black plastic vest over her head. The two sets of black plates on front and
back were sedled by azipper, making it look like something worn by members of a SWAT team. She
looked up and smiled a Colein the rearview mirror. Even with dl thelayers of blood, sweat, and dirt
coating her face, she gill managed to look cute. “ There' s dways some crazy bastard who wants to make
aplay for the big time. It does't mean they can actudly pull it off. Chicago’ s got aknack for attracting
men likethat.”

“Massacresand dl,” Colereplied as he steered for the oncoming exit. “Why don’t the Nymar just take
over thecitiesfor read?’ he asked. “1 mean, they’ re fast and strong.”

“Not fast and strong enough to go against the butt-load of guns that would be pointed at them by cops or
the military if they made amove likethat. Besdes, there' sjust not enough of them. If there' sonething the
Nymar know, it's math. They need human blood to replace the blood their own spores burn up, so they
need to keep humans around. They’ re no better at internal power struggles than humans are, so the best
solution isto keep their numberslimited.”

“Did you say ‘butt load'?" Cole asked
Paige shrugged and shared alaugh with him. “Technica term. Y ou’ d better get Walter on the phone.”

He dowed down while reaching over for the phone. After Walter picked up, Cole hit the button for the
phone' s speaker and held it near the rearview mirror so everyone could have anicelittle chat.

“Where the hell are you guys?’ Walter asked.
“Almost there,” Colereplied.
“Has Henry showed up yet?’ Paige asked.

Even though they were at opposite ends of the digital connection, Cole swore he could picture the
expression on Walter’ sface. “He' s supposed to be here and you' re not?” Walter snarled. “I’'m not a
fucking Skinner, remember? I’ m doing thisasafavor. I’m not about to hold off an army of vampires
along with some freak job that rips through bodies like toilet paper! Have you checked your laptop
lately? That diner’son the news! There s pictures on the Internet! They' re saying there was agreesefire,
but | know dead Nymar when | seethem. | should’ ve known better than to put my ass on theline like
this. Skinnersattract thiskind of gruesome crap like—"

“Take abreath,” Paige said. “We re not going to leave you there on your own. In fact, we' re amost
there! Will you at least be able to cover usfrom adistance? Y ou sill have that rifle, don’t you?’

After apause, Walter said, “Y eah, but who' s gonna cover me?’

“I will,” Cole said. Noticing how Paige looked right back at him with genuine surprise on her face, he



said to her, “Thought I’ d save you the hasde of volunteering me.”
She smiled and rubbed his shoulder. “Wewon't forget this, Prophet,” she said to the phone.

“Just don't forget about my cut of that bounty money. Infact, | should get abigger cut! And you'll il
owe mefor this no matter how much cash you throw my way.”

“Yougot it,” Paige replied without hestation. “What' s the Situation there right now?’

For amoment, Cole thought Walter might have hung up. Then aheavy sigh crackled over the spesker
and Walter sad, “The pale kids are il drifting in to some sort of meeting. Y ou should have alittletime
before anything happens, but that might al change once Henry gets here. I’ ll show you where to make
your entrance and then hang back to cover you. If things get too hot, I’m out of there. Y ou two can have
your blaze of glory.”

After Walter rattled off aquick set of directions, the connection was cut and Cole snapped the phone
shut. Now he just needed to refrain from thinking about what was |ft to be done, and he might just make
it to Janesville without getting Sick.

Chapter 24

Upon driving into Janesville, Cole followed Walter’ s directions and stopped along the side of the road
within sght of the interstate. PAlmer Park was directly ahead of them, lit by moonlight that fell onto the
tregtops like dusty snow. Leaning againgt the Cavadier’ strunk, Cole surveyed the area. Even though
Janesville seemed like anice enough place, something about it struck him as odd. It took afew moments
for him to put hisfinger on the cause of that fedling, but he eventudly did. “1t' sso quiet,” he said.

Paige sat on the ground with her back againgt the bumper, Cole' s wegpon across her |ap. The werewol
carcass was gill in the backseat, but had been covered with an old wool Army surplus blanket. Having
retrieved something she' d cooked up back at the Lancroft estate, she was now adding another ingredient
and swirling the mixture in a Tupperware bowl. She looked around and replied, “We rein dairy country.
Did you expect Mardi Gras?’

“No, but it’ snot thet late. So far, I’ ve only seen afew cars and nobody out walking around. | don’t care
whereyou are, there' s always someone out doing something.”

“It dways getslike thiswhen too many of them get together.”
“Them?Y ou mean Nymar?’

“Nymar, shapeshifters, especialy werewolves. People may not know about al of those things. They may
not even believe in them. But when too many predators get too close, there' s something in the back of
every anima’ s head that tellsthem to stay whereit' ssafe”

Looking into the bowl in Paige’ s hand, he asked, “Is that blood?’
“Yep?

“Blood from that Half Breed?’

She nodded. “Hand me atowe.”

Thetrunk was gar, and Cole turned so he could reach into the gym bag at the top of the pile. Thefirst
towd he could find was afamiliar white bundle of starched cotton.


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\bloodbladeskinnersbook1.html

“Not that one,” shesad. “ That’ sgot theinvisible Mongrd stuff init. Try one of the blue ones.”

There would have been atime, not too long ago, when hearing someone refer to an invisible anything
would haveraised his eyebrows. Now he smply dug around until he found the blue towd. Once he
handed it over, he watched Paige dip it into the mixture and apply it to the thorns on hiswesgpon asif the
stuff wasjust another kind of dark red varnish.

“Isthat what makes your weapons change shape?’ he asked.

Without looking up from what she was doing, Paige said, “ That’ sright, but don’t get excited. It takesa
lot more than one coat before you'll see so much asatwitch.”

“Shouldn’t | be watching how you do that?”

“I'll show you when we have moretime. You' |l be doing thisalot. What you need to do, though, ishold
thiswegpon so these thorns actualy break those soft little computer boy hands of yours. You'll need to
get used to it. Don’t worry,” she added, gently rubbing his arm before handing over hisweapon. “Thisis
one of the oldest Skinner rituasthereis. The kinks have been worked out over the last couple hundred
yearsor so.”

Coleflipped the weapon around afew times. It seemed lighter and more balanced. He placed his hands
over the thorns and thought about trying to drive them into his pamsright then and there, just to get it
over with. Thefirst time had been an accident, but the thought of doing the deed on purpose hit ablock
in his head that prevented him from following through.

It was smple. All he needed to do was grab hold of that wegpon and tighten his grip enough to drive
sharp pieces of wood through hisflesh.

Nothingtoit.

The longer he kept his hands on top of those thorns, the sharper they felt. Before he could force himsalf
to kick down that mental roadblock, another vehiclerolled up aongside Paige' s Cavdlier. It was
Walter' svan.

Water pushed open his door, hopped out and walked over to them. Pointing toward the park, he
announced, “ There' sabunch of Nymar gathering at an old parking garage off Pamer Drive. A few of
them headed up north toward Ruger Avenue, but most of them are staying in the park. Misonyk and his
bodyguards went insde the garage awhile ago and haven't come out yet. Some big freak that |ooked
like amessed-up Full Blood jumped in dl theway from the interstate. I'm guessing that’ s your Henry.”

“Sounds likeit. How do you know he' s part Full Blood?" Paige asked.

“I’vetracked afew in my day,” Wdter said. “ Thisthing’ s got the same build and the same power in his
gride. Whatever heis, he sure ashell doesn't have the smarts of aFull Blood.”

Nodding quickly to what Walter told her, Paige asked, “And you’ re sure about the rest?’

“Assureas| could be, considering how much time | had to do the job. Janesvilleisanice town, but not
avery big one. Evenif those pae kids move, it shouldn’t take long for you to pick up on them. So what's
the plan?’

“Red ample,” shereplied. “We regoing in to pay Misonyk avist before he can set Henry loose on the
Nymar in thistown aswell as any humanswho don’t clear Henry’ s path. Misonyk seemsto be
controlling Henry through some sort of mentd link, so killing Misonyk should cut that link.”



“What then?’ Cole asked.

“If I can find away to stuff enough antidote down Henry’ sthroat to kill anything Nymar insgde of him, |
should be able to take him down like any other shapeshifter.”

“Should?’ Cole asked. “Have you ever fought a Full Blood without another experienced Skinner helping
you out?’

Paige tightened the straps holding her body armor in place and then proceeded to check the rest of her
equipment. “No, but unlessyou’ ve got a better ideg, that'sal I’'ve got.” When the armor was Situated,
she removed arevolver from the trunk and handed it to Cole along with plenty of spare ammo. “These
bullets were treated with Nymar antidote,” she said. “It’ Il hurt them, but it won't kill them unlessyou get a
direct hit in the spot where the spore’ s attached to their heart. Y ou have the right ammunition for that rifle
of yours, Prophet?’

Walter nodded.

“Good. Thesethingslook tough, Cole, but it al boils down to bringing the right tool for the job. We ve
got the right tools, now we just need to do thejob.”

“Areyou surethat vest will hold up?’ he asked.

“Oh, yeah,” she said as she knocked her fist againgt the reinforced section of the harness. “ Thisiswhere
we honor the spirit of the person who was killed when they were turned into a Half Breed. Thisiswhere
we take the power from one monster and shove it right down the throat of another.”

Just when Cole thought he' d seen the extent of how twisted hisworld had become, another layer had
been stripped away.

“Crazy but effective,” Walter said with a shake of hishead. “That’ sa Skinner for ya.”

Chapter 25

The parking garage looked like something that had been built on awhim and then |eft to be used for
graffiti practice. It wasthree levels of weathered concrete, covered with more than enough spray paint to
keep anyone from thinking they’ d ever get their car back after being stupid enough to park it there.

Poorly lit and closed in by metd grates over the main entrance, it was Situated in the middle of PAmer
Park, which was about 150 yards from the tree Walter had picked for his perch. During the warmer
months, it would have been next to impossible to watch the garage from that spot. But since the branches
were bare and the moon was full, Walter had a pretty good view once he climbed into atree. There was
nobody esein that section of the park at the moment, lending credence to the theory that the locals were
following their natura ingtinct to give the predators some room. Cole knew that ingtinct was very red,
because it currently screamed insde his head like amdadjusted car darm.

“I don’'t like Paige going in donelikethis” he said as he paced back and forth beneath Walter’ stree. “I
should be with her. I'm her partner.”

Walter sat no more than six feet off the ground, which was more than high enough since there were only
dead branchesto obstruct hisview of the garage. Most of hisweight was supported by athick branch,
and he sat with one leg dangling against the trunk. “ She knows what she’ sdoing,” he said as he peered
through the scope of the Brown Precision Tactica Rifle.
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“I know she does, but | should still bethereto help.”

“You are heping.” Walter kept glancing over his scope and through it again so he could make minor
adjustments to the lenses and the angle of the Sights. “By covering me, | don’t need to look away from
this scope, which means |’ [l be able to cover her. I'm sure she' d rather have it thisway than needing to
worry about you.”

The whole town seemed to be adeep. When he looked around the park, Cole saw nothing but frosted
grass, bare branches, afew benches, and alocked public restroom.

Staring through the scope, Walter asked, “ Do you see Paige yet?’

Cole focused his atention on the road leading up to the parking structure. Although he' d seen her
heading that way awhile ago, there was no trace of her now. He told Walter as much and continued
pacing around the tree.

“Just let me know the minute she shows. I'll keep an eye on the garage. It doesn’t look like there s much
of anything going on there either. | count at least four Nymar insde. Possibly five. There s more than that
snesking around, though.”

“Whet are they doing?’ Cole asked. “Isit some kind of meeting?’

Walter shook his head without moving it more than a centimeter in ether direction. “I just track 'em and
point you guysin theright direction.”

“Why even do that much?’ Cole asked.
Thistime Wdter did look away from his scope, to fix hiseyeson Cole. “Excuse me?’

“I kind of got pulled into this, but nobody forced meto stay. If you don’'t want any part of it, why don't
you just leave?’

Sowly, Walter shifted his eyes back to the scope. “I spent agood amount of time in law enforcement, o
maybe I’ m no stranger to seeing hopeless Situations. A man’ s gotta do what he can.”

“So why not be a Skinner?’ Cole asked.

Walter shifted againgt his branch. “I’ ve a so seen plenty of men think they could save theworld and only
wind up getting chewed up and spit out by it. If aman getslucky afew timesand survives afew bad
cals, he gets cocky. Once he gets cocky, he getskilled. Think whatever you want about me, but you
Skinners must be awfully cocky to keep going against these creatures. Learning about them is one thing.
Pissing them off on purposeisancther.”

“Yeah?Wadll...” Coletried to put together a good comeback but could only grumble, “ That actualy
makes sense.”

After afew quiet seconds, Walter asked, “What about you? From what I’ ve heard, you were there to
see what happened to Gerad and Brad. If it wasaFull Blood, it couldn’'t have been apretty sight.”

“lt wasn't, but | survived because of them. Gerald asked me to do him afavor and | wasn’t about to
refuse. After that. .. don’t know. Thingsjust sort of fell into place”

Walter smirked and nestled his cheek againgt the Side of hisrifle. “Seewhat | mean? 1’ ve seenit with
Skinnersjust as much as |’ ve seen it with cops. They luck out of afew bad situations and they think



they’ re untouchable.”

“Lucky?’ Coleasked. “If | waslucky, I’ d be back home, playing my games, secure in the knowledge
that werewolves and vampires were just cool charactersin them. I’ ve dready seen enough to blow that
to hdll, so now I’ ve got to do something about it.”

“You do, huh?’

“Yeah,” Cole sad reflexively. He took amoment to think it over and then nodded again. “I do. If | left
now, I’d only fed guilty every time | heard about somewild anima attack or bizarre murder on the news.
I"d wonder if it was one of those creaturesthat did it, and then I'd wonder if | could' ve kept it from

happening.”
“Youwon't be ableto prevent al thekilling, you know.”
“Sure, but | cantry.”

Shifting to get more comfortable in his spot, Water said, “1 suppose we dl just gotta do what we can.
Right now you gotta keep your eyes open because one of the Nymar istalking to afew othersinsde that

gerage.”

“Isit Misonyk?’ Cole asked anxioudly.

“Big bad guy with black marks running up to the top of hishead?’
“Yeah,” Walter said. “And it looks like he' s about to step outside.”

“Shit,” Cole snapped. “1 can see abunch of them walking toward the front of the garage. Paigeis
gpproaching from the other side of the building.”

Already shifting hisaim to the wide entrance of the parking structure, Walter nestled therifle’ s stock
againgt his shoulder and adjusted his cheek in its spot beside the scope. 1 seethem.”

“What should | do?’

“Y ou know what to do! Paige can take care of hersdlf. Just keep your eyes open for anyone coming at
usand I'll let you know when | hear from her.”

Although he wasn't the one who got to use the sniper rifle, Cole wasn't completely overlooked in the
firearms department. The revolver he' d been given was a .44 loaded with rounds that had dark stresks
running through them, making them strangely smilar to their intended targets. He checked again to make
sure the revolver was loaded, then dropped the .44 back into the holster under hisarm. He then picked
up his wooden weapon, which had been leaning againgt atree, and held it like a spear. There was
nobody close enough to be of much concern to him or Walter, so he held the spear with hisfingers
around the barbs. There would be plenty of timeto bleed later.

Paige waked up to the parking structure and immediately spotted the reception committee that was
headed toward the front entrance. From within the garage, severa men and afew women pushed on the
metal grate so they could dip through agap where it had falen off the track built into the cement
doorway.

The men and women who swarmed toward the garage were extremely pale, which meant they were



hungry. Their markings were gray, skinny threads stretching beneath their flesh and extending al the way
to their hands and up to their chins. The Nymar were definitely fresh kills. Their spores had settled in, but
were gtill stretching out to probe theirs new hosts.

“Herethey come,” Paige said just loud enough for her voice to be picked up by her earpiece. “They’re
freshly infected. Lookslike Misonyk has been expecting trouble.”

“I got’em,” hereplied. “ Just try to draw them out into the open so | can get aclear shot.”

The shotgun in her hands was a pump action that could hold haf adozen specidly packed shells. She
pumped the first round into the chamber, put the shotgun to her shoulder and aimed at the closest target.

“Where' sMisonyk?’ she shouted. “He and Henry are dl we want.”

The Nymar approaching the garage stopped and looked at Paige while flashing fangs that were il
bloody from cutting through their gumsfor the first time. Despite their tough act, they were obvioudy
taken aback by the fact that she wasn't scared by their display. Thefirst woman to crawl through the
grate was abit taler than Paige and had skin the color of ash. She looked a Paige with wild, hungry eyes
and opened her mouth to hiss and show the set of thinner upper fangs next to her primary ones. Her
markings were darker and thicker, which meant she' d been infected alot longer than most of the others
inthevicinity.

“Misonyk isbeyond your reach!” the ashen woman screeched. “He controls the Full Bloods and soon
helll control the Nymar.”

“Whereishe?’
“Protecting us. Teaching us.”

“You think s0?” Paige asked. “Maybe you should ask the Chicago Nymar about how much bullshit
Misonyk’ sfeeding you.”

The ashen woman scowled defiantly. “We have al seen the power from drinking souls. We will spread
from thiscity and bring true unity to al of our kind!”

Although Paige listened to what the Nymar woman was saying, she was distracted by what was just
insgde the garage. Stacked up against a booth where parking fees had once been collected, therewas a
pile of bodiesin clothing ranging from uniforms to mismatched coats and boots. Since the bodies weren't
much more than dried husks, she knew these Nymar had been making good on Misonyk’ sthresats.

“Misonyk has shared his memories of you with us,” the ashen woman said. As she spoke, the other
Nymar grinned asif they wereal in on aprivatejoke. “If you start running now, you might just get away
before we catch you. | ill don't know if you' Il ever be able to outrun the Full Bloods when he callsthem
down likea—"

Without so much asawince, Paige pulled her trigger and fired a thundering blast into the woman’ s head.
Since the Nymar had closed the distance between hersalf and Paige to less than ten feet, the shotgun
blast nearly decapitated her. Shefel to the ground and writhed as the Nymar within her dithered out the
gaping hole at the top of her neck. The edl-like creasture made it less than afoot before it had absorbed
al thefluidsin thewoman’ s body in ausdess effort to hed the grievous wound. Once the fluids were
gone, the body cracked like a section of desert floor.

Paige g ected the spent round and pumped in another. More Nymar sped through the break in the
entrance grate and then scattered to flank her. The new arrivalswho' d been approaching the garage from



the outsde moved erratically rather than coming at her head-on. Insteed of wasting around in trying to
catch another head shot, Paige lowered her aim and fired into the middle of the crowd streaming from the
garage. The shotgun pdllets tore through two of the closest Nymar and then spread out to rip into afew
more behind them. The pale faces constricted with shock and pain as antidote-infused lead shredded
them, but their bodies were already knitting back together.

Nymar rushed at Paige from both sides as she managed to fire two more shells at them. Thefirst one
missed completely, but the second knocked one man down. The color of his skin was abit darker, but
that was merely aremnant of hisliving visage. Asthe Nymar hedled, his skin paled and he became
hungrier. When he caught sight of Paige, heran at her twice asfast, and was dropped by a high-powered
round that had been fired from an entirely different section of the park.

“Thanks, Walter,” Paige said as she swung the shotgun o its stock caught aNymar in the side of the
head. The undead man recovered quickly and lunged forward to bite her neck. She dropped to one
knee, pulled her clubs from the sides of her boots and rolled backward before anyone got close.

“I’'m going after her!” Cole shouted.

Walter levered afresh round into hisrifle and sighted through the scope. “ Y ou do that and you'll leave
me open. Stick to the plan.”

“But Paigeis outnumbered!”
“Y ou guys are aways outnumbered,” Walter replied as he calmly fired another shot.

Cole was debating on whether he should argue or just run for the parking structure. Both options were
pushed aside when he spotted movement in the corner of his eye. He looked over to find two shapes
racing toward him from the surrounding shadows. All thistime, he thought he' d had agood fed for the
park. Now hefdt asif he'd just been dropped into aien territory. “ Someone’ s coming,” he said.

Water' sreply was as cam asit was stern. “ Just don't et them get to me.” He didn’t so much as glance
down at Cole, even astheimpact of feet upon cold grass rumbled through the ground.

Misonyk and one of the muscular bodyguards from Shimmy’ s scrambled forward in alow crouch. The
bodyguard snarled while extending his arms and balling up thick, meaty fists. As he approached,
Misonyk showed Cole awide smile, complete with both sets of fangs protruding from his upper jaw.

“ S0 you have chosen to stand your ground,” he said as he glanced at the wegpon in Col€ shands. “I'm
aways happy to send another Skinner from thisworld.” He then shifted his eyestoward Walter and
snarled, “Kill him before he fires another shot!”

The bodyguard ran toward Cole, but legpt into the air at the last moment.

Shifting his grip to hold onto his weapon more like agolf club, Cole swung the spear upward and
snagged the bodyguard' s foot with the two points at the bottom of the grip. That was enough to divert
the airborne Nymar’ s course and bounce him off the trunk of the tree next to Walter's.

Water kept therifle to his shoulder and fired whenever atarget presented itsdlf. If he had any doubts
regarding Col€ s ahility to protect him, he didn’t voice them.

Tightening both fists around hisweapon the way Paige had shown him, Cole swung in alow arc that cut
across Misonyk’ s ankles. The blow caught the Nymar by surprise, but only caused him to stumble back



half astep. Then he straightened and lashed out with one hand. The Nymar’ s nails were short, jagged,
and sharp enough to dice through the air like tempered stedl. Cole leaned back to avoid getting
eviscerated and saw Misonyk’ s other arm coming straight down toward hisface.

It was nothing but reflex that brought both of Cole'sarms up to block the incoming swing with his
weapon. Misonyk’ sfist landed like a dedgehammer, sending ashockwave al theway up to Cole's
shoulders while aso burying the wegpon’ sthornsinto his pams. At first Colefdt numb, then the pain hit
him in awhite hot explosion that caused hisvision to blur around the edges. Gritting histeeth, he pulled
one end of the weapon back while pushing the other end forward to drive the twin spearheads into
Misonyk’ s midsection.

Misonyk hopped backward while pressing ahand against the bloody gashes that had been torn across
his ssomach. As he bared dl three sets of hisfangs, the musclesin hisjaw strained asif every one of his
teeth were separate entities that hungered for Cole' s blood.

Col€e srage grew asthose thorns pulled and twisted within his hands. When he caught the bodyguard
approaching Walter’ stree, he was glad to have another target on which to vent some of the fire that had
been sparked within him.

The bodyguard bent at the knees and launched himself toward Walter’ s legs with both hands open. In
doing 0, he left himsdlf open for the impact of the single spearhead that Cole drove dl theway up
between hisribs. The Nymar opened his mouth to scream, but only half agrunt came out. The
bodyguard’ sarms and legsflailed, losing their grip on the tree.

Cole drove him to the ground and pulled the sharpened end of his spear free, just as Misonyk’sarms
wrapped around him from behind. With the fire still raging through him, Cole twisted his upper body
back and forth until he gained some leverage. At thefirst cold touch of Misonyk’ s deadly lower fangs
againg histhroat, he leaned forward and drove the lower end of hisweapon down and back to take a
chunk out of Misonyk’ sright shin. As Misonyk cursed and fell back, the bodyguard rose up to renew his
attack. Cole pulled one hand free so he could draw the .44 and fired severa shotsinto the bulkier
Nymar.

The gun dipped within Col€ s bloody hand, but histarget was nearly at point-blank range. Each bullet
knocked the bodyguard farther back and kept him off balance. Even asthe .44 was still bucking against
his pam, Cole could see the bodyguard’ swounds closing up like little, toothless mouths puckering
beneath the holes that had been blasted through the Nymar’ s clothes. Findly, hefired around that
glanced off the big man’ s head and sent him spinning on one hedl and flopping to the ground. Cole knew
better than to assume the bodyguard was dead, but the Nymar was obvioudy stunned. Turning back
around, hereflexively fired hislast round when he saw Misonyk fly a him like something launched
draight out of hell.

His shot caught Misonyk in the chest and tore open a gaping wound, but didn’t do much to dow the
Nymar. Misonyk knocked him down and dug his clawsinto the fabric of hisjacket. As he wrapped his
hand around the barrel of the .44, steam erupted with anoisy hiss as heated metal met bare skin. Without
showing the dightest reaction from the burn, he yanked the .44 from Col€ s grasp and tossed it away.

Jagged fingernails scraped againgt Cole's chest as Misonyk pushed him down. What worried Cole more
was the strength behind those fingers, which was enough to hold him againgt the grass without any hope
of wriggling free.

Gritting histeeth, he brought his wegpon around to hit Misonyk in theribs. For thefirst time, hewas
thankful for the thorns connecting the wegpon to his hand. Without them, he would have surely lost his



grip on the specidly treated spear. One of the two sharpened points dug into Misonyk’ s side, landing
within inches of thefirgt wound Cole had given him. The Nymar bared histeeth like awounded animal
and swiped at Col€e sface, but quickly pulled his hands back to protect himsalf from the next swing. Cole
turned his head when he saw the Misonyk’ s jagged nails dashing toward him, and he felt the breeze as
those claws passed less than an inch from his cheek.

Since the bodyguard was il pulling himself up and Misonyk was backing away, Cole scrambled to his
feet and gripped the spear in both hands. “Walter! How’ s Paige?’ he asked quickly.

Water fired another shot and reached into hisjacket pocket for more ammunition. “Y ou don’'t want to
know.”

The newly infected Nymar knew how to bite and snarl, but they were &till uncomfortablein their own
skins. Their spores had yet to spread fully throughout their bodies, which meant they were dow to
recover after taking the damage Paige was dishing out.

She held aclub in each hand and kept her stance low. The weagpon in her right hand had shifted into a
sckle, while the other had extended into a stake with a sharpened point on either end. That way, she
could hit one Nymar after another in aseries of quick, flowing movements. After putting one of them
down with astab to the chest, she managed to crack afew skulls with the sde of her other wesapon.
Walter had dropped afew of the Nymar, killing at least two, but that left plenty more for Paige to
contend with.

They came at her in waves, flailing madly with claws that were too new to be sharp but till strong enough
to shred through the layers of clothing protecting her arms, neck, and back. Only afew of those claws
were quick enough to cut her skin. The rest were deflected by her weapons or scraped aong the
protective black body armor. She didn’t even fed the attacks that bounced against her torso, thanksto
the layer of werewolf hide, which was strong enough to make Haf Breeds among the most feared
animalsin creation.

Mogt of the Nymar relied upon their bare hands or afew small weaponsto attack Paige. A few bullets
whipped past her or dammed into her vest, but Walter focused his am on the Nymar who'd brought
guns. Paige remained in motion so she could dways attack, while aso making hersdlf adifficult target to
hit. As soon as she spotted a Nymar who had thick, muscular arms marked by the gray tendrils benegath
his skin, she bent down low and raked her sickle against the back of his knees, cutting his hamstring and
sending him to the ground. She then buried the sharp end of her double-ended stake into the heart of
another attacker, ablow that landed perfectly and put alook of stark terror onto the Nymar’ sface. Its
eyes shifted from those of ahungry demon to atired victim grateful to be released from the twisted shell
that had once been his own body.

Suddenly, the Nymar all jerked their heads around asif they were hearing something well out of Paige's
range. She scrambled away from the group and was barely able to brace herself before Henry legpt from
the top of the garage to land with the crunch of bare feet against broken pavement. He pulled himself
mostly upright and then took in as much of his surroundings as his wobhbling head would alow.

Henry opened his mouth and let out aloud groan. Just then, a bullet from Walter’ srifle whipped through
the air and snapped Henry’ s head around. Since the fresh Nymar seemed to be more scared of Henry
than of Paige, they scattered like aflock of birds flushed from the same bush. That bit of motion was
enough to catch Henry’ s eye, and he pounced on the first one that got within his reach. Consumed by a
pained frenzy, he ripped open the hapless Nymar’ s chest in one swipe.



Paige knocked aside the fleeing Nymar and summoned the will needed to change the shape of the stake
until it curled around into another sickle. While Henry crouched over his dinner, Paige rushed a him with
both weapons held at the ready.

Henry reared up. The Nymar spore he' d pulled from the man on the ground still hung from his mouth as
he swung afigt at Paige. She ducked under the powerful swing and sank one of her bladesinto Henry’s
thigh. After that, it was al she could do to hang on for theride.

Henry spun around like adog chasing itstail and kept swinging a Paige, who was attached to him by the
weapon embedded in hismuscle. She twisted and ducked while his own movements kept her out of his
reach. All the while, he kept gnawing on the oily black thing between histeeth. Hanging on as best she
could, Paigetried to get the impaled weapon to shift again. Before she could do so, Henry' s ape-like
hand dapped against her arm and knocked her away with enough force to rip the weapon from his own
flesh.

Henry staggered and rubbed at his eyes. The color drained from hisface as he stared directly at Paige
and groaned, “Hungry.” Then he clamped a hand around her throat. He' d moved so fast that she didn’t
even redize he had her until her feet were off the ground and her back was being dammed against the
wall of the parking Structure.

“He sgot her!” Water shouted as hefired, worked therifle slever, and fired again. When Misonyk’s
bodyguard pulled himsdlf up, Wadter quickly worked therifle slever, lowered hisaim and pulled the
trigger. The round exploded from the rifle at such ahigh rate of speed that it cut through the bodyguard
like alaser beam.

The bodyguard stared up at Walter with one good eye and another that had just been turned into a
messy hole. He opened his mouth to bite down on Walter’ sleg, but instead felt the stock of Walter’ srifle
crack against the bloody holein his eye socket. Dropping to his knees and pressing both handsto his
face, the bodyguard howled in pain and fought to regain his senses.

Cole kept his eyes on Misonyk, but also caught sight of another shape rushing in from the darkness. He
didn’t haveto look over there to know that the burly figure was the second muscle-bound bodyguard
coming to join his master. With Misonyk closing in on him, Cole reached into hisjacket for one of the
antidote syringes Paige had given him. Although he wasfairly quick on the draw, Misonyk knocked the
syringe from his hand in ablur of motion. Before Cole could reach for another syringe, Misonyk
extended hisarm and dashed at hisjacket, tearing away that entire pocket.

“You disgust me,” Misonyk said as he threw the syringes to the ground and stomped them under hished!.
“Chicagoispractically mine and | took this place over in amatter of days. Now that Henry has provided
somewolvesto fight for my cause, I'll be able to make every last one of you sadigtic, godless Skinners
pay for the pain you' ve caused.”

Listening to the howls and screams coming from the parking structure, Cole expected to hear Srensor
some other sign of a palice presence. Instead it seemed asif the entire town was curled up and ignoring
the battle being waged within its boundaries.

“Henry will feed and dlow meto clam this city for my own,” Misonyk growled. “He should be done with
that bitch of yours before my partners have finished dealing with thistown’ s police.”

“And maybe you and that big, crazy hunchback of yours should lie down in another hospital room so you
can whisper in each other’sears,” Colereplied. It wasn't his best insult, but it was good enough to get an



angry twitch from Misonyk. “ Then you can play God al you want with the one person on this planet
that' s crazy enough to believe you.”

He could see that hiswords prickled against Misonyk’ s skin. The corners of the Nymar’ s eyes kept
twitching and hislip jerked upward asif it had been hooked by afishing line. He walked toward Cole
dowly, but snapped his hand out to grab the weapon in Col€' s hands and take it away asif he were
disarming asmall child. When Cole turned and started running toward the car, Misonyk laughed.

“I admit, | didn’t think you' d take me up on my offer to run,” he said. “ The Skinners must surdly have
fallen since the days when Jonah Lancroft was among them. Or perhaps that was afluke. Perhapsyou
have always been an order of morbid braggarts who pick at carcasses and then strut about asif they are
to befeared.”

Cole made it to the car and got the trunk open. Knowing he wouldn't have much time to work, he
rummaged through the towel s stuffed on top of Paige' s cases. He took out the plastic retainer case she'd
given him, opened it and managed to find the thing he was after. His hands worked feverishly as blood
from his palms soaked into the white towel . Within seconds he could hear footsteps behind him that were
quick enough to have come from arat scrambling across a hard-wood floor.

“My offer wasfor you to run, Skinner,” Misonyk practicaly whispered into hisear. “Not for you to dig
out another toy to be used againgt me.” Grabbing Cole by the shoulder and spinning him around, he
looked to the second bodyguard and growled, “ Search him.”

Coleraised hisarms high over his head and dropped Paige stowel. Looking past the two Nymar, he
saw Walter ill in his perch, glancing nervoudy back a him. He looked away from Welter asthe
bodyguard roughly patted him down.

“I cannot abide acoward,” Misonyk sneered.

The bodyguard' s fangs extended from his gums, and the musclesin hisjaw twitched with the anticipation
of snking al three setsinto fresh mest. No venom dripped from the dender set of fangs, making it clear
he wanted Cole to spend hislast moments kicking and flailing.

“Did you ever tell any of your followers how much you cried when you were laying on your back on
Lancroft’ sfloor?” Cole asked before the bodyguard could get any closer.

With a subtle motion from Misonyk, the bodyguard froze.

Theair was cold against Col€ sface, and the chaotic sounds from the garage rumbled through the park.
Sirens and gunshots finally echoed from farther down the street. Cole even thought he could hear tires
squedling and people shouting, but that was just background static. As Misonyk leaned in closer, Cole's
earsfilled with the pounding of his own heart mixed with the mad Nymar’ svoice.

“What...did you say?’ Misonyk asked ominoudy.

“| saw your memories,” Cole said in the steadiest voice he could manage. “I saw how you laid on that
floor with Lancroft’s spear in your chest, crying likealittle...like alittle bitch every time Lancroft or one
of hismen would do whatever the hell they wanted to you.” Even though he somehow got hiswords out,
Cole thought his own nervousness might overtake him. Sweat pushed out of hisface when he added, “I'll
bet you liked it. Maybe that’ s why you want to find more Skinners. Maybe you just miss the dayswhen
Lancroft would—"

Misonyk’ s hand clamped around histhroat in the space between heartbeats. Jagged claws pressed



againg hiswindpipe, turning Col€ s head so he was forced look directly into the Nymar’ stwitching eyes.
Colelet out abreath that caused his body to droop within Misonyk’ s grasp. That way, he was ableto
line up hisleft hand with the thick black tendril that ran beneath Misonyk’ s skin and reached dl the way
to thetop of hisscap. Then, using every bit of strength he had, Cole delivered asingle blow to

Misonyk’ s neck.

The Nymar hadn’t seen it coming.

Wincing at the quick pinch in hisneck, Misonyk looked down at Col€ sfist. Something shimmered within
Col€ sgrasp, asif the pae moonlight had wrapped around it instead of shining directly upon it. Only
when he shoved away from Cole did Misonyk see his own black, oily blood dripping from the end of a
needle that appeared to hover in the air beneath Col€ sfidt.

“What? What's...?7" Misonyk ssammered as he reached for the aching spot in his neck.

Cole knew he should run, but he couldn’t resist holding his arm out and wiping away the greasy resdue
that he' d smeared onto the antidote-filled syringe from his emergency kit in the scant moments before
Misonyk had gotten to the car. If those towels with the Mongrel substance hadn’t been at the top of the
pilein the trunk, he might not have had enough time to fully cover the thin plagtic tube. Fortunately, Paige
had collected more than enough from the trashed hotel room.

Misonyk’ s hand twitched, and Cole was just fast enough to dap it away beforeit could close around his
throat. The Nymar leaned his head back and started to let out a pained grunt, but quickly began to gag
on the venom he' d collected in his mouth. Coughing and staggering afew more steps, Misonyk dropped
to hisknees and grabbed the earth benesth him as the distant sirens grew loude.

Hacking up astrained laugh, Misonyk said, “Thewhedsare...dready turning. | am the only onewho
could...control thefire that has been lit. And when your authorities arrive, the monkeys you try to protect
will...throw you into acage...just asthey did to me.”

Walter had climbed down from his perch and walked up to Cole while keeping hisrifle trained on the
remaining bodyguard. “He sright. There' sabunch of cops headed thisway. Whatever was distracting
them beforeisn’t holding them back anymore.”

“And they will...find bodies,” Misonyk promised. “Here and...morein the yearsto come.”

Although il holding his head up, Misonyk was losing the strength to keep it there. Death wrapped its
arms around him, garting at the spot where the antidote had entered the vein in hisneck. A pale gray
shadow spread throughout his body while draining the moisture from Misonyk’ s skin. Thethick black
markings benesth the Nymar’ sflesh dulled like paint |ft too long in the unforgiving eements. A fatering
breath escaped Misonyk’ sthroat and the tendrils dwindled into thin, quivering lines.

Since he' d dropped the syringe and didn’t have another to replace it, Cole picked up his double-ended
gpear and faced the remaining Nymar.

The bodyguard stalked forward, but as his employer crumpled to the ground like a broken cement
statue, he backed away from Cole so he could run into another section of the park.

Turning to Walter, Cole asked, “What' s going on with Paige?’

Water had hisrifle reloaded and againgt his shoulder. “There’ s enough cop cars headed toward this park
toformaparade,” he said while pointing his scope toward apart of town that had suddenly become very
active. “Lookslike they’ re chasing someone. Aw, hell! Someone' sdready firing back at them!” Placing



afinger to hisearpiece, he spoke in aquick rush. “Paige? Can you hear me?’

Henry held Paige againgt the garage in away that prevented the other Nymar from getting to her. Then
again, the other Nymar weren't her main concern.

“Hungry,” Henry groaned as he sniffed the oily blood on her neck and the front of her jacket.
“S0...hungry.” With that, he dammed her even harder againgt thewall. His claws scraped againgt her
torso and histeeth gnashed againgt her somach in aflurry that peeled avay the outer layers of body
armor before getting to the thin layer of werewolf hide benegth it. The Half Breed fur absorbed some
punishment from Henry’ s attacks, but more of the impacts were getting through the heavy platesthat lay

againg her body.

A voice drifted through Paige' s head that made her wonder if Henry was doing more damage than she'd
originaly thought. She dammed the Side of one wegpon againgt Henry’ stemplein ablow that would
have dropped most men. He reded a bit from the impact but quickly recovered. When afreshly turned
Nymar got bold enough to try and tear off a piece of Paige for himsdlf, Henry dapped him away like he
was swatting afly. Paige took advantage of the small opening to ddliver ablow to Henry’ s other temple
with her left weapon. It didn’t do any damage, but moved him back just enough for her to pull away and
use her clubs.

The scent of Nymar blood wasthick in the air as she used the sharpened ends to deliver one uppercut
after another. Henry’ s misshapen face siwung back and forth like a speed bag but was tough enough to
withstand her assaullt.

And then, like agift from above, abullet whipped through the air to tear off achunk of Henry’ s scalp.
Backing up afew steps, Paige heard the Srensin the distance. She couldn’t see the flashing lights yet,
which meant she till had abit of time before adding the police to her laundry list of problems.

Henry’ storso swelled, and his ribs creaked outward to accommodate the swelling. He reared up and
swung hisloosdly attached head to holler at Walter’ s section of the park. When he started to turn toward
Paige, she hopped sdeways and then jumped forward with her left arm extended. The Sraight point of
her left wegpon dug into Henry’ s skin, glanced off onerib, and tore adeep scratch into hisside, which
she used as atarget for the sicklein her right hand. Her aim was true and the curved blade sank in dmost
aquarter of aninch.

Activity from the Streets behind the parking structure was intensifying. Sirens blared, voices shouted over
loudspeskers, and shots werefired.

Henry let out a pathetic whimper, took one limping step forward and then was hit in the side by another
high-powered rifle round. That shot was followed by another, which dropped him to one knee. Paige
circled around so she could get alook at Henry’ s side without being in the line of fire. One more bullet
whipped through the air and landed with adistinctive hiss as the round’ s coating reacted with Henry’s
Nymar-infested blood.

Paige took one of the syringes from her jacket pocket, popped off the cap and rushed toward Henry to
give him the injection. When she dammed the syringe down on the wound, she felt the needle snap like
brittle straw againgt him.

“All right,” she said as Henry snarled at the incoming sniper rounds. “Looks like | need to hit a softer
Spot.”



She dropped her left weapon back into its holster on her boot and focused her attention on the wegpon
in her right hand. Once the point of that stake was down to something close to aneedle, she cocked it
back, reached under her jacket at the small of her back, and twisted her body around in atight circle.
The lightning-fast movement snapped her arms around like whips. When her 1eft hand emerged from
beneath her jacket, it was wrapped around the handle of the Blood Blade. Her momentum allowed her
to dice through the skin dlong Henry’ sribs and cut through severd layers of hardened muscle. She drove
her right arm forward to send the finely honed point of her stake directly into the deep wound she'd just
made. Henry was dready starting to hedl, but Paige wasjust fast enough to drive the stakeinto the
wound and bury it severa inches between hisribs. From there, she closed her eyesand willed the
impaled end of the weapon to split apart into three separate sections.

When Henry arched his back and let out a bellowing cry, Paige knew the weapon was doing its job. She
could fed the petrified wood changing shape asif it was an extenson of her own arm. While that should
have been enough to bring Henry down, it was only adding fue to hisfire. She cocked her left arm back
s0 she could do even more damage with the charmed blade. Before she could land the blow, however,
the back of Henry’ sfist caught her in the shoulder with enough power to knock her loose and pull the
stake free. Because the stake had blossomed inside of him, however, it snagged muscle, tore flesh, and
even chipped afew ribson itsway out.

For amoment Henry was dazed. He looked down at aholein his side that was big enough to expose
haf hisrib cage. A living flood of Nymar spore was spilling out of him. At least four of the dimy black
things dipped out of hisbody, each one sending out gelatinous tendrilsto grab hold of whatever they
could to pull themsdlves back insde.

Paige grinned and retrieved thefind syringe from her pocket. Closing her fist around the plagtic tube, she
buried the needle directly into one of the spores and jammed her thumb down on the plunger. The
antidote was quickly absorbed by the Nymar spore, eating it from within and exploding outward to
disperse the rest of the antidote among the remaining spores within Henry’ storso. One by one the spores
Szzled and popped, until Henry’ s entire system was exposed to the antidote.

For the next few seconds, Henry clawed at the ground and scraped at it with hisfeet. His mouth opened
but he clamped it shut again and winced as the deadly process continued inside of him. When helost the
srength to hold himsdlf up, he dropped to hisbelly and curled up so the holein hissde wasfacing the
sky. The bulbous growths under hisflesh had flattened to give hisbody amore familiar shape. And when
the last Nymar within him was dead, the hole in Henry’ s side began closing up. Already the blood flowing
from himwaslosingitsblack, aily tint.

“Can you hear me, Paige?’ It wasthe voice again. Now that she didn’t have an insane monster trying to
rip her heart out, she could understand it allittle better.

Touching her earpiece, shereplied, “Y eah, Walter. We ve got some cops headed our way.”

“I know. Misonyk’ s dead, S0 get over here and we should be able to get out before things get too hot.”
“Great. Have you noticed what’ s hgppening to Henry?’

After adight pause, Walter said, “Lookslike you got him. Grest!”

Paige shook her head and took atentative step toward Henry. Although some of the Nymar were still
near the garage, they backed away aswell. In afew more seconds they turned and bolted from the area
like dogsthat reflexively knew when it wastimeto cut and run. “It lookslike Cole wasright,” she
whispered. “Henry isa Full Blood. Now that the Nymar’ sout of him, that’sall that’ sleft.”



“Then kill him!” Walter shouted. “ Do your Skinner thing and finish him off. Whoever or whatever the
cops are shooting at, they’ll be at the garagein—"

“I redlize what' s happening, Water! But there’ s something else—" Suddenly, aburning pain scorched
Paige' s padm. She pulled her hand away from the earpiece asif she' d accidentally touched an open
flame. The Nymar in the vicinity had made the scars from her weaponsitch asif there were ants crawling
benegath her skin. Henry’ s presence had caused areaction that was distinctive but muddied. This,
however, was something much more powerful. It was also something that she'd only rarely felt before.

“Paige?’ Walter said in acautious whisper through her earpiece. “Look at the roof of the garage.”

When she looked up, Paige spotted a hulking form crouched on the edge of the roof. It glared down at
her with brilliant, glittering eyes and | et out alow growl that rolled like thunder through the cold night air.

Chapter 26

“A Full Blood?’ Colesaid. “I thought those things stuck to the woods!”

Water had his scope trained on the massive shape that had appeared at the edge of the garage roof. Its
fur was so black that it was difficult for him to make out an exact shape, but the brilliant eyes and long,
massive fangs were more than enough to stand out from the shadows. Asit leaned forward to part itslips
inawarning snarl, the creature s shape became even more distinctive againgt the somewhat lighter
background of the cement roof. Its head and movements were those of agiant wolf, but its upper body
had the mass of agrizzly bear.

“It'saFull Blood, dl right,” Walter said. “ A big onetoo. That's probably what scared away the rest of
those Nymar.”

“Shouldn’t you shoot it or something?’

“My ammunition istreated for use againg Nymar. I'd only pissit off.”

“Do you have any Full Blood rounds?’ Cole asked hopefully.

“There are no Full Blood rounds.”

“Aw, shit.”

“Yes” Wadlter replied calmly. “I’d have to agree.” He tapped his earpiece and said, “Y ou seeit, Paige?’

“I seeit,” shereplied in aharsh whisper. “The Nymar saw it, and soon awholelot of copswill seeit
too.”

“How’ syour armor?’ Walter asked.

Paige fdlt the shredded remains of her vest. Benegth the tattered outer layers, there were afew strands of
fur atached to uneven ribbons of werewolf hide. “ Just enough l€ft to get mein trouble,” she said while
removing the vest and tossing it, with the hope that the Full Blood didn’t dready know she' d worn the
skin of itsdistant brethren.

TheFull Blood gripped the edge of the roof with thick, yellowed claws. Though it was hardly moving, it
held on with more than enough strength to send pieces of broken cement clattering to the ground below.
It dowly shifted its head to take in the sights with eyesthat sparkled like two out of the millions of stars
hanging motionless aboveit. Large pointed ears pricked up at the sound of gpproaching srens.


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\bloodbladeskinnersbook1.html

From the corner of her eyes, Paige could see the flashing blue and red lights of police carsthat rounded a
corner and sped toward the parking structure. She didn’t see the solitary man that had been running
ahead of the cars until hisfeet clapped against the cement path leading to the garage’ s entrance. It was
Edward, the third of Misonyk’s bodyguards. Unlike the previous times Paige or Cole had seen him, he
now had his coat open to reved severd pistols and afew MAC-10s hanging from large rigs beneath
both arms. Edward also had asmall machine pistol in each hand and awild look in hiseyes as he quickly
soaked up the carnagein front of the garage.

She didn’'t need to read minds to know the gun-toting bodyguard wasn't happy with what he saw. As
soon as he spotted the dead Nymar strewn on the ground, Edward raised both guns to extract some
payback. Thefact that Paige was standing in the middle of al those bodies sparked a bit of firein his
eyes, but the aght of the Full Blood snarling at him from on high was enough to push him right over the
edge.

Edward bared histeeth asal three sets of fangs extended from hisjaws. He fired both gunsin his hands
and leapt for the parking structure’ s second floor.

L etting out a quick, panting breath, the werewolf streaked aong the top of the garage and practicaly flew
off the side s0 he could collide with the Nymar in midair. The Full Blood hit the bodyguard in the chest
with both front paws and sent Edward to the ground with a resounding thump. Even as the bodyguard’ s
spine snagpped againgt the pavement, he emptied both of hisweaponsinto the Full Blood' s chest. Teeth
the size of dagger blades sunk into the Nymar’ s shoulder, alowing the Full Blood to toss the bodyguard
into the air with asnap of itshead. The creature reared up on its hind legs while its body shifted to
accommodate the new stance. Canine limbs became longer and more human, bringing him up to well

over seven feet tal. Itsfront legs extended into massve armsjust in time to swat the airborne bodyguard
squardly in the chest. Edward flew away from the parking structure to land in the street within afew
yards of the gpproaching police cars.

Tires screeched againgt the pavement. Police shouted to each other. A few cars nearly ran into Edward,
who had yet to move after hisrough landing. All the while, the Full Blood watched with the closest thing
to asmilethat hiswide, tooth-filled mouth could manage. Turning to face the parking structure, he leaned
forward and let out aroar that was filled with more than enough fury to scetter the few lingering Nymar in
al directions.

Paige stood her ground and tightened her grip on her weapons, knowing al too well that trying to run
from aFull Blood would do her as much good as flapping her arms after stepping off the side of a cliff.

The werewolf stared at her as strings of saliva dripped from fangs that had retracted but were still longer
than her fingers. Even crouched over far enough to scrape his knuckles against the ground, it was severd
feet taller than her. Itslong ears came up a bit as sections of its cod-black fur bristled from a passing
breeze. Heavy, bellowing breaths quickened into adog’ s panting asthe Full Blood twitched to look at a
snglefigurethat ran toward the garage instead of away fromit.

Cole rushed to Paige’ s side, brandishing his wegpon in both hands. The closer he got to her and the Full
Blood, the more he cringed at the fiery sensation that shot through the wounds where the wegpon’s
thorns had pierced hisskin. “ Jesus,” he muttered. When he redlized what he was facing, hismind lost the
ability to form any other word. “Jesusl” he said more sharply.

“OHoly Night,” The Full Blood mused in avoice that rumbled within its massve frame like thunder
rolling over an empty prairie.

While Cole was dedling with the fact that the creature in front of him had just spoken, Paige leaned



toward him and asked, “Isthat the onethat killed Gerad?’

“No,” Cole replied with a shake of his head. “ That one was brown and...hell, | don’'t even know if that
mpsﬂ

“It does,” Paigereplied.

About a hundred yards to the north, where the park stopped and the rest of the town resumed, police
cars were gathered around the Nymar that had been batted into the street. Officers went through the
motions of stripping away Edward' s gunswhiletrying to figure out how the hell he’ d gotten there. The
bodyguard must have had aspark of lifein him, because he began to put up afight before more gunshots
crackled through the air.

The Full Blood' s eyes shifted in their sockets toward the commotion, but he didn’t seem overly
concerned by it. The mass of itsframe settled in on itself and his entire body shifted into a more compact
form. Once he d taken a shape that was just over six feet tall and roughly that of aman, he focused dl of
his attention upon Paige and Cole. His heavily muscled body was till covered in black fur, but his snout
had gotten a bit shorter and was marked with a spot of white closeto hisnose. With hisearspulled in
tight againgt his scalp, the creature’ sface had a definite canine quality, but its eyes were those of aman.

Sowly reaching for her earpiece, Paige said, “Hold your fire, Walter.”

The Full Blood nodded. “ Smart call,” it said in avoice that rumbled less, but till turned Cole sblood into
icewater. “You did well tonight. Killing Misonyk and dl these leeches proves your hearts arein theright
place”

“There smore Nymar where these came from,” Paige said. “They’ll be out looking for dl of usafter a
night likethis”

“Spareme,” the Full Blood grunted. Crouching down to Henry, he said, “ Through this one, Misonyk has
been shouting his thoughts to us for months. We have aways known the Nymar were weak, diseased,
and pathetic. Now we aso know they are fractured, confused, and just dangerous enough to warrant
extermination. Perhapsthe humansareaswdll.”

“Skinners have dways played their cards for everyoneto see,” Paige said. *Y ou know we' |l honor the
old arrangement if everyone sticksto the old dedls”

“There was no arrangement!” the Full Blood roared. Hearing him bellow made Cole and Paige grip their
wespons tight enough for the blood to drip from their hands. The Full Blood sniffed the blood on the air
and then leaned forward so he was sure to be heard over the sound of the approaching cops. “ There
wereno dedls,” he said in amore reasonable voice. “ Since you Skinners have done my work for methis
night, we ve decided to give you thiswarning. Y ou cannot win atrue fight with my kind, no matter how
many Skinners you pool together or how many Blood Blades you dig up. Asfor the rest of the humans,
they won't know what they’ re facing until they’ ve ready falen.

“Wewill no longer be hunted by lesser animas,” the Full Blood declared as he lifted Henry up to set him
carefully upon hisfeet. Although the wound was still gaping open in Henry’ ssde, it was dready smdler
than it had been afew moments ago. The Full Blood with the charcod fur stepped in front of Henry,
making it known that Paige or Cole would have to go through him if they wanted to finish what Brad's
charmed blade had started.

“Henry comeswith me and will tell us everything he'slearned,” the Full Blood said. “No longer will we
step back and kindly let you infest our territories. We will reclam dl of our lands, even if that means



cleaning out al of your cities. Asacourtesy, | give you thiswarning to spread amongst your kind: when
we arrive, you' d be wiseto clear our path and find new landsto sully.”

With that, the Full Blood' s body exploded outward into a mass of muscled flesh and afull coat of thick
black fur. Massive paws clawed at the ground and alarge, wet nose stole Paige’ sand Cole' sscent in
much the same way as the creature Cole had met so many nights ago in the middle of astark, Canadian
nowhere. When the Full Blood bared itsfangs, it let out aroar that melted into ahowl asthe creature
lifted its face to the Sky. Henry loped away, and the other Full Blood dashed ahead of him to blaze atrail
that quickly took both werewolves out of Cole' ssight.

Walter drove hisvan toward the parking garage. He hadn’t even come to a complete stop before leaning
out and saying, “WEe ve got to get out of here. Those cops are ready for war. If thistown hasa SWAT
team, they’ re probably on the way too.”

Cole held onto hiswegpon, feding very much like achild wielding a plastic bat. Paige cursed under her
breeth and jumped into the van. Once Cole wasinsde, she dammed the door and hung on as Walter
burned through afew layers of tire rubber in his haste to get back to where the used Cavadier was
parked. Paige kept quiet as Cole looked her over. The body armor was gone, but it had protected her
from everything other than awhole lot of bumps and scraiches.

The moment they got back to the car, Cole did in behind the wheel and Paige dropped into the
passenger seat. She had injected herself with some of the Nymar antidote before Cole even hit the gas.
“Youdl right?" he asked as he followed Walter’ svan toward the highway.

She nodded.
“I don't fed that burning in my hands anymore. Does that mean those Full Bloods are gone?’

Paige chuckled. “That just meansthey’re at least Sixty or seventy yards away. Of course, they could dso
be halfway to Chicago by now.”

Once the park was behind them, Cole could see severa sets of flashing lights clustered near the area
where dl the bodies had been |eft behind. There were plenty of cops on the street aswell, but they were
more concerned with the newly discovered carnage to worry about chasing down every set of taillights
moving through the opposite end of town. Walter navigated the Janesville sireets and led the way onto
southbound 1-90. After they’ d made it to the open road, Paige' s phone rang. She flipped it open and
held it up so they could both listen through the speaker.

“You dl right, Paige?’ Walter asked.
“I'll be sorefor ayear or two, but I'll live.”

“Good to hear. The police band isjumping,” Water announced. “ They’ re saying armed men with
matching black tattoos were posted on the streets to shoot at anyone who came too close to the park.”

“Misonyk’ sideaof crowd control,” Paige said in aweary voice. “I’m glad you guyskilled that asshole.
Arethe copslooking for usor our vehicles?’

“Not from what I" ve been hearing. From the sound of it, they’ re so busy with the messwe |eft them that
we should be able to get out of here without a problem. | know a good route to Chicago using back
roads that should get ustherein plenty of timefor alate night snack.”



“Good. That means we can find anice spot to stop and do some digging. There saHalf Breed I ve got
to bury.”

“What? We madeit out of therefairly easly, but we don’t need to push our luck!” Water snapped.

“I’d bedead if it wasn’'t for that Half Breed,” Paige replied with even more of an edgein her voice. “The
least wecandoisput it to rest. Y ou can go on without usif you want.”

After abrief pause, Walter said, “Thejob’ll go quicker if more of usare digging, but let’s at least wait
until we' re farther away from here.”

“Agreed.” With that, Paige snapped the phone shut and smiled. “I knew he' d come around.”

But Coledidn’t haveit in him to smile. Every inch of hisbody hurt. His hands were torn open. Another
monster had his scent. Cometo think of it, he didn’t think he’ d be able to smilefor therest of hislife.
Then Paige leaned over and placed her mouth so close to his ear that he could fed the warmth of her
breath as she spoke.

“Youdid great, Cole,” shetold him. “I oweyou, big-time.”
And then, somehow, he smiled.

Epilogue

Chicago
Two days|later

The bar was abright, popular place on Michigan Avenue that wasfilled with televisons, video trivia
games, and, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, karaoke machines. The beer came from microbreweries that
spiked perfectly good bottles with flavors like pumpkin spice and strawberry. It was crowded amost any
time after business hours, which made it the perfect place to spesk without truly being heard.

One of thefew televisions bolted to the walls that wasn't showing a sporting event of somekind
displayed the headline that had been splashed across TV's and newspapersfor the last few days:
MASSACRE IN JANESVILLE. Cole didn’'t need to hear what the newscaster was saying. It was
probably the same as what had been printed in the papers and displayed on the Internet, which was just
alonger verson of the report Water had given on their way out of Janesville: police had stumbled across
abunch of armed men that had similar black marks on their necks and wrists. Shotswerefired. A chase
ensued and awholelot of bodies were found near an old parking garage in Palmer Park.

“| got amessage from Prophet,” Paige said as she Sipped her Amber Winter Brew.

Cole chuckled and swallowed some of the Jack’ s Pumpkin Ale he' d been talked into ordering. Ashe
lifted the bottle to his mouth, he couldn’t help but notice the light dusting of scar tissue upon hispam. The
wounds had hedled quickly, but till itched whenever he drove through certain parts of town. “ Another
dream?’ he asked.

“Just amessage.” Paige held up her cdll phone to show him the glowing, three-word text message:
TOLD YOU SO.

“Not onefor gracein victory, ishe?’

Paige shook her head and put her phone away. “Who would expect that from aguy who livesin strip
bars? Have you heard the latest about Janesville?’
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“No. Isthere anything new?’

“The police are blaming it al on the poor bastard who was knocked out of that park like afoul bal. He
was the one carrying the most guns, so they figure he was the one who planned the whole thing and then
‘killed himsdlf by running into traffic.”” She framed the last part in finger quotes. “Oh, and those are
sprouting up too.”

Glancing at the television Paige waslooking at, Cole saw shaky footage of the dried husks that were the
remains of dead Nymar, bordered by the words, CULT SUSPECTED IN JANESVILLE SLAYINGS.

He couldn’'t help but flinch when he saw a police cruiser drive down the street outside the bar’ s front
window. Lowering hisvoice, he asked, “ Shouldn’t we be—"

“What?" Paige asked in abooming voice that completely destroyed the privacy Cole had been trying to
mantain.

“Shouldn't we beworried?’ Cole shouted over the noisein the bar.

She shrugged and took another sip of beer. “If the cops can find us when we' re doing good enough to
keep away from Nymar and Full Bloods and everything else out there,” she said as sheraised her glass,
“then here’ sto the cops.”

Seeing no reason to argue with that point, he said, “So, I’ m treating mysdlf to afew nightsin the Fairmont
with my cut of that bounty money. Careto join me?’

“You'd better hit abank first,” Paigereplied. “That’ sarea fancy hotel, and | get the fedling Ace and
Stephanie will try to sted that money back even before Prophet comes along to collect hisshare.”

“Y ou said you owe me. | wasthinking...maybe we could continue what we started when you showed
me how to polish my stick.”

Paige finished her beer and got up from the little round table that was pressed up against awall covered
with framed pictures of celebritieswho' d supposedly visited the bar. She dipped her hand benegth
Col€e s chin, kissed him on the cheek and said, “We could have both died that night. The blood was
racing. Don’'t get yourself dl worked up.” A cute yet naughty smile drifted onto her face as she parted
her lipsto say something else. Before she could let any of those words fly, however, she straightened up
and looked at another one of the televisons.

The screen wasfilled with acommercid for aloca interest segment hosted by aboyish newsanchor ina
dark suit. Although hisvoice waslost amid dl the chatter and musicin the bar, the hazy picture on the
screen behind him was impossible to miss. Two animasthat could easily be mistaken for two large dogs
were running down an aley The black dog had bright, glittering eyes, and the tan dog held its head down
at an awkward angle so it lolled back and forth as he ran. The tagline benegth the video read: WOLVES
IN THEWINDY CITY?

Shrugging, Paigesaid, “1 guess |’ [l have to take a pass on tonight, Cole. There' salot to do. Cal me
tomorrow and get plenty of rest. You're going to need it.”

Hewould have liked to think she was referring to a certain kind of strenuous activity that would put
smiles on both their faces, but he knew she was probably dluding to another round of training. After
using some of her cut of Ace and Steph’s money to pay the tab, Paige waved to him and |eft. No matter
what he’ d been through or what kind of hell was starting to trickle down upon the world, he still took the
time to admire the motion of her rounded hips and firm backside as she walked away .



Cheap thrills. That was the secret to ahappy life, after all.

Rather than go to his hotel right away after finishing his beer, Cole stopped at aliquor store so he could
get some snacks and check on the lottery ticket he' d bought. Thingswerelooking up. A fresh batch of
beef jerky had just been put on the shelves, and afew of Prophet’ s numbers hit.

It was the easiest $23.75 he had ever made.
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Praise
“Blood Blade ped s you right down to the nerve. A must-read for vampire hunter fans.”
—E. E. Knight, author of the Vampire Earth series

Cole Warnecki used to think werewolvesfeared silver bullets and vampires were sexy party animals
dlergicto holy water. Red lifeisnever that smple.

Once Cole getsalook at what’ sredly out there, he cannot escape it. Shapeshifters have tracked his
scent over thousands of milesto reclaim alegendary weapon. A killer named Misonyk haswhipped a
growing number of blood suckersinto afrenzy. A fiery brunette named Paige seemslike awelcome
digtraction, but she only wantsto teach Cole how to fight. And then there' sthe rampaging beast called
Henry. Skinners are the most experienced monster killers out there and even they don’t know what to
make of Henry.

“A hell of alot of fun. Marcus Pelegrimas hits one out of the park with Blood Blade, the lead-off to the
Skinners series. The heroes are tough, the villains are very nasty, and the action is nonstop. Fans of Jm
Butcher and Laurdl K. Hamilton will definitdly want a bite of thid”

—Jonathan Maberry, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Zombie CSU

“Marcus Pelegrimas has done the impossible—come up with afresh and exciting twist on vampire lore.
Blood Blade is packed with menace, mood and memorable characters. | redly enjoyed it!”

—Ed Gorman, co-author of Dean Koontz's Frankengtein: City of Night

“An action-packed, blood-soaked ripsnorter of amonster-hunter series, Skinnerswill appease any
bloodsucker fan’s appetite.”

—Tom Picirilli, Thriller Award-winning author of The Midnight Road
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