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            PROLOGUE

         
 
         Under a winter-dark Alaskan sky, a wolf song carried clear and majestic into the night. The howl stretched long, a thing of pure, wild beauty that reached through the dense spruce of the boreal forest and climbed the jagged, snow-covered walls of rock that rose up along the icy banks of the Koyukuk River. When the wolf sent up his haunting call again, it was met by a discordant hoot of laughter, then a drunken voice that answered from across the flames of a small campfire.
         
 
         ‘Ow-ow-owwoooo! Owwoooo!’ One of the three guys in the group who’d come out to party tonight on this remote stretch of land cupped his gloved hands to his mouth and yowled another ear-grating reply to the wolf, which had since gone silent in the distance. ‘Hear that? We’re having ourselves a little communication right there.’ He grabbed for the bottle of whiskey as it came around the small gathering to him. ‘I ever tell you I’m fluent in wolf, Annabeth?’
         
 
         Across the campfire, a soft laugh blew out on a cloud of steam from within the deep hood of the girl’s parka. ‘Sounded to me more like you’re fluent in stuck pig.’
         
 
         ‘Ooh, that’s harsh, sweetheart. Seriously harsh.’ He took a swig from the bottle and passed the Jack Daniel’s to the next person in line. ‘Maybe you want I should give you a little demonstration of my oral skills sometime. I promise you, I’m extremely gifted.’
         
 
          
         ‘You are such an asshole, Chad Bishop.’
         
 
         She was right, but her tone said she didn’t mean it. She laughed again, a warmly flirtatious, feminine sound that made Teddy Toms’s crotch go all tight and hot. He shifted on the cold rock he’d claimed for a seat, trying not to make his interest obvious as Chad announced he had to take a piss and Annabeth and the other girl with her began to chat together.
         
 
         A sharp elbow jabbed Teddy in the right side of his rib cage. ‘You gonna sit there and drool all night? Get off your chickenshit ass and talk to her, for crissake.’
         
 
         Teddy swung a look at the tall, skinny guy sitting next to him on the rock and shook his head.
         
 
         ‘Come on, don’t be such a pussy. You know you want to. She ain’t gonna bite you. Well, not unless you want her to, that is.’ Skeeter Arnold had been the one who brought Teddy to this gathering. He’d also been the one who supplied the whiskey, something Teddy, at the age of nineteen, had only sampled once in his life.
         
 
         Alcohol was outlawed in his father’s house – outlawed in the whole six-person settlement where he lived, in fact. Tonight Teddy’d had the bottle to his lips more than ten times already. He didn’t see the harm in it. In fact, he kind of liked the way it made him feel, all warm and loose inside. Grown up, like a man.
         
 
         A man who wanted more than anything to stand up and tell Annabeth Jablonsky how he felt about her.
         
 
         Skeeter handed Teddy the nearly empty bottle and watched him drink the last swallow. ‘I think I got something else you’re gonna like, my man.’ He pulled off his gloves and reached into the pocket of his parka.
         
 
         Teddy wasn’t sure what he had, and didn’t much care at the moment. He was mesmerized by Annabeth, who had taken off her hood to show her friend some of the new piercings that tracked all the way up the delicate shell of her ear. Her hair was dyed polar white except for a streak of bright pink, even though Teddy recalled that she was naturally brunette. He knew, because he’d seen her dance last spring at a strip club in Fairbanks, where Annabeth Jablonsky had been better known as Amber Joy. Teddy’s cheeks flamed at the thought, and the hard-on he’d been trying to ignore was now in full bloom.
         
 
         ‘Here,’ Skeeter said, giving him something else to think about as Annabeth and her friend got up from the campfire and walked down to the frozen edge of the river. ‘Take a drag on this, my man.’
         
 
         Teddy took the small metal pipe and held its smoldering bowl up near his nose. A nugget of something pale and chalky burned in the bowl, emitting a foul chemical stink that wormed its way up his nostrils. He winced, sliding a doubtful look at Skeeter. ‘W-w-what is it?’
         
 
         Skeeter grinned, his thin lips peeling back off his crooked teeth. ‘Just a little dose of courage. Go ahead, take a hit. You’ll like it.’
         
 
         Teddy brought the pipe to his mouth and sucked in the bittersweet smoke. He coughed only a little, so he exhaled and took another drag on the pipe.
         
 
         ‘It’s good, right?’ Skeeter watched him smoke some more, then he reached out to take the pipe away. ‘Easy, dude, save some for the rest of us. You know, I can get you more of this if you want it – booze, too. For a price, I can get you whatever kind of shit you like. You need a hookup, you know where to come, right?’
         
 
         Teddy nodded. Even in the most remote parts of the bush, folks tended to know the name, and the general business, of Skeeter Arnold. Teddy’s father hated him. He’d forbidden Teddy to hang out with him, and if he knew Teddy had sneaked away tonight – especially when they were expecting a supply delivery at home tomorrow morning – he would kick Teddy’s ass from here to Barrow.
         
 
         ‘Take this,’ Skeeter was saying now, holding the pipe out to Teddy. ‘Go and offer it to the ladies with my compliments.’
         
 
         Teddy gaped. ‘You mean, t-take it t-t-to Annabeth?’
 
         ‘No, stupid. Take it to her mother.’
 
         Teddy laughed nervously at his own awkwardness. Skeeter’s smile stretched wider, making his narrow face and long razor-hook nose look even more buglike than usual.
         
 
         ‘Don’t say I never did you no favors,’ Skeeter said as Teddy palmed the warm pipe and shot a glance to where Annabeth and her friend stood talking together near the frozen river.
         
 
         He’d been looking for some way to strike up a conversation with her, hadn’t he? This was as good a chance as any. The best chance he might ever get.
         
 
         Skeeter’s low chuckle followed Teddy as he began to make his way toward the girls. The ground felt uneven beneath his feet. His legs seemed rubbery, not totally in his control. But inside he was flying, feeling his heart pounding, his blood racing through his veins.
         
 
         The two girls heard him approach with the crunch of the ice and stones underfoot. They turned to face him and Teddy gaped at the object of his desire, struggling to come up with just the right thing to say to win her over. He must have stood there staring for a good long while because both of them started to giggle.
         
 
         ‘What’s up?’ Annabeth said, a quizzical look on her face. ‘Teddy, right? I’ve seen you around a few times, but we haven’t really had a chance to talk before tonight. You ever go to Pete’s tavern down in Harmony?’
         
 
         He lamely shook his head, working hard just to process the idea that she had actually just said she’d noticed him before tonight.
         
 
         ‘You should come in sometime, Teddy,’ she added cheerfully. ‘If I’m working the bar, I won’t card you.’ The sound of her voice, the sound of his name on her lips, almost undid him on the spot. She smiled at him, revealing the slight overlap of her two front teeth that Teddy found utterly adorable.
         
 
         ‘Um, here.’ He thrust the pipe at her and took a step backward. He wanted to say something cool. He wanted to say something – anything – that might make her see him in some way other than a backwoods Native kid who didn’t know squat about the real world.
         
 
         He knew things. He knew plenty. He knew Annabeth was a good girl, that deep down she was decent and kind. He knew that in his heart, would be willing to stake his very life on it. She was better than her reputation, and she was better than any of the losers she was hanging out with tonight. Probably even better than Teddy himself.
         
 
         She was an angel, a pure and lovely angel, and she just needed someone to remind her of that.
         
 
         ‘Okay, well, thanks,’ she said now, and took a quick hit from the pipe. She passed it to her friend, and the pair of them started to turn away from Teddy in dismissal.
         
 
         ‘Wait,’ Teddy blurted. He sucked in a breath as she paused, looked back at him. ‘I, um, I want you to know that I … I think you’re really beautiful.’
         
 
         Her friend stifled a laugh behind her gloved hand as Teddy spoke. But not Annabeth. She wasn’t laughing. She stared at him without speaking, without blinking. Something soft shone in her eyes – confusion, maybe. Her friend was snorting now, but Annabeth was still listening, not mocking him at all.
         
 
         ‘I think you’re the most amazing girl I’ve ever seen. You are … you’re amazing. I really mean that. Amazing in every way.’
         
 
         Shit, he was repeating himself, but he didn’t care. The sound of his own voice, free of the stammer that made him hate to talk at all, shocked him. He swallowed and took a fortifying breath, prepared to put it all out there for her – everything he’d been thinking since he saw her dancing on the poorly lit, run-down stage in the city. ‘I think you’re perfect, Annabeth. You deserve to be respected and … and cherished, you know? You’re special. You’re an angel, and you deserve to be honored. By a man who will take care of you and protect you and … and love you—’
         
 
         The air next to Teddy stirred, carrying the stink of whiskey and the spice of Chad Bishop’s overpowering cologne. ‘K-k-kiss me, Amber Joy. P-p-please! Let me t-t-touch your p-p-perfect t-t-tits!’
         
 
         Teddy felt all the blood drain from his head as Chad strode over to Annabeth and wrapped his arm possessively around her shoulders. His humiliation compounded a hundred times to witness the sloppy, tongue-heavy kiss Chad slapped on Annabeth’s mouth – a kiss she didn’t reject, even if she seemed less than welcoming of it.
         
 
         When Chad finally let her loose, Annabeth glanced at Teddy, then gave Chad a weak shove of her palm against his chest. ‘You’re retarded, you know that?’
         
 
         ‘And you’re so damn hot you m-m-make my c-c-cock—’
 
         ‘Shut up.’ The words were out of Teddy’s mouth before he could stop them. ‘Sh-shut the fuck up. Don’t … don’t speak t-t-to her like that.’
         
 
         Chad’s eyes narrowed. ‘I know you ain’t talking to me, asshole. T-t-t-t-tell me you’re not standing there, asking me to k-k-kick your sorry ass, T-T-Teddy T-T-T-Toms.’
         
 
         When he started to lunge forward, Annabeth put herself in front of him. ‘Leave the poor kid alone. He can’t help the way he talks.’
         
 
         Teddy wished he could disappear. All the confidence he’d felt a minute ago with her vanished under Chad Bishop’s taunting and Annabeth’s wounding pity. Nearby, he heard Skeeter and Annabeth’s friend joining ranks with Chad. They were all laughing at him now. All of them mocking his stutter, their voices smashing together, ringing in his ears.
         
 
         Teddy turned around and ran. He jumped on his snowmachine and cranked the starter. The second the old engine sputtered to life, Teddy opened the throttle. He gunned it, tearing away from the gathering in a state of misery and fury.
         
 
         He never should have gone with Skeeter tonight. He never should have drunk that whiskey or smoked that shit in Skeeter’s pipe. He should have stayed home, should have listened to his father.
         
 
         That regret intensified as the miles fell away behind him and he neared home. Some five hundred yards away from the cluster of hand-hewn cabins that most of his family had lived in for generations, Teddy’s anger and humiliation gave way to a knot of cold dread.
         
 
         His father was still awake.
 
         A lamp burned in the living room, the glow from the curtained window reaching out to the surrounding darkness like a spotlight. If his father was up, he had to know that Teddy wasn’t home. And as soon as Teddy walked in, his father was going to see that he’d been partying. Which meant Teddy was in some pretty deep shit.
         
 
         ‘God-d-dammit,’ Teddy muttered as he killed the snowmachine’s headlight then steered off the main trail and cut the engine. He climbed off and stood for a minute, staring over at his house while he let his drunken legs get used to holding him upright.
         
 
         Nothing he said was going to get him out of trouble. Still, he tried to come up with a reasonable excuse for where he’d been and what he’d been doing the past several hours. He was a grown man, after all. Sure, he had a responsibility to lend his father a hand where he could, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t have a life of his own outside the settlement. If his father gave him any shit about that, Teddy would just have to set him straight.
         
 
         But as he got closer to the house, his courage began to desert him. Each careful step he took crunched loudly in the snow, amplified by the utter stillness that hung in the air. The cold swept down the collar of his parka, adding a chill to his already trembling spine. A bracing gust rolled through the center of the group of homes, and as the icy wind hit him full in the face, Teddy felt such a deep sense of dread, it made the hairs at the back of his neck rise.
         
 
         He paused, glancing around him. Seeing nothing but moonlit snow and the dark silhouettes of the forest, Teddy continued on past his father’s log-cabin shop that supplied the family and the handful of other folks scattered in the surrounding region. He peered ahead, trying to determine if there might be a way for him to sneak into the house unnoticed. His breath sawed in and out of his lungs, the only sound he could hear.
         
 
         Everything seemed so quiet. Lifelessly, unnaturally quiet.
 
         It was then that Teddy stopped walking and glanced down at his feet. The snow beneath his boots was no longer white but dark – nearly black in the moonlight, a huge, horrific stain. It was blood. More spilled blood than Teddy had ever seen in his life.
         
 
         There was more a few yards away. So much blood.
 
         Then he saw the body.
 
         To his right, lying just near the edge of the tree line. He knew that large shape. Knew the bulky heft of the shoulders beneath the thermal undershirt that was ripped and dark with more blood.
         
 
         ‘Dad!’ Teddy raced to his father and knelt down to help him. But there was nothing to be done. His father was dead, his throat and chest shredded. ‘Oh, no! Dad! Oh, God, no!’ 
         
 
         Horror and grief choking him, Teddy scrambled to go find his uncle and two older cousins. How could they not know what had happened here? How was it possible that his father had been attacked like this and left to bleed in the snow?
         
 
         ‘Help!’ Teddy screamed, his throat raw. He raced next door and pounded on the jamb, calling for his uncle to wake up. Nothing but silence answered. Silence in the entire cluster of cabins and outbuildings that squatted on this tiny parcel of land. ‘S-s-someone! Anyone! Help me, p-p-please!’
         
 
         Blinded by tears, Teddy raised his fist to bang on the door and scream again for help, but he froze in midmotion as the door drifted open. Just inside lay his uncle, as savaged and bloody as his father. Teddy peered into the darkness and saw the broken forms of his aunt and cousins.
         
 
         They weren’t moving. They’d been killed, too. Everyone he knew – everyone he loved – was gone.
         
 
         What the hell had happened here?
 
         Who – or what – in God’s name could have done this?
         
 
         He drifted into the center of the settlement, numb and disbelieving. This couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t be real. For a split second, he wondered if the shit Skeeter had made him smoke had caused him to hallucinate. Maybe none of this was happening. Maybe he was tripping out, and seeing things that weren’t true.
         
 
         It was a desperate, fleeting hope. The blood was real. The stench of it coated his nostrils and the back of his tongue like thick oil, making him want to heave. The death all around him was real.
         
 
         Teddy sank to his knees in the snow. He sobbed, unable to contain his shock and grief. He howled and punched the frozen earth, despair engulfing him.
         
 
         He didn’t hear the approaching footsteps. They’d been too light, as stealthy as a cat. But in the next instant, Teddy knew he wasn’t alone.
         
 
         And he knew, even before he turned his head and saw the burning glow of a predator’s wild eyes, that he was about to join his kin in death.
         
 
         Teddy Toms screamed, but the sound never made it past his throat.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         Twenty-eight-hundred feet below the red single-engine de Havilland Beaver’s wings, the broad swath of the frozen Koyukuk River glistened under the morning moonlight like a ribbon of crushed diamonds. Alexandra Maguire followed the long stretch of ice-jammed, crystalline water north out of the small town of Harmony, the back of her plane loaded with supplies for the day’s delivery run to a handful of settlements nestled deep in the interior.
         
 
         Beside her in the passenger seat of the cockpit was Luna, the best copilot she’d ever had, aside from her dad, who had taught Alex everything she knew about flying. The gray-and-white wolf dog had been standing in for Hank Maguire for a couple of years now, when the Alzheimer’s had really started taking hold of him. Hard to believe he’d been gone for six months now, although Alex often felt she had been slowly losing him for a lot longer than that. At least the disease that ate away his mind and memories had also ended his pain, a small mercy to be sure.
         
 
         Now it was just Luna and her living in the old house in Harmony and making the supply runs to Hank’s small roster of clients in the bush. Luna sat erect next to Alex, her pointed ears perked forward, sharp blue eyes keeping a steady watch on the mountainous terrain of the Brooks Range, its dark, crouching bulk filling the northwest horizon. As they crossed the Arctic Circle, the dog fidgeted in the seat and let out a small, eager-sounding whine.
         
 
         ‘Don’t tell me you can smell Pop Toms’s moose jerky from here,’ Alex said, reaching out to ruffle the big furry head as they continued north along the Koyukuk’s Middle Fork, past the small villages of Bettles and Evansville. ‘Breakfast is still twenty minutes away, girlfriend. Make that thirty minutes, if that black storm cloud over the Anaktuvuk Pass decides to blow our way.’
         
 
         Alex eyed the dark thunderhead that loomed a few miles up from their flight path. More snow was in the forecast; certainly nothing unusual for November in Alaska, but not exactly prime conditions for her delivery route today. She exhaled a curse as the wind coming off the mountains picked up speed and scuttled across the river valley to give the already bumpy ride a bit more gusto.
         
 
         The worst of it passed just as Alex’s cell phone began to chirp in the pocket of her parka. She dug the phone out and answered the call without needing to know who was on the other end of the line.
         
 
         ‘Hey, Jenna.’
 
         In the background of her best friend’s house, Alex could hear a Forest Service radio chattering about sketchy weather conditions and plummeting windchill factors. ‘Storm’s gonna be coming your way in a couple of hours, Alex. You on the ground yet?’
         
 
         ‘Not quite.’ She rode through another round of bumps as she neared the town of Wiseman and turned the plane onto the route that would take her to the first stop on her day’s delivery schedule. ‘I’m maybe ten minutes from the Toms place now. Three more stops after that, shouldn’t take more than an hour apiece even with the headwind I’m fighting right now. I think the storm is going to pass right by this time.’
         
 
         It was hope more than qualified estimation, sympathy for her friend’s concern more than caution for her own safety. Alex was a good flier, and too well trained by Hank Maguire to do anything completely reckless, but the simple fact was the supplies she carried in her cargo hold were already a week overdue because of bad weather. She’d be damned if she was going to let a few snowflakes or gusty breezes keep her from delivering goods to the folks in the far-flung reaches of the interior who were counting on her for food and fuel.
         
 
         ‘Everything’s fine on this end, Jenna. You know I’m careful.’
 
         ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘But accidents happen, don’t they?’
 
         Alex might have told Jenna not to worry, but saying it wouldn’t have done any good. Her friend knew as well as anyone – perhaps better than most – that the bush pilot’s unofficial creed was roughly the same as that of a police officer: You have to go out; you don’t have to come back.
         
 
         Jenna Tucker-Darrow, a former Statie from a long line of Staties – and the widow of one to boot – got quiet for a long moment. Alex knew her friend’s mind was likely traveling down a dark path, so she worked to fill the silence with chitchat.
         
 
         ‘Hey, when I spoke to Pop Toms yesterday, he told me he’d just smoked a big batch of moose meat. You want me to see if I can sweet-talk him into sending me back with some extra jerky for you?’
         
 
         Jenna laughed, but she sounded as though her thoughts were a million miles away. ‘Sure. If you think Luna will let you get away with it, then yeah, I’d like that.’
         
 
         ‘You got it. The only thing better than Pop’s moose jerky is his biscuits and gravy. Lucky me, I get some of both.’
         
 
         Breakfast at Pop Toms’s place in exchange for semi-monthly supply drops had been a tradition started by Alex’s father. It was one she enjoyed maintaining, even if the price of aviation gas well outweighed the price of Pop’s simple meals. But Alex liked the old guy and his family. They were good, basic folks living authentically off the same rugged land that had sustained generations of their stalwart kin.
         
 
         The idea of sitting down for a hot, homemade breakfast and catching up on the week’s events with Pop Toms made every bump and dip in the flight out to the remote settlement worthwhile. As she crested the final ridge and began her descent toward the makeshift landing strip behind Pop’s store, Alex imagined the salty-sweet smell of smoked meat and buttermilk biscuits that would already be warming on the woodstove when she arrived.
         
 
         ‘Listen, I’d better go,’ she told Jenna. ‘I’m going to need both hands to land this thing, and I—’
         
 
         The words caught in her throat. On the ground below, something odd caught Alex’s eye. In the dark of the winter morning, she couldn’t quite make out the bulky, snow-covered form lying in the center of the settlement, but whatever it was made the hair at the back of her neck prickle to attention.
         
 
         ‘Alex?’
 
         She couldn’t answer at first, all of her focus rooted on the strange object below. Dread crawled up her spine, as cold as the wind battering the windscreen.
         
 
         ‘Alex, are you still there?’
 
         ‘I’m, uh … yeah, I’m here.’
 
         ‘What’s going on?’
 
         ‘I’m not sure. I’m looking at Pop’s place just ahead, but something’s not right down there.’
         
 
         ‘What do you mean?’
 
         ‘I can’t say exactly.’ Alex peered out the window of the cockpit as she brought the plane closer, preparing to land. ‘There’s something in the snow. It’s not moving. Oh, my God … I think it’s a person.’
         
 
         ‘Are you sure?’
 
         ‘I don’t know,’ Alex murmured into the cell phone, but the way her pulse was hammering, she had no doubt that she was looking at a human being lying underneath a fresh cover of snow.
         
 
         A dead human being, if whoever it was had been lying there unnoticed for anything longer than a few hours in this punishing cold.
         
 
         But how could that be? It was almost nine in the morning. Even though daybreak wouldn’t come until close to noon this far north, Pop would have been awake for hours by now. The other folks in the settlement – his sister and her family – would have had to be blind to miss the fact that one of them was not only unaccounted for but sprawled in a frozen heap right outside their doors.
         
 
         ‘Talk to me, Alex,’ Jenna was saying now, using her cop voice, the one that demanded to be obeyed. ‘Tell me what’s going on.’
         
 
         As she descended to begin her landing, Alex noticed another worrisome form on the ground below – this one lying between Pop Toms’s house and the tree line of the surrounding woods. The snow around the body was blood-soaked, dark stains seeping up through the blanket of fresh white in horrific intensity.
         
 
         ‘Oh, Jesus,’ she hissed under her breath. ‘This is bad, Jenna. Something awful has happened here. There’s more than one person out there. They’ve been … hurt somehow.’
         
 
         ‘Hurt as in wounded?’
 
         ‘Dead,’ Alex murmured, her mouth gone suddenly dry with the certainty of what she was seeing. ‘Oh, God, Jenna … there’s blood. A lot of blood.’
         
 
         ‘Shit,’ Jenna whispered. ‘Okay, listen to me, Alex, I want you to stay on the phone with me now. Turn around and come back into town. I’m going to call Zach on the radio while I have you on the phone with me, all right? Whatever’s happened, I think we should let Zach handle it. Don’t you go near—’
         
 
          
         ‘I can’t leave them alone,’ Alex blurted. ‘People have been hurt down there. They might need help. I can’t just turn away and leave them now. Oh, God. I have to go down and see if I can do something.’
         
 
         ‘Alex, dammit, don’t you—’
 
         ‘I have to go,’ she said. ‘I’m about to land.’
 
         Ignoring Jenna’s continued orders to leave the situation to Zach Tucker, Jenna’s brother and the sole police officer in a hundred-mile radius, Alex cut off the call and eased the plane down onto its skis on the short landing strip. She brought the Beaver to an abrupt stop in the fresh powder, not the most graceful landing but good enough, considering that every nerve ending in her body was screaming in rising panic. She killed the engine and no sooner had she opened the cockpit door did Luna leap over her lap to bolt from the plane and run toward the center of the cluster of homes.
         
 
         ‘Luna!’
 
         Alex’s voice echoed in the eerie quiet of the place. The wolf dog was out of sight now. Alex climbed out of the plane and called for Luna once more, but only silence answered. No one came out of the nearby houses to greet her. No sign of Pop Toms at the log-cabin store just a hundred feet away. No sign of Teddy, who, despite his teenage front of indifference, adored Luna as much as the dog loved him. There was no sign of Pop’s sister, Ruthanne, either, nor her husband and grown sons, who were usually up well before the late daybreak of November and taking care of things around the settlement. The entire place was still and soundless, utterly lifeless.
         
 
         ‘Shit,’ Alex whispered, her heart jackhammering in her breast.
         
 
         What the hell had happened here? What kind of dangerous situation might she be walking into when she got out of her plane?
         
 
         As she reached back into the cargo hold to grab her loaded rifle, Alex’s mind latched onto the grimmest possibility. Middle of winter in the interior, it wasn’t unheard of for someone to go stir-crazy and attack his neighbor or do serious harm to himself, maybe both in short order. She didn’t want to think it – couldn’t picture anyone in this close-knit group of people snapping like that, not even sullen Teddy, whom Pop was worried had recently fallen in with a bad crowd.
         
 
         Rifle at the ready, Alex climbed out of the plane and headed in the direction Luna had run. Last night’s fresh snow cover was powdery soft under her boots, muffling the sound of her footsteps as she cautiously approached Pop’s store. The back door was unlatched, wedged open half a foot by snow that had blown over the threshold and begun to accumulate. No one had been out here to check on the place for a minimum of several hours.
         
 
         Alex swallowed the lump of dread that was steadily growing in her throat. She didn’t dare call out to anyone now. She hardly dared to breathe as she continued past the store to the cluster of cabins beyond. Luna’s bark made her jump. The wolf dog was sitting several yards out. At her feet was one of the lifeless forms Alex had spotted from the air. Luna barked once more, then nosed the body as if she were trying to make it move.
         
 
         ‘Oh, Jesus … how can this be?’ Alex whispered, taking another look around the silent settlement as she managed a firmer grip on her weapon. Her feet felt like lead weights as she walked toward Luna and that motionless, snow-covered bulk on the ground. ‘Good girl. I’m here now. Let me have a look.’
         
 
         God help her, she didn’t need to get very close to see that it was Teddy lying there. The teen’s favorite black-and-red flannel shirt was sticking out of the shredded, bloodied mess of his heavy down parka. His dark brown hair was iced over where it rested against his cheek and brow, his olive-colored skin frozen and waxy, tinged blue where it wasn’t coated brick red with coagulated blood from the torn, gaping wound where his larynx used to be.
         
 
         Alex rocked back on her heels, sucking in a great gasp of air as the reality of what she was seeing slammed into her. Teddy was dead. Just a kid, for crissake, and someone had killed him and left him there like an animal.
         
 
         And he wasn’t the only one to suffer that fate at this remote family settlement. Shock and fear clawing at her, Alex stepped back from Teddy’s body and swung her head around to look at the surrounding area and houses. A door was smashed off its hinges across the way. Another motionless bulk lay outside one of the cabins. Still another, just below the open door of a pickup truck that was parked alongside an old wooden storage shed.
         
 
         ‘Oh, God … no.’
         
 
         And then there was the body she’d seen on her descent into the settlement, the one that looked so like Pop Toms, dead and bloodied at the edge of the woods behind his house.
         
 
         Taking a firmer hold on her rifle even though she doubted that the killer – or killers, based on the depth of carnage here – had bothered to hang around, Alex found herself drifting toward that scarlet-drenched patch of snow near the tree line, Luna following at her heels.
         
 
         Alex’s heart and stomach twisted together with each dreadful step. She didn’t want to see Pop like this, didn’t want to see anyone she cared about brutalized and broken and bloody … not ever again.
         
 
         Yet she could no more stop her feet from moving than she could keep from kneeling beside the grisly, facedown corpse of the man who’d always greeted her with a smile and a big, warm bear hug. Alex set her gun down in the red snow next to her. A wordless cry strangling in her throat, she reached out and carefully rolled the big man’s shoulder. The ruined, sightless face that gaped up at her made Alex’s blood chill in her veins. His expression was one of pure terror, frozen across his once-jovial features. Alex could not even begin to imagine the horror of what he must have seen in the instant before he died.
         
 
         Then again … 
         
 
         The old memory leapt out at her from the dark, locked corner of her past. Alex felt its sharp bite, heard the screams that had shattered the night – and her life – forever.
         
 
         No.
         
 
         Alex didn’t want to relive that pain. She didn’t want to think about that night, least of all now. Not when she was surrounded by so much death. Not when she was so totally alone. She couldn’t bear to dredge up the past she’d left eighteen years and thousands of miles behind her.
         
 
         But it crept back into her thoughts as though it were yesterday. As though it were happening again, the unshakable sense that the same horror she and her father had survived so long ago in Florida had somehow come to visit this innocent family in the isolated wilds of Alaska. Alex choked back a sickened sob, brushing at the tears that burned her cheeks as they froze against her skin.
         
 
         Luna’s low grunt beside her broke into Alex’s thoughts. The dog was digging at the snow near the body, her muzzle buried in the powder. She moved forward, sniffing out a scent that led toward the trees. Alex got up to see what Luna had found. She didn’t see it at first, then, when she did, the sight did not compute in her mind.
         
 
         It was a footprint, bloodstained and partially obscured by the new-fallen snow. A human footprint that she had to guess would have fit a size fifteen or larger boot. And the foot that left it was naked – more than improbable in this deadly cold, impossible.
         
 
         ‘What the hell?’
 
          
         Terrified, Alex grabbed Luna by the scruff of her neck and held her fast at her side before the dog could follow the tracks any farther. She looked out to where they quickly grew lighter, then simply vanished into the elements. It didn’t make sense.
         
 
         None of this made any sense in the reality of the world as she wanted to view it.
         
 
         From the direction of her plane, she heard her cell phone ringing, accompanied by the airless crackle of the Beaver’s radio as an agitated male voice squawked for her to report in.
         
 
         ‘Alex, goddamn it! Do you copy? Alex!’
 
         Glad for the distraction, she picked up her rifle and ran back to the plane, Luna keeping pace at her side like the canine bodyguard she truly was.
         
 
         ‘Alex!’ Zach Tucker shouted her name over the airwaves again. ‘If you can hear me, Alex, pick up now!’
         
 
         She bent in over the seat and grabbed the radio. ‘I’m here,’ she said, breathless and shaking. ‘I’m here, Zach, and they’re all dead. Pop Toms. Teddy. Everyone.’
         
 
         Zach swore a harshly whispered oath. ‘What about you? Are you okay?’
         
 
         ‘Yeah,’ she murmured. ‘Oh, my God. Zach, how could this happen?’
         
 
         ‘I’m gonna take care of it,’ he told her. ‘Right now, I need you to tell me what you can about what you see, okay? Did you notice any weapons, any explanation for what might have gone on out there?’
         
 
         Alex shot a miserable look back over at the carnage of the settlement. The lives cut short so violently. The blood that she could taste on the icy wind.
         
 
         ‘Alex? Do you have any idea how these folks might have been killed?’
         
 
         She squeezed her eyes shut against the barrage of memories that assailed her – the screams of her mother and her little brother, the anguished cries of her father as he grabbed nine-year-old Alex up into his arms and fled with her into the night before the monsters had a chance to kill them all.
         
 
         Alex shook her head, trying desperately to dislodge that awful recollection … and to deny to herself that the killings here last night were stamped with the same kind of unthinkable horror.
         
 
         ‘Talk to me,’ Zach coaxed her. ‘Help me understand what happened if you can, Alex.’
         
 
         The words would not come to her tongue. They remained trapped in her throat, swallowed up by the knot of ice-cold dread that had opened in the center of her chest.
         
 
         ‘I don’t know,’ she answered, her voice sounding detached and wooden in the silence of the empty, frozen bush. ‘I can’t tell you what could have done this. I can’t …’
         
 
         ‘That’s okay, Alex. I know you must be upset. Just come on back home now. I’ve already got a call in to Roger Bemis out at the airstrip. He’s going to fly me out there within the hour and we’re gonna take care of the Tomses, all right?’
         
 
         ‘Okay,’ she murmured.
 
         ‘Everything’s going to be okay now, I promise.’
 
         ‘Okay,’ she repeated, feeling another tear spill down her cold cheek.
         
 
         Her father had said the same words to her all those years ago – a promise that everything would be all right. She hadn’t believed him. After what she had seen here today, the sense she had that something evil was closing in on her once more, Alex wondered if anything would ever truly be all right again.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Skeeter Arnold took a long drag off a fat joint as he kicked back in a battered baby blue velvet recliner, the finest piece of furniture he had in the shithole apartment he kept in the back of his mother’s house in Harmony. Holding the smoke deep in his lungs, he closed his eyes and listened to the yammering of the shortwave radio on the kitchen counter. The way Skeeter saw it, the kind of enterprise he was in, it just made good business sense to keep a handle not only on the Staties but also the local yokels too stupid to keep their asses out of trouble.
         
 
         And yeah, maybe he liked to listen to the dispatches partly because he got a perverted amount of enjoyment out of other people’s misery, as well. Nice to be reminded sometimes that he wasn’t the biggest loser in the whole state of Alaska, no matter what his bitch of a mother told him on a regular basis. Skeeter exhaled slowly, thin smoke curling around the curse he mumbled when he heard the creak and groan of the old floorboards as the perpetual pain in his ass came stomping down the hallway to his room.
         
 
         ‘Stanley, did you hear me calling you up there? Do you intend to sleep all damn day in there?’ She ham-fisted a few hard raps on the door, then gave the locked knob a good, but ineffective, jiggle. ‘Didn’t I tell you to run out first thing this morning and pick up some rice and canned beans? What the hell are you waiting for, the spring thaw? Get off your lazy ass and do something useful for a change!’
         
 
         Skeeter didn’t trouble himself to answer. Nor did he budge from his sprawl in the chair, or even so much as flinch as his mother continued to huff and puff and bang on the door. He took another lazy hit off the joint and savored the buzz, knowing the annoyance outside his room would eventually tire of him ignoring her and slink back to her harpy’s perch in front of the TV where she belonged.
         
 
         To help drown her out in the meantime, Skeeter reached for the radio a few feet away and cranked the volume. Harmony’s one-and-only law enforcer, Trooper Zachary Tucker, sounded like he had his panties in a wad over something pretty big today.
         
 
         ‘Stanley Arnold, don’t you think you can just tune me out, you miserable no-good excuse for a son!’ His mother pounded on the door again, then stormed off, her big mouth still running all the way up the hall. ‘You’re just like your father. Never been worth a lick and never will be!’
         
 
         Skeeter got up from the recliner and moved in closer to the radio as Tucker, reporting in with the State boys in Fairbanks, rattled off the coordinates of an apparent multiple death scene – probable homicide, he’d said – some forty miles out in the bush. Tucker was awaiting air transport from one of Harmony’s two resident pilots. He advised that the other one, Alex Maguire, had been the one who discovered the bodies while on a supply run and was presently on her way back into town.
         
 
         Skeeter felt a twist of excitement as he listened. He knew the area in question very well. Hell, he’d been out that way just last night with Chad Bishop and a few other people. They’d been getting high and drinking by the river … right before they’d started tormenting Teddy Toms. In fact, the way it was sounding to him, the settlement the cops were talking about had to be the kid’s family’s place.
         
 
         ‘No friggin’ way,’ Skeeter whispered, wondering if he could possibly be right about that. Just to be sure, he jotted the coordinates down on his palm, then riffled through a pile of unpaid bills and other trash until he found the beer-stained area map he’d been using as a coaster for the past couple of years. He triangulated the spot on the map, disbelief and a sick sort of wonderment sliding through his senses.
         
 
         ‘Holy shit,’ he said, taking a long drag off his joint before snuffing it out on the burn-scarred Formica to save the rest of the buzz for later. He was too excited to finish it now. Too lit up with morbid curiosity to keep from running a tight pace back and forth across the cramped room.
         
 
         Had Pop Toms or the old man’s brother-in-law gone off the deep end? Or had it been Teddy who finally snapped his leash? Maybe the kid had gone home and lost it after Skeeter and the others had driven him off in tears last night at the river?
         
 
          
         He’d know all that soon enough, Skeeter figured. He’d always wanted to see a dead person up close. Maybe he’d just head out for a little detour on his way to the store for those beans and rice his mother wanted.
         
 
         Yeah, and maybe he’d skip the errand-boy bullshit and just go do what he wanted for a change.
         
 
         Skeeter grabbed his cell phone – the sweet new one with video capability and the cool skull-and-crossbones skin. Then he fished the key to his Yamaha sled out of the mess on his counter. He didn’t bother telling his mother where he was heading, just pulled on his winter gear and strode out into the bracing chill of the day.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS
 
         Heat blasted out of the Range Rover’s dashboard vents as Brock upped the temperature another few degrees. ‘Damn, it’s cold tonight.’ The big male from Detroit cupped his hands in front of his mouth and blew into his palms. ‘I hate winter, man. Feels like goddamn Siberia out there.’
         
 
         ‘Not even close,’ Kade replied from behind the wheel of the parked SUV, his gaze fixed on the decrepit brownstone they’d been surveilling for the past couple of hours. Even in the postmidnight darkness, with a fresh blanket of snow masking everything in pristine white, the place looked like total shit from the outside. Not that it mattered. Whatever they were peddling inside – drugs, sex, or a combination of both – was bringing a fairly steady stream of human traffic to the door. Kade watched as a trio of frat boys wearing university colors and a couple of bundled-up young women climbed out of a piece-of-crap Impala and went inside.
         
 
         ‘If this was Siberia,’ Kade added once the street got quiet again, ‘our balls would be jingling like sleigh bells and we’d be pissing ice cubes. Boston in November is a picnic.’
         
 
         ‘Says the vampire born on a friggin’ Alaskan glacier,’ Brock drawled, shaking his head as he held his dark hands in front of the vents and tried to rub off the chill. ‘How much longer you think we need to wait out here before our man decides to show his ugly face? I need to start moving before my ass freezes to this seat.’
         
 
         Kade grunted more than chuckled, as impatient as his partner on tonight’s patrol of the city. It wasn’t the humans that brought Brock and him to this address in one of Boston’s roughest areas, but the individual purported to be behind the illegal activity. And if their intel proved valid – that the vampire who ran the place was also dealing in another forbidden commodity – then the night was going to end on a very unpleasant, probably bloody, note.
         
 
         Kade could hardly wait.
 
         ‘Here he is now,’ he said, watching as a pair of headlights swung around the corner and a pimped-out black Mercedes with gold trim and gilded hubcaps prowled to a stop at the curb.
         
 
         ‘You have got to be kidding me,’ Brock said, smirking as the spectacle continued.
         
 
         Music throbbed from within the sedan, the rhythmic bass and punching lyrics vibrating impossibly louder as the driver got out and went around to open the back passenger-side door. A pair of leashed white pit bulls were the first to exit the car, followed by their master, a tall Breed male trying hard to look badass even though he was wrapped in a long fox-fur coat and had gone about ten pounds beyond the respectable limits of bling and guyliner.
         
 
         ‘Forget about the shit Gideon turned up on this asshole,’ Kade said. ‘We’d be in the right to waste him just for going out in public dressed like that.’
         
 
         Brock grinned, showing the very tips of his fangs. ‘You ask me, I think we ought to waste him just for making us freeze our stones off waiting for him out here.’
         
 
         At the curb, the vampire gave his dogs a harsh yank of their studded leather leashes when they dared to take a step ahead of him. He kicked the one nearest to him as he strode toward the door of the brownstone, chuckling at the dog’s sharp yelp of pain. When he and his driver and his pair of hellhounds had all disappeared inside the building, Kade killed the Rover’s auxiliary power and opened his door.
         
 
         ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s find a way in through the back while Homeboy’s busy making an entrance.’
         
 
         They moved in behind the building and located a ground-level window half obscured by snow and street rubbish. Squatting on his haunches, Kade brushed away the ice and crusted-over filth, then lifted the hinged panel of glass and peered into the darkened space on the other side. It was a brick cellar, littered with a couple of rotted mattresses, spent condoms, used syringes, and a combined stench of piss, vomit, and various other expelled bodily fluids that assaulted Kade’s acute senses like a sledgehammer blow to his skull.
         
 
         ‘Jesus Christ,’ he hissed, lips curling back off his teeth and fangs. ‘Homeboy’s housekeeper is so fired.’
         
 
         He slipped inside, landing soundlessly on the rough concrete floor. Brock followed, 280-plus pounds of heavily armed vampire lighting as quietly as a cat beside him. Kade motioned past the revolting mess on the floor to a pitch-black corner of the room, where a short length of chain and a pair of shackles lay. A strip of silver duct tape had been cast off nearby, with several strands of long, light blond hair stuck to it.
         
 
         Brock met Kade’s hard stare in the dark. His deep voice was more growl than words. ‘Skin trader.’
         
 
         Kade nodded grimly, sickened by the evidence of all that had taken place in this dank, dark basement prison. He was about to head for the stairs and crash the party above when Brock’s low curse made him pause.
         
 
         ‘We’re not alone down here, my man.’ Brock indicated a barred door all but obscured by shadows and the rusted skeleton of an old box spring that leaned too neatly against it. ‘Humans,’ he said. ‘Females, just on the other side of that door.’
         
 
          
         Hearing the quiet, broken breathing now, and feeling the current of pain and suffering that rode on the fetid air, Kade moved with Brock toward the lightless corner of the cellar. They pushed aside the old box spring, then Kade lifted the thick metal bar that locked the door from the outside.
         
 
         ‘Holy hell,’ Brock whispered into the darkness. He stepped inside the small room where three young women sat huddled together in the corner, shivering and terrified. When one of them started to scream, Brock moved faster than any of the drugged humans could track him. Reaching down, he brushed his hand over the female’s brow, trancing her into silence with his touch. ‘It’s all right. You’re safe now. We aren’t going to hurt you.’
         
 
         ‘Have any of them been bled?’ Kade asked, watching as Brock willed the other two captives into similar states of quiet.
         
 
         ‘They’ve been beaten recently, so there’s bruising. But I don’t see any bite wounds. Don’t see any Breedmate marks, either,’ he added, doing a quick check of the women’s exposed skin and extremities, looking for the teardrop-and-crescent-moon birthmark that differentiated mortal females from their more genetically extraordinary sisters. Brock gently released the pale arm he held, then stood up. ‘At least none of these three is a Breedmate.’
         
 
         A small mercy, and one that hardly exonerated the vampire scum who’d been making a business out of trafficking women to the highest bidder.
         
 
         ‘Give me a minute to scrub their memories of what they’ve been through and get them safely out of here,’ Brock said. ‘I’ll be right behind you.’
         
 
         Kade gave him a tight nod and a flash of fang. ‘Meanwhile, I’m going to head upstairs and have a little private chat with Homeboy.’
         
 
         With aggression burning like acid in his veins, Kade crept up the steps to the noise-filled main floor of the building, bypassing the orgy taking place under a cloud of narcotic smoke, trippy industrial music, and flashing strobe lights.
         
 
         In a back office down the hall, he heard the thin rasp of the scumbag he was looking for.
         
 
         ‘Fetch me the female who just came in with those Ivy League losers – no, not the blonde, the other one. If she’s a true redhead, she’s worth twice as much to me.’
         
 
         Kade hung back, grinning as Homeboy’s beefy driver-slash-bodyguard came out of the office and saw him standing there in the hallway. The male was Breed, as well, and menace flashed as amber light in his irises when he saw the threat before him now.
         
 
         ‘Shh,’ Kade said pleasantly, a dagger already gripped in his hand and ready to let fly.
         
 
         He released the blade in the instant the driver reached for his own weapon, nailing the big vampire dead center in the throat. The bulky body sagged to the floor, and as the heavy thump carried over the din of music and moaning from up the hall, Kade leapt around the corpse to fill the open doorway of Homeboy’s office.
         
 
         The pair of white pit bulls lunged faster than their master in the ridiculous fur coat could react. Snarling and snapping, the dogs charged Kade. He didn’t flinch; there was no need. He caught their wild eyes in an unblinking look of command that brought them both to a sudden halt on the carpeted floor in front of his boots.
         
 
         All of the Breed were born with their own unique talents – or curses, in some cases – in addition to the longevity, strength, and bloodthirst that were traits of their kind. In Kade, his talent was the ability to connect psychically with predator animals and direct their actions with a simple thought. It was a power he had honed to lethal precision from the time he was a boy in the frozen Alaskan wild, and with animals far more dangerous than these.
         
 
          
         ‘Stay,’ he said calmly to the dogs, then glanced up at the Breed male who gaped at him from across the small room. ‘You stay, too.’
         
 
         ‘What the – who the fuck are you?’ Panic and outrage deepened the lines around the vampire’s mouth as he took in Kade’s appearance, from the black fatigues and combat boots that matched the dark color of his spiky hair, to the impressive collection of blades and semi-automatic weaponry he sported at his hips and on holsters strapped to his thighs. ‘Warrior,’ he breathed, evidently not so arrogant – or stupid – that he didn’t know some measure of fear at this unannounced visit. ‘What could the Order possibly want from me?’
         
 
         ‘Information,’ Kade replied. He took a step inside the room and closed the door behind him, pausing to scratch one of the now-docile pit bulls behind the ear. ‘We’ve heard some disturbing things about this business you’re running here. We need to know more.’
         
 
         The vampire lifted his shoulders and made a half-assed attempt to look confused. ‘What’s to tell? I dabble in a variety of ventures.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah, I noticed. Nice little venture you’ve got going down in the basement of this shithole. How long have you been trafficking women?’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
 
         ‘Now, see, making me repeat myself is not a smart thing to do.’ Kade crouched low and motioned to the pair of pit bulls to come up alongside him. They sat at his feet like squat gargoyles, staring at their former master and obediently awaiting Kade’s command simply because that’s what he wanted them to do. ‘I’ll bet if I told these dogs to rip your throat out, I wouldn’t have to ask them twice. What do you think? Should we find out?’
         
 
         Homeboy swallowed hard. ‘I-I haven’t been doing it for very long. A couple months short of a year, I guess. Started out with drugs and whores, then I started getting certain … requests.’ He fidgeted with one of the many gold rings that gleamed on his fingers. ‘You know, requests for services of a more permanent nature.’
         
 
         ‘And your clients?’ Kade prompted as he rose to his full six-foot-four height. ‘Who are they?’
         
 
         ‘Humans, primarily. I really don’t keep good records.’
 
         ‘But you do provide these services’ – he hissed the word through his fangs – ‘to members of the Breed, as well.’
         
 
         It wasn’t a question, and Homeboy knew it. He gave another shrug, the collar of his fox coat brushing against his diamond-studded earlobe. ‘I deal in a cash business, simple supply and demand. Breed or human, the money is all the same.’
         
 
         ‘And business is good,’ Kade guessed.
 
         ‘I’m getting by. Why is the Order so interested in what I’m doing, anyway? You looking for a piece of the action?’ he hedged, his smile little more than a slimy split of his lips. ‘I could cut Lucan in, if that’s what this is about. I am a businessman, after all.’
         
 
         ‘You are scum,’ Kade said, incensed but not surprised that a bottom-feeder like this would think that he or any of his brethren were for sale. ‘And if I told Lucan you said that, he would shred you open from chin to balls. You know what? Fuck that. I’ll save him the trouble—’
         
 
         ‘Wait!’ Homeboy held up his hands. ‘Wait. Tell me what you want to know.’
         
 
         ‘Okay. Let’s start with this. How many of the women you’ve locked up in that basement and sold were Breedmates?’
         
 
         A sickening silence lengthened while the vampire considered how best to answer. Even this worthless offal had to know that those rare females bearing the Breedmate birthmark were revered, precious to all of the Breed. To bring harm to a Breedmate was to bring harm to the entire vampire race, for there were no other females on the planet who could carry Breed young in their womb. To knowingly collect a profit from a Breedmate’s pain, or to benefit in any way from her death, was about the most heinous thing one of Kade’s kind could do.
         
 
         He watched the other vampire as he would an insect trapped under glass, and in fact, he valued this Breed male’s life even less.
         
 
         ‘How many, you disgusting fuck? More than one? A dozen? Twenty?’ He had to work to bite back his snarl. ‘Did you sell them unknowingly, or did you make an even bigger profit off their suffering? Answer the goddamn question!’
         
 
         With Kade’s outburst, the pair of pit bulls rose up onto their feet, their compact muscles taut and straining, both of them growling with menace. The dogs were as attuned to Kade’s anger as he was to them. He held the dogs back with only the barest thread of self-control, knowing that if the vampire cowering in front of him had any information of value, he was duty-bound to wring it out of him.
         
 
         Then he could kill him with a clear conscience.
 
         ‘Who have you been selling Breedmates to? Answer the fucking question. I’m not going to wait all night for you to cough up the truth.’
         
 
         ‘I-I don’t know,’ he stammered. ‘That is the truth. I don’t know.’
         
 
         ‘But you admit that’s what you’ve been doing.’ God, he wanted to waste this piece of shit. ‘Tell me who you’ve been trafficking to, before I rip your ugly head off.’
         
 
         ‘I swear – I don’t know who wanted them!’
 
         Kade wasn’t about to let it go at that. ‘Was it more than one individual who came to you for the females? What about the name Dragos – ring any bells with you?’
         
 
         Kade watched with narrowed eyes, waiting for the vampire to take the bait. But the name Kade cast out to him went unacknowledged. Anyone having dealt with the Breed elder known as Dragos – a villain whose evil had only recently been discovered through the efforts of the Order – would surely register some amount of reaction at the mention of his name.
         
 
         Homeboy, however, was oblivious. He exhaled a sigh and gave a weak shake of his head. ‘I only dealt with one guy. He wasn’t Breed. Wasn’t actually human, either. Not by the time I met him, anyway.’
         
 
         ‘A Minion, then?’
 
         The news didn’t exactly put Kade at ease. Though the creation of Minions went against Breed law, not to mention basic morality, only the most powerful of the Breed could create the human mind slaves. Drained nearly to the point of death, Minions were loyal to their Master alone. Dragos was second-generation Breed and held himself above any law, Breed or otherwise. It wasn’t a question of whether Dragos kept Minions, but rather how many, and how deeply embedded into human society did they go.
         
 
         ‘Would you know this Minion if you saw him again?’
 
         The animal carcass wrapped around the vampire’s neck lifted once more with another shrug of his shoulders. ‘I don’t know. Maybe. He hasn’t been around for a long time now. Stopped doing business with him about three, maybe four months ago. For a while there, he was one of my regulars, then nothing out of him again.’
         
 
         ‘You must have been so disappointed,’ Kade drawled. ‘Describe him to me. What did the Minion look like?’
         
 
         ‘Tell you the truth, I never got a good look at the guy. Never really tried, either. I could tell he was Minion, and the dude paid in large bills. Nothing more I needed to know about him.’
         
 
         Kade’s veins tightened with animosity and a barely restrained rage to hear the ambivalence in his words. He had killed for lesser offenses than this – far less – and the urge to tear apart this worthless excuse of a male was fierce. ‘So, what you’re saying is you repeatedly sold him innocent females who were too drugged up to defend themselves, with zero regard for what he was doing with them or where they might end up. No questions asked. That about it?’
         
 
         ‘I guess you could say I run my business on the basis of “don’t ask, don’t tell.”’
         
 
         ‘Yeah, you could say that,’ Kade agreed. ‘Or I could say that you run your business like an ass-licking coward and you deserve to die a slow and painful death.’
         
 
         Worry spiked in an acrid stink as the vampire held Kade’s stare. ‘Now, let’s just wait a minute. Let me think for a second, all right? Maybe I can remember something. Maybe there is some way I can help—’
         
 
         ‘I doubt it.’ Kade scrutinized him, seeing from the look of scrambling panic on his face that he wasn’t going to get anything more useful out of this conversation.
         
 
         Besides that, he was tired of looking at the asshole.
 
         He reached down to lift the dogs’ chins in his palms, glancing into the intense brown eyes of one, then the other. The silent command was acknowledged with a faint twitch of sinew. The pit bulls jumped up onto the desk and sat in front of their former master, their eyes unblinking, sharp-toothed maws open and dripping saliva.
         
 
         ‘Good boys,’ Kade said. He pivoted to leave.
 
         ‘Wait, so … that’s it?’ Homeboy asked hesitantly from around the pair of slavering gargoyles that were now perched before him. ‘I wanna be sure we’re cool for now. I mean, I told you everything I know. That’s all you want from me, right?’
         
 
         ‘Not exactly,’ Kade said without looking back at the skin trader. He put his hand on the doorknob. ‘There is one more thing I want.’
         
 
         As he walked out of the office and closed the door, he heard the pair of pit bulls launch into their attack. Kade paused there, closing his eyes and letting himself enjoy the violence of the moment through his talent’s visceral connection to the animals. He felt every breaking crunch of bone, every tear of the skin trader’s flesh as the dogs ripped into him. Inside the room, the vampire screamed and wailed, his pain a pleasant punctuation to the music and moaning still carrying on in the other part of the building.
         
 
         Brock came striding up the hallway as Kade was stepping around the corpse of the driver.
         
 
         ‘You take care of the females?’ he asked as he and his patrol partner met up halfway.
         
 
         ‘I scrubbed the memories of their whole captivity and sent them home,’ Brock said. The big male spared only the briefest glance at the body before arching a brow at Kade. ‘How about you? Did you manage to get anything out of Homeboy?’
         
 
         ‘Turns out he wasn’t actually much of a dog person,’ Kade said around the continued shrieks coming from the direction of the office.
         
 
         Brock’s mouth quirked at the corner. ‘So I hear. Anything else?’
         
 
         ‘Yeah, unfortunately. Asshole’s been trafficking Breedmates, just as our intel suggested. His client was a Minion, but he didn’t know anything more than that. Never saw the mind slave up close and couldn’t describe him at all.’
         
 
         ‘Shit,’ Brock said, running a big hand over the top of his head. ‘So I guess Homeboy was a dead end, huh?’
         
 
         Kade cocked his head as the last of the howls cut short behind him. ‘He is now.’
         
 
         Brock exhaled a rueful chuckle. ‘Let’s get this place cleaned up and shut down. Got a text from Gideon, asking us to call in when we can. Something about a situation up north.’
         
 
         ‘Up north, as in upstate?’
 
         ‘No, man. Farther north than that.’ Brock met his gaze and held it for longer than was comfortable. ‘Something’s evidently gone down in Alaska. He didn’t say what exactly, just said that Lucan wants you to report in to headquarters asap.’
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